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Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, establishes a pattern for the 

hero to answer the call to adventure, ask the question of the goddess and receive her 

boon, and return to his homeland. Campbell does not, however, make any suggestions 

about a myth whose protagonist is female. Erich Neumann, in The Origins and History of 

Consciousness, hints that the woman may, indeed, be her own goddess, that she must give 

herself the boon she already carries. The novels of Anita Brookner illustrate the dual 

nature of the feminine protagonist: the seeker and the boon giver. The feminine hero 

(even when Brookner's protagonist is masculine, he exhibits feminine qualities) hears the 

call to adventure, receives the teachings of the goddess and/or her representative, receives 

help from other beings (in myth these would be supernatural beings), realizes that she 

carries the answer to the cosmic question of selfhood within her, and, following an 

apotheosis, makes a return to society. 

Much of the present work is spent delving into both the monomythic and feminist 

structures of Brookner's novels. Although Brookner characterizes herself as a "reluctant 

feminist," examination of her novels reveals a subtle adherence to feminist principles which 

can be ascertained by viewing each novel in terms of the monomyth schema. 
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CHAPTER I 

JOSEPH CAMPBELL AND THE THEORY OF THE MONOMYTH 

The word "monomyth" was first used by James Joyce in his novel Finnegan's 

Wake. Joseph Campbell uses the term in his seminal work, The Hero with a Thousand 

Faces, to describe the mythological journey of the hero represented by the rites of passage: 

separation, initiation, and return, the nuclear unit of the monomyth (30). As Campbell 

describes this journey: 

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 
supernatural wonders: fabulous forces are there encountered and a 
decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious 
adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man. (30) 

The basic elements of the hero's journey can be observed in the myths of the great heroes. 

Prometheus ascended to the heavens, stole fire from the gods, and descended to earth. 

Jason sailed through the Clashing Rocks into a marvelous sea, circumvented the dragon 

that guarded the Golden Fleece, and returned with the fleece and the power to wrest his 

rightful power from a usurper. Aeneas went down into the underworld, crossed the river 

Styx, overcame Cerberus, and spoke to the shade of his father. Many things were 

revealed to him: the destiny of souls, the destiny of Rome, which Aeneas was about to 

found, and "in what wise he might avoid or endure every burden" (Aeneid 6.892). 

Campbell states that, whether presented in the vast, almost oceanic images of the 

Orient, in the vigorous narratives of the Greeks, or in the majestic legends of the Bible, the 

1 
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adventure of the hero follows the pattern of the nuclear unit above described: a separation 

from the world, a penetration to some source of power, and a life-enhancing return. 

Campbell asserts that the whole of the Orient has been blessed by the boon brought back 

by Gautama Buddha, just as the Occident has been by the Decalogue of Moses. The 

Greeks referred fire, the first support of all human culture, to the world-transcending deed 

of their Prometheus, and the Romans the founding of their world-supporting city to 

Aeneas, following his departure from fallen Troy and his visit to the underworld of the 

dead. Everywhere, no matter what the sphere of interest, such creative acts are 

represented as those deriving from some sort of dying to the world; and what happens in 

the interval of the hero's nonentity, so he comes back as one reborn, made great and filled 

with creative power, the whole of mankind also declares. By observing the journey of a 

mythic hero through these stages of the universal adventure, Campbell believes that one 

can understand not only the meaning of those images for contemporary life, but also the 

singleness of the human spirit in its aspiration, powers, vicissitudes, and wisdom (35-36). 

The hero of the monomyth is a personage of exceptional gifts. Frequently he is 

honored by his society, frequently unrecognized or disdained. He and the world in which 

he finds himself suffer from a symbolical deficiency. In fairy tales this may be as slight as 

the lack of a certain golden ring, whereas in apocalyptic vision the physical and spiritual 

life of the world earth can be represented as fallen, or on the point of falling, into ruin 

(Campbell 37). 

The call to adventure can begin in a myriad of ways. A blunder, or perhaps the 

merest chance, reveals an unsuspected world, and the individual is drawn into a 
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relationship with forces that are not rightly understood. As Freud has shown, blunders are 

not the merest chance (328-29). They are the result of suppressed desires and conflicts. 

The blunder may amount to the opening of a destiny. The call may represent some 

historical undertaking, or it may represent the dawn of religious illumination. As 

understood by the mystic, it represents the awakening of the self. Whether great or small, 

the call begins the mystery of the transfiguration—a rite, or moment, or spiritual passage, 

which, when completed, amounts to a dying and a rebirth. The familiar life horizon has 

been outgrown; the old concepts, ideals, and emotional patterns no longer fit; the time for 

the passing of an entry threshold is at hand (Campbell 51). Campbell cites the legend of 

"The Four Signs," the story of the call of the Gautama Buddha, as the most celebrated 

example of the call to adventure in the literature of the world—the summons which can no 

longer be denied. 

This first stage of the mythological journey indicates that destiny has called the 

hero and has transferred his center of gravity from within his society to an unknown 

region. This region may be variously represented: a distant land, a forest, a kingdom 

underground, beneath the waves, or above the sky, a sacred island, lofty mountaintop, or 

profound dream state; but it is always a place of "strangely fluid and polymorphous beings, 

unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and impossible delight" (Campbell 58). The 

hero can go forth of his own volition to accomplish the adventure as did Theseus when he 

arrived in his father's city, Athens, and heard the story of the Minotaur; or the hero may 

be carried and sent abroad by some benign or malevolent agent, as was Odysseus, driven 

about the Mediterranean by the winds of Poseidon. 
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Campbell points out that in actual life, and frequently in myths and tales, one 

encounters the case of the call which is unanswered; for it is always possible to turn the 

ear to other interests. RefUsal of the summons converts an adventure to the negative. 

Whether walled in by boredom, hard work, or "culture," the subject loses the chance to 

recognize the power of significant creative action and thus becomes a victim to be saved. 

His flowering world becomes a wasteland of dry stones and his life feels meaningless. 

This is the condition described by Northrup Frye in Anatomy of Criticism as that of the 

ironic hero (40-49). Whatever house he builds, it will be a house of death: a labyrinth of 

Cyclopean walls to hide from him his Minotaur (Campbell 59). All he can do is create 

new problems for himself and await the gradual approach of his disintegration. 

For those who have not refused the call, the first encounter of the hero-journey is 

with a protective figure (often a little old crone or old man) who provides the adventurer 

with amulets against the dragon forces he is about to pass. For example, an East African 

tribe, the Wachaga, tell of a very poor man named Kyazimba, who set out in desperation 

for the land where the sun rises. He had traveled long and grown tired, and was simply 

standing, looking hopelessly in the direction of his search, when he heard someone 

approaching from behind. He turned and perceived a decrepit little woman. She came up 

and wished to know his business. When he had told her, she wrapped her garment around 

him, and, soaring from the earth, transported him to the zenith, where the sun pauses in 

the middle of the day. Then with a mighty din a great company of men came from 

eastward to that place, and in the midst of them was a brilliant chieftain, who, when he had 

arrived, slaughtered an ox and sat down to feast with his retainers. The old women asked 
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for help for Kyazimba. The chieftain blessed the man and sent him home. And it is 

recorded that he lived in prosperity ever after (Campbell 69). 

With the personification of his destiny to guide and aid him, the hero goes forward 

in his adventure until he comes to the "threshold guardian" at the entrance to the zone of 

magnified power. Such custodians bind the world in the four directions—also up and 

down—standing for the limits of the hero's present sphere, or life horizon. Beyond them is 

darkness, the unknown, and danger; just as beyond the parental watch is danger to the 

infant and beyond the protection of his society danger to the member of the tribe. The 

usual person is more than content, he is even proud to remain within the conventional 

bounds, and popular belief gives him every reason to fear so much as the first step into the 

unexplored. Thus the sailors who accompanied Columbus had to be cozened and urged 

on like children, because of their fear of the fabled leviathans, mermaids, dragon kings, and 

other monsters of the deep (Campbell 78). 

The regions of the unknown are fields for the projection of unconscious content. 

Incestuous libido and patricidal destrudo are reflected back against the individual and his 

society in forms suggesting threats of violence and fancied dangerous delight-not only as 

ogres, but also as sirens of mysteriously seductive, nostalgic beauty. For example, Russian 

peasants tell of the "Wild Women" of the woods who have their abode in mountain 

caverns where they maintain households, like human beings. They are handsome females, 

with fine square heads, abundant tresses, and hairy bodies. They fling their breasts over 

their shoulders when they run and when they nurse their children. They go in groups. 

With unguents prepared from forest roots, they can anoint and render themselves invisible. 
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They like to dance or to tickle people to death who wander alone in the forest, and anyone 

who accidentally chances upon their invisible dancing parties dies. On the other hand, for 

people who set out food for them, they reap the grain, spin, care for the children, and tidy 

up the house; and if a girl will comb out hemp for them to spin, they will give her leaves 

that turn to gold (Campbell 79). 

The Arcadian god Pan is the best known Classical example of this dangerous 

presence dwelling just beyond the protected zone of the conventional boundary. Sylvanus 

and Faunus were his Latin counterparts. In Alexandrian times Pan was identified with the 

Egyptian divinity Min, who was, among other things, a guardian of desert roads. Pan was 

the inventor of the shepherd's pipe, which he played for the dances of the nymphs, and the 

satyrs were his male companions. The emotion that he instilled in human beings who 

accidentally adventured into his domain was "panic"-a sudden, groundless fright. Any 

trifling cause would flood the mind with imagined danger, and in the frantic effort to 

escape from his own aroused unconscious, the victim expired in a flight of dread. Yet Pan 

was benign to those who paid him worship, yielding the boons of the divine hygiene of 

nature: bounty to the farmers, herders, and fishermen who dedicated their first fruits to 

him, and health to all who properly approached his shrines of healing. Also wisdom, the 

wisdom of Omphalos, the World Navel, was his to bestow; for the crossing of the 

threshold is the first step into the sacred zone of the universal source (Campbell 81). 

One characteristic of the journey over the threshold is the dream, a dream that 

brings out the sense of the first, or protective, aspect of the threshold guardian. Even 

though one fears challenging the watcher of the established boundaries, it is only by 
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advancing beyond those boundaries, provoking the destructive other aspect of the same 

power, that the individual passes, either alive or in a kind of temporary death, into a new 

zone of experience. The adventure is always a passage beyond the veil of the known into 

the unknown; the powers that watch at the boundary are dangerous; to deal with them is 

risky; yet for anyone with competence and courage the danger fades (Campbell 82). 

The idea that the passage of the magical threshold is a transit into a sphere of 

rebirth is symbolized in the worldwide womb image of the belly of the whale. The hero, 

instead of conquering or conciliating the power of the threshold, is swallowed into the 

unknown, and would appear to have died. The disappearance into the belly of the whale 

corresponds to the passing of a worshiper into a temple—where he is to be quickened by 

the recollection of who and what he is, namely dust and ashes, unless immortal. The 

temple interior, the belly of the whale, and the heavenly land behind, above, and below the 

confines of the world, are one and the same. That is why the approaches and entrances to 

temples are flanked and defended by colossal gargoyles. These are the threshold 

guardians to ward away all incapable of encountering the higher silences within. They 

correspond to the mythological ogres that bound the conventional world, or to the two 

rows of teeth of the whale. They illustrate the fact that the devotee at the moment of 

entry into a temple undergoes a metamorphosis. His secular character remains without; he 

sheds it, as a snake sheds its skin. Once inside he may be said to have died to time and 

returned to the World Womb, the World Navel, the Earthly Paradise. The fact that 

anyone can physically walk past the temple guardians does not invalidate the significance 

of the guardians; for if the intruder is incapable of encompassing the sanctuary, then he has 
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effectually remained without. Anyone unable to understand a god sees it as a devil and is 

thus prevented from approaching. Allegorically, then, the passages into a temple and the 

hero-passage through the jaws of a whale are identical adventures, both denoting the life-

centering, life-renewing act (Campbell 92). 

"No creature, " writes Ananda Coomaraswamy, " can attain a higher grade of 

nature without ceasing to exist" (6). The physical body of the hero may be actually slain, 

as in the Egyptian myth of Osiris: he was thrown into a sarcophagus and committed to the 

Nile by his brother Set, and when he returned from the dead his brother slew him again, 

tore the body into fourteen pieces, and scattered these over the land. The Twin Heroes of 

the Navaho had to pass not only the clashing rocks, but also the reeds that cut the traveler 

to pieces, the cane octopuses that tear him to pieces, and the boiling sands that overwhelm 

him. The hero who annihilates his attachment to ego passes back and forth across the 

horizons of the world, in and out of the dragon, as readily as a king through all the rooms 

of his house. And therein lies his power to save; for his passing and returning demonstrate 

that through all the contraries of phenomenality of the Uncreate-Imperishable remains, and 

there is nothing to fear (Campbell 93). 

Having crossed the threshold, the hero moves in a dream landscape of curiously 

fluid, ambiguous forms, where he must survive a succession of trials. According to 

Campbell, this phase has produced a world literature of miraculous tests and ordeals. The 

hero is covertly aided by the advice, amulets, and secret agents of the supernatural helper 

whom he met before his entrance into this region. Or it may be that he here discovers for 

the first time that there is eveiywhere a benign power supporting him in his superhuman 



passage. 

One of the best known and most charming examples of the "difficult tasks" motif 

is that of Psyche's quest for her lost lover, Cupid. Here the principal roles are reversed: 

instead of the love trying to win his bride, it is the bride trying to win her lover; and 

instead of a cruel father withholding his daughter from the lover, it is the jealous mother, 

Venus, hiding her son, Cupid, from his bride. When Psyche pleaded with Venus, the 

goddess grasped her violently by the hair and dashed her head upon the ground, then took 

a great quantity of wheat, barley, millet, poppy seed, peas, lentils, and beans, mingling 

these all together in a heap, and commanded the girl to sort them before night. Psyche 

was aided by an army of ants. Venus told her, next, to gather the golden wool of certain 

dangerous wild sheep, sharp of horn and poisonous of bite, that inhabited an inaccessible 

valley in a dangerous wood. But a green reed instructed her how to gather from the reeds 

round about the golden locks shed by the sheep in their passage. The goddess now 

required a bottle of water from a freezing spring high on a towering rock beset by 

sleepless dragons. An eagle approached Psyche, and accomplished the marvelous task for 

her. Psyche was ordered, finally, to bring from the abyss of the underworld a box full of 

supernatural beauty. But a high tower told her how to go down to the world below, gave 

her coins for Charon and sops for Cerberus, and sped her on her way (Campbell 98). 

If anyone-in whatever society-undertakes for himself the perilous journey into the 

darkness by descending, either intentionally or unintentionally, into the crooked lanes of 

his own spirited labyrinth, he soon finds himself in a landscape of symbolical figures (any 

of which may swallow him). In the vocabulary of the mystics, this is the second stage of 
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the Way, that of the "purification of the self," when the senses are "cleansed and 

humbled," and the energies and interests "concentrated upon transcendental things" 

(Underhill 51). Campbell points out that this is the process of dissolving, transcending, or 

transmuting the infantile images of the personal past. In dreams the ageless perils, 

gargoyles, trials, secret helpers, and instructive figures are still encountered nightly; and in 

their forms one may see reflected not only the whole picture of the present, but also what 

one must do to be saved (Campbell 101). 

The ultimate adventure, when all the barriers and ogres have been overcome, is 

commonly represented as a mystical marriage (Hieros Gamos^ of the triumphant hero-soul 

with the Queen Goddess of the world. The origins of the sacred marriage ritual are 

probably Neolithic. According to Marija Gimbutas, the presence of the masked ithyphallic 

god implies a festival, a wedding ceremony enacting the male god's marriage to the Great 

Goddess (228-30). This is the crisis at the nadir, the zenith, or at the uttermost edge of 

the earth, at the central point of the cosmos, in the tabernacle of the temple, or within the 

darkness of the deepest chamber of the heart (Campbell 109). 

In Sumer and the whole of the Near East, the symbolic mating of the Goddess with 

the king became an instrument of state policy, a way of legitimizing his rule: "kingship 

demanded a sacred foundation that could be provided only through the omnipotence 

of the Great Goddess" (Kramer 136). Through sacrifice, the ritual death of the God King, 

his sacred powers were renewed and his authority over the land reestablished (Gadon 

135). 

The Goddess does not merely symbolize or represent well-being; she is well-being. 
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She is both the fertile womb and fertile field. She is the "life-giving flood-waters and rain 

clouds on fields and meadows covered with ripe grain on the plants and herbs that are the 

'delight of the steppes' " (Kramer 138). 

The Goddess is the paragon of all paragons of beauty, the reply to all desire, the 

bliss-bestowing goal of every hero's earthly and unearthly quest. She is mother, sister, 

mistress, bride. Whatever in the world has lured, whatever has seemed to promise joy, has 

been premonitory of her existence—in the deep of sleep, if not in the cities and forests of 

the world. For she is the incarnation of the promise of perfection; the soul's assurance 

that, at the conclusion of its life in the world, the bliss that was once known will be known 

again (Campbell 111). 

The mystical marriage with the queen goddess of the world represents the hero's 

total mastery of life; for the woman is life, the hero its knower and master. The testings of 

the hero, which were preliminary to his ultimate experience and deed, were symbolical of 

those crises of realization by means of which his consciousness came to be amplified and 

made capable of enduring the full possession of the mother destroyer, his inevitable bride. 

With that he knows that he and the father are one: he is in the father's place. 

As Campbell points out, this problem may seem remote from the affairs of normal 

human creatures. Nevertheless, every failure to cope with a life situation must be laid, in 

the end, to a restriction of consciousness. The whole sense of the ubiquitous myth of the 

hero's passage is that it shall serve as a general pattern for all men and women, wherever 

they may stand along the scale. Therefore is it formulated in the broadest terms. The 

individual has only to discover his own position with reference to this general human 
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formula, and let it then assist him past his restricting walls. Who, then, and where are his 

ogres? Those are the reflections of the unsolved enigmas of his own personality 

(Campbell 121). 

In the office of the psychoanalyst, the stages of the hero-adventure come to light 

again in the dreams, fantasies, and possibly hallucinations of the patient. Depth beyond 

depth of self-ignorance is fathomed, with the analyst in the role of the helper, the initiatory 

priest. Always, after the first thrill of getting under way, the adventure develops into a 

journey of darkness, horror, disgust, and phantasmagoric fears (Campbell 121). 

When one's attention is drawn, in the early stage of the hero-adventure, to the fact 

that everything is tainted with the flesh, then, not uncommonly, there is experienced a 

moment of revulsion: life, the acts of life, the organs of life, woman in particular as the 

great symbol of life, become intolerable to the pure (i.e. untested, untried, uninitiated) 

soul: 

O, that this too too solid flesh would melt; 

Thaw and resolve itself into a dew! 
Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! 0 God! God! 
How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable 
Seem to me all the uses of this world! 
Fie on't! ah fie! 'tis an unweeded garden, 
That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature 
Possess it merely. That it should come to this! 

(Hamlet 1.2.129-37) 

The innocent delight of Oedipus in his first possession of the queen turns to an 

agony of spirit when he learns that Jocasta is his mother. Like Hamlet, he is beset by the 

moral image of the father. Like Hamlet, he turns from the fair features of the world to 
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search the darkness for a higher kingdom than this of the incest and adultery ridden, 

luxurious and incorrigible mother (Campbell 122). The seeker of the life beyond life must 

press beyond her, surpass the temptations of her call, and soar to the immaculate ether 

beyond, where, paradoxically, he prepares to enter the earth literally: 

For a God called him—called him many times, 

From many sides at once: "Ho, Oedipus, 
Thou Oedipus, why are we tarrying? 
It is full long that thou art stayed for, come!" 

(Oedipus at Colonus 1615-18) 

However, where this Oedipus-Hamlet revulsion remains to beset the soul and 

arrest the hero-adventure, there the world, the body, and woman above all, become the 

symbols no longer of victory but of defeat. A monastic-puritanical, world-negating ethical 

system then radically and immediately transforms all the images of myth. No longer can 

the hero rest in innocence with the goddess of the flesh; for she is become the queen of sin 

(Campbell 123) and the adventure[r] fails. 

The first stage in the heroic journey is the call to adventure and crossing of the 

entry threshold into the underground journey. The next stage of the hero's journey is the 

atonement with the father. As Campbell asserts, the father is often seen as monster or 

ogre, such as in Jonathan Edwards's famous sermon, "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God": 

The Bow of God's wrath is bent, and the Arrow made ready on the String; 
and Justice bends the Arrow at your Heart, and strains the Bow; and it is 
nothing but the mere Pleasure of God, and that of an angry God, without 
any Promise or Obligation at all, that keeps the Arrow one Moment from 
being made drunk with your Blood . . . (qtd. in Campbell 126) 

God's pleasure which defends the sinner from the arrow of God is termed in the traditional 
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vocabulary of Christianity God's "mercy"; and the power of the spirit of God which 

changes the heart is God's "grace." In most mythologies, the images of mercy and grace 

are rendered as vividly as those of justice and wrath, so that a balance is maintained, and 

the heart is lightened rather than scourged along its way (Campbell 128). 

The ogre aspect of the father is a reflex of the victim's own ego—derived from the 

sensational nursery scene that has been left behind, but projected before; and the fixating 

idolatry of that pedagogical non-thing is itself the fault that keeps one steeped in a sense of 

sin, sealing the potentially adult spirit from a better balanced, more realistic view of the 

father, and therewith of the world (Campbell 129-30). It is in this ordeal that the hero 

may derive hope and assurance from the helpful female figure, by whose magic (charms or 

power of intercession) he is protected through all the frightening experiences of the 

father's ego-shattering initiation. For if it is impossible to trust the terrifying father-face, 

then one's faith must be centered elsewhere; and with that support, one endures the crisis 

-only to find, in the end, that the father and mother reflect each other, and are in essence 

the same (Campbell 131). 

The paradox of creation, the coming of the forms of time out of eternity, is the 

germinal secret of the father. It can never be quite explained. Therefore, in every system 

of theology there is an umbilical point, an Achilles heel which the finger of mother life has 

touched, and where the possibility of perfect knowledge has been impaired. The problem 

of the hero is to pierce himself (and therewith his world) precisely through that point; to 

shatter and annihilate that key knot of his limited existence (Campbell 147). 

The task of the hero going to meet the father is to open his soul beyond terror to 
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such a degree that he will be ripe to understand how the sickening and insane tragedies of 

the cosmos are completely validated by the majesty of Being. The hero transcends life 

with its peculiar blind spot and for a moment rises to a glimpse of its source. He beholds 

the face of the father, understands—and the two are at one (Campbell 147). 

In the biblical story of Job, Jehovah makes no attempt to justify in human terms or 

any other terms the ill meted out to his virtuous servant. Nor was it for any sins of their 

own that Job's servants were slain by the Chaldean troops, his sons and daughters crushed 

by a collapsing roof. When his friends arrive to console him, they declare, with a pious 

faith in God's justice, that Job must have done some evil to have deserved to be so 

frightfully afflicted. But Job insists that his deeds have been good; whereupon the 

comforter, Elihu, charges him with blasphemy, as naming himself more just than God (Job 

4.4-19). 

When Jehovah answers Job out of the whirlwind, He makes no attempt to 

vindicate His work in ethical terms, but only magnifies His presence, bidding Job to do 

likewise on earth in human emulation of the way of heaven: 

"Gird up thy loins now, like a man. I will question you, and you tell 
me the answers. Would you refuse to acknowledge my right? Would you 
condemn me that you may be justified? Have you an arm like that of God, 

or can you thunder with a voice like his? Adorn yourself with grandeur and 
majesty, and array yourself with glory and splendor. Let loose the fury of 
your wrath; tear down the wicked and shatter them. Bring down the 
haughty with a glance; bury them in the dust together; in the hidden 
world imprison them. Then will I too acknowledge that your own right 
hand can save you." (Job 40.7-14) 

For the son who has grown to know the father, the agonies of the ordeal 

are readily borne; the world is no longer a place of agony but a bliss-yielding perpetual 
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manifestation of the Presence (Campbell 148). 

Campbell asserts that a magnificent representation of the difficulties of the hero-

task and its association with knowledge of the father is contained within the traditional 

legend of the Great Struggle of the Buddha. The young prince Gautama Sakyamuni set 

forth secretly from his father's palace, passed miraculously through the guarded gate, rode 

through the night, attended by the torches of four times sixty thousand divinities, lightly 

hurdled a majestic river eleven hundred and twenty-eight cubits wide, and then with a 

single sword-stroke sheared his own royal locks-whereupori the remaining hair, two 

finger-breadths in length, curled to the right and lay close to his head. Assuming the 

garments of a monk, he moved as a beggar through the world, and during these years of 

apparently aimless wandering acquired and transcended the eight stages of meditation 

(equivalent to passing through the various stages of the monomythic journey). He retired 

to a hermitage, bent his powers six more years to the great struggle, carried austerity to 

the uttermost, and collapsed in seeming death, but recovered. Then he returned to the less 

rigorous life of the ascetic wanderer. 

One day he sat beneath a tree, contemplating the eastern quarter of the world, and 

the tree was illuminated with his radiance. A young girl named Sujata (the equivalent to 

the Grail maiden who gives the boon to the Grail knight) came and presented him with 

milk-rice in a golden bowl, and when Gautama tossed the empty bowl into a river it 

floated upstream. This was the signal that the moment of his triumph was at hand. He 

arose, then proceeded along a road which the gods had decked and which was eleven 

hundred and twenty-eight cubits wide. The snakes, birds, and divinities of the woods did 
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him homage with flowers and celestial perfumes, heavenly choirs poured forth music, the 

ten thousand worlds were filled with perfumes, garlands, harmonies, and shouts of 

acclaim; for he was on his way to the great Tree of Enlightenment, the Bo Tree, under 

which he was to redeem the universe. He placed himself, with a firm resolve, beneath the 

Bo Tree, on the Immovable Spot, and was approached by Kama-Mara, the god of love 

and death. 

The dangerous god appeared mounted on an elephant and carried weapons in his 

thousand hands. He was surrounded by his army, which extended before, behind, and 

beside him. The protecting deities of the universe abandoned the Future Buddha, yet he 

remained beneath the Tree. Kama-Mara then assailed him, seeking to break his 

concentration. The god threw storms and stones against the Savior, but these missiles 

were transformed into celestial flowers and perfumes by the power of Gautama's ten 

perfections. The god then sent his daughters, Desire, Pining, and Lust, against Gautama, 

but his mind was not distracted. The god challenged Gautama's right to be sitting on the 

Immovable Spot, but the future Buddha touched the earth with his fingertips and bid the 

goddess Earth bear witness to his right to be sitting where he was. She did so with a 

hundred thousand roars, which caused the elephant of Kama-Mara to fall upon its knees in 

obeisance to the Future Buddha. The army of the Antagonist was dispersed, and the gods 

of all the worlds scattered garlands. 

Having won that preliminary victory before sunset, the conqueror acquired in the 

first watch of the night knowledge of his previous existences, in the second watch the 

divine eye of omniscient vision, and in the last watch understanding of the chain of 
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causation. Gautama experienced perfect enlightenment at the break of day. 

Then for seven days Gautama—now the Buddha, the Enlightened—sat motionless 

in bliss; for seven days he stood apart and looked upon the spot where he had received 

enlightenment; for seven days he paced between the place of the sitting and the place of 

the standing; for seven days he lived in a pavilion provided by the gods and reviewed the 

entire doctrine of causality and release; for seven days he sat under the tree where Sujata 

had brought him rice-milk and meditated on the doctrine of Nirvana; he moved to another 

tree and a storm raged around him for seven days. The King of Serpents emerged from 

the roots of the tree and protected the Buddha with his extended hood. Finally, the 

Buddha sat for seven days contemplating the sweetness of liberation. Then the Buddha 

doubted whether his message could be communicated, and he thought to retain the 

wisdom for himself; but the god Brahma descended from the zenith to implore that he 

should become the teacher of gods and men. The Buddha was thus persuaded to proclaim 

the path. He then returned to the cities of men where he moved among the citizens of the 

world, bestowing the inestimable boon of the knowledge of the Way (Campbell 31-34; 

Warren 56-87; Coomaraswamy 24-38). 

The human being who overcomes the terrors of ignorance becomes like the 

Buddha who is both self and not-self; he becomes the Bodhisattva. In this experience of 

apotheosis, the world is filled and illumined by, but does not hold the Bodhisattva ("he 

whose being is in enlightenment"); rather, it is he who holds the world, the lotus of the 

Buddha. In China and Japan this sublimely gentle Bodhisattva is represented not only in 

male form, but also as female. Kwan Yin of China, Kwannon of Japan~the Madonna of 
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the Far East—is precisely this benevolent regarder of the world. She will be found in every 

Buddhist temple of the farthest Orient. She is blessed alike to the simple and to the wise; 

for behind her vow there lies a profound intuition, world-redeeming, world-sustaining. 

The pause on the threshold of Nirvana, the resolution to forgo until the end of time 

immersion in the untroubled pool of eternity, represents a realization that the distinction 

between eternity and time is only apparent—made by the rational mind, but dissolved in the 

perfect knowledge of the mind that has transcended the pairs of opposites. What is 

understood is that time and eternity are two aspects of the same experience-whole, two 

plans of the same nondual ineffable; i.e., the jewel of eternity is in the lotus of birth and 

death: om mani padme hum ("The jewel is in the lotus.") (Campbell 152). 

The Bodhisattva has an androgynous character. Male-female gods are not 

uncommon in the world of myth. They emerge with a certain mystery; for they conduct 

the mind beyond objective experience into a symbolic realm where duality is left behind. 

The cabalistic teachings of the medieval Jews, as well as the Gnostic Christian writings of 

the second century, represent the Word Made Flesh as androgynous-which was indeed 

the state of Adam as he was created, before the female aspect, Eve, was removed into 

another form. And among the Greeks, not only Hermaphrodite (the child of Hermes and 

Aphrodite), but Eros too, the divinity of love (the first of the gods, according to Plato), 

were in sex both male and female (Campbell 153). 

All humans are reflexes of the Bodhisattva. The sufferer within is that divine 

being. That being and the protecting father are one. According to Campbell, this is the 

redeeming insight, that every man we meet is the protecting father. And so it must be 
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known that, though this ignorant, limited, self-defending, suffering body may regard itself 

as threatened by some other—the enemy—that one too is the God. The ogre breaks one, 

but the hero, the fit candidate, undergoes the initiation "like a man"; and behold, the hero 

realizes that the father is in him and that he is in the father: the two are as one. The 

protecting mother cannot defend the self from the Great Father Serpent; the mortal 

tangible body is delivered into his power. But death is not the end. New life, new birth, 

new knowledge of existence is given to mankind. That father is himself the womb, the 

mother, of a second birth (Arnold and Guillaume 216). 

The second wonder to be noted in the Bodhisattva myth is its annihilation of the 

distinction between life and release-from-life-which is symbolized in the Bodhisattva's 

renunciation of Nirvana. [Although Hinayana Buddhism believes that the Bodhisattva is a 

personage at the point of Buddhahood who will attain complete enlightenment in his next 

incarnation, Mayayana Buddhism holds a somewhat different belief. Gautama Buddha is a 

Bodhisattva; one among many Bodhisattvas, or persons who have reached the state of 

enlightenment. They believe that Gautama Buddha is, however, the originator of the 

"Bodhisattva Way," the path of returning to the world with the boons one carries, rather 

than retiring to a life of solitary meditation hidden away from the world of men.] Nirvana 

means "the Extinguishing of the Threefold Fire of Desire, Hostility, and Delusion" 

(Coomaraswamy 63). In the legend of the Buddha, his antagonist Kama-Mara was the 

personification of the Threefold Fire and of the difficulties of the last test, a final threshold 

guardian to be passed by the universal hero on his supreme adventure to Nirvana. Having 

subdued within himself to the critical point of the ultimate ember the Threefold Fire, which 
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is the moving power of the universe, the Savior beheld reflected, as in a mirror all around 

him, the last projected fantasies of his primitive physical will to live like other human 

beings—the will to life according to the normal motives of desire and hostility, in a 

delusory ambient of phenomenal causes, ends, and means. He was assailed by the last fury 

of the disregarded flesh. And this was the moment on which all depended; for from one 

coal could arise again the whole conflagration (Campbell 163-64). 

This greatly celebrated legend affords an excellent example of the close 

relationship maintained in the Orient between myth, psychology, and metaphysics. The 

vivid personifications prepare the intellect for the doctrine of the interdependence of the 

inner and the outer worlds. A great resemblance exists between the ancient mythological 

doctrine of the dynamics of the psyche to the teachings of the modern Freudian school. 

According to the latter, the life-wish (eros or libido, corresponding to the Buddhist Kama. 

"desire") and the death-wish (thanatos or destrudo. which is identical with the Buddhist 

Mara, "hostility or death") are the two drives that not only move the individual from 

within but also animate for him the surrounding world (Menninger 262). Moreover, the 

unconsciously grounded delusions from which desires and hostilities arise are in both 

systems dispelled by psychological analysis and illumination. 

The third wonder of the Bodhisattva myth is that the first wonder (namely the 

bisexual form) is symbolical of the second (the identity of eternity and time). In the 

language of divine pictures, the world of time is the great mother womb. The life therein, 

begotten by the father, is compounded of her darkness and his light. Man is conceived in 

her and dwells removed from the father, but when man passes from the womb of time at 
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death (the birth to eternity), he is given into the hands of the father. The wise know that, 

even within this womb, man comes from and is returning to the father; while the very wise 

know that she and he are in substance one. 

Before the hero can return to his land and participate in its renewal, he must 

receive a boon from the gods and goddesses. They are understood as embodiments and 

custodians of the elixir of Imperishable Being but not themselves the Ultimate in its 

primary state. What the hero seeks through his intercourse with them is, therefore, not 

finally themselves, but their grace, i.e., the power of their sustaining substance. This 

miraculous energy-substance and this alone is the Imperishable; the names and forms of 

the deities who everywhere embody, dispense, and represent it come and go. This is the 

miraculous energy of the thunderbolts of Zeus, Jehovah, and the Buddha, the virtue 

announced by the bell rung in the Mass at the consecration, and the light of the ultimate 

illumination of the saint and sage. Its guardians dare release it only to the duly proven 

(Campbell 181-82). 

But the gods may be oversevere, overcautious, in which case the hero must trick 

them of their treasure. Such was the problem of Prometheus. When in this mood even the 

highest gods appear as malignant, life-hoarding ogres, and the hero who deceives, slays, or 

appeases them is honored as the savior of the world (Campbell 182). 

The greatest tale, as opposed to a world-encompassing cosmology (such as that of 

Buddhism), of the boon quest is the legend of Gilgamesh, a legendary king of the 

Sumerian city of Erech, who set forth to attain the watercress of immortality, the plant, 

"Never Grow Old." After he had passed safely the lions that guard the foothills and the 
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scorpion men who watch the heaven-supporting mountains, he came, amidst the 

mountains, to a paradise garden of flowers, fruits, and precious stones. Pressing on, he 

arrived at the sea that surrounds the world. In a cave beside the waters dwelt a 

manifestation of the Goddess Ishtar, Siduri-Sabitu, and this woman, closely veiled, closed 

the gates against him. When he told her his tale, she admitted him to her presence and 

advised him not to pursue his quest, rather to learn and to be content with the mortal joys 

of life. When Gilgamesh persisted, Siduri-Sabitu gave him permission to pass and 

apprised him of the dangers of the way (Campbell 185-86). 

After he left Siduri-Sabitu Gilgamesh visited Utnapishtim, the hero of the 

primordial deluge, who lived with his wife in immortal peace. From afar Utnapishtim 

spied the approaching boat of Gilgamesh along on the endless waters, and he wondered in 

his heart: 

Who are "those of stone" of the boat shattered, 
And someone who is not of my service sailing in 

the boat? 

That one who is coming: is he not a man? (qtd. in Campbell 186) 

Gilgamesh, on landing, had to listen to the patriarch's long recitation of the story 

of the deluge. Utnapishtim bid his visitor sleep, and he slept for six days. Utnapishtim had 

his wife bake seven loaves of bread and place them by the head of Gilgamesh as he lay 

asleep beside the boat. When Gilgamesh awoke, he was given a bath and fresh clothing. 

Following that, Utnapishtim told Gilgamesh the secret of the plant. Gilgamesh managed 

to obtain the watercress, but it was eaten by a snake. Thus immortality was denied to 

Gilgamesh. Yet he still received a boon: the affirmation of mortal life, the regeneration of 
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culture itself. 

When the hero-quest has been accomplished, through penetration to the source, or 

through the grace of some male or female, human or animal, personification, the 

adventurer still must return, as Gilgamesh returned to Uruk, and thus manifest his life-

transmuting trophy. The full round of the monomyth requires that the hero shall now 

begin the labor of bringing the regenerative boon to the community, the nation, the planet, 

or the ten thousand worlds (Campbell 193). 

But the responsibility for the boon has been frequently refused. Even the Buddha, 

after his triumph, doubted whether the message of realization could be communicated, and 

saints are reported to have passed away while in the supernal ecstasy. Numerous heroes 

are fabled to have taken up residence forever in the blessed isle of the unaging Goddess of 

Immortal Being (Campbell 193). 

If the hero in his triumph wins the blessing of the goddess or the god and is then 

explicitly commissioned to return to the world with some elixir for the restoration of 

society, the final stage of his adventure is supported by all the powers of his supernatural 

patron. On the other hand, if the trophy has been attained against the opposition of its 

guardian, or if the hero's wish to return to the world has been resented by the gods or 

demons, then the last stage of the mythological round becomes a lively, often comical, 

pursuit. This flight may be complicated by marvels of magical obstruction and evasion. 

One of the most shocking of the obstacle flights is that of the Greek hero, Jason. 

He had set forth to win the Golden Fleece. Putting to sea in the magnificent Argo with a 

great company of warriors, he had sailed in the direction of the Black Sea, and, though 
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delayed by many fabulous dangers, arrived, at last, miles beyond the Bosporus, at the city 

and palace of King Aeetes. Behind the palace was the grove and tree of the dragon-

guarded prize. Aeetes did not give a friendly welcome to the Argonauts and was prepared 

to let Jason take the fleece only if he first performed a series of impossible tasks. These 

were to yoke a pair of brazen-footed and fire-breathing bulls, the gift of Hephaestus to 

Aeetes, and with them to plow a large field and sow it in dragon's teeth from which armed 

men would spring up; these tasks were very much like those performed by Cadmus of 

Thebes. In fact, the dragon's teeth had been taken by Athena from Cadmus's dragon and 

given by Athena as a gift to King Aeetes. 

Medea, the king's daughter, was made, through the agency of Hera and Aphrodite, 

to fall in love with Jason. She was more than willing to help Jason perform the tasks King 

Aeetes set before him. Medea, a priestess of Hecate, was as skilled in magic as her aunt 

Circe; she theretore was able to give Jason a magic ointment that would protect him from 

harm by fire or iron for the space of a day. So he performed the allotted tasks; like 

Cadmus, Jason threw a stone into the midst of the men, which turned them face to face, 

and they then slew each other (Morford and Lenardon 436-37). 

The infatuated young Medea conducted Jason to the oak from which hung the 

Fleece. The guarding dragon was distinguished by a crest, a three-forked tongue, and 

hooked fangs; but with the juice of a magic herb the couple put the monster to sleep. 

Jason snatched the fleece, Medea ran with him, and the Argo put to sea. But the king was 

soon in swift pursuit. When Medea perceived that his sails were cutting down their lead, 

she persuaded Jason to kill Apsyrtos, her younger brother whom she had carried off, and 
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toss the pieces of the dismembered body into the sea. This forced the king to put about, 

rescue the fragments, and go ashore to give them decent burial. Meanwhile the Argo ran 

with the wind and passed from the clutches of King Aeetes (Campbell 203-04). 

The hero may have to be brought back from his supernatural adventure by 

assistance from without. That is, the world may have to come and get him. The bliss of 

the deep abode is not lightly abandoned in favor of the self-scattering of the wakened state 

beyond the return threshold: "Who having cast off the world would desire to return again. 

He would only be there" (qtd. in Campbell 207). And yet, in so far as one is alive, life will 

call. Society is jealous of those who remain away from it, and will come knocking at the 

door. If the hero is unwilling, the disturber suffers an ugly shock; but on the other hand, if 

the summoned one is only delayed—sealed in by the beatitude of the state of perfect being 

(which resembles death), a rescue is effected, and the adventurer returns (Campbell 207). 

The crossing of the return threshold to the land of day is an extremely difficult 

threshold-crossing. Whether rescued from without, driven from within, or gently carried 

along by the guiding divinities, he has yet to return with his boon to the long-forgotten 

world where men who are incomplete imagine themselves to be whole. The hero has yet 

to confront society with his ego-shattering, life-redeeming elixir, and take the return blow 

of reasonable queries, hard resentment, and good people at a loss to comprehend 

(Campbell 216). 

