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» . ABSTRACT

\ ' 4
- :
During the 1920s, a trend towards realism begins in the

fiction ;f the Canadian West. Critics such as E. A. McCourt have regavded
the trend as an indication that prairie writers are finally on ;bc way

to achieving success in the artistic re-creation of the prainié way of
1ife. But realism, which is a conservative and normative mode, and .
which requires the fra&cwork of a relatively staple soclety, is not the .
most suitable mode for prairié\fiction. For one reaéon, the prairie lacks
an intensively developed social framework on which to base an objective
swepresentation of contemporary social reality. A more important reason

is that the prairie settin; }s a uniquely radical setting, and therefore
not amenable to the mediatiﬁe tendency of realism. Like the sea, the
prairie is a type.of eternity, and it elicits a pré}ound imagiﬁative

response m the people who live within its confines. In fiction, that

response is best'realized in the. romance mode, for romarce is primarily

o

a means of envisioning intangible, imaginative realms. Thé prairie

" setting, in all its impalpable emptiness, is easily 4 setting in whiéh
perceptions oé tangible realities evolve into conceptions that are ab-
stract and universal in their import. In fact, as Frederickg,Philip
Grove and E. A. Mccéurt show in their non-fictional prqpe,'ihe prairie
setting 1is, practically by definition, the ggggé setting of ;omance.
What seems to be the 1nnate romance sensibility of th; prairie writh

shows in the fact that romance elements persist, even in the fictional

-~

prose of Grove and McCourt, who both purport to be realists. McCourt's

’

Music at the Close (1947) ‘and Grove's Fruits of the Earth (1933) repre-

sent the fallure of réalism in the artistic re-éieation of the prairie
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way of I1ife. la contrasc, Stuclalr Ross and, Robert f\'r«_»(‘.tm:h both tend j k .
towards romanec--Ross by way of Impressionism tn As For Me and My lous
(1941) and Kroetsch by way of surrealism in The Words of my Rouiin& (1964)
~2in two succesaful artistic re-creations of the prairie way of liters \
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prairie region. Nor, which is to be more

INTRODUCT (ON

In the final chapter of The Canadian Edtxg;g,i.l}__]i[,vfltion, ELCA.
McCourt writes: "In splte of one or two fine individ““l Aol jeveMents, Lt
cannot be claimed for the novelists of the Cenadian West thae they have

created a body or literature which tells adequately the Storpy of the great

|
[

regreteeds Das ny gne of them
tecorded human experience in a way which, to the comPlete g sofaction of
tﬁe reader, i&éntifies that experlénce with truth,"1 ~MCC0urtfbﬂSGs ﬁks
judgement of the prose fiction'of the‘prairies on aft €XaAMmin,.jon Of vorks
written between 187i and 1947--a span of nearly.eighty Yearg__py a dozen
authoré; He finds several:different kinds of shortcOmings in the majority
of Fhéir works, bu;, generally, he focuses on what €M to p, rheir com-
mon inability to create bellevable characters. 1Ip pis Vij) onlY four
authors-—Robert J. C.‘Stead, W. 0. Mitchell, Chrigcin® Van ber Mark, and
Sinclair Ross--are successfﬁi,.or partly‘éﬁpCéssfuly i“.eVokingiprairie

character in relation to praiie landscape. Oné'other authgy, Fraderick

Philip Grove, he sees as héving made a Waliant attemptt

Grove is not a great novelist, for the power t0 Create jjving
people was denied him; but he brought a cultyred mind  ¢he
contemplation of the Western scene, and am eye '°T SPegjfic
detail which will make his work a valuabte gour® °f iygorma~
tion to the rural historian of the future. yis Statemg,, of
purpose in writing Fruits of the Earfh--'to infUSe & dy patic
.» interest into agricultural operations and that 2ttenda,, jife
thereof '--holds true of all his Western novels.- He fajjed to
infuse adequately the dramatic interest, but hi® recory ,f
'agricultural operations and the attendant ljfe thereogr 1g
one of the most accurate in Canadian fiction,

R




[t should be noted that McCourt Is caveful to cmphas Lze the
Q ,
fact that Grove's work has value, not as art, but as social document.
McCourt 's basic argument in '_Ih'c. '(VI.:\_n)_n_(_i_iﬂn‘_\{c‘:akt‘_ _i_l‘\b'FioL((m scems to be that
'whng(:,vcr. success has been achieved in the artistic re-creat fon of the
prairie way of life has been a result of the authors' strivln?/fof real Esm.

As René Wellek points out,’ in his chapter on "Realism in Litetary Scholar-

ship" in Concepts of Criticism, "Me theory of realism is ultimately bad
P Concepts L y . y

aesthet ics because all art 1is "making' and is a world in itself of 1{1)u-
sion and symbolic forms."2 In this-sense, then, a trend towards real ism

'{s ultimately a trend towards non-art. And, if Grove's work is less ar-

P !

tistic thart documentary, it is true to say'that the giend.towards realism
in the fiction of the Canadian WGst.begins with the publication of Crove's
Settlers of the Ma_r_si\_ in 1925.3 But\l/t'ﬁink McCourt ;s aware of the pos-
sible iﬁplicationé involved in using "realistic" without providing a context
which adequately~5uggcsts its meaning. Hé does not use the term with re-

gard to Grove; nor does he more than imply it with regard to the authors

. ’ -7
icant, if somehow covert, term

he praises. Nevertheless, it is-a signif
. - \ :

because of its initial' placement in The Canadian Weét in Fiction. 1In the

third chapter, where McCourt undertakes his first full discussion of a

major prose work, he writes: 'Trooper and Redskin, by Lance-Corporal
William Donkin of the North-West Mounted Police, might well be required

reading of all those brOught up in the roméntic tradition of the Riders

 of the Plains. . . In Trooper and Redskin [Donkin] describes his experi-

ences without romanticizing them. .. "He is our first Canadian realist.

v

Few writers since Donkin have conveyed more effectively the sense of des-
olation and heart-breaking loneliness which the prairie scene communicates

to the newcomer from the populous regions of America or the 0ld World" (11).
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McCourt then quotés’a leagthy descriptive passage in which, to his mind,
the only images that need forgiving-=prestmably-because they are inconsis-

tent with the tone of the rest of the passapge——ard refereunces to "a starved

¢oyote™ and a "blizeard revelling in demon riot." He goes on to apprect-

>

ate the quality of "dry, =Ardonic humout" (12) avident in other excerpts,
and he closes the discussion with a reiteration: "It is a pity [Donkin].

did not try his hand at fiétion. One sispects that had he done so he
I : -

;

would have been our first realistic hovelist" (li).

This initial analysis is important because it sets the toné for

.

the analyses to follow; and it indicates, generally, the critical premises

a

- with which McCourt means to engage the fiction. His terms need clarifica-

tion. But his critical stance is basically as follows: wvalid art is

realistic; to be realistic meaﬁs, primarily, to eschew the romantic. As
he proceeds wiFh his analyses, it becomes clear that Mc?ourt regards the
author's technique of characterization as the most significant index of
difference between realism and romance. But a successful techniéue must

always be a function of the author's ability to evoke the prairie itself:

The writer who seeks to inform his readers of the peculigr
quality of a region such as the prairie provinces should be a
pictorial artist able to describe accurately the physical
features of a characteristic prairie landscape; he should be
a poet with power to feel and to re-create imaginatively the
particular atmosphere which invests the prairie scene; and
/lastly, he should be a psychologist with sufficient knowledge
of human nature to be able.to understand and describe the
influence of the region upon the people who live within its
confines. True regional literature is above all distinctive
in that it illustrates the effect of particular, rather than -
general, physical, economic and racial features upon the
lives of ordinary men and women. It should and usually does -
do many other things besides, but if it does not illustrate
the influence of a limited and peculiar environment it ig not " -
true regional literature. (55) ‘
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This last poses a genuine problem for the prairie writer, jow ig he to
bring to fictional life ordinary men and women whose plain humanness is
'fuliy realized, yet whose common idiosyncratic cast is recognizably of
prairig moulding? It seems that, for Ehe‘snke of regional integrity, «

some kind of "type-casting” is .fnevitable so that the abstract concept

-

of a géneral "prairie himan nature" is fully comprehensible., But, for the

sake of human/{ergrity, the‘figuros by.whom the general prairie nature

¢

is known must be recognizably individual and uniq@g.
The problém ultimately becomes a questién of the aguthor's choice
of form; or, to use a less definitive, more flexible term, his choice of

modé. McCourt judges that prairie authors who have chosen to work in the

' X . . '
1 . ) by

romantic mgde have achieved little artistic success. He places his hopes

\

for the potential achievement of prairie artistry on what he sees as the

trend away from romance, a trend beginning in the work§ of sucgh authors

as Stead, who, "instead of emphasizing the sensational and romantic,” tum

to "the serious portrayal of the ordinary men and women of ordinary .

s

Western communities in their ordinary occupations" (83). The reiterated

"ordinary" here calls attention to itslf. It is as il McCourt wants his

-
readers to detect a certain irony in the word--irony in the simple sense

that' appearance and reality are not quite the same; that prairie medi-

ocrity is-really rather Speciél 5egahse unidue; “I,agreé with McCourt's
claim that prairie land and prairie people afe unique; and I mean to show ;‘
that he has beén one of the few authors to date who has convincingly evoked -

£

“this uniqueneés, not in his own“publiéhed fictional works, put in his non~

fiction--particularly the proldgué and epilogue of{?ié montage travelogue-

\history-geography‘simpiy entitled Saskatchewan. \}pébnsiderniegitimaté his

;v_summary,”quoted ‘above, of necessary quélificétiOns for the prairie Writqr;‘



For, in attempting to amalyze the way in which an author shows the influ-
ence of the region upon,xle people who live within its confines, the
reader has a purposeful wfy of engaging the work. However, I do not agree

’ . ™,
that-'the way to artistic achievement for the prairie authof3s the way of

realism. o

A— ﬁy’theais is that romance elements persist in the fiction of
the Canadian West, despite the-trend towards renliem that begins in the
1920s, and these elements persist because, consciously or unconsciously,
the authors find the realistic mode too confining.. I do not mean to insist
that prairie noVelists of the twentieth century are the nnacknowledged
romancers of Canada. But perhaps? at‘hcart, they are. The prairie is a
radical place——radﬁcal in practicallp all the senses of the word, but

A\ . .

