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Publication of The White Hotel by D.M. Thomas has been the cause
of celebration and scandal, the book hailed as one of the great innovative
fictions of the last few decades and condemned as a shoddy work, the product
of a failed imagination resorting to plagiarism; praised for seriously deal-
ing with the subject of the holocaust in fiction and castigated for fiction-
alizing real, that is historically documented, horrors. |

The White Hotel is the story of Elizabeth Erdman, a Russian opera singer
in Vienna who turns to psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud to relieve her bf
excruciating pain in herbreast and groin. Her therapy comb]eted, she progresses
in her career, marries, and returns to Russia where she is eventually killed at
Babi Yar. The book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter, actually
entitled the Proloque, is a series of letters by Freud and his fo110wer§, he-
ginning with an account hy Sandor Ferenczi of Freud and Jung's celebrated
vicit to America in 1909, The chapter introduces the heroine, as yet unnamed,
as one of Freud's patients suffering from severe sexual hysteria and as the
author of a document which Freud submits for puh]i(‘,nf:.ion in the interests of

the medical community. Chapter I, entitled DNon Giovanni, is the patient's
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document, a first person sexual fantasy--erotic, even pornographic at
times, in which the patient imagines a sexual adventure with Freud's son;
This long revery, for which the setting is a white hotel, waslorigina11y
published by Thomas as an individual poem in 1979.]
The Gastein journal, Chapter II, is a third person narrative written
by t:e patient at Freud's request and is an elaboration of the Don Giovanni
fantasy. It is dreamlike, full of erotic and surrealistic images, indeed, -
at times an archetypal Freudian dream in that the images from Freud's
Interpretation of Dreams seem to have infiltrated the patient's mind. In
both the Don Giovanni poem and the Gatstein journal, the lovemaking of the |
young couple takes place simultaneously with Catastrophe at the resort, a
fire destrnying one whole wing causing many deaths. Other hotel gueété,
during the course of a few days, drown during a storm that floods the hotel
or are buriced under an avalanche while burying their dead from the earlier
disasters. Chapter 111, entitled Frau Anna, is the story of the patient as
told by Freud in the form of a case history, similar to Freud's famous case
histories of Dora or of the Wolf Man. Tt is an impeccable imitation of
Freud's logic and ‘style  In Chapter 111, Freud concludes, primarily from
analysing her dreams, that Anna's symptoms, severe pain in her left breast
and groin, are the result of a repressed childhood memory of her mother and
her uncle, naked, in the queat house. "The tiealth Resort," Chapter 1V, is
a third percon omniscient account in the tradition nf.th nineteenth century

novel, of Lisa rdman's 1ife beyond therapy, that is her gradual success as

an opera singer and her marriage to the widower of her career idol and friend




who died in childhirth. This chapter ends with her sense of fulfillment,
personal and professional, evident in a letter which she sends to an aunt

in America, dated 1936. "The Sleeping Carriage," Chapter V, is the account
of Lisa's and her adopted son Kolya's last day of life, from their foreboding
at dawn to their death among the thousands of bodies at Babi Yar. A large °
port?on of this chapter, about one third in fact, is borrowed directly from
the testimony of an eyewitness at Babi Yar, Dina Pronicheva, which appeared
in Anatoli Kuznetzov's documentary novel, Babi Yar, published in 1970.2 The
author acknowledges his debt to Kuznetzov's book on the acknowledgement page
and to draw further attention to the use of actual testimony for the brutal-
ity experienced by his horoine as one of the victims of Babi Yar, he intro-
duces Dina Pronichéva as a character into Chapter [1, scrambling up the
ravine after dark. The final chapter, "The Camp," takes place presumably
after death, where Lisa is reunited with her mother in an Fden that looks
suspiciously like Palestine, Mreud is there too.

whatever one's judqement ultimately of the success of Thomae;Q'work,oﬁe's
ﬁirst snd lasting impreacion is that it is an amhitious book--ambitious in
fhree respects:

1) Artistically as innovative fiction. [ach of the six chapters is
written in an entirely different narrative mode and each style, representing
a different convention in the history of narration, is a comment on its
own validity and appropriateness with regard to its subject. The fiction is

sufficiently self-aware to call into questicn the realities created by

particular literary styles, but so engaged in the subject as never to be




fashionably self-reflexive or a mere display of the author's virtuosity.:

2) Intellectually as psychoanalytic fiction. Freud is one of the

major characters of the book and the Freudién account of human development,
"That great and beautiful modern myth of psychoanalysis" as Thomas calls it
in the "Author's Note", is the informing principle of the work. In this °
respact, Thomas is examining the claims made for psychoanalysis as one of the
reigning ideologies in this century.

