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1. INTRODUCTION

The time in which South Africa was controlled by the apartheid regime is often
described as a traumatic era that deeply shaped the nation and left its marks on each of
its individuals. As Archbishop Desmond Tutu pointed out at the introduction of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1995, “[...] every South African has to some
extent or other been traumatised. We are a wounded people because of the conflict of
the past, no matter on which side we stood.”* Since then South Africa aims at a truthful
reconstruction and remembrance of the past in order to heal its wounds and to move on.
Post-apartheid literature plays an important role in this process, as it tries to mirror the
aftermath of the nation’s trauma and to focus on the portrayal of “voices crying to be
heard” (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 47). The depiction of an individual’s
pain brings the “most intimate hurts into the public space” (Van der Merwe and
Gobodo-Madikizela 47), and it invites empathic readers to identify with it and to
respond to this pain (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 47).
So when you express your pain, you are expressing it in the name of all those
others who find a place in your heart to connect to you with your story. [...]
When we embrace the story, we are embracing it with a mutual feeling of
connectedness. The consequence of that embrace is the hope that we need so

badly, so that we can move forward after all our traumas. (Van der Merwe and
Gobodo-Madikizela 47)

However, writing about trauma implies a paradox, as traumatic events destroy an
individual’s life narration, tearing it into fragments. Their occurrence and nature is often
unbelievable and therefore unspeakable, as the individual at first lacks any words to
describe it (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 26). Traumatic life events shatter
the individual’s sense of meaning and connection and therefore leave him or her feeling
completely helpless, unsafe and alone (Herman 33, 52-53). The individual soon falls
into a state of emotional numbing, which is interrupted again and again by reminders of
the trauma, leading the individual into a vicious circle of silent suffering and pain
(Herman 37, 42). In order to cope with this situation the individual needs a safe
environment and a strong feeling of relating and belonging (Herman 133). It is then that
some individuals seem to make use of a transitional object. According to Winnicott, it
relates the individual to feelings of love and comfort as originally experienced in the

first relation to one’s mother and it creates a sense of safety (Habermas 326), so that the

1 25 May 2013. < http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/pr/1995/p951216a.htm>.
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individual feels strong enough to confront the past, to put together the shattered pieces
of the self, and to narrate his or her life story. Some South African writers, therefore,
integrate the transitional object as an important element into their stories to depict the
trauma of the past and also to portray a possible way to deal with and even grow from
the past, with the aim of spreading hope among their audience.

The purpose of this paper is to explore the link between trauma and the transitional
object as portrayed in the context of contemporary South African literature. It takes on
an interdisciplinary approach by applying psychological ideas to literary texts in order
to gain access to an additional level of meaning and interpretation. There is no direct
translation of these ideas to be expected. However, they enhance our understanding of
what the authors want to express and of what role the novels play in the process of the

nation’s reconstruction and recovery.

So at first, the paper discusses relevant theoretical considerations in relation to trauma
theory, describing its forms in the South African context, a general concept of trauma,
the psychiatric definition of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and finally, possible ways
of coping and recovering from traumatic experiences. As the transitional object seems
to be part of an individual’s coping process, this is followed by theoretical
considerations in relation to the transitional object, focussing on its development out of
a loving and caring mother-child bond in early childhood, its functions and qualities, its
fate and reappearance in later adult life at times of need. Subsequently, some ideas
about the link between the concepts of trauma and the transitional object are portrayed.
These theoretical considerations are then applied to selected works of important
representatives of the contemporary South African novel, namely Quarter Tones by
Susan Mann, A Quilt of Dreams by Patricia Schonstein and The Dreamcloth by Joanne
Fedler.

Right from the start it can be said that each of the selected novels is a beautiful piece of
work that not only critically depicts cruelties and traumata but that also reflects on ways
of creative coping and of growth from these events, on the individual and on the
collective level. All in all, this clearly provides a positive outlook for the South African

nation and gives hope to the rise of its “glorious future”?.

2 25 May 2013. < http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/pr/1995/p951216a.htm>.
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2. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
2.1. Trauma
2.1.1. Trauma in the context of South Africa

Today South Africa still struggles with a lot of problems that arise from its “conflict of

the past™

and that refer to historic events that have deeply traumatised the whole nation.
“[I]njustice, oppression and evil™ already started around 1652 when the Dutch landed
at the Cape of Good Hope. They slowly began to colonise the area and to build up their
own economy, making use of the work of slaves from East Africa and Southeast Asia.
Although slavery was abolished in 1830, racial discrimination was still in practice as the
Europeans, the British and others, tried to settle down in South Africa, in a “civilizing
mission” (Clark and Worger 3). Segregation followed as a result of this mission and
eventually African people could no longer choose where to live, where to buy land, or

where to work (Clark and Worger 21).

Like many other countries in the world, South Africa was colonised during the first half
of the twentieth century. This lasted until the end of World War I, when colonialism
started to decline in both Asia and Africa. In 1948, the National Party government
introduced the system of apartheid in South Africa. According to Clark and Worger (3),
apartheid was “the name given to a policy of separating people by race, with regard to
where they lived, where they went to school, where they worked, and where they died”.
It was a system that fully supported “the physical segregation of black and white”
(Clark and Worger 4) and made racial discrimination a legal instrument (Clark and
Worger 3-4).

The system of apartheid received a lot of international attention. Consequently, it had to
resist fierce criticism (Clark and Worger 4-5). The United Nations (qtd. in Clark and
Worger 5) stated that apartheid represented "both a threat to the international peace and
a flagrant violation of the basic principles and fundamental freedoms which are
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations". Especially during the 1960s and 1970s
criticism boomed due to the amount of violence which was used in order to implement
apartheid policies. One of the most brutal events was the Sharpeville massacre in 1960,

when the police killed 69 African people who peacefully demonstrated against apartheid

3 25 May 2013. < http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/pr/1995/p951216a.htm>.
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(Clark and Worger 5). From that moment on, the whole world knew that apartheid "was
nothing more than an elaborate yet ultimately flimsy mask attempting to disguise an

extraordinarily oppressive system of white rule over blacks"” (Clark and Worger 5).

During the 1980s the South African Civil War started, in which black South Africans
participated in order to fight against the regime. Soon the rest of the world joined this
fight by supporting boycotts and economic sanctions that heavily affected the South
African government (Clark and Worger 5-6). In 1990, the National Party government
finally withdrew from apartheid and showed "its acceptance of the principle that all
people in South Africa, black as well as white, should participate in the electoral
process™ (Clark and Worger 6).

In 1994, Nelson Mandela became "the first president of the new South Africa” (Clark
and Worger 6) and in 1996 a new constitution was passed in order "to heal the divisions
of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and
fundamental human rights”, as described in its preamble (qtd. in Clark and Worger
113). Moreover, the new constitution states that every person is equal before the law
and no discrimination is allowed regarding "race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status,
ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience,
belief, culture, language and birth" (qtd. in Clark and Worger 113). In addition, attempts
were shown to deal with the nation’s past as the Reconciliation Act was passed in 1995
and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was established in order to create a
possibility to listen to people who have survived crimes and sufferings under apartheid
(Clark and Worger 117).

Although there have already been great achievements made in South Africa, the nation
still suffers from many problems due to its difficult past. The economy, which was
based on "exploited under-educated cheap black labour” (Clark and Worger 116) for a
very long time, needs some time to be changed. Accordingly, many black people still
suffer from unemployment and poverty. This leads to a lot crime, especially in the
cities, where there are a lot of murders, robberies or rapes (Clark and Worger 116).
Consequently, South Africa has gained a reputation as "the most violent country in the
world outside a war zone" (Clark and Worger 116). As the South African psychologist
Don Foster mentions, “[...] we have the highest rape rate, we have the highest child rape
rate, we have — dreadful — the highest murder rate, the highest assault rate, we have a

very, very violent society in South Africa” (Borzaga and Foster 108). Moreover, South
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Africa faces problems such as an extremely high rate of HIV and AIDS victims with an

equivalent high death rate per year (Clark and Worger 117).

Miriam Fredericks, a social worker at the trauma centre of Cape Town, describes the

current state of the nation and the daily struggles of its individuals (Borzaga et al. 88-

89):
[...] we feel that our history must not be lost, and our history must be told in the
correct way: how our people struggled, and what the struggles are today, and
what we still have to deal with, and what the mountain is we still have to climb.
Many people think our country is the land of milk and honey. We're seen as the
miracle land, because we had this bloodless change, but actually we're paying
with our lives now: people feel entrenched in their homes, there's hyper-
vigilance, and hyper-arousal, because you are scared daily: Are you going to be

attacked in your car? Are you going to be attacked in your home? So we live
through a mini-war in a way. (Borzaga et al. 88-89)

The reasons for traumatisation in the context of South Africa can be described as
manifold, ranging from rapes, sexual abuse, stabbings and killings, accidents, robberies,
torture, discrimination, political violence such as detention in prison, xenophobic
attacks, dislocation, shame (Borzaga et al. 82-97), loss of a beloved person, to
witnessing crimes (Borzaga, Mengel and Mann 49), only to mention a few. Ntombi
Mcoyi explains that in most cases South African people also do not suffer from one
trauma, but from multiple traumata (Borzaga et al. 82). These also often continue over a
long period of time and can therefore be defined as “structural trauma” (Van der Merwe
and Gobodo-Madikizela 11), as mentioned by Dominick LaCapra (Van der Merwe and
Gobodo-Madikizela 10-11).

2.1.2. The concept of trauma

The Greek word ‘trauma’ originally referred to an “injury or wound” (Schauer, Neuner,
and Elbert 5) and it was first used in the field of medicine to denote physical wounds
(Leys 19), with “a catastrophic global reaction in the entire organism” (Leys 19). Today
the meaning of trauma also implies a psychological dimension, which was introduced
and worked upon by J.M. Charcot, Pierre Janet, Alfred Binet, Morton Prince, Josef
Breuer and Sigmund Freud (Leys 3-4). Trauma is therefore described as “the experience
and psychological impact of events that are life-threatening or include a danger of injury
so severe that the person is horrified, feels helpless, and experiences a
psychophysiological alarm response during and shortly following the experience”
(Schauer, Neuner, and Elbert 5).
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Traumatic life events are defined by Dohrenwend as “unpredictable, uncontrollable,
life-threatening, physically exhausting, extremely disruptive of the person’s usual
activities, and extremely disruptive to central life goals” (McNally 97-98). Usually such
traumatic events are either “man-made disasters” referring to “exposure to combat, rape,
torture, witnessing a massacre or mass Kkilling, being held prisoner of war or
experiencing catastrophes such as air-plane crashes or severe car accidents” or “natural
disasters” such as “floods, earthquakes, hurricanes, or volcanic eruptions” (Schauer,
Neuner, and Elbert 5). According to Green, traumatic stressors can be placed among
several dimensions: “(1) threat to one’s life and body integrity; (2) severe physical harm
or injury; (3) receipt of intentional injury/harm; (4) exposure to the grotesque; (5)
witnessing or learning of violence to loved ones; (6) learning of exposure to a noxious
agent; and (7) causing death or severe harm to another” (Shalev 86). McFarlane and De
Girolamo (132), however, describe another important distinction of traumatic stressors
referring to their duration in time. They distinguish between “time-limited” (132)
stressors, such as an accident or a rape, which occur with a sudden, overwhelming
intensity, “sequential stressors” (132), such as experienced by rescue workers or the
police, and “long-lasting” (132) stressors, such as combat or constant abuse by family
members, which are accompanied with an increasing feeling of helplessness and
insecurity. Van der Kolk (227) additionally mentions that often individuals do not
experience only one traumatic life event, but “multiple and/or chronic and prolonged,
developmentally adverse traumatic events, most often of an interpersonal nature [...] and
early-life onset” and therefore the term “complex trauma” (Van der Kolk 227) has been

generally adopted.

Such traumatic life events have an overwhelming quality and can be described as
mental “earthquake[s], wiping out the world as it was known” (Van der Merwe and
Gobodo-Madikizela 6). They disempower the individual and leave him or her with
“emotional, cognitive, physical, relational and spiritual wounds” (Bryant-Davis 4).
Emotionally, the individual is left with “anger, sadness, guilt, shame, fear, confusion,
and even numbness or blankness” (Bryant-Davis 4), as described by Herman.
Cognitively, the individual might experience “difficulty concentrating, problems with
memory, negative thoughts about the self, intrusive memories, flashbacks,
hypervigilance, and difficulty thinking about the future” (Bryant-Davis 4). Physically,
the individual might suffer from “broken bones, bruises, sexually transmitted diseases,

pregnancy” (Bryant-Davis 4), for instance. The individual might also struggle
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relationally in establishing trust to others and in interacting with them. But although the
person might find it difficult to be among people, he or she might also find it difficult to
be all alone (Bryant-Davis 4). Spiritually, the individual is probably left calling into
question his or her “prior understanding of God, faith, justice, and humanity” (Bryant-
Davis 4). Traumatic life events heavily affect the individual’s feeling of safety in the
world; they create fear and distress and make the individual feel enormously tense. He
or she might believe that certain places and situations are not safe. In extreme cases, the
individual experiences everything around him or her as unsafe. This feeling might
appear directly after the traumatic event or be temporarily delayed, and could persist for
a long time (Bryant-Davis 14). The individual cannot make sense out of the traumatic
experience and ends up with a “silencing of the senses, a state of being frozen” (Van der
Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 26). He or she only experiences a void, a deep feeling
of absence (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 24), causing “the rupture and the
shattering of the self” (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 24-25), or, as Susan
Brison termed it, the “unmaking” of the self (qtd. in Van der Merwe and Gobodo-
Madikizela 25). This rupture effects the encoding of traumatic memories and leads to
the dissociation of them. However, the traumatic memories reappear at times and the
more the individual tries to repress them, the more they are willing to come back and to
even haunt him or her (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 25). In other words, the
traumatic event leaves the individual with a “wound not inflicted upon the body but
upon the mind” (Caruth 3), carrying a “moving and sorrowful voice that cries out”
(Caruth 2), “from the repeated infliction of a wound” (Caruth 3). This voice has
knowledge about the traumatic event, and by crying out it hopes to wake up the
individual to finally face the truth (Caruth 3) and to bear witness to what has happened
(Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 26).

In summary, it is both the traumatic life event and the response of the individual to it
which constitutes the concept of trauma. It is a common assumption that the more
traumatic an event seems to be, the more does the individual suffer from it (McNally
78-79). This idea is represented by the “dose-response model of trauma” (McNally 79),
however, there are other studies which prove the opposite. On the one hand, severe
stressors are more likely to cause symptoms than less severe stressors, but on the other
hand, people might react very differently to the same dose of stressor (McNally 84).
Moreover, it is not just the dose of traumatic life events that contributes to the severity

of an individual’s situation, but also the type and context of the traumatic event (Allen
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13). Therefore, the components of trauma have to be redefined again and again
according to each individual case. This also means that the concept of trauma varies to a
great extent and that it is, according to Borzaga, ideally to be regarded as “a whole

landscape” (Borzaga and Foster 123).
2.1.3. The Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

The roots of modern trauma research can be traced back into the middle of the 19"
century and since then trauma has had many different names (Leys 3-5). However, there
was a great need after the Vietnam war to deal with thousands of war veterans and, due
to political demands, the official psychiatric concept of “post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD)™ (Leys 2) was introduced (Van der Kolk 224-225).
In important ways, an experience does not really exist until it can be named and
placed into larger categories. [...] The acceptance of the formal category of
PTSD was a critical first step in making it possible to name the effects of
overwhelming experiences on soma and psyche, and thus to open up the
systematic investigation of how people come to be overwhelmed, how different

people organize tragic experiences over time, and how their suffering can be
alleviated. (Van der Kolk and McFarlane 4)

In 1980 the American Psychiatric Association first defined PTSD in the third edition of
the “Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III)” (McNally 8),
describing trauma as “a disorder of memory” (Leys 2). It says that the individual
experiences a great shock or terror caused by a traumatic event and due to this
emotional state, the mind is “split or dissociated” (Leys 2). Consequently, the traumatic
experience is not registered by the mind and therefore it can also not be integrated into
the memory system. Although the person is not aware of this process, he or she gets
haunted by the traumatic experience. The past becomes “reexperienced in a painful,
dissociated, traumatic present”, in form of “flashbacks, nightmares and other
reexperiences, emotional numbing, depression, guilt, autonomic arousal, explosive
violence or [a] tendency in hypervigilance” (Leys 2), which are all characteristic
symptoms of PTSD (Leys 2).

According to McNally the DSM-1II summarises the traumatic symptoms in “three
clusters” (McNally 8). The first cluster describes “reexperiencing symptoms” such as
“intrusive recollections and dreams about the trauma” (McNally 8). The second cluster

refers to “numbing symptoms”, which are “blunted emotion, feelings of estrangement

* In the following text, the “post-traumatic stress disorder” (Leys 2) will be abbreviated as PTSD.
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[...] and loss of interest in formerly enjoyable activities” (McNally 8). The third cluster
involves “miscellaneous symptoms” such as “hypervigilance for threat, enhanced startle
response, sleep disturbance, memory and concentration impairment, avoidance of

distressing reminders [...] and guilt about having survived [...]” (McNally 8-9).

However, it must be mentioned that there is no direct relation between trauma and the
development of PTSD, but there are some risk factors which make it more likely to be
exposed to traumatic stressors and consequently to experience certain symptoms
(McNally 89). Breslau, Davis and Andreski define some groups of people as being at a
higher risk, such as outgoing people, neurotic people, black people, males rather than
females, people with low education, people with psychiatric illnesses in the family and
people with a problematic childhood (McNally 90). Moreover, McNally (96-97)
mentions genetics and personal vulnerability as possible risk factors for the
development of PTSD. “In fact, some theorists believe that the less severe the event, the
more important the role of personal vulnerability or risk factors among those who
develop PTSD. Conversely, if the trauma is truly catastrophic, then most people will

become symptomatic irrespective of personal risk or protective factor” (Mc Nally 97).

Some researchers such as Van der Kolk and McFarlane (6) believe that it is not the
experience of trauma as such which triggers PTSD. For example, some people suffer
from temporal stress but do not develop PTSD while others do develop PTSD. The
decisive factor seems to be whether these people start to centre their whole lives on the
trauma and the traumatic intrusions. Ashraf Kagree, however, argues that patients can
only be diagnosed with PTSD if there has actually been a traumatic event before, which
triggers the classic symptoms. He believes that distressed patients are often wrongly
diagnosed with PTSD even though there is an absence of a traumatic event (Borzaga

and Kagree 129). As Kagree states,

If you don’t have an event that provokes these symptoms, then it cannot be post-
traumatic stress. Certainly people might be distressed for something, they might
be concerned, they might be worrying, but it’s not a clinical phenomenon in the
way that people might experience post-traumatic stress following the Holocaust,
or following an explosion, or a hurricane, or whatever else. (Borzaga and Kagree
129)

It must also be mentioned that PTSD might only be a concept which is applicable to the
Western world, but not to the whole world in general. It is centred on one traumatic
event such as a car or an airplane accident, although in reality there are often manifold
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traumatising events happening over a longer period of time (Borzaga and Foster 106).
Therefore, Don Foster suggests a “continuous traumatic stress syndrome” (Borzaga and
Foster 106) rather than a post-traumatic syndrome (Borzaga and Foster 106). Moreover,

he states:

So that’s the danger: that PTSD seizes the whole ground. Everybody kind of
starts with this PTSD thing, which is a highly individualized notion, and it also
turns trauma into an event. | look around the world today and | say that three
quarters of the world in the current climate — if not more of the world — live
permanently in traumatic circumstances. [...] So, for great many people this
Western construct of PTSD as an event that comes out of the blue does not make
sense. (Borzaga and Foster 124)

2.1.4. Coping and stages of recovery

In order to deal with stressful or even traumatic situations in everyday life, the
individual makes use of different strategies of coping. “Coping is like a tool kit filled
with different sizes and shapes of tools, each designed for its own specific purpose. If
one tool does not work well, it is good to be able to reach back in the box for another.
Just as a hammer is not the best tool for all jobs the same coping strategy will not work
well in all situations” (Rosenbloom and Williams 34). According to Bryant-Davis (146)
coping strategies are learned from family and friends, the media, in therapy, as well as
through taking courses. The individual first always relies on coping strategies that are
already familiar, independent of whether they are unhealthy or healthy. Bryant-Davis
mentions unhealthy coping strategies such as “[s]elf-medicating with alcohol and other
addictive substances”, “[a]voidance”, “[i]solation”, “[d]issociation” and “abuse of
others” (Bryant-Davis 146), and healthy coping strategies such as “[t]alking with
friends or family”, “[jlournaling”, “[u]se of the expressive arts”, “[r]elaxation”,

“[h]Jumor”, “[p]roblem-solving” and “[c]onfrontation when it is safe” (Bryant-Davis

147).

Herman (155) describes three stages of coping and recovery from trauma that have
emerged in the course of time from different descriptions by trauma victims. These
stages are not clear-cut and do not always appear in the same order, but their description
is useful as elements of it will be found in each coping process. Herman (155) describes
the tasks of each recovery stage as follows: “The central task of the first stage is the
establishment of safety. The central task of the second stage is remembrance and

mourning. The central task of the third stage is reconnection with ordinary life”.
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As trauma has disempowered the individual, the first stage of recovery is concerned
with regaining power and control, and establishing a sense of safety. This can be
achieved by regaining control of the body by regulating sleep, eating and workout, for
instance, and also by regaining control of the environment by regulating one’s living
situation and financial situation (Herman 159-160). Establishing a safe environment
also requires social support by family and friends, and a plan for further protection
(Herman 164). With individuals who have experienced a single trauma a sense of safety
can be re-established in the course of a few weeks. However, with individuals who have
experienced prolonged trauma this most often seems to be a long and hard process
(Herman 165-166). As the individual slowly regains a sense of safety, the individual
also slowly tries again to put trust in others. Moreover, the individual then also knows
how to protect himself or herself, how to control the reappearing symptoms and on
whom to rely for consistent support (Herman 174).

