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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Margaret Drabble is a novelist whose works are firmly 

tied to a long tradition. In several of her interviews, 

she has claimed a strong affinity with the nineteenth 

century novelists in particular. While she is not eager 

to be labeled as belonging to any particular tradition, 

she does mention certain authors who have influenced her 

development as a novelist: 

George Eliot I've always admired immensely--
I mean she's my ideal novelist in a sense. 
I think I've always been influenced by Jane 
Austen. I studied literature at the univer
sity so I've read . . . all of it. And the 
things that kind of nag at me when I'm writ
ing myself, I suppose, are Jane Austen, 
George Eliot--and Henry James a lot, as well. 
. . . I find that Henry James worries me a 
lot. I find that I'm deeply interested in 
his concepts of . . . well, it's rather like 
Jane Austen, it's kind of manners and moral
ity and style--the style being the man, and 
that kind of immoral attitude to life, I 
think it is. (Rozencwajg 336) 

She is concerned not only with the philosophical stand

points of these authors in terms of thematic material, but 

also with their positions towards their audiences, and 

their purposes for writing. 

Drabble claims that she writes for an educate 

audience but she also feels a "continuous sense of 

obligation, . . . an obligation to those who haven't had 



it very easy, and who could communicate--who could be 

communicated with--if one didn't go out on a limb too 

much" (337). She expresses a frustration surrounding the 

difficulties in communicating with a large and diversified 

public while maintaining a level of sophistication in her 

presentation. Henry James simply abandoned the masses and 

wrote for a very elite audience, but Drabble sees the 

abandonment of the larger audience as somewhat "immoral," 

and thus is continuously balancing her desire to write for 

an educated reader without losing her more universal 

audience. 

In addition to her concern for her audience, Drabble's 

attitude toward the purpose of the novel recalls the 

tradition of the nineteenth century authors. When asked 

what she sees as the function of the novel, Drabble 

replies: "I don't think it is to teach, but I don't think 

it's simply to entertain, either. It's to explore new 

territory. To extend one's knowledge of the world. And 

to illumine what one sees in it" (Milton 59). "I have 

lots of questions, endless questions. I don't really 

pretend to have any answers so I am not a teacher, I'm an 

explorer" (Poland 264). Despite her claims, though, 

teaching is precisely what she is doing in her fiction. 

This tradition of the questioner as teacher extends back 

into history far beyond the nineteenth century writers. 

It hearkens back to the tradition of the Socratic 



dialogue--questions put forth by an "explorer" who claims 

that he possesses no answers. 

It seems, then, that Margaret Drabble--contrary to her 

modest claim--is very much a teacher in the traditional 

sense. The difference between her teaching and the 

didactic tradition from which she prefers to be excluded 

is, perhaps, primarily a difference of technique. Rather 

than presenting her students--in this case, her readers--

with ready answers, she remains an "explorer." But by 

exploring universal problems in her fiction--through her 

characters and her plots--she provides the pathways to 

answers. We learn by example when we read Drabble's 

fiction. We are able to identify universal conditions in 

her plots, and then attempt to relate them to our own 

experiences. 

One such universal theme that is predominant in 

Margaret Drabble's books is man's struggle for identity 

and position within the universe. How does man fit into 

the universal picture? Does he control his destiny, or is 

there a more powerful force ordering his life? Or is 

every event a matter of pure chance? These questions are 

universal in that they cut across class barriers, race 

barriers, even time barriers. They are questions that 

interest Drabble tremendously. "The whole question of 

free will and choice and determinism is inevitably 

interesting to a novelist. Perhaps I go on about it more 



than some. Are your characters puppets in the hands of 

fate or are they really able to make free choices?" 

(Milton 43-44). The natural extension to that question, 

of course, is to apply it to the readers as well as the 

novelist's characters. 

By studying a representative selection from Margaret 

Drabble's canon, we can see that not only does she explore 

these questions, but she provides the grounds for 

answering them as well. The theories she develops through 

the answers become, in effect, a teaching tool for us. We 

can begin to see Drabble's conception of man's position 

within the universe. But more important, perhaps, once we 

see her model for the universe, we can see how Drabble 

would suggest coping with our position within that model. 

Her fiction is, in a sense, teaching us how to live our 

lives, given the basic philosophical system with which we 

have to work. In short, her novels become, as several 

critics have noted, "fables for our time." 

It is important, however, to look at selections that 

represent her entire body of work rather than only one or 

two works. In some cases she "answers the questions" 

incorrectly, giving us an example of the consequences of 

trying to circumvent the rules under which we must all 

exist. Deciding, therefore, which novels to examine 

demands a chronological diversity as well as a thematic 

consistency. 



To date, Drabble has written ten novels, the first 

appearing in 1962, the most recent in 1987. Her first 

nine novels were written at a fairly consistent rate, 

averaging one book every year for the first four novels, 

and then one book every two or three years through her 

ninth novel. After her ninth novel, however, she took a 

seven year break from fiction while she edited the fifth 

edition of The Oxford Companion to English Literature, and 

then published her tenth novel in 1987. With the excep

tion of her tenth novel, then, no obvious chronological 

classification presents itself. 

In terms of technical development, however, clear 

patterns emerge to divide her novels into convenient 

categories. Her first three novels are narrated in the 

first-person and are, for the most part, character studies 

centering around a young, intelligent, female protagonist. 

The choice among these three novels is made somewhat 

easier by the clear-cut differences in their scope and 

critical receptions. Her first two novels, A Summer 

Bird-Cage (1962) and The Garrick Year (1964), show promise 

but are dramatically overshadowed by the acclaim accorded 

her third novel. The Millstone (1965). In fact, Lhe. 

Millstone remains, perhaps, her most popular novel. It 

seems, therefore, that The Millstone is the logical choice 

to use as the representative for Drabble's first trio of 

novels. 



The next three novels are experiments in technical 

control and form. Drabble's fourth novel, Jerusalem The 

Golden (1967), is her first attempt at a third-person 

narrative, an attempt with which she was not wholly 

pleased. Her fifth novel, The Waterfall (1969), employs 

an alternating point of view. The narrative switches back 

and forth between first-person and third-person, and the 

level of authorial presence in The Waterfall is very 

conspicuous. On several occasions, the narrator claims 

that the current point of view renders a clear explantion 

impossible and announces a shift to another narrative 

position. The Needle's Eve (1972), Drabble's sixth novel, 

is the author's personal favorite, both because it is the 

longest, and because it is the first work in which she 

could "write a third-person novel with the point of view 

spread between various characters" (Milton 60). The 

choice among these three becomes difficult, then, because 

the author is not only broadening her thematic scope, but 

also experimenting with various narrative techniques. 

For an altogether different reason, however, I am 

including the novel that has garnered the least critical 

support of the three--Jerusalem The Golden. In terms of 

my overriding concern of demonstrating how Drabble's 

fiction presents the reader with a lesson in understanding 

man's place within the universe, this novel presents a 

unique approach to the "lesson." It provides a negative 



example, an example of the consequences awaiting anyone 

who rejects the laws of the natural order or presumes to 

be above them. For that reason, then, I include Jerusalem 

The Golden rather than one of the other two options. 

Drabble's third trio of novels, her final works of 

fiction prior to her seven-year Oxford Companion project, 

is much more complex in scope and ambition than her 

previous six. The Realms of Gold (1975), The Ice Age 

(1977), and The Middle Ground (1980), are products of an 

established, successful artist. By this stage in her 

career. Drabble is critically respected and her works 

enjoy an enthusiatic response in Britain, and a growing 

audience in the United States. With her narrative 

technique more firmly established than in her middle trio 

of works, we must turn, then, to thematic considerations 

to choose a representative novel from this period. Of the 

three. The Ice Age, her eighth novel, makes the most 

comprehensive statement on the fate/chance/free will 

theme. In fact, this particular novel seems dominated by 

the questions which serve as the basis for this study. 

The Ice Age seems, therefore, the obvious representative 

for her third trio of works. 

I am including one other novel in this study as well--

her tenth. The Radiant Wav (1987). It is interesting to 

examine the differences (if any) her seven-year sabbatical 

from fiction has had on her treatment of the fate/chance/ 
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free will theme. Her tenth novel serves, then, as a 

beginning of a fourth period in her career as a novelist, 

and also as a summary of the theories she develops in her 

earlier novels. 

Other critical discussions of Drabble's theories on 

the fate/chance theme are few in number. While it is rare 

to find a critical article on Drabble that does not 

mention her treatment of fate, very few of the critics 

deal with her theories in any depth. 

There are, however, three notable exceptions. Marion 

Vlastos Libby's 1975 article, "Fate and Feminism in the 

Novels of Margaret Drabble," is the first of the three. 

In this article, Libby is ostensibly concerned with the 

issue of fate in Margaret Drabble's fiction but turns, 

very early in the discussion, to "feminist concerns." 

Libby states: 

Because the central protagonist (even in The 
Needle's Eve") is always a woman and the so
ciety which she lives is always depicted, 
accurately, as deeply patriarchal and class-
bound, the problem of the individual's 
capacity for self-determination is inevitably 
tied to the feminist perspective. (176) 

I must address two areas in Libby's stance that seem 

particularly limiting, the first of which is the idea that 

all of Drabble's central protagonists are women. Libby 

anticipates my objection when he qualifies his statement 

in the aside, "even in The Needle' s Eve. ' It is precisely 

in The Needle's Evfi that Drabble presents her first male 



protagonist--Simon Camish; at the very least, he is a 

co-protagonist. As we see in her comments on narrative 

technique, in The Needle's Eve. Drabble is deliberately 

attempting to use a third-person point of view from 

several characters' perspectives in order to break out of 

the single protagonist's view which characterizes her 

earliest fiction. Two novels later, in The Ice Age. 

Anthony Keating is the pricipal character in the novel 

that presents Drabble's most compelling treatment of the 

the fate/chance/free will theme. To be fair. The Ice Age 

was published after Libby's article, but its existence 

nevertheless raises another objection to that discussion. 

Claiming that the thematic discussions in Drabble's 

novels are "inevitably tied to the feminist perspective," 

Libby places an unnecessary limit on the scope of 

Drabble's implications--her teachings. We cannot ignore 

the fact that Simon Camish and Anthony Keating face the 

same struggles with fate and chance that Rose Vassiliou 

and Rosamund Stacey face. The struggle is a universal 

one; it is not a gender issue. To treat it as such is 

artificially constricting. 

The second major critical statement concerning 

Margaret Drabble's use of fate is Mary Hurley Moran's book 

Margaret Drabble: Existing Within Strnntnres (1983). 

Hurley discusses the forces that affect the individual in 

three areas: fate, nature, and family. Her concentration 
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is on the lack of free will present in Drabble's fiction 

and how the three forces she identifies serve to block 

that free will. Hurley's discussion is an important work; 

it is both cogent and readable. Nevertheless, I question 

the necessity of separating the forces she examines. If 

free will is virtually non-existent and fate dictates the 

events in the lives of men, then does not fate also 

dictate both our family history and our nature? It seems 

that the three forces she mentions are in fact the same 

force, manifested in varying aspects of life, perhaps, but 

nonetheless one force. 

The most recent of the three major critical works I 

alluded to earlier is John Hannay's book. The Intertext-

ualitv of Fate: A Studv of Margaret Drabble (1986). 

Hannay employs an historical/structural approach in his 

study, concentrating on the literary traditions and 

allusions imbedded within Drabble's fiction. One of his 

primary conclusions (one that is very credible) is that 

Margaret Drabble is guided--destined as it were--to write 

the novels as she does because of her awareness of other 

texts. This raises the point that all readers become a 

product of what they have read and experienced. Given 

Drabble's documented educational background, this claim is 

reasonable, and it is supported by her works. 

Hannay asserts further, however, that the characters 

act as they do because they, too, are aware of the 
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intertextuality of their situations. According to Hannay, 

the characters are inextricably bound by the literary 

traditions with which they are familiar, and they act in 

ways consistent with these traditions. His claim seems to 

over-reach its credulity here. While it is very likely 

that a writer may adopt situations, plot variants, 

characters, from her previous readings, to extend that 

"fate" to the characters' awareness of the intertexts is a 

claim that must be questioned. 

Because of the relatively limited body of criticism 

concerning Drabble's preoccupation with the interplay 

between fate, chance, and free will, it seems that a study 

is called for in order to address two areas. First, a 

clear determination of Drabble's theories, as presented by 

both her novels and her interviews, is needed. And 

second, once this model is established, we need to ask the 

questions: To what larger context does the model relate? 

What do her theories teach us? How can we apply them to 

our situations, regardless of our age, sex, or social 

status? How are the novels of Margaret Drabble "fables 

for our times"? 



CHAPTER II 

THE MILLSTONE 

Margaret Drabble's third novel. The Millstone, 

completes what might be called her "early" trio of 

fictional works. Her first two novels, A Summer Bird-Cage 

and The Garrick Year, are similar to The Millstone in that 

she portrays a young, intelligent, female protagonist 

struggling to carve out an identity within the solidified 

class structures of twentieth-century England. All three 

novels employ a first-person point of view; none of her 

novels after The Millstone does so exclusively. Because 

of this narrative point of view, the novels take on the 

flavor of a meditative dialogue within a journal rather 

than an objective account of the protagonist's experi

ences. And of the three early attempts. The Millstone is 

not only the most entertaining and most widely read, it is 

by far the most profound. 

