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ABSTRACT

Patrick White is a man divided: one part of him strives
for permanence, surety, the ideal, while knowing the contin-
gent, temporal realm he inhabits must inevitably undermine
such striving. The desire, and the knowledge of its futil-
ity, leads him into a misanthropic devaluation of human
creative possibility and, complementarily, into the arbit-
rary use of imposed symbolic resolutions directed to an
elect who can "see". It has been this part of White,
largely, that criticism has been industrious in explicating,
if not in quite the terms I have used above. But there is
another part of White which strains away from the former
dualism of idealism and despair, significance and banality,
towards a vital wholeness to be apprehended in human rela-
tionships. It is this aspect of White which embodies his
genuine novelistic power and which, consequently, helps
us to understand and place" the former "cerebral" response
to the complexity of finding meaning in the twentieth-
century.

The present study deals with four novels in four
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chapters, and briefly discusses a fifth in an epilogue.

It opens with an introduction in which I link the division
found in White to T.S. Eliot's theory of the "dissociation
of sensibility”, and so to the major modernists, Eliot,
Yeats, and Lawrence. I then devote a chapter to each of

The Aunt's Story (1948), Riders in the Chariot (1961},

The Vivisector (1970), and A Fringe of Leaves (1976). The

main thrust of these chapters is to demonstrate how White's
development as a writer moves from ambivalence toward his
vision, through a compensatory rigid dualism, to an increas-
ing awareness and acknowledgement of the reality that
creative relationship offers., The epilogue comments briefly
on White's most recent novel, The Twvborn Affair (1979), in
which he indulges many of the predilections he had sufficien-
tly "placed" through the writing of A Fringe of Leaves.
Evidence that White has not forgotten the discoveries of
Fringe is present, but in a tenuous form. Though White's
creativity is of major status, the divisions that tend to

undermine it still have a powerful hold on him.
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A NOTE ON EDITIONS AND REFERENCES

The editions of White's work used in this study are as
follows (listed chronologically):

Happy Valley. London: Harrap, 1939.

The Living and the Dead (194l1). London: Eyre and

Spottiswoode, 1962,
The Aunt's Story. New York: Viking, 1948.
The Tree of Man. New York: Viking, 1955.
Voss. New York: Viking, 1957.
Riders in the Chariot. New York: Viking, 1961.
The Burnt Oneg. New York: Viking, 1964.

The Solid Mandala. New York: Viking, 1966.

The Vivisector. New York: Viking, 1970.

The Eve of the Storm. New York: Viking, 1973.

The Cockatoos. New York: Viking, 1974.

A Fringe of Leaves. New York: Viking, 1976.

The Twvboxrn Affair. New York: Viking, 1979,

Flaws in_the Glass: A Self-Portrait. London: Jonathan

Cape, 1981.

All references tc these works are incorporated into the
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text through bracketed page numbers following the gquotation.
I have occasionally used the abbreviation FG to designate

FPlaws in the Glass.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1963 Margaret Walters established the terms for
a solid, balanced response to White's work:

The grandeur of White's aspirations, and his often
compelling brilliance, are undoubted. In fact it is
because of this "grandeur" that we need so urgently to
discriminate in his work between the false rhetoric and
the truly exploratory use cf language; between the
passages which are pretentious and mystifying, and those
which reveal new depths of experience. The central
guestion raised by his works is whether he establishes
significance in dramatic terms--or whether in the last
count his attempt to work through myth and symbol is an
evasion of the complexities of actual life, and cf
artistic creation as well.

My purpose in this study is to demonstrate that
while White often establishes significance in dramatic
terms-—-and with a compelling force that warrants the term
"major"--at the same time he strains away from the signifi-
cance soO evoked in an attempt to place the centre of novel-
istic interest and human value solely within the character
wno has a direct 1link to a transcendent realm of whole-
ness. The result of his wanting to locate wholeness
beyond the world we live in is an overt devaluing of human

life. White forces a split between the transcendent realm
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of significance to which his visionaries gain occasional
access, and the banal, quotidian actuality in which we live
our alienated lives. This "gap”2 leads to the dualisms
which are everywhere apparent in White; of mind/body,
spirit/flesh, individual/society, permanence/flux,
abstract/concrete, deformed/healthy, and so on.

The dualisms are only a symptam of a deeper problem,
however. For Patrick White is a man dissociated, a man
who strives for surety, permanence, and the ideal, while
knowing all too well the empirical reality, the contingent,
temporal world which undermines schemes of permanence. The
dissociation urges him into a restless experimenting. He
seeks surety by imposing mental constructs on the novels;
symbolic patterning overshadows the life that arises in the
interaction of characters. Rather than a complex of
thought, emotion, and intuition entering into a creative
relationship with the material, the cerebral aspect of
White's sensibility assumes dominance. What follows, as
I said, 1is a devaluing of human life and the wholeness that
can be found in relationship. Intent on surety, White
misses, largely, the fulfilment, though not permanence,
human life can offer, and which his novelistic art,

through dramatic realization, can direct him to.3 He
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clings to extrinsic systems while knowing they are stop-gap
measures and don't answer the issue.

This tension forces complex human issues into the
fore-front of his fiction--primarily the issue of how
meaning and value are found and maintained in human life.
In the large part of his canon, the desire for surety
results in an "evasion of the complexities of actual life"
through the suggestion of a transcendent realm glimpsed by
the elect in epiphany and only reached in madness or death.
The suggestion is the combined effect of the overarching
symbolic designs4 which make the novelistic experience
point one way, and the "oracular statements">® which rein-
force the dualistic split between significance and banali-
ty. But this evasion, through symbolism and assertion,
accompanies a sincere, 1if wrongheaded, response to the
complexity of the situation. If misanthropy and solipsism
attend the sincerity they do not cancel it. White is
consistently concerned with discovering meaning and value
in a world he feels is devoid of them. The sincerity is
witnessed to in the sheer technical skill and imaginative
energy he displays in his continued wrestlings with the

task he has set himself: to help "people a barely inhab-



ited country with a race possessed of understanding."6

It is witnessed to, as well, in the genuine life that
does get into the novels. White's spiritual and ethical
concerns--being real concerns, and those of a novelist--
necessarily involve him in close exploration of charac-
ters' lives. The result of this detailed treatment,

of course, is that the characters so invested with life
by him threaten to escape his confining grasp--that part
of White that wants to impose a symbolic pattern of signif-
icance. He responds by thwarting the growth, truncating
the development before it escapes from his control com-
pletely. He may, consequently, as John Colmer says,
often only be presenting a "symbolist form . . . as a sol-
ution to a humanist dilemma",7 but in hitting on this
solution he joins the prestigious company of the high
modernists. White's major status for us lies in the fact
that the sincerity of his concern, his continual wrestling
with the issue, finally forces him out of the cul de sac
his desire for surety had forced him into. He recognizes
that the symbolist route is no solution unless the symbol-
ism is firmly rooted in human experience. The terms of
this recognition are what White explores so fruitfully in

A FPringe of Leaves.
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Though Fringe may be his most unequivocal success,
there is a substantial part of White's corpus that manif
fests the powers of an assuredly major figure. The por-
tions which genuinely "reveal new depths of experience",
however, are seldom separate from problematic contexts.
Within parts of works, within certain relationships, when
the material grips him firmly, we see White's real
novelistic genius. In Theodora Goodman's childhood, and

later relationship with Huntly Clarkson in The Aunt's Storv,

in Himmelfarb's relationships with his wife Reha and with

Mary Hare in Riders in the Chariot, in Hurtle Duffield's

relationship with Nance Lightfoot in The Vivisector, there

is much to show us what being fully human means, before
the authorial impositions stifle the creativity. An
important challenge for the critic, then, is to develop
an ability to see, within the restrictive compass White's
symbolic designs impose on the novels, the "new shoots"?
as Lawrence would have it, which indicate new life, new
creativity, and point toward a wholeness which human
beings can embrace as their own.

As well as not seeing adequately the éenuine life

in White's canon, criticism has not recognized how White's



6
development over the years shows an increasing awareness and
acknowledgement of this life, of the reality that can close
the gap in his fiction by pulling together the extremes of
idealism and empiricism.9 My argument maintains that the
elements of this reality were there all along, but demanded
a genuinely engaged and courageous criticism which could
evoke their power and so provide the limiting and placing
judgement of the dualist mode. The only person who has
made the sufficient criticism is White himself. The
development from the straitjacket of Riders to the whole-

ness of Fringe is ample proof of this. If The Twyborn

Affair swings indulgently the other way again, this does
not mean that the knowledge of Fringe has been lost, as I
show in the epilogue; it means that White is a human being
living in a dissociated century, and that--like the rest
of us who are familiar with the "suffocatingly cozy",

self-centred, corner of life that our modern culture tells

us is all of life--he is susceptible to the same message
coming from the larger part of his canon. Real courage
is necessary even to attempt to come out of the corner to
the "new world outside".lo The work of cur major authors,
White included( is a record of sgch attempts.

Consequently criticism--evaluation and judgment--
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is essential if White's importance as a twentieth century
writer is not to be blurred. As late as 1980 we were
getting general introductions to his work. Brian
Kiernan's book is only the most recent of a long line of
introductory studies which includes those of Geoffrey
Dutton, R.F. Brissenden, Barry Argyle, and Ingmar

11

Bjorksten. If Kiernan makes some accurate critical

observations, they are interspersed with page after page
of material we all are aware of. His time would have been
far better spent had he focused on a smaller number of
works and done a thorough job. Thoroughness, or at

least a movement in that direction, would involwve an
acceptance of the challenge to criticism that White, as

a "modern" writer, to broaden the perspective somewhat,
presents to us. For modern literature, as Lionel Trilling
says,

e « o+ 1s directed toward moral and spiritual
renovation; its subject is damnation and salvation.

It is a literature of doctrine which, although often
concealed, 1is very aggressive. The occasions are few
when criticism has met this doctrine on its own fierce
terms. Of modern criticism it can be said that it

has instructed us in an intelligent passivity before
the beneficient aggression of literature. Attributing
to literature virtually angelic powers, it has passed
the word to the readers of literature that the one
thing you do not when you meet an angel is wrestle
with him.l2
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The refusal of criticism to wrestle with the literatqre
is not without consequences. Trilling guotes Saul
Bellow's indictment of modern criticism for its culpability
in engendering, with modern literature, a doctrine of
alienation which concludes that "modern society is
frightful, brutal, hostile to whatever is pure in the
human spirit, a waste land and a horror"l3:

The critics must share the blame. . . They tco have

failed to describe the situation. Literature has

for several generations been its own source, its own

province, has lived upon its own traditions, and

accepted a romantic separation or estrangement from

the common world.l4

The challenge to criticism, as I see it, is
twofold: first, to oppose the doctrine of alienation from
a firmly rooted perspective in "the common world". And
second, because opposition does not necessarily mean
rejection, to register the authentically new life,
outlined above, that is in modern writing, that extends
and reinvigorates the common world. For it is this life
that has given the authors who embody it major status.
I am concerned in this dissertation to show that

the dualism encountered in White's work is not the settled

state of humanity, that wholeness does not entail a

transcendent realm which arbitrarily harmonizes earthly
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conflict. This does not mean that I see White's work
expressing seculgr humanism, as Leonie Kramer does .1
To do so would simply be advocating the other side of the
dualist position. Rather, I see White's work gradually
overcoming the split between significance and banality,
transcendent reality and human nullity, as it expresses
his understanding of the wholeness that creative relation-
ship can bestow. The spiritual dimension in White is
transformed gradually from an arbitrary and unconvincing
imposition into a moving reality which gains in authenti-
city by being the natural outcome of, and on a continuum
with, human relationships. The features of this trans=~
formation are explored most clearly in the novelistically

enacted "debate" between the Lord God of Hosts and the God

of Love in A Fringe of Leaves.

White's dualism, and recourse to extrinsic
symbolic systems, before Fringe, is a symptom of the
"dissociation of sensibility"” that Eliot and other modern
writers have recognized as a challenge to themselves as
literary artists. The recognition was elicited by their
inheriting the no-longer-solid world picture bequeathed

them by the nineteenth century:
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The nineteenth century, shortly characterized, can
be seen as a time of shattered structures, of
centrifugal forces, of sharp contrasts in immediate
juxtaposition. The various parts of mental and
spiritual life that had, wuntil the nineteenth century,
been united in one, even if weakening tradition, now
began to diverge, to become independent of one
another ... [Thé] expansion [of scientific habits of
thought] was peculiarly glorious in that possibilities
seemed infinite ... and peculiarly formidable because
bridges had to be burnt, the human personality in its
ancient harmonious conception to be discarded ...

