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Jerzy Durcaak

The Concept of the Narrator in Wife to Mr Milton
and Count Belisarius &Iy Rohert Craves

The two works by Robert Graves, Wife to Mr Milton and Count Beli-
sarius , are books of hybrid nature., Although it ia difficult to ascribe
them to some literary genre, it can be easily noticed that fiction prevails
in both books. Among many devices of fiction that are used by Graves, the
first person narrator seems to be the most important one. The importance
of the category of the narrator is pointed out by MichaZ Giowiriski in one
of his essays »b. Cry powiedciowe, where he states that the choice of the
narrator influences the remaining categories. 1 Thig remark is also true
about the two books discussed here,

The first book ia devoted to the E..wdmwo life of Milton and Marie
Powell - his wife, The author is interested here in the questions concern-
ing their reasons for mm..wﬁ.um married and their life together.Milton‘s po-
etry or political problems of the epoch are not important.

The other book is much more typical of Graves whose interest in the
ancient times is well-known. The scope of the narrator®s observation is
much wider here than in the case of Wife to Mr Milton, In (Count Belisar-
ius historical, military and social problems are of great Msvow..«mbnw.n.ro
difference between the two novels explains the use of two differemnt nar-
rators, a narrator-ineider who is also a fictitious character in Wife to
Mr Milton and an obJective narrator-observer in Count Belisarius,This pa-
per is to show the connections between the narrators and the character of
the two books. -

The narrator in Wife to Mz Milton is Marie Powell. The title of the
book explains who :E.._Hm was and the subtitle /The Story of Marie Powell/

glves her name. This suggests that Marie will be the subject of the book
ag Milton*s wife,
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The first person narrator and the presentation of Marie®s thoughts
and scenes from her intimate Jife are the features that make the book look
like a memoir. The first n.uww.wmn of the book even seems «o. suggest that 1t
will be a diary. In this chapter Marie mmﬁu a present from her aunt. It is
a book with blank pages which Marie is to fill with descriptions of ber

own life. She mentions the existence of the dlary very often:

2
nThis was a great mercy, worthy to be recorded in my book."

or . )
" vut I live yet, as this writing proves, though indeed I am not

see

the brisk Marie Powell /on Mary Milton/ who wrote uﬂww uﬂ.« “ﬂ:uwwo_u!
perate sentences in the vellum book, which 1 have again by .

There are many other examples of the kind presented above. Yet vexry soon
it becomea clear that the actual narrative is not the content of the diary.
Hdere is an example:
¥ - one
", .., yet with no least suspicion that before-I had «,_.._HMMM ”towwu >de.m|
this half page would read as strange as a history of Chin

house no ionger im our
inja - the pleasant company scattered, the =
wwwwwmm»ou. wfwb the Christmas feast abolighed by order of Parlia

ment." 4 .
The diary is thus a recurrent motif in the story. Mentions of the diary
are not introduced withqut any purpose. They give the book a more intimate
character. besldes, they explaln the Mmb& of presenting very axact and de—
tailed aescriptions of different events, at the same time strengthening
the verisimilitude of the story. $he narrator never uses statements like:
«] do not remembexrshow i1t really happened.* or Tt was too long ago to re-

member exactly.” On the contrary, she presents all the getails of differ-

ent people’ s behaviour and all minor facts from her family life.

The narrator of the story is always awere of writing a memoir, as 18

tation:
proved by the following quo
"L,et this evil news irom Ireiand close this chapter, then I shall write
one more and make an end." 3
Even the footnotes are constructed in such a way thet they seem to come

from Marie Powell - the fietitious narrator and character and not from the

real anthor. This may be seen in -the ».ow”_.oﬁ.um examples:

[
-
"] have two littie sisters of the same name,-slizabeth...

and "fhege pits put me in mind of a confection that we made at Beater..." 7
All the above mentioned features give the book the form of a memoir.

