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Chapter Two

Lisa Erdman: A Subject with Fluid Identities

With the illogical plot and fragmented images in Lisa Erdman’s erotic poem 

“Don Giovanni” and its prose form “The Gastein Journal,” Lisa’s narratives are 

counter-narratives of Freudian psychoanalysis which stresses that subjectivity should 

be fixed and united. The narrator in these first two chapters, without integrated 

subjectivity, is considered abnormal under the definition of Freudian psychoanalysis. 

However, by means of the depictions of the incessant fluxes of desires in the erotic 

poem, Lisa challenges the authorities and credibility of Freudian psychoanalysis and 

the modernity thinking behind it.

In the therapy process presented in the third chapter “Frau Anna G.,” the 

fictional Freud interprets Lisa’s narratives by focusing solely on her familial 

background and her past, regarding the sexual unions in her narratives as metaphors 

of her past trauma. Studying Lisa’s poem, nonetheless, the reader would detect that 

the narrator seldom implies her relationship with her family, which makes the reader 

suspect if the fictional Freud ignores certain messages in his patient’s narratives. The 

gap between Lisa’s narratives and the fictional Freud’s interpretation exposes the 

insufficiency of Freudian psychoanalysis, driving the reader to reflect whether 

Freudian psychoanalysis is appropriate and adequate enough to interpret “Don 

Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal.” Thus, the credibility and authority of Freudian 

psychoanalysis is fully interrogated. 

For the fictional Freud who puts so much emphasis on the integrity of a subject, 

Lisa is considered “nonsense”4 that cannot be comprehended with logic. Lisa, without 
4  According to Deleuze in The Logic of Sense, nonsense (non-sens) “does not have any particular 

sense, but is opposed to the absence of sense rather than to the sense that it produces in excess—
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a stable and fixed self-identity, breaks the concepts inherent in modernity, including 

binary oppositions, totality, and subjectivity, and instead underscores discontinuity, 

diversity and plurality. Lisa is such a subject capable of triumphing over the fictional 

Freud’s clichéd psychoanalysis, overturning the biased conception of subjectivity, and 

situating herself as one with partial objects. The fictional Freud attempts to analyze 

Lisa’s subjectivity through analyzing her narratives with his theory. From his point of 

view, Lisa is a hysteric suffering from paranoia. The fictional Freud’s diagnosis is 

grounded on his recognition of normalcy and insanity, and Lisa’s boundless fantasies 

are the forceful proof that she needs to be “corrected” to be a subject with integrated 

identity.

The sexual intercourses in “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” are so 

surprising for readers because we are so accustomed to the social doctrines 

demanding that such issues as sexuality should be prohibited. However, the non-stop 

flow of desire presented in Lisa’s narratives is so plentiful and daring that they not 

only interrogate Freudian psychoanalysis but also challenge our perception about the 

social dogma. Why are we so surprised by the sexual intercourses in “Don Giovanni” 

and “The Gastein Journal”? If Lisa’s familial relationship is not what drives her to 

suffer from the pains in the breast and ovary, then what is the reason for her 

sufferings? Is the narrator’s intimacy with the strangers—sexual intercourses with the 

young man and offering her breast milk to the passengers to the white hotel—of any 

significance for Lisa? These questions will be articulated in the following discussion.

without ever maintaining with its product the simple relation of exclusion to which some people 
would like to reduce them. Nonsense is a thing that has no sense, and that which, as such and as it 
enacts the donation of sense, is opposed to the absence of sense” (71). Nonsense is not opposite to 
sense; instead, it is the paradox of the splitting of sense, the schizophrenic experience of not abiding 
by the logic of sense. For the schizophrenic, his or her body language is vital, but cannot be 
comprehended by “normal” people. The body that the schizophrenic experiences are both an 
accumulation of fragmented parts and a unorganized “body without organs.” Deleuze, different 
from Freud and Lacan, considers it not an individual psychological disease but a common social 
phenomenon. 
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The Operation of Desire

In their discussion about the female protagonist’s creation “Don Giovanni,” Lisa 

indicates to the fictional Freud that the white hotel in her erotic poem is “just my life” 

(111). For Lisa, the depiction of the white hotel is a faithful record of her life full of 

non-stop flux of desire. It does not consist of any childhood trauma or any battle 

between life and death as the fictional Freud infers in his case study. Lisa defies the 

fictional Freud’s attitude of viewing the white hotel as a metaphor; instead, she insists 

that all the events in the white hotel are what will happen to her in real life. Lisa’s 

resolute attitude corresponds to Freud’s most famous quotation of Charcot’s dictum 

“Theory is good, but it doesn’t prevent things from existing” (111). The fact that the 

existence of human desire is undeniable cannot be altered even though Freud 

endeavors to explain how the human mind operates with his delicate and well-

organized theory and examination. Nevertheless, it is the demonstration of the desire 

in Lisa’s narratives that subverts the fictional Freud’s scientific analysis and develops 

a broken subject with partial objects. The images of consecutive desire in Lisa’s 

narratives are crucial for the interpretation of Lisa’s subject states. With the profuse 

fluxes of desire, “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” prove Lisa a desiring-

subject who enjoys multiple and nomadic instead of single and fixed subjectivity.