One of the primary thematic concerns in this novel--

one that appears in Drabble's first two novels as well. 

albeit in less dynamic proportions--is the internal 

battle Rosamund has with what she alternately views as 

chance, divine justice and retribution, and free will. 

Throughout the development of the novel, her theories 

concerning the ordering of the universe change as rapidly 
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as her position in the world changes; since they are 

inevitably linked, this is not surprising. However, her 

ultimate realization of the interplay between these 

seemingly opposing forces is a telling one for the reader 

of Drabble's other novels. It provides the reader with 

Drabble's first full-scale example of how one exists 

within the structures of an ordered, if not explicable, 

universe. This struggle to find meaning in the patterning 

of events is a common theme in all of Drabble's works. In 

fact, as we see from several of her comments in inter

views, it is a driving force in her motivation to continue 

writing as well. For Drabble, the writing process is 

analogous to her characters' search for a pattern of 

meaning, and in this respect her art very much mirrors 

life. The Millstone is an early, and successful, example 

of this quest for self-knowledge--for both character and 

reader. 

Early in the novel, Rosamund recognizes that an 

overall pattern of meaning is working in her life. Re

calling her previous awkward attempts at relationships 

with men, she begins to understand that what she has 

always considered to have been her own decisions might not 

have been within her control: 

In those days, at that age, such things 
seemed possible and permissible: and as I 
did them, I thought that I was creating love 
and the terms of love in my own way and in 
my own time. I did not realize the dreadful 
facts of life. I did not know that a pattern 
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forms before we are aware of it, and that 
what we think we make becomes a rigid prison 
making us. (9) 

Rosamund is aware that what she has thought of as free 

will is, in fact, the machinations of a much larger force. 

She believes the force to be a malevolent one, however, 

one that is responsible for making the "rigid prison" 

which controls her. She adopts the position that a force 

which continually acts in opposition to her personal 

desire must be an essentially antagonistic power. While 

Rosamund does not have a very accurate understanding of 

the interplay between the conflicting forces of free will, 

fate, and chance (at least not when matched with Drabble's 

philosophy), she nevertheless has an early awareness that 

a pattern does exist which exerts a measure of control 

over her life. This early hint at recognition, however, 

remains obscured and unheeded until much later in the 

narrative. 

When Rosamund becomes pregnant--the result of her 

first sexual encounter--she is confronted by the concept 

of divine justice. After failing in a half-hearted 

attempt to abort the pregnancy (by bathing in scalding 

water and drinking a bottle of gin), Rosamund begins to 

contemplate what the act of keeping the child might mean: 

My friends had babies. There was no reason 
why I shouldn't have one either, it would 
serve me right, I thought, for having been 
born a woman in the first place. I couldn't 
pretend that I wasn't a woman, could I, 
however much I might try from day to day to 
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avoid the issue? I might as well pay, 
mightn't I, if other people had to pay? (19) 

With this inebriated, self-pitying admission, the 

questions of divine justice and retribution are introduced 

into the text. If Rosamund is correct that we are 

controlled by a malicious deity, then divine justice and 

retribution become a valid concern. What, however, might 

Rosamund be punished for? For being a woman? For getting 

pregnant? For remaining a virgin for so long? These seem 

more the questions posed by a young woman who is refusing 

to assume responsibility for her condition than the 

questions of a woman who has gained an understanding of a 

universal order. 

In the ensuing days, however, Rosamund continues to 

search for a rational explanation of her situation but 

fails, inevitably confused by the possibility that her 

pregnancy is the result of pure chance and the alternative 

that she has already set forth--poetic justice: 

The whole business was utterly accidental 
from start to finish: in fact, one of my 
most painful indignations in those painful 
months was the sheer unlikelihood of it all. 
It wasn't, after all, as though I had asked 
for it: I had asked for it as little as 
anyone who had ever got it. One reads such 
comforting stories of women unable to con
ceive for years and years, but there are of 
course the other stories, which I have al
ways wished to discount because of their 
overhanging grim tones of retribution, their 
association with scarlet letters, their eye-
for-an-eye and Bunyanesque attention to the 
detail of the offense. (20) 

In this passage, Rosamund struggles with the possibility 
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that her pregnancy might mean nothing at all--the result 

of arbitrary chance. She is not yet ready, however, to 

dismiss the most important event in her life as meaning

less. She returns, therefore, to the explanation that her 

pregnancy must be a form of retribution. The relatively 

slim chance that she might conceive during her first 

sexual encounter has increased her fear that her pregnancy 

has been, in fact, "a judgment." 

I walked around with a scarlet letter embroi
dered upon my bosom, visible enough in the 
end, but the A stood for Abstinence, not for 
Adultery. In the end I even came to believe 
that I got it thus, my punishment, because I 
had dallied and hesitated and trembled for 
so long. Had I rushed in regardless, at 
eighteen, full of generous passion, as other 
girls do, I would have got away with it too. 
But being at heart a Victorian, I paid the 
Victorian penalty. (21-22) 

Rosamund's assumption of guilt raises again the interest

ing questions concerning retribution and chance. First, 

is she guilty of being a product of her environment? Her 

assessment of the pregnancy as a "judgment" would imply a 

selective universal justice, punishing her for being both 

a woman and sexually reticent, reminiscent of the cruel 

fates found in Hardy's works--an author who will become 

prominent again later in Th^ Millstone. And second, if 

her pregnancy is not a judgment, then is life controlled 

by a dominating force, or are we subject to random chance? 

The link between the protagonist and her environir.r-nt 

is a thematic structure common to all of Drabble s 
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fiction. Inevitably, the characters are partially defined 

by their families, their houses, even their geographical 

placements within Britain. Rosamund is no exception. For 

example, she feels inextricably bound to her parents' 

influence, even in the choice of career: "I am my 

parents' daughter, struggle against it though I may, and I 

was born with the notion that one ought to do something, 

preferably something unpleasant, for others. So I taught" 

(57). Mary Hurley Moran discusses this theme in her book, 

Margaret Drabble: Existing Within Structures. Hurley sees 

two forces, together with fate, controlling the individ

ual: one's nature and one's family. And while her 

discussions of the three elements of control are lucid, it 

seems unnecessary to separate them. In Drabble's view, in 

fact, they are inseparable. The overriding universal plan 

decides our nature, our family, and our accidents too, for 

that matter. It is all one plan and therefore any attempt 

to view the elements as mutually exclusive seems arbitrary 

and unprofitable. Rosamund must struggle in all of these 

areas of predetermination: her rebellion against her 

parents' ideals; her role as a young, single woman, fight

ing for a place within the male-dominated academic world; 

her decision to keep the child, a result of a single 

sexual experience; and ultimately, her fight to achieve a 

degree of self-understanding as a result of the 

experience. 
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The birth of Octavia, and her subsequent battle for 

life, is the rite of passage by which Rosamund can achieve 

that self-knowledge. After telling Lydia about the 

pregnancy, the two women discuss Lydia's experience with 

pregnancy and abortion. Lydia recounts for Rosamund an 

incident which occurred to her after leaving an abortion 

clinic, outraged at the doctor's attitude toward her case. 

He refused to grant the abortion because he thought it 

might damage Lydia mentally. Because of her state of 

mind, however, Lydia was careless leaving the clinic and 

was knocked down by a bus, effectively aborting the 

pregnancy, although not injuring Lydia greatly. 

This conversation between the two women addresses the 

topics of "real life" that seem too strange to be true and 

they discuss the existence of luck and chance. Lydia 

says: "And nobody ever suggested that I'd done it on 

purpose because it wasn't the kind of accident that one 

could possibly plan . . . I really felt providence was on 

my side" (73). Rosamund suggests that Lydia use the 

experience as material for a book but Lydia claims that it 

is unsuitable because "it's so unconvincing. Far too 

unrealistic for my kind of novel. It sounds like some

thing out of Hardy's Life's Little Ironies." Rosamund, in 

a statement indicating her early understanding of her 

position, replies that she had always felt Hardy's book 

"had rather a profound attitude to life" (73). 
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Rosamund's statement reinforces her earlier claim that 

the world is governed by a malicious deity. In Hardy's 

world, the concept of divine retribution is a central one, 

and if Rosamund were a character in Tess of the 

d 'Urbervilles. for example, her pregnancy aoulii be a 

punishment. But she is not in a Hardy novel, and we must 

see her stance as inconsistent with the philosophies of 

Margaret Drabble. Rosamund is a woman still struggling 

for a meaning and clinging to the first convenient one she 

finds. 

After Lydia leaves, Rosamund continues to weigh the 

ideas their conversation raises. Her soliloquy on these 

ideas is the major statement on the interplay of fate, 

free will, and chance in the novel prior to Octavia's 

birth. The passage is relatively long (two pages in the 

novel), but to paraphrase it or to pare it down is to 

destroy its importance so I will quote it here in full: 

In bed that night I thought for some time 
about life's little ironies, for the truth 
was, as I had told Lydia, that they always 
moved me out of all proportion to their sig
nificance in any respectable philosophic 
scheme. I have always been stirred, some
times profoundly, by newspaper comments such 
as Killed While Adjusting Safety Belt, or 
Collapsed Night Before Wedding. I used to 
think that my interest in such cases sprang 
from some absurd belief in a malicious deity: 
but now, lying there in bed with my hands 
folded over my stirring, unknown baby, it 
occurred to me that my interest had been a 
premonition of a different, non-rational 
order of things. My present predicament 
would certainly qualify, I thought, as one 
of life's little ironies, and yet it did not 
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seem to be a mere accident, nor the effect 
of divine malevolence. Had it belonged to 
the realm of mere accident I would have 
surely got rid of it, for though I am a cow
ard about operations and hospitals, even 
then I could see that I was letting myself 
in for more hospitals and more unpleasant
ness by continuing than I would have done by 
termination. But it did not seem the kind of 
thing one could have removed, like a wart or 
a corn. It seemed to have meaning. It 
seemed to be the kind of event to which, how
ever accidental its cause, one could not say 
No. 

At the same time it did not seem to be 
totally the product of malevolence. I do 
not feel, as Hardy felt for Tess, that 
events had conspired maliciously against my 
innocence. Perhaps I did not wish to feel 
this, for it was a view dangerous and diffi
cult to live with for the years whiph were 
to come. The more I thought about it, the 
more convinced I became that my state must 
have some meaning, that it must, however 
haphazard and unexpected and unasked, be 
connected to some sequence, to some signif
icant development of my life. These were 
the things I thought before the child was 
born, of course, for a child once born is 
significant enough in itself: but the point 
is that before the birth I did not know this 
and was puzzled as by hints and warnings of 
what was to be. My state was curious; it 
was as though I were waiting for some link 
to be revealed to me that would make sense 
of disconnections, though I had no evidence 
at all that it existed. At times I had a 
vague and complicated sense that this preg
nancy had been sent to me in order to reveal 
to me a scheme of things totally removed 
from academic enthusiasms, social conscious
ness, etiolated undefined emotional connec
tions, and the exercise of free will. It 
was as though for too long I had been living 
in one way, on one plane, and the way I had 
ignored had been forced thus abruptly and 
violently to assert itself. Really, it was 
a question of free will; up to this point in 
my life I had always had the illusion at 
least of choice, and now for the first time 
I seemed to become aware of the operation of 
forces not totally explicable, and not 
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therefore necessarily blinder, smaller, less 
kind or more ignorant than myself. (74-5) 

This passage is crucial to the novel because it outlines 

the human condition in terms which Drabble would approve. 

Almost immediately, Rosamund abandons the idea that her 

pregnancy is the result of poetic justice or retribution, 

and she begins to rediscover her earlier theory that the 

events in her life have a patterned meaning--a "non-

rational order." The problem, however, lies in grasping 

the meaning of the pattern. Drabble holds that the search 

for that meaning is one of the fundamental tasks before us 

as humans. 

The other half of Rosamund's philosophical speculation 

concerns the relationship between free will and chance. 

Again, her statements in this passage mirror the remarks 

that Drabble makes in her interviews. Rosamund sees now 

that what she formerly regarded as choices have really 

been the illusion of choices. She understands the limits 

of free will within the overall order. All of Drabble's 

protagonists face this conflict, and although they react 

to it differently, the multiple repetitions of the con

flict in her other novels reinforce her view that we have 

very little free will. 

With the absence of free will and the disappearance of 

the "malicious diety," then, we are left with a combina

tion of fate and chance. Rosamund's fate, like ours, is 

predetermined, but within that planned series of events 
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are a number of accidents. As Rosamund guesses, no 

matter how accidental the event may appear, it adds 

somehow to the overall hidden pattern of meaning. Despite 

the fact that the meaning is inexplicable, we are never

theless bound to a search for that meaning. 

It is conceivable that Drabble could have ended the 

narrative here, with the birth of Octavia. With the 

mothering instincts of Rosamund firmly in pTace, and with 

her re-aligned theory of the need to accept fate replacing 

a sense that we are controlled by a malevolent deity, we 

have an ending to the story. But ultimately it would be 

an unconvincing and incomplete conclusion. Her new 

understanding has come about all too easily; it has not 

been put to the test. Recognizing this. Drabble supplies 

the second half of the novel. 