The loss of the conception of personality as the
centre of the universal forces from which the universe
itself was governed presents the psychological aspect
of the loss of the traditional world picture ....
Because of this loss, the new pictures were coloured
with an extreme pessimism ... and often these views
were held simultaneously, for extremes are mysterious-
ly linked and tend to swing from one to the other with
no diminution of their contrasts.

From the middle of the century, the materialistic-
positivistic trend, which derived mind from matter and
hence led in the direction of a levelling under-
estimation of the mind, increasingly prevailed. ‘
Followed to its logical conclusion, this total denial
of human self-determination led to a weakening of
volitional life and into pessimism .... Specialization
supervened as a means of self-preservation.16

It is interesting that both Yeats and Lawrence, as
well as Eliot, saw the problem they were confronted with
arising in an even earlier dissociation of thought and feel-
ing, intelligence and sensibility, than that recorded
here by van Heerikhuizen. Eliot's formulation is, of
course, the most well known:

The difference is not a simple difference of degree

between poets. It is something which had happened to
the mind of England between the time of Donne or Lord
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Herbert of Cherbury and the time of Tennyson and
Browning; it is the difference between the intellectual
poet and the reflective poet.... In the seventeenth
century a dissociation of sensibility set in, from
which we have never recovered ... while the language
became more refined, the feeling became more crude.
Lemphasis mine]

Here is Yeats:

And

... Cervantes and Boccaccio, the Greek plays ... these
men, divided from one another by so many hundreds of
years, had the same mind. It is we who are different
eee. (Yeats, "First Principles") [émphasis mine]

[?penseé] was the first of many Englishmen to see but
what he desired to see ... There are moments when one
can read neither Milton nor Spenser, moments when one
recollects nothing but that their flesh had been partly
changed to stone.... (Yeats, "Edmund Spenser")18

here is Lawrence:

With the Elizabethans the grand rupture had started in
the human consciousness, the mental consciocusness
recoiling away from the physical ... an old fear seemed
to dig into the English soul at the time of the
Renaissance. Nothing could be more lovely and fear-
less than Chaucer. But already Shakespeare is morbid
with fear, fear of consequences. (Lawrence,
"Introduction to His Paintings")

From this Cnewj belief the world began gradually to form
a new State ... in which the Self should be removed ...
Hamlet ... is his prototype, a mental creature, anti-
physical, anti-sensual. The whole drama is the
tragedy of the convulsed reaction of the mind from the
flesh, of the spirit from the self .... (Lawrence,
"Twilight in Italy")19

L.C. Rnights shows this dissociation of thought

from sensibility, this split, £inally, between the
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individual ego and the world it inhabits~-where thought uses
everything else as fodder to feed its conception--, coming
about in Bacon's prose:

Bacon's figures of speech are forensic, intended to
convince or confound. Some are used simply as apt
illustrations of particular points; some serve to
impose on the reader the required feeling or attitude.
In neither kind is there any vivid feeling for both
sides of the analogy such as we find in more represent-
ative Elizabethans.... in Bacon the analogues only have
value for the support they offer to his demonstration.
I think it is true to say that Shakespeare's metaphor-
ical complexity, by means of which a new meaning
emerges from many tensions, is the development of
modes of perception pervasive in the prose of the time
and directly derived from the normal processes of
living. But the characteristically Shakespearean
manner, depending as it does on the maximum range of
sensitive awareness, 1is diametrically opposed to the
Baconian manner, which represents a development of
assertive will and practical reason at the expense of
the more delicately perceptive elements of the sensib-
ility. You see this especially in Bacon's images
taken from Nature. In my own reading of Bacon I have
found only one passage that indicatés any: sense of the
creative life behind the natural phenomena that he
observes.... Almost as much as his explicit philosophy,
Bacon's prose style is an index of the emergence of the
modern world.20

An irony of the modern period is that while
reacting against the Baconian mechanization of life and mind,
its writers often reintroduce that mechanization in the very
solutions they offer. White, of course, is ostensibly on
Knights's side against Bacon, defending the "more delicately

perceptive elements of the sensibility" against "practical
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reason", He says, 1in fact, "I don't reject [}easo@] but I

."21 Yet his cerebral

think intuition is more important . .
systems of symbols manifest a lack of regard for the life
they are imposed on that is similar to the disregard Knights
sees in Bacon. We have the grand designs, the "oracular
statements"”, the dominating conceptions, thwarting the new
life which "emerges from many tensions". Examples are the

sacrifice of Huntly Clarkson to Theodora Goodman's author-

endorsed quest for transcendence in The Aunt's Story, of

Harry Rosetree to the extrinsic symbolic system that White

imposes on Riders in the Chariot, and of Hurtle Duffield's

victims to his "divinely inspired" vision in The Vivisector.
As White comes to understand this process more clearly,
however, and to see its destructive implications, he calls
it "vivisection"--a word with enough scientific overtones
to indicate White's awareness of the direction his dissocia-
tion is taking him.

As I have shown, White's awareness of his dissoci-
ation is shared by the major modernists ("it is we who are
different", Yeats; "from which we have never recovered”,
Eliot). These authors are major because they find it impos-

sible "to see but what they desire to see”; they diagnose
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the problem while living within it; in them literature is
Arnold's "criticism of life". The problem, however, is
fraught with difficulties and the creative/critical solutions
proffered are often, as with White, “evasion[é] of the
complexities of actual life".

Yeats, for example, first escapes to the senti-
mental wholeness of the Celtic twilight. Upon recognizing
his indulgence he rebounds in an opposed direction, into the
esoteric, private order of A Vision. Though Yeats
apparently needed these systems as impetus for his poetry,
we recognize that it is the poetry itself which pulls Yeats

together, that shows us where the truth is.,2?

We don't
need to know the "vision's" meaning of the "gyre" to under-
stand "The Second Coming" (though the knowledge won't hurt
us). Similarly, John Colmer says, "it should be possible
to examine the ideas of duality and unity in White without
continuous recourse to either Jungian or theological terms.
After all, he is a writer of fiction not of technical
psychology or Christian apologetics, an explorer of reality,
not a psychologist or priest.“23
Eliot also escapes: first to aestheticism--his

"theory" of impersonality; and finally, after acknowledging

the persistent efforts of his personality to have a say in
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his poetry,24 to Anglicanism. Though this latter is not
private, it is orthodox, and as such provides a system
which arbitrarily solves the problems. But, again, the
poetry itself is where the life is--not beyond, but here.
Since Eliot's situwation is analogous to White's, F.R.
Leavis's exhaustive examination, 1in The Living Principle,
of Eliot's paradoxical greatness is a central influence on
this study.

Lawrence also manifests problems of dissociation
but shows, I believe, clues to a way back to wholeness.
This is so because, despite the fact that the nineteenth~
century loss of faith in the social contract is reflected
in his work, Lawrence continues to deal with human relation-
ships. Where Joyce and Woolf gradually rejected the social
matrix for a meaning to be found in form, Lawrence realized
that the life of the novel was in the relationships between
people or nowhere. Trying to revamp the social matrix led
him into his own evasions in, first, the middle "leadership"
period of will and power, and finally, as a response to
the former aberration, in the "mythic" period of "tender-
ness", a lyrical or pastoral mode--away from the problems,

However, the focus on human relationships did
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result occasionally in work which enacts a wholeness in human
life which overcomes dissociation and "places" it with an
awareness whose power can only have a salutary influence on
a tradition languishing in the morass of twentieth-century

scepticism. In The Rainbow, Women in Love and, to be

selective, short pieces such as "The Thimble", "Odour of
Chrysanthemums", "Daughtersof the Vicar", and, in a more
allegorical vein, "The Man Who Loved Islands", Lawrence
bodies forth, and does not betray, the truth that human
wholeness is to be found in a human world, that without the
matrix of relationships in which we live we have no chance
of becoming fully ourselves:

The fact remains that when you cut off a man and

isolate him in his own pure and wonderful individuality,
you haven't got the man at all. You've only got the
dreary fag-end of him ... We have our very individual-
ity in relationship. Let us swallow this important and
prickly fact. Apart from our connections with other
people, we are barely individuals; we amount, all of
us, to next to nothing. It is in the living touch
between us and other people, other lives, other
phenomena that we move and have our being. Strip us of
our human contacts and of our contact with the living
earth and the sun, and we are almost bladders of
emptiness.25

Lawrence's recognition of the central importance
of relationships to human wholeness is continuous with what

he understands as the significance of the novel: "The novel


http:emptiness.25

17

is the highest example of subtle inter-relatedness that man

1126

has discovered. The novel shows us what human whole-

ness is, not in any theoretical way, but because it enacts
both the relationships which allow life, and those which
stifle it. We can see a novel go dead when the author's
intellectual, emotional, moral or whatever predilection
begins to dominate the mbvement of the relationships.

The understanding of human wholeness which informs
this study, then, is taken over from the literary critical
use of the term to describe a successful piece of litera-~
ture. Brian Lee elucidates the connection:

Literary criticism has always had such a 'concept’
of wholeness~-and has not generally had to discover

a scientific terminology for it. It has had more
power perhaps for being understood without being
expressed. We assume that the play, poem or novel .
is a whole if it is a success, that it will 'stand
up to' analysis: we will not 'murder to dissect'.

If a poem does not survive the attention of analysis
it can be anything from somewhat wanting to being no
poem at all. And criticism generally stops with the
particular text=--it does not cure anything except
perhaps the corruption of literary taste; and it has
defended this instinct against most psycho-analytical
literary criticism which has dishonoured the
traditional sense of wholeness in its demand for
explanatory ‘'causes'. Criticism, where it is
benevolent, wishes to honour the 1 iving whole that
can even be made out of disordered life, or a
disordered life. Perhaps, ideally, for criticism,
people are like poems; as, for Milton, one should
try to become 'the true poem'.Z27
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Wanting to give a sense of the life on which my
argument depends, I have quoted liberally; +too much is
better than too little when what is at issue is a reader's
desire for a context in which to place the commentator's
observation. And, finally, the critic is not attempting
to replace the text but to elucidate and evaluate it.
Wherever I can I let White's words supply the necessary
judgement.

This is, in turn, the reason behind the choice of
only four novels for study. The argument demands a
detailed engagement with the novels in order to overcome
the charges of ill-will that have bedevilled adverse White
criticism.28 I have tried to choose those novels which
best exemplify the dissociation in its various manifesta-
tions. The Aunt's Story (1948) presents Theodora Goodman's
solipsistic quest for wholeness through madness as an alter-
native to the intractable banality of the world she
inhabits. This is the solution White had found to Joe

Barnett's question in The Living and the Dead: "I love

Eden, he said, but what can this do for the world, the
sick, stinking world that sits in the stomach like a

conscience? He was helpless" (p. 262). In both Happy
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Valley (1939) and The Living and the Dead (1941) White tries

to deal with a social world from the outside and finds that
he can't do it. Theodora's opﬂon is the result, though

White is clearly not wholly convinced by it. The Trse of

Man (1955) and Voss (1957) both extend White's exploration

of the possibility of illumination and transcendent whole-
ness. But both, as articles by Margaret Walters and
others suggest,29 fail to engage the problems an exploration

in this direction entails. Riders in the Chariot (1961)

embcdies these problems clearly in their most extreme manif-

estation. The Solid Mandala (1966) is a lesser work in the

same vein as Riders, and though it does begin to question
some of the premises of the earli er novel, the real guestion-

ing appears in The Vivisector (1970). White isn't able,

finally, to extend the novelistic condemnation of Hurtle
Duffield's vivisectory mode of living to the point that it
becomes a sustained criticism of the solipsistic quest for
significance; but he is certainly aware of the "new world
outside" and only lacks the courage to climb through the

break his own creatiwvity has made in the wall. In The Eve

of the Storm (1973) he stands on the threshold, so to speak.

The possibility of illumination exists side by side with the
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wholeness to be found in relationship. This dual tension
would be remarkable if we could say it was wholly a study of
Elizabeth Hunter. We can't however; White is still entang-

led with his protagonist. In A Fringe of Leaves (1976) he

achieves the necessary distance and presents a study of human

wholeness emerging from dissociation.



