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In Patrick French‟s biography of V.S Naipaul, The World Is What It Is, the 

biographical background to A House for Mr. Biswas is described: “The starting point 

was some pieces of furniture his father had collected over the years and taken with 

him to each house or bit of house he occupied: a meat safe covered with a screen to 

keep out flies, some chairs that he had varnished, a bookcase, a bureau” (192). Some 

of these pieces of furniture appear almost word for word in the novel. In the prologue, 

which functions as summary of the rest of the text, furniture and possessions are 

prominent (10). It is the only time in the novel when the furniture is a real focal point 

of the narrative. Razif Bin Bahari observes that the objects described in the prologue 

are “offered as signposts, tangible symbols – the house being the central metaphor – 

by which the significance of events to come may be definitively grasped” (12). Bahari 

also makes the interesting point that “the objects are actually submerged, reduced to 

insignificance, within the mass of detail and incident surrounding each event that is 

referred to here” (12). It is an accurate observation that the furniture, although it is 

consistently present and its path can be clearly traced, rarely is brought to the fore as 

the central image in the unfolding events of the novel. To borrow a metaphor from 

movies: the furniture is not the leading actor; the house is. The furniture has a 

supporting role in the story. In this essay I will try to explore how the furniture and 

other possessions in A House for Mr. Biswas underline and illustrate various aspects 

and themes of the novel from the perspective of what the things in themselves project, 

what their role is and what they say about the character of Mr. Biswas and his life‟s 

trajectory in the overall colonial context.  
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The furniture and possessions in A House for Mr. Biswas are rather limited in 

scope. When Mr. Biswas first moves to Hanuman House, he only brings with him “a 

pair of cheap khaki trousers and a dirty old shirt” (93), as Shama accusingly points out 

to him on the first of many occasions when he wants to leave the Tulsi household. By 

the end of his life, Mr. Biswas has assembled a more impressive group of possessions 

of which the most significant are: a cast-iron fourposter bed, a kitchen table, a 

Japanese coffee-set, a dressing-table (mostly referred to as Shama‟s), a hatrack, a 

kitchen safe, a rocking chair, a bookcase, a dining-table, a slumberking bed, a glass 

cabinet and, his last acquisition, a morris suite.
1
 All the pieces of furniture Mr. Biswas 

collects over the years remain with him until the end of his life.  

Furniture and possessions are material goods. They can be called things, 

commodities or objects. When looking at furniture and possessions in A House for 

Mr. Biswas, a distinction should be made between a commodity and a thing. To Arjun 

Appardurai commodities are things, but he defines the context as determining when a 

thing functions as a commodity. Appardurai argues that the commodity situation “in 

the social life of any „thing‟ be defined as the situation in which its exchangeability 

(past, present, or future) for some other thing is its socially relevant feature” (13). To 

interpret this definition, it is possible to say that a commodity is a thing that is 

primarily traded and, more often than not, has a price. There are obvious commodities 

in A House for Mr. Biswas, such as floursacks (150, 153), the jars in the Chase shop 

(146) and even the chickens at Shorthills (402). The lacklustre Tulsi Christmas 

presents, which are leftovers from the shelves in the Tulsi store, never really become 

things, but remain commodities (205). It is a judgement on the lack of feelings 

involved, both from the Tulsis in choosing the presents and the children in their lack 

of care in handling them, that the presents essentially retain their “exchangeability” as 

defined by Appardurai. However, the accumulated possessions of Mr. Biswas‟s 

function as things, not commodities: Exchangeability is not their dominant social 

feature, sometimes they are not even bought, often acquired by chance, and they are 

not traded. 

