~

IS

Il e

I}
b

The quality of this microform is heavily dependentupon the
quality of the original thesis-submitted for microfilming.
Every effort has been made to ensure the highest quality of
reproduction possible. . .

It pages are missing, contact the university which granted
the degree. .

e indistinct print ®specially if the
original pages we typed with a poor typewriter ribbon or
if the university sepkus an inferior photocopy.

. 33‘ »

Some pages ma

Pre\)iously copyrighted materials (journal articles, pub-

lished tests, etc.) are not filmed. I

]

Reproducfionin full or in'gart of this microform is géverned
by the Canadian Copyright Act, R.S.C. 1970, c. -30.

.. Bibliothéque nati nale

microfiimés.

du Canada - - .
e ) - .. h ) ® -~
Canadian Theses Service( - Service des théses,canadiennes R . ), .-
Ottawa, Canada - ' . o ’ x -
K1A ON4
) P — . ; "
r * - AN
: < I »
. : . Ty
N\, . - \
s \ N -
i ‘ ~
. ) - &
AY - e
‘l 1] » - N
- .
- o B S - ' T — > = = ~ -
\.\ . ' " . ) .
: NOTICE “ é ) AVIS ™

La qualité de cette microforme dépend grandement de la

qualité de la these soumise au microfiimage. Nous avons

lout fait pour assurer une qualité supétieure de reproduc-

tion. .

Sl manque des~pages, veuillez communiquer avec

l'universite qui a conféré le grade , ‘\\

v

désirer, surtout 8i les pages originales ont été daclylogrg-
phiées a l'aide d'un ruban usé ou st l'université nous afay -
parvenir une photocopie de qualité inférieure.

- La qualité d'impression de certaines pages peut Iaisseri

Les documents qui font déja I'objet d'un droit d'auteur
(articles de- revue, tests publiés, etc) ne sont pas

. La"‘re'production, méme partielle, de cette mlicroforme est

soumise a la Loi canadienne sur le droit d'auteur, SRC
1970, ¢. C-30. )



~ N T R ° - _ ‘v
AY ~ -~ - — ___*
% : \ ) -
¢ -
. : B o
N \ \“\ < h k
I -
_ L _ In Search of the Sgcular Sacrament:
= - Strategies for Salvation -
in Five Novels by Patrick White -
\. - .' P, . ‘ ) X ’ N ’ ) &. B
A3 B . \,
é- .‘ ° L . / .
) ~ ! h N N ' o~ ’ J = .. ’ »
] A 1 - - \\"\
Edward Cooney o , o AN
. o ) . o ‘ L
- . - ’ , \\\\
. N \ . — 4 . \\
A <.7 - : A Thesis S ’
w1 - - K . L - >
S ' s Coin e ’ . ~
- -’ T ‘ ' . d : ' VL ) B
'« The Department AT
- . " ' TN N o & ) %
. ' ) of. - — - R
. ' . o T
o ¢ \\ . . ,‘ )
: Moo _~English * .
- . - ‘ . . N .
. R ’ . - A
. - ~ T~ b
S
. o - N A L.
. ' : - -
* L ‘ . . . ’. * . )f
Presented in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements T
. for the Degreé.of Master of -Arts "at . -,
‘ Concordia University/” .
\

< i ‘Montréalﬂ Québec, Canada

4
N . '
;

T ‘ - -
‘- oo February 1988 _
~ - $» . B i
. . - - . 4 ~ v . .
. Ve \ ~ . )
- + ¥ ~ ’ -\ h Ry
. | \ N (:) dwérd Coopey,~19§8
~<—.-—:—:“::~‘*—-.—“‘——- - \ . ’ . * '
) . o L oL
~~—— - - N o
\‘ V. ) ~ » -



~
“«

Permission -has been granted
to: the National Library of
_Canada to microfilm this
" thesis and to lend or sell
copies of the film.

The author (copyright owner)
has reserved other
publication rights, and
neither the thesis nor
-extensivd extracts from. it
may be printed or otherwise
reproduced without 'ﬁis/her
written permission.

*

L'autorisation a &té accordée’
4 "la' Bibliothdque nationale
du Canada de microfilmer
cette thése et de préter ou
de vendre des exemplaires du
film.

L'auteur (titulaire - du droit
d'auteur) s réserve les
autres dAdroits de publication;

ni la thése ni de 1longs
extraits de celle-ci ne
doivent @&tre imprimés ou

autrement reproduits sans son
autorisation écrite. - -

I1SBN 0'-315~41592—4



ABSTRACT

In Search of ‘the Secular Sacrament:
Strategies for Salvation
in Five Novels by Patrick Whité

"Edward Cooney

The Australian writer Patrick White, likg’many of this

century's greatest artists, has examined the plight of

-

contemporary humanity bereft of the support of traditional

religion and reason. Because of the power of fhe religious

novey§ of his "middle" period, many critics® see h primari-
ly as a religious writer. This approach is only ™one of

several Whit® investigates as a possible strategy in the

individual's search for meaning. ' Beginning with his 1948

novel The-rAunt's Story,*each protagonist has sought to

overcome his or her alienated state in various ways. In

\

this novel, White explores'a woman's seaxch into her own

| ~ «

fragmented self 1n.§sycho—social terms. In Riders in the

Charlot, White,uses the mystico-religious paradlgm generally

regarded as his major theme. However, 1n‘The Vivisector

religious themes are backgroundéd,.as White explores Aes-~

theticism as a strategy for salvation. With The_EYe of the

. Ll
Storm, White. contemplates the life lived with no strategy

for salvation at all. The conclusion of each novel indi- -

cates the author's discomfort with each approach as a final

solution to the prob}em. With The Twyborn Affair, there is

[}

a new sense of resolution which heralds the fact that this

novel stands as a retrospective of all his work.
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:summarizes the dilemma facing the contemporary artist 1in the

Introduction

"Literature . . . Mmust be an 1ce-axe to break ine
sea froden- w1th1n us" ‘(Franz Kafka, gtd. in
Q Steiner, Language and Sllence 67). . )

In an article entitled "Human Literacy," George Steiner

following way: "We cannot act now . ... as 1f nothing of'

. vital relevance has happened to our sense of ' human possibi-

rfiyh (22). The destruction of the belief in the 1nevit-

"apility of human progress 1n the twentieth century, from

v

" both the secular ‘and religious perspective, has left the

.artlst 1n the untenable position of trying to convey his/her

message across a vast gulf of apathy and despalr.
Patrick White is a writer -whose entlre work is an

attempt to brxege the gap between the anomie of contemporary

“l1ife and the artist's de51qe to anatomize and comment upon

.. that very void.. He is‘a,writgr who believes that a "wi%l—

to—meaning“ 1s the eésenco of human nature, and that the

search to fulfill that 'yearning may lead to a life lived at
the most profound level. Richard Rorty has written that
Nietzsche “thinks a‘human l1fe triumphant just so far as it

escapes from inhherited descriptions of the contingencies of

its existence and finds -new descriptions“‘("The Contingency

-

of Selfhood" 12). .1t is possible to view White's oeuvre as
an attempt to.find and descrlbe a strategy whlch may Rgrmlt'
the contemporary Aindividual to experience this life of
triumph.

Whife'é work spans four decades of  this century. It

diéplays an adventurous ariety of approaches to the
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exploration and actiievement of the will-to-meaning on the

part of his protagonists. Unfortunately, there .has been—an
[ C .
undue concentration of critical attention on the novels ot

A - ~ "
his middle "mystical" period which has tended to skew,

interpretation of his entire output. This attentlon‘has

resulted at times in White's being termed a "religious

lnqwellst," the i1mplication being that he is dealing with the

human search for meaning solely through the unafflliatéd

monotheism which is the dominant paradigm of the novels ot
' s .

this period, such as Voss and Riders in thé~Char10t. As 1

.‘. . N ) . (
séek to show here, White, throughout the mahy years 'of his

s N 2 ’ . ) -
work, has rather repeatedly shifted his perspective on the

%

human condition, the strategies for salvation he offers

varylng widely from novel to novel. 1 ' {

Y

e R : .
To i1llustrate my thesis, I have chosen five novels
White wrote over a period of forty years which I believe

best exemplify each of the various strategies,hé explores in®

L}

hfs'study of the contemporary quest for the triumphant life,

v

In The Aunt's Story, published in 1948, the protagon-

1st,'Theodora Goodman, 1is: an Ahstra}lén spinster who travelé
to Europe after béing liberated by th death of her conyen—
tious mother. ' This antic odyssey, termed by Ann McCulloch
as "her searéh for authenticity" (3lL4), is described 1in
éssentially(ésycho-social terms. At;the Hotel aulMidl }n
the South of:France of the 1ate‘£hir£ies, Theodora becomes
en@eshed in the lives, membriesﬁand fantasies of the
polyglottal hotel guests,‘achievinq thereby, thréugh a

“ “\ ., N .
process of fragmentation and recofstruction, a.sense of self

1
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she was not able to achieve in her Australian homeland. The
Coz : ) (\ ,

final section of the novel describes Theodora's decisicon: to

abort her return journey home. She leaves the train which

1

is carrying her through the American mid-west and descends .

into an oxymoron'i_c realm of sane insanity which McCulloch

o

describes in this way:. "Theodora perishes saway from the

world of other people but only because she will not accept

anything less than the truth" (316). The equivocal stance

~implicit in the aunt's final situation is a stage we will
. N % ’

'find common at the conclusion of White's novels. Each
strategy 1s explored, yet each one 1s never entirely
endorsed. , . =

-

In Riders in' the Chariot (1961), White leaves the

psycho-sovcial approach of The Aunt's S“tory to conceritrate

upon what Patricia Morley calls ”the tradition of mysticism
which seeks direct expei‘ience or immeédiate awarene‘é‘s. of God"

(The Mystery of Unity 2). The sense of #Bulfillment so
y ‘ .

desperately s‘,ought/ af ter by Theocdora Goodman has 1in this

later novel a definite supernatural incarnation in the image

-

of, the heavenly Charilot. Mary, Hare, a character in the

‘novel who resembles Theobdora, may appear as equally mad, and

.

is p'erhaps even more isolated from the community arou\nd her;
nevertheless, with her compahlons,' the exiled Jew Himmel- X
farb, the aborigine painter Alf Dubbo, and Mrs. Godbold, she

forms an earthly manifestation of a cpmmunioh of saints,
centred around an unstructured yet\v.JQ)rant faith. When

pressed to explain the terms of this’ falkh\ Mary ca.‘n'only

answer: "I believe in what 1 see, and what I cannot see"
. ' N : o

14
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(58). 'Howevep, according to White, Mary "would recpgnf}e

the Hand. 1n every veined leaf, and would bdndle with the bee:' .

into the divine Mouth" (61). In this novel, the author 'is
'no longer explorlng the ways in which the self may achieve
1ntegratlon and fulfillment through a search within.its own
psyche, but.instead has glvenﬁﬁls protagon%sis the vision ot
' the Charlot, the sign of 4 divine grace flowxng toward his

N
)

quartet of“isolated .beings.
This very isolation, however, demonstrates what for

White is a hesitancy in adopting a viewpoint not entirely

~ T

satisfying. The 1nability of each é}g1onary "to assimilate,

¥t all with the community surroundlnq him or her ultimately

[l

leads to an at times masochistic asceticism which can only
be viewed as a dead end for all those who have not experi-

enced the Chariot. The ambiguity noted concerning Theo-

4

dora's final s}ate\is again present at the conclusion df

../ R
this novel.

In 1970, The Vivisector was published. The protago-

nist, Hurtle Duffield, suffers from a pfofound yearning to

search for life's meaning. However, White has Duffield
> . :

chart a path toward his goal in a very different direction

than that explored by the company of the elect 1n Riders in

L4

the Chariot, although the motif is investigated to some

- -~

exterit.in the figure of the painter Alf Dubbo. :

For Hurgtle Duffield, painting becomes the path to
salvation. The story of the painter who as a young boy
leaves his worklng class milieu and 1s adopted by the

cultured Courtneys is also a complex tale of the struggle

T
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. 1
%etween the desire for human aglonging and the terror that

v—

this belonging may‘ultimateiy lead td artistic death.

Notably missings throughout the major portion of the novel

are the mystico-religious motifs that were the predominant

EaY -~
1mages. in Riders in the Chariot. As A.P." Reimer states

\ . : T
about The Vivisector: "In this novel the material world and

ihe world of external reality impinge on the central
character's-private psychodrama to -an extent unencountered
in earli;} works" k"Eyé of the Needle" 252). Even though
near the end of hié'life the' painter sufférs a stréke,
during and after which he achleveé a level of ﬁrénscendence,

this event Qgcurs 8o late in the novel as to appear ‘as ‘a

virtual deus ex machina in the painter's struggle for

meaning. Duffield, }ike Theodora in The Auht's Story,

1

achieves salvation at the cost of losing the world. . The
painter receives his vision on his deathbéd,'at last able to-
blend the principles by which)he has led his aesthetic life
with his overwhelming épirifuaf need jexpressed in the nerl
by the final blending of the words‘"indigo" énd "God").

Grace through aesthetics is possible, White {mpliés; but

again, the arbitrariness of its bestowal is a severely

‘limiting problem. L " .

Brian Kiernan has written that for White's characters

»

"the meaning of the ‘individual life lies in 1ts totality, in

the continual struggle to discover permanence within the’

"flow of experiéncé“ (Patrick White 109). In his 1973 novel,

.

The Eye of the Storm, Eliz&beth Hunter experiences a.

revelation with semi-mystical implications in late middle
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age, early enough for it to make a difference*for her in
" living life's totality. This novel is Whlte s mog} problem-
atic because thig revelation, occuring lon@ before death,
. has so little effect on the life of the woman who receives
it. Elizabeth Hunter is an atypical White protagonist in
that not only‘haé she no apparent yearning for a meaningéul
life bu£ also'haﬁ_no regret that she is missing 1it. The
experience of transcendence'She‘unaergoes on-a deserted
island in the eye of the hurricane is therefore the ubtimatg
in gratuiéousness. There is no question of the novel's
nihilistic imptications.j Reimer fefuses to endorse the
. opinion that Mrs. Hunter's baptismal experience at aeaih can
be seen in terms of epiphary. He ‘writes: "There is always a
suggéspiop ﬁresent that hef death is merely déath, and that,
as an eitensio&wof this, her experiences . . . contain
little, }f\gpy, trace of absolute truth" (262).

]

In this novel White also explores the vagaries of

Tmlllal relationships that was begun with' The Vivisector.
The 1ntrlcate web of ‘intrigues that 1s constructed between
Mrs. Hunter and thé rest of her family is ‘explored at length
from the perspective oglwhether the relationshﬁps may
}ncrease‘or at£enuate a life fulfilled. The triumph which
usually marks the death of the protagonist (as in the deaths
of Hurtle Duffield and Himmelfarb, for example) 1is expe;i-
enced in this novel by Mary de Santis, Elizabeth's Aight
nurse, and not Mrs. Hunhter herself. The old woman's

-

aetermlnatlon to 11ve he; life outside salvation dlssolves

‘at her death into an isolation replete with the typical.

- -
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White'eschatblogical.ambiguiéy.
» //ﬂ With each of these four noyels, the'final stance
regarding the achievement of the protagonists appears, as
y 'y

ﬁoted.previously, stYandely tenuous andy adumbrated.

N .

. However, a marked change in position occurs with the

publication of The Twyborn Affair in 1979. The central
W

- v

focus of the no?el.is the search of an individual for

,peaning that 'seems to reside in what M.H. Abrams calls "its
\ .

and sundered self® (Watural Supernéturalism 260).

L

'owﬁ lost
The .main charaé#eg, Edd}e.Twybo}n,,tﬁrpugh a series of
gend;r reversals (as fudoxia, the keptqyoung woman of the
old Greek Anggtaé, as Edd@e, the hired man. working on a
ra;;h in the Australian ouébick, and as Eadith, the madam of

.aibrothel in the London of the thirties) makes the same
searca for sqlf41ntegration as Theodora Goodman in The-

.
Aunt's Story, written three decades before. Yet this return

to a strategy previously explored does not indicate repeti-

tion. Manly Johnson calls The Twyborn Affair "a fictional-

ized retroépective“ (Twyborn, "The Agbessf 161) of White's
lpfg, whichfundoubte@ly aécounts for the difference betweén
the achievement gf Tﬁeodora Goodman and Eddie Twyborn.
'Theodéra lives on but as anp isolated figure, judged insane

by those around her, and she remains an‘exile in her

- -

alienated individuality. Eddie resolves the conflict within

- i : e .
>°hi,mself'/tﬁzerself and forgives and is fotgiven by his mother,
the dominant force in his life. Although the novel ends

with Eddie's death, there is present a strong indication

that a re-birth has occurred on two levels. First, his

& 7
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. mother realizes that she and Eddie .have become inextricably -

united,” and this trope of unity transcends the equivocation

noted at the end oﬁ the- previous wnovels. Second, on the

e

. artistic 1evél, the final image of the novel is Mrs. Twyborn*
fahtasizing a bulbul singing in a paradisical gardeh. This
songbird at sunrise 'is the birth of the poet, a point that

‘becomes significént with the realization that -the death of

Eddie (duripg the London blitz)*@o;nc}des with the beginning'.
Py » ) . > - - .

of Patrick White's career.

A

TEL Twyborn Affair closes White's explorations of the

_strategies for salvation. The sense Of closure at the

conclusion of the novel is an effective culmination of the
" proéess of engagemeBt characteristic of all the writer's

work. With The Aunt‘s Story and The Twyborn Affair serv1n§

as_bipolar " signposts of ﬁée decades' work, a cyclical

pattern emerges, or,'more precisely; a spiral, for the end
of the cycle, "if it indeed covers thie same territory as. the

beginning, is marked by’a greater profundity and complexity
. -

o

because of the knowledge gained throughout the decades of

exploration. This knowledge makes it possible for the self,
‘~ in its search fot the truth "in .an ultimate recognitioh of -
its own identity . . . .)[to]ibe ‘at home with itself in its

1

_ .~ Otherness'" (Abrams 260).

AN

L

E;f



Chapter I S

. \

The Aunt's Story: To Gather Paradise T

\

"For Occupation —- This -= .
— The spreading wide my narrow Hands
To gather Paradise -- " (Emily Dickinson)

11 . S
v - . N

o

. \ I

In his autobiography, Patrick White explains that he

,

ohose to write fiction "as the means of introducing to a

dlsbglieving audience the cast of contradictory characters

of which I am composed" (Flaws in the Glass 20). In each of

his ndvels, White has tékgn one. of these "characters" and )

posited a strategy by which he or she may attempt to attain

salvation. 'InQThe Aunt's Story (1948), the first novel
. \ : A ' ' )

under discussion, this attempt is carr@ed out on what. is

perhaps the most rudimentary level. Theodora Goodman, the

pfotagonist, undertakes a prolonged odyssey in search of her

—own essential being. _
- This novel has been called "White's first serious look
at the linkages joining self to universe" (Wolfe 66). The

~

. nbvel is essentially a story of liberation, but a liberation
with shattering consequences. The linkages which join the
protagonist Theodora Goodman with the universe are of such

an intensity as to sunder her permanently xizm both her
N "

N

environment and her reason.

The novel begins ;ith Theodora's entry into liberation:
tht Qld—Mrs: Goodman did die at last" (3). Theodofa, the
dﬁéiful daughtef who had been'taking care of her imperious

~ and contentious mother, is at last, by her parent's death,

freed from this bondage. Howevgr,‘before she leaves home,

-
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p ) 10
her niece, Lou, requests that &heodora recapltulate the
story of her life, a device White employs to usher in the

\

She had told the story of Mero&, an old house 1n

major motifs that will be used throughout the novel:

Ve

which nothing remarkable had takén place, buﬂ
b - 'where music had been playeé, énd-rosés had ﬁalien
from their stems, and the human body Had disguisgd

its actual mission of love and hate. (ll)'
Theodora here 1is ipdulqing in romantic reverie, for
when the tale has been t?id, llttlg music but much disguise
is revealed. Roses, music, anddisqguise are the Leltmotlés
* which White uses in his novel.t\It is mdSlC, especially,
which is the embodiment of what might be termed‘tﬁev“p39ch1—
cal harmony" which Theodora ultimately seeks. Yet, at thﬁ
béglnniﬁq, heriworld‘is one of éupreme disharmony, oﬁ
disgdise and disillusiOn that bury trutﬁ}within the‘ground
of conventional rigidity. Theodora spends her childhood at

Meroé&, a place of mythic resonance, a land of black volcanic

t

rock which "conspired with the name, to darken, or to split’

deeper open the black rock, or to frown with a tlerce{:
Ethiopian in£;nsity"-(133.1\ However, it is not long before
Theodora encounters 'disillusion wheﬁ éhé learns what the
5ut81de world thinks of Meroé&. One Saturéay when she~xs,in
town with herrfathér, éhe overhears the other ranchers
ridicule her fatger and\?all their place ?Rgck-an‘mRuin
Holler" (18).

NConsequently,.Theodora begins to' learn thaﬁ she hust

dissemble to preserve the mythos of Meroé. Her sister Fanny



' 11
teaches her literally to reiect the grub.within the ros;
when her first response is acceptance. However, Theodora's
rejection remains superfi;ial, for "she could not condemn
her pale and touching grub" (15).

Theodora subsequenély becomes an early incarnation- of
the -White protaéonigt as alienated ouésidér; "The lghely
gdest for some reconciling.harmony" (Colmer 67) 1is almost
completely.abandoned as the mythical substance of .Meroé is
'suppressed By the, lessons in conformity and the gesturé;'of
'disgui;e as Theodora strdggles'ta preserve her nascent
selﬁ—éxpfésséon aéainst ehcraachiné stranguiation. White's

‘epigraph for Part One calls specific attention to Theodora's

isolation in "that solitéry land -of the individual ex-
: \ ’ , .

perience in which no fellod footfall is heard"” (l)}
LN

There are at Meroé some factors which preserve Theodora

from complete ex€3n¢t10nf Her father, "Qho was thick ana
‘mysterious as a tree, but alsd?hdllow“.j9)hfrepresents a
quallfled measure of eécapeiand companionshlp; hb&ever, his
lack of strengtﬁ makes him an ultimately doomed , figure.
Thérg is a senhse 6f'passivity and indifference in Mr. Good-
man through which Theodora cannot break. For all his: tales
aﬁd‘mythic allusjons, he is not powerful enough to counter-
act the:peqvaside influence of his wife, who labels his

ideas” "romantic and ridiculous"” (35). Theodora, therefore,

learns early not to lean on this ‘"hollow tree."

There atre messadges ‘that come to Theodora from the

outside world, brief flickerings'which linger in her psyche

and continue to support her while she still must submit to-
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her mother's regime. A Syrian salesman appears periodically
at Mero& and on these occasions "the day wag# changed,e@hlch
once Lad been flat as a pastry board" (22). After he
leaves, Theodora realizes that his presence has created a
state "in which rocks might at any moment @pen, or words
convey meaning" (23). These visits serve to give Theodora
only a momentary glimpse of the p0551p111ty of another real-
ity. They point towards an ineffable revelation but, just
;as this awareness seems on the brink of consciousness, her
mother's overbearing contempt for anything tinged with
"rqmance" crushes any awakehing.

The .most important incident at Meroé4can be bifurcated
into two events which occur on the same porténtous‘day. The
first event transpires on the natural level: "On her twelfth
birthday the big oak 1n front was sthightning, and
from three huhdred yards Théodora was thrown to the ground”
(34). This occasion is one of many Whltéxcreates for his
elected ones so that they will be "stroked"? into conscious—
ness. Theodora, despite the incipient traum% of this goad,
is neither ready nor able to respond appf@p iately to this

possible sign of grace. Her destiny in the form of her long

odyssey must unfold in its own predeétined manner before she
. i . .

A

arrives at the goal merely hinted at on this day, her

s
twelfth birthday.

The second ' event which occurs on this auspicious déy
begins with the appearance of The Man Who Was Given His
. He is an .ld prospecting friend of Theodora's

fathe fio arrives at Meroé&, .intending to revive the
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friendship the two had shared. However, Mrs. Ggodman guite

13

openly displays hér bitter hostility and resentment of this
figure from what she considers her husband{;,dissoluteJ?ast.
Faced dith this strong disapproQaI which ge is unable to
«combat, Mr. Goodman hurriedly’giveslhis visitof his dinner
outside the house. The o©0ld prospector, sénsing the tension
that his presence is creating, 1é;ves shortly:aﬁter eating.
Howgver, before he goes, he tells ?heodara:-"You'll see a
lot of funny things, Theodora Gooéman. You'll see themn
-~ because- you've eyes to see. And .they'll break you" (38).
This recognitign'between one member of the elect aéd
anéther 1s coﬁmon in White's work, as. we shall see in the

LS

later novels. What is stgﬁﬁing about this visitor, a man
who has achieved the quest upon which Theodora herself will
later set out, is his confidence 1n his wisdom. He is, as
Jé have seen, a proéhet; he also views his own life with a

-

quiet certitude and contentment. .He looks for\éola, hé
|sayé, not from éregd buq“because "it 1s as good a way of
péssing yod; 1ife as agy other" (35). This'remarkable
deﬁachment, however, canndt disturb the supreme impertur-
bability of Mrs. Goodman, who remains unimpresséd and,
finally, victorious. Theodora has watched this confl?;ﬁ énd
has drawn her lesson from -1t: "It was terrible, the strength
of Mother" (36). The young giﬁl knows by now that shle is

set against her mother, on the side of the "other," and

1)
knowing this, "she feLt afraid for what was ‘prepared" {39).
. ' . LN
‘ Theodora's last early message concerning her destiny is

given to her by Miss Spofforth, the head of the boarding

S~

~
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échoolythe‘young girl is attending. The older women tells
her.young charge: "There is much you shall experience. You
, will pgee clearly, beyond the bone" (57).

The éfféét of prophecy in the novel strengthens the
sense of impogtan;e in Theodora's life, imply{hg a predeter-
miﬁéd destiny~as Theodora continyes to tell of her early
experiences. Thése prophecies highlight the mythic level of
meaniﬁg in Théodora'; life, a level on which she functions
througﬁout'the novel. They finally culminate, in Part
Three, in the figure of Holstius, who becomes the instrument
of the aunt's'transcendence.

However, in Part One, these harbingers of grace aré not
enough‘to libérate Theodora from her mother's rule. At one .
mdﬁent shg seems about to(break free when shells out hunting
yith~Fraﬁk Parrott, a young man wh5 is i1nterested in her.
She is angry with him and with the simpering flirtatiousness
of- her sister, and, because of this anger, she not only
beats'hlm at his own sport, hunting, but kills a hawk, a
fellow being 1nto which she has been briefly transformed:
?Sﬁe’knew thé white air, closer than a sheath, and the whole
\ cold world was é red eye" (63). This murder, then, 1s also

)

"a suicide. On: one level Theodo;a'is angril&“fighting
agaiﬁst the mores bf her backgrouynd, and &et, on a much
deeper 1e§el, she realiéés that b§ the very fact of exper-
iencing this useless anger she is repudiéting‘what 15 best
416 hgrself._.Ih frustration and despair Shé shoégs, knowing
she cannot ﬁiss:"I wa§ wrong, ghe said,'but I shall

. continue to destroy myself, right down to the last of my
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- The Solid ﬁanaqx.ran

- 'has crumbled" (80). -~
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several lives" (66). ' \ fhﬁ%

Part of Theodora's struggle w1th)Frank Parrott involvesl
-her own androgynous nature.. Pynﬁgla Vanden- Driesen has’ i
remarked that "androgynous motifs mark the progress of a
character to psychic wholeness, and-bf¥segual chéracteris—
ticé mark the endorsed characgers of [White's]’norels"
486).' In. this oov51, the theye of.androg§ny does not assume

. i .

