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occurred" (Re: 96). Having a weak father who is an ineffectual role model for a 

male child is an impediment to the resolution of Oedipal conflict and is 

conducive to mother fixation. 

Early in Himmelfarb's life story it is stated that "the boy was closer to the 

mother", and that the father-son relationship is based on a sense of duty, bought 

with material gifts. There is an ironic tone in the depiction of their relationship, 

which, in White's fiction. is usually reserved for materialists: 

Of course, the boy loved and honoured his good father. and would laugh and 
chatter with him as required. or listen gravely as the beauties of Goethe or the 
other poets were pointed out. So that Moshe was delighted with his son, and 
would bring expensive presents: a watch or a brass telescope. or collected 
works bound in leather. (R.C: 99) 

The Mordecai marriage. like the Goodman's. is one of convenience and 

duty rather than love. and quite early in their marriage. Moshe gives up trying to 

convince himself that he loves Malke. his wife. and accepts the fact that "he 

ceased to love. while continuing to honour" her(~: I 02). Malke. for her part, 

while she put.:; on a stem manner and demure clothing for her husband and the 

public, unbends and frolics with her son in private, to the point of his 

embarrassment. Oedipal elements are discernible in their relationship: 

Alone with her son, she would often unbend, even after he was grown. She 
would become quite skittish in her private joy, with the result that the boy was 
sometimes ashamed for what appeared unnecessary. not to say unnatural, in 
one of natural dignity. (R.C: 102) 
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The adolescent Mordecai's sexual repressions produce physical 

symptoms. He is often suffocated and "would struggle for breath" (Re: 108). 

His mother "noticing his dark eyelids and the colour of his skin, prescribed a 

tonic and, after only half a bottle, he slept with a whore called Marianne" (Re: 

I 08). It is significant that the whore is called "Marianne", a derivative of 

"Mary", the archetypal mother, and that the (m)other's prescription acts as an 

aphrodisiac. Mordecai's foray into sexuality with Marianne is a displacement of 

union with the original forbidden object, the (m)other. 

Himmelfarb's childhood and adolescence comprise elements similar to 

those of James Joyce's Stephen Dedalus: the disaffection and disappointment 

with the father. the strong ties to the (m)other. the conflation of the spiritual and 

the erotic. and the ultimate breaking away from family and country in life-long, 

and self-imposed exile. In a letter to Ingmar Bjorksten White acknowledged 

Joyce's influence on his writing. "I don't know about influences: Joyce and 

Lawrence, yes, at the time when I began to write" (in Marr 1994: 409). Like 

Joyce's adolescent Stephen Dedalus. the adolescent Himmelfarb also haunts the 

forbidden flesh pots of his neighbourhood and loses himself temporarily in 

orgiastic frenzy with prostitutes. The fact that the prostitutes are Gennan 

Gentiles makes them "Others", and as such they are forbidden to Jews. 

Himmelfarb's inter-racial sexual encounter is also fonn of religious 
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miscegenation. It is forbidden by his society, and represents his rebellion against 

the prevailing social order: 

He had an insatiable appetite for white flesh, of pale complaisant German 
girls, pressed against stucco, or writhing in the undergrowth of parks, beside 
stagnant water in a smell of green decay. (RC.: i I 0) 

His sexual escapades are distorted, magnified and reflected back to him 

as he witnesses his father's nocturnal drunken excursion with the Gentile 

prostitutes, which is a grotesque displacement of the primal scene. Moshe's 

transgression of the Jewish law reflects his son's, thus blurring the boundaries 

between father and son, making them psychological doubles or mirror images of 

each other. 

That his own desires were similar, that he had breathed on similar smeary 
faces, of similar sweaty girls and fumbled at the scenty dresses, made the 
incident too familiar and more intolerable. (R(: 113) 

While both father and son have sexual intercourse with Gentile prostitutes, 

Himmelfarb's sexual interloping represents a double transgression. On the one 

hand. it represents a transgression of the law forbidding the Jew to have sex with 

Gentiles, and on the other hand, it is to a certain extent, a transgression of the 

incest taboo. because the representative prostitute. by virtue of being his father's 

sex partner. assumes for Himmelfarb. the (m)other's position. 

Moshe's sexual foray with the Gennan Gentile prostitutes gains added 

impact and significance when viewed in conjunction with Mordecai's similar 



182 

encounters. In his essay "Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming" (1908) Freud 

discusses the means writers use to manipulate the emotional reactions of their 

readers. He posits that, just as the day dreamer hides his phantasies from others 

so as not to repel them, so too does the creative writer use bribes and disguises 

in offering a formal, aesthetically pleasing phantasy. This allows the reader to 

participate in the phantasy without reproach or shame (SE IX: 141-153). By 

replacing Mrs. Himmelfarb. the (m)other, with the representative German 

Gentile prostitutes, who have sex with both the father and the son, the reader's 

reaction to the violation of the implied incest taboo is softened. Tom by violent 

emotions, Himmelfarb, a would-be Oedipal Hamlet glares malevolently at his 

father's "scraggy reprehensible neck" debating whether he should "plunge his 

knife" to avenge his mother for his fa~her's cheating ways, but opts instead to be 

a Judas, as he kisses him goodnight (Re: 113) and in effect, goodbye, as it 

widens the emotional chasm between them. 

Moshe's conversion to Christianity is politically and personally expedient 

as his defection from tre Jewish faith buys him some measure of protection 

during the ensuing persecution of the Jews. He himself is aware that the 

"advantages of every kind are enormous" (RC: 115). What is more, it gives him 

a sense of personal freedom from the restrictive "thicket of Jewish self­

righteousness" (Re: 115). For the first time in his life, he feels he is truly free to 
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satisfy his own instincts. His marriage to a much younger German Gentile 

woman is a form of legitimised prostitution. For Moshe, it is a "last frenzy of 

consenting flesh", and for the young girl, the old man represents a meal ticket -

"because she could not bear to feel hungry" (RC.: 120). Furthermore, the 

marriage is symbolically incestuous. By marrying someone of his son's 

generation, Moshe repeats the Oedipal pattern of sexual_ transgression, as the 

young woman is in the position of his daughter. 

The Oedipal metaphor takes on an additional twist when the new living 

arrangements for Himmelfarb with his father and stepmother convey innuendoes 

of a potentially incestuous menage a trois. Both Himmelfarb and his "practically 

innocent stepmother" are relieved when he leaves to take up a position at the 

University (OC 120). 

What White is depicting here is the failure of "phallogocentrism" which 

is a conflation of "phallocentrism" and "logoccntrism". This term suggests, in 

Terry Eagleton's \vords. that discourses "can yield us immediate access to the 

full truth and presence of things" (1983: 189). Eagleton offers a rough 

translation of this combined tem1 as "cocksureness, by which those who wield 

sexual and social power maintain their grip" ( 1983: 189). The father's 

philandering with the Gentile prostitutes and his apostasy and defection from his 

faith represent a tarnished and tottering "phallogocentrism", and indirectly 



184 

represents the ineffectiveness of such a system. The Name of the Father is 

sullied as is dramatised by Moshe's defection from his faith, his transgression of 

the marriage vows, his symbolic violation of the incest taboo, and the resultant 

breakdown of traditional family relationships. 

The deterioration of the nuclear family has implications for Himmelfarb, 

the individual, and for society at large. 

It did seem for the first time that his own brilliantly inviolable destiny was 
threatened, by an increased shrivelling of the spirit in himself. as well as by 
the actions of the those whom he had considered almost as statues in a 
familiar park. Now the statues had begun to move. Great fissures were 
beginning to appear, besides, in what he had assumed to be the solid mass of 
history. CR(: 116) 

Moshe's apostasy, his transgression of Jewish religious and social laws, has 

disastrous effects on the son, Mordecai: 

If he himself had dried up. there had ahvays bcc11 the host of others. and 
particularly parents, who remained filled with the oil and spices of tradition. 
And now his father's phial was broken: all th;! goodness was run out. One 
corner of memory might never be revisited (RC: 116 ). 

Moshe's "badness" is a projection of Mordecai's own "badness" which is then re-

introjected and internalised as aspects of a "bad" parent. 