The birth of Octavia is comparatively uneventful, and 

both mother and child are settling into their new routine 

without much difficulty. It is only when Octavia begins 

to suffer from a mild cold that we see the impetus for the 

remainder of the narrative. As the doctor listens to the 

infant's chest, he discovers a hidden heart problem that 

requires surgery. This medical trauma provides an 

immediate test of Rosamund's resolve to accept the ordered 

plan of accidents: "In that instant of listening nothing 

had happened, except that ignorance had changed into 

knowledge" (133). 
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The next week brings to Rosamund all the typical 

mental tortures attendant upon such misfortunes. And 

during that week, her painful meditations once again raise 

seriously the questioned relationship of the forces of 

fate, free will, and chance: 

As I emerged from each fit of grief, I felt 
bitter resentment against Octavia and against 
the fate that had thus exposed me; up to this 
point, I had been thoroughly defended and 
protected against such onslaughts, but now I 
knew myself to be vulnerable, tender, naked, 
an easy target for the malice of chance. (134) 

The sudden painful reality of Octavia's illness pushes 

Rosamund back into the pattern of believing a malevolent 

deity controls our fate. While this regression is 

entirely convincing, it demonstrates that Rosamund's 

original "conversion" was not deeply rooted. And over the 

next agonizing days of doctor's visits, Rosamund ponders 

cynically every reference made to luck. For instance, 

when the doctor informs her that it "was really a stroke 

of extraordinary luck that [they] discovered it at this 

stage," Rosamund has an understandably difficult time 

seeing the positive aspects of her fortunes: "'Luck, you 

call it, luck,' I said, unable not to speak. *Luck, is 

it?'" (136). Nevertheless, Rosamund is willing to call on 

luck when it appears to be in her favor. When the doctor 

claims that the odds are positive that Octavia will 

recover nicely from the operation, this encourages 

Rosamund somewhat: 
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I drank a lot each evening, and after an 
hour or so reached a state where my thoughts 
swam dizzily from one optimistic refuge to 
another: one moment convinced of the 
immortality of the soul, the next that no 
pain is without purpose, but basically, 
quite simply sure, as I never am when sober, 
that luck and the odds were on my side. (138) 

Suffering under extreme duress, Rosamund is ruled by the 

fears of the moment. She will cling to whatever theory, 

no matter how inane, that will provide momentary relief 

from the guilt. Then she will replace that theory with 

another--equally fleeting--in an attempt at grand self-

justification . 

Despite her earlier renouncement of divine retribu

tion, Rosamund has yet to relinquish the notion that 

Octavia's illness is a punishment. On the night before 

Octavia's operation, she sits up late (which of us could 

sleep?) and reconsiders her earlier late night meditation 

Some on such occasions must doubt the exist
ence of God; it does not seem to me natural 
to survive such disasters with faith unim
paired. I find it more honourable to take 
events into consideration, when speaking of 
the mercy of God. But, in fact, the subject 
of God did not much cross my mind, for I had 
never given it much thought, having been 
brought up a good Fabian rationalist, and 
notions such as the afterlife and heaven 
seemed to me crude quite literally beyond 
belief. Justice, however, preoccupied me. 
I could not rid myself of the notion that if 
Octavia were to die, this would be a ven
geance upon my sin. The innocent shall 
suffer for the guilty. What my sin had been 
I found difficult to determine, for I could 
not convince myself that sleeping with 
George had been a sin; on the contrary, in 
certain moods I tended to look on it as the 
only virtuous action of my life. A sense of 
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retribution nevertheless hung heavily over 
me, and what I tried to preserve that night 
was faith not in God but in the laws of 
chance. (141) 

And when she wakes in the morning, she gets on her knees 

out of a sense of convention and says, "Oh God, let her 

survive, let her live, let her be all right, and God was 

created by my need, perhaps" (141). 

When Rosamund hears of the operation's success, she 

naturally expresses tremendous relief, but mixed with her 

joy is a sense of sorrow and a new-found awareness that 

the innocent suffer. In her reflection on how much the 

innocent inevitably suffer, we see the beginning of a 

revised attitude toward the world view--one born of 

personal experience this time. "We cannot believe the 

injustice of life . . . Like Job's comforters, we cannot 

believe that the innocent suffer. And yet they do. We 

see, but we cannot believe" (143). She has come to the 

realization that life is unfair in that both innocent and 

guilty suffer. But concommitant to that precept is the 

realization that this is not due to the malice of chance. 

Accidents happen in each life, but even the accidents are 

part of a larger order which is inexplicable. As Margaret 

Drabble points out in an interview with Diana Cooper-

Clark: 

Well, we certainly do live in a world of 
chance, there's no disputing that. The duty 
of the human will is to seek to make sense 
of it and to resist being swamped by the 
arbitrary and saying because it's arbitrary 



26 

there's nothing you can do. You have to en
deavor in the face of the impossible. That's 
what we were put on this earth to do: to en
deavor in the face of the impossible. (61) 

In the final fifty pages of the novel, Rosamund is grad

ually coming to the final stage in her understanding, an 

understanding which builds upon her previously accurate, 

but unconvincing, statements (pages 74-5). She echoes 

Drabble's explanation the morning she takes Octavia home 

from the hospital: 

The air was bright and clear, and as we 
drove past the formal determined structure 
of the Crescent, ever-demolished, ever-
renewed, I suddenly thought that perhaps I 
could take it and survive. I had thought 
this before when drunk but never when sober; 
up till that moment I had been inwardly con
vinced that too much worry would rot my 
nature beyond any hope of fruit or even of 
flower. But then, however fleetingly, I 
felt that I could take what I had been given 
to take. I felt, for the first time since 
Octavia's birth, a sense of adequacy. Like 
Job, I had been threatened with the worst 
and, like Job, I had kept my shape. I knew 
something now of the quality of life, and 
anything in the way of happiness that I 
should hereafter receive would be based on 
fact and not on hope. (157-8) 

She now realizes that free will is negligible, and that 

fate and chance combine in an order that she cannot 

comprehend, but nevertheless must attempt to accept. And 

through this ordeal, she has struggled virtually alone. 

She has never informed George of his paternity. When she 

finally meets George again it is Christmas Eve. "The 

circumstances have an indelible beauty, like the beauty of 

fate itself" (172). Rosamund has to make a trip to 'he 
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chemist's to fill a prescription for Octavia and meets him 

in the street. They return to Rosamund's flat to have a 

drink and chat and look after the baby. In the course of 

the visit, however, George never connects his evening with 

Rosamund to Octavia's birth and can only marvel at 

Rosamund's display of independence in deciding to have a 

child. And as she did with Roger and Joe earlier, she 

chooses not to tell George any details of the situation. 

While they look at the child together, Rosamund sees 

in George's countenance only the admiration any adult has 

for a young baby, nothing more profound. George claims 

that Octavia is beautiful and Rosamund realizes their 

natural separation. 

But it was these words of apparent agreement 
that measured our hopeless distance, for he 
had spoken for my sake and I because it was 
the truth. . . . I had lost the taste for 
half-knowledge. . . . I neither envied nor 
pitied his indifference, for he was myself, 
the self that but for accident, but for fate, 
but for chance, but for womanhood, I would 
still have been. (191) 

Her final epiphany is not just the realization I discussed 

earlier about the interweaving of fate and accident, but 

the realization that she has learned this from her 

experience with, and responsibility to, Octavia. She 

recognizes that she is changed and can measure the 

distance she has traveled in the poles represented by 

herself and George. She is no longer defined in the same 

shallow role she adopted upon graduation from Cambridge. 
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She is now inextricably tied to another individual as 

well--altering her self-definition somewhat. As Nancy S. 

Hardin points out, Rosamund has lost control over much of 

her life by having Octavia. But this loss of control is 

accompanied by an understanding of life that she lacked 

when she remained emotionally distant from others. 

As a result of her millstone, she regains 
the lost dimension of depth in her own life. 
She learns to love. Given who she is and 
the basic honesty of her confrontations with 
the world, she pardoxically opens for herself 
the possibilities of freedom. (Hardin 25) 

But the salvation offered by Octavia's presence is only 

partially emotional. While it does teach Rosamund to 

love, it also affords her the opportunity to learn more 

about herself, the universe, and her place within that 

universe. It is only through the suffering accompanying 

Octavia's surgery that Rosamund is able to begin to 

comprehend the scheme whereby fate controls the accidents 

that make up our lives. If Octavia's infancy had been 

typical, Rosamund would never have been forced to examine 

these questions and would quite likely have continued 

holding on to her easy, though shallow, explanations of 

events. 

The Millstone, then, becomes the earliest major lesson 

in Drabble's fiction, teaching the reader by example how 

he is to search for the pattern of meaning which controls 

his life, but at the same time accepting his relatively 

powerless position within that order. For Drabble. 
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acceptance is the key. When we rebel against our 

position, we lose the possibility of achieving the peace 

of mind--the "salvation"--we see Rosamund acquiring at the 

end of the novel. To make this point even clearer. 

Drabble takes it up again in her next novel, Jerusalem The 

Golden. In that work, she shows us the futility of a 

character's (Clara Maugham) attempts to circumvent the 

powers of fate through her faith in free will. In her 

later works. Drabble continues to develop this lesson, but 

returns to more positive examples to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of faith in the balance between fate and 

accident. 



CHAPTER III 

JERUSALEM THE GnT.HKN 

Margaret Drabble's fourth novel marks the stage in her 

career where she begins to explore new vistas in thematic 

material and narrative technique in her fiction. In 

Jerusalem The Golden, she breaks the first-person narra

tive position she adopted for her first three novels and 

relates the story of Clara Maugham in third person. This 

is an important technical development because it allows 

Drabble to present a character for whom she has little 

sympathy. She continues to experiment with varied narra

tive positions in her next novel as well. In The 

Waterfall. Drabble alternates back and forth between a 

first and a third-person position--seemingly arbitrarily. 

Drabble's second trio of novels--Jerusalem The Golden. 

The Waterfall, and The Needle's EYe--seems to be used as 

testing grounds for new techniques to expand her reper

toire. In an interview with Barbara Milton, the author 

describes the development of her narrative technique: 

My first novel I just wrote, day after day, 
like a very long letter, with no conscious 
sense of form or plot at all. In the second. 
I had a little more sense of shape. In the 
third, yet more. In the fourth, I tried to 
write (not very successfully) in the third 
person; in the fifth, I queried this method 
of narration and by The Needle's Eve. I found 

30 
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I could do what I'd always wanted, which was 
to write a third-person novel with the point 
of view spread between various characters. (60) 

Despite her reservations about the technical success of 

her fourth novel--an opinion echoed by many critics--

Jerusalem The Golden is nevertheless important in any 

study of the thematic interplay between fate, free will, 

and chance for two reasons. First, as Libby points out: 

Drabble's novels become more complicated 
psychologically and philosophically, partly 
because the heroine's family and social ori
gins become an additional aspect of fate to 
be consciously reckoned with in her compre
hension of the present and her vision of the 
future. (178) 

This aspect of fate--that one is inevitably tied to 

family history--is addressed briefly in The Millstone when 

Rosamund recognizes her family ties: " . . . but I am my 

parents' daughter, struggle against it though I may" (57). 

But in The Millstone, the other elements of one's fate are 

in the foreground and the concept of familial destiny is 

saved for development in Jerusalem The Golden. Libby says 

that "of all Drabble heroines, Clara Maugham . . . is 

most heavily burdened by the circumstances of her child

hood" (178). 

The second reason Jerusalem The Golden is important in 

our overall discussion of Drabble's use of fate, free 

will, and chance as a teaching tool is that this novel 

provides the reader with a negative example. Clara 

Maugham ignores the lessons with which she is presented 
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throughout the novel, and because of this arrogant self-

confidence in the face of forces too strong to be 

overcome, she is one of Drabble's least sympathetic 

characters. 

The first chapter opens with a statement of the 

heroine's conflict with her family heritage. Given a 

name she abhors, Clara is determined to will this curse 

into an asset: "Clara never failed to be astonished by 

the extraordinary felicity of her own name. She found it 

hard to trust herself to the mercy of fate, which had 

managed over the years to convert her greatest shame into 

one of her greatest assets" (9). The daughter of an 

extremely harsh, puritanical mother, Clara is determined 

to brave out her name and use it as an incentive to 

justify her position within society. As she becomes more 

confident, she is able to explain off-handedly that her 

mother has named her so "as a preconceived penance for her 

daughter, whose only offenses at that tender age were her 

existence and her sex" (9). The name results from her 

mother's "characteristic mixture of duty and malice" (10). 

Drabble has been asked frequently about the auto

biographical ties with Jerusalem The Golden, but as she 

explains in the interview with Barbara Milton, Mrs. 