" the central significance it will in the later. novels such as

especially, in The TWyborn Affair;

this 1atter wo k wil discussed in deégyk‘in Chapter

algo contain a study of this motif.
. R 8 , - 1 ' . . ) i3
‘THe death Qf her father effectively completes

- M . A - ‘
Theodora's isolation at "Mero&. This gquintessential, albeit

rFlve,awhlcn'wr

,failed syhbol or inner life has goné,tieaving his grieving
tdaughter "walklng in the passages ?f Meroe, a reflection
walklng through mlrrors" (80) Theodora now feelshthat
/
,whatever splrrlngs have occurred within her, and whatever
intiﬁatiOns‘she has perceiﬁed in ‘her surroundings. and from
*others, these have all been finally and forever stifled.

The death of her father has also ushered in the death of her

self.'- She tells her mother: "I am dead, I amgﬁead, Meroé

N

LI 4
-~ £

However, Theodora's will to meaning is resilient enough

to survive the.loss of Mero& and the subsequent move to-
i ) I~ C o . Ky

Sydney with her mother. White treats this city negatively:

it has to bear the weight of everything the author finds

. contemptible in what he considers to be a materialistic,

el

superficial, and smug soqiety. “From the romantic bleakness
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'.(84). This house, and her mother’s presence within it, soon

_further imprisons the daughter within a reiationéhip marked

~
- )

by the wéarying~Eﬁa‘overbearing‘mélice'of the older woman:

' It was the great tragedy of Mrs. Goodman's' life

Lot . . that she had never done a murder. ‘Her husbqu had

escaped into' the ground, and Theodora into

silences. So that she still had to kill, .anhd

.-

-ﬁhere were moments when .she could have killed

, herself. /(§3)

e -
-

One Sunday a ‘man named Jack Frost murders his wife -and
three daughters by slashing their throdats. . In spite of the

consternation of the neighbourhood, Theodora,

consequent
Y

_again the outsider, feels a kinship with_ the murderer: "it

-

is still so close. Like sometﬁing'one has done oheself"’

(56).‘ Theodora_réalizes that though this act, Jack- Frost

n

"had finally dared to pitcﬁ thé'stone" dat all that was

preventing him from penetrating what she)calls this "ir-

reproachable facade" (96)‘.3 Theodora knows that:shé does
not. yet have the courage, nor the means, éo,follow.
Fortunately, even in the bleak morass Qf Sydney,
Theodora encounters signifiers of heridestiny, the most
important of which is &the Greek musician, Moralitis. The
music motif, already referred to above, becomes of central
‘ importahce here.- On the-night Theodora meets the musician,
the mythos of Meroé flashes across her COnéciousness: "The

~roseliipt that Theodora remembered now [was] of Meroé. She

swam through the sea of roses towards that' other Ithaca" '

-of Meroé&, Theodora has comé to a' row house of "thin gardens"’

hd
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-7 (104).' Through Moraiti;»and hig'mgsic, Theodora‘experi-
, ences, at least for a brief moment, fulfillment of .the
‘ seareh for meaning that she has most of her life been trying
‘té ignore: "She had waited sometimes 'for somethiﬁg to

. LY

happen. Now:existehce justified itself"” (111). The

'potentiay of Meroé&, the resolution of' the prophecies, seems
to be at hand. <

Yet the fulfillment remains unrealized. Theodora
sacrifices further intimacy with Mo%aitis to answer a
summons from her pregnant sister'Fannx,Aand shortly becomes
an aunt. Lou, the baby that is born; is the niece to whom
Theodora is recounting her life. As the new aunt holds her
niece, whose Erembling body'"was reminiscent of the-tendér
‘"unprotected moments of her own retrospective awkwardness"
*(112), she realizes khat, és close as this relatiqnship may_ .
become, she is now an aunt, an onlooker. She is not someone
in life to whom events will happen 'but will remain a

. bystander in the lives of her sister Fanny, ¥er brother-
in-law Fraﬁk, and their children. ~ “

The males with whom Theodora is involved in Sydney
represe?t opposing aspects of her life. Moraitis the
mag;cian/musician,(%arbinger of grace and ttanscendence, is
counter-baianced by the étalwgrt Huntly Clarkson: "if he
experienced malaise, he usuaLly\put(it down to physical. He
took things‘glr it" (103). It is Clarkson Qho is yltimately
a dangerous'influence, beqause he represents éurvival\\
through continuous compromise.‘ Theodara notices that "an

' — Fe,

abject and sorry deference had beégun toqnmke Huntly soft"”

’
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(118), and she realizes the death that lurks within that

deference.

-

However, it is the .real death of her mother that

AN .

- \
liberates her from the danger of syccumbing to Huntly

L, -

Clarksqn. ngybn her niece Lou, despite Theodora's attachment

Qi
\‘;.‘(j -

to her, cannot.keep the aunt from leéving, for, as the
iatter realizes,'“There is no life;;ne to otﬁer lives"
(130). So, .in the spirit of the postulant in Olive
Shre1ner‘§ epigraph who must travel to "that sPlitary land
of the individual experience -in which no \fellow footfall is
heéré," Théodora casts off from Australia and lands 1in a

L] -

Europe marking time between two wars.

) I1

“"Jardin Exotique," .the gentral panel in the triptych
into which Patrick White divides his novel, marks an abr&pt:
and startling change from Part One, which is permeated by
the faint brooding presence of- Meroé. The motif of the
solitary seeker of wisdom is highlighted through the
epigraph to~Part Two, by Henfy Miller: "C; walk ;éainst a
united world, asserting our dividedness" (131).

The sétting is the Hot€l Qu Migj in Southern Frgnce
where Theo?oralhaéﬂzome to rest after travelling throughout
Europe. The name  of the hotel connotes midday, and it is,
aﬁpropriately,‘the midway station of Theodora's journey as
well as of the novel. This section also depicts Theodora in

mid-life in the glare of a midday sun that produces halluci--

/

nation. ) !
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“ White introduces hié.t?em§ of the oppositiok‘petween
reality'and_}llusion early 16 this section: Theodofa
reélizgs that "there is no more complete a reality than ;.
chair and a table" (133). He then ﬁcheeds to provide a
cubistic fragmented representqtion of'Theodora“s reaiity!
which so completely interminéles fact ana fantasy, so
thoroughly blufs ;hq boundaries of subject/object that the
reader is left with ‘the undeniable impression that a great
deal of these events must surely‘be‘occurring only in the

mind of the Aust%ﬁ;lan guest. The characters in the hotel

are never delineated in the same real1st1c manner that White

r

’has used in Part One. The stolid Fanny and Frank could

never exist through these ethergal shifts and blendingé. " As
one critic has commented, the residents of the Hotel du Midi
Yare rich in being, ‘as the respectable confofmists of
gbnformist Australian society . . . were not" (Burns 169).
It 'is thgougﬂ the very éubjectivism of Theodora's
vision in this section that white begins to exploxe in
greater detail the aunt's search for enlightenment. It is
ironic that onl& when she has ceased travelling does her
true exploration begin. In'Pért One, the sacramental

presence of Meroé&, and later its memory, as well as tﬂe few

)

messengers which pierced through the cloak of conformity,-

were insufficient to break the bonds of Mrs. Goodman and

Sydney. The Theodora encountered in Part Two is unbound éﬁd\

S

' free-floating amid the debris of Western civilization. This’

is the end of the road fbr her. As we will'see, everything

after this is a return. She has sought revelation in a
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Europe "in which the ghésts of"Hpmér and St. Paul and

Tolstoy waited for the crash" (137). This Spenglerian

vision is further developed in the stories Theodora will.

hear from the residents'of the hotel. fhe aunt's futile
guest in Europe demonétrates‘wﬁﬁte's point that her pilgrim-
age can only take place within ﬁhe mind. y -
Thibgengral symbol gf this section ié, qf course, the
garden‘itgelf. Theodora, upon arrival, "hoped that the
garden would be the goal of the journey" (137), and.yét once
she places herself within it, she realizes that thi; garden
is alplace of futility and will fail her as pompietely as

-

everything else has: "The garden was complétely static,
rigid, ~the equation of a garden . . . tge g;rden was
untouchable" (138). Because of the garden's ineffectiveness
as eggd a symbol for thg salvation she seeks, TQeodora
guickly turns to the{denizens of ‘the hotel for answers.

White portrays the aunt's relationships with these charac-

te\g through a montage of shifting patterns that weave in

e

and' cut of Theodora's consciousness in the same manner as

the residents enter and leavke the garden. Even though, as
Barry Argyle states, Theodora realizes that "we are all to

some extent imposters” (Patrick White, 29), she watches

S

them, she listens, she becomes fragments of their lives.

The key to the interpretation of White's method of
; ' \ .

mosaic fragmentation lies in the following passage:

.

The iandscape was a state of interminable beingy
‘hope and despair devouring and disgorging end-
lessly, and the faces, whether Katia Pavlou, or

¢

.
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Sokolnikov, or Mis. Rapallo, or Wetherby, only
;slightly differeht aépects of the same state.

((179) -
In the Hotel du Midi, one finds characters from the
major European countries. The stories that Theodara hears
A éna in which she later partakegs includé that .of a young
Greek‘g%fl trémbling an the edée of her firstﬁfoméntié and
sexual experience. The aunt also listens to the older
residents, ‘who recapitulate their tales of illusion and.
: 'ﬁtsillusign for her. Many of them seem to have come to the.
hotel primarily to wait for déath. John Colmer writes:
 "bggau§e she is no longer constrained by conventional bonds,
"Theodora is free to liberate herself Fhrougﬁ her imaginative
;?ﬁntification witq théaﬁreams, illusion's and frustrated
pagsions of the hotlel residents" (25). The middle-aged
h woman, by adopting various identities in the stories dé the
“’resggents, absorbs these gxperiences which becomé/fragments
of her own;burgeoning identity. Yet the parameters of the
identity remain fluid enough to allow her to‘take on yet one
more role as she hears of the life of one after another

' | hotel guest.

L In a Europe fast becoming politically polarized, where
everyone seems to be lining up to shout allegiance at one
anothe;, Theodora is often asked to define her own political
atfiliation. The Bloch sisters, for exampie, ask  "What are
you?" and the auné responds: "I have never really stopped to

th'ink" (146). This admissidn not only adegquately answers

the question on the political level, but also describes
- ;

o

N
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Theodpra's general state of mind. For it is clear that she
has still not found the wisdom shé seeks, has not yet ended
her search, and therefore will not commit ‘herself until _gbe
has reached her goal.

Heé seeming passivity is so striking here that it can
easily be mi$understood. Theodora is gware of the feeling
of vague driétihg in those around her: "People no'ionger
‘come'and go . . . people are brought and sent" (199).
D.R.Jﬁhrns thinks thét this static%fondition is an attribute
White gives intentionally to his elect: "For White, soli-
tude, not .society, is the true humén milieu, ana passivity
nog'iction, the prober mode oé being" (111). 1Is this an
accurate reading of;g?eodora Goodman? Will wisddh descend
upon her {n a pentecostal blaze while she merely stand%,and
waits? As we have seen, even the role of aunt i;self seems
to indicate a condition of supporf and marginality. In her
relationship with Katia Pavlou, the young Greek_girl’who
becomes a niece surrogate for the Australian Lou, we read
that "Thebdora Goodman had become a mirror held to the
girl's experience" (140). Not only has her physical journey
come to a standstill, but her spiritual éilgr}mage seems
also to hdve been abandoned. She begins tolresemble a

stranded Penelope listening to all these strangers' tales

that weave together with faint echoes of The Waste Land .4

. . . . . 5
On closer examination, however, it is clear that, as

réceptive as Theodzf% indeed is, she has abandoned neither
her journey nor hek search. Receptivity is not the same

thing as §assivi£y, for, as she’ absorbs the activity and
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experiences of those around her, she is acutely aware of her

own condition, waiting "for some act that still had to be

performed” (233). As William Sheik has written, she is

“reaching for immersion not transcendence" (141). A precise

. o
metaphor for this state in Theodora is her activity of

knitting. She collects the scattered skeins‘of experiehces,
uniiing them to form a garment the identity or function of
which she tells the inquisitive Demoiselles Bloch "I have
not yet made up my mind" (217). Yet Theodora is confident
enough in her own work (or a:tion) to knéw it will not Surn
out’ like that of the\confused French sisters whose "consola-
tion'lay in worrying wool and cottgn into deeper tangles*
(145) and wﬁose neglected. half—completeQ doiliés,ffestoon

the spikes of the jardin exotigue.  The garment upon which

Théodora works is of grey wool, connoting here not blandness
but instead characterizing the detachment with which
Theodora is viewing all these Tives. She tells the young

British poet Wetherby, %I have reached . the age of tolerance

+ . « It is agreeably compact" (229). Theodora is a -

» / \ ~
listener who has reached a Barthian degree zero, "pregnant

with all past and future specifications" (Barthes 58). Far
froq_beiﬁg the so}itary passivity which Burns suggests,
Theodora's listening, her'{avelling, is a continuatiqn of
her attempt to assemble some idea of reality against which'
shé can measure herself, from which she may be able to
discern a pattern which will indi;ate to her the end of her
?ourneg’poth from and back towards Meroé&. ‘ .

Y
Two events occur which“will propel Theodora onward out
. ’
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of the garden. The first one is her desperate attempt to

"

tintefvene (enother action, although a futile one) when the
; 1
young girl Katia, overwhelmingly in love with the Wertherian

Wetterby, is taken by the. latter to a deserted, unmistakebly'
Freudian, tqwer.\ The'surrogate‘aunt, distracted and
eonfused by her,worry for Katia,~quickly loses her way as
she  is following the couple. - Sheé is finally helped by a
peasant womae in a periwinkle‘-dressb5 Theodora, now outside
the mists of 111u51on ‘that c1rculate throughout the Hotel/gu
¢ Mldl, runs abruptly into the table/chalr reality mentioned
by White at the beginhing ¢f Part Tw0° "The woman gathered
up her washing. She carried the armful_of stiff white
sheets into her square pjnk house, out of the mist" (240).’
The simple and concrete quality of th description sharply
-contrasts with the fragmented and fluid‘qualities of the
‘events and people b%ck at the hotel. | -
| When Theodora -first arrives at tte hotel,‘she i's
divotced ftom tealitx and confused by it, sb that, wten she
is exploring heﬁﬂnew'hotel room, "“she regretted'the yellow
ogject beside the bed which served the pufpose of a chair.
- She could not love the,chait; or rather ehe ¢ould not love
it yet" (136). VYet this reélity'is siowly beginning to
solidify: the Fesidents'of the hotel start to admit to their
illusions, and_TheodoraJrealizes/the"futility of her attempt
to help Katie;)}Tﬁe young\girl refuses her offer of help,
and coldly rebukes Her with:’' "It is petter'finally to know"

<
.

(242), a sentiment Theodora herself might have voiced.

b The second event that causes Theodora to leave is the

£
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complete destruction by fire of the Hotel du Midi. The

arena of illusions is destroyed along with several of the

players. ‘While perhaps not the only spur needed fo}
‘TheOQOra ( the woman‘in the periwinkle dress- should not bé
forgotten), the hoIocéust at the hotel is a fitting sy@bolic
closuré to the European episode¥ However, it is significant

that the jardin exotique remains even though the hotel

itself has been destroyed: "the forms of  the jardin exotique
remained stiff and still; though on one edge . . f they were:
black. and withered. Their zinc had run into a fresh .

4 .
hatefulness” (254)+ White,. who is writing The Aunt's Story .

. \ ' [
after the Second World War, realizes that, although Europe

has been aevéstated, much of the o0ld sickness still remains.

I
o

It is in -"Holstius," the third section of ﬁhe novel,
that Theodora's final achievement, if one is te occur, must
be found. Geoffrey Dutton describes this third part as\“a
coda rather than another movement" }"The Novels of Patrick
White” 11). The setting of this very short section is the
mid-Western United States through which Theodora is travel-
ling by train, ostensibly to return to Australia and- her
fé%ily. ' .__ i \ d

The music motif, predominaht_in the part of the novef
conperned with ﬁbraitis and mentioned~in the context oﬁ.the
bsfﬁhic harmony of Meroé, is once againm in the foreground,

ignalled at the opening of this section by a "trumpeting of

corn" (257). Weaving through this ;bisodé as well is the
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theme that was central in Part Twg, the dichotomy of fantasy

- : h
and reality. -Although Part One of-the novel is entitled

Meroé, it is the restrictive reality of Sydney which

ultimately dominates the fading influence of Theodora's

ancestral home. The jardin exotique, the central image of

Part Two, broods over the fragmented atmosphere of the hotél
and" its guests. In Part Three we have the results® of th%
dialectic from the two previous sectioné, both sides 'vying

¢

in the aunt for domination. .
The ev;dence of this clash occurs early. 1In the train
Theodora encounters an Aﬁerican, a feilow passenger, who
exists as a representative for White of a distinct type:
"The well-laundered, closely-shaven man scratched hls® slack
whitefmuscles through his beautiful hygieénic ghirt"‘(257).
This travelling companioh is a compendium of facts and
figures of the éradgrind kind whd/regales Theodora with the
population statistics of Ch}c%go, Kansas City, St.iLouis and
Detroit. Against this barrage'Theodor%scan only remember
that 1in Cpicago she ."had seen the nun who\danced along the
sidewalk, unconsciously, for joy" (é58).
P28

When the American finally stops talking, Theodora,

significantly, begins to think by association'oﬁ her family

< ’avw

back in Australia. The image of Fanny rgceiving Theodora's
last letter is an extension qf the trepidation the aunt
éxperiences in listening to ihg American's demographic
listings. Reality 1is once again sharp and distinct in

Fanny's safe room amid the "consoling complacency of bacon

fat" where "thought was stow and comfortable" (259). It is

v

~

a
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uncertain here whether Whité intends this g?ene to be merely
aﬁ interpolation of Theodora s mind. What is inarguable,

. however, is 'that Theodora is awake that Fanny would read her
sister's letter aloud to her ﬁusb nd F;ank, who is described
as "thick and red, the father of,!er complacency" (260).‘ It
is only Lou who emerges from.this scene unscathed. She is

wstill Theodora's alter eqgo, someone who experiences the same
isolation, someone_else who i§ "afraid and saa, bgcause
there was some great intolerable pressure from'wHiqh i£ is
not possible tO«ﬁscape" (261) . - ¢
After ;his Australian 1hter1ude, fheddora's attention

' returns to the train and the natﬁy Aggrican sittingloppo;ite

‘her. She then dec)ées "she did not fit the houses" (262)
and leaves the train. The 1nsurmountable combination of

IAmerican solidity and\Qustralian complacency threatens the

delicate equanimity she has built up throughout her stay at
ﬁhg Hotel du Midi. Consequently, she flees the ;rain and
the journey home, abandoning the vestiges of her identity in
her flight: snapshots of Fanny's children (thereby disposing

of her "aunt-hood"), anaxher "sheaves of tickets" (266)1

which would take her back to Australia. The brocess of.
dissociation culminates in the giving up of her own name;

Theodora tells the farm family tﬁat she, meets that her name .
ig Pl!}ington. Suffering a twinge of guilt, she neverthe-

PR less feehs that “this'way perhaps shé came & little closer 

to humllfg?;'to aﬁonymity, to pureness of'being" (271).
Yet, at\this poin;;'Theodora.is still trying'to

maintain the chair/table vision of reality. She notices
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"the unashamed flesh on which dust and sun have lain"
5265). Theodé@a now finds herself as the visiting stranger,
The Woman who was GiQen Din;er. She égrives at a farm owned
‘'by a family named Johnson who have a number of sandy-haired
"surface" children, and a special chiid ;alled Zack whom
Theodora immediately identifies as living in "the depths™".
(568). There is now a sense of a cycle beind completed.
Theodora appears now ih the same light as herjfathef's
prospector friend who visited Meroé En'the'day ofilighg—
ning. Now 2Zack in the same way hﬁngrily'wqtches this
visitor‘from‘;he outside, looking ng any 6THES she may give
‘him to explain the sudden intense fellowship that has
inexplicably,sprﬁeg Qp between them.

The Johnson family, who are treated gently and sympa-
ﬁhetically by White, stand in contrast to the ridiéuléus
Parrotts 1n Australia. The American family is poor,
gnpretentioushand open, while thg Australi;ns, whom White
has described only a few pages before, are shown 1n their

, v

mgllcious smugnhess" as tﬁey read and react to Theodora's
‘letter. ' Yet even the Johnscns at this point are perce%?ed‘
'BY'the fleeing aunt as a thréat. She realizes thét she must
leave evén this remote-section of civiligatﬁﬁn "Why
. . . said Thecsdora Goodman, is this world which is so
tangible in appearahce SO difficﬁlt to hoid" k274). This is
a strong indication of the future for Théodpta and it 1s an
ominous one. In the duaiistic;struggle:betweep‘fantasy and

’ N

reality, the two elements White soon characterizes respec-

tively as music and stone, the aunt demands of others
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staﬁdards which are too difficult in the long run to
Lphold. Exactly what these standards are remains unspoken
" in the’text’of the novel. We are given some indication of
the quality'of'th;s inner reality, or at least the possibi-
,1ity of éxpressing it when Theodora responds to the music of
Moraitis witp: "If I were an a;tist NS | would create
something that would answer him" (111). As Patricia\Morley

-

has reﬁfqged, " Theodora's fruit, as she is destined to be
. neither artist or mother, is her soul" (78). In fact, it is
to be' seéveral yearsf‘as we shgll see, before Wh;pe studies
gpe i3sue of " the artist and his response to the will to
meaning.

The mysterious figuré‘of Holstius whom Theodor;
encounters.in the deserted house she occu?ies is an impor-
tant clue to White's purpbse in the novel. He has been
variously interpreted as the ly Ghost, a compendium of all
the men and events in her'pas life, or a manifestation of
her father.® John Colmer appears to have the most likely
explanation: Holstius is "a name chosen both because the
author had known a Holstius anqg because of its“éssqciation‘
in German with 'wood,' and hence a bedrock reality" (21).
It is obvious that what Holstius has to say contains the

final summing up o Theodora{s’journey. He tells hervs "I
expect you to accejb-the two irreconcilable_ﬁalves" (280).
This ;s finally all he has to say and it seems to Theodora
all he needs to say, for, after he departs, "she looked at
- work@ putiously Ppure, expectant, undistorted. She
could almo§t have read a writing on the back of any given '

- s - l‘

o

A
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tree" (281). This preternaiural.gift which has at last been
bestowed upon her is a fu}fillment of Miss Spofforth's

prophecy at the boardiﬁg school when she looked at the young
’ l v

. Theodora and told her "You will see <clearly, beyond theb

bone" (57).

Theodora,ithen,‘has finally reached her goal, but at

N

‘what cost? Holstius visits again to tell her she must

submit to the Johnsons, and the music motif is finally

A

resolved. Theodora must sacrifice her fluidity. ,White

/

comments: "We abandon the dangerous state of music and

achieve the less distracting positionS'of sculpture" (287)..

As Theodora, an antipodean Blanche Dubois, is led away
by a doctor and the plain, well-meaning Johnsons, the
guestion must be asked: What is Wpite's finallattitude to
the resolution of Theodora's quest? It is obvious by its
location in the novel that White considers Holstius'
édmonition to Theodora concerning the union of irreconcil-
able differences to be of majog importance. As Frederick J.
‘Hoffman, paraphrasing Kierkegaard, has written: "Each of the
self's moments of experience must involve both 1?5 temporal-
ity and a transcending eternity which resides within it"
(427). Doubtless, Theodora has reached the point of trans-

cendence but the radical split with which the event occurs,

the ultimate alienation of her psyche from those around her,

by
]

must be judged as a repudiation of reality rather than a

reconciliation with it. As Simone Weil, a writer who has

.

greatly influenced White, has written: "The originalﬁbact

between mind and world must be rediscovered through the
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actualacivi}ization in which we live" (First and Last
Nétebooks 45). In her leaving of all that civilization,
‘Theodora has reaqhgd an,éhlighteﬁment White couid hardly bé
’;;;posing as legitimate for us all.

The Aunt's Story represents a quest for transcendence

without external support. In this novel White has depicted
a’‘protagonist who responds to the stirrings of a will Eo“
meaniné within herself and who then ultimatel;'seeks,
virtually unaided, the answars to that yearhinq'within a
jo;;ney into the depths of her own consciousness. Her final
discovery, tpat "the soul must learn to fecognize its
country in the very’place of its exile" (Petrément 370),

indicates that this place of exile has become for Theodora a

refuge of solitariness. While not necessarily tragic for :

the Australian, her fate must seem to us quite undesirable.
The ambiguity with which White closes the Aunt's story
demonstrates the dissatisfaction he felt ,with Theodora's

solution to her quest: It is not surprising thén that 1in

Riders in the Chariot support for the struggle for traﬁgcen—

dence is at hand, in overwhelming strength.

-
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Endnotes

lrhere “has been much discussion concerning the Abys-
sinian connection of Mero& and the resulting .parallels this

imagery may have with Samuel Johnson's The History of

Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia. See especially Ian

Donaldson's "Return to Abyssinia;" Essays in Criticism 14

(1964): 210-14, and Manfred Mackenzie's "Abyssinia Lost and

Regained," Essays in Criticism 13 (1963): 292-300.

-

2Th1s term in White's work implies divine intervention
in the lives of his elect. The fulizimplicatign of the term
is discussed below in Chapt€r Three, which is concerned with

The Vivisector. ~

1

. 3Jack Frost is a depiction of an outﬁider driven
through stultification to perform an outrageous act. A more

detailed and equally sympathetic view can be found in

s

White's portrait of Felicity Bannister in his }hort story

"The Night The Prowler" from Cockatoos.
- Y

P’

4The jardin exotique itself is an extraordinary waste

1énd image which strongly recalls the lines: "What are the
roots that cluﬁch, what branches grow / out &? this stony
rubbish?" (11.19-20). T.S, Eliot's influence on the early

White-was considerable.
o

Swhite's epithetical description of “¢characters (The Man
7 o

Who Was Given hig'Dinnerb]the woman in the periwinkyéjdress)

supports the mythic gquality of the Etéps“in Theodora's

journey. ) ﬁﬁw

&
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6Examples of thqse 1nterpretatzons ‘may be found in the

’

following' Holstius as the Holy Ghgst, in Manfred Mackenzie,

"Abyssxnza Lost and Regalned,  Essays in Criticism 13

(1963):,292-300, Holstlus as a man1festat10n of Theqdora s

f&thqr, in Ann McCulloch, "Patrick Whlte s Novels and

ietzsche," Australian Literary studles 9 (May 1980): 309-
o

17; Holstius as "a famillar compound bhost o'f alltkhe

A -

meaningful men -and incidents of her early llfe,“ in- Peter

Beatson, ‘The Eye 'of the Mandala: Patrick.White, AiVision of

~

Man and God (London: Paul Elek, 1976) 101.