The conflicts within the self are reflected in the conflicts within families 

and between societies. And these assume global proportions as the world teeters 

on the brink of war. Like Theodora, in The Aunt's Story. Himmelfarb's 

insecurities are reflected in his nightmares and distorted mirror images. But for 
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Himmelfarb, ontological insecurities seem to be more clearly linked to 

metaphysical preoccupations: 

But once he was roused from sleep, during the leaden hours, to identify a 
face. And got to his feet, to receive the messenger of light. or resist the dark 
dissembler. When he was transfixed by his own horror. Of his own image. but 
fluctuating, as though in fire and water. So that the long-awaited moment was 
reduced to a reflection of the self. In a distorting mirror. Who, then, could 
hope to be saved? Fortunately, he was prevented from shouting the 
blasphemies that occurred to him, because his voice had been temporarily 
removed. Nor could he inflict on the material forms which surrounded him, 
themselves the cloaks of spiritual deceit. the damage which ·he felt compelled 
todo.(RC: 136-137) 

Mordecai's inner world, or world of internal objects. is profoundly affected by 

his internalisations of the images of the "bad" parent, Moshe. Mordecai becomes 

a "distorted mirror" which reflects his father's "badness" and "spiritual deceit". 

The self both constructs the object and is constructed by it. 

Like many others who seek solace in hasty marriages in time of war, 

Himmelfarb marries Reha. By contracting a marriage Himmelfarb ostensibly 

confcmns with patriarchal law and relinquishes his desire for the primordial 

object of desire. the {m)other. In actuality. the marriage is no more than a ritual 

and does not app~ar to be consummated. The marriage remains childless, which 

suggests this. However, their marriage does constitute a spiritual, if not a 

physical. union. Like Voss and Laura before them. Himmelfarb and Reha attain 

a metaphysical union: 

So the souls of the united couple temporarily abandoned their surroundings, 
while the bodies of the bridegroom and bride continued to stand beneath the 
canopy enacting the touching and simple ceremonies in which the 
congregation might participate. (Re: 126) 



186 

Reha may be seen as what Winnicott calls a "transitional object", which 

enables the child to cope with separation from the (m)other. Generally, this 

object is a soft teddy bear, doll or blanket, the use of which "soothes and 

facilitates the infant's recognition of reality, and soothes the child in the 

experience ofbecoming self-sufficient" (in Edward. et al 1991: 348): 

He could not bring himself to speculate on how depend~nt that soft and 
loving, yet secretive and unexpected creature might be. Instead he found 
himself depending on her. He would touch her sometimes for no immediately 
apparent reason. (B.C.: 146) 

His marriage to Reha is both a spiritual and psychological union which acts as a 

security blanket and eases the pain of childhood separations and adolescent 

traumas and acts as a catalyst towards maximising his potential as a "Just Man" 

or Zaddik: 

Himmelfarb's obsession with Kabbalistic mysteries and mystical 

ecstasies grows in proportion l•.) his academic distinction and the marriage itself 

serves to launch the bridegroom into the religious phase in his life (RC: 127). 

There is a tender moment. when Reha, witn freshly brushed hair, and an almost 

diaphanous night dress. tries. without success. to entice him to the conjugal bed. 

But Mordecai, engrossed in mystical introspection, is oblivious to her desire 

(RC: 13 5 ). Himmel farb's Jack of interest in the marriage bed or conjugality is an 

indication of his fixation on the (m)other. The juxtaposition of the refusal of the 

marriage bed with Himmel farb's absorption with images of the Chariot suggests 
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a connection between the two incidents. It may be perceived as Himmelfarb's 

rejection of the one for the other, or displacement or sublimation of conjugal, 

erotic or Oedipal desires into matters religious or Kaballistic. 

'I was scribbling,' he said. 'This. it appears, is the Chariot.' 
'Ah.' she exclaimed softly, withdrawing her glance: she could have 

lost interest. 'Which chariot?' she did certainly ask, but now it might have 
been to humour him. 

'That. I am not sure.' he replied. 'It is difficult to distinguish. Just 
when I think I have understood. I discover some fresh form - so many -
streaming with implications. There is the Throne of God, for instance. This is 
obvious enough - all gold. and chrysoprase. and jasper. Then there is the 
Chariot of Redemption. much more shadowy. poignant, personal. And the 
faces of the riders. I cannot begin to see the expression of the faces.' (R.C: 
135-136) 

Like Laura who is internalised as a part of Voss. so Reha is internalised 

as a part of Himmelfarb. Himmelfarb internalises Reha as an aspect of the 

"good11 (m)other. In his phantns:c~. ,he "did remain to protect him more closely. 

with some secret part of her being" ( R(: 136 ). He even persuades himself that 

"she had accompanied him on that inward path" (Re: 136). 

ln the height of the war. while Himmclfarb shelters with Konrad. he 

rationalises that his wife is always with him. Nevertheless. within the "actuality" 

of the novel, Reha physically remains at home unprotected. Himmelfarb's 

absence allows the Gennans to kidnap Reha from her home. Himmelfarb's guilt 

over the kidnapping catapults him into his Messianic role of expiation of his 

own sins and the sins of others. However, his path towards spirituality is not 

without its temptations. Like Christ before him who was tempted by the Satanic 
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offer of bread during his fast in the desert, Himmelfarb is tempted by the 

German Gentile flesh of his friend's wife, Ingeborg. Tom by conflict between 

the "good" and the 11bad". his spirituality and his sensuality: 

So he comforted her. by putting his anns round her almost naked body - she 
had been preparing herself for bed; he soothed anJ caressed and strengthened. 
So that she was soon made wann and young again. And some of his own 
youth and physical strength returned. In the short distance from the spirit to 
the flesh. he knew he would have been capable of the greatest dishonesty 
while disguising it as need. (RC: 165-166) 

In White's fiction mirrors often appear to reflect hidden realities rather 

than offer comforting illusions. Unlike the Lacanian mirror which afters the 

infant a premature and mistaken sense of unity. White's mirrors. like Dorian 

Gray's min-or. reveal secrets of the soul. In The Aunt's Story the mirror reflected 

Theodora's tenuous sense of sclthood. In Riders in the Chariot the Stauffers' 

mimJr exposes Himmelfarb's dishonest~ and adultcr:,. \Vhilc 1-limmclfarb tries 

to ~L'isuage his guilt under the cloak of lngchorg's need. tht: mirror reflects their 

mutual dis~ust: 

He s,m the expression nf lt1geb,,rg Stauflcr ... Whose disgust was not less 
obvious for being expertly concealed. As for his own face. it was that of an 
old. inept man. Or Jc,,. (R..(: 166) 

Since Himmelfarb's friend. Konrad. is like a brother to him. the sexual encounter 

ht!twcen Himmelfarb and Ingeborg is symbolically incestuous. Furthermore, sex 

with Ingeborg is forbidden, because she is Gem1an, other, and married to his 

friend, and therefore suggests a displacement of forbidden Oedipal union with 
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the (m)other. The description of Himmelfarb after his sexual transgression, as an 

"old inept man. Or Jew" evokes memories of Moshe as a ridiculous "old Satyr", 

a "Jewish clown" (Re.: 116) and reinforces the notion of sexual transgression. 

Ingeborg's abduction by the Nazis re-enacts Reha's abduction, and 

Himmelfarb experiences a return of the repressed. As John Colmer observes, 

this may be seen as "a psychological projection of Himmelfarb's guilty feelings 

of desertion, since most minor characters and incidents in White's novels serve 

as projections of the fragmented psyche of the main protagonists" (1978: 28). In 

his dream, he yearns to gaze once more on his wife's face. But she weeps tears 

of blood, and withdraws from him. "directing his vision towards the other, 

unknown faces" in a bottomless pit of darkness (RC: 167). This is a signal for 

Himmelfarb to subsume the personal into the social scheme. Accordingly, he 

comes out from hiding. and turns himself over to the authorities. ostensibly 

because he is a Jew. but in reality to embark on his journey of atonement for his 

own sin ant: lhe sins of others. 

Caught in a bombing raid. he has a blinding vision of the Chariot and is 

miraculously saved: 

Then wheels were arriving. Of ambulance? Or fire-engine? The Jew walked 
on. by supernatural contrivance. For now the wheels were grazing the black 
shell of the town. The horses were neighing and screaming. as they dared the 
acid of the green sky. The horses extended their webbing necks, and their 
nostrils glinted brass in the fiery light. While the amazed Jew walked 
unharmed beneath the chariot wheels. (RC: 170) 
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This miraculous escape prefigures his last minute escape from the gas chambers 

of Auschwitz. While thousands of Jews are sent to horrendous deaths, he is 

portentously singled out and saved, thereby ratifying his role as Messiah. But he 

remains haunted by the horrible memories of his desertion of Reha. The 

gruesome destruction of the Lady from Czemowitz is a repetitive psychological 

projection ofHimmelfarb's anxiety and guilt over Reha's fate. 

