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TVtemory em ancipated:
The Tantastic 'Realism of TVtervyn Teake

Tanya Gardiner-Scott

"... you might define realism as fantasy  
pretending to be true; and fantasy  as reality  
pretending to be a dream."1

To define Mervyn Peake as a fantastic  rea list in  
A lexander’s term s w ould app ear to be som ew hat 
paradoxical; neverth e less  at the point of coalescence  
of th is  definition lies the ’departure from consensu s  
rea lity ’ (to use  Hume’s phrase in F a n ta sy  a nd  Mimesis) 
of T i tu s  A lone .1 Where T i tu s  Groan  (1946) and  
G orm enghast (1950) are ’s tra igh t’ fantasy  in that they  
are other than the  world around u s while keeping  
what Tolkien calls ’the inner con sisten cy  of rea lity ’3. 
T itu s  A lone, f ir s t  published in  1959 and r e-ed ited  by  
Langdon Jones in 1970, is  a h y b r id 4 — o f the  
fantastic  p icaresque (in that it  is  another realm that 
T itu s is  w and ering  th r o u g h ), sc ie n c e  fiction a l 
elem ents, residual magical elem ents, and the  kind of 
realism hinted at by Gordon Smith in his memoir 
M ervyn  Peake?:

"He w anted, he told me, to include... 
more of the modern world, its  aeroplanes for 
in stance, or pylons, and yet to make them 
a c cep tab le  a s  part o f th e  am biance of  
Gormgenghast".

Thus we are faced w ith a text concerned with 
more than the unfettered  play of the imagination. In 
an in terview  with me in  July 1981, Maeve Peake made 
the following comments:

"T itus Alone i s  contem porary  sa t ir e ,  
with most powerful ideas of the  world. It was 
w ritten  a fte r  h is  jo u r n e y  th r o u g h  a
devastated Europe and the v is it  to Belsen. It 
is  a much su rer  novel, dealing with the  
impact of what was happening to him and the  
w orld and in  th is  se n se  it  to u c h e s  the  
im agination and th e  h e a r t... Peake saw  
som ething awful ahead. By the time he wrote 
it , really  a contem porary satire, the  dreadful 
im plications of Belsen had sunk in  as time 
w ent on. His illn ess  was begin nin g, and th is  
heightened things".

It would seem that Peake was making a ve ry  
conscious e ffort to extrapolate from the world around 
him.

But even  before we examine Peake’s  encounter  
w ith ’a d e v a sta te d  E urope", and , in  p articu lar , 
B e rg e n -B e lse n  a m onth a fte r  i t s  lib era tio n , it  is  
important to note the  ex isten ce  of w ar-in fluenced  
in terp retation s of T itu s  Groan and G orm enghast In 
The L ite ra tu re  o f  Terror, David Punter describ es all 
three novels as 'a partly  traumatized attempt to deal 
with the war itse lf  and with the issu es  of social 
organization associated w ith it ’6. Anthony Bu rgess, in 
his in troduction to the P enguin edition of T itu s  Groan, 
su g g ests  that the ’burn ing of hundreds of years of 
tradition and the m adness of an earl deprived of his 
su sta in in g  props of r itual... seem to be reflections out 
of an era of horrors... sym bols of the end of tru e,

h is to r ic a l, c e n tu r ie s  o f o r d e r ’.7 Y et, d e sp ite  the  
tem ptation  to im pose a q u a s i-p o lit ica l a lle g o rica l  
framework on them, with S teerpike as a H itler-figure, 
Gormenghast as Imperial Britain, and Steerp ik e’s r ise  
and fall as an im aginative transform ation of the r ise  
and fall of Nazism. T itu s  Groan and G orm enghast must 
be le ft  open-end ed . T itu s  A lone  is  somewhat d ifferent  
in kind.

