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BLOCK INTRODUCTION

In the previous block (block 4) you read about Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man. In
this block 1 shall be taking up V.S. Naipaul’s 4 House for Mr. Biswas.

Threugh the fictional account of a man (Mr. Mohun Biswas), V.S. Naipaul throws
light on some major aspects of Caribbean life and yearings. 4 House for Mr. Biswas
etches the life of Indian immigrants in the Caribbean island of Trinidad. Caribbean
society emerged out of successive waves of free as well as forced migration from
Europe, Africa and Asia. The cultures of these various people contributed to the
formation of what we broadly refer to as Caribbean culture — and yet these varied
people preserved the markers of their distinct identity. This fact is what you should
have in mind when you begin reading this block.

Unit 1 will introduce you to the life and works of V.S. Naipaul so that you can
understand the complex influences that shaped his thinking as a writer. The
indenture system has also been explained in this unit so that you have a kind of
framework within which you can study A:House for Mr. Biswas.

Units 2&3 . contain a chapter-wise analysis of the novel in sequential order. I have
also commented upon autobiographical parallels and Naipaul’s narratorial skills.

Unit4 In this ixnit, certain aspects of the novel have been taken up, eg. 4 House for
Mr. Biswas as a diasporic novel, or as a chronicle of the changing political and social
order of the times. The use of irony and humour has also been highlighted.

. In Unit 5, 4 House for Mr. Biswas has been compared to Naipaul’s other Caribbean
novels, so as to enable you to look at the ways in which Naipaul has worked and
reworked the same material into the increasing complexities of his later narratives.

A word of caution here — it is very important that you read and perhaps re-read the
novel along with these notes, to understand it in totality. Also, do attempt the
questions at the end of each unit for self-assessment to see how well you have
understood the novel.
















































































































































































































































































































































How plausible these positions are remains for you to decide. What is even more
interesting is how these positions tap into thematic veins in The Solid Mandala as it
maps the equally paradoxical love-hate relationship between the twins, Waldo and
Arthur and obliquely delves into the nature and purpose of art. “The tension in
White’s relationship with his own country is a revealing facet of that nrofound
quarrel with himself (to adapt Yeats' phrase) out of which his fiction comes”
(Barnes, 3).

1.3 THE SOLID MANDALA

“In tracing the development of a major writer one perceives continuity as well as
growth: each.new work is organically related to its predecessors, yet this does not
preclude the possibility of surprise.”, comments Thelma Herring. She goes on to
point out these links when she opines, “Presenting, with a compression equaled only
in The Aunt's Story, two lives as simple and ordinary to outward view as those of the
Parkers in The Tree of Man, The Solid Mandala uses them to explore further the
theme of man’s potential divinity already treated on a epic scale in Voss and Riders in
the Chariof(Herring, 72). However, even as the novel marks continuities, the points
of departure remain significant. Peter Craven notes, “From the late 1960s there was a
drift away from the mythopoeic, away from the symbols of the bush country. This is
discernable in the later work of Patrick White. The Solid Mandala (1966) is a story of
two brothers, one cosmically inclined and ‘mad’, the other schizoid yet ‘sane’. The
book displays not only White’s interest in the ideas of Jung, but his willingness to
experiment with black comedy and kitchen-sink realism. After The Solid Mandala
White never again sounded the biblical note of The Tree of Man.” (Craven, 46)

One finds in this novel no synoptic vision trying to encompass expansive _
macrocosms. In the sense that on the surface of it, the novel does not try to hold
within its narrative canvas extensive timeframes, an enormous cast of characters or an
extremely convoluted widespread narrative. It is concerned with two twins and their
consciousness that defines the world they live in and colors their interaction with
people. The Solid Mandala is about two twins - Waldo and Arthur. However, in a
strange and poetic journey, we realize that it can transcend the bounds of their
microcosm to envelop more cosmic strains. Into the ostensibly simple tapestry of the
lives of two nondescript men from the suburbs of Sydney, are woven threads linked
to questions such as the nature of artistic creation, the search for spiritual and
emotional wholeness, the holocaust and an impinging ethos of materialism.

The narrative is divided into four unequal parts. Brief opening and closing sections
have Mrs. Poulter as the principle actor. According to Thelma Herring, these sections
“form a frame which puts the timeless theme in a contemporary context”(Herring,
73). The expository section introduces the bachelor twins through the perspectives of
Mrs. Poulter and Mrs. Dun as revealed in a conversation that they have as they ride
the bus between Sarsaparilla and Barranugli. The exterior sections impose the outside
world’s perspectives on the narrative even as it subtly critiques that world’s _
materialistic values and narrowness of vision. The two central parts recount the lives
and thoughts of Waldo and Arthur from Waldo’s perspective first and then more
briefly from Arthur’s perspective. These sections deal more extensively with two
seemingly antithetical approaches to life in that society, which through the device of
the twins, are.shown to be also almost inextricably linked.

The narrative takes off with a bus journey in which Mrs. Poulter and Mrs. Dun are
introduced directly and the Brown brothers obliquely through their conversation. In
this section called ‘In the Bus’, the Brown brothers are shown stumbling along the
road between Barranugli and Sarsaparilla with their blue terriers, Runt and Scrufty.
There is a combination of the omniscient narrator commenting on the thoughts and
nature of the two women, the women being characterized through their overt actions
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towards the close of his narrative infuse his being with palpable abhorrence for things The Novelist and
and people, springing from personal despair as the success and place in life he had " the Novel
envisaged for himself slip further out of his reach. :

If hatred for others and an incipient self-hatred are part of Waldo’s constitution of
himself, then the third section devoted to and entitled ‘Arthur’ is infused with the
thematic concerns of positive relationships and an almost religious spiritual search for
wholeness. Most of the episodes that figure in the Waldo section are reinscribed here
through the mellow perspective of Arthur. What were sources of humiliation for
Waldo, become sources of affection and part of a continued process of personal
enhghtenment for Arthur.

Although they are twins, and although “the lives of the brothers 'fused by consent at
some points”(81), they are opposites, physically, mentally and spiritually points out
Thelma Herring. Waldo is depicted as a pseudo-intellectual, who excels at writing
English essays and becomes a librarian. He assumes a sense of superiority that fuels
and legitimizes his hatred of and scorn for the people around him. Waldo, however,
has aspirations to be a novelist when he eventually hopes to find something to write
about. The elitist and esoteric view of art and himself, he holds fails to keep him in
touch with the realities that could have nourished his aspirations into fruition. Arthur
is portrayed as an alleged snmpleton who is a failure at school except for a surprising
flair for figures, becomes a grocer’s assistant and humbly accepts the realities around
him. He loves and is loved by people (and dogs) and seeks to share a redemptive
totality with the lives of those he touches. “Their experiences, however often
coincide: they love the same woman (after their different fashlons), both write
“poems and read books, each acquires a dog, both on occasion play the woman, both
give Mrs. Poulter a “child”’(Waldo in the form of a plastic doll, Arthur by accepting
the relationship himself), each is accosted by a whore on the night that the Second
World War ends, each becomes in a sense the other’s murderer.” To Mrs. Dun,
watching from the bus as they walk hand in hand, “It was difficult to decide which -
was leading and which was being led. But one was the leader, she could sense”(l9)
Waldo, of course, believes himself to be the leader, and the protector of Arthur;
Arthur feels from the beginning that he is protected, and is the protector of his whole
family. (Herring, 73-74). The denouement reveals that both visions of life though
seemingly at odds with one another.interpenetrate one another, constituting parts of a
whole.

The final section, like the opening section, imposes the perspective of the outside
world onto the narrative. As in the opening section, the closing section entitled, ‘Mrs
Poulter and the Zeitgeist’ combines negative impressions of the fate of the Brown
brothers and a more positive apprehension of the same by Mrs. Poulter. Only this
time her perspective holds sway over the denouement givit._. 11 a stronger sense of
thematic coherence. N

To touch upon some more autobiographical and personal notes that impinge upon the

book: “White testifies in Flaws in the Glass to his own anxiety at the time he was

writing The Solid Mandala. He and his friend Lascaris had decided to move from

“Dog woods,” their home of many years, because the suburban nuisances were ,

becoming oppressive. He feared that the uprootirig might be fatal to his writing, that

‘The Solid Mandala might be his “sy/an song”. Inevitably the novel “was infused with

an amount of fatality and foreboding.” For those interested in the sources of White’s,

inspiration and possible prototypes of his characters, he identifies the twins as “my

two halves,” with Waldo as “myself at my coldestand worst.” Mrs. Poulter “grew out_

of” a neighbor lady, and Dulcie “has both the goodness and the smugness of a

fulfilled Jewish acquaintance”(Jones, 72-73). Patrick White counted the novel as one

among his favorites. I like The dunt’s Story and The Solid Mandala best — the first

because for so long nobody would pay attention to it,...and The Solid Mandala

because it’s a very personal kmd of book, I suppose, and comes closest to what [’ve :
wanted ”(1990: 21-2) n



The :S'olid Mandala

1.4 LET US SUM UP

Patrick White’s life and career as an Australian novelist are marked by paradoxes and
tensions that are subtly evinced in his novels in general, and The Solid Mandala in.
particular. The tension between tradition — be it familial or literary — and the
proclivities of his individual talent that consciously strove against more rigidly
defined horizons of national and literary expectations lead to the paradox of accolades
abroad and ambiguity in reception in Australia. The Solid Mandala taps in on these
ambiguities in its portrayal of the twins —Waldo with his abhorrence of the society in
which he lives and fear that it will contaminate his art; Arthur with his love that seeks
to open the eyes of people to the potential for redemption and totality.

1.5 QUESTIONS

1. What were the dichotomous pulls that were in play during the formative
years of Patrick White the riovelist that have a bearing on The Solid
Mandala?

2. Discuss what you think of some of the positions that have been taken to

account for White’s paradoxical reception in Australia.

3. Give a brief arlysi> of the structural anci narrative paradoxes in The Solid
Mandala.

1.6 GLOSSARY

Antipodean margin: Parts of the British Empire on the opposite side of
the earth, used to refer to New Zealand and Australia

Black comedy: A type of comedy that employs black, cynical or wry
humour

Colonial centre: The centre of colonial power, England

Denouement: The outcome or unraveling of the plot of a narrative

Dialectic: Oppositional ideas or that pervade and unify an

argument, worl: or system
Dingoes: Australian wilc' dogs, used here metaphorically

Expository section: The initial part of a literary work that explains the
situation at the heginning of the narrative action or
establishes the context for the action

Jackeroo: Colloquial Australian term for a man arrived from
England to gain experience in the bush oftenasa
novice at a sheep or cattle station

Jungian framework: A psychoanalytical framework of criticism that
pleces emphasis on how a work embodies
archetypes, thie collective unconscious and the spirit
of the age
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2.0 OBJECTIVES

This section attempts to suggest the significance of the epigraphs to the text and
briefly go over some of the themes evolved in the text. It also looks at the way
Sarsaparilla is evoked as a setting to the text’s themes and narratives. The aim is to
introduce you to some of the textual frames of reference relevant to making a reading
of The Solid Mardala. S

2.1 OPENING GESTURES

Patrick White places four epigraphs as pointers to chart the course the narrative will
take en route its odyssey of exploration. All four of them weave together a similar
thread of thaught. They are the opening notes to a concerto of the soul that sees the
possibility of mandalic totality in putatively mundane marbles, and intimations of
salvation in a supposed simpleton. Below I have juxtaposed the epigraphs and some
of the observations they have evoked to help you capture the ambience White wished
to evoke at the threshold to The Solid Mandala.

