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Abstract

Janet Frame’s ultimate novel, The C, joins the New Zealand 

tradition of literature of the uncanny, which has addressed the problem of post

colonial identity, though the novel’s metafictional and psychological complexity are 

uniquely Framian. The work gains richness from a psychoanalytic reading with 

attention to the character John Henry Brecon, who claims authorship of the novel on 

its final page. As ekphratic author, he employs the uncanny mode, developing motifs 

and themes of heimlich and unheimlich set forth by Sigmund Freud's 1919 essay,

“The Uncanny.” John Henry’s novel evokes uncanny sentiments through suppression 

and release of his subconscious and through uncertainty as to the location of reality. 

Literature fulfills John Henry’s and New Zealand’s needs to be haunted by a parental 

figure, yet self-sufficient. The novel examines three tensions: the linguistic and 

cultural self-repression of the Pakeha characters, the emotional barrier between 

characters; and the freezing of language to stifle emotion and creativity. During a 

surreal thunderstorm, John Henry breaks social, emotional, and linguistic barriers by 

converting uncertainty into the liberating emotion of fear. Frame’s novel enhances the 

post-colonial relevance of uncanny literature as John Henry writes to redefine his 

community, himself, and his role as an author.
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Introduction

An element of the uncanny, a sense of eeriness, dark magic, or morbidity has 

long haunted the New Zealand artistic tradition. It appears in the photography of 

Robin Morrison, grayscale shots of abandoned-looking streets and churches. We see it 

in New Zealand cinema, in the mist-cloaked horizons of Jane Campion’s The Piano 

(1993). Peter Jackson filmed Tolkien's Saxon-derived Dead Marshes near the 

southern edge of Te Anau after directing a series of pulpy horror thrillers. His film 

Heavenly Creatures (1994) draws on a more local source of the macabre, the story 

based on true events of a murder two New Zealand teenage girls committed in an act 

of partial fantasy. Poet Allen Cumow's speakers describe corrupt landscapes and often 

feel a “breath of a death not my own” (“Elegy” 10). Ronald Hugh Morrieson's novel 

The Scarecrow houses a necrophiliac, Salter, who frightens without aid of the 

supernatural. Horror finds its way into everyday settings, mixing realism with terrible 

fantasy. As C. K. Stead pointed out, the Gothic suburb is a subject of New Zealand 

fiction writers from Frank Sargeson to Marilyn Duckworth, whose stories invite a 

rebellion of the spirit against the conformity of bourgeois lifestyle (17-18).

Janet Frame's works contain several such suburbs, culminating in Kowhai 

Street, Puamahara, the setting of her ultimate novel, The Carpathians (1988). Her 

works add a psychological edge to the uncanny tradition,, often plunging into the 

heads of their eccentric characters. A typical Framian character may devote herself to 

the study of death ( Daughter Buffalo, Snowman Snowman), daydream about

lycanthropy, or disappear in a wave of antiseptic cleanser ( in the Maniototo). 

The Carpathians adds an element of self-consciousness to the genre, for it both 

contains eerie writing and examines the authors who create it. The metafictional
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project behind The Carpathians sets it apart within its tradition, as does its 

cataclysmic tempest, in which language deconstructs and rains from the sky. The 

Carpathians is not so much a conventional horror story as a novel that flaunts the 

surrealistic and occult power of language to manipulate truth, thicken identity, and 

stimulate emotion. As Frame examines authors of the uncanny in her novel, she also 

examines the psychological underpinnings behind the urge to write of fearful things.

The novel features some of Frame's most obscure and elaborate style. The 

Carpathians contains internal works of literature stacked like nesting dolls. Like 

Living in the Maniototo (1979), The Carpathians may best be understood after a 

reading of its the final pages. The outermost nesting doll consists of a scanty opening 

note and a closing paragraph that sandwich the novel. These notes comprise the only 

direct words from John Henry Brecon, the internal author and a minor character in the 

novel. John Henry's voice, expressed in his opening and closing notes, also narrates 

the novel's second internal layer. The opening note is signed “J.H.B.” (John Henry 

Brecon), initials mysterious to the uninitiated reader, who may not realize John 

Henry's role as narrator until she reads the closing note.

The opening note introduces the novel and mentions two symbols that recur 

throughout: the Memory Flower and the Gravity Star. In explanation of the latter,

John Henry spontaneously quotes a Press Association Report:

A survey of distances to galaxies has revealed something that at first 

seemed implausible: a galaxy that at first appears to be both relatively 

close and seven billion light years away . . .  the paradox is interpreted 

as being caused by the focussing of light from a distant quasar (starlike 

object) by the gravity of an intervening galaxy. (7)
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We later learn that the Gravity Star is “the star that annihilates the concept of near as 

near and far as far, for the distant star is close by, puncturing the filled vessel of 

impossibility, overturning the language of concept, easing into our lives the formerly 

unknowable, spilling unreason into reason” (52). Already the star manifests itself as a 

possible trope for deconstruction, “overturning the language of concept,” jolting the 

sign from the signified. The internal narration develops the Gravity Star's presence as 

a symbol for disorder, creativity, and uncertainty, for “Poets who live in unimaginable 

reality have always known about the Gravity Star” (12). As a mystical, powerful tool 

of the imagination, the Gravity Star resembles Prospero's “most auspicious 

star”(l .2.183), a source of magic upon which his powers of glamor and destruction 

depend. The Gravity Star, a real object, appears to be drawing nearer and nearer the 

earth, and at the novel’s climax, helps to precipitate a tempest. The narrator often 

gestures towards the Gravity Star to explain his surrealistic shifts that become more 

frenetic towards the end of the novel. The Gravity Star then becomes affiliated with 

the slightly occult sabotage of logic and structure.

Besides introducing the Gravity Star, John Henry explains in his opening note 

that in writing his untitled second novel, he “became absorbed not in my power of 

choice, but in the urgency with which each character equated survival with 

maintaining point of view, indeed with being as a point of view” (7). Consciously, 

John Henry takes an unusually passive role in shaping the events of the text; he 

becomes “absorbed” into the activity of his characters and their need for “survival.” 

John Henry grants his characters a strange livelihood independent of his control, as he 

studies them with curiosity and relinquishes his own “power of choice.” Though the 

novel apparently issues from John Henry, his exact level of control over it remains
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ambiguous. Within his narration, voices of other characters intrude and violently seize 

point of view, so his statement accurately criticizes his own work. If part of John 

Henry's mind controls the text, it is not the rational part.

The notes, for instance, contain some conceptual problems. The opening 

sentence announces that “the characters and happenings in this book are all invented 

and bear no relation to actual persons living or dead”(7) a statement that John Henry 

immediately contradicts at the end of the note, explaining, “I have been greatly 

influenced by my mother (recently dead) and by my father. My mother's short visit to 

New Zealand and my father's lifelong marriage with words have inspired this book” 

(7). Again, John Henry cannot decide how much of the text issues from his 

imagination, and how much is real. These contradictions recur in his final paragraph, 

in which John Henry asserts that he traveled to Puamahara, then admits that “perhaps 

the town of Puamahara, which I in my turn visited, never existed? Nor did my mother 

and father in the way they are portrayed, for they died when I was seven years old, 

and so I did not know them” (196). As the novel reveals, though, it would have been 

difficult for John Henry's parents to have influenced him in person, for his father Jake 

was often absorbed in his own writing and his mother, Mattina, spent most of her time 

traveling to exotic lands. It is more likely that John Henry encountered his parents 

through the writing they left behind, but Frame establishes within two short notes that 

John Henry scarcely knows a character from a person; he is not immune to the 

fragmenting light of his own Gravity Star symbol. His final note suggests that he is 

more concerned with preserving the “memory of events known and imagined” (196) 

than discerning between knowing and imagining.

These encompassing notes deserve extensive attention because they force a
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rereading of the novel's internal layers with new suspicion of the narrator. John 

Henry's full name at the end of the second note recolors the internal narration, 

locating its origin in a character with personal connection to the plot events. John 

Henry is thus constantly in two places at once; within the story and above it, narrating 

it. He and his Gravity Star are similar in that both issue from dual vantage points. His 

notes also resemble the star itself, casting light on the internal text from two angles at 

once, creating a multidimensional view of the text. The story he tells reaches us like 

light that has reverberated from a few galaxies, for we can never be sure whether an 

image or piece of dialogue originates in his mother's notes, his father's editions of 

those notes, John Henry's own journey, or an imaginative nebula.

Now we can descend into the second nesting doll, John Henry's novel, with 

proper knowledge of the narrator. Much of John Henry's novel is the story of 

suburban Kowhai Street, located in the fictional New Zealand town Puamahara, and 

of John Henry's mother, New Yorker Mattina Brecon, who visits and eventually 

purchases the street. The novel opens with a summary of the myth of the Memory 

Flower, a mythical emblem for the town of Puamahara, supposedly supplying a 

cultural history. The fictional Maori legend features an Eve figure who talks to 

animals along the way of her journey to collect stories. After eating the fruit of a 

particular tree, the woman passes the myth-collecting task to the younger generations 

and disappears, leaving the namesake flower on the tree from which she ate. To 

Mattina and the narrator (John Henry), the flower represents a source of mythical 

matter and history that may be spun into language.

The Puamahara City Council has erected a plaster statue of the Memory 

Flower, a device meant primarily to attract tourists, though as we discover, the town
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has little true reverence for memories. Puamahara is a tepid little town located on the 

North Island. It boasts a sterile suburban foreground and the grandiose Tararua 

Mountains in the background. John Henry’s description of the town weaves in 

occasional references to the discovery of the Gravity Star and possible cataclysms that 

may result from its descent over the Memory Flower and the town. His descriptive 

mode vacillates from satirical realism to surrealism to Gothic.

With little warning, John Henry opens a chapter with realistic descriptions of 

his mother, whom he features as protagonist. New Yorker Mattina Brecon is in her 

fifties, extremely wealthy, and married to an erstwhile successful novelist and critic, 

Jake Brecon, who has never completed a follow-up to his bestselling debut novel. 

Mattina reads for a publishing company and lives humbly for a person of her wealth, 

but dedicates herself to patronizing local artists. As her marriage grows emotionally 

stale, Mattina travels to exotic lands, distancing herself from her son John Henry and 

her husband, while attempting to connect with and “get to know” the servants and 

natives of the places she visits. She writes large checks to ensure that she encounters 

the “real” experience of each location she visits. Mattina's excessive wealth is in some 

ways a prop to launch her story away from the physical trivialities of life, allowing 

her the luxury of staggering only under social and philosophical conflicts. At a 

particular emotional nadir, Mattina rents a house in Kowhai Street. Mattina’s interest 

in Puamahara lies in its local myth surrounding the Memory Flower. Mattina 

descends upon Kowhai Street, Puamahara to capture on paper and cassettes the secret 

of the myth as she interviews Kowhai Street's denizens.

Mattina’s journey is a quest for identity and human connection, an attempt to 

flee the coldness of her marriage and her aristocratic background by bonding with
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people she visits. She resembles an insecure, contemporary version of Puamahara's 

storyteller woman, collecting myth and fable. As Mattina settles into her rented house 

on Kowhai Street, the mundane suburban lifestyle disappoints her in her zealous 

attempts at “knowing” her neighbors. Instead of the Memory Flower, she encounters a 

bourgeois world of lawn codes and cul-de-sacs within easy reach of a convenience 

store. Video games, pizza, and televisions answer Mattina’s idealistic expectations of 

an exotic, un-American lifestyle, and she feels alienated in her too-familiar setting.

Other characters occasionally interrupt Mattina’s point of view. Showing his 

sympathy for expiring points of view, John Henry resurrects Madge McMurtie, the 

victim of a recent murder on Kowhai Street, and narrates a chapter from her 

perspective. Dorothy Townsend, a living neighbor (but dead by the novel's end), finds 

herself “seizing the point of view” (20) to spill anxieties about the state of her nation 

that cannot casually enter her dialogue. About a third of the way into John Henry's 

novel, Mattina meets Dinny Wheatstone, a self-proclaimed “imposter” novelist who 

earns her neighbors’ incredulity by spouting radical theories, among which is a vague 

prophecy surrounding the Gravity Star that eerily resembles the one in John Henry's 

note and exposition. Dinny claims to be an imposter “in a street of imposters” (51), or 

people who are empty on the inside. She presents Mattina with a novella about 

Mattina’s stay in Puamahara, which appears in Frame’s novel, allowing Dinny to 

seize narration in a metaleptic leap.

Thus begins the innermost nesting doll, Dinny Wheatstone's novella, which 

temporarily eclipses John Henry's novel, though it borrows his omniscience and 

mystical wordplay. Dinny claims that her writing style allows her to steal other 

people’s points of view, and thus to dodge the question of self-definition by writing
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about other people. As Mattina reads the novella about herself, time passes as it would 

in reality. Within Dinny’s typescript, Mattina meets several of her Kowhai Street 

neighbors and perceives their hackneyed, minimalist language, which causes them to 

resemble two-dimensional “walking photographs” (101), as Mattina calls them. The 

characters' flatness results from their lukewarm affection for their town and their 

general lack of emotive connection with one another or the reader. The Ed Shannons 

huddle around their computer and long for Auckland. Hercus Millow prefers to 

digress to his memories of World War II. The Jameses surrender their mute daughter 

Decima to the Manuka Home for the mentally ill, adding physical distance to the 

distance her muteness creates. Each home is a microcosm of the decay of meaning 

and human connection as language reduces to small talk. The neighborhood's failure 

as a community becomes clear when one resident, George Coker, dies suddenly, and 

his neighbors, including Mattina, find themselves eager to purchase his auctioned 

belongings. Amidst Mattina's alienation, she finds herself haunted by an invisible 

breathing animal that remains in her bedroom, a visitation that begins to tempt 

Mattina into accepting Dinny's superstitious babble about the Gravity Star. The 

typescript closes on a sordid note as Mattina visits the garden of the Memory Flower 

and finds a crumbling plaster version of the plant.

One notable excursion from the mundane within Dinny's text occurs when the 

Maori family, the Hanueres, transport Mattina to their seaside village. There we 

encounter a clash of popular and traditional cultures, as the elders weave baskets and 

exude warmth and wisdom that Mattina struggles to recognize, while the children 

congregate around the TV, and no one speaks Maori. Hene Hanuare discusses the 

government's intrusion upon the Maori lifestyle, explaining that nurses “tell us how to



raise our babies” and the government erects buildings with disregard to Maori design 

(83). Here, inside the innermost nesting doll, Frame inserts a glaring complaint of 

stolen identity.

After Mattina finishes Dinny's novella, John Henry's narration reclaims 

Mattina's point of view. Shaken by discovering herself in a work of fiction written 

before she arrived, Mattina returns Dinny’s manuscript, still a bit skeptical of Dinny’s 

prediction of the Gravity Star’s impending “overturning of all language of concept” 

(52). Mattina feels uneasy about the way Dinny's creative powers erase the border 

between fiction and reality, creating the confusion that John Henry experiences in his 

final note.

The night after Mattina returns the manuscript, the apocalypse transpires. A 

fantastic tempest draws the residents of Kowhai Street out of their houses, wailing and 

screaming in an incomprehensible Babel. The immoral language of Kowhai Street 

implodes; seminal drizzles of excrement mixed with jewels in the shapes of letters fall 

from the sky. The event is obviously more a psychological, linguistic, and moral 

collapse than a meteorological one; the Gravity Star has arrived in its symbolic form 

as an ungluer of language- all language, for musical notes and foreign languages fall 

from the sky as well. Mattina retreats in fear into her house, and thence into memories 

of the failures of her marriage and her husband’s writing career, memories which she 

has been attempting to escape and suppress during her travels. The few happy 

memories she recalls surround the birth of John Henry, who arrived instead of Jake's 

follow-up novel. When Mattina surfaces from her memories, she finds Kowhai Street 

silent, until moving vans arrive to carry away her neighbors on white veiled 

stretchers. No one in Puamahara notices the mass-death besides real-estate agent
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Albion Cook, who manages Mattina’s purchase of Kowhai Street, and Connie Grant, 

the mother of a vanished resident. Decima the mute, if she remembers, cannot speak.

Mattina returns to New York, where she is diagnosed with a fatal tumor. Her 

misfortune is mitigated by motherly pride when she discovers that her son, John 

Henry, has written a novel, an accomplishment Mattina has long expected from Jake, 

but never hoped for in her son. John Henry cameos in the text as a triumphant, yet 

humble son who pleases his parents. Mattina finds herself homesick for Kowhai 

Street, and she insists that Jake visit the property to write a book about it. After weeks 

of sputtering explanations about her uncanny experiences at Kowhai Street, which 

Jake patiently endeavors to understand, Mattina dies of her tumor. Her physicality, 

often suppressed in the novel, catches up with her.

Out of respect for his wife’s wishes, Jake visits Puamahara, but finds himself 

impotent to write about the town, though he is startled by the town's ability to forget 

the eerie event of the Kowhai Street disappearance. Jake leaves his and Mattina’s 

notes for his son, John Henry, and the closing note picks up, bringing us up and into 

the final layer.

The Carpathians presents a number of New Zealand's social issues for 

discussion: the linguistic decay and materialism of the suburban lifestyle, the subtler 

suppression of Maori culture, and the capacity for personal connection between a 

tourist and the locals. Deep at the heart of these questions is the question of identity, 

how it is formed, and how it unravels. The Kowhai Street residents attempt to build 

their identities from their possessions and memories of distant places, a strategy 

Frame rejects in their eradication during the thunderstorm. Mattina travels to study the 

identities of others. For John Henry's father, Jake, “words covered everything” (37),
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including identity, and John Henry seems to follow his father's example, for his 

internal novel may be seen as an act of self-creation through language. Dinny 

Wheatstone disclaims any identity, calling herself an “official imposter,” meaning her 

“central being never develops a self’ (44). Mattina responds to Dinny's statement,

“But we're all imposters one way or another, aren't we?”(43).

Several theorists, including Homi K. Bhabha, Julia Kristeva, William Schafer, 

and John Teows, have examined the importance of the uncanny mode of writing to 

the discussion of identity, or lack thereof, in individuals and nations. Frame's novel 

depicts the threat of an identity crisis, which the Puamaharans try to avoid as they 

cling to imported culture and ideas and to overused, prefabricated language. Frame 

suggests that the only true construction of identity can occur through language use in 

conversation and in literature. Uncanny literature specifically lends itself to 

articulating suppressed or uncertain identities.