Peake continu es the 'ambiance of Gormenghast’ in 
Titu s’ head; T itus’ emotional t ie s  with Gormenghast are 
so stron g that Cheeta’s  demonic parody of them almost 
turns h is brain. In his q u est for freedom and search  
for his own id en tity , Titus can be paralleled with the  
concentration camp su rv ivors, carrying  in side his 
head the knowledge of a place with which nobody e lse  
is  familiar, regarded as mad by, and insulated by his 
experience from, those around him. The su rv ivors too 
had their pre-cam p memories of communities destroyed  
by the war, and their knowledge of what Langer calls 
’l ’u n ivers concentrationaire’ in  his book The Holocaust 
and  th e  L i te r a ry  Im agination .* Gormenghast is  T itu s’ 
focu s (focus being another secondary meaning of 
’concentrationaire’). As Langer p u ts it , the w riters 
who en c o u n te re d  the  H olocaust w ere 'th e  o n e s ... 
destined  to recreate in their  art a un ique portion of 
contem porary h istory , a nightmare of fantasy  that 
c o -ex isted  daily with the  possib le, the familiar and the  
real’.

It is  over  forty  years sin ce  World War II, and the  
im ages, fee lin g s and impact of the  war have inevitab ly  
been diluted by time. Those a live at the time are 
slow ly d ying  out, and, as new generations of readers  
em erge, it is  essen tia l to be aware of possible  sou rces  
and analogues for the fiction of the period so that a 
w rite r ’s s e tt in g s , c h a r a cter iza t io n  and c re a tiv e  
transm utations — in sh ort, h is or her craftsm anship  
— can be recognized as su ch .

Here a biographical approach is  help fu l. T itu s  
A lone  w as w ritten  w hen Peake had had time to  
assim ilate the e v en ts  o f the  war. Drafted in early  
1940. He was invalided out o f the  Army in 1943, and
w orked a s  a War A rtist  for  th e  M in istry  of
Inform ation . In 1945, he w as com m issioned a s an 
illustrator  for the London Leader M agazine, and w ent 
through Europe with Tom Pocock, a British journalist  
who would w rite the text for w hich Peake would do 
draw ings.

Peake w ent to Belsen concentration camp alone in  
late May 1945, a month after it  had been liberated . 
There he sp en t an afternoon v is itin g  the  m akeshift 
hospital w ards and sk etch in g  the victim s d ying  of
ty p h u s . A long w ith  alm ost e v e r y  c r it ic  w ho has
w ritten on T itu s  A lone, Pocock comments, "Several 
years later he was to w rite the image of the  dying  
g ir l into the  la st o f his tr ilogy ... in  the character of  
the Black Rose, who su ffer s  much and d ies a s  her  
head touches a w hite pillow’; th is  comes from his own 
account of his trip  w ith Peake in h is recen t memoir 
1945: The Dawn Came Up L ike  T hu n d e r .•
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In M odern F antasy , Manlove c ite s  Mrs. Peake as 
su ggestin g  that Belsen was a source for the portrayal 
of the Under-R iver in T itu s  A lone.10 I would like to 
su g g est  another p ossib ility . In The G reat War and  
M odern M emory, Paul F ussell p inpoints certain oral 
trad itions that passed into the literature of both 
world wars: o f th ese  one is  particu larly s ign ifican t in 
an analysis of the U nder-R iver. F ussell calls it the  
’f in est legend of the war, the most brilliant in literary  
invention and execution, as well as the r ich est in 
sym bolic su ggestion ’. It is  o f a group ’somewhere 
between the lin es’ of 'half-crazed d eserters  from all 
the armies, friend and enemy alike’, who ’harboured  
underground in abandoned trenches and du gouts and 
caves, liv ing  in amity and emerging at night to pillage 
corp ses and gather food and drink’.11 F u ssell se es  it 
as a distorted image of ordered life in  the trenches, a 
cohesive  focu s of d isord erlin ess as a reaction to 
authority and the  m adness of war.

Peake’s U nder-R iver, between the towns on e ither  
side of the r iver banks, with its  secret sig n  and its  
group of social ou tcasts from all walks of life united  
by an un specified hope, can be seen  as a creative  
transform ation of the London U nderground during the  
Blitz. Peake was in  London in term ittently during the  
1942 bombardments, and knew that section s of it  w ere 
used as air raid sh elters . Another a r tis t, Henry Moore, 
made the following observations for his draw ings of 
the sh elters on the Tilbury sh elter  in London’s East 
End:

F igures showing faces lit up — r est of 
bodies in silhouette. F igures ly in g  again st  
platform with great bales of paper above also  
making beds...

