

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































spontaneous and ritualised. Here the codified bitchiness of Montparasse and the
frank intimacy of Burguete are exchanged for wild riau-riau dancing and the running
of bulls. Brett Ashley, who is depicted as an incarnation of Circe throughout the

novel, becomes in Pamplona the female lord of (sexual) misrule:

Some dancers formed a circle around Brett and started to dance. They wore
big wreaths of white garlic around their necks. They took Bill and me by
the arms and put us in the circle. Bill started to dance, too. They were all
chanting. Brett wanted to dance, but they did not want her to. They wanted
her as an image to dance around. When the song ended with the sharp riau-
riau they rushed us into a wine shop ... We stood at the counter. They had

Brett seated on a wine cask. (F p. 137)42

The bacchic, however, is that which most profoundly needs regulating and ritualising
in order to prevent its descent into chaos.* In Fiesta it is the bullfighter — the heroic
embodiment of the injunction to ritualise the bacchic madness of the slaughter — who
most clearly represents this. Just as the ritualisation of drinking serves to delimit its
explosive potential, so the ritualisation of death in the bullfight symbolically achieves
the same.

While the bacchanalian remains a dominant, but unnamed, signifier in Fiesta
it moves briefly into the open in both 4 Farewell to Arms and For Whom the Bell
Tolls. Hemingway darkly refers to Bacchus in 4 Farewell to Arms when Frederic

Henry embarks on the disastrous drinking contest with Bassi Fillipo Vincenza the

* For a discussion of Brett Ashley as Circe, see Sarah P. Unfield, Man'’s Place in the Natural Order: A
Study of Hemingway’s Major Works (New York: Gordon Press, 1976), p. 49

*F. Scott Fitzgerald has an equally profound sense of the violence at the heart of the drunken, although
his work makes little attempt to codify a regulatory response to this. The Great Gatsby, for example, is
peppered with images of grotesque drink-driving accidents (although Daisy is not drunk whep she runs
down Myrtle Wilson). This Side of Paradise describes the drunken road death of Amory Blaine’s |
Harvard acquaintance Dick Humbrid. In Tender is the Night Dick Diver hears that Abe North has dled
after being beaten to death in a speakeasy. Fitzgerald’s 1931 essay ‘Echoes of the Jazz Age’ contains a
kind of summation of this tendency — while also illustrating the levels of drunkenness that the 1920s
witnessed: ‘By 1927 a widespread neurosis began to be evident ... contemporaries of mine had begun to
disappear into the dark maw of violence. A classmate killed his wife and himself on Long Island, .
another tumbled ‘accidentally’ from a skyscraper in Philadelphia, another purposely from a skyscrap_er in
New York. One was killed in a speak-easy in Chicago; another was beaten to death in a speak-easy in
New York and crawled home to the Princeton club to die: still another had his skull crushed by a ‘
maniac’s axe in an insane asylum where he was confined.’ (F. Scott Fitzgerald, ‘Echoes of the Jazz Age
(1931). in The Crack-up with Other Pieces and Stories [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977}, pp. 9-19 [p.

16]).
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night before he is sent to the front — as a result of which he misses an assignation with

Catherine Barkley:

The major said he had heard a report that I could drink. I denied this. He
said it was true and by the corpse of Bacchus we would test whether it was

true or not. Not Bacchus, I said. Not Bacchus. Yes, Bacchus, he said.*

Understanding this recoil from Bacchus provides the key to understanding
Hemingway’s polarised representation of drinking and drunkenness. Hemingway’s
ethical structure of alcohol can function between the poles of the sympotic and the
bacchic. No representation of drunkenness or sobriety, alcoholism or moderation,
social or isolated drinking is evaluated outside of its relationship to these extremes.
The isolated, regular and copious drinking of the old customer in ‘A Clean Well-
Lighted Place’ is depicted as a dignified quasi-sympotic response to the struggles of
age and isolation, while the possibly occasional and social drinking of Monsieur
Fontan’s customers in ‘Wine of Wyoming’ is denounced in the grotesque bacchic
image of the ‘femme qui a vomis sur la table!”*’

Throughout Fiesta, Hemingway constructs a network of bacchic and sympotic
spaces: the bars and nightclubs of Paris, the cafés of Bayonne and San Sebastien, the
bars and the bullring at Pamplona, the spinning hotel rooms into which people stagger
drunk at night. Here, the drive towards death and dispersal that Hemingway identifies
as the outcome of the unregulated carnivalesque is largely codified in the sexual
relationships of the characters and the depictions of fishing, the fiesta and the
bullfight. The broad geographical sweep of the novel and the essentially frivolous
and empty lifestyles of the characters allows Hemingway to play with the ideas of
ritual and uncontrolled drinking — sympotic fraternity and the ugly bacchanalia of
sexual desire — in terms of the privatised experience of individuals. When, over a
decade later, Hemingway turned his hand towards depicting events of real political
and historical significance in the Spanish Civil War, the symbolic structures of drink
and drinking that he constructed in Fiesta remained in place and Hemingway

employed them to codify his depiction of interpersonal relations, tactical decisions,

* Ernest Hemingway, 4 Farewell to Arms (1929; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p. 35. Further

references to be given in text as FA ‘
% Ernest Hemingway, ‘Wine of Wyoming’, in Winner Take Nothing (1939; London: Gratfton, 1988). pp.

130-46 (p. 139)
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and private confrontations that now took on, at least within the parameters of the text.

a life and death significance.

Rituals of Drink and the Semiotics of Excess in For Whom the Bell Tolls

The most complex depiction of this ethics of drinking, and the most explicit
association of the bacchic with the socially and politically destructive, occurs in For
Whom the Bell Tolls. Here we see the celebration of drinking at its most ritualised,
and the denunciation of drinking at its most violent. And here, again, there is a dark

reference to Bacchus:

‘Go With Bacchus,” Robert Jordan said in Spanish.

“Who is Bacchus?’ Pablo asked.

‘A comrade of thine,” Robert Jordan said.

‘Never have I heard of him,” Pablo said heavily. ‘Never in these

mountains.” (FBT p. 197)

The nature of this exchange reflects a continuing battle for power that takes place
between Robert Jordan and Pablo that is constantly articulated around drink;
specifically the ability to drink well, and the possession of an arcane knowledge of the
rituals of alcohol. The confrontation between Jordan — sophisticated, rational,
courageous — and Pablo — instinctive, violent, cowardly — acts out once again
Hemingway’s negation of the carnivalesque. And, once again, this negation takes
place in a chronotopic structure which positions the drinking place and the natural
world in absolute proximity.

In For Whom the Bell Tolls the drinking place is literally carved into the
landscape in the shape of the Pablo’s cave, in and around which almost all the action
of the novel occurs and in which all the decisions are made which are subsequently
acted on outside. The bifurcated chronotopes of the bar and nature are materialised in
the depiction of the two spheres. Inside is ‘the warm air of the cave, heavy with the
smoke of both tobacco and charcoal ... the tarry, wine-spilled smell of the big skin
hung beside the door, hung by the neck and the four legs extended, wine drawn from a

plug fitted in one leg. wine that spilled a little on to the earth of the floor, settling the
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dust smell.” Outside the cave is ‘the clear night air of the mountains that smell of the
pines and of the dew on the grass in the meadow by the stream.” (FBT p. 59) Inside 1s
enclosure, darkness, wine, dust, a stifling warmth, the smell of bodies. Outside is
space, clarity, water, dew and the smell of pine trees. As with the bus to Burguete, the
bar chronotope is here removed from its native urban scene and transferred to the
natural landscape.

That the cave functions as a bar chronotope is confirmed by the fact that the
crucial initial confrontation between Jordan and Pablo, in which Jordan persuades the
band of guerrillas to switch allegiance to him and therefore facilitate the potentially
suicidal destruction of the bridge which it is Jordan’s mission to effect, takes place in
the cave and is both triggered by, and pursued through, the rituals of communal
drinking. After eating dinner on the first night, Pablo, already deeply suspicious of
Robert Jordan’s intentions, publicly and aggressively refuses to offer the American a
cup of wine. In other words, Pablo ostentatiously excludes Jordan from the sympotic
and fraternal drinking of the guerrilla band; a gesture which positions the college
lecturer as definitely not one of ‘the people’, and not ‘one of us’. Jordan responds to
this by resorting to the one drink that, in Hemingway’s symbolic hierarchy of alcohol,

can outflank the cultic properties of wine:

His hand came up from his hip pocket with the leather covered flask and he
unscrewed the top and then, lifting the cup, drank half the water and poured
very slowly from the flask into the cup...

“There is little left or I would offer some to thee,” he said to Pablo.

‘T do not like anis,” Pablo said. (FBT p.51)

Here, the aristocratic drinker reverts to type. If wine is the drink of communion and
community, then absinthe is the liquor of the adept. In a swift display of ritual and
mystery, Jordan turns the tables on his antagonist and shows himself to be more
steeped in the masculine rituals of drinking than Pablo. As Jordan pours himself a

cup of absinthe, it reminds him:

of all the old evenings in cafés, of all the chestnut trees that would be 1n
bloom now in this month, of the great slow horses of the outer boulevards,

of book shops, of kiosks, and of galleries, of the Parc Montsouris, of the
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Stade Buffalo, and of the Butte Chaumont, of the Guaranty Trust Company

and the fle de la Cité, of Foyot’s old hotel, and of being able to read and
relax in the evening. (FBT pp. 51-2)

Absinthe signifies not only the machismo of the absinthe drinker but also, as in
Ulysses, the Paris of cafés, bookshops and galleries. This is surprising given that, at
the time that Jordan would have been thinking back to, the only country on the
mainland of western Europe in which absinthe would have been freely available was
Spain, it having been banned in France in 1915. Nevertheless it is with a particular
idea of Paris that absinthe is associated both here and in Ulysses. What this testifies
to, then, is as much the symbolic function of absinthe as the privileged signifier of
bohemian and literary Paris as the uniqueness of absinthe to that city. Here, the
preparation and consumption of absinthe identifies Robert Jordan not only as an adept
drinker, but as a cosmopolitan intellectual whose prior life in the Paris of American
expatriates is illuminated through the metonym of absinthe. That is, the preparation
of absinthe serves not only an active plot function in that it shifts the balance of power
towards Jordan in his confrontation with Pablo, but a passive one in that it opens a
window onto the personal history of Robert Jordan himself. It is noticeable that both
here and in Ulysses absinthe provides a mnemonic trigger which places the prehistory
of a central character in the cafés of Paris. The mnemonic function of absinthe is
further characterised in both books by a sense of a vaguely melancholic nostalgia for a
lost time — Stephen’s memories of Kevin Egan and Jordan’s memories of the parks
and bookshops which were his old haunts before war intervened. This suggests a
further semantic quality of absinthe — one that is somewhat paradoxical in the light of
its emergence as a drink specifically symbolising modernity and the new in the late
nineteenth century. The nostalgia for absinthe, or the nostalgia for a version of Paris
that it conjures up, illustrates both its close association with a particular cultural
moment — that is, a turn of the century Paris imagined as both bohemian and gay —
and the fact that its subsequent outlawing endows its with an auratic quality; a
simultaneous experience of intimacy and distance from the culture and time that it
represents born of its very inaccessibility. It is precisely this aura that will be seen to
be punctured in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’. Here, however, Robert Jordan fullv
exploits the auratic qualities of his vial of real, French absinthe; the mythic absinthe

that fuelled the great creative minds of the Parisian avant-garde and which he
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produces here with all the reverence of a medieval mountebank unwrapping an

evangelist’s toenail:

‘That’s the wormwood,” Robert Jordan told him. ‘In this, the real absinthe,
there is wormwood. It’s supposed to rot your brain out but I don’t believe it.
It only changes the ideas. You should pour the water into it very slowly, a
few drops at a time. But I poured it into the water.’

"What are you saying?’ Pablo said angrily, feeling the mockery.

‘Explaining the medicine,” Robert Jordan told him and grinned. (FBT
p. 52)

With the band gathered in the cave to discuss whether or not to accept Robert
Jordan’s leadership and embark on the mission to destroy the bridge, Pablo’s initial
refusal to offer wine acted both as a marker of his dominance within the group and
Robert Jordan’s status as unwelcome outsider. The confrontation between the two
functions, therefore, as ritualised drinking contest on a number of levels. Firstly it
concerns in whose gift it is to share what drink there is with whom; secondly, it is a
trial of strength sublimated into a competition as to who takes the strongest drink;
thirdly it is a test of knowledge and conversance with the cultures of drink. Each of
these elements are markers of manhood: social status, physical strength, esoteric
knowledge. Through the dysfunctional inversion of the rituals of treating, then, an
aggressive trial of masculinity is carried out, the prize of which is control of the
group. It is one which Jordan wins — both gaining the acquiescence of the group, but
also effecting a perception of Pablo as an untrustworthy coward and drunkard.

Scott Donaldson suggests that absinthe functions in For Whom the Bell Tolls
as a marker of fraternity and confidence realised in the metaphor of the gift. He
points out that, as Jordan and the old guerrilla Anselmo become closer. they share
Jordan’s absinthe.*® It is undoubtedly true that the gift function of alcohol plays a
crucial role in For Whom the Bell Tolls. The thoughtfulness of the other guerrilla
leader, El Sordo, in procuring a bottle of whisky for Jordan when they meet provides
the American with a justificatory reminder of why he is fighting in Spain at all.

Robert Jordan’s war, as contemporary commentators such as Arturo Barea pointed out

** Donaldson, p. 119
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at the time, was as much about a romanticised notion of the supposedly free Spanish
peasantry as it was about the real political conditions of the time, and for Jordan
‘remembering to bring the whisky was one of the reasons you loved these people.’”’
However, in the exchange I have quoted it is the refusal to offer the gift that carries
symbolic meaning.  Robert Jordan’s drinking is adept, knowledgeable, and
sophisticated; the drink he produces is mysterious and suggestive. It is the ‘real’
absinthe which needs the knowledge of the insider to be prepared and which ‘changes
ideas’ rather than stupefying the drinker. In one sense, absinthe stands metaphorically
for the dangerous power of dynamite in the hands of a well-trained outsider (which is,
of course, what Jordan needs to convince the band of). Pablo’s wine drinking, on the
other hand rejects the sympotic rules of communal consumption and becomes,
instead, the greedy drinking of a man who drinks to get drunk, a borracho.

Pablo, from this point on, not only retreats into a perpetual drunken stupor, but
becomes the object of explicit accusations that he is a hopeless drunkard from the rest
of the previously subservient group. In a later confrontation with Pilar, she accuses
Pablo of the worst excesses of the drunkard. Here, what is dwelt on by Hemingway is
not the notion of a compulsion to drink as a spiritual or physical pathology, but the
suggestion that a drinker becomes a drunkard when his drinking drags him down into
a life of moral laxity and bodily excess; that is, that drunkenness is to be understood
pragmatically, in terms of its effects and manifestations rather than its unknowable
causes. Pilar’s condemnation of Pablo rearticulates both Hemingway’s horror of
grotesque and unregulated somatic functions, and his implicit spatial separation of the

domestic and the social / drunken:

Of all the men the drunkard is the foulest. The thief when he is not stealing

is like another. The extortioner does not practice in the home. The

7 Arturo Barea, ‘Not Spain but Hemingway’ (1941), in Roger Asselineau ed., The Literary Reputation of
Hemingway in Europe (Paris: Lettres Modernes, 1965), pp. 197-210 suggegts that Hemingway "had once
taken Spain, the Spain of roreros, wealthy young sefioritas, gypsies, tarts, tipsters, and so on, r'ather as
one takes drugs. That colourful and purposeless game with life and death which followed ancient and
rigid rules must have responded to some inner need of his.” (p. 208). Allen Guttman concurs someyvhat
with Hemingway’s idealised notion of the Spanish peasantry being forced to“surrender their archa.nc
relation with the hard, dry Spanish earth, to become members of a technologlcal}y-bascd p1as’s-so§:1ety
the result [of which] would have been a curtailment of freedom apd an increase in repression \\'hlle
pointing out that this primitivist romanticism has its antecedents in ‘a very American trgdltlop ol thgught
and feeling’ (Allen Guttman, ‘“Mechanized Doom™: Emest Hemingway and the -Amencan \ iew ot the
Spanish Civil War’ [1960], pp. 95-107 [p. 107] in Carlos Baker ed.. Ernest Hemingway: Critiques of
Four Major Novels [New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1962])
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murderer when he is at home can wash his hand. But the drunkard stinks

and vomits in his own bed and dissolves his organs in alcohol. (FBT p. 201)

Pablo’s drunkenness, his proximity to Bacchus, is seen as both a cause and effect of
his political apathy, his tactical impotence, his untrustworthiness, and his cowardice.
It 1s also understood in terms of appropriate and inappropriate drinking spaces; Pablo
doesn’t leave his drinking in the bar, but, like the home-wrecking drunkard of a
nineteenth century temperance tale, brings it back into the home. He also,
dangerously, brings it into the sphere of political action in the sense that his
judgement is taken to be detrimental to the military effectiveness and well-being of
the group.

The association of drunkenness with misguided, cowardly and, most
pertinently, uncontrolled political violence is most explicitly set out in Pilar’s
narrative of the massacre she witnessed in her home town at the start of the civil war.
In this narrative drunkenness is both ascribed to and symbolically conflated with the
anarchism that Hemingway depicts throughout For Whom the Bell Tolls as a non-
ideology amounting to the pseudo-codification of madness.

Pilar’s narrative recalls the execution of a number of fascists in her local town
at the start of the civil war. While the story begins as a description of inevitable and
necessary violence engendered by war, it becomes a tale of the descent into chaos and
the thin line between acceptable and brutal bloodshed; between state execution and
mob rule. Pilar initially describes how she and Pablo had been involved in the brutal
but controlled execution of the town’s fascists by forcing them over a cliff. What
tempers the viciousness of the executions at first is that they amount to a form of
collective responsibility; the townsfolk were asked to stand in a line and each take
part in goading the fascists to the brink of the ravine. However, the execution
descends into an orgy of drunken violence in which, by the end, ‘there were no more
lines but only a mob.” (FBT p, 118). This descent into chaos is explicitly attributed to
two things: the consumption of drinks other than wine, and the irresponsibility and

drunkenness of the local anarchists. Describing the beginning of the collapse of

order, Pilar says:
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the people of this town are as kind as they can be cruel and they have a
sense of natural justice and a desire to do that which is right. But cruelty
had entered into the lines and drunkenness or the beginning of drunkenness
... I do not know how it is in other countries, and no-one cares more for the
pleasure of drinking than I do, but in Spain drunkenness, when it is
produced by other elements than wine, is a thing of great ugliness, and the

people do things they would not have done. (FBT pp. 113-4)

This suggests that the different manifestations of drunkenness can be ascribed to
different types of drinks; that wine produces the sympotic and that the anis and
cognac that the locals have taken from the fascist club produces bacchic violence.
This, however, is not a pattern repeated throughout Hemingway’s work. Throughout
these novels and stories, the semantics of drink remain fluid. Again, there is no hard
and fast ethical hierarchy of drinks per se, but rather a hierarchical relational structure
of drinks to drinking places. As has been seen, absinthe and whisky both assume
positive roles in For Whom the Bell Tolls, while it is an improper fondness for wine
that is Pablo’s downfall. However, the scene of the mass execution is typical in that
the hierarchical stratification of semantic meanings accorded to drink is crucial to the
narrative as a whole.