3) Morally as holocaust-fiction. Definitions of "holocaust fiction"

range from extreme minimalism, eyewitness accounts written during the war
only, to extreme maximalism, in which a "post-holocaust consciousness”" seems
to pervade much of the literature of the West.3 My reason for including the
White Hotel in this category of fictions is that the Babi Yar massacre is
not historical backdrop here to provide a confg}t for a private drama, but
it is rather a central subject. Thomas, in a very deliberate and compelling
manner, is asking what connection exists between collective tragedy and
personal desirce.

The book's ambition lies in the manner in which Thomas has braided
together the three elements--the artistic, intellectual, and moral--so that
no one element can be discussed independently of the other two. Human
suffering, the book seems to arque, is communicated to others in narrativeQ.
While all narratives are imaginative reconstructions, when it comeg to those
of mass suffering, we should be particularly vigilant about honoring the line
between fact and fiction. As the development of one individual psyche is also a
narrative, is it parallel to or in contrast to the history of civilization?

How can we narrate events of mass brutality meaningfully and how do we record,
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shape, and appropriate such accounts without violating truth, that is, the
pain of the victim? Is there an aesthetics of atrocity?4 These are among
the questions raised by Thomas 15 his disturbing White Hotel.

In keeping within the tradition of the novel as the genre most concerned
with the exploration of unique individual characters, D.M. Thomas creates a
unique heroine in such a way that we, the readers, may come to some undef-
stan:ing of her 1ife, may attribute to it some meaning and, having traced a
pattern in it, wrest from it insight that transcends the 1ife of the individual
character and tells us something about ourselves’ our experience with other
novel heroines--our passionate acquaintance with Emma Bovary, Anna Karenina,
Isabel Archer, Caddy Compson, Tess D 'Urberville and others raises in us
expectations about the accessibility of the lives of others andthe authority
of omniscient or quasi-omniscient authors to direct our perceptions. If every
choice of a specific point of view is a stylistic expression of a concept of
authority, what is the authority for arriving at a meaningful understanding
of the life of Lisa Erdman? Thomas does not haye one answer to this question.
This we know because he does not narrate her life in only one style. Moreover,
the different styles do not all narrate the same stage of her life, so that
it is not a question of six different views of presumably the same slippery
reality. In this case, multiple perspectives do not hold out any promise of
reconstituting some kind of omniscience. In The White Hotel, each style is
matched with different segments of the narrative; both story and mode of
discourse change as we move from chapter to chapter, without any pretense of

an overviow.



A AN T AAT C w

What, then, are Thomas's models of authority? Let us examine each
of the chapters beginning with the Prologue. By its position as the book's
beginning, our tendency is to read this chapter as establishing a frame of
reference for wha£ is to come, as prefiguring perhaps, or, as is the case in
any temporal ordering, we often assume the beginning to be the origin of )
whatifo1lows.- The prologue is in an epistolary mode, the exchange of fiction-
al letters by historically "real" individuals. By calling this the Prologue,
Thomas removes it from the narrative itself, and by using historical characters,
jdentities inhabiting the real social world, he calls attention to it as a
framing device that links the fictional novel to documented reality. In using
a prologue to authenticate the historical or social reality of what follows,
Thomas draws on a convention of the novel fromCervantes to Hawthorne, that
is, the exp]anation of the origin of the story that denies its purely fictional
nature. In this case, we have imaginary 1étters attributed to real cultural
figures. Since the development and contributions of Freud's and Jung's careers
are public knowledge, we can detect what some of Thomas's concerns are by what
events he selects for his letter writers.

Whi1o ostablishing a clinical context for the journal which 75 to follow,
ﬁhe 1efter§ leave us with a character sketch of the originator of that clinical
5pproach. Froud. A aelf-declared “profoundly irreliqgious man," Freoud is seen
as deeply sensitive, fainting when Jung nonchalantly tells a fa]e about ex-
huming bodies from a prehistoric mass qrave, lamenting the i11 treatment of