Again, a minor character, The Lady from Czemowitz, is a condensed 

symbol of the women in Himmelfarb1s life, his wife and (m)other. Her death 

recalls Reha's death, but her coquettishness recalls that of his (m)other who was 

"skittish in her private joy" in his company. White's use of dramatic irony 

heightens the impact of her flirtations. The reader is aware that the Jews are on a 

death train, but The Lady from Czemowitz is oblivious of this fact, which makes 

her flirtations appear grotesque and macabre in the face of her impending death. 

She "anoints" herself as she hums a merry tune (RC: i 77)~ she acts coy. flirts 

and titters and "t>jects" an appearance of mirth as she provocatively pats and 

glances down at her "floury breasts" (Ill:: 178); she protests like a coy young 

girl about having to "undress in public" (Re: 181 )~ and is conscious of 

Himmelfarb's "man's voice" (Re: 182) even as she is dragged away to certain 

death. In light of her coquettish interchange with Himmelfarb, the Lady's tom 

veil may be read as a Freudian symbol for the deflowering of a virgin. But 
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because Himmelfarb is a Christ-like figure, the tom veil also calls to mind the 

rending of the veil of the temple after Christ's crucifixion and death, signalling a 

premonition of Himmelfarb's immanent crucifixion. 

The savagery surrounding the persecution of the Jews is eroticised. There 

are references to "bestial moments" and graphic descriptions of the Germans 

with "genitals bursting from the cloth which barely cont<!ins them" (RC: 180), 

the "ancient scar" on the Lady from Czemowitz, where her "dug" had been, the 

savaged belly and thighs. These can be read as destructive Kleinian phantasies 

or projections emanating out of Oedipal conflict. 

Himmelfarb, The Lady's "human counterpart", responds to her call, 

falling to the ground as "the funnels of a thousand mouths" are directed upon 

him, covering his body with "a substance he failed to identify" (Re: 184). There 

is an eerie sense of erotic jouissance surrounding Himmelfarb's suffering. 

Significantly, he loses his spectacles and consequently his sight (Re: 185), a 

classic symbol of castration anxieties as Freud points r..1t in his essay, "The 

Uncanny" (SE XVII: 217-253). 

The narrative suggests the birth of a new. spiritual life for Himmelfarb 

after the Nazi bloodbaths. using metaphors of emerging butterflies. But this 

burgeoning spiritual life is a sublimation of Oedipal desire: 

Friedensdorf was enclosed in a blood-red blur, or aura, at the centre of which 
he lay, like a chrysalis swathed in some mysterious, supernatural cocoon. 
Other forms, presumably, though not distinguishably human, moved on 
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but expanding to a loose orange. (R.C: i 34) 
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Like Christ before him, Himmelfarb's spiritual rebirth occurs three days 

after his brush with death. There is Biblical resonance in the description of his 

passage to a new life. He is laid on a stove amidst animals and straw, women 

come to dress his wounds, and he himself rests "in the bosom of his Lord" (RC: 

186). The metaphor for his new spiritual life is the recovery of his sight. 

Equipped with a brand new pair of spectacles, "Himmelfarb recovered his sight, 

and something of his own identity" (B..C: 187). 

Behind the grand design of spiritual quest and atonement, familiar and 

familial patterns may be discerned. The original Oedipal triangle of the 

Himmelfarb family and of his childhood years gives way to a larger triangle of 

his adult years. The law of Moshe. Mordecai's biological father .. is replaced by 

the law of the social paternal authority of Nazi Germany. The love for the 

mother which is forbidden by the father is displaced and sublimated into love for 

the religion of the mother. which is 1orbidden by the societal law of the Nazis. 

To take the religious-maternal metaphor a little further, Nazi Germany then 

emerges as the forbidding father. As Ellie Ragland-Sullivan points out 

because Jaw actually dwells in some third position apart from mother and 
father alike, never equal to itself, yet seemingly attached first to a family 
structure and then to a social one, the signifier for law always appears to be 
attached to familial requisites. Freud called it the internalized superego and 
saw it as necessary to social functioning. (In Feldstein and Sussman 1990: 79) 
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Forbidden union with the (m)other, in this case, the Jewish religion, Himmelfarb 

flees from Germany to the Promised Land to atone for his own sins and the sins 

of others. 

Often in White's novels, roles confer a sense of identity. Theodora, in 

The Aunt's Story, drew whatever sense of identity she had from her roles of 

daughter and aunt, and Himmelfarb's identity appears to_ be reinforced by his 

Messianic role. His wounded hands and forehead pierced by barbs create a 

Christ-like image (RC: 185). His redemptory role is bestowed on him by others 

and is willingly assumed by him as can be seen when his brother-in-law Ari 

remarks: "'You, I seem to remember, Reha had decided, were to play the part of 

a Messiah"' (Re: 192). 

His brief sqjoum in Jernsalem is a repetition of his fleeting marriage to 

Reha. Both <!re not totally conducive lo his search for Agape, as both have in 

them the temptations of Eros. Renouncing the latter, Himmelfarb leaves 

Jernsalem. refusing 11 the freedom of that golden city" (RC: 189) for Australia, a 

harsh land which promises and metes out the punishment and destruction he 

seeks. In an imitation of Christ, Himmelfarb, as once before in Germany, 

delivers himself unto his enemies (Re: 171). His ultimate destruction m 

Australia is metaphorically foreshadowed by the pillar of fire which 1s 

reminiscent of the fire which destroys Sodom and Gomorrah. "He had, in fact, 
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already been received. As the heat smote the tarmac, there appeared to rise 

before him a very definite pillar of fire" (Re: 194 ). 

Himmelfarb's train ride through Sydney recalls to some extent, Christ's 

donkey ride into Jerusalem, because both rides are preludes to crucifixion and 

death: 

The train was easing through the city which knives had sliced open to serve 
up with all the juices running - red, and green, and purptc: .. The neon syrup 
coloured the pools of vomit and the sailors' piss ... The blue-haired grannies 
had purpled from the roots of their hair down to the angles of their pants, not 
from shame, but neon, as their breasts ... roundly asserted themselves, like 
chamberpots in concrete ... The kiddies would continue to suck at their slabs of 
neon, until they had learnt to tell the time. until it was time to mouth other 
sweets .... 

Sodom had not been softer. silkier at night than the sea gardens of 
Sydney. The streets of Nineveh had not clanged with such metal. The waters 
of Babylon had not sounded sadder than the sea, ending on a crumpled beach, 
in a scum of French letters. (Re: 391-392) 

The description of Himmelfarb's train ride into the Sydney suburbs has resulted 

in some accusations of misanthropy and misogyny against Patrick White. White 

himself was aware of this and lamented such an accusation: 11 1 read constantly 

that I am a misogynist.. .. Of course my women are flawed, because they are also 

human beings, as I am" (EG: 252). However. Giffin locates White's discourse in 

a Postmetaphysical realm. and argues that in this kind of discourse "White's 

excremental vision ... the products of his literary flatulences, viscosities and 

voidings are all part of a discourse about the nature of creation and the 

relationship between humanity and God" ( 1993: 9). 
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More significantly, these images recall phanstasies associated with the 

Kleinian version of the early Oedipus complex. Hanna Segal explains that there 

is a connection between the relationship to the breast and Oedipal problems, and 

that the influx of Oedipal envy and jealousy triggers attacks on the combined 

image of the breast and penis (1988: 103 ). These images are prevalent in 

Himmelfarb's phantasies during his train ride, emphasisi_ng the persistence of 

Oedipal tensions. 

