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Introduction

A Dance to the Music of Time, a sequence of twelve

novels by Anthony Powell, of which eleven have so far been
published, has already received its share of critical at-
tention., The most usual method of the critics has been to
single out a particular feature of interest which can be
traced throughout the sequence, to discuss the way in
which it develops and how, in general terms, it relates to
the whole work. Bergonzi, for instance, discusses the
use of anecdote as a central feature of the novels' struc-
ture, and relates the success of the anecdotal method to
what he calls our love of gossip, and our interest in the
peculiarities of English "manners" and English eccentrics.l
Many critics, such as Maes-Jelinek and John Russell, are
concerned with the novels' statement about the decay of
English society, and tend towards éomparative studies of
Powell and Evelyn Waugh.? Raymond McCall and Arthur Mizener
concern themselves with discussing Powell's use of the fine
arts.3
Few critics, however, have turned their attention to
the larger matter of how the sequence operates as a literary
unity, or, more particularly, how the dramatic tension of

Lboth the individual novels, and the series, is maintained.

Traditionally, tension in a novel is achieved through. one



or more of various ways; most usually the plot of the novel
is the vehicle which creates tension, where "plot" is used
to cover the interaction between characters and events.

In its most obvious form, the "mystery" or "suspense" novel
presents us with a series of events and characters, the
significance of which the reader comes gradually to realise
as increasingly more details are added to the composite
picture of a situation which the novel creates. The ten-
sion of the novel is achieved through the arousal of a
reader's expectancy; in simplistic terms, it depends upon
the sustaining, for as long as possible, of the questions
about who did what, when, how and why. Even novels which
cannot be classified as "mystery" or "suspense" depend to
some extent on this sort of tension; in the novels of
Charles Dickens, for example, we follow the chronologically
recorded events in the life of a Pip or an Oliver, we trace
the development of the character, and wait to discover how
he will make sense out of the situations he finds himself
in. The plot of a novel presents the reader with a puszzle,
and it is iﬁ the gradual working towards a solution that
tension is achieved and sustained.

Even in the stream-of-consciousness novel, in which
the traditional chronological presentation is habitually
distorted, tension is achieved in a comparable way. 1In
this case the reader's attention is drawn to the psychology
of a single character, and as the character consciously,

or subconsciously, delves into the totality of his experience,



by means of association, in memory or in anticipation, the
reader gains increasing insight into the identity of that
character. The "puzzle" of identity, in such a case, has
an effect similar to that of the "puzzle" of situation in
the more conventional novel; both create the dramatic ten-
sion which welds a novel, creates an intense unity which
is provocative and, ultimately, satisfying.

In both "plotted" and "plotless" novels, then, drama-
tic tension is achieved through the presentation of either
a situational or psychological dilemma, and is underscored
by what might be called "artistic tension." By "artistic
tension" I mean that which makes a piece of literature
something more than a simple presentation of situation or
character. A newspaper report of a situational dilemma,
or a psfcho-analyst's record of a client, do not arouse
and sustain our interest in the same way as a piece of
literature, because the basic "facts" of a case, which
might sustain dramatic tension, are not linked by devices
which create artistic tension. Such devices include, -in
the novel, use of setting which either complements or con-
tradicts the "plot"; use of a point of view which either
limits or modifies perception of events and characters;
use of language which in itself effects an aesthetic reac-
tion in the reader and thus intensifies his pleasure in
the actual reading process; or use of symbols or motifs
which work to intensify and universalise the significance

of certain situations, and to create, on a secondary level,
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a unification of the work in that their echoing, or repeti-
tion, reveals a sense of pattern behind what might other-
wise be considered unpatterned, unassociated, maybe even
chaotic.

