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Suggested commentary on passage from Brideshead Revisted or The Sacred and Profane Memories of Captain Charles Ryder

Nostalgia, it is often said in humorous self-parody by the middle-aged and dewy-eyed as we recall our youth, is not what it used to be; and indeed if ever there were a problematic emotion, it is nostalgia. That pleasurable feeling of regret for what has passed is not dissimilar to the complex aesthetic of tragedy, where perhaps even after a full account of pity, terror and Aristotelian catharsis in, for example, King Lear there still remains something to be said before explanation is complete. How can regret for what is unobtainable because it is dead and gone be a source of anything except bitter disappointment and disillusion? Nostalgia is perhaps both those negative emotions transmuted by some curious redemptive force, and these opening pages of the main narrative of Brideshead Revisited are positively awash with it. Were the first-time reader not to feel the tearful smile shine through the prose-poetry of these initial lines, it is stated almost openly in the very last words and in the same terms as might have been used by one of Waugh’s illustrious predecessors from three decades and two world wars before: “open country was easily reached in those days” could be straight out of E.M.Forster’s Howards End (1910), a novel which amongst other major themes is a critique of the march of modernity encroaching inexorably on the ancient landscape of England. Much however had changed in the interim, and even if Brideshead Revisited is not a ‘state of England’ novel in the same way as Howard’s End and before it Disraeli’s Sybil in their very different ways both are, there are other clear signs in the extract of inexorable change between Arcadian past and tragic present which are grounds enough for disappointment and disillusion. We shall begin our exploration of the problematic aesthetics of nostalgia in this text firstly by recalling these sometimes brutal facts of inexorable change, an exercise which will involve a careful analysis of the time frame and the historical context of the events described as a necessary preliminary to a consideration of the various redemptive forces that prevent disillusion from becoming despair. Indeed these forces seem to have endowed the first-person narrator, now older and wiser than the first-person protagonist, with an inner joy tinged with wry humour as from the careworn present he contemplates past happiness – a state of grace which lives on in the present albeit in the muted elegiac form of nostalgia. This will lead us, secondly, to a consideration of the laughter and joy of that carefree past. Yet the pain that necessarily derives from the ‘remembrance of things past’
, even when that past is one of great happiness, still craves comfort – and, as so often with catastrophic events which leave their mark on individual or collective consciousness, this act of memory seems to require artistic expression for it to have positive relevance in the present
: a study of what might be described as redemptive literary form will therefore constitute the final part of our analysis of the text. However, mere human creativity has its limits and the novel’s subtitle seems to promise an even greater inner peace, no doubt much further on both in the reader’s experience of its pages and in Charles’ experience of life: a glimmer of that inner tranquillity will be suggested in a coda of “peculiar choral effects” (line 21).
The complex time frame has three important focal points, being one more than the inevitable and problematic two of all first person narrations, involving as they do a first-person protagonist as well as a first-person narrator, the latter necessarily viewing events s/he has lived through with the benefit of hindsight. In this case, there is a third focal point: in the prologue, Charles Ryder in 1945 (if we take the date of publication as the situation of narration
) has recalled events in the dark days of the war (“the blackout” in the footnote suggests the constant threat of air raids), when as an army captain he was taken by night to an unknown destination (line 9). One imagines this journey taking place in the early-to-mid 1940s. He then recalls, now as it were simultaneously in the narrated situation during the war and in the situation of narration in 1945, events of more than twenty years previously (line 5) when he was an undergraduate at Oxford in 1923 (line 36). This effect of simultaneity is achieved by a complex use of time markers in the first sentence, where “before” (line 5) seems initially to be co-referential with “ago” (line 6), although in point of fact careful analysis reveals that the anaphoric reference of “before” (in relation to the first person protagonist) is, or would otherwise normally be, in contrast with the deictic reference of “ago” (in relation to the first person narrator). If the protagonist was an eighteen-year-old freshman in 1923, he was 38 in, say, 1943 when he woke up again at Brideshead, and the narrator is in his early forties, looking back over momentous events not only in his own life but in that of the world at large. Like Lunt (lines 36-37), he has seen extraordinary changes wrought by world war, which clearly had sent shock waves into the groves of academe in the 1920s (line 39-40), and by the relentless march of social progress, if such it be: not only, as we have seen, were the outskirts of Oxford clearly very much more extensive in 1945 than in 1923, but the mainly decorative feminine presence of the 1920s had become scholarly. Although the first women’s college, Lady Margaret Hall, was founded in 1879, Oxford was still a bastion of male privilege – a state of affairs which was increasingly under attack, as more and more young women went to Oxford seeking knowledge rather than just pleasure (line 18)