§ince the book resembles a memoir, Marie is the fictitioua narrator
and ormhwo»ou.ww the same time. She participates in the majority of events

presented in the book and 1s its moving force. being the narrator mbn
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character, it is Marie that characterizes herself. She does it either di-
rectly, as may be proved by the following quotation:
"] am below the usual height for a woman, but my legs are proportion=-
able to my body. /.../ My bosom is good and has never lolled upon my

ribs., My skin, as I saw it in the mirror, was not staring white, but
rather the colour of a peach..." 8

or by presenting some scenes /e.g. her quarrels with Milton/ which evident~
ly show her contempt for Puritans and her pride. Describing her family and

the people she waa living with at her birth - place at rorest Hill is also

a means of self - characterization. Marie was under a strong influence of
her parents and shared many of their political and religious beliefs, Her
father and all his friends were Boyalists, contemptuous of Puritanism,They
were leading a happy life, spending their free time on feasts,balls, hunt-
“_.um,m and other entertaipments. Theilr contempt for turitanism is shown in

some episodes and in short remarks like:

f...though why His Majesty should have played the Puritan in this mat-
ter of long hair, passes my comprehension.* 9

or

®,.sthe Governor spoke against the ungrateful folly of abatinence, and

againet the turlitanfical manner of living like Nature's bastards , not
woﬂmoum.zio

A lot of space devoted to characterization of Marie and her family was
necessary = since the relationship of the two persons having completely
different features of character and different political and religious be-
liefs 18 the main subject of the book. The conflict of characters between
Marie and Milton has its equivalent in the background where the conflict
between the turitans and the Royalists is shown.

Marie being personally involved in the story cannot be objective .
Neither can her picture of E.H.«.ou_ be that. The attitude of Marie towards
her husband becomes evident even in the way she calls him. Here +the form
"Mr Milton" is very frequent, although the form “my husband”® is also used,
As & person of gquite different beliefs and character, she is the kind of
narrator ready to show and criticize his Puritan features, altogether an
unsympathetic narrator. Very often she presenta some scenes from their
life which are to characterize Milton:

"Then boldly he asked me, did I not consider he had a fine hair? I re-

plied merely: “Yes sir, I have no fault to find with it."Whereat he
appeared more than a little dashed in his pride, yet said nothing."” m

Almost every chapter ‘contains some scenes where Milton is characterized as
as a tyrant. very often Marie writes of him with irony. %The following




quotation 1s very typlcal of that:

t above the mid-
ton' s stature /to write figuratively/ was no
:ﬂw“ﬂu wa he hoped, by taking religious thought, to add four or H.._.qm
oﬁv».nh to mn and straddle acroas ’any hall or court like a Colossus ©
Rhodes.* 1

Some @cenes containing quarrels between the couple are also presented gquite
often. The following quotation gives an idea of Marie's attitude towards
her husband. The way she speaks to him is not unusual for the book:
f Turnbull Street /.../ with
"Do not provoke me to bandy the rhetoric o
HMﬁ. Stinkard, Base Slubbardegullion, Cheesy mHmmHmHMnn.HHBoHde c””m
Arge, Eater of Stinking Beef f«ee/ Do you take me for Issachar s

that I should dwnu all your scandaleus revilements and submit to them
in patience?®™

Marie is contrasted with Milton and the world she represents is contrasted
with what Milton stands for - Puritanism. The one-sided presentation of
Milton gives the book a debunking quality.

The period described in the book was full of vo.;.w»owﬂ events and
documents about them are easily avallable. Cravea, however, doea not write
about the epoch. It mailnly serves a&s a background, introducing an element
of historical novel into the book. As it has been already mentioned, Graves
is mainly interested in private matters, especlally in Milton's character.
The choice of Marie Powell for the uwum.w.uow. is very proper here: Marie is
neither interested in Milton'e poetry nor in the political life of the
time. She presents only those events that she or some of her best friends
personally took part in, It seldom happens that Marie offers informetion
about poiitical events directly. As she is not interested in those things
and can hardly kmow much about them, she usually yresents other charac—
ters® ov%bwoun. concerning politics. ]

Phe fact that Marie is not interested in politics oT Milton s po-

etry limite the scope of her observation and consequently only sone of

Milton'se featurea are shown. These are the features of Milton as a vn.ukwao.

person and they introduce sn element o.w debunking to the book.