K3

LT

14
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Chapter 11

Riders in the Chariot: The Fordable .Passage

. ", . . like a child surprised and overwhelmed by
loneliness, a prey to the terror of the creature

that has begun to die, man must go seeking the
fordable passage that shall at last assure his

life and safety" (Hermann Broch, The Sleepwalkers

641). —

I

kN
. Romano Guardino, in Rilke's Duino Elegies, writes: "it

-

is  our task to imprint the mark of this provisional,
perishable earth so deeply, so paiqéully and passionately on
ourselves that its essence may-rise up in us again 'invisib-

‘ly'" (261). Patrick White's work seeks to.explore the

process of this imprinting. In The Aunt's Story, Th%odafa's
_task, finally achieved with the requisite pain and passion,
is performed outside of any)theblogicél parameters. In that
novel, the heroine undergoes het quest unaided by spiritual
promptings. Ddring a sermon in church, "Theodora listeﬁed'
'coolly to‘the‘words that did not touch. ‘her own mystery
hdffefed her-fubtlen Qariations" (50). ;
In contrast, the guartet of protagonists in Riders in

==

* the Chariot, written after White's publicized conversion to

a kind of unstruétured monotheism, places thé\Godhead“as
. both the goal and inspiration of their spiritual yearning.
According to Péter Wolfe, Riders is "the most boldly .and
grandly conceived of White'g novels" (139), a statement few
crigics woqld dispute, given the pre-eminent position the
novel occupies’' in White's canon. Unfortunately, the very

power of Riders, added to the effective portraits in the

b .
A
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mystically inclined Voss, his previous novel, and- the
~ ) -

spiritual "implications of the subsequent The Solid Mandala,

has led critics mistakenfy to labef White a religious
writer, neglecting fhereby the secular‘themes in the novels
that preéeded this mystic trinity; in so4doing, they have
also erred by categorizing his\later novels in the same

L

terms. It will be seen in’ future chapters that the theolog-

\

ical approach’ to what Broch' has called the "fordable

passage" is only one cof the many which White has explored.

In his autobiography, Flaws in the Glass, White has

written that “"the ultimate spiritual union is probably ‘as
) : 5\ | .

impossible to achieve as the perfect wogk of art or the

unflawed human relationship" (74). Yet Riders in the

Chariot |is aﬁ attempt to portray egactly suéh an ultimate
spiritual uqion in two of its aspects. First, the novel is
the story of how four individuals achieve transcendence
through the vision qf the_Chaript. gécond} these four are

brought together, rather haphazardly, to form the mystical

Compaby of Riders, in the’proceés experiencing a profoundly
’ \ ' F

intimate bonding with each other, a relationship of suffi-

b

cient strength to enable each'&ember immediately to recog-
nize one another. For example, when Mary ﬁare, the‘mad
spinster denizen of the Gothic folly calied Xanadu, meets
the half-caste artist A{f Dubbo:.she immediately recognizes
pim as a fellow member of the Company: "Once she had entered

through his eyes . . . and their souls had stroked each

other wiih reassur;ng feathers" (62).

hd o

@ A P
In The Aunt's Story, Theodora's search for meaning

.

-
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forms the basis of the relatively simple narrativeoligsz;:Itf

°

is the story of a woman's quest and the events of'this quest
A}

" are geQeloped in a str?igntforward, linear fashion. In

Riders, the later novel, there is no sense of linear

X
progress because the revelation that Theodora sought‘ has
A\ ‘ -

been granted to each one Jf the protagonists at thélodtset.”

Therefore the narrative thread of Riders must become more

¢

complex, an interweaving of past and -present which, in

effect, explores, in the story of each of theezﬁytagonists,
1

the ramlfacatlons of this early bestowal of gr
&
We must first of all inquire into the causes, if .any,

for the bestowal of  this grace. at criteria for "elected-
. \\ . /}‘

ness" did these four possess to gnable them to. partxcxpate

in the Vision of the Chariot? Has White abandoned the

"position, implicit in The Aunt's ,Story, that the achievement.

of meaning comes atfter a langlé;aftering journey in favour

of a view that grace is gratuitously given;\\ﬁgJook at the
four Riders should answer these questions.

. The first of the group to whom we are introduced is

Mary Hare. She is directly related to several of White's

protagonists through her isolatiaon and misanthropy: "Natu-

rally she found it impossible to like human beings" (18).

Except fof her relatgonshlps with other members of the.

Company of §iders, she finds any contact with her own

species to be exceedingly painful and terror-ridden. She

does efperiencé a timid fascination for her fellow humans,
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but in the end these unsettle her enough for her to prefer

“

AN

"to peer at them throuhh leaves" (62).

#

Mary Hare's childhood experiences at Xanadu have been

fit preparation for this eccentriq,adulthood. °She is the
' o
only child of the wine merchant Norbert Hare, who had built

A
Xanadu as well as given it its whimsical name: - Her father

had also at one time "considered writind a treatise on
Catullus" (14)._. The daughter inherits her father's penchant

for non-conformity..

While Mr. Goodman evinces a kind of withdrawn timorous-

ness in The Aunt's Story, Norbert Hare wears his romanticism

with a Qengeance. One day, in a parox;sm of frustratggn,

0  perhaps with his family, perhaps with Australia, perhaps

" /ﬁjfh li1fe }tself, he throws his dlnnep out the window of the
m nsién) and shouts: "But it-is never possible to free
oneself. Not entirely" (34). Shortly\afier this scene, in

s a later fit of exasperation, he loads his gun and begins to

shoot at a crystal chandelier described as being "of

xceptional loveliness" (34). The landowner 1is reacting
against all the blocks he sees before him- standing 1n the

way @f his perennial search for the fordable passage:

L

Norbert Hare had experienced his moments of

illumination. . . . Whatever the source of his

experience, he was, however, aware of a splendour

s
' he himself would never achieve except by instants,
o and rightly or wrongly, came to interpret this as
' failure. (55)

Even his suicide is a botched, confused affair. ‘fle
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jumps into a cistern on his property and cries out im-

mediatgly for his daughter Mary, ?ut when she holds out a
pole for him to grasp to save himself;\he repeatedly rejecps
it, shouting at her: "Mary! bon't! Have some pity! Fof
God's sake! Run!"* (55). These commands and cries are

highly ?mbiguous. Is Norbert telling his daughter to run

for help, to run away to protect herself from him, or to run

away to let him drown in peace? Mary interprets his calls

as cries for help, but when she returns with someone, it is

-

too late. .

4

Alogg with her eé%entricit&, Mary has also inherited
her mysticism from her father., He is the one\who conjures
up‘for her the initial image of the Chariot.2 One dayﬁpe
asks her, "Who are thé rideés in the Chariot, eh, Mary? Who
is ever going to know?" (23). .It is typical that Norbert
finds it necessary to ask this question; his daughter will
never have the need. He is destined to be forever bereft of
this knowledge, while Mary is to be granted the full
revelation and the vision of exactly who these riders are
(Norbert, then, is a mad precursog; a renegade John the
Baptist f%gure, who, even more pajnfully than that New
Testament saint, will also, Moses-like, be denied a vision

of the Promised Land)-

Mary Hare is saved by her isolation. Where ' Theodora’

succumbs for a long time to the stifling conformity of her
mother, her sistér Fanny, and Sydney society, Mary Hare,

/through her isolation and asceticism, and through the grim

lessons of her father's futile life and death, never feels

N



the need to rebel or to leave her home.
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L4

-Cut off as Mary is from Wmost of humankind, her mystical

unity with the nature surrounding her is all the more

intense.

Although she does not directly link this symbiosis

- A , /
with her experience of the Chariot, it is clear that her

Al

' attitude to the flora and fauna of her estate has a highly

spiritual resonance. When she is feeding wild birds, "All

agreement.

tﬁrqats were moving, Jobbling, and hers most of all. In

In the rite of birds". (38). When she communes

with nature as she walks thfbugh‘$he bush on her land,

v

A

Each pool would reveal its relevant mystery, of

which she herself was never the least. Finally

she would be renewed. Returning by a different
way, she would recognize the Hand in every veined
leaf, and would bundle the Bee into the Divine

Mouth. (61)

' These walks, indeed Mary's entire feeling for nature, lead

her to experience the incarnation of the vision of the

LY

Chariot at Xanadu. She has not struggled to achieve this.

It seems jinstead to have been bestowed upon her in compensa-

tion for leading a fofgotten iife.

193 S AN

4

It is significant that it is on one of these rambles

that she meets Mordecai Himmelfarb, a fellow member of the

2

. Company of Riders. These two of course immediately recog-

‘nize one another as fellow "elected" ones. As we have seen

. ‘ \
in The Aunt's Story, it 1s a mark of the elect that they can

»
[RN
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\recognlze each other at first jﬁght' as Theodora‘Goodman
recognlzes The Man Who Was leen His Dinner and as, lgter in
7 the same novel, the young boy Zack instinctively beqome;
aware of the iinship between himself and Theodora.
The meeting between Mary Hare and Mordecai Himmelfarb
is a s@riking example of the strength of the ties that bind
the Riders togetherp for the eccentric, cloistered spinster
and the European Jewi;h intellectual refugee are dramatical-
ly different in a.number of importahé ways. "
{he two dominant criteria for Himmelfarb's acceptance
into the Company of Riders appear to be the suffering which
he experienced as a jgw in Nazi Germany and his subsequent
abandonment of the intellect as a strategy for salvation. '
While Himmelfarb indeea experiences the "“pain and passion"
undergone by Theodora in her ﬁuest) his situation is

. different. The aunt actively seeks the road to her salva-
tion while the Jew is roughly thrust upon his. He is never
really in control of his fate while he is in Europe.

At first indifferent to his Jewishness, Himmelfarb
neglects his faith. Although he does not gé so far as to
reject i£, he un&ergoes a "spiritual withdrawal" (118) while
furthering his intellectual ambitions at home in pre-war
Germany and then 1in England'where he attends Oxford. His
méther remains the exemplar of thé Jewish faith, fighting
her husband for their son's soul: "I only ask Mordecai shall
be remembered as a man of faith" (102). '

Ironically, however, it 'is through his father that the

boy meets the person he will lafer call his "self-appointed
;l



¥

41

/ L , .
guide" (128). Another one of the visitor-prophets that,

quite often'appeag to White's pilgrims, "the little dyer,
whose skin was bathed in indigof (109), will ultimate%y'ge
ghe vehicle for‘Mordecai*s iﬁtrodhctiop,tq the‘woman'who
will becoﬂé-the young schélar)s wife, In Ris gapac&ty as
prophet, the\dyer tells Himmelfarb: "I did hét éoubt\You

wo%}d see what was indicated . .-. and know you will jusﬁify

our expect&??bns. Because your heart has been touched and
’

E2

changed" (128). The sign of the elect has already beén\

recognlzed‘by a fellow member. -"The old man has intuited the
sense of yearning in Himmelfarb” and predicfs that the latter
will achieve his goal of salvation.

¢

Soon after Himmelfarb marries, he accidently cdmes upon

the old books of the Jewish Hasidim.3 The writings of these -

mjstics at first serve only to increase his desire, not to
satisfy it: "spiritually he 1on§ed for the ascent into an
ecstasy so cool and green that his ownsdesert would drink
the heavenly moisture" (136). This place of "cooi and
green" is a direct evocation of Xanadu and its arbors, yet
this paradise and its mistress Mary Hare still lie many
years in his future. However, at this point in his 1life,
his desire 1is insufficient to grant him membership in the
Company. Soon, through his extensive study of the books and
much meditation upon them, he has an initial revelation
which leaves him "transfixed by his own horFor. « +« + The
long awaited moment was reduced to a reflection of the self"
(136-37).

There are two levels of strategy at work in these
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nbvels:‘that‘of White as guthor in depicting his characters'
struggles with their own wills to mearing, éﬁq seconde,'
witﬁ;n the framework of eaéh novel, the strgtegies by which

‘each of the characters expect to ‘achieve salvation in their

okn lives. In The Aunt's Story, White uses Theodora's

étfuggle for selfhood as her 'strategy to attain the salva-
tion she ultimately sought. Howevexr, with Riders, the
stlfhood of each of the Company is seeﬁ as a blocking device

’

which stands in the way of trans¢endence.  Hence, the
depictions of Himmelfarb's frustrgiion'witprhis plodding
progress during meditation. White has here replaced the
Socratic-"know thyself" as a gbal of the soul's jourﬁey with
the Godhead, evoked by the blazing significance of the
Chariot. ,

While it is not enough to assure Himmelfarb that he has
gxperienced legitimate revelation, the Jewish mystical lore
that he studies seryes as discourse which becomes a ground
from which his enlightenment Qill eventually: spring. It is
only after he has lost everything (involuntarily) and has
survived the cleansing fire of the holocaust %hat Mordecai
. is fina}fy ushered into the company of the elect. He visits
Israel after he escapes, but now, a strong s;nse of destiny
present within him, he knows that he cannot stay in this
promised land: "If I could feel that Goa intended me to
remain. . . . then you could be sure of my remaining. _But He
does. not" (192). He realizes that his lifé in Israel would

be too easy, that he would never be able to practice the

expiation he feels that he must make~f§? the death of his
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wife and for the fact of his having survived the eveng; in
Germany. The remaininé actions of Himmelfarb in the novel

‘are éharacterizgd by a deterministic zeal that renders the
final crucifixion scene at the factory the fulfillment of
prophecy in the same way—that Christ's death fulfilled ' the
testaments of the old Jewish probhets.

One essential iﬁgredient for the bestowal of érace in.
the novel is the Rider's i;olation from the community. 1In
spite of Himmelfarb's intense desire to save .humanity, he’
does not ne;essafilyxwant to join it. In his .younger days
when he was teaching at the university in Germany, "it was
not that he was loved, exactly, but he could have been, if

\ he had not withdrawn for the moment too “far into himself to

’

"be reached" (121).

-
~ Ih

In Australia, already somewhat of a social outéast
because of his refugee status, Himmelfars is advised by
Ernie Theobalds, the good-natured factory foreman: "a man
stands a better chance of a fair go if he's got a mate"
(308). However, Mordecai maintains his aloofness, knowing
that he must do so in order that his destiny unfold. This

—4ntense isolation is broken only by the company of the three
other Riders, rather easily and comfortably with Mary Hare
and the 'laundrywoman Ruth Godbold, but awkyardly and
hesitantly in his brief éainful meeting; with Alf Dubbo,

another outcast, the aborigine who also works at the

factory.

A
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Alf ‘Dubbo's history reflects the native Australian
experience in the twentieth century as Himmelfarb's has
mirrored the Jewish EBuropean. Another of "the fringe
dwellers of an empty continent of unfulfillment® (Has;all
13), Alf's history is‘as erased as Himmelfarb's.is'docu—
. mented. All we learn is that the half-caste was born "to an
old gin named Maggie,\bf which of the whites he had never
been éﬁle to decide® (313). As a young boy he is adopted by
the Reverend Timothy Calderon and the minister's widerd

sister, Mrs. Pask. Reverend Calderon embarks upon an

educational regime with Alf which consists of- "fatherly

love, and spiritual guidance, to say nothing of Latin verbé,
and the dates‘of battles" (313). The treatment of the
aboriginal boy by the white couple directly mirrors the
paternalistic attitude of the white settlers to the native
Australian population. And, in a parallel manner, Alf, with
a sense of fatalistic innocence, submits with Q§tonishing
amiability, in spite of negligible sulks and complaints, to

this alien discourse.

-

From an early age Alf senses intimations of his

destiny, an intuition~yhich the intellectually trained

“

Himmelfarb realizes only much later in life after his

-

experiences with the Nazis. The young aborigine feels early
that he has little control over his life: "At no time in his

life was Alf Dubbo able tc resist what must happen" (330).

Ass with the European Jew, he is acted upon by events rather

. / L
than being the cause of action.

-
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Alf's life is set upon a different path, the beginning

of his true life of isolation, when Mrs. Pask discovers the

2

boy iﬁ bed with her brother, Reverend Calderon. It ic not
surprising that the sister imnediately reverts to a black/-
white bi-bolar system of morality and hurls an accusation at .
the youhg black boy rather than a?ﬂ}he older white man:
‘myou! You devil! What have you done to my brother?" (332).
Even though he is cast out forever from this white-ruled
paradise, Alf's fatalism precludes any bitterness:
As he wandered through paddocks and along roads,
the fugitive did not reflect on the inju;tice of
Mrs. Pask's accusation, sensing with her that all
which had happened, had to happen{ sooner oOr
later. (332)

The aborigine, then, shares with the others in tﬁe
Company a strong sense of separation from the community, a
feeling of rejection by a "homeland," accompanied by a
passive acquiescence in the face of the various ministerings
of fate., What makes Dubbo different from the other members:
?g ;he fact that he is'-an artiet. The theme of art as a

road to spiritual fulfillment will be more fully explored in

The Vivisector through the character of the protagonist

Hurtle Duffield (discuésed at leng®h. in the next chapter)
for which the character of Alf Dubbo serves as a preliminary
sketch. 1In Riders, White considers the act of painting as a
visible manifestation of Dubbo's yearning for the super-

natural. Regarding Dubbo's -attitude to his art, White

writes: "whete other men might have prayed for grace, he

)
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: proceeded to stareh at what could be his only pro\t.\':/f of an
Absolute™ (334). White also links Dubbo'/s Ccreative ifo'rc@ to
tﬁe act of physical creation, in this case fathering a
child. The novelist describes Dubbo after he has just
completed a painting: "His th'ighs were as sticky as though
he had spilled out over himself"™ (354). The act of crea-
tion, therefore, is not only a path towards redemption, but
'al‘_§o is a way the artist creates a legacy, assuring himself
of immortality. We will see this idea, developed agb{n in a
more literal sense, with Ruth Godbold, whose six progeny are
described as six arrows shot "at the face of darkness'

(489).

v . AN
¢ ;
Ruth Godbold is perhaps the least flawed of the four
Riders. She is also the least isolated, and the only one

with an existing"family. She ministers as an "angel of

.

solid light"™ (230) to each of the Company in turn, and

consequently solidifies in the mihd of each the vision and

,

possibilities of the Chariot.
i o <
While more marginally acceptable to the community than

Hare, Himmelfarb, and Dubbo, Mrs. Godbold is still looked
down upon by all the residents of the suburb that we meet.
She is a woman who lives in a shack, her family being
.consid'ered "no-—hopey_:s of the worst kind" (65), a woman who
does laundry for ;:)thers (another anticipation of The

a

Vivisector, in which it is Mrs. Duffield, the prdtagonist's

1
.mother, who is laundress to the rich). A

v

C wm
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Ruth comes as close as any of the /protagonists do to
_ pract;cmg an established Christian religion.- St‘mefsings the
trad itional hymns of the Church and her flrst mystical
exper1ence occurs in a cathedral which ‘she v151ts as a chila
with her brother. As %beodora Goodman 1.s tr;nsported by the
secular music of the musician Moraitis,% so R\;xth Joyner, the
ybung girl, experiences the religious mu“?@ic of the cathedral
‘organ as "bliss, surging and rising, as she herself climbed . .
the heavenly scaffolding and placed stil‘fl‘;other ladders, to
reach highet" (236}). When she meets the organiét, another
of White's prophesiers; he says to her: "I 'can see you will
remember this day . . . when you have forgotten a lot of

\
other things. You have prdbably been taken closer than you

aré ever likely to come* (237). )

It is “appropriate that yhen Ruth 1leaves _the fens of
England for the new' country'of Australia she becomes a maid,
for in one capacity or anc;th'er she will serve as a h\andmgid
to others for the rest of her life. During her term of
employment with Mrs. Chalmers-Robertson, the spoiled rich
society woman who becomes pathetically d(ep‘endent -on her,
Ruth realizes her\particular demonstration of faith through
the duty of s’érving others. She "would attempt to express
hgr beliefr « « « in the surrender of h;rsglf to a ét'a\te of
pa:ssive adoration, . . . she could have been[ offering up tllxe
active esserice of her being in unstinted praise™ (245).

Ruth Godbold's essential goodness seems to be evidefice

of strong predestination, a gratuitous bléssing, bestowed on

her from early childhocod. Even at that point, "she was

;
N o ) o [ \
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granted a rapture her father had never known" (234). She
“has added to her gift, cultivating a faith by modestly

serving others, unselfishly helping out wherever she can.
.
We see l:xer at Mrs. Khalil's whorehouse sitting in state,

pati'ently waiting for her husband Tom so she can help him

home. With astonishing acceptance she sits, a balanced
centred force amidst ‘the ‘turmoil and ,dissonance of het

surroundings. She immediately senses spiritual qualities in

-

the tubercular Alf Dubbo and, not at first realizing the
nature of his spifituality..she asks him: "Are you a

Christian?" When he answers her by saying, "There is no

i

point in putting on a pair of boots to walk to townd, if you
3 . -
can do it better in your baré feet" (285), she at once

\

understands that he is a member of the Company and accepts

t
[}

him as such.
. -
VI ) “

One of the -reasons that the Riders must .form such

instantaneous and firm bodds is to counteract the threat

posed by the forces arrayed against them. In The Aunt's

Story, these céunt.eryhgiling powers were sketchily represen-

ted by Mrs. Goodman, Fanﬁy,\‘and the general nebulous malaise

represented by the i)opula£ion of Sydne}. However, in .‘Riders

th\e -depiction of Sydney takes on the sinister sheen of a
William Burroughs rfightmare, livid and\ chaotic: ;

The train was easihg through the city which knives

o had sliced open to serve up with all the juices

running--red, and green, and purple. All the
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* v
syrups of the sundaes oozing into the streets to

[4

sweeten. The neon syrup coloured the pools of
, : ‘ ! 5

3

vomit and the séilouss piss. (391)

The suburb of Sarsaparilla is White's synecdochg, for Sydney

" and ihdeed for all ot Western decadence. The Company Of
" Riders meet and live here, and it is here that the forces of

.evil coalesce to do battle agaig§t them, personified in the

.

characters of Mrs. Jolley and Mrs. Flack. In a d@rkening

age, the vision of the Chariot must- be strong enough, to

~

bolster the struggle for the soul. Theodora Goodman, in a

time of greater innocence,4 could attempt transcendence

s

unaided through an exploraion .of her own psyche; however,

in. the later novel, what 1is required is the steel faith of
one's\own electedness coupled with the strength of an

ineffable bonding and comradeship which existed between the

.members of the Company.

One important criterion possessed by 'each member of' the

}
elect is that their isolation prevents them all from being

.part of the community of éhrsaparill&. They stand apart,

listéning to the stalwart pillérs éf that ‘community engage
in their own invective: "The voice of Sarsaparilla . . .
toék for granted its right to pass judgement on the human
souL and indulge in a fretfulness of condemnation" 9211).
Mrs. Jolley and Mrs. Flack, two solid citizens who
together embody the Law of Sarsaparllla, are drawn with
partxcularly DxckenSLan grotesquery. Pltted.agginst the

naive fa1th espoused by the Company and artlculated at Mrs.

Khalil's by Alf Dubbo, is the staunch orthodoxy of the two
/

£
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women's support for the establisngd religion of the land.
Mrs. Jolley, hired reluctantly by Mary Hare to be the
recluse's housekeeper, smugly tells thé Lattgr: "I attended
Church of England ever since I was a kiddy" (58); To ensure
that the reader.aoes not miss the }rony here, Wwhite adds the
followin% sentence: "and would batter somebédy to prove it."
Mary Hare quickly intuits that there is much to fear in
this woman who has now such an intimatg role in Aer house-~
hold: "she did sense some danger to the incérporeal, the
more 51gn;ficant part of her" (60). As quickly as the
members of the Company are able to recognize each other,
they can just as eisily identify whose who 1n some way
threaten their soulsj
When Mrs. Jolley meets Mrs. Flack and the‘twgrbecome
friends, the dialectic is in place and the two women form a
Com@any of their own: ‘ I n
As they continued sitting, the two women youl
drench the réqm with the moth odours oé their one
mind. . . . This could have been the perfect
communion of souls, if . . . it had not. suggested
’ perfect collusion. (74)' /
This inverted imagery of mysticism depicts the root and
source of thé disruption which will be experienced by the
Riders directly at the hands of the community édrrounding
them. It " is the threat from this community that neces-
sitates that the Riders recognize each othep.so quickly.

Within the society that the riders 'shun exists the

~ ! :
chaos to which Dietrich Bonhoeffer refers when he .writes:
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"1t will be the task of our,generation, not 'to seek great
things' but to save and preserve our souls 6ut of chaos"
(165).- In the cases of Himmelfarb and Dubbo, the prospect
of greatness has beeh actively shunned: the §ormer has aban-
doned all prospects of intellectual and academic triumph,
the aborigine steadfastly refuses to allow his paintings the
public exposure that could lead him to wealth and fame.i The
two women, Marf Hare and Ruth Godbold, have not had the
chgpce,.in Bonhoeffer's words, "to seek great things," nor
have they any inclination to do so. Their turning away from
the world and turning towards each other inﬁcompensation and
support is in part caused by their perception of the values
they have rejected. Further explanation of the threat aimed
at the members gf the Company can best be illustrated by the
case of the unfortunate Harry Rosetree.

This man, an example of a person who seeks great’ things
/

and abandons his spiritual centre to attain them, comes into

contact with the forces activated by the Riders and loses

everything by this exposure. In her First and Last Note-

books, Simone Weil writes: "a man who is capable of being
satisfied by something possible . . . will not expend the
portion given him when he left his father's house" (222).
Rosetree has become a successful bbsinessmaﬁ and has been
assimilated quite completely into middle-class Australian
life, so that all traces of the ghettoized roots of his
former self as Herr Rosenbaum have been eradica£ed.
Himmelfarb becomes a spiritual gadfly to him, beckoning to

the factory owner from out of the common richness of their

= . N b
, .
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ritualistic past that the latter believes he haslcompletely
effaced. Despite all his attempts, Rosetree ultimately
cannot live with the compromises he has made in his new
life. In vain he‘tries to ignore tﬁe mock crucifixion of
Himmelfarbhﬁﬁich is taking place right outside his factory;'

'Mr. Rosetree had not looked, but knew. Nobody

need tell him about any human act: he had experi-

] enced them all, before he had succeeded in
+ acquiring adequate protection. (415)
Yet this protection, built up so assiduously throughout~thed
years, proves ilIuébry. Playing Pilate to Himmelfarb's
Chrisﬁ, Rosetree at last commands intervention, but it is
too late, not only for Himmelfarb, but also,_aé thé sequel
proves, for the factory owner himself.

3 .
Harry Rosetree is a Rider manqué. Himmelfarb, as a

L)
.

mgmber of the Company, recognizes the factory owner's
potential in the same way that Ruth had discovered the
spiritual core in Alf aé Mrs. Khalil's whorehouse. Mordecai
embarks upon a long journey to the Rosetree house on
Passover to give his fellow Jew ‘a last ‘chance to save
himself by acknbwledging the Jewishness he has shrugged off,
thereby affirming his place amon% the elect. When Himmel-

farb arrives at the factory owner's on Seder evening, the

night during Passover when it is obligatory for Jews to

.welcome strangers, Harry is dismayed and exceedingly

uncomfortable in the visitor's presence. Roée;ree indicates
his final choice in the matter when he abandons Himmelfarb

to go out to water his shrubs. He tells hik visitor: "You
. * )
. \

~
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must excuse me if I leave you for a little. I gotta water a

. few shrubs before it is dark" (387). Rosetree has chosen

his own material well—being, and by extension the welfare of

his possessions over his duty to his Seder guest. It is

this *decision which finally seals his fate. Rosetree's
suicide a few days after this episode is merely the ‘physical

1Y

manifegtation of the spiritual suicide he has already
committed that evening. ,

His is the tragedy of thé novel. Hare, Himhelfarb,
Dubbo, and qubold are the chosen ones and, no matter what
happens to them, it is obvious that thelr lives must close
in spiritual triumph. The coterie consisting of M}s.
Jolley, Mrs. Flack and their kind are- too far gone in cant

and smug conformity to merit salvation. It is only Harry

Rosetree who treads the tightrope of compromise and who,

when he realizes that he should not be attempting this at

all, teeters in self—consciou§Pess and guilt, rand falls into

‘ ) ‘ 1)
the abyss.