Elaine Freedgood writes about the meaning of things and the ideas in things 

with examples from Victorian novels. She uses the words things and objects 

                                                 
1
 The spelling of all pieces of furniture conforms to the spelling in A House for Mr. Biswas. 

Consequently, fourposter is spelled as one word without a hyphen, as are diningtable, and hatrack, to 

name a few. 
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synonymously, but in a footnote introduces an interesting distinction between things 

and objects on the one hand and commodities on the other. Freedgood refers to Ann 

Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass: “They point out that Marx‟s theory of fetishism 

was a „theory of the fetishism of a commodity, not the object....Only if one empties 

out the „objectness‟ of the object can one make it readily exchangeable on the 

market‟” (160n5). This argument introduces a quality to the object that the 

commodity lacks. The implication is that the commodity cannot have the 

characteristics and individuality that the object has. The idea that Jones and 

Stallybrass describe is not in conflict with Appardurai‟s proposal that the situation 

defines the commodity. The notion of commodity does not readily apply to the 

furniture and possessions as described in A House for Mr. Biswas. The possessions of 

Mr. Biswas‟s are not commodities, but objects and things.  

Bill Brown makes a distinction between a thing and an object. Such a 

distinction is not really relevant for the purpose of this essay. Nevertheless, it can be 

of interest to briefly touch on Brown‟s ideas.  In his article “Thing Theory”, Brown 

makes a case for distinguishing between a thing and an object: “As they circulate 

through our lives, we look through objects (to see what they disclose about history, 

society, nature, or culture – above all, what they disclose about us), but we only catch 

a glimpse of things” (4). In fact, he claims, we only “begin to confront the thingness 

of objects, when they stop working for us” (4). In Brown‟s opinion “We don‟t 

apprehend things, except partially or obliquely (as what‟s beyond our apprehension). 

In fact, by looking at things we render them objects” (4). For Brown, things have a 

“specific unspecificity” (3). In this sense a thing covers the general and the object the 

particular. A thing, in Brown‟s context, has some affinity to a commodity as presented 

by Jones and Stallybrass. In A House for Mr. Biswas the author is seldom concerned 

with the general aspects of furniture and possessions. On the contrary, it is mostly the 

specificity that renders significance to the furniture and the possessions. Brown‟s 

concern with objects versus things is not a distinguishing aspect of A House for Mr. 

Biswas. In the following text things and objects will be used synonymously, as 

Freedgood does.  

Freedgood is looking for the meaning of objects in a wider sense than the 

parameters of the novels may stipulate. She is looking for what she calls “the fugitive 

meaning”. In one respect, the fugitive meaning may be beyond a contemporary 

reader‟s understanding, but could be perfectly evident to a reader in the past. In 
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another respect, the fugitive meaning could also be outside the author‟s 

consciousness. With an example from Mary Barton, Freedgood makes an observation 

that is relevant to the objects in A House for Mr. Biswas:  

These objects are largely inconsequential in the rhetorical hierarchy of 

the text – they suggest, or reinforce, something we already know about 

the subjects who use them. But each of these objects, if we investigate 

them in their „objectness‟ was highly consequential in the world in 

which the text was produced (2). 

The hatrack is an object with an extended meaning in the A House for Mr. 

Biswas. The significance of a hatrack is pointed out in the novel early on when Mr. 

Biswas visits his disowned sister Dehuti and her low caste husband Ramchand in their 

hut. Mr. Biswas is surprised and impressed by how neat and nicely decorated the hut 

is: “Pictures from calendars were stuck on the walls and, in the verandah there was a 

hatrack” (67). Ramchand displays all the pride and ambitions of a man who is about 

to take revenge on his lowly birth. In his characteristically pompous and rather 

ridiculous manner, Ramchand guides Mr. Biswas around his belongings. He points 

out that the hatrack is bought. “That is the only thing here I didn‟t make myself. 

Dehuti set her heart to it” (69). The hatrack is clearly a status symbol. Ramchand, who 

lives in a hut and, by any standard, could not be called well off, still finds buying a 

hatrack a justified expense. With the hatrack, Naipaul instantly and with precision 

characterizes Ramchand.  

