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Abstract

This thesis contends that there has onen been a criticaI tendency to

understate the challenges to the genre of autobiography that occur in Audrey

Thomas's three novels: Soni:s My Mother Iauibt Me, Ma BIQQd, and BIQwn

Fil:yres. Chapter one qualifies autobiography in terms of its rcliance on the

libc:ral hunuulÏst subjccl as bolh aUlhür anu prulagùnist. In the \:ontc:xt ur

poststructurJlist criticism. the author cannot bc the unilit:d. unique. original locus

of truth that the libcral humanisl subject is posltcd to he. Thus. as the subjcct

collapses the: toundation of Jutobiography collapses. Chaptcr t'"O is a dctailed

analysis illustrating that the three novels stylistically and thcmatically deny the

existence of the liberal humanist subjc:ct thereby exemplifying the

POslstructuralist challenge 10 autobiography. The Canadian canon·s reliancc on

mimetic Iiteraturc--of which pure autobiography would be the prime example--is

otT~rcd as an explanation for crilics· underslatcment of the tcxts· denial.
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Resume

L~objet de cette thèse est de montrer qu~il y a souvent eu une tendance à sous­

estimer les difficultés du genre autobiographique tel qu 1 on le rencontre dans les

trois romans de Audrey Thomas: SQn~S My Mother Tauz}zt Me, Mrs BIQQd, and

Blow" fiSfllres. Le Chapitre Premier détinit 1-autobiographie en rapport avec le

sujet libéral humaniste à la fois auteur ct protagoniste. Dans le contexte de la

critique post-structuraliste. r auteur ne peut pas ètre rentière:. l" unique. le seule

source d~ \crit~ que le sujet libéral hunlaniste est scnsë être. Ainsi quand le sujet

disparJÎt. la raison de 1·autobiographie disparaît. Le Chapitre Deux est une

analyse détaillér d~montrant que les trois nouvelles nient stylistiquement et

thématiquement 1·existence du sUjet libéral humaniste:. illustrant ainsi les

difficultés du post-structuralisme dans le genre autobiographique. La dépendance

de la litterature canadienne envers le: genre réaliste--dont l'autobiographie dans

son sens le plus pure est l'exemple type--c:st proposé comme Wle explication au

fait que: les critiques sous-estiment la négation du genre autobiographique

présente dans ces nouvelles.
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CHAPTER ONE

The French Challenge

to Author(ity), Subject.. and Autobiography

"Sll\\ ;\udn:~ Thomas \\ rltc:s ùf and as hc:rsdf. \\ ithaut apolog) or artiti~~:'

\\fltcs A.F. Bdlettc (65 t. Anne .-\rch~r daims t~at ·"the marked simtiantics among hcr

lenlalc protagonlsts as \\dl as th~ dcarly autobiographical d~nlents suggest that

•

rhomas ï sic 1one sto~ concc:ms the gro\\th of the author hcrsdC' (215): and Eleanor

\\'achtd assc:ns (JI' Thomas: "\Vhllc reccpti\c and intcrested in pc=ople. shc' s conscious

of bcing \'ulnerable to trespass and thus sclf-protcctlvc.... L'nderlying reserve is a

natural quaht~ ln the aUloblographical writer" (3). In "Thomas and Her Rag-Bag."

Paultnc: Buthng spcaks of a shlft 10 content 10 an autoblographical base" (1q5 j: in

"Portraits of the Anlst: Thrcc ~on:ls by Audrey Thomas:' Anthon~ Boxill tells us that

t\\O of her no\'ds "ha\c introduced us to an aspect of Audrey Thomas' [sic J

personality" ( 116)~ and John Hotsess tells us assertÎvely that: ··For Thomas. there is no

sharp division bet\veen her work and her litè; indeed. she would tind such a dichotomy

psychologically suspect. if nat logically absurdo Her work is the rcsult ofho\\" she has

livcd. and in tum it directs us back ta the living. nat to sorne literary lotus land" ( 14).

rh~ tocus of thcsC' cxamples is otn-ious: man~ critics. tilr one reason or another.

consider. or daim to considcr. Audrey Thomas to bc an autobiographical wr1ter. But
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Audrey Thomas hersel!" has admittcd to \\'riting autobiographically. ln this

interview with George Bowcring.....Sangs and Wisdom:t the following exchange

occurs:

GB: Another thing Ilike about your work is that 1get a strong sense

that they are really, really autobiographicaJ. Even if1didn't know you 1

\\ould ....

.\1: Oh. y::ah. welL ! rt::llly don-t kno\\' anyone as weil as 1kno",,'

m~ sdf. 1 tind It \C~ prcsumptuous to "nte about ûther people, ( 14)

lt l~ dcar tu an~one \\ hl) has rcao the no\'c:ls of :\udrc~ Thomas and is familiar \\ Ith

th~ bl(lgrJph~ ùf the pcrsùn labcllcd \\ ith the proper name Audrey Thomas. that thcn:

are corn:spondcnccs. simple parallcls of genene e\'cnts·-such as marriage. motherhood.

lost ll)\ c. mlscarnage. trJ\'d. Island living. to name a few-bctween the "lives'· of

fhomas' s narrators and that of Audrey Thomas Thcse slmllanties. howe\'er~ are nat

sutliclcnt n:ason to labd Thomas' s novds autobiographical. Slnec: Il seems there is

sorne transtormauon that oceurs ln the translation of"lifc" to tcxt. a faet that will be

mad~ ~\ldcnt ln future discussions. fhomas. somewhat contradictorily. suggests in the

same Intcr\'IC\\ that litt: becomes tictionalized.. reconstructed. distoned in iLS translation

to tcxt: thlS suggc:stlon oeeurs immc:diately atier the passage quotcd above:

GB: You really use people that you know. though. 1have the advantage

'lf knowing who sorne of the people are.

AT: l'Il tell you something George. Ail those people are still my

r'ncnds. sn thcrc must he sorne sc:nse that 1use them not in sorne

\lachia...-cllian way. They al\\'ays say that thcy likc whal rve "TÜten.
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And nat one orthe people from reaI life that rvc actu~lIy uscd in a story

or a noveI has ceased to he my friend. (14)

The same life distoning process. ofcourse. would apply not ooly to her subjects, but to

Audrey Thomas herself werc she to be. as many critics claim. represented in the

navels.

But "'ho is f\udrey Thomas? According to Michael Sprinkler. this type of

question ··conceals an inlricalc web of related problcms about the concept of the author

(and of authority ltsdn. about the: ways in \\hich lexts an: conslÏluted. and about

notions of consciousncss. of self. of personality. and of indi\'idualit~·~ categories

applicable to aUlhors of tt:.\ts·· (322 L Distinct personal identlt~ has bt:come.. in nlodcm

I.:ulture. "a sign. a ciphcr. an image no longer clt~arly and positi"cly identifiable as ·this

one persan ... (Sprinkler. 322), "Poststructuralism has challenged the notion of authors

as autononlOUS bClngs who produce tcxts:' \~·c arc lold b~ G. Thomas Couser in his

Introduction to Altercd E~ps' ·\utboot\ in America" AutobjQl:r4pb\ (VIII). Gi\:en thls

perspective. and rec~lIing the distortion inherent in the translation of lite to text

suggested by Thomas. we must recognize that ··auIobl0graphy:· or evcn the accuraIt:

labelling of a novelist as ··autobiographical:· IS a problematic ende~vour.

Although it is nat in this sense that the enlies use the description. al the

rictlùnallevel Thomas's narraton are "'riting autobiographicall)·. This pennits the

lexts to be more than simplt: reporting ofa ficlionailife: James Olncy writes that

""autobiography is a sdf-retlcxivc. a self-crilicaJ act. and consequently the criticism of

autobîogr..lphy c:xists "'ithin the Iiteraturc" (25 t. 1 int~nd to argue ihat this is truc of

Thomas'S lexIS of autobiographical fiction. lor thcy are texts about texts-tcxts about

writing. lexts about themselves. texts about the notion of subject: self-critical and
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"self- ~ritical--"pcrrn~atedby th~ problt:ms inht:rcnt in tht: concepts of author and self'

(Sprinkler 3:!6). Thomas' s texts argue against aUlobiographical interpretation by

promoting and cxc:mplifying the idea that autobiography is Hetion: as the narralor of

~trs BIQod says. once captured from memory by language ··only the vague outlint: of

my original shape remains" (1~8). Ta barraw a term l'rom Wolfgang [sel'. Thomas"s

lexts 'inh:nd" that [he notions of author( ity ). subjecl. and autobiography be denied:

these lexts ··obliterate the authority of the subject by exposing it as a deception H

(Sprinkler 334 l.

ft is in the ~ontext of this poststructuralist critique of author. subjecl. and

autobiogr~phy thul [ \,,·ill attempt [0 disco\"c:r what is mcant when a text is callcd

··Jutobiographlc~l.·· \Vhat assumptions underlie detinitions and Interpretations of self

1autos)" orïitè: ,bios r' \\o'hat signiticance is lmpaned to the aet of "'nung'? ··"'....hat 15

the slgniticanct: and c:ffect of transtonnlOg life. or a Ii fc. into a [ext'.)" f Dlney 6). By

11lustraun~ ho\" rhomas' S lexts 1spcclticall~. SOOI:S \fv \-lQther Iau~ht :VIe. Mrs

~. and 810\\0 Ei~ures) assert. problc:matize. but ultsmately dcny. both stylisticall~

J1ld [hemaucally. the authonty of the subject [ hope to show that Thomas' s meta-[hemc:

IS that an ..lutoblugraphy detined in terms llf J Iiberal human notion of subjcct IS nat

posslhlc.; (hopc to Jo thls bC'-=3USC: n,,\ n:ader who at tirst mlstakcs tiction lor

autobîography. or Vice \'crsa. t~cls chcatcd. One wants to know' \"hether the book lS

one or the othcr: il makcs a ditTerence in ho\\' the book is to he read and in the type of

pleasure the reader receives~ (Mandel 53).

Before proceeding to a detailed illustration of the tests t denial of valid

autobiographical intcrpn:tation. it seems nccessary to explain in greater depth the

poststructuralist challenge to autobiography. This explanation is best precedcd by an
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historical cxamination. alang the lint:s of that performed by Donald E. Pease. of the

enigmatic notion of "'author.u This process is meant ta arrive al sorne justifiable

assumptions about autobiographYt ultimately, that it relies on a liberal human notion of

subject.

The terro "~author.n Pease informs us. is a derivative orthe word Haucteur'l"

derived in tum from the Latin verbs for ta act or perfarm. ta tïe. and ta grow, and from

the Cireek noun ttlr tluthorlty ··.·\uch:ur·· is a mcdicval t~rm "which dcnolt:d a writer

,... hose \\ords conlmandcd respect and bclicf' 1Pcasc 106). Iniually. the aucteurs

aduc\ cd authority by having "cstablishcd the tounding rules and principlcs" of the

\ arious disciplines ,\ ith which thè~ came to be associated: Aristotlc in dialcctic.

Ptolem~ in astrononlY. and Constantine in medicinc. serve as cxamples (106,. The

monarch of thcir culture corn:latcd hls actions. sanctioned b~ divine right. wÎth the

precedents creatcd by the auctcurs. thus. promoting the aucteurs' works as di\'inel~

inspircd. Pcasc \\rites:

Ovcr the ccnturü:s the conlinued authonty of these tounding ligures

dcrivcd from medic\ul scribes' abîlity to intc:rpret. explain. and in mest

cases resol\'c historical problems by restatÎng these problems in terms

sanctiont:d by aucteuTS. Such restatcmenlS commanded authority

because they organizcd etherwise accidentai events inta an established

context capable of nlaking them mcaningful. (106)

The relationship between the "established context'"· and evenls in a persan's evcryday

lift: was an allt:gorical onc. The int~rprctalion made the cvcnt impersonal. solidifying

il only in the realm of the establishcd authority of the aucteur. illuminating, il in the

light of sacred custom. not individual biography.
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The disco\icry of the New World. inhabited by unlamiliar pcoplcs in an

unfamiliar environment. challenged the autnority of the aucteurs and their sanctioned

works. Because orthe discovery ofthings in the New World that could not he

explained by appeal to the aucteurs· established allegorica1 codes.. explorers described

the discoveries in their own terms.. creating new words or appropriating those of the

~ew \Vorld cultures. This situation created U new cultural agents ... ·authors.· "TÏters

whese daim t0 cultural authority did not depend on their adherence to cultural

prccedc:nts but on a laculty of Yt:rbal in\cnti\eness" (Pcasc 107), The udissociation

bct\\cc:n \\t)rlds" hlghltghtcd ··the inadcquacy Llf allegory as the source of cultural

1\.00\\ ledgc::' Jnd the authors werc frec to daim originality and authority lor thcmscl\'cs

11071

An cffcct of the emergence of thc author was the parallel emergenct: of ··the

Jutonomous subjcct.·· Pcase ",ntes that. ··L'nlike the medicval aucteur who based his

Jutht)nt~ on dl\lnC rc\c1at1lln. an author hlmsdf dalmcd authonty for his words and

bas~d hlS lndl\"lduaht~ on the stones he composc:du

( 107). Having delc:gltimizc:d the

auctc:urs' Jcpcrsonallzlng. allcgoncal contc:xt. the author asserted his individuality and

autonomy:

\\llcrc:as medicvaJ allegory subsumed a culture·s persans and their

Jctions--no matter hov.' \'ariOU5 or qualified--within its unchanging

t~ pOIOglCS. what was new assencd its difTerence frorn. rather than its

correspondence wilh. thcsc cultural typologies, By inventing new

\\llrds ln Jcscribc things in the: \jcv. \Vorld. aUlhors dcclarcd thclr nght

tu he rcprcscntcd on thelf 0\\0 tcrms ralher than in the words of the
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ancit:nt books. And their writings produccd rcadcrs ~'ho also learncd

ho,,, 10 define themselves in their own tenns. (Pease 107-8)

As the New World explorers encountered alien phenomena.. they recognized "'lheir own

capacity to he other'" (109). Within a political contexl. the authors' newly asserted

autonomy suggested the possibility of reform: his readers, sharing his political context..

experienced recognition of the possibility for autonomy in their own liyeso Georges

(jusd0rf tcl Is us that:

rhis conscious awarcncss of the singularit) of c:ach individual life JS the

latc product of a specifie ci\ ilizatÎon. Throughoul most ofhuman

hJstor:. the Indi\"tdual dùcs not oppose himsclf to ail ethers: he docs not

fcd himsc:lf to CXlst outslde of others. and sulliess agaÎnst others. but

\ cry much \\ tth athers in an interdependcnt eXistence that assens its

rhythm c\"cry\\ herc 10 the community . wtth its climactic moments

ùrtglnall~ tixc:d by the gods belng repeated from age to age. (2q·]Ot

·\uthùr·subJt:Cb hdpcd humanu) emerge "from the mythic framc\\'ork of traditional

teachtngs" and t()rccd il into "the penlous damaln of hlstory" 1Gusdorf 30), Awarc

that '1hc prcsent ditTcrs from the past and thal il "{iU nat be repeated În the future:' a

persan'· . has become more aware of ditTerences than of similarities~given the

constant change. gi vcn the uncenainty of cvcnts and of men. he bel ieves it a useful and

\aluable thing to tix his 0'...·0 Image so that he can be cenain Ît will nat disappear like

ail thlngs În the world·" (Gusdorf 30 l.

rhroughout the mutual pc~tuatloo of the author·subjecupolitical subjcct \\'c

sec the promincncc of severa! characteristics. 1 here is a stress placcd on such traÎts as

onglnalily or in\ cnu\cncss. mdividualily and uniqucness. autonomy or self-
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Jct~nnlOation. and ~spccially authority--thc authorlsubjcct is considcrcd the ··locus of

genuine truth·· at this point (Barthes. ··Work"78). These traits point to what has come

to he known as the liberal humanist subject. of which the ""author'· is considered the

literary exarnple.

Il is useful to compile. al this point. a description of"1he liberal humanist

subject:- and quitc simple to see that the auctcur-to-author figure (pre-French

('ha lJ~ng""l ï, ~()nsidc::redsuch a SUblèCt. Linda Hutchcon. in The Canad jan

Postmodcm uses anothcr critic·s detinition of libcralism. claiming:

Dennis Lc:e has sucçlOctly dcfinc:d lib~rallsm as teaching that ·men

lnhabit an objectlve and valuc-frce univcrsc. which wc kno\\" and

rcfashion through calculating reason. The: cosmos conslsls of Objc:ctlvC

phcnomena. together with the percei\'ing abjects who discover the la\'~ s

of their n:guJanties· (Savagc Fields: An Essay in Litcraturc and

Cùsmolog~ [Toronto: Anansi. 1977}. p. 50), 1XII)

And Chns \\'c:cdon dcscribes discourses. WhlCh

presuppose an essence at the hem of the mdividual WhlCh is unique.

tixcd and coherent and \\ hich makcs her what she is. The nature of this

~ssence varies between different tonus of humanist discourse. It may

he the unitied national consciousness of liberal political philosophy. the

essence of womanhood at the hcart of much radical feminist discourse

llr the true human nature. alienated by capitalism. which is the focus of

humanisl \1arxism, (.12-31

\\"t:cdon aIso c:\plalns that "lhc humanist tradition suggests that modes of

s~l\:nutic thlnklng conlmon ta ditTcrcnt individuals. or the anistic perception which is
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the sp~cial gift of the fi:w. gi\'c access 10 the truc rcality" (8). Hutchcon' s description

af·"those humanist ·universal" notions oforiginality and uniquenessn (120). and the

··Wlexamined humanist notions such as centred identity, coherent subjectivity.. and

aesthetic originality'" (161-2), adds reinforcement to our picture of the (pre-French

Challenge) author as a liberal humanist subject.. the belief in which.. we shaH see,

Audrey Thomas thoroughly undermines along the lines of French theory. Now that we

have ~slablished that the author is assum~d to be a libcral humanist subject. 1 shaH

Jcmonstri.ltc lhal this type of author lS absulutdy rcquin:d for autobiography .

T0 proceed \\ lth greater darlt:. hü\\cvc:r. wc: must tangle with the detiniuon of

autobiography" an imbroglio with no single. simple: resolution. James Olne: daims

thUI ··This is one orthe paradoxes of [autobiography): evcryonc knov.s \\hat

autobiography is" but no t\\O obscC\·crs. no matter ho", assured they are" arc in

agreement" (\1oment" 7). HAutobiography.likc the life Ît mirrors:" says Olncy.

"refuses to stay still long enough for the genre cnUe to lit il ùut v. ith the nC;:CL:SlJ"~

rules. 13\\'s. contrdcts. and paets: Il refuses. simply. to be a literar: genre like any oth'-r"

(2.J-S). That ..[ctrilies of autobiograph~ still preSIde o\er an unfcdcrated domain"

(Ho\\'anh 84) is furthcr supported by Jean Starobinski' s clainl that "'it is essential to

avoid spcaking of an autobiographical .style' or c:ven an autobiographical .form.·

because there is no 5uch generic style or form" (73). Because of the generic tunnoil.

.,
cach entie ""feels compelled to begin with a DeVi definition of the genre"'( Ho\vanh 84).·

Sorne ofthese definitions include Howarth"s U an autobiography is a self-portrait""

(85). '''[al biography of a person \\Tittcn by himself" (Slarobinski 73). and on~ from

Philippe Lejeune's h: pacte aU(QbjQl:raphiQue as quoted by James Olney: .h A

retrospectivc account in pros~ that a real persan makes of his O\VO existence stressing
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his indi viduallit~ and ~sp~cially the histl)ry of his personality'" (18). Although thest:

"detinitions" may he functional within the context of ~ach entic' S panicular essa)'. they

are far l'rom detinitivc. Even L~jeune's detinition. Glney explains. is complicated by

"'the intelligent point that one should not lhink of a specitic genre as an isolated or an

isolable thing but should think in tenns of an organic system of genres within which

transfonnations and Interpenetrations are torever occurring'~ (18).

