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    Internationally acclaimed as the author of seven novels and numerous collections of poetry, Michael Ondaatje was born in Sri Lanka and attended school in England before settling in Canada in 1962. Studying first at Bishop’s University, then at the University of Toronto and Queen’s University, Ondaatje earned Bachelor and Master of Arts degrees before turning to teaching and then, in the 1990s, to writing full-time.


    He has received the Order of Canada and the Man Booker Prize and, in 2018, was awarded the Golden Man Booker Prize for The English Patient. He lives in Toronto with his wife, the writer Linda Spalding (born in 1943), and has two adult children.
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    Michael Ondaatje’s most famous novel tells the story of four characters surviving together in an abandoned Italian villa towards the end of the Second World War. The titular ‘English patient’ forms the central mystery of the group as a man burned beyond recognition who does not remember his own name. As the English patient’s true identity gradually reveals itself through his narration over the course of the novel, the other characters also begin to discover truths about themselves and one another against the backdrop of a historical reality that is changing the world as each of them knows it.


    Published in 1992, The English Patient won both the Giller Prize and the Man Booker Prize upon its release and was awarded the Golden Man Booker Prize in 2018 as the reader favourite of the Prize’s 50-year history.


    The English Patient was also turned into a nine-time Academy Award-winning film released in 1996. Directed by Anthony Minghella (British director, 1954-2008), the film stars Ralph Fiennes (British actor, born in 1962) and Juliette Binoche (French actress, born in 1964) as the titular patient and his young Canadian nurse.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE VILLA


    The English Patient begins in an abandoned villa, a former Allied military hospital, just North of Florence, Italy, towards the end of the Second World War. At the beginning of the novel only two characters inhabit the villa: an anonymous patient, burned beyond recognition, and Hana, a young Canadian nurse unwilling to leave him behind. In these early pages, Hana explores the villa and its surroundings. She plants a small garden, clears dirt and debris from the villa’s rooms, and reads aloud to keep both herself and her patient sane.


    Through a series of flashbacks early on, we learn that the English patient was injured when he fell burning out of an airplane into the desert and that he was rescued by Bedouin tribes who kept him alive for the knowledge he possessed—of terrain, the war, and of the guns and other materials scattered throughout the desert by Axis and Allied troops. He remembers—or claims to remember—little else.


    The first character to join them is an Italian thief named Caravaggio who knew Hana and her father in Toronto before the war. Caravaggio makes the difficult journey north through Italy after hearing Hana’s name in a hospital where he is being treated for the loss of his thumbs—a punishment for stealing from the female companion of a German soldier. He makes it clear that it is his intention to keep an eye on Hana, but it soon becomes apparent that he is as shaken by his experiences of the war as she has been by her own.


    The next arrival is an Indian sapper (a military bomb disposal expert) named Kip. Kip seeks the villa out after hearing Hana playing the piano and arrives out of the dark, worried that she might set off one of the many bombs left behind inside instruments by retreating German troops. Hana stops playing and the piano does not explode. Instead, Kip installs his tent in the villa’s garden and joins their small community.


    These four characters settle into an uneasy set of daily rhythms and relationships. Hana and Kip begin a romantic relationship; Kip and the English Patient become friends. The main source of disquietude comes from Caravaggio, who begins to suspect that the English patient is not English at all, but a famous Hungarian spy named Almásy who worked for the Germans during the bulk of the war. Increasingly preoccupied by his suspicions, Caravaggio mixes morphine with red wine and determines to make the patient tell them the truth by feeding him the concoction.


    THE DESERT


    In a weaving narrative interval that blurs the boundaries between telling, remembering, and misremembering, the English patient recounts the story of how he met Katherine Clifton and her husband Geoffrey in the desert in 1936, of his doomed love affair with her, and of her death in that same desert three years later.


    Katherine died, we gradually learn, a year after the affair had ended, when her husband tried to kill himself, his wife, and Almásy in a desert murder-suicide: Clifton crashed his plane into the desert with his wife inside, planning to kill the two of them in the crash and Almásy through exposure, by stranding him in the desert without transportation.


    The crash does kill Geoffrey Clifton, but Katherine survives, badly injured and unable to walk. Her former lover hides her away in a cave and leaves on foot to get help, but is ignored by Allied troops when he finds them because of his ties to the German army. He is imprisoned and Katherine dies in the cave before help or her beloved ever arrive.


    WHERE THE WAR LEAVES US


    The last third of the novel jumps back in time to recount Kip’s experiences in the early years of the war, when he volunteered against his brother’s wishes before being vetted by army doctors and sent off to England, where he became an integral member of a specialised bomb disposal unit.


