
3 AW

"I'M LEADING NOW"; THE ARGUMENT FOR WIDMERPOOL AS THE

CENTRAL CHARACTER OF A DANCE TO THE MUSIC OF TIME

THESIS

Presented to the Graduate Council of the

North Texas State University in Partial

Fulfillment of the Requirements

For the Degree of

MASTER OF ARTS

By

Cynthia Blundell Morrison, A.A., B.A.

Denton, Texas

December, 1979



Morrison, Cynthia B., "I'm Leading Now": The Argument

for Widmerpool as the Central Character of A Dance to the

Music of Time. Master of Arts (English), December, 1979,

81 pp., bibliography, 28 titles.

This study argues that the central character of

Anthony Powell's novel, A Dance to the Music of Time, is

Kenneth Widmerpool. A survey of the criticism available

on The Music of Time, contained in this study's introduc-

tion, indicates that there are a few precedents for this

argument but there there are no thorough analyses of the

problem from which this argument arises: the identity and

function of the novel's central character. This study

is organized around separate analyses of three of the

novel's elements. Chapter Two deals with characterization,

Chapter Three with theme, and Chapter Four with structure.

This study concludes that, based on evidence available

in The Music of Time itself, Widmerpool is the central

character.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

During the years from 1951 to 1975, Anthony Powell

published, one volume at a time, his finest literary

achievement: a twelve-volume roman fleuve entitled A Dance

to the Music of Time. During those years, when reviewers

and critics offered their evaluations of the novel's

progress, there arose an issue which remains unresolved:

who is':the novel's central character? Most critics

believe that Nicholas Jenkins, the novel's narrator, is

its central character. Others believe that Kenneth

Widmerpool is its central character. 1  Powell himself,

although he has made no direct statement about the

question, has made this comment: "The narrator, Nicholas

Jenkins, is merely a vehicle for expressing how people

and happenings struck him during a period of some sixty

years. . ."2 The phrase "merely a vehicle," applied to

such a character as the narrator, does not encourage the

view of Nicholas as the novel's hero. Powell's comment

does not prove anything, but it does prompt a thought that

helps to clarify Nicholas's position: by designating

Nicholas as a "vehicle" for recording impressions, Powell

tacitly denies that Nicholas is the novel's central

1
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character. Hence, we may accept another character as the

central character without diminishing the narrator's

importance in the narrative. The central character of

A Dance to the Music of Time--the man about whom the story

is told, the character with whom the other characters and

themes are connected, the man on whose life the novel is

structured--is Widmerpool. A close examination of the

novel's characterization, theme, and structure bears out

this contention.

Identifying Widmerpool as the central character in

the huge cast of A Dance to the Music of Time has a few

precedents. These precedents are usually tentative ideas

rather than final judgments. James Tucker, for example,

declares Widmerpool the hero by default. In his book,

The Novels of Anthony Powell, Tucker says, "After HSH

[Hearing Secret Harmonies, the novel' s final volume]

there can be no doubt that ADTTMOT [A Dance to the Music

of Time] is primarily about Widmerpool. Simply, he is

only character of any sizeable previous development left

alive." 3 Tucker goes on to explain why Nicholas Jenkins

cannot be the central character:

There had seemed--to me, I mean--a chance that as

the period of the novel approached the present, the

retrospective and contemporary Nicholases might

coalesce . . . and become a rather more positive

force; though, of course, he is elderly by the time

we reach this volume, not altogether in shape to

emerge as a vivacious hero. . . . Even if there

were ever the intention, space is not available in
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[Hearing Secret Harmonies] to allow Nicholas to

stretch his personality, and one should have

realised it.'

Two critics, Charles Shapiro and Lionel Stevenson,

realized long before the publication of Hearing Secret

Harmonies that a character other than Nicholas Jenkins

occupies the central position in the narrative. Shapiro's

essay entitled "Widmerpool and the Music of Time" is in-

cluded in his book Contemporary British Novelists, pub-

lished in 1965. In that essay, Shapiro writes,

Nicholas Jenkins's personal affairs are part of

the interest of the books, but more important are

his descriptions of the slow, often crazy progress

of his friends as they move through schools, jobs,
marriages, and, too often, through confusion. .
As Nicholas begins his lengthy narration, reflecting

on his adventures at a posh public school, we are

immediately introduced to a major comic foil, Kenneth

Widmerpool, a pathetic schoolmate whose blunderings,

pratfalls and sufferings are continually set against

the progress of Jenkins and his more acceptable
friends, Charles Stringham and Peter Templer.5

Shapiro focuses his analysis on Widmerpool as the central

figure in this group of main characters. While Stringham

and Templer "come to trouble," Shapiro writes, Widmerpool

gains power and prestige:

We wait, as Nick does, for the reappearances of poor

Widmerpool, not only to laugh at his embarrassments,

but to acknowledge as Jenkins is forced to with pain,

that, in some curious way, Widmerpool's rise in the

world can be seen as symbolic of a contemporary
malaise, a contemporary failure of nerve and of
judgment.6

Like Shapiro, Lionel Stevenson thinks Widmerpool symbolizes

negative forces in contemporary life. Stevenson contrasts
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Widmerpool's "insensitive vigor" with the "elegance 
of the

charming, witty Stringham," and he concludes that the "two

men obviously epitomize the triumph of unscrupulous 
commer-

cial crudity over the old standards of refinement."
7  In

this story of modern life in the British upper classes,

Stevenson says, "the dominant character is unquestionably

Kenneth Widmerpool. "8

Other critics, however, think that Nicholas Jenkins 
is

the central character of A Dance to the Music of Time.

Nicholas is the novel's hero, observing the recording the

clash between modern temperaments, according to Arthur

Mizener, Robert K. Morris, and Walter Allen. Mizener,

who, in The Sense of Life in the Modern Novel, calls

Nicholas the "hero" of A Dance to the Music of Time, says

that we find in this novel "a glimpse of Powell' s deep,

quiet sense of the twentieth century as a wrecked civiliza-

tion grubbing along in the shadow of its greatness's ruins,

a world nearly transformed by the Widmerpools though 
still

haunted by the Stringhams."
9  A Dance to the Music of Time

is what Robert K. Morris terms "a novel of education," the

principal student in which is its "hero-narrator,"

Nicholas." The substance of Nick's education consists,

in part, of lessons in the "dualism fundamental to human

nature, yet peculiarly symptomatic of the twentieth cen-

tury: a dualism that sets in opposition the man 
of will
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and the man of imagination."'' Nicholas's function, ac-

cording to these critics, is to observe the various ways

in which this dualism manifests itself, and Nicholas, by

virtue of this function, becomes the central character.

"Jenkins's function," says Walter Allen in Tradition and

Dream, "is to be an extremely subtle recording instrument,

and he comes alive by virtue of what, out of the whole

range of phenomena about him, he chooses to record."12

Even if Nicholas does "come alive" as a character

because of what he narrates, need we consider him the

central character as well? A comparison might be useful

in supplying an answer. F. Scott Fitzgerald's novel The

Great Gats bears little resemblance to A Dance to the

Music of Time, but both novels contain one element in

common. In both, the narrator tells the story in which he

participates, but in neither is the narrator the central

character of the story. Nick Jenkins, like Gatsby's Nick

Carraway, is an ever-present narrator and quiet participant,

without being a hero. James Tucker compares Gatsby and

The Music of Time and senses a parallel between the func-

tions of Nick Carraway and Nick Jenkins:

In a novel of extraordinary and volatile people, a

narrator lacking emphatic personal traits and of

consistently steady disposition will help maintain

contact with normal standards. That was one reason

for presenting Gatsby's dream through Carraway, and

must at least partly explain Powell's motives also.13



6

Being the standard of normality, Tucker acknowledges, 
does

not automatically make the narrator of either Gatsby or

The Music of Time the central character.14

As we have seen, however, the weight of critical

opinion falls on the side favoring Nicholas as 'the central

character. Why, then, one may justifiably ask, should we

bother with the issue at all, if most critics agree that

Nicholas is the central character? What may the reader

hope to gain by shifting his focus from Nicholas 
to Wid-

merpool as the central character? The answer is that the

problems in sorting out the functions of characters 
like

Nicholas and Widmerpool are actually related to other

problems of interpretation; and the interrelationships be-

tween these two sets of problems point to issues beyond

questions of characters' functions. James Tucker, in his

analysis of Nick's function in The Music of Time, 
addresses

two of the problems specifically:

Two questions arise. Is Nicholas then only a foil

character? Can a twelve-volume novel be sustained

by a foil, even if he has a double personality, that

of protagonist and narrator? There are those who

would answer first Yes and then No to these ques-

tions, and for them A Dance to the Music of Time is

incomplete or worse.T
5

In other words, a correct perspective on Nicholas's func-

tion can determine one's entire assessment of A Dance to

the Music of Time. James J. Zigerell's reaction, written

prior to the novel's completion, provides one example.
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His misunderstanding of Nicolas's function produces this

criticism:

In his narrator-hero, Powell gives us a perceptive

guide to the ruins. But as yet he does not give us

a genuinely interesting guide. Jenkins's sensibility

is not an alembic in which the raw data of experience

are transumted into patterns of universal human ex-

perience. . . . Jenkins does not stand as a charac-

ter whose changes of outlook and fortune and whose

growth in maturity fully engage a reader's sympa-
thetic attention. 16

Powell's failure to make Nicholas an "interesting" hero is,

Zigerell suggests, an "artistic flaw":

Powell casts the beams of his spotlight on certain

phases of Jenkins's experience, but leaves so much

in darkness as to make what is illumined seem dis-

jointed and episodic. It is not excuse enough to

warn readers not to take installments as units in

themselves. Installments read in the order in which

they have appeared still leave one with the uncom-

fortable feeling that a plethora of anecdote and

recollection are hung on a shaky structure. Powell

has yet in the series to employ the matter of his

narrative--the events between the wars, the details

of life in the social circles described, the prin-

cipal characters and their fate--in such a way as to

chronicle in a really striking and subtle way the

growth of Jenkins's understanding of what is going on
about him.' 7

Zigerell relies on the assumption that Powell has struc-

tured his novel on his narrator's life. What results is

his disappointment in the novel as a whole. Any reader

expecting significant actions from a character not meant

by the author, nor implied by the novel's characterization,

theme, and structure, to be the focal character is unlikely

to produce valid critical arguments on a novel's value.

If one must find fault with Powell' s method, one must
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criticize him for failing to make his central character's

identity more obvious, but not for something so vague 
as

failing to produce an enthralling hero. The former criti-

cism represents some flaw in the novel's construction; the

latter, a flaw in the reader's argument. Such problems

of interpretation are eliminated when the reader 
shifts

his focus from Nicholas to Widmerpool as the central char-

acter.