The second stage of recovery demands a transformation of traumatic into narrative
memory by “speak[ing] of the unspeakable” (Herman 175). Only then can the traumatic
events be integrated into one’s life plot. The individual needs to talk about his or her
earlier life, about the traumatic event, about his or her own reaction to it and about the
environment’s reaction to it. In this context the trauma can then be fully understood.
The individual might find talking about it extremely difficult and might also lack the
right words for it (Herman 176-177). However, by remembering the past the individual
is able to mourn the losses that have occurred. As Herman (188) points out, “Trauma
inevitably brings loss. Even those who are lucky enough to escape physically unscathed
still lose the internal psychological structures of a self securely attached to others”.
Bryant-Davis (94) also mentions losses such as the loss of “health”, “joy”, “faith”,
“[t]rust”, “[h]ope™, “[a] relationship” or “[a] loved one’s life”, for example. Mourning
for one’s losses begins by realising and admitting that there have been losses, and
consequently by allowing oneself “to feel the impact of those losses — including sadness
and grief” (Bryant-Davis 94). This is a very difficult task that many individuals fear as
they think that once they allow themselves to grieve for their losses they will not be able
to stop (Herman 188). This stage constantly frightens the individual, but there will be a
time when the traumatic memory loses its power and turns out to be such as any other
memory (Herman 195). Moreover, as Bryant-Davis (94) points out, “we can heal our

wounds only if we recognize that there are wounds”.
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After having come to terms with the past, the individual then faces the last stage of
recovery with “the task of creating a future” (Herman 196). “She has mourned the old
self that the trauma destroyed; now she must develop a new self. Her relationships have
been tested and forever changed by the trauma; now she must develop new
relationships. The old beliefs that gave meaning to her life have been challenged; now
she must find anew a sustaining faith” (Herman 196). Trauma has triggered
“[h]elplessness and isolation” (Herman 197), whereas recovery is now centred upon
“[eJmpowerment and reconnection” (Herman 197). The individual now understands and
admits what has happened and can take clear steps to regain power and be protected in
the future (Herman 197). However, as Herman (211) mentions, “Resolution of the
trauma is never final; recovery is never complete”. Nevertheless, once the trauma is
accepted it can also lead to the transformation of the self and even to “posttraumatic
growth” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 4).

2.2. The transitional object®

It is at times of utmost need after the experience of a traumatic event that an individual
might make use of a transitional object in order to facilitate his or her own coping
process. According to Winnicott, the transitional object is a phenomenon that first
appears in early childhood and develops out of a loving and caring relationship with the
mother or any other relevant caretaker (Winnicott, Playing 10). It relates the child to
feelings of love and comfort at times of separation, and it also helps the child to arrive
at a sense of self and at a sense of reality (Habermas 326). Therefore, the transitional
object plays an important role both in the early maturational processes of an individual

and later on in life at times of despair (Winnicott, Playing 4).

> This part of the paper is mainly based on the ideas of Bowlby and Winnicott as they can be considered
as highly influential representatives in the field of developmental psychology. They explored their ideas
in the 1940s/1950s, whereby Bowlby focused on the observable behavior of a child and Winnicott
focused on the inner world of a child (Holmes 136-137). Therefore there are some similarities to be found
in their descriptions; however they use a completely different terminology. They definitely disagree on
the role of the transitional object; however, Winnicott’s ideas on its role have become very popular. It is
not the first account on transitional objects, as Wulff has first portrayed this phenomenon in 1946, but
Winnicott clearly provides the most systematic and insightful approach to this topic until today (Hong
48).
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2.2.1. Early love and care in the maturational process
2.2.1.1. The unique bond between mother and child

According to Bowlby, the early relationship between mother and child cannot be simply
reduced to an instinct (Holmes 63) because it certainly is “a psychological bond in its
own right” (Holmes 63). Klaus, Trause and Kennell point out that this bond can already
be observed immediately after birth, as the mother naturally picks up her baby and starts
to caress it by stroking its face softly, so that it calms down and stops crying. Then the
mother continues by stroking the baby’s head and after a few minutes she puts the baby
to her breast and it responds automatically (Bowlby, A Secure Base 6). Both of them,
mother and infant, seem to be “in a state of ecstasy”, as noted by Klaus, Trause and

Kennell (gtd. in Bowlby, A Secure Base 6).

Therefore, it can be observed that the child responds differently to its mother than to
other people. It reacts in relation to her voice and keeps its eyes on her. It grasps and
reaches out for her. It smiles at her frequently and later on it even cries out desperately
when she departs (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 300-302). From this it can be concluded that
the mother possesses a unique role in the child’s early life. Bowlby describes the mother
as a child’s “principal attachment-figure” (1. Attachment 305). However, he believes
that the principal attachment-figure does not necessarily have to be the child’s natural
mother, but that it can be anyone in the household that equally cares for the child.
Therefore, this special bond can be established in relation to the child’s mother, but also
in relation to any other loving caretaker (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 305). Winnicott
(Playing 10) agrees with this by stating that the natural mother is “more likely” (Playing
10), but that any other person devoting himself or herself to the child with “unresented
preoccupation” (Playing 10) is good enough to care for the child.® Bowlby (1.
Attachment 307) adds that the child later on also attaches with other figures, which he
described as “‘subsidiary attachment-figures” (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 307). However,
Bowlby (1. Attachment 304) mentions that these figures will never be treated and loved

equally as the primary caretaker.

® For the sake of convenience the following text refers to the mother as the child’s primary attachment-
figure, but it must be borne in mind that this function can be equally fulfilled by any other loving
caretaker in the child’s environment. This provides the grounds for the child’s maturational processes, as
will be pointed out.
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Although the child first needs its mother for the supply of food, support, and protection
(Freud 83), Anna Freud argues that the relationship between mother and child goes
beyond “a striving for the preservation of life” (Freud 83). Child and mother deeply
love each other, and this serves as a ground for the healthy development of the child
(Freud 83-84). This is also expressed by Bowlby (Maternal Care 11) who states that,
[...] what is believed to be essential for mental health is that the infant and young
child should experience a warm, intimate and continuous relationship with his
mother (or permanent mother-substitute) in which both find satisfaction and
enjoyment. Given this relationship, the emotions of anxiety and guilt [...] will
develop in a moderate and organized way. It is this complex, rich, and rewarding
relationship with the mother in the early years, varied in countless ways with the

father and with siblings, that child psychiatrists and many others now believe to
underlie the development of character and of mental health.

2.2.1.2. Dependence and dual-union

At the beginning of life the child is in “a state of being merged with the mother”
(Winnicott, Maturational Processes 44). It is the stage of “dual-union” (Deri 48) in
which mother and child form an “undifferentiated unit” (Deri 48). Due to this Winnicott
concludes that “[hJuman infants cannot Start to be except under certain conditions”,
which are that the “inherited potential of an infant cannot become an infant unless
linked to maternal care” (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 43). Winnicott believes
that after birth the mother has already entered the state of “[p]rimary [m]aternal
[o]ccupation” (Winnicott, Through Paediatrics 302), which is a ‘“heightened
sensitivity” (Winnicott, Through Paediatrics 302) towards the child, even comparable
to an illness. The mother completely adapts to the child and provides it with everything
that is needed (Winnicott, Through Paediatrics 302). This leads to the stage of
“hallucinatory wish fulfilment” (Deri 49) as the child begins to believe in the illusion
that everything it needs and wishes for automatically comes to it (Deri 49). The child
soon believes that it is the creator of events and so it gains an omnipotent feeling
(Abram 205). However, it is the task of the “good-enough mother” (Deri 48) to protect
“the sense of unity and continuity of the infant’s existence” (Deri 48). In this context
Winnicott attributes great importance to the function of holding between mother and
child (Deri 48). He describes it as follows:

Protects from physiological insult.

Takes account of the infant's skin sensitivity - touch, temperature, auditory

sensitivity, visual sensitivity, sensitivity to falling (action of gravity) and of the
infant's lack of knowledge of the existence of anything other than the self.
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It includes the whole routine of care throughout the day and night, and it is not
the same with any two infants because it is part of the infant, and no two infants
are alike.

Also it follows the minute day-to-day changes belonging to the infant's growth
and development, both physical and psychological. (Winnicott, Maturational
Processes 49)

“Loving and secure holding” (Deri 48) is crucial for the child’s development of a basic
feeling of trust and of a continuity of being (Deri 48). Bowlby attributes similar
significance to this early stage of union between mother and child. He believes that the
mother shows “retrieval behaviour” (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 240) as she continuously
reduces the distance between herself and her child, and retains it in close physical
contact (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 240-241). Bowlby also emphasises the function of
holding, and states that it allows the infant to feel safe and comforted. It also enables the
child to feel relaxed and to start exploring its surroundings (Holmes 67). So Bowlby and
Winnicott both stress motherly holding as important and define protection as its main
function (Holmes 138).

2.2.1.3. Separation and anxiety

Although it is primarily the mother who is responsible to retain close contact with the
infant at the beginning, there is a shift in the responsibility for seeking proximity once
the child grows up and starts to move (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 243). It can be easily
observed that toddlers seem to feel an inner drive to follow their primary attachment-
figures wherever they go. The distance to their attachment-figures that the children can
bear, depends on many factors such as age or physical condition (Holmes 68). However,
they always seek union and rely on their “secure base” (Ainsworth qtd. in Holmes 70)
provided by the attachment-figure. It can safely start to explore its surroundings and, in
cases of danger, returns to the secure base for protection; only when the danger has
passed it relaxes (Holmes 70). Bowlby concludes from this, that “[a]ll of us, from the
cradle to the grave, are happiest when life is organized as a series of excursions, long or
short, from the secure base provided by our attachment figure(s)” (Bowlby, A Secure
Base 62). However, when one of these excursions gets too long and the child feels
separated from its attachment figure (Holmes 72), it utters its protest loudly by
“[c]rying, screaming, shouting, biting, kicking” (Holmes 72). Bowlby describes the
child as experiencing “separation anxiety” (Bowlby, A Secure Base 30), which can be

best explained from an ethological point of view (Bowlby, A Secure Base 30).
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[...] man, like other animals, responds with fear to certain situations, not because
they carry a high risk of pain or danger, but because they signal an increase of
risk. Thus, just as animals of many species, including man, are disposed to
respond with fear to sudden movement or a marked change in level of sound or
light because to do so has survival value, so are many species, including man,
disposed to respond to separation from a potentially caregiving figure and for the
same reasons. (Bowlby, A Secure Base 30)

According to Bawkin, separated children show typical reactions such as being “listless,
quiet, unhappy, and unresponsive to a smile or coo” (Bowlby, Maternal Care 22). Spitz
and Wolf describe this state as “anaclitic depression” (qtd. in Bowlby, Maternal Care
22) for it definitely shows classical indications of depression, such as general sadness, a
withdrawal or even rejection of one’s social environment, slow actions, insomnia and
loss of weight. Spitz and Wolf observed 95 children and discovered that 20 per cent of
these children reacted to separation from their mothers with “severe depression”
(Bowlby, Maternal Care 22), 27 per cent reacted with “mild depression” (Bowlby,
Maternal Care 22), and children who had an unhappy relationship with their mothers
did not show any depressive symptoms at all (Bowlby, Maternal Care 22-23).
However, there is a great chance of recovery from this early depression, although as
Bowlby points out there will remain “psychic scars which may later be reactivated”
(Bowlby, Maternal Care 23). Besides any form of depression, the child might also react
to separation with anger, which is either directed towards every other individual or
towards the parents, in order to demonstrate the child’s feelings about how it has been
treated. Still, anger serves as a promoter and not as a disrupter of the bond between
child and mother, as it aims at reunion and not at separation (Bowlby, 2. Separation
246-247). Whereas Bowlby describes anxiety as a reaction to separation, Winnicott
states that the child experiences “a threat of annihilation” (Through Paediatrics 303) in
such moments, which can be defined as “primitive anxiety” (Through Paediatrics 303).
Winnicott even speaks of trauma at this point: “Trauma ist eine Stdrung, die von der
Umwelt und der Reaktion des Individuums auf die Umwelt ausgeht und die eintritt,
bevor das Individuum diejenigen Mechanismen entwickelt, die das Unvorhersehbare
vorhersehbar machen* (Winnicott qgtd. in Davis and Wallbridge 76). However, the
“good-enough mother” (Deri 48) usually knows how much separation the child can bear

without ending up in despair (Deri 51).

Although children suffer at times of separation from their mothers, this is a clear

indication of a good and healthy relationship between mother and child. In case a child
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experiences an unhappy relationship with its mother, Bowlby speaks of “maternal
deprivation” (Maternal Care 11). This refers to a broad range of situations, such as to
children who live at home but do not have mothers who care for them, or to children
who have been removed from home and given into somebody else’s care (Bowlby,
Maternal Care 11-12). Still, this care can be loving and good. Consequently, Bowlby
speaks of “partial deprivation” (Bowlby, Maternal Care 12) in contrast to “complete
deprivation” (Bowlby, Maternal Care 12). However, this terminology is criticised by
Rutter, who says that there is a major difference between “privation” (Holmes 38) and
“deprivation” (Holmes 38). Privation is “the absence of something which is needed”
(Holmes 38), whereas deprivation is “the removal of something that was previously
there” (Holmes 38). This distinction seems to be important as privation always harms
the child and has an enormous impact on its development, while the effects of
deprivation cannot be exactly defined (Holmes 38).

2.2.1.4. Loss and phases of mourning

Bowlby defines separation anxiety as a reaction “to a threat or some other risk of loss”
(A Secure Base 31), whereas mourning is the reaction “to a loss after it has occurred” (A
Secure Base 31). He describes four phases of mourning (Holmes 90), which apply for
children as well as for adults (Bowlby, 3. Loss 15): “numbing” (Holmes 90), “yearning,
searching and anger” (Holmes 90) and “disorganisation and despair: reorganisation”

(Holmes 93).

One of the earliest reactions to loss is a feeling of emotional numbing (Holmes 90),
which is “an apparent calmness based on emotional shutdown in which all feelings are
suppressed, or reality denied [...]” (Holmes 90). For some time life is continued as
usual, although the child experiences a great tension and might burst out with its
emotions at any time (Bowlby, 3. Loss 86). This condition lasts until it feels safe
enough to face the truth. Then the child starts to search for the lost figure (Holmes 90),
and wanders around “from place to place, scanning, looking, hoping that their loved one
may reappear” (Holmes 90). The physical movements go hand in hand with psychical
movements as the child continuously thinks through events centred on the loss, in hope
of finding out that it was mistaken, and the loss had not happened. After some time this
hope starts to fade and is replaced by some form of aggression and anger (Holmes 90-

91). “Thus, we see, restless searching, intermittent hope, repeated disappointment,
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weeping, anger, accusation, and ingratitude are all features of the second phase of
mourning, and are to be understood as expressions of the strong urge to find and recover
the lost person” (Bowlby, 3. Loss 92). The world of the one left behind, whether child
or adult, is now turned upside down, as he or she has experienced an enormous loss but
has no secure base to turn to for comfort and solace. The child is now in a depressive

mood, the world is disorganised and it has to build it up again (Holmes 93).

Bowlby points out that many features of psychiatric disability found among adults can
be traced back to situations of early separation and bereavement in childhood. This was
proved in studies by Van der Kolk and Gabbard, which show that early separation has
long term effects on the brain, leading to a continuously raised anxiety level (Holmes
95). Winnicott (Playing 97) agreed to this when stating that early separation leads to “a
break in life’s continuity”, “so that primitive defences now become organized to defend
against a repetition of ‘unthinkable anxiety’ or a return of the acute confusional state
[...]”. However, Winnicott believes that most infants do not experience a separation
from their mothers for that long and therefore they also do not experience madness due
to a break up in their continuity of life. The infant can recover and also benefit from this

traumatisation, although it will always remember it (Winnicott, Playing 97).
2.2.2. The emergence of the transitional object
2.2.2.1. Gradual transition from subjectivity to objectivity

The mother at first entirely devotes herself to the child and adapts to its needs. She
provides a “facilitating environment” (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 85) in order
to guarantee the child’s feeling of “going-on-being” (Winnicott, Maturational
Processes 86), and optimally there are no impingements by means of separation that
disrupt this feeling. This then provides the grounds for the child’s “future mental
health” (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 86). In the course of the child’s
development, the mother still adapts to the child’s needs, but she gradually allows for
failures, aiming at a slow “de-adaptation” (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 87). The
child becomes aware of its dependence on the mother, and comes to realise that the
mother also exists separately of it (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 84-88). During
this process of transition from “absolute dependence” (Winnicott, Maturational
Processes 87) to “relative dependence” (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 87) on the

mother, the child starts to make use of a transitional object (Abram 312). Winnicott
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believes that this helps the child to bridge the gap between dependence and emerging
independence, between subjectivity and objectivity (Abram 312). Based on this, Phillips
(151) mentions: “Das Ubergangsobjekt fungiert hier als Briicke, wo andernfalls das
Kind springen msste; und es tberbrickt fiir das Kind, was ohne diese Verbindung als

zwei getrennte Welten erscheinen wiirde”.
2.2.2.2. The concept and functions of the transitional object

Winnicott observes that in addition to “auto-erotic experience[s] such as thumb-
sucking” (Winnicott, Playing 3) the infant soon starts to use an external object, such as
a napkin or even a bundle of wool for its satisfaction; it takes it into the mouth, sucks it
or simply holds it. At the same time the infant starts to mouth, to produce its first
sounds, and it also develops first thoughts and fantasies (Winnicott, Playing 3-4).
Winnicott points out that “[b]y this definition an infant’s babbling and the way in which
an older child goes over a repertory of songs and tunes [..] come within the
intermediate area as transitional phenomena, along with the use made of objects that are
not part of the infant’s body, yet are not fully recognised as belonging to external
reality” (Winnicott, Playing 2). Whereas transitional phenomena such as “mannerisms,
sounds, fantasies and thoughts” (Cohen and Clark 106) often stay unnoticed, transitional
objects are easily recognised “in form of the ubiquitous blanket or teddy bear” (Cohen
and Clark 106).

Winnicott believes that the transitional object can be regarded as the child’s “first
possession” (Abram 313), reminding it of its own “ability to create what he needs”
(Abram 313) and, therefore, of its feeling of omnipotence. As Abram (313) points out,
“it truly belongs to him, because he has created it”. Moreover, as the transitional object
is based on the unique bond between mother and child, it represents motherly
components of comfort, security and trust. It serves as a stimulus and evokes these
feelings in the child (Metcalf and Spitz 102-103), especially at times of anxiety, fatigue,
deprivation or loneliness (Kahne 247). Bowlby highlights the idea of transitional objects
as substitutes for the mother in times of separation, but he denies any further impact of

them on the child’s development (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 312). He believes that

[a] much more parsimonious way of looking at the role of these inanimate
objects is to regard them simply as objects towards which certain components of
attachment behaviour come to be directed or redirected because the ‘natural’
object is unavailable. Instead of to the breast, non-nutritive sucking is directed to
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a dummy; and instead of to mother's body, hair, or clothing, clinging is directed
to a blanket or a cuddly toy. [.....] Since, pending more evidence, there is no
reason to suppose that the so-called transitional objects play any special role in a
child's development, cognitive or other, a more appropriate term for them would
be simply ‘substitute objects’. (Bowlby, 1. Attachment 312)

However, as Tolpin points out, this argumentation cannot be taken seriously, because
the child does not just use the transitional object in times of its mother’s absence but
also in times of her presence. It can be easily observed that many mothers comfort their
children at bed-time while the children hold onto their blankets for additional comfort
(Tolpin 321-322). In contrast to Bowlby, Winnicott argues that there is much more to
transitional objects than just being substitutes (Habermas 331). Habermas (331-332)
points out this fundamental difference in their theories:
[...] Bowbly negiert jegliche Funktion von Ubergangsobjekten fiir die
Entwicklung und weist ihnen lediglich die Rolle von Ersatzbindungsobjekten zu,
[...] Anders Winnicott: Auch er sieht zwar eine Ersatzfunktion des
Ubergangsobjekts, das jedoch als handliches Ding mit taktilen und
olfaktorischen Eigenschaften Qualitaten aufweist, die ihm erlauben, psychische
Funktionen zu erfillen, die die Mutterfigur gerade nicht erfillen
kann. Winnicotts Ubergangsobjekt fungiert weniger als lediglich temporéarer

Ersatz in der Not als vielmehr als Ergdnzung der Beziehung zur Bindungsfigur,
die Uber sie hinausweist und die Ablésung von ihr erleichtert.

The transitional object therefore fulfils several functions for the child at once. Firstly, it
provides the child with comfort and security, especially at times of loss and separation
(Habermas 326), being “a defense against anxiety” (Brody 567). Secondly, it relates the
child to its mother but at the same time it allows the child to slowly emerge its identity
and to move from subjectivity towards objectivity (Habermas 326). However, this can
be seen as a paradox as the transitional object equally brings together and separates
mother and child (Abram 326). Finally, the use of a transitional object is also a step

towards the development of symbols and their creative use (Habermas 326).

Parents are usually aware of the importance of the transitional object for their child and
so they carry it all along on their travels and even let it get completely soiled, for every
change, even by washing, might break the magic bond between the transitional object
and the child. Winnicott also mentions that there is no significant difference in the use
of transitional objects between boys and girls and sometimes a child only uses the
mother as a transitional object and does not develop any further transitional objects.

Winnicott observes that usually transitional objects present themselves between four to
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twelve months of age, but if there is a pattern set they can remain important throughout
childhood and even later on in life (Winnicott, Playing 4-5).

2.2.2.3. Qualities of the transitional object

Winnicott attributes several qualities to the transitional object, which can be observed in
the course of its use by the child. Firstly, “[t]he infant assumes rights over the object”
(Winnicott, Playing 5); although its feeling of omnipotence slowly starts to fade.
Secondly, the transitional object must survive several intense feelings, such as
“instinctual loving, and also hating and [...] pure aggression” by being “affectionately
cuddled as well as excitedly loved and mutilated” (Winnicott, Playing 5). Thirdly, the
object must resist change and always stay the same, unless the change is required by the
child itself. The object must also prove that it “has vitality or reality of its own”
(Winnicott, Playing 5) by having a special texture, for instance. Moreover, it is not to be
regarded as a product of the child’s hallucination, nor is it a product of the observer’s
imagination. At last, the meaning of the transitional object fades in the course of time,
but “it becomes not so much forgotten as relegated to limbo. [...] in health the
transitional object does not ‘go inside’, nor does the feeling about it necessarily undergo
repression. It is not forgotten and it is not mourned” (Winnicott, Playing 5). Instead,
Winnicott (Playing 5) believes that the transitional object and phenomena get diffused
over the area between internal and external world. At first, the child gets interested in
toys and playing, and after some time its interests spread out “over the whole cultural
field” (Winnicott, Playing 5). Transitional objects are considered as part of the normal
human development (Kahne 248). Consequently, they clearly have to be distinguished
from fetishism (Young Chapter 8), “where an object is perversely substituted for the
appropriate one” (Young Chapter 8). However, Winnicott mentions that transitional
objects can develop into fetishes and that the adult then possibly ends up with stealing,
lying or with an addiction to drugs or talismans, for example. Nevertheless, Winnicott
does not further deal with the pathological development of transitional objects and

phenomena (Habermas 325).
2.2.2.4. Primary and secondary transitional objects

Busch et al. point out that many children abandon the blanket and then become attached
to another object such as a teddy bear (Hong 66). Also Young (Chapter 8) states that by

“having abandoned the blanket, doll, or teddy, one can still attach similar significance to
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other objects with a less addictive intensity”. In this context Busch et al. then
distinguish between “primary transitional objects” (qtd. in Hong 63) and ‘“secondary
transitional objects” (qtd. in Hong 63). The primary transitional object is characterised
by means of six criteria: Firstly, the attachment to the object must develop within the
first year of the child’s life; secondly, the attachment lasts for a longer period of time,
which is about one year in most cases; thirdly, the object must soothe the child and
reduce its feelings of anxiety at times of need; fourthly, it is clearly to be distinguished
from objects directed at “libidinal need[s]” (Hong 63), such as bottles, for instance. In
addition, the child must choose the object itself, and it must not be a part of the mother
or of the child itself. Moreover, there must be a close link between the object and the
child from the early beginning of its life onwards (Hong 63). Busch explains that the
primary transitional object fulfils the child’s “physical contact need” (Hong 65), and
usually develops between six to twelve months of age at times of separation and
individuation of the child. The secondary transitional object, however, appears later on
in the child’s development (Hong 65) and can be described as an object of “play [...]
and companionship” (Hong 65). It also gives comfort to the child (Hong 65) and “it
appears to be closely related to the development of autonomy and independence and
reflects a more mature ego and cognitive sophistication” (Hong 65). In general, it can
therefore be said that some children only make use of one transitional object as “the
main repository of cathexes” (Tolpin 326), whereas others employ several objects or
phenomena for that purpose (Tolpin 326).