There is another world, but it is in this one
Paul Eluard

“Patrick White is pre-eminently a novelist of consciousness. Whatever the archetypal
metaphors of the unconscious, whatever the structures of image, symbol or theme
from which he or his critics might claim his novels are constructed, they find their
meanings outside these closed systems - in the world. The epigraph to The Solid
Mandala — “There is another world, but it is in this one” — does not necessarily mean
that there is some magic or archetypal or even unconscious reality behind these
appearances. All possible worlds are immanent to consciousness” (Ashcroft, 124).

“The essential insight, without which all endeavour will be in vain, is that the
metaphysical is recognized as illusory. There is no “other world”, “no beyond”, no
“real” world:the “apparent world”, our world, transitory, meaningless, continually
becoming, neyer reposing in being, is the only world. ... White’s elected characters ’
act out White’s struggle to find transcendence which occurs within the world....The
god that Arthur sees is...in the world” (McCulloch,32-33).

It is not outside, it is inside: wholly within.
Meister Eckhart



“A whole universe is summoned up in the novel’s slim beginning, a world which
includes the clotted paddocks of Terminus Row, and the world in which people lived,
belonged to Fellowships and Lodges, and are not afraid of electric gadgets. That
world is the context for the tragedy of the Browns, parents and children, which is
itself a comment on the words of Meister Eckhart quoted as an epigraph, It is not
outside, it is inside: wholly within’*(Walsh, 86). ‘

.. yet still I long
Sfor my twin in the sun...
Patrick Anderson

“The Solid Mandala dramatizes a search for Divinity in the art form itself; itisa
quest for wholeness which seeks to contain an energy or power that may ultimately
give expression to another world that White perceives as being “inside” and “wholly
within” the visible one”(McCulloch, 27). According to McCulloch, the novel
postulates “the question of whether or not art is able to constitute the religious
activity of man” and that White envisages the “pursuit of the perfect art form, in
quest of the marriage between Apollo and Dionysos (“...yet still I long for my twin in
the sun”)”’(McCulloch, 28).

It was an old and rather poor church, many of the
ikons were without settings, but such churches are
the best for praying in.

Dostoyevsky

Carolyn Bliss posits that in the denouement Arthur becomes a type of Christ-figure.
This motif is gradually built up in the text with references to ‘The Grand Inquisitor’
and the central finale of Arthur’s mandala dance that reenacts the Passion of Christ.
“Subsequently, he sets Waldo’s death on a Thursday and Arthur’s reappearance at
Mrs. Poulter’s on the Saturday. Thus Arthur is absent for the traditional three days,
although the timetable of the Passion has been slightly skewed”(Bliss, 112). Bliss
reads echoes of the epigraph from Dostoyevsky into the evocation of the police
sergeant’s memories “‘of a boyhood smell of cold, almost deserted churches, and old
people rising transparent and hopeful, chafing the blood back into their flesh after the
sacrament”(313). '

2.2 THEMATIC PREOCCUPATIONS

The Solid Mandala, is densely overlaid with thematic interpretations and readings of
the narrative. Most of these themes are textually worked out through the twins,
Waldo and Arthur. As a result, much overlapping of thematic possibilities takes
place. As a framework to explore the possibilities this novel lays open, several of the
thematic preoccupations of this novel have been listed. It is for you to add to or take
away from this list as your own reading breathes life into this thematic skeleton and
fills it out with the flesh and blood of the character’s actions and thoughts.

. The human sense of isolation and the search for meaning. This constitutes
an abiding thematic concern in White’s oeuvre. Waldo and Arthur embody an
almost Nietzschean theme of the lonely agnostic’s agonized quest for the
capacity of insight into the very nature of things. Waldo’s futile struggle to
exert his sense of identity leads him further and further along the path of
alienated isolation. Arthur takes up the pursuit of meaning against the
enervating rationalism of his family and reaches for a grez :r understanding
of mankind, the nature of existence, pain and totality. He manifests a longing
for truths -beyond material knowledge - the nature of redemption, the large
meaning and design of life. The semi-mystical vortex of the narrative
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. Literary creation. “The recurring subject in The Solid Mandala is literary Openings and
creation. Arthur’s experiences are an enactment of life’s essence, its joy and Preoccupations
its suftering which ideally could be the source of Waldo’s creative literary
capacities. But Waldo turns from the source and is left with dry empty form”

(McCulloch, 30). McCulloch sees the novel as using Waldo and Arthur as
“plausible embodiments of the Apollonian anl Dionysian duality”
(McCulloch, 28) where Apollo is the god of individuation, dream and
illusion, and Dionysos is the god of intoxication and the forces of nature. He
goes on, “Waldo is potentially the provider of Apollonian form. Arthur is the
source, the wild inebriated Dionysian force that requires form. Waldo must
accept Arthur’s love, his source, before he can create and become one with
the universe. The goal is unity” (McCulloch, 28). '

2.3 A SENSE OF PLACE

The imaginary suburbs of Sarsaparilla, which appears also in Riders in the Chariot
written just before the The Solid Mandala, acquire the status of the fictional
landscape of Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha, Joyce’s Dublin, Hardy’s Wessex or
Arundhati Roy’s Ayemenem. The role of the everyday folk in Sarsaparilla, like Mr.
Poulter or Mrs. Dun, is to represent the dull, commonplace, ignorant averageness that
made for ‘the Great Australian Emptiness’ as White saw it. Sarsaparilla inscapes or
captures the sterility and materialism of White’s vision of a spiritual wasteland.
According to Ken Goodwin, the place is modeled on the Castle Hill suburb, which
used to be the home of White and Lascaris before they moved to the heart of the city
~§Goodwin, 169).

When the narrative opens if is in a “a place once a village now a suburb, in which the
remnants of the country die in the suburban landscape”(Walsh, 85). In this mildly
caustic idyll of suburban life, Australia i$ center stage. The larger world impinges in
the form of the Jewish question anq,ghe allusions to the World War and the holocaust.
But these are worked into the livesof the Brown brothers in such a way as to
condense the macrocosmic upheavals — such as the holocaust or the Peace - into the
microcosms of their personal failures, tragedies of rejection or acceptance. The
narrative keeps them within the perspective of the lives of the twins. The Jewish
question becomes coalesced with attempts to establish a relationship with Dulcie
Feinstein, and the end of the Second World War is marked for both brothers b
encounters with prostitutes. :

According to Walsh, White evokes “not only the exact registration of the physical .
appearance of the place, but also a sense of the community’s reaction, its ethos and
feeling. There is a considerable stress on the rougher and more abrasive elements of
Australian common life. The names of the people and places, for example, are
redolent of a kind of truculent glumness: Wally Pugh, Mrs. Purves, Mrs. Mysto, Mrs.
Mutton, Norm Croucher, the dogs Scruffy and Runt, O’Halloran Road, Ada Avenue,
Sarsaparilla, Barranugli, Shadbolt Lane, Gippa Gunyan, Mungindribble. The ugliness
these names stand for is confirmed by the half aggressive idiom which is the common
idiom of communication and the two together convey, negatively and positively, the
feeling of a society which is both traditionally and visually uneducated, and -
possessed of an openness and freedom untrammeled by the weight of an oppressive
inheritance” (Walsh, 88). As Mr. Brown said once to Waldo and Arthur, ‘There’s too
much you boys, reared in the light of an empty country, will never understand. There
aren’t any shadows in Australia. Or discipline. Every man jack can do what he likes’
(161). '

Sarsaparilla is debunked in the final section when the modern idea of comfort and
material progress in the suburbs is reduced to “the electricity...the phone...the 17
electric frying-pan...the telly”(295). It’s a closed world, where human relationships






the necessity of loneliness, he is unwilling to yield to sensuousness. His is a retreat
into isolation. His powerful egocentricity is not open to compassionate treatment. In
the end there is no redemptive transtiguration for him. He strives towards an indelible
individuality but ends up with obscurity. His self-limited interest makes him remote
and self-absorbed, even callous. “Waldo carries this fierce sense of his own identity
and his resistance to the intrusion of others to a point where it is pathological and,
since it is invariably connected with self-love, evil. ...he is a spiritual and emotional
solipsist. Life and experience seem to him a violation of his enclosed perfection, an
assault on his privacy”(Walsh, 93). Moreover, Waldo is even as a youth aware of the
malaise that condemns him to anomie. The narrative voice in the novel reveals, “On
the whole, though he would only have confessed it to himself, he did not understand
people, except those he created by his own imagining. If it hadn’t been for his own
visions he might have felt desperate”(98).

He resents, but is sustained by his bondage to Arthur. Putatively superior, he fails and
ends his life hating Arthur, his only contact with real life. He and Arthur are
presented in Manichean opposition. Waldo’s is a quest for personal identity while
Arthur’s is for insight into the very nature of being. Waldo’s ego imprisons the
spiritual sense as materialism can do. His relationships breed frustration and a sense
of inadequacy. Arthur with his open display of affection, his intuitive irrationalism is
a constant repudiation of his failure. “Waldo is disappointed in love and in authorship
and is increasingly resentful of his half-witted, incomprehensible brother” (Goodwin,
173).

Waldo’s rationalist approach to life was a legacy his parents had left him. “Waldo
had not been taught to pray, because, said Mother, everything depends on your will, it
would be foolishness to expect anything else, we can achieve what we want if we are
determined, if we are confident that we are strong”(77). As a substitute to the
apotheosis of a transcendent entity, Waldo places himself on an imaginary pedestal
and from his vantagepoint presumes to look down on all else. “If any, his religion had
become a cultivation of personal detachment, of complete transparency — he was not
prepared to think emptiness — of mind. In this way he suffered no immediate
hurt”(177).

He had a taste for the intellectual life and had literary aspirations. His fragmentary
attempt at writing a novel - Tiresias a Youngish Man - became the stigma of his
anemic sterility. “I want to, and am going to write about myself’(94) he wants 1o tell
Dulcie when she enquires about his writing. His writing achievements include several
articles, a fragment of a novel, membership of the Fellowship of Australian Writers,
and reading a paper on Barron Field to the Beecroft Literary Society. In old age he
imagines that a fragment of Tennyson’s “Fatima” that he has copied out, is the
product of his own muse. “Waldo is the sterile artist without a source, without
connection to the source of life. He is a representative of twentieth century
intellectual man who has cut himself off from love and the mystery of the
universe”(McCulloch, 50).

McCulloch points out how Waldo’s relationship with his brother is paradoxical.
"Waldo’s need, hatred, love and jeaiousy of Arthur distort and twist his perspective of
the world. Superficially, he lives and acts out a life nourished by the belief that
Arthur is an idiot, an inferior being. But the closeness he has with Arthur draws out
from within him admissions: “Perhaps he dreaded Arthur most of all, because of
something Arthur might tell him one day”(167) (McCulloch, 40). Even Waldo muses;,
at the ineffable and yet inextricable interpenetration of their existence; “With Arthur
it was differént. There was no escaping Arthur. At best he became the sound of your
own breathing, his silences sometimes consoled....Life as he began in time to see it,
is the'twin consciousness, jostling you, hindering you, but with which at unexpected
moments, it is possible to communicate in ways both animal and delicate”(76).
Arthur would remain an inescapable taunt to Waldo’s very existence. “He has hated
Arthur for everything he is: for his ability to love people, for his capacity for

‘Denizens of the

Australian
Emptiness

23



The Solid Mundala

experiencing, for his insight into the truth of things, for his appearance, and most of
all for the fact of his existence™ (McCulloch, 52).

Narcissism and insensitivity become a response to Waldo’s failure to love. The fullest
expression of his self to the world is consequently superficial and egocentric. His
self-absorbed belief in his greatness leaves him in silent competition with Arthur.
“Waldo didn’t believe it was possible to have more than one genius around”(35).
When Mrs. Brown doesn’t allow Waldo to squeeze the butter and knead the dough
because Arthur has according to her “a particular gift for it”, Waldo is piqued, all the
more so, \when Arthur calls these homely occupatidns his “vocation”.

