


Search for Truth in the Selected Novels of Patrick White: The Eye of The 
Storm and The Vivisector 

 
 S. Anitha 

Assistant Professor 
Department of English 

Akshaya College of Engineering and Technology 
Kinathukadavu, Coimbatore. 

 

Patrick White, the grand old master of Australian literature, is a novelist, a short story 
writer and a playwright whose writing is endowed with comprehensively tackled big themes. 
According to Patrick White, the purpose of any work of art must not be simply pleasure 
giving, it must preach something to the individual. His vision is closely akin to the                       
deep-seated nature of the spiritual yearnings of human beings and the need for recognition of 
the psychic potential of the human spirit of which the conscious rational processes are only a 
fraction of the totality. He was particularly sensitive to the precarious nature of human 
identity and his work continues to challenge our perception of ourselves and our reality. He 
has achieved in his novels a vision of life which is both distinctively individual and generally 
relevant, a vision which illuminates in a fresh, sometimes strange, but always revealing 
manner the familiar universe, and which at the same time adds a quickening and transforming 
element to our experience of it. 

The outlook of one’s life depends upon one’s conception of reality. What is known as 
a vision of life is just the attitude which the individual is constrained to develop in regard to 
the atmosphere of the universe. Such an exalted conception of the totality of experience may 
be designated as the philosophy of life. It is, thus, philosophy which determines human 
conduct and enterprises of every kind in the social field as well as in one’s own person. This 
paper entitled “Search for truth in the select novels of Patrick White: The Eye of the Storm 
and The Vivisector” brings out the search for truth and the way the characters of the select 
novels achieve the vision of realisation. 

One of White’s favourite themes is that of human relationship and in                          
The Eye of the Storm White gives a vivid picture of the life within the family. Mrs. Hunter 
dominates the entire novel. She is the centre and spring of the novel and is shown as old,               
bed - ridden and practically blind, dying in her magnificent house in Sydney. As the novel 
progresses it led backwards from there. It is the mother who rules the household and is 
generally gruff and business-like in her treatment of children, whereas the father is tender and 
affectionate. She has a lot of effective control and it is she who often says the last word. Her 
children, Basil and Dorothy, are led by greed. Material gain is the essence and source that 
inspires their behaviour. 

Elizabeth Hunter kills the very love and life in her husband Alfred and her children, 
Basil and Dorothy. She lives in Moreton Drive, away from her husband. Neither as mother 
nor as wife is she faithful. She is surcharged with emotions and zest for her own life. She 
knows herself and the evil in her nature and is filled with a sense of guilt. An interesting 
aspect of her material relationship is her guilt feelings towards Alfred, her husband, in his last 
illness. She is eager to look after his comfort as though to compensate for the wrong she has 
done to him. As mother, Elizabeth Hunter has no motherly attachment for her children. Both 
Basil and Dorothy live outside Australia. She never feels pity for them and knows that they 
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do not love her. She is aware of the purpose of their visit. She is aware that her children hate 
her and are too anxious for her demise. 

In all her roles, Elizabeth dictates and presides over the lives of all those who 
surround her. She has the air of a queen. On the eve of Basil’s arrival, she is the                 
“Lilac Fairy”. To him, she is the “ancient queen”. She dominates the lives of her nurses and 
the solicitor, Arnold Wyburd, once her lover. Elizabeth Hunter assumes many roles. She is a 
wife, a mother, a patient, a client and a queen, all in one. Mrs. Hunter has perplexing teasing 
manners. Her relationship with Alfred rests on the fragile bond of marriage. Her marriage 
was no more than a pretense to her. Love is non-existent in their relationship. She does not 
want to encroach upon the island called ‘Alfred’. She doesn’t call him with endearment. 

Elizabeth plays her role but aspires for truth. She looks for freedom which is not in 
life. She is conscious of the void in her life and wants to fill it up. Her unfulfilled urge for 
completion is partly responsible for her estrangement from her husband and children.                
Self-love motivates her to indulge in sensual experiences. She loves life and so her actions 
are unpredictable. She tries to find the meaning of life through sensual encounters. She 
desires to possess more than to be possessed. She maintains her exquisite façade in hosting 
parties. She is perfectly disguised, reserved for other ends. Dorothy states that her mother 
specialised in slaves, among whom her father was the most valuable. She is able to see too 
clearly, which is disapproved by others. In the words of Brissenden the basic source of her 
isolation, however, is a peculiar honesty and intensity of vision: she observes herself and 
others with a naked, innocent, and painfully uncompromising eye: it is this which cuts her off 
from her fellows. . . (Shaikh, 28). 

Elizabeth, who assumes actual disguise, does not confuse the mask with the person. 
She is knowledgeable about herself and penetrates the appearances of others. She has the 
clarity and simplicity with which she recognises and accepts her state. She can invent 
plausible reasons for her irrationality. She is the only character whose rehabilitation from the 
effects of her folly is almost complete. In fact, she has always been dignified, noble and the 
very picture of ideal womanhood in spite of her loss of chastity. She feels that there is enough 
atonement for it and that is what matters. 