This "Interpenetration of genres'~ is a maner of great confusion within the

attempt to limit what exactly is ··autobiographical. n Starobinski claims [hal the general

conditions of autobiographical ',-Titiny "ensure that the identity of the narrator and the

hero of the narration [prcsumably ùne and the saIne) will he: reveaJed in the \.. ork" ~ 73 L

'.\rhat ensures ~reat confusion and Jebate is the manner in which the hero,namtor' s

identity i5 revealed. Is it through veririable: content'.' lie5'~ omission',' style',) tonn')

themc'.' images? or Jn~ other possible indic3tor'~ 'W'e cannat help noticlng that thesc

indicators l)ccur ln pan in cvery text. regardless of if it 5ays "non-ficuon" or

"autobiography" or \\hat have you. on the splnc.

Jean Starobtnskl. tor Instance. arguc:s that the st~ le: of a work IS that whlch

re\'cals the aUlho('narrator,'hero'''i H.it:ntll~. e\en \.. hile complicating the "truth'" ,)fthe

histur'} hctng rclatcd:

Style is currcntly associaled with the act of \vriting, Il is seen J5

resulting from the margin of libcny ofTered to the "author" after h~ has

satisficd the requirerncnts of language and literary convention and of the

use he has put them to. The self-refcrential value of the style thus refers

back to the moment of writing. to the contemporary ··me, n But this

contemporary sclf-reference may appcar as an obstacle to the accurnte
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grasp and transcription of past c\'cnts.... ~o matter how doublful the

tàcts related.. the text will at least present an ""authentic" image orthe

man ""who held the pen:" (74-5)

If style provides ""an "authentic" image of the man "who held the pen.'-' then. it could

he argued. ail writing provides an image of its author. AlI writing" regardless of its

contents or claims. tells us of its author: if this were true. the:l ail writing by definition

v.. ould bc autohiographical

James Olney helps explain this c:xtremc. although seemingly sound. position.

As ()Inë~ ëxplains Il. th~ ncgative 51dc of the position supports \\'hat 1\..-ill argue latcr.

thut autubiography docs nut exist. as lt lS classicaHy understood. as a fonn unto llsd f

Furthcnnure. 1f on~ takes the posl(J\e Sicle of this position. claiming that. in fact. It is

tinc and truc that aIl \\Titing is autobiùgraphlcal. one: still must eontend with the

chalh:nges that 1 \\111 soon present to the genre. he it a sub-set or the: ooly set. Olne~

\\ nh:s

[1) f autoblograph~ t~lÎls to c:ntlce the enlie lOto the rolly [in hlS

l)pinion 1of doubung or denymg Ils very C:Xlstence. then lhere arises the

llppositc temptation (or perhaps it is the same temptation in a ditTercnt

gUise) to argue not onl~ that autobiography eXlsts but that il alone

c:xists--that ail \\-riting that aspires to he literature is autobiography and

ncthing else. (4)

The clause. '1hat aspires to he litcraturc:' attempts (0 limit the extrcmity of Olne)'· s

statcmcnL hllv.c\'cr. he csscntlall~ liouts th~ dausc'" efTect \.. he" discussing a

statemcnt by '4ietzsche. ~ietzschc v_rote. in BcvoncJ GQod and EvjI. ··"Little by littlc Il

has bc:cornc: dcar to mc that c\cry great phdosophy has becn the confession of its
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maker. as it w~re his involuntary and unconscious autobiography· ... (Olney 4-5). Olney

expands mis statement, asserting that:

[Mluch the same could he claimed-indeed has been claimed-about

psychology and history" lyric poetry and even literary eritics....

Where does this leave us? Il leaves us at least with the perception that

what is autobiography to one observer is hislor)' or philosophy.

psychology or !yric poctI')'. sociology or mt:uphysics to anothcr, (5)

St) il is dt:ar (hat at bC:Sl oni~ a very hu). pott:nuall) s~lf-annihilating

dclinltlon '..:an bc: lound for autoblography, ln the follo\\ ing chapters 1""ill be

Jucmpting to IIlustratt: that Audre~ Thomas's novds o\'cf\\hdmingly do not mt:ct.

indccd challenge the possible eXlstence of. c:\cn a conglornc:ration of the most stable:

aspects of definuions of autobiography, '-\t'hile \\'hat autobiognlphy is is an

unans\'.erable question. an undeniable faet is that it absolutcl~ rcqulrcs belit:f in the

libCr:l1humanlst notÎon of the author'subjecl.

\\.'e tind c\"ldcnce ln the works of autobiog~phythcorists and cnties of the

quahues of the liberal humanlst author/subject when they describc the dulies and

expectations assigned to the autobiographer. Special emphasis seems ta be givcn to

the notions of originality and uniqueness of a unitied self who is capable of kno\'Jing

and cxpressing the authoritative truth about himself or herselfand the world in which

he or shc lives. lt is only with this notion in mind that a reader can belic\'c he or shc

might lcam from the (once) living wriler. about a real pcrson"s real knowledge of the

real truth. Roland Barthes c:xplains that "[T)hc cxplanation of a work is al\\'ays sought

in the man or ""oman ,,.,ho produced il. as if il \Vere always in the end" through the

more or less transparent allegory of the Hetion. the voiee of a single persan. the author
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·contiding- in us·- r-Oeath..·· 143). Supposedly_ to understand the disguised truth in a

text one must understand the writer as a person. In the case of autobiography. the need

for understanding the writer seems one and the same with understanding the text. for

autobiography is supposedly the undisguised tnlth about the writer, given by a single.

tirst-hand. and therefore authoritative.. point of view. Thomas Causer, in the

introduction to Altered Ei:0s.. explains the essence of autobiography as the pure

~xpres~Înn of individuality·

ln English the pronoun that signifies the self is triply singufar: in

number. in capltafilatJon. and in bcing the sole single:-lcttcr pronoun.

rypographically idcntical with the: Roman nurneral 1and phonemical1~

\\ nh the word eye. lt puns on the notion of a single point of vie\\".

rhcsc fortultous fcaturcs of our linguistic system reinforce our sense of

the pnvileged slatus of the self. and the language seems to encourage us

tL' ,onct:i \ e 0f tht: tirst persan as unique. IntegraL and independent-like

the pronoun that rcpresents Il. :\utobiograph~ is the litera!')" torm. and

Jemocracy the pohucal form. most congruent \','ilh this idea of a unIque

and autonomous sel f. ( 13)

Autobiography arose. arguably. as a result of the c:mergencc of the notions of

author and subjcct. Paul John Eakln. for instance. intcrprets Karl \Vcintrauh as arguing

that ··the cmergence of autobiography tovlI'ards the: end of the eighteenth eentury is

Jircctly the functlon of the rise of J nc" mode of self-conception as unique and

unrcpeatahlc Jodi\ idualit~ .. ()~). 1:3kln himsdf. while arguing that structure IS more

signiticant to aUlobiography than content or stYle. bases the significancc of these

factors on their abilit~ to express ·'indi\'iJuaJ uniqucness'" t 33 L Jean Starobinski aIso
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assc:rts that ··stylc is the act of an individuar· (73) and that this style expresses the truc

representation of the autobiographer. Thomas Couser explains that autobiography' s

'''authority has traditionally been grounded in a verifiable relationship between a text

and an extratextual retèrent (the writer's self, or life)'· (VII). Autobiography might

even he considered ·"the extreme case ofauthorized biography: the self-biographer has

unique access to" and kno,.\'ledge of" the book"s subject" (Couser 21 ). According to

Cousc:r. Jcademic criticism of JUlobiography has (al least) t"""Cl assumptlon..; 1which 1

Will c:xpand helo\\ ):

rh~ tirsl of thèse assumptlons is that autobiography is nonficlionaL

jlncc: il n:cords the cxpcrience of a historical persan. nct an invcnted

··(;haracter.·" The: second assumpllon IS that the author is present in the

tc:xt. that a pre-existent unique personality can be: conveyed lhrough··or

J~sPÎtc--lat~ra~ mcdiation. 115 t

\\ïth thts cOndUS1\C stalcment \\c are ~sured that aUlobiography requlres the libcral

hUmalltst sub,cct (and c:quivalenl author ligure 1and wc: are din:cted towards explonng

the slgnlticJ.Oce of autoblographlcal practlce.

..\utobîogr3ph~ IS lhoughl to embody sclf·hood (Couser 1~ l. The belief that

"autoblograph~ directly delivcrs Ils author"s self" is one orthe assumptions held by

readers and enlies alikc:

[:\ lutobiography lS presc:nted as a medium through which readcrs can

make contact \\ith. and intcrnalizc the values of [its authorl....

!:\IUllloiography Jîrcctly dcli\crs the author's self. ... [Alutobiography

lis consldcred 1as an cspccially. cven essentially" authoritative kind of

\\ nting--if nat because Il is \"Tinen from a pnvileged standpoint (the
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author is identical with his subject)~ then because il is historical and thus

can otTer practicallessons or madels. (Causer 14-5)

Autobiography ~ s "grounding in a verifiable relationship between the text and an

extratextual referent~" (Causer 15) gives autobiography ·"authorityn beyond that of mast

literary fonns. Autobiography makes ·"empirically verifiable assumptions that have, or

daim to have. the authority of truth" (Causer 15).

:\5 \\'t: have: st:t:n~ autobiography as J genre n:presents the risc of an r:ra of

mdi\idual aUlonumy. Furthermorc. Jutobîography in spccith: occurrences reprcscnls

ilS author's thcmc: and ··truth" (as discusscd abo\,c). but also it presents ilS author's

contempor.,u: contcxt: "[H lis thcrnc IS personal but also rcprcsentativc of an cra"

(Ho\\arth 87). James Olney discusscs Georges GusdorCs prior intlucncc. \\/ilhdm

Dilthc:y. "ln \\ hase hlstoriography and herrncneutics (or ln v. hat he called. more

gencrally. the "human studies") autobiogrnph~ occupicd a central place as the key to

und~rstanding the curvc of history. c\ cry 'iort of cultural manl t~station_ and the \'C~

shape and essence of human culture Itsdf" (8). By sante accounts_ specifie

occurrences of autoblography can represent an cnure culture:

[A lutobiography--thc stor) of a distinctive culture "Titten in indi\'idual

characters and from \\ ithin--otTers a privileged access ta an experience

(the American experiencc_ the black expcrience. the fernale experience.

the Artican cxperience) that no other variet) of wriling can olTer....

(T}his special quality of autobiography--that is. that autobiograph~

renders in a pcculiarly direct and faithful wa~ the cxperience and \ision

ofa ~ople. which is the same vision lying behind and informing ail the

literature of that pc:oplc--is one of the rcasons vihy autobiography has
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latcly b~comc: such a popular. c:vcn fashionablc. study in the academic

\vorld. . .. (OIney 13)

So we arrive at autobiography's significance: its true presentation of realitYt of

personaJ experienee. allows the reader or entie to appropriate the authority of that

experience.. to use the presented '~tn1ths'" to support their own agendas.

ft is now important to explore the challenges ta autobiagraphy as raised by such

French thconsts and critics as Roland Barthes. Jaques Lac:m.. IDd ~1ichcl Foucault.

rhcsc: challt:nges. v.-hich arc obvious ln the: novels of Audrey Thomas. tocus primaril~

lm problcms inhcn:nt to the liberal humanist notion of the subjcct. For our purposcs

herc:. thcsc duscl~ rdatcd challenges ,an bt: grouped into t\\O categories: the critique

llf unllied sdf. and the critique of expression of self (or of '1ruth" for that matter).

Cùmblned. thcsc l.:hallenges expose the fraud of the "cxtratcxtual rcferent"· that is tht:

suurc~ of Jutohlo~r.1phy·"authonty

Ehl~bc:th Bruss summartzcs the: attnbutes of this cxtratcxtual refcrcnce 10

Jutoblography as follo\\"5:

rhe author daIms lndivldual rcsponsibility for the creation and

arrangement ofhls lcxt.. The individual who is exemplified in the

ûrganization of the tcxt tS purported to share the identity of an

individuaJ to "hum rcfcrcnce is made via the subject matter of the texl.

- The eXIstence of this lndividual.. tndcpc:ndent of the text usel f. is

assumcd to he susceptible to appropriate public vcriticalion procedures_

[:\ 1 daim IS nladc tl)r the truth value: of \\hat the autobiography

repons--no maUcr ho\\ ditlicult that truth value might he to ascertain..
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whethcr the n:port treats of pri\'ate experiences or publicly observable

occasions. (Bruss 10-1 1)

Presumably. it is this understanding of autobiagraphy against which Causer finds

himself tuming when he wrires in his Preface:

[M]y understanding of autobiography ... and of the relation between

selves. c\'cnts. and lexts has changed substantially in response to

structur:lIist ~d poslstructura!ist theory The ne\\' theory has

panicularly unsettling implications for autobiography, vlf"hase aUlhority

has traditionally becn groundcd in a verifiable relationshlp bet\\.'ccn a

tex.t and an c:xtralextual rc:l~rcnt (the wntcr's sdL or li tè: J. The trend ln

n:cc:nl cntiClsm has becn ta undennin~ the: apparent correspondcncc

b<twccn the tcxtual and the c:xtratextuaJ and to deny any hard distlnctlon

h~t\\ecn ticuon and nontiction. Poststructuralism has challenged the

notion of Juthors as autonomous belngs who produce texts: Instead Il

suggcsts that the: ldca of a unique self may bc a dc:lusl0n. that

.oindi\'lduals·· arc perhaps nothing more than intersccuons of cultural

~odcs and sign systems. :\uthors and lhclr authonty are mere language

etTccts. (VII)

Essentially. aUlobiography is "bound up \\ lth the \ aiues of \'alidity. authority. and

aUlhcnucit) ,. (Couscr 22) and assumes the autonomy of the sdL essentially.

poststructuralism attacks the self: tirst b~ denying the possibility of having and.'or

knowing \lnc· s unlticd self. and sccondly. in a c10scly rclatcd challenge, by dcnying

any ability Il> express the sc:lL to makc il present through \\Tuing.
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The critique of the subjecl (or self as unified, and knowablc being) is carried

out in various fields. Couser informs us, beginning with psychology. Social

psychologists.. for instance.. suggest that selfhood is not a pre-existing identity, but one

sociaJly constructed:

"The construction of the self is not ... carried out by individuals in

isolation. but rcquires contplicity. negotiation. and collusion-terms that

:l11 n:fer to rdationships ~d nal to single individuals." Thus the so­

~alled individual is nol individual. The seJtls nat an essence. bUI a

~ocially ~rt:atèd ,-=onstructiùn--a ,ultural ancfact fashionc:d

~olIaborati \ cly and pllblicly out of rcad) made malcrials. likc a quilt

patchcd log.cthcr at a ,,!udting bcc. t 16)

The unity lhat libcr~1 humanlsts assumc. IS ncuher autononluus nor sdf-in\'cntcd. nor

original: Il is stltchcd togcther from separait: paèces.

Furthc:rmore. lhcsc pacces arc not homogencous: ~omt: ma~ radicall~ diffcr

from othcrs. surne: may dash \aolcntl~. Thomas' s narrators. as \\c shaH sec. pcrfonn ln

man~ st:paratc:. l) nen contl icta ng roles. \\'hilc Thomas' s entlcs arc quick to point out

the: pcrfonnances of lhcse various roles as a ditliculty facing the still unificd narrator.

thcy alnlost ah\uys f.til to aeknowledge the faet that a life made up of varicd raies is by

detinition. disunified. As Couser c:xplains in Altered EII:0s self is contextually variable:

Probably most of us present ditTerent sides of oursdvcs in different

contcxts. dcpcnding on the dcmands of the situation. our personal g.oals

and intentions. and sa furth. For the present il rcnlains (0 be secn

whethcr various contigurations of personality eharacteristics are
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sufficiently different from cach othcr to constitutc: difTcrent selves in

any meaningful sense. (16)

Even if we allow. for the benefit of the critics' point of view. that separate roles have

yet to he scientifically distinguished as separate subjects. we find that the ~~unity" of

these raies. their symbiotic melding 50 to speak. is based on whimsy • imagination. and

other unscientific . imprecise. inaccurate. unaccountable thought processes that make

ur m~mL\r: For if !h~ separaIt: s~hes are !!nked. il is by the continuity of

conSClousncss:

For most of us. llur contc:xtual sd\'cs are united ny a contînuousl~

running autobiographical record: Just as \"'c awaken ln the: momlng

know!ng that wc arc: the samc pcrson \\ho went to slecp the night

belon:. \\oc arc J\\aTC of the actÎvîties of our dlfferent selves.. "In the

tinal analysis. our persona! histones provide for the continuity that IS

the essc:ncc of sdtholld. (Cous~r 1i)

[he sel f. then. aJthough Il ma~ be an integrated whole rath~r than a repenOlrc of roles.

IS nol disco\ crt~d in consistency of behavlour: "Personal history is nat the product of

prlor ~c:Unood. Rather. selfhùod is the product of an internai autobiography~ identity

hangs b~ a narrall \"c thrc:ad" (Couser (7).

\lemory. ho\\"cvcr. "is itsèlf a text under continuous re\'ision·· says Causer \\'ho

suppons this assertion by quoung the tollo\\1ng summary of rccent rescarch on

mcmory:

E,cnts \\c wltncss Jo not Jh\a~ s. or c\"cn usually. rcmaln unchangcd !n

mcmory: wc lill ln nllsslng Jct;lils by mference. or alter them ln

accordancc wlth ~ucsllons wc an: askcd or suggestions made to us. and
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havt: no way of achit:\'ing the original-and are nol cvcn aware that

anything had happened to il. ... [Alli orus continually revise our

memories ofour lives to hannonize with the events that have happened

or are happening to us; we are unable to distinguish between what really

happened and what we now think happened, since original memory no

longer c:xists. (Couser 17)

rht: narratÎ\'C that ~llrrosc:dly uniti~'\ the contlicting roles of ~elf i~ nnt ~tatic. nnt

stable. and ~t:rtalnly not rcliablc: so lhis clrcular attempt to support unity of self. this

daim that a unlticd self not only e:XIsts but lS sdf-knowable. rails. Self. if it cxists as

somcthlng dcs~ri bt:d by a single lc:rm IS di verse, vaned, multiple.

rhe ~ttack on the libcral humanist concc:pt of sc:lf as a non-conllngent, unificd

t:sscn~c IS ~onlmuc:d al a more SC\ cre lcvd in the study of titcrature than in the: soclal

'iClcnct:s. rhis angle: of attack. Ihc:onlCS that language itsdf. nat an essence. 15 the:

gcn~rJtl\c c\e:nt ln the: constructlon. knov.ledgc. and expression of the self. ·'It lS not a

llucstlon of IJ.ngu~ge endO\'."lng J hltherto mute self wllh the capactt) for self­

t:xpn:ssllln:' Paul John Eakin teils us. ··but ~ulte possibl~. of language constttutlng the

self ln lts \C~ makeup·· (Eakin 371. The \ cry (aet of language delennines thut self

must he somcthing other lhan onglnal and singular~ and. in fact. this critique of self·

t:xpresslon Intcnsities the critique ùf sclf-knowledge since one must express one·s self

10 one:' s sclf in order to know Ît. Inhcrently. language prohiblts this self-knowledge by

Inhibiting truc expression. Funhc:nnore. sclf--cspcclally a self that i5 unknowable to

lbc:lf--(annot he c:xpressc:d trul~ lnllthers. to a rc:adcr of ~utohlography for instance.