2.2.2.5. The fate of the transitional object

Winnicott (Playing 13) explains that the transitional object bridges the inner and outer
world of the child, creating an “intermediate area of experiencing” (Playing 13), which
he also refers to as “potential space” (Playing 41) or “third area” (Playing 53). By
playing in the intermediate area the child is able to become creative, and it is able to
slowly enhance its self (Winnicott, Playing 54). Besides this, Winnicott mentions a
whole range of other reasons why children start to play, which are “[t]o [e]xpress
[a]lgression” (Winnicott, The Child 149), “[tjo [m]aster [a]nxiety”, “[t]o [g]ain
[e]xperience” (Winnicott, The Child 150), “[t]o [m]ake [s]ocial [c]ontacts” (Winnicott,
The Child 151), and “[c]Jommunication with [p]eople” (Winnicott, The Child 152).
Most importantly, Winnicott believes that by playing in the intermediate area the child

slowly relates to the world and develops new interests (Playing 13), relating to the
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aesthetics, religion, creativity and dreams, for instance (Playing 5). The transitional
object is then gradually decathected, but its functions are spread over the whole field of
cultural experiences (Winnicott, Playing 14). As Winnicott (Playing 99) points out, “I
have used the term cultural experience as an extension of the idea of transitional
phenomena and play”. Also later on in life we find ourselves in this intermediate area,
“enjoying ourselves” (Winnicott, Playing 106), while we listen to Beethoven, visit an
art gallery or play tennis (Winnicott, Playing 105-106). As Young (Chapter 8) points
out,
Yet that sense of intermediateness is exactly what | feel sitting in a theatre,
listening to music, reading, watching a sunset. | cannot say where my hopes,
dreams and longings end and what | am taking in from the experience begins.
There is a merging, a congruence, a suspension of boundaries. I am in the
theatre, in my mind and in the cultural experience - all at once.
These cultural experiences are “warm and loving”, “a fulfilment”, as Young (Chapter 8)
mentions. Winnicott believes that they allow us to enhance our identities, to add quality
to our lives (Abram 322), and also to become a true “member of the civilized human

race” (Young Chapter 8).

Young (Chapter 8) also points out that later on in life “[t]he sensuous, comforting
quality and the sense of something which is favourite and to which one turns when in
danger of depressive anxiety applies to all sorts of special things”. Young (Chapter 8)
mentions diverse examples such as walkmans, computers, mountain bikes or expensive
shoes and entitles them as “adult security blankets” (Young Chapter 8). He relates this
to theories of production and consumption, and especially highlights the advertisement
sector, which continuously portrays certain objects as comforting and satisfying (Young
Chapter 8). This industry
[...] can succeed brilliantly with jeans, body oils, perfumes, bath oils and cremes,
shampoos and conditioners. | think the burgeoning of The Body Shop
phenomenon and the need for chemists such as Boots to emulate them [...] only
makes sense if seen in the light of providing transitional satisfactions.
Advertising for cars and motorcycles evokes the same quality of luxuriousness
and comfort. This is particularly true of sports cars and powerbikes. The
sensuous quality of Brown products [...] and certain beers, rums and bourbons
evoke the satisfactions of the transitional realm, as does Cadbury’s Milk Tray
[...]. (Young Chapter 8)
There seems to be a trend nowadays rather of turning to objects for transitional comfort

instead of turning to the people next to us (Young Chapter 8). Although there is no



2. Theoretical Considerations 34

doubt that these objects are “truly soul-satisfying experiences” (Young Chapter 8), they
can also be referred to as “rather sad compensations for the lack of a better quality of

society and social relations” (Young Chapter 8).
2.3. Trauma and the transitional object

Traumatic life events have an overwhelming nature that rip the individual off firm
grounds (Van der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 6), and lead him or her into “a state
of existential crisis” (Herman 51). They shatter the individual’s sense of self, safety, and
basic trust, and make him or her feel alone, abandoned and unprotected, resulting in a
state of alienation and disconnection (Herman 51-52). In this situation the individual
seeks for his or her “first source of comfort and protection” (Herman 52), referring to
early life and the unique bond between mother and infant. So it has often been observed
that wounded soldiers in war or raped women, for instance, desperately cry out for their
mothers at times of their greatest need (Herman 51-52). Some, such as Winnicott
(Playing 4), point out that it is at times of urgent need that the transitional object
reappears in adult life, relating the individual to the state of union between mother and

child, providing him or her with all motherly components.

There is already some case material to be found that supports this assumption. In a
study by Bachar et. al” 112 out of 871 adult participants stated that they still rely on a
special object, especially when leaving home or in stressful situations. About two thirds
of these adults remembered that they had a transitional object as a child, whereas one
third of them did not remember any transitional object use. Besides, nearly a quarter of
the participants in the study answered that there is also a special object which provides
them with comfort at times of sadness and depression (Bachar et al. 157). It can
therefore be said that there is a relation between transitional object use in adulthood and
a low level of general well-being (Bachar et al. 159). Bachar et al. (162) conclude that
the “use of a T.O. in adolescence can be regarded as a marker for mental distress in the

general population of adolescents”.

In these situations the transitional object provides the individual with feelings of love,
comfort and safety, and consequently reduces his or her level of anxiety. Once the
individual feels safe enough again, he or she can start to explore the world in the
transitional space, slowly regaining trust in both himself or herself and the world. Step

" For more details on the set up and results of the study see Bachar et al. 149-167.



2. Theoretical Considerations 35

by step the individual re-establishes a feeling of self-confidence and moves towards
independence (Allen 38). He or she is now able to face the past, to mourn the losses that
have taken place, and to reconstruct his or her life story in order to reach again a
“continuity of being” (Deri 48). After that, the transitional object might lose its meaning
again and its functions are spread over the cultural space.

It can be concluded that the transitional object reappears again later in life at times of
need and despair after a traumatic event. It can be regarded as a self-protective
mechanism of the human psyche that relates the individual to its mother or first
caretaker, and provides him or her with love and comfort in order to be protected from a
further fragmentation of the self. Therefore, it can also be described as a self-soothing
and self-enhancing tool that fulfils an important role in the individual’s coping and

recovery process after a traumatic life event.

In the following, these assumptions in relation to the link between trauma and the
transitional object shall be applied to three selected contemporary South African novels.
At first, the different layers of trauma and distress throughout an individual’s life shall
be pointed out. Then the early bond between mother and the individual, or any relevant
caretaker and the individual is portrayed as a necessary condition for the development
of the transitional object in the individual’s maturational process. This is followed by a
description of the development and qualities of the transitional object, and its re-
appearance at times of trauma and despair in the individual’s later life as part of his or

her coping process.
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3. SUSAN MANN’S QUARTER TONES®

3.1. The different layers of trauma and distress in Ana’s life

The story of Susan Mann’s Quarter Tones focuses on Ana, whose start into life is
already shaped by a traumatic event, as her mother dies just one hour after giving birth
to her. Due to this Ana experiences elements of loss and separation very early on.
Besides her feelings of grief for her mother’s absence, Ana feels responsible that she
has survived and at the same time withdrawn her mother from life; consequently she
suffers from deep feelings of guilt, also referred to as “survivor guilt” (Blacher 45).
Blacher points out that “[i]t can be best described as a universal experience for people to
feel terrible when they survive an experience in which someone they love has died”

(Blacher 45).° Ana expresses her feelings about this situation quite clearly herself:

And her mother. Her mother, whose ghost had wound itself around a void that
had been the heaviest weight she had ever carried. Whose absence was a wound
without healing. (QT 136)

Ana never mourns her mother’s death, and therefore this wound can never heal; instead
it gets inflicted again and again by her father Sam. Ana witnesses his misery as he is not
able to cope with the loss of his wife and to move on. He desperately holds on to
memories of Ana’s mother in order to keep her alive, which sometimes makes him
appear as being out of touch with reality. Ana tries to comfort him and to a certain
extent she also tries to replace her mother, but she does not succeed. Therefore Ana not
only develops feelings of guilt towards her mother, but also towards her father whom

she has deprived of the love of his life.
After all, if she had been any good at it, she might have brought her father back
to life. She loved the flute, your mother. Brought back to life the man whose soul
had flown away with that woman when she died. That woman whose silence

pervaded his every thought. Whose fatal fragility had sliced to the very quick of
his breath. (QT 51)

Clearly, Ana’s and Sam’s relationship is overshadowed by the loss of Ana’s mother.
However, they share some great moments together and develop a loving relationship.

When Ana grows up, she falls in love with Michael and when he fears he will be drafted

® The interpretation of chapter 5.1. is based on the following primary source: Mann, Susan. Quarter
Tones. London: Vintage Books, 2007. Direct quotations from it will be indicated as follows: QT [Quarter
Tones].

% Niederland coined the term “Survivor Guilt” (Blacher 44) in 1964 to refer to the depressions of
concentration camp survivors (Blacher 44).



3. Susan Mann’s Quarter Tones 37

into the South African army, they decide to leave the country and to move to London.
By moving away from the country, Ana also moves away from her troubled and
unresolved past. At first she experiences great relief, but it only takes a short time until
she again develops feelings of guilt, which even seem to multiply.
At times when she was most honest, she knew that it was a relief to leave that
weight behind when she left for England. Yet the relief was short-lived, the first

guilt only to be replaced by the second; she had cost her father his bride, and
then abandoned him too. (QT 108)

In London Ana plans to start a career as a musician, having great hopes and
expectations for the future. Throughout her life Ana has avoided leaving any traces in
the world, but she now seeks for an identification and, therefore, sticks to Michael’s
wish for a “bohemian lifestyle” (QT 41) among creative minds who live their lives with
“passion and meaning” (QT 41). But although Ana practises daily and visits auditions
on a regular basis, she constantly fails and never gets accepted for a job. Ana already
suffers from a troubled identity and this gets even worse during her time in London.
According to Brown and Dutton (712) a “low self-esteem” is described by “mildly
positive or ambivalent feelings toward oneself”, being related to a minimal feeling of
“self-worth” (Brown and Dutton 712). This applies to Ana as she feels ashamed and
blames herself for her professional failure, as well as for her deteriorating relationship
with Michael. “Knowing how important the outcome was to Michael, to their union, to
the life they had dreamt for themselves. Later knowing that this is the banquet on which
our demons feed” (QT 41). Ana suffers from both her professional and social failures.
She cannot integrate herself into the new environment, and therefore she experiences it
as living in exile, feeling isolated and lonely. Edward Said (173) described exile as “the
unhealable rift between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true
home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted”. Ana feels homeless and without
grounds, however, having grounds “is perhaps the most important and least recognized
need of the human soul”, as expressed by Simone Weil (qgtd. in Said 183). Ana’s wish to
return to South Africa therefore remains, but she seems to be frozen and apathetic and
never pulls herself together, until she finally receives news of her father’s death.
Strange, she thought, how one could wrestle with a life for over ten years. And
then one shock, one phone call, can change it all, catapult you into the past and
future, all at once. She had always suspected that she would come back, and that
when it happened it would be sudden. Final. And yet she had no answers, no

questions. The only thing she knew for certain was that she never wanted to
return to London again. (QT 26)
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As Ana’s and Sam’s contact had decreased over time, Ana did not know that her father
had been ill for a very long time. So she is completely overwhelmed and shocked by her
bereavement and cannot believe it at first. Moreover, she feels guilty for having left him
behind, and so she finally returns to South Africa to sort out things. When Ana arrives
in Noordhoek, the house and its surroundings seem to mirror her inside; the house is
covered by dust, the garden presents itself bleak and the bridge is broken. Ana sees that
Sam has not been able to do the gardening for a long time, and realises that he must
have been on his own all the time, without any help.
IT WAS WINTER when she finally went back, just too late. [...] In the rainlight
of that late afternoon the driveway uncurled like a serpent, and ahead the garden,
his garden, grew wild. Weeds waist-high between the fynbos. Lavender
straggling and woody. You must have been ill for a long time, she thought. Even

the bridge over the river was broken on one side, and somewhere behind it all
hunched the cottage she still called home. (QT 3)

Ana tries to settle in again, but she refuses to deal with her father’s death at first. She
does not want to confront the truth, and instead hopes for the reversibility of events and
for her father’s return. At this point, Ana’s devastated inside is also mirrored by her
outside in form of physical symptoms, as she has lost a lot of weight, and has not had
her menstrual period for a long time. We can speak of “somatisation” in Ana’s case, “a
word that describes how the body (soma) can express trauma that is otherwise
inexpressible” (Etherington 28). One day, when Ana is confronted with her own
appearance in the mirror, she is shocked and reacts immediately by cutting off her hair.
This can be interpreted as a cry for help. It most definitely is as a cry for change.
You’ve lost too much weight, she knew her father would have said if he were to
see this face, all eyes and angles. And the protruding hip bones, with no flesh to
protect them, often bruised, certainly not child-bearing. [...] Ten. It had been ten
months since she’d bled, and still no sign of it. Then suddenly, with the water
still filling the bath she rummaged in the cabinet and found a pair of scissors.
Before she knew it, she had released the ponytail from its tired elastic band, and,
pulling the brown hair down with one hand, prised open the pair of scissors,
sawing off every strand at the neck. (QT 12-13)
So far Ana has been heavily traumatised by the loss of home and the loss of her parents,
accompanied by deep feelings of guilt and a heavy sense of failure and powerlessness.
However, once back in South Africa, Ana also experiences a traumatic life event that
portrays the country’s everyday reality of violence. One day on her way back home
from the farm stall, Ana gets attacked by two men as they knock her down and beat her



3. Susan Mann’s Quarter Tones 39

hard. Everything happens really fast and Ana experiences great fear that the men will

rape or even kill her.
[...] she heard the scuffle of movement in the nearby grass, and suddenly two
men appeared from behind the bank. She recognised the one as the labourer who
was helping Daniel with the wall [...]. Was about to greet him, when he grabbed
her shoulder and hit her on the top right forehead. Sound of eggs breaking, no
pain as she went down with the first blow. Second guy kicking her ribs in. They
want to kill me, she remembered thinking. If they keep hitting me, kicking me,
they will kill me. It’s my turn. All those stories in the paper. All those stories that
don’t even make the paper. That’s all this is, another one. My turn. Why isn’t it
sore? They will kill me, or at least rape me. It’s my turn. My number’s up. (QT
87)
However, the two men suddenly let go of her and run away, leaving Ana behind. She
survives, but slowly recovers from the attack, suffering from memory loss as she can
hardly remember any details of that event. Although the people around consider her as
lucky for having survived and not being killed, Ana seems to have lost interest in life,
attributing no sense, no meaning to it. “What life, she thought.” (QT 89) The attack
affects her for a very long time, as she does not feel safe, and gets horrified easily at the

sudden appearance of people.

In addition, Ana also witnesses other people’s traumatisation, such as in the case of her
neighbour Daniel van der Veer, who lost his wife in a car accident some time ago and
who also loses Tapiwa, a little black girl for whom he was responsible, due to HIV. “A
terrible thing’s happened, he said. She pressed her hand against her chest to stop the
pounding. What? Tapiwa. Tapiwa died last night. Died? But | was with her yesterday,
it’s not possible ... She felt like retching.” (QT 129) Daniel is therefore heavily
traumatised himself, which somehow seems to create an understanding for each other’s

losses, and even an invisible bond between them.

In general, Ana suffers from multiple traumata, which all seem to have a connection to
her earliest experience of loss and separation. However, Bryant-Davis (94) argues that
all “[t]Jraumatic events result in loss”. Besides the loss of her mother, Ana also
experiences the loss of home, the loss of love, the loss of a hoped for future and, finally,
the loss of her father. Ana is not in control of these events, and reacts with guilt, shame
and grief. However, it must be mentioned that these experiences of loss can be regarded
as individual traumata, whereas the experience of violence and crime back home in
South Africa can be regarded as part of a bigger South African trauma, which arises due
to many problems of the country and affects many of its individuals. Therefore, Ana’s
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attempts to get active and to deal with the multiple layers of her trauma can be seen to
allude to the country’s attempt to cope with its past. Nonetheless, Ana not only survives
her traumata, she also transforms and grows from it, which leaves the reader with a

positive outlook for the country’s future.

3.2. The absence and presence of early love and care in Ana’s life
3.2.1. Anaand her mother — “a void”*° left behind

Usually the first deep relationship of a child develops in relation to its mother. But in
Ana’s case her mother dies giving birth to her. Therefore, she cannot experience any
form of maternal love and care. Ana suffers from deep feelings of guilt, which are
additionally engraved in her own name: “[I]Jt’s a beautiful name, Ana, he says. He
whispers it slowly, as though savouring every syllable. A-na Lu-isa. It’s your mother’s
name, dear. The most beautiful name in the world.” (QT 67) Ana experiences her name
as a burden and wants to free herself from it: “That’s why | want to change it, she says.
It’s her name. Not mine.” (QT 67) For Sam, however, it seems to be important to keep
the memories of his wife alive, he wants to hold on to them, and to pass them on to Ana.
“She loved the flute, your mother, he often said. How she loved the flute.” (QT 7)
Consequently, Ana knows a lot about her mother, but she cannot access any memories

of her mother herself, regardless of how hard she tries:

She stopped in front of her mother’s portrait. A swirl of pastel lines showed a
narrow face. As a child she’d spent hours staring at the drawing, willing it to live
[..] all she wanted was to make the faded lines a little darker. To access
something - a memory perhaps, a story. To concretise the ghost. (QT 7)

Therefore Ana feels helpless and sad, but also angry at times:

She draws her face up to the portrait. The lines seem to fade further. Speak, she
says, grabbing the picture with both hands. Speak! Her eyes blazing with uncried
tears, she shakes the frame from its hook and flings it on the ground. (QT 126)

Kibler-Ross mentions that feelings of “grief, shame, and guilt” (Kiibler-Ross 4) are
closely connected to feelings of “anger and rage” (Kiibler-Ross 4). However, we hardly
admit that we feel angry about a deceased person and, therefore, these emotions are
repressed. Nevertheless, they are “something very human” (Kiibler-Ross 4) and we need
to consider their actual meaning (Kiibler-Ross 4). She provides the example of a five-

year old bereaved child: “The five-year old who loses his mother is both blaming

QT 136.
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himself for her disappearance and expressing anger at her for having deserted him and
for no longer gratifying his needs. The dead person then turns into something the child
loves and wants very much, but also hates with equal intensity for this severe
deprivation” (Kiibler-Ross 4). It can be assumed that Ana experiences the same kind of
feelings as described by Kibler-Ross. She feels guilty but also deprived and left behind
by her mother. According to Rutter we can speak of “privation” (Holmes 38), referring
to the case that a mother is completely absent and the child’s needs are consequently not
fulfilled (Holmes 38). Ana does not exactly know what it is that she needs and misses,
as she has never experienced her mother’s love and care, but she can, though, sense that
it is exactly this love that she lacks. The gap or empty space left behind after maternal
death is always prominent in Ana’s case, and even unconsciously reinforced by her
father Sam. By telling her about his memories of Ana’s mother, he tries to compensate
her loss, and maybe also to fill the gap or to fill Ana’s memories, but it results in an
even more complicated situation. Ana does not only grief the loss of her mother, she
also gets angry and sometimes frightened by the thought of her. The absence of Ana’s
mother, or rather her “presence in absence” (Davar 14), reminds of “the uncanny”
(Freud qgtd. in Clack 251) as described by Freud, referring to something that is familiar
but at the same time strange and frightening (Clack 251). This is exactly the feeling
which seems to arise in Ana in relation to her mother. She experiences the presence of
her mother enforced by her absence, lingering around the house like a ghost. “[D]eath
and dead bodies,...the return of the dead,...spirits and ghosts” (Freud gtd. in Clack 253)
seem to be the “most uncanny thing at all” (Clack 253).

Due to the constant reminder of her mother’s death and her father’s inability to
recognise its effects on her, Ana’s early trauma of loss stays unresolved and has severe
consequences on the development of her identity. Ana seems to deeply incorporate her
early trauma and appears to be highly vulnerable and anxious of leaving any traces in

the world:

She wants to be invisible. To slip into the cracks in the floorboards. She never
wants to be a destructive, noisy child, never a nuisance. She knows exactly what
it cost her father for her to be alive. And somehow it had stuck. Even in crowds
she moved like the wind, like a secret, between people, buildings. Often she had
to exhale consciously. [...] Others, like herself, negated the space they occupied,
cleaning up after themselves, fleeing from their shadows. (QT 16-17)

The early trauma of maternal bereavement follows Ana throughout her life, and gets

repeated by other forms of loss that follow.
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3.2.2.  Anaand her father

In the absence of her mother Ana attaches even more to her father, and centres all her
life on “the single inhabitant in her entire world” (QT 63). As a child it is only in his
presence that Ana feels safe and comforted. Consequently, she also enormously fears
separation from him. One day, for instance, Ana gets involved in a march of the Soweto
Uprising on the streets, mistaking it for the march of the town’s circus at first. She gets
lost in the crowd of people, tries to flee, but cannot manage to change her direction. Ana
desperately cries out for Sam, but she cannot grasp a sight of him among all those
people. Suddenly Sam appears, picks her up and makes his way out of the crowd with
her.
She runs to the next street and waits till they reach her, a mass of moving,
singing, swaying, stamping bodies, carrying white placards. By the time she
turns to look for her father she is engulfed by the mob, unable to see anything
but legs. She tries to flee, but in her panic, loses direction, and instead of getting
out of the crowd, only immerses herself deeper. [...] Sam! she shouts. A
policeman yells something, lifts his arm to threaten him, but Sam runs straight
past him. Sam! she screams again, as he picks her up in one movement, running

with her under his arm, sweat pouring through his shirt, running, running till he
reaches the car. (QT 61)

In this moment Ana experiences a lot of fear, but her greatest fear seems to be being
separated from Sam, as “far more terrifying than the tear gas, the police, the dogs, the
screaming, was her separation from Sam” (QT 63). Ana remembers another incident,
when Sam had forgotten to pick her up after school to bring her to her flute lessons with
Mr. Trimble. She had been waiting for a while, wandering around restlessly, and

worrying whether something has happened to him so that he is not able to show up.