Returning to his humble shack. Himmelfarb immerses himself in Jewish 

religion and ritual "not so much in the hope of being rescued, as to drive the 

hatred out" (Re.: 393 ). As Eagleton observes, the Oedipus complex also 

repre~ents "all fonns of religious and social authority. The father's real or 

imagined prohibition of incest is symbolic of all higher authority to be later 

encountered" ( 1983: 156). Eagleton goes on to explain that the Oedipus complex 

"is not just another complex: it is the structure of relations by which we come to 

be the men and women we are. It is the point at which we are produced and 

constructed as subjects'' ( 1983: 156 ). Most of the Riders do not completely 

overcome or successfully negotiate their Oedipal conflicts, but instead sublimate 

these conflicts into quests for transcendental meaning, which is represented by 

their visions of the Chariot. 
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In the final part of the no,·el the fop' ::s of good and e,·il. inherent in the 
.. 

process of splitting. confront each other. as in Armageddon. outside a bicycle 

factory in Sydney. The denouemem is set in the Sydney suburb of Barranugli. 

even though Himmelfarb himself lives in the nearby suburb of Sarsaparilla. 

Critics such as Bliss h:.1ve commented on the connotations of the name of the 

town. Barranugli. (bare-and-ugly or barren-ugly). and ha~e likened White's use 

of this site to Faulkner's use of Yoknapatawpha County ( I 986: 84 ). To this may 

also be added R. K. Narayan's imaginary town of Malgudi in India. The elect, 

but vulnerable Himmelfarb. faces the accumulated forces of evil in this 

portentous setting. The law of the Father. replicated in the law of Society. is 

enforced by the Satanic doyennes Flack and Jolley who instigate and mobilise 

the drunken Blue and his mates to crucify the unresisting Himmelfarb. 1 Some 

critics, such as J. F. Burrows. protest that Flack and Jolley arc insufficiently 

motivated to instigate and perpetrate such a crime. However. Burrows concedes 

that Mrs. Flack', implied responsibility for her husband's death a.1d the 

insinuation that Blue is her illegitimate son may make the motivation plausible. 

even though he remains adamant that this motivation is detrimental to the novel 

as a whole (in Wilkes 1970: 66 ). Coincidentally. the crucifixion of the Christ­

like Himmelfarb takes place on Good Friday. "Mr. Himmelfarb, too, has died on 

the Friday" (RC.: 439). Chris Wallace-Crabbe observes that "events come to a 
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head on Good Friday because that is the day when donnant anti-Semitism might 

be expected to bubble over" ( 1961: 35). 

Like the play within the play of Hamlet which re-ena~ts the murder of the 

King, in Riders in the Chariot. a circus clown proleptically enacts Himmelfarb's 

hanging. (RC: 404 ).1 That Himmelfarb does not protest. not even feebly, 

suggests that he welcomes his fate. Thanatos. the death drive. is the other side of 

the coin of Eros: 

For the JC\\ did not resist. There was. on one side. the milling of the 
righteous. even to their own detriment. On the other. the Jew, who did not 
flinch. except that he was jostled. His expression remained one almost of 
contentment. (R.C: 409) 

Himmelfarb's lack of resistance may be seen in a dual light: in his Messianic 

role. he desires to atone for his own sins and for the sins of the world. From a 

psychoanalytic angle. his desire for death represents a regressive desire for 

nirvanic tusion with the (m)other. As Bcm·cnuto and Kennedy observe. "non-

being" becomes. paradoxically. the origin of "being". the focus of "desire'': 

Death becomes the origin of the subject's lifo - not of the imaginary life of the 
ego. for which death merel} represents a danger. but of \vhat desire strives 
after. Death is the 'beyond' of desire. the forbidden. i.e .. death is equivalent to 
enjoyment. jouissance. The unconscious strives to express what is forbidden 
to the speaking subject - jouissancc and death. ( 1986: 180) 

For Himmelfarb. ultimate union with the (m)other in the form of religious 

absorption and expiation has retaliatory castration and annihilation built into it, 

as is seen in his almost inescapable crucifixion and death.3 From the point 
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of view of Jewish belief or Merkabah mysticism, Himmelfarb's non-resistance, 

his look of contentment and "his mouth was not even set to endure suffering, but 

was ever so slightly open, as if to receive further bitterness" (B.C: 410), are in 

keeping with his role as zaddik or holy man. He and others believe that as a 

zaddik, Himmelfarb is destined to expiate the sufferings of his generation. It also 

suggests satisfaction in the attainment of a goal - consununation of union with 

the religious (m)other. Kristeva caHs this ''jouissance", which is "sexual, 

spiritual, physical, conceptual at one and the same time" (in Roudiez 1982: 16). 

Himmelfarb, the "good" Jew, is counterpointed by Rosetree, the "bad" 

Jew and pseudo-Christian. From Rosetree's point of view, Himmelfarb is the 

repressed Other. In his dreams. Rosetree experiences a return of the repressed, in 

which his gilded carriage of materialism turns into a nightmarish pumpkin. The 

omniscient narrative is merciless in the depiction of the Rosctrees' predicament: 

And at times the Rosetrees would cling together with almost fearful passion. 
There in the dark of their rexture-brick shell, surrounded by the mechanical 
objects of value, Shirl and Harry Rosetree were changed mercilessly back into 
Shulamith and Ha·:.n Rosenbaum. Oy-yoy. how brutally the Westminster 
chimes resounded then in the hall. A mouse could have severed the lifeline 
with one Lilliputian snap. While the seekers continued to lunge together along 
the dunes of darkness, arriving nowhere, except into the past, and would 
excuse themselves in favour of sleep, that other deceiver. (B.C: 209) 

Rosetree plays Judas to Himmelfarb's Christ, betraying him to his 

enemies. The Rosetrees' "mechanical objects of value", their electronic gadgets 
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are evocative of Judas's thirty pieces of silver. And, like Judas, overcome by 

guilt at Himmelfarb's crucifixion, Rosetree commits suicide. 

Ruth Godbold is the third of the Riders. In her family life. as in Himmelfarb's 

and Mary Hare's, there are vestiges of Oedipal triangulations of desire. Ruth, 

like several of White's female protagonists, Theodora. Laura and Mary before 

her, appears emotionally entangled with her father. Ruth herself is aware of the 

illicit nature of her affections: "'But there was my dad ... l loved him .. .It is wrong 

to love a person too much. Sinful in a way"' (RC: 261 ). 

On her mother's death. Ruth assumes the maternal function in the 

household and hopes to replace the ( m )other in her father's affections. However, 

she is quickly displaced from the privileged maternal position by her father's 

new bride. Jessie Newsom. jessie's suggestion that they "share the duties ~f 

family life" (&:: 239) clearly applies to household chores and not to the man's 

affections. The marriage proposal she receives from an "elderly gentleman" is a 

projection of Ruth's own Oedipal desires. Subconsciously aware of this, she 

turns him down, because "it would have been silly, not to say wrong, to let 
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herself accept" (RC: 240). Other members of the family are also aware of Ruth's 

inordinate affections for her father. Her stepmother feels she is "intruding" on 

Ruth's territory by marrying her father. Joyner. The father himself asks Ruth to 

"forgive" him: (RC: 239~240). 

But she did not answer. In her misery. she was afraid she might have fetched 
up a stone. Nor did she dare touch, for she could have buried herself in her 
father's chapped lips. and been racked upon the white, unyielding teeth. (RC: 
240) 

Deprived of an empathic. bonding relationship w~th her r-,other because 

of the parent's premature death, and feeling rejected by her father by his 

subsequent remarriage. Ruth's self esteem flounders. She feels unloved and 

unworthy: 

There was some talk of the eldest girl studying to be a teacher when she 
reached a certain age. but that was silly. She \vould hang her head whenever 
the possibility •,vas mentioned, as if it was a joke against her. She was not 
intended for any such dignity. Nor was she really bright enough, she herself 
was ready to admit, and felt relieved when the matter was dropped. (Re: 234-
235) 

Since she is from a working class background. and so deprived of the benefits of 

education, the only option available to Ruth is to be fanned out as a domestic. 

(Mary Hare is also deprived of an education but that appears to be due to 

parental neglect rather than societal discrimination). Ruth is acutely aware of her 

status. as she watches her prospective employer1s daughters in their "lacey" 

finery, shoot arrows at targets: 

How the arrows pierced the desperate, wooden girl. She was that perturbed 
for considering what might become of her children once she had entered the 
great lady's demesne. (RC: 235) 
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Self and (m)other merge, and in Ruth's phantasies, her (m)other's children, her 

siblings, are her children. 