“Waldo was more jealous of that word than he was of Arthur’s privilege. He
wondered where he had got it from. Because words are not Arthur’s line. It
was Waldo who collected them, like stamps or coins. He made lists of them.
He rolled them in his mouth like polished stones. Then Arthur went and
sprang this vocation thing of his.”(35-6)

- This jealousy also manifests itself as a defense to keep a part of him inviolate. When

Arthur asks him if he can act in Waldo’s play, Waldo refuses. He realizes his creative
life “was something he could not bear to share with his brother, whose breathing he
used to listen to whenever he woke in the night, the brother who looked almost right
inside him when they opened their eyes on twin pillows in the morning”(39). This
resentment ossifies into hatred as the fear of being upstaged resurfaces when he finds
Dulcie and Arthur together, finds Arthur reading The Brothers Karamazov in the
library and reads Arthur’s poem. It envelops him in hatred. “He hated his brother

Arthur, although, or perhaps because, Arthur was the thread of contlnuny, and might
even be the core of trulh”(186 .

“Waldo’s is a polished, metallic surface, impermeable to others, whether in the
community or the family”(Walsh, 93). He can’t commune with his father, “Sitting in
the train Waldo suddenly looked straight into his father’s face....Waldo might have
leant back to continue the escape he had made, if his clothes tightening hadn’t
constrained him, together with the fear that freedom might be the equivalent of
isolation. So that in the end he would have liked to touch his father’s goodness, but
could only be touched by it"(79). Similarly, “Mrs. Poulter was one of the fifty-seven
things and persons Waldo hated”(58). His passionate loathing becomes in White’s
prose a laughably precise and constrictive tabulation that lumps inanimate things and
people in a way that imbues the comic with pathos. Even his curious relationship with
Arthur as a child was half histrionic, half natural - “So they moved through the
landscape of boyhood, two figures seen at a distance, or too close up... he learned to
give them what they wanted. Occasionally, in passing, after returning the scones to
the table, he would very carefully brush the crumbs which had fallen on Arthur’s
knees, with a candid though ostentatious charity which moved the observer — as well
as the performer”(75-6). Even when he contemplates marriage to Dulcie just prior to

anticlimactically ﬁndmg her with Arthur, he figures most prominently in his
considerations:

Waldo went over the way in which he would benefit by marriage with
Dulcie. On the financial side they might have to skimp a bit at first, because
he would refuse to touch anything Dulcie brought with her until he proved
himself as a husband. Nobody would be in a position to say theirs was not an
idealistic marriage....Then the home. Undoubtedly he would benefit by
having a home of his own. A bed to himself....But it was his work which
would benefit most. The atmosphere in which to evolve a style. The novel of
psychological relationships in a family, based on his own experience for
truth, illuminated by what his imagination would infuse. One of the first

things he intended to do was buy a filing cabinet to install in his study. (149-
150)
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of words, language and literature, Waldo asks in jealous exasperation of Arthur who
has been explaining his difficulties with The Brothers Karamazov:

What will it do for you? To understand? The Grand Inquisitor?....
‘I could help people,” Arthur said, beginning to devour the words.(199)

Knowledge is not a source of self-congratulation or for superior perception for
Arthur, but a means of altruism and selflessness, of responsibility. This perception
also defines what Arthur considers the purpose of writing and its subjects. When he

- tells Waldo he should write about Len Saporta the reason he gives is that, “simple

people are somehow more...transparent...you can see right into them. Then you can
write about them....it doesn’t matter what you write about, provided you tell the truth
about it”(29). According to-Rodney Edgecombe, Aithur’s is not an esoteric closed
notion of literature like his brother’s, but a more mimetic view, utilitarian and
socially relevant as opposed to self-justifying culture or egoistically self-expresswe
aesthetics (Edgecombe, 75).

He seems to be positing a transparent nature in opposition to a nature that contrives to
be opaque with screens of privacy and pride. After Waldo’s gruesome death, Arthur
returns to the Library in the course of his confused ramblings and realizes that life has
taught him more than literature can.

he squared his shoulders, he put on the cloak of an air, and swirled inside the
Public Library, squelching over the polished rubber, trailing his identity
round the room in which he had begun the struggle to find it. If he no longer
felt moved to take down a book, it was because in the end knowledge had
come to him, not through words, but lightning. (307)

White in Flaws in the Glass, admits he has come to believe that truth may be “the
property of silence - at any rate the silences filling the space between words over
which he only “sometimes” has control (1981: 42).

Through understanding and identifying with others he shows a capacity to love which
is not mawkish as the hieratic elements in his character are emphasized. The
spontaneous and unaffected profound inner tranquility of the supposed ‘imbecile’
rejoices in the palpable actuality of common life and communicates the intimations of.
other realities which lie locked within quotidian experience. William Walsh notes
that the societal response to Arthur’s simplemindedness, varies between the horror of
worried parents when Arthur is young — ‘I warn yer, Mr. Brown,” Mr. Haynes was
saying, and his usually jolly chins were compressed, “you’ll have to restrain him. Yer
don’t realise a big lump of a boy like that can turn violent. In his condition. It’s hard,
1 kniow, for the parents to see.’(47) — to the exaggerated bonhomie of the men hiding
their embarrassment at the Speedex Serviee Station when Arthur is old — ‘Hi, mate!
Hi, Arthur! How’s the Brown Bomb”’(59)(Wa|sh 88-89). Arthur has as his creed the
trust of everyday tangibles:

Arthur eventually added Mr. Allwright to what he knew as truest: to grain in
wood, to bread broken roughly open, to cow-pats, neatly freshly dropped. If
he did ot add Mrs. Allwright it was because she did not fit into that same
worl.of objects, she never became distinct, she was all ideas, plots and
tempers. In myth of life, he never ever took to Hera. (227)

His is the arena of simple, down-to-earth practical abilities — milking the cow,
making bread, and enjoying his work as a delivery boy with the Allwrights. He is
good witli animals, has a prodigious gift for sums, an openness and unaffected candor
which enamour him to Dulcie Feinstein, Mrs. Poulter and his mother. He empathizes
and emotes with others genuinely. William Walsh comments, “Arthur passes almost
effortlessly into the lives and feelings of others, but he is entranced by the images of



these as he is infatuated with the glints and clouds and l;ights in his glass

X Denizens of the
marbles”(Walsh, 92-3).

Australian
Emptiness
Ken Goodwin feels that Waldo’s “sterile, jaundiced view of life is balanced by

Arthur’s. Confused and inarticulate, he nevertheiess has a radiant goodnéss and

insight that are represented by his four mandala-like marbles. He realizes that most of

those around him cannot appreciate them or their meaning, that * It was himseif who

was and would remain, the keeper of the mandalas, who must guess their final secret

through touch and light.” The struggle to guess their meaning is symbolized by the

‘red gold disc of the sun’, which he strives to hold, but also by the icebergs, that

‘moaned and jostled one another, crunching and tinkling... to splinter into glass balls

which he gathered in his protected hands’” (Goodwin, 173). Arthur’s solid mandala is

a symbol or image for his insight and need for an encompassing totality. Walsh

remarks, “Arthur contemplates his marble almost in a religious sense, seeing in it

mysteries, realities, symbols and significances — an endless range of reality enclosed

in a miniature universe”(Walsh, 92).

After seeing a performance of Gotterdammerung, he wonders “Who and where are
the gods? He could not have told, but knew, in his flooded depths”(217). The
question of god is one of the thematic preoccupations of the book worked out
extensively.through the persona of Arthur at several narrative junctures. Thelma

" Herring notes, “Brought up by parents who are conscientious unbelievers, Arthur is

-untroubled by religious questions until in old age he becomes perplexed by the
problem of pain and the Christian emphasis on “the blood and the nails”, and begins
the search for his identity, which he finds, however, “not through words, but by
lightning”. To Dulcie Feinstein, with whom he experiences spiritual union, he is the
instrument through whom her dying father is reunited to God; and to Mrs.
Poulter...he becomes the object of faith when her God is brought crashing down by
the shock of the discovery of Waldo’s defiled body”(Herring, 78). Mrs. Poulter is
restating the message of the text’s epigraphs and perhaps of Arthur’s very persona
when she declares, “This man would be my saint...if we could still believe in saints.
Nowadays...we’ve only men to believe in. I believe in this man”(2 14). McCulloch
concurs, “Arthur the Divine fool, the holy idiot, is developed to bring forth, by means
of contrast with Waldo, the concept of the sterility of the inteliect when it is divorced
from the spirit and from love” (McCulloch, 39).

His faith and love however cannot redeem his alter ego. He realizes, “Waldo had
always hated people, but always rather, well, as a joke. Waldo had done his block at
Arthur, but always more or less as a brother. Till it was made plain as a bedstead that
the life, the sleep they had shared, must have been jingling brassily all those years
with the hatred which only finally killed”(305). Waldo’s death is a revelation about
their relationship, but it also cuts Arthur loose. “All his family gone, he was
threatened with permanent manhood”(306).

McCulloch argues, “It is important to realize that neither Arthur or Waldo can exist
as a whole individual without the other. Consequently there is a logicai reason for
Arthur ending up in a “nut house” at Waldo’s death.... Waldo shouid not be viewed
merely as a character who exists as a contrast to the true seeker, Arthur. It is through
the form and structure of “Waldo’s section” that we can understand “Arthur’s
section”. Although structured separately the two parts interact, and the
interdependence of the two sections reflects the necessary interdependence of the two
brothers” (McCulloch, 50).

3.3 CIRCLES OF EXISTENCE

The other denizens in the world of The Solid Mandala constitute the web of
interactions that frame the lives and thoughts of the Brown brothers. They are
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her waving out a for her husband just as itopetied with her conversing with her © Denizens of the
neighbor. Hm\.uur White reveals that hier quotidian reality has changed pux'mn'"u.x Australizn
—Then she tuened, 1o do thie expected things, before re-entering, her actual spliere ot Emptiness
life(310). Geoflrey Dutton conunents “the mandala of wholeness is given to ... Mus.

Poulicr attne verv end of the baok, whe performs the ordinary expected things, and

then re-ciers ot ianer T which the exterior world cannot destroy™(in Edgecoimbe,

‘-—v.
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The parents of the twins are furgely nartatively mediated by the gossipy exchange
between Mrs. Poalter and Mrs. Dun i the first section, and then by their sons” poiits
of view in the central sections. We icarn their social value for the gossiping woinen
comes fron their being bonatide English in origin - having “come out from
Honie. . awvhen the boys were only bits of kids”(15), - and the maierial wellbeing
indicut ed by their house having a veranda. The hint of class superiority connou:d at
by Mr. Brown being a white-collar worker who works at a bank and reads books in
his spau time is neutralized for them by Mis, Poulter’s, “Mr. Brown senior was a
gentienian.. . [bjui not any better than us™(13). 1t’s an introduction that telis us as
el aboat the speshers as the spoken

A siry bookish bank clerk and renegade Baptist, Mr. Browis, wuswio oo us @ man of
prmuplc and kindness by his wife on his demise He had a taste tor, but not the
ciccumstances for an intellectual life. He insists on having a Greek pLdlmcnt inthe
w.....\l\‘ll] style on s rool’and attempts to learn Norwegian to read Ibsen in the

mal. The nmage Waldo pamts of him is of a conscientious bank clerk-dulled by
entrapment in a lite of mechanical alienation.

Howas, hie thoughn, the occasion of their last visit to the bank as children, that
waldo i mmd his father looking out from the cage in which he stood..