The quotation of Charcot’s dictum, on the one hand, sarcastically reminds 

readers of what is said in the fictional Freud’s letter to Sandor Ferenczi in the 

prologue of the novel: “One of my patients, a young woman suffering from a severe 

hysteria, has just ‘gave birth’ to some writings which seem to lend support to my 

theory: an extreme of libidinous phantasy combined with an extreme morbidity” (12-

13). The fictional Freud’s attempt to analyze Lisa’s writing by viewing it as one 

supporting case study of his theory concerning Eros and Thanatos destroys the 
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individuality of each being, reducing one human being to one “case” in his theory. 

Seemingly every human being can be explained and examined thoroughly with 

theories as if every being is created and molded according to these perfect theories. 

However, “[t]he soul of man is a far country, which cannot be approached or 

explored” (174). Writing “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal,” Lisa attempts to 

demonstrate that one theory cannot interpret all men; moreover, she also intends to 

restore desire to its rightful place, making them released from the constraints of 

artificial theories.

On the other, Lisa’s quotation has suggested that Lisa’s recognition of her own 

subjectivity is very different from what Freud has illuminated in his theory, and she 

will not submit herself to the authorities of Freudian analysis of subjectivity. For the 

analyst, the subjectivity without unified ego is the symbol of hysteria and abnormality 

while for Lisa, the woman depicted in the poem, though without integrated 

subjectivity, demonstrates differing perspectives of her life. The subjectivity with the 

unified ego is being replaced by fragmented and incomplete subject states in “Don 

Giovanni.” The narrator pours forth in the erotic poem: “I was split often/ by your 

son, Professor, and now come back, a broken/ woman, perhaps more broken. . .” (20). 

The brokenness indicates Lisa’s negation of being categorized as any species: she is 

neither normal nor insane, and thus gathering all the broken pieces together will not 

constitute one stable and fixed subjectivity. Rejecting being pieced together as one 

with unified ego, Lisa enjoys the plurality and diversity of her subject states. In other 

words, the fictional Freud’s attempt to analyze Lisa with his theory and to integrate 

the wholeness of Lisa’s subjectivity is fallacious and impossible. 

The incessant fluxes of desire are what render the subject states in “Don 

Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” subversive. The delineations of the sexual 
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intercourses are the most concrete demonstration of the endless flows of desire. 

“Desire does not lack anything; it does not lack its objects. It is, rather, the subject 

that is missing in desire, or desire that lacks a fixed subject; there is no fixed subject 

unless there is repression” (Deleuze and Guattari 26). To oppose Freud’s degradation 

of desire—libido—, Deleuze and Guattari stress that desire is significant in that it is 

the base of all forms of being. Furthermore, the concept of the subjectivity with fixed 

identity is rejected, the binary opposition between subject and object overturned. Lisa 

unfolds her imagination of the sexual unions with whom she claims the fictional 

Freud’s son, presenting the unfailing flows of desire, which constitutes a subject 

without unified ego in opposition to the Freudian disciplined modern subject. These 

passages precisely reflect the Reichian axiom quoted by Deleuze and Guattari, “desire 

is revolutionary in its essence” (116). Desire is in its nature dynamic, decentered and 

fragmented under which operation everything is possible. Furthermore, desire, 

inclusive rather than exclusive, reaches out for multiple connections with partial 

objects. Flux is the true nature of desire. Due to its subversiveness, society attempts to 

repress this free-flowing energy in order to avoid the destruction of social order. 

Lisa’s fluxes of desire are “revolutionary,” which makes her forceful enough to resist 

the fictional Freud’s attempt to discipline her and regularize her into a docile modern 

subject with integrated self-identity. 

At the onset of “Don Giovanni”, the strong desire is immediately manifest before 

the eyes of readers:

I have started an affair

with your son, on a train somewhere

in a dark tunnel, his hand was underneath

my dress between my thighs I could not breathe
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he took me to a white lakeside hotel

somewhere high up, the lake was emerald

I could not stop myself I was in flames

from the first spreading of my thighs, no shame

could make me push my dress down, thrust his hand

away. . . . (19)

For one thing, Lisa claims that the young lover is the fictional Freud’s son because 

she would like to prove that any being could be a desiring-subject and that the 

connections of desire could occur among any beings, which forces the fictional Freud 

to reflect his psychoanalysis grounded on the nuclear family and the discipline of 

sexuality and desire. Freud overemphasizes the metaphorical tense relationship 

between father and son, but in “The Gastein Journal,” the fictional Freud’s son is “not 

at all jealous of his father’s fame,” and he just wants to “find a young wife, and put 

down roots” (36). Lisa touches on the young man’s relationship with his father 

lightly, suggesting that the father’s influence on his son is not as huge as imagined; 

Lisa implies the failure of the Oedipus Complex in Freud’s theory. On the contrary, 

what is delineated mostly is the interactions between the narrator and this young man, 

two strangers meeting in the train by chance. For another, the young man to whom the 

narrator makes love is likely to be molded according to the archetype of Don Juan 

who enjoys his endless fluxes of desire. Lisa herself concludes that the phantom lover 

is based on “a very young impertinent waiter” (163) at Bad Gastein. The fictional 

Freud regards that “[i]n her phantasy Don Juan’s place was taken by one of my sons” 

(104); nevertheless, “he sees no significance in the title of the opera score, although 

Don Juan is surely Europe’s most famous personification of the unrepressed libido, 

the pleasure principle, the devil, and the death wish, all concentrated within one 
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character who comes to an exceedingly bad end” (Simonds 52). Convinced by his 

theory, the fictional Freud considers that “she was expressing a wish that somehow 

she might take the place of missing daughter, through marriage” (104). Lisa’s 

arrangement in the poem is indeed “a joke,” but she is expressing a wish that the 

doctor could reflect on the constriction of his theory and rectify his immoderate 

emphasis on familial factors. 

