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ABSTRACT.

The t h e i i s  proposes a  model as a  framework w ith in  which 

g e n e ra l ou tlooks on human behaviour ev id en t in  f i c t i o n  -  
th e  "m o ra lity ” o f th e  t i t l e  -  can be d isc u sse d .

The model i s  a  tricho tom y whose term s a re :  A ugustin ian ism , 
Ifelagianism  and A gnosticism , They co rrespond ,speak ing  g e n e ra lly , 

t o  ( r e s p e c t iv e ly ) :  m oral pessim ism ,m oral optim ism ,and moral 

n e u t r a l i t y .
S ix  n o v e l is ts  a re  d is c u s s e d ,in  d e t a i l , i n  th re e  p a irs  o f  two, 

co rrespond ing  to  th e  c a te g o r ie s  above. The p a irs  a re : I.Compton- 

B u m e tt and M argaret Drabble,Angus W ilson and I r i s  Murdoch,and 

B ery l B ainbridge and Eaul B a iley ,
The th e s i s  i s  t& p ic a l and th e m a tic ,n o t a u th o r ia l  o r  l i t e r a r y  

h i s t o r i c a l .  E s s e n t i a l l y , i t  i s  conceived as an e x e rc ise  as w e ll 
as  an argument; th e  o b je c t o f th e  e x e rc ise  being  to  dem onstrate 
how c r i t i c a l l y  p roductive  th e  c a te g o r ie s  can be .

The fam ily  has been chosen as  a  l im it in g  focu s ,an d  i s  no t in  

i t s e l f  o f prim ary concern.



The fo llo w in g  p u b lic a tio n s ,w h ic h  a re  a lso  l i s t e d  on th e  form 
o f  e n t ry ,a r e  subm itted  in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  th e s i s :
1. An e d i t io n  o f  C haxlo tte  B ro n te 's  V i l l e t t e  (Harmondsworth; 

Pengu in ,1979. )
2 . 'T he Novels o f  B .8 .Johnson" in  P la n e t, V o ls .26 /27 .W inter 1974,

p p .33-40.
3 . "Nabokov: Homo Ludens" in  P e te r  Q uennell.ed . . V ladim ir

Nabokov: A T rib u te  (London: W eiden fe ld ,I979) #pp.88-102.

S ta tem en t o f share  in  c o n jo in t p u b lic a tio n  (see  I .  above) as  
re q u ire d  under r e g u la tio n  2 3 .6 :

My sh a re  o f th e  e d i t io n  o f V i l l e t t e  c o n s is ts  o f :
a ) ,  th e  p ro v is io n  o f e x e g e tic a l and lite raa ry  c r i t i c a l  n o te s ,an d  

t r a n s la t io n s  o f th e  F rench .
b ) .  th e  e s tab lish m en t o f  th e  t e x t  based on th e  f i r s t  e d i t io n  o f 

1853, w ith  c o l la t io n  w ith  th e  B r i t i s h  L ib ra ry  holograph.
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PREFACE.

T h is  th e s i s  c o n ta in s  some o f th e  m a te r ia l  con ta ined  in  an 

e a r l i e r  th e s i s  w ith  th e  same t i t l e  which was subm itted  in  O ctober 

1978 and r e je c te d  by th e  exam iners under re g u la tio n  25 . 6 , For 
reaso n s o f  acknow ledgem ent,it i s  p roper to  g ive  a  b r i e f  account 
o f  th e  m ajor changes made.

The two c h ie f  o b je c tio n s  were to  ch ap te rs  one and s ix .  C hapter 

o n e ,a  s e t t in g  o u t o f  th e  c r i t i c a l  prem ises on which th e  s tudy  was 
based,w as f e l t  to  be la rg e ly  i r r e le v a n t ,a n d  ch a p te r  s i x , a  study  

o f  th e  s o c io lo g ic a l  co n ten t o f  novels o f th e  middle and working 
c la sse s ,w a s  f e l t  to  be o u t o f  phase w ith  th e  concerns expressed  
elsew here in  th e  t h e s i s .  Both th e se  ch ap te rs  have been abandoned 
and none o f  th e  m a te r ia l  in  them has been tran sp o sed  elsew here .

A f u r th e r  o b je c tio n  was t h a t  th e re  was in s u f f ic i e n t  examina­
t i o n  o f in d iv id u a l novels an d ,co rre sp o n d in g ly ,to o  much space 
given  to  g e n e ra liz e d  d is c u s s io n . A cco rd in g ly ,! have w r it te n  
e n t i r e ly  new se c tio n s  on Drabble*s The G arrick  Y ear.Gompton- 
B u m e tt 's  The L ast and th e  F i r s t  .W ilso n 's  Late C all and B a i le y 's  

T re sp a sse s . I  have r e ta in e d , in  a  g re a t ly  m odified  form to  s u i t  
th e  develop ing  argum ent,the  accounts o f  Murdoch's The I t a l i a n  

G i r l .W ilso n 's  No Laughing M atter and B a in b rid g e 's  A Q uiet L ife .
The exam iners a lso  f e l t  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l ch ap te rs  o f  th e  

o r ig in a l  s tu d y  needed to  be more c lo se ly  re la te d ,a n d  i t  was sug­
g es ted  th a t  a  th em atic  scheme m i ^ t  be adopted . T h is  I  have done, 
g iv in g  i t  ex p ress io n  in  th e  tricho tom y which i s  exp la ined  in  th e  

in tro d u c tio n .
I  was a lso  asked to  use th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  d e fin e  my use o f 

th e  term  "m o ra lity "  and to  ex p la in  th e  choice o f  t e x ts  and p e rio d , 
and th e  s u b je c t o f  th e  fam ily . T h is  I  have t r i e d  to  do.

The o r ig in a l  th e s i s  was 66,000 words; t h i s  th e s i s  i s  63,000.



7.

NOTE ON STYLE

The M .L.A .Style Sheet (2 n d ,e d .)  su g g es ts  g iv in g  f u l l  b ib ­
l io g ra p h ic a l  d e t a i l s  o f a  c i te d  work in  th e  fo o tn o te s  a t  f i r s t  
m ention. I  have fo,)flowed t h i s  p ra c t ic e  excep t in  one re sp e c t: 
im plem entation does no t beg in  u n t i l  a f t e r  th e  in tro d u c tio n . The 
purpose o f  t h i s  i s  to  have f u l l  re fe re n c e s  o f authors*  works 

to g e th e r,w h ich  seems to  me more convenien t f o r  th e  re a d e r .
R eferences to  c la s s ic s  no t in  th e  p e rio d  covered ( e .g .  David 

C opperfie ld  o r  th e  p lays o f  Shakespeare) have no t been given 

b ib l io g ra p h ic a l  l i s t i n g s .



PART ONE: INTRODUCTION.

u



CHAPTER ONE; INTRODUCTION



10

Sectionnons.

T his i s  a  s tudy  o f th e  way th a t  c e r ta in  novels convey a  p a r t i ­
c u la r  a t t i t u d e ,o r  p h ilo so ÿ iy ,o f  human behav iour,and  an exam ination 
o f  what t h a t  a t t i t u d e  i s .  T h is  g en e ra l a t t i t u d e  i s  th e  "H o ra lity "  
o f  th e  t i t l e ;  a  more d e ta i le d  d e f in i t io n  o f  t h i s  term  i s  g iven in  
s e c tio n  two below.

The fam ily  has been chosen as  a  focus f o r  t h i s  enqu iry ,and  i s  
n o t , in  i t s e l f , a  c e n tra l  p reoccu p a tio n . Reasons feir th e  ch o io t o f 

t h i s  focus r a th e r  th an  an o th e r  a re  g iven  in  s e c tio n  th r e e .
The s tudy  i s  a  model r a th e r  th an  a  su rvey . By t h i s  I  mean th a t  

th e re  i s  no a ttem p t a t  com prehensiveness -  e i th e r  o f th e  p eriod
o r  o f th e  works o f  th e  au th o rs  concerned -  bu t in s te a d ,a  p u rs u it

te rm s.
o f th e  m oral theme w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f s e t  /  The r a t io n a le  
o f t h i s  m odel,and i t s  te rm s ,a re  exp la in ed  in  s e c tio n  fo u r .

In  s e c tio n  f iv e  I  t r y  to  account f o r  th e  choice o f nov e ls ,an d  

th e  in tro d u c tio n  concludes w ith  an o u tl in e  o f th e  argum ent.

S ec tio n  Two: The Two Meanings o f "M o ra lity " .

There a re  two meanings o f "m o ra lity "  t h a t  I  am going to  use in  

t h i s  s tudy : th e  f i r s t  d e sc r ib e s  th e  behav iour o f  th e  f i c t i o n a l  char­
a c t e r s ,  and th e  p r in c ip le s  which seem to  u n d e rlie  i t ;  th e  second 

d e sc r ib e s  th e  g en e ra l view tak en  by th e  n o v e l is t  o f man’s behav iour. 
In  both  c a s e s ,th e  tCrm (and th e  a s so c ia te d  a d je c tiv e ,"m o ra l" )  i s  

n e u tra l  -  t h a t  i s  to  s a y , i t  does no t imply th e  la u d a to ry . I  s h a l l  
say more about th e se  two meanings befo re  ex p la in in g  how they  can 
be connected; how ,indeed ,the  s tu d y  o f  one i s  in e x tr ic a b ly  bound 
up w ith  th e  s tudy  o f  th e  o th e r .  F or th e  puiTposes o f th e  arguments 
t h a t  fo llow  in  t h i s  c h a p te r ,I  am going to  make some g e n e ra liz a tio n s  
abou t th e  n o v e l is ts  whom we a re  to  co n sid e r l a t e r .  Readers should  
n o t look  f o r  s u b s ta n t ia t io n  o f  th e se  p o in ts  u n t i l  d isc u ss io n s  o f 

th e  in d iv id u a l novels in  q u e s tio n .
Gompton-Bumett i s  one o f th o se  w r i te r s  w ho,in novel a f t e r  novel, 

p o rtra y s  one p a r t i c u la r  s o c ia l  m ilie u  in  such a  way th a t  commen­
t a to r s  begin  to  speak o f  h e r  "w orld". I t  i s  t r u e  th a t  each work 

ho lds in d iv id u a l de l i g h t s ,  b u t,  w ithou t su g g es tin g  th e  s o r t  o f  un i­

fo rm ity  which i s  mere m echanical r e p e t i t io n ,o n e  can p o in t to  a  

c o n s is te n t  e thos among th e  groups o f c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  vario u s  

novels which i s  illu m in a te d  and co n so lid a ted  by each su ccessiv e



work so th a t,v ie w in g  th e  e n t i r e  canon,one sees  th e  com plemental- 
ness o f  each p a r t .  I t  has th e re fo re  become s tan d ard  c r i t i c a l  p rac­
t i c e  ( to  which I  conform) to  c o n s id e r  t h a t  th e re  is  s u f f i c i e n t  
among th e  f i c t i o n a l  fa m ilie s  in  common f o r  them to  be considered  
to g e th e r ,o r  in  groups. What I  have done, th e r e f o r e , in  p a r ts  o f 
c h a p te r  tw o ,is  to  sug g est c e r ta in  p r in c ip le s  and g e n e ra liz a tio n s  

which a re  a p p ro p ria te  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  ch a rac te rs*  behav­
io u r .  These g e n e ra liz a tio n s ,b a s e d  on a  c r i t i c a l  account of ty p ic a l  

examples o f  beh av io u r, in d ic a te  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  * m o ra lity  
in  th e  f i r s t  meaning o f th e  l a t t e r  term .

The s o r t  o f confidence th a t  I ,a lo n g  w ith  o th e rs ,h av e  f e l t  in  
making such g e n e ra liz a tio n s  about Corapton-BumeJbt>is p re se n t to  

a  f a r  l e s s e r  e x te n t when th e  novels o f Drabble a re  in  q u es tio n ; 
a l t h o u ^  one can s e p a ra te  th e  h e ro in e s  o f f  from th e  r e s t ,a n d  th e se  
seem to  shiare very  many m oral a t t i t u d e s .

With W ilso n 's  f i c t i o n , a l l  sense o f  a  "world” in  th e  sense  in ­
d ic a te d , d isa p p e a rs . C e rta in ly  in  th e  two novels exam ined ,there i s  

no ev idence o f what we have in  Gompton-Bumett : c h a ra c te rs  sh a r in g  
b a s ic  m oral assum ptions, o f te n  a c t in g  in  s im i la r  ways and being  
s im i la r ly  s i tu a te d .  The two Wilson novels a re  s tro n g ly  connected 
to  each o th e r,a n d  th e  connections a re  moral ones; b u t they  are  

th em atic  r a th e r  th a n  predom inantly  o f  c h a ra c te r .  The C alv ert fam ily  
i s  q u ite  u n lik e  th e  Matthews fa m ily ,b u t in  d e p ic tin g  them W ilson, 

in  both  c a s e s ,r a is e s  q u e s tio n s  about th e  n a tu re  o f g r a t i tu d e ,d u ty ,  
s o c ia l  c la s s ,a n d  th e  in te r a c t io n  o f a l l  th r e e .

I t  seems to  me reaso n ab le  t h a t  i f  one i s  in te n t  on ex p lo rin g  
th e  m o ra lity  o f th e  c h a ra c te rs  o f  th e se  a u th o rs ,th e n  tke s o r t  o f 
d if fe re n c e  o u tl in e d  above -  how c lo se  o r  d i s ta n t  th ey  a re  to  a  
c o n s is te n t  e thos o f behav iour -  which i s  only  one o f  many d i f f e r ­
en c e s ,n o t m erely v a l id a te s  bu t r e q u ire s  a  s e p a ra te  c r i t i c a l  app­

roach  in  each c a se . For exam ple,the s e n s ib i l i t y  o f th e  n a r r a to r  
in  D rabble,and  th e  iro n ic  d is ta n c e  between re a d e r  and n e irra to r, 
and between n a r r a to r  and n a r r a t io n , i s  a  fe a tu re  which demands a  
g re a t  d e a l o f o u r c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n ;  b u t th e re  i s  no n a r r a to r  
to  speak o f , and c e r ta in ly  no t a  n a r ra t iv e  s e n s ib i l i ty  in  th e  
me&ning t h a t  I  am to  sug g est l a t e r , i n  th e  novels o f  Gompton- 

B u m e tt . A g a in ,c e r ta in  d ev ices  used by W ilson to  i l l u s t r a t e  

f a c e ts  o f h is  ch a ra c te rs*  behav iour -  th e  b a rin g  r f  d e v ic e ,th e  

p a s tic h e s  -  sim ply a re  no t p re se n t in  th e  same way in  D rabble.

In d i f f e r in g  th e  approach to  each a u th o r, I  hope th a t  I  am respon -



d ing  a p p ro p r ia te ly  to  what i s  being  o ffe re d  to  th e  re a d e r  in  each 
p a r t i c u la r  ca se .

The d iiffe ren ces  in  p ra c t ic e ,a n d  th e re fo re  th e  d if fe re n c e s  in  
approach, a re  e q u a lly  moot in  co n sid e rin g  m o ra lity  in  th e  second 

sen se . Novels them selves , in d iv id u a l ly  o r  in  groups (by a u th o r, 
p e r io d ,th e m e ,e tc .)  can be s a id  to  have a  m o ra l i ty ,o r  embody a 
s ta n c e  tow ards m o ra lity . T h is  second sense o f m o ra lity  i s  th e  
s u b je c t  o f  th e  t h e s i s .  I t  m ight be h e lp fu l to  draw on some genera­

l i z a t i o n s  from v a rio u s  hands,concern ing  Gompton-Bumett*s n o v e ls , 
in  o rd e r  to  g ive an id e a  o f  what t h i s  second sense e n t a i l s .

Robert L id d e ll w ants us to  b e lie v e  t h a t  "N early every novel 
ends in  some k ind  o f  r e c o n c i l ia t io n  and pardon ,no t a  sen tim en ta l 

happy ending b u t a  k ind  o f  so b er calm, l ik e  tWe. c lo se  o f  Greek 
tra g e d y ,"  ( I . )  On th e  o th e r  hand,Johnson se e s  w ickedness as 

trium i^iing ; "But in  th e  end th e y  [m a le fa c to rs , ty r a n t s ]  devour th e  
(9mxll and v a l ia n t  p rey ,an d  no keeper ev e r comes in  th e  l a s t  chap­
t e r  to  lock  them up o r  shoo t them down . . .  E v il i s  ach ieved ,and  
th e  r e s u l t s  o f i t  a re  a s s im ila te d  in to  th e  l i f e  from d ay -to -d a y ,"  
( 2 .)  Glynn G ry lls  i s  su re  t h a t  " th e  dominant theme in  Dame Iv y 's  
novels  i s  v a n i ty " , (3 ) b u t Gharles B urkhart i s  ready  to  claim  th a t  
"The c e n t r a l  theme o f th e  novels can be regarded  as th e  sea rch  

f o r  t r u t h . "  ( 4 .)  John G inger c a l l s  Gompton-Bumett " th e  most 
com passionate E ng lish  n o v e l is t  s in c e  George E l io t"  (5) b u t "The 

t r u t h  i s  t h a t  she i s  a  denouncer", ( (? ) says Johnson.
These comments r e l a t e  to  an o v e ra l l  m oral v is io n ,a n  im plied  

judgement about th e  c a p a c ity  o r  in c a p a c ity  o f mankino( in  g en era l 
to  behave w e ll .  There i s  a  p a r t i c u la r  d i f f i c u l t y  which i s  assoc­
ia te d  w ith  any c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  m o ra lity  in  t h i s  second sen se , 
namely; i s  th e  im plied  judgement o f  th e  novel to  be in fe r re d  as 
lo c a l , s p e c i f i c  and ex c lu s iv e  to  th e  s o c ie ty  d e p ic te d ,o r  does th a t  

judgement c o n s t i tu te , o r  p u rp o rt to  c o n s t i tu te ,a  s ta tem en t o f  
u n iv e rs a l t r u t h  about human n a tu re ?  " A l l 's  c h e e r le s s ,d a rk ,a n d  

dead ly" i s  a  r e p re s e n ta tiv e  r e f le c t io n  o f  th e  moral s i tu a t io n  in  
King Ley :  ( 5 iü i ,2 9 0 )  b u t re a d e rs  and aud iences have to  s e t t l e  

f o r  them selves w hether th e  im plied  moral a n a ly s is  has to  do w ith  
a n c ie n t B r i ta in ,  Renaissance E ng lan d ,o r a l l  mankin^l a c ro ss  h is to r y .  
The commonplace answ er to  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  to  p o in t ou t th a t  
th e re  i s  u^.ually a  com bination o f u n iv e rs a ls  and s p e c i f i c s .  The 
is s u e s  r a is e d  by t h i s  f a c t  shou ld  be bom e in  mind as  we proceed; 

in  th e  work o f G om pton-B um ett,the q u e s tio n  has seemed to  me to
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be so i n s i s t e n t  tW at I  have s e t  a s id e  a  whole s e c tio n  devoted to  i t .
I  found th a t  a  u s e fu l s t r u c tu r e  which would allow  th e  most f r u i t ­

f u l  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  second sense  o f  m o ra lity  was th e  th em atic  
trich o to m y  whose term s and r a t io n a le  a re  ex p la in ed  below. I  now 

want to  e x p la in  tk e  connection  between th e  two sense  o f m o ra lity .
One o f  th e  c ru d e s t ways in  which th e  connec tion  has been made 

in  th e  p a s t has been to  say  t h a t  novels c o n ta in in g  d e s c r ip t io n s  
o f  what a re  contem poraneously th o u g h t o f  as  immoral a c t io n s  a re  
them selves a u to m a tic a lly  immoral; t h a t  i s  t o  s£^y,no account i s  

ta k e n  o f  a l l  th o se  f e a tu r e s  o f  a  work ( th e  n a r r a t iv e  to n e ,th e  
i r o n ie s , th e  d ic t io n , th e  c o n te x ts )  which a re  th e  t r u e  in d ic a to r s  
o f  a  t e x t ' s  m o ra lity . T h is  crude p e rsp e c tiv e  appears  in  th e  

courtroom  ( in  p ro secu tio n s  o f  such works as  I ^ l i t a , L ast Exi t  to  

Brooklyn and U ly sses) and th e  co u n c il chamber ( in  th e  1950s,the  
a u th o r i t i e s  in  Swindon afA> supposed to  have banned The Decameron 

from t h e i r  p u b lic  l i b r a r i e s )  r a th e r  th a n  in  inform ed l i t e r a r y  

d e b a te . N e v e r th e le s s ,I  draw a t te n t io n  to  such an approach here  
because le s s  r id ic u lo u s ,b u t  a ls o  erroneous,v iew s o f  th e  m o ra lity  

o f  a  novel do th r iv e  amongst c e r ta in  c r i t i c s , a n d  th e  e r r o r  in  

each case o f te n  has i t s  sou rce  in  a  r e f u s a l  to  g ra n t th e  p lu r a l i t y  

o f  item s and is s u e s  in  th e  t e x t  t h a t  must be considered  b efo re  
any in fe re n c e  about th e  n o v e l 's  m o ra lity  can s a f e ly  be drawn.
F o r exam ple,any account o f  Gompto/’.-B u m e tt 's  novels which confined  
i t s e l f  to  w eighing th e  ev idence o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s ' a c t io n s ,a n d  

f a i l e d  to  ta k e  account o f th e  l i t e r a r y  m annerism s,the c o n tex ts  o f 
c la s s  and looming poverty  and i s o la t io n  b o th  # iy s ic a l  and em otional, 

would be incom plete . In  D rab b le ,th e  u n re l ia b le  n a r r a to r  i s  c r u c ia l  

because th e  way t h a t  th e  n a r r a to r  in t e r p r e t s  l i f e  i s  i t s e l f  a  p a r t  

o f  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  novel which must be adduced in  ou r own in t e r ­
p r e ta t io n .  N ovels ' endings a ls o  p lay  a  m ajor r o le  in  o u r a s s e s s ­
ment in s o fa r  a s  th ey  o f te n  c o n s t i tu te  te rm in a l a u to -b lu rb s  and 

have a  fo rc e  o f  em phasis la c k in g  in  o th e rw ise  s im i la r  passages 

occuri?;ig e lsew here . The f a c t  t h a t  th e re  i s  no ru le  about what can 
be co n sid ered  a s  re le v a n t in  th e  b u s in e ss  o f  in f e r r in g  th e  n o v e ls ' 
m o ra lity  means t h a t  a  d i f f e r e n t  c r i t i c a l  approach i s  re q u ire d  in  

each c a se .
Thus we d isc o v e r  th e  m o ra lity  o f  a  novel by s tu d y in g  a l l  th o se  

f e a tu r e s  w h ich ,in  each case,seem  re le v a n t;  and th e  m o ra lity  o f  th e  
c h a ra c te rs  (m o ra lity  in  tk e  f i r s t  sen se) i s  invariably: one o f 
th o se  f e a tu re s  -  th o u # i n o t always th e  predom inant one.



Section Three; The Family.

As I  have sa id l,th e  way in  which th e  w r i te r s  d e a l w ith  th e  is su e  
o f  m o ra lity  i s  th e  c e n t r a l  concern o f  t h i s  s tu d y ; th e  fam ily  i s  

m erely a  focus f o r  t h a t  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  I  w a n t,h e re ,to  expain  why 

th e  fam ily  was chosen f o r  t h i s  purpose.
One o f th e  most obvious reaso n s i s  a ls o  th e  most pirosalc* th e  

fam ily  i s  an extrem ely  popu la r s u b je c t  in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f  th e  p e rio d , 
and t h i s  le a d s  to  a  s i tu a t io n  in  which a  wide range o f n o v e l is ts  

i s  a v a i la b le  from whJc)h a  s e le c t io n  can be made f o r  disiiLutssion.
S e c o n d ly ,in so fa r  as  we a re  concerned w ith  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  be­

tween th e  f i c t i o n a l  c h a ra c te rs  in  n o v e ls ,a n ti th e  m oral n a tu re  o f 
mankind in  g en e ra l as seen  by th e  a u th o r ,th e  choice o f  th e  fam ily  

a s  a  fo cu s i s  p a r t i c u l a ^  u s e fu l .  F am ilie s  a re  s o c ie t ie s  in  m inia­
tu r e ;  in  them ,people l iv e  in  co n s tra in e d  p rox im ity . Fam ily member­
s h ip  o f te n  co n fe rs  a  r ig h t  o f abode,and in d iv id u a ls  have l i t t l e  

d is c r e t io n  in  e x c l ^ d l ^  o th e r  members who m i ^ t  be unfavoured . As 
w ith  ne l a b o u r s  in  s o c ie ty  a t  l a i ^ ,  fam ily  members a re  o f te n  f o r ­

ced to  make th e  b e s t  o f  a  s i tu a t io n  in  which th ey  must l iv e  s id e  
by s id e  w ith  th o se  whom they  f e e l  to  be uncongenial o r  w orse. Again, 

bo th  fa m ilie s  and la r g e r  s o c ie t ie s  en jo in  o b lig a tio n s  and co n fe r 

p r iv i le g e s ,b o th  o f which a re  embodied in  q u ite  complex m oral codes. 

There i s  a  s im i la r  k ind  o f  d i f f i c u l t y  in  renouncing membership; 
c e r t a in l y , i n  th e  novels we a re  t o  exam ine ,there  i s  a n  o v e rr id in g  
sense t h a t  w hatever a c t io n s  in d iv id u a ls  m ight ta k e  to  s e v e r  fam i­

l i a l  t i e s  (d iv o rc e ,p h y s ic a l re m o v a l,in te rn a l re n u n c ia tio n )  a  deeper 
em otional commitment p e r s i s t s  l ik e  a  rugged s t r a i n .  These p a r a l le l s  
between fam ily  and s o c ie ty  become so im portan t t h a t  th e  n o v e l is ts  
use t h e i r  d e p ic tio n  o f fa m ilie s  as a  v e h ic le  f o r  t h e i r  views on 

th e  w ider community. F a m ilia l d e p ic tio n  i s  re p e a te d ly  parad ig m atic .
T h ird ly ,th e  fam ily  i s  id e a l  f o r  s tu d y in g  moral q u e s tio n s  because 

ii^s in tim acy  o f te n  le ad s  to  em o tio n a lly  in te n se  and b e h a v io u ra lly  

extrem e s i tu a t io n s ;  and such s i tu a t io n s  n o t only  re p re s e n t oppor­

t u n i t i e s  f o r  d ram atic  developm ent,bu t a lso  shed much l i g h t  on 
m oral problem s.

S ec tio n  Four; The Model.

T h is  s tu d y  i s  in ten d ed  to  be a  model r a th e r  th a n  a  su rv ey . In  

a  su rv e y ,th e re  i s  a  commitment t o  rep resen tl/^ g  th e  c h ie f  l i t e r a r y



c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  ev id en t between th e  g iven  d a te s ;  whereas a  model 
i s  an a ttem p t to  su g g est a  way o f look ing  a t  c e r ta in  q u e s tio n s , 

w ith  th e  choice o f t e x t s  d ic ta te d  by th e  in n e r  lo g ic  o f  th e  model 
i t s e l f .

I  am going to  a ttem p t to  su g g est a  model f o r  th in k in g  about 

th e  m oral a t t i t u d e s  ev id en t in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f th e  p e rio d . The 
purpose o f  t h i s , a s  o f  a l l ,m o d e ls , i s  no t to  d e f in e  an o b je c tiv e  

r e a l i t y ,b u t  to  use an in t u i t i v e  s tru c tu re ,w h ic h  i s  d e l ib e r a te ly  
s im p le ,a s  th e  b a s is  o f a  c l u s t e r  o f  is s u e s  which can th e n  be 
d isc u sse d  in  d is c ip l in e d  r e la t io n  to  i t .

The model i t s e l f  i s  a  trichotom y,w hose term s are* A ugustin ian . 
P e lag ian ,an d  A gnostic . The f i r s t  two a re  borrowed from th e  l a s t  

volume o f Anthony Burgess* Enderby t r i l o g y  ( 7 ) , th e  t h i r d  i s  my 
own.

F or B urgess, Augustine and P elag iu s  re p re s e n t two opposing views 
about th e  m oral n a tu re  o f mankind. P e lag ian s  b e lie v e d  in  th e  in ­

t r i n s i c  goodness o f  m an,although th ey  accep ted  th a t  he was in e v i­
ta b ly  co rru p te d  by te m p ta tio n . F or A ugustin ians,how ever,a  d a rk e r 
and more G a lv a n is tic  view p re v a ile d ; one which s a id  t h a t  man had 

a  fundam ental p ro p en s ity  to  ev il,w h ic h  even s u s ta in e d  e f f o r t  could 

do littJ jL  to  m it ig a te .  P e lag ian s  a s p ire d  t o  th e  kingdom o f God on 
e a r th ,a n d  a t  l e a s t  an approach to  p e r fe c t io n  w hile a l iv e ;  Augus­

t i n ia n s  expected  on ly  ran sack  and p i l la g e ,a n d  prayed f o r  grace 
in  t h e i r  s in .  One group iis inform ed by what I  s h a l l  be r e f e r r in g  
t o  a s  m oral op tim ism ,the o th e r  by m oral pessli'iism .

What I  s h a l l  be doing  w i l l  be to  ta k e  th e se  te rm s,and  apply 
them to  th e  au thors*  own g en e ra l m oral views -  th e  second category  
o f  m o ra lity  in d ic a te d  in  s e c tio n  tw o. T h en ,in  p a r t  four,w e s h a l l  
examine what I  have chosen to  c a l l  th e  A gnostic n o v e l is ts .

A g n o s tic s ,in  my d e f i n i t i o n ,d i f f e r  from both  A ugustin ians and 
P elag ians in  one fundam ental respect*  th ey  do no t sh are  a  preoc­

cu p a tio n  w ith  th e  assessm ent o f m o ra lity ; on th e  c o n tra ry ,th e re  
i s  a  d e l ib e r a te  a ttem p t t o  w ithdraw from th e  moral a ren a  a l to g e th e r .  
T y p ic a lly ,th e y  t r y  to  e f f e c t  t h i s  t h r o u ^  innov a tio n  in  f i c t i o n a l  

p rocedu res.
The purpose o f  th e  th re e  term s i s  no t t o  tu rn  th e  study  in to  

an e x e rc ise  in  cramming t e x ts  in to  s im p l is t i c  o r  u n su ita b le  pigeon­

h o le s ,  bu t to  prov ide a  t r u l y  u s e fu l taxonomy which w i l l  shed l i ^ t  

on th e  whole q u e s tio n  o f  m o ra lity  and f i c t i o n .  The u se fu ln e ss  i s  
p re c is e ly  in  th e  la c k  o f  r i g i d i t y  o f  c l a s s i f i c a t io n .  In  p la c in g
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n o v e l is ts  in  th e  c a te g o r ie s , I  am n o t say in g  th a t  each work ev inces 
e i th e r  f u l l y ,o r  eq u a lly  w ith  o th e rs , th e  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  which a re  

d e f in i t i o n a l  f o r  t h a t  group. I t  i s  f a r  more a  q u e s tio n  o f  an a u th o r 's  
tendency to w a rd s ,o r  away from ,one o f  th e  th re e  c a te g o r ie s ,e v e n  
when h i s  work migkt in  some p a r t  resem ble novels in  a n o th e r group.
F o r exam ple,W ilson p lay s  on th e  a r t i f i c e  o f a r t,w h ic h  i s  a  ty p ic a l  
f e a tu r e  o f  postm odern ist a n t i - i l l u s i o n i s t s  l i k e  Bailey* b u t th e se  
two w r i te r s  a re  in  d i f f e r e n t  c a te g o r ie s .  The s im i l a r i t i e s  between 
W ilson and Gompton-Bumett a re  q u i te  pronounced, and th e se  s im ila ­

r i t i e s  a re  f u l l y  acknowledged in  th e  r e le v a n t  pages* n e v e r th e le s s , 
n e i th e r  a re  th e y  in  th e  same g ro u p in g ,fo r  reaso n s w h ich ,obv iously , 

a re  s e t  ou t in  s i t u .

The j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  th e  use o f  term s which a re  obv iously  ex­
trem ely  g en e ra l must r e s id e  in  th e  r e a d e r 's  p r a c t ic a l  experience 

o f  th e  way t h a t  th ey  a re  used in  th e  argum ent. H ow ever,insofar 
a s  i t  i s  no t unheard o f  t h a t  term s have been a tta c k e d  m erely on 

th e  grounds o f l a t i t u d e , i t  i s  n o t ou t o f  p lace  to  advance a  
th e o r e t i c a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f my own,(8 .)

C e rta in  l i t e r a r y  term s d e r iv e  t h e i r  u se fu ln e ss  p re c is e ly  from 

th e  f a c t  o f  th e  f a c i l i t y  w ith  which they  can be d e fin e d . Examples 

t h a t  I  have in  mind are* "so n n e t" ,^ 'stanza","p rose" ,"oxym oron".
R i ^ t  a t  th e  o th e r  end o f  th e  s c a le  a re  term s e lu s iv e  o f d e f in i ­
t i o n ,  l i k e  th e  n o to r io u s  "Rom antic". The u se fu ln e ss  o f  th e  l a t t e r  
r e s id e s  in  t h a t  e lu s iv e n e s s .  Such g en era l term s s ta n d  a t  th e  very 

c e n tre  o f  a  web o f  meanings and ta n g e n t ia l  a s s o c ia t io n s  which a re  

r e s p e c t iv e ly  n e a re r  to  o r  f u r th e r  from th e  q u id d ity  o f th e  th in g  
which th e  term  a ttem p ts  to  c a p tu re . The terras a c tu a l ly  ho<lid a l l  

th e se  a s s o c ia t io n s  and concep ts in  a  re la tio n sh ip ,w h ic h  i s  con­
s t a n t ly  be ing  a l te r e d  as  p e rsp e c tiv e s  change in  l i t e r a r y  sc h o la r­

s h ip ,  c r i t ic i s m  and t a s t e .  Each tim e th a t  a  term  l ik e  "Romantic" 
i s  u se d ,a  whole range o f  n o tio n s  i s  evoked in  th e  mind o f th e  

re a d e r  a t  once w h ic h ,if  such a  term  were no t av a ilab le ,w o u ld  
re q u ire  s e v e ra l pat:a,graphs to  s e t  o u t.  The f a c t  th a t  th e se  n o tio n s  
w i l l  n o t be e x a c tly  th e  same f o r  each re a d e r  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  
s ta tu s  o f  t h i s , a s  o f s im i la r  g en e ra l te rm s ,is  one o f  c o n s ta n tly  
s h i f t i n g  p e rsp e c tiv e . Once we have accep ted  t h i s  movement,and 

th e re fo re  e lu siv en ess,w e  s e t t l e  in to  u s in g  th e  term  to  advan­

ta g e .
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Section Five; Dates and Novelists,

The s p e c if ic a t io n  o f  d a te s  in  th e  t i t l e  i s  a  b ib lio g ra p h ic a l  
shorthand  designed  to  re p la c e  a  bare  l i s t  o f th e  s ix  m ajor au th o rs  
whom we a re  to  s tu d y . The d a te s  m erely in d ic a te  when th o se  works 
o f  th e  s ix  which we a re  to  examine were w r i t te n .  I t  rem ains to  
ex p la in  th e  choice o f th e  s ix .

Having read  hundreds o f  contem porary n o v e ls ,I  came t o  th e  con­
c lu s io n  t h a t  a lm ost a l l  o f  them could u s e fu lly  be looked a t  as 

te n d in g  to w a rd s ,o r  f u l l y  ev in c in g  th e  b a s ic  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f , 
one o f  th e  th re e  c a te g o r ie s  s p e c if ie d  in  th e  model. One o f  th e  ' 

v a lu es  o f fram ing th e  s tu d y  in  t h i s  way i s  t h a t  i t  p rov ides th e  

o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  c o n s id e rin g  m oral is su e s  w ith in  a  d is c ip l in e d  

s t r u c tu r e  which th e  re a d e r  can th e n  use in  th in k in g  about o th e r  
novels in  th e  p e rio d ,an d  o u ts id e  it ,w h ic h  a re  n o t them selves 
examined h e re .

I  have a lre a d y  ex p la ined  why I  chose tk e  fam ily  as a  convenien t 
f o c u s ,r a th e r  th an  any o th e r  fo c u s . le rh a p s  I  should  say now why 
any narrow ing o f  th e  f i e l d  was d e s i r a b le .  F i r s t , i t  p rov ides one 
o f  th e  few c o n s ta n ts ; in  a  s tudy  d e a lin g  w ith  r a d ic a l ly  d ifferen ik  

a u th o r ia l  p o s tu re s ,th e  b u s in ess  o f id e n t i fy in g  s im i l a r i t i e s  and 
d if fe re n c e s  i s  g r e a t ly  helped  by a  common s u b je c t .  Secondly, 

m o ra lity  in  th e  second sense  i s  a  m assive area,arki. q u ite  unwieldy 
w ith o u t some s o r t  o f  r e s t r i c t i o n .

T h u s ,th e  choice o f n o v e l is ts  was r e s t r i c t e d  t o  th o se  a d d re ss in g  

them selves to  th e  ta s k  o f  fam ily  d e p ic tio n  on a  thorough le v e l .

The cho ice was f u r th e r  r e s t r i c t e d  because I  wanted to  confine 
th e  study  to  what i s  sometimes c a l le d  " se r io u s "  l i t e r a t u r e ;  novels 

w ith  a t  l e a s t  some p re te n s io n s  t o  l i t e r a r y  m e r i t .  (This because 

c r i t ic i s m  o f "popu lar"  l i t e r a t u r e  c a l l s  f o r  q u ite  d i f f e r e n t  c r i t e r i a ,  
and i s  a  job  f o r  th e  s o c io lo g is t  as  much as f o r  th e  c r i t i c . )
T h i r d ly ,I  wanted to  co n sid e r n o v e l is ts  who had a lre ad y  rece iv ed  
a  c e r ta in  amount o f  c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n ,a n d  were l ik e ly  to  rece iv e  

m ore,so  as th e re fo re  to  be p a r t  o f  fyi on-going l i t e r a r y  d eb a te . 
F o u r th ly ,I  wanted to  re p re s e n t as  wide a  v a r ie ty  as  p o ss ib le  in  
th e  m a tte r  o f  a e s th e t ic  and n a r ra t iv e  te ch n iq u es ,an d  t h i s  because 

i t  i s  n o t in  th e  mere ev en ts  o f  th e  p lo ts ,b u t  in  a l l  th e  manipu­
la t io n s  o f a r t i s t r y  by which th e  s to ry  i s  r e l a t e d , t h a t  th e  q u es tio n s  

o f  m o ra lity  a re  b r o u ^ t  to  our a t te n t io n ,  and i t  i s  a  m ajor theme 

o f  t h i s  study  th a t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  p lu r a l i t y  should  be p ro p erly  r e ­
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cognized . F ifth ;!y ,  I  wanted to  s e le c t  novels which would be espec­
i a l l y  t e l l i n g  in  i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  model around which th e  arguments 
a re  b ased . C learly ,som e v a r ia t io n s  could  have been adm itted  in  th e  
novels d isc u sse d  w ithou t a l t e r in g  th e  g en e ra l n a tu re  o f th e  s tu d y . 

A fte r  a l l  th e se  c o n s id e ra tio n s  had been ta k en  in to  ac c o u n t,th e  
a u th o rs  alm ost s e le c te d  them selves.

I  say " a u th o rs " ,b u t as  I  am su re  i s  by now c l e a r , i t  i s  , par­
t i c u l a r  types o f  novels in  which I  am in te r e s te d .  T h is  has n o t pre­

ven ted  me from ta lk in g  about novels by one a u th o r in  a  group, o r  

g ro u p s ,b u t I  do t h i s  only i f  they  seem t o  w arran t such trea tm e n t 
because o f  th e  c o n n e c tio n s ,in te r  a l i a , t h a t  th ey  a f fo rd ,a n d  no t 
becau ie  o f  any in t e r e s t  in  th e  p e rso n a l development o f th e  
in d iv id u a l hr^man c r e a to r .  I t  i s  to  be assumed th roughou t t h a t ,  

u n le ss  th e  co n tex t makes i t  abundai».tly c le a r  t h a t  th e  c o n tra ry  i s  
th e  c a s e ,th e  "au tho r"  always means th e  " im plied  a u th o r" ; b io g rap ­
h ic a l  and in te n t io n a l i s t '  c o n s id e ra tio n s  have been eschewed.

I  have im plied  by my use o f  th e  terra "contem porary" th a t  I  
would be ta k en  to  mean novels o f th e  p o s t-1960  p e rio d . This,how ­
ev e r , does n o t mean t h a t  I  c o n s id e r  i 960 t o  be d e f in i t io n a l .  In  

any s tu d y ,th e  d a te s  which d e f in e  th e  a re a  to  be d iscu ssed  a re  o f 

two so rts*  d e f in i t i o n a l  and g iv en . A work w ith  a  t i t l e  l ik e  Moder- 
nism* 1900- 19^  i s  q u ite  l i k e ly  to  be one in  which th e  d a te s  

c o n s t i tu te  in  them selves a  k ind  o f argument* f o r  e x am p le ,it m i# it 

be one o f  th e  co n te n tio n s  o f th e  w r i te r  t h a t  Modernism can p ro p erly  

be though t to  have go t under way in  I 9OO and to  have exhausted  
i t s e l f  by 1930. E qually ,one  can examine a  group o f n o v e l is ts  -  

each o f  whose novels sheds l i ^ t  on o th e rs  in  th e  group -  w ithou t 
im plying th a t  th e  p e rio d  from which th e  novels have been tak en  
fram es a  d i s t i n c t iv e  l i t e r a r y  sch o o l. In  such a  «case,the d a te s  
can be t h o u ^ t  o f as  g iven .

In  t h i s  s tu d y ,th e  d a te s  a re  no t "g iven" i f  t h a t  i s  to  be tak en  
to  mean a rb itra ry *  bu t n o r a re  they  so p re c ise  as  to  be d e f in i t io n ­
a l .  What I  have to  say  about m o ra lity  i s  n o t d i r e c t ly  lin k ed  to  
any argument about l i t e r a r y  movements -  except in  th e  case o f th e  
A gnostics o f  p a r t  fou r,w h ich  does seem to  be a  s p e c i f i c a l ly  

p o s t- 1960 developm ent. On th e  c o n t r a r y ,I  hope th a t  th e  views 
adduced w i l l  no t only  shed l i g h t  on p o st-1960  f i c t io n ,b u t  a lso  

on e a r l i e r  (perhaps much e a r l i e r )  t e x t s  to o . (For example,many 

n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  novels could  be c l a s s i f i e d  accord ing  to  th e  

f i r s t  two term s o f  th e  tr ich o to m y . )  The d a te s , th e re fo re ,d o  no t
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re p re s e n t th e  beg inn ing  and end o f  some d e f in a b le  s e t  o f l i t e r a r y  
c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  m an ifested  e x c lu s iv e ly  between them; th e y  provide 

a  q u a rry . The in t e r e s t  i s  th e m a tic ,n o t a u th o r ia l  o r  l i te ra try  
h i s t o r i c a l .

S ec tio n  Six* The Argument.

As I  have s a id , th e  th e s i s  aims to  examine a t t i t u d e s  tow ards 

human behav iour -  and ways in  which such a t t i t u d e s  can be in f e r ­
red  -  and to  s e t  th e  exam ination w ith in  th e  d is c ip l in e d  co n tex t 
o f  a  trich o to m y . The r e s u l t in g  model, i t  i s  h o p ed ,w ill be o f use 
in  th in k in g  about th e  novels d is c u s s e d ,th e  novels o f  th e  contem­
poraneous period,suid  novels  from o th e r  p e r io d s .

We s t a r t  w ith  G om pton-Bum ett,and th e  f i r s t  s e c t io n  d e a ls  w ith  
th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  novels as reco rd s  o f  c o n f l i c t .  The nex t two 

s e c tio n s  c o n s id e r  th e  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f th ^  moral code by which 
th e  charaCjfcers l iv e ,a n d  in  th e  f i n a l  s e c tio n  th e re  i s  an a ttem p t 

to  show how u n iv e rs a l (a s  opposed to  m erely lo c a l)  moral s i g n i f i ­
cance i s  ach ieved .

The d is c u s s io n  o f  Drabble a ls o  beg ins w ith  an account of th e  
p re s e n ta t io n  o f  f a m i l i a l  d isc o rd ; i t  th en  moves on to  c o n s id e r  how 
th e  n a rra to rs*  s e n s ib i l i t y  -  which I  id e n t i fy  w ith  th e  a u th o r 's  
in  one extended example -  and o th e r  f a c to r s  such as th e  novels* 
s tru c tu re ,p ro d u c e  th a t  sense o f ennui and f u t i l i t y  which I  suggest 
i s  A ugustin ian . A concluding  s e c tio n  d isc u sse s  th e  concep tual 
framework w ith in  which D rabble*s n o tio n s  about m o ra lity  a re  a i r e d .  
Throughout th e  pages on D rab b le ,th e re  a re  re fe re n c e s  to  Gompton- 
B u m e tt which se rv e  to  emphasize th e  common a re a s  in  t h e i r  m oral 

o u tlo o k .
W ilson d i f f e r s  from Gompton-Bumett and D rabble in  th a t ,a s  i t  

seems to  m e,there  i s  a  d i s t i n c t  m atu ra tio n  o f  moral v iew point 

(between th e  two novels d iscu ssed ) and i t  th e re fo re  seemed app­
r o p r ia te  to  d iv id e  th e  d isc u ss io n  in to  two unequal p a r ts ,o n e  f o r  

I ^ e _ C a l l , th e  o th e r  f o r  No lA uÿiln g ^Mat t e r , t o  c h a r t bo th  th e  
d if fe re n c e s  and th e  echoes. My main co n ten tio n  about W ilson 's  

p o s it io n  i s  t h a t  he i s  a  r u th le s s  exposer o f  th e  b ad ,b u t he 
ta k e s  an in d u lg en t view b ecau se ,as  he re p e a te d ly  show s,h is ch ar­

a c t e r s '  m otives alm ost always have some honesty  and goodness 

mixed up w ith  th e  b a se r  u rg ii^ is . They a re  preoccupied w ith  th e



e f f o r t  o f  r i ^ t  doing,how ever u n su ccessfu l they  might be in  th a t  
e f f o r t .  T h is  in d u lg en t view i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  humour and in  
th e  experim en ta l tech n iq u es ,an d  bo th  th e se  a sp e c ts  o f W ilson a re  
d isc u sse d .

When we come to  Murdoch,we see t h a t  h e r  n o v e ls , l ik e  W ilso n 's  
a t t r a c t  a  S a r tre a n  la b e l ,  ( I  am aware th a t  th e  M urdoch-Sartre 

p a r a l l e l  i s  overworked -  n o t ,o f  course ,som eth ing  t h a t  makes i t  
l e s s  t e l l i n g  -  so I  should  l ik e  to  make th e  fo llo w in g  p o in t; I  

do n o t use th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  p a r a l l e l  in  any s t r i c t l y  academ ic- 
p h ilo so p h ic a l s e n s f ; r a t h e r , I  use i t ,a n d  a s  I  th in k ,q u i te  p ro p e rly , 

as  th e  most s u i ta b le  la b e l  f o r  som ething which i s  a b s o lu te ly  cen­
t r a l  to  th e  n o v e ls ,n am ely ,th e  id eas  o f commitment to  a c t io n  and 

th e  need f o r  p e rso n a l fu l f i lm e n t .  These id eas  a re  e s s e n t i a l  to  

S a r tre a n  e x is te n t ia l is m ; invoking  them does n o t imply any r e fe i>  

ence t o , o r  i n t e r e s t  in , th e  f i n e r  p o in ts  o f  academic p h ilo so p h y .)

Murdoch ea rn s  h e r  P e lag ian  la b e l  on account o f  two fe a tu re s  
in  p a r t i c u la r :  th e  p o s it iv e  a s s e r t io n  o f s e l f  th rough a c t io n  which 
h e r  c h a ra c te rs  show,and an u b iq u ito u s  and in c re d ib ly  pow erful 
(a li> e it sometimes havoc-m aking) lo v e . Before we can d isc u ss  th e se  

two P e lag ian  m a n ife s tâ tions,w e have to  e x p la in  why i t  i s  th a t  
c e r ta in  n o v e l i s t ic  f e a tu r e s  cannot be tak en  in to  account a t  a l l ;  
w h y ,th a t is ,a n y  in fe re n c e  about m o ra lity  based on them \^ould be 
u n sa fe . These e x p lan a tio n s  in c lu d e  th e  ju s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  p la c in g  

so much emphasis on The I t a l i a n  G ir l ,and  com prise, e s s e n t i a l l y , a  
b r i e f  l i s t  o f a r t i s t i c  f la w s .

F in a l ly , in  p a r t  four,w e c o n s id e r  two A gnostic n o v e l is ts ;  novel­
i s t s  o f  e x tra o rd in a ry  o r ig in a l i ty  who f in d  them selves em barrassed 

by th e  n o v e l 's  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o le  o f m oral a r b i te r ,a n d  consequen tly  

w ish to  w rite  t h e i r  f i c t i o n  o u ts id e  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n .  Both tak e  as 
t h e i r  s t a r t i n g  p o in t or  r ath e r , th e  to n e  o f th o tojctD ta k es i t s- 

■otte p redom inantly from— th e  American g ro tesque,w hich  I  d e s c r ib e .
But a f t e r  th e  s im i l a r i t i e s  which th a t  e n t a i l s  have been absorbed , 

we see  t h a t  each develops a  unique s ty l e ,  A crude v e rs io n  o f  th e  
d if fe re n c e  between them i s  th is*  B a in b rid g e 's  fo rc e  i s  a  r e s u l t  

o f  th e  c re a tio n  o f  a  p a r t i c u la r  dom estic scenery  -  grubby, d e p re ss in g , 
l im i t in g  -  jo in ed  to  zany ev en ts ; B a i le y 's  w orld i s  f a r  more des­

p e ra te  (p h y s ic a lly  «md m en ta lly ) and much g r e a te r  ca re  i s  la v ish e d  

on complex p a t te rn in g . Both use te c h n ic a l  experim ent as  p a r t  o f 

t h e i r  r e t r e a t  from m oral commentary.
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GHAITER TWO* IVY OOMITON-BURNEZTT .



Ivy  Compton-Bumet t .

I  have d iv id ed  th e  d isc u ss io n  o f  Gompton-Bumett *s novels  in to  
fo u r  s e c t io n s .  The f i r s t  i s  an a ttem p t to  sug g est th e  b a s ic  n a tu re  
o f  dom estic l i f e  as  i t  i s  d e p ic te d ; t h a t  i s  to  say ,one th a t  i s  

dom inated by c o n f l i c t .  In  th e  second s e c t io n ,th e  a c tu a l behav iour 
o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  i s  showq to  be based on th e  two p r in c ip le s  o f 

d issem bling  and a u th o r i ta r ia n  ism. T hen ,in  th e  th i r d  s e c t io n ,!  sug­
g e s t  t h a t , a t  a  deeper l e v e l , th e  n a tu re  o f  th o se  p r in c ip le s  i s  shown 
to  be ex ped ien t and crude.

These th re e  s e c t io n s , in s o fa r  as  th ey  dem onstrate Gorapton-Bur- 
n e t t ' s  s c a th in g  a t ta c k  on th e  m oral s tan d a rd s  re p re s e n te d ,a re  a l l  
a  v i t a l  p a r t  o f  th e  a ttem p t to  show th a t  Gompton-Bumett i s  an 
A ugustin ian . To make th a t  argument even more p e rs u a s iv e ,!  have 

added a  fo u r th  s e c tio n  a rg u in g  th a t  th e  novels have a  u n iv e rs a l 
m oral r e le v a n c e ,r a th e r  than  one l im ite d  in  a p p l ic a t io n  to  the 
s p e c i f ic  s o c ie ty  d e sc r ib e d .

S ec tio n  One: The Novels as  Records o f  C o n f lic t .

J u s t  as  i t  i s  f a i r  to  say  th a t  Gompton-Bumett ' s  f a m ilie s  a re  

p a r t ly  i s o la te d  from t h e i r  d e f in in g  co n tex ts  o f  p eriod  and c la s s  
( a  p o in t to  be f u l l y  debated  l a t e r  ) ,s o  th e  fa m il/^ s  them selves 

a re  found to  be p h y s ic a lly  i s o la te d  in  t h e i r  r u r a l  m ansions. The 

r e s t r i c t e d  f ie tîd  o f  v is io n  p resen ted  to  th e  re a d e r  by v ir tu e  o f  
th e  ex c lu sio n  o f  non-fam ily  m a tte rs  i s  p a r a l le le d  by th e  s o c ia l  

i s o la t io n  which th e  c h a ra c te rs  ex p erien ce .

Any a ttem p t to  d e sc r ib e  th e  Gompton-Bumett fam ily  m u s t,!  b e l ie v e , 
p lace  a  s u f f i c i e n t  emphasis on t h i s  i s o la t io n .  The em otional en­
e rg ie s  and am bitious s t r iv in g s  which co n v en tio n a lly  f in d  o u t le ts  

in  th e  w ider community a r e , i n  Gompton-Bumett*s w o rld ,tu m ed  
inw ards to  the  home. Even th e  jobs h e ld  by th e  v a rio u s  c h a ra c te rs  

a re  o f  l i t t l e  h e lp  in  d i s t r a c t in g  t h e i r  a t te n t io n  from th e  domes­
t i c  scene; f o r  e i th e r  th e  work i s  to  do w ith  runn ing  th e  e s ta te  
i t s e l f  ( h a rd ly  an escap)e ) o r  i t  i s  work ( l i k e  Reuben's te ach in g  

in  A God auKi H is G if ts  ( l )  ) which h a rd ly  seems to  impinge on th e  

in d iv id u a l 's  l i f e  a t  a l l .
The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  f a m i l ia l  s o l i t a r i n e s s , t h i s  enclosed  world 

o f  p a re n ts  and c h ild re n  th row n ,perfo rce ,upon  each o th e r 's  company, 

i s  c o n f l i c t  o f  such in te n s i ty  a s  to  tu rn  draw ing room and d in in g  
room in to  b a t t le f ie ld s ,w h e re  th e  weapons a re  s t in g in g  words and



d i r t y  t a c t ic s ,a n d  th e  c o n te s t i s  c e a se le s s .  I f  we c o n s id e r  f o r  a 
moment,none o f  t h i s  i s  s u rp r iz in g . For th o se  whose l i f e  i s  con­
f in e d  to  th e  h e a r th ,th e  q u es tio n s  as  to  who i s  to  app o in t th e  gov­
e rn e s s , who i s  to  ten d  on fa the r,w ho  i s  to  ho ld  th e  p u r s e - s tr in g s ,  
a re  b i t t e r l y  d iv i s iv e .

My argument w i l l  be t h a t , i n  essence,G om pton-B um ett’s novels 
a re  re c o rd s  o f  such c o n f l ic ts ,a n d  th a t  th e  exam ination o f th e  
n a tu re  o f  how fam ily  member^ s tru g g le  a g a in s t  each o th e r  i s  

Com pton-B um ett’s  c e n t r a l  p reo ccu p a tio n . ( The b in a ry  n a tu re  o f 
th e  novels* t i t l e s  has a  very  s tro n g  f la v o u r  o f  opposed s id e s , )

I  s h a l l  t r y  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  th e se  p o in ts  w ith  re fe re n c e  to  The L ast
and th e  F i r s t , ( 2 ,)

I t  i s  no a c c id e n t t h a t  th e  novel opens w ith  a  s e r ie s  o f  squab­
b le  s j  th e  q u e s tio n s  as  to  who has th e  power to  decide th e  break­
f a s t  hour and when th e  f i r e  should  be l i t  p re f ig u re  th e  more 
s e r io u s  and c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  in  th e  novel,betw een Hermia and h e r

s tep -m o th er E l iz a ,  In  th e  f i r s t  c h a p te r  Hermia announces h e r  hope

o f  le a v in g  home in  o rd e r  to  h e lp  run  a  la rg e  school in  th e  nearby 
town; b u t i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  h e r  p ro je c te d  d ep a rtu re  has i t s  o r ig in  
in  E l i z a 'a  antagonism  tow ards h e r .  The s te p -m o th e r 's  penny-pinch­
in g  meanness -  such a s  when she ta k e s  Hermia to  ta s k  over having  
a  f i r e  in  h e r  room, even t h o u ^  i t  i s  co ld  -  i s  n o t m erely t h r i f t  

f o r  i t s  own s a k e ,b u t one o f  th e  m a n ife s ta tio n s  o f th e  e x e rc ise  o f 

power,which most o f  th e se  fa m ily  c o n f l ic t s  a re  ab o u t.

Hermia, r e a l iz in g  th a t  h e r  s tep -m o th er w i l l  always p ra c t is e  
fa v o u r itism  tow ards h e r  own c h i ld r e n , i s  in  a  sense conceeding de­

f e a t  in  h e r  p lan  to  le av e  home; she i s  acknowledging th a t  she w i l l  
n ev e r change h e r  su b o rd in a te  p o s i t io n ,  l e t  alone gain  any power.
B ut E l i z a , ty p ic a l  o f  a  Gompton-Bumett c h a ra c te r ,c a n  n o t r e s t  s a t ­
i s f i e d  u n le ss  she has a  g r e a te r  surrC«)Merj

'M ater may be g r a te f u l  to  me f o r  go ing ,T hat i s  where th e  
g r a t i tu d e  w i l l  l i e , '

*I d o n 't  know why my name i s  b r o u ^ t  in to  t h i s ,  '( ,sa id  E l iz a ,  
in  a  co ld  to n e , ' I  have n o th in g  to  do w ith  i t .  The change i s  
b e in g  made w ithou t re fe re n c e  to  me, Hermia has had h e r  f u l l  

r ig h t s  h e re . She would have hac| no more w ith  h e r  own m other,
I  d o n 't  know why she i s  a  m a r ty r . ' (p .2 3 .)
I t  i s  c le a r  from t h i s  exchange th a t ,a l th o u g h  E liz a  w i l l  gain  

from Hermia *s absence ( in s o fa r  a s  a  p o te n t ia l  cha llenge  to  h e r  
dom estic a u th o r i ty  w i l l  be removed ) she re s e n ts  any such move 

tow ards independence whiich r e le a s e s  Hermia from h e r  sphere o f
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in f lu e n c e . In  o th e r  w o rd s ,i t  i s  a  blow to  h e r  p r id e ; and she 
r e s e n ts , to o , th e  money th a t  Hermia w i l l  need to  buy in to  h e r  school 
p a r tn e rsh ip .

Gompton-Bumett i s  keen to  e s ta b l i s h  in  th e se  opening pages th a t  
th e  two a n ta g o n is ts  a re  n o t  l i k e ly  to  be a b le  to  reach  a  compro­

mise very  r e a d i ly ,a s  t h i s  exchange,concern ing  th e  fire ,show s*

'T h is  house i s  my home, ' s a id  h i s  d a u ^ t e r .  ' I  remain in  i t  
a s  I  have no o th e r .  I  am e n t i t l e d  to  human com fort under i t s  
r o o f . '

* Oh, come, you w i l l  have to  meet each o th e r ,  '  s a id  h e r  f a th e r .  
'Hermia w i l l  ask  you an o th e r tim ^ ,and  you w i l l  a rrange  what^ 

she needs. T hat s e t t l e s  i t  f o r  b o th  o f  y o u . '
' I f  I  f e e l  d isposed  to  a rrange  i t .  I t  i s  f o r  me to  d ec id e .

Whose house i s  i t  ? Hers o r  mine ? ' (p p .1 9 -20 .)

A prom inent fe a tu re  o f  a l l  th re e  novels in  th e  p e rio d  i s  t h a t  
th e y  n o t on ly  c e n tre  on power o o n f l ic t s ;  th e  c h a ra c te rs  them selves 

a re  f re q u e n tly  to  be heard  ta lk in g  about th e  n a tu re  o f  power. For 
e x a m p le ,E li ia ,in  what appears to  be a  k ind  iof ju s t i f i c a t i o n  fswr 
th e  sway to  which she la y s  claim ,announces* "But th e  yoke i s  n o t 
always e a s y ,o r  th e  burden l l # i t , "  ( p .2 0 .)  The obvious iro n y  h ere  -  
u n d e rlin ed  by th e  comedy o f  such h y p o c r i t ic a l  B ib l ic a l  c i t a t io n s  

w ith  a l l  t h e i r  doum ess ( such c i t a t io n s  be ing  an a c tu a l  f e a tu re  
o f  Edwardian s o c ie ty ,th e y  c o n s t i tu te  one o f  th e  s p e c if ic  m arkers 

which h e lp  us to  id e n t i f y  th e  p erio d  ) -  i s  c a u ^ t  in  Angus'
sp le n d id ly  d e f la t in g  rem ark a  l i t t l e  la te r*  " I  should  d e l i c t  to

have a  p lace  o f  power,and f a l l  in to  th e  p i t f a l l s  t h a t  b e s e t i t . "  

(p .2 0 .)
R e le n tle s s ly , E li;za b a t t l e s  o n ,b u t w ith  a  change o f  t a c t i c s .

She re p la c e s  th e  s h r i l l  in s is te n c e  w ith  an a ttem p t a t  a  p a th e t ic  
ap p ea l; she p re ten d s to  be s a c r i f i c in g  hj x s e l f  f o r  th e  r e s t  o f 

th e  fam ily*

'N ot a  very  g re a t  b e s t  i s  asked o f j/'ou, ' s a id  E liz a ,w ith  
a  f a i n t  sm ile . ' I  sometimes wonder i f  I  am r i ^ t  in  le ttin^g  
you a l l  go on so e a s i ly , ta k in g  ev ery th in g  and g iv in g  no th in g , 

indeed having n o th in g  asked o f  you. But I  d o n 't  see how I  can 
h e lp  i t ,b e in g  as  I  am. I  am n o t a  person to  expect much.Periiaps 

I  have le a rn ed  n o t to  b e . I f  a  m istake i s  b e ing  m a d e ,it i s  

m in e ,' ( p .2 I . )
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Of course,H erm ia i s  n o t taken  in  by t h i s  f o r  a  moment,but i t  i s  

in t e r e s t in g  th a t  h e r  r e t o r t  i s  s l i ^ t l y  o b l iq u e ,r e f le c t in g  h e r  
w eaker p o s i t io n .  Her p o in t i s  t h a t  th e  fam ily  owes n o th in g  f in a n ­
c i a l l y  to  E l iz a ,b u t  she has to  pu t i t  in d ire c tly *  " 'We tak^  the  
n e c e s s i t ie s  o f  l i f e ,*  s a id  Hermia. 'And ask  n o th in g  beyond them.'

I t  i s  F a th e r  who g ives us ev ery th in g  we have. We tak e  n o th ing  
from anyone e l s e . ' " ( p .2 1 .)

A l i t t l e  l a t e r ,  t h i s  d if fe re n c e  in  tone  between th e  two women., 

w ith  E l iz a  r e v e l l in g  in  hjpr a b i l i t y  to  be more e m p h a tic ,is  b r o u ^ t  
o u t again*

'We could manage f o r  o u rse lv es  i f  th in g s  were in  o u r hands. 
There would be no t ro u b le .  '

'W e ll,th ey  are  n o t in  your hands, '  s a id  E liiza ,w ith  a  l i t t l e  
l a u ^ ,  ' I t  i s  a  contingency  th a t  need n o t be c o n s id e re d ,a s  i t  

w i l l  n o t a r i s e .  Who and what do you imagine you a re  ? ' ( p .2 1 .)

The phrase "w ith  a  l i t t l e  l a u ^ "  sp le n d id ly  cap tu re s  E l i z a 's  
sn e e r in g  trium ph. At th e  end o f th e  c h a p te r ,sh e  allow s h e r s e l f  

to  become a g i ta te d , r e v e r t in g  to  p a th e tic  ap p ea l,an d  e x p re ss in g  
r e g r e t  t h a t  she has had to  do most o f  th e  th in k in g  and managing*
" I  w ish I  had n o t done i t .  I  would n o t do i t  ag a in . I  w i l l  n o t go 
on do ing  i t .  I  w i l l  fo llow  H erm ia 's example and th in k  o f  m y se lf ."  

(p*23 .) The f i r s t  th re e  sen ten ces  a re  b la ta n t ly  u n tru e ,th e  fo u r th  
i s  t r u e  a lre a d y . As E liz a  s in k s  in to  te a r s  and th e  c h a p te r  c lo se s  
w ith  h e r  husband g iv in g  conso la tion ,w e see how e x tra o rd in a r i ly  

p ra c t ic e d  E l iz a  i s  in  f a m i l ia l  c o n f l i c t .
In  chg |'*er two th e  c la sh  over th e  schoo l p lan  c o n tin u es ,w ith  

E l iz a  determ ined th a t ,  i f  she cannot p rev en t H erm ia 's d e p a rtu re , 

she can a t  l e a s t  h u m ilia te  h e r:

'There w i l l  be th in g s  to  le a rn  b efo re  I  can ta k e  my p a r t  

in  i t . '
'T here w i l l  be one t h i n g ,* s a id  E liz a .  'How to  c o n s id e r a  

number o f  people b e s id e s  y o u r s e l f . '  ( p .32 . )

C hapter th re e  opens w ith  ou r f i r s t  glim pse o f  th e  G rim stones, 
and i t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t  r i ^ t  away we a re  faced  w ith  squabbles -  
about c u t t in g  th e  haM and th e  f a t ,a n d  p u n c tu a lity  -  which d i r e c t ly  

echo th e  H erio t b re a k fa s t  ta b le .  Such c o u n te rp o in tin g  se rv es  to  

p o in t ou:t th a t,w h a te v e r  f in a n c ia l  d isagreem ents might develop l a t e r
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between th e  fam ilije s ,th ey  a t  l e a s t  share  a  common bond in  t h e i r  
e x p lo i ta t io n  o f  t r i v i a ,  Amy's qu ip  about th e  ham ( " I t  dom inates 

t2\<^)Sideboard,but i t  need h a rd ly  th e  same to  our l iv e s "  ( p .4 l )  ) 
i s  n o t m erely comic; i t  emphasizes th e  p o in t t h a t  such t r i v i a l  
m a tte rs  do dominate t h e i r  l i v e s .

These opening ch ap te rs  o f The L ast and th e  Fi r s t  a re  ty p ic a l  
o f  C om pton-B um ett's p re se n ta tio n  o f  c o n f lic t*  th e re  i s  a  c o n f l i c t  
o f  r e a l  in t e r e s t s  ( such as  involve s ta tu s  o r  money, f o r  example ) 
and th e re  i s  a  v e rb a l s p a r r in g . Sometimes t h a t  v e rb a l s p a r r in g  
ta k e s  up th e  fundam ental is su e s  d i r e c t ly ;  more o f te n , i t  r e f l e c t s  
them o b liq u e ly  through a  t r i v i a l  squabb le . I t  i s  an o b l iq u i ty  in  

keeping  w ith  th e  c h a ra c te r s ' p ra c t ic e  o f d issem b ling .

Se c t i on Two* D issem bling and A u th o r i t s g i^ i sm.

Most o f  th e  a d u l t  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e se  novels  l iv e  by a  code o f 

behav iou r whose c h ie f  f e a tu re s  a re  d issem b ling  ( and I  in c lu d e  here 
bo th  o u t r i ^ t  d ecep tio n  and le s s  obvious dev iousness ) and a u th o r­
ita r ia n is m .

We see th e  fo rc e  o f th e  p ra c t ic e  o f  d issem b ling  in  E l i z a 's  
e x p o s it io n a l "Nothing goes deeper th an  m anners." (L J ’ . , p . l 6 . )  At 
f i r s t  g lance a  comic p a ra d o x ,it  in  f a c t  en sh rin es  th e  supremacy 

o f  "seem ing",w hich sometimes p re v a i ls  a g a in s t  lu d ic ro u s  odds. F or 
exam ple,so wonted a re  th e  conventions o f  u n t r u th , th a t  even s t a t e ­
ments m a n ife s tly  absurd  even in  t h e i r  f ig u ra t iv e n e s s  a re  u n h e s ita ­

t in g ly  deployed* " 'You d o n 't  mean th a t  she w i l l  d ie  ? '  s a id  Joanna. 
'You know she w i l l  n o t.  You must know no one w ill,w ho i s  h e r e . ' " 
(G .G .,p .7 8 .)  T his goes beyond conven tional reassu ran ce  in to  h ab i­

t u a l  d i s to r t io n .
So much depends upon how in d iv id u a ls  p ro je c t  them selves. In  th e  

c o n fro n ta tio n  between Merton and h is  f a th e r  a t  th e  end o f c h a p te r  
e lev en  o f  A God and His G ^ t s ,Hereward saves fa c e  by sim ply ig n o r­

in g  th e  h o s t i l e  to n e , and p re ten d in g  to  construe  th e  I ro n ic  words 
a s  m erely  l i t e r a l .  The im portan t f e a tu re  o f  t h i s  manoeuvre i s  t h a t  

both men know e x a c tly  what th e  o th e r  in te n d s ,b u t Hereward can never­
th e le s s  f e e l  t h a t  he has n e g o tia te d  some t r ic k y  ra p id s  d e f t ly .  To 

ap p ea r to  have won,even when n o t only  the  a tta c k e d  b u t th e  a t ta c k e r  

i s  aware o f th e  r e a l  c a s e , i s  tantam ount to  having  won.
When e x p o se d ,c u lp r its  express no rem orse; t h i s , i n  i t s e l f , i s  n o t 

a  d ecep tiv e  mano^Tivre,but one n ecessary  to  savt^ fa c e  in  many c a se s .



They ev ince  only  a  s u lle n  offhandedness a t  hav ing  to  pu t up w ith  

th e  oonsequenoes o f d isco v ery . T h is , to o , i s  a  m a tte r  o f  s e l f - p r o ­
je c t io n ;  i f  you appear n o t to  f e e l  th e  w e i ^ t  o f g u i l t ,  i t  may be 
t h a t  you w i l l  n o t be a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  immoral a t  a l l ,  L av in ia , 
on h e r  d isco v e ry , and f u l l y  re a l i  z in g  th e  p o te n t ia l  f o r  e v i l  in  

a l l  t h a t  surround h e r ,a tte m p ts  t h i s  k in d  o f  nonchalance ,bu t she 

i s  n o t so su c c e ss fu l as H inian,w hose b r i l l i a n c e  re s id e s  in  h is  

d a r in g . H e,of c o u r s e , is  found n o t o n ly  to  have d es tro y ed  Ransom's 

w i l l ,b u t  i s  shown up f o r  th e  w orst k in d  o f  h y p o c rite ,b y  h is  having  
been so censo rious over h i s  d a u g h te r 's  f a u l t .  H is bravado ta k e s  
him f u r th e r  even th an  s e lf -e x o n e ra tio n ; he a lm ost c o n g ra tu la te s  

h im se lf  on f a l l i n g  to  tem p ta tio n ; " I  met i t  and f e l t  I  d id  b e t t e r  
t o  y ie ld  to  i t .  I t  was in  a  way a  tem p ta tio n  n o t to  y ie ld .  I t  
would have spared  me much," ( The M i^ ty  and % e i^  F a l l  (3)»p.I5^.) 
Nobody i s  dece ived , b u t th e  outrageous d a r in g  and sh e e r  b razenness 

o f  N in la n ’s  p o s tu r in g  allow s him to  r e t a in  fam ily  power.
Those who would seem im portant,m aking e x tra v ag an t c laim s f o r  

th e m se lv es ,a re  l i k e ly  to  succeed t h r o u ^  sh e e r  n e rv e , J o c a s ta  i s  
a b le  to  say  u n f lin c h in g ly ; "My sons were n o t equal to  me. There 

i s  o f te n  an o u ts ta n d in g  member in  a  fa m ily ."  ( L .F .,p,7I,) Hereward 
t e l l s  Rosa; " I  know I  am a  man o f  f u l l  n a tu re ,  I  know I  am b u i l t  

on a  la rg e  s c a le ."  ( G,G,,p,7.) They a re  th e  ones to  dom inate. On 
th e  o th e r  hand ,those  who p re se n t them selves a s  o rd in a ry  -  Reuben, 
f o r  example,who fo re v e r  p lea  »  h is  la c k  o f  uniqueness ( " I  an t r e a ­

d in g  in  h e  u su a l s te p s "  ( G,G,,p,l36 ),"I sh a re  th e  g en era l view 

o f  t h a t .  We a re  a l l  l i k e  everyone e l s e . "  (p . 137) ) -  a re  th e  ones 

w ith  l e a s t  power.
So in s id io u s ly  p erv asiv e  i s  th e  d o c tr in e  o f  "seeming" t h a t  even 

th o se  c h a ra c te rs  whom we m ight c o n s id e r  good, l ik e  S i r  M ichael 
E g e rtc n ,a re  shown to  u t t e r  s u b tle  b u t heavy iro n ie s  -  and iro n y  
i s , p a r  e x c e lle n c e ,th e  method f o r  c lo ak in g  innuendo and d isap p ro v a l 

in  a p p a re n tly  harm less l i t e r a l  se n se . When Z i l la h  t e l l s  S i r  M ichael 
t h a t  she has ne^^s f o r  him ,he a t  f i r s t  assuHOs lh a t  she i s  to  marry 
A lfred , b u t soon ascert^sins t h a t  i t  i s  HerewarM who i s  to  wed. In  
c o n g ra tu la t in g  bo th  Z i l la h  (m istaken ly ) and th en  H erew ard ,S ir 
M ichael manages t o  in tro d u ce  a  no te  d is s e n t  w ith  an ob liq u en ess  

a l l  th e  more o b je c tio n a b le  f o r  i t s  n o t b e ing  openly v o ic ed . To 
Z i l la h  he say s; "And i f  he [A lf re d ]  was younger and n o t a  widower, 

he would n o t be th e  man you choose."  To Hereward he say s ; "We r e ­
jo ic e  w ith  y o u , i f  you r e jo i c e .  And o f  course you do",and  "We must
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choose from th e  people we m eet.” (G .G .,p .4 8 .)

In  a  s e n se ,th e  most conclusive f a c to r  o f  a l l  in  ou r aw areness 
o f  "seem ing" i s  in  th e  (dialogue o f  a l l  th e  c h a ra c te r s . The very  

f a c t  o f  su rfa c e  r e s t r a i n t , th <  p re se rv a tio n  o f  sang f r o i d , and th e  
use o f  e f f ic ie n t,m e a su re d  to n es  g iv in g  ex p ress io n  to  what a r e ,s o  

o f te n ,d e e p ly  a g i ta te d  fe e l in g s  rang ing  from extreme h u m ilia tio n  
to  murderous r a g e , i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  p re te n ce . In  "Wie d iv o rce  between 
words and what th ey  t r u l y  p u rp o rt l i e s  th e  e s s e n t ia l  masquerad!e.

A dult fa lseh o o d  in  Gompton-Bumett makes perhaps i t s  most 
d ram a tic  impret^sion when i t  i s  c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  na ive  innocence 

o f  th e  c h ild re n ; n o t an innocence which makes them b lin d  to  hypo­

c r i s y  andi s e l f i s h n e s s ,b u t  one w h ich ,no tw ithstand ing  t h e i r  acu te  
p e rc e p tio n  o f  a d u l t  f o i b l e s , f a i l s  to  warn them to  be s i l e n t .  H ius, 
H e n g e s t,a t e le v e n ,is  e a s i ly  ab le  to  g rasp  th e  r e a l  is s u e  involved  
in  N in ia n 's  forthcom ing m ai/riage. He asks about th e  f ia n c e e : "Wi.'ll 

she be o v er Grandma,or w i l l  Grandma be over h e r  ?" (M J’ . , p . I 3 . )
The a d u l ts  im m ediately move in  w ith  th e  l i e s ;  Miss S ta rk ie  a f f e c t s  

m ild  shock ("What a  q u es tio n  to  a sk î They w i l l  n o t see  th in g s  in  

t h a t  way" ( p .30) ) w hile N in ia n 's  approach i s  s l i ^ t l y  more s u b t le ;  

"She w i l l  manage th e  house,and  Grandma w i l l  ad v ise  h e r ."  ( p .3 1 .)
In chapter four of A God and Hits Gifte,we have another typi­

cally  b rillian t example of effective contrast,as the prattling 
perspicacity of the children i s  shown alongside Ada's giving vent 
to her chagrin,for the f ir s t  time,over Hereward's liaison with 
Emmeline. Seven-year oi!jd Salomon blurts out; "Father ou^t to love 
you,and not Aunt Emmeline." (p.55.) It i s  Salomon,a l i t t l e  later, 
who realizes that the party games are a cover-up; "The game isn 't  
a real one. I t  is  only meant to hide something.” (p.5^.)

I t  i s  c le a r  from b o th  th e se  examples t h a t  Gompton-Bumett c h i l ­
d ren  l e t  no th in g  elude them ,and a re  ab le  to  g rasp  th e  crux  o f a  
g iven  s i t u a t io n , to  th e  g re a t  embarrassment o f  t h e i r  e ld e r s .  T h e ir  
innocence r e s id e s  in  t h e i r  n o t having  l e a r n t  th e  ru le s  o f  d is c r e e t  

s i le n c e .  I t  i s  th e re fo re  a  c e n t r a l  p reoccupation  o f  th e  a d u l ts  to  
i n s t i l  th e se  ru le s ,a n d  supp ress any overp lu s o f  spontaneous obser­
v a t io n .  At fourteen ,A gnes has absorbed s u f f i c i e n t  o f th e  d o c tr in e  

to  say  o f  th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  L a v in ia 's  g u i l t ;  " I  h a v e n 't  s a id  a  

word . . .  I  knew i t  was t h a t  k ind  o f th in g ."  (M .F .,p .I I5 .)

E lijew here ,ch ild ren  a re  fobbed o f f  to  d iscou rage  in q u iry . H engest, 
when he asks about T e re s a 's  ag e ,h as  to  re p e a t  hi'S q u es tio n  b e fo re  
he i s  accorded an answ er,and in  t h i s  e x tra c t ,L e a h 's  c u r io s i ty  i s
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doused by evasive  ab s trac tio n *  " »I wonder what began th e  be ing  
under f>eopie,*said Leah,

•Examine in to  your h e a r t  and you w i l l  know* s a id  h e r  f a th e r .  " 
(M .P .,p .I2 .)

Once ag a in  we see th e  ju x ta p o s itio n  o f  sim ple u tte ra n c e  w ith  ' 

empty r i i e to r ic .  But i f  r h e to r ic  i s  n o t enough#then r e l ig io n  i s  

made to  s e rv e . A lth o u ^  h e r s e l f  a  d is b e l ie v e r ,S e l in a  uses God 

a s  a  d is c ip l in a ry  d ev ice : "H engest,you though t we d id  n o t know.

B ut th e re  was Someone Who knew. Gan you t e l l 'm Who saw what you 
d id ,a n d  saw in to  your h e a r ts  a s  you d id  i t  ?" (M J f . ,p .2 I .)  L a te r  

on ,N in ian  ag rees w ith  h is  m other who t e l l s  him th a t  God i s  u s e fu l 
because " th e  id e a  o f  b e ing  watched i s  discouraging.** ( p .72 . )

We can see  t h a t  th e  c h ild re n  a re  given a  rigiorous t r a in in g  in  
hypo crisy  and "seem ing"; a t  a  t e l l i n g  moment,when th e  newly-weds 

a re  re tu rn in g  home. Miss S ta rk ie  in s t r u c ts  Leah and H engest: "Seem 
to  be g lad  to  see them ." ( p .97*) But perhaps th e  b e s t  example o f 
a l l  i s  t h a t  o f  H enry 's  experiences towards th e  end o f  A^God^and’ 

Hi s  G i f t s . When he asks f o r  h is  deceased g ra n d fa th e r ,h e  i s  to ld :
"He has been too  i l l . "  ( p .217 .) Then Merton t r i e s  to  d e f le c t  

i n t e r e s t  away from S i r  M ichael by ta lk in g  about Maud. Even th e  
s e rv a n t G alleon says n o th ing  when Henry " c o rre c ts "  him over th e  

" S ir "  ad d ress  to  Hereward ( who has in h e r i te d  th e  t i t l e  ) . F in a l ly ,  

Henry i s  to ld  by h is  fa th e r*  "You w i l l  n o t see Grandpa again"
( p .218) w hich ,being  in s u f f ic i e n t ly  c l e a r  and e x p l ic i t ,r e m a in s  

u n re g is te re d  by th e  c h i ld .  The nurse comments: "He i s  too  young 

to  u n d e rs ta n d ."  ( p .2l 8 . )
T h is  remark by th e  nurse  i s , o f  co u rse ,h e a v ily  i r o n i c . G erta in ly  

Henry i s  to o  young to  in t e r p r e t  th e  d o u b le -ta lk  o f th e  a d u l t  w orld , 
b u t h e 's  n o t to o  young to  a p p re c ia te  th e  f a c t  o f  d ea th  i f  p u t to  
him w ith  th e  s o r t  o f s t r a i ^ t f o r w a r d  honesty  he d e s p e ra te ly  needs. 