The two worlds, the divine and the human, can be pictured only as distinct from 

each other-different as life and death, as day and night. The hero adventures out of the 

known land into darkness; there he accomplishes his adventure, or again is simply lost to 
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the world, imprisoned, or in danger; and his return is described as a coming back out of 

that zone. Campbell reasserts that the key to understanding myth and symbol is to 

understand that the two kingdoms are actually one. The realm of the gods is a forgotten 

dimension of the known world. The exploration of that dimension, either willingly or 

unwillingly, is the whole sense of the deed of the hero. The values and distinctions that in 

normal life seem important disappear with the terrifying assimilation of the self into what 

formerly was only otherness. The fearfulness of this loss of personal individuation can be 

the whole burden of the transcendental experience for unqualified souls. But the hero-soul 

goes boldly in~and discovers the hags converted into goddesses and the dragons into the 

watchdogs of the gods (Campbell 217). 

There must remain, however, from the standpoint of normal waking 

consciousness, an inconsistency between the wisdom brought forth from the deep, and the 

prudence usually found to be effective in the light world. Hence the divorce of practical 

activity from virtue and the resultant degeneration of human existence. Martyrdom is for 

saints, but the common people have their institutions, and these cannot be left to grow like 

the lilies of the field; Peter keeps drawing his sword, as in the garden, to defend the 

creator and the sustainer of the world (Matthew 26.51; Mark 14.47; John 18.10). The 

boon brought from the transcendent deep becomes quickly rationalized into nonentity, and 

the need becomes great for another hero to refresh the world (Campbell 218). 

What is the result of the hero's passage and return? Campbell states that the 

battlefield is symbolic of the battlefield of life, where every creature lives on the death of 

another. A realization of the inevitable guilt of life may so sicken the heart that, like 
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Hamlet, one may refuse to go on with it. On the other hand, one may invent a false, finally 

unjustified, image of oneself as an exceptional phenomenon in the world, not guilty as 

others are, but justified in one's inevitable sinning because one represents the good. Such 

self-righteousness leads to a misunderstanding, not only of oneself but of the nature of 

both man and the cosmos. The goal of the myth is to dispel the need for such life 

ignorance by effecting a reconciliation of the individual consciousness with the universal 

will. This is effected through a realization of the true relationship of the passing 

phenomena of time to the imperishable life that lives and dies in all (Campbell 238). 

The hero is the champion of things becoming, not of things become, because he is. 

"Before Abraham was, I AM." He does not mistake apparent changelessness in time for 

the permanence of Being, nor is he fearful of the next moment (or of the "other thing"), as 

destroying the permanent with its change. "Nothing retains its own form; but Nature, the 

greater renewer, ever makes up forms from forms. Be sure there's nothing perishes in the 

whole universe; it does but vary and renew its farm" (Ovid, Metamorphoses 15.252-55). 

Yet the monomythic idea of the hero is far from the contemporary view of 

heroism; for the democratic ideal of the power-driven machine, and the development of 

the scientific method of research, have so transformed human life that the long-inherited, 

timeless universe of symbols has collapsed. In the fateful, epoch-announcing words of 

Nietzsche's Zarathustra: "Dead are all the gods" (1.22.3). One knows the tale; it has been 

told a thousand ways. It is the hero-cycle of the modern age, the wonder story of 

mankind's coming to maturity. The spell of the past, the bondage of tradition, was 

shattered with sure aind mighty strokes. The dream-web of myth fell away; the mind 
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opened to full waking consciousness; and modern man emerged from ancient ignorance, 

like a butterfly from its cocoon, or like the sun at dawn from the womb of mother night 

(Campbell 387). 

Today the mysteries have lost their force; their symbols no longer interest the 

human psyche. The notion of a cosmic law, which all existence serves and to which man 

himself must bend, has long since passed. The cosmos is now simply accepted in 

mechanical terms as a matter of course. The descent of the Occidental sciences from the 

heavens to the earth (from seventeenth-century astronomy to nineteenth-century biology), 

and their concentration today, at last, on man himself (in twentieth-century anthropology 

and psychology), mark the path of a prodigious transfer of the focal point of human 

wonder. Not the animal world, not the plant world, not the miracle of the spheres, but 

man himself is the crucial mystery. Man is that alien presence with whom the forces of 

egoism must come to terms, through whom the ego is to be crucified and resurrected, and 

in whose image society is to be reformed. Man himself must become the measure of the 

inexhaustible and divine existence that is the life -force in all men (Campbell 391). 

The modern hero, the modern individual who dares to heed the call and seek the 

mansion of that presence with whom it is man's destiny to be atoned, cannot, must not, 

wait for his community to cast off its slough of pride, fear, rationalized avarice, and 

sanctified misunderstanding. Nietzsche says: "Live as though the day were here." It is not 

society that is to guide and save the creative hero, but precisely the reverse. And so all 

mankind shares the supreme ordeal—carries the cross of the redeemer—not in the bright 

moments of his tribe's victories, but in the silence of his personal despair (Campbell 391). 
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Although this introduction to Joseph Campbell's monomythic schema may seem 

somewhat lengthy, it is necessary for the complete understanding of the chapters to 

follow. In analyzing the novels of Anita Brookner, one can only come to a full 

appreciation of her genius when considering the use of myth as an essential building block 

in each of her works. The following chapters will analyze and interpret each of Anita 

Brookner's fourteen novels as examples of the modern monomyth, yet a monomyth with 

an ironic twist, as Brookner will develop feminine heroes who will undergo the same 

mythic journeys and transformations usually reserved for masculine heroes. 



CHAPTER II 

LEARNING THE MONOMYTH: THE DEBUT AND PROVIDENCE 

Although Joseph Campbell primarily describes heroic journeys for masculine 

heroes, this does not preclude a heroic journey for a feminine hero. Erich Neumann, in 

The Origins and History of Consciousness, asserts that the female does not necessarily 

need the hieros gamos to complete her transformation to self-awareness; rather she can 

complete the journey to self-knowledge by bestowing upon herself the boon she carries 

within her. The masculine hero must complete the hieros gamos with the Goddess or her 

representative to achieve manhood, but the feminine hero is not constrained by this 

requirement, as she carries the seeds of transformation within herself. For example, in 

D.H. Lawrence's The Rainbow. Ursula Brangwen achieves goddesshood when she stands 

alone in the field and views the rainbow. None of her previous sexual relationships 

allowed her to become whole; only the realization of the goddess she carried within herself 

accomplished the marriage of the bifurcated self. 

Anita Brookner's novels contain subtle uses of the female transformation theme. 

Although many critics dismiss Brookner's novels as "minimalist," they miss the understated 

instructions for the accomplishment of godhead for the feminine protagonist. John 

Skinner, in The Fictions of Anita Brookner. analyzes Brookner's narratives on the basis 

of folklore theory, drawing on the works of Greimas and Propp (159-61). Propp's 

structuralist theory, which identified characters in terms of "spheres of action," establishes 
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seven basic character types: the villain, the donor, the helper, the sought-after-person and 

her father, the dispatcher, the hero, and the false hero. Propp discusses a corpus of tales 

constructed upon the same basic set of thirty-one functions. A function is the basic unit of 

the narrative language and refers to the significant actions which form the narrative. 

These follow a logical sequence, and although no tale contains them all, in every tale the 

functions always remain in sequence (Selden 56). Propp's designations correspond to the 

definitions of character types' action in the hero's journey in Campbell's monomyth 

schema. Manini Samarth also explores the possibility that Brookner's prose has a mythic 

nature in her 1988 dissertation on Anita Brookner and Anita Desai. Both Skinner and 

Samarth are correct in their understanding of Brookner's mythic structure, yet they both 

fail to go deeply enough into the structure to realize that the overwhelming portion of 

Brookner's fictions reveal the monomythic heroic journey described by Campbell in The 

Hero with a Thousand Faces. 

If Brookner's feminine heroes (even if the protagonist in a Brookner novel is male, 

he exhibits feminine character traits) do, in fact, undergo a monomythic journey, can the 

reader then consider Brookner a proponent of radical feminism? According to Brookner, 

she is not a feminist. Indeed she portrays many characters in her novels which show the 

devouring mother side of the Earth Mother; yet for each of these characters who try to 

lead the protagonist astray, there is a helping female figure who nurtures the protagonist 

with the positive qualities of the nurturing Mother. Thus, in subtle ways, Brookner, 

despite her protests to the contrary, is a feminist, as she shows the positive side of women 

who are struggling to find their place in the universe and within their own souls. 
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Brookner's novels are, in the words of Rosalind Coward, "woman-centered" (238), they 

put woman at the center of the reader's thinking by starting with women's experience and 

forming patterns from it (Aptheker 7, 11). 

Brookner, like all contemporary women writers, is "twice alienated"—she must 

struggle to define her identity in a world estranged from her desires while also burdened 

by a "special self-consciousness" (Sukenick 28). As Mary Ellman suggests, women have 

not, perhaps cannot, escape from the "sense of species" (87) because they exist within an 

"inescapable conditi on" of femaleness which distances them from the mainstream of male-

controlled culture (Landy 28). Brookner confronts this burden of estrangement by the 

"subversion of the myth of the silent woman, the transference of the role of the 'other' 

from the female to the male character, the re-casting of allegory... and by [giving] 

traditionally defined male characteristics to a woman (Samarth 157-58). In this sense, 

Brookner becomes a feminist who follows in the steps of Virginia Woolf, who wrote A 

Room of One's Own and Three Guineas to exorcize the sense of injustice she felt was 

aimed at women in literature. 

Brookner's first two novels, The Debut (1981, published in England as A Start in 

Life) and Providence (1982), are semi-autobiographical, allowing Brookner to work out 

her own personal demons while exploring the mythic structures she will use in all fourteen 

of her novels. Homelessness and escape, as well as the hero's quest for understanding, 

established first in these two novels, are the basic themes which will prevail throughout 

Brookner's work. 

The Debut posits the question of appearance versus reality, insisting that the 
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feminine hero must learn the difference between the two if she is to become a successful 

seeker for the truth. The conflict centers on the protagonist, Ruth Weiss, a professor 

whose life is devoted to literature, devoted from the moment when she heard her nurse say 

the words, "Cinderella shall go to the ball." Yet "Dr. Weiss, at forty, knew that her life 

had been ruined by literature" (7). How can one's life be ruined by literature? According 

to Brookner, Ruth 

In her thoughtful and academic way. . . put it down to her faulty moral 
education, which dictated, through the conflicting but in this 
one instance united agencies of her mother and father, that she ponder the 
careers of Anna Karenina and Emma Bovary, but that she emulate 
those of David Copperfield and Little Dorrit. (7) 

Immediately the bifurcated self is established; social correctness and academic withdrawal 

is set forth by a literary analogy. This is correct, Brookner implies, because literature is 

the greatest fiction providing an escape from reality (Samarth 93). The only permissible 

grief Ruth Weiss allows herself is for Eugenie Grandet, the eponymous protagonist of 

Balzac's novel:: 

But she was working on Eugenie Grandet. and Balzac's unnervingly 
accurate assessment of Eugenie's innocent and hopeless love was making 
her uncomfortable, as it always did. "Je ne suis pas allez belle pour lui." 
Why had her nurse not read her a translation of Eugenie Grandet? The 
whole of life might have been different... .Sometimes Dr. Weiss perceived 
that her obsession with Balzac stemmed from the fact that he had 
revealed this knowledge to her, too late. She grieved over Eugenie, and 
this was the only grief she allowed herself. Beyond the imposed 
limits it hovered, threatening, enormous, unending, and inevitable. (9) 

Immediately the reader perceives the problem: Ruth would be more like Cinderella, who 

actually goes to the ball, but she is left, like Eugenie Grandet, not quite pretty enough for 

notice. Ruth, like Eugenie Grandet, does not learn the lesson her nurse wants her to learn: 
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that human beings aire ultimately responsible for their own happiness (154). 

The beginning of Ruth's monomythic journey occurs in her childhood, when, 

ignored by her parents, she retreats into the world of books for comfort. Her parents, 

George and Helen Weiss, were benign, but neglectful parents. George (Anglicized from 

Georg) Weiss is a used book dealer who exists on the earnings of a rare book shop, a 

German never quite at home in England [this novel begins the pattern Brookner will use in 

several of her novels: one parent is non-English, causing a sense of alienation in the 

child]. Helen Weiss, George's English wife, is an actress in drawing-room comedies. To 

Karl Jung, the spirits of the parents are "in practice the most important; hence the 

universal incidence of the ancestor cult. . . . For the child the parents are his closest and 

most influential relations" (Storr 105). But, in actuality, parents often fail to function in an 

acceptable capacity for the child; this is the case with Ruth Weiss, whose parents 

neglected her for their own self-centered activities. 

Ruth's only source of comfort is in her German grandmother, for whom she is 

named. The Weiss household is also an alien place, furnished in dark woods which 

"looked as if they had absorbed the blood of horses" (13). Ruth and her grandmother "got 

on well, each as silent as the other, brooding, obsessed with absent families, one real, the 

other between the covers of the same unending book" (13). 

With the death of her grandmother, Ruth becomes, essentially, an orphan. She 

cannot look to her parents for support; she must go outside to seek those who will guide 

her on her path. Ruth finds this support first in Miss Parker, who will be her first literal 

and metaphorical teacher. Ruth's life parallels Brookner's: 
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Raised in an eccentric Polish family in London, Brookner felt the 
limitations of her environment at an early age. The opportunity to study 
offered, among other things, the chance to escape her family and to explore 
new territory by traveling to France. Becoming a scholar, however, 
kept Brookner in academia for most of her life and never offered her the 
conventions of family and marriage. Despite her successful career, there 
r emains an element of regret in the author's view of her own life. "I wanted 
to get married," she confessed in an interview. "As it is, I've never 
redly left school. That's my sad story." Her fictional exploration of 
romantic myths reflect this disillusionment: her books are written in a 
sorrowful tone [,] and her heroines display a kind of melancholy acceptance 
of their inability to alter their situations. (Guppy 149) 

Finding a teacher who can set the young seeker on the correct path is the first step in the 

hero's journey. The teacher must recognize the inherent goodness of character in the hero 

and must awaken the call to adventure in the hero. The job of the teacher is to encourage 

the hero to heed the call, not to refuse it, for refusal means a life of unending darkness, a 

life without the benefit of self-awareness. This is Miss Parker's task with Ruth: to 

recognize in her the qualities which make her extraordinary and to set her feet on the path 

to enlightenment. 

In Miss Parker's view, Ruth's only hope was "to go to university and become a 

scholar" (25). Ruth's school work was good, yet not outstanding; nevertheless, Miss 

Parker saw in Ruth the possibility for something greater: 

"But; I should like," said Miss Parker to her colleague, Mrs. Brain, "to 
subject her to an experiment. She may become a good scholar out of 
sheer love of the safety net beneath her. She may grow up and throw the 
whole thing away. Girls who are alone too much need not suffer in this 
day and age. They can do research. And I believe she has 
a little money of her own, which is no bad thing for someone without 
friends. (25) 

Thus, like the Lady of the Lake who held aloft Kxcalibur as a boon to King Arthur, Miss 
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Parker holds aloft the treasure of literary study before Ruth. 

Because her parents reject the idea of Ruth sitting for exams for either Oxford or 

Cambridge, she begins her quest at a college in London. Just as many mythical heroes are 

set apart from their fellows until their greatness is realized, so Ruth was set apart from the 

other students at the college: 

. . . it was known-how, she did not understand-that she was not on a 
grant, did not share a flat with five others, did not live in a Hall of 
Residence, and took abundant baths, hot water being the one element of 
life ait home that Mrs. Cutler could not modify. (30) 

Ruth seeks for an author to call her own, an author whose work had not been taken as the 

virtual property of another scholar:: 

What she read was perhaps less exhilarating than what she read at school, 
books about books rather than the books themselves, the authors of which 
were always presented as the property of the various lecturers. 
"Middleton? You mean the Voltaire man at Southampton?"~this last being 
a reference, made in all good faith, to the eminent scholar whose life's work 
the great wanderer turned out to be. Her only worry was to find a 
writer who was not already someone else's property: she did not much 
mind who it was. (31) 

In the library Ruth for the first time experiences some happiness in her life. She begins to 

delve into the inner secrets of literary texts, plumbing their depths for the mysteries of life. 

Her writing, "which she approached as many women approach a meeting with a potential 

lover" (32), was well received by her teachers. She consciously begins to imitate Miss 

Parker, an acolyte who must follow in the steps of the guru before she can come to her 

own enlightenment. She copies Miss Parker's manner of dress, pleated skirts and 

cardigans, finding the style "to which she would adhere for the rest of her life" (32). 

While she is at college, Ruth meets her first spiritual helper, her friend Anthea. 
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Although the relationship appears to be for the benefit of only Anthea, who needs Ruth as 

an audience before whom to rehearse her attempts at glamour, Ruth herself benefits from 

the friendship. Until meeting Anthea, Ruth had not realized that she could make friends 

easily. Brookner describes Ruth as a person "of that placid appearance and benign, or 

perhaps indifferent, disposition that invites confidences, particularly from those too 

restless to harbor information" (33). 

Friendship with Anthea gives Ruth the courage to move from her parents' home to 

a flat of her own. Anthea encourages her to cut her hair, after which Ruth examines 

herself to discover if she looked any better. Again she is haunted by the words in Eugenie 

Grandet: Je ne suis pas assez belle pour lui. Brookner points out that Ruth's looks were 

"beside the point; she was attractive enough for a clever woman, but it was only as a 

clever woman that she was attractive" (40). Ruth does not possess the haunting beauty of 

an enchantress who can lure men from their paths. In spite of her shortcomings, Ruth falls 

in love with Richard Hirst, a man who on first glance seems to be the stereotypical 

Germanic hero: tall, blond, good-looking. Brookner describes him as "one of those 

exceptionally beautiful men whose violent presence makes other men, however superior, 

look makeshift" (41). Anthea believes him to be a prize beyond the expectations of a 

woman of Ruth's ken. Richard is, in fact, a false lover, a negative incarnation of the 

Jungian animus. According to Jung, the animus' influence may be immediate and 

absolutely compelling, because it always provokes an affective response: 

The affect (q.v.) is due to the fact that a real, conscious adaptation to the 
person representing a soul-image is impossible. . . . For an idealistic 
w oman, a depraved man is often the bearer of the soul-image; hence the 
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'savior fantasy' to frequent in such cases. (Storr 103-05) 

Brookner draws the portrait of Richard, the resolute Christian with an ulcer, with an 

ominous, acidic tone: 

Richard, a psychologist, by training, was a student counsellor, and would 
devote three days a week to answering the telephone and persuading 
anxious undergraduates that it was all right not to enjoy sex with every 
partner, or alternatively, that it was. Then Richard would wing home to his 
parish and stay up for two whole nights answering the telephone to teenage 
dropouts, battered wives, recidivists, and alcoholics. There seemed to be 
no end to the amount of bad news he could absorb. (41) 

Here, in fact, with the first hints of authorial alienation from the late twentieth century 

mores, is the incarnation of the "staunch Christian" Brookner hero (Skinner 23), a 

character-type previously identified by John Haffendon: "they wear their hearts or hurts on 

their sleeves, and they are egotistical and uninvolved while apparently being disinterested" 

(66). 

Ruth, attracted to Richard because of his active lifestyle, is unable to see any of 

Richard's baser qualities. She breaks away from the womb of her childhood home and 

rents an apartment, all for the purpose of cooking dinner for Richard [food, with its 

preparation and consumption, is another recurring motif in Brookner's fiction]. The 

preparation of this dinner occupies several chapters in the novel, necessitating a visit to the 

housekeeper Mr s. Cutler, some advice from Ruth's mother, a visit to Harrods for out-of-

season ingredients, and, finally, in an appropriate move for the literarily-minded Ruth, a 

close reading of the Larousse gastronomique. These preparations divert Ruth from her 

spiritual journey; they cause her to make a false start. She becomes less concerned with 

her literary studies and more concerned with the possibility of pleasing a man. Yet, 
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because of his hidden nefarious nature, Ruth will be unable to please Richard. When the 

fateful night for her long-awaited dinner arrives, Richard arrives hours late, ruining the 

dinner. Because of her infatuation with Richard and blindness to his character defects, she 

only displays mild exasperation with him. Failing to perceive that he might actually be at 

fault, Ruth feels guilty for questioning Richard about his tardiness. Her plans for perhaps 

consummating a sexual relationship with Richard are dashed as he tells Ruth of the 

problems of a woman named Harriet. Richard, as the negative incarnation of Ruth's soul-

image, causes her to feel guilty and valueless:" 'Sometimes Ruth,' he murmured, letting his 

golden eyelids slowly fall, 'I wonder if you're really a caring person.' "(64). Falling prey to 

his reptilian charm (symbolized by the golden eyelids), Ruth almost sabotages her own 

personal journey of enlightenment. Guilt causes her to loan him a hundred pounds, a 

hundred pounds which he could share with Harriet and the countless others who "had 

unlimited access to Richard's flat and his larder" (64). Although she knows she is paying 

to atone for the stigma of being an uncaring person, Ruth is compelled to give Richard the 

money because of hiis influence upon her. She rationalizes that she would be moving from 

her flat to move to France soon and that it would be cheaper to pay rent at home, but the 

truth is that she has been taken in by the false hero, the person who would divert the 

feminine hero from her quest. 

Ruth moves home, telling her parents that the rent was being raised on her flat. 

Her relationship with her parents changes, taking on the alienation described by Jung in 

"The Relations between the Ego and the Unconscious." According to Jung: 

As he [the child] grows older this influence is split off; consequently the 
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parental imagos becomes increasingly shut off from consciousness, and on 
account of the restrictive influence they sometimes continue to exert, they 
easily acquire a negative aspect. In this way the parental imagos 
remain as alien elements somewhere "outside" the psyche. (Storr 105) 

Ruth's parents take on an even more alien form than they had previously, preparing Ruth 

for the time when she must make her metaphorical journey into the underworld. 

In Campbell's monomyth schema, the hero must make a journey into the 

underworld before he can come to a union of self. While in the underworld the hero will 

meet with spiritual helpers and shadow beings, all of whom will help the hero on his way. 

Ruth's journey to the underworld commences when she travels to Paris to study. Again 

Ruth's life parallels Brookner's; Brookner herself traveled to Paris to study, not literature, 

but French art history. Ruth's parents, attempting to keep a tenuous hold on her, only 

agree to allow Ruth to travel to Paris if she will stay at the home of George's old friends 

and former customers, the Wilcoxes. 

The Paris Brookner portrays in The Debut serves very well as a metaphor for the 

underworld journey; Brookner never loses the idea of Paris as the home of the outcast, the 

poet, the bohemian, and, most importantly for Ruth, of Balzac. Ruth's living 

accommodations with the Wilcoxes are definitely of the underworld variety; she "could 

not believe that anyone had consigned her to this place when she had committed no crime" 

(100). The Wilcoxes are the shadow selves of her parents; their "bright, chintzy flat" 

hiding "severe and owlish" personalities. Ruth's request for facilities for a bath is met with 

consternation from Mrs. Wilcox, who grudgingly agrees to allow Ruth fifteen minutes at 

six P.M. for bathing. Ruth's room (literally an old servant's room, but a "maiden's" room 
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to Ruth) has barred windows which admit only a sepia light, "reducing her life to 

monochrome." When Ruth considers whether she is better or worse off than at home in 

London, she concludes that she is "On the whole, worse" (103). 

The Paris experience is a time of personal growth for Ruth. She immerses herself 

in the French language and culture, spending her days in the Bibliotheque Nationale. She 

even accustoms herself to the fact that Mr. Wilcox observes her taking a bath through a 

chink in the bathroom wall. But her life is changed when she meets the couple who will be 

her spiritual guides to Paris, Hugh and Jill Dixon. Ruth meets the Dixons on a Sunday 

afternoon after she has been wandering through the Louvre. She hears the couple 

speaking, discussing where they will have dinner that evening, which brings the reality of 

her own existence crashing in around her: 

She heard them discussing where to eat that evening and a great pain filled 
her that she should never be able to make such plans. The 
impossibility of her present life was apparent to her as it had never been 
before. She was a prisoner in her cell, and, in addition to her physical 
restraints, she had imprisoned herself in a routine as destructive of liberty 
and impulse as if it had been imposed on her by a police 
state. Every morning she caught the same bus to the Biblioteque 
Nationale. Every lunchtime she ate a sandwich in the same cafe. Every 
evening she presented herself for her bath and returned, chilly, to her room 
where, she was beginning to realize, problems of increased loneliness 
a waited her. She studied the couple closely, as if they were an unknown 
species. They were, in fact, an unknown species. They were happy. (105) 

The Dixons become for Ruth what Anthea was in her former life. They take over her 

appearance, telling her where to have her hair cut, advising her to change her severe 

wardrobe. Unlike Ruth, who is ever cautious about money, the Dixons spend money 

freely. Ruth is always willing to take them to lunch or to give Hugh Dixon money "to tide 
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[him] over from time to time" (110). Ruth visits the Biblioteque Nationale less and learns 

more about the rest of Paris. With Hugh she finally visits the home of Balzac, about 

whom she is writing her dissertation. Ruth accepts the attitude of Jill Dixon, who does 

not mind if her husband spends time with Ruth if she is willing to pay for his lunches. 

Ruth's attitude begins to change as a result of her association with the Dixons. She 

begins, as Brookner points out, to think of the world in terms of "Balzacian opportunism": 

Her insights improved. She perceived that most of the tales of morality 
were wrong, that even Charles Dickens was wrong, and that the world is 
not won by virtue. Eternal life, perhaps (but who knows about that?): not 
the world. If the moral code she had learned—through the literature she 
was now beginning to reinterpret—were correct, she should surely have 
flourished in her heavy, unbecoming coat, in her laborious solitude, with 
her notes and the daily bus ride and the healthful lonely walks. Yet here 
she was, looking really not too bad, having spent more than half her 
money, eating and drinking better than she had ever done in her life, and 
absconding from the Biblioteque Nationale to spend time with another 
woman's husband. (110-11) 

Ruth's journey to enlightenment continues when she begins an affair with Professor 

Duplessis, an older man whose work on Balzac Ruth admires. Duplessis is the father-

figure in Ruth's search for enlightenment; unable to communicate with her own father, she 

seeks to find comfort in the love of Duplessis. Duplessis makes love to her and gives her 

comfort and understanding, but he is a married man-ultimately his love for her will be as 

hollow as her father's love. Ruth comes to realize that, in spite of their closeness, she will 

never have intimacy with Duplessis. Her trip to the west of France to visit the settings of 

Balzac's novels leaves her feeling that she cannot continue in a relationship with no 

intimacy. She feels that if she can establish herself in her own flat that she will be able to 

cope with her relationship with Duplessis. 
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Ruth's opportunity comes when the Dixons decide to return to London to await 

the birth of their child; Ruth takes over their flat, giving them the hundred pounds which 

had finally been repaid to her by Richard Hirst. In a move which parallels her frantic 

desire to make dinner for Richard, Ruth begins, upon obtaining the flat, to accumulate the 

things she will need to prepare a dinner for Duplessis: "Plates, she thought, knives and 

forks; find the nearest butcher. I will learn to cook, better this time" (149). 

Despite her seeming change to the expected role for woman, that of the nurturing 

wife (even though Ruth is actually only a pseudlo-wife—Duplessis having been married to 

another woman for twenty-five years); she begins to learn, through her association with 

the Dixons and with Duplessis, what she actually expects from life. Ironically, however, it 

will be Balzac who will be Ruth's greatest spiritual teacher during her journey in Paris. 

Balzac, the immortal teacher, shows Ruth that 

. . . she did not wish to live as virtuously as Henriette de Mortsauf or as 
Eugenie Grandet; she did not wish to be as courageous and ridiculous as 
Dinah de la Baudraye . . . She would rather be like the lady who spells 
death to Eugenie Grandet's hopes, a beauty glimpsed at a ball in 
Paris with feathers in her hair. Better a bad winner than a good loser. 
Balzac had taught her that too. (150) 

Balzac will become Ruth's mythic father. For the monomythic hero to be able to 

make a complete return from the underworld, he/she must be able to come to terms with 

the father or a representation of the father. For Brookner, the atonement with the father is 

often represented by coming to terms with the mother or mother-figure, a fact which 

supports Campbell's theory that the parental figure is essentially androgynous. For Ruth 

this confrontation comes when she is recalled from Paris when her mother has a heart 



45 

attack, presumably after learning of her husband George's long-term infidelity. When her 

mother dies, Ruth is left with the care of the now-invalid George. In spite of her growth 

and spiritual development in Paris, Ruth must grasp that she may perhaps have made her 

decisions about moral choices too soon. As Samarth points out, Ruth's new sense of 

freedom learned from literature proves only temporary: 

The loss of freedom occurs almost immediately at this stage in the 
narrative, when Ruth seems to have established control over the loss of her 
amironic dream by a firm choice of alternatives (her present moral over her 
former amoral self). Soon after Ruth's return... [she] realizes now 
that the choice of alternatives was too hasty, because it is the Eugenie in 
Ruth's character not the beautiful lady who will choose to commit the 
rest of her life to George's protection and nurture. (96-97) 

As Brookner finishes her tale of Ruth's monomythic journey she returns the reader 

to the idea of appearances and realities. Ruth will continue to carry the realizations she 

learned from Balzac within her, yet she will be forced to maintain an outward appearance 

that is diametrically opposed to her true self. For Ruth, then, the ultimate knowledge 

gained from her journey is that a person must often lead a Janus-like existence, 

maintaining a public and a private face, with the two never able to resolve to one visage. 

Thus Ruth assumes the public face of the virtuous, controlled, middle-aged professor, a 

woman absorbed in her academic life, yet one who "had known great terror, great 

emotion. She had been loved [Ruth had had lovers and a husband]... but that was not 

her story. Her adventure, the one that would change her life into literature, was not the 

stuff of gossip. It was, in fact, the stuff of literature itself' (10). The reader learns on the 

final page of the novel that Ruth's amassed revelations from Balzac have now become the 

subject of her interior life, rather than her exterior life. The polite tone with which she 
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addresses her publisher belies her passion for the works she writes about: 

Deal- Ned, she wrote, dear Ned, it has been so long since we met and I 
have six more chapters to show you. I am rather pleased with my study of 
Diane de Maufrigneuse. Will you come to dinner next week or the week 
after? . . . P.S. The section on Eugenie Grandet has turned out rather 
longer than expected. Do you think anyone will notice? (192) 

Gone is the Ruth who would invite men to dinner for reasons of passion; the reader is left 

with a woman who views human contact with a Forsterian sense of utility and function, 

not personal reasons. 

The Debut starts Brookner on the path she will follow for the remainder of her 

fourteen novels: the study of the monomythic journey of a feminine hero who is trapped 

between inclusion and exclusion, between appearance and reality. The reader must not, 

however, discount Ruth's journey as having been a failure, simply because she is now 

forced to live a dual existence. Rather, Ruth has learned to assume a public face and to 

maintain interior peace; thus, she is the master of two worlds. At the outset of the novel, 

Ruth was unaware of the duality; she only knew that she was torn between Cinderella and 

Eugenie Grandet. But the reader finds Ruth at the end of the novel cognizant of the 

duality of human existence, of the gap between illusion and reality. While Brookner may 

have disappointed readers who would seek for the traditional happy ending in her novel, 

she has presented the journey of a woman who comes to full self-awareness by accepting 

the dualistic nature of human existence. This self-awareness is the boon Ruth bestows 

upon herself; no man could have given her the realization. 

Brookner's second novel Providence continues the theme of isolation and 

alienation from her first novel. Again the literary theme emerges, this time focusing on 
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Adolphe. a novel by Benjamin Constant. Kitty Maule, the protagonist of the novel, 

specializes in the romantic tradition (also one of Brookner's specialties) and wins an 

appointment as a teacher at a provincial university. Kitty's Russian, French, and English 

ancestry immedi ately reminds the reader not only of the mixed ancestry of Ruth Weiss, the 

protagonist of The Debut, but also of Brookner's own mixed ancestry. Brookner tells the 

reader that Kitty's ancestry is perhaps "a little colourful" (5). Kitty, an "island of 

remoteness," feels that she belongs nowhere. Her grandfather Vadim, a Russian circus 

acrobat, and her grandmother Louise, a French seamstress, move to London and open a 

dressmaker's salon in Grosvenor Square. Their daughter Marie-Therese marries an 

English army officer, who dies almost immediately. This mixture of cultures leaves Kitty 

caught between two culture and even two names: born Catherine Josephine Therese, she 

is "Therese" at home with her grandparents and "Kitty" everywhere else. 

Kitty's mother, who had become a permanent houseguest in her parents home, died 

while quietly sitting at the dinner table with walnut shells in her hand. Again Brookner 

establishes a problem with food for the protagonist. Just as Ruth Weiss had retreated to 

eating spare, spinsterish meals in her family's kitchen, so Kitty retreats from food, having 

difficulty eating except when she prepares meals for her lover, Maurice Bishop. Samarth 

identifies food as the link for Kitty between her inner self and the outer world of 

appearances (102). 

Unable to resolve her conflict about her mixed ancestry, Kitty moves from her 

grandparents' home into a flat in Chelsea, where she keeps a photograph of her father 

taken on his last leave. But, in spite of this apparent separation from her grandparents, 
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Kitty in actuality maintained two places of residence: 

She had two homes: one a small flat in Chelsea, where she kept her father's 
photograph, taken on his last leave; the other, her grandparents' house 
in the suburbs, where, once inside the front door, one encountered the 
smells, the furnishings, the continual discussion that might take place in an 
apartment house in Paris, or perhaps further east. An air of dimness, of 
stuffy comfort, an emanation of ceremonious meals, long past, an 
airlessness, hours spent on the routine matters of rising and 
eating and drinking coffee; an insistence on food; the centrality of food; 
great sadness, organizing the simple empty days, but never despair, never 
the complaint known to English doctors as depression. (6) 

Kitty feels herself to be English, alien from her grandparents more exotic heritage, an 

alienation represented metaphorically by her eating of Vadim's many exotic foodstuffs. 

Left to herself, Kitty disposes of mealtimes quickly, preferring to hold her plate on her lap 

rather than sit at a table. But at her grandparents' house she is forced into an elaborate 

ritual of eating, her inner self subjugated to the outer self; "Kitty" becomes "Therese," the 

assumed French self. Indeed Kitty reveals that she requires several days to make the 

transformation from "Kitty" to "Therese," so complete is the bifurcation of self (12). 

Like Ruth Weiss, Kitty Maule believes that she can create a wholeness of self by 

becoming involved in a romantic relationship. Predictably, she falls in love with Maurice 

Bishop, a handsome and brilliant historian. Like Richard Hirst in The Debut. Maurice is 

one of Brookner's "Christian males," a man who has devoted his life to lecturing on 

cathedrals, a vocation which he pursues with religious fervor. Maurice is a romantic 

figure, almost the epitome of the romantic figure as he weaves a web of mystery around 

himself. He withholds information from Kitty, perhaps to maintain an air of mystery about 

himself. Maurice is not a true lover; like Richard Hirst and many other Brookner men to 



49 

come, he is a poseur, a man of artifice. Kitty, like Ruth Weiss before her, cannot 

recognize a false lover. Brookner female heroes are almost genetically blinded to the false 

lover. Kitty, like Ruth Weiss, is blinded to Maurice's words because she believes in the 

literality of words. As Kitty tells her students as they study Adolphe: 

"A novel is not simply a confession, you know. It is about the author's 
choice of words. . . . I am sorry to hammer this point but you must take 
notice of how the words are handled, in which context they are used. They 
will tell you everything." (45) 

Although Kitty does not use the words, she believes that Maurice can be the 

animus for her. Jung points out, however, that the animus can have both positive and 

negative aspects: 

And, as a matter of fact, any moderately acute psychological observer will 
be able to demonstrate, without much difficulty, traces of a character-
splitting in normal individuals. One has only to observe a man rather 
closely, under varying conditions, to see that a change from one 
milieu to another brings about a striking alteration of personality, and on 
each occasion a clearly defined character emerges that is 
noticeably different from the previous one. "Angel abroad, devil at home" 
is a formulation of the phenomenon of character-splitting derived from 
everyday experience. A particular milieu necessitates a particular attitude. 
The longer this attitude lasts, and the more often it is required, the more 
habitual it becomes. Very many people from the educated classes have to 
move in two totally different milieus~the domestic circle and the world of 
affairs. These two totally different environments demand two totally 
different attitudes, which depending upon the degree of the ego's 
identification with the attitude of the moment, produce a duplication 
of character. In accordance with social conditions and requirements the 
social character is oriented on the one hand by the expectations and 
demands of society, and on the other by the social aims and aspirations of 
the individual. The domestic character is, as a rule, moulded by emotional 
demands and an easy-going acquiesces for the sake of comfort and 
convenience; whence it frequently happens that men who in public life are 
extremely energetic, spirited, obstinate, wilful and ruthless appear 
good-natured, mild, compliant, even weak, when at home and in the bosom 
of the family. Which is the true character, the real personality? The 
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question is often impossible to answer. (Storr 97-98) 

When Kitty cajoles Maurice into telling her about his former love Lucy, he 

embellishes the tale of the lover who ran from him to join Mother Theresa. What he fails 

to mention is that he will replace her with another golden girl who will complement him 

(and reproduce the golden pair of The Debut and of the upcoming Look at Me) (Sadler 

23). Kitty is oblivious to the subtext of Maurice's discourse, hearing only that God, or 

"Providence," has blessed Maurice "with years of happiness and love that can never 

disappear" and that he considers himself married to the lost Lucy (58). Kitty later claims 

at the end of the novel that she would have understood all this before but that she simply 

"lacked the information," the same excuse she will make when she learns at a dinner party 

that Maurice will marry her student, Jane Fairchild, a shadow self of Kitty. The shadow 

self presents the negative side of the hero; encounter with the shadow can deter the hero's 

progress on the monomythic journey. Jung states: 

The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, 
for no one can become conscious of the shadow without considerable 
moral effort. To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark 
aspects of the personality as present and real. This act is the essential 
condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets 
with considerable resistance. 

Jane, whose surname, Fairchild. is a metaphor for her actual appearance, is another 

Brookner golden child, like the golden couple in The Debut: Kitty reveres Jane and deems 

it a tremendous compliment when Jane condescends to write anything in class: 

When Miss Fairchild read an essay, it ran quite sensibly for about seven 
minutes, ending with a complete sentence and a full stop. Then Miss 
Fairchild would lift her limpid eyes to Kitty and say, "I'm afraid I didn't 
have time to write any more." There would be no answer to this. For she 



51 

was so extremely beautiful that it seemed a concession for her to have 
written anything at all. . . . She had long pre-Raphaelite tendrils of 
beige hair with which she played throughout the seminar, drawing them 
back briskly behind her neck as if in preparation for some sort of 
announcement. . . (43) 

Kitty realizes that Miss Fairchild is unteachable, because she "felt she knew enough 

already" (44). Jane is a representation of the type of female Brookner would caution her 

readers against becoming: vacant and self-absorbed; Brookner will later present a full 

version of this character type in Monica in Hotel du Lac. 

Kitty meets another shadow being and receives the call to adventure when she 

encounters Madame Eva (alias Mrs. Cartwright), the clairvoyant. The seer's home is a 

metaphorical representation of her place as a shadow of Kitty's self: 

Madame Eva's consulting room was small, dark, dingy, indeterminate and 
oddly comfortable. It represented perhaps the ultimate mess or primal 
ooze from which vatic female pronouncements would appropriately 
emerge. Dirty cushions softened the shapes of a couple of sagging 
armchairs, two of them placed in close proximity. (68-69) 

Although Mrs. Cartwright's home is a metaphor for Kitty's shadow, her person is as neat 

as Kitty's own: 

Madame Eva herself looked like the headmistress of a decent primary 
school. She was reassuringly plump, neatly groomed, and spotlessly clean; 
indeed she was rather attractively dressed in a loose flowered smock, which 
reinforced the infant school image, with her spectacles hanging on a 
chain around her neck. (69) 

Kitty, because of her allegiance to the rational self, is skeptical of Madame Eva. Yet, 

ironically, it is Madame Eva who will propel Kitty along her way to the road of trials and 

the underground journey (which, like The Debut, takes place in France). 
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Kitty was introduced to Madame Eva by her friend Caroline Costigan, another 

self-absorbed woman, yet a woman who will be a teacher-figure for Kitty in her hero's 

journey. Kitty, in spite of her feminine dressing and demeanor, suffers from a 

disconnection from what Goethe describes as the ewie weiblich. or the "eternal feminine." 

Kitty feels herself to be lacking some "essential feminine quality," residing "in the folklore 

passed on by women who possessed a knowledge that she was forced to supplement by 

reading books" (66). The idea that life can be learned from books, rather than by living it, 

is a recurring motif in Brookner's novels. Kitty surreptitiously studies advice columns and 

horoscopes, searching for arcane knowledge of the eternal feminine, searching for the 

representation of the goddess in the pages of a pulp magazine. Although Kitty gains 

experience in this area from her association with Caroline, she possesses intuitive 

knowledge that Caroline's knowledge is flawed in some way. Caroline, a divorced 

woman, must live frugally to stretch her alimony payments; she feels compelled to consult 

seers about changes in her luck. In addition to providing Kitty with a psychic connection, 

Caroline teaches Kitty the recurring Brookner maxim that there is one law for the beautiful 

and one law for the plain [indeed, this is also one of the lessons she learns from Jane 

Fairchild] (Skinner 37): 

Beauty, of course, offered its own dispensations: beautiful women, by a 
rule she acknowledged but did not understand, were somehow allowed to 
do nothing of worth and yet to command the time and attention of others. 
Kitty preferred her busy life, which she characterized as an easy life spent 
doing difficult things. (31) 

Kitty is blind to her own beauty because she insists upon making a distinction between 

types of women: haves and have-nots. Caroline tells Kitty that she occasionally looks 
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depressed, as if she had been "stood up or something" (154). The irony of this portrait of 

Kitty is important; as Kitty, who sees no middle way, is a romantic and no romantic, so 

she is a beauty and no beauty, a clotheshorse and no clotheshorse (Sadler 29). Kitty's 

separation from the eternal feminine deters her in the quest for goddesshood. 