Maugham is not a direct link to Drabble's mother: 

The worst mother in my novels is the one in 
Jerusalem The Golden who was modeled on my 
grandmother who made my mother's life a 
misery. My mother is what I call a "good-
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enough" mother. We have our problems, but 
then who doesn't with her mother. We get on 
well, better than we used to. But it's as 
though there's an ancestral ghost haunting 
the family. I hear myself saying things 
that my grandmother used to say. (56) 

The "ancestral ghost" is precisely the fate that Clara 

Maugham seeks so desperately to escape--or at least, 

elude--in this novel. In her case, though, the ghost is 

her mother rather than grandmother. For Clara, then, it 

is a source of "deep and secret pleasure' (10) when people 

laugh at her explanation of her mother's justification for 

the name "Clara." It becomes a symbolic victory over her 

mother, and she is so concerned with breaking the ties 

with her family--as well as with Northam--that she uses 

her name as an impetus to break away: 'The reversal of 

fortune was in fact so complete that Clara sometimes found 

herself wondering whether she had not gone so far as 

deliberately to seek a world in which her name could be a 

credit and not a shame" (10). 

Her avenue for escape from her mother and Northam is 

quite simply, her intelligence. She inherited her mental 

facility from her mother, but her mother religiously has 

suppressed her own abilities for so long that she is no 

longer known as a "thinker." In Northam, a girl "thinker" 

is not only not praised, but also she is stifled. On 

several occasions during her childhood. Clara recognizes 

that it would much simpler to be stereotypically weak in 

academics. In fact, Clara wishes that she could fail 
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exams to escape her mother's resentment when she presents 

"those predictably shining school reports" (10). But even 

at an early age, Clara questions the artificial denial of 

her talents—as well as her mother's similar denial: 

And yet at the same time she doubly resented 
her mother's resentment, for her mother was 
no fool, she had never possessed the lovely 
blessing of stupidity: she had merely crush
ed and deformed and dissembled what gifts 
she had once had, in deference to what? To 
a way of life perhaps, to a town, to a sub
urb in a town in the north of England. (10) 

Mrs. Maugham becomes a symbol for Clara of denied possi

bilities. Renouncing her mother's life and her ties to 

the north of England, Clara vows to succeed by escaping 

the fate her mother endures. 

So she cultivated, stubbornly, discreetly, 
her inclinations, and in the end it was this 
same intelligence which in her home town was 
so sourly disowned, so grudgingly deprecated, 
that got her out of it and transported her 
incredibly, mercifully, to London. (10-11) 

The remainder of the novel is concerned with her attempted 

escape--from her mother, her past, and inevitably, from 

her fate. 

While Clara is in her final year at university, she 

meets a family which becomes a source of inspiration for 

her--a role model for the life she desires. They become 

a vision of her desired future. This future vision is 

crucial in the discussion of free will. Once WP see a 

desirable end, are we able to exert enough control over 

our own lives to reach that goal? For Clara, that vision 
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is the proffered Jerusalem of the title--"some truly 

terrestrial paradise, where beautiful people in beautiful 

houses spoke of beautiful things" (39). And the Denhams, 

Clara's new-found surrogate family, are the "beautiful 

people" who inhabit that vision. Her task throughout the 

narrative, which covers about one year (plus recollections 

of her youth), is to arrive in that paradise through an 

act of personal will. 

But even at an early stage of Clara's search for 

freedom through her association with the Denhams, she 

intimates a fear that her will and talent may not be 

enough to overcome the inevitablility of fate and 

accident: 

Sometimes she wondered what would have hap
pened if she had missed [the Denhams], and 
whether a conjunction so fateful and fruitful 
could have been, by some accidental obtuse-
ness on her part, avoided: she did not like 
to think so, she liked to think that inevita
bility had had her in its grip, but at the 
same time she uneasily knew that it had, in 
some ways, been a near thing. (12) 

Her stance at this point is a confusion of all the 

possibilities. She wants to believe in her own gifts but 

at the same time, she would like to believe that a more 

powerful force is guiding her toward her goal. When faced 

with the possibility that that same force might be 

antagonistic, she claims a lack of faith in it. Worrying 

that she might never have become intimate with the 

Denhams, she recalls that her first meeting with Clelia 
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had not foreshadowed a close connection--a recollection 

that she feels indicts her of "gross insensitivity. Nor 

did she like the implications of accident that this 

initial blindness carried" (12). 

When she and Clelia do meet, Clara senses that the 

meeting is the beginning of her escape. "She knew . . . 

that she had found something that she had been looking 

for, and that events would prove the significance of her 

discovery" (30-31). Even though she is pleased with her 

discovery and is anticipating the future it promises, she 

nevertheless cannot rid herself of the accidental over

tones accompanying her fortunes. 

She wondered at the means of her recognition. 
The fact of it never ceased to astound her, 
and she would return over the ground con
stantly, searching for marks, for tracks and 
breaths and sighs and trodden grass and names 
and cloudy indications, because she could not 
forget that she had recognized it at once, 
that it had required on her part some keen
ness of perception, some chancy courage, to 
see it: and she breathed perpetually an air 
of terror, a cold air of chance, an air in 
which she might for the whole of her life 
have missed it, marginally perhaps, but 
missed it and forever. (31) 

And the opening chapter ends thus, with Clara's internal 

declaration of escape (despite her fears) through her 

adopted family, the Denhams. She sees in them everything 

that her family does not display: culture, passion. 

mystery, excitement, intelligence, in short--life. 

The second, third, and fourth chapters are Clara's 

recollections of her childhood in Northam and her initial 
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recognitions of the conflicting roles of fate and chance 

in her life. The second chapter opens, as the first con

cludes, with Clara speculating about the meaning of her 

entry into the Denhams' world. Drabble also uses this 

section to introduce Clara's childhood in the form of a 

lengthy recollection. 

Because there was nothing in Clara's past 
that would seem to have fitted her for such 
recognitions, she was not bred to it. And 
when she reflected, as she frequently did, 
upon what she had been bred to, she was pro
foundly puzzled by her own origins. Her 
birth, as far as she could see, had been ac
cidental; no careful well-intended deity 
could have selected for her her own home. 
But she did not like to admit the accidental, 
for if her birth was the effect of chance, 
so then was her escape; the same arbitrary 
law that had produced her might well have 
blinded her at the most crucial moments of 
her life, and left her forever desiring, for
ever missing, never achieving, an eternal 
misfit. She had seen people like this. She 
had no confidence that time would bring with 
it inevitable growth: she grew by will and 
by strain. (32) 

With this false (in Drabble's eyes) recognition of her 

avenue for escape, Clara then recalls extensively her 

youth, concentrating on her sensitivity toward the hostile 

environment of Northam and her numerous childhood visions 

of an exalted lifestyle, drawing heavily on the fairy

tales and fables she read in school. 

The most telling of these tales is called The TwQ 

tt^fiils.. It presents a moral extolling thrift and modera

tion in the form of two flowers--one consumed by its 

drive for splendor and beauty, the other enjoying a long. 
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if unspectacular existence. Clara, in her desire to find 

a credo with which she can justify her desire for escape, 

reads the tale in an untraditional fashion. 

The curious feature of this tale was its 
moral ambivalence. By every law of the 
genre, the death of the tall weed should 
have vindicated the life of the other . . . 
but the story somehow did not end that way. 
Incredibly enough, it seemed to end with a 
choice. (42) 

For the reader familiar with the author's skepticism in 

the efficacy of free will, though, it is obvious that 

Clara's youthful "misreading" of the tale will conclude in 

a less than ideal resolution. 

Chapter Three is primarily an account of Clara's 

school trip to Paris. Convinced that her mother will 

never allow such an extravagence, Clara is both shocked 

and suspicious when her mother agrees to let her go. 

Clara's oversensitivity to her mother's past "cruelties" 

makes her keenly aware of a sense of guilt for her desire 

to abandon her past, her home, her mother. Yet she 

chooses to bury the guilt and look on the trip as a phase 

of her introduction to the world into which she dreams of 

escaping. In that sense, her school trip is a fore

shadowing of her future venture into London society. It 

is a trial escape from home. And as Clara boards the 

train for London--and on to Paris--she questions the 

forces behind her good fortune: 

It occurred to her to wonder why she should 
so suddenly feel herself to be peculiarly 
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blessed, and a dreadful grief for all those 
without blessings took hold of her, and a 
terror at the singular nature of her escape. 
Out of so many thousands, one. Narrow was 
the gate, and the hillsides were crowded 
with the serried dwellings of the cramped 
and groaning multitudes, the ranks of the 
unelect, and she the one white soul flew 
dangerously forth into some glorious and ex
clusive shining heaven. (72) 

The traditional Calvinistic reference to the "chosen" or 

the "elect" is common throughout Drabble's fiction. And 

it raises some interesting juxtapositions in terms of an 

ordered universe. With the concept of the elect, free 

will (a theme which Clara is so quick to embrace) is 

virtually non-existent. This theory is one that Drabble 

holds strongly, not from a doctrinal standpoint, but from 

a philosophical one. This childhood vision, then, of 

Clara as the member who is to be admitted into an "exclu

sive shining heaven" is polemically opposed to her claim 

that she will achieve this entry by an act of will. It is 

also interesting to note that "Christianity meant nothing 

to [Clara]" (38), reinforcing the confusion of traditional 

doctrine she acquired from her Northam education with her 

desire to shape her own destiny. It is apparent that 

Clara's faith lies in whatever theory is conveniently 

aligned with her ambitions--a trap into which many of 

Drabble's protagonists fall. 

In the remainder of the novel, Drabble returns to a 

chronological reporting of the events in Clara's life. In 

the next year, Clara's friendship develops with the 
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Denhams; she meets and has an affair with Gabriel, 

Clelia's older, and married, brother; she accompanies 

Gabriel to Paris for a week; and she returns to find her 

mother dying. In each of these areas, a pattern develops 

in which Clara recognizes the impossibility of totally 

escaping her fate by attempting to pursue her vision of a 

better existence. But with each recognition, there is 

also a denial. Clara refuses to pay heed to the lessons 

she encounters and blindly continues to believe in free 

will as the key to her deliverance. 

As Clara's university career comes to a close, she is 

faced with the need to decide what course to pursue--

either return home to Northam or continue with another 

course of study. "Her friends, all equally indecisive, 

had no need to hurry their decisions, for nothing lay at 

their backs, pulling them, sucking them, dragging at their 

sleeves and at their hems. But Clara knew that her mother 

expected her to go home" (96). At this early stage, Clara 

recognizes a claim over her that is stronger than her own 

desire to escape. She acknowledges a duty to her mother, 

but is desperately desiring to escape that pull. "She did 

not believe that she would ever do it [return to Northam 

forever], for she told herself that she was free" (98). 

So Clara turns to Clelia, to justify her desire to escap-' 

her past, to serve as the introduction into the society 

which Clara wishes to enter, to allow her to open a new 
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door while attempting to slam an old one. All three 

attempts are ultimately futile ones. 

Yet even as Clara and Clelia become closer, Clara is 

never quite comfortable with the world of the Denhams. 

When confronted with certain aspects of their lives, Clara 

senses that the Denhams are not superior to her, but she 

is confused because they seem so superior. She defers her 

own intuitions, however, because she does not feel qual

ified to judge the family. Nevertheless, the sense of 

disparity between reality and Clara's vision of the 

Denhams' world remains. She realizes that she is 

attracted to the world of the Denhams by "surfaces, by 

clothes and manners and voices and trivial strange graces" 

(104-5). She is enticed by an existence which she 

recognizes as less than her ideal vision, but she is 

unable to resist the attraction. "She seemed to live by 

an instinct which drew her strongly and on the whole 

accurately towards such manifestations, such hints and 

echoes of a grander world, and which yet at the same time 

could not approve them" (105). 

Clara is therefore drawn deeper into the Denhams' 

world, despite her intuitive reservations that the world 

she is witnessing is not the Jerusalem of her vision, nor 

the ultimate escape from her past. But Clara counts 

herself lucky to have entered into this world of excite

ment, seemingly escaping the pull of her home. "And ^he 
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law of probability seemed, for once, to have slipped up, 

and to have permitted her a striking piece of good luck" 

(110). 

Clara's entanglement with the Denhams is reinforced by 

her association, and subsequent affair, with Gabriel. 

When Clara first meets Gabriel, she consciously decides 

that she should fall in love with him as he is her vision 

personified. "She viewed the prospect of falling in love 

with Gabriel with a fatalistic pleasure; she thought that 

she would enjoy it" (134). As she contemplates the possi

bility, she raises Gabriel to almost mythic dimensions, 

thus strengthening her conviction that she is witnessing a 

key to her paradise: 

She was amazed that he should be allowed to 
wander loose around the world; she had al
ways idly assumed that there was some system, 
some process which selected such people, and 
removed them safely to some other place, 
where they were no longer accessible to nor
mal human need, no longer part of the system 
of chance meetings, exempt from human imper
fections, reserved for their own like only. 

(135-6) 

Gabriel becomes Clara's symbol of the earthly paradise, a 

world of choices and possibilities open to those who will 

grasp them. "And Gabriel, she felt, was drawn in more 

ways than one: she felt his nature, uncircumscribed, 

rich, perpetually blessed by the possibility of choice" 

(142). His successes "confirmed her view that life was 'o 

him a perpetual invitation. She wondered what parts of ir 

he chose, graciously, to accept" (142). 
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Her discussion with Gabriel and Clelia about parents 

and family, however, demonstrates that Clara understands 

the impossibility of breaking away from her own world and 

entering Gabriel's: 

Clara conceded that she might have gained 
somewhere in her total severance [from her 
mother] (though at the same time uneasily 
aware that there is no such thing as sever
ance, that connections endure till death, 
that blood is after all blood, however fanc
iful and frivolous such a notion might seem; 
and that a humble acceptance of this was 
more elegant than a blunt denial). (153) 

Clara's actions, however, constitute just such a "blunt 

denial." Drabble is showing the reader that Clara is not 

simply too naive to realize the impossibility of her 

escape attempt. Clara is trying, rather, to defeat the 

odds, to prove herself stronger--more willful--than the 

ties which bind her to her family and her home. This 

youthful arrogance is the cause of her eventual emptiness. 