. It may be doubted whether such progressive changes are regarded by the middle-aged Charles as unfavourably as other less far-reaching incursions of “the rabble of womankind” (line 17) had been regarded by the curmudgeonly Lunt begrudging the fair sex the time it takes to buy “a pin-cushion”, the italics indicating a tone of voice of scathing irony: the hyperbole of “outrage”, set off by the self-consciously pompous metonymy of “oak”, Oxford student slang for ‘door’ (line 27), suggests a wry irony on the part of the narrator looking back at his younger studious self. This mitigates the seemingly misogynistic “rabble of womankind” already mentioned: the feminist critic might rail against such language and claim women to be seen by the narrator as no more than the object of male sexual attention as they are “herded in droves” (line 19) like animals, and languorously punted around the Cherwell by young men dextrously wielding poles, involved in an amorous chase in counterpoint to the muscular oar-wielding athletes on the Isis competing for glory and college honour in Eights Week – like it or not, there is an affectionate irony in the “twittering and fluttering” (lines 17), which would have been totally absent in the equally possible “squawking and flapping” (perhaps more apposite in view of the 1920s social phenomenon of the flapper). No doubt the young Charles’ horror at the feminine invasion is born more of self-consciousness and the total ignorance of the opposite sex in which young men were kept as they trained for a rather limited life on the playing fields of Eton. The older, wiser Charles views the scene, and his younger self in it, with the indulgent irony of experience. The priggish condemnation of the intellectually lightweight entertainment put on to divert the ladies (Gilbert and Sullivan’s operettas are joyfully inconsequential, as well as quintessentially Victorian in their patriotic confidence in the Empire – scarcely the thing for a young intellectual of taste at the time of the Bloomsbury group’s hegemony of intellectual life); the rueful “wholly distressing” – one can almost hear the pained tone of voice carried by the characteristic collocation – qualifying the regrettable descent of the Oxford Union (“the most famous debating society in the world” – Oxford Union website) and the University newspaper, the Isis, into sentimental absurdity; all suggest an intellectually ambitious young man studying the humanities in 1923 (we note that the title of Book One is in Latin, suggesting Charles is reading Greats
, and his ignorance concerning the don upstairs), and being viewed down the years with gentle nostalgic irony by his older alter ego. Indeed, these recollections do not cause embarrassment to the narrator, they are a source of renewed joy – the word is not too strong. In this connection the words “this cloistral hush ... carried [our laughter] still, joyously, over the intervening clamour” (lines 15-16) richly repay careful consideration – “still” and “carried”, it will be realised, can only refer to the narrated situation during the war, which is the “intervening clamour”. Even in the dark days of the war, the joy of youth in Oxford comes flooding back with an astonishing almost Proustian
 immediacy (“before”, referring to then, becomes “ago”, deictically part of now). This joy is not only that of intellectual discovery, but also, and much more, that of spiritual (“cloistral”) self-discovery in the company of other young men: it is the memory of Sebastian, rather than of Plato or Virgil, that is the real beacon guiding Charles back into the past, and we turn now with Charles to that past reality
.
Sebastian enters the novel as a figure dimly perceived by the reader in line 4, but clearly intimate with the narrator, who seems oblivious of the reader’s ignorance of him. He enters the narrative in flesh and blood in line 44. “Sebastian entered – ”. Intransitive verb; no adverbial – he doesn’t just come in. There follows after the dash a series of phrases with no main verb and initially minimal noun determination, giving a vivid impression of dashing elegance
. Their intimacy is immediately apparent – he is wearing Charles’ Charvet tie, the first noun phrase with more familiar indefinite rather than zero noun determination followed by the first person possessive adjective as determiner, suggesting a figure more approachable than one might have initially thought on first acquaintance. In this (lines 45-50), the first direct speech we see between the two friends (or hear, so vividly do the words ring) are apparent all the hyperbolic dismissal of the other, unknown sex (“pullulating”
) and self-conscious nonsense (“circus”, “elephants”)
 the narrator has already introduced in the muted minor key of nostalgic recollection. The feigned ignorance of even the basic facts of the case (“the whole of Oxford has become most peculiar suddenly”) and the mock imperious tone (“you’re to come away with me at once”) immediately endear Sebastian to the reader as similar outbursts have no doubt already endeared him to Charles. Only Sebastian, one feels even after only the briefest of acquaintances, could still have a teddy bear
 (which seems to actualise the nonsense of “elephants” and “circus”) when an undergraduate, and the wit of “Take care he’s not sick” (lines 58-9) is so obviously a Flytism