Kitty begins her underground journey when she goes to Paris on her summer 

vacation with the expectation of meeting Maurice. Here she experiences a "renewal of her 

powers" as soon as she reaches "the wider shore, the wider sky" (104-05). But the 

renewal is short-lived as she spends most of her vacation running in and out of her hotel to 

inquire about messages from Maurice. When Maurice actually arrives, his only contact 

with Kitty is on the day before he is scheduled to leave France. The couple visits the 

abbey church of St. Denis, where Maurice falls asleep in the sun. Her plans for a 

romantic/sexual encounter are dashed when Maurice, on returning to Kitty's room, does 

nothing more than take a bath. They eat croissants and apple chaussons ravenously, 

finally exchanging a kiss with "identical breaths." Kitty vows she will never forget that 

"particular taste as long as she live[s]" (122). Here Brookner uses a peculiar kind of 

bathos, a mock-romantic typology. Kitty cannot recognize her encounters with Maurice 

for their true value. One would assume that, having studied literature, that Kitty would 

have a better knowledge of romantic love and its entanglements. Yet Kitty is the typical 

Brooknerian female hero, unable to recognize the traits in herself which she recognizes 

readily in others. On the monomythic level, this failure to recognize the dangers of 

romantic love is another hindrance to the receiving of the boon of self-knowledge which 

will mark the beginning of the return journey. 



54 

Although Kitty returns to England following her meeting with Maurice, the 

underground journey is not ended. She begins work on her public lecture, and she begins 

a new cycle of hope, particularly after Maurice's promise of a celebratory dinner. The 

long crescendo of hope portrayed here is a pattern paralleled both in The Debut and Look 

at Me. 

Kitty returns again to Madame Eva and gets "the truth again"; she recalls the 

wedding of her cousin Jean-Claude and the sly references of aunts and uncles to her own 

wedding; she experiences a new "sense of well-being" and "almost of worth", thinking 

that her apprenticeship at the university had finally come to an end: 

For two days she had rested secure in this knowledge and also in 
anticipation of a pleasant future. Pleasant in the sense of corresponding 
to her modest worth; pleasant in the sense of its being the correct 
conclusion of her attempts to achieve a position that would somehow 
merge her anomalous beginnings into her stronger linguistic back-
ground; pleasant in the sense that at last she had a feeling of place and 
could connect herself with an institution in which her ambitions, 
which were as modest as her experience, could be and would be 
realized. (173) 

The contents of the passage suggest that it is probably the novel's central formulation of 

the simultaneous desire and need for social and cultural integration (Skinner 40). If the 

hopes of an academic appointment resolve Kitty's feelings of alienation, the prospect of 

her dinner with Maurice will hopefully bring a new light to Kitty's emotional life. She 

feels, for the first time in her life, "nothing but confidence in the future" (173). 

Brookner limits her account of Kitty's lecture to the opening remarks: 

'I should like to imagine, if I may, some aspects of the Romantic 
Tradition, a tradition which still affects us today, although we may not 
recognize it. For although we think we know what a Romantic is, 
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Romantics do not always know it themselves.' (171). 

Once again the reader is forced to examine Kitty's combination of intellectual insight and 

emotional ingenuousness. 

The novel ends with the celebratory dinner and Maurice's emergence from the 

kitchen with Jane Fairchild, the student from Kitty's seminar. Maurice steadies Jane with 

a hand in the small of her back. Kitty immediately becomes aware of the nature of their 

relationship. She knows that she has misunderstood the intentions of both Maurice and 

Jane Fairchild. She realizes that she had lacked the proper information for a romantic 

interlude, a state which is indicative of her naivete: 

They took their places at the table, Maurice and Miss Fairchild at 
either end. I lacked the information, thought Kitty, trying to control 
her trembling hands. Quite simply, I lacked the information. She had the 
impression of having been sent right back to the beginning of a game 
she thought she had been playing according to the rules. Professor 
Redmile was in ever more radiant form. 'I must confess, Miss Maule, 
that we were discussing you before you arrived. We were trying to work 
out which half of you was French.' The Roger Fry Professor's's wife 
exploded into sudden high-pitched laughter. 'It was Kitty's mother,' 
supplied Maurice. 'Isn't that right, Kitty?' 'My father was in the army,' 
said Kitty Maule slowly. 'He died before I was born.' And picking up 
her spoon, she prepared to eat. (182-83) 

Kitty is returned to the position she occupied at the beginning of the novel, yet she has, in 

fact, received a boon in her return journey. She now realizes, as do many Brookner 

female heroes, that her place in the world must be controlled by herself Kitty begins the 

process of transformation which has been germinating within her during her aborted 

relationship with Maurice. She now realizes that she must not rely upon a man to make 

her destiny for her. Kitty will assume her academic appointment at the university, Maurice 



56 

will go to Oxford, and life will continue as before. It is easy to understand Brookner's 

admiration for Stendhal's aphorism on the Romantic state: 'I walk along the street, 

marvelling at the stars, and all of sudden I'm hit by a cab' (qtd. in Skinner 41). Yet being 

"hit by a cab" is, in an allegorical sense, symbolic of the boon of self-realization which 

allows the female hero to cross the return threshold of the monomythic journey. 



CHAPTER HI 

WRITING THE MONOMYTH: LOOK AT ME AND HOTEL DU LAC 

Anita Brookner's first two novels, The Debut and Providence, give the reader a 

glimpse into the use of literature as a means of healing the bifurcated self. In her next two 

novels, Look at Me and Hotel du Lac. Brookner will introduce two female heroes who 

will help themselves on their monomythic journeys by composing literature, rather than by 

reading literature. Alternating between the intradiegetic account of Edith Hope, writer of 

popular novelettes, and a more or less detached external narrator, Hotel du Lac manages-

more than any other Brookner narrative—to incorporate within the text the very process of 

literary production. But Look at Me. its immediate predecessor, also introduces an 

intradiegetic narrator who is a writer of fiction—admittedly not yet as established as Edith 

Hope, although she is literally responsible for the entire narrative in which she appears. 

Brookner novels characteristically exhibit shrewd, intelligent heroines who are 

nevertheless prey to Romantic mythology in its more banal incarnations; in fact, the 

tendency is not always absent from the author's own interviews. The formal contrast 

established in The Debut or Providence-detached extradiegetic narration, with frequent 

focalization through the susceptible heroine-is obviously forfeited in Look at Me. 

Frances's self-reflexivity is, moreover, no marginal phenomenon: the presence of some 

fifty references to the actual writing process give the latter a prominence that can hardly 

be ignored (Skinner 59). 

56 
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Look at Me is an account by Frances [Fanny] Hinton, a reference librarian in a 

medical research institute that specializes in human behavior. She spends most of her time 

engrossed in deciphering "images" of intense despair and violence. These images refer to 

the pictorial material representing medical disorders like Madness, Melancholy, Death, and 

Dreams, which she files neatly in the archives. "The boredom of this routine" is offset by 

"the potency of the images." She believes that the images will be understood in time as "a 

mnemonic, a cryptogram, very occasionally, a token of precognition" (17). Believing that 

it is important that she "pay very great attention to images," Fanny endures the empty 

tedium of her existence in the library with her equally introverted companions, Dr. 

Leventhal, Dr. Simek, Mrs. Halloran, and her fellow librarian Olivia. 

Like Brookner's earlier protagonists, Ruth Weiss and Kitty Maule, Fanny is 

homeless. Like the previous female heroes she has neither emotional security 

nor satisfaction with her life; these conditions make her ripe for the journey to self-

awareness. She shares a home with Nancy, her late mother's maid, yet scarcely thinks of 

her flat as a home: 

I am hardly aware of this place as home, although I have always lived her, 
and, as the flat now belongs to me there is no real reason for me to 
move, particularly as prices are so high at the moment. Indeed I am so 
excessively comfortable, and my life is so regulated, that the question 
only rarely crosses my mind.... The wind of change would have to blow 
very hard indeed for me to feel that I had at last taken possession of 
this place and was entitled to make it my own. (23) 

Fanny has fantasies of a life "in which [she] would spend evenings sitting on 

somebody's bed, exchanging confidences.. . .Although that is hardly to [her] taste" (23). 

She falls in with a golden couple, Nick and Alix Fraser, who introduce her to James 
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Anstey. At first James is her escort into the golden circle, but later Frances is excluded 

from the company of this group of friends. Frances wants to consummate her affair with 

James, but he rejects her for the overtly sexual Maria. The surprising twist to the story is 

that, in spite of her virginal appearance, Frances has earlier experienced a tragic love 

affair. 

The narrator's comments on her own writing begin in the first chapter and continue 

throughout the novel. Her friend Olivia gives her the incentive for writing: 

She encouraged me to write it all down, and so I bought the usual large 
exercise book and kept a sort of diary, and I like to think that one 
day I will use this material and write a comic novel, one of those droll and 
piquant chronicles enjoyed by dons at Oxford and Cambridge colleges. 
(16) 

Her first efforts are a substitute for the oral fantasies she once elaborated for her mother: 

Since my mother and I have had no one to talk to about these things, no 
one who is so interested, who knows the characters, who wants 
to find out what happens next, who responds with such delight. (16) 

Frances now writes on lonely evenings after work and "struggles to keep a note of 

despondency out of what gets put down"; certain subjects ("low-spirited people" or 

"unfortunate people") are at all costs to be avoided. Frances has published one short story 

about the library in which she works ("heavily disguised, of course"), although, she admits, 

"I was not on the whole pleased with it as everyone else seemed to be" (16). Yet Frances 

regards writing as the only way she can become a person of substance; if the world will 

not look at her as an individual, then it will look at her as an author (Sadler 35). 

This apparently artless account actually recognizes several major aspects of the 

female hero's writing career. Thus, if the narrative discourse is accepted, as "someone 



59 

telling someone else that something happened," Frances provides for her own case an 

unusually explicit account of these conditions: conditions which Barbara Hermstein Smith, 

for example, has defined as "those circumstantial and psychological variables of which 

every utterance is a function" (qtd. in Samarth 86). 

Look at Me inevitably impresses the reader as a painfully intimate and personal 

document, and Brookner almost immediately seeks a detachment from it: 

Look at Me is a very depressed and debilitated novel, and it's one I regret. 
When I published it, a very old friend of my mother's summoned 
me and said, "You are getting yourself a bad reputation as a lonely woman. 
Stop it at once." (Haffendon 25) 

This amusing anecdote gives the clear implication that the apparent contradictions and 

inconsistencies of Frances are disconcertingly close to the contradictions and 

inconsistencies of the author herself. And yet Brookner, with her extreme sensitivity to 

formal structure, would surely insist that artistic form cannot always follow the deviations 

of human experience. Her other novels will often display characteristic, and occasionally 

unresolved, tensions between rigorous external narrators and vulnerable internal 

focalizers, masking the kind of inner conflicts that modern criticism now finds even in Jane 

Austen (Skinner 56). 

Fanny's monomythic journey begins when she begins to associate with the Frasers, 

the golden couple of this novel. She continually comments upon their beauty, charm, and 

wit. Nick is "everything you could wish for in a man. Our all-England hero . . ."(11) 

whom Fanny loves romantically but asexually as "a phenomenon, a model of how ideal a 

man may be" (38). Yet the reader must remain cautious about Fanny's descriptions of any 
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masculine character; Brookner's female heroes are notorious for their misjudgment of 

masculine characteristics. Fanny, in her naivete, cannot recognize that Nick is the false 

hero. Alix is "the only sort of woman Nick's sort of man would have chosen... there was 

only one example in each category: Nick and Alix" (40). To be invited to share the 

Fraser's life is to escape the living death of the library, to be "rescued from solitude," to be 

"given another chance," to be "reprieved from the most dreadful emptiness" (36). In the 

company of the Frasers, Fanny imagines she will discover her hidden powers of wit and 

attraction, and fuse her introverted shyness with her bolder social self. The dream of 

fusion with the external world, of acting out one's natural desires, of wholeness, moves 

toward realization in Fanny's friendship with the Frasers. She flowers from introversion 

and isolation into happiness, creating a new identity for herself: "I could no longer think of 

life without them." (60). She notes: "They were my new security" (84). Abandoning 

writing, she gives herself up completely to the new life: "I loved the feeling of being taken 

over.. . after the kingdom of shades in which I had lived for ever so long" (33). 

What Fanny fails to realize, and what the reader sees only too clearly, is that the 

Frasers, instead of being a truly golden couple who can help Fanny on her way to self-

fulfillment and enlightenment, actually hinder her progress on her journey. The Frasers and 

their circle are part of Fanny's underground journey toward unification of self. Fanny's 

obsession with the Frasers is particularly relevant, because her hyperbolic descriptions of 

Nick and Alix and her unreliable narration in not chastising them for their cruelty to Miss 

Morpeth and Dr. Simek, fails to convince the reader that the Frasers are much more than a 

handsome, but self-absorbed couple. Fanny's failure to perceive their genuine worth sets 
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the stage for the failure of her dream, though the reader begins to anticipate it. The 

process is instigated when Fanny, after a euphoric beginning with her new friends, realizes 

that she is "the beggar at their feast," despite her futile belief "that somehow they would 

make a party of three into four, that they would cause there to be two couples" (58). The 

fourth party Fanny wishes to add to the equation is James Anstey, a medical researcher 

and a friend of Nick's. A reliable, responsible, and quiet man, James seems the perfect 

partner for Fanny: 

I found him so ludicrously brought up, so full of honour, and I treasured 
these qualities, for after my long claustration I needed something 
reliable in my life. Otherwise, the change would have been too 
dramatic. (94) 

Fanny admittedly does not love James, but enjoys that he is her friend. But close 

association with James and the Frasers causes Fanny to desire that she and James be 

considered a couple (154). James is her animus, her mirror self, an extension of her 

reticence and simplicity (Samarth 112). Her faith in James, the animus, becomes a 

metaphor for her fragmented faith in herself. 

James begins the process of rejecting Fanny by moving in with the Frasers, an 

action which effectively aligns him with Nick and Alix, a move anticipatory of his 

withdrawal from Fanny. Fanny realizes she is being excluded from activities with the 

Frasers; at the same time, James becomes more distant. Fanny's trial with the golden 

couple and with James ends with her discovery of James's sexual liaison with Maria. 

Fanny is forced to realize that James is as shallow and cruel as the Frasers. She 

experiences a loss of her new identity and her dream of healing she had found in their 
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friendship and love. Like the other Brookner female heroes, Fanny is forced to confront 

her ideas of traditional romantic love. Her failure to achieve the continuity of self in fusion 

with either an opposite or mirrored self, completes the idea that the modernist 

consciousness is irrecoverably fragmented, synthesis only an illusion (Samarth 113). 

Fanny's decision to find the inner strength to fight her fate marks her crossing of the 

return threshold. 

Brookner concentrates Fanny's return and resolution of the bifurcated self in the 

final paragraphs of the novel: 

. . . I seemed to welcome back those images which used to throng my 
mind. The window, black with night, and I see in its reflection Dr. 
Constantine crouched over the telephone, his brown eye vacant and 
without resource. I see Dr. Simek braced against the back of his 
Chair, his amber cigarette holder clenched in his teeth. I see Mrs. 
Halloran, becalmed on her bed in South Kensington, a bottle beside 
her. I see Miss Morpeth writing to her niece. I see myself. 

Nancy shuffles down the passage, and I hear her locking the front 
door. It is very quiet now. A voice says, 'my darling Fan.' I pick up 
my pen. I start writing. (191-92) 

To be able to write this paragraph she has taken a homeward route through a literal 

underground passage, a very dangerous place, where she tests her ability to be alone, with 

the growing need of goddesshood flowering within her, surrounded by her totemic images. 

Thus Fanny resolves her crisis by learning to look at herself, to examine her interior being. 

The images of the libraiy which she once regarded as mnemonics and tokens of 

precognition of possible wholeness of being return her to a balanced state of mind. Two 

alternatives were open to Fanny: remain frozen or create. She reacts positively and begins 

to write the book which her mother had once encouraged her to write. Brookner proves 
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once again that only self-examination can ultimately cure the psyche; no amount of 

romantic love will affect a cure. 

Hotel du Lac. Brookner's Booker-McConnell Prize-winning novel, illustrates the 

monomyth theory in a subtle, yet deeply delineated way. Edith Hope, the female hero, 

meets three teachers and two shadow beings on her way to self-realization, as well as 

other minor characters who will help guide her heroic quest. Edith receives the call to 

adventure as a result of a her realization that she cannot marry Geoffrey Long, a man who 

would subsume her wishes in his. She needs the adventure in order to restore her sense of 

self, to give herself a renewed sense of personal freedom. 

Edith's first teacher is Penelope Milne, the woman with whom she shares her 

house. Here Brookner makes a parody of the name Milne~if Penelope were like A. A. 

Milne and his most famous character Winnie the Pooh, she would probably tell Edith to be 

free and follow her own desires. Penelope is not an excellent woman in the tradition 

established by such authors as Barbara Pym; Penelope believes that all men are conquests 

and should be treated as such: 

To Penelope, men were conquests, attributes, but they were also 
enemies that must never be granted more than the amount of time and 
attention she considered they deserved. Her tone with such men was 
flirtatious, mocking, never serious; she spread about her a propaganda 
of rapid affairs, rapidly consummated, with a laughing lack of 
commitment on both sides. (57) 

Penelope would like to teach Edith the ability to have a man on these terms. Edith realizes 

that Penelope would love to set her up with a man who fits Penelope's ideal standard of 

manhood, a "dreadful little man" (58) and that she would also love for Edith to assume her 
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own callous attitude toward men. Failing this, she feels that she should supervise Edith's 

marriage to Geoffrey Long, a silent, yet fairly affable gentleman. When Edith fails to 

behave correctly and leaves Geoffrey standing at the altar, Penelope takes it upon herself 

to shepherd Edith and monitor her every move until she, Penelope, can make 

arrangements to spirit Edith out of the country. Penelope allows Edith to have lunch with 

her agent, as she believes that now Edith will have to make her living by writing books; in 

Penelope's opinion, Edith is most certainly not a candidate for marriage. 

Having failed to absorb Penelope's teachings, Edith arrives at the entry threshold, 

the Hotel du Lac, an old-fashioned "house of repute" which was undoubtedly built in an 

earlier era of greater tourism. While at the hotel, Edith will encounter her next two 

teachers, Mrs. Pusey and Philip Neville. Edith's first remark about Mrs. Pusey was that 

she added unexpected glamour to the surroundings, with her blonde hair, silk dress, and 

scarlet nails. Mrs. Pusey will teach Edith the failures and fallacies of reckless 

consumerism, and will also, unconsciously, teach Edith how not to behave if and when she 

ever has a husband. Mrs. Pusey's outward glamour belies her age, a fact Edith notices 

when Mrs. Pusey attempts to rise from her chair. Mrs. Pusey is the kind of woman who 

must always wait for the correct moment to enter a room, to make an entrance. Edith, on 

the other hand, tries to enter as quietly and unobtrusively as possible, endeavoring not to 

call attention to herself. Mrs. Pusey is interested in Edith because she has "such sad eyes" 

(35); although she seems extremely superficial, Mrs. Pusey does occasionally stumble 

upon the truth of a situation, as she does with Edith's feelings on the first night at the 

hotel. 
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Many of the trials which Edith must undergo during her stay at the Hotel du Lac 

involve recognizing the negative faces of the goddess and her false teachings. Mrs. Pusey 

would teach Edith about the superficial myths of womanhood, such as that women should 

control men and that the woman's job is to be an accumulator, a possessor. Edith realizes 

that Mrs. Pusey actually believes this, and, in fact, believes her propaganda to the point 

that she becomes like an enchantress, spinning her web of femininity: 

And to Edith, at this strange juncture in her life, there was something 
soothing in the very existence of Mrs. Pusey, a woman so gentle, so 
greedy, so tranquil, so utterly fulfilled in her desires that she encouraged 
daring thoughts of possession, of accumulation, in others. She was, Edith 
thought, an embodiment of the kind of propaganda no contemporary 
woman could stoop to countenance, for Mrs. Pusey was not only an 
enchantress in her own right, she was also appreciative of such 
properties in others. . . . She saw her daughter not as a rival, as a lesser 
women might have done, but as a successor, to be groomed for the 
stardom which would eventually be hers by right. (39) 

Meeting Mrs. Pusey causes Edith to reflect upon what behavior most becomes a woman, a 

question Edith had addressed in most of her novels. Although Edith sees Mrs. Pusey's 

arguments as irrelevant and utterly trivial, there is something in them which causes Edith 

to pause and reexamine her own thoughts. [In Jungian terminology, Mrs. Pusey is the 

devouring mother; in goddess mythology she represents the crone.] Edith's test is to 

recognize the falsehood in Mrs. Pusey's arguments and to reject them as a means for 

attaining self-knowledge. 

Part of Mrs. Pusey's unwitting teaching, as understood by Edith, is how not to 

treat a husband. Mr. Pusey, a high company official [later to be revealed as trade by 

Monica, who epitomizes the upper class English disdain for trade], was totally dominated 
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by his wife and daughter. The lesson Mrs. Pusey offers here is that a husband is to be 

dominated and controlled, and that one only needs him for the number of blank checks he 

continually supplies. It is no wonder that Mr. Pusey met with an early death due to the 

avaricious natures of his wife and daughter. 

Edith sees clearly that Mrs. Pusey is totally selfish and self-deluding. When she 

finds a favorite seamstress has gone out of business, she takes this as a personal affront, 

stating that the woman should have known she would place a large order and how could 

she leave when Mrs. Pusey even sent her a Christmas card? 

Having examined some English Sunday newspapers, Mrs. Pusey pronounces them 

crude and distasteful: "Such an ugly world. Greed and sensationalism. Cheap sex. And 

no taste. Not a sign" (73). She completely misses the point that she is greedy and 

tasteless. Calling herself a romantic, she attempts to give Edith her lesson on the 

traditional female values: 

'You see, I was brought up to believe in the right values . . . Love means 
marriage to me. . . . Romance and courtship go together. A woman 
should be able to make a man worship her. (73-74) 

One cannot help but feel sorry for the late Mr. Pusey, married because of traditional 

values, respected only for the amount of money he can provide to his extravagant wife and 

daughter. When Edith begins to examine Mrs. Pusey and her daughter closely, she sees 

them with increasing clarity.. Mrs. Pusey's success was bourgeois, luxurious, and 

demonstrable (82). Her references to her deceased husband make Edith uneasy, because 

they seem to be a function of Mrs. Pusey's narcissism. Because of her narcissism, Mrs. 

Pusey commands the attention of all around her. She celebrates her own person and Edith 
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realizes that Mrs. Pusey is the kind of woman her bitter and vengeful Viennese mother 

would have admired. Edith realizes that both women are devourers, thus passing one of 

her tests along the road or trials. 

For Mrs. Pusey, appearances are everything and she goes to great lengths to keep 

up these appearances, wearing clothes and make-up which make her seem younger than 

her seventy-nine years. She also attempts to keep up appearances for her daughter 

Jennifer, pretending that Jennifer is a young, virginal, totally asexual being. Upon 

discovering Alain the bellboy in Jennifer's room, Mrs. Pusey immediately creates a scene 

which could win an Academy Award, yet does not have the slightest problem with Mr. 

Neville sneaking secretly in and out of Jennifer's room-appearances are everything! 

Not only must Edith recognize the false faces of the goddess, she must learn to 

recognize her negative animus, the false hero. Keeping up appearances is important for 

Edith's unwitting teacher of this lesson, Philip Neville, an elegant man who is described as 

looking like the Duke of Wellington. His grey suits blend into the generally colorless 

environment of the hotel and lake. In spite of his ability to blend in, Neville seems almost 

Mephistophelian when he smiles his "secret smile" (68). He has an uncanny ability to see 

beyond Edith's mask and view the real person. He echoes those who believe she 

resembles Virginia Woolf, then identifies her as Vanessa Wilde, her pseudonym. Edith 

must learn, however, that Vanessa Wilde is not her true self, only an assumed identity. 

Neville's conversation with Edith after her surprising unmasking reads like both a 

Zen koan and a modern literary textual criticism. Neville's stated aim "to deconstruct the 

significance of your [Edith's] discourse" (76) again makes him appear Mephistophelian, 
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that he can tempt her to talk to him and explain the essence of her being to him. Neville 

will become Edith's guide through the part of her monomythic journey which, in 

traditional mythology, would be represented by the journey underground. In this case, 

meeting Philip Neville represents a dark night for Edith's soul, a dark night from which 

she must manage to escape if she is to return to her true self and confer goddesshood 

upon herself. 

Neville offers to confer false goddesshood upon Edith. He explains to Edith that 

"people like us" come to the Hotel du Lac, causing her to be linked with him in some 

tangible way. He tells Edith that he has discovered the key to contentment and that he 

wants to share it with her: 

'It is a great mistake . . . to confuse happiness with one particular situation, 
one particular person. Since I freed myself from all that.. . one can do 
whatever one pleases. One can make decisions, change one's mind, alter 
one's plans. There is none of the anxiety of waiting to see if that one other 
person has everything she desires, if she is discontented, upset, ruthless, 
bored. One can be as pleasant or as ruthless as one wants. If one is 
prepared to do the one thing one is drilled out of doing from earliest 
childhood—simply please oneself—there is no reason why one should ever 
be unhappy again. (93-94) 

Neville professes that two people can never be in complete harmony with one another, no 

matter how much love they profess. Again his solution is to live entirely for oneself. 

Edith's question about a person who was bored and wanted to live someone else's life is 

met with the following refutation: 

'You cannot live someone else's life. You can only live your own. 
And remember, there are no punishments. Whatever they told you about 
unselfishness being good and wickedness being bad was entirely inaccurate 
. . . And my policy, you may be surprised to hear, will ensure you any 
number of friends. People feel at home with low moral standards. It is 
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scruples that puts them off. (96) 

Edith realizes that Neville has given her false teachings; she understands that, though his 

logic seemed at first to be flawless, it was, in fact, flawed because Neville had a flaw in 

feeling. He intimates that Edith can live without love and she answers his thesis by stating 

that she cannot live well without it. She realizes in her heart that she is a domestic animal: 

she desires simplicity of routine, not grand displays of passion. Neville tells Edith that he 

recognizes she is a good woman because "Good women always think it is their fault when 

someone else is being offensive. Bad women never take the blame for anything" (99). It 

is difficult to know if he refers to the Puseys or to his estranged wife. 

Neville almost convinces Edith that his way is the right way when he proposes 

marriage to her. Establishing from the first that this will be a marriage of convenience, he 

asserts that he will be able to provide her with the social position she needs, which will, 

ultimately, make her give up her ideals about love. He knows that she is desperate and 

totally without the narcissism that he indicates would bring her happiness. He offers her a 

life with a beautiful home, social position, money, and a husband who will be away from 

home most of the time. She would provide him with a wife who could be trusted, an 

excellent woman. Edith realizes the incongruity of Neville's speaking out against love and 

then wanting to marry an excellent woman who would provide the type of love he scorns. 

Edith almost falls victim to his arguments, but catches herself before she falls into the pit. 

If Edith were to accept Neville's offer, she would remain forever trapped in the 

underworld of her journey; she would never be able to return to the light of day and enter 

into her goddesshood. 
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Edith encounters two shadow figures during her stay at Hotel du Lac, Jennifer 

Pusey and Monica. Jennifer reveals to Edith what would happen to her if she rejected 

natural aging and the coming of maturity. Jennifer appears as an overgrown teenager, 

wearing her clothes too tight, so as to make her always seem to be growing out of them, 

thus preserving her mask of immaturity. One suspects, however, that Jennifer is neither as 

young nor as virginal as her mother would like to believe. Clothed in expensive lingerie, 

dripping cleavage, Jennifer Pusey entices men and then pretends to be offended, as was the 

case with Alain the bellboy. At other times, she surreptitiously lures men to her room for 

a romp with her abundant flesh. 

Jennifer, when in the company of her mother, emerges as a woman almost dull in 

comparison. She caters to her mother's wishes in all things, but the reader often has the 

impression that perhaps this devotion is merely a facade: 

Again the loving clasp of hands, the kiss, the radiant smiles. Yet Edith 
had seen Jennifer looking, for her, almost thoughtful, her normally 
indifferent expression less well-intentioned than usual. But with the loving 
exchange this was wiped away. I must have imagined it, thought Edith. 
I am morbid this evening. (177) 

Jennifer's chameleon-like personality links her to Monica, a woman who also 

changes her personality and habits without explanation. Like Jennifer, Monica also rejects 

the natural maturity and wholeness of goddesshood, preferring to remain in a sense, 

infantile. Monica, described as having a nodding, narrow neck like a grebe, behaves as 

though her dog were a baby, symbolic of her own desire for a child and her desperation 

for the child to keep her marriage together. Edith at once senses something is wrong with 

Monica, but cannot quite grasp what it is. Later she observes Monica feeding her food to 
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the dog and later gorging herself on cakes at the local cafe, causing Edith to realize that 

Monica has developed an eating disorder because of her insecurity. Although the fact may 

not have been clearly established in Edith's unconscious, she could become like Monica if 

she were to marry Philip Neville. Cut off from love, Edith would no longer be an 

excellent woman and would be forced to look for other sources to allay her feelings of 

emptiness. 

One doubts the ability for motherhood that Monica could have commanded, as she 

feeds her dog until it vomits and then allows it to cry all night. Monica, like Jennifer, has 

no feelings for anyone other than herself. An excellent example of Monica's lack of 

feeling is shown when she talks to Edith about the way she [Edith] looks: 

'You're not bad looking, Edith, when you put your mind to it. Your 
clothes are terrible, if you don't mind my saying so. Or even if you do. 
Still, that's your affair.' (148) 

If the subject is truly Edith's affair, then Monica should have refrained from speaking of it. 

Edith, however, always the excellent woman, understands why Monica felt the need to 

inform her of her dowdiness and forgives her for it. Edith sees Monica's inner turmoil and 

sadness and discounts what Monica says: 

We both came here to get other people out of trouble, thought Edith; no 
one considered our hopes and wishes. Yet hopes and wishes are what 
should be proclaimed, most strenuously proclaimed, if anyone is to be 
jolted into the necessity of taking note of them, let alone the obligation to 
fulfill them. Yet it is curious that some women have to be indulged and 
placated all the time. (150) 

Edith, whose surname "Hope" appears to signify a quality which she will enjoy in 

her life, learns from the teachers and shadows and eventually realizes that she carried the 
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seeds of goddesshood within her all along. Edith's reactions to her teachers and shadows 

are, however, interesting to note. From the beginning of the novel, a mystery exists 

around Edith. From the way Penelope behaves, one could believe that Edith has 

committed the greatest faux pas in history. The reader knows from the beginning that 

Edith does not think she needs a vacation, that she finds her behavior, if not normal, 

understandable. She knows instinctively that if she remains at the Hotel for the prescribed 

time [remains in the underground portion of the monomythic journey], she will be 

accepted more readily when she returns home. As she walks around the edge of the lake, 

she thinks about her plight, and is almost on the verge of bestowing the transforming boon 

of self-knowledge and freedom upon herself: 

Her walk along the lake reminded her of nothing so much as those silent 
walks one takes in dreams, and in which unreason and inevitability go 
hand in hand. As in dreams she felt both despair and a sort of doomed 
curiosity, as if she must pursue this path until its purposes were revealed 
to her. (21) 

Edith looks for the question and its answer, but she has yet not realized that she knows the 

answer and will manifest it to herself as the boon of personal freedom that she bestows 

upon herself. 

When Edith returns to the hotel, she sees it as "falsely festive," reminding the 

reader of the false festivity in "Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," another tale in which 

the seeker for the truth must find it within himself. Edith asserts, as she makes her way 

back to the hotel, that she has an unusual name, perhaps not entirely English This is a 

common characteristic of the Brookner female hero; often she will have at least one parent 

who is not English, thus giving the hero a feeling of alienation from those around her. 
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Unlike Anita Brookner herself, who claims to rewrite only the final chapters of her 

novels, Edith rewrites her material. She never forgets she is a writer, as she constructs 

and deconstructs the characters of each of the hotel guests. 

Edith regards herself as being rather mousey, and makes the situation worse by 

wearing long cardigans and tweed skirts which emphasize her similarity to Virginia Woolf. 

When Mrs. Pusey says Edith looks like Princess Anne, Edith realizes that this is not really 

a compliment. 

Edith realizes that she is shy and retiring and discusses this point with her agent, 

Harold Webb. Always an excellent woman, Edith writes for the tortoises of the world. 

She takes a firm stand that she will not write for the briefcase-toting, multi-orgasmic hares 

of the female cadre. After crossing the return threshold, she will continue to write for 

those who, like herself, believe that there is true love in the world. 

A belief in true love and the experience of the same are two different problems. 

Granted that Edith has not been married, but she has had the experience of love with her 

married lover David. It is with David that Edith has realized that she might be the 

Goddess. She knows he will always return to her, even if the time interval is longer than 

she would like. Her arrival at the Hotel du Lac forces these ideas into the forefront of her 

mind, and she starts to doubt her own knowledge of who she is: 

Edith, once again anonymous, and accepting her anonymity, made an 
appropriately inconspicuous exit. And sitting in the salon... she felt her 
precarious dignity hard-pressed and about to succumb in the light of her 
earlier sadness.... She . . . thought how limited her means of expression 
had become... . The dread implications of this condition made her blink 
her eyes and vow to be brave, to do better, not to give way. But it was not 
easy. (62) 
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Here Edith forgets that she is an adult, that she is the Goddess in potentia and that she has 

control over her life. She knows what she wants, but has temporarily forgotten how to 

achieve her goal: 

I am not a romantic. I am a domestic animal. I do not sigh and yearn for 
extravagant displays of passion, for the grand affair, the world well lost 
for love. I know all that, and know that it leaves you lonely. No, what I 
crave is the simplicity of routine. An evening walk, arm in arm, in fine 
weather. A game of cards. Time for idle talk. Preparing a meal 
together. (98) 

Edith is unaware at this point that she is describing her affair with David, who, in spite of 

his married state, gives Edith the love she needs. 

Edith began to veer from the path of knowledge when she thought she should 

marry Geoffrey Long, rather than remain with her married lover. Geoffrey had tried to 

stifle her; he took away her comfortable wicker chair in the garden and replaced it with a 

wrought iron bench. He complained about her narrow, white bed [white could be 

indicative of earned virginity, or that she, like the Goddess, has assimilated the power of 

all light sources into her being, symbolized by the white bedroom] and furnished a 

marriage chamber for them in which Edith could never find comfort: 

She could not see herself ever repairing to this bedroom after a day's 
writing, or taking a nap on the splendid cane-headed bed. And she had 
noticed precious few children in Montagu Square, and there was no 
garden, so that her day would have an entirely different pattern when her 
writing time was over. But then she would not be writing. Perhaps she 
would never write again. She would have that life that she supposed other 
women had. (123) 

In one paragraph Edith denies her entire being. It is no wonder she felt confusion. 

Luckily she was able to return to her previous way of thinking before she made the terrible 
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mistake of marrying Geoffrey. 

While visiting Hotel du Lac, Edith reevaluates her feelings and longings, which are 

given light in her unmailed letters to David. She had almost learned to trust her instincts 

when she succumbs to her second fall by agreeing to marry Philip Neville. Although Edith 

realizes she values a love relationship, she agrees to marry Neville to escape the "life of 

exile" he says she will eventually have. Only when she sees Neville sneaking out of 

Jennifer Pusey's room does she make the connection. His talk about making himself 

happy was true; he has no feeling for her and never will have. She realizes that she must 

close the door on her relationship with Philip Neville just as he closed the doors to 

Jennifer Pusey's room each evening: 

I should become part of his collection. But perhaps that is what he 
intended, she thought; that I should replace the item that was missing 
And for me, those pleasures which are lightly called physical would 
remain where they have been for so long now, so long that for me they 
have become my lifetime. And I should lose the only life that I ever 
wanted, even though it was never mine to call my own. (184) 

With this realization, Edith leaves the Hotel du Lac on the next plane for London. She 

knows who she is and what she wants. She has received her boon: the knowledge of the 

type of life she desires. Last, she shows herself to have completed her monomythic 

journey when she sends David a telegram with one word: 'Returning.' 



CHAPTER IV 

FAMILY, ART, AND THE MONOMYTH: FAMILY AND FRIENDS 

AND THE MISALLIANCE 

Anita Brookner's fifth and sixth novels, Family and Friends (1985) and The 

Misalliance (1986), represent a radical departure from her previous four novels. First, she 

breaks away from the pattern of lonely spinster seeking self-realization. Second, Brookner 

abandons the standard three-part heroic journey model; rather she begins to explore 

various facets of the monomythic journey, focusing on only one section of the journey. 

Third, Brookner begins to use her own knowledge of art to enhance the mythological 

significance of the characters' actions. 

Manini Samarth sums up the structural and thematic differences in Brookner's 

Family and Friends: 

In Brookner's preceding works, a single protagonist provides the author's 
'persona.' Her attempts and the resulting failure to attract her lover, or 
her actions in the external world, metaphorically parallel the novelist's 
inner attempts to achieve the anironic dream. The rejected protagonist's 
withdrawal from her unattainable lover, a symbol for the external world, 
echoes in psychological terms the novelists failure to achieve a synthetic 
vision of life. . . . In Family and Friends, this familiar pattern of narrative 
action signifying the novelist's developing consciousness is made 
subsidiary in order to suit a new and more harmonious vision of life. For 
the first time, the selCworld disjunction is no longer expressed through a 
single 'persona' in love with a symbolic representation of the external 
milieu. Instead, the disjunction is deployed through four characters who 
constitute a family of immigrants in London. These characters form two 
pairs that represent the self and world respectively. The irreconcilability of 
the disjunction is dramatized in the symbolic family relationships, until 

76 



77 

the novelist's vision of life is realized through a partial resolution of 
their interpersonal conflicts. (121-22) 

This division into two pairs of characters is the cause of the failure of the monomythic 

journey in this novel. Because four separate characters must interact and resolve their 

own difficulties and their difficulties with each other, there is a failure of each to resolve 

the problems of the dividerd self in order to form a fusion with the others. In their story 

Brookner explores the problems of the road of trials and the impossibility of receiving the 

boon of knowledge if the fusion of self is not achieved. 

Brookner opens the novel with an epigraph from Goethe's Die Leiden des jungen 

Werthers (1774): 

There is much to be said for the advantage of rules and regulations, much 
the same thing as can be said in praise of middle class society-he who 
sticks to them will never produce anything that is bad or in poor taste, 
just as he who lets himself be moulded by law, order and prosperity will 
never become an intolerable neighbor or a striking scoundrel. On the other 
hand .. . rules and regulations ruin our true appreciation of nature and 
our powers to express it. (qtd. in Brookner, Family and Friends 5) 

The novel is set around a series of wedding photographs, which form a frame for each 

episode. Brookner examines the matriarch, Sofika; her charming older son, Frederick; her 

hard-working, disciplined, and unhappy younger son, Alfred; her virtuous older daughter, 

Mimi; and her bohemian daughter, Betty. Brookner also introduces the major-domo of 

the family business, Lautner; and the family servant, Muriel. For the first time Brookner 

penetrates deeply into the consciousness of men; previous explorations into the psyche of 

men has been cursory (Philip Neville in Hotel du Lact or has been a basically external 

examination (Professor Duplessis in The DebutV Alfred is a divided personality who 
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wavers between family loyalty and the desire to break away from his family ties. The two 

children who break away from the family completely (Frederick and Betty) remain their 

mother's favorites throughout the novel. 

The novel opens with a familiar Brookner technique: the juxtaposition of 

appearance and reality. This juxtaposition is given its reality in the first family portrait, 

establishing the picture-frame technique which Brookner will use throughout the novel. 

The reader is forced to question if the family shown is, indeed, the reality or merely a 

fictional construct of a photographer's lens. The picture of the family is harsh; the 

narrator viewer questions whether this is a wedding portrait, for Sofka seems to be the 

main figure: 

Here is Sofka, in a wedding photograph; at least, I assume it is a wedding, 
although the bride and groom are absent. Sofka stands straight and stern, 
her head erect in the manner of two earlier generations Behind her 
stand her two daughters, beautiful also, but looking curiously tubercular 
. . . Sofka's eldest son, her pride and joy, smiles easily, already a lazy 

conqueror. In his white tie and tails he has the air of an orchestral 
conductor. He stands between the two girls, an escort rather than a 
brother, as he was to prove on so many occasions. The sickly and 
favoured younger son is nowhere in sight, unless he proves to be one of 
the sickly and doomed-looking children seated cross-legged in the 
front row. . . . All around them are lesser members of the cast . . . 
None of these people seems to have as much right to be in the picture 
as Sofka does. It is as if she had given birth to the entire brood, but having 
done so, thinks little of them. (Family and Friends 7-8) 

The strength of the mother seems already to have molded the futures of the children. The 

boys are named after "kings and emperors" and the daughters "as if they were characters 

in a musical comedy" (10). Boys are to conquer; girls, to flirt (10). 