war neurotics in German hospitals, and developing a theory of a death wish,

.
claiming that we have "ignored the extreme 0° morbidity.“” The pre-historic




mss grave, the result of a natural disaster according to Jung, prefigures
the mass grave rosulting from murder in the gabi Yar section. Thoﬁas has
a?so imitéted Freud's characteristic affirmation of the nonjudgemental,
‘objective nature of "The realm of science," as he does in the Dora case
history whenever he anticipates criticism of offensive subjects or 1anguage:
Yet, :% an earlier lapse of clinical objectivity, Freud decorously assures a
colleague to whom ho sent the manuscript that his patient is 3 "A young
woman of most respectable character." In short, Freud the moralist js solidly
present in the letters of the prologue.
Although we have been prepared to accept Chapter Il as the notebook of
a severely i1l patient, we are not prepared for the power of the poem, its
erotic and morbid images, and its self-conscious commentary-- "For nothing in
the white hotel but love is offered at a price we can afford." In psycho-
analytic terms, the poem is an expression of "transferonée," the patient's
transforring onto the physician feelings which\Hid not originate in the analysis,
but which, having surfaced as a result of analysis, are Now directed to the
analyst. In this case, the patient has further transferred her feelings onto
the analyst's son, perhaps to avoid the expression of forbidden love and
desire between patient and physician but also, as a form of resistance to
therapy, redirecting her hostility and attraction to her doctor in the form
of seducing his son. The as yet unnamed patient seems to comment on her own
desires by rocording her fantasy hetween the staves of a score of Don Giovanni,
thereby identifying with a mythic rake and libertine, punished in hell for

his sexual appetites. Anna, as Freud will call her in the case history, is a
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stern moralist. In Anna's fantasy, lovemaking is always connected with
death and disaster, the imagining simultaneously of extreme T1ibidinous
desire and extreme morbidity. Thus, Anna‘'s fantasy is a vivid expression
of Freud's theory of a death instinct.

When Anna expands and transforms her poem into a prose version, the
convgntions of prose fiction bring added dimensions to the account of her
inner life. First, this third person omniscient narrative begins with a
more detailed account, as novels do, of how the heroine came to have her
adventure, the exposition leading to the affair with the young man.'It
opens with her nightmare which she dreams while sharing a train compartment
with Freud's son. The nightmare acts as uncanny foreshadowing, for her
dreaﬁt flight into a forest to escape pursuing soldiers and her stumbling
over a boy, bleeding from cuts incurred in his flight, is exactly the account
of Dina Pronicheva's escape Trom Babi Yar in the fifth chapter. Her dream is,
then, a prefiquring of history. Second, the prose fiction account introduces
minor characters who provide varied responses to the disasters that occur
there, mainly through a series of postcards'from the white hotel. As in a
aovel of manners, stock characters reveal their social class and aspirations
in their messages. There are callous professionals, concerned only about
interrupting their vacation, a narcissistic honeymoon couple, an altruistic
nurse, a social climbing secretary, a botanist concerned only about his
specimens, a priest casting all suffering in religious terms, a comic maid,
and a reactionary army major measuring every event against 1ife before the

war (which is always incomparably better). The indifference to disaster




displayed by the guests at the resort intent on preserving a genteel way

of 1ife calls to mind Mann's Magic Mountain or Appelfeld's Badenheim 1939--

slow.erosion of privileged isolation.

The matter-of-fact tone of the Gastein journal is in contrast to the
bizaMre surrealistic images. Here wombs and breasts fly through the air along
with orange groves, one's hair can be on fire without being hurt, and it can
rain on one side of a train only. It is a world where Freud's paradigm seems
to have replaced the laws of physics, where'a11-exp1anations of the supef—
natural are psychological or medical, flying wombs the projection of repressed
anxiety about hysterectomies, a petrified foetus floating above the lake the
quilt of a woman having underone an abortion. Everyone's neuroses are objecti-
fied into the landscape; they constitute the social environment. Even conver-
sations operate in Freudian code-- "Shall I open a window?" says the young
man in the stifling train compartment "1f you like," she murmured, "only 1
can't afford to become preqnant " No train is merely a means of transport, no
tunnel merely a road through a mountain. Almost a textbook illustration of
repet1t1on of its beginning, not a dream about Babi Yar but an "unspeakably
offensive remark," an Anti-Semitic declaration by one of the guests. The Tlovers,
ever more dodicatﬁd to their passion as the catastrophes intensify, include
others in the White Hotel, such as the priest, in their lovemaking until, Anna
writes, "she could not tell which of them was making love to her... The spirit
of the white hotel was against selfishness.” (p.86).