\\ïthm poststructurahst thco~ the: subJcct IS a text: the subject cxists ùnly in

language. ··Vico, Kierkegaard, and ~ietzschc ail contcnd that the self is constituted by
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a discoursc that il never completely mastcrs:· wriles Sprinkler (341). And Freud.

according to Sprinkler.

discovers that the self is always aIready in existence. that each dream.

cach slip of the tongue or lapse ofmemory. each flash of wit illuminates

a prior discourse. a text elaborated long ago that governs aIl moments of

tcxtual making, But v.'hat he also discovers is that this master text. the

unconscious. is perpetual1y changing--Lhat ~ach dream. each slip of the

tongue. cach witticism alters in sorne small way the configurations of

thc unconSClOUS. ". Frc:ud' Stheof! of the unconscious rests on the

..:ûnccpt of rcpetltlon concc:ived as the production of ditTercncc in the:

gc:neratlon ùf a tc:xt. (Spnnkler 3~:!)

\fichcl Foucault. In "\\'hat IS an :\utho('··. asks ··How. under what conditions and in

\\ hat fl)nnS can somc:thlng like a sub.lCC[ appear in the arder of discourseT· and

ans\\ers. "In short. lt 15 a matter of dcpnvlng the subJcct (or Its substÎtutc) of its role as

l)nglnator. and nt" analyzlng the subJ~ct as a \'ariable and complex functioD of

discourse [cmpasls addcd r' (15q). Because the self is a text.

[r JI is an illusion for me to beiicvc that 1can cver bc fully present to you

ln what [ say or VtTite. because to use signs at ail entails thut my

mC3ning IS always somehov. dispersed. divided and never quite at one

v.ith ltsclf. ~ot only my meaning. indeed. but me since language is

somethlng 1am made out of. rather than a con\ enlent tool 1use. the

\\ holc rdca that ( am a stable, unitied entity must also he a fiction. ~ot

Llnl~ can 1nc\cr he pn:scnt tu ~ nu. hut 1..:an nc\"cr be tully present to

mysclf either. (still nccd to use signs whcn [ look inta my rnind or
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search my souL and this means that 1will never experience any ··full

Communion'" with myself. It is not that 1can have a pure. unblemished

meaning. intention.. or experience which then gets distorted and

refracted by the f1awed medium of language: because language is the

very air 1breathe.. 1can never have a pure, unblemished meaning or

r:xperiencc at ail, (Eagleton 1:!9-30)

rhis '\tat~nlt:nt i~ the neccssary conclusion dra""n from a connected series of sc:miotic

theory by various French crilies. \\.hich 1shall now summarily trace,

For my purposes. the: gcrm of thls theof'! begins WH;. the ",ork of Roland

Barthes for his catalogue of the qualities of texts as found in ··From \Vork to Text.-·

Barthes' s essay cxplains the epistemological shlft l'rom the liberal humanist notion of a

"work" (0 the (post )structuralist "text:' Banhes \\.Tites that. "the combined acti vity of

\tarxlsm. Freudianlsm. and structuralism requlres. In the case of literature.. the

realizauon oftht: scnptor's. th~ rcader's. and the obsel"\'er's (the critic's) relauonship"

(7~ 1. He: tclls us that:

the v.ork IS concretc 1occupytng a ponion of book space in a lib~' for

cxample)~ the Text. on the othcr hand. is a methodological field. ThIs

llpposition rccalls the distinction proposed by Lacan between ··reality··

and the urear': the one is displayed. the other demonstrated, , , . Vv1tile

the work is hcld in the hand. the text IS held only in language: lt exists

only as discoursc.. . In other \\ords. the Test is experienced only in

an acti\'i~·. a production. (7.J·5)

:\s [ will explain shortl~. thls production takes place in the act of rcading. but Il

is a production wlthout tinal product~ thcrefore. autoblographical lexts can provide no
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solid image of a truc subject. While a \vork may providc a final signified. a clear

indisputabJe meaning (supposedly). the text ··practises the Infinite deferral of the

signified: the Text is dilatory~ its field is that of the signifier'~ r·Work'~ 76). The

deferral of the signitied is ~·infinite'· because:

. , , [T]he signifier's infinitude does not refer back to sorne idea orthe

inetfable (of an unnameabJe signified) but to the idea of play. The

c:ngenderi ng Qf th~ ~rpetual signi fier ",,'ithin the field of the tex! should

not be ldentificd with an organic process of maturation or a hermeneutic

process of dc:cpenlng. but rather with a senal movement of distortions.

Ù\crlappings. and \ mauons. (Barthes. "\Vork" 76)

:\ccording (0 Banhes a tcxt IS "likc language"·

. [1 Jt i5 structured but deccntc:red. V.ilhout closure.... it achieves

plurality ofmeaning. an irrcducible pluralily .. , . The Text"s pluralit~

Joes not dcpcnd on the ambigulty of ilS contents. but rather on what

could bc called the slereo2raphic plurali~' of the signifiers that weave

Il (ctymologlcally the text is a cloth: textus. from which text derives.

\ût only 15 a text multiple because of the "play" inherent in each ward that makes il

up. but the lext is multiple bccausc of the interplay of lexts--lhe 'intenext"'--that makes

lt up. rexts. likc life ilseJf. are '·completely ""oven Wilh quotations. refc:rences. and

t:chocs:···cach an irrcducible (ext ln ltsdf--part of a "cultural language" that traverses

"the tcxt l'rom one end to anothcr in a vast stereophony·· (Barthes.. "\Vork·· 77), A tcxt

IS "itsd f the intcncxt of another h:xt.·· part of the intencxtual--thc "tamiliar" tcxl of

Language: ··anonymous. irreco\'crablc and yct ulready read" (77). Because of the
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Eagleton summarized above. the self. or the subject or the author--the extratextual

referent that is necessarily unified.. and knowable for autobiography to exist-and which

exists in language. is lost in the play inherent in language; it is irreducible. unoriginal,

and as otherwise complex as any text.

In the very closely related attack on autobiography. via a further attack on the

libera! humanist subject (an attack [ c:lHed the critique of the expression of sel!). we

tind that not only is sdf lost in language. but "lOre to the point for autobiography. the

selr(howc\'e:r Il is constltutcd ~ fails [0 come through in \\T1ting. Even if the self were

v.'hah: and kno\\n to itsclf. il 15 impossible for the self to he known te another through

writing bt:cause that expressing sdf. the supposed origm of the written text. can never

..lrrive at the end of wnting wath an~ n:sembIancc: ta that unique wholencss: il can nevcr

rnalntain any sense of originating intention. In the COtical Suryc}' of l iterary TbeoO'

\\~ arc told that:

Lacan called thlS discrepanc~ bctween person and expression the

rcalm of the Symbolic. One cannat mcan anything personally but must

ah\'ays express onesdf through language. which Lacan called the ather

bccause il ah"'ays lmplïcales the hearcr in a dialogue. The Symbolic in

Lacan is opposed to the lmaginary. a l'eaIm of personal wholeness and

unity. (846)

[n the contlict between these t\VO l'ealrns. the l'ealm of self..kno\'iledge and the realm of

its attcmpted expression. it becomes impossible to detine what one ··is.·· Once writing..

the: author. if he cxists. must dissolve in the intcrtcxt of language:
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Every text is an aniculation of the relations bt:tween texts. J product of

intertextuality. a weaving logether of what has already been produccd

dsewhere in discontinuous tonn: every subject. every author. t:very sdf

is the: articulation of an intersubjectivity structured within and around

the discourses available [0 it at any moment in lime.... In short. th~

self can no more be 3uthor of ilS own discourse than any producer of J

text can be called the author--that is the originator--of his writing. "Ta

\vrite:~ as Barthes has cleverly shawn. can be conceived as an

intransitive verb with an impersonal subject. in the same sense as in the

French ldiom il p/t!lIf- (Sprinkler 3)

ln '-The De3th of the Author" Barthes pro\"lues simiiar description of the dissolution of

onginality ln writing:

\Vc: know {hat a text is not J line of \\ords releasing a sing.le

"thcologlcar' meanlng (the '-message" ùf the AUlhor-God) but a muItI·

dimensional spac~ ln which a vancty of \\Tltings. none of them Original.

blend and clash. The text IS a tissue of quotations dra\\l1 from thc-

mnurncrable centres of culture. ,. (Tlhe \\.Titer can only Imitatt: a

gc:sturc that is always antcnor. nc\cr onginal. ... Did [thc \\ntcrl \\ Ish

to express himself. hc ought at lcast to kr&ow that the inner "thing" he

sccks to ..translate" is itself onlv a readv-fonned dictionar.'. its words... ..

only explainable through other words. and 50 on indetinitely. (147)

Because '''the beginning of language is the beginning ofa series of deferrals of

mc:aning:· even if an author (as subjcct. or selO possessc:d knowlc:dge ofa unified self:
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fhè problc:m beglns whèn he: attempts [0 communicate that knowledge

[0 another through linguistic symbols, ... In any communicative

situation. Lacan \\'ould say. there is the possibility of diaI~ctical

r~\"ersal. of [ruth being changed into untruth through the workings of the

Symbolic. (CSLI 8*7)

ln tact. the argument is strong that the tàilure to express an author' struth

through linguisric symbols is not merely possible. but inevitable, ·"lt is language which

speaks. not the author:· '.mtes Barthes: '''Ta 'Mite is to reach that point where only

language aets. 'perfonns: and nat 'me' r'Death'" 143). Barthes elaborates:

LlnguisticJll~. the authùr lS ncver more than thc instance saying 1:

language kno\\s a 'subject: not a 'person: and this subject lS empty

llUt51de of the \ ery enunClauon \\'hich detines il. sutlices to mak~

language' hold together.' suffices. that is to sa~. to exhaust Il.

r·Dealh·· 1~51

Since meaning IS Jispersed along a chain of signifiers. in \\Titing ·"the representcd IS

always alrcad~ a rcpres~ntatlon. not a signltied·· (CSLI 357). Jacques Derrida deals

\\Ilh th~se issues 10 or GrammatQIQ~\'. and "ùne of the ~onsequences of Derrida' s

thcu~ of \\ritlng I~ that a sign(a word. a h:\t) always carrlcs a furthcr sense: [han the

one Inlendcd by the Juthor" and as a rcsult "'the pOInt of ongin becomes ungraspable ...

(c.s.LI 357. Derrida. QfGrammatQIQ~Yt quoted ln au 356).

White the libcral humanist ··workt
• can he allocated to an author. its centre of

meaning. the text which by the nature of writing has no centre. no single meaning. is

without an author. ln the liberol humanist conception of the work ·"[t}he author is

regardcd as the rather and the Qy.ner ofhis work; literary research therefore leams to
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respect the manuscript and the: author"s de:clared intention"· (··Work'· 78), ln the

poststructura!ist philosophy that 1am using. and which 1believe is called lor by

Thomas"s texts.

The Tc=xt ... is read without the tàther"s signature, [Rather than the

workJauthor"s metaphor oftiliation) [t)he Text's metaphor is that of the

network: if the Text expands. it is under the etTect of a combinatoriaL a

systematics (an image which cornes close to modem biology's views on

the living being),

Theretore. no vital "respect" IS o'W'ed la Ihe Text. ... The Text can be

read \"ithout ilS father' s guarantee: the restitution of the intertext

raradoxically abolishes the concept of tilialion. lt is not that the author

..:annot "come: back" into the Text. Into his h~Xt: howe\'er. he can do so

only as a "gue:st:' so ta spe:lk. C'\Vork"' 78)

So desplte other cnties' assessments and c=\ en thut of Thomas herse! f. the lexts are free

to ~ read with respect to whatevcr meanlngs cao be attributed to them:

If the Juthor is a novelist. he inscribes himself in his tex[ as one of his

..:haracters. as anolhe:r tigure se""" lnto the: rug; his signature 15 no longer

prtviIeged and patemal. the locus of gcnuinc truth. but rather. ludic. He

becomes a "papc:r aUlhor
O

': his life is no longer the origin of his tàbles.

bUl a table that runs concurrently with his warka ("'Work" 78)

As far as the reader is involved" he or she does not interpret a tcx~ rather the

reader participates in the ··explosion:" the "dissc:mination'" that occurs in language. The

expericnce of the reader is likened by Banhes to that of 'Oa fairly empty subject''' who

stroUs amidst a valley filled with noises. smells. sights and such that are at once
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familiar but induplicablc in their combination. creating an impression particular to that

subject experiencing that irrepeatable stroll: HThe reader orthe Text could he

compared to an idie subject (a subject having relaxed his l>limaginary.'l ... What he

sees is multiple and irreducible.... AIl these occurrences are partially identifiable:

they proceed from known codes, but their combination is unique•... difTerences that

can be rePeated only as ditTerenceu (77). Concisely: ··[nhe reader is the space on

which aIl the quoutions that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them

being lost~ a text"s unity lies nût in its origin but in ilS destination" ('·Death·· 148).

Howc\'cr. given what we have alread) discovcred about the nature of self. wc

must rcalize that "[T]his destination cannat any longer be personal: the readcr is

without history. biography. psychology: he is simply that someone "'ho holds together

in a single field all the traces by \\'hich the written text is constituted·· C'Death" 148).

Given chat the author no longer holds any authority. nor is the reader the locus of any

singl~ meaning, wc are leti v\'ith onl~ the text at the point of reading: '1t is the leHer.

the text. which . in-tends.' \\'hich eXlsts on the inside \\'hi le bath the human subject of

\\Tlting and its rinal meaning are always elsev.here" (CSlI 848). lt is my contention

that the three novels of Audrey Thomas refcrred lo as the "Isobel Carpenter Trilogy"

(Diane) overwhelmingly 'intend" ail the mentioned arguments against the (iheral

humanist notions of self. subject. author(ship). and autobiography.

Let me: now trace concisely the arguments made in this chapter. before

examining the texts themselvcs.

V·ie established that thc ··liberal humanlst subjecC' is grounded in originality

and inventiveness. uniqueness. autonomy or self-detennination.. and authority attained

by his ability to he the locus of genuine truth. Il has been sho\\'n to be true that the
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author is th~ literary manitèstation of lhis lib~ral humanist subject. Il has also been

shown that the liberal humanisl subjectlauthor is essential for aUlobiography as it is

generally understood.. since autobiography appeals to the eltratextual existence of the

author whose existence is written of in the autobiography. Poststructura!ist theory

attacks the notion of the liberal humanist subjectlauthor; this is done in IWO related

arguments. The tirst argument consists of IwO parts: the tirsl part depicts the subject as

something socially constructed and actually unknown because of the delusion of

memory: the second pan explains that the nature of language.. ofwhich the subject

must consist.. debllitates the: subjc:ct from c:vc:r knowing his own true meaning or

detinitive ~ssence. The second argument as an intenvt'ining otT-shoot of the language

pan of th~ tirst argument. That is .. c:ven if the: subject were self-kno\pw'able and unitie:d. il

could ne:ver be con\'eyed as such through language to anothc:r because the nature of

language 15 such (hat origins can never ~ traced. \\'ithout this liberal humanist

subjecLlauthor th~re can be no autobiography.

The nexl chapter will c:xplore in detail the ways in which Audrey Thomas's

tcxts attack through style and th~me the eXistence of the liberal humanist subject. and

thus Jeny the posslbility of autoblograph~,
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CHAPTER TWO

Thc: Meta-theme ofThe Isobel Carpenter Trilogy:

The Dissolution of the Liberal Humanist Subject

'-The problem and the danger of reading the avowedly aUlobiagraphical

novelist is the tendeney ta ignore the art. the translonnatÎon process mediating between

the lire of the wnter and what we read. the litè in the novels" (Diane 60). Presumably .

the assumption chat is held by thase readers or enties who succumb ta this danger is

that noting the ditTerenee and similarities bern'een the novei and the actuai biography

of the novelist willimprove understanding ofboth. A tè:w enties of Audrey Thomas's

navels tàll prey to this dangerous assumption. and sec: the thematic bonds between

navels as only further referenee to that same novelist. J Of course. most enlies 3void

this danger and view the structural relatianships integraJ to a Thomas novel as the

structural relationships integral ta the text of the author (in this case. structural

relationships that indicate the author is \\Titing her autabiography). Should the case

arise. as il daes with SouKs i\'ly Motber IauKht ~1t:, Mes BloQd, and Blown Fi"ures.

that the structural relationships in severa! novels are strikingly similar many enties

consider ail three tcxts to he further references to the same author. The three novels are

considcred the sequential texts by a particular Thomas character, the three volumes of

an autobiography ofan author-a character usually referred ta as Isobel Carpcnter.04
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:\s Robert Dione \'-;'rites in '''The Romance of Pendope: Audrey Thomas's

Isobel Carpenter Trilogy:" it is true that ,,·[tJhere is in the narrative progression through

the three books a consistcncy of theme and locus. They tell the story of one woman·s

attempt ta hannonize her dreams" (60). ~tany of the structural relationships are very

similar and would seem ta indicate an autobiography in three sequential volumes.

SouKs My j\-fQ[ber IaYl:bt Me is a ,,·tàrnily-centred bildungsroman set in and around

Utic~ New York.. in the1940 ts and Sots [that] traces [sobel"s psychologicaJ and

emotional development through the formative years from age live to seventeen'"

(Gottlieb & Keitner 3(4)" Isobel is trapped in a tamily beaded by ·"a pusillanimous

tàther and a mother full ot impotent rage·· (364). Life incidc:nts include: spending

summer vacations at Joumey's End. ber Grandf:lther"s country Eden~ general and

specifie embarrassments al the bands of her mother" friends" and lovers; Yiorking at a

mental hospital~ losing her virginiry to a co-worker. A thematic focal point. on one:

Ie:vel. tS selfdisco\c:ry. Stylistically. the supposed aUlobiography is replete y:ith

shifting perspective and ward play.

~(rs BloQd.. one could argue. is the: text by and about an expatriate Canadian

woman immobile in an African hospital dunng an extcndc:d miscarriage. Retèrences

arc made to many of the IncIdents that occur in~ and many similar moods are

exprcsscd. Themcs recul': ide:ntity lonnation (and breakdown)~ bittemess and despau:

expression or the laek thereof. As in~t the perspective tlutters between first and

thini person.

BloW FiKurcs.. nearly schizophrenie in perspective. is apparenùy the story ofa

Canadian woman retuming to Africa to exorcise the haunting memories and dcspair

left over from an extcnded miscaniage she experienced there five years earlier. As wc
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shaH see shortly. the novd is again replele with ··memoriesH orthe incidents.

characters. and emotions of the first two navels and takes the thematic and stylistic

elements to a further. cumulative level.

SQn~s i\lly rvlQlber Iau~bt i\t1s:. as weil as the other two volumes of what Robert

Diotte cal1s the Isobel Carpenter Trilogy cantains many elements that suggest its

generic detinition is that of autobiography--the text. that i5. seen as the autobiography

of a girl named Isobel. 1f we can achieve a sense of what is required of "TÎting for it to

he cODsidered autobiographical. and illustrate that these requirements are met. then wc:

can use these uautobiographiear· volumes as criticism regarding autobiography as a

genre. sinee the criticism of autobiography exisls within the literature. Wc might

achieve this by illustrating the texts' allegiance to a conglomeration of sorne of the

common-sense c:lements of autobiographieal writing. and. in accordance \A"ith my

panicuJar requirement for autobiography. illustrait: the apparent presence of a liberal

humanist subject's hand on the pen. 50 to speak. «( cao make no etTort in this space to

exhaust the exarnples that suggc:st aUlobiography: 1merely nccd to indicate the

existence of what appears to be autobiography to justify using the texts as criticism of

the genre.)