Sofka has definite plans for each of her children; the mother's plans will ultimately 
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be the undoing of each child and will prevent any of the children from achieving fusion and 

the completion of the monomythic journey. Sofka temporarily indulges the boys in their 

activities, Frederick his violin and Alfred his reading. Yet she plans for her sons to become 

tycoons and captains of industry, revitalizing the family fortunes and factories. Sofka 

encourages Frederick, for the moment, to be a man of the streets, a man with a bad 

reputation, much like his father. She will pick the wives for her sons because she believes 

they should marry women of a similar background and temperament to herself. 

The girls, in typical Brookner fashion, are meant to long for marriage. Sofka 

wants that they not know "the shame of being left unclaimed" (13). They are allowed to 

sing and dance, to have innocent flirtations. Sofka actually fears for their innocence in the 

world. As the narrator suggests, she will ultimately not be able to control the girls's 

destinies. Brookner shows Sofka's mind set beautifully when she describes a wheelbarrow 

which has not been put away. Sofka interprets this as a symbol that her day will be ruined: 

"She frowns slightly. How tiresome that so innocent a detail should spoil the perfect 

picture of her day" (18). In another person this thought might reflect narcissism, as Sofka 

appears to believe that the wheelbarrow is some inanimate object set in a place to thwart 

her desires for a perfect day. But the desire for the wheelbarrow to be put away is really 

only her desire to order the environment around her, just as she will attempt to order the 

lives of her children. She merely wants to protect all those around her from falling into 

what she terms mauvais genre or "bad form." 

Sofka is determined that her daughters will avoid the "humiliation of those who 

wait," leading the reader to believe that she may perhaps have had this experience herself. 
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Of course, ironically, Mimi will play the role of the one who waits, in spite of her mother's 

wishes. Betty avoids the pattern, but causes the suffering of Mimi because of it. 

Brookner here establishes the two female types which she has employed in the previous 

novels: the excellent woman (Mimi) and the selfish, egocentric woman (Betty). Betty is 

described as having a guttersnipe quality and as being guides by her lower instincts. Sofka 

prefers not to think about Betty's overt sexuality, which she finds offensive. Betty 

believes that her mission in life is "to be a woman who prevents men from staying with 

their virgin loves, and she is eager to embark on this career" (44). It is an unlikely 

presentiment, more suggestive of extradiegetic narrative bias than of individual intuition by 

an autonomous agent (Skinner 86). 

Mimi and Alfred come closer to the previous Brookner protagonists than their 

siblings; both suffer from the burden of good character. Both Mimi and Alfred "stand for 

those solid and perhaps little regarded virtues of loyalty and fidelity and a scrupulous 

attention paid to the word or promise given or received" (52). The narrator describes the 

regret Alfred has because of his virtue; Mimi, on the other hand, seems resigned to her 

virtue, accepting her fate as a maiden lady of good works. 

Family and Friends not only parallels the lives of the two prodigals versus the two 

dutiful children, it also compares opposite sets. As Skinner states: 

If the two 'good' children are neatly ranged against the two 'bad' ones, 
there is also a clear interval division or cross-reference: the frustrations 
of Betty, who left home, are paralleled by those of Alfred, who remained; 
and the contentments of Frederick, who also deserted the family, are 
matched in those ultimately enjoyed by Mimi, who remained to support 
it. (86) 
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Part of the problem in achieving the heroic quest in this novel is related to the fact 

that the children have been so molded by Sofka that they cannot break free, even when 

they try to escape. The four together form a complete self; only by unification of the four, 

not necessarily against their mother, but for themselves, would they be able to achieve the 

return threshold and complete the fusion of self. But each child has his or her own entry 

and underground journey; each would require the others for a return. As Alfred points 

out, "Frederick and Betty form a natural pair" (52) in their complete devotion to social 

appearances and their lack of sustaining inner life. Frederick and Betty reject conscience 

and duty, preferring to be charming, attractive, and socially adept. Brookner describes 

Frederick as a manipulative Don Juan, while she describes Betty as a woman who prefers 

play to truth and who seeks a life "lived entirely on the surface" (97). Each will separate 

from the family and choose a life of voluntary exile. Frederick will marry and move to the 

French Riviera; Betty will seek the glamour of Paris and of Hollywood. Both Mimi and 

Alfred are shy and retiring, unlike Frederick and Betty. Both live by conscience, rather 

than by rampant narcissism, as do their siblings. Frederick and Betty symbolize the world, 

Mimi and Alfred the self (Samarth 124). Because of the ill will between the pairs of 

opposites, fusion of the world and the self cannot occur, thus denying either party a 

crossing of the hero's return threshold. 

Betty resolves to take away her sister's boyfriend Frank. Mimi sees in Frank a 

chance for rescue, a chance to know a man who will "validate her entire existence" (133). 

Mimi believes that if she joins with Frank that she will avoid the exclusion she had 

experienced to that point in her life. But Mimi loses to Betty, who wants to acquire Frank 



82 

only because she is afraid that "Mimi might see him naked before she herself does," an 

idea which is "not to be borne" (44). After losing Frank to Betty, Mimi herself loses part 

of her virginal innocence when she realizes the nefariousness of the world. She realizes 

that she can never achieve a healing of the bifurcated self. She has been robbed of the 

possibility of love by her sister, an event from which she will never recover. Although she 

eventually marries, she does not love the man. Mimi most resembles the previous 

Brookner female protagonists, thus she is the character through whom Brookner will 

provide her vision of live at the closure (Samarth 126). 

Betty and Mimi's conflict is paralleled by that of Frederick and Alfred. Frederick, 

like Betty, seeks a life abroad and seems to triumph because of his spouse and comfortable 

living conditions. Alfred remains with Sofka, thrall to her emotional needs and to her 

financial support. Both Alfred and Mimi are essentially prisoners in Sofka's home, duty 

bound to make their mother happy after the desertion of their siblings. 

Although Frederick and Betty appear to have won the battle against their mother, 

the victory is pyrrhic, at best. One might even presume that the shallow, callous man can 

succeed where the virtuous man cannot. But this would be a false presumption. 

Remembering that Brookner quoted Goethe's word on the necessity for law and order, 

the reader must assume that their duplicity and selfishness will eventually lead them to a 

feeling of futility. Both Betty and Frederick eventually suffer from a lack of belonging, 

symbolized by their transportation to foreign soils. Brookner describes them as "stranded" 

(184) in their supposed triumphs. Both eventually learn that the only real thing of value is 

a home where one is accepted for oneself, where one can be free to explore one's own 
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sense of self. 

The home represents the fusion of self and the return threshold in this novel. 

Home becomes something that is either lost or denied to all characters in Family and 

Friends. All characters in the novel have a problem with the idea of "home." Sofka can 

"never go home again" (82); Frederick and Betty must live in exile from their home and 

family; Lautner marries Mimi to find a home with the family. The best example of the 

search for a home in this novel is Alfred's quixotic quest for the perfect country home. He 

has the idea of a "mythic home" (107), failing to realize that the mythic home resides in 

himself, not in an empty building. He searches in vain until he chooses a small, draughty, 

horrid cottage with a slovenly housekeeper. His quest for a home stands as a metaphor 

for the failure to achieve the return threshold because of the lack of fusion of the inner 

being. 

The problem could be resolved if the four siblings were to reconcile with each 

other and to face their responsibilities together. If they exchanged words of love rather 

than enmity, their problems could be resolved. But Brookner points out that home is, in a 

metaphorical sense, an internal feeling of belonging and serenity, not an externally located 

mythical grail (107). The siblings can have no knowledge of this ideal of unity because 

they refuse to cooperate with each other or to express love to each other. 

Ideally, the siblings should have come together at the family home following their 

mother's death. This, however, does not happen. Alfred and Mimi are left in London, 

Betty and Frederick abroad; their geographic distance a metaphor for the irreparable 

self/world disjunction (Samarth 127). With Sofka's death, the schism becomes complete. 
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Although the break prevents the siblings from achieving fusion as a group, 

Brookner does cast a ray of hope into the conclusion of the novel. One must turn again to 

the Goethe epigraph. Mimi and Alfred find some satisfaction in conforming to "rules and 

regulations." Because they have both maintained their respectability, their domestic 

continuity (the home), Mimi and Alfred come close to crossing the return threshold. This 

continuity partially orders the road of trials for the protagonists, but cannot bring them to 

a complete resolution. 

As Samarth points out, Brookner expresses the siblings' attempt to order chaos in 

three ways: through a cyclical technique, the choice of grammatical tense, and the closure 

(127). The novel both begins and ends with the family portraits. The various descriptions 

of photographs throughout the book gives the reader a sense of continuity, in spite of the 

disjunction between the characters. The photographs evolve throughout the book, as 

various characters come and go. The final portrait substitutes Mimi for Sofka, thus 

designating her as the new family matriarch. In her assumption of Sofka's role, Mimi 

alone comes to a resolution with the parent. The novel alternates between present and 

present perfect tense, thus maintaining a sense of perpetual motion. This reinforces the 

theme of regeneration in the family by the coming and going of members in the photos. 

The closure, the final wedding portrait, seals the idea of family continuation: 

Here they all are, family and friends, in the wedding photograph. It is 
the last one in the album. George and Ursie . . . between Lili and Mrs. 
Beck. Dolly, slightly out of focus . . . Mimi, upright in pale lace, with a 
rather imposing hat, looks very like her mother. Lautner, though greatly 
diminished, still turns to her fondly. Here is Alfred, tall, stiff, still a 
handsome man. Here is Nettie, very close to Alfred, leaving Will almost 
unattached, unpaired. And in the front row, the three children: Laurie, 
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Charlie and Nettie's child, Vicki (Victoria). See that look on Vicki's 
face, that imperious stare, so unlike a child, so like Sofka. See Alfred's 
hand proudly clasping her little shoulder. See the resemblance. Wait 
for the dancing to begin. (187) 

Mimi has taken her mother's place as the central figure in the photograph. Mimi, the new 

matriarch, looks like her mother. She has abandoned her former quiet, timid ways and has 

assumed her mother's bearing, as is evidenced by the use of the word "upright" to 

describe her. Alfred is second only to Mimi in the picture, a handsome man with a regal 

bearing. The reader must assume that these personae have been assumed because of their 

adherence to the rules and regulations described by Goethe. Although both Mimi and 

Alfred have married, the love they have experienced has not brought them to the return 

threshold; only the return of and fusion with their siblings could accomplish this goal. 

Although the novel closes with a wedding, the ending is not bright and happy. The reader 

is forced to remember that this is a photograph, a fictional construct of, but not real life. 

While the photographer can construct a moment in time, only a true sense of home and 

family will result in a triumphant return from the underground journey. Alfred and Mimi 

will remain forever at the brink of return, always to be denied because of their lost 

siblings. In Family and Friends Brookner has created a vision of the wasteland of the 

human psyche as compelling as that of T.S. Eliot. 

Another element in the novel which furthers Brooker's theme is her use of 

iconography, a usage that will acquire its most important function in The Misallianra 

Mimi in the Paris hotel is "as timeless as the Lady of Shalott" (64), a reference also used 

to describe Edith Hope in Hotel du Lac. Even the minor characters in the novel reflect 
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Brookner's desire to convert all individuals to the status of mythic agents. For example, 

Frank Cariani is described as "a throwback to some Sardinian shepherd . . . a wild creature 

whose nakedness is struggling to dominate his unaccustomed trappings" (35). Frederick's 

wife Eva becomes a metaphorical temptress with "spread thighs . . . gleaming teeth, 

shouting laughter, the springy yardage of hair" (75) who tempts Frederick and lures him 

away from his family. Brookner describes Evie as a "member of the species, in those days 

before the lava cooled" (73), thus equating her with an earth goddess. The metaphor 

becomes more pronounced when her body overflows with a ripe lushness after giving birth 

to her children. Evie, who would be considered a slattern in London, is the perfect 

goddess in the sunshine of Italy. 

Brookner's use of myth imagery abounds when she describes the Dora children. 

Frederick lounges in a doorway "with the nonchalant stance of the Apollo Belvedere" 

(17). The two sisters, Betty and Mimi, are portrayed as the whore and madonna. Betty 

looks like Colette and has her hair cut in a "bushy triangular bob" (38), a description 

which may certainly contain latent sexual associations (Skinner 90). Mimi, on the other 

hand, resembles a pre-Raphaelite madonna; indeed, she is often compared to Rossetti's 

Beata Beatrix. 

Of all the Dora children, Alfred is described in the most mythological terms. In 

Alfred, Brookner uses the quixotic imagery which will be expanded in Lewis Percy. 

Alfred compares himself specifically to Henry V and Nicholas Nickleby (50), and is 

conscious of his own "mythical quest. . . for the grail" (107) in his search for a house: 

Sometimes Alfred has a dream in which he is running through a dark 
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wood; at his heels there are two beautiful golden dogs, his familiars, and 
with them he is running through the dark wood of his pilgrimage to the 
golden dawn of his reward. (103) 

Alfred is "intent on finding his mythical home" (106) and "projecting his ideals into the 

creation of a 'mythical domain"'(l 17). Brookner further describes Alfred as "a character 

in classical tragedy or allegorical painting" (171). Alfred's own version of the pastoral 

and the narrator's recourse to Arcadian myth are Brookner's hitherto most elaborate 

exploitation of iconography (Skinner 92). 

Brookner considers The Misalliance (in England originally titled A Misalliance) 

"quite different" from her other novels. The novel was received better by critics in the 

United States, who viewed the novel as Jamesian. Brookner explained to Sasha Guppy 

her beliefs about the reactions of the English critics: 

I think they [the English critics] had made the initial mistake of identifying 
me with my female protagonists, so that the criticism that comes my way, 
particularly in The Misalliance, is a semipersonal thing which does not rank 
as real criticism. I can't learn from it, I can only feel hurt by i t . . . . 
Blanche was a very aseptic character. The book has quite an interesting 
theme, which is that even good behavior can go wrong, if it is based on a 
fallacy or a misconception, that you can't take everything for granted, and 
that you are walking on eggshells every time you make a choice. 

There is a personal dislike directed against Blanche Vemon, because you 
can't blame her for anything, except perhaps for being a prig. Now that is 
a very minor vice in my book. The point is that there are a lot of women 
like her: nice, innocent, but boring. Nobody likes them and as a result they 
lead very miserable lives. They are not fun to be with and in England 
you've got to be fun; you must be a fun person, having fiin all the time! 
. . . Yet [the novel] is about a moral problem. (165-66) 

In The Misalliance Brookner once again explores a complete monomythic journey 

with all its concomitant trials and challenges for the female hero. The Misalliance is 

Brookner's novel which utilizes the most iconography to date; in this novel she will use 
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the iconographic imagery to aid Blanche, the protagonist, in the stages of her monomythic 

journey. Blanche Vernon is different from any Brookner female hero in the first five 

novels in that she has been married, not just involved in an affair. This novel will examine 

the advantages of marriage versus the single life, as well as making use of the juxtaposition 

of opposite characters to point out the character traits necessary for a completed 

monomythc journey. 

The novel opens with an introduction to Blanche Vernon, a recently divorced 

woman whose husband has left her for a younger woman. An excellent woman, Blanche 

bears the shame of her divorce, in spite of the fact that it was initiated by her husband. 

The month is April, a month which, in Brookner, becomes iconographic for the hero's 

separation from natural forces. Blanche feels the cruelty of nature in the "uneasy month" 

(5). Blanche, like many of the characters in this novel (or any Brookner novel, for that 

matter), suffers from a misalignment both within herself and with others, hence the title of 

the novel. In this novel Brookner will once again explore the range of feminine personae; 

however, instead of setting a frame against a literary model, as in her earlier works, 

Brookner uses her knowledge of art to develop metaphors for her characters. Brookner, 

who claims not to see a link between her study of art and her writing of literature 

(Haffendon 27), illustrates her idea that human beings misplace themselves in relationships 

and in their inner beings by juxtaposing types of people and works of art, particularly the 

pagan art held by the British Museum.. She ranges the excellent women, Blanche, Mrs. 

Duff, and Miss Elphinstone, against the woman of poor character, Sally Beamish and 

Mousie. Of these women, Blanche thinks: 
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She saw suddenly and precisely something that had previously only 
appeared to her in a vague and nebulous light: a great charm dividing the 
whole of womanhood. On the one side, Barbara [Bertie's sister] with her 
bridge evenings and her gouty husband, Mrs. Duff with her girlish 
respectability, and her own awkward self, and on the other Mousie and her 
kind and Sally Beamish, movers and shakers, careless and lawless, dressed 
in temporary and impractical garments, and in their train men who would 
subvert their families, abandon their wives and children, for their unsettling 
companionship. On the one side the evangelical situation—and Miss 
Elphinstone too came into it at this point-and on the other the pagan 
world. For "good" women, Blanche thought, men would present their 
"better" selves, saving their primitive and half-conscious energies for the 
others. And she herself, she further thought, had made the mistake of 
trying to fashion herself for the better half, assuming the uncomplaining 
and compliant posture of the Biblical wife was to be found in the scornfUl 
and anarchic posture of the ideal mistress. (63-64) 

Like Brookner's portraits of Alfred and Frederick in Family and Friends, in The 

Misalliance men are also placed into opposite categories. Patrick Fox, who belongs with 

the good women on the spectrum, has rivaled Bertie for Blanche and tries to move into 

the bad woman category represented by Sally Beamish. Unfortunately, he lacks the 

emotional fortitude to make the change. Bertie, who moves from Blanche to Mousie, 

cannot sustain the effort. Blanche's realizations throw into relief miniature misalliances 

and thus provide more interpretations of the book's title (Sadler 97). Brookner views the 

struggle between the types of women as one "between effectiveness and f utility or 

between vitality and inertia... And somewhere in the middle of these conflicting 

principles, she saw the man, uncommitted, easily beguiled, volage" (119). 

Sadler accurately points out that what is missing from this novel is a group of 

males who match the non-excellent women. The men of the novel are attracted to the 

Mousies and Sallys, but are ultimately a part of a more circumscribed world (Sadler 97). 
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In Thft Misalliance the title refers to the ironic mixing of these dichotomous mythologies. 

Blanche meets Sally, who helps her learn about Mousie, her ex-husband's mistress. She 

learns about Bertie by comparing him to Paul, Sally's husband, whom she contrasts with 

Sally: 

It was, in fact, characters like Sally and like Mousie who had pride, who 
went into the jungle of human affairs with nothing but their own weapons 
to defend them, whereas Paul, now that she came to think of it, had 
exactly the unthinking placatory attitude that doomed him in his quest for 
strength. Paul, to a certain extent was Adam. His trouble was that he had 
got mixed up in the wrong mythology. Sally . . . would go on to other 
partners: Paul would be stuck with Mrs. Demuth, with Mr. Demuth always 
at hand to castigate him. It was a situation that could not be resolved. 
(158) 

Patrick, Blanche's friend, is, at first, the most stable male in the novel, but even he 

succumbs to the nymph Sally. Blanche realizes that Patrick is an aging middle-aged man, 

quite "unequal to the situation" (107) 

What does Blanche learn from the interactions of the males in the novel with the 

nymphs? Specifically, what does she learn about her relationship with Bertie? She 

actually learns very little, because, like most of Brookner's excellent women, she assumes 

too much of the blame for what happened in her marriage. She makes assumptions about 

what Bertie wanted and what he currently wants, yet never actually questions him about 

his needs and wants. When he complains about his trip to Corfu with Mousie, Blanche 

fails to respond in a sympathetic manner. She thinks of him "as a man of utmost 

fastidiousness, filling the bathroom with smells of verbena and sandlewood" (169). 

Blanche fails to realize that Bertie is making a plea to her for attention, that he misses her 

and is jealous of the attention Patrick has been paying to her. Blanche merely tells him 
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that he is eating the pudding she has prepared for Patrick. In a desperate attempt to 

placate Bertie, she offers to go away and give him the flat, assuming that he wants to 

marry Mousie. Bertie cannot understand what Blanche is trying to tell him and counsels 

her not to make any drastic changes. Again, she misunderstands and assumes that he is 

rebuking her. Everything must be her fault, as the excellent woman always accepts blame 

(even for things that are not her fault). 

Blanche feels the need to occupy her time, and acquires massive feelings of guilt 

when she is idle. She leaves her house each morning immaculately dressed "down to the 

last varnished nail" (5); it is easy to see in Blanche an older version of Kitty's friend 

Caroline in Providence. Blanche spends her time in wandering the "flowerless streets of 

West Brompton" (13) and in visiting the National Gallery or the Wallace Collection. 

Outdoors Blanche observes the elderly, overdressed women of the neighborhood; in the 

gallery she becomes obsessed with the "smile of certain nymphs" (8) in the Italian rooms. 

The faces of these creatures taunt Blanche with what she has lost or never possessed, just 

as the sight of'scaly widows' in South Kensington mocks her with premonitions of what 

she will become (Skinner 101). 

Skinner points out that loss of companionship, for the Brookner single woman, is 

inevitably linked with loss of social status (101), a point which is emphasized by Blanche's 

encounter with her former sister-in-law Barbara:: 

Barbara had sighed, had taken a closer look at Blanche's thin face, and had 
been moved to something like compassion. 

'Perhaps you could marry again,' she said. 'You're quite a young 
woman, and still good-looking.' (17) 
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One might assume that Blanche would have entered the underground journey and 

the road of trials when her husband left her. This is, however, not the case. She does not 

pass the entry threshold until she meets Sally Beamish and becomes involved in her life 

and machinations. Two days a week Blanche dispenses tea for the outpatients of a local 

hospital, and it is on one of these occasions that she meets the silent and withdrawn three-

year-old Elinor and her adoptive mother, Sally Beamish. Sally immediately makes a bad 

impression on Blanche: 

So great was the child's degree of self-possession that Blanche would 
not have been surprised to find her unaccompanied, but eventually a 
cheerful red-headed girl, who had been in animated conversation with the 
blonde mother of a fractious baby, leaned over to her, and, scarcely 
noticing the effort that was going into the accomplishment of the child's 
self-imposed exercise, said, 'Want some more?' Ignoring the child's reply, 
perhaps because there was none, or perhaps because it was too late in 
coming, she transferred her cigarette to her left hand, dug in the pocket of 
her complicated and fashionable kimono coat for some money, sauntered 
over to the counter, and said to Blanche, 'Another piece of that. Oh, and I 
might as well have another tea.' 

I would not have let her have any more cake, thought Blanche. It is 
synthetic and horrible and will do her no good. I would let her have a 
banana and some fruit juice; she would find the banana easier to eat and it 
would be better for her. But she said nothing and smiled at the girl as she 
gave her her change, registering, as she did so, a disagreeable impression 
which she could not analyse although it was powerful enough to make her 
transfer her attention from the child to its mother. (38 

Blanche's fascination with the mother and child propels her over the entry threshold of her 

journey. Blanche immediately recognizes that Sally's expression "was the same 

expression of those nymphs who had seemed to mock her progress through the Italian 

Rooms of the National Gallery on long slow April afternoons. She had the smile of a true 

pagan. She would operate according to the laws of the old gods rather than huddle in the 
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mournful companionship of the fallen world" (40). 

Blanche believes, at first, that she is merely being eccentric by assigning these 

images to Sally. Her former husband's lover Mousie had accused her of madness, yet she 

had not manifested any madness. Now her instant attraction to the child and mother 

makes her doubt herself. Blanche feels uncertain about her beliefs about the child and the 

mother: 

The gift of compassion is born in one or not at all; the artificial 
commodity, assumed or advertised, misses too many clues. Compassion 
acquired later in life might have murmured over the plight of the little 
girl; it would not have registered the odd dimension of the deep and 
unfettered optimism—almost a secret—of the mother. (40) 

The child is unable to speak, not because of an organic cause, but because she chose not 

to speak due to her own inner strength and her refusal to come to terms with the 

deficiencies of the world. Blanche immediately identified with Elinor, recognizing in her a 

loneliness similar to her own. It is this identification which causes Blanche to become 

involved with Elinor and Sally. Blanche knows that she is like the "bleached virgins, the 

suffering saints, the uncalled for martyrdoms" (120); Sally, on the other hand, is more in 

tune with the mythological world. Blanche associates her with the mocking, mysterious 

smile of the Goddess with the Pomegranate (47), a figure who often enters Blanche's 

dreams unbidden. Sally is also associated with Danae with the shower of gold (130), a 

reference to Sally's uncertain financial resources. These images are what compel Blanche 

to make the leap over the entiy threshold into the underground journey; she must know 

more about Sally and understand her pagan ways. Blanche realizes that she has crossed a 

threshold in becoming involved with Elinor and Sally: 
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Blanche knew that there was a limit—very soon to be reached, in her case-
to the efforts one can make on one's own. It is the sign from outside 
oneself that delivers such beleaguered lives, lives immersed in the quick-
sand of their own dolorous reflections, and for some mysterious or even 
superstitious reason she saw her encounter with Elinor and her mother 
as embodying that sort of sign. Why this should be she did not know. (49) 

Blanche realizes that her business with the mother and child will not stop with the 

accidental meeting in the hospital waiting room; she knows that her involvement will only 

deepen with the pair. 

Blanche's next encounter with Sally and Elinor comes when she meets the pair at 

the bus stop. When Sally complains about Elinor refusing to stay with the babysitter so 

that she might go into town to have lunch with an old friend, Blanche recognizes that the 

child is merely defending her father's position. Intrigued, Blanche offers to keep the child 

while the mother visits her friend. This will mark Blanche's first step on her road of trials 

with Sally. 

Because she associates Sally with the pagan figures in the gallery, Blanche 

immediately assumes that Sally's home will be a nymph's grotto. She is disappointed 

when she discovers that the grotto is dusty and has flies circling the sugar bowl. Blanche 

realizes that Sally's mythological status as a nymph would "give her a careless attitude 

towards children; nymphs are not known for their maternal feelings, although they lend 

themselves, for brief periods, to the business of nurture" (60). Because she is intrigued by 

Sally, who confesses to a lack of money, Blanche gives her fifty pounds. This gesture will 

result in the complete entanglement of Blanche in Sally's web of machinations. 

Following her visit with Sally, Blanche dreams of rowing in a small boat to visit 
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the Isle of Wight, a dream which symbolizes the discovery of the true self. This dream of 

the boat trip is analogous to the trip to the lighthouse in Woolf s To the Lighthouse: the 

trip will bring about discovery of the true nature of the individual involved. In Blanche's 

hair are four white feathers, sometimes considered a symbol of the Christian who converts 

the heathen (Hall 134). This would certainly correlate with Blanche's idea that it will be 

her lot to save Elinor and Sally. Blanche recognizes in herself the Christian virtues, but 

realizes that she had been duped into accepting them. She sees her mother as a "symbol 

for all the evangelical women who uphold a standard of goodness that one is not supposed 

to question" (69). She knows that she will accept responsibility for Elinor and Sally, will 

attempt to save them, however quixotic the effort. In this action her determination repeats 

that of Alfred in Family and Friends to find the perfect mythic home. 

Because of her feelings of increased responsibility for the mother and daughter, she 

begins to leave money in Sally's teapot; neither woman ever speaks of the transaction. It 

is as if the Christian has been caught paying homage to the pagan idol and cannot make a 

conscious confession to the deed. Sally, the pagan, only calls upon the Christian Blanche 

when the need for money forces the matter. Each time Blanche deposits money in the 

teapot, as well as bringing presents for Elinor and groceries for the pantry. 

Association with Sally causes Blanche to reflect on her early married life with 

Bertie: 

She thought back, almost guiltily, to her early married life, her humble 
walks int he public gardens of those fashionable places, where her 
husband, impatient, went off to visit his friends; she thought of her visions 
of sunny gardens and hot days and southern markets, all known once 
but only in passing and long lost: how nerveless it all seemed, and how 
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weak. She even thought, and not for the first time, that it was her 
timorous decency, disguised as brusqueness, that had caused her to lose 
Bertie, and she compared herself with the distantly musing Sally entirely 
to her own disadvantage. For Sally, like Mousie, like those cynical 
smiling nymphs in the National Gallery, had known, with an ancient 
knowledge, that the world respects a predator, that the world will be 
amused by, interested in, indulgent towards the charming libertine. At 
That moment Blanche knew herself to be part of the fallen creation, 
doomed to serve, to be faithful, to be honourable, and to be excluded. 
She saw that fallen creation, doomed to serve, mournful in its 
righteousness, uncomforted in its desolation, and living in expectation, as 
she had waited long hours in her drawing room for the hope that would 
not return. (79). 

Blanche is caught in the dark night of the underground journey. She cannot free herself 

from her relationship with Sally, and is increasingly driven to spend time with Elinor. 

Association with Sally makes Blanche fear that she will be marooned in the 

underground forever. The world of day is relegated to others, not to Blanche: 

It was as though this essence of her being, this lonely child within her, 
this stolen solitude, this darkness, were all she had left, that the world of 
the day was for others, that she herself was a creature of the night, and 
that when she opened her curtains onto the cold purity of the sleeping 
earth she was performing an essential rite, or rather a rite essential to 
herself, and asserting her silence against the wilful authority of their 
sleepless babble. (98) 

Blanche has the desire to be one of the pagans, to exist in the day, rather than at night. 

But because she, like Edith Hope of Hotel du Lac, persists in dividing women into the 

categories of tortoises and hares, she has difficulty in overcoming the problems of the 

bifurcated self. Blanche believes that if she could only be like the Goddess with the 

Pomegranate and understand a pagan, unrestrained nature, she would be able to unlock 

the mysteries of life; she could be Ariadne willing Bacchus to leap from his chariot at her 

feet (16). But her position as an excellent woman prevents her from entering into the 
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pagan world; she can only come as close as hearing Athena's owl in the distance (21). To 

overcome her position as the tortoise in a world of hares, Blanche must be able to 

resolve her own desire to be pagan with the influences of Hebrew mythology in her life, an 

action which is metaphorical for the mythic atonement with the father. 

Blanche finds herself contrasting the pagan gods with the persons of Hebrew 

mythology and finding those of the Hebrew mythology lacking. To Blanche, the pagan 

gods are "striding with all their ideal muscularity into new liaisons, or smiting, wrestling, 

rising, setting, identifying with the cosmos of which they are embodiments, and bearing in 

their faces the ardour of the beginning of the world"(147). In contrast, she sees the 

progeny of Adam and Eve (including herself) as shame bearers, cast out of the Garden 

because of transgression. These children of Adam and Eve are held to strict rules of 

behavior and remain "strangely unconscious of the wonders of creation" (148). Blanche 

realizes the futility of the idea of personal freedom, thinking "that the time misspent in 

youth is sometimes all the freedom one ever has" (149). 

Much of Blanche's problem stems from her relationship with her mother. The 

relationship of the child to the mother forms an intrinsic part of the Brookner mythos, as 

well as of the monomythic journey. One cannot achieve self-realization until the parent 

has been conquered. Although in the traditional heroic journey the father must be 

overcome, the mother can also represent the force which must be overcome. The 

relationship of the Brookner female hero to the mother has been important in the previous 

novels, but achieves heightened emphasis in The Misalliance Not only Sally Beamish is 

an inadequate mother, but also Blanche's own mother. Like Brookner, Blanche has the 
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belief that she never really had a childhood. Mrs. Moore, Blanche's mother, encouraged 

her to grow up prematurely, to assume care of her mother. Mrs. Moore wanted Blanche 

to marry Patrick because of his excellent sensibilities and prospects; Blanche rebelled 

against her mother's "primitive magic" by marrying Bertie, whose excellent prospects 

Mrs. Moore refused to recognize. Blanche's mother was unable to cope with the idea that 

her daughter could be interested in a physical relationship with a man, thinking that such a 

relationship would be an affront to her as a mother. When Blanche eventually marries 

Bertie, Mrs. Moore stages a fake illness in order to ruin the wedding. When Blanche is at 

last married, Mrs. Moore sails off on an expensive cruise, hoping to find a rich widower 

who take care of all her needs as her daughter had previously done. Blanche believes that 

she rejects being a demanding woman because of the example set by her mother. She 

consciously chose the path of the excellent woman as a means of casting off the shadow of 

her mother. For this reason, she is grateful to Bertie, as he saved her from the "daughterly 

trap" (69). Blanche believes that most parents in the Bible were impossible and that 

biblical messages are "downright subversive" (165). 

Although Blanche does not view herself as a mother-figure for Sally, but rather as 

a companion/confidant for Elinor, Blanche does attempt to solve Sally's monetary 

problems. Not only does she put money in the teapot, she attempts to extricate Sally's 

husband Paul from the problems he is encountering in Paris with his American employers. 

To help her in this action, Blanche seeks the help of her former admirer, Patrick Fox. 

Patrick is immediately attracted to Sally, evidencing the influence of the nymph on 

the masculine psyche, a problem which Brookner will explore fully in the relationship of 
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Lewis and Tissy in Lewis Percy. Patrick becomes infatuated with Sally and wants to take 

her away on a holiday. Like Blanche, Patrick also has problems with his mother and sees 

a holiday with Sally as a means of escaping from her control. But when Blanche asks him 

to help with Paul's problems, Patrick indicates that his therapist advises against such 

entanglements. 

Because of Patrick's reluctance to deal with Paul and his employer, Blanche herself 

resolves to solve the problem. This episode in the novel is certainly the most powerful, as 

Blanche reaches the return threshold of her journey. When she encounters Paul and his 

employers, she learns that he too is a parasite like his wife. This knowledge forces her to 

run from the hotel. Following this incident, Blanche is overcome by a migraine headache, 

which will eventually bring her to new heights of self-realization and healing. Again 

Blanche is concerned with the images of Adam and Eve, as she considers the storm which 

is beginning to rage around her: 

Distant thunder rumbled. In the garden, Adam and Eve seem strangely 
unconscious of the wonders of creation but sly preoccupied with their 
lower natures. Blanche saw that all acts committed in that state of mind 
are shameful; energy and bliss are needed to transform them into the laws 
of life. Maybe that was the lesson, she told herself, feeling that she was on 
the verge of some great discovery, though too tired to understand it. She 
saw too that energy and bliss exonerate but do not provide conclusions; 
they are the motive power which must, somehow, be captured, harnessed. 
The desire for a resting place is the unavoidable constraint... . But beyond 
her resting place was the lure, the excitation of inexhaustible movement, of 
endless possibility, of becoming, of transformation. (148) 

Blanche realizes that the life of eternal freedom is "strangely restricting" (149) and that the 

aging soul "requires and deserves its resting place" (149). She comes to the sudden 

realization that she is deserving of a resting place and resolves to make a trip to Italy and 
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other points on the Continent. Typical of the Brookner female hero, she resolves to walk 

in gardens and parks, basking in the beauty of nature. Blanche adopts a new mantra for 

her life, "The sun is God" (164); the sun is not only for the pagan, but also for her and for 

other excellent women. She resolves to rid herself of Sally Beamish and Elinor. No 

longer will she make the attempt to improve the lot of Sally's parasitic existence: "One 

shouldn't try to buttress people against the world. The gods are stronger than we are" 

(171). As a visual recognition of her new realizations, Blanche has most of her hair cut 

off. She arrives at the return threshold with the boon of knowledge that she cannot, 

indeed should not, try to save the world, only herself. 

The closure of the novel could possibly be regarded as a failure for Blanche, as 

Bertie returns to her before she is able to escape to Italy. Yet the reader knows that 

Bertie will have to face a new Blanche, that their relationship will not be the same as 

before. Bertie has given up the young, callous Mousie and has returned to what he thinks 

will be the certainty of Blanche. But when he opens the bedroom door to announce his 

return, he is immediately struck by her new hairstyle. Skinner finds it difficult to read this 

scene without seeing it as a deterministically conceived defeat for Blanche in her struggle 

for freedom and self-fulfillment (108). Yet what he fails to realize is that Bertie's 

recognition of the different hairstyle is symbolic of his recognition of her new self and his 

willingness to accept this new person. Thus, unlike Family and Friends. The Misalliance 

once again represents the completed monomythic journey, for the hero has achieved fusion 

within herself by learning to love both the light and dark sides of her being. 



CHAPTER V 

PAIRS AND THE MONOMYTH: A FRIEND FROM 

ENGLAND AND LATECOMERS 

Brookner's seventh and eighth novels, A Friend from England and Latecomers. 

make a partial return to the subjects she explored in her first four novels: the journey 

toward profit or gain from experience and the nature of fiction versus reality. In structure, 

these novels are similar to Family and Friends, as pairs of characters are introduced who 

must form a symbiosis if the heroic journey is to be completed. 

A Friend from England (1987) has as its central dilemma the problem the modern 

woman has in resolving the tension between existential freedom and emotional need for 

the companionship of others. The novel is Jamesian in its attention to the nuances of the 

characters' conscience and consciousness. The protagonist, Rachel, is a successor to the 

Jamesian figure of the ambivalent ambassador; Rachel must suffer because her knowledge 

is greater than that of the people around her (Rubin). Rachel's main concern in the novel 

is not herself; rather, it is in pushing Heather, her shallow antagonist and shadow, into a 

mythic journey; yet, in trying to propel Heather toward self-realization, Rachel is forced to 

confront her own demons and complete her own monomythic journey, which will be the 

basic tripartite journey. Rachel is used as a first person narrator in the novel; her narrative 

is accurate when describing others, but it often unreliable when describing herself, as she 

tries to hide her true self from the reader and from herself. Rachel is not only unattached 
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but detached, a state which suits her "analytical intelligence and chilly rectitude" 

(Shepperd). 

The book opens with Rachel telling the reader that she has inherited Oscar 

Livingstone, her accountant, from her father. Although Oscar becomes a millionaire 

playing the football pools, he continues to act as Rachel's accountant for sentimental 

reasons. One of three partners in a bookshop, Rachel originally seeks out Oscar once a 

year to make sure that her accounts are in order. As her own family is "largely in the 

past" (9), she is intrigued the Livingstone family: Oscar, Dorrie, and their daughter 

Heather. Oscar, who fits the typical Brooknerian mold of the sensitive, feminized male, is 

a "bulky soft-voiced man with beautifully cared-for hands" (11). 

Because her own family is essentially in the past, Rachel fantasizes about becoming 

a member of the Livingstone family: 

I found it all very cosy. Although their life seemed to depress Oscar and 
his wife, both of whom had a vaguely disappointed air, I could see 
myself transformed into just such a virtuous member of just such a 
successful but melancholy family. (13) 

Rachel raises the lifestyle of the Livingstone family to a mythic level by stating that their 

present life is the "apotheosis of everything that pertained to indoors, and the seasons 

would revolve without their being much disturbed. Late nights would be theirs . . . their 

large family supplying most of the appetite and all the conversation" (13). Rachel receives 

the call to adventure when she is consumed by the desire to make this family her own, as 

their day-to-day life is utterly intriguing to her. She sees in the Livingstone family a 

constant in a world of change, making them "fixed points of reference in a slipping 



103 

universe, abiding by rules which everyone else had broken" (31). 

Like many of Brookner's female heroes, although Rachel appears to have had no 

prior emotional attachments, the reader learns that she has had an affair that failed. In the 

tradition of the Brookner mythos, little is revealed about this previous relationship, save 

that it has left Rachel with the desire to avoid close interpersonal relationships with either 

men or women. Sadler describes A Friend from England as enlisting suspense and 

structuring much in the manner of The Misalliance (119). Blanche Vernon, with the loss 

of Bertie, tries to avoid involvement in the lives of others and ends up being forced to 

consult the Demuths on behalf of Paul Beamish, and, in turn, with the migraine that 

becomes the climax of the novel. Throughout A Friend from England Rachel not only 

admits to her hydrophobia but uses water images for her entanglement with the 

Livingstones. At the end, she must do that which is most repellent to her: go to the 

Venice, the city of canals, to confront the Livingstone's daughter, Heather (Sadler 119). 

This encounter with water in Venice represents the trials of the underground 

journey for Rachel. Her fear of water could be interpreted as a fear of life, of immersion 

into a place of unknown fears, rather than the certain nature of the dry land, or uneventful 

life. Mitchell describes the fear of wet versus dry when discussing Eliot's The Wasteland-

Reductive compromise may form the middle ground condition of 
sensation, as opposed to feeling. It may be a condition of sensory 
confusion of warmth and coldness, of wet and dryness. It should be a 
confusion of madness and sanity. This compromise may also link the 
living and the dead, the human, and non-human, and the sub-human, into a 
single reductive image of dehumanization. All of these compromise 
diminutions of life and death have to do with the attenuation of the 
numbing of the fear of death~and of life. (23) 
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Remembering that Rachel, like many of Brookner's female heroes, is an orphan, it is easier 

to understand why she would have ambivalent feelings toward anything which would bring 

the finality of death near her. 

The Livingstone's surname is emblematic of their desire to remain passive, as if set 

in stone. They are embarrassed by their new-found wealth, spending it as if for duty more 

than for pleasure (16). They spend moderately on themselves, rather more frivolously on 

their daughter, and try to maintain the lifestyle they possessed before Oscar won the 

football pool. 