NOTES TO INTRODUCTION

IMargaret Walters, "Patrick White", New Left
Review, No. 18 (1963), p. 39

2The "gap" has not gone unnoticed. The word comes
from Alan Lawson, who in his "Review Essay on Problems in
White Criticism", Texas Studies in Literature and Languade,
XXI, 2, (Summer, 1979), 280-295, quotes the following
passage from William Walsh as usefully drawing attention to
"the most difficult of all problems facing White studies”:
It is somewhere between imaginative power, and '
authenticity and crispness of detail that Patrick
White's work is imperfect, in the area where
architectural capacity and taste are required. The
failure is not in the generating concept nor in the
worked-out detail--neither in the idea nor in the
vocabulary, that is--but somewhere between in what one
might call the syntactical structure. (Patrick White's
Fiction {?ydney: George Allen and Unwin, 19771,
pp. 62-63.)
Though Walsh has "never gone on to analyze the problem he
describes in such an intriguing way" (Lawson, p. 285),
Lawson documents numerous studies that recognize the gap
between the "grand conceptions"” and the "multiplicity of
observed detail" (ibid.). The formulations range from
Dorothy Green seeing "a constant war between White's gift
for analysis and his dramatic gift" (ibid.; paraphrased
from Green's article "Voss: Stubborn Music” in
The Australian Experience: Critical Essavs on Australian
Novels, ed. W.S. Ramson iCanberra: Australian National
University Press, 19743, p. 309), to Margaret Walters's
view that there is in White's work "a general failure to
distinguish between his intention and achievement” (ibid.;
quoted from Walters, p. 37). However, despite his
awareness that "At the very core of the experience of
reading White's work is a puzzlement, an uncertainty which
results not only from the continually wry interplay of
irony but from something which derives perhaps from what
Walsh calls the 'syntactical structure'"” (Lawson, p. 286);
21
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and despite his consequent strictures against one of the
"main flaws" in White studies: Man excessive (and
misguided) interpretive reliance on the oracular statements
with which White so liberally endows each of his novels”
(Lawson, p. 280), Lawson still cannot resist the temptation
to close the issue in the fashion of the critical orthodoxy
he is ostensibly dissatisfied with: "tﬂhité} is concerned
with resolving the dualities of life into harmonies. His
vision, as I hope to show elsewhere, 1is fundamentally
comic" (Lawson, p. 291). The hint of Frye here (see his
Anatomy of Criticism [Princeton: Princeton University Press
1957], pp. 43-49), suggests the approach Lawson will take.
The comic mode resolves tensions, dualities, conflicts into
higher harmonies. White's work expresses a "desire to bring
together, to combine the opposites, to transcend tae
distinctions" (Lawson, p. 291). But, of course, this just
begs the question of the "gap" in White's fiction again.

Is the transcending of the distinctions seen in Holstius's
statement that "there is sometimes little to choose between
the reality of illusion and the illusion of reality" (The
Aunt's Story, p. 272), a resolution of the complexities of
life or an evasion of them? The direction Lawson proposes
to go would appear to lead right back to the work Patricia
Morley (The Mystery of Unity Cﬁontreal and London: Mc-Gill-
Queen's University Press, 1972]) and Peter Beatson (The

Eve in the Mandala [}ondon: Paul Elek, 1976)) have done

in their book length studies of White. Of these books
Lawson only says that "because [they] bring[] a series of
extrinsic systems to bear on the work thei] are . . .
curiously wooden and unengaged discussion[é]" (Lawson, p.
292). One wonders if he realizes how like the orthodoxy
his desire to find harmonies makes him. On pages 20 and 21
of her book, for example, Morley uses Frye's system to show
that White's work falls into the comic mode. Key words

are "integration", "incorporation", "inclusive", "conver-
sion", etc. It would certainly be required reading for
Lawson.

3"But in the novel you can see, plainly, when the
man goes dead, the woman goes inert. You can develop an
instinct for life, if you will, instead of a theory of right
and wrong, good and bad. . . . Right and wrong is an
instinct: but an instinct of the whole consciousness in a
man, bodily, mentally, spiritual at once. And only in the
novel are all things given full play, or at least, they may



23

be given full play, when we realize that life itself, and
not inert safety, is the reason for living. For out of the
full play of all things emerges the only thing that is
anything, the wholeness of a man, the wholeness of a woman,
man alive, and live woman." (D.H. Lawrence, "Why the Novel
Matters" in Phoenix, edited and with an introduction by
E.D. McDonald [New York: The Viking Press, 1936], p. 538.)

4One thinks of F.R. Leavis's criticism of the over-
arching rainbow employed in the conclusion of Lawrence's
novel of the same name.

SSee note #2.

patrick White, "The Prodigal Son", Australian
Letters, I, 3 (April 1958), 40.

7John Colmer, "Duality in Patrick White", in Ron
Shepherd and Kirpal Singh eds., Patrick White: A Critical
Symposium (Adelaide: Centre for Research in the New
Literature in English [hereafter cited as CRNLE], 1978),
p. 136.

8%, . . one can do nothing but fight tooth and nail
to defend the new shoots of life from being crushed out,
and let them grow. We can't make life. We can but fight
for the life that grows in us." (D.H. Lawrence, "Note to
'The Crown'", Phoenix II, edited with an introduction by
Warren Roberts and Harry T. Moore [Few York: The Viking
Press, 1970], p. 364.)
%John Colmer manifests this problem in his article
on duality in White's fiction (see note #7). Initially he
says:
The most damaging criticism that can be made of Patrick
White's fiction is that in its symbolic configurations
and apocalyptic climaxes its design is too palpable.
Moreover, it is often at odds with the authentically
complex rendering of reality in the main body of the
work, a rendering that forbids any final resolution of
the duality that exists everywhere in the smallest
detail of the fiction. (pp. 70-71)

This is a solidly helpful generalization in that it points
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us to the life that the dominating designs tend to thwart.
However, his alternative to the arbitrary, inauthentic
resolutions offered by the overarching conceptions is a
dvalism that can't, finally, be resolved. Consequently,
though there is a wealth of qualification in his use of
"final", it does seem to be something of a volte face when
Colmer says, in concluding the paper with a statement on

A Fringe of Leaveg: "For the first time in White's fiction
there is a wholly authentic and deeply moving resolution

of the dualities that lie at the heart of our existence,

as solitaries and social animals" (p. 75). What, we ask,
makes resolution possible now, if it wasn't before? What

is the nature of Ellen Roxburgh's new "reality"? Isn't
Colmer's statement that "she achieves her insight, into the
unity of man" (p. 75) a surreptitious reappearance of the
"grand design" in a new form? I agree with Colmer about

the moving authenticity of Fringe but feel that a closer
look at the issues involved would have caused him to recog-
nize how that authenticity is a gradually evolving element
in White's fiction, how White wrestles more and more direct-
ly with his own "doctrine of alienation" (see note #13)--
which comes increasingly to look like self-indulgent
escapism-~-until he triumphs with the wholeness of A Fringe
of Leavegs. Colmer, without taking this closer look, implies
that Fringe comes out of nowhere when he says, "The appear-~
ance of A Fringe of Leaves invites us to see the whole of
White's fiction in a fresh perspective." Brian Kiernan
recognizes something of this: "critics who were not

content to praise the novels as hermetic, self-contained
aesthetic entities but wanted to consider their implications
for the world outside them . . . possibly overlooked . . .
that through successive novels White can be seen not only

as repeating the pattern of withdrawal from society but

also as exploring the different ways of engaging with the
world, of attempting to bridge the gulf between individual
consciousness and the reality of the world beyond.”
("Patrick White: The Novelist in the Modern World", in

Don Anderson and Stephen Knight, eds., Cunning Exiles
[Sydney: Angus and Robertson, l97{], p. 97.)

lo'I‘he phrases are from D.H. Lawrence, "Surgery for

the Novel--Or a Bomb", in Phoenix, p. 520. The context is
worth quoting in full:

The novel has a future. It's got to have the courage
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to tackle new propositions without using abstractions:
it's got to present us with new, really new feelings,

a whole line of new emotion, which will get us out of
the emotional rut. Instead of snivelling about what

is and has been, or inventing new sensations in the

old line, it's got to break a way through, like a hole
in the wall. And the public will scream and say it is
a sacrilege: Dbecause, of course, when you've been
jammed for a long time in a tight corner, and you get
really used to its stuffiness and its tightness, till
you find it suffocatingly cozy; then, of course, you're
horrified when you see a new glaring hole in what was
your cozy wall. You're horrified. You back away £from
the cold stream of fresh air as if it were killing you.
But gradually, first one and then another of the sheep
filters through the gap, and finds a new world outside.

llprian Kiernan, Patrick White, Macmillan Common-
wealth Writers Series (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan
Press Ltd., 1980); Geoffrey Dutton, Patrick White,
Australian Writers and Their Work Series (Melbourne: Oxford
University Press, 4th edition, 1971); R.F. Brissenden,
Patrick White, Writers and Their Work Series, (London:
Longmans, revised edition, 1969); Barry Argyle, Patrick
White, Writers and Critics Series (Edinburgh: Oliver and
Boyd, 1967); Ingmar Bjorksten, Patrick White: A General
Introduction, translated from the Swedish by Stanley Gerson
(St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1976).

121 ionel Trilling, Beyond Culture (New York and
London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1965 ‘@niform edition
l97é]), pP. 200. Trilling is being somewhat coy here; he
has dared to wrestle, though here he seems prepared to give
up the fight. And what of Winters, or Leavis and Sc;u;inz.

who never did give it up?  n good account of the problems
in Trilling's stance is given by S.L. Goldberg in "The
Education of Norman Podhoretz: or I Was a Teenage .Intellec-
tual", The Critical Review (Melbourne), 12 (1969), 83-106:
see especially Part III. :

13

Saul Bellow, quoted in Trilling, p. 199.
1gau1 Bellow, quoted in Trilling, p. 200.

15see Chapter Two, note #11, pp. 135-6 below.
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16F.W. Heerikhuizen, Rainer Maria Rilke: Hig Life

and Work, tr. Fernand Renier and Anne CLiff (London: Rout-
ledge and Kegan Paul, 1951), pp. 13-14; gquoted in Brian

Lee, Theorv and Personalitv: The Significance of T.S.
Eliot's Criticism (London: Athlone Press, 1979), pp. 107-8.

17r.s. Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets", in Selected
Essavs (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), pp. 287-288.

18I am indebted to Brian Lee's Poetry and the System
(Retford, Notts.: The Brynmill Press Ltd., 1983), pp. 28
and 31, where I found these quotations.

l9Again I am indebted to Lee's Poetry and the Svstem
pp. 30 and 31, for these quotations.

20L.C. Knights, "Bacon and the Seventeenth-Century
Dissociation of Sensibility", in his Explorations (London:
Chatto and Windus, 1946), pp. 101-102. In this connection
see also Ian Robinson's "Prose and the Dissociation of
Sensibility", in Boris Ford ed. From Donne to Marvell,
Volume 3 of The New Pelican Guide to English Literature
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982), pp. 260-272.

2lPatrick White; in Thelma Herring and G.A. Wilkes,
"A Conversation with Patrick White", Southerly, XXXIIT
(1973), 139,

22

"Any creative act occupies the whole conscious-
ness of a man. This is true of the great discoveries of
science as well as of art. The truly great discoveries of
science and real works of art are made by the whole
consciousness of man working together in unison and oneness:
instinct, intuition, mind, intellect all fused into one
complete consciousness, and grasping what we may call a
complete truth, or a complete vision, a complete revela-
tion in sound." (D.H. Lawrence, "Introduction to His
Paintings"”, in his Selected Essayvs [parmondsworth: Penguin,
19501, pp. 333-334)

23Colmer, "Duality in Patrick White", p. 70.

24prian Lee's book (see note #16 above) is a good
account of the shifts Eliot's criticism undergoes as he
tries firstly to evade and then to accommedate the existence
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of his personality.
25p . m. Lawrence, "We Need One Another"”, in Phoenix,

p. 190; quoted in William Walsh, Patrick White's Fiction,
p. 94.

26p_m, Lawrence, "Morality and the Novel”, in
Phoenix, p. 528.

27Brian Lee, Theorv and Personality, pp. 44-45.

28"Tt was noticeable in the Seminar that as soon
as anyone guestioned the effectiveness of a particular
symbol or passage he was promptly accused of being unsympa-
thetic to White's spiritual aims or of being obtuse in his
reading of the text." (John Colmer, in one of " Two
Critical Positions" appended to Ron Shepherd and Kirpal
Singh, eds., Patrick White: A Critical Symposium, p. 136.)
The following passage from Veronica Brady is an extension
of the attitude Colmer describes: "the novels of Patrick
White . . . have been consistently misunderstood and
devalued by critics applying to them criteria appropriate
to the novels of the Great Tradition, novels which are
based on premises White sets out to question.”" ("Why Myth
Matters", Westerly, 2 (1973), p. 63). In opposition to the
Great Tradition Brady links White to Hawthorne and Melville,
seemingly forgetting the work of Lawrence, Leavis, and
Marius Bewley, work which shows Hawthorne and Melville as
precursors of James~-a member of the Great Tradition. The
issue is far more complex than the opposing of symbolist
and allegorical and "poetic" novels to social realist
novels., For a recognition of the complexity of the issue,
in relation to Melville, see Brian Lee's "Billy Budd: The
American Hard Times", Engligh, XXXII, 142 (Spring 1983),
35-54,

290y Margaret Walters's article see note #1, and
pPp. 92-3 below.%fﬁgier Wood's "Moral Complexity in Patrick
White's Novels"”, Meaniin, XXI (1962), 21-28; and Rodney
Mather's "Voss", Melbourne Critical Review, 6 (1963), 93-
101: "Indeed, sc convincingly does White establish the
disproof of Voss from without--~i.e. from society, and from
'the country'--together with Voss's sense of alienation and
futility, that his attempt to transcend external reality
in the end boomerangs. When he tries to urge solemnly on
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us that Voss's spirit has become part of the country and
will never die, it is White who seems to be looking for a
loophole. We simply don't believe him. It is not so much
that 'society' has triumphed despite White's overt intention
as that the novel has, except for some brilliant but isol-
able patches, come to be split in two. . . . the dissocia-
tion I have pointed to undermines both E:he spiritual and
the material] worlds" (p. 99-100).