In  a l l  h i s  v e rb a l c o n ta c ts  th r o u ^ o u t  th e  novel he i s  h a rd ly  ab le  
to  g e t a  sim ple answer o r  ex p lan a tio n . The n ex t g en e ra tio n  o f cun­

n in g  t a lk e r s  i s  in  th e  making.
Henry i s  a c tu a l ly  a lread y  s u f fe r in g  th e  consequences o f  h is  

lAioney environm ent; he i s  e g o t i s t i c a l  and mendacious. The a d u l ts ,  

unaware o f what they  a re  doing , b l in d  to  th e  bad example t h a t  they  
a re  s e t t in g ,p u t  t h i s  down to  h is  be ing  s p o i l t .  In  a  ty p ic a l  e p i­

sode , Henry im pu lsively  r i p s  up a  p ic tu re  o f a  ho rse  t h a t  he h a s ' 

drawn: " 'The g o d -lik e  s p i r i t ,  '  s a id  Salomon. 'He c re a te s  l i f e  

and d e s tro y s  i t .  H is f a t h e r 's  s o n . ' " (p .2 2 0 .)  Not f a r  beneath
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th e  su rfa c e  humour,we see the  awful p ro sp ec t o f  a  c h i ld  being  

chea ted  o f  h is  p o te n t ia l  f o r  good, and s te e r e d  r e l e n t l e s s ly  along  

th e  ro ad  o f  "seem ing",tow ards s im i la r i ty  w ith  h is  f a th e r .
Such fo rebod ing  f o r  H enry 's fu tu re  i s  immeasurably s tren g th en ed  

in  th e  f i n a l  scene o f th e  novel, Maud and Henry a re  be ing  encoura­

ged to  be on good term s: Henry should  give Maud h is  p e n c i l .  Maud 

shou ld  show Henry h e r  p ic tu re .  But th ey  rem ain s u r ly  and an tago­

n i s t i c .  Then Hereward jo c u la r ly  in q u ire s  whom Henry would wish to  

m arry ,and  th e  novel c lo se s  w ith : " 'D ear l i t t l e  Maud,* s a id  Henry, 
in  a  tone o f  ending th e  m a tte r to  ev e ry o n e 's  c o n te n t."  ( p .2 24 .) 

H o r r i f i c a l l y , i t  seems th a t  he has a lre ad y  understood  th e  d re a d fu l 
le s so n  o f  h is  f a th e r  -  th a t  th e  woman you d esp ise  o r  f e e l  in d i f f e r ­
e n t  tow ards i s  th e  woman you m arry. The d issem bling  a f f e c t io n  and 
fak e  p r e t t in e s s  o f  Henry’s th re e  words i l l u s t r a t e  h is  p re c o c ity  
in  f a l s e  seeming. The f i n a l  iro n y  i s  t h a t , i f  th e  m arriage weire to  
go a h e a d ,i t  would o f course be in c e s tu o u s ,a s  th e  c h ild re n  a re  
h a l f - b r o th e r  and h a l f - s i s t e r .

I t  should  be c le a r  from th e  examples t h a t  we have looked a t  so 

f a r  t h a t  th e  c h a ra c te rs  do n o t d issem ble m erely f o r  th e  sake o f 
i t ;  th e  p ra c t ic e  i s  used to  s tren g th en  t h e i r  p o s i t io n  in  th e  do­
m e stic  c o n f l i c t s  which form th e  bases th e  n o v e ls . We can see 
th e  t r u t h  o f  t h i s  in  one p a r t ic u la r  a re a  o f d issem bling  -  s e c re c y .

The theme o f secrecy  i s  r a th e r  complex because Gompton-Bumett 

appears to  have an am bivalent a t t i tu d e  tow ards i t .  On th e  one hand, 
th e re  a re  occasions when someone w ithholds cruci(>l in fo rm atio n  f o r  

p u re ly  s e l f i s h  reaso n s ; b u t on th e  o th e r  h and ,secrecy  i s  supported  

by c h a ra c te rs  p resen ted  in  a  m orally  su p e r io r  l i g h t .
F o r ex am p le ,it seems to  me th a t  Hugo i s  po rtray ed  as m orally  

s u p e r io r  to  h is  b ro th e r  N in ian ,n o t because h is  am bitions o r  d e s ir e s  
a re  l e s s ,b u t  because he adm its to  h is  n a tu re . N inian always t r i e s  
to  tu rn  h is  pique in to  advantage ("Of course I  am d isa p p o in te d .
I  m i ^ t  be a  l e s s e r  m an ,if I  were n o t ."  ( p . l 66) ) w h ils t  Hugo o ra s  

up: " I  want to  l iv e  on in h e r i te d  means and co n sid e r on ly  one person 
b e s id e s  m yself. I  knew I  was a  l e s s e r  m^n." ( p . l 66) ( 4 .)

N ow ,this m orally  s u p e r io r  Hugo a c tu a l ly  warns T eresa away from 
t r y in g  to  u n rav e l th e  fam ily  s e c r e t s :  "A fam ily  i s  i t s e l f .  And o f 
course th in g s  axe hidden in  i t .  They oould h a rd ly  be exposed. You 

w i l l  be w ise n o t to  know about them. Think o f  Miss S ta rk ie ,  spending 
h e r  l i f e  t r y in g  to  keep them h id d en ."  (p p .4 9 -5 0 .)

On th e  o th e r  hand, Gompton-Bumett p re se n ts  us elsew here w ith  

equcdly n o n -v illa in o u s  c h a ra c te rs  who a re  a g a in s t  h id in g  th in g s .
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Ada M erton rem arks; " I  do n o t th in k  f e e l in g s  shou ld  be h id d e n ,I  

have n e v e r su b sc r ib e d  to  t h a t  sch o o l o f  t h o u ^ t .  A nything t h a t  i s  

th e re  m ust g ive  i t s  s ig n s .  A nything d o e s ,a s  f a r  as  I  have s e e n ,"  

( G .G ,,p .2 I I . )  The f i r s t  two se n te n c e s  seem to  be th e  v o ice  o f  
v i r t u e , f o r  th e y  oppose d is s e m b lin g ,b u t th e  f i n a l  two sen ten c es  

e s ta b l i s h  th e  p ragm atic  r a t io n a le  f o r  t h a t  v i r t u e  -  e f f e c t iv e ly ,  

one w i l l  n ev e r be a b le  to  dece iv e  o th e rs  c o m p le te ly ,so  one m i ^ t  

a s  w e ll come c le a n  from th e  s t a r t .

H aving made i t  c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  am bivalence abou t s e c re c y  e x i s t s ,  

i t  sh o u ld  be s a id  t h a t  i t  i s  s t i l l  t r u e  t h a t  s e c re c y  i s  u sed  by 

th e  w rongdoers to  m a in ta in  t h e i r  p o s i t io n s ;  n o t j u s t  by co n ce a lin g  

wrongs a lre a d y  com m itted ,o r in  th e  o f f in g ,b u t  a l s o  in  m a tte rs  l i k e  

m a rr ia g e .F o r  e x a m p le ,it  i s  r a r e l y  commented on t h a t  s u f,to rs in  

G om pton-Bum ett v e i l  th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e i r  p ro sp e c tiv e  w ives u n t i l  

th e  f ia n c e e  i s  a c tu a l ly  in tro d u c e d  to  th e  househo ld . T h u s ,in  chap­

t e r  two o f  The M lÿ ity  ^ d  % e i r  F a l l ,N in ia n * s  announcement o f  h î s  
fo rthcom ing  m arriage  d o e s n 't  in c lu d e  any m ention o f  th e  name o f  th e  

in te n d e d . The male E g erto n s  in  A God ^ d  H is G if ts  d is p la y  a  s im i­

l a r  squeam ishness o v e r names. At f i r s t , o n e  m i ^ t  be tem pted  to  

a t t r i b u t e  t h i s  to  th e  s o r t  o f  extrem e p rudery  whicdi l in k s  a l l  

s e x u a l m a tte rs  wiidi th e  d i s r e p u t a b le ,u n t i l  a  m arriage  s e rv ic e  magi­

c a l ly  tra n s fo rm s  th e  s i t u a t i o n  by p re s e n t in g ,a s  i t  w ere ,a  f a i t  

accomp l i , a g re e a b le  f o r  i t s  r e s p e c ta b le  f a m i l i a r i t y .  A ccording to  

t h i s  th e o ry , th e  m ention o f  a  f i a n c e e 's  name a t  an e a r ly  s ta g e  o f  
th e  c o u r ts h ip  would be a  m inor indecency , com parabM  to  an open 

acknowledgement o f  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  d e s i r e .  T h is  view m i ^ t  be 

seen  to  gpvin su p p o rt from  th e  f a c t  t h a t  p h y s ic a l d e s i r e  i s  a l l u ­

ded t o  in  G om pton-Bum ett w ith  extrem e in freq u e n cy , and in  th e  few 

exam ples which do e x i s t , t h e  coyness i s  ex ag g e ra ted ly  c ircu m sp ec t, 

a s  in  t h i s  e x t r a c t  from The L a s t and th e  F ^ t  (Hermia has re c e iv e d  

h e r  o f f e r  o f  m arriage from  H am ilton, and comments t h a t  th e  o v e r-"  

b e a r in g  E l iz a  must now see  h e r  in  a  new l i ^ t ) : " '4 f e  must a l l  do 

t h a t  in  a  w ay,'said  M a d e la in e . 'I t  does su g g e s t th e re  i s  som ething 

ab o u t you t h a t  we m issed  in  o u r  fa m ily  l i f e .  T h o u ^  t h a t  may 

h a rd ly  be th e  sphere  f o r  i t . •

'F o r  what a ro u se s  f e e l in g  a t  f i r s t  s i ^ t  ?• s a id  R oberta . 'No, 

i t  i s  n o t  th e  sp h e re . I t s  i«?pportunities a re  d i f f e r e n t .  '  " ( p .7 9 .)  
And th e  s u b je c t  i s  d ropped .

B ut th e re  i s  a n o th e r  fo rc e  f a r  more pow erful th a n  t h i s  p rudery  

w hich makes th e  would-be husband r e lu c ta n t  to  dw ell on th e  proposed



w ife : she i s  an o u ts id e r ,a n  unknown f ig u r e  who i s  t o  be i n s t a l l e d  

in  th e  m id st o f  th e  fam ily ,m ade p riv y  to  a l l  t h e i r  th o u g h ts  and 

a s p i r a t io n s .  The p h y s ic a l and em otional i s o la t io n  o f  th e  Cbmpton- 
B u m e tt  fa m ily  makes i t s  members h o s t i l e  to  th e  in e v i ta b le  shock 

which th e  in t ro d u c tio n  o f  a  new member e n t a i l s .  How much th e y  

d read  th e  em barrassm ent o f  hav ing  t h e i r  "ways" examined unsym­

p a t h e t i c a l l y , and f e e l in g  t h e i r  f a u l t s  and w eaknesses s e c r e t ly  

je e re d  a t !  T h is  sen se  o f  v u ln e r a b i l i ty  to  o u ts id e  c r i t i c i s m  occu rs 

tim e and a g a in  in  th e  novels,w hen a  m arriage  i s  in  th e  o f f in g .

How much more i s  t h e i r  a p p re h e n s io n ,th e re fo re ,in  co n tem p la tin g  

n o t m erely  a  newcomer b u t  a  new power,someone w ho,in  T ere sa  C h il­
t o n 's  c a s e ,w i l l  occupy th e  second p la ce  ^ o f f i c i o ,an d  in  th e  p ro cess  

a c tu a l ly  su p p la n t an o u trag e d  L a v in ia , We a re  back w ith  th e  p re ­

o ccu p a tio n  wi*Ui power in  th e  hom e,over who i s  to  d i r e c t , t o  a p p o in t, 

to  p re s id e .  I t  i s , t h e r e f o r e , f a r  more th e  f a m i ly 's  f e a r  and d read  

o f  a  new power to  reckon  w ith ,th a n  a  r e t r e a t  from s e x u a li ty ,w h ic h  

inform s th e  f u r t iv e n e s s  o f  th e  p o te n t ia l  husbaM  in  d is c u s s in g  h i s  

ap p roach ing  m a rriag e . In  m a in ta in in g  a  v < l l  o f  secre,cy he i s  th e  

b e t t e r  a b le  t o  manage p o te n t ia l  o p p o s itio n .
C om pton-B um ett's  d e p ic t io n  o f  s e rv a n ts  i s  in ten d ed  to  r e in fo rc e  

th e  p e s s im is t ic  view o f  human n a tu re  which i s  e v id e n t in  th e  p re ­

s e n ta t io n  o f  t h e i r  m a ste rs  and m is t r e s s e s .  T h is  h o ld s  t r u e  in  th e  

m a tte r  o f  d is se m b lin g . In  t h i s  e x tra c t ,G a l le o n  has ov erh ea rd  th e  

d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  ad o p tio n  p la n ;

G alleon  e n te re d  a s  Hereward w ent on ,w earing  a  fa c e  so  ex p res­

s io n le s s  a s  t o  su g g e s t c o n tro l  o f  i t .

'O h,you have h e a rd ,G a lle o n ! '  s a id  Salomon. 'Oh,we ought to  
have t h o u ^ t  o f  i t . '

' I  d id  n o t  h e a r , s i r ,  '  s a id  G a lle o n ,s p e c ify in g  no f u r th e r .

' I  d id  n o t  mean you cou ld  h e lp  i t .  '

G alleon  ag a in  d id  n o t  h e a r .

'We know you w i l l  keep yo u r own co u n se l. '

' I t  i s  b e s t  a s  I  have s a i d , s i r .  '

'You w i l l  f o r g e t  a n y th in g  you h ea rd  ? '

'N o , s i r , i t  i s  b e s t  as I  have s a id ,*  (G.G. , p p . I I 8- I I 9 . )

G alleon  h e re  i s  n o t r e a l l y  ly in g  to  th e  f a m ily ,o f  co u rse ,b ecau se  

he knows f u l l  w e ll t h a t  th e y  know t h a t  he i s  n o t speak ing  th e  t r u t h .  

F u rth e rm o re ,th ey  adm ire him f o r  h i s  d issem b lin g ,b ecau se  i t  i s  th e



id e a l  s o lu t io n  to  th e  problem  o f  hush ing  up th e  ad o p tio n  p la n ; 
th e  a d m ira tio n  i s  ex p ressed  in  Reuben’s  "We can o n ly  look  up to  

y o u ,G a lle o n ."  ( p . I I 9 . )
Not a l l  th e  ca se s  o f  d issem b lin g  a re  s im i la r ;  some a re  o u t r i ^ t  

l ie s ,so m e  a re  m ild  d e c e p tio n  b u t  som e,such a s  th e  example above, 

a re  h a b i tu a l  p re te n c e s .  What u n i te s  them a l l  i s  a  f e a r  and a  d i s ­

t r u s t  o f  &'|>enness and p la in  d e a l in g ,  em phasized in  t h i s  exchange 

betw een J o c a s ta  and E r ic a ; " * . . .  i t  i s  n o t  a  day f o r  b e tra y in g  

th e  h idden  s id e  o f  y o u r s e lv e s .’

’Which days a re  th e  ones f o r  t h a t  ?• s a id  E r ic a .  ’I  have n ev e r 

known them . ’ " ( L ,F . ,p .9 ô . )

D is se m b lin g ,th e n ,is  adopted  as  p a r t  o f  th e  m oral code, p a r t  o f  

th e  approved behavioiiT.. B ut i t  i s  n o t  o n ly  in  in d iv id u a l  c a s e s , 

b u t  iTin th e  v e ry  n a tu re  o f  th e  p r e s e n ta t io n , th a t  we come to  r e a l i z e  

i t .  We a re  made v e ry  aware when rei^ding Com pton-Bum ett t h a t  what 

i s  p re se n te d  i s  a  p a r t i a l  r e n d i t io n  o f  «xi im agined w hole; th e  con­

sequence o f  n o t hav in g  f a c e s , g e s tu r e s , p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n s ,e x p ­

l i c i t  commentary on lo c a le  and s e t t in g ,e v e n  a u th o r ia l  pronounce­
m ent, i s  t o  make th e  r e a d e r  f e e l  t h a t  he h as  been l e f t  b l in d fo ld  

in  a  room ,w ith  o n ly  v o ic e s  a s  a  g u id e . Of co u rse ,ev en  t h i s  image 

g ra n ts  to o  m uch ,fo r re a d e rs  a re  r a r e l y  h e lp ed  d i r e c t l y  in  th e  mat­

t e r  o f  to n e  and e n u n c ia tio n . R e in fo rc in g  th e  problem a re  two o th e r  

c o n s id e ra t io n s .  F i r s t , t h e  f r e q u i t  d e c e p tio n  and la c k  o f  s t r a i ^ t -  

fo rw ardness  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s  t h a t  we a lre a d y  n o te d  (which 

in c lu d e s  th e  chasm between th e  demure rem arks and th e  s e e th in g  

p a ss io n s  t h a t  so  o f te n  l i e  b e n e a th ) ,a n d  s e c o n d ly ,th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  

"u n d ers tan d in g "  w hich p r e v a i l s  in  fa m ily  convers’c4 ions by w hich 

p o in ts  can be sc o re d  and w e i ^ t y  m a tte rs  d ec id ed  a lm o st w ith o u t 

a n y th in g  e x p l i c i t  h av in g  been u t t e r e d  a t  a l l .

A good example o f  t h i s  l a s t  o ccu rs  in  A God and H is Gif-te dur­
in g  th e  d eb a te  ab o u t th e  ad o p tio n  p la n . Merton and Hereward a re  

th e  sp e a k e rs ;

•The d e c is io n  would shape your l i f e . ’ [H erew ard]

• I f  I  made i t , I  sho u ld  mean i t  t o .  I t  would be th e  reaso n  

o f  i t . ’

T here was a  p ause .

•Have you n o t made i t  ? • s a id  Hereward g e n tly ,b e n d in g  
tow ards him .

• I  h a v e ,F a th e r . There can o n ly  be one. I  can make no o th e r .*
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'You a re  su re ,M erto n  ? Sure in  your h e a r t  ? Sure f o r  th e  
y e a rs  o f  your l i f e  ? '

*I am ,F a th e r, t  have no d o u b t. I  see I  could  have n o n e , '
'Then i t  i s  th e  b e s t  one , . . *  (pp ,IO O -IO I.)

The most obvious p o in t  to  be made i s  tih a t th e  a c tu a l  d e c is io n  

i s  n o t d i r e c t l y  made known to  th e  re a d e r  w ho ,in  t h i s  example as 

e lse w h e re ,h a s  to  i n f e r  i t , o f t e n  w ith  l i t t l e  confidence,freim  th e  

c o n te x t .  S e c o n d ly ,th e re  i s  u n c e r ta in ty  su rro u n d in g  th e  n a tu re  o f  

th e  moment o f  d e c is io n ,w h ic h  o b v io u sly  occu rs  d u rin g  th e  pauseI 
The two a l t e r n a t iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r e :  e i t h e r  Merton g iv e s  some 

f a c i a l  g e s tu re  S u g g estin g  r e s o lv e ,o r  M erton 's  t o t a l  s i le n o ^  i s  

in t e r p r e te d  by Hereward a s  i t s e l f  s ig n a l l in g  th e  making o f  a  

d e c is io n .  B ut even a s  Hereward e x p re s se s  a ssu ran ce  t h a t  h i s  son" 

has come to  a  d e c is io n  -  when he says,"H ave you n o t made i t  ?"  -  

we c a n 't  be su re  w hether he a l s o  has eq u a l ( o r  indeed  any) a s s u r ­

ance abo u t what t h a t  d e c is io n  i s .  O ne 's  ex p erien ce  o f  passages 

such a s  t h i s  i s  t h a t , f a r  from b e in g  e q u a lly  to m  between a l te r n a ­

t i v e s ,  one i s  a lm ost c e r t a in  o f  th e  t r u e  meaning; a lm o s t,b u t n o t 

co m p le te ly . T hat lu rk in g  a re a  o f  d o u b t , i t  seems to  m e ,is  d e l ib e r ­

a t e ly  c u l t iv a te d  by G om pton-Bum ett. I n s o fa r  a s  th e  r e a d e r  i s  
r e q u ir e d  to  make ta x in g  in fe re n c e s  -  n o t  o n ly  in  in t e r p r e t i n g  

d ia lo g u e ,b u t  in  e s ta b l i s h in g  th e  m inute d e t a i l s  o f  when a  ch arac­

t e r  e n te r s  a  room ,and how much h as  been oveiA eard -  th e  whole 

re a d in g  p ro cess  c r e a te s  th e  sen se  o f  a  w orld  based  on s h i f t i n g  

s a n d s ,a  w orld  in  which judgem ents need to  be p ro v is io n a l .

The need f o r  such p ro v is io n a l  judgeiments i s  hom e o u t by th e  

n a tu re  'o)£ th e  p lo t  developm ents,w hich  a re  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

Buspenisie-laden and le a d  to  d ram a tic  developm ents which re q u ire  

u s  to  r e a s s e s s  o u r p rev io u s  v iew s. E l iz a  H e r io t 's  sanctim on ious" 

p o s tu r in g s  a t  th e  s t a r t  o f  The I ^ t  and th e  F i r s t  end up a s  a c tu a l  

w rongdoing when she co n ce a ls  th e  co rrespondence . In  The .Mj^ÿity  aaid 

Thei r  F a l l  N in ian  denounces L av in ia  when she i s  ex p o sed ,b u t th e  

whole p ic tu r e  o f  r e l a t i v e  g u i l t  i s  r a d ic a l l y  a l t e r e d  when he him­

s e l f  g iv e s  in  to  th e  te m p ta tio n  to  d e s tro y  th e  wrong w i l l .  I t  i s  

o f  co u rse  t r u e  t h a t  th e s e  m oral rea sse ssm en ts  cease  to  be a  s u r ­

p r iz e  t o  th o se  who f re q u e n t C om pton-B um ett's  n o v e ls ; b u t  th e  sense  

o f  th e  unknown, o f  c h a ra c te r s  who a re  b la c k e r  th a n  th e y  seem a t  

f i r s t , f o r c e s  a l l  r e a d e rs  to  f e e l  t h a t  th e y  a re  in  a  w orld  which 

c a l l s  f o r  p ro v is io n a l  r a th e r  th a n  f ix e d  judgem ents.
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A lthou#! I  th in k  t h a t  G ompton-Bum ett d isap p ro v es  o f  t h a t  psirt 

o f  h e r  c h a ra c te rs*  b eh av io u r t h a t  I  have c a l le d  d is s e m b lin g ,th e re  

a re  r e s e rv a t io n s  to  be m ade,as th e re  were when we d isc u sse d  h e r  

a t t i t u d e  to  s e c re c y . The s o r t  o f  f o r t h r i ^ t  sp eak in g  which ch a r­
a c te r iz e s  T r i s s i e  in  A God and H is G if ts  does n o t seem to  me to  ' 

be o f f e re d  to  us a s  th e  com plete answ er. C onsider t h i s  exchange ' 

betw een h e r  and Hereward; " ’Do you always speak  th e  t r u t h  ? ’

• I f  I  can . Then th e re  i s  n o th in g  to  remember. And words mean 

so m e th in g .* " ( p . l 4 3 . )
At f i r s t  s i ^ t  t h i s  ap p ea rs  to  have a  h o m ile t ic  s im p l ic i ty ,  

w ith  T r i s s i e *8 h o n esty  i r o n i c a l ly  c o n t r a s t in g  w ith  th e  c e n t r a l  

v i l l a i n  o f  th e  s to r y .  T hat e lem ent i s  c e r t a in ly  th e r e ,b u t  s u re ly  

C om pton-Bum ett i s  a l s o  poking fu n , in  a  v e ry  m ild  w ay ,a t T r i s s ie  *s 

ingenuousness . I t  i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  a p p a re n t in  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  con­

v e r s a t io n  w ith  H erew ard,w ith  th e  l a t t e r ’s  s e x u a l innuendos p a ss in g  

u n n o ticed  by h e r .  I t  i s  h in te d  a t  in  h e r  name; B e a t r ic e , th e  ty p e  

o f  innocence . In  th e  quo ted  e x c h a n g e ,T r is s ie  makes an a s tu t e  p o in t ,  

b u t  I  th in k  t h a t  th e  i r o n ic  d is ta n c e  between h e r  and Compton- 

B u m e tt  shou ld  warn u s  n o t t o  assume t h a t  Gom pton-Bum ett i s  an 

advocate  o f  a b s o lu te  f o r t h r i ^ t n e s s  on every  o cca s io n .

No, th e  rea so n s  we must g iv e  to  show t h a t  Gompton-Bum ett d i s ­

approves o f  h e r  d issem b lin g  char’ia c te rs  a re  n o t  d o c t r in a i r e ;  th e y  
emerge from th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  p o rtra y e d  s i t u a t io n s .  F i r s t , t h e  

d issem b lin g  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  based  on s e l f i s h  and even e v i l ,m o tiv e s .

I t  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  t i e d  up w ith  th e  d e s i r e  t o  conceal some wrong­

d o in g , such  a s  Hereward*s a tte m p ts  t o  h id e  h i s  p a te r n i ty .  Secondly , 

th e  way t h a t  th e  c h i ld re n  atre fobbed  «?ff in  t h e i r  genuine e n q u ir ie s ,  

and th e  way t h a t  /paren ts p re te n d  to  r e s p e c t  p r in c ip le s  (such  a s  

th o se  o f  C h r is t i a n i ty ,  in  th e  example we sss )̂ a re  f o r c e f u l  in d ic ­

a t o r s .  The p r a c t ic e  i s  so p e rv a s iv e  t h a t ,  even when th e  danger o f  

a  damaging r e v e la t io n  i s  no lo n g e r  in  q u e s tio n , i t  p e r s i s t s  as  a  

k in d  o f  co n v e n tio n a l ro u th n e  -  such  a s  in  o u r example o f  G alleon  

denying  what he had o v eriiea rd . T h i rd ly ,th e r e  i s  a  s t ro n g  a i r  o f  

s t e a l t h  and unwholesome g u ile  which accom panies th e  v a r io u s  

in s ta n c e s  o f  d issem b lin g ; we become aware o f  i t  by v i r tu e  o f  th e  

n a tu re  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs*  supposed ly  c o n f id e n t ia l  c o n v e rs a tio n s .

The u n tim ely  in te r r u p t io n s  and eavesdropp ing  to  which th e y  a m  

s u b je c t  foam a  p a r t i c u l a r ly  s o rd id  c o n te x t.  F in a l ly , Gompton- 

B u m e tt has made i t  a  r u le  of h e r  f i c t i o n  t h a t ,  n o tw ith s ta n d in g  

a l l  t h e i r  e f f o r t s , t h e  c h a ra c te r s  * s e c r e t s  w i l l  be re v e a le d . At 

th e  v e ry  le a s t ,o n e  would be j u s t i f i e d  in  co n clud ing  from  t h i s  t h a t
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p re te n c e ,o f  th e  k in d  we have been c o n s id e r in g ,i s  m ostly  shown to  
be f u t i l e ;  an^’ a t  th e  worst,oi^\^ cou ld  say  t h a t  th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  

o f  r e v e la t io n  i s  n o t u n lik e  th e  most p r in c ip le d  s t o r ï e s  in  which 
e v i l  i s  alw ays puniiShed; a n d ,fo llo w in g  t h i s  p a ra l le l ,w e  cou ld  

conclude t h a t  th o se  who a re  shown to  be caugh t ev ery  tim e must 

be engaged in  som ething which th e  a u th o r  c o n s id e rs  wrong.

The second basic principle which underlies the morality of 
Compton-Bumett's powerful characters is  authoritsirianism. I  don’t  
think we need to spend too much time establishing that th is i s  sot 
Jocasta’s enjoining silence during a meal because of her "nervous 
strain" (LJ’.,p .46),Selina in The Mighty y^d T^eir Fall te llin g  
a  man of twenty-two (Hengest) to take h is hands out of his pockets; 
these are routine examples of Compton-Bumett’s fam ilies’ petty 
domestic tyranny. They o ffset the far from petty exercises of 
rigid  authority which viei more determinedly for out attention.
F o r exam ple,from  w hat I  have a lre a d y  su g g es ted  abo u t The I ^ t ^^ d  

th e  F i r s t , I  th in k  we can see  t h a t , a t  one l e v e l , t h e  n o v e l i s  ab o u t 

E l iz a  and J o c a s ta  t r y in g  to  impose t h e i r  w i l l  on t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  

fa m ilf ie s . E l i z a ’s  c o n f l i c t  w ith  Hermia i s  u n s e t t l in g  to  th e  

mer because Hermia*s d e p a r tu re ,a n d  consequent in d ep en d en ce ,in  

re d u c in g  th e  number o f  people under h e r  sw a y ,a u to m a tic a lly  reduces 

E l i z a 's  power and a u th o r i ty .  Jo c a s ta * s  h igh -han d ed n ess,an d  h e r  

s u c c e s s fu l  a tte m p ts  to  em barrass Amy when th e  g i r l  i s  w ith  

f r i e  d s  a t  th e  sch o o l c o n c e rt,e ire  n o t exam ples o f  mere p e tu la n c e . 

They a re  u n p le a sa n t rem inders o f  th e  enormous scope a v a i la b le  to  

th e  pow erfu l to  a f f e c t  th e  l i v e s  o f  th o se  «round them . In  A^God 

and H is G i f t s , t h a t  s o r t  o f  power i s  s tro n g  e n o u ^  to  fo rc e  Reuben 

in to  d e f e r e n t i a l  p o l i te n e s s  even when he i s  p r o te s t in g  to  h i s  f a th e r  

t h a t  th e  l a t t e r  sh o u ld  s to p  f o s te r in g  th e  grow ing In tim acy  between 

him and Reuben’s  f ia n c e e .

One o f  th e  c h ie f  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  C om pton-B um ett’s  a u th o r i­

t a r i a n  w orld  i s  a  r i g i d  h ie ra rc h y ,w h ic h  i s  b ased  on f e a r  and 

contem pt I f e a r  o f  th e  mi^re p o ^ ^ r fu l,  contem pt o f  th e  l e s s .  The low 

re g a rd  in  w hich g o v ern esses  a re  h e ld  has been a  c o n s ta n t elem ent 

in  C om pton-B um ett’s  w ork,from  th e  Miss Bunyan o f  D a u ^ te m  m d  

Sons (5 ) fd e sp ise d  because o f  h e r  meek su b m iss iv e n e ss ,to  th e  Miss 

St^vdcle in  The Ml^ t y  and T h e ir  F a l l ,who,on th e  v e ry  f i r s t  page, 

i s  th e  s u b je c t  o f  d e f l a t in g  rem arks ab o u t h e r  weakness f o r  fo o d .

I t  i s  th e  chlJ.dren,w ho have l e a m t  t h i s  contem pt b u t n o t y e t  app­

r e c i a te d  t h a t  i t  must be c lo th e d  in  u rb an ity ,w h o  make us see  th e
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s i t u a t io n  so  f o r c e f u l ly .

S e rv a n ts ,o f  c o u r s e ,f a re  w orse th a n  th e  governesses,w ho a re  

saved  from  th e  w o rst in d ig n i t i e s  by t h e i r  occupancy o f  an undefined  

m iddle ground in  s o c ia l  s t a t u s  o f  which fe ^ ' f e e l  v e ry  s u re .  I t  i s  
a  ty p i c a l  Com pton-Bum ett joke t h a t ,  in  The Mlÿit y  and T h e ir  F a l l , 

S e l in a  sho u ld  t e l l  A inger t h a t  th e  new boy,whose name i s  B s rc iv a l ,  

must g e t  used  to  b e in g  c a l le d  Ja m e s ,fo r  th e  f a m i ly 's  conven ience, 
James b e in g  th e  name o f  th e  p rev io u s  incum bant. I t  i s  a  jo k e , 

how ever,w ith  a  b i t t e r  e d g e ,fo r  i t  in d ic a te s  th e  in s id io u s  e x te n t  

t o  w hich even b a s ic  f e e l in g s  a re  d is re g a rd e d . In d e e d ,th e re  i s  an 

im p lied  assum ption  th a t ,b e in g  a  s e rv a n t and th e re fo re  low ly . P e r- 

c iv a l  i s  u n lik e ly  to  have t h i s  k in d  o f  woundable s e n s i b i l i t y .

The iro n y  o f  th e  s e r v a n ts ' p o s i t io n  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  a  co n tin u a^  

t i o n  and e x te n s io n  o f  th e  a u th o r i t a r i a n  regim e u p s t a i r s , i n s o f a r  a s  
th e  s e r v a n ts ’ d e a l in g s  w ith  each o th e r  a re  concerned . F o r exam ple, 

s e n io r  s e rv a n ts  lo rd  i t  o v e r  th e  ju n io r s  w ith  th e  same lo f t y  

arro g an ce  to  which th e y  in  tu r n  a re  s u b je c te d  by the:i.r em ployers, 

T h u s ,a l th o u ^  q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  in  age and tem peram ent,A inger and 

Cook have a  bond behreen  them d e r iv in g  *^From t h e i r  p o s i t io n  above 

t h ^  fe llo w s ,w h ic h  h e ld  them to  a  l i f e  a p a r t , "  (M .F ,,p ,2 5 .)

The contem pt accorded  to  s e rv a n ts  and governesses  e x te n d s ,o f  

c o u r s e , to  members o f  th e  fa m ily , J o c a s ta  "d id  n o t esteem  people 

f o r  b e in g  dependent on h e r s e l f "  (L ,F . ,p ,4 3 ) ,s h e  i s  "n o t d isp o sed  
t o  a f fo rd  him [O s b e r t]  more th a n  t h i s , o r  esteem  him more f o r  h is  

en fo rced  accep tan ce  o£ i t "  (p .4 3 ) ;  a n d ,to  c i t e  a  h i l a r io u s  case 

o f  vague in t im a tio n  which a ls o  comes u n d er th e  "cantem pt" h ead ing , 

"Jo casta . f e l t  t o  him [H am ilton ] a s  h e r  s<ni,but had h e r  own view 

o f  him a s  a  m an,and was in  no d an g er o f  h e r  nam esake 's h i s to r y . "  

( P .4 3 .)
I t  i s  t h i s  a l l - p e rv a d in g  co n tem p t,th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  f a m i l i e s ' 

h i e r a r c h y ,r a th e r  th a n  t h a t  h ie ra rc h y  i t s e l f ,w h ic h  makes i t  c l e a r  

t o  us t h a t  Com pton-Bum ett i s  a t ta c k in g  a  r i g i d  s tru c tu rie  o f  

power. I t  makes Hermia compare home l i f e  to  " th e  fo r c e s  t h a t  

c ru ih  th e  im pulses o f  l i f e . "  ( L .F . ,p .3 9 . )

We h a rd ly  need more p ro o f o f  C om pton-B um ett's  antagonism  to  
a u th o r i t a r i a n  h ie r a r c h ie s ,b u t  t h i s  passage seems to  be a s  c l e a r  

an  in d i c a to r  a s  one co u ld  hope to  f in d  ihat th e  tru ism  concern ing  

th e  tendency  o f  power t o  c o r ru p t i s  b e in g  a ff irm e d  in  th e se  n o v e ls ;

The power in  th e  fa m ily  was v e s te d  in  E l iz a ,a s  h e r  husband 

l e f t  i t  w holly  in  h e r  h ands,and  had m oreover w il le d  th e  p rop­
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e r ty  to  h e r ,  in  t r u s t  a t  h e r  d e a th ,b u t  s u b je c t  (jo h e r  c o n tro l  

d u rin g  h e r  l i f e .  She w ie lded  th e  power as  she t h o u ^ t  and 
m ean t,w ise ly  and w e l l ,b u t  had n o t escaped  i t s  in f lu e n c e . Auto­

c r a t i c  by n a tu re ,s h e  had become im possib ly  so ,an d  had come to  
f in d  c r i t i c i s m  a  d u ty , and even an o u t l e t  f o r  energy  t h a t  had 

no o th e r .

Hermia re s e n te d  h e r  power and h e r  use o f  i t  . . .  and Madel­

a in e  c u l t iv a te d  an a f f e c t io n  f o r  h e r  [ E l iz a ]  . . .  ( L .F . ,p . I 7 . )

We see  e x p l i c i t l y  h e re  th e  view t h a t  au to c racy  le a d s  t o  th e  

e x e r c is e  o f  power f o r  i t s  own sak e ,an d  t h a t  i t  a l ie n a te s  th o se  

u nder i t s  sway. I t  g e ts  o u t o f  c o n tro l  (" A u to c ra tic  by n a tu re ,  

she  had become im p o ssib ly  so " )  and i s  p a r t l y  a  r e s u l t  o f  a  l i f e  

o f  co n fin ed  o p p o r tu n ity  ("an  o u t l e t  f o r  energy  t h a t  had no o th e r " ) .
Such co n fin ed  o p p o rtu n ity  le a d s  to  o th e rs  b e in g  co n fin e d ,an d  

in  ways f a r  more in s id io u s  th a n  th o se  r e s u l t i n g  from mere penny- 

p in c h in g , C h a ra c te r is t ic a l ly ,w e  a re  o f fe re d  one o f  C om pton-B um ett’s 

most p e n e tra t in g  in s ig h ts  in to  how f a r  t h i s  can go in  a  to n e  o f ’ 

a p p a re n t in so u c ien ce : Miss Murdoch has su g g es ted  t h a t  Amy has 

"a  v e in  o f  independen t t h o u ^ t "  ; " ’I  c a n ’t  im agine i t  in  Amy’s  

c a se , * s a id  J o c a s ta ,a s  i f  t h i s  would p re v e n t i t , a s  i t  was p robab le  

t h a t  i t  w ould ."  ( L .F . , p .6 l . )

A nother c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  Com pton-Bum ett can be seen  to  le v e l  
a g a in s t  th e  h ie r a r c h ic a l  s t r u c tu r e  i s  connected  w ith  th e  e la b o ra te  

r u le s  govern ing  names and naming. A u to c ra ts  must be s u i ta b ly  add­

re s s e d ,a n d  d is ta n c e  must be p re se rv e d ,w ith  d i f f e r e n t  "ran k s"  allow ed 

d i f f e r e n t  d eg rees  o f  f a m i l i a r i t y .  Thus, in  % e M ig h ty ^ d  T h e ir  
F^ l ,Tere&\a*s p o s i t io n  in  th e  a u th o r i ta r i a n  s t r u c tu r e  has a  d i r e c t  

b e a r in g  on what she i s  to  be c a l le d .  The L a tin  "m ater" I® su g g es ted , 

a s  i t  i s  a  "compromise between th e  a c tu a l  word and fa m ilia r ity .* *

( p .4 3 . )  T h is  id e a  i s  abandoned ,along  w ith  "M other" "Mrs M iddleton" 

i s  b r i e f l y  canvassed  b u t  w ins no fa v o u r; f in a l ly ,N in ia n  g iv e s  an 
a d ju d ic a t io n ;  "W ell,L av in ia  and E gbert can say  T e re sa ,an d  th e  r e s t  

o f  you n o th in g  . . .  T hat w i l l  se rv e  f o r  th e  t im e ."  ( p .4 6 .)

The q u e s tio n  o f  naming i s  connected  w ith  th e  dom estic  power 

s tm c tu r e ,a n d  c r i t i c s  no rm ally  approach i t  from t h i s  a n g le . But 

we can a l s o  view i t  i n  a n o th e r  l i ^ t .  I  su g g e s t t h a t  th e  te d io u s  

r ig m aro le  needed to  s e t t l e  th e  naming problem re p re s e n ts  t h a t  p e t­

t i n e s s  o f  mind and a t t e n t i o n  to  t r i v i a  which p e rfo rc e  looms la rg e  

in  a  s o c ia l  system  in  w hich people s ta n d  on ceremony. Such ceremony, 

however q u a i n t , i s  meant t o  r e in f o r c e  th e  h ie r a r c h ic a l  v a lu e s ,b u t



Com pton-Bum ett shows u s  t h a t  concern  f o r  th e  ceremony i t s e l f ,  

r a t h e r  th a n  i t s  v a lu e  a s  an instrum ent,becom es o b se s s iv e . We r e c a l l  

t h a t  E r i c a ’s  comment ab o u t th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  ham w a s ," I t  dom­
in a te s  th e  s id e b o a rd ,b u t i t  need h a rd ly  do th e  same to  o u r l i v e s . "  

( L .F . , p .4 i . )  But th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e s e  l i v e s  a re  dom inated by t r i v i a ,  

bogged down in  d is p u ta t io n  o v e r th e  r u le s  o f  precedence -  w hether 

i t  be a im in g ,th e  power to  h i r e  s e rv a n ts ,o n e ’s  p o s i t io n  a t  th e  

d in n e r  t a b l e , t h e  c o n tro l  o f  th e  p u rfe  s t r in g s  -  i s  an obvious 

in d ic tm e n t o f  a  h ie r a r c h ic a l  s o c ie ty  which needs th o se  r u le s  in ',  

th e  f i r s t  p la c e .

One o f  th e  mwst r i g i d  form s o f  a u th o r i ta r ia n is m  in  th e  fa m ily  

which i s  s u b je c te d  to  c r i t i c a l  s c r u t in y  i s  th e  s u b je c t io n  o f  women 

by men,and i t  is u s e fu l ly  c o n s id e re d  because c r i t i c s  o f te n  f a i l  

t o  p ic k  i t  up in  d is c u s s in g  Compton- B u rn e t t .  I  th in k  th e re  a re  

two re a so n s  f o r  t h a t ;  f i r s t , t h e y  see  i t  a s  m erely r e f l e c t i n g  th e  

s o c ie ty  d e p ic te d ,a n d  n o t a  theme w hich can shed  l i ^ t  on th e  m oral 

p reo cc u p a tio n s  o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  w r i te r ;  s e c o n d ly ,th e  f a c t  t h a t  

th e re  a re  many fem ale ty r a n t s  in  th e  canon m ight seem to  argue t h a t  

women’s  s u b je c t io n  to  men can h a rd ly  be a  r e a l  is s u e  in  th e se  

n o v e ls .

I  w ant t o  e x p la in  why I  d is a g re e  w ith  th e se  p rem ises b e fo re  

p re s e n tin g  th e  case  i t s e l f .  The f i r s t  prem ise overlo o k s th e  way 

t h a t  Gom pton-Bum ett in t e g r a te s  th e  m a te r ia l  on women’s  r o le s  w ith  

o th e r  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  th e  a u th o r i ta r i a n  s t r u c tu r e ;  we s h a l l  be 
s e e in g  how t h i s  works n o t o n ly  in  te rm s o f  what h ap p en s ,b u t th e  

5) w tspokenness w ith  which i t  i s  re c o rd e d . In  c o n s id e r in g  th e  second 

prem ise we can r e f e r  back to  th e  passage I  c i t e d  abo u t E l i z a ’s  

power, n o tin g  ag a in  th e  ph rase  "an o u t l e t  f o r  energy  t h a t  ha^ no 

o th e r" ,w h ic h  a lre a d y  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  d r i f t  in to  s t r i c t e r  au to ­
c rac y  i s  p a r t ly  In v o lu n ta ry . T h u s ,th e  f a c t  t h a t  b o th  men and wo­

men fKAll t o  th e  same te m p ta tio n  -  th e  im proper e x e rc is e  o f  power -  

has n o th in g  to  do w ith  th e  s e p a ra te  m a tte r  o f  th e  in g ra in e d  h a b i t  

o f  m ascu line  supreDK^'cy. The s t r e n g th  and o p p ress iv en ess  o f  t h a t  

supremacy we s h a l l  now exam ine,leurgely w ith  re fe re n c e  to  A God 

8̂  H is Gif  t e .

To b eg in  w i th , th e r e  a re  a t t i t u d e s  o f  b a s ic  contem pt f o r  women. 

When Hereward i s  t r y in g  to  e x p la in  to  th e  fa m ily  th e  f in a n c ia l  

d i f f i c u l t y , i n  c h a p te r  tw o ,Joanna in te rp o s e s  a  p le a t " I  don’t  

u n d e rs tan d  money m a t te r s ."  Hereward ta k e s  t h i s  up a s  a  g e n e ra l 

t r u t h  f o r  a l l  w om en,for he c o n tin u e s ; "But I  must ask  my f a th e r  

to  h e a r  me. He cannot keep h i s  eyes from th e  t r u t h ,  I  have no
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choice hut to force i t  upon him. He is  not a woman." (G .G .,p.l9.) 
A t the beginning of the novel,when Hereward has been rejected by 
Rosa as a husband,he t e l l s  her; "You could be the f ir s t  person in 
my l i f e .  You choose to be nothing,and i t  i s  what you w ill be,"
(p .9 .)  Women who are not married -  or not connected to men in 
some power alliance -  may easily  become "nothing". The fact that 
the women know th is forces them to accept that they w ill be used, 
and i t  i s  these relationships of exploitation to which I now want 
to turn.

The way in which Zillah ministers to Hereward*:s a r tis tic  talent, 
acts as a buffer between him and h is responsibilities,protects 
his amorous secrets by backing schemes like the adoption plan  ̂
i s  a typical case. Compare i t  with th is  speech of Ada’s to her 
father: "You are to have more than a son,Father. You w ill have a 
fellow-worker. There w ill be a healthy rivalry. The scholar and 
the novelist pitted against et̂ ch other. With me as the intermed­
iary, ensuring that i t  remains healthy. Well, i t  i s  a character l '  
can f i l l .  I t  i s  the sort of secondary one that fits  me. Indeed 
a l l  the parts I am to play w ill be suited to myself." (p.42.)

The woman’s role as "secondary",as an "intermediary",is comp­
lemented by the reference to the playing of parts,which suggests 
a sort of mechanical domestic routine ,a  world in which individual 
personality is  not recognized,

Ada has to accept that men a ne allowed to get away with more ' 
than women,that special rules apply. Speaking of her own l i f e  and 
that of Hereward’s,Ada says; "Not that we can enter on i t  on quite 
equal terms. That is  a thing that cannot be. Mine i s  an open sheet, 
with everythlif^ written on i t  plainly for your eyes. Yours w ill  
have i t s  spaces and erasures. A man's l i f e  i s  not a woman’s . I am 
not a woman to expect i t ."  (p.43.) Ada’s statement is  a circumlo- 
cutary granting of permission to Hercwa d to continue h is infide­
l i t i e s ;  as a woman,she hasn’t  the power to deny permission,but by 
ELlluding to i t  at all,however obliquely,she has put herself in^o 
a stronger position. Again,when Emmeline i s  pregnant, she has to 
be sent away; Hereward,on the other hand,outfaces his accusers.

In The Mi^ty and Their F a ll, i t  i s  clear that most of the family 
are aware that some of the blame for Lavinia’s deceit is  owing to  
Ninian’s using her, and then discarding her when he wished to maa^. 
Ransom,who speaks vvlth a certain mom I authority in the novel, com­
ments tersely; "You needed a companion and used her as one. And 
threw her away when you chose another." (pp.I3l-I32.)
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Even th e  "good" c h a ra c te r s  see  women in  a  s u b s id ia ry  r o l e .  S i r  

M ichael, e x p re s s in g  p r id e  in  h i s  c h i ld r e n ,  de d a r e s  t h a t  he i s  "Proud 

o f  my son f o r  what he ac h ie v e s ,a n d  o f  my d a u ^ t e r  f o r  th e  h e lp  

she g iv e s  h im ." ( p .2 3 .)  Forced  to  a c c e p t t h i s  s u b s id ia ry  r o le , th e  
xvtomen compete in  o rd e r  to  secu re  a  fav o u red  p la ce  b es id e  a  power­

f u l  man. T h us,T eresa  c h a lle n g e s  L av in ia*s p la ce  n ex t to  N in ian , 

and Ada f e e l s  ch ea ted  o f  th e  o s e s t  p la ce  n e x t to  h e r  f a th e r ;

" I  d id  hope to  be h i s  r i g h t  hand in  o th e r  w ays,and to  be se«n by 

him a s  such . But i t  w as n o t to  b e . Aunt Penelope loomed to o  l a r g e ."

(P .3 5 .)
E sp e c ia lly  in  A God and H is G i f t s , Gom pton-Bum ett u ses  th e  theme 

o f  women’s in fe riis> rity  in  s t a tu s  a s  one more v e h ic le  f o r  h e r  a t ta c k  

on th e  a u th o r i ta r i a n  s t r u c tu r e .  The f a c t  t h a t  t h a t  iiA fe r io r ity  i s  

p e rn ic io u s  can be seen  from  th e  r e s u l t s ;  s t r i f e  among women them­

s e lv e s ,  and th e  enormous c o n c e it  o f  men l i k e  N in ian  and Hereward 

which i s  p a r t l y  th e  r e s u l t  o f  f in d in g  them selves w ith  w i l l in g  

fem ale h e lp e r s .

S e c tio n  T hree ; The N ature o f th e  C h a ra c te rs ’ M o r d i te .

C om pton-B um ett’s  a t t a c k  i s  n o t m erely  e f f e c te d  th ro u g h  a  re n ­

d e r in g  o f  such s p e c i f i c  f e a tu r e s  o f  b eh av io u r a s  we have d isc u sse d ; 

she a ls o  makes i t  c l e a r  t k a t  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  M/r c h a r a c te r s ’ 

m o ra lity  can be ex p lo red  and exposed to o .

One o f  th e  p o in ts  most i n s i s t e n t l y  u rged  i s  t h a t  th e  c h a r a c te r s ’ 

m orality  i s  based  on th e  ex p ed ien t r a th e r  th a n  th e  id e a l .  In  o rd e r  

t o  develop  t h i s  p o in t , I  wayvt to  r e f e r  b r i e f l y  to  J.G .U rm son’s  e ssay , 

" S a in ts  and H e ro e s" .( 6 . )  Urmson p o in ts  o u t t h a t  c e r t a in  groups o f  

people -  th o se  su g g es ted  by th e  t i t l e  among them -  a c t  acc o rd in g  

to  t h e i r  own m oral codes,w hich  l a t t e r  a re  s u p e r io r  to  th o se  gen­
e r a l l y  ag reed  by s o c ie ty  a t  l a rg e ,  Urmson i s  concerned to  d is c u s s  

th e  d i f f i c u l t y  we have o f  sa y in g  on th e  one hand t h a t  th e  s a in ts *  

code i s  b e t t e r  f o r  s o c ie ty ,a n d  on th e  o th e r ,b e in g  u n w illin g  to  

advoca te  t h a t  i t  shou ld  ta k e  th e  p la ce  o f  th e  i n f e r i o r  one; an 

u n w illin g n e ss  stemming from  a  r e c o g n it io n  o f what one can reaso n ­

a b ly  ex p ec t o f  f r A i l  hum anity .

Urmson wants; t o  add a  f o u r th  f a c t o r  to  th e  o ld  trich o to m y  o f 

a c t io n s ;  d u t ie s ,p e rm is s ib le  a c t io n s ,a n d  wrong a c t io n s .  The f a c t o r  

to  be added i s  any case  o f  a c t in g  beyond th e  c a l l  o f  d u ty ,o r  what 

he c a l l s  "go ing  th e  second m ile " , ( p .6 5 . )



In  h is  essay,U rm son p o in ts  o u t th a t ,b e c a u s e  people do a c t  beyond 

th e  c a l l  o f  d u ty ,an d  we need to  d e sc r ib e  t h e i r  a c t io n s  in  m oral 

te rm s,m o ra l pf^vilosoihers ne^d to  d is t in g u is h  between id e a l  and 

o rd in a ry  codes. Those who l i v e  by an id e a l  code c o n su lt an a b s t­
r a c t  n o tio n  o f  v i r t u e ;  th o se  who l i v e  by an o rd in a ry  code c o n su lt 

an a b s t r a c t  n o tio n  o f  d u ty .
Now,Com pton-Bum ett’s  c h a ra c te r s  on th e  whole eschew id e a l  codes 

and ado p t an o rd in a ry  o n e ,a s  I  s h a l l  t r y  to  dem onstra te  s h o r t ly .

Such a  c o n te n tio n  m ight sound r a th e r  i n s ig n i f i c a n t ,b u t  i f  we look  

a t  th e  m o ra lity  p r e v a i l in g  in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f  WllsoiA,,Murdoch and’ 

D ra b b le ,th e re  i s  an a lm o st u n iv e rs a l  r e s p e c t  fo r ,a n d  a tte m p t to  

l i v e  by (however doomed th e  a t te m p t ) , id e a l  co d es . T hat i s  to  sa y , 

th e  c h a ra c te r s  in h a b i t  a  w orld  in  which "go ing  th e  second m ile"  

i s  .expected . Any la c k  o f  g e n e ro s ity ,w a rm th ,fo rg iv e n e s s ,c h a r i ty  -  

th e  s o r t  o f  v i r t u e s  w hich would be p a r t  o f  an id e a l  coc\e -  r e s u l t s  

in  d isa p p ro v a l from th e  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s .  The eschew ing o f  an id e a l  

code in  Com pton-Bum ett i s  n o t ,  th e r e f o r e ,  an in s ig n i f i c a n t  chair-  

a c t e r i s t i c  o f  h e r  f i c t i o n ,b u t  one o f  th e  v e ry  im p o rtan t h a llm ark s  

by which i t  can be d is t in g u is h e d  from th e  work o f  o th e r s .

L et us look  a t  some exam ples. When M adelaine su g g e s ts  to  O sbert 
t h a t  J o c a s ta  i s  "g lad "  to  h e lp  h im ,th e  l a t t e r  r e p l i e s :  "She does 

i t , a n d  would l i k e  i t  t o  be more. B ut I  don’t  th in k  she i s  g la d .

She w ishes th e re  were no need f o r  i t , a s  we d o ."  ( L .F . ,p .5 2 .)  Joc­

a s ta  i s  a c t in g  o u t o f  a  sen se  o f  d u ty  r a th e r  th a n  any a l t r u i s t i c  

m o tive . In deed ,any  h in t  o f  a l t r u is m  ap p ea rs  a c tu a l ly  to  be d i s t a s t e ­
f u l  to  h e r .

When th e  N in ian  c h i ld re n  a re  schoo led  to  a c c e p t th e  n o tio n  o f  

God a s  "An A ll- s e e in g  Eye" which i s  w atch ing  t h e i r  b eh av io u r, i t  ‘ 

i s  n o t because  o f  th e  s p i r i t u a l  c o n v ic tio n  o f  t h e i r  g u a rd ia n s ,b u t 

" in  f a i r n e s s  t o  Miss S ta rk ie "  (M .F .,p .? 2 ) th e  g o v ern ess .A p art from 

th e  h y p o c r i t ic a l  a s p e c ts  o f  t h i s , t o  which we huve a lre a d y  r e f e r r e d ,  

t h i s  approach  to  r e l i g io n  i s  ty p i c a l  o f  th e  way th e  p r a ^ a t i c  s id e  

o f  m o ra lity  i s  a tte n d e d  to  a t  th e  c o s t  o f  th e  id e a l .

Many o f  th e  money t r a n s f e r s  in  The L as t and th e  F i r s t  proceed 

from a  sen se  o f  d u ty  r a th e r  th a n  g e n e ro s ity .  Hermia assumes t h a t  

S i r  R obert w i l l  p rov ide  th e  money needed f o r  h e r  sch o o l p la n ,ev en  
though i t  i s  n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y  m entioned. There i s  no su g g e s tio n  

a t  a l l  o f h e r  b e in g  g r a te f u l .  S im ila r ly ,H e rn ia  g iv es  J o c a s ta  h a l f  

th e  money l e f t  t o  h e r  in  H am ilton’s  w i l l ,a n d  s ig n s  o v e r th e  r e s t  

o f  th e  money to  h e r  f a t h e r , a t  th e  end o f  th e  novel,w hen she m a rrie s  

O sb e rt. G ra titu d e  i s  n e i th e r  expec ted  n o r  g iven  -  in d e e d , i t  would
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be ta k en  a s  a  isign o f  w eakness.

The la c k  o f  esteem  w ith  w hich, in  my view,we a re  in v i te d  t o  judge 

t h i s  code o f  du ty  in c re a s e s  when we a p p re c ia te  how c lo s e ly  connected  

i t  i s  w ith  expediency; an  expediency  which emerges n o t on ly  in  th e  
m ach inations  o f  th e  p lo t s  (though t h a t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  enough) b u t 

in  th e  c h a ra c te rs*  d is c u s s io n s .  F o r example,Ada i s  opposed to  peo­

p le  h id in g  t h e i r  f e e l in g s  n o t because o f  some commitment to  f ra n k ­

n ess  f o r  i t s  \?wn s a k e ,b u t because th o se  f e e l in g s  w i l l  be found o u t 
anyway; "A nything t h a t  i s  th e re  must g iv e  i t s  s ig n s .  A nything d oes, 

a s  f a r  a s  I  have s e e n ."  ( G .G . ,p .2 I I , ) S im i la r ly ,T r i s s ie  speaks th e

t r u t h  o u t o f  conven ience, a s  t h i s  exhange a lre a d y  quoted shows; " ’Do
A

you alw ays speak  th e  t r u t h  ?*

• i f  I  can . Then th e re  i s  n o th in g  to  remember. And words mean 

s o m e th in g /" (G .G .,p . I 4 5 . )

T h is  b a s ic  a t t i t u d e  o f  expediency means t h a t  many o f  th e  chaj>  

a c t e r s  ab id e  by th e  code o f  conduct th e y  a d o p t , in  o rd e r  to  be b e t ­

t e r  p la ced  in  th e  c o n f l i c t s  o f  power and i n t e r e s t .  Many o f  th e se  

p o in ts  can be seen  to  appl^/ t o  th e  scene in  The M i^ ty  and T h e ir  

F^ l  in  which L a v in ia  i s  d isc o v e re d  to  have in te rc e p te d  T e re s a ’s  

l e t t e r  t o  N in ian ; i t  shows c l e a r ly  how th e  m oral themes a re  in tim ­

a t e ly  bound up w ith  th e  dom estic  s t r u g g le .

From th e  moment t h a t  th e  l e t t e r  i s  acci d e n ta l ly  dropped and she 

i s  q u iz z e d ,L a v in ia * s  ad ju stm en t t o  h e r  exposure i s  n ic e ly  observ ed . 

T here ap p ea r to  be th re e  s ta g e s .  In  th e  f i r s t , s h e  responds witFT 

nervous l i e s ;  "T hat ? O h ,I don’t  know. What ijj. i t  ?" (p . 112); "Has 

i t  ? What o f  i t  ? I  must have p ick ed  i t  up in  h e r  room ." (p . 1 1 2 .)  

Then she moves in to  th e  second s ta g e ;  a  tru c u le n c e  embodying a  con­

f id e n c e  in  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  a t t a c k  i s  th e  b e s t  means o f  defen ce ;

"You t e l l  i t  [ th e  t r u t h ]  to  me. You know more o f  i t  th a n  I  do . "

The m a tte r  means n o th in g  to  m e." (p . 1 1 2 .) F in a l ly ,a n d  much l a t e r ,  

a  d e p re s s io n  s e t s  in  abou t th e  f u tu r e ;  "There i s  [no  h e lp ]  f o r  me. 

Grandma. I  f e e l  I  eua h a rd ly  a l i v e .  I  am a f r a id  t o  h e a r  o r  f e e l .  '

I  h a rd ly  know i f  I  do . Or i f  I  e v e r  s h a l l  a g a in . I  suppose I  

s h a l l  n o t d a re  t o . "  ( p .1 2 0 .)

The f i r s t  two s ta g e s  a re  d e fe n s iv e  pragm atism ; th e  t h i r d  i s  a  

s e l f - p i t y i n g  lam ent r a t h e r  th a n  rem orse . (T h is  la c k  o f  rem orse,w e 

sh o u ld  nwte in  p a s s in g , i s  a  co n v incing  argum ent in  fa v o u r  o f  

l a b e l l i n g  Gom pton-Bum ett an A u g u stin ian . I t  i s  n o t j u s t  th e  r e ­

p e a te d  d e p ic t io n  o f  w rongdoing which makes t h a t  la b e l  a p p ro p r ia te ,  

b u t  th e  c h a r a c te r s ’ schem ing a tte m p ts  to  e x t r i c a t e  them selves from 

th e  consequences o f  d isc o v e ry ,u n b o th e re d  by any g u i l t  o r  p r ic k  o f
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c o n sc ie n c e .)

M eanw hile,N inian has assumed th e  r o le  o f  m oral s u p e r io r  (a  r o le  

w h ich ,o f course,w e l a t e r  see  to  he h y p o c r i t ic a l  and f a l s e )  and h is  

bogus s o l ic i tu d e  i s  w e ll-re n d e re d  in  a  lo c u tio n  m odelled on t h a t  
o f  p r i e s t s  in  th e  c o n fe s s io n a l:  " T e l l  me about it ,m y  dau g h te r"

( p .1 1 2 ) ,"Why d id  you p u t th e  l e t t e r  in  th e  desk,my c h i ld  ?" ( p . î l 3 . )

The f a c t  t h a t  th e  m oral code i s  f r e q u e n t ly  t r e a te d  w ith  s c a n t 

r e s p e c t  i s  e v id e n t in  th e  d is c u s s io n : E gbert can h a rd ly  ta k e  h is  

s i s t e r ' s  t r a n s g re s s io n  v ery  s e r io u s ly ,a d d re s s in g  h e r  as he does 

in  th e se  te rm s: " L a v in ia ,I  have seen  you as  th e  h e ro in e  o f  a  drama. 

And you have emerged as  th e  o p p o s ite . But i t  i s  th e  l a t t e r  who 

c a r r i e s  o u r sym pathy. Think o f  th e  exam ples in  book :,,the  very  

b e s t  o n e s ."  ( p p . I l 6 - I I 7 . )  Twice she i s  in d i r e c t l y  c o n g ra tu la te d  
f o r  h e r  courage in  b reak in g  th e  code: "You to o k  a  g r e a t  r i s k .

Pew o f  us would have d a red  to  ta k e  i t .  So much depends on ou r 

courage" ( p .I I 5 ) ,a n d  Hugo asks E g b ert: "Would you have d ared  to  

do i t  ?" ( p . I l 6 . )  L a te r  in  th e  novel,w hen i t  i s  N in ian*s tu r n  to  

be exposed ,he  a c tu a l ly  tu rn s  h is  g u i l t  t o  advantage by b o a s tin g  

o f  h is  succumbing to  te m p ta tio n .

The o ffe n s iv e  n a tu re  o f  th e  ex p ed ien t a t t i t u d e  i s  in c re a se d  

by th e  f a c t  t h a t  some o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s  pay l i p - s e r v i c e  to  spec­

i f i c a l l y  C h r is t ia n  id e a ls  and speak  in  language re m in isc e n t o f  

b i b l i c a l  r i ^ t e o u s n e s s .  Com pton-Bum ett in v e s ts  h e r  n o v e ls  w ith  

a  b i b l i c a l  a u ra  in  o rd e r  to  h i ^ l i ^ t  th e  d isco rd an ce  between 

s e n te n t io u s  speech  and e x c e p tio n a b le  conduct. We s h a l l  be d is c u s ­

s in g  o th e r  a s p e c ts  o f  th e s e  b ib l t ic a l  echoes l a t e r .

A part from t h i s  theme o f  th e  exped ien t,C om pton-B um ett le v e ls  

a n o th e r  charge a g a in s t  h e r  c h a ra c te rs*  m o ra lity ,w h ich  i s  t h a t  i t  

i s  cu lp a b ly  c ru d e . I t  i s  a  tru ism  t h a t  m an y ,if  n o t m ost,m oral 

q u an d a rie s  stem  from  two c o n f l i c t in g  p r in c ip le s  o r  p r e c e p ts , r a th e r  

th a n  th e  in h e re n t d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  s u b sc r ib in g  to  one a lo n e . Suppose 

t h a t  one i s  com m itted to  t e l l i n g  th e  t r u t h  and p ro te c t in g  th e  weak; 

i f  a  gunman su b se q u en tly  c a l l s  a t  y o u r house Asking f o r  th e  where­

ab o u ts  o f  your aged grandm other, you a re  a lm ost c e r t a in ly  in  a  s i t ­

u a t io n  in  which you w i l l  be fo rc e d  to  b reak  one o f  your two p r in ­

c ip le s .

H ow ever,those who have done no s e r io u s  m oral th in k in g  o f te n  

c la im  to  l i v e  by  m oral codes in  which p r in c ip le s  do n o t c o n f l i c t  

in  t h i s  way. The most n a iv e  form o f  m o ra lity  i s  t h a t  re p re se n te d  

by th e  man who c la im s t h a t  he alw ays s t i c k s  to  th e  l e t t e r  o f  a l l  

h i s  p r in c ip le s ;  f o r  t h i s  means t h a t  e i t h e r  h i s  p r in c ip le s  do n o t
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a c tu a l ly  c o n f l i c t  ( in  which case  th ey  must he very  few,and/icT very  

c rude) o r  he i s  unaware o f  th e  o cca sio n s  on which th e y  do c o n f l i c t .

N ow,although i t  i s  e v id e n t t h a t  C om pton-B um ett's  c h a ra c te r s  

a re  a lm ost always shown a s  i n t e l l i g e n t  and p e rc e p tiv e ,a n d  d is p la y  

an in c is iv e  a p p re c ia t io n  o f  th e  m u l t i- f a c e te d  n a tu re  o f  m oral d i ­

lemmas, th e y  a llow  t h e i r  conduct to  he inform ed by a  crude m oral 

code; one w hich,by v i r tu e  o f  t h e i r  c le v e rn e s s ,th e y  a re  cu lp ab le  

in  a c c e p tin g .

A c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  in c id e n t  which can be used  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e se  

p o in ts  occurs  in  c h a p te r  one o f  The l a s t  and th e  F i r s t :

•Hermia,* s a id  E l i m ,  *I gave you money to  pay th e  t r a d e s ­

p eo p le , on your e r ra n d  to  th e  v i l l a g e  y e s te r d a y .*

•They were p a i d , * s a id  Herm ia.

*I have a  sense  o f  g r ie v a n c e ,* s a id  E l i z a , i n  a  l i g h t  to n e . 

•Som ething must be owing to  me.*

•O ften an u n tru e  b e l i e f , M a te r ,* s a id  Hermia. *This tim e i t  

i s  n o t .  I  l e f t  your change in  th e  l ib r a r y .*

E l iz a  s ig n ed  t o  h e r  son,who l e f t  th e  room. There was a  

pause .

•And I  took  i t  t o  pay a  p a r is h  s u b s c r ip t i o n ,* s a id  M adeline .. 

•Angus i s  p e rp lex ed  and ta k in g  tim e to  f in d  i t .  •

Her b ro th e r  re tu rn e d  and l a i d  some co in s  a t  h is  m o th e r 's  

hand.

•Why,where d id  you g e t  it ,m y  boy ?*
•Oh -  Henwia s a id  th e  l i b r a r y . •

• I t  was n o t th e r e .  I t  had been ta k en  and u s e d .•

•Oh w e ll ,  I  t h o u ^ t  you w anted i t .  *

•Not th o se  p a r t i c u l a r  c o in s .  J u s t  some change f o r  my p u rse . 

Why d id  you n o t say  i t  was n o t th e re  ?*

•O h,I th o u # i t  perhaps i t  o u ^ t  t o  b e . ’

•What an empty ep iso d e! • s a id  E l iz a .  ’I t  seems to  have no 

m eaning. *

• I t  has n o n e ,• s a id  S i r  R o b ert. ’So we w i l l  n o t g iv e  i t  one. 
We w i l l  n o t p re te n d  t h a t  som ething has happened when n o th in g  

h a s . A nother tim e d e a l openly,my son . •

•As th in g s  are,A ngus i s  pay ing  th e  s u b s c r ip t i o n ,* s a id  

Madelif ĵt .
• I  w i l l  pay i t  a s  a  p e n a l ty .  I  took  to o  much on m y se lf. I t  

i s  a l l  a  storm  in  a  t e a c u p .*
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*Jf i t  s ta y s  th e re ,*  s a id  R oberta . *I n ev e r th in k  te acu p s  

can be eq u a l t o  th e  tem p ests  th e y  c o n ta in .  * ( PP. 18-19*)

Angus has been fa c e d  w ith  th e  c o n f l i c t  o f  two p re c e p ts  -  on th e  

OMe h a n d ,n o t to  d e c e iv e ,o n  th e  o th e r ,n o t  to  b e tra y  -  and one has 

had to  be s a c r i f i c e d .  However,on d isc o v e r in g  Angus’ d e c e p tio n ,b o th  

E l iz a  and S i r  R obert condemn him. We a re  th e re fo re  l e f t  t o  i n f e r  

one o f  two s i t u a t io n s .  In  th e  f i r s t , E l i z a  and S i r  R obert a re  speak­
in g  th e  t r u t h  when th e y  c la im  t h a t  th e  in c id e n t  has no m eaning,and 

n o th in g  has happened; th e y  g en u in e ly  don’t  know why Angus has 

been d e c e p tiv e . ( I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  n o te  in  p a ss in g  t h a t  Angus 

has  th e  ty p i c a l  Gom pton-Bum ett c h a r a c te r ’s  s k i l l  in  d ec e p tio n ; 

f o r  h i s  fo rm ulae a re  ev as io n s  r a th e r  th a n  o u t r i ^ t  l i e s . )  I f  we 

ta k e  t h i s  read in g ,h u sb an d  and w ife  ap p ea r a s  miorally u n im ag in a tiv e .

In  th e  second re a d in g  -  to  my mind, f a r  more p re fe ra b le  -  th e  

H e r io ts  know p e r f e c t ly  w e ll why t h e i r  son has t r i e d  t o  d ece iv e  them , 

b u t th e y  p re te n d  o th e rw ise  because th e y  a re  a f r a i d  o f  th e  im p li­

c a t io n s  o f  a  m o ra lity  which a llo w s scope f o r  p e rso n a l d i s c r e t io n ,  

a s  between fo llo w in g  one p re c e p t o r  a n o th e r . The a u th o r i ta r i a n  

fa m ily  s t r u c tu r e  which I  outlineicl e a r l i e r  i s  o n ly  happy w ith  

a b s o lu te  r i g i d i t y  and c e rr ta in ty ; and co rresp o n d in g ly  alarm ed by 

th e  p ro sp e c t o f  e la b o ra te  and s e a rc h in g  exam ination  o f  m oral be­

h a v io u r. The iro n y  i s  t h a t ,  in  u s in g  mendacious p h rases  l ik e  **We 

w i l l  n o t p re te n d  t h a t  som eth ing  has happened** to  pu t o u t o f  t h e i r  

minds th e  f e a r f u l  p ro sp e c t o f  m oral d e b a te ,th e y  a re  them selves 

b reac h in g  th e  p r in c ip le  o f  honesty  and p la in  d e a l in g  -  som ething 

f o r  w hich th ey  have rebuked Angus, I n d e e d , th e i r  b reach  i s  c l e a r ly  

more c u lp ab le  th a n  hu' s .  W hichever o f  th e s e  two re a d in g s  i s  ta k e n , 

i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  th e  c h a ra c te r s  * m oral h o rizo n s  a re  unduly c i r ­

cum scribed .

One o f  th e  s t r o n g e s t  f e e l in g s  we g e t  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  i s  t h a t  

th e  n a tu re  o f  m oral r u le s  a s  u s e fu l  in s tru m en ts  f o r  s o c ia l  regu­

la t i o n  te n d s  t o  be l o s t  in  an a t t e n t i o n  to  what m ight be c a l l e d ' 

th e  m in u tiae  o r  th e  " sm a ll p ri^v t" . T h is  i s  co m ica lly  ren d ered  in  

^  God and H is G i f t s ;

’And a  m other has t o  fo rg iv e  e v e ry th in g . I t  has alw ays been 

re c o g n iz e d ,*

*I suppose a  f a t h e r  shou ld  to o . ’

*I dcai’t  th in k  i t  m a tte rs  abou t a  f a th e r .  Anyhow th e re  i s  

no r u l e . * ( p . 158. )
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A m ajor pairt o f  th e  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  Gompton-Bum ett i s  l e v e l l i n g  

a g a in s t  h e r  f a m i l ie s  i s  t h a t  th e y  have f a i l e d  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  

m oral r u le s  e x i s t  n o t o n ly  t o  he fo llo w e d ,h u t to  he m od ified  o r  

even abandoned as  c ircu m stan ces  d i c t a t e .  In  o th e r  w o rd s,th e  ch a r­

a c te rs *  m oral r i g i d i t y  i s  n o t on ly  a  m a tte r  o f  p re te n d in g  t h a t  

r u le s  d o n 't  c o n f l i c t ;  i t  i s  in  th e  obsequious homage th a y  th ey  

pay to  r u le s  which shou ld  be t h e i r  s e rv a n ts .

S e c tio n  F o u r;U n iv e rsa l Moral R elevance,

We have seen  how Gom pton-Bum ett has exposed th e  wrongdoing o f  

h e r  f a m i l ie s ;  b u t t h a t  in  i t s e l f  i s n ’t  s u f f i c i e n t  to  e s ta b l i s h  
t h a t  she i s  an A ug u stin ian  w r i t e r .  What we need t o  show i s  t h a t  

h e r  m oral s c ru t in y  i s  r e le v a n t  n o t m erely  f o r  am  p a r t i c u l a r  so­
c i a l  c la s s  a t  a  s p e c i f i c  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r io d ,b u t  t h a t  i t  has a  u n i­

v e r s a l  re le v a n c e ; t h a t  h e r  m oral c a s t ig a t io n  o f  t h i s  s p e c i f i c  

s o c i a l  group r e p r e s e n t s ,a s  I  b e l ie v e ,h e r  m o ra lly  p e s s im is t ic  view 

o f human n a tu re  i t s e l f .

Even f o r  re a d e rs  w ith o u t an e s p e c ia l  in t e r e s . t  in  m o r a l i t y , i t  

m ust alw ays be a  q u e s tio n  w hether th e  w rongdoing d e p ic te d  in  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  novel i s  to  be accoun ted  f o r  by r e f e r r in g  to  th e  spec­

i f i c  s e t  o f  s o c ia l  and dom estic  c irc u m s ta n c e s ,o r  w hether t h a t  

wrongdoing i s  advanced by th e  a u th o r  as  a  p a r t i c u l a r  in s ta n c e  o f  

a  g e n e ra l theme of m an 's d e lin q u en cy . The most u su a l! im p re ss io n  

i s  t h a t  o f  a  com bination  o f  th e s e ,s o  t h a t  th e  r e a l  aiv'ea f o r  c r i ­

t i c a l  d eb a te  i s  in  th e  m a tte r  o f  em phasis. I t  seems to  be g e n e r­

a l l y  ta k en  f o r  g ran te d  t h a t  th e  wrong done by G om pton-Bum ett *s 

c h a ra c te r s  i s  a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  thw s o r t  o f  i s o la te d  and inw ard- 

lo o k in g  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  It y-  g e n te e l r u r a l  -squ irearchy  o f  

around  nO O. I  want in  t h i s  s e c t io n  t o  argue t h a t  Gompton-Bum ett 

u se s  te c h n iq u e s  t o  g iv e  us an  even s tr o n g e r  d is p o s i t io n  t o  view 

th e  ev en ts  a s  a  g e / e r a l  paradigm .

One o f  th e  ways in  w hich t h i s  i s  ach iev ed  i s  t h r o u ^  th e  

su p p re ss io n  o f  th e  s o r t  o f  lo c a l  d e t a i l s  w h ic h ,in  o th e r  n o v e ls , 

s e rv e  a s  c o n s ta n t rem inders  o f  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  and 

s o c ia l  c o n te x t.  In  th e  e x c lu s io n  from th e se  n o v e ls  o f  a lm ost a l l  

n o n - fa m ilia l  m a tte r , Gom pton-Bum ett has n o t o n ly  c o n c e n tra te d  a t ­

te n t io n  in  a  unique way on h e r  jo b  o f  c r i t i c a l l y  d is s e c t in g  th e  

f a m i l ie s ;  she has in c re a se d  th e  sen se  o f  th e  u n iv e rs a l  by rem oving 

many f e a tu r e s  w hich d e f in e  and " p la c e " .  There a re  no re fe re n c e s



t o  th e  w ider p o l i t i c a l  w o rld ,and  h a rd ly  any t o  p a ro c h ia l e v e n ts .

Even th e  environm ent in  which th e  a c t io n  ta k e s  p lace  i s  b r i e f l y  

sk e tch ed  r a th e r  th a n  f u l l y  drawn; we g e t  an  im pression  o f la rg e  
h o u se s ,h u t no d e ta i l e d  accoun t o f  e s t a t e  ac reag e  o r  th e  d is p o s i ­

t i o n  o f  room s,o r any g eo g rap h ica l lo c a le .  The ce n so rsh ip  of th e  

ex tran eo u s i s  im a p o lo g e tic a ll y consp icuous; th u s ,M ile s  ( in  an 

e a r l i e r  n o v e l)  announces t o  h i s  fa m ily ,n o t  t h a t  he i s  go ing  to  

Europe o r  t o  A m erica,hut t h a t  he i s  "soon to  c ro s s  th e  s e a s " . (7 ,)

W olfgang I s e r  p u ts  th e  p o in t even more s tro n g ly  th a n  I  w ould' 

want to  m yself in  c la im in g  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  i s  "d ep riv ed  o f  any 

background" (8 ) , and th e  c h a ra c te r s  a re  "devoid  o f  c o n te x t" ,  ( 9 , )

I don't think that we actually forget the specific  society that 
i s  being depicted; but I do fe e l that our sense of the sp ec ific ity  
of that society i s  subdued in order correspondingly to increase 
our feeling  that the emerging lessons have a universal relevance, 
and are good for soc ieties and periods other than that depicted.
I t  seems to  me t h a t  th e  v e ry  f a c t  o f  th e  conspicuous e x c lu s io n  o f  

c e r t a in  d e t a i l s  c o n s t i t u t e s , i n  i t s e { i f ,a  k in d  o f  a e s th e t ic  s ig n a l  

t o  th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  th e  m oral in fe re n c e s  he i s  to  draw aire n o t to  

be m erely  l o c a l .  Where I s e r  c la im s t h a t  readjers a re  m an ipu la ted  

in to  f o r g e t t in g  ab o u t th e  s p e c i f i c  s o c ie ty  a l t o g e th e r , I  would say  

t h a t  G om pton-B^m ett u se s  th e  e x c lu s io n s  a s  a  te c h n ic a l  dev ice  

to  p red isp o se  us to  th e  wilder view .

A second technique in these novels working for the same effect, 
i s  the evoking of a b ib lica l aura,which in turn suggests some 
aspects of mcral (Christian) tracts.

Such e v o ca tio n  b eg in s  even b e fo re  we b eg in  re a d in g ,w ith  th e  t i t l e s .  

What Gompton-Bum ett does i s  t o  in tro d u c e  a  heavy iro n y  in to  them, 

so  t h a t  th e y  do n o t m erely  d e sc r ib e  th e  s t o r i e s ,b u t  a c t  a s  wry 

m oral comments on them .