It is not the interactions with Oscar and Dorrie Livingstone that propel Rachel 

toward the threshold of the monomythic journey, rather it is her interaction with their 

daughter Heather which moves Rachel to the heroic road of trials. Oscar and Dorrie 

obviously look at Rachel as a suitable companion for Heather, as they continually invite 

her to tea when Heather is expected. Rachel herself feels that "the strain of melancholy I 

had detected in that house had something to do with Heather's destiny, which had not yet 

declared itself' (15). Rachel describes Heather as having the temperament of a Victorian 

matron (15), simply because her manner was "extremely grown-up, whereas her 

expectations of the world were, like those of her parents, somewhat fearful" (15). 

Although Heather runs a small boutique her father bought for her, Rachel thinks Heather 

would probably be more content living at home with her parents. Brookner casts doubt 

on whether Heather will ever become a goddess and be able to understand the boon she 

carries within herself: 

In fact the woman she would become was not much different from the 
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girl she already was, and there seemed no reason to suppose that she 
would ever change or develop or move away from the family circle. 
Whereas most parents would view this with something like relief, Oscar 
and Dorrie would sign inwardly and contemplate their daughter with a 
mild bewilderment that contained a minute quantum of despair. (16) 

It is Rachel's relationship with Heather that will form the basis of the conflict in 

the novel and the heart of the monomythic journey. While Rachel does not necessarily 

dislike Heather, she does feel some resentment at the pampered life which she has been 

fortunate enough to lead. Skinner points out that personal resentment and envy mingle 

suggestively with an emergent sense of feminist awareness in two comments on the 

Livingstones' daughter: 

But of course she had always been the protected one, allowed to remain 
a child for as long as she wished, and then presented with a set of 
grown-up toys when the passage of time demanded them. I felt sorry 
for her, but I felt impatient too . . . . I felt a spasm of distaste for her and for 
all those women like her, women who work for fun and marry for 
status, and still demand compensation. The only excuse for such 
women is incurable frivolity. And Heather was not even frivolous. (109) 

Of all the female heroes to this point in Brookner's canon, Rachel probably comes 

closest to falling short of the excellent woman type. She exists in a love-hate relationship 

with the Livingstones. She enjoys the seeming docility of their life, as it returns her to 

childhood (19), yet she is resentful of Heather's behavior. Dorrie Livingstone regards 

Rachel as a suitable companion for Heather, as she believes Rachel is a feminist and a 

mature woman. The irony of this conclusion is that Rachel feels that Heather is actually 

more mature than she (18). What Rachel fails to realize is the same fact that defeats the 

Doras in Family and Friends: she and Heather form a symbiotic pair; one will not 

transcend and receive the boon of self-knowledge without the other. The return threshold 
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cannot be breached until this symbiosis occurs. 

The Livingstones want marriage for Heather, in order that she can belong to them 

and to someone else as well. Brookner states: 

. . . they longed for her to be grown-up, as if only in realizing this 
condition would she free them from the anxiety they both felt in her 
presence. They did not fear fortune hunters-indeed, they would have 
welcomed one, if he were amiable enough—but they had a true sense of 
the dangers that threaten the unwary. . . . Their good daughter, who 
came home to them every weekend, and telephoned every day, was the 
world to them, or rather that part of the world that they could spare 
from contemplation of each other, and yet they wished her otherwise, still 
theirs, but someone else's as well, someone whose supervision would 
replace their own, leaving them in that state of latency which they, in 
their timorous dealings with the world, found to be their true climate. 
(19) 

Much like Mrs. Pusey in Hotel du Lac, the Livingstones refuse to accept the fact that 

their daughter is no longer a teenager, no longer in need of their complete protection: 

I see now that [Oscar] feared for the safety of his daughter because she 
was in some way responsible for the peace and prosperity of his wife. 
And Dorrie thought of Heather as not only a loved child but as someone 
who might cause Oscar to worry. They saw each other exclusively in 
personal terms. It always surprised me that they were less impressed 
the way that Heather ran her boutique than anxious to know what she 
was doing with her free time. Was she eating properly? This seemed to 
me an odd question to ask a woman of twenty-seven. (22) 

Brookner describes Heather in terms which would be suitable for a sacrificial animal; 

Heather is "milk-fed," "not exactly... a woman but as some sort of animal known for its 

unassuming qualities, a heifer perhaps. Heifers are also traditionally associated with 

sacrifice" (29). Heather here seems to be, not the incarnation of biological warmth, but of 

the temple prostitute who will give her body and her life for the gods. 

These images set the stage for the beginning of Rachel's monomythic journey 
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which starts when Heather decides to marry. After the announcement that she has met a 

man, Heather accepts Rachel as a part of the family, stating that Rachel must continue to 

visit Oscar and Dorrie: 

'I shall miss your parents,' I said, a little timidly. 'And you too, of 
course. I have loved knowing you all.' For I somehow imagined 
leave-taking to be in order. 

She turned to me with amazement in her face. 'You mustn't think of 
not seeing them,' she protested. 'They're very fond of you. And they'll 
want you around more than ever, now that I shan't be seeing so much of 
them. And of course I shall want you to come and see me, as soon as 
I'm settled. You're part of the family now.' 

What Rachel fails to comprehend at this point is that Heather is her shadow, her dark 

opposite. Even though Rachel does not realize Heather's significance to her, when 

Heather begins to function as the shadow, the entry threshold of the heroic journey will be 

breached. Jung stated: 

The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-
personality, for no one can become conscious of the shadow without 
considerable moral effort. To become conscious of it involves 
recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and real. 
This act is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and 
it therefore, as a rule, meets with considerable resistance. Indeed, self-
knowledge as a psychotherapeutic measure frequently requires much 
painstaking work extending over a long period. (91) 

When the entry threshold is breached, an interesting event occurs in Rachel's 

psyche. Rachel is unique in the Brookner canon, as her road of trials concerns not so 

much her own problems, but her realization of the problems and secret lives of others 

around her. She must come to an understanding that the trials of others are, in fact, her 

own trials; coming to this realization will bring Rachel the boon of knowledge. She begins 

to have a type of foreknowledge of events which will occur with each member of the 
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Livingstone family. She is immediately suspicious of Heather's fiance Michael, knowing 

that a man of such obvious charm must inevitably be a liar (42). Rachel is troubled by the 

impression she receives of the engaged couple: "To my mind, they looked already like an 

old married couple; but it was a married couple of a kind that fatigues onlookers or 

witnesses" (42). Rachel realizes that she is to be "the wedding guest, that, in fact, my 

function for this family was perceived as quite a positive one. Formerly thought to be the 

agent of Heather's advancement, I was now to be the reflector of her glory" (49). 

Rachel is immediately concerned with the relationship of Michael and his father, 

the Colonel, a man who appears more maternal than paternal. She wonders about the 

meaning of the Colonel's close attention to Michael, foreshadowing the revelations Rachel 

will later have when she observes Michael's behavior in a bar: 

Why did the Colonel's eyes never leave his son, or rather why did they 
return to him after every compliment paid to either Heather or Dorrie? 
And why did Oscar's eyes never leave him either, when his only child, 
his much-loved daughter, sat mildly by her mother, having already 
consigned her future to this man who was not quite grown-up and yet at 
the same time not quite a real boy, with his golden hair and his blazer 
and his expensive watch and his adoring father? (52) 

The preparations for the wedding take on an almost religious significance for 

Heather's parents. Heather appears to care little for the acquisitions that her parents 

continually empty into her new flat, but Michael continually makes "grave examinations of 

[Dorrie's] purchases" (56). Heather "stood out against a religious ceremony" (57), opting 

for a quick wedding at the registry office followed by a party at a hotel. There is a curious 

androgyny in Heather and Michael's attire at the wedding, as they dress themselves in 

deliberately similar white suits, appearing like children at a dancing school (58). Here 
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Rachel begins to wonder about the relationship of Heather and Michael, feeling that they 

are "impervious to the romance of the occasion" (59), a foreshadowing of the problems 

that will soon arise in the marriage. 

When Heather and Michael leave for their honeymoon in Venice, a city that should 

be symbolic of a plunge into the life force for the couple, Rachel is again confronted by her 

fear of water, which represents her fear of being consumed by others. Her colleague in the 

bookstore, Robin, encourages her to go swimming with him. Robin, the only person who 

knows about Rachel's fear of water, tells her that she merely needs to get used to the 

water. He states that the "benefits are enormous. And psychologically you'll be a 

different person" (60). Rachel thinks: 

The different person I was going to be (for we all want to be different) 
did in fact accompany him that evening. It is hard to describe how or what 
I felt. I was a good swimmer because we had lived the sea when I was 
small, and my father and I had swum almost every morning in the fine 
weather. Besides it was not swimming that I was afraid of. I think it was 
actually the sight of the water and some vague but powerful fear of 
being sucked into it. When I had walked into the sea with my father I 
had felt quite safe. . . but, undressing at Robin's health club, I could hear 
the peculiar muted din of water being violently disturbed and I began to 
shiver. (61) 

Psychoanalytically speaking, Rachel is afraid of the immersion into the womb of life, the 

monomythic underworld, for which any body of water stands as a metaphor. This 

encounter in the swimming pool is clearly one of the most significant in Rachel's road of 

trials, as it forces her into an introspection she had been trying to avoid: 

The process of thinking does not become me. I feel my face growing 
longer, my eyes sinking deeper. Thinking, for me, is accompanied by a 
wave of sadness. Therefore I try to avoid introspection. I long ago 
decided to live my life on the surface, avoiding entanglements, 
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confrontations, situations that cannot quickly be resolved, friendships that 
lead to passion.... I dream a lot, and apart from my dreams of drowning, 
I like and value the night house, when I seem to be in an altered state. 
Then I am able to tolerate myself. In the daytime I keep busy, always 
on the surface, and that suits me too. (62-63) 

Rachel, the orphan, reacts to the possibility of involvement with the same skepticism as 

Blanche Vernon in The Misalliance. Blanche also tried to live her life on the surface, to 

keep busy, to try to forget the hurt she felt when her husband left her. If Rachel digs 

below the surface of her psyche, she will be forced to confront the demons of loneliness 

and abandonment. The death of her parents and her failed love affair have given her a 

need to protect herself from any further involvement, believing that any close interaction 

with another human being will ultimately end in death and disaster. 

Yet what Rachel fails to realize is that she has already plunged into the depths of 

the monomythic journey by her continued association with the Livingstones. Each 

encounter with them moves her closer toward the return threshold. Robin, her partner, 

tries to function as a helper on her journey, in spite of Rachel's attempts to thwart him. In 

spite of her protests to the contrary, she is, at heart, the typical excellent woman who 

believes in the power of romance to heal the injured psyche. Like Blanche Vernon, Rachel 

has a hidden recess in her soul which desires the romantic dream and the stability she 

thinks it could afford her: 

My own life was spent in the landlocked city streets, which suited me 
well enough since I had odd fears of death by water. But I looked forward 
to a time when I would occupy a little house with a garden and have people 
to tea. I was aware that this was the ambition of a child rather than an 
adult, and this was rather surprising since, as far as I knew, I behaved in a 
thoroughly grown-up manner. But obviously some part of me yearned to 
become suburban again and to hear a garden gate click behind me as I 
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set off on summer evenings to meet my friends. (34) 

This Edenic view casts Rachel as a child, rather than as a grown, independent 

woman/goddess. Although she pushes these ideas aside regularly, they haunt her dreams, 

where she "bear[s] children, sink[s] smiling into loving arms, fight my way out of empty 

rooms, and regularly drown" (81). 

Although she exists in a static state during Heather's absence, Rachel's 

monomythic journey continues when Heather returns from her honeymoon. Remembering 

that Brookner has established Rachel and Heather as existing in symbiosis, Rachel will not 

be able to make any real progress if Heather is not present, or if she is not concerned with 

the affairs of Heather; like the Doras of Family and Friends. Heather and Rachel must 

achieve union with each other for the return threshold to be breached. Rachel immediately 

becomes aware that something is wrong with Heather's marriage, but immediately blames 

it on Heather herself. As Oscar and Dorrie had meticulously reconstructed their home in 

Heather's new flat, Rachel interprets the ice-blue bedroom as a determent to sexual 

congress. She believes that Michael's constant absence is due to Heather's frigidity and 

refusal to participate fully in the marital bargain. Only when she finds Michael in a bar 

wearing eye-shadow and lipstick does she realize that the problem is not with Heather. 

Again Rachel assumes her role as a Sibyl, but as a Sibyl who cannot even speak her 

prophecy aloud. She must keep it within herself, realizing that the knowledge would be 

destructive to Dorrie's view of her daughter. 

Heather is soon divorced and moves on, supposedly unscathed, to a new lover, 

Marco. Rachel feels resentful as she must fill in with the Livingstones for their missing 
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daughter. Ironically, it was Rachel at the novel's inception who was supposed to teach 

Heather the ways of the world; clearly the teacher will become the pupil before she can 

make the return journey and realize the boon of goddesshood she carries within. 

Rachel continues her road of trials when Dorrie Livingstone enters the hospital. 

Like the seer she has become in this novel, Rachel realizes the signs of death around 

Dorrie, in spite of the fact that others deny the possibility. Heather returns temporarily to 

England, only to inform Rachel that she will be going back to Marco, her lover. Rachel is 

psychologically overwhelmed the fact that she may have to assume the burden of 

Heather's responsibilities with her mother, a "paralysing dream" (147) for Rachel. She 

realizes that Heather has discovered James Joyce's "desiderata for an artist's life" (147): 

silence, exile, and cunning. Yet with this realization comes an epiphanic moment for 

Rachel, a moment which will prepare her for crossing the return threshold; she realizes 

that Heather, although she will exile herself in Italy, effectively divorcing herself from her 

parents, will continue to seek relationship after relationship, man after man to give 

meaning to her existence: 

No sign of love would appear to change that changeless expression, and 
eventually she would find herself indispensable to her friends, as reflector, 
as recipient of confidences, as baby-sitter, as flavour enhancer of safer and 
more recognized conditions. No amount of transient lovers would redeem 
her status. She would be referred to as 'poor Heather'. And women of a 
more conventional stripe would feel gloriously sorry for her. (149). 

Before Heather returns to Italy, Rachel visits her flat, trying to convince her that it 

is not necessary to marry every man with whom one comes into contact. As Rachel 

explains to Heather about her ill-fated affair with a married man, she explains the lesson 
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she has learned: to take care of herself and to give away nothing (157), that she carries the 

boon of completeness of goddesshood within herself. She is on the path to wholeness and 

healing, but will require an immersion in the symbolic waters of life to cross the return 

threshold. When the two women return to Dorrie Livingstone's bedside, Rachel becomes 

aware of her place as "a creature of blunt instincts, put into the world in order to 

announce the emperor's new clothes" (165). Rachel feels herself a type of Greek chorus, 

but resents being a mute witness to the machinations of those around her. 

Rachel knows that Dorrie Livingstone is dying, in spite of the way the others in the 

room behave. In this time of approaching sorrow for the family, Rachel has difficulty 

remaining silent. She is approaching the return and sees clearly the mythological 

significance of everything which is happening around her. Rachel compares herself to the 

"watchman in the Bible, who is supposed to blow a trumpet when danger approaches, 

knowing all the time that it is easy to ignore the sound, particularly when it is 

inconvenient, or when pleasurable expectations are aroused. It is the fate of the watchman 

not to be heard" (165). This passage is the closest Brookner comes in any of her novels to 

explaining how most people can refuse the call to adventure because of their own fears. 

She tries to explain her feelings to Heather, hoping to draw Heather over the threshold, to 

cast Heather into the journey to self-realization and healing. But, as she discovers, 

Heather is, or has become, a stereotypically shallow woman, only interested in the 

excitement of the idea of marriage and its accompanying activities: 

Oh, these weddings, I thought. They are all in love with them. As soon as 
one marries, the next one has to: it is an affair of honour. And all 
weddings must be well aspected: it is the rule. This attitude seemed to 
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me to be so benighted that I seriously thought of saying my piece all over 
again. But something in her face, something of her mother's expression, 
stopped me. And she must be very tired, I thought. She probably isn't very 
rational at the moment. I was tired myself, and Christmas loomed, which, 
at the shop, meant total exhaustion. She certainly wouldn't leave before 
Christmas. I would have time to try again. (168) 

Rachel reflects that the adherence to romantic love causes the lover to go into a 

state of permanent exile (173). Specifically she refers to Heather, but in this case Heather 

becomes the emblem of any woman who would give up independence because of the 

belief in romantic, rather than whole, love. Such women, even if they have crossed the 

entry threshold into the underground journey toward fusion, will remain caught forever in 

the limbo of adherence to romantic love. These passages in which Rachel considers both 

her fate and Heather's represent possibly the most overtly feminist of any in Brookner's 

canon. 

When Heather returns to Italy, Rachel volunteers to follow her and question her 

about her upcoming marriage to Marco. Rachel becomes her own teacher and, in fact, 

confers goddesshood upon herself by making the journey to Italy. This visit will represent 

Rachel's crossing of the return threshold, as she must, in addition to talking to Heather, 

come to terms with her fear of water and the symbolic immersion in the pool of life. 

Brookner describes Rachel as wanting to teach Heather a lesson, similar to the way a Zen 

roshi would hit the student with a stick to assist him in achieving satori. But Heather will 

ultimately reject the attempt to confer the sense of independent goddesshood on her, 

preferring to subsume her desires in the desires of Marco. 

The women argue about Marco after Heather says that she cannot invite Rachel to 
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her home. Rachel questions whether Heather could not merely have said she was a "friend 

from England" (202). Heather only gives Rachel packages to take back to England, 

saying that the nicest thing about Rachel is that she would do anything for the 

Livingstones. Heather's rejection, and Rachel's realization of the rejection, forces Rachel 

over the return threshold. Brookner uses the water motif to indicate Rachel's crossing: 

surrounded by water, Rachel comes to terms with her own bifurcated self and attempts a 

fusion between the halves of her self. The epiphanic moment comes when Rachel realizes 

that Heather was not the one who was endangered: 

I had failed, but that was not what counted. What counted was that I was 
guilty of an error. It was not Heather who was endangered, but myself. I 
felt shame, penury, and the shock of truth. Something terrible had 
happened. I did not see how I could ever face those who knew me... . 
Without a face opposite mine the world was empty; without another 
voice it was silent. I foresaw a future in which I would always eat too 
early, the first guest in empty restaurants, after which I would go to bed 
too early and get up too early, anxious to begin another day in order that it 
might soon be ended. I lacked the patience or the confidence to 
invent a life for myself, and would always be dependent on the lives of 
others. (204) 

While Rachel's realization might perhaps seem sad or depressing to the reader, one must 

realize that she has made the final crossing of the return threshold. She has received the 

boon of self-knowledge, however bleak it may be. While some of Brookner's female 

heroes learn to see clearly the lives of others in conjunction with their own realizations, 

Rachel is unique in that she receives a boon for herself alone—the knowledge of personal 

defeat and the power to face that defeat. As Brookner states: 

It is about an extremely emancipated young woman-whom they will not be 
able to think of as me!—who is drawn into a family of blameless innocence 
whom she feels called upon to protect, but by whose innocence she finds 
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herself finally vanquished. She can't measure up to it. (Guppy 166-67) 

The Latecomers bears a close resemblance to Family and Friends in its structure; 

again four characters are presented. However, this novel is devoted to two men and their 

respective wives. Like Family and Friends. Latecomers begins with a chapter for each 

major character in the novel. Skinner believes that this strategy may obscure part of the 

uniqueness of the novel: "the conventional pattern of minor cross references between 

essentially monolithic narrative blocks, together with the recurrence of habitual Brookner 

motifs, may obscure what is original in the novel" (128). 

Chapters one and three are devoted to Hartmann and Fibich, lifelong friends and 

business associates in a greeting card business; chapters two and four are devoted to their 

respective wives, Yvette and Christine. Just as the siblings in Friends and Family were 

interdependent upon each other for the ability to overcome the bifurcation of self, and 

were, in a sense four parts of the same soul, so are Fibich and Hartmann "metaphorically 

and physically twin souls," sharing background, status, and a common first name. 

In Uses of Enchantment. Bruno Bettelheim discusses the importance of the 

character of symbolically twin brothers: 

. . . in other fairy tales in which two protagonists—usually brothers—stand 
for seemingly incompatible aspects of the human personality, the two 
usually separate after an original period of having been united, and then 
have different fates. In these fairy tales . . . the stay-at-home brother 
and the adventurous one remain in touch through magic. When the 
adventurous brother perishes because he has permitted himself to live 
in accordance with his desires or to disregard dangers, his brother sets 
out to rescue him, succeeds, and forever after the two live happily ever 
after... . What all these stories have in common are features which suggest 
the identity of the two heroes, one of whom is cautious and 
reasonable, but ready to risk his life to rescue the other brother, who 
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foolishly exposes himself to terrible perils and also some magic object, a 
life token, which usually disintegrates as soon as one dies, serving as the 
sign for the other to set out on the rescue. (90-91) 

Fibich and Hartmann are the twin poles of the same identity, much as Bettelheim 

describes in the aforementioned citation, the essence of their polarity lying in their ability 

to cope with the events of their past. Both came as refugees to England from Europe at 

the beginning of World War II: Hartmann from Munich, Fibich from Berlin. Although 

Hartmann is older than Fibich, their common heritage and sense of alienation in a foreign 

culture makes them natural companions. Hartmann's sense of alienation is no less than 

that of his companion and compatriot, the seven-year-old Fibich (Skinner 129): 

Doubly, even trebly an outsider, he knew, even on his first day, that he was 
doomed. Had it not been for the accident of being paired with Fibich—but 
both were forbidden to speak German-he would have died or killed 
himself. Only the knowledge that someone else's experience reflected his 
own reality saved h im. . . (6) 

Brookner states that Fibich was undoubtedly the worse off, for he knew no one in 

England. Hartmann's aunt Marie told him to bring Fibich home with him to "her gloomy 

flat in Compayne Gardens, and the winding hilly streets so unlike home" (6). Thus Fibich 

finds a new feeling of family with Hartmann and his aunt. 

Like the Dorns in Family and Friends. Fibich and Hartmann exist in a symbiotic 

relationship; for either to achieve wholeness of self will require the other. Fibich and 

Hartmann continue to live in close proximity to each other throughout their lives; they 

could no more "consider living apart than they could of divorcing their wives, although 

their temperaments were diametrically opposed and they rarely thought alike on any 

matter" (7). In their adult years they continue to live in apartments "separated by no more 
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than a single storey: two apartments in Ashley Gardens, near Victoria, had attracted them, 

not because they particularly liked the district, but because each would feel the other near 

at hand" (7). It is interesting to note that both men are called Thomas; for this reason 

their wives address them as Hartmann and Fibich, as they addressed each other, and 

always had. 

Hartmann, in his mature years, seeks a life of sybaritic comfort, seeking a reprieve 

from the poor meals and discomfort of his earlier life. Remembering his past life, he 

surrounds his life with small luxuries. Brookner states that "everything amused 

[Hartmann] now, all prospects were viewed with indulgence. He was a sophisticated man, 

sophisticated enough to know that fond recollection of the past was mere sentimentality" 

(7). Although Hartmann is able to put away thoughts of his earlier life as an outcast 

orphan child, Fibich remains immersed in the past, continually alluding to the "past 

ordeals, until silenced by a nod from Hartmann" (8). 

The past remains a living being for Fibich, a being which threatens to overtake him. 

Hartmann continually brings Fibich back to the present, cajoling him to rid himself of his 

demons. But Fibich's obsession with the past leads him to a psychoanalyst. Hartmann, on 

the other hand, prefers to work out his memories of the past in literature, such as 

Dickens's Oliver Twist, a move appropriate to a protagonist who operates within the 

Brookner mythos. Ironically, this book is appropriate for both Hartmann and Fibich, as 

both were orphans when they lived with Hartmann's Aunt Marie. Hartmann "marvelled 

that Dickens had had such an acute understanding of the misery of boys" (8). 

While Hartmann can control his feelings about the past, Fibich is continually 
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consumed by them: 

Fibich remembered. Fibich remembered Aunt Marie, whom he called 
'Aunt', and the flat filled with implacable Gothic furniture where he had 
spent so many years wondering if his bewilderment would ever end. 
He remembered blundering through his life, never knowing or indeed 
discovering whether his actions were acceptable or whether they were as 
futile as he believed them to be. The years before his arrival were lost, 
and it was their loss that had sent him to the analyst. (31) 

Apparently the hours Fibich has spent with his analyst have been unsuccessful in ridding 

him of the demons of the past. Psychological treatment may reveal aspects of the 

monomythic journey, as Campbell establishes: 

Most remarkable of all [studies of myth], however, are the revelations that 
have emerged from the mental clinic. The bold and truly epoch-making 
writings of the psychoanalysts are indispensable to the student of 
mythology; for whatever may be thought of the detailed and sometimes 
contradictory interpretations of specific cases and problems, Freud, Jung, 
and their followers have demonstrated irrefutably that the logic, heroes, 
and deeds of myth survive into modern times. In the absence of an 
effective general mythology, each of us has his private, unrecognized, 
rudimentary, yet secretly potential pantheon of dream. (4) 

In Fibich and Hartmann, the mythic journey is refused because of fear of the past; this 

refusal will trap them in the underworld of the past. Whereas in Brookner's earlier novels 

the Continent represents the underground, in Latecomers England is the underground, an 

alien land to which Hartmann and Fibich have been cast, never again to return to their 

native country. The monomythic journey, despite the close symbiotic relationship of 

Hartmann and Fibich, is doomed to failure; neither the sybaritic Hartmann nor the troubled 

Fibich will be able to cross the return threshold, as it would mean confrontation with the 

past. As the country they knew was destroyed in World War II, there is no pathway for 

return. The so question remains whether their children, having been bom of displaced 
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parents or "latecomers," will themselves be able to complete the heroic journey, or 

whether they will be stifled their parents' history. 

The past also has a crucial formative influence on the wives of Hartmann and 

Fibich, although as Skinner points out "this dimension is sometimes overshadowed here by 

Brookner's characteristic determinism, which prompts her to equate female physical 

appearance with certain behavioral traits" (130). Yvette Hartmann is a perfect companion 

for her husband; a narcissist, although not pathologically so, she reminds the reader of 

Mrs. Pusey in Hotel du Lac. Always immaculately groomed, she "remained a pleasure for 

the eye, and for the senses, or most of the senses.. . . Nor was her care confined to her 

own person, although that continued to come first" (19). Although Yvette and Hartmann 

have a successful sexual relationship, Hartmann does not tell her that she is a good lover, 

nor would she want him to tell her. As Brookner points out: 

Indeed, part of her happiness, her unaltered sense of her own superiority, 
was due to a sense of virginity preserved, or at least prolonged, and 
anything more robust, more Dionysiac, than her usual reluctant 
performance she would have dubbed an unimportant concession that 
some women, not necessarily those of whom she approved, were forced 
to make to men in order to gain their consent on a matter of detail. She 
herself, she thought, evolved in a higher sphere. She despised profoundly 
women who betrayed the slightest flaw in their appearance, as if this 
advertised a sluttishness in their disposition at which she would 
instinctively and fastidiously shudder. (19-20) 

Yvette's narcissism, plus her failure to realize that a sexual relationship is necessary if she 

is to achieve goddesshood, will prevent her from realizing that she inherently carries the 

knowledge of the universe within her. She prefers the shallow to the profound, prefers 

appearances to a more unwholesome reality. 
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Christine Fibich, on the other hand, is a character reminiscent of Ruth Weiss of 

The Debut. Her mother having died shortly after her birth, Christine becomes a virtual 

orphan in the home of her father and stepmother. On arriving home in the afternoon and 

finding her father and stepmother asleep, she would make herself a sandwich and retreat to 

her room. She began to retreat to the home of Marie Jessop, her dead mother's sister-in-

law and Hartmann's aunt. At the home of Mrs. Jessop she met Hartmann and Fibich. 

Although she enjoyed the company of both boys, she was devoted to Fibich and always 

wanted to marry him, a fact of which he was unaware for a long period of time. Christine, 

unlike Yvette, has the possibility of making the monomythic journey, as she is not 

completely devoted to self-aggrandizement and narcissism. She sees marriage to Fibich as 

a possibility for her to realize her potential, to perhaps possess the goddesshood which is 

her right. 

A very curious thing happens when the couples have children. Marianne, Yvette 

and Hartmann's daughter, is plain, passive, and self-effacing. Thomas (Toto) is a robust, 

handsome and unruly child, completely unlike either Christine or Fibich. The children 

appear to have been switched at birth. Indeed, each child forms a fast relationship with 

the couple that are not its biological parents, transforming them into foster parents, 

resurrecting the orphan/adoption motif so common in Brookner (Skinner 134). 

Marianne Hartmann is, in fact, the only person who can make Fibich completely 

happy. She dispels his melancholy and makes him feel that the loss of his home in Berlin is 

not as bad as he had previously thought. Also, Christine Fibich adores Marianne, who 

sees in her the child she would have preferred to her more turbulent and troublesome son. 
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Toto Fibich adores Hartmann, who gives him his first champagne and cigar. However, his 

relationship with Yvette Hartmann is more sinister. As a boy, he enjoyed watching her 

complete her toilette, marvelling in her beautiful body. Later, he appreciates her 

narcissism because it is so close to his own. 

Toto is unique in all of Brookner's characters in that he attends Oxford, where he 

studies theater and women. Marianne, on the other hand, is reminiscent of previous 

Brookner female heroes who attend London University, although her course of study is 

English literature rather than French. This fact, of course, allows Brookner to make 

references to her beloved Dickens, as well as to Trollope and Collins. But the students at 

the university are completely foreign to Marianne. Although hoping to become 

assimilated in her own age group, she feels a foreigner among the students dressed in 

combat boots and engaged in protest against the teaching body (98). Disappointed, she 

leaves the university. 

Yvette, as is predictable, becomes restless about her daughter's future. Obviously 

Marianne cannot be like her mother. She is neither shallow nor a narcissist. Yvette 

decides that Marianne must have a job, although she has absolutely no qualifications. It is 

Christine Fibich, however, who saves Marianne from the trial of coping with her mother. 

She suggests that Marianne do volunteer work for a charitable organization which 

conducts fundraisers for neurological units in children's hospitals. Marianne, like Blanche 

Vernon of The Misalliance, enjoys her work, feeling that it gives her a purpose in life. 

Yvonne, of course, in her typical predatory fashion, sees the job as a place for Marianne to 

secure a husband. Unfortunately, the office where Marianne works is run by women, 
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hardly affording her a chance to meet men. Hartmann realizes that his daughter is 

unschooled in the sexual arts and is glad for it, thinking "what is inconvenient in a wife 

may be treasured in a daughter" (102). Although he would like to keep his daughter for 

himself, he realizes that her mother wants her to be married. He also knows that he must 

find a husband for Marianne, as she does not seem interested in finding a suitor for herself. 

A suitable husband is found in Roger Myers, the company accountant. 

Following a brief interlude which describes a shopping spree to the West End by 

Christine and Yvette, the novel returns to the parallelism of the earlier chapters. At the 

midpoint of the novel, Brookner introduces spiritual crises for the four major characters, 

leading the reader to believe that perhaps here the heroic quest will be undertaken and 

won. Christine becomes upset by her relationship with Toto; Fibich becomes obsessed 

with the idea of returning to Berlin to retrace his earlier life; Hartmann takes a morning off 

from the office to face his own feelings of dereliction to his duties; Yvette begins to feel 

panic that she is aging and will eventually be forced to confront death (Skinner 135). To 

help his wife feel better, Hartmann decides to send his wife on a visit to Nice. 

Following these momentary attempts to overcome the bifurcation of self and 

achieve fusion, Brookner continues with what seems to be a random listing of events from 

a family history. Toto leaves Oxford and moves in with his parents, along with two of his 

friends from the university. Fibich, in what could have been the primary attempt to 

complete the heroic journey in the novel, goes to Berlin. Although Brookner treats this 

visit as a rite of passage, after Fibich's return to England the reader learns that he has not 

overcome his previous fears and crossed the return threshold. In fact, upon returning to 
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England he goes to the office and breaks down while having lunch with Hartmann. 

It is important to note that the idea of "latecoming" grows toward the end of the 

novel. Hartmann, who had previously been somewhat unhappy with his wife, finds a type 

of equilibrium with her. He tries to console Fibich, trying to reassure him when he 

considers traveling to Berlin to discover his early years: 

Hartmann sighed. 'You are not a survivor. You are a latecomer, like me. 
Like Yvette, for that matter. You had a bad start. Why go back to the 
beginning? One thing is certain: you can't start again.' (145) 

When Fibich questions Hartmann about his philosophy of life, Hartmann explains that he is 

able to survive because he does not look back if he can help it: 

'I remember Munich, oddly enough. That is, I remember it in flashes. It 
looks beautifUl to me, a beautiful city. But I have never been back, and I 
will never go back.' 

Fibich smiled. 'What is your secret?' he asked. 
'The present is my secret. Living in the present. My daughter. And, 

please God, the children she will have. And our success. Does that mean 
nothing to you? Isn't that a battle we won, however late we came?' (145-
46) 

To Hartmann, the fact that he has been successful in life and has overcome the adversities 

of his prior life represents the triumph of his life, the winning of the heroic quest. To 

Hartmann, his childhood was the underground journey. When he became successful, he 

crossed the return threshold and has been consistently happy since that time. Fibich 

realizes that Hartmann "felt the relief of no longer being the boy at school, the soldier in 

rough khaki. He had triumphantly turned the tables on his miserable boyhood by 

becoming a mature and satisfied man in late middle age . . . " (146). 

Yet Fibich remains unsatisfied and resolves to return to Berlin, making the 
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decision quickly and acting upon it. Because he seems so reasonable when he tells 

Christine that he is "go[ing] to Berlin next week" (195), she is not suspicious of his 

motives. As Brookner states: "She had never known the extent, the depth, and the 

location of his fears, only that he was troubled, hesitant, by nature" (195). Fibich tells 

himself that he is making the journey for Toto, to give his son the knowledge of his lineage 

and background: 

He longed to know what his life had been before he could remember it. 
He longed to walk a foreign street and be recognized. He imagined it, the 
start of wonder on an elderly person's face. Is it you, Fibich's boy? You 
used to play with my children. That was what he longed for. That, and the 
suddenly restored familiarity of the foreign street, that cafe, that theatre, 
that park. And surely a new sun would burst in the sky at that moment, 
restoring spring, summer, restoring spring, summer, restoring the strength 
to his body and sleep to his nights. Then he might sleep as Toto slept, 
carelessly, no longer on guard. Then might he too feel triumph, bring back 
the smile to Christine's face, and live the rest of his life in peace. 

And love might be released at last, not pity, not hunger, but the love on 
which one looks with calm smiling gratitude. And the ability to be 
absorbed in lives other than his own, which, he was sure, would come with 
the deliverance that he craved, had always craved, and was no nearer 
possessing now than he had been as a young man. Indeed, he seemed to 
be moving farther and farther away from it, and he feared that unless he 
took some direct action it would soon be out of reach forever. (147) 

As the time for Fibich's departure nears, he feels that he might vanish into the abyss, a fear 

for the crossing of the entry threshold into the road of trials. What Fibich fails to realize is 

that he has been experiencing the road of trials his entire life, and that possibly the journey 

to Berlin will bring him across the return threshold a complete person. 

Berlin itself is very strange to Fibich. He finds that he knows, for instance, the way 

to Under den Linden and the Kurfuerstendamm. although he has no idea how this is 
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possible. He actually has no idea of what he is supposed to do in Berlin, thus he wanders 

aimlessly. Eventually the thought comes to him that people never actually grow up, that 

all people carry within themselves all the selves they have ever been. Any of these selves 

can be reactivated in moments of pain, fear, and danger (210). He thinks: "Everything is 

retrievable, every shock, every hurt. But it becomes a duty to abandon the stock of time 

that one carries within oneself, to discard it in favour of the present..." (210). This, 

Fibich thinks, is the legacy he will give his son, the knowledge of the presence of the 

multitude of selves within one being. He assumes that he has made the discovery of self-

awareness, that he has at last crossed the return threshold and will be free of his demons. 

This is, however, not to be. Upon his return to London, Fibich sees a woman collapse and 

his heart begins to beat fiercely. His calm and new-found peace are destroyed and he 

collapses into Hartmann's waiting arms (213). The collapsing woman reminds him of his 

last view of his mother fainting at the station in Berlin before he was sent to England. 

The novel ends as Fibich writes a letter to Toto in America. He reveals to Toto 

the names of his grandparents and counsels him to consult a notebook which he has 

enclosed. But nowhere in the letter does he reveal that he discovered anything of his 

parents' identity while in Berlin, nor is there any intimation that he attempted to do so. 

The letter's most important functions, however, are to tell Toto of the benefit of having 

good friends and to reiterate his father's love for him. These are the elements of the 

heroic journey that Fibich wants to pass along to his son. Even if Fibich has been unable 

to complete the quest himself, Toto still has the chance to complete the underground 

journey and achieve the return threshold of self-realization. This is the legacy of love left 
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to him by his father, the man who always held within himself the hurt of the orphaned 

child. Thus, although the monomythic journey has not been completed for the 

protagonists of the novel, the possibility exists that their posterity may be able to cross the 

final threshold. 



CHAPTER VI 

SAVIORS AND THE MONOMYTH: LEWIS PERCY 

AND BRIEF LIVES 

Anita Brookner's ninth and tenth novels, Lewis Percy (1989) and BriefLives 

(1990), represent a partial departure from her previous mythos. Although Brookner 

continues to use the monomythic structure, these novels focus on attempts by the 

protagonists to perform quixotic rescues of others: Lewis of Tissy in Lewis Percy. Fay of 

Julia in BriefLives. Both of these characters attempt to make rescues which are both 

unwanted and futile; the desire to make these rescues will form the basis of the tripartite 

journey. 

Unlike the typical Brookner protagonist in gender only, Lewis Percy bears a sharp 

resemblance to Ruth Weiss of The Debut. In actuality, Lewis seems quite androgynous; 

although he thinks of sexual matters, it not with a definite masculine mind set. As 

Campbell points out, this condition of androgyny is not unusual: 

The first wonder to be noted here is the androgynous character of the 
Bodhisattva: masculine Avalokiteshvara, feminine Kwan Yin. Male-female 
gods are not uncommon in the world of myth. They emerge always with a 
certain mystery; for they conduct the mind beyond objective experience 
into a symbolic realm where duality is left behind... . The cabalistic 
teachings of the medieval Jews, as well as the Gnostic Christian writings 
of the second century, represent the Word Made Flesh as androgynous-
which was indeed the state of Adam as he was created, before the female 
aspect, Eve, was removed into another form. And among the Greeks, 
not only Hermaphrodite (the child of Hermes and Aphrodite), but Eros 
too, the divinity of love (the first of the gods, according to Plato), were 
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in sex both male and female. (152-53) 

This androgynous personality trait gives Lewis a "yearning sympathy" (24) for 

women. But he feels that it is his duty to do something manly (in a sexual manner) before 

he marries; however, this type of action goes against the grain of Lewis' sensitive nature. 

He knows that a man's education (in the sexual sense) is usually crude, and that proving 

one's manhood usually involves an act of destruction (24). He is overwhelmed by the 

problem of maintaining "female innocence while accumulating male experience" (24). 

Ultimately, however, Lewis remains a sexual innocent until his marriage to Tissy. 

A student, Lewis has left his mother to pursue his studies in Paris, where he lives in 

a boarding house filled with women. The only male, Lewis is concerned about making the 

women around him feel comfortable, a characteristic which will be played out later in the 

novel when he meets Tissy. In Shadow and Evil in Fairy Tales. Marie-Louise von Franz 

discusses the mythic role of the modern male in a work of fiction: 

. . . if you study the myth of the mother complex, i.e., the affection and 
the instinctive behavior of the male child with his mother and all the 
psychological results of this relationship as mirrored in myths, you can 
distinguish typical features. The male child tends to develop the features 
of the hero, of rather a feminine young man of the type of Attis or 
Adonis or Baldur, who dies young and has a tendency to refuse life, 
especially with its dark side. According to these myths the young hero 
who loved his mother was killed by a dark brutal chthonic male being, 
which means that there is the crucial moment for a young man in that 
situation when he is either psychologically killed by the wild boar, or, if 
he refused to accept his shadow, when he will probably—in modern 
times—become a pilot and crash, or go to the mountains and fall. (13) 

Although Lewis does not die physically, his psyche is certainly wounded almost to death 

by his involvement with Tissy, the young woman who becomes his wife. 
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Brookner claims that Lewis Percy is a complete departure from her earlier fiction 

(Haffendon 32). But this claim should be taken lightly. Granted that the novel is slightly 

longer than her previous books and repeats the assigning of primary focalization to a male 

consciousness (previously explored completely only in Latecomers), the novel also 

reproduces a central thematic contrast familiar from her earlier novels: the discrepancy 

between the passive sedentary life of the writer or academic, and some barely apprehended 

but infinitely more attractive life of excitement and achievement in the world beyond. It is 

a dualism which was particularly evident to early female protagonists, from Ruth Weiss 

through Kitty Maule to Frances Hinton (Skinner 143). 

Lewis Percy travels to Paris to do research for his thesis on heroism in the 

nineteenth century French novel. Although the journey to Paris becomes the entry 

threshold for the underground journey in Brookner's earlier novels, it does not represent 

that stage of the monomythic journey here. Rather the Parisian journey only sets the stage 

for the heroic journey, introducing the reader to Lewis and his androgynous sensibilities. 

