
 

 

RELATIONSHIPS and CHARACTERS in Romulus, My Father.  
 

CHARACTER NOTES:  
 

Romulus  
 

Man of suffering:  
Suffered greatly as predicted by the fortune teller 

The composer sees his suffering as some sort of rite of passage in which he was ennobled. (see 

above) 

 

“People argue about whether suffering ennobles”. There is another and different thought, which is 

that suffering makes one wise”…”Some kinds of wisdom, however – the kinds that show themselves 

not only in thoughts, but in the integrity of an authoritatively lived life – are given only to those who 

have suffered deep and long.” His affliction gave authority to much of what my father said, gave 

power to his language, rich in peasant imagery, and spared his harsh moral judgment from any 

tinge of moralism…” pg 172  

 

Acts on principles  
Man who sought to follow principles; “fierce moralist”…”about simple moral requirements such 

as honest and concern for one’s neighbour” pg 172 

- valued conversation; 

 

- language used presents as playful akin to a cheeky schoolboy, not intentionally hurtful; “The 

ingenuity that had fuelled his paranoia also informed his wit, which was often mischievous and 

nourished by natural imagery” -p173  

- integrated somewhat into the community 

 

- seemingly self-sacrificing or at least highly dutiful to his family: 

“My father would walk up to eighty kilometers for a litre of milk”…”he fainted from hunger on 

more than one occasion” - p9  

 

Has an unswerving commitment to truth 

(speaking to Raimond) “…you must not lie. That is worse than any damage you might do. Even if 

you burn the house down, you must tell me the truth. If you do there will be no future trouble.’ “ –

p50  

A weakness however, may be his tendency to believe that others hold the same principles as 

himself. For Romulus, these principles cannot and should not be broken 

 

- offers to help Mitru, the man living with his wife and does not retaliate after being hit by him (pg 

87) 

 

“…he told me that there are few things more important than a good name.” pg 99  

 

Man of contradictions and complexity:  
 

- he is a master craftsman in beautiful wrought iron craftsmanship yet despises the appreciation of 

things based on appearance alone;  

“His detestation of superficialities extended not only to his appearances, but also to decorations 

and furnishings in the house.” -p171  

“Though my father had made many beautiful objects, his pleasure in being able to make them was 

curiously detached from an appreciation of their beauty”…”He was interested in the craftsmanship, 



 

 

but not in the beauty achieved by it.” Pg 175 

 

- He seeks to assist his wife but in doing so, probably enables her horribly dysfunctional lifestyle as 

well as the extra marital affair with his former close friend. 

- seeks to live by principle and morals yet can carry out extremes in behaviour; 

“…his sense of what mattered did not come from conversion to a doctrine of any sort. All his life he 

had a strong sense of moral reality and with it a belief in the connection between goodness and 

simplicity.” Pg 171  

 

Follows principles fiercely but in doing so, violates other even more important and serious 

principles; 

- when perceiving the council as corrupt, “he went to the council chambers with his chainsaw and 

banged it on the bench declaring that he might cut off the heads of all the councilors, with one 

exception.”  

 

 Mad (deeply psychologically disturbed):  
- His father, Romulus, has consistently held onto his errant wife as an attachment figure thus still 

aligning himself with her abhorrent behaviour – perhaps an unconscious reason for supporting her 

and even bizarrely her lover, financially during her affairs. 

This is shown in his refusal to divorce her as well as his continued ‘passion’/madness within 

romantic relationships. 

“Mitru’s suicide and my father’s madness had convinced me that sexual love was a passion whose 

force and nature was mysterious and that anyone who came under its sway should be prepared to 

be destroyed by it”…”That it should also drive them to murder was part of the same story. Pg 137 

 

- has a mental breakdown after Lydia shows cruel and deliberate choices to use and lie to him. 

 

“…he confronted despair and terror in his madness.” Pg 171 

 

Flawed  
Romulus is a man who lives life with a huge amount of commitment to his principles although at 

times, he is misguided. 

He fails to see the truth regarding the characters of others especially Christina; 

- “ ‘She was a woman who liked men’ “ (pg 83). This is a euphemism since her behaviour was 

highly destructive not only to those close to her but families within her community as she carried on 

affairs with married men. 

