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Abstract

This thesis is an attempt to clarify the function of the
Alice model in Audrey Thomas' fiction. In a series of fournovels
she refers the reader repeatedly to the works of Lewis Carroll.

Audrey Thomas ¥ heroines all exemplify Alike's reactions
to the madness and chaos that reign in Wonderland and the Looking
Glass world. For instance, Mrs. Blood (Mrs. Blood) dresses her
children 1ike Alice and the White Rabbit or remembers Alice's
dilemmaabout the Christmas presents she should send to her feet.

The Isobel of Blown Figures travels 1ike Alice through the Look-

ing Glass (Africa becomes a gigantic chess game). Alice, as

well as Isobel Cleary (Songs My Mother Taught Me)and the more

adult Mrs. Blood and Rachel ( Latakia), all undertake a search in
order to better comprehend their relation to the mad worlds
they inhabit. In particular, they try to decipher the language
spoken by their fellow-characterss in this sense, their.search
is also for the literal meaning of words, through the linguistic
labyrinths that imprison them. However, if the narrative of the
Alice books indicates a re-ordering of Alice’s universe, Thomas'
narratives point in the opposite direction, to a refusal “to go
home**.

There will be three chapters in this thesis. Chapter One
will examine the correspondences that exist between Thomas

and Carrol1®s fictions at the level. of the story. Chapter two



will focus on the two authors¥common method of dealing with the
language of their fiction. Chapter three will emphasize the div-
ergence between Thomas and Carroll at the level of myth and genre.
In this last chapter, I shall analyse both the Alice books and

Blown Figures from a (fairy-tale) genre perspective in order to

situate exactly the function of Carrollian elements in Thomas ?
writing. This study will enable the reader to develop some
wider hypotheses as to the nature of a feminine mode of writing

in contemporary literature.
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Introduction

The origin of the word "search" goes back to the 01d French
cerchier which means "to go around, to surround," to the Latin circ-
are: " to go round" which itself comes from circus: "circle.® 1 Thus,
the etymology of this word is rooted in a most basic archetypal image,

that of the circle, which evokes "une rondeur pleine," to borrow

Bachelard's words, that of the womb.2 The French mythocritic Gilbert
Durand notes after Bachelard the narrow relation between the circular
refuge and the womb. Whereas the square ("le refuge carre") is that
of the fortress, the citadel, Durand points out that "1'espace circu-
laire est plutdt celui du jardin, du fruit, de 1'oeuf ou du ventre, et
déplace 1'accent symbolique sur les voluptés secrites de 1'intimité." 3

Hence, my statement that search is female in essence. In addition,

"circus means "cirque" and by metonymy, it designates the "spectator"

of the "circus." "Search" is also observation, female curiosity.
“Quest" comes from the past participle quaesitus,a of the Latin

verb quaerere: "to seek." For the original form amd etymology we are

drawn further back into another Latin verb quaeso,ere with an even older

Sanscrit origin-cish-: “to hunt out." 4 ‘Interestingly enough, a

reading of the OED under the term "quest" further reveals that "quest"
refers essentially to an external type of action. It indicates that

the quest is oriented towards the outside. Its semantic space is male.

In everyday classical Latin, quaeso means “to look for" ("chercher a

se procurer"). It points to a male need . In Medieval Romance , the
word serves to define the type of expedition or adventure undertaken



by a knight to procure something or achieve some exp]oit.5 2

History loads the term with male powers.

Even though common usage confounds “search" and "quest",
mostly in the use of such synonymic phrases as "in search of" or "in
quest of", these two words appear to have different ranges in meaning.
The OED does emphasize the possible internalisation of the term
"search," but not of "quest." Among other definitions, the Q0ED states
that "to search" means "to look through, examine internally (...A
Teceptacle of any kind) in quest of some object concealed or lost." 6
As I shall show, this definition describes accurately the situation
of Thomas' characters in her fiction. Similarly, our reading of the
French Robert Dictionary serves to confirm the difference between
fchercher" and “quéter.“ The former can refer to a mental activity,
within the circle of one's mind, while the latter strictly involves
some externa(-ised) action. 7

Because of its association with the circle, the search implies a
circular searching process. It is repetitive, and cyclical, it is an
imprisonment within and an eventual acceptance of its own reality,
i.e. its round femaleness.

These philological preliminaries which have some foundations in
the "Imaginary" serve to explain my title, situate my work. Thomas
is a female contemporary novelist writing about female characters
searching for a female model who happens to be Lewis Carroll's heroine,
Alice, and who at the end of her adventures in Wonderland and through
the Looking Glass becomes a White Queen. This thesis shall follow the
meanderings of Thomas' heroines and Carroll's Alice until their
successful crowning as the White Queen and it will further unveil

the dimensions of the White Queen as a Great Mother prot-



-otype #n the 1ight of a mythocritical approach.

In his two tales Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and

Through the Looking G]ass,8 Lewis Carroll is preoccupied with the

notions of madness and chaos. The forier can be defined as a
form of "unruliness," a non-conformity to the accepted or estab-
lished rules, an incoherence of behaviour and language. The
latter may result from madness or it may provoke and/or emphasize
madness. These two notions interrelate in Carroll's prose with
the motif of the journey undertaken by Alice. The little girl's
travel presents the reader with most uncommon, surprising events,
characters or sayings. She not only observes her new environ-
ment, she participates in its life and organisation. If she
first launches into her journey as a Victorian child, at the end

of The Looking Glass she is turned into a queen. Her trip is

not only a fun-trip for the sake of pleasing herself or the
reader; it has a purpose, which however hidden, must be discov-
ered.

Inasmuch as Alice's trip describes a projection into an
outer space, its discovery per se and 3inasmuch as she reaches
her goal by becoming a queen, wherefrom she returns safe to her
world, the word "quest" is appropriate. Yet, in the sense that
Alice sometimes wanders utterly helpless and is bounced from mis-
fortune into misfortune, her "quest" loses its directing force,
becomes circular, caught as it is between the walls of llonder-
land and the Looking Glass. Also, as the third chapter of the

present study will try to demonstrate, her wish to be the White Queen



betrays her longing for acting out a prominent female role.
Hence, her quest becomes internalized, rounded, female. It be-
comes a search.

In. Thomas' four novels Songs My Mother Taught Me,9 Mrs.,

B]ood,]O Blown Figures,1] Lata\kia]2 which shall be treated here

in this respective order, the notions of madness and chaos are
equally central. They are woven into the story of the heroines
who Taunch into different journeys in the manner of Alice. Even
though they duplicate Alice's reactions in the face of the new
environment they visit, their trip possesses a more internalized
meaning; it is a psychological search that plunges the heroines
into the darkest recesses of their mind, and further, into

myth. If Alice's search bears some signs of the quest, that of
Thomas' characters is exclusively circular and female. Further-
more, if Alice acts out only for a short time the role of the
queen, the "Isobels" of Thomas adopt it till the end of time.
The narratives of Audrey Thomas' fiction lead her heroines to
their triumphant coronation as "White Goddesses .," to borrow
Robert Graves' terms. -Myth is at the core of Thomas' work; it
is 'dimly sketched out in Lewis Carroll's writing.

Thomas' female characters have the habit of talking like some
of the creatures of CarroWs Wonderland. For instance, the
heroine of Songs ;¢ Isobel, sings:

A11 Things Bright and
Beu-uu-tee-full
A11 Creatures
Great

A-and
Small (p. 35),




whichis animitation of the Mock Turtle's tune:

Beau-ootiful Soo-oop!
Beau-ootiful Soo-oop!
Soop-oop of the e-e-evening,
Beautiful, beautiful soup! (p. 141).
Or Mrs. Blood is obsessed by Alice's fantastic adventures to the
point that she dresses her children "as Alice and the White
Rabbit for /a/ fancy dress parade" (p. 180). In addition, the

Isobel of Blown Figures becomes another Alice as she gets on a

train trip which may take her back to departure point "as
Tuggage" (p. 219). Thomas' iterated use of Carroll's technique
of language or her adaptation of Carrollian scenes and characters
to her fiction indicate her deep affinity for the writing and
craft of the Victorian writer. The fact that Audrey Thomas
chooses Carroll as the informing model for her fiction raises
some fundamental questions. Namely, what exists in Carroll's
work that fascinates Thomas and renders her own literary enter-
prise successful? To what exact extent does Thomas follow her
model? Or, what, in Thomas' fiction necessitates at the level of

structure the use or adaptation of Carroll's writing?

There will be three chapters to this thesis. Chapter one
will consider the correspondences that exist between the searches
undertaken by Thomas' female characters and their prototype,
Alice. Thomas' deliberate intention to create and sustain an
analogy between her heroines and Alicewill be analyzed
throughout her fiction. Also, I shall pay more specific atten-

tion to Carroll's and Thomas' pa_rallel development of "role



reversals." In the case of Carroll, the reversal of roles en-
ables Alice to act out her frustrations as a disciplined child.
By overthrowing the Queen and taking over power, Alice assumes
the role usually played by adults in her world. This eventually
enables her to return to her Victorian environment and accept its
limitations. Thomas' characters can also alleviate the pressures
exerted on them by heavy male powers. Not only do they get rid
of their fears, they also proclaim their freedom against men.

In Chapter Two, I wish to deal in particular with the lang-
uage aspect of both Thomas and Carroll's tales. Following
Carroll, Thomas resorts to puns, homophonic ambiguity, neologisms,
portmanteau words, etymology, euphemisms, lexical and structural
ambiguity, in order to convey the idea that language has deterior-
ated and fails to express proper communication between human
beings. The madness and chaos the reader has discovered in
the worlds visited by the different heroines are now emphasized
at the linguistic level. The very language spoken by the char-
acters lacks order, meaning, comformity to grammatical rules.
Thus, madness is not a differential behaviour, itisalso a language
that functions in its entirety in our world. Acts as well as
speeches or words are out of focus, dis-mantled. Lewis Carroll
shows in a humorous fashion the potential dangers of a world
such as Wonderland where no one attempts real communication with
his fellow man. Audrey Thomas indicates the actual consequences
for her characters --. of inhabiting an entropic universe.

The various heroes are on a search for meaning, the literal or

figurative meaning of words. Both Carroll and Thomas inscribe

their reflections on the nature and degradation of language in



the body of their prose: they meta-write.

In the Third Chapter, I shall approach the works in question
by considering the major points of divergence between Carroll and
Thomas. On the one hand, while Carroll gives prominence to the
present, that of the jourmey.with its promises of future excite-
ment, Thomas emphasizes the hovering, nightmarish presence of the
past over the life of her heroines. On the other hand, role
reversals will be approached, no longer from a socio-historical
perspective, but from a mythocritical viewpoint, in order to

demonstrate that Blown Figures, Thomas' most experimental novel,

can be seen as a mythic narrative, something foreign to Carroll's
tales. Finally, I shall give consideration to both the Alice books

and Blown Figures from a genre perspective. I shall determine

whether the Alice books qualify for the title of "fairy-tale,"

as Carroll wisked to call them and if Blown Figures constitutes a

modern type of fairy-tale for adults or grown-up Alices.

This last chapter will bring back into focus the notion of
search. Alice has gone in search of the White Queen but has done
so only in the limits allowed by the fairy-tale genre. Thomas'
Isobel has assimilated the White/Red Queen's functions and char-
acteristics and become the prototpye of the Great Mother.
Isobel's or Rachel's completed search draw a well defined circle
with attachedlunar or ouroboric powers.13 Finally we shall discover
that Thomas and Carroll are counter-reflections of each other

through the Looking Glass.



Chapter One:
A View of the Search

The epilogue of Songs recalls Alice's conversation about

madness with the Cheshire Cat in Alice's Adventures:

“But T don't want to go among mad people,"”
Alice remarked.
“Oh, you can't help that,"
said the Cat,
"We are all mad here. I'm mad. You're mad."
"How do you know I'm mad?"
said Alice.
"You must be," said the Cat,
"or you wouldn't have come here" (p. 89).

The passage is also used to introduce Mrs. Blood's story in Mrs.

Blood (epigraph), establishing a connection between Mrs. Blood and

Alice's Adventures on the one hand, Mrs. Blood and Songs on the

other. Blown Figures, Thomas's third novel, is dedicated to both

Isobel and Alice, "all the Alices whatever your mothers called
you" (epigraph) and captures the adventures of the same charact-
er, a few years later, as she undertakes her second trip to

Africa. Some of the events in Blown Figures duplicate those in

Mrs. Blood which in turn echo those of Songs or of the Alice
books.] It can then be affirmed that Thomas deliberately con-
structs an analogy between Carroll's female character, Alice,
and her own as she depicts their progression in life from child-

hood (Songs) to maturity (Mrs. Blood, Blown Figures). Although




Latakia chooses to focus on the more reflective, self-possessed
female character Rachel, the novel also contains allusions to

some of the characters or events of Alice's Adventures such as

the following Cheshire Cat passage: "And this time it was you I
saw as the Cheshire Cat, me talking to you across a table at
some distant date, and you, just a disembodied head floating a
few inches above your soup plate" (p. 20).

Thomas' obsession with Carrollian figures or scenes pervades

the whole of her fiction (particularly Blown Figures)2 to the

extent that it raises some fundamental questions in the reader's
mind. Why does Thomas, a twentieth-century female writer, choose
Carroll, a nineteenth-century male writer, as the particular
model for her fiction? In the following pages, I shall attempt
to answer this question and show the network of correspondences
that exists between the writing of Carroll and Thomas.

What characterizes the universe that Alice enters after her
fall down the rabbit hole--which can be seen as marking a brutal,
um expected change in her situation--is uncommonness. The
animal-Tike creatures Alice encounters address her abruptly,
prevent her from justifying herself, or contradict her Victorian
logic. Because she belongé to an external world based on
rules totally different from those of Wonderland, Alice fails to
confront adequately the new world that spreads before her. The
series of misfortunes she encounters tells the reader of her
externality and foreignness to the land of wonder, her confusion
in the face of such disorder.3 In fact, chaos is what rules
Wonderland: no one obeys any of the rules prescribed but his

own, which is to say that rules everlastingly shift from
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one moment or person or place to the next. The croquet game is

one of the best illustrations within Alice's Adventures of

Alice's failure to comply with the rules that define Wonderland's
organization. Alice complains to the Cheshire Cat that the

players "all quarrel so dreadfully . . . and they don't seem to
have any rules in particular: at least, if there are, nobody
attends to them . . . and you've no idea how confusing it is all
the things being alive . . ." {p. 13). The traditional defini-
tion attached to games (fair competition, chronological
arrangement with a beginning and an end, victory of the winner)
is totally inapplicable to Wonderland where "players all /play/
at once, without waiting for turns, quarrelling all the while"
(p. 112). Even the trial that takes place at the end fails to
abide by proper legal rules: the King goes by a "most important
piece of evidence"which in fact does not have "an atom of mean-
ing in it" (p. 159) or the Queen requests the "sentence first--
verdict afterwards" (p. 161). From Alice's perspective, the
reader can assert that the creatures of Wonderland are marked
individually or collectively by madness. This madness is
illustrated by the fact that they all act either in the absence
of rules ( including those of proper language communication)

or by constantly undoing them.

