PARROT AND OLIVIER IN AMERICA
Peter Carey
*****
A Critical Paper by
Carol Fox
*****
June 5, 2012

Peter Carey’s Acknowledgments section at the end of Parrot and Olivier in America notes that the novel “began when I read Alexis de Tocqueville’s prescient Democracy in America.”  In his Acknowledgments Carey also notes that he read “a hundred other works” over the next three years, 39 of which are listed under “author’s bookshelf” in the Parrot and Olivier section of Carey’s website, http://petercareybooks.com, for those interested in investigating further.  In addition to the historical titles included there, readers generally recognize shades of Dickens in various features Carey’s work—perhaps even more in earlier works than in this 2010 novel. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Parrot and Olivier… takes place in 1830 and Carey has called it an  "improvisation" on Democracy in America.  In form it has elements of the picaresque, a form in which a rough but appealing protagonist survives by his wits through a series of episodes portraying (and usually satirizing) a corrupt society.  In this analysis Parrot would probably be the picaro—and indeed Parrot does seem to be the primary character (he speaks not first but last, and is named first in the title), even though Carey admittedly borrows a lot from Tocqueville in features of Olivier’s character and his comments on American society and its budding democracy.
Parrot loves drawing and the art of books, and much of his philosophical struggle has to do with the relation between artistic and personal integrity on the one hand and on the other hand, how one should (or must) compromise such integrity to survive in a commercial society.
Olivier, the character drawn after Tocqueville, begins as one devoted to the aristocratic values of his parents (to the limited extent that he understands them).  After he is unwillingly shipped off to America by his parents—supposedly to study the American penal system, though more practically to protect him from the dangerous political climate in France—he contemplates with fluctuating admiration and consternation various features of the democratic system as it is developing in America.
Character of Parrot
The naming of Parrot is one of this novel’s reminders of Dickens, who of course often names his characters pointedly.  The last name of John Larritt does of course rhyme with “parrot,” and early in his self-introduction Parrot says he got his nickname from his “carrot”-colored hair.  It is more interesting, though, to connect the nickname to Parrot’s uncanny ability to mimic the speech of others (as when he convincingly repeats the French of “Monsieur,” [the  Marquis de Tilbot, the mysterious one-armed nobleman] without understanding any of it), and to contemplate how that talent for mimicry relates to his underlying character.  (His other name, M. Perroquet, only translates “parrot” into French—perhaps offering some comment on the perception of his French acquaintances?)
Parrot’s ability to draw very realistically is another remarkable talent, but it leads him into the toils of a counterfeiting operation whose discovery by authorities leads to the loss of his beloved father.  Throughout his life Parrot relates to the pursuit of visual arts, sometimes agonizing over his own failure to dedicate himself to art the way Mathilde and Watkins do.  The practical connection between Parrot’s art and Watkins’ counterfeiting is echoed in Olivier’s reaction to one of Mathilde’s portraits, which Olivier uneasily recognizes as being a deliberate misrepresentation, showing “that which was not” and therefore amounting to “a dangerous lie”(p. 124).  So, is art something sublime, or something profoundly dishonest?   In any case,  Parrot seems to be a really thoughtful individual, who does not intend to go through life merely mimicking  the behavior of those around him and who is deeply chagrined to find at one point that (having not dedicated himself to art or anything else) he seems to have “no purpose in the world” (p. 288).
Character of Olivier
Olivier is, we must accept, based on the character of Alexis de Tocqueville, though one reviewer has stated that he is “possibly even more of a snob than Tocqueville was and certainly less gifted.”  Early in the novel Olivier is a traumatized child, gradually coming to understand his parents’ role in the Revolution.  Later he is snootily put off by the lack of elegance in American ways; yet later still, the reader is invited to accept the idea that Olivier is not entirely deluded in his belief that surrendering aristocratic (or at least highly educated) tastes and standards to those of the proudly ignorant masses is a flawed idea.  Carey addressed this issue in an interview (posted on his website) with the following comments:
"And you find yourself reading all this in two ways. You think, ‘You ridiculous snob.' And you think: ‘Actually, pal, you've got a point. It's even worse than you thought.' "
Mr. Carey laughed and added: "He's so concerned about the rule of the majority, which is not a very sympathetic position. But then you realize that what he's really worried about is Sarah Palin."
Explaining why, after all these years, he finally felt able to write about America, he said: "Tocqueville opened a door I could enter. I saw the present in the past. It was accessible, imaginable."  [Excerpt from “profile” in Parrot and Olivier… section of Carey’s website.]
The novel’s last chapter closes with Olivier saying to Parrot that the American democracy “will not ripen well. … The public squares will be occupied by an uneducated class who will not be able to quote a line of Shakespeare.”  Parrot says he is “hurt, of course,” by Olivier’s attitude, but then “a man could not be angry with a child of the awful guillotine.”  Since the descriptions (including self-descriptions) of Olivier repeatedly emphasize his myopia, the reader can infer that Olivier’s view of American democracy is also myopic; and yet, as Olivier walks away from his farewell embrace of Parrot, the text says “A screech owl cried, despairing, hauntingly lovely.”  Perhaps the voice of America herself shares Olivier’s sadness at the prospect.
Timeline
The structure of the novel is “picaresque,” which is to say it  
requires the reader to be patient in getting oriented to the world of each narrator separately before the two meet up (after about 100 pages) for their journey to America aboard Le Havre—the same ship on which Tocqueville himself sailed to America.  The location in time of each narrative segment is not transparently labeled, so even within each narrator’s separate story there is some challenge to the reader in sorting out the sequence of events and relationship of characters.  I confess I found this challenge somewhat frustrating in my first reading; however, in the second reading (and after having sampled some helpful secondary source materials) I was more inclined to admire the complexity of the presentation.  My reaction to this progression is ambivalent.  On the one hand, I feel that the need to re-read in order to appreciate a complex novel reveals my limitations as a reader—and on that same hand I realize that had I not offered to prepare this paper it is much less likely that I would have found the time for the second reading.  But on the other hand, I realize that I fall at least marginally within the “cult” [Carey’s term] of people who read “what I call literature,” and that having found the time to reread, I have be rewarded with a greater level of enjoyment and appreciation.  So, this is perhaps just another context in which the cliché “how much you get out of it depends on how much you put into it” is operative.