'radical'especially in the way Mitchell describes: 'Here was the least

common denominator of nature, the.skeleton requirements simply, of 1.nd

and sky--Saskatchewan prairie."a The prairie is also a strangely neutral .
§e£ changeable place, with mile:. of seemingly static, level landscape
abruptly spilling ynto an unexpected valley, and with days of seemingly
static weather abrﬂptly shattered by climactic cataclysm. Now realism

is conservative and normative. Sprung from a setting that is at once
radical %nd neutral, with a latent anarchism in that neutrality,‘the es-
sentiad ;pirit of the praif%e cannot move with poise in the realistic mode._l
The writére who attempt to evoke the’ essential spirit of the prairie re-
, ,,x
quire a less conServative, more radical mode. So, they tend towards
i

romance. | As Northrop Frye says, in a passage which I must quote at greater

' length 1hter on, "The romancer deals with individuality, with characters
. . )
"in vacu. idealized by revery, and however conservative he may he, some-.
A \ . \'\
‘ thing p ,1listic and untameable is likely to keep breaking out of his pages. 5‘




. { \
There might be something of an anomaly in referring to ”char?%

"acters it vacuo" after so much’stressing of characteirs in relation to -

o : N .
“prairie environment. But there are times when the prairie can be conceived
of as analogous to a vacuum, when the characters seem no longer to be sur-

rounded by their normal element, and are isolated, as if in sus pension,

in anfextnaordinary atmosphere. Grove's Abe Spalding frequently seems to

be detached from the earth itself; imaginatively fteed~fron its gravitaj

\ tional pull, he becomes one with the mi;age world that.hovers over the

nrairie on the hottest dafs. Mitchell's Brian.0'§onna1,_spending a‘night
1

alone on. the prairie, is terly detached from family and community, and

so begins to lose his sense of self. And Ress's Mrs. Bentley, writing of
a town completely encu tained by dust, says;'"fhe dust is so thick that
sky and earth are just lur. You can scarcely see the efevatpqs at the
end of town. One step beyond, you think, and you 'd go plunging into space."
It is at these times, when the prairie is conceived of as an extraordinary
or alien atmosphere, that individuai charagters.Show their uniqueness by

growing into outlines somewhat larger than those of the "general prairie
o ' . : _\.

”»

human natuigz/} have referred to earlier; or by shrinking into outlines
ki

»

somewhat s let.' Abe Spalding, for example, ekpands into something mote

than a tirelessly'ambitious"farmer; but Mrs. BeniﬂeycontraEts to the\point

3

 that she has not even a first name. It is at these times,'.hen ‘that the .

- o R
N .

characters behaviour must bear the closest-analysis.

- Wy
| -
\

‘In Man' 5 Chahging Mask Charles Walcutt writes. "Iibelieve
3
that Character is like the quantum of the physicists. " This ultimate

©

, particle cannot be 1ocated except when it jumps, anﬂ it jumps so quick
£

that it cannot be arrested 1n flight. They know it exists because it
‘f“ ' 2 '*""’ .

jumps, but they can see only the movement .rather than the partiele itself



if particle is indeed what it is. Character manifests itself in action,
. - ) f

« bl <
v

. 7 ‘ : N : : ‘
obviously." Byt there are many modes of action: speech, or dialogue, .
i' S : \
is action and interaction; and thought, or stream—of—conscionsness, rep- "
¥ ' \

resents the mind in action.: If the people of the prairie are to have a

4

fully realized fictiqnal Tife, they must be shown in the proeess of evol-
ving, or attemptingv;o evolve, concepts of metaphysg!L, psycndlogy, ethics,
“and religion--conceptual realﬁs~whicn Yvor Winters rightly calls'"the;most
‘pnofoundly human realms of our being."s‘ It is not true that the prairie
farmer has'no time to think about guch things. And, if he is truly a
prairiechan,>his conceptions of the intangible wvorld gre beund to be
coloured by his-perception of-the‘iand\" Take the ¢ ncept of reliéiongl

for example. ‘If the Firsthause can Be known from second catises, then

4

the law of prairie nature as second cause 1is likely to foster a pre-

Christian view of - God& He is a god of w111fu1 power, sometlmes indifferent
» / . .
-often to be‘feared.and, if posslble,_placated by sacrifice; seldom a god
"of\benevolent love. The yelationship between prairie man and his god is

either a primitive or an 0ld Testement one. The dust—pall that setfled
over the prairies during the thirtles is a veritable type of the visita—
‘ tion of the LaW' and/ An typical 0ld Testament fashlon, the Law descended-

. on the heads of the people because they had sinned against the land.
i . Ty,
' : It makes t00;broad a generalization to say that the Christian
. : g ] : e "

concapt of lambs and lions in amicable harmony--the concept which informs

&
o

the trend towards a normalized, harmonious community in the English real-

. , / " N "- - r . N N ,-"‘ . o
istic“novel—eiﬁgfdtally‘alien to the prairie. Nevertheless, prairie
oy e

: 3 )
literature frequently evokes a view of the land as mask 6frgod on ﬂ scale

of perception that slides between a vision of complete indifferente\at :
\ o
one extreme, and a vision of M&nichean forces at the other. To Grove s
BRI ) .\ ‘ .. . . :
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Aboe Spald l'ny‘, for example, the ‘}n{.\h'll«.‘_ lef*- O;A\.:lll(‘l fmes {l;-(‘f(“ll\]y bedut Hfal,
but {ts sptelt evinces Ttaell (o the viteh=Tauphter of the mal{pnant Mrs.
Crappentin.  And Mitchell's Brian 0'Connal J.nrx‘{g"uml but puszled by the
strangely amoral nature of the Youny Bea--Ben as In the Hcl)r(‘,w—-":mn‘ of"
the prairic, finally concludes that the moral coustruct by which he 1tves
must be forwmed through a compromise between the more ov less normal fzed,
amleable ;(C‘inl]:eph(‘rc and the aloof natural, sphere. The potlat {s, pratrie
qm.'m's concepts of the fntangible world, the world 3\(‘ can't know dircetly,
can hardly be evoked without the aifd of the metaphorical keys romance pro-
vides. Metaphor involves saying something is :mn\gthing else when it cannot
literally be so; metaphor enables the writer to make apprchensible the
meet {ng between actuwal and imaginarv. In romance, the metaphorical keys
are very frequently derived from myth. As Northrop Frye says: '"Realism,
or the art of verislmiflt\me, evokes the response 'How 1ike that 1s to
what we knoQi' Wheﬂ'whﬁt is written is ltke what Is known, we have an arf
of extended or implied simile. And as realism is an art of fmplicit

L4 -~ -

simile, my%h is an art of {mplicit metaphorical identity."9 Romantic

metaphorical” keys in the form of myths, either implied or expliclt, and

with or without accretions of irony, are found throughout prairie litera-

ture. The whole of Ross's As For Mé and My House, for example, implies

the myth of the Wasteland,lo witﬁathe infertility of the prinqgipal charac-

ters matched by the infertility of the land. Kroetsch's Johnnég‘aackatrom

« !

As a mythical rain god because his promise that the raln shall fall is fulf

-

) fillgdl But ironically, the point of epiphany--the point when Johnnie
seems tost god-like in tﬂcmeyes of ﬁls constituents--is also the point at
which full realization of his own sﬁaii huqé;ngss comes to him. In his
case, there is at one a cohceivable growth into outlipés larger than life

> -

and a perceivable shrinking into ordinary human outlings.



-
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o In ovder to establish the peneral tenor of ay theals, 1 Vh.'lvv
been anticipating myself, and using teems Tike "realist ie” and "rmn:mr‘ fe"
without sufticient clavtfidatfon. T must now attempt to clarvify these
‘t(‘rm::-‘ and establish th(""ﬂ(iml(n of what McCourt .Llll;(‘lllh% by them, and the
limits of what I fatend by them.  The attempt will be leapthy, for two
reasons.  First, in the history of literary cerfticism, "realistie” and’
"1‘(;m:xrlt fc"--but éspectially 'hvm:m(.h*"—*hu\m acquired both quantitat fve and
qunlttrﬂi\'o connotations., Siﬁcc [ cannot hope to re-trace, entire, the
cvolution of romance :mii still have room ‘to analyze and assess some exam-
ples of prairie fiction,‘-l have seclected those definitions which best
{llustrate my thosts.ll A second reason for the loagthinvss of the first
chapter is that, in 5ddition to attempting to clarify terms, [ am taking

a somewhat hypothetical approach to prairie, literature, and nttcmpr{ng to
show that it i{s wery natural for the prairi¢ writer to tend towards romance
because the prairié sctting is, practically by dofiﬂition, ideal for ro-
mance. 1In this‘fegard, I refer frequently to the non-fict{onal prose of
McCourt and Grove. It seems to me that both authors express themselves
moye freely and naturally- in pon-fiction than tin fiction~-pérhnps because,
in their discursive wfitings, they are not constrained to be artful accord-

s

13& to some personally acknowledged aesthetic theory.:

- In the subsequent chapters, my purpose is as follows: to analyze

.

McCourt's Musie at the Close (1947) in order to show how It represents the

’

failure of realism; to‘:;élyze Grove's Fguigs of the Earth (1933) in order

b

to show how romance elements ,intrude™in,a work that purports to be real-

. istic and thus create an unresolved athivalence of tone; to discuss Ross's

[ —

K
.
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i .~
As Por Me and My Honse ,(l‘)/u‘l) an an example of Femance tn 1ts most lyrieal,

12 - N N
most subjective mode; and lastly, to analyse Kyoetach's The Words of my

~ .
Roaving (1966) in ordey to show how Lt most closely approximates a hypo-

thet{cal fdeal of the prairte novel.  Krootsch takes the tall tale, which

/
has its roots in medieval romwmce, and exteads {t into a legttimate and
p .

serious form.  He evokes an exuberant and lively sease of oratory--the
LT
»

sense of the story-teller who, in the tradftion of the romance balladeers

of old, both cntertalns and mesmerizes his audience--not only in the radfo

s

thetorfc of Socred leader “"Applecart,” but in the rhetoric of Johnnfie

Backstrom's thoughts. .

