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2.	The following excerpt is from Rachel Cusk’s novel The Bradshaw Variations, published in 
2008. This passage describes Thomas Bradshaw’s morning interactions with members of his 
household. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Cusk uses 
literary elements and techniques to develop a complex portrayal of Thomas.

In your response you should do the following:
•	 Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation.
•	 Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
•	 Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
•	 Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Par.  
1 What is art? Thomas Bradshaw asks himself this question frequently. He does not yet know 

the answer. He used to believe art was a kind of pretending, but he doesn’t think that any more. 
He uses the word authenticity to describe what he thinks now. Some things are artificial and 
some are authentic. It is easy to tell when something is artificial. The other is harder.

2 In the mornings he listens to music, to Bach or Schubert. He stands in the kitchen in his 
dressing gown. He waits for his wife and daughter to come downstairs. He is forty-one, the age 
when a life comes out of its own past like something out of a mould; and either it is solid, all of a 
piece, or it fails to hold its shape and disintegrates. The disintegration is not difficult to imagine. 
It is the solidity, the concrete form, that is mystifying. Disintegration does not involve questions 
of authenticity, but of a solid form the questions must be asked.

3 Mostly, in fact, it is the lodger1 Olga who comes down first. He hears her tread on the stairs 
and doesn’t recognise it: that is how, every day, he identifies her, by hearing her quiet, slightly 
plodding step and wondering who on earth it belongs to. She ducks her peroxided head at 
him, flashes her uncertain train-track smile. For six months now Olga has been embroiled in 
protracted dentistry. Beneath the metal braces her teeth are grey and disorderly. As a child her 
mother apparently never took her to the dentist. This was not out of neglect, Olga has told him. 
It was because Olga was frightened of going, and her mother couldn’t bear her to be frightened, 
or to feel pain. She has told Thomas that she is saving up for a bridge and a set of caps. She 
has three different jobs and all the money goes on her teeth. She complains of the expense: in 
Poland the cost of dentistry is much lower. There, she could have all the work done—‘All!’ Olga 
repeats, making a chopping motion with her hand—for what she pays here for just one monthly 
visit.

4 These conversations do not entirely engage Thomas. When he talks to Olga he is both there 
and not there. He is waiting for Tonie2 to come down, as the platform guard waits for the 
London train to come through. Tonie’s appearances in the kitchen are brief. Like the train she 
stops, disgorging3 activity, and then departs again. It is a matter of minutes, but he needs to be 
ready. He hears Olga—in some ways he even identifies himself with her, both of them platform 
dwellers—but when she speaks he cannot reciprocate. He is as though sealed behind glass. He 
wonders if she realises this, realises that she can see but not touch him. She drinks tea from a 
giant Garfield4 mug and eats cereal, topping up the milk frequently from the plastic container 
that stands beside her bowl. He glimpses her bare, mushroom-coloured legs beneath the table, 
her feet clad in large soft slippers. He turns the music up a little: it is an offering, a form of 
explanation. He wants her to know that he is aware of his own limitations, of his failure to 
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make anything of their conversations in the morning. Sometimes this failure appears to him 
as something intrinsic to time itself, as an inner force, like decay. They pass and are forgotten, 
these interludes in the kitchen. And yet they are always the same: he could stand here for 
a hundred years and still have much the same conversation with Olga. There are, it seems, 
limitless copies of this conversation, but it never goes anywhere or develops. By the same token, 
it never dies. It has no relationship to time. This may be because it lacks authenticity.

Excerpt from THE BRADSHAW VARIATIONS by Rachel Cusk. Copyright © 2009 and 2012 by Rachel Cusk, used by permission of 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux and The Wylie Agency LLC. All rights reserved.

1: a person who rents a room in a house
2: his wife
3: pouring out, releasing
4: a cartoon cat
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