What prompted Anthony Powell to write an extensive

novel describing the lives of so many characters over 
such

a long period of time was, in his own words, "to produce a

really large work about all the things I was interested

in--the whole of one's life, in fact--for I have no talent

for inventing plots of a dramatic kind in a comparatively

small space--80,000 words."'
8  A Dance to the Music of Time

came after Powell had already produced five very good, if

minor, comic novels: Afternoon Men (1931), Venusberg (1932),

From a View to a Death (1933), Agents and Patients (1936),

and What's Become of Waring (1939). About Afternoon Men,

Powell has said that "in a sense, it had to some extent

the germ of The Music of Time in it," but he 
might have

said the same about all of his first five novels.'
9  In

both Afternoon Men and The Music of Time are attempts 
to

describe bohemian life, and there are resemblances between

Atwater and Jenkins: both characters are rather diffident
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and ineffective at wooing and winning the women of their

choices. In the character of Barlow, too, there is some

anticipation of The Music of Time's Ralph Barnby: both

are painters and adroit womanizers.

In Venusberg, Powell anticipates the importance that

political intrigue in foreign governments 
plays in the

later volumes of The Music of Time, while in From a View

to a Death, Powell explores the nature of the Nietzschean

will to power, a theme which figures strongly in his por-

trait of Widmerpool. Widmerpool is also anticipated,

though less emphatically so, in Blore-Smith, the bumbling,

naive central character of Agents and Patients. And

Powell's love of mystery and of the surprise twists of

events that characterize life, as well as his interest

in the occult, is evident first in What's Become of Waring

and then in A Dance to the Music of Time.

Powell's writing career, however, has not been

limited to the production of novels. He has also written

short stories, plays, and an enormous number of articles

and review for Punch, the Times Literary Supplement, the

London Telegraph, and other publications. He provided

the preface to The Complete Ronald Firbank for Duckworth

(London) and for New Directions (New York) in 1961. He

also edited Barnard Letters 1778-1824 for Duckworth 
in

1928, Novels of High Society from the Victorian 
Age for
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Pilot Press in 1947, and Brief Lives and Other Selected

Writings of John Aubrey for both Cresset Press (London)

and Scribner' s (New York) in 1949. In 1948, after years

of research conducted before and during World War II,

Powell published John Aubrey and his Friends, a biography.

In his introduction to this biography, he writes that

"to the question, 'What are the English like?' worse

answers might be given than, 'Read Aubrey's Lives and you

will see'; for there, loosely woven together, is a kind of

tapestry of the good and evil, the ingenuity and the

hypocrisy, the eccentricity, the melancholy, and the

greatness of the English race."
20  Powell's comments on

Aubrey's Lives might well provide a description of his

own work. In fact, the only phrase which does not apply

to The Music of Time is "loosely woven together," for

Powell's novel, though extensive in scope, consists of

many closely interrelated events and persons combined to

form the story of the particular life of one man: Kenneth

Widmerpool.

The main contention of this study--that Widmerpool

is the central character of A Dance to the Music of Time--

is based on evidence gathered from the novel itself. This

study is divided into five chapters, three of which deal

directly with the novel. Chapter One contains a presenta-

tion of the main contention and a survey of the criticism
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that deals with the problems involved in identifying the

central character. Chapters Two, Three, and Four contain

analyses of various aspects of The Music of Time's con-

struction. Chapter Five of this study contains a summary

of the conclusions presented in the core chapters, as well

as an attempt to describe how the main contention of this

study evidences Powell's modern, perhaps pioneering,

perspective on human perception as it is depicted in the

twentieth-century British novel. Most of this study,

however, is devoted to analyses of three of The Music of

Time's elements: characterization, theme, and structure.

Chapter Two contains an analysis of Powell's method

of characterization in A Dance to the Music of Time. This

method if based on what critic Bernard Bergonzi describes

as a "basic truth about English society--or at least

about the English professional, upper-middle and upper

classes that Powell writes about--that in a loose sense

everyone knows everyone else. "21 Within this "remarkably

cohesive society," the diversity of which defies summary,

Widmerpool moves up socially and politically, motivated

by desire for success and powered by his ability to

thrive on work and on intrigue. 22 Living their own

lives and moving about in their own social groups, the

rest of the characters are, nevertheless, related to some

aspect of Widmerpool's character or to some stage in his
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career. They are called up in the narrator's memory in

order to illustrate these relationships. The method of

characterization is, therefore, not only descriptive, but

also allusive: Powell, in fact, creates such a broad pic-

ture of life that he may use internal allusions--compar-

isons between two or three characters, for example--as

well as external allusions--to works of art or 
literature--

in order to achieve some fine point of characterization.

This tendency to allude to elements within and without

the novel reinforces the novel's central theme: everything

changes, and yet remains the same. Comparable characters,

for example, may grow in different directions and yet

remain comparable. Like situations occur, and bear the

same consequences, among disparate groups of people. 
And

differing institutions or activities--army or business,

love or friendship--bear in them the same inherent problems,

regardless of how dissimilar the participants 
may seem.

This theme, by its very nature, demands the large cast of

characters which fills A Dance to the Music of Time, 
but

Powell maintains control over his theme and his material,

as we see in Chapter Three of this study, by focusing on

one character: the man in whose life the theme is most

comically, and most pathetically, borne out.

An examination of the structure, contained within

Chapter Four of this study, shows how the narrative of
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The Music of Time is structured on certain key patterns

in Widmerpool's life. The concept of pattern pervades

A Dance to the Music of Time. Its meanings are various,

but when Nick uses "pattern"he is referring to a sense of

design underlying a situation or behavior pattern. Pat-

terns--that is, behavior patterns or image patterns--play

an important part in the elucidation of character and theme,

but they are the major constructs of the novel's structure.

The novel begins and ends with images of Widmerpool, but

there is more on examination to evidence both the complex-

ity and the ultimate focus of the novel's structure. The

action's impetus derives ultimately from Widmerpool's

personal motivations, and many events and situations

result from Widmerpool's complex quest to acquire the

authority-, status, and power he thinks he deserves. The

nature of this quest, whom it affects, and its originator

form the substance of Nick' s reminiscence.
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CHAPTER II

CHARACTERIZATION

As Arthur Mizener has noted, there is no widely ac-

cepted theory of the novel as a form and, hence, no set of

rules to help resolve such an issue as whether Widmerpool

is the central character of A Dance to the Music of Time.'

This absence of rules demands of the critic who addresses

himself to such a problem an especially close attention to

the novel's elements. Character, theme, and structure are

the elements which have caused the most comment on The

Music of Time. But character development warrants our

initial attention, since Powell's theme and structure are

grounded in his method of characterization. His method

involves an extensive study of a large cast of characters,

of the relationships between these characters, and of the

varied, if socially restricted, worlds they inhabit.
2

Despite the variety of characters, the range of emotions

depicted in the novel is limited. Often skillfully masked

in comic banter, serious emotions more violent than mild

regret and doleful cynicism are most often reported

rather than dramatized. Powell has been criticized for

his failure to set a page on fire with emotion.
3 But the

impact of Powell's dramatic scenes derives less from their

16
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actual occurrence than from an accrual of the information

and experience which have brought them about. Where and

how these scenes occur are matters of structure. What

these scenes signify is a matter of theme. The partici-

pants in the scenes--their identities, origins, beliefs,

attitudes, personalities, and especially their relation-

ships--are a matter of characterization. The development

of character is, in fact, the heart of The Music of Time;

Widmerpool, the exemplar of Powell's method.

The development of these characters, particularly of

Widmerpool, does not occur without reference to many ele-

ments of the modern world which help to shape the novel.

A Dance to the Music of Time is not a historical 
novel,

but historical events are used to create settings. 
The

characters may belong to a restricted social world, but

these characters are influential people in the 
modern

world. Persons who occupy powerful positions in business

and in government, such as Sir Magnus Donners and Prince

Theodoric, are also bound up in the development of Wid-

merpool's life. Similarly, the lives of influential, if

minor, writers and artists, such as Jenkins himself or

X. Trapnel, affect or reflect Widmerpool's personality

development as well as the crucial events in his life.

Even the occasional eccentric, such as General Conyers,

plays some role in reflecting an aspect of Widmerpool's
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character. At each stage of Widmerpool's development some

character appears who reflects a trait in Widmerpool

which affects the course of Widmerpool's life and which

radically alters the course of other lives.

The characters' lives reflect the awkwardness of

rapid change in the modern world as well 
as the difficul-

ties in adjusting to change. And the characters themselves

are people who do not possess the gift of mutual under-

standing to make their way easier. There is no consistent

code of behavior, Nicholas notes early in The Music of Time,

with which one may judge the conduct of others.' And, he

also notes, "human life is lived mostly at surface level,"

a condition of life which makes conduct based on responses

to the true emotions and motives of others all but impos-

sible. 5

Often, a character's unspoken emotions and motives

are reflected in carefully selected images from religion,

art, music, or history. Powell's limited, but effective,

use of religious imagery is an example. The society

which Powell depicts in The Music of Time is one 
in which

religion plays virtually no overt part, in which such

religious imagery as the Seven Deadly Sins 
is regarded

with amusement, if regarded at all. But it is also a

society in which the Seven Deadly Sins reflect, if only
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in parody, the timelessness of certain character traits.

Peter Templer' s lust and Matilda Wilson's envy are examples.

Assessing other persons by their words or actions can

be difficult for the characters in The Music of Time and

for the reader attempting to understand the story's de-

velopment. This development is limited, first, by the

point of view, a consistently maintained first-person nar-

ration; and, second, by the format, a reminiscence which

allows for the narrator's selective memory to pick out

only the events and persons he thinks are important 
to the

story. This story is not a story told as it happens; it

is an account of a story told as the narrator remembers it.

Character development is, therefore, limited to what ob-

servations a first-person narrator may realistically

produce. There are few melodramatic scenes designed to

express character traits. Powell prefers to let character

speak for itself in behavior patterns, and there are allu-

sions to such patterns throughout the novel.

Patterns, and the ways in which they occur, form

the basis of the novel's central theme and structure.

Patterns are, however, a function of personality, and the

development of a focal personality--namely, that of Wid-

merpool--provides material for the novel's thematic 
and

structural development.
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Widmerpool's pivotal position in the narrative re-

sults from several factors combined at certain junctures

critical to the development of the narrative line. Told

within the frame of reference provided by Nicholas Jenkins's

memory and imagination, the narrative is structured in

blocks of time during which significant encounters take

place, encounters which make or break ties between people

and which are described in Nick's special allusive terms.

One frequently used device is the allusion to paint-

ings, sculpture, and other forms of visual art. The

device is used so often that, in one critic's mind, it

takes on a significance of its own. This critic, Raymond

G. McCall, has written an article entitled "Anthony

Powell's Gallery." McCall claims that Powell's narrator

sees patterns in life, using the word pattern as a synonym

for theword design in the visual arts:

By endowing Jenkins with a strong sense of pic-

torial composition and the ability to "frame"

episodes, Powell creates an impression of time

as a series of tableaux vivants; moreover, he

identifies characters by allusions to paintings,

indicates shifts in the ritual dance of life by

pictorial images, and ironically juxtaposes human

manners with the formal perfection of works of art.

