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For the lŒ)St part, Patrick White's continued interest in the 

self-reflexive genre bas been overlooked by critics who ascribe 

the fiction's introspective and self-conscious nature te the authorls 

patholoqical fascination with himself. However, against such 

reductive readings, White's metafiction is remi.nding readers not 

to persuade th'3llSelves that they can unequivocally interpret ~ 

texts. Rather than subordinate his fiction to another thematic 

reading, this study endeavours to show where White 1 s texts assert 

their metacritical commentaries. From The Living and the Cead te 

Meacirs of Many in One. w"hite's diverse rretafictional strategies 

play a revelatory role in understanding texts which have often been 

characterized as enigmatic texts of uncertainty. 
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Résumé 

Pour une large part, 1 t autoreprésentation dans les textes de 

Pat:rick White évoque, selon ses lecteurs, une fascination pathologique 

de l'auteur avec lui-même. En dépit des analyses qui risquent de 

simplifier ses récits, la rhétorique métatextuelle de White - qui est 

effectivement explicite - vise à rendre lisible la polysémie du langage. 

En ceci, White rejette l'idée que l'interprétation consiste en l'extraction 

d'une seule signification. De la même manière, ce thèse part de 

questionnements sur le métalangage en repérant les énoncés métatextuels 

dans l'oeuvre de White. Sa stratégie discursive augmente la lisibilité 

de ses textes lorsqu'ils démontrent les procédés produisant la fiction 

et la réalité. COntrairement à ce que l'on croit souvent, le discours 

de White cherche à s'établir contre les codes traàitionnels; son rrétalangage 

est plutôt révélateur qu'énigme. 
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INl'ROCUCTION: A Question of Authcrity 

People na-radays prefer te judqe rather than te 
understand, te answer l."ather than ask, 50 that 
the voiee of the nove! can harclly be heard over 
the noisy foolishness of hœaan certainties. 

Milan Kundera 

Metafiction is writing "that includes within itself a ccmnentary on 

its own narrative and/or linguistic identity" (Hutcheon, Narcissistic 1). 

The easiest way te describe how metafictien warka is te note that it pro­

ceeds by drawing the reader' s attention te its existence as an imaginary 

c:cm.~truction. Techniques for exposing the r.arrative' s self-consciousness 

include writing embedded narratives; weaving fact and fiction tcgether; 

having characters know that they exist as linguistic signs - in short, 

metafiction employs rhetorical gestures to express the text's refusaI te be 

delimited. 

Patrick White's metafiction reminds readers net to persuade themselves 

that they can unequivocally interpret, not just his texts, but aH texts. 

Charles L. Gris~ld says that Socrates rejected writing because of the 

danger that writing \\IOuld "not adequately induce self-questioning in its 

readers or author" (212). Metafiction does net reject writing, but it does 

recall Socrates's refusa! to allow the written ward to "persuade ourselves 

toc easlly that we are in irrefutable possession of the truth, while in 

fact we are not" (Gri~ld 207). 

The four texts l have selected for discussion represent the various 

phases in White's career. It is apparent that the critical and the creative 

meet in aIl of his writing. In The Livina and the Dead (1941), autogenous 

indi.viduals are texts to be read and misread; in ~ (1957), White's 

historiographie metafiction explores hOli histcJ:y is written/invented; in 
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his metafictional selt-pOl:trait, Flaws in the Glass (1981), \'lù.te examines 

how others have "written" ~atrick ~ite and shows how he writes/does not 

write himself in Fla\lw'S: in Maroirs of Manv in One (1986), we encounter a 

corrective against proscriptive readings whicn ignore evidence of te."Ctual 

instabilities, both within and without the frames of fictive novels. l have 

IlOt made any attempt te draw w1lite's ether novels into Ws studYi after 

a11, systanatic approaches are bath arbitrary and inimical to metafiction. 

Indeed, the te.'CtS themselves - in the diversity of their metafictienal 

strategies - resist such en~ssment. 

Although Patrick White received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 

1973, an award which recognizes (ar.d valièates) ~natever achievement the 

Royal Swedish Acadeny discerns in the author' s work, he cannet Ce charac­

terized as a we11-known author. However, to read much White criticism wou Id 

be to reject his writing before even looking at it. Alan Lawson's inventory 

of "recurrent problems ll in White criticism inciudes "an obsession with 

categorizing characters, the1r experiences, and White' s responses" (280). 

By citing wbite' s lIepic and psychological narratl.ve art, ,,1 the Royal SWedish 

Academy helped rel.fy a largely presumptive àiscourse on White's writl.ng. 

Concerned for the IlDst part with what his fiction means, critics overlook 

~ White's novels mean and how literary self-reflexivity might signal more 

than just an author.'s pathological fascinatlon with h1mSelf. 

Of the mal1y trends in White criticism which èishearten Lawson, he 

emphasizes the "self-contained isolation, the lack of critical debate, and 

the patronizing assumption" that each reader-cn.tic "is the first to under­

stand White genuinely" (282). Alternately, a metafictional reading of 

w'hite's texts cannat pretend to be conclusive. As Linda Hutcheon notes, 

the metafiction itself "constitutes its own first critical carrnentary" 
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(Narcissistic 6). A metafictional reading can, however, show where the 

texts assert their se.1f-reflexive strategies, thereby restoring critical 

discourses which might oth~ise be made subordinate te the reader 1 s own 

critical strategies. Metafiction ShONS that "the suceess of explicative 

critlCism," to use Howard Nemerov's words, "is exactly its failure" (877\. 

v:hat this metafictional reacling hopes te do is respond te Lawson 1 s caU for 

ambitious readlngs of White 1 s fiction, a calI which - acre importantly -

cornes fram wllite's texts themselves. 

In Postm:xiern Fiction, Larry McCaffery suggests that "it might not 

occur te rrost readers or eritics to discuss John Irving's The World 

Acecrdinc: ta ~" as "ex;:erimental or metafiction - it elearly is; it just 

may seem beside the point to label it as such" (xxvii). l mention this 

because White' s novels might not even be envisaged as metafiction. Although 

metafiction recogn~zes self-ref1exive predecessors such as Cervantes ' 

Don Quixote and Laurence Sterne 1 s Tristram Shanëv, it is a post.rtOOernist 

phencrnenon whicn concerns itself largely with self-conseiously experimental 

fiction dat~g from the late 1950s by diverse authors such as Vlaàinrir 

Nabokov, Kathy Acker, and John Barth. l1cCaffery admits that his interest 

ll.es Wl.th this acre experirœntal or "radical" metafiction (xxvii). 

Wl'ute's earliest novels, however, date back te the late 1930s. And 

although they obvious.lY enpley rœtafictional techniques, other labels 

(including "realistic," "mystical," "Jungian," and "Gothie") have became 

tautologies in \'1hite criticism. 'mis is why it may be useful to identify 

Nhi te 1 s rnetaf iction. 

As Alan Lawson notes, Nhite is usually blamed "for not measuring up te 

the critic's hypothesis" (288). Signs of the critical methodologies within 



, -

-

-

Wl'"~te's creative texts are largely ignored or dismissed as incidental to 

such analyses. Ra.ently, one reviewer concluded that, 

In general bis work. is not that of an innovator; on the 
contrary, he may fairly be seen as the heir of the great 
nineteenth-century realistie novelists. Admittedly the 
version of reali ty ccnveyed by rost of bis ~rK is not 
the photographie fidelity usually associated wi~~ the 
term realisrn; nevertheless, in form (rost of the novels 
are cast in the rold of a Bildungsranan), in style and 
in intention the novels and rost of the short~.r f letion 
reveal a strong affinity with the SOlld social realism 
of the ninet~-Ilth eentury. (Riemer, "Baek te the Abyss" 363) 

Working against sueh redueti ve reaCÙl.gs, Mute' s metafiction shows up the 
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critics, illustrating the weak.nesses of the rrolds in which they have trieà 

to cast his self-reflexive fiction. 

Ronald Sukenick insists that n[jJust as one cannot say that a piece of 

music is 'about' its melcxiy, one should not say that a piece of fiction is 

'about' its subject matter - subject matter is just one element of the 

canposition ll (433). whlte's texts not only echo this sentiment, theyalso 

examine the role which readers and critics have played ln "canpoSlng" h~s 

novels. Interpretations, White suggests, may be useful, but they can hardly 

be considered authoritative, given the representatior.al nature of language .. 

Patr~ck. White is repelleà by IIthe ronotonous surg~ of inforrnatil.:m" in 

aIl spheres (Flaws 214). And thlS monotonous surge, as Lawson test~fies, 

bas certainly over.melmed Whlte cr~tieism. Instead of actl.ng like Mrs. MeD. 

in r<t.emoirs of Manv in One, who speaks of Il a cairngorm she found years ago 

in the cairngorm Mountains on an expedi tion organised by a genstone SOC let y 

she belonged to, Il whieh is to say that she didn' t diseover anythlng, readers 

might heeci White's metafict~on (99-100). Ironieally, this means heeding 

one's own mind, while aeknowledging tnat others are doing likewise. 
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'lbere may be many ways to =ok goose but the 
met:hod we c:hoose and file on, bec:aninq our only 
one, defines us, as we dc=fine it. 

William Gass 

Patrick White 1 S second ncvel, 'lbe Livinq and the Cead (1941), is often 

ctismissed by critics as the flawed work of a younq author, a necessary 

failure on the road te artistic inteqrity and subsequent critical success. 

'!bus the obvious influence of James Joyce, Virqinia WOOlf, T.S. Eliot and 

D.H. Lawrence pranpts many critics to write off 'lbe Livina and the Dead as 

a derivative texte 2 However, the recognition of these influences is crucial 

for our purpose, which is te identify the self-reflexive manents in the 

text and te consider how these m::xnents generate meanings. Insofar as he 

borrows frou literary potentates, w1U.te locates his novel within the exist-

ing literary tradition, just as the characters in 'lbe Livina and the Dead 

self-consciously arrange their lives according te texte, be they rules of 

etiquette, socialist manifestoes, works of literature, or the texts of 

popular films. 

Admittedly, paradigms change. As lhab Hassan remarks: 

Criticism, like Literature, i5 a histerical institution: it 
is neither a Platonic triangle ocr a stene pyramid endurinq 
Time under a yellow sun. OUr ideas both of Criticism and 
of Literature are changing, have changed. (23) 

Today, the appropriation of literary discourses need not be cited as 

irrefutable evidence of "imnaturity in the writer's technique" (WalSh 14). 

William \ialsh says of Eden 1 s emotional outburst te her boyfriend: 

'Ibis seems to me to be Lawrence net quite caught, Lawrence 
distorted, Lawrence as an unabsorbed influence. Here, when 
Eden should above aIl be voicing the truth the ncvel is 
supremely meant te distil, we have a curiously mechanical 
and imltati ve jargon. (17 ) 



-

6 

'111ese cbjec:tiaw are quaabed, hcwever, by the novel'. c!ialogic dissolution 

of definitive interpretations. Ironically, walsh'. appropriation of the 

text's "truth" mirrors the translative practices of MUte and of his c:harac­

ters. Indeed, walsh rejects the "imitative jarqon" whieb testifies te 

White' s metafictional enterprise. 

More specifically, the rehashed Lawrence foreqrounds Eden' s linguistic 

predicament. on caning hare fran collage, she decides te rid herself of 

senti.mentality by reading "with lIDre direction" (147). Consequently, she 

discovers and reads Marx's cagital. Rer new social awareness also involves 

her participation at political meetings. And yet, Eden soon tires of what 

she calls a "political lie" (253): what she ~uld really like is te Wlite 

people with a "capacity for living" (254). '''rhat,'' she announces, "can be 

the only order. Without ideological labels. Labels set a limit at once. 

And there is no limit te man" (254). Eden, not unlike her critic William 

Walsh, would like to "rescue the truth" (253) fran the "scattering of cliché 

and teoninology" (187) - another authoritatively transmitted dis course -

which has replaced the bourgeois conventions she had discarded (148). She 

is rebelling against what George Steiner calls the "essential bookishness" 

of Marxist ideologies, derived fran yet another canon of te."Cts (5). Eden, 

however, is unaware t;.1at the very act of naming man bath labels and limi ts 

him. In his seminal te~, Of Gramnatology, Jacques Derrida suggests that 

"man calls himself man only by drawing limits excluding his other fran the 

play of supplementarity" (224). Because the act of defining objects relies 

on first establishinq difference, Eden' s wish for a unit y of beings is 

impossible, the novel .implies, unless it is maintained imaqinatively. 

Our constitutive license when reading The Living and the Dea..-i is 

thematized by White, who implicates net only ideologies and books, but aIse 

people, as texts which are subject te misreadinqs. This is the case 'Nhen 
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Mrs. Standish, who is dininq with a friand and interested in a saxopbcnist, 

notices her sal Elyot at the same nightclub (259). Previously, she thoU9ht 

she had Itread criticism in Elyot' s face" when she intrcxluced him te the 

rrusician, 'vally (243). Elyot's only concem, hcwever, was for the package 

which wally had delivered. Mrs. Stanàish had net "read" her son' s face at 

aU, but had transfoJ:med her CMn quilt about dating Wally into Elyot' s 

discontent (237). New, watching Wally play, the wanan frets because of her 

poor interpretation. One might venture that Mrs. Standish' s reading of 

Elyot parallels the activityof reading The Living and the Dead sinee, as 

George Steiner notes, bath acta are "objectivized" with respect te the 

reader' s personally-wiUed end (3). 

The probative exercise continues when Elyot notices his mother. Quite 

possibly, the vision of the scholar (Elyot) is no better than that of the 

housewife, for Elyot believes that he has net been seen (261). He Unagines 

that if his nother had SE!A-n him, she would have made his affair with Muriel, 

his date, "official in words" (261). Again, it remains for us to recognize 

that White's novel engages the reader (in the text/of the text) in the , 
dissemination of rnecUling. - 'Ibis role is reinforced when 'Ne read that 

Mrs. Standish has decided not te malte it "official in words" because she 

considers Elyot' s love life "toc obvious even te suggest" te her friend 

(261) • What are we te make of the various versions of reality proffered by 

White' 5 characters? As this self-conscieus passage suggests, our difficulty 

stems in part fran the constitutive nature of language. 

Every character in 'lbe Livina and the Dead is a writer, imaginative1y 

writing personal versions of himself/herse1f, along with idiosyncratic 

tales about friands and family. Elyot differs only in that he writes 

about this writing; The Livina and the Oead recounts his imaginative version 
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of the autcgenous c:haracters' lives. Not œly are the charac:ters writers, 

but they are also avid readers. As a young girl, Kitty Goose (whose name 

echoes nursery rhymes and silly ltittens) sets up a perscnalized reading 

program: "She began te read. She read poetry" (23). 'lbe short, crisp 

sentences confer a rhetorical certitude on this undertaking: it is clearly 

a good decision. She reads Swinburne, William r.mris and Maurice Hewlett, 

after web she weaves their similes "into verses of her om" (23). Connie 

Tiarks copies "passages fran Whitman and Ta90re into a leather notebook" 

(150) • And Wally Collins speaks with wbat sane consider a "ccmoon voice" 

(240), although he maintains he bas mastercd the "code of the grey-haired 

rrcther, Deanna OUrbin, and the Queen of England" (233). 

The difference œtween Connie's and Kitty's reading lies in the fact 

that the latter takes the words of Swinburne and integrates them into her 

own writing, whereas COnnie rnerely transcribes poets' words fran one book 

te another. White anachronistically echc>es tA.ichel Foucault's argument that 

copying is a negative activity, the copyist being reduced to the status of 

"the books being copied" (109). 

Gerald Blenkinsop is another copyist: the "sop" in his name evokes his 

spongelike nature. He bas ma.rried above his class and is convinced that he 

is finally Il inside, as opposed to outside" (206). A self-confessed 

"Wellington in the tactics of snobbery" (205), he knows precisely how he 

should act: 

C-erald's was a mind of excellent taste. He was proficient 
in the right names. He read The Times with his breakfast, 
he sprinted with a possible hare by glancing through the 
New Statesman at his club, he kner.4 how much mcney to put 
on Sanerset Maugham. (205) 

In truth, this passage implies that Gerald is not in the race because his 

knowledge is superficial, the product of his father-in-law's having 

"inspired" in him "a certain emulation" (206). This emulation negates any 
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hare, the allusion te the fable of the Tortoise and the Rare suqqesting 

that this copyist is a 1oser. 
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Althouqh the narrative derides Connie's "cheerful aptitude for cliché" 

(149), Gerald's inspired "emu.lation" (205), and Muriel's mannerisms, "each 

tested already by convention" (292), 'lbe Living and the Dead suqqests that 

recetition or interte."Ctuality is inevitable.
4 

In the search for meaning or 

purpose in life, Elyot concludes that men and wc:men sustain a "perpetuaI 

walking in the same tangle" (353-4), the expression of which becaœs "a 

thin and timeless echo" (354). White' s borrowinq frem various authors 

accecies te the inevitable appropriation of extant discourses. Mrs. Standish 

also espouses such intertextuality: 

l shall tell the story of my life, announced Mrs. Standish. 
We want new ones, Biddy grœned. 
'Ihere is nothinq new, said Mrs. St'.andish. Or does that 

sound Olinese? Translated frou the Olinese. (325) 

The message is clear. When Mrs. Standish wonders whether she bas borrowed 

words fran the Chinese t she actually reinforces her insistence that "there 

is nothing new." 

The Livina and the Dead emphasizes both lanquage's offensive and 

defensive capacities. When Kitty meets her future in-laws, the lOOther's 

"teeth seized a word and \OlOrried it. There was a perpetua! killing of 

words, as if saneone in particular might stoop to pick one up, and use it 

in desperate reply" (34). She marshalls the conversation, offering state-

ments 'Ion a charger to Kitty Goose" (33). '!he roother's tactics are meant to 

keep Kitty, a working-class girl, frou appropriating a privilE':§ed discourse. 

But the zealous offensive fails. Once married, Kitty (now cal1ed catherine 

Standish) finds herself lying "in a hot torment of sheets and the dubious 

canfort of eau-de-Cologne" (54), just as Willy's mother \OlOuld take "te her 
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sofa with a pad soalced Lt eau-de-cologne" (30). Before long. catherine 

senses "that sne had leamt by heart all the conversation sne Md ever 

made" (68), as indeed she has: "Yeu had te ÏJlt:X'rt a brand-new mechanism to 

ooçe with the new person, the other values" (37). Examples of defensive 

language include Muriel hlding "behind the barricade of platitude" (222) at 

a party: Elyot "making a screen of ~ te offer to ether faces" (226) at 

the same party: and catherine creating the canfort sne cherishes, "safe 

aqain behind the language she had learnt to speak on her afternocns" (258). 

Gestures, like words, can also harm others. '!bus, when Muriel offers 

a terse reply to COmie, Muriel' s smile "flashed out quickly te destroy, 

the lumpy, aslting face" (224). Instead of writing "to destroy the l\llllpY, 

asking face," w'hite has punctuated the sentence so as to emphasize that the 

object of Muriel' s smile is secondary to her urge "te destroy." Muriel' s 

hostility may harbour the fear of vulnerability attending communication, 

identified by Christopher Norris as the "risk that goes along with 

entrusting one 1 s words to the ear of the ether" (64). 

Elyot, the narrator of this novel, realizes that even the rrcst ardent 

attempts te understand the words of others rarely result in more than a 

"groping behind the dry symbols of words" (308). 'lhe problem in placing 

too much fai th in words arises when Eden and her boyfriend lodge at a house 

with the Hevis sign outside. During tsa, Eden suddenly becanes belligerent: 

She filled her roouth with bread and jam. And then the !id 
was off. It was aIl up with the parlour. 

Why? she said, her voice positively shouted, and full of 
bread and butter. Why is i t never Havis'? she said. 

wby should it be Havis? 
But the sign outside. And there never is. 
Co you mind? he asked. 
No. But l like te know. If a signe 
l expect they just don 1 t keep it, he said. 
That's one explanation, she said. But it isn't 

satisfying. (273-74) 
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Although Joe intends ta soothe Eden' s feelinqs, ms wcrds prove ta be of 

limited value in fillinq the vacancy left by the broJœn pranise of the Havis 

signe Eden is oontending with the sign's tyranny, which has signalled, in 

Robert Spire's words, "the absence rather than the presence of reality" 

(104) • 

'!he limitations associated with the use of language are often explored 

wi th a sense of humour. For example, when catherine feels sentimental about 

life with her husband, she hopes that l..othing will "cane be~ her and 

the expression of what, at nanents Iike these, she felt that she feli:. for 

~~illy" (60). 'lbe reader might as wall forago interpretive speculation 

since the redoubling ("she feit that she feIt") undermines the existence of 

feelings she is not p.,Xpressing. In truth, the phrase collapses; the wanan 1 s 

affinnation affil:ms nothing. Dubious statements throughout the novel 

dencnstrate that its coherence is dependent on the reader 1 s paLticular 

organization of eclectic information into a meaningful system. 