Her naivete would be understandable and forgivable, but 

her "blunt denial" renders her character unsympathetic--

precisely the image Drabble intends her readers to take 

away from the novel. 

Clara sees her affair with Gabriel as one step further 

away from her family ties, one step closer to her vision. 

Ironically, Gabriel has a different view of his world than 

Clara has. She has already claimed that Gabriel's world 

must be one of endless choices. Gabriel, however, feels 

completely prevented from choosing, and his initial kiss 
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with Clara reinforces his entrapment. "He was slightly 

uneasy about the lack of choice and the sense of desper

ation which had finally pushed him to it" (164). 

Gabriel, in his youth, has experienced a pride in his 

own abilities, like Clara's, that leads to a feeling of 

invincibility. But his disastrous marriage has taught him 

that he cannot always control his life: 

[Phillipa's] beauty had always tended towards 
the disastrous, and he supposed that he, with 
his enormous pride, had believed that he 
could deal with such an ill-fated creature, 
for he had been brought up to believe in him
self, and nothing he had ever met had shaken 
his confidence. At school, at university, he 
had been amongst the most well-equipped, 
favourably singled out by destiny in almost 
all his connections. (169) 

Time and experience, however, have taught Gabriel the 

lessons that Clara refuses to learn. He understands that 

his will and his facilities are not enough to stem the 

flow of fate and chance. Clara, on the other hand, senses 

this lesson, but nevertheless ignores it. 

When Gabriel invites Clara to spend the day with him, 

she internally justifies the affair because Gabriel 

represents her natural and destined objective. Here, she 

views fate as an ally because it suits her desire. 

She knew, deliciously, that if she went then 
it would be too late, for her at least, and 
that if she did not go, then it would not 
happen. And yet at the same time, she knew 
that she would go, so perhaps it was already 
too late. It was not in her to say no. And 
perhaps it had been too late since birth, in 
that she had always been looking for such a 
man as Gabriel. (173) 
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Her nature and her quest dictate that she will align 

herself with Gabriel, despite her internal reservations 

that this alliance is not enough to complete the escape 

from her mother. And for Gabriel, the affair is a similar 

attempt at escape, an escape from his wife's coldness and 

despair. Both attempts are equally fruitless. 

After Clara spends the day with Gabriel, she is faced 

with yet another internal warning that she is not going to 

succeed: 

She felt triumphant, but ming 
triumph there was a certain a 
that she was being supported 
fate in some collosal folly: 
stances were conspiring malic 
persuade her that her own est 
self, that high and grandiose 
of adolescence, was right. S 
ered herself too good for sue 
and she had got Gabriel. The 
no end to the possibilities o 
And yet, she could not feel t 
way the world should go, she 
was breasting, rashly, the ma 
of humanity, and that she wou 
forced to turn about. (186) 

led with her 
larm. She felt 
and abetted by 
that circum-
iously to 
imate of her
self -assessment 
he had consid-
h as Walter Ash, 
re seemed to be 
f mad aspiration 
hat this was the 
felt that she 
rching currents 
Id in the end be 

Consistent with the established pattern of recognition and 

denial, however, Clara pursues her alliance with Gabriel. 

She does not really "have" him, though. Their relation

ship is one of convenience on both sides. Clara uses 

Gabriel to gain experience, to travel in circles from 

which she would otherwise be denied access. Gabriel uses 

Clara to escape the dread of his marriage with Phillips, 

to regain some of his lost spirit and deadened emotion. 

Yet neither is willing to sanctify the relationship 
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Gabriel is inevitably linked to his world and Clara to 

hers. The two can never completely intermesh. 

What should be Clara's epiphany occurs while she and 

Gabriel are in Paris. The couple has pretended to have a 

wonderful time, free from their ties, their obligations, 

their fates. Clara asks Gabriel, "What will happen to me, 

what will happen if I should ever lose my nerve? . . . I 

am pursued, I run and run, but I will never get away, the 

apple does not fall far from the tree" (193). She 

recognizes the claim her family history has upon her and 

she realizes the escape attempt with Gabriel is a futile 

one. "I thought it was beautiful but it was nothing, I 

cannot do it, I was not made that way, and all that I have 

done is to make a fool of myself" (215). 

After Clara leaves Gabriel in the hotel in Paris, she 

seems to adopt an attitude of acceptance, a calm brought 

about by her realization that she cannot continue her 

present course. "The night was over, and nothing seemed 

to be of much importance, it had all grown out into some 

clear dawn of acceptability" (218). The acceptance of her 

fate is the goal Drabble would have us desire for Clara. 

But the feeling of freedom Clara maintains on her way back 

to London is a false one. 

She felt, as she waited, that she had perhaps 
done to herself what she had been trying for 
years to do to herself: she had cut herself 
off forever, and she could drift now, a 
flower cut off from its roots, or a seed per
haps, an airy seed dislodged, she could drift 
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now without fear of settling ever again upon 
the earth. (220) 

It seems that Clara has managed her escape, not only from 

her mother, but from the artificial means she employed to 

escape her mother--Gabriel. 

Drabble, however, will not allow her that triumph. 

Immediately after arriving in London, Clara is recalled 

into the world of Northam. The final chapter opens with 

the news of Mrs. Maugham's severe illness and Clara's 

reactionary guilt: 

When Clara opened the telegram and saw the 
news about her mother, she trembled as though 
she had been struck from the heavens. She 
stood there, staring at the fatal yellow 
paper, and her first thought was, I have 
killed my mother. By willing her death, I 
have killed her. By taking her name in vain, 
I have killed her. She thought, let them 
tell me no more that we are free, we cannot 
draw a breath without guilt, for my freedom 
she dies. And she felt closing in upon her, 
relentlessly, the hard and narrow clutch of 
retribution, those iron fingers which she 
had tried, so wilfully, so desperately to 
elude; a whole system was after her, and she 
the final victim, the last sacrifice, the 
shuddering product merely of her past. (222) 

Here, Clara is given another opportunity to see the 

pattern of her past misinterpretations. The freedom from 

all ties she has felt on the return trip from Paris is 

snatched away; she is once again reclaimed by her fateful 

ties to her mother and to Northam. As she roams her 

mother's empty house and explores the family's history, 

the reader gets the sense that here, finally. Clara will 

accept her past and will be at peace with both her dying 
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mother and herself. 

As she fell asleep she noticed in herself a 
sense of shocked relief, for she was glad to 
have found her place of birth, she was glad 
that she had however miserably preexisted, 
she felt, for the first time, the satisfac
tion of her true descent. (228) 

But as quickly as Clara is exposed to this final 

avenue of self-knowledge, she turns her back on it. When 

Gabriel telephones her at Northam she begins to restore 

her faith in her own will. She is more concerned with the 

appearance of being free than with the reality of her 

non-freedom. "I can't be free, but there's no reason why 

I shouldn't be thought to be free, is there?" (237). 

Clara remains shallow and untutored in her own position 

within the universe. She looks forward now with the same 

false vision with which she began her relationship with 

the Denhams. She believes it is her fate to be aligned 

with them in "a tender blurred world where Clelia and 

Gabriel and she herself in shifting and ideal conjunctions 

met and drifted and met once more like the constellations 

in the heavens . . . [in] an eternal vast incessant 

rearrangement" (238-9). 

She restores her conviction in her false vision of a 

future which she can control, a future decided by free 

will rather than by the fate and chance she has witnessed 

and denied. The novel closes with Clara's final challenge 

to the fates: 

Her mother was dying, but she herself would 
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survive it, she would survive because she 
had willed herself to survive, because she 
did not have it in her to die. Even the 
mercy and kindness of destiny she would sur
vive; they would not get her that way, they 
would not get her at all. (239) 

Clara refuses to accept the lessons her life has present

ed, and continues, convinced of her own invincibility, to 

believe in the power of her will. 

In a typical Drabble open ending, the reader faces the 

dilemma of deciding Clara's future. But while Drabble 

will not give us the answers in the novel, she does, 

however, speculate on Clara's future in her interviews. 

Clara Maugham is certainly looking for 
another pattern of life that she can go 
into, and in the book I have ambivalent 
feelings myself about whether she's found a 
good one. Clearly not. She's found some
thing that suits her. She's going.to turn 
into something fearsome, I think. I rather 
dread her future. (Hardin 94) 

The answer she is implying is that Clara will ultimately 

be unfulfilled as a result of her refusal to make peace 

with her position in the universe. It is only through 

acceptance of fate that one can survive it. And for 

Clara, acceptance of her mother and her past is part of 

that fate. Jerusalem The Golden, then, despite its 

seemingly ambivalent attitude to the conflict between 

fate, free will, and chance, serves as a negative example 

when juxtaposed with Drabble's other works. The feeling 

of hope that is present at the conclusion of her oth^r 

works is absent here, a result of Clara's lost chances tor 
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understanding. Within the overall body of Drabble's 

fiction, this novel teaches the reader the consequences of 

ignoring his position within an overall system of accident 

and predestination. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE ICE AGE 

In Margaret Drabble's eighth novel, The Ice Age, we 

find perhaps her most comprehensive treatment of the 

conflicting forces of fate, free-will, and chance. In 

this novel multiple plot lines center around the life and 

acquaintances of Anthony Keating, a failed property 

investor who is recovering from a recent heart attack at 

his country home. Anthony is one of Drabble's few male 

protagonists, but his prominence in this work is valuable 

because it demonstrates that the fate/chance conflict is 

not a gender issue; it is germane for both men and women. 

In her early novels. Drabble concentrates on young, 

successful women as her protagonists, and for that, she 

has been labeled a "cautious feminist"--a label with 

which she agrees (Cooper-Clark 47). In her more recent 

works, however, she has concentrated not only on expanding 

her scope to include more than one major character per 

novel, but as we can see in The Ice Age, she deals 

convincingly with important male characters as well. 

Not only Anthony, but every character of note in this 

novel, is involved in Drabble's treatment of the fate/ 

chance conflict. And like Anthony, each of these other 

characters struggles internally with the questions: "Do I 

51 
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have any control over my own life? Is there a predestined 

plan to the universe? And if there is a plan, is it one 

that is controlled by a benevolent power—or a spiteful, 

malicious tyrant?" By looking at each of the characters 

individually, we can examine his or her ideas as they 

change, grow, and/or regress, in an attempt to come to a 

personal solution to this dilemma, a solution that will be 

consistent with Drabble's theories and teachings. 

The beginning of the novel presents a vision of an 

England in the throes of crisis. The property market 

crash of the 1970s has paralyzed the economy, and images 

of paralysis and death pervade the novel. In fact, even 

before the novel begins. Drabble gives us a clue to the 

state of the country by her choice of the two epigraphs. 

The first, from Milton's Areopagitica prophesies the 

rising of "a noble and puissant Nation," while the second, 

from William Wordsworth, is recalling the Milton passage 

and calling upon it for aid amidst the spiritual "ice age"" 

England is experiencing. But in addition to the economic 

crisis in England, her political situation is also one 

that is hardly stable. And the results of this instabil

ity greet the reader in the opening chapter. 

While celebrating their Ruby Wedding Anniversary, 

Kitty and Max Friedmann are the victims of an IRA attack 

in a Mayfair restaurant. Max is killed and Kitty loses a 

foot in the explosion. In her letter to Anthony--one 
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which Anthony is sure will be "full of unbearable good-

ness"--we get a glimpse of Kitty's method for dealing with 

human tragedy: 

These are terrible times we live in. 
. . . We were enjoying ourselves at the time, 
it was our Ruby Wedding Anniversary, and that 
seems a good way to go. We must all go one 
day. We had a good life and I am getting on 
as well as can be expected, and of course I 
am always thinking how lucky I am, I have a 
good family and they look after me. . . . 
Don't feel too sorry for me dear, it is ter
rible as you said, and I don't know what Max 
ever did to deserve it, if he were alive he 
would be crying out for hanging and capital 
punishment, but I don't think that is the 
answer do you? (10-11) 

Anthony is not quite sure what to make of the woman who 

can adopt such an accepting attitude in the face of this 

tragedy. "Without a foot and without a husband, she lay 

in her bed at St George's and thought herself a lucky 

woman. Put yourself first, said Kitty, who had never put 

herself first in her life" (11). Kitty's solution for 

dealing with her personal tragedy is simply not to deal 

with it. In her eternal goodwill, she continues to place 

others first and belittle her own misfortunes. 