The two sides of life are seen in her characterisation. She embodies both vice and 
virtue. She is a torturer and a healer at the same time. All her life she has been using various 
masks and deceiving people like Alfred, her husband, and Arnold Wyburd and Athol Sherve, 
her lovers. Nevertheless, the game of deception that she plays on others is also a part of                
the game wherein she is indulging in a willful self-deception. She takes part in the game of 
self-deception as an act of willful choice this seems to be the major difference in her 
character and that difference in their temperaments are also reflected in their respective fates. 

Elizabeth’s children, Basil and Dorothy are callous in their attitude. They don’t feel 
any compassion and love for their mother. They want to get rid of her to pursue worldly 
pursuits. They have zest for their own lives. They offer hatred, neglect and carelessness, not 
solace. They are driven by selfish interests and represent the materialistic view. Filial 
ingratitude and greed dominate their actions. For them nothing matters except their end. They 
are determined to realise their ends at any cost. They are purposeful like their mother. They 
are practical and destructive. Material greed becomes an overpowering compulsion with 
Basil. It is partly economic necessity forcing Basil consent to play the role of a murderer. He 
needs money for his non play. Dorothy’s purpose is to coax a sum of money from Elizabeth. 
Brother and sister, both join to dictate terms to Elizabeth. They suggest her to shift to the 
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Thorogood village, a Home for the aged. Basil and Dorothy hide their objectives under the 
guise of a dutiful concern, for they are determined to salvage their own lives with Elizabeth’s 
money. They want to stop her frittering away their inheritance. 

 Basil is afraid of real-life. He desires to escape both from past and future. Acting                  
is necessary for him. He is a failure in his married life. He is unable to come to terms with his 
wife. The cause is found in his mother’s attitude to him in childhood. He acts before his 
mother on his arrival from England. He imitates his mother’s practical ethics and doesn’t 
want to be drowned in compassion. He is aware of his egotism, inaptitude and 
superfluosness. He is supposed to love his mother but loves himself. He appeals to her sense 
of duty and suggests his mother to shift to a home for the old. He delivers a speech saying his 
mother had everything from life. She had lived her life to the full. He accepts that, in spite of 
her faults, his mother was an enchantress and that he is fortunate to be born to her. Thus, they 
need not mourn her death: I imagine everybody would agree that mother had from life all she 
could . . . I’m fortunate to be her son (EOS 537 - 538). He does not attend his mother’s 
funeral.  

As brother, Basil has little affection for Dorothy; their meeting at the death-bed is a 
temporary one dictated more by the same material interest than by love between the brother 
and the sister. He has a practical plan and takes Dorothy as his partner. He looks passionately 
at her and wants to ratify an alliance. At Kudjeri, their relationship grows “dove-tailed”. 
Brother and sister give the greatest performance of their lives. They sleep together in their 
mother’s broad bed. They have each other to console and reassure themselves. The 
discoveries they make are not grief, passion, despair, horror but a complex combination of all 
these elements. Brother and sister are united in a grief and are in need of life. Loneliness 
forces the two loveless ones together. 

 The children Basil and Dorothy have a passion for deceiving. They hide their inner 
hate with outward sympathy. They are petty superficial and submerged in “the business of 
living”. They use every means in their power to gain their objectives.  Mrs. Hunter is truly an 
island and she is not upset to find her match in her own children. She says, the worst thing 
about love between human beings . . . when you’re prepared to love them they don’t want it; 
when they do, it’s you who can’t bear the idea (EOS 11). Parent-child relationship is 
governed by selfish motives. Though Elizabeth denies love to her husband and children, she 
has an obvious largeness of heart. She is generous and bears no malice towards anyone. She 
provides her children with financial security. 

 White clearly brings out the ways in which the essential selves of all the characters 
are concealed by the roles they play when presenting themselves to others. He brings within, 
the scope of the question of appearance and reality and perhaps illuminates the chief duplicity 
of the times. He reveals this through their memories and dreams. There is a continual inward 
conflict which finds expression in the life, either in the form of negative ills or in 
disappointed hopes. Outside the core of being, the inner world of White’s characters exists in 
a state of fragmentation and disorder. People are divided within and often against themselves 
dominated by one function and repressing others. 

 Dorothy is the princess de Lascabanes. She is divorced by her French husband Hubert 
to whom she had been married by her mother. Her life and role in France is of the genteel 
poverty. She is unhappy with Hubert, who is old enough to be her father. She never loves 
Hubert, but admires his worldly status. She is unable to understand Hubert’s moves and fails 
as a wife. Her marriage is wrecked. As a matter of necessity, she acts out her part. Dorothy is 
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another version of Elizabeth. She is interested in her inheritance. Money, to her, has 
stabilising power. She is pitifully destitute of any good feeling for her mother. She accuses 
her mother of all obscene desires and considers her an evil heartless old woman. Even when 
Dorothy plays a dutiful affectionate daughter, under that garb, she remains a potential 
murderess. She is very practical and has no illusions. She finds old people smelly, dirty and 
frightening. 