I

THE AUNT'S STORY

The Aunt's Storv is generally considered to be

Patrick White's first major novel, and has occasionally been
called his mogst complete success., While the former valua-
tion may be allowed, the latter can only be sustained if we
blinker ourselves to the novel's reality; for two stories
share an uncomfortable existence between its covers. Doug-
las Loney gives us the necessary signposts to the orthodox
version:

The Aunt's Story is an account of the odyssey of a

woman's spirit; the story of Theodora Goodman's guest

after true knowledge of her self and her world. She

establishes on her journey a doctrine of spiritual

acceptance by which ultimately she attains the prize of

her soul's integrity and peace.l
The heterodox position is represented by John and Rose Marie
Beston, who see Theodora--White's "most repressed" character
~--"as a woman of deep emotional disturbance, torn by conf-
licts born at Meroé and sustained throughout her adult
relationships, until in Part Three she opts for total emo-

tional retreat into schizophrenia."2

29
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Neither reading critically acknowledges the other.
The Bestons' article gives no indication that there is an
orthodox view with which they are differing in almost every
respect. They are concerned to show that Theodora's retreat
into fantasy and madness is a result of her inability to
love stemming from her relationship with her parents. Beyond
this they seldom stray; the spiritual dimension of the novel
is virtually ignored. The orthodox reading does not address
the issues the Bestons®' stance represents, but simply fo-
cuses on their conclusion that Theodora goes mad and
uncritically dismisses that stance as naive or absurd. J.F.
Burrows, for example, gives a one paragraph gesture in the
direction of the heterodox reading, fram which I quote the
following:
In the novel itself, Theodora is called mad only by such
monsters of normality as Mrs. Goodman, Fanny, and the
ignorant strangers of Part Three, all of them glad to
evade the problems posed by Theodora's disturbing behav-
iour. It is not that Theodora is "normal” but that White
persistently undermines conventional antitheses between
normality and madness, as between good and evil and be-
tween actuality and dream.3
By implication, the heterodox critic becomes a monster of
normality evading disturbing problems. Implication is ex-

changed for direct frontal, and personal, attack by David

Tacey, the most extreme of the orthodox critics:
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The idea, still promulgated by critics, that she [&heo-
dora) has retreated into a private world of madness,
tells us more about the critic than it does about the
novel. True, she does go off to an asylum, but this is
White's irony: wholeness of the individual is madness
to a diseased soul-denying society. The critical opin-
ion that maintains that Theodora "is clearly schizo-
phrenic at the end of the story” Eﬁohn and Rose Marie
Bestofl] is itself an expression of that very diseased
attitude that White is trying to root out .4
The extremity of this response is due, in some mea-
sure, to the "resistance within Australia itself to psycho-~
-logical interpretations".5 And on this count there is some
justification-~the Beston interpretation manifests many of
the faults of the strict psychological approach: the
reductiveness, the imposed meaning, the stretching of the
boundaries of interpretive possibility, the blatant misread-
ing. However, this resistance does not seem to account for
the entire breadth of Tacey's dismissive contempt. His
stridency seems unintentionally to acknowledge a grain of
truth in the Beston reading, a truth which orthodoxy admits
at its peril.
What I want to demonstrate in this chapter is that
the novel contains evidence for both readings; that White
knows this; that he endorses the orthodox reading by evading

the implications and hints of the heterodox view; and, fin-

ally, that he forces the reader, and himself, into a false
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fool=gsaint dichotomy which offers no place for genuine human
creativity of the kind which creates and maintains the human
world we live in and which produces major works of art, such
as I consider White's novels, with reservations, to be. We
have no choice but to accept Theodora's journey as the ave-
nue to spiritual wholeness. If we are disturbed at the so-
lipsistic direction Theodora takes and reject her route, we
find ourselves lumped into the same category as the "mons-
ters of normality" (wonderfully centradictory phrase, that).
Within the novel these extremes are the only options
offered; there is nc middle ground, no vantage point from
which we can put both Theodora, and the earthbound charac-
ters, into a proper perspective. Whenever there are hints
that such a vantage point is going to manifest itself (as in
Theodora's relationship with Huntly Clarkson) White denies
the possibility, usually through the use of‘trenchant social
satire., His evasion of the implications of his vision means
we are given the situation as White wants it to be, rather
than as it is. Rather than subject Theodora to the full
play of a rigo_rcus creative context and run the éisk that
the significance he sees in her will change as situations
develop, White insulates her from real human contact by

either satirically undercutting those who come close enough
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to offer adverse judgements, or, as in Part Two, by oblique-
ly suggesting that her gestures at relationship are
illusory. Though her situation is often treatead ironically,
the validity of Theodora's raison 4'@tre, the spiritual
odyssey, is never questioned. rAs White says, in responding
to the suggestion that he presents his visionaries ironical-
ly, "As visionafies they are not treated ironically. But
as human beings, in the details of their daily lives, it is
impossible to avoid irony."®

In this chapter I want to question the validity of
the spiritual quest as represented in this novel, and of
Theodora as questor. I share White's desire for authentic
life as over against the Fanny Goodman banalities, but I know
I cannot follow Theodora's direction; it is destructive of
everything that makes for reality in human life. There is
an authentic and creative human reality which is largely

excluded from The Aunt's Story, though it enters White's

world gradually in later books, and it is in relation to,
and in defence of, this reality that I take my critical
bearings.

White believes "The Aunt's Storv is a work which

celebrates the human spirit".’ The tone and phrasing here

invite us to accept Theodora Goodman as representative of
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humanity. But Theodora Goodman, and I must say this emphat-
ically, is not representative.8 Though she is intuitive,
intelligent, empathetic (at least in relatioaship to non-
human things) and highly imaginative, Theodora is also a
social cripple. We cannot evade this issue, though this is
what White does, by saying that because her society is false
it should be rejected.

I want to begin by commenting closely on a number of
scenes, from Theodora's childhood at Mero&€, which clearly
establish the direction of Theodora's life. It is of para-
mount importance to our understanding of the contradictory
readings given the novel that we recognize the early infly-
ences on her and register the full implications of her reac-
tions to them. The first scene for discussion occurs in the
rose garden:

"Theodora, I forbid you to touch the roses," said
Mrs. Goodman.

"I'm not," cried Theodora. "Or only a little. Some
of them are bad.”

And they were. There was a small pale grub curled in
the heart of the rose. She could not look too long at
the grub-thing stirring as she opened the petals to the
light,

"Horrid, beastly grub," said Fanny, who was as pretty
and pink as roses.

Theodora had not yet learned to dispute the apparently
indisputable. But she could not condemn her pale and
touching grub. She could not subtract it from the sum
total of the garden. So, without arguing, she closed
the rose.
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Altogether this was an epoch of roselight. (p. 14)
The obvious analogue to this passage is Blake's "The Sick.
Rose" from Songs of Experience. Theodora and Fanny inhabit
a world of innocence--"an epoch of roselight"--but on guali=-
tatively different vlanes of emotional and intellectual
response. Fanny's cliché reaction--"Horrid, beastly grub"-—
combined with White's banal description of her--"as pretty
and pink as roses"--indicates that she is someone who will
never do more than scratch the surface of life. In contrast,
Theodora's inability to "condemn her pale and touching grub”,
to "subtract it from the sum total of the garden”, conveys a
quality of response that we are eager to endorse. The subtle
ambiguity in "She could not look too long at the grub-thing”,
with its simultaneous fascination and repulsion, is a measure
of the complexity of Theodora's vision even at this early
stage, as oppcsed to Fanny's single-mindedness;:; it is also
a measure of the complexity of White's language, and of the
care we must take in reading him.

Though Theodora, in her childhood innocence, can
accept the contraries of the natural world, the world of
human relationships promises to be problematic. Mrs. Good-
man's demand that Theodora not touch the roses (which

Theodora evades, significantly)--the first thing we hear her
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say in the novel--captures the essence of the woman: she
thwarts true relationship. George Goodman, in his own way,
produces a similar result:

He was serious. He sighed a lot, and looked at you as
if he were about to let you into a secret, only not now,
the next time. Instead, and perhaps as compensation for
the secret that had been postponed, he took you by the
hand, about to lead you somewhere, only in the end you
could feel, inside the hand, that you were guiding
Father. (p. 14)
That last touch is really fine; George Goodman's limitations
are forcefully presented to us, the force being an effect of
the perception coming to us from a totally non-judgemental
perspective. Theodora is in a world of innocent acceptance,
a world in which "Morning was bigger than the afternoon, and
round, and veined like the skin inside an unhatched egg, in
which she curled safe still" (p. 14). That "still"”, however,
reminds us of the inevitable descent into experience that
comes with age and knowledge.
Theodora gets her first intimations of the world of
experience in comversation with her father:
"There is another Meroé&," said her Father, "a dead place,
in the black country of Ethiopia." . . .

"I shall go outside now," Theodora said.

“Because she wanted to escape from this dead place
with the suffocating cinder breath. She loocked with
caution at the yellow face of the house, at the white
shells in its placid, pocked stone. Even in sunlight

the hills surrounding Meroé were black. Her own shadow
was rather a suspicious rag. So that from what she saw
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and sensed, the legendary landscape became a fact, and
she could not break loose from an expanding terror.

(pp. 15-16)
The shell is beginning to crack and Theodora's response is to
"go outside", to "escape from this dead place". Given the
direction her.later life takes it is worthwhile noting her
movement here: she leaves her father and the knowledge he
brings. She is moving away from confrontation with the world
of human beings, a world apparently empty of the values she
cherishes:
in time the second Meroé€ became a dim and accepted appre-
hension lying quietly at the back of the mind. She was
free to love the first. It was something to touch. She
rubbed her cheek against the golden stone, pricked by the
familiar fans and spirals of the embedded shells. It was
Our Place. Possession was a peaceful mystery. (p. 16)
The first Meroé, the world of innocence, offers love, touch,
and the peace that comes with possession; it nurtures the
primal security associated with the word “home".

But a "home", as distinct from "the place where one
lives", ig such only because of the matrix of human relation-
ships which cohere in a meaningfully secure way; as, on the
larger scale, the "community" is distinct from the "collect-
ivity". In their innocence, children can turn the most

devastating family situations into "homes"--obviously delin-

guent parents are infallible, and less than inspiring sur-
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roundings paradisal. This is what Theodora does with her
weak-willed father: "Really Father was not unlike a tree,
thick and greyish-black, which you sat beside, and which was
there and not" (p. 15). She turns George Goodman into some-
thing he is not, in order to satisfy her primal human needs.
And she has transformed Meroé in the same way.

The necessary relationship between the human inhabit-
ants and the physical place in our determination of "home" is
brought out perceptively by White in the scene where Theodora
consciously recognizes George's limitations for the first
time:

Things were always tumbling down [around the farﬁl.
Some things were done up again with wire. But mostly
they just lay.

And in this connexion Theodora Goodman discovered
that Our Place was not beginning and end. She met for
the first time the detached eye.

"Meroé?" said Mr. Parrott. "Rack-an'-Ruin Hollow."

"All this gadding off to foreign places," said Mr.
Parrott. "Sellin' off a paddock here and a paddock
there. George Goodman has no sense of responsibility to
his own land."”