    In the novel’s present, Hana and Kip continue their relationship, spending what the narrator describes as their only month together inside Kip’s tent on the villa’s grounds. Meanwhile, the English patient continues recounting his memories for Caravaggio, returning again and again to the circumstances which cost Katherine her life but always circling around the extent of his despair, the exact circumstances of her death alone in the desert cave.


    The novel ends abruptly with the world-altering explosion of the nuclear bombs dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Startled into a sudden moment of clarity, Kip recognises the great racial disparity of the war and is no longer able to be a part of the novel’s small villa community, hiding within the end of the war in order to hide from its ongoing realities. He starts up an old motorcycle and takes off on his own, leaving the war, Hana, and their friends behind him.


    In the last pages of the novel, we learn that Kip eventually establishes a new life for himself and starts a family in the Asian continent the West saw fit to sacrifice.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HANA


    The first character to be introduced in the novel, Hana is a 20-year-old Canadian nurse whom the narrator describes as someone with “partial shell shock probably” (p.28) and “a dangerous will” (p.32). She sleeps, the narrator tells us, in a different part of the partially-bombed villa each night, sometimes exposing herself to the winds of the surrounding hills and sometimes enclosing herself within rooms with all four walls still standing.


    Throughout the novel we learn that her father, a man she can only bring herself to refer to by his first name, has died as part of the war and that she became pregnant by a young soldier who also died. We learn that she aborted the baby herself when her despair became too much for her.


    Hana is described through Caravaggio’s eyes as much thinner and sharper than she was as a child, as a different woman than the one she had been before the war.


    THE ENGLISH PATIENT


    Representing first the central mystery and then the central quandary of the novel, the titular ‘English patient’ is not English at all, but a famous Hungarian spy named Almásy who worked for the Germans during the Second World War.


    Burned beyond recognition by the start of the novel and unable to remember his own name, the ‘English patient’ recites descriptions of English gardens he had heard from his English lover and shares the uprooted facts about the world which he had always had “like a sea in me” (p.18).


    Gradually remembering more and more of his past, the English patient oscillates between the first and third person in his narrations, at times owning his own story and at other times displacing its hero as if the man he is describing were someone other than himself.


    CARAVAGGIO


    Introduced as “the man with bandaged hands” (p.27), David Caravaggio is an Italian thief-turned-wartime spy who knew Hana as a child in Toronto, where he was friends with her father.


    Upon arriving at the villa, Caravaggio immediately begins helping himself to Hana’s morphine supply and sets about stealing small trifles—some vegetables, a bottle of wine—from the surrounding properties.


    We gradually learn that Caravaggio worked as a spy during the war and that he lost his thumbs after breaking into the home of a German woman, the girlfriend of a German officer, where he was trying to steal the camera with which she had unknowingly captured his image, thereby jeopardising his identity as an Allied spy.


    KIP


    Known to his fellow characters as “Kip,” Kirpal Singh is a 26-year-old Sikh sapper who joined the war despite his beloved brother’s hatred of England and its colonial rule over India.


    He is stationed first in England, where he joins a specialised group of bomb-disposal experts, and later in Italy after the death of his British mentor and father figure. Kip arrives at the villa protected by the firm defences of his own routines: careful, methodical, and quiet, he rises every day at dawn, washes himself in the garden, and goes out to defuse bombs in the house and its surroundings.


    We gradually learn that Kip was one of the most important sappers in England and that he was also one of 12 sappers sent into an evacuated Naples to defuse an elaborate bomb network tied to the city’s electrical infrastructure.


    Kip and Hana begin a romantic relationship, but she is aware throughout their time together that she cannot really reach him. Abandoning the injustice of the racially weighted war at the end of the novel, Kip escapes back to India and immerses himself in a new life there: he becomes a doctor, marries, and has children.


    KATHERINE CLIFTON


    The English patient’s lover and wife of Geoffrey Clifton, Katherine Clifton is a strong and well-educated British woman whose role in the novel is limited to the English patient’s account of her. The English patient’s descriptions of her begin with her arrival in the desert with her husband on the last days of their honeymoon. He describes her as having “lionlike hair” (p.142) and “classical blood in her face” (p.143). She recites poetry for them and, once the affair has begun, unleashes her passion by biting and scratching her lover.


    Katherine dies in the desert long after the end of the affair and purports to have long before gone mad because of his absence.


    GEOFFREY CLIFTON


    An Oxford undergraduate who learns of the expedition being carried out by Almásy and his colleagues in the desert, Geoffrey Clifton marries
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