 Dorothy inherits dishonesty from her mother. She plans to kill her mother and insists 
on Basil accepting her crypto plan. On hearing the news of her mother’s death, Dorothy acts 
to disguise her shame for her hand in her mother’s death. To celebrate innocence, she 
embraces Anne Mcrory. She avoids attending her mother’s funeral under the pretext of 
having developed a migraine. She leaves for Paris thinking that she doesn’t belong to 
Australia. She is interested in Basil, as he is a “mirror - image” of herself. Then that she goes 
to the extent of committing advicery with her own brother. She refuses to see him and hurries 
away to Paris, breaking all human ties. Both the brother and the sister, survive as sterile 
objects, broken in their human emptiness.  

 In The Eye of the Storm Elizabeth Hunter suffers from a kind of self-love. She is 
haunted by her self-love even on her death-bed and, therefore, perhaps herself in an exotic 
manner for her meeting with her children. It is her self-love, in other words, which prompts 
her to have multiple faces. In the same fashion, her children Basil and Dorothy also have 
multiple faces. Basil is a born actor and he has inherited the actor’s talent from his mother. 
Both of the children appear in the presence of their mother with a mask of concern for her 
health. However, Mrs. Hunter is not deceived by these masks. She knows well that they have 
come for her cheques rather than for welfare. It appears that everyone in The Eye of the Storm 
is an island. She hasn’t been very happy in her married life. Neither has been her husband so 
when he was alive. She had gone to the extent of experimenting in adulterous relationships 
with Arnold Wyburd and Athol Shreve. But, both fail to break the ice between them. This 
leads to another attempt on her part to seek a confirmation of her self - love through 
EdvardPehl, which in turn gives her a vision of life, through the eyes of the storm that ensues, 
based on acceptance and tolerance. Her children are an extension of her married life with 
Alfred. Basil has inherited her acting talent whereas Dorothy has inherited the fantasy of her 
father. 

 The storm forms the heart of the novel’s structure and meaning, its design and vision. 
The storm most fully unifies the work. The main character’s past, present and future 
experiences are gathered within it into a single moment, so that the storm episode becomes a 
microcosmic enactment of the whole novel. The storm seems an integral part of the work. It 
virtually appears to be a super character casting a shadow over the lives of the protagonists 
and influencing the courses of their lives at critical moments. In the novel it symbolises the 
cosmic drama significantly linked with the life of Elizabeth Hunter. In the life of Elizabeth 
Hunter this natural disaster serves as a cataclysm in a stage of development. The storm is 
actual and exceptionally fierce: Trains were rumbling . . . the thunder, roaring of the gale, 
groaning of the sea, lashing of wiry  rain . . . The study door . . . somersaulted away.                 
There was continual juggling of fire balls, either in the sky, or was it at the back of her eye 
sockets . . . (EOS 407 - 408).  

The vast stretches and expanses of uninhabited land, loneliness and forlornness of the 
Brumby Island makes Mrs. Hunter think of her. It seems to be a confrontation with reality. 
Andrew Taylor rightly points out: At its best, a solitary confrontation with nature is 
purgatorial: nature is a form of suffering that purges away all that is not essential so that the 
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solitary figure may confront himself (Shaikh 44). The experience of Elizabeth Hunter on the 
Brumby Island in The Eye of the Storm seems to confirm this. Her experience changes both 
the course and the significance of her future life.  

Nature tinged with malevolence is noted in Hunter’s violent moments when the 
cyclone cuts a path of death and destruction: the lightning tattered the sky . . . the night below 
had begun to snuggle . . . the wind slammed hard at the land . . . trees recoiling - like a crowd 
resisting physical, prostration (EOS 406). In such a night, Elizabeth Hunter comes out in 
search of her deadly companion without thinking of self-preservation. Nature may be violent 
and destructive but paradoxically in its destructive quality lies security and shelter for those 
rejected and cost off by the world. The storm serves as an external apparatus to enable 
Elizabeth to comprehend all the component parts of her own nature. It appears to be well 
adapted to the needs, aspirations and frailties of human nature. White uses the storm, to make 
the external internal, the internal external, make nature thought and thought nature. 

Elizabeth Hunter is deserted by her daughter before the cyclone hits the Island. Her 
psychological condition on the eve of the cyclone is also related to some of the facets of her 
extraordinary experience. She reflects on marriage, union and love. She ceremoniously puts 
on her White dress which was designed not only to ravish the human eye, but to seduce time 
into relaxing its harshest law.  That night she plaited her hair, and wound, or moulded it, into 
a crown; then bowed her head before. Slipping over it the gold and turquoise chain she had 
allowed the child to wear. She finds herself at another level, an irrelevant figure (EOS 405). 