Dramatic, dismal lit, m asses of relin ing  
f igu res fading to p erspective  point — scribble  
and scratch es, chaotic foreground. Chains 
hanging from old crane. Sick woman in bath 
chair...

Dark wet se ttin g s (entrance to Tilbury).
Man with shawls to keep off draughts, 

women wearing handkerch iefs on head6.
Much rubbish and chaotic u n tid iness  

around.11

It could be a descrip tion of the  Under-R iver.

The characterization of Muzzlehatch is  equally  
su ggestive; he moves freely  among both Under-R iver  
and town dw ellers. He can appear and disappear  
u n o b tr u s iv e ly , a t the  C usp-C anine p a r ty , in  the  
Under-R iver figh t with Veil and at the Black House, 
for example, and his reflexes are those  of one with 
combat training. When he and Titus are hiding after  
T itu s has d isru p ted  th e  p a r ty , T itu s sp ea k s  
unexpected ly, making Muzzlehatch raise "his hand as 
though to guard himself from attack" (p. 55). Later, 
he su sp ects  an eavesdropper at the  keyhole of their  
hiding place; he "strode to the door and, opening it  
quietly , discovered a young man bent double. He had 
been g iven  no time to r ise from the key hole, let 
alone escape" (p. 60). Later, when Muzzlehatch climbs 
into the fire lit  room in Juno’s house where Titus and 
Juno are sleep in g , a sound startle s him:

With a reflex stemming from far earlier  
times his hand moved immediately to his hip 
pocket. But there was no revolver  there and 
he brought back his empty hand to his side. 
He had sw ung in his tracks at the sound... 
(p. 96)

A gain, w hen T itu s iB f ig h t in g  V eil, he s e e s  
"something m assive yet absolutely silent: som ething 
that moved inexorably forward inch by in ch ... heavy, 
agile and a live ... There was no computing the w eight 
and speed of Muzzlehatch as he cru shed the ’Mantis’ 
to the  slipp ery  ground" (p. 137). It is  only in the  
Black House, his revenge on sc ien ce  complete, that he 
lo ses  h is caution and d ies from the Helm eteers’ stabs  
in  the back.

M uzzlehatch is  a fa th er -figu re /p ro tec tor  for the  
y ou n g  man. When T itu s is  on th e  ru n , hav in g  
destroyed a sophisticated surveillan ce  dev ice, it  is  to 
M uzzlehatch th a t he tu r n s , th u s  in a d v e rten t ly  
brin ging  the ven gefu l rage of the sc ien tific  community 
on the  head of the  la tter  and causin g  the destru ction  
of his precious zoo which tr ig g e rs  his resu ltant 
in sa n ity  (in  a se n se  a p ara lle l w ith S te e r p ik e ’s 
burning of the Earl’s  library, though Muzzlehatch is  
an anarchic f igure). M uzzlehatch also shows him how 
to e sca p e  to the  U n d er-R iver , th e  s it e  o f a 
marginated, if  not overtly  criminal community. It is  
not su rp rising , then, that Titus encounters in th is  
literal subcu lture, th is  home of the equally displaced, 
the Black Rose, a camp su rvivor , and her guard, Veil.

It is  im possible to analyze the depiction of the 
Black Rose without looking at that of Veil; the  two are 
intertw ined in  a sadom asochistic bond. Veil reminds 
her of her degradation in the camps and then by him.

"They w hip ped  you , and th en  th e y  
broke your pride. You grew  thinner and 
thinner. Your limbs became tub es. Your head 
was shaved. You did not look like a woman.
You were more like a..."

"I do not want to think of that again... 
leave me alone."