Powell uses the fine arts, painting in particular,

as a means of characterization, as an index to

changes in manners, and as a means of rendering the

ritual dance of life: a dance that does not con-

sistently adhere to classical decorum.6

Parody, irony, and commercialism interfere with any sense

of decorum, McCall says: the bathing-beauty billboard,
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which highlights the beginning of Nick's love affair with

Jean Duport in The Acceptance World and their first meeting

years later in The Military Philosophers, is but one exam-

ple McCall cites.' McCall's catalogue of allusions and

parodies is excellent, but he works without benefit of the

completed sequence. In Temporary Kings, a volume unavail-

able to McCall, appears the best and most significant of

these painting allusions, and this allusion centers on

Widmerpool.

Early in A Dance to the Music of Time, Nicholas shows

his tendency to describe people in terms of pictorial

imagery. He describes his close friend Stringham, for

example, as looking like

one of those stiff, sad young men in ruffs, whose

long legs take up so much room in sixteenth-century

portraits: or perhaps a younger--and far slighter--
version of Veronese's Alexander receiving the children

of Darius after the battle of Issus: with the same

high forehead and suggestion of hair thinning a bit

at the temples. His features certainly seemed to

belong to that epoch of painting: the faces in
Elizabethan miniatures, lively, obstinate, generous,

not very happy, and quite relentless. (Q, p. 9)

As is evident here, Powell's allusions to paintings are

not mere similes, but a blending of two disparate elements:

in this case, the appearance of Elizabethan faces and

Stringham's inner nature. This sort of allusion adds a

depth to Stringham's character unattainable by means of

a simple description. To describe Stringham merely as

a lanky, humorous, melancholy boy of upper-class descent
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has neither the emotional impact nor the visual accuracy

of Powell's allusive description.

McCall. discusses thoroughly Powell's use of art

imagery to provide indices of character development, but

his article was written before the publication of Temporary

Kings, the volume in which Powell's allusive technique,

demonstrated in Nick's initial description of Stringham,

is at its best in his characterization of Widmerpool. In

Temporary Kings, Powell creates an entire painting from

his imagination: a Tiepolb ceiling painting based on the

Lydian legend of Candaules and Gyges. The allusion to

this painting not only illustrates Widmerpool's character;

it also highlights his interaction with people, interac-

tion which is important as an index of personality.

Unlike other allusions--the comparison of Stringham

to Darius or of Jean Flores to a "sad Goya duchess,"
8 for

example--the allusion to the Candaules and Gyges painting,

with its significance forWidmerpool's character, demands

many pages of development. It forms, in fact, a structural

block with which the narrative is built.

Initially, the painting is offered as a highlight

of Nick's visit to a writers' conference in Venice.

Accompanied by his colleague, Dr. Emily Brightman, Nick

goes to the Bragadin palace, in which the room containing

the ceiling painting is situated. There, while viewing
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the ceiling, Nicholas and Dr. Brightman encounter Widmer-

pool's wife Pamela accompanied by Louis Glober, an

American film tycoon. Intent on providing a clear de-

scription of the painting which provides such a signif-

icant source of material, Powell takes up several pages

presenting the powerful and enigmatic scene. With

meticulous attention to detail, Nicholas describes the

appearances of the personages occupying the scene: 
Can-

daules, his naked wife, and Gyges, a nobleman stealing

away in the background. The king, says Nicholas,

seemed at first sight easy enough, but closer

examination revealed an unforeseen subtlety of

expression. . . . No doubt the King was ardent,

not to say randy, in the mood for a romp, he was

experiencing another relish too. 9

The Queen, on the other hand, seems to experience quite

different emotions:

Her taut posture, arrested there in the middle of

the bedchamer, immediately proposed to the mind

these, and other possibilities; that she was ut-

terly frigid, not at all looking forward to what

lay ahead; that--like Pamela herself--she was frigid

but wanted a lot of it all the same; that her ex-

citement was no less than the King's, but her own

attention had been suddenly deflected from the

matter in hand by a disturbing sound or movement,

heard, perceived, sensed, in the shadows of the

room. She had scented danger. This last minute,

retardation in coming to bed had, at the same

time, something of all women about it; the King's

anticipatory complacence, something of all men.
(TK, p. 84)

After first making explicit reference to Pamela Widmerpool,

Nick then points out the painting' s universality. But he
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returns to the painting's unusual element and to the cause

of the Queen's hesitation: the presence of the voyeur,

Gyges. Nick then completes his description:

The features of the cloaked man, now in retreat,

were for the most part hidden by the jutting vizor

of the plumed helmet he wore, so that his own emo-

tions were invisible. The calmly classical treatment

of the scene, breathtaking in opulence of shapes

and colours, imposed at the same time a sense of

awful tension, imminent tragedy not long to be

delayed. (TK, p. 85)

This sense of imminent tragedy also pervades all of

Temporary Kings. The ensuing discussions between Dr.

Brightman and Pamela add further complexity to the painting

and, by association, to the principal characters with whom

the figures in painting are compared. Pamela, for instance,

suggests that Candaules is an exhibitionist, a suggestion

on which Dr. Brightman elaborates. Dr. Brightman adds the

elements of sacrifice and of "public manifestation of him-

self as a source of fertility" to the emotional portrait

of Candaules (TK, p. 90).

All of the salient features of the painting--Can-

daules's exhibitionism of himself and of his wife, Gyges's

voyeurism--as well as the ritual aspects of sacrifice and

fertility symbolism are worked into the exploration of

Widmerpool's character in Temporary Kings and in Hearing

Secret Harmonies. Nick and his friend Hugh Moreland, in

discussions about Pamela Widmerpool's suicide, talk about

the comparisons between Widmerpool and Candaules and Gyges.
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Referring to the scandalous circumstances surrounding the

death of the French political philosopher Ferrand-Seneschal,

Moreland says,

Candaules can obviously be better paralleled with

Widmerpool than Gyges. Most men have a bit of

Candaules in them. Your friend Widmerpool seems to

have quite a lot, if he really liked exhibiting his
wife. She was the Queen all right, if she's to be

believed as being put on show. Also, in knowing

that, herself intending to kill the King. Not

necessarily physical killing, but revenge. (TK, p. 270)

There the comparison ends, for the Queen herself does not

die in the legend, as Pamela does: Pamela dies "a sacrifice

of herself, to herself," but "Candaules-Widmerpool con-

tinues to reign" (TK, pp. 269-70).

Voyeurism is a behavior pattern ascribed to Sir Magnus

Donners, the "Great Industrialist" as Moreland character-

izes him (TK, p. 270). Donners is a character who pre-

figures Widmerpool. Characterized early in The Music of

Time as an immensely successful business and political

figure with odd sexual tastes, Donners is first revered

and later despised by Widmerpool (BM, p. 174). A vague

personality at best--what E. M. Forster would call a "flat"

character--Donners has a personality that provides an index

of Widmerpool's personality by comparison and by contrast.

Like the "true voyeur," both Donners and Widmerpool love

power (TK, p. 270). Like Donners, Widmerpool enjoys

material success. Both men become, in their own times,

important business and political leaders. Unlike Donners,

: .
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however, Widmerpool is continually pictured as an unhappy

man, unable to incorporate his vices within the confines

of his lifestyle. Donners, not Widmerpool, owns the

castle with hidden doors designed to facilitate his voyeur-

istic pursuits.

Widmerpool's voyeurism, his marriage to an exhibi-

tionistic wife, their presence in Venice at the time of

the viewing of the Tiepolo ceiling, their bizarre anti-

pathy--all are factors which combine to form an important

moment in the narrative. The allusion to the Tiepolo

ceiling sets the scene for the trouble and tragedy which

later beset Widmerpool at a moment when certain charac-

teristics--Widmerpool's voyeurism and Pamela's desire for

revenge--are brought out most clearly.

Paintings are not the sole source of allusive material.

Powell uses personages from literature as indices of char-

acter just as successfully. The comparison of Stringham to

Childe Ronald provides a poignant moment, but there, too,

we find that Widmerpool's personality provides part of the

meaning in the comparison. Having just learned that Wid-

merpool is responsible for having him transferred to the

Mobil Laundry Unit, due to ship out to a battle zone at

any moment, Stringham says of Widmerpool, "He couldn' t have

done me a better turn. . . . The old boy's a marvellous

example of one of the aspects of this passage I want to
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read you. Like everything else that's any good, it has

about twenty different meanings."" Stringham then quotes

from "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came," one of Robert

Browning's monologue poems. Childe Roland is a heroic

warrior whose musings etch his attempts to face, with

courage, a horrifying and unknown enemy. The passage

which Stringham quotes refers to Childe Roland's memory

of friends who had first agreed to accompany him and then

later betrayed him. What Stringham quotes is the passage

containing Childe Roland's hope that the recollection of

his friends will renew his courage:

I shut my eyes and turned them on my heart.

As a man calls for wine before he fights,

I asked one draught of earlier, happier sights

Ere fitly I could hope to play my part.

Think first, fight afterwards--the soldier's art;

One taste of the old time sets all to rights.
(SA, p. 221)

Alone, friendless, facing an unknown future in a world at

war, Stringham and Childe Roland make their final appear-

ances. We do not see either die. Of Stringham, Nick

says, "He smiled and nodded, then went off up the street.

He gave the impression of having severed his moorings

pretty completely with anything that could be called

everyday life, army or otherwise" (SA, p. 223). Stringham,

the lone hero of his own fantasy, makes his final farewell

during World War II. Always the representative of upper

class gentility and advantage, Stringham also illustrates
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the decay of the upper class in England.'' What produces

his charm as a character--his humorous, ironic, melancholic,

romantic self-absorption--also helps to bring about his

downfall and his death. But he is, in his own mind, a

romantic and nobly born hero.

The allusion to Childe Roland, given to illustrate

this aspect of Stringham's character, is made almost in

passing. It occasions not only an illumination of String-

ham's character, but also of several aspects of Widmerpool's

character: for one, his ability to use his power to bring

about changes in situations that suit purposes of his own

design, regardless of the consequences which other people

involved may have to take. Widmerpool has used his power

to have his rival, Bill Truscott, fired from Donners-

Brebner, and to have Bob Duport face financial ruin in

revenge for Duport's impertinence. Widmerpool twice re-

fuses to help Nick in his military career. In The Soldier's

Art, and in The Military Philosophers, Widmerpool wields

power which determines not just careers, but life and

death. In The Soldier's Art, he sends Stringham off even-

tually to die in a Japanese POW camp. In The Military

Philosophers, he sponsors the withdrawal of government

support for Peter Templer's intelligence activities 
in

Prince Theodoric' s warn-torn Balkan nation. Widmerpool's

-.
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actions lead to Templer's death and to the fall of the

Balkan nation into Communist hands.

Regardless of the situation or the consequences, Wid-

merpool is never directly responsible for the turns 
of

events which bring about such tragedies. He cannot have

foreseen the deaths of Stringham or of Templer; the events

which lead to their deaths could not have occurred without

some cooperation or collusion between Widmerpool and others.