"Frau AnmG.", the title of the case history which constitutos chapter 111
of the book, is a masterful imitation of Freud's case histories in its organw-

fzation, rhetoric, and tone. Freud was an accomplished story teller and his. cage

1
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hiétories read like novels. Thomas has given us the Freudian strategy--

from the patient's story as he or she presented it to Freud thkough the
process of guiding, manipulating, and teasing out of the patient the hidden,
repressed aspects of that story that are , Freud would arque, responsible

for the neuroses, Freud's case\histories are detective stories, his method
base: on the belief of the power of the past, the tyranny of the repressed
primal event that determines future behavior. Always aware, as Thomas's
Freud boints out, that "the unconscious is a precise and even pedantic
ﬁymbo]ist," ( 99 ) Freud relentlessly digs deeper, to use his own archaeolog-
ical metaphor, for what the patient is intent on keeping from the analyst

and from him or herself as well. Usually the climactic moment is the report
of a dream that Freud can successfully decode so that the primal event can be
reconstructed, or, as may often be the case, the memory of the event, itself
a reconstruction, can be recalled. That is, the primal event is as likely to
he a narrative construct which the patient creates, indeed, even a fiction
which has been reproqqod.6 Thus, the patient constructs tales about his 1ife
that make him quilty enough to "forget" them. Freud attempts to recénstruct
that narraiivo which mav itself be a reconstruction. Taking notes after the
patient's visit and writing his case histories after the completion of therapy,
all of the narratives that are evidence for Ereud‘s job of reconstruction are
themselves constructs. In explaining his mnth&g-of writing up case histories,
Freud claims that "I have not omitted to mention in each case where the authen-
tic facts end and myconstructions beqin,"7 yet he admits to having abridged,

edited, and synthesized, despite his disavowal of any artistic inventiveness.

"1f 1 were a writer of novellas instead of a man of science," writes Thomas's
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Freud, just as Freud himqe1f.sets the record straight in the preface to Dora
by denying that he wrote a roman a clef. While Freud repeatedly makes scien-
tifié claims for his method, he is a man so sensitive to artistic method that
he criticizes other analysts for the poor way-in which they write up "the
stories" of their patients; he even goes so far as to criticize his Qatienfé
for Géing poor storytellers. Freud implies that a coherent story, the defin-
ition of which is no doubt gleaned from the aesthetic of the late nineteenth
century novel, is in some manner connected with.menta1 health. In discussing
ailments, Freud characterizes them by the Qarious types of narrative insuffic-
jency that he commonly finds. The aim of treatment he writes, is to repair
damage to the patient's memory, so that he or she can come "into possession
of one's own qtory."ﬂ

Thomas misses none of Freud's characteristics, such as his sense of all
results being somewhat incomplete, most evident in Dora's case history. When
Freud cannot explain why Anna's left breast and ovary are always the site of
pain, he concludes "perhaps left-sidedness arose from a memory that was never
brought to the surface. No analysis is ever complete; the hysterias have
more roots than a tree.“9 Thomas also gives us the Freud impatient of his
subject's evasiveness, forcing what he believes to be the truth out of her
by threats, as well as Freud the proud professional, offended by resistance
to his theories. In the case of Dora, Freud blames her for leaving analysis,
not so much hecause she needed the therapy but because it prevented him from
achieving a thorough investigation of hysteria. But most noticeable is Freud's
ingenious singlemindedness, his unwillingness to consider evidence extraneous

to the nuclear family drama. In the case of Dora, he blames a young woman for"
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being inhibited sexually bhecause she won't admit enjoying the advances of aman
as old as her father and the husband of her father's lover. That the girl may
just not have been attracted to a man Freud considered handsome and virile

is out of the question as is the possibility that the girl may have considered
such™a- 1iason improper under the c1'r'cumstances.]0 Freud's case histories are
fascinating for their dazzling singlemindedness and this is nowhere more apparent

than in his analysis of Lisa's case as Thomas invents it in The White Hotel.

Thomas's Freud concludes that Lisa's symptoms, severe pain in the left
breast and ovary, anorexia and asthma are the result of a childhood trauma:
repressing recognition of her mother when she came upon her uncle and a half
naked woman in the quest house. That repressed knowledge, combined with the news
that her mother died in a hotel fire shortly thereafter, Freud argues, were
the cause of her asthma attacks and her hallucinations of fire and disaster
during sexual relations with her husband.