The direct association of the chaotic violence of bacchic drunkenness with

anarchism emerges slightly later. As the bloodshed continues Pilar describes how

each anarchist

Would take a drink and then shout, “Viva la Anarquia!” lying on his back
and shouting as though he were a madman ... A peasant who had left the
lines and now stood in the shade of the arcade looked at them in disgust and

said, “They would shout, ‘Long live drunkenness.” That’s all they believe
in.” (FBT pp. 119)

Anarchy is here metamorphosed into drunkenness and vice versa. With drunkenness
and anarchy functioning as interchangeable synonyms both can be condemned by
Hemingway as amounting to the same thing: the abandonment of control and the
celebration of the irrational and venal. For Hemingway, anarchism as a political

programme can be condemned for exactly the same reason as private exCesShve

(3]
(9]
o



drunkenness can be condemned because they amount to the same thing. What
Hemingway attempts to do here politically is precisely what he attempted to do with
the character of Mike Campbell on a personal level in F lesta; that is, denounce what
he sees as the renunciation of regulation and control. For Hemingway, the worst thing
that can happen — in social relations, in drinking habits, in sexual conduct, in politics —
is the overturning of order. What is signified by promiscuity in the sexual sphere, and
by anarchism in the political, is signified by uncontrolled intoxication in the sphere of
drink.

Again, this episode illustrates the rejection of excess and transgression in
Hemingway’s fiction — or at least the need for strict regulation of excess when it
inevitably occurs. Here, the highly carnivalesque scenes of the public square and the
threshold, the overturning of social hierarchies, and the violent abuse of established
authorities, produces no laughter but the obscene laughter of the drunks, and provides
not fearlessness and spiritual regeneration but only guilt and anxiety. The unregulated
carnival here becomes nothing so much as a glimpse into hell.*® Bakhtin, in his
discussions of the carnivalesque, rarely addressed twentieth century literature or
authors. One of the few who he does discuss directly, albeit very briefly, is Ernest
Hemingway. While considering whether positive representations of the carnivalesque

can exists in modern literature, Bakhtin wrote:

It cannot be denied, of course, that a certain degree of special fascination is
inherent in all contemporary forms of carnivalistic life. It is enough to name
Hemingway, whose work, on the whole deeply carnivalized, was strongly
influenced by contemporary forms and festivals of a carnival type
(especially the bullfight). He had a very keen ear for everything

. e e . 49
carnivalistic in contemporary life.

* It would be outside the scope of this study to discuss in detail the many parallels betweep this scene
and the final pages of Malcolm Lowry’s Under the Volcano (1947). Both, however, contain conﬂat}on
of drunkenness with political violence that culminates in the Dante-esque descent of bod{es into a ravine
— in a way, the death of the Consul could be read as the fascists’ bloody revenge on Hermngway S
anarchists. Under the Volcano also shares much with Fiesta — not least its spatial polgrn_\' between the
imagined utopian sobriety of British Columbia and the intoxicated landscgpes of ngmo. Lowry was
sufficiently aware of these parallels (and anxious enough about the reception of his intensely personal
epic) to insist in a letter that he was not simply copying Fiesta (Malcolm Lo.\wy, Selected Letters, ed.
Harvey Breight and Marjorie Bonner Lowry [1967; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985], p 1'44).

49 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky'’s Poetics, p. 179, n. 22. Bakhtin doesn’t pursue his line of thought

beyond this footnote,



This unusual acknowledgement, I would suggest, does more to illustrate the argument
that Bakhtin tended to turn a blind eye to the regulatory nature of carnival than to

confirm the persistence of carnival as he understood it in isolated pockets of modern

0

. 5 . s . .
literature. Hemingway’s representations of the carnivalesque are always

representations of the idealised regulation of the carnivalesque: bullfighting,
controlled drinking, boxing. Far from representing ‘the temporary suspension of all
hierarchic distinctions and barriers among men and of certain norms and prohibitions
of usual life’,”' what Bakhtin identifies as carnivalesque in Hemingway is, in fact, the
ritualised assertion of the absolute need for regulations, hierarchy and prohibition.
When Hemingway does depict the suspension of hierarchy and regulation, he depicts
carnivalesque deaths — whether those of the fascists in Pilar’s narrative or that of
Catherine Barkley and her baby in 4 Farewell to Arms — which are neither ‘drawn

into the circle of life’>?

nor go any way to overcoming fear. To this extent,
Hemingway’s depiction of the grotesque can be seen as confirming Bakhtin’s
argument that the bourgeois privatisation of the body leads to a negation of the
positive meanings of the grotesque. However, in the example of the bullfight, which
Bakhtin does identify as carnivalesque, the carnival functions as precisely that which
regulates excess, rather than that which celebrates it. Just as the medieval carnival
can be understood as a means of allowing a regulated degree of laxity and
transgression by way of controlling it (rather than employing the untenable tactic of
outlawing it altogether), so Hemingway’s representation of drinking can be
understood as a means of controlling the drive to excess, violence and self-
destruction.

Whether this negation of the carnivalesque — or perhaps, this celebration of the
regulatory carnivalesque — amounts to a strict and pre-ordained ‘code’ is a
questionable point. The notion of a heroic code in Hemingway, which emerges
among critics such as Robert Penn Warren in the early 1960’s, claims that

Hemingway places characters who adhere to rules of courage, style, honesty and self-

control in various testing conditions in his different fictions. ~What results is

5% Bakhtin insists that post-Romantic representations if carnival inevitably pr.ivatise th; grotesque toa
point where its connotations ‘become narrow and specific, torn away from direct relation to the hfeiof
society and to the cosmic whole.’ (Bakhtin, Rabelais and his U’orla_’. p. 321) 'Howe\'er, what Bakht}p'
implies he has identified in Hemingway is a persistence of the medieval carnivalesque that has survived
the privatisation of the body.

! Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p. 15

52 ibid., p. 359
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essentially an illustration of how such codified behaviour can overcome the entropv
and meaninglessness of everyday life. This, however, seems to me to place
unnecessary limitations on the actions of Hemingway’s characters and the possible
critical readings of them. If the ‘code’ includes courage, then what is to be made of
Frederic Henry’s desertion into Switzerland? If it demands dignity, what of Jake
Barne’s self-abasing role as pimp in Fiesta? Wesley A. Kort has argued that
Hemingway’s characters do not come to his fictions fully formed, there simply to act
out a pre-ordained ‘code’; rather, ‘how one should act or should have acted is taught
by encounter and is a function of alignment and appropriation.’ [my emphasis].™ The
prioritisation of the encounter, and the argument that what Hemingway depicts is not
a pre-fixed way of acting but series of possible responses to specific situations allows
us to return again to the function of chronotopes in Hemingway’s work. While Fiesta
is a novel constructed essentially around nodes of interaction — Paris, Burguete,
Bayonne and Pamplona — For Whom the Bell Tolls is a novel of thresholds at which
encounters occur which force existential, political and tactical choices onto the
characters and through which they define themselves.

A number of these threshold spaces can be identified immediately: the mouth
of Pablo’s cave (where Jordan takes his first communal drink with the guerrilla band,
and where he sleeps at night); the military front; the clifftop over which the fascists
are thrown in Pilar’s narrative; the bridge which the band are to destroy. For Whom
the Bell Tolls is a book built around borders, crossing points (the hero’s name
referencing one of the most famous crossing points of all), and the self-defining
choices that are made in and around those spaces. To this extent, Hemingway echoes

the use of threshold spaces that Bakhtin identifies in Dostoevsky’s fiction:

In his works Dostoevsky makes almost no use of relatively uninterrupted
historical or biographical time, that is, of strictly epic time; he “leaps over”
it, he concentrates on action at points of crisis, at turning points and
catastrophes, when the inner significance of the moment is equal to a
“billion years,” that is, when the moment loses its temporal restrictiveness.
In essence he leaps over space as well, and concentrates action In two

“points” only: on the threshold (in doorways, entrance ways. on staircases,

53 Wesley A. Kort, ‘Human Time in Hemingway’s Fiction', Modern Fiction Studies, Vol. 26, No. 24

(Winter 1980-1981), pp. 579-596 (p. 583)
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in corridors, and so forth), where the crisis and the turning point occur, or on
the public square, whose substitute is usually the drawing room (the hall,

the dining room), where the catastrophe, the scandal take place.™

Clearly there are important differences between what Bakhtin sees as Dostoevsky’s
use of the threshold and Hemingway’s. Most importantly, Hemingway, particularly
in For Whom the Bell Tolls places historical time at the heart of his work; indeed, in
For Whom the Bell Tolls, as in much fiction of the 1930s and early 1940s, historical
time itself becomes a threshold between fascism and freedom. Equally, for
Hemingway biographical time is magnified by the looming presence of death; the
three days which For Whom the Bell Tolls cover are the last three days of Robert
Jordan’s life. However, it is perhaps for these very reasons that the threshold
becomes so central to this novel. The desperation of the situation that the novel
depicts enforces the realisation that, in the John Donne poem the title alludes to ‘no
man is an island, entire unto himself.” Where Bakhtin sees Dostoevsky employing the
threshold as a space in which the existential fact that identity is predicated on the
relation and interaction between self and other i1s embodied and narrated, in
Hemingway the threshold serves to magnify the fact that, whether identity is
relational or not there are moments of decision in which survival is relational and
interactive; whether that be the survival of the self, the country, the political structure
or the personal relations between individuals.

In Fiesta we saw the liminal point between bar and nature facilitating and
idealised — and quite possibly unsustainable — fraternity between men of different
class and culture. In For Whom the Bell Tolls Pablo’s cave emerges as the space in
which confrontations occur and decisions are made on the personal level that are then
acted out in the threshold spaces with which it is surrounded. A final investigation
into Hemingway’s spatial narrative structures, the function of the threshold within
these, the representation of history through the spatial, and the role of a hierarchy of
drinks within these spaces, will illustrate what happens when the threshold of bar and
nature ceases to become either utopian or decisive, but instead becomes a space in
which the two spheres cancel each other out. ‘Hills Like White Elephants’, although

one of Hemingway’s shortest pieces of fiction, both encapsulates and problematiscs
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the representation and function of drinks and drinking spaces in the work that both

precedes and follows it.

Indeterminate Space and the Destruction of Aura in ‘Hills Like White

Elephants’

In ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ we see all of the narrative structures discussed above
at work. The conversation that the story depicts takes place on a threshold between
the drinking place and nature. It is set in a bar that is not really a bar (it is an adjunct
to an isolated railway station) in a landscape that is not accessible in any way other
than forming a distant visual horizon beyond the railway tracks. The train station is
placed somewhere between Barcelona and Madrid in the valley of the river Ebro. The
two interlocutors sit outside, separated from the station bar by a beaded curtain (just
as the blanket hung over the mouth of Pablo’s cave at night separated Robert Jordan
from that space), and separated from the landscape by the railway tracks. They drink
both beer and absinthe and discuss, without actually using the words, an abortion that
the female character may or may not be about to have. The unspoken subject of the
conversation raises, in Hemingway’s work, the question of the relationship between
gender, drink, and fertility that has been important throughout this study and that will
be seen to be crucial to Jean Rhys’ fiction in the final chapter.

Leslie Fiedler has written that ‘there are ... no women in [Hemingway’s]
books!’>® Obviously, this refers not to a literal lack of female characters but to a
tendency in Hemingway’s work for women to appears as mere ciphers of an
idiosyncratic but self-consciously masculine fantasy of femininity: docile, sexually
available, noticeably androgynous, ineffectual. John Crowley has suggested a
specific relationship between the representation of drinking and the representations of
sexuality and gender in Hemingway’s fiction. He argues that Hemingway
simultaneously represents the male alcoholic as effeminate and the female drinker as
unwomanly.56 The two flaws in this construction are that on the one hand one of the
most effeminate of Hemingway’s characters is Robert Cohn, whose effeminacy 1s

explicitly linked to his refusal to get drunk, and on the other hand that Hemingway’s

55 Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel, p. 316
% Crowley, p. 57
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female characters, such as they are, all drink to a greater or lesser degree.’’ What I
would suggest, however, is that while Hemingway, unlike Joyce, depicts women
drinking, his depictions are ideologically circumscribed. Women who drink in
Hemingway’s fiction are usually either, like Brett Ashley, sexually dangerous; like
Catherine Barkley and the female character in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’, sites of
perverted fertility; or, like Pilar and Madame Fontan, the stoic and domineering wives
of weak men. What I would want to concentrate on here is not so much whether or
not Hemingway’s female characters drink or whether that makes them in some broad
sense ‘unwomanly’, but the specific issue of the relationship between drinking,
gender and fertility specifically as it is interwoven into the spatial construction of
‘Hills Like White Elephants’.

I have argued throughout this study that the construction of a problematics of
alcohol throughout the nineteenth century was, to a considerable degree, predicated
on the association between drink and distorted fertility. From the image of the
drunken mother in Hogarth’s Gin Lane to the centrality of alcoholism in the
discourses of inherited racial degeneration, drinking among women has consistently
been associated with the both promiscuity and either infertility, child mortality, or
defective birth. Hemingway, in his depictions of female drinkers consistently
rearticulates this discourse of drink and problematic fertility. Brett Ashley’s
promiscuity is, along with her drinking, fundamental to her role as modern Circe; her
driving of men mad with desire occurs under the influence of, and is figured as
analogous to, intoxication. When Brett repeatedly asks Jake not to get drunk during
their final meeting in Madrid, it refers as much to his unrealisable carnal desire for her
as to the unusually excessive drinking which he engages in as a compensation for his
sexual frustration. Jake’s literally dismembered body obviates any drive towards
procreation on his part leaving his intact sexual desires as a source of pain and
frustration and forcing him to seek compensatory pleasures in masculine and
homosocial rituals of death: hunting and bullfighting, and the sympotic drinking with

which they are ideally — though not always actually — associated.

*7 1t is during an argument initiated by Mike Campbell accusing Cohn of being a steer that Mike.asks
“Why don’t you ever get drunk, Robert?’ (F p. 125). In Farewell to Arms, Catherine Barkley dr}nks gnd
it is the actions of a non-drinking nurse that send Frederic Henry back to the front after his stay in Milan.
Madame Fontan in ‘Wine of Wyoming’ is one of Hemingway’s most adept drinkers (unllkg her
husband). And in For Whom the Bell Tolls both Pilar and Maria (both versions of a fantasised
femininity: the dominatrix and the victim) drink.
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Farewell to Arms, while containing Hemingway’s most explicit portrayals of
homoerotic drinking, also culminates in an extended representation of intoxicated, and
ultimately tragic, fertility. In one of the very few occasions in which Hemingwayv
actually represents a central character engaging in drunken verbal erotic intimacy, we
see at the same time Hemingway’s closest formal approximation of Rabelais’ and
Joyce’s drunken conversations. Here, as Frederic Henry, Lieutenant Rinaldi and a
hospital major get drunk together the night before Henry goes to the front, it is as if
the Joycean merging of the depiction and the narration of drunkenness serves less to
produce the aesthetic experience of a new and liberating consciousness, but rather to
obscure and enshroud the dangerous overstepping of the sympotic into the

homoerotic:

Roma is feminine, said Rinaldi. It cannot be the father. Who is the father,
then. The Holy Ghost. Don’t blaspheme. I wasn’t blaspheming, 1 was
asking for information. You are drunk, baby. Who made me drunk? I
made you drunk, said the major. I made you drunk because I love you and
because America is in the war. Up to the hilt, I said. You go away in the
morning, baby, Rinaldi said ... You go to live in a big city and have your
English there to cuddle you. Why don’t I get wounded? Maybe you will, I
said. We must go, said the major ... Don’t go. Yes, we must go. Good-
bye. Good luck. Many things. Ciaou. Ciaou. Ciaou. Come back quickly,
baby. Rinaldi kissed me. You smell of Lysol. Good-bye, baby. Good-bye.
Many things. The major patted my shoulder. They tiptoed out. I found I
was quite drunk, but went to sleep. (FA p. 63-5)

Later, as Rinaldi strokes Henry’s wounded knee (which he has removed his breeches
to show his friend), he, shocked at hearing Henry can’t drink due to jaundice,
exclaims ‘Oh, baby, how you’ve come back to me. You’ve come back serious and
with a liver.” But promises, ‘I will get you drunk and take out your liver and put you
in a good Italian liver and make you a man again.” (FA p. 131)

While this exchange sublimates body parts and promises that drink will

provide the key to a reawakened, homoerotic masculinity. Catherine’s birth scene at

the close of the book allies drink and intoxication with a ruined heterosexual fertility.

Here Henry moves from bar to hospital room and back again as Catherine plcads for

2406



ever increasing doses of anaesthetic gas to ease her evidently doomed labour. Unable
to see Catherine after the death of their baby is announced, Henry drinks enough beer
to notice ‘quite a pile of saucers now on the table in front of me’ (FA p. 253) before
returning to witness Catherine herself die. There is the sense of disrupted fertility as a
kind of moral punishment here.®® The death of Catherine and the child are
represented as a kind of cruel cosmic judgment on Catherine and Frederic’s decision
to establish a ‘separate peace’ in Switzerland; a choice which, for all its sentimental
idealism, is also pictured in the book as both self-indulgent and banal. In the midst of
the most bloody upheaval in human history, Catherine and Frederic live a life of
pastoral bliss in which their conversations reach the banality of the following

exchange:

“What are you thinking, darling?’
‘About whisky’
‘What about whisky?”
‘About how nice it is.’

Catherine made a face. ‘All right,” she said.” (FA p. 238)

If, as Brett Ashley asserts in Fiesta, ‘we pay for the things we do’ (F p. 23), then the
price of a somnolent drift into self-regarding stupefaction in Farewell to Arms is high
indeed.

‘Hills Like White Elephants’ presents a similar conflation of images of
sterility, banality and drink. Again, Hemingway foregrounds the belief, which
rumbles around all his fiction, that women who drink should not be women who
mother. Intoxication in women — whether it be Brett Ashley’s constant drinking,
Catherine Barkley’s anaesthesia, or Jig’s experimentation with absinthe - is
consistently allied to infertility. To this extent, Hemingway is entirely within the
tradition of nineteenth and twentieth century representations of drink and
drunkenness. While Hemingway in his fiction — and even in his memoirs — tends not
to sublimate male intoxication into the metaphorical fertility of the creative process,

he does idealise exclusively male drinking as the possible site of fertile conversation

*® Clearly this rearticulates an essential aspect of the gendered representation of drinking from the central

figure of Hogarth’s Gin Lane through to the use of dying wives and children as moral lgssons in. '
temperance fiction. This discursive image will re-emerge in the following chapter. particularly in Rhys

Vovage in the Dark.



and of an openness and honesty that tends towards the production of instrumental
truth. Drunken conversations between men and women tend, on the other hand, to
become banal and mendacious. In this regard, he depicts from a male standpoint the
ideologically enclosed subjection of the female drinker as lesser than the male drinker
that Rhys foregrounds in her writing. In ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ this
conversational sterility is figured analogously to the sterility of the woman who
drinks. Here a relationship based on the intimacy of the bar hits a taciturn crisis when
faced with a real-life decision. When Jig asks her partner to ‘please, please, please,
please, please, please, please stop talking’,” she is responding to a frustrating
conversational impasse in which the dialogue, for all its brevity, has already
descended into a series of apparently meaningless platitudes and evasive observations.
The conversation between the two characters is one in which a terse lack of the
specific not so much belies as obviates an intimacy between the two, an intimacy that
has become incapable of finding a viable means of self-expression.