The storm produces a slumbering effect on Mrs. Hunter. It is revealed as an active, 
even sentient force. The external disaster seems to insinuate the possible inner resurrection. 
There is a storm within and without. Mrs. Hunter realises her limitations and acknowledges 
the terrifying inadequacy of her nature. She is filled with a sense of hopelessness and 
helplessness. There is hysteria in the black of night: Just as she was no longer and body, least 
of all woman: the myth of her womanhood had been exploded by the storm. Re-living the 
past is triggered by the storm. She comes face to face with her own destructive handwork. 
She does not indulge in self-pity. She recognises, her own faults to her husband and how she 
was responsible for the under nourishment of Basil. 

 Mrs. Hunter is aided in an introspection of her past life by the storm. The storm is all 
pervasive. It brings out the worst and the best in Mrs. Hunter. She confesses her faults, which 
produces in her a rare sense of freedom. This freedom allows her to choose to follow the 
gleam instead of chains the baubles of life. She is put to test, perhaps harshly. The storm 
becomes her teacher and mentor. She realises that power, fame, pomp, wealth and the 
applause of men can never bring satisfaction. She is delivered from the bondage of the 
senses. The storm is to cleanse her from all unrighteousness, negations and self-deception. It 
functions effectually as an instrument of harmony. The elements are the agents of purification 
and transmutation. Elizabeth Hunter emerges physically battered but spiritually learned. In 
her new humbleness, she discovers that desire to possess had left her. 

 During the storm, Elizabeth Hunter displays remarkable fortitude and remains 
unruffled. She is patient and forbearing and is allowed to enter the still centre of the storm. 
She experiences the Eye - God or whatever supernatural power. 

She could not visualise it. She only positively believed in what she 
saw and was and what she was too real too diverse composed of 
everyone she had known and loved and not always altogether 
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loved it is better than nothing and given birth to and for God’s 
sake. (EOS 409) 

There is calmness and sweetness in the morning light. Mrs. Hunter finds round her a 
glistening calm in which the self-had been stripped if painfully of its human imperfections. 

 Mrs. Hunter experiences the twilight of the double vision. After that she suffers a 
physical breakdown, followed by a collapse of the will. She comes face to face with her “pure 
being”. It is her initiation into death: After I had been deserted - and reduced to shreds - not 
that it mattered. I was prepared for my life to be taken from me (EOS 395). The context of 
death provides intensity to her relationships. She realises the basic unity between life and 
death and understands that life is but a preparation for death. Hence, for her, death is no 
longer a regrettable event or an inescapable evil but a boon in disguise. It is the ultimate 
vision of God’s desire. Her extraordinary mental state leads her to the double vision. She 
realises “to be translated out of them” is “to be destroyed”. For her, like Le Mesurier in Voss, 
“Dying is creation”. She gets the insight that the world of dying is the world of dissolution 
and the world of living is the one of degeneration. Death becomes for her the decay of body 
but growth of mind and spirit. She becomes aware of the two sides of life that is, of ‘Being’ 
and ‘Becoming’. 

 The object of the storm is not to punish Mrs. Hunter but to raise her to the level of a 
conscious union with God who is “the eternal calm”. The storm is meant to remove                     
Mrs. Hunter from the bestial plane and to raise her to a higher spiritual level. There comes the 
wonderful illumination. Then everything grows with the presence of God when the false 
personality melts away and the consciousness expands until she is one with the God. It is an 
effort at elevating her moral, material and social status. It becomes a symbol of fulfillment, 
elevation and self-renewal.  

The negative and positive aspects of human endeavour directs toward harmony are 
portrayed as two aspects of the double vision. The storm is a positive symbol of the 
exploration of the possibilities of love and affection and a negative symbol of the destruction 
of self-esteem. Mrs. Hunter realises that good and evil are identical. She loses interest in life 
because everything is drowned is nothingness. She recognises the horror of the universe and 
also its smallness. Her experience of the void, nullity and horror thus becomes a religious 
experience. Her readiness for the supreme sacrifice is symbolic of the constant preparedness 
on the part of the spiritual humanity to lay down its physical self whenever and wherever 
higher objectives, commonly called principles, demand it. Her external life becomes 
transformed, for the one universal life, which is perfect, is allowed to go unimpeded and lead 
her in the path of harmony order and peace. She realises the truth of wholeness which is 
inherent in her. It is a jewel covered and hidden by the rubbish of errors: 

She was instead a being, or more likely a flaw at the centre of this 
jewel of light: the jewel itself, blinding and tremulous at the same 
time existed, flaw and all only by grace. (EOS 410) 

She becomes conscious of the changeless divine presence. She seems to have 
experienced “transcendence by virtue of that visit to the Warmings Island”. The storm 
appears to be a dynamic force that wipes of all the forces, antagonism and conflict. It is a 
thrilling turning point in Mrs. Hunter’s life. She undergoes a momentous transfiguration. She 
learns to forgive and forget and love instead of giving way to resentment. She finds black 
swans - four, five, seven of them floating on the water. She offers the sodden loaf to the 
swans that eat out of her hands: expressing neither contempt nor fear, they snapped up the 
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bread from her hands, recognising her . . . acknowledging an equal (EOS 409 - 410). She 
thinks of herself as a black swan, and, therefore, calls them “Basil Dorothy ugly names”. In 
doing so she discovers the power of love and recognises her place in the scheme of life. She 
enters into a dialogue, or a state of oneness with the internal harmony that is Divine. Beyond 
the chaos of this world lies the Divine order. A rhythmic peace is introduced in her life. She 
gets the knowledge that the phenomenal world is not the ultimate reality. She, at once, 
realises her identity with the Brahman. The storm seems to be a symbol of this integrity. 
Sylvia Gzell says, For White, integrity implies complete expression of the self, however 
unromantic, or unconventional (Shaikh 53). 