 as to make a speech prefix as unnecessary to the reader as the formal introduction of a traditional narrative opening was deemed to be in line 1. The whole is carried off with an aristocratic panache (“Lord Sebastian” line 42) that bemuses narrator and reader alike – we would certainly never dream, any more than Charles would, of spuriously claiming acquaintance with château Peyraguey, and would doubtless also willingly accept the role of general factotum with a purse in the wake of this dazzling figure who seems to have all the attributes of wealth except money. His final remarks concerning the car (lines 54-55) combine hyperbole, self-dramatization and an aristocratic disdain for his own physical safety. They also betray, perhaps, a certain self-absorption: if he is killed in an accident, he apparently envisages Charles, his passenger, surviving to tell the tale. Might this suggest future narrative developments, the reader might wonder, eager for clues about thematic content which would show this to be no mere narrative opening, but an incipit in the conceptually valuable use of that literary term
? If so, Charles’ sense of loss must be acute – the friendships forged by the young at university last a lifetime – and Sebastian’s charm is immediately apparent to every reader: even his potentially offensive misogynistic remark about Oxford “pullulating with women” with its youthful hyperbole
 can only make even the most diehard feminist smile. Indeed, this friendship is clearly one of those intense relationships between young men kept in ignorance of women
 – in short, Oxford was for many not only the discovery of the life of the mind, it was also the discovery of love, homoemotional rather than heterosexual
, although the flippant “You’re to come away at once, out of danger” (lines 47-48) with its hint of jealousy does suggest a sexual undercurrent. The sense of romantic love and tragic loss is present as a subterranean, even suppressed, theme from the start with the mention of Lyonnesse, sending even an educated reader to the dictionary to find the figures of Tristan and Isolde, whose impossible love brought them into direct conflict with society. Sebastian Flyte and Charles Ryder – put the two surnames together in conjugal impossibility and there is the vague orthographically cryptic image of the Pegasus
, a traditional symbol of poetic inspiration
. For Sebastian is not only a beacon taking Charles back into the past, he is his muse: and the poetry of Charles’ prose redeems the chaos of despair and through the alchemy of words transmutes it to harmonious nostalgia.
The essentially paradoxical nature of nostalgia – pleasurable regret – is rhetorically present in this narrative opening in a series of harmoniously resolved oxymora. The strange tension of “centuries of youth” is resolved by its ambiguous governing noun phrase “the soft airs”, where the definite article presupposes the existence of such impossible airs (line 14 – “Ø soft airs of centuries of youth” would have been equally possible), the referent of “airs” being either the ambient air breathed by the young (“exhaled”, line 14) or those sung in the “peculiar choral effects in the College chapels” later in the text; in “this cloistral hush that gave our laughter its resonance”, the conflict between sound (“resonance”) and silence (“hush”) dissolves in the intervening laughter and merriment of youth
; the “grey springtime” of line 13 finds double resolution, initially in the autumnal mists evocative of Keats’ maturing sun
, and subsequently in “the rare glory of her summer days” (lines 13). Winter, the month of death and tragic loss
 is conspicuously absent, as it often is from childhood memories. More than mere idle literary decoration, these figures point to a redemptive poetic vision that takes the sting out of death – they are most clearly present in the waters of the Isis and the Cherwell
 immediately present on the narrative level (“Eights Week”, line 9; “pushed in punts about the river”, line 19) and which flow through the text as a single vehicle to a number of different tenors in an extended metaphor, symbolising the passage of time and oblivion (“submerged”, line 10), social change and world war (“so quickly have the waters come flooding in” lines 10-11, again the definite article plays a vital role, here initiating a search for the metaphor’s tenor in the reader’s mind). They seem to surface again momentarily in “clamour” (line 16, strengthening the association with world war – see above the discussion of the time-frame of the passage), but are fully present in the strikingly unusual collocation of “an original fount of the grossest disturbance”. Here the only invaders are not the jackbooted barbarians threatened in “the intervening clamour” but only “twittering and fluttering” womankind, affectionately remembered after all these years. All this is in the end (i.e. now in 1943) in harmony, not in conflict with the Oxford of yore, “a city of aquatint” (line 11), the signifier being chosen no doubt in preference to “watercolour” for its Latin root, echoing “Et in arcadia ego” – “and I too was there in paradise”, the middle-aged first-time reader with not too rusty Latin will think, captivated by this evocation of the joy of youth. But our middle-aged reader has forgotten the ambiguity of the Latin quotation which is as often taken to mean “And I too am here in Arcadia”, spoken by Death, the meaning made famous by Poussin’s painting Shepherds of Arcadia. Arcadia is only a pagan paradise, and these are pagan memories of ultimately destructive Bacchanalia (Château Peyraguey and strawberries)
: the redemptive power of the artist is not infinite – for that we have to listen to the sacred voices of “peculiar choral effects in the College chapels”.