- Regarding Mitru; “My father was very fond of Mitru because he was so evidently a good 

man”…”he pitied Mitru, believing he was caught in something he could not control, which would 

cause him considerable pain and perhaps consume him.” (pg 82) – showing a lack of foresight 

 

Unrealistic or flawed in his view of others:  
 

-Refuses to grant a divorce to Mitru even though Christina has been in an extra-marital affair and 

physically separated from Romulus for years; “he did not ‘believe in divorce’ “ (pg 83). 

 

-He is apparently still having sexual relations with her although she is involved with someone else 

giving her grounds to suggest that she is pregnant with Romulus’ child and that they may become a 

family again. 

 

- tricked by Lydia. During the 1961 May holidays, Romulus took his son with him to Sydney with 

the intention of killing Lydia’s husband. Romulus dismisses his son’s question of the ‘goodness’ of 

this act “with a contemptuous grunt and gesture of his hand.” Pg 137 



 

 

When they reach Lydia’s house, the composer writes of Lydia “It was impossible to see the 

wickedness in her” (pg 139). Although her husband is courteous, “it was her beauty that saved him 

from death and my father from becoming a murderer.”  

 

Man of action and loves working with his hands 
 

He is happiest when ‘doing’ and working; ”It was not the work he most wanted to do, but he was 

very happy to be working at his trade again.”-p53 

 

- Resourceful, a survivor 

Created a business based on eggs  

Even with a broken leg he “attached a U-shaped steel mount to the Bantam on which he could rest 

his leg and”…”rod to Castlemaine or to Maryborough for supplies, returning sometimes with sugar 

sacks over each shoulder…” (p53) 

A man of great creative talent and skill that was not always evident because of his need to provide; 

“He made very little of the classical, hammer-beaten, ironwork in which he took such pride and 

which he crafted so superbly. Instead he made wrought-iron furniture…” – p53  

“his genius flourished because of his joy in having a hammer and steel in his hands.”-p4 

- From him I learned the relation between work and character. His sense of the importance of work 

and of its moral and spiritual requirements was simple and noble.” Pg 98 – value espoused with 

Australian society leading to him receiving “publicity and by word of mouth his work became 

admired and his business prospered.” (pg99) 

 

Choices in how he views others and himself:  
 

- Judges others according to principle and action: 

“He took pleasure only in the esteem of those whom he knew to be deserving to judge him and his 

work. The praise of the lazy, the dishonest or those whose character and work were shoddy meant 

nothing to him.” (pg 99)  

 

- defines his craft and ability to work as directly connected to his value and usefulness as a man. 

After his strokes “He often looked at his hands and wondered what had become of him. ‘Can you 

believe how I used to be?’ he asked me. ‘I’m good for nothing. Just for the rubbish heap.’ “ p200 

 

ROMULUS and MENTAL ILLNESS:  
 

Romulus is unable to transcend his connection with his unfaithful wife to see the character of his 

wife and her mental dysfunction as a destructive force on his son as well as his own life, indicating 

the powerful effect of the marriage and sexual union. He has given his whole being into this 

relationship and while with Christine, almost killed himself. After she kills herself, Romulus almost 

takes his own life again. 

 

Romulus’ inability to process these events as well as his own childhood trauma is shown in his 

mental breakdown when he regresses and returns to the reliance on rituals to bring a sense of 

emotional stability. His dependence of rituals echo his grandfather’s religious ritualistic habits.  

 

 

Raimond/narrator/composer:  
 

Learned to survive among neglect and hardship: father worked shifts at P&N so at six years old, he 

“spent many nights alone.” 

 



 

 

 Has an epiphany within the landscape that reflects his philosophical worldview that suffering is 

a necessary part of life and in fact helps one to see life more starkly; 

 

“I had absorbed my father’s attitude to the countryside, especially to its scraggy trees, because he 

talked so often of the beautiful trees of Europe. But now, for me, the key to the beauty of the native 

trees lay in the light which so sharply delineated them against a dark blue sky. Possessed of the key, 

my perception of the landscape changed radically as when one sees the second image in an 

ambiguous drawing. The scraggy shapes and sparse foliage actually became the foci for my sense 

of its beauty and everything else fell into place”…  

”It was inconceivable to me that I should now shoot a rabbit. The experience transformed my sense 

of life and the countryside, adding to both a sense of transcendence.” (pg 60-1)  

After this experience, he seems to action his enlightenment of purpose and takes an academic path 

“into the world of books.” (pg 62) 

 