..."And mercy I gave you, didn’t  I?”
"Yes, oh yes."
"In exchange, as you promised, for your 

body." (p. 127)

Veil is  d ressed  in black, a s  were the SS guards, 
but he seem s to be more a combination of SS guard  
and prison kapo. As one su rvivor says, "They are 
true creatu res of the dev il... and are no longer  
human. Cold, cruel, sad istic  — had I not seen  with 
my own e y es the obscene deligh t they  take in  beating  
us, I never would have thought it  p ossib le... the  
kapos beat the women at will, or, even  w orse, force  
them to become prostitu tes" .13

Peake p resen ts Veil (an anagram of "evil" and an 
oral pun — "veil"/"vile") as a symbol of pure ev il, a 
Gothic villain laughing even  as he d ies, but the  
interaction Veil has w ith his victim  psychologically  
parallels the memories of some camp survivors:

In fact, their ve ry  brutality  pointed up 
their power, their command of the situation, 
and in a perverted way reassured u s , who 
had absolutely no power, no control over our 
liv es , that the world had not disin tegrated  
com pletely.14

The Black Rose tr ie s  again and again to escape  
without him, but Veil maintains his psychological and 
physical hold over  her even  though they  have le ft  the  
camp. H aving foun d a s e c r e t  op en in g  to the  
U n d er-R iver , he k eep s her  th e re  for  a year , 
threaten ing to abandon her if  she does not escape  
with him. Peake d escrib es Veil in  in sec t im ages, as a 
sp ider man and a mantis man, a "Thing of scarecrow
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proportions", an e ffic ien t killing machine, su ggestin g  a 
to ta l dehum anization. T itu s is  rep elled  by  V eil’s  
cru elty , gratu itous as it is , and y e t he is  aware that 
th is, too, is  part o f life.

"Veil shot out his long le ft  arm and 
plucked the crouching rat from where it  
lurked, and crunched with his long fingers  
the life  out of the creature. There had been  
a scream and then a silence more terrib le, 
for Veil had turned on Titus. "And now you," 
he said ... The man had been born with his 
bones and his bowels. He could not help  
them, He had been born with a skull so 
shaped that only ev il could inhabit it", (pp.
134-5; 136)

But the Black Rose is  the  character Peake dep icts  
most fu lly  in relation to Titus here, and his depiction  
is  most o b v io u s ly  contem porary , not o n ly  in  the  
details he g iv e s of her past but also in the close  
l in g u i s t i c  p a r a lle ls  b e tw e e n  h is  poem , 'T he  
Consumptive, Belsen 1945", quoted by  Tom Pocock, and 
her reactions after she is  stru ck  by  Veil.15 The 
narrator d escrib es "those e y es of hers, those  ir ise s , 
as black, it  seem ed, as their pupils so  that they  
m erged and became lik e  a g r ea t  w ide w ell that  
swallowed what th ey  gazed upon. But before they  
closed a kind of ghost appeared to hover in  the eyes. 
It was no reflection, but a terrib le  and mournful 
th in g ... the ghost of unbearable disillusion" (p. 129)

Compare lin es 19-25 of his poem:

There lay the gall
Of that dead mouth of the world.
And at death’s cen tre  a torn garden  

trembled
In which her e y es  like great hearts of 

black water
Shone in their w ells of bone,
Brimmed to th e  w e ll-h ea d s  o f the  

coughing g irl,
Pleading through h istory  in  that white  

garden. (U. 19-25)

The well image, of a source of life  poisoned and 
ravished, a continuous, all-encom passing source of 
pain, is  shared by both.

At the  time Peake w rites o f h is shame at seein g  
"the ghost o f a great painting, line and hue" in  the  
victim, and the du lling of h is reactions.

... Nightmares pass
The im age b lu r s  and  th e  q u ic k  

razor-edge
Of anger du lls , and p ity  du lls. 0  God,
That gr ief so glib ly  slides!

Years later, he g iv e s  Titus sim ilar reactions to 
those expressed  in  the poem — "’She goes through  
hell... She wades in it , and the thicker and deeper it  
is , the  more I long to e scape. Grief can be borin g .’ 
Titus was immediately sickened by h is own w ords. 
They tasted foul on the tongue" (p. 139).

Titus is  terrified to show kind ness to the  Black 
Rose; he se es  his h e lp lessn ess in the face of her pain. 
Although he p its  h is life again st Veil’s  when he knows 
that sh e  is  hurt, later he "longed for isolation, and in  
his longing recognized that same canker of se lfish n ess  
that had made itse lf  m anifest in  h is attitu de towards 
the Black Rose in  her pain" (p. 143). T itu s’ in stin c t

for se lf-p reserva tion , callous though it is  at points, is 
given  a context in  which we can weigh it — the voice  
o f th e  om n isc ient n arrator  and M uzzlehatch’s 
reactions.