It will be noted that my sclection of fiction is not in exact
chronological order. There is a reason. In nttcmptfng to describe the
evolution of the form of the novel, Maurice Shroder suggests that its
development has been from romance, through realism, to modern neo-romance;
or alternatively, from myth, through demythification, to remythification,
with the modern use of myth gctng, usually, fronic. He says, "The novel

N 4

shares with romance an emphasis on human situations rather than ideas:

both deal in experiential reality rather than theoretical qucstions."13

But, "Romance in its medieval mode is essentlally escapist literatures it
appeals to the emotions and imagination of the reader, invites him to marvel
at an enchanted world of triumphant adventure--and the triumph may be the

slaying of a dragon or the unmasking of é{porrupt sheriff. The novel,

however, leads the rpader back to realit§ by questioning the basis of ro-

mance." The crux of the novel is irony--the appréhenéible d 42\ ction

. \/‘ﬂ .
between appearance and reality. However, "as t ovel grey out of the

. -
romance through the ironicvattitude and manner that we now rall realism,

so--as our views of reality have'changed, and as thé i?oni<-fiction that



11

depicted the contrast of appearance and reality has made lts polnt--some-
-

thing new has grown out of the novel.”, That "something new" is perhaps
best. represented In fiction of the Canadian West by Kroetsch's The Stud-
horse Man, a work which defies genceric classification and which, as yet,

* .
-1 am honestly unable to engage fully. The point I wean to make by including
Shroder's miniature skotchthLho evolutfon ot the novel {s that the
prairic novel simply has not had time to evolve in what might be called
a natural way. I do not wish to undertake an exhaustive discussion of the

problems, some of them arising out of cultural isolation, that beset the

)
prairie writer. The fact i{s, Western Canndian writers in the ‘first decades
of the twentieth century have not been unaware of literary trends in/
Europe and the United Statés. 1In a sense, they are fdedglings being Yorce-
fed by other cultures}‘hhd they have ﬁad to evolve their formg\qu;ﬁily.
In the long c;urse of history, thirty-three years, l§33-1966, is practically
'ali at once. “By beginning my anal%ses with McCourt's realistic Music at
the Close, I am making an arbitrat§ effort to engage pfairie literature
at tﬁé point whére the basis of such escapist romance as, say, that of
Conno;, is clearly questioned; and then I am trying to follow it through

to the point where romancé'fe—emergei in a more serious, though certainly /

ironic, form.

.

/

/
/
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ROMANCE: A QUANTETY, A QUALULY, AND A HYPOTHESIS

By romantic, McCourt meauns, {irst, the frankly sensational,
thrilling quality of tales of hair-raisiug—-or hnir—lonhng~—ndVOhrurc that

have no basis whatsocver in actual fact. He says: //

-

To the romMtically-minded would-be novelists of the West, the

second Riel Rebellion of 1885 came as a godsend. llere at last
in Canada was the kind of action that readers had become accus-
tomed to associating with the American frontier. Here was the

blood and thunder they wanted to read about and were willing to
pay for——whooping\Jndians on the war-path--scttlers, white-faced,
resolute, crouching behind barred doors--and across the dusty

A p¥ins the Mounties and the militia riding unheard of distances

to effect a stirring last minute vescue and restore the supremacy

of the white man throughout the land! (14) v

In truth, "the Riecl Rebellion‘rcsolved itsclf into a series of petty skir-
mishes in which the militia gained some experience and no distinction."”
The real hero of the rebellion turned out to be‘"§he shabby little Messiah,
Louis Riel, whom judicial and governmental intransigence elevated to the
role of martyr" (14). As yet, there have been no serious attempts made to
capture the true facts of the Riel story in fiction.l_ And there is not
much material available for the creation of a factually-based adventure
story patterned along the lings of the "Wild West" fiction of the American
frontier. Tﬁe Canadian prairie frontier has a different history. 1 shall
not attempt to outliqe it fully here, but McCourt suggests a number of

<

reasons for the differences between the frontier experiences of the two
N
countries. For one, the settlement of the Canadian frontier was relatively

peaceful because of the presence of the North—West Mounted Police, a force

which the Dominion government had the foresight to place on' the prairies

well in advance of the main tide of settlers. "In contrast,



on the Amcrican fronticr armv Porces arrived long aftev savage
s warfare between white man and Indian had become part: of the

1tnntxor pattern; and ‘many of the armv men, vyeraps of four

years' atrocious eivil donflict, assumed that the simplest way

to establish peace was to kill all the Indimsa. But much of

the credit {or the peaceful settlement of thi Canadian West

must go to the men of the original peace force. Their courage s
and endurance were beyond quastion; and most of th’é\j‘:\omhors,
particularly "those with 0ld Country back-grounds; assumed al-

most by instinct_ the role of guardians over lesser breeds

without the law. '

v

.

The reference to the 01d Country introduces another reason for difference.

s

Not only did the Mounties” represent a continuity of the legal traditions

!
- of the 01d Country, but many of the sett]ers were ()1d Country cducated as
(IR
well, and McCourt oking,ly refers to the fact that the second thing they

established in tlkir new community--the first was elther a church or a

»

. ‘ , .
police barracks--was a Literary Scciety. Since Canada has yeg to have her
}
L[S ]
War of Independence, there was felt no self-conscious need--during frontier

times, at leasr-\—to establish a natlive literature. For the contrasting

American attitude, "1 offer this excerpt from William Gilmore Simms's pref-

’.

ace to The Yemassce:

»

'The Yemassee' is proposed as an American romance. It is so
styled as much of the material could have been furnished by no
other country. Something too much of extravagance--so some may

' think,--even beyond the usual license of fiction--may enter
into certain parts of. the narrative. On this subject, it is

. enough for me to say, that the popular faith yields abundant
authority for the wildest of its incidents. The natural ro-
mance of ogr country has been my object, and I have not dared
beyond 1it. ;

Thefe’haﬁe not been any Sanutees in Canadian prairie fiction. Nor have

there been any Deerslayers. Consequently, I cannot offer, as counter to

McCourt's pejorative first use of ﬁromantic", either Simms's or James

Fenimore Cooper's definitions and defences of romance--despite the fact

that I consider both their prefatorial apologiesrvalid.a
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Tn The Road Across Canada, McCourt offers another reason for the
Ahe RoAd AtToss Lanada ~

difference between Canadian and American frontier exparience. lle describes

~

stout-hearted
\

how "the MacDougalls, Father Lacombe, and a dozen othe
champions of Jue Cross foamed the plains and mountain leleis, founded
their missions, fought the whiskey—trnders; and saved frqh destruction many
{
Tndian bodies and perhaps a few souls. In the ‘restored érontier towns of
the western United States the saloons, honky-tonks, and Boot Hills pre-
dominate, in western Canada the mission churches and Mounted Police posts.
Strong men of God‘worked hand in hand witq the Mounties to make the Canadian
West a tough plgce for sinners." And he adds, in afterthought, "It still

1s."5

It is with regard to one of these strong men of God, Charles William
Gordon--pen-named Ralph Connor--that McCourt suggests a second meaning for
romantic. Around 1900, he says, "the Canadian West was the last great

'front@er of the New World, an Empire within an Empire already absorbing

immigrants at the rate of nearly fifty thousand a year and callimng for

/

. o/
more. It was a land of promise, a landwof romancg. / . a land qpere it was

possible, if need be, to forget the past.and beg}n:again" (20L21). In this
. context, romantic means Edenic. The promised 1vnd; whether ig exists
simply as a country of the mind--as the ideal Jerusalem still exists while
the spiritual Diaspora still-maintains-;ot whether it s conceived of as
having ébme actual but inaccessible gedgraphical setting--like Shangri—la
--typifies our universal desire to start again clean, and become wha; we

o , o
imagine we could ideally be. és Shrodér says, "Romance reflects anléternal
tendency of‘the human mind that goes all but unaffected by historical
change."6 However it 1is conceived, the promigsed land is al;;ys remote,
always closer to the imaginary than tobthe'actualg Now the. Canadian
'ﬁfairié, insofar as it is--or has been--free from the régtraints, conven;

-

tions, and corruptions of an older society, seems to have all the attributes *:
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of the 1deal romance sectting. But ere Connor errs, says McCourt, and 1

agree with him, is in sincercly belicving that this setting is appropriate
A .‘ N

for the flctional illustration of the Christian doctrine of rvegeneration.

[ '
;Connor's characters are either good through and through, or evil ostensibly

4 "a

but rea{ good at heart; and everybody ends bx being good and nmicn%le-— .
‘ ~
lambs dnd lions; peace in the valley.
— ]

But McCourt goes on to say that Connor's stories now seem ‘too
good to be true because, '"To a“generation to whom Buchenwald and Hiroshima

*
and the gas-chambers of Osweicim atd BirKkenau are monstrous facts, the

devil in man is at least as obvious aé the god" (30)? This might be part

of the reason, but 1t isn't.the crux. The real reasbn why Connor's stories
are failed romances is that pe.lackep the ability to evoke his setting with
just the right tone. Gengrally, his tone is simplybtoo cqégenial, or cheery.

True, he dealt mostly with foothills country rather than prairie. But-there

is a sense in which the mountains and the plélns share a similar remote-

ness, and a similar tonal quality in that remoteness. In The Road Across
Canada, McCourt strikes the right tone in his sensitive Tresponse to moun-

tains and plains:

,;M9ungains, I feel, are unsuitable companions for the daily round.
Fott they have nothing in common with temporal things-—they belong

ﬂamong,the most awesome symbols of eternity {1

’,A

The g:Et“time to see the fountains of the-West Is t daybreak,
not from within their shadow but from a point somephere far out
on the high plain. At first they seem to flow away into the
-distance in an unbroken mass, but as the dawn brightens they
agsume individual tdentity, separate into enormous hunch-backed
figures, forever marching and forever fixed, that dwarf into
nothingness ‘all things that live; and the great plain in its
uncomplicated immensity absorbs all traces of man's being. It
is then, in the strange half-light of coming dawn, that the
mountains and the plain assume a grandeur and immutability that
compel the beholder, however arrogant he may be in the light of
common day, to recognize hiT own insigificance.

. ¥

5y

I
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I have often thought that the high plain and mountain country
of Alberta is no place for an ambitious man. Tn the city you
can build up and tear down skyscrapers and feol yoursell a god;
but no man can move a mountain or make more than a few scratches
« Soon ta be ohlitordted, on the limitless surface of the plain. 8
"In the strange half-light of coming dawn . | " McCourt doesn't know how close
he is here to romance--not the trivial romance of fantastic adventure; not
the escapist romance of peace in the vallcx; but scrious romance which prd- f
vides a means of Imaginatively conceiving and exploring the most profoundly
human realms of our being. In trying to explain the sense of remoteness,
the tone of aloofness which characterizes the landscape of the Canadian®
West--which Connor was unable to capture--McCourt comes very close to giving

us the kind of lesson in perception that Nathaniel Hawthorne gives in "The

Custom~House" chapter of his hall-mark romance, The Scarlet letter.

he : . “
The shared perceptual key is the strange half-light. In "The

Custof-House" chapter, Hawthorne is trying to evoke the most suitable atmo-

~

. \ '
sphere in which the actual and the imaginary may meet in a way that 1is

.
fully apprehensible--a way that does not jah the reader's suspension of dis~
belief. So, he describes an ordinary parlour lighted only by a glimmering

coal fire and the moon. Giben the quality of the light, all the common-

. »
place objects in the parlour,

" all these details, so completely seen, are so spiritualized by
the unusual light, that they seem to lose their actual substance,
and become things: of intellect. Nothing is too small or too ¢
trifling to undergo this change, and acquire dignity thereby.