While still in the hospital, Kitty passes the time by 

doing two things, worrying about her family and reading 

the newspaper. After reading two particularly disheart

ening stories in the Evening Standard, one about a baby 

dying from a rare bone disease and the other about an old 

man who was robbed of 40 pence and then kicked to death. 

the narrator gives us the following insight into Kitty's 
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She had always had the greatest difficulty 
in believing in the existence of ill luck, 
let alone of ill will. One of the many sur
vivors of a family that had fled the pogroms 
of Russia in the 1880s, she had always re
fused to contemplate the possibility of evil: 
she had utterly suppressed all knowledge of 
the wickedness of history, had spent all her 
conscious life in atonement, in cheerfulness, 
in redressing the balance, in proving that 
such terrors could never have taken place. (64) 

And in an ironic ending to this scene, a nurse enters 

Kitty's room and notices her distress: "'Feeling sorry 

for ourselves, are we?' she said, in pointless nurse-like 

jargon. Kitty Friedmann smiled, guiltily, at the poor, 

overworked, underpaid bitch of a nurse" (64). Kitty 

simply refuses to see what she would rather not be forced 

to face and thus survives her potentially crushing 

disaster. 

After Kitty returns to her own home, she continues to 

think of everyone else's trials as more important than 

her own and refuses to think about her own losses. "She 

did not think of Max. She did not dare to think of Max. 

Max had been exiled to the black outer wastes of incompre

hension and impossibility" (165). In an interview with 

Barbara Milton, Margaret Drabble discusses her views on 

Freud in terms of coincidences: 

His [Freud's] view is that they ax£. [ori
ginal emphasis] coincidences and the idea 
that our need to see them as not being so. 
like our need to avoid that death really is 
death, contorts the whole of human life: 
that the whole of human culture is distort'^d 
by our desperate need to avoid the truth. (64) 
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This refusal to embrace the truth is exemplified in 

Kitty's determination to exclude the pain and suffering 

of her husband's death from her own consciousness. After 

Kitty goes to bed, she sees her crutches leaning against 

the chair, "incongruously," a symbol of disorder in her 

self-created world, and wishes she had draped something 

over them. Rather than get out of bed, or simply ignore 

them, "she looked the other way." And as she is falling 

asleep, she imagines Max outside her window--a part of 

the storm--trying to enter the room. She takes comfort, 

however, in the fact that "the house was well insulated, 

and she would not, could not admit him. If she admitted 

him, she could not survive, and she had to survive. For 

the children, the grandchildren" (165). 

In the opening of Part 3, the narrator is wrapping up 

the loose ends with the minor characters in order to con

centrate on Anthony and sums up the remainder of Kitty's 

life thus: 

Kitty Friedmann will not alter where she 
finds alteration, but will continue as be
fore, so determined is she to ignore the 
implications of reality, so adept is she at 
translating into her own terms the messages 
she receives from the outside world. Like 
Tom Callendar, she is protected, but by a 
wiser angel. (245) 

This reference to Tom Callendar brings us to another pair 

of minor characters that are also struggling to make sense 

out of a seemingly arbitrary existence--Tom Callendar and 
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Len Wincobank. Len is another property investor— 

Anthony's mentor as it were--who has fallen victim to the 

property slump. Len has been sentenced to Scratby Open 

Prison for making several illegal transfers between 

accounts in an attempt to salvage a troublesome property 

transaction. Tom is a fellow prisoner in Scratby who has 

been sentenced for his part in a corrupt partnership. One 

evening, in the midst of a tremendous storm, Tom is trying 

to explain away the string of coincidences in the recent 

months. "'Something has gone wrong,' said Callendar, 

'with the laws of chance'" (169). Even though Len is 

convinced that Callendar is crazy, he is concerned enough 

about his own misfortunes to show an interest in 

Callendar's theories. Tom explains that he has been 

reading Arthur Koestler's The Roots of Coincidence, "which 

had shown him the light" (169). 

Tom uses his theories, however misguided, to explain 

the cases of several of his acquaintances who have had 

"sudden reversals," either financially or legally. When 

Len tries to make Tom see that they all might be attrib

uted to the unexpected turn in the property market, Tom 

refuses to accept such an explanation and, although unable 

to explain it, is convinced that some universal conspiracy 

is responsible. Nonetheless, the ideas intrigue Len: 

And in bed, in the dark, he thought 
about it. It was obvious enough that old 
Tom was trying to find some way of explain
ing his own dramatic reversal which would 
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exculpate him from all personal blame and 
the idea was pretty ingenious. Indeed, it 
even had certain attractions. Len himself, 
like Anthony, had had a sense, of late, that 
things were going unnaturally, excessively 
wrong, and Max Friedmann's death, adminis
tered from so unconnected a source, with 
such arbitrariness, had puzzled him too. 
But it was madness to think that way. Utter 
madness. Poor old Tom had gone mad. (170) 

Len is too pragmatic to allow such an extraordinary ex

planation and since he cannot account for the series of 

events, he simply turns his energies and thoughts to 

other areas--primarily how he intends to rebuild his 

property empire after his release from prison. 

When asked if she had read The Roots of Coincidence. 

Margaret Drabble replied: 

I've never managed to finish it. It's about, 
oh dear, what are those little things that 
are too small to be seen--quarks and things 
like that. It's about randomness and that 
if you throw dice so many times, it isn't 
random. A pattern will emerge. (Milton 65) 

From Drabble's comments about the meaning of Koestler's 

book, we get a sense of her views toward the string of 

coincidences in the novel. Even though Callendar fails to 

see a clear meaning in the book, we can see the "sudden 

reversals" as the throws of the dice in Koestler's model. 

Each event, seemingly a random occurrence, may actually be 

a planned portion of a greater pattern that the individual 

is not able to recognize. This type of explanation point.s 

back to the remnants of Calvinism held over from Drabble's 

early schooling. But rather than a strict adherence to 
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Calvinist predeterminism. Drabble tempers that concept 

with a simultaneous belief in the existence of accident: 

The two concepts [fate and accident] fit 
frightfully well together. The accidents 
are all planned, and one's fate is planned. 
It is going to contain certain accidents. 
There's nothing you can do about it. . . . 
The idea that whatever you do is all written 
up for you and that the accidents are simply 
part of some bigger plan made at some other 
date by somebody else is fascinating. . . . 
It's planned but accidental in some peculiar 
way. (Hardin 99) 

In his questionably motived way, Callendar has reached a 

similar conclusion but has lost his grasp on reality in 

the attempt. As the narrator tells us, he "is protected, 

but by a wiser angel." 

In Alison Murray, however, we get a character who is 

not protected by any such angel. Alison has led a life 

of one misery after another and is a character deeply 

concerned with justifying the nature of events, both to 

herself, and to the community. Alison's sister, 

Rosemary, has lost a breast to cancer; Alison's younger 

daughter, Molly, is a victim of cerebral palsy and has 

had to be institutionalized; Alison's hopes for living a 

comfortable and peaceful life together with Anthony are 

delayed, if not entirely shattered by the combination of 

Anthony's heart attack and the property slump; and Anthony 

and Alison are attempting to begin again by settling into 

Anthony's new country home "when the coup de grace was 

delivered. . . . The final blow was the arrest of Alis;n's 
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elder daughter, Jane" (17). Jane was arrested in 

Walachia, "a Balkan country not known for its tolerance of 

Western teenagers," for her involvement in a fatal 

automobile accident. 

While in Walachia, waiting for the official decisions 

concerning her daughter Jane's legal status, Alison spends 

much time alone reflecting about the several tragic events 

in her life and in the lives of those around her. 

Anthony had said to Alison, after the 
property crisis and his heart attack--poor 
Alison, poor darling, what a bad choice you 
made again, in me. 

She had not, at the time, thought it in 
any way a relevant remark. But maybe it was? 
Choice was not a simple matter. Was it a 
matter of choice that Jane, who could drive 
perfectly well, had chosen to kill two men 
in the country which possessed the most 
stringent penalties for traffic offences in 
Europe? Choice. Bad luck. For years, for 
ten years, Alison had striven to believe in 
accidents, in the possibility of bad luck, 
for that would exonerate herself, her hus
band, Jane, Rosemary, her parents--they would 
all be exonerated by such a belief from the 
guilt of Molly's sacrifice. But if it were 
not so? She glimpsed for a moment, in the 
dark night, a primitive causality so shock
ing, so uncanny, that she shivered and froze. 
A world where the will was potent, not im
potent: where it made, indeed, bad choices, 
and killed others by them, killed them, de
formed them, destroyed them. (101-02) 

Because of the guilt she feels about the tragedy surround

ing everyone close to her, Alison tries to convince 

herself of the power of personal free-will rather than 

believe in the randomness of the previous year's ev^-nts. 

At this point, it is easier for Alison to provide an 
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answer--actions as the results of choices--and accept the 

guilt, than it is for her to continue trying to "believe 

in accidents." In an attempt to test her reaction to this 

idea, she claims to herself, "I gave Rosemary cancer of 

the breast." And the words "did not sound very foolish" 

(102). 

Alison projects this belief in free-will onto 

Anthony's situation as well. Thinking back on the 

choices involved which brought Anthony and her to their 

present situations, Alison speculates: "The safe choice. 

The bad choice. The good choice. The dangerous choice. 

Poor Anthony. The heart attack had warned him that he 

was not of the metal to make dangerous choices. Failure 

of some kind was written into him"' (117). 

After her tense and unfruitful meeting with Jane in 

the prison, Alison still tries to hold on to the concept 

of free-will and the power of choices. On the plane back 

to England--another occasion where she has nothing to do 

but consider the recent state of affairs--Alison makes 

her strongest claim for free-will. "There is no such 

thing as an accident. We are all marked down. We choose 

what our own ill thoughts choose for us" (158). But only 

moments later, Alison realizes this line of reasoning is 

not altogether satisfying either. One cannot attribute 

Molly's disease to free-will, or Anthony's heart attack, 

or Rosemary's cancer. Both because of a fear of that 
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"primitive causality" implied in her free-will claims, and 

because she cannot justify several of the events in terms 

of choices, Alison is forced to once again claim--at least 

partially--a belief in the existence of coincidence. "One 

must continue to behave as though one believed in the 

accidental. That shows our greatest faith. Molly's fate 

is an accident, not a retribution. So I must see it" 

(159). 

As Part 3 of the novel opens, Alison is still hoping 

to convince herself that she has some personal freedom 

and choice. Faced with the almost unendurable chain of 

events, Alison is seeking an answer that will provide a 

logical explanation--one that will make it possible for 

her to survive. And her theory concerning time turns out 

to be "as bizarre as Tom Callendar's views on the laws of 

averages": 

Time, she came to think, is not consequen
tial: it occurs simultaneously, and 
distributed through it in meaningless chron
ology are spots of sorrow, spots of joy. We 
combine them as we will, as we can best bear 
them. We make our own ordering. An undue 
concentration of sorrow is due to bad selec
tion, or undue fortitude. And calm before 
the storm is chosen by the spirit, for its 
own sustenance. Or as a warning, like the 
pink sky before the darkness: who can say? 

(249) 

This theory again reflects Freud's notion of the individ

ual altering his or her perception of reality in order to 

make it bearable. In that sense, we da have some choice--

some free-will. But it is not the free-will to alter the 
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events, only the will to choose how we will see them. And 

in the same moment, Alison realizes her vain attempts at 

rationalizing the randomness of events: "She did not be

lieve her own theory. Facts belied it. There is no 

comfort, no sustenance. But who can be surprised that one 

so subject to the blows of circumstance should attempt to 

see in them a possibility of self-will, freedom, choice?" 

(249). Alison's previous proclamation of a faith in the 

accidental, made without complete conviction, now seems to 

be more accurate than she had anticipated. She realizes 

that individuals actually have very little, if any, free 

will--echoing the views of Margaret Drabble. And the 

alternative--a predestined plan--is equally unattractive. 

It gives the reader a glimpse into a world view reminis

cent of Thomas Hardy's--a bleak, fatalistic world where 

there either is no god, or if there is a god, it is a 

hostile and spiteful deity. To underscore this, Alison's 

prayer that evening: "Let us stay in it [the peace of 

their new home] a little longer, please God. . . . Let us 

fend off for a little longer the incursions" (249) is a 

vain effort. The next morning Anthony receives a call 

from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, requesting his 

help in removing Jane from Walachia in light of that 

country's internal tensions. The ironic tone in the 

opening of this section reflects the narrator's opinion on 

the efficacy of Alison's prayer. Referring to ""the 
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incursions," the narrator tells us Anthony and Alison 

"fended them off for one whole evening. Both were to 

look back on it often, wondering what remote sense of fair 

play in heaven had allowed such remission" (249). 

This final incursion destroys whatever hopes Alison 

has for a peaceful retired life with Anthony. Anthony's 

involvement in Walachia results in his imprisonment there, 

and the narrator tells us that Alison will not be able to 

survive this last event in the string of tragedies. In 

the last paragraph of the novel, in a typical authorial 

intrusion. Drabble tells us that "Alison can neither live 

nor die. Alison has Molly. Her life is beyond imagining. 

It will not be imagined. Britain will recover, but not 

Alison Murray" (297). 

The most important character in terms of the conflict 

between fate and chance, however, is Anthony Keating. He 

undergoes the widest range of thought on the consequences 

of these seemingly opposing stances and provides the 

greatest source for controversy among Drabble's readers. 