The Black Rose is  asham ed o f her p r e sen t  
condition and mourns her lost beauty, but her main 
wish is  to "lie down quietly  forever , on linen. Oh God, 
w hite linen , before I die" (p. 143). This can be read 
as a d e s ir e  for  lo s t  p u r ity , bu t aga in  it  has 
connotations wider than the purely symbolic; th ese  
details, too, are rem iniscent of the recorded reactions 
of some of the Belsen survivorB. On the arrival of the  
British so ld iers, one camp inmate records, "A deep  
despair came over me. I fe lt  like Adam when he firs t  
knew he w as naked: horr ib ly  and irrem ediab ly
ashamed."16 Bertha F erderber-Salz , a su rv ivor  of 
Belsen, d escrib es a v is it  to her block su p erv isor ’s hut 
in  her memoir A n d  th e  S u n  K e p t S h in in g ;  sh e  
specifica lly  m entions the "bed with snow -w hite sheets"  
along with tables and chairs, sym bols of a world far 
removed from her own crowded one of squalor and 
ab u se .11

Perhaps Peake tried to talk to the su rv ivors or 
the sta ff  at Belsen; he certain ly picked particu larly  
salient details on which to focu s — as ar tis t  and poet. 
The resp onse  he hoped to arouse through his poetry  
and his sk etch es in making "... articu late /E arth’s 
desolation on the alien bed" (11. 40-41) is  su ggested  
by M uzzlehatch, as he and Titus part. ’"Grieve for  
th is broken creatu re ... She is  the weak of the  world'” 
(p. 145).

When, towards the  end of the  novel, Muzzlehatch 
destroys the  factory , one of the details that horrifies 
him as much as it does Titus is  that the  people in it  
are id entical. This detail is  prompted perhaps by  
photographs of the Fascist rallies, the refu gees and 
the spectacle  of the  camp su rvivors; it is  a common 
theme in  poems and novels of the  time. As Colin 
Greenland has pointed out, the camps and the factory  
have similar fea tu res.16

When Titus fir s t  se es  the  factory  (p. 167):

Out of the slend er, taperin g  chim neys 
arose, like in cense , thin  columns of green  
sm oke... From the m otionless building there  
came a kind of rumour; an en d less  impalpable  
sound that, had it  been translated into a 
world of odours, might have been likened to 
the smell of death; a kind of sw eet decay...
The soft, sick , sound seemed louder in his 
ears and the far musty smell of death filled  
his nostr ils ... E very window was filled with a 
face, and e very  face was staring  at him, and 
most dreadful o f all e lse , ev er y  face was the

When Cheeta goes to the factory  to find her 
fa th er , sh e, like T itus, notices the smell, and, when 
sh e is  try in g  to locate her father onscreen , she  
sw itch es in adverten tly  to "a scream ’:

’No, no, no!’ came the vo ice. *1 want to

’But you are v e ry  poor and ve ry  ill ,’ 
said another vo ice, with the con sisten cy  of 
porridge. ’You’re  unhappy. You told me so .’

'No, no, no! I want to live. I want to 
live . Give me a little  lon ger .’ (p. 204)

The d esire  of the  victim s to live  at any  cost has
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been well documented; see  F eig’s book H itle r’s  Death 
Camps for furth er  d e ta ils.1* Peake evokes associations  
of the medical experim ents the  Nazis performed on 
th e ir  u n w illin g  v ic tim s, both h ere  and w hen  
Muzzlehatch th in ks of h is animals who "lived or partly  
lived in ce lls  sealed from the lig h t of day" (p. 157).

