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TRACT

Titus Groan, Gormenghast and Titus Alone, written between 1940 and 1959, constitute the
major body of Mervyn Peake’s writing. Since the publication of Titus Groan in 1946, Peake has
been acclaimed as a writer of undoubted, though highly individual, genius. The maverick
eclecticism of his writing, however, has conferred upon his fiction a certain cult popularity,
while at the same time discouraging serious academic consideration. Though there have been
notable exceptions - and, in recent years, something of an upsurge in scholarly interest in Peake -
serious study has largely tended to concentrate on biographical detail.

While this study does not preclude such an approach - indeed, as the title suggests, it
considers the ways in which the Titus novels articulate and respond to personal, social and
cultural contexts - its organising principle is the internal structure of the literary work itself.

Peake began the novels with no clear idea of the final structure of the project. In fact, though
the novels have frequently been called the “Gormenghast Trilogy”, they represent a work which
is essentially unfinished. However, such ah approach had the effect of creating an organic and
therefore fundamentally coherent fiction. This study, in following Peake’s organic method of
development, therefore provides an interpretation of the novels which is both consistent with the
author’s approach, and suggestive of an inclusive and unifying framework for Peake’s vision.

Acknowledging the significance of Peake’s organising criteria, the study considers in turn the
three basic levels of contexture - world (Gormenghast), society (the inhabitants) and individual
(Titus) - so as to establish the nature of the framework in which his fiction operates. The
examination of the relationship between physical degeneration and psychological dysfunction,
and the effects of this malaise on the emergence of the individual consciousness of the
protagonist, reveals Titus as the representati\;e of an intransigent world forced to accept radical
change - thereby giving the novels a contemporary social and cultural relevance, as well as

affirming their indebtedness to fundamental aspects of enduring Western literary traditions.
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NOTE TIONS USED

Please note that throughout this thesis | have adopted what is now the common practice of

abbreviating the titles of texts repeatedly referred to (ie. the Titus novels). Thus, they are
represented as follows:

Titus Groan - TG; Gormenghast - GG; Titus Alone - TA.

Please note also that I refer throughout to the Methuen editions of these texts (see Bibliography).



Introduction.

When, at the end of the third of the Titus novels, Titus Alone, the protagonist happens upon
the realm of Gormenghast, the ancient seat of his ancestors, it is not a homecoming we witness,
but an affirmation. During his self-imposed exile, Titus has achieved a level of understanding
that the stilted, confining world of Gormenghast had denied him. He departed as the
representative of his civilisation - the last member of a dynasty which had ruled a world for so
long that its identity had become inseparable from the vast, labyrinthine castle it inhabited - and
returned as an individual. No longer the centre and symbol of the world, he has discovered a
more objective vision, in which both he and Gormenghast are isolated fragments of human
existence in an impassive universe.

Yet within this modern vision, there is also an acknowledgement of the heroic element in
man: the fact that such objectivity is only realised through the necessarily subjective struggle of
the individual personality to achieve consciousness. What Titus achieves has only been made
possible through loss - not only the loss of his father and sister, and of the Thing, the ephemeral
creature that first made him aware of the possibility of something other than Gormenghast - but
also the deep, psychological loss of identity that he suffers when, with “the battering of the hoof-
beats loud in his ears, Titus rode out of his world.” (GG, 511)

His decision is Romantic in the precise literary sense: it has close affinities with central motif
of English Romantic poetry: a gut response to move away from the centre, to rebel. '
Psychologically an orphan, he seeks answers which his family, his world, cannot provide. Yet
this personal need also underlies more objective concerns about the state of degeneration of his
civilisation - concerns which Titus, in his emergent state, can only articulate emotionally.

The society of Gormenghast is chronically dysfunctional. Its members live, and are
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presented, largely in isolation: each inhabits his or her own distinctive region within the castle,
which is consequently identified as a physical embodiment of the prominent characteristics of
its inhabitant. Thus, the obese chef, Swelter, is master of the vast and sweaty Great Kitchens:
his rival, the arthritic and taciturn Mr Flay, lurks in the dark labyrinth of the Stone Lanes; and
Sepulchrave, the melancholic Earl of Groan, spends what little private time he has in the gloomy
shadows of the Library, poring over the literary and philosophical abstractions of his forefathers.
When, by necessity, they are required to travel beyond their respective region, they become less
certain, more awkward.

The reason for such excursions is almost always the Ritual, whose great and unfathomable
complexity demands much of the time of the inhabitants of Gormenghast - so much so, in fact,
that, in the case of Sepulchrave, any deviation is unthinkable. The great antiquity of the Ritual
confers upon it a symbolic importance which far outweighs its apparent use. This symbolic
power, and the pompousness of the Master of Ritual, Sourdust, tends to ensure an awkward
deference on the part of those attending the ceremonies. Yet the gravity of these communal
observances is constantly undermined. Lacking in any real meaning, they are open to abuse; and
when something happens to disturb them, therefore, the effect is a complete deflation (or
desecration, as Luisella Ciambezi has put it?), and a parodying of the spirit of the Ritual.

It is therefore ironic that the Ritual is almost the only mechanism within the structure of
Gormenghast’s society that brings its inhabitants into social contact. Apart from the gregarious
Doctor Prunesquallor, whose particular nature requires an audience, there are few in the castle
who are willing, or even able, to communicate with other members of their society. The
awkward atmosphere that hangs over the celebrants of the Ritual, therefore, is a consequence

of the conflict between the introspective - or antisocial - tendencies of those present, and the

social demands of tradition.
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Linguistic and stylistic habits and usages are important indicators of the extent to which
individuals have become alienated from their societal origins. The majority of the characters
are unable to communicate effectively - a dysfunction illustrated most extremely by Mr Flay:

Conversation was never one of Mr Flay’s accomplishments and for some time

he gazed mirthlessly ahead of him, and then, after what seemed an eternity to

Rottcodd he raised a bony hand and scratched himself behind the ear. Then he

made his second remark, ‘Still here, eh?” he said, his voice forcing its way out

of his head. (TG, 20)
Again, the most able communicator, the Doctor,* is also revealed to be the sanest of individuals
(despite his apparent eccentricity), whose “airy and fatuous manner” (TG, 470) acts as a
protection against the psychological pressures of living in such a repressive environment. His
verbal games and apparent irreverence serve to reassure him of his own mental adroitness, while
allowing him a certain relief in the pleasures of defying the rules of the society whose values,
in fact, he supports. He is therefore a key figure in the novels, serving as he does to provide a
more sophisticated insight into the limitations of the social framework of Gormenghast.

The fractured structure of the castle’s society is also emphasised by the fact that, within a
generation, and after a hundred generations of stability (or stagnation), it has produced three
individuals whose heretical behaviour is to lead to its fundamental destruction. The Thing,
though not strictly of the castle itself (she is the illegitimate offspring of two of the Dwellers
who live outside the walls), exists in opposition to the Groan Lore, and therefore as a reaction
to it. Steerpike, the unruly kitchen-hand, grows apparently out of nowhere to become, in the
minds of the castle’s inhabitants, the most potent threat to their society. He seeks to usurp the
Groans and control Gormenghast himself - to adapt the castle’s intransigent laws to his own

ends. Yet the real threat, ironically, is Titus himself, whose fascination with the Thing and
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hatred of Steerpike culminate in his abdication from the Earldom he has inherited, and his quest
for identity and enlightenment.

A fundamental question, and one which shall inform the approach of this thesis, relates to the
reasons for Titus’s abdication and departure from the security of Gormenghast. One may argue
that such an initiative is inappropriate - that the death of the Thing and of his sister, and the
killing of Steerpike, would have given him sufficient understanding of the state of things to
rejuvenate his society. If, as T.S. Eliot put it, “human kind / Cannot bear very much reality”,
surely such rites of passage as Titus has endured within his own world are enough.* While Titus
remains within his closed world, however, there can be no satisfactory explanations for the pain
he has had to endure. In other words, the acceptance of Gormenghast’s autonomy means
acknowledging such events without question, thereby precluding them from any objective
meaning. Accordingly, his quest is an attempt to give meaning to Gormenghast - and therefore
to his life.

Though the title of the first novel is that of the protagonist, Titus Groan, this was not always
the intention of the author. Peake originally called the whole project “Goremenghast™; only
when it became clear that the “prelude’ in fact constituted a complete text in itself did he change
it.> This is significant: it is clear that the castle, rather than the heir, occupied the imagination
of the author during much of the initial period of composition; and that the education, growth
and ultimate departure of Titus was a subject which grew out of its environment in an organic
way.

In considering why Titus leaves, therefore, it is appropriate, I feel, to take Peake’s lead. The

structure of this thesis will consequently begin with an examination of the nature and functions

of Gormenghast itself, just as Titus Groan opens with, and continually returns to, a detailed

exploration of the castle. The first chapter will start from a position familiarly associated with
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the novels, by considering the relationship between Gormenghast and the castles of Gothic
fictions. An assessment of their similarities - and what will be shown to be their fundamental
differences - will illustrate both the fact that Gormenghast constitutes a closed world, and the
weakness inherent in such autonomy. The second chapter will extend this discussion by
examining those roles which are conferred on such an independent structure. 1 shall assert that
the inclusiveness of Gormenghast has generated a population which is psychologically
dependent on the castle, which functions both as a parent and, ultimately, as a godhead - and
that, in fact, this continual dependence has engendered a symbiotic relationship between castle
and population, in which, in an echo of Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, a form of
sentience is conferred upon the building and, conversely, the society of the castle is imbued with
the calcified quality of its ancient home.®  Such an interrelationship is ultimately disastrous;
but in the gradual and multifaceted development that is necessary for such a complex and
organic structure, there is also the fascinating richness of the metropolis. Among the many
layers of this most comprehensive of societies, there are echoes of our own world. As Anthony
Burgess remarks: “[Gormenghast] has absorbed our own history, culture and rituals and then
stopped dead, refusing to move, self-feeding, self-motivating, self-enclosed.”” Thus, we are
presented with a strangely familiar world, in which the doomed lord of romance is ministered
to by a Doctor whose scientific rationality places him in the eighteenth century - and yet whose
dressing-gown and carpet slippers suggest more readily the Edwardian village physician; we
witness the quasi-religious ceremonies of the Ritual, struggling to maintain their symbolic
authority in the face of the real and modern threat of an heretical assassin who has learned the
science of toxicology as well as the art of strategy; and we observe the primal, Lawrentian world
of the Mud Dwellers, which exists outside, and in contrast with, the urban court environment of

the castle on which it depends - a contrast which is comically emphasised by the visit of Mrs
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Slagg to the Dwellings, dressed in “her best hat”, adorned with “a brittle bunch of glass grapes.”

(IG, 87)

It is a montage of history and culture, bizarre and whimsical, seemingly, yet taken as a whole.
presenting a remarkably rich and coherent image. In Gormenghast, when Titus accompanies the
Doctor through the subterranean passages of the castle on the trail of Steerpike, Peake articulates
the comparison:

Neither of them could recognize the masonry that rose about them, the twisting

passageways, the shallow flights of stairs and the long treadless inclines; they were

speeding through a new world. A world unfamiliar in its detail - new to them,

although unquestionably of the very stuff of their memories and recognizable

in this general and almost abstract way. They had never been there before, yet

it was not alien - it was all Gormenghast. (GG, 372)
This “general and almost abstract” familiarity between the characters of Gormenghast and its
fundamental identity also provides an interpretation of the relationship between the world of
Peake’s fiction and the ‘real’ universe. Though not an allegory of it, Gormenghast is
undoubtedly a representation of reality, however oblique. In its symbolism, particularly, it can
be seen as a distillation of Western culture. The final chapter of the first section will examine
the notion of Gormenghast as a social and cultural metropolis, and consider the ways in which
this function can provide us with an indication of the relationship between the fictional construct
and the reality from which its many cultural determinants are derived. This will have important
implications later in the study, when the novels are considered in the light of both cultural and
socio-historical perpectives.

If Titus is a symbol of his home, then he is also a product of his society. The inhabitants of

Gormenghast, as I have indicated above, are wholly dependent on the continued existence of the
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castle. Having built, sometime in the distant past, a home whose vastness and durability provide
protection and security, its people have become victims of their own insularity. Isolated,
antisocial and psychologically unstable, the population of Gormenghast reflects both the strength
of the society - its unquestioning faith in the system - and its many weaknesses. Trapped in their
own individual worlds, each characier’s individuality has been eroded, making him more and
more reliant on the moribund Ritual for social interaction. Suffering under a variety of
neuroses, the inhabitants of the castle endure a collective chronic trauma which they are helpless
to resist. They constitute a civilisation which no longer has the ability or initiative to effect the
change that is necessary for its survival. When change is forced upon them, therefore, many of
them cannot survive; and those that do (though, through force of tradition, they deny it) are
bound to admit that nothing can ever be the same as it was.

The second section of this thesis, in which each of the major characters of the first two
novels are considered, analyses a society at a moment of radical change. This prefigures the
consideration later in the thesis, that will be given to understanding the Titus novels as a
response to the Second World War and its aftermath. It also further informs the question of
Titus’s departure. In such a confined environment, it will be seen that many of the characters
have an effect, whether directly or otherwise, on the formation of his character. Though his
abdication may be the direct result of his relationship with Steerpike, Fuchsia and the Thing,
other interactions and tensions which he observes or is party to can be seen to direct his
emergent rebellion. Moreover, Titus, as the symbol of his world, is also the agglomeration of
his society. In considering the nature and role of each of the characters, therefore, we are more
readily able to conceive of the identity of Titus himself.

In an interesting tecent theoretical discussion, Miles Fielder has suggested that the

fragmented presentation of the characters and their actions serves to unravel the structure of the
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Titus novels, so that Gormenghast, despite its massive presence, is in fact an illusory locus.
However, this deconstructive approach does not take into account the central concept of change
which profoundly affects - in fact, defines - each of the individual characters. In this second
section of the thesis, therefore, an examination of this discussion will emphasise the importance
of Gormenghast’s changing, rather than changed, state, as the basis for a consideration of the
theme of progression which provides the central dynamic of the novels.?

As Batchelor implies, Peake is largely concerned in the first novel with the castle and its
society, rather than the hero of the title: “For nearly half its length - the first twenty-eight
chapters - the book lingers round the day of Titus’s birth.”® The consideration of his personality,
in fact, does not begin until the second novel - ironically called Gormenghast. Again, [ shall
follow Peake’s organisational approach. Having considered the nature and functions of the
castle and its society, I will turn, in the third part, to Titus himself - and particularly, the
significance of his departure.  As I have suggested, his rebellion and search for personal
understanding is a Romantic motif. It also conforms to the tradition of the Bildungsroman:
Titus’s growth necessitates a movement from the known centre to the unknown outer regions,
impelled by the the paradoxical urge to desire the unattainable. Drawing on a number of cntical
approaches to this paradox, an interpretation of Titus’s role as a Romantic figure will be
considered; this in turn will lead to a discussion of the nature and extent of Peake’s Romantic
sensibility.

Titus’s basic struggle for identity, with its attendant estrangement from society, is as much
a modern as a Romantic concern. Peake’s position with respect to this disengagement is often
equivocal: what can be seen as a conflict between the author’s personality and his artistic

awareness creates a tension between the emotional and subjective stance, and a more distanced

.. . : e Ty . o rated in
ironic position, which he defines in the text as ~equipoise - This ambivalence is illust
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Peake’s use of parody throughout the novels, as well as in the ironic loss of identity Titus suffers
in the final novel, appropriately entitled Titus Alone. In the second chapter of this section,
therefore, 1 shall consider Titus’s role as the alienated modern ‘everyman’, whose quest involves
not only the emergence of personality, but also, in Eliot’s phrase, “the extinction of

2210

personality.

One basic dynamic, common to both Romantic and Modernist traditions, is that of the
personal journey, or quest. The quest motif, signifying as it does the movement away from the
centre in the search for a greater understanding of one’s condition, will be seen as an elemental,
and therefore unifying narrative of Westemn cultural traditions. In the final chapter of this part
of the thesis, therefore, I shall consider the extent to which the Titus novels enact this basic
narrative, thereby suggesting a more cohesive interpretative framework than has been hitherto
considered.

The elemental, or mythic structure of the novels that such an interpretation suggests is
supported by the organic development (castle: society: hero) alluded to above. According to
Northrop Frye, literature constantly - and unconsciously - re-enacts this progression in its
imitation of the natural cycle of birth, growth, decay, death and rebirth. The structures and
imagery of the literary modes of romance, comedy, tragedy and irony reflect the variety of
attitudes towards the human condition within the natural cycle, thereby providing a framework
of meaning. In a world where an ultimate source of truth and meaning (what we might call
gnosis) is no longer accessible, such a Sramework allows for a sense of progression which is both
sufficiently inclusive and reasonably coherent. This mythic approach, when applied to the Titus
novels, affirms that the theme of change, and the narrative of quest that it elicits, can be seen as
an organic development central to the traditions of Western literature. The final section of this

C e ) . IO ' 1on. the first
thesis will therefore examine this development according to such an interpretation. In S
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chapter, it will be seen that, in Peake’s presentation of an intransigent society and the
catastrophic consequences conferred upon it by violent but necessary change, Titus Groan is a
dominantly tragic (or mock-tragic) fiction. In the next chapter, I shall illustrate how
Gonuenghast, in progressing from an expositional to a narrative presentation, and shifting from
the political to both the social and the pastoral arenas, moves towards a comic vision, in which
the clements that initiate Titus’s quest - and therefore, ultimately, personal reconciliation - are
determined.

This shift from the tragic to the comic mode involves a heightened understanding of the
humain condition - and also emphasises the fact that such awareness is revealed only in glimpses.
This irony is cinphasised by the compulsion which drives Titus unwittingly towards such a
revelation - a process which also has the effect of disengaging the reader from the text by
emphasising its fictionality. The third chapter will consider this basic movement from a heroic
to an ironic vision which affirms the importance of Titus Alone within the sequence.

In the final chapter, I will illustrate how the novels, thematically and structurally, can be
interpreted in terms of the social climate in which they were written. We shall see that the
imagery of the novels and the concerns they articulate are significantly enriched by conceiving
of them as an attempt to make sense of the experience, both personal and societal, of the Second
World War. The ironic control through which Peake allows us to disengage ourselves from, and
thus realise the fictionality of, the world he has created, also emphasises, in the mythic, and

ultimately heroic vision it proclaims, its fundamental relevance to twentieth century experience.
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Notes.

1. For the purposes of this thesis, “Romantic” refers to the English Romantic ‘movement’ which
flourished at end of the 18th / beginning of the 19th centuries; “romance” is a generic term
referring specifically to the medieval courtly tradition, and also to the label used by Frye in his
Anatomy of Criticism - one of four literary ‘mythoi’, corresponding to the seasons (romance

being the mythos of summer). Occasionally, I have used the term “romantic” in the common
sense - as in romantic love. See also p.247.

2. Luisella Ciambezi, ‘The Desecration of Rituals in Gormenghast’, Peake Studies vol.3, no.+
(Summer 1994) 17-20.

3. Peake is somewhat inconsistent in the use of capitalisation for names in the texts. However,
his preference appears to be for capitalising the titles of people and significant objects; I have
therefore adopted this style for the following: the Earl, the Countess, the Doctor, the First
Servant, the Poet, the Professors, the Master of Ritual, the Grey Scrubbers, the Dwellers, the
Thing; also the Line, the Ritual, the Library, the Kitchen, the Stone Lanes, the Attic, the Hall of
the Bright Carvings, the Forest, the City, the Under-River, the Black House. One important
exception is “the castle”, which appears more frequently in lower case.

4. T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets (London: Faber and Faber, 1959), ‘Burnt Norton’, 42-3.

5. See John Batchelor, Mervyn Peake: A Biographical and Critical Exploration (London:
Duckworth, 1974) 65-73.

6. Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, Selected Tales (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1972).

7. Introduction to Penguin edition of Titus Groan (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968) 9.
8. See pp.113f%.

9. Batchelor, 77.

10. T.S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Selected Prose, ed. John Hayward
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1953) 26.




Part One: Goermenghast, that is...?

With the opening sentence of Titus Groan, Peake implies what is to be the central figure of
the novel: not, as the title suggests, that of Titus, the as-yet unborn heir, but that of the castle of
Gormenghast: “Gormenghast, that is, the main massing of the original stone, taken by itself
would have possessed a certain ponderous architectural quality...”. (TG, 15) This suggests both
the focus of the first novel, and the difficulties inherent in any attempt to define it. Gormenghast
“would have possessed a certain ponderous architectural quality” if it were possible to consider
it “by itself” - to divorce its physical nature from all the other complex social, psychological and
spiritual aspects of its character. However, as I shall demonstrate, Gormenghast exists on many
levels, each stratum viewed only in glimpses (naturally, as its vastness and complexity precludes
us, as it does its inhabitants, from apprehending the whole).

It is evident that Peake intended the castle to provide the focus of interest in the first novei.
As John Batchelor notes, he originally called the first novel ‘Goremenghast’ * and as the novel
progresses, it becomes clear that Titus himself is to play a minor and purely symbolic role in the
novel which takes his name (he is less than two years old at the close of the book). Indeed, as
we shall see, when the narrative strays outside the confines of the castie, it becomes unfocused. *

Fortunately therefore, much of the action takes place within Gormenghast. Peake’s dense

style and his concentrated organisational technique manage to give an impression both of the

castle’s vastness and its limiting, claustrophobic quality. Each of the characters inhabits his

. . - 3 4 [~ .
own realm of experience, and becomes uncertain when he is forced to move beyond it (se€ part

two below). It is therefore perceived, by the reader as well as by inhabitants through whose eycs

it is exposed (see, for example, pp.132ff) as a total world. Evidence of other civilisations is

precluded. According to Countess Gertrude, ““There is nowhere else.”” (GG, 510)
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Vast, ancient and remote, Gormenghast Castle appears to have the same function as the

castles of Gothic fictions. The fact that its vastness, and the methods Peake uses to define it

present an image of heavy obscurity, appear to support a comparison with Udolpho and Castle
Dracula. As I shall explain in the first chapter, however, such an interpretation is ultimately
undermined by an essential difference between the society of Gormenghast and the inhabitants
of Gothic castles. Whereas the latter are representative of a reaction against accepted values,
the former represent those values: the members of the society of Gormenghast, though eccentric,
are central ‘insiders’, not peripheral renegades or alien elements.

The perpetuation of Gormenghast as a total environment is based on its central symbolic
function. Its association with the Groan dynasty has become such that, like the House of Usher’,
castle and family are symbolically indistinguishable. The ancient building therefore confers a
sense of permanence on the family; and conversely, Gormenghast acquires a sentient quality,
augmented by Peake’s use of pathetic fallacy. The psychological malaise of the inhabitants is
echoed by the ‘sickness’ of the castle itself. As I shall describe in chapter two, this has
interesting implications for the functions of the castle, revealing as it does the extent to which
its inhabitants have become psychologically reliant on its continued well-being (and conversely
exposing the level of degeneration of its society).

This organic function of Gormenghast has important implications for the dynamic of the

novels as a whole. Peake describes a world which, in its stagnant, petrified isolation, is both

static aind moribund: its archaic Ritual, which has created in its inhabitants a listless

introspection, has also eroded their ability to think and act for themselves. The awareness of

change that is forced upon them, therefore, initiates a radical change in perception, which only

the protagonist, in leaving the world which has defined him, is able to achieve. The death of

Gormenghast is necessary, so that its society, represented by Titus Groan, can be rejuvenated -
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as we shall see below (parts 3 and 4).

Peake’s presentation of Gormenghast is such that, the more he reveals, the more it resists anv
definitive categorisation. Drawing on whatever cultural and historical images he feels suitable,
he creates an overall impression of an endlessly complex, yet remarkably coherent whole. By
the sheer accumulation of detail, he presents a world which, in its complexity, functions as a
metropolis, in which layer upon layer of societal fabric, from the physical presence of the castle
to the collective fog of memory, combine to preserve a civilisation whose representative
individuals are chronically alienated. In the final chapter of this section, I will consider the

implications that an interpretation of Gormenghast as a metropolis infers.
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Notes.

1. John Batchelor, Mervyn Peake: A Biographical and Critical Exploration (London:
Duckworth, 1974) 65.

2. The sub-plot which deals with the Dwellers, therefore, is weak: “When he writes about the

Dwellers, Peake completely loses his wit and grasp of detail, and the language becomes
unfocused and emotive” (Batchelor, 80).

3. Edgar Allan Poe’s story ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ focuses on the demise of an ancient
family whose immemorial association with their home has conferred on each the symbolic
qualities of the other. See Edgar Allan Poe, Selected Tales (Oxford: OUP, 1972).



16

1. Gothic Gormenghast.

There has been a tendency to regard Gormenghast as essentially a Gothic castle (and, by
implication, the Titus novels as Gothic fictions). David Punter, indeed, describes it as “the final
Gothic castle™.! As the nature of such castles as Otranto, Udolpho and Dracula conjure up very
striking and easily-defined images, it is understandable that we accept this statement without
reservation. After all, Gormenghast shares many of the features of this central Gothic symbol;
and Peake’s rich, even excessive style supports such an analysis. However, as I intend to show,
Gormenghast’s function is not primarily that of the Gothic castle, despite many similarities;
furthermore, there are crucial differences between Peake’s intentions and those of Gothic writers
which 1 shall also describe.

During the early development of Gothic writing in the latter half of the eighteenth century,
the castle (along with its religious counterpart, the abbey) was a most consistent symbol. There
are a number of reasons for this. Primarily, the castle is a defensive, and therefore defendable
structure. It can keep undesirable aggressors out, as well as imprison victims. As early Gothic
developed as a reaction against what were increasingly seen as the restrictive and unnatural
modes of thought advanced in the Age of Reason, it was appropriate that such a structure was
chosen. Though, as John Rosenberg points out, “The [Gothic] revival in England began as a
kind of self-conscious jest”? only later acquiring a moral or philosophical basis, its interrogation
of rationalist principles was from the outset considered as subversive, as much by its creators
as its critics. Its locus, therefore, was a fortress - an edifice which could hide the nefarious,
depraved and generally anti-social behaviour of those that dwelled within it.

The physical robustness of the castle was augmented by a number of other factors. It was

situated in a remote location (commonly in what were, for the English reading public, the exotic
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regions of southern Europe), thus distancing the antisocial tendencies of its inhabitants from
civilised society. It was physically vast, which allowed any number of intrigues to be
perpetuated within it; it was also invariably gloomy, again in order that secrets could remain
hidden from censorious eyes. Finally - and as a result of these attributes - it would inspire fear
in the innocent victims (and delighted terror in the not-so-innocent readers).

On a physical level, at least, Gormenghast conforms to this archetype. Its size appears in fact
to exceed any of its Gothic predecessors. The great tree, its branches broad enough for the
Twins to walk along with ease, starts from a point three-quarters of the way up the wall of the
castle; and Steerpike, from his vantage point, sees the Twins from such a distance that “They
appeared about the size of those stub ends of pencil that are thrown away as too awkward to
hold.” (TG, 137) When Rottcodd looks down from the Hall of the Bright Carvings at the end of
the first novel, he can only just see the procession returning to the castle from Titus’s Earling
ceremony. (TG, 501-4)

The place is so vast, in fact, that despite Peake’s attention to detail, Gormenghast remains for
the reader largely uncharted. Indeed, his florid, extravagant style, which dwells on minutiae of
detail, tends to emphasise the physical vastness of the castle. The intricate richness of language
with which he highlights certain areas provides a sharp contrast with the dark bulk that surrounds
them: by thus expanding the microcosm, Peake suggests an infinite macrocosm. When we leave
Gormenghast after a thousand pages, much of which is given over to elaborate exposition, we
feel we know only the merest outline.

Tt also fulfils the criterion of remoteness; in fact, it is a closed world, beyond which (as far
as its inhabitants are aware) “there is nowhere else”. (GG, 510) That Titus ultimately proves this
enghast. To them. 1t

statement untrue does not undermine its validity to the denizens of Gorm

constitutes the limits of their experience.
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This, however, is one of the fundamental differences between Gormenghast and the Gothic
castle. It is so completely cut off from any other world that it is, in effect, a totalitarian state.
As with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, a novel contemporary to Titus Groan, its characters
inhabit a society whose control over individuals is perpetuated both through a rigorous regime
of laws and regulations and through the promotion of the belief that no alternative exists. While
Gormenghast does not share with Orwell’s dystopia the sinister connotations of totalitarianism -
that is the provenance of Titus Alone - it performs the same basic function. The Gothic castle
provides sanctuary for elements whose anti-social behaviour threaten the accepted mores of
‘civilised’ society. Gormenghast is not marginalised in this way: it is a closed world which
mirrors (somewhat obliquely) our own. There is no point of connection - and there can therefore
be no knowledge of an alternative, ‘better” system. Though evil, or malevolent intention, is
manifested here, it exists in spite of the castle’s system.

For the same reason, Gormenghast does not inspire fear. Of course, the dangers that lurk
within it, in the form of certain individuals, make it fearful to other individuals - and later, as
Steerpike begins to kill at random, to all its inhabitants. 'However, such actions are construed
as being contrary to the natural state of Gormenghast. Undoubtedly, the gloom and mystery that
pervade the castle allow Steerpike to play on the fears of its inhabitants; but they are not afraid
of the shadows themselves, having always lived among them. The menace of Gothic castles
stems largely from the fact that they are, t0 the victims that are taken there (or who, in their
innocence, stray into them), unknown. The inhabitants of Gormenghast are not displaced in this
way. In fact, they seem more at home in the gloomier quarters of their home than those the
reader is likely to find attractive. The description of the Cool Room, where Titus is christened,

illustrates this:

The room was perhaps the most homely and at the same time the most elegant n
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the castle. The whole feeling was of quiet and pleasing distinction, and when the

afternoon sun lit up the lawns beyond the bay windows into a green-gold carpet,

the room with its cooler tints became a place to linger in. It was seldom used. (TG, 98)
This clearly contrasts with the image of the Gothic castle. Anne Radcliffe’s Udolpho, for
example, which overlooks a remote valley in the Apennines, is contrasted both with the pastoral
tranquility of the heroine’s home in Gascony and the metropolitan splendour and gaiety of
recently-visited Venice: “The gothic greatness of its features, and its mouldering walls of dark
grey stone, rendered it a gloomy and sublime object... As the twilight deepened, its features
became more awful in obscurity”.?