'lbe act of naming does help confer stability to objects. When Kitty 

marries, she likes to "hear the tradesmen call her Mrs. Standish" because 

the name establishes "her position roore securely than anything else" (37). 

However, as Linda Hutcheon renarks, "labels are always canforting, but often 

aiso castrating" (Narcissistic 2). Thirty years later, catherine Stanclish 

is not quite as pleased with the labels others are attaching to her. Now 

she feels old and rejected, and she wishes everyone would "tear up the 

labels, throw them away, Il even though she also suspects that without them, 

people might not "recoqnize" her at al! (324). catherine 1 s suspicions are 

qualif ied by the ward "perhaps," which implies that the frame which she 

trangresses - the one valorizing youth and beauty - is dispensable (324). 

The novel' s ambiquous narrative sustains this and other questions by mani­

pulating the "cultural and intertextual frames" Umberto ll:co says we brinq 

to reading ( 8 ) • 
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Nlen Elyot's s!star is nanad Eden, we are initially led te believe 

that there is DO reason fer that particular choice: 

In a nanent of rauantic stress, her ttCther decided on the 
Mme of Eden. 'lhere wu DO particular reason for this. which 
made it em!:larrassinq for ever after when people asked yeu 
te explain. It was just that, lying in bed on a peaceful 
moming, Mn. Standish decided on the name. Behind it 
perhaps a sense of her own frustration. But she never 
pinned this down. (64) 

'nle assertion that "no particular reason" was involved ls countered with 

the supposition that "perhaps" t.'1e naIne signaIs the llDther's sense of 

frust'.ration. '!bis guess can be attributed te either Elyot, Eden, or 

Mrs. Standish: the reader cannot fix the narrative voice with certainty. 

12 

\ole do, however, easily identify with the voice when one possible reason for 

the choice is suggested, only to be implicitly set to task for attempting 

to discem motives ~ch have never been determined. A distinctive feature 

of The Li vinq and the Dead is this uncertainty, which speaks of Elyot 1 s 

striving with hilnself, his acquaintances, and his writing. The text is 

punctuated with speculative remarks which encourage us te consider haw 

desires shape both its writing and its reading: 

Perhaps her origin and childhood had shaped the bands 
of Mrs. Goose. (22) 

Probably it was nostly like this. (l35) 

He had no control, it seemed, over his own intentions. (151) 

Either vou began te accept the insignificance of your own 
activities inside a larger pattern, or it was just plain 
indifference. Or not Ws. ( 303 ) 

Far fran being nihilistic, the ambivalent staternents invalidate the stale 

certainty of either/or thinking in favour of eclectic understanding. This 

may be the crux of Elyot 1 S discovery: "But outside there was a cracking, a 

splitting of the darkness, that dismissed the ~ alternatives. He still 



13 

failed te grasp, but beyonà the rottinC] and death there wu sana SUggestiCX1 

of grcwth" (344-45). 

Ostensib1y, there is a reason for E1yot 1 S name. We are teld that 

Mrs. Standish hoped te get a reaction frou her acther-in-1aw by naming 

Elyot after her. Elyot does benefit - he is remembered in his grandrlcther's 

will (129). However, what is important here is that, in spite of the 

disclesed reason, we will still confer personal meanings on the name. For 

instance, "Elyotll surely alli.Aies te the poet-critic T.S. Eliot, another 

weaver of texts. Indeed, Elyot Standish is a diffident aesthete reminiscent 

of Eliot's creation, J. Alfred Prufr.:x:k. Second, poetic wastelands enrich 

wbite's te.~. In cne e.'Cample, ~.rs. Standish stands in a "marble wastelar.d," 

mentioned twice in four lines to reinforce the image (291). Further , 

"Standisn" is an extremely apposite pun, being an arcnaic tenu denoting a 

"stand for ink, pans, and other writ.ing materials.,,5 Elyot's sumame calls 

attention to the fact that he is a writing tocl for patrick White in the 

production of this self-reflexive novel. 

OUr reading of 'lbe Livina and the Dead is gl:ided by Elyot' s analogy of 

the "t\tiQ Chinese boxes, one inside the ether, Il a trope not only for Elyot 

and nis house, but also for bis embedded narrative (17;357): 

'!bey were t:...u receptacles, he felt, the one containing 
the lt'aterial possessions of those who had lingered in its 
roans, the ether the aspirations of those he had cane in 
contact with. Even that Em:)tional life he had not 
e:<per1enced himself, but sensed, seeneci sanehow te have 
grown e:q:üicit. It was as if this emanated fran the walls 
te find il'lterpretation and snelter in his mlnd. (17; 357) 

'!he direction and shape of the novel are therefore guided by Elyot' s "sense" 

of an emtional life whicn "seemecill te have grcwn explicite Consequently, 

the postulatp. If as if" appears throughout the text and is shawn te generate 

the conclusions made by Elyot and by the ether characters. 'lhese supposi-

tions are, as Samuel Weber notes, necessary heurist.ic devices (lSa). But, 
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above all, White 1 s highly-structured frame of identical passages ~.iz .. 

Elyot's creative license in the dissemination of the texte Elyot may or may 

net kncw about his sister 1 S abortion, which may or may net have been 

perfomed. Similarly, the suspicions harboured by catherine about her 

husband's infidelity may be entirely Elyot's fabrication. ~bite's narrative 

framinq draws attention te the fact that our scrutiny of his text coe.'Cists 

with Elyot 1 s scrutiny bath of haw texts are realized and haw they are 

interpreted. 

With regard to Elyot 1 s role in wrl.tinq the text, sane readers have 

insisted that the novel is flawed because readers are forced te assume traat 

EIyot's life improves - the noveis ends before these improvements have been 

written. 6 'lhis ccxnplaint ignores the many indications of Elyot 1 s current 

self, tNho has already chanqed and is writing the book which is beinq read. 

'!heorist Valerie Raoul explains that evidence of a character 1 s current 

self is manifested when he or she poses questions - often rhetorical - to 

him or herself (41). Elyot 1 s presence as writer of the text is thereby 

revealed when he suspects that he 

drifted on the wave of saneone else's decision. And 
behind it all there was still a suspicion that all this 
might be clirectionless. Was there a sudden and self­
decisive, an undoubted nanent of clarity'? (117) 

Here, Elyot's rhetorical question reveals the auto-critical nature of 

'!he Living and the Dead. We obviously krlaN' that Elyot is a fictional 

character who drifts on the wave of another's decision, that of the text's 

author, Patrick White. And Elyot suggests that he "knows" he ia a fict.ion. 

As a result, the supreme nanent of clarity might be the reader's 

appteciation of White's provocative strategies which explore the inscription 

of texts. 
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'lbe expository sections at the beqi.nninq of the novel also disclose 

Elyot • s current self; irdeed, bis vcice sœmarizes the characters whan the 

reader has yet te meet: 

Outside in the street the sound of traffic pointee! te a 
less familiar l }r'esent, that the bouse, that tUs mother' s 
vcice rose up ta deny, ber: Elyot, Adelaide is here, or: 
Do cane in for a m::rnent, Elyot, this is Mr. Collins, he 
plays ~ a band, isn' t that interesting? Even Eden' s train 
had runbled into a lumber rocm of images, where Joe Barnett 
sat in a corner, looking at bis cap, bis hands, his knees, 
and Muriel Raphael in a Tissot boater leant aqainst the 
mantelpiece. ( 16 ) 

Elyot attends to his past with bis enumerationi the rast of the text records 

bis present attitudes tcward these characters and events. Admittedly, it 

remains for the reader te realize that Elyot is, in fact, writing this 

self-reflexive novel by giving the ~~acters "interpretation and shelter 

in his mind" (17:357). 

Finally, the ironic tone which infcmns the novel also underlines the 

antithesis between the seriously smug young writer ~ encounter and the 

present Elyot, whose narrative projects an ability to laugh at his own 

pretensions. For example, when Elyot obliges bis mother by going on an 

errand for her, he catches bis face, "sideways, Il 

in the window of what had once been M'ne. Adorée' s, which 
was now antiques. The bits of bric-à-brac, reminiscent 
of bis IOOther, reminded him that technically, to the detached 
observer, he was a11 filial affection. He kicked his foot 
against sorne ironwork and nearly fell. (198) 

The Elyot who recounts this incident confides to us the inanity of bis 

previous presumption. 'lbus, bis lofty thoughts about tris filial affection 

are juxtaposed with the reality of bis near stumble. "Technica11y," we 

shou1d not expect a "detached observer" te have any idea about the purpose 

of E1yot 1 s excursion. 'Ibis passage serves as yet another reminder of the 

role the reader must play in recreating the nove1, for w are 1eft te 
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discern Wlen Elyot slyly ("sideways") theM.tizes the slipperiness of 

language by playinq metafictional game& with the rader. 

Of the many narrative techniques e!q)loyed by \tA'lite to insist on the 

semantic opaqueness of the text, the shifts between the impersonal third-
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person narration and the second-person "yeu" are most Er.1phatic. 'lbe reader 

will, occasionally, empathize with the new voice: 

He heard the guick gathering of her voice, the determined 
planting of her feet on the platform as she drew hiln with 
her into the world of trivial incident, and the things 
yeu talked about before the train lŒ)ved out. (8 ) 

In this ex&-nple, the use of "you" evokes ready understanding because the 

reader is familiar with the custcmary discussions wch take place at train 

stations. Often, however, the introduction of the second-pE'.rson does not 

forge a link between the reader and the addressee: 

You marched down the hill, and you were getting sanewhere, 
in the warIn, dusty afternoon, either Sanerset or Flanders, 
yeu tNet'e marching towards sane sanething wch it was 
difficult te describe. (100) 

The private nature of Elyot 1 s sense of progress is marked by the self­

reflexive term "sane sanething li; his indetenninate goal is roodified by 

indeteminacy. 'nle awkward sentence construction mars \<Ilhat would otherNise 

have been an enphatic conclusion. Our attention is now directed toward the 

question of language's ability te convey the ~~~ce of Elyot's progress, 

even though that progress does not appear te be amenable te any one deter-

ministic explanation or description. Similarly, the vacillater'l narrative 

voices preserve our sense of what Foucault caUs the pervasive "enigma of 

language, Il the heart of White 1 s metafictional discourse (25). 

Another source of ambiguity in 'lbe Living and the Oead ls the anisslon 

of quotation marks, which throws into doubt the origin of the reported 

discourse. COnventionally, the use of quotation marks in novels pretends 

ta give readers the literaI OJntent of the cha.racters 1 talk. 'lbe lack, 
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therefore, symbolizes a refusaI ta delimit the text authoritativeIy. 

Artificial consistency cannet, we infer, be ÏJliX'Sed on a novel in which 

words blow about both the characters and the reader "in little furtive 

gusts," as they do in this text (86). 
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Although Elyot distruSts \IWOrds and their "rattle, Il he pursues the life 

of a writer (78). 'Ibis decision is shadowed by self-doubt: 

OUt of his bewilderment he had taken refuge behind what 
people told him was a scholarly mind. He hung on grate­
fully, after a rronth or two of uncertainty, to remarks 
made by tutors at cambridge and the more wishful and 
hence ITDre helpful remarks of rus mother. (176 ) 

His subsequent writing, "made out of the requisite notes," is favourably 

received (177). In discussing Elyot's analyses of literary figures, 

"critics renarked on his taste, on his catholicity, on his clarity of style" 

(177) • Elyot says he is his own \IWOrst critic, and considers bis \'VOrk as 

playing with salt, "little rounds that rose, only so far, that fell, dry, 

pure, and limited" (177). Apparently, he rues the fact that he is, in 

effect, praised for adhering to the pararneters established by the academic 

carmunity. His actions are dictated, much as they were when Elyot was a 

child. His freedan will be achieved through his pàrticipation in the 

writing of wnite's self-reflexive texte 

The power of institutional endorsement is again evoked, al.beit 

cbliquely, when Adelaide Blenkinsop struqgles to enjoy her own appearance 

"in spite of ~.olyneux" (204). In the introduction te Molvneux's Question: 

Vision, Touch and the Philosochv of Percection, Michael J. f'JOrgan explains 

that although Molyneux 1 s name is not well-known today, he was a pioneer in 

rus field, as was his good friend, John Iœke (6). f'.olyneux' s investiga­

tions led him to conclude that man' 5 knowledqe of experience was not innate, 

but relied on the verbal transmission of ideas (6). Interestingly enough, 

The Livina and the Oead s\IDstantiates these deductions, self-reflexively 
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a.rguing that the woràs and actions of each character originate in other, 

often authoritative, texts. White's subtext, whieb is signalled by the 

single ward "Molyneux, Il implies that we should guard against the canplaeent 

aeeeptance of ideas just because they are endorsed by exelusionary, 

authoritative carmunities. '!bus, although Molyneux's conclusions were 

dismissed by his peers so that he is nQoi a largely unknown figure (as 

contrasted witb Wcke), they do have merit, as White elearly derronstra:es. 

Against normative paradigms, The Livina and the Dead' 5 extended 

metadiseourse challenges the l~ts of formulaie understanding (whieh 

nevertheless remains useful), and extols the value of what we might calI 

"irrational" beliefs - if, that is, theyare the result of an individual's 

engaged or philosophie inquiry. It is ~rth noting that although the 

purpose of speech is to eamnmicate with an other, wbite's novel shows that 

a person's diseourse is predominantly self-serving, relieving to sorne extent 

his or her personal anxieties. Aecordingly, mueh of the infoz:mation in this 

text really ccmnents on Elyot. For example, his disgust with Connie's 

attempt to "identify herself with Art" ironically speaks of his o.o;n 

condition (179): 

The fervid desire of a certain type of feminine minci to 
identify itself with objects, with nature, with art, drained 
the dignity frou these. They existed in a detaehment of 
their Ootm. He avoided erotional carmentary, especially 
when made by his Qo1n reflected face, the part of him that 
ventured through the glass into t.'1e ltalian field, out of 
his own body, away fran the environment it had taken, the 
habits it had formed. 'Ibis was dangerous because it verged 
on the irrational. Twentieth-century London was eminently 
rational. He was glad of it. (179) 

Contrary to what E1yot declares, he is not avoiding "errotional carmentary" 

at aIl. 'the novel supposedly speaks fully of "that eootional life" whieh 

finds "interpretation and shelter in his mind" (17). FurtherrlDre, the idea 

of an "eminently rational" London is repeated1y undermined by White' s 
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insistance that althoUgh raticnal.ity may De intended cr us\D8d, it is 

hardly ever achieved. Eden' 8 ill09ical equation of ber love for Joe will 

stand as a marker of lDr1don'8 raticnality: 

Oh dear, SM siqhed sleepily, 1 am inp)tent, quite impotent, 
but in love, in love, this bas happened, and this, and this, 
then why note (276) 

'lbe banality of this equation (of aIl equations?) i8 intimated by Eden's 

redundancy. Proof of her love is net forthcaninq. However, the text 
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suggests, if Eden' s discourse satisfies her cwn needs, then our opinions on 

its merits are superfluous. 

Elyot's imaginative excursion into the lives of his familyand 

acquaintances does not clarify but rather upholds their mystery. In fact, 

Elyot realizes he can only write a semantically open text, admitting that 

there were still m:xnents of difference, there would always 
be the :tanents of difference, man-made, that yeu stumbled 
0Yer. (248) 

'Ihe metafictional address te "yeu" enjoins the reader to accept that both 

Elyot and the reader are destined te stumble over the "1'IlaIl~de" differences 

inherent in all texts, the irreconciliable ambiquities which are written 

into the text and inte the act of ccmnunication itself. Elyot freely 

likens himself to a "closed door," reminding the reader that any interpre­

tation of the text which attE!m;)tS te open the "closed door" (248) dces so 

without necessarily securing what lies within. 

White' s novel endors es individuation as a quiding principle, to the 

de triment of qenuine carmuni.cation. When wally' s "cœm:m voice" upsets 

cath~ine, she feeds him with words in an attempt te enhance his desir­

ability (240). And because he is entertaining the pos8ibility of having an 

affair with the wanan, Wally tries to aCCOiliolate her: "He wanted to, what 

she had said, express, while still failinq, while realizinq the difficulty 

of this, his gratitude" (241). 'Ihe elliptical sentence evinces wally's 
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aggravation as he st.ruggles with a fcraign vocabul.&ry. M\In he ccntinues 

this charade, he feels that "he wu tal..Jd.ng lilce scmtt.hing n.ver befare, 

like sanething in a bcok" (241). Bere, ~te establishes the fictiona1ity 

which exista in bath literary and extra-literary discourse: the text 

reminds the reader that wally is merely a fictional being, "saœthing in a 

}X)Ok," but we have a1so imaginatively brough.t this character te life, and 

this living person experiences the perils of speaking a language which is 

strange te him. 

wally soon tires of his ro1e in catherine 1 5 "superannuated play" 

(240): 

Sanet:imes you fe1t yeu had stuck around too lonç, and what 
was the game anyhow, the game yeu didn 1 t understand, the 
~rds, the meaninçs. He began to feel free. ( 290) 

His sense of freedan is ccmnensurate with l'1is refusal te speak saneone 

else 1 5 1an9\2ge. Ironically, catherine 1ater follows the same course of 

action. Although. she looks a fright in her red dress, &he refuses to 

correct her "mistake" (316). Her self-orehestrated departure fran what 

sh.e "sl'1ould" wear to a party frees l'1er fran the barren "marble wasteland" 

she has been foundering in sinee first dating wally. This waste1and, we are 

told, has insisted that sh.e "bP.have in sueh and such a way" and has kept 

l'1er fran h.eeding "any intuition of l'1er own" (291). Beth Catherine and Wally 

believe they are freeing themsel ves fran the tyranny of the orner 1 s dis-

course. '!heir freedan a1so ecnoes Elyot 1 5 evasion of the rigid parameters 

uph.eld by the academic carmunity, a liberation whicl'1 is conveyed in 

'lbe Living and the Dead as the freedan te welcome possibilities otherwise 

5hel ved as undesirab1e or irrationa1. 

By means of neqation and supposition, the novel evades a similar 

tyranny, that of an authoritative reading. E1yot therefore asserta that 

"(n]othing is done that is net tentative, depending on the wind for its 



21 

direction" (108). 'lbe "direction" that the text will talce is dependent en 

its reader (the "wind"), tmo may subject the contents te one of any number 

of readings. At first glance, this wculd appear te insulate Elyot Standish 

and Patrick White fran divergent interpretations. After all, Elyot is a 

"closed door" (248). Indeed, he seems anxious te avoid such analyses, 

insisting on "the discrepancy between hlmself and the remarks he made. 

\i:)rds were so seldan a literal translation" (150). And yet Elyot' s 

profession as a writer and the text of The Livina and the Dead itself 

invite, through their discourse, the very translations Elyot denounces. 

Patrick White bas often expressed ms vested interest in the interpretations 

academics ~ccord his novels, upbraiding those who appropriate the texts 

with ne regard for their truths. However, if the text 1 S meaning can be no 

toore than "tentative," as Elyot puts it, then isn't interpretive misWlder-

standing, as Christopher Norris puts it, the "very condition of linguistic 

possibility" (63)1 

lronically, many critics address ç-aute 1 s apparent dogmatism with 

equally insistent conclusions. For ~le, carolyn Bliss's study of 

The Li vina and the Dead regards issues as being 

reduced te simple antitheses. one is either alive or dead; 
death is bad; life is goodi the interplay of opposites which 
\'ihite was developing in Racer Valley has virtually 
disappeared. (24 ) 

In the des ire te attribute a determinate meaning te the text, Bliss refuses 

White any growth as a novelist and further obliterates the ground of 

ambiguity in his novel. ~vbite's disdain for critics seems justified in 

view of the e;<igencies of his self-refle.ùve texts. But, t."len again, 

White's novels are far fran being ex.amples of aleatcry writing. Christopher 

Narris 1 s recent reading of Derrida arques that although texts are open to 

various interpretations, they "cannet be made te mean just anything" (63). 
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And we miCJbt c:hoose te excnerate White far his vitriolic ~œments of 

critics en these grounds. 7 Howevar, we are alse bound te ac:IcncMlec!ge that 

analysis llUSt be suppcrted with frequent r:eferences te the particular tut' s 

wcms. \t1ite's self-reflexive novel is infused with this questioo of 

authority, introducinq what Norris calls the "problem of knowinq what ta 

make of a text which simultaneously assarts and W1detmines its own ~s 

of theoretical camand" (66). 