 Gains insight into seeing beyond the superficial or external appearances; 

“The landscape seemed to have a special beauty, disguised until I was ready for it; not a low and 

primitive form for which I had to make allowances, but subtle and refined. It was as though God 

had taken me to the back of his workshop and shown me something really special.” (pg 61)  

 

 embarrassed and aware of his ‘difference’ from others in society due to his background; “I wore 

an army greatcoat which trailed half a metre on the ground, with newspapers protecting my chest 

against the cold”…”outside the cinema wherever we were, and I was embarrassed as he dressed 

me in this outfit in full view of the crowd…” (pg65)  

 

 Has academic and moral mentors such as his father, Hora and Ronald Mottek (primary-school 

teacher) who “was often in trouble with the school council for his unconventional beliefs and 

behaviour” (pg 63) but “also understood my father well and understood particularly his desire – 

his need – for me to grow up decently.” (pg 63)  

 

“From my father and from Hora I had already acquired a sense that only morality was absolute…” 

pg 106  

 

Romulus and Christine Anna Dorr:  
 

• Their relationship is filled with tension and unhealthy elements. This is why Raimond believes that 

tragedy and conflict within sexual relationships are normal. 

 

“Their relationship was intense and fraught. She was prone to tempestuous jealousy. Years later I 

overheard my father remind her that he did not marry her because he loved her”…”He pointed the 

gun to the side of his head and pressed the trigger, but the bullet grazed only his cheek bone and 

part of his nose.” Pg 8  

 

• Father’s disconnection with mother due to her unprincipled actions;  

“More than once my father was told, ‘Control your wife, she is stealing our husbands.’ “ Pg 17  

 

 

Migrants’ friendship based on common background and language:  
 

• Their friendship shows that relationships have the potential to develop an enrich an individual’s 

life; Pantelimon (Hora) and Dumitru (Mitru) – Romanians befriended by Romulus at the 

Baringhup camp 

 



 

 

 

Discrimination: 

- based on ethnicity: “There was an adjacent family camp, but only Australians could live in it.” Pg 

12  

“the authorities chose not to utilise the many skills of the foreign workers who were almost 

invariably given menial manual tasks.” Pg 16  

- leads to the unfair domination of some groups with others’ voices and gifts being silenced; 

“He noted how incompetent some of the Australian tradesmen were”…”but not with resentment or 

anger”…”He – and in this he was a typical immigrant of the time – had long come to accept what 

fate dealt him…” pg 16  

- passive response due to lack of power, status 

“Young, pretty and classically Australian though she was, Myra was never afraid of the exuberant 

young foreigners who filled her taxi and who asked especially for ‘the lady chauffeur’. Pg 14  

 

- based on political beliefs and individual principles: “[Hora and Mitru] had been denied university 

study because they refused to join the Communist Party groups which would have entitled them to 

scholarships. When the communists took power, they quickly installed party members as informers 

to be on the lookout for anyone who had an independent mind and spirit. Realising what was in 

store for anyone who valued freedom and justice, Pantelimon decided to escape, urging his brother 

to join him”…[Hora] was taller and stronger in character than Mitru and carried him through 

moments of weakness during their escape.” Pg 15 

 

Similarities strengthen connections 

“My father befriended both brothers but from the beginning his friendship with Hora went deeper.” 

Pg 16 

 

Raimond and mother, Christine 
 

KEY POINT: Christine neglects Raimond causing instability within him. 

 

EVIDENCE:  
• Mother’s extreme neglect is juxtaposed with Romulus’ extreme sacrifice to stay connected with 

Raimond;  

“After she gave birth to me”…”She seemed incapable of taking care of me, ignoring my elementary 

needs”. Pg 8 

“He and Hora worked alternate shifts so that one of them could always care for me. At his request, 

my father was transferred to a job cleaning the lavatories in the camp so that he could be near me.” 