Vil

‘In spite‘of the unalloyed importance given to the

position of supernatural grace exp/ﬁlenced by the four

protagonlsts in the novelﬁ‘there is still 'a sense of vague
uneasiness concerning the arbitrary way in which each of the
characters has acquired this grace. David Lindsay has noted

that White "flattens and narrows the complex and spiritual

pattern and thus shuts himself out of his own perception and

creation® (Decay and Renewal 259). In creating the boun-

t,f*
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daries of his paradigm, White has posited such diametrically
opposed characters that, as John Colmer writes, "a sense of
strain and awkwardness" (50) must arise in any close
analysis of the novel\’ The dice are indeed loaded and, for
some reason, Harry Rosetree is the loser while all the
Riders win. Others do not even rate entry to the game.

As he has done . with Theodora Goodman in The Aunt's

Story, White'postulates an a priori yearning for salvation
in- each of his Riders. Rart of thé awkwardness to which

1 -

“Colmer refers arisgs from the fact that this potential for
'

transcendence in the Riders is based upon a symbol of the

’“Judeo—Christian mythos which 1is not innately relevant to at

least two of the members, the reclusive Mary Hare and the
half-caste Alf Dubbo.

Ang McCulloch has written of White's "artistic aliena-

tian, of the plight of the artisf who seeg but cannot

N\

express the meaning of man" (319).. It is obvious that in

Riders in the Chariot White views the world as a hostile

place. His scathing denunciations of the/cesspool of Sydney
and his pprtrayal of the warped denizens of its suburb
Sarsaparillafpoint out the omnipresent danger facing the
good person. The method applied here is indeed qguite
unsophisticated but, as Keith A. Dobson has Qritten,
referring to Brecht's world: "the ideal community is not one
where saints and heroes abound, but one where they are an
anachronism" (142). White has provided a corollary to this
statement: the damned commynity is one where saints and

heroes are anathema.

Ay
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.

What, in the end, habe thesehfour achieved? Himmelfarb
has fulfilled his self-inflicted destiny through the
crucifixion incident at the factory. We observe him, after
Rosetree has commanded that the farce cease and the victim
be tékgn down from the tree: "Very quie£ly Himmelfarb “left
the factory in which it had not been accorded to him to
expiate the sins of the world" (418). His example serves to
drive the hapless Harry Rosetree to expunge his guilt by
hanging himself in his bathroom, an act which in spiritual
terms may betoken victory, but must remain a pyrrhic one at
best. Himmelfarb's "sacrifice" is indeed an inspiration éo
the other three members of the Company but it must be
remembered that the reader has peen shown at great length
that these:three are already members of the elect, and. that
therefore the old Jew's sufferings do not caus% a qualita-

«
tive change %n any of them but merely reinforces the

strength of the vision present in each one.

Therefore, as with The Aunt's Story, we are left with

an ambiguous resolution concerning this strategy for
salvation. Since the former novel, the world\has perceptib-
ly darkened. The mild condescension of Mrs. Gopdman and
Fanny has developed into the sinister v5£§:olics of Mrs.
Jolley and Mrs. Flack. The provinciallmediocrity that
constricted thé growth of Theodora Goodman. has changed so
that "Sydney 1is now an Australian City of the Flain.
Subernatural interven;ion, and the earlier the better, 1is
required for the individual to be saved. Yet this interven-

t

tion can also fail, as in the case of Harry Rosetree. The

»
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ultimately exactly that, a corner with no exit.

; k; ‘ T N ‘ L
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[N

Calvinistic corﬂer into which White has painted himself is
Whether the

supernatural remains a feasible alternative for' the author
or not, it soon leaves centre- stage in his art. In The

Vivisector, the ﬁext_novel to be discussed, White explores

the nature of art itself as a strategy for salvation.

A
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Endnotes

1Instead of the fragmentation of the self that is

fgund in The. Aunt's Story, it is the Company of Riders it-
¢ . N

“

self that is dissected, so that the reader is presented

" with the tales of each protagonist. The Self has been re-

2

placed by the multifaceted Company .
2The Chariot, of course, rgfers to the Qision seen by
Ezekiel I:4-28. The four riders and the Chariot are described
in intricate visionary detail. It is interesting to note that
Ezekiel prophesied during the Babylonian exile of the &ews.
The\theme of exile in the lives of each of wpite's riders
is also ektremely important. .

31t is beyond the scope of this study to discuss the de-
tails of Jewish mysticism as they relate to Himmelfarb and

the novel as a whole. . For a penetrating, analysis of this as-

pect of Riders, see (Patricia Morley's The Mystery of Unity.

4This is arguable, since The Aunt's Story takes place

on the eve of World War II. Howéver, Theodora herself is
/

not touched by these events, while the Riders are much more

-

present in the world and hence exceedingly vulnerable to

its threats. - ) » \

L
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Chapter III

Thelvivisector: Art, Salvation and
the Problem of Belonging

-

"The vision of the artist or poet is the inter-
mediate determinant between the subject (the
person) and the objective pole (the world-waiting-
to-be)" (Rollo May,.The Courage to Create 79).

1

I
*

In The Vivisector (1970), as we ‘have come to expect
from a White protagonist, Hurtle Duffield suffers frog a

N , i
profound yearning for what Walter Benjamin calls "the

A

.special high purposivenéss" of life (Illuminations 72).

However, the mystico-theoiogical\route by which his charac-

a
-

ters attained}salvation in, the novels of his middle pefigd,

best exemplified in Riders in the Chariot, is no longer seen

as'the 6nly method by which Benjémin's "purposiveness" can
be achieved. : i

Hurtle Duffield is an artist. .He attempts to interpret
the dife he observes through the canvases he attacks and
transforms. As Noel Macaingﬁsobserves, in this novel White
"ironically presents a central figure obsessed with crossing
. « . a metaphorical (desert] on the way to salvation in
are" (77). Through an analysis of the painter's life and
struggles, White studies the feasibi;/ty of obtaining this
salvation through a grounding in aestHetics.”

A second but equélfy important theme White investigates
in this novel is the problem of the individual's‘isolation

from the human community. ' Throughout his novels, White has

consistently depicted his protagonists struggling against a

EtréQg sense of exile. Theodora Goodman in The Aunt's Story

e



59
must make her odyssey alone. It is only at the.end of her
journey that she experiences the ambiguous companionship of
Holstius,'the‘problematic figure who becomes’ her guide .and
mentor. Each of the guartet of elected ones in Riders is an
isolate. Here, the community is depicted with su?h a sense
of loathing that the aliénation experienced by the four .

protagonists is a mark of his or her singular integrity.

A4 r

With The Vivisector, White is exploring the possibility

of replacing the communion of saints depicted in Riders with
a more natural human community. This new concern with
external reality serves two functions. In the first place,
through the privileging of physical detail and degkription
White fittingly illustrates Duffield's attempts to portray
physical reality through his art. Secondly, the more
nath%alistic settings of tﬁis novel replace the more lurid
and frenzied urbgn landscapes that predominate in the
,descriptions of Sydney in Riders. Through ;his less
strident approacﬁ in describing Duffield's surroundings,
White then allows the city to become a place of potential
belonging, a landscape from which his saints no longer have

A

to withdraw to be saved.

¥ . .
Although the religious motif, so overwhelming in

Riders, has been displaced by aesthetic and social concerns,
'it nevertheless remains an important component of this
novel. Hurtle Duffield is. not permitted to achieve trans-

S
cen@ence without a shattering encounter with the super-

natural.

This chapter will discuss three aspects of The Vivisec-

AN
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tor: aesthetics as a Qtrategy for salvation, the problem of
belo;ging to the human commﬁnrty, and the place of the
supernatural within this framework. Finally, I will discuss
White's conclusions concerning these various'strategies;

II

In Axel's Castle, Edmund Wilson writes: "Only in

artistic creation may we hbpe to f£ind any compensation for
the anarchy, the perversity, the sterility and the frustra-
tions of the world"‘?359). There is of course in the
twentieth century a strong tradition of the novelist using
his own art form as a self-referential explorétion o{Jthe
uses of creative endeavour as a defence against the per-
ceived absurdity of modern life. Instead of following the
path of Joyce or Proust, for example; where the protagonfst
is a thinly disguised representative of the novelist
himself, White places hié protagonist at one remove andgd,
following more in the tradition of Joyce Cary in his
portrayal of Gully Jimpson, selects painting as the route to
aesthetic fulfillment. This is not a surprising choice for

White. .In Flaws in the Glass, he writes:.

The Vivisector . . . is about a painter, the one I

A

was not destined to become - another of my

frustrations. I had imagined that if 1 could
acquire the technique I might give visual expres-
sion to what i have inside me, and that the
physical act of painting would exhilarate me far

more than grinding away at grey, bronchial prose.
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(150)
Therefore, for White ;he act of painting is to "give visual
expression® to the creative impulse, and this novel is~“his
own attempt to mediate that expression through what he
somewhat disingenuously considers the far inferior medium of
prose. ’

The Vivisector is a portrait of the artist Hurtle

Duffield and encompasses his entire life from early child-
hood until his death at the height of his'féme. It is
important, however, ta take a most detaiied look at his
early life, the years of his artistic formation, in order to
find the roots of the aesthetic philosophy from which the
"artist will construct the principles governing his strategy
for salvation.

Hurtle becomes aware of his own sense of aesth;tics
early in his life. As a young boy, when he is still liQing
with his biological family, the Duffields, he is possessed
of a sensitivity which he knows he must hide from others:

He loved the pepper tree breaking into light, and
the white hens rustling in the black branches. . .
. He could do nothing about it though, . . .
_people looked down at their plates if you said
sométhing was beautiful. (18)

When he is taken for the first time to the Courtney
home, the large mansion owned by the family who will later
.adopt him, Hurtle is arresteg by the sight of a crystal
chandelier hanging rasplendent in éhe hallway: " . . . as he

stood underneath, looking up through the glass fruit and
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flickering of broken rainbow, he knew all about a chande-
lier, from perhaps dreamihg of it, and only now recognizing
his dream"™ (25). This chanQelier, as we shall seé, becomes
a strong motif in Hurtle's aesthetics. As Patricia Morley

writes, this object comes to represent\the'artist's "power

to express his vision of truth and beauty" (212). At this

point, the young boy's artistic experience exists primarily

on the level of sensory perception. His childhood is a

great sensual intaking of the physical objects he encounters

in his surroundings. However, we can discern that, even on’

~

this initial visit‘to a relatively more cultured: environ-
ment; Hurtle'§ aesthetic sensibility is more than a merely
passive.acceptance of what he observes; he has as wéll an
innate critical awarenesg. Viewing the paintings of nudes
displayed on the walls of the hallway, the young boy voices
his dislike, remarking that they look like "old <¢old
‘pudding” (25).

The boy's artistic inclinations. soon require an dutlet.

On his first day at school he draws a picture of Death ("an

elephant in a lion's skin" [41)), much to the anncyance of

his teacher who chides him for being arrogant. Fo'r ;\\\
¥ e

penance she requires him to write § composition about
himself. What follows is an astonishing document of
precocity (deséite its spelling), a prelapsarian manifesto
of artistic yearning for communication and expression:
I am Hurtle Duffield aée 6 . «. . . My father and
mother who are old . . . do not understand.what 1

tell them so I have just about had to g%ve'qp
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telling. . . . I like to watch the sky till the
circles wirl, these are white. . . . [I] am

droring a picture which will be a shandelier with

A

'

the wind through it. . . . I would like to draw
everything I know. (42) = .
It is the chandelier at the Courtneys and, by association,

the family itself that come to represent aesthetic growth

-
for Hurtle. He realizes, in his precociousqﬁ%s, that,

-

o
although "he had inside him his own chandeTier"! (53), He

nevertheless needs é;e'stimulation that canﬁot be found at
t“& puffields. On a subsequent visit to %he mansion this
artistic yearning'bi?omes so palatable as to be realized as
a literal hungér. Hurtle is left alone tq look at a
painting by Boudin: "By reaching up; his fingers siithered

over the ladies' full old-fashioned skirts. . .%. He would

.
Lo,

have liked to lick the tempting paint . . " “(61l).

The clash between Hurtle's two worlds’is abruptly ended

r

when the young boy's parents r;lgctantly agree to the
Courtneys' offer to adopt their artistic son. What this
entqils for Hurtle on the level of human re1ationship will
be discussed later, but, on the level of his aesthetic
o -

development, the move to the more ‘artistically conducive

anironment can be vieﬁed as a golden opbortunity for him.
On the night beFore he ieaves his real family, in the shed
where he sleeps with his brother, Hurtle executes his las;
drawing at home, a farewell to his family and the past.

White describes the painting: "Over all the chandelier. The

Eye .too: what Mamma called 'the Mad-Eye —{it looks right

i
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'

, through you.' Aiming its arrows the bow-shaped eye ﬁgs at
the same time the target,  or bull'é—eye" (76). This 1is the
first indication of the predominating motif of Artist as
Vivisector. At this point, the ~image is still gnly mildly
aggressive, the threat from the arrows being an unsettling
undercurrent. The artist here is principqlly voyeur and,
implicitly, analyst. And yet, even in this early manifesta-
 tion, the artist's eye is |[also seen as a potential victim
pbsseésing a vulnerability which also exposes the voyeur as
a target.

When he comes to live with the Courtneys, Hurtle feels

he has achieyed the chandeligr, the goal of hislfirst quest.
beé%er, he soon realizes that he has échieved only 1ts
outward representation. When the young boy shows Mrs.

Courtpey a portrait of her he has done, her first response
is# "But is it a 'likeness? I don't think so" (9;). Like
the cﬁandeLier, she is all dazzling surfaces and her
reaction to his art i1s in kind. Nevertheless, she recog-
nizes Hurtle's potential: "Faﬁcy'if our son shguld turn out

to be a genius" (94). <«Just in case this may be true, she

engages a drawing teacher for him. The tutor, Mr. Tyndall,

]
o

"was slow and clean and dedicated to perspective. Nice
. 4
families commissioned him to draw portrait heads" (94). The

innovatog in Hurtle rebels against this ®estraint of form,
- b

and he embarks upon his lessons in technique with barely
L td
suppressed hostility.

-~ The importance that art has assumed for Hurtle is

strikingly demonstrated by his reaction to the suicide of
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Mr. Shrewcroft, the boy's Latin tutor. Despite the Court-
neys' futile attempt to cover up the matter, Hurtle intuits
that his teacher has killed himself and 'the young boy is
stunned by the event. In i highly emotiaomal state, he

paints a ghastly mural on his bedroom wall. When he is

finished, he stands back to look at "what his desire had

>

driven him to do" (100),. and feéls a sense of fglfillment
that a necessary a;t has been performed: "not a game of his
own imagination, but a wrestling match with a stranger.™
Yet, as thé initial emotional odtpouring wanes, Hurtle,
!
Tyndall's pupil in technique in spite of himself, begins to
look at his work with a critical, detached eye: "He had been
v .

led astray by the brilliance of the live red; whereas 'Jack’
Shrewcroft's suicide should havé been black black" (100).

With this incident, the burgeoning dialectic between
Hurtle's artistic sensitivity and his aesthetic judgement
becomes important. He is driven to paint from what he calls
an overwhelming emotional "desire" to express an jnner state
of turmoil, and yet he already realizes that within his
chosgn means of expressing this state exist limitations and
rules which ultimately must be self—imposed. He 1s also
awire that, without adhefence to these restrictions, his
work will in the end not satisfy him. He has begun to leave
the world of "The Innocent Eye".l !

When Hurtle 1is twelJe, he embarks with the Courtneys
upon a tour of Europe which becomes an exciting aesthetic

initiation for this Australian boy. In Europe he makes a

careful study of the paintings "which showed him a reality



v N 66
P m——

more intense thigbthe life he had so far experienced" (126).

Hurtle's responses on this journey are significant for two

reasons. In the first place, White, in this novel, depicts

Europé not as the crucible of the individual and collectave

holocausts of The Aunt's Story and Riders in the Chariot,

but instead as a treasure trove, a site of cultural heritage
éapable of 1instilling in the proper recipient artistic
exper}edceé of great scope. Secondly, we see from the above
quotation that Hurtle reali;es that it is reality he 1s
being shown through this display of masterpiqces. An
important equation is then set in place for th; asblrlng
painter: Art can*equal life.’” This equation becomes the
fundamental principle of both Hurtle's aesthetics and his
existence and, paradoxically, his perceived inactivity to
ﬁéke his art truly represent the reality he 1s experiencing
becomes a lifelong frustration.

The First World War serv;s as a break between Hurtle's
youth and maturity. He enlists and travels once again to
Europe. The war itself is treated as an interlude (signifi~
cantly, White does not mention any of Duffield's paintings
from this period), an off-stage occurrence during which the
boy comes: of age. The break up and disintegration of éhe
Courtneys is described in a series of letters Hurtle
reéeives when he is overseas.’ When he arrives back in
Australia after the war, all his family ties, have been
irrevocably broken, the watershed of his independence

crossed.

In human, social terms, the major conflict in Duf-

k4
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JES————

v

field's art still involves the Eye that has signified his
talé;t since his life with his original family. On the one
hand, the trqmgndous marshalling of resources and creative
energy for his art requires that he accurately and ef%ec—
‘tively investigate the reality he experiences soO' that his
work will accurately represent the truth of these experi-
ences. Yet, as he strives to do ‘'this, he becomes the
Vivisector, dissecting'his human and natural environment
objectively to analyze their essence. The greater the
triumph over the material, the greater the potential
destruction to. his subject. This struggle is repeated time
and again in Hurtle's development. The first detailed
history of this destructive curve in the painter's relation-
ships with his human subjecés is told in the storyubf his
affair with the prostitute Nancy Lightfoot, whom he encoun-
ters shortly after he returns to Australia from the war. A

strong compon;nt of artistic fascination is presegt in his
initial atfraction to her. Af&er the first night spent with
her,‘Hurtle attempts a portrait of her which falls far short
of the reality he is trying to depict: "He would have liked
to splash amongst the gasping, sucking, tropical colours
which had flooded them both" (189;.

Nancy soon becomes the focus of both his éesthetic and

physical attention because he realizes that "at least he

‘loved and needed her form" (189). Hurtle repeatedly

attempts the Sisyphean labour of capturing Nancy's reality
in his art. He sees his goal to be,:iy recreate the body as

he saw it without losing the feel of the flesh" (199). Noel

! u :
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Macainsh writes that "for the aestheticist Duffield reality
becomes‘a feature of the subject; it is made up of the
purélyzfdeal, mental projection of meanings, which léaves
the external world ‘unchanged" (78). The frustration for
Hurtle is not that he is unable to depict reality "realisti-
cally,” but that these depictions give rise to twoomajor
problemé. First, the artist is acutely aware of the
tremendous gap between the "purely ideal, mental projection
of meaning" for which he is striving and the "external world
unchanged” which exists beyond and in a sense indifferent to
his art. Second, while this process of creation is taking
. place, the painter is-at the same time aware of the appall-
ing toll this operation is taking upon his model and
.correspondingly on his relationship with the woman. As he
baints her, he knows that “liké ail human vegetables she waé
offering herself to the knife she only half suspected"”
(200). |
With Nance éerving as inspiration and catalyst of his
art, it is ironic that Hurtle soon becomes confident enough

f

to break with her ana to move to the outback/in order to
congcentrate exc%usively on his work. As his painting begins
to occupy a more central position in his life, his relation-
ship with the Sydney prostituté_begins to fade rather
qguickly. The rejected woman makes several desperate
attempts to retain some hold on Hurtle by visiting him
several times at his shack. On her last visit, the two of
them realize that their relationship has foundered and died.

.o ®

"Hurtle alone intuits the precise nature of this death: "he
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had disembowelled her  while still alive; he had watched her
‘no less cruel dissection by the knives of light" (246).

When, shortly afterward,, Hurtle discovers Nance's shattered

|
!
!body lying at the foot of a gorge, the Vivisector appears to
i have triumphed over the Artist. 7
During the next stage of his artistic development,
Hurtle encounters what is potentially his greatest foe: his
own success. The question of an artist's fame inevitably
implies the gquestion of the relationship of that artist to

*his audience. White first addresses this Telationship

through hjis depiction of Alf Dubbo, the 'young, aboriginal

painter in Riders in the Chariot. Dubbo consistently hides
his work and when he does finally reluctantly show his work
to a dealer, the painter instantly regrets his decision and
.refuses to let the prospective agent exhibit it. The
}exasperated man tells Dubbo: "Paintings which nobody looks
lat might never. have been painted" (361). Dubbo counters
with: "I will look at them." Hurtle overcomes the self-
consciousness which cripples the young aboriginé and allows
his art to be exhibited and sold. Yet, throughout his life,
he can;ot overcome a strong'sense of contempt and revulsion
for the pubiic which purchases and honour's his work.

The relationship between the artist and the public 1is
linked inextricably for White with the connection between
the creating of art and the sexual act. In the last
chapter, we have seen that “for Alf Dubbo painting carries
with it a strong sexual component (see p. 46). In The

Vivisector, White explores this idea in greater detail by
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setting up a conflict between art as masturbation and art as
procreation. The parallel is onious: masturbatory art is
work created for the artist alone; art as procreation is a
gift to the world, this gift carrying with it the potential
to effect change in the very society of the artist who

spawned it. ¢ '

As a young boy, Hurtle's artisti€ failures leave him
with a sense of overwhelming frustration: “the thought that
he may never be able to convey something that was his and
.nobody else's brought such an intense despair he masturbated
into the>quilt" (158). If he cannot convey his message to
others, he will have to be content with an inferior satis-

faction. However, many years later, his artistic develop-

ment has reached such a stage that he can admit to himself:”

"God knew he had multiplied, if not through his loins; he

was no frivolous masturbator tossing his seed on to the

wasteland" (508). Ultimately, then, Hurtle is aware that he .

needs his audience to complete his artistic legacy. Still,
throughout his life he is never able to confront comfortably
"that audience on terms other than giving it his art.
Encounters with the public leave him feeling shattered and
painfully inept becadse he realizes what exactly he has
shown these people: "the windows to your actual, willed
" life, your every iridescent tremor and transparent thought"

(572). When he was a small boy he painted the artist's eye
as a bulls-eye, a target; as an established and honored
artist, he still feels his art makes him overwhelmingly

vulnerable, that it 1is a threat to his privacy and self.

.
b
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This sense of exposure spills over on to all h;s social
rélations. Aftér every public outing he rushes back to the
safety of the rambling, dilapidgfeé house that has become

LY

his home it Sydney. :

II1 \.

Hurtle Duffield's self-imposed isolation introduces a -

theme which has been touched on by White in previous novels

~

but which achieves prominence in The Vivisector and becomes

even more important in subsequent novels: the protagonist as
exile frogm the human community. In the pmevious‘nodels,

this very isolation was a mark of the elect: the chosen ones
~\

remain outside society because of the purity which they must

keep unsullied from contamination by the world. To be saved

-

means automatically ‘to be exiled, rejected, removed. In The

Aunt's Story, Theodora Goodman must leave her homeland and
family to begin her joﬁrney of self-realization. The end of
this voyage, as seen in Chapter.One, results *in her complete'
withdrawal from any kind of socgal connection. In‘Riders in

_ the Chariot, each one Of the four elect is an exile from a

society depicted as mediocre, materialistic, and luridly -
evil. A clue that White's tone has shifted with The .

Vivisector can be noticed for example by his changing

description of the city of Sydney. 1In Riders this.metropo-

lis is a neon nightmare. However, 1in this later novel,

i

White explains that he: ' -

-

wanted . . . to paint a portrait of my city; wet,

~

boiling, superficial, brash, beaugiful, &dly

.
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Sydney, developing during my lifetime from a

sunlit village into this present-day parvenu

bastard, compound of San Francisco and Chicago.

‘ (Flaws 151)

An example of this moderation can be seen when Hurtle

returns to Sydney after the war. One‘eQenfng he wanders

down to the harbour, eating prawns and chips: .

The slow sea and the long tongues of oily light

- make half the feast: the silence too. ..: « In

the deserted park at that hour the sounds of

Sydney were solider than the shapes of night:

'S opaque florescence of”a foghorn somewhere in the \
harbour; drawn-out squeal of a leaping train; }

o empty bottle slapping fat water; a smoker¥s cough.

L (180) |

® The environment is %ydeed still flawed but the patina of

-
s
\”‘"P.nvxm=u..m- Clak ot

corruption induced by the description of the Sydney suburb

of Sarsaparilla and of the Flack/Jolley covey has bqgnw"

-
— e

superceded by the bungling innocence of the affectionately

drawn Nancy Lightfoot.

. In the main, Hurtle's social connections are dismaying
failyres. As we have seen, the painter efperiences strong
. )

feelings of estrangément from the Duffieids, his fiést,

biological family. These working-class people have little

aesthetic sense and are intimidated by the growing artistic

inclinations of their son; the young boy'é mother tells him:

fYou're what Pa and me knows we aren't" (22). When he .s

j taken to the wealthy bourtneys whose laundry his mother.-

- -
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does, he experiences at first a sense of belonéing which is’
’really only a gtrong aétraction for the artistic ambience of
the surroundings. Soon his sense of estfangement returns.
As early as Ehe first day at his new home he realizes "he
. didn't belong anywhereﬁ that was what frightened" (86).
Throughout his childhood, this sense of distance increases
as hé\becomes more aware of the differences Between his
Aadoptiveqparents and himself (the importance to Hurtle of
his adopted sister Rhoda necessitates a more detailed
- analysis and will be discussed below). This sense of
alienation continues until the outbreak of the First Wokld
War which serves as an opportunity for escape, and he
enlists. As he is about to return to Australia after the
gap of the war years, he rum;nates about the C;urtneys he no
longer knows:

how épﬁld he ever be a Courtney? However intense
the nostafgia, he was no longer a member of his
"family" . . . . He had gratified at least some
of the desires of all three. If he had left them
bearing.a grudge, it was because total love must
be resisted: it is overwhelming like religion.
(177)
This stétem;nt s interesting for two reasons. For the
first time in the novels studied, we have the protagonist
actively rejecting love instead of being ngected by others.
There is an 1implication here that love would necessarily

exclude the vivisectionist objectivity Hurtle feels he

requires for his art. The second point of interest is the
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juxtaposition of the terms "total love" and "religion" in
the above guotation. Both are described as being similar in
their capacity to overwhelm. We have seen in Riders the
role which overwheiming religious exper%ence plays 1in the

«

lives of those open to its power. And, in the figure of
Harry Rosetree, we habeﬁgeen the tragedy of the man who
turns his back on tgis bestowal of grace. In The Vivi-
sector, the nature of grace has changed: Hurtle feels that
the choice he must make lies betweén his artistic integraity
and ., the giving and receiving of "overwhelming love." He
must choose one or the other, and he knows that he cannot
live without his art. Patricia Morley hés described this
dialectic as Hurtle's "dual personality (as ideological
artist and moral leper)" (212).