The young lover, representing the unrepressed desire and imagination, is 

elevated to the status of the wish-fulfillment of Don Juan. The intensity of the sexual 

fantasy woven around him and the young woman might invite suspicion that he reifies 

Thanatos since orgasm is so intriguingly associated with “la petite morte.” It is, 

however, more adequate to interpret the sexual fantasy as the emergence and 

explosion of desire than as the reification of Thanatos in that the latter statement turns 

Lisa an individual into a field of representation which functions to prove the 

correctness of Freudian theory. Furthermore, the sexual intercourse is the connections 

between organs instead of one’s life battle between Eros and Thanatos. The detailed 

descriptions of sexual intercourses and the personification of Don Juan overturn 

traditional dichotomies between subjectivity and objectivity. “Don Giovanni” and 

“The Gastein Journal” are therefore an overall affirmation of the goodness of desire, 

endorsing desire being the base and infrastructure of the constitution of society.  

The rejection of binary oppositions also manifests in the juxtaposition of the 

polymorphous images of non-stop sexual unions and the chaotic natural destruction in 

Lisa’s fantasy. To begin with, “billows were whipped up, and some people drowned,/ 

. . . but your son kept his hand upon my breast/ then plunged his mouth into it, the 

nipple swallowed. . .” (20). Secondly, it is the fire: 

the blaze
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coming from our hotel

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

-- one wing was burning, and the people rushed

to the ship’s prow to stare at it in horror.

So, pulling me upon him without warning,

your son impaled me. . . . (22-23)

Thirdly, they encounter the avalanche: “an avalanche/ burying the mourners and the 

dead. . . . / I think he penetrated to her womb/ she screamed a joyful scream. . .” (27), 

and lastly, “the guests/ fell through the sky, his tongue drummed at my breast. . .” 

(28). Instead of incarnating Freudian theory of Eros and Thanatos which lays too 

much emphasis on the uniqueness of man, the juxtaposition of human desire and 

natural disasters, for Deleuze and Guattari, embodies their argument that “man and 

nature are not like two opposite terms confronting each other. . .; rather, they are one 

and the same essential reality. . .” (4-5). The prominence of man is eliminated, and 

man enjoys the same status with other forms of being as is depicted in Lisa’s poem:

I wanted to cry, my nipples are so drawn

out by his lips, and tender, your son moved on

from one nipple to another, both were swollen,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

how pure the stars are, large as maple leaves

up in the mountains, they kept falling and falling

into the lake, we heard some people calling,

we think the falling stars were Leonids,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

bodies were being brought to shore, we heard
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a sound of weeping, his finger hurt

me. . . . (20)

In this passage, the sexual union, the falling stars, and the disaster of flood are 

presented simultaneously, which suggests that there is no distinction among all 

creatures: man does not stand out in nature. Deleuze and Guattari emphasize that man 

and nature are not the relationship of bipolar opposites and that “the human essence of 

nature and the natural essence of man become one within nature. . . . Not man as the 

king of creation, but rather as the being who is in intimate contact with the profound 

life of all forms or all types of beings. . .” (4). Thus, the superiority of man since 

Enlightenment is deconstructed, which helps collapse the division between subject 

and object.5 Man no longer enjoys the paramount status; man and nature should form 

a cycle in which all forms of being are related to one another. The narrator and her 

young lover come into contact not only with each other in their sexual unions but also 

with other types of life around them. Though the destructions seemingly have no 

connections with the young couple’s sexual union; nonetheless, they are related to 

Lisa’s future tragedy, and their incessant flux of desire is to offer the solution to the 

5   Decartes’ philosophy of subjectivity, for instance, is claimed to be the origin of the concept of 
modern subject. Dalia Judovitz articulates the significance of the Cartesian subject: “the 
establishment of the Cartesian subject, which has been considered one the forerunners for the 
modern concept of man, has in fact made possible the systematic study of man and thus become 
embedded in the project of the emergence of the modern human sciences. . . . Since Cartesian 
thought implies man’s domination and possession of nature, it establishes the hierarchical position 
of a reason whose universality is presented as the genderless figure and embodiment of humanism” 
(194-95). Judovitz points out that the characteristic of the Cartesian subject is the domination over 
the other, and that the modern subject is a rational entity who dares to use his or her reason to find 
as a way out from the immaturity as Kant specifies in his article “What is Enlightenment?”. 