Pg 17  

 She leaves him constantly; “To my deep disappointment she left us to live again with Mitru…” (pg 

84)  

 Raymond resents Mrs Foschia (owner of wine saloon owner in Maryborough) because “Her 

disapproval of my mother was never far from the surface. She”…”made me dislike her and fell 

uneasy in her company.” Pg 86  

 

• Christine is extremely selfish and consistently puts her needs ahead of Raimond unlike Hora who 

has to ask her not to eat Raimond’s oranges set aside for his lunch. She abuses Hora when asked not 

to eat Raimond’s oranges “calling him a dictator and a swine.”-p45 

Raimond is still greatly connected to his mother over Hora wanting to hurt him when repeating that 

his mother and Mitru call him a swine 

 

• Raimond has the ability to replace her with other relationships (but she is still an important 

attachment figure): 



 

 

“My mother’s neglect of me was more than compensated for by her family”…My grandparents 

doted on me…” pg 9  

 

- “After she gave birth to me, she showed signs of an illness that was to become increasingly severe 

in the coming decade.” -p8. This statement appears directly before the story of his grandmother 

relating that her child (Raimond’s mother) would suffer. 

 

KEY POINT: The composer does not want to question the moral character of his mother because 

she is an important attachment figure. 

 

Raimond’s mother is consistently neglectful of Raimond forcing Mitru to take over regarding 

provision and care. When taken home by the police, she is unconcerned on his moral development 

and character; “..she smacked me, more because she was humiliated than because she was seriously 

troubled by what I had done.” Pg 27  
EVIDENCE – event in Melbourne  
- In 1954, Raimond traveling to Melbourne to spend his holidays with his mother, is left alone at the 

Spencer Street staion. The police are unable to contact his mother and he is forced to sleep the night 

at St Kilda police station. The narrator however, brushes over this shocking example of neglect and 

speaks happily of the fact that the police allowed him to play with their caps. The profound effect of 

his mother’s seeming disconnection from him is demonstrated in the short, direct sentence “I do not 

know why they failed to meet the train the previous day.” No explanation has been given, lack of 

dialogue thereby consigning this event into the mind of young Raimond, unprocessed to contribute 

to his sense of self.  

He offers excuses to alleviate any blame or responsibility on his mother; “Perhaps my father had 

not kept pace with their changes and the address…” (pg 76). 

 

EFFECT ON RAIMOND:  
 

• Emotional detachment: Her profound effect on Raimond is conveyed within the portrayal of  

his mother having an asthma attack and his conflicted response. Raimond has learned to handle 

scenes of trauma with emotional detachment; “The perspective provoked in me a pity that was both 

intense and disturbingly detached.” (pg 77). Christina’s neglect of Raimond is mirrored in his 

emotional alienation of his mother since she is a primary attachment (‘I-Thou’) figure thereby 

affecting his own sense of self, perspective of the world and relationships. 

 

“…my mother, highly intelligent, deeply sensuous, anarchic and unstable, this emphasis on 

character, given an Australian accent, provided the wrong conceptual environment for her to find 

herself and for others to understand her.” Pg 103 

 

Raimond’s emotional disconnection from mother; “I felt awkward with her”…”she danced I a café 

half-filled with customers. The pathos of it embarrassed and saddened me.” Pg 109 

 

 

• Idealisation of mother:  
Raimond idealises his mother indicating his deep, intrinsic connection to her.  

 

Evidence: 
- Although she was only an occasional visitor to Frogmore as a young boy, he states that “I was 

glad of her physical, feminine presence, which comforted me more than food.” P31  

 

- Raimond justifies her affair with Mitru describing her as a “troubled city girl from Central 

Europe” who “could not settle in a dilapidated farmhouse in a landscape that highlighted her 



 

 

isolation. She longed for company.” Pg 25  

 

- Mikkelsen’s description of her, included in the book perhaps indicating Raimond’s idealism of 

her, is of being “very intelligent and a ‘woman of substance’…she had the arresting presence of 

someone who experienced the world with a thoughtful intensity.”-p31  

 

- As a ten to eleven year old, his mother returns to Frogmore and demonstrates signs of psychosis, 

hearing voices. Raimond “climbed onto the roof to see if there was anyone there, hoping to find 

someone, ominous though that would have been, rather than accept that my mother was mad. Of 

course there was no one.” (pg 84)  

 

 

Raimond and Hora: Replacement attachment figure for Raimond  
 

Hora began caring for him while he and Romulus were at Cairn Curran  
 

“He and Hora worked alternate shifts so that one of them could always care for me. At his request, 

my father was transferred to a job cleaning the lavatories in the camp so that he could be near me.” 

Pg 17  

A refuge; “Hora then intervened physically, taking me from my father and onto his knee.” Pg 19 

 

 Loves and cares for Raimond even giving up his job to care for him and Frogmore while Romulus 

is in hospital (1954). 