The first-time reader will immediately find this phrase puzzling: does it refer to girls’ voices joining in congregational singing in the all-male college chapels? “Peculiar” is indeed a key word in the text and is almost invariably associated with the invasive presence of womankind (lines 20, 21, 47)
; or in view of the adjacent mention of Gilbert and Sullivan, might it suggest that such entertainments were staged in the chapels? Both seem most unlikely, being in their different ways sacrilegious. The alert reader will not have failed to notice the ghost of John Henry Newman
 (line 12), the member of the high church Oxford Movement who converted to Roman Catholicism in 1845
, and rose to become a cardinal. With the presence of that great churchman the profane memory of Oxford also becomes sacred: and the college chapels in Newman’s day were indeed no doubt producing the peculiar choral effects of sung high church liturgy in sharp contrast to the evangelical or even puritanical sobriety that characterises the rites adhered to by the Anglican communion’s low church faithful. As Sebastian and Charles motor out of Oxford to the pealing laughter of church bells (and their laughter peals down the years to Charles in 1943) on their way to their first Bacchanalian visit to Brideshead, they narrowly miss colliding with a clergyman (lines 59-60) whose biblical exegesis, were he a disciple of Newman’s, would be as heterodox as his interpretation of the Highway Code: the incipit, with now the encoded sacred promise of later high church or even Catholic redemption as well as its explicit aesthetic evocation of nostalgia, is complete. The stage seems to be set, then, for a story of tragic loss redeemed through faith in its living, and by art in its telling; it is such means of transcendence which make tolerable the imperfections of life, of which the transient nature of existence is not the least. In King Lear, Shakespeare creates poetic beauty in the mind out of unspeakable horror on stage: in a more muted way, Waugh seems set, even in these initial pages, to do something very similar
. In both works, Christian redemption beckons, in Shakespeare possibly just as a dramatic device, but in Waugh as an article of faith – and, as in Shakespeare (as in life), the tragic or elegiac mode does not preclude the comic. The spectator leaves the theatre horrified; the reader tearfully turns the final page – but they are both more reconciled to their human imperfections than they were, and catharsis is complete.
� This was the title chosen by C.Scott Moncrieff for his translation of Proust (1922-30)