A child's shoe; the doll, seated in her little wicker carriage;
the hobby-horse;--whatever, in a word, has been used or played
with, during the day, .is now invested with a quality of strange-
ness and remoteness, though still almost as vividly present as
by daylight. Thug, therefore, the floor ‘6f our familiar room

X has become ‘a neutral territory, somewhere between the real world
and fairyhland where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and
each imbue itself with the nature of the other. .

= 3
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\

Hawthorne, goes on to say that, at such a twblight hour, "and with this
scene before him, if a man, sitting all alone, cannot dream strange things,
10

and make them look like truth, he nedd never try to write romances.’

In the remaining chapters of The Scarlet letter, Hawthorne undertakes a

profound exploration of the concept of sin in the context of New England
Puritan theocracy. But his exploration would be. without the“depth and “'A
power it has if he had not” first inducted hieqreaders into a romance per-—
spective--a perspective by which the actual and theigﬁhginary can be scen
truly to meet--in the opening chapter. And itais on the point of perspective
that what McCourt means- ty romance and what £vmean.by romance diverge most
widely. Romance is a way of énvisioning the intangible world. But McCourt
does not seem to grant romance thts efficacy--or, I should say, he grazfs

it ‘only a limited efficacp; From the way in which he discusses the fiction

of such authors as Qonnor, and McClung and Salverson at their most senti-

mental, it is clear that he considers romance to be like a set of rose-

.

coloured glasses.

A T
L it
i

:_..
- . -

McCourt's descrlption of the Canai&%n West excerpted above be-

speaks how immediate is the availability ofﬂftrange—;?trange in the sense

<, )

of inhospitable to hUManity—-and remote settings in which the writer miht

¢

-

present actual man imaginatively conceiving of his nalationship with
1ntangible realms., But, as Hawthorne S0 carefnlly shows, the meeting bet-
weén actual and imaginéfy will seem-unnatural unless the’gnbient tone and
atmosphere are meticuiously controlled. As forrtonal coiour, Richard
«Chase points out that the American romance is characterized by -a rich
interplay of lights and. darks, and he . suggests that the contrasting shadesT-
represent an imaginative response to New England Puritanism, "with its

.grand mebaphons of election and damnation, tts Opposition of the kingdom
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3 ) €
of 1ight and the kingdom of darkness, its etérnal and autonomous contra-

ries of good and'evil."11 Now, on the Caﬁadian prairie, notwithstanding =

-

the fact that strong men of God saved hany bodies and perhaps a few souls,

Puritanism ought to be spelled with a small "p"; for it usually means, in
: Y
the'narrowest sense, iptolerance and bigotry. Prairie man conceives of #

'

his god, oot so much .with refereice to theological dogmn;ibot.more with

reference to the land. 1In the prOfe,passages which represent en attempt

to convey a perception of the laod that grows into a conception of things

eternal and iotangible, the base or central tonal colour is, very freqoent— . ‘/

ly, grey or strengely achromatic. I'm not sure why. Perhaps, as McCourt

[

p
suggests, because the most obvious characteristic of the environment is

~monotony.12 In The Road Across Canada, he describes his sensations during
- : |14 ‘) .

a drive through the southern part of Saskatchewan:

. « + no matter how high the speedometer climbs we must yield
"sooner or' later to a sense of utter frustration. For nothing
. changes. Not the land unrolling l1ike wrinkled parchment on
either side of the Highway to a point beyomd the range of
sight (or so it seems, for a blue haze shrouds the horizon);
and not the enormous bowl of sky through which a jet traces
a visible line 300" miles long. The Highway curves from time
to time for no apparent reason, except, perhaps, 'to counteract
road hypnosis, ‘and no surprises lie in wait around the next
be:raq : ' ) -
\»\ /A N ., N . | .

Or the next. ‘ : . 'l‘t . B o

Empty land, Empty sky. A stranger.to the prairies*feels S
uneasily that he is driving straight into infinity.

The land is without character. It excites neither hatred - W”//
nor love. There is nothing here to respond to. Not the .
austere, sinister loneliness of a true desert nor the friendly
security of a conventional pastoral 1andscape.13 a

Here indeed 1is the neutral territory where actual and imaginary may meet,.

and imbue 1tse1f with the nature of the other. As the passage continues,

McCourt remarks how readily the deserted farmsteadsfremind one;of Edgar
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All n Poe's gloom~ridden House of Usher. " "And, one suspects,ﬁmany a farm

'e of a past generation must have felt a strong sense of kinship with
.‘R\

ﬂ%ﬂatragic Lady Ma@eline: .the kindship of being buried alive."14 McCourt
I‘/v

“goes on to insist that, in actual fact, the deserted farmsteads are not

‘

//;ymbola of the triumph of hostile nature over man. Littlc farms have
: A

,‘9~ simply been incorporated into bigger and more prosperous ones, and so the
sense of depression %s unjustified. But McCourt cannot close his descrip-

KJ tion on a note of actuality. Despite the fact that he is a sometimes

inexorable realist in his fictional Music at the Close, he has the'romanqe

sensibility which T think comes naturally to the true prairie man, and this
sensibility is given free expression here. He closes the passage with: -
,"Saskatchewan is a land in which modern man finds it hard to live with and
;bi nimself. Especially at night when the ioneliness'closes in and eartﬁ

,and sky assume a detachment and an immensity that compel an awareness of

;Z,‘lworlds not realized in the light of common day."15 Manitoba and Alberta

A
.

" have their differences from Saskatchewan,16 but they have their monotonies

\'ﬁpo; In Manitoba it is miles 4nd miles of northern bushland that appeals
‘to the imagination of Grove vhen he begins to conceive of intangﬁ‘&e worlds.

rIn Over Prairie \Trails he describes his sensations during a sleigh—drive

(L L.
mhrOugh the winter woods. I quote the passage at length because its tonal” °

t_Luality‘is cumulative:

WY o . [ ) C i R .
"-‘\.\ . + « Unde®the brush of the wild'land which I was skirting by now
N _there seemed to be quité as much of luminosity as overhaad. The

o mist was the thinnest haze, and it seemed to derive its white-
f 9\‘ ness as much from the virgin snow on the ground as from above. .
¢ ;7{ T could not cease to marvel at this light which seemed to be with-
Syodh out a source-~1ike the halo around the Saviour's face. The eye .
f ;L as yeE did not reach very far, and wherever 1 looked, ‘I found
oo %I'_but one word to describe it: impalpable-—and that is saying,what ,
! i 4. 4t was not rather than what it was. As T said, there was no'sun~ i |
- ¢ shine, but 'the light was there, omipresent, diffused coming &
mildly, softly, but from all sides and out. of qll things as well as

4,
B
5 . ) S .

ES
.
R



20.

\

into them. . . . We have such days about four or five times a
year—--and none but the northern. countries have them. There are
clouds--or rather, there is a uniform layer of cloud, very high,
and just the slightest suggestion of curdiness in it; and the
light is very whife. These days seem to.waken in.me every.

wander instinct that lay asleep:; .There is- nothing definite,
nothing that seems to be emphas lzed—-somethinggmeems to beckon
tto me and to invite me to take my wings--as if could glide
without sinking, glide and still keep my height . . . If you see
the 8un at all--as I did not on this day of days--he stands away
up, very distant and quite aloof. He looks more like the moon
than like his own self, white and heatless and 1i ﬁtlese, as 1if 1t
were not he at1911 from whom all this transparenc and V¥isibility -
proeaeded. . X \

IS8 ~ LAy
5
i

o

!\

Because the tone of this passage 15 so carefully cbntrolled, the conjectural
"as if" that int?Oduces the romantic bird-as-imagination netaphot is
écarecely noticeable;‘ene the movement from”actuai.to,imaginery spheres‘is'
“easy and natural. It is a sensuous passage, but somehow, paradoxically,
coolly or Ensterelj sensuous. As he goes on,“Greve enhances‘;he mood of

‘austerity by-contrasting his noréhern setting.with some othné:méfE"
S et

Keatsian mdre richly colourful places he has known-—places now dim and

distantlin imagination as well as in actuality:
When the years began to pile up, 1 1onged to. stake off my horizens, .
to flatten out my views. ' I wanted the simpler, the more.elenental
things, things cosmic in their association, nearer o the begin-
ning or end of creation. 6 The parrot that flashed t rough 'nutmeg
groves' did not hold out so much allurement as the gimple grey-and-

- slaty jdnco. The things that are unobitusive and differentiated ~ ° -
by shadings only--grey in grey above: ail——like our iorthern woods, = #-
“like our sparro;s, our wolves--they" held. a}more compelling attrac- .-

- tion than fggies of colour and screams of(spund. So I came home to

e north.™™ . .