Thelr tather's eyes were brows, which Arthur had inherited. Their Im!\u
stare was at that moment directed outward, and not....Suddenly his shouiders
hunched, to resist it seemed, compression by the narrow cage, his eyces were
more deeply concentrated on some invisible point. More distinetly even than
the moming he found their father dead Waldo would remember the morning
of their fast visit to the bunk. (54)

The eftete and pallid character of Mr. Brown is drawn with a measure of delicate
compassion. Enervated he lives a lite of silent disappointment and miid self-delt ion.

Atter e retired, Dad would soinetimes recall.. his escape by way of
Inicllecteal Enlightenment, and the voyage to Australia, ... but in the telling,
fie would grow darker rather than enlightened, his breathing thicker, clogged
with the recurring suspicion that he might be chained siill. (145)

Anne Brown. is the product of a colonial upper-class milieu.  Mrs. Poulter in
describing the Browns says, “Mr. Brown was a good man. Now Mrs. Brown.. .she
Was ulways doing a favour. Even to her husband. She was good too mind you. but she
never stopped letting you see she had thrown herself away”(16). Proud of her
Quantrell heritage she proves an indelible and mildly baleful influence. Having
“Married Beneath Her(35) she manages 1o cling to vestiges of bygone days and
mores cven as she copes with the realities of working class life in Australia. There is
i her the aloofness of gentility bruised, a screen for the humiliation of her simpleton
son, decline in status and polite poverty. Self-deception is another psychological
defense she emiploys. Waldo recounts, “Mother never, grew disappointed 1o thie sanie
extent, because if she wanted to, she could dare the truth to be the truth. For o long
time after everyone else realized, she persuaded herself Arthur was some kind off
genius waiting to disclose himself. But Dad was not deceived” (35). Even when her
husband dies and she has to deign to use Mrs. Poulter’s phone to call the doctor,

divested of spoitaneity there is sense of put on theatre in her reaction, an emotional
legacy she leaves Waldo: . : 29
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Waldo followed her because she was technically their mother. Whereas their
-mother crossed Terminus Road because she was their father’s widow.

‘It’s my husband, Mrs. Poulter. I should like to ring for the doctor. If you will
allow me. Though we must realise nothing can be done.’

Her pure, inherited voice erected a barrier not only between herself and Mrs.
Poulter, but those she had conceived in an adulterated tradition. Though
Waldo could imitate voices, even adapt himself to situations, if they didn’t
threaten to extinguish his individuality.... After briefly rehearsing the part, he
was running springily in, ignoring Bill Poulter in his own house. (72)

As she aged, sinking into querulous and at times imperious inebriation, the pinched
gentility barely softened. Decrepit, in a tipsy moment, she asks Arthur if he feels she
has failed him, only to turn back from the moment of revelation.‘No!” she said,
quickly in her own defense. ‘Don’t tell me! Nobody normal ever enjoyed settling
their accounts...Nobody likes to be told. That they have got a spot. On their nose. On
the night of the ball’(271).

Assessing them William Walsh concludes,“Nourished by the most anaemic of
abstractions of high-minded rationalism and genteel socialism the Brown parents live

a dumbly desperate life, balancing in the air — just — their hopeless aspirations, their. .~
painful memories, their present disappointments, their insoluble problems with the
twins. ... Each in his limited way is a good person, each is a failure, each inadequate
for the strains put on them”(Walsh, 91).

3.3.2 The Outer Circle

The outer circle of characters in The Solid Mandala holds an assortment of people.
Most of them are marked as inhabitants of ‘the Great Australian Emptiness’. Mrs.
Dun’s is a mundane existence untouched by the need to seek meaning and vitiated by
concems of society and the flesh. The narrator comments on her relationship with
Mrs. Poulter: “The private life of other parties act as the cement of friendship. The
Brother’s Brown could be about to set the friendship of the friends™ (14-15). In the
text, she is early established as an unsympathetic character when she disapproves of
the Brown brothers holding hands and predicts something horrible will happen.
Curiously throughout the opening section, she dwells on the possibility that “they
could come and murder you in broad daylight”(14) or that a hedge like the Browns
have might be a hindrance “when someone’s got you by the throat”(15) almost
prefiguring the gory denouement of the narrative.

The pragmatic quotidian existence of Mr. Poulter too eschews the need for seeking
deeper meaning in life. He is portrayed as a representative of the phlegmatic dailiness
of life. Going by his wife’s account, apparently the war changed and hardened him.
He describes the brothers as “A couple of no-hopers with ideas about *emselves”(18).
He functions as a foil and context for the delineation of Mrs. Poulter. Just as the
Feinsteins, who with their Jewish cultivation and intelligence, allow White to
generate superb social comedy from the encounter between the callow twins and the
sophisticated but gentle family. Others like Waldo’s colleagues at the Municipal
Library, the Allwrights who kept the shop Arthur worked in, and the rich eccentric
Mrs. Musto form the backdrop of humanity against which Waldo ard Arthur are
delineated and live out their destinies.

3.4 LET US SUM UP

In this unit you have been shown that White’s characters function withir. a narrative
paradigm that seeks to rise above realism. As a result, at times they seem flat and
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- The sterile and subjectless Waldo excludes Arthur from intellectual equality with him

and Arthur’s suggestions are only met with bitterness and the discontent. Waldo feels
he is being made a spectacle of in public and as a result responds to Arthur not with
quietude but taunting asperity. In many senses this passage is a capsule of the text’s
tensions. The tension between the intellectually inaccessible or aloof and the
inspiration immanent in quotidian realities as well as mundane personalities. The
motif attempts to hold both these in one entity, resolving the tension into a
wholeness.

The motif appears or is chronologically prefigured in the narrative in the child
Arthur’s fascination during their cruise from England with “the red gold disc of the
sun™. Arthur ran to the rails only to be pulled back and told he might fall into the sea
and “be lost forever” by his mother.

He looked at her and said: “Yes. I might. For ever.”
Feeling the cold circles eddying out and away from him. (215)

The words describing the waves evoke a vignette of receding mandalas, as if
symbolic of the possibility for totality reflected in everything. Again they reappear in
his desire to see the icebergs which appear only in his dreams: ‘

Only in sleep the icebergs moaned, and jostled one another, crunching and
tinkling. The moons of sky-blue ice fell crashing silently down to splinter
into glass balls which he gathered in his protected hands. T
Somehow at least hé knew from the beginning he was protected.(218)

When he is a schoolboy, Arthur finds solace in the marbles which become central
mandalic motifs in the novel. Once again, the ordinariness of this motif is
underscored in being linked to the marbles and to Arthur to whom it would easily be
assumed the finer things in life were inaccessible. ‘

He was different then, in several ways. But did not mind since he had his
marbles.

However many marbles Arthur had — there were alway¥those which got lost,
and some he traded for other things — he considered four his permanencies.

" There were the speckled gold and the cloudy blue. There was the whorl of
green and crimson circlets. There was the taw with a knot at the centre, which
made him consider palming it off, until, on looking long and close, he
discovered the knot was the whole point.

Of all these jewels or touchstones, talismans or sweethearts, Arthur Brown
got to love the knotted one best, and for staring at it, and rubbing at it, should
have seen his face inside. After he had given two, in appreciation recognition,
the flawed or knotted marble became more than ever his preoccupation. But
he was ready to give it, too, if he were asked. Because this rather confusing
oddity was really not his own. He seemed more the coil of green and crimson
circlets. (228) ' ‘

The emphasis on permanence is significant. As also the knot in the marble meant for
Waldo that indicates the knot of opaqueness in his nature which makes him
inaccessible to others, while Arthur manifests a nature of complete openness. At
times the iterative symbolism seems intrusive. Dulcie and Mrs. Pdulter are given one
marble each, the flawed or knotted one is intended for Waldo, rejécted by him and
finally lost in a dark alley after Waldo’s gruesome end, the one with whorls in it is
kept by Arthur. According to Ashcroft, “Arthur sees that the “flaw”, the “knot” at the
centre of his marble, is the “whole point”. The mandala shows that manis -~
“surrounded” by-perfection in the sense that it remains the ultimate horizon of his
existence, and while wholeness is unenclosable by consciousness, man “gbtains”
infinity when he becomes aware of its intimation in ordinary experience”(Ashcroft,
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So Arthur Brown danced, beginning at the first corner, from which he would
proceed through stages to the fourth, and beyond....
In the first corner, as a prelude to all that he had to reveal, he danced the
dance of himself. Half clumsily, half electric. He danced the gods dying on a
field of crimson velvet, against the discords of human voices. Even in the
absence of gods, his life, or dance, was d@lways prayerful. Even though he
hadn’t been taught, like the grocer, to go down on his knees and stick his
hands together. Instead, offering his prayer to what he knew from light or
silences. He danced the sleep of sleep, their secrets locked prudently up, safe,
until their spoken thoughts or farts, gave them away. He danced the moon,
anaesthetized by bottled cestrum. He danced the disc of the orange sun above
icebergs, which was in a sense his beginning, and should perhaps be his
end...
In the second corner he declared his love for Dulcie Femstem and for her
husband, by whom, through their love for Dulcie, he was, equally possessed,
so they were all three united, and their children still to be conceived. Into
their corner of his mandala he wove their Star, on which their three cornered
relationship was partly based. Flurries of hydrangea - headed music provided
" aceremony of white notes falling exactly into place, and not far behind, the
twisted ropes of dark music Waldo had forced on Dulcie the afternoon of
strangling. There she was the bones of her, seated on the upright chair, in
black. And restored to flesh by her lover’s ﬂesh The inextinguishable,
always more revealing eyes...

.. In Mrs. Poulter’s corner he danced the rite of ripening pears, and little
rootling suckling pigs. Skeins of golden honey were swinging and glittering
from his drunken mouth. Until he reached the stillest moment. He was the
child she had never carried in the dark of her body, under her heart, fromthe
beat of which, he was aiready learning what he could expect. The walls of his
circular fortress shuddered... :

He had begun to stamp, but bitterly rigid, in his withering. In the fourth
corner, which was his brother’s, the reeds sawed at one another. There was a
shuffling of dry mud, a clattering of dead flags, or papers. Of words and ideas
skewered to paper. The old, bent, over-used aluminum skewers. Thus pinned
and persecuted, what should have risen in pure flight, dropped to a dry
twitter, a clipped twitching. He couldn’t dance his brother out of him, not
fully. They were too close for it to work, closest and farthest when, with both
his-arms, he held:them together, his fingers running with candle-wax. He
could not save. At most a little comfort gushed out guiltily, from out of their
double image, their never quite united figure. In that corner of the dance his
anguished feet had trampled the grass into a desert.

.. Till in the centre of their mandala he danced, the passion of all their lives,
the blood running out the backs of his hands, water out of the hole in his ribs.
His mouth was a silent hole, because no sound was needed to explain.

(265-6)

The varied symbolism of the mandala dance - the Chinese woman under the wheel
tree, the evocation of the dying gods, the moon, the orange sun, the Star, the pears
and pigs and goldenhoney, the blood of the Passion points to the truth not of any one
creed but of a perennial philosophy “offering his prayer to what he knew from light

- and silences”(265) - are narrative resonances that make divinity seem immanent in

Arthur’s very being.

