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Housekeeping: Beyond Reason

	Marilynne Robinson gives voice to a realm of consciousness beyond the bounds of reason in her novel Housekeeping. Possibly concealed by the melancholy but gently methodical tone, boundaries and limits of perception are constantly redefined, rediscovered, and reevaluated. Ruth, as the narrator, leads the reader through the sorrowful events and the mundane details of her childhood and adolescence. She attempts to reconcile her experiences, fragmented and unified, past, present, and future, in order to better understand or substantiate the transient life she leads with her aunt Sylvie. Rather than the wooden structure built by Edmund Foster, the house Ruth eventually comes to inhabit with Sylvie and learn to "keep" is metaphoric. "...it seemed something I had lost might be found in Sylvie's house" (124). The very act of housekeeping invites a radical revision of fundamental concepts like time, memory, and meaning.
	Robinson delights in an intense "undifferentiated attentiveness to all the details" (82). The ordinary is given added significance and, as a result, the pace of the novel is slowed considerably. While supplying a layer of added realism, these mundane, fragmentary domestic details serve as an important thematic strategy to Robinson. The reader's attention becomes focussed on the passing of each moment in time. Ruth is initially frustrated with the seeming discontinuity of her own existence and tries to assign some order to it. "What are all these fragments for if not to be knit up finally?" (92). She yearns for a time when there "would be a general reclaiming" of the various seemingly meaningless fragments of human existence, a moment when "time, error, and accident were undone, and the world became a comprehensible whole" (92). Experiences and events help to legitimate an unseen, unifying, universal order. Ruth is able to perceive each moment as a reference point for past events as well as events to come.
	Paradoxes within this invisible rational framework begin to emerge, however. Because human senses are inherently limited and fallible and "memories are by their nature fragmented, isolated, and arbitrary," they are highly suspect in providing reliable evidence of rational structure to the progression of thoughts and experiences of any individual or group (53). Order can and will be made from the fragments available in a given situation; it is an extension of the most intense form of human will. "The world will be made whole For to wish a hand on one's hair is all but to feel it. So whatever we may lose, the very craving gives it back again" (153) Memory thus houses a great paradox: the ability to create a sense of completeness and the ability to provoke the most profound sense of loss. It is the paradox woven into the nature of memory which moves time forward. "The force behind the movement of time is a mourning that will not be comforted" (192). Based in part on her memories, Ruth begins to consider the idea that in committing suicide, her mother wanted to evoke a less absolute, constantly negotiated existence, "whole and fragment", within her daughters' minds (163).
	Rather than attempt to pull herself "into some unseemly shape and slip across into that other world" as her sister did, Ruth looks to Sylvie for an alternate interpretation of life (123). Transience is at the very core of Sylvie's philosophy. Sylvie's attention to individual, though not necessarily substantial, details reveals that even ordinary events possess the potential for comprehensive change. "...moments that were substantially the same did not detract at all from the possibility that the next moment could be utterly different. And so, the ordinary demanded unblinking attention. Any tedious hours might be the last of its kind" (166). Our existence through time is in a constant state of flux. As mortals, we are all transients, inhabiting a physical consciousness for a finite amount of time. Ultimately we have "come to look and not to buy" (73). Order as a function of humanity exhibits the same evidence of impermanence, becoming either "meaningless, indecipherable," or a matter of "coincidence" (131). Even language itself becomes an absurd exercise in imposing a fleeting sense of order. Fragments as fragments, however, are valuable. "It would be terrible to see a shattered mirror heal...our thoughts suffer no changing shock, no permanent displacement. But they persist, outside the brisk and ruinous energies of the world" (163). Sylvie seems to point toward an immersive but fluid method of perceiving the world, beyond reason. This method exists, as Ruth states, between "thinking and dreaming" (216).
	Nothing, or perhaps more appropriately nothingness, seems crucial to this philosophy. Images of darkness, oblivion without boundaries or limitations are presented as sources of great comfort and fear. "It is better to have nothing, for at last our bones will fail...There is nothing to be afraid of...Nothing to be worried about. Nothing at all" (158,168). Nothing defies description. It is formless and indivisible. Both Sylvie and Ruth feel a strange affinity for darkness. Even fragments would become unnecessary and meaningless "if only the darkness", like nothingness, "could be perfect and permanent" (116). Nothingness does preclude individual identity of any sort, however. Surrendering completely to nothingness would negate any possibility of authentic intimate human relations: the one source of meaning and happiness to Sylvie.
	The house Sylvie attempts to "keep" must accommodate change including the peace and threat implied by nothingness. "A house should be built to float cloud high, if need be...A house should have a compass and a keel" (184). Rather than being seduced by the ultimate and final separation of nothingness, Ruth learns (as a transient) that housekeeping can be an expansive and inclusive method of engaging and interpreting the world.
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