In The Carpathians, Frame shows how an author of uncanny literature may

enrich uncertainty with emotional and historical value by exaggerating regular 

uncertainty into the uncanny emotion. An empty house gains character by being 

haunted, as may a character, street, or country. The necessity of ghosts in New 

Zealand art suggests an attempt to bolster a feeling of national hauntedness by 

converting mundane uncertainty to a poetic fear or unease. Frame presents John 

Henry Brecon, and Dinny Wheatstone as would-be uncanny authors intent on adding 

a haunted element to Kowhai Street and to their own lives.

The Carpathians features three sources of uncertainty that John Henry 

translates into the uncanny in his writing. First, John Henry narrates the uncertainty of 

the silent Puamahara landscape, largely related to its post-colonial situation,
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converting it to a sense of hauntedness that implies history and roots. John Henry 

paints the too-placid setting of Puamahara as uncanny as part of his critique of its 

dearth of the history and cultivation of native culture that might help to build 

community identity. Frame adopts the notion that a nation or community may have a 

psyche as a person does, capable of uncertainty when it has damaged roots. The novel 

illustrates the notion that haunted landscapes in literature may earn mythological 

status.

Kowhai Street's uncanniness develops parallel to John Henry's character, the 

psychological source of the uncanny, who haunts himself with his parents' story. 

Through this parental haunting, he generates emotional closeness to his mother's 

memory. His uncanny thunderstorm awakens emotions in the otherwise satirical 

Mattina, and she weeps and remembers John Henry as a child, providing him with an 

emotional connection to his mother and a history of his own. John Henry's identity 

and history never become completely certain, though he constructs himself a level of 

truth about his parents against which he can examine his own insecurities and values.

John Henry's other uncertainty, that of a budding writer, becomes uncanny 

when he refers to writing as a dark art, and to himself and other writers as dealers in 

the occult, an aspect of the uncanny. John Henry's language becomes uncanny long 

before the fantastic thunderstorm, which is an exorcism of many uncertainties about 

language. Sometimes John Henry's writing resembles sorcery with its use of mystical, 

Framian terms. John Henry even claims to use language to manipulate space and time, 

to resurrect the voices of expired points of view. John Henry's and Dinny 

Wheatstone’s layers of fictionality may disorient the reader, especially when literary 

elements and images seem to seep between them. Narrative style shifts sometimes
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from Gothic to realistic between paragraphs, creating an unstable mood that 

foreshadows the collapse of language. The boundaries of language appear stifling as 

the Puamaharans often limit their thoughts and their lives to the confines of cliche, 

creating a mystical “hinterland” and blocking meaning outside of words. When the 

Kowhai Street residents vanish with the eruption of their language in the 

thunderstorm, Frame reveals the power and changeability of language, and the reader 

comes away feeling as if she has encountered a dark art. However, the art is only dark 

in that it articulates the uncertainty that it confronts, not by crossing the line into 

death, dishonesty, or evil, but by blurring it.
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CHAPTER 1: Freud in Frame

1.1 APPROACHING THE TEXT AS A CODED DREAM: A RATIONALE FOR A 

PSYCHOANALYTIC APPROACH

Frame herself has described The Carpathians as a “coded dream”(King 483). 

John Henry's text is fantastic and sometimes nightmarish; his note on the final page 

reinforces the novel’s dreamlike quality. He must have lost some conscious control 

over his mind while writing the novel, for he cannot recall whether the things he has 

written are “real or imagined”(196). For instance, he admits that the town of 

Puamahara may not even exist (196), but he is not certain. He thinks fuzzily, as if 

surfacing from a dream. By announcing John Henry’s authorship at the end, Frame 

demands a second reading, a more probing one, evaluating his control over the text 

and the revelations of his narration.

John Henry is at best an enigmatic character if examined only in the front and 

back matter that he initials. To some readers, he may seem a greedy and domineering 

character, an American male claiming authorship of the novel by inserting 

parenthetical opening and closing notes around it, when Mattina sits at the center of 

the story. John Henry's appearance feels like a stunt, but it is a well-planned stunt; his 

imagination is active in the text in ways specific to his own interests and insecurities. 

That his imagination gets the better of him and leaves him in an illogical state builds 

his importance as a Framian character, for he deals in the “wonder currency” that 

enriched Daphne and Toby in Owls Do Cry, made when “the sun shining through the 

sacrificial fire makes real diamonds and gold” as the poet “sits in the morning, 

unafraid, touching how and why and where, the wonder currency that I take with me, 

slipped in the lining of my heart. . . ” (161-162). The visionary gold of the wonder
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currency is a quality of the subconscious, sanctioned only in children, “primitives,” 

and the insane, among whom Frame's heroes fall. John Henry depicts himself in the 

novel as a young boy fond of books and fantastic play, a hopeful character waiting in 

the margins. By marginalizing his direct words to the author’s note, Frame hints that 

we should seek more of his character in the way he structured his novel. This process 

may create some circularity, but then John Henry is a character, not a real author, so 

we are meant to find him in the text.

Frame pulled a similar stunt of ekphratic fantasy in Living in the Maniototo, 

wherein her first-person narrator, author Mavis Halleton, reveals that several of the 

other characters and events are products of her imagination. Likewise, Scented 

Gardens for the Blind places characters and events in the mind of an external 

character in a surprising moment. Frame has apparently decided to continue her 

device of the inserted author meddling with boundaries between reality and fiction. 

However, in this case she expands the device to encompass the whole text, and the 

author does not return to “reality” at the end, for he cannot identify reality anymore. 

Because the internal novel is a product of John Henry’s mind, and not a tightly 

composed one (“perhaps notes for a novel”(196)), we may examine it for evidence of 

his interests and desires. The dream is John Henry’s encounter with the strange within 

himself, a moment of psychological uncanniness.

“Uncanny” owes its literary application to Sigmund Freud's 1919 essay, “The 

Uncanny”. Although contemporary literary theorists often consider Freud's writings 

outdated or overly objective, the language of his essay gave birth to a taxonomy of 

terms for describing literature of the uncanny which critics still employ and modify.

In 2004, A.M. Reuber explored the evolution of uncanny literature between the
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eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries in her doctoral dissertation, “Haunted by the 

Uncanny,” tracing the uncanny tradition up to the works of Stephen King. Reuber 

employs in her definition the conventions set forth in Freud’s essay, and a few 

additions. Reuber lists motifs that remain prominent, including “Supernatural 

elements, natural disorder, the figure of the double, the character’s indecisiveness, 

his/her mental conflicts, and the amalgamation of reality, dream, and illusion are 

characteristics of each individual block, thus, of the entire house” (Intro 2). Freud’s 

motifs remain at the foundation of uncanny literature, with a few additions and 

alterations, and thus need brief definition.

1.2 FREUD'S UNCANNY

Sigmund Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” explores the psychoanalytic 

underpinnings of literature that describe or instill feelings of unease. Freud describes 

such literature as “uncanny,” a word derived from the German word “

The word “uncanny” has earned its status as an English translation of unheimlich 

because “canny,” in the Oxford English Dictionary, contains an ambiguity parallel to 

that of heimlich, ranging from “cozy” to “endowed with occult or magical powers” 

(225). Freud quotes an obscure critic, E. Jentsch, who claims that uncanny feelings 

arise from “intellectual uncertainty,” or “something one does not know one’s way 

about in”(221), a fitting description of the state of John Henry's mind as he emerges 

from his novel as from an imaginative miasma. Freud’s interest in the word stems 

from the plasticity of its base, heimlich, which has two definitions, the first of which 

is “homely” or “intimate, friendlily comfortable; the enjoyment of quiet content, etc., 

arousing a sense of agreeable restfulness and security as in one within the four walls

16



of his house” (222). Sanders’s Dictionary begs emphasis on this primary meaning, 

which the editor thought in danger of “becoming obsolete with confusion with” the 

second definition (223).

The first, outmoded definition of heimlich has since morphed to a twisted 

version of its original meaning: “concealed, kept from sight, so that others do not 

know about it” (223). The prefix “un-” operates to denote a repression of heimlich 

(243), so the second heimlich and the word unheimlich finish with nearly the same 

definition. The word resembles the sundry contradictions that appear in Frame's 

wordplay, notably in Dinny Wheatstone's label for herself: the “real imposter” (51).

1.2.1 Uncanny Themes in The Carpathians

The word's slippery definition, which ruptures the synonym-antonym 

opposition, involves a breakdown of boundaries, one major uncanny theme.

Linguistic boundaries include the Sausserian adhesive line between sign and signifier, 

partitions between internal novels and shifts in point of view, and barriers between 

synonym and antonym. Timid Kowhai Street is rife enough with boundaries, veneers, 

facades, and veils to resemble a Victorian sitting room. The manicured suburban 

landscape functions as a boundary between the dead and the living, a blind against the 

sordid daily reminders of mortality.

Partitions separate not only death from the living, but the living from one 

another. Death, distance, culture, and time divide characters, who travel away from 

one another, speak in packaged, impersonal phrases, and hide in their houses. In the 

presence of social change, human nature may wish to cling more tightly to 

conventional boundaries to avoid the risk of facing existential chaos; therefore, rigid 

boundaries are often symptoms of unease. John Henry narrates, “In a time of
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discoveries that overturn unquestioned beliefs, then, in small pockets of the world, 

inexplicable chaos may reign” (12). He locates chaos within an enclosure, a pocket, 

calling inexplicable, as if unintentionally incurred. The carefully trimmed hedges of 

Kowhai Street increase the unease, however, as if they keep something closeted 

inside. Uncanny literature relies on the tension created by boundaries, then ruptures 

that tension, incurring an emotional response which, if unpleasant, temporarily 

disposes with the unease.

A second definition of the uncanny involves something that has come to light, 

but should not have. One of Freud's definitions compares heimlich to the feeling that 

surrounds “a buried spring or a dried-up pond. One cannot walk over it without 

always having the feeling that water might come up there again” (223). This statement 

may conjure pictures of hands clawing their way out of graves, though Frame is not so 

trite her burial of death The Carpathians. The City Council of Puamahara, however, 

does attempt to bury the story of the thunderstorm, as it has nearly slipped from the 

memories of all but two people. On the character level, John Henry’s oedipal 

inclinations surface in Mattina’s memory sequence that occurs after the thunderstorm, 

indicating again his lack of control over the matter.

The uncanny is simultaneously familiar and strange, full of contradictions, like 

the word heimlich. The Carpathians echoes this theme of contradiction as the 

historical Memory Flower and the radical Gravity Star approach one another, 

increasing the uncanniness of the novel the closer they get, creating an almost sexual 

tension between distance and sudden proximity. Frame shows how John Henry 

increases the strangeness of Kowhai Street, summoning its thunderstorm, and creating 

an unprecedented mass-death that the Puamaharans are frightened to mention. Yet the
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tempest also makes Kowhai Street more homely, more central to Mattina's memory, 

thus increasing familiarity through strangeness. The search for the familiar in strange 

places and the discovery of the strange in familiar places (in one’s own mind, or in 

combinations of familiar words) are major themes of the novel and of uncanny 

literature, according to Freud.

In all his examples, Freud suggests that the definition of uncanny is something 

that has fallen from a pleasant aspect to a hostile one, as has the definition of 

heimlich. New Zealand’s natural splendor sometimes appears corrupted by 

technology, and Mattina reminisces of the innocent hope at the outset of her marriage 

that grows jaded over the years. Ultimately, though, the novel attempts to reverse the 

fall, refreshing things that were once thought hostile—for instance, visions of the dead- 

-and rendering them desirable. Most of John Henry's characters are dead when he 

writes his novel, and he recognizes the power of his words to resurrect them. He thus 

attempts to live among the spirits for the duration of his novel, comfortably, as though 

they were real people. This comfort may be an emulation of the Maori belief of 

cohabitation with the dead. William Schafer remarks, “The opening act of Hamlet 

might seem tame and ordinary to a Maori audience,” for whom “the idea of a ghost 

doomed to walk the earth in a purgatorial state would be not at all disquieting” (146- 

7). John Henry likewise is comfortable in the company of spirits, for he grounds 

himself as he peoples his novel with resurrected characters. Freud would find the 

Maori view of the dead symptomatic of a mind separate from reality and logic.

1.2.2 Omnipotence o f Thought

Freud has a name for overpowering superstition and belief in the ability of the 

mind to shape or predict reality. “The omnipotence of thought” refers to the primitive
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or childish lack of conceptual boundaries between the physical world and the 

spiritual. It destroys, or rather predates, the opposition of reality and imagination, 

involving a dreamlike mindset. However, the dreamlike mindset may not dominate a 

work of uncanny literature. According to Freud, the omnipotence must be “othered” 

by a logical outlook to instill uncanniness in a work of literature. It must be constitute 

a break from a dominating realistic angle. Freud has already relegated the 

omnipotence of thought mindset to the psyches of children, the insane, and 

“primitives.” Free of romance for such a state, Freud labels the omnipotence as a sign 

of psychological affliction in modem adults, a state of mind used “ to fend off the 

manifest prohibitions of reality” (240). To Freud, the omnipotence of thought is “The 

over-attenuation of psychical reality in comparison with material reality” (244) [italics 

mine]. The material reality is the world perceived by the scientific mind.

1.2.3 An Art o f Eventual o f Fantasy

In literature, a reader might describe overflow of human thought into the 

“reality” of the environment as pathetic fallacy, drawing meaning from it without fear, 

for it falls within the boundaries of a literary convention. The reader may avoid 

uncertainty by accepting the whole work as an act of fantasy, a safe playpen for the 

omnipotence of thought, so that magical events inside do not threaten the reader’s 

grasp on reality. Imaginary events in a fantastic work, just as in the mind of a child or 

a “primitive,” create little uncanny effect because they do not break a boundary or 

convention (234). Witches and ghosts are at home in fantastic works, and therefore 

not uncanny. But Freud admits that some works may arouse the uncanny by feigning 

realism, then allowing a witch or a phantom to leap out of the wall. Freud writes that 

when reading the realistic exposition,
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[the reader] aceepts as well all the conditions operating to produce 

uncanny feelings in real life; and everything that would have an 

uncanny effect in reality has it in his story, [The author] can even 

increase his effect and multiply it far beyond what could happen in 

reality, by bringing about events which never or very rarely happen in 

fact. In doing this he is in a sense betraying us to the superstitiousness 

which we have ostensibly surmounted, (250)

In order for the reader to feel the unease, her mind must not be comfortable with 

superstition and the omnipotence of thought; therefore, the bulk of an uncanny work 

must rely on doses of verisimilitude to trick the reader into applying the same 

expectations she does for reality, painting a logical picture of the world which 

fantastic events might threaten. Frame’s genius for detailed realism serves her here; 

she even allows John Henry a mystical invocation to the Gravity Star in his first two 

chapters, suggesting fantasy, confident that her plunge into realism may push his 

promises of “inexplicable chaos”(12) into the subconscious.

Frame’s slope into fantasy outweighs the realistic glue that keeps half of the 

reader's mind in reality mode. However, if the reader expects to find reality in a step 

outside fiction, Frame deliberately undercuts him. Frame's novel, haunted by its 

embedded metaphysical symbols of the Gravity Star and the Memory Flower, 

threatens to become inescapable in that its symbolism seeps over layer after fictional 

layer. Reality and imagination have merged to become the written truth. John Henry’s 

words have become omnipotent. Frame suggests that the line between literature and 

reality blurs both inside and outside of a text. Though John Henry’s novel may be a 

work of dreamlike surrealism, as Lacan wrote, “Hysterical revelation of the past,” a
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description that appears to fit John Henry’s novel, “locates itself in both the Imaginary 

and the Real” and “presents us with the birth of Truth in the Word, and thereby brings 

us up against the reality of what is neither true nor false. At any rate, that is the most 

disquieting aspect of the problem” (17). Lacan claims that we may be disquieted, or 

made uneasy by a flagrantly fantastic book if it forces us to question the seepage of 

fantasy out of the text and into our lives. If this “Truth of the Word” threatens to 

escape the boundaries of fictionality, then, it may be uncanny in the same way as the 

omnipotence of thought.

1.2.4 Uncanny Motifs: The Surmounted Primitive 

Freud clarifies that ghostly apparitions are uncanny only to the modem mind. He 

explains, “Our primitive forefathers once believed that these possibilities were 

realities, and were convinced that they actually happened. Nowadays we no longer 

believe in them, we have surmounted these modes of thought; but we do not feel quite 

sure of our new beliefs, and the old ones still exist within us ready to seize upon any 

confirmation” (249). Atheistic Freud warns that the surmounted aborigines within us 

(ids) threaten to revert us to superstition in an alarming moment. Its emphasis on the 

repression of the primitive is one reason Maureen Molloy calls Freud’s theory of the 

uncanny “the predominant rhetorical device for thinking the post-colonial globalized 

nation” (4). Mattina visits one Maori family, the Hanueres, at their village outside of 

Puamahara, where she is startled to find that she “again, became the researcher, the 

foreigner” (86). In Strangers to Ourselves, Julia Kristeva examines the breakdown of 

boundaries as a theme of uncanny literature during confrontation with the unheimlich 

within psyches. She points out that the fusion of imagination and reality within our 

minds during the uncanny experience may lead us to a disoriented outlook that
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prompts either violence, due to an elimination of boundaries, or social progress, due 

to a transcendence of boundaries between the self and other that leads to open- 

mindedness (23). Just as the word heimlich turns back on itself to include its opposite, 

so the individual may find that which is other and foreign in the contents of her own 

psyche, as John Henry does when he allows his mother’s story to mingle with his 

memories. Learning to live with odd parts of the self, Kristeva explains, is the lesson 

of learning to live with others (25). In the case of John Henry’s novel, the others 

(characters) may constitute projections of his self, so Kristeva’s point holds true.

Much of the primitive dwells implicitly within the minds of the characters. New 

Yorker John Henry creates images in his thunderstorm scene that resonate as more 

tribal than anything in the Maori chapter. By revealing primitive urges in the minds of 

her American characters, Frame suggests that the most startling strangeness is 

psychological rather than located externally in other cultures.