'lbere is no doubt: that Elyot' s self-scrutiny inspires him te Iegitimate 

ambiquity as his rulinq ethos. Once assured that uncertainty prevails, he 

feels free te value the "sudden revelations" which occasionally emerge 

fran the "dry symbois of ~rds" (308). '!he marvel of these sudden, personal 

insiqhts is contrasted with the innocuous virtue of watchinq ItCvies: 

You adapted yourself as a matter of course, the relaxed 
body te plush and, more important, the relaxed minci te 
the play of the pre-detex:mi.ned incident. '!bat was the 
virtue of the cinema. You knew on paying your o.o-and-six, 
yeu knew exactly what ~uld happen. Outside yeur own 
uncertainty. (352) 

"Outside" the "uncertainty" which Elyot now embraces, "yeu" are left with 

the arid virtue of the "pre-determi.ned incident." There is no denying that 

Elyot's description of film appreciation applies equally ta readers who 

expect that a novel, once read, will have left none of our questions 

unanswered. However, as is characteristic of self-conscious narrative, 

'nle Living and the Dead poses more questions te the reader than it appears 

to answer. Aqain, the appellation "yeu" e<tends beyond the world of the 

text and enjoins us te see the dynamism of the written word. Elyot, as 

principal spokesperson in this text, advocates the end of senseless or 

stuporous readinq which expects the novei te resolve every mystery which 

arises therein with determinacy. He questions the value of a "relaxed mind" 

which, because it adapta itself to the conventions of popular films, is 
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necessarily weaJc, pliable - a valuable trait as far as film producers are 

ccncemed, but net for the unimaqinative persona themselves. As catherine 

Standish puts it, an active participation in the "tyranny of the makinq of 

one' s own story" is much better than sutmission te the words of others 

because of that "sanethinq that happens in yourself" which represents a 

"supreme staternent of your capacity for power" (316). Admittedly, by con­

cretizl.ng White' s textual message of semantic openness, we contravene its 

freedan even as we appreciate it. 
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'nlis distrust of language, along with the refusal to accord a 

simplistic representational validity to words, often ll"CVe Elyot to silence, 

for "silence itself soothed" (306). Silence is valuable in much self-

reflexive writing because, as Hélène Cixous argues, it remains "pregnant" 

with all possibilities (qtd. in Conley 123). Language's endless possi­

bilities are therefore figured in the images of preqnancy found in !!:! 
8 

Livina and the Dead. And yet Elyot capitulates te ~~e inevitable 

articulation of thought in words. Quite possibly, he writes with the con­

solation that his feelings cannot be univocally expressed, by either him 

or his readers, without distortion. 

w'hile waiting for his sister's train to arrive, Elyot notices that 

Eden 

was as stuboom in an attitude, as unchanging as a picture 
on the wall, the surprised child or the sulky flapper, was 
the same Eden in a different frame. (354) 

'nle "different frame" is Elyot 1 s imagination and is specifie te ttim. Beyond 

this, White draws our attention te his novel, which is aiso as "unchanging 

as a picture on the wall" ~)~ the reader picks it up and reads it, thereby 

imbuing the text with a fraroc of bis or her own maJting. Elyot's creative 

license, then, enab1es hjm to establish a call'll)n ground with bis enigmatic 

sister: 
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She wu ccnvinced of the riqhtneu of thi., juat as yeu 
were convinced there ,.. lIQD8 other way, net .a very 
cUfferent perhaps, the maans cSifferent, if net the end. 
Yeu were aware of the ume end. '1be arc:h-en81Ù._ we.re 
the stultifying, the livin9 dead. 'rh. livin9 chcse te 
oppose these, either in Eden's way, by the process of 
self-des~ction, or by what, by what, if net an intenser 
fom of living. (354) 

Elyot continues te resist the reification of his self, allowing only that 

"perhaps" his way is net 50 different fran that of Eden, who is going te 

Spain in support of the war. '!he \1IOrds "or by what, by what" expose the 

engenderer, Elyot, writing his thougnts as they cane to him, and point to 

the writer' s ever-evolving discourse. 

Finally, the phrase "the stultifying, the living dead" evinces the 

marvellous ambiguity of \1IOrds because "living" and ndead" can be used te 
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modify each other. In one context, the "living dead" alludes te these dead 

authors Elyot ha.s studied, "living" by virtue of the actual use he makes of 

them (176-7; 220). Elyot successfully opposes these "living dead" by 

creating the text of The Livina and the Oead, finally evading the tyranny 

of "correct approval fran the sunday press" which takes refuge in safe 

analyses of canonized authors (17). Alternately, the "living dead" alludes 

to people like Adelaide, Gerald and Muriel, who are "smothered in a plush 

canplacency" (305). Beth Elyot Standish and Patrick whlte defy these 

"living dead" by rousing the reader fram a canplacent reading of their 

novel. This metafictional text, as lifeless object, proves te be teeming 

with meaning if the reader, like Elyot and the text itself, relentlessly 

questions legltimized ideas. It also proposes that we continue this endless 

investigation, in the absence of final meanings, like Elyot, who, when he 

leaves us, is on a bus, "It was any bus," bound "nowhere in particular" 

(358). AI:med with a new system which valorizes uncertainty, the diffident 
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writer snerges fran the confines of his bouse, preparee! te explore the 

possibilities of language: 

If only te touch these almost sentient faces into life, 
te reac:h across the wastes of sleep and touc:h into 
recognition with your hand, ta listen te the voices, 
like the voices of people \ft) wake and find they have cxme 
ta the end of a joumey, sayinq: Then we are here, we 
have slept, but we have really gat here at last. 

He yawned. He felt like saneone who had been asleep, 
and had only just \ro1Oken. (358) 

In apprehendinq the metafictional concerns of 'lbe Livinq and the Dead, the 

reader may very weIl have made Elyotls dream a reality. 

2S 
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CHAP1'ER 'lH): voss 

He who investigates histcry is the ume beinq 
as he who makes history. 

Wilhelm DUthey 

Alas, 
Whither has wandered na.oI my partial tongue 
When all remains untold which ye \1IOuld hear! 

Percy Bysshe Shelley 

Set in the 1840s, ~ (1957) tells the story of a Geman explorer who 

meets his traqic death in the Australian wilderness. 5ane readers of this 

novel are no doubt attracted by the fact that White baseà the plot on the 

life of the Gerrran explorer, Ludwig Ieichhardt. On the dust jacket for 

Y2!!, ~mi.tels publisher e."Plains that "it was the true record of Luàwig 

Ü!ichhardt, who died in the Australian desert in 1848, that suggested ~ 

te the author, Il which is not quite true if we are te believe White 1 s version 

of the novel's genesis. In Flaws in the Glass (1981), White says that he 

had already "sketched the skeleton" for ~ when he came across a school 

text.book which suggested a "connection between Voss and teichhardt" (104). 

He did borrow details "fron the writings of those who found themselves 

enduring" Leichhardt' s leadership, but he also insists on the difference 

between the "real Voss" and the "actual teichhardt," favouring the authen-

ticity of his character to the ostensible reality of Leichhardt as recorded 

by his canpanions (104). As noted in Australians: A Historv Dictionarv, 

the constant "bickering" between the men and the "personal attacks on 

Leichhardt' s character" would have undoubtedly affected the men' s objecti-

vit Y when they wrote in their journals (239). Moreover, contemporary 

reference texts, such as the Collins Australian Encyclocedia, suqgest that 

teichhardt is "remembered It'Dre for the mystery of his final disappearance 
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tban for his achievenents" (378). His 1ife stary, then, for al1 the 

journals and records which remain, is inc:aDplete and cpen-ended. Ludwig 

~ichha.ràt 's enigma serves as an i.deal. intrcduetion t.o Nù.te '8 metafietional 

project in YE!!, for its se1f-calSCious preoccupation with writing 

emphasizes the creative or imaginative c:x::qxment in .!!! narratives or texts, 

be they bistorical, literary, or iàeoloqical. 

Voss abandons Gemany ar..d then Sydney, Australia f"r the rer.erds of 

the desert. He is disqusted by the words of "unseeing people" (27) even 

though, as Friedrich Nietzsche argues, "(a]11 seeinq is essentially per­

spective, and so is all knowing" (255). The people of Sydney do believe 

they arrive at reasonable conclusions for everythinq, but their reason 

resembles that described by Hans Blumenberg: it "presents itself as the 

agency that establishes things rationally, even before its claims are 

fulfilled" (170). Tan Radclyffe's opinion of Johann Ulrich Voss illustrates 

how "reasonable" people detetmine truths without the benefit of evidence: 

"Today confirmed the impression l received at our meeting 
a few months ago," said Lieutenant Radclyffe. liA madman. 
But hannless rMd." 

"Oh, Tan, what an accusation to make," said Mrs. Bonner, 
who was in a mood for kindness, "and with no grounds, at 
least that we can see - yet." (27) 

Radclyffe does not even suffer the burden of proof since bis opinion is 

evidently shared with Mrs. Bonner, who only objects with a quirk of 

kindness. Another!. priori assessment of Voss is made by the townspeople 

who are already planning the statue they will build: 

What kind of man is he? wondered the public, who would 
never know. If he was already acre of a statue than a 
man, they really did not care, for he would satisfy their 
longing ta perch sanething on a colunm, in a square or 
gardens, as a mE!lIIXial te their own achievanent. They 
did, moreover, prefer to cast hint in bronze than te 
investigate his soul, because all dark things made them 
uneasy. (109 ) 
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'!hase citizens, in their pœdispositicn te apprcpriate wbattMlr will pra1IOte 

their own prestige, get the better of Nietzsche and bis rejectiCXl of 

historioqraphy as 'Iretroactive oonfiscatiaw" (qtd. in Haydm \oIùte, 

Metahi.storv 363) because. they den' t even wait for VOS3' s expedition ta Ce 

bistory before rewriting it. 

Mr. SOnner, Laura's unele, believes he is a reasonable man, although 

the narrative intimates that the socially-sanctioned texts he regurgitates 

make his understandinq worthless. Sueh texts are reductive and they leave 

their adherents imaginatively impotent: 

How people act or feel on specifie occasions had been 
redueed for Mr. Bonner to the way i."1 which he had been 
tald people do act and feel. Within this rather rudimentary, 
if rigid, structure of behaviour, he himself did also behave 
with jolly or grave precision, according ta rule. For such 
souls, the history primers and the newspapers will continue 
te be written. (103) 

Mr. Bonner is nct aware that his vision of things has been meàiated by the 

imaginations of others. Paradoxically, he has no vision at all. Further­

more, the narrative edict that reducu ve history primers and newspapers 

"will continue te be written /1 challenges the reader to really consider the 

nature of such factual texts. 

words are both powerful and limited because, as Robert Anehor puts it, 

"until \\'Crds are used by sane one on a particular occasion for a particular 

purpose, they can mean anything or nothir&g" (131). Tc this, however, 

White 1 S reader might want ta suggest that even after they are used for a 

particular purpose, \\'Crds can still mean anything or nothing. 'l\'1e narrative 

imparts the formidable latitude of cœmuru.cative symbols when the explorers 

find sare rock drawings: 

'nle simplieity and truthfulness of the symbols was at times 
terribly apparent, ta the extent that each man interpreted 
them according ta bis own needs and level. (279) 
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And it il CXlly \1Ihen "any real attention" baS ben paid ta the drawings that 

they may becane intelliqible (279). As Voss recoqnizes, the meaninq of 

symbols is far fran clear. Earlier, when Mr. Sonner intimates that Voss 1 s 

expedition will occasion one outcane, Voss demurs: 

"You are aware, l should say, what it could mean?" 
"If we would canpare meaninqs, Mt'. Bonner," said the 

Gecnan, lookinq at each wor:d as if it were a round pebble 
of mystical perf~i.on, "we would arrive perhaps at 
different conclusions." (20) 

Laura Bonner c:oncurs with Voss 1 s opinion when she is badgered by Dr. Badgery 

for an analysis of Voss: 

"And what marmer of man is this Gexman?" 
"I do not know," said Laura. "I cannot judqe a person 

on superficial evidence. 5aœtimes, Il she added, for she 
had by now llved lonq enouqh, "it will even appear that 
all evidence is superficial." (320) 

COntrary to the popular truism that knowledge or wisdan c::c:mes with age, 

Laura has lived "long enough" to see that any knowleàge is "superficial" -

apparent rather than real. And yet even Ws conclusion is clouded with 

ambiguity. '!'hus the evidence "appears" superficial "saœtimes." In effect, 

w'hite aligns the reader with Laura and Voss so that we, toc, are wary of 

letting our personal experience (of the novel) "crystallize in objective 

visions Il (15). 

Judd, the illiterate ex-convict who joins Vossls expedition, has little 

use for '-'Ords: 

He who could squeeze the meaninq out of a line by pressing 
on it with his finger-nail, always hastened te rem::we 
himself fran the presence of true initiates ",nen they were 
at their books. All the scraps of Imowledqe with which 
he was filled, aU those raw hunks of life that, for cn.'lice, 
or by force, he had swallowad down, were reduced by the 
great mystery of words to the mst shameful matter. WOrds 
were not the servants of life, but life, rather, was the 
slave of words. 50 the black print of other people 1 s books 
became a swam of victorious ants that carried off a man 1 s 
self-respect. (203) 



Although it might appear that jealousyof his literate mates dictatu his 

feelings, Judd does experience "true pride" when he records his inventory 

of equipnent using "his own signa" (181). It seeras that Judd, like Voss, 

believes that interpreting life is a personal and even unpleasant act -
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not unlike squeezing a pimple. Jude! faveurs his OlIm personal kncwledge, as 

opposed te the Ialcwledge in "other people' s books." 

The novel' s linguistic self-consciousness is heralded by the ironie 

narrative voice. It puts us on guard when the characters believe they 

spaak the truth. For e.~le, when Laura tells Mr. Palfreyman about her 

dreams of visiting foreign lands, she confides: "Names should be charms, 

r~. Palfreyman. l useà te hope that, by saying Satie of thern often enough, 

l might evoke reality" (106). Names are charms, Laura. They not only evoke 

the reality of the novel l am reading, but they also evoke the reality 

constructed by your fellow citizens. COnsequently, yeu are "possessed of 

brains, and in consequence not to be trusted" (57) if we abide Una Pringle's 

opinion of yeu. The narrator of Y2!! is also endawed with brains, but here 

it is a matter of our apprehending his metadiscourse, not of trusting 

another' s text (as Bonner does). 

Metafiction may be described as a literature of revelation in that it 

unbares the "truth" of its inventeèness. 'Ibis labyrinthine novel suggests, 

however, that there are no absolute truths in the novel, apart from those 

imposed on it by its readers. This open-endedness is frequently signalled 

in~; one of the most entertaining clues tS the fact that Palfreyman' s 

uncle has been "engaged for many years on a key to t.lote Revelation of St.John 

the Divine" (263). Apparently, the saint' s revelatory book requires further 

codification in spite of the fact that it purports te be canplete. Indeed, 

St. John wams readers in the final chapter that Il if any man shall add unto 
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these thinqs" or "if any man shall take away fran t:he words of the book of 

this prophecy, Il bac! thinqs will œfall the man (22:18-19). And yet, as Y2!!. 

illustrates, interpreti ve distortions are inevi table, born of the dialoqic 

and rhetorical nature of narrative wbich, wùess understanding is restricted 

to what others say is true, elicits singular responses. 

Mr. Bonner is providing Voss with the necessary funds fo'": the trip and 

expects, in return, to be kept canpletely informed of the group's progresse 

Tc this end, Voss finds himself keepinç "presumptuous notebooks in which he 

was scribblinq the factual details of their journey" (214). Voss consider~ 

the notes "presumptuous" because writinç net: only captures experience, it. 

also transforms it. 'lhe uselessness of his notes is also suggested oy t."le 

word "scribblinç" which denotes writinç with little or no sense. Laura also . . . 
recognizes the presumptueusness of writing, and she shares her feelings on 

the subject with Voss: 

"~~en l was younger," said the girl, as if it had been 
a long ti.me age, "I kept a diary. Oh, l wrote down every­
thing, everything. l could not express tee much. And how 
proud l was te read it. '!ben l no longer could. l 'WOUld 
stare at a blank page, and that would appear far acre 
expressive thall my own emptiness." (91) 

Voss lS sympathetic to words which ironically convey the inexpressibility of 

Laura' s feelings in words for how, save in 'NOrds, can she cœmun.icate her 

feelings to others? 

Suooose that the novel is Voss - this 'NOuld acho Frank I.e Mesurier' s .- -
t."loughts about the journal he keeps. When Frank takes up writing, "all that 

this man had not li'iec.l began to be wr~tten down" (142). However, once the 

book i5 canplete, it!! Le Mesurier: "his life wa5 contained in its fE..'W 

pages: in lovely, opalescent intaglios, buckets of vanit, vistas of 

stillest marble, the livers and lights of beliefs and intentions" (380). 

And \llhen Le Mesurier tears up his journal, he tears it "by handfuls of 
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flesh" (380-1). Sanehow', we have ta distinguish between the man and l'oi he 

is actualized, for the images of convolutions, spewed matter and 90lidity 

speak of language' s ability te obscure as mch as it reveals. Nevertheless, 

Voss reads one of Le Mesurier's poems and finds himself "accused" (296). 

'lbis interpretation is clearly presumptuous. 'lbe poem even has a line drawn 

underneath the title "so deep it defended like a rroat" (294). Voss chooses 

to see himself described therein, iqnoring his previous assertion that 

"poetry will nct bear translation" or interpretation (81). Nor does he 

heec:l his own endorsement of individuation: "it was not possible really, 

that anyone could damage the Idea, however much they scratched it. Sone 

vanited wards. Sc::œ ccughed up t."leir èrj souls in rabounding pea-pellets. 

Tc no earthly avail" (44). Obviously, Voas's interpretive confiscation 

aligna him with the townspeople he bas rejected and, roore importantly, 

reminds the reader of ~'s creative ground which is similarly violated 

when we re-create the text' s meaning. As for Le Mesurier, the inadequate 

yet necessary act of carmunication 1.s unreal: "When l no longer expected," 

he writes, "then l was rewarded by knowing: so it is. We do nat meet but 

in distances, and dreams are the distance brought close ll (295). These 

dreams of understanding allow us to derive pleasure fran v.'hite's text, just 

as Voss extracts painful self-knowledge frou Le Mesurier' s poem. 

One of the functions of the narrative i5 te point out the gulf between 

the avowals and practices of variol.'s cbaracters. Thus, Mrs. Bonner' 5 

drinking is represented as follows: 

w'hether as a prospect or a merory, a party made her quite 
tipsy - figuratively speakinq, that is - for Mrs. BoMer 
did net touch strong drink, unless on a very special 
occasion, a sip of champagne, or on hot evenings, a glass 
of delicious brandy punch, or saneti.rnes of a Irorning, for 
the visitor's sake a really good madeira, or thimbleful 
of dandelion wine. (77) 
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Alth0u9h the figurative tem "tipsy" is meant ta illuatrate the WClIIIIIl'. 

sobriety, the ensuinq 4!q)lification discloses the potential inadequacies of 

linquistic representation. As Gerald L. Bruns renar1cs in InventiCX1S: "It 

is net that no literaI (or referential) stat:ements are possible, ally that 

such statements are only fiquratively possible, for it is figuration that 

makes discourse possible" (91). 

'!he reinscription of the characters and their lives is apparent fran 

the te.'Ct 1 s ellipses, which reveal the editorializing narrator. In her lut 

letter te Voss, for in.c;tance, Laura says that writing is necessary for her 

and wenders, "Was the firm, upright, reliable character one seemed te have 

been, a myth? •• " (329). Although her writing is of the ut:ncst importance 

te Laura, it is not as important for her readers, or so at least believes . . 

the narrator who interrupts Laura' s letter te describe the roan in which 

she writes. In fact, it looks as though portions of her letter are being 

withheld frem the reader. Laura ~s writing, we are tolâ, in her "red" roc:m, 

and her lIeyelids were tumed to buckram" (329). She is being portrayed as 

a book - the red rocm shields her like the covers of a book, and her eyelids 

bind her message, buckram being the stiff cotton fabric used in book-

binding. Laura is, like Voss and Le Mesurier before her, a predicated texte 

This be~I1g shawn, the narrator allows us ncre of her letter: 

She wrote: 

••• It would Seert that the human virtues, except in 
isolated, absolved, absurd, or oblivious individuals 
are mythical. Are yeu toc, my dearest, a myth, as it 
has been suggested?.. (329) 

Laura is alluding to the divergent, and therefore mythical, readings of 

Voss. seme w:luld build a statue colilarorating him: ethers, like Tom, weuld 

dismiss him as a madman. 'lhere are severai textual indications in Voss -
which ernphasize the truly indetetminate qualities of every character in the 

novel. 
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'lb. above ellipses intimate that the narrater bu suppressed parts of 

laura '1 letter, sections which we might have found lignificant and/or 

interesting. In effect, the narrator prac:tises the very isolating gesture 

te which Laura refers, adjudging the merits of the myth to be read. 