The hatrack is neither a useful nor a necessary piece of furniture for 

Ramchand, but it has several desirable attributes emblematic of a more affluent life: 

The hatrack has a mirror. “I don‟t stand up in front of the hatrack combing my hair for 

hours” (70), Dehuti says, indicating that she has neither time nor is vain enough to 

care about her looks. Ramchand‟s hatrack is quite elaborately decorated, pointing 

towards the luxury of shaping something for aesthetic reasons rather than simply for 

practical use. The symbolic value of the hatrack centers on its potential use for 

someone who owns a hat. Having a hat is a sign of achievement. During Mr. Biswas‟s 

years at the Chase he acquires a hatrack. “[N]ot because he possessed hats, but 

because it was a piece of furniture all but the very poor had. As a result, Mr. Biswas 

acquired a hat” (179).  

Mr. Biswas is a Brahmin and Ramchand is decidedly low caste, but Mr. 

Biswas is also more sophisticated than Ramchand. Dehuti married below her social 

rank and she feels uncomfortable and irritated with Ramchand‟s material ambitions. 
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Her irritation may also be tinged with some embarrassment at how pleased Ramchand 

is with his achievements Answering Ramchand about the hatrack, she says: “Me? I 

didn‟t want it. I wish you would stop running round giving people the idea that I have 

modern ambitions” (70), to which Ramchand “laughed uneasily” (70). Contrary to 

Ramchand, Mr. Biswas is conscious of the absurdity of the hatrack as a status symbol. 

However, Ramchand does eventually succeed in a way that Mr. Biswas fails to do. 

Ramchand doggedly manages to move up in the world. “Ostracized from the 

community into which he was born, he had shown the futility of its sanctions. He had 

simply gone outside it” (300). Mr. Biswas never succeeds in going outside the subtle, 

but relentless limitations of his community, even though his assets, in the end, surpass 

Ramchand‟s. When Ramchand obtains more trappings of higher standing, notably a 

shed that can pass for a house, he still keeps the hatrack: “The furniture, including the 

hatrack with the diamond shaped glass, was brilliantly polished” (298).  

The hatrack is redolent with colonial connotations. As an object, it serves as a 

metaphorical illustration of colonialism in the Caribbean. The hatrack is a Western 

invention and a symbol of a lifestyle foreign to those who struggle to acquire one. 

There is a certain oddity in a hatrack being a status symbol, which is not untypical in 

the colonial context. The hatrack clearly belongs to the Western world. Against the 

colonial background, the hatrack stands out as an absurd exotic stranger. Even though, 

as Naipaul points out, buying a hat can give the hatrack a semblance of usefulness, the 

way of life that a hatrack represents remains inexorably out of reach for those who 

strive for it. Not only is this unattainability a function of wealth, but of power, 

colonial power, and of an impenetrable wall of social and cultural differences. 

Trinidad, David Ormerod observes, is “a society frantically trying to identify itself 

with the consumer societies of England and America and to play down its own 

provincialism” (83).  

The furniture of the Tulsi household is a peculiarly colonial mix of Western 

pieces and Indian artefacts. The Western furniture may not have been deliberately 

chosen to express status, but they are organised according to status and are used to 

convey status. The Tulsi houses feature prominently in the novel. The rooms and the 

furniture are consistently and frequently described in detail throughout the narrative. 

Hanuman House is a bizarre mix of the grand scale and the almost pauper. The 

kitchen is dingy and dark with mud walls (83). The house is large and the hall is 

spacious, but run down. The furniture seems assembled without any particular plan. 
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The most important piece of furniture in the hall is “a long unvarnished pitchpine 

table” (83). There is an array of different things, such as an “old sewing-machine, a 

baby-chair and a black biscuit-drum” (83). “Scattered about were a number of 

unrelated chairs, stools and benches” (83). There are other, more impressive rooms in 

the household. After Bipti‟s visit to Hanuman House, she rapturously describes a 

house Mr. Biswas does not recognize. “She spoke of a drawingroom with two tall 

thronelike mahogany chairs, potted palms and ferns in huge brass vases on marble 

topped tables, religious paintings, and many pieces of Hindu sculpture” (94). Mr. 