Spatially, the conversation takes place on a threshold, surrounded by
thresholds. Unlike both the bus to Burguete or Pablo’s cave, it is not an artificial bar
space transplanted into natural surroundings. Where the couple sit is on the threshold
of both bar and landscape; between trains and between cities. As we have seen, for
Hemingway, the positive liminal space between bar and nature is essentially a site of
male intercourse. To the extent that the terrace of the station bar is a liminal space, it
proves here to be one in which Hemingway depicts precisely the limits, as he sees
them, of intimacy between men and women — or at least, between American men and
women in Europe at that point in history. Furthermore, the relationship between the
two is one based on the limits of emotional engagement possible in the expatriate
scene. When Jig asks to try absinthe, she observes that ‘That’s all we do isn’t it -
look at things and try new drinks?’ (H p. 39) This is, in many ways, a summation of
the most negative aspects of Hemingway’s ‘lost generation’; what James T. Farrell
identified as the depiction of people whose attitude is that of perennial vacationers
who ‘have love affairs ... drink, go fishing, and see new spectacles."’0

Hemingway’s ambivalent relationship to the Paris of the twenties lies behind

much of the symbolism of ‘Hills Like White Elephants’. Writing twenty ycars later,

5 Ernest Hemingway, ‘Hills Like White Elephants’, in AMen 1ithout 1Women (1928; London: Arrow,

i i H.
1994). pp. 38-42 (p. 42). Further references to be given in text as o ' o
60 yames T. Farrell, ‘The Sun Also Rises: The League of Frightened Philistines (1945), in Baker, Ernest

Hemingway. Critiques of Four Major Novels, pp. 4-6 (p. S)
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Hemingway would depict the kind of Parisian memories that absinthe brings to
Robert Jordan’s mind. In ‘Hills Like White Elephants’, however, absinthe is stripped
of its aura and divested of its cosmopolitan, bohemian and magical connotations. The
drink that Hemingway would later depict as the mysterious drink of the genuine adept
drinker is here drained of all semantic privilege, becoming instead a signifier of the
‘flirtation with irresponsibility, alcohol, and sex,’ that Leslie Fiedler describes as the
banal end of the American invasion of Paris.®! According to Jig, finally getting to try
the absinthe, it says nothing of Baudelaire or Boulevards, of cafés or kiosks, it simply
tastes like liquorice: ‘Everything tastes like liquorice,” she says. ‘Especially the
things you’ve waited so long for, like absinthe.” (H p. 39)

Doris Lanier suggests that Hemingway uses the motif of absinthe to create a
metaphor of the addictive and destructive nature of the relationship between the two
characters in this story. However Hemingway, while according absinthe a privileged
function as either a arcane ritual and signifier of a lost, bohemian Paris (For Whom
the Bell Tolls) or as the signifier of a bacchic drunkenness (Jake Barnes gets drunk on
absinthe on his last night in Pamplona), at no point concurs with the rhetoric of the
anti-absinthe lobby — on whose literature Lanier largely relies in her study — by whom
it was depicted as pathologically addictive and incalculably detrimental to the mental
and physical health of the drinker. I would argue that, rather than Hemingway
denouncing the relationship as being like that between a helpless absintheur and
absinthe, he uses absinthe as a metonym of the pseudo-bohemian world that the two
Americans have flirted with; a world where the pleasure and irresponsibility of the bar
conversation never had to face hard facts such as poverty or choices between life and
death. Absinthe here ceases to act as the signifier of an attractively glamorous
laissez-faire, becoming instead the index of the shallow gaze of the tourist — a gaze
directed both outwards to the world (which amounts here to a disposable commodity:
a white elephant) and inwards to the self which can do nothing much more than ‘look
at things and try new drinks’.

The physical setting of the story clarifies this. It is by removing two typical
visiting Americans from the dark, smoky, crowded bars of Montparnasse that the
essential vacuity of their supposed immersion in cosmopolitan European culture 1s

highlighted. Again, the spatial setting of Hemingway's work functions

61 [ eslie A Fiedler, Waiting for the End The American Literary Scene from Hemingway' 10 Baldwin
(Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1967), p.21
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chronotopically. The transformation of the natural landscape, in Jigs eyes, into a
white elephant amounts to the transformation of the old world into a commodity to be
consumed by the Americans who descended upon it in the years following World War
One. The bar alongside which the narrative is set is, therefore, placed in a dialogic
relationship to both the bars of America (which are, of course, officially closed) and
those of Paris with which absinthe is most famously associated (absinthe becoming
therefore merely the commodified provider of an ersatz experience of the lost years of
the ‘green hour’ which, in truth, the majority of expatriates arrived too late to witness
anyway). Here a potentially life-changing decision is talked around, euphemised,
hinted at, made weightless (‘It’s just to let the air in’ [H p. 40]). In Hemingway’s
hierarchical structure of drinks and drinking spaces, this deserted station and the
drinks consumed alongside it combine to produce a second negative construction of
drinking; not the bacchic drinking of the fiesta or the execution of the fascists, but the
impotent, ineffectual drinking of the tourist and the escapee; the kind of drinking Bill
Gorton condemns in Fiesta while suggesting a parallel between it and Jake’s

impotence:

‘You’re an expatriate. You’ve lost touch with the soil. You get precious.
Fake European standards have ruined you. You drink yourself to death.
You become obsessed by sex. You spend all your time talking, not

working. You are an expatriate, see? You hang around cafés.” (F p. 101)

Ernest Hemingway in many ways defined a particular drinking culture: that of
the disparate, affluent American émigrés living in Paris in the 1920s. However, his
was a depiction charged with ambivalence. Hemingway on the one hand depicts
absinthe as a drink which signifies an insider’s privileged proximity to a mythic Paris.
An early description from Fiesta provides a connoisseur’s discrimination between real
absinthe and the Pernod that an unwary dilettante may consume in the mistaken belief
that it will provide that auratic access to the creativity, inspiration and genuine
bohemianism of the green fairy: ‘Pernod is a greenish imitation absinthe. When you
add water it turns milky. It tastes like liquorice and has a good uplift, but it drops you
just as far.” (F p. 12). And yet we find, in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ that absinthe
itself just tastes like liquorice — is just a set of new clothes for the old emperor,

alcohol: and is just a frivolous medium of ersatz authenticity for dissipated and
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privileged youths who are incapable of discussing real life decisions with any more
gravity than that with which they would discuss whether to try a new drink or not.
Hemingway depicts women drinking without ostensible moral censure, but then
privileges absolutely the culture of exclusive male drinking and rearticulates a
structural association (albeit not a causal relationship) between drunkenness in women
and infertility. He celebrates, indeed insists upon, drinking but then condemns
absolutely the effects of drunkenness; demanding of the drinker a self-regulation far
more onerous than that demanded by the prohibitionist — to still drink and yet not to
get drunk. Hemingway’s complex semiotics of drink, his intricate structures of space,
place, and conversational rules all serve, in the end, to produce a highly specific
representational and ethical structure which is simultaneously a product of his time, a
comment on it, and a quasi-utopian response to it.

As well as providing an image of the drinking culture of the 1920s,
Hemingway also, along with but in a different manner to F. Scott Fitzgerald,
popularly defined a particular set of relations between drink and American modernist
literature. His close association with Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound — an association
which at the time led Wyndham Lewis sardonically to describe Hemingway as a
‘dumb ox’ who ‘Steins up and down the world, with the big lustreless ruminatory orbs
of a Picasso doll-woman’ — in fact did much to promote Hemingway’s modernist
credentials.®> Hemingway’s later assertion that his greatest influence was James
Joyce, and his self-mythologizing memoirs 4 Moveable Feast, can be seen in many
ways as Hemingway’s attempt to consolidate his position at the heart of the modernist
literary scene as it existed in and around the bars of Montpamasse in the 1920s -
much as George Moore’s Confessions of a Young Man placed the Irish writer at the
heart of Parisian avant-garde café society half a century earlier.

The status of Hemingway as a ‘modernist’ writer in the sense that it was
understood in the 1920s was, however, questioned by no less a modernist luminary
than Virginia Woolf. In an otherwise generous review of Men Without Women Woolf
addressed the question of whether Hemingway could properly be described as a
modernist writer, concluding that ‘Hemingway is not modern in the sense given; and
it would appear from his first novel that this rumour of modernity must have sprung

from his subject matter and from his treatment of it rather than from any fundamental

62 Wyndham Lewis, ‘The Dumb Ox: A Study of Ernest Hemingway’ (1934), in ed. Jeffrey Meyers,
Hemingway: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982), pp. 186-209 (p.197).
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novelty in his conception of the art of fiction.”®> The observations of both Woolf and
Lewis show that, certainly in the opinions of two of the most self-consciously avant-
garde writers in English at the time, Hemingway could not be considered an
experimental modernist writer in any real sense of the term. Looking again at
Andreas Huyssen’s summary of definitive tendencies in modernist literature would
seem to confirm the opinion of Virginia Woolf. Hemingway’s literature is by no
means ‘totally separate from the realms of mass culture and everyday life’, it is not
‘rigorously experimental’ in a self-conscious and self-referential way, it certainly does
not attempt the ‘repudiation of likeness and verisimilitude’ in the sense of a putatively

‘objective’ realism.*

Considered within the parameters of this study, the formal
aspects of Hemingway’s writing can be placed outside the modernist traj ectory I have
described to the extent that Hemingway does not engage in an aesthetics of
intoxication such as was described in Chapter Four, nor does a textual
phenomenology of intoxication serve to facilitate literary experimentation as I have
argued it does in Ulysses.

For Hemingway, drunkenness is not a cognitive condition which either
provides a metaphor for modernity or out of which a set of aesthetic practices can be
formed. Rather it is something that runs parallel to both activity and representation.
Apart from the very occasional detour into modes of intoxicated narration (such as the
conversation between Frederic Henry, Lieutenant Rinaldi, and the hospital major
quoted above), the narrative voice in Hemingway’s fiction is that of a sober third
party; or, when writing in the first person, that of the sober recollection.
Hemingway’s narrative style consciously rejects all the attributes of the aesthetics of
intoxication that I have previously identified. It rejects the irrational, the expansive,
the artificially transcendent and the carnivalesque — which is not to say that
Hemingway doesn’t depict such things, but that there is a detachment in his mode of
depiction that separates the object and forms of representation when that object is
intoxication. Where the artificial transcendence of Stephen Dedalus’ drunkenness is
transformed in Ulysses into the overcoming of artistic limitations through its

homologous textual representation, the effect of absinthe on Robert Jordan is rendcred

tersely and soberly in the text as ‘it only changes the ideas’ (FBT p. 52).

%3 Virginia Woolf, ‘Review of Men Without Women® (1927) in 1bid., pp. 101-107 (p. 103)
% Huyssen, After the Great Divide, pp. 53-4



Hemingway’s representation of drink can be understood as modernist in the
sense that Woolf understands Hemingway as modernist; that is, in terms of his subject
matter and treatment of it. What is notable is that while Hemingway insists on
celebrating drink, his association of urbanity with intoxication, drunken women with
infertility and child mortality, drunken men with culpable financial irresponsibility,
and intoxication as equating to dangerous and incoherent politics, rearticulates many
of the fundamental discursive strategies of the temperance movement. At the same
time, his celebration of drink bears little resemblance to a modemist aesthetics of
intoxication which finds in the synthetic transcendence and artificially deracinated
cognition of drunkenness both a means to and metaphor for the comprehension of
modern life. For Hemingway, neither the abandonment of instrumental reason, the
withdrawal into an intoxicated and intoxicating aestheticism, nor the celebration of
the dynamics of the crowd are appropriate responses to the conditions of modernity.
Not unlike Jack London, Hemingway does seek to establish a practical philosophical
stability as a bulwark against the uncertainty, anomie and potential nihilism of
modern life. However, unlike Jack London and unlike the temperance movement as a
whole, Hemingway refuses to construct an aetiology of either poverty, violence or
despair in which drink is the causative factor. Instead, Hemingway’s love of both
order and alcohol forces him to construct an idiosyncratic discourse of drink which
can negotiate the apparent contradictions in that very position.

What Hemingway constructs in his fiction is an idea of drinking as a social
practice within modernity. His notion of controlled, adept drinking places an entirely
new slant on the modernist aesthetics of intoxication. Hemingway’s representations
of drinking retain its role as an inescapable and necessary means of surviving and
comprehending modernity, while insisting that this is not a function of intoxication as
bacchic, carnivalesque, transgressive, excessive or as a mode of secular spiritual
transcendence. Rather than providing the drinker with an ironic means of overcoming
anomie and alienation, Hemingway sees these aspects of intoxication as simply re-
enacting the very worst aspects of modernity. What Hemingway privileges instead 1s
a return to a sympotic and masculine notion of drinking. In what is a profoundly
unmodernist response to modernity, Hemingway rejects entirely plunging into what

.+ 65
Wyndham Lewis once described as ‘the everyday drunkenness of the normal real”.

% Quoted in Nicholls, Afodernisms, p. 269



He rejects in other words both the Baudelarian celebration of the Intoxication of
everyday life and Benjamin’s call to follow surrealism in ‘harnessing the energies of
intoxication for the revolution’. He also effectively rejects the Nietzschean idea of the
Dionysian superman; Hemingway’s feats of endurance, strength, courage, and other
superficially Nietzschean attributes are fixed absolutely in a structure of moral good
and evil, of hierarchical discipline, that is absolutely antithetical to Nietzsche’s
philosophical project; art, for Hemingway, is not there to transcend Judeo-Christian
morality, but to reconfirm it. Rather than look to a secular and ironic re-imagining of
the biblical transubstantiation of wine — that is, rather than look to wine as a synthetic
mode of spiritual transcendence — Hemingway reinvents a symposium in which
Dionysus is materialised as cognitive effect: the power of alcohol to ‘change ideas’.
Hemingway’s response to modemity is not, in the end, to find through art ways of
constructing new modes of consciousness equal to the chaotic and disorientating
experience of the new but to represent in literature forms of idealised pre-modern
male social relations which have the integrity and strength to resist the carnivalizing
conditions of modern life.

In contradiction to a progressive identification of the avant-garde artist with
Gin Lane; that is with either a willing immersion into the urban irrational or, at the
very least, with the arch and déclassé superiority of the Beer Street signpainter,
Hemingway seems to propose a return to Beer Street itself. A pre-temperance return,
that is, to drinking as communal, as pleasurable, as a reward for hard work, as a
signifier of venerable cultural traditions. Against the experience of modemity,
Hemingway constructs a myth of tradition in which drinking transcends, rather than
defines class and in which communal drinking can represent a transcendence of the
divide between the town and the country. At the same time, however, this very
conception is undermined by his regulatory insistence on self-control and by the
formation of a select hierarchy of drinkers who prove capable of this. Indeed, while
rejecting the temperance insistence on sobriety, what Hemingway seems to propose is
an even more rigorous forms of self-surveillance rooted in an identical fear of the
irrational, economically unproductive and politically dangerous mob. Rather than an
injunction to abstain, what Hemingway insists on is an injunction to drink but still
maintain a degree of rational self-control. What starts out looking like a democracy

of drink, becomes on closer inspection a rigorously policed hierarchy in which the
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criteria of success is measured in one’s ability to drink like Hemingway’s alcoholic
oligarchs: his Robert Jordans, Jake Barmeses and Bill Gortons.

At the back of Hemingway’s idea of drinking, then, can be seen many of the
same anxieties that lay behind the temperance movement — a fear of the irrational, of
the demoralising influence of urban life, of political upheaval, of the collapse of a
work ethic. However, in its simultaneous idealised vision of communal drinking, its
celebration of the carefully self-regulated private experience of intoxication, and its
condemnation of the irrationality of drunkenness, Hemingway’s conception of
drinking rejects the temperance bifurcation of the sober and the drunken in a way that
a celebratory aesthetics of intoxication does not. The symbolic association of drink
with a consciousness-shifting intoxication and the drinker with an inherent resistance
to bourgeois conformism, paradoxically, rearticulates the temperance equation of
drink with being drunk, and the drinker with the drunkard. To this extent at least, the
aesthetics of intoxication is consistent with temperance discourse. Hemingway’s
modern, but not modernist, representation of drink points, in a way, to the rediscovery
of drink after Prohibition as the work of neither Bacchus nor Beelzebub, but as an
everyday part of everyday life. At the same time, it constructed a paradoxical modern
myth of drink as something which, through practice in both senses of the word, could
negate its own carnival nature and become instead a mode and index of control.

It has been taken as the task of numerous subsequent commentators to point to
the detrimental effects of Hemingway’s mythic drinking on both would-be writers

seduced by its promise of machismo, productivity and sheer pleasure, and on broader
6

drinking cultures, particularly in America.®® Hemingway’s myth of drinking as
creative, accessible, controllable, authoritative and ritualised emerges out of his
idiosyncratic synthesis of the discourses of Victorian temperance and those of an
avant-garde celebration of intoxication. It is a masculine myth bound up with the idea
of the role of the modern writer. By drinking the right things in the right places the
writer can alternately associate himself with the literary avant-garde, the urban
proletariat, and the rural peasantry. By drinking with Hemingwayesque control, he
can superficially transgress in proper post-Romantic style, the privileging of sobriety

— while actually reconfirming the injunction to self-regulation that the idea of sobriety

% See, Room op. cit; Kazin op. cit.; Crowley op. cit.; Dardis op. cit.; and Stephen King. who describes
the ‘Hemingway Defense’ for alcoholism as ‘as a writer [ am a very sensitive fellow, but I am als‘o a
man, and real men don't give in to their sensitivities. Only sissy-men do that. Therefore I drink.
(Stephen King. On Hiriting [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2000], p. 54)



neatly signifies. Furthermore by drinking sympotically, he can affirm his masculinity
while reaffirming the symbolic association between the male drinker and the synthetic
fertility of literary production. Equally, by learning the rituals and culture of drinking
he can metaphorically affirm his necessary status as perennial insider; the successfully
déclassé commentator on the social worlds upon which he turns his ideally omniscient
gaze.

This complex construction, while differing in the ways [ have identified from
James Joyce, shares with Ulysses the mythic notion of the heroic male modemnist
writer both confronting and reimagining his world through the medium of
intoxication. However, in the following chapter I shall consider the other side of this
perspective; the experience of the writer who is the perennial outsider, whose drinking
is always already a signifier of pathology, who cannot be Hemingway’s perennial
insider because his definition of what that insider is excludes her implicitly. Jean
Rhys’ fiction, in many ways, can be seen as a return of Hemingway’s repressed and at
the same time a problematisation of an aesthetics of intoxication that was predicated
on a myth of literary paternity which necessarily constructed the drunken woman as

the other of intoxicated creativity.



Chapter 7

Drink, Gender and the Production of Literature: Jean Rhys’
Early Fiction

The opening text of this study — William Hogarth’s Gin Lane — has as its central figure
a grotesque image of a drunken mother. This image, I have argued, reflects the
beginning of a process in which cultural anxiety over the consumption of alcohol was
articulated around the fear of distorted fertility among women. Anxieties around the
effect of alcohol on poverty, disease, criminality, and economic dysfunctionality, were
gendered in the dual images of the sober woman as the guarantor of domestic well-
being, and in the drunken mother as endangering the health of the population through
the perversion of her own fertility. In other words, while fears around the social effects
of male drinking became in one trajectory focussed on the disruption of domesticity by
drunken men, the locus of fears over hereditary degeneration became, in one of its
important trajectories, women who drank.