. Employing the type of narrator that Marie Powell represents has
thus several functions. She, betng a person who must have known much
about Milton‘s 1life, stresses the verisimilitude of the book. being a
parrator and character at the same time and »ooHE.w dislike for Milton,
Marie introduces an element of debunking to hexr story. The cholce of such
a narrator aleo limits the amount of the material that is presented in
Wife to Mr Milton, making it possible to concentrate on someé problems

T -

only, avoiding the panoramic presentation of the aepoch.
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The other book, Count Belisarius, is much more typical of

Graves's
writing because it stands much closer to historical novel which

is the
maipn interest of Graves as a prose writer. Although the title says that
it is a biography of the famous count, it ia at the

same time a history
of the declining Roman Empire.

Such a concept of the book demands a different type of mnarrator
that the type of 8 book that Wife to Mr Milton represents. The narrator

in the book is the slave of Belisarius's wife, Antonina., He introduces
oimself in the first chapter:

"L, the author of this Greek work, am & person of little importance,
a8 mere domestic, but I spent nearly my whole life in the mervice of
Antonina, wife to this same Belisarius, and what I write you must

credit.” 14
Saying this Graves explains in what way his narrator could be informed so

well. PBEugenius - the narrator, is well informed indeed. He knows every-

thing about his mistress, about Belisarius and about
the Roman Empirse.

the problems of

Being a eunuch, he knowe all the secrets.This is what

the narrator says about the role of eunuchs at those days:
"Sow, we eunuchs are a prominent feature of Bastern Roman civiliza-
tion, and perform a very useful part in it. /.../ It i8 a principle
first learned by our Emperors from the Persian Court that eunuchs,
since they are ineligible of founding dangerously powerful families,
can safely be honoured with royal confidence and used as a bulwark
against the possible usurpation of the Throne by a comspiracy of
powerful noblea., smunuchs on the whole make milder and more industri-

ous officiale than their unstoned colleagues, and their waa.ﬂ.hmmm in
routine matters /.../ is a strong conservative force.“ 1

This quotation Pnuwmhum why the narrator could always accompany his ’ nis-
tress and her husband. Heing Antonina‘s servant, Eugepiua was a witness of
almost everything that happened to his mistress. Vhoosing a eunuch for a
narrator 1s, themn, a device helping tc strengthen the verisimiiitude of
the book.

Eugenius seldom apeaks of himself and 1s trying to present and evalu-
ate some historical events only, while the narrator of Wife to ¥Mr Milton
i8 alsc important as a character. Although in constant contact with the
protagonists, Bagenius does not influence them, he does not act. The nar-

rator of Count Beligarius is not similar to the first person  narrator

Glowifiski writes sbout in his Gry powiesciowe. GZowinski compares books
using the firat person narrator amd those which make use of other types of
narrators and concludess -

"Caytelnik powiesci w pierwszej osobie nie znajduje sie¢ w tak uprzy-
wilejowanym po2ozeniu, jego udziatem jest awoista niepewnosc co do
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gawartodcl informacyjnej zdania, pie moze odwolaé sie do antorytaty-
wnego narratora gkoro w relacjli w pierwsze) osoble jest on takg samg
postacig jak inne..."” 16

®his is only partly true about Bugenius, since his role as a character is

very insignificant. The narrator in Count Belisarius is not so individua-
iized as Marie Powell 1i8. 'He characterizes or rather introduces himself in
few words only. He 18 passive 88 a character — mainly observes and writes
ahout various political eventa. He is a historian. The following fragment
of the text seems to be quite typical of the book and shows Bugenius as a
historian: .