Primitive motifs at play in The Carpathians include the occult, the insane, 

wish fulfdlment, and the evil eye. The occult qualifies as uncanny in the form of a 

living person who possesses magic powers that she will use for evil (Freud 243), a 

fear tied to animism. Interestingly, the characters resembling sorcerers in The 

Carpathians are all Pakeha or American. Their qualification as occult is their 

dabbling in the art of language, which in a Lacanian sense composes truth within the 

novel, if any reality exists. John Henry titles his first novel The , and Dinny

Wheatstone reminds us that “human beings have not traveled very far from the heath 

in Macbeth" (102). As poets, Jake, John Henry, and Dinny Wheatstone, are capable of 

distorting the “reality” of the novel, which shows that they have one hand in the 

authorial cauldron.
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Decima James, the mute daughter of Mattina’s neighbors, is the only character 

independent of the constraints of language. The realistic descriptions of Decima 

constitute some of the most bitingly realistic moments in the novel and remind us of 

Frame's talent for examining popular fear of those labeled mentally handicapped. It is 

this fear that Freud links to the uncanny. “The sight of a madman provokes anxiety in 

the rational mind,” says Freud, who rolls madness and epilepsy together into a clump 

of otherness when discussing human reactions. He continues, “The Middle Ages quite 

consistently ascribed all such maladies to the influence of demons, and in this their 

psychology was almost correct” (243). John Henry associates his authorial powers 

with sorcery, and thus is a bit demonic himself at some points in the novel. Frame 

associates authorial creativity with insanity by linking both to a magic that creates 

unease. We may see flashes of Daphne from Owls Do Cry in Decima, whose language 

is “all her own. She's one person alone in her own country, ruling it and ruled by it” 

(107). John Henry, narrating Dinny Wheatstone, glances enviously at Decima's pure 

autonomy of thought, unhampered by a borrowed, cliched language. Her unformed 

noises foreshadow the state of babble to which John Henry's tempest will reduce the 

neighbors.

The storm is a form of wish fulfillment preceded by prediction, two sources of 

uncanniness stemming from the omnipotence of thought. Freud provides an example 

in which a man covets a room in a hotel that another man occupies, and exclaims 

aloud his wish for the man’s death, only to discover that the old man had died of a 

stroke shortly after (239). Similarly, Dinny Wheatstone and John Henry prognosticate 

confidently and more or less accurately the disappearance of the Kowhai Street 

residents. Some of John Henry’s wishes are actualized in his dreamlike novel, for his
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self-portrait is idealized, and his mother Mattina remembers him affectionately when 

the thunderstorm begins to resemble an oedipal fantasy. Though John Henry is not 

evil, his narrative glance at his mother and father and at the denizens of Puamahara is 

critical, prophetic, and occasionally hazardous.

1.2.5 Uncanny Motifs: Doubles

John Henry’s imagination also constructs psychological extensions of himself, 

or doubles, in some of his characters through whom he works out identity issues. 

Freud calls this multiplication of characters the uncanny device o f “doubling.” 

Although the double as a “projection of the ego” is common and comfortable in an 

early stage of childhood, it takes on a new uncanny meaning for adults (236). The 

experience of encountering one’s double allows one to see oneself from the outside, 

and thus criticize and censor oneself. The double may also represent or incur 

fulfillment of possibilities for the past and future, including the possibility of death 

(235-6).

The double also represents the omnipotence of thought because he must not only 

resemble the character on a physical plane, but on a psychological one as well. The 

double represents for Freud

mental processes leaping from one of these characters to another—by 

what we should call telepathy—, so that the one possesses knowledge, 

feelings, and experience common with the other. Or . . . the subject 

identifies himself with someone else, so that he is in doubt as to which 

his self is, or substitutes the extraneous self for his own. In other 

words, there is a doubling, dividing and interchanging of the se lf. . .  a 

tendency that may be passed down through generations. (234)
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Often the need to explore identity through a double results from an insecurity formed 

in childhood. John Henry, we will see, is a writer whose writer father failed to 

produce a follow-up novel, so his doubling tendency may be inherited from Jake. 

Within various “author” doubles in The Carpathians, John Henry acts out the 

terrifying insecurity of envisioning oneself an “imposter” novelist, while also 

mentioning his own novelistic debut, which allows him to rival his father in writing 

the bulk of Frame’s final novel, his second novelistic venture.

The Importance o f Uncertainty

Freud’s source, E. Jentsch, feels that, “In telling a story, one of the most 

successful devices for easily creating uncanny effects is to leave the reader in 

uncertainty whether a particular figure in the story is a human being or an automaton .

. . ” (227). Jentsch refers to a part of E.T.A. Hoffman’s tale “The Sand Man,” in which 

the protagonist Nathaniel becomes besotted with a mechanical doll named Olympia, 

whom Nathaniel spies through the window of her creator. Freud, however, reads 

Olympia as “a materialization of Nathaniel’s feminine attitude towards his father in 

his infancy”(232). Thus, Freud is more interested in Olympia as a figure of 

Nathaniel’s narcissistic fixation on his childhood oedipal complex. The automaton’s 

ambiguity has, even by Freud’s theory, some uncanny qualities about it; the doll is 

something hidden that should not come to light, and like the word heimlich, straddles 

boundaries (separating life and technology), mixing the familiar with the unfamiliar in 

a way that might cause great unease. Nathaniel’s intellect falters when he mistakes the 

doll for a person, and his emotions intermingle with the misperception. Jentsch points 

to the possibility of anxiety around intellectual uncertainty. Freud ignores the delicacy 

of the uncertainty that Jentsch raises, which would be especially complex when
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combined with romantic feelings. Many would find the discovery that their 

infatuations have fallen upon an android strongly unsettling.

Mattina Brecon, who is in many ways a realistic character, startles the reader 

and John Henry by reminding us of her artificiality at various points. She becomes the 

subject of Dinny Wheatstone’s novella with little perceptible change to her character, 

and the effect is that of seeing one’s mother blow over like a cardboard cutout.

Mattina is a manifestation of John Henry’s wish to meet his mother, but she is also a 

source of uncertainty as to the reality of his dream.

The uncanny manifestations are exaggerations of discomfort the Pakehas feel 

with their New Zealand surroundings, which seem secondary to Europe or to large 

cities, and thus unhomely. Frame wrote The Carpathians within an artistic tradition 

founded by Alien Cumow, who claimed a ..  great gloom/ Stands in a land of 

settlers/ with never a soul at home” (qtd. in Schafer 19). His point of unhomeliness 

refers both to Pakeha settlers with one foot still in England, and to the dead who 

cannot sleep in their graves. Characters within the novel describe its setting and 

characters as uncanny at least four times. Frame’s novel, with its internal layers, is 

conscious of its own uncanniness. Frame pushes the genre by revealing the artist 

behind it, and asking what his motivation must be for writing the literature of unease, 

for using his imagination to disconcert his characters, and often, his readers. Frame 

concludes that John Henry enjoys freedom of imagination, but also safety from harsh 

reality, and that he sees his purpose as useful to the cause of building both an 

individual and a national identity. Thus, in order to decode his coded dream, we must 

examine the way the dream relates to the post-colonial setting.
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CHAPTER 2: Uncanny Landscapes

2.1 UNHOMELINESS AND THE NEW ZEALAND TRADITION

Freud’s elastic word for “uncanny” treats the unhomely within the homely, the 

strange within the familiar. The word contains a double take, a complexity of emotion 

that befits the alienation inherent in much post-colonial literature. The location of 

home may be difficult to pinpoint for members of the Pakeha community, many of 

whom still express homesickness for direct affiliation with Britain. Writers in New 

Zealand have struggled with the issue of national self-definition. Historian Keith 

Sinclair notes, “By thinking of themselves as British people, many New Zealanders 

have provided themselves with an answer to the question which has perplexed 

Americans: what am I? It is a ready made answer, but for those for whom it is an 

article of faith, it gives great comfort” (337). Because they face a similar question of 

cultural emancipation from or allegiance to Britain, Pakehas have been unable to 

escape comparison to Americans in the early nineteenth century. However, the 

American imagination could trade the grandiose ideal of membership in a British 

empire for the romantic ideals of rebellion. Because they face a similar question of 

cultural emancipation from or allegiance to Britain, Pakehas have been unable to 

escape comparison to Americans in the early nineteenth century. However, the 

American imagination could trade the grandiose ideal of membership in a British 

empire for the romantic ideals of rebellion. Creation of a rebellion would require 

severing ideological and economic bonds with the motherland that New Zealand had 

maintained. Historian Keith Sinclair notes the “dependence” of New Zealand's “dairy 

farmers -  and thus of the country -  on the British market” in the 1920s, a 

circumstance that led one economist to lament “justifiably” that New Zealand
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suffered from a “'mother complex'” (247). Legal self-sovereignty came quietly in 

1947 with the Statue of Westminster, a necessity of post-war foreign policy rather 

than an act of idealism (284). “Instead of an ennobling revolution,” wrote Sinclair, 

“New Zealand experienced a somewhat humiliating rejection by the motherland” 

(340). Meanwhile, Maori chiefs objected to the imperial assumptions about land 

ownership implied in the Treaty, and still debate the Treaty’s application through the 

Waitangi Tribunal. Thus, the signing of the treaty was by no means a watershed 

between colonial and post-colonial New Zealand identity for either the Maori or 

Pakehas.

Not surprisingly, New Zealand's anticlimactic drift towards independence 

resulted in few immediate artistic celebrations of a new national identity. Many 

Pakehas stubbornly clung to their cultural connections to Britain, drawing their artistic 

influence from Britain, the continent, or America, an issue Dinny Wheatstone pulls 

into Mattina’s perspective in her novella. Dinny narrates, “ft seemed to Mattina that 

every wave of fashion in everything -  people, new forms of art, poetry, language 

behavior, dress -  had set out ten or twenty years earlier, and now washed about the 

shores of New Zealand; also, there was still the flowering colonial wave from 

elsewhere . . .  .” (81). Europe still dictates the standard for fashion and art, forcing 

New Zealand into the role of a copy, replica, or imposter, a theme emphasized heavily 

in Living in the Maniototo (1979). Dinny Wheatstone explains that imposture “comes 

from the core of your being because there’s nothing else there”(44). For Frame, the 

core of a national or individual identity is myth, a composite of memory and 

creativity. The Pakehas felt that domestic memory and culture were too paltry, and 

that they drew artistic matter instead from more “central” locations. Vincent
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O’Sullivan, introducing an anthology of New Zealand literature, summarized a 

common complaint from New Zealand’s earlier poets: “As they read the writers of 

almost any other country, New Zealand Pakehas may feel dismayed at how much 

there is to draw on there, which most of us here must do without. Little folklore, for 

example. Nothing in the way of songs or traditional music that is really our own” 

(xxxiii). The only matter of distinctly New Zealand origin was that of the Maori way 

of life, which, in spite of its nearness, seemed too foreign to accommodate the 

alienated Pakehas.

By the end of World War II, New Zealanders found themselves frozen in a 

state of adolescence, tom between nationalism and imperialism, and debating the 

terms of their treaty. Some felt their roots strung tightly across two oceans in haunting 

memories of war. At home, new generations of Maoris had been forced to renegotiate 

their relationship to the land as something that could be sold. New Zealanders, like 

war victims, realized that changes that accompany the progression of history may 

create a great deal of chaos and anxiety. Homi K. Bhabha's The Location o f Culture 

examines the “liminal space” of transitional periods for individuals and cultures, the 

space that serves as a borderline of “stairway” between home and the world and 

between cultures (1338). For Bhabha, the focus of post-colonial literature, and all 

literature of social change, is an uncomfortable “hybrid” state and a “loss of 

absolutes” (1341). Citing Freud's essay, “The Uncanny,” Bhabha suggests that stories 

of “freak social and cultural displacements” that create unhomely feelings may lead to 

an international theme of literature (1340). By institutionalizing the theme of the 

“freak” as ironically central, Bhabha asks writers to recognize alienation as a 

necessary part of living and creating identity, depicting “the social world as a moment
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when something is beyond control, but it is not beyond accommodation” (1340). 

Colonialism has demonstrated the power of the urge to control land and people, and 

attempted to write that control into the Maori identity.

Eventually, however, New Zealand writers began learning to accommodate 

their landscape. Allen Cumow, one of New Zealand’s first poets, would later 

summarize the Pakeha sentiment of unhomeliness. “We are interlopers on an 

indifferent or hostile scene,” wrote Cumow, “The towns, one would gather, are 

merely encampments of nomads who have broken into the natural order like robbers 

into a temple, blind to its beauties, proportions, or wisdom. Humanity in New Zealand 

feels insecure, oppressed, because it is rootless” (qtd. in Sinclair 338). Cumow would 

later articulate his unheimlich pathos in verse, establishing himself as one of the 

founding poets of the New Zealand tradition. His poem “At Dead Low Water” reveals 

a sense of eeriness, disgust, yet intimacy with the hostile land. Cumow’s speaker 

describes a harbor at low tide:

Morning by morning incorruption 

Puts on corruption; nervously 

Wave creeps in and lingers over

Tides wept heaps where the fly breeds:

Memory flows where all is tainted,

Death with life and life with death. (19-24, 35)

Cumow’s poetry begins to exhibit hints of the uncanny, of a tenuous layer of 

water that barely masks the death inherent in the land. Though the water is tainted, 

memory flows there, a developing root.
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Decades later, Janet Frame’s novel addresses post-colonial estrangement 

compounded with the alienation of the transient lifestyle. Her characters embark on 

career-related moves and casual air travel that involve placing distance between loved 

ones and deprive people of a sense of connection to the traditional concept of a 

homeland. Her portraits of individuals and households that compose nations reveal 

situations of unique discomfort. Transience of population plagues the Puamahara 

demographic. Moving vans that read “We Move You Anywhere in the World” are a 

prominent feature on the Puamahara landscape (13). Frame knew the disorientation 

that follows rootlessness after a youth of chasing her father’s railroad work, schools, 

mental institutions, and European cities. She also knew the difficulty of affiliating her 

imagination with a post-colonial nation. She wrote, “as a child . . .  when I longed for 

my surroundings . . .  to awaken to imaginative life, all I could do was populate them 

with characters and dreams from the poetic world of another hemisphere and with my 

own imaginings” (King 79). Much of Pakeha culture finds its roots straining back to 

the colonizer, for the original New Zealand cultural mantra proclaimed them “more 

British than the British” (Sinclair 336).

In Frame's final novel, several characters, Mattina included, find themselves 

transplanted from the place where they feel at home, if such a place exists. They 

reside in Bhabha’s liminal space, as the word heimlich does. Hercus Millow, a 

Kowhai Street dweller, longs for binoculars powerful enough to show him Europe 

(65) and the Shannons yearn for the thrills of Auckland (‘“ the place to live . . . Like 

your New York’” (111)) or lose themselves in the “reality mode” (55) of a virtual 

game. Dorothy Townsend introduces her family as English immediately, admitting 

that they may always be “strangers” to the neighborhood (21), as they feel a constant
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“homesickness” and “weight of longing” for “the seaside” in “the West 

Midlands” (22). Reality is always elsewhere for these characters; their imaginations 

dwell in places separate from their bodies. Frame intentionally builds these characters 

to be “flat, without substance, and easily tom” and lacking in “imaginative density” 

for which artists must compensate (104), and they eventually blow away in the 

tempest that occurs at the novel’s climax. Kowhai Street is occupied by a group of 

“real imposters,” as Dinny Wheatstone calls them, echoing the heimlich contradiction.

2.2 PUAMAHARA’S UNCANNY LANDSCAPE

Maureen Molloy calls the uncanny “the predominant rhetorical device for 

thinking the post-colonial globalized nation” (155), for Jentsch's uncanny uncertainty 

haunts the adolescent, liberated, and often alienated colony. Several New Zealand 

artists of the uncanny mode have found their subject in the muted, yet dramatically 

varied presence of the New Zealand landscape. Sam Neill’s documentary, Cinema o f  

Unease (1995), explores the way the landscape hints at “unseen horrors,” reflecting, 

as William Schafer puts it, “the instant before the ghost or the ectoplasm materializes” 

(137). The stillness extends from the mountains and pastures of rural New Zealand to 

the developing suburbs, the setting of The Carpathians. New Zealand poet Peter 

Bland bemoans the unhomeliness of the suburbs in his poem, “Walking Past the Tin 

Butterflies and Plaster Gnomes,” which carries the speaker “home in time to switch 

the radio over/ From This is New Zealand to My Orphaned Soul" (15-16). The silence 

of the rural landscape has found its way to the suburbs until the clock strikes, then all 

the appliances click on, and the artificiality of the lifestyle registers.

Frame has developed her own uncanny landscape, having captured both the
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stillness and underlying darkness of the landscape in her notably the

landscape of her childhood in Dunedin, where cats drowned in sacks lined the 

bottoms of several local streams in which children saw “now and then, when a sack 

rotted, a wet cat shape with teeth set in a skeleton snarl, rising to the surface” (41).

The rotting of the sacks is an apt trope for the decay of an imposed layer, which is 

often all that lies between a stoic landscape and the show of an “ectoplasm.' That 

layer may be many things: colonialism, linguistic logic of binary oppositions, an 

ocean, a block of time, the walls of a house, a human skull, or a layer of macadam. 

This portentous stillness ties directly to the second meaning of “something

that is concealed or hidden” (Freud 223). Several of her descriptions in The 

Carpathians resemble in tone and implication her portraits of Blenheim in Living in 

the Maniototo (1979), her previous novel, which bears a similar strip-mall caginess, 

complete with streets named after British victories, hinting at a glossed-over memory 

of violence. Frame derives the title of that novel from an entry of the Encyclopedia o f  

New Zealand, which defines Maniototo as: “unforgettable landscapes composed of 

severe lines and blocks and planes; their stark geometry uninterrupted . . .  an 

extensive surface from which most of the cover has been stripped to reveal the schist 

and old greywacke undermass . . .  the Maniototo plain . . .  mania, a plain: toto, 

bloody,” (7). This definition contains Frames perennial theme of submerged death 

waiting beneath a carefully controlled landscape.

Frame evidently felt the need to develop or emphasize her uncanny suburban 

landscape by creating a similar one in The Carpathians, wherein she explores 

domestic forms of repressing even the suggestion of death, from antiseptic cleansers 

to regulation blue garbage bags to the lizard trapped underneath Dinny Wheatstone’s

34



carpet (43). I mention the cleansers, for Frame indicts antiseptic fluids regularly in her 

novels as devices for scrubbing away the suggestion of death that comes with human 

excrement. In her treatise The Powers o f Horr, Kristeva seconds the notion that 

“refuse and corpses show me what I cast aside in order to live” (3). Often the cast- 

aside object is a discomforting part of the self or the community. In Puamahara, 

images of death have been cast aside, and an atmosphere of manicured astringency 

prevails.