In discussing  the modern subject, Michel Foucault endeavors to deconstruct the self-centered 
modern subjectivity since its distinctive feature is the dichotomy between self and other which 
results in the division between rationality and insanity as well as the exclusion of the other. 
Foucault understands the modern subject as a being “carefully fabricated. . . according to a whole 
technique of force and body” (DP 217). The term “subject,” for Foucault, is both “subject to 
someone else by control and dependence, and tied to. . . [their] own identity by a conscience or self-
knowledge” (SP 212). The modern individual is presumed to be one with unified ego which 
precedes all social operations; however, Foucault utilizes the deconstruction of modern subject, 
saying that “One has to dispense with the constituent subject, and to get rid of the subject itself, 
that’s to say, to arrive at an analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject within a 
historical framework” (PK 117). Foucault claims that the constituent subject produced within power 
relations in institutional sites is a humanist illusion which needs to be repelled.
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disaster, which is love.

The incessant sexual intercourses repeatedly appearing in “Don Giovanni” and 

“The Gastein Journal” represent the fluxes of desire without being repressed. In the 

white hotel, the narrator and her young lover are free to make love whether in their 

room or in the public. Lisa’s challenging style of creating such a world surprises her 

analyst since the non-stop sexual copulation cannot appear in real life. Judging from 

Lisa’s perspective, however, sexual intercourse is as natural as anything else in the 

world which anyone need not be ashamed of. Man’s intimacy with nature renders the 

young couple free to make love anywhere they like.

The Fantastic White Hotel

The concept of the totality of an individual’s selfhood and subjectivity is acutely 

challenged in Lisa’s narratives and is superseded by the idea of fragments and partial 

objects. As is argued by Deleuze and Guttari:

We live today in the age of partial objects. . . . We no longer believe in a 

primordial totality that once existed, or in a final totality that awaits us at 

some future date. . . . We believe only in totalities that are peripheral. 

And if we discover such a totality alongside various separate parts, it is a 

whole of these particular parts but does not unify them; rather, it is added 

to them as a new part fabricated separately. (42) 

For Deleuze and Guattari, the term “totality” implies the existence of hierarchy 

among all the separate parts and the indispensability of the exclusion of certain 

inferior parts in order to form a presupposed totality. To break such an established 

practice, therefore, they insist that all the parts exist independently in this wholeness 

without being unified into a totality and that new elements will be added to it 

unceasingly. Lisa Erdman, in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, is “a body without 
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organs” that resists no becoming and flowing of all energies; all the happenings 

constitute no unified totality that would define one’s subjectivity. Instead, the events 

are all interrelated  and they cannot be categorized explicitly in terms of ethnicity, 

sexuality or nationality. When the fictional Freud attempts to analyze Lisa with a 

theory, he has turned Lisa into a modern subject whose familial relationship 

determines her abnormalcy.

    However the white hotel, the place in which all types of people gather together, 

is another demonstration of “body without organs”because it restricts no one to the 

white hotel, which displays the spirit of mercy and selflessness:

the telephones

were never still, nor the reception bell,

honeymoon couples, begging for a bed,

had to be turned away, as guests moved out

a dozen moved in, they found

a corner for a couple we heard weeping

at being turned away. . . . (29)

More and more people throng to the white hotel, and the staff in the hotel accept all 

kinds of guests. The white hotel is like an aggregate containing all form of beings and 

events. When the major Lionheart gathers all the travelers together, asking them if 

they have seen any “odd things”—the falling stars, elm leaves becoming red, a livid 

strike, and a school of whales. He would like each one of them “to share frankly what 

[they] have seen; and if possible to find rational explanations” (52). The major 

considers them odd in that he believes in the self-centered modern thinking, which 

excludes beings other than man. However, the white hotel is a place which embraces 

all without excluding any form of beings. It is unnecessary to find any rational and 
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logical explanation for the appearance of them.

In “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal,” fragments are everywhere. There 

exists no individual with fixed and united subjectivity. Rather than creating a story 

with linear and logical plot in her narratives, Lisa gathers various fragmented events 

into her narratives. Nevertheless, it is the essence of fragments that the author of “Don 

Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” is capable of exposing the inadequacy of 

Freudian psychoanalysis and of creating another pattern of human existence. The 

fragmentary events in the white hotel are not pieces of a jigsaw for men to piece 

together as a complete picture of something. In other words, collecting the fragments 

in the white hotel does not constitute any totalized unity. The notion of totality 

belongs to Cartesian tradition of subjectivity which Freud is involved in, but the 

author of The White Hotel endeavors to create a protagonist who is not enslaved in 

such a tradition.

The white hotel in Lisa’s narratives is a place without any artificial laws and 

regulations. At the onset of her narratives, the narrator meets the young man in the 

train, and while they are chatting, “[t]he train entered a tunnel, turning their small 

traveling room into a sleeping compartment” (37). The tunnel symbolizes a breach 

that allows the flux of energy to flow and liberates beings from the restraints placed 

on them. The darkness in the tunnel separates them from the norms in civil society, 

and their fluxes of desire are thus emancipated from the constraints of society. 

Besides, the darkness in the tunnel is a strong contrast to the whiteness of the white 

hotel. Going through the darkness, the narrator has forgotten everything about the 

repressions from society. Freeing herself from the artificial doctrines, the narrator 

finds herself “in flames/ from the first spreading of my thighs, no shame/ could make 

me push my dress down. . .” (19). In the “white lakeside hotel” which cannot be 
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comprehended with logic, however, they have abandoned all the doctrines taught 

artificially. There exists no such thing as shame since feeling disgraceful in having 

sexual intercourse in public is the feeling taught in civil society. The color white 

represents the freedom retrieved after they leave social norms behind.