.-
R - {

"Shedings only--grey in grey . . ."; once again; a Stéangély neufral"twi—
.1light vision where the actual and the imaginary merge/and evolve iito a con~

,cept of the cosmic. It is a long way from the.northern woods of Manitoba

' ¥z
and the empty. land of Saskatchewan to- the deck of "Pequdﬂ." But I think

f‘of Ishmael's: ﬁ"Can you‘catch the expression of the Sperm Whale s there? -

¢
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It is the same he.dled with, only some of the longer wrinkles in the fore-

head seem now faded away. 1 think his brow to be fhll of.a prairie—like

placidity, born of a speculative indifference as to death." 19

I have saild that romance is a way of envisioning the intangible--

or, to pick up Melville's term, the speculative--world. In order for the
romancer's vision to be made apprehensible fos the reader, the romancer
must try iolindoce in the reader the same perceptual stance, the same‘angle
of perspective, as his own.PAnd this inwolves a solicitous control of tone
and atmosphere; In fact, tone and atmosphere aie more.imporﬁeqf for tﬂe

romancer's purposes than narrative.action.. Characteristically, rbmance

Y

action is evolved episodically, or in a sequencefof'subtiy‘staged tableaux,

rather than narratively. The romancer stands between the reader and the

work, and he holds up, not a mirror in which ihe‘reader might sege himself
) , \ o

and his customary ways, but a tinted glass through which'the;reader might

see commonplace people and things mOmentarily lifted out of their daily
i

e .

pattern of movement, momentarily spot- 1ighted on a three-dimensional. stage,_

and momentarily freed from their everyday concreteness, antl transformed

into things of intellect by the special colouring In other words, the

: <
thorough-going romancer deals in metamorphosis rather than mimesis, and he

*

makes free to dispense with a faithful exte sive re—ngation of then\o

actions and events of the ordinary daily round. Hawthbrne “in the preface

‘to-anoiher work, The House of the Sever Gables, jus ifiespthe,dispensation

*this’way:

When a wrifer calls his work a. Romance, it need hardly be observed:
- that he wishes to claim a.certain latitude, both as to its fashion
\ - and material, which he would not have felt himself entitled to~=" -
' assume, had he professed to be writing 3 Novel. The latter form -

" of composition is presumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not- ' Eopzr

—r

merely to. the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course A

of man 's experience. The former—-while, as ,a work of art, it must -

L. -
. . o

A . -~ .
o . ’ : S : - o -



ripldly subject ftsell to laws, and while 1t sios mnpardonably,

) so Tar as 1t may swerve asfde from the tvuth of the humm heart--—
has Tatvly a vight to present that truth ander clraumstances, to
Jgtopreat extent, of the writer's own choosing or eveat fon. -

. . .
. §
The "laws" are derived from Artstotle's Poetics: the pott” should prefer
AN ) \

L

probable {mposaibillt fes to fmp robable possibilities.” Like Avistotle's

b, P
poct, the romancer relates, noti what has happencd, but what may happen--
¢! \'

what is possible according to the law of prébabtlity or nocessity.  Ro-

mance is therefore a more philogophical and a higher thiog than the novel;

.'
for romance tries to cxpress the eternal and the unfversal--"the truth of

the' humhn hwart”"--in the particular while the novel tends to express the

»

. ; : . ; .
. ., Y . i \ [

temporal {n the ‘pn&if‘.ular. Ironically enough, once the romancer has
-» M i

established the limits of,tbi{lnt.ltude he is claiming, and once he has

(3
-., .

convinced his readers to suspend, their disbeliefs in tmp~rob:\blo possibilities,

pa-rticulnrities of local smanners and ordinary local characters become a
positive fntrusion. In part the rcason for this is that there is simply
too much business and "{\é't‘ivity associated wi;h local characters in their
customary modé of behaviour. The romancer must keep his {‘igures Telatively.
s.till if they are not to break the_\ 1’}lusion he has created of a special

atiosphere. Once fle has, as 1t45et his stage and planned his light-
. N k1Y

ing effects so that things that .npjiear fantastic or absurd or incongruous

in the light of common day now seem completely in harmony with ‘their illu-

.o
R

“& '
sionary milieu, it.is/trylg-easier for the romancer to deal artfully with

- the imaginary than with the actual. For, given the magical quality of

romance setting, mundane things, particularly if their appearance is abrupt,

? !
. i 4. ]
appear absurd and incongruous in the{r,owu right. They are simply too
' .
; PR .
probable and immediate for, the romare milieu.
) g T RN

L £
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» Now, so far as T know, none of the prafric writers T have read
profess to be romancers.  Grove and MeCourt, the only two who have written
extensively about the aesthetics of {{etion, both purport to be realists,
But 1 have tricd to show that the Canadian West aa they describe it so

~ Al
sensftively in non-fiction lnlonjily the donné setting of romauce. - And 1
think that the excerpt from Over Pratrie Trails fudicates that Grove, at

least, has a marked ability torcontrol tone and ntmosphoﬁb, and so induce

a perception of the actual that evolves into, a conception of the {maginary.

But I think the 1nnate rcmance sensibility of the prairie writer shows most

strikingly in the way, déliberate or involuntary, in which he deals with

the particularities of the moment: local mannd®rs and cugtoms; ordinary

,‘

men and women pursuing ordinary occupations. Curlously enough, the occupa-
A

tions themselves are quite congenial for either realism or romance. For
there {3 a sensc in which the daily round and the seasonal round of farm
activity attain, like the setting, an impalpably neutral, static quality.

- .
From a philosophical point of view, the cndless, cyclical drudgery of farm
[ _"_: .

- e " v ) }
rout ine bespeaks the universal as. well as the particuldr; routine becomes

ritpalistic, met: hysical.zz»ﬁThe fact that successf pnfsuif of ordinar
u ap ‘ A P y

"

» - 8 B : ‘
prairie occupations depends almost” wholly upon faveurable weather condi-

tions is also congenidi for either realism or romance. Hawthorne says the

romancer should "mingle the Marvellous rathdr as a slight, delicate, and

A

evanescent flavor., than as. any portion of the actual substance of the dish

offered tﬁ‘the Public."23

.

so subtle. It is easy to regard a downpour of ice at the height of summer--

a devastating prairie hailstorn--as somehow marvellous; more marvellous

still, if it wipes out your crops and not those of your neighbours.24 The

The potential prairie romancer need not be quite

[
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Louuthpn§ ﬁo; nnmlncc sen,lhiltty then, s the characterization of

,',.lwom(\n. H they seem more to be embodiments of a view of
{f \

; ‘ . ‘
‘!ﬂf} ‘;‘m,%ﬁ fo itsuli thc’n they have sprung from romance “25 and mipght

1,
"'E ;!‘l- "
H@‘t ﬁﬂqgﬁamﬁﬁ acaordinp to romance conventfions

~

¢« {n this regard, Crove's reference, In the passage from QOver
Praivie Tralls quotedabove, to flattened out views and simpler, more
elemental things, has important impiicntions for characterization. The
reference mipght well be a postulate for romance characterization. For,
ncgordtngﬂto~romnuce convention;, characterization approximates something
_ between the rcai and the frankly ideal; between the actual and the imaginary.
Not that the romancer absolutely denies individunlity. Rather, he cschews
using his characters to reflect the complexities of local mannér and ges-
ture because these are experiential particulars, immediate rather than

/
remote, and.therefore.quite unsuitable for conveying cosmié ﬁssociatioléi;:
Romance characters are generally flattened out, simplified, made Flementary.

. /

Ali the complexities that go into the make-up of a human persoﬁhlity are
distilied, as it were,‘into a éingle ieading idea, and the romance figure

&
becomes the type or symbol of that idea. If the romance figure représents

L
a universally apprehensible and communicable idea, then he can legitimately
be “called an'archctype.26 He is individualized by being endowed with dis-
tinctive mannerisms, or stylized, idiosyncratic, signature gestures--as if
;ii4@ere the romancer's deliberate iﬁtention to turn realfty into caricature,
théreby maintaining a sense of ré&éteness, and, at the same time, emphasizing
certain symbolic associations. And, unlike the novelistic character who
changes and develops as the plot unfolds and the nafrative unvinds, the
romance figure,réﬁains essent#ally static or unchanged. Thus, from a, for

.

now, hypbthefical romance point of view, Philip Bentley in Ross's As For Me.
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and My House {s not so much a complete personality as he is a type of
uttey alicnation. His most idiosyncrntt; gostufe fs to stalk, grim-faced,
to his study nna close the door behind me._ Ip,the case of Philip Bentlgy,
it is Mrs. Bentley who functions as the hypothetical romancer. The author
has her guidé our perception of Philip by interposing the pages of her
Journal betwcen us and him.

‘Therc is nothing hypothetical about McCourt's Judgement of the

characters in As For Me and My House!. He says they are '"neither convincing

nor lovable.”™ Mrs. Bentley is "contekt to submerge her personality so
completely in that of her husband as.to become something less than humag. - e
Philip himself is a curiously wooden character. . . . After a while he Secomes
a.kinq of automaton going with mechaiical precision through a limited

series of movements. And all of the major characters are like Philip in

that they are almost‘wholly static; we know as much of them in the first
paragraph as we do in the last" (95-96). 1 think that, because of his

bias towards realism, McCourt misjudges Ross's characters. That he is aware
of romance conventions is clear from his discussion of Ralph Connor. But
Connor is one of the few authors McCourt is willing to judge according to
these conventions.’ Certainly, Connor's Viey of life, and therefore his
technique of characterization, ;s limited by being rathef too "rosy." But

at least it is a consistent and candid view:fﬂLThe sincere faith Qith which "3
Connor illustrates his doctrine of regeneration is reflected in his char-
acters. They are extreme simplifications Jf good and evil, but there is
ndtﬁing to show that the-éuthor is himself aware of the simplification.

To the contrary he believés in his characters implicitly because in his

own 1life he tended to s#® people in strong blacks and whites and outlines

larger than human" (22). To McCourt, Gnnor 's characters are mere
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storcotypes, but they carry a kilnd of couviction "because their creator
never doubts thelr reulityt (23). Now stereotype is to anhctypé as cliché
1s to proverb. A cliché is a proverb with the wisdom worn out ol it; a
stercotype is an archetype without the quality of un lversal, cternal truth.
In a sense, nelther the proverb nor the archetype 1s striking or original;
both are self-cvident, commonplace, truistic. As Yvor Winters says, 'any-
one can accept a truism, at least formully."27 But the real challenge for
the writer is in using his craft as a means towards the end of fully rtealiz-
ing the truth of the truism. If he tends to deal in types at all, his
originality lies in the way in which he makes his private convictions re-
garding the truth of his types ubiic convictions as well. ¥n other words,
the writer's realization must be fully apprehensible to the reader. But it
practically goes without saying that the truth of the type remains incon-
ceivable 1f the reader comes to a work expecting to find 1life in exact
scale--that is, life in outlines precisely life-like. McCourt grants
Connot the right to see his characters in outlines larger than life, aund
hé>judges Connor accordingly. It is strange, then, that he does not extend
such critical tolerance to other prairie writers who, regardléss of what

\

they say about.how they 'see life, show in their works that they see life

in outlines larger than human.
Frederick Philip Grove represents the classic case of the prairie
. ’ 2
writer who somehow feels duty-bound to claim he is a realist, 8 but whose

technique of characterization is essentially romantic. His romance sensi-

bility shows in the section of In Search of Myself where he voices his
. convictions regarding characterization with reference to the creation of
Abe Spalding. He remembers how, when he was just twenty-two years old, and

had a job hauling wheat from a company farm to the railway, he one day saw
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a glant of a man silhouctted agalnst the sunset as he ploughed over the
crest of a hill.