According to Edgecombe, the dance begins with'a Walt Whitmanesque paean to an
inclusive encompassing self that brings together the formative influences in his life
and conceptualization of religion. “His religion is one that transcends all religions”
(Edgecombe, 84). The dying gods of Gotterdammerung are reduced to a theatrical
rite, the dogmatic and formulaic creed of Mr. Allwright, the sterile and forced
agnosticism of his rationalistic family and the solar and lunar portents symbolic of the
mandalic wholeness. The “androgynous trinitarian unity” which includes Dulcie, her



husband and Arthur are connected by love to the former’s children yet to be
conceived. Thus the second corner presents the “representatives of the continuity of
life” (Edgecombe, 85). The Star of David, two triangles inverted upon each other
becomes a mandalic symbol choreographing religion and unity into the dance. Mrs.
Poulter’s corner “is a Keatsiain hymn to ripeness” (Edgecombe, 85), it enacts and
through childlike simplicity rexctifies the childlessness of its medial figure. It also
recalls the sterility of Waldo’s plastic doll that engendered only negative emotions of
vulnerability in Mrs. Poulter. Waldo can’t be integrated as easily. “The tragedy of
Waldo’s life, its meaninglessness and vacancy, is contained in the imagery of '
skewered words and of language crumpling up in sterile self-enclosure” (Edgecombe,
86). Arthur experiences a sense of failure and responsibility. Finally, there is “the
coda in which the sacrifice of Christ is reenacted, fixing ‘and steadying the four
corners of the dance by its centrality, and exorcising the misery woven into the
pattern, not by evading it but by transfiguring it” (Edgécombe, 86).

Edgecombe connects this to the poem of Arthur’s that precipitates the novel’s
denouement. “It is finally this search for a transcendent, passional significance in
suffering that Arthur tries to convey through his poem” (Edgecombe, 86). The dance
encompasses in its choreography his insights, knowledge ~nd experience, the poem
encapsulates his vision of the place of pain in human reality.

my heart is bleeding for the Viviseckshunist
Cordelia is bleeding for her father’s life

all Marys in the end bleed

but do not complane because they know
they cannot have it any other way(212)

Thelma Herring comments, “The main device for linking characters is, however, the
central symbol of the novel, Arthur’s four marbles or “solid mandalas” which signify
the integrity of the self. ( The Sanskrit word “mandala”, denoting the ritual or magic
circle used in Lamaism and in Tantric yoga as an aid to contemplation, is used to
signify the self or totality.) ... But the mandala symbolism extends much further.
Jung points out ... that lamaistic mandalas are based on a quaternary system (hence
the number of Arthur’s marbles and the four corners of his mandala dance) and that
the figure of the square often gives the idea of the house or temple — which surely
explains the insistence on the shape of the Brown’s house with its Greek pediment.
...In fact, by imagery and allusion White constructs a network of mandala
symbols”(Herring, 79). The wheel, the lotus, the rose (it is perhaps significant that
Arthur refers to a wreath of roses framing Waldo when he puts on his mother’s dress,
since this cryptically described incident seems to suggest a vain search for totality
through family heritage), the Star of David which Len Saporta gives to Dulcie, the
central design in Saporta’s carpet, the rock crystal, the sun, the orange colored ju-
jubes which the orange-haired Arthur asks for are all part of this constellation of
mandalic totems according to Herring.

Some like Joseph Jones have extended the motif to the structuring of the novel as
well. “The novel is divided into four parts, the first and the fourth parts framing the
second and the third parts. The body of the novel consists of two long flashbacks in
which the histories of the other main characters, twin brothers are explicated and
dramatized both together and individually. The four-part structure and the central
search for the meaning of the novel, which the novel self-consciously pursues, make
it resemble a solid mandala”(Jones, 67).

43 LET US SUM UP

The androgyny and mandéla motif recur in the novel, either directly or obliquely.
Both point mainly to the theme of wholeness and the possibilty of totality in this
world. \

Messages in Motifs
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5.0 OBJECTIVES

This unit will introduce you briefly to some technical aspects of the novel. It is hoped
that this will make you more conscious of how the text is structured and introduce
you to some stylistic interpretations of the novel. It will also help you note how
White alters his techniques to achieve different effects for different characters,
especially for the twin protagonists.

5.1 NARRATIVE STRATEGIES

“The narrative manner of this novel is, as in all White’s major work, thick with
explicit particulars. Everything is embodied and illustrated. Each shade of feeling or
quirk of action is solidly realised. ... The narrative technique...swoops and turns and
flicks from point to point, with a logic different from simple sequence.”, comments
William Walsh. He goes on to draw comparisons between White’s narrative
technique and D.H. Lawrence’s formulations on “the movement of the emotional
mind” which speaks of how “...the mind makes curious swoops and circles. It
touches the point of pain or interest, then swoops and circles, coils round and
approaches again the point of pain or interest...” In the text, for example, the frame
narrative for the ‘Waldo’ section is.constituted by a walk the brothers take on
Waldo’s suggestion. The same walk during which Mrs. Dun and Mrs. Poulter had
seen themn in the opening section. Arthur proposes that if they hang around they might
meet Mrs. Poulter and walk together to the bus. Waldo refuses the suggestion but the
reference to Mrs. Poulter sets off a train of reminisces that go back to his childhood
memories. The narrative from there moves back and forth between the walk and
snatches from the past — for Waldo, mostly memories tinged with pain and
humiliation. Walsh continues, “In The Solid Mandala the procedure is one of
shading and emphasis, of varying the¢ point of entrance and sweeping backwards and
forwards in a way which impresses the reader as a composition rather than a linear
progress.”(Walsh, 86-87)

Walsh’s observations apply more to the ‘Waldo’ section which constitutes the bulk of
the text than to the ‘Arthur’ section which is more linear in its narrative progression.
In fact Arthur’s narrative opens with an “In the beginning there was the sea...”(215)
with its Biblical intonations echoing the opening words of the book of Genesis.
Carolyn Bliss too discusses White’s technique of producing an “evocative blending
of a novel’s themes and motifs in a single scene, a practice which s:zems to owe as
much to music as to literature.” She cites one of the best examples for this as coming
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reserved for Waldo.” Arthur is able to hear and “see in advance the splotches of
sound”(232); he “would roll on his seat in time with the buggy long before its motion
called for it™(234); can “smell the smell of cold mud”(246) and “sing shapeless
songs”(251) “The language used for the “Arthur section” succeeds in interrelating
the senses when touching the world™ (McCulloch, 34). As in the case of Waldo, these
images reflect Arthur’s character and the way in which he frames reality.

Moving to a more general apprehension of how the book uses figurative language,
Carolyn Bliss offers an interesting intervention on the subject. “White sometimes
fashions a continuum of imagery, from the ant on the pavement to the sun in the sky,
which sets man as a middle term and suggests that all share the same vital impulse.
Alternately, actions may illuminate each other by their contiguity. For example, in
The Solid Mandala, Mrs. Feinstein tells Arthur and Waldo about visiting her
European relatives:

‘I don’t know what Daddy would have to say to so much Jewish
emotionalism. | was thankful we did not have him with us, either in Paris or
Milan. Poor things, they are devout.” Mrs. Feinstein smiled for the sick,
though it could have been she enjoyed the illness. ‘Of course we did

whatever was expected of us while we were there. We did not have the heart
to tell them we have given up all such middle-aged ideas, to conform,’ she
said, ‘to conform with the spirit of progress. Daddy , I am afraid, who is more
forceful in his expression, would have offended.’

After that she disappeared, trailing the outdoor coat she was wearing, It was
so out of place. It was so shapeless it might have been inherited. (p: 132)

Simply by appending the trailed, ‘inherited’ coat to Mrs. Feinstein’s smugly modern
point of view, White comments ironically on her hope that the inheritance of faith
may be discarded. At the same time, the repetition of the. word ‘conform’ suggests
that her modernism reflects nothing more than capitulation to a new kind of
pressure”(Bliss, 198). Such subtle use of imagery infuses the text with nuances that
can be picked up only with multiple and careful reading, as well as creative
interpretation. As in the case of Arthur’s marbles, it involves seeing the possibilities
of the putatively tund;

5.3 MYTH,SYMBOL AND ALLEGORY

Patrick White’s avowed desire to rise above realistic writing and discover the poetry
and mystery encapsulated in ordinary lives has made him extensively use mythopoeic
elements in his works. His works embody a structure or framework linked to myths

- .and parallel motifs. The Solid Mandala is no exception, though how exactly he has

employed these elements and to what effect remains a matter of interpretation. He has
drawn on Christian motifs, beginning with the Adam and Eve motif in The Tree of
Man right through to tie crucifixion motif in Riders in the Chariot. Marshall Best
sees a continuation of this trend in his interpretation of the relationship of the two
brothers. “In The Solid Mandala, still absorbed with aspects of the problem of
personal identity, he tried out his own version of the Cain and Abel legend in a story
of two contemporary brothers”(Best, 692). Patricia Morely interprets that same
relationship as allegory. “On the allegorical level there is the furiher connotation of
the mystery of the relationship between man’s body and soul, identified with Arthur
and self-will, identified with Waldo”(Morley, 5).

Equally significant is White’s ability to invest an ambience of myth and cosmic
symbolism replete with allusions to many kinds of religions - ancient, modern,
Eastern, Westemn around the most mundane of situations. Life itself becomes a series
of epiphanic moments for Arthur. For example, when Arthur delivers groceries, Mrs.
Feinstein offers him lemonade and asks him to “drink it slowly and concentrate” so



he can “extract the prana trom this lemonade™(24 1), Some of this is again a matter of
interpretation and having an eye for details. For example Walsh says, “The bus
journey has in it a certain ritual quality, as though the two ladies were not only
beating the bounds of the terrain of the novel but defining its sensibility”’(Walsh, 85).
Similarly, Thelma Herring comments, “The symbolic use of physical characteristics
is in fact a marked feature of the novel. Arthur’s brown eyes link him not only with
his gentle father but also with Dulcie, Len Saporta, and their children... while Waldo
with his “inherited eyes™, pale and cold. is linked with the mother whose aristocratic

connections fascinate hlm and feels an affinity with other blue-eyed people”(Herring,

79).

5.4 HUMOUR AND SATIRE

In dealing with the serious themes he has in hand Patrick White lapses into the
humorous mode very subtly and across a wide range, if at all. There is the social
satire of the portrayal of the petty materialism and shallow perspectives of ordinary
Sarsaparillites like Mrs. Dun. There is the homely humour of the lesser local
characters like the eccentric Mrs. Musto or the snobbish Miss Dallimores when they
come to tea with the Browns. There is the element of social comedy in the awkward
visits of the brothers'to the Feinsteins with Waldo desperately trying to maintain a
fagade of pseudo-respectability and Arthur’s childish candor spoiling the intended
effect. There is the confluence of rhetoric and mantric utterance, as in the lemonade-
prana episode when Mrs. Feinstein just afterwards adds the rationalist caveat “Of
course we don’t know exactly if this is a practice which has been scientifically
approved of, but it’s a nice idea, don’t you think?” The dark, almost pathetic comedy
of Mr. Brown inadequately trying to tell Waldo about the facts of life and ending up
telling him about precautions he should take with public lavatories.

Andrew Riemer puckishly points out that the religious intensity of Arthur is at times
played out against a backdrop of suburban satire. “White spoke with many voices.
What has been difficult for some to recognize is that strain of mordant comedy that
accompanies many of his metaphysical pezks, enriching rather than diminishing the
intensity of those moments. When Arthur Brown’s concentration on the mystery of
things in The Solid Mandala is momentarily diverted by a faning dog, the indecent
and the indecorum somehow allows us to accept the validity of this outrageous fable,
an account of the quest for salvation in the pedestrian outer suburbs of Sydney” (in
Joyce, 158-9).

5.5 VOICES

White, in the novel, employs a patois of voices and narrative points of view. The
range extends from omniscient focalization, where the narrator can focalize the point
of view of any character, to narration through internal point of view, presented in
terms of the feelings and perceptions of characters. So most of the time, the voices
are of intradiegetic narrators like Waldo, Arthur and Mrs. Dun who are personally
involved in the action being narrated. This is laced with the barely distinguishable
extradiegetic omniscient narrator with no involvement in the action but comments on
it from the outside. The interpenetration of both points of view acts to establish
balance in the composite narrative point of view. It reveals that there are ever so
many stories or perspectives that emerge from an ostensibly simple single story.