Hidden beneath the streets of Puamahara are chaotic language, sexuality, and the 

certainty of death. John Henry alludes to the oncoming death of his mother Mattina 

only briefly, reducing her for a moment to “earth level” as a small beetle crawls 

across the floor, a startling flaw in the tidy neighborhood (36). Morbid images flash 

subliminally in John Henry's descriptions of the landscape. Among its more cheerful 

aspects, Puamahara features a recent murder, “three morticians” and “a cultural center 

within an old Victorian house” (13). Puamahara is well known well for its Manuka 

Home for the mentally handicapped, and its nursing homes for the elderly. As Hercus 

Miller puts it, “there's a heck of a lot of dying in Puamahara” (41), though visual 

traces of death are scarce. John Henry explains the force that feeds the Memory 

Flower:

The Memory Flower grows always from the dead. Where are they, the 

long dead, the recently dead, the poets, the painters, the toilers, the 

housekeepers, the murderers, the imposters: all who have held the 

memory blossom? If you walk in mid-afternoon through the streets of 

Puamahara you might suppose you walk through a neatly kept 

cemetery where the graves are more spacious than usual, with flower
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and vegetable gardens, fences, concrete paths leading to the door of the 

family mausoleum. The silence, cavelike, may be entered. No sound of 

cars, trains, planes, radios, people, dogs; and just as you have become 

certain that you walk in a cemetery, the sounds of the living intrude, 

the dream vanishes, and those who you thought were dead appear in 

the doorways. . . .  (15)

Though the aura is faintly macabre, we still linger outside the mausoleum rather than 

viewing the image of death. John Henry here longs for the dead, as if the too-tidy 

landscape ultimately lacks character, like its inhabitants. He peers past the silence and 

the “neat” keeping of the place, comparing it to a grave, tomb, cave, or cemetery; 

perceiving a coherent background fabric with something twitching behind it. He seeks 

the dead, for they impart history, and the dead will be his characters. The gravelike 

atmosphere, though eerie, provides the comforting history of the “family 

mausoleum.” The sounds of the living “intrude” here, breaking up the feeling of 

hauntedness with the noise of the rootlessness and transience of the present. John 

Henry foreshadows the neighbors’ disappearance here; the morning after the tempest, 

the absence of people becomes a reality rather than an appearance. The desolation that 

the imagination creates under normal circumstances comes true, confirming a 

momentary surge of the omnipotence of thought, the leakage of imagination into real 

life. John Henry summons a haunted, silent landscape, and later removes the realistic 

distractions, allowing the language to be literal rather than metaphorical.
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William Schafer explains that in a post-colonial setting, uncanny experiences



may connect the spectator with the land or location, creating a sense of rootedness and 

belonging. The contradiction of heimlich and unheimlich appears in the emergence of 

a homely feeling from the presence of eerie and disorienting events. As Schafer points 

out, home is often that which haunts us. Hercus Miller (according to Dinny’s 

narration) is haunted by the memory of his time in a German concentration camp. 

Frame focuses on the inmates’ torment of homesickness, which, along with hunger, 

forces them into a state of omnipotence of thought. Each man deliriously imagines 

that his dog is beside him, pets and walks the dog every day, until someone complains 

about the smell of dogs in the camp (65-66). The fantasy of having a loved one's spirit 

nearby may add value or comfort even to a concentration camp. Remarking on this 

effect in her autobiography, Frame discusses the difference between two houses, 

locations of the deaths of her sisters, Myrtle and Isabel:

When my eldest sister Myrtle died in her sixteenth year, she did not 

leave parts of herself, her presence, at fifty-six Eden Street, perhaps 

because the house never belonged to us and there was always the 

danger that we could be ‘turned out into the street’, whereas Isabel, 

who had loved Willowglen, did not really leave i t . . . .  (King 210)

Here Willowglen's innate feeling of homeliness allows Frame’s sister to haunt it; the 

heimlich evokes the unheimlich. A house with a good ghost story may become seared 

into experience on an intimate level because it provokes a powerful emotion. Schafer 

explains, “Identity is created by powerful feelings, including the feeling of terror and 

dread, as much as by rational information. Ghosts confirm our individual and cultural 

importance: T am of interest to the Gods, Demons, Spirits—I know, because they 

have revealed themselves to me’” (143). The idea of being in contact with spirits
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evokes almost a religious sense of belonging. It emulates, in some ways, the Maori 

perspective of cohabitation with the dead, which I mentioned in my discussion of 

Freud. The Maori translation of heimlich, turangawaewae means homely, referring to 

the land as a place of inhabitance— not a possession, but a communal home shared 

with the dead (Schafer 146). Spirits thus seem less intimidating and taboo, less prone 

to force their way to the surface, causing trauma and madness. This view of the dead 

renders them heimlich in an ancient, pre-fall sense, an animistic sense that softens the 

uncanny aspect of the ghost.

Mattina encounters this sense of belonging during her visit to the West Coast 

with the Hanueres, a place with “stone houses and hundred-year-old-trees”(82), where 

the buildings are covered with moss, and Dinny, as narrator, compares their 

framework to bones. We enter here the primitive, a place “steeped in legend,” which 

Dinny again compares to the Carpathian mountains (82). Here we find Freud’s 

animism at play, as the land and the ocean take on the human powers similar to those 

associated with evil eye. The narration continues,

The glance of the unknown and secret places of the earth intensifies . .

. the coast-dwellers absorb their own secret though the eyelid of the 

watching sea never closes upon them, but when its eye can no longer 

follow them, its immediate fury is diffused across the seas of the 

world; different, indeed, from the eye of the interior which smolders 

even in the traveler’s absence, day and night, century after century.

(83)

The eyes in question here are the sky, which, by the coast, covers in clouds and has a 

“fury” to be ’’diffused across the seas,” but often remains clearer on the land. Either
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way, the sky is a watchful eye, tempestual when it cannot spy on its subjects. Here 

human characteristics are projected onto the sky in a romantic narration style that 

breaks from the novel’s norm; an animistic statement is permitted alongside the facts.

This attitude towards the sky parallels Rua Hanuere’s attitude towards flax, 

that in order to weave it, one must know flax, and the flax knows the weaver in return. 

For Maoris, this “watched” and “known” lifestyle is not eerie, but comfortable and 

natural, and as the Hanuere trip suggests, some people are struggling to return to this 

comfortable state of animism, rendering it canny again. However, the colonial view of 

the land is not easy to escape. As Schafer notes, The Treaty of Waitangi required that 

the Maoris adjust their relationship to the land, claiming ownership of it rather than 

simply inhabiting it (Schafer 19). Mattina's attempt to get to “know” the people and 

the land is also an attempt to control it and them. The “knowledge” she desires is not 

that of traditional logic (“lightness, weight, up, down”(86)), so when Rua Hanuere 

explains that she must “know” flax in order to develop the skill of weaving it, Mattina 

thrills at the thought that she and Rua treasure a similar kind of knowledge. However, 

unlike Mattina's knowledge, Rua's knowledge does not dominate, but accommodates 

the flax. She warns, “Flax knows about you, your life, your secrets . . .  it's there 

watching you, knowing you; you can hide nothing from it. If it won't grow for you, 

you can be sure you've hurt it” (86). The idea of the flax staring back belongs to the 

realm of animism that has been “surmounted,” and pushed back into the 

subconscious; indeed, the flax resembles the subconscious, which watches quietly as 

it sits in its surmounted state. Mattina is not prepared for this immediate reference to 

the subconscious, where she is currently storing her awareness of death. Although she 

finds “warmth” in Rua's words, she at first responds “uneasily” to the mutual nature

39



of Rua’s knowledge (86).

Characters in The Carpathians lack Rua’s “warmth” first because they are not 

rooted enough in the land to be haunted, and second, because the spiritual world 

makes them uneasy. Frame examines in The Carpathians the Pakeha need for the 

“warmth” that leads them to write stories about unsettling events and hauntings. 

Uncanny literature has historically served as a vehicle for the imaginative and 

emotional matter that generates a good deal of national warmth and identity. In the 

American tradition, authors and poets milked eerie subject matter for its ability to 

generate emotional responses to the landscape and for the sense of history that it 

connotes. Haunted landscapes in literature may synthesize valuable roots in a post

colonial setting where the only source of history seems to lie overseas. In order to 

plant new roots, settlers needed ancestral connections to their land. As Frame 

demonstrates, post-colonial authors of the uncanny often strive to build those 

connections by implanting specters of the past in a new landscape, personalizing it.

Early American writers employed Gothic and uncanny themes when 

approaching the question of American identity. Schafer alludes to Charles Brockden 

Brown’s Wieland and “Somnambulism” and Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle,” 

explaining that “there was a drive to find ‘native’ subjects, uniquely American 

themes, that both contradicted and incorporated the desire for a sense of the past to 

rival old Europe” (138). The goal was to create “an ‘ancient’ history for nineteenth- 

century Americans to enjoy” (138). Schafer traces evolving uncanny themes to Poe’s 

“half world” combining America and Europe and the more psychological horror of 

James and Melville (139). One goal of writing uncanny literature has been to make 

the landscape not only spiritual and animate, but to lend it a sense of comforting
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history, the feeling of having ancestors buried in the ground. Americans needed the 

land to feel like a parent, a surrogate for the English parent they had left behind.

Puamaharans feel similarly orphaned, for they survey their landscape for signs 

of ancestral ballast. The title of Frame’s novel addresses the appearance of the 

mountains viewable out a window in Puamahara, mountains that uncannily resemble 

another set in Eastern Europe. Hercus Millow recalls a scholar he met in a German 

concentration camp who warned the others that if logical standards like time and 

space were overturned, “you’d have the Carpathians in your garden,” bringing with 

them “evergreens, firs, and wild animals, including the wolf, the bear. . . . ” (66). The 

Carpathians bring to mind traditional Gothic settings and creatures. They are the 

mountain range of Dracula, a myth eerie enough for some to arouse emotions, yet 

conventional enough to create a sense of history. Vampires, werewolves, and dark 

forests are European sources of superstition, frightening in their promise of witchery 

and death, though as the fear fades, it is replaced by a kind of affection for a myth that 

stirred emotion. As the scholar continues his description of the Carpathians, he waxes 

lyrical and nostalgic smiling and agreeing dreamily, “Yes, we could touch the 

Carpathians” (66). In The Carpathians, several characters mistake the mountains near 

Puamahara for the Carpathians. Pakeha settlers, noticing some features in the New 

Zealand landscape that seemed replicas of European landmarks, might have felt oddly 

at home. The geographical resemblance to Europe tempts the characters' imaginations 

to shelve their knowledge of New Zealand’s geographical seat among the antipodes. 

For those who take comfort only in the ghosts of Europe, then, vampire-infested 

mountains are perhaps the best articulation of an uncanny moment. However, Hercus 

Millow does not connect himself with New Zealand when he misperceives the
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mountains, but with the European mountains that haunt him, the ones to which he can 

apply a history. The moral: some characters keep to comfort zones even when 

choosing their objects of fear.

Schafer's point, however, is that a writer's imagination may use a less familiar 

setting to germinate warmth of mythical fear. Dinny Wheatstone, whose novella 

observes the problem of rootlessness among Puamaharans, aims for an “uncanny” 

effect as she writes Mattina's memory of a mythical forest native to New Zealand. 

Mattina has not lived in New Zealand long enough to be haunted by its history, but 

Dinny's novella fosters a haunting:

Mattina recalled her own brief view of Auckland as a small city with 

tall, many-windowed buildings, walls of glass reflecting an absent 

forest, clearly and uncannily, with the images of huge tom trees, 

bowers of leaves, severed tree trunks, as if a forest grew in the sky and 

no longer on earth. ( I l l )

Time and the growth of technology have subdued the forest, have subjugated it to the 

glossy, alien skyscrapers, which dominate and contain the ghost of the massacred 

native trees. The older trees carry mythical majesty, as if the ancestors of the 

skyscrapers. A similar parental longing for trees appears in Frame’s city of Blenheim 

in Living in the Maniototo, when the narrator describes, “The children are restless, 

with a sense of loss, as if they had truly been children of the native forest which, like a 

father, has abandoned them by dying” (21). The Puamahara landscape seems to have 

two possible histories that haunt perceptions of the landscape. The ancient trees in 

Dinny’s portrait hearken back to New Zealand's pre-colonial state, while the looming 

Carpathians with their European forest remind Hercus Millow of his younger days in
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Europe. Both characters attempt to plant their ghostly forests in their present 

Puamahara, grafting their memories to the town. The juxtaposition feels surreal and 

disorienting to the reader, yet it creates a feeling of intimacy and heritage.

The connective tissue of deep familiarity forms during childhood with parental 

bonds. Schafer argues that to belong to a landscape, one must see it as a family home, 

a stimulus of emotion. He reminds us, “To feel at home in a place is to feel that one 

has been bom not just in it, but by it, that the metaphoric idea of ‘motherland’ is in 

some way literal” (143). Schafer uses the word “chthonic” to describe these yearnings 

for the prenatal, which also relates to the underworld. “Love is a home-sickness,” 

Freud defines, “and whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and says to 

himself, while he is still dreaming: ‘this place is familiar to me, I’ve been here 

before,’ we may interpret the place as being his mother’s genitals or her body” (245). 

Frame describes a need for parental fosterage in a landscape, and in John Henry's 

novel, the need becomes more specifically a need for the maternal as he recreates 

Mattina in Puamahara. However, emotional contact with the maternal is complex and 

difficult, for in adolescence, this image becomes less comforting and more foreign as 

sexual confusion corrupts and complicates it. Thus the recognition of the mother 

belongs to dreams wherein the subconscious can release maternal memories. In 

dreams, the imaginative play of childhood may also resume unthreatened by 

conscious shelving of puerility. When a landscape mingles with the childish emotions 

and fancies of a human mind, it seizes a strand of elastic, youthful identity and 

memory. A landscape may then haunt the psyche, acting as a reminder of the moment 

when repression failed.
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2.4 THE OEDIPAL STREET

Though repression remains in place for much of the beginning of The 

Carpathians, the thunderstorm breaks it, allowing that resurgence of childish emotion 

and fantasy. The uncanny thunderstorm is the moment in which John Henry accesses 

the maternal and the magical. The moment cannot last forever, and a fairly normal 

day dawns in Puamahara afterwards. However, Kowhai Street, haunted by the 

unprecedented emotional surge that occurred in its midst, becomes many times more 

uncanny. Mattina calls it so as John Henry narrates,

Mattina was aware of the grave-like silence of the afternoon. The 

pupils were not yet out of school. Cars, while not avoiding Kowhai 

Street, now seemed to have an extra quietness, driven slowly as if the 

street were a graveyard. There was no breeze. The glossy summer 

leaves hung poised, immobile. No birds sang; no insects flew.

‘It’s uncanny,’ Mattina said. ‘Such quiet.’ (155)

Although the novel's exposition describes a similar grave-like silence, the event of the 

thunderstorm places its morbidity in a new, less figurative context. The quiet sounds 

different to Mattina, who recalls the semantic babble of the night before. Kowhai 

Street is haunted now by the memory of the thunderstorm and the impossible event of 

the disappearance. The street has a more authentic presence than ever before; it has 

reached a new state of eeriness. Something has happened on the street that has not 

happened anywhere else in the world; the Gravity Star has chosen this particular spot 

to begin its descent and its revolutionary changes.

Haunted by the memories of neighbors and awed by the Gravity Star’s power 

and its effect on her, Mattina now places Kowhai Street at the center of the world, for
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the memories of the events and people haunt her even in New York. She feels a 

“homesickness,” the “pain of longing” for Puamahara (159). She becomes a mother 

figure with an almost sexual connection to the land, a mother won over from her 

previous affiliation to America, a parent nation to New Zealand. In the moment of the 

thunderstorm, the street, like John Henry, matures in identity; it no longer needs to 

rely on the vampire fables of Europe; it has usurped its fathers. John Henry, an 

American, now dreams of New Zealand as New Zealand artists dreamed of Europe, 

attempting to surpass Britain through emulation, by becoming “more British than the 

British” (Sinclair 219). The thunderstorm and its results, the rainstorm of letters, the 

glowing eyes and screams of the former tenants, and their subsequent disappearance, 

are original, and arise naturally within a New Zealand town. They have altered, if not 

tom up those roots, the “old” ways of thinking, if the minds had to go with them. The 

disappearance constitutes a bizarre, historical event that has transformed the street 

into a literal graveyard, a place with new roots, through a brief act of imagination and 

fantasy.

However, Kowhai Street makes up only a small part of Puamahara, a place that 

claims to treasure memories, but actually suppresses them. The City Council alters 

and denies the disappearance of Mattina’s neighbors in order to protect tourism and 

the less threatening image of the Memory Flower (182). Furthermore, the structured 

lifestyle of the Puamaharans breaks the connections between people (“there’s no time 

these days for keeping in touch” (151)), the everyday conversations that would allow 

news of the thunderstorm to spread. The mythical, magical events of the present thus 

go ignored due to suppression by the infrastructure of government and daily life. 

Mattina predicts this apathy before she departs for New York: “The meekness of the
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population was uncanny” (150). We then remember that suppression is part of what 

defines the uncanny; a secret must be kept. Only Jake Brecon, Mattina, and an old 

woman named Connie Grant remember the secret of the Kowhai Street 

disappearances. The occurrence dramatized in John Henry’s novel is thus an escaped 

secret, something kept from prying eyes until it emerges in a dream-memory-novel.
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CHAPTER 3: Uncanny Persons: resurrections, doppelgangers, and the insane

3.1 APPROACHING THE PARENTAL RESURRECTION

Freud often discusses uncanniness as arising sharply from a repressed memory 

of childhood or from an animistic moment of superstition, as occurs in the act of 

doubling. As Jentsch states, uncertainty as to whether a person is an automaton may 

also arouse uncanny feelings. Attention to these sources of human uncanniness in The 

Carpathians may answer two troublesome questions about this sometimes confusing 

work. First, what has John Henry Brecon, a New Yorker, to do with the post-colonial 

rootlessness of Puamahara? Second, why does John Henry rewrite his mother as such 

a flawed and sometimes foolish character? The Puamaharans and John Henry's 

parents are in many ways automatons, projections, and resurrections made possible by 

John Henry's imaginative power, and together they create an uncanny forum for him 

to examine and project his identity through literature. He does not do this with 

conscious intention in his writing, for his characters seem to him to appear of their 

own volition in his dream.

To address the first question, like the Puamaharans, John Henry is internally 

estranged, for his parents are a distant memory just as England or Maori culture are 

memories for New Zealanders. Both he and the Puamaharans are in need of the sense 

of parentage that comes with haunting. The fact that John Henry features his parents 

as protagonists of the novel suggests his desire to reconstruct the roots of parentage. 