Biswas realizes that she has been to the clay-brick building “reserved for visitors, 

Mrs. Tulsi, Seth and Mrs. Tulsi‟s two younger sons” (94). Use of and access to the 

rooms in Hanuman House are regulated according to strict rules of hierarchy. The 

placement of the furniture according to status reinforces the power of these rules and 

values. 

 The dressingtable has a prominent place among the furniture in the novel. It is 

a piece of furniture with an obvious Western origin. Judy Attfield explains how the 

dressingtable dates back from the French court in the eighteenth century and “the 

introduction of the „boudoir‟ [...] marked the feminisation of the dressing-room” 

(158). The dressingtable remains “one of the only purely feminine pieces of furniture 

[...] located in the bedroom, the most private inner sanctum of the house and the room 

conventionally characterised as the woman‟s domain” (159). It is associated with 

women‟s preoccupation with their looks. In A House for Mr. Biswas, the dressingtable 

is immediately understood to belong to Shama. In contrast to Dehuti, who does not 

even want to glance at herself in the hatrack‟s mirror, Shama obtains a piece of 

furniture symbolising feminine luxury and vanity. The dressingtable remains a status 

piece among the Biswas‟ furniture, as befits Shama‟s superior social standing. For 

Mr. Biswas, the dressingtable is closely associated with Shama. The dressingtable 

“during Shama‟s long absences in Hanuman House, had come to stand for Shama” 

(198). As a sign of Shama‟s sense of entitlement, Mr. Biswas is only allowed “one 

small drawer” (198) and the rest of the dressingtable belonged so much to Shama, that 

Mr. Biswas feels he is intruding, when opening a drawer (198).The dressingtable is a 

solid piece; “the work of a craftsman, French-polished, with a large clear mirror” 

(179). Shama takes care of it and polishes it until it has become too scratched. “To 

protect it, they had placed it on lengths of wood in a dark corner of their bedroom, so 

that the mirror was almost useless” (179), a move that shows how basically non-
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utilitarian this prized status symbol is. In one of their moves to Hanuman House, the 

dressingtable is placed in the prestigious long room to Shama‟s visible pleasure (286), 

in contrast to the less appreciated kitchen safe, which is put in the hall “near the 

doorway to the kitchen” (285).  

A distinct status piece is the glass cabinet, bought by Shama to triumph over 

W.C. Tuttle. In theory, it can be a useful piece of furniture if there are things to store 

in it. The Biswas‟s do not have anything to put in it (418), which makes the purchase 

seem a bit ridiculous. Not surprisingly, this piece of display furniture is welcome in 

Mrs. Tulsi‟s diningroom in Port of Spain, where it “made a pleasing modern show” 

(510). 

An interesting comment on the adoption of Western phenomena in developing 

countries is offered by Alfred Gell, referring to a lecture by Jock Stiratt on fishermen 

in Sri Lanka, who had obtained relative wealth. The villages lacked “electricity, roads 

and piped water supplies. Despite these apparent disincentives, the richer fishermen 

were spending their excess earnings to purchase unusable television sets, to build 

„garages‟ onto houses to which no automobiles had access, and to install rooftop 

cisterns into which water never flows” (114). Gell points out that it “is easy to laugh 

at such crass consumption” (114), because they seem bizarre and ridiculous, but he 

proposes a different interpretation: 

I would not wish to deny the obvious explanations for this kind of 

behaviour – that is, status-seeking, keeping up with the Joneses, and so 

on. But I think one should also recognize the presence of a certain 

cultural vitality in these bold forays into new and untried fields of 

consumption: the ability to transcend the merely utilitarian aspect of 

consumption goods, so that they become something more like works of 

art, charged with personal expression (114). 

The hatrack‟s uselessness in a colonial society has some of this quality; not merely in 

its physical adornment, but in the very act of wanting one. The wish to have a hatrack, 

in the colonial context, is a personal expression not dissimilar to the desire to buy 

works of art. There is a personal expression in Mr. Biswas‟s furniture and possessions 

and they sometimes do “transcend the merely utilitarian aspect”. The dressingtable, 

the glass cabinet and the Japanese coffee-set all have utilitarian aspects, but they 

cannot be deemed primarily useful, much less essential, to a household in the 

Caribbean.  