During the course of her therapy she realizes that her aunt's habit of
wearing a crucifix is clear evidence that the baren-necked woman in the guest
house was really her mother. Her pain in the breast and ovary, then, are the
expression of her uncon#cious hatred of her distorted femininity as a result
of hating her mother and bearing her shame. |

According to Ireud, now that she knew for the first time that her mother
and.unc1e had perished together in that hotel fire during one of their clan-
destine meetings, she should be freed of the tyranny of this repressed know-
ledge of her mother's sin. Cxcept for hot being able to explain why the pain
occurs on the left side, it is a tidy explanation, particularly Freud's

account of the white hotel in her fantasy as the body of the mother, the place
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without sin and remorse, and her desire for reconciliation with her mother,
for the return to the "oceanic oneness of one's first years." The white'
Hotel, with its "wholehearted commitment to orality," is Lisa's longing

for her mother's unconditional love. “Frau Anna's document expressed her
yearning to return to the haven of security, the original white hotel--we have
all stayed there--the mother's womb."(146) For Freud, Lisa becomes the symbol
of the universal struggle between a life instinct and a death instinct.

But Freud's case history, with its clear delight in reconstructing Anna's
narrative and its confident téﬁe about her recovery is seen to be severely
flawed in 1ight of the rest of the novel. In "The Health Resort," the next
chapter narrated in a third person omniscient manner and in the style of a
realistic novel, we discover that Lisa Erdman, the “real" Anna G., withheld
important information. "you saw what I allowed you to see...It was not your
fault that I seemed to he incapable of telling the truth," she writes to Freud.
1182) She never told him about an earlier scene than that of the guest house--
fhat at the age of three she toddied on to her father's yacht to observe her
mother, aunt, and bare-nccked. In her account of her first lover, the revolut-
jonary student who left her because marriage, bourgeois domesticity, would
have taken him away from his mission, she fabricated his brutality to her. But
her grossest lie and violation of trust between patient and analyst was in%her
account of being harrassed by sailors on a merchant ship who c]aimed‘to have
read newsbaper accounts of her mother's death by fire and to have known about
her loose reputation. They knew nothing about her mother, she writes Freud.
They abused her sexually because “he was Jewish. "Eventually they let me go,"
she writes to Freud, "but from that time I haven't found it easy to admit to

my Jewish blood." Because che knew that Freud was Jewish, "it seemed

\.
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shameful to be ashamed" of her own Jewishness and she hid the true nature of
the incident from him. Her hatred of her father, she believed, stemmed from
his being her Jewish parent, the source of her hateful identity. In keeping
with her reticence about her Jewishness, she failed Lo tell treud that the
reason she left her husband was her realization.that he was o zealous anti-
semite and, having deceived him about her Jewishness, she felt his hatred and
revd?sion for her true identity.

In short, what she kept.from Freud was the trauma of her Jewishness. Given
Freud's method of excluding any life experience outside the family drama, such
information would probably not have altered Freud's diagnosis based on his
reconstruction of what he considered to be thg\;rucial elements of every person's
1ife history. Collective identity was negligible to Freud in his theories.
Indeed, his very theories sometimes seem to be the intellectual response of a
Jewish doctor in unstable, anti-Semitic fin-de-siecle Vienna, i.e., to his
deliberate exclusion from the medical estab]ishment.H Freud's paradigm of human
history dissolves the distinctions between races that were causing him so much
misery. His rationalism supports all the jdeas of the [nlightenment that deny
validity to myth or reh‘gion;]2 'For Freud, ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny,
the life of the individual regardless of religion or race, recapitulates the
history of the entire species. In his singleminded determination to keep social
jdentity out of his paradigm, Freud was unable to fully explain Lisa's anxiety.
More to the point, later chapters wiT] show that two of her repecated ha]]uqin—I
ations during sexual relations with her anti-Semitic husband, falling ffom;a
great heicht and mourners buried by a landslide, both inexplicable to Freud,

are premonitions of her death at Babi Yar as a Jew. And her pain in her ovary




15.

and breast, far from being the résult of nuclear family drama, are pre-
monitions of her suffering as part of a collective identity, as a Jew,the
victim of history, social hatred, the brutality of fellowmen. That which
Freud so systematically denied in his 1ife and in his scientific methods is the
very thing that is mysteriously associated With.Lisa the Jewish victim, not
isa the hysterical female. "What torments.me," writes Lisa to Freud, the
man ;f science who claims not to judge his patients morally, "is whether life
is good or evil." Lisa's 1ife, as we see it in the next section, the Babi
Yar chapter, is part of a moral universe, not a psychological one.