The physical similarities, then, between Gormenghast and the Gothic castle are undermined
by the differences between their inhabitants. Yet, in the doomed aristocratic dynasty of the
Groans, we appear to have an archetypally Gothic motif. The concept of fate is central to many
Gothic fictions from The Castle of Otranto onwards; the idea of the doomed family particularly
recalls Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. However, Poe’s tale (to which I shall return)
shifts the focus from the function of the Gothic castle to the decay of that function. The castle
as a Gothic symbol draws its initial power - and menace - from the fact that it represents that
which is contrary to, and therefore remote from, society. Count Dracula, in particular, inhabits
a realm which is wholly alien to the ‘civilised’ world - a region which Rosemary Jackson
describes as “inorganic... before cultural formation.” He is antithetical to that which he
opposes: the bourgeoisie, who have taken over his position of power in the world, and now
control society in his place.

Gormenghast is a feudal, not a bourgeois society. Though, in the second novel, it may be

argued that a new middle class emerges, we shall see (pp.100ff) that neither the Doctor nor the

Professors have any desire to change the society in which they live. Steerpike, who has been
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called a “proto-capitalist™ is ultimately destroyed by the aristocracy he seeks to usurp. In fact,
he has many similarities with Dracula (a comparison which I shall address in some detail in
chapter 8 below); but the social tension between Steerpike and Gormenghast is an inversion of
Stoker’s framework.

Gothic fiction, though apparently exotic, developed as a response to social progression. This
is evident if one considers the fact that the Gothic novel flourished in the revolutionary decade
of the 1790s. In particular, it sought to promote bourgeois ideals by questioning values that were
coming to be associated with a barbaric (though ordered ) past. As Fred Botting puts it: “The
anxieties about the past and its forms of power are projected out to malevolent and villainous
aristocrats in order to consolidate the ascendancy of middle-class values.”®

Dracula, written a century later, in fact subverted this form of Gothic interrogation, by
projecting a much more ambivalent consideration about social norms and mores. Again, we see
in Stoker’s novel the Gothic interaction with its own society: the 1890s saw profound
uncertainties about ‘civilised” propriety and morality. The result, in Dracula, is that the
antagonist, though possibly the most diabolical of Gothic villains, is invested with a moral
authority wholly lacking in the nefarious societal outcasts of Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis.

Whether in the clearly defined moral atmostphere of earlier Gothic writings, or in the much
more ambivalent works of the late nineteenth century, it is evident that there exists in the
majority of Gothic texts a basic tension between two worlds of experience: the accepted, morally
cohesive society, and its unacceptable, antisocial counterpart. Gormenghast, a closed and
entirely self-contained world, does not have the same structure.

During the nineteenth century, Gothic writing developed alongside mainstream fiction. As
the social commitment of the Victorians was reflected in the realist novels of Dickens, Gaskell

and Eliot, so those writers who employed Gothic styles and structures also brought about a shift
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in perspective. The exotic locations favoured by the eighteenth century novelists were no longer
deemed relevant to a society whose anxieties were increasingly focused on the domestic
environment; so the Gothic castle was transferred from the Mediterranean or Alpine regions to
the rural (and, in Dickens, for example, urban) settings of England. By necessity, they also
changed their appearance: an English manor house or farmstead was more suitable than a vast
fortress to the realist sensibilities of the nineteenth century. Two central Victorian texts, Jane
Eyre and Wuthering Heights, combine domestic locations and Gothic elements, so that they may
also be described as Gothic fictions.” (See also chapter 5, pp.95-8 below)

With these developments, it was no longer possible for the associated terrors to remain
abroad. Those malevolent impulses that had hitherto been cast out into the barbaric
wildernesses of remote castles were now internalised. The antisocial ghosts of insurrection and
depravity were coming to be seen as the effects of social alienation. As commentators voiced
their concerns as to the dehumanising effects of industrialisation and urban hardship, Gothic
fiction began to manifest those anxieties as inner demons. Botting remarks that, during the
nineteenth century, “Gothic became part of an internalised world of guilt, anxiety, despair, a
world of individual transgression interrogating the uncertain bounds of freedom and human
knowledge.™

Gormenghast certainly conforms to this description. The isolation of the characters, their
alienation from what is a dysfunctional societal structure, and the repressive nature of the forces
that control them, has engendered in them a range of neuroses that renders them psychologically

unstable. Withdrawn into their own individual nightmares, each of the characters inhabits a

private world which is fundamentally fractured from the society of which they are members by

virtue of physical contiguity only. Peake’s style emphasises this lack of cohesion. He presents

characters individually, building up, with the dense expository technique that is such a feature
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of Titus Groan particularly, a series of seemingly unrelated images. The result is a pervasive
sense of psychological suppression and unease that is wholly in keeping with the introverted
focus of later Gothic fictions.

Among these, a central text is Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886).° The theme of the
double which this fiction examines is fundamental to many Gothic works: Godwin’s Caleb
Williams, Shelley’s Frankenstein, and Poe’s ‘William Wilson® are other examples of texts in
which the double, or alter-ego, provides the focus of interest. ' The tension between antagonist
and protagonist, when presented in this introverted way (in that each ‘half” is obsessed with the
other, and considers little else), can be seen as a development of the subject-object polarity of
society and castle that dominated Gothic fictions of the externalising type. Within Gormenghast,
two such tensions are developed - between Flay and Swelter and between Titus and Steerpike.
I shall examine both oppositions in the subsequent section of this thesis (see chapters 7 and 8
below); but it is clear that, in his presentation of this concept - and the psychological
environment in which such tensions can develop - Peake is considering the same anxieties (that
is, regarding the subject of personal identity) as those Gothic fictions described above.

The castle, as a Gothic symbol, depended on its association with those that dwelled within
it. Asthe moral delineations between ‘evil® castle and ‘good” society became less defined, so
Gothic fictions became more introspective and diffuse. It is significant, therefore, that out of
the resurgence in interest in Gothic themes towards the end of the nineteenth century, the most
enduring example is one in which we see the return of the castle in all its symbolic glory.
Dracula (1897) subverts the traditional moral positions of society and castle, by focusing not
only on the transgressive nature of the antagonist, but also on the fact that, among the
representatives of ‘good’ bourgeois society, those same impulses exist in a suppressed form. 1

shall go on to examine the similarities between the protagonists in Dracula and the “heroic’
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characters who reveal Steerpike as the villain when I consider the nature and functions of the
latter (see pp.136-8 below). In terms of the present discussion, however, I feel it will be
interesting to consider why the myth of Dracula is so enduring - and what role the castle in that
novel can be said to perform.

Count Dracula, as the ancient aristocrat returned to avenge his loss of supremacy, should not,
perhaps, inspire the degree of awe that his enduring, mythical status in the modern world would
suggest. After all, all liberal humanistic values suggest that the concept of inherited power is
contrary to socially acceptable philosophies. Furthermore, Dracula exhibits his power most
readily through those concepts most offensive to rational, reasonable behaviour: the
subordination and objectification of women; the control of individuals through violence; and the
flagrant transgression of sexual mores that both of these indicate. Yet he (and his popular
modern descendents, of which Batman is perhaps the most notable of many) continues to
fascinate and inspire the imaginations of twentieth century society.

This fascination, I believe, stems from a number of factors. Firstly, of course, as I have
suggested, his transgression allows for a degree of self-reference that would not, under the
restrictive codes of ‘normal’ society (whose existence is necessary for the continued coherence
of that society), be possible. In objectifying what we perceive to be antisocial impulses in the
form of an external, malevolent force, we are able both to acknowledge that those impulses

exist, and to maintain our control over them. In this sense, Dracula, perhaps more than any other

Gothic fiction, is ambivalent, in that it develops the concept of transgression beyond normally
prescribed boundaries. As Fred Botting states, “Transgression is important not only as an
interrogation of received rules and values, but in the identification, reconstitution or
transformation of limits.”"! Whereas the majority of Gothic texts explore such transgression so

as to confirm the necessity and propriety of those limits, Dracula refuses to draw such
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comforting conclusions. Count Dracula is a mythical force; though he is destroyed, what he
represents is that permanent facet of human nature connoted as ‘evil’.

The most enduring myth in Western civilisation to embody notions of ‘evil’ (as may be
termed all abstracts which are considered to be contrary to the accepted norms of society) is that
of the Devil. The Christian embodiment of ‘evil’, antithetical to our notions of civilisation,
order and life, the Devil (and the devils or demons of other cosmologies) must inhabit the outer
realms, the unknown, those regions rejected by civilisation, and therefore deemed uncivilised.
The Dracula myth is clearly a reworking of this tradition. The Count, in fact, embraces evil after
his bride is murdered by his foes (recalling the fate of Victor Frankenstein) and, denouncing his
faith, condemns himself to eternal ‘un-death’. Subsequently endowed with supernatural powers,
yet cursed to spend eternity in darkness, surrounded only by his minions, he recalls Milton’s
Satan. Moreover, the great castle he inhabits, towering up into the obscurity of night, far from
civilisation, can clearly be identified with Pandaemonium, the great parodic symbol of power
built by Lucifer and his cohorts after the battle in Heaven.

Another important parallel can be drawn between Dracula and Milton’s interpretation of the

Devil myth. Dracula’s dominion over death recalls Satan’s journey from Hell, in which he
manages to escape his confines after cheating Sin and Death, his guardians. Castle Dracula,
according to this interpretation, can be conceived as a boundary between life and death. Given
that Castle Dracula is an essential component of the myth, it is clear that the enduring
fascination for the concept of the aristocratic vampire cannot be divorced from our
contemplation of the castle itself, and what it signifies. As the home of a devil, and therefore
a link between the real, transient world and an ‘ideal’, permanent existence, it is appropriate that

such a symbolic structure should excite our imagination.

Gormenghast, as we shall see (chapter 2 below) does not function in this way. Despite the
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immortality that its great antiquity suggests, it 1s in the advanced stages of decay, and is moving
inexorably towards death. Though i1t might be argued that, due to the many deaths that take
place within its walls, it does function as a boundary between life and death, it does not have the
same aura of supernaturality that pervades Castle Dracula. Though Peake, at the beginning of
Gormenghast, does bring forth the ghosts of those who had died during the action related in Titus
Groan, (GG, 8-11), it is a purely literary device, parodic rather than mystical; and when David
Punter remarks that “the living already inhabit a world of the dead”", we must add that this
“dead” world is a natural, not a ghostly one. The barren realm of Gormenghast shares the Gothic
atmostphere that Joyce Tompkins describes as “the noiseless slipping of life into oblivion™ % but
it is the naturally decaying region described by Radcliffe, not the supernatural loci of Poe or
Stoker.

Gormenghast Castle undoubtedly has many of the physical attributes of the Gothic castle, just
as its inhabitants share the psychological pressures and neuroses of the characters of Gothic
fictions. Allied to these similarities is Peake’s ornate and expansive style, which supports the
impression of his work as Gothic fictions. However, as we have seen, there are a number of
crucial differences between the Titus novels and Gothic fictions, emphasised by the relationship
between the castle and its inhabitants. This relationship is aptly illustrated by two of the
principal characters (whose functions within the novels will be examined in detail in chapters
4 and 5 below). Sepulchrave, even to himself, is inseparable from his home: “How could he love
this place? He was a part of it. He could not imagine a world outside it.” (TG, 62) Fuchsia, his
daughter, conceives it in much the same way: “It was something which she understood,
something which she could never do without, for it seemed as though it were her own self, her

own body...” (TG, 273) They are not victims, drawn towards some alien and fearful place:

Gormenghast is their home.
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I alluded above to the fact that, in this sense, the basic concept - that of the identification of
the castle with its inhabitants - is that of Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. However,
Roderick Usher, though so identified with his home as to be symbiotically linked to it (in that
his death 1s followed immediately by the physical destruction of the building), exhibits a neurotic
fear of the House he was destined to preside over: “To an anomalous species of terror I found
him a bounden slave. ‘I shall perish,’ said he, ‘I must perish in this deplorable folly.”** There
is, undoubtedly, the same sense of identification between building and family in both Poe’s tale
and the Titus novels. The Groan line, linked minute by minute to the traditions of their home by
the rigidity of the Ritual that is ironically intended to perpetuate it, is irreparably damaged when
Titus leaves the castle at the end of the second novel. Echoing his sister Fuchsia, he feels as if
he has lost “half of himself” (TA, 20). In this interdependence, Gormenghast must be conceived,
not as a symbolic representation of an individual (as Castle Dracula is), but, as I shall assert in
the subsequent chapter, a projection, whose association with the Groan dynasty has, strangely,
conferred upon it an individual nature.

The ambivalence of Gothic writing enables it to examine those areas of our identity that are
taboo, enabling us to modify and understand our behaviour as a society, while at the same time
distancing ourselves from the subversive impulses thus indicated. Successive developments in
Gothic fiction have moved ever closer to a permanent transgression of societal and moral
boundaries, and yet have always drawn back, reaffirming at least the barest rules necessary for
the continued cohesion of society. Dracula examines many of these subversive impulses from
a highly ambivalent, and therefore extremely enduring, perspective; but, at least in terms of the
structure of its plot, it resolves the situation ‘responsibly’, by destroying the threat to society.
What is achieved, in fact, is a form of gnosis: an awareness on the part of the protagonists that

they have witnessed something which, though vanquished, is still a part of their own identities.
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The Titus novels have a similar motive - but with a different, more modemn, outcome. Titus,

in destroying Steerpike, does not negate what he represents. In fact, in psychological terms, the
hero, in killing his adversary - and indeed, his alter-ego - must also accept responsibility for
Steerpike’s antisocial impulses. In the Gothic tradition, the catharsis engendered by the ultimate
defeat of the antagonist originally resulted in a reaffirmation of accepted norms. Later variants
focused on the validity of that reaffirmation. The Titus novels, as we shall see (chapters 12 and
13 below), constantly defer resolution: Titus, in leaving his home, rejects the society and its

moral framework.
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2. The “pole-axed monster.”"

One effect, noted above, of the symbiotic relationship that exists between the family of Groan
and Gormenghast, is that the ancient stronghold confers a kind of atrophied longevity on the
dynastic house. The “crumbling castle” (IG, 196), the “immemorial masonry” (GG, 7) - all this
vast, ruinous bulk enhances the continuing dominance of the House of Groan. The power of the
Ritual lies in its very rituality - the fact that it has been performed, without deviation, for
centuries gives the life of Gormenghast a sense of self-perpetuation. There is no room for
innovation or enterprise in a world whose calcified structure is testimony to its durability.

The effect, however, concerns the nature and purpose of the Ritual, and of the denizens of
Gormenghast, rather than the castle itself, and will therefore be further considered at a later
stage. (See part two below) However, there is a reciprocal effect: the close relationship between
castle and inhabitants also confers an anthropomorphic sentience upon the castle. The House
of Groan, like the House of Usher, is inseparable from, and can indeed be regarded as, the
ancestral home of the family as well as the family itself. Thus the physical mass of Gormenghast
has taken on a sentience, an organic character, just as its inhabitants have acquired, through time,
an inorganic, fossilized quality, which supports their continuity. The consideration of this
natural (or possibly supernatural) character will, I believe, provide further insight into the
function of Gormenghast. It is therefore my intention at this point to assess those characteristics
of the castle which may be described as sentient or organic, in the hope that this will allow a

more comprehensive understanding of what Gormenghast may be said to represent.
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Gay Chifford, in The Transformation of Allegory, suggests that architecture, being “man-

made and artificial” can

present states of mind with minute regard to texture and appearance as

correlatives.... It is also a supreme setting for ‘Gothick’ consciousness in

that morbidity, decay and desolation are unredeemed by any natural

cyclic process.”
This appears to me to be only partly correct, both in relation to “Gothick” settings, and to
Gormenghast. The abbeys and castles of early Gothic fiction, whose architectural styles gave
the genre its name, are places whose interest is enhanced by their organicity: their idiosyncratic
structures, as Ruskin averred, are in imitation of, rather than contrary to, the natural
environment.> Furthermore, they have been eroded by time and the elements to the point where
their state is as natural as it is manufactured.

The same is true of Gormenghast. From the first, the castle is described ambivalently: while
it possesses “a certain ponderous architectural quality”, (TG, 15) it also resembles a rock,
covered with thick black ivy and the hovels that cling “like limpets™ to its ramparts. Thus it can
be considered both as a man-made edifice, and as a natural extension of its environment.
Clifford’s assertion fails to take into account the fact that, though morbidity and decay may
pervade a ruinous castle, this suggestion of death is in fact testimony to the natural regenerative
processes that operate on even the most resilient of artificial structures. (As I shall go on to
suggest (see chapter 12 and part four below), such organicity also supports a mythic approach
to the cycle of the Titus novels which reveals a much more coherent level of interpretation than
that of the “Gothick™ given above.) On the other hand, it would be accurate, certainly in the case
of Gormenghast, to claim a connection between architecture and ‘states of mind’. Just as the

decayed exterior of the House of Usher conceals a moribund owner, so Gormenghast, with its
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“huge, corroding bell-like heart”, (GG, 17) reflects in its slow, inexorable decay the gradual
decline of its society. This relationship would therefore suggest that one of the functions of
Gormenghast is as an indicator of the well-being of the dominant society which dwells within
it. This idea has many precedents, both in Gothic fiction (in, for example, the supernatural
manifestations that portend Manfred’s fall from power in The Castle of Otranto) and, notably,
in Shakespeare.

Steerpike, in many ways the archetypal villain, recalls many comparable figures - not least,
as his name would suggest, that of Steerforth, David Copperfield’s adversary and alter-ego (a
comparison which is discussed on pp.150-1 below). However, in his ruthless ambition, he also
reminds us of Macbeth. His motivation, skill and rise to a position of power, first through fair
means, and later through foul, are similar to those of Shakespeare’s ambitious tyrant. It is also
interesting that a sympathy exists in Macbeth, as it does in the first two Titus novels, between
human action and natural - or supernatural - manifestation. Macbeth, contemplating the murder
of his king, an action which would thus secure the fulfilment of the witches’ prophecy in making
him ruler, hopes that the ground below his feet “Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for
fear / Thy very stones prate of my whereabout...” (ILi.57-8) There is clearly a close association
in Macbeth’s mind between nature and supernature: for though, on one level, he is simply
anxious not to make any sound that might cause suspicion, he is, on another level, invoking the
collusion of the natural world in not betraying his intentions. Unfortunately, his act of violence,
if not betrayed by prating stones, is marked by various violent and ‘unnatural’ physical
occurences. Lenox observes this fact:

“The night has been unruly...
Strange screams of death,

And prophesying with accents terrible



Of dire combustion, and confus’d events,

New hatch’d to the woful time.

The obscure bird clamour'd the livelong night:

Some say the earth was feverous, and did shake.” (I1.iii.56-61)
In medieval and renaissance philosophy, such manifestations were interpreted as indications that
the natural order - of God, king, and man - had been disturbed. Macbeth’s deed is therefore not
only morally wrong (ie. on a human scale) but also contrary to the natural laws of the universe.

I would like to suggest that Steerpike’s rebellion may be seen in the same way: his heterodoxy
is a challenge, not only to the strict hierarchy of the Groan dynasty - the human order - but also
to the ‘universal’ order. Gormenghast, as I maintained in the previous chapter, is an entirely
independent world: thus, it can be regarded as the universe - at least, before Titus’s abdication
and departure. This implies that, like Macbeth, Steerpike is fighting more than just the family -
he is trying to manipulate nature.
Fuchsia provides us with a useful illustration of this when, in Titus Groan, she encounters

Steerpike outside the castle:

Behind him she saw something which by contrast with the alien,

incalculable figure before her, was close and real. It was something

which she understood, something which she could never do without, or

be without, for it seemed as if it were her own self, her own body, at which

she gazed and which lay so intimately upon the skyline. Gormenghast. (TG, 273)
The comparison clearly defines the position of Steerpike, not only as a usurper, but as an
unnatural force. It also emphasises the fact that Gormenghast 1s presented as the natural, ordered
universe.

I intend in the subsequent chapter to consider the extent to which Gormenghast fulfils the
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functions of a ‘world” or civilization; and so I shall concentrate now on the functions it may be
seen to perform which indicate its definition as ‘natural’. There seem to me to be three main
functions of Gormenghast in this respect: as a living organism - the “pole-axed monster” of the
chapter title; as a parent; and as a deity. All three of these functions, it may be argued, depend
to some extent on the symbiotic relationship between the castle and its inhabitants. However,
as I hope to be able to show, each function suggests a slightly different relative position between
Gormenghast and its people.

Just as nature reacts to Macbeth’s actions, so Gormenghast and its environment manifest the
threat to its order in various physical ways. As in Macbeth, the primary manifestations are in
the weather. While Swelter’s murderous plans take shape, “the winds of the drear interim that
lies between the last of autumn and the first of winter” (TG, 325) howl around the castle. The
noise of this gale is also mixed with other, uncanny noise, as “More and more in the darkness
the notes of grimmer passions could be discerned.” (IG, 325) In other words, the manifestations
of the weather reflect a sense of discord that is felt throughout the castle.

As the mood grows deeper, and Titus Groan approaches its violent climax, the castle bakes
under a withering heat: “this slow pulp of summer, this drag of heat, with the incurious yellow
eye within it, floating monotonously, day after day.” (TG, 412) Then, as Flay returns to the
castle to face his arch enemy, the moon shines down on his silent approach like a witness. He
scowls up at it; yet “he took it as a sign that the hour was approaching. Indeed, it seemed more
natural that Nature should be his enemy.” (IG, 416) This echoes Macbeth, in which “death and
nature do contend about them”. (ILii.7) In fact, as Flay and Swelter stalk each other in the dark
corridors of the castle, clouds cover the moon, and the stifling heat is broken by a violent
thunderstorm, the destructive power of which acts like a chorus to the scene. This device, so

common in dramatic literature, has many functions. Itisa physical disturbance, which may help
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or hinder the designs of the protagonists - in fact, nature appears to help Flay, though he reasons
otherwise. It provides dramatic climax and catharsis - a literal and metaphorical clearing of the
air. Most significantly, perhaps, it represents a sense of change - a shift of equilibrium, in the
psychological state, both of the protagonists and (particularly in the case of Gormenghast) their
environment.

I shall return to a consideration of Macbeth at a later point, when I come to examine the
characters - and particularly Sepulchrave, whose sleepwalk and tragic soliloquy (TG, 425-7)
have certain obvious allusions to that play (See pp.75 and 231 below). Within the present

~discussion, I shall now turn from the external perception of Gormenghast - that is, the physical
manifestations of weather and nature - to the internal. The inhabitants of the castle are, in many
cases, so much a part of it, that they are able to feel, or sense, its condition. Though the storms
and floods are clearly portentous, the characters become aware of Gormenghast’s malaise
through their innate sympathy for the well-being of the castle. This is particularly clear in
Gormenghast, possibly because the state of the castle is much more fundamentally threatened,
as Steerpike’s rise to power accelerates. Barquentine, closest to the Ritual and therefore the
spirit of Gormenghast, becomes aware of it: “He was thinking of how a change had come over
the workings of Gormenghast - of the workings of its heart and the temper of its brain.” (GG,
265) The “change” is, to Barquentine, treachery - nothing more nor less. He understands
Gormenghast in terms of a living creature, whose life is threatened by something alien - a
disease. He resolves to tighten his grip on the heir, Titus, believing that therein lies the key to
overcoming the iliness.

Flay, the loyal servant of the family, and now in exile, also notices this change - and 1s
prepared to put loyalty before obedience: “he had dared to flaunt the letter of the Groan law in

order, in his solitary way, to find out whether or not its spirit, as he feared, was sickening.” (GG,
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287) Having left the environs of the castle, Flay is able to see what perhaps he could never have
been aware of while he had dwelt there: only by sporadic exposure to the ‘mood’ of
Gormenghast has he developed a sense of understanding of the nature of his home.

Even Rottcodd, slumbering in the dusty confines of the Hall of the Bright Carvings, notices
the change - and as early as Titus’s Earling, when the castle appears to awaken - to become more
than merely organic:

And then, as he stood quite still, his hands clasped about the handle of the feather

duster, the air about him quickened, and there was another change, another

presence in the atmostphere. Somewhere, something had been shattered -

something heavy as a great globe and brittle like glass; and it had been shattered,

for the air swam freely and the tense aching weight of the emptiness with its

insistent drumming had lifted. He had heard nothing but he knew he was no

longer alone. The castle had drawn breath. (TG, 505)
The perception, then, of the castle as an organic structure, at first dormant, but becoming more
active, more sentient, as its existence becomes threatened, is one which can be recognized both
by its inhabitants and by ourselves. We, and they, can speculate about the si gnificance of that
change: in the intangible, interior (or psychological) manifestations that are evident, for
example, in the passage quoted above; and in the tangible, exterior (or physical) evidence of
discord in the violent extremes of weather.

I would like to suggest that the significance of this awakening is that Gormenghast can be
seen as performing the functions of a creature. The definition of a creature is rather ambivalent:
it is both a created entity and a living, natural being. The castle, built in the distant past by the
ancestors of Titus and Sepulchrave, a structure so organic that it resembled a natural creation,

has through the centuries acquired the characteristics of a kind of sentience. It has developed.
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though the Ritual, both the means of perpetuating its own existence, and a mode of
communicating what is necessary for the continuation of that existence. Thus, like an organism,
it has evolved in a way most likely to ensure its survival. In some ways, it may be compared to
Frankenstein’s creature - and the Gothic motifs discussed above would support this. However,
unlike Mary Shelley’s monster, it has not been shunned by its creators, and has in turn become
their protector. This, then, it might be argued, is central to the relationship between
Gormenghast and its inhabitants: that of creators and created.

I have suggested, on the other hand, that the relationship is more reciprocal than this:
Gormenghast is something that Fuchsia “could never do without”. Though it may be argued that
the relationship between Shelley’s man and monster is also interdependent, Victor Frankenstein
does not accept this, and endeavours to destroy what he has created. His animosity, which is in
effect a denial of the bond between creator and created, causes a shift in the relationship, an
alienation which ultimately leads to Victor’s destruction. On the other hand, the bond between
the Groans and their home is so closely cemented that they have come to be regarded as a single
entity. One outcome of this is that Gormenghast, as the protector of its people, fulfils a parental
function.

This may seem an odd contention: Gormenghast, at least as presented in Titus Groan, is a
singularly barren environment. For, though the first book is concerned primarily with the death
and early life of Titus, this is set against a background of dust and shadows that makes the
nativity of the protagonist seem a highly incongruous event. However, I would argue that this
very lack of natural growth or fertility supports the contention that the castle performs a
surrogate role as parent.

Countess Gertrude is a mother to her cats and birds, rather than her son, for whom she shows

little maternal feeling. Although in snatches, she clearly has a strong concemn for his existence -
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and this becomes increasingly important in the second book - her motives are not parental: they
are a manifestation of the depth of her loyalty to, and belief in, the continuation of the noble line.
When Titus is first presented to her, she shows no parental emotion:

“Slagg,’” said the Countess, ‘go away! I would like to see the boy when he is six.

Find a wet nurse from the outer dwellings. Make him green dresses from the

velvet curtains. Take this gold ring of mine. Fix a chain to it. Let him wear it round

his wry little neck. Call him Titus. Go away and leave the door six inches open.’

(IG, 61)
Her orders show a compliance for the ancient laws of the Ritual, rather than any concern for the
well-being or happiness of the child. The birth has been a necessary inconvenience, which she
resolves to put behind her as soon as possible. “I get up tomorrow - tomorrow at dawn”, she tells
the bemused Doctor Prunesquallor. (TG, 60)

Sepulchrave, too, show little parental awareness of the child - though, perhaps, he is unable,
rather than unwilling, to celebrate the birth. He does in fact try to engage Sourdust in
conversation about the event - the consideration of which creates a brief reaction: “For a moment
a light appeared in his eyes and then dulled. The line of his mouth seemed for a moment to have
softened.” (TG, 67) Sourdust, however, is ruled by the ancient laws of Gormenghast. His life
has no room for such whimsy. The clock strikes ten, and the Earl is whisked away from his
breakfast table, his momentary contemplation stifled.

In effect, then, Titus is born an orphan: he is merely a continuation of the line. Fuchsia, to
an even greater extent, is starved of any parental affection. The paternal dynasty has no place
for her, especially after a male heir has been produced: and this engenders in her an inconsolable
feeling of rejection. Her father, in fact, does show some feelings towards her - but poignantly,

this is only when he himself has ceased to perform his function as Lord of Gormenghast. His
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final madness, which is more appealing to Fuchsia than his helpless loyalty to the Ritual, allows
a brief but tender relationship to develop which has, I think, a similar tone to that of Lear and
Cordelia. (See pp.75 and 231f))

However, the tragedy of this scene comes from the fact that the relationship that persists
between Fuchsia and both her parents is sadly lacking in affection. In a revealing passage in
Gormenghast, on the event of her mother’s birthday, Fuchsia tells Titus:

‘I don’t remember her having birthdays before. It’s all so inhuman.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,” said Titus.

“No,” said Fuchsia. ‘You wouldn’t, I suppose. It’s not your fault and you’re

lucky in a way. But I’ve read quite a lot and I know that most people see a

good deal of their parents - more than we do anyway.’

‘Well, I don’t remember father at ali,” said Titus.

‘I do,” said Fuchsia. ‘But he was difficult too. I hardly ever spoke to him.

I think he wanted me to be a boy.” (GG, 314)
This feeling of rejection, which makes Fuchsia so fiercely emotional and unstable, clearly
emphasises the fact that Sepulchrave and Gertrude are parents in fact only. Again, this concept
of the dysfunctional or fractured family is a device commonly associated with Dickens; and 1
shall explore the Dickensian quality of the novels in the second part of the thesis (see pp.80-1,
105; also chapter 8).

There is much evidence to suggest that the castle itself performs the role of surrogate parent,
not only to Titus and Fuchsia, but perhaps to the whole of the society that inhabits 1t.
Gormenghast’s primary function is as a sanctuary, a place of safety. It protects its inhabitants
from whatever lies outside its walls - so completely, in fact, that they are totally innocent (if one

discounts Fuchsia’s book-based knowledge, which I believe to be a rather weak point) of what
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does lie beyond its confines. In this way, it can be seen as fulfilling the role of the overprotective
parent. Titus, once he leaves its protection, is cruelly exposed to the realities of a world in which
he 1s no longer the focus.

Fuchsia has a fiercer love for the castle than for her biological parents - or at least for those
parts of it which she feels belong to her only: the silent rooms of the Attic. The love which
Fuchsia has for this secret region, what Peake describes, in Romantic style.* as “the love of a
man or of a woman for their world”, (TG, 77) is that which a child normally feels for its parents.
Fuchsia’s feelings of rejection are to some extent compensated for by this sense of unique
affinity with her home. In this sense, the familiar environment functions as a surrogate parent,
providing the same protection from the outside world, and representing the same authority as the
parent from which the individual has been alienated - or by which that individual feels herself
to have been rejected. Thus, as Fuchsia and Titus are alienated from their parents by the strict
conformity of the Ritual, so the castle performs a compensatory role - as their guardian. In many
ways, this function of the castle indicates Peake’s inherently Romantic sensibility - an area
which will also be considered later (see chapter 10 below).