� This idea that artistic creation sublimates psychic pain was the basis of The Triple Fool by John Donne (1572-1631): “Grief brought to numbers cannot be so fierce / For, he tames it, that fetters it in verse.”


� This seems a better literary term in English than “situation of utterance”, which is the standard term in English linguistics for “situation d’énonciation”. 


� A sister foundation to Lady Margaret Hall, the Society of Oxford Home-Students had become the St. Anne’s Society in 1942, to be finally granted a university charter and founded as a women-only college in 1952.


� ‘Greats’ or Literae humaniores is a prestigious course at Oxford involving the study of the Latin, Greek and Philosophy. ‘Modern Greats’ or ‘PPE’ involves Philosophy, Politics and Economics.


� Waugh read Proust in 1948 only, and remarked with characteristically insolent ill-will “I am reading Proust for the first time. Very poor stuff : I think he was mentally defective” (Wikipedia). Waugh was well-known for taking sadistic pleasure in unnecessarily cruel put-downs : at a dinner-party given in his honour at a West Country school, he is said to have replied to the gushing admiration of a housemaster’s wife : “Indeed, I had thought my work had some merit, but if a frumpish provincial like yourself admires it, I shall have to think again” (private communication by an eye-witness).


� A whole paragraph could be devoted here to the vivid quality of the evocation of the narrator’s mental journey back in time and of pre-war Oxford. This is conjured up for the reader by a number of stylistic devices – the accumulation of parallel phrases and clauses in lines 10-15, the complex syntax requiring careful analysis by the reader (the subject of “exhaled” is a line or two above, “her autumnal mists ... her summer days”) giving the impression of a narrator so overcome with the emotion of sudden vivid recollection, of memories flooding back, that his description almost dissolves into incoherence. This sense of confusion is added to by complex sensory impressions involving synaesthesia – the “soft airs” might refer to mild breezes, sweet scents of flowers, or beautiful singing (see note below); in Charles’ memory, the peal of bells “over her gables” fuses mysteriously with the resonance of the peals of young laughter “over the intervening clamour”. Nicolas Preudhomme (Kh 2010) writes of “the laughter of the bells”.


� A white knight come to save a damsel in distress,fitting in with the Tristan theme (Anna Moreau, Kh 2010).


� Suggestive of vermin rather than cattle, as pointed out by more than one student.


� Alice Viret (Kh 2010) produced the felicitous idea of “joyful irony”.


� The teddy bear is called Aloysius; Sebastian might be ruefully remembering that first outburst of the next footnote.


� Although his first, technicolour “outburst” was scarcely the most endearing imaginable (See the DVD…).


� An incipit in the original technical sense is the illuminated letter at the start of a medieval manuscript. These beautifully decorated letters were intricate works of art in their own right, often being an iconic representation of the content of the following text – generally sacred text. And these are sacred memories, as the book’s subtitle makes clear.


� Alice Viret (Kh 2010), here too, writes of “joyful irony”


� This is a particularly English trait, being the product of the public school system, and commented on critically as being unnatural later in the novel by Cara, the mistress of Lord Marchmain, Sebastian’s father, whom Sebastian and Charles visit in Venice. Readers will not be surprised to learn that Cara is French.


� I am indebted, in this connection, to Mr Destot, who pointed out that in line 11 Oxford is given a feminine identity by the possessive adjective “her”, suggesting that love and nostalgic desire are felt by Oxford’s undergraduates and alumni for the whole Oxford experience rather than for each other.


� Flyte – flight ; Ryder - rider


� See inter alia W.B.Yeats’ ‘Easter 1916’: This man had kept a school / And rode our winged horse; /... / The horse that comes from the road. / The rider, the birds that range / From cloud to tumbling cloud, / Minute by minute they change;


� Juliette Simon (Kh 2010) seems to suggest an interesting polysemy in “soft airs”. The referent of “airs” could be the air breathed by the inhabitants of Oxford (the natural world) as much as the airs – hymns – sung in the chapels (the spiritual world). This would fit in well with a detailed analysis of the musical imagery (“discordantly” QP line 16)


� “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness / Close-bosom friend of the maturing sun” Ode ‘To Autumn’ 1820


� See Thomas Hardy’s posthumous volume of poems Winter Words 1928.


� The two rivers which flow through the city of Oxford. They meet to the south east of the city and thereafter are known as the Thames.


� Omar Aarab (Kh 2010) saw an interesting contrast between the pagan dancing at the symbolically named Masonic (representing rationalism as opposed to religion) and the cloistral hush of traditional religious values.


� But at its very first occurrence, the word is associated with summer sunshine (line 7). Women are the sunshine of the text after all Anne-Sophie Calonne (Kh 2010) ?!


� Remembered above all for The Dream of Gerontius, an epic poem telling the story of the death of an old man and the ascent of his soul into heaven, set to music by Elgar. Newman was beatified on 19th September 2010 by Pope Benedict XVI during his visit to Britain. 


� Waugh converted to Catholicism in 1930.


� Furthermore, but this you could only know if you have read the book, both works end with the deeply affecting redemption of an old man estranged from his children. In each case, the reconciliation of the old man with his youngest child is an important agent of divine grace and in both cases the child is called Cordelia. Such is the centrality of Shakespeare, and in particular of King Lear, in the English literary canon that no novelist can possibly call a character by the unusual name of Cordelia without self-consciously inviting intertextual reading. Atheistic critics might contest a redemptive reading of King Lear, but clearly Waugh is not among them: indeed, he is reported to have remarked to his literary agent that an important theological key to his novel lay in the final conversation with Cordelia. After that conversation, Lord Marchmain breathes his last having received the sacraments, and the agnostic Charles, now a believer in 1943, kneels once again in the chapel at Brideshead. In the prehistoric Britain of King Lear, the deaths of Lear and his children are mitigated by the survival of the Christ-like Edgar, looking forward (through the other Fool’s prophecy) to Christ’s redemption of the world in the historical future. 
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