The penultimate chapter, "The Sleeping Carriage;" has been the source
of most of the controversy about the book. Objections to this chapter are
moral and generally focus on one of two related areas: plagiarism or the de-
liberate fictionalizing of factual accounts of atrocity which Thomas himself
implies is indecent. for his liberal borrowing from Kuznetsov's documentary

account of Bahi Yar, Thomas is accused of plagiarism; indeed the Times Literary

Supplement. responded by conducting a symposium on that subject. Irate readers
accused him of failed imagination at the most critical moment of his novel.
"Should the author of a fiction choose as his proper subject events which are
not only outside his own experience, but also evidently beyond his own resour-
ces of imaginative recreation?" writes one such reader. "The words given

to Thomas's fictional heroine are hers (Dina Pronicheva's), writes another,
"and no writer has the moral right to take the experience of a real human beiné
and attach it, for his or her own ends, to a made-up character... Fgct and .

nl3

fiction, roality and unreality, do not blend this way. Thomas's rép]y to

charges of artistic weakness and the use of actual testimony in fiction is gharp
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and to the point. "I could have changed the order of the words, but'that would

have been untruthful. The only person who could speak was the witness."]4 But

“wMp. Thomas's high-sounded defences,“ another letter writer puts it, does not

excuse what he calls "plagiarism admitted in advance,which insults literature
and makes mugs of publishers and \r‘eviewér‘s."]5 ;
Now plagiarism, as Harold Bloom rightly pointed out in the Symposium,
is a legal matter rather than a literary one. In this definition of the term,
Thom:s is innocent for he has violated no copyright Jaws. But in another’ sense,
legal borrowing with appropriate acknow]edgément can still be morally suspect
“or it makes use of someone else's efforts and exertions. ﬁhen Thomas is
accused of plagiarism this must be what the accusers have in mind, coming, as
we all do, from a culture that stresses individual uniqueness and originality
and that believes in compensation and recognition commensurate with expenditure
of ‘1labor. But whose efforts has Thomas exploited? Since Kuznetsov claims that
his book is not a fiction but rather a compilation and reconstruction of docu-
mentary material, Thomas cannot be said to have turned to another's fictional
invention in place of creating his own. He can be accused of using a historical
document in a fiction in place of a recreative imagining of that event, but
the immorality of creating fiction about human‘suffering for which historical
documents alrecady exists is Thomas's point--artistically and morally. One could
accuseﬂThomas of naivete in his definition of history, given Kuzngtsov's
ﬁethod of recording and reconstructing narratives after conversations with
éyewitnnssoq, but. that would not affect Thomas's statement about the just
artistic response to what he calls "unimaginable suffering.”

Behind the charge of plagiarism lies the assumption that our efforts

and inventiveness belong to us, just as behind the charge of fictionalizing
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the factual lies the assumption that our suffering and pain belong to us and
should not be borrowed and used in another's imaginary invention. To put it
another way, while pain can be imagined artistically, fictions about factual
accounts of human suffering betray those who suffer, either by crgating an

object:of beauty and enjoyment out of another's pain or through fictionalizing,:

)
'

@al]inq into question the "reality" of the pain having ever occurred. To act
upon\the former argument, the creation of beauty based upon the suffering o%
others, wdd]d meéan to erase most of the great literature of Western civili-
zation. But most critics who condemn fiction writers for using holocaust
materials do not say that documented suffering cannot be the subject of art.
They rather single out this horror, the holocaust, as being forbidden territory
for art because of its unprecedented scale of atrocities. There is a danger
here as well, for it means to privilege and even to sanctify the holocaust
among human tragedies; it suggests a perverse sensc of heing chosen and an
insensitive ranking of victimization. More to the point is the argument against
fictionalizing holocaust accounts because the recording of facts in this
generation is still in progress, and in 1ight‘of charges that the holocaust it-
self is a fabrication, fictionalized accounts\Zast doubt on the existence of
the actual evenés. In this arqument, Thomas is gquilty of calling into question
the validity of Dina Pronicheva's account by giving her documehted experiences
to a fictional character, to Lisa Erdman. The irony of Thomas's achievement

is that in his desire to preserve the record of what actually occurred, ever

a mediated and reconstructed version, he is accused of betraying that reality.

Furthermore, it is his refusal to deny Dina her account of her own suffering

by recreating her experience fictionally that ‘caused him to borrow the textual
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~
passages leading to the charge of plagiarism. In this case, Thomas is more
vigilant about the possible indecency of using someone's else's pain for the
sake of art than he is about using someone else's efforts, i.e. plagiarism. In

his final reply to his critics in the Times Literary Supplement, Thomas writes,"”

-

-

(In Chapter V) my heroine, Lisa Erdman, changes
from being Lisa an individual to Lisa in history--an
anonymous victim. It is this transition, reflected in
style as well as content, which has moved and disturbed .
many readers. From individual self-expression she moves to ‘
the cmmon fate. From the infinitely varied world of narra-
tive fiction we move to a world in which fiction is not only
severely constrained but irrelevant.