However, the Cheshire Cat's comment that Alice too is mad
enables the reader to view Wonderland, not as an exclusive,
alienated world with jts own bizarre happenings, but as a
metaphor for our world. The land of wonder is the world we in-
habit and Carroll's focus on the daily language problems that

arise among Wonderland's creatures (due to their poor interpreta-
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tion or conveyance of messages) is a reminder to the reader of
our own unsuccessful manner of establishing proper relations with
our fellow man. Later, in The Looking Glass, Carroll uses the

4 The

chess game image as another metaphor for life itself.
chactic rules that define the game indicate that life is ordered
by chaos. Collective or individual madness, chaos, the absence
or destruction of rules, alien_ation (due to improper communica-
tion) are Carroll's focal points in the Alice books.5
They are also prominent in Thomas' writing, a contemporary
female writer preoccupied with women's experiences of childbirth,
fear and dea'th6 which are turned into a nightmarish madland
because of our lack of adequate words to describe their condition.
Our society "euphemizes" women's situation so that they find
themselves alienated within a world that has ceased to cohere. Both
Thomas and Carroll seem to address a female listener. Whether young
(Isobel Cleary, Alice) or old (Mrs.Blood, the heroine of Blown
Figures, Rachel in Latakia), Thomas' female protagonists share
with Carroll's Alice the same sense of inferiority (here due to
youth, there due to a male-oriented view of society), the same
desire to break loose from their imprisonment in silence and to
confront themselves with a (reversed) mirror-image of the world
they inhabit, so as to overthrow the powerful mechanisms that
preside over their alienation. Thomas finds in Little Alice

7 in the very

the perfect model for her own creation, "Isobel,"
sense that Alice shows "Isobel" the path that leads to "role
reversals," the mirror-reflection way by which she usurps adult
(parental) authority in order to insert herself better into a

society in loss of balance, equality or meaning. The journey
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Alice undertakes through madness, chaos, foreignness aims at
enabling her to gain more understanding of life's arbitrariness
(more precisely in her case, adult's arbitrariness at imposing
strict rules on children).

To use Carroll's main metaphor, . the mirror, Thomas
makes of Alice a mirror reflection of "Isobel." As Alice
travels through Wonderland or the Looking Glass world our image
of her fuses and interchanges with that of "Isobe]."8

The correspondences between Thomas and Carroll's texts will
now be examined. This will enable the reader to retrace the
journeys of "Alice/Isobel." Thomas' four novels will be dealt
with in an order that is not faithful to their date of publica-
tion, but that follows closely the development of the characters
from innocence to experience. Songs portrays the childhood and
adolescence of Isobel Cleary. Mrs. Blood is the story of the
same character, years later as she goes through the process of
losing a child. We follow her again on her second trip to

Africa in Blown Figures. As for Latakia, it echoes some of the

events and concerns of the previous fiction.

In Songs, Isobel is portrayed as a child for whom the
summer trips to her grandfather's cottage represent an escape
from the boredom of family and city life or her parents' petty
guarrels. Very much like Alice, Isobel finds 1ife unexciting
and her only joy consists in waiting for the approaching summer.
She admits that "the journey to town, like the journey to the
woods itself, was almost a religious experience, with us as

children and novitiates, recognizing and genuflecting before the




13
necessary stations of our ecstasy" (p. 21). Similarly, Alice is
fascinated by the presence of a white rabbit "with either a
waistpocket or a watch to take out of it, and, burning with
curiosity, she /runs] across the field after it . . . . In
another moment, down /goes/ Alice after it" (p. 26). Both little
girls launch into their exciting journeys with the joy of running
away from their everyday Tives: "Alice was beginning to get very
tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing
to do" (p. 25) while Isobel sometimes talked with her sister "of
leaving home, of going to live with Harry" (p. 33).

Thus, Isobel's entrance into “Jdourney's End" metaphorically
reads as her passage down the rabbit hole into the land of wonder
which opens before Alice. The cottage in the mountains or Wonder-
land itself become the mythical locus where time is, according to
the young Isobel Cleary, reduced to an "immortal and circular
day" (p. 18).To use Eliade's concepts of sacred time and space, 9
everything eonverges to designate "Jdourney's End" as the axis mundi
the centre wmhere magic partakes of everyday reality, making nature
inexhaustible..to ¢he point that "blueberry bushes, are still full, as
if by magic, din g¢pite of &' our picking" (p.20).

Both children's curiosity is challenged to the extent that
it reduces c¢ne negative impact that some events may have on them.
Alice's encounter witk unfamiliar or inhospitable characters,
her series of misadventures are made easier for her to cope with
by the very fact that she travels through an exciting place.
Even when she is confronted with an unhappy event, she declares:
"I almost wish I hadn't gone down that rabbit hole--and yet--

and yet--it's rather curious, you know, this sort of 1ife? .
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When I used to read fairy tales, I fancied that kind of thing

never happened, and now here I am in the middle of one!"

(pp. 58 - 59). As Isobel comes of age, she avows with nostalgia

the charm that the "golden thread of /past/ summer/s7" (p. 134)

exerted on her youth:
Like a legendary drowning man, I began to relive it all
again. Looking back, I saw what seemed to be an end-
less succession of golden summers. Felt myself running
again through pine and tamarack, . . . running until
the soles of our feet were on fire and then, still
running, quenching our legs in the lake (p. 133).

Alice herself will in time "remember her own child life, . .

the happy summer days . . . /and/ the dream of Wonderland of

Tong ago" (p. 164).

However, Wonderland or "Journey's End" do not necessarily
equate with perfection or easiness. On the contrary, they pre-
sent some negative aspects with which the children try to cope.
Since the place they visit is new to them its signs appear as
new. Alice often falls victimto interpreting the meaning of a
sign in relation to the traditional meaning attached to signs
in her own Victorian world. She believes the words “"eat me"
written on a sma11 cake to be meant for her and eats the cake
(p. 33). As a consequence of her mistake, she gets into diffi-
culty by "opening out like the largest telescope that ever was"
(p. 35). She has to learn that Wonderland is an altogether
different universe from her own where "everything is out of the
way" (p. 41). Later, after drinking from a bottle which is not
meant for her, she is "punished" by "growing and grow_ing"

(p. 57). Similarly, Isobel Cleary, in her childhood years,
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misreads the sign "Journey's End." Instead she only knows "that
every summer, for as far back as /she7 could rember, [they/ had
packed up . . . and gone to spend the summer in the mountains"
(p. 17). She interprets the sign to her own advantage as sig-
nifying “Journey's Beginnings’ Only much later, when she first
experiences the reality of the insane asylum, does she comprehend
the delusive nature of words in a "new" environment: "I cursed
the fates that made Harry grow old and cautious . . . made me
seventeen and helpless . . . I refused to go and see Harry who
had betrayed me" (p. 134). Ironically enough, Harry has done
everything but betray her. On the contrary, he has attemped to
teach her about the literal meaning of words and the reality of
Tife—that is, the impossibility of escaping from the temporal
progression. "Journey's End" is a metaphor for the end of Tife
which the reader can foresee in the inevitable death of Isobel's
once god, Harry (p. 206). Blinded by her experience of newness
and foreignness, Isobel or Alice fail to grasp the true meaning
of signs.

Furthermore, both Alice and Isobel are afraid of the passing
of time. Alice expresses her anguish in amusing terms: "Shall
I never get any older than I am now? That'll be a comfort, one
way--never to be an old woman-but then--always to have lessons
to learn! Oh, I shouldn't like that!" (p. 59). As for Isobel,
she is much more aware of the passage of timewhichis corrollary
to her fear of death. She constantly repeats to herself:
"Isobel you are dying faster than the day" (pp. 18, 33). Neither
Alice nor Isobel are endowed with the power to control the

temporal. progression. Even Harry, who knows how to "take clocks
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apart and put them back together" (p. 92) eventually grows old and

pronounces the terrifying words: "If I should die this year ..."
(p. 206). The progression of Kronos--at the expense of the mythical
tempus in which Isobel has lived for a while at Harry's place--leads

her to the doors of the asylum which, because of its intrinsic chaos,

makes her identify and blink "like Alice down the rabbit hole" (p. 145).

The closing passage of Songs which quotes Alice's discussion with
the Cheshire Cat serves to situate Isobel Cleary in her new environ-
ment, the mad, chaotic ward 88, another Wonderland. Hence Songs
describes two different types of journey undertaken by the heroine.
The one to Harry's mountain place reads as an Alice-Tike trip in
which Isobel seeks fun and newnesslO The other to the insane asy-
lum becomes central in its relation to Wonderland in the very sense
that madness and chaos--which are Wonderland's most prominent
features--pervade the wards of the asylum. In other words, Isobel
Cleary's entrance into this mad world not only marks her entrance
into experience, but also serves to stress heavily her departure,
deviation from Harry's world, or for that matter Alice's fairyland.
If Carroll views Alice's environment as a marvelous place (despite
its potential dangers), Thomas centers on the reality and jmmediacy
of these dangers in real 1ife and Isobel's mature world turns into

a ghostly reality.

With Mrs. Blood, the analogy is further deve1oped between
Alice and Mrs. Blood. In this novel, Thomas emphasizes more
significantly the resemblance between Mrs. Blood's and Alice's
personalities. The former declares: "Some days my name is

Mrs. Blood; some days it's Mrs. Thing" (p. 11) or "Sometimes the
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unreal me was followed by . . . slightly perfumed Indians . . .
but the real me walked alone along a sunless beach" (p. 180).
Likewises Carrol says of Alice that "this curious child [fis/
very fond of pretending to be two people" (p. 33). He further
stresses her identity dilemma:
Let me think: was I the same when I got up this
morning? . . . but if I'm not the same, the next
question is' "Who in the world am I?" Ah, that's
the great puzzle!: . . . I'm sure I'm not Ada
.« and I'msure I can't be Mabel . . . she's
she, and I'm I and--oh dear, how puzzling it all
ist (pp. 37-38).
Due to her constant changes in size, Alice at times feels
dis]ocated.11 She exclaims:
"Good bye, feet!" (for when she Tooked down at her
feet, they seemed to be almost out of sight, they
were getting so far off). "Oh, my poor little feet,
I wonder who will put on your shoes and stockings
for you now, dears? . . . I must be kind to them
. . or perhaps they won 't walk the way I want to
go. Let me see. I'11 give them a new pair of boots
evey Christmas" (p. 35).
This scene springs to Mrs. Blood's mind when she is in her hospi-
tal room: "My feet seem terribly far away and most unreliable
in relation to the heaviness which seems to envelop the rest of
me. I remember Alice's debate about how she would send Christmas
presents to her feet" (p. 121).
In addition, once in the hospital, she becomes aware that
on her boat trip to Africa she (unconsciously) dressed her child-
ren "as Alice and the White Rabbit for the fancy dress parade"

(p. 180). The excitement of launching into a new world made her

misread the signs scattered on her way which were forewords
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of an impending disaster provided she could "decipher” them.
Unfortunately, Mrs. Blood, like Isobel, or for that matter Alice,
admits her past failure at reading the inherent message of signs:

A1l the signs were there from the beginning if only
we had stopped to think. A dead man on each boat
. - . And at LeHavre a rope snapped off a capstan

with a terrible crack. Thattop. . . . So, first a
dead man and then a broken rope, And then another

dead man . . . . How could we have been so stupid?
. « .« o It was simply part of the romance and mystery
of the whole adventure . . . . It was Jjust another

thrill (pp. 18 - 21).

Her fascination for discovering the African land into which she
wants to "dive"i2 (p. 155)--as Alice does into the rabbit hole
--prevents her from evaluating her journey for what it is: a
real trip to a foreign land with its mysteries and dangers. In-
stead, Mrs. Blood chooses to identify with Alice on her incredi-
ble journey, so that anything that may happen "out of the way"
becomes part of the whole adventure. Just as Alice can watch the
Queen behead her enemies (pp. 105 - 17) without being emotionally
affected, Mrs. Blood can watch the dead bodies being carried
out of the boat without turning an eye (p. 19). As she says:
"Once you're well and truly down the rabbit hole nothing seems
incredible” (p. 19).

Thus, the heroine of Thomas' second novel mistakes Africa
for Wonderland and pays a heavy price for the illusion, by losing
her child. In other words, Thomas departs again partially from
her Carrollian model in the sense that she points out to the
reader her heroine's errors. Mrs. Blood, unlike Alice's
Adventures describes the overlapping of two journeys, the one to

Africa undertaken by the main character with her family--and
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which I shall call the "Alice-like" trip due to Mrs. Blood's ident-

ification with Alice --and the actual journey of the character

through pain and death in an African hospital. If the character
has first confused Africa for Wonderland she is however right to
view the hospital itself as a wonderland of madness. For the
most informing features of Wonderland are not--as Alice or Isobel
or Mrs. Blood first believed--newness and fun, but madness and
destructive chaos. Carroll chooses to deal humorously with

these notions although he is perfectly aware that they are in-
herent parts of reality. Thomas' characters have misread Alice's
Adventures, giving in to the illusion that all that happens to
Alice is easy. The author thus corrects this misleading
Carrollian approach to 1ife by making her characters undertake

a second journey in which they come--through a painful experience
--to a better understanding of their past errors and confusion.
While Mrs. Blood experiences the death of her child, she becomes
aware of the significance of the word "end," something she never
suspected before because of her Alice-like view of journeying:

“] see the tunnel now for what it really was--and yet I thought

then it was really the beginning" (emphasis added, p. 34).

Whether on the spatial or temporal levels, journeying is
composed of a beginning and an ends the oblivion--or denial--of
one of its elements (a perversion of the concept of journey) can

13 In the fairy-tale adventure of Alice,

only lead to disaster.
the heroine is not severely punished for her oblivion or mis-
understanding. On thecontrary, in Thomas' prose, Isobel or Mrs.