Dickensian elements
Carey’s readers and reviewers often note that his plots and style recall those of Dickens.  One earlier novel, Jack Maggs, is a retelling of Dickens’ Great Expectations from the point of view of Magwitch, Pip’s transported-convict benefactor.  The scenes in which Parrot flees across the moors with the Marquis de Tilbot after the burning of Piggot’s counterfeiting operation are somewhat reminiscent of Pip’s early meeting with Magwitch.  Carey portrays different types of American characters as part of his overview, as Dickens did in Martin Chuzzlewit, for example—though a significant part of Carey’s presentation comes through the contrast between Parrot’s and Olivier’s different reactions to the American scene.

Style serving substance

Carey’s very vivid and multi-sensual descriptions throughout the novel certainly draw the reader into the narrative; the effect is not always agreeable, but often it powerfully enhances the impact of important ideas that emerge from the story.   For example, after showing Mathilde’s success at earning money through portrait-painting for aristocrats, Parrot says he “knew … with that deep intimacy of skin on skin” that Mathilde “burned with rage” toward the aristocracy and that flattering them “made her ill.”  As an antidote, she would after each portrait bring home street people and paint them, on small canvases in which “no one could be beautiful, and yet each was illuminated by that holy light glowing from beneath their injured skin.” (p. 139)  This sequence is an important element of the contemplation of how art and commerce coexist, perhaps symbiotically but with troubling ethical implications, in the lives of Parrot and his friends and family.

In another passage commenting on the American character, Carey uses the metaphor of the rocking chair.  In general, Olivier declares, 

these Americans … are the most turbulent, unpeaceful, least-contented people … everyone is in a state of agitation … and when they cannot move, they rock. … I have it from Duponceau that the restless Benjamin Franklin… is responsible for the awful rocking chair.  I had that particular horror removed from [my] cabin and replaced with a comfortable wing-backed reading chair which would not rock no matter how heavily I sat in it. (p. 237)

Conclusion

Over all, Carey (a transplanted Australian) takes the opportunity in this novel almost to write as an American, but at least about America and Americans.  His description of American society of the early 19th century seems clearly designed to reflect on features of current global society, or at least those parts of it descended from the English and Western European cultural backgrounds.  Whether in presenting this commentary Carey has created characters engaging enough to sustain the interest and sympathy of novel readers is perhaps a topic for ongoing discussion.

****************************************************************** 

Discussion Questions for Parrot and Olivier in America

1. Several summary comments on the novel suggest that Parrot and Olivier become friends over the course of the novel; and indeed each of the two characters makes some comments on the changing nature of their relationship.  How important an element of the novel is the development of their relationship, and what are its implications for the novel’s overall meaning?
2. Time sequence of the novel has also gotten mixed reviews.  Some have found the beginning *really* a drag, though they liked the book once they got into it.  Others have praised the initial establishment of each character’s background as essential to the later interweaving of the two.  From your point of view, does the complexity of narrative sequence enhance or detract from the overall effectiveness of the work?
3. As an “improvisation” on Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, the novel seems likely to present some comment on that topic.  Does the novel seem to favor or disfavor the “ripening” of American democracy?  
4. Through the involvement of Parrot and his friends in artistic occupations, the novel includes investigation of the role of artists in society.  Here, they survive by fawning on and serving the wealthy (or by counterfeiting and insurance fraud), until toward the novel’s end Parrot’s entrepreneurial arrangements with the Marquis de Tilbot yield success for the Audubon-esque bird engravings. Does the novel ultimately support Olivier’s view on the necessity for an aristocratic (or in present terms, perhaps a wealthy “1%”) class to support the development and sustaining of art?
5. Carey has said that he writes about the past only as he sees the present in the past.   His imaginative engagement with Tocqueville’s America suggests his own ambivalence about the tension between democracy and culture in the contemporary world (where he fears readers of serious literature amount to a “cult”).  Is the past/present connection effectively conveyed in the novel?  If so, to what effect?
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