But today’s a flute day. He’s never late on a flute day. Twice a week, after
school, he picks her up and takes her to Mr. Trimble, where she has lessons after
school. As she stares into the distance [...] her mind starts to wander. It strikes
her that something might have happened to him. (QT 57)

Ana experiences a lot of fear in moments of separation from Sam, but she also reacts
with extreme outbursts of anger when she feels that Sam deliberately separates from
her, simply leaving her behind. So one day, when Sam decides to drive away for some
petrol without Ana, she starts begging to be taken with him at first, but then gets angry,

shouts at him, and desperately kicks the door after he has left.

CAN | COME too, Sam? I'll be five minutes, dear. The car’s jammed full of
timber. I’d rather not take expensive wood out in this rain. I want to come too.
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I’ll only be five minutes, he says. Then I’ll be back with the gas [...] No, she
says. No what, dear? He’s picking up the car keys, making for the door. Me too,
she insists. ‘Fraid not, he says, picking her up and seating her on the table
alongside the large bowl. [...] Then he leaves and locks the door behind him. Me
too! she shouts. At the sound of the car engine starting up, she jumps off the
table and tugs at the door handle. When it doesn’t open, she beats the door as
hard as she can. Then kicks it. (QT 125)

As Ana fears separation from Sam, she enjoys their close moments even more, in which
they are only by themselves. “Just the two of them” (QT 63). Ana tries to keep Sam all
by herself and does not want to share him. So she also protests against any women in
her father’s life, such as Marge West or Shanti, who could possibly plan to marry him
and take him away from her. Even as a grownup she remembers the feelings and

anxieties she had about losing her father at all times.

In general, this demonstrates characteristics of a normal and healthy relationship
between Ana and Sam, as Ana shows typical elements of early attachment behaviour
and reacts with fear and angry protest to any threatened separation from her father.
However, their bond is burdened by her mother’s death and Sam’s inability to accept his
loss and to move on.
[...] beautiful as your father was, in every way, there was just no getting near that
man. He operated in another reality. What do you mean? she said. But she knew
the answer. He only had eyes for a ghost. Only one woman for him in his

lifetime. And you, of course. [...] It was poetry, watching the two of you. (QT
163)

Sam sometimes seems to be absent-minded, revelling in memories and living in a
different reality, a reality in which he and his wife are still united. This also creates the
feeling in Ana that she has to compete with her dead mother for his love, which even
makes them rivals to a certain extent. Ana tries hard to fill the gap created by her
mother’s absence and to make her father happy; however, she fails over and over again.
“[...] she couldn’t sustain it. Couldn’t keep the joy from slipping away from him again,
try as she might.” (QT 108)

Due to this complex situation, Ana feels relieved when she leaves South Africa and
moves to London. She leaves a heavy weight behind, but she soon misses her father and
gets restless between their telephone calls. According to Bowlby, “attachment and
dependency, although no longer evident in the same way as in young children, remain
active throughout the life circle” (Holmes 81). However, their calls slowly diminish and

finally stop at all, until Ana finally receives news of her father’s death. She cannot
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believe that he has died, goes over each of their latest conversations again and again,
searching for traces and hints towards the fact that he would die. His death is sudden
and overwhelming, and she cannot grasp the meaning of it. So Ana not only suffers
from maternal “privation” (Holmes 38), but also from paternal “deprivation” (Holmes
38), as pointed out by Rutter, referring to the case that the early love and care that has
been experienced is suddenly removed, and therefore desperately missed (Holmes 38).
Nonetheless, Ana now gets active and takes the next plane to South Africa, without
even telling Michael. Back home in the cottage Ana first continues life as usual,
organising and sorting out things. As Sam had been her primary attachment-figure right
from the beginning of her life onwards, it takes a long time for Ana to be ready to face

the truth and to start mourning for his death.
3.2.3. The dominant quality of silence

When examining Ana’s early attachment relationships, one can sense that silence is an
integral quality of them. There is a silence that Ana experiences in relation to her
mother, who is absent and cannot engage with her. There is also a silence in relation to
her father, who loves her but who also often fails to efficiently communicate with her.
In 1973, Jensen introduced five functions of silence: The first function is that of
“linking” (Jensen gtd. in Kurzon 1674), either tying people together or worsening their
relationship; the second function is that of “affecting” (Kurzon 1674), describing the
effects on the side of the addressee; thirdly, the “revelational function” (Kurzon 1674)
of silence, by which “the person reveals that s/he does not possess knowledge on the
topic” (Kurzon 1674); fourthly, the “judgmental function” (Kurzon 1674) of silence,
indicating “assent or dissent” (Kurzon 1674) to what has happened; and lastly, the
“activating function” (Kurzon 1674) of silence, denoting the silent period in which the
person chooses his words before speaking (Kurzon 1674). In Ana’s case we can see
components of each function in different situations, as silence not only links her to both
of her parents, but also affects her deeply and leaves traces on her personality.
Moreover, silence reveals a lot about the state of her father Sam, about her own
emotional state, and also the state of Ana’s relationships in her adult life. “My father
used to say that the most important things are often hardest to say, Ana said.” (QT 116)
In addition, there is also an activating silence before moments of communication, as can
be seen between Ana and Daniel, who choose their words carefully before addressing

each other. However, the silence in Ana’s life seems to be imposed on her by her



3. Susan Mann’s Quarter Tones 45

parents; therefore, we can speak of “external silence” (Kurzon 1676) in contrast to
“internal silence”, which “is found within the silent person him- or herself” (Kurzon
1676).

3.3. The flute and music

In the course of the story the reader gets to know that the flute and music have been
important to Ana since her early childhood. Her father Sam works as a luthier, and
builds and repairs broken instruments of all kinds. “Stringed instruments were his
speciality — violins, guitars, even mandolins. But he tinkered with others too.
Harpsichords. Pianos.” (QT 8) Sam loves his work, and it seems that it is only then that
he can forget about his wife’s death and experience some joy. “She loves being near
him when he is doing something that makes him happy. Loves to hear him upstairs
humming, or singing.” (QT 60) Ana often sits alongside him, watches him work, and
listens attentively to his passionate explanations of an exercise. Ana enjoys these single
moments of joy and comfort, which tie them together closely.
Every day after school she sits alongside him in her school uniform, the
oversized brown tunic and stiff hat, and watches, knocking him now and then
with the rim of the hat, and handing him tools as he asks for them. He explains
each part of the exercise, as he works. The notes are made from boxwood, Ana,
he says. See? And the black notes out of stained pear. Will it have jumping
jacks? she wants to know. She knows all about jumping jacks from the spinet he
had resurrected the year before. (QT 9)
Ana is constantly surrounded by music and it is not surprising that she develops the
wish to actively play music herself. It might be due to her father’s constant reminder of
her mother playing the flute, “She loved the flute, your mother, he often said. How she
loved the flute.” (QT 7), that Ana decides to learn how to play the flute, and starts to
visit flute lessons twice a week. The flute and music become more and more important
for Ana, and the reader senses that there is a deeper meaning behind it. “My father used
to say that the most important things are often hardest to say, Ana said. He said that’s
why we have music.” (QT 116) Cross and Tolbert (24) have commented on the
relationship between music and the meaning beyond:
When we say that something has ‘meaning’, we are claiming that our original
something points to, or is attached to, or can be used to infer the existence of,
some other thing beyond itself. Some sort of relationship exists between our
original entity or event and something beyond itself. [...] When we engage with

music, we tend to feel that it has significance; it appears to mean something,
even if that meaning is entirely personal to us.
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3.3.1.  The transitional qualities of the flute and music

Winnicott believes that in times of separation from the mother, the child makes use of a
transitional object or phenomenon in order to bridge the gap left behind (Winnicott,
Playing 96-97), and to provide itself with feelings of comfort, safety, and trust (Metcalf
and Spitz 102-103). As Ana’s mother dies at birth, her first experience is that of
separation. Before Ana and her mother had formed a unity, but after birth Ana is forever
separated from her. It is not a short separation that she can bear. Rather, it is a
permanent separation, which leaves a big gap behind. However, as Ana grows up, she
learns more and more about her mother by means of her father, who draws a lively
picture of her by dwelling upon memories. As Davar points out, the child needs
something, such as “a faint memory trace” (Davar 13), in order to “exist without terrible
panic when the mother is absent” (Davar 13). The memory fills the gap left behind by
the mother and the child finds a way to relate to this memory again and again (Davar
13). It can be assumed that Ana is also somehow able to fill the gap as she develops a
mental image of her mother, although this mental image leads to quite ambiguous
feelings. Ana sometimes feels comforted by the thought of her mother, but sometimes
she also feels frightened and angry. Therefore, in order to relate to the mental image of
her mother, Ana develops the flute as a transitional object, symbolising “the union of
two now separate things” (Winnicott, Playing 96), namely Ana and her mother. The
flute seems to provide her with comfort and security, and by playing it, Ana also seems
to be able to open up a “potential space”, such as described by Winnicott (Playing 41).
Ana remembers one evening vividly, when she and her father Sam sit together closely,
read stories and talk about instruments. Ana feels comforted and absolutely safe in
Sam’s presence, she starts playing the flute and after trying out some melodies she
knows by heart, Ana suddenly plays a new melody, a melody of her own, which
comforts her and feels peaceful. It is a very touching moment, a moment of comfort,

trust, love and transition or even of rising above.

Afterwards he wraps her in his dark green blanket, the one he puts over his legs
when it is cold and he is working, and reads her the story of the Henpecked
Giant. Then he fetches the Collings guitar from the loft. And my flute, she says.
Please bring it too. He shows her the hairline crack in the guitar, and lets her run
her hands along it, and test the strings. [...] She takes her flute from its case and
holds it up against the guitar to compare its size, and shape. Then she plays him
the latest piece Mr. Trimble has taught her. It’s quite straightforward, she hasn’t
even practised it much. Yet that night, tucked in between the elements, she
allows her flute to transmute that simple melody into something else, something
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that feels peaceful. When she finally puts it down and looks over at her father, he
is sleeping, the Collins guitar resting on his lap. (QT 59-60)

In this scene we can feel that it is not only the flute but also music which embodies
transitional qualities for Ana. By following Busch’s argumentation (Hong 63), the flute
can be regarded as Ana’s primary transitional object that she develops early on and that
relates her to her mother. Music, however, can be regarded as a secondary transitional
phenomenon that she develops later on in childhood, relating her to her mother but
primarily to her father Sam. By playing on the flute and by producing music Ana moves
in the transitional space, where she is able to be creative and to enhance her own self.
We do not know how the transitional phenomena develop further in Ana’s early life,
whether their transitional functions fade or just remain in the background, but we can
observe that they reappear later on in her life at a time of urgent need, which is the time
after her father’s death.

3.3.1.1. Transitional experiences, mourning of loss and recovery

Although Ana’s life is troubled by many factors, it is the death of her father which
seems to shake her most, taking her off grounds. Sam had been the loving and caring
figure during her childhood, and his death now seems to bereave her of all the security
and safety that she had ever received. In this situation of utmost need the transitional
functions of the flute and music seem to slowly reappear, representing parental comfort
and protection. Ana returns to her father’s cottage in Noordhoek. As she makes her first
steps through the lonely house after a very long time, she feels insecure, frightened and
also guilty. She carries the flute along with her, and it somehow seems to relieve her,
giving her comfort and security, so that she finally manages to wander around the

house.
Still holding the handle of the flute case, she started making her way into the rest
of the cottage. Her footfall, tap, tap, tap on the quarry tiles, and somewhere in
the silence, the churn of the sea. [...] From where she stood, she could see the

dust on the wooden staircase up to the two bedrooms. Instinctively, she lifted the
flute case up to her chest and hugged it. (QT 5)

However, when Ana starts to unpack her suitcase, putting everything into place, she
cannot find a suitable place for the flute and decides to place it somewhere out of sight.
It is obvious that Ana experiences quite ambivalent feelings towards the flute, clearly

reminiscent of the feelings Ana experiences towards her mother.
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Only the flute had not found a place. She stared at it for some time. Then took a
chair, climbed onto it and wedged the hard black case inside the linen cupboard,
out of sight. She locked the door, then examined the room from her elevated
position. Yes, it was better. So much better. (QT 26)

Although Ana spends a lot of time revelling in memories, she does not seem to be ready
to face her father’s death and mourn his loss. At first she continues life as usual and
refuses to show any overwhelming emotions. Only when she meets Shanti one day and
they start talking about Sam, Ana experiences a sudden urge to cry, but again she
represses her feelings. She wallows in a state of emotional numbing and refuses to be
confronted with any obvious indications of her father’s death. Therefore, she clings to
hope by refusing to enter her father’s room and his garage.

By keeping the door closed, she felt that some part of him still lived. She

sometimes touched the door handle, as she was passing. Not to open it, but as

some kind of acknowledgement. He was still there. She had not been left behind.
Had not been left behind. (QT 56)

It takes a long time before Ana is finally ready to enter his room. And at that moment

she experiences different feelings. On the one hand she feels comforted, but on the other

hand, she feels frightened and wants to flee.
The room sprang to life in the candlelight. She shivered. Jerked her head to the
curtains billowing diaphanous in the breeze. The part of her that wanted to rush
out of the door, jump though the window, followed close behind, as she slowly
made her way around the room. It had hardly changed. His bed was made, the
green mohair blanket, frail and folded at the bottom. She touched the pillows,
pulled out a pair of pyjamas that had been placed beneath them. She lifted them

to her face, brushed her cheeks against them. The smell of flowers. Her father
smelled of flowers. (QT 134)

Sitting on her father’s bed Ana thinks about the last months and why her father had not
told her about his illness. She concludes that her father had wanted to die in order to end
his misery and finally to be with her mother, leaving her behind. And suddenly Ana
turns angry. “Or were you scared 1’d stop it somehow? Or try to. Yes, that’s it, isn’t it?
She said aloud, You wanted to go. And cancer was your ticket out. Journey back to
her.” (QT 134) However, at this moment Ana feels her father’s presence stronger than
ever before since her return, and so she suddenly grasps one of his whistles in the room
and starts to play on it. Ana at first plays some familiar tunes, but soon she starts to
experiment, “testing the open holes to create quarter tones, eighth tones” (QT 136). Ana
seems to get lost in her play, lost in a space between reality and fantasy, being flooded

by memories.
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As she played she felt the sounds vibrating through her fingers and with each
breath emptying out, a fullness growing from within [...]. The more she allowed
her hands to sing, bending the notes, finding the grace notes, rolling the whistle,
the more haunting the music. She leaned into it, as different memories and
sensations flooded each texture, each tone. [...] Yet as she savoured each sound
that she teased out of the low whistle, it occurred to her that she was no longer
playing someone else’s melody, no longer obediently hitting the quavers and
semiquavers according to somebody else’s transcription, no longer using music
as a séance to reach the dead, or a passport to Michael’s bohemian rhapsodies,
but allowing the music to take its own lead, allowing the music to play her,
pulling her deeper and deeper through currents of sorrow and joy, each note an
atom of grief and elation, split and reunited into one artery of song. (QT 136-
137)

In this moment the transitional functions of music seem to get reactivated in its entirety,
as Ana dwells in memories of her father, which comfort and also soothe her. She starts
to mourn for the first time in her life, mourning for the many losses in her life, but
mainly mourning for the loss of her father Sam. Bryant-Davis (94) describes mourning
as “experiencing grief for and recognizing the losses one has endured”. He (94) says
that “[p]eople mourn in different ways. It requires the capacity to sit with one’s feelings
of sadness. This begins with an acceptance of the fact that there have been losses.”
Moreover, the music opens up a third space and Ana develops her own melody, which
allows her on the one hand to mourn the past but also to change. The reader feels that
this seems to be a turning point in the story as Ana starts to let go of her feelings and
cries for the first time. Franzke (31) describes relieving moments like these as
“Katharsis” (Franzke 31). “When she finally stopped playing, because her nose was too
blocked, she knew that the tears, still wet on her cheeks, had paid some kind of tribute.
As though an overflow of something had forced its way through the cracks, the scars.”
(QT 137)

From then on, Ana dwells in the third space, playing different tunes in her head over
and over again. Ana now starts to again experience music as something warm and alive,
as something that makes her heart grow full. Ana asks herself why music is always
related to the heart and not to the arms. She would love to be embraced and hugged by
arms of music, resembling arms of love and consequently arms of her parents.
SHE WOKE THE next day with a tune in her head. Was it her head? she
wondered. Or her heart? Why not some other part, if an idea really needed to be
housed within the confines of the body. Why not a song in her spleen, her liver,
her solar plexus, like indigestion? Why not her arms? She liked that. She had

woken with a song in her arms. It was something you could pull towards you
and inhale, like holding Tapiwa, like holding a baby, something warm and
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changing and alive, full of possibilities - delight, heartbreak. She sank back into
the blankets and smiled. (QT 146)

Every night Ana works on her melody and experiments in the third space. “The melody
was unlike anything she’d heard before. It was her own. [...] With each new day she
would hear another dimension to it. Each night she went back and worked on it some
more, spinning and weaving its nuances into the tempo, breathing it into the light.” (QT
146)

By playing music Ana has found a way to access feelings of comfort and safety, which
allow her to mourn her father’s loss and to reunite with him while also re-identifying
herself by finding her own melody. Ana repeats these experiences again and again, until
one day she can no longer activate the transitional functions. “AND THEN THE late-
night playing stopped. She tried to find him with the bansuri, the low whistle, and as a
last resort, her flute.” (QT 169) Ana seems to have mourned her father’s loss and is now
ready to free herself of him and to move on. She decides to fly to an audition in Paris
and for the first time, Ana plays on the flute again and the music that she produces
relieves her from all the losses in her past. “Then within a few bars, she had lost all
sense of time and place. [...] Soon the professor, the university and even Poulenc were
growing very small. The memory of failed interviews in London, her own life there, its

longing and displacement and shrinking.” (QT 180)

3.4. Other forms of art: sculpturing and gardening

When Ana returns back home to South Africa after her father’s death, she not only
slowly starts to reconnect with the flute and music, she also makes use of other forms of
arts, sculpturing and gardening, which seem to pave the way for her to mourn for her
losses and to recover. According to Kramer, art is generally to be seen as a process
which “gives opportunity to externalize, re-experience and resolve conflicting feelings”
(Waller and Dalley 9) and which, therefore, initiates a healing process (Waller and
Dalley 9). However, in this context the term ‘art’ does not imply the production of high
art or ‘Kunst’, but it rather implies the active process of producing art or ‘Gestaltung’
(Franzke 11). The wish to become active, the wish for ‘Gestaltung’, can also be
observed in Ana’s case. When her neighbour Daniel starts to rebuild the broken wall
between their properties, Ana at first watches him work, but soon she envies the way he

becomes active and uses his hands to create something. As Daniel does not accept her
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help in building the wall, Ana develops an inner drive to create something else and she

starts to experiment and to mix the materials.
Then suddenly it occurred to her; she had all the materials necessary to make a
statue — something for the garden. She could shape the core out of wire, then
clad it with mortar. [...] she found a patch of flattened grass, poured a bit of
cement onto it, and repeated the process she had watched for days; powder,
sand, water. She stirred it with a stick, round and round, until she had the perfect
consistency. [...] The cement burned her hands, collected under her fingernails,

but she waited until she was ready to leave her first batch — the base and the tail
— to dry, before she went back indoors to find some kitchen gloves. (QT 97)

Kramer states that especially in the spontaneous production of art objects emerge which
symbolise inner feelings (Waller and Dalley 9). In Ana’s case it is the statue of a
mermaid that she decides to shape. “She could make something in the style of the Owl
House, an owl, a camel. No, a mermaid, she decided. She would try a mermaid. Michael
would approve.” (QT 97) According to Philpotts, mermaids have had a powerful
symbolic value for thousands of years, being closely tied to the sea and representing its
“shifting, ever changing, dual nature [...] as both life-giver and destroyer.”** They are

11 as the upper half of their bodies is that of a woman and the lower

“hybrid creatures
part of their bodies is that of a fish. As they can assess qualities of both, they can also be
said to be symbols of transformation and change. Mermaids are most often represented
as seductive creatures, sitting on a rock in the middle of the sea, combing their hair and
singing. Their magic song creates men “to abandon themselves, to hurl into the deep, to
sprout wings, to transform, to die to self and emerge into a new form with new
knowledge and understanding.”*! They call men into the unknown in order to change
and to transform, escorting them until this process has finished.** Ana seems to decide
to shape the statue of a mermaid, as she enters her own process of transformation and
change, accompanied by fear of change, fear of facing her wounds. On the one hand, the
mermaid calls her into her own inner deep. On the other hand, she also accompanies
Ana on this way. However, the mermaid can also be said to represent Ana herself. Or
more precisely, Ana in her relationship with Michael. He has always described her as a
mermaid because he wants her to be his escort during his own periods of change, sitting
on a rock, applauding him from time to time. “Her life with Michael so far had been
exactly that — she was a willing and supportive audience, watching from a distance,
from a rock where he had placed her, high enough for her to see and applaud

everything, as he rode wave after wave;” (QT 103) Ana seems to enjoy the process of

7 April 2013. <http://northstargallery.com/mermaids/mermaidhistory2.htm>.
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sculpturing as she experiences a lot of joy and even starts humming while shaping the
mermaid. She allows herself a lot of time to work on the statue; it appears to be her
major task during the following weeks. Sculpturing seems to gain therapeutic
dimensions for Ana, as it relieves her and takes some weight off her shoulders. Ana
seems to portray her old identity into the statue, a mermaid which is caught in stone.
However, one day the mermaid appears to come to life and it seems that Ana’s old self
starts to communicate with her new self. “Suddenly the statue came alive. She stood
back to look at her — the tail swirled round, encrusted with glass and small pieces of
mirror, the flow of her waist up into her high breasts, shoulders and long neck, the arms
outstretched, pleading. But in her eyes, resignation. Hello, Helen, she said to the
fishwoman.” (QT 115) As Ana continues to work on the statue of the mermaid she
seems to grow stronger and stronger, until she finally feels good enough to deal with the
bereavement of her father Sam.