\

JThe important thing was this. Mlis first appearance, on top of
the*hill, had tripped a trigger in my imagination; he had become
one with many others whom I had known; and an explosion had fol-
Zowed in the nerve-centres of my brain becallse I had been ready
for it. I had, for some time, been ready for the pains of birth.
A, to me, momentous thing had happencd: the figure of Abe Spalding,
central to the book which, forty ycars later, ka pubiished under
the title Fruits of the Earth, had been horn fn my mind, fully
armed, as it were, and focalizing in itself a hundred features
which T had noted elsewhere. This man, a giant in body, if not
in mind and spirit, had furnished the physical features for a
visdon which had, so far, been incompletc because it had -been
abstract.29 o

Grove goes on to say that he wished to avoid speaking with the man because

actual contact with him would have destroyed the now crystallized vision:

A perfectly irrelevant actuality would have been supérimposed

upon my conception of a man who, as 1 saw him, had perhaps never
lived; for he lacked that infusion of myself which makes hih what

he has become. From a type and a symbol, he would have become

an individual; he would have been drained of the truth that lived

in him; he would have become a mere fact. . . . This birth of a figure
has remained typical for all my work.30

In,this~iast, "that infusfon of myself" is Coleridgean. I think the simi-
lérity between Grove's and Coleridge's attitude to art can be seen from a
comparison of Grove's discussion of Abe Spalding and a paragraph from

Coleridge's "On Poesy or Art":

s

As soon as the human mind is 1nte111gib1§ addressed by an outward
-~ image exclusively of articulate spcech, so soon does art commence.
* But please to observe that I have laid particular stress. on the
words 'human mind',--meaning to exclude thereby all results com-
mon to man and all other sentient creafures, and consequently
confining myself to the effect produszz by. the congruity of the
animal impression with the reflective powers of the mind; so that

not the thing presented but that which is re—presented by the
thing, shall be the source of pleasure. In this sense nature
itself is to a religious observer the art of God; and for the same
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“cause art itsclf might be defined as of a middle quality between
a thought and a thing, or . . . the union and reconciliation of
that which is nature with that which is exclusively human. It
is the figured language ol thought, and is distinpguished from
nature by the wnity of all the parts in one thought or idea.
Hence nature itself would give us the impression of a work of
art, if we could see the thought which Is present at once in the
whole and in cvery part; and a work of art will be just in pro-
portion to the variety of parts which it holds in unity. '

S~

This passage takes somec di}hsting. Bdt here {s h?w I see the alignment
between it and Gtove's discussion. The re of a man ploughing over the
crest of a“hill is a mere outward image--a natural thing. Butithe figure’H
is intelligible to Grove because it "focalizes" a vision which had been
abstract. Grove's 1magiq§ﬁ§ Abe Spalding're-presents the mere figure and
reconciles it with the abstract vision. Thus, Grove makes Abg the middle
quality between thought and thing, and he means Abé to be a unity that
holds in proportion a hundred other features which he has nofed‘elsewhere.‘
In other words, Abe approaches archetype. |

Grove's intention to render outwardﬁiﬁages into artistic.concepts
by an infusion of himself bespeaks his general adherence to nineteenth-
century Romantic expressive theories of art. M. H. Abrams summarizes these
‘theories as a "way of thinking, in which the artist himself becomes tﬁe
major element generating both the artistic product and the criteria by which
.1t is to be judged. . .‘. Poetry is the overflow, utterance; or projecﬁion
of the thought and~fee1inés of thé poet; or else. . . poetry is defined in
terms of ;he imaginaﬁive prdcess which.mbdifies and synthesizes the images,

32

thoughts, and feelings of the poet.” The phrase which unites romance

' as’a prose genre and romance as lyric poetry is: '"the artist himself be-

-comes the major element genetating both the artistic product and the criteria

N

by:#&iéb it is to be judged." Now, amongst prairie writers, there are no

Hawthornes who preface their VOrks with explanﬁqiyns éf how they view their

4
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material; or who write "Custom-House" chapters to induct their rcaders into
‘\

their romance perspective. But, with regard to characterization, Grove, at

least, indicates that he 1s open to judgement according to romance conventions.

-

Yet McCourt insists that "Grove's people are only occasionally human beings;

\

the main figures are shadowy symbols around whom gather a swarm of puppets. . .
who live a while in the memory because their remotenesé from reaiity§5tart1es
-us {nto looking at them twice" (67). And he says that "symbols, no matter

how iﬁgcgiously created, are in the end lifeless things" (65). ' Clearly,
McCourt %s.unwilling to grant that these shadowy symbols, if they are made

the means of exploring the profoundly human realms we can't:know directly,

A

are life-affirming rather than lifeless. ‘ _ § b

-

There is just a toucﬁ of Yvor Winters in McCourt's critical
stance. Winters approaches ngthorne——the romancer from whém;‘obviously,
I have Been deriving most ot what I mean by romance--with the souﬁd assump-
tion that clarity is to be favoured over obscurity. So, he expects

Hawthorne's characters to be either real, or pure and intense representa-

tions of the ideal. He says: ' T e

. . . Hawthorne had small gift for the creatiop ‘of human beings, a
defect allied to his other defects and virtues: even the figures

in The Scarlet Letter are unsatisfactory if one comes to the book
expecting to find a novel, for they draw‘their life not from .
familiar human characteristics. . . but from the’ precision and inten-
sity with which they render their respective- ideas. ., . . When, as in
The Marble Faun or The House of the Seven Gables, there is no

idea governing the human figure, or when the idea is an incomplete
or unsatisfactory equivalent of the figure, the figure is likely

to be a disappointing spectacle, for he is 'seldom if eve53a convine~
ing human being and is likely to verge on the ludicrous.

N

The key conditional clause in this last is: - "if one comes to the book
xpecting to find a novel." What Winters fails to take into account with
' regard to Hawthorne, and what McCourt does not even entertain as a possi-

bility with regard to Grove, or Ross, or even Mitchell, whom he praises
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for his "genius for creating {nstantancous and powerful impressions," but
whom he chides for falling back "on the art of the caricaturist in sacuring
his effects" (101), 1is that romance convention nllqws for a good dd%ﬂ of
flexibility in characterization. The precise point at which the actual

Jand the imaginary meet 'is difficult to determine, and anyhow the romancer
Frefers the point of meeting to be somewhat obscuré becausce stsyk‘clarity

is not quite in kéeping with the shadowy atmosphere he has created. Con-
seqﬁentlf, romance figures are likely to be found at vafibps points,oq a
sliding scale between the real and the frankly ideal. Thus, from an, again,
hypothetical romance point of view, Brian O'Gpnnal is closer t;-reality
while the Young Ben is closer to pure idea. To continue in a hypothetical
vein: éupposehthat, giveq'th¢~Canadian Western setting which is so suit-
able for romance, prairie Qriters are, truly more at home in the romance

mode than in the realistic mode. Suppose that their innate romance sensi-
bfiity shows in a tendency to char&cterize ordindry men and women as types--—
emboﬁimenws of a view of life rather than replicas of life itself. Suppose
that these men and women are deliberately endowed witﬁ a certain unteality
so as to be more in keeping with the remote world they peoplé: Types or
not, these characters still have to speak; they cannot be left, like Grovéfs
ploughing farmer, inarticulate. Then the ptoof-teét for romance sensibility
18 in their rhetoric. If the characters' manner of ‘speech is consistently
remote froﬁ what we regard as the colloquial 1diom-jand by remote I mean

| either~mote ;ofty or more whimsically homespuﬁ or "folksy'"--then the char-
acters a;é surely closer to romance than to realism. Yet McCourt says that
Grove's "inability to reproduce with even a measurable degree o}’accufacy

the oxdinary conversation of ordinary pe0ple" is due to his ”1aék of

sympéthetic understanding.of his féllow man" (67).



‘tion in Salem, for a dozen years or more, b

- fails because the meélodrama is somehow naked and embarrassing.
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McCourt 1is cominé rather close to biographical critic{sm here.

He says, "Because of his temperament Grove could never have been a great

novelist. His autobiography,za In Search of Myself, is the story of a man

who, whatever his physical experiences, lived remotc from the centre of

life. He views his fellow men intellectually, never emot fonally" (66). It

is not/é;rprising that Winters makes the sf‘ﬂ kind of judgement of Hawthorne.
He.says'Hawthorne "appears to have haé néne of‘the_personal qualifications
of a nerlist . . . the sombre youth who liyed in solitudé and in contempla-
(fore succumbing to the charms,
and propinquity of Miss Sophia Peabody and mpking the spasmodic and‘only
moderately successful efforts to accustom hi Felf to daylight which were to
vex the remainder‘of his life, was one far moke likely to concern himself
&ith the theory of mankind than with thb chaos, trivial, brutal, and exhaust-
ing of the actuality."35 What I seem to be leading up to hgre,;; a small-

syllogism: Winters has a seriously limited view of Hawthorne because he

fails to examine the author strictly in terms of the conventions he chose--

-and Hawthorne specifies romance conventions. McCourt's judgements of Grove
. P ; Juag

are very much like Winters' judgements. of Hawthorne. Therefore Groye must

require critical aﬁaiysis.according to romance conventions. I recognize

the vulnerability of my position here. In truth, reassessment adcording to

different conventions will not saivage much of Grove, simply because he

failed to control tohe in his ﬁo&ementsAfrom dctual spheres to imaginery

spheres. Aesthetically, his most consistent work is The Yoke of Life,

14

#

.- which is neo-meqiéval romance- fused with Manitoba Gothic melodrama. It

>

_What I am suggesting is simply that, in approachiﬂg Grove's work,

and ﬁhe'wdrk of ‘other prairie writers, the reader's accepqed poétulate-é'

FR



"the contract agreed on by the reader before he can sﬁan-reading"36——

~not be limited by what he has come to kunow as the’fundaméntal'principles of

.the English realistic novel. As Frye says, . .