Patricia waugh notes that netafiction recognizes that social and. cultural 

cedes bring life "closer te the philosophical and mythic than was once 

assumed" (16). In these terrns alone, Voss proves te be such a work. -
In fact, the mythologizing "conspiracy" practised by the narrator is in 

e'/idence throughout the novel (427). Many yeus have passed when Colonel 

Ht!bden attempts te find out what happened te Voss' s expedition. After two 

excursions into the wilderness, he is still bereft of ans-wet's. Helxien 

blames his self-pronounced failure on the elusive native, Jackie, who 

becanes, "because of his elusiveness, the key te al! secrets" (427). The 

narrator then explains why Hebden will net know: 

If he had but known - there was a great deal that Colonel 
Hebden did not know: it was almost as if there had been a 
conspiracy against him - if he had but knam, Death had 
just apprehended JaCkie, croS5ing a swamp, during a thunder­
storm, at dusk. The boy had net attempted te resist. He 
lay down, and was persuaded te melt at last into the accan­
modating earth, all but his smile, which his tight, white, 
excellent teeth shaNed every 5i9O of perpetuating. (427) 

If there has "al.Ircst" been a conspiracy against Hebden, there has definitely 

been a conspiracy against the reader who expects a reasonable, conventional 

novel. The novel's artifice is suggested, first of all, by the details of 

Jackie's death, which are pinpointed for the reader with cartographical 

precision. Furthermcre, Jackie's Oleshire-cat grin taunts the reader: when 

the boy is finally "persuaded" te melt inte the earth, our attention is 

unmistakably drawn to the persuader writing this tale. The pranise of 

Jackie's perpetuaI smile sU9gests that his inscrutahility will endure as 

does the printed text, in spite of the face that ~ is a canplete texte 
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Frank lA! Mesurier's analysis of the poem he bas written emphasizes the 

generative nature of written texts: 

Often he took it out, and if sane of it had died, for then, 
there opened out of it ether avenues of light. lt was 
always chançing, as that world of appearances which Md 
given hi.m his poem. Yet, its structure was unchangeà. 

SO, he was truly strong_ (142-3) 

A text' s potential for various readings tums out te be a strength, and net 

a weakness. In his preface te 'lbe Picture of Dorian Grav, Oscar Wilde 

opines that "Civersity of opinion about a \«)rk of art shows that the \«)rk 

is new, complex, and vital" (6). Similarly, Harold Bloan wagers that only 

inferior or weak poets can be read "accurately" (272). To put it simply, 

Jackie' s pE!-"j?etual smile ar.d Le Mesurier' s "always c.'1anC;i.ng" pœm flaunt 

the vitality of their own textual existences and the vitality of White' s 

self-reflexive Y2!!. 
Voss lS historioaraphical metafiction in its enunciation of historical - -

narratives' poetic qualities. 9 There are several indications that history 

not only records events, but also represents, as Robert weimann puts it, an 

"imaginative assimilation" of those events ("History" 183). We are told 

that journal-writing helps Voss's men mark the passage of t~~ when days are 

confusingly similar: "Yet, a variety of incidents did also occur, or were 

created out of the voià of inactivity, acstly quite trivial events, but 

which uneasy minds invested with a light of feverish significance" (284). A 

couple of these incidents are copiously inscribed in~. 'lbe first tale, 

about the day their cattle disappeared, does net leave the reader ~ndering 

about any details. lts outcane is satisfying te both the reader :md the 

principals. And yet, the tale is followed by Voss's journal entry, which 

adds nothing and seems redundant, unless we understand its corroborative 

effect: 
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Nothinq wu added ta the incident. Voss recordeà it 
withDut cc:mœnt in his journal: 

May 28th. Jackie retumed at niqht witn cattle, 
one head short. Bafore retirinq, 
rewarded the boy with a ration of 
damper. He was quite pleased. (286) 
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Irrmediately after the cattle stary, the reader is introduceà to anothC!r 

adventure, which begins as follows: "About this time there occurred a1so 

the incident of the mustard and cress. Turner had been expressing hirnself 

in sanething like the following strain: Il (286). In this story, nothing much 

seens ta happen. Palfreyman plants sane seeàs: discovers that saneone or 

sanething is eating is plants: does not express his anger ta Voss when he is 

discovered. The seeds are descri.bed as "miraculous seeàs" "standing upon 

pale threads, then unfolding. lt was very simple and very quick ll ( 28S) • 

'lbe tale recalls Jesus' parable of the mustard seed, recounted in the books 

of t-1.atthew (13: 31), Mark (4: 31), and Luke (13: 19) - te."rt.s which are, 

incidentally, intertextual. Cou1d Palfreyman 1 s experience, however, a1so 

allude to the strenqth of narrative which, although made of weak 'NOrds, 

becomes strong when the seed is planted: that is, when the narrative 

IIthreads Il are ~ven as the tale unfolds for the reader or listener? We 

could then conclude that when Palfreyman desists fram asking whether Voss 

knows that the seed llhad beA..n sown by band of man" - a1though he suspects 

this is so - the text alludes ta the pleasure we take in imaginatively 

bringing the characters of ~ to life. We would rather not be reminded 

while we are IIreaping" the bcunty of the novel, as Voss "reaps" the bounty 

of Palfreyrnan's seeds, that Patrick wbite has sown the tale. White, 

however, w1l1 not desist. 

Theorist Valerie Raoul clairns that we tend ta transform such contingent 

incidents loto "adventures ll or "staries ll (S). In the above exarnp1es, 
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hcwever, the men' s adventures have obvious1y been r:e-createa, the narrator 

deignineJ to pravide us with "sanething like" their woràs and actions (286). 

We are thereby a1erted to the interpretive caoponent of narrative. 

In his examination of historical discourse, Hayden White notes that 

historians rely on records such as journals and letters te substantiate the 

narratives they write (Trocics 55). ~ shows that such records are far 

fran being reliable indicators of the past, echoing Hayden White's insist­

ence that historians select and interpret what they want to convey or record 

for posterity (56). 'lhus, a young girl writes of the "noble" ships which 

have put in at Sydney: 

If e:le cr eoJO professicnal scaptics, possib1y of Irish 
descent, remarked that Nautilus and Samchire were insigni­
ficant and very shabby, nocoày listened who did net wish 
to: moreover, every.ccciy knew that a coat of paint will 
\«)1'K wonders, and that the gallant ships were already 
pcssessed of those noble crocortions ~ insciring 1ines, 
which confirm one 1 s fal.th.!!!. human courage !!!9. endeavour, 
as one young lady recorded in her diary. (298) 

The possib1y accurate perceptions of the sceptics are overruled by the 

girl' s desire te discover confiI:mation of "human courage and. endeavour." 

Her aceount emphasizes tne truth of history as defined by Anchor: it is 

"sanething created by the historian in the present in and threugh the story 

he tells" (124). Or, as Hayden wbite puts it, "facts do net speak for 

themselves": rather, it is the historian who "speak! for themll (Trocics 

125). We need not distinguish between literary and. historical narratives 

for they share, as Hayden Nhite argues, the freedan of arranging events in 

order te express what the author believes is the correct understanding of 

the described events (Trecies 55). 

Similarly, when a gentleman inquires about Voss, Laura answers that 

"his legend will be written down, eventually, by those who have been trcubled 

by it" (448). Clearly, this suggests that ;,bite's te::t of Y2!!. represents 
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only ale of many potential versions of the explorer's story. Qle cm say, 

in effect, that the narrative of ~ and the young girl's diary entry are 

bath prcducts of history-makers. 

At certain nanents, it seems quite obvious that it is ltDre important 

te tell a good s'tOry than to get the facts right. For instance, Voss takes 

the opportunity te visit Judd' s property before the expedition begins, 

and chats with Mrs. Judd while her husband finishes his cheres. 'lbeir 

conversation is recorded matter-of-factly, along with the impressions each 

has of the other, until: 

The wanan raised her head again, with that same cunning 
which had shown itself once before, plume in the middle 
of her honesty. 

"~\'ould you, perhaps, have an interest in the expedition, 
that yeu are cane to see him? Il 

"Yes," said the stranger. "Voss. Il 
And did click his heels together funny, the wcman 

related ever after. (147) 

The narrative has suddenly abandoned its reportage in order te tell us how 

the wanan will relate her story "ever after. \1 The phrase \lever after" 

points out the ireny of a fictional character telling a tale, and implies 

that the clicking heels are an imaginative addition te t-1rs. Judd's stery 

which will make voss' s strangeness acre vivid. 

Another example of enhanced history mvol ves Harry' s acceunt of his 

unexpected encounter with sane natives. The narrative announces his 

creative bent by saying that, "in the interval before fear, the situation 

remained objective for all concerned. Then it became better understood ll 

(338). Understanding is not, the narrative suggests, a oompletely objective 

phenaœnon. Harry is shocked when he runs inte three natives trying te 

build a fire and he quickly runs away. HONE!ver, "upon telling his sterj 

afterwards, he remembered also te have caught sight of a second, acre 

distant fire the rranent befere it was extinguished" (338). As was the case 
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with Mrs. Judd, Harry's after-\\lOrds embellish the incident in orcler te maJœ 

it sound acre danqerous and excitinq. ~ ilçlicitly questions the weiqht 

of historical narratives: when Mn. Judd and Harry sc easily alter the 

substance of their own experiences, the reader may wall wonder aix:lut texts 

which are bath products and producers of history. 

On one occasion, Palfreyman finds himself "sucked back by the dreadful 

undercurrent of the past. liAs he could no longer hope for rescue, Il he tells 

Voss about his uncle, his sister, and their hane (261). Voss listens 

quietly and poses polite questions until Palfreyman spealœ of his sister' s 

attempted suicide: 

Il And yeu rescued, or condemned, your sister, Il Voss 
accused, "by denyinq her the Gothic splendours of death. 
Her intention was qlorious, but yeu rushed and tied a 
tourniquet, when all you had te offer was your own 
delusion. '1 

"You cannet destroy me, Mr. Voss!" Palfreyman insisted. 
"'!ben," continued Voss, "not very long after, you left 

for the Antipocies, and retreated farther and farther 
fran your failures, until we are sitting beneath this 
tree, surrounded by hazaràs, certainly, but of a most 
.irnpersonal kind." 

"Yes," said Palfreyman. "Yes. Il 
He broke a stick. 
"I think l have realized aU this," he said. "And that 

l did net have the strenat."l to endure it. And must make 
amenda. " ( 264 ) -

Voss has "dreamed" the conclusion of Palfreyman's story (264). \ihite 

thereby insists that histories, personal or otherwise, are not pri vileqed 

possessions because they can always be appropriated by new story-te11ers. 

Author and theorist Ursula Le Guin describes this tradition of embracing 

others' stories as follows: "by rememberinq it he had made it his; and 

insofar as l have remembered it, it is mine; and now, if yeu like it, it is 

yours" (199). In fact, a1though Voss has "dreamed" the conclusion, it is no 

less valid bec.."\JSe it transfonns the past into sanething Palfreyman can use 
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te guide bis actions. As Robert Anc:hor œmarks, history 1 S value lies in 

transfoming our view of experience (126-27). 

It is IlOt a coïncidence that the autccritical nature of Voss is also -
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advanced through wbite 1 s use of GeJ:man. After singing a song, for example, 

Voss lauCJhS and says te CUgald: "Ach, Dugald, Wërter haben keine Bedeutung. 

SiMlos! Il "Nonsense, Il he adds, and asks, liDo you understand nonsense?" 

(190). 'lbe Ger:man \\1Ords, roughly translated, says "~Vords have no meaning_ 

'!bey are nonsense. ,,10 Ironically, the sentence foils the efforts of the 

industrious reader who expects te gain added insights into the novel by 

translating wlûte's secretive language. 

Later in t."'e novel, the e.'Cplorer 1 s ncther tongue again speaks of 

interpretive resistance when the cave drawings are discovered: 

"w'bat do these signify, Jackie?" he asked. 
'lbe boy was explaining, in his own language, assisted 

by a forefinger. 
"Verfluchte Sprachen! Il cried the Ge.tman. 
For he was doubly locked in language. (274) 

Voss has cried "Cursed languages! Il The explorer is inescapably and "doubly 

locked" in language because, first of aIl, he does not share Jackie's 

language. Their attenpted ccmnunication implies an infinite chain of 

translations, for Jackie translates the drawings 1 meanings (which are, in 

turn, transcriptions of the artists 1 experiences) inte his own language, 

which he then offers te Voss in broken English (274). 'Ibis necessitates 

further translation, though, since English is not VOSSIS native tongue. 

~mte 1 S epistenclogy of translation is espoused elsewhere in the novel, as 

when Voss realizes that he "continued to express hirnself in foreign words, 

in whichever language he used, his own included Il ( 199 ) • As for the second 

sense of Voss 1 s emprisonment in language, he no doubt aclcnowledges that he 

is a fictional character, written and therefore "locked" in print (which 
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nevert:heless yields an infinite number of possible discourses with bis 

readers, if not with Jackie). 
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When Voss and hi. entourage are captured by natives, tA! Masurier asks 

the leader about his plar.. Voss answers that he bas none, speaking ''wryly, 

for the words had been put into his mcuth" (379). Here again, Voss admits 

that he is a !ictional character. '!his is reinforced when te Mesurier 

begins, "If yeu withdraw," te which Voss replies: "I do not withdraw," 

fil am withdrawn" (379-80). And when Le r-'~surier asks whether Voss will 

give the group any hope, Voss concludes: "I suggest you wring it out for 

yourself, which, in the end, is aIl that is possible for any man" ( 380 ) • 

This c:lll fer reflection inevitably consists of "wringing" out cne' s hopes 

or truth. The twisting imagery implies that reflection or interpretation 

distorts and transforms a given situation. ether examples which ally 

representation with twisting or alteration incluàe the "blurry mirror of 

the big, darkish roan" (9); the "convolutions of polite behaviour" (25) 

which Voss pretenàs not to know; the words \mic.."l "continued to writhe" 

about Voss (73): the certain poignance of Laura' s "Italian hand," which 

denote5 both an elaborate medieval (i.e., confiscated) script and a crafty 

or subtle nature (192): the letter whic.."l Laura writes and then attempts to 

tear, which, because it is written on excellent paper, remains "twisted up" 

(330): and the "Great Snake" which i5 "grandfather of all menll and which 

will devour man - con juring up images of a twisted language which consumes 

men in reductive te..'<tS (378). "Man ls a tanpting rorsel," as Voss say5 

(379). 

Colonel Hebden' 5 questions will only be satisfied when he can fiii in 

the gaps in Voss' s stery. He asks Laura whether Voss 1 s "unfortunaœ 

qualities" might have "weakened his hold as a leader" (412-13). Laura knews 
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she cannet answer, and she shudders with ~t is eitbE rage or 

desperation: 

"You would eut lTrf head off, if letting ITrJ blood run 
~d do yeu any gcxxi." 

"lt is nat for my sake. It is for Mr. Vess." 
"Mr. Voss is already history. Il 
"But history is DOt acceptable Wltil it ia sifted for 

the truth. Saœtimes this <:an never be reached." 
She was hanqing her head. She was horri):)ly twisted. 
''No, never," she agreed. "It is all lies. hbile there 

are men, there will always be lies. l de net kncw the 
truth about myself, unless I saœtimes dream it." (413) 
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Claude Lévi-Strauss bas suqgested that there are t:wo impulses which nctivate 

bistorians: the impulse te convey infoxmation and the impulse to explain 

that information (qtd. in H. White, Trooics 56). Hebden i5 canpelled te 

know why the expedition never returned and hcw Voss affected his men. 'lbe 

reader understands that Hebden lies when he tells Laura bis queries are not 

for his cwn sake. Any text which Hebden produces will be a rhetorical 

narrative which satisfies his queries, just as the inferences made by 

readers of ~ satisfy their own expectations. It is worth noting that 

Hebden 's preoccu9ation wi th the "truth Il is in distinct contrast to the 

dreams which sustain Laura and Vass. '!bese opponents are suited te lhab 

Hassan's prescript: 

Imagination, intuition, dream, elegance, beauty, interest: 
these, rather than the worà "truth, Il occur Irost often in 
the discourse of workers at t.."1e edge of knCMledge. (178) 

At the beginninq of ~, Laura' s decision thc:&t: she cannat "remain a 

convinceà believer" in Gad is revealed (9). She suspects that she has 

becane what llmight be called a rationalist" because she has read a "great 

deal out of such books as had cane her way in that rE!rtCte colony, until her 

mind seemed te be canplete" (9). Here, blO qualifiers disclose the 

narrator's ironic attitude. First of all, if Laura has read a "great deal" 

of the books, it is possible that she has skipped important sections, 
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sections 1IIIhich might alter or improve ber Wlderstanding. Second, the bocks 

she bas read are those available in "that remote cclalY," which sugqests 

that many useful bocks have net "cane her way." At Any rate, \1118 soon dis­

caver that ~ portrays the developnent of this girl fran a so-œlled 

"rationalist" te a "mythical" character (329). Actually, Laura synthesizes 

rationality .!!È. mythification as necessary c:x:rnplenents te understanding. 

f.1ythologist Hans Blumenberg has described this synthetic relationship as 

follows: 

For with regard te the effort - web spans all of human 
history - te overcaœ anxiety relating te what is un.'mown 
or even still unnamed, myt."l and enlightenment are allies 
in a wrJ.y that, while easy te understand, is reluctantly 
aèmitted. (163) 

Laura' s new attituàe is revealed on the final page of ~ when she ~s 

Ludlow's question about the explorer, "this familiar spirit, whose name is 

upon everybody' s Hps, the GeDnan fellow who died" (448). Her enigmatic 

answers accanncdate bot."1 aspects of her unàerstanding: 

"Voss did not die, Il Miss Trevelyan replied. "He is 
there still, it is said, in the country, and always will 
be. His legend will be written dcwn, eventually, by those 
\vno have been troubled by it." 

"Cane, cane. If we are not certain of the facts, how 
is it possible te give the a.nswerS?" 

"The air will tell us," Miss Tr~elyan said. 
By which time she had grown hoarse, and fell te wondering 

aloud whether she had brought her lozenges. ( 448 ) 

Thus ends the novel. Laura 's replies are not definitive, leaving roan for 

Ludlow and the reader to ascribe their own theses. Earlier in the novel, 

when Voss' s death is described, we read that "his dreams fled in the air ll 

(394). This air also kept Voss's kites aloft, kites he flew as a child and 

to which he attached messages: "5anetimes the s~.ring would break, and the 
• 

released kite, if it did net disintegrate in the air, must have carried its 

message into far places" (275). White's pun on the "strings te which ll 



ô 

44 

Vess's wcrès "are attached" proposes that "fi.nders nust content th ... lves 

with guesses" (275). 'lbe reader might well suppose that the "air" of which 

Laura speaks is the tenuous air of our imaginations. Iaura 's ambiquous 

answers, moreover, seem ta have contributed te her sore throat. We might 

imagine how RUch worse her throat would have felt had she given definitive 

answers. 

Voss has lost his head in the attempt te be better than the ignorant 

people he shunned in Sydney. His journey into the desert serves as a 

symbolic demanà for what Blumenberg defines as a "critical destruction" of 

a stagnant reality, after which a tru1y rational foundation might be 

buil t (163). If ~-e didn' t kr.c' __ batter, we might think that Nietzsche was 

describing Voss and ~'s invigorating :netafictional forro: "When thls 

master of destruction, of self-destruction, wounds himself, it is that very 

wound that forces him to live" (257). .Y2!! does appear to constitute, in 

its self-reflexivity, a humanistic gesture of the type ernbraced by Linda 

Hutcheon, in that it 

teaches and indeed canpels him (the reader] to respond 
"vitally, Il te attribute humarl significance te the preeess 
of creating imaginary \>oOrlds in words. (Narcissistic 117) 

Voss's obstinate rejection of ethers' b1indness effects a simi1ar blindness 

in hirn. He is, however, weIl aware of his sophistica1 understanding. Thus, 

he admits te Le Mesurier t."'lat he is distressed :at his "own great foU Y in 

continuing, like a wo.tm, Frank, butting My head at whatsoever darkness of 

earth, once l have conceived an idea" (44). Similar1y, when Laura broaches 

the possibility that Voss 1 s expedition will end in disaster, he rejects the 

strençth he sees in her, "preferring the illusion of his own" (69). 