Hurtle's first adult relatiohshlp, as we have seen, 1is
with the prostitute Nancy Lightfoot. Along with his
appreciation of her as a model, Hurtle experiences what for
him are disturbing longings for companionship. At one point
while they are out walking together he asks her: "Isn't it
possible for two human beings to inspire and comfort each
other simply b; being together?" (205). However, Hurtle's
uncharacteristic expression of need is tinged with ambi-
guity. His fear of losing his artistic integrity throug@
" loving is Etill his controlling motivation: "He was so quick
to lock the‘intrudér out}.he might have felt 1oneiy if it
hadn't been for his thoughts" (188). For the painter,

others are intruders who have to be kept away. Out at the

shack in the outback where he has fled to pursue his work,



75
Nance, on her last visit, tells him the story of her life.
In the dark recriminations indulged in by the two of them
which foilows the knowledge of the total collapse of their
relation;hip, she po{nts at the self-portrait that has
occupied his complete attention for the last several days
and tells him: "there . . . that's Duffield. Not bad.
True. Lovun ‘imself" (248). The next morning éhe is dead.

Hurtle flees back to th; comforting anonymity of the
city, to the shambling house which will be his home for the
rest of his life. He is more alone than ever, his only
contact being with -the art -dealer Caldicott who constantly
tries to bring Hurtle into the society of the patrons who
are eager to meet this controversial artist.

Hurtle's most important encounter during this time is a
bizafre meeﬁing with the grocer Cecil Cutbush. This scene
carries with it parzéic reverberations of previous protagon-
ist—prophét episodes in the earlier novels. Cutbush here
utters no words of wisdom. Yet, in spite of this, Hurtle
does respond to the grocer on a level deep enougq for the
painter later to describe the night they meet as "this
evening of some significance" (267). The important point
about this encounter is the fact that Hurtle so uncharacter-
istically talks to Cutbush of his innermost thoughts. The
grocer, hoping to contact the painter on a physical, sexual
levet, instead, in a superbly ironic subversive moment,
exacts from Hurtle a painfully emotional response. Cutbush

realizes the mistake he has made: "the stranger wasn't

prepared to reveal more than his naked thoughts" (257). The
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revelations-.which Hurtlé makes,cwhile not of a ﬂgture the
g;ocer desired, areﬁ%;ill powerfuf enough to arouse Cutbush
so that, after Huréle leaves, Cutbush must relieve himself
by masturbating. The paintér; on the other hand, leaves the
park exhilarated by post-confessional relief. What he
actually relates to the grocer (his guilt for Nance's death,

his belief in a Divine Vivisecto;) is not as important as

the fact that he is experiencing human contact for the first

time.

The residue of _the meeting haunts Hurtle so deeply that
he must r:;ipnaiéze its repercussions: "If he had exposed
himself to someone he was only faintly disturbed: it was
doubtful he would ever see that person again . . ." (265).
The painting that ;esults from the evening is described as
"the big-arsed moon aiming aé the dislocated 1lovers; the
erypto-queer grocer-councillor machine-gunning them'from the
Council bench" (267). This painting, called "Lantana Lovers
by Moonlight," 1s an outsider's sour.ver51on of love. Both
nature and the "crypto-gueer" (and, of course, implicitly
the painter himself) view the lovers with overt hostili£y,
if also in the voyeur's case with a form of alienated

-

desire. It is a- cynical attempt by Hurtle to use the potent
antid;te of "reality" to restore the balance he feels he has
lost through his divulging of himself to the groéer.

After this episode, Hurtle once again withdraws into
his work until he meets the Greek woman Hero Pavloussi. At

the beginning of their-relationship "he realized he had

never been in love,, except with painting" (321). This is a



her more in her drowned condition" (359). It is a clue to

77
new insight for Hurtle: for the first time he ‘has an
opportunity to seek meaning for his life through another

person rather than solely through his art. However, this

Qi
‘affair is doomed for several reasons. Just as JLantana

Lovers by\Moonlight," the péinting he creates after his

encounter with Cutbush, signifies that sbmewhat abrasive

‘ »
" episode, the painting "Infinity of Cats," a study of

drowning kittens in a bag, comes to be the leitmotif of his

‘‘experiences with Hero.

Oon his firstpvisit to ﬁéro, Hurtle comes upon a 2
gérdener with,a bag of kittens that Hero's husband-Cosmos
has ordered him to drown. The ipage of the kittens'
desperate struggles issiae the bag haunts the paidter-and he
Segins to work on "Infinity of Caté": "Most of the condemaed \
animéls were still noticeably furred, ,but their writhing
despaif_énd the action Qf'the water made some of them look
skinned; human“‘(BéS). " Hurtle tries to give:tHis painting
to Hero‘who is appalled by its na%ed despair and rejects it:

ar

"It is a ﬁbrnography! Are you trying to kill me?" (360). &

~,
"\,

A ) ” ‘
Anagysing their situation, and éitempting to clarify 4

.the negatiﬂe tone so prevalent in it, Hurtle thinks to

.himself: "as far as he coydd fathom, his fault lay in lovirg' ,

N * \ ’
Hero's depressive nature that she feels a strong connection
: d

with the stark cynicism of the Lantana painting as soon as

w

she jsees it. The.grocer's frustrated envy of the lovers,

the masturbating fintasy with the incipiént violence
N J .‘ . . *
(mééhine—gunning the ‘lovers), and the victimization of- the RN
. N . , - " »
e (.
- )T‘ f} N ’ 4 . - .
. . . .
A . .. o ) . ¥
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humans by the Divine Destroyer: all these imageg resound

»>

powerfully within her. Chafacteristiggfly, she immediately
offers to buy ‘the painting. She tries to possess hef
despair as she has already tried in vain to possess joy.

It is not surprising theﬂ that the romantic relatiqn-
ship founded upon the dark canvas.,of "Lantana Lovers" must
be relatively short-lived. Hero is seekiné salvation }s
deséerately as Hurtle is b&t she does not havé his aesthetic

outlet to provide fulfillment. She has convinced herseltf

that she can be saved only fhrough‘é pilgrimage to a Greek?
islaﬁd which had once inspireé her in the past.

Hurtle's lack of enthusiasm for Hero's véyage~begins to
create almost insurmountable distances between the couple.

e When she rejects his gifi of the painting of the drowning
- " .

kittens, thenpainier realizes: "His repeated downfall was
his longing to share truth with somebody specific who didn't

want to receive it" (360). As questionable as this state-

ment may be, give% Hurtle's singular inability t¢ open up to

&

anyone, this feeling in .him :is strong enough to cause bhim

once again to withdraw. Although he accompanies Hero o?fher

futile pilgrimage to her Greek island, the acid of indif-

ference has already begun to eat away at ‘their relationship.
. R

. At this point in his life Hurtle has hecome aware of the ,

#

L
role his despair and neuroses have played in the creation of
M /

- hf§ work® of art. While Hero is journeying to the shrine;%
] e

of Pgrialos in order to purge her demons, the painter tells
her: "I'm an artist -~ . . . I can't afford exorcism" (374).

ﬁe can only stand by, the objéctive voyeur and vivisector

. - o \

. - I
1 \
’

[ 37
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once again, and watch Hero's.pilgrimage shatter égainst the
shabby reality of the island. Hurtle continues 'throughout
to observe the landscape of the island, the idiosyncrasies
of its inhabitants and finally the disquieting behaviour of
his companion. The Greek woman senses the failure of her

mission and becomes enraged at the way her last hope for

» o

salvation has died. In her anger she can only spit out:

"Dreck!  Dreck! The Germans express it best. Well, I will

Jearn to live with such Dreck as I am: to find a rea§onland

v

a purpose in this Dreck" (392). This 'nihilistic response
{ B .

effectively sounds the death-knell to their, relationship.

Hurtle returns to Australia -and his work; Hero to Greece and

her husband. .

-
b}

While all of these encounters with his fellow humans
may seem utter failures,” nevertheless Hurtle, through these »
exberiendes, is inchind towards what will bé the ultimatg
and most intimate.connection he will make with another human

being, his adopted sister Rhoda Courtney. As with all the

«\;/BQher people with whom he becomes involved, Hurtle has
depicted his young relationship with Rhoda through a %

painting, "Pythoness at Tripod." Based on a childhood

incident when the Courtneys and their adopted son were ¢

, N
travelling through Europe, the pythoness painting is an

v s 4 . - g
attempt to render the combination of pi;y and revulsion the

. ' 4
young boy-feels when he stumbles upon the young hunchbacked
Sy ' R “ -
girl standing naked over g\bidet.

LY

. The' reintroduction of Rhoda into- Hurtle's. life is._
RN . .
ushered in by an encounter which Hurtle describes as his -

’
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only brush with "masculine friendshfb," and it will be the

only one he will make in tﬁe novel. He runs into the
printer Mothersoig on a Sydney ferry. Mothersole, much in
the saﬁe way as Cutbush before him, begins a conversation
with the taciturn Duffield. The printer's motivation
springs from a desire fof simple human companionship, not
from the téngled miasma of needs and desires which prompted
Cutbush to approach the painter. Howeﬁer, as in the

previous encounter, Hurtle uses the occasion to express a

depth of feeling that has had no other outlet outside’ his

art. He bares his soul to the mother in Mothersole. The

‘painter himself is ‘aware of the ramifications of these
Y

revelations and recogﬁizes the parallels of this meeting

with the one he had with the grocér Cutbush:

‘ He remembe;Ld another occasion when he had risen

' from the dead, by seminal dew and the threats of
moonlight, in‘conversation, repulsive, painful,
but necessary, dith the grocer Cutbushs and now

was born again by grace of Mothersole's warm

middle-class onb. (405)

i

Mothersole reintroduces the theme of the’fap;}xﬂyhich~hadﬂ“”

——
e

ﬂﬂﬁ_‘——___#ggggme_oi—minorfiﬁﬁﬁ?fgﬂéé in the novel since Hurtle's

A .

flight"ffom thé Courtneys to the war in Europe. The printer .

is on his way to visit his sister who has pol}o, and he
tells Duffield: "Don't you find at our age . . . a man grows
closer to his ﬁam ly" (359)ﬂ fThe paiﬂter can}only weakly
explain that he‘hab lost tracg of his qgn. However, this

motif becomes central to the novel shortly afterwards when

-

e
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" Hurtle accidently meets Rhoda.again.

This relationship, the most important one in Duffield's
later life, is characterized by a frustrated\ambiguity
largely caused by the abrasive personalities of both the
brother and sister. The middle-aged woman reluctantly
accepts the painter's invitation.to move in with him. For

) Duffield, "Rhoda was'to be employed as a moral force,‘or
. booster of his conscieﬂce" (443). Seeing his sister in
"these terms necessarily and parad;xically entails that he is

in constant battle with her. . - .

As Morley states: "Rhoda typifies for Hurtle the
inevitable, unsought relagionship between man ané his
archetypal brother, every other human being" (226).
Hurtle's hostility‘to exactly this type of relationship in
the past, and his fear that it may crush his artistic
response, 1is the basis for much of the antagonism he often
feels for Rhoda. As, in France as a young boy, he had

stumbled upon and painted his sister in her naked and

deformed vulnerability, Hurtle féels .similarly exposed

"

— 2
—— before Rhoda once she comes to live with him. However,
-

/
there is a sense of expiation implied in Hurtle's wish to
have Rhoda live with him, a payment for all the yeafs of
vivisection. There is a sense that, if he risks the rigqpré

of this relationship, there will be a more reconciled ending

. Kv . !
to his Jlife. ‘ )

Unlike Hera, who has been . associatdd with the murder of
L4 . - !

cats, Rhoda instead providesﬁ&bod for all the cats of the

L

2, .
~neighbourhood, trundling the streets with a cartful of
—

'



AN ' . 82
hoysemeat. It is theiefore a positive sign when Rhoda, yith
several cats of her own, comes to live with Hurtle, bringing
these nurturing powers with her. The painte; realizes that,
in spite of the pain and discomfort each one ultimately
provides for the other, the two of them must cling together
in thg wreckage: of their lives: "When she sent for them.to
come and stuff him in his coffin, that was where Rhoda would
take over: wind up the Punch-and-Judy show with her own
® t

little song—-and-dance act" (608).

4
-

Duffield's meéting on the ferry with Mothersole is sig-
nificant for %he introduction of another ﬁotif which soon-
becomes important in the novel. . The two men begin to
discuss children and, after the meeting, Hurtle reflects:

Why had he never painted a child? . . . Sitting

with his hands locked, he was fidgeting to create

- this child. Or more than one. Or many in the

one. For after all there is only the one child:

the one you carr& inside you. (405)

-

.As we have seen previously in this chapter, Hurtle considers

his art his progeny; yet at this late stage of his life he
becomes aware of the more human aspects of the parenting
i%stinct. At this psint Hurtle meets the child proaigy
Kathy Volkov whom He.cgﬁes to éegard as "his s%iritual,child

of infinite possibilities"™ (422). As her surname implies,

.she is "of the folk," reminding the painter of his own class

origins, and also xeminding‘himfof the desperate yearning
for the expanded horizons which he éought in vain” through

the Courtneys. C B
N ¢

-
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. AlljHurtle's relationships are cripp].ed because of his
overridiﬂg fear of cfoseness, his self-consciousness a/md
genearal gloom. His relationship with Kathy is subfject'to
,these same neg/ative /aspects of his character. He resents
his own interest in "her: he purposely stays away from her
importa‘nt concerts (or at times pretends to), he refuses to
say goodbye to her or welcome her back when Lshe returns from
her tours. In spite of this apparent diéinterest, at the
core of Hurtle's involvement with Kathy lies an incestuous
_yearning aga’inst which the painter counts on Rhoda's
presen'ce as a buffer. The young pianist is undismayed by
Hurtle's turmoil; indeed she seems to blossom under the old
man's patronage, After_her career has been firmly esta-
blished, the young girl tells him: "I prefer to think of you
as the father of anything praiseworthy in me" (540).
X Hurtle has fdun\d each attempt to establish some kind of

human contact to be’ exceedingly painful. Simone Weil has .

written that "paimn is the root of knowledge" (First and Last

Notebooks 69). Indeed each painful expérienc& Hurtle
. f
undergoes with another person is yet one more step towards

that knowledge of life for which he is constantly striving
in his art. Yet there 1is still the impenef.rable silence
within which Hurtle is encased and v’ihich i's'finally and
dramatically emphasised ﬁby the stfdke which hits him while
he is out walking one day. The God which has existed until
now in the novel as‘fringer-dwelfer_ and Divine Viyisector,
having (literally) "“stroked" ‘Hurtle into a newer level. of

-

awareness, becomes the all-=consuming subi‘lect of “his 1last’™

¢ . , ) . T'.T'
i

- \ N
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series of works: "the God paintings."
Flénnery O'Connor, in anéwer to the critics who
disparaged the. grotesqueries of her fiction, explained that
, Our age not only does not have a very sharp eye
| for the almost imperceptible intrusions of grace,
it no longer has much feeling for the nature ot
the violences which precede and follow them.

(Mystery and Manners 112)

A similar view regarding White's work can explain the sudden
shift in the direction of the novel. This literal deus ex
machina defl;cts Hurtle suddenly and si@nificantfy from his
prgoccupation with Kathy and Rhoda . The Chariot of -the
Riders 1looms once again in a flash, bﬁt then suddenly

disappears, leaving the stricken painter with only its

+

wreverberation, a shadow on his mind. |It is this shadow that
r he tries to depict in his last Ppaintings. In his last work

of all he reaches as close as he has ever -come to his goal:
All his life he had been reaching towards the

vertiginous blue withaut truly visﬁalizing,_ till
: ‘ . lying on the pavement he was dazzled not so much
by a colour as a 1ong—s£anding“secre£ relation-

’ ship. (616) .
* This new relationship 'is signified by Hurtle's lést thought
dnd what 1is the final word of the novel: "indi-gdoddd"
v (617). At last his art and salvation are one.

v

Frederick Hoffmann writes: "the disorder of life is



-

conguered in the aesthetic forms which the mind of the

exile, removed from it, chooses for the act of observing it"

(The Mortal No 397). For Hurtle, the problem of exile co-

exists with the problem of conquering aesthetic form. The
painter s;ruggles to express himself through his art, to
find the laws and boundaries within which i} is possible to
realize his vision. This struggle is carried on against the
background of his own continuous exile, first from his
natural family, the Duffields, and their deprived existence,
then later from his adopted family with. their threat of
stultifying him with their love and superficialities.‘IThe
last phase of his exile encompasses the years of alienition
when he turns away from the men and wbmen who brush up

-

against him, scarring and being scartYed in return.

~

Although the world of The Vivisector .is often sordid,

still it is not the chronically evil one of Riders in the

Chariot. Jill Ward points out: "With the Dreck motif in The
K
Vivisector we are being reminded that the sordid may still

contain the ﬁqtential to bring illumination" (410-11).
Hurtle Duffield has created aesthetic form out of the barren

rocks of the Ausﬁéalian outback, from Nance Lightfoot's

dissipated body, out of Rhoda's deformities. Finally, as

John Docker writes: "Hurtle himself now becomes conceived as
\

a work of art" (60). \

A
\

Does White then escape in The Vivisector the ambiéuous

unease which characterizes the finall outcome of The Aunt's
K

Story and Riders in the Chariot? There are several problems

"with fhe_concept of aésthetics as a strategy for salvation

f
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in the novel. The elitism which was such a strong component
in the make—-up of the four protagonists of Riders on a

spiritual level is repeated in The Vivisector in the form of

Duffield's prodigious talent and acute sensitivity. This
p talent is a gratuitous quality, unasked for and undeserved,

>
the mark of what John Colmer calls "a privileged visionary" ]

(56). - The tale of Duffield's struggle then cannot easily be
generalized to represent the human éondition. His .relation-
ships with his family, and tﬁose‘he encounters, as well as
his later meetings with his public, are marked by extreme
discomfort and anguish. Finally, it is only with Rhoda that
he is able to reach a semblance of tranguility in an awkward

‘of

truce few readers would be willing to take as worthy
emulation. ’ )

The sudden‘incident of Hurtle's stroke creates an
unsettling denouement in a novel where theology has been
remarkably absent, given its central thematic importance in
the novels written immediately before this one. At the
point in the novel where the'stroke occurs, there is a sense
of a dead end reached: neither Hurtle'!s art nor those who
love him can give the painter the ultimate justification for
his life. However, White's imposition of a supernatural

solution strikes one as a somewhat contrived exit to this -

dilemma.  While in Riders the vision of the ChariQt is an
~

¢
’

ih%egrdted motif throughout the entire novel, the Divine
Viviseétor who "strokes" Hurtle into the transcendence he
fails to achieve tprough,his art or his ;ymanity is an
element that does not fit thematically or organicallx\into

. ’ \
S~
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the pattern of the novel. We are left with the impression’
‘that grace ﬁproug; aesthetics cannot. work unless g{ven a
supernatural nudge. White is making the same statement he

made in Riders, but his conclusion now“gﬂ more tentative,
————— f ] -

less certain.
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Endnote _ . o

.y ) -¥
1In his essay, "The Innocent Eye and the Armed Vision,"

-

Roger Shattuck uses this term, not as a cry of despair tor a-

prelapsarian state, bq{ instead as "a designatfqn of a

positive and informed state of aesthetics:
- N

Yeé, we have all lost our innocence long since.
The importégt thing is to be. able to find it
again, and not by going back. . . . The most

) . exhilarating quality of art in its truest forms is

to enable one to come to it again and again and to
i}

7 . * N \ .
S find oneself a virgin every time. (424)
N .
] -
4 Y
- -~ \
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Chapter 1V

The Eye of the Storm: Achieving the Final Function

"Rebelling against the tyranny of time, the"
absurdity of his lot, the ignominy of death, the
modern hero as victim achieves no culminating
moment of transfiguration or redemption" (Glicks-
burg, The Tragic Vision 8).

As we have investigated in previous chapters, White's
protagonists have endeavoured to instill meaning into their
lives through various gquests for enlightenment: Theodora
Goodman's search for self-discovery, the Compény of Riders'
transcendent voyage into mystic unity, and Hurtle Duffield's
final gasp of vision as his aesthetic fulfillment at last
unites him with God.

In The Eye of the Storm (1973), Elizabeth Hunter

operates with little apparent interest in the salvation of
her soul. In fact she seems to exist in a singularly
nihilistic void where occasional glimmerings of potential
meaning edge into her consciousness and then quickly flicker
éut. -;HZ oléQ;;han's attention is igstead occuﬁieddprinci—
pally with the people who surround her on~5er deathbed and
with those others in her past who have played significant
roles in her life.

In The Viviseétor,'ﬂurtle Duffield's crippled relation-

t

ships with both his real and\hié adopted family and with the

various people he encounters throughout his life compose a
/

vast panorama of broken and painful events which play only a

secondary role in the painter's primary search for meaning

through aesthetic achievement. However, in The Eye of the

Storm, analyses of relationships, the study of the loves and
DN

-
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hatés of the major characters, constitute the foreground of
interest in the novel. .

Nevertheless, as we have seen before in Whi;e's\work,
this exploration of the vagaries of the human condition does
not necessarily lead to an unambiguous resolution. UAs R.
Shepherd writes:

| There‘appéars to be deliberate mystification in
White such thét whenever the author's commitmeht
to some particular idea threatens to become too
apparent he will deliberately)\resort to a rhetoric
of uncertainty to vitiate.any glib conclusipn.
(}2).

e

Because the novel presently under study .does not adhere -to
White's usual pattern of the protagonist‘in'éearch of

salvation, The Eye of the Storm seems partfcularly to

. /
participate in this "rhetoric of uncertainty." What

conclusions are to be drawn from the long“barren life of
Elizabeth Hunter?

In order to understand the ramifications 6f the old
woman's life and death, it is hecessary to look closely at
the events in her life, the major players in these events,
and how all of these have been affecg;ﬁ} if at a11,hby_t eir

.

relationship with the sour bed-ridden woman who exists as

r

the focus of the novel.  1In turn, we must examine the
pibotal évent in Elizabeth Hunter's life, hé¥ transcenden-
tal, visionary experience in the eye of the storm, and

determine both its importance'in her life and .its g}gnifi-

cance. in the novel. ’ : . o B \
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As with The Aunt's Story, the present .novel opens at

. .
the deathbed of an old woman. In the earlier novel, the

[}

-~

death o?\Mrs. Goodman, -Theodora's cantankérous mother,

!

signals the liberation of her daughter dnd the begihning of

-thé.younger woman's long journey into, self-discovery. In

A3

The Eye- of the Storm, the deathbed itsglf becomes the lacus

of the protagonist's journey, a throne of reminiscence where

e

a retrospective spotlight shines back upon the myriad peoplé

and events whose images coalesce in the mind of the'dying

woman.

.
B
.
.
'
~ .
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Elizabeth Hunter's experience on Brumby Island where

¥

she survives a tropical cyclone serves as the underpinning

‘of all her mental %manderings while she awaits her death.

v

‘Therefore, we must begin our study wlth a look at this

s

ev%nt . .

g;\ Mrs. 'Hunter, who is)seventy,years old at the time of
' - 1

this occurrehce (the cyclone), accompanies her recently
~ i

- .
divorced miadfgééged daughter Dorothy on a visit to thelir

b-‘
friends, the Warmings, who own a place on Brumby Island, a

"‘})

105§le characterised by its fprimordial réinforest“ (336).
White immediately sets up'the same mythical reverberations
we have seen him use previously in the case of the Goodman
estate at Meroé& and the mansion of Mar& Hare at Xanadu. The
house Fccupied by the Warming family "had resisted the
ythrobbing, the threats, the apocalyptic splendours of an

ocean perpetually unrolling out of an indeterminate east"

/-.‘

4

—r
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(337).\ Indeed, the house, i§olated and immune, may be seen

'ag a representétion of Elizabeth herself, who has remained

gblivious to any mystical stirrihgs frgm what White c§4%s
the "indeterminate east."

The reéaer views Elizabeth, in the first section of the
visit, primarily through the eyes of'her disgzuntléd yvet
envioﬁs daughtey Dorothy. AE this point in the novel,
Elizabeth's character has been clearly énoudh delineated to
give full credence to Dorothy's aﬁtipathetic reaction to
what she sees as her mother's manipulative seduction of the
entire Warming family. 1In spite of her daughter's jealousy,
Elizabeth is still depicted in relatively apotheistic terms.

To her daugﬁfer's chagrin, the oid wom%n shamelessly
' éxploits her allufe while on .the i1sland. Mrs. Hunter charms
gV eryone ;he meet§, walking around pésse351ng an "“aureole .
. . of what again appeared as palest purest gold" (338).

Because of an accident on the mainland in which their

son has Peen injuged} the Warmings must leave their guests
..
on the 1sland to fend for themselves. There 1is another
guest staying with them, a‘marine biologist named Edvard
Pehl, whom Dorothy\correctly suspects her mo£her has set out
to conguer and subdue. ' The tension of this triangulaf
situation increases hourly until Dorothy decides for the
sake of her own sanity to' leave she island. . Pehl embarks on
his own on an exploratory mission,‘and Elizabeth, unaware
that she is now alone, is left by herself to confront the

approaching storm, its eye, and her revelations.

Unaware at first of the threatening weather, the

-
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deserted woman wanders off into the forest and there
receives an initiation into the pgimitive which brings to
mind the spectacular encounters in the bush around Xanadu
wherein the ecéentr{c Mary Hare in Riders underwent her -

%§ganscendenta1 experiences. For a moment, Elizabeth Hunter
also visits this terrain of primeval innocence. She spots
some'flowerg in a clearing: "Overjoyed at her find she got
down on her kneés: to insinuate herself into secrets,_to
pic;, to devour, or thrust up her nostrils" (374). However,

she is no Mary Hare waiting for the Chariot. Her pragmatism

eliminates any chance of transcendence: "By allowing her

El

inescapably frivolous and, alas, corrupg\nature the freedom
(
o

of its silence, the forest had begun t press her: she

I
could not believe, finally, in grace, only luck" (374).

This initial i@trusion of grace a failure, Mrs. Hunter
returns to the house and at last notices the signs of the
encroaching storm. Realizing that the ramshackle house
could not withstand the strong winds, ghe runs fo& shelter
to an old cellar nearby and there awaits what soon develops
into a terrifying onslaught of wind and rain. While huddled
in her shelter, shagexperiences & revelation, perhaps having
been more influgnc:L by her time in the forest than she had
first imagined: "Perhaps it is you who are responsible for
the worst in people"™ (380). Yet, like the objects whizzing
by her in the tumult, she cannot hold on to this thought for‘
loné and sge soon falls asleep.

She awakens in stillness: the eye of the storm. White

intends the reader not to miss the analogy between the peace
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. in the eye of the storm and the state of the soul of
-

Elizabéth Hunter.

She was no longer a body, least ofyall a woman. .

\‘ ) . . She was insteadwp being, or more likely a.

flaw at the centre of this jewel of light: the
jewel‘itself, blinding and tremulous at the same

.

time, existed, flaw andjall, only by grace, . . . .
(381)

The grace that she had earlier contemplated, then 1os£, in
the forést clearing has now once again been presented to her
with a vengeance. One 1s réeminded aqain of Flanfiery
O'Connor's descriﬁtion of the'necessity for the violent
iﬁtrusion of gracé in the lives of contemporary human beings
(see p. 'B4).- ,
' Many years later, looking back at this episade, the old
woman realizes: "If you could describe your storm: but you
could not. You can never convey in words the utmost in

~ i

'experience" (371). The author at this pdint seems to be

labouring under the same problem: how to describe "the

utmost in experience" that his protagonist undergoes.
.