This, then, is a grossly oversimplified statement of
the ways in which a work of literature achieves tension.
But what of the novels which make up A Dance? None of the
novels in this sequence relies upon a conventional plot
structure; events are not recorded in such a way as to
build a complex situation of which the reader awaits a

denouement or resolution. Only in Temporary Kingsh is

there any attempt to create interest in a series of events
which are in themselves intriguing, and even in this work
the creation of a conventional plot-line is minimal and
secondary. Nor are the novels of the sequence specific
attempts to analyse and present the complex psychological
identities of the many diverse characters; stream-of-con-
sciousness technique is never used, and the narrator,
Jenkins, seldom presents us with full, objective evalua-
tions of any character's motivations, desires, or any of
the factors that control an individual's psychology. There
is little protracted description of setting in the novels,
used to provide a constant backcloth to the subject matter.
If and when symbols are used they do not recur in such a
way as to establish a prevailing sense of design, nor are
they so pervasive that the novels thémselves become sym-
bolic. Powell's language, though lively and attractive,

iz certainly not sufficiently notable to accredit for its
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own sake, and has in fact been held accountable for a pos-
sible dullness in the books. Powell does control the point-
of-view of the sequence; the subject matter of each novel

is presented through the narration of Nick Jenkins, but,

as most critics agree, Nick is an unemphatic, slightly
anonymous narrator, "self-effacing and unambitious,"5

so that the fact of our view of events and characters

being filtered through his perspective does little, one
feels, to modify or enhance that view, and certainly does
little to contribute to the tension of the novels.

In what way then, does Anthony Powell imbue A Dance
with tension, either dramatic or artistic? 1In one sense,
at least, Powell's novels are comic, and comedy depends on
tension just as much as, if not more than, tragedy; comedy,
particularly social comedy, relies upon revelation of the
distance there is between appearance and reality, between
ideals and actuality, between the glories of human aspira-
tion and the trivialities of human achievement. Comedy
depends upon the juxtaposition of opposites, and it is in
this that wé find the key to Powell's "method." A Dance
is wholly controlled and developed by the use and presen-
tation of pairs of opposites, in characterisation, in
structure, in theme, in perspective. Anthony Powell
achieves dramatic and artistic tension in his novels be-
cause whatever he presents the reader with, or whichever
method he uses to present it, the reader is always made to
be aware of a simultaneously existent opposite at work, a

contrast, even a contradiction. Thus, as Robert K. Morris



6.

has discussed, characters of will are invariably contrasted
with characters of irﬁagination;6 the moving design of the
"dance,”" and of music, is balanced against the static,
tableau quality of pictorial art; present moments of
awareness are played off against present moments of remem-
brance and, though less frequently, of anticipation; the
use of social satire is often complicated by what would
seem to be a structuralist notion of society; although, on
the face of it, these two views would be mutually exclusive.,
In these, and other, ways Powell builds up a set of
contrasts which work both structurally and thematically to
imbue his work with a vital sense of tension. But they do
not all achieve this in the same way; in some instances
the final effect of contrast is to create the impression
of "natural balance," in others to sﬁress complexity, and
in still others to invest the situations and characters
Powell presents, with novelty. The purpose of the present
study is to examine the most important of the contrasting
pairs which are evident in A Dance, with the ultimate aim
of showing that the device of opposition is the most pre-
valent feature of control in the sequence, and that it
works to create the artistic and dramatic tension which
infuses the novels not only with richness and vitality,
but with thematic significance. If, at times, I deal with
material which has already been noted and discussed by
critics of Powell's work, I hope it will be clear that I
do so, not in order to deny the validity of what they have

had to say, but with the intention of revealing the
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importance of that material in a somewhat different con-
text. W. D. Quesenbery has gone some way towards dis-
cussing the significance of opposition in A Dance, in re-
vealing the "connections between subject, theme and image,"7
but has not, it seems to me, been explicit enough about the
precedence and prevalence of the device, and has therefore
omitted consideration of certain aspects of the subject.
Quesenbery noted that the opposition set up between chance
and will worked in conjunction with antithetical concepts
of time. I hope to extend discussion of this correlation
and to place it in the context of the pervasive use of

opposition which I perceive in the novels.



Forms of Movement: Notions of Time

Few critics have found it possible to discuss A Dance

the initial description of Poussin's "The Dance of the
Seasons," which, as Quesenbery claims, "implies both the
subject and the method by which the novel will proceed.“1
The referénce to the painting, and Nick's consideration
of its implications, is a brilliantly succinct, yet com-
prehensive statement of the prominant concerns of the
sequence which follows.