This pathological association of drink and fertility is rearticulated both in the
images of sterile female drinkers in Hemingway and in its metamorphosis into an
image of the perverse fertility of the intoxicated text in Ulysses. Joyce’s analogous
usurpation of female reproduction rearticulates in many ways the ‘myth of literary
paternity’ that Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar identify as a dominant feature of
nineteenth century fiction.! Even more so, however, it supports Nina Auerbach’s gloss
on Gilbert and Gubar’s theory: that the history of modern Western literature reveals an
‘even more oppressive metaphorical equation between literary creativity and
childbirth.’? In other words, Joyce’s obsession with the act of literary production as
analogous to that of generation suggests not so much that the pen is the sublimated

penis as that, in Elaine Showalter’s words, ‘the process of literary creation 1s

' Gilbert and Gubar’s thesis is that in ‘patriarchal western culture ... the text’s auth.or is a fathgr.‘a
progenitor, an aesthetic patriarch whose pen is an instrument of generative power like his penis.

(Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic. p. 6). . ‘ -
2 Quoted in Elaine Showalter, ‘Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness’, in Elaine Showalter ed. The New

Feminist Criticism. Essays on Women Literature and Theory (London: Virago, 1993), pp. 243-70 (pp.
250-1)

[§)
I
~J]



analogically much more similar to gestation, labor, and delivery than it is to
insemination.”® I will return to this problematic later in this chapter.

The gendered representations of drinking and intoxication are produced along
four axes: the figure of the drunken mother as against that of the addicted, violent and
economic useless man; the female domestic sphere of sobriety and moral regeneration
as against the male public sphere of economic progress and its possible disruption
through intoxication; the appropriation of reproduction in the sphere of the text through
the aesthetics of intoxication; and the idealisation of drinking in the categories of the
sympotic and the bacchanalian. In Hemingway’s fiction, the sympotic appears in the
male scenes of social drinking set in the hybrid spaces where town and country overlap.
Conversely, the bacchanalian appears primarily in and around the gender inclusive
drinking places of the urban scene. The expatriate Paris which Hemingway depicts as
always potentially sympotic, but all too often bacchanalian, is the same place in which
Rhys’ sets three of her first four novels. Hemingway’s ambivalent depictions of 1920s
Paris have produced in the idea of the ‘lost generation’ a mythos whose name has
become a byword for the age; conversely Rhys’ early fiction slumped swiftly into an
obscurity graphically realised in the fact that in 1956 (two years after Hemingway had
received the Nobel Prize for literature) a BBC producer hoping to produce a radio
production of Good Morning, Midnight had to place an advert in a national magazine
to ascertain the whereabouts of an author that many in British literary circles thought
was dead.® By way of beginning this study of Rhys, I will look at some of the critical
comparisons that have been made between the work of these two authors; one of whom
came to be seen as delineating the exact contours of the ‘lost generation’, while the
other came to be precisely that: lost.

While many contemporary reviewers were quick to highlight stylistic
similarities between Hemingway and Rhys, later critics have tended to look more
closely at the biographical parallels between the two writers. In the reviews of Rhys’
first four books, there is a tendency to compare both the subjects of Rhys’ work and her
literary technique to Hemingway — albeit in such a manner as generally to suggest that

Rhys’ is always ‘almost as good” — but never better than — the agreed master of the

3 .-
ibid.
4 See Carol Angier, Jean Rhvs: Life and Work (London: Andre Deutsch. 1990), pp. 470-3
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style.” Following the critical rediscovery of Jean Rhys after the publication of 1iide
Sargasso Sea in 1966 — a rediscovery that led the poet Al Alvarez to describe Rhys as
‘the best living English novelist’ in 19745 — critical comparisons of her work with
Hemingway have positioned Rhys less as a derivative producer of Hemingwavesque
fiction than a writer with some shared concerns but an identifiably different vision from
Hemingway.’ Despite this, however, dedicated critical comparisons between the
novels and short stories of two authors are rare.®

Biographical discussions of the relationship between Rhys and Hemingway
have been a more common feature of recent studies of Rhys’ fiction. This is
undoubtedly due partly to the fact that both writers’ first novels, published only one
year apart, can be read as romans a clef of literary Paris in the mid-1920s. Central to
this critical concern has been the shared, and in some ways parallel, relationship that
both Hemingway and Rhys had with Ford Madox Ford. Ford knew, and was
influential in establishing the literary career of, both Hemingway and Rhys. Ford
employed Hemingway as an editor of his Transatlantic Review in 1924 and wrote an
introduction for Jean Rhys’ first collection of short stories The Left Bank in 1927.
Rhys became part of a ménage a trois with Ford and his wife Stella Bowen between
1925 and 1926.° Irene Thompson draws a conclusion from the two writers’
relationships with Ford which suggests they serve as a metonymy for the position of

the female writer:

i Quartet is ‘not as good as The Sun Also Rises, but it is quite as ruthless.’ (Herber Gorman, ‘The Unholy
Four’, New York Herald Tribune [10™ February, 1929], in Elgin W. Mellown, Jean Rhys: A Descriptive
and Annotated Bibliography of Works and Criticism [London: Garland, 1984], p. 9); ‘Miss Rhys does not
always achieve Hemingway’s harsh silences, by her restraint and economy she often manages to get the
same effect of inevitability.’ (T. S. Matthews, ‘The Cocktail Hour’, New Republic [April, 1929], in ibid.,
pp. 10-11); As late as 1939, a Times Literary Supplement review of Good Morning, Midnight opined
‘there is not a lot of it, but what there is goes a little in advance of, say, Mr Hemingway, the father of all
such as wear a hard-boiled heart on their sleeve.” (Anon, Times Literary Supplement [15" July, 1939], in
ibid., p. 55) N

® A. Alvarez, ‘The Best Living English Novelist’, New York Times Book Review (17" March, 1974) .

7 See, for example, Diana Trilling, ‘The Odd Career of Jean Rhys’, New York Times Book Review (25
May, 1980)

® See Nancy Hemmond Brown, ‘Aspects of the Short Story: A Comparison of Jean Rhys’ “Sound of the
River” with “Ernest Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants”, Jean Rhys Review, Vol. 1., PF. 1 ‘
(1986), pp. 2-13; and Irene Thompson, ‘The Left Bank Aperitifs of Jean Rhys and Ernest Hemingway ",
The Georgia Review, Vol. 35, Pt 1. (1981), pp. 94-106. N

? Ford would go on to suffer at hands of both Rhys and Hemingway in their writing. The apparent
similarities between the character Hugh Heidler in Rhys’ Quartet (or Postures as 1t was ongmally cglled)
and Ford Madox Ford led to Jonathan Cape refusing to publish it for fear of facing a libel trial (Angier, p.
230). Hemingway would repeatedly claim he had disliked Ford and would drawa ;?arti‘cul'arl_\; 4
unflattering picture of him in 4 Moveable Feast. ("Ford Madox Ford and the Devil’s Dlsmple in |
Moveable Feast, pp. 61-8). The biographical basis of Quartet is widely taken to be the affair J;an Rhys
had with Ford between 1925 and 1926, just as the character Lola Porter in Ford's When the H icked Man

(1932) is taken to be his retaliatory depiction of Rhys (Angier, p. 155).
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Ford genuinely liked Jean Rhys’ writing; in exchange for its publication she
became his mistress simultaneously with Stella Bowen. Ford also liked
Emest Hemingway’s writing; in exchange for its publication he became sub-
editor of the Transatlantic Review. The striking difference between these

two rewards for literary merit calls to mind Virginia Woolf’s speculations

about “Shakespeare’s Sister.”'°

This observation, while superficially illuminating, is problematic in that it both reduces
the motivation for Ford employing Hemingway and embarking on an affair with Rhys
to one of reward, and in that it rests on an unproven implication that Ford helped Rhys
get published directly in exchange for sexual favours. What it also illustrates, however,
is a tendency in much of the critical analysis of Jean Rhys to read her work through, or
even as, her biography. Moreover, the biographical approach to readings of Rhys’
work almost invariably constructs a causal nexus between Rhys the writer of fiction
and Rhys the woman engaged in problematic sexual relationships. The debate over the
relative merits of imposing a biographical reading on Rhys’ fiction is one that recurs
throughout the critical work on her fiction and must be dealt with here before going on
to a close reading of her early novels.

Biographical readings of Rhys’ fiction range from the frankly patronising (such
as Jack Byrne’s observation that it is as well for the history of literature that Jean Rhys
was ‘chosen to be “little girl blue’),'' to Carol Angier’s consistent and comprehensive
reading of Rhys’ fiction as self-portrait, to Nancy Harrison’s reading of Rhys’ fiction
as women’s text through the category of what she calls [auto]biography.'? T will
discuss Harrison’s analysis of Rhys’ writing and the use of biographical reading as a
critical strategy in feminist readings of women’s literary texts in more detail below.
Firstly, however, I will consider some of the critical responses to what Cheryl and

Alexander Malcolm have described as ‘the Carol Angier school of critics, for whom all

Rhys’ writing 1s rehashed autobiography.’13

' Thompson, p. 103 ‘ o
"' Jack Byrne, ‘Jean Rhys’ Good Morning, Midnight: The Boulevard of Broken Dreams, The Review of

Contemporary Fiction (Summer, 1985), pp. 151-159 (p. 158) - . N ’
'2 Nancy Harrison, Jean Rhys and the Novel as omen's Text (London: University ol North Carolina

Press, 1990) _ o N
13 Cheryl Alexander Malcolm and David Malcolm, Jean Rhys.: 4 Study of the Short Fiction (New York:

Twayne Publishers, 1996), p. 20
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Helen Carr points out that ‘like Sylvia Plath, Jean Rhys has suffered from
having her life and work read against one another, fused into a myth of feminine
distress.’'* There are two problematic outcomes of such a tendency. The first is that it
allows critics to question the technical rigour and quality of Rhys’ writing. In his
introduction to The Left Bank, Ford Madox Ford described Rhys’ technical faculties in
terms of a kind of pre-intellectual feeling, what he described as ‘an instinct for form.”"”
This 1dea reappears in Thomas Staley’s 1979 study of Rhys in which he asserts that
Rhys’ ‘art developed out of an intensely private world — a world whose sources of
inspiration were neither literary nor intellectual.”'® This assertion explicitly assumes
that, unlike Hemingway whose style has been analysed and debated over decades, or
Joyce whose techniques and allusions have provided endlessly fertile ground for
acceptable academic study, Jean Rhys need only be studied as the naive chronicler of
her own problematic emotional states. In other words, the realm of the cerebral
remains firmly that of the male writer, while the female writer — against all the
evidence of her own literary allusions and documented technical perfectionism — sits
properly in the realm of the senses and the feelings. Judith Kegan Gardiner provides an
articulate critique of this position in which she also highlights its inherent

pathologization of the female writer:

Certain critical myths and sexist attitudes have obscured Jean Rhys’ close
though ambivalent connection with [the modernist] literary tradition. When
a writer like Joyce or Eliot writes about an alienated man estranged from
himself, he is read as a portrait of the diminished responsibilities of human
existence in modern society. When Rhys writes about an alienated woman
estranged from herself, critics applaud her perceptive but narrow depiction

of female experience and tend to narrow her vision even further by labelling

it both pathological and autobiographical.”

This observation could equally be applied to critiques of male modernist writers which

place the aetiology of their literary production in the addictive consumption of alcohol.

14 . 1
Helen Carr, Jean Rhys (Plymouth: Northcote House, 1996), p. | '
15 Ford Madox Ford, Preface to Jean Rhys, The Left Bank & Other Stories (1927; Salem, NH: Ayer

iven in text as LB
Company, 1984), pp. 7-27 (p- 24). Further references to be given in
16 Thomas F. Staley, Jean Rhys. 4 Critical Study (London: Macmillan, 1979), 2 36 ’
7 Judith Kegan Gardiner, ‘Good Morning, Midnight: Good Night, \Modernism', Boundary 2 A Journal

of Postmodern Literaturc and Culture. Vol. 11, Pt. 1-2 (1982-3), pp. 233-31 (p. 247)
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What is shared in both cases is an assumption of a direct relationship between
pathology, confession and recovery.

That a biographical approach is the dominant critical tendency in works looking
at the representation of drinking in literature reflects the fact that the majority of such
studies claim to identify a relationship between the literary text and alcoholism as a
pathological condition. As such, the biography of the writer as the subject of an
addiction, i.e. alcoholism, is understood as informing the literary text at every level. In
critical studies such as Tom Dardis’ The Thirsty Muse, Edmund O’Reilly’s Sobering
Tales, and John Crowley’s The White Logic, the drive to a fictionalised biography is
seen as an effect of the pathological subjectivity of the author and the need for this to
find a rationalising outlet in literature. It is this implied relationship between the
pathological and the biographical that critics such as Gardiner have identified as
undermining the biographical tradition in the critical work on Jean Rhys.

While biographical readings of texts by authors who drink pathologize the text
(ilnasmuch as it becomes a document of a pathological condition), biographical
readings of Rhys’ fiction, it has been argued, risk a pathologization of the woman
writer per se. Judith Kegan Gardiner complains that too many critics have discussed
Rhys’ representation of alienation ‘out of her historical context as an individual and

18 Arguing from a similar position,

pathological voice, the voice of a female victim.
Chery! and David Malcolm write that ‘to see [Rhys’] work as confession and therapy
must be judged finally as demeaning, for it suggests that was all she, and by
implication, perhaps, all women writers, could do.’'” Molly Hite further argues that ‘to
make biography the principle that governs the interpretation of her works is to make
Rhys unable to control the form and ideology of her own text.”®® This is to suggest that
by placing the life story of the writer as the heart of her literary project, the biographer
usurps the critical agency of the novelist by reconfiguring the text as a therapeutic
enunciation — the effect of lived experiences — whose meanings are not extrapolated by
the reader but imposed by her from a hermeneutic position akin to that of the analyst.

Rhys, despite expressing in a letter her infuriation at readers who appeared unaware

that “‘I’ is a literary device’,?! is positioned in a biographical reading as intellectually

"% ibid., p. 233
' Malcolm and Malcolm, p. 117

20 .
ibid., pp. 126-7 ’
2l L etter to Maryvonne Moerman (22™ June, 1960), in Jean Rhys, Selecred Letters. 1931-1966, ed.

Francis Wyndham and Diana Melly (London: Andre Deutsch, 1984). p. 187
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determined by her existential condition — just as in biographical analyses alcoholic
authors are positioned as intellectually determined by their addiction. In the critical
writing on Jean Rhys, this process of biographical pathologisation is usuallv
constructed around a nexus of the emotionally dysfunctional, sexually promiscuous
woman, and the woman as writer. In the case of Carol Angier it is also constructed
around Rhys’ personal drinking; discussing After Leaving Mr Mackenzie Angier writes
— “The more the heroine drinks, the more she loses control of her anger. And this was
simply a self-portrait.’??

Nancy Harrison’s notion of [auto]biography reconfigures the quasi-
autobiographical as a positive literary strategy. While for critics such as the Malcolms,
to say Rhys’ work is autobiographical is to diminish both her and possibly all women
writers, for Harrison the category [auto]biography is precisely what men can’t or won't
do. It is the means by which women writers, through depicting the directly
experienced in literature ‘make a spectacle of the commonplace, the ordinariness of the
“common woman.””’*® The analytical focus of this study does not allow for a detailed
discussion here of the debate around the potential merits and demerits of employing
what Mary Jacobus calls the ‘biographical phallacy’ as a tactic by which feminist
critics can reclaim the writing of women from the categories of patriarchal critical
models.”* However, I would suggest that my analysis of the emergence of confessional
modes of narration within the discourses of the temperance movement illustrates the
problems concerning biographical and confessional modes of writing, and their
relationship to the technologies of power in which a pathological self is constructed
through the injunction to confess. To add my own twist to Pam Morris’s observation,
the history of alcoholics and problem drinkers has been similar to that of ‘women

[who] have been the object of the most intense and elaborated discourses aimed at

producing female sexuality as a ‘problem’ to be minutely observed pathologised and

** Angier, p. 219. A tangential discussion around pathologization in Rhys fiction emerged following
Elizabeth Abel’s 1979 study ‘Women and Schizophrenia: The Fiction of Jean Rhys’ (C ontemporary
Literature, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp. 155-77). Abel argues that Rhys’ characters display §chlzpld tendencies
and that these can be understood as illustrative of the psychopathological effects of patriarchal power
relations on women. Sheila Kineke argues that Abel ‘pathologizes not ju§t Rhys and her char;cters. but
potentially all women. Rather than destabilizing the categ.ories'that marg}nallze and pz.athologlvze".Rh_vs
(and, by implication, all women), Abel reifies them.” (Sheila ngke, ‘“leg a Flook Fits an. Eyg . Jean
Rhys, Ford Madox Ford, and the Imperial Operations of Modernist Mentoring’, Tulsa Studies in
Women's Literature, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Fall, 1997), pp. 281-301 [p. 289])

* ison, p. 40 y

24 gzgtlsg i;lpToril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (London: Routledge. 1958), p.
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articulated.”® Morris argues that for feminist critics “This might make us pause before
we celebrate all such writing as a liberating form of self-expression’.*® In other words,
a close critical engagement with the discursive practices of confession must inform any
critical project predicated on the reading of literary fiction as autobiography.

One aspect in which Jean Rhys’ texts are definitely not autobiographical is in
the fact that her heroines are not writers — or if they have attempted to write, as Sasha
Jensen in Good Morning, Midnight has, it is only in the most cursory and unsuccessful
manner. What Rhys does deal with from her very earliest fiction, however, is the
position of women in the literary and artistic milieu of Montparnasse in the mid and
late 1920s. This study will consider Rhys’ depiction of the female drinker’s
relationship to the drinking culture of expatriate Paris as the depiction of a process of
exclusion which constructs the woman drinker as deviant and dangerous. What is
implicit in Joyce’s depiction of social drinking as exclusively male, and in
Hemingway’s depiction of it as ideally male — that is, the deviant status of the female
drinker — 1s depicted as a primary experiential condition in the work of Jean Rhys. For
her heroines, the bars of Paris and London are not sites of more or less sympotic
exchange, but sites of observation, judgement and exclusion. Beginning with her first
novel Quartet and ending with her fourth, Good Morning, Midnight, 1 will trace the
emergence of what I will later discuss as Rhys’ impossible flaneurs — rootless
wanderers for whom the streets are not extensions of the interior, but who experience
private space as disturbingly public; women for whom the café is not where they

observe and describe, but where they are surveyed, judged, and silenced.

Surveillance and exclusion in Quartet and After Leaving Mr Mackenzie

Jean Rhys’ early short story ‘In the Rue De I’ Arrivée’ describes an hour in the life of a
woman living in the heart of expatriate Paris. Its description of the heroine’s
experience of public drinking adumbrates much of Rhys’ subsequent fiction. Here. the

woman sits in the ‘Zanzi-Bar’ halfway up the Boulevard Montparnasse:

5 pam Morris, Literature and Feminism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 142
* ibid.
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One evening at eleven o’clock, sat a Lady drinking her fourth fine a I 'eau ...
For it was her deplorable habit, when she felt very blue indeed, to proceed
slowly up the right-hand side of the Boulevard, taking a fine a [’eau — that is
to say a brandy and soda — at every café she passed. There are so many
cafes that the desired effect could thus be obtained without walking very far,
and by thus moving from one to the other she managed to avoid both the

curious stares of the waiters and the disadvantage of not accurately knowing

just how drunk she was. (LB, pp. 113-4)

Published in 1927, this story is set in the Montparnasse of Hemingway’s conspicuously
drunken ‘lost generation’, the same Paris which F. Scott Fitzgerald ruefully recalls as a
place of endless and apparently magical drunkenness in ‘Babylon Revisited’. How is it
then that Rhys depicts such a profoundly different experience? For the female drinker
in this story the boulevard cafés are not places of display, but of concealment;
drunkenness is not a badge of expatriate rebelliousness, but a humiliating mark of
weakness and failure; here she does not join the frivolous synopticon of jealous and
desiring glances on the terrace of the Dome or the Rotonde, but becomes subjected to
the ‘curious’ and judgemental stares of the waiters in half deserted cafés off the main
square. Looking in more detail at how Rhys describes this exclusionary and
regulatory process reveals this experience to be an effect not just of specific gender
relations, but of a moral economy in which wealth and poverty become indices of the
acceptable and unacceptable, and of a structure of concentric identity relations in which
the mythology of the expatriate is exposed as an exclusionary and alienating realm of
insiders and cliques which essentially relocates a series of secure local identities to the
hyperreal world of Montparnasse.