Blood or the main character of Blown Figures are heavily

penalized for their fear, ignorance or refusal to acknowledge
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the passage of time.
Hence, with Mrs. Blood, Thomas aims at teaching "all the
Alices" about the mad reality of 1ife and the impossibility of

escaping into fairy]and.l4

Blown Figures is dedicated to both Isobel and Alice. As in

Audrey Thomas' previous fiction, the analogy drawn between the
main character and Lewis Carroll's heroine serves to suggest
that we are dealing agsimwith the same character as in Songs and
Mrs. Blood and therefore it emphasizes the sense of unity of
character Thomas wishes to propose. I have also pointed to Ms.
Thomas' conscious repetitions of scenes from Mrs. Blood in

Songs.15 The same can be said of Blown Figures: references

are made in the novel to both the Isobel Cleary of Songs

(p. 285) and to the adult narrator of Mrs. Bloo Besides,

one of the epigraphs to Blown Figures, a quotation from Sir

Thomas Browne, reveals the function of Africa as a metaphor for
the mind's unsuspected possibilities, the unconscious, an

element already present in Mrs. Blood. 17
Allusions (under the form of direct quotations or scenes) to

Lewis Carroll's Alice books pervade Audrey Thomas' Blown
Figures. In this fiction, however, she relies more and more

heavily on Through the Looking Glass as it serves her purpose

more appropriately than Alice's Adventures. Queens abound in

the Alice books. Some are pleasant, compassionate creatures
(p. 125), others are pitiless, such as the Queen who wishes to
behead her enemies. Thomas warns Isobel and the reader against

"Queens who never make barga_ins:" (p. 121), suggesting "we are
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all the White Queen's pawn" (p. 126). She is the one who sets
the rules and has the power to destroy the game whenever she
feels like it.ls But one cannot forget either that at the end,

both of Alice's Adventures and The Looking Glass, Alice herself

becomes a queen with the powers pertaining to that rank.

Isobel is very often compared to Alice as she progresses in
her journey inland. The idea that Thomas' character moves in a
looking glass world is directly expressed by a quotation from
Lewis Carroll: "Oh what fun it'11 be, when they see me through
the glass in here and can't get at me!" (p. 128). In fact, onme
can surmise that some of the "steps" Alice takes across the

giant chessboard find an echo in Blown Figures. Isobel may be

said to encounter Humpty Dumpty, oneof Lewis Carroll's interesting
characters(p. 124) or the white and black kittens (p. 129).
Furthermore, Isobel can get angry the way Alice does in a fit of
impatience. Thomas states that "Isobel . . . saw herself break-
ing out, throwing plates, pulling on the faded tablecloth so that
all came crashing down" (p. 220). Alice's misadventure as she

gets on the train (pp. 217 ff) is reproduced in Blown Figures as

the stubborn Isobel refuses to pay more for the train ticket;; the
Guard whose anger she arouses appears as a scolding adult

figure (p. 143). Alice receives from "the gentleman dressed in
white paper" (p. 219) a kind warning, a gentleness also found in
the mysterious character who offers to help Isobel by paying

her train fare (p. 144). In fact Isobel's train ride is that of
Alice as we can read: "Poor Isobel, you'll have to go back from
here as luggage'!" (p. 307), a statement uttered by one of the

passengers (the Goat) on Alice's train ride (p. 219).
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Martin Gardner comments that Alice's journey through the
Looking Glass world represents the steps which--as a pawn--she
must cross in order to move to the next square..l9 The above
allusions to Isobel's "Alice-like" trip enable us to make a
similar statement about her: her train ride carries her to the
next square on the gigantic chessboard that inland Africa sudden-
ly designates, and the reader may try to integrate her chess
moves with the story. The journey through Africa which Isobel
undertakes becomes enriched by a new association: the chess
game imagery.Zd Journeying through Africa equates with making
moves on a chessboard in order to reach the other side where the
successful pawn becomes queen. According to the logic of Lewis

Carroll's chess game in The Looking Glass, once the white pawn

(Alice) gets to the other side, she captures the Red Queen,
ensuring the victory of the white pieces over the red ones.
Martin Gardner reveals the "faint moral" to Alice's victory in
the sense that "the white pieces are good . . . characters in
contrast to the fierce vindictive temperaments of the red pieces”
(emphasis added).21 However, as soon as Alice becomes queen,

she lets her temper explode in a fit of rage directed at the

Red Queen whom she fiercely seizes and punishes (p. 336).

And despite the fact that her original colour is white, her

ferocious attitude toward the Red Queen indicates that she

herself has put on the ( red) “"vindictive" attributes of her

.« -

opponent. ?2 Since Audrey Thomas draws a strong analogy of

character and situation between Blown Figures and The Looking

Glass,' ¥t may be profitable-to:examine 4he treatment the Can-
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adian writer gives her heroines. In this respect, aPJungian
approach to Thomas' novel will enable the reader to situate the

exact p]agg and function of Isobel. 23

As in Mrs. Blood, the heroine suffers from a sense of

fragmentation. The author explains:
She was dfsso]ving again. Her arm . . . had detached
itself and taken on a life of its own, a separateness
which terrified her . . . it was not her arm but some-
one else's arm . . . soon it would be her Tlegs that
would go E%nny, her other arm, her body . .
(p. 227).
This description reminds the reader of Alice's change of size
after eating a cake (p. 35). And again, as in Mrs. Blood, the
boat trip to Africa announces the beginning of her search.

For the reader to conceive of Isobel's journey as a water-
journey, through the unconscious, back to the origin of her loss
or fear is a task made easy for him by Audrey Thomas' conspicuous
use of Jungian concgpts. One can easily follow on a map the
different stages in Isobel's trip through Africa: Kumasi, the
city where her child dies (p. 110), Timbuctu, Dakar (p. 115), a
train trip (p. 138) which may take her to Bamako(p. 145), a
crossing of borders (p. 160) the taxi=gare at Ouagadougou (p.
164), the crossing of the Volta River (p. 459), then the arrival
at an old village (p. 509) where a ritual of exorcism is prac-
tised by an African priest on the white woman. However, this
device of enabling the reader to locate geographically the
places which Isobel crosses serves only as a pretext to divert

momentarily the reader's attention from what constitutes in

fact Isobel's "real" trip. What is real (and we are here at the
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heart of the "Looking Glass" world where everything becomes
actual, though in fact unreal, for an objective, reasonable
observer) is the journey as a waterfjourney undertaken by Isobel
to get rid of her "demons" (p. 33). In fact, as we progress
further inland with the character, "paradoxically" we encounter
more water until the water image becomes overpowering toward the
end of the novel.

The image of the water journey is introduced early in the
novel by the following passage: "Having made up their minds to
the journey, they were as twigs upon the water; they must let the
journey take them where it would" (p. 115). At the level of
Jungian interpretation, it reads as an exemplification of the
power of the unconscious to take over what is left of conscious-
ness and submerge it. For this reason, the character encounters
the peril of drowning and death. As the character is warned
many times against the "depth" of the river (pp. 163, 377) its
increasing "wideness" (p. 207), the water becomes charged with
negative connotations. The mysterious river that will later be
called by its real name, the Volta (p. 471), is described as a
"gray water" of a "strange grey color" with "dead trees" float-
ing along its course (p. 461). It is referred to as the myster-
ious "Quarra river" (p. 351), which becomes in the reader's
imagination another name for Styx, the underworld river guarded
by Charon (p. 462) which one crosses never to return. Ms.
Thomas's description fits the reader's imagination: “"the land-
scape was . . . almost surreal. Tops of dead trees stuck out of
the water like withered drowned arms, the flesh collapsed and

wrinkled . . . there was no sign of a ferry coming from the other
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side" (p. 461). It is not surprising that water as a metaphor

for the unconscious has such associations with death, when one
thinks of Jung's writing about the inherent danger for the

western mind in losing consciousness. The psychologist believes
the Eastern mind perfectly capable of "diving" into the uncon-
scious and coming back to "reality" while he warns Western men
about the possibility of death pertaining to such an experience.25
Audrey Thomas uses the semantic iteration of the water imagery
as a leitmotif, a rhythm and a warning.

Isobel has to cross the river in order to reach the village
(the sacred centre); she has to abandon herself first to the
powers of the unconscious before being able to undergo an
exorcism (pp. 509 ff). The trajectory of her trip registers a
curve inwards (rather than outwards), toward the center of crea-
tion, the nucleus (here the egg), putting her into contact with

the lost child (p. 514). And it seems that all the paths Isobel

has followed only lead her "back to a single point . . . to the
mandala" which is the center, "the exponent of all paths! 26 The
text reads as follows: "she was no longer afraid . . . .'I have

journeyed here,' she said, 'to get my destiny changed' " (pp. 521,
524). In other words, it looks as if the exorcism has enabled
Isobel to regain her self-hood and her child.

Unfortunately, the end of Thomas' novel does not reveal such
an easy solution to the problem. The reader is presented with twe diff -
ferent versions of the exorcism scene. In the first version,

"the dead baby began to cry helplessly and root at its dead

mother's empty breasts” and "the old man came forward again and
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spat in Isobel's open and howling mouth. Then there was nothing

but blackness before her eyes" (p. 514). In the second one
she was a witch, there was no doubt about . . . The
witch stole the wombs of women and the penises of men.
Crops failed; women aborted. A child was born with two
heads. Hard times fell upon the village. Isobel
remained elsewhere (p. 525).
The reader is left with an utter sense of destruction, the egg being
broken, 27who'leness being forever unachievable. Instead of see-
ing her destiny changed for the better, it is changed for the
worst. She is said to eat "the child in her womb" (p. 518), and
the priest admits: "It is too late, Isobel. The witches have
eaten up your Kra" (p. 524). It is also noteworthy that the
colour "white" that characterizes her at the begimaing of the
exorcism ritual (p. 514) changes progressively to red, an element
emphasized in my analysis of Alice. Red, the colour of blood and
sin here is strongly connected with witchcraft: ‘“she dreamt that
’someone brought her some red firewood and asked her to help light
it, but she was frightened by its redness and refused" (p. 517).
The same firewood is shortly after used again: "In their clay
fireplace they put a human finger for firewood and they pour
blood on it, but what they do to make it catch on fire I do not
know" (p. 536). Isobel turns into a witch because the exorcism
has fai]ed.28 A11 his 1ife and in his writing, Jung revered the
sacred and strived to reach "the mandala which represents the
monad, and corresponds to the microcosmic nature of the psyche."29
However, he was perfectly aware of the possibility of a failure.

Such a failure is contained in Thomas' novel. Thomas has sub-

mitted to the conception of time as the destroyer of the sacred,
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as the novel's postscript indicates: "Time: You monstrous mole.
Why are you doing this to me?" (p. 547). What the drums cease-
lessly repeat in the final exorcism scene is "Mmere dane dane
Mmere dane dane--Times change change" (p. 522), a phrasing about
the inevitability of the passing of time and Isobel's degradation
through time. This §s perhaps what characterizes most strikingly
Thomas' fiction: her concern for the notion of permanence
(expressed by narrative circularity) and its destruction by an
all-devouring Kronos.

Blown Figures draws a closer analogy between Alice and Isobel

than the two other novels and we discover that Alice and Isobel
are capable of wickedness and violence. Nevertheless, Isobel
appears as a pawn in Thomas' hands in the same way Alice is one
for Carroll. Both female characters represent the medium by

30 and as such have no other

which the narrative is performed
reality than that of a device, a "figure of speech." One must
recall Lewis Carroll's technique of inventing and adding new
stories to Alice's first adventures "on the way" in order to pro-
longe the entertainment of his 1little audience and that of Thomas
who declares: "According to the artist, the matto did not follow
fixed rules but tended to make them up as he went along; he also
had the power to destroy the game" (p. 384). She also declares:
"I can do anything I want with Isobel . . . frozen like this, as
in a snapshot, we pause for a minute to examine the scene"

(pp. 140-41).31 Isobel's adventures resemble Alice's through

the Looking Glass world and express the deeper reality of

narrative as a mechanism of embedding.'32
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Latakia, Audrey Thomas' last novel, contains a few Carrollian
elements. The first page of the novel opens on the description
of a Crete landscape and "a giant chess game outside Zorba's bar"
(p. 15). The game imagery borrowed from Carroll sustains one of
the dominant aspects of Rachel's relationship with Michagl. The
latter is said to be making the rules (pp. 63, 153) while the
narrator is progressively drawn towards madness and absurdity
(pp. 65, 168). The world that surrounds Rachel lacks so much
order that she sometimes confuses the other characters

with Carroll's famous figures. At times, Hester appears to

Rachel as "the cat in Alice in Wonderland" (p. 19) but on

another occasion Michael is the one that looks 1ike "the Cheshire
Cat" (p. 20). In her mental and narrative reconstruction of the
past, Rachel becomes capable of identifying herself with Alice
and thus dissociating herself from the past 'reality' of her
relationship with Michael/Hester. This process, which is one

of Thomas' structural devices, enables the heroine to re-situate
her love affair. If the narrator's book was meant to be a story
about a relationship, it eventually turns out to be a book about
a2 'landscape.' For what matters to Rachel is not so much "the
Relationship, the PROBLEM" (p. 21) as writing. In this sense,
Crete and the villagers, every minute, trivial incident becomes
part of the texture of the work. And the lovers only integrate
it as "just part of the landscape--they are shape, tone, movement
or lack of it), not STORY. The trees and rocks are just as impor-
tant" (p. 30). 33 Similarly, Alice tends to lose her centrality

as her adventures get intricately combined with those of the
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inhabitants of Wonderland or the Looking Glass world. She is,
to use Thomas' image, "just part of the landscape."

However, this is not to suggest that Alice has no power; if
she appears to be tossed around on the Queen's croquet ground
or during the tea-party, for instance, she eventually gains power
over the dominant figures of Wonderland or the Looking Glass
world. This reversal of roles also characterizes Rachel's sit-
uation towards Michael/Hester. The novel depicts her progres-
sive, deliberate detachment from a man who once looked like a
god to her (p. 33), but who eventually became an obstacle to her
art (p. 73). The topic of Latakia is not some autobiographical

material concerning Rachel/Thomas' ménage & trois with 'Michael’

but the attachment and devotion of someone to a demanding art:
novel writing (p. 124). Against the pseudo-mythical background
of Crete Tife with its tradition of women's servitude to man,
Rachel stands alone (p. 132) after rejecting the roles: "Man of
the House and Little Woman" (p. 43). Latakia is the narrative

of a deconstruction, that of a male-oriented tradition that fails
to see "all the great female powers." "In the beginning Europe
had no gods, only goddesses" (p. 49), and yet the tradition
Michael descends from is based on the belief that "“the great god

Pan" is still alive when in fact he is not (p. 90). Thus, the
Alice motif which runs through Latakia plays an important func-

tion in regards to the reader's understanding of Rachel 's adventures.