Elizabeth is confused and asks herself why she is given to experience the Eye even 
when she is unworthy and did not possess any extraordinary qualifications to deserve it. She 
survives the storm and is reintegrated into the fabric of society. She finds herself, an old 
woman and foolish, who in spite of her age had not experienced enough of living (EOS 410). 
Having safely weathered the storm, she looks back and sees that she has benefited greatly 
through the experience, though painful and unpleasant. Her sole purpose was to experience 
the state of pure, living bliss she was allowed to enter. The sharp, healthy discipline of 
adverse times strengthens and develops her character and keeps her soul constantly waiting 
upon God: “she loves the visits of faith: That’s what she loves - the coming and going. That’s 
why she says she never sleeps. Mrs. Hunter would like to be always awake-ready for a 
brawl”. Her anguish during the night is much worse than her anguish during the day. 

Taking such suffering upon herself Mrs. Hunter continues her penance for her 
previous misdoings. Her humility is not enough to secure the final ascent of selfhood. She has 
to undergo some real test of inner discipline and outward courage before the final salvation. 
The final trial comes in the form of her children’s suggestion to move to Thorogood village. 
Probably because she experienced the ‘Eye’, Mrs. Hunter develops a tolerant attitude towards 
the treachery of her children. Along with this she also learns to love even those who hate her, 
forgive those who have injured her, and really trust God and life. She senses that the only 
thing she now has to offer her children is her death. The story begins with Elizabeth Hunter, 
ends with her death and is throughout concerned with her. The soul turns its blackness of sin 
into the blackness of mourning the redness of blood into the redness of repentance and 
sacrifice. Mrs. Hunter voluntarily renders her children the service: “I alone must perform 
whatever the eye is contemplating for me”. It is the gift of her. Death is symbolic and endows 
the relevant situation with almost a religious sanctity. Mrs. Hunter’s earthy defeat is 
transformed into a spiritual triumph. 

The next novel taken into study, The Vivisector, follows the life of a Sydney painter, 
Hurtle Duffield, since the turn of the 19thand 20th centuries.  Born as a son of working class 
parents, Hurtle is sold to an affluent bourgeois family, whom he discourages by running away 
to the war fought in Europe during World War I.  Retuning to Australia, he establishes 
himself as a professional painter.  Urged by an artistic instinct, he exploits his successive 
lovers for their forms, but fails to reciprocate their affection.  In his old age, he finally finds 
his spiritual heir in a juvenile pianist, who makes use of his painting to nurture the artist in 
her.  A second stroke fatally attacks him while he is working on his last painting of 
unattainable indigo which he glimpsed during a first seizure. 

 
White portrays the body of the painter and his paintings as a milieu where two 

opposite vectors are in conflict, i.e., dissection and creation, like two faces of God.  For 
Hurtle, life is an endless forging of the painting out of the human furnace, from where 
emerges cruelty, the dark side of the human soul. Hurtle Duffield is the son of a labourer and 
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washer-woman of British extract.  From the very beginning, the themes of deformation and 
“sans famille” among family are brought to the fore. The boy is watching chickens in the 
yard: 

 
The fouls were fluffing in the dust and the sun: that                  
crook-neck white pullet Mumma said she would hit on the 
head if only she had the courage to; but she hadn’t.  (It was 
Mumma who killed the fowls when any of them got so old 
you could only eat them.)  So the white crook-neck                
thing, white too about the wattles, stood around grabbing                   
what and whenever it could, but sort of sideways.                   
(The Vivisector, 9). 
 

Hurtle’s father says matter-of-factly that the white hen is pecked at because it’s 
different. This assertion foretells Hurtle’s isolation in his own family.  The kid writes in his 
composition that his parents do not understand what I tell them so I have just about had to 
give up telling (The Vivisector 42). This confession shows that from a very early age he is 
conscious that the verbal channel to communicate his ideas is closed.  His life as an artist is 
indeed a pursuit of expression to convey his perceptions through visions. 
 

Furthermore, the seemingly simple doubt that Hurtle casts on his mother’s 
contradiction reveals his concern for the nature of men, in whom mercy and cruelty are 
intricately interwoven.  Facing deformation is thus a trial.  His uncertainty extends further to 
God and there aches his version of God as “vivisector” at a later age.  He shows a tendency to 
stare at violence or ponder on death from which people prefer to avert their faces.  Even 
before school age, the precocious Hurtle is fascinated by an episode in the scripture where a 
woman smote him with tent peg (The Vivisector 15). His commitment to reality as mentioned 
above is certainly a qualification for a truthful artist.  At the same time, he uses it as a 
justification for his painting method to dissect in order to reach the core of being.   
 