This was awful. It made your stomach sick, to hear
of Father, this, that you could not quite understand, but
it was bad enough. . . . Her stomach was sick with the
sense of responsibility that Father, they said, did not
have. . . . Theodora Goodman was thin and yellow with
shame. . . . She was oppressed by a weight of sadness,
that nobody would 1ift, because nobody would know she
was shouldering it. Least of all Father, who was thick
and mysterious as a tree, but also hollow, by the judge-
ment of the men beneath the balcony. (pp. 17-18)
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Theodora's recognition that her father lacks responsibility
coincides with her awareness that Mercé is "not beginning and
end". She has moved out of her shell into the world of the
"detached eye". Unity is fragmented; the circular, or
eternal quality of.innocence becomes the linear and temporal
life of experience. While Theodora can, for a while, sustain
her innocent world and satisfy her childhood emotional needs
through sympathetic identification with her surroundings,

inevitably she has to acknowledge the human base on which her

eternal Meroé lies. And when she does she finds it lacking.
Now, if we take as a general distinction between
innocence and experience the recognition of our parents's
fallibility, Theodora's entrance into experience corresponds
to this generality; we can say she is travelling a represent-
ative human path. Her case becomes peculiar, however, when
we acknowledge that George and Julia Goocdman's fallibility
lies in an area extremely crucial to healthy human develop-
ment. As I said earlier, both of them thwart true relation-
ship. And relationship, as the child grows older, is essen-
tial in forming the web of connections binding the individual
to the human world. Without true relationship--creative
collaboration--a person is thrown back upon himself and is

unable to determine his identity or the nature of his world.
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To take an example from Marjorie Grene:

Mother and child . . . already form a society. The
child's discovery, and construction, of the world already
takes place with and through others, through question

and answer, through social play, through the older
child's or the adult's interpretation of pictures, the
teaching of language and writing--all the way to the
research student's training in the school of a master.
All the way we are shaping ourselves on the model of or
in criticism of others, and of the standards embodied in
the lives of others.

We develop our sense of ourselves and our world in relation
to others. The relationship can be healthy, creative and
life-affirming--what I have called "true"--or it can be un-
healthy, destructive and life-denying.

A novelistic example of true creative relationship
occupying the centre of a growing child's life is seen in the
following:

Anna's soul was put at peace between them. She looked
from one to the other, and saw them established to her
safety, and she was free. She played between the pillar
of fire and the pillar of cloud in confidence, having the
assurance on her right hand and the assurance on her
left. ©She was no longer called upon to uphold with her
childish might the broken end of the arch. Her father
and mother now met to the span of the heavens, and she,
the child, was free to play in the space beneath,

between .10

That, of course, is Lawrence. The security that Anna feels
in her family relationship is missing in Theodora's; beyond
her father's hollowness, stands the willfully soul-destroying

presence of her mother:
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Once there were the new dresses that were put on for
Mother's sake.

"Oh," she cried, "Fanny, my roses, my roses, you are
very pretty."”

Because Fanny was as pink and white as roses in the
new dress.

"And Theo," she said, "all dressed up. Well, well.
But I don't think we'll let you wear yellow again,
because it doesn't suit, even in a sash. It turns you
sallow," Mother said. (p. 19)

White is quite aware of the inhibiting influence
Julia casts on Theodora. The "So" that begins the paragraph
following directly on what I have just quoted indicates the

logic inherent in the situation:

So that the mirrors began to throw up the sallow
Theodora Goodman, which meant who was too yellow. Like
her own sash. She went and stood in the mirror at the
end of the passage, near the sewing room which was full
of threads, and the old mirror was like a green sea in
which she swam, patched and spotted with gold light.
Light and the ghostly water in the old glass dissolved
her bones. The big straw hat with the little yellow
buds and the trailing ribbons floated. But the face was
the long thin yellow face of Theodora Goodman, who they
said was sallow. She turned and destroyed the reflection,
more especially the reflection of the eyes, by walking
away. They sank into the green water and were lost.
(pp. 19-20)

Julia's inability to accept Theodora as she is denies the
girl's identity a chance to establish itself solidly. This
places Theodora in a psychological impasse; she hates the
reflection the mirror gives back, but, without a creative

relationship with those around her she has no chance to



42
develop an image of herself more congenial to everyone. The
eventual result of this situation can only be self-immolation,
as White's imagery indicates: "She turned and destroyed the
reflection . . . Eﬂer reflected eyeé} sank into the green
water and were lost" (my emphasis].

Certainly we cannot be wrong to see in these images
a foreshadowing of Theodora's desire to destroy "the great
monster Self" (p. 122). But there is a significant problem
here. By the time we reach this passage Theodora's desire
has become a conscious, and spiritual, gquest for "that
desirable state . . . which resembles, one would imagine,
nothing more than air or water." In contrast, the childhood
attempt to destroy a hated self, in the séene we have just
looked at, is felt as a distinctly regrettable occurrence.
I believe we can find a clue to the nature of the problem in
the sentence which begins the paragraph following directly
on the scene with the mirror: "There were many bitter days
at Mero& when the roselight hardened and blackened” (p. 20).
White's deliberate recalling of the earlier use of roselight
--"Altogether this was an epoch of roselight"--directs us to
see Theodora's episode with the mirror as primarily a
representative response to life in the world of experience,

and only secondarily as the regrettable result of an unhealthy



43
family relationship.

This is the central dichotomy in The Aunt's Story.

White is unusually conscious of the limitations of Theodora's
emotional environment, and although he is also aware that
Theodora's response to this environment is problematic, he
seems unable to find an alternative to that response. Given
that her surroundings thwart true relationship, she must go
elsewhere to find significance; increasingly in the novel,
the "elsewhere" is beyond human society altogether. White
indulges a misanthropic tendency in himself by making the
cruel banality of the particular Goodman situation extend to
include virtually all human society.ll And played against
this banality and cruelty Theodora's solipsistic guest for
significance becomes the "type" of.the intelligent and sensi-
tive person's response to the world. The problemé we see in
Theodora pale in significance when juxtaposed to the mundane
life around her. We endorse her, as White does, because we
have no choice; we make a virtue of necessity.

We have an example of this process in the following
scene:

Mother's voice crackled at the fire. She warmed her

rings. Her small head was as bright and as hard as a
garnet beside the fire.

"No, no, Theodora," crackled Mother. "Not that way.
Where is your feeling? Here, give it to me."
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As if it were a thing. But Mother sat down. She
played the music as it should have been played. She
took possession of the piano, she possessed Chopin, they
were hers while she wanted them, until she was ready to
put them down. Only, watching the hands of Mother, which
always did what they wanted to, Theodora was not moved.,
The music had lost its meaning, even the meaning that lay
in the stiff up and down, the agonizing angularity that
Chopin had never meant to be, but which was part of some
inner intention of her own.

"The piano is not for Theodora," Mother sighed.
"Fanny is the musical one."

Fanny could play a piece, and it was a whole bright
tight bunch of artificial flowers surrounded by a paper
frill. Fanny played her piece. And when she had played
it, it was finished. She jumped up, and laughed, and was
content.

Outside though, beyond the fire and the carpets and
the last notes of Fanny's completed piece, there was the
long black bitter sweep of the hills. Theodora walked
in the garden of dead roses. One of the hills, they
said, which was now dead, had once run with fire, its
black cone streaming, but now it brooded black against
the white sky. Only if you walked on one side of the
hill there was a flicker of gold from the wattles, of
which the bark oozed a deeper golden gum, so that the
rock gave up some of its blackness, the hill melted and
flamed still. (p. 20)

In this scene our sympathy for Theodora comes
readily. Mrs. Goodman's possession of Chopin is a direct
contrast to Theodora's earlier innocent possession of Meroeé.
Where Theodora's possession included her total environment
in meaningful relationship, Julia's possession excludes
relaticnship by turning the music into an object, a thing
without intrinsic meaning, which she can dominate. Fanny

capitulates utterly to her mother and allows herself to be
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dominated and shaped. Consequently Fanny's music as well
is artificial and meaningless, however much it duplicates
what "should" be played. Iﬁ contrast to these technically
proficient, yet superficial renderings, Theodora's angular
music, though purely personal (and partly because of its
personal element), has meaning.

Fanny's unreality is brought out further through
White's juxtaposing her to the "long black bitter sweep of
the hills" outside the house. The packaged, emasculated
Cheopin has no connection with the harsh realities of the
landscape. Theodora's private creativity, on the other hand,
which issues in her angular music, is more appropriate in
this environment and with her imagination Theodora brings
fire back to the dead hills. In the context of the scene her
creativity appears vital and authentic; we clearly endorse
her movement out of the moribund surface life.

There is a problem here, however, that White briefly
acknowledges but seems not to have registered the full impli-
cations of. Though Theodora's angular music is meaningful
in a way her mother's isn't, the meaning is totally private,
expressing nothing of Chopin's intention. And though this
is largely a result of her mother's lack of concern for her

daughter's development, Theodora is, nevertheless, not colla-
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borating, not contributing to the creative construction of a
human world. Her imaginative reconstruction of a vital land-
scape in the dead hills of Meroé, though it may give her
solace and spiritual sustenance, cannot become a real crea-
tive possibility for us unless she can communicate it--some-
thing she cannot do, though White can. And his being able
to do so is evidence of his collaboration with the human
world, as represented by his readers.

To gualify as intelligent novel readers we have to
recognize that our response is not purely personal, like
Theodora's angular music; nor is it purely public, a finished
object to be possessed, as Julia possesses Chopin. The
reality of the novel, and therefore its meaning, resides in
the creative collaboration-~the relationship--between author
and reader, and between reader and reader. The very act of
novelistic communication is an implicit example of a creative
human reality of which there are few explicit examples in
The Aunt's Storyv.

Though he manifests--in the act of writing with the
intention and expectation of being seriously read--the kind
of creative collaboration that can vitalize our human world,
and though he recognizes that Julia's refusal to collaborate

with Theodora stymies the girl's creativity, White seems not
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to have fully registered the profundity and pervasiveness of
collaboration as a human truth. He persists in having
Theodora sense real significance beyond the boundaries of
human society. While we can heartily accept that her parti-
cular family situation has to be escaped, we do not see that
this escape need necessarily entail a rejection of human
society altogether. Yet this is what White implies in
the following:

Once when the Syrian left, Theodora went with him some
of the way. In the white-lit winter evening her legs
grew longer with the strides she took. Her hair flew.
She had increased. She walked outside a distinct world,
on which the grass gquivered with a clear moisture, and
the earth rang. In this state, in which rocks might at
any moment open, or words convey meaning, she stood and
watched the Syrian go. His silence slipped past. The
hills settled into shapelessness. She was left with the
trembling of her knees.

Afterwards, trailing through the shrunk yard, there
was no external evidence that the Syrian had been. The
meatsafe still creaked on its wire hook, and the kitchen
window's vellow square denied the immensity of shapeless~
ness. (p. 22)

In this passage indistinctness and shapelessness are character-
istics of a world in which meaning is immanent. In contrast
the distinct world of the "window's yellow square"” is seen as
denying the possibility of meaning. White certainly wants

us to associate the denial of meaning here with Julia's strip=-

ping of meaning from the Chopin nocturne by turning it into

a "thing", something distinct. But the association is not
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valid. Wﬁite is arbitrarily equating Julia's destructive
tendencies with humanity's need for ordered society, as
symbolized by the "window's yellow square”.

The ordered world of human society is bounded, of
necessity, by time. Theodora's desire for shapelessness is
a desire to transcend this order, to return to the state in
which Meroe was "beginning and end" and meaningful relation-
ship with her environment was possible. In the following
scene the world of time is denigrated through association
with Fanny:

Erannyj stitched a man in a cocked hat, and a train with
smoke in its funnel, and a border of morning glories.

And in the middle of it all she stitched:

FANNY GOODMAN
1899
"There, Theodora. Look at your sister," said Mother.

"Oh, leave me alone," Theodora cried. "I am all
right."”

Because she felt her own awkwardness. After she had
hidden in the garden, she looked at her hands, that were
never moved to do the things that Fanny did. But her
hands touched, her hands became the shape of rose, she
knew it in its utmost intimacy. Or she played the noc-
turne, as it was never meant, expressing some angular
agony that she knew. She knew the extinct hills and the
life they had once lived. (pp. 22-23)

Fanny, following her mother's lead, is making herself
the centre of the universe. Her blatant fixing of herself

in time guarantees her a place in history but separates her
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from real relationship with her world. She will always im=-
pose herself on her world rather than enter into a relation-
ship with it. Theodora, who can't satisfy her mother's wishes
and is therefore ostracized and alienated, can enter into
meaningful relationship. She empathizes with the roses and
the hills, touching and knowing their intrinsic being. The
values we saw associatéd with her innocent Merod appear again
here. The implication offered by the scene is that the plane
of Theodora's relationships transcends the purely temporal
world of Fanny and Julia. While granting that Fanny's world
needs to be transcended, we must recognize that Theodora's
world is, again,-beyond society. By reminding us of the
Chopin nocturne, played "as it was never meant”, White is
linking the music she plays to the transcendent realm where
meaning, for Theodora, resides. But, as I argued earlier,
Theodora is still not collaborating. Music is a human crea-~
tion, in this case the result of collaboration between Chopin
and whoever plays his piece; Theodora's inability to respond
to the piece indicates her inability to collaborate with, to
know (as she knows the roses) another human being cn a plane
that is meaningful for us as readers (and appreciators of
music) living within a society.