The analysis of the color white is of great significance in distinguishing the 

conceptions between the fictional Freud and Lisa. Freudian psychoanalysis 

presupposes that each individual has a unified identity, and Freud relies too much on 

interpreting man by means of his or her familial relations, which suggests that each 

individual is related to no one other than his or her parents. Thus the doctor refers to 

Lisa’s writing as the records of her childhood and he ponders how Lisa’s parents have 

influenced her since her childhood. “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” are 

the doctor’s material for analysis, in which he “could not but admire the economical 

way in which her mind had rendered this memory harmless, by a simple cut as with a 

pair of scissors, leaving her with nothing more flagrant than a tender marital embrace” 

(123). The doctor expects himself to explain the patient’s writing by means of 

metaphor and metonymy in order to discover her childhood experiences and how they 

affect her adulthood. The fictional Freud considers that there are connotations implied 

in her narratives which are related to her past; however, Lisa’s narratives, daring and 

challenging, emerge as counter-narratives in which she, not a docile subject who 

abides by Freud’s manner of psychoanalysis, writes down all the feelings directly 

perceived through the senses and the events that will happen in the future. Hence, 

what has been presented in Lisa’s narratives is not memories of her parents; instead, 

in the white hotel that Lisa depicts, it is a microcosm of society in which Lisa portrays 

her connections and interactions with strangers. Her small narratives are thus a strong 

resistance to Freudian theory which is based on his belief in parents’ influence on 
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men. In the white hotel, Lisa’s relationship with strangers is far more important than 

that with her parents. It should be stressed that the small narratives are sarcastically a 

counter-narrative of the grand narrative of Freudian psychoanalysis. 

That Lisa names the place “the white hotel” in which blizzards, icebergs, snow-

capped mountains—the items with whiteness—are abundant in her fantasy is 

noticeable. The fictional Freud’s interpretation which is more concerning about Lisa’s 

relationship with her mother renders his analysis confining. For the fictional Freud, 

the whiteness is the universal symbol of the mother’s body, “the heaven of security, 

the original white hotel—we have all stayed there—the mother’s womb” (143). From 

the very beginning of his analysis, the fictional Freud attempts to look for the traces of 

Lisa’s traumatic childhood and the traces of her parents in Lisa’s memories, and thus 

he would link the white hotel with the mother’s womb, a place which all yearn for. 

    Most critics would tend to interpret the color white from Freud’s perspective. 

Granofsky emphasizes the significance of femaleness suggested in the narratives: 

“Thomas also uses the color to combat symbolically the pornographic image of 

femaleness without selfhood by carefully developing associations between the color 

and the two redeeming human qualities present in the novel, love and nourishment” 

(50). Granofsky extends the relationship between the color white and the mother’s 

womb, accentuating that the color white is the symbol of nourishment; the maternity 

of Lisa is hence more important than the individuality of Lisa. Granofsky, like the 

fictional Freud, lays excessive emphasis on the female identity of Lisa, and ignores 

the real problem—social repression—that Lisa attempts to convey.

Not connecting the white hotel with mother’s womb, other critics come to link 

the white hotel with Lisa’s life. Cross articulates that “[t]he white hotel is not just the 

mother’s body, then, but embodied existence in its totality, our being-in-the-world” 
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(32). In his annotation, Cross underscores that the white hotel concerns more about 

Lisa’s life experiences which corresponds to Cowart’s interpretation that “[t]he 

patient comes to see that the white hotel in fact represents her life in its entirety—a 

view the narrator endorses in the elegiac remarks about the escalating genocide” 

(217). Both critics tend to regard the white hotel as the gathering of different 

perspectives in Lisa’s life which is connected to not only her relationship with her 

mother but her future destiny related to her ethical identity as well. The implication of 

the white hotel hence departs from the intimate connection with the nuclear family, 

and comes closer to social reality: the limitations and repressions existing around her 

in real life are more likely to be linked to her symptoms. Lisa’s creation of the 

imaginary white hotel suggests that a panorama of one’s life is a matter of 

importance. She imagines a world in which no one judges things through the unitary 

standard—logic. In his letter to Freud, Sachs’ interpretation is quiet appropriate, “her 

phantasy strikes me as like Eden before the Fall—not that love and death did not 

happen there, but there was no time in which they could have a meaning” (15).6 On 

the one hand, Eden before the Fall is a world in which reason has not been germinated 

with man; hence man does not know about forcing meanings onto objects and events. 

For Lisa, therefore, the white hotel is such an imaginative Eden before the Fall in 

which no artificial regulations and doctrines are placed on men. Only in the free 

atmosphere of the white hotel can Lisa’s unconstrained and vigorous erotic fantasy be 

presented. Siegelman, however, does not identify with Sachs’ interpretation, 

6 Rowland Wymer focuses on Thomas’s allusions to T. S. Eliot’s poetry: “Mingled with these 
biblical images are many echoes from T. S. Eliot, the great modern poet of regenerative longings. 
From The Waste Land comes the dusty plain awaiting rain, an escape into the mountains and the 
prehistoric peat-bog corpses which were perhaps victims of a sacrificial rite; from “Marina” comes 
the scent of pine tress and sea mist as intimations of eternal life; and from The Four Quartets the 
elemental patterning of deaths by fire, air, earth and water. . . ” (56). In his poems, Eliot intend to 
reflect on World War II. In The White Hotel, Thomas also attempts to probe into the issue 
concerning war and modernity, and thus he ingeniously utilizes certain images in Eliot’s poems to 
highlight the theme of the novel.
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regarding the white hotel as a charnelhouse: “The multitudinous deaths Lisa recounts 