The purely aesthetic aspect of furniture is not in itself a significant feature in A 

House for Mr. Biswas, but it does occur. Mr. Biswas is a bit of a hobby painter and 
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the kitchen safe and the kitchen table are both painted by him. The kitchen table, 

which had come with the house in the Chase, he tried in vain to varnish “until in 

exasperation, he painted it one of his forest greens, and had to be dissuaded by Shama 

from doing a landscape on it.” (179). Even though he has practised as a sign painter, 

he may be more enthusiastic than artistically talented. He has “no eye for color 

harmony”, as Keith Garebian points out in reference to a sign in the Tulsi store (491). 

Mr. Biswas does have artistic leanings and continues to try his hand at drawing and 

painting from time to time over the years. His placards are “considered beautiful” and 

are prominently displayed at Hanuman House (286).  

Furniture and possessions usually mean something to the individual who has 

them; in varying degrees, but some personal relationship probably exists. In the 

prologue, where Mr. Biswas summarizes and reflects on his life, he lists with care the 

particular pieces of furniture that have followed him throughout his life. Here, the 

individual items are lovingly described and evoke fond memories. As with the house 

in Sikkim Street, Mr. Biswas‟ rosy recollection of his possessions belies the grimmer 

picture of the rest of the novel. The prologue presents a milder, happier Biswas who 

looks back on his achievements with a sense of pride. He marvels at his “welcoming 

world” (10) and wonders “why he should have a place in it” (10). The faults of the 

house in Sikkim Street are acknowledged, but glossed over with a forgiving gaze as 

habit has made him used to them. “And once that had happened their eyes ceased to 

be critical, and the house became simply their house” (10). In the same spirit, Mr. 

Biswas examines his furniture. He looks at his possessions with “pleasure, surprise, 

disbelief” (10). The individual objects have taken on characteristics by which his life 

can be traced. 

The kitchen safe. That was more than twenty years old. Shortly after 

his marriage he had bought it, white and new, from the carpenter in 

Arwacas, the netting unpainted, the wood still odorous; then, and for 

some time afterwards, sawdust stuck to your hand when you passed it 

along the shelves. How often he had stained and varnished it! [...] And 

why, except that it had moved everywhere with them and they regarded 

it as one of their possessions, had they kept the hatrack, its glass now 

leprous, most of its hooks broken, its woodwork ugly with painting-

over? (10). 

In The Meaning of Things the authors report on a survey, albeit one in North 

America, on why furniture matters. The conclusion is that furniture is quite typical of 

other categories of objects in a household: “They tend to be considered special for a 
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limited range of reasons: because they embody memories and experiences; because 

they are signs of the self and one‟s family” (Csikszenmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 

62). Mr. Biswas‟s loving reflections in the prologue show that the furniture does 

embody memories and experiences and are signs of the lives of both Mr. Biswas and 

his family.  

Jean-Sebastien Marcoux, writes that things can be “valued because people 

have always dragged them with them. They are valued for having „survived‟, in a 

sense, those changes of residence, those displacements and those multiple crises as if 

they could testify to it” (84). Mr. Biswas‟s furniture has survived a number of moves 

and rough treatment; from the Chase, where the first pieces were acquired, through 

Green Vale and the torrential rain, to Port of Spain (twice) with two interludes at the 

Tulsi‟s and on to their final destination in Sikkim Street. The longevity of the 

possessions, their mere survival, and the visible connection the objects have to his 

history, make them valuable and special. Nearing death, Mr. Biswas reflects on his 

furniture and, by extension, his life. These thoughts induce in him, if not a sense of 

outright happiness, at least a feeling of solid contentment.  

One of the central themes of the novel is Mr. Biswas‟s struggle with the 

Tulsis. Furniture and possessions play a part in the ongoing battle between them. 