The question of the degree of Widmerpool's responsibility

presented by these situations proceeds from a character

trait of Widmerpool's, implied by Stringham: Widmerpool's

propensity for deserting or betraying friends. The allu-

sion to Childe Roland is one example of how Powell's

allusions, descriptions, and images may focus on one char-

acter, but eventually lead back to Widmerpool.

The Tiepolo painting, we have noted, is the most

elaborate of the painting allusions. Like it, the most

elaborate literary allusion refers to Widmerpool. This

literary allusion occurs in Hearing Secret Harmonies when

Nick compares Widmerpool to Ariosto's Orlando. The com-

parison provides the controlling imagery of this final

volume, as well as a different view of Widmerpool's char-

acter.

Late in The Music of Time, Widmerpool joins Scorpio

Murtlock's Harmony cult. Nicholas, who has been reading

1 ZEN "w's 1,-a - .- kowl
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Orlando Furioso, outlines some comparisons between Orlando' s

and Widmerpool's stories. The latest turn of events in

Widmerpool's life makes Nick wonder about Widmerpool's

mental condition and prompts these thoughts:

There were even those to echo the conclusion of

Lenore Members that he had become "mentally dis-

turbed." Then the answer dawned on me. Widmerpool

was Orlando. The parallel with Ariosto's story

might not be exact at every point, its analogy

even partake of parody, but here was Widmerpool,

for years leading what he certainly regarded 
him-

self as the Heroic Life, deserted by his Angelica,

not for one but a thousand (in Widmerpool's eyes)

nonentities. If Pamela lacked some of Angelica's

qualities, Angelica, too, had sometimes drunk at

enchanted fountains that excited violent passions.

It was the consequence of this situation that seemed

so opposite; the signs Widmerpool was showing, at

least morally speaking, of stripping himself naked

like Orlando, taking to the woods, in the same man-

ner dropping out. It remained to be seen whether

Widmerpool would find an Astolpho. (HSH, p. 118)

In this passage, several important factors regarding Wid-

merpool's character and his function in 
the novel are

introduced. For one, Widmerpool is openly acknowledged

as a hero, or a parody of a hero. For another, Pamela is

acknowledged as the key factor in Widmerpool's apparent

neurotic behavior. Third, this passage anticipates the

ritually inspired naked runs that Widmerpool takes later

while a member of Scorpio's Harmony cult. Fourth, it pro-

vides an element of suspense in its anticipation 
of the

revelation of an Astolpho figure. True to the parody,

Scorpio Murtlock is finally revealed as 
Widmerpool's

Astolpho "playing him false" (HSH, pp. 173-74). Scorpio
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appears to be manipulating the loss of Widmerpool's wits

rather than becoming, as Astolpho is for Orlando, the agent

of their recovery.

As we have seen, allusions to painting and to litera-

ture provide indices of characters' personalities but are

most elaborately used in the development of Widmerpool's

personality. Although other characters do command Powell's

careful attention, no other character is developed in ways

which blend so thoroughly with the novel's design. For

example, the beginning and ending of the novel's action

occur at points which also establish the essence of Widmer-

pool's character.

The action begins following an introduction that

establishes the novel's format as a reminiscence. Nick

begins a narrative that is structured on his recollections

beginning with his schooldays. Nick introduces Widmerpool

as a fellow schoolboy whom he sees jogging toward him on

an exercise trail. The sight of Widmerpool prompts these

thoughts:

Anecdotes relating to his acknowledged oddness
were also familiar; but before that moment such

stories had not made him live. It was on the bleak
December tarmac of that Saturday afternoon in, I

suppose, the year 1921 that Widmerpool, fairly
heavily built, thick lips and metal-rimmed spec-
tacles giving his face as usual an aggrieved
expression, first took coherent form in my mind.
As, the damp insistent cold struck up from the road,
two thin jets of steam drifted out of his nostrils,
by nature much distended, and all at once he seemed
to possess a painful solidarity that talk about him

-*-
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had never conveyed. Something comfortless and in-

elegant in his appearance suddenly impressed itself

on the observer, as stiffly, almost majestically,

Widmerpool moved on his heels out of the mist.
(QU, pp. 3-4)

His thoughts on this encounter form, for Nicholas, a

moment of vision during which he apprehends certain fea-

tures and traits which remain, we discover, part of Widmer-

pool's essential character throughout the novel. His

physical build and appearance are unattractive; his

demeanor, uninviting. These features are not acquired;

they occur naturally. Unsympathetic, at best, Widmer-

pool remains unappealing throughout the novel.

The image of Widmerpool as a running figure, ex-

pressed in this scene as an element in a brief encounter,

lacks color and suggestiveness by itself. With Nick's

commentary, however, this image suggests the essence of

Widmerpool's character: his lonely, unspoken, and un-

yielding desire to drive himself toward meeting standards

of excellence which are, for the most part, of his own

making and selection. The running image recurs at

moments when this character trait becomes obvious.

Nick refers implicitly to this image later when

he meets and converses with Widmerpool during their stay

at a French resort called La Grenadi'ere. Widmerpool ex-

plains that, because of his work in London, he has

little time for sports like running, although he
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occasionally practices golf. Mick reacts with these

thoughts :

I was, for some reason, conscious of an odd sense

of relief that he should no longer consider himself

compelled to undergo those protracted and gruelling

trials of endurance against himself for which he

still remained chiefly notable in my mind. Driving

a golf ball into a net presented an innocuous, im-

mensely less tortured, picture to the mind than

that offered by those penitential exertions with
which I had formed the habit of associating his
hours of recreation. (QU, p. 136)

Particularly significant in this passage is Nick's

reference to Widmerpool's exercise as "penitential."

This anticipates the nature of Widmerpool's outdoor

runs when he is a member of the Harmony cult. John

Russell has noted how well Powell can capture the es-

sence of character using one suggestive word, and

Powell's use of the word "penitential" is an excellent

example of this ability. "Penitential" suggests

hidden guilt and hidden remorse as part of Widmerpool's

personality as well as his, perhaps unconscious, in-

clination toward the formality of ritual as a means

of expiating his guilt, rather than toward informal,

personal interaction with others as a means of confront-

ing and dealing with his guilt.

A constant need to survive failure and its stigma

is suggested elsewhere in the novel by the image of

Widmerpool's run. While at La Grenaditre, Nick

Romm"Wow
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associates Widmerpool's recreational exercise with peni-

tence. Later, he associates Widmerpool with failure:

Widmerpool still represented to my mind a kind of

embodiment of thankless labor and unsatisfied ambi-

tion when we had met at La Grenadiere, he had talked

of his activities in London, but somehow I had never

been able to picture his life as an adult, idly

fancying him, if thought of at all, forever floun-

dering towards the tape in races never won. (BM, p. 30)

Here Nick presents this image as evidence of how he mis-

judges Widmerpool's capacity for achieving material 
suc-

cess. At La Grenadire, Nick also writes off Widmerpool's

ambition in business and politics as "rubbish," but Wid-

merpool's ostensible achievements prove Nick's perception

about him to be wrong (QU, p. 133). We eventually learn

that outward success in business and politics do not make

Widmerpool a success in his own mind. We do not learn this,

however, until the climactic finish of The Music of Time,

a finish which centers on the image of Widmerpool running.

Toward the end of The Music of Time, Widmerpool has

rejected all of his long-held beliefs and all of his

accomplishments. In Hearing Secret Harmonies, he pub-

licly denounces marriage, money, education, government--

institutions and concepts on which he had structured his

entire life (HSH, p. 11). Having rejected his former life-

style for the lifestyle of his own counter-cultural group,

Widmerpool engages in a power struggle with the leader

of a cult which is based on the occult practices and
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teachings of Dr. Trelawney. Dr. Trelawney is the sinister,

charismatic leader whose prophecies include 
some comments

that reflect aspects of Widmerpool's 
personality: "'The

education of the will is the end of human life,"' Trelawney

advises Duport, speaking of spiritual principles that he

says will help Duport to regain 
material success.

1 3 "'To

attain these things, as I have said, you must emancipate

the will from servitude, instruct it the art of domina-

tion""; to this Duport replies, "'You should meet a mutual

friend of ours called Widmerpool. . . . He would agree

with you. He's very keen on domination'" (KO, p. 193).

In a sense, Trelawney and Widmerpool do meet many 
years

later. Scorpio Murtlock, the cult leader with whom Wid-

merpool becomes entangled in a power 
struggle, claims to

be the reincarnation of Dr. Trelawney (HSH, p. 129).

Widmerpool, in the meantime, has gradually 
lost what-

ever hold on reality he had maintained previously. 
Pamela,

Widmerpool's wife, has shown her predicted ability to

drive a man "round the bend."
1 4  The strain of the Wid-

merpools' bizarre marriage and of Pamela' 
s suicide,

coupled with Widmerpool' s own political and business

problems, nearly destroyed his sanity. Although he has

rejected almost every aspect of his former lifestyle, he

retains the one characteristic essential to his makeup:

t-40, - Q&W$*q'"t4 o"I
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his desire for power. His struggle with Scorpio is, how-

ever, his last failure.

Outside Stourwater, former home of Sir Magnus Donners

and the current site of the wedding reception of Nick's

nephew, Nick accidentally encounters Widmerpool among

members of the Harmony cult. Widmerpool unwittingly shows

how disoriented his mental condition is when he asks Nick

if Sir Magnus Donners is dead. Donners, of course, has

been dead for many years, a fact well known to Widmerpool.

Widmerpool' s confusion, however, indicates the tendency

of his mind to drift backward in time, a tendency crucial

to an understanding of our last view of Widmerpool.

Months later, Nick has a talk with Barnabas Henderson,

a young art gallery director and former member of 
Widmer-

pool's and Scorpio's cult. While Barnabas tells Nick

about Widmerpool's current problems with Scorpio, Bithel,

an old army acquaintance of Nick's and a current member

of Widmerpool's cult, enters. with the news that Widmerpool

is dead. Bithel's description of the incident, given in a

broken, piecemeal fashion, is our last view of Widmerpool.

The day Widmerpool dies, Bithel says, begins with a

morning run, a ritual prescribed by Scorpio to promote

Harmony. The run begins as usual, Bithel says, but Wid-

merpool exhibits extraordinary behavior:

"Then Lord Widmerpool shouted they weren't

going fast enough."
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Henderson showed amazement at such a thing hap-

pening.
"Why should Ken have done that? It was never a

race. The slow pace was to give a sense of Harmony.

Scorp always made a point of that."
"When Lord Widmerpool shouted they said Scorp

sounded very angry, and said no. They were going

fast enough. To increase the speed would disrupt

the Harmony. Lord Widmerpool didn't take any notice

of Scorp."
"That was unlike Ken."

"If Lord Widmerpool disagreed with Scorp he'd

always say why. They quite often argued. Lord Wid-

merpool seemed to enjoy a tussle, then giving in, and

being given a penance. Never knew such a man for

penances."

"Did Wicmerpool increase his own speed?"

"Not at first, they told me. Then he began com-

plaining again that they weren't running fast enough.