Quartet initially announces itself as the story of an expatriate insider.  Its
opening sentence depicts the heroine Marya Zelli leaving ‘a dignified and
comparatively expensive establishment on the boulevard Montparnasse.’27 She goes on
to meet the local artist Miss De Solla and begins a relationship with Hugh Heidler, a
famous patron of Montparnasse artists and writers, and his wife Lois. Early in the
book, Marya looks out from her hotel balcony towards Montmartre and thinks how

‘significant, coherent and understandable it all became after a glass of wine on an

27 Jean Rhys, Quartet (1928; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 7. Further references to be given in
text as Q

205

o\



empty stomach.” (Q p. 20) This mythic idea of Paris is at one with George Moore's
depiction of Paris half a century earlier as an open field of intellectual dreams in which
the outsider, crucially through at least some engagement with the indigenous drinking
culture, can experience for himself the rich and liberating world of cultural modernity.
George Moore’s notion of Montmartre cafés as the vanguard universities of the
new Intellectual culture assumes a open handed meritocracy within the drinking place;
one in which ‘anyone could enter and each man paid for his own beer.””* George
Moore’s Montmartre clearly differed from the expatriate Montparnasse of the 1920s in
the degree to which the visitor in George Moore’s Paris could feel himself very much
part of an indigenously French intellectual and social world. Conversely, the social and
intellectual society which gravitated around the interchange of the boulevard
Montparnasse and the boulevard Raspail in the 1920s was an ambiguous combination
of English speaking avant-garde writers and artists, dilettante tourists, and ex-military
‘doughboys’ living it up on the high exchange rate. Hart Crane wrote to a friend in the
1920s describing Montparnasse as ‘Dinners, soirées, poets, erratic millionaires,
painters, translations, lobsters, absinthe, music, promenades, oysters, sherry, aspirnns,
pictures, Sapphic heiresses, editors, books, sailors. And how! *2% Jean Rhys was more
sceptical about the degree to which the expatriate culture of Montparnasse represented
a truly bohemian lifestyle. In ‘In the Rue de I’Arrivée’, she describes the heroine’s

‘illusions’ as including the beliefs that:

Gentlemen were Different and to be trusted, that Ladies must not make a
Fuss — even when drunk — and that the Lower Classes were the Lower
Classes. She believed that Montparnasse, that stronghold of British and

American middle classes, was a devil of a place and what Montmartre used

to be. (LB, p. 116)

Montparnasse, Rhys suggests in this story, is not such a devilish place as to undermine
either traditional class or gender relations.

It is characteristic of Hemingway’s attempt to depict drinking cultures as
transcending traditional class and national boundaries that his male heroes are depicted

as insiders in both the Anglo-Saxon expatriate bars and the Francophone drinking dens

¥ Shattuck, The Banquet Years,p. 9
2% Quoted in Allan, Paris: The Glamour Years, p. 95
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off the boulevard Montparnasse. In this sense, he marks his characters as the true
inheritors of George Moore’s example, rather than part of the mendacious Greenwich
Village ‘scum’ frequenting the big commercial cafés. Hemingway’s sympotic ideal.
then, depicts adept drinkers as insiders on two counts — men equally at home with
fellow expatriates and with ‘real’ Parisians. Rhys, on the other hand, depicts women as
doubly excluded from intellectual Parisian drinking culture. Rhys’ heroines experience
both indigenous and expatriate drinking places as problematic on the grounds of both
gender and economics. In Rhys’ fiction, precisely those idealised social relations that
Hemingway depicts as ritualised modes of inclusion instead operate as powerful modes
of exclusion.

Quartet can be read as the story of a trophy mistress of a Montpamasse bigwig
who talks back, and in doing so is rejected by that society. Having been adopted by
Heidler and paraded around the local cafés and clubs, Marya finds herself the object of
a network of gossip in which she is positioned as the home wrecker. To this extent,
Marya Zelli enters the world of literary Montparnasse through one of the two routes
that Shari Benstock argues were available to women in the 1920s — ‘as lovers or
literary patrons’; not, that is, as writers.® As the relationship spirals out of control
(essentially through Marya’s inability to ‘play the game’ properly), Heidler becomes, in
the public eye, the assumed victim of an uncontrollable outsider — a woman of
dangerous habits and sexual appetites. However, while Marya is aware that
‘everybody’ (by which she means everybody who is anybody in the expatriate
community) ‘cuts [her] dead along the Boulevard Montparnasse’ (Q p. 94), it is
primarily in the cafés and bars that this regulatory process takes place. As with all
Rhys’ early fiction, the fundamental narrative spaces around which Quartet is
constructed are the semi-private room (usually a hotel room, but in this case Heidler's
apartment) and the public spaces of the bar, café and restaurant.

Rhys depicts the drinking place as a space in which surveillance, observation
and regulation are inscribed in both the physical structure and the hierarchical networks
of specularity which are at work within it. The bars of Paris are sites of reflexive and
regulatory speculation mediated through a ubiquity of mirrors. These spaces also
produce a hierarchy of the gaze in which the dominant look is that of the patron.

When, for example, Hugh, Lois, and Marya finally confront the fact of their scxual

30 Qhari Benstock, 1 omen of the Left Bank: Paris, 1900-1940 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1956),
p. 381
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triangle in a local café, the proprietor adjudges the situation as one in which Marva is
the sexual predator: ‘Monsieur Lefranc cast one astute glance at [Lois’s] deeply circled
eyes, another at Marya’s reflection in the glass and told himself: ‘Ca 1 est. I knew it!
Ah, the grue!” (Q p. 95) An almost identical structure of observation appears in .ifter
Leaving Mr Mackenzie when Julia Martin interrupts her ex-lover as he eats at his local

restaurant. Here, the proprietor Monsieur Albert approaches Mackenzie’s table as Julia

takes a seat:

Monsieur Albert was a fair man, an Alsatian. His eyes telegraphed, ‘I
understand; I remember this woman. Do you want to have her put out?’

Mr Mackenzie’s face immediately assumed a haughty expression, as if
to say, ‘“What the devil do you mean?’ He raised his eyebrows a little, just
to put the fellow in his place.

Monsieur Albert moved away. When he had gone a little distance, he
turned. This time Mr Mackenzie tried to telegraph back. ‘Not yet, anyhow.
But stand by.”*'

In both cases the heroine is subjected by the regulatory gaze of the patron as a problem
and an unwelcome intrusion on the semi-public space over which he presides. In both
cases Rhys’ heroines are disempowered by a specular structure in which the woman is
subjected as the observed and the men as the observers. In these two examples, this
relationship of power serves to delimit the contours of the acceptable within the
privileged, expatriate community. It also serves to delimit the contours of
respectability within which a woman and a man may be seen together in public. Both
Julia Martin and Marya Zelli are seen by the patrons, waiters and customers of the bars
they enter as recognisable types whose assumed relationship with their eating or
drinking partners are those of the prostitute, the femme fatale or unrelenting ex-lover.
When Marya Zelli faces the prospect of a final and severing encounter with Heidler
towards the end of Quartet, she is fully aware that she will be prejudicially

disempowered by the social space in which the meeting will take place:

3! Jean Rhys, After Leaving Mr Mackenzie (1930; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 22. Further
references to be given in text as ALM
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When and where? In some café, of course. The unvarying background.
Knowing waiters, clouds of smoke, the smell of drink. She would sit there
trembling, and he would be cool, a little impatient, perhaps a little nervous.

Then she would try to explain and he would listen with a calm expression.

Top dog. (Q p. 136-7)

The café is a public space in which the woman is always already alienated.
disempowered, and disciplined; one which functions as the social arm of the protected
culture of male privilege — what, in After Leaving Mr Mackenzie, Julia Martin calls that
‘organized society, in which she had no place and against which she had not a dog’s
chance.” (ALM p. 17)

If a woman seen drinking with a man is all too often assumed to be either wife
or predator, then the woman drinking alone is assumed to be either desperately lonely
or a prostitute. The sympotic notion of an intellectual and artistic café society falls
down when the very fact of entering a café places the drinker in a sexual and economic
nexus which a priori disbars her from entering into the dispassionate relations of the
intellect by which the sympotic is defined. By entering the specular space of the cafe
or bar, the woman in Rhys’ fiction is subjected within a logic of sameness in which she
becomes at best a curious other to the idealised male drinker. The more or less implicit
truth expressed by Joyce and Hemingway — that the drinking place is a male space —
becomes the epistemological standpoint of Rhys’ drinking women who are always
already positioned not as drinkers, but as drinkers who are not men. This process of
othering is overlain with a process of moral judgement articulated in the sphere of
sexuality. The women drinkers in Rhys’ fiction are not simply perceived as odd
inversions of the male drinking norm, but also as women of questionable sexual
morality and history, if not prostitutes outright.

The representation of the bar in Rhys’ fiction reconfigures the bar chronotope
as discussed in the previous two chapters. There I suggested that the bar functioned as
a space of heterogeneous social encounter and an inherently transgressive space that
was other to a temperance discourse which had structured the bar as a site of non-
economic activity and irrational social relations. What Rhys’ fiction re-emphasises 1s
that this heterogeneity and this transgression are profoundly gender specific. This IS

evident in the division in temperance fiction between the domestic sphere and the bar.

as much as in Jack London’s would-be valedictory celebration of the cxclusive
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masculinity of the saloon. However, it is an issue which is effaced in both Joyce and
Hemingway to the extent that the masculine gender privilege of the bar remains largelyv
a given. In Rhys’ fiction it is foregrounded to the degree that the bar takes on a sharplyv
different chronotopic structure. In Rhys’ fiction the bar is fundamentally a surveved
space, a space in which power is dispersed through the visible. It is a morally
judgemental space, a place where, as Angier puts it, ‘looking is judging’.** It is also an
exclusive and exclusionary space. While the bar functions for George Moore, Ernest
Hemingway and Jack London as a symbolically universal space which represents a
comparable and interchangeable zone of intercourse wherever it is physically situated
(Walter Benjamin writes that ‘the ale-house is the key to every town’),” this is
predicated absolutely on its being a space of male intercourse precisely because it is not
the domestic sphere. Finally, it ceases to be a transgressive space per se, but becomes
instead the site of gendered transgression, a site of contestation between the woman
who drinks and the established mores of the bar as a predominantly male institution.
Although the exclusionary function of the bar as a male institution is crucial to
Rhys’ fiction, the exclusion of Rhys’ heroines from the mythically idealised drinking
culture of modernist Paris is not predicated entirely on gender. Rhys’ heroines are
alienated not only because they are women, but because they are poor, and because
they have no identifiable cultural background from which to ground their expatriation.
A number of critics have pointed out that Rhys’ fiction articulates issues of gender
through the economic and vice versa. Shari Benstock argues that, for Sasha Jensen, the
heroine of Good Morning, Midnight, ‘capitalist and patriarchal values are inseparable.
each supporting each other in a parasitical economy.”>* For Rosalind Miles, ‘Jean Rhys
was one of the few women writers able to make explicit the link between the sex war
and the class struggle.’3 5 Helen Carr argues that in Rhys’ fiction ‘money and morality
are inseparable terms.”>® For Irene Thompson, Sasha Jensen ‘was the outsider less as a
foreigner than as la vielle, and an impoverished one as well.”>” Carol Angier, on the

other hand, suggests that Rhys saw ‘morality as Marx saw religion — as an instrument

** Angier, p. 380

33 Benjamin, One-Vay Street, p. 101

** Benstock, p. 440 }
3% Rosalind Miles, The Female Form: Women H'riters and the Conquest of
Routledge, 1990), p. 135

3 Carr, p. 80

*7 Thompson, p. 101

the Novel (L.ondon:
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of control, one more way the powerful have of oppressing the weak.’*® [ would agree
broadly with Shari Benstock. Morality and moral judgements are not shown by Rhys
to be a tool to which the powerful have access, an autonomous zone of cultural power
and practice to which those with wealth can appeal. Rather, for Rhys, morality is part
of patriarchal structures of power; structures which in turn cannot be abstracted from
economic relations.

Where bars are, for Hemingway and Joyce, places where men engage in the
simultaneously transgressive and utopian economic rituals of drink exchange, they are
for Rhys’ heroines all too often the very places where the negotiating processes in the
humiliating economy of the kept mistress are carried out. The ‘knowing stares of the
waiters’ that Marya Zelli dreads are those which will overlook the meeting in which
she will hammer out the price of her severance from Hugh Heidler. The concerned
glance of Monsieur Albert intervenes on Julia Martin’s confrontation with Mr
Mackenzie over his decision to cease the allowance that, paid in dribs and drabs, served
to keep Julia Martin caught in the web of Mr Mackenzie’s economic power long after
their sexual relationship had collapsed. Indeed, the affairs Rhys depicts in Quartet and
After Leaving Mr Mackenzie essentially represent asymmetrical exchange economies in
which the woman’s capital is her looks, her desirability. In Rhys’ subsequent novel,
Voyage in the Dark, Anna Morgan’s friend, Maudie, suggests the degree to which this

economy of desire is one in which men with money assert their self-conscious position

of power:

‘My dear, I had to laugh,” she said. ‘D’you know what a man said to me the
other day? It’s funny, he said, have you ever thought that a girl’s clothes

cost more than the girl inside them?””

The public spaces of Quartet and After Leaving Mr Mackenzie are also places in which

men assert the power afforded them by wealth. Bars and the restaurants function n

% Angier, p. 178 | _
3% Jean Rhys, J'ovage in the Dark (1934; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988), pp. 39-40. Further references

to be given in text as V. Alicia Borinsky emphasises the relationship .betwcen economy gnd ethical
hierarchies in her study of Rhys" fiction. Discussing the role of clothing as a significr of v»v'ca}th. and y
social success, Borinsky writes that for Rhys ‘Each of the garments acquired tells‘the story of \\Gho pai
for them. No piece of clothing is neutral.” (Alicia Borinsky, ‘Jean Rhys: Poses ot a ,\\ oman as uilst .
Poetics Today Vol. 6. Pt. 1-2 [1985], pp. 229-243 [p. 230]). | would suggest that this applies equally t©

drinks in Rhys’ novels.
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these novels as a marketplace in which men always are, or are assumed to be. the
buyers — and not only of the drinks. Furthermore, in this economy wealth buys moral
authority; it is the good customer who pays the patron’s wages, and it is he who the
patron will protect. In the intimate, public space of the bar, the wealthier customer is
always the most right, both practically and morally.

The second locus of Rhys’ heroines’ alienation — their ‘lack of solidity and of
fixed backgrounds’ (Q p. 14) — problematises the mythology of the expatriate as exile
and footloose bohemian. Cheryl and David Malcolm have pointed out that for Rhys
‘outsiderdom does not exist in a political, social, or cultural vacuum. It is historicized
and located in specific times, places, and types of social organisation.”* In other
words, Rhys’ heroines are not excluded or ostracised in some vague cosmic sense, nor
can they be read as a transcendental image of the alienation and oppression of women
under patriarchy. Rather, they are particular women excluded from the particular
social and cultural world of the expatriate community living in Montparnasse in the
1920s. They are excluded on the grounds of their gender, lack of independent financial
means, and their implacable foreignness.

V. S. Naipaul emphasises the position of Rhys’ heroines as deracinated subjects
in a mythic expatriate culture. Describing her heroines as ‘inexplicably bohemian, in
the toughest sense of the word’, Naipaul argues that Rhys ‘was outside that tradition of
imperial-expatriate writing in which the metropolitan outsider is thrown into relief
against an alien background. She was an expatriate, but her journey had been the other
way round, from a background of nothing to an organized world with which her
heroines could never come to terms.””' What Naipaul identifies in Rhys’ fiction
reveals the cultural specificity hidden behind the mask of expatriation in 1920s Paris.
If the American Paris of the 1920s can be considered a hybrid culture to some extent,
then it was a hybridity located specifically in the social and economic conditions of its
time. The drinking culture made famous by writers and journalists such as Ernest
Hemingway was dependent upon an economic set of relations which meant that
Americans whose sources of income were in dollars could live incredibly cheaply. It
was also dependent upon the political and legislative environment in which the

vih
predominantly masculine institution of the saloon had been outlawed by the 18

“ Malcolms, p. 97 o . o
‘1'v. S. Naipaul, ‘Without a Dog’s Chance’ (1971), in Pierrette Frinckey ed., Critical Perspectives on

Jean Rhvs (Washington: 3 Continents Press, 1990), pp. 54-60 (p. 54)



Amendment, and a cultural milieu in which the artistic and literary representation of
modernity had become intimately linked with the city of Paris, with its drinking
culture, and with a residual idealisation of the fldneur as the true chronicler of the
experience of modernity. Rhys’ early fiction interrogates the limits of representations
of modernity predicated on the above. What do the novels of authors living on an
absurdly high exchange rate say about the experience of those with no access to the
dollar? What does the depiction of drinking culture say about those whom it excludes?
How does an aesthetic tradition rooted in the epistemological standpoint of the fldneur
speak to those whose gender always already places them in the position of the observed
rather than the observer?

The exclusion of women from the myths of modernist drinking can be seen at
the start of Julia Martin’s relationship with George Horsefield in After Leaving My
Mackenzie. George Horsefield first introduces himself to Julia after witnessing an
altercation between her and Mr Mackenzie at Monsieur Albert’s 1n  which,
characteristically, Mr Mackenzie’s paramount concern is whether anybody has seen the
altercation take place. Despite his relieved conclusion that ‘nobody had noticed
anything’ (ALM p. 27), we soon find out that unknown to either party, George
Horsefield had been, again characteristically, observing the affair in a mirror, thinking
to himself that there ‘had been something fantastic, almost dreamlike, about seeing a
thing like that reflected in a looking-glass.” (ALM p. 28) Just as Sasha Jensen will
become the object of René’s fantastic desire when he sees her across the terrace of the
Déme in Good Morning, Midnight (albeit in this case a fantasy based on a mistaken
assumption of Sasha’s wealth), so George Horsefield projects onto Julia Martin his
erotic fantasy of the wronged, exotic female.

Later that evening they return to Horsefield’s room to drink whisky. Here, he

watches Julia from his window as she removes her hat:

She was certainly rather drunk. Her eyes were fixed as if upon some
far-off point. She seemed to be contemplating a future at once monotonous
and insecure with an indifference which was after all a sort of hard-won

courage.
For want of anything better to say, Mr Horsefield made a remark about

Paris being a difficult place for Anglo-Saxons to be sober in.