As the plot unfolds, it becomes clear that Titus and Fuchsia are exceptions - not only in their
status as inheritors of the Groan blood and of all that that implies, but also (and possibly because
of this) in their attitude to the Ritual. Whereas the rest of the family and its retainers are either
unquestioning, or loyal, towards the system, Titus and Fuchsia come to despise it. Steerpike and
the Twins loath it only because they do not have sufficient status within its hierarchy. They wish
to control it, rather than to see its destruction.

The general attitude towards Gormenghast, therefore, is one of either active (as in
Barquentine, Flay and Gertrude) or passive (as in Sepulchrave and the lower orders) devotion.

This clearly parallels religion, an analogy which by implication also suggests a further, and |
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think highly significant, idea: that of Gormenghast as the deity of its people.

Many attributes of the castle might be considered to support this notion. Primarily, of course,
there is the Ritual, whose function is to preserve, in perpetuity, the dominance of the Family.
Its scrupulous attention to every facet of the castle’s life precludes the necessity of initiative and
individual rationalization or inspiration, thus minimising the possibility of heresy. This process
has been so successful that the castle’s structure has existed for millenia. Such longevity,
however, has rendered abstract the meaning of the thousands of rules, so that the focus of the
Ritual has become Gormenghast itself - the concrete representation of the immortal dynasty of
the Groans. The castle, built by the family has, through time, come to represent the family more
completely than the individuals themselves. It is, therefore, both real and ideal: to those who
believe in it, a god.

Furthermore, if we consider the attitudes of the more orthodox characters, it is clear that they
confer upon Gormenghast more or less deific status. Barquentine, in particular, represents the
the high priest who, in his mortal combat with Steerpike, derives a grim satisfaction from the
fact that, in his death throes, he is “burning an unbeliever.” (GG, 274) That Steerpike’s
treachery is conceived in terms of heresy clearly implies that, in the eyes of Barquentine,
Gormenghast is a deity. The purpose of the faithful is to serve its god - and to punish the
faithless. Barquentine is a fundamentalist, “the fanatic for whom the world holds no gradations
-only the blind extremes of black and white.” (GG, 267) He lives by the maxim “Evil and doubt
were one”, and the root of his dogma is an unflinching belief in “the sacred stones... the
godhead.” (GG, 267; see below, pp.123-5)

The attitude of the Countess towards her son and husband also supports the idea that
Gormenghast functions as a deity. Though she has no sentimental feelings of affection towards

Sepulchrave or Titus, she is powerfully protective towards them. Considering the possibility of
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a heretic within the castle, she declares to the Doctor that she will “crush its life out... not only
for Titus’ sake and for his dead father’s, but more - for Gormenghast.” (GG, 42-3) Like
Barquentine, Gertrude’s devotion is to Gormenghast first, and to the individual representatives
of the line, second (see pp.74ff.). It would perhaps be profitable to compare the reverence of
the orthodox Countess and Keeper of the Ritual with the philosophy which supported the
hegemony of the Plantagenet kings of medieval England - that is, that the monarch was invested
with divine authority. In fact, it is clear that the authority of Sepulchrave and Titus is almost
wholly based on that symbolic inheritance: the Ritual controls the actions of each to such a
degree that they are incapable of exerting any individuality.

Finally, there are the recurrent allusions in the first two novels to Paradise Lost. Steerpike,
the upstart angel, is damned by personal ambition to fall, disfigured, to ignominious defeat, the
vainglorious “monarch of darkness”. Fuchsia, the innocent Eve, is “more easily drawn to the
dark than the light”, (GG, 452) and is tempted by Steerpike into a spiral of despair. Titus, who,
in his struggle to understand the world, is Adam: “He was the First - a man upon a crag with the
torchlight of the world upon him!” (GG, 488) Finally Gormenghast itself, which, as their creator
is not, perhaps, a Miltonic God, but more appropriately, the authoritarian deity Urizen in Blake’s

mythos (see also pp.181ff.)

I have suggested that each of the three ‘living’ functions of Gormenghast implies a different
relationship between the castle and its inhabitants. The idea of the castle as an organism, | have
proposed, may most appropriately be considered if we apprehend its existence as that of a

creature - like Frankenstein’s monster, a created, yet independently existing entity. The
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relationship between creator and creature, though, is inverted if we consider that Gormenghast
performs the role of parent to its dependent inhabitants. The creature has become, if not the
creator, then the primary entity, the progemtor rather than the progeny. The shift in emphasis
is not paradoxical - it merely denotes a change which has taken place over the centuries. The
family created Gormenghast which, through time, has become the perpetual representation of
that family. Finally, when we consider the notion that it also functions as a deity, then the
relationship shifts once again: the creature has become, not only progenitor, but creator. The
castle is not only the protector of its people: it has also become the sole reason for their
existence.

We can therefore detect a progression in the function of the castle, which has necessitated
an evolution in the relationship between Gormenghast and its people. Initially, the castle’s
function is purely physical: it is a fortress, built to provide defence against whatever lies outside.
Due to its extreme isolation, its inhabitants then become more and more reliant upon that
protection: that is, the dependency extends from the physical to the psychological and emotional.
Finally, due to the many features described in the previous chapter, but of which we might cite
physical isolation and great age as the most important, the castle comes to be perceived, not only
as a physical and emotional guardian, but also as the instigator of, and reason for, all existence.
Confining its inhabitants so entirely, it has expanded as their perception has diminished, until
it forms the limit of perception: the embodiment of both reality and the ideal, it is the sole
referent, the “godhead”.

However, that is not to say that Gormenghast’s ‘final’ function is that of a deity. Throughout
the novels, it can be seen to manifest all those functions described above. It is still a physical
construction; it manifests characteristics of a living organism; and it is perceived by its

inhabitants as many things, including a surrogate parent and a kind of god. The relationship
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between people and castle, developed as it has been throughout many centuries, is highly
complex.

Such complexity, coupled with the obscurity that Peake’s methods of presentation create,
recalls the fog-bound London encountered at the opening of Dickens’ Bleak House: dimly-
discerned, a vast, dark conglomeration of physical, historical, psychological and mythical
structures - in short, a metropolis. The metropolis, the limitless, limiting man-made construct,
may perform all the functions considered above; but it may also incorporate many more. The

extent to which Gormenghast can be described as such a metaphor of human civilisation is the

basis of the discussion of the next chapter.



Notes.

1. Gormenghast, 359.

2. Gay Chfford, The Transformation of Allegory (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974)
90.

3. John D. Rosenberg’s The Darkening Glass: A Portrait of Ruskin’s Genius (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1961) gives an interesting account of Ruskin’s attempts to promote
the Gothic as symbolising a return to pre-industrial, organic notions of social organisation.

4. “Romantic” here and elsewhere denotes a comparison with the style and sensibility of the
English Romantic movement; “romance” on the other hand refers to the courtly medieval
romance tradition.
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3. The Metropolis of Gormenghast.

A closed world such as Gormenghast can clearly be interpreted symbolically. The complete
isolation of the castle, the ““island of maroons set in desolate water beyond all trade routes” (GG,
99), leads the cnitic towards the notion that all in Gormenghast, like all in Gothic (according to
Elizabeth MacAndrew), is symbolic. However, As MacAndrew also points out, the Gothic world
is not so completely alien as to preclude the comparative analysis of the characters and society
of that universe with the ‘real” world. She maintains that, just as Gothic fiction draws its power
from its existence at the margins of ‘normal’ society, and its interraction with it, so its characters
“fall between the abstract and the concrete, between the transcendental and the everyday,
between the allegorical and the mimetie.”' They are, in other words, both drawn from the real
world, and representative of it.

This is also true, I believe, of Gormenghast. It is further removed from the normal world than
any Gothic domain; yet there are many common points of reference, from the mundane (sherry,
hot baths, tea and toast) to the esoteric (the Doctor’s knowledge of medical science, for example,
or the nihilistic philosophies of the old Professor). This, despite the ‘otherness’ of Gormenghast,
provides an important distinction between this world and the alternate universes of ‘marvellous’
fiction, such as that of Tolkien. The works of Tolkien and Peake are often compared, but the
contrast between them is more striking than the comparison: the world of Middle-Earth is
allegorical, whereas that of Gormenghast is not - at least, not completely. The allegorical allows
an interpretation of the real world, without confusing reality and fantasy. This permits the
narrator to maintain an omniscient distance from the created universe, and thus adopt a clear
moral stance. Gormenghast and its inhabitants, though strange, inhabit an area closer to reality.

Rosemary Jackson suggests that Peake’s novels occupy much the same area as Gothic
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fiction.? Between the passive narratives of ‘marvellous’, or ‘faery’fiction (including the works
of Tolkien and Hans Andersen, for example), and the mimesis of realism (also, she claims, a
passive form of fiction), is the area inhabited by fantasy. Fantasy, she claims, rejects both
extremes of fiction, preferring to examine the real world from a position only partly removed
from it. This shift, she maintains, allows the wrnter the freedom from social constraints that
inhibits the realists, while retaining a close enough relationship with the real world to allow an
active and critical examination of it.
While the Titus novels certainly can be said to occupy this area, [ would like to suggest that
a further refinement can be made regarding their position relative to Gothic fiction, as well as
to those other fictions classified in the above text as ‘fantastic’. As I have suggested above,
Gothic worlds inhabit a region on the periphery of the real world. The inhabitants of such
worlds are rejected, dissatisfied or lost members of ‘normal’ society, whose actions are
consequently judged by that society. They are, according to the rules of that society, either
innocents or deviants. That they can be considered as abstracts depends on this polarnized,
archetypal quality. Much the same can be said of Dickens’ characters - though, as the
environment they inhabit is more familiar, so the mimetic qualities of the characters (at least,
those characters drawn from the strata of society with which Dickens was familiar) is perhaps
more important than the archetypal. Indeed, some of Dickens’ weaker figures are thinly
characterised, two dimensional representations of social ‘types” (examples might be Stephen
Blackpool and Rachel in Hard Times, or Joe Gargery in Great Expectations); as such, they bear
a closer resemblance to the heroes and heroines of Gothic fiction.
Whereas Dickens’ familiar settings, and the interrelationship between Gothic worlds and
‘normal’ society, render them nearer to realist than to marvellous fiction, Gormenghast lies at

a point mid-way between the two extremes. The difference is not great: both Peake and Dickens
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employ parody, for example, in their fiction (see chapter 15 below); and the fact that they are
able to use this technique suggests that their fantasies are mimetic to a certain degree. Yet,
whereas the parodic in Dickens tends towards the burlesque, taking mimesis to the extremes of
caricature, Peake’s style, while still retaining its comic roots, is perhaps more imbued with
cynicism. Dr. Prunesquallor, one of Peake’s sharpest comic characters, is more than a dandy:

His airy and fatuous manner was deceptive. As he trilled, as he prattled, as he

indulged in his spontaneous ‘conceits’, as he gestured, foplike and grotesque,

his magnified eyes skidding to and fro behind the lenses of his glasses, like soap

at the bottom of a bath, his brain was often other-where, and these days it was

well occupied. (TG, 470)
This duality, this fusion of the real and the representative, allows Gormenghast to be considered
both as a reflected image of society, and as an abstract of it. As this suggests, Gormenghast
exists both in the realm of the marvellous (or fictional) and in that of the real. I shall now
consider the nature of the novels’ representation of reality, before exploring the abstract - and

therefore symbolic - motifs presented within Gormenghast’s metropolis.

The Titus novels record, on a social level, an ancient civilisation at a moment of rapid and
far-reaching change. Clearly, the analogy here is that of English society during the Second
World War; and I shall go on to consider how the novels can be interpreted as an analogy of the
war and its aftermath at the end of this thesis (see chapter 16 below). Seen in such terms,
Gormenghast can be said to be an oblique representation of England before the war. However,

as John Batchelor has pointed out, the castle is presented first and foremost as a medieval
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society.” It is interesting, therefore, to consider the extent to which the rigid social structures of
pre-war England, which Peake experienced directly, can be seen as representing the last vestiges
of the medieval feudal system. This may seem a rather tenuous suggestion; but if one considers
the many seemingly anachronistic tableaux presented within Gormenghast - and also the fact that
Peake’s first years, spent within the feudal environment of pre-modernised China, followed by
his coming to England and the public school ethos of Eltham College - it is understandable that
the society of Gormenghast lives by a code whose archaic rigidity recalls that of the medieval
tripartite structure. Indeed, to Peake’s partly-parodic, partly-romantic sensibility, the archaisms
of the class-bound English society which he found himself transported into in the early 1920s,
with its modes of decorum, its monarchy and its Church, may have evinced the same sense of
changelessness which for Evelyn Waugh connected the present with the past. The school-room
scenes in Gormenghast, in particular, suggest a curriculum more akin to the classical education
remembered so fondly by Charles Ryder in Brideshead Revisited, than the utilitarian instruction
he fears has formed the background of learning for the egalitarian Hooper.* The lazy summer
mornings of Titus’s schooldays, with their ritualized games and long hours of boredom; the
excruciatingly formal ‘social’ occasions, such as the Christening or the Birthday Breakfast; even
Titus’s truancies and adventures in the forgotten passages of the castle, or outside its walls: all
are the familiar vignettes of this older world. As David Punter suggests, they represent “the ruins
of a civilisation, and... the persistence of rules and norms unintelligible to the post-war world.”’

If it is admitted that Gormenghast can be identified with this idea of pre-war, and indeed,
feudal England then, by implication, it can also be strongly argued that the great shift in
consciousness, brought about through the conflicts and crises of the first half of this century, 1s

echoed in the change that dominates the action of the novels. I intend now to examine this

notion more closely, and to consider its significance.
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I have compared briefly the respective uses of parody in the works of Peake and Dickens.
I believe that this comparison need not be limited to characterisation, but may be extended to
the depiction of the societies in which those characters exist. Whereas Dickens’ characters and
settings tend to be closer to caricature and mimesis (containing as they do, more elements of the
stereotype than the archetype), the milieu of Gormenghast is closer to the archetypal: it is
representative, not only of pre-war England (as Dickens’ world was of Victorian and early
nineteenth century England), but of various periods of the whole post-conquest age. Although
Dickens was able, by combining both abstract and real elements of English society, to present
characters and settings that were at least partly ideal, he was limited by the fact that his universe
was a parody of the real. Gormenghast, on the other hand, is a parody of the ideal - a fusion of
what Peake perceived to be the essential elements of a thousand years of English society.

The feudal system was a particularly resilient one. The pyramidal structure, with the nobility
at the apex, the clergy below them, and the peasant population at the base, was the most
enduring of systems. The nobility were dependent on the loyalty of the people; that loyalty was
maintained by economic dependence, and supported by the social and psychological influence
of the Church. The clergy were in turn dependent on the patronage of the nobility. This
organisation survived, in its essence, from the Norman Conquest to the eighteenth century.

At its height, the focus of feudalism was the medieval castle. The castle provided protection
from the outside world - a factor which was in itself important enough to secure the fealty of
those that dwelt in its demesne. Clearly, the presentation of Gormenghast in Titus Groan is that
of the medieval castle par excellence. It is a sanctuary from the extreme elements of the
weather, as well as any other perceived threats. It is also a complete community - a living unit.
As such, it needs feeding and clothing; it needs entertaining and (among the upper echelons of

its society) educating; it needs instruction and guidance. The majority of its inhabitants (Irma
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Prunesquallor is a notable exception) have a function within the community - whether as First
Servant, Grey Scrubber, or Curator of the Bright Carvings: each individual is a tiny part of the
great whole.

The Great Kitchen is a good example of this aspect of the system. It appears to be a region
of chaos, in which “everything was confusion”. (TG, 29) However, it is above all else a working
kitchen, and on a vast scale: it has “huge bowls capable of holding fifty portions”, and “a twelve-
foot by nine-foot chopping block, cross-hatched and hollowed by decades of long wounds.” (TG,
30) To Flay, despite being the domain of the despised Swelter and his minions, it is an integral
part of the castle:

He hated what he saw... and yet a thrill in his scarecrow body made him aware

of how right it all was... he was so much a part and parcel of Gormenghast that

he could instinctively tell when the essence of its tradition was running in the

true channel, powerfully and without deviation. (TG, 30)
The kitchen also provides an insight into the finer distinctions of status among the workers.
Swelter, the cook, controls the region, and demands the total loyalty of his subjects. In the Great
Kitchen he acknowledges no superior - a source of acrimony for Flay. Further down the scale,
the five sauciers, lying on the huge, twisted beam that traverses the room, can be identified by
their green scarves; still lower are the Grey Scrubbers. It is clear from Peake’s description of
them that the structure of Gormenghast is an archetypal cross-section:

The walls of the vast room... were the personal concern of a company of

eighteen men known as the ‘Grey Scrubbers’. It had been their privilege

on reaching adolescence to discover that, being the sons of their fathers, their

careers had been arranged for them and that stretching ahead of them lay

their identical lives consisting of an unimaginative if praiseworthy duty...
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Coarse as these men appeared, they were an integral part of the Great Kitchen.

(IG, 27)
Peake, in this parodic yet somewhat condescending tone, goes on to suggest that: “Without the
Grey Scrubbers something very earthy, very heavy, very real would be missing to any sociologist
searching in that steaming room, for the completion of a circle of temperaments, a gamut of the
lower human values.” (TG, 27) However, this group, with its “echo of the simian”, (TG, 27) is
part of a vast social system; and, despite a suggestion of snobbishness, this anthropomorphic
caricaturing is part of Peake’s comic-satiric sensibility, and, artistically at least, part of his
strength.

Indeed, the parody isn’t limited to a single stratum of the social hierarchy of Gormenghast.
From the lowest menial to the Earl and Countess themselves, every character is extreme -
whether (in the more sophisticated or central characters) in terms of character, or (in the Grey
Scrubbers, for example) physically.

Moving up the social scale, we come next to the professionals: the Professors and the Doctor.
None of these can be said to belong to the hierarchical pyramid described above; but it is
significant that the Professors only appear in the second novel; and though Doctor Prunesquallor
is influential throughout the first two books, he and his sister become more prominent in
Gormenghast. I shall go on to discuss the significance of this below (see chapter 6; also pp.244-
6; 248-50). Furthermore, as Gormenghast represents England of the past rather than one
particular period, the Professors and Prunesquallor are not wholly incongruous.

They are also conservative in outlook. Education in Gormenghast is not a source of
originality or enlightenment: Bellgrove and his colleagues are as much a part of the system as
the Grey Scrubbers: “It was for the Professors to (sic) suffer no change.” (GG, 119) As such,

lessons are presented with the minimum of enthusiasm, and received accordingly. The teachers
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are as immature as the boys they teach: Irma’s party is to the former as the daring classroom
games are to the latter - a source of diversion from the dull routine of stagnant orthodoxy. (See
chapters 6 and 14 below)

Doctor Prunesquallor, too, is no malcontent. Despite the fact that he harbours anguished
thoughts about the fairness of the system - especially in relation to the way in which he sees it
as affecting the psychological stability of Fuchsia and Titus - he is essentially of the system, and
believes its continuation to be fundamentally important. Although, when he finds Titus
incarcerated in the Lichen Fort, he wonders “Would the child ever be free tomorrow?” (GG, 157)
- he is, as described in Titus Groan, “no outsider”. (470) Though he has “positively heterodox
opinions regarding certain aspects of the Castle’s life” (TG, 470), he is one of the most resolute
and capable defenders of the faith, who pursues Steerpike with as much courage and
determination as any of his superiors.

Sourdust and Barquentine are clearly, in terms of their fundamentalism and dogma, parodies
of conservative Christian priests. Whether, as the reverence for relics and elaborate ceremonies
might suggest, the Ritual and its ministers are a parody of Roman Catholicism (which would
support, perhaps, the assertion that Titus Groan presents a medieval world) or of orthodox
religion in general, it is evident that, as a ‘religion’, it is a very powerful force indeed. AsT have
suggested above, the Ritual’s raison d etre - the perpetuation of the dominance of the House of
Groan, and therefore the continued existence of Gormenghast - means that it functions as the
backbone of social structure.

Even the family are subordinate to this basic tenet. Their existence depends on the continued
dominance of the Ritual which gives them their power. Of course, when Titus leaves, the
breaking of the line leaves the function of the Ritual without its focus; but the fact that, when

Titus returns at the end of Titus Alone, he hears the cannon that continues to fire in his name.
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it is clear that the Ritual has, through the centuries, accrued a momentum which enables it to
continue to function, just as traces of the ancient feudal system persisted in Britain long after its
focus - the aristocracy - had been dissmpowered.

The family, therefore, exists within the system in much the same way as everyone else: it is
only when the fabric which controls the lives of all the inhabitants of Gormenghast begins to fray
under the strain of rebellion, that Gertrude can begin to assert her own authority. When the
system is running smoothly (or, at least, running), each member of the family has their own role
to perform, and little room for personal choice.

One group that retains a degree of independence (although in many ways they are just as
dependent on the system as anyone else) is that which lives outside the walls of the castle: the
Bright Carvers. They have evolved apart from the denizens of the castle; they have their own
laws and codes of behaviour. Yet their lives are as ritualized as any within the walls. They eat
the same meal at the same time in the same place, from generation to generation. They have a
strict hierarchy according to their skills and patronage by the castle. However, living beyond the
confines of the castle, they are scornful of the society that exists within it.

It may be argued that the Bright Carvers parody two peripheral subgroups of society: artists
or artisans. I would like to suggest that they represent something of both. The carvings that are
the focus of their lives are clearly art forms - and their creators are described as having the
“hotness of creative restlessness”; (IG, 92) yet, when they have to, as is the case in the flood,
they can put their skills to more utilitarian uses - albeit with the same fierce rivalry and pride as
ever - by building boats: “It was not carving in the creative sense in which they excelled, but it
was carving.” (GG, 431)

Within the milieu of Gormenghast, then, we are presented with a complete society: a parodic

cross-section of the hierarchical metropolis. Whether in the ancient medieval robes of Sourdust,
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or in the Edwardian dressing-gown and slippers of the Doctor, the individuals that inhabit
Gormenghast are clearly representatives of a recognizeable past, its shadows cast long and
somewhat distorted. However, such is the nature of this distortion, it is also possible to detect
the features of the symbolic as well as the parodic. I shall now endeavour to examine the notion
of the metropolis of Gormenghast as a symbolic world - a mythical universe in which the
abstract is made concrete.

Returning to the Great Kitchen, it is easy to consider this region of fire and steam in mythical
terms: in fact, as a quasi-medieval image of hell. It is an underworld of chaos, debauchery,
cacophonous noise: “a hideous croak of laughter, or a thrilled whisper, or the clearing of some
coarse throat”. (TG, 29) It is, as I have already commented, larger than life. Its inhabitants,
furthermore, are distorted, unidentifiable as individuals: faceless creatures, who perform their
monotonous labours in perpetuity:

Through daily proximity to the great slabs of stone, the faces of the Grey

Scrubbers had become like slabs themselves. There was no expression

whatever upon the eighteen faces, unless the lack of expression is in itself

an expression. (TG, 28)
This is the world of Breughel or Hieronymous Bosch - an image of medieval society distorted.
It is an amalgam of mythologies. Swelter, its master, is both a Lord of Misrule - a devil (taunted
by imps), and a representation of Gluttony - surrounded by the slothful kitchen hands and the
proud, angry Steerpike.

In the first chapter of this section, I suggested that Gormenghast represented the region of
Pandaemonium. The Great Kitchen bears this comparison most readily - especially 1f one
considers that it is from this lurid environment that Steerpike, clearly a more Satanic figure than

Swelter, escapes. Following his flight, then, we can perhaps perceive the regions through which
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he passes in a similar vein.

Steerpike’s meteoric rise begins with the smallest chance: he slips away from the drunken
revelry of the Kitchen, as Swelter collapses into an inebriate stupor. Following Flay through the
blackness of the Stone Lanes, he first glimpses, through the secret ‘Spy-Hole’, what he calls “the
owner of... the whole caboodle, bricks, guns and glory.” (TG, 49) Summarily incarcerated by
Flay, he then escapes, climbing up to the roofs, from where he surveys and plans his conquest.
From there, he sees the Twins, Cora and Clarice; and then he descends into the world, and
Fuchsia’s Attic.

This clearly recalls Milton’s narration of Satan's flight from Hell. The Stone Lanes, those
seemingly endless passages of darkness, are akin to the great void between Hell and Heaven,
through which Lucifer flies.® The symbolism is supported by the fact that Steerpike’s flight, like
Satan’s, is from the depths upwards. The moment when Steerpike, peering clandestinely into
the bright corridors from the depths of gloom, first sees the inheritors of Gormenghast’s wealth,
reminds us of Satan’s arrival at the edge of the universe, from where he observes the newly-
created world:

And fast by hanging in a golden chain
This pendant world, in bigness as a star
Of smallest magnitude close by the moon.
Thither full fraught with mischievous revenge,
Accursed, and in a cursed hour he hies.”
Lying exhausted on the roof after his climb to freedom, Steerpike watches the lightening of
the sky, as the clouds are stripped away, as if it is the dawning of some primeval day. In fact,

it is the moon: but the phenomenon is just as fresh and raw - it is still a beginning, a fundamental

change from darkness to light:
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Then came the crumbling away of a grey veil from the face of the night, and

beyond the furthermost film of the terraced clouds there burst of a sudden a

swarm of burning crystals, and, afloat in their centre, a splinter of curved fire.

(IG, 134)
This new world is Steerpike’s Eden. As I have maintained above, he does not want to destroy
Gormenghast, but to control it, just as Satan, on beholding the glory of the world, seeks to rule
it. To do this, he must disguise himself: and Steerpike, like Satan, is a master of disguise. In
order to gain access to the power of the castle, it is necessary for him to appear as other than he
is. Of Fuchsia, he realises that “To win her favour he must talk in her own language.” (IG, 158)
The Twins must be won over by appealing to their sense of injustice, and their megalomania.
He inveigles himself into this world as Satan creeps into Eden.® (See also pp.141-2 below)
There are other symbolic referents within Gormenghast. Each region can be said to define

an area of human experience, so that the castle becomes a sort of psychological allegory. [ have
suggested this interpretation already, by referring to the nature of Swelter and his minions in
terms of the allegorical figures of the Deadly Sins; thus the Great Kitchen, as well as being
representative of Pandaemonium, can also be defined as the region of sustenance - the belly of
the castle. Another distinctive region is the East Wing of the castle - an eccentric, rambling
extension, which provides testimony to the ideosyncracies of succeeding Groans, in the form of
architectural follies, now reduced to “a procession of forgotten and desolate relics”. (TG, 203)
Housed in the East Wing is the Library - Lord Sepulchrave’s realm. It is to the Library that he
retires whenever possible: in “the world of words” he is able to escape the restrictions of the
Ritual. Even when he is performing the mechanical procedures that govern his every moment,
his mind is elsewhere - among the “row upon priceless row of calf-bound Thought.” (IG, 296)

The Library may therefore be considered as an allegory of wisdom - though given Sepulchrave’s



57

inability to act practically or with any initiative, it might be more pertinent to describe his shrine
as representative of abstract knowledge. This can also be seen in contrast both to the common
sense of Gertrude, and to the ignorance of the Twins, who, after all, destroy the Library and their
brother with it.

Another clearly symbolic part of the East Wing is the Tower of Flints. In the opening
paragraphs of Titus Groan, it is defined by way of a striking simile: “This tower, patched
unevenly with black ivy, arose like a mutilated finger from among the fists of knuckled masonry
and pointed blasphemously at heaven.” (TG, 15) Perhaps the most attractive notion is to
consider this symbol of Gormenghast as a Tower of Babel, representative both of human
ambition and of its futility. It points at heaven - yet beneath it, confusion reigns, and conflict.
Its “voice” - that of the owls that dwell within it - promises deliverance to the deranged Lord of
Groan; but this transcendence - what Sepulchrave describes as “the hour of my reincamnation”
(TG, 440) - is witnessed by Flay as a sacrifice to the rapaciousness of nature, if not “red in tooth
and claw’”, then “filled with a great weight of feathers, beaks and talons.” (IG, 441)

The subterranean regions of Gormenghast can also be interpreted symbolically. As Titus and
the Doctor follow Steerpike and Flay through the labyrinthine passages beneath the castle, there
is among the protagonists a sense of recognition which might be described as mythical. Itis

“A world unfamiliar in its detail - new to them, although unquestionably of the very stuff of their
memories and recognizable in this general and almost abstract way.” (GG, 372) This shared,
subconscious recognition presents the region as an essential part of the symbolic metropolis of
human existence: the common memory. It is the world of Limbo, the mythic representation of
the deepest and oldest levels of our cultural matrices - the shadowy, half-known legacy of human
history. In classical mythology, this is the world beneath the world, through which flows the

River Lethe, in whose currents the memories of all life flows, and the Styx, the barrier between
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the temporal world and the eternal - or, it might be said, between innocence and experience. The
psychological implications of this subconscious level of human culture - what Jung termed the
‘collective unconscious’ - will be explored later in the thesis (see chapter 12 below).

The pursuit of Steerpike - the devil of the underworld - is therefore, for Titus at least, a
journey between the innocence of childhood and the harsh experience of adulthood. Witnessing
Steerpike’s depravity, he is irrevocably changed, stripped of innocence: “The young earl was
quite frankly terrified by what he saw. An area of solid ground had given way beneath his feet
and he had fallen into an underworld of which he had had no conception.” (GG, 382) Watching
Steerpike strutting and japing over the bodies of the Twins, Titus glimpses Hades - just as he has
seen a vision of Elysium in the forest, in his encounter with the Thing (see pp.158 and 1691f.).
Steerpike and the Thing are images of worlds outside his experience: the devil and the angel.