F o r exam ple,Hereward i s  th e  eponymous c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  o f A 

God and H is G if ts ,a n d  th e re  i s  a  double iro n y  in  in v e s t in g  him w ith  

t i t u l a r  d e i ty ;  i t  i s  b o th  a  mock a t  h i s  i n f l a t e d  egoism ,and a  sombre 

rem inder o f  h i s  a c c e ss  to  t h a t  dom estic  power, th e  m isuse o f which 

i s  so  f l a g r a n t ly  u n g o d lik e . I  th in k  t h a t  we can see  how much more 

th e re  i s  to  t h i s  t i t l e  th a n  th e  a d m itte d ly  am using. A s im i la r  

iro n y  i s  a t  work in  th e  t i t l e ,T h e  M i^ ty  and T h e ir  F a l l .  Most 

e v o c a tiv e  o f  e d l  th r e e  i s  The L a s t and th e  F i r s t ,w hich i s  a  

m u lt ip le  a l lu s io n ;  f i r s t , i t  evokes C h r i s t 's  w arning (reco rd ed  in  

Luke, 13) t h a t  many o f  th o se  eixpecting to  be saved  may knock in
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v a in  a t  th e  l o r d 's  d o o r , th a t  th e re  w i l l  he weeping and gnashing  

o f  te e th ,a n d  in^ g e n e ra l  a  r a th e r  d re a d fu l surpriiye in  s to r e  f o r  

th e  unwary. Secondly , th e re  i s  th e  pa^-ahle o f  th e  v in ey ard  ( r e c o r ­

ded in  M atthew ,20) in  w hich th e  la b o u re rs  who have worked f o r  

o n ly  one hour re c e iv e  th e  same wages a s  th o se  who have worked th ­

roughout th e  day; t h i s  r e fe re n c e  t o  an a p p a re n tly  unequal d i s t r i ­

b u tio n  o f  f in a n c ia l  re so u rc e s  i s  n o t h ard  t o  r e l a t e  to  th e  themes 
o f  money and w in d fa ll  w i l l s  in  th e  n o v e l. T h i rd ly ,th e r e  i s  C h r i s t 's  

adm onition  to  th e  a p o s t le s  who,on th e  way to  Capernaum (see  M æ k,9 ) 
d is p u te d  amongst th em selves o v er p re c e d e n c e ,u n til  C h r is t  decreed ; 

" I f  any man d e s i r e  to  be f i r s t , t h e  same s h a l l  be l a s t  o f  a l l . "  

(V erse 35*) A g a in ,th is  in ju n c tio n  can c le a r ly  be connected  to  th e  
r e v e r s a l  o f  fo r tu n e s  between E l iz a  and Hermia; t h a t  r e v e r s a l  b e in g  

th e  s u lr je c t o f  th e  c lo s in g  se n te n c e s  o f  th e  novel,w here th e  t i t l e  

f ig u r e s  a g a in ; "She i s  e s ta b l is h e d  on th e  h e i^ K ts ,a n d  M ater i s  c a s t  

down from them . How th e  f i r s t  can be la s t ,a n d  th e  l a s t  f i r s t ! "  

(P .1 4 7 .)
Having claim ed t h a t  th e  no v e ls  have som ething abou t them o f  th e  

m oral t r a c t , I  want to  av o id  th e  su g g e s tio n  t h a t  th e y  a re  l ik e  

C h r i s t 's  p a ra b le s ;  th e y  la c k  b o th  th e  te r s e n e s s  and th e  s im p l ic i ty  

f o r  thalT. R a th e r, t h e i r  i n s i s t e n t  fo cu s  on m o ra lity  and i t s  d ilem ­

mas in v i te s  com parison w ith  a  work l i k e  F la u b e r t 's  T ro is^C on tes , 

where a e s th e t i c  and te c h n ic a l  com plex ity  a re  combined w ith  a  

p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  m o ra l ity .

One f e a tu r e  w hich i s  s t ro n g ly  re m in isc e n t o f  s im ple d id a c t ic  

t a l e s  i s  th e  theme o f  ex p o su re . F irs t,C o m p to n -B u m ett g iv e s  us th e  

ro u t in e  exposure o f  f a c i l e  homespun p h ilo so p h y ,o n  which P ,H .John­

son  has commented; "One c h a ra c te r  propounds some o rd inary ,hom ely  

h y p o c r is y ,th e  k in d  o f  ph rase  from  which mankind f o r  c e n tu r ie s  has 

had h is  com fort and h i s  peace o f  mind. Im m ediately a n o th e r  c h a r­

a c t e r  shows i t  up f o r  th e  f ra u d  i t  i s ,a n d  does i t  Jn  so p la in  and 

so  f r i g h t f u l  a  fa s h io n  t h a t  one f e e l s  th e  sky i s  f a r  more l i k e ly  

to  f a l l  upon th e  t r u t h t e l l e r  th a n  upon th e  h y p o c r i te ,"  (lO )

Secondly ,C om pton-B um ett*s c h a ra c te r s  a r e , i n  c e r t a in  m a tte r s ,  

in v e s te d  w ith  e x tra o rd in a ry  a b i l i t y  in  s e e in g  t h r o u ^  c a n t ,o r  p e r ­

c e iv in g  d eep e r m otives in  people th a n  th o se  openly  avowed. T h is  

exchange betw een E l iz a  and Cook i s  ty p i c a l  o f  what I  mean;

' I  am in  no h u rry  to  lo s e  my d a u g h te rs , I  f e e l  I  h a rd ly
want t o  lo s e  Miss R oberta  a t  a l l , '



'No,my la d y , t l ia t  i s  th e  fa c e  to  pu t on ï , t ,  * s a id  C ook,in 

app rov ing  encouragem ent as  she went h e r  way. ' ( L .P . ,p . l4 6 . )

T h i r d ly ,a l l  th e  n o v e ls  a re  f u l l  .oC- tre n c h a n t pronouncem ents on 

th e  f o ib le s  o f  human n a tu re ,d e l iv e r e d  in  language n o t u n lik e  t h a t  

t o  be ex p ec ted  from an adm onishing m oral s u p e r io r ;  "Tem ptation i s  

to o  much f o r  u s . We a re  n o t alw ays u n w ill in g  f o r  i t  t o  b e ."  (M .F ., 

P . I 21) ;  "You a re  ta k in g  h a s ty  s te p s  on th e  p a th  o f  l i f e .  I  w atch 

them w ith  m isg iv in g ."  (G .G .,p .8 l ) j  "People n ev € r speak o f  t h a t  
[ s u c c e s s ]  ...A n d  th e y  p re te n d  i t  i s  n o t in  t h e i r  t h o u ^ t s .  There i s  

som ething sham efaced ab o u t i t . "  (L J '. ,p .7 4 )>  " S e l f - s a t i s f a c t io n  
i s  t h e i r  sn a re  . . .T h a t  i s  what thi^y shou ld  p luck  o u t and c a s t  from 

them ." (M jr . ,p .2 2 .)
F o u r th ly , th e  f a c t  t h a t  s e c r e t s  a re  alw ays re v e a le d ,h id d e n  mach­

in a t io n s  alw ays come to  l i ^ t , g r e a i t l y  in c re a s e s  o u r sense  t h a t  th e re  

i s  a  probe go ing  on which reac h es  in to  th e  dimmest c o m e rs  a llo w in g  

n o th in g  t o  escape s c r u t in y .  Furtherm ore,w hen wrongdoers a re  exposed, 

i t  is f r e q u e n t ly  in  a  group s e t t in g ,a n d  th e  re p re h e n s ib le  a c t  i s  

commented on and d is c u s se d  in  an  atmospijkere n o t u n lik e  t h a t  o f  

im in fo rm al m oot.
My f i f t h  p o in t i s  r a th e r  d i f f i c u l t  to  e s ta b l i s h  f o r  su re ,a n d  

has som ething o f  th e  i n t u i t i v e  abo u t i t ;  b u t one has th e  im pression  

t h a t  th e  a c tu a l  wrongs exposed a re  f r e q u e n t ly  th e  m ajor o ffe n s e s  

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th o se  m i l l e d  a g a in s t  in  sermons 

and C h r is t ia n  t m c t s  ( m u r d e r , l i e s , i n c e s t ,h a t r e d , i f  we th in k  o f  th e  

whole canon) and much l e s s  em phasis i s  p la ced  on th e  f i n e l y  d e l­

in e a te d  n i c e t i e s  o f  m oral conduct w ith  which itove l i s t s  such a s  
W ilson a tte m p t t o  d e a l .  I  am n o t sa y in g  t h a t  Com pton-Bum ett g iv e s  

u s  no sen se  a t  a l l  o f  th e s e  n i c e t i e s ,b u t  t h a t  th e re  i s  a  p r e f e r ­
ence f o r  c o n c e n tm tin g  on conduct which seems to  e x i s t  on a  l a rg e ,  

even m eifoidram atic,scale.

The f i n a l  p o in t  t h a t  I  want to  make in  t h i s  s e c t io n  concerns 

th e  im probable p lo t s , s t y l i z e d  d ia lo g u e s  and q u a in t  names. I  fo llo w  

th e  many c r i t i c s  who b e lie v e  t h a t  Com pton-Bum ett d e l ib e m te ly  

v e r is im i l i tu d e  in  h e r  p lo t s  so t h a t  th e y  a p p e a r ,in  I s e r ' s  p h ra se , 

" q u ite  a b s u r d " , ( I I . )  But w hereas I s e r  accoun ts  f o r  t t i i s  a b s u rd ity  

by sa y in g  t h a t  i t  d em o n stm tes  Com pton-Bum ett ' s  view t h a t  human 

n a tu re  i s  u n p re d ic ta b le , I  see i t  a s  a n o th e r  way o f  d e ta c h in g  th e  

s to r y  from i t s  c o n te x t ,s o  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  does n o t m erely  app ly  

th e  m oral le s so n s  c o n ta in e d  in  th e  nov e ls  t o  t h a t  s p e c i f i c  c o n te x t 

a lo n e . S u re ly  i t  i s  th e  case  t h a t  th e s e  e x tra o rd in a ry  ev en ts  -
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e s p e c ia l ly  th e  in e v i ta b le  s l i p  o r  oveidieard c o n v e rsa tio n , le a d in g  

t o  d isc o v e ry  -  th e  u n r e a l i ty  o f  epigram m atic exchanges (a  s o d a l i ty  
o f  p reg n an t w it  made even more u n l ik e ly  in  i t s  em bracing th e  

supposed ly  u n tu to re d  s e r v a n ts ) , f o r c e  us to  view th e  n o v e ls  a s  
p arad ig m atic  ? The names -  E g b e rt ,H e n g e s t,L e a h ,L a v in ia ,S e lin a , 

N in ian , A inger, Ransom, Hereward, Z i l l a h ,  Salomon, V io la , G alleon , Hermia, 

J o c a s ta  -  f i t  in  w ith  t h i s  pu rpose; f o r  a lth o u g h  i t  would be d i f ­

f i c u l t  to  argue t h a t  th e y  were in d iv id u a l ly  u n u s u a l , th e i r  conjun­
c t io n  p re s e n ts  no such problem . A dd itionally ,m any  o f  th e se  names 

have an Old T estam ent a i r  abo u t them which c o n s t i tu te s  a n o th e r  

a s p e c t  o f  th e  b i b l i c a l  e v o c a tio n .
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Ma rg a^ t  Drabb l e .

I  in te n d  to  d is c u s s  D rabble*s n o v e ls  in  th re e  s e c t io n s .  In  th e  
f i r s t ,  I  s h a l l  show how fam ily  l i f e  i s  o h iw ac te rized  as  d e p re ss in g  
and d isharm onious. In  th e  se c o n d ,I  s h a l l  i l l u s t r a t e  how o th e r  

f e a tu r e s  o f  th e  n o v e ls ,a s id e  from th e  mere ev en ts  -  th e  n a r r a t iv e  

s e n s i b i l i t y , t h e  s t r u c tu r e  and end ing  -  r e in fo rc e  o u r sen se  o f 
D rabble*s A ugustin ian ism . In  th e  t h i r d  s e c t i o n , !  s h a l l  t r y  to  

p lace  th e  con cep tu a l framework o f  D ra b b le 's  view o f  f a m i l i a l  

m o ra lity .

S e c tio n  One; Fam i l i a l  Dis c o rd .

We can b eg in  ou r d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  way t h a t  th e  members o f 
D rabble*s f a m il ie s  a c tu a l ly  behave tow ards each o th e r  by consid ­
e r in g  th e  p a re n t-o f f  s p r in g  r e la t io n s h ip .  Two themes te n d  to  r e c u r  

p e r s i s t e n t ly  h e re ; p u rita n ism  and s o c ia l  s n o b b e ry .( I ,)
In  Jerusalem  th e  Golden (2 ) Mrs.Mau^am has b o th  th e se  t r a i t s .  

In d e e d ,th e y  ap p ea r to g e th e r ; f o r  Mrs.Mau^am se e s  p u r i t a n ic a l  

t h r i f t  a s  a  form o f good t a s t e  and b re e d in g . A p a r t i c u la r ly  

amusing e x t r a c t  abou t h e r  a t t i t u d e  to  t e le v is io n  makes t h i s  p o in t;

C la ra  o f te n  t h o u ^ t  -ttiat Mrs M au^am 's a t t i t u d e s  tow ards th e  

te l e v i s io n  ty p i f i e d  h e r  whole m oral o u tlo o k ; b e fo re  a c q u ir in g  

i t ,  she had co n sid e red  i t  i n f i n i t e l y  v u lg a r  and debased; a f t e r  
a c q u ir in g  i t  she co n s id e re d  a l l  th o se  w ith o u t i t  a s  h i^ b ro w s , 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  s n o b s ,o r  p au p ers ,w h ile  s t i l l  managing to  r e t a in  

h e r  sco rn  f o r  a l l  th o se  who had had i t  b e fo re  th e  p r e c is e ly  

t a s t e f u l , wort( ly and p e rc e p tiv e  moment a t  which she had h e r s e l f  

succumbed to  i t s  charm s, ( p .4 2 .)

We f in d  passages l i k e  t h i s  t h r c u t o u t  D rabble; I  mean passages 

s a t i r i z i n g  human a b s u rd ity  w ith  w it  and humour. In  a  sense  they  

a re  m islead in g , f o r  th e y  im ply a  k ind  o f  l i ^ t - h e a r t e d  approach 
which i s  b e l ie d  in  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  n a rra t iv e ,w h e re  gloom p re v a i ls ;  

th e  s o r t  o f  gloom f e l t  in  t h i s  passage,w hich  d e t a i l s  th e  r e s u l t  

o f  th e  Mau^iam p a ren ts*  parsim ony;

F o r h e r  p a re n ts  had no f r ie n d s .  Nobody e v e r  v i s i t e d  t h e i r  

house excep t th rough  o b lig a tio n s ,a n d  such fam ily  c e le b ra t io n s  

as  s t i l l  p e r s is te d  had been tran sfo rm ed  in to  grim  d u t i e s .  C hris­

tm as came,and th e  fam ily  g roaned ,and  d o u rly  baked i t s  cakes and
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handed round p re s e n ts ;  b ir th d a y s  came,and u s e fu l g i f t s  were 

u n f a i l in g ly  p ro f fe re d . Nobody e v e r  dropped in ,a n d  h e r  p a re n ts  

n ev e r went o u t,s a v e  to  la rg e  and jo y le s s  c i v i l  f u n c t io n s ,o r  to  
th e  cinem a. C la ra  could  f e e l  h e r  f r ie n d ly  s p i r i t  choking h e r  

a t  tim es ; she had a f f e c t io n  in  h e r ,a n d  nowhere to  spend i t .  

(P .5 5 .)

The P u ritan ism  i s  n o t m erely a  q u e s tio n  o f  p e n n y -p in c h in g ,th o u ^  

t h a t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  enough. I t  e n t a i l s  a  la c k  o f human w armth,an 
em otional a u s te r i ty ,w h ic h  i s  q u ite  c lo se  to  psycholog ica] d e p r i­

v a t io n .  When C la r a ,fo r  example,who has been w orrying f o r  some tim e 
o v er which schoo l su b jttc ts  to  p u r s u e ,f in a l ly  re v e a ls  to  h e r  m other 

t h a t  she i s  o p tin g  f o r  F rench ,M rs.M au^am 's d ism iss iv e  " S u it  your­
s e l f "  ( p .45) i s  a  good in d ic a to r  o f  th e  m o th e r 's  c o ld n e ss . Even 

when C la ra  hadi p re sen te d  g i f t s  a s  a  c h i ld , th e  m a te rn a l a u s te r i ty  

had n o t so f te n e d ; "she had been a j f r a id ,a f r a id  o f r e j e c t i o n ,a f r a i d  
o f  t h a t  so u r  sm ile  w ith  which so  many y e a rs  ago h e r  m other had 

re c e iv e d  h e r  sm all o f fe r in g s  o f  need le  cases  and c r o s s - s t i t c h  p in  

cush ions and la b o r io u s ly  gummed and assem bled c a le n d a rs ,"  ( p .198 . )  

C la ra 's  whole l i f e ,s u b s e q u e n t ly , i s  l iv e d  in  th e  shadow o f moments 

such  as  t h i s .  She r e c a l l s , f o r  exam ple,her f a t h e r 's  d ea th ;

The on ly  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  even t had been h e r  m o th e r 's  r e a c t io n ,  
which was s i le n t ,g r im ,a n d  g rudging  to  th e  l a s t ;  n o t a  t e a r  d id  

she shed ,and  a f t e r  th e  f u n e r a l ,a s  she tu rn e d  away from th e  grave­

s id e  and s t a r t e d  to  walk slow ly  th rough  th e  cem etery  mud she 

s e t  h e r  mouth in  t h a t  p ro p h e tic  way, and s tra ig h te n e d  h e r  th ic k  
body,and th e n ,a s  she passed  a  g rav es to n e  announcing t h a t  d ea th  

i s  b u t a  s e p a ra t io n ,s h e  opened h e r  mouth and S A id ,'W e ll,h e 's  
gone,and  I  c a n 't  say  I ' jm s o r r y . '  ( p .2 8 .)

(T his i s  th e  s o r t  o f  co ldness which rem inds us o f  th e  D rabble 

f a m i l i e s ' h o r ro r  o f to u ch in g  each o th e r.S e e  f o r  example A Summer 

Bird -G a^e (3 ) ;  "H e 's  th e  on ly  member o f  ou r fam ily  who e v e r to u c­

h es  anyone w ith o u t w in c in g ."  ( p .29 . )  ) In  o rd e r  to  emphasize th e  

e x te n t o f  Mrs,Maugham’s em otional a r id i ty , s h e  i s  c o n tra s te d  w ith  

th e  Denham fa m ily . The k in d  o f  l i f e  t h a t  th e y  le ad  i s  th e  com plete 

o p p o s ite  o f  C la r a 's  own fam ily  e x p e rien ce . She i s  astounded t h a t  

th e  two s i s t e r s  Ole l i a  and A nnunciata a re  davcted  to  each o th e r ;  
h e r  own ex p erien ce  i s  t h a t  sister<s\ a re  u s u a lly  r i v a l s .  The whole 

Denham household  i s  f u l l  o f  a  sense  o f  freedom and lo v e . (We g e t



a  measure o f th e  c o n t ra s t  by comparing th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  C la r a 's  
Northam home (4) w ith  t h a t  o f  G le l ia 's  bedroom ,w ith i t s  g la s s  j a r s ,  

p la n ts , pho tographs, d o l l ' s  house and o th e r  charm ing junks "C la ra  
was s tag g e re d  and bew itched; she had nev er in  h t r  l i f e  seen  any­
th in g  l ik e  i t , "  ( p .92 . )  ) And p re s id in g  o ver t h i s  m arvellous and 

iPvU 'g  l i t t l e  community i s  th e  m other whose name (Candida) prov­

id e s  an a c c u ra te  r e f l e c t i o n  n o t m erely o f  h « r b u t o f  th e  whole 

fa m ily .
The Denhams a re  an a b e r ra t io n  f o r  D rabb le . In  th e  o th e r  s ix  nov­

e l s  o f  th e  p e rio d  no o th e r  fam ily  i s  used  in  t h i s  way a s  a  b r i l l i a n t  

c o n t r a s t  to  th e  c e n t r a l  m ise ry . I t  be t h a t , i n  KSing scenes o f 

harmony t o  h i ^ l i # i t  th e  p au c ity  o f C la ra 's  own dom estic background. 

D rabble runs th e  r i s k  o f  sab o tag in g  h e r  e f f e c t s  o f b le a k n e ss . Her 
a r t  seems to  s i t  b e t t e r  when th e re  a re  no sunny in te r v a l s  amongst 

th e  c lo u d s . F u rtherm ore , i t  could  be t h a t  th e  s o r t  o f  exaggera ted  

f e l i c i t y  t h a t  th e  Denhams enjoy may come to  seem a c tu a l ly  r id ic u ­

lo u s  to  th e  re a d e r ,  (T h is i s  c e r t a in ly  th e  danger in  a  novel which 

goes even f u r th e r  down th e  same ro ad ; Susan H i l l ' s  S trange Mee t ^ g  

(5 ) in  which th e  h o rro rs  o f  th e  tre n c h e s  a re  jux taposed  to  th e  

a b su rd ly  f a u l t l e s s  dom estic  i d y l l  o f  th e  B arto n s  in  E ng land .)

A nother theme which c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  p a re n t-o f f  s p r in g  r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  i s  th e  dom inating  fo rc e  which p a re n ts  use to  p ro p e l t h e i r  
c h i ld re n  in  p redeterm ined  d i r e c t io n s .  The f a c t  o f  such p a re n ta l  

in f lu e n c e  i s , o f  c o u r s e , in  th e  v ery  n a tu re  o f  th in g s .  But in  D rabble 
i t  assumes an unusual im portance and an i n s i s t e n t  p re sen ce .

Simon Camish and Rose V a s s il io u , in  The N eedlie's Eye (6) a re  
s t r i k i n g  exam ples. S im on's c a re e r  (un ion  law yer) has p a r t ly  been 

d eterm ined  by h is  sen se  o f  a  d e b t to  be re p a id  to  h is  f a th e r , th e  

v ic tim  o f  an i n d u s t r i a l  acaû d en t. G e ttin g  him in to  th e  jo b  in  th e  

f i r s t  p la ce  i s  "h i»  d r iv in g ,  n e u ro t ic ,  r e f in e d  mother,who had worked 

so  h ard  f o r  him,who had in s i s te d  so on h is  r i ^ t s ,w h o  had pushed 
him and pushed him to  where he now w as,th rough  Ju n io r  School and 

D ire c t G rant Grammar School and th rough  Oxford and on ,w hether he 

l ik e d  i t  o r  n o t , t o  th e  B a r ."  (p . 1 31 .) Both he and h is  f r ie n d  Nick 

b e a r  th e  burden o f  t h e i r  p a r e n ts ' need o f  a t  l e a s t  v ic a r io u s  wo3> 

I d ly  achievem ent; th e se  p a re n ts  "had b en t on t h e i r  sons th e  pecu­

l i a r  w e i ^ t  cT t h e i r  own th w arted  a m b itio n s ,"  ( p .31 .)

I  th in k  i t  is: c l e a r  from th e  way Simon, behaves t h a t  he i s  o f  

a  meek d is p o s i t io n .  We have on ly  to  c o n s id e r  h is  ro w -s tra te g y  
w ith  h is  w ife  (he sim ply  w a its  t i l l  h e r  r a i l l i n g  s to p s )  and h is  

d if f id e n c e  w ith  R ose ,to  see  how unassuming he i s .  T h is  t r a i t



seems to  be connected w ith  h is  experience  o f  th e  s tro n g ly  p ro te c ­

t i v e  i n s t i n c t s  h i s  m o th er,a  f in e  example o f which i s  h e r  re a s ­

s u r in g  him o v er psalm 137* The boy Simon i s  d is t r e s s e d  by th e  thrvcvt 
" th a t  th e  s in s  o’f  th e  f a th e r s  s h a l l  be v i s i t e d  upon th e  c h i ld re n , 

and th a t  th e  b ra in s  o f  th e  c h i ld re n  o f  o n e 's  enemy should  be dashed 

o u t upon th e  ro c k s ,"  ( p .3 0 .)  His m other t e l l s  him t h a t  th e  psalm 

i s  w ic k e d ,th a t he shou ld  pay no a t te n t io n ;  "sA& had t r i e d  to  undo 

i t  f o r  h im ," ( p .3 0 .)  C onsidering  t h i s  in c id e n t in  re tro s p e c t ,o n e  

se e s  n o t on ly  t h a t  S im on's p o th e r  in te rv e n e s  in  a  p ro te c t iv e  way, 

b u t th e  re le v an ce  o f  th e  m a tte r  o f  th e  psalm to  th e  is s u e  o f  
p a re n ts  and c h i ld re n .  I t  i s  a  s i n i s t e r  m essage,and comes to  seem 

f r ig h te n in g ly  a p t n o t on ly  in  t h i s  b u t in  o th e r  D rabble n o v e ls .
J u s t  as  Mrs,Camish i s  th e  d r iv in g  fo rc e  behind  h e r  s o n 's  e a r ly  

l i f e , s o  R o se 's  f a th e r  tow ers o v er h i s  d a u g h te r 's  l i f e , b u t  in  a  

f a r  more n e g a tiv e  way. H is p e t ty  dom estic ty ra n n y ,c lo se ly  rem in- 
i s o ' j i t  o f  Com pton-Bum ett s i tu a t io n s , r e v e a ls  i t s e l f , f o r  example, 

in  th e  scene in  which Rose re fu s e s  to  succumb to  t a c i t  p re ssu re  

in  th e  m a tte r  o f  when she should  go to  bed . H is w ea lth  allow s him 

an  a d d i t io n a l  r e in  once Rose has grown up; by c o n t ro l l in g  h e t  a l ­

low ance, he can to  some e x te n t  c o n t ro l  .her b eh av io u r. I t  i s  no 

lo n g e r  th e  case t h a t  he f e e l s  t h a t  he can d i c t a t e  th e  s p e c i f ic  
te rm s; he i s  now happy i f  he can m erely p rev e jit a  sc a n d a l o ver 

R o se 's  l i a i s o n  w ith  C h ris to p h e r; " I  h a d n 't  th o u g h t he would c a re , 

and he s a id  he d i d n 't  c a re  as  long  a s  I  k ep t my name o u t o f  th e  

p a p e rs ."  (p .IC O .) However,when Rose f lo u t s  him and a c tu a l ly  m a rrie s  

C h r is tp i^ e r , th e  f a t h e r  d i s in h e r i t s  h e r .  The r e l a t i v e  p overty  o f  

h e r  subsequen t n o r th  London home i s  o f  course  th e  r e s u l t ;  th e  

b reakup  o f  th e  m arriage  w ith  C h ris to p h e r i s  g r e a t ly  owing to  h is  
d isa p p o in te d  f in a n c ia l  e x p e c ta t io n s , ( I t  would be u n f a i r  to  say  

t h a t  he i s  e n t i r e ly  m ercenary ,bu t m istaken  to  say  t h a t  th e  lu re  

o f  money i s  an in s ig n i f ic a n t  f a c t o r  f o r  h im .) We see  ag a in  th e  

c o n t ro l l in g  hand o f  th e  p a re n t ,  R ose 's  f in a n c ia l  dependence i s  as 
c r u c ia l  a s  S im on's em otional one; and b o th  a re  p re sen te d  in  term s 

o f  f a m i l i a l  patho logy ,
P a re n ta l in te r f e r e n c e ,g r e a t  o r  s m a l l , i s  a  s to c k  f e a tu r e  o f th e  

n o v e ls . P rances W ingate 's  m o th e r,in  The Realms o f  Gold ( 7 ) , in tim ­

id a te s  a l l  o f  h e r  d a u ^ t e r ' s  male f r ie n d s ,w i th  th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  th e y  

d r i f t  away and d isa p p e a r  from s ig h t .  The d ia lo g u e  between Sarah 

and h e r  m other abou t th e  fo rm e r 's  re so lv e  to  le av e  home and l iv e  

in  London i s  ty p ic a l  o f  th e  u n d e rly in g  d i s t r u s t  and g en e ra l bad 

f e e l in g  between th e  g e n e ra tio n s . The m o th e r 's  a n x ie ty  o v er th e
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vagueness o f  th e  proposed arrangem ents d o e s n 't  p rev en t h e r  from 

d a r t in g  nim bly down th o se  a l le y s  o f enqu iry  w hich,because th e y  seem 

so unconnected w ith  th e  main b u s in e ss  ("Oh y e s ,th e  g i r l  in  g rey  
w ith  a l l  tk e  long  h a i r  . . . I  t h o u ^ t  she was m arried" ( p .62) -  th e  

m otherly  innuendo b e in g  t h a t  a l l  i s  n o t w e ll)  a re  a l l  th e  more 

amusing and t r u e  to  l i f e .
Ja n e t B i r d 's  m o th e r ,in  The Realms of G a\.d ,is  w onderfu lly  ad ep t 

a t  th e se  ob liq u e  v e rb a l s ta b s j  "How unusual"  she comments,as h e r  

d au g h te r p rep a res  a  com bination o f  peaches and ch icken  ( p .128) 

and,no doubt s i l e n t l y  ou trag ed  t h a t  J a n e t shou ld  allow  a  c a t  

anywhere n e a r  th e  b ab y ,sa y si " I  do admire you r confidence . . . I ' d  

n ev e r have d a red . But you m others th e se  days a re  so su re  o f your­
s e lv e s ,"  ( p .129 . )

A c tu a l ly , th is  Mrs. O llerenshaw  i s  so  a b le  a  p r a c t i t i o n e r  t h a t  

she h a rd ly  needs to  speak  a t  a l l  in  o rd e r  to  in t im id a te ;  "Never­
th e le s s ,  a s  Mrs O llerenshaw  n ib b le d  h e r  b i s c u i t  -  wa» she t r y in g  

to  im ply by th e  movement o f  h e r  l i p s  t h a t  i t  hac  ̂ gone s o f t  ? -  
J a n e t asked ,'A nd  how 's Dad keep ing  ? '  " ( p .131 .)

At th e  ro o t  o f  many o f  th e se  te n s io n s  i s  th e  p e rso n a l hypocrisy  

w h ich ,as  we saw ,p lays such a  la rg e  p a r t  in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f Compton- 
B u im ett. The ne«d which D ra b b le 's  p a re n ts  have to  conform to  s o c ia l  

norms c re a te s  th e  s o r t  o f  em otional d ish o n e s ty  which i s  a t  th e  

ro o t  o f  many o f th e  f e a tu r e s  we have i l l u s t r a t e d .  I t  i s  w e ll ch a r­

a c te r iz e d  in  t h i s  e x t r a c t  from The W a te r fa ll  (8 ) , in  which Jane i s  
t a lk in g  about h e r  p a re n ts ;

I  d o n 't  know what had gone wrong between them; perhaps th e y  

d id  n o t l i k e  hav ing  to  sh a re  t h e i r  m utual knowledge. Some 
people co n sp ire  to  dece ive  th e  w orld  and f in d  in  t h e i r  consp­

ir a c y  a  bond ,bu t th e y  d id  i t ,  I  th in k ,w ith  a  sense  o f profound 
m utual d i s l i k e .  They p re sen te d  a  u n ite d  f r o n t  to  th e  w orld , 

because t h e i r  s u rv iv a l  demanded t h a t  th e y  shou ld ,b ecau se  th ey  

cou ld  n o t a f fo rd  to  b e tra y  each o th e r  in  p u b lic ;[c o lo n  s i c ]  
b u t t h e i r  d is s e n s io n  found o th e r  dev ious fo rm s ,s e c re t  form s, 

undeadiand a t ta c k s  and r e p r i s a l s , covered m a lic e ,d is c r e e t  in v e r­

te d  i n s u l t s ,p a i n f u l  p r a i s e .  C h ild ren  a re  l o s t  in  such a  lan d , 

where appearances b e a r  no r e la t io n s h ip  to  r e a l i t y ,  a  .land o f  

h a-h as  and fake  one d im ensional uncro ssab le  b r id g e s  and a r t i f ­

i c i a l  unseasonal bloom s; a  landscape c iv i l i z e d  o u t o f  i t s  

n a tu r a l  shape, ( p .57 . )
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I t  i s  p re c is e ly  t h i s  fake  em otional landscape th a t  has a f f e c te d  
Jane even more th a n  she h e r s e l f  s u s p e c ts .  As we fo llo w  h e r  accoun t, 

w ith  i t s  sw itch es  from f i r s t  to  t h i r d  person  n a r ra t iv e ,a n d  th e  
co rrespond ing  d is c re p a n c ie s  o f  d e ta i l ,w e  see in  h e r  pained  r e c o l­
le c t io n s  th e  p a re n ta l  exam ple. Her n a r r a t iv e  -  which i s , i n  p a r t  
a t  l e a s t ,a n  o b fu sc a tin g  mask -  i s  p a r t  o f  a  d ire c t:  in h e r i ta n c e  o f 

th e  p a re n ta l  manner o f  s im u la tio n .
T h is  paissage about J a n e 's  p a re n ts  i s  o f  p a r t i c u la r  im portance 

because i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  a  f e a tu r e  which D rabble i s  e s p e c ia l ly  keen 

to  b r in g  to  o u r a t t e n t io n .  Prom many o f th e  examples o f  p a re n t-  

o f f  s p r in g  disharm ony in  th e  n o v e ls ,th e  r e a d e r  beg in s  to  develop  

a  c o n v ic tio n  t h a t  t h a t  (^isharmDny can be e a s i ly  e;?«plained,that 

i t  i s  an "u n d ers tan d ab le"  consequence o f  c e r t a in  ty p e s  o f p a re n ta l  

b eh av io u r, Mrs,Maugham's meanness o f  s p i r i t ,R o s e 's  f a t h e r 's  imp­

e r io u s n e s s ,  can be expected  to  produce th e  e f f e c t s  t h a t  we a c tu a l ly  

s e e .  Now,I c e r t a in ly  b e l ie v e  t h a t  a  p a r t  o f  D ra b b le 's  purpose i s  
to  make t h a t  co n n ec tio n ,an d  th e re b y  expose th e  p a re n ta l  f a u l t s .

But she i s  a lso  eag e r to  p o r tra y  a  sense  o f  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  about 
d is c o rd  in  th e  f a m i ly ,in  l in e  w ith  th e  A ugustin ian ism  which I  
b e l ie v e  she ^jcem plif i e s , She wants to  d e sc r ib e  d is c o rd  w ith o u t 

n e c e s s a r i ly  l in k in g  i t  on every  o ccasion  to  some s o c ia l  o r  c u l t ­
u r a l  e x p la n a tio n ; she w ants i t  to  r e p r e s e n t , th a t  i s  t o  s a y ,th e  

in e x p lic a b le  n a tu re  o f  huimn p e r v e r s i ty .
I  th in k  t h a t  th e  passage quo ted  above p u ts  t h a t  a c ro s s ;  in  th e  

s tra n g e  b eh av io u r i t s e l f , i n  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  bemusement o v e r i t  ( " I  

d o n 't  k n ow ","perhaps"),and  in  th e  n o tio n  o f  a  s e c r e t  "m utual know­
le d g e " , which has th e  s l i ^ t e s t  f la v o u r  o f  p o s t - la p s a r ia n  man. I t  

can u s e fu l ly  be compared to  a n o th e r  p assag e ,ab o u t Clsuca's f a th e r :

. . . a s  he h im se lf  had managed to  purchase by h is  t>wm la b o u rs  

a  th r e e  bedroomed sem i-detached  house in  a  p le a sa n t suburban 

d i s t r i c t , h e  m i ^ t  have been t h o u ^ t  t o  have cause to  f e e l  

f a i r l y  co n te n t w ith  l i f e .  But he d id  n o t .  He wps p e rp e tu a lly  

in  th e  g r ip  o f  some o b sc u re ,n ig g lin g ,u n e x p la in e d  b i t t e r n e s s ,  
which le d  him to  re p u d ia te  m ost o f  th e  o v e r tu re s  which C la ra  
would from tim e to  tim e make tow ards him; she made th e se  a ttem ­

p ts  because she was le s s  f r ig h te n e d  o f  him th an  she was o f h e r  

(pother . . .  ( J .G . ,p .2 8 . )

T here i t  i s :  "some o b sc u re ,n ig g lin g ,u n e x p la in e d  b i t t e r n e s s . "

How p re c is e ly  A ugustin ian  t h i s  is , .in  to n e ,s u g g e s tin g  as  i t  does
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envy and s e lf -c e n tre d n e s s ,a n d  a  p reoccupation  w ith  s e c u rin g  f o r  

o n e s e lf  th e  b e s t  p o ss ib le  a rrangem ents. The b i t t e r n e s s  i s  "obscure" 
and "unexplained" because i t  has no sou rce  in  th e  lo c a l  o r  c o n tin ­

g e n t; i t  has no s p e c i f i c i t y .  I t  a r i s e s  from som ething endemic to  
hum anity i t s e l f *  th e  in h e re n t tendency  to  e v i l .

A f u th e r  way in  which D rabble i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  human p e rv e r s i ty  

i s  t o  p re se n t d is c o rd  even in  th o se  ca ses  where we w ould ,consu l­

t i n g  th e  a u th o r 's  own g u id e l in e s , le a s t  expec t n t .  In  The Mi l l s to n e 

( 9 ) , Rosamund's p a re n ts  measure up to  every  c r i t e r i a  f o r  good p a r­

en tage  which we mfigtit have in f e r r e d  from th e  o th e r  n o v e ls ,e sp e c ­

i a l l y  Jerusalem  th e  Golden and The N eed le 's  Eye. They a re  t o l e r a n t ,  

n o n - in te r f e r in g ,a n d  c l a s s i c  l i b e r a l s .  They su p p o rt a l l  good cau ses . 

But Rosamund i s  d isaiE fected  because she f e e l s  t h a t  th e  independence 
rammed down h e r  th r o a t  i s  j u s t  as  harm ful a» regim es l ik e  Mrs, 

M au^am 'sf "My p a re n ts  d id  n o t su p p o rt me a t  a l l,b e y o n d  th e  r e n t -  

f r e e  accom odation,though th ey  cou ld  have a ffo rd e d  to  do so* b u t 

th e y  b e lie v e d  in  independence. They had drummed th e  id e a  o f  s e l f -  

r e l i a n c e  in to  me so th o ro M ^ ly  t h a t  I  b e lie v e d  dependence to  be 
a  f a t a l  s i n .  Em ancipated w om an,this was me* g in  b o t t l e  in  hand, 

opening ray own door w ith  ray own la tc h k e y , ( p .9 . )
Rosamund i s  b e in g  p ressed  to  a cc ep t an e x te n s iv e  freedom ; be­

cause i t  in c lu d e s  th e  freedom to  d r in k  g i n , i t  beg in s to  appepjr 

u n a p p e tiz in g . T h is  p a re n ta l  a t t i t u d e  e n ta ils ,am o n g  o th e r  th in g s ,  

in tro d u c in g  th e  c h a r  to  f r ie n d s ,e n c o u ra g in g  cockney a c c e n ts ,a n d  

n o t q u e s tio n in g  th e  c h i ld re n  when th e y  r e tu r n  a t  th re e  in  th e  mor­
n in g . Rosamund has a  low e s tim a te  o f  t h i s  a t t i tu d e *  " I t ' s  a l l  been 

a  d is a s tro u s  experim ent in  e d u c a t io n , th a t 's  a l l  one can c a l l  i t . "

( p .28 . )
IiL ^  Summer B ird-C a g e ,S a ra h 's  p a re n ta l  home i s  q u i te  devo id  o f 

th e  parsim ony we saw in  Northam; th e  s o r t  o f  b o u rgeo is  com fort, 

we m i ^ t  have been le d  to  th in k  by in f  e re  n ee , which o i l s  th e  w heels 
o f  a  f a m i ly 's  r e la t io n s h ip s  (a s  s u re ly  i t  does among th e  Denhams). 

But Sarah sen ses  danger in  t h i s  s e d u c tiv e ly  cosy and in v i t in g  en­
v ironm ent, in  th e  f i t t e d  c a rp e ts  and th e  w a l l - l ig h t in g s . Somehow, 

in  a  way n o t made e x p l i c i t ,b u t  hav ing  to  do w ith  th e  very  v ag u est 

sense  o f  p e r i l  f o r  h e r  m o rtl s tam in a ,S a rah  d e s p is e s  h e r s e l f  " f o r  

g iv in g  in  to  th e  b a rg a in  com fort o f  meals p rov ided  and beds made." 

(p.16.)
One ep isode in  p a r t i c u la r  h e lp s  us to  see  t h a t  D rabble i s  o f f e r ­

in g  h e r  view o f  d is c o rd  from an A ugustian p o s i t io n .  In  The Realms
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of  Gold,J a n e t* s m other su g g es ts  t h a t  h e r  d< iu#iter use s p i r i t s  o f  

s a l t s  to  c lean  th e  s in k  s ta in ,e v e n  though she h e r s e l f  d i s l i k e s  i t ,  

and a c tu a l ly  co n s id e rs  i t  d an g ero u s,a lo n g  w ith  Janets  "She d id n ’t  
know why s h e 'd  e v e r  suggested  i t .  She c o u ld n 't  h e lp  h e r s e l f , t h a t  

was th e  solemn t r u t h . ” ( p . 133 ,) T h is  i s  abou t as c lo se  as  we e v e r  

g e t in  D rabble to  an " e x p la n a tio n ” f o r  th e  p e rv asiv e  p a r e n t - o f f -  
s p r in g  a n t ip a th y .

There i s , t h e n , a  quandary f o r  Drabble,who i s  in te n t  a t  once on 

c r i t i c i z i n g  c e r t a in  s p e c i f i c  ty p e s  o f  fam ily  b eh av io u r and sugges­
t i n g  caA sal r e la t io n s h ip s ,a n d  on su p p ly in g  th e  re a d e r  w ith  an 
A ugustin ian  c o n te x t.  There i s  a  c e r t a in  c o n tra d ic t io n  h ere ,w h ich  
accoun ts  f o r  th e  r e a d e r 's  o c c a s io n a l sense  o f  u n c e r ta in ty  a s  to  

w h e re ,p re c is e ly ,h e  i s  b e in g  led,(W e s h a l l  ta k e  up p o in ts  r e la te d  
to  th e se  q u e s tio n s  in  th e  t h i r d  s e c t io n .)

D ra b b le 's  quandary i s  e q u a lly  e v id e n t when she d e a ls  w ith  m ari­
t a l  d isharm ony. On th e  one hand th e re  i s  a  idiole s e r i e s  o f  reaso n s 

why th e  v a r io u s  m arriag es  a re  under s t r e s s  -  m ercenary m o tiv a tio n  
in  g e t t in g  m arried  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ,c la s s  d i f f e r e n c e s ,c o n f l i c t s  

o f  i n t e r e s t  o v e r jobs ,m ale  in t r a n s ig e n c e , in f id e l i ty  on e i t h e r  s id e  -  

b u t on th e  o th e r  hand ,she w ants th e  re a d e r  to  avoid  th in k in g  m erely 
on th e  le v e l  o f  cause and e f f e c t .  The a ttem p t to  combine th e se  two 

am b itions  i s  w e ll i l l u s t r a t e d  in  th e  ep ig raph  to  A Spnmer Bl ^ -  

Gage,which i s  a  q u o ta tio n  from th e  Renaiasanoe d ra m a tis t  John Web­
s t e r :  " 'T is  j u s t  l i k e  a  summer b ird -c a g e  in  a  garden: th e  b ird s  

t h a t  a re  w ith o u t d e s p a ir  t o  g e t in ,a n d  th e  b i rd s  t h a t  a re  w ith in  

d e s p a ir  and a re  in  a  consum ption f o r  f e a r  th e y  s h a l l  n ev e r g e t o u t . ” 

( p .6 . )  The t a n t a l i z in g  n a tu re  o f  th e  cage o f  m arriage f o r  th o se  
o u ts id e  i t , a n d  tk e  sense  o f  c la u s tro p h o b ia  f e l t  by th o se  in s id e  i t ,  

afre w e ll d e sc r ib e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  seven nov e ls  and c o n s t i tu te  t h a t  

f i r s t  p a r t  o f an am bition  which does w ish to  a i r  m a r i ta l ,f e m in is t  

and sim ply  human q u e s tio n s  in  a  c a u s e /e f f e c t  s o c ia l  c r i t i c i s m .

B ut th e  q u o ta tio n  a ls o  c o n ta in s  a  s tro n g  sense  o f  th e  b i r d s '  

p e r v e r s i t y , t h e i r  a lm ost b l in d  s tu p id i ty .  They a re  e x p e c te d ,in e v i­

t a b ly , t o  choose unw isely  w hatever th e  c ircu m stan ces,an d  to  s u f f e r  

th e  consequences. P u rth erm p re ,W eb ste r 's  l i n e s  d e sc r ib e  a  s t a t e  f o r  

th e  b ird s  o f  g u aran teed  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  w hichever o f th e  two 
a l te r n a t iv e  preJlicam ents th ey  f in d  th em se lv es . T h is  second a sp e c t 

o f  th e  q u o ta tio n  r e f l e c t s  D ra b b le 's  A ugustin ian ism .

Of c o u rs e ,th e  v e ry  f a c t  t h a t  most m arriages d e p ic te d  have a  

good sh a re  o f  c o n f l i c t  i s , i n  i t s e l f , a n  in d ic a to r  o f  an A ugustin ian  

s e n s i b i l i t y  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  a u th o r . Even more in d ic a t iv e  i s  th e



f a c t  t h a t  r e c o n c i l i a t io n s  -  moments w hich ,w hatever meanness has 

p re v a ile d  in  th e  p a s t ,a r e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by a t  l e a s t  

a  semblance o f  d ev o tio n  -  a re  seen  to  be based  on expediency. At 
th e  beg inn ing  o f The Needl e 's  Ey e , i t  i s  bou rg eo is  com fort t h a t  

keeps Nick and D iana to g e th e r .  "Chey cannot fu n c tio n  p ro p s r ly  a lo n e ; 

th e y  cannot ta k e  " th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f  independence." ( p .13 . )
Two pages l a t e r , t h i s  i s  reduced  to  a  much s im p le r  fo rm ula: "They 
had p a r te d  because i t  seemed th e  e a s ie s t  th in g  to  do ,and  because 
i t  seemed th e  e a s ie s t  th in g  to  4c , th e y  bad come to g e th e r  a g a in ,"

(p . 1 5 ,)  I t  seems t h a t  Siiaon s ta y s  w ith  h is  w ife because he p i t i e s  
h e r ;  in  ..th e  Realms o f  Go ld ,K a re l s ta y s  w ith  Joy ou t o f  a  sense o f  

d u ty . W hatever o f  love th e re  i s  in  th e  v a r io u s  m arriages -  and, 

in  i t s  in f re q u e n t m a n ife s ta t io n s , i t  does have a  s t i n t i n g  q u a l i ty  -  

i s  po isoned  a t  th e  r o o ts .

In  th e  p o r tr a y a l  o f  f a m i l i a l  b ic k e r in g  th e re  i s  an a re a  o f 

g r e a t  b r i^ tn e s s ,a lm o s t  o f  optim ism . T h is  i s  th e  experience o f  

mothe3± ood: "When she g o t home,she gave th e  chiilidren t h e i r  p re s e n ts ,  

and l i s t e n e d  to  th e jT  s to r ie s ,a n d  k is s e d  them ,and was p u lle d  around 

by them: th e y  were an e x c i ta b le ,a s s e r t iv e ,h e a l th y ,r e s o lu te ,d a r in g  
b u n ch ,h e r c h i ld re n ,c o n s ta n t ly  m ill in g  and s e e th in g  w ith  an excess 

o f  energy . . . "  (R .G .,p ./f9 .)
W hatever a n x ie t ie s  and d is p u te s  m i ^ t  pu t a d u l ts  a t  each o th e r 's  

th r o a t s , th e  m others t r e a s u re  t h e i r  young in  a  way which p rov ides 
a  co nsp icuously  happy c o n t r a s t .  D esp ite  Emma's b rag  ( " I  have always 

made a  p r in c ip le  o f  s u i t i n g  m yself r a th e r  th a n  th e  c h ild re n "  (ID) ) 

we can see  in  th e  ro u tin e  o f h e r  d a i ly  l i f e  how lucky F lo ra  i s , a s  

a  c h i ld  bask in g  in  c o n s ta n t m a te rn a l warmth. Even th e  t r i v i a l  bus­
in e s s  o f  v i s i t i n g  th e  la u n d e re tte  i s  tu rn e d  to  accoun t; Emma loads 

th e  machine i s  such a  way as  to  g iv e  F lo ra  th e  im pression  t h a t  she 

h e r s e l f  has done i t .  L a te r  th e  m other i s  c a r e fu l  " to  g ive h e r  th e  

t r e a t  o f  p u tt in g  in  my second in s ta lm e n t o f  soap  pow der." ( p . l 4 8 .)  

Emma's a c e rb i ty  tow ards David i s  n ev e r in  evidence in  h e r  d e a lin g s  
w ith  h e r  d au g h te r . S im i la r l y ,a l th o u ^  Jane Gray can snub h e r  hus­

band b r u ta l ly ,s h e  i s  a l l  te n d e rn e ss  w ith  L a u rie . Rosamund and h e r  

O ctav ia  p re s e n t a  s im i la r  c a se .
We b eg in  to  see  t h a t  a  fav o u rab le  a t t i t u d e  tow ards motherhood 

i s  a c tu a l ly  an in d ic a to r  o f  th e  h e ro in e s ' growing m a tu r ity . Thus: 

"B abies,m others! an d  f a th e i s  had h i th e r to  been f o r  h e r  th e  v ery  

symbols o f  d u l l  s im p l ic i ty .  She saw t h a t  she had been wrong abou t 
them ," ( J .G . ,p .2 2 .)  When we re a d  t h i s  we know t h a t  C la ra  i s  b e in g
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i n i t i a t e d  in to  a  m y ste rious t r u t h .

I t  i s  m is ta k e n ,o f  c o u rs e ,to  th in k  t h a t  D rabble makes motherhood 
glam orous. On th e  c o n tra ry ,sh e  i s  fo re v e r  i l l u s t r a t i n g  i t s  d i s ­

com forts; " I  o f te n  th in k  t h a t  m otherhood ,in  i t s  p h y s ic a l a s p e c ts ,  
i s  lilce one o f  th o se  p ry in g  d is o rd e rs  such as hay f e v e r  o r  asthm a, 

wliich re c e iv e  v e rb a l sympathy b u t no r e a l  c o n s id e ra t io n ,in  view o f  

t h e i r  la c k  o f f a t a l i t y *  and w h ic h ,a f te r  y e a rs  o f  a t t r i t i o n ,  can 

so u r  and p e rv e r t  th e  c h a ra c te r  beyond a l l  recovery  . . . "  (G .Y .,pp . 

9- 10)5 " I  was a p p a lle d  by th e  f i l t h y  mess o f  pregnancy and b i r th "  

(G .Y .,p .2 7 ); "my c h i ld re n  a re  always making me s u f f e r  em otions" 

(G .Y .,p ,5 4 ); " I  had had e n o u ^  o f  m a te rn ity . I  was sucked d ry" 

(G ,Y ,,p ,6 3 ) | 'T h e re  was no rea so n  why I  sh o u ld n ’t  have [ a  baby] 
e i t h e r ,  i t  would se rv e  me r i ^ t ,  I  th o u g h t ,fo r  having  been bom  a 
woman in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ."  (M ,,p .l6 . )
, These sen tim en ts  speak f o r  them selves* y e t th e  jo y ,th e  sh e e r  
f e l i c i t y  o f  m othering , i s  keen ly  f e l t  by th e  h e ro in e s  and , e q u a lly , 

i s  im pressed upon th e  r e a d e r ,d e s p i te  th e  heavy s a c r i f i c e  in v o lv ed . 
T h is  "ho ly" s u f f e r in g  i s  a  c e n t r a l  paradox 1 a  d e f in i t e  a u ra  o f  

s a n c t i ty  and d e d ic a tio n  p e r s i s t s  among tOLl th e  wet n ap p ie s . Bain 

and jo y  h e lp  to  d e f in e  each other*  " ’C h r is t,*  th e y  would say to  

each o th e r ,c lu tc h in g  sm all w a ilin g  b a b ie s ,s te w in g  sc ra g  end,w andering 

d u l ly  round th e  p a rk . ’C h r i s t , i f  on ly  w e'd  known what we had to  go 

t h r o u ^ , i f  on ly  we’d known - ’ b u t in  th e  v ery  say in g  o f  i t ,b e t r a y e d  

( in  E m ily ’s  case ) b ru is e d  ( in  Rose’s  c a  e ) and im pow rished  ( in  

b o th  c a se s )  th e y  had sm iled  a t  each o th e r ,a n d  la u d e d ,a n d  had 

ex p erienced  h ap p in ess . L ife  had been so much b e t te r ,a n d  so  much 

w o rse ,th a n  th e y  had ex p ec ted ."  (N jE . ,p .2 4 3 .)

D rabble*s g rad u a te  w iv e s ,d is i l lu s io n e d  and r e s e n t f u l ,h a v e , i t  
seem s,found a  w orthy r o l e .  Not only  t h a t ,b u t  th e y  f in d  escape from 

th e  p e t ty  b ic k e r in g  o f  th e  a d u l t  w orld , a s  th e y  Immerse them selves 

in  t h e i r  m ate rn a l r o l e s .  They a re  no s a in t s  by any means; th e y  a re  
capab le  o f  meanness o f s p i r i t  and p e t t in e s s  o f  mind. They can 
wound d re a d fu l ly  (we s h a l l  be se e in g  t h i s  w ith  Emma s h o r t ly ) .  But 
th e  ex p erien ces  o f  c h i ld b i r th  and r e a r in g  g ive  them a  c e r ta in  
s e l f l e s s  a s p e c t .  Rose V a s s i l io u ’s  g iv in g  way to  h e r  husband C hris­

to p h e r , a t  th e  end o f  The N eed le’s  Eye, f o r  th e  sake o f  th e  c h i ld re n , 
i s  a  ty p i c a l  a c t io n .  The novels  do n o t encourage any k ind  o f  pane­

g y r ic ;  r a th e r ,  th e  m atron ly  v i r tu e s  emerge alm ost in  s p i te  o f  them­

s e lv e s ;  in  s p i te  o f  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  commi'bment to  p e rso n a l hedon­

ism , in  s p i t e  o f  t h e i r  t h i r s t  f o r  independence. Like J a n e t ’s  m other
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recommeftvding a  c le a n e r  t h a t  she d o e s n 't  b e l ie v e  in , th e y  cannot 
h e lp  th em se lv es .

U nfo rtunate ly ,w e can on ly  e x t r a c t  a  minimum s a t i s f a c t io n  from 
th e se  p o r t r a i t s  o f  m otherhood,which ap p ea r to  m itig a te  th e  s e v e r i ty  

o f  D rabble *s AugustinipiKism. J u s t  a s  i t  i s  c l e a r  in  Gompton-Bumett 

t h a t  th e  ch ild ren ,h o w ev e r f ra n k  and am iable some f«?f them may be , 

w i l l  be ta in te d  by a d u lth o o d ,so  i t  i s  c l e a r  from D rabble *s t r e a t ­
ment o f  b o th  m arriage and th e  p a re n t-o f f  sp r in g  r e la t io n s h ip  t h a t  

th e  love and a f f e c t io n  la v ish e d  on F lo ra ,  L aurie  and O ctav ia  w i l l  
n o t be a b le  to  save them from  th e  d is c o rd  w hich,D rabble appears  

to  be say in g  from h e r  d e te rm in is t  p o s i t i o n , i s  th e  in e v i ta b le  con­
sequence o f  flaw ed  human n a tu re .

S e c tio n  Two* S e n s ib i l i ty  and S t r u c tu r a .

D rabble *8 nov e ls  have a  f e a tu r e  w hich, in  th e  Compton-Bumett 

n o v e ls , i s  a lm ost e n t i r e ly  unc&bwusive* n a r r a t iv e  voJoe. D rabble*s 

f i r s t  th r e e  novels  a re  w r i t t e n  in  f i r s t  person  n a r r a t io n , th r e e  o f  

th e  n ex t fo u r  in  t h i r d  person  n a r ra t io n ,a n d  The W a te rfa ll  in  b o th . 

These n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e s  a re  a n o th e r  f i c t i o n a l  la y e r  which we need 

to  d e c ip h e r  in  o rd e r  to  dec id e  th e  a u th o r ia l  a t t i t u d e  tow ards 

m o ra lity . T o g e th er witjh many D rabble r e a d e r s , I  f e e l  t h a t  bo th  

n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e s  convey a  s e n s i b i l i t y  which i s , i n  g e n e r a l , th a t  o f  

th e  a u th o r  h e r s e l f  ( I  s h a l l  t r y  to  j> ustify  t h i s  assum ption a  l i t t l e  
l a t e r ) ;  a  s e n s i b i l i t y  em i* ia tica lly  A ugustin ian  in  c h a ra c te r .

What I  s h a l l  do new i s  to  ta k e  a  d e ta i le d  look  a t  how t h i s  sen­

s i b i l i t y  i s  conveyed,and I  s h a l l  be A ^ n g  Emma E v ans,the  n a r r a to r  

o f  The G arrick  Y ear,a s  th e  c e n t r a l  exam ple. T h e n ,I  s h a l l  argue th a t  
some o f  th e  f e a tu r e s  o f  th e  n o v e ls ,su ch  as  t h e i r  s tru c tu re ,e m p h a s iz e  

t h i s  A ugustin ian ism .
T h is  i s  how The G arrick  Year opens*

While I  was w atching  th e  ad v e rtisem e n ts  on te le v is io n  l a s t  

n i ^ t  I  saw Sophy B re n t. I  have n o t s e t  eyes on h e r  f o r  some 

m onths,and th e  s ig h t  o f  h e r  f i l l e d  me w ith  a  cu rio u s  warm mix­

tu r e  o f  n o s ta lg ia  and amusement. She w a s ,ty p ic a l ly  enough,eating* 

she was a d v e r t is in g  a  new k in d  o f  ch o co la te  cake,and  th e  p ic tu re  

showed h e r  in  a  sh in in g  k itc h e n  gazing  in  ra p tu re  a t  t h i s  cake, 

th e n  c u t t in g  a  s l i c e  and r a i s in g  i t  to  h e r  m o is t ,c u rv e d ,d e l ig h t­

f u l  l i p s .  There th e  p ic tu re  ended. I t  would n o t have done to
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have shown th e  p u b lic  th e  crumbs and th e  chewing. I  was v ery  

e x c i te d  by t h i s  f l e e t i n g  glim pse a s  I  alw ays am by th e  news 

o f  o ld  f r ie n d s ,a n d  i t  a roused  in  me a  whole f lo o d  o f  r e c o l le c ­

t i o n s ,  r e c o l le c t io n s  o f  Sophy h e r s e l f ,a n d  o f  a l l  t h a t  s tra n g e  
s e a s o n ,th a t  G arrick  y e a r ,a s  I  s h a l l  always th in k  o f  i t ,w h ic h  

proved to  me to  be such a  tu rn in g  p o in t ,  t h o u ^  from what to  
what I  would h a rd ly  l ik e  to  s a y . ( p .7 . )

I t ’s  q u ite  c l e a r , I  t h i n k , t h a t  ou r in te re js t  i s  c e n tre d  on th e  

c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  t e l l e r  r a th e r  th an  on h e r  b an a l o b se rv a tio n s  .H ere , 
a s  throughout,Em m a’s  em otions and reac tio n s ,m u ch  more th a n  th e  ev en ts  

th e m s e lv e s ,c o n s ti tu te  th e  n o v e l’s  them e. Hence th e  h i ^  r a t i o  o f  

passages e x p re ss in g  s t a t e s  o f  f e e l in g  as  opposed to  th o se  whose 

purpose i s  th e  advancement o f  th e  a c t io n .  The p a r t i c u l a r  observa­

t io n s  t h a t  we see h e re  a re  b a n a l p a r t ly  in  o rd e r  to  ensu re  t h a t  
o u r a t t e n t io n  i s  th u s  p ro p e r ly  fo cused  on Emma’s  s e n s i b i l i t y ;  th e  

f e a tu r e s  o f  w h ich ,as  e v id e n t in  th e  p a s s a g e ,re c u r  t i i r o u ^ o u t  th e  

n o v e l.
Emma’s  f e e l in g s  e s t a b l i s h  them selves a s  im mediate and a u th e n t ic ,  

and n o t m erely  by v i r tu e  o f  th e  space  devo ted  to  them . P a r t  o f  th e  

rea so n  f o r  t h i s  sense  we have o f  t h e i r  immediacy i s  th e  r e s u l t  

o f  th e  s o r t  o f  f i r s t  person  n a r r a to r  t h a t  D rabble a llo w s Emma to  

b e . Some f i r s t  person  n a r r a to r s  (Lockwood in  Emily B ro n te ’s 

Wu th e r in g  Hei g h ts , f o r  exam ple) re n d e r  accoun ts  which have an 

a lm ost o b je c tiv e  a u th o r i ty .  O thers (say,Lem uel G u ll iv e r  and Nick 

Caxraway) g ive  u s  acco u n ts  in  which th e re  i s  e n o u ^  iro n y  f o r  th e  
r e a d e r  to  reco g n ize  t h a t  what i s  beirvg o f fe re d  as  supposedly  d i s ­

p a s s io n a te  o b se rv a tio n  i s , i n  f a c t ,h e a v i ly  s u b je c t iv e .  Emma’s accoun t 

d o e sn ’t  even p re te n d  to  be an y th in g  b u t th e  most o n e -s id ed  v e rs io n  

i t  is ,a n d  th e re fo re  r e p re s e n ts  a  k ind  o f  d e l ib e r a te ly  extrem e form 

o f  su b je c tiv ism . F u rtherm ore , n o t o n ly  a re  we a c u te ly  aware o f  th e  
s u b je c t iv e  s ta tu s  o f  Emma’s  v i t r i o l i c  judgem ents o f  th o se  around 

h e r ,b u t  we a ls o  see  Emma d ev a lu in g  h e r s e l f  a n d ,in  many c a se s ,e x ­

p re s s in g  s e lf -c o n te m p t. These v a r io u s  f e a tu r e s  c o n fe r  on Emma’s 

n a r r a t iv e  a  s o r t  o f  ou trag eo u s h onesty ; and i t  i s  t h a t  sense  o f  

h o n esty  which p ro v id es  one o f  th e  reaso n s  which make me a s s e n t  

to  th e  view t h a t  Emma’s  n a r r a t iv e  embodies a  s e n s i b i l i t y  which i s  

D rab b le ’s  own.

Many o f  th e  A ugustin ian  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f  t h a t  s e n s i b i l i t y  

a re  p re se n t in  t h a t  opening paragraph  to  which we can now r e v e r t .
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One o f  th e  f i r s t  im pressions  t h a t  we r e g i s t e r  i s  t h a t  i t  embodies 

th e  view t h a t  w atching  te l e v i s io n  i s  th e  d e f e a t i s t ' s  r e s o r t  from 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  boredom; and w atching  a d v e rtisem e n ts  i s  a  s o r t  o f  

a d d i t io n a l  d e g ra d a tio n . The n o v e l 's  f i r s t  sen ten ce  jis n o t o f f e r in g  

t h a t  i^s a  view to  ta k e  s e r io u s ly  in  r e a l i s t i c  te rm s; i t  i s  o f fe re d  

on a  sym bolic l e v e l .  B earing  in  mind Emma's own p re o c c u p a tio n ,in  

h e r  a c c o u n t,w ith  m ental s t a g n a t io n , i t  i s  q u ite  c l e a r  t h a t  she i s  

u s in g  th e  w atch ing  o f  t e le v i s io n  com m ercials in  t h i s  way.

In  th e  second s e n te n c e ,th e  word which i s  o f  p a r t i c u la r  in t e r o s t  

i s  "amusement". I t  in d ic a te s  Emma's p o s tu re  o f  m ild  contem pt f o r  
h e r  fe llo w s  which p e r s i s t s  up t i l l  th e  l a s t  page , a n d ,in d fe d , i s  

im m ediately echoed in ,"S h e  w a s ,ty p ic a l ly  en o u g h ,e a tin g " . SoiAiy 
B r e n t 's  s ig n if ic a n c e  h e re  i s  n o t as  a  c h a ra c te r ;  she i s  a  conven­

i e n t  v e h ic le  f o r  th e  m isanthropy underp in n in g  Emma's n a r r a t iv e .

The ad v e rtisem e n t i t s e l f  has a  double fu n c tio n .' On th e  one hand, 

i t s  f a t u i t y  and com mercial v u lg a r i ty  a re  in t e n s i f i e d  by i t s  de­

v a lu in g  o f  women. The way t h a t  Sophy i s  e a t in g  i s  o v e r t ly  s a la c io u s ;  

th e  way she i s  shown " in  a  s h in in g  k itc h e n  g az in g  in  ra p tu re  a t  

t h i s  cake" makes h e r  seem feeb le-m inded  and o b se s s iv e ly  dom estic  

in  thR. c l a s s i c  s te re o ty p in g  t r a d i t i o n .  R igh t away,some o f  th e  fem­

i n i s t  f la v o u r  o f  th e  no v e l i s  a p p a re n t. The second fu n c tio n  o f  th e  

ad v e rtisem e n t in  th e  passage i s  t h a t  i t  p ro v id es  th e  occasio n  f o r  

Emma to  imply a  s tro n g  condem nation o f  Sophy f o r  a llo w in g  h e r s e l f  
to  be E x p lo ite d  in  t h i s  w ay,as w e ll as  se lf-c o n te m p t f o r  w atching  

i t .  In  th e  same w ay,throughout th e  novel,women d o n 't  g e t o f f  th e  

c r i t i c a l  hook j u s t  because th e y  have a  raw d e a l as  women.

The contem pt whti oh Emma show s,th roughou t h e r  a c c o u n t,fo r  o th e r  

p e o p le ,is  so e v id e n t -  because so a b s o lu te ly  e x p l i c i t  -  t h a t  we 
need n o t spend to o  much tim e in  i l l u s . t r a t i o n .  On th e  o th e r  hand, 

th e  se lf-co n tem p t,w h ich  i s  a t  l e a s t  as  s t r o n g , i s  conveyed to  th e  

re a d e r  by m odulations in  to n e  sometimes so s l i ^ t  t h a t  t h i s  a s p e c t 

i s  more l i k e ly  to  be m issed ,and  th e re fo re  d ese rv es  a t t e n t io n .  A 

i to a s e  in  p o in t i s , " I  was v ery  e x c i te d  by t h i s  f l e e t i n g  glim pse . . . "  

which c o n ta in s  only  th e  s m a lle s t  h in t  o f  som ething th a t,w h en  we 

have re a d  page a f t e r  page,we reco g n ize  a s  an e s ta b l is h e d  and KShar- 
a c t e r i s t i c  to n e . I t  su g g e s ts  a  view o f Emma as  c h i ld l ik e ,o n e  imma­

tu r e  in  h e r  o v e r - re a c tio n  to  q u i te  o rd in a ry  ev en ts ; a  view th a t  

a ls o  em erg es ,a lb ie it m in im ally ,fo rm  th e  d ic t io n  o f  " th a t  G arrick  

y e a r ,a s  I  s h a l l  always th in k  o f  i t " .  H e r e , i t  i s  a lm ost as  i f  Emma 

re p re s e n ts  h e r s e l f  as  someone who needs th e  f a c i l e  a id  o f  b o th



la b e ls  ( " th a t  G arrick  y e a r" )  and c l ic h e s  ("a s  I  s h a l l  alw ays th in k  

o f  i t ” ) .  The end r e s u l t  ii,s t h a t  she im putes to  h e r s e l f  (q u ite  in ­

a p p ro p r ia te ly )  a  c e r t a in  la z in e s s .  Above a l l , t h e  d ic t io n  i s  c h a t ty  

( " I  have n o t s e t  eyes on h e r  f o r  some m onths") and sym bolizes t h a t  

d o m e s tic ity  f o r  f in d in g  h e r s e l f  in  which ( f o r  a cq u ie sc in g  in  which) 

Emma sn e e rs  a t  h e r s e l f .
I  have s a id  t h a t  Emma’s  v i t r i o l i c  comments on th o se  around h e r  

h a rd ly  need to  be l i s t e d  o r  e s ta b l is h e d ;  b u t i t  i s  v a lu a b le  to  

paM.se b r i e f l y  o ver th e  te rm s in  which they  a re  ex p ressed . F o r ex­

am ple, in  th e  m arv e llo u s ly  c a u s t ic  p re s e n ta t io n  o f^ th e  a c to r s  in  

c h a p te r  fo u r  (see  e s p e c ia l ly  p .57) w ith  t h e i r  in te rm in a b le  low­

brow c h i t - c h a t  abou t th e  n a tu re  o f  theatre,Em m a commentsi

And so  th ey  went o n ,p o in t le s s ly ,m e s s i ly , As I  s a y , I  had heard  

i t  a l l  b e fo re ,b u t  I  n e v e r th e le s s  found som ething to u c h in g  and 

p a th e t ic  in  D avid’s  a s s e r t io n  o f  h is  own p o s i t iv e  w onderful s e l f :  

poor David,who has no more s e l f  th a n  a  g iven  q u a n t i ty  of w a te r , 
and who i s  always t r y in g  to  c o n ta in  h is  own flo w in g  j e l l y - l i k e  

sh a p e le ssn e ss  in  some s t e m  mould o r  co n fin e  . . .  (p*5 9 «)

T here i s  Something ab o u t th e  s t r e n g th  o f th is ,so m e th in g  abou t 

i t s  e x tre m ity  in  i l l-n a tu re d n e s s ,w h ic h  one i s  tem pted to  la b e l  

m isanthropy -  by which I  mean a  d i s t a s t e  f o r  people q u ite  d is p ro ­

p o r t io n a te  to  what m ight be su g g ested  .from th e  f a c t s  about t h e i r  

b eh av io u r. E a r l i e r  in  th e  same chapter,Emma comments on h e r  hus­
b an d ’s  am b itio n s; " I t  was to  become h eard  o f t h a t  he had jo in e d  

th e  company a t  a l l .  He w is h e d ,fo r  some re a s o n ,to  be a  c l a s s i c a l  

a c to r ,d id  D avid ." ( p .4 6 .)  The f i r s t  sen ten c e  i s  a  ro u tin e  s ta b ,  

b u t th e  te rm in a l d e sc e n t in to  s la n g  has a  much s tro n g e r  fo r c e ,  

a  more m a lic io u s  s n e e r .

Emma i s  d is a b le d ,b y  h e r  in telligence,fT O jm  a c c e p tin g  even th e  
most in n o cen t occurence a t  fa c e  v a lu e . In  d e s c r ib in g  a  t r a n q u i l  

dom estic  moment between David and Flora,Emma cannot r e l e n t :  " ’ 
S h e ’s  alw ays c ro s s ,*  s a id  D avid,and s t a r t e d  t o  p lay  t h i s  l i t t l e  

piggy  w ith  h e r  f in g e r s .  She was overcome w ith  d e l ig h t ,s h e  th in k s  

David i s  th e  most amusing person  in  th e  w o rld ."  (p .IO C .) There 

i s  a  su g g e s tio n  l in g e r in g  in  t h a t  l a s t  i t e a s e  t h a t  F lo ra  i s  s a d ly  

m isled  in  such a  v iew ,and  t h a t  David i s  somehow managing to  g e t 

away w ith  a  d ish o n e s t masquerade whose g e n ia l i t y  h id e s  h is  t f u e  

n a tu re .
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The seductiùon sequence on th e  t r a i n  to  Tonbridge b r in g s  o u t, 

in  th e  same way,Emma’s  a t t r i b u t i n g  th e  low est m otives to  any a c t ;

We had n o t reach ed  London B ridge b e fo re  David s a i d , i n  h is  pro­

nounced Welsh vo ice ,w h ich  he u ses  to  be c h a m in g ,’Haven’t  we 

met somewhere b e fo re  ? ’

’Yes,we have , ’ I  s a id .  ’We met in  a  l i  f!t a t  th e  T e le v is io n  
C entre l a s t  w eek .’

’O h ,re a lly  ? Is  t h a t  a l l  ? I  had an im pression  th a t  I  Içnew 
you . . . ’

I  d i4  n o t re p ly  to  t h a t ;  T  was w atch ing  him c lo s e ly .  He was 

w earing  a  ja c k e t  t h a t  he s t i l l  h a s ,a  navy b lu e ,sh o rt,lu m p y  

ja c k e t .  He looked l ik e  an a c to r ,h e  had a l l  th e  a i r  o f  s e l f -  

p r o je c t io n ,o f  s l i g h t l y  e x t r a  p k y j ic a l  d e l in e a t io n  t h a t  I  a s s ­
o c ia te  w ith  a c to r s .  Even th e  stubby  roughne,J3' o f  him was n o t 

mere roughness; i t  was roughness t h a t  amounted in  i t s e l f  t o  
g lo s s .

’Are you an a c t r e s s  ? ’ was h is  n ex t q u e s tio n . ’ I ’m su re  I  

have seen  you r fa c e  somewhere b e fo re .  B efore t k a t  l i f t , I  m ean .’

’ C e r ta in ly  I  am n o t an a c t r e s s ,*  I  s a id ,  ’th o u # i I ’m q u ite  

w e ll aware t h a t  you’re  an  a c t o r , i f  t h a t ’s  what you m ean .’

•Oh ? ’ he s a id .  ’What do you mean by t h a t  ? ’

’W ell,*  I  s a i d , ’ I  assumed t h a t  your c u r io s i ty  about m yself 

amounted to  n o th in g  more th a n  a  s t im u la t io n  to  my c u r io s i ty  

about you. T h a t you were g iv in g  me a  le a d - in ,a s  i t  w ere. ’

He to o k  t h a t  v e ry  w e l l .  We cou ld  always make each o th e r  r.un. 

’You’r e  wrong abou t t h a t , ’ he s a i d , ’b u t s in c e  y o u ’ve broached 

th e  s u b je c t , I  g a th e r  t h a t  you do know who I  am .•

’C e r ta in ly  I  know who you a r e .  I  saw you l a s t  Sunday n i ^ t .  
David E v a n s ,I  b e l i e v e . ’ ( p .2 1 .)

The m arvellous s t i f f n e s s  o f  Emma’s  use o f  "C e rta in ly * ',th e  Comp- 
to n - B u m e tt - l ik e  b lu n tn e s s  o f  h e r  a c c u s a tio n s , th e  p resence o f  mind 

and d e l ig h t  in  b e l t in g  e v id e n t th ro u g h o u t (and e s p e c ia l ly  in  "He 

to o k  th a t  very  w e ll" )  a t t e s t  to  h e r  m isan th ropy . So to o  does th e  

s n e e r in g . One o f  th e  f e a tu r e s  o f  a  c e r t a in  ty p e  o f  sn e e r in g  i s  t h a t  

i t  ca^ntres on c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  which cannot be co n s id e red  a t  a l l  

o d d ,o d io u s ,o r  con tem p tib le  in  th e  co ld  l i ^ t  o f  rea so n ,an d  in  

f a c t  d e r iv e s  somec o f l i t s r  fo rc e  p re c is e ly  because i t  is i  based  

on p re ju d ic e  and u n re a so n a b le n e ss ,o r  pure whimsy. Using such a  

sneering,Em ma i s  a b l e , f o r  exam ple ,to  su g g es t t h a t  th e re  i s  som ething
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r id ic u lo u s  in  a  Welsh vo ice  p e r  se ,g u ,ite  a p a r t  from th e  way t h a t  

i t  m ight he used f o r  in g r a t i a t in g  p u rp o ses .

Having s a id  a l l  t h a t , t h e r e  i s  a  d i f f i c u l t y  in  t h a t , i n  p a r a l l e l  
w ith  th e se  sev e re  im p lied  and e x p l i c i t  c r i t ic i s m s  th e re  i s  a  ja u n ty  

good humour. In  t h i s  dialogui^,we can ’t  h e lp  f e e l in g  th a t  i t  a l s o  
o p e ra te s  on th e  le v e l  o f  a  B eatrice/B enediofe r a i l l e r y .  I t ’s  obvious 

t h a t  th e re  i s  n o th in g  th e o r e t i c a l ly  a g a in s t  com bining th e se  ob jec­
t i v e s  -  th e  h is to r y  o f  comiMy i s  a  re c o rd  o f  th e  su ccess  o f  th e  

com bination -  b u t D rabble doesruSt manage to  p u l l  i t  o f f ,d o e s n ’t  
make us f e e l  com fortab le  w ith  th e  two elem ents ju x tap o sed . And I  
th in k  a  m ajor rea so n  f o r  t h i s  i s  t h a t  h e r  c r i t ic i s m s  sometimes 

seem so sev e re  t h a t  any k in d  o f  b a n te r  o r  l i ^ t - h e a r t e d n e s s  i s  
bound to  come to  seem o u t o f  p la c e .

The s o r t  o f  d i f f i c u l ty ,w h ic h  th e  re a d e r  h a s , i n  t r y in g  to  reco n ­

c i l e  th e s e  elem ents in  h is  r e a d in g ,c lo s e ly  m irro rs  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  

which Emma h e r s e l f  has in  coming to  an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f th e  w orld 

in  which she l i v e s .  T h is  bemusement i s  a  m ajor in g re d ie n t o f  th e  

A ugustin ian  s e n s ib l i ty  which I  am t r y in g  to  d e f in e ,
Emma’s  bemusement abou t h e r  id e n t i t y  a llo w s h e r  to  make a  joke 

o u t o f  in c id e n ts  w h ich ,w ith o u t such a  b lu r re d  p e rs p e c t iv e , h a rd ly  

seem funny a t  a l l .  I f  we tu r n  up th e  n o v e l’s  opening again ,w e n o tic e  

t h i s  elem ent o f  comedy a lo n g  w ith  th e  elem ents o f  d is i l lu s io n m e n t.  

A nother passage which b r in g s  ou t p a r t i c u la r ly  w e ll th e  way th a t  
com edy,or a  p rep ared n ess  to  a c c e p t l i f e  from a  humorous a n g le , 

c o n s t i tu te s  a  k ind  o f  in d ic a to r  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r ’s  f e e l in g s  and th e  

way th e y  a re  co n fu sed ,o ccu rs  when Wyndham i s  t r y in g  to  seduce Emma 

a s  she l i e s  i l l  in  bed ( i t ’s  u s e fu l  to  compare t h i s  w ith  th e  s i t ­

u a tio n  in  The W a te r f a l l , in  th e  opening pages,w here Jane i s  re c o v e r-  

in g  in  bed ,and  James i s  h o v erin g  in  a  th re a te n in g -se d u c tio n  m anner);

We s tru g g le d  th e re  f o r  a  l i t t l e , a n d  a f t e r  a  w h ile  I  began to  

th in k  t h a t  I  r e a l ly  m ight a s  w e ll g ive  in ; th e re  was a f t e r  a l l  

ev e ry th in g  on th e  sfl.de o f  subm ission ,and  n o th in g  to  be,-gained 

by r e s is ta n c e  excep t a  p u re ly  te c h n ic a l  c h a s t i ty .  F o r we a re  
what we seem to  b e ,an d  th e re  can be no doubt about what I  

seemed to  th e  w orld  to  be a t  t h a t  moment. So I  l e t  him g e t on 

w ith  i t ,a n d  I  w ish t o  God t h a t  I  could  say  t h a t  I  en joyed  i t .

At th e  end I  looked around lim p ly  f o r  my hankerch ief*  th e n ,n o t 

f in d in g  i t ,b le w  ray nose lo u d ly  on th e  c o m e r  o f  th e  s h e e t .  
( p . l 6i . )
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F a rc ic a l ,p e rh a p s ,l3u t  we sm ile  u n e a s i ly , l ik e  Emma h e r s e l f .  Her 

bemusement em erges n o t on ly  from th e se  uneasy mom ents,but in  th e  

to n e  she u ses  when d e s c r ib in g  h e r s e l f ;  one which is ,a b o v e  a l l ,  

d e tach ed :

So I  d re sse d  f o r  t h i s  pubLiic ev en t a lo n e : I  knew t h a t  i t  was 

go ing  to  be e n te r ta in in g .  T here i s  n o th in g  t h a t  I  en joy  more 
th a n  w atch ing ,from  some safe,anonym ous p o s it io n ,s u c h  as  t h a t  

o f  w ife ,th e  m a g n if ic e n t ,[ s ic  comma] g u e r r i l l a  w arfare  o f  such 

absu rd  human fu n c tio n s ,a n d  I  have found t h a t  where a c to r s  a re  

co n ce rn ed ,th e  g a ie ty  f o r  th e  o b se rv e r  i s  doub led , I  took  a  
g r e a t  d e a l  o f  t ro u b le  o ver my a p p e a ra n c e ,fo r  I  to o  w ished to  

look  ab su rd , ( p .4 4 .)