Like previous Brookner protagonists, Lewis realizes that his life of devotion to literature 

stands in marked contrast to the vigor of other people's lives. He feels that "[scholarship 

seemed hedged about with such restraints, such restrictions on the living body. Already 

his long days were beginning to give him headaches, although he enjoyed his work and 

could not envisage a future without it" (9). Lewis feels that the study might overwhelm 

him, thinking "he wanted to leave the library and run for his life" (9). 

Lewis seeks for the meaning of life in literature, rather than by experiencing life in 

the flesh. Yet he desires a "holocaust of notes" (9), a transparency that will flood his mind 
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with the desired riches of knowledge. But Lewis knows that he will never be able to stop 

his analysis of literature, for to do so would be to die of shame (9). He realizes that he is 

bound for the life of scholarship, and looks forward to the "agreeable prison cell for which 

he was destined" (10). 

Lewis crosses the entry threshold of the hero's journey when, on the death of his 

mother, he enters her room to collect her old library books. He returns the books to the 

library and, in an effort to assuage his grief, borrows Edith Wharton's The Age of 

Innocence and Ethan Frome. both novels his mother would have enjoyed. He meets the 

librarian, Tissy, who tells Lewis that she was fond of his mother. Just as Lewis has an 

androgynous, slightly asexual appearance, so Tissy parallels him in her mannerisms and 

dress: 

Lewis saw that despite her pallor, or because of it, she had an air of 
delicacy, or narrowness, that pleased him. Her clothes were asexual: 
a pale blue sweater and a grey flannel skirt, schoolgirl's clothes, which 
made her seem younger than her age. He reckoned she was about 
twenty-five. What he noticed mostly were her long unmarked slightly 
upcurling fingers, white as if they had never been engaged in a common 
or unseemly task. The face . . . could look mournful.... He wondered 
why she was not pretty. . . . That pose of the head, held slightly on one 
side, as if listening to an inner voice . . . set him thinking of pale virgins 
in stone, the kind he had seen in the Victoria and Albert Museum. (51-52) 

Lewis is astounded to find that Tissy suffers from agoraphobia, and that her 

mother must walk her to and from work each day. Amazingly, Lewis immediately thinks 

of Tissy as someone he could marry (53). He knows that she may not provide the "sins of 

the flesh" (56), but she represented a quest and a safeguard (56). Because of his study of 

the heroic journey, i.e. the Bildungsroman. Lewis sees his relationship with Tissy as a 
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chance to achieve the heroic vision. Becoming involved with Tissy would have the 

requisite altruism for the crossing of the heroic threshold. He knows that life with her will 

be what the reader will recognize as the hero's road of trials and he feels that the 

experience will help him, as the hero "must perform an act of nobility before claiming his 

prize" (56). Lewis, because of his innocence both mentally and sexually, feels not only 

young but powerless, an idea which is reinforced by his constant thoughts of his virginity 

(56). Lewis is not attracted to Tissy, but feels a mixture of respect and charity: 

He would rescue her and take his reward. Or, if circumstances permitted, 
he would take his reward first and leave her with a legacy of freedom, 
waking her, like the Sleeping Beauty, from the strange enchantment that 
had kept her a prisoner for so long. For how long? . . . The key to the 
whole enigma was the mother, he thought. And if he could free them both 
they could thank him by performing various domestic duties about the 
place.... If they would look after him, he thought, he would take them 
both on. He would marry them both. (57) 

This heroic desire is short-lived, however, as Lewis begins to realize that he himself would 

need to be rescued before he could rescue Tissy. He wonders what impulse of chivalry 

made him want to rescue her, a course which is decidedly quixotic (79). 

As is the case with Cervantes's Don Quixote, the fictional realization of Lewis 

fluctuates between plausible individual and purely literary construct, "the textual site for 

delusions of near manic proportions" (Skinner 148). Lewis believes that his sore throat is 

a sign of love, thinks of Tissy as a damsel waiting patiently for rescue, and invokes heaven 

("Please let me do well") at the outset of his knightly quest (91). But his quest will 

ultimately be a failure because Tissy does not realize that she is a goddess, thus there can 

be no hieros gamos which would propel Lewis over the return threshold for the end of his 
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quest and the healing of self. Tissy will, indeed, never realize that she is a goddess; even 

though she will later attend consciousness-raising sessions with a women's group, she will 

remain firmly planted in the role of the devourer, existing only to use the people around 

her. 

Lewis's own process of disillusionment is long and painful. After marrying Tissy, 

Lewis finds that there is little of the "folly and licentiousness" and very little of the "almost 

mythological state, a metamorphosis" (93) which he had previously envisaged. Tissy 

repulses Lewis Percy's knightly devotion with such statements as "I can't linger, Lewis. 

I'm washing the paint. What time will you be home?" (95). Although he still feels heroic 

devotion to Tissy, his characteristic feelings are a "dryness, interspersed with spasms of 

desire," together with a longing for "one real upward flight" (116). Unless he rids himself 

of Tissy and her problems, Lewis will remain bogged in the underground journey, never to 

achieve the return threshold. 

A new element of interest for Lewis is added in his meeting with Emmy Douglas. 

The sister of his friend Pen, Emmy's voluptuous body stands in stark contrast to the 

virginal, asexual Tissy. When Lewis meets Emmy for a picnic in Hyde Park, the 

mythological symbolism is rampant. Lewis is led to the Serpentine, the "secret depths of 

the park" and eventually to an embrace by the Italian Garden, a quasi-allegorical setting 

(134-5). But Lewis tries to reject the feelings that arise from this encounter, reawakening 

to Tissy's fragility and to her dependence on him: 

This gave her a legendary quality, rather as if she has stepped out of the 
Unicorn tapestry, or wore a metaphorical wimple. Above all, she carried 
about her an aura of chastity, which was, he saw, never to be entirely 
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confounded. These qualities still moved him, mixed though they were 
in his mind with his own impatience, exasperation, and a degree of 
bewilderment that began to reach epic proportions. (140) 

As Skinner points out, here again Brookner incorporates the familiar ideological and 

iconographic polarity, Pagan joy and Christian gloom, attended by implicit sympathy and 

wistful envy for the former (Skinner 149). Lewis begins to feel a disgust for his own 

virtue, specifically virtue in "its diminished Christian interpretation: continence" (141). He 

notes ironically: "Great deeds were not always undertaken virtuously, nor were great loves 

blamelessly consummated" (141). 

Tissy, believing that Lewis is having an affair with Emmy, leaves him and returns 

to her mother's home. For the remainder of the novel Brookner assaults the reader with a 

plethora of iconography, drawing equally on Christian redemption and Pagan contingency 

(Skinner 150): the hero's long period of "dereliction" representing the purgatory through 

which he must pass before spiritual rebirth (through the agency of the dens ex machina 

Millinship); the offer of a visiting professorship in the United States marking the 

assumption into paradise, the crossing of the return threshold. 

Brookner allows no real psychological changes to take place in Lewis until the 

final page of the novel. He acquires new ideas, but these do not allow him to abandon 

ingrained attitudes. He realizes that he is "seduced and beguiled by the company of 

women" (144). He resists Emmy's advances, causing him to question his "chivalrous 

behavior," but retains his "love for women in general and his wife and putative mistress in 

particular" (145). The fact that his pregnant wife has abandoned him for her mother's 

home fills him with shame. He wonders if either Tissy or Emmy had been worth the 
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trouble he had taken with them. Brookner compares Lewis to Adam in the Garden, "his 

accusation dying on his lips" (163). 

What is most interesting in this novel is the fact that Brookner criticizes various 

aspects of women's behavior and their effect on the male protagonist. Lewis's earlier 

ideas about women, that they are a "congenial and compassionate sex" (3), and a 

"beneficent institution" (7), linger throughout the novel. Lewis later admits, however, that 

women may be a source of trouble. He believes that the female mind, which works with 

"irrational faultlessness," could display an insistence that was "irregular, [and] almost 

gangsterish" (165). 

Ironically, when Tissy leaves Lewis, she loses her agoraphobia. She begins to 

attend consciousness raising groups, becoming a feminist. Lewis imagines what she would 

tell him if she made the effort: 

I have made my decision, I shall never go back on it. The other life that 
I lived with you was so benighted that you cannot expect me to admit it 
to my newly raised consciousness except to laugh at my folly. Of course, 
1 serve as an example to the group. Remember how I couldn't go out 
alone? Shackled, you see, by false expectations. And look at me now. 
I earn my living, I've got friends, I'm involved. And I don't have to 
bother with men any more. That's what's so wonderful. We have a very 
good social life, the three of us: we go to exhibitions, see the new films, 
have plenty to talk about. Mother looks after Jess [Lewis's daughter]. 
It's given her a new lease on life; she was getting so low before. Now 
that she's got something to occupy her mind she's a different person. 
The baby's fine. She doesn't miss me. And later on, when she's older, 
she'll have me as a role model. That's extremely important for a girl. (194) 

However, a problem exists with this passage: Tissy said none of it. All of the monologue 

resides in Lewis's mind, in the mind of a male narrator who, up to this point, has shown 

little interest in or familiarity with feminist discourse. The reader is reminded that 
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Brookner has, at times, denied association with feminists; perhaps this passage represents 

her attempt to settle a score with the "multi-orgasmic hares," as they were described in 

Hotel du Lac. 

Tissy's abdication leaves Lewis mired in the underground journey. As well as 

missing Tissy and his daughter, Lewis is confused by Emmy. Although he had refused her 

advances, denying that she could have possibly had the desire for him that she claimed, he 

knew that "[s]he would never concede defeat, any more than his wife would ever be 

magnanimous in victory, or what she would understand as victory. She would never 

simply love or console" (204). Because he feels himself a failure in the heroic quest, 

Lewis becomes disgusted with himself and with his life. He realizes that his former 

idealization of women had been incorrect: they were not creatures to be placed on 

pedestals and worshiped. Courtly love is a commodity that exists only in stories, not in 

real life. 

Lewis is rescued from his misery by Howard Millinship, an American scholar who, 

having read Lewis's book on the heroic quest, comes to London to offer Lewis a visiting 

professorship at a college in America. Lewis, of course, had never considered teaching, 

thinking himself too old to begin lecturing at that point in his life. But Millinship would not 

be put off, nothing would deter him from his quest of bringing Lewis to America to 

lecture. Although Lewis is uncertain about his abilities, he recognizes in the offer the 

chance to extricate himself from the underground journey, to free himself from the burden 

of Tissy and her mother. Consequently, he gives Millinship a vague promise that he will 

come to America, although the time is not specified. What Lewis fails to realize is that 
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Millinship is the messenger who will give him the boon he needs in order to cross the 

return threshold. Lewis feels himself unable to bring anything into focus, as "between 

leave-taking and arrival there is a vast area of doubt" (227). The arrival, or the crossing 

of the return threshold, would bring about the fusion of self that Lewis had sought for in 

vain. He knows that he must leave London if he is ever to achieve a renewal. However, it 

is interesting that he describes his approaching new life as a "wasteland of unasked-for 

possibilities" (242). Undoubtedly he feels uncertain about his new life, for, having cast off 

hope with the loss of Tissy and Emmy, he fears going out on a quest again. 

Having made the decision to go to America, following a visit to Paris, Lewis 

resolves that he must order his life in London. Again Brookner resorts to the 

iconographic image to establish the frame for Lewis's feelings: 

He felt newborn, unfledged. He remembered a picture he had once 
seen of the hand of God, conveniently cleaving a portion of the heavens 
to succour a martyr on the point of death. He remembered another, of a 
departing soul, hands joined for the upward flight, already dressed in 
other-worldly garments. He had thought of it as something reserved for 
believers, having no use for such things. But now he wondered. If help 
were needed, this particular resource must be borne in mind. For it 
became clear that help would come from no other direction. He had 
already received intimations of the future; now all that he required, but 
required in good measure, was the gift of acceptance. (248) 

Lewis makes the break with his colleagues at the library and with Tissy and her mother. 

But he remains disturbed, uncertain about the new quest he will undertake. Feeling that 

he is once again plunging into the underground, he is surprised and elated when Emmy 

joins him at the airport. Instead of existing in a life of alienation and loneliness, Lewis will 

cross the Channel and, eventually the ocean, with Emmy, an action which stands as a 
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metaphor for his return journey. Lewis will at last become the archetypal hero of his 

dissertation as he unites with Emmy, the authentic goddess. 

Unlike Lewis Percy. BriefLives returns to a structure with female protagonists, 

protagonists who appear to have only contempt for each other. In her article, "The 

Impossibility of Female Friendship: A Study of Anita Brookner's Female Characters," 

Helga Kurz dismisses the interaction of Brookner's female characters as "accidental and 

ineffective" (16). She states: 

They exist simultaneously yet separately with most of the 
interaction between them bearing hardly any significance. 
They usually communicate on the level of small talk as the 
environment in which they meet demands, namely the public 
sphere of hotels, restaurants, offices, lecture theatres and 
libraries. There Brookner's protagonists move confidently 
as quite securely established social and professional women. 
That they also have homes in which they dispose of their 
controlled superiority and give way to their obsessions and 
despair remains unknown to the other women in Brookner's 
novels. For neither are they friends enough to witness such 
scenes of humiliation, nor do Brookner's protagonists seem 
capable of facing the 'messiness' of their private lives. (16) 

Like many critics, Kurz misses the subtleties of Brookner's prose. Brookner's female 

characters only appear to be discussing trivialities; in truth, their conversations reveal 

much of the inner woman. Nowhere is this more evident than in BriefLives (1990V As is 

the case with many of Brookner's novels, the heroic journey and its concomitant trials and 

challenges appear buried under layers of apparently meaningless interactions between the 

characters. Even though the action of the novel begins with an apparent inability of the 

women to comprehend or care about the intricacies other women's lives, the novel 

ultimately presents a picture which is diametrically opposed to the first impression given to 
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the reader. A reviewer for the London Review of Books states that Brookner's opening 

"is essential to the way Fay's story is told, its placing a small artistic triumph that would 

have been appreciated by James or Conrad" (Symons). 

Brookner's introduction to BriefLives is startling for the reader: 

Julia died. I read it in The Times this morning. There was 
quite a substantial obituary, but what immediately fixed my 
a ttention was the photograph, one of those studio portraits 
of the late 1930s or early 1940s, all huge semi-transparent 
eyes, flat hair, and dark lipstick. I never liked her, nor did 
she like me; strange, then, how we managed to keep up a 
sort of friendship for so long. Had our husbands not been 
partners I doubt whether we should ever have exchanged 
more than a few words, or seen each other on more than a 
few formal occasions, although we were, for quite some 
time, in the same line of work. (3) 

Julia Wilberforce Morton is the shadow of the protagonist, Fay Dodsworth Langdon. A 

pathological narcissist, Julia dominates the novel, controlling, but not preventing, the 

monomythic journey for Fay. The women are opposite physical types: Julia thin and 

arthritic, Fay plump and hale. Julia absorbs energy from those around her, while Fay 

manages situations and gives to others. Julia was an actress, Fay a singer for the BBC. 

Julia insists on the need for a man, Fay regrets that she ever married. These dichotomies 

control the action of Brookner's BriefLives. 

Brookner takes her title from a work made famous by the 17th-century writer John 

Aubrey, whose "vivid, intimate and sometimes acid biographical sketches of his 

contemporaries convey a delightful impression of their easygoing author" (qtd. in Davis). 

There is nothing easygoing about the voice of Brookner's protagonist, Fay Langdon, as 

she recounts and analyzes her despairing quest for love. On the surface the narrative is 
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simple. Looking back, at the age of seventy, Fay remembers the hopes and dreams that 

she has tried to protect from the sabotage of her "friend," Julia. Brookner never fully 

explains Julia's control over Fay and the others who are part of her small court, yet the 

reader can see in Julia's behavior the dominating mother who must be overcome before 

the hero can attain a transcendent state. Remembering that Campbell stated that the hero 

is essentially androgenous, it does not matter, for the sake of the underworld trials, if Fay 

is male or female. Neumann would describe Julia as the dragon of the hero quest. 

The dragon fight has three main components: the hero, the dragon, and the 

treasure. By vanquishing the dragon, the hero gains the treasure, which is the end product 

of the process symbolized by the fight (Neumann 152). As Jung has established, the 

dragon bears all the marks of the uroboros. It is masculine and feminine at once. The 

fight with the dragon is thus the fight with the First Parents, a fight in which the murders 

of both father and mother, but not one alone, have their ritually prescribed place. The 

dragon fight forms a central chapter in the evolution of mankind as of the individual, and, 

in the personal development of the child, it is connected with the Oedipus complex, which 

is the problem of the first parents (Neumann 153). 

Freud's father-murder theory combines certain features into a systematic unity. 

The family romance, so far as it revolves around the boy, culminates in the son's 

incestuous longings for the mother, which are thwarted by the hostile father. The hero is 

the boy who kills his father and marries his mother. The hero myth thus becomes a mere 

fantasy for the direct or indirect fulfillment of this wishful idea. This theory is supported 

by Freud's illogical and anthropologically impossible hypothesis of a gorilla father. A 
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formidable apelike patriarch makes off with his sons' women and is eventually done to 

death by the brotherly band. Heroism consists of liquidating one's father. Freud takes all 

this as the literal truth, and from it he derives totemism and the basic features of culture 

and religion. Here as everywhere, Freud, with his bias, has misinterpreted something very 

important. Nevertheless, the killing of the father remains an essential element of the 

dragon fight, although it is not the most essential, let alone the key to the whole history of 

mankind (Neumann 153). 

Jung shows, first, that the hero's fight is the fight with a mother who cannot be 

regarded as a personal figure in the family romance. Behind the personal figure of the 

mother there stands, as is evident from the symbology, what Jung was later to call the 

mother archetype. Jung was able to prove the transpersonal significance of the hero's 

fight because he did not make the personal family aspect of modern man the starting point 

of human development, but rather the development of the libido and its transformations. 

In this transformation process the hero plays an eternal and fundamental part in 

overcoming the inertia of the libido, which is symbolized by the encircling mother-dragon, 

i.e., the unconscious (Neumann 154). For Brookner, Julia represents the encircling 

mother-dragon who will sap the life and consciousness from Fay, the supposedly weak and 

cowardly daughter figure. 

Fay grew up with the stereotypically female idea that "the world could be won 

with a pair of dancing feet or a pretty singing voice, and that all one had to do was to keep 

one's white collars fresh and one's hair regularly shampooed" (20). Her family was one 

that spent Sunday afternoons reading stories with happy endings, with all the family sitting 
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around the fire, never expecting that unhappiness could come. Fay's world of love was 

shattered when her father dropped dead in the cinema where he was employed. It is key 

to the development of Fay's character that she says: 

There was a place in my heart that could never be filled, and 
I felt the pain of it for many years, years in which I enjoyed 
an apparently happy and successful existence, years in 
which, gradually, my heart died, until at last it was brought 
back to life again. (23) 

What caused the death of Fay's heart? The death of her father brings about the 

beginning of her underground journey, from which she will not return until she removes 

herself from Julia near the end of the novel. The rest of the novel consists of the trials 

which Fay undergoes in the attempt to find release and regeneration for herself. 

She marries Owen Langdon, yet feels that she should never have left her mother. She 

hopes that marriage will bring meaning to her barren existence, yet she remains sterile and 

unfulfilled. She tries to follow the conventional rules for pleasing a man, the only route 

she can imagine to a happy ending. Feminists might take Fay's plight as an object lesson 

in what can happen when a woman considers herself incomplete without a man. Fay's 

problem seems dated, yet her observations are curiously modern. Meditating on her 

husband's early loss of feeling for her, Fay recalls: 

The occasional look of puzzlement in his eye, as if needing 
help from some unknown source, reminded me of a picture 
I had seen in the same museum through whose little garden 
I had walked every day: naked souls, their hands joined, the 
same look of discomfiture on their large-nosed faces, 
slipping out of the reach of God and his angels into the 
flames of hell. I had thought the picture naive, applicable 
only to the century in which it was painted; now I was not 
so sure. (70) 



143 

When Owen dies in a traffic accident in France, Fay is cast into an uncertain 

widowhood. Almost immediately she begins an affair with Julia's husband Charlie. She 

feels that she is dissembling, not telling the truth to Julia and the other women: 

The citadel of his arrangements was not to be breached. 
That much had always been clear, but was now becoming 
clearer. As for me, I had reached the limit of my ability to 
dissemble. Perhaps I had somehow thought that the 
dissimulation was also temporary, as temporary as my 
attendance on Julia. Perhaps I had never wished for either. 
This, however, was now irrelevant. Now that the end of the 
affair had apparently been reached, and so swiftly, almost 
easily, I was willing to concede that he had almost loved 
me, but that what he had felt had been a fraction out of true, 
something that he could manage only by withholding it, 
keeping it out of my reach, lest I should take it into my head 
to lay hands on it and do damage.... There must be several 
things a woman can do other than think of love and 
marriage. The young know this, or they seem to nowadays. 
My generation was less realistic. It seems to me now that 
my own youth was passed in a dream, and that I only came 
to see the world as if was when it was already too late. 

(144-45) 

Fay feels that her affair with Charlie is flawed. Metaphorically it is flawed because Charlie 

and Julia are representative of the universal parents for Fay. When she goes to bed with 

Charlie, Fay exhibits the characteristics of an Electra complex, the desire of the little girl 

to have intercourse with her father and to rid herself of her mother. This is the greatest of 

Fay's trials: that she carries on an affair with her father-figure while maintaining a 

relationship with her mother-figure. 

Charlie's death brings the next of Fay's trials: that she must care for Julia, who is 

no longer able to care for herself. Like a helpless arthritic mother, Julia holds court from 

her bed, demanding the attention of Fay and her other companions. Fay attempts to 
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escape from Julia's clutches by obtaining a part-time job at Meals on Wheels, yet still finds 

herself in attendance during her non-working hours. Fay's own parents died without 

fanfare; thus, she did not have the same type of problems she encountered with Julia. Her 

mother-in-law, Vinnie, went to a nursing home and caused no problem. Only Julia, whose 

devouring mother personality threatens to overwhelm Fay, causes a problem. Julia 

Wilberforce (will by force) is the opposite of Fay's own mother. Julia is brazen and 

demanding; toward her, Fay feels the duty of a relation. Like the inability to choose one's 

own parents, Fay did not have the luxury of choosing Julia as a friend; she was forced into 

the friendship by the partnership of her husband with Julia's. Julia is an extreme character, 

and through her Fay defines her own more shadowy outline. After Charlie's death, Fay 

becomes the attending daughter, taking care of all Julia's needs. Julia represents the 

superficiality and bad taste that Fay is tending in her own spirit, and yet Fay reacts with a 

mixture of horror arid sympathy to Julia's actions: 

Somewhere in the remote fastness of [Julia's] being, a long 
way behind the eyelids, and the ringed hand clutching a 
glass of whiskey, she was a girl, but a girl of rather lost 
variety, dreaming, unawakened, uncurious, almost pure. (6) 

Julia is glamorous but hollow, practically unconscious. She fits the archetypal pattern of 

the dragon who reclines upon the jewels, waiting for the next knight to appear for eating. 

Lacking love, lacking work, Fay aspires to usefulness, to the crisp efficiency of a day 

organized to the rhythm of a Strauss waltz. Usefulness is her penance; she had tried to be 

good, yet had turned out flawed. 

Fay feels that there is no real place for her own grief when she attends Julia 
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following Charlie's death. Brookner describes Julia in a way that suggests an old dragon, 

even her ultramarine gown is reminiscent of the dragon's scales: 

We were in her ultramarine bedroom, and Julia was in 
bed, wearing an ultramarine satin nightgown with cream 
lace insertions. Her hair was more rigidly set than usual and 
her eyes a little frightened.... Her feelings were so far from 
the surface, so deeply buried, that they gave her no 
information. This conferred an undeniable dignity, for she 
never lost her composure, or, more accurately, her 
command. There was, to me, something shocking in the 
expanse of white shoulder and arms, left on view for 
visitors: her flesh looked cold, preserved in its marble chill 
firom unwonted surges of the blood, ageless, in its way 
perfect, remarkable by any standards. I shrank from the 
intimacy that this seemed to signal, but to Julia is was 
entirely natural to appear in this manner, as if she were 
receiving in her dressing-room... . But she was fretful, and 
her eyes kept turning towards the window, the heavy eyelids 
Ming from time to time. I stood at the foot of the bed, 
willing myself to look at her. (159-60) 

Fay feels herself lost in chaos, uncertain of her feelings. She knows inherently that there is 

no place for a mistress's grief in the widow's bedroom, knows that whatever comfort she 

can find must be found alone. Curiously, when Fay returns from Julia's house, she dreams 

of her own parents, reinforcing the idea that Charlie and Julia are, in fact, representative of 

parental influence in Fay's life: 

. . . I had dreamt of returning home to find the place 
flooded: sodden books floated in pools of water, tiles had 
fallen from the walls into cracked and ruined baths and 
basins, shelves sagged and buckled. The blotched and 
discoloured walls were being surveyed by a team of 
impassive men who had got there before I had, may even 
have been there all the time. I was mysteriously absent, 
returning to this place only when the damage was 
irreversible.... I did not recognize the damaged rooms as 
belonging to the flat in Drayton Gardens, which gave me a 
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sense of relief, until I saw that it was my parents' house in 
Camberwell Grove that had undergone such an assault, such 
a letting in of alien waters. (160-61). 

The unknown waters welling around the home represent the waters of the 

mother's womb. She cannot recognize the place at first because it is a time before birth, a 

time when she was bathed in the waters of her mother's body. Yet her unconscious 

eventually recognizes the place as her parents' ruined home, symbolic of her abandonment 

of her parents' teachings about the proper place for a woman. 

Fay's one fear of Julia is not that she will discover Fay's infidelity with her 

husband, but that Julia will pronounce herself no longer able to move or function. Fay 

feels for Julia "pity and repugnance, as someone who had darkened my life and was now a 

victim herself' (163). Just as a child often assigns blame to both parents for its own 

wrongdoings, so Fay assigns wrongdoing to both Julia and Charlie, as well as to herself. 

She feels a rage and helplessness that is reminiscent of a child molested by a parent. For 

her own part in the wrongs, Fay plans to buy strawberries and asparagus, planning to 

tempt Julia's appetite. Yet Fay cannot yet understand how Julia has managed to inflict 

this feeling of obligation upon her. She feels that entering Julia's presence is like viewing 

an icon of some religious cult. 

Knowing that Charlie has provided well for Julia, Fay begins to doubt Julia's 

ability to care for the estate herself. She resents the fact that Charlie has left her with this 

burden and with her own guilt: 

All I can say is that I have been ready to love and have been led into 
error for that very reason. I could not forgive myself, and indeed 
have never done so. Those who survive an adulterous affair are 
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retrospectively amazed at the flimsiness of the structure that supported it. 
In time they see that it cannot be granted the status of a love affair at all, 
that it was in fact a simulacrum, sometimes negligent, sometimes hasty, 
sometimes hidden. This was what had occupied my thoughts since 
Charlie's death. I liked him less in death than I had done in life. 

His legacy to me was Julia, who obligingly lay like a dead weight on my 
conscience... . She made no appeal to me on that morning, the morning of 
the papers on the desk, nor would she. She would simply be there . . . 
immaculate and complaining, but too proud to accept favours, which made 
it astonishingly difficult to offer any. In my desperation that morning I 
promised myself that I would find the address of that home or contact her 
brother or do something, anything that would free me from the burden of 
Julia. Without her I might be able to look forward to a life of my own. 
With her there was no hope at all. (214-15) 

Before she rids herself of Julia, Fay reflects on her life and marriage, stating that 

she aspired to normality, a bourgeois calm. She blames herself for not having given 

sufficient love to her late husband, blames herself for not having sufficiently valued his 

"simplicity of intention" in marrying her. The goodness of Owen is cast against the 

character of Dr. Carter, a man who tells Fay that women constantly pursue him, but that 

he will never remarry. She realizes that their relationship cannot go forward, causing her 

great pain. It is part of Fay's trial that she will never again find a man who will love her 

and protect her as Owen had done. Although the feminist would reject this idea, it is basic 

to Fay's emotional construction. 

During the time of Fay's involvement with Dr. Carter, Julia continues to prey on 

her mind and to torment her. Julia had become increasingly arthritic, often failing to rise 

from her bed, often taking only whiskey for nourishment. Again, Fay fears that she will be 

lost before she can rid herself of Julia: 

I think that her sadness was as great as my own, but that every vestige 
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of human charity had deserted her. She still gained a certain pleasure from 
being rude to me, and my feeling was that I could hardly deny her this 
pleasure. For what did it matter? She had become too painflil and burden-
some a subject in my mind that I underwent actual encounters with her as 
a form of martyrdom. What did it matter if she were ruder one day than on 
another.... If my attendance were a form of expiation then it did not work 
for either of us. She could have tolerated complaints, grumbles, laments. 
What she could not tolerate was the small last hope she detected in my 
heart. (222-23) 

The final breakdown comes when Julia calls as Fay is preparing dinner for Dr. Carter. The 

devouring mother, Julia summons Fay to her side, stating that the housekeeper had not 

arrived and that she had not had a bath. Brookner's tortuous description of Fay assisting 

Julia with her bath allows the reader to see the complete domination in which Julia would 

hold her thralls: 

She undressed equally slowly, revealing the lingerie of a cocotte on limbs 
that were beginning to look wasted. The whiteness of her body shocked 
me: I did not think that I should be witnessing it. I lowered her into the 
sweet-smelling water of the bath, and turned my back. By this time I 
was trembling, although I did not know why. 'This man,' said Julia, 
behind me. 'Are you going to marry him?'.. . 'There's no question of 
that. We might go away for a few days, that's all.' 

I think that those few words were my greatest mistake. Julia laid a 
heavy wet arm round my neck, disarranging my hair in the process.... 
She pretended to fall, or maybe she did fall. I no longer know, and in 
her effort to hold on to me tore the stitches from the shoulder of my 
b louse. I could feel the slow uncoiling of my hair as it fell down my back. 
Her body, a dead weight, supported itself on my shoulders as I staggered 
back; she had renounced all responsibility for her movements, either that 
or she was more incapacitated than I knew. Horrified, I managed to get 
her into the bedroom. She drifted slowly toward her dressing table, 
contemplated her face, turning it this way and that.. . . 'Charlie loved to 
see me do this,' she said. 'He adored me. "You are the woman of my life," 
he said. "There will be no other." Has anyone ever said that to you?' 
Without looking back I ran out of the flat. (228-29) 

Fay comes to the realization that the dragon/mother-figure must be overcome. (Fay has 
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noticed that Julia looks incredibly like Miss Havisham of Great Expectations, her thin neck 

protruding from the collar of a silk blouse.) Julia as mother reminds Fay that it was never 

really possible for her to possess the father-figure, Charlie. The parents always maintain a 

physical bond beyond which the child cannot penetrate. The only way to extricate oneself 

from the process is to be free of all parental control. 

Against Julia's wishes, Fay calls Julia's brother in Spain, making arrangements for 

Julia to come for a visit. When she puts Julia on a plane, she feels her thralldom is ended. 

Fay can now have the life of her own, the life of normality that she has been craving. 

Typical of a child who puts its parents away in a home, Fay feels momentarily 

guilty for having consigned Julia to an environment where she would be merely tolerated. 

But the separation from Julia brings healing for Fay's shattered life and consciousness. 

Although lonely, she knows that she will never again be held in a place of servility to 

another person, either man or woman. Fay crosses the return threshold with the boon of 

freedom and a newly realized wholeness of being. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE CONCEALED SELF AND THE MONOMYTH: 

A CLOSED EYE AND FRAUD 

Anita Brookner's eleventh and twelfth novels, A Closed Eve (1991) and 

Fraud (1992), reverse the pattern seen in her novel Look at Me. Unlike Look at Me. 

where Frances Hinton desires for all those around her to pay attention, to look at her, the 

protagonists of A Closed Eve and Fraud search for concealment from the outside world. 

The monomythic journey will result from the hiding of the self from the prying, intrusive 

eyes of all those who are associated with the protagonist. 

A woman meets a man in a restaurant, finds herself so attracted to him that she 

raises a hand to her face, ostensibly to cover a red birthmark, but really in a vain attempt 

to protect her vulnerable soul from his scrutiny. This is the central recurring image in 

Brookner's A Closed Eve, a novel which has been described as being "at once beautifully 

written and curiously hollow" (Olshan). 

The novel opens curiously with a letter from Harriet Lytton to Lizzie Peckham, the 

daughter of her old friend Tessa, inviting Lizzie to spend a holiday with her at her flat in 

France (the usual setting for the Brooknerian underground journey). In the letter Harriet 

explains her reason for being in France, that she had come there before her husband's 

death when he was attending a clinic. She explains to Lizzie that she is not lonely, rather 

150 
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that she has good friends who look in on her from time to time. The observant reader will 

feel something disingenuous in this letter, knowing that some motive is being hidden. 

When Harriet thinks to herself, in the midst of writing the letter that she is writing "such 

lies," the reader is alerted to the fact that selves will be concealed in this novel; truth will 

be avoided if it furthers the idea of protecting the vulnerable self. 

The introduction to the novel also reestablishes Brookner's orphan motif in the 

person of Monsieur Joseph Papineau, a French citizen who spent most of his life in 

England. Typical of a Brooknerian character, Joseph's mother died young, leaving him 

with a father who never considered marrying again. Joseph's first and only love was his 

nanny Missy, who lived with him until her death. Joseph's devotion to Missy was so 

complete that he could never consider marriage to another. Although Brookner does not 

state explicitly whether Joseph had a sexual relationship with Missy, the reader can 

intimate through Joseph's protracted period of mourning that a deeper relationship than a 

child and nanny existed between the two. The introduction of Joseph is important because 

it provides a parallel to Harriet's state, the problem of having nothing more to live for 

after the loved one has died. Harriet thinks: 

. . . Freddie's death was the last link in the chain that has once bound her to 
her own life, that she had in more ways than one outlived him, even before 
he died, and that she now functioned in ghostly form, as if all the living 
substance has been withdrawn, and only her strong and obstinate heart, 
beating away imperviously, held her on this earth. (12) 

Unlike Joseph Papineau, Harriet Lytton "could not recall her childhood with 

anything like the quality of affection which he lavished on the past" (15). Harriet is the 

daughter of lower-middle-class parents, who, afraid that she will never marry because of 
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the birthmark on her face, goad her into marrying Freddie Lytton, a man her father's age. 

Because her parents, Merle and Bertie, are only interested in providing for their daughter's 

financial security, they do not care if they have consigned her to a soulless marriage where 

Harriet's emotional and sexual needs are in serious want. Freddie is a boring, dry man, 

older than his years. For all his quiet during the day, he turns into an insufferable, 

sweating, pawing lug at night (Oshan). Sexual activity with Freddie makes Harriet ill, but 

she accepts it as her lot in life, not thinking that she will ever have the chance to know any 

other type of man. It is as if the mythic journey will be denied her forever because of her 

marriage. Freddie resembles a modern version of George Eliot's Casaubon in 

Middlemarch. while Harriet calls up the image of a dull, weak-willed type of Dorothea 

(Oshan). It is no wonder that Harriet conjures up fantasies of a dream lover who will one 

day shatter the prim stasis of her married life: 

Of course she dreamed of a lover, but these were real dreams, in her 
sleep, and they troubled her only on waking, when she sometimes 
remembered them, and never in the daytime. This lover was faceless 
[possibly a metaphor for Harriet's desire to be faceless and without the 
birthmark], but she knew that he was her own age, and that he both 
awoke and dispelled the loneliness that she felt in his arms. He made her 
aware of the strangeness of life, of its intrinsic strangeness, as they 
embarked together on that journey that only two can share. . . . The 
stranger in her arms knew her every mood... so that on waking she 
was surprised and alarmed to find the body of her undisturbed husband 
in her bed. It will never be my bed, she thought, only his. He does not 
even know me, and he leaves me undiscovered. (31) 

Thus Freddie Lyt ton becomes part of the allegorical meaning of the title; he cannot 

understand Harriet and has closed his eyes to her true being. He will never be able to 

accompany his wife on a monomythic journey and complete the hieros gamos because he 
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has shut away his inner being to the possibility of Harriet's goddesshood. 

After her marriage Harriet maintains contact with several of her childhood friends, 

in spite of the fact that Freddie finds them consummately boring. The chief among her 

friends is Tessa Peckham, who once allowed Harriet to join her circle of more affluent 

friends. Harriet remains forever in Tessa's debt for this favor, a fact which is partially 

responsible for the attention Harriet pays to Tessa's child. However, it is Tessa's husband 

who will give Harriet the possibility of a monomythic journey. 

Tessa had two unsuccessful affairs before meeting and marrying Jack Peckham, a 

television journalist for the BBC. Harriet harbors the belief that Tessa's marriage to Jack 

is "ill-starred," the metaphor possibly suggesting that the marriage is a mythical union. 

Tessa admits that Jack does not want to marry her, yet he consents because she is 

pregnant. Both women realize that the time is not auspicious for discussion of their new-

found sexuality, and Harriet assumes that they will discuss the mysteries of marriage when 

they are older. But the rules of propriety keep them from such a discussion at the 

beginning of their marriages. Both Tessa and Harriet are Brooknerian tortoises; both 

would be uncomfortable revealing the goddess within, if indeed either realizes the 

possibility at the beginning of their married life. Harriet certainly cannot admit her 

disappointment in Freddie to Tessa. Like the protagonist of Virginia Woolf s Mrs. 

Dalloway, Harriet gazes from the window and knows that her isolation from the outside 

world will be maintained: 

To calm herself she went to the window, and saw directly opposite, 
across the oblong enclosure of trees and shrubs what was Cornwall 
Gardens, the mysterious window that was always closed yet always lit 
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up. She had seen the light blazing there at five in the morning and at 
midnight. Sometimes a figure could be seen moving rapidly across it, as 
if in agitation. Was it a sickroom, a nursery? Somehow that agitated 
figure seemed to Harriet like a prisoner, for whom she felt a terrified 
sympathy. Soon the branches of the trees would thicken with foliage, 
and she would no longer be able to see clearly. On this particular 
afternoon, still light, still bright, but very quiet, she could discern no 
silhouette. Yet the light was already on. Suddenly the figure appeared, as 
if from nowhere, and took up a position at the window. With a qualm of 
fear she turned away, for even worse than seeing the stranger was the 
thought of the stranger seeing her, lonely, at the window, and gazing with 
longing at a world which was beginning to disclose concealment, 
estrangement, silence. (36-37) 

In this passage Brookner clearly defines the self which has either avoided the call to 

adventure or has refused it. The windows of the houses stand as a metaphor for the eyes 

which reveal the soul; in this case the closed, curtain-covered windows are another 

example of Brookner's used of the closed eye to represent the self concealed from others 

or, in Freddie's case, the eye that refuses to discern another.. 

The preceding passage prepares the reader for Harriet's meeting with Jack 

Peckham: 

When Harriet first saw Jack Peckham she put up her hand, instinctively, 
to shield her face. With no one else had she ever done this. The gesture 
was symbolic, as if she were hiding more than her face, as if she were 
hiding herself, for she recognized in him the stranger of her dreams, and 
in the light of day did not wish to be found. (38) 

Jack Peckham is the negative animus for Harriet, a character similar in description to 

Philip Neville in Hotel du Lac. Harriet recognizes that Jack will break Tessa's heart, 

something which Tessa also admits. Brookner's description of Jack relates him to other 

masculine characters of literature who function as a negative animus: 

Throughout the meal he continued to sit sideways to the table, as if he 
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had no intention of staying. . . . He was, [Harriet] decided the villainous 
hero of romantic fiction, the cruel lover who breaks hearts and thrills 
women, so that they look with disdain on the humbler, more available 
St. John Rivers [Jane Eyre], who would have made her a much better 
husband. (40-41) 

Harriet is compelled to stare at Jack, to contemplate the sexuality of his being. When Jack 

turns to look at her, he is "quite dispassionate" (14). He gives Harriet the invitation to 

what becomes the heroic quest, although no words are spoken. It is at this point that she 

puts up her hand to cover her face, as if she were concealing her soul from examination by 

one who would always know it better than she. Although she wants to refuse the call to 

adventure, Harriet plunges over the entry threshold and into the road of trials because of 

her meeting with Jack. 

Although Harriet tries to tell herself that Jack is the same as other men, she notices 

that, for the first time in her life, her thoughts have turned to the physical act of sex. She 

realizes that she does not want to talk to Jack, merely to have sex with him. Her thoughts 

about this sexual relationship are a metaphor for the beginning of the underworld journey: 

But this was a man with whom she would never want to walk or talk, or 
pass agreeable time: she would lead him straight away to a bed, to a 
secret room, and the odd thing that in her imagining it was she who led 
the way, while he, prodigious though he might be, merely followed her. 
It took no further imagination to see them naked, as if this were pre-
ordained, as if her present life were a superimposition of no importance, 
an expert hand had cleanly removed. (42) 

These thoughts awaken in Harriet a new feeling within herself, a recognition of the 

goddess that lies within, that "for the first time, she had passed into a different phase of 

being. 