It must also be mentioned that Ana works on the sculpture in the garden, which
represents a safe environment for her. She had always loved to play in the garden when
she was a child. She had imagined talking to the plants and sitting among them, among
her family. “Family, she thought, as she walked home. Those we’re born into, those we
choose. Erica, Protea, Aloe, she whispered as she passed them. They were only days
away from blooming Family she imagined they said in reply” (QT 55). In the first few
lines of the book the garden is already presented as a mirror to Ana’s soul; after her
father’s death the garden is bleak and wild, everything’s either growing out of order or
is broken. After some time has passed and Ana starts to recover by working on the
sculpture, she also decides to change the garden. When Ana has finished the sculpture
she first places it into the herbal garden, but it does not feel like the right place for it.
Ana then puts the sculpture next to the back door, thinking of what to place in the empty
spot of the herbal garden. Daniel suggests her to make a sundial, which can be regarded
as a symbolic attempt to bridge the time, the time between the past and the present,
relating to both of them. Ana agrees and decides to plant some sunflowers next to it. In
contrast to the beginning of the book, the garden now seems to be growing, getting back

to life again, just as Ana does.

THE HERB GARDEN needed something in the middle. She tried seating the
mermaid on a log and placing it at the centre, amidst the quadrants of basil,
rosemary, fennel and oregano, but it didn’t feel right. The mermaid wanted to sit
on her tree stump at the entrance to the back door. She moved her back there.
Stood staring at the empty spot, pondering. Another sculpture? A water feature?
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A sundial? It was Daniel. [...] I'm going to plant giant Russia sunflowers around
the sundial, once it’s in place, she said. (QT 149-150)
The process of sculpturing is portrayed as a bridge between the inner world and outer
reality of Ana. It seems to open up a space in which Ana can discover her identity,
changing and transforming it from an old to a new self. It is the aim of art in art therapy
to blur the boundaries of fantasy and reality; thereby, reminding one of the transitional
space experienced in childhood. Ulman comments on this transitional function of art:
Ihre treibende Kraft kommt aus dem Inneren der Personlichkeit; sie ist ein Weg,
Ordnung in das Chaos zu bringen — bestehend aus den chaotischen Gefiihlen und
Impulsen im Inneren und der verwirrenden Menge von Eindriicken von Aulien.
Sie ist ein Mittel, um sowohl sich selbst als auch die Welt zu entdecken und um
eine Beziehung zwischen beiden herzustellen. In dem gesamten kreativen

ProzeR werden innere und auBere Realitat zu einem neuen Dasein verschmolzen.
(Ulmann gtd. in Dannecker 158)

Next to the flute and music, sculpturing can therefore be regarded as another transitional
phenomenon in the third space. It helps Ana to come to terms with herself and probably
also to get stable enough in order to go through the heavy process of grieving and

mourning and finally also of recovering and healing.

3.5. Transformation and Post-Traumatic Growth

Triggered by the bereavement of her father, Ana seems to discover different ways of
dealing with the traumatic events and states of distress in her life. However, Ana is not
only able to start coping and recovering, but she also changes and transforms into a new
self. As Etherington (31) points out, “[t]ransformation is a word that implies more than
recovery or healing; it implies a fundamental shift at the core of our being”. This shift
regarding Ana’s self is clearly directed towards the better, and therefore we can not only
speak of transformation in Ana’s case, but also of growth, a positive growth out of
negative life events.” This applies to what Tedeschi and Calhoun (4) describe as
“posttraumatic growth”, which is
the experience of individuals whose development [...] has surpassed what was
present before the struggle with crises occurred. The individual has not only
survived, but has experienced changes that are viewed as important, and that go
beyond what was the previous status quo. Posttraumatic growth is not simply a

return to baseline — it is an experience of improvement that for some persons is
deeply profound. (Tedeschi and Calhoun 4)

2 However, Bryant-Davis (162) stresses the fact that the traumatic life event is not “the source of the
growth” as the positive outcome after a trauma cannot be ascribed to the trauma itself, but rather “to the
survivor’s hard work in the recovery process”.
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In 1996 Tedeschi and Calhoun (5) created the “Posttraumatic Growth Inventory”, which
describes the five major areas of growth, namely “greater appreciation of life and
changed sense of priorities; warmer, more intimate relationships with others; a greater
sense of personal strength; recognition of new possibilities or path’s for one’s life; and
spiritual development” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 6). In Ana’s case we can see that in the
process of transformation and growth, Ana gets stronger, more content and self-secure.
She builds new friendships with her neighbours Franz and Daniel van der Veer and also
with their housemaid Angelina. She develops great artistic qualities of which she had
always dreamed of and asserts herself finally as an artist. However, as it was only
important to her to prove that she could succeed. She turns down the invitation for
enrolment at the Music Programme in Paris and travels back to South Africa. Finally,
Ana herself feels her change and decides to also make some changes around the house:
That left her father’s room. It’s time, Sam, she thought. Time to put some of
your things away. You can drink a memory dry. Till it curls up like a leaf in
winter, and keeps breaking into tinier pieces. It’s time to look up. That room
where you slept has so much of you, so much light. I thought about making it a

music room. | can make a special thing to hang my flute and my whistle on the
wall. | can see the desk for composing. (QT 186)
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4. PATRICIA SCHONSTEIN’S A QUILT OF DREAMS®

4.1. The different layers of trauma and distress in Reuben’s life

In her novel A Quilt of Dreams Patricia Schonstein presents to the reader different
layers of trauma in relation to the individual and to collective. The story starts out with
the protagonist Reuben Isaac Cohen van Tonder who is in need for a major change in
his life and struggling for a new identity. By this it can already be sensed that Reuben
suffers from a difficult past. Like Ana in Quarter Tones, Reuben experiences a troubled
start into life; his mother Lilianna performs an abortion, but not knowing that she has
been carrying twins, Reuben survives. This must have cost him a lot of strength early
on, but Reuben’s will to survive seems to be strong.
Later, they stood transfixed as the doctor explained that she had been carrying
twins; that the second one was miraculously intact and safe; that Lilianna would
be hospitalized until delivery as the cervix had been compromised and the
infection had to be contained; that the blood loss had weakened her. [...]
Lilianna’s baby was born premature and had to stay in hospital until he reached

a prescribed weight. He was beautiful and never cried. It was as though he knew
to save his tears for another time. (AQoD 270-271)

Four months after Reuben’s birth, his mother commits suicide and Reuben experiences
an unbearable separation and loss. Although his grandparents, Gershon and Rosa, are
willing to care for him, they are not granted to do so due to their age and the long
working hours in their shop. Therefore, Reuben has to grow up as a Jew in a Catholic
orphanage, where he experiences massive deprivation and neglect. His longing for
motherly love and comfort is not fulfilled, and so Reuben starts to cry and continues to
do so for the rest of his childhood in order to express his pain.
It was at the orphanage that he was named Baby because there he cried through
the first five years of his life. As one among twelve babies in the nursery, with
his neglected nappy full and burning, he wailed to be held and cuddled and
whispered to. The other infants stopped making demands early on and settled
into the rhythms of four-hourly feeds, given dispassionately and without

tenderness. But this little Jewish boy knew in his bones that small people are to
be held and coddled all through their lives. So he cried. (AQoD 31-32)

Growing up in an orphanage is often identified with an unfortunate start into life and
this is also supported by research. Anna Freud demonstrated in a study published in

1944 that most children raised in institutions are at disadvantage when compared to

3 The interpretation of chapter 5.2. is based on the following primary source: Schonstein, Patricia. A
Quilt of Dreams. London: Black Swan, 2007. Direct quotations from it will be indicated as follows:
AQoD [A Quilt of Dreams].



4. Patricia Schonstein’s A Quilt of Dreams 56

children brought up in families (Edgcumbe 42). They seem to suffer from “poor health,
physical underdevelopment and deterioration in brain growth, developmental delay and
emotional attachment disorders” (Browne 1). Anna Freud explains that this is due to the
fact that interaction between mother and child at home can take place at any time during
the day, whereas in institutions interaction is limited to restricted times such as to
bathing or feeding times (Edgcumbe 43). Nelson et al. add that institutions are often
overcrowded, characterised by strict routines, and run by untrained caregivers (Browne
9). This is also what Reuben experiences very early on in the orphanage. However, the
nuns there not only neglect the children, they also treat them in a cruel way. As Reuben
expresses his pain by his constant crying and whimpering, one of the nuns locks him up
in the broom cupboard on his fifth birthday and threatens him: “‘Baby Cohen van
Tonder, I’'m sick to death of this nonsense.[...] I’m going to lock you in here and let you
out only when you stop blubbering. [...] Otherwise I'll throw the key into the deepest
ocean for an octopus to swallow, and we’ll all forget about you. Then I’ll tear up your
file and no one will ever know a thing about you.”” (AQoD 32-33) Reuben immediately
stops crying and lies down on the floor deeply terrified, until he finally gives in to the
darkness of the cupboard. “He held his hands over his ears to shut out the sounds of
darkness which were like the wails of demons. In the blackness, Baby lay against
brooms and brushes, [...] until finally his terror yielded and he fell asleep.” (AQoD 33)
The reader feels that Reuben is clearly treated wrongfully here. Although Reuben is
used to the loveless behaviour of the nuns, this event is shocking and overwhelming.
Consequently, he tries to repress any memories of it and never starts to cry again, not
even when he gets raped by the dean of the institution. Later on, Reuben recalls his time
in the orphanage: “‘They were cruel. Frustrated as all hell. And Father Victor, well, he
just had a field day with all us boys. Our backsides were reamed out before we knew
how to count.”” (AQoD 286) Since he is the only Jewish boy in a Catholic institution
Reuben neither receives comfort from the caregivers, nor any support from the other
children. He gets bullied and even beaten up by his companions. “He was a Jew-boy
whom no one wanted to befriend. He was born to burn in hell forever.” (AQoD 49) His
Jewish religion makes him an outsider, living “at the edge, not mainstream like
everyone else” (AQoD 292). This alienation is also something that Reuben experiences
later on in life. The only times in which Reuben experiences joy and happiness are the
times of his grandparents’ visits once a week on Sunday afternoons. “Then he was

soothed and petted and his intuitions confirmed.” (AQoD 32) Therefore, Gershon and
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Rosa develop as Reuben’s principal attachment-figures. Later on, when Reuben turns
six years old, he is also allowed to visit his grandparents at home. From then on, Reuben
starts to live from one Sunday to the next, refuelling all the love and comfort at that one
day, so that he can bear and survive all the cruelties in the orphanage during the rest of
the week.

When Reuben is finally grown up and released from the orphanage, he starts to live
with his grandparents until he decides to enlist in the military. After the basic training
he is sent to war in Angola, where he has to shoot a great number of African people.
Soon Reuben experiences emotional numbing and regards killing as part of his
professional duty as a soldier. ““The first one you kill is hard. But after that, you just
shoot and don’t get emotional. You just close off.”” (AQoD 284) However, one day
Reuben has to kill Boniface, a boy of about eighteen years of age, who has already been
badly treated and tortured. Reuben struggles at first, but then shoots the boy; however,
he does not die immediately. ““No, he didn’t die straight away. | shot him in the head
but he didn’t die right off [...]. That was my fault. Not getting the shot right. [...] He
turned round and tried to get up. He almost got up. He reached out to me, like for help,
like I should hold him up or take him home or something.”” (AQoD 282-283) Reuben
feels irritated, he cannot close off anymore, and his emotions seem to overwhelm him.
He reacts by hitting the boy hard, so that he finally dies. Later on, Reuben reports this
horrible event: “‘I shoved him with my foot, so that his face went down into the dirt.
And that’s how he died. He died with his face down in the dirt.”” (AQoD 301) Even
though Reuben killed many Africans in the course of the war, this incident hits him
hard. He tries to repress the memories of it and starts to drink alcohol in order to
consciously block their recurrences. Bryant-Davis (79) describes this way of dealing
with trauma as one form of “[a]voidance”. Nonetheless, Reuben gets haunted by his
crime in form of heavy nightmares. “‘Sometimes I have bad dreams. I see his face when
I dream. Only the eyes are soft. Just a kid’s eyes. Crying. They don’t want to be dead.
He was just a kid.”” (AQoD 283)

When Reuben returns back home to South Africa, he finds out that his girlfriend
Georgie has not been waiting for him, instead she has left with another guy. Reuben is
heartbroken, but after some time he recovers. With the help of his grandfather Gershon
he opens a bottle store. One day Georgie returns penitently and they decide to marry,

dooming themselves to a life of misery. After a few years, Reuben is hit by the loss of
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his grandparents; his grandfather dies in a fire, and his grandmother refuses to live on
without him. “‘[...] my grandparents dying, that was terrible. You know, trying to save
my grandfather, wrapping my grandmother’s burning hands. Sitting with my
grandmother at her deathbed. [...] She didn’t want to live. Not without my
grandfather.”” (AQoD 287) Reuben is completely overwhelmed by this loss because
both of his principal attachment-figures have been ripped away from him at once. He
experiences a great emptiness and remains in shock. Reuben stays in his grandparents’
house for about a month, after which he does not return to it for a long time. He
mentions to his friend Aziz later on: “*Actually, | haven’t been right for a long time.

Come to think of it, not since my grandparents died.”” (AQoD 30)

However, after his grandparents’ death, Reuben finds out that he has been betrayed by
them all his life in regard to his parents. On the one hand, Reuben discovers that his
mother has not just died a natural death, but that she actually committed suicide by
drowning herself in the river. ““You see, I thought that my mother died because she was
too good for this life. That she just faded off - you know, went back to being an angel
up in the clouds. [...] But, really, she committed suicide.”” (AQoD 285) On the other
hand, Reuben finds out that his father has not only been alive but also in close distance
to him. ““I used to watch that guy from my grandmother’s window while he dug his
garden. [...] I didn’t have to grow up like I did. I could have stayed home.”” (AQoD
287) Reuben has never been an orphan, and he could have been spared a cruel
childhood if his grandparents had supported their contact. “‘I keep thinking, maybe we
could have known each other. Maybe he would have liked me. Maybe he wouldn’t have
left if he had got to know me.”” (AQoD 319) Rachman (304) describes betrayal as a
traumatic experience, and defines it as “a sense of being harmed by the intentional
actions, or omissions, of a person who was assumed to be a trusted and loyal friend,
relative, partner [...]” (Rachman 304). Most often betrayals come suddenly and cannot
be grasped at first (Rachman 304). Their effects, however, hold on for a long time,
resulting in “a breach in an existing bond of trust that is usually irreversible” (Rachman
304-305). Rachman (305) mentions five different categories of betrayal, whereby
Reuben experiences betrayal in form of “dishonesty” (Rachman 305) by his
grandparents. It can be said that Reuben has already experienced betrayal very early on
by his mother, who tried to perform an abortion, and also later on in the orphanage,
when he is left to the hands of caregivers who clearly misuse their power. Nevertheless,
the betrayal by his grandparents seems to be more severe as Reuben has been more
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attached to them and has trusted them more deeply than anybody else in his life.
Consequently, when Reuben finds out that his whole life has been based upon lies, he

starts to realise his misery and decides to make sense of his life.

In addition to the individual traumata throughout his life, ranging from the events
around his early birth, his cruel childhood in the orphanage, his experiences in war, the
loss of his grandparents and their betrayal, Reuben also experiences different traumata
in relation to his family’s history, and in relation to the country’s history. As Van der
Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela (4) point out:
The narrative of my life is linked to a multitude of other narratives, and its
interaction with these other narratives forms part of its total meaning. Narrating
my life is not merely an individual matter. | am not only the main character of
my own story, but also a minor character in the stories of others; my story is

intertwined with those of others. My story is embedded in family histories and in
the history of a city and a country; my story is part of our story.

So, on the one hand, Reuben’s story is to be regarded as part of his family’s story.
Reuben’s grandfather Gershon has experienced war in Nazi Germany, culminating in
1938 in Crystal Night. Gershon, who is a thirty-eight year old Jewish man at that time,
witnesses the Nazis burning down and destroying everything close-by, as well as his
father’s death that night. Deeply traumatised by the threats of genocide, the loss of his
father, and the loss of home, Gershon leaves the country and seeks refuge with his aunt
Pearl Kulber in South Africa. He decides to store his memories away, to keep “his
horror tightly sealed in his heart, where it would remain, surfacing only in nightmares
that would plague him periodically [...] (AQoD 68). Gershon is soon introduced to Rosa
Miller and, although they do not passionately love each other, they decide to marry.
Because Rosa has been rejected by her mother early on and by men throughout her life
due to her disfigured harelip, she considers Gershon as the best and only option for her.
After their marriage Rosa and Gershon move into a house in George Street, open their
own store, and soon their daughter Lilianna is born. They love her deeply, but
unfortunately they pass on parts of their traumata on to her. “As much as Rosa had
worried that her baby would be disfigured, Gershon worried, once she was born, that
something would happen to take her from them, in the way his father had been snatched
by the Nazis.” (AQoD 263-264) As Lilianna means everything to them, they are heavily
affected by her death and never recover from it. Gershon and Rosa’s multiple traumata
are not only passed on to their daughter Lilianna, but they also take an influence on

Reuben’s life. Figley and Solomon state that trauma often has an impact on those who
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are in close contact with the traumatised, affecting children as well as grandchildren
(Scharf 604). “[T]he process of transferring the characteristics of trauma experiences to
subsequent generations” is referred to as “intergenerational” or “multigenerational
trauma.” (Denham 396)™ Although his grandparents never talk about their past, being
unwilling to relive it, they demonstrate their traumata to Reuben by means of their
behaviour. They live isolated lives at the edge of society and they cope with their
problems by means of avoidance and silence; this is also transmitted to Reuben, who
learns to deal with his traumata in the same way. In addition, Reuben’s story is not only
part of his family’s story, it is also part of the country’s story. Reuben voluntarily
participates in the military and is sent to war in Angola, fighting and killing for his
country, protecting its borders. Back home Reuben joins the reservists, patrolling in the
townships, witnessing the famous case of the murder of the Cradock Four and their
funeral. Reuben experiences the height of political unrest, until the apartheid system is
finally overthrown and its laws are slowly abrogated by President F.W. de Klerk, who
frees Nelson Mandela and other popular political prisoners (AQoD 362-363). Therefore,
Patricia Schonstein portrays not only Reuben’s individual traumata, but also how his
life is intertwined with his family and with his country, pointing towards a higher

collective.

All in all, Reuben suffers from different layers of trauma and distress, but he does not
actively deal with it, and instead attempts to repress all related memories. He seems to
be highly afraid of his past and tries to escape from it by means of alcohol. “The bottles
stood, as they did each morning, in greeting, their glorious colours glowing through
their glass, their promises of transcendence strapped across them like the light of angels
— their partnered nightmares hiding far away.” (AQoD 21) Reuben develops a severe
addiction to alcohol and also gets aggressive easily. Bryant-Davis (113-114) argues that
anger can be constructive as well as destructive. In Reuben’s case it can be clearly
identified as being destructive and unhealthy. Although Reuben tries hard, he does not
succeed in completely banning his memories from his consciousness, and they seem to
haunt him in form of nightmares, which he finally tries to reduce by taking sleeping
pills. This all leads Reuben into a life of misery and on the morning of his thirty-second
birthday he decides to seek professional help in order to change his life, to recover from

his past and to set up a new identity.

14 Other terms commonly in use are “collective trauma”, “historical grief” and “intergenerational PTSD”
(Denham 396).
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4.2. The absence and presence of early love and care in Reuben’s life
4.2.1. Reuben and his mother

Reuben’s life begins as by a wonder as he unknowingly survives the attempt of his
mother to perform an abortion, at the expense of his twin’s life. As Lilianna is in a bad
physical condition, she is hospitalised and after one month she gives birth to Reuben.
Although Reuben has had a troubled start into life, Lilianna then entirely adapts to his
needs and affectionately cares for him so that they develop an intimate bond. Even later
on in life Reuben recalls lovely memories of that time. “Then he would remember
reaching up to pull her long hair; he would remember the sweet smell of her; the white
skin of her breasts as she fed him; her voice as she whispered to him.” (AQoD 271)
Nevertheless, it can be doubted whether Reuben is really able to recall accurate
memories of that time, but he definitely seems to be able to relate to his early
experienced feelings of love and care.

However, when Reuben turns four months old, his father Jacobus leaves the city in
order to work in Port Elizabeth and soon afterwards Lilianna desperately commits
suicide. Reuben is suddenly deprived of his mother’s love and left behind with a great
feeling of emptiness and a sense of annihilation. As Reuben has experienced his
mother’s love and care, he knows exactly what it is that he misses and longs for; he
suffers from complete maternal deprivation and, consequently, from a painful loss. In
the orphanage nobody tries to fill this gap. Nobody cares about his longing for love and
care. He is even not allowed to grief and to express his pain, being forced to silently
deal with it. Therefore, Reuben enjoys the weekly visits at his grandparents’ house even
more. There he is comforted and gets the chance to relate to his mother by looking at
old photographs of her and by listening to his grandparents dwelling in memories of her.
Based on his own early experiences with his mother and on his grandparents’
fragmented stories, Reuben pictures a lovely image of his mother, which is clearly too
good to be true. “Her name was Lilianna. She had long black curls. Her cheeks were
like petals. Her voice was a bird’s song. She was lovely beyond words. The sun once
rose each morning only on her account.” (AQoD 45) On each of his weekly visits
Reuben also sneaks into his mother’s bedroom, lying down on her bed, trying to invent
her and to access feelings of her love and care. ““Hold me,’ the boy would whisper into
his mother’s pillow. ‘Come back to me so that I can sleep here and not at the orphanage.

Come to me, Mama. I am waiting for you,” (AQoD 45) Being held and embraced by his
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mother seems to be important for Reuben and alludes to what Winnicott describes as
“holding environment” (Abram 183). Early on Reuben has experienced loving holding
from his mother, and now he seeks for the comfort and protection once gained from it.
So it can be said that Reuben not only suffers from the deprivation of his mother’s love
and care, but also from an intense longing for it. Holm (625) defines longing as “a blend
of the (primary) emotions of love or happiness and sadness or depression [...]. It is
experienced as a need for something — a thing, a state, a relationship — without which
one’s life does not feel complete.” Reuben suffers a lot from the early separation and
bereavement of his mother. Just as in Ana’s case in Quarter Tones, Reuben’s early loss
becomes a core experience that is repeated by other losses in his life, until Reuben is

ready to face his different traumata and to start mourning.
4.2.2. Reuben and his grandparents

Anna Freud and Burlingham state that the feelings of institutionalised children “remain
undeveloped and unsatisfied”, “ready to leap into action the moment the slightest
opportunity for attachment is offered” (qtd. in Edgcumbe 48). As Reuben gets no
chance to attach with one of the caregivers in the orphanage, he attaches with the only
persons in his life that comfort and soothe him, namely his grandparents. They represent
his principal attachment-figures throughout childhood, and they also remain important
later on in life. However, Reuben is only able to access their feelings of love and
comfort at the weekends, feeling deprived during the rest of the week. Each Sunday
Reuben can hardly wait to visit his grandparents, he even excitedly starts running half
way. When he arrives at his grandparents’ house he is always welcomed warm-
heartedly by his grandmother. “‘Gershon! Look who’s come to visit us. Just guess
which special visitor has come to see us today. It’s Reuben! It’s our dear, wonderful
Reuben,’ his grandmother would announce.” (AQoD 36) By entering the house, Reuben
seems to enter a safe and peaceful place in an otherwise cruel world. This reminds of
Bowlby’s concept of the “secure base” (Bowlby, A Secure Base 62) to which a child

regularly returns from its excursions of life.