Mattina is not John Henry’s real mother, but a linguistic reconstruction of her who is 

true to John Henry's shifting memories and needs; he knows her only through her 

notebooks and through his imagination of what a mother should be like. From John 

Henry's perspective, Mattina's character has some idealistic aspects; she is tailored to
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champion and revere the art of authorship, for Mattina lavishes her money on authors, 

but noticeably minces her words, as if words are more expensive and may be used up 

faster than money (150). Mattina believes that authors are “saviors” who fuse old, 

outworn opposites together in the alchemy of creating the gold of new meaning, 

“accommodated near as far and far as near without throwing themselves into disarray; 

cementing near and far, light and dark .. .”(120). However, Mattina thinks herself 

underqualified to dabble in the dangerous arts of authorship- she feels slightly dirty 

even carrying her notebooks full of facts about Kowhai Street home to Jake, “like the 

witches and storytellers of old tales” (156). Mattina thus remains “good,” unlike the 

greedy Dinny Wheatstone, who seizes not only point of view, but authorial control of 

the novel. Dinny is something of a foil to Mattina, for when she attempts to lure 

Mattina into authorial prescience of the tempest, Mattina wonders if she is “being 

absorbed into the madness of another person, sharing it as a folie a 123).

Resisting Dinny’s authorial ambition, Mattina remains benign and passive, a mother 

figure drawn to and associated with the Memory Flower; her powers are limited to 

gathering memories, repeating the details she collects on her journey, like the mother 

figure in the myth of Puamahara. I do not mean that John Henry has consciously 

designed her to do so; the art-worshipper in Mattina is more product of dream fantasy 

and wish-fulfillment than design.

If his parents are products of fantasy, though, it may seem surprising that John 

Henry depicts Jake and Mattina as flawed, realistic human beings rather than bastions 

of leadership and example. Mattina travels to avoid her problems and cheats on her 

husband. It is her disorientation that leads her to Puamahara, a town with a name that 

means “Memory Flower”(l 1) and a myth about a storyteller woman who preserved
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the town’s memories. Mattina seeks to graft this history to her own severed roots. 

Arising in the dream of an orphaned son, this depiction of Mattina is a strange act of 

fantasy. Why reconstruct one's deceased mother as a slightly self-deluded tourist, 

patronizing if well-intended, when his uncertainty seems to call for a nobler, well 

grounded parent? The answer lies in the nature of memories. Mattina's character is 

composed of memory, desire, and projection of bits of John Henry's own uncertainty. 

He uses her and other characters not only as figures in a personal history, ghosts to 

haunt him in the best way, but as vehicles for flattering and critiquing parts of 

himself, and thus building identity.

As he simultaneously recreates his absent parents and examines his own 

insecurities, John Henry moors on some powerful, unaddressed emotions that dip into 

the realities that are easier to avoid than to confront. As I will explain, John Henry's 

inability to confront, and thus articulate emotional realities prompts him to maintain 

an uneasy comic distance for most of the novel, the sophomoric distance of an 

adolescent who has not fully defined himself, and so mimics others instead, ridiculing 

the problems he sees in himself. As I will also explain, he and Dinny Wheatstone, the 

“imposter,” thus have much in common.

3.2 NECROMANCER OF IDENTITY

Central to The Carpathians is the idea that memory is a thickening agent for 

identity. Mattina's memory of the uncanny thunderstorm helps to immortalize Kowhai 

Street in John Henry's imagination. History, the memory of a community, provides a 

springboard against which a culture can develop as it progresses and redefines itself. 

The past, what is dead, can become an “other” with which to compare and contrast the
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self. Stories of the dead arising from the land, Freud’s uncanniest subject, may 

become a form of self-construction through history making. Drawing on Freud's 

article, John Teows observes,

Engaging the stories of the dead entails recognizing their difference, 

affirming the historical/cultural particularity of the categories that 

made their stories meaningful for them and make them “other” for us, 

conjuring up the worlds in which their stories seem to make sense. But 

it also entails a recognition that our retellings of the stories of the past 

will always also be stories constructing ourselves, that by ascribing 

meaning to, or representing as meaningful, the otherness of past lives 

we are writing them as other and thus containing them within our 

story, that we leam to tell our story by working through our resistance, 

but also our identification with, or transference on to, theirs. The 

reconstruction of difference, the inscription of “wonder” of otherness 

entails recognition of the other in ourselves and ourselves in the other. 

(558-9)

Teows mentions the “wonder” that results from writing and reading of one’s 

dead, and defining oneself in the process. “Wonder” is a friendlier word than the 

uneasy fascination that Freud associates with the uncanny. Such a softer word is apt 

for the post-colonial theory of the uncanny, which begs an “accommodation” of the 

uncanny, of that occasional uncontrollable flickering of the id. Literature 

accommodates the uncanny because recreating the shock allows us to “work through 

our resistance” to that which is suppressed (the ancient heimlich or “native”). Stories 

that release the dead from their coffins, especially the surmounted dead (as in the case
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of many post-colonial ghosts) may create a strangely pleasant sense of progress mixed 

with nostalgia. As Frame puts it, “If you take part, however remotely, in destruction, 

you also take pleasure in recreating what you have destroyed” (LIM 22). John Henry 

did not literally kill his parents, though he does outlive and rewrite them. Summoning 

the ghosts of his very literary parents helps John Henry to place himself as an author 

and to articulate his own self-doubt.

Mattina's character allows John Henry a model for examining and developing 

issues crucial to his own identity as a writer. Not only does Mattina value language 

the way John Henry does, but she struggles with the temptation to live in comfortable 

states of mind that resemble works of fiction. For example, she suppresses the thought 

of her sickness (36). Mattina encounters the borderline between life and death when 

her neighbors disappear -  a line that she skirts herself due to her unknown tumor. 

Mattina’s wealth has sheltered her in the past from the blood, the feces, and the refuse 

fluids that inflict fear by reminding us of death and mortality. For example, Mattina 

truly believes that she “knows” her servants at Cloud Cay before the moment, months 

into her stay, that she discovers that the waitress’s skirt covers an infected leg wound 

that the servant would not share with Mattina, the employer who paid her too little to 

purchase medical attention (139). Mattina also holds at bay the unpleasant idea that 

the detergent she uses to wash her hair kills fish around the island of Cloud Cay, 

which she has purchased. John Henry narrates,“She refused to acknowledge i t . . .  the 

fish were most likely ill to begin with” (141). Mattina has shielded herself from 

images of gore, from knowledge of the suffering of others, and from knowledge of her 

own state of shelter -  all encounters that require self-examination and emotional 

response. These psychological boundaries find parallels in structural boundaries, from

51



Mattina’s transition into and out of Dinny’s typescript, to her leap from a 

satirical/realistic world to the fantastic, to her simple departure from the house during 

the storm. Similarly, John Henry visits Cloud Cay as a child, expecting a fantasy 

island like those he had read of in books, though he finds himself instead “on a 

strange island that in the children's opinion should have stayed within the pages of a 

book or on a television screen for them to read about it and observe it in comfort, they 

spent their time following their parents everywhere, unwilling to let them out of their 

sight for fear they vanished, leaving their children orphaned and alone” (144). This 

passage suggests the trauma that John Henry must have felt when his parents both 

died shortly after the trip to Cloud Cay.

John Henry's novel allows him to view an island again as a distant observer, 

keeping his parents close at hand and forcing most of the other characters to disappear 

instead. We must guess at the extent to which John Henry's imagination fabricates the 

story in an act of wish-fulfillment. He grew up without biological parents whom he 

might emulate or criticize, as children learn to do in stages, sometimes blaming their 

parents for their own insecurities. In recreating his parents, John Henry has a new 

chance to do both. His wish, in many ways, is to discover and recreate his identity 

issue through his parents' literary ghosts. John Henry finds himself full of 

contradictions. Even his front and back matter seem unreliable- his opening note first 

claims that “the characters and happenings in this book are all invented and bear no 

relation to actual persons living or dead” (7). He then proceeds to close the note by 

mentioning that the life and works of his parents inspired the novel (7). John Henry is 

unsure as to how much of the novel is true, inherited from his parents, and how much 

is a product of his own imagination. If we approach his novel as a “coded dream” then
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we may assume that much of it is imaginative and expressive of John Henry's desires 

and fears.

3.3 THE SORCERY OF DOUBLES

The idea of a doubled self is impossible, a relic of the omnipotence of thought, 

though it may also represent a mature ability to conduct self-criticism, an outgrowth 

of early narcissism (Freud 235). Both childish doubling and mature self-criticism 

involve encounters and interactions with the self, and therefore self-development and 

identity. Those who are not used to examining themselves from the outside in this 

way may find the experience uncanny and strange. The act of doubling does, after all, 

call for the omnipotence of thought, as it involves projecting psychological qualities 

onto a separate person or being. As Kristeva writes in Strangers to Ourselves, “when 

we flee from and struggle against the foreigner, we are fighting our unconscious 

(191), noticing the human tendency to read the self into other figures, to “double” the 

self as a method of subconscious self-criticism or praise.

In literature, doubles are most commonly characters in the same work who 

appear side by side, parallel in some sense. John Henry temporarily cedes his 

narration to Dinny Wheatstone for 64 pages of his novel (51-115), or rather, Dinny 

seizes control of the narration, resembling a more direct, intentional facet of John 

Henry as an author. Dinny is a psychological extension of John Henry in that she 

serves as a prophet for the Gravity Star, John Henry’s creation. Both John Henry and 

Dinny are writers of uncanny literature. Dinny belongs to the world of animism and 

superstition that Freud described- she carries a touch of the omnipotence of thought in 

that she can predict, but not control, elements of the text, notably the thunderstorm. 

Dinny also holds omniscient power (or perspective) over other characters, for she
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detects Mattina’s unmentioned tumor and peers into Hercus Millow’s untold 

memories of the concentration camp. Dinny’s regular dialogue shimmers with 

wordplay that normally appears only in John Henry’s narration; she talks to Mattina 

of stars and pseudo-physics, exclaiming, “I suppose we could starve out Kowhai 

Street and send it into outer space to inhabit the great blue and white silence for ever. 

Anything is or will be possible” (123). Dinny also touts the mindset that aspects of 

physical reality are malleable in the hands of the human intellect, specifically, words, 

sliding signifiers as she speaks. Authorship becomes a mysterious, esoteric power, 

like alchemy, and Dinny shares John Henry's passion of practicing it.

Dinny Wheatstone is a double of the author figure, an overtly meddlesome, 

unaccommodating narrator, but one ultimately wielding less authorial control.

Through Dinny, John Henry exorcises some of the fears that many novelists must 

face, such as the fear that publishers will reject their work, forcing them to publish 

their own works as “imposters.” In Dinny's character, John Henry comically works 

through his own insecurities through Dinny Wheatstone as a double of the author 

figure. She is a craftier and less accommodating narrator than John Henry, though she 

ultimately wields less authorial control, for she must struggle to control points of 

view.

John Henry establishes himself as the dominant uncanny author. He is the 

backstage novelist who creates the truly uncanny moment of the thunderstorm. Those 

who handle writing in The Carpathians become slightly uncanny, or witchy, though 

Dinny’s authorial powers are weaker, making her something of a Sycorax to John 

Henry’s Prospero. Dinny is, after all, an imposter, for she claims, “My qualification 

for writing this short narrative about the residents of Kowhai Street is chiefly my

54



imposture which as a result of my nonentity, is accompanied by an uncanny 

perception of human life, love, death and the process of time” (51). Dinny claims that 

her novella captures an uncanny perspective, a perspective that supposedly qualifies 

her to write about life in a New Zealand street; she alludes to the prevalence of 

uncanny themes in New Zealand art. Dinny does her best; she introduces a ghost and 

depicts most of the neighbors as somewhat shallow people. She kills one neighbor, 

George Coker, and describes the neighbors vying for his headless lawn ornaments at 

the estate sale (98). Dinny’s macabre content fails to impress Mattina, perhaps 

because Dinny’s style is heavy-handed and “episodic” and “an act of dreamlight 

robbery” (122). Though slightly more linear and cynical in tone, Dinny's typescript 

does not read terribly differently from John Henry's work, which might also be 

described as “episodic” and “greedy” in a fantastic way (122). Through Dinny, John 

Henry receives criticism from his mother, living out the nightmare of her 

disappointment with his writing style; John Henry separates and places that insecurity 

in Dinny's character.

Jake Brecon also admits to feeling like an “imposter” when trying to write 

novels, for he is really a critic at heart (161). Jake constitutes another double of the 

author, for Mattina describes the similarities in Jake and John Henry’s appearance 

(159). Rather than a Sycorax, Jake is merely “a hopeful magician, a sage, who as each 

year passed, practiced or dreamed of the secret rites and wisdom of a profession that 

did not respond to his advances” (120).

Characters also encounter their doubles across a barrier of fictionality as they 

read or write themselves, an experience that is uncanny if the fictional self seems to 

have power over the “real” self. In The Carpathians, we encounter two situations in

55



which characters meet their doubles in literary texts. First, Mattina encounters herself 

within Dinny’s typescript. She realizes, after putting the book down, “my three- 

dimensional existence became two-dimensional, but no less real, within the pages .. 

.”(115). By revealing her lack of control over her own point of view, Mattina’s 

encounter with herself makes her very uncomfortable, though not overtly frightened, 

for she has become somewhat desensitized to minor ruptures in reality.

John Henry doubles himself in his novel, appearing as a minuscule side 

character, the son of the protagonist. He also shares a name with his mother's lover, 

Big John Henry, suggesting oedipal undertones. John Henry creates Mattina’s 

character in part so that she may remember his childhood, so that he may witness his 

history in the context of parental support, then witness his success as an independent 

author. The doubling verges on Freud’s uncanny wish fulfillment, for John Henry 

lives out a moment of oedipal pride as he casts himself as the understated son, 

“beautiful and clever” (75) in his mother's eyes, who outwrites his father. Mattina 

receives a telegram in cryptic language which explains: “Have completed novel. Love. 

John Henry and Jake'\ 160). One of the climaxes of The Carpathians occurs when 

Mattina arrives home to discover that John Henry, rather than Jake, has completed a 

novel. After some respectful remarks to his father, the double John Henry bows out. 

His appearance as an adult is brief and triumphant, a show-and-tell that the true author 

could never enact with his real mother. The moment is artificially ideal, an act of 

authorial wish fulfillment.
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3.4 PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL VENEERS

After Dinny’s typescript ends, Mattina escapes the state she held within the



typescript of being “in parentheses” (115). Mattina has been sheltered in a number of 

ways: from reality, from physical contact, and to some extent, from emotion. Among 

the eeriest qualities of John Henry's novel is the ambivalent light that it casts on most 

characters. The characters express little genuine emotion, even in the face of death. 

Several of Janet Frame's works consider different kinds of emotional responses to the 

discomfort surrounding death, or the lack of any response. In Frame's novella, 

Snowman Snowman, a young girl named Rosemary dies in her neighborhood street, 

forcing her self-involved neighbors to rush out and congregate around her. Their 

interwoven dialogue of nervous and trivial chatter occupies several pages, acting as a 

representation of sudden community coherence in the collective expression of fear. 

Frame’s fictional neighborhood in Snowman Snowman feels compelled to gather and 

moum, acting out a ritual. A passing snowflake narrates the scene: “it is this 

elusiveness of death, the vacuum created when it happens that cause details, incidents, 

emotions in living people to flood in filling the emptiness” (59). The fear and 

uncertainty surrounding death should cause an overflow of emotion and substance 

from the human mind. In her novels, moments of death often reveal a great deal in the 

reactions they elicit from the living characters.

Puamahara’s reactions to death are disappointing, and reveal their emotional 

repression. Hercus Miller facetiously declares that whoever murdered Madge 

McMurtie had “done her a good turn” (40). Mattina and her neighbors quickly forget 

the recently dead George Coker when purchasing his belongings at a driveway 

auction (98-100), and the town manages to suppress the story of Kowhai Street's 

depopulation (150-151). The dearth of community connection is evident in the 

absence, or repression, of an emotional response to death, or even the notice of it. The
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only other places in Puamahara where characters casually discuss death include the 

Hanuere’s store, which closes, and the Manuka Home for the mentally handicapped, 

which is almost a separate community. Not only are community gatherings rare, but a 

sense of general complacency surrounding death prevails. Mattina notes after the 

thunderstorm,

Although it seemed impossible that the residents of a street could 

disappear and few questions be asked, and the matter accepted and 

soon forgotten, Mattina sensed that even after a few questions were 

asked and vaguely answered, the inquiring relatives and friends would 

be satisfied, finding their own explanation, ‘they never kept in touch 

with us anyway. There’s no time for keeping in touch these days.’

(151)

Without the discussion of death, however, Puamaharans cannot preserve a history. 

They seem to have lost time in more than one sense, for they live psychologically in 

the moment, rootless in their apathy for remembering the dead, Frame suggests that 

when a community has neither time, venue, nor desire to produce a social or 

emotional response to death, artists must work to generate a response and to preserve 

memories.

As author, John Henry cares to resurrect his parents, though he avoids 

narrating them with any great emotion. In describing Mattina's character, John Henry 

sometimes reveals her flaws, noting that her sense of humor, like his own, revels in 

mockery of others. Mattina is also a telescopic philanthropist who “felt the 

satisfaction of giving cheques towards needs that could not recognize or be fed by 

money” (19). The patronizing air of Mattina's entire endeavor to research and “get to
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know” the community of Kowhai Street is all too apparent. John Henry narrates like 

Frame, of whom it has been said that she “tips the mirror in a way that effectively 

condemns” (O’Sullivan xxxiii). John Henry’s emotional distance from Mattina is 

residual of her distance from him, for she traveled frequently before her death. John 

Henry would not have learned the importance of emotional reaction from his distant 

parents. The moment when he describes their proud reaction to his debut novel 

illustrates his deep desire for parental support and approval, though he is reluctant to 

express it. We also know that John Henry is afraid of many dirty realities, and 

emotion may fall among them.