Emma i s  w atch ing  o th e r  people w ith  h e r  wonted contem pt; b u t 
she i s  w atching h e rs e lf , to o ,a w a re  o f  th e  judgement she in v i te s  

upon h e r s e l f .  She i s ,u n l ik e  Lemuel G u ll iv e r  ( to  re v iv e  o u r e a r l i e r  

com parison) a c u te ly  aware o f  h e r s e l f  as  th e  p o te n t ia l  o b je c t  o f 

someone e l s e ’s  contem pt. T h is  i s  c l e a r  enough in  th e  p rev io u s 

parag rap h , in  which she d e s c r ib e s  b reak in g  a  f in e  te a p o t:  " I t  was 

ray own f a u l t ,a n d  I  had n ev e r broken an y th in g  in  rem oval b e fo re .

I  weis w h ite  w ith  fu ry  f o r  an  hou r a f t e r .  I t  i s  fr ig h te n in g ,h o w  

l i t t l e  I  can b e a r  any s l ip p in g  o f f  o f  my own p e r f e c t io n ."  ( p .4 4 .)  

U sing t h i s  s o r t  o f i r o n ic  language,Emma n o t o n ly  g iv es  us a  

glim pse o f  h e r  own w eaknesses,bu t laanages to  g ive  th e  im pression  

o f  b e in g  ab le  to  s ta n d  o u ts id e  h e r s e l f  and judge them d e ta c h e d ly .

When David f o rg e ts  abou t h is  in v i ta t io n  to  H u ^ ,a n d  makes o th e r  

arrangem ents,Em m a’s  response  i s  t o  th j jA  abou t h e r  a t t i t u d e  t o  h is  

co n duct,and  h e r  n a r r a t iv e  th e re fo re  g iv e s  us no f i r s t - h a n d  account 
o f  h e r  em otional r e a c t io n  to  i t :

I  d id  n o t see  him ag a in  u n t i l  he g o t in to  bed w ith  me a t  two 

o ’c lo ck  th e  n ex t m orning. I  sp e n t th e  r e s t  o f  th e  day w ondering 
w hether I  was annoyed o r  n o t,a n d  w hether h is  fo rg e tfu ln e s s  had 

o r  had n o t been a  s e r io u s  m atrim on ial o ffe n c e : I  dec id ed  f i n a l l y  

as  I  s a t  w atching  th e  t e le v is io n  w ith  P asca l and e a t in g  th re e  

h e lp in g s  o f  ch o co la te  mousse t h a t  I  was n o t annoyed a t  a l l .  I  

d id  n o t expec t him to  remember,and I  d id  n o t blame him when he 

f o r g o t .  What I  d id  f e e l ,a n d  t h i s  was q u ite  a  d i f f e r e n t  m a tte r ,  

what I  d id  f e e l  was envy. A more s e r io u s  a f f a i r  th a n  annoyance.
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though n o t perhaps so much to  my d i s c r e d i t ,  ( p .72 . )

The c o ld ,a n a ly t i c a l  language shows u s ,a s  in  th e  p rev io u s  exam ple, 

an Emma w atching h e r s e l f .  The te le v i s io n  image crops up ag a in  as  

a  s e lf - a c c u s in g  m e c h a n ism ,p a rtic u la rly  as i t  i s  combined w ith  th e  
a n x ie ty -e a t in g  o f  baby ish  c a rb o h y d ra te s .

Emma’s  p e rso n a l bemusement,and th e  r e s u l t in g  sense o f f u t i l i t y  

which st\<, e x p e r ie n c e s , be come e v id e n t in  h'^r a ttem p t t o  p re se n t th e  
fe m in is t  c a se . On th e  one h a n d ,th e re  a re  passages o f  c l a s s i c  com­
p la in t  which a re  no doubt m ainly re sp o n s ib le  f o r  t h i s  novel b e in g  
lin k e d  w ith  fem inism :

’You’re  n o t in  a  p o s i t io n  to  com plain^he s a id ,  ’I t ’s  my 

lo v e ly  s e l f  t h a t  p a id  f o r  th o se  chops and t h a t  t e le v is io n  and 

th a t  d re s s  y o u ’r e  w earing  and t h a t  ro o f  o v er you r head . ’

’Ah w e l l , ’ s a id  I ,g e t t i n g  to  my f e e t , ’perhaps t h a t ’s  why 

I ’m so  keen on g e t t in g  m yself an independent incom e,so I  can 

throw  a l l  t h i s  ru b b ish  back in  you r charm ing f a c e . ’

And I  l e f t  th e  room. I  went u p s ta i r s  to  bed: ( p , I 7 . )

I t  i s  q u ite  c l e a r , I  su p p o se ,to  a l l , t h a t  t h i s  pace s u i te d  

me f a r  more th an  i t  s u i te d  Wyndham F arra r,m en  b e in g  what they  

a re  and women b e in g  what th e y  a re  s a id  to  b e . (p . 128 .)

What was wrong w ith  m e ,I wondered,what had happened to  me, 
t h a t  I,who had seemed c u t o u t f o r  some ex tre m ity  o r  o th e r ,  shou ld  

be h e re  now bending o v er a  w ashing machine to  p ick  ou t a  b u tto n  

o r  two and some b i t s  o f  soggy w et c o tto n  ? What chances were 

th e re  now f o r  th e  once-fam ous Emma,whose name had been in  c e r ­

t a i n  sm a ll c i r c l e s  th e  cause f o r  so  much d is c u s s io n  and p re d ic ­

t i o n  ? They would n o t th in k  much o f  me now ,I th o u g h t, i f  th e y  

cou ld  see  m e,those M arx is ts  in  Home,thosie h is to r i a n s  and photo­
g rap h ers  in  H am pstead,those u n d erg rad u a tes  in  two u n iv e r s i t i e s .  

There were more odds a g a in s t  me th a n  th e re  had been a g a in s t  
M rs.von B le rk e ,an d  she had gone u n d er, (p . 108 .)

In  many in s ta n c e s ,a n d  t h i s  i s  t r u e  f o r  a l l  th e  novels,husbands 

a re  b la ta n t l y  o p p ress iv e  in  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  to  m arriag e : C h ris to ­

p her V a s s il io u  re fu s e s  to  do "women’s  work" (N .E .,p .l4 8 ) ,D a v id  

does n o t a llow  Fmma to  d r in k  an y th in g  b u t s to u t  (G.Y. , p .8 ) ,Tony 

o rd e rs  G i l l  ab o u t: "Once he s a id  to  m e ,’Put th e  k e t t l e  on,
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I  s a i d , ’Put i t  on y o u r s e l f , I ’m re a d in g ’ ; and he s a i d , ’Put i t  on, 

what th e  h e l l  do you th in k  y o u ’re  h e re  f o r ’ " ,  (S 3 .C .,p p .39-40) 

K arel S ch m id t,in  The^Realms_of_Gold, b ea ts  h i s  w ife  r e g u la r ly .  J a n e t  
B i r d , in  th e  same n o v e l , i s  h a l f - c ra z e d  w ith  boredom and a n t ip a th y  

t o  h e r  husband Mark,who b u l l i e s  h e r :  "Mark asked  J a n e t where th e  

can d les  were j u s t  in  case  (he asked  t h i s  in  q u i te  a  f r ie n d ly  f a s ­

h io n , b u t J a n e t cou ld  see  was going  to  pun ish  h e r  a t  some p o in t 

f o r  hav ing  enjoyed ta lk in g  to  h is  f r ie n d  T e d ) ,"  ( p , l4 6 .)
And y e t , th e  fo rc e  o f  th e se  in c id e n ts  i s  c o n t in u a lly  m odified  

by Emma’s  r e f u s a l  to  id e n t i f y  men as conscious o p p re sso rs . Time 

and again ,w e see  men re p re se n te d  as  p a th e t ic a l ly  h e lp le s s  ag e n ts  

o f  a  m align o rd e r  -  a  h e lp le s s n e s s  u n d e rlin e d  by th e  c o n s ta n t use 

o f  th e  word "poor" to  d e sc r ib e  husbands th ro u g h o u t th e  canon. In  

The W ate i^ 'a ll, Jane ’s  husband Malcolm u nexpec ted ly  r e tu rn s  home to  

f in d  h is  w ife  in  bed w ith  Jam es, Leaving them th e re  u n in te r ru p te d , 

he v e n ts  h is  i r e  on a  f r o n t  window b e fo re  s l in k in g  o f f .  The h e lp -  

le e sn e s s  o f  men means t h a t  th e y  a t t r a c t  contem pt r a th e r  th a n  r e a l  

b].ame. They a re  th e  in s tru m e n ts ,r a th e r  th a n  th e  w i l l e r s ,o f  th e  

p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c ie ty .  T h u s ,in s o fa r  as  D rabble a i r s  f e m in is t  p reocc­
u p a t io n s ,  i t  i s  in  th e  b ro a d e r  c o n te x t o f th e  view t h a t  men and 

women a re  a l ik e  v ic tim s  o f a  f u t i l e  u n iv e rse  which makes th e  
w rongdoings o f  b o th  in e v i ta b le ,

( i t ’s  in t e r e s t in g  to  compare The G arrick  Yea r  w ith  M arilyn F re ­

n c h ’s  The W ood’s  Room ( I I )  from th e  f e m in is t  p e rsp e c tiv e  .F re n c h ’s 

an g e r i s  s u s ta in e d ,h a rd ly  m od ified ,an d  c e r t a in ly  n o t hedged abou t 

w ith  th e  s o r t  o f  pensive  i r o n ie s  o f  s ty l e  which c o n s t i tu te  in  

B ra b b le ’s  w r i t in g  a  r e t r e a t  from fu ll -b lo o d e d  commitment to  th e  

movement. T h is  argum ent c a n ,o f  couF3e ,b e  p u t d i f f e r e n t ly ,w i th  

F rench  sim ply  b e in g  d e sc r ib e d  as  th e  c r u d e r , le s s  com petent a r t i s t .  

F o r o u r p u rp o se s ,th e  im p o rtan t c o n t r a s t  i s  in  th e  way F ren ch ’s  

n a r r a t iv e  s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  d i r e c t , l a c k in g  th e  s o r t  o f  u n s e t t l in g  
am bivalence o f  B rab b le ’s . )

The contempt f o r  o th e r s , th e  s e l f - c r i t i c i s m  ev id en t in  th e  iro n ic  

d is ta n c e  t h a t  she e f f e c t s  when d e s c r ib in g  h e r  own f e e l in g s ,a n d  

th e  sense  o f  bemusement abou t l i f e ’s  p u rp o s e s ,a l l  le a d  to  th e  
sen se  o f  f u t i l i t y .  When Emma speaks o f  sex  a s  " ly in g  on beds and 

so f o r th "  (p . 131) she i s  speak ing  ou t o f  th e  same poo l o f exper­

ien ce  which a llow s h e r ,a  l i t t l e  l a t e r , t h i s  p h ilo so p h ic a l g e n e ra l i ­

z a t io n :  "We c o n f l i c t  because we cannot com m unicate,because th e re  

i s  n o th in g  to  be s a id ,"  (pp . 148 -49 .) I t  i s , a s  I  s h a l l  now t r y  to
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show,an A ugustin ian  f u t i l i t y  which i s  p a r a l le le d  in  th e  very  
s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  novel*

T here i s  one f e a tu r e  o f  The G arrick  Y ear which has som ething 
o f  th e  f la v o u r  o f  a  p ica resq u e  novel l ik e  S m o lle t t 's  Hu®£h£e^ 

C lin k e r . As one ev en t succe«.ds a n o th e r ,th e re  i s  h a rd ly  any develop­

ment in  th e  g e n e ra l p h ilo so p h ic a l o u tlo o k  o f  th e  n a r r a to r ,n o  sense 
t h a t  th e  p a s t o f  th e  novel i s  an exp erien ce  fo r ,a n d  s t i l l  f r e s h  in  

th e  mind o f , th e  n a r r a to r  who ta k e s  th e  s to ry  s t i l l  f u r th e r .  Brab­

b l e 's  n o v e l occup ies a  p la ce  on th e  r ig h t  o f  a  s c a le  w hich,on i t s  

l e f t  s id e ,h a s  g r e a t  developm ental h i s t o r i e s  l ik e  V ll l e t t e  and 

David C opperfiejU . The Gai^ ick_ ta k e s  up one in c id e n t  a f t e r  

a n o th e r ,a n d  each i s  r e t a i l e d  w ith  a  u n ifo rm ity  o f  o u tlo o k ; w hereas, 

in  th e  B ron te and Dickens,we have an overw helm ingly s tro n g  appre­

c ia t io n  o f  a  s t r u c tu re d  developm ent,o f ev en ts  le a d in g  one to  th e  
n e x t ,o f  echoes and reso n an ces  p laced  w ith  s tu d ie d  d e l ib e r a t io n ,  

o f  th e m a tic  and f ig u r a t iv e  p a t te rn in g .  As my argument here  i s  in  
th e  form o f  a  c la im  t h a t  a  p a r t i c u la r  s e t  o f c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  i s  

la c k in g , i t  fo llo w s t h a t  th e re  i s  no obvious way o f <*^atually e s ta ­

b l i s h in g  such a  case  t h r o u ^  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  I  can on ly  re c o rd  my 

im p ressio n  and l e t  th e  r e a d f r  t e s t  th e  t r u t h  o f  i t  f o r  h im se lf .

I f  i t  i s  conoeeded ,the  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  ty p e  o f  s t r u c tu re  -  one 

which we can see  p re s e n t ,  in  v a ry in g  d e g re e s , in  th e  o th e r  novels  

to o  -  i s  to  r e in fo rc e  th e  to n e  o f  f u t i l i t y  a lre a d y  coming so  s tro n ­

g ly  from th e  p r o ta g o n i s t 's  commentary.

Something le n d in g  i t s e l f  f a r  more s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  t o  i l l u s t r a ­

t i o n  and q u e s tio n in g  i s  th e  use to  which th e  ending i s  pu t to  

f u r th e r  th e  A ugustin ian  purpose . These a re  th e  l a s t  s e n te n c e s :

In  my book on H e re fo rd sh ire  i t  says  t h a t  t h a t  p a r t  o f  th e  

co u n try  i s  n o to r io u s  f o r  i t s  sn ak es . But 'Oh w e ll ,s o  w h a t ',  

i s  a l l  t h a t  one can s a y ,th e  Gart^en o f Eden was c raw lin g  w ith  

them to o ,a n d  David and I  managed to  l i e  amongst them f o r  one 

whole p le a sa n t a f;tem o o n . One j u s t  has to  keep on and to  p re ­

te n d , f o r  th e  sake o f  th e  c h i ld re n ,n o t  to  n o t ic e .  O therw ise one 

m ight j u s t  a s  w e ll s ta y  a t  home. ( p . I ? 2 , )

E very th in g  abou t bo o k s ' end ings -  what happens,w hat sen tim en ts  

a re  ex p ressed  and in  what term s -  i s  u s u a lly  (and u s u a lly  p ro p e r ly )  

co n s tru ed  as  o f  p e c u l ia r  s ig n if ic a n c e  .F o r exam ple, many b e l ie v e  t h a t  

th e  key to  a  m ajor p a r t  o f  th e  meaning o f  V i l l e t t e  r e s id e s  in  th e
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o p in io n  C-ach re a d e r  h o ld s  a s  to  th e  n a tu re  o f M .P au l's  f a t e , a s  

c r y p t i c a l ly  d isc u sse d  in  th e  c lo s in g  p a rag rap h s . T h is  i s ,a d m it te d ly ,  

an  extifeme exam ple,hut i t  h e lp s  to  convey th e  p o in t t h a t  th e  end ing  
o f  a  now el,even i f  o s te n s ib ly  n o t a  m a tte r  o f c o n te n t io n ,d i f f i c u l ty ,  

o r  s p e c ia l  a u th o r ia l  c o n t r iv a n c e , is  f e l t  by most re a d e rs  to  c o n s t i ­

t u t e  an e s p e c ia l  c a l l  to  t h e i r  a t t e n t io n .  The ending i s  th e  f i n a l  

com m unication,the l a s t  im pression ; and th e s e ,b y  t h e i r  very  n a tu re ,  

a re  in v e s te d  w ith  pow er,not on ly  in  f i c t i o n  b u t in  au tob iog raphy , 
l e t t e r s  and c o n v e rsa tio n .

W h a t,th e n ,is  D rabble*s meaning in  th e se  l a s t  l in e s ,w h ic h  a re  

p a r t  o f  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a  summer's day v i s i t  in  th e  c a r  ? Three 

im pressions  s t r i k e  me f o r c e f u l ly .  F i r s t , t h e  s n d k e s - in - th e -g ra s s  

theme i s  suprem ely a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  a  novel o f  ra n c o u r ,d is c o n te n t ,  

tr e a c h e ry  and i n f i d e l i t y  ( th e  l a t t e r  -  Emma's a f f a i r  w ith  Wyndham 
and D av id 's  w ith  Sophy -  be in g  p a r t ly  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  th e  o th e r s ) .

The second im pression  i s  t h a t  th e  s t o i c a l  re so lv e  to  win th ro u g h , 

th e  s o r t  o f  h a rd in e ss  and d e te rm in a tio n  which le a d s  V a le rie  Myer 
t o  la b e l one s id e  o f  D rabble a s  p u r i ta n ,  i s  a ls o  a p p ro p r ia te  a s  

an  in g re d ie n t  f o r  t h i s  end ing : a p p ro p r ia te  because i t  embodies 

Emma's a t t i t u d e  th ro u g h o u t. David th e  a c to r  has an in f l a t e d  ego, 

b u t she can s t i l l  t h r i l l  to  h i s  perform ance in  The White p e y ^ ; 

mothieirhood i s  t e r r i f y i n g  a / |d  m essy ,bu t a ls o  jo y fu l .  Always,Emma 

w i l l  make d o ,w i l l  make th e  b e s t  o f  th in g s  -  l i e  in  th e  snake- 

in f e s te d  g ra s s  r a th e r  th a n  s ta y  a t  home. But th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  w orld 
a s  a  th re a te n in g  environm ent rem ains.

The t h i r d  im pression  i s  t h a t  th e  end ing  i s  a  very  q u ie t , in c o n ­
s e q u e n t ia l  moment. The p ic tu re  o f  th e  couple w ith  t h e i r  d a u ^ t e r  

and f r ie n d s  su g g es ts  dom estic  h arm ony ,m arita l r e c o n c i l i a t io n .  But 

t h i s  i s  as  c le a r ly  a  tra n s ile n t calm as  th e  ending  o f  Joseph Andrews 
su g g e s ts  th e  o p p o s ite ,a  fo re v e r -a n d -e v e r  h ap p in ess . What we a re  

g iven  i s  an in c o n se q u e n tia l moment which has very  much th e  ch a r­

a c t e r  o f  a  l u l l .  E s p e c ia lly  a s  i t  i s  s e t  in  a  p le a sa n t r u r a l  s e t ­

t i n g  whence th ey  must r e p a i r  to  th e  grimy m e tro p o lita n  o p p o s ite  

o f  London. Taken to g e th e r , th e s e  th r e e  im pressions le a d  me to  

see  th e  end ing  as  Af a  p iece  w ith  th e  A ugustin ian ism  o f th e  

n a r r a to r .

I  prom ised e a r l i e r  t h a t  I  would t r y  to  j u s t i f y  my lin k in g  

Emma's sensibM iby w ith  D rabb le . My j u s t i f i c a t i o n  l i e s  in  th e  

f a c t  t h a t  th e  h an d lin g  o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e  wins th e  s o r t  o f  sym­

pathy  f o r  Emma wh;(,ch makes such a  l in k  in e v i ta b le ;  as in e v i ta b le
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as the link between Lucy Snowe and Charlotte Bront}e,even for the 
reader ignorant of biographical parallels. Consider the fo(lowing 
passage in first person narrative;

We sat there for two minutes or so in silence; I had reverted 
my gaze to the television and to my book,and he was staring 
gloomily at the carpet. As he continued not to speak,! wonder­
ed if he were noticing the patch where Flora had spilt her cocoa 
earlier in the day; I did not think so,it was I that noticed 
such things. And when he did finally break our quiet inter­
locking, I realized that the carpet was far from his thou^ts, 
as indeed was the subject that he broached, (p. 150

In the diction there is a suggestion of the erudite -"reverted 
my gaze","Our quiet interlocking","broached" - which is in ironic 
disconsonance with the sentences* content; television,domestic 
trivia,boredom. This contrast of diction and content successfully 
reflects Emma's plight as an educated woman trapped in domestic 
banality; so much,one might say,is fairly clear. But Emma's dis­
affection with life's humdrum is not merely a personal condition, 
unique to this one character; the whoâ^ mood of the novel is bleak, 
and Emma's experience is only the central manifestation of a fea­
ture present in the whole work - a sense of universal ennui. (Epi­
sodes in the novel such as Julian's suicide by drowning illustrate 
the truth of this point.) The fact that Emma's mood is thus in 
harmony with the general mood of the book is one reason why the 
reader tends towards sympathy for her and her predicament.

A second renson is that she obviously has a case; she is lan­
ded with an apparently empty-headed husband who stares vacantly 
at the floor noticing nothing. The tendency that the reader has 
to side with Emma is strengthened because first person narration 
is much more direct and immediate - for this purpose of creating 
sympathy with characters and their views - than impersonal nar­
ration. We CKW test this quite simply by imagining the above 
passage changed into third person narration and then asking our­
selves whether our tendency towards sympathy would be as great 
as before.

Let me anticipate an objection at this stage. It might appeay 
to some readers that I have overlooked the ironic distance which 
is so e>ldent in the paragraph. Surely,they will say,the very 
phrases which I earlier described as erudite,indicate a smugness
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and a f f e c te d  s u p e r io r i ty  in  Emma,who c le a r ly  seems to  be sn e e r in g  ? 

My answ er i s  tw o fo ld ; f i r s t , t o  sym pathize w ith  a  c h a ra c te r  is: n o t  
n e c e s s a r i ly  to  ag ree  w ith  him o r  s a n c tio n  h is  conduct. Secondly , 

ph rases  l i k e  " re v e r te d  my gaze" seem to  me to  be s e lf - c o n s c io u s ly  

f a c e t io u s ,  Emma,in u s in g  th e m ,is  aw are,and  e x p lo it in g  th e  e f f e c t s ,  

of, t h e i r  in h e re n t pom posity . T h e re fo re ,th e  re a d e r  a s s im ila te s  a  
p le a s in g  mood o f  wry humour which f u r th e r  conduces to  sympathy 

w ith  h e r .

Such e f f e c t s  a re  n o t co n fin ed  to  f i r s t  person  n a r r a t io n ,a s  t h i s  
passage fr<m th e  co n c lu sio n  o f  The^Wate r f ^ T l  shows;

On th e  f i f t h  n ig h t  she la y  aw ake,unable t o  s le e p ,u n a b le  to  b r in g  

h e r s e l f  to  swallow th e  s le e p in g  t a b l e t s  she had been g iven ; 

r e s t l e s s ,h o t ,o p p re s s e d  by th e  c e n t r a l  h e a tin g ,o p p re sse d  by r e ­

m orse, upon th e  verge o f  t h a t  f i n a l  e n c o u n te r ,th a t  f i n a l  t r i a l ;  
t h a t  long -d readed  p ro cess  -  th e  slow d ea th  o f l o v e , i t s  slow 

la p s in g  in to  i n s e n s i b i l i t y , i t s  u lt im a te  d e ce ase . I t  would d ra in  

away from h e r  l i k e  w a te r from a  s ie v e ,a n d  no e f f o r t  would r e s ­

t r a i n  i t ;  and w ith  i t  would go h e r  l a s t  sa n c tio n  and h e r  l a s t  

d e fe n c e . How can love p re se rv e  i t s e l f  in  d ea th  ? No hope,no  

hope o f  e t e r n a l  p r e s e rv a t io n ,o f  an ambered c o rp se ,m o tio n le ss  

in  i t s  g la s s  c o f f in  a s  he in  h is  h o s p i ta l  bed ,un touched  by 

tireacherj" o r  f i d e l i t y .  What do th e  dead c a re  f o r  f i d e l i t y  ?

( p .201 . )

The passage b eg in s  as  an im personal n a r r a t iv e  b u t by e x t ra o rd i­

nary  deg rees  ( I2 )  tu rn s  in to  e r le b te  Bede . By th e  tim e we reac h  
th e  sen ten ce  b eg in n in g , " I t  would d ra in  away" we a re  s t a r t i n g  to  f e e l  

u n c e r ta in  abou t th e  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  sen tim en t (13) and I  f e e l  th a t  
th e  q u e s tio n s  "How can love p re se rv e  i t s e l f  in  d e a th  ?" and "What 

do th e  dead ca re  f o r  f i d e l i t y  ?" shou ld  c e r t a in ly  be consid ered  
as  e r le b te  Rede. (L a te r  in  the paragraph  a l l  doubt d is a p p e a rs . The 

q u e s tio n  "What on e a r th  had th e y  thought, th ey  were do ing  ?" can 

h a rd ly  be a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  im personal n a r r a t o r . )  ( l 4 . )

In  c o n s id e r in g  th e  e f f e c t  o f  u s in g  e r le b te  Rede (and th e se  p o in ts  

w i l l  be u s e fu l  when we come to  c o n s id e r  th e  novels  o f  Murdoch), 

we can u s e f u l ly  r e f e r  t o  two p o in ts  made lay Derek O ld f ie ld , in  an 

essay  on Middleraaro h . (15*) The f i r s t  p o in t i s  t h a t  th e  device, 
a llo w s us to  be tak en  r i g h t  in s id e  th e  minds o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s .

N ow ,although I  ag ree  w ith  t h i s  and f e e l  i t  i s  im portan t t o  m ention
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i t  h e r e , i t  seems to  me th a t  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t  e r le b te  Rsde Ic n o t 

n e c e s s a r i ly  m arkedly more e f f e c t iv e  th a n  o th e r  modes. O ld f ie ld 's  

second p o in t i s  th e  c r u c ia l  one: he r e f |e r s , ap p ro v in g ly , to  Leo 
S p i tz e r ’i  d e sc r ip tio n ,w h ic h  i s  t h a t  "what e r le b te  Rede p re se n ts  

us w ith  i s  th e  s u b je c t iv e  v o ic e s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s  b u t [ th e y  a re  

a l s o ]  meant to  count a s  p se u d o -o b jec tiv e  p re s e n ta tio n  by th e  a u th o r ."  

(16.)
S p i t z e r 's  use o f  "pseudo" su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  n o v e l is t  i s  openly 

g iv in g  us som ething which i s  er s a t z^ex p ec tin g  us to  reco g n ize  i t  

a s  such . T h is  I  d isc o u n t,b e c a u se  th e  dev ice  seems to  me e s s e n t i a l ly  

a  k in d  o f  d ec e p tiv e  t a c t i c .  I  mean n o th in g  d e ro g a to ry ,o n ly  t h a t  

i t  i s  a  way o f w r i t in g  which u s u a lly  depends f o r  i t s  su ccess  on 

n o t hav ing  an em phatic p resence and n o t draw ing a t te n t io n  to  i t ­

s e l f ,  The f a c t  t h a t  i t  merges sm oothly w ith  o th e r  ty p e s  o f  n a r ra ­

t i v e  -  so sm oo th ly ,as  we 'have seen  in  t h i s  p a s s a g e ,th a t  i t  i s  d i f ­

f i c u l t  to  d e te c t  th e  t r a n s i t i o n  -  r e in fo rc e s  t h i s  sense  we have o f 

i t s  b e in g  d e c e p tiv e . T h a t r e s e rv a t io n  a p a r t ,S p i t z e r 's  d e s c r ip t io n  
i s  accu ra te ,; e r l e b t e Red® en joys th e  b e s t  o f  bo th  w orlds in  t h a t  

i t  g iv e s  us th e  in n e r  f e e l in g s  o f  c h a ra c te rs  w hile  "d ressed  up" 

in  th e  o b je c tiv e  a u th o r i ty  o f  im personal n a r r a t io n .

W hether o r  n o t one f in d s  in  t h i s  som ething devious oa th e  p a r t  
o f  th e  n o v e l i s t , i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  e r le b te  Rede i s  id e a l  in  th o se  

ca se s  where a  w r i te r  w ishes to  win ap p ro v a l o r  sympathy f o r  a  ch a r­
a c t e r  and h is  p re d ic a h e n t,o r  g e n e ra l o u tlo o k ; and t h a t  i s  e x a c tly  

what i s  happening in  th e  passage from The^Wate r f a l l .  Jane i s  en­

dowed w ith " a u th o r ity "  in  h e r  d ism al in tro s p e c tio n ,a n d  t h i s  i s  an 

in t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  th e  way D rabble e f f e c t iv e ly  wins sympathy f o r  th e  
A ugustin ian ism  o f  h e r  h e ro in e s .

Se g tip n  T hree : The _Con cep tua l ^Framework.

In  s e c t io n  one,we saw D rabble*s p ro tr a y a l  o f  fam ily  disharm ony. 

In  s e c t io n  two,we saw how th e  n a r r a t iv e  s e n s i b i l i t y  o f  The GaCTiok 

Y ea^,and th e  s t r u c tu r e  and ending  o f  t h a t  n o v e l ,p u t forw ard  an 

A u gustin ian  p e r s p e c t iv e . In  t h i s  f i n a l  s e c t i o n , I  want to  b r in g  to ­
g e th e r  v a r io u s  themes to  show how th e  c e n t r a l  weakness in  D rabble 

i s  an in d e c is io n  as  t o  th e  a r t i s t i c  use to  which th e  p o r tr a y a l  

o f  f a m i l i a l  m o ra lity  shou ld  be p u t;  an in d e c is io n  t h a t  I  have a l ­

ready  touched  on in  th e  argum ent le a d in g  up to  and in c lu d in g  th e
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com parison between The G arrick  Y ear and The Women's Room.

I  want to  s t a r t  by loo k in g  a t  th e  reaso n s  why th e  h e ro in e s  

seem so r e lu c ta n t  to  a c c e p t f a m i l i a l  o b l ig a t io n s  per__^j so t h a t ,  
f o r  exam ple ,C lara  r e s e n ts  having  to  go and v i s i t  h e r  m other in  

Northern,barah r e s e n ts  having  to  h e lp  h e r  s i s t e r  L ou ise ,and  F rances 
W ingate w ants to  e s ta b l i s h  a  f irm  d is ta n c e  between h e r s e l f  and 
th e  r e s t  o f  h e r  fa m ily .

B art o f  th e  reaso n  seems to  be t h a t  fam ily  l i f e , f a r  from pro­
v id in g  a  sense  o f  u n ity  o f  purpose and an enduring  s p i r i t u a l  com­

m unity , comes to  re p re s e n t  th e  a r i d i t y  o f  l i f e .  The o rg a n iz a tio n  
o f  people in  fam ily  groups i s  made to  seem alm ost n ’d icu lo u s ,so m e­
th in g  o u t o f touch  w ith  a  n o tio n a l  r e a l i t y  t h a t  i s  go ing  on some­

where e l s e .  Fam ily l i f e ,th u s ,c o m e s  a c ro s s  very  o f te n  as  u n re a l ,  

a  k ind  o f  p re ten ce  o r  m asquerade. C onsider t h i s  passage from 

A Summer Bird-Cage#

We a l l  went to  bed f a i r l y  ea rly ,w ish ii^g  Louise a  solemn good 

n ig h t ;  a t  d in n e r  my m other had suddenly  and unexpected ly  t u r ­

ned s e n tim e n ta l,re m in isc in g  about h e r  own honeymoon in  a  s o l ­
i t a r y  unsupported  monologue. I  f e l t  s o r ry  f o r  h e r  a s  my f a th e r  

w o u ld n 't co o p era te  a t  a l l ;  poor brave tw i t t e r in g  M ama,preten­

d in g  e v e ry th in g  had alw ays been so lo v e ly ,ig n o r in g  th e  f a c t s  

becauii.e th ey  were th e  on ly  ones she knew. My f a th e r  i s  a  b i t  

o f  a  b ru te  and t h a t  ph rase  r e a l l y  f i t s  him; a t  such tim es he 

ru d e ly  and a b ru p tly  d is s o c ia te s  h im se lf  from e v e ry th in g  Mama 

S|>fB,8o she has no r e t r e a t  e x c e f t ,  r e p e l la n t  Louise and s o f t ,  

d is h o n e s t , in d u lg e n t me. So I  asked  th e  r i g h t  q u e s tio n s  and 

l i s t e n e d  to  th e  o ld  s to r ie s ,w h ic h  would have been charm ing i f  
tjrw»,and went t o  bed f e e l in g  s ic k  w ith  m yself and s ic k  w ith  

th e  whole id e a  o f  m arriage  and s ic k e s t  o f  a l l  w ith  Louise,who 

d i J ^ ' t  even seem to  r e a l iz e  th e  courage and d e s p e ra t io n  o f 

Mama t h a t  u n d e r la id  th e  nonsense and fu s s  and c h ir ru p in g , ( p .2 1 .)

Many o f  th e  p h rases  ("unsupported  monologue","my f a th e r  w o u ld n 't 

c o o p e ra te " ," sh e  has no r e t r e a t " , " I  asked  th e  r i g h t  q u e s tio n s" )  
su g g es t t h a t  th e  fam ily  i s  engaged in  a  s e r i e s  o f  r i t u a l  moves, 

a  f u t i l e  game. The u n r e a l i ty  o f  th e  fam ily  -  i t s  l i f e  b e in g  f a r  

from th e  c e n tre  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  n o tio n  o f  em otional h o nesty  -  

i s  b rough t ou t w e ll in  th e  l i f e l e s s  c l ic h e s  (''My f a th e r  i s  a  b i t  

o f  a  b ru te " )  and th e  assumed in so u c ien ce  o f  th e  d ic t io n  in  th e
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in the first half which turns into that explicit despair that 
we find elsewhere in Sarah's account. Many of the passages that 
have already been quoted elsewhere in this discussion of Drabble 
also bear the same marks of familial unreality.

Intimately connected with this is the sense that kmship is 
accidental and,being foisted on individuals rather than chosen by 
them,it is felt that the sort of familial obligations which society 
expects to see fulfilled have little authority. It is a view st­
rongly represented in Jerusalem the Golden and The Realms of Gold, 
and the Sarah of A Sumaer Bird-C^e makes it explicit: "After all,
I s a id  to  m y se lf , what had Louise and h e r  m arriage go t to  do w ith  

me? She was m erely and a c c id e n ta l ly  my s i s t e r  w hereas Simone was 

a p e rso n a l person  o f  my own." ( p .7 2 .)  Such an a t t i t u d e  p la c e s  th e  
s o r t  o f  in c re a se d  em phasis on in d iv id u a l  cho ice  which we a s s o c ia te  

w ith  th e  p e rio d  d u rin g  which th e  novels  were v r r it te n ; and i t  i s  

t h a t  d e s ir e  f o r  in d iv id u a l  freedom  to  which we can now tu r n  as 

a n o th e r  reaso n  f o r  th e  p r o ta g o n is ts ' resen tm en t a t  f a m i l i a l  o b l i ­

g a tio n s  •

These obligations restrict such individual freedom,and this is 
whore some of the feminist issues fit into the moral picture. 
Drabble has taken us throu^ a whole series of tableaux in which 
women are forced to be drudges,to play second fiddle to their hus­
bands, and so forth. They marry for money,t;Key are forced to aban­
don their ambitions for careers; in short,they suffer the conven­
tional marriage. Similarly,they fare badly as offspring when they 
have to put up with parental tyranny or meanness. In all these 
family sit,nations their pli^t is unhappy; so much so that they 
question why they should continue allegiance to a social institu­
tion which has not only reduced their freedom,but done so in so 
unpleasant a manner that Clara thinks of her obligations in bitter 
terms: "Her. friends,all equally indecisive,had no need to hurry 
their decisions,for nothing lay at their bajftkjs,pulling them,suck­
ing them,dragging at their sleeves and at their hems. But Clara 
knew that her mother expected her to go home." (J.G.,p.8l,)

An obvious point to make is that marrisige is different from 
other types of family relationship precisely because it comes about 
by choice and is not accidental; and that is a good reason why we 
should not be discussing it in the same terms as filial or paren­
tal obligations. To justify the inclusion,I would say that Drabble 
deliberately de-emphasii^s this choice factor in marriage and,to
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th e  c o n tra ry , re  tu rn s  ag a in  and ag a in  to  th e  theme o f th e  laarriag e  

which i s n ' t  r e a l ly  th e  r e s u l t  o f f r e e  cho ice a t  a l l , b u t  o f  v a r io u s  

in s id io u s  s o c ia l  and p e rso n a l p re s su re s :  th e  c l a s s i c  example o f 

such a  m arriage b e in g  L o u is e 's  to  S tephen H alifæ c,

The su g g es tio n  t h a t  co n v en tio n a l f a m il ie s  m i ^ t  a c tu a l ly  be 

superceded  by b e t t e r  and more a p p ro p r ia te  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e s  comes 
a c ro ss  w ith  much g r e a te r  fo rc e  e lev en  yeanc a f t e r  Emma's problem s, 

w ith  th e  F rances W ingate in  The Realms o f  Gold, F rances i s  f o r th ­
r i g h t  in  X tje c t ln g  th e  o ld  regim e:

The t r u t h  w as,she c o n c lu d e d ,th a t she cou ld  no lo n g e r adm it th e  

concep t o f  a  tw o -p a ren t fa m ily . Such sym m etry,such id e a l  union 

u t t e r l y  excluded h e r .  She cou ld  n o t even sm ile  a t  a  n u c le a r  

f a m i ly 's  p le a su re  a s  i t  cy c led  a lo n g  a  ro a d . She w anted them 

s p lit ,b ro k e n ,f ra g m e n te d . She c o u ld n 't  b e lie v e  th ey  were r e a l ly  
happy as  a  foursom e: one o f th e  p a re n ts  must be a  d rag ,an d  i f  

i t  w a s n 't  th e  m an,then i t  must be th e  woman. ,\ny o th e r  balsuice 

was im p o ss ib le ,u n th in k a b le . ( p .2 l 4 . )

I t  i s  n o t m^Tely a  q u e s tio n  o f  a f f irm in g  a  p o s i t io n ,  Frances* 

whole l i f e  i s  a  te s ta m e n t to  th e  su ccess  o f  h e r  a l t e r n a t iv e  to  

f a m i l i a l  and m a r i ta l  co n v en tio n s . Perhaps we m ight th in k  o f  h e r  
a s  embodying a l l  th e  th in g s  f o r  which Emma yearned : she has h e r  

c h i ld re n ,s h e  has an i n t ^ l l e c t u a l l y  demanding and p re s t ig io u s  jo b , 

and she t r a v e l s .  The t r a v e l l i n g  in  parti» c u la r  i s  an image f o r  h e r  

escape from dom estic  co n fin e s  and m ental s tag n a tio n *
Like many o th e rs  in  D ra b b le ,th is  passi^ge b e a rs  an  e x tra o rd in a ry  

l ik e n e s s  to  L aw rentian  p ro se : th e  co n cep tu a l r e p e t i t i o n  ( " s p l i t ,  

b ro k en ,frag m en ted " , " im p o ss ib le ,u n th in k a b le " ) and th e  i n s i s t e n t  

f o rc e  o f  th e  t i ire e  co n secu tiv e  se n ten c es  s t a r t i n g  w ith  "She". I  

m ention t h i s  because th e  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  s o r t  o f prose in  th e  works 

o f  b o th  w r i te r s  i s  t o  le a d  th e  re a d e r  tow ards view ing them as 

w r i te r s  concerned w ith  conveying energy in  an im p re s s io n is t ic  way, 

r a th e r  th a n  advancing i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n a ly s is  in  a  sombre George 

E llio t mode. Such a  view i s  in  acco rd  w ith  th e  id e a  t h a t  I  am going  

to  advance in  t h i s  s e c t io n  th a t  in  D rabble th e re  i s  no c o n s is te n t  

c o n cep tu a l framework w ith in  which th e  v a r io u s  id e a s  a re  ex p lo re d .

Having i l l u s t r a t e d  th e  p r o ta g o n is ts ' h o s t i l i t y  to  k in s h ip  ob­

l i g a t i o n s ,  we can sea  t h a t  they  d o ,a lb e i t  w ith  r e lu c ta n c e ,a c c e p t 

th e se  o b l ig a t io n s .  T h e ir  am bivalence tow ards th e se  o b l ig a t io n s  i s
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re p re s e n te d  in  th e  b lood metonymy* "because b lood i s  th i c k e r  th a n  

w a te r , I  suppose" (S .B .G .,p .I9 2 )  S arah  com m ents,in t r y in g  to  exp­

l a i n  why she i s  do ing  a  fa v o u r f o r  a  s i s t e r  whom she d i s l i k e s ,  
Frsu^cws W ingate adm its t h a t  she f e e l s  g u i l ty  about C onn ie 's  d ea th  

b e c a u se ,a s  she say s  to  h e r s e l f , "Blood i s  th ic k e r  th a n  w ater"  (R .G ., 

p .264); and perhaps most i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  a l l  i s  C la ra 's  b e l i e f  

" th a t  th e re  i s  no such th in g  a s  s e v e ra n c e ,th a t  connexions endure 

t i l l  d e a th , th a t  b lood  i s  a^pter a l l  b lood,how ever f a n c i f u l  and 

f r iv o lo u s  such a  n o tio n  m i ^ t  seem ." ( J .G . ,p . I 3 I . )

T here i s , t h e n , a  g rudg ing  accep tan ce  o f  k insfvdp,although th e  

protagi»^aists te n d  to  f in d  i t  e x tra o rd in a ry  ( in  th e  same way t h a t  

C la ra  found th e  Denhams e x tra o rd in a ry )  t h a t  o th e r  people shou ld  

f u l f i l  t h i s  k ind  o f  o b l ig a t io n .  In  The Realms o f Gold,D avid O l le r -  

enshaw t e l l s  F rances about th e  Frepvcih b ro th e r  and s i s t e r  t h a t  he 

had met on th e  boat,w ho were go ing  a l l  th e  way to  A lg ie rs  to  v i s i t  
t h e i r  dy ing  m other. W ith a  cynicism  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  a  D rabble 
p ro ta g o n is t  (nobody b eg in s  to  su sp e c t t h a t  a f f e c t io n  o r  love  m ight 
be in v o lv ed ) h e r  r e p ly  to  h is  " I  wondered why th ey  b o th e red "  i s  a  

t e r s e  "F am ilie s  a re  in co m p reh en sib le ."  (p ,2 4 0 .)  T hat i s  abou t a l l  

t h a t  D rabble h e r s e l f  o f f e r s  u s , to o .

The use o f  th e  b lood metonymy i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f th e  hero ines*  

pronouncem ents in  two re sp e c ts*  i t  r e p re s e n ts  a  bemused s t a t e  o f  

m ind,and i t  i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  s u p e r f i c i a l .  The f a c t  i s  t h a t  th e  

h e ro in e s ,a n d  moxe im p o rta n tly  D rabble,do  n o t o f f e r  us a  v ery  

co h ere n t co n cep tu a l framework w ith in  which we can view f a m i l i a l  

m o ra lity .

T h is  shou ld  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  be th o u ^ i t  o f  a s  a  m ajor c r i t i c i s m .  

F o r one th in g ,D ra b b le  does n o t ap p ea r to  be in te r e s te d  in  th e  s o r t  

o f  e x p lo ra tio n  o f  a b s t r a c t  m oral q u e s tio n s  which so in t r ig u e  Comp- 

to n -B u m e tt .  I t  m ight be u s e fu l  to  s ta y  w ith  t h i s  com parison f o r  
a  moKent.

Com pton-Bum ett i s  re p e a te d ly  ad d re ss in g  h e r s e l f  t o  th e  question*  

g iven  t h i s  s i t u â t  io n , what shou ld  X and Y do? There i s  o f te n  in  
C om pton-Bum ett s i tu a t io n s  (a s  a ls o  in  M urdoch 's ,as  we s h a l l  see 

l a t e r )  som ething o f  th e  m oral p h ilo s o p h e r 's  q u irk y  example* have 

h y p o c r ite s  th e  r i ^ t  to  reprim and w rongdoers ( N in ia r / la v in ia ) ?  

sh o u ld  in h e r i te d  w ea lth  be g iv en  up i f  th e re  i s  a  c lo se  r e l a t i v e  

l e f t  p e n n ile s s  (Hermia) ? ;one to  do a  wrong to  do a  g r e a t e r

r ig U t (Angus co v erin g  up f o r  h is  h a l f - s i s t e r ) ?  The whole endeavour 
in  D ra b b le 's  f i c t i o n  seems t o  be th e  a tte m p t t o  convey a  p a r t i c u la r  

s e n s ib i l i ty ,a lm o s t  im p r e s s io n is t ic a l ly  -  c e r ta in ly  in  q u i te  a



d i f f e r e n t  way to  th e  s o r t  o f  f i c t i o n  we have from Com pton-B um ett. 

D rabble in c o rp o ra te s  o b se rv a tio n s  o f  (u s u a lly  bad) fam ily  beh av io u r 

w ith o u t b r in g in g  i t  b e fo re  th e  re a d e r  in  such a  way a s  to  su g g es t 

t h a t  a  co h eren t s e t  o f  m oral p r in c ip le s  i s  in  d is p u te .  The funda­

m ental p o in t t h a t  I  am t r y in g  to  e s ta b l i s h  i s  t h a t  th e  Compton- 

B u m e tt r e a d e r  f e e l s  t h a t , a t  th e  end o f  a  n o v e l,h e  has emerged 

from a  s o r t  o f  co h eren t d eb a te  abou t m o ra lity ,h o w e v e r^ o n c lu s iv e , 

and th e  D rabble r e a d e r  does n o t .

The coherence i s  la c k in g  because o f  th e  novels*  c o n tra d ic t io n s  

a s  to  puiTpose. On th e  one hand,many e x p l i c i t  passages and obv io u sly  

symboli< ev en ts  a re  d esigned  to  win us o v e r to  some p a r t i c u la r  

view abou t th e  fam ily  in  t h i s  period* th a t  women a re  u n f a i r ly  

p la c e d ,th a t  th e  tw o -p a ren t bond le a d s  to  f r i c t i o n , t h a t  p a re n ts  
and t h e i r  c h i ld re n  a re  in e v i ta b ly  deep ly  a n ta g o n is t ic .  These p o in ts  

can come under th e  head ing  o f  th e  s o r t  o f  s o c ia l  c r i t i c i s m  which 

h a s ,h i s to r ic a l ly ,b e e n  a  m ajor p m o ccu p a tio n  o f  th e  E n g lish  novel 
s in c e  D efoe,

On th e  o th e r  h a n d ,th e  same p o in ts  a re  o f te n  f e l t  to  be p a r t  o f  

th e  a u th o r ia l  r e g i s t e r in g  o f  a  g e n e ra l b i t t e r n e s s ,a n  A u'gustinian 

p ess im ism ,in  which th e  s p e c i f i c  examples a re  n o t th e  c e n t r a l  con­

cern  b u t m erely th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  As I  f e e l  t h a t  Com pton-Bum ett 

manages to  combine th e s e  two e lem en ts more s u c c e s s fu lly  th a n  
D rabble,w e m i ^ t  co n tin u e  o u r com parison o f  th e  two a u th o rs .

The f i r s t  p o in t I  would make i s  connected  w ith  th e  two ty p e s  

o f  s o c ie ty  depiafced. In  Com pton-Bum ett*s w o rld ,fa m ily  members 

know a l l  th e  r u le s  by which t h e i r  b eh av io u r i s  designed  to  be 

re g u la te d ;  th e  r u le s  a re  c l e a r ly  t r a d i t i o n a l ,a n d  have been i n s t i ­

tu t io n a l i s e d ,  However c h a ra c te r s  may b reak  them ,they  have an a l ­

most unw avering s t a b i l i t y .

By c o n t r a s t , th e  w orld  o f  D rabble*s nov e ls  r e f l e c t s  th e  con­

tem poraneous s o c ie ty , i n  which t r a d i t i o n  i s  f e l t  to  be o f  l e s s  imp­
o rta n c e  in  m oral m a tte rs  th a n  in d iv id u a l  judgem ent. The d ic ta t e s  

o f  p r iv a te  conscience superceed  th e  p re v io u s ly  accep ted  a u th o r i ty .  

No c h a ra c te r  in  Com pton-Bum ett would q u e s tio n  w hether t i ie re  was 

s t i l l  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  co n tin u in g  to  honour k in sh ip  o b l ig a t io n s ;  

no c h a ra c te r  in  Com pton-Bum ett would doubt t h a t  m a r i ta l  f i d e l i t y  

was r i ^ t  and p ro p e r. I t  i s  n o t j u s t  t h a t  th e  m o ra lity  has changed 

between one p e rio d  and a n o th e r ,b u t t l i a t  *Uie b a s is  o f  m o ra lity  in  

th e  one i s  c e r ta in ty ,a n d  in  th e  o th e r  d u b ie ty .

A nother reaso n  I  would g ive  f o r  D rabble*s novels  seeming to  be



unsure in  t h e i r  m oral em phasis has t o  do w ith  th e  way t h a t  th e  

c h a ra c te r s  a re  depiqlfed. Both Compton-Bum ett and D rabble show, 

in  t h e i r  novels,how  th e  in d iv id u a l  e x i s t s  In  r e l a t io n  to  h is  soc­
i e t y ,  and th ey  a re  concem ed to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  powers and respon­

s i b i l i t i e s  o f  each . I f  I  s a y , th e n , th a t  D rabble*s p ro ta g o n is ts  a re  

more o b v io u sly  in d iv id u a ls  th&»i C om pton-B um ett' s , I  d o n 't  mean 

t h a t  t h i s  sense  o f  t h e i r  d is c r e te n e s s  from s o c ie ty  i s  la c k in g  

in  th e  Com pton-Bum ett w orks. What I  do mean can b e s t  be in d ic a ­

te d  by considermg^ a s i t u a t io n  such a s  Emma's d ilem m a,a t th e  be­
g in n in g  o f  T h e ;G arrick  Year»as to  w hether she shou ld  g ive  up h e r  

own c a r e e r  i n t e r e s t s  to  fo llo w  David t o  H erefo rd . The way Emma 

f i n a l l y  d ec id es  what to  do sheds l i ^ t  on f a m i l i a l ,m a r i t a l  and 

fe m in is t  is s u e s  t h a t  we have d is c u s se d . But th e re  i s  a ls o  s tro n g ly  

p re s e n t a  f u r th e r  dim ension; th e  p re s e n ta tio n ,a n d  th e  making th e  

re a d e r  a c u te ly  aware o f , th e  s in g le  in d lrv id u a l,a lo n e  and a l ie n a te d  

from  h e r  l i f e , f a c e d  w ith  a  whole s e t  o f  s o c ia l  and dom estic  p re s ­

su re s  which re p re s e n t  th e  fundam enta lly  h o s t i l e  w orld ; th e  ind ­

iv id u a l ,  a s  i t  w e re ,c u t o f f  from th e  purposes and in t e r e s t s  o f 

s o c ie ty .  There i s  som ething abou t th e  very  way t h a t  th e  v a rio u s  
n a r r a t iv e s  a re  conducted -  o b se sse d ,a s  th e y  a re ,w ith  p e rso n a l,p ro ­

longed , and o f te n  gloomy in t ro s p e c t io n  -  which rem inds us o f  th e  

is o la te d  in d iv id u a ls  in  c e r t a in  o f  th e  B ronte n o v e ls . T h is  dimen­

s io n ,  so ccflomon in  th e  n in e te e n th  and tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  n o v e l , i s  

n o t a  f e l t  fo rc e  in  Com pton-Bum ett; and i t s  i n s i s t e n t  p resence 

in  D rabble makes th e  l a t t e r ' s  work more complex. I t  m ean s,fo r ex­

am ple, t h a t  th e  i s o la te d  and independen t p ro ta g o n is t  se a rch es  f o r  

m oral c r i t e r i a  w ith in  h e r  own e x p e r ie n c e ,r a th e r  than, fo llo w in g  

C om pton-B um ett' s  c h a ra c te r s  and r e ly in g  on e s ta b l is h e d  p re c e p ts .  

Both o f  th e se  f e a tu r e s  th e n  -  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a  s o c ie ty  in  

which m oral conrensus i s  a b se n t,a n d  th e  p o r tr a y a l  o f  a  c e r t a in  

ty p e  o f  in d iv id u a l i ty  -  mean th a t  D ra b b le 's  w orld i s  m ora lly  more 
confused  th a n  Com pton-Bum ett '  s ,



86

Foo tn o te s

1. c f . V a le r ie  M yer,M argaret D rabble: P u ritan ism  and P erm issiveness 
(London: V is io n ,I9 ? 4 ) , passim .

2 . J e ;^ a le m  th e  Go ( I 967 ; r p t .  Harmondsworth: P en g u in ,I976) .

3 . A Summer  B f ^ -Cage ( I 963 ; r p t .  Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975) •
4 .  "so  u g ly  a  h o l e " , J .G . ,p .28

5 . Susan. H i l l ,S t 3̂ ^  M eeting (1971; r p t .  Harmondsworth: Penguin,

1974) .
6 . The Need l e 's  Eye (1972; r p t ,  Harmondsworth: P en g u in ,I976) ,

7 . The Realm s o f  Gold  (London: W eid en fe ld ,1975)•

8 . The W a te r fa ll  ( I 969 ; r p t  Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975)•
9 . The M ills to n e  ( I 965 ; r p t .  Harmondsworth* P en g u in ,I976) .

10 . The G arrick  Yea r  (1964; r p t .  Harmondsworth* P en g u in ,I976) ,

P .34 .

11. M arilyn  F rench ,T he Women's Room (1978; r p t .  London* S phere , 1979).
12. I t  i s  no p a r t  o f  my argum ent t h a t  p roducing  such a  passage ;i s  

s u b t le  o r  d i f f i c u l t , b u t  t h a t  th e  change i t s e l f , a s  p erce iv ed  

by th e  r e a d e r , i s  s u b t le .

13 . There i s  a  b r i l l i a n t  s tu d y  o f  u n c e r ta in ty  o f  a t t r i b u t i o n  in  

V irg in ia  W oolf's  To th e  Liÿ i th o u s e in  John Mepham,"Figures 

o f  d e s i r e :  n a r r a t io n  and f i c t i o n  in  To th e  Li^ t h ou se " in  

The Modem E n g ls ih  Novel: th e  r e a d e r , th e  w r i te r  and th e  work, 

ed .(G abriel J o s ip o v ic i  (London* Open B o o k s,I976) ,p p .  149-185•

14. T h is  novel i s  som ething o f  an o d d ity  in  t h a t  th e re  i s  a  f i r s t  

person  and an im personal n a r r a t iv e ,b o th  w r i t te n  by Jan e ; so 

t h a t , t e c h n i c a l l y , t o  d is t in g u is h  as I  do here  between th e  n a r­
r a t o r  and Jane m ight seem in h e re n tly  ab su rd . In  p r a c t i  CJL, 

how ever,the ex p erien ce  o f  re a d in g  th e  passage i s  t h a t  we f e e l  

th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between th e  two modes as f u l l y  a s  we would
in  o rd in a ry  oî rcu m stan ces ,

15 . Derek O ld fie ld ,"T h e  language o f  th e  Novel* th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  

D o ro th ea" ,in  Arnold K e tt le ,e d .,T h e  N in e teen th  Century N ovel, 

C r i t i c a l  E ssays and Documents ( London: Heinemann,1 9 7 2 ), pp . 

224-247.
16 . I b id . ,p .2 4 4 ,



« 7 .

PART THREE : THF PELAGIANS,



GHAM-ER FOUR: ANGUS WIISON.



Angus W ilson

In  th e  s ix te e n  y e a rs  o f  ou r p eriod ,W ilson  p u b lish ed  two novels  

in  which th e  fam ily  and i t s  m o ra lity  a re  c e n t r a l  is s u e s ;  th e se  
a re  th e  n o v e ls  we s h a l l  be d is c u s s in g  h e re .

The f i r s t , ^ t e  Ca l l  ( l )  i s  an a l to g e th e r  l e s s  am b itious work 

th a n  No Laughing  M atte r ( 2 ) , a s  we s h a l l  \SJee when we come to  con­

s id e r  th e  expanded scope o f  th e  l a t t e r .  Because o f  t h i s , i t  seems 

to  me a p p ro p r ia te  to  g iv e  f u l l e r  coverage to  t h a t  work im which 

W ilso n 's  p e rc e p tio n s  and s u b t l e t i e s  abou t m o ra lity  a re  th e  more 
e s p e c ia l ly  keen.

T hat m oral is s u e s  a re  in  p o in t in  l a t e  C a ll i s  im m ediately e s t ­
a b lis h e d  in  th e  opening p ro lo g u e . The use o f  t h i s  la b e l  by W ilson, 

to g e th e r  w ith  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  ev en ts  d e sc r ib e d  in  i t  a re  s e p a r­
a te d  o f f  from th e  main s to r y  lay a  tim e gap o f  h a l f  a  c e n tu ry , 

c l e a r ly  in d ic a te  to  th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  th e  s e lf - c o n ta in e d  s to ry  o f 
th e se  f i r s t  pages i s  o f fe re d  a s  a  grounding in  some o f  th e  m oral 

i s s u e s  to  be developed l a t e r ;  th e  re a d e r  i s  in v i te d ,a s  i t  w ere, 

to  th in k  back to  th e s e  in c id e n ts  as  e x e g e tic a l  a id s .

The nub o f  th e  p ro logue comes when th e  in to x ic a te d  M r.T u ffie ld  

r e tu r n s  hom e,lu rches u p s ta i r s ,a n d  savaigely b e a ts  h is  d au g h te r f o r  

h e r  misdemeanour o v e r th e  c lo th e s .  The fa rm e r 's  brand o f  j u r i s ­

prudence i s  based  on preven tion*  " I f  i t ' s  t h a t  g i r l  t h a t ' s  been 

b o th e r in ' y o u ,th a t  w o n 't b o th e r  you no m ore." ( p .3 2 .)  M rs.Long- 

more i s  ou trag ed  a t  h i s  b ru ta l i ty ,s u id  t e l l s  h im ,as she had e a r l i e r  

in  th e  day to l d  h i s  w i f e , th a t  v e rb a l rem onstrafcions a re  th e  p ro p er 

th in g .
We s e e , th e n , th a t  th e  d i f f e r e n t  s o c ia l  c la s s e s  ta k e  o p p o s ite  

view s on th e  a p p ro p r ia te  form s d f  punishm ent; and one o f  th e  

reaso n s  f o r  t h a t  d if f e re n c e  i s  th e  way each c l a s s  th in k s  abou t 

l i f e , a s  t h i s  e x t r a c t  shows*

'O h ,d o n 't  t a l k  to  h e r  l i k e  th a t,M rs  T u f f i e l d , '  Mrs Long- 

more c r ie d ,  ' I  know s h e 's  done wrong. But she c ^  be good.

She can be q u i te  a  s p e c ia l  l i t t l e  th in g  when she l i k e s . '

'S p e c ia l!  T h e re 's  n o th in g  s p e c ia l  abou t 'e r !  Nor about none 

o f  us,m a'am , God pu t ' e r  h e re  to  work f o r  o th e r s .  T h a t 's  w h a t 's  

s h e 's  to  d o . S p e c i a l ! '  Such a  rag e  a g a in s t  Mrs Longmore and 

h e r  f o o l i s h  w icked ways s e iz e d  Mrs Tuf f i e  Id  t h a t  she tu rn e d  

away from h e r  f o r  f e a r  she shou ld  lo se  c o n tro l  and s t r i k e  h e r .  

She c o n c e n tra te d  on h e r  dw u^^ter. 'You w anted to  be d i f f e r e n t !



W e ll,y o u 're  n o th i n '.  And you always w i l l  b e . ' W ith each word
she p u lle d  th e  g i r l  rough ly  by th e  aim , ( p .3 0 .)

The l i f e  o f  a  f a rm e r 's  fam ily  in  I 9 I I  i s  n o t one which a llow s 

t h a t  sense o f  in d iv id u a l  v a lu e  w hich,on th e  c o n tra ry , Mrs. Longmore' s  
bou rg eo is  ex p erien ce  encou rages. I f  M rs ,T u ff ie ld  i s  a  b ru te ,w e  

must a l s o  see  t h a t  Mrs .Longmore i s  uncomprehending in  th e  fa c e  o f  

t h i s  w orking community; she  cannot g u e s s ,f o r  example,how ab so lu ­

t e l y  in e f f e c t iv e  h e r  use o f  p a ^ e t i c a l l y  ev o ca tiv e  p h rases  l ik e  
" l i t t l e  th in g "  is . ( In d e e d  th e  doomed m tu r e  o f  h e r  a tte m p t i s  

su g g es ted  by th e  v io le n t  language o f  th e  o th e r  woman.) Both th e  

women f a i l  t o  u n d ers tan d  each o th e r  because o f  t h e i r  c la ss-b o u n d  

c irc u m sta n c e s •

T h is  i s  on ly  a  crude o u t l in e  o f  th e  m oral is s u e s  r a i s e d .  Wil­

son makes th e  r e a d e r 's  ta s k  o f  a d ju d ic a t io n  more ta x in g  th a n  t h i s ,  

because th e re  a re  f u r th e r  f e a tu r e s  to  be co n s id e re d . F o r exam ple, 

th e  r e a d e r  can u n d ers tan d  Mrs .T u f f i e l d 's  r e je c t i o n  o f  m iddle c la s s  
indu lgence  because she makes a  case o f  so r ts*  th e  g i r l ' s  whole 

l i f e  w i l l  be n o th in g  b u t wo2* , s o  t h a t  games shou ld  be d isco u rag ed  

a s  te n d in g  t o  c o u n te ra c t th e  econom ically  essen tiaü . commitment 

t o  labour* 'T h a t 's  a l l  r i g h t  f o r  th e  gen:fcry,but t h a t ' s  n o t f o r  
' e r . "  (p ,29 .) On th e  o th e r  ham l, Mrs .T u ff  i e ld  p re d ic ts  t h a t  th e  

l ik e l ih o o d  o f  c o rp o ra l punishm ent i s  in c re a se d  by an ex tran eo u s  

f a c to r ;  " S h e 'l l  g e t  a  b a s t  i n ' .  A r e a l  bum b a s t i n '  from h e r  f a th e r .  

T h a t 's  what y o u ' l l  get,m y g i r l .  'E s angry e a o u ^ , th e  wheat b e in g  

c ra c k ly  and t h a t . "  ( p .29 . )  However much th e  fa ir-m in d ad  m ight 

b au lk  a t  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  l in k in g  punishm ent t o  an y th in g  o th e r  

th a n  th e  s p e c i f i c  m e ri ts  o f  each case,th«& whole t o u ^  ambience 

o f  th e  T u f f i e ld s '  l i f e  seems to  e s ta b l i s h  some k ind  o f  de f a c to  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  S im ila r ly ,a l th o u g h  Mrs.Longmore shows s o l ic i tu d e  

f o r  th e  g i r l , t h i s  i s  t o  be co n s id e red  to g e th e r  w ith  a l l  th e  e v i­

dence w hich shows how M yra,a t th e  te n d e r  age o f  sev en ,h as  been 

In c u lc a te d  w ith  th e  a t t i t u d e s  Aind c la s s  p re ju d ic e s  o f  h e r  m other. 
A ll th e s e  f a c to r s  in  th e  pro logue which c o n tr ib u te  t o  th e  d i f ­

f i c u l t y  o f  d e c id in g  w h a t,in  th e  e n d , i s  f o r  th e  b e s t ,p r e f ig u r e  th e  

dilemmas o f  th e  novel p roper,w h ich  c e n tre  on m oral r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  
and m oral c h o ic e s . l a t e  i s  sc ru p u lo u s  in  making th e  re a d e r

aware o f  th e  m u l t i- f a c e te d  n a tu re  o f  m oral problem s,and i s  e ag e r 

t o  av o id  any su g g e s tio n  o f  th e  s is ip le  s o lu t io n .

S y lv ia  C a lv e rt p ro v id es  tlae fo cu s  f o r  th e  n o v e l ,n o t only  because
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she I s  a t  th e  c e n tre  o f  th e  a c t io n ,a n d  i t  i s  h e r  s to r y  t h a t  th e  

novel t e l l s , b u t  because i t  i s  th ro u g h  h e r  eyes t h a t  i t  i s  p re ­
s e n te d  to  us I f o r  t h i s  pu rpose, W ilson useir e r le b te  Re<te, l i b e r a l l y  

sp ic e d  w ith  S y lv ia 's  s la n g  and c o l lo q u ia l  u sa g e s . We s h a l l  r e tu r n  
t o  th e  im portance o f  t h i s  cho ice  o f  t h i s  ty p e  o f  n a r r a t iv e .

I  have s a id  t h a t  th 6  novel c e n tre s  on m oral r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,a n d  

one o f  th e  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  t h i s  i s  t h a t  W ilson p o r tra y s  th e  

c h a ra c te r s  a s  f in d in g  them selves w ith  d iv id e d  lo y a lt ie s ,w h ic h  in  

tu r n  le a d s  t o  dom estic  c o n f l i c t .  T h is  i s  c e r t a in ly  t r u e  o f  A rth u r, 

Ray and M ark,but I  want to  c o n c e n tra te  on th e  n o v e l 's  most imp­

o r ta n t  r e la t io n s h ip s  t h a t  between H arold  and h i s  m other.
H arold  wants h i s  m other to  f e e l  t h a t , i f  she l ik e s ,s h e  can 

th in k  o f  th e  house "as  a  h o te l  w ith o u t th e  r e s p o h ts ib i l i t ie s "  (p .4 3 ) 
and he ta k e s  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  n o t on ly  o u t o f  a l le g ia n c e  to  h i s  de­

ceased  w i f e 's  f e rv e n t  hope t h a t  S y lv ia  would l iv e  w ith  them when 
th e  l a t t e r  r e t i r e d  from h e r  h o te l  management jo b ,b u t because he 

re c o g n iz e s  h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  a s  a  son . On th e  o th e r  h a n d ,h is  
f e e l in g s  o f  d u ty  tow ards h i s  c h i ld re n  make him w orry t h a t  S y lv ia  

w i l l  be a  bad in f lu e n c e  ( i f  she c o n tin u es  t o  mope abou t th e  house 

in  id le n e s s ) ;  hence th e  v a r io u s  a tte m p ts  he makes to  f in d  h e r  

som ething to  occupy h e r  tim e .

F o r h e r  p a r t ,S y lv ia 's  commitment t o  fam ily  id e a ls  i s  made c l e a r  
a t  th e  b eg inn ing  o f  c h a p te r  one; "Keep y o u r f e e l in g s  f o r  you r own 

f l e s h  and blood was what she had come more and more t o  th in k "  

(p*33)»**It was unbearab le  to  go about where s tr a n g e r s  d isc u sse d  

and c r i t ic iz e d ,  you r own f l e s h  and b lo o d ,"  ( p . l 4 4 . )  T h is  fam ily  

f a r l i n g  means t h a t  i t  i s  an a r t i c l e  o f  f a i t h  w ith  S y lv ia  to  be 

lo y a l  and t o  t r y  to  h e lp  w ith  any problem s in  th e  fam ily  o f  which 
she i s  now a  p a r t .  Having been ta k en  in ,a s  i t  w e re ,h e r  sen se  o f 

a l le g ia n c e  t o  tilarold and h i s  fam ily  i s  in c re a se d  t h r o u ^  g r a t i ­

tu d e .  On th e  o th e r  hand ,she  i s  determ ined  to  t r y  t o  p re se rv e  h e r  

lo y a l ty  to  h e r  husband A r th u r ,d e s p i te  h i s  c r u e l ly  t a s t e l e s s  sen­
t im e n ta l i ty  o v e r t h e i r  dead son  L en ,h is  in c o n s id e ra te n e s s ,h is  
d e c e i t ,h i s  f a l l i n g  in to  d e b t; and she does t h i s  n o t o n ly  because 

he i s  h e r  husband, b u t because th e  in ju ry  t h a t  he su s ta in e d  in  th e  
wax p la c e s  an  a d d i t io n a l  o b l ig a t io n  on th e  h a le .  Excuses must be 

made f o r  him* "The warmth o f  h e r  cheeks gave h e r  w arning . I  m u s tn 't  

g e t  worked up and b i t t e r .  A man w ho 's been b ad ly  gassed  and become 

a  l i f e - lo n g  in v a l id  c o u ld n 't  do o th e r  th a n  l iv e  in  th e  moment." 

(p.49.)



S y lv ia , l ik ^  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s ,f in d s  t h a t  h e r  lo y a l t i e s  can 

c la s h , 80 t h a t  she f in d s  h e r s e l f  i n  a  quandary  each tim e A rth u r 
i s  found do ing  som ething which H arold f e e l s  i s  s e t t i n g  a  had 
example to  h is  c h i ld re n .

As th e  novel develops,W ilson  makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  h i s  i n t e r e s t  
i s  b o th  in  th e  e x p lo ra tio n  o f  th e  dom estic  te n s io n  which i s  th e  
r e s u l t  o f  th e se  d iv id e d  lo y a l t i e s  and in  showing t h a t  S y lv ia  and 

H arold  base t h e i r  judgem ents on fu ndam en ta lly  d i f f e r e n t  c r i t e r i a .  

Those c r i t e r i a  come o u t In  th e  fül.1  l i ^ t  o f  day a t  th e  end o f  

th e  novel,w hen th e  argum ents o v e r R ay 's  hom osexuality  a re  a i r e d  

by th e  fa m ily .
There i s  a  c le v e r  iro n y  in  W ilso n 's  use o f  S y lv ia  and H arold  

a s  th e  c h a ra c te r s  th ro u # i whom t h i s  and o th e r  m oral p o in ts  a re  

c o n te s te d . The iro n y  r e s id e s  in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  H arold has so  many 

o f  th e  s o r t  o f  c r e d e n t ia l s  which would ap p ea r to  f i t  him f o r  th e  

r o le  o f  cham pioning th e  c ree d  o f  l i b e r a l  humanism w hid i i s  so 

o f te n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  W ilson; and ,on  th e  o th e r  ha» ;^ ,Sy lv ia  would 

seem most l i k e ly  t o  be i l l i b e r a l .  H a r o ld ,a f te r  a l l , i s  th e  one 
who fu s s e s  abou t th e  e n v iro n m e n t ,c r i t ic iz e s  th e  French f o r  f a i l i n g  

to  fo llo w  th e  im petus o f  t h e i r  re v o lu t io n  o f  1789,w r i te s  t e x t ­

books f o r  th e  l e s s  ah)le and E .S .N . p u p ils ,a n d  i s  com mitted to  

m a in ta in in g  h i s  ro o ts  in  th e  oOTimunity by s ta y in g  in  C a rsh a ll 

new town when o th e rs  w ith  s im i la r  incomes a re  moving o u t.  S y lv ia  

i s  th e  o ld  wcMBan com ple te ly  o u t o f  touch  w ith  se x u a l mores (she 

i s  amazed when h e r  rem arks abxnit H aro ld  "p la y in g  h ard  t o  g e t"  

(p*255) w ith  h is  d a u # i te r  a r e  co n stru ed  a s  hav ing  t o  do w ith  sex , 
and she  remaa^s o f  th e  word "hom osexual"; " I  n^rver knew how to  

pronounce i t  b e fo re ,b u t  you see  th e  word so  o f te n  in  th e  papers 

and books and th in g s  now adays,don 't you?" (p .2 8 6 .)  )

Y et i t  m  H aro ld  who tu r n s  o u t to  be in to le r a n t  and p re ju d ic e d ; 

ho t a l k s  o f  c u re s  f o r  Ray, fo rb id s  h is  name t o  be m entioned, c a l l s  

him a  "whore" ( p .2 9 8 ) ,renounces h i s  love  f o r  h i s  son ,and  i t e r a t e s  

th e  c l i d i e s  o f  b ig o try ;  "o n ly  a  p a ss in g  phase" ,"S ex u a l cho ice  i s  
a  s m a l l ,o f te n  ex ag g era ted  p a r t  o f  l i f e " , " h e 's  g o t s e r io u s ly  t o  

c o n s id e r  hav ing  some d ece n t u p - to -d a te  tre a tm e n t"  (p .2 9 2 ),"B eo p le  

in  t h a t  s o r t  o f  w orld  a re  o ld  f o r  t h e i r  y e a rs ,y o u  know" ( p .298). 
Such rem aj*8 a re  a  symptom o f  H a ro ld 's  f a i l u r e  to  make a  genuine 

em otional com m itm ent,to a llow  f e e l in g s  to  have a  hand in  th e  

form ing  o f  o p in io n .
By c o n t r a s t ,S y lv i a 's  comments show t h a t  t h a t  s o r t  o f  ccHamitment



i s  p r e c is e ly  what she h as ,w h a tev e r th e  te c h n ic a l  argum ents m i ^ t  

be; "But I ' l l  t e l l  you t h i s , i f  nobody e ls e  goes t o  s ta y  w ith  Ray,

I  s h a l l .  H e 's  been a  lo v e ly  boy to  me." ( p .298 , )  I t  i s  a  d i f f e r ­
ence in  p e rsp e c tiv e  which emerges even more em p h a tic a lly  in  

H a ro ld 's  comments on A rthw ir's d ea th ; " I t  seems sad  to  say  i t .  

M other,bu t one c a n 't  h e lp  th in k in g  D ad 's was a  w asted l i f e .  He 

had genuine a b i l i t y  and c o n s id e ra b le  p e r s o n a l i ty ,b u t  he n ev e r 

s e t t l e d  to  a n y th in g ."  ( p .2 9 5 , )  The c o ld  judgem en t,the  second sen­

te n c e  o f  which i s  in  th e  language , a p p ro p r ia te ly  enough, o f  a  head­

m a s te r 's  r e p o r t ,c o u ld  n o t be more t e l l i n g .  H a ro ld 's  i s  th e  v o ice  
o f  sp u rio u s  i n t e l l e c t i o n ,S y l v i a 's  t h a t  o f  em otional wisdom. As 

in  th e  p ro logue,W ilson  i s  d em o n stra tin g  how m oral q u e s tio n s  can­

n o t be s e t t l e d  m iw ly  on th e  b a s is  o f  co ld  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n a ly s i s ,  

however sc ru p u lo u s ,a n d  t h a t  em otional c o n v ic tio n  a ls o  co n fe rs  

a  c e r t a in  v a l i d i t y .  In  c o n t ra s t in g  S y lv ia  and H arold,w e a re  shown 

t h a t  em otional sympathy i s  n o t some k in d  o f  a n tiq u a te d  impediment 

t o  m oral honesty  b u t an  a lm ost in d isp e n sa b le  framework w ith in  
which i t  can o p e ra te .

Having seen  th e  m oral antagonism  in  th e  f i n a l  chap ter,w e can 
see  t h a t  i t s  ro o ts  were always tk e re  in  e a r l i e r  and l e s s e r  i n c i ­

d e n ts ;  we come to  s e e , i n  f a c t , t h e  s o r t  o f  th e m a tic  developm ent 

so  n o tic e a b ly  la c k in g  in  D rabb le .
From th e  b e g in n in g ,H a ro ld 's  a c t io n s  a re  inform ed by th a t  k ind  

o f  s u p e r f i c i a l  h e a r t in e s s  which masks h i s  c o ld n e ss . The s ig n s  a re  

th e r e  in  ^very parag raph  o f  h i s  l e t t e r  t o  h i s  m other in  th e  f i r s t  

c h a p te r ; th e  re fe re n c e  to  h im se lf  in  th e  t h i r d  p e rso n ,th e  fak e  
s e I f - d é n ig r â t io n ,th e  f a c e t io u s n e s s , th e  pronouncem ents; " th e  whole 

co u n try  seems to  be dy ing  o f  a  s u r f e i t  o f  n o s ta lg ia .  But y o u 'l l  

h e a r  H .C, on t h a t  theme when you come to  l i v e  h e re ; th e  c h i ld re n  

blow a  w h is tle  now f o r  what th e y  c a l l  TFFTST (Time f o r  F a th e r  to  

S top  T a lk in g !)  So -  you have been w arned!" (p .4 2 .)

What i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  adm irab le  i s  th e  way t h a t  H a ro ld 's  n a tu re  

i s  re v e a le d  to  u s  w ith  d e lic a c y  and u n d e rs ta te m e n t,so  t h a t  th e  way 

we come to  a p p re c ia te  h is  c h a ra c te r  i s  s im i la r  t o  o u r ex p erien ce  

in  r e a l  l i f e ;  a  g rad u a l dawning.
S y lv ia  i s  i n t u i t i v e  where H aro ld  i s  c o ld ly  a n a ly t ic a l ,a n d  from 

an  e a r ly  s ta g e  in  th e  nov e l we b eg in  t o  su sp e c t t h a t  th e  v a r io u s  
v a lu e s  which a re  in  q u e s tio n  a re  t e s t e d  a g a in s t  S y lv ia 's  r e a c t io n  

to  them . F or e x a m p le ,S y lv ia 's  d i s t a s t e  f o r  th e  new town i s  con­

t r a s t e d  w ith  H a ro ld 's  pride*  n o t a  genuine p r id e ,b u t  one propped
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up by t r a n s i e n t  dogmas and fa sh io n  in  planning*

There used  be a  h i ^  fen ce  on t h i s  s id e  o f  th e  g ard en .
The a r c h i t e c t s  made th e se  con cessio n s  t o  th e  E n g lish  m e n ta li ty  

in  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  to  woo th e  ex ecu tiv e  g roup . Beth and I  had 

i t  ta k en  down a t  once. A f te r  a l l , i f  th e  New Towns have dov^e 

n o th in g  e ls e  th e y 'v e  t a u ^ t  u s  th e  one V aluab le  le s so n  th e  

famous American way o f  l i f e  has to  o f f e r  -  good n e ig h b o u rl i­

n e s s .  Now w e 're  no more c u t o f f  from o u r neighbours th a n  we 

were a t  592. T h e re ! ' p o in tin g  down a  road  o f  w hite  w ea th e r- 
boarded  houses each  w ith  a  doo r p a in te d  a  d i f f e r e n t  b o ld  co­

lo u r ,  '  b l o t ' s  H igg le ton  Road. And t h a t  road  to  th e  le f t ,w h ic h  

by th e  way w i l l  ta k e  you to  th e  s h o p s , is  Mardyke A venue.* The 
houses in  t h i s  s t r e e t  were s e t  on to p  o f  a  g ra s s  s lo p e ; t h e i r  

co n c re te  porch ro o fs  were su p p o rted  by H a c k  p a in te d  m e ta l tubes, 

To S y lv ia  i t  a l l  seemed s tr a n g e ly  l i k e  th e  o th e r  p a r ts  o f  Car­
s h a l l  t h a t  sK e 'd  seen  on p rev io u s  v i s i t s ;  b u t she cou ld  t e l l  

from th e  proud n o te  in  H a ro ld 's  v o ice  a s  he j a i d  th e  names o f  
th e  ro ad s  t h a t  she must n o t say  t h i s .  She s o u ^ t  f o r  an o b se r­

v a t io n  to  make. ' I t ' s  v ery  q u i e t , i s n ' t  i t ? '  H arold frow ned. 

However, a  moment l a t e r  two young men in  b la ck  l e a th e r  ja c k e ts  

and w h ite  c ra sh  helm ets came o u t o f  a  house in  nearby  H iggle­

to n  Road and s t a r t e d  rev v in g  up t h e i r  moto vjcycles. As th e  n o ise  

became more d e a fe n in g ,H a ro ld 's  frown changed to  a  f r ie n d ly  

sm ile . As soon as th e  m o to rc y c lis ts  had ro a re d  o f f ,a n d  th e y  

cou ld  speak  a g a i n , ' I  l i k e  th e se  to n -u p  t y p e s , '  he s a id .  ( p .68 . )

H a ro ld 's  p a th e t ic  a tte m p ts  t o  l a tc h  on t o  th e  modem a re  

e v id e n t in  h is  comic p le a su re  w ith  th e  m o to rc y c lis ts .  When i t  i s  
ex p ressed  in  a  d o c t r in a i r e  fa s h io n  -  and th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  

passage shows us a  H arold  h o ld in g  f o r th  pompously and p ro p r ie t o r -  

i a l l y  -  i t  becomes o f fe n s iv e  a s  w e ll a s  funny . The town i t s e l f  i s  
g a u d y ,lu d ic ro u s ,u g ly ; even th e  names o f  th e  s t r e e t s  a re  u g ly . But 

H aro ld  l i k e s  i t ;  t h a t  i s  to  s»?<y,he l i k e s  th e  id e a  o f  i t , j u s t  as 

O rsino  l i k e s  th e  id e a  o f  love r a th e r  th a n  th e  ex p erien ce  i t s e l f .  