The most ob\ious clue: that wc: are dealing with autobiography (at the tcxtual

lc:vel) is the predominance of the tirst persan pronoun, for the udetinition of

autobiography [that J establishes the intrinsic charactc:r of the enterprise and mus the

gencral (and generic) conditions ofautobiographica1 writing:~ is, wc are laid by

Jean Starobinski, U'biography afa person writteu by hinuelf [emphasis added]" (73).5

The seventh word in chapter one of~ is ··[t" and it is repeated four more limes in

that tirst half page. The tit1e itselfcontains the possessive fonn of the first person,
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childhood experiences under the intluence of her mother. fvfrs Blood uses the

possessive form at the third ward.. in the sentence thal serves as a tormai introduction

of who is writing.. by the persan who is writing. The ·"my name is'" phrase in the nrst

line causes the reader ta listen, ta regard the author as speaker. as a storyteller. and to

expect a stary ofa personal nature (Mere narrators need not introduce themselves. only

their characters.). Blow" Eil:ures is more subtle in regards to this tirst clue. The plural

tirst persan pronoun is employed: "'Cripples. one-eyed people. pregnant women: we are

ail the children of eggs. ~fiss ~liller. we are ail the children ofeggs" (3). The pronoun•

in cambination \,\'ith the direct address of the: statement ta Miss ~liller. suggests a

speaker. to whom we are aIso meant ta listen. When we ··Consider Isober· as instructed

(as listeners to the address to ~1iss ~liller) in association wüh one of the dedications.

we encounter a double enlighlenment. The Jedicalion reads:

To Isobel

bccause you are fond of fairy tales. and have becn dl.

[ have made you a story ail for yourself

--a new' one that nobody has read bcfore.

Assuming, then. that the ··wc'· of the tirst line is not spoken by Audrey Thomas. wc: can

assume the dedication is written by the persan addressing ~(iss rvliller. As weil. we can

assume that the author who is writing the story of someone named Isobel (who is real

enough to have a dedication directed al her) and bas intimate knowledge of Isobel to

the extent that the autbor knows that ··Isobel cannat read their sleeves" and "Isobel

remembered a song her father used to sing," is, in fac~ that [gobe!. Thus, B..lwm

Eiaurcs, like the other (Wo lexts, begins as a biography of a persan laid by hersclf.
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:\ second commonly assumed demc:nt of autobiographical writing is that il be

·.... [al retrospective account in prose that a real persan makes ofhis own

existenceU"( Lejeune 18), Thal each of the three volumes is \vriuen in prose" for the

most pan. hardly needs 10 ~ illustrated. and that each is a retrospective is nearly as

obvious. Again. the tirst page of~ intonns us that......Years later 1was to wonder

what scholar-gypsy had wandered through our state. bestowing such illustrious names

on places (which seemed to me then" years laler) 50 singularly lacking in lustren
( 13),

The ··years later"· may be the present or it may he aIse a reminiscence occurring during

YlTÏting. but il cenainly signaIs a retrospective viewpoint given that the anecdote being

related describes actions being pertàrmed as a chiId: '''But then" aged live ... [ would

trace with sure but excited tigures the merles and veins of the vast complex of New

York" ( 13), Similarly. the author/narrator ûf ~frs Blood very quickly informs the

reader of personaJ c:vents that occurred in the: past: .. ( came to this place sitting up on a

kitchc:n chair (you know the kind) in the back of what professes to be an ambulance'·

( Il ). Looktng back to that event in light of her present knowledge allows ~lrs Thlng to

makc the rctrospective judgement regarding that past experience: .,,[ say •professes.. or

bcucr still. ·purports: b.:causc things here aren 't always what they scem to bc and one

must bchavc accordingl~·. . .. Take that matter 0 f the ambulance for Instance'· ( 11).

A. F. Bellette cites \-Irs Bload· s pattern of "observation" recollection and confusion"

and continns that. ··[tJhe present in Mes Blood is mcrely the most recent pasl'" (66).

BloW EiautCS, a1ways the most subtly autobiographica1" provides no immediate, first

page evidcnce ofa retrospective point ofvicw" Howcver. within the first ten pages wc

regress from the (maybc) present embarkation, to spending lime in London. to

descriptions and assessments of a previous time in London. Thal the retrospcctive
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point of vic\v \\·ill dccpen is suggested to the reader by Isobel' s asscssment. "·Thal the

London of the past was more real than the London of the present"' (10). In ·"The Site of

Blood:· George Bowcring explains the autobiographical use of retrospective in terms

of the stute ofmind of the character who is teUing her own story:

This will he a story into Isobel" 5 personal past. The narrative zips back

and tonh thraugh lime, into the African experience of tive yem-s aga.

back further to sexual experiences in England, forward to tmec days

aga.... What else would you expect to pass through the rnind of

somebody who is thousands of miles from damesticity, and haltWay to

the puzzle in her own pasr.' (87)

The depth and scope of the retrospective accounts of carlier experiences increase in

cach novel as the reader gets further into the: prose accounts of the

author/narratoricharacter"s existence.

Through use of the retrospective perspective. the texts help fulfil another

··requirement'~ of autobiographical writing. The conditions of autobiographicaJ v.Titing

··require that the \\ork be a narrative and not mc:rely a description. Biography is not

portrait: or If il is a klnd of ponralt. it adds ume and movement. The narrative must

cover a temporal sequence sufticiently extcnSI\C to allow the emergencc of the contour

of lite·' tStarobinski 73). 'J.lc mcet the Isobel of~ in a rctrospective account of

herself at age five~ and leave her at the age of seventeen having witnessed her

recounting of a progression from ··Songs of Innocence'· through sorne of life's

struggles and onto ··Songs of Experience." The "contour of life" that emerges in MD

~ is twofold: those severa! critical months during which Mrs BloodlMrs Thing

narrates her frequently retrospective account of life. an account that skips between
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childhood. yauth. and adulthood. Her present life is carved in deep relief through her

act of expression and her past is held up as living portraiture. vignettes of howwhywho

she is as reflection of hoy.whywho she has always bec:n. The Isobel of BloW Fii:ures

presents a jagged contour of lite in the immediacy of her zigzagging mental state. As

weil. the text does delve into the past both in retrospect. and in the implied presence of

the past as a current influence on the disturbed mind of Isobel. The contour of life

emerges in each text from its temporal range and its narrative progression along a

joumey. be it a joumey of gro\\1.h as in~. thraugh sutTering in :VIes Blood. or the

possibly reaUpossibly imagined African joumey in Blown Ei.:yres. That a contour of

litè: evolves out of the narrative joumey is an inevitable resuh of ho\v each texCs author

is fultilling yet anather "requiremenC· of autobiographical \'tTiting. Howarth's

description of the "poctic autobiographe(·· ··[tlhey shan: equally strong doubts.

~speciaJly about their current state of mind. L"ncc:nain of the: present. they study the

past for sorne explanation of their later difficulties·· (105).

What might also be considered an c:xample of autobiographical dc:mc:nts

manitè:sting themsel\'cs through the narrative self-biography by the author of ~3ch text

is the representation of themselves in the third persan. Jean Starobinski cxplains that

the distancing of the author-writing l'rom the author-as-thcy-arc-currcnt-to-thc-recallcd­

anecdote is ··subtly expressed in the contamination of the discoursc by traits proper ta

history. that IS. by the treatrnent of the tirst persan as quasi-third person·· (79). ln

Sana.. Isobel in the tirst persan, the ••[n of the majority of the text, is often referred to

as "Isobel" by herself. Usually this occurs as the ur' wants ta make qualifying

observations about [sobel-as-third-pcrson. White relating the expcriences of having,

losing, then finding fannerly favaurite doUs now tattered. bleached. and featureless,
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the: ··r· givc:s \\ay to an addrc:ss in th~ [hird persan: ·"lsobel. perhaps they are your

totems?'· ( 19). The: author eve:n recounts an occasion where this same third persan

narration was usc:d in writing while a chi Id. She writes: uDear Isobel. Having a swell

lime. Your tiic:nd. r· on several postcards. ~lore than simply a sentimental account of

loneliness. this self-correspondence represents the need to recount one·s litè indirectly

to one·s sel f: and the author·s inclusion of this particular anecdote represents an

agreement statement of this tàet.

uln SouKs rvly ~IQther Iauaht ~fe9" Joan Caldwell tells us:

[\Nlhat may appear to be a conventionaI tirst person narrative. split only

chronologically into the ··Songs 01 innocence·· of childhood and the

··Sangs of Experience·' of adolescence. i5 in fact a euriously constructed

record of (Wo voices. where the namuor refers to herself sometimes as

··r· and sometimes as a third persan she observes. The di\.'ision is not

made as one might expect iota infant Isobel. not yet conSClOUS of hc:r

individuaJity c:xcept as a name. and the aider self..conscious '.1'.

Sometimes J distancing aceurs during a recolleclion of somethiog the

older girl \\'a5 afraid ot: ··:\t tirst Isobel did nat dare go beyond the

sWlnging doors until the inen shape beneath the blankets had been

whec:led a\'lay.·· Sometimcs. on the other hand. il is the adult teller of

the tale: who is objectitied: '-Look how weil Isobel remembcrs.·· (47-8)

Ma Blood hardly manifcsts this trait yet it is implied by how the author separates her

chapters. Each lime the bold letters of "Mrs 81000" or "Mrs Thing" appear it is as

though the author werc saying "Here i5 the story of(a third person known as) Mrs

Bload [or Mes Thing)." We have establishcd that Blow Fiaun:s appears to he lsobel's



•

•

38

biography. \\Tiuen by Isob~l. theretore il is written. tor lhe most pan in third persan.

occasionally stream of consciousness type observations. Even 50, the narrator telling

Isobel's story often addresses Isobel-as-she-is-in-the-recollection, in arder [0 harass her

with the knowledge that she presently possesses. Using what amounlS to introspection

--given that Isobel is telling her own story--yet appears to he an author questioning the

motive of a biographical subjecl the author instructs the subject: '''Wasn 't that

precisely why she was here. why. in the end. she had let herselfbe destroyed? (For

there are no victims. Isobel. there are no victims)" (7). The use of the third persan in

the (eHing of their own life story by the author ofeach text helps exemplify the

·'narrative biogrnphy of a person by themsdC" condition for autobiographical y,nting

(As we shaH see later in this chapter, it aiso contributes greatly to the 3nack on

Jutobiography. ).

:\bove wc: have seen that the three texts that comprise the ·'Isobel Carpenter

r ri logy·' separately have traits that suggest that they are autobiographical lexts. By

stringing a thread of [herne and style throughout the three we can sew together an

autobiography in three parts of their namllor. Robert Diane writes:

Yet the tictianal world in her Isobel (arpenter trilogy. . has more

substance to it (han the correspondence of the writer's life to the novels

\\'ould suggest. Then: is in the narrative progression through the thret:

books a consistency of theme and focus. They tell the story of one

woman·s attempt to hannonizc her drcams and the fascination romance

has for her with her actual reality. her life as it has to he lived. (60)

And we will find that while this single narratar at first appears to be an example ofa

Iiberal humanist subjec~ the thernes and style that link the trilogy ultimately suggest
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that shc: is nat a libc:ral humanist subjc:ct: thus. the: autobiography in three pans cannat

exist as such.

Several prominent (hernes are shared by cach of the three texts. This

consistency within autobiographical texts would seem to suggest cansistency of

narrator. To funher suppon the idea that the (hree texts make up an autobiographil:al

(rilogy. wc will tind that the thernes are suggestibly characteristic of themes comman

to autobiography. yet actually undermine its toundation-the IiberaJ humanist subject.b

One such therne tends to parallel and suppon the autobiographical trait orthe

expression ofa contour of litè.

\\,'hile abovc v.c discovered that cach text expressed a contour of life through

cime. we also tind the contour of litè expressed in cach text thraugh the metaphor of

Ujoumey:' "'hat Howarth describes as ···a spiritual experiment. a voyage of discovery ...

(85)." Ss2n&s. the first text of the trilogy. commences with a catalogue of place narnes.

"Rome. Syracuse. lmaca. Troy....Vesta!. ~inc:vah. Oxford. Delhi. Cincinnatus"

invoking a sense of worldly advcnture. The current narrator infomls us of her eager

live year old selfs sense ofquest and her Q\\n aJlegiance to cxplorcrs. On a map given

to her by her grandfather she

would trace with sure but cxcued tingers the aneries and veins of the

vast complex of~e"' York.. following the route of the family's visits

with something. perhaps.. of the spirit of mal unknown man or men who

had sc:en fit lO scatter the names. if nat the seeds9 ofantiquity amongst

the prosaic towns named after mon: recent and transatlantÎc glaries. (13)
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The journey motif in~ introduces severnI related motifs that can he fOWld in the

rest of the trilogy. These motifs include: that lite is ajourney that is lied 10 one-s

lamily: and Ihat joumeys are the seeds of growth.

Wc: see that litè is a joumey lied to one's tàmily by the Carpenters- yearly road

trip to the summer lodge of [sobc:rs grandfather. appropriately named "Joumey's

End.'· The name itself was considered a cruel joke on the pan of the grandfather who

built and christened the lodge at the end ofhis wife's life. As they approach their

destination they "sighed. with the general reliefof voyagers who have passed the worst

of their hardships and perils" (15). The signiticance of this joumey is emphasized by

its grandeur as compared to regular errands. which are themselves viewed by the young

Isobel as li fe-atTecting quests:

The joumey [0 [0\-'11. like the joumey ta the woods IIself. \'i35 almast a

religious experience. with us as children and noviciates. recognizing and

genutlecting before the neces5ary stations ofour ecstasy. Except the

journey ta Excclsior was less intense because more frequent. more

îamiliar. Nor did il begin any experience 50 large and important as a

summer. (~l)

The idyll of a ··Joumey·s End" is something that 15 reached aftcr one's trials and

tribulations. As a child. leaming only the: songs of innocence. Isobel is able to reach the

joumey's end with tribulations only 50 severe as road trip annoyances. As she moves

out of innocence. Isobel begins 10 lcam the sangs of expcrience. an idyllic journcy's

end is unreachablc. LiterallYt her grandfather disposes orthe Iodge, and Isobel's tirst

summer ofexpcrience begins with the emolional and physica1 "'journcy" ofworking in

a mental hospital. Amongst the hardships ofwork. and the embarrassment and pain al
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the interaction with her tàmily. Isobel grov. s to appreciate th~ journey for ilS o\\n sakè.

She becomes 3v.'are of the grov.lh potential inherent in the joumey and seems to feel

"contempt and disgust'" for thase \"'ho lack the imagination to embrace the jaurney

(54). She observes that he;:r tàther ··came back to his mother·s room where he was barn"

(54). stuck at the beginning orthe joumey. self-deprived of any spiritual or emational

growth. Isabel" on the other hand. ends her songs of experience with an anthem to

thase willing to voyage. She invokes again ·"Rome. Syracuse. [thaca. Troy"· this lime

suggesting the European places she intends to visil now that she has ventured alang the;:

path of life far c:nough to he: making her 0"0 choices. The next volumes in the trilog)

contirm that life continues to be a journc:y. al the end of v..hich you arrive only b~

Jying.

'N'e tirst encounter ~frs Blood \\'ithln. as she describes it. '·""hat might bc the

strangest (if nat the ultimate) joumey or m~' lire [emphasis added r" (l-l). \Vt:

c:ncountc:r her at 3 ptt stop along the: emotional. psychic process of an exte:nded

miscarriage--a journey whose end is loss, She states mat .'[ am here because 1bleed"

and our second impression 15 that she means the "here in the hospital:· The fint and

permeatlng impression lS that she is in fact Jtlinnlng her existence. as in .o[ c:xist qua

\frs Blood bt:cause ( blecd'" The very next sc:ntence descri~s the travel--'"( came ln

the back ûf a convened diesel truck. Sitting very tall on a straight backcd-ehair which

was chained to the floor like the chairs on a ship in a gale··( 14)..-by which she has

arrived at this point. The physical joumey by truck and the mctaphoricaJ voyage by sea

are seen as causal to the efTect ofcoming into being.

Wc lcam thraugh the expcrience of ~frs Blood"s children" as secn through hcr

perspective. that "'voyaging" is the route betwcen significant limcs in our lives. Upon
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not be drawn out because ··the children weren 't really very interested. suspended as

they were between the past and the tùture,. (51 ). IncidentaIly. we see here once again

thatjourneys. bolh physicaI and as ephemeral as time's passing, are associated with

one's tàmily ties. lt is aIso possible ta get a sense orthe author·s attitude towards

joumeys through witnessing her tear. Every joumey or voyage, especially thase as

significant as personal growth. sutTering. or inta madness will have both treacherous

and joyous moments-like the contour of one'5 lite. ~trs Blood recalls a tàmily car trip

through foggy mountain roads lO the bcach: she admits that ..[ was ashamed because

th~ children were back there lislening and couId tell 1was athlid. 1really wanled to

turn back. but was tao ashamed ta say sa·' (58). 'N'hile passing a detonation sight for

highway construction ~Irs Blood confesses that "... 1didn't think wc should get out

of the car. sa we ail sat there hot and cross \\;th our O\\<" private crossnc:sses and

irritations untiI tinally the man with the: tlag w3ved us on and wc: listened but we never

hcard a boom" (58). Even when one ··c1ears the fog". the anxiety oflife's tr3vels.like

the boom that does not sound. lingers wnhout n:solve. Although she can ans\\cr ··Yes

·-it was:' lo the question ··Wcll. was il worth if!" ~1rs Blood knows lhut the foggy

clitTside roads of life are not cvcr truly past: .•And 1said.. Yes--it was: but Vias sorry

he had said anything at ail because now he reminded me that \ve had [0 take [hat road

to get back home'· (59). rvtrs Blood is aware that others intluence the journey one takes

through life. such as family, the flagman al the detonation site, sorne unknown force;

and when feeling defeated she opts out oftaking action for herself: nOne only tries to

get to Z if one believes that Z is therc....One shouJd stick to the square one lands on

and wait for somebody cIse to throw the dice" (94). Mrs Blood and her husband,
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··Uneasy. At a loss tor words. Wanting the j 0 umey to bt:gin~· (197). tèel a cc:rtain relief

as the final stage ofher abortion begins. She is ·"Not frightened so much now ifs

started" (197) yet saon realizes that this leg of her joumey is morbid.. and ominous of

the future: ·"Then:~ she \'ITÏtes...,,[ see the vultures wheeling and begin to cry'· ( 197).

The vultures are not the ooly evil presence, reul or imagined. ~Irs BloOO states tbat.

'''The land is treacherous ... The pain moves over me like an explorer in heavy boots..

. . The pain has been sent by Joseph and by the lizards and the insects and the flowers'"

(206). The vultures along with other real and imagined dangers in Africa suggest that

··.~frica'· is bath a destination on a perilous physical jQumey and that ·"Arrien:· the dark

continent. is the seute: of pain that we euch c:ncounter on our difficult and often

tiightening joumeys inta our consciousness--what we recall. spirits and ail. past and

present.S And as ~1rs Blood hysterically quotes~ the joumey of lite is but an

unfiiendly .. unsatistYing. incamplete joumey with no conclusion. no completion of

self·discovery= .•[ am sa sated in the world. that 1have lost my way torever·· (218).