He started to shout 'I'm running, I'm running, I've

got to keep it up.' Everybody thought he was laughing,

trying to get himself warm. After shouting out this

for awhile, he did increase his pace. Some of the

others went faster, too. Scorp wouldn't allow that.

He ordered Lord Widmerpool to slow down, but of

course he couldn't stop him. He was way on ahead

by then. Somebody heard Lord Widmerpool shout 'I'm
leading, I'm leading now."' (HSH, pp. 268-69)

In a moment as startling in its impact as in its subtle

irony, Widmerpool finally wins, after a lifetime of fail-

ures. He takes no note of Scorpio or of anyone else,

because his mind is now oriented in the past. Once again,

it seems, he is a schoolboy on a long-distance run, leading

the race at last. So he runs into the mist, collapses,

and dies, his dream of achieving personal victory unchanged

from the time when he runs out of the mist at the beginning

of the novel.
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So, also, has Powell successfully expressed the ambi-

tion, the guilt, the desire for power, the failure, and

the fantasy that characterize Widmerpool. Other persons

are characterized in a variety of ways, but none receive

from Powell the same attention, in kind and in degree,

as Widmerpool. No other characterization, for example,

is based on recurring images such as the images of Widmer-

pool running. The recurrence of such images develops

thematic and structural significance, as we see in Chapters

Two and Three of this study. Lacking formal rules for

determining who is the central character of a novel, we

must follow the novel's internal rules of design and study

the author's method of characterization. In A Dance to

the Music of Time, both design and method are centered on

Widmerpool.
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CHAPTER III

THEME

An important conversation occurs during the course

of The Soldier's Art, the eighth volume of A Dance to the

Music of Time. The participants are Nicholas Jenkins and

his brother-in-law, Chips Lovell. The setting is a small

London restaurant; the time, the middle of World War II.

Nick and Chips are discussing Chips's marital problems;

Chips comments glumly that his marriage is bound to change

because of his wife's infidelity. Nick's reply begins the

following exchange:

"Nothing ever remains the same . Marriage or

anything else."
"I thought your theory was that everything

did always remain the same?"
"Everything alters, yet does remain the

same. . . ." (SA, p. 110)

Everything changes, but remains the same. The phrase, a

simple paradox, signifies for A Dance to the Music of Time

much more than what it appears to signify here. More than

an epigrammatic description of the narrator's point of

view, this phrase is an unobtrusive statement of the

novel's general theme. Variations of this theme have long

been the subject of critics' analyses, and each variation

is usually treated as a separate theme.' There are,

41
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however, demonstrable connections between each variation

which provide evidence that they are parts of a larger

view, parts of one general, encompassing theme. Nicholas

provides a point of view from which this theme is under-

stood, and Nicholas's part in the novel's exposition of

this theme is therefore vital. His part does not, how-

ever, make him the central character. Rather, Widmerpool's

life, accomplishments, failures, and relationships provide

the basic material for the exposition of the general 
theme.

As he is in the method of characterization, Widmerpool 
is

the exemplar of the theme.

As we have seen previously, the imagery associated

with Widmerpool indicates that despite the ostensible

changes in his character, his core personality, from youth

to old age, remains the same. Indeed, his character is

constructed on that premise, but the premise itself--that

certain absolutes of personality endure despite change--

assumes the proportions of a theme in A Dance to the Music

of Time in several ways.

For one, the narrator introduces and maintains a con-

sistently stable perspective, one through which he per-

ceives in personalities and events, the connections and

relationships which account for their similarity. Sameness,

repetition, cyclical recurrence--these are the qualities

Nick distills from his observations of persons and events.
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For another, the narrator makes note of these connec-

tions and relationships and expresses them as behavior

patterns. The presence of such patterns is consoling to

Nick. The appearance of Widmerpool in his life, for exam-

ple, reminds him that life continues in "its mysterious

patterned way." 2  The perception of these patterns makes

"the more apparent inconsistencies of life easier 
to bear"

(LM, p. 66).

Finally, most of these patterns eventually emerge in

Widmerpool's life. Patterns which include similarities in

traits between different persons or similarities in ways of

behaving shared by different persons--such patterns, 
occur-

ring in Widmerpool's and others' lives, account for the

quality of sameness in life which Nick perceives 
despite

the changes wrought by the gradual dissolution of 
the

English upper classes, the upheavals of war and social

change, and the processes of aging. In a world in which

"life is lived largely at surface level" (BM, p. 23) and

in which, therefore, morals and motives remain hidden even

while changing, the apprehension of patterns becomes not

simply the evidence that "funny things do happen."3 
They

become the only reliable method of gauging human 
character.

Widmerpool is the chosen example of this method.

One critic has discussed at some length the thematic

significance of patterns and their bearing 
on character.

- .,......_._,. 
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James Tucker, author of The Novels of Anthony Powell,

states that life, in The Music of Time, is characterized

by patterns of reversal. Expectations of certain charac-

ters are continually set and then reversed; these reversals

are the tricks of time. "Time rules," Tucker says, but

time "cannot touch the essentials" of personality.' Im-

plicitly, Tucker recognizes the general theme--that every-

thing changes, and yet remains the same. Time, he says,

brings superficial changes in position, but no changes

in the worth of the participants.5

As far as it goes, Tucker's analysis is convincing,

but he does not take into account the various ways in which

the concept of pattern is exploited in A Dance to the Music

of Time. Certainly, there are reversals of fortune and

of expectations, reversals that form patterns in life.

But these are not the only patterns in life. Patterns

exist and may be, as Tucker says, "utterly destructive of

those which people would wish for themselves."' Others

still are cyclical, rather than destructive, in nature.

The lives of Flavia Wisebite and Widmerpool give good

examples of these two different patterns. Flavia, a minor

character at best, is an example of destructive patterning.

Her life, in fact, prompts Nick to muse on the presence

of patterns in people's lives. Sometime during World War

II, Flavia falls in love with Robert Tolland, another of

,wm. ,., ,. fi .. :;..:;: .r- , w.... ... : _ -: , ' Y5oRi7M x T=, Fb k aww;....., _ _ - - - - -
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Nick's brothers-in-law. After hearing that Robert has

been killed in battle, Nick debates on the suddenness

with which death stops the process of a young life, such

as Robert's:

Might he have married Flavia Wisebite? As in
musical chairs, the piano stops suddenly, some-
one is left without a seat, petrified for all
time in their attitude of that particular moment.
. . . Some die in an apparently suitable manner,
others like Robert on the field of battle with a
certain incongruity. Yet Fate had ordained this
end for him. Or had Robert decided for himself?
Had he set aside the chance of a commission to
fulfill a destiny that required him to fall in
France; or was Flavia's luck so irredeemably bad
that her association with him was sufficient--as
Dr. Trelawney might have said--to summon the Slayer
of Osiris, her pattern of life, rather than Robert's
dominating the issue of life and death.7

Very little of Flavia's life is known to us besides the

failure of her two marriages. Her failure with men is her

pattern of life, and it seems to be, in this case, suffi-

ciently strong enough to override what Robert's life pat-

tern may have indicated for his future. As an example of

destructive life patterning, Flavia's is unexcelled, but

her part in the narrative is minor compared to that of a

more influential character whose life pattern offers more

complexities.

The opposition of constructive versus destructive

life patterns cannot account for the complexity of Wid-

merpool's life pattern. Nick senses Widmerpool's basic

pattern early in their adult lives and expresses it thus:

,
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I pondered . . . the situations to which, by some

inexorable fate, Widmerpool's character seemed to
commit him. . . . And yet, like the phoenix, he

rose habitually, so I concluded, recalling his other

worries, from the ashes of his own humiliation.
(BY, p. 223)

He rises, makes a grievous error of judgment or, more often,

suffers a random and absurd accident, suffers the consequen-

tial humiliation, and recovers to rise and fall again.

"The human will can look very feeble," James Tucker says,

and certainly a character like Flavia seems unable to at-

tain her goals by an exercise of will while her future is

dictated by an unlucky pattern.8 Such is not the case with

Widmerpool. He wills himself into positions which tradi-

tionally command authority, status, and respect. If the

pattern of his life indicates his rise and fall, he rises

using the strength of his will. The human will may be

weak in some, but it is not always enfeebled by time's

reversals of individual patterns.

Time does not make Widmerpool a good or a bad man,

but it does make him a successful man. This view of

Widmerpool is true to some extent, but it provides a

limited understanding of both Widmerpool and the real

theme of the novel. Widmerpool's life is not a continual

rise to one success after another, borne by the hands

of Fate. He spends his life attaining not success, but,

rather, successful positions. He never succeeds in gain-

ing much admiration or love, and if Fate plays a part in

I'll-ill- I k 
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his life, it is in sentencing him, like all people, to be

himself (AW, p. 38). His life--that is, his position--

changes; he remains the same.

The flaw in Tucker's argument is not in its logic

nor in its examples. Its flaw is in the implicit moral

framework of good-versus-evil with which Tucker assumes

the novel is imbued. Widmerpool, he says, is the novel's

"abiding villain."' Templer, Stringham, and Jenkins are

"variously flawed heroes."' 0 Tucker senses a conflict, to

put it in homely terms, between good guy and bad guy. The

basic irony of the novel, he implies, is that the bad

guys seem continually to win."

Robert K. Morris takes a similar view when analyzing

a closely related theme. Widmerpool, Morris says, is the

prototype of the man of will in conflict with such men of

imagination as Stringham and Jenkins.12 This conflict be-

tween men or will and men of imagination, he indicates, is

the novel's pervasive theme, and the men of imagination

seem doomed to fail.13

Still another theme arises out of another critic's

similar view. Donald Gutierrez traces the ideological

roots of the search for power, with Widmerpool as the

typical power-seeker:

Widmerpool becomes a kind of epical anti-hero, an
evil Aeneas with piles, out to undermine, rather
than to found a socially and morally durable so-
ciety by converging as much as possible of the ample
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degree of social irresponsibility . . . entirely to
selfish ends. He represents, as such, a prototype
of a variety of men, whether labelled commissars,
bankers, labor leaders, or corporation heads who,
projecting themselves as the constructuve leaders
of their societies, are often its virtual enemies.
If Widmerpool is compared to amateur ideologists
like Quiggin, Erridge, Guggenbuhl, to fellow trav-
ellers like Deacon and Sillery, to camp followers
like Gypsy Jones, or to people in the City like
Truscott, Templer, and Duport, his dimensions as a
power-seeker become alarmingly clear. Widmerpool
is Powell's New Man, the prehistoric, subaqueous
creature made amphibious by the social turmoil of the
twentieth century, but also by the English public
school atmosphere of heartless derision combined
with congenital peculiarities.'