Furniture and possessions are used in negotiating the relationship between Mr. Biswas 

and the Tulsis. Interestingly, Paul Vlitos points at a parallel with food as a point of 

negotiation in the Tulsi household (52). Mr. Biswas does not seek acceptance from 

the Tulsis as much as freedom and victory over them. Triumphing over the Tulsis 

involves money and possessions. Knowledge and learning are not prized unless they 

lead to material wealth and power. Both the Tulsis and Mr. Biswas use furniture and 

possessions metaphorically; as weapons or pawns and as representations of people. 

The way the Tulsis treat Mr. Biswas‟s belongings reflects his position within the 

feudal Tulsi household and serves to underline Mr. Biswas‟s lack of status among 

them.  

The treatment of Mr. Biswas‟s furniture when he returns in misery from Green 

Vale becomes a metaphorical extension of Mr. Biswas‟s place in the Tulsi structure. 

No proprietary rights seem to be ascribed to him. The Tulsi household is communal 

and things are placed according to some unspoken set of rules that is never 

questioned. The disregard for Mr. Biswas‟s ownership is an unambiguous expression 

of power from the Tulsis. When Mr. Biswas is brought back from Green Vale to 
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Arwacas, his furniture is in shambles. Everything is damp and marked from the 

torrential rain. The low-status safe is placed in the hall as is the low-status kitchen 

table, where “in that jumble of unmatching furniture was scarcely noticeable” (285). 

In the following passage, the rockingchair can be seen as a vicarious target for Mr. 

Biswas. 

Savi was pained to see the furniture so scattered and disregarded, and 

angered to see the rockingchair being misused almost at once. At first 

the children stood on the cane-bottom and rocked violently. From this 

they evolved a game: four or five climbed into the chair and rocked; 

another four or five tried to pull them off. They fought over the chair 

and overturned it: that was the climax of the game. Knowing that to 

protest was to make herself absurd, Savi went to the Rose Room, with 

its basins and quaint jugs and tubes and smells, and complained to 

Shama.  

Shama [...] told her that she was not to mind, she was being 

selfish, and if she complained to anybody else she would certainly 

cause a quarrel. [...] Savi ought not to behave in a way that would 

annoy anyone. 

„And where have they put the bureau? Shama asked. 

„In the long room.‟ 

Shama looked pleased (285). 

The children assault the rockingchair with a streak of barbarism, which is not simply 

the playfulness of children. It is a manifestation of the Tulsi code of behaviour, 

permitted and maybe even encouraged by the ruling powers. The underlying codes 

become grotesque when magnified by the children‟s uninhibited behaviour. Shama‟s 

submission to the rules tells Savi how the Tulsi world is ordered and stifles her 

attempt to protest against injustice. Shama makes it clear that the Tulsi order overrules 

Savi‟s inherent sense of right and wrong. Finally, Shama‟s satisfaction at the 

placement of the bureau, also referred to as the dressingtable, is a confirmation of her 

superior status within the Tulsi household.  

The doll‟s house episode is an illustration of an object being used as a weapon 

and where the mistreatment of an object becomes a metaphor for abusing Mr. Biswas. 

Crucial to Mr. Biswas‟s position with the Tulsis is his relative poverty compared to 

the relative wealth of the Tulsis. Mr. Biswas is incorporated into the Tulsi household 

where bloodline has precedence. The strict order of the Tulsi household suppresses 

any individual deviation from the norm. “Mr. Biswas had no money or position. He 

was expected to become a Tulsi. At once he rebelled” (93). The doll‟s house episode 

is one of the stronger expressions of rebellion against the order in the novel (206-

212). Triggered by shame of having forgotten to buy Christmas presents, Mr. Biswas 



  Lind Bonnier  11 

overstrains himself and spends a month‟s wages on a doll‟s house for Savi in an effort 

to impress and in one blow defeat the Tulsis. Significantly, a doll‟s house is an 

expensive, non-utilitarian object and has evident connotations of extravagance and 

material prosperity. The Tulsis, quite correctly, take this incident as a provocation. 

