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I am writing my paper on Heart by George Barnard, a novel whose title is perfect in describing the meanings and messages that it contains. In Japanese the word heart describes the many feelings and emotions that can occupy a person's heart. I feel that this novel explores the dark side of feelings and emotions and the consequences of acting on them. The results of these actions are often negative and they can cause loneli​ness, shame, guilt, depression, and self-blame. They can also damage relationships and even cause one to commit suicide. I will discuss three of the novel's characters: Robert, Kay, and Sensei, and show how my thesis applies to them.

Sensei is the main character, and I view Robert as the least important of the three characters. Barnard uses Robert mainly to introduce Sensei into the novel. Robert is a bored young man and he is attracted to Sensei because he intrigues him. He views Sensei as being different and intellectual.

An important aspect of Robert's character that attracts him to Sensei is his dislike of his own father. Robert feels that the gulf between his father and himself is too great. He views his father as being a backward country person who knows nothing of life in the city. He begins to dislike his father’s naive provincialism. His scorn toward his father is evident when he receives his diploma from the university. His father seems to value such things for more than they were worth, while Sensei has a secret contempt for these types of things. Robert turns away from his father and seeks Sensei as a spiritual and intellectual father. He says that Sensei gives him great satisfaction, and he values Sensei's opinion more than those of his professors.

Robert's boredom makes him long for Sensei's companion​ship. He spends his summers at his parents' house in utter monotony and loneliness. He says, "Every summer, when I was home for the holidays, I would often sit and listen to the piercing song of the cicadas and find myself falling into a strangely sorrowful mood. It was as if sorrow crept into my heart with the cry of these insects and I would stay absolutely still, thinking of my own loneliness."

From these examples we can see that Robert has feelings of contempt, boredom, and embarrassment towards his parents. When speaking about his inheritance, he wants to know what sum will be sufficient to enable him to live as Sensei does, so that when he speaks to his father about his inheritance, he will have some idea of what to ask for. He also leaves his father's deathbed to be with Sensei. Although we are not told of the consequences of this action, it is safe to assume that his relationship with his family would be permanently jeopardized.

Sensei's uncle is a greedy man who fails to control his greed, and he steals a large part of Sensei's inheritance. His actions cause Sensei to fear and distrust people, and these feelings make him withdraw and live in constant fear.

Sensei's uncle encourages him to marry his daughter Virginia. Although Sensei has strong feelings of love in his heart for Virginia, he can not bring himself to ask for her hand in marriage due to his insecurities. His love for Virginia torments him, yet he never has the strength to do anything about it. He represses his feelings, and we learn later in the story how damaging this is. 

The character of Kay has several important purposes in the novel, one of which is to develop Sensei's character, and it is through Kay that Barnard tells his story. He provides a vehicle that lets us learn of Sensei's insecurities, emotions, feelings, and actions. Kay also represents Sensei's opposite in many ways. Sensei is emotional, overly sensitive, and reacts to situations, while Kay on the other hand, always seems to be in control. This control comes from his strong Hindu doctrines. 

I think Barnard uses Kay to demonstrate the power of beliefs and the power of the mind. Kay feels that everything is secondary to finding "the true way." Indeed, he seems at times to think that mistreatment of the body is necessary for the glorification of the soul. Kay has no fear of death. In one instance, when Sensei and Kay were on a cliff near the sea, Sensei grabbed Kay's neck from behind. “What would you do if I pushed you into the sea?” Kay did not move and without looking back, he said, “That would be pleasant. Please do.” From this example, we can see the strength of Kay's beliefs and his detachment from the material world.

Sensei interprets Kay's stoic temperament as arrogance and self-confidence, and he has trouble handling Kay's silence. In fact he says, “I had indeed come to regard myself as inferior to Kay in every way. I envied Kay, who was so much calmer than I. I hated him. What annoyed me was that he took no notice of me no matter what I did.” 

Sensei's inferiority complex causes him to be jealous of Kay, and the seeds of hatred and jealousy continue to grow in Sensei's mind. His feelings toward Kay intensify when Kay expresses his love for Virginia. Sensei says, "I was waiting for a chance to hurt him. I lurked in the shadows, so that I might take him by surprise."  I find Sensei's behavior unscrupulous because he attacks Kay at a time when Kay is struggling with his feelings.

In the end, the one emotion that Kay is not able to suppress is love. I feel that Barnard makes it very clear how powerful love is. He makes Kay seem like a cold-hearted and unemotional person who is not even shaken by the possibility of his own death. Even love without bodily desire is to be avoided. Yet Kay surrenders to the power of love and the temptation of the beautiful Virginia. Kay goes against all of his beliefs when he expresses his love for Virginia. Barnard thus demonstrates that the power of love can change a person. 

I believe that Kay commits suicide because he feels his love for Virginia goes against his principles. He feels that he has not lived up to his ideals and that to continue living would invite further temptation. He wants to end his life before straying further from the path. This is evidenced in his suicide letter to Sensei. He says that he has decided to die because there seems to be no hope of his ever becoming the firm, resolute person that he has always wanted to be. “Why did I wait so long to die?”

Sensei is a self-centered person, and this self-centered​ness is caused by his insecurities. Immediately after he discovers Kay's death, his first thoughts are to protect himself. After discovering Kay's suicide letter he says, “When I had quickly read it through, my first thought was that I am safe. I was thinking only of my reputation at the time. What others thought of me seemed of great importance.”