By crossing the frontier between the concrete and fictive

worids, Alice must be prepared to meet any extraordinary event.
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It is the privilege of fiction to open the doors to imagination
and dream. The reversal of rules3? that the fall into the rabbit
hole provides enables Carroll's or Thomas' characters to see mad-
ness as actuality. If Isobel Cleary in Songs discovers from a
foreign perspective the chaotic reality of the asylum, where
there are no rules, except those fleeting ones made up by
Carrollian figures, Mrs. Blood or Thomas' other characters exper-
ience that madness in their own lives through their dissociating
encounter with pain and loss. Furthermore, madness is not only a
"type" of behaviour, it is also an autonomous code/language in-
accessible to the non-initiate, but perfectly comprehensible for
the one who uses it. Thomas and Carroll both offer to the reader
a wide variety of examples which illustrate this latter point and
which will be developed fully in the second chapter of the
present study.

‘Throughout this analysis, I have emphasized the function of mad-
ness and chaos in Thomas' and CarroT's writings. The development
of these points of concern in their fiction is closely dependent
on the fact that the main character is in all cases a female one,
who manages to perform a reversal of situation to her advantage
precisely by using madness and chaos which man has traditionally
attributed to the female. Alice's "unbecoming" triumph (as a
well-behaved child) over the Red Queen or Isobel's metamorphosis
into a witch are good examples of role reversals successfully
achieved by female protagonists with the help of 'disorder.' A
brief historical survey of female symbolic inversion is therefore

appropriate here for the reader to notice the affinity of Thomas for
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Carroll.

Women's disorderliness is a recognized, accepted part of
human history, which the feminist movements have exploited and
adapted to their purpose in order to propagate women's liberation.
Natalie Zemon Davies traces in her article, "Women on top:
Symbolic Sexual Inversion and Political Disorder in Early Modern
Europe,"35 the history of women's wildness back to the Garden
of Eden, then through a male-oriented European society to our
modern times. She emphasizes the fact that the female position
in society has, at all times, been used to symbolize hierarchical .. .
subordination, but also violence and chaos.36 The topos of women
on top, mastering male monsters, is traditionally viewed as a
most enjoyable type of sexual inversion (switches in sex roles)

a form of culture play that expresses the inner turmoils of an
oppressed society longing for change and revolution. In other
words, the function of the unruly woman is to express a temporary
release from traditional and stable hierarchy and may favour a
change in the basic distribution of power within society§7
Thus, the disorderly woman becomes the embodiment of the social
critic. These elements can serve to inform adequately Thomas'
and Carroll's fiction.
Inasmuch as the internal situation of the Alice books is viewed

as a reproduction of the conflicts of Carroll's time between

adult authority and the world of childhood, the closing episodes

of both Alice's Adventures and The Looking Glass witness Alice's

assuming control of the cituation, of power (she, after all, has

become queen)andherdedsiontgjudge the Red Queen proportionally
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to her mischief. This sound and safe fashion of letting Alice's
growing frustration in the face of political authority and
tyranny burst into a fit of destructive rage and turn into an
effective vengeance (the Red Queen is squeezed into a kitten)
embodies the type of "symbolic inversion" I have Jjust described.
Alice's (female) disorderliness and rebellion bring about a
"temporal release from temporal hierarchy." Accordingly, the
distribution of power exemplified in the world of Wonderland is
drastically reversed by Alice as she gets "on top." Her success
is an outlet for the frustration of the weak (here the child)
confronted by the powerful (the Red Queen).

It is also important and relevant to bear in mind that if
Alice (child) upsets the socio-political order of Wonderland
(authority), freeing herself from subordination, the Red King
(male) is perhaps the one who dreamt it, namely who dreamt the
overthrow of the Red Queen (female). From a historical perspec-
tive this reversal characterizes the reality of the Victorian era
as a matriavchal society under the governing of a powerful figure.
Yet, from a psychoanalytical vantage point, it reads as the
projection of a frustration and it serves to cast an interesting
Tight on the nature of the king's (Carroll's) <dentification
with a child, his submission to authoritative powers and concom-
itant revolt on the one hand, and the king's (Carroll's) dislike
of queens (women) on the other, a fact well known to Carrollian
critics. In this sense, Alice appears as one of the writer's
spokesmen and masks.

With the same perspective in mind, we can say, then, that the
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female characters of the female writer Audrey Thomas, display a
propensity for reversing efficiently their roles towards men.
Isobel Cleary has a sexual experience in which she enjoys herself
while her partner keeps his desire under control. Mrs. Blood

betrays both Jason and Richard, the heroine of Blown Figures

"sTeeps with other men" but denies her unfaithfulness and dis-
appears instead of coming back to Jason, i.e., as a submissive,
apologetic cured wife. The Rachel of Latakia sheds Michael 1like
an old skin after cunningly hurting his pride by comparing him to
a small dog: "What a small dog in such abig box" (p. 22). The
overall impression that Thomas' female characters are the inno-
cent victims of their male partners is intentionally misleading.
The writer breaks the conventional molds of the relationship
between man and woman and liberates her heroines from overpower-
ing, unjustified bonds. But simce woman's sexual unruliness is
also symbolic of sociopolitical disorder, her triumph eventually
signifies a release from social frustrations, not to mention
rigid societal structures. The deviance of Thomas' and Carroll's
characters serves to make tolerable, on the collective level, the
imposed order of society; also, on a personal level, it helps to
make their dramatic situation more acceptable. Alice--as one of
Carroll's masks--accepts her deficiencies and physical or
psychological shortcomings while Isobel--as Thomas' mask--manages
to cope with her motherly guilt and her marriage breakdown. As
outsiders, Alice or "the Isobels" of Thomas have found in the
male/female role reversal something that "gives their outsider-

ness a name." That naming, Bruce Jackson stresses,"permits them
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to sur‘vi\;re."'38

Accordingly, the affinities between Thomas' and Carroll's
fiction may lie in this unique attempt at naming a certain out-
siderness, their characters' (or their own) in 1ife?9 Further-
more, both writers are quite unique in their treatment of madness
or communication failure from a linguistic perspective. Studies
have been written on the semiotic aspect of Carroll's writings.
In the second chapter of this thesis I shall draw pa_rallels be-
tween Carroll's and Thomas' texts from this particular angle and
show the prominence of Thomas' concern for language in her writ-

ings.



Chapter Two

Language Play in Thomas: The Wonderland of Words

A11 fresh is glass and shatters at the touch of a
barbarian finger

I am Syrious. We are al’. alike

And I can still remember . . . Jack . . . standing
outside the New trying to decide .,..1
Confronted with these passages from Thomas' fiction the

reader faces the choice either of concluding that they are print-
ing errors (one expects something other than "fresh" in the first
case, "Syrian" or "serious" but not "Syrious" in the second case
and at least a noun to follow "the New" in the third one) or
nonsensical statements. However, these are not without precedent
in the literary tradition, when one recalls for instance the
writing of James Jo_yce.2 In fact, at times AudreyThomas borrows
Joyce's parody of religious ritual as in the following passage:
"And Rosie is the riveter who nailed me there as a totem in front
of the door. And he said why seek ye a living among the bread.
He is not here; he has risen.“3 However, Joyce has beeen pre-
ceded, at least in the Enalish literary tradition, by Lewis
Carroll who, as I have shown in the first chapter of this
study, has exerted a strong influence on Audrey Thomas. Robert

Sutherland's extensive analysis of the language in Lewis
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Carroll's tales has served to demonstrate Carroll's "serious con-
cern with the nature and functions of linguistic signs, and with
the language phenomena that create obstacles to communication.”4

Thus, in Alice's Adventures, the Duchess states: “Never imagine

yourself not to be otherwise than what it might appear to others
that what you were or might have been was not otherwise than
what you had been would have appeared to them to be otherwise"
(p. 122). The syntax of this statement is so confused by repeti-
tions of negative constructions that Alice remains baffled and
therefore fails to understand its meaning. Similarly, 6ne comes

across the following paragraph in Blown Figures which, needless

to say, echoes some of Lewis Carroll's experiments with sentence

structure.

If you want to buy a thing when you come to the market,
whether a horse, or an ass, or cow, or camel, or ram,

or goat, or hen, or guinea-fowl, or ostrich, or mule,

or of the nature of clothes, or a burnous, or cloak, or
tobe with ornamental hems, or strips of cloth, or a
second-hand shirt, or a cap, or trousers, or wide-legged
trousers, or cloth, or a striped shawl, or any implement
of work, or a saddle or stirrup, or girth, or saddle
cloth, or bit of reins, or spurs or some thing you wish
to buy ?  (p. 439)

I propose in this chapter to demonstrate Thomas' thorough know-
Tedge of Lewis Carroll's technique of language by bringing to
light the linguistic elements in her fiction.5
On many occasions in the Alice books, Lewis Carroll resorts
to punning which he sees as a "Victorian vice." It is well here
to define a pun as a "verbal joke . . . created by the conscious

I16

use of an equivocal word to produce an ambiguity. Sutherland

further specifies:
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This word will have at least two distinct meanings,
each of which will profoundly affect the meaning of
the total utterance. For the joke to be successful,
the ambiguity of the key word must be recognized, the
alternative meanings of both the werd and the utter-
ance must be isolated and then juxtaposed in the
interpreter's mind.”

When studying puns in Thomas' writing I shall abide by this
definition of punning.

In Alice's Adventures, misinterpretation of the equivocal

word "more" causes an argument between Alice and the Hatter (p.

101). In The Looking Glass, the same happens between Alice and

Humpty Dumpty due to their different interpretation of the word
"why" (p. 263) or again, between Alice and the White Knight
about the word "off" (p. 314). There is no way to avoid a mis-
understanding if one of the characters fails to know the other
meaning(s) of the uttered word, since there exists only one
possible pronunciation for each of these words. Whether "why"
has a causal sense or merely means "for what purpose,"8 its
phonetic transcription remains /[waiJ.

In Thomas, puns are also used to create a sense of confusion
and a difficulty at establishing proper communication. For in-
stance, the word "can" may be a modal verb or a familiar word
for washroom. Because the receiver refuses to acknowledge the
first meaning of the word, the issuing conversation in Mrs. Blood
becomes a Carrollian debate: " 'Can I call my husband?' (And
the voice of the second grade teacher, 'Of course you can. What
you mean is may I go to the washroom.') 'I will call him.' "

(p. 48). However, the parentheses here indicate Thomas' deliber-

ate inclusion of a past event (the answer of her ex-teacher) in
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order to pinpoint her present awareness of the punning nature of
“can." 9

The word "kid" possesses an equally equivocal nature since it
may refer either to the goat's offspring or to a human infant.

Thomas exploits the ambiguity particularly well in Blown Figures

when she states repeatedly: "A goat here has given birth to a
three-legged kid . . ." (p. 58), "Her child was dead . . . her
little goat escaped . . ." (p. 34), and "The child was dead . . .
my little goat escaped” (p. 93).lo Again the author is aware of
the existence of at least two meanings to this word and she fur-
ther emphasizes the shift of meaning it assumes in the marrator's
confused mind by using the verb "escaped" which is applicable
to both animal or child behavior.
As she lies on her hospital bed, Mrs. Blood ponders over the
falseness of her relationship with Jason:
I lie
You lie
Come love lie
beside me lie
Your lies
Beside me . . .
How many lies, then,
have we laid together
Come (pp. 172-73).
Thomas interweaves skilfully both meanings of "lie" from "to tell
Ties" and "to lie down" to denounce her character's bitterness at
the pretense of love.
In each case examined above, Thomas proves to be perfectly

aware of the nature of words to be equivocal and thus misunder-

stood. But unlike Carroll who largely uses puns to create a
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humorous effect, Thomas does so to enforce irony. The only
example of a pun produced for the mere sake of joking one may
note in Thomas' novels is to be found in Mrs. Blood: "We sat all

afternoon in_the Place of the Two Fish" (emphasis added, p. 65),

which may read as a Tocation but may sound as "in the place of
the two fish" (no capitals).

If misunderstanding or ambiguity may be created out of an
equivocal word, it may also arise from playing with homophones,
"different words which sound the same."11 In this case, the type
of lexical ambiguity produced depends on speech as it is quite
impossible to catch the sound of a written word. 12 jewis Carroll

resorts to this device in Alice's Adventures,the most famous

example being that of the tale/tail /Teil7 conversation between
Alice and the mouse (p. 50). The result of such confusion is
another misunderstanding also based on homophonic ambiguity. The
text reads: "I had not: cried the mouse, sharply and very angri-
1y. 'A knot! said Alice, already to make herself useful . .
'Oh, Tet me help to undo it! ' " (p. 52). Precisely because the
negation 'not' is orally emphasized, it appears phonetically in
its "strong form" as /nst7 which is also the transcription for
"knot." Hence, communication breaks down between the two
characters with the mouse feeling insulted "by /Alice’ talking
such nonsense!" (p. 52).

One can evaluate the effect produced by such sound confusion
in Carroll's tales to range from comic to grave, with an emphasis
on the part of the author on the humorous aspect. If Audrey

Thomas also uses homophonic ambiguity the inst&nces remain
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scarce. One may quote from Mrs. Blood a piece of nonsense partly
based on the homophonic ambiguity of write/right /[rait/: "It
is very meat and write to do so" (p. 212), when the in-
tended meaning may have been: "It is very meet and right to do
so ." Contrarily toCarroll, Ms. Thomas does not give out the two
terms that create the ambiguity. Her purpose is to let the
reader discover for himself the origin of the nonsense (the
existence of an identically pronounced word spelt "right," for
instance), forcing him into comprehending the fragility of human
communication based on language and thus understanding better the
nature of her character's baffiement in the face of the extra-
ordinary events with which she copes. The other instance of
homophonic ambiguity in Thomas' novel, Songs, may engender ridi-
cule. To the question "Jenny who?" corresponds the answer
"Jennytalia" (p. 196). Both the personal name "Jenny" and the
first part of the word '"genitalia" are pronounced [ﬁseni7. One
can only infer that Thomas sees the last name "Talia" as pro-
nounced ideéntically to the latter part of "genitalia, i.e.
[teilia/. If this play on sound here may seem gratuitous and
be considered as bad taste, it is enough to recall that every
phone book has its "Jewell, Princess, Cockburn, Krapp, Pear," to
name but a few! Abnormality, if ever, is part of our daily
existence.

When Alice examines the possibility of her being on the other
side of the globe "among people that walk with their heads down-
wards," the word that springs to her mind is "The Antipathies”

(p. 28), which obviously indicates the little girl's lack of
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knowledge of geographical terms. The context fortunately points
to the correct word "antipodes." If the spelling of the former
is quite distinct from the spelling of the latter, their pronoun-
ciation is almost identical: /aen'tipsQ0iZ7 vs [aen'tipadi:z].
The difference is only one of vowel length (i/i:) and conson_an-
tal difference (dental fricative/alveolar p]osive).13 Such a
mistake can only provoke the reader's amusement. Similar

errors in pronuaciation arid spelling are encountered among

the Canadian writer's characters.