During the calm, E}izabeth leaves the shelter of her
cellar to see~the shattered land and a sea presently

becalmed; she sees seven biack’swans serenely gliding by

and, in the midst of this unnerving tranquility, decides.

that complete submission to fate is undoubtedly the solution

-

to the mystery of life, perhaps at last allowing herself

t

exposure to the mysticism of the indeterminate east: "she

would lie down . . . and accept to become part of the
. o

-

\
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shambles she saw . . .§ to be received into the sand along
with other deligquescent flesh . . . -is the most natural
conclusion"‘(BﬁZ). However, a; was the case with her
previous revelations prbmpted by the flowers in the- clear-
ing, and the consequent one at the beginning of the storm,
she does not long remain in this atypical passive state.
Immediately, she sgpies a gull "skewered to the snapped

[
branch of a tree®"™ (382) agd the siéht of this creature,

. -

frozen in a pantomime of death "gave back her significance"
(382).- Awakened once again to her former self and with a
renewed deterﬁination to survive and better the storm, she
hurries back to shelter to await the gecond part of the
storm and her subsequent rescue.

White "takes us no further with this episode. Although

of central importance in Elizabeth's life, her experience in

- #he storm paradoxically leaves her unchanged. When she

returns to civilfzation she retains little other than a
Isurprisingly detailed meﬁory of the events experienced, a
memory which casts ;ts shadow over her, Eut one which she
has no desire to analyse. What, then, was the point in

undergoing "the utmost in experience"?

Perhaps by exploring the specifics of« the old woman's .

life it will be easier to determine the significance of her

unwillingness to benefit from her experience on Brumby

Island and therefore easier to determine what, in the end,’

'her life and death are all about.

. —



%
I I ) X

e

The Eye of the Storm contains White's most detailed and

14 -

élosely rendered portrait of a family. The portraits drawn
- -+

of the Courtneys in The Vivisector seem relatively superfi-

cial and externalized when compared with the intimate

—_—— -

depiction of the Hunters, dissected and analysed wiéh
agonizing thoroughness. The dying woman, unwilling to use
any of the strategies White has explored in his previous

novels for his protagonists to establish meaning in their
. y '
lives, focuses instead on her son and daughter to provide

her with solace in her dying days. The situation which

occutrs when her son and daughter arrive forms an ironic

-~

counterpoint' to the péace Mrs. Hunter found on;Jﬂ{e'storm—

ravaged ‘island.

\ ,
Elizabeth Hunter's hdsband Alfred, long deceased when

£

the novel opens, is one of a series of "busy" diminutive

husbands and fathers prevalent in White's novels. These

PR — e - ——— e e e — e ——

figures, always standing slightly in the wings, self-
conscious and inept at displaying their emotions, extend

from the inveterate romantic Mr. Goodman 1n The Aunt's Story'

to inc}ude Judge Twyborn, the bewildered paterfamiliés to be
discugsed in the next chapter. Thé relatiénship Between
Elizabeth Hunter and her. husband Alfred is accupatély
reprﬁéented in the portraits of each which hang in the hail
og‘their home: "Mr. Huﬁfer's portfaih was smal&er than_h{s
Qlféfs, it must havg cost canidérably lgss"\(Zli. The .
comparétive sizes of the portraits is a sign of the dialec—

.tics which characterize the roles each was. to play in the

»

e e e ————————————————
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marriage: on Elizabeth's side, 'vanity, arroganae, and .

leisure; on Alfred's,'humiliﬁy, abnegation, and labour.

The life and death of Alfred Hunter occur before

Elizabeﬁh's time on Brumby Island.® However, one must
remember that all of these events are passing through the

mind 'of the sometimes comatose dying woman, lying on her bed

/as if it were the altar of her death being ministered to by

,
i) ’

“~her round-the-clock nurses. Therefore,. the quilt the old

i

woman experiences in her reminiscenceés about her husband has
a strong eschatological tinge. The actual marriage itself
was marked by constant and iengthy separations. On the one

hand, there was the” physical Separation, with Alfred out at
. n ‘ =
; Kudjeri, the farm they owned in the country, while Elizabeth

and the children remained in Sydney at their house on

Moreton brive: On the other hand, and much more signrfi-

’

cantly, there was the emotional estrangement, a vast gulf

;_hAAM*”ELizabaLhwéeliberately-conétruéted to keep the saintly

1

alfred unaware of her true nature. An innocent, Alfred was

completely lo&t in thg complexity and subterfuge of his wife

-
-

—~ -  who herself was in complete control of the situdation: "he

——t—
A

was not aware that she had never been the person he' thought

. her to be"' (27).

| ‘ It iéuogly because of his appfoaching death that Algred
is emotionally united with his"wife. ~The time Elizabeth

. spends at his deathbed was one of‘the/two time; irn her Llife

‘ . where a type of mystical un{on is reached with another

‘person (the other occasion, discussed.later, is with her

night Aurse; Mary de Santis). As the wife sits beside her -

. Y

i

P
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dying husband, "There were moments when their minds were
, .

folded 1nto each other without any trace Of the cross-

hatching of wilfulness or desire to possess" (59). The

L

great engﬂ%e of hef wili has for a time stalled in the face
of "her husband's silent dgﬁft toward death. For a‘brief
moment Elizabeth is transported away from the concerns off
her self-centred life to experience the stillness as Alfred
lies 1n the eye of his own life's storm. She realises that
at this death "she was involved iﬁ"a‘mystery SO 1mmeﬁse and
so rarely experienced, she functioned . . . by\reverepce"
(l@S). Yet, as is typical of her nature, this brief gliﬁpse,
‘0of visidn seems to\fail to make an impression serious enoﬁgh
to influehce her in any way once she leaves the heightened

-

atmosphere of Alfred's final moments. By the end of the

long night of his dying her experience al;eady begins to
drift away froﬁéﬁer.‘ She ‘once again/beéomes concerned with.
life's grivialities, especially her own appearance.
Immedlatelylafter’she leaves the vigil at her husband® s
si1de, she looks in a mirror and says: "My God, what a fright
you can look" (185). Her experiences of myétical union haQ
evaporated.’ Much later, on‘her own deathbed, she can only
look back on her marriage and mourn the distaéces she has
created. .

Mrs. Hunter admits that her two children, Basil and
borothy, are "Hardly Alfred's, éxcept by the accident of
blood“.éZB). The implication here of course is Rhat

Elizabeth herself 1is the victor of the struggle and now

completely possesses her two offspring. She says to herself

N
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"at one point': "Oh, I got them from him. But" I made them

into mine"™ (473). The irony of the situation {s that her

children are as little hers as Alfred'é. One of the most

TR Y

striking features of the novel is the complete antipathy

that exists on her son and daughter's part towards their

- .

mother, an apparently 'unbridgeable gap that has widened

“through the years.

5 -

‘@  This distance is most remarkable in the relationship of

¢

b

Elizabeth to her daughter -Dorothy. The Princesse de @

Lascabannes (she has been married to and divorced fram a

French nobleman), awash in self-consciousness, seems bent on
. .x. N . R A -
being as miserable as possiblei She saysl to herself: "1
s 0 & ’ , —
have never managed to escape being this thi'mLmyself " (47),

»

a remarkable statement of self-alienation. The hatred she

*

feels for hei’self' extends ou.tward to include almost all

E
aspects of her life: the French relatives of her ex-husband,

Australia and Australians, humanity 1n general. On this
'y

return home, she narrows the focus of her loathing to herxr’

own family members, -her bfo.ther Basil and her mother. It'ls‘

part of the cynic‘ism in which she takes great pride that

[}

Dorothy feels she can nakedly admit to herself the real

~—e ' — , '
reason for this trip back to Australia: "Let's face it: I've

, come back to coax -a respectable sum of money ou‘taof an aged

woman"™ (194). As we have seen, On a previous visit Dprothy

has fled from her then stil’l powerful aothgr just before the

latter experienced the ’cyclo‘ne on Brumby Island.
Intereétingly engu:gh, 'porothy herself e‘xperiences a

storm on her way to pay her mother this last visit.. On the

{ ™

*y
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flight to Australlaf over the''Bay of Bengal, her "plane
experlences,seyere(gdrbulence. Dorothy begins to confide

her fear to a Dutchman si1tting beside her. This passenger

.is of course one of White's mystecal travellers (a flying

Dutchman?) who_é#isf to teach and comfort: "she sensed an
u:common~sp1rit. « v . He had something dustere, monastic
abqut him" (65). Like a character from Conrad ("My eg—
perience 1s only of the sea" [66]), he describes.hls own
experience with the eye of the storm. 'The storm through
which the plane is flying rabates, andkoﬁ/land}ng Dorothy
loses track of the Dutchman, never to find him again.
Doroﬁhy's failure to benefit from this experience is judged
harshly by her mother when she hears about it. "Dérothy had

wasted her Dutchman" (186), Elizabeth thinks impatiently to

herself. Yet, there '1s no apparent reason for Dorothy's

lack of success, just -as there is alsd no apparent reason

5 1)
for the granting of Elizabeth's own vision on Brquy Island.
N ‘

It can also be reasonably concluded “that éiizabeth has
equally wasted what she has been given in that experience.
Dorothy caQnot be considered'with Harpy‘R§setree who, 1in
Riders, actively réjécts the grace he is offered. She tries
to reach out for 1t, but cannot make the connection.

. 4 ‘

The Princesse de Lascabannes has a relatio;§hip with
her mother that, although partly characterised by an
overwhelming host;lity[ ] alsg mixed wigh a complex amalgam
of awe and fear. It is only q&bzfumby Island that this
hogtllity becomes pure enough for thé‘&ggghter to act upon

J

it by leaviﬁg her mother by herself to\}mgs the oncoming

! o
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storm. The basis for much of the contention.between the two

s

women is_the older woman's insistence upon seeing her

ééughteé as a éival. -quothy is neurotic and passive enough
to introject her fear and dislike of her mother and thereby
develop the classicalineurotic resbohse to aversiQe situa-< -
tions --— migraiées and, dltimately, flight.

'During thgir stay oﬁ !ﬁé island, éliéabeth relates a ,
dream shelhés had to Edvard Pehl, tﬁe marine biologist, and
té Dorothy, in which she is "walking on the bed of the sea"
k361). ."This epitomises El?zabeth's method of working in
life, below the surface and ' hidden from view, the better to"

. achieve her goals. Characteristi;élly,.she‘tells Pehl that
. 7 .

she never dreams of invertebrates: there is no place in her

universe, whether awake or asleep, for anyone without a

backbone.. ' ‘
[

. Dorothy has felt her mother's cold.regard often turned

+ _upon her and,;;\iaw it has shrivelled her soul. As a young

l Eiri, the daughter would waiﬁ at the gates of their house on
Moreton Drive looking in vain for "the arrival she had -

o

a;ways Half expectéd: of the person in whom beauty was
united with kindliness" (327). Dorothy never forgets thosé
hours of waiting, nor has she outgrown that little girl
looking forever outward, away from the startling beauty and
vivacity of her mother behind her in the house._ The young
child continues to stand, desperately looking for the person
who possesses Ehat same beauty as_her mother possessed, but
along witﬁ'it; who also had the rare.and absent gift of

kindliness. . - )
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i Ellkabeth's son, the knlghted actor Sir Basil, arrlves

ol
at the deathbed of his mother later than hlS Sister Dorothy.

[

It is sidnificant that both sibllngs refuse to stay at

Moreton Drive durlnghtheir visits. In fact even their

'visits to their dying mother are kept o a polite minimum.
. Y

The mother=-son relationship does hot have the complexities

»

that exist between the mother and daughter. However, just

J ' c
as Dorothy has wrapped herself in a protectjve- cloak of

self- deprecatlon and pseudo -aristocratic noli me tangere,

Ba511 has used hls actlng to distance himself from the
people and events of hlS llfﬁ. When he appears on the

"scene" at Moreton Drive and sees his mo ther, \\

Sir Basil hesitated the tick of a second, as -

though he had feund an understudy waiting on the
spot where his leading lady should have been; then
(your performance is what mattess;,curse the
management only aftet tﬂe ctrtain calls)‘he

——

continued across the carpet. (111)

'Thfoughout all the scenes bgtween'mother and son, this pose.

is never dropped. The aging actor is\ involved in his own
‘crisis, the falling away of His art, the fear of riéicule
from his audiencesf and so he 1is 1ittie disposed to pay
attention to anything that is happening to his mother. In
any case, Elizabeth's icy manner of raising her‘children has
almost’ guaranteed this lack of feeling in both her off-
spring.’ Like Dorothy, Basil sees his mother more as a
sdurce of funds than as a source of solace;

?

However, Basil .does not escape’feeling a sense of quilt
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-

because of his antipathy towards his mother. . This distance
3

between child and parent leads directly into the many
; T . ‘ 4 ' )
allusions in. the novel to King Lear.l The imade of the old

king stalks not tco far off-stage througﬁout Eye., Of

-

.course, there is a danger in too closely araw1nq parallels
bereen the novll and the play.j’Th% goqpection is one of
resonance ratﬁef than aliegory. There is a sense'fhat
Elizabetq,\beéause of her age apd “her childreh's an}m651ty
towards heff shoﬁld be seen as the Lear figure. -Yet spe

fails utterly to benefit from her experiences*iﬁ the storm.

,, After his own exposure-to the elements, Lear's relationship

o
»

to his‘kingdom.changes, 1n Northrop Frye's words, from

transceqdehce to immanence (On_Shakespeare 116). Eliza~

beth's relationship with those around her after the storm is
st;llnckaracterized by the egocentricity which 1is her
démin;nt tra}t\before her trip to the island.

In ghothg> context, Basil feels that his life as an
actor is incomplete until he is able to "pteseﬁt‘thé Lear
who has so far evaded almost éverybody" (116). Howevér,;
instead of achieving Lear, he ‘finds himself playing tae role

I

‘of one of the old kiné?s treacherous childrenu In the

\ .

solicitor's office whéie Basil and Dorothy have met to
inform‘Arnold Wyburd SE\their intention to confine their\
mother to a home, the acté{rlooks at his sister and sees in
» her fa Regan of a horse. \ﬁid it,me&n'he was cast to be a
drag Goneril?" (236). Throughout the no&el, one of the few
~1issues which unites Elizabe£h's children is their séqse that

they are betraying her.
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‘Basil, wanting somehow to come to terms with his own
past and realizing the impossibility of a reconciliation
with his mother who is preoccupied with her own journey
towards death, attempts instead a rapprochement with his
dead father. His nostalgic voyage out to Kudjeri, the farm
once owned and run by his father, is not only an archetypal
quest to Fégqin the past, but it is also tor Basil a jo&rney
gﬁéx froﬁ Elizabeth into his father's arms. This d;alectic
is clear in the actor®s mind: "What he drave@ was confirnfa-

oy

tion of his own ihtrinsic worth as opposed to possibly
spurious “achievement" (427). . The flight from the superfi-
cial urEanity,of Moreton Drive and Elizabeth's overweening
des;re fgr the trappings of "possible spurioué aéhievement,"
towards tHe values of "intrinsic worth" in the county,
repeats the original voyage of Alfred Hunter who implicitly
knew he must remain out at Kudjeri in order to save his
s
soul.
. The extensiveness and length of the episode at the farm
indicate its thematic importance in the novel. Indeed, it
is the only extended episode that does not 1include Eliza-
beth, élthough her presence hovers mightily in the minds of
both heé middle-aged offspring. For Basil and Dorothy this
visit is a climax of a long travail of isolation. Abandoned
by the mother, they are finally also unable to tap into
whatever may remain of their father's gentle spirit. In
desaifation, feeling "not guite grief, passion, despaif}
horrg}, but sqﬁething of them all" (47Q), the two turn to

each other, hoping that the act of physical union wfil dgive
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them some kind of solace. Through their incestuous union,
the two realize that "Love can freeze the limbs; affection
.

thaws the instincts" (471). This insight has been denied

N

~

Elizabeth, dgspite her time in the Etorm: It is di}ectiy
—after their act of affection, this ultimate ag{ agaiﬁst the
possessiveness of Elizabeth Hunter, that the_telephonevrinés
in the old homestead to relate the nngaof the old wgman's

‘%

death.

Typically, in tﬁis novel of failed vision and unbriége—
able distgpces,;phe Teconciliationbetween Basil and Dorcthy
is ephemeral and short-lived. ' They are left with the’
residue of the memory of their expefience which is not of.
su?ficient-gtrength to transform eith;r of them. The couple
resumes the identities and rble; they had momentarily

'shrugged off and returns to éydney to explore the fémificar

tions Jf their mother's death. Significantly, neither one

attends her funeral.

CIII

"Isolated on her deathbed from the son apd daughter she
has done so much herself to estrange, Elizabeth instead has
surrounded herself with a coterie of servants who are
frequently referred to as her acolytes. She has continuous
nursing in ﬁhe persons of Flora Manhéod, Sister Badgery, and
Mary de Santis, as well 75 a German cook named Lotte

ﬁLiﬁpmahﬁl ‘The family solicitor Arnold ,Wyburd is not a
servant, but he is still someone who constantly ministers to

L3

her and always obeys every summons to her side.

L] ¢
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De Santis and‘Manhood, respectively the night and thé
day nurses, form a dialectic against which the suburban
'ineffectiveness of Badgery (ypo has the af;ernoon—eag}y
evening shift, obviously a transitional time of déy3 causes
barely a ripple. It is the fo?qer couple who rules the
final dajs ané nights of Elizabeth %unter.

Flora Manhood, the nurse "of the daylight hours, is

sensuality incarnate: "what she hérself liked she sometimes
wondered{ rich,'yummy fosd; sleep; cosmetics; %akiné lovel.
e " k78). Through her, Elizabeth experiences the final
clinging to matters of the flesh. The old woman takes a
propr}etary, almost leering, interest in Flora's ongoing
affair with Col Pardoe as an extensioﬁ of the sensuality iﬁ
which she is no longer able to indulge. Ironically, Flora
he%self is disenchanted with this affaif ana decides instead
that she should have a child by Sir Basil, whether the aging"
actor consénts to this or not. Emblematic of the procrea-
tive instinct (a;'Elizabeth is not, nor are her children,
Qeither of whom have children of their own),2 the nurse
feels that any bﬁfspridg she has must also have great
status, a fact which causes her to decide éhat Basil is more
fitting in this respect than is the working-class Pardoe.

Of course, looming significantly over-all these
thoughts and plans lies the shadow of Eligabeth Hunter.
Every day Sister Manhood must retu}n to the ggﬁﬁe on Moreton
Drive to perform her rituals for the care of the sick woman.

Intimidated by what she feels is Mrs. Hunter's pretég-

natural awareness, the nyrse bears the burden of her

L.
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presumed pregnancy, her "sense of her own deceit" (294),
with a guilt which approaéges paranoia. Oniy the death of
her charge fina}ly releases her from the illusion of her
b}egnancy: "Shriven by her menstrual blood, she was reconci-
led, she belie&edf’éo Qhat had been a shaky vocation" (493).
Realizing now that a union Bffaqy kind with the Hunters is
absurd, Flora reaches i‘kind»of enlightenment; or at least a
Serenity, quiet and unobtrugive. Now content. with her
career, she retufns finally to Col Pardoe, the lover she hag
rejected for the glittering world of Sir Basil Hunter.
Flora's relationship with her employer is marked by a
guiet contempt on‘thé‘part of the nurse. Yet during her
ministrations over the dead body of Mrs. Hunter, she "came
closest to_gxpressing the love she might have been too
absorbed to feel for Elizabeth Hunter" (507). ‘It is onIy

after death that the old woman is able to receive the love

]
she might have éeldly,rejected when alive.

As her name suggests, Mary de Santis, ﬁhe night nurse,
- claims the spiritual, mystical realm of Elizabeth Hunter's,
dying days. White describes the parameters of' the nurse's
kingdom:
Doubts seldom arose at night, because love and-
usage will invest the most material house with
ﬁuminous form;'and purposes, frgm amoﬁgst which an
initiate's thoughts will‘soar like multi-coloured
invocations. (18) | C ﬁ)
As Flora Manhood administers to the physical Beeds and

desires of her patient, even to the elaborate ritual, of

i
S ; ' /
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making, up the old woman, Mary de Santis acts as high
priestess, looking after the more spiritual concerns of Mrs.

Hunter. Other than at the fleeting instants of her hus-

!
band's death, it is with Sister de Santis that Mrs. Hunter

experiences what most closely approaches a spiritual union.
Unlike the experience with Alfred, the times of unity with
Mary occur more often and are of a less transitory nature.

W
Mary de Santis has worked for her employer for about

}ifteen years, having been hired just after Mrs. Hunter's
return from her experience on Brumby Island. She stays on
with the old woman, a physical manifestation of the grace
that has so quickly subsided in the soul of Mrs. Hunter.
Occasionally, when she is with de Santis, the old woman is
gble to re-experience her moment of transcendence in the eye
of the storm, to live in what she calls "this state of
perfecg stillness . . . she enjoyed in her relatiénship with
Sister de Santis" (59).
L 4 .

On her part, the gentle de Santis serves the irascible

Mrs. Hunter with the same quality of spiritual quietude and

equanimity that Ruth Godbold displays to humanity in Riders
\

in the Chariot. However, the night nurse 1s a much more

fully developed chatracter, drawn with a complexity missing
ﬁrom the archetypal earth-mother of the earlier novel. De
Santis herself is allowed a crisis of faith of her own as
she finds herself physically attrécted to Sif—Basil. She
weatbers this, her own storm, and seﬁses that by éerving the

dying woman, somethiﬁ@ of value is being done for herself.

She describes Elizabeth Hunter ""liKe an- electric bulb going
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on and off, and perhaps, if you're lucky, you ﬂay throw a
light on something that hasn't been noticed before ——aby‘you

-

or anybody" (190). De Santis is content to stand by and
watch where the liébt>kk\m her charge may fall.

The quiet presencel of tES\P ght nurse gerves as an
antithesis tg Elizabeth Huﬁter's grasping vanity. The old
woman's deathbed, far from being the eye of the storm as one
may suppose, 1s instead a source of virulence:rand conten-
tion, froﬁ which ripples of distrust and anguish emanaté
outward; raipples from which even de Santis, long-suffering
and saintly, is nhot spared. Cqntrasting with the bitterness
in the old womaqﬁig the night nurse's constant striving %or
good, her effo;t§\to acquire a worthiness which she has set
up as her goal. Viewing the crippled relationships of the
Hunters, de Santis tells hersélfhthat "love is a kind of
supernatural state to which I must give myself entirely, and

be used up, particularly my imperfections -- till I am

nothing" (147). 7 Such self-abasement could never enter the
. %

mind of Elizabeth Huz:er, before or after Brumby Island.

.
'

Ironically, despiteftheir times of clogeness, the death

of h@r patient."has little effect on ary de Santis.

Although she has what is arguably the clogsest relationship
to Mrs. Hunter of yany character -in the novel, because of the
spiritual tranquility of the younger woma

=
employer megely closes a chapte in hery life of service.

, the death of her
She quickly receives another position, one which is as
challengind as the duty jﬁst ended, that of taking care of

an embittered crippled girl named iren
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De Santis then is the novel's rrue eye of thé starm.
Fittinély, {1 is with the image eflher calm serenity that
the novel closes. After arranging the 1ayi%g’ out of‘ the '
boéy of Elizabeth Hunter, the nurse goes out into the garden
and watches the arrival of dawn, experiencing whaséshe calls
"her own unmanageable'joy" (544). The privileginé of de
Santis'and her transcendental feeiing of joy so soon after
the death of the protagonist 8f the novel must lead us to
questien the place of that death in White's thegatic
rramework In the next section of th1s chapter, I w111
investigate the meaning of the death of Ellzabeth Hunter.
v

In The Death of Virgil, Hermann Brdch has the dying/‘

poet realize: . s

- suBmerged in every human soul there is some‘
function, sheerly unreachable, a iunetion thar is
greater than himself, greater than his soul, and
”oniy he who:-achieves himself in this final
//"1preparation for death discharges his special
“function. (225) :

There 1is no doubt - that Elizabeth_Hunter, at the .moment of
her death, does indeed discharée what Broch. calle her
"special function," and thereby at last achieves'an;en-
llghtenment which has eluded her her whole life. Although
her death comes to her as she sits upon her commode'(an

ironic dev1ce typlcal of White), .the episode is nevertheless

deplcted in terms -0of baptism, salvaﬁlon, and reunion. The
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old woman realizes suddenly that she-is about to die and

that she must have “will enough" to walk towards this death
and not to fear\her "first e&perience of precious water"
(49%). She visualizes the seven black swans” she had
origina}ly seén on Brumby-Island and communicéées.witﬁ-them

that, rather than battle each other and her, they must all

instead "enfold."® Her last thought isgone of ultimate

/f‘ -

reconciliation: "Till I am no longer filling the vofa with’

" mock substance: myself in this endlessness" (492). The tone
is one not merely of resignation but of joyful culmination.
The terms by which White describes the death of Mrs.
1

Hunter recapitulates the woman's experience in the eye of

the storm almost two decades before. As we have seen, the

proximity of her death at that time was sufficient to grant -

"hér a ‘momentary glancifg "stroke" (to use one of White's

favourite terms). However, this flashind moment faded until

b

it was only memory, leaving the old woman unchanged and gblé‘

to continue her cold and distancing behaviour to all those

around her.

Yet it is precisely this failure- to benefit from the

bestowal of grace that makes the trahséendence at her death

-

so remarkable. For the first time in the novels a cHaraqﬁer

' ,who cannot be considered as, one of the mystically elect

{such as de Santis would definitély be) is granted fanal

-

-

salvation. o
Elizabeth Hunter is certainly noteworthy and interest-—
ing for her ambition and her vivacity, yet these qualitias

do not merit her inclusion in White's elect. The old woman,

.
- ‘

\
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_always a memberﬁ6f Sydney society, cannot be considered part
of the grbup of bereft out51ders who' are saved at times by
the;r very xgolat}on. Although Hurtle Duffield haznbeen
granted his vision only at death, as has Elizabeth Hunter,
his life-long commitment to his art serves as a substitute

for his failure to achieve spiritual grace dur}mg his life.

The protagonist of The Eye of the Storm has no such substi-

tute. There is soffie’ 1ndication that at one time the family

itself may have been looked upon by the old woman as a

source of comfort but, as we have seen, these relationships
2 B

\ ol
were 1in a shaﬁgzgg and\ caused more pain than pleasure.,

Thereforye, flinally we have in Patrick White's work a
. .

‘ : L e
character who achieves grace in spite of her significant

aflaws" (another favourite *term of the novelist). The
message here is more encouraging: each one af us, flawed
and/or fugitive as we may ‘be, ﬁa& y?t attain salvatiqn.
Théld?rker, reverse side of this development 1n White's
flction “1s that this saivatlon can only come with death, a

point whlch may understandably dismay. For Elizabeth

Hunter, the proximity of death has led to her experiencing’

. N\

transcendental moments: with her husband Alfred when he is
..4\

dying, on Brumby Island in the eye of the storm, and flnally1

‘at the moment of her own death. However, as Martin Buber

writes: "What does it help my soul that it can be withdrawn
anew from this world here into unity, when this world itself
has of necessity no part in this unity" (I-Thou 87). For
all her possessiveness and grasping, Elizabeth Hunter has

indeed withdrawn from life, and caused those around her in

L4
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turn to withdraw . from her. Hers cannot :be seen to be a:

. } .
triumphant life, and it could be argued that the vision she

experiences at the end is therefore somewhat useless. To

\\ . .
always a suggestion present that her death is merely death,

repeat Reimgr's statement from my ‘Introducticen: "There is’

~and that, as an extension of this, her experiences .