Carolyn Bliss notes how shifting modes of focalization bring about shifts in our
perspectives as well. “The opening section, ‘In the Bus’, consists of nervous small
talk which Mrs. Poulter makes while riding the bus with her new friend Mrs. Dun.

Technigues
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through sacramental imagery. The events common to both narratives... articulate
most acutely the points at which the temperamental and philosophical divide between
the two brothers declares itself” (Edgecombe, 62). He continues, “the twinning is one
of emotional warmth to rational coolness, of approach to recession, of extra - to
introversion, of inclusiveness to fastidious rejection, indeed of centrally antithetic
tendencies of human nature” (Edgecombe, 64) .

Even as the text, uses the twins to personify dichotomous pulls, it also employs them
at the level of structure to reiterate the inextricability of the connections. Kirpal Singh
points out, “It is a mistake, I feel, to see White as an anti-intellectual. Waldo’s
knowledge in The Solid Mandala may be faulty, bigoted, narrow and perverse, but it
is as necessary to a complete grasp of reality as is Arthur’s morbid and childish
fascination with his orange marble. Waldo and Arthur are twin manifestations of a
whole that is out of joint”(Singh, 120). McCulloch too notes, “It is important to
realize that neither Arthur or Waldo can exist as a whole individual without the other.
Consequently there is a logical reason for Arthur ending up in a “nut house” at
Waldo’s death.... Waldo should not be viewed merely as a character who exists as a
contrast to the true seeker, Arthur. It is through the form and structure of *Waldo’s
section” that we can understand “Arthur’s section”. Although structured separately

~ the two parts interact, and the interdependence of the two sections reflects the

necessary interdependence of the two brothers”(McCulloch, 50).

6.2 POINTS OF CRITICISM

Patrick White has been no stranger to criticism. We have had a look at some of the
negative positions on him that have emerged as a result of his deviations from what
was seen as the Australian literary tradition. Others have focussed more specifically
on the epistemological premises that go into his world view as presented in his books.
Vincent Buckley, for example found fault with his penchant for infusing cosmic
implications into the quiddity of things. It is a critique that can easily be applied to a
novel where marbles carry the weight of the central motif mandalic totality. “He is, 1
think, a victim of a mysticism of objects — or, better still, a mysticism of sensations.
Far too many objects are presented as revelations; and it is through an unremitting
concern with sensations that they are so presented.... This is unmistakably fine, but
only a rigid control keeps it from inanity”(Buckley, 417).

Veena Noble comes out with a more pointed attack. Like Marshall A. Best who felt
the novel was “stimulating but not convincing in its arbitrary re-shuffling of the
brothers”(692), Veena indicates the forced thematic and character positions in the
novel. “When we find ourselves not liking characters as much as the author wants us
to (like Arthur and Mrs. Poulter in this novel) and liking a character more than he
wants us to (like Waldo) there seem to be two factors especially at work; the author’s
values are too arbitrary and his presence is too obtrusive. It is the author’s obligation
to demonstrate to us through his portraiture and his selection of significant incidents
that his values are acceptable. But White’s values are too ambivalent for us to be in
definite agreement or disagreement with them; and his attempts to sway us into
agreement or disagreement with his mood of the moment by intrusions of his
personal judgement give us small credit for an ability to arrive at our own
perceptions”(Noble, 32).

She critiques the novel on the grounds that the characters are too weighed down by
moral significance and mysticism which are not given foundations in acceptable
human values and hence fail to be convincing. “One of White’s less successful
works, The Solid Mandala is a curious melange; an unhappy blend of mysticism and
satire, it preaches the values of love but is prone at times to mockery. It holds up as
saint figures a physically gross idiot and an unthinking suburbanite, and it damns a
poor paranoid”(Noble, 33). She accuses White of adopting Mrs. Allwright’s crotchety



stance of * Human beings are all very well(217) by using shallow mysticism and

. . . . . . rerspectives
dispensing salvation and damnation arbitrarily.

6.3 COUNTERPOINTS OF DEFENCE

Bliss is aware that the design of the novel can be critiqued for being “too patent” and
of such a “programmatic quality that undercuts any sense of ‘felt life’’(13) in it. But
she also opposes a defense to this allegation that reads the novel as an allegory and
argues for a middle ground which allows for both humanistic impact and allegorical
or symbolic implications. This call to reconcile, if not collapse opposites seems very
important to an appreciation of White’s work. To move from thesis and antithesis to
synthesis. Interestingly, The Solid Mandala attempts to show the stultifying effects of
not doing that on a thematic level.

More positive re;ponsas to White have ranged from hyperbolic positions such as,
“Patrick White rernains the one who showed the way to understanding that
comprehension is vhiguitous and that goodness is fragile.”(Carolyn Van Langberg in
Joyce, 124) to positions that attempt to account for the ambiguities in his work.
“White’s talents as a novelist were paradoxical in many ways: melancholy yet"
excitingly powerful; controlled yet furious; there was a dazzling vision and yet the
most exact and precise eye for detail. It is an art prolific with symbolism and images
and yet hardly concealing a palpable anxiety, sometimes a loathing for human kind.”(
Clement Semmler in Joyce,105)

Ken Goodwin writes, “White’s corpus deals in every style from farce to tragedy, with
a small number of themes but a vast number of characters. He has conducted a
continuous literary protest against materialism and the dullness of realism. His
positive values are an integration of the divided soul, receptiveness through genuine
goodness to moments of illumination, and the struggle for creative forms capable of
expressing these ideas. Novels, stories and plays tend to alternate between
identifiably placed social satire and commentary and more timeless and placeless
settings. No other Australian writer has displayed such capacity-to hate and to love
hun ity ar se . capacity to create comic and tragic character. He has always, as he
says in Fleows oi the Glass, been, ‘embarking on voyages of exploration which I hope
may lead to discovery’.”(Goodwin, 179) Thus perhaps the best thing about the
paradoxes, dich< xmies and dualities that pervade White’s work is that they force you
to read and to critically arrive at your own position. “Patrick White, thought-
provoking and entertaining, sets us, speculating, adrift — forcing us to think for
ourselves”(Elizabeth Jolley in Joyce, 138)

64 LETUSSUMUP

Patrick White and The Solid Mandala are replete with dual pulls but the idea is to
reflect on them, to let them make you thirk.

6.5 QUESTIONS

1. Discuss the use of the twins as a structuring principle.

2. Is the novel programmatic in your opinion? Give reasons and examples for
your positions. 3
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BLOCK INTRODUCTION

This Block is the last one of the course New Literatures in English. In the four units
of this Block, The Stone Angel, a classic in twenticth century Canadian fiction has
been discussed with a view to making you understand and appreciate its salient
‘eatures and distinguishing qualities. I have also attempted to introduce Margaret
Laurence, the author of The Stone Angel, to you. The view-points of various critics
and scholars, who have analysed and evaluated The Stone Angel from various
serspectives, have also been complied in a convenient format for you in this Block.

Unit 1 will aoquaint you with the biographic details of Margaret Laurence and her
major works, since tracing the development of an author’s canon, makes it easier to
understand literature.

The purpose of Unit 2 is to introduce the protagonist Hagar Shipley and through her
character throw some light on a whole body of newly emergmg literature dealing with
the lives of the ageing and elderly.

Unit 3 analyses the novel with a view to establishing a connection between religious
concepts and the issues related to female identity and last but not the least Unit 4
takes up some other aspects of the novel, like an analvsns of the title; the use of
imagery and the theme of redemption.

However you will find this material worthwhile and useful only when you have read
the text of The Stone Angel, so do begin by reading the novel first.






UNIT I THE NOVELIST AND HER MAIN
THEMATIC CONCERNS

Structure

1.0 Objectives
1.1 Margaret Laurence - Introduction
1.2 Biographical Details — Early Years
1.3 The African Sojourn and its Influence
14 The Canadian Phase
1.5 Awards and Recognition
1.6 Main Thematic Concerns
1.6.1, Novel of Middle Class Aspirations
1,62  View of Fate
1.6.3 Development of Canada
1.6.4  The Quest for Understanding
165 Freedom and Life’s Meaning
1.6.6  Pride in Financial Success
: 1.6.7 The Theme of Exile and Communication
1.7 Let Us Sum Up
1.8 Glossary
1.9 ° Questions
1.10  Suggested Readings

1.0 OBJECTIVES

This Unit will acquaint you with the biographic details of the great Canadian writer
Margaret Laurence and her major works. Although the most important thing about a
writer is his/her work, yet the career biographies, tracing the development of the
author’s canon and the evolution of of his/her reputation makes literature and its
creators better understood and more accessible to students.

1.1 MARGARET LAURENCE - INTRODUCTION

Margaret Laurence is a writer of enormous stature who came out of the Canadian
west at a time when the female prairie author was hardly recognized. W .H. New
while writing of Margaret Laurence in his Literary History of Canada proclaims that
the range and quality of her work made her the most recognized and accomplished of
the writers of the 1960°s. Michael Peterson, in his introduction to a special issue on
Laurence in the Journal of Canadian Studies writes, that for many Canadians she has
“become an eminent, a wise and generous voice providing insight into and guidance
for a highly self-conscious nation in the process of reviewing its complicated history
and complex character.”

1.2 BIOGRAPHICAL DETAILS

Early years:

Margaret Laurence was born Jean Margaret Wemyss on 18" July 1926, in the small
Manitoba town of Neepawa. Of Scottish ancestry, her father Robert Wemyss, also
sorn in Neepawa was a lawyer of Irish ancestory, her mother Verna Simpson
Wemyss was a talented pianist and music teacher. In 1930, at the age of thirty-four,
Verna Wemyss died of a kidney infection. Her unmarried older sister Margaret
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perspective of the writer in Manawaka. And Morag’s personal scarch for The Novelist

understanding the pattern of her lifé complements a much larger ambition: The and Her Main
Diviners is an exploration of the role of the artist, and most important, the centrality Thematic
of the past to the artist’s understanding of her own position in the flux of time. Concerns

Completed when Laurence herself was forty-seven, The Diviners is her \
bildungsroman, the novel that records the growth, education, and lnaturmg of the
individual, frequently with autobiographical overtones. Laurence’s early upbringing
corresponds to the family life of Vanessa MacLeod, in 4 Bird in the House. The
autobiographical dlanS,IOH of The Diviners finds an embodiment of Laurence’s ideas
about art and life in Morag. For Laurence, Manawaka’s creator, and for Merag Gunn,
Manawaka’s historian in the fictional world, art is the distillation of the private and
the fictional, and the mysterious process of literary creation provides the theme and
the form of The Diviners. At the end Morag has summoned up all her past and
discovers her own place in Canada: “This place is some kind of a garden. ..
Nonetheless, even though it may be only a wildflower garden ...” Like her creator,
Morag transforms her garden into art. At the conclusion of her mental journey she
“returned to the house to write the remaining private and fictional worlds, and to set
down her title.” With its final setting in eastern Ontario, The Diviners is Laurence’s
farewell to Manawaka, “that prairie town-which is partly my own town and partly a
town of the mind.” The epic dimensions of Morag’s reliving of her life and, through
stories and ballads, her ancestral past give the novel a quality of finality and
summation that makes it a natural conclusion to its creator’s imaginative involvement
with the prairie town. Two years after the appearance of The Diviners, Laurence’s
collection of critical and autobiographical essays, Heart of a Stranger was published.

1.5 AWARDS AND RECOGNITIONS

Laurence’s efforts and her talent have been widely recognized over the course of her
career. In addition to her two Governor General’s Awards, she has received the Beta
Sigma.Phi First Novel Award (1961), three president’s medals from the University of
Western Ontario (1961, 1962, 1964), a Molson Prize (1975), Periodical Distributors’
Award (1977), and a City of Toronto Award of Merit (1978). Laurence has been
named companion of the Order of Canada (1971), fellow of the Royal Society of
Canada (1977), and recipient of honorary degrees from United College (1966), Mc-
‘Master University (1970), Trent University (1971), Dalhousie University (1971),
Umversny of Toronto (1971), Carleton University (1974), Brandon University
(1975), Queen’s University (1975), University of Western Ontario (1975) Simon .
Fraser University (1977), York University (1980), and Victoria University (1982). In
1981 she accepted a three-year appointment as Chancellor of Trent University.