The quest for power, typified by the power-seeking Widmer-

pool, energizes certain ideologies which are explored in The

Music of Time and which are, Gutierrez feels, destructive

to a free society. 5 This view, like Morris's, is another

way of viewing the cast of characters as packs of two

opposing factions: good guys versus bad guys. In Gutier-

rez' s view, the good faction supports freedom, and the bad

faction supports authoritarianism. 1 6

As in Tucker's analysis, the flaw in Morris's and

Gutierrez's analyses is in assuming that The Music of Time

is imbued with a moral framework when no such framework is

either inherent in, or developed throughout, the novel.

There is no consistent standard, Nick says, satisfactory

for the judgment of all people: "Conduct obnoxious, even

unbearable, in one person may be readily tolerated in

another" (QU, p. 52). Nick's view destroys early in the

NOW 
gyp- 
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novel any pretensions to a preconceived moral framework.

One may vilify Widmerpool as Tucker does; one may sympa-

thize with him as Mizener does; or one may pity him as

Shapiro does, so complex and multifaceted does Widmerpool's

character appear to be. 17  But to introduce a theme which

rests for proof on an assumption that Widmerpool 
is the

novel's villain or antagonist is entirely to miss 
the

point the novel makes.

All of the themes just briefly mentioned bear connec-

tions to the general theme we have stated initially 
in that

each theme has something to do with the conduct 
of one's

life. The quality of one's conduct and the preservation

of certain values in art are considerations evident 
in be-

havior patterns. The value of the perception of these

patterns, rather than of the perception of good or 
evil

conduct, is the point the novel makes. One may live, aware

or not, of the pattern which controls his life; one may pur-

sue a career motivated by the will or by the imagination.

One may even seek power. All of these pursuits typify the

modern life that Powell depicts; and, as our sampling of

criticism indicates, Powell exploits them. The events which

proceed from these pursuits, as well as the character traits

revealed by them, occur in behavior patterns obvious to the per-

ceptive observer. Their cyclical recurrence, rather than their

_ 
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support or denial of abstract good, lends them significance

in Nick's perception.

Perception is, in Powell's view, life's determining

factor. Not morals, goals, or desires, or motives, but

the simple act of perception is mentioned as the key to

life, as Nick indicates in the following passage: General

Conyers,

speaking one felt with authority, always insisted
that if you bring off adequate preservation of your
personal myth, nothing much else in life matters.
It is not what happens to people that is significant,
but what they think happens to them.18

Moral conflicts between supposed forces of good and evil

are secondary to the principle that General Conyers evokes.

Good, evil, morals, values, even situations ethics--all

abstract concepts are only useful or illuminating as people

perceive them and practice them. Mizener has noted that

Powell's imagination is not "frustrated by a doctrinal

commitment."19 Powell himself states that, in his opinion,

no one may rightly claim that he possesses the "answer to

life." 2 0 Theories and ideologies change. Perception

remains. Perception is an absolute which endures in human

nature, unaffected by change.

Any view of A Dance to the Music of Time must take

into account the value which both Powell and his novel's

narrator place on the powers of perception and on the role

of perception in the conduct of life. General Conyers's
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statement points out this key concept and suggests a view

of individuals more illuminating than a view which at-

tempts to assign individual worth on a moral basis,

regardless of whether the morality is fixed or relative.

The question regarding Widmerpool, posed by a thematic

analysis, is not, is he a good or an evil man? The ques-

tion is, does he preserve his personal myth by perceiving

accurately what happens to him? Since we do not know what

Widmerpool's actual thoughts are, we must intepret, as

Nick does, Widmerpool's actions and his words in order

to understand him.

Unlike any other character, Widmerpool is surrounded

by an entire mythology from the moment he is introduced.

An element in Widmerpool proves "indigestible" to the

school community (QU, p. 5). Widmerpool's peers express

their rejection in their contempt for his unfashionable

overcoat. To Nick, Widmerpool is like a fish out of water.

To RosieManasch, he is the Frog Footman. To Mark Members,

he is a jackal. Whether this spirit of rejection and

revulsion surrounding Widmerpool is deserved is not de-

bated; rejection is there, fair or not.

Furthermore, the pattern of Widmerpool's life dooms

him to suffer the humiliations of absurd freak accidents.

He is hit in the face with a banana. He is drenched with

sugar by the girl he loves. He is struck in the face with
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a peach, an incident which prompts Nick to remark, "His

fact must have a radar-like attraction for fruit" (TK, p.

152). These incidents add much to the comedy of the novel,

but they also serve purposes other than comedy. When, for

example, Widmerpool is doused with red paint by the Quiggin

twins during his formal installation as a university chan-

cellor, Nick notes that Widmerpool has finally learned to

accept with aplomb these humiliating accidents. Widmer-

pool's reaction is much changed from the utter wretchedness

with which he, as a young man, reacts when Barbara Goring

pours sugar on his head.

These incidents, coupled with the ridicule and re-

jection that are symbolized by the overcoat anecdotes and

the animal imagery, serve as obstacles which Widmerpool

must overcome. This is why Widmerpool seeks power by

attaining positions of authority. His first victory in

that search occurs when he and Nick wrestle a very drunk

Stringham, Widmerpool's old adversary, to bed. Widmer-

pool's victory over Stringham prompts Nick to remark on

their change of positions as "a positively cosmic change

in life's system. Widmerpool, once so derided by all of

us, had become in some mysterious manner a person of

authority."2z

From this point on, Widmerpool rises to assume greater

and greater positions of authority as a businessman, as a



53

military leader, and as a politician. He gains power and

prestige, but he also makes enemies, many of whom help

engineer the fall which inevitably follows the rise in his

life's pattern. Finally, his inability to maintain the

status he wants, coupled with the bizarre effects of his

marriage to Pamela Flitton, bring about his mental break-

down. As an old man, he still seeks power, but he rejects

all of the institutions he had previously supported. He

meets his end after failing in a power struggle with

Scorpio Murtlock, one who, like Widmerpool himself, seeks

not material things, but "moral authority" (HSH, p. 132).

Widmerpool attempts to gain this authority over Scorpio's

cult, but he finally succumbs to Scorpio's charisma and

loses his last power struggle. After this last failure,

we see him for the final time running into the mist, just

as he had run out of the mist in the novel's opening scene.

The world changes; people change; values change; so-

ciety changes--the broad spectrum of A Dance to the Music

of Time contains much historical and sociological change

reflected in Nick's friends' work and social lives. The

buyer's market for Mr. Deacon's paintings has been sup-

planted, during the passage of time, by a seller's market,

but The Boyhood of Cyrus and Deacon's other paintings are

still the same. Similarly, Widmerpool's life reflects

changes in his behavior, his morals, his position, even
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his appearance. The essence of the man, however, remains

the same: ever dissatisfied with himself, he seeks by

competition to win over adverse forces which are impossible

to overcome competitively. Widmerpool, like everything

else, changes, and yet remains the same. Unlike the other

characters, however, Widmerpool--the events in his life

and the development of his personality--serves as the cen-

tral example of the general theme, for in the life of no

other character does so much change, and so much sameness,

consistently form integral portions of the novel's design.

"AM
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CHAPTER IV

STRUCTURE

To write a novel without reliance on a given moral

framework requires a radical shift in the author's per-

spective on structure. This is especially true if an

author such as Powell wishes to construct what Edwin Muir

calls a dramatic novel, a novel in which the "given quali-

ties of the characters determine the action, and the action

in turn progressively changes the characters, and thus

everything is borne forward to an end."' The distinctive

feature of a dramatic novel, as opposed to that of what

Muir calls a novel of character or of action, is in its

adherence to interior causation as the generating force

behind the plot's development. 2 Thoughts and feelings,

rather than contrived circumstances to which characters

respond, generate action and resolution. In A Dance to

the Music of Time, interior causation takes the form of

developing a functioning personal myth, particularly in

the life of Widmerpool. The expression of one's per-

sonal myth is, in fact, the only theoretical framework

pervasive in The Music of Time. Taking the place of a

moral framework, such as that supplied by, for example,

the conflict of good and evil, the personal myth provides

57
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the theoretical framework for gauging a character's per-

sonality and his actions. Consequently, a behavior pat-

tern, a construct of the personal myth, takes the place

of, say, a good deed as the measure of a character's

worth. A scheme of behavior patterns, especially recur-

ring patterns, rather than a succession of good and evil

deeds, forms the novel's plot. And the design according

to which these patterns are laid out forms the novel's

structure. A close examination of the patterns in this

structure shows that Widmerpool is the focal character in

the design.

The design of A Dance to the Music of Time is based

on a focused reminiscence. The narrator, at the beginning,

describes scenes and imagery which prompt a recollection

of Widmerpool's life and of the people surrounding or af-

fecting him, however distantly. The plot of the novel

moves from an initial introduction to Widmerpool as a

schoolboy, to stages in the development of Widmerpool's

personal and professional lives, to his involvement in

counter-cultural and cult groups, ending with his death.

The narrative comes to an end where, so to speak, it

begins, when Nick's recollection brings us to his present

moment observing the street workmen whose activities fill

the novel's first page. Similarly, the opening and closing

images of Widmerpool are of him running out of and then
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into the mist. This cyclical motion away from, and return

to, a beginning point echoes the novel's cyclical theme,

but it also provides a balance in the structure with Wid-

merpool's image occurring at two key positions in the

structure.

Within this relatively simple cyclical structure are

sub-structures, all cyclical in nature as well. Every

volume of the sequence contains, in its beginning, some

image or theme, which is developed and repeated at the

end of the volume. Examples include the classical associa-

tions in A Question of Upbringing, a volume which covers

Nick's and Widmerpool's school days, or the autumnal imag-

ery of A Buyer's Market, a volume which traces Nick's and

Widmerpool's reach toward maturity with the same two

women. Other volumes are structurally more complex, having

recurring image patterns more difficult to trace. Tempo-

rary Kings, for example, begins with a scene comprised of

an old man, who is accompanied by a young girl and who is

singing a love song:

Hoarse, tottering, a few residual teeth arbitrarily
assembled and darkly stained, underpinning the buoy-
ancy of his grin, he rendered the song in slower time
than ordinary, clawing the air with his hands, stamp-
ing the floor with his feet, while he mimed the action
of the cable, straining, creaking, climbing as it
hauled upward towards the volcanic crater the capsule
encasing himself and his girl, a journal calculated
to stir her ungrateful heart. (TK, p. 1)
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One word alone, at the end of Temporary Kings, echoes this

scene and brings to climax the pattern it initiates. At

the end of Temporary Kings, Nick accidentally runs into

Widmerpool on a London street. Sounding "more than a lit-

tle unhinged," Widmerpool mutters disjointedly about the

scene of his wife Pamela's suicide (TK, p. 279). Of

Pamela, he simply says, "The sheer ingratitude" (TK, p.

280). Her ungratefulness supplies the parallel between

the song's lover and his girl, the old man and his young

companion, and Widmerpool and Pamela. The effect is ex-

tremely subtle, but this repetition of imagery is one of

the structure's most important devices.

Equally important, if more extensive and less regular,

are the patterns which form both the basis of the theme

and the substance of the plot. Most of these patterns

involve some phase of Widmerpool's life: his careers, his

marriage, his successive rises and failures. However, some

patterns which do not appear to involve Widmerpool at all

eventually emerge as parts of a larger pattern, the focus

of which is some aspect of Widmerpool's character. The

most obvious example is the pattern of Widmerpool's love

life and consequent married life, and it begins very early

in the novel's sequence.