Palfreyman sumnarizes Voss' s (and his own) foolhardiness: "man is right, 

even if, te est.a.blish this, he 'NOuld have te prove that he himself had been 
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wronq" (127). '!he self-destruction of Voss and of Palfreyman is wort.tMùle, 

the text intimates, if their readers are guided tcward further explorations 

into this thing called "truth." 

~-aten ~.rs. BoMer tells a story about the bushrangers who stopped a 

couplets carriage in arder to "appropriate every single valUiible" they had, 

she feels she bas "done her dut y ," even though her canpanions listen "as if" 

her words "were not addressed to them personally" (56). The wanan then 

looks out her carriage anà runinates: 

As for the bushrangers, she personally had never encountered 
such individuals, and could not believe in a future in 
which her aqreeable life might be so rudely shaken. 
Sushrangers were but the material of narrative. (56) 

But - the reader glibly renembers - Mrs. 80Mer is also mere narrative 

material. '1"0 paraphrase her tale, tl,e exigencies of narratives may also 

appropriate what is valuable to the individual reader. wlllte's characters 

are, in fact, narratives that bath rOD and are robbed. Most of them are 

robbed because they will not listen te, nor do they understand, the parables 

of individuation. 'lbe characters rob us, their readers, if we fail to 

recognize the didactic canponent of imite' s metafictional texte 

w'hen Voss' s long-awaited l'ClSOOrial statue is erected, his imnortality 

seerns assured: "Johann Ulrich Voss was by now quite safe, it appeareàa He 

was hung with garlands of rarest newspaper prose. They would write about 

him in the history books" (440). 'lbe e."Cplorer is "safe" because the can-

mecoorative statue frees him fran the danger of reproach. He is, however, 

"hungU bath in the sense that he is receiving accolades and because the 

texts and statues kill (or attempt to) his "mystery," his "personal 

prerQ9ative" (26i). And although "rarest" is a superlative, previous 

references to newspapers' reàuctive understanding (103) and to the Sydney 

Herald' s serviceability in catching a newbom' s placenta (229) undermine the 
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above approbation. Finally, it only "appeared" that Vosa was safe becauae, 

as Laura explains, Voss is written and is tharefore l'IIltable. 

Althcugh the narrative never overtly addresses the reader aa rece'nt 

rnetafictional texts often do, it has prcvided ample evidence of its self-

refle.'Civity. In one passage, Voss tells his men to prepare for an early 

rroming start, although they have been waiting at Boyle's station for the 

mailman to arrive: 

"You are not waiting, then, for this feller Thorndike?" 
"Yes ," said Voss. "lt is certain. He will cane before 

evening." 
Boyle was rather diverted by this intelligence. 
"The srooke message have got going?" he inquired 

1azily. (180) 

Voss does not respond; he is busy directing his men to count and pack t.heir 

equipnent. Voss' s al,m::)se mystical knowledge has distracted many of White' s 

critics, especially when a team is seen approaching: 

"lt is Thomdike, then," said Voss, running out witheut 
a hat, which left the white of his forehead exposed: he 
could have been emerging frcm a mask. 

"Damn me, if yeu were net right," contributed Boyle. (184) 

Voss does emerge frcm a rnask for the reader who appreciates the discursive 

function of these two passages. As Patricia Waugh notes of metafictional 

te.~, Voss 1 s certainty attests to the artifice of centingencies written 

mto the novel (18). One rnight aIse hazard that Voss' s forehead alludes to 

that progenitive marvel, Zeus, fran whose forehead sprang his daughter, 

Pallas Athena (Hamilton 29). Voss's role does parallel Athena's role, 

described by Edith Hamilton as the "protector of civilized life" (29). 

Patrick White, fer that matter, also shares Athena's purpose of 

defending "the State and the hane fran outside enemies (Hamilton 29). '!he 

personificatien of "eutside enenies Il in YE!!. is Mr. LudlOlii who, "though 

fairly dru.'1k with brandy punch," remains "an Englishman" at Belle Bonner's 
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party (447). His focnidable opponent is Laura Trevelyan, who defends the 

interests of Voss and Patrick White. !aura is the aneithesis of one 
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possible prototype, Geol."ge Macaulay Trevelyan (1876-1962), imnortalized in 

Virginia WOolf' s A Roan of One' s 0Wn (43-46). Whe.'l Woolf 1 S persona looks 

te see "what history meant to" Trevelyan, SM discovers that wanen were 

rarely mentioned in his single-volume text, the Histery of Enalanci, which 

was intended te be canprehensi ve (46). Laura, as 'Ne have seen, refuses te 

pretend that she can canprehensively ~r')=lVey the Histqry of Voss. 

As for Ludlow, ~l1ite's penchant for puns does not fail us: "Ludlow" is 

a typesetting term for a machine which casts slugs (lines of type set in 

rœtal) frcm handset zra1::'ices in a "c:::r.pcsing stick. ,,11 '!bus, when Ludlow 

announces that he has been travelling th.t"C"Iugh Australia, "forminç opinions 

of aU and sundry" and has been "distressed te find the sundry does 

~revail," the reader may understand the danger of Ludlow's correctiv·~ 

attitude (448). As Linda Hutcheon points out in "canadian Historiographie 

Metafiction," "(tJo write either history or histericai fiction is equally to 

raise the question of power and control" (235). 'lbrough the antagorusrn 

be~..n Laura and Ludlow, White clarifies his novel' s argument that tbe 

reader's/the individual's/Australia's growth is retarded by indifferently 

heeding the tongues of others. 'lbe threat of outsiders is aiso expressed 

wnen a canet appears: 

"In the absence of an official astronaner 1 Mr. Winslow 
is recording his observations," the merchant revealed, "and 
will send a report Haœ by the first packet te leave." (375) 

~linslow's observations will have to do, 'Ne infer, because an authoritative 

"official" (read Englishman) is not available. The dire consequences of 

this dependence on "Herne" is illustrated by another exhortative (800 more 
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blatant) pun. 'lbe surname '~in/slow" sub'n1ts that an unquutioned 

alleqiance te the will of ethers cm quarantee no more than a belated 

victcry of persona! vision. 
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œAPl'ER 'l'HREE: FLA1iS DI 'lB! GLASS: A 5elf-Partrait 

The nineteenth-century dislike of Rananticism 
is the rage of caliban not seeing bis own face 
in a glass. 

Oscar Wilde 

Half those professinq to admire Voss did 50 
because they saw no conr"ection oëtWëen them­
selves and the Ninet~-nth Century society 
portrayeà in the novel. 

~atrick "bite 

Donald was not what my readinq told me a butler 
should be. 

Patrick ~'Ïhite 

If psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan reqards "t.'1e function of the mirror-

stage" as the means whereby a "relation" is established "between the 

organism and its reality, Il then Patrick wbite' s Flaws in the Glass points 

to the deficiencies in that relationship (4). Hélène Cixous has privileged 

glass as a metaphor for the ideologies through which "realities" are 

filtered. In her opinion, thl.s glass must be shattered (or flawed) if one 

hopes to under.nine univccal texts which repress and censor (Conley 31). As 

his ti t1e suggests, "bi te hc~s to distort the mirror of 1oqocantrism long 

associated with the German ranantics (see, for examp1e, M.H. Abram's 

The Mirror and the Lame). Tc this end, wbite symbolica11y dismisses 

"Weimar' s two great poets, cne a manufactory of Gennan platitudes, the other 

a genius who founders in his hypocrisy and pretensions as a human being" 

(40). White, however, obvious1yembraces the platitudes and pretensions of 

his cr~tJ.cs in Flaws. In so doing, he underscores lanquage's role both in 

producing and in reinforcing acnoloqicai systE!a'llS of kna...rledge. Truths are 

not givens: they are, as Alice Jardine reminds us, 1I1ogics produced throuqh 

language" (Gvnesis 44). 
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Labels, includ.ing the title Whim bu c:hœen for hi. Hlf-pœtrait, 

quickly becane banal figures. Perhaps this is why t. quiclù.y gets the 

imaqe out of the way - it appears an the first paqe of his text, three 

paraqraphs in: 

there was the !Dnq Rean, at one end of the qarden, 
at the other the great qilded mirror, all blotches and 
àimples and. ripples. l fluctuateà in the watery qlassi 
accordinq te the liqht l retreated inte the depths of the 
aquarium, or tranbled in the foreground like a t.'1,read of 
pale-qreen samphire. 'lbose who thouqht they knew me were 
ignorant of the creature l scarcel y knew myself. (1) 
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hbite' s portrait is also IIqilded" in that it has the pleasinq appearance of 

beinq a seIf-representation te which publishers and critics clinq, even 

t:."lough it is t.-uly a mask of superficial wcrt!'l to ~Vhite. He dutifuI1y gi1ds 

his portrait with mirror imagery, but every reflection he descrD.:.es is 

fluctuant: 

The glass above the dressing-tab1e showed me palpitating 
in green waves. (21) 

Cn a 1anding a wall~or frarned in Mid-Ninet~-Oth 
Century gilt showed my diff~dence, still awash in the 
glassy shadows ( 40 ) 

'lbe mirror in the bat."1roan at "Dogwoodsll had a flaws in 
it like a faint birthmark. (142 ) 

A regular mirror, in its reflectiveness, is nct selective; it reflects 

everything in its path. The observer, on the other hand, may discriminate. 

wbite tells of his cousin Peggy who, in her self-absorption, made him her 

mirror: 

[SheJ had no need for a tame antipodean cousin, unless 
as a mirror when she came downstairs flicking back her 
freshly washed hair. (69 ) 

Peggy found in White what she was looking for. ~hl te, ho.vever, does not 

like belng used for ethers' self-serving strategems. His disdain is 

reflected in his tit1e, Flaws in the Glass, which flaunts the text '5 multi-

faceted quality. 
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In an address prepared for Austra1ia 1 s National Book Counci1 Awards in 

1980, White drawa a distinction between 1:\«) modes of writing - the "self-

portrait Il and the Il autobiography" : 

l've never wanted to write an autobiography, t.rundlinq 
over a lonq life intrcducinq the celebrities one meets 
for five minutes and most of whan aren1t at aU interestinq 
anyway. Instead l decideà te do a self-portrait te try te 
show what 1 t:h.ink 1 am, and how it came about. lt 1 S the 
kind of writinq which survives only if it is the quintesseI'lt:e 
of truthfulness. I should say the most difficult kind of 
factual writinq. ("Patrick. tihite Speaks" 99). 

Although he never says j'This is the difference between the autobiography and 

the self-portrait," White does leave sane clues: 

lt has always troubled me that so many Australian 
novelists are content to explore an autebiographicai vein 
instead of launc.ltinq into that admittedly disturbing 
marriage between life and imagination - (100) 

White opens this speech by sayinq he will "try to talk about" "how the 

pursuit of truth differs in factual writing and fiction ll (99); he is not 

reaffir.ming the traditional dichotcmy which equates fact with autobiography 

and fiction with novels.12 This seems to he wny wnite opts for a self-

portrait - autobiography 1 s diligent adherents do not recognize that a 

writer' s creativity, "obsessions and delusions ll are involved in aIl writing 

(99) • Unfortunately, wbite hints, his metafictional mark.ers are missed by 

readers "taught to revere the pragmatic, the documentary approach" (100) a 

'!he question of truthfulness is often raised in Flaws, although it 

does not question t..""Uthfulness so rnuch as the capacity of writing to spaak 

truth: 

I suppose l' ve indulged my vanity by trickinq myself out 
in ~ds. Not aU ornamentaeion. Part of me is austere 
enough to have conveyed the truth, l like te think, but that 
aqain could he vanity. If l believe this today, tanorrow 
l may feel that truth is the property of silence - at any 
rate the silences filling the space beb.-een words, and 
over those 1 sanetimes have control. ( 42 ) 
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\\bit'! suqqests (silently, but with words) that the property of silence is 

inherent in words as welle Woxds, however, are especially wlnerable, 

subject te endless interpretations. 

~~en the second \iorld War ended, White "grew drunk cultivating a 

qarden of words and se.'"'-jations which had been waiting years te germinate" 

(127) • White' s canpanion of Imre than fort Y yers, Manoly Lascaris, aiso 

works endlessly on a qarden: 

He is still addinq strokes of colour and removinq misquided 
for.nal details. It cou Id go on for ever. 'Ibere is no end 
te a garden, u'lless the bulldozer; just as a writer's band 
is halted only by death or paralysis - or worse still, the 
ramcling side-tr.ac!<s of senility. (149) 
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Just as Manoly works to remcve "misguided formaI details" from his garden, 

wbite's metafictional portrait attempts to weed out the "misguided" critics 

who have pulled details frcm his writing as "formaI" evidence for their 

interpretaticns. 

Penny Gay finds in Flaws yet more proof t.'1at ~l1ite is a tortured and 

monstrous artiste She argues that he is "like Frankenstein's roonster" in 

that "words seem to offer the possibility cf redeeming his hideousness" 

( 406 ) • ~Vhi te is, she adds, full of "revenge; Il even those closest to him 

are marred "with a bleak sense of humour" (406). Gay 1 5 article i5 just one 

of many wnich show that w'hite was tagged by his critics a long tirne aga, and 

t.'1at t.'1ese labels have stuck. He knows this, and tricks the reader with 

àisappearances enabled by words: 

One thinks to escape, but doesn 1 t, or not wholly: the 
fingerprints were taken early on. The past recurs in the 
dressing-taole mirror, wisps of it in bem.gn dreams, or 
thcse darker ones in which unfulfilled, half-forgotten 
lusts explode. Worst of al! are the consc~ously created 
fictions, because concrete evidence of what one has not 
dared admit. (46) 
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'lhe "CCXlcrete" evidence i8 dcuble-edged, referring net aùy ta the fiction' s 

actuality, but also ta lanquaqe' s solidity or inaccessibility. 

tater in the self-portrait, ~mte explains that bis "conscious self 

can • t take full responsibility " for his novels (187). It is incontro-

vertible: 

'lhe masks l put on in My fictions are very different fran 
those which str.angers try te force on me, or te use another 
metachor, the characters of ~ l am cancosed cannet 
incIÙde those not yet revealed to me. (là2) 

The "strangers" are the "interviewers, the visting professors" and the 

"thesis writers" (182). If we force rnasks on wbite, how does he like the 

masks wh~cn acguaintances and friends provide for htm? Not surprisingly, 

he detaches h.imself fran those labels as weIl: "Of course there are indi-

viduals, often very close, including the one who is closest, who consider 

they kncw me better than l know myself. '!bese are the !OOst deluded or aIl" 

(l82) • 

wnite's predications on ~~e presumptuousness of others do not prevent 

him frQ1t presuming ta tell us how others feel: "As always, the neighbours 

must have found us odd - a couple of men living toqether. A writer, oore-

over, might wr~te a.cout you" (148). Byaddressing "you," White intimates 

that Flaws in the Glass may be writing about me and how l interpret his 

te.'<ts. 

T'ne self-portrait meets 'Nhat Roland Barthes caUs the "cultural 

resistances" a te.'<t encounters with equally insistent resistances of its 

~ (85). White writes scripts for the reader which presuma to silence the 

latter by denying his or her own qrasp of White' s words. Flaws is a work 

of crit~cism which subverts the critic's usual pos1tion as one who knows 

what a text means and what its author believes. Flaws is a text of 

unresolved tensions, supplicatcry and slippery, earnest and evasive by 



-

54 

tums. And yet, it remains a dialogic text, for when it ...... te deny the 

rader an unfettered voice, it may serve te initiata a dialogue en the 

repressive nature of texts: 

Sceptics may argue that these are fictitious meI'IDl'ies, that 
the manent of arrested time and namlit sculpture in a 
ciesert sar.ewhere bebem Kharto\Jn anà Alexanària is toc 
good to be true. l don It beHeve 50. Anythi.nq that has 
remained so distinct can only have happened. (90) 

Even t."lose readers who were nct skeptical pause for a mcment - can wbite' s 

beliei and the distinctiveness of the L~ge really support his conclusion? 

Later in the text, he writes poetically of the Parthenon' s tragic decline at 

the hands of tourists and polluters, after whicn he concludes: "No dcubt 

t."lese will be interpreted as elitist sent.urents in 1981" (116). Here, as 

in the previcus examp1e, White ascribes thcughts to the reader wch are 

clearly presumptucus. Will the reader reoognize hbite's emulation of his 

critics? 

Ironically, even though wnite displaces himse1f thrcugh his meta­

fictional te.'<ts, the cultural resistances he has had to confront figure 

promine.~tly in ~~e publisher's dust-jacket notes for Flaws: 

The authcr insists that this bock is neither autobiography 
ncr memc~, but merely a self-portra~t - sketches of 
various times and places, fr~~ early chi1dhood to 1ate 
sixties, and fran Australia to Enqland, Africa, Greece, 
and back. Perhaps the econcmical and expressive lines 
wi t:h whicn the picture is drawn are mcst analogous te 
portraiture at its finest, but in scope and depth and 
feeling, Flaws in the G1a~ outstrips a~tcbiographies 
many times 1ts lengeh. 

One can :imagine t."le publisher' s desire te find an appropriate analogy for 

w'hite' s portraiture. and "perhaps" they fcund it. t-bre irrq;x)rtantly, these 

notes serve te assure readers who might ccnsider the book suspect. After 

aIl. the excerpt printed on the back cover does allude te White's "arro-

gance," his "sexual ambivalence," and his belief that he is canposed of a 
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"cast of contradictory chAracters" (20). The publisher is saying t1'lat, in 

spite of the odd notions the author has about what his text is and isn't, 

Flaws in the Glass is essentially an autobioqraphy. 'the publisher thereby 

disregards \Vhite' s repeated insistence that imcwledge of another is 

~ssible without seme destruction of that ether. 

As White sees it, his belief is "contained less in what is said than 

in the silences;" his words might eve.'l dispatch dissimulation, and net 

descript~on: 

Am l a destroyer? this face in the glass which bas spent 
a lifetime searching for ~t it believes, but can never 
prove to be, the truth. A face consumed by \VOnàering 
whether truth can be the \VOrst destroyer of aIL (70 ) 

Edroond Jabss, author of 'the Ecok of Cialoaue, also discusses language' s 

limitations. He œaintains that "you only understand what yeu destroy" (47). 

As long as wbite disperses himself t..'1rough bis metadiscourse, he is far from 

being a destroyer ~-3use he thereby testifies to the vitality of the 

linguistic signe This is not the case for naive critics who believe they 

can pin wrute down. "Nowadays," he closes the door on such "importunate, 

destroyer face[sJ" (60). w"hite opts for the subtitle "self-portrait" as an 

explicit cQT.mentary on convertive language. His publisher's editor~al 

gouache, discussed above, only emphasizes the .i.n;xJrtance of White's aim te 

free people and te.'Cts fran the repressive machinery of interpretive 

carmunitles: "That is what l think tonight; no doubt l shall see different-

ly in the ncrning, and as differently on every other ncrning l am fated to 

live thraugh If ( 183 ) • 

White argues that his attentive readers must "have seen" that he has 

known "far rrore admirable waœn than admirable men" and that he "constantly" 

reads that he is a "misogynist" (252). By inference, ~atite believes that 

he has few attentive readers: 



Of course rrrt waœn are flaWld bec:ause they an also human 
beincJs, as l am, which ia why l'm writing this lxlak. !very 
day as 1 ait down at my desk l str\1991e to overccme a 
rewlsion for what l am cSoing. But it bac! te bit done. (252) 

'lhe sudden shift fran the present tense to the put tense in the lut two 
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sentences evokes the image of \mte at his desk - now writing, and therefore 

no longer struggling. The rewlsion ls overcaœ. Penny Gay - among 

ethers - seizes on this image as the "expression of the digust which many 

readers find the most rr:emcrable thing about \\1hite' s book, Il arguing that he 

doesn 't get any pleasure out of writing (408-9). lronically, Gayls mistaken 

understanding is anticipated by w"hite. He therefore records that "Generali­

sations and juxtaposing are tenpting games," and proceeds te play the game 

as weIl as Any of his critics have: "I see Australian huroour as pretty 

\ttOOly tHl the middle of the 'IWentieth Century" (33). He also argues that 

there is a lot of roan for irnprovenent: "Even so, satire remained suspect 

if a.imed at 'warml Australians, the majority of whan are not ths golden-

hearted beings they would like to thinI<" (33). White is estabUshing the 

conditions of the metafictional games he plays, for those who pay attention: 

I have never disguised a beUef that, as an artist, my 
face is many-faceted, my body protean, according to time, 
climate, and the demands of fiction. (153) 

If anything, ~Vhite gamely caters to the "demands of fiction" his readers 

have produced, gratifying their hegemonic versions with w'hite the stone-

flinc~er (16); the aàmirer of r.!ad wanen (20); the "cnangeling" (46); the 

horrible boy who spat in his rnother 1 s face (22); the boy who once "half­

throttled" his sister (28) - a veritable monster. Rather than struggle to 

"overcane a revulsion" for what he is doing, it is just as likely that White 

is enjoying deluding his deluded readers. The trickster does caution us: 

"~ma.t te tell and what te leave out while conveying the truth remains the 
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great question. 'lbe acter in us cannet always resist the lauqh" (134). 'lbe 

"black in hbite" contributes the satiric elements in Flaws. Satire is an 

appropriate medium for White' s metafiction because it is, as Jonathan SWift 

put it: lia sort of glass wherein beholders do generally di.scover every­

body's face but their own, which is the chief reason for the kind of 

reception it meets in the world, and that so very few are offended with it" 

(qtd. in Cuddon 598). 