At the outset of Part V, the narrative voice is still
largely authorial (though affected by Pronicheva's tone)
because there is still room for fiction; Lisa is still a
person. But gradually her individuality is taken from her on
that road to the ravine; and gradually the only appropriate
voice becomes that voice which is like a recording camera;
the voice of one who was there. It would have been perfectly
easy for me to have avoided the possibility of such attacks
as Kenricks's through some specious "imaginative recreation,"
but it would have been wrong. The witness's testimony was the
true voice of the narrative at that point: "It started to get
dark," etc. This is how it was--for all of the victims. It
could not he altered. The time for imagination was before; and,
in my novel, after. Imagination, at the point quoted by Kenrick,
is oxhaustop in the offort to take in the unimaginable which
happened.” 6

It should be apparent that 1 acquit Thomas of the first charge--he
did not plagiarize by any stretch,or should I say contraction, of the imagin-
ation. He borrowed from acknowledged sources because he wanted to be acquitted
of the more serious charde--fictionalizing the factual. Here Thomas demon-
strates his profound desire to preserve factual truth by withdrawing as
storyteller and fiction writer. The impulse to do so 1is coﬁmendah]e in light

of the present urgency of recording what actually occurred. By insisting that
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here the "recording camera" takes over, he expresses his desire to do away
with constructs, while in practice he continues to depend on.narrative
constructs, because he .has no choice other than silence. Dina Pronicheva's
account, he implies, is as close as we can get to the truth, but it too
falsifies in its narrative coherence, its sequence, and in its being shaped
by ngnetsov. What is worthy of respect in Thomas's approach to this problem
is his awareness of it, visible in the deliberate rupture in the fictional
text. He does not go so far as to declare a temporary moratorium on fiction-,:
alizing, as others have done, -because he understands how difficult it wou]df
be to fix the border between fact and fiction. But he recognizes thé moral
imperativento seek such a boundary and then to use fiction to impress upon us
the magnitude of the loss at Babi Yar by recreating imaginatively the lives of
those who died, but not their deaths.

Thomas does fictionalize in "The Sleeping Carriage" for the purpose of
his artistry. For example, because.he wants to prepare the.reader for the
mystical, other worldly final chapter, he gives his Babi Yar victims the
false hope of a rumor that they are to be transported to Palestine. There
is no evidence that such a rumor ever existed. Indeed, there is evidence to
the contr-ar'y.]7 Furthermore, the particular fictional circumstances of his
chéracter's death, the jackboot crashing into her left breast and left pelvis,
becomes the final explanation of Lisa's mysterious symptoms--not neurotic
manifestations of a traumatic event in her personal, familial past but myster-

ious prefigurings of her fate as part of the collective tragedy of the Jews.

History supplants psycholoqy.
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As thi; depiction‘of the holocaust denies the privileged role of.psycho-
analysis as a way of knowing mankind, the narrative seems to move toward its
end--Lisa at the bottom of a pile of corpses, "a quarter of a million white
hotels in Babi Yar." "The soul of man js a far country, which cannot be
approached or exp}ored. Most of the dead were poor and illiterate. But evéry
siné?e one of them haddreamed dreams, seen visionsland had amazing experiences,
even the babes in arms (perhaps especially the babes in arms)...If Sigmund
Freud had been listening and taking notes from the time of Adam, he wou]d'sti11
not fully have explored even a single group, even a sing]é person." Psy-
choana]ys1s, that "great and beautiful modern myth," in its desirr to transcend
the boundaries dividing mankind, in its paradoxical romantic faith in self-
discovery through reason, through sanctifying therapy, has no answer to organ-
ized evil. And the preoccupation with the self apart from collective identity
finally appears, in this book, to be precious, both cherished but also overly
refined and de]induent in social responsibility.

Thomas did not end the book with Lisa's death at Babi Yar (although many
readers have wished that he had). Perhaps because he felt that it would be
too dark altogether to leave her at the bottom of the ravine, or perhaps becausg
he wanted to demonstrate our drive to give meaning to events even soO horrible
as that, our propensity to place such horror into a coherent narrative. It is
our irrepressible desire for endings beyond the finality of the death of in-
dividuals that Thomas demonstrates for us fictionally in that last troubling
chapter, when he steps beyond the territoryaf most novel writers, taking the
risk of depicting life after death. The corpses in the ravine, according to

Thomas, buried under the concrete and steel designed to erase their slaughter,
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have "nothing” to do with what he calls "the guest, the soul, the lovesick
bride, the daughter of Jerusalem."