may have the unreal quality of dreams or cartoons in which the dismembered 

reassemble themselves. Nevertheless, people do die; and the white hotel seems as 

much as a charnelhouse as the paradise of infantile gratifications (what Freud would 

later call the id)” (71). Due to the foreknowledge that Lisa’s narratives are her 

prophesy of the future genocide, Siegelman links the deaths in the white hotel to the 

numerous victims in the Holocaust. However, death in Lisa’s imaginative white hotel 

is not endowed with meanings: the loss of lives is as natural as the couple’s sexual 

intercourses, which differs completely from the victims in the Holocaust; they die 

because of the Nazis’ opinion that the Jews are subordinate to the Germans; only 

when men are dead will the artificial meanings imposed be removed and the moment 

of illumination come. Death, according to Walter Benjamin, is the moment when “a 

redeemed mankind receives the fullness of its past” (254), and the dead will thus be 

awakened, rendering it possible to restore the fragments that are once excluded.7 Lisa 

in the white hotel becomes a being without any identity; name, nationality, and 

sexuality enjoy no superiority. Lisa returns to the initial state of being when she 

would no longer be identified as “abnormal” due to her incapability of abiding by 

social regulations. Death is thus totally different in its significance in Lisa’s 

imaginative white hotel and the historical slaughter, and to view the white hotel as a 

charnelhouse is to make the same mistake: to force purport on death. Whether one 

translates the white hotel as the mother’s womb or as the charnelhouse, one disregards 

7 Benjamin elaborates the idea of illumination by introducing “Angelus Novus:” “His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His 
face is turned toward the past. When we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe 
which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like 
to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them 
. . . . This storm is what we call progress” (257-58). The angel is capable of seeing the origin of all 
the respectively events that seem not to connect with one another. However, man is restricted to the 
social order and has gradually lost the ability, which leads to the tendency of classification without 
viewing them as one single event. 
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Lisa’s intention of creating such a fantastic place: to eliminate the artificial meanings 

and to create a world without repression. 

On the other, the white hotel is a world without man-made regulations, and it is 

also a world in which the notion of time has no meaning. The timelessness of life, as 

Sachs implies in the letter, bears on Lisa’s prescience; the linearity of time has 

succumbed to the intermingling of fragments from the past, now, future, and even the 

afterlife. In other words, the idea of “now” gives up its uniqueness, and the concept of 

time is completely destroyed. In the imaginative Eden before the Fall, the white hotel 

emerges as a community in which there are neither time nor man’s undue belief in 

reason. Everyone is free to offer his or her perspective without being coerced to one 

tyrant point of view, which is specifically conspicuous in what the visitors to the 

white hotel write about their various impressions as to the fantastic events in the white 

hotel on the postcards. What is more, the white hotel provides man with the power of 

healing. While the travelers attempt to find logical interpretations of the odd things 

happening in the white hotel, “[a] heavily busted woman with graying hair said that 

she had recently had a breast removed because of a growth,” and Vogel’s sister also 

“confessed to an abortion” (54). No one criticizes them; instead, they console them 

with sympathy and understanding. Hence the white hotel, a timeless realm, becomes a 

world loaded with all forms of lives and the power of love which renders it a 

community.

Partial Objects and the Flux of Energy

“Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” are, however, not merely the 

demonstration of Lisa’s erotic fantasy and her remonstrance against social limitations. 

In the alluring sexual intercourses indeed lies Lisa’s prescient apprehension for the 

future genocide as well as her solution for it. The distinguishing feature of Lisa’s 
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narratives is the accentuation of perceiving the world with her senses—a materialist 

attitude, which varies from Freud’s emphasis on discovering the hidden meanings 

behind the images in the narratives through logical thinking. In “Don Giovanni,” the 

centrality and integrity of the woman’s body and mind have been separated: what one 

receives is the vivid descriptions of the experiences of each organ, particularly the 

breast and the vagina. The reason that Lisa centers on the delineations of the sexual 

connections of the young couple is to make it a keen contrast to the brutal connections 

between Lisa and the soldier later in the novel. 

That Lisa places emphasis on the connections between different organs is 

relevant to Deleuze and Guattari’s discovery that “[p]artial objects are not 

representations of parental figures or of the basic patterns of family relations; they are 

parts of desiring-machines, having to do with a process and with relations of 

production that are both irreducible and prior to anything that may be made to 

conform to the Oedipal figure” (46). Objecting to the mechanical interpretation that 

everything is related to parents, Deleuze and Guattari consider that the different 

experiences of each organ do not constitute any wholeness. What each partial object 

produces has its significance which cannot be explained with one theory: parents’ 

influence. In Lisa’s narratives, the narrator appears in the poem not as a modern 

subject but as a disintegrated subject with her organs connecting with other organs, 

which subverts modernist thinking that each individual should enjoy the integrated 

subjectivity. One notices how each organ connects with another organ, and another, 

and then produces flows of desire which join up one another. In the beginning, “the 

two, then three, fingers he jammed/ into me though the guard brushed the glass” (19): 

the finger feels love by touching the woman’s vagina, and then “we heard some 

waiters running and some guests/ but your son kept his hand upon my breast/ then 



Wang 32 

plunged his mouth to it, the nipples swelled” (20): the breast gets in touch with not 

only the hand but the mouth as well, and from the nipples will produce the flow of 

milk. The nipples swell not only because of the young man's bite but because of the 

organ machine of the nipples is starting to operate its process of flowing. 