According to Karen Homey, there are three main ways in which the 

child, and later the adult, can move toward overcoming feelings of helplessness 

and isolation, and establish the self in a threatening world. The three ways are: 

to adopt a compliant or self-effacing attitude and mo'ie towards others; to 

develop in an aggressive manner and move against people; or to become 

detached and move away from people (in Paris 1986: 45). Ruth Godbold 

chooses the compliant, self-effacing solution in a life of service to the Other, 

whether she is paid for it. as in her service to Mrs. Chalmers-Robinson, or 

abused for it as in services rendered to her husband. or whether she delivers her 

service gratis as in her ministrations to Mary Hare. Alf Dubbo and Himmelfarb. 

She tries to overcome her basic anxieties and lack of self esteem by gaining the 

affection and approval of others as a result of her obsessive sense of service. 

Ruth's obsession with service to the Other. while it may appear to be 

altruistic. has a hidden motivation - the need to assuage the guilt she feels at her 

brother's death. This guilt is only attributable to Ruth in her role of (m)other to 

the child, and is therefore linked with Oedipal tensions. The image of the 

precocious Mater Dolorosa carrying her dead brother through the streets is 

evocative of La Pieta, has mythic resonance, and foreshadows her later 
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ministrations to the mangled and crucified Himmelfarb. While the narrative does 

not specifically incriminate Ruth, Mr. Joyner appears to blame her: "She 

brought the body to their father. who did not look at her straight, she saw, then, 

or ever again" (B.C: 238). 

Images of wheels are interwoven into the horror of her brother's death, 

symbolically linking her brother's death with the quest of the Chariot: "the wheel 

of minutes ground ...• the wheel of the cart trundled, lurched" (B.C: 237-238). Her 

brother's death serves as a catalyst to launch Ruth. like Himmelfarb after his 

wife's death. on a journey of expiation. Ruth assumes the Biblical Martha's role 

in assisting those. like Himmclfarb. who arc enmeshed in a grander scheme. 

Himmelfarb's vision of salvation unfolds on a large public scale. while Ruth 

confines herself. or is confined to. the domestic. with occasional glimpses of 

transcendental grandeur'. 

The organ lashed together the bars of music until there was a whole shining 
scaffolding of sound. And always the golden ladders rose. extended and 
extended. as if to reach the window of a fire. But there was no fire. only bliss. 
surging and rising, as she herself climbed upon the IH!avenly scaffolding and 
placed still other ladders, to reach higher. Her couragr.: failed before the 
summit. (RC: 236) 

Ruth's rapture in the organ music m the cathedral recalls Theodora's 

experience at Mora"itis' concert. Both women experience a manner of Jouissance, 

but while Theodora in her phantasies believes she has a love child. Lou Parrot, 

as a result of this momentary metaphysical union, Ruth Godbold subsequently 
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"actually" has a brood of children of her own. Her marriage to Tom is, to a 

certain extent, a displacement of her relationship with her father. In both cases 

she becomes a household drudge, looking after a brood of children. Both men 

reject her emotionally - her father for another woman who becomes Ruth's 

stepmother, and her husband rejects her for "beer, sex and the trots, in that 

order" (RC: 230). 

The narrative paints a bleak picture of women's lives. They are treated as 

objects of desire, or commodities for barter. or tools of employment or abuse. In 

Ruth's interview for a job as a domestic, she is reduced to the level of a tool or 

machine - she remains silent or is silenced, as her father and Lady A veling 

negotiate the prospects of her indenture. However. distinctions due to money 

and social status supersede gender di fforences. Because of her privileged 

position, Lady A veling assumes a masculine power position over the working 

class Joyners. As a poor woman. Ruth is doubly victimised, by the upper class 

and by the significant men in her life - father and husband. On the other hand, 

Mrs Chalmers-Robinson is "bought" like a commodity by her husband, who 

quickly tires of her and prefers the company of men (Re: 243 ). But since Ruth 

is plain-looking and from .1 working class background she is not "bought" by her 

husband. Paradoxically, her very plainness which disqualifies her as an object of 

desire allows her a measure of freedom. It is she who takes the initiative in the 
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courtship with Tom. She offers to sew on a missing button for him (Re: 256), 

proposes marriage to him (RC: 262) and offers to bear his sins (RC: 263). An 

exemplar of the alienated and abused woman, who has no one to confide in, her 

life story sounds like a litany of mishaps: 

She would have liked to talk to somebody about the past, even of those 
occasions which had racked her most, of emigration, and miscarriages, not to 
mention her own courtship. (RC: 233) 

The marriage quickly disintegrates into one of emotional abuse and physical 

violence. Ruth, like Himmelfarb and Mary before her, sublimates her emotional 

frustrations into a quest for transcendental meaning. There is a horrible 

description of domestic violence in the Godbold relationship: 

'This is what I think of all caterwaul in' Christians!' 
He caught his wife across the ear with the flat of his hand, with the 

result that the room and everyone in it rocked and shuddered for her, not least 
Tom Godbold himself. 

'And Jesus.' he hurtled on, as much to deaden his own pain, 'Jesus 
sticks in my guts! He sticks that hard!' 

In fact, he had to deal his wife a blow in the belly with his fist, and 
when she had subsided on the floor, against the table. a kick or two for value. 
(RC: 232) 

By associating Tv,n1s wife bashing with his repugnance for Christianity, the 

narrative conflates two separate issues and masks the magnitude of the violence 

against the woman. Bringing religion into the domestic fracas insinuates that 

Ruth1s faith is the reason for his abuse. She has replaced the original rejecting 

father by a similar relationship with her punitive, rejecting husband. Rejection 

by her husband, as by her father before him, launches Ruth on her search for the 
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ultimate parent, God the Father. Ruth's punishment at her husband's hand for her 

involvement in religion foreshadows and reflects the more horrendous violence 

Blue perpetrates on Himmelfarb. Ruth's penchant for suffering, like 

Himmelfarb's, is masochistic: "her nature, of course, denied her the opportunity 

of flight. She had to suffer" (RC.: 231 ). 

Tom is ambivalent towards Ruth. On the one hand,Jle rejects her and, on 

the other, he resents her immersion in religion. With Tom's death, Ruth loses her 

sense of self. She was to him, wife, (m)other and punching bag. Sado­

masochistic though the relationship is, it gives her a sense of being even as it 

consigns her to a life of suffering. To her he was "the token of her lost half' 

(RC: 287). Without him "she herself must accept to be reduced by half' (Re: 

287). White's protagonists such as Theodora, Laura and Yoss, and now Ruth 

Godbold, often experience the (m)other as part of the self: 

Mrs. Godbold's self was by now dead, so she could not cry for the part of her 
which lay in the keeping of the husband she had just left. (Re: 288) 

Because of her deeply impaired self esteem, Ruth is unable to experience Tom 

as "other", but only as a missing part of her self. However, with her husband's 

death. she is freed from the entanglements of the flesh, and launches on an 

errand of compassion towards all. She weeps for the condition of all human 

beings, for her father, her daughters, her former mistress, for the people on the 
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street, "her fellow initiates, the madwoman and the Jew of Sarsaparilla, even for 

the blackfellow" (RC: 288). 

There is tension in the narrative between Mrs. Godbold's do-good 

attitude and her concept of her fellow human being. At Mrs. Khalil's brothel in 

the midst of her Good Samaritan act, she is surprised to find herself solicitous 

about Dubbo's comfort "as ifhe was a human being" (RC:_283) and in her vision 

of global compassion, she includes "~ for the black fellow" (Re: 288). Mary 

Hare, another illuminate, also thinks about Dubbo as an anonymous Other, "a 

certain blackfellow" (ill:: 24 ). The prostitute, Mrs. Khalil, does not dispense 

sexual favours to blacks such as Dubbo. This is more understandable, because 

she is not depicted as "good" or ao;; one of the elect. But it comes as more of a 

surprise when the narratorially endorsed or "chosen" think of him as an 

anonymous "black", displaying discrimination against the Other. Dubbo appears 

to be discriminated against by good and bad alike. He is the perennial Other and 

is considered to be sub-human. Adam Shoemaker perceptively comments that 

White courageously shows the essential differences between Black and White 
Australians and highlights the societal forces which separate the two groups, 
but his vision of spiritual unity between the four "riders" does not imply or 
reflect increasing harmony between European and Aborigines in the general 
sphere. It acts instead to give succour and strength to those individuals whom 
society metaphorically crucifies through its rigidity and intolerance. The 
Aboriginal theme is subsumed by White's exploration of cosmic 
illumination ... through isolation and rejection. (1989: 97) 
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Alf Dubbo, the last, but not least of the Riders, is yet another victim of familial 

and social conflicts. His identity is split because of his mixed racial origins, his 

Aboriginal roots and his white adoptive parents. Alf is a hybrid, born to "an old 

black gin" (RC: 314) and an unidentified white mw1 on a reserve. Thus he is 

Other to both the white and the black race. It is ironic that the white society 

which removes him from his Aboriginal roots discrimi}!ates against him and 

consigns him to the margins of society forever. White is not unique in depicting 

the disastrous effect., of white appropriation of the Aborigine. Similar instances 

are seen, for example, in Colin Johnson's Wjld Cat Falling and Thomas 

Keneally's The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith. 