The protagonist remains deformed to others like the crook-necked chicken until he 
succeeds in conveying his ideas. In regard with public reception, his awareness of being an 
outsider reflects the anxiety of being neglected by public.  As a boy, Hurtle does not possess 
a medium to express the world as he perceives it: 

 
He loved the feel of a smooth stone, or to take a flower to 
pieces, to see what there was inside.  He loved the pepper 
tree breaking into light, and the white hens rustling by 
moonlight in the black branches, and the sleepy sound of 
the hen shit dropping. He could do nothing about it, though.  
Not yet.  He could carry all of it in his head.  Not talk about 
it, because Mumma and Pa would not have understood.  
They talked about what were ‘right’ and ‘honest’, and the 
price of things, but people looked down at their plates if 
you said something was ‘beautiful’.    (The Vivisector 18) 
 

Here again, words are inadequate for his needs. Moreover, his rudimentary aesthetics 
and his parents’ pragmatism come into collision.  The distance between the son and his 
parents is all the more highlighted by including the latter in the category of general people. 
This passage reveals that the boy is not spiritually the son of his pragmatic parents.  In other 
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words, his art is unwedded to the conventions that his parents follow. This extract illustrates 
Hurtle’s fascination with texture, light and sound. The immediate, perceptive approach to 
objects characterises his future paintings.  In addition, his curiosity at the anatomy of a flower 
is a reminder of the vivisector-artist that he will become. Like White’s mentor, Roy de 
Maistre, Hurtle is dissatisfied with surface reality, and digs into a deeper level.   

 
Hurtle is sold for five hundred pounds to the affluent Courtneys whom his mother 

visits weekly to wash.  While Mrs. Courtney wants a healthy, brilliant boy, his natural mother 
believes that the arrangement is good for her son who is what Pa and me knows we aren’t 
(The Vivisector 22). Hurtle is fascinated by a chandelier in the Courtney’s stately home.  The 
prospective painter is conscious of an inner chandelier waiting to be released, which responds 
to the shuddering light from the real one: Nobody, not his family, not Mrs. Courtney, only 
faintly himself, knew he had inside him his own chandelier.  This was what made you at times 
jangle and want to explode into smithereens (The Vivisector 53). 

 
The adoption of the boy replicates the desire of the bourgeois class for collecting 

curiosities. In a sense this is a caricature of collecting paintings. Failing to establish real 
affection on both sides, the foster parents and the adopted son enact a quasi-family drama.  
On the one hand, Hurtle feels it his obligation to love his foster parents; on the other,            
Mrs. Courtney occasionally lacks a sensibility to treat the boy as an autonomous human 
being.  For instance, she pushes the head of the newly acquired son into her wardrobe: 

 
In fact Mrs. Courtney did something unexpected and very 
strange. She suddenly moved her hand to the nape of his 
neck, and shoved his head amongst the limp dress.  The 
sensation was at first one of blinding, then of a delicious 
suffocation as his face was swallowed by the scented silky 
darkness, through which Mrs. Courtney’s voice continued 
somewhere rustling.  (The Vivisector 89) 

 
Her sense of ownership is obvious in her words to a maid: Children are like puppies, 

you know. And a new puppy can be attached to his owner by teaching him to recognise the 
owner’s scent (The Vivisector 89). Her remark clarifies the position that Hurtle occupies in 
the Courtneys: a pet bought at five hundred pounds.  It is true that Hurtle is at the mercy of 
the self-righteous intentions of a bourgeois family.  However, there seems more to be 
explored in the motif of adoption than mere power politics of class. The episode of Hurtle’s 
adoption reminds one of Alf Dubbo, a part-Aboriginal painter in Riders in the Chariot, who 
is also adopted by a white parson.  Both of them are expected to assimilate into highbrow 
European culture and way of life, but escape from their respective guardians.   
 

Mrs. Courtney’s intention to tame the adopted boy does not work out.  Hurtle admires 
her as a work of art rather than as mother.  He remains a somewhat aloof observer towards 
his beautiful “Mamman” even when emotional involvement is expected.  For instance, when 
his graffiti of a dead body caused Mrs. Courtney a great shock, he reacts to her grief with 
detached curiosity: He was seriously interested.  He saw there were real tears in her eyes. 
After all, he does not love her but was in love with how she looked. What attracts him to the 
world of the Courtneys is the light, shape and, solipsistically enough, her big, silent house, in 
which his thought, might grow into the shapes they chose. He is not a helpless victim of 
situations, but astute enough to exploit whatever is available to cultivate his art. 
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Along with his visual ability to penetrate into one’s inside, his otherness in the 
bourgeois circle gives him further insight.  He violates their reticence, thus from time to time 
threatens their peace of mind.  Mrs. Courtney accuses Hurtle for that reason, saying: you, 
Hurtle – you were born with a knife in your hand.  No, in your eye… (The Vivisector 146). 
Just as Alf Dubbo can expose the inherent cruelty of the egalitarian Australian working class 
owing largely to his marginal presence, Hurtle the Vivisector can uncover the unconscious 
violence behind the gentility of the Australian bourgeois class.  