The essential difference between novel and romance lies in the
concept of characterization. The romancer does not attempt to .
create "real petople” so much as stylized figures which expand

into psychological, archetypes. 1t is in the romance that we

find Jung's libido, anima, and shadow reflected in the hero,
heroine, and villain respectively. That is why romance so often
radiates a glow of subjective intensity that the novel lacks,

and why a suggestion of allegory is constantly creeping in

around its fringes. Certain elements of character are released
in the romance which make it naturally a more revolutionary form
than the novel. The novelist deals with personality, with char-
acters wearing their. pgrsonae or social masks. He needs the
framework of a stable society, and many of our begs novelists
have been conventional to the verge of fussiness. . -

~A

1 am unable fully fo gxplain Frye's Jdngian references. But, in the same .

t

&ay that external romance settings take us beyond the limits of perception—4p‘
that is, béyond a world we can know directly through>0ur.apprehending
senses~—the J;qgian.archetypes pfovide us witﬂ a means of compgghepding‘

thé interﬁal fringes of consciousness. Jung's "collective uhconsc@ous" is

a psychologist's tefm for the fogntainhead of inexplicable impulses and

urges that all humanity shares.' Jung's terms are simply the sign-posts for
4 (]

the romance setting}of the mind. But I do net mean to raise psychological

issues. To get back to(Frye: the key refererite here is that the novelist
[ 2N
needs "the framework of a stable society.! It is the lack of such a frame-

v

o k) i
work that prevents the prairie writer from achieving complete success as

i

a novqliqt. In essence, the'prgirie is frameless—-lénd and sky thgt are
émpty and that,.as McCourt suggests, draw the imagination strajghtrinto

infinity; or'ﬁoods_that are impalpably luminous and.grey, differentiated’
by shadings only, that, as»Cfove suggests, 1nvite‘thébimagination to tgke

wing and glide. The settingkremains frameless until the artist delimi;é

@
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it with a frame that matches the .periphery of;his ﬁision, “But when what

" he focuses on is empty and impalpable, the posf&iétes«of'the novel are un-

suitable postulates with which.to scrutinize his picture of prairie life.
. . 4

| . .

McCourt has an interesting way of getting around the problem of .

\

the lack of the framework o6f a stable society on the prairie. In the con-

clusion of The Canadian West in Fiction he writes; '~ "The West is still very

'young; It needs time to establish a relativelj stable economy; time to

.integrate the almost innumerable races and cultures that have found a home

on ‘its $la}ns" (121). This statement surely implies an echo of an earlier

‘statement wherein he indicdtes Ms ddeal of the novel: ". . . the English

™~

novel has reached its highest point.of artistic development in periodsof

comparative social stability--the first half of the eighteenth and the

second half of the nineteenth centuries” (119). The point seems to be that,’

although the prairie novel is a little over a centdry behind the English

’

novel, it, too, will reach a similar high.point of artistic dévelopment. )

~Now, by critical.conSe;sus, the Englfsh ﬁovengat its eighteenth—ninéteénth
- W N

century zenith, with its own peculiar "set of conventions, devices and

‘inclusions," is termed, simply, "realistié;“. And its aim, simply, is "the

38

objective representation éf.contemborary social reality." The English“

realistic novel is essentially an urban art form: .in it, the facts of the
community usually have priorify over the‘facf;of_the land. Herein lies

what, in ncCourﬁ's view, must remain as the crucial difference between the

English reaiistic novel and the potential,praifie‘realis ic novel. 'Through-

| priority. In the épilogug to his 1968 ﬁﬁblication; Saskatchewan,,Mchng)/;

" writes:

-.out The Canadiaﬁ West. in Fiction, he emphasizes the Human-éomﬁunity in °

relation to a uﬁique landscape. True, since 1947, the“piairié has under-.

.

gone inevitable urbanization. But the fact of the land hés not lost . .
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. ' '
‘There are parts of Sdskatchewan'whege as far as the eye can

The epilogue 1s entitled "Earth Abiding."
and given 'the genetic question, 'How are the crops?(,
urban art forms are somehow beside the point.

concept of the ahidihg earth that McCourt rests, ‘not an aSSumption but a

see, oil-pumps dot the fields and perform tweaty-four hours )
a day their monotonou$ ritualistic task-of drawing wealth from ...
"the depths of the earth; oth&r parts. whore—the*groaf’TﬁVE;EEd '
'cones of,the potash mines hold the sky itself suspended, and

still ofhers where the sounds of the contraotor s bulldo7ers
and pile-drivers herald the coming to the province of a vast
new industry--pulp and paper--and for at least one city a

rebirth of expectation. But the man who has lived a long time °
'in Saskatchewan, in city, town, hamlet, or country, and who

has moved elsewhere, never asks about oil or potash or uranium -
or lumber; the question he invariably asks, and by which he in-
variably betrays his origins and his heart, is simply, 'How are
the crops?'

The association between the Saskatchewan man and the.earth
around him--whether one of .jove or hate——is intimate, intense,
and he can never break it. _ . o

(9
i
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Given this beatitudinal concept,

it seems to me that

Yet it is precisely on this

hope that writers of the Canadian West will come 1nto their otn. The dis— |

integration of nineteenth-century social and spiritual values has turned

the’ English novel into "a literature of negation. But the conditions‘

which resulted in the decline of the English realistic novel are precisely .

the conditions most ptopitiouaffor the rise of the prairie realistic,novel.”'5

The novelist of the twentféthncentufy, says McCourt, "can do no more,than

re—create that desolation of the humap spirit which is the time we live o

~in" (119)

Pl

And he concludes that in this age of desolatiou, the prairie.

is now one of the few p}aces that is "completely in harmony with the spirit ‘

of man" (122).

So, realism\in the prairie novel ultimately means full

. apprehension of desolation, and we\are back to Lance—Corporal William

"'.\-.- [
. 2

Donkin of the North-Wéét Mbunted Police. ii; ' M;A*'

-

S .

' There is a sense in which what McCourt finally means by reali;mi
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7,anﬂnwh€t I mean by, romance are much the same. Literature of negﬂtion is

4

literature which preSents a certain view of life——a view that involves

"bewilderment and frustration~and hope that hardly dares to be" (122);¥‘In

“order to evoke such a view, the novelist must work through his éharacters
And if life is. really as bad as he seems to think, then his characters a

will be embodiments of a negative view of life and, at the same time, they

'

will be life-itself.‘ But when the settipg is seen to be absdlutely in .

keeping with the prevailing desolate spinit of the time, and when that | ‘
i AT
N o~ A

setting is- conceived of as eternally unchanging, like the sea, then the

distinction between character~and»atmosphere or environment begins to blur.
a ! . \ .

Al

Set against the abiding earth, othe objective representation of contemporary

-~

" social reality serves only to underline the futility and innate vanity of

. e

LY

all temporal things The relationship between prairie environment and

-
prairie character is indeed a subjective one, insofar .as the land is

sovereign. Like the,court jester, Canadiﬁn Western man makes himself out-

standing primarin bv absurd incongruous behaviour. McCourt provides an

Y.
example of what 1 mean when he describes the town of Banff 'In Banff, he

o

says,

B

y.

Man has %arried on the Creator s work with admizdble discretion and
good_taste . ... With one exception. The Banff gprings Hotel

sits overlooﬁing the Bow Valley like a dowager duchess, an age~/“
less relic of a bygone age casting an undimmed .eye over posses- -

. sions: she shares, with no one--not even God. The hotel was almost™
completely rebuilt in 1928, but the remodellers worked in the J
spirit of an—earlier ‘and more gradiose time. Sir William Van .
Horne, who insisted that the original hotel be built it imitation .

. of a French: chiteau to honour- the.. early French fur- traders“(few '

- of whom had ever seen a chateau), would have: approved the presemgt -

) ﬂESign- ' M;.‘ - ) - ,‘,_ N

‘,For those who can afford it-—mostly Americans——the hotel provides

‘all ‘the amenities. But her c¢hief valuew—impossible to think of _

‘a duchéss ‘as. neuter--is as an act of defiance, a symgpl of man's.

. determination to impose something of himself, preserve his iden~
. jtity among the most. awe—inspiring works of nature. . Somerset

TR

e
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Maugham has remarked that pevlectfon 1s always a Tittle dull;

and perhaps the chagm of the Banff Springs Hotel lies [n hev T
very {nconprulty--she adds the one essential touch df the

freat b which prevents the perfection of Banff from becoming

tiresome. 90
.

Now, the pralric wiliter who secks to show discrectly the essential harmony
: L4

of spirit by tween God-created land and man, and at the same (imn(nhmv

prairie man's {nnate nthilism nnd rebelliousness agalnst nature, has set

himself a difffcult problem In characterfzatfion.

In part the solution to the problem rests in the fact that desola-
’ .
¢

M it

btf;n in the setting necd not be mirrored by utter despair or.dull inertia®*
in the characters. TIn Saskatchewan, McCourt says no one could survive the
'nine years' hqll of the dust—b?wl without courage or without faith--"not
in a benevolent god but in one's own capacity to o:~ndm‘e."/.I And ‘he says
that it is a matter of common obscrvatfon that "the man who survives the
prairie weather for any length of time is iikcly to develop, 1n additfon
to a chronfc lrritability; an nlnrmingvme38ure of“§elf—gonffdeqce. By the
very fact of surviving he has proved himself a man fit to whip his weight
in x‘\lildcats."‘{"2 Chronic irritability and epic self-confidence are excel-
P

lent roots for the incongruous. So {is ﬁhe£§6§ ?pnsc of humour which a
stubbornly enduring race of people geems to-develop, and Yhich shows itself

. J . ’

. .
in the tall tales of the dust-bowl years.‘3 It's the kind of humour that

. 3
crackles quietly throughout McCourt's non-fictional prose: ".