When Margaret Laurence died on January 5, 1987 sh;: had published sixteen books

along with many poems, addresses and articles in journals, magazines and
newspapers.

1.6 MAIN THEMATIC CONCERNS

-1.6.1 Novel of Middle Class Aspiration

Despite Laurence’s left wing sympathies, despite her growing desire to address issues

of dispossession and social injustice, The Stone Angel is very much a novel of middle

class aspiration, action, and folly. Proud descendent of a family that could claim

connections, a lapsed Scottish baronetcy, and self-made success in pioneering

Canada, Hagar Shipicy has little time for the larger questions of social order and

Justice. Though she oscillates like a pendulum between her personal impulses, so :

strong lS her ethic of self-reliance that she fails to see clearly the plight of 'thc farmers N 1



Tl;e Stone Angel

she knows during the Depression of the 1930s or the sense of loss, and desperation of
the local Metis of Manawaka. Indeed, the novel very carefully suggests that Hagar’s
blindness to the larger issues of social justice is typical of many people of her
generation. As close as she was to the actual effects of the Depression on farmers and
to the Metis friends favoured by her husband Bram and her son John, she steeled
herself against any potential awareness of or empathy with such experiences. Her
“respectability” threatened by them, she needs to hold herself aloof from, superior to
the “bunch of breeds and never-do-wells and Galicans” she is obliged to feed during
harvest time. Pride both blinds and sustains her when her social identity is
questioned.

1.6.2 View of Fate in The Stone Angel

The Stone Angel is a study of a feisty individual forced to endure circumstances
grotesquely at odds with her self-image. It enacts a capracious view of fate and
presents fate as an amalgam of character and circumstance, the two forces interacting
in a complex manner. The individual is certainly the victim, (in Laurence’s phrase in
The Stone Angel) “of the jokes or jests of God”. These “jests” however, often have
their root in individual character. In Hagar’s case, “it is the pendulam like oscillation
bétween impulses of order and disorder, respectability and passion, dynastic pride and
individual need that dictate the unfolding of her life and characterize her blindness.”
(Margaret Laurence : An Appreciation p.77) God’s great joke is that “one discovers
so mark things too late”, most notably the wilderness that pride can make of a life and
the self-enclosure that is the outward aspect of self-reliance. It never occurs to Hagar
to ask the serious question “why” when it comes to the tyranny of social
circumstances.

1.6.3 Development of Canada

In her Canadian fiction, by attendmg tenacnusly to the tlght-ﬁsted unyielding, and
proud Scottish spirit, Laurence touched a major nerve in the Canadian sensnblhty
Though The Stone Angel is unabashedly middle-class, Scottish and small town in its
emphasis, it still captures something essential about the energy, enterprise, and mad
pattern of the settlement and development that have characterised not only the growth
of Manitoba but of Canada as a whole. The Scot’s middle-class outlook incamated in
Jason Currie and passed on to his rebellious daughter, is the firm base upon which, in
her later Manawaka novels Laurence was able; without inconsistency to integrate her
developing left-wing concerns, particularly her empathy with the victims and the
dispossessed who had been cast aside in the provinces and the country’s growth.
Michael A. Peterman rightly argues that the recognition of The Stone Angel “Suggests
the success with which Laurence shaped her novel to present a compelling version of
formative stages of Canadian identity. In linking her vision to that of her friend,
historian W.L. Morton, she assimilated Mortor’s work with her own experience and
the past of her people.” (Margaret Laurence: An Appreciation p. 80) Laurance cites
Morton’s Manitoba: A History as the “book about my land that has meant the most to
e”. “When I first read(it)”, she adds, “it was with a tremendous sense of exoitement,
combmed with an angry sense of having been deprived, when young, of my own
heritage. Ihave since done a great deal of reading of prairie history, but it was
Morton who first gave me the sense of my place’s long and dramatic past”. (Books
that Mattered to Me 1981) In The Stone Angel the dream of dynasty, in itself both
compelling and destructive, becomes a map of Manitoban and Canadian heritage.

1.6.4 The Quest for Understanding

The Stone Angel is permeated with an unflagging quest to know more to understand
better, to recover and recognize what is best and most worthwhile in human

experienice. Michael A. Peterman says that in The Stone Angel “the process of and
the emphasis upon recovery, the struggle to understand what has eluded knowing is
made heroic, heartening and significant”. (as quoted by Clara Thomas in her article



“Pilgrims Progress : Margaret Laurence and Hagar Shipley™, in Margaret Laurence The Novelist

an Appreciation) : and Her Main
Thématic
Clara Thomas looks at The Stone Angel as a valuable study of the enclosced “garrison Concerns

culture” of North American settlements and of the religion that supported and often
distorted the spirit of their people. She argues that the overwhelming qucstion at the
heart of The Stone Angel is “one of many-prismed conflict, between the individual’s
nceds and demands and society’s, between God’s law and man’s understanding and
interpretation of that law, between the rule of the community and the rule of the heart,
between pride and love™. (“Pilgrims Process: Margaret Laurence and Hagar Shipley™)

1.6.5 Freedom, Faith and Life’s Meaning

Once when asked about other novelists’ influence on her work Laurcence could;giw
just one name - the name of Joyce Cary. Cary was a religious novelist and the over-
arching themes of all his works are freedom, faith and the revelations of life’s
meaning and purpose that come as gifts of grace. Shortly before his death, he
described his purpose thus: “What I set out to do was to show thcse people, living
each in his own world by his own ideas, and relating his life and struggles, his
triumphs and miseries in that world. Their situation, in short, was to be that of
everyone who is doomed or blessed to be a free soul in the free world and solve his
problems as he goes through it....." (The Writer and the Theme) Margaret Laurence
has written and spoken of frecedom as a major theme in her work, but she has
publically explored the foundation of her writing much less than Cary did and she has
shown the workings of faith and grace in her character’s lives rather than writing
theoretically about these things. She believed with William James that “'to be
converted, to be regenerated to receive grace, to experience religion, to gain an
assurance, are so many phrases which denote the process, gradual or sudden, by
which a self hitherto divided, and consciously wrong and inferior and unhappy
becomes unified and consciously right, superior and happy, in consequence of its
firmer hold upon religious rcalities.” (The Writer and the Theme p.78) The Stone

Angel while charting the lifc span of Hagar describes such experiences and their effect
on her.

1.6.6 Pride in Financial Success

When Hagar Shipley was a child in the 1880s, Manawaka was still close to its
beginnings, with board sidcwalks, oil lamps, a few successful businesses such as
Jason Currie’s store, institutions such as the well-tended cemetery, the everpresent
indertaker and the churches, especially the Presbyterian church:

I’d be about eight when the new Presbyterian church went up. Its opening
service was the first time Father let me go to church with him-instead of to
Sunday School. It was plain and bare and smelled of paint and new wood, and
they hadn’t got the stained glass windows yet, but there were silver candlesticks
at the front, each bearing a tiny plaque with Father’s name, and he and several
others had purchased family pews and furnished them with long cushions of
brown and beige velour, so our few and favoured bottoms would not be
bothered by hard oak and a lengthy service.

“On this great day”, the Reverend Dougall MacCulloch said feelingly, “we have
to give special thanks to those of our congregation whose generosity and
Christian contributions have made our new church possible.”

He called them off, the names, like an lionour role. Luke McVitie, lawyer,
Jason Currie, businessman, Freeman McKendrick, bank manager, Burns
Maclntosh, farmer, Rab Fraser, farmer.
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Father sat with modestly bowed head. but turned to me and whispered very low
“f and Luke McVitic must ve given the most, as he called our names the first.”
(The Stone Angel, p.13)

Pride in financial success, in “getting ahcad” was inextricably linked to religion in
Hagar Curric’s Manawaka. The isolation of small groups of people in a vast land was
onc of the factors in the growth of a town’s personality: in English Canada the other
factor was the drive to build a progressive, successful and Protestant community.

Ideals of godliness and business cnterprise were closely meshed, especially so for
those whose religion incorporated the old, passionatel\ -argued Calvinistic doctrines
of predestination and of the elect. Though these grim articles of faith were
considerably less than ramrod strong in Canadian Presbyterians of the nineteenth and
early twenticth centuries, there still existed a residual, crude put powerful belief that
the elect of God, the saved, shone by their works and, therefore, the man who
succeeded in the world's terms by his own labours had also succeeded in God's terms.
His outward success was the sign of his favoured status among the elect. Hence
Jason Curric’s unremitting drive for success, his pride in it and its link to his religion:

He was a self-made man. He had started off without a bean, he was fond of
telling Matt and Dan, and had pulled himself up by his bootstraps.... The devil
finds work for idle hands. He put his faith in homilies. They were his Pater
Noster, his Apostles’ Creed. He counted them off like beads on a rosary, or
coins in the till. God helps those who help themselves. Many hands make light
work. (The Stone Angel p.8)

1.6.7 The Theme of Exile and Communication

Margaret Atwood, one of the most formidable and well known writers of Canada
states that “Margaret Laurence was no bulldozer. Nor was she the least bit interested
in being a legandry figure; she was far too involved in the joys and despairs of being
human.” (Survival : A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literaure) The most important
and unique talent given to human beings is the ability to communicate. But it is casicr
said than done. No wonder an important theme running through all the African or
Canadian works of Margaret Laurence is the experience of foreignness. of the special
self-recognition that comes to exiles, of the difficulty of communicating over cultural
barriers. In Somaliland when she could not find -any other reading material. she rcad
for the first time the five books of Moses in a Gideon Bible. The lines “Thou shalt
not oppress a stranger, for ye know the heart of a stranger, seeing ye were stronger,

in the land of Egypt.” lingered on, echoing through Margaret Laurence’s career,
summarizing much of her experience as a stranger, and taking on a new relevance
when she found that “my experience of other countries probably taught me more
about myself and even my own land than it did about anything else.” (Heart of a
Stranger p.11) Certainly the Somali experience, as it affected Laurence herself and
other Europeans, underlies the pre-occupation with exile, from one’s own land from
one’s adopted land, even from a traditional way of life in This Side Jordan and The
Tomorrow Tamer. Always behind these stories about exiles or misfits or people thrust
out of their traditional ways by the forces of change, there lurks deeper strangeness
which comes from the difficulty of human communication of any kind. While writing
about Chinua Achebe’s preoccupation with communication she_ends her study of him
in this way, “there is one theme, which runs through everything he has written -
human communication or the lack of it. He shows the impossibly complicated
difficulties of one person speaking to another, attempting to hear—really to hear-
what another is saying. In his novels we see man as a creature whose means of
communication are both infinitely subtle and infinitely clumsy, a prey to invariable
misunderstandings. Yet Achebe’s writing conveys the feeling that we must attempt to
communicate, however imperfectly if we are not to succumb to despalr or madness.”