 

 Raimond’s attachment to Hora is shown in his mixed feelings when his father returned from 

hospital; “I was happy, but also a little sad.”-p48 

 Happy memories; swimming with Hora, sailing on Cairn Curran with aluminium boat, built by 

Hora and Romulus  

 

“Hora often told me stories as we sailed. As I grew older, the stories changed from adventure tales 

to accounts of the deeds of great men or great humanitarians. Of Albert Schweitzer, who, already a 

famous theologian and organist, studied medicine in early middle-age and went to Africa to build a 

hospital”…”To prove his theory, Semmelweis deliberately infected himself on a cadaver. He caught 

the fever, became insane, and jumped to his death from a bridge”…”Hora’s stories were always of 

men with ideals, devoted to science or to humanity, and who were persecuted by an arrogant and 

complacent establishment…” (pg 71)  

 

EFFECT ON RAIMOND: 
Relationship with Hora had a profound influence on Raimond’s worldview and values through the 

spoken world and conversation such as determining the importance of reason over base instinct; 

 

“He spoke with power and passion, his handsome, expressive face adding to the effect. I owe to 

Hora the development of my interest in ideas. Inclinations to delinquency ran strong in me at the 

time. At a certain point in my teenage years, intellectual interests ran stronger than they did. More 

than anyone else, I owe that and the course of my life to Hora.” (pg 72)  

 

 Hora like, Romulus creates connections and/or avenues by which he and Raymond are able to 

connect further. Hora would visit “he smoking and me listening to his stories. He rolled his 

cigarettes so tightly that they often went out. Relighting them became a ritual whose pleasure for 

him consisted mostly in his doing it slowly”…”I was very glad when Hora built a jetty-cum-diving-

board because I never needed to touch the bottom again”…”Perhaps the fact that I trusted Hora so 

completely made these unorthodox swimming lessons drag on longer”…”I needed to swim in order 



 

 

to share this part of his life.” (pg 68-9). 

 

Raimond and Romulus  

 

This is the main attachment figure relationship for the composer: Intrinsically 

connected with father 

 

Idealism of Raimond regarding his father:  
The composer sees his father mainly through the idealistic eyes of a young boy; 

“…the intensity of his eyes, the sheer integrity of his demeanour, and the unquestionable authority 

of a man whose history and reputation they knew”…”they knew these values were embodied in his 

life and work. Sometimes, to be confronted by him was like being confronted by a Biblical prophet, 

someone whose fierce purity made him transparent to the reality of the values he professed.” Pg 

174-5  

 

 Father’s words regarding truth showing high modality (definite, direct) 

Father was unrelenting, sometimes unreasonably, regarding his principles as shown in his beating of 

Raimond without taking time to explain the moral significance of his actions; “I could not believe 

that the theft of such a small bottle could justify such a huge punishment.” Pg 19  

 

 Raimond did not always share his father’s principles OR perhaps felt that he needed to keep 

certain things from him; “For years he asked me what I did with the razor. I never told him.”-p51  

 

 Evidence of idealism:  
We take on the principles of and idealise our attachment figures. Raimond Gaita, even after 

accompanying his father on a planned murder mission (of the husband of Lydia, his intended wife-

to-be), cannot fathom the darkness of this act choosing instead to  

empathise with him stating that “as deep as my relief was, so was my pity for my father because of 

his suffering and humiliated love for this beautiful woman.” Pg 139  

 

…”Lydia’s cold-blooded mendacity was contemptible in a way that my father’s intention to kill her 

husband, and perhaps her, was not”…”I did not believe they deserved to die”…I simply refused to 

condemn my father for intending to shoot Lydia’s husband”…”and I would have thought any victim 

of such a killing to be unworthy of their passion if they complained.”  

“The fact that he was my father was the reason I felt obliged to accompany him. It never occurred 

to me to say I would not go.” Pg 137  

[Definition: mendacity – untruthfulness] 

 

Romulus and Hora:  
 

 Extraordinary friendship. Both men who valued and tried to follow principle; 

“…I know what a good workman is; I know what an honest man is; I know what friendship is; I 

know because I remember these things in the person of my father, in the person of his friend Hora, 

and in the example of their friendship.” Pg 74  

 

 Relationship based on mutual trust and principles; “I knew that my father’s opinion was the one 

that mattered to Hora.”-p46 

 

- Hora and Romulus are best friends because both are men of principle: 

- Hora and Romulus choose to base their lives on principle, more specially truth. 