BloW Fil:yres begins with a quotation that strongly suggests that Africa is a

state of mind and being: ·"Wc: have ail Africa 3l1d her prodigies/Within us.·~ As weil..

the retê:rcnce to ··aU the Alices'~ in the dedication and the: address to \liss ~tiller in the

tirst sentence ally Isobel and the joumey she is undertaking with the joumey into

nonsense taken by Alice in Alice in Wooderland.
Q

What might be a physical joumey

that Isobel is undenaking to the dark continent as the book commences. is cenainly

going to he paralleled by an interior joumey of non-sense into clark consciousness. As

the text begins Isobel is waiting on the ship that has staJlcd at departure. "musical

ghosts" ofhand music serenade the waiting passengers, whosc families have come to

sec them off. and "A few paper streamers had becn unfurlcd before the breakdown (if
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that's what it was) had occurred" (4-5). The bold capital type of the song lyrics. meld

inta a musical retlection of Isobel's ghosts. her haunting past and tenuous

mental/emotional health. serenading Isobel's anxiety: "GET OFF GET OFF booms the

big bass drum. GET OFF GET OFF GET OFF" (6). lt becomes clear that the

"breakdown" in question is quite likely the nervous breakdown of Isobel. and the

reader is ominously farewamed that he is about to embark with Isobel on a voyage inta

madness. It is because sense fails to accompany a persan on an interior joumey into

madness that a true exploration of her self is impossible: '~The traveller who has

retumed from a joumey May tell ail he has seen. ~iss Miller, but he cannat explain it

air' (47). As though Isobel were aware of this inability for sel t:discovery through sel f­

exploration she realizes the futility ofattempting sclf-determining action: ··Having

made up their minds to the joumey. they v,,'ere as twigs upon the water: they must let

the joumey cake them where il would" (Q7). Interior joumeys through madness or

:iirnply through self.conternplation can never result in a subject"s seJf-knowledge. As

the self-detennining element orthe joumey disappears--as il must-the ability to reach

scU'-knowledge becomes purely random. Aniving there is pure chance; and as the

following quotalion suggests. the destination of self·knowledge is a mythical one.

Wishing to embrace the: twig-on-water attitude. (so~l describcs a joumey of discovery

in terms that depict such a joumey as being ooly as sound as rumour and as realistic as

legend:

In the water she had been inuoduced to a man who knew a man who

was going to Timbuktu on a boat up the River Niger. "Timbuktu..n

thought Isobel, her ears still full of water. ~'Prester John? The mountains

of the Moon't· It would he out ofher way. But water. a boat, the idea of
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being carried som~wh~r~. of onc~ having ~mbarked the impossibility of

further choices. (58)

As the (herne ofjoumey to selthood links the trilogy volumes it progresses towards the

conclusion that 5uch a journey is in faer impossible. and sa the author fails ta be a true

liheml humanist subject in that she cannat know her true self.

Tying in with the sense ofjoumey. and further exemplifying the sense of

retrospective perspective inherent to autobiography that was mentioned previously. is

the theme of temporal interactian~ that is: the past is aJways present. Ail present

consciousness is inseparably linked to events. thoughts. feelings of limes past. 10 Anne

Archer ~Tites: ··Characteristic of Thomas' \\Tiling is the juxtaposition of the present

with the past. Isobellfhomas [isl writing in a \Vordsworthian tàshion ta °understand

herself·" (:! 16). This interweaving of temporal experiences. however. direiully affects

the accurate expression ta one's self of one'S own present consciousncss because the

memory of whom wc have been (or belic\e we are) is mired in the swamp of me:mor:.

a tangle of misremcmbered.. invented. or re\'iscd impressions of reaJity that was. 11

10 Soo.:s ~1y ~IQlhcr Iaui:ht ~ts:. the: stor)' lold by Isobel begins emerscd in

memory. The author. ~Titing al whatcver pOint in her life she happens to be y.T1ung. as

~nacting th~ existence of Jutobiography b~' writing about her past; Isobel is

recounting stories from her childhood. The past is the story that Isobel weaves. and the

act of her wcaving supposedly tells the reader about the Isobel of the present time (that

is the time of writing). Why should the reader believe Isobel? Why shouJd wc put faith

in her accounts ofher childhood exactly as wc put faith in the truth orthe stories ofa

non-tictional autobiographer? The answer is that she assens the strength of her

memories. ··Look how weil Isobel remembers.'" she notices ofherself (38). She tells
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the:: reaoc::r (hat. ··On the way to the mountains 1tried 10 memorize each group of Sunna

Shave signs we passed. every nt:w billboard or poster slapped against a barn- (33).

Sometimes she would say ta herself: ···rc:n years from now you will remember this

moment and it will be the past'n (33). Iso~l assures us mat.. nIf something truly

unusuaJ happened 1tried la impale the whole complex of sightisoundJtouchitaste/ smell

on my cansciousness and memory as thaugh such an experience was like sorne rare

and multicolored butterfly·· (33). She provides ··proof" of her ability ta memorize:

1shivered and began to try to memorize the aftemoon: net cunains.

tables covered wilh red-eheck tablc:cloths. my father's cracked and dirt~

lingemails as he picked up a roll and buttered il.. the hair thal had stanc=d

growing on my legs. the sunlight setting out a neat gold carpet by the

door. (34)

Shc: remembers remem~ring: ··~ly childhood memories ofhim and his untidy. smc:1l~

room could still arouse distaste tifteen years later'· (53). Through the descnptlon of"J

plethora of sc:nsuous detair" (Gottlieb 365). lsobellends credence ta the truth and

accurncy of her mc:moric:s: take the following passage as example:

[f s funny. for [ \\"'15 never dose ta my tathcr and wc: never once had a

genulne conversation. a stripping away of layers: but [ rcmember thosc:

t:arly moming summer breakfasts as really pleasant times. He woulcl put

the cotTee on to perk and [ would make scrambled eggs. Sometimes we

had sliced tomatoes from the garden,. yellow or red. sti Il with the spicy

smell of the tomato vines about them. Occasionally a grapefruit or

melon. One day he said to me. ··Say. d'you kids remember when you

bath had the measles and ( brought you up a grapefruit with a
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maraschino cherry on it every day"? 1said 1remembered and he said..

·"Yeah. Jesus. Where does the lime go?''' ( 151 )

Since [sobel is aware that her tàther ··had an almost pathetic desire to be ·remembered'

or .. known· n
( 151). the reader might wonder whether or nat [sobeltook pitYon her

tàther and claimed to remember when in fuel she did nal (Perhaps. she even falsely

remembered based on his suggestion.). Bearing in mind that the autobiagrapher is

crealing a text in hopes of being remembered.. the reader rnight also wonder whether

Isobel actually recalls what she claims to recall throughout the text or if she might be

tictionalizing the account of her life to the reader the same way she might have

tictionalized her memory of measles and maraschino cherries.

Two of the ·"songs·· her mother taught Isobel relate to the accuracy of memory.

First of aIl .. Isobelleams that the relating oi (amil~ history ta slrangers-·much likc: what

an autobiographer does-is tinged with huml1iation. She remembers ·''the humiliation of

hearing my mother relate our tamily history. in a contidential tone.. to yet another set of

polite but indifTerent listeners" (3:!). Sc:condly. Isobellearns that il is permitted to aITer

something to the world as valid knowing full weil that there is no objective substance

ta il. After relating the family histary. "~lother gave the cashier something on account

with a check she knew would bouncc:'" (33 L Isobel can "serenade'· the n~adcr in

contidential tones. but the reader should nol expc:ct any sound foundation to what she

offers.

Funhermore, Isobel oftcn admits to failures of memory. Despite her claims to

rcmember well, she infonns the reader that. ...... my earlicst memories flicker like

firelight and lamplight ... figures coming and going-dissolving re-creating

thernselves ..." (18). Ofher mother's tantrurns she must ask herself, UWhy did she do
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it.. (sobel? ( can't remember" (82). Oflen sh~ has to speculate about details. as in the

case of who came to visit: ·~rvfaybe the minister once or twice~ but 1don"t remember if"

(105); and Isobel must make assumptions: -rt must have been sprin~time .. for 1

remember 1was using quince apple blossoms to caver the body with".. (10 1). Thal

memory is a pieced together revision of chaos is suggested by lsobers description of

her mothe(s room: ·"Her chest ofdrawers was tll1ed with boxes of untinished sewing

and candy boxes full ofold photographs and greeling cards.... Indeed.. the whole

house was saon like this. our layers just added to the junk mat was left behind"" (54).

Even concrete evidence of the past must he re-c:valuated. as Isobel expresses when

confranted with the present reality of hc:r grandmother versus an old photograph. Shc:

muses. ··Had she ever been a girl named Sharon and had she ever worn the gay hat with

the panridge feather as she did in the liult: silver picture frame on top ofour old

piano?'" (1~). ft is likely that Isobel revisc:s her past. intentianally and unintentionally.

for she must know that it is to her ad\'antag~ given the dedication: "'"Ali things faH and

are built againlAnd those that build them agaÎn are gay" because it is rebuilt accarding

ta th~ir 0"'0 purposes. truc: or not.. and she might be continually ·'re..creaung herselC',

:Vlrs Blood is equally dcluged in the theme of memory _of the past bleeding

through to the present. ~lrs Bload accounts for this fael: .,,[ have memories preserv~d

intact. likc men În peat. to be found by a later me. Thal is what happened this moming

with this rncmory" (33). Like Isobel in s.aw~ ~trs BloodIMrs Thing tries to assert her

ability to remember. Likc: her children (51 ). Mrs BloodlMrs Thing is "suspended

between the past and future". ~'I remember one [store] wherc wc used to go and gel our

pants and socks and have shoes repairecl" ~1rs Thing informs us on the tirst page of

the text (11 ). beginning slowly. with basic. easily accepted memories. She procecds ta
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confess memories of a more interior nature.. contiding that "when 1was linle.

ambulances seemed ta me like "'ild things. tl~eing through our streets. looking tor

someone to eallooking tor meO' (13). The author presents us with the evidence orher

memory tor details of events. teelings. impressions. conversations. as in this passage

describing an incident in England. decades cartier:

And 1can still remcmber meeting Jack who was oUlside the New trying

ta decide whether the film would he any good or not. and 1didn"t want

to stop and talk to him because [ was so afraid he'd spoil il. And he

looked at us and laughed that cruzy. almost soundless laugh he had and

then asked Richard ifhe'd ever heard somebody or atheros remark about

sining up in bed and eating buttered toast with cunty tingers. (85 )

Howevero the impertèction of ~trs Bloodl \frs ThingOs tàcility tor remembering is

frequc:ntly announced. 5uch as...,[ canOt remembcr the: sme:ll of Josephos bread. only the

smclls of this place and the smell of blood" (16). The author confesses that ..[ am an

old log thrown up by the sc:a. and the past dings ta me like bamacles" (91 ) and later

~xplains that ··1 am covered with memories likc: barnacles. Weighed down. c:ncrusted

with them sa that only the vague outline ofmy original shape remains'· (148). Il seems

that the voyage of lite is such that memoric:s become a distortion of one's essence.

Even quile carly in the text. ~trs Thing admits that memory may be faJse. that perfect

recollection is nat possible; she writes:

uRemember this.·· 1theught. and sought to make it a pan of me. like a

song or an equation. Something= ...[sic]; but see" 1cannet even

remcmbcr what the something is, or whether then: was Michaelmas
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daisies growing along the ditch or whether that was sorne other place

and time. Our heads become crowded and details raIl away. (34)

Once again suggesting the distorting etTects of the unconscious.. Atnca is mentioned as

an influence on one's ability to recall: ··Events are blurred, as though the hot breath of

Arrica had aJready blown upon the mirror of my mind" (193). The final pages ofMrs

~ find the narrator representing her thoughts as her miscarriage reaches the final

stages. The actual events-··They are taking the thing away. Elizabeth is weepingn

(219)-merge with the memory of Richard. a tormer lover and rather of the youthful

author"s aborted child. As in this case. in \,..hich events and emotions become linked in

memory. sa is the case with any other recollection: it has beco distorted by time·s

passing and by revisionist contemplation. :\ similar pattern is evident in the way that

~Irs Thing looks al past evc:nts and gives them signiticance relative ta events that have

since come to pass. as in the case of omc:ns lor her joumey: ··Alllhc: signs were there

from the bcginning if only we had stopped to think. A dead man on each boaf~ ( 18).

A funher doubt can he ainled at the veracity of memory" that is. that individuals

attempt to remake themselves in the same "·ay that they consciously and unconsciously

revisc: the events they purport to recall. An individuaL in this case a felIa", patient in

the hospital. and in theory. an author or aUlobiographer. mig.ht be attempting to present

an image of hersclf that is nat exactly accurate. As described by Mrs Thing" Mrs ~(ate

seems ta remake hersel f in a fashion that is designed to appeal to her observer. tvlrs

Thing writes:

1wanted to ask her about her post, but although she questioned me

minutely about myselfand my life in Canada, 1could not bring myself

to reciprocate. Why? Was il bccause 1sensed that she is recreating
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hers~lr in som~ irnag~ culled from the Arnc:rican ladies' magazines and

the ads in the Graphie? (41 ).

Not only do people lovent images of themsc:lves_ but they are eanseiously and

unconsciously intluenced in mat recreation by oUlside cultural tàctors--social

boundaries.. media images_ and the like. \'toen describing her attempt ta recall the

damestic setting in which her tàmily a"'ai15. ~rs Thing must imagine the details. and

as she daes she realizes that memary relies on imagination and that events shared by

individuals will differ according to there experience. She wonders:

"-'nat did they have for dînner? What is Jason reading, thinking.

drînking, saying? They are on a strange road and 1stand al the corner

unable to cross. They no longer exist except as photos in an album. like

ùur past litè. Now th,y have an album of their OV.11.. and 1 tao have m~

own unutterable souvenirs. f 108)

\frs Things' s '''unutterable sou\'enirs u are ununerable because everyone's eXJ)<:rience IS

only their OV.11. there lS no objective reahty to which to appeal. no extratextual

referencc: [0 vc:rify the story that IS lold (And as wc: will sec, wc get ditTerc:nt stories of

the same cvcnts c\'en from the author hersc:lf.). One may oever know an other or for

that matter. one' s s~lf, bec3use of this failure of c:xpression: ."( would like to really

kno\v them. but [ sense that they are only as verbose as they are because [ am a

strangcr and they are young and romantic. 50 1must arrange the snippets of

information 1gather on a thread of pure conjecture·· (84).

ln Blowu FiKures the reader really is exposed ta snippets of intonnation left ta

be threaded on the reade(s conjecture. The '''African winds'" of dark unconscious

bordering on madness have blo\VJ1 across the figure of Isobel as she perceives herself.
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The result is that Isobel ~ s consciousnt:ss is constantly tluctuating between past and

present~ the imagined and the reaL truth and desire. One intrusion of the past is in the

form of Isobel·s memory of what her Grandtàther \villed to her: ~.( Harry was dead. He

had left her a ten volume PbQtQ~raphic HislO[y orthe Civil War. a Lire of Genernl

Qwu. The Quiver Rs;adin"s. Don Quixote and Paradis, Lost ....• (8). This list evokes

much of what we have aIready discussed with respect to autobiographical thernes.

Memories become merged with other memories-her grandfather is remembered for the

books he left. The photographie hislory of the civil war is metaphonc reflection of the

text we read: fragmented images of Isobel"s internaI contliet. One biography .. that of

Grant is cast into a tictionallight by the imagined life of Don Quixote. who happens

to be" not coincidentally" a man full of sel f-delusion on fruitless quests. And P3Gldiss:

1....u.sl might signify the loss of innocencs: (hat Isobel has already experic:nced on hc:r

lire:" s journc:y, Sincc: ··thc: London of the: past was more real than the London of the:

present:· and London is remembered in the tonn of a photograph--one ""hich bas been

retouched by the saroe woman who has been retouching Isobel·s photos since [sobel·s

childhood ( IO)--one must wonder as to the verneity of the memories thut ,-,,'ill dominate

the: mental landseape of the text. Furthermore. Isobel the author inforrns th~ reader that

Isobel the character is her creation. to be ponrayed or touchcd up as she sc:c:s lit. Isobel

admits that: '~I can do anything 1want \'; ith Isobel. 1can make her tat or thin. like a fun

house: mirror. Give her an elegant back--she aJways wanted an elegant back-a lisp. a

limp, a missing fmger" a wart on the end ofher nose" a lover. a husband. a dead

childn
(74). The reader bas heard of the lover, the husband and the dead child. but now

the reader must wonder whethcr or Dot these bamacles of memory are any more truc

than a description of Isobel possessing an elcgant back. whose only apparent reaHty
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~xists in the author/character"s desire ta be: sa described. (f we recall tram the

prologue that '''Wc: have ail Africa and her prodigies within us.... we cao see that the

Africa-as-unconscious metaphor appears aguin in Blown Eii:ures. acting as further

illustration of (sobers (or anyone's) confusion of faetual history amidst delusionaJ

tiller. We are told that.. "[1]1 struck her onc~ again how the people in Afrien seemed to

live only in half reality.... They could tune out or transcend the factual reality of their

discomfort.... [T]he whole atmosphere "as one of dream or myth"" (189). tvtargaret

Laurence suggests that the narrator has "a \Vay of saying that we ail ehange and

tictionalize our o\vn pasts ail the lime" (100). As in the other two volumes of the

trilogy" the past and the present blend contusingly. and one cannot he certain what is an

aCClmlte memory" or a conscious or unconscious deception. '!

One motif that runs throughout the trilogy is related to the ·•..\fric:!·· as dark

unconscious motif: the motif of madnc:ss. The pc:rmc:ation of the tc:xts with a motif of

madness adds to the suggestion that an indi\idual may nat have an accurate perception

of her self~ and if shc: cannat accurately percc:ivc herself. she cannat accurately express

that self to others. in this case. a reader: '''Isobel as a character is simply not capable of

giving us the norm or locus to measure the: rcst orthe characters· and the writer's

intention'" (Dione 65).

~(adness. in SQnl:s My Motber Iau~bt Me, is closely associated with chaos.

Similar to the point made carHer about the chaolic nature ofjumbled memories as

depicted by Isobel's description ofher parents' home.. the emotional chaos that

dominates the Carpenter family dynamic is retlected in the physica1 disorder of the

home. Pages 54 and 55 are a catalogue ofchaos: uThe chaos bcgan in the basement..

down steep.. ill-lightcd stairs ... A pair of skis (one broken).. cans of paint with thcir
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lids gummed up" mast likely torever ... [b)roken terra-cotta tlower pots·· (54-5). rvlore

disorder is recalled causing Isobel to declare that "·[i]t was a pretty scary place to he"·

(55). Chaos and madness are seen to he linked by contrast to the mentaJly and

c:motionally therapeutic nature of arder; the: house-except for the father" s room--is

redecorated allowing Isobel to express that she felt ·1er the tirst time in that terrible

house. a kind ofsensuous peace'" (61 ). Paradoxically" a pattern ofconsistent chaos can

become a fonn of arder: ....However chaotic the persona! relationships within our family

there had been a preciseness to my days and ta my tumings'" (140). Then. "'like Alice

down the rabbit hale·' (S2n&s 1-+4) From Alice in Wooderlaod" Isobel begins work at an

actual mad house. On her very tirst day of work Isobel c:ncounters the chronically

mentally ill on Ward 88 and begins to sec: madness in its obvious form: ·"1 had not

knO\\'n that madness would stink or speak ta me directly. ( telt that 1would vomit if [

didn"( tàint tirs(· (147). Yet. only IWO \\'eeks later [sobel has participated within the

real madness to the extcnllhat she accepts il easily" c1aiming: ··(a)nd thus did 1lose my

mind"s virginity" (1~8). A paniaJ explanation of \\"hy it is thnt Isobel easily accepts an

environment of actual madness. is that il is a concrete portrayal of the emotional

madness characterized by the chaotic relationships within hcr family. "·The terrible

strain of ail those ycars of prelc:nding we were a 'normal· family had taken a terrible

toll on me." Isobel writes; however" ··Those crazy ladies. who \vere known by

c:verybody" inciuding themselves. to he mad. were refreshins·· (149). By instilling

arder in the actua! chaos of the wanL Isobel seems to gain control over the emotional

chaos ofher family. One patien~ an elderly typhoid carrier, symbolizes Isebcl's

potential madness. Isobel admits that she may he projecting her own feelings onte the

woman who is ·'[i]solated by madness. isolatcd by carrying within herself the
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destruction of other people·· (160). Isobel sees her as "unhappy" eut otT. an outcasC" as

a result orthe woman"s madness and she pities the woman. as weil as herself. perhaps

recognizing the tragedy of being created inherently mad. Leaving behind the ordered

chaos of the ....Shit Ward..·.. Isobel begins work in the sterile Operating Room and

describes the experience in a way that suggests belief in an escape from madness:

""There was such timing.. such precision.. such control. l. who had lived most of my life

in chaos and disorder and who had round on 88 a kind of undistorted mirror image of

the madness of my tàmily• tound in the OR a beauty and self-control that was created

out of pain and ugliness and decay·· (199). That this utopian escape from chaos and

madness is not actually attainable is driven home by Isobers accidentally being eut by

a scalpel that might have been intected Wilh syphilis. As the narrative ends \vith Isobel

uncertain of her fate with respect to the disease. the final quotation from the Lev,'is

Carroll stary emphasizcs that cemmunic3tion cannot be trusted since ·"madness"·. or

self·delusion or misperception. is inescapable:

··But 1don·t want to go among mad people: Alice remarked.