Echoes of classical symbolism are bound to appear in a world which, though to some extent
resistant to allegory, nevertheless is representative of civilization - and which therefore carries
with it the mythical undercurrents that have persisted throughout the development of that
civilization. An example of this, and one which underlies one of the major themes of the novels
- that of loss and the quest for knowledge - is the idea of the labyrinth. As 1 have suggested
above, the pursuit of Steerpike takes place in a dark maze of passages. The mythological
resonance of this motif - which is visited repeatedly by the rebellious Titus, and also by the
banished Flay - clearly casts both the young lord and the loyal exile, in the role of the archetypal
figure of the wanderer. Titus, despite his rejection of his preordained role, and his insistence that
he is Titus alone, is, in fact, more than this. He is the first abdicator in his world: yet, as a

literary figure, he recalls those wanderers and searchers of Greek myth, Orpheus and Ulysses

(again, see chapter 12 below)

Also, in a different way, the symbol of the wanderer/exile is represented by Flay. Whereas
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the young protagonist functions in the same way as the Romantic hero, led by an irresistible
curiosity, a desire to discover what lies beyond the horizon, Flay, the loyal servant of the Line,
searches methodically and rationally. Moving through the shadows of the labyrinth, he is rather
an aged Theseus than an Orpheus, marking wherever he goes: “As he proceeded he made, upon
the wall, following his usual custom, the rough marks with white chalk which had more than
once helped him to find his way back to familiar ground.” (GG, 299)

Despite this rich vein of classical symbolism in the novels - and the clear significance they
have in terms of the central themes and issues explored - the overriding mythical tone, it seems
to me, is not classical, but Christian - at least in the first two novels. For, though the quest for
identity, which becomes the dominant theme in Titus Alone, is more suggestive of the classical
mythos, the dominant theme of Titus Groan and Gormenghast - that of cataclysmic change -
becomes polarized into a confrontation between ‘good” and ‘evil’, and focuses on the notions
of innocence and experience - thus reflecting the central concerns of Christian symbolism.

As I have indicated above, Steerpike can be seen as a Satanic figure, who emerges from the
‘Pandaemonium’ of the Great Kitchen, rises up to challenge the ‘Gods’, and is damned by his
ambition to a diabolic end. Yet, even if interpreted as a parody of the Miltonic cycle,
Gormenghast cannot be restricted to a single symbolic function. After all, it defies any definitive
or exclusive description: “The walls of Gormenghast were like the walls of paradise or the walls
of an inferno. The colours were devilish or angelic according to the colour of the mind that
watched them.” (GG, 263) This is significant. As I shall go onto explain, this inclusivity, which
allows the reader the luxury of making any allusions he feels to be pertinent, is an essentially
modern (or even postmodern) attribute. (See chapter 11 below) Gormenghast, in its resistance
to any sort of categorization, becomes all things to all men.

Returning to the Christian symbolism of Gormenghast, then, it is clear that, though the
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Kitchen can be seen as Hell, and Steerpike Satan, the castle as a whole can also be seen as Eden.
As 1 have asserted above (pp.16-17), the castle’s design and remoteness provides effective
sanctuary for its inhabitants. The theme of change that informs the plot is therefore
appropnately that of a loss of innocence - which is again strongly redolent of the Miltonic loss
of paradise. The castle is a fortress which protects the innocent from the primeval outer world -
and preserves their sexual and emotional naivety. Gormenghast is also the original home: there
is no existence previous to this one. Furthermore, though Steerpike is a native of the castle, he
is also perceived as an outsider - the rigid class system excluding him from the ‘blessed’ state
of existence of the Family. His temptation of Fuchsia, the prelapsarian Eve, severs her from the
immortality of the Line, and leads to her death.

The castle is an archaic and stagnant world; yet it is also a world where a state of blessed
ignorance of the woes of the universe persists. Peake, despite the fact that he sees this ignorance
as unfeasible in the modern world, nevertheless presents in the novels a secular retelling of the
Fall. According to such a reading, it becomes inevitable that Titus must leave his home: he has

been tempted by the Tree of Knowledge.

As my purpose in this first section has been to examine the nature and functions of

Gormenghast, my line of analysis has necessarily excluded, thus far, a consideration of Titus

Alone. Indeed, much of my argument has been based on the fact that Gormenghast is perceived

as a completely isolated environment. The existence of other worlds - the regions the

protagonist visits in Titus Alone - does not undermine this approach, however. As Ihave tried

to emphasise, the perception of Gormenghast as a unique environment by its inhabitants 1s very
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much the same as any sort of objective reality. Titus is the first to leave Gormenghast, and is
therefore a pioneer, moving out towards the darkness. He seeks out new regions, hitherto
unknown, with which he can compare his home. To close this examination of Gormenghast,
therefore, I intend to strike out, with our protagonist, beyond its walls, and to examine how
Titus's recollection of his home provides another level of interpretation of its symbolic
significance.

“What do I care for the symbolism of it all?” asks Titus, as he prepares to turn his back on
Gormenghast. (GG, 459) Ironically, it is just that - the very symbolism of his home, what it
represents to him - which he clings to as he wanders, bewildered, in the unchartered regions.
As he moves further and further away from Gormenghast, he clutches a fragment of the Tower
of Flints - a symbol of the whole castle. Then, at the moment he reaches in his pocket for the
flint, he sees ahead of him a city - obviously a symbolic contrast to the ancient castle: an
alternative metropolis. By considering the differences between city and castle, I hope to be able
to provide a further insight into the symbolic function of Gormenghast.

This contrast is emphasised, initially, by the fact that, in order to reach the City'", Titus
undertakes a journey which again is mythical in both tone and structure: he becomes completely
Jost, and wanders through “regions thighbone-deep in sumptuous dust” or “lands as harsh as
metal”. (TA, 9) He eludes strange people, racing down a river; exhausted, he slumps in his boat
as the river carries him, Lethe-like, into the Limbo of amnesia; and finally, he is dragged ashore
by a humpbacked fisherman, who “dragged him from his moon-bright cradle” like an infant
Perdita."!! (Again, see chapter 12)

Coming to the City, like Titus, from the closed existence of Gormenghast, it seems to us less

real, more dream-like, than the ancient castle. Indeed, the citizens of Titus Alone, though they

are perhaps closer, in terms of experience, to our own world - living in tower blocks, working
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as scientists or bureaucrats - seem much stranger and less human than Dr. Prunesquallor, Nannie
Slagg or Swelter. Though on one level arcane, Gormenghast represents a shared experience of
the past. The City, though familiar in certain respects, is recognizable as an embodiment of our
fears for the future: it is a dystopia, a negative interpretation of what might be. As such, it is
undoubtedly more disturbing than any vision of what has already happened. This is why Titus,
despite needing to escape his past, also finds it essential to hold onto its values in this unknown
region.

Within the concepts of Christian symbolism, it becomes clear that Gormenghast is on many
levels a paradise lost. The dystopic representation of the post-lapsarian world is much darker
than that which Titus left - even though the prevalent tone which pervades the castle is more
sombre than any Miltonic vision of Eden. One might posit instead a comparison with Blake, in
whose poetry the dilemma - which can be described in the oxymoron “experienced innocence” -
is similarly presented and examined. I shall consider this at a later stage (see pp.181-5 below);
though I feel it useful at this point to bear in mind the effect created by contrast and comparison
in The Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1794), in that the value of innocence is dependent
upon the consideration of this state from the position of experience, and in the knowledge of
loss.

Earlier in this chapter, when comparing the significance of the parody of Peake and Dickens,
I suggested that Gormenghast and its inhabitants could be said to occupy a position closer to the
ideal, though still to some extent dependent on the real: the parodying of English society
depends, naturally, on the recognition of elements drawn from that society. The world of Titus

Alone, however, is only recognizable in the abstract, and its characters are little more than

personifications: Veil, an anagram of ‘evil’, is nothing more than that; Cheetah, unable to feel

any human emotion, cheats both herself and others; the Scientist, a deformed creature, 1S
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mutated by his soul-less profession; and Black Rose, (Blake's ‘Sick Rose’?) more a symptom
of a dying, inhumane civilization than an individual. True, human characters do inhabit Titus
Alone, Muzzlehatch and Juno among them. However, in a world that can discard its
undesirables into the perpetual gloom and hopelessness of the Under-River - surely a Hell
infinitely more tragic than the Great Kitchens - they are endangered species. Indeed,
Muzzlehatch cannot survive it; and Juno must desert it, as Titus did his own home.

So the protagonist returns to Gormenghast - or at least to its periphery. He cannot return to
the past, having left its protection. As he wanders eastwards, unknowingly heading back towards
his ancient home, there is a final echo of Paradise Lost - and of its Romantic reworking,
Frankenstein: “Hungry, weary, he made his solitary way, eating roots and berries and drinking
from the streams. Month followed month until one day, as he wandered through the lonely void,
his heart jumped into his throat.” (TA, 261)

He has stumbled upon his home: Gormenghast, which stands, like the Gothic castle it
resembles, between the real and the ideal; the embodiment of the past, and the symbol of ancient
civilization; the progenitor and protector of its race; the first and last reference point - a limiting,

and yet infinite, world of innocence, which Titus has left, but to which he must always return.
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rt Two: The ‘Society’ of Gormenghast.

I have established that the basic relationship between Gormenghast and its inhabitants is a
mutually-dependent, symbiotic one, the purpose and function of each being fundamentally linked
to that of the other. David Punter has suggested that this relationship is rather more one-way:
“Peake... is not at his best in the portrayal of character or action, but in the depiction of
environment and the claustrophobic and stultifying effects of certain types of environment on
character itself ! However, I believe that, though the effect of environment on character is a
central theme within the novels, the characters themselves are highly distinctive individuals.

It is an interesting point that such a rich diversity of characters has been generated from a
primarily medieval social system, whose rigid totalitarianism is the antithesis of individualism.
There are, as I shall argue, two essential reasons for this. Peake’s skill in characterisation,
informed by differing degrees of irony (in his comic figures) and sympathy (in his tragic or
pathetic ones), allows him to develop distinctive character types. This is augmented by Peake’s
expositional style, in which characters are introduced and developed in isolation.” The result
is a highly effective representation of what might be described as archetypes within a
dysfunctional, or fractured, society. Therefore, while the replacement of Sourdust by his son,
Barquentine, highlights the resistance of the system to any change or development, it is also clear
that, particularly among the upper ranks of the castle’s society (ie. those characters given
individual identities), each character resists the stereotype which its function within the system
would suggest.

As I shall discuss later in this thesis, Titus conforms, on on¢ level, to the archetype of the
Romantic hero (see chapter 10). In fact, the novels, being an account of the “early emotional

. s 3 1
or spiritual development or education of [the sequence s] hero™, may be described as a
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Bildungsroman (see also pp.150ff.). One purpose of this section, therefore, is to examine those
individuals who effect that “development or education”. In part three of the thesis, I shall then
turn to a consideration of Titus himself. However, as I have affirmed above, the function of the
characters is also to reflect the weaknesses, or the resilience, of the ‘society” of Gormenghast,

thereby indicating both the source of the malaise, and those aspects of the moribund world that

Titus, when he departs, should hang on to.
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4. The Groans: Sepulchrave, Gertrude, the Twins.

The older generation of Groans - the Earl, his wife and his sisters - are the obvious group with
which to begin this analysis of the characters. Sepulchrave and Gertrude are the heads of the
dynasty of Gormenghast; Cora and Clarice, despite the fact that they live in a remote part of the
castle, are nevertheless of the blood; and, though the three characters (Cora and Clarice
manifestly being two parts of the same whole) are vastly different, they share an outlook on the
world which is fundamentally based on the idea of hereditary perpetuation. They are of the old

faith, the ones who believe, as did Charles Ryder in Waugh's Brideshead Revisited, that “we

E3) 1

possess nothing certainly except the past.
The worlds and ideologies of Lord Marchmain and the seventy-sixth earl of Groan are
certainly comparable. Despite the fact that Marchmain has turned away from Catholicism, the
faith of his ancestors, he still belongs essentially to all that it implies: the ancient authority of
his forebears, who were honoured in the old days, before the coming of the treacherous
protestants:
“‘We were knights then, barons since Agincourt, the larger honours came with
the Georges. They came the last and they’ll go the first; the barony goes on.
When all of you are dead Julia’s son will be called by the name his fathers bore
before the fat days...”?
And, of course, Marchmain returns to the Catholic faith on his deathbed.
Sepulchrave, though also longing to escape from the rigid structure he has inherited, and
which rules his life, would approve of this sentiment (and the medieval, and therefore pre-
Reformation, presentation of the castle in Titus Groan would also, as I have asserted above (see

pp.52-3), affirm the sense of tradition embodied in the ethos of the Catholic Church). Yet so
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completely has the Ritual controlled his every movement, it has alienated him from his
individual personality: it has been reduced to a wandering, abstract intellect, which, when
wrenched suddenly out of the melancholy shadows it has inhabited for so long, is unable to
support itself, and collapses into a final, fatal derangement.

In this way, Sepulchrave epitomises the symbiotic inhabitant of Gormenghast. His name is
instructive in this sense, meaning as it does both funereal and gloomy: his character is entombed
in the fabric of Gormenghast, buried in its ancient stones, part of the same whole: “How could
he love this place? He was a part of it.... To have asked him of his feelings for his hereditary
home would be like asking a man what his feelings were towards his own hand or his own
throat.” (TG, 62) His fortunes, therefore, are inextricably tied to those of Gormenghast. What
remains of his personality yearns for a release from the fetters of public life - yet this release can
only be brought about by the destruction of his home, and therefore himself. In this way, he 1s
the archetypal doomed lord. Alex Marchmain is possibly also of this type; he dies believing that
his family has died with him: ““Soon the fountain will be dry till the rain fills it, setting the fallen
leaves afloat in the basin; and over the lakes the leaves will spread and close...””?

Yet he had abdicated long before: like Titus, he had lost the faith that supported his home,
and left. Sepulchrave, on the other hand, goes to die within the very core of Gormenghast - the
Tower of Flints; and though, before his descent into madness, he has become aware that the
weight of his title has, with the birth of Titus, been passed on, his sense of relief proves deeply
ironic: “Now that he knew he had a son he realized how great had been the unspoken nightmare
which had lurked in his mind. The terror that with him the line of Groan should perish.” (TG,

296) Titus inherits the title of his father: but developments are afoot in Sepulchrave’s own

lifetime which, coupled with the emergence of his son’s own personality, lead to abdication and

the end of the dynasty.
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In another of Evelyn Waugh’s works of the period, the Sword of Honour Trilogy (1952 - 61),
the death of Mr Crouchback, the protagonist’s father, has much of the same sense of finality
about it. He is an heroic symbol of the past, who “had like many another been born in full
sunlight and lived to see night fall”™ - an ageing knight, incongruous in the brashness of the

modern age, who “acknowledged no monarch since James I1.”°

Guy, the hero of the trilogy. is
smaller, less heroic, just as his own age is cast as a pale, tarnished reflection of the past. Though
he inherits the name of Crouchback, it is a name which is “threatened with extinction”, and
whose significance has been much diminished. When the old man dies, the values of the old
world die with him. Miss Vavasour, Mr Crouchback’s companion in his last years, remarks of
Guy that he represents the “fin de ligne” - that, having none of the ancient greatness of his father,
he has only his name.

In comparing Guy and his father in such terms, Waugh is clearly presenting a nostalgic view
of England, as was typical of the fiction in the years of the war and its aftermath (see also p.278
below). As he states in the preface to Brideshead Revisited, “It was a bleak period of present
privation and threatening disaster® which naturally brought forth fond memories and
reminiscences, real or imagined, of the days before the dark conflicts of the twentieth century.
It may argued also that Peake’s vision is a nostalgic one. However, as I have pointed out above,
Gormenghast is a dark world, rotten and decayed, ripe for destruction. Whereas Waugh is much
more unequivocal about the glorious past, Peake’s world is rather a testimony to its failure.
Sepulchrave is not heroic. As I intend to argue, he is a tragic figure: but he is only tragic because
of the inevitability of his ultimate failure (see also pp.229ff.) Mr Crouchback makes a conscious
decision not to acknowledge an age which he finds unpalatable; but Sepulchrave is incapable

of such an act of defiance. Even, it might be said, he embraces capitulation (though in Peake’s

world as well as Waugh’s, there is a sense of a loss of honour).
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It must be stressed that Sepulchrave himself is not responsible for his own downfall. The
position he inherited at birth has eroded his individual character to such an extent that it cannot
survive independently. The duties he has had to perform throughout his life are “a relief and a
relative escape from himself” (TG, 205) - they provide a structure which supports him, while at
the same time wearing away his personality. Seeking solace in the abstraction of his beloved
books, he is further linking his identity with the physical structure of the castle. Thus, when the
library is set on fire, Sepulchrave is both entirely vulnerable, and completely unable to do
anything about it:

His home of books was on fire. His life was threatened, and he stood quite still.
His sensitive mind had ceased to function, for it had played so long in a world of
abstract philosophies that this other world of practical and sudden action had
deranged its structure. The ritual which his body had had to perform for fifty
years had been no preparation for the unexpected. (IG, 318)

Another important aspect of Sepulchrave’s character - and one which obviously contributes
to his derangement - is his melancholy. As I suggested above, the word from which his name
is derived - sepulchral - denotes ‘gloomy’ as well as ‘funereal’. Such an extreme mental state
- for it is clear that his suffering is both chronic and acute - emphasises the terminal state of
decline to which the society of Gormenghast has fallen. If the representative of the House of
Groan is constantly described as “dejected”, “weary” and “sad”, and the library, his domain, an
extension of that dark mood - its “shadowing galleries” brooding “with slow anguish”, its books
“a monumental fugue of volumes” - then it is not surprising that the rest of the castle 1s, as David
Punter suggests, a neurotic world in which “the minutest tremor would precipitate a landslide.”’
Sepulchrave is doomed by fate to be the last lord of the ancient regime - though it may be

argued that he makes certain errors that help to seal his fate. However, throughout Titus Groan,
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there is a pervading sense of determinism, a feeling that no one individual is capable of altering
or retarding the process which has been gathering momentum with each succeeding generation.
Though certain characters - particularly Gertrude and Steerpike - may feel that they have it in
their power to affect the destiny of Gormenghast, it becomes clear that they are just two more
components in a vast and irresistible process of change. (The dramatic effects of this fact shall
be examined more closely in chapter 13.) This is, I feel, the source of Sepulchrave’s
melancholy. He is a refined and sensitive aristocrat, who is painfully conscious of the critical
state of decline to which his ancient civilisation has descended. To him, the sense of continuity
is all. Despite the fact that he is chained, as it were, to the laws of his forefathers, he recognizes
their importance. He is tragically possessed both of an erudite intellect, which gives him an
awareness of the full weight and significance of his inheritance, and of a keen sensibility, with
which he feels acutely the pain of losing it.

In this sense, Sepulchrave may be compared with Roderick Usher. In Poe’s tale, which has
already provided many points of comparison, the protagonist has many characteristics in
common with the seventy-sixth Earl of Groan. Primarily, he suffers from a deep melancholy:
what Poe’s narrator describes as “a morbid acuteness of the senses”. He also has an
indomitable fear of being the last of the line - the death of his sister, Madeline, leaving him the
sole living member of the “ancient race” of the House of Usher.

However, whereas Roderick Usher’s agonies are derived in part from a pervasive
presentiment of his own demise, Sepulchrave does not appear to fear his own death. The erosion
of his individuality by the pressures of his symbolic role have reduced the significance of this
event, being as he is merely a part of a great line, stretching beyond the limitations of mortality.
Yet at the last, he is reduced, in the quiet lucidity of his farewell to Flay, to the stature of a man

who is about to die. It must be stressed that Sepulchrave is not solely a tragic figure (again, I
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shall explore this further in chapter 13 below). Particularly, it is possible to conceive of his
death, not in tragic terms, but as an instance of macabre or grotesque comedy. However, I would
argue that, on balance, his character operates according to a tragic sensibility.

From the first moments of his derangement in the thickening smoke of the fire, Sepulchrave
ceases to function in the role destined for him. His individual self proving unequal to the task
of survival, he appears to prove that he is, after all, nothing more than a symbol: that, like
Marlowe’s Edward, he gives up his life with his crown® (see also pp.228ff. below). Yet the
intelligence and sensibility that have precipitated Sepulchrave’s madness still remain. He is
incapable of functioning as the Lord of Gormenghast; but that function was part of the castle
itself: it was created for, not by, the Earl. Now that this has been lifted from him, his sensitive
intellect reveals to him the truth of his inheritance: that it denied him the love and affection that
was necessary for him to sustain himself. In his madness, he is able to show fondness for his
daughter: “He had never spoken to her in that way - she had never before heard that tone of love
in his voice. Chilled by the horror of his growing madness, she had yet been filled with a
compassion she had never known...” (TG, 346) He is also able to express regret for the fact that
he and Gertrude were entirely incompatible: “They had never found in each other’s company a
sympathy of mind or body, and their marriage, necessary as it was from the lineal standpoint,
had never been happy.” (IG, 204)

The climax of the first book, in terms of action, is the battle between Flay and Swelter. More
significant, however, is the interruption of this fight by Sepulchrave, their lord, who, in a
somnambulant soliloquy, announces his departure from the world. This soliloquy acts as an
elegy for the old regime - the passing of an age:

It was so gentle that it seemed as though a voice were evolving from the

half-light - a voice of unutterable mournfulness. The lamp in the shadowy
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hand was failing for lack of oil. The eyes stared on through Mr Flay and through

the dark wall beyond and on and on through a world of endless rain. ‘Good-bye,’

said the voice. ‘It is all one. Why break the heart that never beat from love?

We do not know, sweet girl; the arras hangs: it is so far; so far away, dark

daughter... But they will take me in. Their home is cold; but they will take me in.

And it may be their tower is lined with love... ‘Blood, blood, and blood and blood,

for you, the muffled, all, all of you and I am on my way, with broken branches.

She was not mine, with hair as red as ferns. She was not mine.... ‘Good-bye...

Good-bye. It is all one, for ever, ice and fever... Great wings shall come,

great silent, silent wings... Good-bye. All’s one. All’s one. All’s one.” (IG, 427)
Grandiloquent as it is, this speech nevertheless casts Sepulchrave in the traditional tragic role.
In fact, the richness of the language, which may seem to be an apt example of Peake’s over-
romantic narrative style, is given a certain resonance if we recall that Edward, denied his crown,
can use only his powers of rhetoric to maintain his personal dignity. Furthermore, there are
clear, though highly parodic, echoes of other tragic figures: Macbeth, both King and Lady, ring
through the lines “Blood, blood...” and “All’s one”; and, in his belated realisation of his own
identity, and reconciliation of his daughter, there is something of Lear in him. His role is not
tragic in the same dimensions: but it is tragic nonetheless (see also my discussion on pp.231-2

below).

If Sepulchrave is the ancient knight, then he is seemingly mismatched with the Countess.

She is introduced in heroic terms - but the effect of the passage, which recalls Enobarbus’




75

recollection of Cleopatra, is one of pastiche:

She was propped against several pillows and a black shawl was draped around

her shoulders. Her hair, a very dark red colour of great lustre, appeared to have

been left suddenly while being woven into a knotted structure on the top of her

head. Thick coils still fell about her shoulders, or clustered upon the pillows like

burning snakes. Her eyes were of the pale green that is common among cats.

They were large eyes, yet seemed, in proportion to the pale area of her face, to

be small. The nose was big enough to appear so in spite of the expanse that

surrounded it. The effect which she produced was one of bulk... (TG, 54)
In fact, Gertrude is both comic and heroic. What we may call Peake’s affectionate involvement
with the figures he creates works to offset the sharpness of his parody; and again, the rhetorical
style presents in Gertrude both the grotesque absurdity of her physical stature, and the grandeur
of her presence. As the plot develops, her physical bulk in fact adds to our appreciation of her
remarkable determination which, allied to an intuitively keen intellect, create a most majestic
individual.

She is introduced initially as a much weaker figure than that which is later to emerge: “Her
pale eyes would either concentrate upon an object in a remorseless way or would appear to be
without sight, vacant, with the merest suggestion of something childish.” (TG, 57) Her obsession
for the birds and cats that depend on her, and the lack of affection she appears to have for her
family, including her new-born son, give an impression of emotional and intellectual lassitude.
When Nannie Slagg brings Titus to her room, for example, she is brusquely dismissive - even
uncomprehending (as we have seen, p.37 above). Having produced an heir for Gormenghast,
her duty is done, and she can continue her normal lifestyle, while the system gets on with rearing

Titus. So the door is left open to admit her cats; and she announces to the astonished Doctor that
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she is to get up the following day. Our response to this must be that Gertrude has complete faith
in the system, and at this point, therefore, despite our misgivings about Steerpike, so must we.

Despite her apparent indifference to the well-being of her son, the countess is devoted to the
continuation of the Groan line. Her Reverie at the Dark Breakfast (which takes the form of a
sequence of interior monologues, much in the style of Joyce) underlines this vehement devotion:
“it is good that Titus is born for the line of the Groans must never be broken through me and
there must be no ending at all...” (TG, 399) 1t is clear, therefore, that, while she has no maternal
feeling towards Titus the individual, what he represents is sacrosanct.

This is not to say, however, that Gertrude is without feeling. She has a passionate affection
for her animals, to the point that, when one is harmed, the perpetrator of this act - Flay - is
banished from Gormenghast. However, this displaced love is more than mere eccentricity. As
is evident from the reverie in Titus Groan, it is clear that the Countess has an inner fortitude
which, over the years, has been protected by her ability to separate her individual personality
from her outer, ceremonial life. She realises that Sepulchrave, in succumbing to the pressures
of his title and responsibilities, has not been able to do this to the same degree; and she is
determined that Titus shall not make the same mistake:

[W]hen he is older I will teach him how he can take care of himself and how to
live his own life as far as it is possible for one who will find the grey stones
across his heart from day to day and the secret is to be able to freeze the outside
off completely and then he will be able to live within himself which Sepulchrave
does in the wrong way for what use are books to anyone whose days are like a
rook’s nest with every twig a duty... (IG, 398)
She has managed to “freeze the outside off completely” by devoting her energies to the cats and

birds; and she sees that her husband’s error has been to spend his private moments poring over



77

the written wisdom of his ancestors - in other words, ingesting more of the Gormenghast ethos.

Countess Gertrude, then, is revealed as a resilient individual who has developed her own
strategy for survival within the himits of her position. She is also capable of great and
unwavering affection, and a steadfast devotion to the line. However, such a strong personality
is boeund to conflict with a system which is as intransigent as that which rules the life of
Gormenghast. This is manifested in her impatience with the Ritual, which she finds tedious and
rather irritating. For instance, at Titus’s christening, she upsets Sourdust by disturbing his
time-honoured procedure, first by her question “How much more is there?”, and secondly, after
the ceremony breaks down, by taking matters into her own hands and leading the group out for
a walk while Titus, and SourduSt, regain their composure. (TG, 115-25)

This last initiative is an important indication of Gertrude’s power and common-sense. Her
ability to take control of a situation is to take on much greater significance in Gormenghast,
when Steerpike’s heresy provokes her to action. However, throughout much of the first book,
she is perfectly willing to leave the running of the castle to others, confident that what has
worked well enough for centuries can continue to do so during her lifetime.

Remaining dormant for so long, Gertrude is all the more impressive when she begins to rise
out of her inertia and act. With the burning of the library and the subsequent madness of her
husband, we see a change in the Countess. It emerges that she has a powerful intellect and a
keen intuitive sense: a combination which, once it is brought to bear on the developing crisis,
proves to be irresistible. It is the intuition that alerts her to the threat; and, appropriately, she
voices her concerns first to her animals: ““Listen,” she said. “We’re alone. Things are bad.
Things are going wrong. There’s evil afoot. Iknow it.”” (IG, 477) This is followed by a dark,

vehement prophecy, which combines her personal determination with her unassailable belief in

the perpetuation of Gormenghast and all that it stands for; ““In Titus it's all centred. Stone and
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mountain - the Blood and the Observance. Let them touch him. For every hair that’s hurt I’ll
stop a heart. If grace I have when turbulence is over - so be it; if not - what then?” (TG, 478)
Gormenghast opens with the Countess mid-way between dormancy and action. She is far
from impulsive: seven years have passed since the events of Titus Groan. Yet she has remained
vigilant throughout, looking for a way to ascertain the identity of the heretic. She turns to
Prunesquallor for help. This confirms both her determination and her common sense; for,
although she finds the Doctor immensely irritating, she knows also that he is the most intelligent
and resourceful of her allies. As she admits, “‘I have a kind of faith in you, man.”” (GG, 43)

Slowly but surely, she forms her suspicions. Convinced intuitively that Steerpike 1s the
enemy, yet she has enough self-control to wait until he declares himself: “‘Give him rope. We
have no proof. But by the black tap-root of the very castle, if my fear is founded, the towers
themselves will sicken at his death: the oldest stones will spew.”” (GG, 347) She is deeply
perceptive: for, not only does Steerpike reveal himself, but his demise also marks the end of
Gormenghast.

Gertrude’s power is such that even Steerpike, who scorns everyone, finds her “the only
character for whom he held a puzzled and grudging respect”. (GG, 349) It is a power against
which he must pit himself in order to gain control of the castle. In effect, she becomes the
castle. Our first image of her after she hears of Steerpike’s heresy is of a figurehead,
silhouhetted against the castle: “She was a monument against a broken window and beyond the
broken window her realm, tremulous and impalpable in the white mist.” (GG, 388) Even so, the
crisis that reveals her strength also brings out her weakness: in fact, they are part of the same
whole. Her single-minded pursuit of Steerpike is based on an intransigent belief in the system,

which blinds her intuition to the fact that her own son s, according to her logic, a traitor.

Therefore, when Titus comes to her to report his sighting of Steerpike, she mistakenly believes
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that her son is, after all, loyal to the line. When he admits his heresy, she is stunned: she cannot
believe that her own offspring would rebel against the Law - would be able to rebel. Although
she accepts the possibility of rebellion in a kitchen boy - though she cannot understand it - she
does not see how Titus could possibly reject the doctrine, even to the end. For, when he
announces his abdication at the end of Gormenghast, she retorts that “There is nowhere else.™
Despite her acute intuitiveness, Gertrude’s perceptions are limited to Gormenghast. Her maxim,
“everything comes to Gormenghast”, does not admit of rebellion. Even after his departure, she

will live secure in the knowledge that her son will eventually come home.