Though White can see the problems inherent in narrow-
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ing the plane of significant relationship so drastically,
the surface world of Fanny and Julia is the only alternative
he offers; as in earlier scenes, there is no real choice
for the reader.

These problems--the lack of real alternatives, the
equivocal transcendence, the lack of creative collaboration--
present themselves clearly in the scene in which Theodora
goes shooting with her father:

Anyway, carrying the rifle, she was free . . . Father
did not speak. He respected silence, and besides, whether
it was summer or winter, the landscape was more communi-
cative than people talking . . .

From the rise above the swamp Father would aim at a
rabbit scut. Theodora aimed too. She was everything in
imitation, and because of this the importance of what she
did was intense.

The killing did not move her after a time, as it did
at first, the blocod beating in her own heart. In time,
behind the rifle, she became as clear and white as air,
exalted for an act of fate and beauty that would soocn
take place, of which her finger had very little control,
it was an instrument.

Then Father's voice bore in. "A pretty kind of
idiocy," it said. "A man goes walking with his gun, and
presents his vanity with the dead body of a rabbit.”

After the moment of exaltation, and the warm, shining
fur, she was puzzled, and it hurt. (pp. 24-25)

Though George speaks very little his taking Theodora
shooting is, in itself, at least a gesture of collaboration
and the girl respends hungrily: "She was everything in

imitation, and because of this the importance of what she did
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was intense. She takes her lead from her father and begins
to develop a surety of identity through his acceptance of her
in their shared experience. George, however, thwarts the
relationship with his cynicism--"A pretty kind of idiocy”.
This is his typica; procedure--unconsciously giving with one
hand and taking away with the other. We remember his taking
Theodora for a walk which ends with her guiding him. George
seems solid but is actually hollow; in the shooting episode
he appears to offer real collaboration, but lacking the
"assurance” of his own life his offer is superficial.

Until he makes the cynical comments, however, Theo-
dora feels united with George in this act that Julia hates.
Momentarily, such is the intensity of her emotional need, she
connects with the transcendent plane of being. She breaks
the shell of ego, bounded by time, and is "exalted for an act
of fate and beauty that would soon take place, of which her
finger had very little control, it was an instrument.”

In contrast to Theodora's epiphany, George Goodman's
cynicism seems trivial and quibbling. Through it White re-
veals how out of connection, how surface, George's concerns
are, compared to hers. Yet, even while we endorse the sin-
cerity of Theodora's spiritual moment over George's cynicism,

we register, at the same time, a certain truth in what he
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says. For him the shooting is an act of vanity (it isn't,
after all, necessary to survival):; for Theodora, however, it
is an act of, paradoxically, humility--she transcends the
self and becomes the instrument of a power that £flows
through her. But this power, and this is the crux that ren-
ders the transcendence so equivocal, is purely destructive,
travelling, as it dces, down the barrel of a rifle.l2 George,
fcr all his hollowness, has no illusions about what he does
with the gun. His comment is reminiscent of Lawrence's at
the end of his poem "Snake": "And I have something to
expiate:/A pettiness." The difference, of course, is that
expiation is not a serious consideration for George Goodman;
despite his awareness he will shoot again. Theodora, through
what she has mistaken for real collaboration, has come to
accept killing as an authentic experience which she can share
with her father. Though at first she doesn't like killing
because she recognizes a kinship with the rabbits ("the blood
beating in her own heart”), this dislike is overcome as she
relies on her father's assurance. When, with his cynical
comment, that assurance evaporates, she is understandably
"puzzled" and "hurt". What she had thought was a shared
experience turns out tc be private.

Though White recognizes the destructive issue of
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Theodora's transcendent moment, he seems willing to accept
the experience as valid. Indeed, by implying that George's
lack of true concern is responsible for her direction--inso-
far as her belief in him caused her to overcome her revulsion
for killing--he absolves her of complicity. The act of fate
and beauty which she becomes the instrument of, though
destructive, assumes a highly positive value, especially
when the alternative offered is George's arid cynicism. The
truly destructive aspect of this situation, however, is its
privacy: "Theodora Goodman's face often burned with what
could not be expressed. She felt the sweat on the palms of
her hands" (p. 26). Her inability to communicate means she
will not be able to establish the relationships necessary to
creative growth in the human world, necessary, in fact, to
human reality. For, as F.R. Leavis says, "Human reality,
the human condition to which art belongs, is inescapably a
matter of individual human beings in their relations with one
another, the only conceivable way in which Man could be
'there'."l3

The mention of Theodora's burning face and sweating
palms reminds us that one of the most central human relation-
ships is the sexual. Given her inability to collaborate in

any meaningful way with other human beings it is unlikely
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that a fulfilling sexual relationship will be part of her
life. She has intimations of this herself after she and
Fanny discover Tom and Pearl engaged in sex play behind the
bails. Fanny teases Pearl,

But Theodora did not wish to pursue this theme. She
walked away. She would not think, or only a little., For
the group behind the cow bails had a great spreading sha-
dow, which grew and grew, it was difficult to ignore.
On the lustier, gustier days, cloud and hill and the sin-
uous movement of the creek reminded. Tom and Pearl were
astride the world. (p. 30)
Tom and Pearl's sexuality unites them with the natural world
in a physical, if not spiritual, way. Though Theodora has a
vital spiritual life, it cannot manifest itself, become whole
and complete, without the physical complement. Her walking
away from the scene, her wish not to "think" about its
implications, expresses her intuited sense that sexuality is
not for her. This comes out more clearly in the following
scene:
She took off her clothes. She would lie in the water.
And soon her thin brown body was the shallow, browner
water. She would not think. She would drift. As still
as a stick. And as thin. But on the water circles widen
and cut. If Pearl Brawne took off her clothes, Theodora
said, and lay in the water, the hills would move, she is
fine as a big white rose, and I am a stick. If it is
good to be a stick, said Theodora, it is better to be a
big white rose. (p. 30)

Pearl's voluptuous physicality is something Theodora

admires but knows she will never have. What she does have
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is the ability to enter into a spiritual empathetic relation-
ship with the natural world--"soon her thin brown body was
the shallow browner water". But, without the necessary
physical complement, human sexuality will remain problematic.

When, for example, Pearl is dismissed because of her

pregnancy Theodora doesn't understand: "There was always a
great deal that never got explained" (p. 33). Her response
to this lack of clarity is revealing:

"I would like t know," said Theodora, "I would like
to know everything." . . .

"But when I am old," Theodora said. "Everything, and
everything." . .

To wrap it up and put it in a bex. This is the pro-
perty of Theodora Goodman. But until this time, things
floated out of reach. She put out her hand, they bobbled
and were gone. She listened to the voices that murmured
the other side of the wall. Or she followed the Syrian
as darkness fell, and the Syrian's brown silence did not
break, the sky just failed to flow through. (p. 32)

Theodora's desire to know "everything”, to "wrap it up and
put it in a box", to make it her "property", is, in its
imagery, very like Fanny's and Julia's handling of Chopin.
Theodora wants to possess everything. But, as we learned
earlier, this possession kills meaning and denies relation-
ship. Theodora, who wants meaning, will never find it in this
way. In fact, given her desire to know "everything”, and the

intense seriousness of her nature, any boundary will be seen

to limit meaning. Conseqguently meaning will continually
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seem to reside just beyond what she can grasp; it will only
be encountered beyond the rational.

Here again we see the dualistic nature of White's
vision. There are only two alternatives: either the wil_ful
ego-tyranny of a Julia, which gains permanence at the expense
of significance; or the dissolution of rational ego-boundar-
ies, which allows transcendent truth to be apprehended.
Theodora's desire to "know everything” is a result of her
feeling a lack of wholeness, yet the only possible routes to
wholeness that she has any experience of are her mother's
false and superficial domination, and her own spiritual
empathetic identification. The route she needs, and which
her family circumstances deny her, is that of a healthy
human relationship which carries the possibility of
physical as well as spiritual experience. The need, as I
have been arguing throughout, is for human collaboration.

White appears to recognize this need when he intro-
duces The Man who was Given his Dinner, someone who inhabits
the same plane as Theodora and shares her fundamental oppos-
ition to the mundane world of Fanny and Julia. Asked why he
prospects for gold the man replies:

"Because . . . it is as good a way of passing your

life as any other."”
This sounded funny. It made the walls dissolve, the
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stone walls of Meroé&, as flat as water, so that the
people sitting inside were now exposed, treading a sew-
ing machine, baking a loaf, or adding up accounts. But
the man walked on the dissolved walls, and his beard
blew . . . Altogether he was unlike the other people
who came to the house, or anyone in the house, except a
little like Father . . .

Behind them they could hear the safe sounds of the
house. (pp. 33~34)

Again we get the value-laden distinction between dissolution
and permanence: the first is a vital contact with reality--
"the man walked on the dissolved walls, and his beard blew";
the second is enclosed, limited, "safe"--by implication a
somewhat cowardly refusal to face life. And as in the scene
with the Syrian, White is arbitrarily equating this refusal
with settled society in general:

"Yes," said the man, "it's as good a way of passing
your life. So long as it passes. Put it in a house and
it stops, it stands still. That's why some take to the
mountains, and the others say they're crazy." (p. 37)

What choice has the reader got? This prospector-cum-0ld
Testament prophet--with his flowing beard and thunderclap
entrance-—is obviously the voice of truth. Theodora makes
the natural response, given an environment that includes
Fanny:

“I would come if I could," said Theodora.

"Yes," said the man. "You would."
"Don't be silly," said Fanny. "“You're a girl."

EL e

I would come," said Theodora.
Her voice was so heavy she could hardly lift it,
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Her voice tolled like a leaden bell.
"You'll see a lot of funny things, Theodora Goodman.
You'll see them because you've eyes to see. And they'll
break you. But perhaps you'll survive. No girl that
was thrown down by lightning on her twelfth birthday,
and then got up again, is going to be swallowed by
rivers of fire."
And now Theodora began to think that perhaps the
man was a little bit mad, but she loved him for his mad-
ness even, for it made her warm. (p. 37)
This is a firm endorsement of the solipsistic direction
Theodora's life will take in the rest of the novel. There
is even allowance made for the seeing her as mad, since a
significant madness is preferable to a banal sanity. 2At the
same time White further endorses the relationship with The
Man who was Given his Dinner by mentioning her desire to go
with him and the warmth he makes her feel. These hints of
relationship combine with an earlier passage to point toward
a sexual potential unlike anything in Theodora's arid
surroundings: "But inside the man's silence, Theodora could
feel his closeness. The sleeve of his coat touched her
cheek. The sleeve of his coat smelt of dust, and mutton fat,
and sweat, but it stroked her, and she bit her tongue”
(p. 36).
The problem is that White will allow none of this

potential to be realized. The most obvious reason, of

course, is Theodora's youth, but there is a wider meaning
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here. The Man's rejection of society means his relation-
ships can only be momentary. To sustain them, to have them
grow into something approaching permanence, would be to
submit to the boundaries of society, to settle down. A
significant relationship for the Man who was Given his
Dinner is the one he had with Theodora's father:

"You're more like your father," the man said to her.
"More like your father used to be. We was mates. We
went prospecting down Kiandra way. I remember once we
got lost, one Easter, in the mountains, when the snow
came. There was the ghost of a man in the mountains,
they said, who got lost in a snowdrift driving his
sheep. We sat all night, your father and I, under the
shelter of a big dead tree, listening to the dingoes
howl, waiting for the ghost. Cripes, it was cold up
there. We had a fire each side. But it was cold. We
sat with our arms around each other and then your
father fell asleep." (pp. 35-36)%4
Here we have two people depending on each other for warmth
and human contact in the face of a harsh and terrifying
environment. What White does not seem to realize is that
these elemental needs form the bases of the relationshi ps
which constitute the human world. Human reality is
relationship and relationship means society. Certainly the
elemental nature of our need can get covered by superficial-
ity and other impediments to open communication--this is the

example of Julia and Fanny--but to deny society because of

this is to deny one's own foundation.
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White appears to feel that significance only exists
outside society, and that what makes life in society bear-
able are the momentary glimpses of truth which shimmer
through the miasma. While Theodora's momentary relationship
with the Man who was Given his Dinner becomes a sustaining
force in her life, she simultaneously knows it can never be
realized except in her imagination:

‘When he had gone Theodora realized that he had not
looked at her again, but somehow this did not seem to
matter. They sat beneath the shaggy tree in the night
of snow, and the snow as it fell melted, on entering the
circle of their warmth. She rose and fell on the breath-
ing of the tree.