(Survival : A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literaure)



The difficulty and the necessity of communication is ot only the major theme of such The Novelist

novels as The Stone Angel and A Jest of God and The Fire Dwellers, butis also a and Her Main
leading prcoccupation of the principal characters in cach of thesc works. Thematic
Concerns

1.7 LET US SUM UP

Margaret Wemyss Laurence grew up in Neepawa, Manitoba, a small town northewest
of Winnipeg. Her roots in Necpawa go back to the beginning of the town and its
pioneers. Her mother died when she was four and she lost her father when she was
ten. Until she went away to the United College in Winnepeg, she lived with her
grandfather her step-mother and her brother. She started her writing career with the
publication of poems and stories in Vox. She wrote for the newspaper and the radio

“also. She got married to a Civil Engineer in 1947 and in 1949 left Canada for
England. The following year the couple left for Africa where they lived for seven
years. The African years not only gave her an opportunity to immerse herself in a
foreign culture they exerted a formative influence on Laurence’s literary career also.
Living away from home gave a new perspective on home. She was fascinated by the
extensive oral literature of Somaliland. Somali literature heightened her interest in
the past and in the social and familial roots as they help an individual in recovering a
sense of self, an identity and a feeling of value. In Africa she translated poetry and
folk tales. Laurence left Africa in 1957 and lived in Vancouver for five years. During
this period she completed her African fiction and wrote the first draft of The Stone
Angel which was ultimately published in 1964. With the publication of The Stone
Angel her fiction now rooted firmly and fully in her own Canadian world. Laurence
regarded herself as a member of the second generation of Canadian novelists. From
among the first generatiop of Canadian writers, she found Sinclair Ross most
significant. As a Canadian novelist she was interested less in social realism than in
the paradoxes of the human individual. The Stone Angel, A Jest of God and The Fire
Dwellers are known as the Manawaka cycle. A4 Bird in the House is a series of short
stories, ‘fictionalized autobiography’ as she called it. Her fourth Manawaka novel
The Diviners is a unique portrait of Manawaka since Morag Gunn, the protagonist is
not a woman of Manawaka. The Diviners is an embodiment of Laurence’s ideas about
art and life. The merits of Laurence’s works and her talent won two Governor
General’s Awards along with many more and has secured for her a place of pride in
the history of Canadian literature. :

1.8 GLOSSARY

Condescending: to descend willingly from a superior position.
Imperialist: pertaining to, or of the nature of an en&pire or emperor.
Presbyterian: a religious body formed by the union of the secession and

relief churches in 1847, included in the United Free Church
from 1900, and in the church of Scotland from 1929.

Buildungsroman: a novel that records the growth education and maturing of the
: individual, frequently with autobiographical overtones.

1.9 QUESTIONS

How was Margaret Laurence benefitted by her sojourn in Africa?

As a second generation Canadian novelist what are the favourite themes in
Margaret Laurence’s fiction — both African and Canadian?

3. What are the main thematic concerns in The Stone Angel?

RO e
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2.0 OBJECTIVES

The purpose of this unit is twofold: to introduce and discuss the enigmatic vet _
fascinating character of Hagar, the protagonist in The Stone Angel and to establish
how this classic work, by making the ninety year old Hagar its heroine, has joined the
newly emerging literature that deals with the lives of the aging and the clderly.

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Clara Thomas in her pioneering work Margaret Laurence argues that the deepest well
of Laurence’s creative vision is her interest in and understanding of human beings.
her respect for them and her compassion for their everlasting terrors.  The Stone
Angel the first of Laurence’s Manawaka works has received more critical attention
than any of her other writings. Opinions arc divided as to the success of the novel's
technique but critics are unanimous in their praise for Laurence’s ereation of the
novel’s central character, Hagar, Shiplev, who rcigns as queen of all characters in
Canadian literature. According to Professor Read “Hagar... finally transcends fiction
to the world of supra-reality inhabited by literaturc’s great characters.” He further
remarks “It is the creation of Hagar Shipleyv that clearly marks for me at least the
emergence of Margaret Laurence as a fine novelist. For the first business of a serious
novelist is the creation of character. When any character slips, almost imperceptibly
perhaps, beyond the realm of obvious fiction into the works of reality then the summit
of the novelist’s art has been achieved. Such is Hagar. She belongs in that great
company that begins with Chaucer’s Monk and Pardoner, Prioress and Wifc of Bath
and stretches through the works of the great, down to our present day. At times
vicious and vulgar, irascible and prideful, stubborn and independent, she i1s by no
means lovable; but she is capable of profound feclings and in the end demands
respect.” (4 Place to Stand On. p.42) Laurence agrees with Virginia Woolf™s famous
assertion that the novel exists above all to express character because only there, can
the drama of life, and reality itself be seized. For Laurence the novel strives “to catch
vast and elusive life.” To put down life or one’s consciousness, fiction must dramatize
the intimate. vital, and contradictory working of the human mind. A great litcrany
work portrays the-"human individual” who is inherently paradoxical amazingly strong
vet often weak—the source of both wonder and pity. It celebrates his or her
uniqueness by exploring his or her inner most being. This is what Margarct Laurence
has done in The Stone Angel.
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2.2 HAGAR SHIPLEY - A C HARACTER PORTRAYAL

According to Michael Peterman, Hagar is characterised in terms of the prairie. She
lives as a struggling farmer’s wife for some twenty four years, a rugged kind of
experience known by none of Laurence’s other Manitoba born but town raised
protagonists. Havmg endured the deep rooted quarrel of her marriage and having
struggled to raise her children often under difficult and impoverished conditions,
Hagar feels much put upon and threatened by others in The Stone Angel. “I've never
had a moment to myself, that’s becn my trouble,” she thinks, but her real trouble,
which she struggles to understand and to put into words, is that “she is strangely cast.”
Hers is a temperament torn between impulses of order and disorder. refinement and
toughness, propricty and desire and impulses justified in her own mind by her pride in
her family and the urgency of her own passions. The struggle of her last days is not
only a struggle to maintain independence and control: it is an almost “inadvertent
plumbing of the junkyard of her memory.” In so doing she finds herself at last able to
measure the extent of her misjudgements of those closest to her and to break out, to
some small extent, of the prison of her nature.

Like her biblical namesake, Hagar wanders in a wilderness and like the stone angel in
the Manawaka cemetery, the prairie town where she grew up, “she was doubly blind,
not only stone but unendowed with even a pretense of sight.” (p.3) At ninety, when
the book begins, she is grotesque with the fat ugliness of her old age, and her nature is
twisted and distorted by the self-willed tragedies of her life. She is a proud, bitter.
sick, and frightened old woman with a whip-lash tongue to cut and mock, even at
herself. Above all, she is “rampant with memory”: and she is still, and desperately,
rampant with life. We share in her last short and bitter struggle to maintain her
independence; more important, we share in her halting, unwilling, rebellious journey
toward self-knowledge and, finally, peace.

The actual events of the novel take place over a short time span—two, perhaps three
weeks. But in the sharp struggle of these last days, Hagar recalls, defends, questions,
and finally accepts and understands all the events and the feelings that have always
been important to her. She moves from the present to the past and back again, with an
ease that is completely familiar to those who have listened to and watched the old.
The gnxiety, lest she confuses past and present and so prove herself to be as “queer”
and incapable as her own son and daughter-in-law think her to be, is familiar too To
one ;aught up in her struggle, her climaxing, temporary defeat-and-release in
irrationality, when she confuses past and present and speaks the healing, forgiving
vyords to lier companion in flight (whom she mistakes for her dead son, John). is quite
simply, unbearably moving,

Hagar lives with her son, Marvin, and his wife Doris, both of them well into their
sixties, in a house in Vancouver which she worked for and bought; a house which is
the sum of all her achievements. Its familiarity, its possession, and the tokens it holds
from the past—the oak chair that belonged to her father, Jason Curie: the cut glass
decanter, her wedding gift from Bram Shipley are the only solid evidences of identity
that Hagar now possesses: “If  am not somehow contained in them and in this house.
something of all change caught and fixed here, eternal enough for my purposes, then |
do not know where I may be found at all.” (p.36) -

But she is ill, stabbed with a pain under her ribs that grips her without wammg
grotesquely fat and uncertain on her feet; sometimes incontinent; unable to care for
herself and yet resentful of Doris and Marvin’s fussy care and bumbling concern:
completely at the mercy of her physical debility and revolted at its manifestations: and
yet merciless toward those who try to help and capable of merciless honesty toward
her physical self: “I give a sideways glance at the mirror, and see a puffed face
purpled with veins as though someone had scribed over the face with an indelibic
pencil. The skin itself is the silverfish white of thgereature one fancies must live
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though two soft black petals had been stuck there. The hair which should by rights be Theme of Selt-
black is yellowed white, like damask stored too long in a damp basement.” (p.79) Alienation

Hagar is rcpellent physically and just as ugly in her cruelty toward Doris. “That '
Doris.... she heaves and strains like a calving cow.” (p.31) and blind and mistaken in
her judgement of Marvin “There is a boy who never gets upset, not even at what
happened to his own brother. (».65)” But she demands and compels sympathy. a
grudging admiration and the tension of partisanship which one always accords the
gallant fighter fated to lose.- Only her body has aged: her spirit is indomitably young
and brave. “I never got used to a single thing,” she says: and her unchanging dark
eves symbolize the stubbornly vital, flaming spirit: “for when Ilook in my mirror and
b;:y'on;i the changing shell that houses me, I see the eyes of Hagar Curric, the same
dark cyes as when [ first began to remember and to notice myself... The cyes change
least of all.” (p.38)

The sensual aspect of Hagar’s character refuses to change. Hagar at ninety is still
delighted by her senses’ gratification. In fact she is often greedy for them. She loves
colour: the back-garden yellow with forsythia, her lilac silk dress, “a rea! silk, minc.
spun by worms in China, feeding upon the mulberry leaves.” (».29) She grudingly
admires Doris’ food and heartily enjoys it, whatever the cost to her tired digestive
system. “I eat well. My appetite is usually very good. I have always belicved there
could not be much wrong with a person if they ate well. Doris has done a roast of
beef, and she gives me the inner slices, knowing I like it rare, the meat a faint,
brownish pink. She makes good gravy, to give her due. It’s never lumpy, always
silken brown. For desert we have peach pie, and I have two helpings. Her crust’s
little richer than I used to make, and not so flaky, but quite tasty nevertheless.” (p.67)

Colours, sounds, smells come to her as vividly as they ever did, from her past and
from her present; and the old woman is still almost miraculously identifiable as thc
same Hagar who had begun to enjoy sex very soon after her marriage, though she was
too proud to let Bram, her husband, know it. When she had finally taken John and
left Manawaka and Bram, “I’d waken, sometimes, out of a half sleep and turn to him
and find he wasn’t beside me, and then I’d be filled with such a bitter emptincss it
seemed the whole of night must be within me and not around or outside at all. There
were times when I'd have returned to him, just for that.” (p. 160)

Clara Thomas rightly argues that it is an enormous affirmation of living and fccling
that Hagar makes, and to its energy one cannot help responding. Nor can one help a
response compounded of pity and wonder at her stubborn gallantry and at the pathos
and irony of a recurrent double-exposure image of Hagar—old, ugly, chained. and
earthbound by her physical disintegration and young, vivid, strong, as untamed as a
hawk: “yet now I feel that if I were to walk carefully up ‘to my room, appro.:ch the
mirror softly, take, it by surprise I would see there again that Hagar, with the shining

hair, the dark-maned colt off to the raising ring, the young ladies’ academy in
Toronto.” (p.42)

Hagar lives in battle, pitted against everyone who comes close to her and, tragically .
she betrays them all—her father, her brothers, her husband and her sons, even John,
the younger one, whom she loves and would have helped. But by that time her pattern
is set-and she does not know the way. The pride that destroys her relations with
others is established in the first paragraph of the novel as her father’s error also. Like
her father’s enormous will, Hagar’s too is directed towards mean objects, towards

“getting ahead” and being a name and a force in the microcosmic, claustrophobic
world of Manawaka.

She takes and treasures the ancient battle-cry of the Currie clan, “Gainsay who Dare.”
but ironically, her “daring” is the destructive defiancc of her marriage to Bram
Shipley, against her father, against the town which she pretends to despisc. and very


























































