Who else is there of the direct bloodline? Only the vacant Aunts, Cora and Clarice,
the 1dentical twins and sisters of Sepulchrave. So limp of brain that for them to
conceive an idea is to risk a haemorrhage. So limp of body that their purple
dresses appear no more indicative of housing nerves and sinews than when they
hang suspended from their hooks. (GG, 12)
Thus Peake, at the beginning of Gormenghast. The Twins, like Gertrude, are grotesques (though
perhaps, unlike the Countess, their imbecility renders them pathetic rather than heroic). In fact,
their strangeness is such that they are ostracised even by the other denizens of the castle - even
though, in many ways, they are the most typical of residents.
They have a history of physical and mental illness. They refer, with some degree of pride,
to the fact that they are partially crippled: ““The epilectic fits... have left us practically starved
all down the right side. Practically starved. We had these fits you see.”” (TG, 117) Yet these

attacks (they also, it is revealed later, have suffered strokes), as well as underlining their
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grotesquerie - especially in the enjoyment they admit to having derived from them - have also
generated a complete symbiotic relationship between the identical twins that mirrors that of
Gormenghast with its inhabitants. Each one is an imperfect part of the same whole. It is
therefore significant that they are damaged psychologically as well as physically - that, in fact,
their mental disorders have developed in tandem with their bodily dysfunction. Their very
grotesquerie stems from this coupling of derangement with disfigurement, for, as with many
such comic figures in fiction, the Twins’ physiognomy is a reflection of their mentality.

This is not the case with all Peake’s grotesques. Dr Prunesquallor, despite his odd
appearance, is a man of great intelligence and compassion. However, the grotesque often
depends on the notion that outward appearance and inner nature are interdependent. Almost all
of Dickens’ grotesque characters follow this form - a method, according to John Carey, with
which the “inner life” of his characters could be defined externally:

[T]he rich proliferation of physical peculiarities is one of the effects on which

his art depends. It takes the place of the conventional novelistic ‘inner life’,

much in the same way as the invention of odd speech habits atones for the

rarity of dialogue.™
Peake is clearly influenced by Dickens in his characterisation (and his friend Gordon Smith
suggests that this was indeed the case''); in the Twins we witness, in their almost-exclusive
colloquy, the coupling of eccentricities of speech with physical strangeness that recalls, perhaps,
Dora’s Aunts, Lavinia and Clarissa, in David Copperfield:

‘We had not,” said Miss Clarissa, ‘been in the habit of frequent association with

our brother Francis: but there was no decided division or disunion between us.

Francis took his road; we took ours. We considered it conducive to the happiness

of all parties that it should be so. And it was so.”
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Each of the sisters leaned a little forward to speak, shook her head after

speaking, and became upright again when silent. Miss Clarissa never moved

her arms. She sometimes played tunes upon them with her fingers - minuets

and marches I should think - but never moved them.
The form of dialogue practised by the Twins - it might almost be called a monologue -
emphasises, I think, not only their isolation, but also that of the family generally. Sepulchrave
only says what he is expected to say: when his private voice speaks, as in the scene at breakfast
with Sourdust early in the first novel when he mentions his son, he is not heard; and in his final
madness, those around him are saddened, or simply uncomprehending, at his attempts to
communicate. The fact that the Twins have largely been ignored for so long has a clear purpose
within the structure of the plot of Titus Groan - for it makes them more vulnerable to the
machinations of Steerpike; but it also hints at the fundamental isolation of the family from its
society.

The mental state of Cora and Clarice also mirrors that of their brother. Whereas he is acutely
melancholic, the Twins suffer from what we would describe as paranoic monomania: their
limited mentalities work solely around their grievance - that, as Groans, they have not been
accorded the power and prestige they deserve. Associated with this mania is their conviction
that Gertrude has devoted her energies in ensuring that they remain in their present lowly social
position. Resulting from this is an extreme loathing towards their sister-in-law.

They are therefore clearly symptomatic of a social organisation which is on the brink of
collapse. In fact, they are perhaps the clearest indicators of the degenerated state to which

Gormenghast has descended - for their mania has taken such a complete hold on their

personalities that it overrides any sense of loyalty to the Groan Line. Of course, they would

never rebel openly against the system: for one thing, they of all the characters lack the capacity
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of initiative for insurrection. However, at public appearances, they lack all propriety. When,
at Titus’s christening, they start airing their grievance to Fuchsia, Cora, who has been standing
at a distance from her sister, moves instinctively from her alloted position: “Cora had disobeyed
all the rules and unable to be so far from the conversation had moved like a sleep-walker round
the back of the group, keeping an eye on the black velvet mass of the Countess.” (TG, 118) This,
of course, must be seen in context. The efficiency of the Ritual is in inverse proportion to its
pomposity; and the Twins are not the only ones to act improperly during the ceremonies. The
difference is that they are only dimly aware of the significance of their actions - and are therefore
responding on a subconscious and more fundamental level than those, such as Doctor
Prunesquallor (see pp.105-8 below), who act improperly for the sake of conceit or intellectual
distraction.

As with Sepuchrave, Clarice and Cora have names which appear significant. It may be
argued that Clarice is derived from the Latin clarus, meaning ‘clear’, while Cora may be a
corruption of ‘chorus’. While both names may allude to their comic roles (one being empty, the
other echoing that emptiness), it may also be possible to suggest that the Twins have a precise
dramatic function - as a chorus to the events occuring around them (and yet from which, by and
large, they remain isolated). In other words, their actions might be said to clarify or echo events
that are taking place in Gormenghast as a whole. If we accept this interpretation, then their
isolated and ultimately futile existence can be seen to parody that of the rest of the castle. The
room of roots, for example, which is obviously a rather crude symbol of the Twins’ infertile
lives, can also be seen, on a larger scale, to represent the barrenness of the House of Groan, and
the idea that, beneath the grandness of it all, the foundation is rotten: “Yet the roots were dead.
Once the room must have been filled with earth, but now, suspended for the most part in the

higher reaches of the chamber, the thread-like extremities clawed impotently in the air.” (TG.
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252) In fact, it might be said that the way in which Cora and Clarice are ostracised by the rest
of the family is a commentary, not only on their perceived grotesqueness, but on the grotesque
and rather unpalatable nature of the society that has isolated them. Ironically, the Twins™ chief
‘crime’ - stemming from the fact that, in their imbecilic mania, they are unable to contain
themselves when in company - is that they are embarrassing and therefore unsociable. Thus the
most typical of eccentrics are segregated from a society whose fractured nature renders all its
members eccentric.
As T have said, the Twins have an important function within the central plot of Titus
Groan. They provide Steerpike with the means of destroying the status quo; and, ironically, they
also help to bring about his downfall when, on discovering their skeletons in Gormenghast, he
is witnessed indulging in an inhuman show of triumphalism, thus revealing him as the heretic
(see pp.149ff)). In this final encounter with the Twins, they lose their grotesque quality as
Steerpike becomes grotesque. As I have suggested above, the grotesque in fiction tends to
combine physical oddity with mental eccentricity. Steerpike, though certainly of unorthodox
physiognomy, appears to be perfectly sane - in fact, until he succumbs to his psychosis,
excessively so. However, it is at this point, cavorting narcissistically over the skeletons of the
Twins, that his sanity - indeed his humantiy - is lost: the act is so heinous that, in the eyes of
those who observe it (ourselves included), Steerpike is rendered diabolical - the ultimate
grotesque.
In death, therefore, Cora and Clarice are reunited with the other members of the castle. As
Steerpike is demonised, they become more human. Darkly comic throughout, the Twins emerge
as victims of Steerpike’s essential misanthropy. Grotesque though they are, they are revealed,

finally, as true representatives of a society which, in its decadent absurdity, has itself become

grotesque.
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5. Fuchsia: Titus’s “dark sister”.

When, as the climax of Gormenghast approaches, Fuchsia falls from her window to drown
in the flood waters, we see her still as the gauche, adolescent girl that Steerpike had first seen
through the Spy Hole on the day of Titus’s birth. It is with some surprise, therefore, that we
realise in fact how old she is: Titus has grown to the age of seventeen; Fuchsia is therefore at
least thirty-one. Yet she is, undoubtedly, an adult: and this fact, which has finally torn away the
last vestiges of the childishness that sheltered her from the cruelty of the world, has brought
home to her “the failure of her life, the frustration of her womanhood”. (GG, 452) She has been
forced, tragically, to face the world, and recognize “the cruel winds of circumstances which
appear to have singled her out for particular punishment.” (GG, 452)

It is a reality for which she has no defence. From the beginning, it is clear that she is an
extremely vulnerable individual. Though she is, at the onset, “a girl of about fifteen”, she still
relies, emotionally, on her nanny. She is prone to wild mood swings, and feels most deeply both
the need for love, and the lack of it. As she grows, she begins to realise that adults no longer
have all the answers; yet she is not mature enough to find out those answers for herself. She 1s
both the archetypal adolescent and the orphan: confused, unstable, and in need of love and
attention. One might posit a comparison with the character of Sebastian Flyte in Waugh’s
Brideshead Revisited, especially in the continued emotional bond both have with their ancient
nannies.

The real world appears to Fuchsia unbearably cruel: it offers no solutions, and is impassive
in the face of her despair. So she looks to the realms of fantasy - the world of her imagination,

in which she is loved and protected. This withdrawal from reality, in which Fuchsia can

preserve the innocence of her childhood, is vital: it is the only way she can sustain herself.
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However, from the beginning of Titus Groan, it is threatened: and, with each defilement, each

intrusion upon Fuchsia’s fantasy, the savagery of reality tears away another layer of protection.
Ultimately, unable to face what her very instability and vulnerability have made possible,
Fuchsia is destroyed.

This is, briefly, an account of Fuchsia’s “destiny’. T use the word deliberately, as it seems
clear that her character is inextricably linked to her fortune - an indication that Fuchsia, perhaps
more than any, is a tragic figure (I shall consider the si'gniﬁcance of this function for the
dramatic structure of the novels on pp.236-9 below). I intend now to examine more closely
those facets of her character indicated above, and the actions and developments that accelerate
her demise.

From her first entrance, Fuchsia fascinates us - as she does Steerpike. She is as moody and
strange as Gormenghast; yet she is also awkward, uncontrollable, and burning with hate for the
place and the people within it. Her room reveals a mind deeply disturbed, the walls covered
“with impetuous drawings in charcoal.” (TG, 68) She is highly unstable - and, in her instability,
she relies on Mrs Slagg, her ancient and feeble-minded nanny, as would an infant: “She
approached Mrs Slagg with five strides, and putting her arms quickly around the old woman’s
neck, kissed her savagely”. (IG, 70) Yet Slagg is no match for Fuchsia: in fact, though the great
age of the nurse serves to emphasise Fuchsia’s youth, it is clear that Nannie Slagg cannot provide
Fuchsia with all she needs:

Fuchsia realized that Mrs Slagg knew virtually nothing, but the long custom
of asking her questions was a hard one to break down. The realization that

grown-ups did not necessarily know any more than children was something
against which she had fought. (TG, 270)

She fights against it because she is becoming increasingly aware that, in the loneliness of her
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adolescence, she cannot face life on her own.

Where does this instability, this lack of self-worth that is so threatening, come from? It is
clear that, as I have suggested above (chapters 2 and 4), her mother and father do not perform
the parental function satisfactorily. Yet this is as true for Titus as it is for Fuchsia - and Titus,
despite his problems, survives; indeed, Titus’s personality always seems likely to survive.
whereas Fuchsia’s does not.

The reason for this, in many ways, is her sex, and her awareness of the significance of this.
She is the daughter of the Line - and at times, this does have important implications for the way
she acts. However, she is a daughter; and under the dictates of Groan Law, as for many
traditional hierarchies, a daughter is not conceived as having the same degree of importance as
ason. As the years have gone by, Fuchsia has become increasingly aware of the fact that she is
the only progeny of the Earl and Countess of Groan, and yet is not the heir to the Line. Of her
father, she confides to Titus that “I think he wanted me to be a boy.” (GG, 315)

Fuchsia is therefore keenly aware of the fact that, as a girl, she is second-best. Yet, at the
same time, her sexuality is beginning to assert itself. Doctor Prunesquallor, who, after Mrs
Slagg, is her\ closest ally and friend, notices this change in her:

Fuchsia turned her face up to his and parted her lips in a smile of such dark,

sweet loveliness, so subtly blended with her brooding strangeness, that the

Doctor's hand clutched the handle of the door. He had never seen her look like

this before. He had always thought of her as an ugly girl of whom he was

strangely fond. (TG, 180)
Fuchsia’s character is a most astute study of adolescence, due, 1 think, to the fact that Peake has,
in effect, caught her right at the centre of this painful moment of change. She is fighting

desperately to keep her childhood, while wanting also to respond to the need to feel adult. This
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dilemma is extended throughout the seventeen years of the first two novels, the tension
constantly increasing, so that, hours before the black despair that leads her, ultimately, to her
death, Fuchsia “was happier than she had ever been in her life.” (GG, 344)

In her confusion, she struggles to hang on to the simplicity of childhood. Sensitive as
Sepulchrave, her father, Fuchsia is painfully aware of the difficulties of life. Therefore, like her
father, and indeed her mother, she has withdrawn into her own world. Just as Sepulchrave’s
thoughts wander through the written world, and as Gertrude focuses her attention on her animals,
so Fuchsia’s mind is filled with compensatory fantasies. The world she surrounds herself with
is a bright and romantic one, in which she is safe, forever young. The centre of this world is the
Attic.

The Attic, as physically remote from the rest of the Castle as Rottcodd’s Hall, is reached by
a single, winding staircase which connects it with her bedroom. This isolation and secrecy
suggest clearly that the Fuchsia’s Attic is a metaphor of her inner self. When she approaches it,
it is with incomparable excitement: “As Fuchsia climbed into the winding darkness her body was
impregnated and made faint by a qualm as of green April. Her heart beat painfully.” (IG, 77)
The area is separated into three distinct sections, each one more private and personal than the
last. The first is an ancient lumber room, crammed full of broken and disused objects, from “the
head of a broken toy lion” to an “enormous crumbling organ”. (IG, 79) It is so choked with
stuff that only a narrow, winding way can be found through it: it is a protective labynnth. The
second region, in contrast, is a wide, empty expanse: a huge, bare stage, where Fuchsia has
brought forth monsters and players from her imagination to perform according to her whim. It
is a realm over which she has complete control. The final section of the Attic, though, is the one
she prefers above the others, for in it, she feels completely safe:

This was the loft which was for Fuchsia a very secret place, a kind of pagan
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chapel, an eyrie, a citadel, a kingdom never mentioned, for that would have

been a breach of faith - a kind of blasphemy.” (TG, 69)
Here is the key to Fuchsia’s personality, the inviolable core. Yet, from the first, it is under
threat.

On the day of her brother’s birth, Fuchsia goes up to the Attic to think. From the window,
she notices, with a strange sense of unease, that a crowd has gathered far below. She struggles
with a growing concern, and immediately tries to hide in fantasy, in the form of a nonsense
poem, ‘The Frivolous Cake’. However, she cannot concentrate on the poem: she hurries through
it, “taking in nothing at all of its meaning.” (TG, 85) Overcome with foreboding and suspicion,
she leaves the Attic, and rushes back down into the world to discover the cause of this
unprecedented behaviour.

This event, of course, is to have greater implications later; but, though the birth of an heir
throws Fuchsia into a panic, it is a crisis based on indignation. Therefore, after the initial shock,
she is able to accept Titus as a brother - particularly as he shows early signs of rebellion against
the laws which rule both their lives. However, this intrusion into her private world is followed
by another much more serious invasion. From the moment Steerpike descends into her domain
after his climb across the roofs of Gormenghast, her fate is sealed. The birth of Titus, however
alarming, was always a possibility (albeit a remote one), given the necessity of a male heir to
continue the Line. Steerpike, however, represents something entirely different: he is not an
aspect of Fuchsia’s unhappy real world, but a figure of fantasy - as I shall explain below.

In her vulnerable immature state, Fuchsia has developed a fantasy to compensate for her
sense of orphanism. She dreams of being rescued by a romantic hero:

‘Someone from another kind of world - a new world - not from this world, but

someone who is different, and he will fall in love with me at once because |
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live alone and aren’t like the other beastly things in this world, and he’ll enjoy

having me because of my pride.” (TG, 146)
As she muses thus (and ironically, given her subsequent seducer’s adult motives - he determines,
in fact, to “have” her), Steerpike 1s lying, exhausted from his climb, in the loft, Fuchsia’s
innermost sanctum. When, still confused and shocked by the news of Titus’s birth, she discovers
him, she is profoundly affected:

Then, indeed, was her mind split into differing passions, the paramount being

agony that her secret had been discovered - her casket of wonder rifled - her

soul, 1t seemed, thrown naked to a world that could never understand. (TG, 154)
This scene, with its overtly sexual symbolism, underlines the significance of Steerpike to
Fuchsia: he is a warped (because adult) version of her hero, who has come to liberate her from
the confining - but at this moment, also protective - environment which has so far been her only
experience. Aware of such naivety, Steerpike immediately adopts a strategy to win Fuchsia over.
Seeing her need for a hero, he creates one of himself. Mixing concern with clownishness,
flattery with ingenuity, he gradually encourages her to become emotionally dependent on him.

This process develops over many years. Meanwhile, there are other influences on Fuchsia’s

character which provide the opportunity, at several stages, to resist Steerpike’s charms. The first
is her father who, after the fire in the Library, comes to depend on her. Itisa brief period, little
more than a pause between Sepulchrave’s life and death; and as if aware of this fact, Fuchsia
struggles desperately to maintain what is to her a precious bond. Despite the madness that
disfigures her father’s face, she bites back her panic:

[T]he sudden breaking of the barriers that had remained between them for so

long as she could remember overpowered her fear. For the first time in her life

she felt that she was a daughter - that she had a father - [sic] of her own. What
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did she care if he was going mad - saving for his own dear sake? He was hers.

(TG, 347)
Unfortunately, her emotions aren’t as robust as she would like to believe; when Sepulchrave
disappears, she is deeply wounded. Having had, for so little a time, what she had patently always
craved, the sudden retraction of it is a painful betrayal. The searching and the sorrow of loss
also changes her: “She had grown older during the last few weeks - older in that her heart had
been taxed by greater strains of passion than it had ever felt before”. (TG, 457) This growth has,
apparently, given her more inner strength and confidence - she no longer seems quite as
dependent on Mrs Slagg, and has come to realise that Dr Prunesquallor is more likely to be able
to solve her problems. Yet, when her old nurse dies, Fuchsia’s bond with her is reaffirmed. She
is, after all “the nearest thing to a mother that Fuchsia had ever known”. (GG, 185) Her death,
therefore, presents another blow: Fuchsia is left without both her father and her surrogate
mother. As Steerpike’s malign influence spreads over the castle, the Doctor’s attention is drawn
away from Fuchsia - another adult, in her estimation, to have failed her. Her only hope,
therefore, lies in the relationship she has developed with her brother, Titus.

In the last period of her life, it is with Titus that she most closely recalls the innocent
adolescent of the first novel. Yet by this stage, she has in fact lost her youth - and without the
compensatory understanding of maturity. She clings to this last relationship; yet she is aware
that it is not enough: ““I love you, Titus, but I can’t feel anything. Even you are dead in me. |
know I love you. You’re the only one I love, but I can’t feel anything and I don’t want to. I've
felt too much, I’m sick of feelings... I'm frightened of them.”” (GG, 397)

Even Titus, however, is to let her down. When she follows him to the cave on Gormenghast
Mountain, and witnesses the death of the Thing, Fuchsia realises that it has been this strange,

alien creature, and not herself, that her brother loved most deeply. This Thing, with a knowledge
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and an innocence that Fuchsia knows she can never have, breaks the last bond she has with the
world.

Fuchsia’s destiny, then, is one which leads inexorably to complete despair. When at the end,
she conceives fully the murderous nature of Steerpike, her fantasy crumbles. Leaving nothing.
It is as if she is aware from the first of the essential treachery of the world; yet, in the desperate
need for affection which the fractured society of Gormenghast has engendered in her, she has
withdrawn those barriers with which she sought to protect herself. Steerpike is her fantasy made
real - and the reality is horrible. In a final, ironic echo of what might, in normative terms, be
described as a schizophrenic existence, a knock at her door, as she stands day-dreaming on her

window-ledge, breaks into her fantastic world and destroys it - and her - completely.

Necessarily undefined and therefore difficult to define, insofar as Fuchsia is an immature,
‘unfinished’ character, she is a crucial figure in our interpretation of the themes of the Titus
novels. Gormenghast is suffering great and painful change; and Fuchsia, as vulnerable and
unsure as she is, both suffers and represents the agony of that transformation. Deprived of a
stable background, she approaches adulthood unprepared for its strains; in the accelerating
change that is rocking the castle, those strains increase. She is searching for personal identity
in an environment in which all emotional and philosophical signifiers - the most fundamental
and vital structures of her world - are being stripped away.

Fuchsia is therefore truly alienated: both orphaned and disoriented, she knows neither where
she is going nor from whence she has come. In this sense her character might be compared to

that of Carroll’s Alice who, according to Rosemary Jackson, is most concerned by “a loss of
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identity: all she can hang onto is her name, yet she doesn’t know what it means ! Alice, of
course, does have a secure past; and in a sense, it is Titus who passes through the looking-glass
when he embarks on his quest in Titus Alone (see chapter 12 below). Yet, in Wonderland,
Alice’s past appears to count for nothing. As a result, she becomes distressed when questions
arise concerning her identity. “I can’t explain myself”, she says to the Caterpillar, “because I’'m
not myself.”? Even more upsetting is the encounter with Tweedledee and Tweedledum in

ough the Looking Glass. ““You know very well you’re not real””, Tweedledum tells her (as

(439

insensitively as Peake’s Twins, in fact). “‘I am real!” said Alice, and began to cry.”* This is
more than just a question of her personality: it is a matter of her basic existence.

Fuchsia illustrates both of these basic concerns. On the wall of her bedroom, she writes
impulsively: ““I am Fuchsia. I must always be. I am me. Don't be frightened. Wait and see.”
[author’s italics] (TG, 147) This statement is an attempt to affirm her personality; yet its
assertion is belied by the fact that Fuchsia only feels confident of her own existence within the
fantasy world she creates for herself. In fé.ct, this imaginary world is, to her, more real than
Gormenghast: the stories and songs she reads in the Attic are no stranger than the castle, after
all. When Steerpike wakes to find himself in Fuchsia’s loft, his response to a picture is
instructive in this sense: “It was to Steerpike in his unusual physical state as though that picture
were the world, and that he, in some shadowy adjacent province, were glimpsing the reality.”
(TG, 149) This momentary insight, with its implication that reality and fantasy are confused,
has added significance for the reader, who observes Gormenghast as both a fantastic, created

world and an oblique reflection of reality (I shall consider the importance of this inversion in

chapter 15 below). Fuchsia is therefore trapped, like Alice, in a world that is both real and

unreal. She yearns to escape from disorder into order - from what is to her a meaningless, adult

world, into a sensible and meaningful environment: a world that she, as a child, can rely on.
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In 1946, the year Titus Groan was published, Mervyn Peake was commissioned to illustrate
the Alice books by a Swedish publisher. When the editions were finally published in 1954 (in

Sweden and also by an English publisher, Alan Wingate)* Peake sent a copy of Alice’s

Adventures in Wonderland to Graham Greene. In his letter of thanks, Greene asserts that he had
considered Peake’s Alice to be “a little bit too much of a gamin.”> Indeed, though in certain
senses one can see Fuchsia as a “gamin” (in, for example, Doctor Prunesquallor’s suppressed
sexual attraction towards her in the passage quoted above, p.87), I would rather tend to attribute
such a definition to the Thing. For, though Fuchsia is darker and more vulnerable than Alice,
her innocence is stripped from her by all she is forced to witness.

Another fictional world which, like Gormenghast, breaks down barriers between fantasy and
reality is that of Wuthering Heights. Emily Bronté, of course, also created (with her sisters and
brother) compensatory fantasies to counteract the isolating influence of the environment in
which she lived®; and she addresses these concerns in her novel. Thrushcross Grange and
Wuthering Heights represent profoundly different states of existence; yet due to the complex
structure of the novel, the reader is never sure which is the more real and which the more
fantastic. Catherine Earnshaw can, in her childhood, be considered as a “gamin”: her feral
nature and her affinity with the wild, natural world of the moor; her hatred for authority -
particularly for its arbiter, Joseph; and her fey, capricious moodiness - all are characteristics of
such a type. As she grows to adulthood - influenced by Heathcliff, the outsider who is
nevetheless an essential part of her identity - conflicting emotions increase the tensions between
her and the human environment she has been born into. Ultimately, she rejects the pretensions
of society which she at one point seeks to acquire; and thus she exiles herself to the savage,
elemental world of her demonic lover. Yet the erosion of moral or eschatological certainties that

the structure of the novel has engendered forces the reader to reconsider his interpretation of
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Cathy’s ‘exile’ - and encourages a more relativistic, objective stance towards notions of society,
good and evil, and ultimately, reality and fantasy.

When Steerpike climbs into Fuchsia’s room, animating her fantasies - he adopts in turn the
guises of romantic hero and clown - he is, in the same way as Heathcliff, blurring accepted
definitions of reality and unreality, at least as far as Fuchsia is concerned. He is making her
believe in make-believe; and his success is based on the fact that Fuchsia is susceptible to such
suggestion. All her life, she has longed for her fantasies to become real - has believed, at times,
that they have done so. Like Cathy, she has turned away from the hated, restrictive reality of the
world, with its terrible Ritual (and its servants, whose strict orthodoxy is reminiscent of
Joseph’s) and confining shadows. Like Cathy, too, she can be perceived, in her wildness, as a
metaphor of nature: “As, with every day that passed, the weather became increasingly menacing,
so she seemed to protract the long walks that had now become her chief pleasure.” (TG, 196)
Fuchsia, having found the ‘real” world unsatisfactory and distressing, rejects it, preferring instead
the realms of fantasy that the adult world has itself rejected. As with Wuthering Heights, the
accepted norms are questioned (and ultimately, when Titus abdicates, rejected). Fuchsia,
however, cannot escape: in her confusion, she clings to the hope that Steerpike will rescue her.
However abhorrent his designs may seem to us, he offers - at least to Fuchsia - an alternative;
and it is that chance that she is prepared to risk everything for. Like Catherine Earnshaw’s
rejection of the world, Fuchsia’s only means of deliverance, it transpires, is death. Steerpike’s
treachery having exiled him forever from society, he has also denied her the possibility of life
within it.

Steerpike has brought her to the verge of suicide; but still she survives, teetering on the brink
between the worlds of fantasy and reality, as she does between life and death. The ultimate

cause of her death is not her tormenting hero, but as I have asserted above, an ironic and yet
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most appropriate device: the solicitous hand of the castle, knocking at the door (the knocker
being anonymous, we may conclude that it represents the castle’s society generally). Steerpike’s
descent into ‘damnation’, like Heathcliff’s, soon follows; and the question of whether the ‘hero’
or the dysfunctional society 1s ultimately responsible for destroying Fuchsia is as unclear as it
is in the case of Cathy.

There are clearly many similarities between the characters of Fuchsia and Catherine
Earnshaw. However, it seems to me that there is also one clear difference: that of self-
knowledge. While Cathy is confused as to her interpretation of the world around her, just as
Fuchsia 1is, she is more of a willing ‘victim®. This is due to her inner faith - she has an
unshakeable belief that she will be at last content:

‘I’'m tired, tired of being enclosed here. I’m wearying to escape into that

glorious world, and to be always there; not seeing it dimly through tears, and

yearning for it through the walls of an aching heart; but really with it, and in it.

Nelly, you think you are better and more fortunate than [; in full health and

strength - you are sorry for me - very soon that will be altered. I shall be sorry

for you. 1 shall be incomparably beyond and above you all.’
Fuchsia does not share this strength of conviction: she feels - and her world has taught her to feel
- that her dreams and fantasies are nothing more than that. Reading this on a psychological
level, we might say that Cathy’s strength comes out of a sense that she is loved; Fuchsia,
however much she desires it, is not. Her romance lives only in her imagination, and the reality,
when she can no longer avoid it, is crushing. Cathy dies triumphant, whereas Fuchsia’s last
moments are filled with despair.

In this sense, I would suggest that Fuchsia’s plight - that of unrequitted love - conforms to the

pattern of more traditional romances than that of Wuthering Heights. An example of this motif
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1s the Arthurian legend of the Lady of Shalott, in which the romantic dreamer sits weaving her
tapestries in the safe isolation of her tower. In Tennyson’s rendering of the legend, the ‘real’
world, about which she dreams, and which is manifested in her tapestries, remains an abstract,
a world of which she has no experience. Even the view from the window is glimpsed only in
the reflection of a mirror. So protected is she, however, that when reality does intrude - in the
form of Lancelot - she is doomed. Steerpike, though he seems an unlikely champion, awakens
in Fuchsia the same fatal emotions that destroy the Lady of Shalott. In an instant, the worlds of
fantasy and reality collide: “Out flew the web and floated wide; / The mirror cracked from side

to side; / “The curse is come upon me,” cried / The Lady of Shalott.”®

The web of fantasy, once
unravelled, reveals a reality that is unsustainable.

In 1943, Peake was commissioned by the Ministry of Information to produce a collection of
drawings for propaganda purposes. The collection, entitled ‘An Exhibition of the Artist, Adolf
Hitler - “The New Order’, includes a small picture of a drowning girl.” Its haunting, drowsy
face recalls something of the expression of John William Waterhouse’s well-known Pre-
Raphaelite painting, ‘The Lady of Shalott’ ', while in the bleak subject of the drawing, Fuchsia’s
lonely end is recalled:

[[]n trying to turn without sufficient thought or care, she slipped and clutching at
the wall at her side found nothing to grasp, so that she fell, striking her head on

the sill as she passed, and was already unconscious before the water received her,

and drowned her at its ease. (GG, 452)
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6. “This intimate world”': Gormenghast’s ‘Middle Class’.

In the pseudo-medieval social hierarchy of Gormenghast, it is perhaps arguable that there
exists a recognisable middle class. Those whose professional position may qualify them for such
status - Doctor Prunesquallor, the Professors and the Poet - lack the autonomy that would be
associated with such professions in the ‘real” world, dependent as they are, apparently, on the
whim of the family which they serve. The Doctor, for example, is described as “the outsider -
the commoner - who through his service to the family was honoured by a certain artificial
equality of status, liable at any moment to be undermined”. (TG, 107) The Professors, much
more so than the Doctor, appear dispensable - a suggestion that is emphasised, perhaps, by the
fact that they don’t “exist’ until the second book. Their headmaster, Deadyawn, is described as
“pure symbol” - evidence that he need only exist in the abstract: “If ever there was a
primogenital figure-head or cipher, that archetype had been resurrected in the shape of
Deadyawn.” (GG, 57) However, both Doctor and Professors are secure in the continued tenancy
of their positions - as is the Poet - due to the intransigent nature of their society. They are
necessary components of the ancient machinery of Gormenghast, and so will occupy their posts
in perpetuity. It is therefore not surprising to discover that, despite the fact that they are men
whose erudition confers upon them a greater degree of rationality, and clearer opinions about
the world in which they live, they are among the foremost advocates of tradition. In this chapter,
I propose to consider the reasons behind this ‘intellectual conservatism’, concentrating
particularly on the characters of Bellgrove, the Doctor and Irma.