"What did he mean," said Fanny, "by August seven-
teenth next year? Do you suppose he will come again?”

"That is what he said," said Theodora.

But she already knew that he would not come. In all
that she did not know there was this certainty. She
began to feel that knowing this might be the answer to
many of the mysteries. And she felt afraid for what
was prepared. The magpies sang cold in the warm air of
Meroé. (p. 38)

The suggestion here, and thus far in the novel as a
whole, is that significant relationship, truly creative
collaboration, is something which inhabits a transcendent
plane. Brief glimpses of this plane are all that oppose the
banality of soulless human existence. Theodora's realiza-
tion of this certainty causes her to be afraid, and in res=

ponse she cultivates, through her imagination, the vital

relationship she needs. As the novel proceeds Theodora's
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imaginative life plays a larger role, until in Part Two the
distinctions between reality and illusion are blurred. In
Part Three Theodora finally enters a world of total signifi-
cance and complete illusion. Here she partakes of a complete
human relationship--with a figment of her own making.

The argument that keeps presenting itself in reaction
to these suggestions is that human life is not soulless;
that significance can and must be found in a human world:
and that the human world, as opposed to Julia's or Fanny's,
is one which we create through conscious, concerned collabor-
ation. As F.R. Leavis says (speaking of Eliot): "to recog-
nize with full implicit belief, as should surely be natural
above all to a major poet [br novelisﬁ], the fact of human
creativity is to know that the nightmare of hopeless self-
enclosure is a nightmare, and, if irresistible and lasting,
an insanity."15 White sees no way for Theodora to escapa
her self-enclosure because he arbitrarily denies creative
relationship in human society. His alternative, which I
earlier said was making a virtue of necessity, is to posit--

creatively, in a novel (he doesn't recognize the contradic-

tion this manifests)--a transcendent realm embodying the
needed values. I expect White would agree with William

Walsh's formulation that The Aunt's Story "renders with
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painful immediacy the process of mental dissolution. It is
also the examination of a route to reality which is not
cerebral, or traditional, or conventional, or even sane."16
But can we take this seriously? Can madness be said to
embody reality? Our answer must be an ungqualified no.

Up to this point we have seen Theodora accepting,
usually passively, her lack of real relationship. What we
find in the relationships she enters into in the rest of Part
One is Theodora's conscious terminating of relationships
which do not meet her standards. Coupled with this is the
equivocal sense that Theodora is one of an elect, that she
is embarked on a journey which coarser natures deny to most
of the other characters. At the same time though, White
castigates these characters for not embarking. What this
contradiction reveals, on closer examination, is White's
determination to protect his view that, in the words of
David Myers, "the only true meaning of life is to be found
in isolated, brief moments of ecstatic epiphany that are
given only to the courageous few who search in isolation and
torment for the deeper springs of being within themselves or

in contemplation of the otherness of nature's infinity."l7

Other characters must be made to appear limited, if not
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vapid, in order to reinforce the significance of Thecdora's
route to reality. What this amounts to is that both Theo-
dora and Patrick White treat the other characters as objects,
take the appearance for the reality. The individual being
of the other person is glossed over in the hurry to castigate
a faulty surface.

In Theodora's relationships with Viclet Adams at
Spofforth's school, with Frank Parrott after she returns from
school to Meroé&, and with Huntly Clarkson after she and her
mother have moved to Sydney, White ostensibly reveals the
banality Theodora is subjected to, and enlists the reader's
support of Theodora's private questing. Trusting the tale,
however, we recognize that what is actually going on is an
arbitrary thwarting of the potential for a creative relation-
ship. As we witness these encounters we realize that
Theodora's social environment is no longer completely
sterile. There appear to be alternatives to her solipsism.
But White will not admit that the alternatives are valid;
he has by this time too large a commitment to Theodora's
isolation to allow that there may be another way.18 Though
her lack of relationship will destroy her, it is presented
as her only avenue to truth.

Just as Violet begins to emerge as a person, for
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example, she is stigmatized as sentimental, and, therefore,
unable to "endure the bones and stones” (p. 53) through
which truth is revealed to Theodora. Similarly, from the
moment Theodora shoots the small hawk she had empathized with
earlier, and so puts to death "a potential element of her own
life, the 'normal’' and acceptable path of courtship, marriage
and eventual motherhood"l9, we know there is no chance for a
growing relationship with Frank Parrott. White goes on after
this point to indulge a perverse enjoyment in the creating
of the grotesque, bestial Frank, a pastime which quite
undermines the authentic gestures Frank does make toward
Theodora.

To give these assertions more weight I will look
closely at Theodora's relationship with Huntly Clarkson, in
which the same symbolism, and the same arbitrary thwarting
of potential through unfair satirizing and cariecaturing is
carried on most clearly. Huntly Clarkson's world is osten-
sibly the superficial context in opposition to which the
authenticity of the sequences with the artist Moraitis is
established. I say ostensibly, because even more g0 than

with Violet Adams and Frank Parrott there is a potential

for reality in Huntly which breaks through the banal aspects
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of his life and demands to be acknowledged in terms qualita-
tively different from those White seems prepared to offer.
To acknowledge this element in Huntly would entail a serious
reconsideration of Theodora's guest. This is something
White cannot finaliy bring himself to do. He toys with the
implications, but that is all. Never does he seriocusly
engage the problem. Consequently, the impression one gets
from the Theodora-Huntly relationship is of creativity
stifled. White imposes his single-minded understanding on
the relationship and thus prevents the novelistic potential
from being realized.

We can see this pattern working itself out through
a number of scenes. Huntly's potential is registered, wheth-
er White consdously intends it or not, when he first meets
Theodora and Julia Goodman at his office. He can "feel the
tyranny of Mrs. Goodman" and notices that she is "a small,
neat, hateful woman, with small, neat, buckled shoes, and
many rings. She sat in the light and kept her ankles
crossed. But her daughter sat in shadow, and drew with her
parasol on the floor characters that he could not read" (p.
93). Although Huntly can't yet read Theodora, his ability

to recognize the falsity of Julia moves him closer to Theo-
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dora's plane. The subtlety of his perception is brought out
in their first social encounter in Theodora's home. To his
wish that she visit his home Theodora replies that she is
not good company. "This question of company," Huntly res-
ponds, "is something for me tordecide. The people who love
us have a habit of sticking on labels that are never accept-
able, and very seldom correct" (p..93). This speech indi-
cates that Huntly knows there is a reality in Theodora be-
neath the surface her mother and most others are content to
see; he reaches out to her with a gesture of genuine kindness
and concern. )

The reader responds to this gesture as an authentic
opportunity for Theodora to engage in creative collaboration,
or, more correctly, would so respond if Huntly's authentici-
ty had not been called into question by this from the
previous page: "It would be very easy, she felt, to allow
the kindness, the affluence, the smoky voice of Mr. Clarkson
to engulf. But because of this she resisted" (pp. 92-93).
The implication, of course, is that Huntly offers only the
comfortable delusions of material ease. He is seen to pose,
in Patricia Morley's'words, a "subtle danger to Theodora's

odyssey'.20 The ccmforts of his material world will comprom-

ise Theodora's spiritual integrity. We have just seen,
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however, that Huntly offers more than material comfort; to
eguate him with his wealth is to "stick a label"” on him, to
pass judgement on a surface, after the fashion of Julia.
One might argue that White is subtly undercutting Theodora
by giving her such a one-~dimensional perspective at this
point. But this is not the case. What he is doing is
establishing Huntly's limitations, implying that his
gestures of kindness are part of a fagade, the role of the
benevolent rich man. The procedure is clear in the

following:

Why had he asked Theodora Goodman to his house? If it
was out of pity it was praiseworthy. He often did
praiseworthy things. But he was tired of himself. He
wanted to loll right back and listen to something extra-
ordinary as he fell asleep.

"Have you ever seen a volcano?" she asked. "I would
like to sail past in a ship, preferably at night.”

He opened his eyes.

"Why, yes,"” he said. "I have seen Vesuvius and Etna.
And Stromboli. That was from a ship. They were not so
very <extraordj_nary. None of them, " he said.

The green blaze of laurels crackled. Now she knew
that she would go. It was easier to escape than she
expected, from where she had never belonged. (p. 97)

In this scene White deliberately sets Huntly up to
be shot down. Huntly wants to hear something extraordinary
and when Theodora makes the offer he responds incorrectly,
thus revealing that, finally, he is not tired of himself.

The entire scene is devoted to displaying Huntly's super-
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ficiality and thereby justifying Theodora's escape from
relationship with him. The problem lies in the lack of a
middle ground where communication can occur. Theodora
simply dismisses him, implying that he will forever ride the
surface of life while she plunges into the depths. And her
dismissal, given the presentation of the scene, is fully
endorsed by White.

For the sake of Theodora's quest White cannot concede
authenticity to Huntly. Consequently he satirizes him. Yet
at places in the Huntly sequence we see evidence that White
has misgivings about the vision, has problems accepting its
solipsistic implications. The following passage, couched
carefully in satire, is one such place: NIf Huntly Clarkson
invited Theodora again, and often he said he would not, that
it gave no return, he invited her because of some indefinable
uneasiness and discontent, a sense of something he had not
achieved" (p. 98). The phrase "that it gave no return” is
a derogatory lowering of Huntly's relationship with Theodora
to the level of an unwise financial investment. Yet beneath
the denigration there lies a real truth. Without the
"return" there is no relationship, no human reality. That
it is reality that Huntly desires is apparent in the "uneas-

iness" he occasionally feels with the status quo. In the
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next line White again makes a phrase do double service. The
“

sense "of something he had not achieved" can refer simply to
Huntly's passion for collecting unusual objects, and his
inability to collect Theodora. It can refer also to his
sense that Huntly is grappling with a spiritual need which
cannot be made a reality unless Theodora recognizes his
advances as more than conventional social gestures and re-
turns them in kind. This would regquire genuine giving on her
part and would, consequently, mean diversion from her solip-
sistic path.

Here is where White balks; he is unable to allow the
misgivings he feels to establish themselves as a sustained
criticism of solipsism because he finally cannot believe that
a creative alternative can be found in human society. Though
Huntly appears, at points, to have a potential that White is
interested in, when the bottom line is reached, White always
consigns him to a superficial world. Witness the following:

The whole of Huntly Clarkson's life lay there on the
table, crystallized, in front of Theodora Goodman, and
she knew at such moments that there was nothing more to
know.

Theodora, felt Huntly Clarkson, is an upright chair,

a Spanish leather, in which an Inquisitor has sat, a
shabby rag of skin passing judgement on souls. For a few
moments he hated Theodora. The way you can hate some-

thing that is untouchable. (p. 101)

Huntly's criticism of Theodora is apt. She reduces him to
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the status of an object which she can dismiss as she would
one of the crystallized fruits on his table. She makes him
one with his possessions, no more. Yet, though White appears
to sympathize with Huntly's response to Theodora's brutal
judgement, the context he places Clarkson in--conspicuous
wealth, vapid society women, culture as a consumer item--
suggests that Theodora's judgement is justified and called
for. That Huntly's response serves to lift him out of his
milieu and entitle him to a different reaction from Thecodora
is never given serious consideration. Huntly's banal,
materialistic milieu is pulled into play whenever his obser-
vations of Theodora come too close to compromising her
gquest. Notice the derogatory jab in the last line of the
following:

then .
Huntly knewAthat the door had closed. This, perhaps,
was the extent of his relationship with Theodora Goodman.
She closed doors, and he was left standing in his hand-
some mahogany interior, which was external, fatally ex-
ternal, outside Theodora Goodman's closed door. Huntly
Clarkson stood and wanted to overcome his humiliation,
which he could not pay anyone to take. (p. 102)
The reference to payment catches our attention and lessens
the impact of Huntly's observation. In fact, it has the
effect of turning the respmmsibility for the closed door back

on him, in that anyone who thinks in monetary terms, implies

White, disqualifies himself from true reality. It is impor-
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tant that we recognize the sleight of hand involved here.
The gquality of Huntly's response to Theodora is far subtler
than anything in the social world he inhabits, but it is from
just this surface world that White draws the tag that judges
Huntly adversely.