The fact that Jack is married to Tessa, and not to Harriet, recalls the role of the 
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hierodule in the sacred marriage with the goddess. As Gadon says: 

The part of the Goddess in the ritual sexual union was taken by her 
priestess [in this cast, Tessa], believed to be an embodiment of the Goddess 
herself. The role of the hierodule, commonly called the "sacred prostitute" 
by modern scholars of religion, is little understood. She is not a prostitute, 
she does not sell her sexual services. Her social role is sacred. She 
represents the Goddess; within the context of the ritual she is the 
Goddess. Her sexuality is the sacred instrument of life's power, 
her sexual union with the king necessary to ensure the prosperity of 
the kingdom. (137) 

The difference resides, however, in Tessa's pregnancy. For the traditional hierodule, the 

point of the ritual sexual intercourse "is not procreation but the assurance of abundant 

crops and the endorsement of the king's ability to rule" (Marglin 310). In Brookner's 

modern setting the hierodule is bears a child for the god-king Jack. Two points of interest 

arise from the birth of the child Elizabeth [Lizzie]. First, like the traditional hierodule, 

Tessa will sacrifice herself, by death, for the continued life of the culture, in this case Jack 

and her child. Second, if Tessa represents a substitute vessel for Harriet, this would 

explain the fact that Lizzie seems very much more like Harriet than like Tessa. 

Just as she described the children in Latecomers as belonging more to the opposite 

family, so Brookner makes the children in A Closed Eye resemble the couple who are not 

the biological parents. After the dinner with Jack and Tessa, Harriet almost immediately 

becomes pregnant [by Freddie]. When Imogen is born, both Harriet and Freddie are 

overwhelmed by the child. Imogen is a narcissist. Born with the knowledge of her beauty 

and charm, Imogen realizes from an early age that some men are more attractive than 

others, for instance that Jack Peckham is more attractive than her father. Imogen is a 

shadow self of her mother, preferring the life of the femme fatale to the quiet life of 
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housewife. Even in childhood Imogen knows that she is beautiful and special; she carries 

the knowledge of the goddess within her. For Imogen, a man is only an extension of her 

ability to be the goddess, to be used and discarded at will. The primary example of 

Imogen's behavior lies in her treatment of her father. Although she is willing to accept his 

hugs and kisses as a small child, when she realizes (at a very early age) that other men are 

more attractive, she pushes aside her father's affections and never again returns to his 

arms. Only on rare occasions, such as her trip to the ballet, does she show any interest in 

her father, and then only because of what he can provide for her: 

For Freddie disappointment struck early, as if the reactions of a six-year-
old, a seven-year-old, were the summation of a lifetime's suspicions, as 
if the child had brought him to a self-knowledge which he would rather 
have forgotten. . . . He was quite aware that he must appear unattractive to 
the child.... And the reaction was purely physical, which somehow made 
the whole business more painful. He had his dignity, of course, knew 
when to make himself scarce, knew too that he could provide the child 
with certain resources which, when she had grown older, would count 
for more than his appearance. (92) 

One of Harriet's trials on her journey is the knowledge that her daughter does not 

love or appreciate her father. This is not, however, her greatest trial, which comes when 

she realizes that Tessa is dying. Harriet must once again encounter Jack Peckham, a 

meeting which reminds her of her unabashed sex ual desire for the man. Harriet finds Jack 

surprisingly blunt when he talks to Lizzie about her mother's death: 

'Your mother is dying, Lizzie. You knew that, didn't you? She is going 
to die, but you will have time to say goodbye to her. She is in bed, in the 
hospital. I will take you to see her tomorrow.' (114) 

Even more shocking to Harriet than Jack's blunt announcement of Tessa's impending 

death is his refusal to allow her to take Lizzie home with her: 
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'She is coming home with me,' Harriet protested. 
'No,' he said, his face set in harsh lines. 'She is coming home with me. 

Pack a few things for her, would you?' 
'But it's easier if she comes with me,' she insisted. 'She can stay with my 

daughter.' 
He looked at her with a certain distaste. 
'She can't stand your daughter.' he said. (114) 

Harriet becomes more repulsed when Jack announces that Lizzie can miss school, but that 

she must not be "cheated out of' seeing her mother die. She is also appalled when Jack 

reduces her concern for Tessa to a momentary inconvenience. When Harriet says that she 

will never forgive herself for not paying more attention to Tessa, Jack counters: 

'Why not?' he said, picking Lizzie up and hoisting her to his shoulder. 
'Most people do, whatever their shortcomings. I think you will forgive 
yourself, Mrs. Lytton.' His dislike was obvious, shocking. ' And now, if 
you'll excuse us . . . You can find your own way home, I take it?' (115) 

Just as Edith Hope comes to recognize the Mephistophelian qualities of Philip 

Neville, so Harriet recognizes these qualities in Jack: 

Later that night a cold realization came to her and she felt terrible. 
Better that she should remain in lifelong ignorance than yield to insights 
so destructive of her real life, her real husband, who now seemed to her to 
be definitely altered by his recent perceptions.. . .And she would never 
know anything other than this. For her imaginings were not to be borne, 
not to be tolerated, as if they were dangerous; they were a danger to order. 
She saw that the power of Jack Peckham was to spread this grand dis-
order into other lives, not seeing, or not caring, that although disorder was 
his natural climate it might not be for those with whom he came into 
contact. (155). 

What Harriet fails to perceive on this occasion is that the threshold of the hero's journey 

has been breached. Meeting Jack Peckham has taken her over the entry threshold and into 

the road of trials. 

Harriet's greatest trial with Jack comes when he asks that she prepare Lizzie's 
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clothes. Unable to enter Tessa's flat, Harriet volunteers to buy new clothes for Lizzie and 

to deliver them t:o Jack's flat. Harriet has the feeling that she is arranging an assignation 

with a lover, which is, in fact, what she desires. As if sensing his wife's mind, Freddie 

suggests that Jack might pick them up; however, Harriet insists that she will take the 

clothes to Jack. She is uncertain of the purpose of the visit, feeling that it is not just about 

Lizzie's clothes: 

She was appalled at herself, mentioning the child in the same breath as 
arranging an assignation, if that was what it was. If Jack were a man of 
conscience, she thought, as he undoubtedly is not, even he would be 
slightly disconcerted. And if Freddie had any imagination, which he has 
not, he would be indignant. And if I were a decent woman I should feel 
ashamed, disgusted. As I am. And poor Lizzie, in all this, I shall buy her 
some decent clothes, as if I were buying them for Immy, and I shall simply 
leave them outside his door. There will be no need for me to see him 
at all. (129) 

Harriet only wants "a meeting, some sort of exchange . . . to know [Jack]" (130). As her 

sexual relationship with Freddie is disappointing, Harriet wishes for "something of [her] 

own, some memory that is entirely [hers]" (130). 

It is interesting to note that Harriet prepares for her assignation with Jack as if she 

were a bride dressing for her wedding. Brookner reveals that Harriet's birthmark does not 

show as she looks in the mirror, indicative that Harriet is hiding her inner being, that she is 

not yet ready for the hieros gamos: 

In the mirror she saw a pale face sharpened by anxiety, eyes wide, as if 
shocked, mouth painted a dark red, a mass of beautifully cut dark hair. 
If she turned her face to the side and scrutinized her right profile—the 
short: nose and high brow gave it an austere and scholarly outline—the 
birthmark on her left jaw was not visible.... She knew, without knowing 
exactly what she knew, that she faced the greatest challenge of her life, 
that she was in danger, not of succumbing to Jack-even supposing that 
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he wanted her, or had ever wanted her—but of succumbing to self-
knowledge, which she had now kept successfully at bay for half a 
lifetime. 

It is interesting to note that Harriet's meeting with Jack takes place in April, which 

Brookner establishes is "traditionally the cruelest month" (149). April, with its 

regeneration of plant and animal life, reminds Harriet of both sex and death. In this 

remembrance she echoes the people of Eliot's The Wasteland. As Mitchell points out, 

spring is a momento mori (25); Harriet, like the people in Eliot's poem, recognizes the life 

and death aspects of spring. Harriet seeks a release from the apathy which has been her 

life to this point, an apathy which dehumanizes her to the point of stasis and, eventually, 

death. 

When Harriet arrives at Jack's flat, the door opens as if by magic. She enters the 

flat and immediately feels that time is slowing, as if this encounter with Jack were to be a 

sort of exquisite torture. Jack sees within her, knows her inner being; but, as Harriet had 

feared, he ridicules and rejects her: 

She thought he must be laughing at her; there was, perhaps, a hint of 
amusement in the way he looked at her. At the same time his movements 
were slow, as if this transaction might be expected to take a long while. 

Her cheeks burned; she had no idea how to behave, for she supposed a 
seduction was about to take place, or rather a mock seduction, in which 
she would be cast for the lesser role. 

'You find me ridiculous, don't you?' Her voice was still calm, but now 
desolate. 

'I find you interesting." 
'Oh, I am not very interesting. I dare say there have to be women like 

me, but we don't arouse much interest.' 
'You could be mistaken.' 
Aft er that there was a silence. 
'Well,' she said. 'I had better be getting back. . . . ' 
'I'd rather you stayed, he said moving away from her. His tone was as 



161 

indifferent as her own.. . . 
When he kissed her she knew that her whole physical life, the life 

of the senses, had been dormant until this moment. When they disengaged 
they looked at each other, in silence. 

'Do you do this all the time?' 
'Not all the time, no. You could stay, you know.' (150-51) 

Jack gives Harriet the invitation she has been waiting for her entire life, yet having 

received the invitation, she declines: 

'I have to leave, you see. You do see, don't you?' 
'I should expect nothing less of you. ' . . . 
'Goodbye, Jack.' she said, holding out her hand. He kissed her again. 

There was no doubt now about her response. 

'That's better,' he said. 'I loathe soulful women, with consciences.'(151) 

Yet Harriet has a conscience; she is a Brooknerian tortoise, not a multi-orgasmic hare who 

can jump from man to man without a trace of guilt. Surprisingly, Harriet feels fulfilled 

after her encounter with Jack, as if she had now become one of the initiated, "as if now 

permitted to see the world in a different light, as one of the successful, the secret, the 

admitted" (152). 

Harriet feels no infidelity to her husband., rather she feels pain for Tessa "all 

unknowing, in the grave" (153). Harriet has been living as the people of Eliot's The 

Wasteland, in a stasis which avoids both life and death. Now she has seen life, but it 

remains for her to confront the reality of death before she can cross the return threshold. 

Harriet has previously lived the apathetic life, a type of life which Mitchell describes as 

unresolved death fear: 
Equating sex and generation with death and inferiority, as Eliot's people 
do, produces a static compromise existence in which they live as though 
dead and thus avoid both life and death.... the root cause of apathy-
living as though dead—is unresolved death fear. Apathy as a refuge from 
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death is in itself... "passive suicide," an insidious and world-
threatening disease. To give up the protection of apathy is to risk 
the pain of fuller consciousness of humanness. (24-25) 

Having been awakened to consciousness of her humanity by Jack, Harriet is now 

left to understand and overcome her fear of death. Harriet makes an atonement with her 

parents, symbolized by Freddie, when she accompanies him to the clinic in France, a 

precursor to his death. Meeting Monsieur Papineau, who remains concerned about the 

death of his governess years after her death, moves Harriet closer to an understanding of 

death. But her understanding fails when her daughter Imogen is killed in an automobile 

accident. Harriet cannot grieve for Imogen, cannot weep for her. This is the state in 

which the reader finds Harriet at the beginning of the novel. Harriet will not recover from 

Imogen's death until she understands that death is a part of life. Harriet must ask the 

question the Sphinx asked Oedipus: What is a human being? She must realize that the 

human condition involves being part life and part death. 

A teacher figure appears in the form of Lizzie Peckham, the daughter of Tessa and 

Jack. Originally Lizzie was invited to France for a holiday, to keep Harriet company after 

the deaths of Freddie and Imogen. But Lizzie, young in years, old in wisdom, gives 

Harriet the knowledge she needs to understand the interrelationship of life and death. 

Harriet is prepared for crossing the return threshold when Lizzie translates a 

passage from Stendhal for her: 

'Death is a meaningless word for most people,' Lizzie translated. 
'It is only a moment, mid generally one does not feel it. One suffers, 
one is surprised by the strange sensations that arrive, and all of a sudden, 
the moment passes, one is dead.... It is the moment of death I dread. 
. . . 'But Madame,' said Lizzie. 'That moment is taken up with a little 
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pain. One still feels it, and therefore one is alive, one is not dead. 
Therefore death is nothing. It is a door which is either open or closed, 
it must be one or the other. There is no third way,' she finished. 

Harriet closed the book. 'Thank you, dear. Thank you. No third way,' 
she repeated, and smiled. 

Having emerged from the underworld of trials, Harriet realizes that death and life are two 

parts of the same whole. She knows that death and life are both part of being human, to 

deny either is to be less than human. Harriet, having overcome the same hubris Oedipus 

exhibited when questioned by the Sphinx, can now begin to live. She still views her life as 

an empty room, but now finds satisfaction in the realization. Harriet crosses the return 

threshold when she is able to weep for her daughter: 

My life, she thought, an empty room. But she felt no pain, felt in fact the 
cautious onset of some kind of release. Vividly, she caught sight of 
Immy's face. She drew in a deep breath, laughed. There it was again, 
Immy's face as it had always been. She laughed again, at the image of 
Immy's laughing face. Sinking on to the sofa she let the tears rain down. 
Never to lack for company again. All will be as before, she thought, as 
she wept in gratitude. When my little girl was young. (263) 

Brookner's novel Fraud presents a female hero who understands instinctively that 

she does not need the presence of a man to realize her goddesshood. Anna Durrant, the 

character in Brookner's canon who most resembles Ursula Brangwen of Lawrence's The 

Rainbow, has already undergone the road of trials and is ready to cross the return 

threshold when the novel opens. The first half of the novel is unusual because the 

protagonist is absent, existing only in the conversations of the other characters. 

To understand how Anna Durrant is like Ursula Brangwen, it is necessary to give a 

brief synopsis of Lawrence's The Rainbow. In Ms novel, Lawrence presents the physical 

and mental manifestations of three generations of women. Typical of his other works, 
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Lawrence creates women who are strong and independent, with a disposition toward 

sexual independence which is almost genetic in origin. Ursula Brangwen is the character 

who is most concerned with obtaining love when she is older, whether that love comes 

from a man or from a universal source. Ursula has love affairs, but is unable to achieve 

goddesshood through sexual intercourse. Only when she suffers a miscarriage and learns 

that her lover has married another does she begin to realize that her true nature will not 

come from a relationship with a man. She obsesses about the source of life and energy in 

the universe and realizes that she could only marry a man who, like herself was a man who 

was from the "Infinite" and who would come out of "the Eternity to which she herself 

belonged" (Rainbow 547). Through a dream vision of horses running through a meadow, 

Ursula realizes that she possesses goddesshood within herself and that she has no need for 

a man to fulfill her. Emblematic of her new-found knowledge, Ursula sees a rainbow in 

the sky and realizes tha t " . . . new, clean, naked bodies would issue to a new germination, 

to a new growth, rising to the light and the wind and the clean rain of heaven" (Rainbow 

548V 

Anna Durrant possesses the same independence of spirit as Ursula Brangwen. She 

is unusual among the Brookner protagonists who undergo the heroic journey in that she 

has no human guides or spiritual helpers. Anna's entire monomythic journey is made 

within herself, wi th the deeper levels of her unconscious providing the guidance she needs 

to overcome duality. Critics have called the novel a kind of palinode, if not retracting the 

attitudes of Brookner's earlier books, then certainly rethinking them. These critics have 

not gone far enough in the analysis of Brookner's work. Brookner is not changing her 
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mode of thinking and writing, she is merely refining it is and approaching the tripartite 

monomythic journey from another angle. Fifty-year-old Anna Durrant, missing from the 

South Kensington home as the story opens, is, in many ways, a typical Brookner female 

hero: virtuous, self-effacing, and unappreciated. The other characters in the novel wonder 

if this well-bred, tastefully dressed, doggedly cheerful spinster is not some kind of fraud 

(Rubin). 

The novel opens with a list of the facts that can be ascertained about Anna's 

disappearance: 

Miss Durrant, a woman in middle years, living alone in apparently 
comfortable circumstances, had been missing for some four months, 
although no one had seen her leave her flat in South Kensington, and her 
cleaner, who had a key, and who was used to finding the flat empty, 
thought little about the matter until the money, which was usually left 
on the kitchen table, was not replaced. (3) 

The police had been contacted by Anna's doctor after she missed several appointments; 

they visited the flat, but found nothing disturbed. However, they find the fine clothing 

made of luxurious fabrics somewhat incongruous for a woman of Anna's age. 

Dr. Lawrence Halliday, who had previously attended Anna's mother, tells the 

police that Anna has always been extremely dependable, never missing an appointment. 

He reveals that she was slightly anorexic, perhaps becoming more so. More importantly, 

the doctor reveals that Anna seemed to have had no friends. She had cared for her invalid 

mother [a link to Brookner's own life] until her death. The only person who seemed to 

have any knowledge of Anna was Mrs. Marsh, another patient of Dr. Halliday. 

When the police question Dr. Halliday on whether Anna were in love with him or 
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not, he says "She may have been" (6). The doctor tries to cover up any feelings he has for 

Anna, stating that he was "happily married" (6). Anna had been to a dinner party given by 

the doctor and his wife before she vanished. The physical description of Anna given by 

the doctor could fit almost any of the Brookner female heroes: "an ordinary sort of face, 

quite a good colour Rather fine dark red hair, a lot of it is. She wore it is coiled up, 

somehow" (6). Dr. Halliday interprets Anna's psychological state as being somewhat 

eccentric, but probably no more than any other woman of her age who lives alone. He 

states that she was good-tempered and a "good woman," the typical Brooknerian 

excellent woman. 

Unlike Anna, Mrs. Marsh, the only person who seemed to have been acquainted 

with her, is not an excellent woman. A narcissist, Mrs. Marsh cares only for her own 

comforts, not caring if Anna seems to have disappeared. Unlike Anna, who is solicitous of 

everyone around her, Mrs. Marsh is only concerned with her own pleasures. 

Mrs. Marsh is able to reveal the part of Anna's life which was taken up with the 

nursing of her mother. She says of Anna: 

She was devoted, too devoted, sacrificed her life. And yet she seemed to 
want to. There was something odd about that household, the mother so 
frail, so delicate, and the daughter so cheerful.... And yet she was too 
good, too filial. Like a daughter in a Victorian novel. Little Dorrit. Tried 
to be daughterly towards me, called me Aunt Vera. I tried to put a stop to 
that, but she didn't take any notice." (10) 

Mrs. Marsh does reveal one bit of information that would lead the reader to suspect that 

Anna had been in the process of her heroic journey even before her sudden departure. 

When the police questioned Mrs. Marsh about Anna attending church with her, Mrs. 
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Marsh reported that Anna never went with her: "That's not what I'm looking for," she 

would say, with that everlasting smile of hers. "I'll have my walk round the park, and 

look in on Miss Carter, and then I'll collect you and walk you home" (10). Typical of the 

Brookner female hero, Anna prefers to resolve her problems while walking in the park, 

taking in the beauty and fecundity of nature. 

Mrs. Marsh states that Anna was completely out of her element when invited to 

tea with Mrs. Marsh's daughter Philippa. When Mrs. Marsh tried to get Anna to enroll in 

some sort of class, much as her daughter had, Anna stated, "It is's not what I'm looking 

for" (12). The reader has the feeling that Anna knows her own mind and is seeking for a 

higher level of consciousness, to transcend the everyday world she inhabits. Mrs. Marsh 

cannot view Anna's actions as exemplary, however. Mrs. Marsh, feeling that women 

should be interested in men, deemed Anna helpless in the area of masculine attraction: 

"She seemed alarmed, dashed about washing up cups and glasses. I told her to sit still, but 

she merely gave me that smile of hers and told me to rest" (12). The reader is reminded of 

the enigmatic smile of the Buddha when he has passed beyond the cares of the world and 

has assumed the role of the Bodhisattva. Anna is working her own inner journey, without 

teachers, shadows, or helpers. Because Anna is in touch with her inner nature, she, like a 

Bodhisattva, projects an ageless quality, a quality which Mrs. Marsh interprets as being 

like "a girl" (13). The policemen interrogating Mrs. Marsh consider her to be a "reliable 

witness," but, as they have no knowledge of Anna or her inner struggle and journey, they 

cannot be really siure. The policemen, having no real knowledge of feminism or the 

journey of the female toward enlightenment, believe that Anna has run away because she is 



168 

"all up there on the cutting edge" (14); according to Butterworth, the eldest policeman, 

Joan Collins is to blame for the dissatisfaction of modern females. This statement echoes 

Edith Hope's statements in Hotel du Lac that she will not write for the multi-orgasmic 

hares of the world. Anna is, however, decidedly not a multi-orgasmic hare. 

Mrs. Mairsh feels unexpectedly upset by the news that Anna has disappeared. She 

admits to herself that Anna is an upsetting person. She does not understand Anna's 

forbearance. She thinks that perhaps Anna's "saintliness would have been admirable had it 

is not been administered with that smile, a smile that signalled merriment, yet was 

underlined by something desperate" (15). Mrs. Marsh believes that the desperation comes 

from caring for her invalid mother during her entire youth and middle age. 

Mrs. Marsh met Anna's mother, Amy Durrant, when the latter became faint in a 

store. Rescuing her in her large car, Mrs. Marsh was immediately attracted to Amy 

Durrant and her romantic tendencies. Amy reveals to Mrs. Marsh that her parents 

regarded her first marriage as a mesalliance [recalling Brookner's novel of the same title]. 

Although Amy was in love with David Durrant, their marriage did not last long; he died of 

a heart attack when Anna was five-years-old. Amy is devoted to her daughter and longs 

for her to marry. Although she indicates that she is not a possessive mother, the reader is 

uncertain about the reliability of her discourse, as she keeps her daughter at home to care 

for her. 

Amy is, however, concerned about Anna's future. She continues to "urge her to 

go out, meet people, enjoy herself' (19). Anna, on the other hand, is not interested in the 

mundane pleasures which her mother places before her; she knows that her destiny lies 
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elsewhere, as she continually says, "It is's not what I'm looking for" (19). Amy Durrant 

does not understand! her daughter's reluctance to meet people, but rationalizes that, even if 

her daughter fails to marry, that she will have enough money to survive. 

Mrs. Durrant had wanted Anna to go into the fashion business, running a dress 

salon. Indeed, Anna is an excellent seamstress, constructing all of her own clothing. What 

is interesting about Anna's sewing is that she makes all her suits from the same pattern, 

only with different fabric. This fact appears to be linked to Anna's desire for a destiny 

other than that wished upon her by her mother and society. She clothes herself in the garb 

of initiation; in spite of the bright colors of her suits, they are a uniform, a vestment, for a 

woman who seeks for her path through the underground journey. But the journey cannot 

and does not begin until the death of Anna's mother. 

Because of her belief that a woman must have a man in order to be completely 

fulfilled in life, Mrs. Marsh is unable to understand either Amy or Anna. Perhaps Amy 

needs a man to be fulfilled; however, Anna is a creature apart. Like Ursula Brangwen she 

will find her destiny without a man, using only her interior knowledge as a stepping stone 

to enlightenment. 

It is is amazing that Amy Durrant is able to recognize herself as the devouring 

mother type, a mother similar to Mrs. Pusey in Hotel du Lac. She states: 

"The minute I go she will throw everything away. I know her, you see. 
She loves me, but I've taken away her life. She will want to put me 
behind her, as I should have let her do years ago. But I clung to her, I 
admit. She was so strong, so good, just when I have ruined her life 
. . . I want her to know how much I have loved her. Although she may not 
want to know that. She may even hate me for it is.' (22-23) 
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Following Amy Durrani:'s death, Mrs. Marsh knows that she must call on Anna to 

reveal the contents of a letter given to her by Amy Durrant. Yet Anna makes her 

uncomfortable; she has no desire to "penetrate what she divined as Anna's carapace of 

artifice. She was aware of a complicated existence behind the sunny face which Anna so 

determinedly prepared to meet the world, aware of enormous frustration, possibly of 

anger, certainly of resentment" (28). Mrs. Marsh feels a repugnance at Anna's wasted 

girlhood, despised her obvious virginity. She is not aware that Anna is, in fact, not as 

virginal as she would have the world believe. She had, in fact, experienced brief affairs 

while in Paris studying; the legacy of these affairs was the gardenia perfume which she 

always wore. The reader becomes aware that Mrs. Marsh is projecting onto Anna a life 

which may or may not be her actual experience. She believes that Anna may, in fact, be 

slightly agoraphobic, frightened of venturing into the company of others. Anna is not, 

however, like Tissy of Lewis Percy: she is independent and wants to find her own way in 

the world. 

Part of the clue to Anna's interior life lies in the dreams which she continually 

experiences. The dream, which must have dated from her adolescence, "bore all the marks 

of an adolescent fantasy" (41). Over the years the dream had become more mythical, 

standing as a metaphor for Anna's growing consciousness and movement in the tripartite 

journey: 

In the dream she was seated tidily and expectantly before a slice of cake, 
but not an ordinary cake: this was a dream cake, iced and filled and 
crowned with crystallized grapes. She took up her fork and plunged it is 
into the cake, which immediately fragmented and revealed a gold wedding 
ring. Time and time again, in her dreams, she heard the ring clatter on to 
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the plate, while the cake, uneaten, vanished into thin air, its purpose 
achieved. It is was somehow important not to eat the cake for fear of 
swallowing and therefore missing the ring. Since the advent of this 
dream, which she could no longer date or situate, she had shied away from 
too avid appetites, though she still possessed them, and had approached 
food cautiously, sometimes renouncing it is altogether. (41-42) 

Many Brooknerian female heroes have a difficulty with food, Kitty Maule and Ruth Weiss 

being only two examples. The vanishing food in Anna's dream represents the sterile life. 

Anna must seek the heroic journey and not remain in untranscended consciousness. 

Unlike Miss Havisham in Great Expectations, the food does not represent unrequited love; 

rather it is symbolizes the barrenness of a life which is unexamined, the life of one who has 

refused the call to adventure. The thought of the ring falling on the plate also comes to 

Anna in a conscious state, making food seem irrelevant. If she takes the ring, a metaphor 

for typical female existence, she must subsume herself into a relationship with a man and 

lose her own self-knowledge. Avoidance of the ring will allow her to transcend and 

realize the goddess she carries within herself. 

Although Anna has grown up in a closed, dark house, unlike Estella in Great 

Expectations, she has not been groomed to break men's hearts. As Brookner states: 

Anna, raised in innocence and ignorance, had no desire other than to love 
and be loved in this instance by her mother, for whose sorrow and frailty 
she felt responsible. To ease that pain she would give her life, for easing 
her mother's pain meant easing the pain in her own heart, bringing her 
cheerfulness and satisfaction.... At about this time she began to have the 
dream of the wedding cake disintegrating to disclose the wedding ring. 
The dream brought her joy. (45) 

Even when her friends desert her, Anna remains full of hope. "She had a belief in 

her destiny which verged on mysticism, and throughout the long years in the silent flat, 
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reading and watching television with her mother, her cheerfulness was entirely natural, and 

she did not notice the years going by" (46). She is in a natural, although precarious and 

uncertain, state of metamorphosis, of waiting. 

Anna receives an object lesson in men when her mother meets Mr. Ainsworth. As 

though he hunts an animal, so Mr. Ainsworth courts Mrs. Durrant. With the hunter's 

wariness, Mr. Ainsworth feels contempt for Anna, "sensing that no one had ever breached 

her defenses" (47). Fortunately, Mr. Ainsworth disappeared after two years, taking part 

of Mrs. Durrant's money with him. Unable to bear the shock, Mrs. Durrant had a full-

scale heart attack and prepared to die. 

The occasion of the heart attack leads Mrs. Durrant to attempt a match between 

Anna and Dr. Halliday. When the doctor makes house calls to check on his patient, Mrs. 

Durrant sees seeds of romance starting to grow, or so she imagines: 

With what hope, with what avidity had her mother welcomed the doctor, 
Lawrence Halliday, seeing in him a last chance, an only chance for her 
daughter! And after each visit she urged Anna to lead him into the 
drawing-room and offer him a glass of sherry, taking good care to remain 
in her bedroom, and glad to do so, rebuttoning her blouse after the 
examination with shaking frightened fingers. (48) 

To Mrs. Durrant, Dr. Halliday seemed perfect: he had money; he was polite to Anna; he 

was concerned for her (49). But Anna, because of her devotion to her mother, feels that 

she is unable to leave home. Like Brookner herself, Anna feels obligated to stay home and 

care for her mother. "Her mother knew that her vigilance was part love, part 

revenge. Of such harsh truths does the emotional life consist" (49). 

The mother arid daughter are, in a sense, reunited at the end of the novel. Death 
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and the prospect of life without one another reunited them as birth had once done (49). 

The envelope given to Anna by Mrs. Marsh contained two documents: a birth certificate 

and an apology. Anna becomes overwhelmed by her mother's revelations; she did not feel 

quite safe. She feared the "stain of her mother's defeat, the contagion of her mother's 

timid hopes" (52). 

In order to save her mother's delicate feelings, and to preserve the image that she 

had a relationship with Dr. Halliday, Anna requests that he not reveal his marriage to 

Victoria Gibson, a woman who represents Anna's shadow. This was the only mention 

Anna made to his "desertion"; neither ever mentioned the incident again. Amy Durrant 

died believing that her daughter would marry the doctor. Anna realizes, however, that the 

maintenance of this facade in her life is not of supreme importance. Most important is the 

ability to repair the imperfections in her own conduct, to "obliterate the imperfections in 

her own conduct, to obliterate the rancours of the past which had nearly ruined her 

innocence" (52). The innocence Anna fears losing is her beginning inner knowledge of 

goddesshood which is growing within her. She knows that she can only achieve 

perfection within herself; no one can help her, whether male or female. Anna is like 

Ursula Brangwen, a strong woman who knows that she must "live in the present, even on 

the surface, if it is helped, to love with a different sort of love from that which she had 

been taught" (53). 

Following the death of Amy Durrant, Mrs. Marsh attempts to introduce her son 

Nick to Anna. Nick finds Anna a "crashing bore" (90), and cannot believe that his mother 

would even consider that he would be interested in marrying such a woman. Mrs. Marsh, 
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because of her narcissistic tendencies, sees the possibility of Nick's marriage to Anna as a 

method to assure her own continued care as she ages. Anna, the excellent woman, would 

certainly take care of an aging mother-in-law. Mrs. Marsh also knows that she has 

insulted her son by suggesting that he might become interested in Anna: 

She could see that she had annoyed and insulted him, for he must only 
be offered pretty women, women who knew all the ancient arts, and with 
whom he did not have to make too much of an effort.... She thought he 
looked ruthless, handsome: despite herself she admired him. Of course 
it is would not work, she thought, he deserved a woman as powerful as 
himself. My dying does not concern him. Why should it? (90) 

When Mrs. Marsh calls Anna to inquire about her Christmas plans, she becomes 

aware of the tediousness of talking to Anna, of enduring the "soft gushing tones" (92). 

What Mrs. Marsh fails to realize is that Anna has passed beyond the veil of normal human 

existence and is deeply immersed in the underground journey and road of trials. She is 

seeking an outlet for her growing self-awareness that does not include either Mrs. Marsh 

or her son; she only continues to make the offers to help Mrs. Marsh as a habit picked up 

during the years when she was caring for her mother. When Anna tells Mrs. Marsh that 

she will not be lonely at Christmas, she is not lying; she will be too much occupied with 

her own thoughts and aspirations. Mrs. Marsh, however, does not understand this 

concept: 

I have angered her in some way, thought Mrs. Marsh. But really, there is 
no need for me to treat her so warily. I expect it is is Nick she is really 
angry with. But in the light of day Nick's imperviousness to Anna seems 
more understandable. She really is rather tiresome, thought Mrs. Marsh. 
And one never knows what she is thinking. I am almost frightened of her, 
she thought, with surprise. But this was so ridiculous that she shook it 
off and went into the spare bedroom, where Mrs. Duncan was putting on 
her coat, to give her her money and a small present. (93) 
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What Mrs. Marsh fails to grasp is that Anna is preparing for the final stages of her 

underground journey. Her mind is working out its final stages of development before she 

crosses the return threshold. Anna's meditations on the others around her as she 

undergoes this phase of the tripartite journey are interesting to note. Anna knows 

instinctively that Mrs. Marsh and her other acquaintances "did not love her, found her 

tiresome, but could not see why she should abandon them for that reason" (94). Only the 

hatred she has experienced actually bothers Anna: 

Only hatred stung her, the hatred of Nick Marsh, of Vicki Halliday. For 
they had hated her, she knew, hated her bland surface and her patient smile, 
projecting onto her, as onto a blank screen, their unresolved conflicts, and 
finding no purchase for their aggressive defensiveness. Or was it is 
defensive aggression? Something sharply sexual in both cases: an avidity, 
an instinct to destroy, and all disguised by a set of manners which 
commended themselves in society, good humour, slyness, the intimation of 
possession, the performance of actual or potential ownership, or the 
enactment of its opposite... (95) 

While Anna knows that she is always looking for something different, that she does not 

want the common, pedestrian life of those she sees around her, she also knows that people 

like Nick Marsh and Vicki Halliday have no concept of her attempt to establish 

goddesshood within herself. Anna prepares herself for the hieros gamos with her inner 

being which will be achieved when she reaches the return threshold, a threshold which she 

cannot view as yet. 

Vicki Halliday is, in Anna's mind, an enemy. Anna is able to recognize in Vicki the 

personification of the harlot, a sexual predator "who would emerge victorious from any 

engagement, and who had carried off Lawrence Halliday almost without a struggle" (96). 

Anna, the excellent woman, provides a sharp contrast to Vicki, the painted harlot. Anna 
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knows that Lawrence Halliday had most likely spoken to his wife of her, praising her 

devotion to her mother. Thus Lawrence sets up the two woman in the classic 

madonna/whore dichotomy; yet he realizes that he has established the dichotomy and 

disapproves of what he has done. Anna understands what Lawrence has done. She also 

understands that she could never have married either Lawrence Halliday or Nick Marsh. 

This realizations cause Anna to think about leaving England, to go to Paris, the usual 

setting for the Brookner underground journey. But Anna's underground journey and road 

of trials has taken place in England. It is as if crossing the channel will be the impetus 

Anna needs to cross the return threshold of the journey and unite with herself. 

The thought of going to France puts Anna in mind of the research she did about 

the salons of Paris. She also looks forward to contacting her old lovers, not to rekindle an 

affair, but to greet them as adults. She dreams of living in a small house in the country, of 

enjoying the beauty of nature, and of finding peace within herself. To prepare herself for 

these possibilities, she goes for a walk through London, a typical reaction for a 

Brooknerian protagonist. 

Anna knows that she will make her escape to France, as there is nothing for her in 

England. She realizes that she has been betrayed, that life had typecast her as "a wise 

virgin" (136). But Anna does not feel a grudge against life or against herself for being this 

type of person. She feels confident in herself and knows that she will eventually overcome 

her feelings of dislocation and disunity. She makes a reservation in a small hotel on the 

right bank of the Seine, as she was unable to book a hotel on the left bank. This fact is 

disturbing to her, but is a precursor of the knowledge that this visit to Paris will be 
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different, that it is will bring her to a more mature, more developed sense of 

consciousness. 

In a flashback sequence, Brookner reveals the events which led up to Anna's 

decision to go to France, and to her attainment of self-realization. She realizes, following 

a dinner with Lawrence and Vicki Halliday, that for once she has been regarded as a rival 

for a man's affections. She feels herself empowered by the knowledge, while at the same 

time she realizes that she no longer needs the companionship of a man to make her life 

complete. Used to scrutinizing her supposed character defects, Anna begins to feel "an 

odd feeling of comfort, as if she had survived, intact, an ambush for which she had not 

been prepared" (242). She realizes that she will probably need fewer sleeping pills in the 

future, as she had reached "some kind of plateau" (242). This plateau, in Campbell's 

schema, is the approach to the return threshold. Anna has realized that she is whole and 

complete within herself; she needs no man for completion. Like Ursula, she stands alone, 

experiencing a metamorphosis of her being: 

Staring into the dimness of the room, momentarily lit by passing late cars, 
she thought again of the poem which had beguiled her earlier in the day. 
'Apres tant d'oreueil. apres tant d'etranee oisivete . . . ' How clever to put 
pride and apathy in the same category of misapprehension. How did it is 
go on? The poet was after all speaking of change, of metamorphosis. 
'Apres tant d'oreueil. apres tant d'etranee oisivete. mais pleine de pouvoir 
. . . ' That was it is, the renewed feeling of power, power in the sense of 
strength, the strength born secretly, mysteriously, out of oisivete. idleness 
or inaction. It is was the intimation of this strength which presaged 
change. This message, a voice for her ears only, seemed a surprising coda 
to the evening she had just endured, and she resolved to subject it is to 
further consideration. (242) 

This realization marks the crossing of the return threshold for Anna, who now has 
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resolved the duality of the unmetamorphosed self which had kept her from the birth of the 

goddess she was becoming. There only remains for Anna to make her new self known to 

the others around her. 

The denouement of Anna's adventure comes when she meets Philippa, Mrs. 

Marsh's daughter, in the Louvre. Philippa had escaped to Paris to meet with her young 

lover, Paul. Philippa is amazed when she discovers that Anna Durrant, whom everyone 

supposed had disappeared without a trace, is living in Paris. Philippa reveals to Anna that 

she has been missed, a fact which Anna doubts. In her newly fledged goddesshood, Anna 

becomes bold in her interaction with Philippa: 

'And I do find it is rather odd that people should notice my absence. I 
made so little impression when I was actually present. Tell them where I 
am, by all means. Though it is's hardly relevant now.' 

'Have you run away? Were you unhappy? Did something upset you?' 
'Do you know, Philippa, no one has ever asked me those questions 

before. I was thought to be too obscure to need them.' 
'I'm sure Mother was very fond of you." 
'No, not really. I was useful to her, and of course I will be again, if she 

needs me. But let's be accurate. Inaccuracy is a form of 
misrepresentation, and I've done with that.' 

'We thought you were quite happy.' 
'Oh, did you. You see, I had become what people wanted me to be, 

without their ever asking me what I myself would have wanted. I decided 
not to be that person any more.' 

'What a fraud you are, Anna,' said Philippa uneasily. (258-59) 

Because she is following Anna's path at the end, Philippa may be able to understand is that 

Anna is not a fraud, that she now is living in a state of renewal, of union with her self. As 

Anna states: 

'But there are many kinds of fraud, not all of them criminal. I rather 
think I have stopped being one, a fraud, I mean. Fraud was what was 
perpetrated on me by the expectations of others. They fashioned me in 
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their own image, according to their needs. Fraud, in that sense, is 
alarmingly prevalent. And not only between the sexes. In the end I 
decided to escape.' (259) 

Anna tells Philippa that she is now free of expectations, free of the old self, but not free of 

hope (261). When Philippa looks at Anna again, she realizes that Anna now looks like 

one who has been awakened from "a long sleep which preceded convalescence" (261), a 

theme which Brookner will develop in her next novel, Dolly. The imagery used to 

describe Anna indicate that she has undergone a transformation. Anna's face is "brighter, 

the cheeks more coloured"; she is "ardent," with "an air of alertness, of readiness about 

her" (261). Philippa instinctively knows that Anna has transcended the expectations that 

others had of her. She resolves that she will attempt to follow Anna's example. She tells 

her lover that she can no longer go on with their affair, as she has waited too long already. 

Philippa, with Anna as her example, sets off through the streets of Paris to find the 

goddess within herself, without a man, dependent only upon herself. As Brookner says of 

Philippa: "Like Anna, she hesitated, unwilling to take her leave. Then she turned 

resolutely, and followed a path which Anna had taken, out into the bright, dark, dangerous 

and infinitely welcoming street" (262). The reader can only hope that another tripartite 

heroic journey has begun. 



CHAPTER VIII 

LOST CAUSES AND THE MONOMYTH: DOLLY AND 

A PRIVATE VIEW 

Anita Brookner's thirteenth and fourteenth novels, Dolly (1993) and A Private 

View (1994), provide the reader with a different perspective on the monomythic journey. 

In these two novels, the protagonist is involved in a heroic struggle to save another 

person, so that the tripartite journey becomes confused at times. The reader is not certain 

who the real protagonist of the book is, the intradiegetic narrator or the character to 

whom this narrator reacts. In addition, it is difficult to ascertain for whom the 

monomythic journey occurs, the narrator or the other person, who in both novels acts as a 

shadow and a teacher for the protagonist. 

Like Fraud. Dollv is a novel in which the female hero undergoes the monomythic 

journey without masculine intervention; the journey is made solely in the company of other 

women, with the female hero learning correct heroic behavior by observing the behavior of 

women. Dollv is the story of Jane Manning and her aunt Dolly, to whom Jane assigns the 

title the aunt rather than my aunt, elevating Dolly to an archetypal status. As a child, Jane 

felt no attachment for her aunt; the adult Jane states that "Attachment came later, in a 

form that was wistful, almost painful" (3). Dolly is not her real name, a fact which 

suggests her distance from the world of reality and puts her into the world of fairy tale and 

myth. Dolly is a plaything, raised as a plaything, never knowing adult responsibility. 