Because his mother was physically distant, John Henry limits Mattina’s 

corporeal existence, keeping her in emotional and sexual suppression. She rejects 

physical luxuries of the wealthy, notably expensive clothing (18), as if she realizes 

that characters in the novel develop more from their linguistic and emotional behavior 

than from their appearance. When dining alone, and perhaps due to her illness,

Mattina dines mostly on fluids. Dinny notes, “For years, she felt, her diet had been 

automobile fumes,” and “the food of Puamahara could not enhance her appetite”

(102) Mattina dwells in abstractions, and only develops an appetite when hunger 

becomes metaphorical. When visiting the Hanueres’, Mattina takes in the sounds and 

images of the villages, where Mattina eats a Maori food, Puha, a “dark green 

vegetable . . .  tasty, gritty, and strong like aged spinach”(85). Temporarily extracting a 

feeling of culture and history, Mattina thinks, “What bliss,” as she “picked up the 

pieces of pork with her fingers and sucked in the juices from the tender strips” that are 

“slippery with juices of melted fats” (85). This experience, narrated by Dinny 

Wheatstone, allows Mattina a moment of physicality to emphasize her desire, almost

59



greed, for contact with the Memory Flower, which to her, represents rich cultural 

history. As she is eating, Mattina “felt the presence of a yesterday's silence that 

brought a hunger to the back of her throat; a world hunger” (86). Eating is another 

way of “knowing” for Mattina, and “knowing” is a way of filling her emotional 

emptiness, for she can only do so in the presence of others. The moment allows Dinny 

to critique the parasitism of tourism, while expressing John Henry's resentment of his 

mother's early travels away from her son to get to “know” foreign peoples. Because 

Mattina’s emptiness returns not long after the visit, John Henry suggests that 

Mattina's borrowed feelings of community cannot satisfy her as well as connection 

with her son.

3.5 THE THUNDERSTORM: DISRUPTING THE VENEERS

John Henry’s dream falters in its mode of comic and critical distance. The 

thunderstorm ruptures boundaries suppressing emotion and physicality, reminding us 

of John Henry’s fear of Mattina's impending death. The thunderstorm is a moment of 

hysteria for John Henry, though the storm is oppressive and violent for Mattina, 

whom it hits like “the shock of an earthquake” (128). John Henry continues, “Then 

she began to sob, without having spare breath, so that her indrawn breaths became 

groans; she rocked to and fro” (128). The fearful emotion becomes almost sexual in 

its encompassing force. Mattina has been drawn into John Henry’s uncanny fantasy, 

which dramatizes the unease of reality into uncontainable emotion. She attempts to 

escape the violent fantasy by turning on the radio, but finds only “the same talkback 

show: beat them, whip them, hang them, put them on an offshore island out of sight” 

(129). Mattina’s actions cannot permanently distract from John Henry’s narration,
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which continues to intermingle with her point of view, demanding the attention she 

withheld as his mother.

John Henry has been unable to connect to his mother emotionally through his 

domineering narrative voice; however, he does so vicariously through the 

thunderstorm victims. In the street, the residents who previously communicated only 

in terse cliche are finally united in a common emotion of horror as they stand yelling 

and muttering. The neighbors congregate all at once, perhaps for the first time. The 

helplessness and intimacy of their infantile babble resembles the collective cry of 

many abandoned children. Mattina approaches Hercus Miller and finds herself 

unprotected from a kind of clumsy intimacy that glib conversation can no longer 

prevent. John Henry narrates, “There was an apparent failure in the concept of 

distance to become reality, and Mattina found herself reading his face as she might 

read a telegram held close to her” (127). Earlier in the novel, Mattina receives a 

telegram ambiguously announcing “ Have completed noveF (\20). Because she does 

not know her son well enough to expect his accomplishment, Mattina assumes the 

novel is Jake's long awaited follow-up. Here, John Henry holds the telegram closer. 

John Henry admits that his mother was dead at the time of his first publication, but his 

sense of abandonment ignores logic, and appeals for motherly attention through 

Hercus’s “rage mixed with confusion; he showed a grief at a loss so sudden and 

dreadful. . . ” Moments later, Hercus,

seeing her, stopped screaming and stared, his lamp-eyes glistening and 

glowing . .. Mattina stood hoping that Hercus Miller might speak. 

Although his lips moved and his throat and tongue worked in an 

attempt at speech, the sounds he made were grunt, moan and, finally,
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scream . . .  In the end he gave up trying as had the others in Kowhai 

Street. Having found their new voice, they accepted it and soon began 

to control it. (127)

John Henry, through Hercus, struggles to connect to Mattina using words, but can 

summon only the wails of an infant. The “concept of distance” has failed John Henry, 

who himself connects to Mattina during the thunderstorm. As a child, John Henry’s 

rare moments of intimacy with his mother consisted of bedside visits she recalls after 

the thunderstorm, when they would “chitter and chatter,” a ritual mentioned on the 

same page as the only hugging, kissing, and sexual contact in the novel (138). We see 

John Henry requesting these visits emphatically as a child. In the thunderstorm, John 

Henry produces a great childish chatter, though the innocent childish game, a way of 

winning motherly affection, has expanded to frightening and uncanny dimensions. In 

accordance with the definition of the uncanny, John Henry’s childhood game, aborted 

at his mother’s death, has expanded to frightening dimensions in his adult mind.

In a moment resembling therapeutic catharsis, the thunderstorm allows John 

Henry to develop his identity by releasing mature emotions that he suppresses in other 

parts of the novel. The emotional violence combined with the sudden maelstrom of 

filth in the pristine neighborhood makes the scene startlingly human, almost sexual. In 

previous chapters, human contact, let alone sex, seems highly unlikely in the town of 

doddering geriatrics and prim hedge trimmers until the breaking of this storm of 

liberated emotion, human contact, and cellular fluid. Freud might have found the 

storm very sexually charged. We recall that John Henry dreams of a land he may have 

visited, a dream that Freud interpreted as a memory of childbirth tainted by adult 

sexuality, an uncanny topic for many men (245). Whether or not this comparison
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seems realistic, Mattina and Puamahara remind John Henry of rebirth and the creative 

male act. The rain is composed of letters, first described as seeds (127). These seeds 

are essential to the construction of John Henry’s larval identity, though they must 

germinate in an atmosphere of uncertainty. If the novel represents John Henry’s self, 

then how much of the self is of his own making? Jake taught him to love literature 

and to write, and Mattina lent him the raw material for the novel. How much of the 

novel then derives from his parents, who are the explicit subjects of the story? In the 

coital scene of the thunderstorm, John Henry seizes (or rewrites) memories of creative 

(literary and sexual) acts from his mother’s memory.

The tempest is uncanny in part because it represents a violent emotion that 

occurs just before a plunge into a childhood memory focused through Mattina’s mind. 

Within those memories, the narrator examines his own father, focusing the destructive 

light of the looming Gravity Star. John Henry’s affiliation with the Gravity Star 

reveals a tension with writers of the past who have shaped the language that defines 

him. John Henry must usurp past writers to assert his own style. John Henry’s father, 

Jake Brecon, is the prestigious author of Battlefields o f New York, the success that 

originally earns him Mattina’s attention. Motherly love becomes a reward for literary 

success, and to John Henry she becomes the fertile figure of the muse that she was not 

to Jake. Jake and Mattina grow distant, though, with Jake’s continual failure to 

produce a second novel. Instead, they produce John Henry, or at least Mattina 

produces him (there is later a lover, Big John Henry, who may also be the father).

Jake immediately likens the newborn to a giant comma or full stop (134), an object he 

might have created, and the father/son comparisons continue afterwards.

The creative genius passes to John Henry, who replaces his father in creative
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and marital status, which are highly related in John Henry’s dreamlike writing 

process. Mattina recalls sitting by John Henry’s bedside and feeling a “surge of love” 

before making love to Jake (138), a moment with oedipal undertones. Mattina 

recalls,“When both Jake and John Henry caught the mumps, John Henry recovered 

and Jake was stricken with lassitude, his recovery delayed over many months, 

increasing his humiliation over what he and others thought of as his professional 

failure .. . the shame of impotence” (137). The question of fatherhood and authorhood 

will forever lie in Jake’s virility. After the one day of sex, Jake says of his writing, 

“Things are coming right at last”(138), though in general he seems compromised in 

light of his creative barrenness. At the beginning and end of The Carpathians, Jake 

finds himself echoing a fact from a documentary of New Zealand about the male 

blackbird, who is an “unsatisfactory provider” (22). Jake has been struggling to reach 

“the real stuff of imagination” (137), but ends up a respectable critic, not officially a 

dealer in the creative ether, but reader and reactor to the works of the artists, skilled, 

but a creative neuter. Meanwhile, John Henry publishes his first novel, The Diviner, 

the title of which seems to hint at occult powers. John Henry seems to be competing 

for his father's bride in two senses, for Jake had a “lifelong marriage with words” (7), 

as John Henry mentions in his opening note.

John Henry does not bear his father any special ill will; rather, he loves and 

admires him even as he desires to surpass him. In the memory, John Henry admires 

his father for his work as a critic, proving Jake a non-imposter in a field that does not 

force him to compete with John Henry. John Henry even remarks that as a critic and 

author of Wordwork, Jake has “enriched” his life (168). John Henry even allows 

Mattina’s love for Jake to increase during her flashback, though as it does so it
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becomes a kind of platonic sympathy rather than a zealous admiration. The title of 

Jake’s nonfiction reflects his new platonic position as Mattina’s caretaker when she is 

ill. Meanwhile, Jake nourishes his other ailing bride, language, by acting as a critic of 

literature and of daily conversation. Early in the novel, when Mattina speaks in 

platitudes to Jake, he attacks her abuse of language, snapping, “You can do better than 

that” (20). In creating his identity through his parents, John Henry’s wishes to love his 

father and exceed him simultaneously. Much of this oedipal anxiety arises from John 

Henry’s desire to modify the language, which places him in competition with 

previous authors like Jake and with the language itself. Jake was a bestselling novelist 

who contributed the cultural significance of a city with his debut, The Battlefields o f  

New York. John Henry now writes a novel about Puamahara, critiquing its social and 

linguistic problems, attempting to serve a community as a writer. His narration even 

criticizes the Puamaharans as Jake criticized Mattina’s conversation. John Henry 

seems to wish to be Jake and surpass him simultaneously, to be “more Jake than 

Jake,” much like the New Zealanders wish to be “more British than British” (Sinclair 

219).

Along with his wish to surpass and supplant his father comes John Henry’s 

desire for Mattina, the reader. John Henry desires his mother’s response and support, 

a person to listen to his narrator “chitter and chatter.” Frame shows how his oedipal 

tendencies combine with his sense of abandonment to make him crave the attention of 

a reader and listener. This craving explains his oppressive need to write Mattina as a 

reader of manuscripts and a collector of myths rather than an artist herself. Rather, 

John Henry wishes to fulfill his mother’s rhapsodic fantasy of the writer “as savior . . .  

among the poets who had always accommodated near as far and far as near without
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throwing themselves into disarray; cementing near and far, light and dark, weightless 

and heavy, mixing the processes of thought with substance from the heart, as birds 

mix their straw with mud and saliva; with the writer’s secretion is the devotion to 

language” (121). Mattina calls for a great alchemist, a Prospero, and John Henry 

arrives to provide a tempest, “secreting” his devotion from the sky. John Henry 

wishes to command from a distance, to avoid throwing himself into”disarray”: he 

prefers to haunt others. However, a glance at his opening and closing notes reveals 

that John Henry’s mind is in a state of disarray; the fantasy of the thunderstorm has 

invaded it. The emotions illustrated in the thunderstorm were his own. John Henry’s 

novel resembles Rua’s flax, which “knows” her as she claims to “know” it; she sees 

herself reflected in the flax. As John Henry haunts his parents and characters, they 

haunt him in return by revealing parts of his own desires and fears as a writer and a 

son.

John Henry does not face these emotions without some resistance; as we see, 

he attempts to suppress them for some time by maintaining a comic distance from 

Mattina's character. The temptation to rebury the memories after he has recalled them 

is strong. In his novel, the City Council tries to smother the tale of Kowhai Street's 

synchronized deaths, and John Henry emerges as something of a hero for preserving 

and exposing the memory of the incident in his writing. However, if all aspects of the 

story, including the town of Puamahara, are potentially mere figments and 

projections, then we must look again at the suppressive machinery of this governing 

body that prefers the clean, mythical figure of the Memory Flower woman to the story 

of Mattina the tourist and the apocalyptic thunderstorm. Part of John Henry desires 

the simpler truth of ideal, two-dimensional parents. The City Council may also be a
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part of John Henry's mind, the part that prefers a safe, absolute answer about identity, 

embodied in the plaster figure of a statue of a one-page myth. The ego would prefer 

an idealized view of Mattina and the nature of John Henry's feelings towards her, but 

the memories explored in the novel would complicate that view. In a protective 

instinct, like Albion Cook's nervous twitch, John Henry considers forgetting the story, 

but the presence of Jake's character towards the end of the book seems to remind him 

of the duty of authors to preserve and record memory. Jake serves as an example for 

his son here, even if he is a projected, fictional Jake, John Henry learns from him to 

preserve and digest complex truths. Jake thus becomes an existential hero and a model 

for John Henry, a moral principle externalized, then emulated. Thus, as Teows 

suggests, John Henry constructs himself by writing a story of his deceased parents, 

and creating with his parents a dialogue of similarity and difference.

67



CHAPTER 4: Uncanny Language: reality, fantasy, truth and control

4.1 A TRADITION OF OBSCURITY

Tracking patterns in the uncanny mode through modem literature, A. M. 

Reuber confirms the importance of intellectual uncertainty to uncanny writing. As 

uncanny literature has evolved since Maupassant and Poe, she claims, it has become 

more complex in structure, its boundaries between imagination and reality more 

difficult to draw. The result is that meaning becomes more psychological, buried in 

the text. She writes, “'Literature of the uncanny’ transforms completely from the 

known into the unknown,. . . and the reading experience turns into a quest for hidden 

latent meaning in the text” (Conclusion 3). In the work of Maurice Blanchot, the text 

becomes so obscure, so riddled with layers of meaning, that “‘otherness’ becomes the 

text itself’ (6). A more complex structure is appropriate to contemporary literature, 

for the reader and the characters find themselves in more challenging, less 

conventional dilemmas. Frame's novels confront themes of alienation and lost 

identity, as does Kafka’s work, but Frame's narrative structures are more intricate. The 

Carpathians carries further Reuber's description of the growing complexity of 

uncanny literature as it contains embedded structures and obscured narrators fond of 

wordplay. The novel’s multiple layers of ekphrasis obscure meaning and force the 

reader to negotiate her own identity as a reader, as she approaches the text for 

additional readings.
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4.2 UNEASE AND THE SEARCH FOR THE REAL

Much of John Henry and the reader's unease, and much of the reader's, stems 

from John Henry's inability to locate the “real” world or his “real” self in his novel;



John Henry warns us on the way in that we may encounter a ‘‘longing for ’the 

unchangeable certainty of truth’”(14). John Henry, however, learns to construct truths 

of language and abstract symbols. “Those who have no home,” John Henry explains, 

“may not ally their being to a house or gate or an item of furniture or adornment but 

they are possessed by and possess those other forces or presences that are also 

homeless” (16). Orphans, John Henry reasons, must create their own ghosts or spirits. 

John Henry's novel is a literary attempt to construct an identity that relies on myth and 

fantasy rather than the history that is unavailable to him in reality. In the hands of a 

skilled author, language becomes a self-supporting stepping stone out of alienation 

and rootlessness. We recall John Henry represents letters as seeds of identity (127), 

which have the ability to grow downward, creating stabilizing roots (through 

mythology), while also growing upward into the future. John Henry thus writes to 

form an identity foundation both for himself as an orphan and for Puamahara as a 

post-colonial nation whose colonial roots, in his view, are rotten. Frame suggests that 

parents can be created from the imagination, for she provides her novel with John 

Henry, an author and father that the novel generates from within. John Henry and the 

novel seem to generate one another, a circularity which catches up to John Henry in 

his final note, in which he almost recognizes himself as a work of imagination. His 

anxiety is that of the independent identity, which must create itself, as must a post

colonial nation. The anxieties of building new roots in a country or work of literature 

may be formidable in similar ways. Fledgling identities often run the risk of feeling 

fictional, of developing “imposter” syndromes.

John Henry does the best he can with language, creating symbols, or kindred 

“homeless presences” in which to ground his novel. Using his gift for language, John
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Henry develops himself in the construction of the narration and characters of his 

novel and in the abstract symbols of the Memory Flower and the Gravity Star, two 

motifs that represent the historical and the creative aspects of literature. As an 

embodiment of myth and history, the Memory Flower connotes heimlich in the old, 

homely sense. It provides a perfunctory identity tag for the town. The Memory Flower 

finds a destructive and unheimlich counterpoint in the Gravity Star, which, Dinny 

Wheatstone decides, promises to deconstruct thought, to cause some moment of great 

disorder in which logical boundaries are broken. The Memory Flower represents a 

sense of history; the Gravity Star, change, progress, and creative revision. As soon as 

Mattina (a publisher's reader and researcher) seeks the first, Dinny Wheatstone (a 

writer) introduces her to the second, predicting that the unhomely Gravity Star will 

brush against the homely Memory Flower, temporarily piercing the boundary of 

language that lies between them to create new, unstructured meaning, the stuff of 

identity, which falls unsorted into John Henry's lap in the form of his mother's notes. 

The flower-star union promises to be both frightening and enriching for the 

Puamaharans, for meaning without logic creates chaos and uncertainty. For a person 

or nation to have a complete identity, though, it must embrace history and change, 

heimlich and unheimlich, and allow language and thought to develop. In John Henry's 

novel, the fantastic change takes the form of a long-foreshadowed fantastic rupture of 

the text's tenuous realism.
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4.3 RESTRAINING THE FANTASY

The uncanny sentiment relies on contrast between the real and the spiritual 

world. We must ask whether John Henry forewarns us too much of the possible



“shifts of landscape,” or fantastic departures, sabotaging the necessary tension 

between reality and otherworldliness that separates the uncanny from the fairy tale? 

The promise of utter chaos and “overturning of unquestioned beliefs” should perhaps 

warn us of impending uncanny fireworks (12). However, we do not yet know how 

metaphorically to take John Henry’s prognostications. The second chapter reads like 

an extended lyric epigraph that functions as an exposition, and the style changes 

within the next few chapters. In one descriptive moment, “The scorching light of the 

September sun robbed the mountain slopes of all apparent vegetation, making them 

appear as castles and cliffs of rock with taller castles beyond these against a smoky 

mist of mountain sky” with “harsh rock walls, battlements and towers, while the 

arrow slits shone golden as if fitted with bars of light” (21). The next paragraph 

contains a concrete sidewalk, junk mail, and a damp newspaper. John Henry shifts his 

narration style from that of Gothic description to Frame's prodigious realism between 

paragraphs, bewildering Mattina in the process. Puamahara's suburb is replete with 

verisimilitude, listing its local schools and businesses. Mundane details create a touch 

more familiarity, though traces of the macabre sneak into bits of the description, 

tucked within the “car-cemeteries on the front lawn” of one shabby house on Kowhai 

Street (24). During the first half of the novel, however, the narration keeps magic on 

one side of a simile, maintaining adherence to realistic action. As the novel 

progresses, increasing leaks in reality allow surrealism to creep into the narration, 

fostering an element of fantastic uncanny after leading the reader through a bed of 

realism.