"These classical projections, and something in
the physical attitudes of the men themselves as
they turned from the fire suddenly suggested
Poussin's scene in which the Seasons, hand in hand
and facing outward, tread in rhythm to the notes
of the lyre that the winged and naked greybeard
plays. The image of Time brought thoughts of
mortality: of human beings facing outward like
the Seasons, moving hand in hand in intricate
measure: stepping slowly, methodically, sometimes
a trifle awkwardly, in evolutions that take re-
cognisable shape: or breaking into seemingly
meaningless gyrations, while portions disappear
only to reappear again, once more giving pattern
to the spectacle: unable to control the melody,
unable, perhaps, to control the dance.” (Q.U..p. 2)

There is a sense of cyclic imperturbability about the
image presented in this way, an indication that human
beings, performing as they do inside of Time, are at once
wholly controlled by Time, but of minimal importance to
it. The patterns of human existence can neither interrupt

nor change the on-going immutable current of Time. The



opening scene of A Question of Upbringing reinforces this

view; it is a description of "men at work," human beihgs
acting out a function and a role, and presumably contri-
buting something to their human existence by so doing.
And yet their actions are viewed as "pantomimic gestures,"
and the seemingly trivial act of throwing kipper remains
onto a fire is accomplished "as if performing a rite";
whatever they do would seem to have overtones of which
they are unawére, and they are overtones which place them
irrevocably inside of the eternal movement of Time. The
image which is of most importance in this description is
one of perpetual circularity: "As the dark fumes floated
above the houses, snow began to fall gently from a dull
sky, each flake giving a small hiss as it reached the
bucket.” (Q.U. p..1) There is movement in this image,
both upward and downward, and yet the effect is of some-
thing static. The scene becomes a tableau, inside of
which movement is caught, and in this sense is entirely
complementary with the description of Poussin's painting.
Here too we have a tableau, the still image of a work of
art, but the vital movement of the dance is within the
still confines of the painting.

In this way, from the very beginning of A Dance, Powell
introduces us to the two essential elements of movement
which persist throughout the sequence: the static quality
of tableau, which is to be found in pictorial art, and the
motion of the dance, which is to be found in music. What

it is of importance to note, however, is that the "method"
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of development of the novels is an inversion of the rela-
tionship between motion and tableau that the two early
descriptions suggest. In Poussin's painting, and in the
image of the "men at work," the sense of movement is to
be found within the tableaux; in the novels that follow,
scenes perceived through the painter's eye, the tableaux,
are within the larger, patterned movement of the dance of
time. The tableaux, of which there are a great many,
exist as points of focus and of culmination, anﬁ usually
represent scenes, or moments, which impel the narrator's
mind backward, in reminiscence, or forward, in anticipa-
tion. All movement exists between those points which
are solidified in tableaux, but makes no sense, has no
significance, or is even of no note, until put in the
perspective of, and linked by, the tableaux. The "mea-
sure" of the dance is a result of this. There is an
almost serene sense of movement, even when the subject
matter of the novels deals with chaos or vitality, as our
perspective is made to move from one still point to another;
it conveys a notion of ritual, which is of the utmost im-
portance to the design of the sequence and to the state-
ment about the patterning of human 1life which Powell makes.
I have said that Powell's method is an inversion of
the initial images, and yet there is a similarity in that,
in both cases, it is by plunging oneself into the richness
and significance of the tableaux that one comes to under-
stand the nature of movement. In a sense Powell is re-

producing the techniques of the cinema. A moving film is
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made up of static frames, viewed in such rapid succession
that they are non-differentiable; between each of these
frames there is only a microscopic difference and yet,
were one to extract certain frames, the onward motion of
the picture would be disturbed and disorganized--a viewer
would be left with a vaguely disturbing sense that the
"picture"” was not complete, and his understanding of it
thereby impaired. It is the sequence of static frames
which simulates movement. Powell's tableaux are such
static frames, and his notion of movement is that it
exists between those frames and can be understood by
close attention to the individual static "shots." Yet
there is a difference in that Powell will alter the speed
at which the "film" is run (dwelling, for instance,
throughout fifty pages on the description of a certain
evening, yet passing over a period of years in a brief,
dismissive paragraph3)! and sometimes will stop it alto-
gether, because he recognizes the heightened importance
of certain moments and particular events. The disruption
of fluid, consistent movement, the purposeful juxtapo-
sition of motion and stillness, is that which creates ten-
sion in the novels, primarily because it disallows us from
becoming complacent and from falling into the fallacy of
believing that the pattern of human life which Powell
presents is one reliant upon recurring geometric pre-
cision, but also because it negates the notion that a

present moment in time is significant only as a unit in
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measuring the linear progression of life.