··Oh. you canOt help that:' said the Cal. ··we·rc ail mad here. l''m mad.

You·re mad:·

··How do you know 1·m mad?'· said t\licc.

··You must be:- said the Cat. '''or yeu wouldn"t have come here.'"

(207)

Beginning with the quotation that ends SODaS My Mother TaYibt Me, Ma

B.lggd deIves inta the motifof madness primarily through reference to the mad world

of Alice in Wooderiand. Mrs Blood summarizes my argument about madness-or at

least about the artistic distortion process ofbeing ·~through the looking glassn-as
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permining or causing misrepresent3tion of your self- even ta yourself.. with the line:

"Once you're weil and truly do\'tn the rabbit hale nothing seems incredible'· (19),u

t\nd she associates the Wonderland metaphor \vÎth the Africa metaphor 1 have

discussed by writing. ··To be driven mad by a mosquito bite. Il is terrible but litting for

this rabbit hole'" (23), Throughout the texl there are repeated references ta Alice in

Wooderlaod; following are sorne examples. A.n invitation to madness: '''( put a sign on

my breast. 'Eat me: and on my lips a notice. ·Drink me: but only the mosquitoes

came" (26) in relation to '''Ooly a madman would otIer his flesh ta a mosquito hereH

(1 ~9). ln self pity: .•. . . the whole new thing that was out there-and [ couldn 't get at·

-like .-\lice and her garden,. (12). There is a character named ··~frs Hare·· (:!8).

Referring to the Chess Game in the Carroi story, in which one's role is dictated by

another: '·One shauld stick ta the square one lands on and watt for somebody else to

throw the dice'· (94). Asserting her memory 3Ild directly retèning to a text other Ihan

[his one: ,., remember Alice' s debate about how she would send Chnstmas presents to

her tèet~ ( 121). Observing the non-sensical creatures of Africa: ··But the creature. who

belongs to Lewis Carroll. scomed our otTer and just went clicking on up the drive unttl

he disappeared into [he bush'· (17~). Wandering about her use of references: ··And \\hy

did it occur to you 10 dress them as Alice and the V/hile Rabbit for the fàocy dress

parade? \Vhy [har?·· (180). And tinally, ~;anting the madness and chaos (O ~nd. as il

does for Alice.. ~frs Thing says. ·.. ·1 y;ant this ta he: a dream .•• (96).

ln regard to the relatcd madncss metaphor involving Afri~ Mrs Blood bas the

following to say: ...... my Africa is only real for men (43) and .uOnce yau'vc had a

taste of Africa. you know, ifs always in YoU! blood·" (156). Diotte describes Isobel"s

Arrica as being experienced as ·~an exaggeration." serving as ·~the background for the
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kind of mental exaggerations of relationships and emotions that she herself creates"

(63). Together. these two quotations re-emphasize the persistent inability of anyone to

have objectively correct perceptions ofone's self or of one's experiences.

··T0 aH the Alices.. whatever your mothers called you..·' reads a Hne in the

dedication of Blown Ei&yres and aJerts the reader to the continuance of the Alice in

Wonderlaod motifthat penneates this text. As l mentioned previously .. the tirst Hne of

chapter one of Blow EiKures is an address ta Miss tvliller. an apostrophe that arises

again and again throughout the text occurring many times (19.31.32.34.42.. 47.68 ..82..

102,103.120.130.134,136,140,141,143.146.141,,148. 151,178,181.185). Louis

~tacKendrick claims. in .•A Peopled Labyrinth of Walls:' that Miss ~(iller "makes no

response" and may function pcripherally as merely a psychoJogical projection. Sorne of

the narrator' s summonings of ~1iss Miller seem direct retlections of her o\\o'n madness"

(172).

As weil .. there are many quotations or slight distortions of quotations From

Alice in Wooderland. The stylistic signi ticance of the presence of these quoutions will

be discussed below" but as in SODKs ~ty ~tQ(ber Taul:br ivle, and ~frs Bloocl. the re·

occuning Alice in Wonderland motif suggests an c:nvironment in which nonsense and

confusion are dominant teatures of the landscapc. The follo\*iing are sorne examples of

the quotations from Alice in Wooderlaod that occur in BloW Ei.:yres. ··SO EITHER

WAy rLL GET lNTO TIIE GARDEN AND [ DON"T CARE Wl-flCH HAPPENS:'

precedes a replica ofan ad to ·'8e Taller;·· the advertisement is followed by "1 MUST

BE GROWING SMALt AGAIN" (46). ·'0 DEAR, WHAT NONSENSE l''M

TALKING" quotes Isobel, and the reader might he tempted to Agree given the mixture

of thoughts thal occur in the text (47). Isobel quotes from Alice in Wonderland at limes
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to illustrate mat she has associated her own experience with Alice"s: wishing the time

to hurry she quates. ··'If you knew lime as weil as 1do.· said the Halter. ·you wauldn'f

taJk about wasting it.. ifs him··· (50). ··Quec:ns never make bargains~n she seems to

threaten (66). While thinking about cursing in French she quotes. ''''He taught

Laughing and Grief.· said the t\t1ack Tunle·· (75). Perhaps desiring ta he separated From

the pain of her body Isobel seems to associate her teelings with this quotation: ·..·The

exc:cutionerts argument was that yau couldn·t eut offa head unless there was a body ta

eut it otTfrom: that he had never had 5uch a thing ta do before. and he wasn't going to

begin at ms time of lire"'· (143). She makes reference ta two other head-chopping

incidents in Alice in Wonderland on that page and the next (143--l). Perhaps itself a

small metaphor for madness: ··The chief ditliculty is in managing my tlamingo·· (145)

quotes Isobel. SeveraI of the references that Isobel makes suggest a textuaI

environment in which delusion or illusion are present. One such reference Îs. ··Oh.

what fun it will he. when they see me through the glass in here and can't get at me!"

(68); because of the Alice story. the reader is wamed that ail that one secs might he a

distortion of reality. AMe Archer questions the sincerity ofail that the readcr is tald:

··For Thomas" narrators tend to dominate their staries. generally 10 the extent that we

know the: supporting cast only through suspect second-hand reports·· (220). Like the

episode with Tweedledee and Tweedledum in Aljce in Wooderland (145). Isobel

queries her own creation about whose reaJity is the true reality: ·"You·re only a sort of

thing in my dream. Miss Miller; youtre onJy a sort ofsomcthing in my dream;· she

says ofone imagincd character. and ofher own version ofher self she asks. ~·Ah.

[sabcl. how do you like bclonging to another persan·s dream?·· (143).
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[n keeping with the unreal environment created by the Alice motif are several

supporting examples of the delusionary state of reality. including: ....None of lhis was

real so \vhy not adopt. temporari ly ~ a sister or a friend?U (24). The reader must wonder

how much of the: text is adopted in the saros: gung ho spirit of make believe..~ second

example is in the fonn of an admission to Miss Miller in which Isobel says. ··I have

such strange twinkling random thoughts. like distant stars. in the great darkness of my

mind'tt (32). Hallucinations occur frequently. including quite early in the text; in this

example [sobel ··had suddenly secn'" ail ofher friends and relatives '''dangling upside

down tram great black ment hooks. thcir throats slashecL their mouths open in a silent

collective scream" (20). ft seems that the reader would consider it likdy that not ail the

expcriences relutcd to the reader are entirely objective and actual. One final example of

retèrence to Alice in WQDderlnnd relates th~ motif ,,,e have been discussing to the

thc:me of splitting-that one·s ~elf is Dot actually a unified entity but a fragmented text.

Found ncar the c:nd of the text. the quotation is: ···This curious child was very fond of

pretending to he two people·'· (110).

Within the trilogy the motifof splining or fragmentation occurs consistently.

This motif along with the motif of the loss or dissolution of the: self. create:s an o'lerall

thc:me: that the: self or subje:ct is not in tact the unitied. solid. subject required of liberal

humanism and. in tum. ofautobiography as wc: have discussed il. Thus. the self is

unknowable. and as wc shaH sec. inexpressible.

[n SaDi' My Motbcr Tauahl Me, the motifofsplit personality occurs in two

ways. ft is spoken ofdirectly or suggested directly. and it is exemplified through the

presence ofa mird persan point of view within the text ofan ··autobiography.'" Isobel

addresscs the splining of her personality while recalling being forced to view
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herself in a mirror. Sh~ 'Nrites...( leam~d ta disconnect mysc:lf early. 10 Ic:ave my body

and stand outside. above reaIly. looking do~nward at Clara holding Isobel" (63). She

recalls other out of body perceptions of herself. such as when announcing the end of

the war: ..... ruMing down the sandy road barefoot (and yet al the same lime

observing Isobel. messenger of glad tidings, nmning down the road in faded shons and

summer·toughened feet. r' (102). Isober s n' reaJ' life·' working al the hospital

separates her from herother litè with her family. so that uthe 'me' who took the bus

back downtown twenty minutes laler had nothing to do with the 'me' who had a life on

88" ( ISO). During sexual awakening she vicws herself from the autside: ·'It wasn "t me.

il was sorne stranger who stood there and let this creature suck at me. Who unzipped

his pants ta discover the grcat bruised-Iooking thing she had nevcr actually seen

before" (181). Ta distance hersc:lf from ne\''-. potcntially frightening experience. such

as beginning the part ofher job in the OR.. Isobel splits into ··Somebody. not Isobel

[wholmoved farward 3I1d Knocked on the door.. ·· only to retum to herself-"'Isobel

came back..··when the situation involves a farniliar. although unpleasant.. co...worker

(187).

Quitc aften throughout Soo.:s ~ly \!otber TauKht Me. Isobel eithcr refers to

herself in the third persan. or c:ven addrc:sses herself as though a third persan to sorne

other pan ofher selfs tirst persan. Shc describcs ..the threc orus. Harry, Jane. and

Isobcr" ( (6); in4uires of herself. "IsobeL pc:rhaps they arc your totems?·' (19);

addresses postcards "Dear [sobel·· and signs them '''Voue friend, 1" (27); and infonns

the readcr and hcrself. il seems. to ··Look how weil Isobel remembers" (38). Funhcr

examples ofthese third persan ··intcrventionsn include: '·1 thanked him for the money,

but 1never spent il and Isobel bas it stiU" (-l3); requiring introspection ofherselfby
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asking. '''Which "'as worse. Iso~lT· (49 t: comme:nting that. ··(sobers family was

always ~ating·· (71 ): and summarizing the: tàmily interaction: ....Such were the teasts of

my childhood.. of (sobers youth'" (83). Sht: nat only questions herselt: she responds:

··[HarryILoved us.("did he.. Isobel?' ·he did.·r· (87).

As the label of··trilogy" suggests. a similar motif of splining works itself

through ~Irs Blood. While it is also an element of style mat ( will discuss below. the

admission by ~trs Thing that. "·Some days my name is Mes Blaad; some days ifs ~lrs

Thing,·· is the first line of the text and prepares the reader for further thematic evidence

of the splining of identity, Gottlieb and Keitner write that:

At first. one is tc:mpted to illuminate the: obscurity of the character. . ln

the: light of feminist insights about woman' s status and nature. For

c:xample. the: ~Irs Thing; ~trs Blaod split suggest5 the fragmented nature

of woman. dividc:d. not only from other women. but aise from herself.

by language. tradition. religIon. and la\l/. in arder to be for someonc:

else. (368)

Il is expected when the: reader encounters Isobel making distinctions bety.'een pans of

hersdf. as in the case of ~trs Thing·s dislikr: ofher husband's ability to cape in her

absence: ""But the bad me resents the easc or his adjustment--I am the only one \\ho

has 10 suft"t:r·· (,)8), Il seems that ~Irs Thing distances hcrsclf l'rom hcr lcss than wifdy

feelings by portraying them as belenging to someone else ahogether. At another time

she refers to h my nasty inside self· when describing the silent sarcastic remarks that

come inte her head when she fcels rescntful (133). Using simileo. Mrs Thing explains

how hunful treattnent by her husband causes her ta split into real and unreal selves; she

writes. ··1 had no energy, no jay. no ambition. It was as though. when he left the house.
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he took th~ r~al me: with him and l ""as jUSl a stand-in.. waiting in another pc:rson·s

pan" (1~6). rvtrs Thing also retèrs to hers~lfas '''the ather me" (195) and ....the unreal

me'" versus '''the real me" ( 180): the reader must wonder what experiences that are

recounted here are ··rear" and which ·"unreal". At one point. ~frs Blood actuaJly detines

the ward ....cleave·.. as '''to split" and "'to ding'" relating il ta the image ofher husband

and herself. joincd as one bcing through marnage. unable to experience the oneness

because afbeing two opposcd halves: ....Naw 1think we are like Siamese twins..

irrevocably joined in a back-ta-back position. Not looking al one another.. unable to.

lying wide-eyed in the darkness and wondering how it happencd" ( 181). That "[tJhere

are only two seasons here. wet and dry'· contributes ta the motif of splitting. as dùes

the image of the Bambara carving. Because of the wetldry extrernes. according to 3

friend of ~frs Thing. Ua beautiful Bambara ~af\'ing they had split right in half- and ~trs

Thing ponders. '''Will [ too crack like the SutclitTes· Bambara?n (179). ~lrs Thing

writes of··when my fear threatens to completely shaner me'" ( 1(2) and severa! urnes

~trs fhingl~trs Blood recalls a woman askmg If she ··played Duplicatc'" t 180.2(4). ln

··The Divided Self:· ~tc~[ullen writes that the novel is "'a complctely internai working

out of the (wa opposing modes of looking at the world prcsented in the context of a

singularly tè:male c:xperience. a miscamagc" (55 ~.l.a As 1discussed at the beginning of

this chapter. the third person aspect of this motif is exemplitied most signlticantly by

the section headings of"·Mrs Thing'· and "~frs Blood~~.

[n keeping with the similarities uniting the trilogy, BloW Fiau[Cs contains the

motifof fragmentation, evident early in the text:

... [A]nd yet sometimes from bchind the invisible glass wall of her

disguiscd madness she stared al the three of them as though they too



•

•

63

were illusions. like herself.. mannequins in a department store....

Sometimes she \\'as on one sicle of the glass (she was the mannequin),

sometimes shc: \vas on the other Ohey were ail mannequins and --they"

included she who stood outside and rapped and called. ( 14)

Since ·"We have ail Africa and her prodigies within us t

, the splitting motif is evident

when Africa (written as MAFROKA) is described as •..the broken. the divided land-­

(41). While encountering ticket hassles Isobel seems ta split: "She was aware of her

own smallness al the same lime; her voice was very thin and something quite separate

from herself. The voiee of the other Isobel was speaking" (76). In her madness, Isobel

confronts ~fiss ~tiller. saying. ··Don °t speak to me ~1iss Miller. 1am sure [ shall split. (

will split!" ( 109). ft scems that Isobel of Blow Fil:ures is prone to splitting. and this is

funher evideneed by the faet that mosl of the c:xperiences in Blown FiKyres t are

described. as 1discussed carHer. in the third persan. from where wc are asked to

··Consider lsober· (3) thraugh to where '''Isobd danced ta the obosom·s drums with the:

smashcd egg still plastered on her head·· (:33).

Throughout the trilogy there are o[h~r motifs that contribute to the attack on

unitied selthood. including the prevalence of depictions of people. mostly Isobel. ln

tenns of roles. Contrary 10 the philosophy of libcralïsm. ont: does not have the freedom

of subjecti vity• one IS not free to act. but lS actc:d upon. A persan is defined by others

relative to the duty that they feel is owcd them by the persen being defined. This is

especiaJly truc of women. as Linda Hutcheon writcs that identity or self '~in the

Western libcral humanist tradition has been defined in terms ofrationality.

individuality. and power; in other words, it is defined in tenns of those domains

traditionaUy denied women. who are relegated instead to the reaJms of intuitio~ family
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collectiviry. and submission" (5) By bearing aIl the imposed multiple rolc:s. wom~n

lose the ability ta be subjects.

ln SOUKs ~Iy \t1olhs:r TauKht Nfs:. Isobel tries to detine herself according to her

position within ber tàmily: '''But who was Isobel when she was awake? Daughter of

Warren Joseph Cleary. and Clara Blake. nee Goodenough. Cleary, younger sister of

Jane Elizabeth. who walks beside her. black-gowned and white surpliced in the Junior

Choir" (29). The significance of raies as factors of identity is illustrated by Isobers

characterization of the women at a class celebration according to their positions as

mothers: ..•..Now let me sec. '''Merry Christmas to ~fommy from Helen:' Weil! Will

Hr:len'li mammy come torward. please?" ... ~arurally the novelty of this "ore otT.

Peter"s mammy. ~tary Lou's mammy. Ronald"s mammy···· (46-7). Isobel. as weil as

the text' s tide. suggests that she thinks of hc:rselt"in terms of being a daughter. and

identifies aspects of her self based on their be:ing the result of being a daughter:

··~tother equated her misery with lack of .station' and "nice things.· And. belng m~

mothc:r' s daughter. 1did this too" (57), ~ames ..-t:specially manied names--function as

Identities. yel narnes are imposed by athers. and are in tàet ooly monikers of one's raie

relative 10 family. During. the \\ar: "The downstate aunties sent us sterling-silver

identitication tags on thin silver chains.. Isobel ~t. Cleary" in beautiful coppcrplatt:

script. .. .1 did not like to he 50 absolutely cbained to me" (96), Free will--a detinltive

element in the liberal humanist notion of subject--is not available to a persen identified

in a roll by ethers, and Isobel feels this~ acknowledging that, ""( was more or Icss uscd

to being a pawn in my parents· quarrels" (124). Because of one's roles, one is nat

a1ways fcee to identify one's selfon one's own tenns: "At six ( aIready understood,

although 1could not have articulated il. that Jane and ( were the dream images
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projected above the wastdand llf our mùlhc:r·s lire'· (97). Despite the: pressure of others

identifying us. one doc:s not always match even that identity; Isobel describes her

mother·s disappointment at realizing this tact: ....[t began to dawn on her that ( would

never be the golden girl she had dreamed of but simply Isobel. her daughter" another of

litè·s mistits"· (136). Like family roles. gender raies are constructed by society and

infringe on one"s ability to detine ooe's own self. In SQOKS My Morhet Iaul:bt Me. this

aspect of the role motif is not very prevalent. yet there is the one example in which

Isobel feels the socially intlicted handicap of being female. admitting mat. in a

confrontation with a male co-worker. ·"His masculinity defeated me" ( (92).

ln !vIes Blood" the elTect of raies on the definition of identity is a frequent

motif. In hospital. ~trs Thing. pcrhaps sarcastically.. has identified a patient, by that

patient"s own manner of identifying with a rolc:~ the \\ioman is known as "·I·am·the·

Jaughter-of·a-chief'"" (22). ~aming. as an aspect of the raie molif, i5 conlributed to.

once again. by the way in which ~1rs Blood/~lrs Thing reters to herself by objc:ctitied

names that represenl the two roles she plays. that of visceral. sutTering.. frightened

mother in the physlcal sense. and that of sdl1ess maternai agent tor the social. matc:nal

fultilment of her family. Sellette writes that ··Her own identity is constant): fought for

but never attained·· (67) and notes that her ··Fantasy selves [including]Alice. the Red

Queen. the: White Quc:en, Mary Queen of Heaven.. the Nighlmare Lite in Death [arel

fantasies that are essentially the creations of men'· (67). Social, ethnic roles play a part

in identity: "·Aftcr ail, he and 1are •white.• relatively speaking, and thrown together in

a strangc country. And his wifc is English. Therefore wc are ·connected.· as it were"

(24), As a1ways. traditional family raies play their part in typing an individual. Jason's

molher stresses her identification with role of mothcr by reminding Mrs Thing that..
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'''He wants such a lot oflooking alter'" (67), lasan's mother also refers ta her husband

as "Father°'l rather than by name (134). Like;: Isobers mother in Soo.:s ~ty \tlotber

Tau.:ht ~le, ~trs Thing is excessively concemed Wilh how appearances will atTect

other peoph:os perceptions ofhow weil she Hils her role. Mrs Thing wonies that. 'If

they go with buttons missing and braids undone the ladies will discuss il aver cotTee.