Thomas quotes the newscaster'suseof a neologism “murrying”
for "murdering" and "disgusted" /dis'gastid/ for "discussed"
[dis'kast/. In the first example, the sense of the utterance is
not particularly affected by mispronunciation, though it clearly
reveals the newscaster's "sloppiness" of statement, something Ms.

14 In the second case however,

Thomas condemns as inadmissible.
the sense of the utterance is changed to the point that complete
failure of understanding could follow. To say, as Joyce makes

his character say in Finnegan's Wake, "shave me" éyéivmi] instead

of "save me" [Seivmi7, "where an added dimension of meaning is
imposed upon the original utterance," leads to the breaking down
of communication. !®
Some of Thomas' characters fall prey to uttering nonsense as
a consequence of using an improper phoneme. In itself, a pho-
neme means nothing and conveys no particular information, but by
addition of one phoneme to another the level of the morpheme is

reached, a tool for the construction of a sentence. The function of

the phoneme is one of differentiation. It is because the phonemes/p/,
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/t/s /b/ are different that the morphemes 'pin,' 'tin,' 'bin' are
different from each other.16 The confusion of the phoneme /r/ of
“fresh" [Tref] for the phoneme /1/ of “flesh" [FlefJ in Mrs.
Blood's assertion: "All fresh is glass" (p. 66), renders her
comment all the more whimsical as the presence of an adjective is
not expected or attested to in such a position in common English.
"Fresh"-as-a-noun here is a neologism' In addition, the intend-
ed import "AT1 flesh is glass . . ." could not be guessed by the
reader without the help of an iteraﬁion of the correct sentence

17 On another'occa-

in other places of the novel (pp. 59, 217).
sion, Thomas means to produce a comics=ironic effect by simply
dismissing the first two phonemes of the word "grass" fara:s/
so that the resulting morpheme becoﬁes "ass" fa:s], an appropri-
ate shift if one considers Michael's constant switching back and

8 This is also true of Mrs.

forth between Esther and Rache1.1
Blood's conscious antiphilosophical statement: "I stink there-
fore T am" (p. 21), where the ironic effect is acquired through
an opposition of phonemes /s+t/ vs /8/--which produces words
semantically antithetical: stink vs think. One can only praise
Ms. Thomas' for this clever invention which sustains one of the
main aspects of her fiction, that is, the treatment of women as
inferior and as closer to the "messythings of 1ife" than men.

It becomes apparent then that Audrey Thomas is careful in her
choice of "errors in pronunciation or spe]h’ng"19 and that she
prefers to the mere aeologism ("murrying”) the pronunciation of an

existing word which will convey a different meaning than the one

intended and enrich somewhat the text of her fiction.
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"Diseased" /[di'zi:zd] becomes "De-ceased" [Hi'si:st],zo stressing
the foetus' health degradation and termination. "Killed" /kildy
turns into "chi]]ed"ZI[%jﬁlq], an adjective apt to describe the
cold that accompanies death. Furthermore, in Latakia the guide's
poor English is responsible for an interesting mistake. He says
that the king was buried in "thefatal position" (p. 170), uncon-
sciously unearthing the paradox of Tife (foetal /fi:t17) and
death (fatal [Teitl/). Unlike puns which aim at obtaining a
comical effect, and which Ms. Thomas does not fancy, these pecu-
1iar games played by the author most originally and effectively
with sound-sense errors, serve to obtain a dramatic or ironic
effect or introduce the reader to the semantic connotations between
apparently different words. In this respect, it comes ac no
surprise to the reader that Mrs. Blood speaks of "doing our
exorcises" [fekss:saisiz/ (p. 68) a neologism when used as a
noun to refer to water-exercises ['eksasaisiz/, since our know-
ledge of the theme of exorcism-practise in Thomas' writing has
made us quite aware of its inner relation to the water element.
The above quotation also helps to pinpoint the narrator's con-
fused identity and her awareness of the need she has of exorcism.

Jason ceaselessly says of Isobel that she vexits" ['egzits/
when he in fact means "exists" [ég'zists];z2 yet his mistake
still makes sense to the reader who is aware of Isobel's
successive "exitings" from her married life, away from her home-
land and other responsibilities.

There are a few examples where such “errors in pronunciation

or spe]ling" are used by Thomas to parody religion in a Joycean
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manner. 1 shall quote from Mrs. Blood: "This is the bloody and
bawd of Christ which was riven for thee" (pp. 21, 193). Theuse of
the derogatory term "bawd" /[ba:d7 for "body" [badi] is here
juxtaposed to "bloody" by the conjunction of coordination "and".
Because of the very nature of the grammatical morpheme "and," one
expects the juxtaposition of two nouns, i.e. blood and bawd/body.
If English common usage records the form “"the nice and pretty
girl" for instance, it does not tolerate ‘ﬁme nice and girl" no
more than ﬁihis is the nice and pretty."23 Hence the problem
arises here because of the association of an adjective (bloody)
to a noun (bawd) on the syntagmatic axis of the utterance when
one would expect two words of the same grammatical nature, and
here two nouns. The fact that "bawd" supersedes "body" is sig-
nificant in the sense that Audrey Thomas often refers to Christ
as a feminine figure rather than a male one. Th pugh "riven" is
here possible 24 it may well be that the intended morphemewas
"given."25
Hence, someof'the displayed confusions are created by dis-
torting or changing a (sound of) consonant in initial, middle or
final position in the word. As previously shown, on other
occasions, the confusion arises from a change in (sounds of)
vowels, long or short, or diphtongs. While Lewis Carroll uses
this device for comical purposes, without necessarily establish-
ing a meaningful connotation between the two elements (for
instance, antipathies vs. antipodes), Thomas aims at emphasizing
the irony or the tragic of a given situation or utterance. She

adapts Lewis Carrol's skill to her purpose and displays more
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facility in this particular field of "errors in spelling or
pronunciation" than Lewis Carroll as she not only replaces a word
by another one similar in sound, but also by one whose meaning is
connected-at some level-to the one replaced, a process which we
could call "semantic gradation." This judicious way of pervert-
ing the pronunciation and meaning of given words (for example,
"think" becomes "stink," "grass" becomes "ass," etc.) serves to
substantiate or give stronger support to her ideas and themes.
Like Lewis Carroll, Audrey Thomas also plays with portmanteau
words which supposedly contain in their signification "the
individual significations of the words which compm‘se"26 them.

The Jabberwocky poem of The Looking Glass serves to offer the

reader an amusing 1ist of such coined words.27 Thomas takes
after Carroll in an attempt to create "blends," in which two
words may be pronounced or written simultaneously. Thug, the
boat "Jezobel" in Songs (p. 134) is named after Isobel and Jane28
In Mrs. Blood, the verb "shatters" (p. 66), though an existing

English verb, may be seen as a compound of "scatters" and

"tatters" (p. 59). The neologism "Syrious® in Latakia
(p. 171) is also a blend of “Syrian" and "serious" and seems
to'be used io imply a lack of seriousness on. the part of the
speaker. In addition, it justifies Rachel's anéer at the

uselessness of attempting communication. As she says:-.. -

Oh, the whole QUestion of language, of communication,
it's impossible ... We invent alphabets and language
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systems in order to make things;c1ear;; But it doesn't really
help. Once you get beyond letters, into words, into
emotions and ideas, it doesn't help at all . .
Nothing ever changes . . . people who speak the same language
don't even speak the same language. You. Me. All just
make the same sounds (p. 171).
In this respect the declaration made by the Duchess to Alice in Alice's
adventures, "Take care of the sense, and the sounds will take care
of themselves" (p. 121) proves to be insufficient to establish
proper communication and understanding. Sutherland points to the
necessity for the speaker te
select the proper sound-sequences and express them in a
form that will not mislead his listeners. In other
words, it is not sufficient for a speaker to 'take care
of his own sense' (i.e., to determine what he wishes to
convey) and frame his utterance so as to be clear to
himself, paying fno special heed to the signs which are
to represent his thought to others.
What Thomas eventually denounces through the use of "blends"
is the degradation of language, its progressive entropy. The
result of the deterioration of human communication can be found
in the story of the 1ife of Thomas' characters. They suffer from
a sense of fragmentation and fail in their attempts to communi-
cate with the outside world. The normal trajectory from "I" to
"You'30 which language communication usually describes becomes
distorted and the characters wander from "I" to "I." In this
sense, madness is a consequence of the failure to establish prop-
er understanding between human beings. Madness is not only a
differential behavior but a differential language, a language

that chooses its own sense — sound rules and appears inaccessible

to the non-initiate. Thomas views madness as a metaphor for
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actuality since our world is a linguistically fragmented universe
where each individual talks his or her own language without pay-
ing attention to the meaning conveyed. Each of Thomas' female
characters is strongly individual, isolated from‘others, trying
to break the circle of her isolation. My contention is that
Thomas writes as much about language as about, say, Isobel. In
fact, I believe her characters and stories are the means by which
she makes her point about language. ’Lewis Carroll points to the
ambiguous nature of utterances or sound-sequences or to the in-
herent danger of using improper diction by putting his heroine in
ambiguously amusing situations; Thomas denounces the same thing
by putting her heroine in sometimes dramatic situations, on the
verge of personality dissolution.

"Homophonic gradation" is another way of showing the sound-
process by which the meaning of an utterance finds itself
thwarted, sometimes to the point that an initial x sentence be-
comes a final z sentence, without any connection between the two.
Sutherland quotes an interesting 1little poem from Carroll to a
younger brother and sister which exemplifies this type of commun-
ication failure through distortion of sounds. The first five
lines are here relevant:

Tutor: What is twice three?
Scout: What's a rice tree?

Sub-Scout: When is ice free?
Sub-sub-Scout: What's a nice f%ﬁ?

1

Pupil (timidly): Half a guinea!

By the time the receiver (pupi])gets the question from the sender

(tutor) it has been so distorted that the answer given ("half a
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guinea") makes no sense. Thomas herself explores the extent to
which sound sequences become distorted and for this purpose she
sometimes resorts to the use of another language, namely French.

Here are a few examples borrowed from Blown Figures: "Nous

allons/Noose alone/Nurse along" (p. 173) or "Heure H" (p. 69), SRR
which stands for "her age"; even the African invocation"Mmere

dane" (p. 282) sounds (for+tuitously?) like the French "Mere

damnée."

Among other devices, Lewis Carroll uses etymology in order
to justify and explain his invention of portmanteau words in the
Jabberwocky poem. When Thomas uses etymology, it appears almost
as a last recourse in an effort to circumscribe the "real" mean-
ing of a word which common usage has spoilt. In Mrs. Blood she
uses this device twice, once to establish a link between grave,
an Mexcavation to receive a corpse," and gravid, "pregnant"

(p. 150) and the other time to establish a connection between
vulture, "a vulture" and vulnerable. In the light of this
explanation, Mrs. Blood can assert: "I am vulnerable; I am
allied to vulture" (p. 207). It is no surprise to the reader
then to see the vulnerable patient falling prey to "circling
vultures." At other times, she simply uses definitions to the
same effect.32

Nonsense or communication failure is effected through the
sound/sense distortions of lexical units or phrases. However,
larger linguistic units such as whole sentences can be affected

by syntactical deficiencies and made incomprehensible as well. 1

have shown how it is grammatically incorrect to juxtapose two
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words of a different grammatical nature by means of a conjunction

of coordination. In Blown Figures, further examples of syntactical

mistakes are discovered. I should like to pay attention to two part- .
icular instances of obscured import due to the lack of referential
and/or structural meaning. The first one reads as follows: "“The liz-
ard does not eat pepper and sweat break out on the frog"(p. 340). The
idiom may work as a parable in Thomas' prose, signifying that whoever
does the act suffer the consequence. However, this passage presents
some problems for the reader unacquainted with the idiom. The sent-
ence then appears out of context and its meaning remains enigmatical.
Normally, the function of the anaphorous determiner "the" for both 33
lizard and frog is to convey the implication that both creatures are
known to the speaker and the reader. Yet, if the latter is not familiar
with the writer's referential world, he will fail to understand and
establish the proper relation between the passage and the remainder
of the text. Hence, this example can also serve to pose the larger
guestion of the relation between the artist and his audience.

The other instance of obscured statement in Blown Figqures

is the following: "the serpent hangs between the two apples:
Knowledge and Life and Death" (p. 284). The difficulty here is
due to the lack of logic pertaining to numbers; indeed the two
apples are expected to be "Knowledge and Life" or "Knowledge and

Death" or "Life and Death," but not "Knowledge and Life and Death,"
because that is one too many! It may be assumed that the speaker views
“Knowledge and Life" as only "one apple" or "1ife and Death" as

another 'apple," yet since nothing in the text makes it clear
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for the reader, we are forced to conclude to the speaker's
failure at expressing a clear idea. In Mrs. Blood also, there
is an example of obscured import caused by lack of structural or
referential consistency. When Mrs. Blood recalls "Jack . .
standing outside the New" (p. 85), one expects something else
than an adjective in nominal function after the definite article.
If "the rich," "the poor," "the blind," "the English," are
recorded forms of English usage, such is not the case of "%he
New’ Perhaps Thomas means to warn the reader
against sloppy statements but she may also be pointing to the
Tack of inherent logic of language, despite the use of "grammati-
cal rules." Besides, someone who suffers a sense of dissociation
from reality, who feels alienated from the outside world cannot
be required to be always consistent with her language. Thus an
incomplete sentence may be the mirror reflection of an incomplete
thought. Mrs. Blood is aware of it as she asserts: "A sentence
is a group of words expressing a complete thought. But there
are sentences and sentences" (p. 196). In a world Thomas de-
picts as chaotic, where individuals are on the verge of dissolu-
tion, sentences are not always what grammarians want them to be.
Audrey Thomas tries to stress the importance of proper
statements and diction for human communication to be possible.
As she explores all the aspects of the problem, she realizes
that the entropy of language is in part due to our lack of effort
at making things clear. But there are also deeper psychological
motifs to the ineffectuality of language communication, which is

demonstrated through the story of her main character. Suffering
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from a neurosis, she fails to act according to the strict rules
imposed by the outside world when precisely she has rejected that
outside world. Thomas is also concerned with the extent to

which a chaotic civilization can only produce a language devoid
of solid structures. It is indeed difficult to assess which
comes first and leads to the other's deterioration: the decline
of a civilization or that of a language.