~vbite admits to a thirst for knowledge: "Fran an early age l was 

inquisitive: anxious te hear, te see, te open any unopened door, to 

e.o.cperience, te know" (l8). Against this desire is "the mystery of locked 

words," INnose very intangibility pranises "a release frcl1l boredcin" (7). 

Roland Barthes has renarked that the desires to know, to write, and to be a 

critic are aIl expressions of the Saille "demand" for the "impossible abject" 

(qtd.. in UL'1\er 73). wl1ite's flawed portrait underscores his neverending 

quest: 

'lbe ultimate spiritual union is probably as impossible to 
achieve as the perfect wor!< of art or the unflawed human 
relationship. In matters cf faith, art, and love l have 
had to reconcile myseIf te starting again where l began. (74 ) 

I have to get on with what bas still to be written. (142) 

We collect ourselves as far as it is ever possible. (256) 

Christine Brooke-Rose 1nSists that "AlI writing is necessarily" 

"a piecemeal atte:npt te master a totality, to impose a structure, through 

the holes of which fall the infinite other pieces" ("Self-COnfrontation" 

132) • It is this attribute of writing which aligns Patrick Mu,;e with 

."lis reader even as he dismisses the latter's project. It is a paradox which 

has touched the wrk of all metafictional writers wose texts have becaœ 

authoritative despite their focus on the nultivocity of language, writers 
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like Jaa;ues Derrida and Roland Barthes. 'lbe notion of the sign's "flight" 

bas been written, and has therefore set l.ike sculpture. 

'lhere are numerous indicators in Flaws in the Glass which should 

sensitize the reader te the creative catIpOl\ent of White's text. For 

example, he speaks of meeting Australian balladeer Banjo Peterson (noted for 

spinning yarns), and \tJIOnders: "Whether the stranger speke te a child whose 

face was buried in a slice of melon l can' t remember" (6). 'lbe discrepancy 

between iVhite's vivid image of the boy standing in the garden and the blank 

he "draws" about whether or net Banjo speke te him is jarring. In another 

e.'CalIIple, White's grandparents are described as an "imposing, handscxœ, 

violent couple:" hbite cites "hearsay and their photographs" as evidsnce 

(8). One clue to these puzzles is White's admiration for his Uncle Clem and 

Sid Kirk, early sources of infoImation for the writer: "If each was 

inclined te improve on fact, their irnprovements were gifts te an emerging 

novelist in a generally unirnaginative world" (11). 

Of his second chapter, "Journeys," White explains that 

in speaking of Greek Islands l am not setting out to 
canpile a guide canplete with archeological sites, dates, 
distances, and heights. What l shall try te show is how 
they add to this self-portrait l have undertaken, and 
the 1ll:)st important relationship of rrrt life. (171 ) 

Nevertheless, the rest of the chapter does read like a Baedeker. In effect, 

White is saying - by omission - that to.write directly of his relationship 

with r.1anoly would be te falsify it. Just three pages earlier, White sa.ld 

that his life with Manoly "could not" be shared "with anybody else" (168). 

'!he gulf between hO'.ol this chapter reads and how White ~ it should be 

read is underlined when he propitiously notes: "We did the sites, but this 

is not a guidebook" (173). Funny, it reads like one. Still later, he 

insists that flNobody writing a book on the Aeqean Islands would link those 
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l 'm about ta include," as if ta ccntixm that he is still writing about 

Manoly (187). Finally, when he writes about "those foreigners who want te 

possess, and 'Nho incidentally destroy an island" (183), the mention of the 

resultant destruction is not "incidental" at aIl because the. violence the 

islands have suffered parallals the "brutality of half-knowledge" which 

~hite has suffered (256). 

Flaws in the Glass is an ideal vehicle for wbite' s denouncement of 

critics, incluëing one representative of the school of unequivocality: 

ambivalence has given me insightn into human nature, denied, 
l believe, te t."ose who are uneguivocally male or female -
and Professor Leonie Kramer. l ~uld not trade MY halfway 
house, frail thougn i t Ce, for any of the entrenchments 
of t.~ose who li.!<e te t."link t."enselves unaquivccal. (154) 

Of course, in saying Ws, ~mte merely usurps Krame,:,'s entrenchrrents with 

those of his CMn. He lets the reader know that he is fully aware that he 

attacks his critics just as stubbornly as they assess him: "tVhere l have 

gone wrong in hfe is in believing that total sincerity i5 ccrnpatible with 

human intercourse Il (155). True or false? 'lbe tric!<ster continues by 

admitting t."lat his "pursuit of that razor-blade truth" has made him a 

"slasher" (155). Naemi Schor 1 s description of the "~:tJ.Ilg eàge" ('la 

coupure ') in C-eorge Sand' s writing, another writer who transgressed nonns r 

is germane: "'lbe' coupure 1 figures the diacr~tical slasn that institutes 

difference withm sarneness" (gtd. in Miller 263). How, then, dces wbite 

establish differentiation? The ~ges of cutting in Flaws show that it is 

predicated on t.'le silences in his texts, silences due to language transform­

ing its objecte White represents the violence of inscription in the 

following vignette: 

l can still visualise the blood of those pine trees congealing 
in silver-çrey gouts where initiaIs had been carved or 
schoolboys' vicious boots bad scarred them. ( 17 ) 
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'!he carved initiaIs represent authorship and l'!l~ "silver-grey gouts" evoke 

'mte's amipresent mirror; the act of carving itself and the "vicious 

toots" both attest to writing's brutality. '!he tree, llO.\' transformad, has 

bled. 'Ibis b100d represents the te.'<t's freedan frc:m fixed interpretations. 

Blood is, as ~llite e.'Cp1ains e1sewhere, "the river which cannot be crossed" 

(251) • 

Of his experience at boarding-school, White says: "Sanehow l survived 

and becarre a different kind of brute, far sharper if l had known" (17-8). 

~~anings proliferate. Perhaps ~llite a1ludes to his selection of sharp 

subjects sinee a few oÏ his novels "were ignored in the beginning, sane 

reviled cù"'ld dismissed as pornography" (145). The Il sharp" brute may be 

acknowledging his own cleverness in writing metadiscursive texts, texts 

which l.ave apparently proved toc "sharp" for IOOst readers. ~lhite wonders at 

one point: "~ma.t makes a situation funny te an Englishman and cruel ta an 

Australian?" (33). His answ-er: "Pernaps the early days in Australia were 

too brutal ta encourage a cutting wit" (330). White is that "cutting wit" 

and he hopes t.'1e time will cerne when ."lis metafiction will be better 

understooà. 

In fact, wllite likens his rnind ta a bag, "stuffed with snippets of 

It1aterial of contrasting textures and clashing colours Il (38). He contends 

that "it is this rag-bag of a disorderly mind which has roore than anything 

offended sane" critics, and pontificates: "For them the controlled aono­

chrome of reason, for me the annium gatherum of instinctual colour which 

illuminates t.'1e roore often than not irrational behaviour of sensual rran Il 

( 38 ) • t-mi te 1 s canplaint i5 against "academics Il ( 38) and, as Linda erodkey 

has noted, "academic" is often understaod "as a pejorative" and not merely 

a "generic term" (4). And, as if the "ncnocbrare of reason" weren 1 t enough 
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("mcnochraœ" designates a painting done in various shades of ~ oolour), 

White bas ta add that the critics' t~.niques are "controlled." The 
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critics' readinq, "aute implies, is confiJ:rnatary rather than exploratory, 

SlOOOthing OlIer ...mat David caute caUs "the artifice and dizguises endemic te 

art" ("c:armit::r.ent" 268). Were he ta even attempt such control, t."le 'NCrld 

Caute depicted \<K:)uld emerge "crippled by innocence" (268). ~ihite meets the 

same challenges in both his hterary and extra-literary endeavours: 

foreigners who have spent five minutes in Australia and 
grcwn sentimental over their superficial acquaintanceship 
think you have gone off your rocker or that you are another 
of t."ose Australians with the so-cal1ed inferiority canp1ex 
if you tell them the truth about it. What you truly feel 
about a country or an individual of great personal interest 
te yeu, ge.'lerally shocks \\ne."l yeu are honest aocut t.~ose 
feelings. (201) 

Flaws in the Glass foresees its critlcal recept~on, leaving tantalising 

clues for the re.:1der: "This was one of the more memorab1e occasions when \oJe 

spent hours wal tll1g for t.~e connecting bus at a crossroaàs, in this event 

Para - crypt~c name" (209). ~lithout the secret~ve "cryptic," the reader 

would probably have cont1nued reading wit."lout a second t.~ought to yet 

another name fran \Vhite's tour of Greeee. Hcwever, by insistmg that the 

tcwn 1 5 na.-ne has a secret or amoiguous It'.eaning, wllite plays W1.t.~ the reader' s 

desiro to U1te..""Pret the te."<t definitively. Perhaps this is why he pra1.ses 

the Greeks who "are accustcmed to wait" "without an inkling of wnat is in 

store," even as the reader 15 wondering what h"hite rreans by calling Para 

CryptlC. ~'Vben \'Ybite suggests that noboày \lino "has suffereà paradiarrhoea in 

a f 1.1 t.'1y Para lavatory, wal cing for the bus which d"esn r t arrive" will ever 

"be the same again" ( 209), is he ca5t1gating t."e verbal diarrhoea of critics 

trying to e.xorcise the silences in \'a-tl.te 1 s te.'Cts? 

Ntute again invites our scrutiny of bis novels' reception with the 

following aèmonlt~on: 
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Den 1 t despair however, any of yeu who have continued 
readinC;: it is possible te recycle snit. COUld this œ 
my positive messAge to the Australian optimistic jingle­
writers of today? (116 ) 
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'lbe sardenic wit aside, w"hite sets the ground fer a critical disccurse which 

will net pretend to Ironepolise multivocal te.'CtS. 'lbe word "recycle" reveals 

the transfonnative pcssibilities of White and of his writing. As he says, 

"I am prebably pretty average crap, which will in time help fertilise the 

eart.;''' (183), said, perhaps, in ccntradistinctien te the paradiarrhceic 

rnalady of those "academic wltures" (250). 

Because v~tels texts are dis~sive, he has little use fer the dyadic 

~,eughts of sorne readers: 

Througheut my writing life l have enceuntered fiercely 
contradictory Judc;rr.ents: '!bat H.imnelfarb isl is not a Jew: 
that l know everyt.'''ling/not!'ling about waneni that what l 
write illuminates, or on the other hanâ, that rrrt novels 
are inccmprenensJ..Ole, borl.ng rubbish. But 1 e.'lCpect any 
wr1ter who takes rlSKS has had tins battle fought out 
over his body, live or dead. (150-1) 

The violation of his ta~s/boày aligns w1lite's poetics Wl.th those of 

(post)feminist critics. And, indeed, he does 'Joice his empathy: "Only the 

feminists, unàerstanàably, \oJOulà have accuseà" (252). His economy of 

language and sexuality, hO\t."ever, is anarchl.c ln that he contradictonly 

accepts ~ rejects membersh1p ln marginal SOCl.et1es, ac~~owledging the 

"lightning flasnes of harosexual perception" (135) at cne E=Ql.nt, whereas at 

other tilnes he chooses to range in aH directlons: 

1 see myself not 50 ffiUC".h a harosexual as a cru.nd possesseà 
by the 5p1r1t of rran or 'n'CItWl accorèlJlg ta actual Sltuatlons 
or the c."laracters l become in my Wrlting. (81) 

t'ihite e~races the marglnal status wnich others have accorded hlITl 

I::ecanse it frees h.l..i1 fran the narrcw confines lnflicted on the so-called 

"normal" members of soclety (103,151): 
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Once 1 set fire te a gunyah to shc::7.f that it couldn It be 
shared with strançers. Years later 1 persuaded myself 
that 1 hadn1t been acting merely as a selfish child, but 
that an avatar of those fran whan the land had been taken 
had invested one of the unwanted whites. (16) 
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'n1e punsterls "one of the unwanted whites" refers not only te the caucasians 

who took the land fran t.he aboriginals, but also te the autLor as unwanted 

"Wnite, Il an idea whicb 4'ectJrs in his self-portrait: "t'Ilen 1 returned te 

France 1 was told 1 speke ë'rench with a German accent: just as at school in 

England 1 was accused of being a cockney or colonial, and back in Australia, 

la bloody Pan lll (41). Family mernbers also rejected him wnen nis first 

novels were published: l"He diën't get it fran the wbites! 1 One of the 

1 Saumarez 1 s?insters was very firm on that score" (43). His iwther was also 

ashamed, but ~m~te transforms her hurt by according himself a spec~al place 

in Australian nistory: 

"I never thought 1 'd have a freak for a son!" As Suzanne 
may have been the prototype Australian Sue, Paèdy was 
probabl y i ts f irs~ labelleà freak. ( 43 ) 

Although the above rurtUna.t~cns read rather tcngue-in-chee.!(, wbite does 

value his ambivalence: 

1 recogn1Zed the freedan be~ng conferred on me te range 
thr -'lgh every var~ation of the human :nind, to play so 
marli roles m so Il'any contramctory envelopes of flesh. (35) 

Labels are out, as the following indicates: "'I11ose who discuss the hc:m::r 

s~~l ccnè~t~on Wlth endless hyster~cal del~ght as thougn it had not 

e.'I(isteà, ~'I(cept in theory, before t.hey discovereà the~r own, have always 

struck me as colossal bores" (80). Like Nl.etzsche before hJ.m, w1'1ite argues 

that there lS only one norm: that of the inàividual (8l.rth of Traceàv 34). 

f'1aws in the Glass is a politica1 t~'Ct wl'uch sceaks of conventions (18) 

and masks (103,182) which have been forced on wbite and on his writing, 

albeit unsuccessfully, since they are afforded protection by that "eternal 
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barrier of speech Il (47). For example, when his head muter \1IU dismissed 

under unsavory circumstances, M'lite felt obliC;ed te scorn the man as his 
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classmates' .. tribal. convention demanded Il (18). Nevertheless, his personal 

convictions renained constant; he continued te sympat.'üse with t.he dismissed 

(8). Eroox.e-Rose says, wit.'1 finality: "such paterronizing still fcgs MY 

frays (but nct my phrases), the abolishers of my discourse still dog my 

dialogue but net my dialogizing" ("Self-Canfrontatien" 131). 

Flaws in the Glass is the (X'litical autc::me of vJhite 1 s "responslbility" 

te Australia (201). In fact, he seems a bit apologetic t."1at he wasn 1 t 

~litlcally active sooner: 

Of course t.'1a real reascn fer ~ no ~~re ~'1an t.'1eoretical 
involvement Wlth t.~e Spanish Civil \'lar was a relationshlp 
with sanebody "on the wrang side. Il (63) 

He s~s ta recall having beA-n influenced in thlS by Roy de ~4istre, but 

he gracleusly concedes: "Hcwever lt was , l can 't hold lt against him" (63). 

New, ~bit:e asks: n(H'joN is it possible for any but a superficial artist te 

Il.ve anë work inslde a vacuum?" (226). Ircnlcally, ~mite does speak about 

"caru.ng out" in t.'1is self-portrait, but he refers to his politicklng and net 

te his harose.xuality. The personal risks associated wit., "caning out" 

accentuate the importance of wbite's struggle agalnst Australla's status 

quo. 

Eecause w1ute ' s heurlstics embrace contradictlon, he can speak fondly 

of "t."1e most scurrilous conversaticn" he cnced shared Wlth the palnter 

OOce11 <135-6), wbereas another frlend - regrettably - "remembe.rs with saine 

inaccuracy t.'1e scurrllous conversations" shared with Ntute in Kassala (89) ~ 

By ~eans of his antit.~etlcal dlSCOurS~, thlS exaggerated egotlSt dissolves 

what Allce Jardine calls "narclsslstic fixations- dissolving them befCJre 

they becc:ne rigl.dified as soclosymbolic structures" ("Opaque" 109). 
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Actually, althouqh White dces see riqidification in sane academic and social 

discourses, it is net toc late te act. Acc:ordi.nqly, he tries to !Nay bis 

reader: 

A. pragmatic nation, we tend te confuse reality with 
surfaces. Perhaps this dedication te surface is why 
we are ccnstantly fooled by the creoles who mcstly 
govern us. (128 ) 

His use of the wards "we" and "us" emphasize ~Vhite's solidarity with his 

fellow cl.tizens. The implications for the reader who is loolting into an 

object callee Flaws in the Glass are equally ccnspicious. And yet, against 

this plcture of allegiance is the abuse whiC'h wllite has suffered fran 

readers and critics who saw him "as an intruder, a breaker of rules, a 

threat to the tradition of Australian literature" (139). 

White descrl.bes his introduction te local politics in a section 

entl.tleà, "InCldent in Martin Road and the Shocking Career which Developed 

out of It" (221-27). The by··line, which mimics sensationalistic journalisnt, 

is a sarcastl.c carment on what attracts a reader's attention. None of what 

follows is shocking, not even the fact that w'hite tells us the name of the 

nel.ghbaur who approached Whlte for help: he draws a blank about the seconâ 

man: Il an acaè.emic whose narœ l forget" ( 222 ) • 

In 1975, Australla' s governor-general "dismissed the Government elected 

by t.'1e Australlan people" (231). wl'lite mentions this and then inmediately 

defers: 

Tao much has been written already about this shoddy episode 
of hl.story. l shall not go into it again in what is intended 
as a self-portrait. (231) 

For ~oJhite, however, this ignaninious cccasion proves that "this supposedly 

sophistic3ted country ls stJ.ll, alas, a colonial sheep run" (232). Far fran 

being beyond the scapa of his self-portrait, his country's political climate 
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is pertinent because the people' s voice wu appropriated by the governor­

general. White's metadiscursive texts would give back that voice, or 

rather, have each person take what is rightfully his or her own, as White 

does himself in Flaws in the Glass. 
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Clearly, \\bite feels that the onus is on him to liberate the minds of 

others. He recounts the time he speke with a student, a "young god" and 

"putative artist in bis mother's book" (253): 

ME: 

Y.G. : 

••• the camus book your mother told me -
l expect it 's L'Etranger. 

Yair, that's the one we're doing now ••• 

He is wiping the sweat fran his cheek. ls i t such a 
terrible experience ta be asked what was only half a question? 
l try again. 

ME: And what about the English books? 