'Paor things. They seem very happy. ofcourse. but you can see they need a mother's

touch. n (137). When the reader reads that there is "Beer or tea and sandwiches tor ail

the ·~lwnmies and Daddies'" (139) at a children's pany. the reader discovers mal

adults other than just Mrs Thing seem (0 he ldentified according to their parental roles.

Both Jason and ~lrs Thing expect that it is '''The womanos role·· .. to plan ahead for

trips and the nccc:ssities ofdaily living: untortunately ~frs Thing does not live up to

this expectation. bc:ing '''nOI a practical person" ( 1~O). (n a long episode (160-1 ). \frs

Thing criticizes hersel f for being unable to tùl til the expected woman's raie. She feels

guilt al her Iaziness. WhlCh is actU41lly the lmmobility caused by her miscarrlage; she

tears her o\\n inadequacy relative to the capabilities of the other womcn who can do

sucb typicaJ wife:mother tasks as sew curt.31ns or cook without reclpes. Roles confuse

and dilutc any sense of unique self that a \'toman mlght have:

Il is impossible tor me to sce other people as separate from mysclf.

Jason is my husband; ~fary. my daughter: Nicholas.. my son. 1can only

imagine what they are thinking by imagining what 1would think if 1

were in Jason·s position-which is quite ditTerent from imagining what [

would think if 1were Jason ~ ( 191 )

Elizabeth Potvin writes:
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~lrs Bloo&~lrsThing is in contlict wilh her many roles: patient.. mothc:r

wit~. lover.. neighbour.. creator.. and destroyer. Like an artist attempling

to catalogue her experiences and organize out of the chaos of daily lite

a consistent philosophy. ~trs BlaodIMrs Thing comments on the many

selves which operate simu1taneously in her mind. (39-40)

Blow Ei~ures maintains a slightly less dominant roles motif. Similarly to the

other volumes in the trilogy~ BloW FiKYres does al limes demonstrate that family raies

are a fonn ofidentity, for "'She was Isobel. wife ofJason, and mother afMary and

Nicholas (~fA MA. ~fA ~t.'"' .. the breast)"· ( I..J). And again. much later in the teXI•

[sobel recalls her daughter screaming ···~Iummy! ~lummy! ~tummy!·"· and nat

fultilling the motherly role that identifies her: ··She had desened her daughter~ she

whose arms were meant to enrald her. to comtort her. ta say ·there. there: had run

away·· (200). Isobel rails ~\'en to tù1til the identities imposed on her by others.

The motifof loss or dissolution of the self runs forcefully thraugh each of the

three volumes of the trilogy. In Sool:s ~Iv \-(Qtber IaYi:bt Me. this loss of self is often

suggested by the absence of first persan pronouns. as in ··Would sit on the buffalo rug

in front of the tire. squlnting up at the: dock. my t1ngers on my wrisf' (18) and" ··~tade

tiny ~ye holes and starc.~d at our dders...... (19). Isobel asks at the beginning of chaptcr

two. '''But who was Isobel when she was av.·akc:T· implying that she does not have the

answer (29). ··In a house whcre the body was virtually denicd any existence·· (63). a

child can grow up without much ofan image of self; and this absence of self image is

portrayed in Isobel's description of looking for her reflection in water: ··1 stood in the

middle of the bridge"leaning on the parapet and gazing down into the muddy river.

What did 1expcct to set retlected thcre? My face? A sign? There was only a metallic
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shimmer. painful to look at. whcre the sun spread itself on the water·· (140). In a

similar experience. [sollers sister and she recount the result ofone of their mother"s

tantrums. smashing the bathroom mirror: '''The frame hung there for days and one

night. brushing your teeth. you chanced ta look up and saw only a blank piece of

cardboard and not your tâce. Vour face had disappeared· ..• (84). Sadly. mis lack of self

is retlected not only in the images of the text. but aIso in how it has atTected the main

character. who "always wanted to be somebody. anybody else" (163).

Similar loss of self episodes accur in Mes Blood. Mrs Thing recalls a

childhood incident in which the face ofher morner "disappears:· Fearing that she has

lost her nurse and hoping that ..the persan 1was tollawing wouldn't tum around and

prove to have a ditTerent tàce·· ~lrs Thing recounts a childhaod expcrience with fear:

..And when [ thre\\' my arms around my mother"s waÎst she was no longer my mother

but a terrible voiee which said. ·'Nllat on ~arth~' and who wore the face of a stranger"

(38-9). That one's ov.n selfcan be a strnnger IS implied by ~frs Thing's descnpuon of

hcrself in a photograph: she ~Tites. ·11ook-how do 1look? Slightly drunk. happy.

about to take 3, bon voyage. A suanger. A face in a blurred mlrror" (194). rn delirium

ofhc:r miscaniage-itself an image of the inability to form self-~lrs Blood cont~sses .

somcwhat cryptically..•[ am nat what [ am" (~15,. And again the reader might consider

the image of the marnage union as Siamese (wins (119), an image thut depicts the

dissolve of possibly unique beings ioto 3, multiple yet joined being: '·New wc: are

Iinked together like sorne grotesque infant with two of everything except sorne vital

piece-backbone perhaps. Our history prevents us from ever drawing apan: Mary ~

Nicholas. the past as 'we.· not he and r~( 1(9),
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BloW Ei~yres is r~presentativc of the dissolution ofa self in its style.. which 1

will discuss below. but the dissolution motif occurs thraughout as weil. Early in the

text.. Isobel recalls a possible omen in the way in which her mother addressed leuers to

her: ....Eor years her mother had ...mtten her I~ners during her own personal crises. They

a1ways said TC BE DESTROYED in the upper left-hand corner.. just above her name

and address as though il were she.. and nat the letter.. which was ta be destroyed"( (3).

Laler in the text.. an insened fragment from a print advenisement-probably for sorne

type of insurance-asks.. ·"Are you self...employed.... and since Blow Fiaures is

concentrated araund (sobel·s destructive joumey into self the answer for her is yeso But

the ad continues.. '''But suppose yau had an accident:· forewaming orthe possible

destruction of self (134). One such '''accident'''' mighl be the influence of chose that

helped construct what one belàe\'es ta be one·s own self. as the praverb says.. '''He: ·.,ho

molds your head like a walerpot it is he v.ho can break you.... ( (85). In 3 delusional

sUte. Isobel writes ofherself. "She was dissolving again·· ( (32). and depicts her own

imaginings of self destruction:

Her arrtl. which lay mostly outside the bus window. resting on the

windowsill. had detached itseIf and taken on a lite of its own.. a

separatcness. \"'hich temtied her.... [I]t ail bc:came more than real and

yet al the sarnc lime an illUSIon-il was not her arm but someone else' s

ann. Saon il would he her legs that would go funny. her other arm.. her

body. What would happen when il reached her head? her whole self

would he OUT THERE somewhere and she would he ... NO. (132)

Perhaps the final ~Non is a refusai to continue with the illusion. or pcrhaps it is the

answer ta the question of what she would he. the ultimate negativc.. nothing. At limes
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Isobel tears that she is nothing. contèssing that she "believed not only in the non­

existence of God but had (increasing) periods of sheer terror when she kne\v for a faet

that she herself did not existn
( 128). Even in the eyes of her husband Isobel seems ta

tàil ta exist: ·"C'Isobel doesn°t live: said Jason ta a friendo 'she exits: He meant to sav

·exists.oro ( (3). Amidst the pressure cre3ted by the presence of other's selveso"Isobel

tèll hemmed in by brown legs and gabardine trousers; she was dissolving againn (1Sq).

FinaJly. just prior ta her camplete disintegmtion. Isobel is dissalved by her own

delusianallogic:

Isobel knew that she was about to confess ta the crime of witchcraft and

yet she also knew there were no such things as witches. '1f this is the

case"· whispered one of the demons who perched for a moment. in the

guise of a red bunertly. on hcr shoulder. "then by confessing to being

that 'J.·hich is not. you are contessing to bcing nothing.·· (112)

The remainder of the text is a fragmented portrayal of a self in complete breakdown.

almost random thought processcs and associations represenung the disintcgration of

the self.

Stylistically" the three volumes of the trilogy contribute to the Iheme of the noo­

unique. anli-Iiberal human. nature of subjc:ct. 'Noile il is true that similarity in style

contributcs to the idea that the texIs are volumes in a trilogy. they attack the notion of a

single.. unified self in two stylistic ways: their style is fragmentcd ramer man unified

and typicaJly narrative; and their style includes making use of sources other man

original and unique thoughts or experienccs. U Robcn Diane desc:ribes the books as

'''cpisodic intemaJly·· and says that ..the dominant structural techniques through out the

trilogy are juxtaposition and discontinuous narrative" (61 ). Because this multiplicity of
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rol~s makes it impossible to have a typical narrative thread of self. the narralÎ\ ~

fragmentation of the texts rctlects the fragmentation of identity.

SQn~s ~f\' ~IQtber Taui:bt :VIe stylistically contributes to lhe theme of

disunitied sel rby the fael that it is in t"iO parts rather than one consecuti\'~ narr~ti\'e.

While the title orthe texl suggests a unified body of sangs" within the lext they are

distinguished between Songs of Innocence. and Songs of Experience. It as true that

each part is mostly a straight-to[\\'urd narrative--SQn~s \of} N10tber ïay~ht \ole is the

most narrative of the three texLS in the trilogy-yet within each part there exist subtte

breaks in ~he narrative. One such break is the occurrc:nce of tlashback. \)y'hile the

tlashback might consiSl of thoughls relau\ t: to Ihe incident in which il oceurs. ilS

presence disturbs the no"." of narraliv~. An example Oflhis occurs while Iso~l is

narrating a star:· about dinner and dessert: \\ hile describing her moth~r· s intercst ln the

father" s dessert Isobel int~rrup(s th~ narratl\ ~ \.. Îth a rcpcti[Îon of lh~ mothc:r' s nagging

l,)f the husband (rom an ~arlit:r ~plsodc at Journey' s End. Th~ text reads as tollo\\s:

And \\hen il carne. over h~r sherbet. \-toth~r:

'·Just gl\~ me a Iittle tastc. Daddy. Just to

~C~ , .. hat n's likc.'-

("-You didn·t ha\~ 10 makc such a plg of

yoursdf:' ··Who Did?'" "You, You're digglng

your grave with your teeth:· ... ) (77)

The same stylistic contribution to this therne occurs each lime the third person

perspective lntervenes. questions, or CTÎticizes (as mentioned previously). such as when

Isobel reminds herself ofher grandfather"s advice:·~("lsobel.. there is nothing in litè

worth clenching your fists about. or' (198), first encountered on page 92. Furthermore.
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lh~ typical narrative is called into question by the time-stamping of passages 9.~: 1T9

(93) and ..~:35·· (1O:!) and the impl iC3tion that the reader is supposed to believe that the

oine pages between have either aecurred within that eighteen minutes or been written.

like journal entries. within that eighteen minutes--neither is possible.

.-\ greater amount of narrative interruption and fragmentation occurs in~

B1QQd.. Ta begin \Vith. there are IWO separate narrators. Mrs Thing and ~(rs Blood. and

each seems to tell her story with a different focus and a slightly ditTerent voiee:

~(rs Thing. then. might be woman as she is acted upon: passi\le.

pertorming perfunctory roles that have blurred her identity and

transtormed her iota her abject or function. ~frs Blood. by contrast

might be woman in touch "ith a universal source of tèmale strength. yet

wholly o\'e~ht:lmed by her reproductlve capacity.

(GottliebiKc:itnc:r 368)

Sometlmes. as on page 61. the contributlons l'rom ~trs Blood and ~frs Thing seem ta

he "-"Tinen as lhough enu;es in a journal. void of narrative progression or any remarks

meant [0 include them wtthin th~ tlow of narral1ve. One bner ~frs Blood ··entry·· SklpS

bc:t\\'cen tour apparently unrelated images and memoric:s (61 t then a ~frs Thing entry

IS a reportorial quolation from a visitar al the hospltal (61-2). Several passages in the

tcxt ( II q-l ~O. and 189-1 q 1. for cxample) contain what appcar (0 be snippels from local

African newspapcrs. without any real comment or narrative progression from either

Mes Thing or Mrs BloO<l going 50 far as ta include a drawing of a smiling fish (191).

Other passages (214-220 for instance) consist ofone or two line thoughts. quates. or

allusions in a nearly random crder: "'She verbalizes a catalogue ofhoroscopcs.

advcrtiscments. and assortcd trivia from the local newspaper ... reports domestic
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chatt~r ...rcproducc:s someone cise' s diary ..." (üottlieb/Kc:itner 369). Clcarly this

text is no ordinar:' narrative that would bè rc:presentutivc: ofa liberal humanist subject's

self expression.

Blo",D Fii:ures. usually the lcast typically autobiogrnphical of the thrcc

volumes.. is also the must fragmented.. least narrative structurally. Newspapc:r dippings.

diagrams. poems. cartoons. brier quotations. brief images.. toreign language passages.

and blank spaces dominale the overall structure of the text. Archer claims that "the

montage·like displacement ofevents ail powc:rfully simulate [sober s sense of her

divided sel f" (~ 18 ).

..\s 1discussed in Chapter One. intertextuality suggests multiplîcity. rather than

unity, The delèrral of meaning that arises OlllOf a Jiscourse \\'hich is wo\cn \\ ith

'4uotations. n:tè:n:nces. and cchoes·-ùne· s ~ultural1anguagc··makes il such that a tc:,t

can ne\cr be uni lied and original. Onçe \\ ntlng. the author dissoh es in the tntertc:xt \lf

language. Thal an ··autobiographicar· trilog~ Îs so (extemally) intert~xtual tells the

readcr that. for onc. autobiographical texIS ~annot truly cxpress a sel f. cven if if were a

li~rdl humanîst subjc:ct: and secondly. bc:cJUSC of the Intcrtcxtuality bc:tv"c~n volumes.

the Jutobiographlcal 'iubjcct at hand--[sobd·- is a text. multiple anJ unoriginal. and

therctllrc nul a IibcrJI humanist ~ubjcct.

SOD~S \-1\ ~Io(b'r Tau.:bt \1, begins wuh a quotation fronl a Ycats pocm.

introducing a pattern of literary allusion and evcn of borrowing of tcxt from outside

sources that is witnessed to a greater degrce in the other two volumes of the trilogy.16

"lLliterature orthe past fumishes an ironie framework for the entire navel;· Caldwell

tells us of SODaS My Mathet Tauaht Me (50), referring to Blake's writings. Beyond the

reference ta Blake in the division of the two parts of the tex!. the text contaios
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chlldren' s nursery rhyme type passages lik~ th~ prologue: containing the cyclicaI stol")

taid by ....Antonio:·· bits ofhymn.. such as ....:\11 thing Bright and Beu-uu-tee·fulro set out

within the prinl on the page (35): distinctly printcd poems such as ··Oh the only girl 1

ever lovedlHad a tace like a horse and buggy .. :" (72): the type tram invented Sunna

Shave signs (92): an allusion to Plato"s cave (139): an allusion to the fancirul tale of

the .--\ncient ~(ariner. voyager and compulsive star)' teller (160): quotations from the

inside of greeting cards (162): invented headlines \\Titten in bold capitals ( (63): and

numerous atorementioned retcrence:s and '-Iuotations from Alice ln V./onderland. The

original ity of the self that is supposed to ~ expressed in this ·"autobiographicar" text is

~alled inta doubt by the author' S reliance on extcmal. socially shared and constructed

reterences.

Like SOO~S \lv \-IQthee Taul.:br \1,. \lr:> BIQod begins \\ ith a litc:rary 4uolauùn

and contains thùsc: intcrh:xlual elemc:nts m~ntlonc:d Jirectly abo\'c. ··Echoes of

CarroirS \\'ork arc c:\~ry\',here in ~lrs Billoli and 810\\"0 Fil.:yre:s:" Cald\\dllnfonns Lei.

··tu enloree the namuor's sense of alienation in the strange ·mad· land both of Africa

and ofhcr o\"'n mind and body" (50). Both IhlS tcxt and Blown Ei~urcs. because of

thcir rdiancc on avuilablc frdgmcnls of outsidc texts to express ideas. sugg~st a lack of

onginality or uniquencss to the thoughts and cxpcriences of the author. "~Irs BlooJ

has read a lot:' wc arc laid by Bellette: '''The pages of the novel are lillcd with literary

echoes. from the Bible. from Shakespeare. from Carroll. from Coleridge. as weil as

from the unsung compilers and compositors ofdictionaries and newspaper ads. A great

deal ofsymbolic freight is brought into the novel in this mannc:rn (66). Isobel's

reliance on intertextuality infonns the readcr that one's own self is ta a great degree

constructed by extemaJ influences.. rather than essentially one·S own and unique.
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While the fragrnc:nted narrative structure and use ofexternal intertext within th~

trilagy attacks the possibility ofone·s expressing a true autobiography. the occurrenct:

of intcrtext betvieen the volumes of the trilogy. and within a single volume of the

trilogy. attacks the notion that the liberal humanist subject that "lJuld be the subject of

that autobiography is likely to exist. Beginning with SQo,:s ~Iv MQther Tau.:bt i\'Je-­

justitied anly by lietional chronology--as a basis from whieh ta compare staries

relayed in the next two volumes of the trilogy. the reader may tind some repeated

memories. what Gottlieb and Kc:itner caH '-a (by 00\-.) weil known Isabelian pas(­

(371). While it \\ould seem that the repetition ofthese memories in separate texts

should contribute ta the argument that they are in tact volumes of an autobiographieal

trilogy. the distonions bt:tv.een the tirst and second version of the ~pisode torce: the:

reader to realize--along with the tact that memory IS taulty--that storic:s change in the

tcHing. consciously or uneonsciously. One: c:pisodc. b~ way of c:xamplc:. trom near the:

end OrSO"'::; ~lv \lo[bc:r Tay~bt :vt, (177-183) app~ars in altered torm in the earl~ part

ùf ~Jrs Blood (35-36). This cpisode IS [so~l" s sexual cncounte:r \\ lth an nider bo~

named Digger. 10 the tirst depictÎon of il [sob~I Jescnbcs the sclting in detait. the

proc~ss of getting to their rendel\"ous. and \ lvidl~ describcs the sexual i.lcts and

sensations shc participatcd ln and c:xpericncc:d. ln [he sc,ond dcpicüon of this samc

~xpcrien'e. many detuils are left out: Isohel hides from anyone ln the vtllage who

might see her (from her Father. in the tirst episode)~ Digger says. ·-Yault he able

to nurse a baby really weil:' (versus: ··Good for nursing'); Mrs Blood claims that aftcr

his kissing her breasts she ·'didn·t feel anything cise" (yet in the tirst depiction she

loses hersclf in sexual bliss dwing extended touching and oral scx). The reader,

familiar with bath depictions. is len to wonder at the author's possible intentions for
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altering her stary: .a\re other staries [0 he accepted as true when one reads them? ft

would be a chore in itsel f ta catalogue the common episodes and passages shared

amongst the three lexts: sutlice is to say that in the relelling a distonion usually

oecurs. 17 Spenking more ofThomas herselfthen of the narrator in the trilogy. Wachte1

explains a truism for the narrator: nTmnsparency is an illusion. An incident may be

related in one way and reappear in another book. to take a different course" (4). And

Caldwell makes a similar claim: uWhen on looks elasely al all afThamas' navels. it

bccomes apparent that the episodes are not in fael repeated; each teHing is a ditTerent

torm and for a different artistie purpose. as a paioter might give the same model in

ditTerent poses··(~7). The ··artiSlic shaping·· (Caldwell 47) that occurs when Thomas

pUIS her lire iote fiction is the same as what one cao assume happens between the

living of her lire thal [sobel experiences. and the: expression of her life in \vriting in the:

tonn of these volumes of her autobiographlcal trilogy. ReaJizing this. the reader of the

trilogy must deduee that the: telling of any stor)' in the torm of an autobiography is

likely to be sorne distoned version of the actual. objective evc:nts; thus. what the: author

appears to want the reader 10 leam of the author from the teHing must he absorbc:d with

scepticisrn regarding the bias in thr: ponrayal of the events. Nothing can be acccpted as

truth bccause nothing is impanially offered as truth.