Here and th r o u ^ o u t , i t  ' s  made c l e a r  t h a t  H arold  l ik e s  what i t :  i s  
fa sh io n a b le  to  l ik e ,a n d  once com mitted to  a  p o s i t io n ,c l in g s  t o  i t  

f o r  f e a r  l e s t  h is  abandonment o f  i t  impugn h i s  judgement in  th e  

p u b lic  ey e ,and  in  th e  o p in io n  o f  h i s  fa m ily , S y lv ia ,o n  th e  co n t­

r a r y ,  s e e s  a l l  th e  u g lin e s s  and u n ifo rm ity  a t  i t s  fa c e  v a lu e .



I  prom ised e a r l i e r  to  r e tu r n  to  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  n a r r a t io n  and 

say  why I  th in k  W ilson has chosen e r le b te  Rede t h r o u ^  Sy:lv ia,

I t  i s  an a p p ro p r ia te  moment f o r  d e a l in g  w ith  t h i s  s u b je c t ,a s  i t  

sheds l i g h t  on what we have j u s t  been lo o k in g  at*  th e  ' ;ay t h a t  
th e  two c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r s  a r e  used  a s  f ^ p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  two qUiVte 

d i f f e r e n t  o u tlo o k s . C onsider t h i s  passage abou t H a ro ld 's  e d u c a tio n ­
a l  handbooks

S y lv ia  s a t  in  h e r  room re a d in g  The B lokes a t  th e  Back o f  
th e  d s fô s . I t  seemed a  funny s o r t  o f t i t l e  t o  g iv e  sucn a  h igh ­

brow book. She c o u ld n 't  make much o f  i t  -  mnemonics and Ctes t e l t  
and em otive co n cep tu a l b a r r i e r s  -  b u t th e n  i t  was in ten d ed  f o r  

te a c h e r s ,n o t  f o r  th e  b lo k es  th em se lv es . I t  was so l ik e  H arold 

t h a t  -  t a l k  l i k e  a  d ic t io n a ry  and th e n  throw  in  a  b i t  o f  s la n g  

to  show th e re  were no h a rd  f e e l in g s .  ( p .300 . )

L ike much e f f e c t iv e  s a t i r e , t h e  im p lied  c r i t i c i s m  o f  H arold  and 

h i s  book r e s id in g  in  th e  heavy i r o n ie s  depends v ery  h e a v ily  on th e  

f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  u n f a i r  and o n e - s id e d , th a t  S y lv ia  i s  a  most u n s u it­

a b le  and inad eq u a te  ju d g e . She n e v e r th e le s s  re v e a ls  i t s  p re te n s io n s  
u n w itt in g ly . T here can be few argum ents a g a in s t  handbooks f o r  

te a c h e rs ,a n d  y e t  th e  way S y lv ia  p u ts  th e  same p o in t t o  h e r s e l f  

(" b u t th e n  i t  was in ten d ed  f o r  te a c h e r s ,n o t  f o r  th e  b lo k es  them­

s e lv e s " )  has th e  e f f e c t  o f  making t h e  r e a d e r  f e e l  t h a t  a  genuine 

p o in t has been sco red  a g a in s t  th e  book -  a l t h o u ^  i t  i s  obvious 

on r e f l e c t i o n  t h a t  th e  im p lied  c r i t i c i s m  frthat th e  book sh o u ld  r e a l ly  

be f o r  th e  b lo k e s) i s  s p u r io u s . The im p lied  c r i t i c i s m s  a re  based 
on S y lv ia 's  i n t u i t i v e  n a tu re ,w h ic h  i s  s p e c i f i c a l ly  n o n - in te l le < ^  

t u a l i  and y e t,b e c a u se  o f  th e  m oral a u th o r i ty  she has won t h r o u ^  

h e r  h o nesty  o f  re s p o n s e ,th e  re a d e r  s id e s  w ith  t h i s  in tu i t iv e n e s s .  

Again,when we re a d  t h a t  S y lv ia  " c o u ld n 't  make much o f  i t "  a  r a t i o ­
n a l  response  would be to  t e l l  o u rse lv e s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  h a rd ly  s u r ­

p r iz in g  in  a  woniAn a d d ic te d  to  h i s t o r i c a l  romances and te le v is io n  

soap  o p e ra s ,an d  hav ing  l i t t l e  e d u c a tio n a l background. What we ac­

t u a l ly  f e e l  i s  t h a t  jome o f  th o se  f e a tu r e s  w hich, i t  shou ld  hairdly 

have s u rp r iz e d  u s ,co n fu se  h e r  ("mnemonics and G e s ta l t  and emo­
t i v e  co n cep tu a l b a r r i e r s " )  may w e ll be u n n e c e ss a ry ,p re te n tio u s  

o r  m erely fa s h io n a b le .  S im i la r ly , th e  p a tro n iz in g  n a tu re  o f  th e  

t i t l e  i s  ma4e to: iseem a l l  th e  more ex ce p tio n a b le  because in  S y l­

v i a 's  eyes i t  i s  "a funny s o r t " .  One r e a s o n , th e n ,f o r  p re se n tin g
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th e  n a r r a t iv e  t h r o n g  S y lv ia  i s  t o  b u ild  up th e  case a g a in s t  Har­

o l d 's  system  o f  v a lu es  w ith o u t hav ing  re c o u rse  t o  crude a u th o r ia l  
pro/LOunoementa; to  b u ild  i t  u p , in  f a c t ,b y  showing th e  s u p e r io r i ty  

(because o f  th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  i t s  s im p l ic i ty )  o f  S y lv ia 's  /system 
o f  v a lu e s .  Like th e  G arth  fam ily  in  M iddlemarch, S y lv ia  i s  used  

a s  a  m oral y a rd s t ic k .

In  d is c u s s in g  th e  p ro lo g u e ,I  su g g ested  th e  c la s s  b a s is  o f  th e  

v a lu e  a n t i t h e s i s  a s  between M r.T u ffie ld  and Mrs,Longmore, T h is  

c la s s  elem ent i s  a l s o  v ery  s tro n g  in  th e  d e p ic tio n  o f  H arold  ancl 
S y lv ia ;  so  much so  th a t ,th ro u g h o u t th e  novel,how ever many r e s e r ­
v a tio n s  he m ight im ply,W ilson does seem to  g ive  su p p o rt t o  th e  

g e n e ra l iz a t io n  t h a t  th e  w orking c la s s  can be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  in ­

s t i n c t ,  em otion and p ass io n  (M r.T u ffie iid ,S y lv ia ) w h ils t  th e  middle 
c la s s  can be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  r a t i o n a l  and th e  c e r e b ra l  (M rs. 

Longm ore,H arold). One a l s o  has a  s e n s e , t h o u ^  perhaps n o t q u i te  
so  s t r o n g ly , th a t  th e re  i s  a  second a x is  besid^es t h a t  o f  c l a s s ,  

which i s  se x ; S y lv ia  as  woman i s  in tu i t iv e ,H a r o ld  a s  man i s  

r a t i o n a l .  Both o f  th e s e  id e a s ,a b o u t s o c ia l  c l a s s  and s e x ,a re  un­

fo r tu n a te  f o r  th e  contem porary r e a d e r  who,annoyed a t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  

im p lied  s te re o ty p in g ,  m ight n o t be p a t ie n t  e n o u ^  to  b e a r  w ith  

th o se  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  novel which a re  l i k e ly  to  d a te  f a r  l e s s  

q u ic k ly  on accoun t o f  t h e i r  p e rc e p tiv e n e ss  and u n iv e rs a l  t r u t h .  

Thei absen ce  o f  t h i s  b lem ish  in  Ho lau g h in g  M atte r  i s  one In d ic a ­
t o r  o f  th e  d is ta n c e  W ilson t r a v e l l e d  in  th r e e  y e a r s .

I  can now say  wl\y L ate  C a ll seems so  m o ra lly  p o s i t iv e ,s o  P e la ­

g ia n  a  work. W ilson g iv e s  us n o t o n ly  a  sense  o f  th e  a n ta g o n is t ic  

v a lu e  system s o f  m other and son ; he a ls o  t r a c e s  an in c re a s in g  

a s s e r t iv e n e s s  in  th e  fo rm er,w h ich  means t h a t  th e  s to r y  ta k e s  on 
th e  a s p e c t o f  a  s t r u g g le  f o r  \good to  p re v a i l ,a n d  w ith  S y lv ia ’s  

in c re a s in g  independence b e in g  a  symbol o f  t h a t  good.

S y lv ia  beg in s  to  r e b e l  a g a in s t  th e  management o f  h e r  l i f e  by 

H aro ld , She g iv e s  up th e  jo b  w ith  th e  "Save th e  Meadow League", 

and s ta n d s  f irm  in  th e  fa c e  o f  A r th u r 's  fu ry  ( th e  l a t t e r  based  
on th e  sen se  o f  m oral o b l ig a t io n ) ;

'T here w a s n 't  any jo b  th e re  r e a l ly ,A r th u r ,  I t  was s i l l y  

'What th e  h e l l  do you mean s i l l y ?  H arold  wanted you to  do 

i t , d i d n ' t  he? I 'v e  n e v e r h ea rd  such damned s e l f i s h n e s s .  A f te r  

a l l  h e 's  been do ing  f o r  u s . '  (p .176.)
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The moving away from H a ro ld 's  sphere  o f  In f lu e n c e ,a n d  th e  r e ­

je c t io n  o f  h e r  p ass iv e  r o le  in  fa v o u r o f  an a c t iv e  o n e ,is  r e g i s ­

te r e d  in  th e  s o r t  o f  b la t a n t ly  sym bolic ep isode  in  which W ilson 
d e l i c t s ,  S y lv ia  re sc u e s  Amanda Egan from th e  t h r e a t  o f  l i ^ t n i n g .  
To em phasize th e  new u se fu ln e s s  which S y lv ia  has a t ta in e d , th e  

t r e e  u nder which Amanda had been f o o l i s h ly  s h e l t e r in g  i s  s t ru c k  

by th e  l ig h tn in g  j u s t  a f t e r  th e  re scu e  i s  e f f e c te d .

S y lv ia 's  in c re a s in g  independence i s  th e n  marked by h e r  making 
f r ie n d s  w ith  th e  E gans,and f in d in g  t h a t  she has to  adm it to  h e r­
s e l f  t h a t  in  many ways t h e i r  way o f  l i f e  i s  p le a s a n te r  th a n  t h a t  

p r e v a i l in g  in  G a rs h a ll.  She grows more a s s e r t iv e .  At h e r  b ir th d a y  
p a r ty  in  c h a p te r  s e v e n ,fo r  exam ple,she t e l l s  them a l l  t o  s h u t up 

and s to p  c r i t i c i z i n g  th e  B a rc la y s ; l a t e r  she t e l l s  H arold she i s  

n o t go ing  to  th e  p r o te s t  m eeting  o v er th e  proposed developm ent o f  

th e  G^oodchild's meadow a s  a  punishm ent f o r  h i s  hav ing  spoken rude­
ly  t o  A rth u r. In  g e n e ra l ,h e r  in c re a s in g  in te rv e n tio n  in  dom estic  

a f f a i r s  i s  ju d ic io u s ,a s  when she d e fu ses  th e  te n s io n  b u ild in g  up 

between Judy and h e r  f a th e r  abo u t th e  fo rm e r 's  proposed t r i p  to  

P ran ce , ^ t  th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l,w ith  A rth u r dead and h e r  r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  w ith  H arold so u re d ,sh e  e s ta b l i s h e s  h e r  independence in  a  

p h y s ic a l s e n s e . She now has e n o u ^  bvavery  to  leav e  th e  C a lv e rt 

home and s e t  up on h e r  own; "She on ly  looked  fo rw ard  to  f in d in g  

a  p la ce  o f  h e r  own. Somewhere n e a r  Town C e n t r e , i f  she cou ld  g e t  

i t .  T h a t would be a  good c e n tre  f o r  o p e ra t io n s ."  (p .3 0 3 ,)
The end o f  th e  nm el loo k s  e x p e c ta n tly  t o  th e  f u tu r e .  S y lv ia 's  

i n t u i t i v e  v a lu es  have c l e a r ly  trium phed o v e r H a ro ld 's  a n a ly t ic a l  

approach ; n o t because she has won th e  a rg u m en ts ,o r even come o f f  
b e s t ,b u t  because h e r  v a lu e s  a re  ujEheld,and H a ro ld 's  s a t i r i z e d ,  

in  passages such a s  th o se  abo u t C a rsh a ll axrà th e  te a c h e r s ' hand­

book w hich I  q u o ted .

With a  uniform  n a r r a t iv e  m ethod,and a  r e a d i ly  id e n t i f i a b le  

v a lu e  a n t i t h e s i s , L ate C a ll has f a r  few er problem s f o r  th e  c r i t i c  

th a n  No L a u d in g  M a tte r . The l a t e r  n o v e l ,a s  I  have s a i d , i s  a l t o ­

g e th e r  more complex; and i t  i s  more complex because i t s  m oral p re­

s e n ta t io n  i s  more m ature and i t s  n a r r a t iv e  i s  more d i f f u s e .  W ilson 

s ta y s  w ith  e r le b te  Rede b u t,a d o p tin g  M urdoch's p rac tice ,em p lo y s  

i t  w ith  each  c h a ra c te r  in  tu r n ,s o  t h a t  th e re  i s  no lo n g e r  a  s in g le
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p e rso n a lized  fo c u s . U niform ity  i s  eroded by th e  v a r ie ty  o f  nodes 

o f  n a r r a t io n ,  in c lu d in g  p la y s ,p a s tic h e s ,a n d  a  r e c u r r in g  s e lf - c o n s ­
c io u s  p rec iousnesB , T h is  v a r ie ty  means t h a t  th e  c e n tre  o f  th e  work 
i s  l e s s  r e a d i ly  lo c a te d ;  and t h i s  o b v io u sly  a f f e c t s  th e  m oral is s u e s  

o f  th e  book,which to o  a re  e lu s iv e  o f  read y  In fe re n c e ,

In  t r y in g  to  l a b e l  t h i s  work a s  P e la g ia n ,th e re  i s  a  c o n s id e r-  

abl!^ o b s ta c le  in  th e  form o f  i t s  resem blance t o  th o se  works o f  

Com pton-Bum ett t o  which we have r e s o lu te ly  a t ta c h e d  a  c o n tra ry  

la b e l  .We must meet t h i s  o b s ta c le  s q u a re ly , so  I  propose t o  examine 
some o f  th e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  t h a t  e x i s t  and show th a t ,n e v e r th e le s s ,  

we can. make o u r c a se .

The most im mediate s im i l a r i t y  between No la u g h in g  M atte r and 
th e  n o v e ls  o f  G om pton-Bam ett i s  t h a t  th e y  bo th  ta k e  th e  fam ily  
a s  t h e i r  c e n t r a l  p reo cc u p a tio n . W ilson i s  c l e a r ly  in t e r e s te d  in  

th e  same kind o f  dom estic  q u e s tio n s  as  th o se  posed, in  n o v e ls  l i k e  

The l a s t  and th e  F i r s t .  And a lm ost th e  f i r s t  datum abo u t th e  Mat­

thew ses i s  t h a t  th e y  have th e  u n re m itt in g  m isery  and. an ^ g o n ism  

o f  a  Com pton-Bum ett fa m ily . A lready , in  on ly  th e  second paragraph  

o f  th e  novel,w e see  th e  fa m ily  en jo y in g  " f o r  some m inutes . . . a  

union  o f  happy c a re f re e  in tim acy  t h a t  i t  had s c a rc e ly  known b e fo re  
and was n ev e r t o  know ag^Hn," ( p .8 . )  T h is  sen ten c e  i s  a  k in d  o f  

announcement; we p rep are  o u rse lv e s  as f o r  a  tra g e d y . And 'd ia t a  

keen i n t e r e s t  i s  e x c ite d  in  th e  r e a d e r  on th e  b a s is  o f  t h i s  know­

led g e  a lone  -  t h a t  we a re  t o  be concfemed w ith  meanness and s p i t e  
and d i s a s t e r , r a t h e r  th a n  t h e i r  o p p o s ite s .

Like Com pton-Bum ett,W ilson p re se n ts  th e  fam ily  as to m  by s t r i f e  
and i t s  l i f e  a s  a  k ind  o f  b a t t l e f i e l d .  T h is  i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  empha­

s is e d  in  Book I I , in c lu d in g  as  i t  does bo th  "The Fam ily Sunday P lay" 

and "The Game". C la r a 's  M ach iavellian  t a c t i c s  -  she f l a t t e r s  Regan 

to  g e t h e r  own w ay ,h u m ilia te s  Sukey o v er h e r  te e th  b race  to  d i s ­

arm c r i t ic i s m  o v e r th e  k i t t e n s , l i e s  f l a g r a n t ly  t o  Granny and Mouse 

o v e r th e  fiinances -  becomes a  model f o r  them a l l .  The s ix  c h i ld re n  

u n i te  to  oppose t h e i r  p a re n ts ,b u t  a t  th e  same tim e rem ain d iv id e d  

amongst th em se lv es . MarcuB a t ta c k s  Quentin,whom he accuses o f  en­

jo y in g  th e  s p e c ta c le  o f  fa m ily  q u a r re l l in g ,a n d  o f  a c t in g  l ik e  God. 

M argaret canno t accept- Sukey on texms o f  in tim acy ; t h e i r s  i s  itüxe- 

ly  an a l l i a n c e ;  "W e're n o t a  team ,Sue. W e're a  c o a l i t i o n .  L ike 

Mr B cnar law and Mr Lloyd Gciorge. F o r l im ite d  p r a c t ic a l  p u rp o se s ."  

( p .6 0 .)  Nor can M argaret acc ep t G ladys' o f fe re d  f r ie n d s h ip .  Ru­

p e r t  and Marcus c a n 't  t a l k  about sex  w ith o u t a rg u in g . In d e e d ,th e
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disharm ony between th e  c h i ld re n  p o in ts  to  th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l, 
whose c lo s in g  d ia lo g u e  i s  a  h ea ted  exchange between Marcus and 

M argaret, Here to o ,W ilson  fo llo w s  Com pton-Bum ett in  av o id in g  th e  
fak e  r e s o lu t io n  o f  a  n e a t ly  happy end ing .

In  th e  conduct o f  th e se  in c e s s a n t  fam ily  sq u a b b le s ,th e  Compton- 

B u m e tt in f lu e n c e  i s  ag a in  e v id e n t. T here a re  echoes o f  th e  e p i­
gramm atic re p a r te e s

MRS MATTHEWS ju n io rs  O h ,rea lly ,H o u se . S he’s  g o t t o  e a rn  h e r  

l i v in g .  Why,B i l ly  can h a rd ly  make a  l i v in g  o u t o f  w r i t in g .

MOUSE; He’s  a lm ost made one o u t o f  n o t w r i t in g .  (p ,9 5 * )

The v ic io u sn e ss  o f  am a t t a c k  i s  o f te n  c loaked  In  u rb a n ity ; 

"M other lau^iB  t o  make h e r s e l f  more f r lg ^ ite n in g  -  l i k e  th e  o g re ss"  

say s  G lad y s ,g iv in g  an example o f  one o f  th e  m ethods, M aresret 

backs t h i s  up; "And he laughs t o  make h e r  more a n g ry ."  ( p ,3 0 .)

C la ra  even has a  th e o ry  o f  in v u ln e r a b i l i ty  t h r o u ^  s u p e r io r i ty  

w hich i s  h e a v ily  re m in isc e n t o f  th e  contem pt f  w eaklings e v id e n t 

in  Com pton-Bum ett*s c h a r a c te r s .  She t e l l s  h e r  f a v o u r i te  son Ru­

p e r t ;  "One’s  e i t h e r  b o m  in to  t h i s  w orld  a s  a  conqueror o r  o n e ’s  

n o t .  You and I  w ere. But i t  i s n ’t  s im p le , d a r l in g  h e a r t .  I t ’s  a  
b a t t l e , a  v e ry  o ld  b a t t l e .  In  which we conquerors don’t  g e t  h u r t .  

The c a s u a l t ie s  a re  th e  l i t t l e  th in g s ,p e o p le  l i k e  t h a t  re d -h a ire d  

g i r l . "  ( p .79 . )
I t  i s  t r u l y  a  househo ld  o f  m ise ry , in  which even th e  nicknames 

(Bodge,W endy,the C ountess) a re  in ten d ed  to  be wounding. The per­
v e r s i t y  o f  th e  M atthew ses’ l i f e  i s  em phasised when we r e c a l l  

Sukey a s  a  g i r l  musing ab o u t th e  " r e a l  f< ^ tily  l i f e  she had always 

re a d  o f  in  s to r ie s ,h e a r d  o f  from o th e r  g i r l s  a t  school,d ream ed  o f  

o v e r th e  n u rse ry  f i r e .  No sc e n e s , n o ’w ords’ , no c le v e r  lau g h in g  a t  

g o o d ,o rd in a ry  th in g s ,"  ( p , I 5 .)

A nother a re a  o f  s im i la r i ty  between th e  two a u th o rs  I s  th e  con­

sequences o f  f in a n c ia l  dependence* th e  f a th e r  e a t in g  h i s  c h i ld r e n ’s 

food r a t i o n s , t h e  m other u s in g  th e  fe e s  o f  Sukey’s  cookery c la s s e s  

and M argare t’s  j> iallet le s s o n s  f o r  h e r  own p u rp o se s ,th e  h u m ilia tio n  
o f  b e in g  c a l le d  t o  accoun t by Mouse and G ranny,forced: in to  decep­
t i o n ,  and f i n a l l y  in to  c o m p lic ity  in  th e  absu rd  whimsy o f  th e  d id  

la d ie s  -  th e  k i t t e n s ’ execu tion*  Gladys i s  ciiarged r e n t  f o r  th e  

t i n y  box-ro€ffli,when she g e ts  a  jo b  a t  th e  Pood M in is try ,a n d  b e in g  
th e  w eakest o f  th e  s ix  in  th e  b u s in e ss  o f  opposing  th e  p a re n ts .
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has t o  pu t up w ith  W illiam  c a jo l in g  h e r  in to  le n d in g  him money.

I t  1b n o t o n ly  in  th e se  e v id e n t s i m i l a r i t i e s  w ith  Oompton-Bur- 
n e t t  t h a t  th e  novel appears A ugustin ian ;one o f  th e  d ev ice s  t h a t  
W ilson u ses  a t  th e  s t a r t  o f  th e  novel -  th e  day-dream s a t  th e  

Wild West E x h ib itio n  -  a c t s  a s  a  sym bolic p rognosis  in  a  way 

re m in isc e n t o f  th e  pro logue in  Late^ (̂ 1 . I n s o fa r  as  th e s e  day­

dreams have t h e i r  sym bolic fo rc e  in  p re f ig u r in g  th e  d i s a s te r s  

and c h a ra c te r  d e fe c ts  which l i e  in  th e  n o v e l 's  l a t e r  s ta g e s , th e y  

have a  doom -laden and ominous a s p e c t which does te n d  to  su g g es t 
th e  A u g u stin lan .

Ijot u s now see  how th e s e  day-dream s a c tu a l ly  work as  schem atic  

lo c a t io n s  f o r  l a t e r  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  The p ro cess  hy which Gladys i s  

e x p lo ite d ,a n d  th e n  abandoned t o  h e r  p r is o n  s e n te  nee, ta k in g  th e  

blame fc?r A lfre d , i s  a c tu a l ly  p re f ig u re d  in  a  d e p re ss in g  s e c t io n  

o f  h e r  r e v e r ie  in  which she r e c a l l s  a  c lassroom  in c id e n ts  "H orrid  

M arian S a rg e a n t 's  n a s ty  w h ispers  sounded in  h e r  e a r  and M arian 's  

grubby l i t t l e  n o te s  passed  by a  sw eaty hand f a r  down th e  room.

Miss B aker looked up and frow ned; oh th e y  would be caught and i t  

was n a s ty ."  ( p .1 3 .)  In  th e  r e a l  w orld o u ts l4 e  th e  c la ss ro o m ,th e  

A hrendt p ic tu r e  f ra u d  tu r n s  o u t f o r  G ladys t o  be v ery  " n a s ty " .
S im ila r ly ,R u p e r t '^  images o f  h im se lf  a s  an eag le  s o a r in g  maj­

e s t i c a l l y ,  suprem ely , above th e  f a m ily ,a re  t e l l i n g :

But now from th e  wagon ro se  th e  second e a g le ,s m a lle r ,r a v e n -  

b la c k , f l e e t e r  periîaps on w in g ,y e t w ith  on ly  a  fe m a le 's  s tre n g th , 
T o g e th e r th ey  ro se  and f lo a te d ,r o s e  and f lo a t e d , f l y in g  above, 

around and b enea th  one a n o th e r  . . .  a  g lo r io u s  dance t o  make th e  

whole p r a i r i e  s in g  i f  th e re  had been an y th in g  b u t a  s c u t t l i n g  
woodlouse (now a lm ost a  d u s tsp eo k ) to  in h a le  t h i s  w onderful 

trium ph o f  m other and so n . And th e n  som ething g l i t t e r e d  in  th e  
b la c k  e a g le 's  e y e ,h e r  beak snapped. R upert made h im se lf  th e  re d  

s p a n ie l  a t  h i s  p a r e n ts ' f e e t  down in  th e  happy,housewarm fam ily- 

sm e llin g  wagon,and s n u f f le d  and l ic k e d  a t  t h e i r  hands . . .  (pp . 

I 3 - I 4 . )

The fu tu re  a c t o r 's  self-c< H ifidence i s  e v id e n t h e re ,b u t  more 

im p o rtan t i s  th e  f a l l  from g ra c e ,R u p e r t 's  proud dominance d e l iq u e s ­

c in g  in to  cow ering subm issiveness,w h ich  we have rea so n  to  remember 

a s  we l a t e r  w itn e ss  C la r a 's  a b i l i t y  to  tu rn  on h e r  f a v o u r i te  so n . 

Normally he i s  in c lu d ed  w ith  h e r  a s  "we conquerors" (p . 79) and



describ>ed as " in d e c e n tly  b e a u t i f u l  f o r  a  young man" ( p .83) b u t 
l e t  him once c ro s s  h e r , th e  m a te rn a l venom i s  re le a s e d :  "You sm ell 

o f  f a i l u r e  l ik e  your f a th e r ,w i th  a l l  y o u r sloppy  good looks and 
your weak mouth and you r ch o co la te  box s m ile ."  ( p .8 9 .)

Like R upert in  th e  a i r ,Q u e n tin  on h i s  h o rse  ex p erien ces  a  s o l i ­

t a r y  e x h i la r a t io n :

Under h i s  q u iz z in g ,u n i ty  f e l l  away and even th e  p r a i r i e  which 

had c a l le d  i t  f o r th  th re a te n e d  to  d is s o lv e  in to  v o id ,b u t Quen­

t i n ,  th e  e ld e s t  s o n ,le a n ,e a g e r ,s im p le  and s t i y d ^ t  a s  a  d ie ,  

fo rc e d  h im se lf  to  f e e l  on ly  th e  h o rse  benea th  him and th e  wind 

blow ing h is  h a i r .  I'm  only  a  schoo lboy ,he  s a id ,n o  tim e f o r  

lo o k in g  o n ,tim e  on ly  f o r  t r e e  f e l l i n g , t h e  la s s o  and -ttie s t e e r s  -  

to o  much to  do to  have tim e f o r  comment. And i f  he t h o u ^ t  he 

h ea rd  a  mocking sound i t  was no doubt o n ly  th e  coyo tes how ling 
where th e  winds a re  f r e e .  ( p . 12 .)

Q u e n tin 's  subsequen t ob tu se  s in g le -m in d ed n ess  about p o l i t i c s  

a n d , l a t e r  s t i l l , p u b l i c  m o ra l i ty ,a re  p re s e n t em b ry o n ita lly  in  

some o f  th e  d e t a i l s  h e re : th e  th re a te n in g  c o lla p se  whi(di Q uentin 

fo rc e s  h im se lf  t o  ig n o re , th e  im patience w ith  " lo o k in g  o n " ,th e  

b lin d n e ss  to  mockery which sym bolizes th e  immovable c e r t a in ty  o f  

r ig h te o u s n e ss  c h a ra c te r iz in g  h i s  r e a l  l i f e .

M a rg a re t 's  day-dream  concerns th e  d ia ry  t h t t  she i s  keep ing  o f  

p r a i r i e  l i f e .  The f i r s t  p a r t  c f  th e  e n try  i s  o f  happ iness and 

i d y l l ;  th e  fam ily  members a re  compared to  k in g s  and q u een s,w ith  

Mouse beiing " th e  embodiment o f  c o u r t ly  d ig n i ty "  w h ile  th e  p a re n ts  

"bo th  look  so  b e a u t i f u l  and young and so d e d ic a te d  a s  th e y  a re  

abou t t o  e n te r  t h e i r  new kingdom ." (p .Ik - .)  T o g e th e r ,th e y  march 
tow ards E ldorado . I t  i s  a l l  to o  f a n c i f u l  and o p t im is t ic  a  p ic ­

tu r e  f o r  Mouse,who lam ents th e  la c k  o f  humour,and a ls o  com plains 

t h a t  "L ife  i s n ' t  a l l  ic in g  sugar,m y d e a r ."  ( p . l 4 . )  In  th e  second 

p a r t  o f  th e  e n try ,th e re fo re ,M a rg a re t  changes ta c k :  "T h e ir jaws 
[ th e  c o l l i e s ]  were d r ip p in g  w ith  b lood  and ou t o f  T r u s ty 's  huge 

maw hung th e  mangled rem ains o f a  p r a i r i e  marm ot." ( p . l 4 . )  The 

crude a l t e r n a t iv e  v is io n s  o f l i f e  in  th e  d ia ry  a re  l a t e r  so p h is ­

t i c a t e d  in  th e  a d u l t  wcsaan's f i c t i o n .  The n o v e l i s t  i s  haun ted  by 

c r e a t iv e  c o n f l i c t  j u s t  a s  th e  g i r l  i s  d i s s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  " s t i l l  

she had n o t made th e s e  hours im m o rta l."  ( p . 1 5 .)  And th e re  i s  a  

second im portance in  th e  d ia ry  e n t ry .  I t  shows M argaret tran sm u tin g
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l i f e  and h e r  ex p erien ce  in to  a r t , a s  she i s  to  do in  h e r  a d u l t  
w r i t in g  c a re e r ;  b u t w hereas th e  tw e lv e -y e a r  o ld  f e e l s  a  c h ag rin  

m erely  a e s th e t i c , th e  com pulsive s tru g g le  to  change raw m a te r ia l  
in to  s ig n i f i c a n t  form ,w hich c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  m ature w r i t e r ,c o s t s  

h e r  d e a r .  To ta k e  th e  obvious exam ple, C li f fo rd  A rbuckle i s  ou traged  
t l i a t  he shou ld  be f ic t io n - f o d d e r  f w  a  woman p u rp o rtin g  t o  love 

h im ,e s p e c ia l ly  a s  she w r i te s  ab o u t him j u s t  when he i s  undergo ing  

a  to o th  e x t r a c t io n .  le a v in g  h e r  in  d is g u s t ,h e  w r i te s ;  "S e rio u s ly  

I  d o n 't  see  how we can m a in ta in  a  r e a l  r e la t io n s h ip  i f  I  (and 
o th e r  human b e in g s) a re  so  t o t a l l y  u n re a l to  you t h a t  you cpta love  
them when th e y 'r e  w ith  you and w*:ite t h i s  s o r t  o f  th in g  when th e y 'r e  
away an hou r from y o u ."  ( p . 19 9 .) A rt,W ilson  w ants t o  i n s i s t  t o  th e  
p o te n t ia l ly  in c re d u lo u s  r e a d e r ,c a n  be damaging and r i s k y ;  th e  A r- 
buck ly  in c id e n t i s  a  p a ra b le  o f  t h a t  d an g er.

As S uk ey 's  s e c t io n  opens,w e le a rn  t t i a t  she " fe d  th e  few hens 

. . .  " (p . 15)*and t h a t  she  i s  more concerned  t o  feed  " th e  poor hens 
and th e  dogs" ( p . l 6 )  th a n  h e r  own fa m ily . In  a  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  

film ,S u k ey  p ro c la im s: " I  on ly  l ik e d  th e  h o rse s"  (p .2 0 ) and i t  i s  
she who i s  most concerned w ith  th e  f a t e  o f th e  k i t t e n s  b e fo re  and 

a f t e r  t h e i r  drow ning. Her d is i l lu s io n m e n t , th e n , ta k e s  th e  form o f  

a  p re fe re n c e  f o r  an im als o v er peop le ,w hich  In  l a t e r  l i f e  i s  r e p la ­

ced by husband dom ination  ( " H u ^ 's  q u i te  happy w ith  pocket money 

f o r  h i s  o ld  to bacco" (p . 281;) ) and l a t e r  s t i l l  by a  k in d  o f  vague, 

em otional commitment to  C h r is t i a n i ty .  At th e  cor^ o f  h e r  l i f e ,  

however, th e re  i s  a  complacency (yut see  i t  in  h e r  a t t i t u d e  to  luoth 

p o l i t i c s  and h e r  own fa m ily )  which i s  sav ag e ly  punished in  th e  

d ea th  o f  h e r  youngest so n ,P .S ,

As f o r  M arcm ,h is  e x o t ic  and c o lo u rfu l  v is io n  o f  b e in g  borne 

a lo n g  tr iu m p h a n tly  in  an e le jh a n t  howdah,a se re n e  b e tu rbaned  p re­
se n c e , i s  an a p p ro p r ia te  image f o r  th e  f la s h y  v a c u i ty  o f  h i s  hedon­

i s t  l i f e  -  one w h id i,a s  I  t l i in k  we must see  i t , f a i l s  t o  come t o  

a n y th in g ,d e sp i te  th e  p h ila n th ro p y  and th e  good in te n t io n s .
The day-dream s a re  p ro g n o s tic ,a n d  th e re fo re  a l l  th e  more e f f e c ­

t i v e  on a  second re a d in g  o f  th e  novel,w hen we know what i s  to  f o l ­

low . They a ls o  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  in c re d ib le  com plex ity  o f  m o tif  ifhich 

u n d e r l ie s  th e  whole n o v e l,a n  e la b o ra te  jig saw  puzzle  o f  in te r lo c k in g  
them es which sometimes ap p ea rs  a c tu a l ly  to  have been c o n s tru c te d  

w ith  th e  e x e g e tic a l  c r i t i  o in  m ind. But most o f  a l l , t h e y  show t h a t  

r e l i a n c e  on iro n y  which i s  everyw here b r o u ^ t  t o  b e a r  on th e  is s u e  
o f  m oral judgem ent.
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Where in  a l l  t h i s  i s  th e  ^ la g ia n is m ?  P a r t o f  th e  answer t h a t  

I  want to  g ive  has to  do w ith  th e  way t h i s  novel d i f f e r s  in  con­

c e p tio n  from j^ te ^ G a l l .  In s te a d  o f  th e  r e s t r i c t e d  focus b rough t 
aLout by a  c e r t a in  u n ity  o f  tim e and p lace ,W ilso n  in  th e  l a t e r  

novel p re s e n ts  u s  w ith  a  s o r t  o f g eo g rap h ica l and h i s t o r i c a l  ex­

trav a g an za : we go th rough  London, E gypt, Rusal a , Morocco, S p a in , 

F rance; and,more impo/ZTtantly pe3diaps,we t r a v e l  th rough  a  s e r ie s  
o f  key h i s t o r i c a l  moments l i k e  A b y ss in ia ,th e  r i s e  o f  fa sc ism , 

P a le s t in e  and Suez. No lo n g e r  re s trô lc t in g  h i s  i n t e r e s t  to  th e  do­

m estic ,W ilso n  i s  now concerned to  ex p lo re  th e  in te r a c t io n  between 

in d iv id u a l  fam ily  members and p o l i t i c a l  c irc u m stan c es . I t  i s  an 

in te r a c t io n  hav ing  a  predom inan tly  m oral b e a r in g .
T h u s ,p laced  in  t h e i r  t r a n s - g lo b a l  s e t t i n g , t h e  M atthewses a re  

human f o c i  f o r  l a r g e r  p o l i t i c a l  q u e s tio n s .  T hat th e y  a re  p ro p e rly  

th o u g h t o f  a s  sym b o lica l f ig u re s  i s  f u r th e r  su g g ested  by th e  way 

th e  s ix  c h i ld re n  seem to  be p u t fo rw ard  a s  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  a  

whole g e n e ra tio n .

C onsider th e  most im iaediate surfi^ace d a ta .  T h a t th e re  a re  as  

many as  s ix  c h i ld re n  i s , t o  s t a r t  w ith ,a n  in d ic a to r  o f  th e  a tte m p t 

to  c h a ra c te r iz e  more th a n  m erely a  p r iv a te  fam ily  h i s to r y .  T here 

a re  th re e  o f  each se x . They re p re s e n t  a  s in g u la r ly  wide ( a l b e i t  

w ith in  a  m iddle c la s s  band) o c c u p a tio n a l ran g e : a e s th e te , p o l i t i ­

c a l  a c t i v i s t  and p u n d i t ,h o u s e w ife /b ro a d c a s te r ,n o v e l is t ,a c to r ,  

and sm all-tim e  e n tre p re n e u r . They a re  c a iu ^ t  up in  A byssin ia  

(Q u e n tin ) , in  th e  a n ti- f i i^ s c is t  marches (M arcu s),in  Suez (M arg are t), 

in  th e  emergence o f  I s r a e l  (S ukay),and  in  th e  dom estic p o l i t i c a l  

c o n tro v e rsy  which i s  a i r« d  a t  th e  klngsway H a ll m eeting (R upert 
e t  a l . )  One i s  h a p p ily  m arried ,o n e  i s  "d ece iv ed " ,o n e  i s  gay ,one 

i s  prom iscuous,and so  on.

W ilson p la c e s  th e se  s ix  c h a ra c te r s  in  v a r io u s  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a ­

t io n s  which a re  by way o f  b e in g  m oral t e s t s .  The r e s u l t s  o f  th o se  
t e s t s  h e lp  us to  see  t h a t  th e  a u th o r  r e t a in s  th e  m oral optim ism  

o f  th e  e a r l i e r  n o v e l. In  th e  examples t h a t  fo llo w  we can see  t h a t  

W ilson does n o t re la x  h i s  c r i t iw .1  s ta n c e ,o r  l e t  h is  c h a ra c te rs  

ap p ea r to  trium ph; th e  iro n y  s t i l l  o p e ra te s  to  d e f la te  t h e i r  

achievem ents and mock t h e i r  p o s tu re s ,b u t  t h i s  does n o t neg a te  th e  
P e la g ian ism ,as  I  hope to  show.

Marcus* involvem ent in  th e  Tooley S t r e e t  f i r a c ^  i s  a  ty p ic a l, 

in c id e n t  o f  t h i s  p iv o ta l  k in d . He i s  c a u ^ t  up in  th e  s t r e e t  scene 

in v o lu n ta r i ly ,o n  h i s  way t o  Devon Mansions and Ted. He i s  soon



in  sympathy w ith  th e  a n t i - f a s c i s t  group, and o v erh ea rin g  a  r e a c t io ­
nary  p o l i t i c a l  rem ark ,he h e a rs  h im se lf  say ; "Oh,God! T h e y 'l l  b r in g  

o rd e r  a l l  r i g h t , i f  we l e t  them . The o rd e r  o f  d e a th . T h a t 's  why 
w e've g o t to  s to p  th em ,” ( p .3 3 7 .) N e v e rth e le ss ,h e  i s  s t i l l  more 

concerned w ith  h is  own a f f a i r s  th a n  w ith  th e  d em o n stra tio n  and 

a c tu a l ly  approaches a  policem an to  ask  how to  g e t o u t o f  th e  
crowd. The a tte m p t to  reac h  Ted and le av e  th e  crowd i s  an image 
o f  M arcus' h e d o n is t ic  p u r s u i t  o f  p le a su re  -  w ith  i t s  n a tu ra l  coro­

l l a r y ,  p o l i t i c a l  ap a th y . And y e t , i n  an ep isode  re m in isc e n t o f  a  

S a r tre a n  e x i s t e n t i a l  m om nt o f  d ram a tic  ch o ice ,M arcu s,a  l i t t l e  

l a t e r , f i n d s  h im se lf  In  un ison  w ith  th e  a n t i - f a s c is t s ,s h o u t in g *  
"We've g o t t o  g e t r i d  o f  th e  r a t s . "  (p .3 4 0 .)  T y p ica lly ,W ilso n  

av o id s  any s im p l i f ic a t io n  o f  m otive . Marcus 3^ com m itting h im se lf ,  
b u t t h a t  cho ice i s  n o t a  calm ly  r a t i o n a l , o r  indeed  e x c lu s iv e ly  

p o l i t i c a l  one. The fre n z y  and a g i ta t i o n  o f  th e  even t demand an 

e q u a lly  u rg e n t d e c is iv e n e s s  which has l i t t l e  in  common w ith  con­

s id e re d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a s s e n t .  And in  th e  t h r e a t  o f  v io le n c e  i s  a  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  se x u a l a p p ea l: "A n g ry ,c ru e l and a rro g an t,b ey o n d  even 
M arcus 's  wet d ream s,th e  mounted policem en appeared  as  seen  from 

below ."  (p .3 4 0 .)

The te n s io n  r i s e s , t h e  language becomes more a b u s iv e . At th e  

h i p e s t  p i tc h  o f  d izzy  enragem ent,M arcus sh o u ts  " F a s c is t  cu n t"
( p .342) a t  th e  in a p p ro p r ia te ly  c h r is te n e d  D u lc ie ,a l l  n o tio n  o f  

s e l f - r e s t r a i n t  now abandoned. He i s  now reco g n ized  by th e  crowd 

a s  a  le a d e r ,  a s  th e y  a l l  march tr iu m p h an tly  to g e th e r .  The whole 

in c id e n t  ends in  h i s  a r r e s t  on a  trum ped-up c h a rg e ,th e  r e s u l t  o f  

h i s  t r y in g  t o  in te rc e d e  f o r  a  lady  whose arms a re  b e in g  wrenched 
by th e  p o l ic e .  But th e se  a p p a re n tly  im p u ls iv e ly  h e ro ic  a c t io n s  

a re  p laced  in  th e  d e f la t in g  c o n te x t o f  heavy ir o n ie s ;  th e  b la c k -  

h a ire d  young woman who jo in s  Marcus in  v o ic in g  th e  e x h i le r a t io n  

o f  d e f ia n c e  ("  'O h ,th e  heaven o f  v ic to ry !  ' he s a i d . /  'M arv e llo u s, ' 

she  answ ered . . .  " ( p .343) ) i s  a s  removed from h e r  fe llo w s  a s  

i s  M arcus. I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t  b o th  cif them a re  from Hampstead. 
M arcus' t h o u ^ i t s ,d i s t r a c te d  by t h i s  en co u n te r from th e  w e i / ^ t i e r  

i s s u e s , th in k s :  "My God! What on e a r th  am I  doi.ng t a lk in g  to  a  n u t-  

e a t in g ,  je t - e a r r in g e d  woman l i k e  t h i s , s h e '11  o f f e r  to  show me h e r  

hand loom in  a  m in u te ,"  ( p .3 4 3 .)  H is in te r c e s s io n  w ith  tlie  pol(»)ce 

a ls o  la c k s  h e ro ic  s t a t u r e :  "He meant to  sound l i k e  a  commanding, 

s u b s t a n t i a l  c o lo n e l ,b u t ,o f  c o u rse , i t  came o u t in  h i ^  pansy dud­

geon. " ( p .344 . ) T h u s ,a t  moments o f  h i ^  p e rso n a l dram a,a d e f la t in g  

iro n y  i s  employed to  in tro d u ce  comic a b s u rd ity .
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In  a  te le o lo g ic A l p e r s p e c t iv e , th e  r e s u l t  ach ieved  by h i s  p o l i ­
t i c a l  in te rv e n t io n  i s  seen  ( la rg e ly  a s  a  consequence o f  th e  comic 

iro n y )  as  n u g a to ry ; h3s a c t io n s  a re  as  p a th e t ic a l ly  in s ig n i f ic a n t  
a s  th e y  a re  t r a n s i e n t .  But on th e  m ech an is tic  l e v e l , th e  fo rc e s  which 

im pelled  him tow ards d e c is iv e n e s s  now b e in g  in  qu estio n ,M arcu s ' 

a c t io n s  a re  v i t a l l y  Im p o rtan t. He h as  ta k en  »/*des,he has a c te d ; 

and th ro u # i t h a t  a c t io n  im p lied  a  re n u n c ia tio n  o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  
irW iffe ren o e  which c h a ra c te r iz e s  h is  l i f e  o f  e la b o ra te  p a r t i e s  
arid e x q u is i te  p r in t s .

B ut o f  co u rse  i t  i s  n o t a  l a s t i n g  re n u n c ia tio n ; r a t h e r , i t  i s  

a  f r e a k is h  a b e r r a t io n ,a  once-on ly  engagement w ith  what p o l i t i c a l  

r e a l i t y  can mean,from which Marcus r e t r e a t s  once ag a in  to  th e  s a fe ­

t y  o f  h i s  more p r iv a te  w orld . I t  seems t o  me m istaken  t o  view th e  

Moroccan f a c to ry  scheme -  because, n o n -p ro fit-m ak in g  and p h ila n ­
t h r o p i s t  -  as  a  spFrt o f  b lossom ing o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  aw areness and 

involvem ent ac q u ire d  in  T ooley  S t r e e t .  I t  c o s ts  n o th in g  in  r e a l  
human te rra s ; i t  i s  an e f f o r t l e s s  cd ia rity . And i t  to o  has i t s  accom­

panying i r o n ie s  which make th e  m oral is s u e s  so  much more complex.

F o r exam ple ,a lthough  i t  i s  p ro v id in g  employment and no doubt h e lp ­
in g  th e  Moroccan economy, i t s  b u s in e s s  i s  t o  make piierfuMe,and th e  

u n d e rly in g  in c o n g ru ity  o f  im poverished w orkers m anufactu ring  such 
a  lu x u ry  canno t be evaded, (We have on ly  t o  th in k ,  in  o u r own day , 

o f  Cuban women e n d le s s ly  r o l l i n g  to bacco  l e a f  t o  make Havana c ig a r s . )  

The whole e n te r p r is e  i s  t o  some e x te n t  based on a  c o n t r a d ic t io n .

T h is  f e e l in g  i s  re in fo rc e d  when we le a rn  t h a t  Marcus* f r i e n d  Has­

s a n ,who i s  to  i n h e r i t  th e  b u s in e s s , i s  to  abandon th e  p h ila n th ro p ic  

approach  f o r  a  more w o r ld ly ,c a p i t a l i s t  one o f  "seem ly am bitI p q ,  

h i ^  p r o f i t a , and determ ined  management" (p.4-79) a s  recommended 

by H assan*8 f a v o u r i te  jo u rn a l ,Time M a ^ z in e .

F o r a l l  th e  c r i t i c a l  iro n y  w ith  which th e  Tooley S t r e e t  In c id e n t,  

and Marcus* r o le  In  i t , i s  d e s c r ib e d ,th e re  i s  a  fundam ental P e la -  

gian ism  in d ic a te d  by one f e a tu r e  in  p a r t i c u la r ;  Marcus* inv o lv e­

ment i s  prompted by & sudden a c c e ss  o f  r e a l  em otional commitment.

I t  ra i^ i t  n o t be v ery  s u c c e s s f u l , i t  c e r t a in ly  i s n ' t  g lo r io u s ,b u t  
i t  is good; th e  same s o r t  o f  goodness e v id e n t in  S y lv ia 's  em tio n a l 

commitment in  ^ t e  G a ll^
S im ila r  m oral s u b t l e t i e s  a re  e v id e n t in  th e  portrayeO. o f  Quen­

t i n ,  R etu rn ing  e m b itte re d  and c y n ic a l from th e  G reat War, i t  i s  he 
who o rg a n iz e s  th e  o p p o s itio n  t o  C la ra  and Matthew which comes t o  
th e  fo r e  in  "The Fam ily Sunday P la y " , L a te r ,h e  becomes a  d e d ic a te d
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Oxford r a d ic a l ,e v e n  go ing  so f a r  a s  t o  g iv e  up h i s  te a c h in g  p o s t .
In  1935#h e 's  ta k in g  an independent s ta n d  in  th e  Sv^v'iet Union o v er 

a  j o i n t  communique t o  be is su e d  by d e le g a te s ,a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  which 
th e  p r e f e r e n t i a l  tre a tm e n t ih ic h  he has been re c e iv in g  very  q u ic k ly  
e v a p o ra te s . Two y e a rs  l a te r ,a l th o u # )  s t i l l  v e ry  much a  s o c i a l i s t ,  
he c o n s ta n t ly  p u ts  fo rw ard  u n fa sh io n ab le  c r i t i c i r r a  o f  th e  l e f t ,  
f o r  which he s u f f e r s  o s tra c ism .

But once aga^in,W ilson i s  q u ie t ly  d ism a n tlin g  th e  v e ry  in t e g r i t y  
which he has s im u ltan e o u sly  been su g g e s tin g  by such f a c t s  a s  th e  

above. Even in  th e  e a r ly  d a y s ,Q u e n tin 's  Young Turk p r o f i l e  changes 
in to  s t a l e  conven tionalism  when Doreen announces t h a t  she i s  p reg ­

n a n t .  She h e r s e l f  t e l l s  him l a t e r ;  "When we made th e  m istake ,you  

c o u ld n 't  h id e  y o u r shock from me. You ta lk e d  abou t o u r m arrying 

as  though lit was some i n e v i t a b i l i t y  t k a t  y o u 'd  l e a m t  from a  Vic­
to r i a n  n o v e l ."  ( p . l 6l . )  In  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  iso la tio n ,c o m b in e d  w ith  

p h y s ic a l squalo r,in s  seems a rd e n t e n o u ^  to  appea r a lm ost a s  a  

c a r ic a tu r e  o f  George O rw ell, By th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l,h e  i s  reco g ­

n iz a b ly  a  second Malcolm H uggeridge. A ll th e  in g re d ie n ts  a re  th e re ;  

s o c i a l i s t  p a s t  le a d in g  to  unshakeab le m oral r ig h te o u s n e s s , sexual 

P u rita n ism  (by t h i s  tim e he i s  opposing  th e  b i r t h  c o n tro l  p i l l ) ,  

th e  fa k e  d i a l e c t i c  o f  th e  t e l e v i s io n  (we a re  trew^ted t o  a  sp le n ­

d id  example a t  p p .4 4 8 f f . ) , th e  unctuousness o f  vo ice  aM ,above a l l ,  

th e  p la u s ib le  eloquence and l i n g u i s t i c  s k i l l ,  Q u e n tin 's  s i n c e r i t y ,  

we can sec  now,was alw ays inform ed by a  dangerous love o f  th e  ex­

trem e p o s it io n ,a n d  h is  Independence always had som ething in  i t  
o f  p r id e .

W ilson conveys h i s  s a t i r i c a l  i n t e n t  n o t m erely  in  th e  u n f folding 

e v e n ts ; we f in d  i t  lu rk in g  in  a p p a re n tly  harm less passag es;

In  th e  s tu f f y  l i t t l e  p a r lo u r  a  b e e ,tra p p e d  between th e  p o ts  

o f  Busy L iz z ie  and th e  n ev er opened windows,buzzed a  co n tin u e  

t o  Q u e n tin 's  im passioned e x p la n a tio n . Every now and a g a in  he 

would g lan ce  a c ro s s  a t  i t  a n g r i ly  b u t he was to o  eag e r and 

to o  v o lu b le  t o  sp a re  tim e to  pu t an end to  i t s  in t e r r u p t io n .

The n o is e  o f  th e  o th e r s , consuming th e  ample sp read  th e  pub 

o f f e r e d ,  a l s o  make him s to p  h i s  d i'ecourse  two o r  th r e e  tim es 

w ith  an im p a tie n t look  t h a t  s e t t l e d  now upon Vernon Seymour 

s t i r r i n g  su g a r  in to  h i s  t e a ,  now upon th e  chap from B a l l io l  

c ra c k in g  h is  eggs u n n e c e s s a r i ly  loudly ,now  upon John B a lla rd  
chewing c r i s p  l e t t u c e , a t  l a s t  upon M arian Powell who f o r  seme
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annoying woman's re a so n  had s t a r t e d  t o  s ta c k  th e  d isu se d

p la t e s ,  ( p .136 .)

We see  t h a t  Q u e n tin 's  a b s ta in in g  from  k i l l i n g  th e  b ee ,b ecau se  

he cannot "sp a re  tim e t o  p u t an  end t o  i t s  in t e r r u p t io n " , has two 

n o ticeab lie  a s p e c ts .  He i s  a c tu a l ly  d isp o sed  to  k i l l  th e  in s e c t ,  

whose s u rv iv a l  i s  th e re fo re  p u re ly  fo r tu i to u s ,a n d  h is  le a v in g  i t  

u nharm ed ,far from c o n s t i tu t in g  a  k in d  o f  m e rc y ,is  a c tu a l ly  th e  
r e s u l t  o f  one v ic e  hav ing  th e  s tro n g e r  p u l l  o v er an o th e r: he needs 

t o  go on w ith  what i s  so  a p t ly  c a l le d  h i s  " d isc o u rse "  (and l a t e r ,  

a t  p .I5 7 y h is  " r e c i t a l " )  and t h i s  need i s  s t ro n g e r  th a n  h i s  urge 

t o  k i l l  th e  beet Of co u rse ,W ilson  d o e s n 't  use th e  word " k i l l "

( f a r  bees an em otive word l i k e  "squashed" ) b e c a u se ,l ik e  Compton- 
B u rn e tt ,h e  reco g n izes  th e  d ram a tic  va lue  o f  u n d e rs ta tem e n t; in  t h i s  

c a se ,u n d e rs ta te m e n t ttirough  th e  euphem istic  "p u t an end t o " .  The 
word " in te r ru p t io n "  i s  w e ll d io seh  to o ; i t  i s  a  re fe re n c e  to  th e  

b e e 's  a c t i v i t y  seen  e n t i r e ly  from Q u e n tin 's  s ta n d p o in t as  a  d i s ­

t r a c t e d  sp e a k e r . As such , i t  acco rd s  no s ig n if ic a n c e  t o  th e  bee on 

i t s  Awn acc o u n t,a n d  t h i s  in  tu r n  in c re a s e s  th e  (a d m itte d ly  v ery  

s l i g h t )  pa thos im p l ic i t  in  th e  i n s e c t 's  pred icam ent a s  d e sc r ib e d  

in  th e  f i r s t  s e n te n c e . The ph rase  "buzzed a  con tinuo" i s  e ssen ­

t i a l l y  good-humoured amd f l ip p a n t ,a n d  i s  ty p ic a l  o f  W ilso n 's  use 

o f  iro n y ; f o r  i t s  mood d o e s n 't  q u i te  f i t  th e  way t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  

i s  in v i te d  to  view t/^e whole bee m o tif  -  a s  an  image t e l l i n g  us 
som ething abou t Q u e n tin 's  c a llo u sn e s s  and a rro g an ce .

The passage u ses  a  v e ry  subdued,m inim al k in d  c f  e r le b te  Rede; 

in d e e d ,th e re  a re  o n ly  two words which in d ic a te  i t  w ith  any f o r c e .  
These a re  "unn e c e s s a r i ly  lo u d ly "  and "annoying  woman's rea so n " ; 

th ey  re p re s e n t  f e e l in g s  which th e  r e a d e r  must a s s o c ia te  w ith  Quen­
t i n  r a th e r  th a n  th e  n a r r a to r .  As we move from th e  theme o f  th e  

bee t o  t h a t  o f  th e  o th e r  so u rces  o f  n o is e , th e  im p lied  d isap p ro b a­

t i o n  o f  Q uenlfn c o n tin u e s . Not o n ly  i s  he im p a tie n t o f  th e  n o ise s  

t h a t  th e  people a re  making, b u t we a re  in v i te d , t h r o u ^  th e  dev ice  

o f  s im ple ju x ta p o s i t io n , to  assume t h a t  Q uentin  see s  th e  bee and 

th e  people as  s im i la r  -  a s  n o is e  so u rc e s . I t  i s  a ls o  a  f e a tu r e  

w orking a g a in s t  Q uentin  t h a t  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  

n o ise  -  th e  s t i r r i n g  o f  s u g a r ,c ra c k in g  o f  eggs,chew ing  o f  l e t tu c e  

and s ta c k in g  o f  p la te s  -  w i l l  be a s s o c ia te d  in  th e  r e a d e r 's  mind 

w ith  a  com fo rting  d o m e s tic ity  (and even humour in  th e  case  o f  th e  

l e t tu c e )  and t h i s  w i l l  le a d  him a l l  th e  more in to  d isa p p ro v a l o f
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th e  man who i s  in to le r a n t  o f  them .

By th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l ,Q uentin  emerges w ith  even le s s  c r e d i t  

th a n  Marcus; and y e t , i n  th e  p o r tr a y a l  o f  h i s  a f f a i r s  to o , th e r e  i s  
a  s t r a i n  o f  m oral optim ism . F o r a l l  h is  f a u l ts ,Q u e n tin  deo idus 

th e  m oral is s u e s  u s in g  i d e a l i s t i c  v a lu es  a s  re fe re n c e  p o in ts ,

I  in tro d u ced  t h i s  concep t o f  th e  id e a l  in  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  
C om pton-B um ett,in  which I  used  Uzmson's d e f in i t i o n  o f  "going  th e  

second m ile"  o r  a c t in g  beyond o n e 's  d u ty . The s o r .tro f m oral 

b ra v e ry  we see  in  Q u e n tin 's  h is to r y  -  f a c in g  up t o  th e  j a r e n t s ,  
r e f u s in g  to  s ig n  th e  communique in  R u s s ia ,d e s p ite  th e  cowardice 
o f  tlTie o tl ie r  d e le g a te s  who w i l l  n o t jo in  him, g iv in g  up th e  Oxford 

jo b  -  seem to  me to  be inform ed by t h i s  id e a l  code o f  U rm son's, 
M argaret a ls o  emerges a s  a  p o s i t iv e  m oral fo rc e  a n d ,a s  w ith  

MarciAis and Q uentin , t h i s  f a c t  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  p o l i t i c a l  con­

t e x t s ,  I  want t o  ta k e  j u s t  one o f  th e se  ev en ts  a s  an  exam ple. 
M argaret i s  in  Egypt d u rin g  th e  Suez c r i s i s .  To make m a tte rs  w orse, 

h e r  husband Douglas i s  s e r io u s ly  i l l  and she i s  d e s p e ra te ly  w orried  

abou t how to  manage f ly in g  him o u t.  O b v io u sly ,th e  cla im s th a t  o th ­

e r s  have on us and o u r c h a r i ty  ap p ea r l e s s  s tro n g  when we our­

s e lv e s  a re  s u f f e r in g  some c r i s i s ;  c o n v e rse ly , th e r e f o r e , he who 

e x e rc is e s  c h a r i ty  when in  g r e a t  d i s t r e s s  a c t s  even more ooaaen- 

d a b ly , M arg a re t,w ith  a l l  h e r  w o rr ie s ,d o e s  n o t f o r g e t  th e  le g le s s  

boy beggar on h is  w heeled board:

She ga tlw red  to g e th e r  more money th a n  was r e a l l y  r i g h t ,b u t  

why n o t?  Why s h o u ld n 't  one le g le s s  boy know a  sudden r a in  o f  
g o ld  from th e  d isg u is e d  c a l ip h 's  hand? . . .  She gave him a  spe­

c i a l  v e rs io n  o f  h e r  d a i ly  sm ile  -  she knew th a t  she was n e a r  
t o  t e a r s ,b u t  she h e ld  them b a c k ,fo r  what had i t  to  do w ith  

him? . . .  she p u t a l l  th e  n o te s  and co in s  in to  h is  l i t t l e  up­

tu rn e d  monliey paw. He r a p id ly  sh o v e lle d  i t  a l l  scmewhere in to  

h i s  ragged  b lo u se . She w a ited  f o r  t h a t  en ch an tin g  sm ile  t h a t  

always tran sfo rm ed  a  b e s t  fo rg o t te n  m iss in g  l in k  in to  a  Mur­

i l l o  u rc h in . He s p a t  tw ic e ,v e ry  d e l ib e r a te ly  on to  h e r  candy 

p ink  c o tto n  d r e s s , th e n  p ro p e lle d  h im se lf  a t  breakneck  pace 

away on h i s  w heels . (p .4 4 7 .)

The f a c t  o f  h e r  g e n e ro s ity  d e s p ite  h e r  owm p e rso n a l w o rrie s  

i s  on ly  one a sp e c t o f  t h i s  in c id e n t ,  M argaret h as  succeeded in  
le a rn in g  g e n e ro s ity  in  s p i t e  o f  th e  la c k  o f  t h a t  v i r tu e  in  th e
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fam ily  home; a  la c k  t h a t  i s  a  conspicuous theme in  th e  n o v e l , ( 3 . )  

A d d it io n a lly ,th e  f a c t  o f  h e r  b e in g  rew arded w ith  contem pt co n fe rs  

on hetr som ething o f  th e  a u ra  o f  one whose h a b i ts  o f  g iv in g  a re  
n o t c o n d it io n a l  on r e c e iv in g  g rac io u s  th a n k s . The r e a d e r 's  expec­

t a t i o n  o f  a  h a p p ily  ending  f a i r y  s to ry  (encouraged in  t h a t  expec­

t a t i o n , a s  he i s ,  by th e  ph rase  "a  sudden r a in  o f  go ld  from th e  
d is g u is e d  c a l ip h 's  hand" w ith  a l l  i t s  ex o tic ism ) re c e iv e s  th e  s o r t  

o f  j o l t  which i s  a  p a r a l l e l  to  M a rg a re t 's  own shock when th e  
expec ted  g ra t i tu t ie  tu rn s  to  venom. The p a th e t ic  iro n y  o f  th e  whole 

in c id e n t  r e s id e s  in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  bo th  M argaret and th e  boy a re  

th e  v ic tim s  o f  c irc u m stan c es ,an d  t h e i r  em otion; a re  u n c e r ta in  and 

e x p e rim e n ta l. J u s t  a s  M argaret i s  im pelled  to  an a c t  o f  m assive 

g e n e ro s ity  which i s  b o m  o u t o f  h e r  p e rso n a l tu rm o il and experv- 

ie n ce  o f  s t r e s s , s o  th e  boy i s  making a  g e s tu re  o f  d e f ia n c e  be­

cause o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t io n ,b u t  c e r t a in ly  w ith o u t th e  y e a rs  

to  know how t h a t  s i t u a t io n  came %bout o r  whom one can rea so n ab ly  
blam e.

In  h is  accoun t o f  th e  s ix  b ro th e rs  and s i s te r s ,w h a t  W ilson i s  
concerned to  e s t a b l i s h  i s  t h a t , f o r  a l l  t h e i r  c o n s id e ra b le  f a u l t s ,  

th e y  re p e a te d ly  c o n s u lt  t h e i r  m oral c o n v ic tio n s . In  th e  account 
o f  th e  Kingsway H a ll m eeting  o f  1937# we see  b o th  th e  comic iro n y  

o f  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  a t t i t u d e s ,  i n t e r  a l i a ,and  th e  fundam ental a l t ­

ru ism  which th e y  a l l  sh a re  and which b rough t them t o  th e  m eeting  
in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e .

We f in d  t h a t  M argaret i s  em barrassed a t  R u p e r t 's  speech ; “And 

to  liav© invo lved  R upert was u n fo rg iv e a b le  .To have made a  person  

o f  t a l e n t  and charm make a  f o o l  o f  h im se lf  -  though ,even  w ith  h e r  

knowledge o f  th e a t r e  p e o p le 's  e x tra o rd in a ry  [ s i c ]  f e e b le  g ra sp  
o f  n ^ a l i ty ,s h e  cou ld  h a rd ly  have guessed  t h a t  he would have t r e a ­

te d  them to  a  s o r t  o f  a d o le s c e n t 's  an th o lo g y  . . . ' ' ( p . 3 9 1 .)  R upert, 

on th e  o th e r  h a n d ,th in k s  o f  h i s  own speech  a s  an im pressive  suc­

c e s s ,a n d  M a rg a re t 's  a s  a  d i s a s t e r .  He r e f l e c t s  on " th e  a p p a l l in g  

d e l iv e ry  o f  a l l  th e  o th e rs "  and o f  how "dear,unhappy Mag shou ld  

n ev er be allow ed to  speak  in  p u b l ic ,"  ( p .3 9 4 .) Q uentin th in k s  t h a t  

th e y  a re  b o th  bad; " b e t t e r  to  h<5ar th e  Comrades sp o u t th e  go sp e l 

th a n  a l l  t h i s  l i b e r a l  ru b b ish . M argaret and 'th e  iro n y  o f  h is to r y  
t h a t  w i l l  d e fe a t  H it 1 e r* ,R upert and S h e lle y  -  God h e lp  u s !"  ( p .3 9 2 .)

I t ' s  an  am using s c e n e ,b u t n o t a  s l i g h t  one. The d iffe re n c e  in  

assessm en t i s  d ic ta te d  by th e  fu n c tio n s  o f  each . Rupert th e  a c to r  
i s  concerned w ith  a  s p e e c h 's  " d e liv e ry "  and vdiether i t s  words a re
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"u g ly"  ( p .3 9 4 ) ,n o t i t s  c o n te n ts ,  M argaret th e  n o v e l i s t  i s  concerned 

w ith  s ty le  -  she i s  em barrassed  by h e r  b ro thez(’s  use  o f  th e  c l ic h e d  

" b l i s s  i t  was in  t h a t  dawn to  be a l iv e "  (p ,3 9 I. ) -  a n d ,l ik e  R upert, 
seems to  tak e  th e  co n te n t f o r  g ra n te d . Q uentin  d o e s n 't  concern  

h3jnself w ith  e i t h e r  s ty l e  o r  d e l iv e ry ,b u t  th e  s loppy  p o e t ic a l i ty  

o f  Nie a c tu a l  sen tim en ts  e x p re sse d . The whole in c id e n t  i s  a  p ara ­

b le  o f  th e  s u b je c t iv i ty  o f  assesom en t,and  th e  consequent d i f f i c u l t y  

o f  e s ta b l i s h in g  "truth** even w ith  i n t e l l i g e n t  Matthews b r a in s .
R upert t e l l s  h im s e lf ," th e  aud ience w ith  a  r a p t  s i le n c e  had re sp o n ­

ded (a s  a l l  au d ien ces  do) t o  th e  g r e a t  language o f  th e  p a s t w e ll 

spoken" ( p .3 9 4 ) ,b u t in  th e  r e a d e r 's  mind t h a t  s i le n c e  i s  p robab ly  

c o n s tru ed  Kjiuite a n o th e r  way. The s i t u a t io n  i s  com pleted by th e  

p resence  o f  Marcus in  th e  body o f  th e  h a l l ,s h o u t in g  in s u l t s  a t  

h i s  b ro th e r  Q uen tin . They d is a g re e ,a n d  t h e i r  i s  som ething r id i c u ­

lo u s  in  t h e i r  d isag reem en ts ; b u t th e y  a re  u n ite d  in  t h e i r  a l t r u i s ­
t i c  concern .

I t  seems l th a t  W ilson i s  u s in g  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  peispec tL ’ve to  
add d ep th  t o  what he has to  say  abou t m o ra lity ; and what he has 

t o  say  i s  v e ry  s im i la r  to  th e  S a r tre a n  in s is te n c e  on b e in g  t r u e  
t o  o n e s e lf  and a v o id in g  mau v a ise  f o i .  In  p a r t i c u l a r ,S a r t r e 's  

n o tio n  t h a t  one must commit oneself,becom e en g a g e ,d e sp ite  l i f e ' s  

ap p a re n t h o p e le s s n e s s ,is  i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e  v ery  in e f f e c t iv e n e s s  

o f  th e s e  c h a ra c te r s  p o l i t i c a l  a c t s ;  f o r  I  th in k  t h a t  i t  i s  one o f  

th e  ways t h a t  th e  novel works t h a t  we f e e l  th e  u t t e r  in s ig n if ic a n c e  

o f  th e  in d iv id u a ls  a s  th e y  ap p ea r one a f t e r  a n o th e r a g a in s t  th e  

h i s t o r i c a l  b ack -d rop .

T h a t h i s t o r i c a l  back-d rop  has much t o  su g g es t o f  g lo b a l m ise ry , 

and th e re fo re  p a r a l l e l s  th e  In d iv id u a l p e rso n a l dilem m as. The d i s ­

t r u s t  e v id e n t between n a tio n s  i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  dom estic  s i tu a t io n ;  

each fe e d s  o f f  th e  o th e r  in  an in s id io u s  r e c ip r o c i ty .  P u b lic  a f f a i r s  

te a c h  th e  s ix  a  s a lu ta r y  le s s o n  abou t th e  . which

perhaps m ight e x p la in  a  c e r t a in  a i r  o f  th e  b la se  t h a t  some o f  them 

manage even when o u trag ed  by th e  ex cesses  o f  th e  e ld e r s  o f  “ttie 
faBiiily,

In  t h e i r  double d is i l lu s io n m e n t , th e n  -  w ith  th e  d<m estic w orld  
and th e  p o l i t i c a l  -  th e re  i s  a  g r e a te r  -excuse f o r  m isa n th ro p y ,fo r  

th ro w in g  o n e 's  hands up in  d e s p a ir .  The f a c t  t h a t  th e y  s t ru g g le ,  

a t  c o n s id e ra b le  c o s t ,a g a in s t  t h a t  s o r t  o f  d e f e a t is m ,is  a l l  th e  

more commendable. W hen,for exam ple,G ladys m a in ta in s  h e r  lo y a l ty  

t o  th e  w o rth le s s  A lfred  ( to  such  an e x te n t  t h a t  she i s  s e n t  t o  , r i



a s  a  d i r e c t  c o n se q u e n c e ) ,th a t lo y a l ty  ap p ea rs  a s  a  c o n t ra s t  t o  th e  
d e p re s s in g  b e tra y a ls  o f  w orld  p o l i t i c s  s e t  b e fo re  o u r eyes th ro u # i 

ev o ca tio n s  o f  fa s c is m ,P a le s t in e ,S u e z  and so  f o r th .

T h e i r  d ls i l lu s io n m e n t does n o t  l e a d , th e n , to  mere d is g u s t ;  i t  

i s  c a p a b le , r a th e r ,o f  g a lv a n iz in g  them in to  a  re fo rm ing  z e a l , a t  th e  
same tim e sh a rp en in g  t h e i r  c r i t i c a l  f a c u l t i e s .  Here i s  Q u e n tin 's  

a t t i t u d e  on h i s  r e tu r n  from th ^  G reat War: **ïo h e l l  w ith  England, 

Home and Beauty i f  th e y  g o t in  th e  way. To t h i s  h e , l ik e  o th e rs ,  

would len d  a l l  h i s  t e s t e d  s t r e n g th  and d is c i  p l in e  and t r a in e d  in ­

t e l l i g e n c e .  And,do n o t f o r g e t  you P a re n ts , Brem shats and Hard Faced 

Men t h a t  we d o n 't  i»elieve a  b loody word you s a y .” ( p .4 l . )

T h ro u ^ io u t, t h i s  s o r t  o f  iconoclasm  i s  tem pered by a  z e a l  f o r ,  
and confidence in ,a m e lio r a t io n .  At th e  end o f  M a rg a re t 's  sav ag e ly  

c r i t i c a l  s to ry ,* ^ h e  Wadding” ,w hich mocks th e  fam ily  p o s tu r in g s  

t h a t  o ccu r d u rin g  hymeneal g a th e rin g s ,w e  have t h i s :  "She cou ld  
have c r ie d  Yoioks o r  T a l ly  Ho. a s  she  hun ted  h e r  h e a r t le s s  fam ily  

on b e h a lf  o f  th e  o r d in a r y , th e  d e c e n t ,th e  s im p le ."  ( p .I 5 o . )  E a r l i e r ,  
we had h ea rd  o f  " th e  Carm ichael h u n tin g  i n s t i n c t  when co n fro n te d  

w ith  s i l l i n e s s  and m e d io c r ity ."  (p . 1 5 4 .)  The a c e rb i ty  o f  h e r  s o c ia l  

c r i t i c i s m  i s  s tro n g ly  ro o te d  in  a  b e l i e f  in  m oral a m e lio ra tio n ; 

h e r  hope i s  t h a t ,  in  showing them t h e i r  t r u e  fa c e s ,p e o p le  w i l l  

a ch iev e  se lf-k n o w led g e : a  hope which seems to  me t o  inform  th e  

whole s p i r i t  o f  No I n u r i n g  M a tte r .
I  want t o  s t r e s s  th e  f e e l in g  I  have t h a t  th e  s ix  c h i ld re n  a re  

c h a ra c te r s  to  whom q u e s tio n s  a s  t o  th e  r e c t i tu d e  o f  a c t io n s  a re  

a lm ost alw ays in  p o in t ;  a  f e e l in g  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  i s  more l ik e ly  
t o  sh a re  w iiJi me i f  he r e c o l le c t s ,b y  c o n tra s t,h o w  ccm spicuous i s  

th e  absence o f  a  s im i la r  m oral sen se  in  D ra b b le 's  p ro ta g o n is ts .

I  am n o t ,o f  course ,m ak ing  c la im s  f o r  th e  r e l a t i v e  "goodness" o f  

th e  two s e t s  o f  c h a r a c te r s ,e i th e r  a s  c o n s tru ed  ty  th e  re a d e r  o r  

im p lied  in  th e  t e x t s  ( i f  th e se  a re  d i f f e r e n t ) ;  f o r ,a s  we have seen , 

b o th  s e t s  can be ungenerous and even b a se . The d if fe re n c e  l i e s  
in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  D rabble *s h e ro in e s  approach m oral q u e s tio n s  w ith  

a  s o r t  o f  in so u c ian ce  w hich i s  r e f l e c te d  in  th e  d ic t io n  o f  th e  

n a r r a t iv e s  a s  w e ll a s  in  t h e i r  a c tu a l  s t r i v i n g  f o r  independence, 

w hereas W ilson 's^have a  m oral s e r io u s n e s s  which le a d s  them to  

engage w ith  m oral is s u e s  in  a  w^y which su g g e s ts  t h e i r  c e n t r a l  

im portance t o  t h e i r  l i v e s ;  a  way which I  hope has been borne o u t 

in  th e  exampled in c id e n ts  and p assag es .



So f a r  I  have been c o n c e n tra tin g  on th e  way t h a t  W ilson u ses  
c h a ra c te r .  I  now want to  move on and c o n s id e r  a  second f i e l d  o f  

i n t e r e s t  which a ls o  in d ic a te s  a  P e lag ian  p e rs p e c t iv e .
I  am r e f e r r in g  t o  what i s  v a r io u s ly  known a s  th e  b a r in g  o f  

d e v ic e ,o r  s e lf -c o n s c io u sn e s s  o f  techn ique ,w hereby  a  w r i te r  draws 
a t t e n t io n  to  h is  f i c t i v e  m e th o d s ,ra th e r  th a n  co n ce a lin g  them in  

o rd e r  to  procure a  respo /ise  o f  su sp en sio n  o f  d i s b e l i e f  .L e t me 

su g g es t an  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  When we read  Da v id  C o p p e rfie ld , much o f  

th e  n a r r a t iv e  i s  desig n ed  t o  woo us a w a y ,if  on ly  te m p o ra r ily , 

from th e  r e a l  w orld , so  t h a t  we m i ^ t  e n te r  t h a t  cu rio u s  s t a t e  o f  

empathy w ith  th e  ev en ts  o f  th e  s to ry  which i s  meant by th e  ph rase  

"suspend ing  d i s b e l i e f " .  We d o n 't , o f  c o u rse ,le a v e  th e  r e a l  w orld 
beh ind  c o m p le te ly ,fo r  we need o u r ex p erien ce  o f  i t s  v a lu e s  and 

r e a l i t i e s  in  o rd e r  to  judge th e  f i c t i o n .  T here  i s  a  l i t e r a r y  

t r a d i t i o n  in  o p p o s itio n  t o  th is ,e m b ra c in g  w r i te r s  l i k e  S te rn e , 
Nabokov and B arth ,w h ich  i s  d e d ic a te d ,a s  a  m ajor p u rp o se ,to  expos­
in g  th e  m echanics o f  w r i t in g  and p u t t in g  them on d is p la y ,  r a th e r  

th a n  em ploying them a s  v e h ic le s  o f  s e d u c tiv e  i l l u s i o n .  The r e ­

s u l t s  a re  o f te n  s p e c ta c u la r  d is p la y s  o f  v i r tu o s i ty ,w h ic h  a lso  

se rv e  t o  rem ind th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  what he has b e fo re  him i s  th e  

s u p e r io r  in v e n tio n  o f  th e  c o n ju ro r ,n o t  th e  i l l u s io n  o f  r e a l i t y .

Even w r i te r s  a s to n is h in g ly  s u c c e s s fu l  in  weaving s p e llb in d in g  

p lo t s  (Shakespeare i s  a  good exam ple) nevertlie lesB  cannot r e s i s t  

com bining t h e i r  i l l u s io n s  w ith  rem inders  o f  th e  a r t i f i c i a l i t y  

o f  th e  a r t .
In  No L au j^ ing  M a tte r ,W ilson to o  i s  keen t o  rem ind us o f  t h a t  

a r t i f i c i a l i t y , t h o u ^  he i s  c l e a r ly  n o t n e a r ly  so  in te r e s te d  in  
th e  a n t i - i l l u s i o n i s t  sch o o l o f  th o u # i t  a s  a re  th e  w r i te r s  m ention­

ed above. W ilson u se s  a  m u l t ip l i c i ty  o f  form s and te c h n iq u e s  so 

t h a t  th e  r e s u l t in g  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  " p o in t o f  view" w i l l  re n d e r  us 

co n sc io u s o f  th e  d ev ice s  th e m se lv es . T h u s ,in  a  m inor key , im person­

a l  n a r r a t io n  i s  c o n s ta n t ly  changing  in to  er l e b t e  Rede,an d  v ic e  
v e r s a .  More c o n sp ic u o u s ly ,c o n v e n tio n a l n a r r a t iv e  i s  in te r ru p te d  

by d ra m a tu rg ic a l d ia lo g u e s ,th e  unique s ty l e  o f  *The G am e",ex trac ts  
from 1 4 arg a re t's  s t o r i e s  and d ia r i e s ,a n d  c o n s ta n t l i t e r a r y  p a s tic h e s  

(of,am ong o th e rs ,D y la n  Thomas,M acbeth,T .S .E l io t  and Samuel B e c k e tt) .  