 
 The estate of the Courtneys is appropriately called Sunningdale, where the golden 

light prevails.  However, as the artificial grandeur of the chandelier disguises the moral 
depravity of the owner, there is a flickering presence that accuses the conscience of the 
graceful mother: her daughter, hunch-backed Rhoda Courtney.   Mrs. Courtney appears to be 
always looking for the daughter, who in turn seems to hide in every nook of the house.  This 
mock hide-and-seek implies that Rhoda is a shadow of conscience, which excruciates its 
seeker.  Hurtle is rather fascinated by her appearance. 

 
The photo in a golden frame showing the best part of her symbolises the affected 

beauty of the life in Sunningdale.  The little vivisector unfeelingly dissects its fiction 
physically, covering the frame in hand, and verbally, you wouldn’t see the back, and thus 
brings uneasiness to the household.  His artistic criteria rest on presenting an image true to his 
senses however disgusting it may appear; on the other hand, arbiters of public taste like                
Mrs. Courtney tend to assimilate or exclude those who are not in harmony with their aesthetic 
or moral codes.  Mrs. Courtney’s attempt to cure her daughter’s deformed back connotes this 
implicit desire. 
 

Rhoda remains a moral challenge for Hurtle himself. His conscience as a brother 
constantly nags him when he fails to love her, just as Rhoda’s fretfulness irritates him at the 
dinner table. In addition, her deformity serves as a mirror to reflect his sense of being 
different, which intensifies his disgust towards her. The protagonist cannot be fully grown as 
an artist as long as he stays in Sunningdale, which the luscious breath of “Mamman” 
permeates with a streak of depravity. His adolescent desire for independence, urged by sexual 
frustration and a formless threat from the remote war, is about to burst.  He needs some form 
of violence to cut off the umbilical cord connecting him to the foster mother.  Then, he 
decides to join the war, thrusting a hard fact at Mrs. Courtney: If you’re not killed in one way, 
you are in another. His flight from the formal parents and their class is appropriately 
described as a delivery: he had broken the caul: it lay all sticky gelatinous around him; he 
was panting from the effort. It follows that the war gives an opportunity of independence for 
young Hurtle. 
 

Rhoda does not remain an accuser alone; she and Hurtle liaise “at a deeper level - like 
a conscience” as she puts it in a letter, than any other pair in the text.  Rhoda proves to be a 
dedicated correspondent to Hurtle in Europe.  She confesses her troubles in her letters even 
when surrounded by attentive family and friends, which in many ways her adopted brother 
shares.  Rhoda, aware of their approximate psychological condition, dares to reveal her idea 
of spiritual affinity to her brother: 

 
When they look down at me, I am forced to look up 
through them.  This is something I have never felt with 
you.  I know we are not related by blood, but that isn’t 
necessary; blood relationship can often be a disadvantage.  
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As I see it, we have been brought closer together by 
suffering from something incurable. (The Vivisector 175). 

 
The young artist and his crippled sister suffer from the inability to communicate with 

their family due to something incurable, and the situation turns them into monstrous beings in 
the eyes of others.  It is also true that White repeatedly emphasises that incurable otherness, 
either spiritual or physical, is a license to be an artist. When we look at Australia from 
European point of view, the country with  its unique geography and inhabitants might appear 
a “deformed,” adopted son of Britain.  It seems that White hints the potential of Australian art 
through the career of the artist-protagonist. 
 

Hurtle’s successive affairs with two lovers only emphasise the dissociation of his 
artistic criteria from social norms. On his return to Australia after the war, Hurtle worked as 
dishwasher and cleaner and identified himself as “Duffield” again, which is the family name 
of his blood parents. His first lover, Nance Lightfoot, a street woman, offers her form to the 
initiate to explore, and contributes to the naissance of the professional painter. Nance takes 
the penniless Hurtle to her apartment room and peels off the young man’s decorum as a 
“Courtney” boy while he is bathed in the landscape from childhood. While Nance accuses 
Hurtle of his solipsism, he is aware that Nance he loves is nothing but his creation: Nance 
was, in fact, his work; and he had only begun creating her (The Vivisector 200). Evidently, 
love is another form of creative process for Hurtle, thus a fiction.  Their affair entails a 
controversial question: what is real? The notion of reality vastly differs between the two. For 
the abstractionist painter who distills essentials from the concrete, the more he devotes to his 
paintings, the wider the gap between them becomes.  Their failure in love sheds light on the 
distance between an artist who aspires to reach the core and those who are committed to 
surface facts.  So, their relationship characterised by the contrast between Hurtle’s art and 
Nance’s life is comparable to that of the writer and the reader. 
 