Thomas denounces our habits of constantly lying about the
nature of reality by hiding beneath nice words what is considered
as dirty. Such is the case of words relating to sex, women's
pregnancy, the body's natural functions, etc. . . . And in
particular, the author signals our failure to educate equally men
and women about these topics. Her fiction points to many in-
stances in which eup_hemisms34 are employed to avert a direct
contact with the "thing" described. The Isobel Clearyof Songs
is taught to feel dirty about her own body so that special derog-
atory terms are used to describe menstruation: "the curse,"”
"falling off the roof," "getting your grandmother." And she adds:

Parts of the body and bodily functions had nicknames as
well. A vagina was a 'tookie,' a penis (although
rarely mentioned) a 'teakettle,' a bowel movement a
‘grunter' or a 'daily duty.' It was all very coy and
somehow dirty (p. 64).
Thomas' frustration reaches a pitch of anger as she questions the
reasons for the silence that surrounds "pain and birth and

35 Mrs. Blood is her spokesman when she asks: "What do

blood."
you call your periods, among yourselves? What do you feel about

virginity, sex, contraception?" (p. 83). Women, like black
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people are treated as inferior, dirty and Thomas cries out
against their state of négritude in our world. Thomas often
describes a strong enmity between her female and male protago-
nists. The Rachel of Latakia cannot but proclaim her freedom
against her lover Michael and all that he represents: a misogy-
nist, male-oriented world. She opts for her own freedom, her
right to be a writer rather than submit to the stereotype Michael
wants to impose on her. Instead, Hester (his wife) can assume
that role of "mother" to him. Rachel's monologue reveals both
her dilemma and her decision:
Perhaps one of the reasons I get so angry at Hester
. . . is because she has made a choice which I am no
longer free to make. She has chosen you over the
pursuit of her art. For me, that is no longer a possi-
bility. I want both (love and art), but I can't give
up the secondfor the first . . . . That's [love, . . .
'Tis woman's whole existence] what men want to think,
that's what they need to think, especially men like
you--egotists--ambitious and so very insecure. Hester
really is the perfect wife for you . . . . She is the
wife as mother (your mother) " (p. 73).
Thomas contends that in our world, women live in a ghetto, fear-
ing to name their own bodies. Made to feel dirty about their
own nature (which is due to an extent to the influence of Chris-
tianity on our way of thinking--something Thomas fights against
by ridiculing the religious ceremonial), women try to mas_guerade
it by constructing a "clean, well-lighted mythology" made of

ll36

"ladies' magazines, which is only an escape from reality.

Thomas makes Mrs. Blood explain:

L<fe as it should lived. Flowers on the dinner table
Escape literature, or is it really? Is it not
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sadism of a particularly nasty kind? Can you live up
to this woman or that dress or this complicated recipe?
And of course, you can't." (p. 67).

While euphemisms prevent access to understanding women's nature,

Isobel Cleary in Songs yearns "over the bright and shiny mothers

in the Journal and Woman's Home Companion, slim-waisted, beauti-

fully groomed . . . or out walking with their golden daughters
.. ." {(p. 65). It is interesting at this point to turn to

Sutherland's explanation of the use of euphemisms:

When the emotional associations surrounding a given
thing are extended to the word which symbolises it, men
often will avoid using the word because of the emotional
shock it has come to provide for them as individuals
and for other men. Words symbolizing "taboo" referents
may themselves thus come to be "taboo." When this has
occurred and the thing symbolised by the word must for
some reason be made an object of discourse, men often
resort to euphemism--the substitution of a less emotion-
ally-charged word for the one of strong and unde_sirable
affective connotations.

Lewis Carroll shows in a humorous manner how words can put on

a euphemistic value; for instance, in Alice's Adventures the

words "dog," "cat," or "chatte! are so negatively loaded for the
mouse that he reacts with violence and anger at the mere mention
of these nouns by Alice (p. 42). Thomas shows how euphemisms
operate in more serious contexts and thereby denounces woman's
situation, attacking pretense and the literature that embodies
pretense, "Escape Literature" as Mrs. Blood calls it, that of
"Jadies' magazines." In contrast to the false language and real-
jty they display, Thomas sets up the story of her heroines who
make attempts at talking openly about their feminity. Songs,

Mrs. Blood, Blown Figures and Latakia are thus to be viewed as
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a form of literature that takes arms against a bourgeois
literature and a bourgeois ideal. In Songs, Isobel Cleary in
particular discovers the ridicule of her "aesthetics of the
beautiful" when she tries to offer roses--an image of the
beautiful--to one of the patients of the mental ward, ironically
named Bea‘tm‘ce;38 The patient's head
fell forward into the petals. Then she sat up again and
trembling, wrenched off some of the petals and put them
in her mouth. Chewed them. Swallowed them. Picked
off some more . . . [/so that] by the end of the week
she haa eaten every one of them (p. 165).
The moral of the story, as it were, is that the "aesthetics of the
beautiful" is superseded by the aesthetics of ugliness, dirt,
pain, what Rachel in Latakia will later call "the aesthetics of
the flesh" (p. 171). The Surgical Ward of the mental asylum in
Songs provides Thomas with a metaphor for the way in which art
should be performed;
Watching operations became like watching a ballet.
There was such timing, such precision, sueh control. I,
who had lived most of my life in chacs and disorder
. . found in the OR a beauty and self-control that was
created out of pain, ugliness and decay . . . Inside
[the operation room/ the doctors were transiated into
gods (p. 199).
And indeed, Thomas' art meets the above criteria.

If the reader gets arrested in his reading by the apparent

chaotic structure of Blown Figures or the display of nonsensical

utterances, neologisms, errorsin pronunciation or spelling and
dismisses Thomas' fiction, he will miss much of what is essential

to her work: her legitimate interest in the nature and function
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of language, her concern for the degradation of language, points
that she interweaves with great craftsmanship into the texture of
the plot. If Isobel rejects the ideal of Tife that fairy-tales >
may have imparted to her as a child, it is because that ideal
proved deceitful. There has been no Charming Prince waiting for
her, only a deceitful Richa}d and an estranged husband. And I
believe the excerpts from fairy-tales or nursery rhymes which
Thomas incorporates into her fiction should be read with much
prudence as they embody the wrong kind of literature or 1§fe-
vision to which some of her heroines have once attached themselves.
Thomas warns the reader against this kind of escape literature
by often distorting it.40

The Tanguage that depicts the world which surrounds the fe-
male narrators in Thomas' writing lies to them. For instance,

attm‘butesﬂr

1 designating colours have been so narrowly interpreted
through religious bias that they have become worn symbols of

moral qualities rather than mere colours. Such is the case of
"white" which, as Mrs. Blood remarks, evokes purity in anyone's
mind while "black" connotes evil. An yet to her own surprise,

she admits that "black White Fathers" exist (p. 106) and that Mel-
ville perceived white as a possibly "sinister" color (p. 162).
Furthermore, some attributes such as the adjective "pretty,"
"new," "true" are re]atiVe terms whose specific meanings "vary
with the user's conception” of them and with the receiver's con-

42 In Thomas' writing, as in Carroll's, problems

ception too.
of proper evaluation stem from the comparative nature of adjec-

tives. Mrs. Blood comments: "but as he says she is quite young
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and very pretty I couldn't place her. She must have been, if I

even saw her at all, just another young and pretty face" (p. 74).
The problem may appear more serious when the inherent ambiguity
of a comparative term leads one to make paradoxical statements,

such as the one uttered by Isobel in Blown Figures: "I've slept

with other men. I've never been unfaithful, no" (p. 412).
Seemingly, Isobel's frame of reference must be different from
that of Delilah who admits: "I don't know what you mean . . .
I don't get it. Frankly, I don't get you" (p. 412). In addi-
tion, the narrator of Mrs. Blood points to the difficulty of
deciding even for herself what is right or wrong: "I knew the
way you know something for sure, know it so hard it . . . makes
your heart thump, even when what you know for sure is wrong" (p.
86). The power of an attribute to deceive may be so strong as to
be akin to partaking consciously of a criminal act. Mrs. Thing
in Mrs Blood bitterly acknowledges her feeling of utter helpless-
ness as she hears that a "ritual murder is not murder, it is
ritual" (p. 105). On two other occasions, Thomas' character
reveals the sometimes redundant effect adjectivesmay produce
when associated with nouns that partly contain the same element
of information as they do. Mrs. Thing's statement "But to begin
at the new beginning" (p. 131) or the title of the book Isobel
Cleary, in Songs, reads - "True Confessions” (p. 137)-are such
examples.

In aworld of chaos where anything can mean anhything, Thomas'
characters grope for understandiag and one can see the whole

journey motif as a search for meaning and a better comprehension
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of the reality of language. This quest involves a coming across
numerous and varied situations in which the heroines must dis-
mantle language, undo its mechanism, as it were and try the Tang-
uage of their alienation against that of the outside world.
Thomas' heroines keep clashing against words, fumbling with their
meaning(s), groping for more information somewhere else. As the
narrative unwinds, it can safely be assumed that they do acquire
a finer perception of the nature of spoken or written words, of
language's intricacies, of people's carelessness and lack of
concern for true human understanding and it can further be
assumed that the result of their inquiry is presented to us in a
re-constructed form, as Thomas' fiction. I shall presently
examine some other ways in which these female characters try to
relate to the outside world, everyday language or find themselves
increasingly isolated by a Tack of enriching communication.
Lexical ambiguity can be the source of misunderstanding,
irony, laughter. Lewis Carroll exploits it in a comical, humor-
ous fashion in many instances.43 As for Thomas' character, Mrs.
Blood, she recalls a past incident which took place in the insane
asylum in which one of the patients called out: "Give it to me
give it to me" (p. 67). Taken out of context, the phrase is sub-
ject to free interpretation on the part of the Tistener. Itmay
sound like a sexual invitation or it can be interpreted literally
ly as "give it to me" (though, in this case "it" remains inde-
terminate) or it can be interpreted the way the nurse does as:
“I'11 give it to you alright if you don't stop that racket" (p.

67). The nurse is probably aware that the patient intends some-
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thing else, yet as she has neither the time, nor the desire to
inquire about the possible meaning of the utterance in the
speaker's mind, she deliberately emphasizes one of the other
possible significations of the phrase. This is a way to get her-
self out of a situation in which an effort is required to make
understanding and communication possible. The patient remains
unattended, locked with her request within the walls of her
alienation.

Mrs. Blood is also aware of the natural ambiguity that arises
from speaking of "a lady in the street" (p. 68). This phrase is
used euphemistically to refer to a prostitute so that the narra-
tor must add precision to what she says if she means to be under-
stood accurately. The eventual consequence of such a necessity to
constantly specify may lead to a sentence of the type: "We saw
a lady in the street who is not a lady in the street but a woman
in the street . . . ." The Tistener or the reader has to be
on his guard as he may not be certain of when an utterance is
meant literally or not. One would not expect any one to take the
expression “dead as a doornail" literally 44though the young
Isobel Cleary of Songs almost takes a similar expression literally
when her grandfather tells her sister to get "the Pope's tele-
phone number," a funny phrase he has coined to refer to "Vat 69"
(p. 113). It comesas no surprise to the reader that amidst this

jungle of names, sense or nonsense, Isobel Cleary, or Mrs. Blood

or the more mature Isobel of Blown Figures or Rachel fail to read pro-

perly signs 1ike “DO NOT PICK THE FLOWERS," "TRESPASSERS WILL BE

PROSECUTED," "JOURNEY'S END." The question then is: when is one
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supposed to know that words mean what they mean, to use Humpty

Dumpty's easy definition. When do words start being signs, omens
rather than mere words? Thomas lets her characters wander and
drift through the labyrinths of Tinguistic intricacies.

Mrs. Blood imagines herself making up "a crazyworldwhere all
the fathers and mothers were called ‘Father' and 'Mother' and
the dogs were called 'Dog' and the babies 'Baby'" (p. 88). 1In
other words she considers the possibility not of calling individ-
uals by their personal names (or in terms of her relation to
them) but of simply viewing them as the members of a word-class
/father/, /mother/, etc., in which all members are anonymous.
According to the French linguist Jean Lavédrine, determiners
(the, my, a, that, this, etc.) more or less convey this effec-
tive action of organizing the outside world relatively to the
speaker.zl'5 If the definite article--as in "the father," for
instance--implies a personal vision or apprehension of the world,
the absence of article (which relegates the noun "father" to the
state of a lexical item /father/) clearly signals the lack of
relation between the speaker and the outside world then seen as a
mass of anonymous items.

Mrs. Blood is right to imagine such a world as crazy-- and
this is the important term in regards to Thomas' ideas--because
communication would be utterly impossible between individuals
with no identity, i.e., no particular name to characterize each
one of them.

On a smaller scale, the consequence of generalization, of

defining a human being in terms of his racial or national char-
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acteristics may impair the comprehension of his oneness and
further lead to racial prejudice. Audrey Thomas perceptively
remarks in Mrs. Blood the habitual association made in North
America between a kind of "frog face" and "the face of the older
Negro" (p. 110). Ms. Thomas examines other cliches that are
quickly and carelessly employed about Jews, or handicapped

46 and which lead to some form of prejudice. And while the

people
existing stock of words is immense and can be played with ad
infinitum, the artist Rachel, in Latakia discovers that "the sea
is so many different colours" and yet "there is no word for blue”
(p. 67). There is no available class name to describe artist-
jcally the colour of the sea just as there is no available class name
to speak of Lewis Carroll's Gryphon or many of his other unique
characters.

As a matter of fact, Carroll uses such proper names as
"Humpty Dumpty," "Tweedledum" and "Tweedledee," "Haigha and
Hatta," because there exists no available class name to designate
the individuals he wants to describe. Being each a unique repre-
sentative of his kind, only a pehfona1 name can help to convey
the shape he is, as it were. Of course, it is reasonable to
argue that proper names are usually totally arbitrary signs
which in no way can convey any idea of what a person is like.
For one thing, a personal name--at least in the Occidental world
--is not chosen by the individual himself but is more or less
arbitrarily bestowed on him at birth. Thus, proper names can be
seen as inappropriate to convey informativeé?” connotations and

simply may be said to serve to identify objects. The self-
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important Humpty Dumpty is aware of the uniqueness of his name.
The class/Humpty Dumpty/ is composed of the one member "Humpty
Dumpty" and is therefore a closed set. The visual representation
Alice can form of Humpty Dumpty is indissociable from his name.
Alice, inasmuch as she appears to him in the Looking Glass world
as a unique representative of her own class, should be treated

by Humpty Dumpty with equal respect. Instead, he disdainfully
remarks: "with a name like this, you might be any shape, almost"
(p. 263). I suspect that Humpty Dumpty is Lewis Carroll's
spokesman, to make the reader aware that there are a few individ-
uals in our world called "Alice," be they French, English, fat
or thin, so that the name "Alice" taken out of its frame of
reference can apply to any of them and fails to describe the
individual characteristics of the one referred to.

Thomas also shows that personal names only point to nonentity
for a listener unacquainted with the individuals thus designated.
Mrs. Thing, in Mrs. Blood (whose name incidentally points to
anonymity as well) repeats fragments of a conversstion she listens
to:

Dear Sabina was there and Frances who had brought dear
Trevor and was complaining . . . . Anyway, somebody had
brought along one of the Polish wives . . . and Eva, the
Spanish girl, was going to be there too . . . . Mrs
Maka . . . sat on one corner with her 1ittle boy . . . .
1t was all rather awkward as Eva hadn't shown up at all
and Ann, who had invited the Polish girl had assured
that . . . (pp. 74-75).