The d ram a tis  personae has a  d i s t i n c t l y  se lf-m o ck in g  to n e ; "Husbands, 

w iv e s ,lo v e rs  o f  v a rio u s  k in d s . . .  Russians,m em bers o f  S o c ie ty  . . .  

members o f  L lo y d 's  and o f  th e  Bloomsbury Group,Cockneys,German 

r e f u g e e s ,s t a f f s  o f  p re p a ra to ry  sch o o ls  . . . "  ( p .5 . )  In  t h i s  l i s t .
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the humour i s  in  th e  Ju x ta p o s itio r is .a n d  perhaps a ls o  tl ie re  i s  a  

s l i g h t  sen se  o f th e  a u th o r  engaging in  nook d e n ig ra tio n  o f  h is  

am b ition  in  conce iv in g  a  f i c t i o n a l  p ro je c t  which i s  to  comprehend 
a l l  th e s e .  W hatever th e  ca(% e,it i s  im p o rtan t t t ia t  we n o tic e  th e  

n a r r a t o r i a l  l e v i ty  a s  s t a r t i n g  a t  th e  verj^ beginning* The e f f e c t  

o f  th e  d ram a tis  personae i s  im m ediately c o n so lid a te d  in  th e  second 

parag raph  o f  Book One: "The Î4atthews fa m ily ,a s  th ey  came th a t  h o t 

Ju ly  a f te rn o o n  th rough  th e  crow ds,from  th e  S tad iu m ,n ig h t so e a s i l y  
have been f ro z e n  and s to re d  away in  th e  f i l e s  o f  th e  î îa t io n a l  Film  
I n s t i t u t e , "  ( p .7 . )  But a l a s , a s  we le a m  on ly  a  few l i n e s  l a t e r ,

"no such camera p o ised  in  w a it in g ,"  (p p .7 -^ 0  )Iot t h a t  th e  lo s s  

m t te rw  g r e a t l y , f o r  t h a t  k in d  o f  f i lm in g  "would i l l  se rv e  t o  d i s ­
so lv e  th e  lim bs in to  t l i a t  d e l ic io u s ,su n b a th e d ,p le a s u re -a a te d  

riiythm which a lo n e  cou ld  b r in g  back th e  ex ac t f e e l  o f  t k a t  f a r -  
o f f  afte rnoon*  In  any case ,w h a t no re c o rd in g  machine y e t  in v en ted  

coull.d have prv^served was th e  p io n e e r  h a p p in c ss ,th e  p r im itiv e  dream 

t l i a t  f o r  some m inutes gave t o  t h a t  v o )(\tilw ,ed g ed  and edgy fam ily  

a  union o f  happy c a re fre e  in tim acy  ( p .8 .)

Here i s  an a u th o r ia l  im pishness a t  work a s  o ld  a s  th e  C haucerian 

o o o u p a tio . S m ilin g  th ro u g h  th e  s u r fa c e  aeftining o f  th e  words comes 

a  c l e a r  announcementi I , t h e  n a r r a to r ,c a n  " d is so lv e  th e  lim b s" ,c a n  

"b r in g  ^>)ack th e  e x a c t f e e l  o f  t h a t  f a r - o f f  a f te rn o o n ,"  The s u p e r ­

i o r  medi’voja o f  c r e a t iv e  w r i t in g  can do what th e  " re c o rd in g  im chine" 
can n o t, R i^ i t  a t  th e  s t a r t  h e re  i s  a  b o a s t,a n d  one made in  good 

humour. I t  i s  a l l  tlie  more i r o n ic  in  t h a t  th e  v ery  se n ten c es  id iich  

e x p la in  wiiat cwmeras cou ld  nev er convey, them selves convey t t  jk  

to n e s  o f  l^ u rica l en thusiasm  w h ic h ,n e v e r th e le s s ,a re  j u s t  s u f f i c i e n t ly  

overdone to  be reco g n ized  as  d e l ib e r a te ly  consp icuous.
These manoeuvres make th e  im p lied  a u th o r  in to  a  f e l t  p resence 

on o ccasio n ; sometimes we wonder i f  we a re  being', l a u d e d  a t .  Re­

f e r r i n g  to  th e  Kingsway H a l l , th e  im personal n a r r a to r  ask s ,"w as 

i t  c l a s s i c a l?  was i t  baroque? n o ,e c le c t ic "  ( p .383) and th r e e  pages 
l a t e r , lîarcus announces to  Jane F arquharj "Not th e  h a p p ie s t u se  o f  

baroque . Perhaps i t  would be w is e s t  to  excuse i t  by c a l l in g  i t  

e c l e c t i c , "  (p .3 8 6 ,)  Such n a r r a to r /c h a r a c te r  echo ing  i s  a  s to c k  
f e a tu r e  o f  th e  a n t i - i l l u s i o n i s t s , ( 4 .)

A g ro a t d e a l more cou ld  be s a id  about W ilso n 's  a a t i - i l l u s lo n i s m ,  

b u t o u r c h ie f  purpose must be t o  a sk  what I s  i t s  connec tion  w ith  
m o ra lity . At a  f i r s t  ^ a n c e ,p e rh a p s , th e s e  elem ents appear to o  d i s ­

p a ra te  to  be co n n ec ted ,b u t I  would l ik e  t o  su g g es t two ways in
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which th e  em phasis on a r t ' s  " a r t i f i c i a l i t y "  engages w ith  th e  m oral 
i s s u e •

F i r s t , t h e  " s ta g in e s s "  o f  th e  d e v ic e s  we a re  d is c u s s in g  g iv e s  
them a  comic ap p ea l -  n o t on ly  th e  obv io u sly  funny ( th e  p a s tic h e s ,  
f o r  example) b u t th e  e c h o e s ,th e  m ini "p la y s"  and th e  "Game" a re  

a l l  e n liv en ed  and made d e l ig h t f u l  in  t h i s  ' ay , I  su sp e c t t h a t  t h i s  

i s  la rg e ly  owing to  th e  re a d e r  d e te c t in g  an im pish n a r r a to r  behind  
th e  v a r io u s  te ch n iq u es ,an d  w anting  to  shsLre in  th e  jo k e . W hatever 
th e  c a s e , th e  comedy i t s e l f  conduces to  a t t i t u d e s  o f  in d u lg en ce . 
M e re d ith 's  famous essay  p u ts  th e  m a tte r  lu c id ly ,  A lth o u ^ ,h e  sa y s , 

comedy r u th le s s ly  pu rsues f o l l y ,  "n ev er f r e t t i n g ,  nev er t i r i n g , s u r e  

o f  hav in g  h e r ,a llo w in g  h e r  no r e s t " , i t  i s  a  s t r a n g e r  t o  s e v e r i ty :  
"Contempt i s  a  sen tim en t t h a t  canno t be e n te r ta in e d  hy comic in ­

t e l l i g e n c e ,  What i s  i t  b u t an excuse t o  be W.ly m inded ,or perso ­

n a l ly  l o f t y ,o r  com fortab ly  n a rro w ,n o t p e r f e c t ly  humane?" (5 .)

F o r M eredith,com edy i s  an ag en t o f  humane v a lu e s ,a l lo w in g  th e  
r e a d e r  t o  exp erien ce  th e  exposure o f  f o l l y  w ith o u t ,in  h i s  w ords, 

b e in g  c h i l l e d  by L t. T here a re  th o se  who advance an  even s tro n g e r  

v e rs io n  o f  th i s ,p r e d ic a t i n g  t h a t  comedy a c t iv e ly  i n s t i l l s  an 
a t t i t u d e  o f  to le ra n c e  in  th e  r e a d e r .

T h u s ,W ilso n 's  te c h n ic a l  d ev ice s  a re  o f  th e  comedy (we must

n o t overlo o k  th e  more co n v en tio n a l comedy o f  manners and s i t u a t io n ,  

which a re  b o th  h e a v i ly  re p re s e n te d  in  th e  n ovel) which le a d s  th e  

r e a d e r  tow ards an  in d u lg e n t s ta n d p o in t .

S eco n d ly ,th e  u nusualness o f  th e  d ev ice s  engages o u r a e s th e t ic  
i n t e r e s t s  and d i s t r a c t s  u s  somewhat from o u r t r a d i t i o n a l  concern  

f o r  m oral assessm en t. T h is  n o tio n  i s  e x p l i c i t l y  ad ianced  in  "The 

Game": " s im u la tio n  and mimicry a ls o  demand o b se rv a tio n  . . .  and 
id e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s  d is ta n c e d  by th e  demands o f  te c h n iq u e ."  ( p . I 3 l . )

The s e lf -c o n s c io u s  a e s th e t i c  d e v ic e s  work t o  p re se n t m oral is s u e s  

in  q u i te  a  d i f f e r e n t  way to  t h a t  e v id e n t , f o r  exam ple ,in  th e  Aug- 

u s t in ia n  D rabble . They a re  p a r t  o f  th e  n o v e l 's  ta k in g  up a  p o s tu re  

o f  u n d e rs tan d in g  in d u lg en ce , in  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  s h r i l l  c a  tem pt 

f o r  human w eaknesses w ith  which D ra b b le 's  n o v e ls  seem t o  be imbued. 

W ilson d o e s n 't  fudge th e  m oral i s s u e s ,o r  p re se n t man a s  m ora lly  

b e t t e r  th a n  he r e a l l y  i s .  In d e e d ,th e  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  deg rees  o f  

compromise,mixe<5^ m otive and endangered in t e g r i t y  a re  n ic e ly  o b se r­

ved . B u t ,c r u c ia l ly , th e r e  i.s t h a t  d e e p ,u n d e rly in g  good humour id iich  

I  have been t r y in g  to  su g g e s t,y h ic h  i s  an e a rn e s t  t h a t  reform  i s  

p o s s ib le ,a n d  h e a r ts  may be swayed to  th e  good. I t  i s  a  good humour
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q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  b i t t e r  comedy o f  D rabble and Compton Bur­
n e t t .

The use  o f  Regan a s  a  m oral commentator r e f l e c t s  th e  t r u t h  o f  
th e se  p o in ts ,  Regan th e  k ind  o f  a u th o r i ty  whicAi d e r iv e s  from 

d o w n -to -ea rth  common se n se ,a n d  i t  i s  an  a u th o r i ty  enhanced by v i r tu e  
o f  h e r  c o l lo q u ia l  speech  -  which b<^om es,that i s  to  s a y ,a n  a u th e n tic  
vo ice  amongst a l l  th e  postA /.ings, She t e l l s  Sukey,who c la im s t h a t  

C la ra  and W i l l i a  ? had no in te n t io n  o f  b e in g  p ro p er p a re n ts :  " In ­

te n t io n s  th e y  ad from th e  s t a r t  and good o n es . As good a s  any o f  

you rs ,M iss  S ukey ,w ith  a l l  y o u r id e a s  av in g  f i f t e e n  k id s  and r a i s i n  

them a s  easy  as  c u t t i n  b u t t e r .  But in te n t io n s  need a  b i t  o f  sp lo sh  

t o  back em u p ,"  When Sukey su g g e s ts  t h a t  "thousands o f  poor people 

a re  w onderfu l p a re n ts "  Regan i s  unconvinced: "W ell, I 'v e  l iv e d  

where th e y 'r e  very  poor and I  n e v e r seen  i t . "  ( p .8 1 .)  E a rlie r ,w h e n  
Regan t e l l s  th e  s to ry  o f  o ld  M r.S toker, and o f  how he i s  consigned  

t o  th e  Seam en's re s t ,G la d y s  and Sukey a re  m ild ly  shocked. Regan 

r e t o r t s :  "Kind! Blame! We was to o  |< » r  f o r  n o tio n s !"  ( p .3 I . )

Moral is s u e s  are a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e se  ex ch an g es,b u t R egan 's 

name ( i t  i s , o f  c o u rs e ,th e  name o f  th e  n a s t i e r  o f  th e  two in g ra te s  
in  Kin^ L ea r) and d ia x a c te r  l i n k  h e r  to  c e r t a in  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  novel 

-  e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Shakespearean  p a s tic h e s  -  which a re  v ery  much a  

p a r t  o f  th e  s e lf -c o n s c io u s  a r t i s t r y .  These f e a tu r e s ,a s  I  have s a id ,  

c r e a te  a  c o n te x t o f  good humour which le sso n s  th e  im pact o f  

o b se rv a tio n s  which m ight o th e rw ise  ap p ea r a s  A ugustin ian  as  th e  

w orld  o f  C om pton-B um ett.



Fo o tn o te s .

1 . b a te  ̂C a n  (1964; r p t .  Harmondsworth;: Ibngu ln , I 9 7 6 .)
2 . No L a u d in g  M atte r ( I 967 ; r p t .  H arm ondsw orthi,Benguin,I976.)
3 . I t  I s  a  theme b rough t t o  o u r a t t e n t io n  from th e  very  s t a r t .

At th e  W ild West E x h ib itio n ,w e  have th e  fo llo w in g  exchange:

•Stop i t  a t  once,you  d is g u s tin g  g i r l .  H o rr ib le  l i t t l e  c rea^  

tu r e s  a l l  o f  you. What a  way t o  repay us f o r  g iv in g  you th e  

a f te rn o o n  o f  y o u r l i v e s . *

•We d i d n 't  know we were meant t o  repay  you, '  M argaret 
made comment.

•I'm  a f r a i d  th e  g e l 's  made an e x c e l le n t  p o in t ,C la ra .  

Repayment o f  k in d n e ss . What a  so rd id  id e a ,w o r th ie r  o f  a  

s to c k b ro k e r  th a n  an  a r t i s t . '  ( p .2 4 .)

C la ra  i s  a ls o  " so rd id "  because she s a c r i f i c e s  m oral c o n s id e r ­

a t io n s  when ap p easin g  th e  dem an's f o r  g r a t i tu d e  made by G rani^ 

and Mouse: " 'Now G ladys,say  th an k  you t o  y o u r g r e a t  au n t f o r  

y o u r w in te r  c o a t .  And M argaret y o u 'd  b e t t o r  c u r ts y  f o r  y o u r 

p a r ty  d r e s s .  W ill t h a t  s a t i s f y  yowi,Mouse?' Young Mrs Matthews 

p u lle d  h e r  t a l l  d a u b e r  t o  h e r  f e e t .  'Go on. C u rtsy . Show 

y ou r à m t  Mouse you h a v e n 't  w asted  h e r  k ind  dancing  c la s s  f e e s ,  '  

( p .2 5 . )  When th e  two o ld  la d ie s  o rd e r  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  

k i t t e n s , t h e y  a re  demanding an o u trag eo u s g r a t i tu d e  f o r  t h e i r  

f in a n c ia l  su p p o rt,w h ich  o f  cou rse  C la ra  i s  unscrupu lous enough 

t o  re n d e r ,
D'^ring th e  Bascoe row p reced in g  F rau  L ieberm ann 's d e p a rtu re  

f o r  th e  q u a k e rs ,th e  Jew ess ' t i r a d e  i s  in te r ru p te d  by H u ^  

im p a tie n tly  excla im ing : "S top  t h a t .  I f  you d o n 't  f e e l  any 
g r a t i tu d e , th e n  a t  l e a s t  sp a re  us t h i s  e x h ib i t io n  . . .  (p ,3 6 0 .)
She r e p l i e s  w ith  sarcasm ,th ro w in g  h i s  ap p ea l back in  h is  f a c e : 
"Oh,we must f e e l  g r a t i t u d e . We know t h a t .  G ra titu d e  when th e  

l i t t l e  I te c o e  alw ays s le e p s  h e re  a t  h i s  home b u t A rnold i s  to  

s le e p  a t  th e  s c h o o l."  (p .3 6 0 .)

4 .  The n o v e l i s t  B.S .Johnson g e ts  h im se lf  in to  h i s  novel C h r is ty 

M a lry 's  Own D ouble-Entry (se e  b ib lio g ra p h y )  where he t a l k s  w ith  
th e  eponymous h ero  abou t how th e  l a t t e r  can be n e a t ly  f in is h e d  

o f f  a t  th e  end o f  th e  book, Nabokov c o n s ta n t ly  ap pears  in  h is  

novels,now  a s  an  e ld e r ly  p ro fe s s o r  c o l le c t in g  b u t te r f l ie s ,n o w

a s  a  bogus anagram atic  a n n o ta to r  such as  V iv ian  Dazkbloom in  Ada.
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5 . George M eredith ,"A n Essay on Comedy",in S h ak esp ea re 's  Comedies ,  

ed , L .L em er (Harmondsworth# P en g u in ,I967) , p .306 .



11%

I-:-

I
i:

CHAPTER FIVE: IRIS MURDOCH.

,--»

L ..
s s

m



I r i s  Mu rdoch

I r i s  M urdoch's i n t e r e s t  in  m o ra lity  makes i t s e l f  ap p a re n t on 

an a l to g e th e r  more a b s t r a c t  p lane th a n  t h a t  we have seen  in  Com­
p to n -B u m e tt,  D rabble and W ilson. One o f  th e  ways t h a t  t h i s  f e e l in g  

h as e x p re ss io n  i s  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  nov e ls  as  0 i i -

lo s o p h ic a l,a n d  t h i s  i s  a  u s e fu l  la b e l  p rov ided  we th in k  o f  i t  a s  

d e s c r ib in g  a  g e n e ra l o n to lo g ic a l  i n t e r e s t  which i s  e v id e n t in  th e  

n o v e ls , r a th e r  th a n  a  c la im  t h a t  th e  nov e ls  embody some e la b o ra te  

and uniform  co n cep tu a l system .

The a b s tr a c tn e s s  makes i t s e l f  f e l t  a s  we see  t h a t  th e  m oral 
i n t e r e s t  l i e s  n o t so much in  th e  a c t io n s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s ,a s  in  

th e  g e n e ra l a t t i t u d e s  t o  l i f e  and l i v in g , th e  m otives and b a se s , 

from which th ey  s p r in g .  I t  i s  a  q u e s tio n  o f  degree  r a th e r  th a n  a  
fundam ental change o f  c a te g o ry ,b u t i t  would be f a i r  t o  say  t h a t  

w hereas a  w r i te r  l ik e  W!i Iso n  a d d re sse s  h im se lf  t o  th e  ta s k  o f  

in d ic a t in g  what i s  b e s t  t o  do,Murdoch i s  concerned w ith  e x p lo rin g  

th e  problem o f  h^w we d ec id e  what th e  b e s t  i s  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e .

I  b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  key t o  u n d e rs tan d in g  what th e se  novels  have 

t o  say abol&t m o ra lity  l i e s  in  o u r a p p re c ia t io n  o f  th e  p r o ta g o n is ts ' 

(and o t h e r s ')  r e l e n t l e s s , a l b e i t  f r e q u e n t ly  in te r ru p te d ,s e a r c h  f o r  

s e l f - f u l f i lm e n t ; t h a t  t h i s  s e l f - f u l f i lm e n t  in v o lv es  keep ing  f a i t h  

w ith  o n e s e lf  and b reak in g  th rough  th e  b a r r i e r s  which impede Vti 
. ai r i e r s  pu t up n o t on ly  by th e  o u ts id e  w orld  in  th e  form o f  such 

th in g s  a s  s o c ia l  conven tions o r  human o p p o n en ts ,b u t th o se  e re c te d  

in  th e  in n e r  mind.

T here a re  two f e a tu r e s  o f  t h i s  p r o ta g o n is ts ' s e a rc h  in  p a r­

t i c u l a r  which i l l u s t r a t e  a  P e lag ian  p e rs p e c t iv e . The f i r s t  i s  t h a t  

th e  s e a rc h  i s  dom inated by th e  p resence o f  love  -  o r  r a th e r , th e  
dom inating  and a ll-e m b ra c in g  power o f  lo v e . The second i s  t h a t  

each s to r y  ta k e s  on th e  a s p e c t o f  a  s tru g g le  t o  win th r o u ^ ,a n d  

th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  t h i s  f i t t i n g  s p i r i t  in d ic a te s  a  p o s i t iv e  
and o p t im is t ic  view o f  human endeavour.

I  am go ing  to  use The I t a l i a n  G i r l / a s  an ex tended i l l u s t r a t i o n  
o f  th e s e  p o in ts .  The cho ice  may ap p ea r odd in s o f a r  as  t h i s  novel 

i s  o f te n  co n sid e red  u n ty p ic a l  b o th  in  i t s  le n g th  and in  i t s  b e in g  

co n s id e re d  r a th e r  f e e b le .  The reaso n  f o r  th e  cho ice  i s  t h a t , a s  i t  

seems t o  m e ,th is  novel i s  th e  c l e a r e s t  and s im p le s t embodiment o f  
M urdoch's P e lag ian  p e r s p e c t iv e ,a s  e v id e n t in  th e  two f e a tu r e s  l i s ­

te d  above. The o th e r  nov e ls  sh a re  th e se  f e a tu r e s ,b u t  th ey  a re
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d isg u is e d  and o b fu sca ted  by ex c e ss iv e  p r o l ix i ty  and random in c i ­
d e n t ,  I t  i s  as i f  The I t a l i a n  G ir l  i s  th e  persp icuous s k e le to n , 
and l a t e r  novels  sh a re  t h i s  s k e le t a l  s t r u c tu r e  w h ich ,how ever,is  

no lo n g e r  e v id e n t benea th  la y e rs  o f  muddle, The problem about th e se  
l a t e r  n o v e ls  i s  n o t t h a t  th e y  do n o t le n d  them selves to  th e  s o r t  

o f  e x e g e tic a l  tre a tm e n t which would e s ta b l i s h  th e  s k e l e t a l  s t r u c ­

tu r e  I  su g g e s t; i t  i s  t h a t  th e y  a ls o  lend  them selves to  a  m u lti­

tu d e  o f  e q u a lly  p la u s ib le  in t e r p r e ta t io n s .  My hope i s  th a t ,b e c a u s e  

o f  th e  r e l a t i v e  s im p l ic i ty  o f  T h e _ I ta l ia n^Gi r l , my account o f  i t s  

tre a tm e n t o f  m o ra lity  w i l l  b e , i f  n o t th e  on ly  a llo w ab le  v iew ,th en  
a t  l e a s t  one which a c tu a l ly  «nd unm istakeab ly  r e f l e c t s  what i s  

th e re  in  th e  t e x t , r a t h e r  th a n  some fa u ita s t ic  system  which i s  th e  
h a b i tu a l  r e s u l t  o f  s c i o l i s t  e n th u s ia s ts .

Much more needs to  be s a id  about t h i s  Murdochian o b fu sc a tio n  

and muddle; n o t on ly  to  make a  s t ro n g e r  case  ft>r> th e  argument 
o u tl in e d  ab o v e ,b u t because th e  muddle a c tu a l ly  means t h a t  ou r 

c r i t i c a l  c r i t e r i a ,  must be r a t h e r  d if fe re n t» .to  th o se  which we 
b r o u ^ t  t o  b e a r , f o r  ex am ple ,in  th e  W ilson d is c u s s io n . Put b a ld ly ,  

th e re  a re  a re a s  o f  l i t e r a r y  ev idence from which we can on ly  i n f e r  

p o in ts  o f  m oral i n t e r e s t  w ith  th e  very  g r e a te s t  c a u tio n . We a r e , ' 

t h a t  i s  to  s a y ,e n te r in g  th e  t e r r a i n  o f  th e  n o v e l i s t  m anpiee,which 
means t h a t  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  r e a d e r 's  confidence in  th e  a u th o r  

-  confidence in  th e  a u th o r i a l  c o n tro l  o f  th e  m oral e f f e c t s  -  

which i s  always a  f e a tu r e  o f  a t t e n t i v e  re a d in g ,h e re  looms m ass iv e ly . 

M urdoch's f a i l u r e  o f  c o n tro l  in  many a re a s  m ean s,q u ite  s im p ly , t h a t  

c e r t a in  b a s ic  approaches t o  m oral in fe re n c e  a re  ru le d  o u t .  There 

i s  no q u e s t io n ,f o r  in s ta n c e ,o f  re p e a tin g  o u r p r a c t ic e  in  th e  

D rabble And W ilson d i s c u ss io n s ,a n d  exam ining passages in  d e t a i l  

f o r  n ic e t ie s  o f  d ic t io n .

T here i s  no space h e re  f o r  a  f u l l  exam ination  o f  th e  profound 
flaw s in  M urdoch's n o v e ls . But t h a t  th e y  a re  flaw ed  i s  v i t a l  to  my 

argum ent,and  e x p la in s  and j u s t i f i e s  my c r i t i c a l  approach , I  would 

th e re fo r e  l ik e  t o  r e f e r  in  p ass in g  t o  M artin  Seym our-Sm ith 's app­

r a i s a l  o f  th e  n o v e ls ,s o  t h a t  we can see  what g e n e ra l c r i t ic i s m s  

can be made. Seymour-Smith t a l k s  o f  th e  " in a b i l i t y  to  w r ite  n o v e ls" , 

say s  t h a t  "None o f  h e r  books can s u rv iv e " ; he c la im s th a t  th e re  

i s  no sense  o f  chaoracter,no "w orld" o f  h e r  own; th e re  a re  accu sa­

t io n s  o f  f a d d is h n e s s ,th a t  h e r  aud ience i s  " tuned  in to  fa sh io n  

r a th e r  th a n  to  c r e a t iv e  ach ievem en t". The n o v e ls ,h e  s a y s ," o re  a  

c o n c a te n a tio n  o f  c u r re n t  id e a s  and fa d s  . . .  cobbled to g e th e r  

w ith o u t any im ag in a tiv e  f a c u l ty "  and th e y  show " th e  i n a b i l i t y  to
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t r e a t  goodness excep t in  a  h e lp le s s ly  s e n tim e n ta l m anner." (2 . )

The p a r t i c u l a r  a sp e c t o f  M urdoch's u n s a t i s f a c to r in e s s  t h a t  I  want 

t o  d e a l w ith  -  because i t  p rov id es  a  r a t io n a le  f o r  my method o f  
p ro ceed in g  - i s  what I  have c a l le d  th e  muddle.

T h is  muddle i s  e v id e n t , f o r  exam ple ,in  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  mys­

te r io u s  and m agical e lem ents in  th e  n o v e ls . Linda Kuehl t a lk s  about 

Murdoch c re a t in g  a  f a n ta s y  w orld "rem ote from th e  d a y l ig h t w orld  

o f  everyday human a f f a i r s "  (3 ) which i s  in v e s te d  w ith  a  sense o f  

th e  uncanny. She t e l l s  us t h a t , i n  The Unico p i ( 4 ) , "even o rd in a ry  

s i t e s  l i k e  a  London f la t ,L iv e r p o o l  S trR e t S ta t io n  o r  an e le g a n t 
mews undergo u n e a r th ly  tra n s fo rm a tio n "  and th a t , t h r o u ^ o u t , t h e r e  

i s  a  p rev a len ce  " o f  c a n d le l i^ t ,f o g ,s u l iA iu ro u s  odors [ s i c ] ,  incense  
fum es."  ( 5 . )  In  The BlackyjfeiU ce ( 6 ) , J u l ia n  s trew s l i t t e r  in  th e  

wake o f  p a ss in g  c a rs  a s  p a r t  o f  an e s o te r i c  p e rso n a l ceremony, in  
Brunovs Dream ( 7 ) .N ig e l 's  w eird  a n t ic s  a re  even more opaj^we. In  

b o th  The Unicom  and The Time o f  ;toe ^̂ g e l s  (8 ) th e  o th e r-w o rld ly  
a u ra  o f  th e  resv dences w ith  tb e 4 r  o d d i t ie s  and d au n tin g  s e c r e t s  

( in c lu d in g  in c e s t  and s e l f - in c a r c e r a t io n )  b lend  w ith  th e  every­

day m undanity o f  Norah Shadox-Brown and h e r  i l k .  The muddle a r i s e s  

o u t o f  th e  f a c t  n o t m erely t h a t  th e re  i s  a  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  mys­

te r io u s  and m undane,as t h a t  i t  in v o lv es  a  change o f r e g i s t e r  which 

i s  n o t p ro p e r ly  a t tu n e d  to  th e  a r t i s t i c  developm ent o f  th e  s t o r i e s .

An A cc id e n ta l Man (9 ) p ro v id es  a  f in e  example o f  t h i s .  One o f 

th e  main f e a tu r e s  o f  A u s t in 's  l i f e  i s  tK a t he i s  dogged w ith  bad 

lu ck ,w hereas h i s  b ro th e r  Matthew i s  f a r  more fo r tu n a te .  The r iv a l r y  
between th e  two b ro th e rs  i s  one o f  th e  main themes in  th e  n o v e l, 
and o f  course  A u s t in 's  bad lu c k  p lays a  p a r t  in  making him a l l  th e  

more b i t t e r  abou t Matthewi's w orld ly  s u c c e s s . In  o th e r  w o rd s ,th is  

bad lu c k  i s  c l e a r ly  connected  w ith  th e  f r a t e r n a l  r e la t io n s h ip .

Many o f  i t s  f e a tu r e s  combine chance w ith  human c u lp a b i l i ty , s o  

t h a t  th e re  i s  a  s u c c e s s fu l  m erging o f  symbolism and co n v en tio n a l 

c h a ra c te r  p o r t r a y a l .  T h u s ,a l th o u ^  he i s  v ery  unlucky to  have a  

young g i r l  run  s t r a i ^ t  o u t in  f r o n t  o f  h i s  c a r ,h e  i s  blameworthy 

f o r  hav ing  ag reed  to  drirve a f t e r  d r in k in g . T h is  s i t u a t io n  i s  made 

a l l  th e  more in t r ig u in g  because i t  i s  made c le a r  t h a t  th e  g i r l  

would have been k i l l e d  anyway,however s k i l f u l  th e  d r iv e r  m ight 

have been . T h is  a c c id e n t ,o f  c o u r s e ,c re a te s  a  new s i t u a t io n  between 

th e  b ro th ers ,w h en  A ustin  u n su c c e s s fu lly  p lead s w ith  Matthew (who 

i s  n o t t i p s y )  t o  p re te n d  t h a t  he was d r iv in g .
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S i m i l a r l y , i t  i s  e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  bad luck  f o r  A ustin  t h a t  h is  
w ife  D orina, s ta n d in g  o u ts id e  h is  d o o r, overh ea rs  h is  r a th e r  unen- 
t h u s i a s t i c  g rop ings w ith  M itz i ,b u t  nobody would su g g es t t h a t  chance 
a lone can be blam ed. As w ith  th e  c a r  a c c id e n t , th i s  eavesdropp ing  
le a d s  t o  new developm ents and tw is t s  in  th e  p lo t  which can be 

seen  to  have coherence.

But what a re  we to  make o f  th e  in c id e n t in  which A u stin  i s  
a t ta c k e d  by an owl? Here i s  y e t  a n o th e r  in s ta n c e  o f  bad lu c k ,o f  

a c c id e n t-p ro n e n e s s ,b u t one in  which he can have had no hand. 

W hatever i t s  sym bolic fo r c e ,  i t  reduces th e  b in a ry  c h a ra c te r  o f  

A u s t in 's  a c c id e n ts .  U nlike th e  o th e r  two e x a m p le s ,i t  t e l l s  us 

n o th in g  abou t A ustin  o r  about h is  d ev e lo p in g  r e la t io n s h ip s .  The 

r e a d e r  may be u n s e t t le d  by t h i s  q u a s i- s u p e m a tu ra l  p o r te n t  in to  

assum ing t h a t  th e  w r i t in g  has s lip p e d  in to  a  r e g i s t e r  whose s ig ­

n if ic a n c e  e lu d es  him . In  f a c t  th e  owl in c id e n t seems to  e x i s t  as 
a  u s e le s s  en igm a,cloud ing  th e  w a te rs .

Muddle a ls o  r e s u l t s  from th e  com plexity  o f  symbolism. F or 

ex am p le ,p h y s ica l o b je c ts ,w h ic h  a re  o f te n  f in a n c ia l ly  v a lu a b le  
ob je t s  d ' a r t , p la y  a  m ajor s t r u c t u r a l  r o l e ,a s  t h e i r  v ic i s s i tu d e s  

run  p a r a l l e l  to  th o se  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s .  I  am th in k in g  o f  th e  

o r i e n t a l  bowls in  ^  A cc id en ta l Man,th e  b u f fa lo  s t a t u e t t e  in  

The B lack P rin c e , th e  R ussian  ico n  in  The Time o f  th e  Ange I s ,  th e  

stam ps in  B runo 's  D ream ,the T in to r e t to  p a in tin g  in  An U n o f f ic ia l  

Rose ( lO .)  They a re  passed  from hand to  h a n d ,a re  t r e a s u r e d , ig ­

n o red ,d o n a ted , sm ashed, r e s to r e d .  But th e re  i s  no l i ^ t n e s s  o f  

to u ch ; t h e i r  sym bolic fo rc e  i s  to o  o p p re s s iv e ly  endowed. Even 
more d is tu r b in g ly , th e y  a re  so  s ta rfc ly  and b la ta n t ly  o f fe re d  a s  

symbols (n o t in c id e n ta l ly ,b u t  p r in c ip a l ly )  t h a t  one f e e l s  th e y  

a re  d e l ib e r a t e ly  c o n tr iv e d  f o r  th e  e x e g e tic a l  c r i t i c  o r  th e  l i t e r ­

a ry  s le u th  in  mind -  som ething no t o u t o f  p lace  in  "decaden t" o r  

s o l i p s i s t i c  a r t , b u t  q u i te  in a p p ro p r ia te  h e re .  F a r  from c la r i f y in g  

th e  c e n t r a l  is s u e s  o f each p l o t , t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  h i s to r i e s  te n d  

to  m irro r  th e  to r tu o u s  and convo lu ted  e v e n ts .

The symbolism a s s o c ia te d  w ith  c h a ra c te r s  has a ls o  confused many 
c r i t i c s ,  Kuehl c la im s t h a t  Murdoch " in v e s ts  h e r  c h a ra c te r s  w ith  

ex c e ss iv e  p h ilo so p h ic a l c o n n o ta tio n s . F or instance,H annah  Grean- 

Sm ith i s  a  c ip h e r  f o r  th e  fo llo w in g : I s  she a  C irc e ,a  C h r is t ia n  

m a rty r , an in c a rn a tio n  o f  th e  Greek concept o f  A te? I s  th e  remedy 

f o r  h e r  c o n d itio n  fre e d o m ,h u m ility ,p a tie n c e  o r  c o n t r i t io n ?  Yet 

th e se  r id d le s  a re  i r r e l e v a n t  s in c e  Hannah i s  to o  o bscu re .



unem otional and o v e r in te l le c tu a l iz e d  to  in v e s t  them w ith  r e a l  
meaning . . .  she nev er comes a l iv e  as  an a c tu a l  p e rso n ."  ( I I . )

One o f  th e  more co n s id e ra b le  d i f f i c u l t i e s  is  th e  ta s k  o f  e s ta ­
b l i s h in g  when d e t a i l s  axe s ig n i f ic a n t ,a n d  when they  a re  mere pad­

d in g . C onsider th e  fo llo w in g : "M arian came o f  t im id  p a re n ts  who 

had moved q u ie t ly  t h r o u ^  l i f e  in  a  l i t t l e  M idland town where h e r  
f a th e r  owned a  g r o c e r 's  shop . M arian 's  e a r l i e s t  memories were shop 

. . .  She was on ly  c h i ld .  She was fo n d  o f  h e r  p a re n ts  and n o t, 

a s  f a r  as  she knew,ashamed o f  them; b u t i t  was h e r  a b id in g  f e a r  

t h a t  she m ig h t,in  th e  end,come to  resem ble them ." (1 2 .)  One i s  

u n c e r ta in  here  as  to  w hether th e  im pression  one a c tu a l ly  re c e iv e s  

i s  in te n t io n a l :  n a m e ly ,th a t th e  town in  which th e  p a re n ts  l i v e  

i s  d e sc r ib e d  a s  " l i t t l e "  because t h i s  i s  a  f a c i l e  way o f  s t r e n g ­

th e n in g  th e  im pression  o f  harm less in s ig n i f ic a n c e .  Tim id gro' e rs  

do n o t l i v e  in  la rg e  tow ns. The v ery  f a c t  o f  i t s  b e in g  in  th e  

M idlands seems to  re p re s e n t  a  wishy-washy o b sc u r ity  (E n g lan d 's  

t r a d i t i o n a l  re g io n a l myths c o n c e n tra te  on n o r th  and s o u th ) .
M arian i s  n o t ashamed o f h e r  p a re n ts  "as  f a r  as she knew". Do 

we in f e r  from t h i s  t h a t  most c h i ld re n  a re  ashamed o f  t h e i r  p a re n ts  

and t h a t  t h i s  g i r l  i s  an ex cep tio n ?  o r  t h a t  h e r  p a r e n ts ' b ehav iou r 

was such a s  to  w arran t shame on t h e i r  b e h a l f , th e  te m p ta tio n  to  

succumb t o  which M arian manages to  su p p ress?  o r  t h a t  M arian i s  

i n s u f f i c i e n t l y  m ature t o  judge h e r  own in n e r  f e e l in g s ?

Sometimes th e se  s h o r t  l i t t l e  p o tte d  h i s t o r i e s  o f  th e  fam ily  

a re  so  a r b i t r a r y  a s  t o  ap p ea r a b su rd . They a re  crammed w ith  d e t a i l s  

which a re  a  k ind  o f  random v e rb a l s to d g e . They mean l i t t l e  in  

r e l a t i o n  to  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  n o v e l; th e y  do n o t s ig n ify :

D iana had a  v e ry  p o s i t iv e  concep tion  o f  h e r  r o le  as  a  woman. 

I t  was in  f a c t  h e r  o n ly  ro le  and one which had absorbed  h e r  

s in c e  she l e f t  sc h o o l. She grew up in  L e ic e s te r  where h e r  

f a th e r  was a  bank c le r k .  Her p a re n ts  were vague people and 

she and h e r  s i s t e r  d id  what th e y  p le a se d . D iana went on a  

s c h o la rs h ip  to  an  a r t  sch o o l in  th e  London suburbs b u t l e f t  

i t  a f t e r  two yeaurs. She became an u n su c c e ss fu l commercial a r ­
t i s t ,  she worked in  an a d v e r t is in g  agency. But m ainly she j u s t  

l iv e d .  She moved to  E a r ls  C ourt. She had a d v e n tu re s . She l iv e d  

w ith  men, some r ic h  ones who found h e r  p u zz lin g  and gave h e r  

expensive p re s e n ts ,a n d  some poor ones who to o k  h e r  money and 

g o t drunk and w ept. ( 1 3 .)



N otice th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  fe a tu re s*  th e  meaning o f th e  f i r s t  

two sen ten c es  i s  b e fu d d le d ,th e  p a re n ts  a re  in s u b s ta n t ia l  f ig u re s  

(M arian 's  f a t h e r , i n  th e  e a r l i e r  example,was a  g ro c e r ,a n d  therefoihe 

l iv e d  in  a  " l i t t l e "  town. D ia n a 's  f a th e r  i s  a  bank c lan k  -  s o c ie t y 's  

ty p e  f o r  d u l l  c o n se rv a tiv e  h a b i ts  -  and is  th e r e f o r e , to g e th e r  w ith  

h i s  w ife ,"v a g u e" ) whom th e  re a d e r  i s  encouraged to  s c o rn . The l a s t  

sen ten ce  seems to  me to  have a r is e n  o u t o f  an a ttem p t t o  produce 

e f f e c t s  o f  c le v e rn e s s ,a n d  to  be am using. I  su sp e c t i t s  c o n te n t owes 

i t s  e x is te n c e  to  th e  n e a t r ic h -p o o r  a n t i t h e s i s , r a t h e r  th a n  to  any 

c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  a r t i s t r y  (even h e r e , i t  i s  n o t c l e a r  w hether th e  

paupers wept h a b i tu a l ly ,o r  on ly  when d ru n k .)  On th e  w h o le , i t  i s  
th e  s o r t  o f  w r i t in g  which i s  bad e n o u ^  to  make one squirm  even 

in  th e  d a rk e s t  and most p r iv a te  re c e s s e s  o f  th e  s tu d y .

Two pages a f t e r  t h i s  passage,w e have an even b e t t e r  ( th a t  i s ,  
w orse) example,when D ia n a 's  s i s t e r , L i s a , i s  d e sc r ib e d . L isa  jo in s  

th e  Communists,becomes a  C a th o lic  and jo in s  th e  Poor C la re s ,c o n ­

t r a c t s  tu b e rc u le s i s , t e a c h e s  in  th e  E as t End and so on. What we a re  

g iv e n ,in  th e  case o f  b o th  s i s t e r s , i s  no more th a n  a  l i s t , t h e  con­

t e n t s  o f  which h a rd ly  m a tte r .  T here i s  no a ttem p t to  d e f in e  th e  

q u a l i ty  o f  th e se  m elodram atic sequences o f  exp erien ce  and e v e n t, 

o r  t o  show p ro p e r c a u s a l l in k s  between one and a n o th e r . The con­

t r a s t  in  th e  l i v e s  o f  th e  s i s t e r s  i s  m erely a  reco rd ed  s e t  o f  

f a c t s ,n o t  an em phasized d i s t i n c t i o n .

î b r t  o f  th e  rea so n  f o r  th e  co n fu sio n  experienced  by th e  re a d e r  

i s  t h a t  th e  nov e ls  ap p ea r to  be p u l l in g  in  two a e s th e t i c a l ly  opposed 

d i r e c t io n s .  T here i s ,o n  th e  one h an d ,a  s e r i e s  o f  d ev ices  -  most 

n o ta b ly  th e  convo lu ted  and ram bling  p lo ts  -  which ap p ea r to  be 

meant t o  p a r a l le l  >,ani<< s u g g e s t , th e  haphazard  and co n tin g e n t n a tu re  

o f  th e  o f te n  in e x p lic a b le  r e a l  w orld . On th e  o th e r  hangl,as c r i t i c s  
l i k e  W illiam  H a ll have in s i s t e d  (l4 ),M u rd o c h 's  novels  u s u a lly  have 

some c e n t r a l  key which can unlock  th e  s e c r e t  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n  b e t­

ween many o f  th e  in c id e n ts :  a  key l i k e ly  to  be in  th e  n a tu re  o f  

some e ru d i te  a l lu s io n s .  Because o f th is ,w e  a re  aware o f  r i g i d  

s t r u c tu r e s  fo rc e d  on th e  s t o r i e s , t o  th e  d e tr im e n t o f  c h a ra c te rs  

who th e re b y  become l i f e l e s s  sym bolic embodiments. T h is  r i g i d  

s t r u c tu r e  i s  r e in fo rc e d  by th e  symbolism o f  o b je c t  t o  which I  

r e f e r r e d  e a r l i e r .

I t  seems to  me t h a t  th e s e  two endeavours c o n f l i c t ;  t h a t  t r y in g  

to  r e p re s e n t  people in  th e  w orld  a s , a t  every  ju n c tu re ,h a v in g  a v a i­

la b le  t o  them m u ltip le  p o s s i b i l i t i e s , i s  n o t in  accord  w ith  th e



h e a v i ly -d ir e c te d  s t r u c tu r e  and symbolism which le a d s  to  a  co h eren t 

and / Im ost p re d e s tin e d  sense  o f  th e  w orld .

In  o rd e r  to  avo id  m is re p re se n tin g  th e  c a s e , I  shou ld  say  t h a t  
i t  d o e s n 't  seem to  me t h a t  Murdoch e v e r  in v i te s  us to  see  a  p a r­

t i c u l a r  c h a ra c te r  in  te rm s o f  one symbol a lo n e i Hannah Grean-Smlth 
i s  a  C irce and a  C h r is t ia n  m a rty r . Even s o , t h i s  u b iq u ito u s  sym­

bo lism  combined w ith  q u irk y  randomness le a d s  t o  muddle r a th e r  th a n  
c re a t iv e  am bigu ity .

One o f th e  f a c to r s  w hich m i ^ t  be s a id  to  c re a te  th e  g r e a te s t  

muddle o f  a l l  i s  M urdoch's i n a b i l i t y  to  w r ite  E n g lish  w ith  e i t h e r  

a p p ro p r ia te  s ty le  o r  even c l a r i t y .  My p rev io u s  com plain ts abou t 

symbolism and so  f o r th  a re  n o t new,and I  have th e re fo re  f e l t  

j u s t i f i e d  in  s t a t i n g  my p o s i t io n  w ith  a  few e x a m p le s ,ra th e r  th a n  

t r y in g  to  e s ta b l i s h  i t  a t  le n g th .  However,my view o f  th e  l in g u is ­

t i c  incom petence i s  s t ro n g e r  th a n  I  have seen  i t  ex p ressed  e l s e ­

w here, so  t h a t  I  f e e l  an  o b l ig a t io n  t o  pay d e ta i le d  a t t e n t io n  to  
i t .  The space re q u ire d  i s  c o n s id e ra b le ,a n d  i f  I  were to  in c lu d e  

i t  in  th e  main body o f th e  a rg u m e n t,it  would g iv e  a  sense  o f  d i s ­

p ro p o r tio n . On th e  o th e r  h a n d ,to  le av e  i t  o u t would be u n th in k a b le , 

f o r  I  need th e  re a d e r  to  f e e l ,w i th  m e ,th a t we can have no c o n f i­

dence in  th e  method we have used  w ith  D rabble and W ilsotti,of exami­

n in g  in d iv id u a l  p assag es  in  o rd e r  to  i n f e r  a u th o r ia l  p o s it io n s  

on m o ra l i ty .  I  have th e re fo re  p u t th e  case abou t th e  language in  
an  append ix .

I  s ta t e d  a t  th e  b eg in n in g  t h a t  th e re  was a  u n ifo rm ity  o f  m oral 
o u tlo o k  in  Murdoch. I  have ta lk e d  abou t th e  bemusing f e a tu r e s  o f  

th e  n o v e ls  a t  some le n g th  in  o rd e r  to  i l l u s t r a t e  how d i f f i c u l t  

i t  i s  t o  use c e r t a in  f e a tu r e s  (c h a ra c te r iz a tio n ,s y m b o lis m ,p lo ttir \g )  

t o  make th e  case  f o r  t h a t  u n ifo rm ity i d i f f i c u l t  because one has 

l i t t l e  confidence in  knowing how th e s e  f e a tu r e s  a re  t o  be c o n s tru e d .

In  The I t a l i a n  G i r l , t h a t  m oral o u tlo o k  is ,  a t  i t s  c le a r e s t ,a n d  

p r e c is e ly  because th e  n o v e l la c k s  many o f  th e  co n fu s in g  c h a ra c te r ­

i s t i c s ,  o r  has them in  manageable p ro p o r tio n . I  th e re fo re  propose 

t o  i l l u s t r a t e  how th e  m oral o u tlo o k  i s  p re se n te d  in  t h i s  n o v e l, 

and th e n  p o in t t o  some examples showing t h a t  th e  o th e r  works 

s h a re  i t .

The I t a l i a n  Gir l  c h a r ts  th e  p ro g re ss  o f  th e  narrato r,E dm und, 

as, h i s  whole p e r s o n a l i ty  opens o u t and he g ra d u a lly  le a m s  to  a c c e p t.
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and then embrace,the opportunities from which,hitherto,his dif­
fidence shrank. It is a central irony of the story that he comes 
to this personal enli^tenment throu^ his being enmeshftd in the 
domestic misery of his family.

The key to  Edmund's c h a ra c te r  l i e s  in  th e  n a tu re  o f  h i s  pro­

fe s s io n  o f  e n g ra v e r ,e s p e c ia l ly  as  re p re s e n te d  to  Mm by I s a b e l :  

**Gk)d,how I  h a te  eng rav ingsJ S o rry  Edmund,but t h e r e 's  som ething 

about th o se  b la c k  cramped th in g s  -  i t ' s  a  Gtothic a r t , a  n o rth e rn  

a r t .  And why do en g rav e rs  always choose such gloomy s u b je c ts ?

Hanged men,walling women. You can't be gay in an engraving. No 
colour. God,how I hate the north:" (p .3 3 .)  [Notice in passing the 
association with the north| I shall be coming back to it.]

T h at Edmund's own p e r s o n a l i ty  i s  cramped has been made p la in  

to  us a t  th e  very  s t a r t  when we a p p re c ia te  th e  f u l l  measure o f  

m a te rn a l dom ination ,even  from th e  g rav e . Lydia com plete ly  domi­
n a ted  h e r  husband and th e  r e s t  o f  th e  househo ld . Only she cou ld  

" c o n tro l  O tto "  ( p .28) o r  " c o n tro l  th e  l i t t l e  g i r l  [F lo r a ] "  ( p . l 6 . )  
She "took  o v er Maggie as  she to o k  o v er F lo ra .  She to o k  e v e ry th in g ."  

( p .3 2 .) I t  was s h e ,n o t  h e r  husband,who used to  b e a t th e  two boys, 
she who in te r f e r e d  w ith , dom inated, emd f i n a l l y  wrecked O t to 's  

m arriage w ith  I s a b e l .  H er p o sse ss iv e n e ss  was such t h a t  Edmund 

e x p la in s  h e r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h im se lf  and O tto  a s  "a s e r i e s  o f  

lo v e - a f f a i r s " .  ( p . I 5 . )  She h a ted  th e  words "w ife" and "m other", 

presum ably because o f  t h e i r  g e n tle  m atron ly  c o n n o ta tio n s . I t  i s  

made c l e a r  t h a t  Edmund's escape from th e  re c to ry  y e a rs  b e f o r e ,a f t e r  

a  q u a rre l ,w a s  a  m erely p h y s ic a l em ancipa tion . H er d re a d fu l in f ­

luence  s to o d  undim inished  o v er th e  d is ta n c e .  Even a s  h e r  corpse  

l i e s  b e fo re  him,Edmund i s  y e t  in  t h r a l l :

I looked at what lay before me with a horror which was not 
love or pity or sadness,but was more like fear. Of course I 
had never really escaped from Lydia. Lydia had got inside me, 
into the depth of my being,there was no abyss and no darkness 
where she was not. She was my self-contempt. To say that I 
hated her for it was too flimsy a saying: only those will 
understand who have suffered this sort of possession by em- 
other. And now the weird thou^t that I had survived her did 
not increase my being,but I felt in her presence mutilated 
and mortal,as if her strength,exercised from there,could even 
now destroy me. (p.I?.)
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I t  i s  no t to  be th o u g h t s u rp r iz in g  th a t ,w i th  such a  m other 
a s  Lydia,Edmund i s  a  r e c lu s iv e  m isan th rope . H is d i s t a s t e  o f 

p e o p le ,th e  n a tu ra l  c o ro l la ry  f o r  th e  s o l i t a r y , i s  soon e s ta b l is h e d :  
" O tto 's  la u g h te r ,O t to 's  reek  o f  a lc o h o l , th e  messy,muddled person­

a l  sm e ll o f  i t  a l l  seemed suddenly  to  re p re s e n t  e v e ry th in g  I  de­

t e s t e d .  T here was no d ig n i ty ,n o  s im p l ic i ty  in  th e se  l i v e s . "  (p .2 7 .)  
He h a te s  d runkenness,he  d e te s t s  "scenes and drama" ( p .2 6 ) ,"co arse  

t a l k  in  women" ( p .34) and " I  had o f te n  been n e a r  to  th in k in g  o f  

m arried  people as  obscene a n im a ls" , ( p .8 5 .)  He h im se lf  has r ig i d  

p u r i t a n ic a l  h a b i ts :  he p re fe r s  always to  s ta n d  r a th e r  th a n  s i t ,  

he n e i th e r  smokes n o r d r in k s  a lc o h o l,h e  i s  a  v e g e ta r ia n . On a 

number o f  o c c a s io n s ,e a r ly  in  th e  narrative,E dm und longs f o r  th e  

moment when he can g e t away from th e  o th e r  members o f  h is  fa m ily .
But as  Edm und,innocent enough to  be re p e a te d ly  sh o c k e d ,d e s ire s  

on ly  to  e x t r i c a t e  h im se lf  from th e  messy p e rso n a l en tang lem ents 

o f  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  fa m ily ,so  he i s  a c tu a l ly  dragged f u r th e r  and 

f u r th e r  in to  th e  c e n tre .
The v a r io u s  fam ily  members reco g n ize  how deep ly  th ey  have sunk, 

and see  Edmund a s  a  s o r t  o f  l i b e r a t o r  who w i l l  so lv e  t h e i r  problems 

and s e t  them f r e e .  Thua^when I s a b e l  h e a rs  t h a t  Edmund in te n d s  to  

le av e  a f t e r  th e  fu n e ra l ,s h e  becomes a lm ost d e sp e ra te  and p lead s 

w ith  him to  s ta y :  "You a re  a  good man. You a re  a  s o r t  o f  d o c to r .

You a re  th e  a s s e s s o r , th e  ju d g e ,th e  in s p e c to r , th e  l i b e r a t o r .  You 

w i l l  c l e a r  us a l l  up . You w i l l  s e t  u s in  o rd e r .  You w i l l  s e t  
u s  f r e e . "  ( p .3 6 .)  A g a in , l i t e r a l l y  a t  th e  moment o f  in ten d ed  de­

p a r tu re  on th e  same d a y ,F lo ra  t e l l s  him o f  h e r  pregnancy and 

t r i e s  t o  e n l jS t  h is  a id .  In  c h a p te r  s ix ,w e  see  how O t to 's  w holly 

s e x u a l,a n d  w holly  s u c c e s s fu l and f u l f i l l i n g , a f f a i r  w ith  E lsa  in ­

to x ic a te s  Edmund -  so m uch ,ind teed ,that i t  makes him f o r g e t  h i s  
b re a k fa s t  appointm ent w ith  F lo ra  ( h is  f a i l u r e  to  ap p ea r i r o n i c a l ly  

producing  th e  very  r e s u l t  to  which he i s  m o ra lly  opposed -  th e  
a b o r t io n ) .  T h u s ,th e se  th re e  -  O t to , I s a b e l ,F lo r a  -  r e p e l  him by 

t h e i r  b e h a v io u r ,y e t s u f f i c i e n t ly  in t r ig u e  him t o  make him s ta y  
a t  th e  r e c t o r y ,a l b e i t  w ith o u t any d e f in i t e  p la n .

I  use th e  word " in t r ig u e "  b u t periiaps "enchan t"  i s  more s u i t a b le .  

In  o rd e r  to  em phasize th e  s tra n g e  p ro cesses  by which Edmund i s  

h e ld  c a p tiv e  a t  th e  r e c to r y , th e  novel p rov id es  a  s e r i e s  o f  words 

and p h rases  re m in isc e n t o f  th e  o c c u l t :  " tran ce " ,en ch an tm en ts"

( p .47 ) , "en c h a n tre ss"  ( p .6 6 ) ,"en ch an tm en t" ,"cap tu red  by m ag icians"

( p .71 )• "under a  s p e l l "  ( p . 129 .)  The f i r s t  c h a p te r  in  p eu rticu la r



(which d e t a i l s  th e  a r r i v a l  o f  Edmund a t  th e  re c to ry )  has t h i s  

atm osidiere. We n o tic e  th e  c h a p te r ’s  t i t l e  (A_̂ Moo n llg h t_ En^ a v l ^ )  
and re a d  o f a  " re p ro a c h fu l ^ o s t "  ( p .2 0 ) ,"a  mausoleum" ( p . I 9 ) , a  

house t h a t  "creaked  abou t me a s  i f  in  r e c o g n i t io n ."  ( p . I ? . )

The v ery  d ic t io n  o f  c e r t a in  passages in  t h i s  f i r s t  c h a p te r  s k i l ­

f u l l y  im ita te s  t h a t  o f  e a r ly  American rom ancers l i k e  Hawthorne 
and Poe. Could n o t t h i s  be from The House o f  th e  Seven G ables o r  

House o fU s h e r?

I  must have been s ta n d in g  th e re  f o r  some tim e in  a  sad  r e v e r ie  

when I  saw what f o r  a  w eird  second looked l i k e  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  

m y se lf, I  had so v i v i d l y , I  now r e a l iz e d ,p ic tu r e d  m yself a s  a  

d a j*  f ig u r e  upon t h a t  s i l v e r  expanse t h a t  when I  saw,emerged 

in to  th e  dim l i g h t  in  f r o n t  o f  m e ,ano ther such  f ig u re  I  t h o u ^ t  

i t  cou ld  on ly  be me. I  s h i v e r e d , f i r s t  w ith  t h i s  w eird  in t u i t i o n ,  

and th e  n ex t moment w ith  a  mü>re o rd in a ry  nervousness o f  t h i s  

second n ig h t  in t r u d e r ,  (p . 1 2 .)

I t  i s  n o t m erely th e  vocab u la ry  ( in  t h i s . l a s t  p a s s a g e ," re v e r ie "  

and " s i l v e r  expanse" am  p a r t i c u la r ly  n o tic e a b le )  and th e  p h ra s in g  

which c re a te s  a  w eird  o r  m agical atm osphere. The ev en ts  them selves 

do i t .  One has on ly  t o  c o n s id e r  what happens in  t h i s  f i r s t  c h a p te r . 
Edmund a r r iv e s  by m o o n l i^ t  and i s  f r ig h te n e d  by th e  u n fa m ilia r  

f ig u r e  o f  D avid. Going in s id e  th e  house (w ith  i t s  dim e le c t:d lc  
l i g h t s )  he su rv ey s th e  co rpse  o f  h i s  m o th er,w ith  i t s  "y e llo w ish  

w h ite"  ( p . 15) f a c e .  In  h i s  own room,he d is c o v e rs  a  g i r l  a s le e p  
on h i s  bed ,and  l i f t e d  by moonbeams: "For a  moment i t  seemed l ik e  

a  h a l lu c in a t io n ,som ething hollow  and in co m p le te ly  perceived ,som e 

c o n ju ra tio n  o f  a  t i r e d  o r  f r i ^ t e n e b (  m ind." ( p . l 8 . )  He th e n  h e a rs  

a  v o ice  from th e  p a s t  a d d re s s in g  him ,and tu r n s  t o  fa c e  h i s  o ld  

n u r s e ,th e  I t a l i a n  g i r l .  She i s  d re s se d  in  b la ck : " in  th e  so lem n ity  

o f  th e  h o u r,sh e  seemed l i k e  an a t te n d a n t  n un ,"  ( p . l 9 . )

These indeed  a re  d a rk ,m ag ica l e v e n ts . An exam ination  o f  chap­

t e r  s ix ,w i th  re s p e c t  once ag a in  t o  d ic t io n ,p h ra s in g  and e v e n t, 

produces th e  same c o n c lu s io n .

Nor i s  t h i s  a l l , f o r  th e  r e c to ry  i t s e l f ,w i t h  i t s  e x te n s iv e  g rounds, 

p ro v id es  an id e a l  s e t t i n g  f o r  th e  sen se  we have in  t h i s  novel o f  

an  Edmund h e ld  p r is o n e r .  I t  i s , o f  c o u rse ,a n  i s o la te d  lo c a tio n ,s u c h  

a s  we f in d  a ls o  in  o th e r  Murdoch novels  l i k e  The U nicom  (Hannah 
G rean-S m ith 's  "Gaze") and The Time o f  th e  A n g e l s (C&rel F i s h e r ’s



h o u se ),a n d  i t s  grounds h o ld  a  p ro fu s io n  o f  ta n g le d  v e g e ta t io n ," a  

lu s c io u s  m in ia tu re  ju n g le  scene such a s  would have d e l i s t e d  th e  
eye o f  H enri R ousseau". (p*47 .) H ere ,perhaps a  l i t t l e  to o  obv io u sly  
drawn t o  th e  r e a d e r ’s  a t t e n t i o n , i s  a  s e t t i n g  whose untamed n a tu re  

co rresponds to  t h a t  o f  th e  human p ro ta g o n is ts i  "The c a m e llia  bushes, 

indeed  most o f  them were by now tr e e s ,u n k e p t  and ru n n in g  w ild ,h ad  

grown in t o  an alm ost im penetrab le  ta n g le  o f  im p lic a te d  v e g e ta tio n . 
The co u rse  o f  th e  stream  was marked by th e  greener l i n e  o f  bamboo, 

w h ile  h i ^  up above a  b ir c h  grove le d  away in to  th e  open co u n try .

F o r us c h i ld re n  i t  had fo m e d  a  v a s t  re g io n  o f  rom ance." ( p .2 9 .)
The g ro u n d s ,lik e  e v e ry th in g  e l s e , a r e  m ag ica l; b u t i t  i s  a  b la c k  

m agic. A ll i s  m in a to ry . I f  th e  ju n g le -g a rd en  p rov ided  th e  c h i ld  

Edmund w ith  " a  v a s t  re g io n  o f  rom ance",then  i t  ta k e s  revenge on 

th e  a d u l t .  F o r i t  i s  a t  th e  c a sc a d e ,a  s e c r e t  in nocen t p la ce  in  

Edmund’s  m em ory,that F lo ra  f i r i t t  a p p a ls  Edmund w ith  h e r  t a l k  o f  

a b o r t io n .  I t  i s  in  th e  summer-house t h a t  he i s  co n fro n ted  w ith  th f, 

g ro ss  p É iy sica lity  o f  O tto  and @isa. I t  i s  from th e  undergrow th 
th a t  he and Maggie see  th e  le a p in g  flam es t h a t  po rtw id  th e  d ea th  
o f  E lsa .

Unlike^ i t s  employment elsew here in  M urdoch,the theme o f  enchan t­

ment b r in g s  o u t w ith  f u l l  c l a r i t y  th e  b in a ry  n a tu re  o f  Edmund’s  

ex p erien ce  o f  h i s  fa m ily : he i s  e ifra id  o f  ihs messy dilemmas and 

s i n i s t e r  im p lic a tio n s ,b u t  drawn to  i t  because he in c re a s in g ly  f e e l s  
i t  to  be th e  s o r t  o f  r e a l  and a u th e n t ic  l i f e  compeired to  which h is  

own r e c lu s iv e  e x is te n c e  is ,h o w ev e r o rd e red  and fre e  from so rd id ­

n e s s , empty.
Each o f  th e  th r e e  c h a ra c te r s  works on Edmund to  e f f e c t  h is  p e r­

so n a l l i b e r a t i o n ;  and o f  th e s e ,F lo r a  i s  th e  most im p o r ta n t ,fo r  she 
manages n o t o n ly  t o  make him l e s s  m orally  c e n s o r io u s ,b u t she d is p e ls  

in  him th e  myth o f  human innocence which he had supposed she em­

bodied  and under whose d i s t o r t i n g  in f lu e n c e  h i s  p e rc e p tio n  o f  human 
a f f a i r s  has been mudded.

Almost from th e  moment o f  arriva l,E dm und  i s  enchan ted  w ith  F lo ra ,  

and in  d e s c r ib in g  h e r  d iress and demeanour he shows t h a t  th e  perva­

s iv e  im p ressio n  i s  one o f  innocence. E ig h t y e a rs  p re v io u s ly ,h e  

had known a  g i r l  who was "spontaneous",w ho had " sh e e r  d i r e c tn e s s " ,  

who " lo v ed  me th e n ,n a tu r a l ly  and c a r e le s s ly ,  j u s t  because I  was h e r  

u n c le ,a n d  acc ep ted  me u t t e r l y . "  ( p .2 I . )  Edmund b e l ie v e s  t h a t  no- 

thiyvg can have changed, t h a t  th e  c h i ld  and th e  young Woman a re  th e  

same. Towards th e  end o f  h i s  t a l k  w ith  I s a b e l , in  c h a p te r  th r e e .
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h is  despondency i s  a l l e v ia t e d  a s  he ca tch es  s ig h t  o f  F lo ra  from 

th e  window: " In  ac u te  d i s t r e s s  I  tu rn e d  to  th e  window. T hen ,ou t 

in  th e  g a rd en ,s lo w ly  c ro s s in g  th e  lawn in  th e  b r i ^ t  s u n sh in e ,!  
saw Flor&x,. She had changed in to  a  w h ite  summer d re s s  and c a r r ie d  

a  b ig  sun h a t  which she swung id ly  in  one hand from a  b lu e  rib b o n .

H er k»iair was s t i l l  undone. I t  was indeed  n o t an e n g ra v e r’s  ta s k .

I t  was a  s u b je c t  f o r  M anet." ( p .3 5 .)
Here i s  th e  g i r l  o f  w h ite n ess ,an d  th e  s u n , f i t  t o  be p a in te d  

by th e  m aste r o f  b r ig h t  c e le b ra t io n .  Her undone h a i r  adds t o  th e  

im p ressio n  o f  in fo rm al g a ie ty .  A few l i n e s  la ter,E dm und d e s c r ib e s  

h e r  as  "A lice  in  W onderland." ( p .3 5 .)  H er appearance on t h i s  occ­

a s io n  i s  l ik e  a  to n ic  to  E dm und,strugg ling  a g a in s t  th e  p re ssu re  
t o  become enmeshed in  I s a b e l ’s  s o rd id  problem s.

In  c h a p te r  f i v e , F lo ra  and Expe r ie n c e , th e se  f a i r y - t a l e  n o tio n s  

abo u t th e  g i r l  p e r s i s t .  Edmund se e s  h e r  a s  " l ik e  some l i t t l e  age­

l e s s  nymjAi o f  th e  woods,some g ra c io u s  s p r i t e  from an  I te i l ia n  p a in ­

t i n g ,  to o  sm ooth ,too  s l im ,to o  lum inous to  be r e a l l y  made o f  f l e s h . "

( p .4 6 .)  But t h i s  i s  th e  f i r s t  o f  a  s e r i e s  o f  b i t t e r  i r o n ie s ;  f o r  

t h i s  gi> 'l,who seems so  e le v a te d  from th e  p h y s ic a l (and th e re fo re  

se x u a l)  w orld , i s  s h o r t ly  t o  make h e r  grand r e v e l a t i o n , to  t e l l  Ed­

mund o f  h e r  pregnancy . The shock to  Edmund, in e v i ta b le  to  one o f 

h i s  m oral v ie w s ,is  a l l  th e  g r e a t e r  because o f  h i s  b e l i e f  h i t h e r to  

in  th e  em gelic p u r i ty  o f  h i s  n ie c e .

B efore th e  r e v e la t io n  i s  m ade,there  a re  o th e r  i r o n i e s .  F o r 

example,Edmund d is c o v e rs  t h a t  F lo r a ’s  d re s s  i s  n o t w h ite  as  he 

had supposed from view ing h e r  a t  a  d is ta n c e  o u t o f I s a b e l ’s  win­
dow, b u t " a  very  p a le  b lu e  and covered  w ith  l i t t l e  b la c k  s p r ig s  

o f  f lo w e rs " .  (p p .4 y -4 8 .)  White i s  th e  c o lo u r  o f  p u r i ty ;  th e se  

b la c k  s p r ig s  m ight be seen  a s  s in s  s ta in in g  th e  s o u l,a n d  on ly  v i s ib l e  

on clotse in s p e c t io n . B lack  i s  a l s o  th e  c o lo u r  o f  Edmund’s  cramped 
eng rav ings which,more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,a r e  a s s o c ia te d  in  I s a b e l ’s  

mind w ith  d o le fu l  scen es  o f  w a ilin g  and hang ing . F lo r a ’s  m isery  

d u p l ic a te s  th e  fu n e re a l  mood o f  such d e p ic t io n s .  The r e v e la t io n  
i t s e l f  ta k e s  p la ce  a t  a  sp o t a s s o c ia te d  in  Edmund’s  mind w ith  

ch ildhood  innocence auid p la y ; re a c h in g  t h i s  s p o t,h e  se e s  F lo ra  

"p ic k in g  w h ite  d a isn e s  from  th e  bank and la y in g  them o u t on h e r  

s k i r t " ,  ( p .5 0 ,)  ( i t  occu rs  to  me t h a t  F lo ra  i s  u n w itt in g ly  co v erin g  

th e  b la ck  s p r ig s  o f  h e r  d re s s  w ith  th e  w h ite  d a i s i e s  in  a  sym bolic 

a tte m p t to  so lv e  h e r  problem o r  e x p ia te  h e r  " s in " .  However,I have
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iO iSufficient confidence in  t h i s  notion  to  leave i t  unclothed o f  

b ra ck ets ,o r  to  urge i t  w ith  em #iasis . )

Little wonder,then,that B^Mund is appalled at what Flora he« 
to tell him,bearing in mind his notion of her a& an unsullied in­
nocent: "I was shocked and horrified to the centre of my being.
I  could barely stop myself from shuddering.” ( p .5 I . )

Edmund,then,has been blind to the truth. His unworldliness led 
him to see innocence where,in fact,there was sexual experience.
He had seen Flora as the very opposite of Isabel,but it transpires 
that they have shared the same lover in David Levkin. This blind­
ness of Edmund’s is symbolized in his failure correctly to identify 
the colour of Flora’s dress.

But this initial removal of SWund’s blinkers is only the be­
ginning of Flora’s effect on her uncle. For not only does she dis­
abuse him of his naive belief in her innocence,she is instrumental 
in awakening his own dormant sexuality. However he mi^t explain 
Flora’s attraction for him in ethereal terms,the unacknowledged 
sexual aspect of their relationship is unmistakeable,and it comes 
to the fore at the end of chapter ten. At the culmination of their 
argument over the abort ion, which Flora has had performed, they get 
into a sort of grapple which changes,in turn,into a kind of 
embrace:

As I saw her furious face close to mine,saw her tongue and 
her teeth,she kicked me painfully in the shin,I released her 
hand and slid my arm round her waist and drew her so tightly 
up against me that she could no longer struggle. As I felt her 
become limp in my arms I lowered my face with a groan into her 
hair which was becoming undone and falling down on to my sleeve. 
I stared at the long strands of golden-red hair on my daik 
sleeve, (p.100.)

Then they are suddenly interrupted by David Levkin,just as 
Isabel’s clumsy embrace with Edmund was interrupted by the ap­
pearance of Maggie. These interrupted embraces represent the lack 
of fulfilment in Edmund’s sexual life,a fulfilment to be granted 
only at the very end of the novel. Then,the incidents with Isabel 
and Flora are seen in retrospect to have kindled his sexual aware­
ness and made him bold with Maggie; a happy consequence.

But Flora is not only Edmund’s sexual liberator. In chapter ten.
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d u rin g  th e  argum ent,she r e v e a ls  to  h e r  unc le  e x a c tly  how narrow 

i s  h i s  view o f  l i f e :  a  message w h ic h ,a l th o u ^  he n ev er o v e r t ly  
acknowledges th e  t r u t h  o f  ib ,g ra d u a l ly  ta k e s  e f f e c t .  F i r s t , s h e  
exposes h is  i n s e n s i t iv i t y ,e v id e n t  in  h is  q u e s tio n s . S econd ly ,she  
t e l l s  him how u s e le s s  he has been w ith  h i s  "namby-pamby id e a s"

( p .99)*how unab le he has been to  g ive  any u s e fu l  k ind  o f  h e lp  o r  
su cco u r. She la u ^ is  a t  h is  a n tiq u e  s ta n d a rd s : " I  don’t  ca re  what 

you do,U ncle Edmund. You’re  o f  no f u r th e r  i n t e r e s t  to  me. Oh,you 

do n ’t  l i k e  i t , d o  y o u ,I  can see  you don ’t  l i k e  i t !  But you can ta k e  

y o u r s e lf  away now. T h e re ’s  n o th in g  more t o  s ta y  f o r .  The show’s  

o v e r. You’ve been l iv in g  in  a  m onastery ,haven ’t  you? Now your 

h e a d ’s  tu rn e d  because you ’ve seen  some r e a l  women. W ell,go  back 

to  i t , g o  back to  you r c r ip p le d  l i f e .  Leave r e a l  l i v in g  to  people 

who a re  a b le  f o r  i t . "  ( p .9 9 .)
Her t a l k  o f  Edmund’s  " c r ip p le d  l i f e "  i s  s l i ^ t l y  re m in isc e n t 

o f  I s a b e l ’s  aW iorrence o f  th e  "cramped" f ig u r e s  in  en g rav in g s.

Both women,hmfever angu ished  t h e i r  p l i ^ t , l i v e  in  th e  o p e n ,ta k e  
r is k s ,h a v e  a  v i t a l i t y  t h a t  i s  th e  o p p o s ite  o f  Edmund’s  c a r e fu l  
and d re a ry  c e r t a i n t i e s .  The t i t l e  o f  t h i s  chap ter,U ncle  Edmund in  

Loco B a re n t is ,im p lie s  t h i s  type  o f  o b se rv a tio n . The use o f  "u ncle"  

i s  s a r c a s t i c ;  i t  c a p tu re s  th e  c o s y - b u t - r i^ te o u s  f la v o u r  >diich 

Edmund has unm istak eab ly . And h i s  b e in g  w orsted  by F lo ra  in  th e  
argum ent g iv es  a  hollow  r in g  to  h i s  positiioin o f  assumed p a re n ta l  

a u th o r i ty .

I f  F lo ra  seemed to  be an  an g e l b u t tu rn e d  o u t to  be a  woman, 

th e n  O tto  seemed a  b ru te  who tu rn e d  o u t t o  be a  k ind  o f  h e lp le s s ,  

a r t l e s s  c h i ld .  I s a b e l  i s  a f r a i d  o f  h im ,a f ra id  o f  h i s  rag e  i f  he 

sh o u ld  d is c o v e r  h e r  i n f i d e l i t y  w ith  D avid. She shows Edmund th e  

s c a r  on h e r  arm which O tto  has i n f l i c t e d  w ith  one o f  h is  masonry 

to o l s .  We a re  c o n s ta n t ly  rem inded o f  O t to ’s  r e p u ta t io n  f o r  rag es  

and tem p ers . And y e t , i n  tandem w ith  t h i s  b r u t a l i t y , t h e r e  a re  

c h i ld l ik e  f e a tu r e s  in  O tto . He i s  a b su rd ly  t r u s t i n g  to  a  su c c e ss io n  

o f  a p p re n tic e s  w ho,as i t  h ap p en s ,a re  m ostly  d is h o n e s t .  He dreams 

o f  t i g e r s  and m arzipan te le p h o n e s . H is eati?)g  h a b i ts  a re  en d ea r­

in g ly  c ru d e . He i s  good -natu red  enough to  withsiband D avid’s 

mocking b a n te r  w ith o u t ta k in g  o ffe n c e . When Edmund,in c h a p te r  

f o u r , i s  keen to  re a d  L y d ia ’s  w i l l  and be gone from th e  r e c to r y ,

O tto  b u r s ts  in to  t e a r s  a t  t h i s  rem inder o f  a  m other whom even th e  

most c h a r i ta b le  o f o f f s p r in g  cou ld  be fo rg iv e n  f o r  d e te s t in g .  In
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s h o r t ,O tto  i s  a  mass o f  c o n tra d ic t io n s ,a n d  th e  tw o -s id ed  n a tu re  

o f  h i s  c h a ra c te r  r e f l e c t s  th e  e p is te m o lo g ic a l them e. In  o th e r  w ords, 
once Edmund h as  s t a r t e d  t o  read  th e  s ig n s  p ro p e r ly ,O tto  l ik e  F lo ra  
i s  a  medium th ro u g h  which he can le a rn  abou t th e  w orld .

Edmund’s  d isc o v e ry  o f ,a n d  f a s c in a t io n  w ith ,O tto ’s  r e la t io n s h ip  

w ith  E l s a , i s  j u s t  a s  in s tru m e n ta l in  awakening h i s  own s e x u a l i ty  

a s  a re  th e  in c id e n ts  w ith  I s a b e l  and F lo ra ,  As he looks a t  th e  

s le e p in g  p a i r ,h i s  p u r i ta n  g u i l t  combines w ith  an  a p p re c ia t io n  o f  
p h y s ic a l te n d e rn e s s : "O;bto moved slum brously  a t  h e r  c o n ta c t and 

f o r  a  moment th e  two b o d ie s  q u iv e re d  and s h i f te d  in  sympathy be­

fo re  s e t t l i n g  down c o n jo in e d ,h e r  head a g a in s t  h i s  n e c k ,h e r  knees 

w ith in  h i s  k n e e s ,h e r  hand in  h i s  hand. They looked u n b e a ra b ly ,c o s ily  

c o n ju g a l. I  s ta r e d  a t  them f o r  a  while,Adam and E v e ,th e  c i r c l e  o u t 

o f  w hich spran^g a l l  o u r w oes." ( p .6 4 .)

Edmund’s  am bivalence i s  c l e a r .  T h is  pair i s  a t  once e r o t i c  and 

te n d e r ly  com fortif\g | Adam and E ve,though s in n e r s ,a r e  a ls o  u n iv e rs ­
a l l y  cogen t symbols o f  an a n c ie n t v i r tu e  and s im p l ic i ty .  Edmund 

f in d s  th e  s le e p in g  p a ir  "unbearab ly  . . .  co n ju g a l"  because he 

c a n n o t,a s  y e t , r e c o n c i le  s e x u a l p a ss io n  w ith  te n d e rn e s s . O tto  
h e lp s  him to  t h a t  r e c o n c i l i a t io n .

In itia lly ,E d m u n d  backs away from involvem ent w ith  O tto  j u s t  a s  

he i s  r e lu c ta n t  t o  g e t  invo lved  in  IsabipJ ’s  a f f a i r s :  "An o ld  o ld  

a f f e c t io n  f o r  O tto  s t i r r e d  w ith in  me. In  a  s o r t  o f  f r i g h t  I  looked 

a t  my w a td i. I  wanted to  leav e  prom ptly . . .  " (p .4 2 .)  He does n o t 

approve o f  O tto ’s  d r in k in g ,h is  b r u ta d i ty ,o r  h is  a d u l te ry  (o r  even 

h i s  a llo w in g  h im se lf  t o  be made a  b u t t  f o r  D avid’s  jo k e s)  and y e t  

he d e te c ts  a  f r a t e r n a l  bond which cannot be shrugged o f f :  " I  was 
a f f e c te d  by some o ld  sen se  . . .  o:f o u r b e in g ,th o u # i so d i s s im i la r ,  

id e n t ic a l"  ( p .7 2 .)  O tto  has th e  same a t t i t u d e  t o  l i f e  a s  F lo ra  

and I s a b e l :  n o th in g  v e n tu re ,n o th in g  w in ,to  l i v e  i s , o f  n e c e s s i ty ,  

t o  ta k e  r i s k s .  Edmund f e e l s  an  a f f i n i t y  w ith  h i s  b ro th e r  because 

he r e a l i z e s , i f  on ly  u n c o n s c io u s ly ,th a t were ^  o n ly  t o  v e n tu re ,to  

abandon th e  siafe haven o f  c o r re c tn e s s ,h e  m ight be ly in g  in  O tto ’s 

p la c e ,ih  th e  sum m er-house,beside E ls a ,
Edmund,in fact,does abandon his cautiousness to this extent: 

when Otto finally leams about his wife’s infidelity he rushes 
upstairs to attack her. Edmund intervenes and is knocked out by 
his brother. He has,manifestly,become involved in the life of the 
family,he no longer watches from the sidelines as a spectator.
His action here contrasts with his inaction over Flora early in
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th e  n o v e l,an d  i t  i s  a p p ro p r ia te  t h a t  on re c o v e rin g  th e  nex t mor­

n in g  he f e e l s  a t  peace w ith  th e  w orld ,a lm o st joyous: " In  an odd 
way th e  in c id e n t had n o t only  e s ta b l is h e d  between O tto  and my­

s e l f  a  s o r t  o f  r a p p o r t which we had no t had s in c e  c h i ld h o d d ,i t  

had a ls o  l ib e r a te d  in  us b o th  an e x tra o rd in a ry  v i t a l i t y  which 
was a lm ost l i k e  c h e e r fu ln e s s ,"  ( p . 128 .)

I s a b e l , to o ,h e lp s  Edmund to  s e lf -d is c o v e ry .  In  c o n t ra s t  to  h is  

m onasticism  and s o l id i ty , s h e  i s  m e rc u r ia l ,a  "se x u a l queen" ( p .93) 
s t i f l i n g  in  h e r  o rn a te  b o u d o ir. (The ex o tic ism  o f th e  b o u d o ir in  

marked c o n t ra s t  t o  th e  a u s t e r i t y  o f  Edmund’s ex itence ,m akes him 

f e e l  u n co m fo rtab le .)  I s a b e l  asks him f o r  h e lp . She le a p s  a t  th e  

chance o f  change which h is  appearance seems t o  make p o s s ib le .  

I n i t i a l l y  he h o ld s  back: " I  d id  n o t want to  d a l ly  in  th e  mess o f 

I s a b e l ’s w o rld ,"  ( p .3 6 .)  As we know,Edmund does n o t a c tu a l ly  want 

to  d a l ly  in  th e  mess o f  any s o r t  o f  w orld o u ts id e  th e  s a fe  boun­

d a r ie s  o f  h is  own cramped e x is te n c e . But I s a b e l  f i n a l l y  b reaks  

th rough  to  him when she makes a  se x u a l approach . He i s  to o  awk­
ward and s u rp r iz e d  to  behave g ra c io u s ly ,b u t  a  genuine bond i s  

form ed between th e  two o f them ,a  bond which r e s u l t s  in  an aban­

donment o f  h is  outmoded view o f sex u a l m o ra lity  and th e  beg inn ings 

o f  a  w ider and l e s s  dogm atic view . T h is  change i s  e v id e n t in  th e  

p en u ltim a te  c h a p te r  when he i s  a t  le w st p a r t i a l l y  a b le  t o  sh a re  

in  I s a b e l ’s  joy  a t  h e r  pregnancy by David Levkin: "She sm iled  a t  

me th ro u g h  a  g ild e d  h aze . I  s ta r e d  in  confused am azem ent,not y e t 

su re  what to  f e e l ,  ’D avid?’