David Hodge and Vijay Mishra observe that the text emphasises Dubbo's 

excessive thinness negating his physicality and suggesting a "non material 

solidity" ( 1990: 63). They argue that society's "averted cye ... eliminates him from 

the visual field. to exist only as the taboo Other" ( 1990: 63 ). He is presented to 

the reader as a non-person. an almost ethereal character flitting about the edges 

of society. He represents more an abstract concept of the Aborigine. rather than 

an individual. He does not appear to be given full recognition and is not even 

acknowledged directly by some of the white women who "lowered their eyes as 

he passed". or "smiled knowingly, though not exactly at him" (RC: 201). 
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The imposition of the white patriarchal cultural framework on an 

Aboriginal mentality exacerbates the vicissitudes of Dubbo's individuation. 

\\'hen the young Dubbo paints the picture of his life, in phantastic images of his 

"mother's tits, black and gravelly", of the "white worm stirring and fainting" in 

the Reverend's pants, and of Jesus, in what is hinted at in a compromising 

posture, Mrs. Pask, his foster mother is horrified, calling it madness. She insists 

he '"must not think this way .. .It is dirty! When there is so much that is beautiful 

and holy! 111 (Re: 326). 

The well-meaning Mrs. Pask and the Rev. Calderon impose western 

religious and artistic principles on the Aborigine, Dubbo. stifling his own artistic 

and mystical heritage. As Anne-Marie Willis observes: "when a dominant 

culture, with varying degrees of knowingness. imposes its ethnocentric norms 

on a less powerful culture. the process of ethnocide is set in train" ( 1993: 94). 

Ethnocide is the ultimate in "Othering". And Anthony Elliott explains that 

racism may be understood as a "displacement of the selfs internal otherness, 

lack, and fragmentation onto this Other, an enemy which functions as an 

ex1ernal container of anxiety" ( 1992: 267). 

Not only is Dubbo split off from the mainstream of white society, and 

represented as the Other, he is also discriminated against by those who live on 

the edges of society. At Mollie Khalil's establishment, the local whore-house, he 
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is denied the services of a prostitute, because it "is a decent place. No love for 

blacks'." (RC: 279). There is implicit irony in this incident, because Mollie 

remembers that she herself had been in a defacto relationship with a Syrian 

whom she considers "black". 

Dubbo is born to 11an old gin" by "which of the whites she had never been 

able to decide" (R.C: 313 ). The anonymity surrounding_ Alf's white paternity 

indicates that his mother. the "old gin" as society's Other, was habitually 

sexually used and abused by any or all of the white m\!n on the reserve. Dubbo's 

genetic origins are therefore surrounded by mystery and are similar to Freud's 

( 1959) version of the quest for identity which he calls the "family romance"4 

which revises the actual circumstances of a child's origin and birth, and replaces 

them with imaginary parents of higher social standing. The Rev. Calderon and 

his sister, Mrs. Pask, who are both of higher social standing, are substituted for 

Dubbo's biological parents. The revisionary strategy of the family romance 

which replaces natural parents with those of higher social standing sometimes 

has disastrous effects on the moral and psychological development of the child. 

Alf, like Hurtle Duffield in The Vivisector, is seduced by one of the new 

parents. 

Freud argues that when a child is old enough to know the sexual facts of 

life, his family romance will show evidence that pater semper incertus est 



210 

whereas the mother is certissima. Freud goes on to say that this romance takes 

on an erotic orientation, motivated by curiosity about the mother's sexual 

activities, which are often thought to be illicit (SE IX pp. 235-244). Since Joe 

Mullens, his mother's lover, is neither Alf s father nor Maggie's husband, their 

sexual relationship is considered to be illicit. 

Soon the boy's memory was lit by the livid jags of the metho love the two had 
danced together on the squeaky bed. Afterwards his mother had begun to 
curse, and complain that she was deceived again by love. (R.C: 321) 

The effect of this scene on Dubbo's inner world is devastating: "But for the boy 

witness, at least, her failure had destroyed the walls" (RC: 32 l ). Watching the 

primal scene. Dubbo feels deprived of love from the (m)other: 

And love, very sad. He would paint love as a skeleton from which they had 
picked the flesh - an old goanna - and could not find more. however much 
they wanted, and hard they looked. Himself with them. He would have liked 
to discover whether it really existed. how it tasted. (R.C:326) 

The phantasy of the combined parents in sexual inter::ourse 1s an 

important part of the child's early Oedipal complex. This phantasy occurs when 

the infant becomes aware of the mother as a "whole" object, but does not fully 

differentiate the father from her: the penis and/or the father are phantasised as 

part of the (m)other. "At the same time the child's aggression aroused by 1..he 

intercourse is projected onto this figure. The parents in hated intercourse become 

a hatefully threatening monster. It is this terrifying figure which often forms the 
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core of children's nightmares and delusions of persecution" (H. Segal 1988: 

108). 

Dubbo's painting reveals poignant and terrifying primal scene and 

Oedipal phantasies. His mother's sex partner "strikes again and again with his 

t.liighs as though he mec1nt to kill", while Dubbo himself feels threatened with 

death, the ultimate castration. In his phantasy, a "blue wire tautened round his 

own throat" as he "dissolved into a terrible listlessness" (RC.: 326). Denied 

union with the (m)other, Dubbo submits to the sexual advances of Rev. 

Calderon, his adoptive father. who is depicted as a paedophile and pederast 

(Dubbo is not yer thirteen at the time 01 · seduction). The novel hints that 

Calderon's relationship with Arthur Pask was homosexual. and also points to the 

Reverend's transvestite inclinations as seen in his delight at dressing as a lady in 

a play (R.C: 328). Both topics. homosexuality and transvestism, are explored 

more fully in a later novel. The Twybom Affair ( 1979). The narrative does not 

totally censure Calderon. He is depicted as a confused and pathetic figure a5 "the 

past, the future, the appearances of things. his faith. even his desire could have 

been escaping from him" (Re: 330-33 I). But more importantly, the sexual 

encounter between him and Dubbo is both homosexual and Oedipal, since 

Calderon is a father figure. 
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What White is depicting here is an erosion of familial relations and 

societal laws, transgression of incest taboos, and the disintegration of the 

patriarchal system: the father figure seduces the son, and the very foundations of 

phallogocentrism appear to totter. Family relationships are reduced to debacles. 

It was a wann-cold mcrr.i11g in autumn. It was a morning devoted to regret 
rather than fulfilment. They lay together on the honeycomb quilt. Pleasure 
was brief, fearful, and only grudgingly recognized. Very soon the boy was 
immersed in the surge of words with which his lover lamented his own 
downfall. (R.C: 331) 

Because of Oedipal and relig:ous implications, the sordid affair brings guilt and 

fear rather than fulfilment. That Dubbo thinks of Calderon as "his lover" 

suggests the mutuality of their desires in the form of the negative Oedipus 

complex. Klein expla.ins that, for the boy child, the process of escaping a 

"mother fixation" is both inhibitory and promotive of homosexual tendencies or 

the inverted Oedipus attitude ( 1986: 232 ). This offers a plausible explanation for 

Dubbo's relationship with the Rev. Calderon. 

There is narrative ambivalence in the depiction of the seduction episode. 

The text exposes the weak Rev. Calderon as a hypocritical representative of 

organised religion and at the same time portrays his all too human vulnerability, 

fear of old age and tenuous faith. The depiction of the fumbling homosexual 

activities which are furtive and lead to mutual embarrassment rather than 

fulfilment is a concession to the times and social climate in which the novel was 
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written and set. This is in contrast with the more assured, rollicking treatment of 

homosexuality and transvestism in The Twybom Affair, published almost 

twenty years later, in 1979, in a changed social climate, where these matters 

may be more openly discussed. 