[...] he would sigh and breathe deeply of the unique smell that poured out of the
house to engulf him. [...] for the boy, it was a scent of comfort, as was the
reassuring bouquet of his grandmother, which he inhaled when he buried his
face into her bony chest, letting her hold him tight against herself, closing his
eyes in a sense of relief that here was love. (AQoD 35)
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His visits follow the same routine every time; first, Reuben and his grandparents eat
lunch, then they repeat Friday night’s Shabbat together. After that, Reuben and his
grandmother Rosa often go into his grandparent’s bedroom, lying next to each other,
either dwelling in memories of Lilianna or enjoying a meaningful silence, until it is time
for Reuben to return to the orphanage. “The hour marked the end of a day of
unconditional love and the start of a week of unbearable loneliness.” (AQoD 48)
Although Gershon and Rosa comfort Reuben, he feels that they are getting old and
fragile, not being resilient to cope with everyday life’s problems. Therefore, Reuben
soon develops a feeling of responsibility towards them and tries to protect them.
He was no longer the one who accepted reassurance and support from his
grandparents. He was the one who gave it. He kept the cruel world he frequented
more secret than ever, and he told tales of himself as someone bold and brave.
As the years passed they came to rely on him emotionally, grateful for his
assuring presence; grateful for his apparent social courage and strength. (AQoD
53)
All in all, Reuben’s grandparents have been the only attachment-figures throughout his
childhood, and even later on they represent his “anchor point” (Holmes 81), as

described by Bowlby. Reuben is, therefore, shaken by their death and cannot deal with

it for a long time.

4.3. The quilt
4.3.1. The origin of the quilt

Quilting has a long tradition in human history, and can be described as “a medium that
has enabled, and continues to enable, women to create works in which they speak the
truth about their lives” (Witzling 619). The reasons for making quilts can be manifold,
but generally they are intended to commemorate (Witzling 620) and to give comfort to
beloved ones (Witzling 631). As Radka Donnell mentions, quilts “speak of warmth,
closeness, intimacy, contact, and union between persons” (qtd. in Witzling 632). This
can also be observed with the quilt in the story, which is created by Rosa after the birth
of her daughter. It is destined to bridge the gap at times of their separation by providing
Lilianna with feelings of comfort and love.

After her baby was born, in a fit of melancholy at being separated from her

while she worked in the store, Rosa decided to make a quilt for her daughter,

though she had never sewn before and did not know any of the intricate stitches

required. She thought that if with each stitch she whispered her daughter’s name,
the quilt would become imbued with her love and longing. (AQoD 104)
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From the salesman Emmanuel Levy, Rosa’s secret and unfulfilled love, she gains
different pieces of fabric, which “had come from all corners of the earth, some ancient
and some just old; all of them exquisite” (AQoD 55). They consist of “pieces of
cretonne, lamé, lace, taffeta, English jaspé velvet, cisele velvet and Turkish linen. Each
piece was thoughtfully chosen; some were embroidered, some richly decorated [...],
some hand-printed, some masterfully woven [...]” (AQoD 111-112). Witzling (623)
mentions that quilts are sometimes made from re-used fabrics and sometimes from more
exquisite fabrics which are purchased for this special purpose. By arranging the pieces
of fabrics, the quilt then comes to life, “regardless of whether they are pieced or
appliquéd, made with commonly used pattern or one that is unique to an individual quilt
maker” (Witzling 620). Rosa spends a lot of time arranging the pieces of fabrics and
carefully sewing them together, square by square, stitch by stitch. After thirteen years
Rosa finishes the quilt, which by then has the size of a double bed, sparkling and
glowing due to its vivid texture. However, at that time Lilianna has already died and has

never seen the quilt in its entirety.

It must be mentioned that the quilt fulfils different symbolic functions in the story. It is
not only a symbol of love and comfort, it is also a symbol of humanity. The quilt is “an
organic work” (AQoD 105), which steadily grows over time, and consists of different
fabrics from all over the world; each fabric is unique, colourful and sparkling.
Moreover, all of the squares are tightly sewn together, their fates being intertwined with
each other by means of each stitch, waiting for the last square to be completed. As
Emmanuel explains to Rosa, “‘[...] the last piece is always the most important. I have
specially chosen a simple and undecorated fabric, as an understated summary of the
whole. It is very much the keystone of an arch: the signature, so to speak’ (AQoD
115). The quilt in itself represents a harmonious unity and, therefore, symbolises hope.
It can be regarded as a model for humanity and for the South African country
specifically, which completely lacks harmony at the time Rosa starts to create it. “Over
the years, while the country’s apartheid regime strengthened and its policies became
more cruel and divisive, the quilt had slowly grown towards a harmony of types and
unison of different colours.” (AQoD 112) According to Robertson (86), “[t]he use of
cloth and textile as a metaphor for the nation” (Robertson 86) is nowadays very popular
as it presents the nation as “fragmented yet united” (Robertson 86-87). By introducing
the quilt as a recurring symbol throughout the book, the author again points towards
both the individual and the collective.



4. Patricia Schonstein’s A Quilt of Dreams 65

4.3.2. The transitional qualities of the quilt

By sewing the quilt Rosa intends to create an object that gives comfort and love to
Lilianna; however, the more she hopes that her daughter will rely on it in times of her
absence, the more Lilianna ignores or even rejects it. As Gaddini (113) points out,
“when the mother is too insistent upon giving ‘the object’ to the baby and when there is
an overemphasis on ‘the symbol’, despair occurs, and the object is thrown away or
decathected.” However, the quilt then clearly develops as a transitional object for
Lilianna’s son Reuben. Winnicott describes the “typical” transitional object as “a soft
object in the infant’s intimate environment” (Brody 566), and this also applies to the
quilt as an object which is to be found in his beloved mother’s room. Although it is not
exactly known when the transitional object develops in Reuben’s case, it has to be at
some time around the age of six, when he is allowed to visit his grandparents at home.
Usually the transitional object develops quite early in a “psychologically supportive
environment” (Brody 591) which is “one in which social communication, explorative
activities and curiosity are stimulated” (Brody 591). However, as Reuben grows up in
the orphanage, he only experiences such an environment later on, when it is provided by
his grandparents Gershon and Rosa. The quilt relates Reuben to generations of love; the
love that Rosa felt for Lilianna and later on for Reuben, and also the love of Lilianna
felt for him. Therefore, it clearly embodies qualities of a mental link between mother
and child.
On his visits, after they had eaten, Baby would go through to the bedroom his
mother had lived in, where she had slept; the room he was brought to after his
birth; the room in which her dead body was placed. He would lie on her double
bed, on the beautiful patchwork quilt Rosa had made for her, and try to invent
her, try to make a mother out of the adoring snippets his grandparents had given
him. [...] and he would attend with bated breath, his eyes closed as he

anticipated a heaviness on the bed to signal that she was lying there next to him,
ready to take him in her arms. (AQoD 45)

Reuben not only lies on the quilt, he also wraps himself in it, which can be seen as the
wish for being held by his mother, for being completely enclosed by her love.
Kestenberg and Weinstein conclude that the infant enjoys holding the transitional object
because the holding can be seen “like a reciprocal of his being held” (Brody 567).
Moreover, Reuben also touches and kisses the quilt much as the infant likes “to bring it
to his face, smell it, open and close his mouth on any part of it. [...] he can hold it tightly

in his fist or press it against his body” (Brody 591). Also in later life Reuben returns to
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the quilt in times of need and distress in order to be soothed and comforted. For
instance, when Reuben returns back home from war and finds out about Georgie’s
betrayal, he ends up heart-broken and locks himself up in his mother’s room, resting on
her quilt. “He lay for days on his mother’s bed, wrapped in her quilt, depressed, staring
up at the ceiling of her room [...].” (AQoD 168) Also after his grandparents’ death,
when Reuben decides to change his life and to face his trauma by narrating his story to a
therapist, he feels deeply traumatised and seeks comfort and care by means of the quilt.
In the parlour, he put on the light, pushed aside the chaise longue and leant up,
crying, with his arms outstretched, against his mother’s quilt hanging on the
wall. The fingers of his right hand traced the raised patterns of a piece of
brocade; his left fingers felt the softness of Genovese velvet. He breathed in the
smell of the old work and tried to whisper into it, tried to say something to his
grandmother who had sewn it, and his mother, who had lain on it. [...] Instead he
placed his lips upon an embroidered lily and let his tears wash down on it [...].
The fragrance of a woman’s breath overwhelmed him and the tranquillity of love
alighted upon his heart. Little embroidered tendrils stretched out, covering him,

drawing him into the cloth masterpiece, holding him to the silks and cretonnes
and ancient lines [...]. (AQoD 351-352)

However, the quilt does not merely serve as a comforter; there is much more to it as
Reuben finds enough strength in it to change and to develop his identity.
He lay within the quilt for a minute or an hour or a hundred years. [...] When his
tears stopped falling, when the lilies and leaves had finished their comforting,
they drew back into the silent composition and released him from their embrace.
He stepped back as a sigh shuddered through him, and looked at the quilt as he
had never done before, seeing that it was burnished and good and wonderful.
(AQoD 352-353)
This seems to be a turning point in Reuben’s process of healing and recovering from his
past. After facing the traumatic events he has encountered and after mourning all the
losses involved, Reuben seeks comfort, safety, and help by means of the quilt and is
only released by the embrace of his grandmother and mother when he is ready to face
his life and to move on. The quilt, therefore, plays an important role in Reuben’s
recovery process. He decides to leave Georgie, to leave his house, and to leave his old
life in order to start a completely new chapter. But although Reuben feels ready and
strengthened, he is not yet able to leave the quilt behind; he takes it off the wall and
carries it along on his journey. “Halfway down the stairs he hesitated, put down his bag
and came up again. Without making a sound he slid his mother’s quilt off its rail, rolled

it up and threw it over his shoulder.” (AQoD 353) This might allude to the fact that
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Reuben is still in the process of recovery and that there is yet some work for him to do

in order to arrive at his new self.
4.3.3. Other transitional elements: black dress, bull

Besides the quilt there are two other important objects for Reuben that possess
transitional qualities and that embody a strong mental link to his parents.

The first object is his mother’s black dress, which Reuben admires during each visit at
his grandparents’ house. Every now and then Rosa fetches the dress out of her
wardrobe, presents it to Reuben, places it between the two of them and starts to talk
about her beloved Lilianna. “In the darkened room, they would both sigh, and then lie
down together, the dress held tenderly between them.” (AQoD 48) Reuben heavily
attaches to the black dress and associates deep feelings of love with it. ““I loved that
dress so much. I can’t tell you how | loved it. You know when | held that dress close to
me, | used to feel | was holding her. When | was little and even as a grown man. It sort
of filled out. [...] Like she was right there wearing it and we were together.”” (AQoD
299-300) Again the phenomenon of holding and being held is stressed by Reuben at this
point. However, when Reuben starts to face his past, he burns the dress in a sudden
outburst of anger. ““Fuck, I cried when I burnt that dress. Cried like a damn baby. All
the little beads burst in the heat, and the sequins curled up. And then the cloth suddenly
burnt up, all quickly. Frazzled. When | saw what was happening to it, | tried to save it.
But it was too late.”” (AQoD 300) Winnicott (Playing 5) states that most of the time the
child cuddles and loves the transitional object, but sometimes it also aggressively tries
to mutilate it. Unfortunately, the black dress does not survive Reuben’s attack and is

destroyed completely.

The second object is the carved bull of his father, which Reuben receives from
Nicodemus, an old friend of his grandparents, who visits him after their death. By then
Reuben has already discovered the truth about his father Jacobus. Throughout his life
Reuben has believed that his father just left them behind, being ignorant and evil, and
therefore Reuben has experienced a lot of hatred for him. “‘My mother died when | was
little and my father was a no-good. He left town and never came back after she died.””
(AQoD 154-155) It can be sensed, though, that Reuben has always felt somehow
connected to his father, although he denies every impact of him on his life. “‘I am not

my father’s son’, announced Reuben to the room. ‘I never knew him. He was just a
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stud. I am my mother’s child.”” (AQoD 23) However, after his grandparents’ death
Reuben finds some hidden letters and cheques from his father and discovers that
Jacobus had actually returned back home, but that he had gone mental after receiving
news about Lilianna’s death. After his recovery he stayed in Gershon and Rosa’s
garden, but both sides refused to get in contact with each other. Jacobus did not know
about his son being sent to the orphanage, instead he believed him to be in good care.
So he left after a few years to work as an art critic in Johannesburg, finally joining the
underground and dying in a car accident in Tanzania. When Reuben finds out about all
of this, his world is turned upside down, as well as his perception of good and evil.
When Nicodemus hands him the bull and compares him to his father, finding similar
features in him, Reuben is overwhelmed by his emotions. “‘And the old guy says
something. Fuck, he says something and | just want to scream. | want to let rip and
scream. He says: “Young baas. When | look at your face, | see your father. You have the
face of a good man.”” (AQoD 305-306) That night Reuben lies down on his mother’s
quilt, clinging onto his father’s bull and as he is provided by both their love and
comfort, Reuben feels ready to start mourning their losses. “‘It was night when I went
back in. | locked myself inside and went to lie on my mother’s bed. On her quilt. And
then | started to cry. | cried and cried like a damn baby. Holding onto that bull. Fucking
kissing the bull.”” (AQoD 306) From then on, Reuben carries the bull along in his
pocket, until he is ready to let go of it. This stresses Winnicott’s argument that “[t]he
child must be allowed to abandon it in its own time and its own way” (Young Chapter
8).

The quilt can clearly be identified as Reuben’s primary transitional object, which he
already develops as a young child and which provides him with motherly love and
comfort. Also later on in life he turns to it in times of need. The black dress and the bull
can then be regarded as secondary transitional objects, which develop in the potential
space that opens out early on with the quilt. According to Young, the first transitional
object does not prevent further transitional objects, as “one can still attach similar
significance to other objects with a less addictive intensity” (Young Chapter 8).
Therefore, the black dress and bull accompany Reuben at different times of trauma and

distress, helping him to mourn his losses.

However, Reuben lets go of the bull by passing it on to the black child Vita and by this
he unknowingly enables another transition for Vita and her family. Reuben saves Vita



4. Patricia Schonstein’s A Quilt of Dreams 69

when she accidentally gets involved in a riot by school boycotters and brings her to the
hospital. He is thereby undoing some of his debt, as their fates are already intertwined
by Vita’s brother Boniface, whom Reuben has shot in war. Reuben makes sure that Vita
is taken care of and finally leaves the carved bull for her. The bull means a lot to Vita
and her family due to an ancestral story about Vita’s great-great grandfather Phathuxolo
and the bull of the Boer Isaac. It is said that one day Phathuxolo had fallen in love with
a wonderful girl, but the girl’s father demanded several cows and the famous bull of the
Boer Isaac, sided by the bull of the famous warrior Magoma, in order to give his
daughter away for marriage. The Boer Isaay only considered giving away his bull for a
gold British sovereign, as he knew that Phathuxolo could hardly get hold of it. It took
months and a clever manoeuvre by Phathuxolo to finally gain some British money, but
he never traded it for the bull and married the girl anyway. This triggered bad luck for
all the generations following afterwards. Vita then takes Phathuxolo’s British coin and
plans to buy a bull in order to change her family’s destiny. Miraculously Vita receives
the carved bull from Reuben and it can be felt that by this the family’s transition from
bad to good luck has taken place. The bull can be regarded as a “personal memento”
(Parkin 313) to Vita’s great-great grandfather, embodying his story so that generations
afterwards can relate to it. It is “the place of interpersonal relations as a depository of
sentiment and cultural knowledge” (Parkin 317) and, therefore, it can be compared to
the concept of transitional objects as described by Winnicott (Parkin 317). However,
private mementoes do not only relate to parents (Parkin 318), but to the “continuity
between and across the generations” (Parkin 318). Parker describes people who have to
flee and, therefore, inscribe their personhoods into objects; they de-objectify themselves
again in safety, and they finally reconstruct their selves (Parkin 315). When Vita
receives the bull from Reuben, she and her family can also relate to their ancestor
Phathuxolo and reconstitute themselves by means of it. It gives comfort to them as their
bad luck seems to be resolved and leads them into a better future. As Vita’s

grandmother tells her,

‘The spirit of that great bull came to you, from out of the shadows, from the life
beyond, for he saw your earnestness. [...] When you are well, we will lead the
spirit of that golden beast hoe, and stand this his likeness at our doorpost for the
sun to touch and for all our ancestors to gaze upon. Great-great-grandfather will
have peace now, for you have found the essence of what he left unfinished. Bad
luck will never visit us again’. (AQoD 347)
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The transition from bad to good luck can also immediately be observed as Vita’s father
is released from prison, and the family is reunited at Vita’s hospital bed. However, the
bull is not only a symbol of transition for Vita and her family, but also for the South
African country as the bull connects the fates of two families of black and white and,
therefore, represents a transition from apartheid to a new and brighter future.

4.4. A lifelong struggle for identity

In the first few pages of the book the reader already witnesses Reuben’s wish for change
and his wish for a new identity, a new self. ““Today,” he threatened his life, holding his
arms around himself as though to give comfort, but also support, for it was a brave
amendment he was preparing to address. ‘Today. From today things are going to be
different.”” (AQoD 16) The roots for Reuben’s struggle for identity can already be
found in his childhood; Reuben is deprived of his mother very early on, and he does not
receive enough compensation for her love and care. Consequently, Reuben is neither
able to develop a basic feeling of trust, nor a basic feeling of identity. According to
Erikson (104) these basic feelings develop out of the first symbiotic unity between

mother and child, providing important grounds for later life.
Was wirden wir fur das friheste und undifferenzierteste >>ldentitatsgefiihl<<
halten? Ich wirde sagen, daB es aus dem Zusammentreffen von mdatterlicher
Person und Neugeborenem entsteht, einer Begegnung der wechselseitigen
Vertrauenswiirdigkeit und des gegenseitigen Erkennens. Das ist, in all seiner
infantilen Einfachheit, die erste Erfahrung dessen, was in spateren
Wiederauftritten in Liebe und Bewunderung nur als ein Gefuhl der >>geweihten

Gegenwart<< bezeichnet werden kann, nach der der Mensch immer ein
Urbedurfnis empfindet. (Erikson 106)

The child slowly develops different mechanisms in order to reach autonomy, but it has
to be supported by its environment, and protected from failure and doubt (Erikson 111-
112). However, Reuben does not receive this kind of support at the orphanage. Instead,
he is even deprived of part of his identity by being renamed as Baby, which alludes to a
weak and underdeveloped character. Reuben internalises these weak traits and he also
internalises a feeling of being bad and alienated, due to the stigma of his Jewish
religion. Reuben feels deeply ashamed of himself, ““You’re just a Jew-boy Kaffir-lover!
Jew-boy Kaffir-lover!” the boys at the orphanage taunted. ‘I’'m not so. I’'m not a Jew.
And I’'m not a Kaffir-lover,” denied Baby, defending himself.” (AQoD 50) All these
traumatic events lead up to a shattered self of Reuben, which becomes noticeable in
different parts of his life. At the height of his suffering Reuben ponders change and
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seeks a new identity which is strong and in self-control. He decides to rename himself
from Baby to Reuben, to give up drinking, and to present himself as someone smart and
strong. “‘I want to be who I am. It’s that simple.”” (AQoD 29) Reuben also seeks help
in therapy in order to narrate his story and to make sense of it. During these hard times
the quilt of his mother supports Reuben by providing him with feelings of comfort and
security. Based on this, Reuben is able to put together his fragmented self and to even
develop new aspects that enhance his self. Although it is still a long way to go for
Reuben, he is already recovering from his past. Herman (202) describes “reconciling
with oneself” as the last stage of recovery from a traumatic past. The person looks back
and takes with him or her some of the positive aspects of the previous identity, leaving
other aspects behind, in order “to become the person she wants to be” (Herman 202).
This last stage is primarily concerned with regaining control and power over one’s

identity, triggering feelings of pride and hope for the future (Herman 202-204).

4.5. From avoidant to active attempts of coping

Bryant-Davis (146) argues that people usually respond to traumatic experiences with
already familiar strategies of coping. Therefore Reuben reacts by avoidance, and tries to
repress all his traumatic memories by means of alcohol and other substances, thereby,
reaching a state of emotional numbing. This can be described as an “unhealthy”
(Bryant-Davis 146) or even “destructive” (Bryant-Davis 146) coping strategy, as it
“compromise[s] the survivor’s safety, health, functioning and well-being” (Bryant-
Davis 146). It is important to move from unhealthy to healthy strategies of coping

(Bryant-Davis 146) and this can also be observed in Reuben’s case.

At first, Reuben seeks professional help by means of a therapist, who empathically
listens to him and supports him in narrating his life story.
Narrating one’s life is about finding structure, coherence and meaning in life.
Trauma, in contrast, is about the shattering of life’s narrative structure, about a
loss of meaning — the traumatized person has ‘lost the plot’. A fundamental issue
concerning trauma is the regaining of meaning after trauma, the rewriting of

one’s life narrative to incorporate the traumatic loss in the new narrative. (Van
der Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela 6)

Remembering and putting together the pieces of the past seems to be a rough process, as
Reuben is often overwhelmed by his emotions, he starts crying or even quits the therapy
sessions early. ““Hey, I’'m sorry, crying like this. Jesus. A grown man and 1 still cry.””