 

 There is breakdown later on due to the lack of dialogue regarding the fate of the two daughters of 



 

 

Mitru and Christine. Romulus did not consult Hora before signing away his right to be in contact 

with them. 

 

Romulus and Christine (Raimond’s father and mother):  
 

Relationship is filled with tension and suffering: 

- In Europe: “Their relationships was intense and fraught. She was prone to tempestuous jealousy. 

Years later I overheard my father remind her that he did not marry her because he loved her”…”At 

the time, he felt strongly enough to have her name tattooed on his forearm and to try to shoot 

himself hen she left him, early in their relationship.” Pg 8  

- Suffering alluding to the ‘prophesies’ (dream and fortune-teller’s words): 

“My father must have been heartbroken by his unfathomable, troubled, vivacious and unfaithful 

wife.” Pg 19  

- She and my father were irritable, often angry, with one another. Sometimes she slept in his bed, 

sometimes in mind.”-p34  

Christine demonstrates extremely dysfunctional behaviour which places huge strain on the 

marriage as well as great suffering to her husband and Raimond: 

 

 Christine demonstrates a profound disregard for her marital commitment to Romulus;  

Countless infidelities and affairs including an affair with a good friend of her husband: 

“Tension existed between him and my mother, dating back to Germany, and deepened by romances 

with other men on board ship and now also in the camp at Bonegilla.”  

Slanders Romulus despite his unwavering commitment to her well-being; “she complained about 

my father – that nothing she did satisfied him”…”not the way she did the washing and so on, 

although the truth is that she hardly did any of these things at all.”-p34-5  

 

 Her emotional and physical commitment to the family is extremely limited or non-existent: 

“My mother agreed to join us there.” (stay at the farmhouse, six kilometers west of Baringhup) pg 

19. Her assent is not assumed; not a committed part of the family unit. 

 

“Mitru’s suicide and my father’s madness had convinced me that sexual love was a passion whose 

force and nature was mysterious and that anyone who came under its sway should be prepared to 

be destroyed by it. Its capacity to wreck lives, to humiliate otherwise strong and proud people and 

to drive them to suicide was already familiar to me. That it should also drive them to murder was 

part of the same story.  

I had long felt that a person passionately in love was in the grip of something whose imperatives 

required one to accept, without complaint, that one might be murdered by a grief-stricken of 

jealous lover. The requirement to consent to such possibilities seemed to me to be intrinsic to 

love’s nature and therefore, inseparable from its joys…” pg 137 

 

 

Christine (mother) and Mitru  
- affair began in Frogmore ironically a place where Romulus hoped that “she might settle into the 

responsibilities of being a wife and mother.” Pg 24  

“A photograph of the period shows Mitru lying under a tree on the river bank with me sitting on his 

chest, my mother beside us with the demeanour of a young woman with her man and child.” Pg 25  

 

Letters from Mitru to Romulus show Mitru trying to make sense and bring order to a chaotic 

world of relationships. 

They also indicate how Christina has formed the centre of the world of these men although she is 

clearly mentally dysfunctional; “The thing that I want to talk about is a situation whose centre is 

Christina…” pg 77 



 

 

Placing her in the centre of their world leads therefore to a disturbed and tormented worldview. 

- Mirtu is unaware of the forces in which he is caught up in 

- He is placed now in the former place of Romulus; a place of suffering; “…me taking your place as 

a husband to her. This is the essence of what I want to discuss, and it must sooner or later be 

clarified.” 

Her behaviour causes a sphere of emotional and physical destruction including  

disjunctions in other relationships; “More than once my father was told, ‘Control your wife, she is 

stealing our husbands.’ “ pg 16-17  

creating a burden of suffering for her lovers; she “had other lovers and he was tormented by 

jealousy.” Pg 26 

 

Mitru is profoundly affected by his relationship with Christine who is extremely narcissistic. She is 

a core attachment figure for him and he writes to Romulus to send Raimond to visit them although 

it is clear that Raimond’s welfare would be at risk; “Could you send Raimond here for about a week 

or, if he can’t leave school, at least for a weekend? This would help her a lot.” (pg 81)  

Mirtru’s narcissistic attitude is reflected in his lack of empathy for Romulus and Raimond within 

his relationship with Christina. He claims to be acting in everyone’s best interests by ‘confessing’ to 

Romulus; “…now is the right time for a confession. And the clearer that things become, the better it 

will be for all of us.” (pg 77). The composer notes “His ‘confession’ was odd, if not disingenuous.” 