She said: ‘Oh, no place is a place to be sober in. That’s what I think.”
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This struck Mr Horsefield as being an extremely pathetic remark.
(ALM p. 37)

George Horsefield begins by projecting onto Julia a fantasy culled straight from the
pages of Hemingway, that of a heroic indifference which amounts to ‘hard-won
courage.” However, this image slips from fantasy to reality when Julia responds to his
faintly Hemingwayesque observation with a more properly Hemingwayesque response:
and in doing so produces an entirely different set of meanings. Rather than articulating
the romantic and heroic language of the Hemingwayesque drinker — with all its
connotations of existential resistance, of a carpe diem desire to wrest from the empty
meaninglessness of everyday life a spirit of fraternity and Dionysian joy — the
celebration of intoxication for its own sake becomes, in the mouth of a woman, merely
‘extremely pathetic’. What this suggests is that the synthetic transcendence of the
modernist drinker, rather than speaking to a universal human condition, is in fact a
specifically male discourse — a way of speaking that reflects and reinscribes a culture of
consumption over which men doggedly preserve their dominion. In other words,
notions of transcendent drinking are, in fact, inextricably bound up with the specific
economics of male drinking culture. What is heroic pathos in a culture in which
fraternity is mediated through symbolic exchange, becomes simply pathetic when
consumption is assumed to be a signifier of isolation and hopelessness.

The exclusion of women from the symposium of the bar and the heroism of
glorified intoxication operates on various levels: through a gaze which situates women
as observed, and through an economy which disempowers them financially and
morally. At the heart of these exclusionary practices is the location of female
intoxication in the sphere of sexuality. Excluded from the social and the sympotic. the
woman who drinks is instead constructed as perverse, predatory and promiscuous.
This reflects the construction of the female drinker as transgressive in the discourses of
temperance; the drunken woman as the antithesis of an idealised domesticity. Equally
it reflects the ideological association of drunkenness with disrupted fertility. Jean
Rhys’ third novel Vovage in the Dark addresses last this issue directly. As such, it

facilitates further consideration of the relationships between intoxication. sex. and

power that Rhys addresses throughout her early fiction.



Intoxication and Fertility: Voyage in the Dark

The central figure in William Hogarth’s Gin Lane presents a dual image of the female
drinker: both grotesque mother and whore. The drunken woman, as depicted by
Hogarth, presents a moral threat on two fronts: firstly in the realm of sexual practice —
she 1s inescapably promiscuous; but secondly in the realm of reproduction — she creates
death where she should produce life. This image of the drunken woman persists
throughout the discourses of temperance and re-emerges in characters such as Brett
Ashley in Fiesta and Jig in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’. Jean Rhys’ third novel takes
the reader back in time to 1914 and across the channel to London. Rather than a
depiction of the drinking culture of between the wars Paris, Voyage in the Dark 1s, in
V. S. Naipaul’s terms, a novel describing ‘the full apparatus of Edwardian seduction.”**
Central to this sexual apparatus is the buying of drinks. While Voyage in the Dark is in
some ways a traditional morality tale in which a young girl loses her virginity early,
falls into prostitution and finally into the tragedy of a sordid abortion, it is one in which
the final tragedy is not the inevitable punishment for the moral decline of the heroine,
but the effect of a set of economic and social relations which allow men to buy their
way into and out of positions of moral responsibility while condemning women for
their role in sexual relationships. In Voyage in the Dark, then, Rhys gives the moral of
her modern subject a radical twist.

For Anna Morgan, the heroine of this novel, drinking is acceptable so long as it
is presumed to act as the precursor to a sexual encounter, but not when it becomes a
pleasure in and of itself. On her first date with Walter Jeffries, Anna is plied with wine
and liqueurs before being led, unexpectedly for her, into a bedroom where it is assumed
she will sleep with her new partner. Although she refuses to have sex on that occasion,

Walter continues to use drink as an aphrodisiac, while, as provider, keeping his hand on

the bottle both physically and morally:

‘All right, I’ll have a whisky, ° 1 said. ‘No, not wine — whisky.’
“You’ve learnt to like whisky already. haven’t you?" he said.

‘It’s in my blood,” I said. ‘All my family drink too much. You should

see my uncle Ramsay — Uncle Bo. He can drink if you like.’

** Naipaul, p. 56
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“That’s all very fine and large,” Walter said, ‘but don’t start too early
(Vp. 45

Here Walter simultaneously adopts the role of father and lover; encouraging Anna to
drink while at the same time asserting his right to define the limits of what is
acceptable in her drinking. Later that evening he reasserts his right to define the

appropriate times for drinking and for sex, while neatly rearticulating Anna’s position

in the relationship as drinker, daughter and lover:

“You sound a bit tight,” he said. ‘Well, let’s g0 upstairs, you rum
child, you rum little devil.’
‘Champagne and whisky is a great mixture,” he said.

We went upstairs.” (V p. 48)

Throughout his seduction of Anna, Walter uses drink both as a signifier of his
economic superiority, his paternal moral authority (through both of which he implicitly
justifies the essentially exploitative nature of their relationship), and as a precursor to
sex.

If drink functions in the first section of the novel as an agent in the process of
seduction — as a lubricant in the shift from innocence to experience — then it figures at
the end of the novel as the grotesque inducement to and commemoration of an abortion
that Anna undergoes after becoming pregnant to one of her clients. During the abortion
itself, Anna is given brandy as an anaesthetic. Her surprised response to being offered
brandy — ‘I thought it was rum they had’ (V p. 150) — echoes Walter’s previous
description of her as both rum child and devil. Just as absinthe, Guinness and wine
function symbolically in Joyce and Hemingway, so rum here becomes a polysemic
signifier. Not only does Walter Jeffries’ pun introduce a notion of strangeness into his
construction of Anna as an object of desire, but it specifically locates that strangeness
in her exotic Caribbean background. To find an inversion of the phrase ‘demon rum’
in the words ‘rum devil’ may be expeditious; however, the association betwcen rum
and the demonic and deadly can be fairly said to lie behind Anna’s assumption that rum

is in some way, if not an abortifacient itself, then the proper anaesthetic of induced

miscarriage.
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If whisky and champagne function as the precursors to sexual intercourse at the

start of the novel, then gin and champagne become the grotesque accompaniment to

abortion at the end:

‘I’'m a bit giddy,” I said. ‘I’'m awfully giddy. I’d like a drink. There’s some
gin in the sideboard.’

“She oughtn’t to have anything to drink now,” Mrs Polo said.

Laurie said, “You don’t know anything about it. A drink won’t do her any

harm. Champagne — that’s what they give them; champagne’s what she
ought to have.” (V p. 155)

Both here and in the earlier scene of seduction, champagne fulfils its symbolic function
as the most phallic of drinks; the drink whose explosive — and expensive — associations
serve both as the aphrodisiac prelude to sex, and as the symbolic celebrant of fertility
and prosperity in birth. However, in an action that in some ways brings the narrative of
this thesis full circle, it is gin that Anna drinks.

The symbolic association of gin and distorted fertility clearly creates a parallel
here between Hogarth and Rhys. As Anna gets progressively more drunk and
delirious, her dead baby becomes, in some senses, a modern image of Fielding’s ‘child
concetved 1n gin’. However, if this passage deploys an image born in the Gin
Epidemic, it does so in such a way as to turn the aetiological relationship between gin
and distorted fertility on its head. If Hogarth, Fielding, Defoe and other eighteenth
century commentators were the first to formulate — specifically through a relationship
between gender and gin — a discourse in which poverty and problematic childbirth were
seen to proceed from drunkenness, then Rhys deconstructs that discourse from its
inside. In the image of Anna’s abortive birth — which superficially mirrors Hogarth's
image of drunken motherhood — gin is not the cause of the tragedy but simply the final
anaesthetic which eases the tragic result of one person’s experience of a set of
exploitative economic and gender relations in which drink is always instrumental. but
never an autonomous prior cause.

The final chapter of Voyage in the Dark can also be read alongside the *Oxcn of
the Sun’ section of Ulysses and the final section of Hemingway's . Farewell to Arms
as a problematisation of carnivalesque images of the relationship between drinking,

fertility and literary creativity. The final section of I'ovage in the Durk mirrors that of



A Farewell to Arms in that both depict the death of a baby in intoxicated childbirth. [t
would have also echoed the death of the mother had the publishers not asked Rhys to
change the ending from what was initially considered too bleak a conclusion.
Discussing this change of ending in the manuscript stage, Deborah Kloepfer argues that
‘the male literary establishment’s insistence upon Anna’s affirmation at the end of the
novel is not a way of saving her but of killing her textually.’* 1 would disagree that
Anna’s bleak repetition at the end of the novel (‘I lay and watched it and thought about
starting all over again [...] about starting all over again, all over again ...’ [V p. 159))
can be read as an affirmation of anything other than the absurd inevitability of
existence — echoing her words earlier in the book: ‘I'm nineteen and I've got to go on
living and living and living.” (V p. 94) In many ways, in fact, the revised ending saves
Anna Morgan from joining the long list of dangerous literary heroines who achieve
immortality only through the questionable event of their diegetic death. However,
rather than discuss in depth the possible narrative merits of allowing Anna Morgan to
survive her abortion, I will consider here the relationship between images of death and
fertility on this final passage — and the degree to which they can be understood as
producing a form of renewal at the level of the text — through a consideration of Rhys’
deployment of carnival images.

While the death of Catherine Barkley in 4 Farewell to Arms is implicitly
carnivalesque in terms of its imagery of birth, death, and the grotesque body, the
abortive birth of Anna in Voyage in the Dark is explicitly associated with an actual
carnival. As she slips into delirium, Anna vividly recalls the Easter Masquerade in her
childhood home of Dominica. Throughout this final passage, the remembered images
of the delirious carnival are interspersed with Anna repeating the words ‘I'm giddy!’
The giddiness of the carnival and the giddiness of Anna, drunk on gin and half-
conscious, create two overlapping images of intoxication — neither of which are
productive, joyful or regenerating; two carnivalesques neither of which signify life or
rebirth. The Dominican Masquerade is remembered by Anna as an alienating display
of resistant festivity by the black population of the town which she watches,
simultaneously enthralled and horrified, from behind the jalousies of her family home.
As Sylvie Maurel points out, the Dominican Masquerade acts for Anna as "an occasion

for deep-seated racial antagonisms to come to a head ... Far from abolishing distance

“ Deborah Kloepfer, The Unspeakable Mother: Forbidden Discourse in Jean Rhys and HD (London:
Comnell University Press, 1989), p. 78.
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between men and in spite of the camivalesque status reversal, Masquerade builds up a
wall between the two communities.”** At the same time, what links these two
experiences, at least in Anna’s consciousness, is not some symbolic notion of inversion
or transgression, but the experiential conditions of dizziness and nausea. In other
words, Rhys employs here a technique that she employs in all her depictions of
intoxication; one in which intoxication is articulated at an experiential level rather than
being sublimated into the signifier of a transcendent meaning, whether that be universal
fraternity, a synthetic numinous, or the rebirth of the word.

Theresa O’Connor highlights the negation of temporal images of renewal that
punctuate this passage; the Masquerade celebrates Easter, and the abortion takes place
in spring — both temporal markers that would be expected to point towards images of
rebirth, not death.® Looking back at Bakhtin’s definition of the camivalesque, we see
in these final scenes the ‘three main acts in the life of the grotesque body: sexual
intercourse, death throes ... and the act of birth.’*° Here, however, they produce an
image of abjection and despair. As with Hemingway, in Rhys the camivalesque tends
towards death; however, where Hemingway attempts to construct a regulation of the
carnivalesque through the masculine ritualisation of both violence and drunkenness,
Rhys provides no such closure in the sphere of cultural practice. In this instance, Anna
does not transcend or defeat the carnivalesque, she merely survives it.

Nevertheless, it has been argued, in contradiction to Deborah Kloepfer’s reading, that
the bleak, modern carnival the Rhys creates at the end of Voyage in the Dark is indeed

textually regenerative. Maurel argues that

While Anna has just had an abortion, she gives birth to regenerated
discourse. If the haemorrhage that is responsible for her giddiness and
mental confusion drains her body of life, her bleeding seems to be,
simultaneously, what allows for the emergence of this carnivalesque text.

Thus Anna’s diegetic journey towards this exhausted, fruitless condition is

. . . 47
itself yeast for discursive renewal.

* Sylvie Maurel, Jean Rhys (London: Macmillan, 1998), p. 99 ' -
** Theresa O’Connor, Jean Rhys: The West Indian Novels (London: New York University Press, 1986),

pp. 126-7. O’Connor goes on to highlight the inverted parallel between this and thg final sectiqn. of .1
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man in which, also in April, Stephen Dedalus achieves a creative
rebirth.
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Understood in these terms, the final pages of Voyage in the Dark mirror Joyce’s
analogous depiction of drunkenness, childbirth and literary creativity in ‘Oxen of the
Sun’. However, this is a mirror in which the relations of power are reversed. In Joyce
the act of childbirth becomes the metaphorical background to the textual appropriation
of the generative process in the production of a simultaneously creative and intoxicated
literature on the part of the putative male author. In Rhys, drunkenness provides a
metaphorical parallel to — and material element of — an act of fruitless generation out of
which 1s produced the closure of a putatively female novel. While Joyce corrals the
image of childbirth to assert his right to redefine the male literary canon, Rhys employs
an image of abortion to render into literary form a uniquely female experience. Looked
at from Maurel’s perspective, the act of discursive renewal is one in which a cluster of
discursive images — intoxication, childbirth, the literary text as product of creative
process — which have been appropriated by male authors are rearticulated in a text both
authored by a woman, but also narrated from a woman’s point of view.

However, if Anna’s narrative journey into abortive birth provides the grounds
for a self-conscious production of a women’s text, then it does so by rearticulating a
central element in the exclusionary discourses of male literary tradition: the female
sterility that Gilbert and Gubar identify as ‘the necessary converse of the metaphor of
literary paternity.’48 It also does so by rearticulating, albeit with a restructured
aetiology, the traditional fate of the fallen woman in temperance literature. The degree
to which Voyage in the Dark can be read as producing a discursive renewal ultimately
depends on the degree to which this reversed aetiology deconstructs its master narrative
in a real and effective sense. In other words, it depends on to what extent re-presenting
a traditional image of female moral and physical decline from a woman’s point of view
threatens in itself the discursive foundations of that image.

Susan Gubar identifies the origins of the nineteenth century myth of literary
paternity in ‘Christianity [which] as feminist theologians have shown us, is based on
the power of God the Father, who creates the world of generation out of nothing.’w
However, as Nina Auerbach has argued, the more pervasive myth has been not the pen

as penis, but the male creative mind as womb. When the author can no longer mould

* Gilbert and Gubar, p. 60
49 Qusan Gubar, *“The Blank Page” and the Issues o

Criticism, pp. 292-313 (p. 293)
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himself in the image of a dead God, he can instead mould himself in the image of the
mother — whether that be sublimated into the transcendent appeal to nature in
Nietzsche’s notion of the Dionysiac, or analogously derived from the labouring Mrs
Purefoy hidden in an upper room of Joyce’s textual maternity hospital. Jean Rhys’
fourth novel, Good Morning, Midnight — the last she would produce before being
resurrected, as it were, with the publication of Wide Sargasso Sea two decades later —
confronts head on the mythology of male literary fertility. As the only book in which
Rhys explicitly addresses the position of women as involved in literary production,
Good Morning, Midnight turns its narrative imagery and its intertextual allusions

towards interrogating the assumptions upon which the mythic idea of literary fertility is
based.

Drink, gender and the production of literature: Good Morning, Midnight

Drinking in a Paris restaurant, talking to a young would-be gigolo who is pursuing her
on the grounds that her old fur coat has given him the impression that she is a wealthy
single woman, Sasha Jensen tries a different approach to putting the gigolo off by

warning him that she is a ‘cérébrale’. As she says this, she is:

Thinking how funny a book would be, called ‘Just a Cérébrale or You Can’t
Stop Me From Dreaming’. Only, of course, to be accepted as authentic, to
carry any conviction, it would have to be written by a man. What a pity,

what a pity!*°
René, the young gigolo responds angrily that

A cérébrale is a woman who doesn’t like men or need them. Oh, no. The
true cérébrale is a woman who likes nothing and nobody except herself and
her own damned brain or what she thinks is her brain.’

So pleased with herself, like a little black boy in a top-hat. ...

‘In fact, a monster.’

%0 Jean Rhys, Good Morning, Midnight (1939, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969), p. 135. Further
references to be given in text as GMM.
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"Yes, a monster.” (GMM p. 136)

Contained in this brief exchange are a number of fundamental issues in Rhvs’
representation of the gender politics of literature: the monopoly of male writers on ;he
apparently ‘authentic’ representation of women’s experiences; the association of
female intellectual activity and a kind of narcissistic and perverse asexuality: the
construction of a sympathetic parallel between the position of women and the position
of non-whites in European patriarchal society; and the notion of the thinking woman as

essentially monstrous. In a letter written in 1936, Rhys angrily confronts the

construction of women writers as perverse and monstrous:

I think that the anglo-saxon idea that you can be rude with Impunity to any
female who has written a book is utterly damnable. You come and have a

look out of curiosity and then allow the freak to see what you think of her.”!

Notably, Rhys describes the critical deprecation of women’s literature as a process
through which the woman writer is constructed not just as a freak, but a freak show; is
not just silenced, but is silenced as spectacle.

Women in Jean Rhys’ fiction are always already subjected as spectacle; such
attempts as may be made to assert an intellectual independence invariably come up
against a wall of condemnatory observations predicated on the woman’s superficial
appearance. A woman who enters a bar alone is immediately either presumed to be a
prostitute or ‘a mad old Englishwoman wandering around Montparnasse’ (GMM p. 36)
in search of sexual gratification. A woman who wears a fur coat is a rich old woman in
search of sexual gratification. A woman who drinks too much is pathetic. A woman
who thinks too much is a freak. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar discuss in detail the
emergence of the idea of the intellectual woman as monstrous. They argue that the
kind of obsession with physical adornment and the control of, for example, ageing that
Sasha Jensen displays are practices that occupy one end of a polarising continuum in

which cerebral women are constructed as monstrosities:

5! Letter to Evelyn Scott (August 10", 1936), in Selccted Letters, p. 32



The “killing” of oneself into an art object — the pruning and preening, the
mirror madness, and concern with odours and aging ... all this testifies to
the efforts women have expended not just trying to be angels but trying nor
to become female monsters. More significantly ... the female freak is and
has been a powerfully coercive and monitory image for women secretly

desiring to attempt the pen, an image that has helped enforce ... injunctions

. 2
to silence.’

Sasha Jensen has briefly ‘attempted the pen’, having been previously employed by a
woman in Antibes to write short, fantastic stories. She was sacked after her employer’s
husband objected to her insufficient use of polysyllabic words. Beyond her brief
employment in the south of France, Sasha is not obviously engaged in writing;
nevertheless, throughout the book, she is subjected to the same injunctions to silence,
the same regulatory gazes, the same exclusion from the world of the observer who
could attempt the pen as the heroines of Rhys’ earlier novels.

In Good Morning, Midnight the drinking place — which along with the hotel
room 1s the dominant narrative space of the novel — is, in fact, more regulated, more
specular, and more frightening than it is in any of the previous novels. The book
begins with Sasha Jensen recalling starting to cry while having an after dinner drink the
previous night, only to be upbraided by a woman on the next table who complains
‘Sometimes I’m just as unhappy as you are. But that’s not to say I let everybody see
it.” (GMM pp. 9-10) The topography of the book is marked out by cafés whose
proprietors are either ‘neutral’ or ‘hostile’ (GMM p. 40), and Sasha’s perambulations
by the ‘avoidance of certain cafés’ (GMM p. 14) and the use only of cafés where she
has ‘a perfectly clean slate’ (GMM p. 34) In Good Morning, Midnight, furthermore,
the moral policing of the heroine is not carried out by men alone: in one bar a woman
asks the proprietor ‘Tu connais, la vielle?” (GMM p. 35), in another an English girl
asks the proprietor ‘Qu’est-ce qu’elle fout ici, maintenant?” (GMM p. 43) — two
condemnatory questions which Sasha conflates as “What is she doing here, the
stranger, the alien, the old one?’ (GMM p. 46).