Y.G.: (grunts, alnl:>st greans at this old man's 
perversi ty) can 't remanber ••• (gasps again, this 
t.i..'1le brushL'1g the sweat fran his fore.'lead) l' 11 let yer 
knC7.\! ••• (253) 

Whi te dces net expect the boy to becane a better canmunicator, but sees 1 t 

as ms job to be better understood. ~'hen the wri ter wenders, "If l 11 ve 

long enough ta carmunicate with him at aIl, l' his assumed obligatlon is 

manifest (253). In this, \"obi te may be a candida te for John Barth 15 rrodel 

of the "ideal postmoàernist": he "aspires to a fiction more ëerro::ratic ln 

its appeal," texts which appeal to more than just the "professlonal àevotees 

of high art Il (203) • Far fran being "Patrick Wni te the artlst/monster," 

"stuck j
, - as Penny Gay reads him - in the "lOOàern ~lOrld," Wrute is a llfef 

text/disoourse stuck only by those readers who 19nore the evidence of hlS 

dispersion (408). 'Ihese readers prefer to glue theU' articles and essays 

together into what \Vhite rnetaphorically refers te as their "pap~er mâché 

version of monsters left over fran the pre-historic lanëscape" (256). 
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White's tale of the inconerent youth showS that nis canplaint resides 

with society's infrastructures: 

As for the artist, there is no faint flicker that has not 
been effectively quenched, cy upbrinqing, education, 
organised sport. The anists are here al! right, but they 
have tl') elhow their way against the surqe of the colonial 
sheep race. (253) 

Rather than bleat with the "frustration" of the "kids and lambs" "when the 

dirty calice bags attached to their mothers' udders denied them accass, Il 

w'hite would have us becane our own source of sustenance (S8). This dces not 

prec1ude having the ability te 1augh at ourselves; ~bite laughs at himself 

in Flaws, even at t."e risk of sanetimes sounding like a television 

ccmr.ercial: 

sexuality refreshes and strengthens through its ambivalence, 
if unconsciously - even in Australia - and defines a nation's 
temperarr.ent. ( 154 ) 

"Even in Australia"! Laughter, as Luce Irigaray has argued, challenges 

"the adequ.acy, the llnivocity, the truU1 ••• of a discourse which claims to 

state its awn meanlng" (qtd. in Eerg 69). The humour in w1üte's metafiction 

helps, as he hints in ~, to "e.'(orclse the camrunity voice" (49) which 

prevents us fran rest=Onding creatively ta the contingencies in life. 'ivhlte 

entertains ~,e possLbility of generating offspring, stressing that his wish 

depends on the reader's appreciation of his rnetafictional strategies. 

Flaws in the Glass could ~ake his wisn more viable: 

Nanoly and l won ft breed another generat~on unless those 
who read and understand my books. l believe that books 
could breed future generations in spite of t.'e pressures 
on Australian children to cnoose illiteracy and m1ndless­
ness, or if home-bred totalitarians and fore~an invaders 
do not destroy our tentatlve Australlan literature. (201-2) 
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Very frequently writers interpret their anti­
realist vocation in terms of writinq atout a 
novelist writinq about a novelist writing about 
a novelist ••• ad infinitum. This is tedious, 
introspective, and masturbatory. 

David caute 

They tell }'Ou to keep a notebOOk. That 1 s 
~t1ere all such splinters and masturbatory 
devl.ces are stored. Indispensable after death, 
for t,e parasite students and academJ.cs who 
eat out your liver and lights - your heart. 

Alexandra Xenophon Cemirjian Gray 

Reaàers cannot overlOOK the metafictional markers in ~1hite 1 s latest 

novel, Mem:Jirs of ~.anv in One (1986), an exciting de~ure frcm his earlier 

te.'CtS in carmunicating its narrative se1f-consciousness. lts ludic qua-

1ities are displayed on the title page, which says that the rnerroirs have 

bec-n written by Alex Xenopnon Denirjian Gray and edited by Patrick Whlte. 

wny is it, then, that tmite's name appears in capitalized, bold-facecl type, 

lea;Jlng frem the page as Alex' S name, long as it is, doea not? And why, on 

the facing page, are the novels, stories, plays and autobiograpny "by the 

SaIne autnor" those of Austraban novehst, Patrick White? 

The title, wnich frames the te.'Ct, evokes the "age-old .unage" of the 

SnaKe with its taü in l.ts moutn, in that ":'lany" lS subsumed in "One" (whl.cn 

is the binary oppas i te of "~~.any"). 13 At the same t.ime, use of the neuter 

gender, as Maurice Elanchot puts it, "maltes all synthesis irnposslb1e" (qtd. 

in Taylor 232-33). Ursula Le Guin also discusses the hoop snake analogy, 

irnplormg the reaâer/\lriter to "[t]ake the tale ln your teeth" (199). Alex 

Gray has obviously figured t.lus out for herself. She writes: "I spent d 

dellcious ncrning with myself, MY wr~tlng" (64). Ber metafictional mert1)irs 
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encourage respect for the "àifference in the text (in the textual self)" 50 

that we will resist the "inpllse te hancqenize it" (Rendall 64). 

Alex is a literary crusader who rejects nor:ns for thOse of her own 

choosing on 0311 of her p~lgrimages. Her excursions sue for the primacy of 

the creat~ ve process: 

In rrrt writing-boOk l wrl.te cross out write cross out 
again again can l believe that l A.."'1 l l must find the 
Mystic l must find Ceg ••• (96) 

'lbere are no (Derridean) erasures in this passage, even t..'1ough she writes 

about crossing out parts of her texte As a result, the reader recognizes 

both the e."CpOsed writing process !!È. Alex's op9Qsition to corrective 

readings. 

On the very first page of her o9us, Ale.'C \<\'onders: "1 don' t know where 

to begin what may turn out a rronstrous mistake - start at the begirming? 

Plunge in today?" (17). In writing this, Ale.'C both p1unges in and a11udes 

to the imposslbl.lity of her \oJriting frcm any place ot."ler than where she i5. 

This open.ll1g sentence ac!mowledges that, as Edward Sal.d puts it, a ver.cal 

beginning is "bcth a creative and a critical a~l.vity" (xi). Even if the 

reader has missed the metaf ictional marÂers on the tl tle page of Merous, 

the first sentence quick1y reiterates t."le novel's orientation. 

Ale.'C may often declare: Il l shall remain l - Empress Ale.'<aIlàra of 

Byzantl.um Nicaea Sollyrna Senha and Sydney Austra1ia," but her identlty as 

such is decldedly problematic (116). For instance, she pleads with her 

daughter and their famlly friend, Patrick w1üte: "If only you '11 believe 

in me - ooth of yeu" (23). However, she i.rmleàiately wenders about her 

request: "Cid III believe in what l was saying?" (23). Her self-

questl.oning, on nu.'l\erous OCcaSlOns, sU9POrts David caute' s contentl.on: 
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A literature which i.'lVites its audience te question the 
prevailing social structure and sccial ccnaciousn .. s IIIlSt 
constantly question and expose itself. (Illusion 22). 

Alex' s I!Xag9erated anphasis on the personal pronoun, here anc:i elsewhere, 

also recalls Merleau-Ponty' s dictum that 

''l'' will never be. Tc write atout oneself is implicitly 
te pesit oneself as an "other", to narrate or lùstoricize 
oneself as a character in one' s own discourse. (qtd. in 
~la.ugh 132) 

'!he varieus personae Alex Gray adopts tes tif y te her (the text' s) inscru-

tability: liA freshly acquired name gives me a fresn leave of life," sne 

says (177). "r-1yself always in the shadcws. l was nothing. I!:!! nothing" 

(74) • Ale.'( estab1ishes her inde~dence fran ethers' intet'?retations, 

speaking of the freedan her "body and mind enjoyed only in writing anà 

dreams ll (66), and reminding her editer that, "Enfin, l am net as others ... 
(129) • 

Alex's daughter, Hilda, considers herself the family archivist, 

al t.'1ough she is no more than an imposter or fraud in Ale.'\(' s estimation: 

'iribose silly old papers of yours - the so-called arctti.ves, Il Alex complains, 

" 

Il are cnl y l'lalf the truth. 'Ihat 's wny l' m writing my !TIE!ltCirs. Arch~ ves have 

no soule Yeu \ooOuldn' t understand that Il ( 21) • ~~ereas Alex is aware of the 

falsification involved in wrlting, Hilda clings to the belle! that arc~ival 

recorès are unb~ased and factual. Little dces she realise that she is a 

"cheat wno needs" Alex's "aI"'.swers to pass her exam" (52). Editor 'i'ihl.te 

mentions Hilda in his introduction: 

At first appearance, her ooother' s slave, she was also her 
mother' s keeper: she kept t."le archives, as oP90sed te 
Alex' s arcane rneroirs. \'àietner archives or memcirs 
contained t."le truth it mgnt be difficult te declde. (16) 

In saying t,.lus, the editor is net necessarily suggestlllg that truth is 

contained in one of el.ther the archives or the mernoirs. His cannents do, 



l 

(~ 

(. 

71 

l1c:7.eVer, sUCJgest that memcirs are, as a rule, subordinate to archives; Hilda 

is therefore "keeper" of Alex because Hilda "kept the archives." 'Ihe 

archivist blurs the line between the memoirist and her writing. 

When Hilda discovers Alex sitting in front of an open suitcase 

"overf1.owing" with letters, she L-rmediately wants to l<ncw what they are 

(83). She stirs the contents wit."l her hand but withdra\iS it guickly, "as 

though bitten by a spider" (83). Alex 1 s arcane atem:)irs prave inimical to 

the arcn~vist 1 s hanà. Alex has already drawn our attention to her Arachnean 

text: "1 am protecting rnyself by cultivating this jungle of \<tOrds. None of 

the Eoobies will investigate me if l plait the branches densely enough" 

(51) • r-*.eanwhil~, t.~e usur;o..r \vculd have t."lcse let'ters - letters of love 

and doubt, of vulnerability - on documentary grounds alone: "You :nust hand 

over the su~ tcase, Il Hilda cannands (84 ) • "AH these letters are rny 

concern - as archivist" (84). Regardless of her denands, the letters won1t 

yield much infor.nation te Hilda. Ale."( opens a letter which is sealed 

w~th roould and folded in a "dart or aeroplane," signs of the letter's 

'flight' frou tnose who would secure its meaning. Hilda advises her mother 

te "let ot."lers interpret the past - objectively," but the rraroirs -

implicitly - ex'9ress the flnal W'Ord on the matter: "She snaps the hasps on 

the bulging Globeite. And t."lat, Hi:da believes, is t."lat" (ern;:has~s aèded) 

(84) • 

Not one te stop assa~ling the daughter's deficiencies, Al~"( also notas 

the archi vist 's love of ranances. One evening 1 Hilda hears her root."ler 

talking and goes te her: 

"Try to sleep. ShaH l bring yeu a cup of warm milk 
with sone hcney in it?" 

Ale."( replies: 

"No. You must have been reading the eartland 'NC1I1all." (35) 
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Alex alse rrcclœ Hilda' s ranantic tendencies when thair conversation turns 

te a friend of Hilda' s brother. Alex beqins: 

"I believe bis name is Morqenstern - • Mcrning Star' 
if yeu must kr1c7ti. Il 

"Never hearà of ru.m. eut wnat a lovely Mme. Il 
"'!bat' s what Hennan Woulc thought. Il 
It was wasted on her. ( 57 ) 
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It looks as though Alex hopes her snideness won' t be wasted on her readers. 

She woulà readily agree with Janice Radway's characterization of the romance 

reader's attraction to the genre as a "ritual of hope, Il ant~cipating 

satisfying conclusions before she MS even begun reading a ranance (207-8). 

'!he for.nulaie narratives are therefore reinforcing ~ mythe Ale.x rea1izes 

that aven if Hilda raads a t."'lcusand rc .. r.ancas, sne will really cnly te 

reaàing one reductive "text. Il 'Ihis acccunts, in part, for Alexis distrust 

of t:."le archi vist 's methods. Radway' s co:rrnents further exp1ain the 

antipat."'Y: 

The rQ~ee's pecu1iar narrative s~ategy seems to encourage 
the reader in her desire te have it bo1"...'1 ways. She can 
read t.~e story as a realistic novel about what might plausib1y 
occur in an individual wa:nan' s life without having to face 
the usua1 threat of the unKnown. (207) 

In the words of I-larK C. Taylor, Hilda 1 s is a "quest for eertainty and 

secur~ty" (41). As sueh, it is ccntrary te the uneontainable exeesses in 

and of Alex 1 s Memoirs. 

In her review of this novel, A. S. Eyatt suggests that Alex may be, 

"at least in part, the rusrep'.ltabla fantasy-fernale other half of ~'lhitels 

public autobiogra9hy, Flaws in the Glass" (357). Alex's metafictional 

machinations, however, are far frem Ceing disre9utable - agal.1l and agall1 her 

self-conscious ins~ghts into her fic:ivity wanouevre the reader (or at least 

endeavour to) into a t:.hl3Oretical understanding of her creative lieense. As 

Syatt remarks, wllite ".lS playing games, with himself and w~th his readers," 
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but Byatt is not amusea (357). Manoirs is, she concludes, "in many ways a 

tec]ious fantasy. Alex' s tatty epiphanies are grotesque and bathetic, and 

she herself lacks vitality and autonany. You. could argue that this is the 

nature of the e.,,<ercise" (357). Eut Alex is fully aware of every bathetic 

mcrnent in her merroirs, mcments which she herse!! bas orchestrated. To 

me.."tion just one of several exarnples, Ale.,,< writes: "I look at the waech l 

real..i.se l am not wearing ll (154). The others are deluded, not she. Nor are 

there "e;>ipham.es Il as such because, as mentioned earier, hers is a thorough-

ly metad~scursive te."<t. It highlights the IIgrotesque ll attempts to assert 

any vision as "real" or correct, to use 8yatt' s words. And Alex dces e."<Uae 

"vitality and autcnomy, Il flaunting her textuality and, consequently, her 

dispersicn. Yes, Memca.rs is an e.xercise, but we can hardly forget that "the 

world it maKes believe to engage ll is a self-consciously manipulated world 

of make-celieve (Byatt 35ï). 

If t.'1e reader wants to prove that Ale.,,< is iVhite' s "ct."ler," it is easily 

done. For exaITl9le, when a ferocious dog takes over Ale.x' s beà, her notes 

read: 

l pray with aIl the violence l am capable of injecting 
into my prayers. l pray to be re.1lOved to another situation. 
And as usually happens, my prayer ~s answered. (If l 
keep up thlS sort of t.'1ing l may quaI if Y as a candidate 
for canon~sation. l may even pass the l'est and contribuee 
SQ~thing to t.~e Australian tourist industry by beccmlng 
Centennial Park's Very Own Saint). (I06-i) 

Is it just a coincidence ~'1at Pat.rlC~ IVhite also lives at Centenn~al Park 

(Fla\vs 147)7 No - Ale.x's e;üsteoology admits that there is no coincidence 

without the observer who creates it. As Christine Brooke-Rose notes in 

A Rhetoric of the Unreal, u(t}he experie..'1cer relates, institutes differences, 

s:i.milantl.es and identitl.es/l (365). The successful "violence Il of Alex' 5 

wards does accentuate the power of rhetoric, but it also alludes ta its 

often unwarranted or unjust strength. It is not at all miraculous, sne is 
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sayinq, for ber prayer to be answered. How, &he asles, can we forqet that 

this fiesty, stubborn wcrnan is powerfully evoked through language, a.s are 

her actions? 

The numercus parentheses in Hencirs fom, alOO9 with the preface, 

epiloque and footnotes, the extremely useful "paratext" of White's latest: 

nove!. 14 As Alex' s parent.'1etical note - quoted above - suqgests, once 
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arcane texts are appropriated by society, the magic of the creative process 

is ignored in favour of a fo~ula which translates living ta~ into profits 

and prestige. Numereus parentheses in Mettoirs permit, as Robert ~rrissey 

explains, "the introàuctien of metadiscursi ve elements Il ( 50 ) • He adds that 

parent.'1.eses repraser.t a "rï.a.nner of slashing into the text" wrllch a110ws the 

reaàer to bette.r grasp how authors grcund "what seems te be a constantly-

shifting narrative" (49). The "fundamenta11y disamblguating role" which 

Morrissey attrJ.butes to parentheses accounts for their predœu.nance in 

h'hite' s metafictional text (50). 

Alex has little use for figures of authority and the ~~les others 

e.xpect her to abide. She claims, for instance, that at a depa.rt:rnent 

store it is "far simpler to help oneself te a lipstick in passing," even 

though she has rore than enough ('[Oney te pay for it (38). When she grabs a 

purse in wIuch to carry her liostJ.ck, a parenthetical note snOW6 us that 

Alex's ccrnpunction is not for transgressing a law, but for hastily snatching 

an object wnich is not to her liking: "I could only snatcn clumsJ.ly in 

passwg, and my hand carne away with a glaring patent-leather handbag (not at. 

a11 my style)" (38). 

Alex has barely closeà the purse when a salesclerk identifies her: 

'''l'hat 's the one. A real professional" (38). But, whereas the clerk, 

"corseted" inside "regulation" black, calls Alex a pro, the mernc)J.rist has 
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ether ideas, as another parenthetical confession makes clear: 

CA stranae ad .. ni.ssion: l coulà never aëmit te a friend, 
let aloné my writing-booics, that l am an amateur in 
any sphere of art, life, or spu'itual praet:.ice. Alas, 
it seems 1 am a h~ice - ~~~s at this early stage 
only ha1f of one. ( •• =.1) (98) 
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Contrary to what Me.'\( wr1tes, what ~ strange 1S her written aë.mssion that 

sne could never aâmit her amateur status in her writing-books, eS;>eCially 

strange S1l1ce it lS Sltuated within the "prl.v11eged place" of parentheses 

{~orns.sey 49 J • ThlS à1SCre~C'l makes her a hypocrite. However, what 

really makes her a ny;x:x:rl.te, or "only half of cne," is tne paraëoxl.cal 

bind wtuc.'1 has trap;:ed ot."ler tileoriscs, sucn as Jacques Derrida and Roland 

Ea.rthes. Alex's woràs and actions assert a rnetafictional resistance againsc 

mastery and yet, in e.'CpOS1l1g her inscrutabllity, she also assumes the 

mastery she ot.'1erwlse denounces. ~Jere she other t.'1an an arrateur, the 

measure of her expertlse \.;au1d contravene her professed freedom fran various 

lnterpretive communltles. 

Althougn Alex presumes to teach her readers {and is, consequently, a 

hypocnte J, perhaFs she is consoleà by the fact that sne is self-tramed. 

As she tells a cabdnver, "1 've got ta discover - by writing out - acting 

out my life - the reason for my presence on earth" (157). She listens ta 

herseIf, and not ta what others tell her is right or valid: 

l have studleà practically notiling beyond my own intuition -
oh, and by fits and starts, the BJ.b1e, t.~e Talmud, the 
Je'vlsh mystlC;s, the Bhagavad Gita, various Zen f'lasters, 
and dear 01d Fa ther Jung who, l a.'!! told, l misinterpret. ( 54 ) 

Ironically, Ale.'\( lists (as an afterthoughtJ seme of the mast sacred and 

revered canons ln the history of t.'1e printed word. As for "dear old Father 

Jung, Il Alex might just he taking a stab at the preponderance of Jungian 

interpretatlons accordeà Patric!( wbite 1 5 writing. 15 In any case, it would 
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matter little te a discoverer like Ale.'C te be "told" she "misinterprets" 

Jung. She is interested in her or.m answers, net those sanctioned by others. 

Alex's fight against the tyr,tnny of au~~oritative disoourses also 

points to the invasive influence of the rœdia. \~en she considers the 

prcblens she will have bringing a derro-:.'.1ystic into the house, she concludes 

that she had, and st~ll has, "wnat the radio 011s 'problems'," as if the 

radio's appellation author~ses ~~e reality of Alexis problems (95). She 

alludes te t.~e hold the m-oclla has on her fellO'N citizens wnen she describes 

an openin':J night audience, "ccntrli':luting to life by being where the cameras 

are. It 1 s expected of us" (166). Characterised as pawns of the media. Alex 

~,en ~Tagines how the poet ~~ly Dickinson, a very private and individual-

istic attist, might have served the media: 

wnat use would Emily Dickinson have beo-n keeping to her 
room with her 5upraterrestrial preoc=upations? The media 
\OiOuldn't have stood fer that, they 'WOuld have dragged her 
dcwn to ground level amongst the plastic and adulteries, 
and bugger her grain of sand. (166) 

The media, Ale.'<: concludes, 'NOulc: have reduced Dickinson ta an object, an 

object for ~C, they would have no use. Alex implicitly suggests that we 

rise up and "bugger ll the powerful media as she does. By avowing tha t she 

has "no neE!'i of media bounty, Il Alax rejects the violence of the bcunty 

hunters whose accounts are attained at the price of iulling; t.'e hunters, at 

any rate, believe they have capturecl and roounted the object, persan, or text 

under scrutiny (166). 

The rnenxJirist 1 s recollection of a ballroom dance at the Adolf Hüter 

Motel, ~vashington. D.C., p~ts her transgress~ve and liberat~ng dance against 

the absolutism figured by t.'1.e hotel' S Mme and location (44-46). However, 

in the course of Alex' s shoeless, ]e'Nel-strewing eurythmies, her foot 1s 

woundoo. 'Ibis creative spü'it i5 vulnerable ta her critics: 
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l am led, always limping, away, te lauqhter and applause, 
the sltitter of 1cettledNns diminishing, saxophones huffinq, 
qulpinq, siqhinq for saneone who can onlv be classed as a 
failure in the land of success (emphas1S added). (45) 
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Decades later, Alex is still a dancer. She tells Hilda: "You don' t rea.lise 

how supple l've remained fran beinq a dancer" (85). Hilda apparently 

ignores Alex and must be reminded: "You forget how supple l am after years 

of yoga and danclng" (99). Vera John-Steiner argues tnat "the expressive 

possibilitles of lTOvement reside in their lack of full convP..ntionalization" 

(166) • Dance, therefore, is an apt paradigm for Alex' s metadiscourse 

because it "leaves part of the task of interpretation to each individual" 

(John-Steiner 166). la Ale.'C allowing her audience interpt'etive latitude? 