The very first paragraph of the novel finds Anthony 

consciously struggling with the very questions of order 

and causality within his world. Anthony finds a dead 

pheasant in his pond and while retrieving it in order to 

bury it, he guesses that the bird must have died of a 

heart attack. This reminder of his own heart attack 

"gave rise to some solemn reflections"' (9). After the 
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burial, Anthony is forced to think about Max and Kitty 

Friedmann, having just received Kitty's letter. In 

Anthony's view, "The whole thing had been a ghastly, 

arbitrary accident. The bomb simply happened to have 

blown up Max and Kitty, a random target. This past year 

had been so full of accidents that they had begun to seem 

almost normal" (12). In an attempt to impose order on 

the past year's events Anthony asks himself: 

Why Kitty, why Max, why Anthony Keating? 
And why had the punishments been so unrelated 
to the offences? Max and Kitty had nothing 
whatsoever to do with the Irish, and Kitty 
had never offended anybody in her life, un
less there were some cynics who found her 
universal goodwill offensive. The maiming 
of Kitty seeemed a particularly outrageous 
accident. (12) 

At this stage, Anthony is confusing several possibilities, 

however. While calling the events "accidents," Anthony is 

also positing a belief in some type of universal retribu

tion, or poetic justice. If they are accidents--pure 

random events--then no connection with a superior being 

should be made. Or should it? But to add even further to 

the confusion at this initial stage, Anthony also argues 

for the existence of free-will. "Anthony's own destruc

tion was more logical. . . . He had the satisfaction of 

knowing that it was all his own fault. He had brought it 

on himself. Though that, in a way, simply made the gen

eral sense of accelerated doom more puzzling" (13). And 

while Anthony shoulders the blame for his own destruction. 
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he sees the plight of England as unrelated to any visible 

reason. We have, then, a character who simultaneously 

argues for chance, fate, and free-will. In setting up the 

remainder of the novel as Anthony's search for answers, 

the narrator tells us, "There was no one common cause for 

all these terrible things. Or if there was, Anthony had 

not yet grasped it" (13). 

The first of these concepts to be challenged is 

Anthony's insistence upon the forces of poetic justice. 

Still able to see some fairness in his personal fall, he, 

nevertheless, is unable to justify such an explanation in 

terms of Max and Kitty. "What is the point of perceiving 

the poetic justice of the property crash when a man like 

Max, who had carefully put his eggs in many baskets, and 

had survived undamaged, survived only to die over dinner 

on his Ruby Wedding Anniversary?" (15). Once this idea 

has been partially weakened in Anthony's mind, he is able 

to see where the notion fails to remain convincing when 

applied to his own situation as well. "Anthony had been 

weak, allowing himself to be persuaded, but it was Giles 

[Anthony's business partner] who had suffered from 

hubris, and it was Giles who ought to have had a heart 

attack" (16). 

Yet, while his initial belief in poetic justice has 

been weakened and his willingness to attribute the 

tragedies of others to the realm of accident remains 
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intact, he continues to insist that his own situation is 

directly the result of his own choices. "It was, of 

course, his own fault, that he had strayed into such a 

minefield. Whatever else had been accidental, this had 

been his own choice" (20). Like Alison, Anthony is not 

willing to admit to himself that he might be subject to 

the completely random forces of chance. He therefore 

finds the idea attractive that his life can be controlled 

by his own personal free-will. Anthony, at this point, 

gives the reader another example of Freud's theory 

concerning the individual's desperate need to impose 

order on reality by inventing a justification for the 

unexplainable. While Anthony does not simply choose to 

ignore reality like we see Kitty doing, he does choose to 

apply situational explanations to the events he has 

experienced. He rationalizes the events affecting him as 

the result of choice, while the events affecting others 

are the result of chance. 

Anthony continues alternating among the several 

possible theories throughout much of the novel, at times 

believing in free-will, at times in chance, but more and 

more he is beginning to accept the possibility of a power 

or force, as yet unexplainable, which governs the uni

verse. The nature of this power is not just, however; 

nor is it benevolent. And as Anthony begins to recognize 

a controlling force in nature, he begins to question his 
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previous belief in free-will. The narrator, entering 

Anthony's thoughts, tells us that "none of our decisions 

are taken in isolation — if decisions we can call them" 

(197). What we believe to be choices, in retrospect, 

actually appear to be the results of fate. Drabble 

applies this same concept to her artistic process in 

writing a novel: 

The ending that occurs is the same thing 
that happens to you in life (supposing the 
novel is life), and you have an illusion of 
making a choice or going in this direction 
or that, but when you get there you know 
there was no other way you could have gone. 
Which in a way is a reconciliation of choice 
and fate. (Preussner 566-67) 

A realization such as this, that very little choice actu

ally exists, must be attended by an accompanying admission 

of a predestined plan controlling the individual--in 

short, fate. And this is evident in the increasing fre

quency of references to fate or predestination associated 

with Anthony in the later portions of the novel as well as 

his rejection of his previous faith in free-will: "And we 

think we make decisions, choices" (199). 

Anthony's growing conviction that we are all governed 

by fate is a bitter interpretation with cruel overtones. 

Considering all that Alison has had to endure, Anthony is 

thinking about the differences between Alison's world and 

Molly's: "The contrast between the two of them was too 

poignant to contemplate. The one so perfectly, so 

delicately articulated, the other so inarticulate in every 
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way. What was it for? A joke, a trial, a punishment?" 

(186). 

As this idea takes hold of Anthony, he begins to see 

his financial career in predestined terms as well--a 

position he was unable to accept earlier in the novel. 

After his partnership's first major project had been 

successfully completed, the three men held a celebration 

on the rooftop of one of the buildings. Thinking about it 

from his new perspective, however, Anthony sees the 

triumph in a more deflating light: "On top of their own 

building, on top of the world. It had been a curious 

thrill, an impious thrill. Whom had they celebrated up 

there? Themselves, or the mightier power which had 

permitted them to play for a while?" (203). His career is 

not the only event subject to fate, however. He also 

begins to see the fortunes of England in a similar light. 

Reading about the North Sea Oil in the newspaper, Anthony 

sees the irony in "the black miracle, the Deus'Ex Machina" 

which might save Britain's economy. "What an unpredict

able joke. Would the fortune of the Imperial Delight 

Company take the same direction? That would also be a 

black joke. He wondered what kind of moral ought to be 

drawn from it" (209). 

Anthony's question about an appropriate moral raises 

an issue that is necessarily tied to any discussion of 

fate--religion. When a supreme power and plan are implied 
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in an author's world view, the possible link to a reli

gious faith invites a comparison by the reader. And given 

Margaret Drabble's background knowledge of Calvinism, the 

comparison is even more compelling. In addition to the 

obvious Calvinist notion of predestination in the novel, 

another tenet of Calvinism is present in several comments 

by Anthony. This idea is the principle of the "chosen" 

individual. Regardless of the individual's position in 

life and society, he is fated to succeed (to enter Heaven 

in religious terms). Anthony recalls feeling this way 

when he was younger and his family was struggling to 

survive the ravages of the wartime raids and deprivations: 

. . . he remembered that he had felt such a 
sense of being the chosen one, of being 
blessed and favoured, with untold riches 
promised to him, and at the same time so 
bitter a flash of hitherto unexpected depri-
vation--who were his brothers, that they had 
had pre-war cakes, pre-war toys, cream, ba
nanas, grapes, tomatoes? They had been born 
into the Land of Plenty. But he was the 
Chosen Son. (205) 

The identity as "chosen" is one which Drabble admits is 

present in her novels but it is one she personally has 

difficulty accepting. "It's intolerable, especially if 

one is bound to believe that one is among the elect" 

(Hardin 102). She finds this idea particularly fright

ening because it seems so readily to apply to herself: 

"fate has really given me a wonderful deal, a magnificent 

hand of cards" (Hardin 105). 
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Drabble is thorough, however, in thwarting any quick 

association one might be tempted to make between Anthony 

and orthodox Christianity. Early in life, Anthony rejects 

the religious beliefs of his father, an Anglican clergy

man. When Anthony returns to his childhood home for his 

father's funeral--in the close of Crawford Cathedral--he 

visits the cathedral: "The figures of stone, of heavenly 

beauty, seven centuries old, soared above him, pale gold. 

Impossible not to be moved, by the fact that men had made 

all this. For an illusion" (203). Anthony marvels at the 

craftsmanship and the countless hours men spent in 

creating this offering to a non-existent idea. ""Of what 

had these men thought, as they nagged and whittled and 

chiselled at the solid blocks? Of the glory of God? It 

seemed somehow unlikely" (204). After the funeral, on the 

train home, Anthony is again thinking about the comfort 

afforded England by the Church. "Sermons in stones. The 

words spoken over his father's coffin, by the bishop, had 

been far from original. There was not much help in those 

old quarters, these days" (209). 

The primary area of contention among critics, however. 

concerns Anthony's views after he has left England to 

reclaim Jane from the Walachian officials. Surrounded by 

a growing civil war, Anthony is remarkably calm as he is 

walking toward the prison to arrange for Jane's release. 

On the way he notices "the roof of a building that looker. 
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like a mosque. But religion was not permitted in this 

modern state. Perhaps the mosque was preserved as a 

museum? A museum, a memorial to the past credulity of 

mankind" (266). Continuing his walk toward the prison, 

Anthony is drawn to thoughts of man's relationship to God 

and he thinks: "I do not know how man can do without God. 

It was such an interesting concept that he stopped in the 

roadway, like Paul on the way to Damascus: not exactly 

felled by realisation, for alas, faith had not accompanied 

the concept" (267). Anthony is beginning to voice ideas 

that perhaps can be attributed to Drabble here. With the 

traditional Christian faith no longer a source of comfort, 

the individual must search for a replacement in order to 

justify the events in his or her life. And as quickly as 

Anthony comes to this philosophical crux, he dismisses it 

in light of the practical necessities of his trip to the 

prison. Checking his papers one last time before arriv

ing, the narrator tells us that Anthony's thoughts have 

turned to a lighter vein: ""A man without God and without 

his papers would be truly lost"' (267). 

After Anthony manages to get Jane onto the last flight 

out of Walachia before the fighting erupts, he is arrested 

by the Walachian government on espionage charges and is 

imprisoned, providing an appropriate parallel with the 

John le Carre novel Anthony has been attempting to reâ i . 

For some time, Alison assumes that Anthony is dead and 
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tries to continue with her life but after some time has 

passed she begins receiving letters from Anthony. The 

last sentence of one letter particularly confuses Alison. 

In regards to the house, Anthony tells Alison to consider 

it as her own and choose to do with it what she would. 

"God would advise her." Alison is confused: "Who is God? 

Was it a code name for Giles Peters or Len Wincobank? She 

knew that God was illegal in Walachia and had never known 

Anthony to refer to him before, except when he called upon 

him and took his name in vain" (290). Has Anthony had a 

conversion to Christianity? In the last pages, the 

narrator tells us that Anthony is writing a book while in 

prison—a book "about the nature of God and the possibil

ity of religious faith" (295). And by "coincidence,"" the 

reference book he has available in prison is Boethius's 

rnnc^nlation ^^ Philosoohv. The narrator tells us that 

Boethius '"has influenced him more than it should have 

done, perhaps, or would have done in other circumstances, 

but he cannot help that. He admires Boethius. He too was 

a prisoner" (295). 

Mary Hurley Moran sees the reliance on this text as a 

sign of Drabble's "attraction to the medieval Christian 

views of Boethius" (19). This view, however, is not con

sistent with either the novel or Boethius's text. The 

narrator tells us that "Anthony is interested in the fact 

that he [Boethius] found consolation more in philosophy 
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than in faith, in those last terrible years" (295). In 

addition, if we turn to the entry on Boethius in the fifth 

edition of The Oxford Cn-noanion to English Literature--a 

text which Margaret Drabble edited--we see that "it is now 

generally believed that he was a Christian, though this is 

rarely explicit in the Consolation whose philosophy is 

broadly Neoplatonic" (113). It does not seem prudent, 

then, to view Anthony's interest in "the possibility of 

religious faith" as a wholesale conversion to Christ

ianity. It seems more likely that, given his peculiar 

position and the choice of reading material, Anthony has 

chosen to exercise his reasoning capabilities in order to 

survive the period of imprisonment. Within his microcos-

mic world, Anthony seems to have reached an understanding 

for the individual's need to believe in something in order 

to survive. By attempting to reconcile philosophy and 

religion, Anthony is trying to create an order by which he 

can cope with his isolation. He has not reached any 

definitive answers; in fact, his search is just beginning. 

"He cannot bring himself to believe in the random malice 

of the fates, those three grey sisters." But he cannot 

know for sure whether or not God exists either. "Is he 

there, or is he not? And when will he greet Anthony 

Keating?"" (296). 

This open ending--the searching for ideas--is not 

simply a stubborn refusal on Drabble's part to offer a 
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conclusion. Indeed, this ending mirrors her own views 

about the search for answers. Drabble does not view the 

function of literature as ostensibly didactic. Rather, 

she uses the process of writing as a personal search for 

understanding. But she acts as a teacher nevertheless by 

forcing the reader to answer the questions her texts 

raise. This is one of the reasons her novels elicit 

questions that she simply refuses to answer. One of her 

most dreaded tasks as an author is to answer the question, 

What does the novel mean? Her frustrated response is: 

"If I knew what the meanings of my books were, I wouldn't 

have bothered to write them" (Milton 61). 