Furthermore, the connection is not confined to the organs of the couple; they also get 

in contact with more organs: 

I opened up my dress, and my ache shot

a gush out even before his mouth had closed 

upon my nipple, and I let the old 

kind priest who dined with us take out the other. . . . (25) 

The connections among organs not only erase the notion of the unified subjectivity 

but also break the barriers existing among men, establishing bridges that unite all. A 

being is transformed into a “becoming-woman” possessed with senses that would feel 

other beings, and then would further build connections in order for more creations 

through the communications of lives and desires. By introducing the concept of 

“becoming-woman,” Deleuze and Guattari subvert the homogeneity of subjectivity 

and the binary oppositions of sexuality, providing more possibilities of 

communications among beings and purities of lives. Thus the depiction of the 

intercourse between Lisa and the young man is not a sexual satire; instead, it is a 

connection among organ-machines, a process of creation through the fluxes of desire 

and energy. The sucking of milk, on the other hand, is not an act of nourishment but a 

demonstration of the extensions of desire and the creations of life. 

    Besides connecting with one another, these organs produce fluxes of energy 

which offer various points of view about the world as is argued by Deleuze and 

Guattari: “each organ-machine interprets the entire world from the perspective of its 
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own flux, from the point of view of the energy that flows from it” (6). Lisa emerges in 

her narratives as a highly erotic woman whose florid fantasy is abundant in the flows 

of bodily fluids, including sperm, milk, and blood. Moreover, the juxtaposition of 

sexual unions with the flux of energy is to suggest that they are instincts which cannot 

be repressed. Each organ interprets the world and resists the social repressions with its 

own flux, and hence the breast interprets the world by producing milk, and the ovary 

understands the world by means of the flux of blood. Milk and blood are of significant 

importance in that they annotates the notion that “[t]he spirit of the white hotel was 

against selfishness” (80). In Lisa’s narratives, all are welcome to enjoy the production 

of milk from the narrator’s breast, including the young man, the corsetiere, and the 

priest, which subverts the notion that the female breast is always related to 

nourishment. The spirit of selflessness is the most crucial idea that Lisa attempts to 

convey since she foretells the future Holocaust which results from the Nazis’ selfish 

attitude of excluding the Jews. In this white hotel, Lisa’s imaginative Eden before the 

Fall, the narrator stresses “I didn’t mind which one of them was in . . ./ and it was 

good/ to feel a part of me was someone else” (30). Through the far-flung connections 

of organs among men, there creates a network which joins up all men which is 

capable of eliminating the self-centered binary oppositions between the superior self 

and the inferior other. 

Most critics tend to translate the sexual unions and the production of milk in 

Lisa’s narratives from the perspective of maternity since they are seemingly 

associated with the instinctive female power of nourishment.8 Nonetheless, however 

close the breast and the ovary are associated with the maternal instincts of nurturing, 

8   Michael argues that the images in “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” along with the 
traditional maternal role in “The Camp” render “Thomas’s visionary ending . . . similar to the 
character Freud’s case study—not only because it is an artifact but also because it has been 
constructed within the framework of the same unquestioned discursive practices” (78). 
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they do not refer to the opposite of Thanatos. The projection of passion in Lisa’s 

poem does not reflect the binary oppositions between death—the holocaust—and life

—the female power of generating and sustaining life which are so threatened in her 

era. Rather, the breast, the vagina and the ovary represent the power of resisting the 

menace of the most “uncivilized” act of devastation in history. Viewing these organs 

not as symbols of something abstract but as what they actually are is to avoid falling 

into the trap of social stereotype of woman, the embodiment of generating and 

nourishing life. The impression of woman as a mother is societal, which is what Lisa 

endeavors to eradicate by mean of her erotic narratives full of the flux of desire. 

Accordingly the focal point in Lisa’s emphasis on breast and vagina in “Don 

Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal” ought to be their connections with other organs 

and the fluid flowing from them.9

Sharing milk is an act of love, charity and forgiveness, which is the most selfless 

act. In the white hotel in which “[t]he cold/ spring here will take away all sin” (27), 

milk is as natural as the spring water which all can drink without being limited to a 

certain group of people. On the one hand, the acts of producing and giving the breast 

milk to strangers deterritorialize the modern society’s attempt to encode the flux of 

energy into a self-contained social structure. It deconstructs the stereotype that the 

breast functions solely as the means of nurturing children, ignoring that each organ 

has multiple connections and dimensions. On the other, generously and selflessly 

sharing her breast milk with everyone who asks her for it, the woman unfolds before 