It is clear why “It was for the professors to suffer no change.” (GG, 119)* They are an
indolent and unimaginative group of academics, for whom change would be exceedingly

unwelcome: they would, no doubt, suffer greatly under any rational, efficiency-based initiative.
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Most of them have given up any pretence of teaching: the boys under their tutelage spend their
time devising ingeniously complex games, and appear to exist very much under their own
autonomy. They attend school simply because the boys of Gormenghast have always done so.
Furthermore, the academic existence, despite its social privations (emphasised by the adolescent
excitement with which the prospect of a party is greeted), is a cosy one, ennui apparently being
the only occupational drawback. They are all bachelors; but this is not seen as a disadvantage
- far from it: “Never care for hens” is Fluke's mysogynistic remark on the subject. Indeed, the
subject is rarely considered: “The idea that any one of them should get married seemed to them
ludicrously funny. It was not that they felt themselves unworthy, far from it. It was that such
a thing belonged to another world.” (GG, 128) This again emphasises Gormenghast’s sterile
atmostphere. The ‘other” world is not merely that which is beyond the Professors” quarters - it
is virtually beyond the experience of the castle itself.

In short, then, the academic demesne of the Professors is a cosy, world-within-a-world: the
“intimate world” of the title. The phrase is taken from The Masters, a novel contemporary with
Gormenghast, whose setting is a fictional college within pre-war Cambridge. The novel,
focusing as it does on the upheavals and tensions created by the death of the Master of the
college, and the election of his successor by the Fellows, offers an interesting comparison with
the world of Gormenghast’s Professors. Not only is the college bound heavily by tradition;
certain of its characters bear comparison with the inhabitants of Gormenghast.

The narrator, Lewis Eliot, occupies the same cold and ancient quarters within the college as
his predecessors would have done. There is an air of tradition as tangible as that which pervades
Gormenghast: “a sixteenth-century member of the college, dropped in the first court now, would
be instantaneously at home. And we felt it.””

Among Gormenghast’s academics, Deadyawn, the Headmaster, occupies a position which
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appears more symbolic than concrete. However, this position is certainly a privileged one, as
is evident from Bellgrove’s satisfaction in contemplation of his promotion to the Headmaster’s
post after Deadyawn’s demise: “At that moment he knew himself to be of finer marl. He had

known what ambition was.” (GG, 117) Bellgrove’s ambition is based purely on egotism and
vanity: the position, within Gormenghast’s crumbling society, carries only that degree of
authority that the recipient confers upon it; and Bellgrove, though he “longed for respect”, also
“loved indolence”. (GG, 120) As Headmaster, therefore, his authority is something of a charade
- or, as Peake puts it, a role: “His noble, leonine head was weak with sympathy for the child, but
he was doing his best to play the rdle of headmaster. He had to inspire confidence.” (GG, 149)
This rather naive; yet perfectly understandable, desire to project a responsible, adult persona
(when he plays marbles with Titus in the Lichen Fort, he is revealed as an innocent, “ill at ease

with the Adult Mind” (GG, 150)) recalls something of the cloistered, adolescent world of 1930s
Cambridge depicted in The Masters: “The college was the place where men lived the least
anxious, the most comforting, the freest lives.” It is a world where boys can grow into men
without the responsibilities and difficulties of the outside world being thrust upon them.

This has two effects. On the one hand, its members crave acknowledgement and approval
for what they know, deep down, to be a luxurious and privileged existence: they need to be told
by the ‘real’ world that what they are doing is worthy and meaningful. In the social climate of
the late thirties, the time in which The Masters is set, this was certainly true, and in fact is a
central theme in the novel. Paul Jago’s monomanic ambition to be the new Master must be seen
in this context, just as Bellgrove’s dreams of adulation must be. The Mastership and the
Headship both offer a status set slightly apart from the rest - an ‘adult’ existence: “The Masters
down to 1880 lived lived a normal prosperous adult life in the midst of celibates, young and old:

and they inclined in fact to form a separate aristocratic class in Cambridge society.” This is



102

retrospective; but the aura of distinctness which surrounds the Mastership of the college lingers
on (quite naturally, in such an enclosed atmosphere). The Master’s house is separate from the
rest of the college; and, throughout much of the novel, a single light burns from the dying
master’s bedroom when the rest of the college is in darkness - as if to emphasize the difference.
The title of Master carries little else with it (Jago, as Master, would have to accept a drop in
salary). However, the prestige of such an ancient and honorary position is clearly reward
enough.

The Headmaster of Gormenghast carries with it the same kind of prestige. Despite the fact
that the other Professors hold Bellgrove himself in little esteem, it is clear that, in succeeding
Deadyawn, he has gained the vicarious respect associated with his position. He has different
quarters, away from the Professor’s quadrangle; and on the night of Irma’s party, he wears the
“ceremonial robe of leadership”. (GG, 211) Being Headmaster, just as being Master, carries an
artifical, inherited status: being artificial, it is impossible to question. Of course, Peake’s
depiction of scholarly life is wholly parodic, Snow’s only slightly so: the Masters of Cambridge
colleges do have real influence amoﬂg their peers. Yet within Peake’s parody, there is still a
hierarchy.

The second effect of such a cosy existence is that, naturally, the Professors are loath to give
any of it away. As I have pointed out above, they have no desire to see a change which would,
to them, mean a compromise in their position. They are therefore as traditional in their outlook
as any other group in the castle, and are described as such: “Those hoary and impossible bands
with whom, by ancient tradition, there was no interference. There had once been talk of progress
by a young member of a bygone staff, but he had been instantly banished.” (GG, 119)

The prospect of change likewise causes great and instinctive alarm among the fellows of the

college in The Masters:
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Despard-Smith and Francis, just like Chrystal and I myself, suddenly panicked
at the 1dea of an outsider for Master. It was as though our privacy were threatened:
magic was being taken from us: this intimate world would not be so much in our
power.°

For this reason, traditions are held sacrosanct in both the pre-war Cambridge of The Masters and

the ancient quadrangle of the Professors of Gormenghast.

I shall return to a further consideration of Bellgrove’s role later, when I come to look at the
character of Irma Prunesquallor. However, I shall now turn to her brother, the Doctor, one of
the principal players throughout the first two books. A richly developed character, his position
within the society of Gormenghast, and his attitude towards it, makes him a vitally important
character, both for our deeper understanding of the nature of the castle and its society, and for
his influence on the growth of Titus Groan.

Doctor Prunesquallor, though a commoner, is, as a result of his learning and his position as
physician to the family, a privileged member of the society of Gormenghast. His status is based
on a real and vital role; and though deferential towards the Earl (whom he respects) and
Countess (whom he finds rather frightening), he is somewhat irreverent towards others of higher
status - in particular, the Twins. He is respected by Fuchsia, and later by Titus - and also by
Gertrude, though she finds him extremely irritating.

His self-assurance is due to three factors. Firstly, he is confident of his position within the
castle. He is fully aware of the fact that, as Doctor to the Groans, he is indispensible. As he

remarks to the Twins: “it... is... positively the organic life of the castle that I foster, and control,
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ha, ha...” (TG, 110) Furthermore, he is entirely satisfied with his position. “There is not the
minutest molecule of ambition in my anatomy”, he declares to Steerpike. (TG, 179) Unlike the
Professors, he plays a central role in the castle’s life - which contributes to his sense of
superiority, even snobbishness, when he compares himself with them: “As for their being
‘gentlemen’ - perhaps they were. But only just. If their blood was bluish, so for the most part
were their jaws and finger-nails. If their backgrounds bore scrutiny, the same could hardly be
said of their foregrounds.” (GG, 92)

Secondly, he has the security of insight: as possibly the most intelligent and perceptive
member of the household, he realises fully that the security of his position is based on certain
immutable factors. The ancient traditions of Gormenghast are based on the continuation of the
Groan line; and the Doctor is responsible for “the whole anatomical caboodle” - an essential part
of his function is to “deliver the new generations to the old”. (TG, 110) He therefore controls,
to a great extent, the perpetuation of the society to which he belongs. John Batchelor has
suggested a comparison in this sense with Dickens’” Tulkinghorn, the lawyer in Bleak House,
who controls clandestinely those whom he represents.” From the first, he reveals the true nature
of his status, when he remarks to the Countess: “‘I advise, but never order’, he said, in a voice
which implied that he could have done any amount of ordering had he thought it necessary.”
(TG, 60) Finally, and crucially, he is among the sanest of individuals. At the beginning of
Gormenghast, it is emphasised his manner and his mind are at variance: “His main defects? The
unsufferable pitch of his voice; his maddening laughter and his affected gestures. His cardinal
virtue? An undamaged brain.” (GG, 12)

In the restrictive, cloistered atmostphere of Gormenghast, those who remain relatively
untouched are those best able to protect their inner selves. The Countess, as I have suggested

above, achieves this by focusing on her cats and birds, and allowing the natural world to obscure
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the social. Sepulchrave’s melancholia, though acute and ultimately dangerous, is controlled by
the ritualised life that allows him to perform his daily functions mechanically, allowing his mind
to wander among the fictions of the literary past. The Doctor manages to retain his sanity by a
mixture of affectation, buffoonery and verbal play, which allows his mind relief from the grim
repression of his environment. This is highly significant: Doctor Prunesquallor’s knowledge of
psychology alerts him to the dangers of stifling his emotions; and so he releases them in a
controlled, scientific way. Though he is considered as eccentric - or “wrong”, as Nannie Slagg
describes him - his very eccentricity is rational and sane.
An example of this occurs at the beginning of Gormenghast when, in considering the problem

of his sister’s desire for a suitor, his imagination allows him relief from his anxieties:

Prunesquallor had smiled. For he had found relief in the notion that there were

several worse things imaginable than being saddled with his sister metaphonally,

and one of them was that he should have been saddled with her in all its literal

horror. (GG, 29)
This is an example of Prunesquallor’s ability to expand from the mundane into the absurd, and
is an important aspect of his character. Time and again, he is drawn out of life into a solipsistic
flight of linguistic word-play, in which he inverts literal and metaphorical meanings, creates and
breaks logical premises, and undermines the truisms of his world. Looking from the window of
the Cool Room, awaiting the start of the Christening ceremony, he is prompted to consider, with
questionable yet undoubtedly entertaining logic, the nature of cedar trees, relative to himself:

‘I positively enjoy cedars, but do cedars positively enjoy me? Ha, ha - do they,

my dear Mr Flay, do they? - or is this rather above you, my man, is my philosophy

a trifle above you? For if I enjoy a cedar but a cedar does not, ha, ha, enjoy me,

then surely I am at once in a position of compromise, being, as it were, ignored by
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the vegetative world, which would think twice, mark you, my dear fellow, would
think twice about ignoring a cartload of mulch, ha, ha, or to put it in another way...’
(TG, 108-9)

Were he not interrupted at this point, Dr Prunesquallor would undoubtedly be capable of
pursuing this train of thought endlessly. It is clearly a pointless exercise from an objective point
of view; and indeed, these verbalizations of his thought processes are of little interest to any
other of the characters. However, to the Doctor, they are necessary diversions. As Morton
Gurewitch suggests in his investigation into the irrational nature of comedy, this kind of verbal
play “provides a gratifying realisation that one’s mind is functioning brightly.”*

This is important for two reasons. Firstly, the Doctor has a keen intellect. This is apparent,
not only in his insightful behaviour towards Fuchsia and later towards Steerpike, but also in the
fact that he needs intellectual stimulus - which, ironically, attracts him to the notion of
employing Steerpike in his household (coupled, possibly, with homosexual attraction). In such
a stilted psychological environment as Gormenghast, mental functions are all too easily eroded.

Secondly, and implicitly connected to this factor, is the fact that the Doctor, possibly more
than any other character, is a gregarious animal: his cultured sophistication requires
acknowledgement and approbation. Thus he adopts an extravagant, affected persona, which
ranges between urbanity (as when entertaining guests in his house) and the mannered campness
he adopts when in public. A good example of this is once again in the Cool Room:

[H]e skipped to the window, a performance grotesquely incongruous in one of
his years, and leaning in an over-¢legant posture against the window frame, he
made that peculiarly effeminate gesture of the left hand that he was so fond of,
the placing of the tips of thumb and index finger together, and thus forming an O,

while the remaining three fingers were strained back and curled into letter Cs
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of dwindling sizes. His left elbow, bent acutely, brought his hand about a foot

away from him and on a level with the flower in his buttonhole. His narrow

chest, like a black tube, for he was dressed in a cloth of death’s colour, gave forth

a series of those irritating laughs that can only be symbolised by ‘ha, ha, ha,” but

whose pitch scraped at the inner wall of the skull. (TG, 108)
This is similarly reflected in his verbal wit - and each are equally challenging to the sobriety of
much of his society. As Gurewitch observes: “insofar that innocent wit is a social performance,
it provides an exhibitionistic satisfaction - that of bolstering one’s vanity and prestige.””

This ‘showing off” is largely for Prunesquallor’s own benefit: he needs to feel clever, witty,
impressive; but it depends on the reaction (or non-reaction) of those around him for its effect.
Thus he revels in attention. His laugh, too, emphasises the effect; and even his house is
appropriately idiosyncratic: “it stood out strangely from the ubiquitous grey stone of
Gormenghast”. (TG, 168)

All these factors suggest that the Doctor, like many of the other inhabitants of Gormenghast,
is a grotesque. If incongruity is a central criterion by which one can measure grotesquery, as
seems probable, then Doctor Prunesquallor certainly can be described as such. In addition, his
scientific, rational intellect are not part of the pseudo-medieval world that he inhabits: he is a
figure from the eighteenth century, not the fourteenth (see also pp.244-5 below) However, such
a definition somewhat over-simplifies his position. As I have suggested above, Gormenghast
is a world of incongruities: the fact that each character is grotesque confirms this. The principal
difference in the Doctor’s case, I would argue, lies in his awareness of the absurdity of the world
in which he lives - and perhaps even more importantly, his acceptance of it. In this sense, |
would suggest that he performs the functions of the fool.

From the outset, Prunesquallor is described as an outsider. This peripheral position, coupled
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with the fact that, as I have already said, his role within Gormenghast’s society is a central one,
gives him the privilege of separateness that is characteristic of the fool or jester. As T.G.A.
Nelson remarks, “fools are, and know themselves to be, set apart from the everyday world. ™!
This suggests that it is necessary for the fool to be fully conscious of the nature of the society in
which he lives. This allows him the freedom from censure which we associate with the
medieval court jester, who enjoys a sort of diplomatic immunity from the punishments his
censonous behaviour would normally deserve. Leszek Kolakowski maintains that the existence
of the fool is a symptom of a “good society”:

Although an habitué of good society, [the jester] does not belong to it and makes

it the object of his inquisitive impertinence; he... questions what appears to be

self-evident. The jester could not do this if he himself were part of the good

society... A jester must remain an outsider. "
It 1s possibly stretching a point to describe the repressive society of Gormenghast as “good”; but,
despite Peake’s ambivalence, it is clear that there are certain values which we would recognise
as vital parts of a civilised culture - and those are the values we hope will prevail.

Doctor Prunesquallor recognises those values, and is imbued with a deep humanity. If he is
irreverent, it is through the conscious exercising of an innocent wit - a rejuvenating rather than
a destructive impulse. As I shall argue below (see pp.243ff.), his character is central to an
interpretation of Gormenghast as a comic novel. Though he is able to see much that is
imperfect about Gormenghast, he also perceives what essential qualities lie within its shadows.
He is therefore able to accept in his own mind what others might regard as heresy:

Although the Doctor, with a mind of his own, had positively heterodox
opinions regarding certain aspects of the Castle’s life... yet he was of the place

and was a freak only in that his mind worked... in a wide way, relating and
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correlating his thoughts so that his conclusions were clear and accurate and

nothing short of heresy. But this did not mean that he considered himself to be

superior. Oh no. He was not. The blind faith was the pure faith, however muddy

the brain. His gem-like consciousness may have been of the first water, but his

essence and his spirit were warped in proportion to his disbelief in the value of

even the most footling observance. He was no outsider - and the tragedies that

had occurred touched him upon the raw. (TG, 470)
He 1s, in his own mind, and contrary to the beliefs of many of those around him, “no outsider”.
The Countess, equally perceptive in her own way, recognises this, when she visits him to discuss
the troubles that are stirring in the castle: ““I have a kind of faith in you, man. A kind of faith
inyou. Idon't know why.”” (GG, 43-4) Her faith comes from the understanding that the Doctor
has the insight which she lacks: her intuition, as it were, recognises traits in him that her
conscious mind, shackled and confined as it is by her position, is unable to grasp.

As I have stated above, however, Gormenghast is a closed world: there is, according to those
who dwell within its walls, “nowhere else”. This would suggest that the Doctor’s knowledge
stems from the non-existent ‘outer world’. In other words, we return to the paradox of
heterodoxy within a total state. Like Titus, the Doctor seems to have some inkling that there is
more to the world than just Gormenghast. On closer analysis, though, this position is also
consistent with that of the fool. The medieval idea of the universe, based on Platonic theory,
was that of the earthly world being an imperfect and transitional state, as compared with the
ideal and permanent outer world of grace to which one aspired. The fool, who, by questioning
meanings and truisms in the earthly world, was believed to have an otherworldly, an uncanny
sensibility, and was therefore associated, though somewhat precariously, with holiness. Nelson

suggests that “[the fool’s] folly (often thought of as bordering on madness) carries with it a
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wisdom that is not the wisdom of the world.”?

Thus the link between foolishness - even madness - and a higher wisdom, clearly of central
importance when considering the character of Doctor Prunesquallor, is maintained. One might
even say that the relationship between the fictional world of Gormenghast and the ‘real’ world
is sustained by an ironic inversion of Platonic theory: fiction asks questions of the world; yet the
world is impermanent, imperfect. The Doctor, in casting doubts on the sanity of the world he
inhabits, while at the same time maintaining an eccentric persona to distance himself from it,
is in effect looking back up the telescope at us, a look of ironic enquiry on his face.

The wise fool therefore maintains his sanity amidst the madnesses and dangers around him.
Yet even he 1s not exempted from his share of sorrow and pain. A humanising, comedic figure,
he survives (as all fools should); yet he is deeply human himself, and feels intensely. His love
for Fuchsia is private - repressed, even (see p.87 above); and this affection is both the source of
his courage and resilience, and, ultimately, his greatest anguish. The comic mask he wears
throughout, significantly, is his thick-lensed glasses. Behind them, his eyes swim grotesquely,
leaving his deeper thoughts unseen: his myopic appearance is a keenly observed irony. But when
he discovers that Fuchsia is dead, he removes them, revealing the sadness of mourning, naked
and honest. It is a display of humanity ( and recalls Golding’s Piggy"’) which, fittingly, is
witnessed only by Titus:

His cheeks were wet, and his glasses had become so blurred that he stumbled
when he reached the door and could not find the handle. Titus opened the door
for him and for a moment caught a glimpse of his friend in the corridor outside as
he removed his glasses and began to wipe them with his silk hankerchief, his head

bowed, his weak eyes peering at the spectacles in his hand with that kind of

concentration that is grief. (GG, 462)
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The Doctor’s sister, Irma, is also myopic. However, she is painfully aware that this
deficiency affects her standing in society, and so wears dark glasses, or even dispenses with aid
of any sort. Thus, she sees the world only dimly - an ironic comment on the romantic
near-sightedness with which she interprets the world. Her acute status-consciousness stems from
the fact that, unlike the Doctor, she is uncertain of her position within Gormenghast’s society.
As T have suggested above, the doctor is assured of his position partly through the fact that he
plays a vital role in the continued well-being and perpetuation of the Groan line. Irma, however,
has no position at all; and as role and status are of great importance in such a society, she is
constantly trying to project herself into what she romantically imagines to be most appropriate:
the persona of a lady. At the beginning of Gormenghast, her comic aspirations are summarised:
“She misses her footing on the social ladder at least three times a week, only to start climbing
again”. (GG, 12-13) In this sense, she belongs, like her brother, firmly in the fiction of the
eighteenth century. Irma’s rather grotesque social pretensions, however, are rooted in a much
deeper problem: acutely self-conscious and lacking in any degree of self-esteem, she is all too
aware of the fact that she appears to be rather ridiculous to others; and yet she yearns for a
companion, longs to be revered and adored. Thus she confuses the question of her status with
that of her attractiveness.

This factor is introduced by the attentions of Steerpike. Seeking to gain favour and advantage
as ever, his solicitous and flattering manner awaken in her a romantic susceptibility. In this way,
her social aspirations become fused with her need for personal fulfilment: “It made her feel he

realized she was not only a lady, but a woman.” (IG, 186) Unfortunately, Steerpike’s overtures

are purely cynical machinations - something which causes Irma a great deal of distress.
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Combined with the constant battering her social self-esteem receives, it is not surprising that she
is so highly neurotic.

Yet in a sense, this neurosis makes her more human, less grotesque. Her dramatic release
in the Library, and at the picnic by Gormenghast Lake, though they cause her great
embarrassment, merely indicate the extreme repression which the rigid atmosphere of
Gormenghast has subjected her to. Furthermore, the fact that, despite such setbacks, she remains
true to her romantic vision, underlines her courage and resilience - something which the Doctor
notices as they prepare for the Party: “Her brother was beginning to admire her. Had she all this
long while been hiding beneath her neuroticism, her vanity, her childishness, an iron will?” (GG,
90) It is therefore fitting that she finds, at last, her knight in shining armour - even though it is
in the unlikely figure of Bellgrove, the ageing Headmaster. Their romantic pastiche helps
confer a comic tone on the first half of Gormenghast. Significantly, in the very moment of
rapture, when Bellgrove stoops to kiss Irma’s hand, the couple are in the spotlight of a very
formal gathering (or soirée, as Irma chooses to call it). In a comedic inversion of the ancient
rituals of courtship, Bellgrove and Irma defy, or rejuvenate, the dusty barrenness which pervades
the castle, while nevertheless affirming those traditional values which have sustained it (see also
pp.247-50 below).

Significantly, romance provides for both Irma and Bellgrove an escape from the grim realities
of life. In Irma’s case (and in what is once again a comic inversion, this time of Fuchsia’s
plight), it serves to blur the distinction between reality and dream: “She had, in her transport, no
clue as to what was real and what was fantasy.” (GG, 276) For the first time in her life, she has
achieved a release from the neuroses that have repressed her character; and in doing so, she has
acquired a higher consciousness, which is to sustain her, even beyond the inevitable return to

. . : : : : .
mundanity. For she has found a role which unites her self-consciousness with her statu
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“Marriage had given her vanity both drive and direction.” (GG, 276) As for Bellgrove, it has

provided him with the respect he craves, both from his doting spouse and from his staff: and it
has saved him from that most pervasive and damaging of Gormenghast’s influences on the
individual: the deep and distressing solitude that, as a bachelor in a bachelor’s profession, he had
been forced to contemplate: “Bellgrove, eminently lovable, because of his individual weakness,
his incompetence, his failure as a man, a scholar, a leader or even as a companion, was

nevertheless utterly alone.” (GG, 152)

The Poet of Gormenghast is a peripheral figure, and at times seems to perform little more
than a purely symbolic function. However, as a symbol at least, he deserves some consideration.
He first appears, much to Steerpike’s alarm, looking out of a window in the wall below. This
image of him is typical: he appears almost always in isolation, an adornment of the castle rather
than an inhabitant. However, as he opens his mouth to intone a poem, his voice is so alien to
Steerpike that he cannot at first understand him. With a subtle irony, he recites a mournful lyric
about loneliness - a common enough subject, certainly; but in the silent vastnesses of
Gormenghast, almost too common, too mundane a subject. If the Romantic artist’s effectiveness
derives from his opposition to what is commonly perceived - as was the case with Wordsworth
- then the value of such an artist in a community of isolated individuals is questionable. It may
be argued, therefore, that this arch-Romantic 1s in fact of an ironic, Modernist sensibility. "

This irony, though, is largely the author’s, who, despite a Romantic sensibility is, as I shall
assert later in this thesis (see chapters 11 and 15 below), also imbued with a modern awareness.

The poet himself would no doubt consider himself a Romantic - and as such is seen as rather
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naive by the Earl, apparently the only other person with whom he has any sort of relationship:

On occasion [Sepulchrave] would visit that long, wedge-headed man and find

in the abstract language with which they communicated their dizzy stratas of

conjecture a temporary stir of interest. But in the poet there was an element

of the idealist, a certain enthusiasm which was a source of irritation to Lord

Sepulchrave, so that they met only at long intervals. (TG, 205)
He is, therefore, largely left to his own dreams - until he is called upon, late in the second book,
to take over as the Keeper of the Ritual. In this brief spell in the limelight, his nature is revealed
as being perfectly suited to such a task:

His high order of intelligence which had up till now been concentrated upon

the creation of dazzling, if incomprehensible, structures of verbiage, was now

able to debloy itself in a way which, if almost as incomprehensible, was at the

same time of more value to the castle. The Poetry of Ritual had gripped him and

his long wedge-shaped face was never without a speculative twist of the muscles

- as though he were forever turning over some fresh and absorbing variant of the

problem of Ceremony and the human element. (GG, 505)
The poet Peake is clearly being ironic in mocking the position of the artist within society. Yet,
in the rise of the Poet to the position that Steerpike sought as the key to power within the castle,
he is also offering a comment on the survival and regeneration of that society. Like the fool, the
bard lives on, so that the essential values and truths of a civilisation can survive. This was of
particular concern during the Second World War, as I shall explain below (see pp.275ff.). Inthe
subsequent paragraph, our thoughts are turned towards Titus’s abdication; but when he finally
returns from his quest, it is the gun of Ritual that tells him that Gormenghast endures. Though

he follows an individualistic vocation, the Poet’s true purpose is as the voice of his people.
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7. The subordinate characters.

In a recent article, Miles Fielder argues that the Titus Novels are “ex-centred” - that, having
no central plot or focusing locality, and being composed largely of fragmentary episodes and
scenarios, they offer an ontology that is distinctly chimaeric - with a necessarily displaced, or
fictive, ‘centre’. Oscillating between stasis and movement (or fragmentation), vastness and
constriction, past, present and future, the very structure of the novels, he maintains, is cast into
a self-deconstructive “kaleidoscope”, which is both the root of their resistance to generic
categorisation, and the basis of their appeal.’

While I find this argument extremely interesting, I feel that it fails to take into account any
thematic approach to the novels - particularly with regard to the concept of change. For, though
it is possible to see in the ontology of Gormenghast an essentially postmodern, poststructuralist
universe (or universes), it is not possible to conceive of such a state without recourse to an
original focus. Alienation, after all, is a state removed from a more cohesive existence. What
I think the Titus novels express is not an alienated, but an alienating, representation of the world.
The appeal, and importance, of the novels is not that they present an “ex-centred state”, but that
they describe a degeneration - a fragmentation - of what was once a cohesive, or centred, society.
The “bell-like heart” of Gormenghast is “corroding” - not corroded.

As [ affirmed in part one, the power of the Groans is based on the apparent immortality of
their Line. The longer they go on, the more secure they are in their control of the society their
dynasty has created. Furthermore, the antiquity, extension and mystery of the castle over which

they (symbolically) preside, confers on them still greater power.

However, as Fielder suggests, the polarities operating within the novels create a sense of

fragmentation and dissolution. The characters inhabit a stagnant world of ghosts and shadows,
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and are members of a society that only cohere through the structures of precedence. Luisella
Ciambezi offers an anthropological analysis of this degeneration. The structures of precedence
- which she identifies as the many and complex rituals that govern the day-to-day lives of the
inhabitants of Gormenghast - form a cohesive backbone fundamental to societal existence.
These rituals, according to the definition she uses (from an anthropologist, D.I. Kertzer), are
those functions which represent “symbolic, repetitive and socially standardized behaviour™
Following Durkheim, Ciambezi suggests that such behaviour provides cohesion in society by
encouraging “emotive participation” among its members®. She then provides examples in the
text which illustrate that this social bond is being undermined (see below). The essential point
is that Gormenghast’s society is held together by an atrophied system of codes, whose
disintegration accelerates throughout the first two novels.

This again emphasises the process, rather than the results, of change. The ritualised modes
of behaviour, though increasingly undermined (and in fact revealed as absurd - both by the
attitude of many of the characters towards them, and by Peake’s parodic presentation of them),
still control the lives and behaviour of the inhabitants of the castle. This is true to such an extent
that many characters cannot survive without it.

Lacking any central plot, then, Titus Groan presents a fragmented world whose elements are
nevertheless seen to cohere, however tenuously, through the comprehensiveness of the ancient
laws. This has two contrasting yet interdependent effects. Firstly, it performs a social function:
however dry or meaningless the countless ceremonies may be, they are almost the only situations

in which individuals are forced out of their isolation and into the company of others. Secondly,

as is seen on these occasions, its degeneration also isolates individuals, so that they perform as

members of a society only in their function. The absurd combination of physical contiguity and

emotional isolation that is most in evidence on such ceremonial occasions therefore clearly
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indicates that such a total system leads inevitably to a loss of identity.

This fragmenting of the social fabric is illustrated by all: Sepulchrave’s inability to act on his
own initiative (or the fatal results of him doing so) and indeed the neuroses of many of the
privileged individuals is testimony to this. However, the system was created to perpetuate the
Groan line: they are its object, and therefore to some extent removed from it. This is not true
of the subordinate characters, however. They are its subjects, and are identified solely as parts
of the system. Created solely to perform certain functions, they can be conceived as the
mechanical components of the system of Gormenghast. It thus becomes reasonable to suppose
that by examining the subordinate characters, it will be possible to determine the extent and
nature of the deterioration of the system. For, unlike the Groans (and, to a certain extent, the
Prunesquallors), the servants, though isolated, can be defined in terms of their function, and are
therefore part of the structural fabric of the world they inhabit.

The infirmity of the aged Sourdust, ironically described as the Master of Ritual, gives an
early indication of the dilapidated state of the structure. His lifelong involvement with the
intricacies of the Ritual has both strengthened his position within the system, and greatly
weakened him as an individual. In fact, it is impossible to conceive of him without his function:
his character, like that of many of the subordinates, is not developed beyond it.