Mr. Biswas‟s triumph is short-lived. Almost as soon as the doll‟s house arrives, the 

protests begin. Mr. Biswas‟s outrageous challenge is met with shameless counter-

measures. Shama, feeling the consequences of being associated with Mr. Biswas, 

eventually takes the revealingly drastic step of destroying the doll‟s house. She later 

coherently explains her actions (216). The exaggerated force, with which Shama 

reacts, directly corresponds to the degree to which Mr. Biswas‟s has challenged the 

Tulsi order. The destruction of the doll‟s house can be seen as satirizing Tulsi 

“society‟s enforced conformity and mediocrity “(Ball 75). The doll‟s house episode is 

an instance where a thing plays more than a supporting role in the complex drama 

between Mr. Biswas and the Tulsis.  

Mr. Biswas‟s furniture and possessions and how they are described express 

something about the character of Mr. Biswas. Freedgood puts it well when she says 

that things in a novel “suggest, or reinforce, something we already know about the 

subjects who use them” (2). Mr. Biswas is mildly comical, rather than outright tragic. 

Humour is a characteristic of the textual style of the novel. Humour, when used to 

describe the furniture, comically underlines Mr. Biswas‟s failings and stress the 

laughable and ridiculous side of his character. Mr. Biswas‟s furniture and possessions 

are hardly ever without faults and often are not even particularly functional. The bed 

from the Chase is “[a] large, canopy-less cast iron fourposter whose black enamel 

paint was chipped and lacklustre” with a “piercing acrid smell of bedbugs” (139). The 

kitchen safe has one leg shorter than the rest (179). The bookcase is a faulty 

construction. The doors sloped at the top and “would have formed a peak if they could 

meet” (391). With typical deadpan humour, Naipaul adds: “Théophile said it was a 

style” (391). One door in the glass cabinet breaks when it is carried into the house 

(418), an example of the bad luck easily associated with Mr. Biswas. He regrets 

buying the diningtable for when it came “it made the congestion in his rooms 

complete” (426). Following this sentence is a hilarious description of how Mr. Biswas 

tries to navigate his overcrowded living quarters. Throughout the text, there is a 

gradual change in the descriptive attributes attached to the pieces of furniture. 

Attributes are added and become more drastic and personal. The diningtable is 
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referred to as the destitute‟s diningtable and the bookcase becomes Théophile‟s 

bookcase. Both attributes are references to their lacklustre origins. 

Clothes, though perhaps not objects in a more solid sense, are nevertheless 

material possessions and Mr. Biswas‟s clothes are quite revealing about his character. 

He begins with pants made from floursacks. The pants are ridiculous: “Despite many 

washings they were still bright with letters and even whole words; they went down to 

his knees and made him look smaller than he was” (98). The children tease him, 

which challenges him and obstinately he “continued to parade them” (98). Mr. Biswas 

is both laughable and proudly rebellious at the same time. Although Mr. Biswas 

dresses somewhat better over the years, he does not buy a suit until he gets the job at 

the Sentinel (314). The crowning glory is the new suit he wears to the cricket match in 

a comical scene that juxtaposes Mr. Biswas‟s relish against the ridiculous impression 

he makes. (487). Mr. Biswas struggle to rise in the world is displayed as an 

embarrassing impossibility as he does not know how to fit in. Mr. Biswas‟s insecurity 

with his new suit and the circumstances is ludicrous, but painfully so. Mr. Biswas 

tries to take a shortcut to the establishment by purchasing the trappings of that society; 

the suit and the tin of English cigarettes, but he has not learnt the rules. Even though 

there is the sense that Mr. Biswas is aware of his shortcomings at the cricket match, 

he is content with his suit and what it represents in terms of achievement. His one suit 

does not look very impressive next to Govind‟s five three-piece suits. Instead of being 

discouraged, the whole episode is summed up with the foolhardy optimism 

characteristic of Mr. Biswas: “But it was a beginning” (488). 