9   Concerning about Lisa’s female identity, Hutcheon has argued in her discussion about the 
relationship between gender and subjectivity that Lisa is presented as a “’read’ subject of her own 
and of others’ interpretations and inscriptions of her” (80). Lisa becomes the object under people’s 
gaze. What Hutcheon questions is Thomas’s choice of a female as the protagonist in The White  
Hotel. Seemingly the stereotype of the inferiority of woman is tantamount to that of the Jews, the 
victims in the Holocaust, and moreover, Lisa’s female power of nourishment is too much stressed 
that Thomas makes the same mistake as Freud does. However, it had better to highlight that 
Thomas chooses a woman to be protagonist in the novel is probe into the effect that patriarchal 
violence is involved in the oppression the inferiority which only refers to woman but all who suffer 
from it.
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readers the spirit of the white hotel, selflessness: “to feel a part of me was someone 

else,/ no one was selfish in the white hotel. . .” (30). The spirit of selflessness is 

precisely a violent contrast to Nazis’ selfish attempt to exclude the Jews from the 

world and to proceed the racial extinction. Noticing the significance of milk in the 

novel, Simonds comments that “[t]he abundance of milk in the first, second, and last 

chapters is also a symbol of the consolation and protection promised in Isaiah’s 

description of the New Jerusalem. . .” (62). Milk is not only shared among strangers; 

however, in “The Camp” in the last chapter, Lisa meets her mother, and they also 

drink milk from each other’s breast, which act signifies the benevolence between 

mother and daughter. Accordingly, the act of sharing breast milk breaks down the 

artificial barriers among men, whether it be sexual, racial, or religious. Sharing milk 

this resonates with the spirit of the white hotel as well as the theme of the novel, 

which is love and charity.

Blood is another imagery that pervades in Lisa’s fantasy.10 “As soon as the 

young woman had seen the scarlet stigmata spring to the major’s hand she felt the 

noisome fall of a blood clot through her own body, and told her lover the bad news” 

(44). While dancing in the dinning room in the dinner time, the young man flirts with 

her: “You’ll be covered with blood,” she says. “I want your blood,” he responds (46). 

The imagery of bleeding is mysteriously associated with the future which Lisa is 

involved in. For one thing, the scenes of bleeding in the poem refer to the tragic 

destiny that Lisa and her stepson Kolya are going to undergo in Babi Yar in the 

genocide. The blood not only signifies that the Jews will shed their blood in the 

10   With the primitive images of blood, milk, wine, water, fire, earth, and air, Hughes argues that 
“their associations with biology, memory, and religion are intermingled, drawing the reader forcibly 
into Lisa’s soul, luring him into a trance of images as inescapable as nature” (42). Hughes regards 
that Lisa’s fantasy is obviously an embodiment of Jung’s theory about universal archetype. In his 
research, each individual’s dreams are associated with myths and religions, which emancipate one 
from Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of nuclear family.
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Holocaust but also implies that their “Jewish blood” heritage is the fatal reason for 

their tragedy. She foretells that she would have to witness the death of her children if 

she had any; thus Lisa’s fear of bearing children is deeply related to her blood 

heritage.

Significantly during their sexual unions, the images of milk and blood are 

intertwined in Lisa’s fantasy: 

The young woman offered her nipple, because the wine had gone into 

milk and the breast felt full and painful again. She [Madame Cottin] took 

it into her mouth gratefully. At the same time he began to suck at her own 

breast, and the circle of pleasure was almost complete. The young man 

was very excited, very erect, and thrust so hard that Madame Cottin 

screamed; and, as she screamed, brought her teeth together and bit the 

young woman’s breast, drawing blood mingled with milk. (69) 

Blood may refer to “the bath of blood” as the suggestion of the victims suffering 

from the racial extinction; however, it can be endowed with a more positive 

meaning, which, like the imagery of milk, is the physical strength of resisting social 

limitations and repressions. The narrator’s menstruation flowing from Lisa’s vagina 

during sexual unions intermingles with the milk from her breast without any 

obstruction. 

Furthermore, the conflicts revolving around the juxtaposition of blood and milk 

are resolved in the after-life Palestine. There Lisa begins to menstruate, and her 

breast begins to fill with milk again. In analyzing Lisa’s change, Hughes emphasizes 

that “Eros has overcome Thanatos. . . . Lisa is whole again” (43) because “[h]er 

after-life in Palestine represents not just resurrection but also a more Freudian kind 

of rebirth . . . . In her eternal life, then, she not only achieves the loving generativity 
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of the mature woman, she regains the infantile pleasures of the undifferentiated Id” 

(44). Lisa’s subjectivity, however, is not “whole again” in after-life Palestine as 

Hughes criticizes. It had better emphasize that Lisa is emancipated from the social 

oppressions and the partial objects become free to produce flux of energy—blood 

and milk. 

In order to criticize modernity’s imagination of subjectivity with a unified ego, 

the author, through putting Lisa’s counter-narratives before the fictional Freud’s case 

study, highlights the free flowing of energy and the fragmentation of one’s subject 

states. The subjectivity with a unified ego does not exist because it will limit one to 

such thinking and make the same mistake as Freud does.

In The White Hotel—particularly in the first two chapters, Thomas establishes a 

postmodern subject who enjoys multiple and nomadic subject states, which overturns 

the modern theory of subjectivity. In what follows, I will proceed to explore another 

crucial issue in the novel: the weakness of psychoanalysis. Deleuze and Guattari’s 

revision of Freudian theory will be essential in the next chapter.