But there  is  more. In 1945: The Dawn Came Up
L ike  T hunder, Tom Pocock qu otes a le tter  from the
British a c tress  Syb il Thorndike to her son, describ in g  
her v is it, while on tour w ith an ENSA company, to 
Belsen, within days of Peake’s afternoon there:

When we g o t  t h r o u g h  th e  w h ite  
building, which looked so clean, there  crept  
in  on me... the most awful and dep ressin g  
smell. I said , 'What’s  that awful smell?’ The 
doctor said, ’That’s  liv in g  ch ild ren’s  bod ies, 
that awful smell i s . . .’ I said , 'I’ll never  get
th is  s igh t and smell out of me again .’ We
played  th a t n ig h t  in  th e  th e a tr e  in  
Hamburg... but I was in  a haze, a nasty , 
evil-sm elling  haze. I’ll never forget th is all 
my life .10

In T itu s  Alone, Peake has used th is  detail of his 
v is it  to Belsen to make the death factory  he creates  
in  his novel particu larly memorable.

This particular death factory  is  destroyed  by  
M uzzlehatch’s explosion, and Veil’s death is  another  
exorcism of ev il, but Titus cannot return to live  in his 
home as if  every th in g  were unchanged. Peake tr ie s  to 
a sc r ib e  th is  to h is  m atu rity  in  not n ee d in g  the  
physical s ign s of Gormenghast to prove himself any  
more. Titus re jec ts  his past, as sym bolized by the  
external castle, and his last act is  to leave once more, 
in a new direction.

In M odern F antasy , Colin Manlove strenu ously  
pro tests  th is ending:

Here, a fte r  a b ook -lon g  accou n t of  
Titu s’ longing and hom esickness and gu ilt, 
and of his in ability  to stay  sane without the  
reality  of Gormenghast; here, after  all talk of 
the joys of adventu res over  the  horizon has 
long ceased ’; here after  a trilogy  that has so 
m assively shown that there  is  neither escape  
nor the desire  to escap e from Gormenghast 
— Titus tu rn s his back. It is  unacceptable, a 
complete and opaque denial of all that has 
gone before.21

When seen  in  a Holocaust context, w ith his new 
k n ow led ge o f th e  w orld, th e  su rv iv o r  can  on ly  
c on tin u e  on , a s  in  T itu s th e  w a n d er er ’s c a se , 
th rustin g  himself as the liv ing  link between past and 
fu tu r e . But th e  read er  is  le f t  w ith  a hau n tin g  
em ptiness, put into words by  Muzzlehatch ju st  after  
his bomb has exploded, leav ing  "a lot of ash  in  the  
air" (p. 251). As he says, "What is  there  now but a 
vast shambles of the heart? F ilth, squalor, and a 
world of little  men" (p. 250).

It is  th is  world of ours, in  mood, pace, the  themes 
of freedom and id en tity , the preoccupation with death  
and the ten sions between what Punter calls ’the fear  
of the  deadly embrace of the p ast’ and ’a fear of what 
p rogress might entail in  a world which has accepted  
th e  p o s s ib i lity  o f to ta l w ar’22, th a t Peake is  
p o r tra y in g  in  T i tu s  A lo n e  — a fa n ta sy , 'r ea lity  
pretending to be a dream’. In terms of se ttin g s, 
characterizations, im ages, the  creative  transform ation

of details o f the war, Belsen, the displaced people he 
encountered and the du sty  ruin s he saw, Peake is  
v e ry  much drawing on realism, ’fantasy  pretend ing  to 
be tru e’. Or, as Ezrahi p u ts it  in B y  Words Alone, he 
b rin gs the contem porary reader to a deeper aw areness 
th a t ’ar t a s  a v e r s io n  o f h is to r ic a l memory can  
provide form w ithout fixing meaning, in sigh t w ithout 
explanation for the  recovered  e v en ts ’.22 In th is  lies 
Peake’s  stren g th  and generic  open -en d ed n ess in the 
fan tastic-rea lis tic  crafting  of T itu s  Alone.
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the S ociety’s Scholarship Award. I had the  honor of 
spen din g  a day and night at his home in England in 
1975, and admiring his ex tensive  book collection. The 
mansion is  rep uted ly  built on the ruin s of the Green 
K night’s  Castle - -  from S ir  Gawain a nd  th e  Green 
K n ig h t  His learn ing and goodn ess are m issed.

—GG (with than ks to David Bratman)
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