- »

+ #'contain Tittle, if any, trace of absolute truth" (262). The

absolut®€ truth she has been avoiding her entire life comes

crashing down upon her at death, a stirring moment of

- |

. ) ! B
sufficient strength to apparently wipe away the detritus

. e 2 . . , R
accumulated during®her years of "spurious achievement."

Perhaps that is a comforting message <in its way, the fact
that even.a non-strategy for salvation will ‘ultimately lead

to the same goal as all the others we have been investigat-

bl

ing here and which have led to questiongble and,k ambiguous
. : 2
success.

After this novel so concerned with death and dying,
White returns to the examination of the living self as a key

to one's own "wili-to-meaning." This strategy had first

been explored three decades before with Theodora Goodman in

The .Aunt's Story. ﬁoweve;, the new ﬁovel, The Twyborn

Affair, although touching upon the themes discussed in the

earlier novel, strikes out into unexplored and quite

remarkable new territory. . ' ®

“ 113
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Endnotés
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' - lrwo works of Western literature are mentioned con- ;
N . .

. l A ! * .

stantly throughout the novel, King Lear and The Charterhouse =~ . ¥/

- ' of Parma, the latter -novel being primarily associated with
Dorothy. While exploring the ramifications of-these

- ’ referencés would be an ingeresting piece of research, it is
‘ * " , bt

outside the scope of this p%ésen; study.

A

A\ ‘ | : .
. " 2sir .Basil, in fact, i% credited with having o6ne chilq/
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Chapter Five -

~ .
The Twyborn Affair: Living out the Promises

< "Today we reveal the reality that is behind
visible things, thus expressing the belief—that
the visible world is merely an isolated case in .
relation to the universe an‘gd that there are many
- other, latent realities™ (Paul Klee, gtd. in Tacey
~=5.35). : .
P o

- Iné'“br;:fsg 1979 nbvel, The Twyborn Affair, Patrick wﬂite
investigates one man's struggle to uncover the roots of his
own psy.g:he and subsequently to l:ive wittj'h\e results of-his
discoveries. With this novel, White abandons the former

strategies 'used by his protagonists in their quests for

_méaning or salvation. Here he returns to the idea that the -

unbuttressed §earckf within oneself may provide the searcher

with the required answers. This approach recalls the one

-

used in Theé Aunt's Story, his novel of more than’' three

-

decades before, We will notice, however, that although the

territory being explored is the same, the landmarks and the

messages they convey have changed considerably.

N ‘ _ I

\

The Twyborn Affair, in deali'ng wi@x themes and motifs

which run through the thirty years of White's writing, forms
what Manly "John;oﬁ terms "a fictionalized refirospective over
his life -- a pause'in the summoning up of materials® {(l6el) .
Eddie Twyborn, 't_;he protagonist, repeats the same inward

journey of the standard White pilgrim, in this case even

.repeating some of the geographical, travels of Theodora

Goodman. His original flight from Australia to a Southern
. . / .

/ «
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France threatened by an imminent war (in this case World w.ar

1) directly recalls Theodora's stay at the Hotel du Midi

befqre the outbreak of the Second World War. Eddie £inds

that he too must leave Australia for Europe in order te
search more deeply into his being.

Eddie pursues his Jjourney in termé and images which

will be familiar to those who have read White before. In

The Twyborn Affalr, three major motifs become crucial

elements in the protagonlst s guest for identity: fragmen-
tation/mirrors, the mythos of the bourg‘eoié Australian, and .
androgyny. White has developed the idea of fragmentation
n and the flawed image in the mirror throughout:G his work, most

extensively in his autobiography significantly titled Flaws

in the Glass. Although the nationality of his characters

has been of fluctuating importance in his work, White has
not spared the Aust;_ralian midd le class some of his xﬁo‘st
scathing satire. In Twyborn, the issue of bourgeois va'lue.s-
becomes an important component in Eddie's struggle for self-
acceptance. The androgynous nature of the human being has
always been a central motif in éhe novelist's -work. John
Colmer believes that in Twyborn White has reached a position
concerning androgyny which "seems a humanistic solution to a
problem that lies at the heart of all his fiction"™ (84).

An analysis of the novel in terms of these recurrent

N,

motlfs should lead to,an understanding of the reason for
v\
Whlte s return to the strategy used and left behind in The

Aunt's Story. We should also be able to conclude whether:

'Eddie Twyborn merely:repeats the voyage of Theodora Goodman



or sets out upon an entirely new quest.

X
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: Eudoxia o e

’

In The Eye in the Mandala, Peter Beé;soﬁ\?,study of

White, the critic writes: "Fundamental to White's character-

A

~

ization is a sense of discrépancy between the core of béing

and ,the temperament through which it must express itself"

(87). The'story‘éf The Twyborn Affair is the story of Eddie

-

Twyborn's search for reconciliation between his tempera-
. N Ny

"ment(s) and his own intuited core of being.

As is oftéé'the case in White's work, the novel begins

with the main &Haracter offstage. At the beginning of The

Twyborn Affair, the point of view is that of Joanie Golson,

LY

A

a wealthy middle-aged ‘Australian ﬁourist, who is staying

with her husband in the South of France in the spring of

1914. She becomes obsessed by é couple she accidentally

ncounters on one of her chauffeured drives through the

untrysiﬁe, an "elderly mam” and a "charming young woman" -~

v4). A few pages later, thewpoint of view shifts dramati-

N

cally to the journal of this same "charming young woman."

*

This sudden transition in the consciousness of the novel,

from the superficialities of Joanie Golson's concern with

the right -tone to use with her English ¢hauffeur and her

frivolous curiosity about the intriguing couple she has

décided to spy upon to the self-absorbed ruminations of the

protagonist, hurtles the;reaae; abruptly into the essential

centre of the novel, the "psychic quest” (Colmer 79) of the

writer of that journal.
{

White continues to manipulate the *°

3
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gerception of the reader, only revealing, one clue at a

time, and well into the novel, that Eudoxia, the charming
< Va

young woman and journal writer is really Eddie Twyborn, son

of the curious older womaq's best friend Eadie.

These shifts in perspective recall the "Jardin Exoti-

7

que" segment of The Aunt's Story, an impression reinforced

by segeral parallels beﬁween Twyborn and the eariier novel.
As I have mentioned, the central episdde of Theodora
d Goon;n'é story takes place at a hotel in Southern France on
the eVe of a European war (in this case, World War II). The
later novel begins witb a similar sétting, the impending
* A
. threat -of war creating an atmosphere of uneasiness and
expectancy for the occupants of the hotel.
The essential difference between the situations in the
two novels lies in the quality and degree of the fragmenta-

. tion experienced by each oﬁ“the protagonists. In The Aunt's

A % B
! VStory, Theodora i? herdelf a guest in the hotel and there-

~ fore becomes completely absorbed into the lives of the other

-4

guests she encounters. Eudoxia lives a considerable

distance from the hotel in Twyborn . " shel is staying at a‘

~

- decrepit villa with her elderly Greek lover Angelos Vatatzes
~and only occasionally visits the hotel. \The difference is
ohe of control: the characters and events surrounding

Theodora in the Hotel du Mid{ ultimately sweep over her,

%

molding her experiences in preparation for her grand gesture

) of freedom bn the American prairies. She must live the
B
lives of her fellow guests before she can achieve the

AN

integration that will give her the strength to finish her

- ' . g \

L d

a
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quest. Eudoxia, on the other hand,.refuses to involve
he;self in the experiences of others. She and Angelos have
created their own world of virtually Byzantine complexity
completé with hagiographies, isélated and, they hope, immune

from the world erupting outside their gates. The fragmenta;
(2 f@

-tion which Eudoxia experiences cannot, she feels, be

integrated with the yorld through any connection, but must
be achieved by turning away from it. The irony is that she
cannot wholly withdraw because she 1is still a priSoper of
what, 1in an earlier reference, we have geen Beatson refer to

as "temperament," that outward representation of her being

- which expresses itself through gﬁpearance and .-behaviour, and

which can only be maintained through the attitude of others,
the real and imaginary mirrors of '‘her .life.
In her journal Eudoxia admits that it 1s only her lover

that can give he;\anything~close to an authentic sense of

"identity. It is only through Angelos, "this persuasive

Greek" (27), that she can "appear consecutive, complete"”
(27). In the same entry she writes: " [I] can enjoy nmy
reflection in the glass, which he has created, what passes
for the real one . . .." (27). For the moment, Eudoxia is
content to rest within the reality of Vatatzes' perception

of her, and in that world she_f;nds a stability which is

shattergp by the arrival of Joan Golson and her husband

| .
Curly, representativgs not only of the outside world, but,

i

bf more significance and dangér to Eudoxia, larger-than-life

manifestations of Australia and the Twyborn family. " &

While this ig not the first. time White has addressed
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thé issue of the Australian temperament,»it is the first
time he has addressed the question as a centfa} issue in his
protagonist's search for identity. 'Up antil this pofn;, the

> ’ Y X n

national identity of the seekers after wisdom was relatively

unimpﬁrtant. It was the. search itself which preoccupied

most of the-pilgrims. “However, with Eddie in The Twyborn
Affair, we have a protagonist who, among the 'fragments, is
also sifting through'his national identity for clues that

will finally integrate the various dimensions of his ps§che.

At the Hotel du Midi in The Aunt's Story, Miss Good-,

man's nationality was largely unremarked by the other '

- x .
residents. She is there to experience the traits of other

nationalities (kuss;an, Greek,'American,.étc.), not to
exélore that of her own. By exberiencing t;é character
traits of the other‘nationals, Theodor@wbegins to understand
the common threads that tie them all together. On the other

hand, Eudoxia has fled her native country and its character-

-

. istics, and the disguise she has assumed she feels 1s an

effective burial of hdr cultural as well as her gender
origins. Theodora's journey from Australia is an attempt to
experience and engageé the world. Eddie leaves his native

country because of what he feels to be the stultifying

nature of a rigid structure imposed on him, and which-

coalesces in his approaching marriage to Marian Dibden.

Theodora goes forth to- embrace the world while Eddie

~retreats from it into the arms of Angelos in his pursuit of

an idiosyncratic strategy of disengagement.
Joan and E. Boyd (Curly) Golson are, for Eudoxia, the

®

.

b
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vquintessential Australians, and are seen'aé ihreatening for’
exactly that reason. This danger is §ugmented by the fact

that Joanie is Fadie Twyborn's closest friend. Surprisiné-

ly,~White uses only‘moderate satire.upon‘the Golsons. The

fact that a great‘déalrof the events of Part er’are

presented from fhg]Austrglian’woman's viewpoint effectively

tempers‘éhe parody. lThe bourgeois couple, despite their

crudity,"gaucheries and materialism, are finally depicted as

warm and rather open-hearted. 'gudoxia,'despite her fear

that- . they will discover her secret, grudgingly feelé an

-
1

attractign to them, admitting their virtues which gleaa out
among the surrounding sophisticated €uropeans. When Joan
comes to the aid of Eudoxia who has just sprained hgr ankle,
the latter writes in her journal: "as an Australian she was

probably ﬁore,competenﬁ to take the matter in hand than any

of those standihg round expressing formal sympathy" (49).

.The contrast between Angelos and Curly, two men of vastly

differént‘%emperaments and backgrounds,’ is described as the
difference betweent"the Emperor of Byzantium and theg raw
Colonial Boy" (63)s Although Eudoxia recognises the basic
virtues of théwbolsons ("Oh, we Australians are pretty gooa
in a crisis!™ ([59]), this admifation_dogs not al}eviate the
threat they pose to the world she has built up with Angelos.

The affectionate_tone with which Eudoxia writes about
the Golsons in her journal belies the fear they cause in

her. It is Joanie Golson's insatiable curiosity in parti-

- cular whichn§x6ﬁses the expatriate's anxiety. For the older

|
Australian woman is attempting what Eudoxia only thinks she
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is herself embarked upon achieving: the search for her own

dore of being. Joanie 1is attracted to the young woman's

_disdain for society and her highly romantic life with the

enigmatic Vatatzes. Her interest in Eudoxia is all the more
obsessive because she has abandoned all hope of a similar
life for herself. Looking critica11§ at her life, she

realizes that "she had'probably lost. She would be carried

-back out of the iridescence into a’congealing of life. . . .

One would never be able to conclude, never 1live out the
promises" (59). -

The Australian woman has become the psychic explorer
out to penetrate Eudoxia's carefuwlly built and exquisitely
maintained disguise. Indeed, 'the young woman seems at one
boint about to yield her mystery. Afier an evening with the
Golsons, Euéoxia is showing her garden to Joanie when
JMadame Vatatzes seemed on the verge of making some declara-
tion or appeal" (l1l1). However, nothing is said. The next
day, the object of Mrs. Golson's obsession has fled with her
consort in an attempt to preserve her fragile fantasy from
the older woman's investigations. After hurriedly leaving
the district with Angelos, Eudoxia confides tomheg journal:

"Shall my will ever grow strong and free endugh for me to

~face up to myself?" (122). She possesses enough self-

awareness to know the nature of what she is rudning from:
the curiosity of Joanie Golson, the inbred Australian

N . . :
characteristics of the .couple, and the relationship that

-couple has with her own family, all combine to show her what

is in effect a mirror-image of herself. Eudoxia is fleeing

™~

A :
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‘her own reflection in the glass.

~

Another componedt of Eudoxia's nature and a major motif

of the novel - 1s androgyny. Again, The Aunt's Story cgntalns

embryonic references ﬁo this theme, A§ noted 1in Chapter I,

there are passing glimpses of Theodora's androgynous traits.

With her "long strides that made them say as Tgeo Goodman

was some bloke 1in skirts" (62), and her expertise with guns,

the young woman has,little trouble at the Hotel di Midi ein
4

assuming the identities of both the male and female hotel

gquests. With The Twyborn Affair, this subject develops into

a central issue.

Euaoxia writes in her journal, "The difference between
the sexes is no worse than tfieir appalling similaraity" (63),
a judgement that, although it is made early 1in -the. novel,
she spends the rest of her 1life trying to prove incorrect.
As the novel opens,»there’has already béen one change

of gender for the protagonist: from the Australian Eddie

Twyborn to the European Eudoxia Vatatzes. This first change

is a strategy for stabilizing his 1déntity. Eudoxia writes
, 9! , .
in her Jjournal: "I would like £ think myself morally
) . ; ' N
justified in being true to what I am =~ 1f I knew what that

M's. I must discover" (63). Eddie believes that differences

in gender do qutweigh the similarities. Therefore, he tries

) . \_‘~,
to find the truth about the core of his nature by living as

a female. There is a certain amount of disingenuousness

"here in that the figure of Eudoxia is ultimately a disguise,

-~ [N -

in other words, a mask to hide behind, rather than a tool

\
for the exploration of self. .

*
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Eudoxia's lover, the olg(Greek Angelos, partakes in the

.

same vacillating androgyny as his parpggr. When he sees
himself in the mirror he sees "tﬁé face of an cld woman and
peasant" (94) énd thinks that the aged '"tend to pass from
one sex to the other in some aspects of their aépearances"
(94). The relationship of the  couple is characterized by

sudden shifts in bipolar attitudes: parent-child, as well as

male-female.

In contrast, Joan and Curly Golson, as well as being

v

stalwart bastions of the Australian spirit,” are also
undaunted reprisentatives of their own genders. Although‘
terrified of committing colonmial faux- pas, Joan is neverthe-

less supremely confident in her own femininity. . She thinks
. ~n\ '

of herself as "an innocent woman whose only vice was a need,

for tenderness, romantic sunsets, and emotional conceits of

-

a feminine nature" (108). Eudoxia, seen beside this sublime
\.

’ Ay
- figure of achievéd Edwardian womanhood, is a feeble,

—

X . - . C ~ .
tentative imitation of femininity. Curly Golson is no less

an exemplar of his: gender, althbugh, Being male, he would of

~L
course never reflect on these matters. Faced with the

complexities of the Pinteresque undercurrents passing

between Eudoxia and Angelos when the Australian couple

+

unwisely éccept an invitation to visit, Curly withdraws
stolidly "into a'maLe despair" (105), unable tJd comprehend

what 1is happening around him. Eudoxia's attitude to what
N q Ld

can be qalled the "male principle" and its connection with’
4 , ‘ . ,
the Aus&é&ﬂian temperament will be discussed further in the

next section of thistchapter, which deals with the protagon-
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ist's work {(now as Eddie) as a jackeroo in the. Australian

outback.
- An 1nte§est1ng evisode dealing with confusion of sexual
!

~idgptity occurs in this first section of the novel. Early

one morning; Aristide Pelletier, a newspaper vendor with a

kiosk near the sea, spies a swimmer along the beach some

distance away. He 1is unable to determine the sex of the" .

swimmer (not surprisingly since it is Eddie/Euvdoxia), merely
that it is someone "sombre in its long cape, either black,
or of a very deep green" (72). Green~and black, the colours

of the swimmer's cloak, become the dichotomous motifs of

———

-this passage. The landscape of the‘coast is rendered 1in
these tones, with its "oily black"™ sea, the "black asphalt®
of the beach, and the "dead green" of the tamarisks (72).2
The repet;tion of these colours emphasizes thé primal
dialectic within Aristide himself, where the polarities of

black and white, male and female, blend to form the basic

L1
opposition of life versus death. Pelletier, who has almost

succumbed to tuberculosis which has abated since his moving
to this coaﬁt,'thinks of this shore with its mixture of

black &and green tints as "a spiritual refuge. . . .. because

~

"i; had returned him to life" (72).

~
ey

The.  news vendor, having just left his wife in the
"tortured sheets" (71) of their marriage bed, becomes

aroused by the sight of the swimmer, sex still indeter-

3

minate, who is now striking out to the open sea. As the

swimmer leaves the shore, Aristide begins to masturbate .3

4
Two new elements enter the dialectic already in place: the

R
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swimmer's actions are described as "so strong yet so poetic,
) -

SO hopéful yet so suicidal” (74). What has now become quite
~ ) ’
a long list ot opposed principles explodes 1nto synttfesis,

with the voyeur's orgasm. This uniting off both sides of

this extended bifurcated image causes Pelletier's wordld to

_£lash into meaningfulness. His ejaculation is described as

-

"a triumphant leap into the world of light and colour such

~

as he craved from the landscape he knew, the poetry he had

nevef Y;itten,., . . the love he had not experienced" (76).
When he is brought back to reality by finding out that the .
swimmer 1s indeed female and "the young wife of éhat érazy
Greek" (76), he 1s relleveé but soon unihterésﬁea. fantasy
fades back into reality, black and green separate, and the
direction of the dialectic feverses. | '
'Thi§ episode is significant because 1t is a' microcosm -

of the novel's theme. We see in Aristide's experience the

poetry or transcagdepce that redgults in the merging of

oppositions,_thé exultation arising when the frontier of the
unknown is crossed. Eddie will not be granted this revela-
tion until almost thirty years later when he encounters his
ag;d mother on the streets of London. -

After the death of Angelos which Eoildws closely 6n the
escape of the couple from the Golsons, éddie decides to try
to further\ﬂis exploration of his nature by a return to his

L
psychic roots:4 his masculinity, his' family, and Australia.

In order to’piece together the fragments, de-mist (demys-

tify?) the mirror, purge the feminine from his character, he

€

returns, ag a male, to Australia.

W
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~-§enhagé'it'woéld'be appropriate here to comment on the
nature of Eddie Twyborn's transformations. In an articlé‘
b 3

entitled "Costumes of the Mind: Transvestism as Meiaphor in

- -

-

Modern Literature," Sandra Gilbert comments that the changes
experiencea by the eponymous hero/heroine of Woolf's Orlando
are "primarily a fantasy of wish fulfillment" (208). White
purposely avoids an unambiguous description of Eddie's
gender changes and, rather than indu{giqg in the wish
fulfillment present in the Woolf novel, instead attempts to
use these changeé as stages in Eﬁdie's psychic gquest.
Because these changes mirror significant interior land-

scapes, White has characteristically left the exterior

details to the imaginations of his readers. .

. \
III: Eddie -

i -

In Voss, an earlier novel, White writes:. "The mystery

Y

of life is not solved by success, which is an end in itself,
but in failure, in petpetual struggle, in becoming® (269).+
Eddie Twyborn, now a decorated war hero, returns home for a.
struggle which will be yet another episode in the tale of
his failure ‘at integration. ﬁe lands in an Australia that
Theodora Goodman could- not, finally, face. The spinster

leaves Europe ostensibly to return home but. instead ends her

journey on the American prairies, preferring the freedom of

her fragmented fantasies there to the reality of life back

~

in Sydney.
Eddie completes Theodora's interrupted journey. After

living out the promise of life as Eudoxia, his arrival back

”~
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home seems an "exgrcism" (133). ﬁe tells a man he meets in
a Sydney.bar: "I'm a kind of mistake trying to correct
itself" (143).

Unlike Hurtle Duffield in The Vivisector, who returns

from the war -resolved to a course of independence and
isolation, Eddie realizes that it is essential fgr him to
encounter his mother and father as part of the rebirth he is
trying to accomplish.” The scene of Eddie's homecoming is a

- ' [ 4
typical White portrait of the strained undercurrents

existing within the family. Eadie, the mother, dominating

q;f possessive, rules the household, while the father, Judge
Edward, is stern, distant, and yet maintains for his son an
air of lovable innocence. .

In Eadie we see the precursof of Eddie's androgynous
bent. Throughout the novel we are told several versions of
the story of Eadie's exploit when she\dressed as a man with
a “corked moustache" and went out*on a date with her
giggling arch-feminine companion, Joanie Golson. Now, 1in
this late meeting  between mother and son, each quickly
recognizes and just as quickly represses the knowfzgge of
the bond between them: it might have been unbearable t6
realize that the son . . . had become the mirror-figure of

L]

the mother" (149). It is much too early in either charac-

ter's long journey to accept this recognition. Both flee:

this discovery and must wait many years for the opportunity
to occur again.
Eddie is primarily concerned on thisg visit with the

painfyl distance between the Judge and himself. Although he

b
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is acutely-awgre of his affection for this "dry, self-
conta@ned man“\(lSG), he is afraid of displaying this love,
of crossing a boundary which may seem "too unreasonable for
ohe who put his fai;h in reas?nwdgspite repeated proof that
it will not stand up to human behaviour" (156)§ Therefore,
his true néture blocked for different reasons in his
relationship Qith his mother and father, Eddie realizes that
his se;rch must continue elsewhere. His desire to become a
jackeroo in the Australian othack can be seen as a test to
find out if he possesses those qualities of maéculinity and
Australian toughness which may enable him to more closely
approach Judge Tw?bofn. Like Basil Hunter's nogtalglc"
return to, Kudjeri in The bye of the Storm, Eddie's decision

L

to ‘'work at Bogong is an attempt at reconciliation with the

\

father.

Eddie's wish for "escaping from himself into the
landscape” (16l) is only partially realized. As David
Blamires writes: "Australia allows no room for Eddie's
precarious sexual needs and ambiguities"  (83). The new
jackeroo ‘discovers that the mask of mascuTinity he has
donned for this adventure is just as fragile as was the one
'used for his more ornate rolé as Eudoxia. Peggy Tyrrell,
the old woman who will- be acting as his housekeeper,
immediately penetr;tes his diséuise, telling him that the
two of.them are "allies"” (180). She later tells Eddie that

it is.a comfort to have him a%ound:xmng\an' me 'ull get on

like one thing. . . . It's the girls 1 miss out here"
<

(185). L " '

g
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Even9though Mrs. Tyrrell remains undeceived about
Eddie, most of the others he meets at Bogong are willing to
judge him as the person he i§ trying so.hard to represept.m
In fact, thernew jagkeroo is quite comforted by thé ease
with which he has assumed his new iderntity: "At least people
were more ready io accept material facgade than glimpses of
spiritual nakedness" (183): The ominoué corqllary implied
by this smug impression is that Eddie is already regarding
his new identity as merely another fagade Qgs when he was

"tudoxia") and thus is still not approaching the original

goal of his experiment, the encounter with the core of his

being. ' \

The owners of Bogong, Greg and Marcia Lushington, each——/—/——_
for different reasons fails to penetrate Eddie's disguise.
The young man re-enacts with them the emotions and neuroses
tgat have characterized his relations with his own pareﬁ%s.

The reconciliatiofd with Judge Twyb?Fn which Eddie 1is .

seek;ng is partially realized through Grég Lushington; yet ,
the relationship between the two men remains ambiguous.
Denied a son-and heir for his land, Greg becomes attached to
the younger ﬁan, sending him cryptic postcards from his
tiavels; The same mixture of diffidence, affection, and
frustration which marks Eddie's dealings with his father is
repeated in his meetings with ‘Greg Lushington. This highly
complicated affiliation is rendered even more problematical
on Eddie's side by the fact that he and the landowner's wife
Marcia have embarked on an affair.

His affair with Marcia allows Eddie the seduction of

<

7

' ' \



NN

, ‘ . 131
the mother figufe and allows him to escape relatively

unscathed. The two older women have many similarities and

indeed are quite interested in as well as hostile to one °

another. Although existing in Eddie's mythos as maternal
types, neither woman fulfills,théé role in life. *Mrs.
Lushington's children never survivé—infancy, and Eddie tells
her that his own mother “wou}d have preferred to be barren"
{(182). Both lead independent lives aIOngside husbands of
remarkably similar natures ;nd surrounded by beloGed.pets.i
After Eddie has once again disapﬁeared from the lives of
botly, his mother writes Marcia to éommiserate with her on
the death ‘of the latter's infapt son. In fact, the letter
gives little consolation: "What I would like to convey to
you is that losing é child in death is so much better than
losing a grodh .« o e reasoniné child to life" (301). What
Eadie cannot or refuses to acknowledge is the fact that
Marcia has now lost both.

Although some critics such as John Colmer have seen in

/
Marcia Lushington ‘the figure of the female principle, and

-
a

therefore view the failure of Eddie's relationship with her

as the breakdown of his attempt at heterosexual experience,
this canﬁot be thé case. If Eddie were truly looking to
explore the heterosexual part zf.his nature, he would not
have struck out for the outback where’, as is apparent in the
novel, his chance of meeting females would be severely"
limited. Iqstead, his quest is taking place on a different

level altogether: he is seeking out the underpinnings of the

core of his psyche. In this realm, his affair with Marcia

Y

<
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" right direction" (138).

132
\ \ .
Lushington represents an attempt to break through his own
knotty commitment to his mother, an attempt which is finally
a failute and indeed is oneé of the components of his
decisié% to leave Australia again.