In The Ice Age, then, we have a novel full of charac

ters searching for a means of ordering their lives in the 

light of a series of events that seems at times, arbi

trary, and at times, cruelly fated. In fact, the events 

are both. And according to Drabble, our duty is to try 

and reconcile the existence of both within our lives and 

to try and discover the meaning or pattern of the plan. 

Drabble's concluding remarks to Barbara Milton summarize 

her views on the search for meaning through her life and 

her fiction: 

But I suppose we just never know what 
the pattern is. I suppose it is perfectly 
possible that one will die without knowing 
what it was all about. But I have this deep 
faith that it will all be revealed to me one 
day. One day I shall just see into the heart 
of the whole thing. A lot of people give up. 
They realize that there isn't an answer. 
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Maybe that's what will happen to me. Maybe 
when I'm ten years older I'll decide that I 
was just deluding myself. But I haven't yet 
got to that stage. (65) 

One must assume that as long as the pattern remains 

elusive to Drabble, she will continue to utilize the 

writing process as a means to further her exploration of 

man's position within the universe. And we can continue 

to expect her endings to remain ambiguous. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION—THE RADIANT WAY 

The works we have examined in this study illustrate 

two important points about Margaret Drabble's fiction. 

First, she explores and develops a theory concerning the 

interplay between fate, free will, and chance which has 

remained consistent throughout all of her novels. Second, 

she uses the examples of her characters in her novels as 

teaching tools for her reader. 

Drabble's model about man's place within the overall 

pattern of the universe is in a sense religious, but in a 

non-doctrinal way. It is based on a faith in the pattern 

itself. The first element in the trio of possibilities--

free will--is virtually non-existent in Drabble's model. 

Drabble feels that the "choices" we make in our lives are 

not really choices at all--merely the illusion of choices. 

Her characters have a particularly difficult time with 

this lesson. Rosamund Stacey initially believes that she 

has the choice to keep or abort her child. It is only 

later, though, that she realizes that such choice never 

really exists. The larger order dictates that she will 

keep Octavia. Clara Maugham, on the other hand, never 

relinquishes her faith in her own will, and because of her 

stubborn refusal to accept the lessons her life presents. 

76 
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she seems to be Drabble's one character for whom we see 

little hope for "salvation." She seems doomed to lead a 

particularly frustrated life. Anthony Keating repeats the 

pattern established by Rosamund. He also believes init

ially in the efficacy of choice and free will, only to 

only to be enlightened later on by his experiences. At 

the end of The Ice Age, Anthony is using his confinement 

as a political prisoner as an opportunity to examine and 

question the nature of man's position through his study of 

Boethius. All of Drabble's characters who heed the 

lessons their lives present discover the illusory nature 

of choice. Looking back at what they think have been 

choices, they discover that the "choices" they made were 

the only available courses open to them given their cir

cumstances. There have been, in fact, no choices. 

The other elements of Drabble's theory are not so 

straightforwardly defined, however. While she establishes 

fairly easily her belief in the absence of free will, the 

relationship between plan and coincidence is a much more 

problematic issue. Drabble believes very strongly that 

the events in our lives are planned by some governing 

force (the term fate is omnipresent in her works). She 

does not, however, view this force as the malevolent deity 

present in Thomas Hardy's fiction. It is not a dispenser 

of retribution or malicious justice; in fact. Drabble 

finds the idea of retribution comic. It is. rather, a 
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force that creates a patterned order which governs us but 

which we are unable to comprehend. She also maintains, 

however, a faith in the existence of accidents within that 

larger plan. Here is where her theory becomes ambiguous. 

If accidents, which by definition are unplanned events, 

occur in each of our lives, how can they be part of an 

overall plan? Drabble resolves this paradox by distanc

ing herself from it and looking at the larger pattern. 

What seem like accidents are actually elements of the 

larger pattern. This concept is reinforced by Drabble's 

reference to Arthur Koestler's The Roots of Coincidence in 

The Ice Age. Koestler presents the theory that a seeming

ly random event, such as a coin toss or a roll of a die, 

is actually not random. When viewed within a large number 

of similar events, a pattern begins to emerge and the 

possibility of predicting the event's outcome is in

creased. The search for this pattern of meaning is an 

integral part of Drabble's writing process. She explains: 

What I'm perp 
the relations 
plan. And in 
viction that 
enough over t 
that look lik 
part of a pat 
cal and ridic 
I think that 
certain other 
this pattern 
psychological 
dictable, of 
that we wish 

etually trying to work out is 
hip between coincidence and 
fact, I have this deep con-
if you were to get high up 
he world, you would see things 
e coincidence are, in fact, 
tern. This sounds very mysti-
ulous, but I don't think it is. 
I, in particular, and maybe 
people have a need to perceive 
in coincidence. It may be that 
ly we're afraid of the unpre-
the idea of chaos and disorder, 
to see order. (Milton 62) 

Despite her claims that she is not attempting to ^each in 
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her fiction, she is nevertheless teaching us her theory 

about the pattern of meaning and how we must live within 

it 

As a writer. Drabble is constantly searching for 

meaning in the overall pattern, and her characters search 

for that meaning as well. By association, then, her 

readers are also taught to make that search. Drabble 

holds that the search for meaning within the pattern is 

one of the fundamental human activities. But what are we 

to do with this knowledge once we have acquired a sense of 

the pattern? In a comment concerning the purpose of 

literary criticism. Drabble claims that criticism should 

strive to teach. "I like criticism to relate literature 

to life and how life is lived or should be lived" (Cooper-

Clark 47). It seems justified to extend this purpose to 

the literature itself as well. If the criticism 

surrounding Drabble's fiction must relate art to life, 

then the art itself must be treating an aspect of life. 

Drabble accomplishes this by providing characters who are 

examples of how life should be lived, and thus she adopts 

a traditional pedagogical technique. 

If one accepts her theory concerning the interplay 

among the conflicting forces of fate, free will, and 

chance, Drabble's lesson is a simple one. But despite its 

simplicity, it remains a difficult lesson for many 

characters, and readers as well perhaps, to embrace. With 
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the absence of free will, and the existence of a control

ling power—a patterned order—the individual must learn 

to accept his unchangeable position within that pattern. 

By understanding and then accepting his position, he can 

hope to achieve the peace of mind that Drabble calls 

"salvation." Examples of this acceptance can be seen in 

Rosamund Stacey and Anthony Keating. Tested repeatedly by 

crises, both characters ultimately recognize their 

positions within the pattern and adopt an attitude, not of 

fatalistic resignation, but of enlightened acceptance. 

Clara Maugham, on the other hand, rejects the lesson and 

is doomed to live a life which Drabble sees as frightening 

and unfulfilling. Drabble's novels, then, provide the 

reader with a spectrum of responses to her theory in an 

effort to demonstrate the consequences of each possible 

response. By reading her entire body of fiction, the 

reader can discriminate between the possible responses to 

the lesson, juxtaposing the positive and negative 

examples. 

If we look at Drabble's most recent novel. The Radiant 

Way (1987), as a way of summarizing her theories and 

lessons, we can see the various ideas in her other works 

reappearing. It seems that Drabble's extensive treatment 

of fate in The Ice Age has examined the problem to such a 

degree that the same level of development in her 

subsequent works becomes unnecessary. In ThQ—Radlant nay . 



81 

therefore, the fate-chance theme is not foregrounded, 

leaving room for Drabble to pursue and develop fully the 

course of social commentary she began in The Ice Agp 

Nevertheless, her theories have not changed in the later 

works and hints of these ideas appear throughout The 

Radiant Wav 

One of the aspects of fate that appears prominently in 

The Radiant Way is the individual's inevitable link to his 

or her family. This idea is developed in Jerusalem The 

Golden and makes a forceful reappearance in Drabble's 

latest novel. In fact, the ideas in the two novels are 

linked even more closely by Drabble's repetition of the 

town--Northam--and the nature of the family conflict--

mother versus daughter. Like Clara Maugham, Liz Headleand 

is desperate to escape her mother and Northam. Neither 

daughter can ultimately break away, however. Drabble 

outlines how futile their attempts to escape their history 

are in her interview with Barbara Milton: 

We can choose to go against our nature, but 
only very slightly. You can't completely 
alter what you were given without doing 
yourself a great violence which means that 
you go mad or become an ineffective person. 
It also has to do with where you start from. 
You can't ignore it or cut it out of your
self. I think families change over the 
generations, but the amount that each person 
changes is not as great as he thinks it's 
going to be when he is young. (44) 

Clara Maugham refuses to accept this lesson but Liz 

Headleand grudgingly recognizes its truth as the novel 
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progresses. Liz wants to believe she has escaped her 

mother by marrying Charles, but intuitively she fears that 

the escape has been a false one. "She knows she is not 

the true princess, but only a fake princess, a scullery 

maid dressed up by a Cambridge scholarship and her own 

wits, and rescued by a dubious prince" (189). And with 

the passage of time, it becomes more and more apparent 

that the ties binding Liz to her mother are unbreakable. 

Liz's sister Shirley remarks that the physical ties are as 

noticeable as the emotional and spiritual links between 

mother and daughter: "My God, she's beginning to look 

like our mother. God help her, that's what she's 

beginning to look like" (225). 

Another link between The Radiant Wav and the other 

novels cited in this study is the number of crises which 

test the characters' resolve and faith. Rosamund (The 

Millstone) and Anthony and Alison (The Ice Age^ face 

personal misfortunes and tragedies which test their 

acceptance of and reliance on the forces that govern the 

universe. Ultimately, however, all three of these 

characters learn to accept their fates and achieve a form 

of grace, of salvation. The Radiant Wav adopts this 

pattern of testing and acceptance and pushes it to an 

extreme. The novel is full of traumatic events, some un

surprising, some extremely bizarre and macabre. The 

events serve, however, to connect the three main 
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characters and to teach them acceptance. Liz's marriage 

dissolves; Alix's marriage to Brian is in trouble; both 

Brian's and Alix's careers are threatened; Jilly Fox 

invites Alix to sanctify her wish to die and thereby makes 

Alix an unwilling participant in her murder; the man 

Esther loves goes mad and publicly humiliates himself by 

exposing his Satanic beliefs; the Harrow Road murderer 

(Jilly Fox's decapitator) turns out to be Esther's 

long-time upstairs neighbor; and upon Rita Ablewhite's 

death, Liz discovers that her father had been a child 

molester and had probably committed suicide. This tragic 

litany leaves the reader almost incredulous; these events 

are more than a series of "life's little ironies." But 

the reading is never totally unconvincing because of 

Drabble's emphasis on the pattern holding all of these 

strange coincidences together. Even the girls' initial 

meeting at Cambridge seems to be the result of pure 

chance. But the narrator explains that that, too, is part 

of the pattern. 

Their initial meeting at dinner in Hall was 
not quite accidental: the nature of the 
placement was such that strong scholarship 
candidates were more likely than not to find 
themselves sitting together. They did not, 
of course, know this at the time. (91) 

The appearance of coincidence once again is actually part 

of a larger pattern of meaning. The three women are 

inevitably linked to each other--by their college, by 

their family ties, by their individual natur-^s. 
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Alix Bowen makes the clearest statement concerning the 

connections between the three women, as well as the 

connections between all individuals: 

Their own stories had strangely interlocked, 
and sometimes she had a sense that such 
interlockings were part of a vaster network, 
that there was a pattern, if only one could 
discern it. . . . She had once thought of 
herself as unique, had been encouraged (in 
theory at least) by her education and by her 
reading to believe in the individual self, 
the individual soul, but as she grew older 
she increasingly questioned those concepts--
seeing people perhaps more as flickering 
impermanent points of light irradiating 
stretches, intersections, threads, of a vast 
web, a vast network, which was humanity it
self. . . . We are all but a part of a whole 
which has its own, its distinct, its other 
meaning; we are not ourselves, we are cross
roads, meeting places, points on a curve, we 
cannot exist independently for we are nothing 
but signs, conjunctions, aggregations. (76) 

Alix's thoughts, which appear early in the novel, serve as 

the justification for the complex range of "coincidences" 

that bind the three women together. And in the end. their 

association with each other is the only source of 

salvation for any of them. After 400 pages of divorces. 

murders, madness, and unsettling revelations, the novel 

closes in an ambivalent fashion, typical of Drabble's 

fiction. The three women are set in the relatively calm 

location of Esther's country home, apparently able to 

accept their positions, going ""relentlessly, into the iark 

red sun, down the radiant way, towards the only possible 

ending" (400). 
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The women's roles reinforce Drabble's lessons in her 

earlier novels; while we should strive to understand our 

positions within the universal order, we should not 

confuse that knowledge with the ability to change that 

situation. We must continue to "endeavor in the face of 

the impossible." 

It is also interesting to note that throughout 

Drabble's career as a novelist, she has continued to teach 

in the formal sense--in the classroom. Additionally, what 

is her edition of The Oxford Companion to English 

Literature if not a utilitarian teaching aid? As readers, 

then, we need to dismiss Margaret Drabble's disclaimer 

about her role as a teacher, and place her in the long 

tradition of explorer-educators. We will see, then, that 

her novels are, indeed, "fables for our time."' 
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