Mrs. Thing herself admits that she feels her "strangeness,
foreignness” as these women utter sounds "which are mostly mean-

ingless" to her (p. 75). The name "Waldo" also appears once48



with no other reference to that "individual" elsewhere in the
novel so that the receiver feels totally alienated from the out-
side world where sounds exist without sense.

Nonetheless, the debate is not easily closed. Although
Sutherland argues that Carroll "subscribed to Mill's doctrine,
that proper names serve to merely identify objects, and, as
labels, to connote nothing whatever about the attributes of
their referents,"49 one must consider the extent to which person-
al names are part of the historical, genealogical, philosophical
or religious traditions. Biblical names are still widely used
and according to Lareina Rule, "the old legendary gods and god-
desses of long-forgotten races still exist in names we sometimes

n50 In this sense, one can trace the

give our children today.
meaning of "Alice" back to its Greek origin "Alethia" as
“ithe Truthful one,' a Crecian who knew neither Tie nor decep-
tion."®1 One may wonder whether Lewis Carroll knew the original
meaning of the name "Alice" and played with it, creating a
character who belies her name by constantly appearing to the
creatures of Wonderland and the Looking Gless as a 1iar, a deceitful
1ndividua1.52

Literature often records this type of demystification enter-
prise in naming.53 nRachel" is a Hebrew name which means "A
ewe. The personification of gentleness and patience while suffer-
ing." Michael, another Hebrew name "Mikhael" signifies “"Who is
like God, a spiritual and orderly one who practised absolute

truth.“.s4 The story of Latakia shows that Rachel learns in

fact tobe an independent woman who casts out Michael--described

62
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at first as a god but who turns out to be an egotistical, deceit-
ful man.

Furthermore, one must record the desire some individuals feel
sometimes to change their names. Mrs. Blood notices "George
Tetly Odonkor . . . wish [sic] to be known and called Rynors
Mensah Odonkor" (p. 189), a sign that he has come to reject the
name that betrays his colonization. Also, proper or general
names do possess their own magic, i.e., they are invested with
an autonomous existence and a power of their own and the words
themselves are regarded as some sort of "magical token" having
supernatural power over natural phenomena. Sometimes the affec-
tive force of these words lies in the meanings they embody, but
not always. Such is the case of "Africa,” Isobel's Africa, "The
Shadow," "bat," ncave"®° "valedictorian," or "saludatorian. "0
In the last two cases, the magic of words may be said to be
associated with the merp sounds these words'produce.

There is yet one last aspect of both Carroll's and Thomas'
concern for language that must be dealt with. The Victorian
writer illustrates on one occasion his awarenessrthat language
can be used to talk about language and, as Sutherland explains,
that "verbal symbols may be used to refer to other verbal sym-
bols." 57 Hence Carroll establishes a distinction among things,
the names of things and the names of names of things. The White
Knight wants to singasong for Alice:

"The name of the song is called 'Haddocks' Eyes.'"
"Oh, that's the name of the song, is it?" Alice

said . . . .
"No, you don't understand," the Knight said . . .
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"That's what the name is called. The name really is
'The aged aged man.'"

“Then I ought to have said 'That's what the Song is
called?'" Alice corrected herself.

"No, you oughtn't: that's quite another thing! The
song is called 'Ways and Means': but that's only
what it's called, you know!"

"Well, what is the song, then?" said Alice . .

"I was coming to that," the Knightsaid. "The song
really is 'A-sitting On a Gate': and the tune's my
own invention” (p. 306).

Thomas includes a similar instance in one of her novels, Mrs.
Blood, which I shall quote here: "The name of this street is
Rue de 1a rue . . . And I forget the name of that street, but
the name of this street is Rue de 1a rue and it only goes one
way" (pp. 49-50). The thing's name is "rue," the French for
"street.” But the name of the street/rue--the label identifying
the object to which it is affixed--is: "Rue de 1a rue.” Thus
the name of the name "rue" is "Rue de la rue," a phenomenon per-
taining to what linguists call a metalanguage. If the written
word "Rue" is spelt with an upper case "R" and can be differen-
tiated from the word "rue" spelt with a Tower case "r," a listen-
er cannot make such distinction as there exists only one pronun-
ciation of the word. The import of the above statement is
therefore very confusing. In addition, Mrs. Blood's statement
sounds all the more puzzling as she employs the determiner this/
that to make a difference between the names of two streets which
in fact are both named "Rue de 1a rue." Also, Thomas delights in
playing with the equivocal meaning of "it only goes one way,"
since the phrase can signify that the street is a "one way
street" or that once the statement has been made, it cannot

be erased and must be interpreted "one way." The utterance "Rue
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de 1a rue" can only be written one-way since the difference be-
tween upper and lower cases enables the reader to distinguish
between “"Rue"-as-X and "rue"-as-x. Replacing these nouns
respectively by X and x, the utterance reads as "X of X." In
this sense, it truly goes one way since X of x # x of X. How-
ever this difference is erased at the phonetic level, that of
spoken language. Since there is no way one can differentiate
"Rue" from "rue" in spoken French, the statement "Rue de la rue"
also sounds like "rue de la rue," in which case X = x. Then,
to say that "it only goes one way" becomes a lie since the two
terms X and x are interchangeable and x of x = x of x. Needless
to say, Thomas cleverly interweaves these games with language
into the body of her fiction, as an evidence of the necessity
to distinguish between written and uttered language.

As 1 have demonstrated, Thomas' concern for language in the
manner of Lewis Carroll proves to be quite varied. She deals
with both spoken and written languages, cliches, stereotyped-or
set-phrases, homophonic or semantic ambiguity, sentence-structure,
etc., and the language of her fiction then is meta-language.
Thomas challenges the reader in his expectation of her writing
by constantly undermining the validity of what is said or
written. Words have become worn tools and fail to bring con-
cision to one's utterances. The result of the deterioration of
language which Thomas denounces can be seen in the way in which
her characters fail to grasp the real meaning of what is said
or to communicate positively with the outside world. Because

language does not make sense OY convey proper information, the
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world that surrounds Thomas' characters has ceased to cohere,
pushing them into alienation and madness. The writer's fiction
aims at being anticonventio_nal, chaotic, and even shocking. It
represents Thomas' battlefield on which she fights equally
against prejudice, taboos or sloppy statements. Her literature
stands in direct opposition to the type of fiction displayed 10
'escape 1iterature' or, for that matter, fairy-tales. It is in
fact apparent that she deconstructs the traditional fairy-

tale by setting the story of her characters antinomically to that
of Carroll's Alice in particular, a point which will be examined

in the next section of this study.



Chapter Three:

Thomas and Carroll: Two Sides of the Looking Glass

As 1 have suggested in the second chapter of this study,
Thomas relies on Carroll's clever play on language and to a great
extent uses similar devices to convey her ideas. However, she
departs from him in one fundamental way: her play with Tanguage
tends towards seriousness, irony, an abrupt and plain denounce-
ment of our responsibility for the degradation of language, while
Carroll deals with it lightly. The sense of humour derived from
the Alice books suffices to release the reader's tension and to

provide him with a good piece of entertainment while Thomas'

epigraph to "all the Alices" in Blown Figures suggests that her

fiction is prescriptive and corrective. In fact, Thomas' novels

constitute "Alice books" for grown-up Alices who are Isobel
Cleary, Mrs. Blood, Isobel and Rachel. I now propose to show in
which various ways Thomas' works differ from their source, the
Alice books, and how they are designed prescriptively by Thomas
for Alice. Though the two authors choose to tackle similar
themes, their treatment varies a great deal. And so does the
structure of their fiction. In the first part of this chapter I
wish to deal with the authors' treatment of themes and show how
they serve to differentiate Thomas' from Carroll's fiction, In
the second part, however, I propose to approach the problem in

terms of genre. In otherwords, I shall discuss the Alice books
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from a genre perspective and see if they belong to the realm of
fairy-tales or the world of Fantasy. I shall subsequently turn
to Thomas to verify that our conclusions on Carroll's work do not
apply satisfactorily to Thomas'.

The reader knows for a fact that Alice dreams her whole ad-
venture through the Looking Glass world or Wonderiand. Although
Thomas does not formulate such a clear statement as to the nature
of "Isobel's" adventures, it may be deduced from the analogy to
Carroll's tales that she intends to present her characters'
stories also as the development of a dream. In fact, with Blown
Figures, Thomas makes it clear to»the reader that Isobel's story
is not real and that she Tlaunches into a dream-adventure: "None
of this was real so why not adopttemporarily a sister or a
friend?" (p. 34). The word 'boat' becomes a symbol, "a dream
representing change, exodus, adventure, anything to anyone..."
(emphasis added, p. 4). Thus, the point of divergence between
Carroll and Thomas does not lie in the fact of dreaming but in
the nature of the dream.

Boredom and curiosity are factors that initiate Alice's
journey into the imaginary world of Wonderland. The first lines
of the tale open on this acknowledgement: "Alice was beginning
to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of
having nothing to do" (p. 25). Boredom sets her body, but not
her mind, to sleep. By envisioning the whole adventure of
vonderland (p. 162) Alice's imagination escapes the boundaries
of dull reality. Even Alice's older sister later admits the

attraction Wonderland exerts on the imagination because of its
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sense of motion, openness and excitement. She knows she has "but
to open her eyes again and all will change to dull reality"
(p. 163). Alice's story unwinds as the fulfillment of a happy
On the contrary, the journey of Thomas' characters reveals
its nightmarish nature. What initiates Isobel Cleary's trip away
from Harry§ cottage is the unwanted loss of her grandpa's place.
As she phrases it:
Two things happened to me the summer I was seventeen:
my grandfather sold his summer place and I went to
work on the Hill. The second came about ultimately from
the first, for it was because there was no more Jour-
ney's End that I had to spend my summer in the city for
the first time in my (remembered) 1ife. I couldn't
believe it (p. 133).
The amputation metaphor pinpoints the character's frustation and
helplessness at having to put up with an undesired happen.ing:
"it was like a cruel and unnecessary amputation, done in the
night so that I woke up minus a vital limb . . ." (p. 133).
Thus, the loss of the cottage due to external, uncontrollable
events leads Isobel to face ugliness, pain, chaos, madness.
The wonderland with which Alice mingles is a world of play
whereas the wonderland that appeared to Isobel Cleary as the
real one (Harry's place) proves to be deceitful in comparison
to the displayed reality of the insane asylum. In other words,
Songs describes two types of journey: the illusory one to
Harry's mountains, full of joy and games and the real one to

the mental institute where madness is not effected through games

but through actual human beings' tricky and sometimes wicked
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intentions. Similarly Mrs. Blood's journey originates in her
bleeding. She confesses: "I am here because I bleed" (p. 14).
The tragic and frightening experience of losing a child stands at
the back of the journey motif in this novel as well as the next,

Blown Figures. Now, if Michael's involvement with Rachel in

Latakia is caused partly by boredom , Rachel's comes out of a
more basic need which she views as physical but which the reader
knows to be intellectual (in the sense that it stimulates her
writing).

Also, all of Thomas' characters undergo the direct experience
of losing something or someone whereas by her uniqueness and
privileged position Alice is kept safe from suffering, say, from
a relative's death.

Though she meets evil-intentioned creatures like the Red
Queen, she never has a personal experience of death. In the
Alice books, death remains under the form of a verbal threat. It
belongs to the realm of the (open) future. Dying as a fact (for
the foetus) and as a mental process (where the character goes
through a psychological defeat) belongs to the realm of the
(closed) past and constitutes the core of Thomas' fiction and of
Mrs. Blood in particular.

Concomitant to the boredom that describes Alice's monotonous
Tife is the concept of present time as static. The present
appears as a series of dull moments to the point that Alice falls
asleep. And sleep is an image of stasis. In contrast to this
uneventful concrete present, stands another kind of present em-

bodied in the present of the journey narration which is a becoming,
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an aperture to the future and its absorption into a rich deploy-
ment of exciting actions. As soon as the journey begins and
spreads its presence, the former present time of Alice's dull
1ife dissolves into a formless, blurred past. Hence, the Alice
books emphasize the opposition between a past vaguely sketched
in the opening and closing pages of the tales, essentially made
of rules of obedience and good behaviour and a present full of
(future) promises lived by Alice as she progresses through the
1and of Wonder. Though Alice makes some references to her real
1ife and family on her way, these instances remain scarce and
casual and do not serve to give more jmportance tothe reality of
the now past; rather they function as an inducement tO the jour-
ney.

In this respect, Thomas‘writingdiffers from its literary
source. In her fiction, past and present counterpoint gach
other; the past (i.e., all that has happened to the character
up to the moment of narration/utterance) feeds the present, as it
were, making it more meaningful or more dramatically void. It
keeps surging back and forth, causing the character to suffer
from a sense of failure and incompleteness. The present in this
case is static and binding and consists in the narrative unroll-
ing of the "posthumous" past. It serves prescriptively to teach
Thomas' female protagonists about the deluding nature of the
past and its resemblance to an Alice-1like feast.

Isobel Cleary, in Songs, becomes aware, through the mental,
narrative reconstruction of her yearly trips to Harry's cottage

of their deluding nature in contrast to what she later encounters
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in the asylum. Spatial and temporal distance grant her sight
and lucidity. Involved as she is in a confused relationship with
Jason, Richard and possibly Jack, Mrs, Blood appears to face the
necessity of an abortion. The narrative of her journey which is
the novel in totum rectifies the past and corrects the erroneous
view the heroine had of her act.

Similarly, the Isobel of Blown Figures recapitulates through

her symbolical African journey the sum total of her errors, the
problems of her relationship with Jason. In particular the nar-
rator points out: ‘“she did not rescue Jason/Kay, she merely
joined him and that was the worst thing she could have done

1

Why had she not seen it . . ." (p. 393).  The sometimes

omniscient narrator of Blown Figures addresses Isobel in the

following terms

Because you were afraid, Isobel. Because you thought
he didn't really like it—passion, abandonment, the

great conflagration of a man and a woman . . . cooing
1ike pigeons, shrieking 1ike sea-birds mating suddenly
and incredibly in the frozen air . . . Because you

accepted, poor fool, her order [Jason's mother/ as more
valuable than your chaos (pp. 393-94).
The character has substituted for the hierogamous union its
civilized, unnatural counterpart2 and the departure from natural
cosmic rules has led to a breaking point in Isobel's marriage,
where everything appears as a lie. Rachel, in Latakia, puts
down onto paper the story of her now terminated love affair and
reflects on its meanderings.
What seems to correspond to the Alice-like trip of Thomas'

characters is not one that reads as a promising present full of
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unrolling exciting actions. That "trip" in each of Thomas'
four novels proves deceitful. Hence, it comes as no surprise to

the reader that Isobel in Blown Figures teaches all the Alices

about the misleading nature of fairy-tales and nursery rhymes by
dismantling them, in particular, Hans Christian Andersen's

famous fairy-tales "The Little Mermaid " and “The Snow Queen."
As for Rachel (Latakia), she finally sees the whole relationship
as the puzzle (game) or as part of a gigantic looking glass chess
game (p. 15). Then, for each of Thomas's heroines, a corrective
Journey is introduced in order to clear the character's doubts

as to the nature of reality.