Following Freud’s definition of literary uncanny, the landscape must obey, at 

least superficially, the laws of logic for the majority of the text, so that emotional and
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supernatural disturbances have something to disturb. In The Carpathians, the laws of 

physics are just functional enough for John Henry to break them, fulfilling a fantasy 

of wizard-like linguistic powers. In an examination of Frame's early work, Ahila 

Sambamoorthy noticed “a literary mode that was to characterize Frame's entire 

writing career . . .  the reality of the 'object' world is transformed into an 'unrealistic' or 

mystical mode that emerges as a projection of her visionary-protagonists' 

psychological acuity and distortion of 'normal' perspectives” (par. 27). In The 

Carpathians, it is easy to mark a similar division between those with normal 

perspectives and the visionary authors who deal in the “wonder currency” that 

Daphne describes in Owls Do Cry. John Henry invokes the “object” world within 

early chapters, wielding elements of Frame’s prose style as he spins a masterful 

tapestry of verisimilitude. During the tempest, his dream carries his descriptive 

powers away from reality. Frame comments on the fictional, dreamlike aspect of 

memories, which may never be real, but will instead be “true” if preserved in 

language.

John Henry constructs his truth of words in such a way that his fantastic 

events later in the text will feel both violently strange and familiar at the same time.

To accomplish this effect, he borrows a Framian technique. Within several of her 

novels, Frame cultivates a new set of luminous names and phrases that tie intimate 

moments to larger ideas within the novel. The new names have ambiguous, mystical 

meaning which only personal moments in the text can demonstrate. For instance, 

Frame refers to Madge McMurtie as the “penultimate Madge,” for her name is a 

dying word, seldom found among a younger generation of children. Madge may well 

be the second to last of her kind. Madge’s death early in the novel and her affiliation
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with arcane words make her a symbol of dying bits of language and thus, dying points 

of view. John Henry and Dinny (97) parade Madge’s nickname through the text. The 

frequent repetition of the terms throughout Frame’s novel helps to sear the personal 

roots of the words into the reader’s mind, making the narration a kind of wallpaper of 

artistry that distinguishes Frame's novels. Other specialized terms in The Carpathians 

include the “real impostor,” Dinny's oxymoronic term for herself and for 

Puamaharans that suggests conflicts of self-definition. Jake jokingly calls the New 

Zealand male blackbird an “unsatisfactory provider,” a term stolen from a 

documentary that hints at Jake’s own insecurities as a husband and writer. Of course, 

the Memory Flower and the Gravity Star, with their frequent use and iridescence of 

meaning, quickly become familiar, yet add a mystical, enigmatic feeling to the text as 

they appear beside ordinary words. Because the Flower and Star foreshadow and 

cause later fantastic events, their original realistic meaning is a ruse. They are more 

than words; they are occult agents for altering linguistic reality. Frame teaches John 

Henry to weave uncertain, newborn words into the fabric of his tentative realism, 

helping him to spin a unique truth that he may pull out from under the reader with an 

uncanny effect.

The opening chapters largely serve as space for John Henry to explain and 

develop the meanings of his omnipotent words. Along the way he recruits the help of 

smaller connectors to feign the appearance of logic: “my then, my here, my up, down, 

far, near . . .  let these small words remain faithful to me” (17). With his alchemical 

words rooted in the text and an infantry of utility words, John Henry claims occult 

powers, such as the power of necromancy. John Henry narrates, addressing his own 

powers in the opening chapter:

73



Near and far, then and now, here and there, the homely words 

of the language of space and time appear useless, heaps of rubble.

The smallest words have lifted the weight of centuries of 

knowing and carried it out of our reach.

How far away you have been, and now your death is near; I 

hold in my hand the most distant star; the dead of yesterday dine with 

me at my table. (14)

John Henry narrates like a sorcerer’s apprentice infatuated with his new power of 

words. He notes the power of spatial and sequential language, and decides to 

disregard it in order to re-unite himself with Mattina. By using the word “now,” he 

pulls himself into the time when his mother’s death had not yet occurred, though he 

also recognizes her as “the dead of yesterday.” John Henry believes that he can 

reawaken anyone by reconstructing her perspective, for as he observes in his opening 

note, “each character equated survival with maintaining point of view” (7). As if 

practicing, he awakens Madge McMurtie in an early chapter, acknowledging proudly 

the fact that she is dead at the beginning of the chapter, then granting her 

“completeness of point of view, of self’ (28) by reviving her language along with her: 

words like paddock, creek, keepsake, and death-bed that her sixteen-year-old great 

niece cannot understand. John Henry buries Madge again at the chapter’s end by 

using Maori words, which are returning to common use for younger generations, but 

do not make up part of Madge’s Scottish-immigrant lexicon. Madge dies when her 

language dies, as do the other Kowhai Street residents in the thunderstorm. 

Philanthropically, John Henry decides “she deserves a chapter in the course of a day's 

work among memories”(27). John Henry is an ethical necromancer, then, who
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believes in reawakening dead perspectives every day for the sake of maintaining the 

memories of a community. As a reminder of this daily duty, John Henry paints Madge 

as the recipient of a perennial flower that blooms every day (28). John Henry grieved 

over the death of a night-blooming plant when he was eighteen (37) to an accidental 

splash of antiseptic. Antiseptic later becomes a symbol for cleaning up the memory of 

death by removing its traces. John Henry lost his mother and father shortly after the 

plant, and decides to resurrect them rather than cleaning up after their death. We could 

perhaps compare him to a young Frankenstein who studies the art of language, rather 

than medicine, to overcome death.

However John Henry's skill with language allows him to manipulate death, it 

does not always force him to confront it. Frame buries the image of death in 

Carpathians moreso than she has done in other novels, imparting the shelter that her 

characters treasure. Daughter Buffalo, for example, focuses especially on death, on 

the way that eyes sink into the face of an elderly woman (27), and the way that death 

takes one organ at a time before killing the whole body (14). Death touches flesh in 

Daughter Buffalo, as an electrician dies after locking his hand onto a live wire for 

several hours. In The Carpathians, death is more distant and abstract, a tumor that 

Mattina develops but will not admit to her consciousness, a murdered woman who an 

intruder tidily “struck unconscious” (32), a street full of people whose corporeality 

simply disappears, for they are carried out of their houses on stretchers under white 

sheets, their houses sprayed with antiseptic (148). The reader is left to imagine what 

lies beneath the sheet, what a person looks like who has died of losing her language. 

Frame's point: cancer of language leads to a kind of death, not only of individuals, but 

of community members as well.
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4.4 LANGUAGE AS A VENEER

John Henry dreams that human identity and existence are defined and limited 

by language. He has drifted into Freud’s world of animism and omnipotence of 

thought, in which the contents of the human mind (language, for example) spill into 

and shape the world. Lacan called this effect “Truth in the Word”(17), referring to 

perceived alteration of reality to fit the words released in a psychoanalytic session 

with a patient. Given that John Henry's novel resembles in its free association a 

psychoanalytic session, the term applies well. He notices that his characters equate 

their survival with the duration of their points of view (7), and is therefore able to kill 

or resurrect any character with the motion of a finger. John Henry's Mattina adulates 

the status of authors in The Carpathians, noting that as manipulators of language, they 

are manipulators of truth. Because John Henry summarizes Mattina's thoughts, he is 

free to tint her point of view with respect for his chosen profession. Because point of 

view creates truth and existence in the novel, John Henry shows us his hands hold the 

strings, even as Mattina explains it.

However, if words shape reality, they also limit it. John Henry notes, “The 

smallest words have lifted the weight of centuries of knowing and carried it out of our 

reach” (14), referring to a world of meaning that resides in the subconscious, below 

the logical structure of words, and therefore remains inaccessible to the ego. It is the 

wizard/poet’s role to mold the language to accommodate new bits of unarticulated 

meaning through metaphor and sliding signifiers. Dinny Wheatstone juggles words 

like potions, punning to mock the arbitrary nature of the signifier. She responds to 

Mattina’s rejection of her manuscript for lacking “general appeal” with laughter and a 

stream of wordplay: “General Appeal. Sergeant-Major Fortune. General Good. Major
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Crisis. Private Opinion” (123). In the face of a writer's rejection and failure, Dinny 

asserts her identity as a writer in a demonstration of linguistic pyrotechnics. Dinny 

adopts the poet’s function of deconstructing language subtly to create change. She 

seems almost entirely comfortable with uncertainty, at home in her lack of identity, 

heimlich in her state of unheimlich.

Mattina finds Dinny’s bricolage so disconcerting that she leaves Dinny's 

house immediately. Encounters with unspeakable meaning may revert us to the 

bewilderment of infancy, requiring confrontation with chaos, which, according to 

Freud, plunges us into with the subconscious. The chaos of wordless thought 

manifests itself in the middle of Dinny's novella as an invisible prehistoric creature 

that arrives in Mattina's bedroom. Mattina senses the chaos lurking below the two 

dimensions of Dinny’s novella in the form of a “ghost” of a prehistoric creature.that 

arises from the “night-earth” of her mind (80). Mattina cannot explain the presence of 

a large animal that she hears breathing in her room, radiating “warmth,” though it 

causes her to dream of “the roaring, wailing, yelping, crying of many wild animals” 

(80). Mattina’s gradual acceptance of the creature’s presence, of its eyes glittering in 

the dark, serves as a vaccine for the chaos of the thunderstorm, during which the 

creature disappears, and Mattina understands it to be a manifestation of the “animal 

star” (125). The creature represents the Gravity Star and a rupture in the fabric of 

time, a resurrection, and also a fantastic break set within the uncanny of Dinny’s 

manuscript. It is a sexual creature as well, Filling the room with its breath and warmth 

and startling Mattina, who is a rather unphysical character, represented more by her 

abstract speculation than her appearance. More importantly, though, it dwells in a 

place outside of language, a “warm” place with liquid waves that have not been
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frozen into a sheet, as language has in Puamahara.

John Henry debunks the way trite phrases and knee-jerk conversations 

imprison his characters even more than do their Califomia-style bungalows. Poverty 

of conversation is an antagonist of The Carpathians in that it trims away complex 

truths in an Orwellian fashion, allowing ideas to pass between characters only in little 

prefabricated fragments of small talk, like a voluntary Newspeak. Mattina is terrified 

that she will leave Kowhai Street blandly repeating that everyone was ‘“always so 

kind,'” for “vague phrases were more an expression of loss, of failure, an inability to 

grasp the essence of history taking place in the events of a day or centuries . . .  A 

blanket sweetness was surely not possible among a collection of human beings? But 

what if ‘They were so kind’ was indeed the only truth?”(94). Mattina demonstrates 

one pitfall of a truth composed of words, that truth only extends as far as the words. 

The ever-shrinking channels of polite dialogue create only pinpricks through the 

fabric draped between two characters in conversation and between a character and her 

unconscious. Whereas conversation should serve as a forum for sharing experiences 

and problems, forming interpersonal bonds that bolster a community and build 

history, in The Carpathians, language serves more to conceal than to reveal. When 

severely limited, language becomes a source of impotence, rather than omnipotence, 

of thought.

Limited language inhibits individual and community bonds by preventing 

understanding between neighbors. Sometimes Frame’s characters use words to 

deceive themselves or others, turning conversations away from disquieting thoughts 

and topics. For example, Hercus Millow cynically states that whoever killed Madge 

McMurtie must have “done her a good turn,” and Mattina senses his facetiousness,
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feeling “a stab of anger against words that could be so arranged to seduce the speaker, 

the writer, the listener, the reader, into believing that a truth had been created or 

discovered; against the magnetic power that held the words together so that few dared 

separate them or examine them, but used them, again and again” (40). Hercus sticks 

to cliche when faced with the topic of death, and it spares him the complexity of 

emotion. Hercus dares not create a Lacanian truth through sliding signifiers. His lack 

of imagination with words prohibits him from managing “to work out events like the 

resurrection or even the dead (natural death or killed in action, buried, cremated) 

reappearing as new; it was impossible, unbelievable, that is, as long as you had only 

ordinary human concepts to work with” (67). According to Dinny's narration,

Hercus's lack of ingenuity with the language suggests his tendency to suppress 

superstition and the omnipotence of thought. He cannot imagine an afterlife or a 

resurrection because he has no literary religion, refusing to deal in the “wonder 

currency.”

Mattina seems able to gauge the capacity of clipped phrases to obscure 

feelings. However aware she may be, Mattina finds her speech similarly limited to the 

discourse of chat. Within the same conversation Mattina responds to Hercus’s offer to 

relate stories about his experience in a German concentration camp, saying “‘I’d like 

to hear about it sometime,'” when she feels little interest, “tactfully dampening his 

enthusiasm for the war” (41) though she knows it would give him great pleasure to 

tell of it. Mattina’s lack of interest in the holocaust story, among other factors, sways 

her from her goal of “getting to know” the neighbors ’s lives. In another chapter,

Dinny, as omniscient narrator, covers the fascinating, if disturbing details of Hercus’ 

camp experience, emphasizing what Mattina has brushed past. Mattina’s capacity for
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ingenuous small talk also builds a cleft within her marriage, for she recalls welcoming 

Jake home after a fruitless day with a bland ‘“How was your day?’,” allowing him to 

reply, “‘Fair, fair,’ his tone trying to mask the guilt and helplessness he often felt.” 

This interchange continues for years (137). Such linguistic habits calcify with time, as 

fear of thought outside of them increases, and the speakers begin to resemble 

linguistic zombies.

Through overuse, words and phrases lose meaning, creating a sludge that even 

artists struggle to revive into fresh literature. The dead weight of the language burdens 

Mattina’s husband Jake in his attempts to write a novel. Linguistic health mirrors 

physical health for Frame’s characters. Jake’s physique, declining with old age and 

inactivity, prompts a doctor to prescribe a set of sandbags for Jake to wear, which 

only further crumbles his posture. The sandbag image resurfaces later, when Jake 

drags wagons full of children, recalling Gulliver among the Lilliputians (191). Jake 

dwells in the shadow of great writers who have forged deep ruts for the use of words. 

As a result, Jake’s posture has decayed to become imposture, or the sense of being a 

copy of an original. Dinny Wheatstone, also a novelist, explains the difficulty: 

“Locked within the language of my imposture I further bind myself with every word I 

use .. . the deceit of language has built for us a world of imposture, we do survive 

within it, fed by the spark, at times by the fire of recognition of the hinterland of 

truth” (52). Although authors can change language to some extent, they ultimately 

depend upon it, are “locked” into it. Even when the thunderstorm arrives to dismantle 

dead language, the novel continues to rely upon language in a continuous manner, and 

in a Lacanian moment, John Henry examines himself as a product of language.

Dealers in language manage to “survive,” rather than to thrive, because they only
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occasionally catch sparks of change in a land of winter.

If stagnant language does not serve novelists, it serves institutions and 

businessmen, for whom language must cut directly past human sympathy. Albion 

Cook, named perhaps for the explorer and claimer of land, speaks “Real Estate”

(153), a language that deals in the reducing of land to a price. “Real Estate” lingo 

seems not to have words for death or fear. “I should tell you we can’t advertise for 

tenants until after a decent interval” (155), Cook says, meaning, “No one will want to 

live on Kowhai Street if they can remember that all its former tenants seem to have 

evaporated mysteriously in the same night in the middle of a thunderstorm.” Cook’s 

neck jerks in a nervous tick as he speaks, a complication that I will leave to Freud’s 

analysis. Cook’s businesslike phrases also oversimplify and leave gruesome reasons 

to the imagination. Cook and Millow live in Dinny’s “hinterland,” in which truth is 

frozen, interrupted only by occasional sparks. The arrival of an entire star, then causes 

violent melting.

4.5 INSANITY THROUGH LOSS OF LANGUAGE

Freud's essay touches on the discomfort and uncanniness surrounding the 

insane and epileptic (243). Frame's writing characteristically examines the state of 

outcasts, the insane, and the awkwardness with which denizens of the “normal” world 

react to them. Decima James is stigmatized and ostracized for her muteness, and 

Dinny's narration highlights the disconnection Decima's parents feel from their mute 

daughter. Gloria and Joseph James relegate Decima to the Manuka Home and 

surrender hope of truly connecting with her. Decima's inability to speak makes her 

“new,” or childlike, in her lack of the imposed thought structures of the English
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language (106). Decima's chortles and illogical noises make Mattina uncomfortable; 

they foreshadow the ungodly noises that all the neighbors emit when the Gravity Star 

arrives to upset literally the language in John Henry's thunderstorm.

Although Mattina escapes the thunderstorm alive and speaks English 

throughout, just before her death her language deteriorates similarly as she more 

completely accepts the superstition surrounding the Gravity Star and the Memory 

Flower. The logical structure of her language deteriorates with her acceptance of 

unrealistic entities and concepts. From her sickbed, she rambles on like a patient on 

Freud's chaise: “Her talk became rambling. When Jake tried to question her closely, 

she was unable to explain. 'Poor soul,' Nanny Parker said, 'She's delirious'” (168). 

Mattina becomes stigmatized and uncanny, resembling Decima in her departure from 

rational assumptions about physics that disagree with her symbolic entities. She 

becomes uncanny, deathlike, as she approaches the border of the collapse of language.

4.6 JOHN HENRY’S UNCANNY THUNDERSTORM: TEMPORARY RUPTURES 

OF LANGUAGE

The anxiety expressed in the maelstrom results from the conflict between 

history and change. It captures a moment of adolescence when the desire for 

childhood and parentage clash with mature desires for professional, sexual, and 

nationalistic identity. The anxiety of Bhabha's liminal moments is that of adolescence, 

and like adolescence, it sometimes leads to explosions. Freud’s dictionary editors 

were squeamish when the word heimlich began growing a new meaning (223). The 

thunderstorm also illustrates the semiological moment when the two heimlich 

definitions merge in a moment of anxiety, when any word detaches from its meaning
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to find a new one. A new merger must take place, for as Schafer put it, “Until some 

crisis or resolution is reached, an exorcism or end to the haunting or an absorption of 

the haunted by the haunters, there can be no conclusion, no denouement of the story” 

(143). The anticipation and actualization of this breaking of boundaries and fusion of 

opposites characterizes uncanny literature. It seems appropriate that a nation 

undergoing a great deal of change should produce writing that reflects it.

John Henry’s thunderstorm arrives to deconstruct the hackneyed speech of the 

Puamaharans, proving him a master and innovator of the uncanny moment. He has 

already done so to some extent by dancing around the bland dialogue with his 

narrative wordplay. However, the thunderstorm allows John Henry to burst the seams 

of dialogue and metaphor in what Freud would call a moment of released anxiety 

through anal purgation. Excrement falls from the sky at one point.

