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Michael Ondaatje’s 1992 The English Patient engages broad historical and political
issues in a novel which explores the limits and possibilities of personal bonds
and relationships. In this paper, I am focusing on how Ondaatje’s novel
develops the themes of loss and reparation on both personal and historical levels.
The complexity and scope of the narrative connects the desires and identities of a
few grieving and injured individuals with the broader issues of empire and
history. The English Patient both constructs and dismantles hope and despair in
its treatment of intimacy, and in doing so uses its seemingly private themes of
love, community and alienation to address the political complexities of a
postcolonial world.!

Ondaatje’s narrative style accentuates the intersections of the personal and
political. For although The English Patient takes place in historically identifiable
places (it spans Italy, the north African desert, and England) and makes detailed
references to historical events and people, it remains a highly stylized account, a
novel written by a poet who tells unofficial histories in fragmented and non-
linear ways.? The English Patient provides a minimal emphasis on story-line and
plot and instead reveals its meanings through its characters’ responses and
remembrances. The novel taunts the reader with an apparently stable image of
reality, but then unfolds that possibility through a montage of layered,
sometimes contradictory, images. Douglas Barbour describes how the
“complexly ordered fragments of the novel accumulate...in an intricate collage
that can best be described as labyrinthine” (207). For Maria Jestis Llarena-
Ascanio, Ondaatje creates a place where “history no longer has any concrete
meaning: every culture is hybrid and fragmented” (20). The complex,
postmodern style of the novel reflects Ondaatje’s skeptical relationship to truth,
narrative and history.

Although the novel remains deeply engaged with understanding the
repercussions of a world war, it traces those events through the relationships and
psyches of a few select characters. The story centers on the stories of four people
thrown together in Italy during the closing days of World War II. Hana, a