Mr. Biswas desires material success. His ultimate goal is a house, but 

accumulating furniture and possessions is also a sign of achievement. Mr. Biswas‟s 

character is a mixture of ambition and lack of commitment. He is unfocused, lacks 

patience and is too often led by his short fuse and his naivety. He accumulates the 

furniture and possessions as an expression of achievement, but it is done haphazardly 

and without much thought. He stumbles over the kitchen table, the fourposter bed 

(139) and the safe (179). When he buys something, it is the unnecessary hatrack and 

the dressingtable (179). The glass-cabinet is impulsively bought to impress W.C. 

Tuttle (418). The destitute‟s diningtable is equally impulsively acquired for what is 

deemed a good price (426). His choices are made in sudden leaps of action, often ill-

informed and irrational, a characteristic of Mr. Biswas. 
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Throughout the novel, there is an underlying sense that Mr. Biswas 

understands that he will never be the success he wishes to be. He oscillates between 

despair, at its lowest point at Green Vale, and grandiose plans. The ambition to buy a 

gold brooch is used symbolically to express his grand ambitions. Mr. Biswas first 

mentions the brooch just before his breakdown at Green Vale. “And as soon as the 

house finish, going to buy that gold brooch for you, girl” (217) to which Shama 

answers wryly: “I would like to see the day”. The subject of the brooch returns several 

times, (332), (378), (544), and at one point Shama comments with dry humour: “I 

suppose it would look nice in my coffin” (468). The gold brooch is a prize that is most 

likely unattainable, which both Mr. Biswas and Shama know.  Mr. Biswas and Shama 

use the subject of the brooch as a humorous means to deflate the tension between 

them. It becomes a metaphor for success and the gold brooch stands for material 

extravagance and luxury.  

Mr Biswas‟s accumulation of furniture is not the result of ambition and 

planning, but an expression of his strong, but unfocused wish for prosperity, 

independence and a better life. His material ambitions and limitations must be seen 

both in terms of his own failings and the colonial context in which he lives. In the 

novel, this dilemma is poignantly expressed in the passage describing Mr. Biswas‟s 

reaction to reading Samuel Smiles:  

Mr. Biswas saw himself in many Samuel Smiles heroes: he was young, 

he was poor, and he fancied he was struggling. But there always came 

a point when the resemblance ceased. The heroes had rigid ambitions 

and lived in countries where ambitions could be pursued and had a 

meaning. He had no ambition, and in this hot land, what could he do? 

(75) 

Edward Said, in a different context, refers to a remark by Naipaul about being 

non-Western as someone who “can use but could never have invented the telephone” 

(387). Applied to Mr. Biswas‟s situation, it is a drastic commentary on his inability to 

perform. According to Selwyn Cudjoe, Mr. Biswas‟s failure is caused by a struggle 

between two social orders, the old India and the new colonialist-capitalist society: 

“Mr. Biswas, who has struggled to release himself from the old ways, still feels 

captured by their power and so he becomes a frozen victim between two social world 

orders” (63). Mr. Biswas‟s struggle, both materially and otherwise, is inextricably 

intertwined with the Caribbean colonial context. Kenneth Ramchand puts it well when 

he suggests that “the reader who can simultaneously see Mr. Biswas‟ universal 
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significance and feel the particular dilemma of Mohun Biswas in Trinidad colonial 

society is making the fullest possible response to a major novel” (48). 

In this essay I have tried to show how the furniture and other possessions in A 

House for Mr. Biswas underline and illustrate various aspects and themes of the novel 

from the perspective of what the things in themselves project, what they say about the 

character of Mr. Biswas and his life‟s trajectory in the overall colonial context. In the 

end, Mr. Biswas manages to collect a considerable, if motley, group of furniture and 

possessions, just as he finally does obtain a house, even if it is greatly flawed. In 

Ormerud‟s opinion “[t]riumph is there, but a pathetic triumph” (80). It may be 

pathetic, but the prologue shows Mr. Biswas as content, pleased and amazed at his 

possessions and his house. It is possible to say that Mr. Biswas both fails and 

succeeds; that he is both funny and tragic; that his life is defined both by his own 

character and by his colonial circumstances. It is a credit to the richness of Naipaul‟s 

text, the contradictions and complexities that render it available to a wide range of 

interpretations and perspectives.  
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