She does to1erant1y express the hope that "sanebody may understanâ in tiIr.e" 

her altarity (86).16 

Alex claims that she envies her dauqhter 1 s self-satisfaction sinca her 

own "beauty ls a rrask, Il her "writing a subterfuge" (57). 'lbe hypocrite has, 

however, put the reader on quardi often, Alex 1 s announced subterfuge 15. the 

subterfuge. The editer also advertises the subterfuge of his met.'1ods. One 

of his editorial sections is preceded by the illuminating title, "Edjtor' 5 

Intrusion," discloslng his violation of Alexis memoirs (GO}. In 11is review 

of Hemoirs, A.P. Riemer protests that, "to be honest, the sditorial \\Ork i5 

not up to the standards of scholarly excellence one \\Ould expect. 'lbe 

notes, for instance, seem particu1arly randan" ("Patrick tVhite" 239). 

Riemer also finds fault with the occasional editorial silences at Chis) 

points of puzzlement. He concludes that "~Vhite should not have 1eft it to 

the possibly misp1aced ingenuity of the reviewer to sort out this puzzle ll 

(239) • And why not? If anything, the "particularly randan ll notes appear to 

cannent on the dubious authority of all editors. 
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In bis "Editorial IntrusiCX'l," the editor reca1ls his stroll with HildA: 

those who might have "bothered te notice [ ••• ] would not have looked long 

enough te work out who was guiding who - in the idian of our day" (61). 

Like Alex, editer White expect:s onlookers "te work out" their a.m under-

standing of their universe. However, at the same time that White advocates 

personal discoveries, he blatantly mocks the lIidianll which breaks rules of 

gramnar. IronicalIy, he argues for the freedan of expression correctly 

expresseà! Rules, the edit.or/novelist implies, are inevitable and perhaps 

even useful. 

Editor White's record of his conversation with Hilda shows him 

banbarding the ~ with questions: 

"~'lhat an inquisition, Patrick." 
"1 'm only trying to get to the bottan of what you' re 

telling me - work. out a plan of action for the future." (62) 

'Illeir conversation constitutes what Brian McHalp calls a "topos of post-

roodernist writing: the topos of the face-to-face interview between the 

author and his character" (213). McHale Hkens the resu1t of such 

conversations to the "short-circuit of the onto1ogica1 structure" (213). 

w1'lite, appropriate1y enough, has also indicateà Memoir's metafictiona1 

"short-circuit" in his prsface and postscript, both of which out1ine his 

role in (re)writmg Alex: 

seme of the dramatis persooae of this Levantine script 
could be the offspring of my own psyche. (16) 

htU1e l l - tile great creative ego - had possessed myse1f 
of Alex Gray' s life when she 'lIas still an innocent girl 
and created fran it the many image~, l needed to develop 
my own obsessions, bath literary and real. (192) 

White joins Alex in unabashedly foregrounding the latter' s raIe as an agent 

expressing wnite's meta1ingu1stic concerns. 
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one neeâ only ccnsider Alex's treatment of Shakespeare te understand 

that she scoffs at the thought of becaning a "candidate for canonisation" 

(IO?). The metafictionist's disdain for the Bard's unquestioned canon is 

evident when she speaks of the "traditionalists, the 'bardolators 1 Il for 
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whan she will present "my Viola, Titania, Hamlet, Lear, my Rosalind, above 

aIl, my Cleocatra, in excerpts frou the plays" (120). As Robert weimann 

explains, a literary canon "implicates sare socially ope.rative authority in 

selecting, appropr~ating, and delegating certain privileged fonr.s, e."'lergies, 

and effects of discourse" ("Shakespeare" 68). Recently, diverse critical 

theories have que5tioned the legitimacy of dU canons; it is fitting t.~t 

Alex, too, shoula participate in the aecanonisation of Shakespeare. 

The characters she deliberately anits or modifies share a commen 

constitution - they are silent, obecllent creatures. For instance, Alex 

tells Hilda and Patrick that she will inslst on il "straw Cordelia" when she 

plays Lear (121). In this, Alex illustrates t..'1e futility of Cordelia 1 s 

resolve to "IAJve, and be silent" (1.1.61) in contradistinction to the words 

of her sisters which, though false, gain their father ' s approval. 

Alex also finds it necessary to adjllst the nurnber of acters in Antonv 

and Cleocatra: 

l persuaded the director to eut the role of Octavia, an 
insipid character any way you look at her. No one could 
accuse ~ of having it in for OCtavia, when Cleopatra 
herself shared my opinion. Octavia is dispensable. (131) 

Like Cordelia, Octavia is useless because she i5 wit.~out speech. She i5 a 

silent partner, obediently canplying when her brother. Caesar, pledges her 

band to Antony as a truce between the two power-hungry men. Octavia may be 

a wanan "wl1ose virtue and whose general graces speak," but she dces not 

(2.2.130). She is, as Enobarbus characterises her, "of a holy, cold, and 

still conversation" (2.6.121-22). Her acquiescence is of no use te Alex. 
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Octavia' s antithesis i5 Cleopatra, ruler of E9YPt, lover of Antony, 

and Alex's favourite character in Shakespeare. Cleopatra i. al5O, as 
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Harvey Rovine notes, an e.'lCtremely talkative female character when contrasted 

with the number of silent waœn in Shakespeare' s drarœs (37). Like Alex, 

Cleopatra is a prolific writer, repeatedly callinq for her Il i.nk and paperll 

so that she can bc:mbard Antony with greetinqs. Cleopatra encourages her 

messençer to describe Octavia as uqly and dull because that is what she 

wants to hear. Nor will Cleopatra hear of staying behind while others fight 

to determine her future, her meaning: 

Sink Rane, and their tongues rot 
That spaak against us! A charçe we bear in' th 'war, 
And, as the president of my kingdan, will 
Appear there for a man. speak not against it, 
l will not stay behind. (3.7.15-19) 

'lbe ruler 1 s outspoken detennination matches the mettle with which both Alex 

and ~~ite discharge archivists, critics, and academics 'Nho lNOuld leave thern 

out of the discourse on their metadiscursi ve texts. 

As for theatre critics, the Sydney Mornina Herald. prcmises and deUvers 

"K. V .H. Il (lithe Critic, Il as Alex calls him), flown in for one of the theatre 

company's perfor.rnances in the OUtback. eefore the show, various members of 

the canpany tri to decipher the initials: 

We were all famiUar with King Harry, but that V ••• 
Linda, who is a bitch, but a nice one when she is 01': 

side, suggested the V could stand for Vampire, e.,,<cept that 
K. V.H. might have sha...n more signs of the blocd he ~as 
sucked. (129) 

Alex implies that K.V.H. is representative of critics. He is a lifeless 

vampire, as is his methodology - his parasitical rr.ethods depend on the 

blood/creative processes of the living bodies/texts he robs. Obviously, 

Ale.,,< doesn' t think the Vampire i5 too 5uccessful at what he does: "Once 

or twice l caught sight of the Critic's face (sa unmist:akably palUd)1I (130-
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31) • Here, the parenthetical paratext alerts the reader te Alex 1 s authoria1 

freedan, even as the textua1 intrusion ~hasizes the failure of the 

Critic's discourse. The litany continues in Alex's letter te MUte, in 

which she quotes K.V.K. 's reviewo He claims that 

he did not stay for t-1s. Gray's lOOnologues Oollv FOJ:m:)sa 
and the Happy Few because he mlght have found them "too, 
tao modern." Understanèable of course when you and l know 
that the critic's last gesture te rrociernity was many years 
ago when he invented Brecht. (135) 

In The Illusion, David caute portrays Brecht as "the ncst formidable 

opponent of illusionisrn" (179). caute describes the playwright' s meta-

discursive methods: 

Noting t.~at many writers try to give t.~e L~ression that 
everythl.Ilg in their ~rk happens of its own accord [ ••• } 
he cœments: "Of course this is a swindle, and apparently 
the idea is that if it canes off it will increase the 
spectator's pleasure. In faC'!: it dces note M'lat the 
spectator, an'ftlay the experienced spectator, enjoys about 
art i5 the making of art, the active creative element." (179) 

Ale;< rejects the cri tic. 1 S lame e.'Ccuses because if he had truly appreciated 

or understood Brecht, he could not have suspected any performance of being 

"toc, toc modern. Il Caute also explains that "Genius or talent" makes art 

"happen" whereas "the critic e.'Cists to say ~ happened" (192). '!he 

!!!raId'S critic, however, doesn't even stay te see what happens. It is 

dismi5sed out of hand. 

For Alex, i t is the process of creating, and not the product, which 

sustains he.r, literally and figuratively speaking. The metafictional 

emphasis on process lS c1ear in the review Alex .Unagines she might receive: 

••• unort..hodox to say the 1east. But do we expect 
orthodoxy fram a great creative artist? No Bernhardt, 
no Cuse, Ms. Gray stands on her own - she f10ws rather, 
as rhythmically as the waters of the NUe. If the audience 
was puzzled at times by what she offered, they may under­
stand in retrospect the experience througn which they li ved 
that night in OChte.cn::x:hty. For me, it will remain a 
landmark in the theatre of the unexpected ••• (130 ) 
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'Ihe critic Alex bas had the misfortune te Jcncw shies away fran unorthodoxy. 

Expecting the unexpected, ne :cushes back te the safety of Sydney (134). 

'lbe respenses of Alex' s ~tback audiences, the innediacy of their 

reactions, are pivct.:,l. 'lbese audiences really experience a "theatre of 

the unexpected" for, as Alex remi.nds Patrick, "mcst of the deprived indi-

viduals we play ta haven' t se-:a-ll any of t..'1ese characters in any shape or 

forme Not like the professional 'bardolators' in the capital cities of this 

colony" (128). 1-..5 a result, the canpany's perfotmarlces are often accan-

panied by shouts fran the audience: "If the guyls supposed te be fat and 

short of breath 'e shouldn' t look skinny as an old ewe on agistrnent" ( 128 ) • 

'l'o'.m officials ask t.."le shouters to keep quiet, or te leave, but - Alex 

writes - "saneti.mes that dœsn't \WOrk either. At Peewee Plains there were 

eggs anà tanatoes: quite a scandaI" (128). And yet, Alexis opinions on 

the ~ types of audiences she encounters suggest that the Outback 

response5 are far fran scandalous: the spontaneous and untimely jeers 

actually sean welcane because they are unpremeditated carments which further 

a dialogue initiated by whatever is happening on the stage. The audience 

participation is both vital and indi vidualistic. 'lbe importance of the 

audience participation may he signalled by Alex 1 s introduction of a new 

character into the Eard's drarna, the "Voiee Fran the Dark" (131-32;134). 

HaN' do the responses of the audiences fran t.."le "wastes of Philistia" 

(125) fare against those of me "professional t bardolators "'? Well, when 

Alex springs out shrieking "1 am the Resurrection and the Life" and i5 

whirled around on a fellow thespian' s shoulders, the Sydney audience is 

taken aback: 

'lbe Sand Pit auàience, each member probably an unbeliever 
on principle, is so startled by the WlOrthodox message, 
as wall as my unexpected appearance, lets out a sustained 
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gasp. Are they succo.sed ta lauah? 1 suspect no one bas 
ever dared at a venue for serious, il1novative drama li.ke 
the Sand Pit (lq)hasis added). (151) 
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Alexis actions !:!. ludicrous, as Byatt has noted, anà yet the audience 

forbears for fear of reacting incorrectly. 'the "sustained" gasp underscores 

a static or passive existence, the "professionals" relying as they do on 

the approbation of authorit.ies supposedly more knowledgeable than they. 

During rehearsals for the canpany's next project, Alex notes that the 

other cast members dismiss her scene as an "e.'(cisable (sub-subte.'Ct) scene" 

canpa.red with the (?lay' s so-called "contenticus issues" (161). But their 

audience laughs at these issues; that is, they laugh if they are nct 

sleeping (167). Ale."C \<oOnëers, "t\"hat will :nove an audience" watching "this 

non-revolutionary revolutionary plat'; the Critic is wriggling in his seat, 

just "itching to fling a subtext into the arena" (167). The situation is 

(meta)critical. Alex concludes: "I must act of my cwn free will" (167-68). 

Enter Dolly FOI'IOOsa. Although Ale.'( thinks the mc:ment "should have appeared 

menacing and tragic," it suddenly "becanes so farcical" that she bursts out 

laughing, pulls out a gun and starts shooting, aimlessly, into the "covey 

of defenceless garne" (168). This is the "theatre of the une.-cpected" whicn 

Alex values 50 highly; it happens when Ale."C's e.'CpeCtations are thwarted. 

Unfortunately for the critic, his bat wings "are carrying hbn" safely 

"into the night," but there is one woma.n who laughs: "Her laughter resounds 

50 madly it suggests she rnay have grasped the reason for the f:.xercise" 

( 169) • Alex aims at this \oQtIan 1 S rrcuth and shoots. She scores a bull' s 

eye, but 

It does not stop the wanan' 5 maniacal laughter. lt i5 
10uder than ever, only with a slight crackling at its 
enamelled edges. l fire and fire, till silence. r-ty 
blanks are spent. (169) 
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In nnily Dickinscn' s pean "My Life bas stood - a IDaded Gull," the speaker' s 

life as gun depicts a creative, destructive power which frees her fmn what 

Helen ~il descril:les as a "linguistic betrothal" to her patria.rchal 

master (175). Alex' 5 dra5tic actions recall this revolutionary gesture, as 

dces the wanan 1 5 incessant laughter. 

Alex criticizes critics, academics, archivists, and other figures of 

authority th.roughout Memoirs of Manv in one. And 5he writes with the know­

ledge that she and her texts will likewise be judgeâ. 'lhis is indicated on 

the f irst page of her rnE!ll'C)irs: 

Who knows where the end will cane - and whether in a 
flash, or a long gnawing: In any case THEY will be 
watchmg, frcm inside the house, frem the garden, the 
Park, or ttOst disturbingly, fran above. (17) 

"Inside the house," there is Hilda, Alex's archivist daughter. We have 

already seen that Alex cllsparages archives as recording only half the truth. 

Fran the garden, there are cnaracters such as Mr. Dobbins. His tanato 

garden is his "asylum" (50). wben he must leave the confort of his garden 

for the "real world, Il he and his wife forro a "chorus" against their enemies 

(50 ) • Alex wri tes (again, parentheticall y) that Il (such people are the 

greatest joiners)" (50). Canpetition, however, i5 5tiff in a joiner-

oriented society. In the Park, there are tables which Park "authorities" 

have installed, used by picnicke.cs and by 

students who like to write their theses at them. The 
tables are bolted te concrete blacks to ensure permanence, 
but every so oftfm, members of the public in a fit of 
joie ~ vivre, 01::' hate, uproot a table and hurl it into 
the muddy waters of the lake. (118) 

A!e." is also tempted to wreck tables which serve to ensure "permanence," 

"inspired less by hatred, Il she explains, "than the despair and frustration 

of any ~, man, persan up against the Hildas - and E'atricks (yes, live 

got ta include Hilda 1 S stooge) of the rational \\,Or ld" (119). 
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'Ihe final perspec:ti ve fran which Alex will be watched is, "rrcst 

distur.bingly, fran a.bove" (17). Traditionally, a watcher fran "above" 

would have suggested sane guiding spirit, whether a gOO or an inspirational 

muse. But Alex' s supplication te 90d (later in the text) maltes thls an 

unlikely possi.bility: "0 God! l don 't know why l should invoke the name 

of one who probably does nct exist" (138). This self-conscious wri ter , 

however, knows exactly ~ to announce her metadiscursive conC8-'"IlS. Alex's 

consternation is caused by those bent over her text: editor vJhi.te, who 

feels obliged te sort out her writing (192); author and metafictionist 

Patrick Wbite; and the reader, an author who may create Ale.'C, just as the 

Critic "inventeà" Erecht (135). These watchers will aIl interpret Alex 

according to particular standards. Ey painting out the numerous perspec-

ti ves fran which she will be watched, Ale.'C shows that she evades aIl such 

appropriative discourses. 

Editor ~~bite' s "Epilogue" might not seem relevant te Ale.'C' s memoirs 

because it details wbite 1 s relationship with Hilda after Alex has died. 

The editor describes the relationship as Alex's retr~bution: 

If she had becane my victim in those e .• dless scribblings 
which l was faced at last with sorting out, l was hers 
through her authoritarian bigot of a daughter. (192 ) 

And, indeed, Hilda decides that Patrick should live with her, packs his 

bags, helps him IlDve, drags him along wi th her to Europe. In short, she 

seems to make aIl the decisions: "I did as l was toId," the editor claims 

(185) • He further realizes, "most forcibly," that Alex has "taken her 

revenge" (192). But let's not faU 'SNay to the editor's bigoted and 

authoritatlve denouncement of Hilda. He is playing games with the reader, 

just as Alex dià. His ' forcible' realization of Alex' s revenge recalls the 

successful "violence" of Alex 1 s prayers - bath rneooirist and editor depend 
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on the power of rhetarie ta convince not only themsel ves, but their readers 

as welle 

A gullible reader miçht aceept the editer 1 s subordination ta Hilda, in 

whic.~ case neither Alex nor White 'MOuld be the so-called "victims" (192); 

the reader would be, acœpting the editor's words, in his e.ulted capacity 

as the textls overseer, as conclusive. 'lbe paradox of editer w"hitels 

aèmitted subjection te Hilda is that it is made by a fictional cha:cacter. 

Editor w'hite is a fiction; so toc is his capture by the archivist. This is 

the final metafictional message (or warning) ta Memoir's "real," tangible 

readers. 
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OONCWsrON 

t.et's conclude with the convention of 
conclusions thansel ves. As a hallmark of 
Aristotelian fom, endinqs are meant ta be 
summations, resolutions, termdnations of 
thos~ developing actions ~ch have brought 
the story ta this point: endj ngs are, in 
other ~ds, final. But is there any way 
experil11el1tal realism can improve upon this 
oldest and oost natural of conventions? 

Jerare Klinkowitz 

The final section of Flaws in the Glass is entitled "tmt is I.eft?" 

(251-257). White replies: "Meoories - friendship - love, however thin its 

ice - food, if teeth allow - sIee;> - the dark ••• " (251). The question 

posed alludes to the uncontainable excesses of bath life and texts; instead 

of pretending te write a conclusive summation, White provides net one 

answer, but many. How many other answers do the ellipses represent? 

Similarly, the last paragrapo of his self-portrait begins, "If l were 

to stage the end l would set i t on the upper terrace, If a gesture conceàing 

that his readers will aIso "set the stage" according ta thair cwn aesthetics 

(256) • AlI of \'Jhite' s dialogic te.'ttS acknowledge th.at there is no such 

thing as having the f ir~l wcrd. He can' t have the final ward because his 

writing i5 offered up to bis readers. We can't e.xhaust~vely exp1ain a text 

because of language' s representational, and hence multivocal, nature. 

But saying Ws does not preclude final words. 

In The Self-Aooarent Word, Jerane Klinkowitz translates a thought of 

wri ter Phllippe Sollers for us: "He who knews not language serves idols: 

he who could see his language \\'Ou Id see his Gad" (53). Klinkowitz himself 

oonclude5: "Remlnding readers th.at fictions are provisional realities and 

not bedrcck truth ls the essence of self-apparent writing. Humans create 



' .... 

88 

their am meanings - in religions and in ncvels" (135). 1bis is the essence 

of White 1 s metafiction. 

l ~d not pretend te write a definitive conclusioo and yet rtrf above 

remarks r this thesis, betray me. Ronald Sukenick remarks that 

The obligation of fiction is to rescue experience fram 
history, fran politics, fram camerce, fran theory, even 
frou language itself - frou any systen, in fact, that 
threatens to di5tort, devitalize, or manipulate experience. (434) 

It i5 clearly not time to close the OOoK on ~bite and on his writing. As 

Edmond Jabès argues, "[t]he heart of dialogue œats with questions," not 

al'lswers (21). tVhite's dialogic rnetafictlon ins~sts on this. Readers, 

hcwever, will draw their own conclusions. 
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1 Vilcinq uses this quotatiœ on the dust jackets for White'. novel •• 
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