The notion of time has proved to be one of the most
problematic topics of philosophical and literary inquiry
in the twentieth century. There is a widely held view
that the stream-of-consciousness novel, for instance, is
wholly a product of a new understanding of the notion of
time, engendered by "Bergson's philosophical theories of
time, memory and consciousness," from which derives the
concept of "durational flux."¥ It is certainly the case
that few modern novelists depend wholly upon the chrono-
logical, linear time-scale which was traditional in the
novels of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It
is equally certain that the notion of time has thereby
been complicated, and that it is not an easy matter to
classify, or even describe, the understanding of time
which many twentieth century novelists work in terms of.
Quesenbery has summarized the four basic concepts of time
which are evident in the modern novel, and discussed the
way in which all four have a place in A Dance; time can
be seen, he suggests, as line, as cycle, as suspension,
or as interval. Notions of time as cycle or as line are
inextricably bound up with concepts of chance, or of
fatalism, since they imply that man has no control over
the perpetual movement of time; perceiving time as inter-
val, or suspension, implies the predominance of will, of
the idea that man can make use of time according to his

interests and demands. In A Dance, claims Quesenbery,

"31l four concepts of time are represented philosophically . . .

"5
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Whether or not Powell conscientiously worked these concepts
of time into his novels it is certainly the case that as-
pects of the novels can be categorized according to the
four designations, but it would be a mistake to suppose
that Powell is using A Dance primarily as a means of
theorizing about the nature of time. The sequence ob-
viously reflects time-consciousness, as do most modern
novels, but this does not mean that the novelists are
concerned with redefining or re-evaluating the nature of
time; it means only that such novelists are attempting to
describe, and maybe evaluate, the way in which man responds

to the significance of particular moments of time, that

they are concerned with the subjectively relative response
to moments of present experience, and with recording an
associational method of ascertaining the comparative im-
portance of those moments. They are trying to gain an
enlarged perspective on man, not on time.

The basic opposition of motion and tableau in A Dance
is obviously complementary with the opposition between no-
tions of time as line or cycle, and those which deal with
time as interval or suspension. Theoretically the notions
contradict, and the discordance of such contradiction
creates a form of tension; but in practice, as is evident
to Nick Jenkins, the narrator of the sequence, the notions
fuse according to the way in which an individual perceives
his own life, and at what stage. For Nick, it is as a re-
sult of the intervals in time, the suspension of a moment

outside of its place in a metric order of time, that the
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patterns existent in linear or cyclic time can be properly
perceived and understood. Nick discovers that a present
moment of awareness may, in itself, be significant, that

its importance is immediately evident, and that a scene

is immediately perceived as a tableau. (Such is the case
with the opening scene of the sequence.) He also discovers,
however, that in many instances a present moment of aware-
ness is swallowed up by the linear or cyclic movement of
time, and that it is only perceived as suspension in
retrospect, when once future events have revealed or

clarified its significance. In Temporary Kings, for:in—

stance, Nick is surprised, on re-encountering the American
play-boy, Glober, to discover stored in his memory a vivid
image of an earlier, apparently insignificant encounter:
in retrospect that first meeting is revealed as having
ritualistic significance. "The years," Nick muses, "in-
vest the muster-roll of Glober's dinner party with a cer-
tain specious picturesqueness, if anything increased by
being a shade grotesque. At the time, at least on the
surface of things, the evening turned out heavy going."
(T.K..p. 70) The memory of that evening, long buried in
Nick's mind as being of no significance, proves now to be
useful in helping him to form an adequate understanding

of Glober's character, and as a tableau, or, as he calls
it himself, a "vignette," it is important in linking that
long-past time with a future encounter between Pamela

Flitton/Widmerpool and Glober. (T.K. pp. 257 ff.)
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Present moments of awareness, then, are juxtaposed
with present moments of remembrance or anticipation and
it is in the intricate fusion of the two that a sense of
pattern and design is to be discovered, in life as in
the structure of the novels. In the present, events fre-
quently seem to be random and arbitrary, but in the per-
spective of the past and the future, they can be seen as
ordered and appropriate. As a result of this, life can
be regarded simultaneously as planned and unplanned.