The depiction of the thunderstorm ripples with hints and gestures that almost 

amount to uncanny theory themselves. Mattina awakens in the middle of the night to 

hear the neighborhood howling, sounds which

were primitive, like the first cries of those who had never known or 

spoken words but whose urgency to communicate had become a 

mixture of isolated syllables, vowels, consonants; yet within and 

beyond the chorus, recognizable as long as the human brain held some 

stem (of crystal, bone, iron, stone, gossamer), there came a hint, an 

inkling of order, a small strain recognizable as music, not a 

replacement of what had been lost but a new music, each note 

effortlessly linking with the next, like dewdrops of mercury after 

momentary separation from the whole; yet 'momentary' now was
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centuries old. . . .  (126)

Their noises are like those of toddlers or Cro-Magnon men, yet somehow poetic. The 

sounds arise from Freud’s sources of the uncanny, childlike and primitive thought, 

ideas that take on their own protean order without subjugation by the “magnetic 

force”(40) of complete English sentences. The Gravity Star’s invasion pierces a 

barrier like “a ragged spear” or an “invasion of madness” (125). Freud would link the 

“horror” that Mattina feels in response to the noise to either her instinctive memory of 

wordless ancestors or to her memory of infancy without words. Usurpation of the 

mental order established since infancy may feel like a step towards uncanny madness.

The storm’s uncanniness, as Reuber would predict, dwells partially in the 

haunted house of the psyche, for Mattina feels “as if her mind and heart had become 

dark empty rooms, disconnected from light with no switch to banish the darkness. She 

groped her way, as if she were blind, to the bedroom door and out into the hall; 

opening the front door, she felt again the force of the cries and screams” (126). The 

Gothic manse earns a nod as the narration lifts Mattina’s movements from the 

metaphorical house of her mind to the physical house with no indication of the shift to 

reality. We recall that it is in the thunderstorm that Mattina finds her way out, 

temporarily, of her physical and emotional cell. Mattina metaphorically gropes her 

way around dark, empty rooms, attempting to escape her prison. In this uncanny 

moment, as Kristeva explains, imagination and reality fuse. The lack of transition 

between mind and matter also begs a psychoanalytic interpretation of the “unearthly” 

(126) ruckus outside.

The thunderstorm illustrates the liquidation of the boundaries of language, for 

the rain that falls from the sky is composed of intermingling binary opposites, a
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“mixture of jewels and waste, in shapes o f ‘old’ punctuation and language-  

apostrophes, notes of music, letters of the alphabets of all languages” (127). The 

juxtaposition of opposites in the narration of the thunderstorm is too thick to 

catalogue, though it reminds us again of the opposites forced into the word heimlich, 

which encapsulates the pandemonium of the scene. As Suzette Henke points out, the 

thunderstorm provides John Henry an opportunity to engage in linguistic play that 

collapses binary oppositions within the language, merging opposites in a nonsense 

fashion as he merges excrement with jewels in the appearance of the rain (3). John 

Henry draws valuable, innovative meaning from the fusion of opposites, as an 

alchemist creates gold from combinations of lesser metals.

As language crumbles, the omnipotence of thought briefly takes over. We 

recall that Freud stated that the omnipotence of thought is a state of mind in which a 

symbol “takes on the full functions of the thing it symbolizes”(244), making literal 

Lacan's “Truth in the Word” (17). Language, in the form of writing, forms a flat layer 

on the book page, while it describes a barrier between the mind and unrestrained 

thought. To illustrate this concept, a drop of the “dead language” precipitation falls 

and dries upon Mattina’s hand, which becomes a “scab” that “crumbled between her 

fingers” to become “a pile of minute letters of the alphabet, some forming minute 

words, some punctuation marks . .  .”(129). Frame summarizes in this small metaphor 

the journey of language, from the primordial goo of unstructured meaning to the mold 

that shapes around human necessity until the components become stiff and crumble. 

The scab comparison reminds us that the layer of stiffened words can be restricting, a 

psychological scab used to cover the blood and flesh beneath, which is sometimes 

painful to peel away. The shattering of the scab into letters provides an uncanny
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moment, a mix of realism and fantasy, a momentary triumph of superstition and 

omnipotence of thought. The mundane, familiar object of the scab becomes a creepy 

reminder of the artificiality of human thought structures that create social and cultural 

identity. Mattina is on the verge of discovering her own fictionality, that she is an 

automaton, like Olympia with organic matter made of letters.

4.7 LIVING WITH THE SPIRITS

In his dream novel, John Henry produces a ghost, summons a tempest, wipes 

out a neighborhood population, and resurrects the dead. As author, he assumes control 

over reality with his mind, but he does not know where his construct ends and reality 

begins, and neither does the reader. He is still a creature of language, though he 

fantasizes about manipulating words and letters that fall from the sky. John Henry 

seems somewhat comfortable with this confusion, however, as if he has accepted his 

state of uncertainty. Appearing as author at the end of a sometimes perplexing novel, 

John Henry does not provide a foothold outside the fantasy; he is no Freud to peer in 

and explain his characters objectively. Rather than dominating the text and claiming to 

control it, John Henry accommodates it, weaving it in a reciprocal relationship, as Rua 

Hanuere does with her flax. Like the flax, John Henry’s novel peers back at him; he is 

defined as a character by his own creation. He has parented his novel, and he creates 

his parents within it -  or resurrects them. He seems comfortable and happy to live 

with ghosts, in keeping with the Maori view of cohabitation of land with spirits. For 

John Henry, the world of ghosts is more homely, in some ways, than the cruelties of 

reality. Frame seems to suggest that his faith in a constructed truth is necessary for 

alienated individuals and nations who wish to plant new identities.
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John Henry manages his own uncertainty as he accommodates it by learning 

from the ghosts he examines. He encounters and shares the anxieties of Jake and 

Dinny, the imposter novelists, even as he transcends them. His vision of the 

liquidation of frozen language in the thunderstorm allows him to dramatize a violent 

urge to surpass the writers of the past, the heap of ideas that have already been 

claimed or overused. In the moment that he destroys this “dead” history of language, 

however, John Henry is immersed in language, redefining it and spinning it into his 

haunting terminology. His novel both depends upon the past in the form of memories 

and destroys it in the form of old language. Building identity, like building literature, 

is about incorporating real history and imaginative change, the old and the new, 

heimlich and unheimlich, Memory Flower and Gravity Star. John Henry constructs 

himself by reawakening the dead, like Madge McMurtie, and moving beyond them, as 

Teows described, constructing a difference between the dead and his own generation. 

John Henry likes to think of himself as building a new mythical foundation for his 

generation. “Our now,” John Henry uses the powerful language of time again, “will be 

known as the past has been known as Ancient Springtime, while we, who treasure the 

Memory Flower, are the Housekeepers of Ancient Springtime” (196). “Ancient 

Springtime” means to John Henry the regeneration and evolution of myth. He wishes 

to supplant the myth of the Memory Flower with one of a thunderstorm and of 

renewal so that he may eat the “invisible fruit” of the memory flower tree himself. He 

thus describes a cycle of the rebirth using the language of gardening, moving from 

Dinny's hinterland to the thunderstorm, then finally the mighty deconstructive 

insemination that rains down during the thunderstorm:

Specks, some small as carrot seed . . .  others as large, mapped purple
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and grey, as beanseed, some like hundreds-and-thousands, others like 

dewdrops set with diamonds, rubies, emeralds; or plain dew-drops that 

flowed in changing shapes among the layers of seeds and seed pearls 

and jewels white and brown and red pellets of clay and then earth- 

coloured flecks of mould; smears of dung, animal and human, and 

every 'raindrop' and mixture of jewels and waste, in shapes of the 'old' 

punctuation and language . . .  the rain was at once alive and flowing; 

and dead, for it was voiceless, completely without sound. (127)

The seed mix for planting the rebirth of a language involves a spectrum of matter, a 

mixture of the living and the dead that intermingles. John Henry reveres the past in 

the form of the Memory Flower while also replacing the past. Instead of a state of 

fear, he finds himself in Teows’s state of “wonder” as he becomes “absorbed” in the 

way the characters struggle to preserve their points of view.

John Henry confronts the possibility of his own artificiality as a construct of language, 

and suggests that his novel is composed of “events real and imagined” (196). His act 

of self-creation takes the form of a novel that innovates language in subtle and 

outlandish ways, expressing his small difference within the Truth in Words. Because 

the influence of language creeps through every ekphratic boundary, from Dinny’s 

inner typescript to John Henry’s novel to the ending note, Frame seems to ask where 

the fantasy, ghosts, imagination and “powerful small words hunting in twos and 

threes” (42) will learn their limits. The most uncanny question is the one that Freud 

overlooks: are the readers automatons or constructs of language as well? Frame 

suggests, by allowing the text to overflow its binding, that this may be so. However, 

we have more hope than Olympia, for John Henry has proven that language may be
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modified in subtle ways, through linguistic play and alteration of genre.

For many readers, this assurance is not enough, but John Henry has warned that the 

novel may contain ‘the longing for the unchangeable certainty of truth’ (14). Certainty 

is scarce within Frame’s novel. John Henry copes by exaggerating his unease as 

fantasy to purge his anxieties. The reader, however, who encounters constant 

surprises, shifts of diegetic level, and wordplay, must leam to accommodate the 

unfamiliar, so as Reuber predicts, the text itself becomes something of a spook.
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Conclusion

Freud's antiquated themes and motifs are, as Reuber suggests, still active in 

contemporary literature, though the way they function has changed. Post-structural 

critics like Homi K. Bhabha and Julia Kristeva emphasize the value of encounters 

with the unfamiliar and subconscious because such encounters present complexity and 

promote the accommodation of the foreign. Uncertainty surrounding identity has 

become a central theme of twentieth-century literature; however, I do not mean to 

suggest that any novel treating the theme of uncertainty merits a psychoanalytic 

examination as uncanny. A cultural examination of Frame’s novel, however, places 

her within a tradition of uncanny literature, so that when characters apply the word 

“uncanny” to four different eerie moments within the novel composed by a delirious 

author, I have investigated the possibility of Freudian influence. Frame employs 

Freud’s uncanny motifs of doubling, resurrection, and insanity, while also treating his 

relevant themes of regressive returns to the primitive unconscious, broken boundaries, 

secrets that have come to light, general repression, the homely/unhomely 

contradiction, omnipotence of thought, and oedipal undertones. Frame is well- 

practiced at easing the reader into uncanny uncertainty in her ornate realism, then 

jolting her into a fearful catharsis of fantasy. Notice, though, how Frame urges 

accommodation of the strange and even of the frightening at times, for her 

protagonists find themselves in states of wonder rather than pure horror.

John Henry’s appearance as author at the close of Frame’s ultimate novel 

appears less gratuitous if examined in the context of a post-colonial application of 

Freud’s theory of the uncanny. My goal has in part been to engage in a detailed 

discussion of John Henry’s functions as a character and author in Frame’s final novel.
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John Henry is emblematic of a state of orphanage, alienation, and uncertainty that 

characterizes post-colonial New Zealand, while, as Bhabha suggests,.also creating an 

international theme. Because alienation is a recurring theme in her novels, Frame has 

been called an “Antipodean Kafka” (O’Sullivan xxxiii). Like Kaftka's handling of the 

uncanny, Frame’s manifests the uncertainty and anxiety caused by the suppressive 

social environment her characters inhabit in a violent breach of realism. The force and 

magic of the unhomely breach alters the nature of uncertainty, transforming it to fear, 

an emotion that characters express collectively, rather than simply “wondering,” as 

Mattina does, “whether they have arrived . . .  just in time to jump up and down crying 

out ‘Help, help help!”’ (48). Frame’s uncanny thunderstorm forces a group of 

formerly squeamish people to do so, connecting with one another and asserting their 

identities and humanity through their fear.

While writing The Carpathians as an uncanny novel, Frame also wrote it as a 

study of the intentions and efforts of authors of the uncanny (Dinny Wheatstone and 

John Henry Brecon) in a post-colonial tradition. If we understand that these authors 

are meant to be authors of the uncanny, written by a practiced author of the uncanny, 

interest in the evolving genre recommends an examination of psychological, social 

and literary functions behind Frame's internal works.

John Henry's and Dinny's novels both criticize a disconnected, materialistic 

treatment of the New Zealand landscape as stock for real-estate agents rather than a 

homeland for burying ancestors and setting cultural roots. John Henry depicts the 

suppressed spirit of the landscape by painting it as silent and deserted in his novel's 

outset, then creating a macabre reason for that silence after the Pumaharans of 

Kowhai Street disappear. He withholds the image of death that often appears in
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Frame's novels, but hints at it, planting it beneath a veneer of fabric, concrete, or 

language. Dinny prefers to haunt her landscape with ghostly visions of trees in 

skyscrapers, breathing, invisible prehistoric creatures, and mountains of mistaken 

identity. Both internal authors contribute to creating a feeling of uncertainty and 

unhomeliness about the landscape by alternating between gothic and realistic 

descriptive modes. John Henry's characters, all dead, people the landscape with 

ghosts, emulating the Maori animistic view of the landscape as a place of cohabitation 

with the dead. By lending the land a spiritual quality, John Henry attempts to plant the 

New Zealand imagination at home, releasing it from the enthrallment with a colonial 

motherland. When John Henry's emotional tempest renders Kowhai Street more 

uncanny, Mattina finds it ingrained in her imagination, suffers “homesickness” for the 

land, which haunts her even in America. Frame shows that ghostly rendering of a 

landscape may thicken its identity in a post-colonial nation, agreeing with Mattina 

that poets must “waken and put to sleep the volcanoes, to give depth and height to the 

buildings and people to explore the forest in the sky” (111), thus overcoming, as New 

York poets did, their “longing for the ancestral homeland most do not remember or 

have never seen” (103). Thus John Henry employs the uncanny for similar purposes 

as Brockden Brown and Nathaniel Hawthorne, to marry a foreign landscape with the 

emotion of fear, though he tailors his uncanniness specifically to the New Zealand 

landscape.

Frame illustrates need for the parent land on an individual level, through John 

Henry's need to reconstruct his parents during the novel. John Henry seeks to define 

himself as Teows describes, by encountering stories of the dead, and articulating his 

similarities and differences. John Henry never had the chance to develop mature
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connections to and rebellions against his parents, who, in their deaths, abandoned him. 

As an orphan, like a post-colonial nation, John Henry is alienated and faces the task of 

constructing his own roots through literature. He realistically reconstructs Mattina and 

Jake, handling them with great distance, suppressing Mattina as a listener, an 

unemotional, incorporeal being, until he connects with her emotionally and sexually 

during the tempest. The thunderstorm is an expression of rage after abandonment, 

suggesting that the narrative distance was a function of John Henry's own repression 

as well. John Henry haunts his mother in his novel, while being haunted by her. He 

competes with the memory of Jake for her readership, using Jake as a springboard as 

he works through his oedipal complex. Frame depicts these struggles not as 

malevolent plans, but as fears and uncanny “wish fulfillment” expressed indirectly 

through John Henry's dream. As he works through his parental issues, John Henry 

also projects his own issues and ideas into the forms of other characters, “doubling” 

himself to examine his insecurities and flaws, especially the flaws of the “imposter 

novelist” as revealed through Dinny and Jake. John Henry's novel allows him to 

confront uncertainties about his past, his abilities as a writer, and his authenticity as a 

person, using his imagination to weave a new “truth” about himself from words. Like 

a post-colonial nation, John Henry is uneasy about the fact that his new identity is 

self-created, but Frame shows him accommodating and even dramatizing his 

uncertainty as an uncanny stage in creating his identity.

As Frame articulates the uncertainty of people and communities in her novel, 

she constructs her language to reflect their unease. The nesting doll layers of fiction 

rupture, for the narrators in Dinny's and John Henry's novel are too similar to arise 

from truly separate points of view. Dinny's social critique is more glaring than John
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Henry's, suggesting a depiction of a new-character type- the fervently post-colonial 

uncanny author, but her voice does not contain distinction of narration that we see, for 

example, in Daphne's voice in Owls Do Cry. Therefore, the fictional boundaries are at 

best leaky, seeping John Henry's wordplay, including Penultimate Madge, the 

Memory Flower, and the Gravity Star into Dinny Wheatstone's narration. Such 

leakage suggests that John Henry's imagination is out of control, appearing uncannily 

where it does not belong, like the breathing creature in Mattina's bedroom.

John Henry realizes the limits of reality in his work, but rather than focusing 

on the uncertainty of distortion, he empowers the uncanniness of artifice by casting 

himself as a wizard of the mysterious forces of language. The omnipotent Memory 

Flower and Gravity Star appear in his hands, and the Penultimate Madge starts from 

her grave with the drop of an adverb. John Henry controls a tenuous realism that hints 

at fantasy in small moments, then erupts into the phantasmal tempest, which in its 

unearthliness, is also homely as a result of foreshadowing. Frame has made her 

uncanny author somewhat delusional; his truth, like the flat truths of the Korwhai 

Street neighbors, is still a construct and an illusion limited and created by the use of 

words. Frame acutely points out the limits of fantasy in computer games and travel 

brochures, and a novel is still a fantasy. However, we do not discover the extent of the 

fantasy until the thunderstorm; John Henry first attempts a complex view of human 

nature through his realistic prose. His writing accommodates complexity, allowing 

even his dead parents to appear imperfect in small ways in moments when he may 

wish to admire them. The Puamaharans do not accommodate complexity into their 

language, either through careful perception of others or through creative progress, and 

thus their truths (or points of view) do not survive the radical changes brought on by
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the Gravity Star.

Thus, The Carpathians depicts an author of the uncanny as a shaper of identity 

and truth for both himself, and for a nation. Addressing Bhabha's international theme, 

Frame writes of an alienated neighborhood and an orphaned author, suggesting their 

need of a history and a sense of self-creation to establish firm identities. The 

Carpathians is thus a major recognition of the importance of authors and poets like 

Allan Cumow who wrote the unhomely and planted the seed of a literary tradition 

specific to New Zealand. Frame suggests that language, though limited, is a powerful 

medium for constructing new and multidimensional truths necessary to feed a 

budding national identity. Language renders bland suburban landscapes haunted and 

memorable and preserves the memory of the deceased. Language itself may evoke 

uncanny feelings when altered by imagination and growth (represented by the Gravity 

Star), which are difficult to control and contain with comforting barriers. The 

sublayers of Frame's novel reveal the struggles and uncertainty of authors who 

accommodate the uncertainties of themselves, their communities, and their language.
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