[ have suggested previously that the alienation of Rhys’ heroines is not solcly

an effect of their gender but of their economic and cultural disempowerment. \ancy

** Gilbert and Gubar, p. 34
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Harrison argues that in Rhys’ fiction ‘there are essentially and emphatically two
positions: people with a place — both women and men, especially those whose place is
“at the top” — and people with no place, who are likely to be “at the bottom. "> Sasha
Jensen is judged as being poor, alien, and old as much as she is condemned for being a
single woman drinking alone. Rhys’ heroines are emphatically ‘placeless’;>* inherently
marginal characters who do not find their marginality in the city, but rather interrogatc
modernist notions of the urban marginal. Helen Carr emphasises the fundamental
difference between the rootless heroines of Rhys’ fiction and the archetypal modernist
artist as ‘the flaneur, the figure who chooses, indeed seeks out, marginality, who
constructs an ironic difference from which to interrogate the metropolis’.™ While I
would not follow Carr in going on to assert that this leads Rhys to produce an
identifiably postmodern literature, the appearance of a nascent postcolonial voice in
Rhys’ fiction does problematise crucially that trajectory of modernist aesthetics which
privileges a spectatorial viewpoint first codified in the figure of the flaneur. What
Rhys interrogates, then, are the limits of the marginality which the idea of the flaneur
actually allows.

In Good Morning, Midnight and in After Leaving Mr Mackenzie both Sasha
Jensen and Julia Martin are approached and speculatively seduced by men for whom
they have been the object of a chance look in a public drinking place. In the short story
‘The Grey Day’, Jean Rhys describes a young poet sitting at a café in Montparnasse on
a miserable aftemoon awaiting the inspiring sight of ‘a pretty woman — a useless
creature with polished nails, expensive scent and the finest of silk stockings — marked
and warranted — For Ormament Fragile’ (LB, p. 141) which he hopes will spark his
poetic imagination. This is the image of the poet as fldneur and the unknown, unnamed
woman as passante — the fleeting, anonymous muse, the flashing jewel in the chaotic
monochrome of the city street.”® In ‘Mannequin’, another short story in the same

collection, Rhys describes a group of young women working as mannequins for a

>} Harrison, p. 55 ‘ ’ .
** In a review of Rhys’ fiction, Paul Theroux wonders whether her ‘placelessness’ was the essential cause

of Rhys’ lack of international recognition. Joyce and Hemingway, he ppints out, hzy:d nation?lities, but
with Rhys it was unclear whether she was Welsh, West Indian, or English (Book World [Chicago
Tribune and Washington Post] [13" Feb. 19720]) in Mellown, pp. 31-2

55
Carr, p. 25 . o . - |
% Baudelaire’s poem ‘A Une Passante’ describes the fleeting and inspiring glimpse of a unknown woman

who passes by the poet. Baudelaire depicts the highly auratic moment of intiqlagy and distancg at \fh,lc:t
their eyes momentarily meet in a language of intoxication: *Mot, je buvals.‘crlspe comme un el:\;ra\ ;;1 .
/ Dans son oeil. (‘And I, tense as a man out of his wits, drank from her eye ). (Charles Baudelaire, The

Complete Verse, Vol. 1, trans. Francis Scarfe, [London: Anvil, 1986], p. 156)



fashionable clothes manufacturer. Here Rhys writes of the various genres’ of
femininity the models act out. Again, Rhys presents an image of woman as fantasy,
spectacle and type: the ‘petite femme’, the ‘blonde enfant’, and the ‘femme fatale’ who
was silent even when off the catwalk as it was ‘her type, her genre to be haughty.” (LB,
p. 67) In Rhys’ fiction, women — as artist’s models, as mannequins, as drinkers, as
passers-by — are both potentially and actually the objects of a network of gazes that not
only objectify, categorise and judge them, but in which they are transmuted into the
raw material of creative production. The role of women in the imaginative exchanges
that Rhys describes are limited to that of facilitators, whether triggering the writing of a
poem, the sale of a dress suit, or the embarkation on some fantastic emotional affair,
While subjected as passantes by the male gaze, Rhys’ heroines - cerebral,
ambulatory, marginal, frequenters of cafés and bars — are, in many ways, female
flaneurs. Rachel Bowlby, however, has pointed out that ‘the woman is ... excluded
[from flanerie] a priori. For fldnerie involves a certain conception of the woman as
being herself part of the spectacle, one of the curiosities in which the flaneur will take

7 If the privileged perspective on urban

an interest in the course of his walking.’
modernity is that of the fldneur (or at least that of the relatively marginal and more or
less leisured observer), and the privileged site of this process of observation is the
drinking place (as both forming a liminal space between the boulevard and the interior
and facilitating the intoxication which is the appropriate cognitive condition from
which to assimilate and recreate the modern experience), then Rhys reveals that these
privileged epistemological and aesthetic standpoints are implacably male. If the cafés
are places where men observe and women are observed, then women are structurally
excluded from a discourse predicated on this very process of observation. At the same
time, if the observer must necessarily be leisured, then the poor are equally silenced.
Of course, this is not to suggest that the modernist writer. through private
wealth or patronage, remains aloof from the market. As Walter Benjamin argues, the
journey of the fldneur into the marketplace of the boulevards, while being one
apparently in search of objects of detached observation, is in reality a journey in scarch

of a buyer.”® The fldneur, in other words, is as implicated in the production and sale of

commodities (in this case, his writing) as the urban populace he narcissistically depicts.

57 Rachel Bowlby, Still Crazy After all These Years: Women, Writing & Psyvchoanalysis (London:

Routledge, 1992), p. 6
*® Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, p. 34



But what of this economic condition if, to write literature accepted as authentic. or
carrying any conviction, you have to be a man? What if by making your capital vour
mind, you make yourself a monster? The silencing of the woman as modernist writer
operates on three levels: firstly an exclusion from the space out of which literature is
produced — an exclusion enforced by the specularisation of the female drinker;
secondly an exclusion from the public engagement with intellectual work necessary to
produce literature — an exclusion enforced by the dehumanisation of the female
intellectual and the institutional and critical dismissal of the female writer; and thirdly
an exclusion on the grounds that the epistemological standpoint of the modern writer as
flaneur always already constructs woman as spectacle, not spectator.

Jean Rhys engages at a tangential level with Virginia Woolf’s argument that
women are excluded from the production of literature by the economy of male
privilege. Sasha Jensen describes her life in London as having amounted to attempting
to drink herself to death on only ‘Two-pound-ten every Tuesday and a room off the
Gray’s Inn Road’. (GMM p. 37) Both Helen Carr and Judith Kegan Gardiner have
pointed out that this can be read as a rejoinder to Virginia Woolf’s argument that a
woman writer needs £500 a year and a room of her own in order to write. Gardiner
argues that Rhys highlights Woolf’s experience of money as being that of the
possessor, for whom it is always a means and never an object of desire.”® Woolfs
argument does not problematise the assumption that wealth and leisure are necessary
for art — only the fact that not enough women have access to that wealth. To this
extent, Woolf’s position validates the literary epistemological standpoint of Rhys’
heroines as women, but excludes them as poor, as rootless, and as unsettled.
Parenthetically, it is notable that the image Woolf presents in 4 Room of One’s Own as
the ideal conditions for cerebration is a sympotic one; a party at Oxbridge in which the
glasses ‘flushed yellow and flushed crimson, had been emptied; had been filled. And
thus by degrees was lit, half-way down the spine, which is the seat of the soul, not that
hard little electric light we call brilliance, as it pops in and out upon our lips, but the

more profound and subterranean glow which is the rich yellow flame of rational

- 60
Intercourse.’

Under an objectifying gaze in which a woman who drinks, particularly alone,

particularly if she is not young, becomes a certain genre (‘la vielle’, the monstrous

*® Gardiner, p. 245 s
% Virginia Woolf, 4 Room of One’s Own (1929; London: Granada, 1981), pp. 12-1
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cérebrale), drink is emptied of many of the transcendent qualities ascribed to it by
Hemingway and Joyce. A combination of the acute experience of the problematics of
flanerie and the consciousness of the inherently privileged and exclusionary economics
of alcoholic consumption leads to the constant undermining of the auratic in Rhys’
representation of drinking. I have discussed above the degree to which Rhys depicts
sexual relations as a form of commodity exchange. Drink, however. has been seen
throughout this study to function as an idealised medium in which commodification is
dissolved — or transcended — in two ways. Firstly, expenditure on drink acts as a form
of waste expenditure. In this sense, to drink to excess is a performative act which
rejects the economy of thrift and accumulation while identifying the drinker as outwith
the social and economic tentacles of bourgeois capitalism. Secondly, the economy of
drinking for its own sake becomes an idealised economy of use value: so much money
buys so much drink achieves so much drunkenness. In this alchemy of alcohol, money
is distilled into experience and lifted out of the cycle of exchange.

But as Jack London makes abundantly clear, this privileged, quasi-utopian
economy belongs exclusively and structurally to men; indeed, as James Joyce makes
clear it belongs only to men who pass as insiders — Leopold Bloom’s ejection from
Barney Kiernan’s pursued by the Citizen’s biscuit tin providing ample evidence of this.
In a sense, the auratic qualities of alcohol can be seen, at least in Hemingway, as an
epiphenomenon of the economy of treating. From the sympdtic qualities of wine on
the bus to Burguete to the devastating power of absinthe in Pablo’s cave, the magical
properties of drink arise from its role as a medium of symbolic exchange. Rhys -
excluded from a literary discourse which seeks to produce the auratic, albeit artificially,
beyond the commodity, as much as she is excluded from a drinking culture that finds
the auratic in the objects of its own consumption — punctures the assumptions of an
aesthetic hierarchy of alcohol. The symbolic hierarchisation of alcohol is, arguably, a
luxury of membership of a society among whom such rituals and significations can
have a shared meaning.(’1 In the isolated and isolating drinking of Sasha Jensen,
therefore, it is the banality and everyday materiality of each drink that is emphasised.

This puncturing of the symbolic hierarchisation of alcohol can be seen in Rhys’

depiction of absinthe. On the one occasion in which absinthe drinking takes place in

‘one of us’, asks of Sasha Jensen *who are

¢! A society which, while identifying its members in Fiesta as o are
and if not, why not? .Are you one of us’

you anyway? Who's your father and have you got any money,
(GMM pp. 76-7)



the early novels, Sasha Jensen, not unlike Jig in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’, recalls
absinthe not as the signifier of some mythic social and artistic world, nor as the
gateway to a unique cognitive experience, but as a faintly unpleasant drink she and her
husband had been given in Calais once, the sole effect of which was to make her ‘feel
quarrelsome’. (GMM p. 102) The one occasion on which Sasha does drift towards the
imputation of the auratic to a drink is during a remembered conversation with a rich
stranger whose absurd ambition was to be rich enough to have his own photograph on a
brand of cigars. As he offer her more drink, Sasha thinks, ‘Will I have another Pernod?
I certainly will have another Pernod. (Food? I don’t want any food now. [ want more
of this feeling — fire and wings.)> (GMM p. 73) Momentarily, Pernod, the next best
thing to absinthe, calls up the mythic, magical and inherently transcendent image of the
phoenix. Unfortunately, as soon as they leave the café Sasha’s drunken legs take on a
staggering life of their own. Her suitor storms off in a cab when she explains that her
excessive drunkenness is due to her not having eaten for three weeks. Here, as with the
depiction of absinthe drinking in Calais, the pathos of synthetic transcendence is
drowned in the bathos of crude and comic drunkenness. If Rhys’ carnivalesque comic
episodes puncture social hierarchy, then it is not only that in which women are
excluded from public, social drinking, but equally that of an increasingly established
literary discourse in which male drunkenness is figured as the gateway to potentially
transcendent meaning and, by extension, the production of authentic, convincing, and
revolutionary literature.

While Rhys problematises the male aesthetics of intoxication through comic
depictions of banal and embarrassing drunkenness, she uses the dark conclusion of
Good Morning, Midnight to interrogate the representation of women as archetypal
figures in male literature, specifically in Ulysses. If the final pages of Good Morning,
Midnight begin as bleakly humorous drunken bedroom farce, then the violent sexual
assault of Sasha by René and the subsequent intrusion into her room by the grotesque

and insulting salesman next door preclude all but the most hollow laughter. The final

words of the book are a sardonic echo of the final line of Ulysses:

He doesn’t say anything. Thank God, he doesn’t say anything. [ look

straight into his eyes and despise another poor devil of a human being for

the last time. For the last time ...
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Then I put my arms around him and pull him down on to the bed.

saying: ‘Yes —yes — yes...” (GMM p. 159)

Inasmuch as Joyce appropriates notions of fertility on behalf of the male writer through
an aesthetic of intoxication in ‘Oxen of the Sun’, so the ‘Penelope’ chapter of Ulysses
sees Joyce staking his territorial claim on the literary representation of the female
psyche through a sober but quasi-delirious sexuality. While intoxication opens up for
Joyce’s male characters the possibilities of fraternity, political dispute, exaggeration.
self-contradiction, cerebration, profanity, violence, and hallucination, Joyce’s female
character’s, most famously Molly Bloom, are discursively foreclosed by their
sexualised bodies. Molly Bloom’s monologue, Joyce explained, revolves around the
four great cardinal points of her ‘breasts, arse, womb, and sex.’®> In the final scene of
Good Morning, Midnight, Rhys calls into question this representation of the female
body as a constant and voracious site of sexual pleasure and desire, and undermines the
construction of women as unendingly intoxicated by sex and their own innate
fertility.®?

Sasha Jensen is not intoxicated by sex in the final scene of Good Morning,
Midnight, but by the numerous drinks she has consumed that evening, and most
specifically the by whisky that she drinks in order to delay René’s inevitable attempt to

initiate sex with her. The whisky Sasha pours herself acts here not as an aphrodisiac

%2 Quoted in Frank Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses (London: Grayson and Grayson,
1937), p. 269

% Allusions to Molly Bloom’s yeses appear throughout Rhys’ fiction — and always by way of
undermining a unified and unproblematic construction of female sexuality. Repeated yeses first appear
in After Leaving Mr Mackenzie, when Julia Martin allows a stranger who is pestering her on the tube to
believe she will meet him for a date later. (ALM p. 102) They appear twice in Voyage in the Dark:
initially when Walter Jeffries first touches Anna’s knee at the start of their affair, (V p. 31) and secondly
as Anna is undergoing her abortion. (V p. 151) Sasha Jensen repeatedly says yes to her bullying boss Mr
Blank when he tells her she is ‘Just a hopeless, helpless little fool.” (GMM p. 24). There has been some
degree of critical debate as to how to read the yeses at the end of Good, Morning Midnight. Amold
Davidson argues that they represent Sasha’s discovery of an altruistic form of love in which social
victims (in this case the salesman) can be rehumanised through sex (Arnold Davidson, ‘The Dark is Light
Enough: Affirmation from Despair in Jean Rhys’ Good Morning Midnight’, Contemporary Literatu.ru,
Vol. 24, Pt. 3 [1983], pp. 349-364); Frank Baldanza sees them as an example Aof a “Dostoevsklan
reversal’ comparing Sasha’s behaviour to the anti-hero’s humiliation of a prostitute in Nores frjom
Underground (Frank Baldanza, ‘Jean Rhys on Insult and Injury’, Studies in the Literary Imagination,
Vol. 11, Pt. 2 (1978), pp. 55-65); Thomas Staley suggests that ‘as [Sasha] open her body to a man at thc‘r
novel's end, she has at least acknowledged the need of union beyond its simple erotic dlme.nsmn.
(Staley, p. 98). Mary Lou Emery, on the other hand, argues that by asserting hgr agency in having sex
with the salesman, Sasha Jensen ‘creates a metaphor for sexual oppression that gives fo.rmal order to her
experience. By shaping the symbol, she undermines the image of the marginal‘ victin? 1t.creates.‘ .(.\lar_\-‘
Lou Emery, ‘The Paradox of Style: Metaphor and Ritual in Good, Morning Midnight, Review of

Contemporary Fiction [Summer, 1985], pp. 165-70 [pp. 169-70])
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but as a distraction. Agency is asserted here not through affirmation, but refusal: Sasha
refuses to stop drinking (noticing that ‘It’s funny how some men try to get you to swill
as much as you can hold, and others try to stop you.” [GMM p. 150]); and she refuses
to succumb to René’s sexual violence. Finally, as Gardiner argues, when ‘Rhys ends
her novel “Yes — yes — yes ...”, she says no to Joyce’s idea of women while closing the
circle of her own fictional structure. Sasha is not at one with nature. She is not an
archetype.”®

Hélene Cixous sees Molly Bloom’s affirmative enunciation precisely as an
archetype of the feminine word, writing that ‘What is feminine (the poets suspected it)
affirms ... and yes I said I will Yes, says Molly (in her rapture), carrying Ulysses with
her in the direction of a new writing; I said yes, I will Yes.”®> Jean Rhys, on the other
hand, radically undermines the assumption that Molly Bloom’s rapture represents
anything other than an example of literary discourse foreclosing women in the fantastic
identity of the overcharged erotic body. Rather than liberating the feminine text, Rhys
suggests, ‘Penelope’ expropriates femininity in and for the male text. While the
repetition of the word ‘yes’ may appear to be an assertion of agency and power, in the
context of Joyce’s depiction of Molly Bloom as a sexualised somatic consciousness it
becomes instead an essentialising enunciation of woman as blind nature. Arnold
Kettle’s critical assessment is a typical example of the questionable conceptions of
femininity that ‘Penelope’ produces: ‘[Molly’s] yes ... is the yes of the Eternal
Feminine, no more an act of volition than the journey of the river to the sea.’®® Jean
Rhys uses the repeated yeses to illuminate and problematise this kind of presumption,
employing them invariably at moments of her heroines’ most pronounced and
problematic subjection as pliant, helpless and sexually available.

My reading of ‘Oxen of the Sun’ posits a further problematic for an
understanding of Joyce as writing a form of écriture feminine. In Ulysses the two main
female characters, Gerty MacDowell and Molly Bloom, embody both naive cultural

childishness and wilful cultural ignorance, while the female drinker of the novel -

% Gardiner, p. 248 . .
65 Héléne Cixous, ‘Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks / Ways Out/ Forays’, in Catherine Belsey and Jane

Moore eds., The Feminist Reader: Essay in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism (London:

' . 101-6 (p. 105
M;Trrlrllcl)lllc? III(elt?lig)’T};i égns?sgncy o)fJames Joyce’, in Boris Ford, ed. The New Pelican qu'(—ie to English
Literature, } ol. 7: From James to Eliot (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983), pp. 378-90 (p. 385). The
danger of this kind of reading as applied to Rhys can be seen in Thomas Staley’s assessment of the end ‘
of Good Morning, Midnight (see note 64 above) in which he implies that an unwelcome and brutal act of
sex, for a female literary character, is better than no sex at all.
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Martin Cunningham’s wife — remains hidden and silent. At the same time. the self.
conscious textual experimentation in ‘Oxen of the Sun’ is achieved through the
conflation of images of intoxication and of childbirth. Taken together, what Joyce
presents is a narrative field in which only men get creatively (rather than monstrously
and silently) drunk, and in which only men have access to the reservoir of high culture.
As a consequence, only the male author can engage in the intoxicating and fertile
process of recreating literature. To this extent, a modernist écriture alcoolique 1s not
only not a form of écriture feminine, but a specifically masculine and exclusionary
literary practice. What Jean Rhys’ sobering deconstruction of Joyce highlights is that
in harnessing the energies of intoxication for a revolution in poetic language, Joyce
simultaneously replicates and reinforces a range of profoundly exclusionary discourses.
While Joyce mocks the temperance tale in ‘Nausicaa’, his valorisation of the male
drunken consciousness as exceptional, his structural association of sobriety with female
reproduction, and his construction of the drinking place as a dangerous discursive space
owes much to the idea of drink and drinking produced in temperance discourse.