"Afterwards, that dinner in the Grill seemed

to partake of a ritual feast, a rite from which
the four of us emerged to take up new positions
in the formal dance with which human life is con-
cerned. At the time, its charm seemed to reside
in a difference from the usual run of things.
Certainly the chief attraction of the projected
visit would be absence of all previous plan. But,
in a sense, nothing in life is planned--or every-
thing is—--because in the dance every step is ulti-
mately the corollary of the step before; the con-
sequence of being the kind of person one chances

tO be-“ (_A-_nﬂ- P' 63)

Typically, in this incident, Nick is fascinated by
the way in which future cognition of the significance of
an event reveals an almost fatalistic predetermination,
which is orderly, working in conjunction with chance,
which is supposedly arbitrary. Again order and chaos
pull against each other, setting up a dynamic tension;
again, it is only in acknowledging their dialectic syn-
thesis that Nick, or anyone, perceives the sense of pat-
tern. In a sense, the key to Nick's philosophy is the

necessity of such acknowledgement and acceptance, but

never acceptance tainted by complacency. Powell would
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seem to suggest that there are two ways in which one can
disturb the pattern of the dance of time; most obviously,
one can attempt to deviate from the dance, to create a

new pattern, to use steps which are governed by egocentri-
city in the belief that the imposition of will can change
the workings of Fate; less obviously, and perhaps for that
reason more dangerously, one can disrupt the pattern by
presuming the dance to be a simple one, by losing sight

of its intricacies, a presumption manifested in the ten-
dency to compartmentalise life, and to view it in absolute
terms. For Powell both types of deviation have comic
potential, but both are viewed ultimately as being serious
mistakes in dealing with human life. This is a matter to
be taken up more fully in the present paper; I note it
here in order to explain more fully what is meant when
talking of the need to acknowledge, and accept, the
necessary conjunction of supposed opposites.

It can be seen by this time, I hope, that the use of
motion and tableau in Powell's novels is related to his
treatment of time, and that both are primarily important
because they use the method of opposition in order to
create dramatic tension; it is juxtaposition that sustains
the development of the novels, both in theme and in struc-
ture. Powell's use of tableaux is by no means innovative,
though it is perhaps unusual to discover such an intensely
visual mode of expression and construction in a work of
literature. Whenever series of tableau scenes are used in

art the intention is not merely to solidify the scene
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presented, but to force contemplation of the movement be-
tween scenes, and to create an awareness of measured pro-
progression. Thus, for example, the Catholic church has
long represented the Stations of the Cross in a series

of fourteen scenes, depicting Christ's journey from the
moment of betrayal in the Garden of Gethsemane, to the
time of crucifixion: the tableaux serve the specific pur-
pose of forcing meditation, not only of the points in

time thus presented, but of Christ's spiritual movement
towards the cross. They are fitualistically conceived,
and used in ritual; they purposefully strive towards the
evocation of combined spiritual energy and spiritual
serenity, by fusing those seeming opposites through mea-
sured, controlled, ritualistiﬁ movement. A very different
example of the way in which tableaux are used to suggest

progression is Hogarth's series of engravings, The Rake's

Progress; here, of course, "progress" is actually decline
into dissipation, but the sense of the descent into deca-
dence is suggested not only by the subject matter of the
individual éngravings, but also because they necessitate
consideration of what has gone between them. In this in-
stance the opposition between the energetic and the static
is used to increase the horror of the engravings: there
is something particularly disturbing about those scenes
of decadence frozen within the still frame of art, and
the horror is resultant from the sense of contradiction
and discordance. Two such diverse examples can tell us

much about Powell's use of tableaux. As with the Stations