The important point that Barnard shows us is that although Sensei has evil thoughts, his conscience knows that he is wrong. He says, “If Virginia had not been involved, I would surely have spoken to him kindly and have tried to ease his suffering. He needed kind words, as dry land needs rain. I believe I was born with a compassionate heart. But I was not my usual self then.”  Barnard shows us the importance of following your heart and that going against it can have severe negative outcomes. He again demonstrates how the power of love can change a person.

Sensei's biggest problem is that he never learns from his mistakes. Throughout his life he fails to express the feelings that are in his heart. However, I feel that Sensei redeems himself in the end. He confesses his past to Robert. As usual though, Sensei has self-interest in mind. He confesses to Robert so that he can have a clear conscience when he dies. However, this confession is also meant to help Robert. I think Sensei realizes that Robert idolizes him. Robert views Sensei as being intellectual, and he glamorizes Sensei's life of idleness. Sensei wants to free Robert from these views and help him learn from his (Sensei's) mistakes. This seems to be one of Sensei's few positive contributions to the society.
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In the northeast section of the Belgian Congo, almost exactly in the middle of the map of Africa, lies the Ituri Forest, a vast expanse of dense, damp and inhospita​ble-looking darkness. This is the heart of Stanley's Dark Continent, the country he loved and hated, the scene of his, aborted, ill-fated expedition to relieve Emin Pasha, an expedition costing thousands of lives and imposing almost unbearable hardships on the survivors who trekked across the great forest not once, but three times, losing more lives each time through fighting, sickness and desertion.


Anyone who has stood in the silent nearly desolate emptiness of a tropical rain forest must know how Stanley and his followers felt, coming as they all did from an open country of rolling plains, of sunlight and warmth. A number of people who have visited the Ituri since, and many who have lived there, feel just the same, overpowered by the heaviness off everything - the damp air, the gigantic water-laden trees that are constantly dripping, never quite drying out between the storms that come with regulari​ty, the very earth itself heavy and cloying after the slightest shower. And above all, such people feel overpowered by the seeming silence and the age-old remoteness and loneliness of it all. This is the world of the rain forest in the Belgian Congo.


But these are feelings of outsiders, of those who do not belong to the forest. If you are of the forest, it is a very different place especially if you've lived their all of your life. What seems to other people to be eternal and depressing gloom becomes a cool, zestful, shady world with light filtering lazily through the tree tops that meet high overhead and shut out the direct sunlight—the sunlight that dries up the non-forest world of the outsiders and makes it hot and dusty and dirty.


Even the silence is a myth. If you have ears for them, the forest is full of sounds—exciting, loud, mysterious, mournful, joyful. The shrill trumpeting of an elephant or the sickening cough of a leopard (or the hundred and one sounds that can be mistaken for it), always makes your heart beat a little unevenly, telling you that you are just the bit scared, or even more. At night, you hear a weird, long-drawn-out, soulful cry high up in the trees. It seems to go on and on, and you wonder what kind of creature can cry for so long without taking breath or a break in the action. The people of the forest say it is the chameleon telling them that there is honey nearby. Scientists will tell you that chameleons are unable to make any such sound. But the forest people of Ceylon also know the song of the chame​leon. Then the pathetic cry of the pigeon, a plaintive cooing that slides from one note down to the next until it dies away in a soft, sad, little moan.


There are a multitude of different sounds, but most of them are as joyful as the birds that chase one another through the trees, singing as they go, or the chatter of the handsome black-and-white Colobus monkeys as they leap from branch to branch, watching with curiosity everything that goes on below. And the most joyful sound of all to me is the sound of the forest people as they sing a lusty chorus of praise to this wonderful world of theirs. This cascade of sound echoes among the trees until it seems to come at you from all sides in sheer beauty and truth and goodness, full of the joy of living. But if you are an outsider from the non-forest world, I suppose this glorious song would just be another noise to grate on your nerves. This orchestra of delightful sounds is what I liked best about the forest in the Belgian Congo.


The world of the forest is a closed, possessive world, hostile to all those who do not understand it. At first sight you might think it hostile to all humans, because in every village you find the same suspicion and fear of the forest—that blank, impenetrable wall. The villagers are friendly to strangers, offering them the best of whatever food and drink they have, and always clearing out a house where the traveler can rest in comfort and safety and security. But these villages are set among planta​tions cut from the heart of the forest around them. It is from the plantations that the good food comes, not from the forest, and for the villagers life is a constant battle to prevent their planta​tions from being over​grown.


They speak of the entire world beyond the plantations as being a fearful place, full of malevolent spirits and not fit to be lived in except by animals and BaMbuti, which is what the village people call the Pygmies who are the heroes of our story. The villagers, some Bantu and some Sudanic, keep to their plantations and seldom go into the forest unless it is neces​sary. For them it is a place of evil. They are outsiders to the forest world.


But the BaMbuti are the real people of the forest. Whereas the other tribes are relatively recent arrivals, the Pygmies have been in the forest for many millions of years. It is their world, and in return for their affection and trust it supplies them with all their needs. They do not have to cut the forest down to build plantations, for they know how to hunt the game and gather the fruits that grow in abundance there. They know how to distinguish the innocent-looking itaba vine from the many others it resembles so closely, and they know how to follow it until it leads them to a cache of nutritious, sweet-tasting roots. They know the tiny sounds that tell where the bees have hidden their honey; they recognize the kind of weather that brings a multitude of different kinds of mushrooms springing to the surface; and they know what kinds of wood and leaves often disguise this food. The exact moment when termites swarm, at which time they must be caught to provide an important delicacy, is a mystery to any but the people of the forest. They know the secret language that is denied all outsiders and without which life in the forest is an impossi​bility. This is what let's them survive in the forest.





From The Forest People by Colin M. Turnbull