Accordingly, the time-sequence pattern present in the Alice
books 1is reversed by Thomas in her novels, as through a mirror
reflection. On the one hand, the past, dull and formless in
Alice's case takes shape and assumes considerable proportions in
Thomas' hands, haunting the present of her female narrators. On
the other hand, what fills up the present of Alice's journey
through extraordinary events inversely equates in Thomas' writing
with the deceitful past of her heroines, their undertaking the
wrong journey. If we assume the madness metaphor to be most
informative of Alice's journey, Isobel Cleary's mad voyage begins
as Alice's ends. Isobel's abrupt loss of a tenacious dream
(Harry's wonderland) initjates her entering into the wonderland
of madness of the asylum, while Alice's loss of her dream
(Wonderland) corresponds to her exitingoutof it, her going back
to dullness. If Thomas®novels display two different journeys,

an illusory one and a real one, Lewis Carroll's tales speak only
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of one unique journey, into the land of enchantment. The

journey through time in the Alice books reads as the development
of a happy dream which unfolds with and in the present and the
narrative. In Thomas' novels, the journey through time reads

as the development of a nightmare.

Hence, it becomes apparent that for Alice, Wonderland re-
mains Wonderland, even more so as thebnostalgic memory of her
past childhood will ebb and flow in her adult mind (p. 164).

She has fallen victim herself to the vice of turning everything
into a game, so that she is protected from a real and painful
encounter with cruelty (the Queen), absurdity (trial) and chaos
(the croquet game). In opposition to this easy fairytale vision
of 1ife, the mental institute, Africa, the hospital, Crete repre-
sent places where Thomas' female protagonists have encountered
chaos, fear, defeat, loss and death and have attempted to come
to terms with their past or the concepts of guilt and evil.
Thomas refuses Carroll's escape to Wonderland. Her characters'
experiences are grounded in the real and their Tearning consists
in accepting both their own shortcomings and life's inconsisten-

cies and cruelty. As the narrator of Blown Figures states: “A

roaring of tense colours and interlacing of opposites and of all
contradictions, grotesques, inconsistencies, life" (p. 387).

The artistic metaphor of painting provides the reader with an
adequate depiction not only of the disturbing lives of Thomas'
characters, but also of the narrative of their lives, Thomas'

novelistic creations.
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In the following pages, I wish to examine another major

point of divergence between Thomas' and Carroll's writings. In
the firgt chapter of this thesis, I have stressed the symbolic
function of sexual inversion in regards to the Canadian and
Victorian writers, showing how they both use female disorderli-
ness to free their characters from overpowering bonds, and them-
selves to an extent too. However, this perspective based on a
socio-historical, psychoanalytical approach does not take into
account another informing approach based on a mythical view of
the topic and writings in question. It is my purpose therefore
to evoke a few particulars concerning the female protagonists’
roles in both Carroll and Thomas in order to set the Tlatter
writer apart from the former and pinpoint her most skilfull
handling of the mythical.

I have previously indicated the possibility that by turning
into a queen, and according to the mirror-reflecting logic of
the chess game, Alice also puts on the attributes of the Red
Queen, whose colour characterizes some of Thomas' heroines and
which connotes of crime and guilt, if only through the reference

to the Scarlet Letter.3 There is no doubt then that Alice be-

comes a prototype of the passion-controlled female, wild in her
rage. However, this new way of considering Alice, no longer as
a little girl, but as a demented female is only dimly sketched

in Carroll's concluding passages of Alice's Adventures and The

Looking Glass (p. 336). My intention is now to approach Thomas'

novel, Blown Figures, from the same angle and see to what extent

the portrayal of Isobel renders a similar or even more defined
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impression. I intend to suggest that in this most

experimental novel Isobel's wild female powers are restored. For
this purpose, I shall use mythocritical material concerning the
Great Mother and make side-references to some of her substitutes,
i Hecate, Artemis, Diana.
In the first place, it seems that a historical perspective
that accounts for female unruliness is restrictive because it
ignores the deeper reality of the problem, the myth. As Evelyn

J. Hinz suagests inher mythocritical analysis of Margaret Atwood's

Surfacing:

One of the characteristic depictions of the Great Mother
in primitive art is as the "Lady of the Beasts," wherein
she is pictured either in the company of animals or as
an animal herself. Stimulating such iconographic rep-
resentation, as Erich Neumann and others have explained,
were the worship of the Great Mother as the progenitrix of all
living things, and the specific identification of the
feminine principle with the animal world. Consequently,
in the earliest phases of primitive thought animals were
pictured inconjunction with the feminine not to suggest
specifically that they were autonomous creatures under
her protection but 7sther to indicate that they were her
offspring.4

As 1 have already pointed out, in Thomas'novel, there are
obvious references to Isobel as an animal and the mother of an
animal. The heroine's child is described in theriomorphic images.,
specially the kid, the pig, the fish and starfish, the bird.
Among these, the kid/1ittle goat punic image designates the off- SELLE
spring both as a human being and an animal. A further reference
to the unnaturalness of the "child"--which duplicates Alice's rem-
ark about the duchess'-child (p.87)-- is given under the form of an
avowal: " 'If it.had grown up,' she said to. herself, ‘it would have

made a dreadfully ugly child ..." " (p. 292). Other sections
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pf ‘the novel speak of a.baby's abnormality-and \deformity

(p. 58, for instance). As the product of a human and animal
mating, the child fails his mother's hope since it bears some hu-
man characteristics, and not just the animal ones which are hers.
Also, the child's description contains a composite of the three
elements, Earth (pig, kid), water (starfish, fish) and air (bird)
which particularize the Great Mother as the Ruler of Heaven
(air), earth and sea.5

Furthermore, Isobel is depicted through the Titerary allu-
sion to Hans Christian Andersen's tale, "The Little Mermaid"6 as
a siren w%so,mytho1ogica11y,does not act like her fairy-tale
counterpart but who, on the contrary, is a "winged daemon of
death who haunted graves and the underwor1d."7 By nature, the
siren is endowed with the power to kill and even Andersen's
Tittle mermaid has the potential to use a sharp knife to free
herself from a "human" appearance. Isobel who fluctu_ates be-
tween the two zodiacal signs of the Libra (i.e., the perfect
balance between Virgo and serpens) and of Scorpio (the murdering
tailed-animal) possesses the bipoiar tendencies usually associ-
ated with the Great Mother, as an unruly woman and a mother of
all.

In addition, Isobel's kinship to dragons and owls (p. 357)
enables the reader to view her as an animal with dangerous
powers, as the"affreuse Echidna . . . mi-partie serpent, mi-
partie oiseau palmipéde et femme . . dans laquelle Jung veut
incarner . . . le prototype de la Grand Prostituée apocalypti -

que."8 From a psychological viewpoint, the dragon combines
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animal, nocturnal and water characteristics which are primarily
feminine. Besides, as E.J. Hinz remarks,9 the owl is "the bird
of the goddess in her Hecate avatar" who, incidentally, according

to W. Sherwood Fox's The Mythology of All Races]O has heavy con-

nections with childbirth, and resembles Artemis, another hybrid
of the Great Mother, who uses "goat" as part of her materia
medica. The traditional associations of these interrelated god-
desses with the feminine symbolism of the moon, darkness and

11

water are also present in Blown Figures. And perhaps the

following passage witnesses the historical degradation of the
myth of the Great Mother's supremacy by its passage through a

male-governed civilization.

In her dream the Dutch Boy came to Isobel as a long-
Tegged bird. His feathers glowed in the moonlight.
"Look," he said gently, "the stars have got caught in
your hair." With his beak he began to disentangle them,
one by one. The blood from the sharp points of the
stars ran down the back of her neck. Wherever the blood
flowed crimson feathers grew . . . . Suddenly Isobe]
realized the moon was only an enormous white plug in

the sky. That if anyone or anything pulled it out all
manner of terrible things would come rushing through

the hole. When she looked into the eyes of the Dutch
Boy she saw that he was blind, that his two blind eyes
glowed in the moonTight like opals. Suddenly her
breasts began to bleed and %he woke up screaming
(emphasis added, p. 338). 1

This complex dream which evokes the perversion of a hiero-
gamous union may read as the sign of the loss of the moon's
powers in front of the sky. As for the Dutch Boy, it could per-
haps be suggested that his blindness either comes from the reali-

zation of his crime (the deterioration of the feminine) or from

his real "blindness," i.e., his inability to see female supremacy.
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Eventually, Isobel's incarnation into a witch13 with necro-
mantic practices and her disappearance in the forest, Diana's
universe, at the end of the novel, does not suggest the failure
of myth in the face of history but rather the failure of history
(as a patriarchal-oriented western heritage) to acknowledge myth
and namely the prevalence of the Great Mother archetype. The un-
fulfilled wish to see her "tail" grow again (p. 331) that Isobel,
in her identification with Andersen's "1ittle mermaid," formu-

1ates14

1s another clear sign of our masculine-oriented failure
to admit that primitive powers were originally feminine. As a
Great Mother prototype, Isobel remains paralyzed by the confining
and suffocating narrowness of history that has perverted her
original "wholeness" and purity.15 This is also why the child
remains fragmented in Thomas' writing in contrast to its mythic
counterpart whose successful birth and wholeness signify the
rebirth of the cosmos.

Thus, the reading of Thomas' fiction reveals that history
has swallowed myth and that time appears as the monstrous divider
between a masculine and feminine orientation, at the expense of
the latter.

Thomas also makes an attempt atreappropriating the myth, in
the guise of a male-female symbolic sexual inversion and by an

invocation of chaos, a wanting to return to the starting point

of creation. The chaotic structure of Blown Figures signifies

the success of her enterprise.
This assumption about the historical perversion of myth also

verifies itself in the more positive Latakia in which the female
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creative and destructive powers of Rachel overthrow Michael's

pseudo-godliness. In fact, from this vantage point, one may even
wonder if Mrs. Blood could read as a positive assertion of female
corruption--as the title suggests--and freedom. One is actually
tempted to interpret Mrs. Blood's apologetical tone towards dJason
(p. 220) (whom she ceaselessly disavows throughout the narrative)
as a well-calculated instance of disguised cruelty aiming at hurt-
ing him by making him tragically aware that he is not the father
of the dead child, that Richard has been her lover and likely the
child's parent too and that the miscarriage is in fact an abortion.
In this sense, it would also be in keeping with Rachel's cunning
and unpleasant comments to Michael (p. 22).

Both Carroll and Thomas use symbolic inversion as a means to
let their characters' frustrations out. There is no doubt that
the type of inversion of roles between Alice and the Queen,
Carroll and women, Isobel and Jason, Rachel and Michael, Thomas
and men, rests on serious historical, psychological or sociolog-
ical foundations. However, in Audrey Thomas' case, there is a
more satisfying (mythic) development of the unruly woman and the
chaos motifs. Chaos, for Thomas, is not the mere result of mad-
ness and non-conformity to well-established rules, it is also
structurally a basic component of what the powers of the Great
Mother are. Accordingly, Thomas appears asamythic writer who
reinstalls the myth to power by adapting symbolic sexual inver-
sion to her purpose. Differences between Carroll's and Thomas'
treatment of themes thus abound. They also exist at the level of

genre classification.
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I now intend to consider respectively the place of Carroll
and Thomas with regards to the fairy-tale world and/or the fantas-
tic. Both authors resort to the words "tale," "fairy-tale,"
"story" to describe their fiction. Carroll persistently uses,
even twenty-five years 1ater,16 the terms "fairy-lore" and "fairy-

Tand" to designate Alice's Adventures. In addition, his prefa-

tory poem to The Looking Glass also names the subsequent narrative

a "fairy-tale" (pp. 173-74). Whatever reasons lie behind this
naming, it is interesting that Carroll chooses to call thus the
Alice books.

As for Thomas, in the epigraph to Songs, she makes use of
the word "tale" and she emphasizes its passage from an oral form
(Harry talking to his granddaughters) toawritten one (Songs is

a written tale). The epigraph to Blown Figures refers to

Isobel's fondness for "fairy-tales" and to the decision of the

"I"-narrator to make for her a (written) story (not read before).
This "not read before" may serve to designate the story as a not-
read-before-type-of-fairy-tale. It is in fact my contention that

Thomas' Blown Figures .constitutes a very special "form" of

fairy-tale while Carroll's Alice books are more traditional.

In the following pages, I wish to approach the two writers
comparatively, ¢ . i.e., to determine the extent to
which the terms "fairy-tale" and "fam tastic" may apply to their
fiction and accordingly the extent to which they enable the read-
er to measure the difference that separates their oeuvre and
ultimately Thomas' great originality in writing.

My first step will be to consider the Alice books in terms
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of their relation to the fairy-tale and/or the fantastic.

K.M. Briggs, in his The Fairies in Tradition and Literaturel7

denies that the Alice books have anything to do with fairy-land.
Other critics of the genre simply ignore Carroll's writings. At
the onset, it looks as if the Alice books therefore have no

point in common with the fairy-tale. Rabkin, in The Fantastic,

considers them to be the perfect example of Fantasy, a genre whose
primary concern is with the fantastic.'® The critic defines the
fantastic as a quality of astonishment which occurs when there

is a diametricreversal of narrative ground rules within a text

and when there is a direct contradiction of prevailing perspec-

13 However, Todorov's description of the Fantastic (as a

tives.
genre) totally excludes any reference to the Alice books. Yet,
it may be inferred from his study that the fantastic in the Alice
books would appear as an expression of the marvelous rather than
Fantasy. Considering the discrepancy between Todorov's and
Rabkin's interpretations, and since no point of agreement can be
reached as to the nature of the Alice books, it is preferable
presently to turn to the fairy-tale so as to see whether the
morphological properties that define the genre also apply to
Carroll, and if so, to what exact measure.

According to Propp's morphology of the fairy-tale, a tale

"often attributes identical actions to various personages," hence

the possibility of studying a tale "according to the functions

of its dramatis personae.“20 After considering the recurring

functions of dramatis personae through an impressive list of

tales, Propp sets up a list of possible but limited functions