Despite Calderon's shortcomings and failures as Dubbo's adoptive father, 

he lavishes alJ he can on his protege: "fatherly love and spjritual guidance to say 

nothing of Latin verbs, and the dates of battles" (RC.: 313). In the course of his 

instruction, he introduces Dubbo to a painting of the Chariot: 

In the picture the chariot rose, behind the wooden hor~es, along the pathway 
of the sun. The god's arm - for the text implied it was a god - lit the faces of 
the four figures, so stiff, in the body of lhe tinny chariot. The rather 
ineffectual torch trailed its streamers of material I ight. (Re: 320) 

This is the first of Dubbo's fleeting. intem1ittent images of the chariot which is 

eventually captured in his painting. His first exposure t the Chariot is 

juxtaposed with his memory or the primal scene when the half-caste and his 

mother grappled in a dance of rnetho love (Re: 32 l ). For Dubbo, from now on, 

spiritual and carnal experiences exist side by side and battle for supremacy. 

After Dubbo's expulsion from his pseudo-Eden, the Rect, ·~ household, 

he has a series of entanglements with whores, pimps and transvestites who 

eventually rob him of his life's work, his paintings. His sojourn and sexual 

relationship with Mrs. Spice, who is an older woman, is further evidence of 

Dubbo's Oedipal conflicts. Mrs. Spice is also a whore, who befriends him, and 
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infects him with a sexually transmitted disease. Alf, a forerunner of Eudoxia, 

Eddie and Eadith in The Twybom Affair. is inculcated into bisexuality, which is 

complicated by Oedipal dimensions. Because of his sexual relationship with 

both father and mother figures, it would appear that Dubbo suffers from the 

positive as well as the negative Oedipus complex. 

As David Marr comments, Dubbo's life is a continuous conflict or split 

between "physical squalor and depravity, and his devotion to his gift" ( 1990: 

354). White himself feels that Dubbo's "gift would have been the less if he had 

not experienced the depths. (I am convinced of that in my own case)" (in Marr 

1990: 354). But Marr also goes on to point out that White himself had never met 

an Aboriginal: 

Dubbo the black painter is entirely White's invention. At Walgett he had no 
more than distant contact with the Aboriginals who lived along the river. He 
had never met one. For the portrait of Dubbo he drew on books, newspapers 
and the Withycombes' grim stories of the blacks round Barwon Vale. In 
Australian fiction the Aboriginal had been shown as artist/mystic or squalid 
fringe dweller. Dubbo was both. (Marr 1990: 360) 

Although meeting an Aborigine i~ no guarantee of successful fictional 

representation, the fact that White was not personally acquainted with 

Aborigines may partially account for the fact that the Aborigine, Dubbo, appears 

as the archetypal Other. He is presented in the stereotypical image of the 

alienated artist. To cite Hodge and Mishra again: "Aborigines can rightly object 

to the authenticity of Dubbo as the carrier of their social meaning in White's 
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fiction". They quote Mudrooroo Narogin: "'He's not a bloody Aborigine!"' 

( 1990: 63 ). What the narrative depicts, as White states in a letter to James Stem, 

is that "the Australian Aboriginal in contact with western civilization is a vecy 

squalid creature" (in Marr 1994: 196). Western \..1vilization then is seen as the 

corrupting influence. 

Dubbo may well be perceived as the projection of the European white 

male artist onto a black Aboriginal image. The reader is offered a hybrid of 

white or Eurocentric conception of the Other, the Aborigine, combined with the 

romantic image of the alienated artist. But the essence of Aboriginality, like the 

Chariot, appears to be elusive. Dubbo remains the elusive Other, but exists as 

White's "phantasy". if you will. of the creative artist. who represents an 

integration of both the aesthetica11y sublime and the physically squalid. 

Despite the signposts throughout the novel alerting the reader to the inter­

relationship of the Riders. and despite their intennittent visions of the Chariot 

which serve to link them together, the actual meetings of the Riders are but rare 

occasions, and the Chariot scenes themselves are few. Each Rider experiences 
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the Chariot alone, in phantasies, visions or hallucinations, rather than as positive, 

conscious acts of faith. The image of the Chariot is more forcefully realised in 

Dubbo's painting than in the characters' experiences. As Peter Wolfe observes: 

Though each rider is fascinated by the chariot, none has a finn hold or full 
picture of it. One mumbles about it in a dream or trance: another is moved by 
a painting of it: a third learns of it from some Kabbalistic lore: it comes to the 
fourth as a hymn. None see it clearly. none discovers its purpose. (Wolfe 
1983: 126) 

However. Dubbo the artist. drawing on his phantasies. infuses the Chariot 

image with meaning: "the Cha. · Jt was shyly offered. But its tentative nature 

became, if anything. its glory, causing it to blaze across the sky. or into the soul 

of the beholder" (Re.: 458). He also captures the essence or the Riders. 

conveying the solidity of Mrs. Godbold. Mary Hare's affinity with nature. 

Himmelfarb's suffering and persecution. and his own "whirling spectrum" (Re: 

458) of a head. Somewhat along these lines. Bliss considers that Dubbo paints 

Ruth Godbold as the eternal woman and mother. whose bre .. sts are overflowing 

with milk that never dries. "In other words. Ruth is revealed as the Magna 

Mater. Mary as the archetypal child. whose unborn innocence derives from her 

instinctual. animal being". Himmclforb is the Christ of the Deposition and "is 

seen to be both f,Od and man (as Laura Trevelyan knew all men were)". Dubbo 

"completes the quartet by depicting himself as a figure constructed out of 

bleeding twigs and spattered leaves" ( l 986: 160). 
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If accession to transcendence is the ultimate or major goal of the Riders, 

then in the painting, as in the narrative, the riders "had surrendered their 

sufferings, but not yet received beatitude" (Re: 459). Beatitude, like desire, may 

be forever deferred. What the narrative suggests then, is that the search for 

transcendental meaning is an integral part of life, an on-going process, rather 

than a realisation. 

Reintegration in the novel. which suggests resolution of Oedipal conflict, 

is realised by each of the protagonists. Himmelfarb, in his death-bed phantasises, 

reintegrates various split-off segments of his life, religious, personal and 

psychological: 

Again, he was th~ Man Kadmon. descending from the Tree of Light to take 
the Bride. Trembling with white, holding the cup in her chapped hands, she 
advanced to stand beneath the Chuppah. So they were brought together in the 
smell of all primordial velvets. This. explained the cousins and aunts, is at last 
the Shecchinah, whom you have carried all these years under your left breast. 
As he received her. she bent and kissed the wound in his hand. Then they 
were truly one. (R.C: 430) 

Like Voss and Laura before him. Himmelfarb is reunited with Reha, his spiritual 

counterpart. Like Voss. Himmelfarb integrates various conflicting aspects of his 

personality in his death-bed phantas: ~s. He accepts his physicality and becomes 

"truly one" with Reha. which is in contrast to his earlier marriage to her, when 

the bridegroom "seemed to have entered on another phase"; he was "morose" 

(Re: 127). Himmelforb "could see now the rightness and inevitability" of his 

relationship with Reha; he agrees "unreservedly that Reha should become his 
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voice and hands" (RC.: 427). Ethnic, religious and racial differences are also 

reconciled in his phantasy: "sometimes the faces were those of Jews, sometimes 

they were gentile faces, but no matter" (Re.: 437). This reintegration is triggered 

by a desire for reparation towards the damaged parent figure, which signals the 

resolution of Oedipal conflict. Images of destruction give way to the 

conciliatory Himmelfarb's father, Moshe, flickers "longingly within the 

acetylene nebula" (RC: 526), and he accepts feelings of ambivalence - of being 

"loved and tormented" by his father: "always separate during the illusory life of 

men, now they touched" (Re: 426). 

Mary too experiences wholeness in union with Himmelfarb: ''Their most 

private union she held in sheets of silence" (RC: 438). She phantasises about 

"courtship" and "love" and the "dancing demons" fly out of her life as she 

experiences her "final ecstasy (RC: 438-439). "She was all but identified" (RC: 

440). 