’Y%s,of c o u rse . I s n ’t  i t  s p le n d id ? ’ She laughed  w ith  a  la u # i  

o f  s h e e r  jo y .
’O h ,Isa b e l -  i f  you’re  g lad  I ’m g la d ,v e ry  g la d . Does David 

know -  o r  O tto  -  ? ’ " (pp . 163 -4 .)

N othing as  crude a s  a  com plete tra n s fo rm a t ion  i s  e v id e n t h e re .  
Edmund i s  s t i l l  unsure o f  h is  em otions,and  c a u tio u s  o f  consequences; 

b u t he does manage to  say  t h a t  he i s  g la d . Like th e  f o o l i s h  p r in c e s  

in  Love ’ s  s  L o s t, we a re  q u i te  su re  t h a t  he i s  s e t  on th e

road  to  m a tu r ity  and g r e a te r  u n d e rs tan d in g ,ev e n  i f  we nev er see  
him aiftrive.

O tto ,F lo ra  and Is a b e l  a l l  c o n tr ib u te  t o  Edmund’s  r e a p p ra is a l  

o f  th e  w orld . He acknowledges th e  f a m i l i a l  t i e s , r a t h e r  th a n  t r y in g  

to  shun th em ,o r f l e e  from them . T h is  new r e le a s e  from h i s  o ld  

l i f e l e s s  e x is te n c e  i s , o f  c o u rse , sym bolized by h i s  jo in in g  fo rc e s
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with Maggie,the Italian girl,and setting off for the Eternal City. 
His solitariness is replaced by the warmth of a new companion,his 
sexual inhibitions have given way,and he travels from the north, 
the place of darkness and cramped Gothic figures,to the sunshine 
of the xKJuth.

It is through Maggie,finally,that Edmund comes to terms with 
the ineluctable memory of his mother Lydia. Maggie is presented 
throughout as a warm,sensual motherly figure,knowing and seeing 
all the weird transactions of the house and discre^bly exercising 
benign influence. (It is Maggie who finally lends Flora the money 
for her aborti»in,wh*J\ Edmund has refused his help. It is through 
her generosity that Otto is given the rectory.) And she is,we do 
not forget,Edmund’s former nurse. But there is a much closer 
link to Lydia than merely these matronly characteristics. Lydia 
and Maggie formed a strange but powerful alliance in the house, 
and although it is never made clear, there is a very strong sug­
gestion that the two had formed a homosexual relationship, Edmund’s 
liaison with Maggie represents an exorcism of his hatred of his 
mother,and a final triumphing over all the timidity towards life 
which he felt and for which she was so plainly responsible. The 
final satisfaction of the novel comes in Edmund’s awareness of how 
he has changeiot,what he has learned: "I had had no power here to 
heal the ills of others,I had merely discovered my own." (p.I 7 0 .)

The manner in which Edmund gradually casts aside his comfortable 
isolation and steps gingerly into the exhilarating,if murky, 
waters of life’s challenges,is a classic example of a Murdoch 
character battling for self-fulfilment against difficulties erec­
ted not only by the world and other people,but by the individual’s 
own inner state of mi ad. It is the attempt at salvaging personal 
integrity in this battle which constitutes a major part of the 
moral interest offered lay these novels.

It is clear that this sort of morality has similaritc-eis to Sar- 
trean existentialism: the need for cmmitment to action, leading 
to self-definition;the need to avoid bad faith. (Edmund’s initial 
failure to commit himself to life in an honest and open way is 
strongly suggested in the circumstances surrounding his return to 
the rectory at the beginning of the novel. It is of course dark, 
symbolizing stealth. Even though his hated mother is dead,he shows 
extreme diffidence in his approach: "I pressed the door gently."
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(p.II.) He creeps about guardedly,regretting that he has come at 
all. He is "a solitary excluded man,an intruder." (p.II.) It is 
almost as if he is an invisible spectre - the invisibility sug­
gesting his ineffectiveness - and this notion is reinforced by 
the fact that he literally cannot see or be seen in the dark,which 
accounts for his bumping into David Levkin.)

The existential morality of the novel is revealed not only 
through Edmund's immersion in the familial dilemmas,which we have 
been examining. He also has the example of the Levkins before him.

Both the Levkins axe as free-ranging Euid unfixed as the Harra- 
ways (the surname is a typically crude reference to their limited 
vision) are inextricably rooted to their places. Neither David 
or Elsa gives a thou^t to conventional morality (they both lie, 
they bobh ignore sexual prohibitions and exult in their sexual 
affairs,David is frequently caught eavesdropping); pediaps just 
as important is a wonderful lack of sober,stuffy deportimantj Elsa's 
nocturnal observation of the worms’ dance,and David’s irrepressible 
gaiety of spirit,show how an anguished past (in their case a life 
in Russia culminating in a hair-raising escape) can be defied. 
Their Jewishness is only the most obvious badge of their status 
as outsiders - again,the outsider theme is itrong in existential 
fiction by Sartre and Camus - and that status is made even more 
manifest in actions unrestrained by the superficial probity such 
as under the compulsions of which the others tend to act. The 
Levkins are outsiders because they have chosen that status as 
peirt of their commitment to personal integrity. Edmund,at the 
beginning, is an outsider because he has chosen not to risk, not to 
dare to,live fully.

When the Levkins make their exits,they remain undiminished in 
their fiery pride of determination. Elsa’s self-destruction is 
also a deliberate destruction of the house whlf-L had caused such 
anxiety. The chapter’s title (Elsa’s Fixe Dance) reflects the 
destructive glee of the enterprise. For his part,David returns 
to Leningrad,whence he had escaped at such cost so many years 
before. The reasons for his voluntary return validate my placing 
him in the opposite category to Edmund,above. David actually courts 
his danger where Edmund could only shrink away. He firmly rejects 
Edmund’s counsel’s of safety: "It is my ow/\ place and one must 
suffer in one’s own place",and again,"You may not understand,but
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n o th in g  means an y th in g  to  me o u ts id e  R ussia , Your language i s  

d ry ,d ry  in  my mouth. Here I  am a non-man . . .  I  would r a th e r  d ie  
th a n  be a  m eaningless man," ( p . I 3 I . )  He s u b je c ts  h im se lf  to  poss­

ib l e  r e p r i s a l  and im prisonm ent, ajg E lsa  to  d e a th ,o u t o f  in n e r  nece­
s s i t y .

ffy argument has been th a t  such a  view o f  m oral n e c e s s i ty  inform s 
a l l  th e  n o v e ls ,to  g r e a te r  o r  l e s s e r  e x te n t;  and th a t  i t  i s  r a r e ly  
as  c l e a r ly  p ersp icuous as  in  The I t a l i a n  G ir l  by v i r tu e  o f  th e  

o b fu sc a tin g  e f f e c t s  o f  th e  f e a tu r e s  conducing to  muddle which we 

examined e a r l i e r .  Some example^ o f  th e  moral n e c e s s i ty  in  o th e r  

Murdoch nov e ls  must now be g iv en .

L et us beg in  w ith  Ludwig L e f e r r i e r  in  An A cc id en ta l Man. H is 

dream i s  to  win th e  Oxford fe llo w sh ip  and devo te  h im se lf  to  a  

se ren e  l i f e  o f  s tu d y in g  th e  c l a s s i c s .  What a t  f i r s t  ap pears to  

be th e  c h ie f  moral o b je c tio n s  t o  t h i s  p lan  emerge in  th e  l e t t e r s  
o f  h i s  f a th e r .  The l a t t e r  u rg es  Ludwig t o  r e tu r n  t o  th e  U nited  

S ta te s  and fa c e  th e  consequences o f  h i s  d r a f t  evasion ; a  whole 

s e r i e s  o f  e p i s to la r y  exchanges d e lv es  in to  th e  v a r io u s  m oral a rgu ­

ments^ f o r  and a g a in s t ,a n d  I  m ention i t  h e re  because i t  i s  c l e a r  

a f t e r  th e se  exchanges t h a t  Ludwig has s a t i s f i e d  h im se lf  t h a t  th e  

p a te rn a l  c r i t ic i s m s  have no v a l id i t y  f o r  h is  c a se . But a t  th e  end 

o f  th e  n o v e l,ev en  though h i s  abhorrence o f  th e  Vietnam war i s  

s t i l l  s t ro n g  enough to  j u s t i f y , i n  h is  e y e s ,a n  ig n o rin g  o f  o rd in a ry  

j u d i c i a l  p ro c e sse s ,h e  gW es up h is  fe llo w sh ip  and r e tu rn s  home.

With th e  same k ind  o f  ap p a re n t p e rv e r s i ty  a s  David L evkin ,he d e l i ­

b e r a te ly  p la ces  h im se lf  in  danger from a  p o s i t io n  o f  com fort and 
s a f e ty .  Ludwig’s  m oral re a so n in g  i s  t h a t  he cannot fa c e  th e  id e a  

o f  h i s  conscience c o in c id in g  w ith  h is  conven ience. I t  i s  th e  s o r t  
o f  n ic e ty  th e  re a d e r  can h a rd ly  be expec ted  to  c r e d i t ;  any more 

th a n  he can c r e d i t  th e  d is p a tc h  o f  G racie *s e ig h t  hundred pound 

r in g  in to  th e  A tla n t ic  ocean . In d e e d ,in  th e  l a t t e r  c a s e , th e  

whole g e s tu re  i s  made r id ic u lo u s , in a d v e r te n t ly , t h r o u ^  c lic K c :.

"He d id  n o t see  i t  h i t  th e  w a te r . And,as he saw i t  go he t h o u ^ t ,  

a  g r e a te r  man would have k ep t i t . "  ( p .4 3 5 .)

But th e  com plete f a i l u r e  t o  endow th e se  m oral g e s tu re s  w ith  

c o n v ic tio n  doesn ’t  in t e r f e r e  w ith  ou r p e rc e p tio n  o f  t h e i r  n a tu re ,  

which i s  m irro red  in  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s  in  th e  n o v e l. M atthew ,in  

p a r t ic u la r ,s h o u ld  be seen  as  one who fo rc e s  h im se lf  in to  d i f f i c u l t  

s i tu a t io n s  ou t o f  a  sen se  o f  g u i l t  f o r  t h t  f e e l in g  o f sape immunity
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co n fe rre d  on him th rough  w ea lth  stnd em inence. He r e tu rn s  from th e  

F a r  E a s t ,d e l ib e r a te ly  choosing  to  co n fro n t th e  problem o f  h is  ob­
noxious b ro th e r  r a th e r  th a n  ta k in g  th e  o r ig in a l ly  in ten d ed  course 
o f  m ed ita tiv e  s e c lu s io n ,  Matthew a c tu a l ly  f e e l s  th e  need to  sub­

j e c t  h im se lf  to  th e  in s u l t s  and h u m ilia tio n  which r e s u l t  ;from th e  
f r a t e r n a l  m eeting  a t  p p ,l6 8  f f . ( th e re  a re  no c h a p te r  d iv i s io n s ) ;  

h is  g u i l t  i s  n o t th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  ch ildhood  a c c id e n t t h a t  l e f t  
A u stin  m ild ly  deformed ( th a t  view i s  an o b sess io n  o f th e  l a t t e r ,  

n o t o f  M atthew); i t  stem s from th e  f e e l in g  which Ludwig has -  th e  

d isco m fo rt a t  f in d in g  h im se lf  m o ra lly  " in  th e  c le a r "  w ith o u t e f f o r t .  
Both Matthew and Ludwig have to  s a t i s f y  in n e r  m oral demands which 

no p u b lic  m oral code would dream o f e x a c tin g .

In  The B lack P rin ce ,B rad ley  P earso n ’s d i s a f f e c t io n  w ith  h is  

own co n fin ed  e x is te n c e  -  th e  m easure o f  th e  confinem ent in d ic a te d  

by th e  m arv e llo u s ly  ren d ered  smugness w ith  which he d e sc r ib e s  h is  

t i n y  f l a t ,d o t i n g  on i t s  m in u tiae  -  i s  n o t u n lik e  Edmund Narraw ay’s ,  
B rad ley ,too ,com es up a g a in s t  an unusual p o s s i b i l i t y , i n  d a r in g  to  

ta k e  advantage o f  which tk e  whole p e rsp e c tiv e  o f  h is  l i f e  widens* 

t h i s  i s , o f  c o u rse ,h ij: a f f a i r  w ith  a  woman t h i r t y  e i ^ t  y e a rs  h is  

ju n io r ,a n d  th e  d a u ^ t e r  o f  h is  b e s t  f r i e n d s .  B ra d le y ’s  i s  a  u se ­

f u l  case  t o  s e t  c igainst th o se  o f  Edmund,Matthew and Ludwig because 

i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  how keen Murdoch i s  to  e s ta b l i s h  t h a t  h e r  p r in c ip le  

o f  t r u t h  to  s e l f  has no n ece ssa ry  co n nec tion  w ith  a l tru is m ,k in d n e s s ,  

o r  s im i la r  id e a ls  o f  b eh av io u r towards, o th e rs .  B rad ley  i s  p a r t i ­

c u la r ly  pompous and e g o t i s t i c a l ,e v e n  o b se ss iv e ; in d e e d ,th e  novel 

i s  r ig g e d  ou t w ith  sp u rio u s  forewjcucds and p o s ts c r ip t s  which seem 

to  co n stitA b e  a  d i r e c t  i n v i t a t io n  t o  th e  re a d e r  to  compare th e  
novel w ith  L o l i t a ,and  B rad ley  w ith  Humbert Humbert. ( I 5 .)  Never­

t h e le s s ,  th e  book i s  a s  ob v io u sly  concerned w ith  t r a c k in g  th e  laby ­

r in th in e  course  o f  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’|s  q u e s t f o r  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  

a s  i s  The I t a l i a n  G ir l .  As w ith  t h a t  n o v e l ,s u b s id ia iy  themes 

r e f l e c t  th e  main c h a r a c te r ’s  p ro g re s s . F o r example,we see  B rad ley  

in  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  hav ing  a  r a th e r  u n s a t i s f a c to ry  "u n d ers tan d in g "  

w ith  Rachel and be in g  in  a  s t a t e  o f  estrangem ent from h i s  w ife . 

These c ircu m stan ces  we g ra d u a lly  come to  reco g n ize  as p a r t  o f h is  

f e a r  o f  se x u a l inadequacy; som ething to  which we a re  d i r e c te d ,w i th  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s u b t le ty ,b y  th e  re p e a te d  use o f  th e  P ost O ffice  

Tower a s  a  ta u n t in g  p h a l l i c  symbol (" th e  se ren e  a u s te re  e r e c t io n " ,  

p .2 2 .)  Much l a t e r  in  th e  n o v e l ,h is  a b i l i t y  to  aohieve s a t i s f a c to r y
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sexual performance with Julian is one of the many other circum­
stances - another being the #iysical escape from the cramped city 
flat to the country - which act as markers to his fuller life.

Some of the novels have a weirdness much in excess of that 
evident in those discussed so far. In The Time of the Angels we 
have an incestuous vicar without a church who has lost his faith 
but retains a mistress; in The Unicom»we have the self-incarcer­
ated Hannah Grean-Smith in her remote "Gaze". I want to suggest 
how this weirdness appears to be inWaded to contribute to Murdoch’s 
purpose as I have been expressing it.

Every reader brings to a novel his own moral values,which come 
into play in his judging the scenes depicted. Insofar as there is 
an authorial ambition to advance a parti cular moral viewpoint which 
the author feels is likely to meet some resistance from the reader, 
it can be accomplished by the sort of deft artistry which,whilst 
staying amongst realistic and credible scenes,so fashions the story 
that the reader is skilfully engineered into accepting the moral 
values of the tale - Jane Austen is frequently cited as consummate 
at this. Bernard Harrison explains Austen’s skill thus: "Put gen­
erally,the technique by which she achieves this consists of the 
arrangement of the fictional ’facts’ of the novel,so that whenever 
we endeavour to put a different moral construction on events from 
the one Jane Austen intend̂ , we are driven back from it - unless 
we wilfully refuse to see certain things which are ’there’ in the 
text - by the remorseless pressure of ’reality’: that is,of the 
fictional reality presented to us by the novel." (I6.)

But there is an easier route. I think it is true that the more 
bizarre events become - the more they depart from what the reader 
can recognize as realistic or credible (in the context of novels 
purportiK\;g to be realistic and credible) - the easier it is to 
succeed in advancing an authorial view. For the effect of the 
weird is to disconnect the reader from his set of moral values,to 
convince him that they are inappropriate or redundant (a process 
taken much further by the authors studied in part four),and thus 
to make him all the more receptive to the authorial voice.

Readers are not bumpted, in The Tame of the Ange Is, to censure 
Norah Shadox-Brown for not minding her own business in the Garel 
Fisher affair, or to frown at Garel’s dereliction of duty, or his 
treatment of his brother. The aura of weirdness which invests the



circumstances of the novel helps to sustain the %p%ite different 
moral interests which Murdoch has: interests which,as I have tried 
to show,are of an abstract and conceptual nature.

Now,one of the more obvious ways of asking the reeuier to con­
sider moral questions more conceptually (and with less emoti^mal 
involvement) than is peitiaps usual in fiction is to present bizarre 
situations which very much resemble the fantastic hypotheses of 
moral philosoidiers. When the latter postuJote whether six one- 
armed Catholics on a desert island may in good faith immolate and 
consume a volunteer,we have a mewal question which has an abstract 
intellectual dimension but is too ludicrous to have any emotional 
one. The more we move away from the unwonted and the bizarre,the 
more we move towards the kind of realistic portrayal which inevi­
tably leads to the greater participation of the reader'is emotion. 
Murdoch’s bizarre situations occupy a middle ground between these 
two: the abstractness of moral x̂ ilosoiiiy,and truly realistic 
fictional depiction. But they are sufficiently removed from the 
latter to avoid being anything like Wilson’s situations in which 
emotion is an emphatic part,ats I have tried to show above. Thus, 
the weirdness and improbability of the plots has the effect of 
encouraging the reader to adopt a detached pose and view the events 
as a kind of ethical puzzle; a puzzle which resolves itself along 
the Sartrean lines I have indicated,
Murdoch’s novels record struggles towards self-fulfilment,and 

that struggle seems to me to have an intrinsic positiveness and 
an implied support for the belief in the efficacy of personal en­
deavour which is as clearly Bslagian as anything can be. It may 
appear more than inconvenient to this view that the result of such 
endeavour is so often catastrophic; one thinks of the ending of 
The Uniop^,for example,in which Hannah shoots Gerald and jumps 
off a cliff, Denis drowns the jietumed husband Peter,and Pip shoots 
himself.

This brings us to the nub of the stories. If we consider what 
is the single most persistant motivating force of the characters 
throu^out the canon,the answer is love. Certainly it can be as 
destructive as it is in The Unicom,but I think that Murdoch is 
after the effect of high tragedy, where in the value of emotions is 
not devalued because of their awful consequences. It is a routine 
notion that Othello’s murder of his wife ds prompted by an excess
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o f lo v e ; "one tKiat loved  n o t w ise ly  b u t to o  w e ll"  (5 ti i* 3 4 3 )  
i s  h is  own judgement o f  h im se lf , a  judgement hav ing  th e  double 

a u th o r i ty  o f  a  rep en tan ce  and an e p ita jd i. In  th e  same w ay,love 
can be seen  as  one o f  th e  c h ie f  s t im u li ,a n d  even o b s e s s io n s ,in  
th e  v a r io u s  m ach inations o f  Murdoch’s c h a r a c te r s .

The g r e a t  b u lk  o f  th e  novels  i s  concerned p re c is e ly  w ith  

e x p la in in g  who lo v es  whom,to what d eg ree ,an d  w ith  what r e s u l t .

In  The Bla c k  P r in c e , Arnold i s  irv love w ith  bo th  C h r is tia n  and 

Rachel; Rachel i s  in  lo v e  w ith  B rad ley  a s  w e ll a s  h e r  husband; 

B rad ley  i s  in  love w ith  J u l ia n ,a n d  to  a  c e r t a in  e x te n t w ith  

R achel; a n d ,to  com plete th e  c i r c l e , C h r is t ia n  wants B radley  back 

even t h o u ^  she i s  keen to  re c e iv e  th e  a t te n t io n s  o f  A rnold.

In  The Time o f  th e  A ngels C arel has a f f a i r s  w ith  bo th  P a t t ie  and 
E liz a b e th ; Leo becomes in te r e s te d  in  M uriel,who in  tu r n  i s  

wooed by Eugene; Marcus jo in s  fo rc e s  w ith  A n thea ,thus fen d in g  

o f f  th e  advances o f  Norah and p u t t in g  o u t o f  mind h is  d e s ir e  f o r  

Leo. The u b iq u ity  o f love in  Murdoch i s  e s ta b l is h e d  in  th e  

re c o g n it io n  re a d e rs  w i l l  f e e l  t h a t  th e s e  cases a re  ty p i c a l  r a th e r  

th a n  extrem e; i t  i s  one o f  th e  two main reaso n s  I  gave a t  th e  

s t a r t  f o r  l a b e l l i n g  th e  novels  P e la g ia n . I t  i s  a  f e a tu r e  o f  th e  

nov e ls  w h ic h ,d e sp ite  th e  g re a t  im portance t h a t  I  a t ta c h  to  i t  

in  my a rg u m en t,h ard ly  needs i l l u s t r a t i n g  o r  e s ta b l is h in g .F o r  

th e  on ly  c r i t i c a l  consensus t h a t  one i s  l i k e ly  t o  f in d  about 

Murdoch’s  f i c t i o n  i s  t h a t , i f  h e r  novels  can be s a id  to  have a  

p e r s i s t e n t  " s u b je c t" , th e n  th a t  s u b je c t  i s  lo v e . I t  i s  a  lo v e , 

c e r t a i n l y , t h a t  can le a d  to  upheaval and m ise ry ,b u t what i s  im­

p o r ta n t  f o r  o u r argument i s  t h a t  an a u th o r  who p re se n ts  love 
as  perhaps th e  c h ie f  m o tiv a tin g  fo rc e  behind th e  a c t io n s  o f h e r  

c h a ra c te r s ,a n d  a l l i e s  t h a t  love  w ith  th e  c h a ra c te irs ’ de term ina­

t i o n  f o r  s e I f - f u l f i l m e n t , i s  p ro p e rly  d e sc r ib e d  as  P e la g ia n .

R ath er th a n  go th rough  each o f  th e  novels  in  tu r n  in  o rd e r  to  
see to  what e x te n t th e y  conform to  th e  p a t te r n  t h a t  I  have sug­

g e s te d , my concern  has been t o  p re se n t t h a t  p a t te rn  in  such a  

way t h a t  th e  re a d e r  can  t e s t  i t s  v a l id i t y  f o r  h im se lf .  T here i s ,  

o f  c o u rs e ,a  d i f f i c u l t y  in  so  doing ,w hich  I  have m entioned e a r li-^ r; 

a  d i f f i c u l t y  r e s id in g  in  th e  f a c t  t h a t , f a r  from th e re  n o t b e ing  

enough e v id e n c e ,th e re  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  i l l u s t r a t e  a lm ost any 

th e o ry ,in c lu d iy \g  t h i s  one. The p lu r i - s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  most o f  th e se  

works i s  p re c is e ly  what makes The I t a l i a n  G ir l  -  su c c e s s fu l



I(̂ z.

because i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  l im ite d  and therefo ine bo th  t e l l i n g  

fljnd c l e a r  -  such a  u s e fu l  y a rd s t ic k .



F o o tn o te s .

1. The It a l l a n_^G^l (1964; rpt.H arm ondsw orthi Penguin, 196?).
2 . M artin  Seym our-Sm ith,Who’s  Who in  T w entiet h Century Lit e r a t u r e 

(London: W eidenfeld and N ic o lso n ,1 9 7 6 ),p .253.

3 . Linda K u e h l ," I r is  Murdoch: The N o v e lis t a s  M agician/The M agician 
a s  A r t i s f , M J ’.S . , I 5  (1:969),p .348 .

4 . T h eJJn ico rn  ( I 963 ; rpt.H arm ondsw orth: Penguin , 1975)»
5 . K ueh l,p .348 .

6 . The B lack A r ^ c e (1973; rp t.H annondsw orth : Penguin, 1975) •
7 . Brtm o | s  D r e ^  ( I 969 ; r p t . Harmondsworth: Penguin, I 970 ) .

8 . The Time o f th e  Angels ( I 966; rpt.H arm ondsw orth: Penguin, 1975) •

9 . An A cc id en ta l Man (1971; rpt.H arm ondsw orth: P en g u in ,1975).
10. An U n o ff ic ia l  Rose (1962; r p t .  Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974).

11. Kuehl,pp. 354-5 5.
12. The UniwGom, pp. 2 8 -9 .

13 . B runo’s  Dream ,p .59 .

14. W illiam  H a l l ," B runo’s  D ^am : Technique and Meaning in  th e  Novels 

o f  I r i s  Murdoch",M.F .S . ,  15 ( I 969) ,  p p .429-43.
15 . I  am only  su g g e s tin g  two s p e c i f i c  s i m i l a r i t i e s ,v i z :  b o th  novels 

make som ething o f a  joke about th e  complex n a r r a t iv e  la y e r s ,  

and b o th  f e a tu r e  a  g i r l  and an o ld e r  man who en joy  t h e i r  sex u a l 
l i a i s o n  a s  much a s  s o c ie ty  d isap p ro v es  o f  i t ,

16 . B ernard  H a rr iso n , "M uriel Spark  and Jane Austen" in  The Modern 

F i^ l i s h  Novel: th e  r e a d e r , th e  w r i te r  and th e  work,e d . G ab rie l 

J o s ip o v ic i  (London: Open Books, I 976) , p .230.



\  î

V I

I\

IWf.

PART POUEj THE AGHOSTICS
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The A gnostics

T hat which u n i te s  bo th  P e la g ian s  and A ugustin ians i s  t h e i r  
accep tance  o f  th e  same k in d  o f  r o le  in  term s o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  

between m o ra lity  and th e  n o v e l. T h e ir  novels  n o t on ly  c e n tre  on 

m oral q u e s tio n s ,b u t  a l s o  ta k e  up id e n t i f i a b le  p o s it io n s  on th o se  
q u e s tio n s : th ey  can be seen  to  have a  g e n e ra l m oral v iew p o in t.

The t h i r d  group to  be d e s c r ib e d ,th e  A g n o s t ic s ,is  concerned to  

w ithdraw  from t h i s  fu n c tio n  o f  seeming t o  advance a  m oral view­

p o in t .  Such a  w ithd raw al i s  ex trem ely  d i f f i c u l t  because th e  whole 

t r a d i t i o n  o f  novel w r it in g ,in d e e d  th e  whole t r a d i t i o n  o f  Occiden­
t a l  a r t i s t i c  en d ea v o u r,)s  based on th e  view t h a t  one o f  th e  two 

main purposes o f  a r t  i s  to  in s t r u c t  ( th e  o th e r  b e in g  to  d e l ig h t ) .  
Two E n g lish  n o v e l i s t s  s ta n d  ou t as  hav ing  been s u c c e s s fu l  in  

u s in g  in n o v a tiv e  ways o f  "de-m o ra liz in g "  t h e i r  f i c t i o n .  By t h i s  
I  mean t h a t  th ey  make i t  a s  absu rd  f o r  th e  re a d e r  to  look  f o r  m oral 

s ta n c e s ,a s  Jane A usten makes i t  ab su rd  f o r  th e  re a d e r  n o t t o  do 

80 , In  t h i s  l a s t  p a r t  o f  th e  s tu d y ,I  s h a l l  be exam ining how ,in  

t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  w ays,B ery l B ainbridge and Paul B a iley  q u a l i f y  
a s  A g n o stics , The two novels  on which most o f  th e  d is c u s s io n  w i l l  

r e s t  have been chosen because th e  fam ily  i s  a  m ajor theme in  b o th , 

and because th e  f i c t i o n a l  methods employed a re  ty p i c a l  o f  th e  
au th o rs*  r e s p e c t iv e  work.

Here a re  th e  opening psiragraphs o f  B ainbridge*s A Q uiet L i f e :

Alan was w a itin g  in  th e  Lyceum ca fe  f o r  h is  s i s t e r  Madge. He 

h adn ’t  seen  h e r  f o r  f i f t e e n  y e a rs  and she was alfîeady th r e e -  

q u a r te r s  o f  an h o u r l a t e .  T h e  w a it re s s  had asked him tw ice  i f  
he cared  to  o rd e r  a n y th in g . He s a id  he would j u s t  ho ld  on i f  
i t  was a l l  th e  same to  h e r .

He f e l t  in  th e  pocket o f  h is  b la ck  o v e rc o a t ,to  make su re  

t h a t  th e  envelope c o n ta in in g  M other’s  engagement r in g  was s t i l l  

s a f e .  Madge had mvex l ik e d  je w e lle ry . H is w ife  Joan had to ld  

him he must a sk  Madge to  f o o t  th e  b i l l  f o r  hav ing  i t  in su re d  

a l l  th e se  m onths. I t  was only  f a i r .  He’d p a id  f o r  th e  f lo w ers  
and th e  n o tic e  in  th e  new spaper, Madge hadn’t  even b o th e red  to  

tu r n  up a t  th e  f u n e r a l .  In s te a d  she had s e n t  t h a t  d i s t a s t e f u l  
l e t t e r  w r i t te n  on th i n  t o i l e t  p a p e r ,f re #  some town in  P ran ce , 

su g g e s tin g  t h a t  i f  th e y  were go ing  to  p u t M other in  th e  same 

grave as  F a th e r  i t  m i ^ t  be a  w aste o f  tim e to  carve  ’R est in
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Peace* on th e  tom bstone.

He was about t o  o rd e r  a  po t o f  t e a  when Madge came In to  th e  
c a f e ,c a r ry in g  a  bunch o f  f lo w e rs . She had an o ld  c loche  h a t 

p u lle d  down o v er h e r  h a i r .  He th o u ^ t ,h o w  changed she is,how  

o ld  she has become. S h e’s  f o r ty  and s h e ’s  w earing  a  schoo l r a in ­

c o a t .
’T h is  i s n ’t  th e  Lyceum,’ Madge s a id .  ’ I t ’s  th e  Wedgewood.’ ( I . )

T h is  i s  a  good s t a r t i n g  p o in t , f o r  we have h e re  many o f  th e  

f e a tu r e s  which c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  nov e l th ro u g h o u t. The m eeting 

between b ro th e r  and s i s t e r  i s  a  p o te n t ia l ly  som brt o n e ,b u t th e  

combined e f f e c t  o f  c e r t a in  o f  th e  d e t a i l s  -  th e  t o i l e t  pap er l e t ­
t e r ,  Madge’s  s a r t o r i a l  o d d ity ,th e  m istake o v e r where th e y  were to  

meet -  te n d s  t o  th e  lu d ic ro u s . Such a  com bination o f  moods i s  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  g ro te s q u e r ie  w hich  I  s h a l l  d e f in e  and i l l u s ­
t r a t e  l a t e r .

These opening pari%\graph8 a ls o  e s ta b l i s h  th e  c o n t ra s t  in  th e  
c h a ra c te r s  o f  th e  tw o,w hich i s  t o  be one o f  th e  m ajor axes o f 

th e  n o v e l. Alan i s  t im id  and s e lf - e f f a c in g *  th e  l a s t  l in e  o f  th e  

f i r s t  paragraph  su g g e s ts  t h a t  he i s  a . l i t t l e  a f r a id  o f  th e  w a it­

r e s s ,  and som ething o f  h i s  m a r i ta l  su b ju g a tio n  -  which th e  n o v e l’s 

l a s t  parag raph  b r in g s  fo rw ard  aigain -  i s  e v id e n t in  th e  commission 

in  which he has been in s t r u c te d  so  f irm ly .

These two f e a tu r e s  -  am bigu ity  o f  to n e ,a n d  c o n tra s t in g  charac­

t e r s  -  h e lp  us t o  th in k  about what s o r t  o f  nov e l t h i s  is ,w h a t i t  

i s  ab o u t,an d  where i t  i s  going* q u e s tio n s  which have been perhaps 

more s tr a ig h tfo rw a rd  in  th e  s tu d y  so  f a r ;  q u e s tio n s  t o  which we 

s h a l l  now ad d ress  o u rs e lv e s .

I  want t o  s t a r t  w ith  th e  su g g e s tio n  t h a t  we view A Q uiet L ife  

a s  a  s a t i r e  on human b eh av io u r ( e s p e c ia l ly ,o f  c o u rse ,b e h a v io u r 
in  th e  fa m ily )  and an a tte m p t by B ainbridge  to  re n d e r  such behav iou r 

r id ic u lo u s .  J u s t  as  S w ift works p r im a r ily  th rough  p o l i t i c a l  and 
p u b lic  in s ta n c e s  t o  t h i s  e n d ,in  G u l l iv e r ’s  T ra v e ls .s o  B ainbridge 

works t h r o u ^  th e  p r iv a te  and th e  dom estic .

I f  we see th e  novel a s  s a t i r i c a l  in  t h i s  way,we can more r e a d i ly  

a p p re c ia te  th e  purpose o f  B a in b rid g e ’s  in s i s te n c e , t h r o u ^ o u t , on 

th e  p h y s ic a l d isco m fo rt o f  th e  home. T h is  i^ y s ic a l  d isco m fo rt i s  

a  m ajor p a r t  o f  th e  e f f e c t s  which a re  employed to  c re a te  th e



d e s ir e d  sense  o f  th e  lu d ic ro u s*

He went o u t in to  th e  h a l l  t o  hang h i s  c o a t o ver th e  b a n is ­

t e r s ,  He cou ld  h e a r  h i s  f a th e r  m u tte r in g  on th e  po rch . He had 

to  tmead c a r e f u l ly .  I f  he moved to o  b o is te ro u s ly  he would ca tch  

th e  n e t  c u r ta in s  w ith  h i s  sh o u ld e r  and t i p  th e  vase o f  c u t 
f lo w ers  from th e  w in d o w -s ill .  The m arble s ta tu e  o f  Adam and 

E v ^ ,re c e n tly  b r o u ^ t  down from th e  land ing ,w as shaky on i t s  

p e d e s ta l .  Even th e  row o f  d e c o ra tiv e  p la te s ,p a in te d  w ith  ro s e s  

and h u n tin g  s c e n e s ,m i^ t  r o l l  on [ s i c ]  t h e i r  s h e l f  above th e  

door and bounce upon th e  re d  c a rp e t .  Madge s a id  i t  was l i k e  

w alk ing  t h r o u ^  a  m in e f ie ld . H is m other had a  f l a i r  f o r  in ­

t e r i o r  d e c o ra tin g )  he had h eard  h e r  rem aik upon i t  th r o u ^ o u t  

h i s  ch ild h o o d . E very th in g  in  i t s  p la ce ,th o u g h  n ev er f o r  lo n g . 
T here was a  c o n s ta n t rea iran g eraen t o f  r o o m s ,y e a r l y  s h i f t i n g  

o f  ornam ents. They had only  t o  grow used  t o  th e  dancing  g i r l ,  

p a in te d  d a z z lin g -w h ite  on th e  d in ing-room  m an te lp iece ,an d  she 

was g o n e ,h o ld in g  h e r  s k ir ts ,n o w  d a rk  g reen  and lum inous,above 

th e  mahogany bookcase in  th e  lounge , ( p . I 4 . )

•Shut t h a t  d oo r, * c a l le d  h i s  m other. ’You’d th in k  you were 

b om  in  a  b a m . ’

He would have l ik e d  to  go to  hiis room th e n ,b u t  i t  would be 

to o  c o ld  and i f  he w anted t o  meet Ronnie he must coax M other 

in to  a  b e t t e r  fram e o f  mind. B es id e s ,h e  would have to  ta k e  o f f  

h i s  shoes i f  he went u p s t a i r s .  Madge s a id  th e y  m ight a s  w e ll 

be H in d u s ,c reep in g  around in  s to ck in g ed  f e e t ,g e t t i n g  c h i lb la in s  
in  w in te r ,b u t  he cou ld  see t h a t  you co u ld n ’t  have n ic e  c a rp e ts  
and tram p a l l  o v er them in  muddy, b o o ts . When Madge was o ld e r  
and l e s s  r e b e l l io u s  she would . see  th e  p o in t .  He tu rn e d  o f f  

th e  h a l l  l i g h t  and went back in to  th e  k i tc h e n ,a tte m p tin g  to  

c lo se  th e  door beh ind  him . The c a tc h  was s t i f f  w ith  p a in t .

’You’re  making th e  f i r e  sm oke,’ s a id  M other.

He shoved hairder. He was q u ite  proud o f  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  sup­

p re s s  h is  f e e l in g s  when she nagged a t  him .

’Don’t  be l o u t i s h , ’ she snapped.

The g ra n d fa th e r -c lo c k  under th e  s t a i r s  chimed in  p r o te s t .

(p . 1 5 .)



m .

One o f  th e  p o in ts  t o  make i s  t h a t , s t a r t i n g  from a  p o s it io n  

in  w hich th e y  la c k  commodiousness and need a l l  t h e i r  in g e n u ity  
t o  deploy  t h e i r  goods e f f e c t iv e ly , t h e  p a re n ts  a c tu a l ly  make them­
s e lv e s  (and t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ,o f  cou rse ) s u f f e r  more d isco m fo rt th a n  

th e  c ircum stances a lo n e  would impose* th e y  crwa th e  roorts w ith  

wo&bly b r ic - a -b ra c  and p re c a rio u s ly -p e rc h e d  k i t s c h ;  th ey  have a  

" b e s t"  room t h a t  i s  h a rd ly  ev e r used .

The p ^ s i c a l  d isco m fo rt i s  p a r a l le le d  by th e  sense  we h a v e ,th -  

r o u ^ o u t  th e  n o v e l ,o f  t h e i r  b e in g  i l l  a t  ease  in  th e  w orld  in  which 
th e y  f in d  th em se lv es . They a re  uneasy w ith  each o th e r ;  n o tic e  how 

s k i l f u l l y , i n  th e se  e x tra c ts ,B a in b r id g e  b len d s in  w ith  th e  theme 
o f  th e  o b s tru c t iv e n e s s  o f  p h y s ic a l o b je c ts , th e  fam ily  b ic k e r in g s  

and p a re n ta l  r e g u la t io n s  which te n d  to  make human en co u n te rs  as  

i r r i t a t i n g  a s  any o b tru d in g  s id e b o a rd . They a re  a ls o  uneasy w ith  

t h e i r  p o sse ss io n s ; som ething which i s  shown b o th  in  th e  inappro ­
p r ia te n e s s  o f  t h e i r  p resence  in  so  sm a ll a  house ,and  in  th e  la c k  

o f  t a s t e  e v id e n t in  t h e i r  s e le c t io n  and arrangem ent* th e  iro n y  o f  

"H is m other had a  f l a i r  f o r  i n t e r i o r  d e c o ra tin g " , in  view o f  th e  
ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  p a in te d  p la te s  and a  re d  c a rp e t ,  i s  n o t meant t o  

be an y th in g  o th e r  th a n  o b v ious.

Towards th e  end o f  th e  second e x t ra c t ,A la n ’s  s t ru g g le  w ith  th e  

k i tc h e n  d o o r i s  ty p i c a l  o f  th e  absu rd  b a t t l e  t h a t  th e se  c h a ra c te r s  

a re  perm anently  waging a g a in s t  p h y s ic a l o b je c ts .  The most b a s ic  

dom estic  a c t io n s , l ik e  e n te r in g  a  room o r  a t te n d in g  to  a  f i r e , in v o lv e  
hazard* "He b en t t o  poke th e  f i r e , c a u t io u s ly  r e s t i n g  h is  hand on 

th e  m a n te lsh e lf  above. M ostly he m isjudged th e  d is ta n c e  and s t r a i g ­

h ten ed  up to o  s o o n ,s t r ik in g  h i s  head in  th e  p ro c e ss . He had a  sm all 

s c a b ,d a rk  brown and n ev er q u i te  h e a le d ,to  show f o r  i t . "  ( p .2 5 . )
But i t  i s  n o t o n ly  th e  f a c t  t h a t  o b je c ts  seem to  th w a rt o r  

e x a sp e ra te  members o f  th e  f a m ily ,b u t  th e  way in  id i id i th e y  allow  

th e  o b je c ts  t o  make such  in ro ad s  in to  t h e i r  m en ta l s e re n ity ,w h ic h  
h e lp s  t o  make them seem lu d ic ro u s .

Two exam ples o f  t h i s  w i l l  suffi*«e. Here i s  th e  f i r s t *

The w ire le s s  was b a lanced  behind  th e  c u r ta in s .  I t  was to o  b ig  

f o r  th e  w in d o w -s ill and ju t t e d  o u t in to  th e  room; th e  v a lv es  

n ev e r b u rn t o u t, b u t i t  had cracked  a c ro s s  th e  f r o n t  in  th re e  

p la c e s  and been patched  to g e th e r  w ith  s t r i p s  o f  b la ck  ad h e s iv e . 

Because o f  i t s  s iz e  F a th e r  was fo rc e d  t o  s i t  a t  an acu te  ang le
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a t  th e  t a b l e ,e a t i n g  h is  food  hunched o ver h i s  p la t e .  Mother 

wanted i t  throw n o u t .  Once she n e a r ly  succeeded . She was up­
s t a i r s  shak in g  th e  bathroom  mat ou t o f th e  window. I t  was damp 

and heavy and s lip p e d  from h e r  f in g e r s  on to  th e  a e r i a l  s t r e t ­

ched from th e  k itc h e n  window to  th e  to p  o f  th e  fen ce  p o s t.  

F a th e r  was s i t t i n g  l i s t e n in g  t o  th e  news a t  th e  tim e . The w ire­

le s s  le a p t  on th e  s i l l  and to p p le d  between c h a i r  and t a b l e .  A 

man in s p ir e d ,F a th e r  f lu n g  h im se lf  fo rw ard  and caught i t  in  h is  

a rn s .  He swore l i k e  a  t r o o p e r ,  (p .2 4 . )

A man who a llo w s h im se lf  to  be inconvenienced  to  t h i s  e x te n t ,  

by a  mere o b j e c t , i s  a  f ig u re  o f  fu n . I t  i s  F a th e r ,a g a in , in  th e  se ­

cond exam ple. He has become more and more incensed  by th e  r ic k e ty  

u t i l i t y  c h a i r , th e  arm o f  which i s  a p t to  f a l l  o f f .  F in a l ly ,h e  

in c in e r a te s  i t t  "F a th e r  s ^ t  w ith  an g e r. H is cheeks wobbled as  

he t r i e d  to  f in d  w ords. Something f e l l  from him and landed  in  tKte 

f i r e .  S parks ed d ied  upwards in to  th e  t r e e s .  He c lu tc h e d  h i s  mouth 

and M other tu rn e d  away in  d i s g u s t .  Alan k n e l t  and groped in  th e  
warm ash es  f o r  th e  d e n tu re s .  As Mother ra n  back up th e  g arden , 

she began to  la u g h ."  ( p .9 2 .)  The v e n tin g  o f  rag e  on inan im ate  
o b je c ts  i s  u n iv e r s a l ly  co n sid e red  a s  a  d i i l d i s h  in d u lg en ce . H ere, 

i t  i s  made a c tu a l ly  f a r c i c a l  by th e  lo s s  o f  th e  d e n tu re s .

A more im p o rtan t theme which B ainbridge u ses  f o r  >,er s a t i r i c a l  

purpose i s  th e  c o n s ta n t bad humour and row ing between th e  f o u r .  

B efore e n te r in g  on th e  d e t a i l s  o f t h i s  p o in t , I  shou ld  l i k e  t o  say 

t h a t  th e  s to ry  o f  A Q uiet L ife  i s  e s s e n t i a l ly  th e  re c o rd s  o f  th e  

fo u r  s e p a ra te  a tte m p ts  by th e  fo u r  members o f  th e  n u c le a r  fam ily  
t o  e s t a b l i i b  i d e n t i t i e s  f o r  them selves o u ts id e  th e  home,so t h a t  

th e  e f f e c t  i s  c e n t r i f u g a l . T h is  in  i t s e l f  i s  h a rd ly  rem arkab le , 

b u t th e  " o u ts id e "  r e la t io n s h ip s  have an e x tra o rd in a ry  o r  excep­

t i o n a l  q u a l i ty  in  marked c o n t ra s t  t o  th e  te d io u s  m undanity o f  

t h e i r  fam ily  l i f e , s o  t h a t  th e  form ing o f  tk e s e  r e la t io n s h ip s  

seems t o  c o n s t i tu te  a  k in d  o f  re p u d ia tio n  o f  th e  dom estic e n v ir ­
onment. The r e la t io n s h ip s  in  q u e s tio n  a re ;  Madge and th e  German 
P.O.W .j F a th e r  and Aunt Nora; M other and h e r  "fancy  man",whom we 

assume to  be th e  en ig m atic  C ap ta in  Sydney; Alan and Jsuiet Ley la n d . 

The r e la t io n s h ip s  a re  m entioned here  because th e y  le a d  to  much o f  

th e  f a m i l i a l  te n s io n ,b ic k e r in g  and s u l le n n e s s .

I t  i s  a  b ic k e r in g  and s u lle n n e s s  t h a t  i s  u n re se rv ed ly  f a r c i c a l .
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as  th e se  e x t r a c ts  s u f f ic e  to  show;

S ince  h is  g randparen ts*  v is  i t , h i s  m other and f a th e r  were 

n o t on speak ing  te rm s . I t  was back to  Madge c a rry in g  messages 

between th e  two o f  them . 'Mum say s  can I  have tk e  money f o r  

th e  In su rance  man? . . .  Dad says  has Roly D avies rung  y e t  from 

South Wales? . . .  T h e re 's  a  funny n o ise  coming from th e  p ip es  

in  th e  l o f t .  W ill you have a  l i s t e n ?  . . . *  F a th e r  came home a t  

h i s  u s u a l tim e and s a t  u p s ta i r s  in  th e  c o ld . There w a s n 't  any­
where e ls e  f o r  him t o  go. Maybe he c a l le d  a t  Aunt N o ra 's  and 

she gave him food -  he d i d n ' t  e a t  a n y th in g  Mother p rep a red .

When she went u p s ta i r s  d i r e c t l y  a f t e r  te a ,h e  came down. He 

rushet(t p a s t h e r  v io le n t ly  in  th e  h a ll,m a k in g  th e  c lock  chime, 
a v e r t in g  h i s  fa c e  a s  i f  h e r  b re a th  sm e lled . He l i s t e n e d  morose­

ly  t o  th e  m u tila te d  w ir e le s s .  M other re a d  h e r  l i b r a r y  book a t  
th e  bedroom window. (p .4 4 .)

One n ig h t F a th e r  caught him in  th e  s c u l l e r y  p re p a rin g  a  
cheese sandw ich. H e'd  t h o u ^ t  he was s a fe  and I j i a t  F a th e r  was 

k eep ing  h i s  v i g i l  f o r  Madge under th e  sycamore t r e e  -  b u t 

F a th e r  had sneaked up th e  s id e  p a th  Aind ru shed  t h r o u ^  th e  d oo r, 

c a tc h in g  him w ith  th e  b read  in  h is  hand. F a th e r  s p a t  w ith  fu ry .  

He g o t down on h i s  hands and knees and p icked  up th e  crumbs one

by one from th e  s t r i n g  mat and h u r le d  them in to  th e  f i r e .

'Do you th in k  i t ' s  a  b la s te d  h o te l? '  he sh o u ted , ( p .8 4 .)

We a re  in  a  w orld  in  which th e  w ire le s s  i s  tu rn e d  up to  drown

th e  sound o f  argum ents and slamming d o o r s , in  which F a th e r  accuses 

M other o f  h id in g  th e  te a - p o t  o u t o f  s p i t e , i n  which Maggie c o u ^ s  
a t  n ig h t  t o  keep th e  o th e rs  aw ake,and in  which F a th e r  s ta y s  in  

th e  s c u l le ry  r e fu s in g  t o  g re e t  h i s  r e l a t io n s  when th e y  c a l l .

The la c k  o f  communication i n t e r  a l i a  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  w e ll i l l u s ­

t r a t e d  in  th e  v a r io u s  c ro ss -p u rp o se s  d ia lo g u e s . F o r e x a m p le ,a f te r  

th e  d is a s t r o u s  fam ily  row, c h a p te r  two ends w ith  an ex^ihange between 

A lan and h is  m other;

'He th o u g h t i t  would be a  good id e a .  I t ' s  in  a l l  ou r 

i n t e r e s t s .*

'What s h f ^ l  I  do w ith  th e  l e f t - o v e r s ? '  he asked .



'You se e ,h e  th o u g h t th e  s o l i c i t o r  m i ^ t  s o r t  th in g s  o u t .  '

'S h a l l  I  p u t them on th e  f i r e  in  th e  back room ?'
'The lo u n g e , ' she s a id .

'O r in  th e  b in ? ' ( p .4 0 .)

An even b e t t e r  example comes when Alan i s  t r y in g  g e n tly  to  

p rep a re  h is  f a th e r  f o r  an expected  bad sch o o l r e p o r t ;  b u t F a th e r  

i s  p reoccup ied  w ith  th e  snub t h a t  he has j u s t  re c e iv e d  from a  
fo rm er acq u a in tan ce ;

'T h a t fe llo w  W ilkinson . . .  [ t e x t ' s  d o ts ']  When I  th in k  what 

he was b e fo re  th e  w ar -  '

' I  w o n 't g e t a  good r e p o r t  t h i s  t e r m . '
'Do you know,wh&k\ I  was a  b ig  sh o t in  c o t to n , th a t  W ilkinson 

was no more th a n  an o f f ic e  boy. T h a t 's  a l l  he w as. '

' I 'v e  f a l l e n  back in  L a t i n , '  Alan s a id .

'He l iv e d  in  a  one-up-and-one-dow n a t  th e  back o f  Huskinson 
S t r e e t .  Now look  a t  him . . .  a  house on th e  W irra l -  '

'And Maths -  '

'He h a d n 't  even th e  common c o u rte sy  t o  in v i te  me in to  h i s  

o f f i c e . '  ( p .6 4 .)

But i t  i s  r i ^ t  a t  th e  end, a s  F a th e r  l i e s  i l l  in  bed and M other 

i s  '\6 1 t iv a tin g  f o r  th e  d o c to r"  ( p .153) -  th e  comic fo rc e  o f th e  
p h rase  im measureably in c re a se d  by th e  om ission  o f  th e  r e f le x iv e  -  
t h a t  B ainbridge manages t o  g ive  us th re e  sp eak ers  a t  c ro s s -p u r ­
poses;

' I ' l l  niEver see  him again* Never in  a l l  ray l i f e . '

'You sh u t u p , '  he c r ie d  f i e r c e l y .  *T here 's  n o th in g  wrong 

w ith  him . He ju s t  needs a  b i t  o f  a  r e s t . '

'A la n , ' c r ie d  M other. 'H e 's  h e r e Î '  ( p .I 5 4 .)

Of c o u rse ,th e y  a re  a l l  ta lk in g  abou t d i f f e r e n t  men. Madge r e f e r s  

t o  h e r  German P.O.W .,A lan  to  h i s  f a th e r ,a n d  M other to  th e  d o c to r .

T here a r e , I  th in k  i t  i s  f a i r  to  say ,tw o  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  to n e s  

which make up B a in b r id g e 's  s a t i r e .  We have ,on  th e  one hand ,scen es  

w hich a re  pure f a r c e ,  o f v h ic h  k ind  t h i s  i s  pexAiaps th e  most extrem e



isz,

example I

He b en t h e r  o ver backwards and k is s e d  h e r  as  h e 'd  seen  them 

do on th e  f i lm s .  I t  to o k  a  l o t  o f  s tam in a  n o t to  ovexv-balanoe 

and to p p le  to  th e  f lo o r ;  th e  h e e l  o f  h e r  sh o e  dug in to  h is  f o o t .  
He k ep t one eye open j u s t  in  case  th ey  stum bled a g a in s t  th e  

c h e s t o f  draw ers and knocked o v er th e  vase  s ta n d in g  on i t s  

p aper d o i ly .  One s id e  o f  J a n e t 's  c a rd ig an  hung down to  th e  

f l o o r  -  he saw Madge ly in g  in  th e  sand w ith  h e r  b lo u se  unbut­

to n e d . He moved so  a b ru p tly  J a n e t f e l l  a g a in s t  th e  w ardrobe.

'W hat's  wrong now?' she c r ie d ,e y e s  s p a rk l in g ,h e r  cheeks ro s y ,

'S o r r y , '  he s a id ,  'C ram p .' ( p . l 4 6 .)

There a re ,o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,in s ta n c e s  which r e t a i n  a  comic 

a p p e a l ,b u t  o f  a  f a r  more subdued ty p e . In  t h i s  e x tra c t,w h ic h  t e l l s  

o f  how a f f e c t in g  Madge and F a th e r  have found a  ra d io  p la y ,th e r e  

i s  a  w him sical s e n t im e n ta l i ty  which makes u s  more uneasy in  o u r 

a p p re c ia t io n  o f  th e  humour*

' I t  was g r a n d , ' she s a id .  'When h i s  l i t t l e  g i r l  went 

m iss in g  . . .  '

F a th e r  nodded. They were bo th  overcome. They s ta r e d ,  

harrow ed, in to  th e  f la m e s .

'You look  as  i f  y o u 'v e  had a  good l a u ^ ,  ' Alan s a id ,  

s t r u g g l in g  to  s i t  a t  th e  t a b l e .

F a th e r  gave him a  sh e e p ish  look  and blew h is  no se . He was 

moved to  t e a r s  by a  good p la y . He was o f te n  found mooning in  

th e  f i r e l ig h t ,h a n k e r c h ie f  a t  th e  r e a d y , l i s t e n in g  t o  th e  T h ird  

Programme. I t  a f fo rd e d  him some s o r t  o f  o u t l e t ,  ( p .2 5 .)

The l a s t  sentenm e i s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  because i t  r e p re ­
s e n ts  t h a t  u n c e r ta in ty  o f  to n e , in  t h i s  case b lend  o f  g e n tle  

mockery and warm sym pathy,w hich I  su g g es ted  a t  th e  b eg in n in g  o f 

th e  d is c u s s io n .

T here a re  p assages in  which t h a t  u n c e r ta in ty  i s  s u s ta in e d , a s  

in  th e  conclud ing  paragraid i o f  c h a p te r  fiv e*

Doors c lo se d ,w a te r  r a n  in  th e  s in k .  Nobody sh o u ted . A 

k n ife  c l a t t e r e d  on th e  d ra in in g  board  -  F a th e r  was f ix in g



h im se lf  one o f  h is  l i t t l e  sn ack s . He h eard  th e  sw ish  o f  M other's  

c lo th e s  as  she clim bed th e  s t a i r s .  She murmured som ething to  
Madge,who began to  cough m utedly a s  t h o u ^  she b u rie d  h e r  fa c e  
in  th e  p illo w  o r  im M other's  arm s. F a th e r  s tay ed  s i l e n t  down­

s t a i r s  -  in  th e  k itc h e n  t h a t  w a s n 't  h i s , i n  th e  house he d i d n 't  
own. ( p .1 02 .)

T here may be t r u e  pathos h e re ; c e r t a in ly  th e  c ircum stances 

w arran t i t , a s  M other has been on h e r  m y ste rious o u tin g ,a n d  F a th e r  

f e e l s  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  m ix ture o f  an g er and ap p reh en sio n . On th e  

o th e r  hand, we a re  n o t com plete ly  su re  w hether o r  n o t B ainbridge 

i s  parody ing  what i s , a f t e r  a l l , a  f a i r l y  ro u tin e  s i t u a t io n .
T h is  s o r t  o f  u n c e r ta in ty  a l s o  a t ta c h e s  t o  th e  p o r tra y a l o f  th e  

c o n t r a s t in g  c h a ra c te r s  o f  Alan and Madge; i t  i s  n o t th e  n a tu re  

o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s  them selves t h a t  i s  in  d o u b t,b u t th e  tone  in  which 

th e y  a re  p re se n te d . There i s  no doubt t h a t  th e  novel goes in to  

th e se  two c h a ra c te r s ,a n d  th e  c o n t r a s ts  between th e m ,in  e la b o ra te  

d e t a i l ;  s u g g e s t in g ,a c tu a l ly ,a  f a r  more co n v en tio n a l f i c t i o n  th a n  
t h i s  i s .  Alan i s  re p re se n te d  a s  c a u t io u s ,n e r v y ,s p i r i t l e s s .  He i s  
con sc ien tv o u s a t  s c h o o l ,a f r a id  o f  p a re n ta l  c e n s u r e ,s e l f - e f f a c in g  

("A lan had th e  d e lu s io n  t h a t  i f  he k e p t v ery  s t i l l  a t  th e  t a b l e ,  

th ey  would th in k  he had gone aw ay." ( p .I I D ) .)  He i s  schoo led  in  

iro n  s e l f - d is c ip l in e *  TTo su rv iv e  he had le a rn e d  n o t t o  show h is  

f e e l in g s .  . . .  When he was shou ted  a t  he s to o d  very  s t i l l  and k ep t 

h i s  fa c e  b la n k . He n ev e r b a t te d  an  e y e l id ."  ( p . 122 .) In  c h a p te r  

th re e ,w e  see  th e  s o r t  o f  f u tu r e  he en v isag es  f o r  h im self*

He t r i e d  t o  en v isag e  h im se lf  r e tu rn in g  home frcaa work to  J a n e t  

L e y la n d ,s i t t in g  in  a  s im i la r  k i t c h e n , f u l ly  fu rn is h e d ,w ith  th e  

p ro p e r q u o ta  o f c u t le r y  and ch in a  in  th e  cupbo»M s, He im agined 

he would be s fe itim en ta l and t a lk a t i v e ;  h e 'd  t e l l  h e r  about p o l i ­

t i c s  and h i s to r y  and s h e 'd  l is te n ,n o d d in g ,h o ld in g  h i s  h a n d ,h e r  

s l i g h t l y  popping eyes lo o k in g  in to  h i s .  S h e 'd  w ear a  n i ^ t i e ,  

he assumed,when she went to  s le e p .  H is m other vv^re h e r  s l i p  
and ca rd ig an  in  bed ,and  F a th e r  r e t i r e d  in  h i s  com binations;

Alan had n ev er seen  e i t h e r  o f  them w ith o u t c lo th e s .  He supposed 

th ey  would come to  t e a  on Sundays. He knew,somewhere a t  th e  

back o f  h is  m in d ,th a t he could  only  hope to  be an e x ten s io n  

o f  h is  p a re n ts  -  h e 'd  s te p  a  few paces f u r th e r  o n ,b u t n o t f a r .



/îry

H is p irogression  was l im i te d ,a s  t h e i r s  had been . H e'd  read  M endel's 

th e o ry  in  th e  fo u r th  form  -  c o lo u r o f eyes o r  s t r u c tu r e  o f  mind, 
i t  was a l l  th e  same. I t  n e e d n 't  mean h e 'd  end up w ith  n o th in g  

to  t a l k  a b o u t,o n ly  t h a t  t h e r e 'd  be some th in g s  o ver which he 

had no c o n t r o l ,c e r ta in  p re fe re n c e s  and p r i o r i t i e s .  H e 'd  always 

be p o l i t e  and watch h i s  m anners. Most l i k e ly  h e 'd  vo te  Conser­

v a t iv e ,  in  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  h is  f la th e r . He would want th e  house 

to  be d eco ra ted  n ic e ly .  I f  p o s s ib le , th e r e 'd  be a  w illow  t r e e  

in  th e  garden , ( p .4 2 .)

I f  th e re  i s  a  r i c h  comic dim ension to  A la n 's  h y p o th e tic a l  
f u tu r e  -  and th e  VKou^t o f  a  vo te  f o r  th e  C onservatives c o n s t i ­

t u t i n g  a  r e b e l l io n  i s  one o f  th e  more obvious co n firm a tio n s  o f  
t h a t  dim ension -  th e  passage i s  a l s o  p a r t  o f  th e  s u s ta in e d  con t­

r a s t i n g  o f  th e  v a lu es  o f  b ro th e r  and s i s te r ,w h ic h  i s  an  e n te r p r is e  

verj/ o f te n  s e r io u s  and q u i te  n o n - f a r c ic a l .

T h is  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  ap p a re n t in  th e  second p a r t  o f  c h a p te r  0 -  

th e  p a r t  which concludes th e  nov e l -  in  which Alan has ach ieved  

h i s  suburban d ream ,along  w ith  many o f  i t s  a t t i tu d e s *  " I t  was a  
p i t y  abou t th e  c o u n c il e s t a t e ,b u t  “ü ien  he supposed people had to  

l i v e  somewhere. The houses were q u i te  decent* th e re  were ornam ents 

in  th e  windows," ( p .156 .)  Fam ily h is to r y  i s  b eg inn ing  t o  re p e a t  

i t s e l f , f o r  A la n 's  w ife  spends much tim e s i t t i n g  u p s ta i r s  p re te n d in g  

to  be do ing  th e  p o o ls . We le a rn  n o th in g  more th a n  th a t ,b u t  i t  i s  

enough -  B a in b r id g e 's  m arvellous econoNdcal su g g e s tiv e n e ss  i s  a t  

work -  t o  in d ic a te  in  w hat a  s t e r i l e  and h o p e le ss  p la ce  A la n 's  

a s p i r a t io n s  have r e s u l t e d .  The n o v e l 's  l a s t  p a ra g ra jii cou ld  n o t 

emphasize t h i s  m ore,cou ld  n o t be more l ik e  th e  o v e r t  use o f  

sym bolic ev en ts  w h ich ,as  we have seen ,W ilson  d e l ig h ts  in ,a n d  which 

i s  e lsew here so v ery  s c a rc e  in  t h i s  work* T u rn in g  h is  back on 

th e  h o u s e ,in  case  h is  w ife  w atched from th e  window,he l e t  th e  

f lo w e rs  [ th o s e  g iven  to  him by Madge] s p i l l  from h is  fo ld e d  news­
p ap er on to  th e  pavem ent. T h en ,sq u arin g  h i s  sh o u ld e rs ,h e  walked 

up th e  p a th ."  ( p . 156 .)

A good in d ic a to r  o f  th e  d if f e re n c e  between b ro th e r  and s i s t e r  
i s  t h i s  exchange*

•M adge,' he s a id .  'Y o u 're  to o  young. I t ' s  n o t r i # i t  t o  go 

w ith  men o f  t h a t  aige. '



T h e r e 's  no r u l e s , ' she s a id .  'You c a n 't  la y  down r u l e s , '

(p .1 3 5 .)

M adge's conduct i s  a s  w a n to n , th o u ^ t le s s  and e r r a t i c , a s  A la n 's  

i s  s t o l i d .  J u s t  one more example o f  h e r  conduct can be u s e fu l ly  

c i t e d  h e re ; th e  in g ra in e d  re c k le s sn e s s  i s  so w e ll ren d ered  “U ia t, 

i n  h e r  c a s e , f u r th e r  examples would be a  s o r t  o f  d u p lic a tio n *  "When 
Madge was younger she used  to  l i e  fa c e  downwards on th e  p o lish e d  

s u r fa c e  o f  th e  bab le  and s p in  round and ro u n d ,s c u f f in g  th e  w a ll 

w ith  h e r  sh o es . I t  was s h e e r  vandalism , T h en ,as  now,she cou ld  

do w ith  a  th u n d e rin g  good h id in g ."  ( p .4 7 .)  In  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  

c h a p te r  0 ,Madge i s  shown to  be unco n v en tio n a l (h e r  c lo th e s ) , non­

m a te r i a l i s t  (she spu rns th e  re p e a te d  o f f e r  o f  th e  r in g ) ,p e r c e p t iv e  

(o f  A la n 's  boyhood lo n e lin e s s ) ,w h im s ic a l (h e r  re q u e s t f o r  th e  

dancing  la d y ) ,a n d  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  bîk>omi»fg n a tu re  (she  g iv e s  Alan 

th e  f lo w e rs ) .

I  have been d w e llin g  on th e  b r o th e r - s w te r  c o n t ra s t  because 

I  want to  e s ta b l i s h  f irm ly  t h a t  t h e i r  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  v ery  much 

has th e  f la v o u r  o f  a  m oral argument* behave in  t h i s  w ay,and you 

w i l l  end up l i k e  t h i s ;  behave in  t h a t  w ay,and you w i l l  end u f  l ik e  

t h a t .  In  embodying such a  m e ssag e ,ch ap te r 0  a p p e a rs ,q u ite  b la t a n t ly ,  
t o  be s im p l i s t i c a l l y  m o ra l ,to  be p re s e n tin g  th e  ' r e s u l t s '  o f  two 

in d iv id u a l s ' coping w ith  th e  same dom estic  environm ent.

I  ta lk e d  e a r l i e r  abou t th e  b o o k 's  u n c e r ta in ty  o f  to n e ,a n d  I  

d id  so  because t h i s  p e rsp icu o u s m oral c o n t ra s t in g  runs p a r a l l e l  

t o  zany ep iso d es  and u t t e r l y  f a r c i c a l  ev en ts  which seem to  have 

n o th in g  to  do w ith  a n y th in g  o u ts id e  t h e i r  own w it,v e rv e  and 

l in g u i ï l t i c  v i r t u o s i t y .  The sw itc h in g  from one elem ent t o  th e  

o th e r  -  and to  v a r io u s  in te rm e d ia ry  s ta g e s  -  makes th e  re a d e r  

e n t i r e ly  confused  a s  t o  r e g i s t e r ,a n d  i t  i s  t h i s  con fu sio n  which 

preven t?;,and  i s  sg ^ e c if ic a lly  desig n ed  to  p re v e n t ,a  la b e l  such a s  

A u g u stin ian  o r  P e la g ian  from b e in g  a p p p lie d .

The p o in t about r e g i s t e r  con fu sio n  i s  one o f  th e  ocin tra l p i l l a r s  

su p p o rtin g  th e  argum ent f o r  B a in b r id g e 's  A gnostic ism . I t  i s  a ls o  

c e n t r a l  t o  a  sub-genre  which I  s h a l l  c a l l  th e  American g ro te sq u e , 

and w ith  w hid i B ainbridge *s f i c t i o n  has e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  c lo se  

a f f i n i t i e s .  (The same i s  t r u e  o f  B a i le y 's  n o v e ls .)  I  sh4; l l  i l l u s ­

t r a t e  what I  mean by t h i s  term  and th e n  r e tu r n  to  B a in b rid g e .

Here a re  two passages from J o s e i^  H e l l e r 's  Something Happened (2 .)



/s-?.

The second fo llo w s th e  f i r s t  Im m ediately; th e  b reak  in d ic a te s  a  

new chapter#

I 'v e  g o t bad f e e t .  I 'v e  g o t a  jawbone t h a t ' s  d e te r io r a t in g  

and someday soon I 'm  go ing  t o  have t o  have a l l  my t e e th  p u lle d  

o u t .  I t  w i l l  h u r t .  I 'v e  g o t an unhappy w ife  to  su p p o rt and two 

unhappy ch iild ren  t o  ta k e  ca re  o f .  ( I 'v e  g o t t h a t  o th e r  c h i ld  

w ith  irre m e d ia b le  b r a in  damage who i s  n e i th e r  happy n o r unhappy, 

and I  d o n 't  know what w i l l  happen to  him a f t e r  w e 're  d e a d .)
I 'v e  g o t e i ^ t  unhappy people wor^cing f o r  me who have problem s 

and unhappy dependents o f  t h e i r  own. I 'v e  g o t a n x ie ty ; I  su p p ress  

h y s te r i a .  I 'v e  g o t p o l i t i c s  on my mind,summer ra c e  r io t s ,d r u g s ,  

v io le n c e ,a n d  te e n -a g e  s e x . T here a re  p e rv e r ts  and d e v ia te s  every­

where who m i ^ t  c o r ru p t o r  s t r a n g le  any o f  my c h i ld re n .  I 'v e

g o t crim e in  ray s t r e e t s .  I 'v e  g o t o ld  age to  f a c e .  My b o y , th o u ^  

on ly  n in e , i s  a lre a d y  w o rried  because he does n o t know what he 

w ants t o  be when he grows up . My d a u ^ t e r  t e l l s  l i e s .  I 'v e  g o t 

th e  d e c l in e  o f  American c i v i l i z a t i o n  and th e  g u i l t  and in e p t i ­

tu d e  o f  th e  whole government o f  th e  U nited  S ta te s  to  c a r ry  around 

on th e s e  poor sh o u ld e rs  o f  mine.

And I  f in d  I  am b e in g  groomed f o r  a  b e t t e r  jo b .

And I  f in d  -  God h e lp  me -  t h a t  I  want i t .

My w ifo i s  unhappy. She i s  one o f  th o se  m arried  women who a re  

v e z y ,v e ry  bored  and lo n e ly ,a n d  I  d o n 't  know what I  can make my­

s e l f  do about i t  (ex ce p t g e t  a  d iv o rc e ,a n d  make h e r  unhapp ier 

s t i l l .  I  was w ith  a  m arried  woman no t lo n g  age who to l d  me she 

f e l t  so  lo n e ly  a t  tim es  she tu rn e d  ic e  co ld  and was l i t e r a l l y  

a f r a i d  she was f r e e z in g  to  d e a th  from in s id e ,a n d  I  b e l ie v e  I  

know what she m eant).

My w ife i s  a  good p e r s o n ,r e a l ly ,o r  used  t o  b e ,an d  sometimes 

I 'm  so r ry  f o r  h e r .  She d r in k s  now d u rin g  th e  day  emd f l i r t s ,  

o r  t r i e s  to ,  a t  p a r t i e s  we go t o  in  th e  e v e n in g ,a l th o u ^  she 

r e a l ly  d o e s n 't  know how, (She i s  v ery  bad a t  f l i r t i n g  -  poor 

th i n g . )  She i s  n o t a  jo y fu l  woman,except on s p e c ia l  o c c a s io n s , 

and u s u a lly  when she i s  a t  l e a s t  a  l i t t l e  b i t  h i# i  on wine o r  

w hiskey. (We d o n 't  g e t a lo n g  w e l l . )  She th in k s  she has g o tte n



o ld e r ,h e a v ie r ,a n d  l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e  th a n  she used to  be -  and, 
o f  c o u rse ,sh e  i s  r i ^ t .  She th in k s  i t  m a tte rs  to  me,and th e re  
she i s  wrong. I  d o n 't  th in k  I  mind, ( I f  she knew I  d i d n ' t  mind, 

s h e 'd  p robab ly  be even more unhappy.) (p p .72- 7 5 . )

Som ething HaPT)ene.t  ̂ i s  H e l l e r 's  d is s e c t io n  o f  A ff lu e n t America 

th ro u g h  th e  medium o f  n a r r a to r  Bob S locum ,the ty r ^ i i .c a l ly  h a ra sse d  

C o r^ o m tio n  Man. Some ol( h is  w o rrie s  a re  p e t ty ,b u t  many o f  them 
-  a s  th e  passages amply i l l u s t r a t e  -  a re  n o t .  F o r exam ple,the 

p l ig h t  o f  h i s  subnorm al son Derek i s  a  sou rce  o f  c o n tin u a l w orry . 

The t i t l e  o f  th e  n o v e l seems to  be an i r o n ic  prom ise t o  th e  r e a d e r  

th a t ,d e s p i t e  th e  wordy a n a ly se s  and r e f l e c t i o n s  which com prise 

90^  o f  th e  559 pages, th e re  w i l l  a c tu a l ly  be an im p o rtan t even t 

so o n e r o r  la te r#  a c c o rd in g ly ,in  th e  d o s i n g  pages,S locum 's o th e r  
son  ( th e  h e a lth y  one) d ie s  t r a g i c a l l y .  The even t i s  a d d i t io n a l ly  

po ignan t and i r o n ic  because Slocum has caagh t h im se lf  m using, 

s e v e r a l  tim es  e a r l i e r  in  th e  n o v e l,a b o u t how conven ien t D ereX 's 
d e a th  -  or,m ore commonly,consignment to  an  i n s t i t u t i o n  -  would b e . 

T here i s , t h u s , a  s o r t  o f  ^ l a s t l y  r e t r i b u t io n  in  h is  becoming a  tw o- 
tim e lo s e r .  A ll t h i s  i s  o f fe re d  to  us a s  le g i t im a te  s o c ia l  comedy.

John C heever's  F a lc o n e r (3 ) i s  th e  s to ry  o f  p ro fe s s o r  Zeke 

F a rra g u t,a n d  h i s  d e te n tio n  in  F a lc o n e r p r is o n .  A g re a t  d e a l o f  th e  

n o v e l i s  an a tte m p t t o  r e p re s e n t  a n t i - s o c i a l  crim e a s  comic* "They 

m urder . . .  th e y  r a p e ,th e y  s t u f f  b a b ie s  in to  fu rn a c e s , th e y 'd  s t r a n ­

g le  t h e i r  own m other f o r  a  s t i c k  o f  chewing gum." ( p .6 .)  There 

i s  a  scene in  w hich F a r ra g u t undergoes extrem e p h y s ic a l p a in  

w h i ls t  in  a  s t a t e  o f  d ru g  w ith d raw al,an d  h i s  p l i ^ t  i s  e x a sc e r-  

b a te d  by guards who h u m ilia te  him# a g a in ,th e  h o r r if y in g  i s  re n ­

d e red  funny . Towards th e  n o v e l 's  e n d ,th e  inm ate known as " th e  

Cuckold" g iv e s  an accoun t o f  h i s  w if e 's  se x u a l a n t ic s  which i s  
a s  h i l a r io u s  as  i t  i s  s p e c ta c u la r ly  obscene,

R obert C oover's s t o r y .A Ib d e s tr ia n  A ccident (4 ) begins* "P au l 

s tep p ed  o f f  th e  k e rb  and g o t h i t  by a  t r u c k ."  The r e s t  o f  th e  
s to r y  c o n s is ts  o f  th e  a r r i v a l  o f  a  v a r ie ty  o f  s p e c ta to r s , in c lu d in g  

a  policem an and a  woman c a l le d  Mrs.Grundy,who become enmeshed in  

t r i v i a l  sem an tic  con fu sio n s  w hile  Paul l i e s  d y in g . At th e  end o f  

th e  s to r y ,a  scraggy  dog i s  b i t i n g  f r e s h  p ie c e s  o f  f l e s h  from th e  

s t i l l  undead v ic tim ,n o  re sc u e  in  s ig h t .  W hile a  beggar w a its  on 

th e  s idew alk  f o r  Ib -u l's  d ea th  (so  t h a t  he can a c q u ire  a  rep lacem en t
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s e t  o f  c lo th e s ) ,a  c l a s s i c  pantomime o f  m isunderstanding,hum ourously 

en liv en ed  by id io m a tic  speech ,proceeds*  " L is te n  la y s  and gentmens 

I ’m a  good C h r is t ia n  by Judy a  d ecen t hardw orkin  fam bly man 
e a m in  a  h o n es t wage and g o t a  d e a r  l i t t l e  woman and seven  y e a m in  

younguns a l l  my own seed  a  re s p o n s ib le  man and goddam t h a t  boy 

what he do b u t walk r i ^ t  in to  me and my poor o le  t r i k e .  T ruck ,
I  m ean." ( p . l 4 9 . j

The gruesomeneSB o f Coover’s  s to ry ,a n d  th e  way i t  i s  in tro d u ced  

r i g h t  a t  th e  s t a r t  in  so c a su a l a  to n e ,a re  r e f le c te d  elsew here in  

U nited  S ta te s  f i c t i o n .  Donald B arthelm e’s  C ity  L ife  begins*

An a r i s t o c r a t  was r id in g  down th e  s t r e e t  in  h i s  c a r r ia g e .  He 
ra n  o v e r my f a th e r .

A f te r  th e  ceremony I  walked back to  th e  c i t y .  I  was t r y in g  

to  th in k  o f  th e  reaso n  my f a th e r  had d ie d .  Then I  remembered* 

he was ru n  o v er by a  c a r r i a g e .  (5 .)

T h is  i s  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  R ichard  B ra u tig a n ’s  The World War I  
Los A ngeles A irp la n e *

He was found ly in g  dead n e a r  th e  t e le v i s io n  s e t  on th e  f r o n t  

room f l o o r  o f  a  sm a ll r e n te d  house in  Los A ngeles. My w ife had 

gone to  th e  s to r e  to  g e t  some ic e  cream. I t  was an e a r ly - in -  

th e -n ig h tm ju s t-a -few -b lo ck s-aw ay  s to r e .  We were in  an ice-cream  

mood. The tch e# io n e  ra^xg. I t  was h e r  b ro th e r  t o  say t h a t  h e r  

f a t h e r  had d ie d  t h a t  a f te rn o o n . (6 . )

In  K urt Vonnegut’s  S la u ^ te rh o u s e -P iv e  ( 7 ) , th e  human c a t a s t r o ^  

o f  th e  bombing o f  D resden d u rin g  th e  Second World War i s  a  re p e a te d  

p o in t o f  re fe re n c e  which s ta n d s  ju x tap o sed  to  zany s c i - f i  accoun ts  

o f  th e  p la n e t T ralfam adore and th e  im p riso n in g  in  a  zoo o f  B i l ly  
P ilg rim  and Montana W ildhack. Di Ken K esey’s  One Flew Over th e  

Cuckoo’s  N est (8 ) , th e  gruesome s p e c i f i c s  o f  c r im in a l in s a n i ty  

become th e  o ccasio n  f o r  s u s ta in e d  l i t e r a r y  humour. As e a r ly  a s  

V lad im ir Nabokov's L o l i ta  (9 )»th e  s a d is t ic a l ly -p ro lo n g e d  m urder 

o f  C la ire  Q u ilty  becomes a  k in d  o f h i l a r io u s  b a l l e t .  The ty p e  o f 

approach  I  am t r y in g  to  c h a ra c te r iz e  i s  c e r t a in ly  n o t con fined  

to  f ic t io n #  we see  i t  a t  work th ro u g h o u t U nited  S ta te s  c u ltu re*  

in  t e l e v i s io n  s e r i e s  l i k e  "Soap" and "Mash" (which e x p lo i t  th e
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comic p o te n t ia l  o f  neu ro ses  and te rm in a l  i l ln e s s e s ,a n d  bloody war­

f a r e ,  r e s p e c t iv e ly )  and tk e  humour o f  s ta n d -u p  com edians,as w e ll 
a s  in  s a t i r i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  new spapers and jo u rn a ls .

There seem t o  me to  be two d e f in in g  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  t o  t h i s  

g ro te s q u e r ie i  f i r s t , i t  i s  q u i te  openly  and d e l ib e r a te ly  shocking  

and t a s t e l e s s , i f  judged by norms which were in  fo rc e  im m ediately 

b e fo re  th e  works which we a re  t a lk in g  abou t were w r i t t e n .  Indeed , 

f o r  H ost r e a d e r s , th a t  sen se  o f  th e  sh ock ing  and th e  t a s t e l e s s  
w i l l  rem ain ,how ever wonted th e  p r a c t ic e s  o f  th e  g ro tesq u e  have 

now become. S eco n d ly ,as  f a r  a s  th e  novel i s  co n cern ed ,a  s e r io u s  

unease b e s e ts  th e  r e a d e r  unused t o  th e  s tra n g e  mix o f  t r a g i c  m a te r ia l  

p re se n te d  in  joculaur te rm s .

