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Abstract
‘The English Patient’ widely opens a window to multiculturalism and its speculations about global society arise a different
feeling in our minds. This award-winning novel contains postmodern themes with beautiful romances and risky challenges.
The novel moves through the memories, consciousness, thoughts, feelings, sensations and aspirations of the characters.
The distinctive narratives with different settings opened a panoramic view of Second World War. The four characters from
different cultures got into a single Italian villa during Second World War campaign. The story gives psychoanalytic glimpse
of their sentiments and personalities. The story moves backward and forward through non-sequential recollections and
diminished memories of the characters.

‘The English Patient’ (published in 1992) by Michael
Ondaatje is a historiographic metafiction, which won
Booker Prize (1992), Governor General’s Award (1992)
and Golden Man Booker Award (2018). Michael Ondaatje,
SriLankan born Canadian novelist, essayist, editor,
filmmaker and poet is one of the most popular living literary
artists. The fiction was adapted into a film which attained 9
awards at the 69th Academy Award Ceremony, California in
1997.

‘The English Patient’ widely opens a window to
multiculturalism and its speculations about global society
arise a different feeling in our minds. This award-winning
novel contains postmodern themes with beautiful romances
and risky challenges. The novel moves through the
memories, consciousness, thoughts, feelings, sensations
and aspirations of the characters. Michael Ondaatje
portrays characters of different nationalities and he renders
impressions of racial tensions between them. All the socio-
economic and cultural distinctions converge on the Villa
San Girolamo. Varied backgrounds and settings like
Tuscany, the Libyan Desert, Rome, complement the
development of the characters. As they belong to different
continents, their lives are shown in multi narratives bringing
out their identities that represent global community.
Themes of the novels are distortion, disfigurement,
fragmented identities, isolation, alienation, disruption etc.

The story revolves around Hana, French-Canadian
nurse who takes care of the English patient. The English
patient was actually Hungarian Almasy who had a

desperate intimacy with another English woman Katherine
Clifton. Hana drew closer with an Indian sapper Kirpal
singh who goes around diffusing bombs. Though her
colleagues left the war camp in the desert, she has a fatal
obsession towards the charred, bedridden and burned
patient. She epitomizes the true spirit of selfless service
and we could sense the emptiness as well as heaviness
she feels after the War. As she lost her father, husband
and her unborn baby she probes into the mind of the
patient through the Histories that she read for him.
Caravaggio, once a thief, had extremely suffered in the
hands of Nazis. As a military spy, he was caught
unfortunately and fingers were amputated at an
interrogation. This ‘man with the bandaged hands’ has a
paternal consideration towards Hana, his friend’s daughter.

Life of Count Ladislaus Almasy, the Hungarian desert
explorer, efficient cartographer was really thrilling and
romantic with all the extensive knowledge and its beloved
Katharine Clifton who intimately clings towards him rather
than her husband. This heart throbbing sub plot was drawn
brilliantly above all national distinctions. Mr. Clifton
attempted to kill Almasy, Katherine and himself in a plane
crash. But Clifton died, Almasy rushed for a medical
assistance to save mortally wounded Katherine, but in vain.
Allies caught and detained him. He found her dead when
he came back. He raised the old aircraft to fly.
Unfortunately the aircraft sets ablaze that charred him
completely. The Bedouin tribes took him and applied their
customary medicines and he was brought to the villa.
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All the four characters were away from their comfort
zones, their memories and nostalgia were drawn in a
rhythmic pattern bringing an impact of superior narrative. The
novel is a literary achievement that puts together love, exile,
racial tensions, nationalistic clashes, fragmented identities,
grievous thoughts, passionate longing, recollections, etc.
Keeping aside all distinctions and clashes they come as the
living martyrs of Second World War.

It is built in the framework of a quest of self-discovery.
The characters Kirpal Singh (the Indian immigrant) the
English patient (Hungarian Almasy) Hana (the Canadian
nurse) Caravaggio (Canadian military spy) are portrayed at
the apex of their frustration in their crucial moments. They
led a life of grief and are surviving victims of Second World
War. Memories haunted them and they have come to stay
in an Italian deserted villa. They hold an umbrella of mutual
understanding and passive assimilation. The story can be
read backwards and forwards which adopts the stream of
consciousness technique. We could travel across their
minds and thoughts that develop the plot. There are many
narratives and subplots that move on time backward and
forward.

There is a sense of resentment against war, a picture
of distorted humanity and victimization of marginalized. We
could derive the concept of the Third Space and the dignity
of the East from its plot. Immigrants were supposed to go
through the process of integration with other cultures. They
are expected to absorb the norms and behavioural patterns
of the other country. Such identification to the host culture,
its values, customs, ethics, lifestyle, language, religions
suppress one’s own integrity and identity.

The Third Space advocates hybridity which never give
room for pure cultures. It is a blending of different cultures
and we could trace aspects of being at crossroads.

Colonizers disfigure the essence and demolish the
cultural strands. This has brought in an abstract, globalized
concept in the novel that is indicated by eradicating the
inseparable features of the pure cultures. Colonialism
resulted in various interactions and amalgamation. But in
the long run, the immigrants are alienated in the pretext of
colour, language, religion or country. The novel marks
devastations of war and troublesome moments in
immigrants’ grief-stricken lives. The West is accused in
persuading people to accept higher and better ways of life
discarding their originalities.

Michael Ondaatje rewrites history through the
Histories, Michel de Montaigne and Rudyard Kipling. It

mirrors twentieth century world rendering postcolonial
consciousness. Extensive desert implies equilibrium with
bedridden patient having physiological disability and the
mental turmoil of Hana. Caravaggio has suffered a lot at
the hands of hostile nationalities projecting the brutality of
humanity. Kip constructs an instance of assimilation and
his perspective got transformed in the course of plot. They
were on the pursuit of reality and an insight that leads them
through the maze of frustration.

When Hiroshima and Nagasaki were devastated by
U.S.A bombing, Kip abruptly severed all links with the
English and Western world. He freed himself from all
western influences. Kip left for India to join his nation and
family. Hana left for Canada leaving the dead English
patient.

Ondaatje reveals the secrets by decoding the texts
and the feelings aroused by the immediate surroundings.
There is a sense of authenticity and coherence at the way
he crafted consciousness. He could present the hollowness
and isolation of lives in a convincing manner. Structural
and thematic arrangement of narratives is so compelling.
Disclosures of secrets between characters, interior
monologues, representation of events, oral narratives are
exceptional framework of Ondaatje’s style.
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