Hurtle has another affair with Hero Pavloussi, the wife of a Greek ship tycoon.  In 
spite of her exquisite form, her head sits rather oddly on the body, as though by some special 
act of grace, and she wouldn’t be surprised to have it fall (The Vivisector 311). Her head as 
if inviting decapitation gives an impression that she is an offering.  In fact, the image of 
idolatry is persistent around her.  For instance, Hurtle comes to love her in the desire to 
worship and be renewed by someone else’s simplicity of spirit whereas his lover admires her 
“good husband” as god-husband, who rescued her from poverty. Their triangular relationship, 
which his formed upon false worships, results in utter collapse. 
 

Hero Pavloussi suffers from a sense of guilt towards her husband, whose expectation 
of a pure wife she fails to meet, and desperately needs regeneration of her soul.  In spite of 
her hope of regeneration, what they find there is  not sacred but secular aspects of life as if to 
deride the inefficacy of Hero’s faith: a pissing monk, an avaricious abbess in a seraglio-like 
convent, orphan-whores and above all, human excrement beside the altar. Again the sacred 
and the profane are presented as two facets of life, both of which do not exist independently.  
 

Just as Hurtle does not have parents who understand his aesthetic principles, he 
produces no child, either spiritually or physically, in his successive love affairs, except for a 
series of paintings.  His relationships with Nance Lightfoot and Hero Pavloussi remain 
physical, for his lovers are not competent enough to appreciate his paintings. His 
childlessness suggests that he has no one to inherit his art. Hurtle’s formal sister Rhoda 
Courtney reappears in the text about the same time as Kathy to play the role of a mother in 
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the trinity of the spiritual family.  Acquainted with Kathy earlier than Hurtle, she subtly 
arranges the girl’s visit to Hurtle’s studio. Rhoda is good at words, and even aspired to be a 
novelist as a young girl.  She even finds a kind of poetry in the names of the dead carried in 
the newspaper.  Thus, Hurtle’s imaginative family consists of different types of artists: Hurtle 
the painter, Kathy the musician and Rhoda the writer.  It is clear that White values this 
comradeship of artists’ more than physical ties such as family or marriage.  

 
Rhoda reflects Hurtle’s dissecting nature like a mirror, though verbally. She ruthlessly 

thrusts truth at her brother, and consequently disillusions him. Her penetrating words also 
expose the painter’s hubris: Your painting. And Yourself.  But those, too, are ‘gods’ which 
could fail you. As a young painter, Hurtle scribbled a nun finished aphorism on the wall of 
the toilet: God the Vivisector / God the Artist / God.  By denouncing his self-deification, 
Rhoda leads him towards humbleness, which is the only ideal condition to reach God, as 
Laura admonishes Voss.  Therefore, it is not Kathy, often referred to as “psycho pomp” by 
Hurtle, but Rhoda that guides him towards the infinite. Kathy’s mother supports this 
interpretation by saying: Miss Courtney is of the earth she is strong and would carry us all on 
her back- or so I would say to the end (The Vivisector 613). This remark adds a positive 
dimension to Rhoda’s hunched back by transforming her into a Christ-like figure. White’s 
major characters, which suffer for their unique spirit or physicality but never lose the spirit of 
inquiry, often undergo such a metamorphosis in the end.   
 

Stroked by God the painter becomes “the great Invalid” as the fourth epigraph to the 
text, quoted from Arthur Rimbaud’s Théorie du Voyant, foretells: He becomes beyond all 
others the great Invalid, the great Criminal, the great Accursed One- and the Supreme 
Knower.  For he reaches the unknown. His loss of control enables him to release his body 
from conscious will. While his former paintings are the windows to [his] actual, willed life 
his last painting is the window to “the unknown,” only reached by intuition.  The “stroke” 
probably connotes the stroke of a brush by the hand of God; his half dead body has now 
become His canvas.  

 
As if to crush his last attempt to “reach higher” by will-power, Hurtle has a second 

and final stroke. In the dissolving consciousness, his last words resound in his mind, 
“obviindi-ggoddd”. It can be read as: obviously, I in God and God in I. God thus emerge 
from the immensity of indigo when Hurtle lets go of pride, theory and technique. One can 
realise from this ending that through The Vivisector White presents the path of a soul to reach 
the unknown.  The pursuit of beauty by the artist is a model of that process, as the first 
epigraph by the painter Ben Nicholson states: “As I see it, painting and religious experience 
are the same thing, and what we are all searching for is the understanding and realisation of 
inifinity.”  It is only that “infinity” lies beyond reason, and the dissolving mind alone may 
know the answer.  In the novel The Eye of the storm the protagonist Mrs. Hunter is exposed 
to the still centre of the storm, and it is through the physical suffering which she undergoes in 
the rage of that storm and through the storm which rages in her mind the ‘Eye’ in her opens 
up and she understood the purpose of her existence and realised the truth, that life is but a 
preparation for death as a pure being. Similarly, in The Vivisector the artist Hurtle Duffield 
was successful in his search of truth, the infinite that lies within every human. 
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