180 
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Dolly has the mannerisms of a doll, highly painted and wrapped in silken dresses. It is 

interesting to note that Brookner describes Dolly as "an absence," rather than as a 

presence: 

In these contexts, both real and imaginary, Dolly--the aunt-was a misfit. 
It was without surprise that I learned that Dolly was not her real name, 
though I doubt whether in the long run this has much significance. She 
was a presence, or rather an absence, which seemed to give rise to a 
certain anxiety, at least on the part of my mother, who was her sister-in-
law, and whose beloved brother Hugo Dolly had married, in circumstances 
of great romance, or so they seemed to me when I first came to know their 
story.... Dolly's absence I took for granted, for in the manner of fairy 
stories I assumed that after the apotheosis it was natural for people to 
vanish. In fact Dolly lived abroad, in Brussels, with my uncle Hugo, whom 
I thought of as my uncle, and was encouraged to do so by my mother who 
loved him dearly. (3-4) 

On a visit to Dolly's Brussels home, Jane feels herself cut off and in an alien 

place. Unable to see any other children, she assumes that there are no others in Brussels. 

She felt fretful and disquieted by the visit, as each time she would enter a room, Dolly 

would assume a "dazzling artificial smile . . . as if expecting [Jane] to be impressed by her 

gallantry" (5). This visit marks Jane's first impressions of her aunt as a work of artifice, 

unlike her parents, not altogether human. Dolly, removed by her silks from the ordinary, 

human world, does not know how to approach a child: 

She did not fondle me or take me on her lap, as I smugly expected her to 
do, but simply smiled those vivid and meaningless smiles at me, and 
adjured me, in a heightened voice, to be a good girl and not to upset my 
mother. (6) 

When Dolly explains her philosophy that one should always "Let them think of you as 

always singing and dancing" (6), Jane know that this philosophy is "negligible" (6). 

The visit to Brussels is a type of underground journey for Jane, young as she is. It 
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takes her away from everything she knows; it separates her from her Englishness. Jane, of 

all the Brookner female heroes, is the most English. She is English and feels alienation 

when on the Continent. She realizes, as the adults around her do not, that a child can 

understand adult emotions. The child "understand^] them all too well, but they are 

powerless to deal with them" (8). For Jane, Dolly represents a sad estrangement from 

everything which she assumed to be rightly hers: family, friends, school, the peaceful 

English life. 

Jane's life is disturbed when Dolly and Hugo come to England to visit at 

Christmas. Unused to elaborate preparations, Jane's mother, who wants to make a good 

impression on the couple, is delighted when her husband suggests a dinner at the Ritz. 

The dinner is moderately successful, yet Jane's mother wants to invite the couple to tea 

before they return to Brussels. This visit gives Jane the opportunity to scrutinize Dolly 

more carefully. The most striking impression Dolly gives is of blackness and whiteness, 

no matter what colors she wears. Although Brookner does not make a direct statement, 

the reader has the impression that Dolly could be regarded as a clown or a mime, with 

actions which only are a pantomime of genuine human emotions: 

Dolly made the same impression of blackness and of whiteness as she had 
made in the course of that visit to Brussels, although the dress she was 
wearing was of royal blue silk with a pattern of tiny white diamonds. 
She was a vivid woman, with a questing ardent expression, as if she could 
not bear to be wasting time, as she evidently thought she was doing on 
this occasion. This sharpness of gaze gave her an air of vanity.... Her 
hair and eyes were dark, her skin a beautiful clear olive and flushed over 
prominent cheekbones, but her most characteristic feature was her mouth 
which was long and thin, the lips as smooth as grape skins, the lipstick 
worn away into an outline by her eager tongue. When the lips were drawn 
back . . . the teeth appeared . . . flawless and carnivorous. (18) 
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Dolly exudes a false sexuality. She has no chthonic understanding of her self among the 

world of women. This lack of understanding stems from her childhood in France, where 

she lived with her mother in a small dressmaking shop. Everything about Dolly, from her 

smile to her pearls, only mimes the real: 

[Jane] was beguiled by the fat necklace of artificial pearls which clasped 
that swollen throat. She saw [Jane] looking at them, and said, with a 
glint of humour, 'They're not real, Jane. The real ones went a long time 
ago. Maybe you'll do better than I have. But they're pretty, aren't they.' 
(21). 

Dolly learned the art of artifice at an early age and continues to use it to her advantage as 

she ages: 

'Don't forget. Always make a good impression.' I thought this another 
indication of her failure to understand children, but by this time I was 
tired and bored, but not too bored to notice how her spirits rose as she 
was delivered of this family chore and could look forward to the evening's 
entertainment. (23) 

Is Dolly's iinsistence upon making a good impression a leftover from her former 

life in Europe during World War II? Jane believes that it is, knowing that Dolly had lived 

in a small shop with her mother, who made dresses for prostitutes and other ladies of the 

evening. Dolly learned the street-wise language of these women, learned to use men to 

her advantage, learned not to become emotionally involved with them. As Jane states: 

She was a chameleon, as I came to learn, changing one country for 
another, one language for another, without any of the panic or strange-
ness which affects even the seasoned traveller. Dolly's curious career, 
the details of which I learned only later, had left her unmarked, as if all 
her experiences were instantly absorbed, leaving no shadow or taint on 
her mind. She lived in the present, which is actually quite a difficult 
thing to do . . . . It was only years later that I could appreciate Dolly's 
courage. Yet she herself did not register her peculiar quality as a courage. 
To her it was merely common sense, allied with a certain basis shrewdness. 
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Singing and dancing, as she said. (27-28) 

Following the death of her husband Hugo, Dolly returns to England from Belgium. 

Unable to support herself and with only a small trust fund left by her husband, Dolly was 

forced to live on the benevolence of family members. This condition continues until after 

the death of Jane's mother, who, as Jane discovers, had been giving Dolly money. 

Jane crosses the entry threshold when she becomes, in effect, the head of her 

family. Dolly becomes her responsibility, although she attempts to make other 

arrangements through her father's executor. Jane's road of trials will consist of the deaths 

of both her parents and the subsequent maintenance of Dolly. Jane had grown up with the 

idea that she would always follow in her father's footsteps and go to Cambridge, after 

which she would seek suitable employment: 

I grew up English and unafraid. My parents' world was my world: I 
inherited the long walks, the afternoons of reading . . . without surprise, 
without rebellion, peaceably and comfortably, with a sense of order which I 
have never recovered. I was happy with my lot, with our modest existence, 
which I now realise was far from modest by contemporary standards.. . I 
was not aware of money or the need to make money. As far as I was con-
cerned I would go to Cambridge, as my father had done, and then 
something interesting would come along, some job in publishing, which 
would surely be suitable for someone with my love of books. 

Dolly becomes a type of teacher for Jane, a teacher of the way not to behave. A 

pathological narcissist, Dolly believes that the world should mirror her values and ideals 

her and that she should be given anything she desires. Her "teeth.. . flawless and 

carnivorous, she is the devouring mother without children, who would devour the souls of 

all those around her in an attempt to feed her own ego and body. Dolly unwittingly 

teaches Jane the lesson that the narcissist can truly love no one other than self: 
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She turned complacently to one of the many mirrors and patted her hair. 
Her image of herself once again relegated me to the periphery: I never, 
during the years of my adolescence and young womanhood, managed to 
impose my presence on Dolly. I was the equivalent of those donor figures 
in religious paintings who look clumsy and out of place and whose 
presence seems barely justified, beside the saints and the madonna, except 
for the consideration of spot cash. (108) 

Dolly is the shadow of the Madonna, the whore, the all-consuming woman who sucks the 

life and resources from those around her. But if Dolly is Jane's shadow, where does this 

leave Jane? Remembering that Jane has declared herself to be completely English, the 

reader is tempted to delve into Jane's past to find a hidden Europeanness, an otherness 

which is trying to surface. One needs only to look to Jane's mother, Henrietta Ferber, to 

find the otherness. 

Henrietta Ferber was the daughter of Toni Ferber, who, at the time her daughter 

became engaged, was still "embroiled in the mythology of her early youth, and regretting 

that she has not misspent it while she had had the chance" (34). Toni, who was the 

daughter of a Viennese opthamologist, experienced "both grief and frustration throughout 

her early years" (35). Desperately attached to her father, Toni continued to flirt with him 

long after such action ceased to be proper. At age eighteen, Dr. Meyer, Toni's father, 

took her on a visit to London, where he arranged for her to be married to Arthur Ferber, 

an Englishman with a German name (38). They married and had two children, but Mr. 

Ferber divorced Toni while she was still very young. Toni turned all of her love to her 

only son Hugo, who would eventually marry Dolly. 

Hugo became his mother's "dancing partner at the largely Jewish weddings she 

attended, or at the lavish seaside hotels which she liked to frequent" (39). Arthur Ferber 
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could not stand "the sight of his son being fondled, could not stand the symbiosis between 

the [mother and son]. Basically... he could not stand his son, whom he thought of as 

spoilt and unmanly, Viennese, in fact" (39). 

When Toni was forty-three, her daughter Henrietta was born, "her stupefaction at 

finding herself pregnant again had turned her against her daughter for life" (41). Henrietta 

was kept, like a Cinderella, in another part of the house "under the supervision of a nanny 

who stayed until [she] was twenty years old" (42). Not only did Toni neglect her child, 

relegating her to the nether regions of the house, she also "exacted a sort of revenge. 

When she went out [Jane's] mother had to accompany her, as if she were a lady 

companion" (43). It was Toni's idea that Henrietta would assure her comfort as she grew 

older, never having a life of her own. But Henrietta escaped to concerts at Wigmore Hall, 

where she met Paul Manning, who not only loved her, but gave her the chance she needed 

to escape from her mother's home in Maresfield Gardens. The Cinderella, Henrietta, 

became thoroughly English, rejecting the Viennese part of her inheritance. Hence her 

daughter, Jane, felt thoroughly English, not at all European, a feeling which exacerbated 

her sense of the alien in Dolly. Dolly is the other side of Jane, the side that remains 

hidden, literally the Viennese ancestry, symbolically the shadow world of incest, 

arrestment, and sibling rivalry.. Even though Dolly is French, her presence and personality 

represent a European decadence which Jane finds abhorrent, possibly because of Toni 

Ferber's treatment of Henrietta. 

Paul Manning, who loved Henrietta as her mother did not, also had an interesting 

childhood. According to Jane, who cannot be regarded as a reliable narrator, as she spent 



187 

little time actually conversing with her father about the problem, her other grandmother 

was "slightly mad, and may even have been so . . ( 4 9 ) . A widow, she devoted her time 

to her wire-haired terriers, whom she preferred to her son Paul. The only thing Paul 

seemed to have inherited from her was a love of exercise, as he grew impatient unless he 

"had the prospect of a long walk before him" (49). 

Against these backgrounds, Jane states that her parents "stand out emblematically, 

like pale creatures newly liberated from engulfing darkness, slender pillars of English 

virtue advancing, hand in hand, towards the light of common day" (53). Although Jane's 

parents certainly had unusual childhoods, her description of them represents more than a 

slight romantization. What is important, however, is that Jane recognizes her parents' 

ability to divorce themselves from their original homes and families. Having completely 

broken away, they are free to reinvent themselves, "as if they were characters in Dickens" 

(53). Consequently, the fact that Henrietta and Paul are later able to give monetary help 

to Hugo and Dolly means that they, like Joseph in the Biblical story, have been able to 

transcend their earlier mistreatment and rise to a higher plane of being, where benevolence 

replaces resentment for previous treatment. They become boon-givers, having overcome 

infantile images of devouring parents and hateful siblings. 

At a very young age Jane realizes the need to preserve her parents' innocence, an 

innocence which for her was "as yet unformulated" (54). Psychological innocence is part 

of the tripartite journey, and its acquisition, like the attainment of a type of Grail, comes 

with the crossing of the return threshold. Jane becomes a writer of children's books, 

partially because of her need to preserve the innocence of her parents: 
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I never felt excluded from their lives, never witnessed any primal scene, 
was not encouraged to formulate any family romance, although I was to do 
this later in the books I wrote for children and for which I became quite 
well known. As far as I was concerned my parents were two grown-up 
children, rather like myself.... I resented on their behalf any gross 
intrusion, any shadow of louche adult concerns. Into this category I put 
both debt and sexuality.... My first misgivings about the impermeability 
of our world came during that first visit of Dolly and Hugo to our flat. 
Since Hugo was to die shortly afterwards my feelings of caution, of 
anxiety, of guardedness, became focused on Dolly. Yet at that stage Dolly 
too was innocent, or as innocent as she ever managed to be. I rather think 
that innocence was not in her nature, yet that this was not entirely her fault. 
Or maybe it was. I had reason, in later life, to be impressed by the 
simplicity of her motives, and at the end, of course, she was as disarmed as 
the rest of us. (53-54) 

Jane's attributes her knowledge of sexuality, not to her parents, but to Dolly and 

Hugo. The taut dresses and carefully drawn lips put Jane in mind of a sexual life lived 

"not too far out of sight" (55). In classical Freudian therapy the discovery of the parents' 

sexuality brings about resentment and the arousal of the Oedipus/Electra complex in the 

child. However, in Jane's case, as she regards her parents as innocents like herself (or 

perhaps because she refuses to accept their chthonic nature), she assigns these feelings to 

Dolly and Hugo. Hugo and Dolly's relationship has an incestuous flavor to it, as Hugo 

substitutes Dolly's domination for his mother's when they marry. 

Both of Jane's parents die at a relatively early age, leaving her with only Dolly as 

family. Jane knows that her mother, who had the advantage of trust funds and other bank 

accounts, had been giving money to Dolly for the maintenance of her luxurious lifestyle. 

Jane must assume the role of boon-giver by providing the cash Dolly needs to maintain 

herself. Jane's involvement with and maintenance of Dolly prevent her from breaking free 

of Dolly's shadow domination. Thus she is unable to overcome parental influence, as 
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Dolly assumes the role of shadow mother to her. 

Dolly's main role as a teacher for Jane comes in her showing Jane how not to 

behave around men. Dolly's philosophy was that one should always try to appear young, 

to dance and sing, apparently never to be taken seriously. In the desire for a man's 

attention, it mattered little to Dolly if she were separated from both cash and dignity. 

Dolly's relationship with Harry is a prime example of this philosophy. Supposedly a 

prosperous businessman, Harry was very appealing to Dolly's circle of friends who 

frequented her "salon." Believing that Dolly had an endless supply of money, an 

impression gleaned from her very excessive parties and attention to her personal toilette, 

Harry hoped to divest Dolly of part of her money. When he eventually learned that the 

money was, in fact, Jane's, he continued to frequent Dolly's house with the desire to get 

any money he could from Jane. A pair of narcissistic predators, Harry and Dolly allowed 

Jane to take them on a Christmas vacation to a hotel at the beach, expecting her to pay for 

the entire enterprise. 

This trip with Dolly and Harry forces Jane to come to hard realizations about 

Dolly. No matter how hard she tried to have a familial relationship with Dolly, she 

realizes that it would be impossible; Dolly was incapable of being anything other than a 

predator who sucked the being from others in order to enrich herself. This realization 

marks Jane's new understanding of the shadow self, although she does not use the term. 

Jane crosses the return threshold of her journey when she learns that Dolly is not capable 

of love for anyone other than herself: 

Evidently my increasingly agonised presence was no longer to her liking, if 



190 

it ever had been. I was only a pretext, I reflected, and none of it was 
important. But I woke in the night to hear delighted laughter in the next 
room—Dolly's room, interspersed with Harry's slow chuckle. Looking 
back not I realise that what was taking place may have been merely 
anodyne; then it sounded like an introduction to the world's corruption. I 
put the pillow over my head and struggled through until morning. (206-07) 

Jane discovers that sexual escape is of greater importance to Dolly than any type of 

familial relationship: 

'I thought you were fond of my mother.' 
'I loved her. But she wasn't a real woman to my mind. She just sat and 
read. Real women are alive, Jane!' Here I anticipated her views on the 
desirability of singing and dancing, but she was too angry for that. 'Real 
women attract men, Jane. It's no good your looking at me like that. It's 
true. How do you think life goes on?' 

Jane, who is able to see something of life beyond a sexual encounter, does not answer 

Dolly, but instead resolves to return home to London. In fact, Dolly encourages her to 

go, as she would only spoil Dolly's pleasure. 

The lesson Jane learns, and the boon she takes away from her time with Dolly, is 

not at all what she had expected. Jane learns that perhaps she and her parents contributed 

to the problem of Dolly's narcissism, by feeding it and by not demanding an accounting of 

Dolly: 

Now she had become cynical, like a blackmailer. Yet here perhaps I 
began to glimpse a deeper reason for her behavior, for she knew that 
however silent we remained on the matter, we--my mother, my father, 
and myself-considered her excessive, and that she was thus destined to 
remain something of a stranger among us. 

For our exclusiveness we were required to pay a penalty. And so 
uncomfortable were our own feelings in this matter that it never occurred 
to us to demand something as simple and straightforward as an accounting. 
. . . She was not in need; that much my mother, and before her my grand-
mother, had seen to. But they may have felt a fundamental distaste for one 
who exploited them so conscientiously, more, for one who put exploitation 
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to work for her as others engage in a profession, and this distaste may have 
been perceived by Dolly. . . . We held her at arm's length and she had made 
us pay for the privilege. And because I was the last in line I had to be the 
last victim, for I had inherited not only the money but the moral high 
ground. For this I would not be forgiven. (210-11) 

Dolly, as shadow, has the ability to inflict guilt upon Jane. Jane would like to love Dolly, 

yet feels guilt because she cannot give her love; she can only give money. Jane has 

realized Dolly's problem is a lack of love, the one thing that in her narcissistic infantile 

intensity she most wanted; nobody even liked her very much. Although Jane knows that 

"women of my generation are expected to accumulate love affairs throughout the years 

until they are Dolly's age" (211), although she realizes that this does not bring a 

satisfactory life. Jane realizes that Dolly's predatory seductiveness is an attempt to cover 

up her need for love, thus her relationship with Harry: 

Harry offered a ration of lovemaking, to an extent which would cause him 
no inconvenience. He was even amused by her ardour, which confirmed in 
him his own high opinion of himself. . . . Harry, in short, was the worst 
kind of man, the kind who fails to recognize his own cruelty.... Harry was 
the sexual equivalent of an osteopath or chiropractor: he offered 'relief, 
and gave, as he thought, satisfaction all around. (212-13). 

Jane's encounters with Dolly and Harry, shadow/animus child parents, make her 

realize her true vocation: to write books for children, to attempt to preserve the innocence 

of childhood which she found in her parents. Jane begins to write books that are accepted 

in literary circles and gain invitations for guest lectureships for her. Jane's final lesson 

comes when she rejects an offer to deliver a lecture on Sleeping Beauty, when she realizes 

that Dolly had been, all along, like a Sleeping Beauty waiting to be awakened by a loving 

prince: 
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She would learn to live with a death that would come daily nearer, and 
in that way fulfill her earthly stay. 

I knew all this: somehow I knew it. What I had not learned before I 
learned now.. . . I turned down an invitation to read a paper on Sleeping 
Beauty to a feminist seminar at a college for further education. I was not 
ready, perhaps for reasons which had to do with myself as much as with 
Dolly, to bring light to bear on this subject. Perhaps I never would be. 
Perhaps I would choose to remain asleep rather than be woken like Beauty. 
(248) 

Jane refuses to lecture because she realizes that she had been asleep in her parents' 

"innocence"; Dolly's case is merely the shadow of her own. Jane knows that the lesson of 

Sleeping Beauty is that one must wait for a maturation process in order to prepare for a 

love which recognizes one's true nature. Bettelheim states that, in addition to waiting for 

the maturation process, the Sleeping Beauty myth is about the period of passivity at the 

beginning of adolescence, a period which marks the beginning of sexual awareness (225): 

Whether it is Snow White in her glass coffin or Sleeping Beauty on her 
bed, the adolescent dream of everlasting youth and perfection is just that: 
a dream. The alteration of the original curse, which threatened death, to 
one of prolonged sleep suggests that the two are not at all different. If we 
do not want to change and develop, then we might as well remain in a 
deathlike sleep. During their sleep the heroines' beauty is a frigid one; 
theirs is the isolation of narcissism. In such self-involvement which 
excludes the rest of the world there is no suffering, but also no knowledge 
to be gained, no feelings to be experienced. 

Any transition from one stage of development to the next is fraught with 
dangers; those of puberty are symbolized by the shedding of blood on 
touching the distaff. A natural reaction to the threat of having to grow up 
is to withdraw from the world and life which impose such difficulties. 
Narcissistic withdrawal... leads to a dangerous, deathlike existence when 
it is embraced as an escape from the vagaries of life... . The world 
becomes alive only to the person who herself awakens to i t . . . . The kiss 
of the prince breaks the spell of narcissism and awakens a womanhood 
which up to then has remained undeveloped. Only if the maiden grows into 
a woman can life go on. (234) 
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Romantic love, of the type sought by Dolly and other women of her generation, is 

ultimately a failure, as it does not recognize the chthonic natures of the persons involved. 

This is a sexuality which has not been allowed to develop slowly and naturally. Realizing 

this, Jane begins to write her second children's book, a book which will teach harsh 

lessons, the lessons Jane herself has learned. As Jane says, these harsh lessons "may save 

them from being duped in later life" (248). 

Anita Brookner's fourteenth novel, A Private View (1994), once again explores 

the psyche of a masculine protagonist. George Bland, whose name is almost a metaphor 

for his refusal of the hero's call to adventure, is a sixty-five year old retired personnel 

director for an office supply firm. For most of his life George has pointedly recoiled from 

any activity which would be regarded as adventuresome. The novel opens in Nice, in the 

France which has become the allegory for the underground journey in the Brookner novel. 

Yet George has not come to Nice seeking the heroic boon of self-awareness; rather he has 

come to escape from London, to forget the death of his good friend Michael Putnam. The 

two men had been best friends since Putnam joined George's firm. In spite of their 

extremely close, almost familial relationship, the men were not lovers. Each had 

experiences with women, yet neither allowed these relationships to color their relationship 

with each other. When Michael died of cancer, the plans he made with George for a 

retirement trip to the Far East were canceled. George, already a well-to-do man, found 

himself much richer by many pounds and by a portfolio of stocks, neither of which he 

wanted nor needed. The escape to Nice seemed unnatural to George, not the restorative 

he had sought. 
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Unlike many of Brookner's protagonists, George Bland is thoroughly English. 

Bom in Reading, of English parentage, he attended Reading University until the death of 

his father forced him to seek employment. George found employment with a cardboard 

box manufacturer, but later received a transfer to the company's London subsidiary, the 

office supply firm. George's first lodging in London was with Punch and Alfreda Roger 

son, the nephew and niece of his employer. Yet the room offered him proved immediately 

unsuitable for George's quiet personality, as the Rogersons were religious fanatics who 

attempted to force George to join their activities, which included prayer, meditation, and 

large amounts of whiskey. He immediately sought alternate lodging, purchasing a small 

flat. The purchase took George years to pay off, "years of doing without, of living 

modestly but uncomplainingly" (14). These years of living a meager existence cost him 

the love of his life, Louise. Tired of waiting for George to be ready for marriage, Louise 

married another man. At age sixty-five, George still felt himself to be unready for 

marriage, unsure about the disruption it would cause to his placid lifestyle, although 

Louise is now free, her husband having died. This uncertainty is mimetic of George's 

avoidance of heroic union with the goddess. Yet George himself feels that his life has been 

"alarmingly empty," which may point to his readiness to at last receive the call to 

adventure: 

Seated at a cafe table, in the syrupy warmth of out-of-season Nice, 
he reviewed his life and found it to be alarmingly empty. It had 
been built on flight, he saw, flight from an uncomfortable 
childhood, an unfairly victimised adolescence, an atmosphere of 
tension and contention, his father drinking too much, his mother 
every handy with reproaches. If he had sought liberty, his own 
liberty, as a method of vindication for those clouded years, then 
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surely he had gone about the only way of achieving it, although his 
life, by the standards of most normal people must appear dim, 
limited. Who, in these volatile days, stayed in the same 
organization for forty years? Who could boast only one long-term 
. . . love affair? Who, at his stage of life, managed without a car, a 
second home, a flutter on the money markets, or a little property 
speculation, as did most of the people he read about in his 
newspaper, and indeed some of the men he had known in the firm, 
men at the same level of seniority as himself, or even a little lower? 
Who remained unmarried, or, as they say nowadays, without a 
partner? Who enjoyed friendship of a rare quality with another man 
which managed to be entirely sexless? Who was as dull as he was? 
And was this not the consensus of those who knew him? (15-16) 

George's entire life had been predicated on the idea of work; relaxing was a foreign idea 

to him, thus his problem with the visit to Nice. Yet he now feels an emptiness in his life, 

more than the death of Michael Putnam. To add to his experience, to escape the London 

which only reminded him of his friend, he sought the sunny climes of Nice: 

But although the sun was unvarying throughout the day, the onset 
of night was sharp and disconcerting, reminding him that sooner or later he 
must return home. (17) 

Upon his return to London, George will start on his monomythic journey, in spite of 

seeking for adventure in Nice. He had become aware of "an alien life, nothing to do with 

him, utterly indifferent to whether he stayed or left" (20). He enters his flat and feels that 

"Home is where the heart is, alternatively, home is so sad" (21). His flat, for which he had 

experienced longing in Nice, now exasperates him, "precisely on account of those same 

qualities for which he felt such intense nostalgiai" (21). George finds himself tormented 

by the silence; his trial in life will be to survive retirement. George's heroic adventure 

begins when he receives a call from Mrs. Liliard, a woman who lived in his building. She 

had discovered a young woman sitting on the landing, claiming to be a friend of the 
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Dunlops, who lived across the hall from George. As the Dunlops are away, Mrs. Liliard is 

concerned about the girl, not wanting to ask her in, yet hating to turn her away. Although 

George has not communicated with the Dunlops, he gives their spare keys to Katy Gibb, 

the young woman on the landing. Attired in the "usual uniform of jeans and a denim 

jacket," Katy does not appear to be the sort of young woman who would cause George to 

abandon his way of life, a way of life carefully cultivated over forty years of working at 

Rogerson's. Although the girl has a "drawl that was almost patrician," she has an overlay 

of American accent which is puzzling to George. She tells him that she had arranged to 

stay in the Dunlops' flat when she met them in New York. 

When George invites Mrs. Liliard and Katy for tea, he unwittingly crosses the 

threshold. The underground journey and return, which in Brookner is usually 

characterized by the visit to France, becomes an entirely interior journey in this novel. 

Katy Gibb will be, unwittingly and as a negative anima, teacher and spiritual guide for 

George, no matter how he tries to fight the transformation. Katy gives George the first 

clue to the role she will play in his life when she gives him "a luminous, almost amorous 

look," yet he dismisses her look when she appears to bestow the same glance upon Mrs. 

Liliard. Mrs. Liliard insists that Katy call her by her Christian name, forcing George to 

reveal his name, a familiarity with which he was uncomfortable. He had already been 

taken aback by the girl, as he was unable to ask her the normal questions that a personnel 

director would ask during an interview. Katy was beyond his questioning. Now he 

attempts to dismiss Katy, thinking that giving her keys and tea will be the last he will hear 

of her. The incident with Katy also sparks a familiarity with Mrs. Liliard which makes 
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George uncomfortable; by revealing that she had a son and daughter, Mrs. Liliard tells 

George more than he wants to know about her. George had "appreciated her, if he ever 

thought of her at all, for her excellent demeanor, for the pleasing picture she made as she 

set out on her morning pilgrimage to Marks and Spencer... . Silently he had applauded 

her for making no claim on him, for so spectacularly not needing his help" (38). 

The problems George has experienced in the past and which he will experience in 

the future with Katy, Mrs. Liliard, and Louise are caused by his undifferentiated anima. 

The undifferentiated anima causes a man to be unable to properly recognize the interior of 

a woman's being. Jung states that the problem of the undifferentiated anima can lead to a 

type of narcissistic self-absorption (104-05), which would seem to be the reason why 

George has been unable to make a commitment to any woman. The son of a devouring 

mother type, George is almost pathologically unable to interpret a female's plans for him 

or with him. His mother, thinking of herself as alone and widowed, spent the day in 

George's room while he worked, filling the small room with an unpleasant smell of 

cigarettes, a symbol of her nature as the devourer. Mrs. Bland tied her son to her by 

putting on an act of deterioration, an act which would arouse guilt in her son: 

He was tied to his mother, who was deteriorating rapidly, although at that 
stage the decline was general, non-specific, and characterised by an 
increasingly sarcastic behavior and a refusal to do anything for herself that 
Could be undertaken by her son. He sometimes thought that this was 
deliberate, as indeed it might have been. He was too young, too 
inexperienced to recognize its morbidity. (87) 

Although he has been living on his own for many years, George has not come to terms 

with his parents, an activity which he must complete if the monomythic journey is to be 
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complete. Association with Katy Gibb will help him with this psychological problem. 

Katy Gibb appears as all of the negative aspects of the anima as described by Jung: 

prostitute, seductress, devouring mother, false wordgiver. George, because of his 

undifferentiated anima, cannot distinguish between good and evil aspects; consequently, he 

interprets Katy's machinations, which are essentially negative, in a positive light. Perhaps 

he misinterprets because he had "never lost his heart, burned his boats, gone in search of 

something indefinable, out of reach" (40). He derides himself for having always been 

sensible. Yet meeting Katy and dealing with her will take him far from the sensible. 

George's decision to invite Katy for tea and the consequent dinner will bring him 

into contact with the many faces of the negative anima. From his first impression of her as 

a hippie-type with denim jacket to his vision of her as an eager devourer, Katy will show 

him the faces of the Goddess, but only her negative faces. She reenters George's 

apartment having taken a bath, with wet hair and bare feet, which George immediately 

thinks of as "beautiful... slim, white, and unmarked" (44). The observation of Katy's 

feet will mark George's involvement with her; in fact, he will develop almost a fetish about 

Katy's lovely feet. George invites Katy to dinner, for which she appears dressed as a 

"sulphurous sophisticate, clad in black silk trousers, a black silk jacket, and a black silk 

camisole" (47), a "Mata Hari" (47). It is interesting to note that although George can 

recognize the faces Katy presents to him, he does not recognize their inherent negativity. 

Instead, George is touched that Katy has taken so much trouble to prepare for their 

meeting: 

She smelt not of strange essences but of shampoo and face powder. He 
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was aware of the white flesh beneath the camisole but was more beguiled 
by the bold and artificial colours of the face. The picture that she presented 
was compounded of both childishness and calculation; he thought the 
calculation outweighed the childishness, for given the effort and application 
that had gone into her appearance he did not see how it could be 
otherwise.. . . Everything that she wished to convey.. . was present in 
the first sight of herself, as she stood on the landing outside his flat. He 
was amused, yet, but he was also intrigued, and if he was seduced it was by 
the picture she afforded him of a world of pure femaleness that was almost 
a sacred mystery, like temple prostitution (48) 

George does not explicitly associate the idea of temple prostitution with the negative face 

of the Goddess; in fact, he regards Katy as if he were "an unworldly scholar in a gallery 

studying a portrait of a courtesan by Veronese or Palma Giovane" (49). George feels a 

"hieratic passivity" in Katy's look, as if she waits for his response "to complete the 

sequence" (49). While he can recognize that Katy has deliberately displayed herself for 

him, he has no awareness of the guile implied by her assumption of these negative 

personae. Katy is consumed by guile, by the taking of goods and the consuming of 

persons, for her own benefit. George feels "gratification," a sense of "pleasure that he had 

been awarded an unusual and rather remarkable spectacle" (49). He cannot recognize this 

as a true face of Katy; he has not had any experience with women who use their beauty 

deviously, for financial gain. He sees that Katy may have character faults, but forgives her 

because of her ability to confer upon him "an aesthetic surprise which he had surely not 

been led to expect..." (49). 

Brookner's portrayal of Katy is almost cartoonish, in that she shows Katy to be a 

woman concerned only with psychobabble, with encounter groups, and with 

aromatherapy. However, it is precisely this type of opacity that arouses George, making 
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him want to take care of Katy, and, eventually, to many her. George knows deep within 

his unconscious that he could never marry Katy, that she would suck the marrow from his 

bones and the money from his pockets in her desire to fulfill her dream of becoming a pop-

psychology guru. Yet George continues to allow Katy to have her way, loaning her 

money and a sympathetic ear. 

In spite of his inability to recognize Katy as a negative incarnation of the Goddess, 

George feels a vague disquiet in his being during his association with Katy. To console 

himself, he seeks the solitude of Putnam's apartment and the galleries of the Royal 

Academy. George believes that art will provide a consolation to him, as that is "art's 

business" (70); yet he believes that even art will fail him, because he has not yet completed 

his underground journey:: 

. . . he suspected that at the end art would fail him, as perhaps it failed 
others, since the physical body in its extremity would be oblivious to the 
blandishments of paint on canvas or fine words on paper. Particularly to 
paint on canvas, which would appear, he feared, as a symbol of vanity. . . . 
If he could recapture a corner of a Rubens landscape... he might be 
happy. Or as happy as his slightly melancholy temperament would allow 
him to be. It was just that, although the pleasure was great, sometimes the 
task seemed a little bit conscientious, as if it were a preparation for death 
itself, as if death were just around the corner, as perhaps it might be. (70) 

George cannot completely grasp why he cannot properly love Katy, because he 

refuses to see that he is on an underworld journey which must necessarily end with Katy 

leaving him. He wants to love her "as a mature man might love a girl to whom he wished 

to extend his protection" (165). Yet George is the one who requires protection. Katy's 

negative projections and devouring personality would eventually consume George. His 

desire to convert her to a simplicity such as "that which not flooded him with longing" 
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(165) must necessarily fail. Katy cannot be transformed; she is the false face of the 

goddess in all its many incarnations. She is, as even George is forced to admit, "too 

earthbound, too greedy" (165); within a short period of time, even if George gave her 

everything she desired, Katy would become bored and would leave George alone. 

George's road of trials with Katy draws to a close when he discovers that she has 

been married before and that she continues to ask her ex-husband for monetary 

supplements. She reveals to George that her former husband is still "crazy about [her]" 

(190), thus she allows him to see her occasionally and to contribute to her upkeep. 

George immediately senses that what Katy forgets to tell him, or deliberately omits, is that 

her actions are a "mockery of the man's decent behavior, her continuing power over him" 

(191). If George were to become more deeply involved with Katy, assuming that she 

would allow him to do so, he would be in much the same situation as Simon Palmer-

Harris, Katy's ex-husband. George finally realizes that he is approaching a precipice: 

He had never been in a more ridiculous position in his life. But knowing 
as he now perceived, that his life had been lived without his active 
participation, without daring, without heat, he was, or seemed to be, 
committed to this one final act of folly, for which, no doubt, he was 
overprepared. (191) 

George, after realizing that Katy would always be completely unsuitable as a partner, 

begins to realize the errors he has committed during his adult life, begins to understand 

"why he was alone" (198). He comes to understand that his encounter with Katy was like 

the opening of Pandora's box: 

He had opened Pandora's box, and Discord had broken out, revealing to 
him a natural hunger which he had never suspected. He almost ground his 
teeth when he thought of the girl, her provocation, her beady-eyed passive 
aggression, the limitations of a mind which, in its very idleness, wrought in 
him that irritated frenzy which was part of his malaise. Pandora, in the 
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myth, had been forbidden to open the box, just as Eve had been forbidden 
to eat the apple. Both were allegories from the beginning of the world, 
with the same fatal outcome, the same dubious prohibition, the promise 
made and then cancelled, the endowment glimpsed and then removed... . 
Pandora let loose Discord, but at the bottom of the box discovered Hope. 
There was thus the relief of something saved, essential to any story, 
although when hope outlasted expectation the outcome was disillusion. 

That he was beginning to understand. (207) 

These new-found realizations about Katy's true nature mark the beginning of the return 

journey for George. He has received a boon from Katy. He has taught himself, has 

allowed himself to know, to acknowledge, and to reject what she is, and has refused to 

wed this goddess of disorder. 

Resolving the problem of Katy allows George to make peace with his feelings 

about his parents, a step which is necessary if he is ever to cross the return threshold. He 

begins to understand the depth of his father's drinking problem and the terrible isolation 

and pain in which his mother found herself. George wonders if he should be thinking so 

persistently about his parents, as he had reached an age where he had outlived their 

relatively short life spans. He fails to grasp that it is only by thinking of them and of his 

earlier pain that he will be able to resolve the problem, specifically the problem of the 

undifferentiated anima which consumes his unconscious self. He begins to understand that 

Katy has treated him as a prostitute treats a customer, "with dislike, as perhaps she treated 

all men who failed to maintain a significant hold over her life, like her father, like Howard 

Singer [the New Age guru with whom she studied]" (220). Yet he also comes to the 

realization that Katy is not entirely at fault; George shoulders the blame for his relationship 

with Katy, as he had forced his imaginings on her without consideration for her own 
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personal desires. He realizes that "[t]heir lives were incompatible: that was the truth of 

the matter. His history was a foreign country to her, one which she had no wish, no need, 

to visit" (221). 

George crosses the return threshold and ends his road of trials with Katy when he 

realizes that "[c]ompatibility is not the affair of an instant" (221). He realizes that 

compatibility must be preceded by history, "the history he shared with Louise, with 

Putnam" (221). He now understands why he has, for so many years, always had Louise in 

his thoughts. With Louise he will be able to experience the hieros gamos and become 

complete. He understands what his friend Putnam had been trying to tell him during the 

many years of their friendship, that he was a hopeless romantic, a perpetual adolescent. 

George had failed to accept his basic humanness, a problem which caused untold damage 

to his unconscious self. George ends his ordeal by calling Louise and inviting her to join 

him on a cruise, a move which marks, not an escape from Katy, but a return to the 

acceptance of the love Louise had always had for him. The trip with Louise will mark the 

renewal, actually the beginning of George's life. He has rejected death with Katy, has 

accepted his humanness and now prepares to make the sacred marriage with the life 

goddess, Louise. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

Joseph Campbell's monomythic schema provides a tripartite journey for a 

masculine hero: the crossing of the entry threshold, the road of trials with the meeting of 

the Goddess, and the crossing of a return threshold, bringing a boon to the kingdom. 

Anita Brookner uses the monomyth in a way which allows the female protagonist, who 

comes to recognize goddess within herself and for a masculine protagonist, typically with 

feminine characteristics, to receive the boon and overcome his problem with his anima. 

Brookner carefully controls her narration to give the reader an excellent view into the 

psyche of her protagonists, using Campbell's schema in whole or in part as is necessitated 

by the story. Brookner's main concern is with the boon, which must either be attained 

through self-actualization, conferring the boon on oneself, or through the meeting with a 

woman who can bestow the boon. 

Brookner basically identifies three narrative designs in her novels: the woman who 

seeks and finds freedom, yet makes no hieros eamos: the woman who makes the hieros 

eamos without the aid of a man, finding the goddess within herself; and the man who must 

meet and learn from women, in order that he may become able to make a sacred marriage 

and overcome the problems of the undifferentiated anima. These three narrative 

characteristics are found most notably in Hotel du Lac. Fraud, and A Private View. 

Hotel du Laic presents the problem of a woman who, driven from her home, must 
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come to terms with knowledge of the goddess she carries within her. Edith Hope must 

learn at the Hotel du Lac that she has the freedom to make her own decisions and that she 

should not be forced to apologize for a life which does not fit into the mold dictated by 

others. Banished to the hotel by a misguided friend, Edith must leam the negative faces of 

woman before she can realize that she has the freedom to choose her own destiny. After 

meeting characters who range from the bulemic outcast to the devouring mother, from the 

sexual acrobat to the Mephistophelian playboy, Edith finally realizes that she carries the 

boon for personal freedom within her, that she has no need for others to make her 

complete, and that she need not marry to become a whole person. 

Brookner's novel Fraud presents the picture of a woman who makes the interior 

hieros aamos with the Self marrying the Self. Anna Durrant realizes that the desires of 

others for her life are false. She realizes that she has no need for a man to make her inner 

self complete. By escaping the false teachers and prophets with whom she had been 

associating in London, Anna is able to confer goddesshood upon herself. In a union of 

disjointed selves, Anna is then able to pass her life power on to others, thus starting them 

on their own monomythic journeys. 

A Private View presents the problem of making the sacred marriage from the 

viewpoint of a masculine protagonist. George Bland, conditioned by a devouring mother, 

is a man who has never been able to make a commitment to a woman. He has denied 

himself marriage and family until late middle age because of his inability to realize the 

faces of the goddess within the only woman who ever truly loved Him Louise. By 

meeting a woman who reflects the negative faces of the goddess to him, George is able to 
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overcome his problem of undifferentiated anima, cross the return threshold with the 

knowledge given to him by Katie, and begin to move toward a sacred marriage with 

Louise. 

Brookner's contributions to feminist literature, in spite of her protestations of 

being a "reluctant feminist," are great. Although dismissed by such critics as Anthony 

Burgess and Gore Vidal as minimalist literature of a Harlequin romance quality, 

Brookner's novels and their subtle uses of Campbell's schema provide a link in the 

contemporary novel to the novels of first generation authors such as D.H. Lawrence and 

Virginia Woolf. The examination of the woman's psyche and the realization that a woman 

can make a sacred marriage and bestow the boon of self-knowledge upon herself is crucial 

to the feminist movement in literature. Anita Brooker, the "reluctant feminist," writes 

subtle, understated,, beautifully wrought prose, which it itself a boon to twentieth-century 

literature. 
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