Before investigating the climactic episode in the
Bogong section of the novel,-a word must be said about the
most successful aspect of Eddie's sojourn in the outback:
the peace he finds in the landscape when he is experiencing
it alone and therefore unselfconsciously. At one point he
.flees the Golgqns (for the third time, always a signal that
final leave-taking“is imminent) and goes oyt into the
country. Here is the naked gaeé of Australia, unmasked.
Eddie experiences the rapture of the wild: "“he could not
remember ever having felt happier" *(272). Yet he finally
reglizes that this isolated expanse is too foreign to his
nature to ever give him lasting solace: "he knew that his
body and his mind craved the everlasting torments" (272).
ﬁe knows that he must return to carry on the guest in the
battle-field 6f the world, not in the‘no~man'é land of
Australia.. As he has said to others when explaining hi§
bgttle decorations: "Courage is oftén despair running in the

The\figure of Don Prowse, the foreman at Bogong,
epbodies both the mythic male principle and that quality of
Australian toughness which Eddie\is exploring in his own
nature.”® When the foreman meets the newcomer at the train,

the former is described as flull of "the rights he enjoyed as

a native” (175).
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Don is pfincipally an "ostentatiously wvirile" (211)
figure who intimidates Eddie with his display of male
traits. Eddie himself partakes in the myth, flndingohiﬁéelf
attracted to”the overwhelming presence of hi; new acquain-
éance. The young man ié/first impressed by the sheer
physicality of Don who "took up a stance, legs apart, hands
on hips . . ."™ (175). Eddié finds himself noticing with
pleasure the foreman's "wellLdeveloped calves" and "muscle-
_bound shoulders" (175-76). He is so impressed by this
specimen of unalloyed masculinity that he "felt the complete
misfit in Don Prowse's aggressively masculine world" (179).
However, as he becormes more acclimatized to the foreman,
énd more;adept at the ranch's routines, Eddie is able to win
a grudging acceptance from the of&éﬁ workmen‘?nd even%from
Prowse ﬁimself.
The possibility of a bond forming between these twOo men
is destroyed by an episode whi echoes the Aristide

Pelletier episode in Part One. Eddie breaks the rigid

australian male code by swimming naked in a river in front

of Don and another workman. Ironically, he has jumped into;

the river to avoid displaying himself, but Don, out of a

comptgx series of motives to be looked at later, sees in the

act an intentionhl flaunting of Eddie's desirability. Even
though by this time Eddie's body has become hardened and
rough because of his work on the ranch, there is still

-

enough ambiguity surrounding his sexuality to prompt Don to

say: "Better wiffﬁagnfffzg. If you flash yer arse about

like that, someone might jump in and'bugger yer" (250-51).
C
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The tension betwéen the two men increases until Don
finally corners Eddie in a barn and rapes him. This act is
a last desperate attempt at ﬁriumph by the unalloyed male
érinciple, the climaitéf several episodes in which both men
find the mask; they have donned (Eddie for the duration, Don
for life) to be in danger of slipping. Don hés begun éo
open up to Eddie soon after the new jackeroo arrives. The
younger man finds it aifficult to reconcile this ‘complex and
hurt individual to the rampant representative of masculinity
that each, in a mythic sense,iwants’Don Préwse to be. In
describing the traumatic effects of his failed marriage and
his early life, the foreman effectively drives a knife
through the image 'Eddie has delightedly constructed of
larger~than-life rugged barbarism. Theré is a subliminal
warning against this wanton mythologizing when Don shows his
friend a picture of his parson father, saying: "My old man
warned me against getting boggeilFown in any sort of myth"
(202). Althouéh the oriqinél context of this remark was
aimed at the mythmaking propensities of organized‘religion,
it can be se¢en thematically as a warning concerning the
rigidifying of‘any roles. Prowse's r;pe‘of Eddie is their Qﬁ%
own creatéd‘myth's last gasp.

Because his transgression is 1in thg reélm of this
mascuiine mythos, Prowse's expiation must‘imvglve the
submission of his own masculinity after the failure of 1ts
last attempt.dt victory. His passaive subhissipn, occurring

‘ )
on boph the emotional and sexual level, is, for the foreman,

a complete reversal of gender roles. Eddie's reaction is a
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confused d;chotohous mixture of "feminine compassion”™ and
"male revenge" (296). These two elements of his éﬁafogynous
nature ultimately prevent a resolution of this act one way’
or the other. He realizes howevef that it is now time to
leave Bogong.

. %y .
As Don and Eddie drive out to the train which will take

r
the latter away, tge young jackeroo, instead of gloating
over his victory over the submissive‘foreman,‘instead thinks
affectionately of him as "a human being expoSed\in its
frailty and tenderness"™ (298). His last sight of Don is of
a "man [who] 1looked every bit a puzzled, paﬁtlng, red ox"
(299). At Bogong, Eddie has explored the réylfipations of
the male role and its accompanying mythos, and 1in ,sQ doing
has come to realize its‘rigidity, its artificiality, and its
potential for sﬁultification. All that is left of the
ithyphallic Prowse is a shell of bewildered animalism

surrounding his human anguish.

*

another goal of Eddie's stay at Bogong is the explora-

tion of the nature of the Australian temperament, the
: A

quality he feels as a stigma when he is abroad. On the
ranch Eddie comes to realize the basic paradox of the
Australians: their brash openness coupled with an equa{ly
strong wish to keep others at bay. ﬁé sees this principle o,
reflected even in the architecture of the countryside:
"Australia country architecture is in some sense a maﬁerial
extens;on of the contradictory beingg who have evolved its

elaborate informality, as well as a~warning td those who do

not belong inside the labyrinth" (212). Completely separa-
/ -
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ted from\h;s parents and their circle, Eddie is able at last
to divorce the emotional antagonism he feels for them from
the fundamental truths that Qe discovers about the country

~

itself. As Hurtle Duffield in The Vivisector goes to the

land to experience a fuller expression of his inner self,
Eddie also reaches a calm centre within the landscape but,
as we have seen, feels he must turn away from it.

At the end of his time at Bogong Eddie finds himself
bereft of two potent myths which have affected his life: t;e
myth of the male princ?ble and its roles, ;nd the myth of
the bourgeois Audstralian. He has exposed the former and
penetrated the latter enough to come to understand its
ﬁature. He has thus reached further into that unfragmented
self that has always been the goal of his search. His
attempt to clear his life of illusion may be at the price of
his own happiness. At one point in Bogong he reflects that:
"Happiness was perhaps the reward of those who cuitivate
iLLusion, or who :/{ . have it thrust Jpon them by, some
tutelary being, and then are granted sufficient innocent
grace to sustain it" (249). After the death 8f some of his
‘}%}usions, Eddie, during the next phase of his life, will
become the brothel-keeper Eadith, thé explorer of the

“ N j . N
terrain between innocence and illusion. .

VIV
"Hail to the spirit who can link
us: because we live in symbQls"

(Rilke: Sonnets to Orpheus).
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This section of the novéin termed "Venturesome" by

David Blamires (83), is dominated by yet another persona of

‘e

' Eddie Twyborn, this time the,b%gthel madame Eadith Trist.
Outwardly flamboyant (“MaJVe was her colour when in full
panoply" [310]), she is intentionally austere in her private
behaéiour, one reason being because "she was too disgusted
with herse}f, and human.being; in general" (311). Her

"brothel is "her work of art" (322), her whores instructed to
obey "what she saw as almost a conventual rule" (322).

This odd admixfure of depravity and innocence, this
portrait of the propertied and/or powérful indulging_in

their own fantasies calls to mind the chaotic scenes in Jean

*Genet's The Balcony. White d?es not take the role-playing
of his chéracters\to the radical lengths of the French
playwright, but the following intq;change reflects the
spirit of the scenes which take place Qn Eadith's house on
Beckwith Street with its cliente%e composed of "the politi-
-cians, tpe civil servants, the Law, the Church . . ." (420):
The Queen: You're presefiting the people with a
falée image. I won't tolerate . . . .
The Envoy: It's a -true image: born of false
spectacle. (88)
Eadith believes that truth is what is happening in her
brothel, that illusion or fantasy is what happens outside:
she, and her girls are providing the f%bric of reality aqq
consequently, as servants of the truth, the girls can indeed
be thought of as nuns and Eadith herself as the Abbess.

Yet Eadith's life does not possess the stdbility it at
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first appears to have. Much unhappiness lies beneath the
surface of Eddie Twyborn's 1ates£ incarnation. The brothel
manageress not only has decided that sex is uﬁtenable in her
present pircdmstances, bug also has resigned heréelf to the
absence of lové: "Her every attempt at love had been a
failure. 'Perhapé she was fagéd never to enter the lives of
others, excggt vicariously" (374)ﬂ Eadith is about to enter
the Hotel éﬁ Midi.

*

She has many opportunities to change this condition but
refuses. Her closest emotional tie at this point in her
life is with Roderick GraQenor, a rich nobleman who helps
her to establish her enterprise on Beckwith Sﬁreet. Tkeir
meetin?s are char;cterized by a persevering struggie on
Gravenor's part to. have a sexual experience with thé
frustratingly coy Eadith. The irony here is that the ma@ame‘
is considerably attracted to Roderick but her terror tél&\-
her disguise will be discovered bpecludes all intimacy.

For Eddie, intimacy has a#ways implied exposure, and
any exposure he believes would ineyjtably lead to a disas-
trous rejection he would be unable to countenance. He
begins his long journey‘by fleeing Australia because he
fears the discovery that the intimacy of marriage. would
bring. Hiding is ambisexuality beneath a feminine veneer,
he finds acceptance in'Angelos Vatatzes. This relationship
is ultimately dissatisfying also, since the old man is

clearly in love with Eudoxia, one of Eddie's fantasy

creations, not with Eddie himself. Back again 1in Adstralia,
PN

Eddie realizes that exposure of his androgyny in that
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fagéressively masculine world" (179) presided over by Don
P;owsﬁ?ﬁbuld lead to devastating conseguences. .Ironically,
the .shattering of the phallic mythos of Prowse leads, as we
have seen, to a situatibn more complex than outright
rejection, bﬁt it is one w£ich Eddie finds just as threaten-
‘ing. By thikti%e he assumes the role of Eadith Trist he has
resolved to keep all his secrets to himself. Congequently,
she can never have sex with her beloved Gravenor: "She was
prepared to accept his silences, his censure, the disturbing
aspects of proximity and repressed physical attraction"
(351). As she dwells upon this decision, the mirror she 'is
looking into for a moment divulges the reality she has
buried in, fantasy: "In the glass a ravaged mess, a travesty
no amount of lipstick and powder and posturing would ever
disguise to her own s?tisfaction" (351).

Eadith does break her rule of abstinence and isolation
on one important occasion. Roderick Gravenor one night
br@ngs his nephew to Beckwith Street. Philip Thring, the
young boy, is labelled "diffident" (398) and ‘expresses only
"aesthetic" 1nterest in .the activities of the house.
Roderick makes a special appeal to Eaéith to hav%\one of her
girls "take it from him" (400). The madame herself turns
her attention to Philip and sees "the tremulous mirror he
was offering her" (400).

The recognition of the young confused Eddie in the
ydung boy leads her to decide to initiate him. Walking
together to her room tgrough the hallway af this thriving

hive of heterosexual fantasy, the c§up1e notices the mirrors

n

£
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there which reflect and distort tﬁem so that they are
"melted into one image, "and by moments shamefully distgrted

Y/intc L?pers and Velasquez dwérfs" (400). In spite of the
overwhelming negativity of this image wpich clearly indi-~-
cates the level of discomfort Eadith feels about both her

facade and her -inner worlé‘ this episode is ultimately one

of reconciliation, temporaryﬂthough it may be. David

Blamires comments on this encounter: "Eddie once more is the -

L3

bestower of happiness, of self-acceptance and the way to

confidénce and hope" (80). De;pite the mixed feelings

Eadith brings to this moment, her encounter with Philip

Thring resuits in an openness in her. which ﬁakes possible a

much more important development.in the‘brothel—keeper's
\ life, the discovery that her mother is now in London.

World War II has beguh to intrude upon the occupants
aZd/customers of Beckwith Street. At this time there 1s a
significant increase in the tension and passion in those
visitors who are now keenly aware of the threat of sudden
death. As usual, Eadith finds herself at odds with the
general temperament of the times. She is becoming more

: disaffected ‘'with the running of the brothel, detached from
itg everyday life. Feeling restless and determined to look
into the rumours that her mother is in London, Eadith leaves

the running of Beckwith Street in the hands of her deputy

Ada. White describes the final episodes in Eddie's life

against the heightened tension of the London blitz. Amidst
— the disarray and confusion of the city streets, we see the

shifting undercurrénts of doubt and dissatisfaction that

1
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have increased in Eddie so that they now undermine the
foundations of the control he has always assumed he pos-
sessed over his roles. The breakdown of this pattern is
signalled by two sigﬁificant episodes.

The first episode is the dire Dream of the Children.
Eadith has this dream when she is staying in the country
with Gravenor before he-leaves for the war. 1In this'dream,
she' is taking care of a roomful of children, keeping them in
a place she feels is, safe. Yet the children are trying
desperately, sometimes hysterically, to escape from this
saféty into the ouﬁside where sounds of violence are heard.

Eadith feels “she must protect the children from these
"sounds of gathering confusién‘outside + « .+ Aas some
monstrous act, explosive and dgcisive, Was being prepared"
(414). During her struggle to calm the children, one lashes
out at her, ripping her nightdress and "exposing a chest,
flat and hairy, a dangling penis and testicles" (414). At
ongce all the ch}ldren begin to pecint at'her, "laughing
vindictively as their adult counterparts might have" (414).

This gréphic dream shows that, at least subconsciously,dl
Eadith is aware that the room she has constructed around
herself %s a trap, and that, by opting fpf safety, she has
killed off her other pot@ntialities, has failed to 1live out

their promises. SQe is beginning to realize, as Weinstein

says 1in vision and Response, that "the immediacy of experi-
L 3

ence -~ even when harmful or destructive -~ and the mystery

of passion may yi%ld a more authentic picture than the

ravenous, often inhumanaappétite for clarity” (110). Eadith
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|now desires to leave éhis room she has created, but she is
still terrified of, and thus controlled by, the conseguences
of exposure on the outside, that vindictivé laughter of
those who will watch her emerge.

The second indication of-Eadith's rising dissatisfac-
tién with her present situation involves.a memory of Eddie's
from his time in the First World War. An Australian soldier
relates to him a stbory to show him that “"lust can be aﬁ
epiphany" (417). The tale of a sudden';ngounter between a

rough Australian soldier ("a Prowse before Prowse's advent”

[417])) and a young French wife describes a desperate,

L}
L7l

frenetic coupling the soldieflrelates\ends thus: "1 reckon
we were both carried, like, beyond the idea of orgasm. . . .

[I]t was as 1f a pair of open wings was spreading round the

pair of us" (418). This episode, with its combination of

the unknown, the transcendent, and the sexua}, directly

recalls the episode of\the swimmer and Aristide Pelletier in
Part One. The captain, after éelating the story, regrets
exposing this aspect of himselﬁ and squenly leaves Eddie,
shouting back at him: "An' don't think I'm religious! . . .
Because I believe in netkun! . . . NOTHUN!" (419). This
attitude mirrors the nihilistic isolation Eddie has wrapped
around himsélf as Eadith, a cloag he feels it is now time to
doff. Directly after remembering thd Australian captain's
protestation of_ unbelief, we read this description of
belief: .

Eadith believed that sooner or later she must come

* across Eadie Twyborn again. She sensed that the

1

Lad {:)
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conflict of .individual destinies was. an ines-
capable, ‘and often_as fatal, as the all-embracing
1/1

underéow nf war. (419)

Indeed, it is not( long before they meét.

,.j i "One evening when she is out strolling, Eadith sits down

on a \park bench and is soop joined, "to Eadith's terror"
(420),\by her mother who proceeds -to talk to her. The
r{nadame is finally able to see her mother div{ested of the
bourgeois associations of the pa;t: "she was not the
traditional Australian looking f\or a stranger on whom to
inflict a life story"™ (\421). The older.woman, peering more
closely at her companion, writes down in her own prayer-
book: “Afe/you my son Eddie?" (422). The writing is an act
of distancing, an attempt to maintain emotional control over
a tremendou{ly' explosive situation. _I Eadith resporids on the
same level, and,_for the same reason, writes down her
respons\e: "No, but I am your daughter Eadith" (422). This
flat statement is Eadith's demand not only for acceptance of
the illusion she has created but also for an acceptance of
t-:he necessity for creating that illusion.

~ When Eadie responds by saying £loud: "I am so glad.
I've always wanted a daughter" (423), the older woman is

signifying her acceptance of her child and the fantasy

creation of her offspring.

Ironically, her mother's rsjognition of her female self
.results for Eadith in a feeling that the carefully scat-
folxd_ed structure of illusion she has built may be about to

collapse. 'In The Balcony, one character asks: "ﬂlould it

4
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perturb you tdisee things'as they are? gaze at the world
tranguilly and accept responsibility for|your gaze, whatever
it might.see?f (73). Eadith, who is already experiencing

serious doubt about her desire and qbility to comtinue

bl
|

playin@ her roles, feels even more un@appy\with her life
'a%ter she meets hey moéher: "she remained frappgd in this
house [the brothel], and the walls of th;t ot;er prison, hér
self" (424). Eadith is now on the verge of recognition of a
central point in the novel: the self must be able to control
the fantasies or ‘they become punishments, not promises
fulfilled.

In Eadie, Eadith sees a woman who, to repeat nget,
does "gaze at the world\tranquilly and accept responsib?lity
- for [hé}] gaze,”™ a woman White describes as being "of
detached calm, of purged emotion" (425). It is toward tﬁat
péile, that eye of the storm, that Eadith ‘sets off on her
last journey. At this point Eadith's disguise has been
almost completely abandoned énd the genders begin to merge.

"She slunk, or rather he squeaked past . . ." (428). This
fiqure Qalking the séreets of London at the height of an
air-raid (echoes of the external danger seen in the Dream of
the Children) is ostensibly male, but still uncomfortably
'so, still with an air of "too much improvisaiion“ (428). He
is also still wearing Eadith's make-up, looking now the true
androgyne, or, as Manly Johnson states, representing "the
principle of universal cross-identity" (165). Typically,
Eédie distrusts the very hope hé is now hurrying to meet.

2

He sees himself as "a scapegoat again in search of sacri-
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\]

fice" (428), a position strongly reminiscent of the one

taken by Himmelfarb in Riders in the Chariot. Nevertheless,
the desire for reunion is foremost in his mind-when he is

killed by'a bomb just® outside his mother's hotel. The
external danger thgt has thre;tenéd in the Dream bf the
Children has at last broken into the room only to find its
~occupant gone.

Unaware of what h#&s happened, Eddie's mother waits for
him in the hotel, thinking: "I must not faﬁl Eadith now that
I have found her Eadith Eddie no matter which this fragment
of myself which I lost is now returned whyré it belonés"
(£31-31i. In the novel‘§ final sceneh/Eadie cre%ﬁes a
fantasy of\pastorar>bliss of life back in Australia-with her
reclaimed offSpriné: "As she dried her hair and waited, a
bﬁlbul . . « shook his little jester's cap, and raised his
beak towards the sun" £432). ' |

This last scene repeats the peaceful conbluding image

of The Eye of the Storm. The imporéant difference between

the two endings is that in the earlier novel an outsider,
.the saintly Mary de Santis, experiences the calm in the
garden; all of the Hunters have been excluded oné'way or
another from this be:z}fic v;sion. In_waborn,)it is the
protagonist's mother who experiences this view of paradise,
and, because she has already admitted that this "fragment”:
of herself is now once aééin with her, Eddig is thus also:
enfolded (a particularly connotative word, used also to
describe Elizabeth Hunter's death). |

.

‘ Despite the apparent dégdtivity‘of Eddie’s death, the
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unusually affirmative ending of The Twyborn Affair super-

sedes’ the failures of reconciliation that doom the Hunters.
to dispersal. By achievmng this unity, the novel is an

effective closure on all the claustrophobic struggles within
' -

the family that have been investigated from the opening page
v
qg The Aunt's Story: "But old Mrs. Goodman did “die at last"

(3). The impression of a final "atonement," in the sense
L

used by Joseph Campbell (Hero 130), is final and unequivo-

cal, unlike the many tenuous conclusions of so many of

White's other novels that have been studied here.

Manly Johnson believes that Twyborn is meant to suggest

"definite closure. He™ explains: "White's real life after

M40 1s an extrapolation of Eddie's. fictional life which
ended in 1940. Hence the surname 'Twyborn,' which clears up

the otherwise puzzling numeric#l signification of that name"

(160). There is a clue to this interpretation in the

U

she hears the bulbul, a bird associated with the figuré of

the poet. In a way then, Twyborn is White's Le Temps

2

Retrouvé, his preceding novels being other volumes in a

*

search for truth that has lasted decades. Wallace Fowlie

~
has written about Proust: .

What is imperative in the case of the authentic
art%st is the need to pass bheyond the superficial

daily self . . . and discove{ the true .self which

*
L]

subsumes the past. (262)
Like Marcel in the Pinter screenplay of Proust's novel,

g
White has looked back over forty years of his life andg,

)]
v %
PR

s

novel's last scene. After Eddie has died, his mother dreams \\ﬁ
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borges-like,6 is able. to say to that newly-bbrn\Self:j“It B

was time. to begin® (177). -
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' Endnotes

lpor the sake of clarity,wsxgizjns used for the female
manifestations of Eddie Twyborn wi be feminine, and for
the male, masculine. For the integrated or overall charac-

ter the male pronoun will be used because of Eddie's

original and final state of gender.

27he black and green’ landscape, the dead green tama-
risks recall the surreal vegetation in the jardin exotique

in The Aunt's Story.

37his entire episode br?ngs to mind another early
‘ twentieth~century voyeur: Leopold'Bloom as he gazes with
equal desire at the distant figure of Gerty McDowell, also
on a beach, in Ulysses. Unfortunately, it is impossible to
.follow here the intriguing parallel between Gerty's literal-

ly crippled and Eudoxia's eﬁotionally crippled femininity.

d4world war I occurs between the closing of Part One and
the qpening of Part Two. It is typical of White to refer to
the war only in passing and, since Eddie emerges from it
remarkably unscathed (in fact he is stiil intimidatea by

male company, as we see at .Bogong), it will not be discussed

here.
3

S

5Fo§ an interesting and thorough analysis of the
-Australian male's "phallocracy of the tavern and the ken"

(175), see The Fatal Shore, Robert Hughes' masterful study

of that country's convict origins.
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x 6In the Borges story, "The Other,“‘thevolder Borges, in

/
1969, meets and converses with his younger self on a bench

-
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in Cambridge.
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Conclusion

"Only when you're stranded among the human
furniture, the awfulness of life, you've got to
set out on a search to find some reason for. it
all" (Memoirs of Many in One 105{.]L

1

Abrams writes in Natural Supernaturalism:

The fact the concept of divided and alienated mah
is one of the oldest of commonplaces does not
controvert either 1£s general relevance to the
human condition or its special usefulness as a
speculative instrument for examining our greatly

troubled era. (146)

White's prevailing theme has been the detailed study of this
divided and alienated human being and his or her strategies
to attain a. form of integration to enable him or her ¢to

transcend what Abrams calls "our greatly troubled-era."

Despite the various approaches White has explored

throughout his career, there is an overriding sense of unity

early stugy of White, The Mystery of Unity, prophetically

summarizes the focus of his writing. Each paptagonist
suffers a sense of dislocation, a discomfort which he or she
attempts to rectify in a manner each one feels will lead to
"the life of triumph" (Rorty 12). Theodora Goodman in The

Aunt's Story endeavours to piece together her fragmented

sélf,\leaves her homeland*and family to achieve this, and

then slips into a nirvana-like fulfillment, at the cost of

isolation. The Riders of the Chariot abandon the

search for self as a barrier to integration and achieve

which encompasses his entire oeuvre. Patricia Morley's

-

s

.~

v‘(i
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their salvation through unity on two levels: through their
own sense of the communion experienced in each other's
presende, and finally through the transcendental embracing

vision of the Chariot. Hurtle Duffield in The Vivisector,

experiences his dislocation in his relationships with the
people around him and in his frustration at his alienation
from reality itself. He makes seyeral ha}f—hearted attempts
at human contact, but his overwhelming neeé 1s to embrace
reality through his art. It is only when he is near death,
felled by the fortuitous stroke which almost totally
disabies him, that he is able to unite Aestheticism with
‘ﬁéd. ) His human relationships fade 1nto insignificance

against the foreground of this final revelation.

In The Eye.of the Storm, human relationships are

foregrounded, the setting of the storm of the novel's title.
Elizabeth Hunter, center and 1instigator of much of the

novel's ,turmoil, sees human relationships as the battle-

L

ground where power may be wielded. She eﬁults in the
N N

disunity she causes, resenting any attempts at integration
that have not originated through the manipulation ot her
will. Her experience of the vision on Brumby.;sland is seed
sewn 6n barren ground.-, Nothing changes. Mrs. Hunter seeks
fulfillmen£ through tyranny, and by doing so turns away from
a salvation that has been gratuitously offered her. In a
eompensatory gesture of consblationr White grants the old
woman a deathbed baptism which however “arrives too late to
repair any of the damage she has wreaked during a life of -

unstinting egoism. o

-
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s
Eddie Twyborn, in The Twyborn Affair, like Theodora

Goodman, is attempting to integrate a profoundly fragmented
psyche. More daring and aggressive than the dimiéﬁtive aunt
of the much earlier novel, he travels across barriers of
gender,” mores, and class, as well as continents and seas.
However, in the three major episodes which comprise the
"

novel, .there 1is a strong amb;valence rega?aing Eddie's
motivation for his search, a pervading sense of escape
rather than exploration. Only in the final pages does the
sense of integration arise when Eddie, masks now abandoned
and gender stabilized, is reunited with his mother and
becomes by his death the progenitor of the artist who will
write the works of Patrick White.

It is important to add here that the strategies White
has his protagonists attempt do not necessarily occur in a

developmental, 'evolutionary pattern. In The Mortal .No,

Hoffman sta‘tes that "the general attitude to ‘thes self\has
changed from regarding ig’;;ﬂéxsubstance to analyzing;it as
a process"'(321). In the same way we may regard each of
wgite's works as a component in an all-embracing portrait of
the human struggle to achieve meaning in life. To privilege

The Twyborn Affair because it is the most recent investiga-

tion of this struggle automatically negates the woré% of the
novels which precede it, as though thex/were all faulty
attempts at a'solution, while only'Zhis latest novel
contains an authentic bluepfint for salvation. 1In a recent

article on Tennyson, Robert Bernard Martin has cogently

observed that "it is his search which engages-us, not his

¢
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solution" (19).. And so it is with White.

: . . ( )
Simone Weil, a strong influence on White, wrifes: "When
»

literature becomés indifferent to the opposition of good and
evil it betrays its function and forfeits all claim tJ

excellence”" (On Science 109). Each of White's works 1looks

at &his struggle in different terms and offers at times
somewhat differing outcomes; but inasmuch as §hey all deal
directly with the elements of the battle for good (§iven
that one 1is willing éo grant White the parameters of his
world-view), then all merit what wWeil cakls a claim. for
excellence.

White has called the central characters in his works
his "burnt ones" (he has in fact entitled his first collec-

tion of short stories The Burnt Ones [1964]), these people

whose very striving to attain ﬁeaning has brought them
suffering, estrangement, and an exguisitely paiﬁful self-
consciousness. No matter the strategy chosen, “eath charac-
terfbattlgs towards that gnosis defined by Joseph Campbell
as "the full awakening to the crystalline purity of the . .
. ground of one's own and the world's own true Qeing"

(Creative Mythology 66). Each one, burnt in the crucible of

his being, is finally granted enlightenment, the passion for

unity being the ultimate strategy which' has merited salva-

tion.
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Endnote

lynlike Proust, Patrick White has lived long enough to

write an epilogue to his Le Temps Retrouéé. In 1986

appeared Memoirs of Many in One by Alex Xenophon Demirjian

Gray, "edited" by Pptrick White. . Leonie Kramer calls this
work "a summary which one can think of as both index and
appendix to forty years' engagement with the self" (66).
Kramer best summarizes the thrust of this‘novel through: the
title of her article: "A Visit to White'!s Sacred Sights.”
Through the written reminiscences of Alex Gray, the themes
.of,Whité's fiction of the last forty years are revieweq Or

"revigsited."
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