Both o f  th e se  f e a tu r e s  t e s t i f y  to  th e  need t h a t  th e se  n o v e l is ts  

have f e l t , t o  escape somehow from ap p ea rin g  to  have im plan ted  moral 

p r e c e p ts ,o r  indeed  a  m oral view o f  th e  w orld  in  th e  w ider s e n se , 

in  t h e i r  wozk. The rea so n s  f o r  t h i s  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i c a l  developm ent 

a re  l i k e l y  to  in v o lv e  complex h i s t o r i c a l , p h i lo s o # i ic a l , a e s th e t ic  

and socio-econom ic f a c to r s  w hich,even i f  th e y  cou ld  be s e t  ou t 

w ith  b re v ity ,h a v e  no p lace  in  t h i s  s tu d y , I  m erely w ish t o  a s s e r t  

t h a t  such  a  developm ent has ta k en  p la c e ,a n d  t h a t  th e  r e t r e a t  from 

m o ra lity  t h a t  i t  a s p ir e s  tow ards i s  l e s s  s t r a i ^ t f o r w a r d  th a n  

m i ^ t  f i r s t  ap p ea r.
I t  i s  n o t q u ite  s t r a i ^ t f c r w a r d  because th e  c e n t r a l  prem ise on 

which th e  whole o f  W estern l i t e r a r y  d isc o u rse  i s  based  i s  t h a t  a r t  
must i n s t r u c t  a s  w e ll a s  d e l ig h t .  A r i s t o t l e 's  a s s e r t io n  t o  t h i s  

e f f e c t  in  h i s  P o e tic s  has been m a in ta ined  and re p e a te d  r i g h t  t h r o u ^  
t o  o u r own day by b o th  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  a i^  p u n d its .  Readers a re  so 

accustom ed t o  th in k in g  o f  no v e ls  as l a t e n t  o r  b la ta n t  r e p o s i to r i e s  

o f  in s t r u c t io n  th a t  t h i s  a s p e c t i s  ta k e n  f o r  g ra n te d .

I t  i s  th e re fo re  c l e a r ly  im s u f f ic ie n t  f o r  th e  A gnostic n o v e l is t  

m erely t o  r e f r a i n  from th e  o u te r  appearance o f  in s tru c tio n #  u n le s s  

he g iv e s  some r a d ic a l  s ig n ,w h a te v e r  he w r i te s  w i l l  be co n s tru ed  in  
a  m oral c o n te x t.

One o f  th e  " s ig n s "  g iven  by th e  American w r i te r s  i s  th e  confusion  

o f  r e g i s t e r s  t h a t  I  su g g es ted  e a r l i e r  in  co n nec tion  w ith  B ainbridge 

and which I  hope I  have shown i s  very  ob v io u sly  p re se n t in  th e  

g ro tesq u e  w orks. A second s ig n  i s  th e  p ro se c u tio n  o f  a  campaign 

a g a in s t  th e  concept o f  th e  w r i t e r  a s  de tach ed  o b se rv e r . Nabokov's 

n a r r a to r  in  The Eye concludes h is  account thus#
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And y e t  I  am happy. Y es,happy. I  s w e a r ,I  sw ear I  am happy.

I  have r e a l iz e d  t h a t  th e  on ly  h ap p in ess  in  t h i s  w orld  i s  to  

o b s e rv e ,to  s p y ,to  w a tc h ,to  s c r u t in iz e  o n e s e lf  and o th e r s , to  
be n o th in g  b u t a  b i g , s l i g h t l y  v itreous,som ew hat b lo o d sh o t, 

unblilnking  eye. I  sw ear t h a t  t h i s  i s  h ap p in ess . What does i t  

m a tte r  t h a t  I  am a  b i t  ch ea p ,a  b i t  f o u l  . . .  (1 0 .)

The v io la t io n  o f  human d ig n i ty  invo lved  in  a lo o f  o b se rv a tio n  
was a  theme in  U nited  S ta te s  l i t e r a t u r e  lo n g  b efo re  th e  postm odern 

movement,of c o u rse . The t a l e s  o f  Hawthorne and Twain a re  obvious 

exam ples. The p iv o ta l  moment in  R ap ijacc in i's  D aughter i s  n o t 

B e a t r i c e 's  d e a th ,b u t  h e r  re p ro a c h  to  G iovanni which im m ediately 

p receed s i t :  "Oh,was th e re  n o t,fro m  th e  f i r s t ,m o r e  po ison  in  th y  

n a tu re  th a n  in  mine?" ( I I . )  G io v an n i's  su sp ic io u s  sp y in g  from h is  

window o v erlo o k in g  th e  garden  i s  seen  a s  more poisonous th a n  th e  

a c tu a l  i* iy s ic a l venom c re a te d  by th e  d ia b o l ic a l  R appaccin i.

In  th e  works under d isc u ss io n ,w h ic h  have g e n e ra lly  been la b e l le d  

a s  p o s tm o d e rn is t,th e  sen se  o f  shame a t  th e  o ld  pose o f  o b je c t iv i ty  

i s  a c u te .  I n s te a d , th e r e f o r e ,o f  p u rp o r tin g  t o  be th e  h o ld e r  o f  

S te n d a l 's  m ir ro r ,  t o  be th e  s u p e r io r  and in n o cen t n o v e l is t -b y s ta n d e r ,  

th e  p o s tm o d e rn is t d e l ib e r a t e ly  im p lic a te s  h im se lf  in  th e  e v i l  

w orld  which he i s  d e sc rib in g #  and he im p lic a te s  h im se lf  by encou­

ra g in g  u s  t o  l a u ^  c a l lo u s ly  a t  th e  c r u e l , th e  sad  and th e  d e s p e ra te .  

The r e a d e r 's  unease a t  t h i s  i s  p a r t l y  a t  r e a l i z in g  t h a t  th e  f i c t i o n  

he i s  re a d in g  does seem r e a l  enough to  be p e r t  o f  th e  w orld r a th e r  

m ore,and a  ccxomentary on i t  r a th e r  l e s s ,  ( ih  th e  most extrem e form 

o f  American g ro tesq u e  -  th e  s o - c a l le d  " sn u ff"  f i lm  -  a c to r s  and 

a c t r e s s e s  a re  a c tu a l ly  m u ti la te d  and m urdered in  f r o n t  o f  th e  cam­

e r a s .  T h is  h ideous p r a c t ic e  ta k e s  to  th e  l im i t s  th e  n o tio n  o f  

" a r t i s t "  a s  p a r t i c ip a to r  in  e v i l . )

Such g ro te s q u e r ie  i s  n o t common in  E n g lish  f i c t i o n  -  in  th e  ' 
t h e a t r e , pezhaps th e  n e a r e s t  th in g  i s  Howard B re n to n 's  Sore T h ro a ts  

( 12) , \ t i ic h  makes a  comedy o u t o f  w ife -b a t te r in g ,o b s c e n i ty ,a n d  

extrem e m alice  -  b u t A Q uiet L ife  has c lo se  a f f i n i t i e s  w ith  i t ,  

and th e se  I  now want t o  e x p lo re .

We have seen  enough t o  reco g n ize  A Q uiet L ife  a s  a  comic n o v e l, 

a t  tim es a  f a r c i c a l  novel* Much le s s  o b v io u sly  to  th e  fo re  -  B ain­

b rid g e  em ulates Nabokov in  p re s e n tin g  t h i s  in  a  ta n g le d  fo rm ,w ith  

ambiguous c lu e s , th e  re a d in g  p ro cess  th u s  becoming a  m a tte r  o f  

s le u th  work -  i s  t h a t  th e  humour i s  based  on th e  p o irtray a l o f  a
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t h a t  A Q uiet L ife  re p re s e n ts  th e  g ro tesq u e  in  th e  fu ll-b lo o d e d  
way e v id e n t in  th e  A m ericans. Nev e r tk e le s s , th e r e  i s  undoubtedly  

an  e x p lo i ta t io n  o f  th e  p a th e t ic  h ere  which has th e  s o r t  o f  t a s t e ­

le s s n e s s ,  a lth o u g h  in  m inor form , o f  H e lle r ,  Goover and Cheever.
T here  i s  pathos in  th e  f a m i ly 's  d e c lin e  from a f f lu e n c e ,a n d  in  

th e  m y ste rio u s  su b te rfu g e s  to  which F a th e r  r e s o r t s  in  o rd e r  t o  

provide f o r  th e  fam ily# in  F a th e r 's  b e in g  spum ed  by W ilk inson , 
now t h a t  th e  fo rm er i s  n ece ss ito u s#  in  A la n 's  a lm ost e n t i r e ly  

jo y le s s  boyhood,as he a tte m p ts  to  m oderate and m ediate and ta k e  

r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  th e  o th e r  th ree#  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  p e rso n a l 

es tran g em en ts: betw een F a th e r  and M other (see  p a r t i c u la r ly  th e  

accoun t o f  M other's  a tte m p ts  t o  le av e  F a th e r  a t  p p .3 2 -3 ) ,between 

p a re n ts  and ch ild ren ,b e tw een  Madge and A lan . A sense o f  c h i l l i n g  

lo n e l in e s s  i s  r a r e l y  a b se n t from th e se  p a g e s# it i s  to  be f e l t  even 

when th e  pathos has g iven  way to  a  to n e  o f  d re a ry  rem in iscence  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  n o s ta lg ia  o f  a  Dylan Thomas s to ry #

The a f te rn o o n  wore on# th e  day darkened . They c u t in to  th e  
sponge cake and drank  s e v e ra l  cups o f  weak sw eet t e a .  Madge 

begged t o  be a llow ed  o u t to  th e  sh o re . Grandpa dozed b e fo re  th e  
f i r e .

I t  was tim e t o  p lay  c a rd s .  Alan fe tc h e d  th e  In d ian  ta b le  

w ith  th e  b ra s s  tra y ,f ro m  u nder *Uie s t a i r s .  The c lo s e t  was 

damp and sm elt o f  mildewed c lo th e s .  He le a n t  h is  fa c e  a g a in s t  

th e  o ld  r a in c o a ts  and th o u g h t o f  J a n e t Leyland a t  Evensong, ( p .35#)

There i s  a  more d i r e c t  -  a  more American -  v a r ie ty  o f  mockery, 

w hich ap p ea rs  in  moments such  a s  th is#

'T h e re 's  a  g i r l  a t  s c h o o l , '  s a id  Madge, 'H er m other d ie d .

She was r i ^ t  a s  r a in  one moment and th e  n e x t she was dead .

The d au g h te r  w a s n 't  a llow ed  to  go to  th e  f u n e r a l .  '

'S to p  i t ,  ' he sa id ,.

'She co u ld n ’t  c ry . She knew h e r  mam w a s n 't  coming back b u t 
she c o u ld n 't  h e lp  g r in n in g . '  ( p .I 0 9 .)

The s p i r i t  o f  th e  whole novel i s  inform ed by a  g le e  a t  th e  

I ’a i l u r e  o f  people to  accomodate them selves t o  o th e rs , th e re b y
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p r e c ip i t a t in g  t h e i r  own m ise ry . I t  i s  a  p ro fane and unholy m ir th , 
and d e l ib e r a te ly  s o .  E lsew here in  B a in b rid g e ,th e  t a s t e l e s s  a c tu a l ly  
becomes gruesome and m acabre. In  The B o tt le  F a c to ry  B u tin g  (1 3 ) , 

a  m y ste rio u s  m urder i s  com m itted, and th e  body has t o  be s ta sh e d  

away. In  H a r r ie t  S a id  ( l4 )  th e re  i s  a ls o  a  murder# two s c h o o lg i r l s ,  

H a r r ie t  and th e  n a r r a to r  ( th e  l a t t e r  aged th i r te e n ) ,e n g a g e  in  a  

s e r i e s  o f  pranks,m any o f them d esigned  to  b a i t  th e  p a th e t ic  Mr. 

B iggs ( " th e  T s a r " ) .  They lo ck  th e  l a t t e r  in  tlie  church a t  n i ^ t ,  

f o r  exam ple. H a r r i e t , th r o u ^ o u t  th e  n o v e l , i s  pure n a s t in e s s  and 

m a lice ,an d  s lo w ly  c o r ru p ts  th e  n a rra to r ,w h o se  few rem ain ing  qualms 

a re  b lo t te d  o u t .  At th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l ,th e  two g i r l s  go to  th e  

Biggs* house, H a r r ie t  t e l l s  th e  n a r r a to r  t o  h i t  Mn^/.Biggs,which 
she d o es . M r.Biggs r e tu r n s  home t o  f in d  h is  w ife dead . The two 

g i r l s  f i x  a  s to ry  t h a t  w i l l  en su re  t h a t  M r.Biggs w i l l  ta k e  th e  
blame f o r  th e  m urder.

A Q uiet L ife  i s  p r im a r ily  a  s u c c e s s fu l s a t i r e #  b u t i t  i s  a l f ^  
an  A gnostic  work in  i t s  a tte m p t to  w ithdraw  from  ap p ea rin g  to  

h o ld  m oral p o s i t io n s .  I t  does t h i s  th ro u g h  a  co n fu sin g  o f  r e g i s t e r s  

and by em ploying a  m ild  v e rs io n  o f  th e  g ro tesq u e  mode.

Paul B a i le y 's  use o f  th e  g ro tesq u e  i s  as  marked as B a in b r id g e 's ,  

so  t h a t  i f  I  make r a t h e r  l e s s  o f  i t  in  what fo llo w s (compared to  

my tre a tm e n t o f  i t  in  B ainb ridge) i t  shou ld  n o t be supposed t h a t  

I  th in k  o f  i t  a s  l e s s  s ig n i f i c a n t  here# I  m erely w ish to  avo id  
to o  much r e p e t i t i o n .

T here a re  two fundam ental p o in ts  t h a t  I  want t o  e s ta b l i s h  about
(If)

B ailey# more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  about h is  f i n e s t  novel .T re sp asse s  .Jyrhich 

d e a ls  c e n t r a l ly  w ith  th e  fam ily . The f i r #  i s  t h a t  h is  f i c t i o n  

i s  inform ed by a  profound sense  o f  f u t i l i t y , i n  which th e  w orld  

i s  re p re se n te d  a s  a  f r ie n d le s s  and in e x p lic a b le  p la c e . The second 

i s  t h a t  B a ile y  p rev en ts  us from seeif^g t h i s  a s  a  m oral judgem ent. 
U nlike th e  A ugustin ians ( e s p e c ia l ly  D rabble) w ith  whom we would 

o th e rw ise  be tem pted to  p la ce  h im ,B ailey  seeks t o  p o r tra y  t h i s  

f u t i l i t y  w ith o u t in  th e  l e a s t  su g g e s tin g  any human c u lp a b i l i ty .

In  th e  case o f  T re s p a s s e s ,B a ile y  ach iev es  t h i s  sen se  o f mankind 

a s  b lam eless  by in v i t in g  us -  perhtt^ss d i r e c t in g  us -  to  id e n t i f y  

him w ith  h is  own c e n t r a l  ch a ra c te r#  R a lp h 's  u n c r i t i c a l  accep tance 

o f  a l l  around him becomes B a i le y 's  own,emd R a lp h 's  "absence" from



th e  s to r y  i s  B a i le y 's  a u th o r ia l  w ith d raw al.

The f i r s t  o f  th e se  two p o in ts  i s  th e  e a s ie r  t o  e s ta b l is h ,a n d  
th e  le s s  c o n te n tio u s . I t s  t r u t h  can be seen  in  th e  obvious phy si­

c a l  d e t a i l s  o f  B a i le y 's  nightm are w orld . H orrors ap p ea r in  a l l  

fo u r  novels  and a re  most e v id e n t, peiAiaps, in  th e  s u s ta in e d  p o r t r a ­

y a ls  o f  m urder and s u ic id e , t o  which l a t t e r  B a ile y  seems e s p e c ia l ly  

drawn* E l l i e  hack ing  away a t  h e r  f l e s h  in  th e  D insdale bathroom , 
Nancy t r y in g  to  jump o f f  Lambeth b r id g e , James B elsey  pKuiging 

h i s  k n ife  in to  a n o th e r  v ic t im ,th e  German P.O.W, d an g lin g  from 

an ap p le  tre e ,M rs .G a p e s ' son w ith  h is  head in  th e  gas oven.

H orro rs  a re  a ls o  e v id e n t in  th e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  in s a n i ty ,f ro m  P e te r 's  

grandm other and h is  w ife  Nancy in  P e te r  S m a rt 's  C onfessions ( l 6 ) ,  

t o  H arry  and Ralph in  T re s ija s se s .

I t  i s  in  t h i s  a re a  o f  madness tK a t B a ile y  in tro d u c e s  one o f  

h i s  g ro tesq u e  te c h n iq u e s . S ide by s id e  w ith  th o se  a c tu a l ly  com­

m itte d  t o  lu n a t ic  asy lum s,he p la c e s  c h a ra c te r s  o f  a  c e r t a in  

e c c e n tr ic i ty *  in  T re sp a sse s  th e s e  a re  M r.B asil and M rs.G oacher.

The p o in t l i e s  n o t m erely  in  th e  c o n t ra s t  between th e  h i l a r i t y  
o f  M r .B a s i l 's  v o y e u r is t ic  ru b b e r f e t is h is m  and th e  i n f i n i t e  pa thos 

o f  p lum p,pale  H arry,who a t  t h i r t y  i s  d isco v e re d  w ith  t r o u s e r  

b u tto n s  undone and i s  t o l d  by th e  nu rse  t h a t  "Boys who do t h a t  

go b l in d ."  ( p .7 2 .)  T here i s  an  im p l ic i t  su g g e s tio n  t h a t  e c c e n t r ic i ty  

i s  a  halfw ay house t o  th e  asy lu m ,o r a t  l e a s t  t k a t  H arry and Mr.

B a s i l  have s u f f i c i e n t  in  common f o r  us t o  be fo rc e d  to  p u l l  o u r­

s e lv e s  up s h o r t  in  de lay ed  shock a t  th e  id e a  o f  l a u d i n g  a t  th e  

one w h ils t  b e ing  co n fro n ted  w ith  th e  trag o d y  o f  th e  o th e r .

Ralph H icks i s  b o th  n a r r a to r  and p ro ta g o n is t  o f  T re sp asse s  
and he s h a re s  w ith  th e  c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r s  o f  th e  o th e r  th re e  

n o v e ls  th e  s t a tu s  o f  v ictim # a  s t a t u s  th e  pau|x>se o f  which i s  to  

combine w ith  th e  more p h y s ic a l a sp e c ts  o f  n ightm are which we have 

s e e n , to  produce v e rs io n  o f  th e  w orld  a s  a  p lace  o f  u t t e r  f u t i l i t y .
In  th e  f i r s t  n o v e l .At th e  Jerusalem  (l7 ),M rs .G ad n e y 's  u p ro o tin g  

from home and h e r  b e in g  p laced  in  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n  i s , i n  i t s e l f ,  

a  s o r t  o f  in c a r c e r a t io n  re m in isc e n t o f th e  asylum s. But w h ils t  

th e r e ,h e r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  e x e rc is e  any s o r t  o f  c o n tro l  o v er h e r  own 

predicam ent o r  f u tu r e ,h e r  incom prehension o f  a l l  th e  b e h in d -th e -  

scen es  manoeuvres on th e  p a r t  o f  bo th  th e  fam ily  and th e  m edical 

a u t h o r i t i e s , a s  she i s  shun ted  about from open ward to  " i s o la t io n "  

and f i n a l l y  t o  th e  madhouse i t s e l f ,  i s  t e r r i f y i n g  -  and a l l  th e
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more so  because o f  th e  k indness  and s o l ic i tu d e  w ith  which th o se  

d i r e c t l y  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  h e r  m ental agony t r e a t  h e r .  As th e  p ro cess  
o f  p sych ic  w ithdraw al and s o c ia l  i s o la t io n  ta k e s  i t s  in e v i ta b le  

c o u r s e ,B a i le y 's  g ro te s q u e r ie  emerges in  th e  d e p ic tio n  o f  th e  

u p ro a rio u s  fe llo w  inm ates . The to o th le s s  Maggy A ffe ry ,w ith  h e r  

bad dreams and b en t back ,and  th e  I r i s h  Peggy 0 'B la th ,w h o  c a n 't  

s to p  lau g h in g  a t  tïr\e d e c re p itu d e  o f  th e  o th e r s ,a r e  ty p i c a l  o f  th e  

w ard. Ig n o rin g  t h e i r  p h y s ic a l r u in , th e y  courageously  d efy  approach­

in g  d ea th  th rough  an e n th u s ia s t ic  abandonment t o  co a rsen ess  and 

t r i v i a l i t y  which a llo w s no room f o r  sombre co n tem p la tio n . V u lg a rity  
sav es  them; b u t Mrs.Gadney i s  to o  " s e n s i t iv e "  f o r  t h i s  k ind  o f  

redem ption  to  work f o r  h e r ,a n d  h e r  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  p ro f fe re d  

m ateyness -  h e r  r e  je c t io n ,  eveiz more, o f  th e  more " re f in e d "  com­

pany o f  M rs.Capes -  s e a ls  h e r  doom.

P e te r  Sm art i s  j u s t  a s  much o f a  v ic tim , a t  th e  mercy o f  t h a  e 

who m i ^ t  choose to  harm h is  i n t e r e s t s ;  f o r  d e s p ite  h i s  re c o g n i­

t i o n  o f  th e  d rag -w eig ^ t o f  h i s  n e u ro tic  w ife  and h is  in c re d ib ly  

m e a n -sp ir ite d  m other,he has in s u f f i c i e n t  x eso lv e  to  p u l l  away. 

S im ila r ly ,F ra n k  White d r i f t s  abo u t in  a  w orld  in  which he counts 

f o r  n o th in g ,o r  in  which he i s  a c tu a l ly  d e sp is e d . H is p a s t  su ccesse s  

on th e  fo rc e  win him no c r e d i t .  H is g h o s t-w r i te r  ta k e s  up w ith  h is  
w ife  and b o th  s c o f f  a t  him . Even th e  r e l a t i v e s  o f  th e  m u rd ere r 

B elsey  t r y  to  re n d e r  him n o th in g  t h r o u ^  t h e i r  j e e r s .

Ralph H icks i s  one w ith  th e se  o th e rs  in  b e in g  a  v ic t im . Like 

them ,he becomes s o c ia l ly  and em o tio n a lly  marooned a s  a  r e s u l t .

The e x tra o rd in a ry  d a r in g  o f  t h i s  novel l i e s  in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  

Ralph i s , a s  i t  w ere ,m iss in g  a s  a  c h a ra c te r .  In  th e  o th e r  nove.is, 

B a ile y  g iv e s  us a  d i r e c t  re c o rd  o f  what Ife te r Smart f e l t  a s  he 

p layed  h i s  d e f in i t i v e  Reynaldo,w hat F a i th  Gadney f e e l s  l iv in g  

w ith  h e r  s te p so n  Henry and h i s  w ife  T helm a,but what R a ljh  i s  l ik e  
must be in f e r r e d  a lm ost e n t i r e ly  from th e  a c t io n s  and words o f  

th e  o th e r s .

But th e re  i s  a  paradox in  t h i s  arrangem ent, f o r  Ralph i s  n o t 

a t  a l l  l ik e ,s a y ,N ic k  Garraway in  S c o tt  F i t z g e r a ld 's  The G reat 

G atsby.whose c h a ra c te r  a l s o  emerges v ia  t h i s  r e f l e c t o r - l i k e  

system . The paradox i s  t h a t  Ral^Ai, a lth o u g h  so  obv io u sly  th e  

c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r ,re m a in s  fo rm less  and f e a tu r e le s s  even a f t e r  
we have f in i s h e d  th e  n o v e l. T h a t i s  t o  s a y ,w ith  t h i s  method we 

a re  h a rd ly  a b le  t o  i n f e r  a n y th in g  abou t Kim. T here a re  two reasons*
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f i r s t ,m o s t  o f  th e  account t h a t  he has w r i t te n  has a s  a  consp i­

cuous c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a  f e a tu r e le s s  o b je c t iv i ty ,e f f e c te d  th ro u g h  

s im p l ic i ty  o f  d ic t io n .  We s h a l l  he r e tu rn in g  to  t h i s  p o in t .  
S eco n d ly ,th e  fam ily  and f r ie n d s  who su rround  him and a c t  as  r e ­

f l e c t o r s  f o r  h is  c h a ra c te r  a re  wnahle to  e s ta b l i s h  w ith  him t h a t  

degree o f  c o n ta c t o r  r a p p o r t n ecessa ry  f o r  i n s i s t  in to  h i s  a c t io n s  

and l i f e .

I t  may b e ,o f  c o u r s e , th a t  Ralph d o e s n 't  r e a c t  to  th e  people and 

ev en ts  around him; t h a t  i t  i s  p r e c is e ly  th e  p o in t o f  th e  novel t o  

show us someone who has a lre a d y  been ren d ered  in se n sa te  by th e  

w o r ld 's  f u t i l i t y .  I t  i s  n o t c l e a r  w hether t h i s  i s  th e  c a s e ,o r  

w hether B a ile y  re fu s e s  to  g ive  R a lp h 's  r e a c t io n s  a s  an  in t e g r a l  

p a r t  o f  h i s  e r t i s t i c  purpose; as  i f  h e .^ e re  say ing ,w ha t Hÿies i t  

m a tte r  what my c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  fee Is ,w h en  l i f e  i s  m eaning less 
anyway?

We c o u ld n 't  come to  a  p ro p e r r e s o lu t io n  o f  t h i s  p o in t w ithou t 

ta k in g  in to  accoun t som ething which on ly  g ra d u a lly  becomes evident#  

t h a t  th e  whole account i s  w r i t t e n  by a  man now h im se lf  committed 

to  a  lu n a t i c  asylum,aind whose n a r r a t iv e  a c t  i s  an a t te m p t , in  an 

a lm ost l i t e r a l  s e n s e , to  f in d  o u t who he was and is , th ro u g h  memorial 

r e c o n s tru c t io n .  H is t a s k ,  in  a  w ay ,is  th e  same a s  our?,.

In s a n ity  i s  used in  th e  o th e r  nov e ls  a s  an extrem e m etaphor 

f o r  i s o l a t i o n ,b u t  hav ing  a  mad n a r r a to r  o b v io u sly  has consequences 

o th e r  th a n  in te n s i f y in g  th e  e f f e c t  o f  t h a t  m e ta ^ io r . F o r exam ple, 

Ralph must be seen  as  a  h ig h ly  " u n re l ia b le "  n a r ra to r ,a n d  t h i s  makes 

u s  wonder w hether we shou ld  add to  o u r two p ro p o s itio n s  above th e  

t h i r d  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Ralph r e a c t s  f u l l y  t o  th e  ev en ts  d e sc r ib e d  

in  th e  n o v e l ,b u t cannot r e c a l l  h is  own f e e l in g s  when he comes to  

s e t  them down on paper -  cannot remember them p a r t ly  because th ey  

have made him c ra z y .

The novel c lo se s  a s  Ralph i s  t o l d  t o  examine h is  fe llo w  inm ates#

He in v i te d  me to  look  ag a in  and a g a in . B lank f a c e s .  Dead 
eyes and open m ouths. A man o f  sev en ty  s k ip p in g ,a  woman w ith  

a  dummy between h e r  l i p s .  A long  ward o f  id i o t s  l a u d i n g  and 
d r ib b l in g .

My fe llo w  r u in s .  My f e l lo w s ,

I  walked back t o  t h i s  room a lo n e . I  w ept.
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I  end th e se  fragm en ts  w ith  a  new word. I  w r ite  down 

MAN

in  th e  hope t h a t  I  w i l l  one day ea rn  th e  r i ^ t  to  use i t  

abou t m y se lf. My name i s  / la l0 i  H icks and I  hope I  w i l l  become 

a  man. I t  i s  a  b eg in n in g , ( p . l 8 9 . )

The o p t im is t ic  no te  in  th e  f i n a l  se n te n c e s  seems t o  be i l l -  

co n s id e re d ; i t  b e l ie s  th e  d r i f t  o f  a l l  t h a t  has gone b e fo re .  In  

th e  o th e r  th re e  n o v e ls ,th e  d e s p a ir  o f  th e  a! ose i s  so  c le a r j 'y  in  
keep ing  w ith  th e  s to r ie s *  purposes t h a t  i t  i s  odd B a ile y  shou ld  
here  in tro d u c e  a  promise o f  h o p e ,as  i t  s e e m s ,g ra tu i to u s ly .  T hat 

a p a r t , I  th in k  th e  c lo s in g  l in e s  c i te d  above can be used t o  su p p o rt 

my view t h a t  th e  whole accoun t h a s ,a s  i t s  r a is o n  d 'e t r e .R a lp h 's  

a tte m p t to  f in d  h im se lf  in  h i s  p a s t .  S e c o n d ly ,i t  g iv e s  a  con­

c lu d in g  t a s t e  o f  t h a t  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  p h y s ic a l decay which i s  

so  a p p ro p r ia te  a s  an image f o r  th e  re n d e r in g  o f  f u t i l i t y , a n d  

which occurs  in  a l l  fo u r  works in  v a ry in g  d eg ree s ; "The p ro p er 

rea so n  f o r  w r i t in g  i s  to  l e t  you know t h a t  Miss P o t te r  i s  dead ,

I  th o u # i t  you would be in te r e s te d  t o  le a r n .  I t  was a  q u ic k  can cer 

ac c o rd in g  to  M rs.Dacre who saw th e  ibern in  th e  lo c a l  p a p e r ,o v e r  

and done w ith  in  a  f o r t n i ^ t .  G a llo p in g , i s  t h a t  th e  word Ralph o r  

do you on ly  use i t  f o r  T .B .?  I t  was a l l  very  sudden anyway." (p p . 

4 8 -4 9 .)  T his: i n s i s t e n t  d w e llin g  on d is e a s e  -  i t  has t o  be can c e r, 
o f  c o u rs e ,th e  most d readed  o f  a l l , j u s t  a s  i t  had to  be f o r  Johnson 

( I8 )  -  i s  even more t o  th e  fo re  in  At th e  Je ru sa lem . And th e  gro­
te sq u e  humour i s  co n ta in ed  n o t m erely in  th e  obvious (words l ik e  

"G allop ing" w hich, in c id e n ta lly ,sh o w  how s im i la r  B a ile y  and Bain­

b rid g e  a re  in  t h e i r  e x p lo i ta t io n  o f  th e  comedy o f  th e  c o l lo q u ia l )  

b u t in  t h a t  would-be d i s c r e e t  r e v e l l in g  in  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  patho logy  

which i s  s u r e ly , in  th e  medicail s # ie re ,w h a t p ru rie n c e  i s  in  th e  
s e x u a l.

In  c o n c e n tra tin g  on R a lp h ,th e  c e n t r a l  v ic tim  o f th e  n o v e l ,I  

have ig n o red  th e  H icks fa m ily ,a n d  y e t  th e  n o v e l i s  a s  much abou t 
them a s  i t  i s  abou t him .

I f  we go down th e  l i s t  o f  fa m ily  meghbers and t h e i r  c lo s e s t  

fr ie n d s ,w e  can see  t h a t  th e  r o le  o f  each in d iv id u a l  i s  d u a l;  i t  

i s  to  dem onstra te  th e  d is ta n c e  between Ralph and them ,bu t i t  i s
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a ls o  meant to  show us t h a t  th e y  a re  a l l , i n d iv id u a l ly , s im i l a r  to  

Ralpfi in  t h e i r  i s o la t io n ;  an i s o la t io n  e i t h e r  h r o u ^ t  a b o u t ,o r  
in te n s i f ie d ,b y  t r i a l  and s u f f e r in g ,  E l l i e 's  s u ic id e  i s  a  l a s t l y  

ev en t f o r  R alp h ,b u t i t  i s  th e  r e s u l t  n o t m erely o f  m a r i ta l  f a i l u r e .  

H er l i m i t l e s s  s o c ia l  consc ience  and compassion fo rc e  h e r  in to  

s u f f e r in g ;  she must needs p in  t o  th e  w a ll photographs o f  th e  
d isp o ssessed #  " an A frican  c h i ld ,a  S i c i l i a n  p e a sa n t. They 
were t o  rem ind u s ,s h e  s a i d , ” ( p .IO I .)  Her d ea th  i s  a  r e s ig n a t io n  
from a l l  l i f e , n o t  j u s t ,n o t  e i s p e c ia l ly , l i f e  w ith  R alph.

S im i la r ly , th e  i s o la t io n  he f e e l s  from h is  m other Mary has a  
c o u n te rp a r t  in  h e r  own p e rso n a l tragedy# h e r  hav ing  been ig n o red , 

and th e n  d e s e r te d ,b y  h e r  husband. Even a s  a  grown man Ralph cannot 

g e t  t h r o u ^  t o  h i s  m o th e r,o r  ex p re ss  h is  d eep e r f e e l in g s ,b e c a u s e  

Mary i s  b e ing  " p ro te c te d "  by th e  in t im id a tin g  and h o s t i l e  M ildred 

Harroway; i t  i s  a  p ro te c t io n  f h r  Which Mary seems to  pay as  h i ^  
a  p r ic e  as  h e r  so n .

Ralph cannot come in to  in tim acy  w ith  h i s  p a re n ts - in - la w , o r  w ith  

B ernard . The g ro ss  snobbery o f th e  one ( th e  passage a t  p p .57*8 

i s  one o f  th e  f u n n ie s t  in  th e  b o o k ),th e  s e l f - p i t y  and lo n e l in e s s  

o f  th e  o th e r ,b lo c k  h i s  way to  t h e i r  h e a r t s .  But th e y , in  t h e i r  

tu r n  ( e s p e c ia l ly  B e rn a rd ,th e  d e u te ra g o n is t)  have l i v e s  o f  i s o la ­

t i o n  independent o f  RalpAi. F o r exam ple,M iss P o t t e r 's  r e je c t i o n  

o f  R a lp h 's  sex u a l advances increaseV the  l a t t e r * s  sen se  o f  s o l i ­
tu d e , b u t P o t te r  h e r s e l f  i s  a  p a th e t ic  f ig u re  once d ea th  has 

d ep riv e d  h e r  o f  George, The most extrem e example o f  t h i s  d u a l i ty  

i s  Hakrry, whose own dem ented in n e r  w orld  i s  a s  h o p e le ss  a s  h is  

resp o n se  t o  h is  c o u s in  .Ralph la c k s  any power o f  human a d E filia tio n . 

B a i le y 's  fam ily  i s  n o t u n lik e  th e  A rdsley  fam ily  in  Som erset 

Mau^iam's F o r S e rv ic e s  Rendered.Ŵ ho have th e  double m isfo rtu n e  

o f  hav ing  no c o l le c t iv e  co h esio n ,n o  u n ify in g  p r in c ip le  to  which 

th e y  can a l l  a g re e ,a s  w e ll a s  in d iv id u a l ly  hav ing  t o  b e a r  t h e i r  

p e rso n a l c ro s se s ,f ro m  b lin d n e s s  to  a  d e sp e ra te  (and u n re q u ite d )  

lo v e .

The c e n t r a l  d if f e r e n c e  between B a iley  and Maugham le a d s  us to  

th e  second o f  th e  two p o in ts  t h a t  I  advanced in  my opening rem arks. 

Both w r i te r s  a re  b i t t e r  and c y n ic a l aboAb s o c ie ty ,  and th e  message 

o f  t h e i r  work i s  underp inned by th e  sense  o f  f u t i l i t y .  But whereas 
Maugham i s  p rep ared  t o  la y  m oral blame ( in  th e  case o f  F or S e rv ic e s  

R endered.m ainly  a t  th e  f e e t  o f  b ung ling  and v e n a l p o l i t i c i a n s ) .



161

i t  i s  o f  course my argum ent t h a t  B a iley  n e i th e r  a t ta c k s  th e  m oral 
b eh av io u r o f  h is  c h a ra c te rs  n o r im p lie s  a  m oral c r i t iq u e  o f  s o c ie ty .  

How does he av o id  do ing  so? The th re e  methods which seem to  me 
t o  be th e  most im p o rtan t a re  a s  fo llow s* n a rra t iv e  frag m e n ta tio n , 

minimalflsm, and p a ro d ie s  o f  idîiom atic speech .

B efore d is c u s s in g  each o f  th e se  in  t u r n , I  want to  su g g es t how 

B a ile y  in v i te s  th e  re a d e r  to  id e n t i f y  him w ith  h is  n a r r a to r .  Con­

s id e r  t h i s  passage,from  one o f th e  "Boy" s e c t io n s ;  i t  i s  Ralph 

speak ing  f o r  h im se lf ,n o t th rough  a  persona#

The whole s t r e e t  was th e r e .  A f te r  a l l , i t  was an oc(/%sion.

I t  w a s n 't  l i k e ly  t h a t  C h a rlie  Harroway would g e t m arried  a g a in . 

H e'd  w aited  fo r ty - tw o  y e a rs  b e fo re  ta k in g  th e  p lu n g e ,so  you 

cou ld  be a s  su re  as  you e v e r  were o f  an y th in g  in  t h i s  w orld 

t h a t  he w a s n 't  making a  m istake* h e 'd  found th e  r ig h t  g i r l  in  

Joyce Edmonds, Joyce was no o i l  p a in tin g ,e v e ry o n e  in  th e  d i s ­

t r i c t  who knew h e r  a g re e d ,h e r  bones were f a r  to o  b ig  f o r  p r e t -  
t i n e s s ,b u t  th e n  C h a rlie  h im se lf  was n o t on th e  handsome s id e  
e ith e r*  when h is  ja c k e t  was undone you could  see th e  b eg inn ing  

o f  a  d r in k e r 's  tummy and what a  s t r a i n  i t  was on h is  to p  t r o u s e r  

b u tto n s ,  ( p .3 3 .)

T here i s  a  sim ple hom eliness o f  o u tlo o k  h e re  which i s  in  tu n e  

w ith  t h a t  o f  some o f  th e  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s ;  a, hom eliness e v id e n t 

b o th  in  th e  s u b je c t  and in  idiom s l ik e  "Joyce was no o i l  p a in tin g " . 
(Even words l ik e  "tummy" a re  f a r  c o s ie r  th a n  a l te r n a t iv e s  o f  s la n g  

(" p o t" )  o r  fo rm al E n g lish  (" s to m a c h " ) .)  But t h i s  hom eliness i s  

d e c e p tiv e  because th e re  i s  e v id e n tly  an elem ent o f  s a t i r e  in  th e  

d ep ic tio n ,h o w ev e r subdued,and we a re  l e f t  in  a  quandary o f  a t t r i ­
b u tio n . Are we meant to  th in k  t h a t  Ralph i s  th e  s a t i r i s t  -  a  view 

w hich m ight app ea r incongruous in  th e  l i ^ t  o f  h is  madness and 

h i s  la c k  o f  n a r r a t o r i a l  a s s e r t iv e n e s s  -  o r  t h a t , a s  one re a d e r  sug­

g e s te d  to  m e ,B ailey  ex p ec ts  us t o  tK ink  o f  h is  n a r r a to r  a s  unaware 

o f  any p e rs p e c tiv e  in  such passages o th e r  th a n  th e  a tte m p t to  
r e c r e a te  h is  p a s t in  s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  r e c o l le c t io n ?

I t  seems to  me most p robab le  t h a t  Ralph i s  p re te n d in g  to  adop t 

^  kind o f  sim ple communal s e n s i b i l i t y  which e v id e n tly  inform s 

th e  d ic t io n  o f  th e  p assag e . But i t  i s  a  p re te n ce  because R a lp h 's  
i s o la t io n  would make h i s  to le ra n c e  o f  t h i s  k ind  o f  f r a t e r n i t y
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alm ost n i l .  He th e re fo re  adop ts  t h i s  to n e  as a  d is g u is e ,a n o th e r  

mask s e rv in g  th e  same purpose as  h is  ad o p tio n  o f  personae: by 
in d i r e c t io n s  t o  f in d  d i r e c t io n s  (h is  id e n t i ty )  o u t .  The connec tion  

w ith  B a ile y  i s  t h a t  b o th "au th o rs"  s e t  up an o b fu sc a tin g  sm okescreen 
which p rev en ts  any p e rc e p tio n  o f  a  u n if ie d  acco u n t. F o r th e  demen­

te d  B al# i to  do t h i s  i s  th e  o p p o s ite  o f  h is  d e s ir e  to  d is c o v e r  

h im se lf  t h r o u ^  a  sim ple " t e l l in g "  p ro cess  and may th e re fo re  be 
a  token  o f  h i s  f a i l u r e .  (One o f  th e  f e a tu r e s  o f  h is  i l l n e s s  i s  

presum ably a  need f o r  d i s g u is e . )  F o r Bail%y , i t  i s  o f  a  p iece  w ith  

h i s  a u th o r ia l  w ith d ra w a l,to  th e  th re e  a lre a d y  s p e c if ie d  f e a tu r e s  

o f  which we now r e v e r t .
A lth o u ^  Ralph w r i te s  th e  whole acc o u n t,h e  does n o t d e a l w ith  

each fam ily  member o r  f r ie n d  in  th e  same to n e . On th e  c o n tra ry , 

he t r i e s  t o  w r ite  in  a  s ty le  w h ich ,as  he im agines,#?efl e c t s  th e  

in d iv id u a l  p e r s o n a l i ty  concerned . H e re ,fo r  ex am p le ,is  R a lp h 's  

f i r s t  person  accoun t o f h i s  m o th e r 's  fu s s in g  p r io r  to  th e  asylum 

v i s i t  to  see Harry*

She in s is te d ,b e f o r e  we l e f t  th e  house t h a t  m o rn in g ,th a t I  

wore a  t i e ,  I  was to  show some r e s p e c t ;  in  th e  course o f  th e  

day  I  would be m eeting  im portan t people l ik e  doctors,w ho  would 

be o ffended  by s lo v e n l in e s s .  And I  was t o  w ear my weddings and 

fu n e ra ls  s u i t  t h a t  o ld  Mr Marks had made up f o r  me ou t o f  t h a t  

lo v e ly  p iece  o f  l e f t - o v e r  c lo th .  She knew i t  was on hhe heavy 

s id e ,b u t  I  owed i t  t o  th e  poor boy we were going  to  v i s i t  to  

look  Ky s m a r te s t ,  ( p . 6 8 .)

Compare i t  w ith  t h i s ,o n  th e  gay B ernard  Proctor*

Welcome to  A untie B e rn a rd 's  p a l a t i a l  p a r lo u r  and mind your 

head on th e  c h a n d e lie r  -  i t  hangs lo w ,lik e  a l l  th e  b e s t  th in g s .  

N othing g iv es  me g r e a te r  p le a su re  thaw t o  t a l k  about m y se lf.

I  once s a id  to  Mums -  a f t e r  s h e 'd  gone o v er t o  Rom e,that i s  -  
t h a t  i f  I  e v e r  went to o , th e  p r i e s t  would n ev er g e t away, I 'd  

have Kl® f ix e d  w ith  my g l i t t e r i n g  e y e ,h e 'd  be in  t l i a t  box a l l  

day and n ig h t w hile  I  had a  good o ld  wallow. You have been 
w arned, (p.m.)

These passages i l l u s t r a t e  th e  d iv e r s i ty  o f  s ty le  w ith  which 

Ralpk r e c r e a te s  th e  v a r io u s  c h a r a c te r s .  H is s to ry  a l t e r n a t e s
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between f i r s t  and t h i r d  person  n a rra tio n ,b e tw e e n  e r le b te  Rede 
and d i r e c t  a t tr i^ s u t io n  o f  sen tim en t; i t  in c lu d es  le tte rs ,m o n o lo g u e s  
and pastiifcihes. By i t s e l f , t h e  v ery  f a c t  o f  t h i s  su ccess io n  o f  te c h ­

n ic a l ly  d iv e rs e  s e c t io n s  makes f o r  a  sense  o f  n a r r a t iv e  fragmen­

t a t i o n ;  t h a t  sense  i s  h e a v ily  emphasized by th e  f a c t  t h a t  a  g re a t  

many o f th e  passages a re  sho rt,som e on ly  a  few l in e s  in  le n g th .

The r e a d e r 's  exp erien ce  o f  th e  way such d ev ice s  w ork,borne o u t 

in  th e  two passages (guo ted ,is  t h a t , a s  we have no ted  b e fo re ,R a lp h  

i s  an  e x c e lle n t ,g u id e  to  th e  r id ic u lo u s n e s s  o f  o th e rs ,w h o  n e v e r­

th e le s s  manages to  re v e a l v ery  l i t t l e  o f  h im se lf .  T h is  le a d s  to

a  w eakening o f  th e  c e n t r a l  n a r r a t iv e  p resence  so  a s  t o  allow  th f
fo

d e sc r ib e d  ch arac ters^oocupy  th e  s ta g e  alone* a  p ro cess  most c le a r ly  

s u c c ^ s f u l  when Ralph a c tu a l ly  assumes p e rso n a e ,a s  he does w ith  

B ernard  ( p p . I l l - 12?) and h is  ow)n m other (pp . 127-150.) T h u s ,a t  tim es 
th e  novel assumes th e  g u ise  o f  a  c o lla g e  o f  m isce llan eo u s item s 
from v a rio u s  hands. F u rth e rm o re ,th e  sk ip p in g  from one c h a ra c te r  

t o  a n o th e r ,a n d  from one ev en t o r  p e rio d  t o  a n o th e r ,c r e a te s  th e  
sense  o f  d iso rd e re d  r e c o l le c t io n  a p p ro p r ia te  t o  R a lp h 's  m ental 

co n fu s io n .

The second f e a tu r e  in  my l i s t  i s  what I  have c a l le d  m inim alism . 

In  B a ile y , i t  i s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by a  com plete la c k  o f  o m a te n e s s  

in  l i t e r a r y  d iù c tio n ,a  c rudeness o f  s y n ta c t ic  s t r u c tu re ,a n d  a  

monotony o f  t h o u ^ t s  and th e  words g iv in g  them expression*

I  w e n t,th e  fo llo w in g  e v e n in g ,to  Miss P o t t e r 's  f l a t .  I  w a i-  - 

te d  f o r  h a l f  an hour on th e  la n d in g  b e fo re  knocking a t  h e r  
d o o r. She d id  n o t ap p ea r s u rp r is e d  to  see  me. She sm iled  and 

in v i te d  me to  d r in k  some c o f fe e . Wet d iscu ssed  h e r  p lan ts ,w hen  
th e y  bloomed,how th ey  grew. She spoke s lo w ly ,th in k in g  o u t each 

sen ten c e  G a in fu lly . She d id  n o t m ention my f a th e r .

I  l e f t ,h o u r s  l a t e r .  She k is s e d  me. She r u f f l e d  my h a i r , th e n  
a p o lo g ized ,

I  ra n  down th e  s t a i r s  and a long  th e  s t r e e t .

As my m other s t i r r e d  th e  cocoa I  r e a l iz e d  th a t  I  had been 

happy, ( p p .1 4 -1 5 .)

T h is  s o r t  o f m inim alism  g iv e s  th e  r e a d e r  an i lb ^ r io n  o f  o b jec­

t i v i t y , a s  t h o u ^  th e  w r i t e r 's  pwripose was th e  making o f  a  t r u e  

f a c tu a l  re c o rd  and n o th in g  e l s e .  As th e re  i s  a  la rg e  body o f  com­

m entary on th e  l in k  between th e  a ttem p t a t  a  "b lank" s ty le  and th e
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W ritin g  Degree Zero ( I 9) ) # I  s h a l l  n o t re h e a rs e  th e  argum ents h e re .
The p a ro d ie s  o f  id io m a tic  speech a re  th e  t h i r d  f e a tu r e  which 

I  l i s t e d ,  and i t  i s  im p o rtan t to  s t r e s s  t h a t  th e y  a re  n o t m erely 

s u c c e s s fu l  and happy ornam ents added to  an a lre a d y  com pleted 

s t r u c t u r e , b u t fundam ental t o  t h a t  s t r u c tu r e .

T h e ir  most im portan t fu n c tio n  i s  t o  p rovide a  l i g u i s t i c  comedy 

which su g g es ts  an  u n d e rly in g  human a b s u rd i ty .  Som etim es,what we 

have i s  a  fu ll -b lo o d e d  v u lg a r i ty  such  as  Mrs,Ck>acher p ro v id e s ,th e  
e f f e c t  o f  which i s  to  o f f s e t  th e  r e a l  h o r ro rs  o f  th e  novel w ith  

a  t a s t e l e s s  t r i v i a l i t y ;  i t  th e re b y  form s a  p a r t  o f  B a i le y 's  
g ro tesque*

Men, She e a ts  them . Honesty compels me t o  say  i t ,e v e n  though 

she  i s  my f le s h  and b lo o d , I  was nev er l ik e  t h a t  -  q u i te  th e  

r e v e r s e ,a s  a  m a tte r  o f  i n t e r e s t .  She d o e s n 't  ta k e  a f t e r  me.
She can n ev er have enough. Y ou've seen  how e v e r so g e n te e l she 

i s ,h a v e n 't  you? A r i g h t  Lady Muck? W e l l , i t 's  a l l  s h o w ,a ll bloody 

show. She goes on h e a t worse th a n  any dog when th e  f i t ' s  on h e r .  

S h e 's  do'iing i t  t h i s  very  m i n u t e , I ' l l  w ager,w ith  one o f  h e r  

s o - c a l le d  gentlem en f r i e n d s .  She s p e n t hours t h i s  a f te rn o o n  

b e a u t ify in g  h e r s e l f , s o  i t  must be r o l l  me o v er in  th e  c lo v e r  

n i ^ t  to n ig h t .  F in ish e d  yo u r g in ?  ( p ,2 I . )

E qually  in te re s t in g ,h o w e v e r ,a re  th o se  more numerous passages 

in  which th e  f a r c i c a l  i s  re p la c e d  by som ething more subdued. Here 
i s  p a r t  o f  th e  l e t t e r  M ildred Harroway w r i te s  t o  Ralph*

I  do n o t com plain, i t  i s  my l o t  in  l i f e ,  I  would r a th e r  be w ith  

yo u r m other th a n  any o th e r  p erso n . We a re  happy as  two sand­

p ip e rs  most o f  th e  tim e , I  must g e t s t r a i g h t  to  th e  p o in t .  I  

am b e a t in g  abo u t tk e  bush , I  w r ite  t h i s  s h o r t  message to  ask  

you n o t t o  c a l l  on us ag a in  u n le s s  a  case  o f  emergency a r i s e s .  

S ick n ess  o r  accident,G k)d f o r b id .  I  a sk  you in  a l l  good f a i t h .

We a re  n e a r in g  th e  e n d ,th e  two o f  u s .  I t  would be n ic e  i f  what­
ev e r  tim e i s  g ran te d  to  us cou ld  be passed  w ith o u t h u r t s .

Have no f e a r .  Your m other Itnres you. But i t  i s  me who c a re s  

f o r  h e r ,  I  am so rry  abou t you r w ife . I t  would n e t be G h ristisu i 

o f  me to  be o th e rw ise .O f course  I  f e e l  s o r ry  f o r  you. However
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we make o u r beds and we must l i e  on them ,

MJIAHROWAY (p .5 7 .)

On f i r s t  r e f l e c t i o n , I  was in c lin e d  to  th in k  t h a t  th e  humour 
underp in n in g  th e se  t i r e d  sen tim en ts  was meant t o  su g g es t a  f a l s e  

f e e l in g  or  i n s in c e r i t y , a  fo b b in g  o f f  o f  a  d i f f i c u l t  is s u e  by r e s o t t  

t o  f a c i l e  fo rm ulae; th e  s o r t  o f  r e s o r t  so  we3:l i l l u s t r a t e d  in  

C om pton-B um ett, But th e n  I  began to  see t h a t  when B a i le y 's  c h a r-  

a c t ir :s  u se  idiom s in  t h i s  way th e re  i s  alw ays an a t te n d a n t f e e l in g  

o f  t h e i r  n o t hav ing  managed, t o  ach ieve  th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f in ten d ed  

meaning f o r  which th ey  have so  o b v io u sly  s t r i v e n ,  B a iley  re c o rd s  

t h a t  f a i l u r e  th rough  a  humour o f  v e rb a l i n f e l i c i t y  Wlhich reach es  

n o t on ly  th e  r e a d e r  b u t th e  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c te r s , th e  l a t t e r  th u s  
s h a r in g  w ith  us in  th e  aw areness o f th e  com m unication 's f a i l u r e .

The p a ro d ie s  o f  i d i o m t i c  speech  a re  th u s  p e r t  o f  th e  f a i l u r e  

t o  com municate,which i s  tu r n  i s  a  p a r t  o f  th e  c h a r a c te r s ' i s o l a ­
t i o n .  They a ls o  a c t  a s  a  c o l le c t iv e  symbol f o r  R a lp h 's  f a i l u r e  

t o  exhume h is  own p e r s o n a l i ty  from th e  p a s t ,h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  r e c r e a te  

t h a t  p e r s o n a li ty  e i t h e r  f o r  th e  r e a d e r  o r  f o r  h im se lf .  F in a l ly ,  
th e y  a c t  a s  a  symbol few B a i le y 's  own r e f u s a l  t o  come in to  th e  

open an^assume an unequ ivocal a u th o r i a l  p o s tu re .  One o f  th e  "Me" 

se c tio n s ,w h ic h  I  sh a ill g iv e  in  f u l l ,  i s  a  m arvellous scholium  po 
th e  a u th o r ia l  w ithdraw als

ME

Mummy's R alphie w rote  h i s  name o u t.  Ralidi H icks; th e  l e t t e r s  

s lo p in g  r i g h t .  Ralph H icksi th e  l e t t e r s  s lo p in g  l e f t .  The 

l e t t e r s  now b o ld  and u p r i^ t ,n o w  bunched to g e th e r .  Ralph K icks; 

th e r e  were hundreds o f  d i f f e r e n t  ways o f  w r it in g  th e  two words 

t h a t  p rocla im ed  h is f . id e n t i ty .

Mummy's R alphie  had a  new s ig n a tu re  every  day . U nlike th e  

o th e r  boys. They n ev er changed; what th ey  w rote s a id  who th e y  

w ere, (p .5 9 .)

As Rallph H icks s lo p e s  r i g h t  and l e f t ,  so  B a iley  g iv es  u s  an 

e x tra o rd in a ry  v a r ie ty  o f  l i t e r a r y  s t y l e s .  Both c h a ra c te r  and 

a u th o r  h id e  behind  a  P ro tean  d iv e r s i ty ;  t h e i r  m u lti-p e rs p e c tiv e  

approach bo l i f e  i s  an a tte m p t t o  d is c o v e r  what id e n t i ty  can mean.
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A nd,as w ith  R a lp h ,i t  cannot be s a id  o f  B a ile y  t h a t  he i s  one o f 

th o se  n o v e l is ts  f o r  whom i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  "what th e y  w rote s a id  
who th e y  w ere ."
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ApTDendix* M urdoch's Language.

The purpose o f  t h i s  appendix  i s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  why i t  i s  t h a t  

th e  re a d e r  can have no confidence in  in f e r r in g  p o in ts  abou t th e  

m o ra lity  o f  novel o r  c h a ra c te r  ( th a t  i s , e i t h e r  sen ses  one o r  tw o); 

th e  s o r t  o f  in fe re n c e  w hich,on th e  co n tra ry ,w e  have seen  i s  

p o s s ib le  from in d iv id u a l  passages in  th e  works o f D rabble and 

W ilson.

We mfii^t s t a r t  by c o n s id e r i jg  t h i s  passage,w hich  shows how 
even th e  l e a s t  complex in c id e n ts  can be bungled*

'A n n ,' s a id  F e l i x , 'd o  you love me?'

She was s i l e n t ,a n d  th e n  s t i l l  s t a r in g  a t  th e  h an k e rc h ie f  

s a id  in  a  d u l l  hoarse  v o ic e , 'Y e s .  But n o t enough I  suppose.

Or n o t in  th e  r i ^ t  way. '

F e l ix  went co ld  and r i g i d .  He s a id  s t i f f ly , 'W e l l ,w h y  

d i d n ' t  you say so a t  once? T h is  makes e v e ry th in g  much s im p le r .
Of c o u r s e ,!  s h a l l  go . But you shou ld  have to ld  me s o o n e r , '

'A h ,I  d o n 't  mean t h a t ! '  she s a id , r a i s in g  h e r  head ,ai» i h e r  

fa c e  was w ild  w ith  some a p p e a l. ' I  d o n 't  mean t h a t . I  do love 

you. God knows I  love  you . . .  '  ( p .251 .)

Now,I th in k  t h a t  I  know what t h i s  passage means. When Ann 

t e l l s  F e l ix  t h a t  she d o e s n 't  love him " in  th e  r i ^ t  w ay",she i s  

sa y in g  t h a t  she i s  n o t s u f f i c i e n t l y  committed t o  him . F e lix  

m isco n stru es  h e r  rem arks to  mean t h a t  she f e e l s  no # iy s ic a l  te n ­

d e rn ess  o r  d e s ir e  f o r  him . She c o r re c ts  t h i s  m isc o n s tru c tio n  by 

i n s i s t i n g  t h a t , i n  p u re ly  p h y s ic a l te rm s ,sh e  is  o f  course in  love 

w ith  him , I  say  t h a t  I  th in k  t h a t  t h i s  i s  th e  " c o r re c t"  i n t e r ­
p r e ta t io n ,  b u t I  am by no means s u re .  I t  could  be t h a t  F e l ix  

u n d ers tan d s  h e r  p e r f e c t ly ,b u t  i s  s t i l l  ch ag rin ed ,an d  Ann th e n  

m istak en ly  th in k s  t h a t  F e l ix  has mis in te r p r e te d  h e r  w ords. Or 

i t  cou ld  be t h a t  i n i t i a l l y  Ann i s  r e f e r r in g  to  sex u a l a p p e t i t e ,  

F e l ix  th in k s  t h a t  she i s  t a lk in g  abou t a  more ccMaprehensive s o r t  

o f lo v e ,a n d  Ann th e n  t r i e s  to  s e t  him r i ^ t  a g a in .

Some re a d e rs  may see no problem . I t  i s  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  re a d e rs  

th a t ,o n c e  th e y  have s e t t l e d  on an i n t e r p r e n a t io n , i t  beg in s to  

ap p ea r so  obv io u sly  th e  " c o r re c t"  anjt t h a t  th e  v ery  exi3tcy\u o f 

rea so n ab le  a l t e r n a t iv e s  in  in te r p r e ta t io n  i s  c a l le d  in to  q u e s tio n .
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But even i f  we were t o  a c c e p t , f o r  th e  purposes o f argum ent, 

t h a t  in  t h i s  case th e re  i s  one obvious r e a d i n g , i t  cannot be claim ­

ed t h a t  t h a t  re a d in g  i s  a r r iv e d  a t  w ith o u t f i r s t  con tend ing  w ith  
doubts and m isg iv in g s ,o f  Wowever s h o r t  a  d u ra t io n . L et me i l l u s ­

t r a t e  t h i s  p o in t from a n o th e r  n o v e l. In th e  phrase,"H ave you ev e r 

n o tic e d  how n a tu ra l ly  sm all c h i ld re n  acc ep t th e  d o c tr in e  o f  th e  

T r i n i ty  . . .  " ( l )  no i n t e l l i g e n t  r e a d e r  i s  going  t o  ta k e  " n a tu r -  
a l l ^ 'a s  d e s c r ib in g  " sm a ll" | h a l f  a  second w i l l  d is p e l  th e  p o ss i­

b i l i t y .  But th e re  i s  t h a t  f r a c t i o n a l  h ia tu s  to  reckon w ith . I t  

i r r i t a t e s  u s ,e s p e c ia l ly  a s  th e  am biguity  i s  so  e a s i ly  removed 

(by p la c in g  th e  word " r ia tu ra l ly "  a f t e r  " c h ild re n "  o r  a f t e r  "ac­
c e p t " ) .  A c tu a lly  th e  s lo p p in e ss  i s  u su a lly  more m arked,as in  

"He s u f fe re d  o c c a s io n a l f i t s  o f  sev e re  d e p re s s io n ,b u t n o t very  

o f te n "  ( 2 . )
I f  th e  com plain t were only  concerned w ith  th e  o c c a s io n a l s t r a y  

s e n te n c e , i t  would be t r i v i a l  indeed ; b u t whole passages a re  in  

q u e s tio n . Here i s  one d e a l in g  w ith  th e  two b ro th e rs  from An 

A cc id e n ta l Man;

Something o r  o th e r  h a d ,in  however g h a s tly  a  sense ,done  
A ustin  'good*. Perhaps i t  Was sim ply D o rin a 's  d e a th . And 

perhaps th e  'g o o d ' was te m p o ra ry ,a  prelujde to  some new 

and d i f f e r e n t  phase o f  o b se ss io n , i f  A ustin  now seemed 'f re e *  

w ith o u t go ing  th ro u g h  any o f  th e  p rocedures o f  s p i r i t u a l  r e ­

c o n c i l i a t io n  and l i b e r a t i o n  reco g n ized  by M atthew ,could i t  

s t i l l  be t h a t  he w a s ,in  t h i s  re s p e c t  a t  l e a s t , r e a l l y  f r e e ?
Was i t  g en u in e ly  th e  case t h a t  A ustin  d i d n 't  care  any more?

I t  a lm ost seemed to  Matthew a t  one p o in t t h a t  A ustin  had 

sim ply f o r g o t te n ,a s  i f  some b a n a l a lm ost im personal r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  had been s lip p e d  in to  th e  p lace  where th e  h o r ro r  had 

been . The f e a r  seemed to  have gone and th e  h a tre d  was changed. 

To say th a t  th e  h a tre d  was gone would be t o  say to o  much.
But a g a in , in  some way q u i te  o u ts id e  M atthew 's c a lc u la t io n s ,  

i t  had changed, (pp . 4 3 6 -3 7 .)

Much o f  what confuses (and d is p le a s e s )  us h e re  i s  a t t r i b u ­

ta b le  to  M urdoch's enormous am b ition  to  re c o rd  every  swerve 

o f  s e n s ib i l i ty ,e v e r y  conscious and unconscious m otive in  h e r  

c h a ra c te r s ;  and to  do i t  in  th e  s o r t  o f  p ro v o ca tiv e  am biguity
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o f  te rm s t h a t  we f in d  in  Henry James, The way in  which th e  words 

"good" and " f re e "  a re  used  so t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  i s  d e l ib e r a te ly  l e f t  

to  work o u t f o r  h im se lf  what th e se  term s m i ^ t  mean, i s  a  c l a s s i c  

Jam esian p lo y . But Murdoch ta k e s  James* open-endedness to o  f a r ,  

so t h a t  th e  whole passage* i s  a  mass o f  inconc lu siv en ess*  "Some­

th in g  o r  o th e r  . . .  Perhaps ^ tw ic e ]  . . .  seemed [ tw ic e ]  . . .  could 

i t  s t i l l  be . . .  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t  a t  l e a s t  . . .  a lm ost seemed . . .  as 

i f  . . .  a lm ost im personal . , .  would be to o  much to  s a y " , The word 
"so m e",in  th e  sen se  o f  in d e f in a b le , i s  used  in  th e  passage t h r i c e .  

There a re  two r h e to r i c a l  q u e s t io n s .  In  th e  p en u ltim a te  and a n te ­

p en u ltim a te  se n ten c es  in  p a r t ic u la r ,w e  a re  conscious o f  a  d es­

c r ip t iv e  endeavour t h a t  seems a lm ost t o  parody i t s  own in te n t io n s .  
The passage i l l u s t r a t e s  M urdoch's a b s tr a c tn e s s  a t  i t s  w o rst; th e  

a tte m p t a t  " r e a l iz in g "  th e  icen e  i s  l o s t  in  th e  a r i d i t y  o f  a  

p le th o ra  o f te rm s .

There i s  a  more te c h n ic a l  is su e  connected  w ith  th e  con fu sio n  

a r i s in g  o u t o f M urdoch's use o f  language; t h i s  i s  th e  h a n d lin g  o f  

e r le b te  Rede (a lm ost a l l  th e  nov e ls  in  th e  p e r io d  -  though n o t, 

o f  cou rse  .The I t a l i a n  G ir l  -  use th e  d e v ic e ) .  In  c h a p te r  t h i r t y -  
th r e e  o f  An U n o f f ic ia l  Rose we le a rn  o f  L indsay; "Her ignorance 

o f  I t a l i a n  a r t  and indeed  o f a n y th in g  p e r ta in in g  t o  th e  p a s t 
s ta g g e re d  him . . .  ( p .2 6 0 .)  However,an th e  very  n ex t page we read* 

"W hatever h e r  o c c a s io n a l b lan k s  where th e  q u a ttro c e n to  was con­

ce rn e d , L indsay cou ld  E U ffic ien tJiy  im personate a  g re a t  la d y ."  ( p .2 6 l . )  

An u n p ra c tis e d  re a d e r  w i l l  sen se  an in c o n s is te n c y ; tk e re  i s , a f t e r  

a l l , s u c h  a  marked d if f e re n c e  in  emphasis between th e  two s ta te m e n ts  

as  to  amount t o  a  c o n t r a d ic t io n .  But b o th  p a g e s ,in c lu d in g  ouO two 

e x t r a c t s ,a r e  w r i t te n  in  e r le b te  Rede from R a n d a ll 's  p o in t o f  view . 

The p ro cess  i s  t h i s ;  R andall i n i t i a l l y  lam ents h is  s p o u se 's  i g ­

norance o f  a r t .  As he co n tin u es  to  m use,how ever,h is d is p o s i t io n  

tow ards h e r  changes,and  he beg ins t o  th in k  o f h e r  more a f f e c t io n a ­

t e l y .  He r e c a l l s  h e r  sen se  o f  s ty le ,a n d  a t  t h i s  p o in t h is  sense 

o f  h e r  in a d eq u ac ies  i s  muted, so  t h a t  what he had e a r l i e r  t h o u ^ t  

o f  as  s ta g g e r in g  ignorance comes to  seem more l ik e  a  t r i v i a l  m a tte r .

The problem i s  in  knowing p re c is e ly  when we a re  re a d in g  imper­
so n a l n a r ra t io n ,a n d  when we a re  re a d in g  e r le b te  Rede. U nless th e  

a u th o r  i n s e r t s  s u f f i c i e n t  codes and sem antic  s ig n ad s  ( e .g .  R ajidall 

th o u g h t . . .  R andall hoped . . . )  a t  rea so n ab le  i n t e r v a l s , t o  rem ind 

us t h a t  e r le b te  Rede i s  s t i l l  in  use,w e may n o t reco g n ize  i t .
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W ith maddening fre q u e n c y ,th e  Murdoch re a d e r  enco u n te rs  what appears 

to  be a  crux  u n t i l , r e a d in g  back (sometimes many pages) he d i s ­
covers h im se lf  fo llo w in g  th e  t h o u ^ t s  o f  a  c h a ra c te r ,  r a th e r  th a n  

th e  n a r r a t o r ,o r  v ic e  v e r s a .  The two n a r r a t iv e  modes a re  r a r e ly  
marked o f f  and id e n t i f i e d  w ith  s u f f i c i e n t  n ic e ty .

A»cvd t h a t  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  v i t a l  f o r  th e  r e a d e r .  When we iread 
t h a t  H a r r i e t 's  love  f o r  David "cou ld  n o t en d ,co u ld  n o t in  th e  

f a i n t e s t  d e t a i l  o f  i t s  b e in g  d im in ish  ever"  (3 ) th e  f a c t  t h a t  we 

know i t  i s  w r i t te n  in  e r le b te  Rede makes us s l i g h t ly  s c e p t i c a l ,  

though n o t unsym pathetic . I f  th e  same phrase  had occured  in  th e  

im personal n a rra tio n ,w e  shou ld  c o n s id e r  i t  th e  most g la r in g  

n a iv e ty . The a u th o r i ty ' Of th e  two modes i s  r a d ic a l ly  d i f f e r e n t .

I f  th e  re a d e r  i s  n o t even ab le  t o  t e l l  who i s  th in k in g  w hat, 

because o f  a  co n fu sio n  between th e  tw o ,a  m ajor p a r t  o f  th e  f i c ­
t i o n a l  e n te rp r is e  i s  th e re b y  sabo taged .

J u s t  a s  f re sh n e s s  o f  d ic t io n  o r  in v e n tiv e n e ss  o f lo c u tio n  does 

n o t rem ain a  l i n g u i s t i c  m a tte r ,  b u t a c tu a l ly  c o n s t i tu te s  a  m ajor 
p a r t  o f th e  a r t i s t r y  i t s e l f , s o  a  s lu g g is h  i n a b i l i t y  to  r i s e  above 
b landness o f  p rose  po isons e v e ry th in g . M urdoch's language i s  f u l l  

o f  hackneyed e x p re ss io n s  which have a  d is a s t ro u s  e f f e c t  on th e  

a ttem p ted  p o r t r a y a ls .  Here; I s  th e  f i r s t  parag raph  o f  An U n o f f ic ia l  

Rose;

Fanny B ero n e tt was d ead . T h a t much h e r  husband Hugh P e ro n e tt 

was c e r t a in  o f  as  he s to o d  in  th e  r a in  b e s id e  th e  graA e which 

was s h o r t ly  t o  re c e iv e  h i s  w if e 's  m o rta l rem ains. F u r th e r  th an  

th a t ,H u g h 's  c e r t a in ty  d id  n o t re a c h . The prom ise meant l i t t l e  

to  him t h a t  th e  p r i e s t  had u t t e r e d .  He d id  n o t even know what 

Fanny had b e l i e v e d , l e t  a lo n e  an y th in g  concern ing  th e  p o s s ib le  
consequences o f  h e r  b e l i e f s .  A f te r  more th a n  f o r ty  y e a rs  o f  

m a rriag e ,an d  a l t h o u ^  h i s  w ife  had n o t been a  m y ste rio u s  woman, 

he had n o t r e a l l y  known what was in  h e r  h e a r t .  He looked a c ro s s  

th e  open g rav e . The t i n y  c o f f in  o p p o s ite  t o  h im ,under i t s  p i l e  
sodden ro se s ,w as  l ik e  t h a t  o f a  c h i ld .  She had shrunk so 

much in  h e r  l a s t  i l l n e s s ,  ( p .9 . )

The whole p a s sa g e ,b u t th e  f i r s t  two sen ten c es  in  p a r t i c u la r ,  
seems t o  be a  b u rle sq u e  o f  i n f e r i o r  d e te c t iv e  s to r i e s  -  th e  pon­

derous r e p e t i t i o n  o f th e  surname i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  t e l l i n g .  Secondly ,



l a i

even in  I962,when th e  nov e l f i r s t  a p p e a re d ,th e  would-be ev o ca tiv e  

power o f  r a i n f a l l  d u rin g  a  fu n e ra l  i s  a rc h a ic ,e c h o in g  a  s ta n d a rd  
c in em atic  c l ic h e  o f  F rench cix^ema. T h ird ly ,th e  phrase "m orta l 

rem ains" i s  so s e lf -c o n s c io u s  t h a t  i t s  s ta tu s  a s  a  v u lg a r  eup­

hemism should  be u n th in k ab le  in  a  n o n - jo c u la r  c o n te x t, f o u r th ly ,  

th e  d e t a i l s  o f th e  c o f f in  ( " t i n y " ," l i k e  t h a t  o f  a  c h ild " ," so d d e n  

ro s e s " )  man<jige to  be em b arrassin g ly  se n tim e n ta l w ithou t e n lîin d lin g  

th e  t i n i e s t  sp a rk  o f  tru?e p a th o s . F i f t h l y , t h e  a ttem p t to  make o f  

tk e  g rav es id e  scene a  drama -  t h r o u ^  th e  ty p e  o f  d e t a i l , t h e  im­
mediacy and s h o r tn e s s  o f  th e  f i r y t  s ta r k  sen ten ce  -  f a l l s  f l a t  

under th e  g roan ing  w eight o f hackneyed u t te r a n c e .  S ix th ly , th e  
lu d ic ro u sn e ss  o f  two d e t a i l s  in  p a r t i c u la r  -  th e  ignorance abouit 

F anny 's  b e l i e f s  and th e  sh r in k in g  body ( th ey  are! lu d ic ro u s  n o t 
because im possib le  b u t because th e y  a s p ir e  to  pathos so unsuccess­

f u l l y )  -  adds to  th e  extrem e d i f f i c u l t y  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  a lre a d y  

e x p e r ie n c e s ,o f  a c c e p tin g  th e  passage on th e  s e r io u s  le v e l  on which 
i t  i s  a p p a re n tly  o f f e re d .

I t  i s  n o t sim ply t h a t  many o f th e se  th in g s  a re  c l ic h e s ,b u t  t h a t  
as  c l ic h e s  they  have u n d e s ira b le  r e s u l t s  from an a r t i s t i c  p o in t o f 

view . In  t h i s  p a s s a g e ,fo r  exam p le ,th ere  i s  a  g e n e ra l mawkishness 

in  th e  fu n e r a l  d e t a i l s ,u s e d  to  e n l i s t  sympathy to r  th e  widower.

Our i n s t i n c t , !  s u s p e c t , i s  r a th e r  t o  g r in  a t  th e  in e p ti tu d e  o f th e  

w r i t in g  th a n  to  commit o u rse lv e s  t o  i t s  pu rposes . The e f f e c t  o f 

th e  whole paragrajAi i s  o f fak e  em otion and second-hand ex p e rie n c e . 

H ere,from  th e  same n o v e l , i s  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  G rayhallock ;

The sense  o f  unhappiness a t  G rayhallock  had b e e n ,s in c e  h is  

r e tu rn  th e  re ,a lm o s t in to le r a b le  t o  him . The house was a  melan­
choly  one a t  th e  b e s t  o f  tim e s ,a n d  had always seemed to  him, 

i f  n o t e x a c tly  h o s t i l e  to  Ann and R an d a ll, c e r t a in ly  i n d i f f e r ­

e n t to  them. I t  had n e v e r,h e  f e l t , t a k e n  them a l to g e th e r  s e r i ­
o u s ly . I t  had known q u ite  o th e r  th in g s ,a n d  th e re  were tim e s , 

e s p e c ia l ly  a t  n igh t,w hen  one cou ld  f e e l  i t  th in k in g  about them. 

G rayhallock  was on ly  p a r t ly  an o ld  h o u s e , i t  had few pi e te n s io n s  

to  b eau ty ,an d  such p re te n s io n s  as  i t  had to  g ran d eu r were now 
g e n tle  and a b su rd , ( p .2 1 .)

T here i s  n o th in g  u p s e t t in g ly  novel abou t p e rso n ify in g  a  house; 

even th e  prolionging o f th e  f ig u r e  i s  as  n o th in g  compared t o  th e



i n t r i c a t e  c o n c e its  o f  a  Nabokov. But th e  passage f a i l s  n ev e rth e ­

l e s s ,  and f o r  th e  same s o r t s  o f  zreasons t h a t  th e  n o v e l 's  opening 

paragraph  f a i l s ;  i t  i s  t i r e d  w r i t i n g , i t  i s  s e lf -c o n s c io u s  and 
u n s k ilfu l ,a b o v e  a l l  i t  h r ie s  to o  h a rd . And what,we w onder,does 

i t  a c tu a l ly  mean. In  th e  l a s t  s e n te n c e ,fo r  example,we a re  accus­

tomed to  t h i s  use o f  th e  word "p re te n s io n s"  a s  i t  i s  a p p lie d  to  

inan im ate o b je c ts  ( i t  i s  a n o th e r  s ta n d a rd  c l ic h e  whiich has been 
mocked f o r  decades in  a l l  th e  w ine-snob jo k e s)  b u t can we fathom  

what " g e n tle  and absu rd" p re te n s io n s  m i ^ t  be? The p o in t about 

f ig u r e s  o f  speech i s  t h a t  th e y  e lu c id a te .  Any ex travagance (such  
a s  th e  c e le b ra te d  compasses o f  Donne) i s  a c c e p ta b le  i f  we have 

th e  p a th  c le a re d  f o r  u s  and an  e x c i t in g  new v i s t a  b e fo re  u s . But 

in  t h i s  case,w hen we a re  to l d  t h a t  th e  house was " c e r ta in ly  in d i f ­

f e r e n t"  we can on ly  s c r a tc h  o u r h ead s . C e r ta in ly  th e  ge.neral sense  

o f  th e  passage -  th e  f te ro n e tts  f e e l  u n s e t t le d  l iv in g  a t  G r a ^ a l -  

lo c k  -  i s  n ev er in  d o u b t. But i t  i s  so hedged abou t w ith  in e p t 
f ig u r a t iv e  usetges,and we a re  so  a c u te ly  aware o f  v e rb a l redundance, 

t h a t  th e  o v e ra l l  e f f e c t  i s  o f  mismanagement. We do n o t have a  

p ro p e r n o tio n  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n  between th e  house and th e  fa m ily , 
ex cep t in  te rm s t h a t  seem alm ost com ic. These r e a c t io n s  a re  r e ­

in fo rc e d  l a t e r I  " I t  was as  i f  th e  house fe a re d  M iranda","The 

house groaned and huddled" ( p .2 3 0 ) ,"The co ld  w a tch fu l house had 

r e l i s h e d  th e  l i t t l e  s c e n e ."  ( p .235- )
A ll th e  novels  a re  crammed f u l l  o f  what we m ight c a l l  th e  bogus 

o r a c u la r .  In  j u s t  a  few pages o f  B ru n o 's  Dream.we have; "We a l l  

i n t e r p r e t  and id e a l iz e  o u r fa c e s "  (p . 122), "P h ilo so p h ers  say  we 
own o u r d e a th s" ,"D e a th  c o n t ra d ic ts  ow nership and s e l f "  ( p . 124), 

"Perim ps one j u s t  sudden ly  saw th e  dim ensions o f  what love would 

have to  be -  l i k e  a  huge v a u l t  suddenly  opening ou t o v e rh ead ."  

(p .1 2 5 .)
O r ig in a t in g  from b o th  th e  n a r r a to r  and th e  c h a ra c te r s  them sel­

v e s ,  th e  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  th e se  w ould-be epigram s obscure r a th e r  
th a n  i l lu m in a te  th e  r e le v a n t  c h a ra c te r s  and s i t u a t i o n s , and a  vie 

a n t ip a th e t i c  to  c l a r i t y ;  "L ike so many o f th o se  whose on ly  tro u b le s  

a re  th e  t ro u b le s  o f  o th e rs ,s h e  had c a r r ie d  h e r  g i r l i s h  loo k s w e ll 

on in to  m iddle age . . .  ( 4 ) ,  "But to  be u n ders tood  i s  n o t a  human 

r i ^ t .  Even to  u n d ers tan d  o n e s e lf  i s  no t a  human r ig h t "  ( 5 ) ,  "R eal 

com passion i s  ag n o s tic ism "  ( 6 ) , " A fte r  th e  v a r ,p o e t r y , l i k e  so mudi 

e lse ,seem ed  to  have come to  an  end" ( ? ) ,  " th e  f i r s t  g e n e ra tio n  th a t



can r e a l l y  env isage  th e  end o f  th e  human r a c e ,"  (8*) A se d u c tiv e  

charm and in g e n u ity  masks th e  em ptiness o f  th e s e ,b u t  on ly  f o r  a  

moment. Periiaps t h e i r  purpose i s  nfot so  much a  m a tte r  o f  i n t e l l e c ­

t u a l  cogency a s  o f  v e rb a l e c l a t  in  th e  W ildean mode; th e y  would 
assume th e  g u ise  o f  am using item s . But th e  w it i s  la c k in g ,a n d  th e  

r e s u l t  i s  an  e f f e c t  o f  mere s c io l is m .

In  c o n c lu s io n ,th e  p o in t t o  be made i s  a  sim ple one. Bad w r i t in g  
p rev en ts  any co h ere n t o r  a r t i s t i c  p o r t r a y a l  o f  f a m i l i a l  m oral m a t te r s . 

The ram pant c l i c h e s , th e  u n c e r ta in  h o ld  on e r le b te  Rede.th e  i r r i ­

t a t i n g  a m b ig u ity ,th e  s h e e r  in a p p ro p r ia te n e s s  o f  th e  v o cab u la ry , 

th e  la c k  o f  d is c r im in a t io n  and " t e l l i n g "  d e t a i l ,a n d  tk e  absence 

o f  any pregnancy in  t h i s  p r o s e ,c o n s t i tu te  a  s u f f i c i e n t  i/\^ ic tm en t. 

What we have i s  a  f u s t i a n  language. On every  h a n d ,th e  l i n g u i s t i c  

p o te n t ia l  i s  l e f t  u n e x p lo ite d , and c rea k in g  d ev ice s  a re  used  w ith  

s c a n t  a t t e n t io n  t o  th e  w eaknesses t h a t  in h e re .  N oting  th e  g e n e ra l 
l i n g u i s t i c  i n s e n s i t i v i t y , i t  sometimes seems in  extrem e moments 

t h a t  th o se  who can  re a d  Murdoch w ith o u t a t  l e a s t  some d i s t a s t e  

cannot be a l e r t .  They have been so  ta n ta l i z e d  by th e  i n t r i c a t e  

arrangem ent o f  p lo t  and symbol t h a t  th ey  have n o t n o tic e d  th e  
la c k  o f  .bhe more sim ple  w r i te r ly  s k i l l s .
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