At the beginning of Chapter Three of A Buyer's Market,

Nicholas speculates on the nature of two distinct but

related points of view:
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I used to imagine life divided into separate
compartments, consisting, for example, of such
dual abstractions as pleasure and pain, love and
hate, friendship and enmity, and more material clas-
sifications like work and play; a profession or
calling being, according to that concept--one that
seemed, at least on the surface, unequivocally as-
sumed by persons so dissimilar from one another as
Widmerpool and Archie Gilbert--something entirely
different from "spare time." That illusion--as
such a point of view was, in due course, to appear--
was closely related to another belief: that existence
fans out indefinitely into new areas of experience,
and that some supplementary world with its own
hazards and enchantments. As time goes on, of course,
these supposedly different worlds, in fact, draw
closer, if not to each other, then to some pattern
common to all; so that, at last, diversity between
them, if in truth existent, seems to be almost imper-
ceptible except in a few crude and exterior ways:
unthinkable as formerly appeared any single consumma-
tion of cause and effect. In other words, nearly all
the inhabitants of these outwardly disconnected em-
pires turn out at last to be tenaciously inter-related,
love and hate, friendship and enmity, too, becoming
themselves much less clearly defined, more often than.
not showing signs of possessing characteristics that
could claim, to say the least, not a little in com-
mon; while work and play merge indistinguishably into
a complex tissue of pleasure and tedium. (BM, p. 159)

In this passage, Nick speaks generally of viewpoints which

suggest the novel's theme: a quality of sameness pervades

disparate concepts as well as persons. This quality of

sameness does not itself exist. in the abstract or as an

emotional reaction: it takes the form of a pattern percep-

tible to an observer. As time progresses in A Buyer's

Market, the nature of a specific pattern emerges: Nick

introduces persons whose specific similarities and inter-

relationships give substance to the pattern.
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During the course of A Buyer's Market, Nick intro-

duces Barbara Goring and Gypsy Jones. Both Nick and Wid-

merpool are attracted to them, but Widmerpool, true to

his own life pattern, suffers humiliations because of them.

Barbara dumps sugar on his head at a dance; Gypsy makes

him pay for her abortion and then abandons him. Nick,

however, is slightly more successful, at least in his pur-

suit of Gypsy. After he makes love to Gypsy, he notes how

similar Barbara and Gypsy are in temperament, despite

their differences in class and in age. Gypsy's remark

prompts the thoughts that follow:

"How brown my leg is," she said, "Fancy sunburn
lasting that long."

Were Barbara and Gypsy really the same girl, I
asked myself. There was something to be said for
the theory; for I had been abruptly reminded of
Barbara's remark, uttered under the trees of Bel-
grave Square earlier in the year: "How blue my hand
is in the moonlight." Self-admiration apart, there
could be no doubt now that they had a great deal in
common. . . . I could not help being struck . . . by
a sense almost of solemnity at this latest illustra-
tion of the pattern that life forms. (BM, p. 258)

The portion of the pattern binding Nick to Barbara and to

Gypsy completes itself only as Nick, shortly afterward,

recalls Widmerpool. On his way to dine with Widmerpool

and his mother, Nick recalls Widmerpool's failures with

Barbara and Gypsy:

Later, as I made my way towards the Widmerpools,
association of ideas led inevitably to a reminder,
not a specially pleasant one, of Widmerpool himself
and his desires; parallel, it appeared, in their
duality, with my own; and fated to be defrauded a
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second time. The fact that I was dining at his flat
that evening in no way reduced the accentuation given
by events to that sense of design already mentioned.
Whatever the imperfections of the situation from
which I had just emerged, matters could be considered
with justice only in relation to a much larger con-
figuration, the vast composition of which was at
present--that at least was clear--by no means even
nearly completed. (BM, p. 260)

In this sampling of passages, we see that Nick takes no

particular moral stance while describing the persons and

events. What he notices are not qualities which make

people uniquely good or bad, but similarities which make

them resemble each other despite their uniqueness. Recur-

rence of traits prompting similarity--the evidence of

patterns, in other words--evokes Nick's reverence. Clearly,

however, the situation involving the peoplementioned is

only a beginning step in the elucidation of that "much

larger configuration" to which Nick refers upon reminding

himself of Widmerpool (BM, p. 260). One large structure

eventually emerges with the pattern of Widmerpool's fate

at its heart.

Widmerpool's problem in dealing with women, illus-

trated in his unfulfilled liaisons with Barbara and

Gypsy, is a matter for Nick's speculation:

Although the theory that, in love, human beings
like to choose an "opposite" may be genetically
unsound, there is also, so it seems, a basic
validity in such typically prescriptive emotional
situations as Montague and Capulet, Cavalier and
Roundhead. If certain individuals fall in love
from motives-of convenience, they can be contrasted
with plenty of others in whom passion seems

- - ' - - --
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principally aroused by the intensity of administrative
difficulties in procuring its satisfaction. In fact,
history is full of examples of hard-headed personages--
to be expected to choose partners in love for reasons
helpful to their own career--who were, as often as
not, the very people most to embarrass themselves,
even to the extent of marriage with unions that proved
subsequently formidable obstacles to advancement.

(BM, p. 170)

This passage ostensibly deals with Widmerpool's difficul-

ties with Barbara and Gypsy, but it foreshadows a later

development. Apt to choose difficult women, Widmerpool

completes the pattern initiated in A Buyer's Market when

he marries Pamela Flitton. Nick's speculations, viewed

with regard to Pamela, seem not only true, but also vastly

understated. Pamela is not merely difficult; she takes

positive steps toward destroying Widmerpool's public

career altogether in Temporary Kings. The process of

movement from Barbara to Gypsy and, much later, to Pamela

forms two separate, but related structural blocks. Aspects

of the pattern are echoed and elaborated in other patterns

which do not involve Widmerpool.

The effects of Widmerpool's union to Pamela, fore-

shadowed by his failures with Barbara and Gypsy, are

captured in miniature in The Valley of Bones, a volume of

The Music of Time in which Widmerpool takes no part until

the last few pages. The story of Rowland Gwatkin's rise

and fall in The Valley of Bones takes place independently

of Widmerpool. The two men's lives, however, are
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conceptually related in Nick's perception of them. Both,

for example, express their preference to avoid women who

take their minds off their duty or work. Nick notes this

similarity between them while observing Gwatkin. We then

see Gwatkin involve himself with a woman who eventually

betrays him, much as Pamela betrays Widmerpool in Tempo-

rary Kings. Rowland Gwatkin's story forms an independent

structural block. The characters and situations are

enthralling enough by themselves. But Gwatkin's story

is conceptually related to Widmerpool's more extensive

story. It forms a subordinate structural block in the

pattern of Widmerpool's life, even though it does not in-

volve Widmerpool directly.

Closely related to this pattern is another pattern,

introduced by the Barnby-Baby Wentworth-Magnus Donners

triangle. This pattern is composed of events surrounding

Widmerpool's desire to attain a position of authority

through his active "quest for power" (_QU, p. 157). The

events are precipitated by a tension between what Morris

terms "men of will" and "man of imagination; the power-

hungry and the sensualist." 3  Nick is exposed early in

life to representative types of both groups, beginning

with Barnby:

His life's unusual variety of form provided a link
between what I came, in due course, to recognise
as the world of Power, as represented, for example,
by the ambitions of Widmerpool and Truscott, and that
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imaginative life in which a painter's time is of
necessity largely spent: the imagination, in such
a case, being primarily of a visual kind. In the
conquest of Mrs. Wentworth, however, other spheres--
as the figures of Sir Magnus Donners and Prince
Theodoric alone sufficiently illustrated--had inev-
itably to be invaded by him. These hinterlands are
frequently, even compulsively, crossed at one time
or another by almost all who practise the arts,
usually in the need to earn a living; but the arts
themselves, so it appeared to me as I considered the
matter, by their ultimately sensual essence are, in
the long run, inimical to those who pursue power for
its own sake. Conversely, the artist who traffics
in power does so, if not necessarily disastrously,
at least at considerable risk. (BM, pp. 253-54)

This passage contains an elaborate warning to the man of

imagination against dealing with power-seekers, which seems

overstated when we note that nothing bad happens to Barnby,

presumably the one whose pursuits invite some warning. On

the contrary, Barnby has an inconsequential affair with

Baby Wentworth, he paints the murals for the Donners-

Brebner building, and in the middle of his career, he dies

when his plane is shot down during World War II. Barnby's

connections with Baby Wentworth and Donners prompt Nick's

warning, but this warning does not ultimately pertain to

Barnby. Rather, it pertains to the misfortunes of the

novelist X. Trapnel, who is involved in a triangle of his-=

own. The misfortunes of Trapnel and his involvement with

Pamela and Widmerpool complete, in Books Do Furnish a Room,

the pattern initiated by Nick's warning in A Buyer's Market.

Trapnel, like Barnby, pursues the beautiful wife of a

prominent man of affairs. Unlike Barnby, Trapnel suffers

"WORMOOK = -
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the disastrous consequences of trafficking in the world of

power. Pamela destroys his best novel just as he is com-

pleting it, and then she deserts him. The dual tragedy so

overwhelms Trapnel that he finally dies, having collapsed

in a pub gutter, exhausted by his grief.

The two groups--Barnby, Baby Wentworth, and Donners;

Trapnel, Pamela, and Widmerpool--are scarcely related in

any obvious way. The relationships depicted, involving

them, occupy two different volumes and two different time

periods. But the repetition of the sensualist who pursues

the woman belonging to the power-seeker forms a pattern

which, by its process, illuminates an aspect of Widmer-

pool's life.

The patterns emerging from these two series of rela-

tionships form several blocks in the structure of A Dance

to the Music of Time. They give shape and significance

to a group of relationships disparate in appearance and

scattered over a long period of time. Regarding the

central character, they reflect two major aspects of

Widmerpool's quest to fulfill his personal myth: for one,

his inability to participate emotionally and physically

in a genuine relationship with a woman. This inability

emerges consistently over the years, precipitating fail-

ures that give rise to more concerted efforts to succeed.

Barbara Goring's rejection of him, for example, puts him
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on the rebound when Gypsy Jones appears. His failure with

her encourages him to avoid difficult women. His reversal

on that principle, particularly in the example of Pamela

Flitton, precipitates a great deal of action, the climax

of which is Pamela's destruction of Trapnel, Pamela's

suicide, and Widmerpool's public disgrace for alleged

espionage activities.

The other aspects, which has been briefly mentioned,

concerns Widmerpool's quest for power, the relationships

that result from that quest, the changes in other lives

which accompany it, and the changes wrought on Widmerpool

by evolution of these changes.