However, despite its many problematisations of male representations of drink
and femininity, a similar argument can be applied to Rhys’ fiction. In both Good
Morning, Midnight and Voyage in the Dark, Rhys’ fictional structure rearticulates a
number of patriarchal, and traditionally moralising narrative forms. While the first-
person narration of Good Morning, Midnight is radical in that it speaks from the
position of the drunken woman, the narrator remains other, victimized and sexually
perverse. Sasha Jensen’s journey, like that of Anna Morgan, ends in a scene of
drunken sexual violence; in both cases the diegetic trajectory — at least in its most basic
aspects — is that of a cautionary moral tale. Taken as an isolated and autonomous text,
in other words, the upshot of Good Morning, Midnight could be read as simply
reiterating the erstwhile notion that drunkenness in women leads to sexual promiscuity,
sexual violence, and a distorted and disturbed fertility.

However, the intertextuality of the novel positions it self-consciously within
and against the great texts of the literary canon; albeit the emergent modernist canon.”’
In finally succumbing to — or explicitly highlighting — the power of discourse to

construct women as both victims and as helplessly subject to their own somatic desires,

Rhys alludes directly to Oscar

87 The tile and epigraph are taken from Emily Dickinson. Within the story R o
ption of money as a *bitch-

Wilde, Rimbaud, Verlaine and, characteristically, to William James’s descri
goddess’ (GMM p. 41)
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Rhys illuminates the proximity of Joyce’s avant-garde literature to preciselv that
moralising pulp which he himself parodies in ‘Nausicaa’. Intoxicated and intoxicating
as the project of experimental modernist literature may be, Rhys reveals that it cannot
be read outside of its discursive culture. What Rhys’ fiction suggests is that as
transcendent as the synthesis of intoxication may appear, it remains a literary trope
born out of identifiable and asymmetric social and economic relations. In
reappropriating the drunken narrative, Jean Rhys simultaneously illuminates the gender
specificity of both its narrative processes and its discursive roots. Perhaps most
radically, what she reveals is that if the aesthetics of intoxication amounts to an attempt
celebrate the possibility of synthetic transcendence through a transgressive practice,
then in doing so it comes dangerously close to rearticulating some of the central tenets
of the discourse it sets out to undermine. By paradoxically revealing in her modemist
texts the contradictory position of the thinking and drinking woman in Paris — the
mythical intellectual home of a modernist café society and drinking culture — Rhys
interrogates the limits of the structures of meaning that drink accrues in modernist
fiction. What she reveals is the extent to which, in this regard at least, the radical work
of modernism is foreclosed by the discursive structures of modernity. Drink in
modemnist fiction may produce alterity, but it is an alterity that was already produced,

largely by the discourses of temperance, as more or less exclusive to men.
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Conclusion: Thinking About Drinking, or ‘Go on, Just

One More ...’

In Sinclair Lewis’s novel Babbitt — published in the same year as Ulysses — we follow
Lewis’s equally unheroic hero through his daily round of salesmanship, domestic
stagnation, and more or less successful social climbing in Prohibition America.
During one of his more fruitful periods of social networking, George F. Babbitt is
invited to a party at the house of the wealthy local banker William Washington
Eathorne. Among the surprises Babbitt encounters at the select gathering 1s the ease
with which the guests accept and consume their drinks. It is not that Babbitt has been
successfully kept away from alcohol by the legislative influence of the Eighteenth
Amendment — indeed, his alcohol consumption throughout the novel reflects, if
anything, the observation made by a character in John Dos Passos’ Manhattan
Transfer that ‘the difficulty under prohibition is keeping sober.”' Rather, we are told
that he had not ‘since prohibition, known anyone to be casual about drinking. It was
extraordinary merely to sip his toddy and not cry, “Oh, maaaaan, this hits me right
where I live!”.’% It is, in many ways, this very lack of casualness, this need to shout
out about drink, the need — in narrative terms — to not simply show the sipping of
drinks, but to make each such image a way of saying ‘this hits me where I live’ that I
have documented here.

A quarter of a century later — fifteen years after the repeal of Prohibition, and
just three years after the end of World War Two — two novels would be published
which, on the one hand, would represent a culmination of the tendencies I have
outlined in this study, and on the other a deconstruction of those ideas in the light of a
revived notion of alcohol consumption as a disease. In Malcolm Lowry’s Under the
Volcano (1947), alcohol doesn’t just hit the hero where he lives; intoxication
dominates the text as a narrative device throughout, and drunkenness moves from
being a metaphor for the experience of modernity to the leading metaphor of global
modernity itself. Lowry’s epic tale of descent and destruction takes us simultaneously

to the heart and the edge of a ‘drunken revolving world’, that, were it to ‘sober up for

' John Dos Passos, Manhattan Transfer (1925; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986), p. 254

2 Sinclair Lewis, Babbitt (1922; London: Jonathan Cape, 1973). p. 209
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a couple of days ... would die of remorse on the third.”® Two years earlier, however

(much to Lowry’s horror),4 Charles Jackson produced The Lost Heekend — a verv
different narrative of drunkenness. Here, Jackson repeatedly punctures the idea of the
heroic drunken writer, not least in the absurd image of the hero staggering through
upper Manhattan clutching his unwieldy typewriter which he unsuccessfully attempts
to pawn for more drink.” While Lowry depicted in his fiction, and in many ways
lived out, the fantasy of the writer as sacrilegious hierophant, creating through
intoxication a dangerous synthetic transcendence through which to produce a seminal
reimagining of the world, Jackson depicted in his fiction the alcoholic as victim of a
disease. Furthermore, Jackson depicted the notion of the heroic drunken writer as a
bad and dangerous joke. In the novel, his hero Donald Birman oscillates from
drunken fantasies in which he figures as the great drunk novelist, to soberly berating
himself for letting ‘his intelligence permit him to blow himself up to such exaggerated
proportions so great by contrast to the miserable fact of his piddling little spree ...
Balls! He was a drunk, that’s all.”® What for Lowry functions as a radical, if bathetic,
alterity functions for Jackson as a specific and pathetic pathology with a specific and
necessary cure contained in the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous.

I do not wish further to pursue here the representation of drinking in Lowry,
Jackson, or in the vast range of other post-war novelists in whose fiction drunkenness
functions as a foundational narrative element. As far as the large amount of research
which could be carried out on representations of drink in later twentieth century
fiction is concerned, the use of this study lies in its provision of specific critical tools
with which to support such analyses. What Lowry and Jackson represent in terms of
this specific study, however, is a qualitative move away from the characteristics of the
fiction I have discussed. Both are published long enough after the repeal of
Prohibition for the last vestiges of a temperance movement focussed on an economic
and cultural pathologization of the drinking place as social institution to have been

effectively replaced by a pseudo-clinical conception of alcoholism as a disease more

3 Malcolm Lowry, Under the Volcano (1947, London: Pan, 1990), pp. 194, 117. Lowr).' dezcn:){ed h|s
own times as “this period of the world’s drunkenness’ (Malcolm Lox_vry Selecied Lﬂezms, edg. arvey ’
Breight and Marjorie Bonner Lowry [1967; Harmondsworth:. Perzgum, ,1985], p. 63. Fora 1I?CUESlOn (
Lowry's use of drunkenness as a narrative device, see Sue \’1;6, The Volcano ofé P’oitm(;( Lr'n\lozx\jl_\l .
in ed. Sherrill Grace, Swinging the Maelstrom: New Perspectives on Malcolm Lowry (London: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 1992), pp. 123-35
4 See Lowry, Selected Letters, pp. 62-4 ' el
S Charles Jackson, The Lost Weekend (1944; New York: Syracuse

®ibid., pp. 42-3

niversity Press. 1996), pp. 93-117
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akin to that produced by the teetotal campaigners of the 1840s. At the same time,
neither text substantively locates Paris as the hub of a modernity which can be
navigated only through the social and geographical cartography of its drinking places.
To this extent the manner in which these and subsequent drinking narratives construct
meanings around drink is substantially — but by no means entirely — different from the
texts I have analysed.

What I have shown to be characteristic of the fiction of Joyce, Hemingway
and Rhys is that the meanings which drink acquires in their fiction can be traced back
to the specific ways in which drink was constructed as a problem in the preceding
century and a half. Without reiterating at length my preceding discussion, the salient
features of this process of problematisation so far as the meanings of drink, drinking
and drinking places are concerned are as follows: the emergence of intoxication as a
form of irrational consciousness dialectically other to the idealised rational
consciousness of the liberal humanist subject; the emergence of the bar as a
problematic and contested social space both in terms of class and in terms of gender;
the hierarchical semanticisation of different drinks in terms of national identity,
degrees of potency, and approximation to specific cultural practices; and the structural
association of drunkenness with ideas of perverted and distorted fertility primarily in
the figure of the drunken mother, but also in the figure of the intoxicated male
creative author.

Each of these categories can be considered specifically in terms the texts
discussed in this study. Firstly, the construction of intoxication as a special type of
irrationality informs the notion of synthetic transcendence which emerges in different
aspects throughout this study. The alterity of consciousness which is figured in
temperance discourse as demonic becomes in modernist aesthetics both dialogically
othered as the poetic, but also valorised in the implacably ironic acknowledgment of
the inaccessibility of the numinous. In Joyce, this emerges as the power of the
mimetic depiction of intoxication to create new literary forms and, by extension. new
possible modes of cognition and representation. In Hemingway, the synthetic
transcendence of drink is, by contrast, located in the quasi-utopian potentialities of
male social interaction structured around drinking. For Hemingway men may not be
equal in the sight of a God who no longer exists, but they can be equal in the sympotic
relations of shared drinking. It is precisely this relationship between the celebration

of drink as a form of synthetic transcendence and the masculine rituals and.
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importantly, economies of drink that Rhys foregrounds in her deconstruction of
mythic modemist drinking. In other words, Rhys points out that the dialogical
skirmishes over the cultural meanings of drink on both sides always already excluded
the ascription of positive value to the female drinker.

The construction of the bar as a problematic space again foregrounds the
gender specific parameters of the discursive meanings of drink. The idealisation of
the bar, particularly in Hemingway, also highlights the degree to which negotiations
over the relative value of the conflicting cultural practices of different social classes
became embedded in the problematisation of drink. Of course, from the outset
problematic drinking was a site of class conflict to the extent that it was again always
already located in classes perceived as dangerous by those in positions of ideological
dominance. While the early teetotal movement problematised this relation by
adopting what had emerged as a signifier of class status to assert the right to class
mobility, the reclamation of temperance as an implacably middle class movement in
the late nineteenth century brought with it the very demonisation of the drinking place
as a working class institution that led to its valorisation in writers such as
Hemingway. Indeed, Hemingway’s fundamental position on the relationship between
drink and modemity can be seen as being predicated on a quasi-mythic notion of the
drinking space as a site of ideally pre-capitalist social and economic relations. In
Hemingway’s fiction, drink, rather than providing a path into the heart of modernity,
represents in many ways a bulwark against its worst aspects.

For Hemingway, the bar can be a site of idealised male creative expression.
For Joyce, intoxication provides a analogy through which the distorted fertility which
is the creative process of the male author is figured. While Hemingway’s idealisation
of the drinking place can be traced back to ancient cultural associations of the
drinking space with male intellectual activity, Joyce’s juxtaposition of intoxication
and literary production can be seen as illuminating a structural relationship between
the notions of idealised and sober female fertility and the intoxication and sacrilege of
masculine creativity. On both counts, women are constructed as other both to the
spaces of literary creativity and to the tropes in which it can be figured. As Rhys
makes clear, the monstrosity ascribed to the woman who drinks — a monstrosity
predicated on the dual sexual deviancies of promiscuity and infertility - is of a picce

with the monstrosity ascribed to the woman who thinks. Thus, while Rhys depicts

social structures in which women are excluded from the privileged cultural practice of
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leisurely drinking, she also suggests that this — particularly in the context of
modernist, expatriate Paris — reflects a broader exclusion of woren from the sites of
modernist literary production.

The narrative tropes and structures identified in the core literary texts of this
study are fundamentally specific to a particular relationship between drink and
modernism in an identifiable historical moment and geographical place. However. |
would argue that in identifying these specific tendencies, I have further outlined a
number of critical categories and exegetic tools which could equally be applied to
further studies in this field. These, specifically, are: the analysis of the bar as a
literary chronotope; a semantic typology of drinks; the use of the bacchanalia and the
symposium as critical categories; and the idea of intoxication as synthetic
transcendence.

Considering texts in the light of the notion of the bar as chronotope means
looking in detail at how the bar is constructed in specific narratives as a meaningful
space, and how that space shapes the narrative which houses it. This means, initially,
considering the degree to which the bar functions as a primary or a secondary
narrative space; that is, considering the degree to which the narrative and characters
pass through the bar relatively unscathed, or the degree to which it profoundly
informs the actions and events that happen not only in it, but around it. In considering
the bar itself chronotopically, the reader must assess how time functions both in the
bar and as a relation between bar-time and the temporal flow beyond its doors. How,
it must be asked, is that time regulated? What social relations does that temporal
regulation reflect? What are the spatial characteristics of the bar? Again, what social
relations do these spatial formations reflect? What role do they play in the regulation
of the activities that take place in the bar? In considering the bar as a chronotope. its
existence both as a social institution and as a specific genre of narrative space can be
reflected upon in terms of the broader social relations contained and reflected in the
everyday practices of drinking.

The semantic hierarchisation of drinks is important in understanding the

meanings of drinking in texts. Furthermore, the meanings ascribed to particular

drinks in literature are not the sole province of the author. The possible meanings and

values accrued by different drinks is equally a reflection of the cultural history
contained and preserved in each beverage. Hence, the meaning of beer in Hogarth's

Beer Street can only be fully understood not simply in its relation to gin, but in 1ts
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relation to French wine and brandy in the light of the ongoing wars between Britain
and France and the profound Francophobia they engendered in the urban middle class
at the time. Equally, the references to absinthe in Joyce, Hemingway and Rhys can
only be fully understood in the light of its emergence as a drink predominantly
associated with Parisian café culture — something which is further clarified by an
understanding of the relationship between absinthe as a relatively new drink produced
on an industrial scale and a rural wine industry both conspicuously conservative, but
also reeling from the effects of phylloxera. While I would in no way claim to provide
here a comprehensive typology of the meanings of various drinks, I would hope that
what discussion I do provide would aid any subsequent attempt to expand upon not
only the meanings of drink in literature, but the meanings of various drinks in
everyday life.

My application of the categories of bacchanalia and symposium to twentieth
century literary texts may have initially appeared as somewhat extravagant. However,
I would assert that their usefulness lies not primarily as a means of identifying the
arcane influence of classical texts on contemporary literature, but as a means of
categorising two trajectories in the literary representation, and the everyday
experience, of drink. The reason that the specific categories of bacchanalia and
symposium are useful is that they illuminate deep representational and imaginative
structures associated with the relatively mundane difference between a good night out
with your friends and a disastrous drunken debacle. In the categories of bacchanalia
and symposium, the gendered structure contained in depictions of drunken bonding
can be foregrounded, as can the relationship between drink, sexuality and violence.
Furthermore the bacchanalia and the symposium refer the analysis of literary
representations of drinking back again to the idea of space and society. and
foreground questions of how and why drink takes on different values according to the
different spaces in which it is consumed.

Finally, the idea of synthetic transcendence produces a critical perspective
which refers the reader back to the fundamental problem of how to assess the literary
representation of drunkenness as a cognitive and phenomenological condition. In
other words, it traces a matrix between intoxication, consciousness and representation.
What the application of this category demands critically is a consideration of the
relationship in the text between drunkenness and the transcendent: docs drunkenness

appear as a window through which higher truths are glimpsed” Does it serve as a
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compensatory form of fake transcendence? Does it become a heroic mode of self:

consciously ironic transcendence, an act which simultaneously confirms and exceeds

its own limitations? Does it figure as a pathology, the reflection of spiritual or

physical sickness on the part of the drinker? Or does it simply appear as banal and
inconsequential? It should be remembered that a representation of drink that adheres
to the last of these categories would not disprove the notion of synthetic
transcendence, but would instead show that the narrative In question reflects a
discursive moment in which it is possible to think outside of such an idea; a historical
period in which one can be, like the guests at William Eathorne’s party, casual about
drinking.

My contention throughout this study has been that the period I identify, and
the particular writers I discuss, reflect a moment in Western culture when such
casualness was not possible; that is, a historical moment in which drink had assumed
a vast range of heightened symbolic, cultural and political meanings the urgency of
which were most prominently reflected in the fact of Prohibition, but of which
Prohibition itself was only a particularly prominent symptom. The Gin Epidemic,
occurring as it did at the moment in which an identifiably modern set of urban social
relations and public spheres were forming throughout the nascent capitalist countries
of the West, inaugurates the emergence of drink and drinking as a problem both
within and of modernity. As drink became the locus of concerns ranging from the
philosophical possibility of pure and self-interested rationality to the economic
mismanagement of working class budgets in urban drinking places, so drink emerged
as more than just a liquid suspension of ethyl alcohol in more or less diluted form.
Instead, drink became the object of its own proliferating discourse and the object of a
wide range of other social discourses. Drink became not a thing, but an issue;
drunkenness not a state, but an idea. The representation of drink in literary texts
produced self-consciously within, against, and at the vanguard of a modemity In
which drink had acquired the ability to accrue meaning exponentially is inevitably
imbricated in this process. By the 1920s, the discourses of modemity could not speak
outside of the discourses of drink — certainly not if they at any point took drink as

their object. To this extent, then, the complex and detailed depictions of drink and

drinking in Joyce, Hemingway and Rhys can only be understood as reflecting on and

contributing to this wider discourse. The great concerned, expanding. and

disputatious conversation about drink that has accompanied our modemnity can be
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heard chattering loudly in the background of these texts, just as they themselves pitch

their own contributions into it. The drunken conversation is not a modem

phenomenon, but the discourse of drink is. For modernist literature, drink can never
be semantically neutral; rather it comes to the text always already charged with
complex meanings, conflicting values, and the intoxicating qualities of allusion and
illusion. It is because of the emergence of drink as a discourse, because drunkenness
couldn’t but simultaneously confront and complement a social, economic and
philosophical paradigm in which sobriety — as thrift, reason, self-knowledge, order,
and domesticity — had become a dominant and dominating value, that drink becomes
central to the texts discussed here. It is in understanding ‘drink’ as a construction of
modernity that we can understand drink as crucial to modernism; and it is through the
analysis of drink in modernism that we can gain crucial insights into that fascination
with art, drink and intoxication which persists, with such seductive potency. to this

day.
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