Ruth Godbold, for her part, also articulates the reintegration and 

reconciliation of all differences between Jew and Gentile as she recites her 

manifesto to Rosetree: 

'Men are the same before they are born. They are the same at birth, perhaps 
you will agree. It is only the coat they are told to put on that makes them all 
that different. There are some, of course, who feel they are not suited. They 
think they will change their coat. But remain the same, in themselves. Only at 
the end, when everything is taken from them, it seems there was never any 
need. There are the poor souls at rest, and all naked again as they were in the 
beginning. That is how it strikes me, sir. Perhaps you will remember, on 
thinking it over, that is how Our Lord Himself wished us to see it.' (Re: 445) 
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In her mind, Himmelfarb is Our Lord Himself. When Rosetree protests that 

Himmelfarb is a Jew, she counters with: "'So they say, was Our Lord and 

Saviour who we have buried too"' (RC: 446). 

Similarly, as Dubbo, alias Peter, watches the brutality of the crucifixion 

scene, he experiences a moment of epiphany: 

All that he had ever suffered, all that he had ever failed to understand, rose to 
the surface in Dubbo. Instinct and the white man's teaching no longer 
trampled on each other. As he watched, the colour flowed through the veins 
of the cold, childhood Christ. at last the nails entered wherever it was 
acknowledged they should .... So he understood the concept of the blood, 
which was sometimes the sick, brown stain on his own pillow, sometimes the 
clear crimson of redemption. (R.C: 412) 

As he witnesses Himmelfarb's persecution and crucifixion Dubbo integrates, in 

his phantasies, the various fragments of his life. He realises the significance, 

albeit "troubling", of "love in its many kinds", the sexual fumbling of the Rev. 

Calderon. Mrs. Spice's "putrefaction in the never-ending dance of the potato­

sacks". the prostitution of Hannah. the transvestism and hem1aphroditic antics of 

Norman Fussell (RC: 413). 

For Dubb"'. as always, the spiritual and the carnal coalesce. He accepts 

the Western patriarchal notion of Christ even if he "portrayed the Christ darker 

than convention would have approved" (RC: 456). But the dark- hued Christ 

signifies acceptance of ambivalence, the integration of Eurocentric notions of 

the Redeemer into his own cultural and racial idiom. He attempts to repair the 

damaged maternal image of the (m)other by lovingly touching with paint the 
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cheeks of Ruth Godbold, the First Mary, while the "smell of milk ... stole gently 

over him, for the breasts of the immemorial woman were running with a milk 

that had never, in fact, dried" (B.C: 454 ). She is the eternal (m)other, "the Mother 

of God waiting to clothe the dead Christ in white" (RC: 454). The tension 

experienced earlier in the narrative of the brothel scene, where Ruth Godbold, 

despite her ministrations, considers him to be less than h~man, is now eased as 

Dubbo realises "she had already testified her love" (Re: 436). 

Nevertheless, aggressive tendencies toward his own unlovjng (m)other 

linger and Dubbo experiences difficulty in totally reintegrating the maternal 

image in the painting of Ruth Godbold. "If he had known opulence, he might 

have been able to reconcile it with compassion. As it was, such riches of the 

flesh were distasteful to him, and he began to "lash. He hJcked at the paint to 

humble it" (RC: 454 ). Elizabeth Wright explains that the creative act can take 

place in the context of either of the two Kleinian positions: 

The schizoid-paranoid position is one swing of an oscillation between 
identification '.'ith the breast and separation from it, which initiates, according 
to Klein, all objectifications. This accounts for two kinds of experience - one 
which one might see as harmonizing, the other as rebellious. (Wright 1984: 
85) 

The reintegration suggested by Dubbo's painting oscillates between the two 

positions. Klein theorises that the resolution of the Oedipus complex is 

subsumed by integrative processes. Dubbo captures his numinous moment by 



221 

reintegrating various split aspects of self and (m)other, in the paintings of the 

Deposition and the Chariot, signalling the resolution of Oedipal conflic£S. In the 

painting of the Deposition, in particular, all conflicting elements, religious and 

social, are accepted and included: the two Marys, the battered Christ, the Jew of 

Sarsaparilla, and "the Godbold children, as he sensed them, some upright with 

horror for the nightmare into which they had been intro~uced, others heaped, 

and dreaming of a different state. There were the workers, too, armed with their 

rights, together with doubts and oranges" (R.C: 455). 

For the first and last time in the novel, all four Riders are present together 

at the Deposition. But even then Dubbo. the Aborigine and alienated artist, 

remains on the periphery. framed by a window. standing on the outside, looking 

in, which denotes his separateness from mainstream white society. He is Other. 

observer. spectator. not a participant in the rituals surrounding Himmelfarb's 

death. Like Dugald in Y.Qs.s. Dubbo. the Aboriginal. remains. as always, 

segregated. rather than integrated into society. He is "the abo halt:.caste who did 

not exist for any of member of it" (RC: 413 ). 

In the painting of the Chariot he reintegrates the four Riders. Dubbo thus 

serves as a trope for the artist, his creator, who reintegrates the various split-off 

fragments into a "whole" which is symbolised by the position of the four Riders 

within the Chariot. According to Ehrenzweig, the creative artist "prepares, as it 
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were, in his work a receiving 'womb', the image of a benevolent mother figure, 

to contain and integrate the fragmented material" (1993: 192). Dubbo, the artist, 

reintegrates the various split segments of self and of society in the receiving 

maternal womb of the Chariot. Jew and Gentile, Anglo-Saxon and Aboriginal -

are all brought together within the "Chariot sociable" (RC: 458). As Beatson 

observes, "the main symbols work centripetally, drawin!l the lives of the four 

chief characters together giving them a corporate identity that allows them to 

transcend the boundaries of self' ( 1977: l 61 ). 

As Hanna Segal explains, in the depressive position the developing child 

experiences a desire to r~store the loved internal and external objects which in 

his phantasies he has destroyed by his aggression. The desire for reparation is 

the basis for sublimation and creativity. These reparative activities are directed 

towards both the object, the (m)other, and the self. "The infant's longing to 

recreate his lost objects gives him the impulse to put together what has been torn 

asunder, to reconstruct what has been destroyed, to recreate and to create" 

(1988: 75). The reparative urge is dramatised in Dubbo's paintings of the 

Deposition and the Chariot. 

According to Melanie Klein, the reparative urge also signals the 

resolution of the early Oedipus complex, which is "subsumed and consequently 

redefined in tenns of depressive anxiety and the attempt to restore the mother as 
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a whole object" (Doane and Hodges 1992: 11). Concomitantly, the developing 

ego reintegrates previously split aspects of the self. However, Klein also alerts 

us that "the integration achieved is never complete". She uses the term 

"position" to imply "specific configuration[ s] of obj~ct relations, anxieties and 

defences which persist throughout life" (Segal 1988: ix). Negotiation of the 

early Oedipal complex serves as the developing protagonist's rite of passage to 

the next phase of development - of adult sexuality and notions of sexual and 

gender identity, which are the themes explored in the next novel to be 

considered, The Twybom Affair. 
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V FEMININITY, MASCULINITY AND ANDROGYNY IN 
THE TWYBORN AFFAIR 

I would like to think of myself morally justified in being true to what I am - if 
I knew what that is. I must discover. (The Twybom Affair: 63) 

The real E. has not yet been discovered and perhaps never will be. (~ 
Twybom Affair: 79) 

Androgynous: I. both male and female in one; hermaphroditic. (Webster's 
New World Dictionary: 1980} -

There are almost as many opinions, viewpoints and reactions to The Twybom 

Affair and to the Eadith Trist section in particular. as there are critics. For 

instance, Manning Clark observes that E. Twybom is a "twicer" both in his sex 

life and in his search for a lifestyle unavailable to him in Australia ( 1979: 20); 

Anne McCulloch sees Eddie as "neither redeemed nor damned'' ( 1983: 185-

186), and Manly Johnson argues that "because White is a reflexive writer, there 

is profit in reading one of his works biographically - provided the parallels lead 

up to the "autonomous level of art". Accordingly, Johnson claims that "White's 

real life is an extrapolition [sic] of Eddie's fictional life which ended in 1940" 

( 1981-82: 160). Johnson continues: "The Twybom Affair is a fictionalized 

retrospective over his life, a pause in the summoning up of materials out of the 

depths of the subconsciousness for fashioning into worlds inhabited by 

characters of his own invention - as close to an autobiography as we are apt to 