Just as the great age of the castle confers upon it the sense of inviolable security, so
Sourdust’s antiquity gives the impression - at least among the other inhabitants - of permanence.
However, this stability is illusory: it is the Ritual that is permanent. Sourdust is painfully mortal.
He dodders from one ceremony to the next, wheezing and frail, aware of both the importance
of his function, and of his individual limitations. In this struggle he is a tragicomic figure,
imbued with a sert of noble pedantry. This is illustrated in our first encounter with him, when

he joins Lord Sepulchrave at breakfast to inform him of his duties for the day. He intones “in
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a weak and shaking voice and yet with a certain dignity as though it were not simply a case of
having to get through the ritual, but that it was now, as always, well worth getting through.” (TG,
64) Such speeches, though, are invariably followed by a rasping cough - a reminder that
Sourdust’s days are numbered. As if aware of this, he greets impatience (usually emanating
from the Countess) or flippancy (the Doctor’s reaction) with sadness, or even irritability.
Prunesquallor is reminded of this when, while waiting for the christening of Titus to begin in the
Cool Room, he reaches for a cake:

[Before he had got it to his mouth, a hissing note stopped him short. It came

from Sourdust, and it caused the doctor to replace the green cake on the top of

the pile even more swiftly than he had removed it. He had forgotten for the

moment, or had pretended to forget, what a stickler for etiquette old Sourdust was.

(IG, 107)

The marked contrast between Sourdust’s frailty and his intransigent regard for the solemnity of
the ceremonies over which he presides offers an indication of the precarious state of the Ritual.
However, there is another factor to take into consideration: that of Peake’s parodying of the
formal. Sourdust’s combination of gravity and ineptitude would be conceived as pathetic, if it
weren’t for the fact that his rigorous regard for the spirit of the occasion is constantly
undermined by comic events - often instigated either by his own physical infirmity (as when he
drops Titus from the sacred tome during his christening ceremony) or by the absurdities of the
Ritual itself:
“Without a word of warning Sourdust rapped his knuckles on the table and cried out with his
own voice: ‘All are gathered, save only him for whom this gathering is gathered.”” (TG, 111)
This ludicruous statement, of course, is given - and received - in all seriousness: it is an

indication of the tenuousness of the Ritual that the inhabitants of Gormenghast, brought up on
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such grandiose nonsense, cannot recognise its ridiculousness as we can. A further indication of
such absurdity occurs when Sourdust, having overseen, with great satisfaction, a minor
ceremony, traps his beard in the door of an iron cupboard:

It was in vain for him to pull, for not only was he held fast, but the pain to

his chin brought tears to his eyes. To bring the key out and the hairs of his beard

with it would ruin the ceremony, for it was laid down that the key must remain

in the lock for twenty-three hours, a retainer in yellow being posted to guard the

cupboard for that period. (TG, 295)
Sourdust is forced to cut himself free with a knife. Such comedy, as Ciambezi suggests, removes
the sense of the sacred and inviolable through which rituals retain their cohesive power.
Furthermore, though he is to some extent aware of the fact that his status as Master of Ritual -
and, by implication, the system that he stands for - is being undermined in this way, he is unable
to act differently, for, only by striving to preserve the spirit of the Ritual can he hope to maintain
a belief in its importance. Thus, the more ludicruous the ceremonies are seen to be, the harder
he must strive to keep the sense of occasion in them. He functions thus as the pedant, who
attempts to compensate for his (and the Ritual’s) failings with an increased diligence and
attention to the minutest detail.

Sourdust is of course a casualty of the fire in the Library. This is significant for two reasons.
Firstly, the meeting in the Library was the result of an impromptu action on the part of
Sepulchrave. In attempting to impose his own initiative on the ritualised processes that govern
the life of the castle, Sepulchrave ironically condemns the Keeper of Ritual to death. With the
burning of the tinder-dry body of Sourdust, it is as if the Ritual itself is being destroyed. Of
course, his son Barquentine is able to take his place; but in this barren world, the demise of such

vital links with the past cannot be sustained by Gormenghast.



121

Sourdust’s burial is further testimony to the undermining of the system he had stood for. On
his way to the burial ground, Flay, carrying the old servant’s bones, is ambushed by Steerpike,
who steals Sourdust’s skull for his own use. The Master of Ritual is therefore buried with a
surrogate calf’s skull - a final, appropriate deviation from the norm. Furthermore, in a
posthumously ironic statement, the skull reappears as part of Steerpike’s ‘ghost’. Thus the head
which, in life, was the keeper of the complex system which served to protect its society from
degeneration serves, in death, to further this process, by reinforcing the isolation of Cora and

Clarice from that society.

Officiating at Sourdust’s funeral is his son, Barquentine. He has been discovered in his
louse-infested hovel in the depths of the castle; and the nature of his unearthing supports the idea
that each of the subordinate characters can be regarded solely in terms of his function. It is as
if Barquentine has been hibernating - waiting in a state of dormancy until the time when his
services are required. It also appears that the title of Master of Ritual has been passed on with
hardly any change: Sourdust’s offspring resembles him so closely that: “At first sight the servants
were appalled at a similarity between the son and the dead father”. (TG, 330) However, there
is an important physical difference between Barquentine and Sourdust: whereas the father was
frail with age, the son is not. Instead, he is crippled. If we are to consider the physical state of
the servants as indicative of the state of the system, we may infer from this development that,
whereas that castle was ageing in Sourdust’s time, it has, with the succession of the crippled
Barquentine, become in some way deformed.

From the moment of his promotion, Barquentine takes a despotic hold on the life of the
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castle. All fear the sound of his crutch. It is indeed significant that Fuchsia and Titus are the
ones who fear - or hate - him most. Barquentine, in whose hands the future of the castle lies, is
in fact alienating the inheritors of what he stands for. If the future seemed uncertain in the days
of Sourdust and Sepulchrave then, under the hostile tyranny of Barquentine, it is horrific.
Furthermore, Barquentine constitutes a tenacious opponent for Steerpike who, in killing his
father, has unwittingly placed an obstinate barrier between himself and power. As I have
suggested above, (chapter 2) Steerpike’s aim is not to destroy, but to rule Gormenghast. His
problem is not the system, but who runs it.

This underlines the difference between Titus and Steerpike. To Steerpike, Barquentine’s
power and knowledge of the system is highly desirable; to Titus, all that the abusive dwarf stands
for is despicable. Of course, to the young boy, Barquentine is repulsive; but perhaps more
significant is the fact that he, above all others, dehumanizes the Groans. He worships the Line
in the abstract only: the individuals through which the line is continued is of no interest to him:
“The Countess, Fuchsia and Titus were mere links to him in the blood-red, the imperial chain
- nothing more.” (GG, 159) This abstract loyalty may have been enough in the past. The older
members of the family accept this: Gertrude in particular believes that the chain is more
important than the links. However, to Titus and Fuchsia, alienated and unloved, the contrary is
true: what they crave is love for their own sake, not reverence for what they represent. It may
therefore be argued that Steerpike’s destruction of Barquentine, though important in terms of
the further deterioration of the castle’s society, is not as important as the impression the despotic
nature of the Keeper of Ritual has on the young heir.

Interestingly, though Steerpike despises Barquentine, they are in fact similar in one important
respect. The inhuman ambition of the kitchen-hand and the tyranny of the Master of Ritual may

both be seen as the psychological consequences of early life. Steerpike’s origins are obscure;
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but it is certain that he comes from the lower orders, and would have suffered as such -
particularly given his strange physical appearance and antisocial manner. Barquentine, the
deformed and crippled dwarf, has dim memories of a childhood of abuse and ridicule. It is
unsurprising, therefore, that both of them grow up to be misanthropes, rejecting the society that
has treated them so inhumanly; and fitting, perhaps, that both, unwittingly, are responsible for

the demise of the system into which they were born.

If Titus Groan lacks a central plot then, in the feud of Mr Flay and Swelter, it has a
stimulating and significant sub-plot, in which much of the action of the novel is concentrated.
The implications of such a device for the dramatic structure of Titus Groan shall be examined
further below (see pp.232ff.). However, the development of these two significant characters -
in terms of both their functions and their increasingly individualised personas - shall be the focus
of the present discussion.

The First Servant and the Chef of Gormenghast are opposites in every way. Flay is painfully
thin, Swelter grossly obese. Flay is introverted, his natural habitat the shadowy realm of the
Stone Lanes; Swelter craves an audience, and rules the cacophanous expanse of the Great
Kitchen. They are the bones and belly of Gormenghast: two diametrically opposed parts of the
same organism, at war with each other. As I have already commented, one central purpose of
the Ritual is to bring the ‘components’ (that is, the individual characters) of the castle together.
In the case of Flay and Swelter, however, this unavoidable meeting merely fuels their antipathy.

Flay first encounters Swelter in the latter’s domain, when he is forced by the circumstance

of Titus’s birth to visit the Great Kitchen. Immediately, the extent of Flay’s antipathy towards
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the chef is made apparent:

He remembered, when he had first come across Swelter, how he and the chef

had instantaneously entertained a natural dislike, and how this antipathy festered.

To Swelter it was irksome to see the bony straggly figure of Lord Sepulchrave’s

first servant in his kitchen, the only palliative to this annoyance being the

opportunity it afforded him for the display of his superior wit at Mr Flay’s

expense. (TG, 32)
Swelter 1s, initially, at a clear advantage. Firstly, he is in his own realm: though technically his
superior, Mr Flay is out of his normal habitat, and therefore vulnerable; whereas Swelter,
surrounded by those who acknowledge only him as their master, is keen to show Flay who, in
this situation, is in control. Furthermore, the chef thrives on the adulation of his minions: he is
an assured performer, showing off his linguistic eloquence to his audience. Mr Flay, on the other
hand, is taciturn to the extreme. Even when in full command of a sitqation, he is unable to form
more than simple, elided statements. Swelter is fully aware of this, and revels in Flay’s
discomfort. Inevitably, Flay is forced to withdraw to the safety of the Stone Lanes, leaving
Swelter victorious.

As the feud deepens and develops, each one is forced into a closer scrutiny of the
psychological motivations of the other; and, particularly in the case of Mr Flay, this increasing
intensity also leads to a degree of self-examination. This, perhaps, is another indication of the
extent to which the system has eroded. Flay is an important cog in the machinery of
Gormenghast; but he is a cog nevertheless: it is not part of his function, in a system whose
success depends on passive, unquestioning acceptance, to try to comprehend his individual

situation.

The next confrontation is on the occasion of Titus’s christening: and here, Mr Flay regains
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the advantage. Swelter, seizing yet another opportunity to humiliate his rival in front of his
acolytes, is given a sudden insight into the depth of Flay’s scorn for him. The First Servant
slashes Swelter’s face with a chain, bringing his enjoyment of the situation to an abrupt halt. |
This is the chef’s weak spot: being the performer, he is dependent on his public domination of
a situation. Humiliation, though intensely wounding to Flay, is at least a familiar pain to one
who lacks the ability to communicate; to Swelter, however, it is lethal. Whereas the chef has
formerly been contented with demeaning Mr Flay - with the assurance that he has the wit and
intelligence to do so - he has now been out-bluffed, and must extract revenge. From this moment
on, the battle for supremacy is joined in earnest.

What this means, in fact, is an individualization of motive. Swelter, from being chef of
Gormenghast, now gains an individual character, focused by personal rather than societal
interests. This is illustrated too by his unexpected reaction to the above incident. His kitchen
hands, used to being the victims of their master’s temper, expect the worst. Swelter, however,
is rendered immobile by his emotions: “The chef, with his hatred so riveted upon the person of
Flay, had forgotten them and did not vent his spleen upon them.” (IG, 105) Thus, then, is a
narrative which, in its examination of the emergence of the individual ego, anticipates that of
Titus in Gormenghast.

Flay, the most loyal of subordinates, suffers a conflict of interests. Steerpike’s disappearance
from the room where he had incarcerated him causes Mr Flay great concern - for such an event
may have dire repercussions for the castle; but, lurking also in his dreams and thoughts is the
gross figure of the chef:

At night as he lay before his master’s door he would twitch and awake and then
sit bolt upright on the cold floor-boards. At first the face of Swelter would appear

before his eyes, huge and indistinct, with those beady eyes in their folds of flesh,
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cold and remorseless. He would shoot his hard, cropped head forward, and wipe

the sweat from his palm upon his clothes. Then, as the foul phantom dissolved

in the darkness, his mind would lure him into the empty room where he had last

seen Steerpike and in his imagination he would make a circuit of the walls, feeling

the panels with his hands and come at last to the window, where he would stare

down the hundreds of feet of sheer wall to the yard below. (TG, 126)
Swelter is wholly preoccupied with Flay. In a sequence of increasingly eerie scenes, we - and
Flay - witness the chef’s preparations for revenge. He sits at night, sharpening his cleaver and
“practising tip-toeing with absolute silence”; (TG, 211) to Flay’s horror, he appears to know
exactly where, and in what position, he sleeps.

Clearly, Swelter has once more gained the initiative. While he makes his gruesome
preparations for retribution, Flay can only wait, his anxiety growing. The machinations of
Steerpike and the resulting conflagration divert his attention for a time; but inexorably his
thoughts return to that ghastly image of Swelter rehearsing his murder in the green light of his
quarters. Thus, the momentum of Titus Groan is constantly switched between the subordinates’
feud and the continued degeneration of the system that supports the Groan dynasty. It is clear
therefore that the psychological wearing-down of Flay’s sense of authority echoes the erosion
of authority throughout the castle. In the fire, Sepulchrave’s authority is stripped from him;
Irma's self-possession deserts her; and Sourdust, symbol and device of authority, is consumed
by the flames.

The two plots are further linked by the pervasive atmosphere that descends upon the castle.
As I have suggested above (see pp.31-5), the climatic conditions around Gormenghast can be
seen as an extension of the psychological state of its inhabitants: the castle takes on a

nightmarish quality, as oppressive clouds darken the skies and deepen the shadows within it.
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The chapter ‘Swelter leaves his card” makes explicit the connection between these external
conditions and the rising internal tension:

The whine was yet in the wind; the November whine. But as night followed

night its long trailing note became less and less a part of the mounting music

which among the battlements was an almost nightly background to those who

slept or tried to sleep in the castle of the Groans. More and more in the darkness

the notes of grimmer passions could be discerned. Hatred and anger and pain and

the hounding voices of vengeance. (TG, 325)
Among “the notes of grimmer passions” is the sound of Swelter’s cleaver being sharpened. Flay,
lying awake on the ground outside his master's door, hears it and shudders. He, like the castle,
is changing - has changed. He tries to pass it off as a symptom of age: “*Getting old,” he
muttered grittily to himself again between his long discoloured teeth; but he knew that he lied...”
(TG, 326) It is at the end of this dreadful night that Flay discovers the cake Swelter has left as
his calling card.

Once more, the action shifts back to Steerpike and Sepulchrave: the Earl’s madness is of
central concern. Yet here again, the two plots are linked: Flay, ordered to fetch twigs for the
building of Sepulchrave's ‘nest’, and oppressed by his now almost neurotic contemplation of
Swelter’s plans, is “utterly distraught”. His position is under threat; so is his life. As such, he
is unable to function properly: “He had gathered the twigs and he had flung them away in disgust
only to regather them, for the very thought of disobeying his master is almost as dreadful to him
as the memory of the creature he has seen on the mantelpiece.” (IG, 369) Suddenly, however,
there is a dramatic change in circumstances. Steerpike, whose rise through the echelons of
Gormenghast’s society began when he followed Flay out of the Great Kitchen, brings about the

First Servant’s dismissal. His japing at Sepulchrave’s illness provokes Flay into throwing one
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of Gertrude’s cats at him; and what is, in fact, an act of instinctive loyalty to the family, results
in his banishment from the castle. The fact that Flay goes and Steerpike stays - effectively to
replace him - is another indication of the extent to which the system has been eroded.

As it happens, it is an action which has a profound effect on the relationship between Flay
and Swelter. For many months, the chef had held a clear psychological advantage over Flay: he
had managed to control events by letting Flay know that he was several steps ahead of him - and
particularly, that he was able to find him. Now, though, Flay no longer sleeps within the castle:
in fact, he has disappeared altogether.

Furthermore, Flay has become an individual: the function which he has performed within the
system has been taken away from him. He is therefore forced to rely on his own initiative -
something which is to prove the undoing of his enemy. This is to be expected: if we accept that
the system is crumbling, as by this time we must, then Flay’s liberation necessarily increases his
power as an individual. Formerly no match for Swelter, he is now able to confront him on his
own terms.

An indication of Flay’s emergent personality is in the development of his thoughts. They still
revolve around the society he has belonged to all his life - naturally so. However, a degree of
perspective is now introduced. He begins to think of his childhood:

[A] brightly coloured vignette at the back of his dark skull recurred from time

to time, a vignette of crimson, gold and grey. He had had no recollection of who
it was who led him by the hand, but he recalled how, between two of the southerly
arches, he and his guardian were stopped - how the air had been filled with
sunshine - how a giant, for so he must then have appeared to the child, a giant in

gold had given him an apple - the globe of crimson which he had never released

from his mind’s empyric [sic] grasp... (IG, 415)
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As Miles Fielder points out, Gormenghast is trapped in time: events are often presented
synchronically. Once freed from the restrictive timelessness of the castle however, Flay is able
to remember - to consider his own past. The symbolic significance of the apple is obvious: like
Winston Smith in Nineteen Eighty-Four, Flay has (though he has rejected it) a “golden country”
- a subjective nostalgia for a brighter, more innocent age, which, despite his functional role, he
has never quite released. (The “golden country” is the term given to a region remembered
nostalgically by the protagonist, Winston Smith. It represents the uncorrupted world that he
believes to have existed before the totalitarian dystopia that prevails in the present of the book. %)
Though Peake is not primarily nostalgic - he is too ironic - his half-parodic style allows that
certain of the characters may be. (See also chapters 10, 15 and 16 below)

This is not to say that Flay prefers his exile - far from it. So conditioned is he that to exist
anywhere other than Gormenghast is inconceivable. Outside the castle, therefore, he thinks of
nothing - can think of nothing - but what is going on within it. Later, as he becomes accustomed
to living in the wild, he is able to contemplate more generally the sense of change that is
spreading through Gormenghast (more of which below). For now, though, he has unfinished
business to attend fo. In the oppressive atmostphere of a gathering storm - though, like a
spotlight, the moon shines down on his actions - Flay seeks out his enemy. Symbolically, he has
muffled his cracking knee-joints: the dry, clockwork sound of his movements when he had
operated within the system have been silenced.

As Flay stalks the chef, the storm breaks over the castle, binding its inhabitants, for a time,
in common experience: “A closer degree of intimacy had been established in the castle between
whatever stood, lay, knelt, was propped, shelved, hidden or exposed, or left ready for use,
animate or inanimate, within the castle walls.” (TG, 422) This shared experience - what Peake

describes as “a weird hyper-reality of closeness” (IG, 422) - serves to bring each of the
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alienated, isolated inhabitants of the castle together. Just as the storm transcends all barriers,
moreover, so Flay and Swelter, acting out their terrible, silent sequence, can be seen, in their
intensity, to represent all of Gormenghast. Their feud, having developed through increasingly
private and personal concentration, now takes on a communal significance. Their conflict is
indicative of the increasing division in the society, and structure, of the castle; and, following
Flay's banishment, it is also a comment on the emergence of the individual that again anticipates
Titus's development and ultimate rejection of the system.

The highly melodramatic presentation of the fight between Flay and Swelter, carried out as
it is in mime, illuminated starkly at intervals by flashes of lightning, and surrounded by the
violent noise of thunder and torrential rain, clearly lends itself to symbolic interpretation. 1
would suggest, in fact, that they are enacting a grand parody of the Ritual itself. One purpose
of ritualised behaviour in a static universe such as Gormenghast is to provide the illusion of
progression (illusory because rituals only become such by repetition). It indicates a passing of
time, just as clocks and calendars do: in a world where such instruments of measurement seem
to have little meaning (for there is no real progression), the expectation, performance and
aftermath of a ritual or ceremony would suggest movement.

Flay and Swelter are engaged in the most elaborate of rituals - and one in which real
progression does take place. The Earl witnesses the ‘ceremony’ - as would be appropriate for
such an important event: but again, that fact that he is sleepwalking - and later, though (possibly)
awake, insane - underlines the parodic element. Within this “hyper-reality of closeness”, then,
there is a reality masquerading as a ceremonial, theatrical event: Flay and Swelter, fighting to
the death, so that there can be progression.

Throughout the first two novels there are echoes of Jacobean drama. Madness, treachery and

mysterious deaths abound; Fuchsia and Steerpike fall, in an embrace, on to Nannie Slagg's grave
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mound; the Twins bemoan their disinheritance, and crave power - and Steerpike schemes and
plans and tricks his way towards his goal. Yet in the feud between Swelter and Flay, we observe
many of the most fundamental traits of such drama: Swelter’s thirst for revenge; Flay’s
banishment and secret return; the sleepwalking Earl; the silent ‘theatre’, in which fiction
becomes reality, and reality (that which it parodies) fiction; and the fact that the truth about this
inversion - in other words, the deaths of Swelter and Sepulchrave - is witnessed only by an
individual exiled by society.

This ‘performance’ is the climax of Titus Groan: for in it, we observe a fundamental change.
Mr Flay, the witness and bearer of the truth, is cast out of the castle; at the same time, Lord
Sepulchrave drags both Swelter and himself into the Tower of Flints, where they are devoured
by the owls. Their bodies are therefore destroyed; and the one person who could explain the
mystery has disappeared - in fact, officially, he no longer exists.

I shall consider whether this sequence of events can be regarded as conforming to the
structures of melodrama or of tragedy later in this thesis (see pp.232ff.); but there is another
important consideration: that of its effect on the main plot that is to develop in the second novel.
Steerpike, who thrives on such confusion as is created by this action, is at a much more
advantageous position than hitherto, and is able to rise much more precipitately through the
hierarchy of the castle. Significantly, it is not until Flay returns to Gormenghast that he is
_uncovered. I shall return to this shortly; but I intend first to examine Flay’s role in his years of
exile - a role which has important implications for our consideration of the continued erosion
of the society and system of Gormenghast.

As I have said, Flay witnesses the deaths of Sepulchrave and Swelter; shortly afterwards, he

witnesses Keda’s suicide. By this time, he has become alienated from Gormenghast to the point

where he begins to wonder at its reality:
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Hours of solitude in the woods were apt to detach him from the reality of any

other life, and he would at times find that he was running gawkily through the

boles in a sudden fear that there was no Gormenghast: that he had dreamed it all:

that he belonged to nowhere, to nothing: that he was the only man alive in a

dream of endless branches. (TG, 443)
This sense of 1solation, which anticipates that of Titus in the third novel, is therefore implicitly
linked, through his subsequent witnessing of Keda’s death, to the idea that to leave Gormenghast
is to gain access to ‘forbidden’ knowledge. This connection between knowledge and loss, and
the biblical and Miltonic language used, further develops the imagery with which Peake presents
the central theme of change: “Upon his knees he knew that he was witness. About her and below
lay the world. All things were ebbing.” (TG, 446)

During the first half of Gormenghast, while Steerpike continues his rise to power, the
narrative returns, intermittently, to Mr Flay. It is apt that, though not the prime mover in Titus’s
decision to leave Gormenghast - he is, after all, the most loyal of servants - Flay does play an
important role in Titus’s development. For, though his inherent loyalty to the castle is unshaken
- is strengthened, in fact, through his long years of exile - he is living proof that it is possible to
exist outside Gormenghast. He still needs to feel that the place exists - as Titus does, once he
leaves; and in this, perhaps, Flay is not liberated in the same way as the Thing, or even Keda
(both of whom were born outside the walls anyway). He has shown, however, that even the most
loyal and dependent of individuals can learn to live outside: and, in fact, Flay seems to have
benefited from his exile, if not emotionally, then at least spiritually. He has learned to endure,
to adapt: he has become somewhat philosophical - able to cogitate more clearly on events within
Gormenghast; he has gained perspective. He has also changed physically - he is more agile,

suppler; “He was by now a part of the woods, his eyesight sharp as a bird’s, and his hearing as
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quick. His footsteps had become noiseless. The cracking of his knee-joints had disappeared.”
(GG, 286) Importantly, he has become more sensitive to change: removed from the world of
Gormenghast, he is able to observe from outside - to gauge what was formerly beyond his power:
“[A]ithough as yet he had made no concrete discoveries, he had become aware almost at once
of a change. Something had happened, or something was happening which was evil or
subversive.” (GG, 287) It is this increased intuition which leads him to witness the death of the
Twins. Though he is unable to discover what has happened, he has once more been party to
‘forbidden’ knowledge through the fact that he exists outside society.

The return of Mr Flay to Gormenghast’s inner life is as important as his departure. As
powerful as the minds of Gertrude and Doctor Prunesquallor are, they have been unable to
formulate a plan to trap the suspected felon. It is Flay who uncovers Steerpike. Banished from
the castle, he has disappeared: thus, ironically, he is able to move about Gormenghast with more
freedom than when he was First Servant. He has observed Steerpike’s tryst with Fuchsia, and
fears the worst. In response to her whispered warning, she lights a candle - an action for which
she is admonished by Steerpike. This shuts off the romantic approach he has been fostering, and
pushes him into deciding to seduce her. That night, as he prepares, Flay watches and waits.
When he moves, Flay follows; ultimately, Steerpike’s treachery is discovered.

In the isolated room, among the remains of Cora and Clarice, a second mime takes place, as
Steerpike, now the Master of Ritual, cavorts about in triumph. If we need any more evidence
of the “desecration of rituals” that has taken place in Gormenghast, then this is surely it. S Itis
here, moreover, that Flay is finally returned to the fold as, in unmasking Steerpike’s villainy, he
1s killed:

Mr Flay was buried... in the graveyard of the Elect Retainers, a small space of

nettle-covered ground. At evening the long shadow of the Tower of Flints lay
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across this simple boneyard with its conical heaps of stones to show where not
more than a dozen servants of exceptional loyalty lay silently under the tall weeds.
(GG, 387)
The knowledge which, during his exile, left Gormenghast, is now hidden forever; but in Flay
s return, a new, more terrible knowledge - that of Steerpike’s heresy - is revealed. Mr Flay is the
one who, of all the characters, and despite his unerring loyalty to the old regime, has seen, and
understood the significance of, the most change. Or perhaps this is testimony to that loyalty.
Among the subordinate characters, only Flay achieves an existence beyond his function. His
exile allows him to gain an insight into developments within the castle that he had formerly been
denmied. Gormenghast is undoubtedly a world in which individuals are increasingly isolated by
the very system created to preserve their coherence. However, in Flay’s case, isolation brings
a profounder understanding of the system as a whole: if Gormenghast is presented as a
fragmented montage, then such withdrawal is enlightening rather than alienating. If the Titus
novels represent a de-centring milieu, then it is, I believe, appropriate that one of the key
components of what was its original centre - the ritually-maintained structure - should be drawn
out into the open, to observe and respond to that esential change. This is Flay’s true role; and

in performing it, he gains perspective at the price of certainty.
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8. The “alien, incalculable figure™:' Steerpike.

In the previous chapter, I alluded to a brief episode in Titus Groan when Steerpike, fearing
that the Twins are about to reveal the truth about the fire in the Library, pays them a nocturnal
visit, disguised as a ghost. (IG, 478-84) Peake’s presentation of this scene, as so often, is
parodic: though to the imbecilic Twins, the apparition is conceived as “Death walking like an
element”, it is to the reader a “nine-foot length of sheet”. In fact, Peake goes to great lengths to
emphasise that, to the rational observer, this is pure pantomime, while it remains, to Cora and
Clarice, an object of terror.

Beyond the comedic effect this parody generates, the scene also underlines Steerpike’s
essential formlessness. This crude yet effective display, in other words, is an allegorical
representation of Steerpike’s role: he is, in the consciousness of the inhabitants of Gormenghast,
a phantom. He is also a shape-changer: a chameleon figure, able to alter his appearance or
character as each situation demands. As such, he may be considered as conforming to a number
of literary archetypes - Gothic villain, vampire, clown, even Romantic hero - or conforming to
none.

This essential amorphism is stressed from the beginning. As Lawrence Bristow-Smith has
pointed out, it is through the character of Steerpike that the castle is largely exposed and
explored.® Bristow-Smith rightly describes him as a “yehicle”: he is both motive and passive,
in that we can see through him, observing what he observes, rather than into him. He is an
enigma, a puzzle; he has no history, save a short spell as a kitchen-hand. To the other characters,
100, he is an unknown quantity. He uses them without revealing himself to them. To Mr Flay,
with whose unwitting assistance he is able to make good his escape from the Great Kitchens,

“The boy Steerpike was something of an apparition”. (TG, 334) The doctor, the most perc eptive



137

of the characters, is nevertheless “non-plussed at the youth’s self-assurance.” (TG, 174) Fuchsia
“could not make him out”. (IG, 335) He is the pale youth, the phantom: and as such,
Gormenghast provides an appropriate background for him. Though his rapid movement and
self-assurance make him seem incongruous, he is also entirely at home in its darkness: “He
passed into deep shadows beneath the arch, and then as though he were a portion of that inky
darkness that had awakened and disengaged itself from the main body, he reappeared beyond
the archway in the half light.” (TG, 223)

As an apparition, he is able to move around the castle at will. Each step he takes along his
ambitious course is accompanied by an increased mobility and access. He travels rapidly from
place to place, along passageways and through doors known only to him. Once he gains
employment with the Prunesquallors, he adopts the black apparel that is to become synonymous
with him. Later, when under the tutelage of Barquentine, he confounds the Master of Ritual
each morning: ““What d’you do to yourself, eh? Every poxy sunrise of the year, eh, that you
burst out of the decent darkness in that plucked way?”” (GG, 165)

Yet this formlessness, which allows him the privacy he needs and the advantage of
unrestricted access, is only one facet of Steerpike. In public, he is far from anonymous. As I
have suggested, he is a chameleon: he is different things to different individuals. Whatever
appearance he reasons will be most likely to impress, he adopts. He secures his escape from
Swelter by playing on Flay’s hatred of the chef; he appeals to the Doctor’s intellect, and to his
sister’s vanity and insecurity; and for Fuchsia, that most distrusting of individuals, he dons a
whole series of disguises.