(AQoD 300) Reuben slowly starts to make sense out of the traumatic events of his past
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and along with this also of his perception of good and bad, right and wrong changes.
This is most obvious when he witnesses the police getting ready to shoot at the
protesters of a school boycott.
As he stood looking out at the explosive, tinderdry gathering of forces,
something deep in him stirred. It was a quick movement, a swift reshuffling of
his perception of right and wrong. He realized something unforgivable was
about to happen. He heard his own voice screaming as he battled to unlatch the
door of his bottle store and unlock the burglar gates: ‘No! No! You fucking

stupid Kaffir kids! For fuck’s sake, what are they doing? get outta here! They’re
going to shoot you! For fuck’s sake! Oh Jesus! Help me stop them! (AQoD 324)

It is already too late for Reuben to stop them, but he discovers the black child Vita, who
accidentally gets involved in the riot, and saves her by bringing her to the hospital. This
seems to be a turning point for Reuben, who feels his change and is completely
overwhelmed by it. “Reuben sat, clasping his head, leaning over his knees. ‘What’s the
matter with me? I’m going mad, Rudi. I’ve shot at blacks myself. What the fuck’s the
matter with me? | can’t stop shaking, Rudi.”” (AQoD 332) Back home Reuben takes a
shower, letting go of his feelings by crying. “In the shower, Reuben soaped his whole
body, [...] suppressing a sob that seized him at the throat. Unable to stop his emotions,
which burst like a spring tide against the retaining wall of his composure, he leant
against the tiles and cried [...] and letting the hot water pour over him, washing him
clean, taking his tears down the drain.” (AQoD 341) Reuben starts to face his past and
he again mourns all the losses involved. For the last time he seeks comfort and love by
means of his mother’s quilt and finds enough strength in it to seek change. Then Reuben
packs his suitcase, shoulders the quilt and makes his way out into a new life.

“World!” he called out into the sharp air. ‘I am Reuben Isaac Cohen van Tonder!

Listen to me! Listen to this nothing-of-a-Jew, this fucking drunkard, this

murderer, this abusive shit! Today! From today, everything is going to be

different. Just watch how I turn my whole life around, and find forgiveness, and
start again’. (AQoD 354)
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5. JOANNE FEDLER’S THE DREAMCLOTH®Y

5.1. The different layers of trauma and distress in Mia’s life

Joanne Fedler’s novel The Dreamcloth can be described as a family saga, which
portrays the lives of different generations, in which each individual has been deeply
traumatised. The fates of these traumatised individuals seem to be linked by means of
the character Mia, who leads a burdened life from her early beginnings onwards.

Mia survives a very difficult birth and consequently suffers from an early “birth trauma”
(Winnicott, Through Paediatrics 180). She brings an end to her mother Fran’s fertility
and for some moments “beginnings and endings” (TD 39) seem to be close in the
“nightmare of tangled birth and death” (TD 39). Winnicott believes that a “birth
experience” (Through Paediatrics 180) does not necessarily imply a trauma as the child
does not experience any anxiety at this point; this is only the case when the birth
experience is extremely difficult or abnormal (Winnicott, Through Paediatrics 180),
such as in Mia’s case. Fran survives her daughter’s birth, but she is unable to experience
any love for her and does not even want to see her. So Mia is separated from her mother
immediately after birth, by not being caressed and comforted by her. Klaus, Trause and
Kennell describe how mothers usually pick up their babies after birth, hold them in their
arms, calm them down by stroking and touching them, until the infant finally gets
hungry and wants to be fed (Bowlby, A Secure Base 6). Instead of this common
motherly behaviour, Mia experiences a great gap, and is handed over into the care of her
father. Throughout her childhood Mia experiences maternal deprivation, so she clings to

Issey and they develop a strong and loving bond.

Soon after her birth it is obvious that Mia has to carry a deep burden that has been
passed on to her. Issey tries hard to comfort Mia, but she does not stop crying. “Gripe
water, Mozart and even the odd dose of whiskey in her bottle could not calm her. Colic
they called it, but Issey suspected a deeper angst.” (TD 42) This “deeper angst” (TD 42)
can be seen as a result of Mia’s birth trauma and the early separation from her mother,
and also as a result of the trauma passed on to her by her grandmother Maya. Maya has
led an unfulfilled life, being forced into a marriage with Mia’s grandfather Yankel,
hiding her true sexuality and love for the seamstress Rochel, finally fleeing from the

> The interpretation of chapter 5.3. is based on the following primary source: Fedler, Joanne. The
Dreamcloth. Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2005. Direct quotations from it will be indicated as follows:
TD [The Dreamcloth].
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Holocaust in Lithuania to South Africa. Maya has to leave her true love behind, only
carrying Rochel’s dreamcloth with her, which is then passed on from one generation to
the next. Early on Mia is haunted by her grandmother’s restless ghost. “[...] the
irresistible impulse, the same that pushed her to write, drove her to slide into someone
else’s life and make it her own. There was nothing sinister about it. Sad old ghosts, just
like her, did it all the time.” (TD 329) However, Maya constantly inflicts Mia with her

trauma and consequently with pain and suffering.

Mia’s inherited or intergenerational trauma manifests itself in different elements.
Firstly, Mia is named after her grandmother and by sharing the same name, a strong link
is created between them. This is also expressed by Rabbi Goldenberg, whom Fran and
Issey consult in their despair about Mia’s “difficulty” (TD 132). ““When a child bears
the name of an ancestor, there is a link, a very important bond that is created between
the two souls. [...] A name is a very powerful force. It is the root of who you are.”” (TD
134) The Rabbi offers to change Mia’s name into a proper Jewish name and suggests
the name of Rachel, which embodies another allusion to Maya’s secret lover Rochel.
““It is your true identity — the part of you that has been missing.”” (TD 135) By the
change of her name, Mia incorporates not only Maya’s fate, but also that of Rochel.
Secondly, Mia is also branded by means of her birthmark, which is “a pale oval dent on
the centre line of her head” (TD 40), caused by the touch of her grandmother’s ghost at
birth. “Her first touch was too eager, too rough. She never intended to squeeze, S0 that
its little skull caved in, and all was lost. The next time she left just a fingerprint.” (TD
331) Besides her birthmark, Mia also grows a white strand in her full black hair,
reminding one of an elderly woman’s hair. Thirdly, Mia also acquires her
grandmother’s talent for language and words. At an early age she is able to read without
even being taught and later on she develops a great gift for composing poems. Fourthly,
as Maya had detested Yankel because he forced her into an unwanted life, Mia also
experiences negative feelings towards him, even at an early age. “The first time she was
put in Zaide Yankel’s arms, only days old, she exploded into a fit of screeching so
horrible it was as if his very touch was scorching numbers into her baby’s flesh.” (TD
60) Yankel feels this strange connection too, having a vague premonition about Mia.
“‘And with this child,” he said, curving his finger at Mia, ‘is somethink [sic] goink [sic]
on. I don’t know what it is, but it is somethink [sic]. Somethink [sic] of your mama,” he
said, turning to Issey.” (TD 71) However, later on Mia’s antipathy towards Yankel

extends to men in general, which can also be regarded as inherited knowledge from



5. Joanne Fedler’s The Dreamcloth 75

Maya. “Mia thought about the kind of trouble men were. [...] Zaide Yankel was truly
horrible. Men were definitely trouble” (TD 130).

Maya’s trauma haunts Mia in the form of heavy nightmares, which always present Mia
holding a needle, her hand being covered all over with blood. Although Mia cannot
make sense of her dreams at this point, they can be interpreted as referring to Maya’s
feelings of guilt in relation to Rochel’s desperate suicide after Maya’s emigration to
South Africa. Caruth (58) refers to Freud’s observation of “the unavoidable and
overwhelming imposition of historical events on the psyche”, which can also be
observed in Mia’s case as her nightmares seem to be overwhelming and out of her
control. The repetition of these nightmares is extremely painful as Mia relives Maya’s
trauma again and again. Such as her grandmother’s presence in general, her nightmares
can be said to possess an “uncanny” (Herman 41) or even “daemonic [sic]” quality
(Freud gtd. in Herman 41). Besides her nightmares, Mia is often occupied with cruel
stories, “[...] about houses burning, babies dying, dogs with one eye, goats that bleed,
hearts tearing, limps in dustbins” (TD 116). These intrusions of the past are obvious
signs of Maya’s touch upon Mia, but they also demonstrate how much Mia suffers from
the trauma passed on to her.

Mia also suffers from another dimension of her intergenerational trauma, which is her
Jewish heritage. As Freud mentions, “Jewish monotheism, as the sense of chosenness,
thus defines Jewish history around the link between survival and a traumatic history that
exceeds their grasp” (Caruth 67). Rabbi Goldenberg also thinks that Jewish people are
chosen to suffer and he believes Mia to embody a Jewish “collective unconscious” (TD
132). “‘I have a theory about South African Jews. I call it ‘Destabilized and
Detribalized’ — it’s my own name for what in layman’s terms could be called confused
identity. Or multiple identities.”” (TD 132) The Rabbi alludes to Mia’s Jewish
ancestors, leaving Europe in times of anti-Semitism, settling in different places such as
in South Africa, not being able to find a new home, always being on the run. This also

applies to Mia, who constantly feels restless and never at home.

However, Mia’s traumata seem to be relieved with the appearance of Asher, who later
on turns out to be Rochel’s son. For a short time Maya, Rochel and Asher are reunited
by means of Mia and she experiences a sense of completion and satisfaction. “With
Asher’s arrival, like a parachute from the sky, the pieces she had always felt were lost or

missing inside her were all gathered together.” (TD 211) Asher though seeks revenge
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for his mother’s suicide, and slowly intrudes into and destroys Mia’s family. After
spending a long time among them and seducing Fran into an affair, Asher suddenly
leaves and takes his mother’s dreamcloth with him by stealing it from Mia’s father.
Issey then suffers from a nervous breakdown and commits suicide, believing that
everything he had once loved has been taken away from him by Asher. Mia is shaken
by his death, as Issey has been her principal attachment-figure throughout life. In
addition, she experiences great feelings of guilt for having been in favour of Asher
instead of him. In contrast to the “prolonged” and “repeated” traumatic events of
maternal deprivation and her inherited trauma, the loss of her father Issey is a “single
overwhelming event” (Herman 3), which is sudden and also life-threatening because it

rips away Mia’s grounds of safety.

After her father’s death Mia’s restlessness gets worse, indicating that she wants to
escape from her past. She does not mourn her father’s loss, but tries to run away, to
wander from one place to another, living the life of a gypsy, so as to avoid dealing with
the different layers of her trauma. However, the past catches up with Mia as Asher calls
her in his last moments of life and asks for her support. “Even in his decaying state, he
still aroused that ache from her girlhood, brought to life by his promise that she held
secrets that life would answer for her.” (TD 20) By caring for Asher, Mia also tries to
relieve her feelings of guilt towards her father, on whom she had turned her back before
his death. “Sometimes, she imagined it was her father and not him she was nursing to
the grave.” (TD 20) Shortly before his death, Asher returns her father’s dreamcloth to
her. Mia then feels ready to return to South Africa and to face her past. She starts to
remember all the pain she has survived, to reconstruct her life story and to mourn all the
losses involved. When Mia meets her dying grandfather Yankel again, she finally
receives the truth about Maya and Rochel and a great burden is taken from her, relieving
her from her grandmother’s trauma and paving her way to transformation and growth.
As Caruth (58) points out, trauma does not necessarily imply “an effect of destruction”
but also an “enigma of survival” (58) and this can also be observed in Mia’s case. The
book finishes with an open ending, but leaves the reader with a positive outlook for
Mia’s future on the micro level, alluding to a positive outlook for the future of South

Africa on the macro level.
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5.2. The absence and presence of early love and care in Mia’s life
5.2.1. Mia and her mother — “the cold faraway ice maiden”*°

Fran had already been pregnant once before giving birth to Mia, but unfortunately she
lost the child. Her pregnancy with Mia develops well, but her birth is difficult and
terminates Fran’s fertility, although both of them survive. “The crowning of Mia’s head
at her mother’s tearing vulva brought an end to the months of pregnant agony Fran had
endured, hoping that this one would live. And dragging not only the afterbirth but
Fran’s entire uterus with her, like a fish caught in a net, Mia brought an end to Fran’s
fertility.” (TD 39) Although Fran worries for her child throughout her pregnancy, she
does not want to see Mia immediately after birth. Usually mothers take their children
into their arms, they cuddle and caress them, and they enjoy feeling their little children’s
warmth and heartbeats. Winnicott stresses the importance of a mother’s early behaviour
for her child’s later life. “She is, for the baby, the first environment, biologically and
psychologically. How the mother behaves and feels in relation to her infant will
influence the infant’s health — particularly around the time of pregnancy and just after
birth — for the rest of his life.” (Abram 190) This “first environment” (Abram 190) takes
care of the child’s physiological needs and is completely reliable and adapted to the
child (Winnicott, Maturational Processes 49). However, Fran does not provide such an
environment for Mia as she is “unable to respond to the cry of her newborn child” (TD
39). “She had long dreamed of motherhood, a promised land flowing with milk and
honey. Instead, motherhood had passed over her like the Angel of Death” (TD 40).
According to Winnicott Fran can therefore be identified as a “not-good-enough mother”
(Abram 216), “who cannot surrender to primary maternal occupation” (Abram 216) as
she suffers from some sort of depression. On the sixteenth day after Mia’s birth, Fran is
then finally ready to see her. She takes her little daughter into her arms and recognises
her birthmark, which “was the mark of a furious birth. Branded like a Jew with a
number. So there could be no forgetting” (TD 40). Only then Fran shortly experiences
sympathy with her child, but still something seems to hold her back. When Fran and
Mia get home after six weeks in hospital, it is the housemaid Sarafina and her father
Issey who care for Mia. There is a great distance between Fran and Mia, and so Fran is
highly insensitive to her daughter’s needs. Even later on when Mia wakes up from her

nightmares, Fran does not comfort her, but leaves her deeply frightened and sends her

® 1D 1.
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straight back to bed. Mia expresses her needs quite clearly, but she is simply rejected by
her mother. “But Mom, I'm scared all on my own. Sleep does not want me back.
Holding is what wants me, mom, holding. Mom, Mom don’t send me back there.” (TD
56) Also when Mia suffers from hallucinations and reacts with hysterical outbursts,
Fran just labels them as “bizarre” (TD 109) and hands her over to Sarafina. “It had only
been an hour ago that Mia had bolted into the garden, hysterical, something about
burning her hands. [...] ‘Sarafinaaa,” she had called, ‘Come and help Mia get into her
pyjamas. She’s not well.”” (TD 109) Fran starts to believe that there is something dark
about her own child, which she suspects to have been passed on to Mia by Issey’s
family. But instead of caring for her only daughter, Fran feels uncomfortable and fears
about her reputation. “It was not that she felt responsible for Mia’s nightmares,
hallucinations and outbursts. But she was beginning really to despise the interference
with her own life. Godonlyknows what other people said behind her back.” (TD 110)
Fran simply wants Mia to be normal and happy and not to deviate from the norm. She
does not know how to deal with Mia, and therefore sometimes bursts out, completely
helpless. “‘It’s just a story in my head.” ‘Where do you get such stories from?’ Mia
shrugged. ‘I don’t like such horrible stories, do you understand me?’ ‘I’m sorry Mom,’
Mia said softly. ‘Sorry isn’t good enough! You should be writing about fairies and
happy things. [...] | want happy stories!”” (TD 111)

Instead of love and care, Mia experiences a cold and distant relationship with her
mother. Mia feels unsafe in her presence and cannot rely on her for any help and
protection. According to Bowlby, Mia shows signs of “anxious resistant attachment”
(Bowlby, A Secure Base 124), and she can be said to suffer from “complete
deprivation” (Bowlby, Maternal Care 12) as her mother is physically present but
insensitive to her needs. This troubled relationship with her mother also results in
attachment problems later on in Mia’s life. She struggles in relying on other people, in
trusting and coming close to them. Therefore, Mia cannot enter any deep and
meaningful relationship. Every time she gets close to somebody, she takes a step back
and flees. This can especially be observed in relation to her affairs with men. Mia fears
to be left behind, to be rejected or to lose somebody’s love. This has a close link to her
childhood as Mia has once given herself the promise to never be left behind. “She had,
in all her twenty-nine years, been devoutly allegiant to her childhood promise to herself,
always to be the beloved, never the besotted. Love was not worth anything if the
balance was not in your favour.” (TD 16)
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The relationship to her mother does not change for the better, even not when Mia
returns back home after a long time of absence. Fran still is the “[s]ame cold faraway
ice maiden” (TD 91), being polite but at distance. Mia can neither find any comfort nor
anything familiar in her mother’s presence. “Mia cradled her head on her mother’s
shoulder, hoping for a smell of something familiar, but Estee Lauder got there first”
(TD 91). They have polite chats, but the past hovers heavy above them. ““What’s it like
to see your only child again?’ Mia asked. ‘Lovely,” she said. Mia laughed out loud and
sipped some more. [...] ‘I’m not staying for long, Ma,” she said. ‘Of course, you’re not,’
Fran said, and turned to look at her roses. ‘And it’s perfectly okay.””” (TD 99) In the end
the reader finds out that Fran had always longed for a child, but that she is not able to
show her love to Mia due to her own past. “[...] her unspeakable confession: that she
had wanted a daughter more than any other form of happiness, and also that her coming
had struck a terror in her heart — the fear of loving too much and of losing once what
one cannot bear to live without.” (TD 298) Fran calls herself an “unsatisfactory mother”
(TD 299), finally admitting her fault. However, it is already too late for the both of them
as the time of deprivation and longing has been too long, and there has been too much
harm done to their once unique bond of mother and child.

5.2.2. Mia and her father

Although Mia is deprived of her mother’s love and care early on, her father Issey tries
hard to make up for her loss. So at the beginning of her life Issey “became all Mia knew
of touch, smell and comfort” (TD 40). Issey tries everything to caress her and to relieve
her pain, which Mia expresses by constant crying. “Through the crying, which had
begun on the day of her birth and hardly ceased, Issey nurtured patience. [...] He blew
raspberries on her belly-button; pulled faces for her — crossing his eyes and contorting
his tongue; and he tickled the bare soles of her feet. But Mia cried still.” (TD 42)
Finally, Issey discovers by chance that reading the lines of the poem Mariana by Lord
Alfred Tennyson seems to stop Mia from crying. The poem is about a woman suffering
from the separation of her lover, feeling isolated and willing to die. “She only said, ‘My
life is dreary / He cometh not,’ she said; / She said, ‘[ am aweary, aweary / I would that
| were dead ...”” (TD 44) Mia is calmed by the poem as it seems to express her inherent
trauma. So Issey reads it to her for hours and then continues with other poems too,
knowing that “they never failed to lull Mia into sleep or to rest her frenzied cries” (TD

45).
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Issey takes over all motherly functions and completely adapts to his daughter, providing
her with everything she needs. In the absence of her mother’s care, Mia strongly
attaches to her father Issey and they develop a loving and special bond. Mia feels safe
and comforted in his presence and also turns to Issey in times of need, such as after
waking up from a bad nightmare. “‘Dream, dream go away, come again another day ...’
she whispered. Who would chase it far away? She tiptoed out the door and down the
passage. The rumble of his snore gave her courage. Maybe he would wake up because
he knew she was scared. Dads knew these things.” (TD 55) Mia always seeks her
father’s company and so she often watches him while working in his studio, sitting on
his chair and assisting him with his brushes. But also Issey enjoys Mia’s company as he
feels inspired by her. “He drew pleasure from the labyrinth of her mind, a world where
fantasy and phenomena meshed into a glorious universe of quasi-things and thought
bubbles, finding colours to match. ‘You have a gift, Miala,” he once told her.” (TD 183)
It can be said that both of them find satisfaction in their relationship, which is an
important characteristic of a healthy and normal bond between parent and child
(Bowlby, Maternal Care 11).

However, when Asher betrays the family, Mia witnesses her father’s breakdown and she
is extremely frightened by it. There is a breach in their bond, which hinders Mia’s
ability to relate to her father. “But a sea separated them now. A sea of closed studio
doors, a tide of space absent of their togetherness [...] And something horrible changed
in his eyes.” (TD 279) When her father commits suicide, Mia suffers from a lot of pain
as she relives her earliest experiences of unbearable separation and loss of love. Only
after a long time in exile, does Mia decide to return to South Africa in order to face her

past and to mourn the loss of her father.

5.3. The dreamcloth
5.3.1. The origin of the dreamcloth

Like the quilt portrayed in the previous novel, the dreamcloth is an object which is
passed on from one generation to the next, providing different individuals with comfort

and safety, and allowing them access to feelings of love.

The original creator of the dreamcloth is the seamstress Rochel, who has a hard life full
of work and duties. She dreams of a better future and starts to sew the dreamcloth,

weaving all her dreams into it. By beholding and touching the dreamcloth, Rochel is
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able to momentarily escape from her life and to find comfort and hope. The dreamcloth
therefore brings some light into the dark surrounding her.
By candlelight, a pattern of needle pricks this way and that, twisting and furling
and bringing to life the scraps she kept in a box, kept her from disintegrating,
shredding in half from a frail seam, like so many of the clothes people wore until
they could not be worn. She kept them hidden, her dream cloths, little prayers

and fantasies, under the mattress, so that sometimes at night, she could curve her
arm under the bed, and through the springs, feel their pulsing texture. (TD 154)

It can therefore be argued that sewing the dreamcloth refers to some kind of self-therapy
and to a way of expression. Such as Andina-Kernen (91) mentions, ,,Die schopferische
Handlung vollzieht sich in einer ganz personlichen Geste. Es ist ein Bewegungsablauf,
in den eigene Bedirfnisse, Winsche, Phantasien usw. die mittels des gestalterischen

Materials agiert werden, einfliessen.*

Rochel keeps her dreamcloth secret for a long time, but she soon develops the wish to
share its beauty when she meets Maya. Rochel feels that they share the same
understanding and dreams. When Maya first encounters Rochel’s dreamcloth, its magic
is also obvious to her; she witnesses the dreams and stories that are woven into it and
feels attracted to it. The dreamcloth therefore seems to connect Rochel and Maya by
means of their longing for the better and the beautiful.
Maya did not know where to look first or longest — into her palm or her eyes, for
in both she saw tricks of light and sleights of wonder, a glimmer of blue silk, a
copper sequin, a moon of filigree lace, a rosebud of buttons, woven cobblestones
of amber and jade. Maya was made to think of meadows in starlight and
rainbows after thunder, things unseen by her eyes, but suggested by her heart.

That cloth whispered stories, its promises made her weak with longing. (TD
104)

Unfortunately, the dreamcloth is completely destroyed in a fire, but Rochel decides to
create a new one. The new dreamcloth is not full of dreams though, but full of joy and

love, which Rochel experiences for the first time in her life in relation to Maya.