The tinal aspects of style aise contnbutt: to the argument that trulh cannet he

c:xpressed because the very nature of language is such mat il never gets around ta a

conclusive meaning. Ali language is open to interpretation. as 1discusscd in Chapter

One. Each ward '~practises the infinite deferral of the signified" (Barthes, '~Work" 76),

meaning that distonions and variations ofmeaning are inherent in every word. While

one interprctation of the ward play and parody that the narrator of the trilogy perfonns
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might be lhal she is manipulating a syslem ùf language lhal exeludes sa lhat she cao..

by distorting iL learo ta identify herseU: 18 [ would argue that in fact the ward play and

parody demonstrate that the narrator is aware of the deferral of meaning and is thus

contèssing to her inability to express herselt: Throughout the three volumes of the

trilogy the reader can notice Isobel"s tendency to playon words. Again. while this

seems to link stylistically the: texts. arguing that they are indeed volumes \vrinen by the

same author. as a theme the point is made that writing cannat he trusted ta convey a

simple. single truth.

(n SQDKS ~Jv Morhet Iau~bt ~fet Isobel confesses to her '''love of words". and

the: faci that mis love of \vords crtaled problems in understanding: ··8ecause of m~'

love of words and my mother"s particular obsessions. 1mistakenly associated Germany

and ge:nns·· (95). Even betore this confession the reader witnesses Isobers penchant

for punning. While exploring a cemctery. in panicular. a crypt. Isobel melds meanings

of \\'ords: ..··Shut up." (And Jane' s whisper came back from the waUs as lhough thase:

dead people were whispering shut up shut up shut up which is what they wcre and

what we would he too)"" (39). Sc:veral limes Isobcl"s habit ofword play is exc:mplified

in the telling of jokes. The ans\~er to knock·k.nock jokes with the question .... Jenny

who:··· is .... Jennytalia·" (196 t ·"·Sam and Janet who?'" is ...... Samandjanc:t cvening···

(188): and ··.. Isobc:l who?""· is .•. Is a bell necessary on a bicych:?··· ( 142).

ln Mes BloQd the author is at her mast playful in lerms of language. Howevcr.

before citing examples of her ward play. it is prudent to illustrate from her text that

Mrs Bloodi Mrs Thing is aware of the failure of language to adequately express

meaning. The African quotation al the bcginning of part three is explaincd in English

but qualified by the explanation. uFree translation of the symbols scen carvcd on a
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Chiefs stoor" (101 ). That languag~ symbols need to he translated in the tirst place

suggests the inade:quacy of language. and that the translation is ·"free""-in other words.

not autharitative-further implies this tàuft. It is mentioned again" this time about

Russian. that ""this can be only an approximatt: translation'" (208). A similar concept is

implied in the slight joke made by Mrs Blood:

.•And one of the most amazing things.'" she said" ··was the way the

deiver said "Allons. allons:" and the horse knew what he was talking

about. For a minute 1thought to myself. 'What a clever harse ta

understand French,,· whc:n r have such difficulty with it.''' (175)

The nature of language is that a Single word may have several meanings. the:

appropriateness of which is it the responsibility of the Iistener/reader to assess. 'W"hile

lrying lO understand lhe concept of descendants.. ~Irs Blood. as a child. attaches a

literai meaning to the scenario: ··And Ilooked up "descc:ndc:d" (because he would never

tell us the meanings. you knOW) and saw the man come slowly down out of the sun

under his big white parnchute
o

• ( 1(2). Givcn that people can Sil around "uttering sounds

which were mostly... meaningless" (75) \.. hen the speaker and listencr understand

ditTercnt languages (or even di tTc:rent c:xperic:nces with the same language). it is nal

surprising. that others "wouldn°t understand. And they 'W·ould he right not to. for the:

real Africa (whatevcr that may mcan) is none: oflhese [wordsJ and my Africa is only

re31 for me'" (~3).

It is common for Mrs BloodIMrs Thing to exploit stylistically the faet that

words have ditTerent meanings bascd on one's experience and associations. This

exploitation is made most evident by her play with words. Mrs Thing plays ward

games with her doctor.. guessing the meaning of French phrases such as ·'boite de nuit....
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\\'hich is taken lO mt:an outhous~. a box ddivered at night. a nightclub. and the: more

ominous.. collin (25-6). Recalling her memories is relèrred ta as ···doing our

exorcises· .... (68). ~lrs Blood toys with detinitions of the \..·ord ··grave·· (150). aniving al

six different meanings and employing the word in an array of m~anings:

Thou shalt not make to thysdf any graven

image ...

"You are very ill:· he said gravely. '''You are

gravely ill:"

And the grJ.\'t: will decay you. (150)

From ··grave" she associates 10 "grievc·· and then puns on the French. ret~rring 10 hc:r

own sun~ring.....\ \. ez-vous du painT· ( 150 )-pain as hun. pain as bread. as the

provcrbial bun ln the oven. As with ··gra\c·· she puns on ··lie·": Ilie.'You lie. Come lo\c

lie/besidc me lie:Your lieslbeside me'" (17~). In keeping \~ith her morbtd sense of

hun10ur, ~lrs Bloo\1 switches words into common phrases. relèmng to the dead as

"Pcasants under grass" (210): and "AIl fn:sh is glass" (66). Ont: can lronlcall~

substitutc \\ords into knov.n phrases to c:mphasizc a cc:rtain association. as ~lrs

Bluod/\Irs Thing docs in the: tollowing t:xampl~ of parody. Of hcr O\\"o ill tlc:sh sht:

\\rites..,( stink thcrclorc 1am'· (21 ). Rdigiou.s parooy: "This is the blooJ~ and ba\\J nI'

Christ \\'hich was riven for thcc" (21 ). The male bias of Catholic sacraments is

emphasized by one's emphasizing the usage of male pronouns and the hidden ward in

··Amenu (151). Parody ofbible verse to illustrate the anti'"'Christian nature of prejudice:

·~e skins of the rathers shaH be visited upon the childrenn (156). Another example of

religious parody: ~·Give us this day our barely dead" (171 ). And even without

substituting words the irony bccomes evident when comman phrases are ju.'Ctaposed



•

•

80

\Vith uncommon situations. such as (he: sacramenl of communion being "·pertonned··

with the bleeding body of Mrs Slood:

And cali out to Jason who has no ears. "'This is my body:· and fling

back the sheets and cry out to hirn who has no eyes. ··And this is my

blood:· And take his head between your hands and force il down.

crying. ··Orink this. eat this in remembrance of me.'· . .. (91)

Ward play and the resulting parody create an atmosphere in which the reader must feel

(hat all meaning is ooly tentative. subject to re-interpretation at any time. constructoo.

and multiple. In this sol1 ofenvironmenl. no objective truth can be reached.

A similar atmasphere of play and parody is present in Blown Fi.:ures. in which

Isobel notes the curious deferral of meaning by quoting: "'No one dared ta say. "the

King is going ta die..·• although they might state. ··the house is going to fall" or "the

great tree is about to he uprooted...··• (162). :\s in "les BIQod. the substitution of \,,"ords

cao create humorous. lronically true statements. such as "rime IS money. \1iss

\1illerJThc: whores pass slowly here" ( 15o.l). Isobel also plays with the visual aspect of

language.. creating French words-which will nced to be trallslated--from phonetic

spellings which first necd to he pronounced to he understood: "Chn ohm mah pree

mohng sahk!" ( 118). "Bun sha\'*TIs!" she \'*ntc:s in a similar cxample. as weil as "She

was very young tor Heure H·· (41 ). Even parodying her Gown poem creates an

atmosphere that demands a re-examination of meaning: ··The mirrors are broken·· tram

her poem (44) is distorted to ·'the mirrors are doorways" in similar lines written in

prose (85). While the meaning is unclear. the fact that ditTerent associations can affect

the meanings of sentences is again emphasized. Like the reader, while Isobel scems to

revel in her own word play, the slippery nature of meaning with respect to language-
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the inability to express trulh--le3ves hc:r "Squashed by the words. strangled by the

sentences. Isobel struggles [0 gel free" ( III ).
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CONCLUSION

At this point. the: reüder of this discussion probably shares with Isobel the sense

ofbeing ··squashed by the words·· and is ustruggling ta get Cree:' Ta aid mat struggle.

let me summarily trace the arguments that have been put forth in this paper.

Il ail began with the idea gained from certain criticism that Audrey Thomas was

depicting her 0"" life in her navels. Quickly. we moved on to the more acceptable idea

that the narralon were \\oTiting. their oy.n autobiographies. ln arder to use these

namuors' texts as criticism ofautobiography·..since the criticism exists within the:

genre·-we had tirst to prove that they were in tact characteristic of autobiographical

wriung.

Since there is no detinitive detinition of autobiography. and each entie creates

their own parameters. the: only way to pro\"e the above assenion ~'as to set up our o\\n

parameters. 'W'c quaJified autobiographical \\Titing in tenns of various characteristics.

including authonty. originality. uniqueness. unity• and truthfulncss. togethcr which

Illustratt: that autobiogrnphical \\Titing is tounded on the libcral humanist notion of

subject. Indeed. we tried to praye that autobiography requires al its heart the liberal

humanist subject.

French critical theory within the Poststructural movement has created sorne

interesting challenges to the libcral humanist subject, and by extension, to the concept

of autobiographical writing. Wc explored thcse challenges under two very closely
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related areas of critiqu~: the: critique of th~ uniti~d s~lf: and the critique of the

expression of self (or any ··truth..). Together these critiques destroy the ··extratextual

reterent" --the liberal humanist subjectlaulobiographer.

The critique of unitied self asserts that the self is sociaJly constructed. and.

therefore, is multiple.. not unique. not inventive. and not original. The sociaJly

constructed self is ··held together·· by the thread of memory, which we discovered to be

extremely tlawed and untrustwonhy.

The overlapping critique of the expression of selt7truth assens that the self is

multiple and unoriginal because it is constructcd in language. Language has the

înherent prablem of the ··intinite deferral of the signified.·' that is. language can never

aJlow Its user to arrive at a final meaning. Theretore. a self cannot arrive al a rinal

concept of themself. nor could they ever express that concept truthfully and with

meaning to an other.

Because the texts are then stripped of the authority of the author.. they Jre free

ta he interpreted according to whatever thread of meaning can he picked out from

them. We have: Iooked al the three texts in question relative: to the thread of meaning

fsurely not the only one) that expresses their allegiance to the French critical anack on

the liherai humanist subject.. and thus on autobiography.

We tirst establishcd that the lexts qualificd as autobiography by illustrating

their adherence to qualities of that writing. including the use of the tirst persen

pronoun,. the use of a retrospcctive account. the provision ofa contoW" of lire. and the

use ofa third persen perspective at times. Wc then established that the three texts were

linked in a trilogy ofautobiography because they sharc elements of theme and style

that suggest the same narrator. These themes and styles-sorne ofwhich are
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characteristic of autobiographical wriling--include (hernes ofjournc:y to self discovery.

temporal interaction {memory).. madness.. fragmentation.. role-identity. and the

dissolution of the self; and c:lcmenlS of style including fragmented narrative structure..

Întenextuality. self-intertextuality. and ward play and parody.

Wc established that each of the above (hernes and elements of style actually

demonstrated the tàllacy of the liberal humanist subject. The joumey tails to end in

discovcry. ~femory is tlawed and cannat unify a person. Madness creates a landscape

of misperceptions and lies. The self is ShO\\l1 as fragmentcd .. not unified. Raies are

identities created by others.. denying the autonomy of the subject. The self is seen to be

anything but solid and expressible. The split narrative suggeslS 3 split identity that lS

reprcsented in the narrative. Intenextuality admits mat the self tS not original or

uniried. Self-intertextuality emphasizes that stories change in the tclling. \Vord play

and parody contèss the: realizallon that mcaning can never be pinned down: lhere IS no

signitied. no locus of truth. and therefore no extratextuaJ reterenl.

Since the c:xtratextual referent Îs the liberal humanist subject as autobiographer.

we must then conclude that there is no autobiographer. and thus no autobiography. The

texts of Thomas· s narrators argue that this is the case. A wonhwhile exercise would be

to examine the presence or absence of similar arguments in the four other novels of

Audrey Thomas. Latakja.. :Vluncbmeyer/ProspcrQ on the Island. fntenidaJ Lite. and

Grayc" [maa:es.

It might also he intcresting to examine why criticism of the lexts at hand tends

to emphasize the autobiographical nature of the writing, rather than the arguments

against autobiography. And taking one step further out. wonder why sorne criticism
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still maintains that nol only are the lexts autobiographical of their na.rrators~ but (hat the

novels are represenl3tive of the lite of Audrey Thomas.

Perhaps the pursuit of this \"onder lies in the signiticance of autobiography

(betore il is defeated). Autobiography~s supposed significance is thut is depicts truth.

both of an individual and of that individual
o

S lime and place. Perhaps an examination

of this type would lead to interesting conclusions about the ideological functions of the

Canadian canon; Iq that iso we might discover [hat because autobiography is seen as the

ultimate case of mimetic literature~ and mimetic literature circularly reintorces the

Canadianess deemed admirable in the Canadian canon. autobiography is embraced by

the Canadian enties.
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Nllt~s

[ Chris Wc:edon detines subjecti\'ity as "1h~ conscious and unconscious

thoughts and emolions of the individuaL. her s~nse ofherself and her ways of

understanding her relation to the world.... (32 l.. and 1woulo add aIl of the characteristics

of the liberal humanist subject that 1discuss: for 1use ....subject:· "·selthood:" ·"sel[··

....pc=rsonality:· and ·"identity:'" fairly interchangeably. since 1am nol attempting [h~

detinitive work on ··subjectïvity"''' and the crities 1ha\'e used separately use JitTc:r~nt

terms when it is dc:ar that they are discussing the same: entity.

~ As 1do by limiting autobiograph~ within the li~ral human nocion of subjc:ct.

( have not pursued absolute detinition of autobiography and use the term to J~scnbe

whatever \vrÎüng IS meant to retè:r outsidc: its tcxt to the creator of that tcxt and her

\\orld.

~ S~e. for instance. Archer: \\'achtel.

! Sec. for instance. Archer (:! 15·16~: Bo\\cring (87) : Diotte~ and La\\TCnCC

C ln a discussion of sty les of autobÎügraphy. Starobinski pro\"ldcs a good

catalogue of commonly accepted qualitics of autobiographical \vr1ting.

t) See. for instance. Archer or Diaue: for discussions of many elements shared

amongst books of the trilogy. l have tricd to focus on only those that help demonstrate

the autobiogrnphica1 quaJities of the lexts 50 that [ may rightfully use the lexts to

critique autobiographica1 writing.
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i ln a discussion of a varic:ty of lypt:S ofautobiographers Howanh provides a

good catalogue of accepted qualities of aUlobiographical writing.

:( Elizabeth Potvin writes: '''The many references ta Jaseph Conrad"s Heaa of

Darkness suppon Thomas' contention that Africa is a metaphor for the unconscious in

her Hction·" (390). The meUlphor appears throughaut the trilogy t and throughout my

discussion.

lJ Alice in Wonderfaod. like Africa. is a recurring metaphor. See.. for instance.

Dione:

The Alice-figure is the archetypal child-adult faced wlth contradictions

and spurious choices. expressed here in a false premise; if you are here.

you are already mad. Alice is an extension of a romantic possibility: to

slep thraugh the looking glass and live inside the world of dreams. a

world a1ways tensed against the one that must he lived in its place.

Isobel' s relationship to Alice 15 one of emotionaJ klnship. (65)

Aiso. sec: below. regarding "looking glass'"

10 See my discussion of the faults of mcmory in Chapter One.

t 1 Ho\.,.anh describes a type ofautobiographer who ··assumes that he v.as and is

essenually the sarne person sa his book Jepicts the past as 3 series of spontaneously

ordered cvents" (96). He 31so describes a type that "share equally slrong doubts.

especiaJly about their CUITent state of mind. lJncenain of the present. they study the

past for some explanation of their later difficulties" (105).

I~ Sec my discussion ofmemory in Chapter One: the author is not a truc liberal

humanist subject becausc the narrative she tells hcrselfof herself-hcr narrative thread

of memory-is mcrely a fiction.
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L' The "looking glass'" is recurring m~taphor tor the distortion betwet:n lifè and

art. expc:rience and expression.

1.& \-fiscaniage. as the titlc: of this tht:sis suggests. is a metaphor tor the inabilit~

ofa unitied self to be formed. See Boxill (114) in which he suggests thut ~Irs Bloodi

~trs Thing is incapable of creation. just as a true self is incapable of existing. and

incapable of being expressed.

I~ "In a narrative in which the narralor takes his own past as theme. the

individual mark of style assumes panicular importance.·· writes Starobinski (74),

supponing the idea tbat the trilogy may he seen (0 he linked as such by the comman

dements of style.. autobiographical or othernise. The no\'cls are '''hdd together b~

Thomas' cumulative ex~riments with narrau\'e techniques which etch.. illuminate. and

c:nlarge Isobel. her chief creation'· (Gottlieb.- Kc:i Iner 364)

If) Sc:e also ~(acKendrick: ··Blow" Fi.:ures is bath psychologically and

poctically structured'" ( 16q)~ and "\Ilhat can he ascrîbed to the: narrator constltutes a

me:ta·text. Her fragmentary associations. allusions. metaphors. and suggestive parallc:ls

acts as pan of genemlly hallucinatory intrusions into lsobers consclousness·· (180).

Sc:t: also Caldwell (54) .

11 Sec 'J;'achtcl: "'ln "Tlting and rewriting onc:'s life il becomes nc:w: ~ach lime

as di tTc:rent'- (6)

III St',· p.ce.. lor Instance. alvin.

19 Sec Bennet; Leckel'; Mathews; and McCarthy.
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