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Your main commentary should be focused on the use of adjectives. Other topics may also be addressed.


Inside the Pollit family the ordinary mitigated, half appreciative  opposition of man and woman has reached its full growth. Sam and his wife Henny are no longer on speaking terms; they quarrel directly, but the rest of the time one parent says to a child what the child repeats to the other parent. They are true opposites: Sam’s blue-eyed, white-gold-haired, pale fatness is closer to Henny’s haggard saffron-skinned blackness than his light general spirit is to her dark particular one. The children lean to one side of the universe or the other and ask for understanding: Sam’s answers were always to the point, full of facts; while the more one heard of Henny’s answer, the more intriguing it was, the less was understood. Beyond Sam stood the physical world, and beyond Henny- what?

Like Henny herself are Henny’s treasure drawers, a chaos of laces, ribbons, gloves, flowers, buttons, hairpins, pots of rouge, bits of mascara, foreign coins, medicines (Henny’s own ‘aspirin, phenacetin, and pyramidon’); often, as a treat, the children are allowed to look in the drawers. ‘A musky smell came from Henrietta’s room, a combination of dust, powder, scent, body odours that stirred the children’s blood, deep, deep.’ At the centre of the web of odour is their Mothering, Moth, Motherbunch, ‘like a tall crane in the reaches of the river, standing with one leg crooked and listening. She would look fixedly at her vision and suddenly close her eyes. The child watching (there was always one) would see nothing but the huge eyeball in its glove of flesh, deep-sunk in the wrinkled skull-hole, the dark circle round it and the eyebrow far above, as it seemed, while all her skin, unrelieved by the brilliant eye, came out, in its real shade, burnt olive. She looked formidable in such  moments, in her intemperate silence, the bitter set of her discoloured mouth with her uneven slender gambler’s nose and scornful nostrils, lengthening her sharp oval face, pulling the dry skinfolds. Then, when she opened her eyes there would shoot out a look of hate, horror, passion, or contempt.’

To the children she is ‘a charming, slatternly witch; everything that she did was right, right, her right : she claimed this right to do  what she wished because of her sufferings, and all the children believed in her rights.’ She falls in a faint on the floor and the accustomed children run to get pillows, watch silently the ‘death-like face, drawn and yellow under its full black hair.’ The ‘poor naked neck with its gooseflesh.’ She is nourished on ‘tea and an aspirin’; ‘tea almost black, with toast and mustard pickles; a one-man curry’ of ‘a bit of cold meat, a hard-boiled egg, some currants, and onions’- as her mother says, ‘All her life she’s lived on gherkins and chillies and Worcestershire sauce … she preferred pickled walnuts at school to candy.’ She sews, darns, knits, embroiders. School had taught her only three things, to play Chopin, (‘there would steal through the listening house flights of notes, rounded as doves, wheeling over housetops in the  sleeping afternoon, Chopin or Brahms, escaping from Henry’s lingering firm fingers’) to paint watercolours and to sew. It is life that has taught her to give it ‘her famous black look’; to run through once again the rhymes, ritual jokes, sayings, stories – inestimable stones, unvalued jewels – that the children beg her for; to drudge at old tasks daily renewed; to lie and borrow and sink deeper into debt; to deal the card out for the games she cheats at and has never won, an elaborate two-decked solitaire played ‘feverishly, until her mind was a darkness, until all the memories and the ease had all drained away… leaving her sitting there, with blackened eyes, a yellow skin, and straining wrinkles.’ Marriage that had found Henry a ‘gentle neurotic creature wearing silk next to the skin and expecting to have a good time at White House receptions’, has left her ‘a thin, dark scarecrow’, a ‘dirty cracked plate, that’s just what I am.’ In the end her black hair swiftly greying, she has turned into a dried-up skinny, funny old woman’ who cries out: ‘I’m an old woman, your mother’s an old woman’; who cries out: ‘Isn’t it rotten luck? Isn’t every rotten thing in life rotten luck?’

Randall Jarrell, An unread book, Introduction to Christina Stead’s 

The Man Who Loved Children, 1965, GB, 720 words.