In fact, it is Fuchsia herself who first ‘masks” him, when she throws the “ullage of sunflower”
over him, and through which “Only his dark-red concentrated eyes stared out from the filthy

green mask unpolluted.” (TG, 157) Throughout this scene, he adopts and discards, consciously
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and subconsciously, a number of masks. His outlandish appearance - the first, savage disguise
- is such a shock that Fuchsia’s instinctual horror at the idea of an alien intruding into her
domain is almost superceded by an appalled fascination. With his face smeared with green 0o0ze,
his hands bruised and cut, his clothes in rags and his hair full of dust and ivy, he appears as an
elemental nature spirit, both horrible and fascinating - an image which again recalls Golding’s
Lord of the Flies. Indeed, Jack’s face-painting ‘rite of passage’, clearly symbolising a shift from
‘civilised’ to ‘savage’, is strongly redolent of Steerpike’s more drastic change of appearance -
by fire - in the fight with Barquentine (more of which below):

Jack planned his new face. He made one cheek and one eye-socket white, then

rubbed red over the other half of his face and slashed a black bar of charcoal

across from right ear to left jaw... the mask was a thing on its own, behind

which Jack hid, liberated from shame and self consciousness.’
Steerpike’s impromptu disguise, startling as it is, cannot last long. As I have already suggested
(see pp.88ff), Steerpike’s entry into Fuchsia’s attic, with its obvious sexual connotations, is so
traumatic for her that his appearance is soon but a part of the fact of his unwarranted existence.
Realising this, he seeks to impress her romantic imagination, by appealing to her as a renegade
adventurer: “‘Lady Fuchsia,” he said, and clenched his hand at his forehead, ‘I come for
sanctuary. I am a rebel. I am at your service as a dreamer and a man of action.”” (TG, 159)
Later in the scene, he adopts another disguise: the miming clown. This is immediately
successful: Fuchsia is enraptured. What is interesting, however, about the clown - as about all
the other disguises Steerpike dons and discards - is that it is an act, a performance:
“All the time he was thinking, ‘What a fool I am, but it will work.” He could not sink himself.
He was not the artist. He was the exact imitation of one.” (IG, 164)

This is important. Steerpike, Peake stresses repeatedly, is not creative, but adaptive. He uses
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his imtiative to appear creative; but he is an imitator. It is therefore highly appropriate that, in
the two scenarios in which his character is presented symbolically - as a ghost and as a clown
- he mimes. Though his words are highly persuasive, his silence is still more eloquent. In the
world of Gormenghast, where all is symbol, Steerpike succeeds most readily through the use of
highly symbolic actions.

Indeed, as he progresses, Steerpike becomes increasingly symbolic. Interestingly, while Titus
is appalled to realise that he is little more than a cipher, Steerpike’s ambition is centred on
achieving such status. As Master of Ritual, where he is at his most potent, he draws his power
from the symbolic significance of his title. The opposition between Titus and Steerpike is
obviously of central importance, and I shall be returning to this issue later in this chapter.
However, of the many tensions that are developed between protagonist and antagonist, [ would
suggest that their differing reactions to the concept of the symbolic - the heir rejecting that which
he has inherited, the usurper seeking symbolic status - offers an interesting comparison.

By the time Titus kills him, Steerpike has achieved the symbolic status he desired. Through
his actions (aided by the facial disfigurement he suffered as a result of the fire), he has become,
in the minds of the other characters, a demon. To the reader, too, Steerpike’s character becomes
increasingly symbolic as his function and personality recall archetypal literary figures. Ihave
described briefly the similarities between Steerpike and Milton’s Satan already (see pp.54-60).
I feel that this comparison can now be profitably extended, in the light of the analysis I have
suggested above. Once aware of his situation, Steerpike adopts a series of disguises in order to
farther his ambitions; his chief victim is the virginal Fuchsia (with the virginal Irma as a comic

foil to Fuchsia’s tragic character): so Satan, the master of disguise, concentrates his efforts on

the innocent Eve.

This interpretation is confirmed, as I have described, by the rather heavv-handed image of
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Steerpike’s biting into Fuchsia’s pear in her Attic; and the nature-spirit disguise already
discussed may be seen as an alternative, pagan ‘Satan’. Whether Christian or pagan, however.
it is clear that Steerpike becomes a diabolic figure - and principally in the fact that he represents
a sexual threat to the infertile, sexless world of Gormenghast.

As I have remarked above, he is an incongruous character. Bristow-Smith points out that the
progression in Titus Groan is based on the development of a series of oppositions * and Steerpike
is clearly at the heart of many of these. As the “vehicle”, the kinetic force, he is in contrast with
the potential, yet dormant, force of the castle. Amid the barren, infertile environment, he
performs the role of the fertile youth. As his conquest of Fuchsia develops, his physicality
becomes more apparent to her. When she falls in the rain, he picks her up and carries her. To
the naive sensibility of Fuchsia, he is conceived in the best romantic tradition:

[A]s she felt his arms around her and the proximity of his body, something deep

within her tried to hide itself. Through the thick, twisted strands of her drenched

hair, she could see his sharp, pale, crafty face, his powerful dark-red eyes focused

upon the rocks below them, his high protruding forehead, his cheekbones

glistening, his mouth an emotionless line.

This was Steerpike. He was holding her; she was in his arms; in his power.
(IG, 276)

This power, this control over others, is what Steerpike craves - what, in his initial “pathetic” role,
he lacks.”> He opposes the rulers of his milieu because he despises their power. He is no
iconoclast - he is truly an antagonist, reacting against the world, rather than attempting to create

anew one 1n its place.

In chapter 1 above (pp.191T.), I suggested that one of Steerpike’s roles can be compared with that

of the vampire. Considering the above assertions - that he reacts against, vet requires the
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homage of, the world (a world which he both inhabits and does not inhabit, being both phantom

and physical, sexual potency); that he is a shape-changer and a master of disguise; and that.
among these disguises, he presents himself as an isolated individual, with access to hidden
knowledge - he does appear to conform to the concept of the vampire as conceived by Polidori
and Stoker. Indeed, the demonification of Steerpike that occurs throughout Gormenghast is also
vampiric, foregrounding as it does his ‘uncanny’ qualities. Consider, for example, his hatred of
daylight and the sun: “His dark red eyes stared back into the heart of the level ray. He cursed
the sun and slid out of the beam.” (GG, 369) Those “dark red eyes”, Steerpike’s most
fundamental physical feature, also recalls Stoker’s Dracula in his most diabolic aspect: it is
deeply ironic, therefore, that they are the only feature “unpolluted” by the sunflower slime in
the scene described above.

Steerpike is also repeatedly compared to a shadow. As he approaches Barquentine’s quarters,
preparing to kill him, he clearly takes on a vampiric aspect: “It was as though a shadow had a
heart - a heart whose blood was drawn from the margins of a world of less substance than air.
A world of darkness whose very existence depended upon its enemy, the light.” (GG, 261)
This emphasises the inter-relationship between Steerpike and Gormenghast, “on whose body he
fed.” (GG, 261) As he nears his destination, his amorphous quality is emphasised by Peake, who
presents Steerpike’s shadow as an elaborate grotesque:

His shadow moved upon his right hand. It was climbing a staircase. It crossed
a landing. It descended three steps. It followed for a short while at its maker’s
heels and then overtook him. It was at his elbow when it suddenly deepened its
tone and grew up the side of the wall until the shadow-head twelve feet above the
ground pursued its lofty way, the profile undulating from time to time, when it

was forced to float across the murky webs that choked the junction of wall and
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ceiling. And then the giant shade began to shrivel, and as it descended it moved

a little foreward of its caster, until finally it was a thick and stunted thing - a

malformation, intangible, terrible, that led the way towards those rooms where

its immediate journey could, for a while, be ended. (GG, 264)
Steerpike’s phantomlike qualities are emphasised here; but it also suggests another aspect of his
character - one which the vampire also shares: that of the doppelginger. As he approaches
Barquentine’s rooms, Steerpike (or his shadow, which is an extension of him), changes shape,
until he assumes the dwarfish form of his prey. The concept of the doppelginger, or double, is
an interesting interpretation of Steerpike’s relationship with Titus, and one which I shall return
to shortly.

As I have mentioned above, Steerpike is the common pole of antagonism in many of the
oppositions developed throughout the novels. More than any other character apart from Titus,
he develops. At the beginning, he is presented quite sympathetically: as Bristow-Smith suggests,
we find his attitude towards authority appealing.® However, as he grows more powerful, his
courage and initiative are increasingly revealed as attributes of his cold-blooded ambition. By
contrast, the other characters, even the oppressive system which rules the life of the castle,
become more inviting. An outcome of the opposition between Steerpike and Gormenghast is
that, as the former becomes more unattractive, the latter is made more appealing.

This process creates an heroic/tragic framework, as Steerpike, through his personal ambitions,
incurs, as it were, the wrath of nature. As I have already established, the harmony of the natural
world, of which Gormenghast is a part, can be conceived in medieval terms as the preferred state

of order in the universe. In upsetting it, therefore, Steerpike is destabilising the fundamental

world-structure, and will be punished for it, just as Macbeth and Faustus were punished. I shall

consider further the coherence of what might be called the cosmic, or mythic, framework of the
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worlds of the Titus books in the final part of this thesis. However, Steerpike’s transgression -

his “heresy” against societal order - again supports the assertion that he performs the same
function as the vampire.

David Punter sees transgression as an essential attribute of the vampire, who acts “as a
catalyst for repressed tendencies to emerge into the light of day.”” This can certainly be seen
as part of Steerpike’s function: as the sexual threat to Gormenghast’s barren society, as the
seeker after forbidden knowledge, and as the murderer, he, like Stoker’s Dracula, explores and
exposes those areas defined as social taboo. In this sense, Steerpike can therefore be conceived
as “a vehicle for exposition™ on many levels. As well as allowing the reader access to the
physical realms of Gormenghast, his craving for personal satisfaction - and Gormenghast’s
reaction to him as he indulges it - allows an exploration also of the psychological realm of the
castle’s society.

It is clear that Gormenghast and its rituals maintain a psychologically inhibited regime. As
we have seen, many of its inhabitants suffer from mental disorders and neuroses. Steerpike, by
laying bare what they have sought to suppress, brings about their destruction. Sepulchrave and
the Twins are sent mad; Fuchsia is arguably so by the end. It is only towards the conclusion of
Gormenghast - after he has been unmasked - that he resorts to straightforward murder: up until
that point, he has confined his attack to the weak psychological ‘underbelly’ of the castle.

His degeneration increases the appeal of both Gormenghast and its inhabitants: witness how
heroic the mechanical Mr Flay and the odious Barquentine become in their struggles against the
murderer, for example. What is less clear, however, is Peake’s position with respect to this
opposition. Steerpike, even to the death, retains a certain heroic quality: he is the antagonist
rather than the anti-hero. After all, he remains the individual pitted against the established force

of the world; and as such, his destiny is a tragic, or at least pathetic doom, not capitulation (see
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p.227 below).

Again, we are drawn to a comparison with Stoker’s Dracula. Particularly, the pursuit of
Steerpike by Mr Flay, the Doctor and the young Titus, and which leads to the castle’s discovery
of his treachery, reminds us of Dracula’s flight from England to his home in Transylvania. Of
course, Steerpike is unaware of his pursuers, while Stoker’s supernatural antagonist is able to
perceive that he is being followed. However, on a symbolic level, there are many points of
similarity. Steerpike initiates the action by moving out of the courtyard and into the shadows
and dark corridors that have become, increasingly, his natural habitat; Dracula seeks also to
return to the source of his power - the ancient earth that lies in the vaults beneath his castle.
Both move away from the sun (Steerpike with a curse) and towards the safety of darkness.

In Dracula’s wake are the representatives of society: Dr John Seward, the physician of a
lunatic asylum; Professor Van Helsing, his mentor; Quincey Watts, a somewhat ingenuous
Texan; and Jonathan Harker, the young ‘hero’ who had originally been imprisoned in Castle
Dracula, and whose bride, Mina Murray, has fallen prey to the Count’s charms. If not entirely
comparable as a representative group (though both doctor and young hero are present), they are
remarkably similar to Peake’s trio. Between them, Flay, Prunesquallor and Titus can also be
said to represent the society of Gormenghast.

What we are witnessing, therefore, in the pursuit of Steerpike through the forgotten
passageways, deep in the bowels of Gormenghast, is the symbolic hunting down of the
transgressor by the society whose taboos he has exposed. Punter sees this opposition as a central
concern in late Victorian Gothic literature - and in fact “one of the most important expressions

of the social and psychological dilemmas of the late nineteenth century.” It is, appropriately.

a journey through unchartered territory: “[T]hey were speeding through a new world. A world

unfamiliar in its detail - new to them, although unquestionably of the very stuff of their
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memories”. (GG, 372) Again, we notice the elemental, mythic quality here - a feeling that, in
approaching the brink of civilisation, as it were, it is inevitable that all social protection is
stripped away (cf. chapter 12 below). Steerpike’s revelation (with Satan now as his familiar'°)
is not only his individual depravity, but the moral stance of the society (our own, as well as
Gormenghast’s) which observes it.

Steerpike, in his defiance of the mores that hold the society of Gormenghast together, is
therefore weakening the structure on an essential level. Once the ground rules are questioned
- in a world where rules are everything - then collapse is inevitable. I have said that Steerpike
is no iconoclast: he doesn’t seek the destruction of Gormenghast; but, at crucial moments - when
the disguises are stripped away - his essential nature is revealed to be one which cannot exist in
the same world as Gormenghast: like Dracula, the very fact that he lives threatens the existence
of society.

Dracula, according to Rosemary Jackson, is “a myth born out of extreme repression;” " we
may confidently assert that Steerpike comes from the same source. The society of Gormenghast
is extremely repressive; in fact, the basic dysfunction of that society - a lack of sexual maturity -
is the same which Stoker attacks. In Jonathan Harker and Mina Murray, Dracula has found
victims who perfectly represent the inhibited social mores of Victorian society; Dr Seward seeks
relief for his sexual angst in opium; even the relatively uninhibited Van Helsing (not himself a
Victorian Englishman, but an eccentric Dutch academic) is lured to the brink of a sexual

encounter with the possessed Mina - and then horrified at the thought. Dracula’s elemental

power is that he is a deeply erotic creature, who controls through what is essentially sexual

enticement his female victims - and, by asserting such power, also controls the men whose

society prevents them from achieving what they themselves subconsciously desire. As Jackson

puts it: “the fantasizing activities of the whole novel point to a barely concealed envy for the
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count’s erotic and sadistic and appropriating pleasures.” > Of course, the resolution of the novel
sees Dracula defeated, and the social order reaffirmed; yet I would argue that such a fiction
reveals more than such a moral conclusion would indicate. Dracula’s mythic power comes out
of the fact that such questions as his existence forces on late-Victorian society in Stoker’s novel
still remain after he has been destroyed.

Dracula presents clear opportunities for a psychoanalytic analysis; indeed, Jackson goes on
to assert that the vampire enacts “a symbolic reversal of the Oedipal stage™.” 1shall go on to
consider the Titus novels in terms of Freudian and Jungian theory later (see chapter 12 below);
and I feel that, particularly in terms of the psychological significance of Titus’s departure from
Gormenghast and subsequent quest, such analysis can present an interesting perspective on the
structure of the novels as a whole.

Steerpike, despite his increasingly symbolic status, does not, as an individual, have the same
elemental power as Dracula. Firstly, Stoker’s count is supernatural. As Fred Botting remarks:

[H]e is both villain and ghostly diabolical agent whose magic and power cannot
be reduced to mere tricks or effects of overindulgent, superstitious imagination:
more than rational, he serves to elicit rather than dispel superstitious beliefs,
demanding, not a return to reason and morality, but a reawakening of spiritual
energies and sacred awe. "
Steerpike, more in keeping with the earlier Gothic villains, is mortal, and must rely on the
psychological state of Gormenghast’s inhabitants - and his own ingenuity - to further his
ambitions. Moreover, Count Dracula is an aristocrat, returning to the world to do battle with the

bourgeois society that has emerged to rule in his place. Steerpike, as Punter has asserted, 1s a

“proto-capitalist revolutionary”'’; he is, in other words, representative of the emergent

bourgeoisie. Those he opposes are the aristocrats - the Groans, who have ruled by inheritance
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for a millennium. Therefore, though we can accept Steerpike as a development from the Gothic
vampire who, in Punter's words, encapsulates “the endless desire of the unconscious for
gratification, which has to be repressed”,'® we must question the extent to which he expresses
the same ancient impulses as Stoker’s count.

How, in this case, are we to interpret Steerpike’s primitive exhibitionism - the depraved,
warrior-fiend that dances among the bones of his victims? After all, this is clearly where we
encounter the elemental character of Steerpike; and Mr Flay, significantly is “all but [blinded]...
with a kind of bourgeois rage”. (GG, 382) Such a response would appear to support the
contention that Steerpike does elicit the same kind of “primal awe” as Dracula - and also
confound the supposition that he is a “proto-capitalist”.

I would submit, in fact, that both positions are tenable. If we consider that Steerpike’s
display represents the elemental urges that society must necessarily suppress, then we must also
accept that they exist whether that society is fundamentally aristocratic or bourgeois in
organisation. The moral codes of a feudal hierarchy are based on suppressing instinctively
destructive or selfish drives (as the 17th century philosopher Thomas Hobbes implied ), just as
those of the democratic system of bourgeois Victorian England. Steerpike simply represents that
which threatens the cohesion of any ‘civilised” society.

In this sense, Steerpike also illustrates the fact that is often difficult to decide Peake’s
position relative to the moral questions he presents. He is a Romantic, undoubtedly; yet he 1s
also a modern writer, whose constant use of parody lends an ironic detachment to even the most
earnestly presented themes. This rather equivocal stance informs our understanding of many of

the questions one might ask about his work. His apparent nostalgia for a world of comfortable,

fixed values, for example, is undermined by the parodic presentation of many of the characters

who represent it; while this ironic stance is itself constantly eroded by an awareness that the
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same characters are invested with a degree of nobility, even tragic grandeur. not only by their
inability to escape their predestined roles, but by their awareness of this fact.

I shall be returning to the question of Peake’s position regarding Romanticism and modemity
in the next section, when I shall go on to consider Titus himself. However, I feel it is appropriate
to point out that it is the character of Steerpike that brings this dilemma out into the open - and
emphasises the fact that Peake tends to prevaricate between a purist sensibility and a more
cynical one. In this sense, he seems very “Victorian’; and it is therefore appropriate that our
examination of the character and function of Steerpike leads us back to the nineteenth century:
not only to Stoker, but beyond - to Dickens. David Copperfield, the first of Dickens’ two great
Bildungsromane, certainly has enough in common with Peake’s novels for us to consider it as
a source: indeed we find, in the character of Steerforth those attributes most typical of his near
namesake, Steerpike. Both are selfish, morally corrupt - and corrupting - individuals; both use
their powers to exploit the innocent (though I would hesitate to find more than a passing
resemblance between Fuchsia and Little Em’ly); and both are aware of, and enjoy, the success
which their deviousness brings them. Furthermore, Dickens’ character is, like Steerpike, a
master of guile: he has “a natural gift for adapting himself to whomsoever he pleased, and
making direct, when he cared to do it, to the main point of interest in anybody’s heart.”'® As
John Carey has suggested, Dickens presented his villains with much more vitality and
enthusiasm than he did his heroes, suggesting, at the least, an ambivalent approach to moral
issues.® Like the Gothic villain, the Dickensian antagonist is always defeated; but as with the
later, more psychological Gothic novels, the destruction of the villain is accompanied by a

degree of heightened awareness on the part of the protagonist: a realisation, in other words, that

what has been exposed is, in fact, the enemy within.

Steerforth certainly resembles Steerpike in his amoral attitude to the individuals he
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manipulates; but he does not degenerate to the same extent as Peake’s villain: he is, in fact,
replaced by Uriah Heep, who has more in common with the later, more diabolic aspect of
Steerpike - particularly by way of the fact that, when discovered as a transgressor, he discards
his “‘umble” disguise:

The suddenness with which he dropped it, when he perceived it was useless to

him; the malice, insolence, and hatred, he revealed; the leer with which he exulted,

even at this moment, in the evil he had done - all this time being desperate too, and

at his wits’ end for the means of getting the better of us...”
It is clear that Steerforth is David’s alter ego, just as Steerpike is Titus’s. Yet Uriah Heep, in his
defiance, represents another facet of David - another aspect of those tendencies that must be kept
in check. David’s success is contrasted by that of Uriah, his rival: he must be defeated for the
hero to prevail. It is clear, above all, that only in recognising this conflict of interests - and in
acknowledging it as an aspect of himself - can David achieve that level of understanding which
is the maturity of adulthood.

Heep shows that, in David Copperfield, Dickens wasn’t prepared to create in Steerforth the
diabolic villain. Whereas Steerpike degenerates, Steerforth is simply misjudged by David. He
occupies the same moral (or amoral) position throughout: it is just that David is not immediately
aware of what this position is. Uriah Heep is also constant; and, a little wiser, David finds him
repellent from the first. That he is revealed to be so merely confirms the protagonist’s
suspicions - just as Steerpike’s unmasking confirms those of the Countess and Doctor

Prunesquallor. In David Copperfield therefore, as in many Bildungsromane, the development

of character is on the part of the hero, who grows to understand that the world is not a perfect

place.

The second of Dickens’ novels of youth, Great Expectations, is in many ways the maturer
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work - and Dickens’ presentation of the same moral issues is evidence of this. Again, the
protagonist is brought into a confrontation with his alter ego - in this case, Orlick - with the
resulting realisation and acceptance. However, Pip is presented much more cynically than
David; and though Orlick is a rather unsavoury individual, he therefore has a certain amount of
moral power. He functions as a sort of revenant - an aspect of Pip’s past which the hero, in his
pride, has suppressed. In the confrontation at the limekiln, Orlick makes it clear that he holds
Pip responsible for his attack on Pip’s sister: “... it warn’t Old Orlick as did it; it was vou. You
was favoured, and he was bullied and beat. Old Orlick bullied and beat, eh? Now you pays for
it. You done it; now you pays for it.”?' Harry Stone has described this confrontation “as if with
a devil at the gate of hell”.? If this is to be accepted, then it should be asserted that this “hell”
is at least partly of Pip’s own making. Like Steerpike, Orlick’s wretched existence is a result
of the nature of the society he inhabits. Pip, in taking his stand within the moral majority of his
society, must accept that he is supporting the exclusion of certain individuals from that society.
Titus’s confrontation with Steerpike brings him, perhaps, a degree of insight into this dilemma.
J.H. Buckley has asserted that any interpretation of Orlick as Pip’s double must maintain that
he is the agent of the hero’s subconscious desires - an interpretation which would lay the blame
for Orlick’s actions firmly on Pip.? Buckley contends that this is not the case, as Pip could only
be fully implicated if he were fully cognizant of the results of his actions. He is guilty, therefore,
not of criminal (and therefore immoral) behaviour, but of a degree of thoughtlessness. 1 feel
that the two positions are not, however, inreconcileable. If Pip’s actions are the result of
subconscious desires, he cannot be held individually responsible for the results - rather, one must
accept that he is acting according to the society to which he belongs, and which has necessarily
suppressed those desires. Furthermore, the act of exclusion of which Pip is guilty is also societal

- and therefore not consciously performed. In presenting this opposition therefore. Dickens is
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exploring the fundamental notion of duality: that the suppression of the alter ego - and the
process which leads to a realisation of what is being suppressed - exposes the fact that the mores
of a society depend on exclusion: in other words, on the generation of taboos. Only when the
protagonist can come to terms with this fact is he able to move on.

Pip does move on, as does David; as, indeed, does Titus. Each can proceed, in the knowledge
that they have faced their fears. For each, the exposing of their ‘other-selves’ has led to a
catharsis, and thence to a decision. Pip resolves to atone for his earlier injustices; David exiles
himself, as does Titus (though, unlike Titus, he has something to go back for, once he has gained
enough distance to realise it). This is, in the cases of David and Titus, the initiatory process
which leads to the protagonist’s quest. (See chapter 12 below)

The literature of the nineteenth century reflects the development, broadly speaking, from a
Romantic to a realist/cynical approach to the moral dilemmas described above. Dickens,
somewhere in the middle of this process, anticipates the psychological realism of the latter part
of the century, while retaining some of the confidence of earlier moralists in the ultimate
triumph of the individual over his failings. In many ways, the Gothic genre parallels this
development. As I have stated above, the early Gothic novelists perceived that the key to
overcoming fear was by externalizing it. Thus, the imagined horrors of Mrs Radcliffe’s heroines
are ultimately revealed to be just that. Often, of course, giving tangible form to those fears did
not always result in their banishment - and often the power of the unleashed demon destroyed
that which created or summoned it: thus The Monk, Frankenstein and Vathek. However, in
these early texts, the destructive spirits are externalised representations of the protagonists’ inner
impulses. In later texts, the vanquishing of such demons became increasingly difficult. Naming

the inner beast did not necessarily exorcise it. Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde construed man’s hidden

nature to be not only ever-present, but necessary for the survival of the whole. With the birth
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of modern psychology, it became apparent that those aspects of human nature that are
suppressed are those which it is necessary to suppress: in other words, that what we most fear
is in fact what we most desire.

This is the essential paradox that informs the tradition of the double in literature. It affirms
both the validity and the futility of what is essentially a flight from oneself. Therefore, Pip is
drawn to the limekiln and Orlick; Van Helsing and his posse chase Dracula across Europe;
Victor Frankenstein pursues his creature to the icy wastes of the North Pole; and Titus falls
through the ivy - the natural ‘cradle’ of his civilisation - towards Steerpike.

I have considered above the many functions of Steerpike within the novels; but I feel some
final comments are necessary on an essential aspect of his character, and one which informs our
interpretation of these functions. For, as David Kennedy has pointed out: “Steerpike is the only
character to recognize his own fictionality as an actor in the rituals of the castle.”® This
awareness is the basis of his power. He has access to more of his world than the other
inhabitants of the castle, and an ability to move about unperceived; he is able to imitate those
characteristics which he feels will most impress others; and he is driven by the ambition of the
outcast to take control of his world. Yet underlying all these attributes is a basic self-awareness:
a knowledge that he is performing a role. He is the postmodern descendent of the classical
villain; his potency derives not only from his antagonism, but from the fact that he perceives
himself as the antagonist.

It is appropriate, therefore, that with his unmasking, he also loses the awareness of “his own
fictionality”. His final role is one which he has not created: it is his true, uncontrolled nature.
Tronically, as he stops acting, his perception of the world becomes more fictionalised: “He lived
now among the abstractions... His mind was engaged in a warfare of the gods". (GG, 444) As

we shall see, Gormenghast, in its representation of a world at war, moves towards the ‘real’
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world (see chapter 16 below). Conversely Steerpike withdraws into a world of shadows - a
primitive, mythic world of absolutes: a fiction. Within it, he is once again an elemental spirit,
ruled by those fundamental urges his society sought to suppress. As his diabolic essence is

unleashed, he allows that society (and therefore Titus) the possibility of release: he has

externalised its fears/desires.
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9. Keda and the Thing,

If Steerpike can be conceived as the inner demon, the exorcism of which is necessary for
Titus’s development, then in the ephemeral figure of the Thing, we have the opposite - the
otherworldly, vibrant symbol of everything that isn’t Gormenghast. As such, she is clearly
intended to act as a catalyst for Titus’s rebelliousness: she 1s, of course, a rebel herself
However, according to Colin Manlove, her essential opposition to that which looms so massively
throughout, must ultimately be futile; and this lack of power creates a problem: “Whatever lust
for freedom Titus is supposed to desire [sic] from this creature, can only appear as nebulous as
she is when set against the ponderous weight and omnipresence of Gormenghast.™ This
“nebulous” quality can also be seen as developing from Peake’s difficulties with the character’s
function. John Batchelor points out that she “is never successfully brought into focus in
[Gormenghast]... because she is required to fulfil... too many symbolic roles.”? These problems
clearly stem from the same dilemma: the sheer super-reality of Gormenghast rends intangible
anything that is not part of it - so that any perceived power is largely undermined, given a
peripheral, inconstant quality.

Yet the Thing plays an important part in Titus’s development: she represents, at least to him,
a vital counterpoint, both to the unchanging, ritualised life he has inherited, and to the brutal
megalomania of Steerpike. Though Titus’s conception of the Thing is as an otherworldly (and
in many ways an ideal) being, she is, in fact, the illegitimate child of one of the Dwellers - and
therefore, at least by birth, very much a part of the reality represented by Gormenghast. Keda,
her mother, is in fact intimately connected with the inhabitants of the castle: she becomes Titus’s
wet-nurse, and lives inside the castle for several months. Batchelor rightly suggests that this

compounds the problem we have in defining the Thing as “otherworldly”: when her ancestry is
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so thoroughly known, it is difficult to separate her from the real, in fact earthy, world of the Mud
Dwellers.

Peake attempts to overcome this problem in a number of ways. Firstly, he presents Keda as
somewhat distinct from the the other Dwellers. Having Just borne a dead infant, and suffering
after her aged husband’s death from the attentions of two men, Braigon and Rantel, she seizes
on the chance to become Titus’s wet-nurse, as it gives her the opportunity both to escape from
what has become for her an unhappy environment, and to fulfil the maternal role for which she
had been prepared. This movement away from her society proves ultimately to be irreversible:
in her absence, her dead husband’s belongings, and his dwelling, are taken from her; and the
conception of the Thing on her return to the Dwellings leads to ostracism and exile.

Among the patriarchal society of the Dwellers, Keda is a natural radical - a proto-feminist,
almost, who defies the iron laws of the Carvers in asserting her individual freedom. There are
echoes of Lawrence in the sensual world of the Dwellers; and Keda certainly has something of
the Lawrentian anima mundi about her - though, as with the Thing, this strength of character is
diffused in the deep shadows of Gormenghast.

She 1s therefore a rebel from her own people. Ironically, in accepting the role of wet-nurse,
she also provides an opposition, however slight, to the norms that prevail within the castle.
Firstly, she is an outsider who, though her entry into Gormenghast is entirely legitimate, is an
intruder; and secondly, she has (though, cursed by the ageing affliction of her kind, she is losing
it) a fertile vibrancy that is in stark contrast to the stagnant and barren environment of the castle.
A wet-nurse has to be found outside the walls of Gormenghast, simply because one cannot be
found within them.

Keda is therefore conceived from the beginning as a displaced character. She has, it seems,

her own sphere of existence, neither within nor outside of the castle walls. This peripherality



158

is one important distancing factor when transferred to her daughter, the Thing. However,
isolation alone is not enough to account for the Thing’s strangeness; and Peake, clearly aware
of this, attempts to enhance the singularity of her mother’s character in a number of ways. The
first, and most obvious, is her period of exile, which occupies the whole of her pregnancy - and
is therefore intended to confer upon her offspring a symbolic distance from her origins.

Much of the narrative that deals with Keda’s exile is weak. This is true both before and
during her exile. Peake, as a modern writer, is at his best when portraying character at a little
distance; where his Romantic outlook draws him in - as in his portrayal of Keda - this ironic
stance is unfortunately lost. From her first appearance, though Peake is at pains to emphasise
her di