Pg 81. 

 

Relationship thrives on drama; “the drama of his attempted suicide, and the anxious and tender 

emotions it released, did not change things between them…” pg 88 

 

Disintegrates into verbal and physical violence where Christina is beaten with a belt. Once again, 

this event leads to “her affectionately tending the wounds he inflicted on himself when he tried to 

commit suicide.” Pg 90 

 

Christine  
 

 Causes a ripple effect of madness and disturbance in her core sexual relationships 

 Slanders Romulus to others 

 Neglects her children: 

- Mirtu also writes “she is very homesick and very uneasy when the boy is not with her” (pg 79). 

Yet Raimond was forced to sleep at the police station in St Kilda because she did not meet him at 

the train station on his arrival.  

- “Not long after Susan was born, my mother again fell into the pattern of neglect…” pg 87  

- (Mitru regarding Susan) “…’What a pity she receives no attention from her mother. If it were not 

for me, who knows what state she would be in.’ “ pg 90 

 

Totally narcissistic: preferred to buy dresses than look after her baby Susan or pay rent;  

 She has a negative effect on Mitru and Romulus especially through her promiscuous behaviour; 

“His (Mitru) misery was compounded by the fact that my mother flirted with some young men 

who”…”told her she had beautiful legs. ‘And so I have,’ she said to me, flattered by their 

attentions.” Pg 87  

 

 

Romanian brothers: Pantelimon (Hora) and Dumitru  
- Hora is the initiator; “Pantelimon decided to escape, urging his brother to join him…” pg 15  

- “taller and stronger in character than Mitru and carried him through moments of weakness 

during their escape.” Pg 15  

- “both striking-looking men.” Pg 15  



 

 

Dimitru (Mitru):  
Supported by his brother in character; reference is significant 

“…the considerably shorter Mitru, with his slightly Asiatic eyes, slicked-down black hair and soft 

voice, reminded me of Peter Lorre. 

Lorre, Peter (1904–64), U.S. actor, born in Hungary; born Laszlo Lowenstein. He was known for 

the sinister roles he played, as in M (1931), The Maltese Falcon (1941), and The Raven (1963). He 

also portrayed Mr. Moto, a Japanese detective, in eight movies (1937–39).  

 

Suffers mentally through sexual relationship with Christina.  

Writes a letter to Romulus asking for a divorce and also to send Raimond to stay with them (after he 

was neglected by them). After referring matter-of-factly to the deep issues, reverts to trivial matters 

demonstrating his lack of connection to the reality of the situation or the emotional impact of his 

letter on Romulus and Raimond; “I will buy you a pair [of trousers] too if you want, because they 

have plenty at that shop.” (pg 81)  

Christine wastes his hard earned money on dresses and does not contribute to housework or look 

after Susan.  

She also flirts with other men.  

Unable to disengage from Christine; “Mitru refused both to leave my mother and the offer of help.” 

Pg 87  

Disrespects both his brother and Romulus (hits him) preferring Christine’s approval.  

 

Key event (pg 89) when he rejects his brother who has been a moral compass for him;  

“ ‘How can you let yourself fall so low?’ he demanded of Mitru. ‘How can you let yourself be 

trampled down by such a characterless woman?..” Mitru replies “…don’t come to see me again.” 

(pg 89)  

 

Hora (Pantelimon):  
 

- A man of principle; “Realising what was in store for anyone who valued freedom and justice, 

Pantelimon decided to escape…”. Hora acts according to principle rather than his base instincts – 

although his good looks give him the opportunity to fulfil his lusts, he chooses not to. pg 15 

-  

- a intellectual role model for Raimond: 

“Hora was particularly handsome. His high forehead, his large eyes and his mouth gave his face an 

aspectthat reminded me in later years of Albert Camus…” pg 15 

Camus, Albert (1913–60), French novelist, playwright, and essayist; closely aligned with 

existentialism. Notable works: The Stranger (1942), The Plague (1947), and The Rebel (1951). 

Nobel Prize for Literature (1957). 