%In most histories that aré published nowadays one pbattle reads Very
puch iike any other. I% will be s test of my historical skill hence—
forth Lf 1 can tell you enough about those battles fought by Belisar-
ius %o inaicate thelr difference in charagter one from another witb-
out wearying you with too much detail...” 17

Even the gtyle the narrator employs or the things he describes show that
he is a historian. The quotation presented below is very characteristic of
the bookt 5

*] have now made it clear why Belisarius was ordered to take an army
to the invasion of Sicily.” 18 -

The narrator tries to select his material and writes mainly about wars and
battles. From time to time he explains his mHnwummEmb of the material, as
may be seen in the quotation that followat

#Tt would be out of place to give a full account of the Hwoow duwwma
me at least describe the seventh and the last lap of it." 1

Bugeniuvs does not reconstruct the inner 1ife of characters. Ee is
not interested in it, because this is not the task of a historian. He pre-
sents deeds and words rather than thoughts. The narrator 'tries to write &
history of a certain period of the Roman Empire and in guch case no presens
tation of the inmer life of characters is necessary. From time to time
Eugenius makes remarks of the kirpd:

nwhat thoughts were passing through his mind I cannot tell, but I can
peke a falr guess.* 20 E
A remark of Gowinski made in Gry powiesciowe is very true about the nar-
rator of Count Belisarius. Glowirieki writes:

rPowiesé w plerwvszaj osoble Jest \...\ wﬁlmmmoﬁ.wonum formg opowlada—
nia, v ktérej wielkg rolg gra nie tylko wiedza, ale takze niewiedza
autora.” 21 N

Saying that he does not know something, the narrator strengthens the veri-
similitude of the narration and proves his objectivity. He does not take

for granted something he is mot sure of - thia strengthens his position as
& historian.
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The observations concerning the two narrators, presented in this
paper, show that there is a direct connection between them and the char-
acter of the books. The narrator who is a young woman, not in the least
interested in politics or literature, is used in the book that was meant
to present domestic affairs only. ‘the parrator who is a historian occurs
in a book that resembles historical novel and deals with many political
social and religious problems. The narrator who is personally involved “.:“
the story and has a very unsympathetic attitude towards the main protag-

onist is used in the book with an element of debunking, while the ob-

jective narrator of Count Belisarius seldom evaluates but rather describes
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Lubelskie Materia

Artur Blaim

Approaches to Ttopia

The problem of whether Thomas More's Utopia was a serious socio-
political treatise or a mere jeu d'esprit did mot appear to be
particularly vexing to its Remailssance readers. They accepted the
formalation that More himself introduced in the full title of the
work, which seems to be totally disregarded by some of today's schol-
ars. This "Truly Golden Handbook" was meant to be "_No Less Benefi -
cial than mHﬂmWﬂmHHHnm:H and was received as such by More's contem-
woumk.‘._,.wm. Erasmus recommended the book to Ulrich wvon Hutten, a Ger-
man humapist knight, because it pointed out where and from what
causes the Buropean commomwealths, and particularly the English one
were at nwn..:u.N.HB. a letter to Thomas Lupset, William Bude thanked
him for having sent a copy of Utopia and drawing his attentiom to
rvhat 1s very pleasant readimg as well as readimg likely to be prof-
itablen .u i

The understanding of the aim of Utopia weighs heavily om its
interpretation., The majority of twentieth century critics ignore the
Renaissance understanding of the work awml its functiom. This failare
is directly conmected with the reasoms behind the revival of intered
in Thomas More and his writings in the seeond half of the minetesnth
century, a revival which was twofold., Om the ome hamd, the develop-
ment Of utopiam amd scientific socialism gave rise to a search for
the forerunmers of soclalist ideas im order to furnish the nevwly
formalated doctrines with a respectable heritage. This tendency 1is
bast represeated by Karl Kautsky who christiamed More '‘the father of
modern mo&.muhhi:w‘ou. the other hand, More was recognized as a @mar-
tyr for the Catholic faith w..mmHumw. the protestanmt owmﬁ.mmﬂ.o.ﬂ. and
became a very popular figure durimg the Catholic revival im Britain.