True to Muir's definition of the dramatic novel, A

Dance to the Music of Time is structured on action prompted

by internal causation. There is very little in the way of

contrived circumstance which generates action. True to

Powell's own vision, though, patterns provide the ener-

gizing forces behind the structure as well as the theoret-

ical framework by which they are judged. Patterns are

significant not because they preserve good or evil or any

set of moral standards. They gain significance through

repetition and cyclical recurrence, by offering glimpses

into the motives and personality of a given character.

At the center of this vision is Widmerpool.

_:



NOTES

'Edwin Muir,. The Structure of the Novel (London:
Hogarth Press, 1928; rpt. New York: Harbinger-Harcourt,
[n.d.]), p. 41.

2Muir , p . 45.

3Morris, p. 9.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Many critics have, over the years, written extensively

and well about issues in interpreting A Dance to the Music

of Time, issues which lie outside the scope of this study.

John Russell's erudite appraisal of the novel's structure

is an example: he presents evidence indicating that the

novel's structure emerges from a philosophically oriented

framework. Russell's argument, however, is derived from

Hegel's dialectical method, a philosophical theory which

lies outside the novel itself, which Powell himself did

not create, and which he incorporates in The Music of Time

only briefly.' My argument, on the other hand, is derived

only from selected materials within the novel itself. As

Edwin Muir states in The Structure of the Novel, the "only

thing which can tell us about the novel is the novel." 2

Muir, perhaps, chooses this limited view in dealing with

novels in general, but the principle suggests a sound way

to limit the broad argument introduced in this study.

Regardless of any external evidence in its favor, the

thesis that Widmerpool is the central character of A Dance

to the Music of Time is arguable from evidence taken

70
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strictly from three of the novel's elements: character,

theme, and structure.

Widmerpool emerges as the central character, because,

simply, he is so characterized. The focus of an extensive

and protracted process of characterization, Widmerpool

assumes a consistently prominent position in the huge cast,

while other characters prefigure him, as Sir Magnus Donners

does, or reflect aspects of his personality, as Stringham

does. Moreover, certain patterns of imagery, vital to the

novel's theme and structure, focus on aspects of Widmer-

pool's personality.

The prominence of Widmerpool's position in the narra-

tive derives also from his part in the general theme's

exposition. Widmerpool becomes the embodiment of the

theme, in a sense, because his life evolves according to

the cyclical principle inherent in the theme: everything

changes and yet remains the same. Similarly, Widmerpool

changes, develops, grows, and regresses, but the core of

his personality remains the same.

The particulars of Widmerpool's cyclical development

are expressed in the form of patterns, the same patterns

which form the novel's structure. Events involving many

people participating in given situations take shape as

portions of such patterns. The significance of the pat-

terns rests not merely in their existence, but also in

g 
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their function as the basis of a theoretical framework ac-

cording to which the characters' worth is established. In

other words, what matters to the outcome of the story is

not whether a person is good or evil, but rather who he

is, what he does with his life, how his life evolves in

relation to others. A Dance to the Music of Time is a

chronicle of life in the twentieth century among Britain's

upper classes, but more than this, it is an inquiry into

the nature and function of human character.

Powell's inquiry takes shape from a refreshingly new

perspective, in comparison with the perspectives available

in other modern British novels. David Daiches, in The

Present Age in British Literature, summarizes these various

perspectives and the corresponding problems they create for

further improving the novel itself as an art form:

The problem of what to do with new knowledge has al-
ways presented itself to the writer after a burst of
philosophical or scientific activity. "The new phi-
losophy calls all in doubt," John Donne had exclaimed,
and the post-Victorian poets and novelists have often
expressed a similar perplexity. New psychological
knowledge posed problems for novelists concerned with
the presentation of character; it also troubled those
who were concerned with the moral pattern of their
work. We now know, or think we know, so much about
psychological conditioning, about the psychosomatic
aspects of illness, about the effect of childhood
frustrations on adult vices, that we are in danger
of being unable to pass any moral judgments on in-
dividuals. . . . If our moral judgments of men are to
be dissolved in psychological understanding, we can
no longer pattern a tragedy or create any significant
work of art with a human situation as its subject
matter.3
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The problem which Daiches perceives has a direct bearing

on the various critical judgments of Widmerpool's charac-

ter. If, for example, we know how consistently Widmerpool

suffers rejection and humiliation and how unjustly he is

treated as a boy by his peers Templer and Stringham, how do

we assess his behavior toward them later on, if we insist

that Powell is making some kind of moral or ethical state-

ment regarding right and grong treatment of one's supposed

enemies? Had Powell adopted a perspective similar to

Aldous Huxley's, he might have excused Widmerpool's be-

havior on the grounds that all behavior is relative to the

whims of nature and of the environment. Daiches explains

Huxley's perspective, evident in Huxley's early novels, as

an obsession with the problem that new knowledge creates:

Knowledge destroys value. We believe that we have a
vision of ultimate reality, until we learn that it
is all glandular, that every emotional conviction of
value can be explain d away physiologically. An
operation on the frontal lobes of the brain can com-
pletely change a man s personality; what a man is
may be determined by the way the doctor delivered
him as an infant or an accidental fall in childhood.
There is no value, only irresponsible accident, and
if we have an emotional conviction of value, we are
simply old fashioned as well as deluded.)

Knowledge about the human psyche destroys not only values,

but also the concept of heroism itself, says Daiches of

Evelyn Waugh's perspective on modern life. Psychological

knowledge undermines the validity of the moral framework

that supports the concept of a hero who performs such
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actions that promote goodness. Instead, we have the "hero

as fool" or the "anti-hero" in the novels of both Huxley

and Waugh. '

Further, Daiches presents a problem which also has a

bearing on Widmerpool's character:

The presentation of the anti-hero in modern English
satiric fiction is often complicated by the process
of psychological understanding. If too much psycho-
logical understanding destroys a hero's heroism, it
also destroys a villain's villainy, and sometimes
one is left with a character who is half laughed at,
half wept over. . . . Knowledge brings its own kind
of sympathy. . .6

Consequently, we cannot, in view of our present psycho-

logical understanding, see Widmerpool as either a hero or

a villain. Considerations of his humiliations and his

failures mitigate any harsh judgment of Widmerpool, and

yet he elicits a variety of strong emotions from a

reader, as well as from other characters in the novel.

His actions have a decisive effect on his life, on the

lives of others, and on the course of the novel. Under-

standing Widmerpool is complicated by the problems

Daiches outlines: neither Widmerpool's actions nor our

understanding of his actions can produce a clear portrait

of Widmerpool as a hero or as a villain.

Powell's method of dealing with these problems is two-

fold. First, he neither embraces nor ignores psychology.

Rather, he accepts it for exactly what it is: a set of pure

and applied sciences which spring from various theories

i .t,. ,-
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about human behavior. In Powell's view, psychology does

not have the final word on human behavior. Psychology

is a tool, no more and no less valuable than painting

or literature, to interpreting and expressing reality.

Powell does not, for example, base his entire understand-

ing of Widmerpool on, say,, a. psychoanalytic interpretation

of Widmerpool's childhood. Rather, Powell creates a char-

acter, General Conyers, whose preference for fashionable

pursuits leads him quite naturally to a layman's under-

standing of Freudian theory and Jungian typology. Most

of At Lay Molly's is composed of events which lead up to

General Conyers's lay psychological analysis of Widmerpool

as something of a "narcissist," as an "intuitive extro-

vert" (LM, p. 230). These terms--"narcissist" and "intui-

tive extrovert"--are not knowledge itself. They are sig-

nifiers of truths which can be expressed in other ways:

the Tiepolo ceiling, for example, signifies aspects of

Widmerpool's exhibitionism and voyeurism. Although Powell

prefers the language of art to the language of science, he

accepts both as symbolic of truths in human character,

truths which are otherwise difficult to express.

Powell eschews terms which lead to moral judgment.

A narcissist is neither inherently good nor inherently

evil. A narcissist may be an artist or a businessman,

but neither his accomplishments nor his self-love determine
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his worth in Powell's view. Powell consistently avoids

working a moral tone into volatile situations, and he never

allows Nicholas to avoid relationships with his fellow

characters because of his morally based disapproval.

Despite this, some sense of worth about the characters

is conveyed. Evidently, some theory of human behavior

underlies the design of the novel, but this theory does

not partake of morality.

It partakes, rather, of a perception of reality that

reaches beyond moral concepts without denying or satirizing

them. Powell's perception reaches beyond moral assessment

of a given situation to the situation itself, to its com-

plexities, and to the patterns into which it falls. Powell

examines a situation with the artist's vision, rather than

the scientist's. He perceives patterns in life, but he

does not use life's patterns to prove the existence of good

or to establish the value of some particular lifestyle.

Patterns are not proof of anything; they simply exist.

Preserved in lifestyles, in paintings, in books, these

patterns have equal validity. Their existence elicits

from Powell a quiet and deeply felt reverence that never

becomes sentimental. This reverence pervades the opening

imagery of A Question of Upbringing. Nick sees a group of

workmen whose activity, coupled with the falling snow,

,.
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sets in motion the association of ideas and images that

forms the novel's controlling image:

For some reason, the sight of snow descending on fire
always makes me think of the ancient world--legion-
aries in sheepskin warming themselves at a brazier:
mountain altars where offerings glow between wintry
pillars; centaurs with torches cantering beside a
frozen sea--scattered, uncoordinated shapes from a
fabulous past, infinitely removed from life; and yet
bringing with them memories of things real and imag-
ined. These classical projections, and something in
the physical attitudes of themen themselves as they
turned from the fire, suddenly suggested Poussin's
scene in which the Seasons, hand in hand and facing
outward, tread in rhythm to the notes of the lyre that
the winged and naked greybeard plays. The image of
Time brought thoughts of mortality: of human beings,
facing outward like the Seasons, moving hand in hand
in intricate measure: stepping slowly, methodically,
sometimes a trifle awkwardly, in evolutions that take
recognisable shape: or breaking into seemingly meaning-
less gyrations, while partners disappear only to re-
appear again, one more giving pattern to the spectacle:
unable to control the melody, unable, perhaps, to con-
trol the steps of the dance. (QU, pp. 2-3)

"Thoughts of mortality" prompt these associations. Powell

presents not the realities of individual consciousness; the

nature of consciousness other than his own is unavailable

to one who feels that life is-lived "mostly at surface level"

(BM, p. 23). Powell presents the spectacle of interacting,

finite beings whose actions and whose development contrib-

ute to the design of individual lives and to the larger de-

sign of that spectacle. Whether this presentation

constitutes a view of life consistent with the tenets of

psychology is a matter for empiricists and philosophers

to decide. The literary critic's task is to reveal the
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presentation and to show its significance in terms of the

novel in which it appears. This study ventures an argument

that is part of the ongoing process of that revelation.



NOTES

'Russell, p. 108.

2 Muir, p. 17.

3 David Daiches, The Present Age in British Literature
(1955; rpt. Bloomington: Midland Books-Indiana University
Press, 1969), pp.- 103-04.

'Daiches, p. 104.

5Daiches, p. 109.

6 Daiches, p. 111.
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