In "Tie Camp," the final chapter, Lisa arrives in a cloud of dusf at a
settlement near a sparkling oasis in the desert where immigrants live in tents,
learn Hebrew, and seek missing relatives. Lisa's death, then, has been a v{éa
to a\wor1d beyond, to a heaven that not only is a messianic vision in the terms
of Labor Zionism, but is a happy rgvision of history in that Richard Lyons
(are we to read Lionhearted?), the English 1;éﬁtendnt, we1£omes thousands of
immigrants and directs the operation of erecting tents to house them. Reminis-
cing about the white hotel with Lyons, who remembers it as a beautiful p]éce,
Lisa glances at the dunes around her and sees it as equally beautiful. Palestine,
then, is a return to the white hotel with scenes that.echo the Gastein journal,
but it is, of course, a collective return to the mother, the homeland as an
answer to the homeless persecutien that precedes it.

Yet "The Camp" is not only a Labor Zionist dream of redemption, life
after death as a people. Thomas presents us with three possible conclusions to
three of the many possible narratives of Lisa Erdman's life. One I have already
mentioned--a narrative of Jewish history that sees the rebirth of nationhood
as collective redemption, the holocaust as a tragic lesson about the failure
of Emancipation, Rationalism, the so-called Englightenment to solve the "Jewish'
Problem." In this reading, the determining factor in Lisa Erdman's life is
Jewish identity, the very experiences that she hid from Freud. But the Camp
js also a mystical return to the white hotel in psychoanalytical terms. Despite
the horrors of history and mass suffering, the belief in the possibility of

Fulfiliment of desire, of uninhibited Tove, of a place where Lisa can be both
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child at her mother's breast and can suckle her own mother--this belief
redeems. In such a narrative of Lisa's life, as the psyche on a sacred
voyage of self-discovery, psychoanalysis and its sanctification of the quest
for self is the longed for beyond. Lisa realizes in (efrospect that Freud was
the kindly priest, the spiritual quide, in hef journal account of the white
hotel. Freud's theory, itself a product of the Jew"s belief in reason and
enlightenment, coexists with the Zionist alternative that calls it {nto
question. And coexisting along with these is a camp in which virgin birth
takes place, fishermen congregate near a lake, her mother claims that she is
not in the lowest circle, and the sun sets forming the 1ikeness of a rose--
in short, Dante's Christian soul redeemed through faith and love. "Wherever
there is love in the heart," declares Lisa, "there is hope of salvation."

So Thomas provides us with coexisting ideological, psychological, and
theo]oqica1‘endings to three ways of understanding the life and death of Lisa
Erdman. Lisa's spirit has immigrated to the 3dy111c landscape of "The Song of
Songs," a text that Thomas quotes liberally no doubt because its meaning is
determined by frames of reference similar to those which he employs. It has
been read as a‘porsonal quest, that is an erotic search for the loved one, as
the love of God for the people of Israel, and as the love of God for the
Church or for the Christian soul.

No one of Thomas's endings, however, is satisfactory. The Camp has not
healed Freud, who appears as an old man with a bandaged jaw, alone and silent--
a fallen hero, like the silent Achilles, proud ‘and incommunicative even in
death. The miracle of virgin birth is reserved for a pet mascot, and Israel's
tents, shining in the moonlight are under the kindly eye of the British and

untouched by any Arab opposition or wars of independence.




23.

Each ending, each reminder of familiar narratives, is both seductive

for its beauty and alienating for its parodying of that beauty. We give mean-

ing to our lives, Thomas implies, through narratives, but the desire for co-

herent stories also keeps us %rom truth, as each of Thomas's narrative modes

is subverted by the one that follows it. To see Lisa's death through thé lenses

of Zionism, psychoanalysis, or Christianity is to invest it with medhing that

staves off thé darkness of the Babi Yar ravine--and the inadequacy éf these

figtions to come to terms with mass suffering is conveyed in the White Hotel,
X, fiction that advertises its own inadequacy at each step and even questions

its moral responsibility to the unstoried dead. In The White Hotel, aesthetic

standards, the question of failed imagination and the use- of another's efforts,
plagiarism, are inextricably linked with moral codes, the question of the use
of another's suffering. In its painful self-awareness, it disturbs, disorients,

frustrates, moves and engages us--and in its tentativeness, it rings true.
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