In the scene surrounding Huntly's proposal of mar-
riage the same type of unfair shift is used again. We are
first shown Huntly groping for a reality that transcends his
usual sphere:

These are the moments, he felt, when the tongue can take
command, without the assistance of drink, when the body
is no longer ridiculous, when it is possible to talk of
poetry, and God, and love, without belittling or destroy-
ing. He wanted to speak to Theodora. He wanted to admit
his inadequacy, which, for once, had become almost a
virtue, like a thick hawser trailing in a white wake.
(p. 109)
The potential for authentic life hinted at here, however, is
undercut by Theodora's response when Huntly does "speak" to
her about marriage: she rejects him, and is "grateful” that
"The farce had not screamed" (p. 110). But surely we must
protest that this moment indicates that Huntly has risen
above the farce of his socialite life and is haltingly re-
questing Theodora to join him in creating a significant

reality. Our protest is short-circuited by White's deliber-

ate reduction of Huntly to crass materialism: "Huntly
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Clarkson did not altogether believe that Theodora Goodman
would reject the yellow fagade and the laurel blaze of his
great stone house” (p. 111).
In a scene echoing her shooting of the hawk, Theodora
symbolically terminates her relationship with Huntly by
shooting the heads off a series of little clay ducks at the
fair. The aftermath of this act presents Huntly in his worst
light so far:
Huntly, who walked almost beside her, had become big
and soft, with a band of sweat beginning to show through
the broad band round his smart grey hat. An abject and
sorry deference had begun to make Huntly soft. He was
all acceptance, like a big grey emasculated cat, waiting
to accept the saucer of milk that would or would not be
given. Only Huntly had begun to know that it would not.
In the circumstances, or any way at the moment, you could
not say that he was sad, because it had to be like this,
from the beginning. Behind them others walked, half
knowing, in their silence, ever since Theodora had shot
the clay heads off the ducks, that she was separated
from them forever by something that their smooth minds
would not grope towards, preferring sofas to a hard
bench. (p. 114)

This transformation of Huntly into an "emasculated cat" is a

denial of the reality we have seen in him. He has "groped

towards” Theodora and has been shut out, if not repelled, at

every attempt to collaborate with her. White's observation

that "it had to be like this, from the beginning” is an
example of his imposing his dualistic vision to justify the

thwarting of human relationship. Theodora is fated to
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search for transcendence, while Huntly is locked into a
meaningless existencé; the gap cannot be bridged.

Once she has assured the continuance of her quest
by shooting the ducks (and, metaphorically, Huntly), Theodora
can indulge in regret that collaboration was not possible:
"She looked at him and regretted his smile. It was like the
last smile of someone on a railway platform, to whom one
should have spoken while there was still time" (p. 114).
Theodora's gesture here is purely sentimental, its depth of
seriousness negligible. A more credible summary of the
situvation is given by White himself: "When we have drained
the last emotional drops from a relationship, we contemplate
the cup, which is all that is left, and the shape of that is
dubious. So neither Mrs. Goodman nor Huntly Clarkson had
survived in more than shape" (p. 117). In these terms a
relationship is something consumed, not scmething contribu-
ted to. It appears static, rather than dynamic, and, far
from being a collaborative enterprise, the other person is
turned intc an object. Theodcra, following this pattern,
never allows herself seriously to attempt a real relationship
with Huntly; from the beginning she judges him to be no more
than the sum of his material possessions. She uses him to

gratify vicariously an impulse toward voluptuousness in
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herself:

I suppose, said Theodora, if I responded to clothes it
would be something the same. All the rich and sinuous
sensations of silk and sables would not have been un-
like the hours spent with Huntly Clarkson, which smelled
of cigars, and brilliantine, and leather. The sensations
that Huntly Clarkson gave were no less voluptuous for
being masculine. (p. 98)

Though, as we have seen, White appears to have
qualms about this account of Huntly, finally it is this
superficial reading he endorses, and so justifies Theodora's
dismissal of Clarkson. The impression we are left with is
that the striving for a significant relationship is virtually
pointless given the context of limited human existence in
which it takes place. Meaningful existence is again forced
beyond the boundaries of human life into a transcendent
sphere.

Yet this static vision is given the lie by the very
activity we are engaged in while intelligently reading the
novel. An intelligent reading, of course, is one that is
concerned to discover the reality of the work. This
involves respect, care, and a holding in check of our
natural propensity to impose our interpretation and so
gratify ourselvés. George Whalley, discussing the teaching

of poetry, states what he feels to be ocne of the advantages

of discouraging students from interpreting with a view to
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finding a specific "meaning":

The student becomes increasingly aware of a changing
quality of relation between himself and the poem; his
presumption that he is a knowing subject and the poem

a knowabkle object has changed into a cognitive relation,
dominantly perceptual, in which the initiative begins

to shift from himself as knower to the poem as capable
of directing the process of getting-to-know--a process
. . . that is very much like getting to know a person.2l

Reading, then, as an heuristic process of "getting-to-know",
replaces the subject~ocbject dualism with creative relation-
ship, just as getting to know a person, by removing him fram
the status of object, breaches the wall behind which we
fancy ourselves to be inviolate subjects.

This similarity, however, between the processes of
intelligent reading and genuine human collaboration, is not
reflected in White. On the one hand he is extremely concern-
ed about receiving an intelligent response to his work.

This is evident in the opening gesture and overall tone of
the following passage from his self-portrait, Flaws in the

Glass:

My work as a writer has always been what I understood as
an offering in the absence of other ¢ifts. The Aunt's
Story, my first published work after settling at Castle
Hill, was considered freakish, unintelligible--a noth-
ing. You only had to pick up a library copy to see where
the honest Australian reader had given it up as a bad
job. I brooded after that. I considered giving up
writing altogether . . . (pp. 143-144)

Here, through his novel, White offers to take the initiative
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in "directing the process of getting-to-know”, and he is
understandably hurt when the book is labelled freakish.
On the other hand, the static dualistic vision he
imposes on the novel prevents the process of getting-to-
know that his characters engage in from progressing beyond a
certain point. He is, at one and the same time, writing
a novel that demands a serious engagement of intelligence
and sympathy from his readers, and saying, within the work,
that this engagement is not possible on any plane that could
be meaningful to those readers.
This contradiction in White—-implicit recognition
cf creative collaboration witnessed to in the fact of his
being a novelist, conflicting with an explicit denial of
creative human collaboration within the novel-~-reveals his
debility in dealing with humanity. Diagnosing the strange-
ly analogous case of T.S. Eliot, F.R. Leavis makes observa-
tions which are pertinent here:
his inner conflict, with the accompanying insecurity,
entails an uncertainty, a limitedness and a lack of
imaginative penetration in his awareness of other
people. It is an aspect of the limitedness of his
sense of the human world.22

. These elements~-uncertainty, lack of imaginative penetration,

etc.--are apparent in White's treatment of those people who

appear to offer alternatives to Theodora's solipsism. As we


http:worla.22

77
have seen in the presentation of Huntly Clarkson, White und-
ercuts his genuine human potential by dwelling on his short—
comings. The implications of real relationship are not faced
up to. And, just as "Eliot's recoil from human responsibil-
ity restricts in a paralysing way his power to conceive
significance~giving ends and spiritual values”23, so White's
recoil acts in a similar manner. Increasingly what is offer-
ed as spiritual value assumes the characteristics of a
mirage. As Theodora retreats further into her private world
the vital relationships she imagines for herself are given
an authorial endorsement which the reader concerned with the
collaborative maintaining of a human world cannot accept as
valid.

Theodora's brief relationship with the 'cellist
Moralitis is offered as an authentic contrast to the usual
banality she finds herself immersed in. The use, again, of
the recognizably significant roses and associations with
Meroé signals the importance of their meeting:

Huntly's table was smouldering with red roses, the
roselight that Theodora remembered now, of Mero&. She
swam through the sea of roses toward that other Ithaca.
On that side there were the roses, and on this side
Moraitis. His hand begged for mercy, fingering a
crumb. And Theodora granted it. They did not speak
much.

Except once when his voice swam up, as if remember-
ing, and said, "The roses . . ." turning to her to offer



78

his discovery.

"We lived once in an old yellowstone house, " she
said. "Old for here, that is. And one side was a
thicket of roses. A tangle. I tell myself I can remem-
ber roses reflected on the ceiling, in the early morning,
when I was a child. Do you think this can be a fact, or
just absurd?”

"Yes?" he said doubtfully.

But although he did not understand, she knew that
there was much that he would. In the eyes of Moraitis
there were many familiar objects. He held things with
humility, his glass, or knife. Altogether there was
little correspondence between Moraitis and what was
going on around Huntly Clarkson's table. He stood in
the reflected roselight. (pp. 100-101)

In their reciprocal sensitivity Theodora and Moraitis have
re-entered the shell of innocence; the significance of their
communion transcends the coarse world of experience inhabit-
ed by Huntly and his circle. The transcendent moment renders
the mundane sphere of experience irrelevant. As Moraitis
tells Theodora, "It is not necessary to see things . . . If
you know" (p. 102). What this means, of course, is that
even the tentative relationship between Theodora and Moraitis
is, finally, irrelevant. Theodora recognizes this and the
part of her that is desirous of human touch laments the fact:
It is not necessary to see things, said Moraitis, if you
know. It is like this, she said. And yet, for the pure
abstract pleasure of knowing, there was a price paid.
She remembered the Man who was Given his Dinner, the
moment on the bridge, which was the same pure abstraction
of knowing. But the exaltation was cold without the

touch of hands, the breathing and stirring and waking of
the tree in the snow. (p. 103)
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To satisfy her need for touch, her human need to
balance the cold purity of spirituality with the physical,
Theodora turns inward. Just as the potential of her moment-
ary relationship with the Man who was Given his Dinner could
only be realized in her imagination, so with Moraitis Theo-
dora embellishes imaginatively on the sparsest of physical
encounters. Listening to the preliminary music at the
Moraitis concert Theodora indulges in an imaginative flight
which allows her visionary access to his backstage room:

Through the rain of distant music, in a comb of corri-
dors, Moraitis stood in the perspective of the brown
room, which tried to contain him, but which failed,
defeating its own purpose in reflections of reflections,
endlessly. Just as Moraitis himself defeated his own
inadequate face, overflowing through the cavities, or
thought eludes the skeleton of words. Theodora saw the
reflection of Moraitis suddenly pick up a tumbler of
water from a tin. tray, and all the reflections swallowed.
. . . Moraitis was protected by some detachment of
unconcern. He accepted the isolation. He retied his
bow. The eyelids were contemptuous on the eyes.

At that moment people had begun to clap, and she knew

that he had come. (p. 104)

This is the mode of imaginative experience that
becomes prevalent in Part Two of the novel. There Theodora
confers significance on her welter of confusing memories by
imaginatively entering scenes from the lives of whomever she

is speaking to and reshaping them to answer her own inner

needs. We can see this happening in the powerful sequence
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at the concert in which she imaginatively makes Moraitis's
experience of the music give shape to her own life. The
first movement parallels Theodora's spiritual development in
childhood and youth:

Then the silence crackled. The concerto had begun. The
violins made a suave forest through which Moraitis
stepped. The passage of the 'cello was diffident at
first, struggling to achieve its own existence in spite
of the pressure of the blander violins. Moraltis sat
upright. He was prim. He was pure. I am a peasant,

he said. And he saw with the purity of primitive vision,
whether the bones of the hills or the shape of a cup.
Now the music that he played was full of touching, simple
shapes, but because of their simplicity and their purity
they bordered on the dark and tragic, and were threaten-
ed with destruction by the violing. But Moraitis closed
his eyes as if he did not see, as if his faith would not
allow. He believed in the integrity of his first tenta-
tive, now more constant, theme. And Theodora, inside
her, was torn by his threatened innocence, by all she
knew there was to come. She watched him take the 'cello
between his knees and wring from its body a more
apparent, a passionate music, which had been thrust upon
him by the violins. (p. 105)

The second movement captures Theodora's adulthood; her pass-
ionate life hidden under the sterile surface of spinster
aunthood and a one-dimensional social environment:

The 'cello rocked, she saw. She could read the music
underneath his flesh. She was close. He could breathe
into her mouth. He filled her mouth with long aching
silences, between the deeper notes that reached down
deep intc her body. She felt the heavy eyelids on her
eyes. The bones of her hands, folded like discreet fans
on her dress, were no indication of exaltation or des-
pair, as the music fought and struggled under a low
roof, the air thick with cold ash, and sleep and deso-
lation. (p. 105)
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The last movement projects spiritual significance into the
future, promising transcendence and therefore escape from an
increasingly hostile world, from the pull of the flesh, and
foreshadowing Theodora's final departure from human society:
But in the last movement Moraitis rose again above the
flesh. You were not untouched. There were moments of
laceration, which made you dig your nails in your hands.
The 'cello's voice was one long barely subjugated cry
under the savage lashes of the violins. But Moraitis
walked slowly into the open. He wore the =xpression of
sleep and solitary mirrors. The sun was in his eyes,
the sky had passed between his bones. (p. 105)

This sequence, the power of which is immediately
cbvious, embodies a Whitean contradiction that we are recog-
nizing to be basic at this stage of his career: creative
genius is dedicated, finally, to transcending the very soil
in which creativity grows--human life. White must bring all
the powers at his command into play in illustrati