The widow wove herself into a place of happiness. A square was all she needed.
[...] Maya collected scraps for her. Buttons, bits of straw, old coins, feathers,
threads [...] and all the bits and lost edges she could find. And so the widow
made a new dream cloth, sadder than the rest, for now it spoke of hope, and joy
and love — things she had never sewn before [...]. (TD 139)

When Maya emigrates to South Africa, Rochel gives her the dreamcloth to carry with
her as a reminder of their love and union. From time to time Maya tries to access these

feelings by means of it, being dragged into a different dimension of time and space.
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“Maya pined from the tips of her fingers that moved over the stitches of the dreamcloth
[...]. Her fingers dreamed, and she recalled all that had brought her joy. She played
those memories, twisted them this way and that, coiled them, unfurled them, pressed her

lips to them, until they were ragged with use.” (TD 283)

All in all, the dreamcloth already contains transitional components for Maya, but they

present itself to a full extent in relation to Issey and Mia.
5.3.2. The transitional qualities of the dreamcloth

After some time back home in South Africa, Maya gives in to her destiny with Yankel
and delivers two children, one of them being Issey. Maya suffers from various traumata,
and so she has just little love to give to her children, although she tries hard. “Issey
knew that his own childhood needs of comfort and tenderness had drained his Mama
Maya of her last remaining shreds of love [...].” (TD 60) The bond between Maya and
Issey is affectionate and therefore Issey is hit hard by the early death of his mother.
“Her death left a hole in the universe, unfillable, unbridgeable. Issey did not dare to
stand at its edge to peek in lest he fall and never stop.” (TD 62) On the day of her death,
Maya hands Issey the dreamcloth. Issey knows that his mother has loved it deeply and
so he regularly tries to access these feelings of love by means of it.
He left the room clutching the little cloth his mother had pressed into his fingers
before her death. In the darkness of his youth, he would open it to its full shape,
touching sequin, button, the patch of velvet, the fringe of lace, the corner of
satin, reading its beauty through his fingertips. He knew that there was nothing,
not anything at all, that meant more to his mama than the little square of

patchwork detail she had bequeathed to him. And so he loved her blindly
through it and let her love him back. (TD 62)

We do not know whether Issey already develops the dreamcloth as a transitional object
as a child and only reactivates its functions in despair after his mother’s death, or
whether the dreamcloth is another transitional object that he develops later on in life.
Such as Kahne points out, “[...] the space which opens out does not preclude other
transitional objects in latency, adolescence and adulthood” (Young Chapter 8).
However, the dreamcloth embodies distinct characteristics of a transitional object for
Issey. Like a child trailing its beloved object behind (Young Chapter 8), Issey
constantly carries the dreamcloth along with him after his mother’s death, only at nights
he stores it away safely. At times of despair he turns to the dreamcloth to access feelings

of comfort, safety and his mother’s love. So when Issey slowly realises that Asher is
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intruding into his family and taking away his family’s trust and love, he desperately
turns to the dreamcloth. “He sat for hours in his closed studio, examining the little cloth,
folding it this way and that. He couldn’t remember when last Mia had sorted out his
Kolinskys or told him one of her dreams. She was slipping from him.” (TD 248) When
the dreamcloth is stolen by Asher, Issey experiences an enormous pain. He cannot bear
the separation and loss, much like a child ends up in a crisis if its blanket cannot be
found. Young (Chapter 8) mentions that the transitional object must be abandoned by
the individual himself or herself, and not forcefully taken away. Issey is desperate and
even turns mad, being on his own, without anything to comfort him during these hard
times. “And the unbearable horrible terrible thing had happened: the dreamcloth was
gone.” (TD 273-274) Issey longs for it and for the access of his mother’s love. “[...] he
dropped to his knees, crying with those changed eyes, and she didn’t know whether to
call Sarafina or to scream to drown out his cries of, ‘“Maaaaammmmmaaaa,
Maaaammmaaaaa.” (TD 280) Issey feels that the dreamcloth has slipped from him

forever, and in all his pain he commits suicide.

Just as the dreamcloth develops as a transitional object for Issey, it also develops as a
transitional object for his daughter Mia early on. Although Mia is snatched away from
the union with her mother and she never experiences her love, Issey cares for her and
provides her with everything she needs. He can be said to fulfil the tasks of a “good-
enough mother”, as described by Winnicott (Playing 10), because he adjusts himself
completely to Mia, withdrawing himself again gradually in the course of time, keeping a
perfect balance of frustration and reunion (Winnicott Playing 10). Although in most
cases it is the mother who cares for her child, Winnicott (Playing 10) points out that the
good-enough mother can also be a substitute mother, and in Mia’s case it is Issey who
fulfils these tasks. When Mia grows up, she too makes use of the dreamcloth as a
transitional object, relating her to components of Rochel and Maya’s love on a higher
level, but most importantly relating her to Issey’s love and care. As Tolpin (347) argues,
the transitional object refers to a “psychological attachment [that] enables the infant to
bridge the developmental phase which spans the lengthy transition from psychic
symbiosis to psychic separation”. Mia often holds on to the dreamcloth, touches it and
feels its soft texture. She also turns to it in times of need and despair, such as after

waking up from one of her nightmares.

That night the dream came back. And even the light turned on didn’t make it go
away. [...] Maybe he would wake up because he knew she was scared. Dads
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knew these things. And then he would let her hold the cloth. Just feel it between
her fingers. [...] And her yearning was for that velvet bag at the back of her

father’s drawer. Only it could shake the horror of all that was terribly wrong
with the world. (TD 55-56)

Although we only know a little about the fate of the dreamcloth as a transitional object
in Mia’s development, it reappears later on in life after her father’s death, helping her to

mourn and to recover from the unbearable loss of her father.
5.3.3. Other transitional elements: potatoes, winged objects, poetry

Besides the dreamcloth there are other transitional elements that Mia develops and
makes use of in her early childhood and also later on in life. Firstly, when Mia cannot
get hold of the dreamcloth in times of need, she makes use of potatoes in order to be
comforted and soothed. The potatoes refer to the love between Maya and Rochel as it is
Rochel’s smell of potatoes that Maya falls in love with at first. “But the seamstress, she
had a smell of something held to the earth, like a potato or a beetroot still wet with
brown clods of soil. It was a smell that caused Maya to salivate, quite beyond her
control and much to her shame.” (TD 101) As Mia inherits Maya’s trauma, she might
also inherit the potatoes as transitional elements, relating her to the feelings of love
between Maya and Rochel. So one night, when Mia is haunted by Maya’s past in form
of a heavy nightmare and when she cannot access the dreamcloth for comfort, she turns
to potatoes instead. “In the morning, while making Mia’s bed, Sarafina clicked her
tongue when she found a raw potato nestling under her pillow [...].” (TD 56) Whereas
the dreamcloth can be clearly identified as Mia’s primary transitional object, the
potatoes can be described as inherited secondary transitional objects that have a similar

significance to her.

The dreamcloth and the potatoes both develop in the “potential space” (Winnicott,
Playing 41) which is filled with “creative playing, with the use of symbols, and with all
that eventually adds up to a cultural life” (Winnicott, Playing 109). This also refers to
Mia’s creation of winged figures, which she shapes out of different materials, such as
plasticine, paper, cork and small tree branches. The winged figures or angels seem to

» 17 that accompany Mia and provide her with comfort and

represent “attendant spirit[s]
protection. They can be seen as little guardians in times of transition and need. Mia

mostly shapes winged figures. However, after Asher’s arrival, when Mia feels reunited

7.8 June 2013. <http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/angel?q=angel>.
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and complete, she carves them wingless. “She wrote stories about lost things being
found and unexpected treasures. She even carved a family of wingless angels, holding
hands.” (TD 211) After her father’s death Mia wanders from one place to another,
leaving behind one of her winged figures in each place as a witness to her presence.

In each place, she made her flying figures. Some from driftwood, bequests from
the ocean, others from scrap metal she found in the gutters. Not one figure was
identical to any other, as if infinity lent itself to this task she had begun in a
childhood many lifetimes ago. Some were voluptuous, bosomed, bellied females
with tiny wing buds, others were long-bearded skeletal males with penises as
long as their outstretched wings, others were blunted, androgynous, with
coppery spiked features, arching towards the sun. She always left them behind, a
token that she was once there. (TD 25)

Thirdly, Mia’s gift for language and words can also be regarded as a transitional
phenomenon, which develops in the potential space and which provides her with
feelings of comfort. Mia already develops a sense for poetry as a child, when Issey
reads to her for hours to stop her from crying. “It was as if the words themselves held
breezes and the calmness of underwater, for they never failed to lull Mia into sleep or to
rest her frenzied cries.” (TD 45) Mia’s first words then also do not refer to ordinary
things, but to the poems read to her. Moreover, Mia is able to read at a very early age,
without even being taught. “She was a gifted child, far advanced for her years. She
spoke her first words at ten months and could rhyme by the age of two. By four she was
reading, without anyone ever showing her the ABC. Such a natural talent with
language, perhaps she too would be a poet like his mother?” (TD 63) The only
explanation seems to be that Mia has inherited her gift for language from Maya, who
has been a great poet, and as words have relieved Maya, they also seem to relieve Mia

and to provide her with comfort.
5.3.4. The mourning of loss

Mia’s life has been burdened by different traumata from her early life onwards;
nevertheless it is the loss of her father Issey that shakes her most. Wrong beliefs and
ideas have slowly captured her father’s mind, resulting in his nervous breakdown and
suicide. “His madness had crept up on them over the years, a slow steam rising,
clouding his face — smudging what she knew was her Issey, until there was just the
ghostly shape of someone gone wrong, where his laugh, his magical moon-smile
painting hands had once been.” (TD 178) However, as Mia is too young to recognise the

severity of Issey’s madness, she is overwhelmed by the loss of her father, and cannot
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immediately make sense of it. They have shared a strong and loving bond and so Mia is
ripped off her grounds. She cannot cope with this traumatic event and decides to leave
the country to work as a journalist in Sarajevo. However, Mia’s past catches up with her
when Asher calls and asks for help during the last days of his life. Shortly before his
death he hands her back the dreamcloth he had once stolen from Issey. Mia is
completely stunned by her feelings, and suddenly experiences a deep longing for her
father that she can hardly bear. She starts crying and hugs the dreamcloth, touching and
caressing it. She seems to be able to access the feelings of her father’s love and care by
means of the dreamcloth and she feels hugged and safe. The yearning for Issey even
gets so strong that Mia cries out for him. She does not even hide her feelings from
Asher, and loses herself completely in these strong emotions.
On day twenty-three, he had given her the dreamcloth. [...] ‘This is for you,
motek,” and he handed her the talit bag. Now her heart was furious, and before
she even opened the bag to dip her trembling fingers into its velvet belly, she
knew because her ghost knew, that her dreamcloth was found. Clutching it in her
hands, she paced the room. And from the deepest place, where nothing had come
to rest, not in as many years as it had taken to lose all that meant so much, the
yearning engulfed her. She felt a warm wetness that was safe like holding arms,
but it was just tears and her face streaked with the cleanness of fresh crying
before the gasp in her body broke out. [...] She held the dreamcloth to her face,
buried her cheeks in its soft folds, as remembering broke over her in shudders.
[...] ‘Oh Daaaaddddy, daaaadddy,’ escaped from her lips as she cradled her head

in her hands, her arms on her knees, her knees on the floor, and rocked, while
Asher watched. (TD 22-23)

So when Asher returns the dreamcloth to Mia, its transitional functions seem to get
reactivated. Mia feels related to her father Issey, and is provided with comfort and love.
This unexpected reunion with the dreamcloth and, consequently, with her father
represents a turning point for Mia, who now admits her longing and pain and starts to
mourn for her father’s loss. Mia then decides to return to South Africa and to face her
past. However, she always carries the dreamcloth with her, close to her heart,
accompanying her during this hard process. “Inside her bra, around the left breast
nestled the dreamcloth. Now it lay like a skin across her nipple, a shield over her heart,
folded twice upon itself.” (TD 27) Back home in South Africa Mia at first stays with her
old friend Henri and she admits to her that some weight has already been taken off her
shoulders. “‘Spook’s still with you.” It was a statement, not a question. Henri could feel
her, just as she always could — Mia’s invisible Siamese twin, hovering, watching. ‘Ja,
she’s there, but she got her cloth back.” ‘Fantastic ...”” (TD 90) When Henri visits her
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dead brother’s ashes at the cemetery, Mia also decides to return to her father’s grave. At
first, Mia feels like a little girl again; she hesitates but relaxes when she feels her
father’s love embracing her. Mia unfolds the dreamcloth and lays it down on her
father’s grave. “‘I’'m back, Dad,” she said quietly. “Can you believe it? It’s me.’ [...]
‘I’ve just got back actually. And here’s something maybe you’d like to see again.” She
put her hand inside her bra and brought out the dreamcloth. She opened it to its fullness
and lay it down on the tombstone.” (TD 178) Mia is flooded with memories of the last
days of her father, of his death, and finally his burial. She begs for forgiveness and
relives again the moments of their arguments about Asher. “Now, ten years later at his
graveside, she lifted her hand to her face to feel the burning of a father’s hand fallen to
the face that he loves more dearly than his own and she hears the knocking of the earth
on the face of his coffin.” (TD 180) Mia seems to be relieved from her feelings of guilt,
and she experiences her father’s love and care again by means of the dreamcloth. Mia
now seems to have accepted her father’s death, and with the dreamcloth by her side she

feels strengthened to face the rest of her traumata.

5.4. Final recovery and transformation

Although Mia has started to mourn her father’s death, she is still haunted by other
events of her past. She meets up with her mother as well as with old friends, which
helps her to start remembering and to put together the fragmented pieces of her story.
One day, Fran tells Mia that her grandfather Yankel was dying and longing to see her.
When Mia visits him, Yankel makes a final confession and explains to her that he was
responsible for her grandmother’s miserable life. He admits that Maya has been in love
with Rochel, who committed suicide after Maya’s emigration to South Africa. “‘Regrets
is not good to have. I didn’t think I was doing somethink [sic] wrong. It is not to pardon
what I did, but I did not know a better way. Shame for me.” [...] ‘I tried to get her
[Rochel] out — her and the boy. But the law was bigger than me. They closed
immigration to Jews.” [...] ‘Maybe it suited me.”” (TD 308-309) At Yankel’s
confession, Mia feels something moving inside her. Maya’s ghost is spinning, until it
finally leaves her. “Mia felt the unravelling of a lifetime’s bondage as the umbilicus
between her and her ghost spun in giddy spirals separating them to different times and
places” (TD 312). Mia is therefore relieved from Maya’s ghost and from her inherited

trauma.
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In the end, Mia visits her once close childhood friend Grace and they talk about the
years that have passed between them. Mia confesses to her, “‘I’ve got a bit of my own
history here to work through,” [...]. ‘I just need to figure out what’s mine, and what’s
not...”” (TD 346) Mia decides to let go of her dreamcloth and to pass it on to Grace, as
she has now finished mourning and accepted her past. ““There’s something | want you
to have,” putting her hand inside her shirt and removing a folded rag. She opened it in
the sunlight. It winked, even in old age. ‘It’s beautiful,” Grace said. ‘What is it?” ‘A bit
of history ... that needs a good home’ [...] ‘I inherited it from my dad, he got it from his
mother , and she got it from someone who loved her greatly.”” (TD 348)

According to Herman (155), recovery takes place in three stages, and we can observe
elements of each stage with Mia. The first stage is concerned with the establishment of a
sense of safety (Herman 155). Mia feels unsafe and unsettled for a long time, until she
is handed back the dreamcloth. By accessing feelings of her father’s love and care, Mia
feels safe enough to face her traumata. The second stage of recovery includes the
remembrance of the past, the reconstruction of one’s story (Herman 175-176), and the
mourning of losses (Herman 188). After receiving the dreamcloth, Mia returns to South
Africa and slowly makes sense of her past by seeking out her mother and old friends.
She also starts to mourn the loss of her father, and after Yankel’s confession, Mia is also
able to mourn the other losses in her life, feeling enormously relieved. The third stage
deals with reconnection, and refers to the reconnection with oneself (Herman 202). As
already pointed out in the previous interpretation, it also deals with the reconnection
with others (Herman 205). As Mia tries to reconnect with herself by detecting her own
history, she also seeks to reconnect with her old friend Grace. Mia has therefore
recovered from her past and undergone transformation. There are hints that Mia
experiences some elements of growth, as she now feels more secure and more herself
than ever before, and looks positively forward into the future, being ready to start a new

chapter in her life.
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6. CONCLUSION

The previous analysis of three contemporary South African novels has shown that there
clearly is a link between the experience of trauma and the reappearance of the
transitional object in later life as portrayed by the authors. The lives of the protagonists
Ana Luisa, Reuben and Mia are troubled from their early beginnings onwards. They all
experience a painful separation from their mothers and, therefore, also suffer from some
form of maternal deprivation. However, Ana and Mia strongly bond with their fathers,
whereas Reuben bonds with his grandparents instead. So they all attach to other
available figures in their close surroundings and experience early love and care in
relation to them. This also enables them to develop a transitional object, and to
experience a transitional space as they grow up. However, their lives seem to be
troubled and Ana, Reuben and Mia all experience different layers of trauma and distress
throughout their lives, each peaking in the death of their principal attachment-figures. It
is then at this time of utmost need and despair that the functions of the flute and music,
the quilt and the dreamcloth get reactivated. Ana, Reuben and Mia use them to relate to
their early experiences of love and comfort, as well as safety and protection. They start
to open up the transitional space, strengthening and enhancing their selves, and allowing
a move from dependence to independence again. In this process they seem to develop
secondary transitional objects that additionally comfort them. By means of their
transitional objects Ana, Reuben and Mia start to mourn the insurmountable separation
from their beloved ones. Once started, they are also able to mourn for all the other
losses in their lives. This is portrayed as a long process, not a one-time event. Instead, it
takes place at several times in order to enable healing. The transitional object can be
regarded as an important element in the protagonists’ mourning and recovery process
that enables transformation and some form of growth from their different layers of

trauma.

The transitional object constantly appears throughout the novels, and it is indicative for
both trauma and transition at the same time. It can therefore be identified as leitmotif in
all the stories, which is underlined by the fact that the transitional objects are part of the
novels’ titles as well - Quarter Tones, A Quilt of Dreams, The Dreamcloth. In addition,
it can be said that the novels themselves represent some kind of transitional objects for
the author and the readers, because they give comfort by portraying the truth about

South Africa’s past and present on the one hand, and by portraying ways of healing and
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recovering from it on the other hand. In addition, they help to form a new self, a new
identity, on the individual level and on the collective level of the South African nation.
As Granofsky (8) points out, “[...] the individual search itself will represent a cultural

effort at realignment”.

The transitional object as portrayed in the novels is clearly a beautiful and powerful
device, emphasising the hope that many individuals find the strength deep down in
themselves to reconnect again with others and with their selves in order to recover from

their traumatic past and to look into a brighter future, a new future, a new South Africa.
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8.2. German abstract

Obwohl Sidafrika bereits einen wichtigen Schritt vom Apartheidregime hin zur
Demokratie gemacht hat, lastet die traumatische Vergangenheit nach wie vor schwer auf
dem Land und seiner Bevolkerung und zeigt sich in zahlreichen Problemen. Siidafrika
bemdiht sich jedoch jene Zeit nicht einfach in Schweigen zu hillen, sondern diese
entsprechend aufzuarbeiten und sich der traumatischen Geschehnisse bewusst zu
erinnern. Dies geschieht nicht aus einem Motiv der Vergeltung heraus, sondern
vielmehr aus Hoffnung darauf, dass Wunden geheilt werden und das ganze Land wieder
in eine positive Zukunft blicken kann. Die zeitgendssische slidafrikanische Literatur,
vor allem in Hinblick auf das Genre des Romans, leistet hierbei einen wichtigen
Beitrag, denn sie spiegelt sowohl die vergangenen Traumata als auch die heutige
Situation des Landes wider und ruft zur gemeinsamen Identifikation und Traumata-

Verarbeitung auf.

Das Schreiben Uber Trauma beinhaltet allerdings einen grofen Widerspruch in sich
selbst, denn Trauma zerstort jegliche Sprache, um das Geschehene zu beschreiben. Oft
entziehen sich die traumatischen Ereignisse komplett unserem Verstandnis, sie
erschittern die jeweilige Person in ihrer Ganzheit und hinterlassen sie in volliger
Hilflosigkeit und Einsamkeit. In diesen Zeiten der Not besinnen sich einzelne Personen
auf ein frilheres Ubergangsobjekt, welches sie an die erste Beziehung zur Mutter und
somit an die damit verbundenen ersten Geflihle von Liebe, Trost und Sicherheit
erinnert. Dadurch werden traumatisierte Personen so weit gestéarkt, dass sie sich der
Vergangenheit stellen, diese verarbeiten und die eigene Persdnlichkeit schlussendlich
neu definieren. Manche siidafrikanische Autoren integrieren das Ubergangsobjekt daher
als wichtiges Element in ihre Geschichten, um gleichzeitig auf vergangene Traumata

aber auch auf die Mdglichkeiten der Verarbeitung und des Wachstums hinzuweisen.

Die vorliegende Arbeit widmet sich folglich dem Zusammenhang zwischen Traumata
und Ubergangsobjekten und betrachtet die Darstellung dessen in der zeitgendssischen
sudafrikanischen Literatur. So beschaftigt sich die Arbeit anfangs mit theoretischen
Uberlegungen zu Trauma selbst und beschreibt die unterschiedlichen Traumata im
Kontext von Sidafrika, ein generelles Konzept von Trauma, die psychiatrische
Definition der Post-traumatischen Belastungsstorung, sowie Madoglichkeiten der
Verarbeitung und Heilung von Trauma. Anschlielend beschreibt die Arbeit theoretische

Uberlegungen zum Konzept des Ubergangsobjektes und geht dabei auf die Entwicklung
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des Ubergangsobjektes aus einer liebevollen Mutter-Kind Beziehung in der
Frihkindheit ein, auf seine Funktionen und Eigenschaften, auf sein Schicksal und
schlussendlich auf sein erneutes Auftauchen im Erwachsenenalter in Zeiten der
Verzweiflung und Not. Als N&chstes werden einige Ideen zum Zusammenhang
zwischen Traumata und Ubergangsobjekten erlautert. Diese werden anschlieRend in
ihrer Gesamtheit auf drei Werke bedeutender sidafrikanischer Autoren angewandt:
Quarter Tones von Susan Mann, A Quilt of Dreams von Patricia Schonstein und The
Dreamcloth von Joanne Fedler. Hierbei werden die Werke einzeln analysiert und alle

resultierenden Parallelen sowie Schllsse werden in der Konklusion dargestellt.

AbschlieBend kann gesagt werden, dass das Ubergangsobjekt in den ausgewdahlten
Werken als ein sehr schénes und bedeutungsvolles Element dargestellt wird, welches
die Hoffnung auf Verarbeitung und Heilung von Traumata unterstlitzt und somit auch

zum Weg Sudafrikas in eine bessere Zukunft beitrégt.
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