 

- anti- religious establishment but accepting of genuine integrity and truth: 

“Like many East Europeans who saw much corruption in the church, Hora was ferociously 

anticlerical. He spoke, however, with respect and affection for Christianity’s ethical vision and for 

those rare people in whose lives he had seen it practised.” (p72)  

 

- committed to and respects truth when demonstrated in the lives of others with Raimond noticing 

his “…openness to the voices of others when they spoke with disciplined honesty…” p73 

 

 

Hora is the only person who truly stands up to Christine. although they both are bonded with the 

same people; Romulus is his best friend, Christine’s lover is his brother and Hora is has been a 

father figure, mentor and guardian to her son.  

 



 

 

Hora is a principled man willing to follow character and integrity even though it shakes his sense of 

self; “Solzhenitsyn taught him that often people betrayed others not because they were cowards, but 

because they had slowly been corrupted through many compromises, none of which seemed very 

important in itself. Hora had never before seriously reflected on that.” Pg 73  

As a result of his questioning and courageous search for integrity, Hora is left “shaken for years, 

unable fully to recover his equilibrium, his understanding of himself seriously altered…” (pg 72)  

 

Animals:  
 

These animals are key figures within Raimond’s life as an isolated boy in an isolated environment. 

They profoundly influenced his sense of self since he has at vital times lacked connection with his 

attachment figures and is emotionally needy. 

 

The composer’s value of the animals is presented through his specific details including regarding 

their specific characters and personalities eg Jack would imitate the beckoning whistles of his 

masters fooling Orloff who would run towards the house, in vain. 

 

Rusha the cow  
Aggressive and dangerous; once tried to kill Raimond. 

Marta the cat: birthed five kittens including Billy, a tom who with Jack, accompanied Romulus 

and Raimond into the paddocks when seeking rabbits or wood. 

Orloff the dog  
- had character, loyalty but was foolish 

“Like Jack he was a source of joy in my troubled childhood, but unlike Jack he comforted me in my 

sorrow and gave me a sense of security when I was afraid.”-p40-41 

When Orloff is killed, horrifically with “meat spiked with crushed glass. My father and I cried for 

him, and for many days I though my chest would explode with grief.”-p40  

 

Jack the cockatoo  
- “occasionally bit me just because he felt like it. Eve so, he was a joy to me…”-p38 

- Uncaged 

- Interactive within the daily routine of the family; shrieking in response to the Jack Davey’s  

quiz show on the radio. 

- Destructive to property; various pieces of furniture around the house, property of neighbours 

- Determined; walked a half kilometer to the Lille’s (after his wings were clipped) 

- Is placed at the top of the animal hierarchy in the home; instinctually recognised as such by  

the other animals 

- Intensely loyal to father, greeting him in the morning placing “his beak to my father’s lips, saying, 

‘Tsk tsk tsk, tsk tsk tsk.’ I assumed it meant, ‘I love you.’ “-p38 

- Accompanied Raimond to school causing more destruction/mischief 

- Was actually a female 

 

OTHER PEOPLE IN THE NON-FICTION TEXT:  
 

Miss Collard  
- Sister of Miss Lillie.  

- Molested Raymond on at least one of his visits to the Lillie’s. 

- Approximately seventy years old 

“Stooped and a little shriveled, she had, nonetheless, a very determined walk. Her lined, leathery 

face showed her strong character and her eyes were bright, signaling her readiness for banter and 

mischief. But although her mind was sharp she was inclined to be vague.”…”Gently she put her 

hands between my legs to make sure that I had not lost it [penis]. Then she poked me and went off 



 

 

laughing.” (pg 55-6)  

 

Vacek: the Lithuanian whom Romulus had met in the camp at Cairn Curran.  
 

- mad 

- looks unusual; “…his heavily bearded face looked fearsome at the window…” (pg 66). 

“Not long after the camp was dispersed, Vacek began to lose his mind”…”Not far from this rude 

shelter he built a small shed in which he kept awful concoctions that he cooked, sometimes in his 

urine”…”Every so often the police from Maldon would take him to a mental 

hospital”..Occasionally he traveled to other cities – Melbourne, Brisbane and Adelaide – but would 

always return, sometimes with hair-raising stories of police brutality towards him.” (pg 66).  

 

“gentle man, well educated for the times and of a poetic, dreamy nature. He smoked a pipe…” pg 

66  

“Vacek’s sense of communion with animals extended to the smallest creatures”…”He wanted to 

build a factory devoted to providing humane conditions for its workers.” Pg 67 