. the Sgsk-
atchewan'fa;mer's determination, once he takes action, _to get sqmething.
done in a hurry may be directly attri&ytable to weather-conditioning. Out-
door plumbing in below-zero temperatﬁreé 1s conducive to hustle."a Thére

' is 5uff§fient material for lively character‘fation,'thgn., Endurance, ir-
ritability, self-confidence, humoyr--all these might be the elements Ehat'

make up the general prairie human nature I have Hypothesized about. But
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there still remaing the problem of how to handle those expansions or con-
atractions from the general to the ndividualfzed. Because on Lh(\i prairte,
these altornat {ng modes have a high amplitude; they are radical. There
are moments of epiphany when, {rom the top of a ridge or butte or even a
grain elevator, ".'lAm.'m sces all the kinpgdoms of the ecarth stretched out at
his fect and feels himaelf a creature af utter ihslgnificnnvo fn the sum
A ()

of things or clse the very ceatre of the universe.' In order to show

the first or the second or, paradoxfcally, both together, I think the
jprairio writer must be free to break the conventions of the counservative
realistic novel; 1 think he absolutely requires the strategically revolu-

l

tionary conventions of romance.
111

In the preceding paragraphs, I have been relying chiefly on
Amcrican writers to provide criteria for a definition of romance. Not be-

cause I hawe aésudbd that Amerfcan literature and Canadian prairic litera-

[}
ture spring from the same roots, but simply because the American authors,

efpecially Hawthorne, have been most explicit in their postulations about
e Coee

v

romance. But the question of form in the American novel ﬁas hcén cngaged(
by several recent critics, among them Mar{ius Beyley and Richard Chase. 1
regard their work as important because they both explore the reasons why
the.traditional form of the realistic novel was unsuitable for ;he native
Ame}ican prose artist, So, I mean to briefly summarize their view-points
here, and indicate some of the s%milaritagi and the differences between
the American milieu and the Canadian prairie milieu.: First, Bewle? states
_that during the nineteenth century, the American novelist was unable to

work in thg_}raditional mode because there was not yet a sufficiently'

' . i
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developed social context in which teadiog 1dgnq——"ldonn, which, for the
most part, were prounded fn the preat American democrat Le abstractions'--
could be shown "with a rich human rolovnnco."AO Compel led by cultural
{solat{on to {ind their own forms, American writers developed a mode which
Bewley says s characteristically fmbucd with a secasc of tensfon--a funda-
mental teasion derivihg from a split between abstract {dea and concrete
fact in the American experfence. The teuslon mnnlfcstod itse.f In varlous
wﬂyi\ fo;\bxnmple, "{t was an opposition between tradition nnd progress,
between democratic fafth and disfllusion, between tge past and the present
and the future; between Furope and America; liberalism and conservatism,
aggressive, acquisitive cconomics and benevslent wealth.”" In the writing
of Hawthorne, the tension is between "isolation and social sympathy;” in
Melville, between "democratic faith and despalr;" in Cooper, betwcen the
American wilderness and the "new American industrial civilization." Poised
in opposing palrs, these abstractions are the controlling factor in the
motives and organization of a uniquely American mode which Bewley terms
metaphysical or syfibolistic. And he says that, where genuine artistry has
been achieved, the characters presented in the works are usually, like
Cooper's Natty Bumppo, beautifully realized symbols through which the
author expresses his "highly cdmplex reaction to American civilization."
Now the chief difference between the American.expcrience and the
Canadian prairie experience rests in the fact thatj in Canada, there was-
no fundamental split between abstract democratic notions and concrete fact.
Not giﬁpiy because Canada was recognized as 5 mere, if gigantic, extension
zf the British Imperial Empire, but main1§ because‘the settlers who emigrated
from Europe to the prairie camegith a full awareness that they would have
to work 95}; hard tobmake their own wa&. The public-relations pamphlets

= ~
. . .



disseminated by the CPR were taken with a grain of disbelief, as I think the

following passage from Kirfak's documentary Sons of the Soll shows:

"Is there no limit to Canada?" Toma Wakar wondered frritably,
"This Is the fifth day of our trip and as yet therc is no end.

"So it scems," said Solowy, who sat besfde him on the opposite
scat from Hrchory Workun. "I don't sce any fences, so I guess
we've not reached jurncy's end."

"Something tells me I'm going to be awfully lonesome for my
lord's horses," said Wakar. He had been a coachman on an estate
‘in the Old Land. "At any rate, a man was surc of food and
éﬁolter."

"Don't fret, Wakar. This is not our part of Canada," Hrehory
assured him. "Our destined place is mgre attractive."

"In our allotment the fences are made of sausages, the roofs
of bacon," Solowy jested. '"All we nced to do is lie back and
eat our fill, and when thirsty we shake a birch tree and wait
for the beer and wine to fill our cups."47

Most of the large groups of scttlers--the Scots who came to the Red River
Colony in 1811; the Icelanders who evacuated to the Gimli areca after the
volcanic eruptions of 1876; the serfs of the Austro-Hungarian empire who
“began arriving around the turn of the century--left the 0ld Country under

duress. And about all they expected from the new country was a better

chance in life for their children. Any foolish milk-and-honey notions

r

were soon dissipated in the sheer gffort of making a living from the land.

But the common bond between the Canadian and American experiences is the

fact 'of cultural isolation. On the Canadian prairie, the isolation wash
in a pense, intensified because of the heterogeneity of racial groups who
settled there. So, the Canadian prairie writer had, as possible leading

idea, the Hawthornesque abstraction: isolatibh'vetsus social sympathy.

&

And he had not a sufficiently developed social context in which to show

*

the abstr}ct}on with a rich human relevance. Nor has he, as yet. Again,
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the genetic question {s still, 'ﬁow are the crops?' The""NGc Lake Lutheran
Ladios; Aid".is still the archetype for the female social commmity; the
curling rink‘witQ.the cnchc of liquor by the back door is still the arche-
typal male cofimume; and the sports day, the auction sale, the barn dance,

and the farm wedding still ropreseﬁt the quintessence of togethemess.

There 1s a glow of frenetic, sur;eq}istic, sub ject ive intcnsit;.in Kroetsch's
description of the barn dance in jhéhﬂggds of my Roaring--an Intensity that

takes it out of the realm of the real and into the realm of symbolic ab-

straction. And I think that the fact that Kroetsch is, to some extent, using

*his characters as symbols to express his complex reaction, not so much to

prairie civilization as to the paradoxical relationship between prairie
man and prairie land, is proven by his pfophetAfigure. This little man,
who smells like he "c;@e right out of the farmer's armpit"” and who looks
like "a human QUSt sidrm,"AB by his very presence makes of the auction sale
something metaphysical.

My point {5 that, compelled by cultural isolation to find their
own forms, prairie wricgrs like Kroetsch have tended towards romance., I
use romance here to incorporate Bewley's metaphysical and symbolistic be-
cause it seems to me that the author who uses hig characters as symbols
through which he expresses his highly complex reactions to 1ife ig the same
as the romancer whosé special perspective on 1life is conveyed through
figures who are embodiments of a view of 1ife rather than life itself. 1In
The American Novel and its Tradition, Richard Chase keeps the term romance

.

for the good and simple reason that authors such as Cooper and Hawthorne

have stipulated the term. But Chase takes a different tack f:pn Bewley

on the question of why the American novelist has found the traditional

" mode unsuitable. He says that, usually, the English novel has been "real-

e

zistic or, in the philosophical sense of the word, 'nmaturalistic'.

1,49 Yet
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even its gross poetle naturalism has preserved somc(hihg of the two great
traditions that formed literature. The English novel} that is, follows

the tendency of tragie nrg and Christfian art, which characteristically move
through contradiction to forms of harmony, reconcillation, catharsis, and .
trnnsftguration."so In contrast, he says, the American imagination has
been stirred, rather, "by the aesthetic possibilitics of raq}cal forms of
alienation, contradiction, and diéordcr." Rather than haviug as motiVating
factor the impulse to close, through art, the split in American cxperience,
the best American novels "achieve their very being, their energy and their
form, from the perception and acceptance mot of unities Qut of radical dis-
unities." Like Bewley, Chase traces Fhe fundamenta1 §iSunities underlying
Americnﬁ fiction back to fundamental contradictions i; American life--the
disparit& between democratic ideals and a;tual political practice; the
dualism inherent in. Calvinism, with its "habit of opposing the individual
to his God, with a minimum of mythic or ecclesiastical medidtion}" the
"&Lal allegiance of the American, who in his intellectual culture belongs
both to the 01d World ané the New'--these a}e a few from a longer list.
Under pressure of these contradictions, says Chase, the American writer
has tended away from the novel, which is essentially a mediatory form,

and towards the romance, which, "following distantly the medieval éxample,

.

feels free to render reality in less volume and detail," and is more amen-

. able to the idealized representatioﬁ?b% polarities.

On the Canadian prairie, there does not exist a similar pattemn
of contradictions. For the prairie attitude to the posed opposites cata-
logued above is paradoxical; or it is one of neutrality’underlaced with
hypocrisy or anarchism. By neutrality here, I mean that contradictory

poles somehow cancel one another out. The prairie farmer stands in awe of
: ~
&

:
n . .
. RN
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God, puts his faith in himself, is told to vote Liberal by his priest,

and frequently sees his Protestant preacher go into politics. But in times
. BN
ERARY

of crisis, he casts about, senrchtng, like Abe Spalding searches,' for some-
thing to sacrifice to the powers th%t be, and thereby nppense their fury.

So, prairie piety'is a curfous blend of pnmanismi werldliness, and primitiv-
Ism. The intellectual allegipnce of the prairie man is just as difficult

)

to specify. In the early pioneering days ‘he was likely to keep many of

the Uradltions of his native country alivehin the new communities. Bgt

these traditions have inevitably been modified by adaptation to a new'setting
Unlike Hugh MacLennan's eastern ideal, he does not sce himself as some kind

of intellectuel bridge joining the best of British and American elements.

He might have gone to war for Britain, but not necessarily out of loyalty

to.the Crown. As McCourt shows, in Music at the Close, the armed forces
were frequently seen as a kind of glamoreus refuge from the sometimes
enervating drudgery and hopelessness of farm routine. If high motives are

to be imputed at all, they are likely to havefderived from something more

abstract than loyalty to the Crown: loyalty to “the ideal of freedom itself
Since 1929, the fact that préirie economics are directly influenced by

American trends has been recognized. :But the prairie farmer is likely to

feel himgself slightly superior to his southern neighbour, whom he'regards
as too crasSly materia{istic,'ét the same time that he himself seeks to

acquiré that fifth section 6f wheatland. One of the few generalizations

A

that can be made about him with certainty is that he regards Eastern Canada

with suspicion, and considers the rains 8f British Columbia a little too

- t

1

soft. So, fot the prairie writer, there isn't the 1mpulse to present 2

radical, irreconcilable polarities. ‘Nevertheless, the prairie ig no more ‘f

- sulted that the United States‘to an art form which, following the tendency

. b ' E o
. ‘A I‘
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of tragic and Christian a?t,'moves "through contradiction to forms of
harmony, reconciliation, catharsis, and tfansfigﬁration." Because the sense
of the Law--writ large in the rules of nature--is everywherc present on

the prairie. God's presence there is primarily for the purpdse of ratify-
ing the order of nature. Although éhrist might possess a genuine power

of veto over the law, it is most unlikely that he will exercise 1it. So,

the sympathetic magic of primitive religioﬁs which pre-date Christianity

1

is quite conceivable bn the prairie:

*

[N

The year 1937 brought the worst disaster of all. No rain fell,
the wind blew what® little top-soil remained in.the fields into
road-side ditches; dust-clouds--black, sinister, shot through
here and there with eerie shafts of light--wavered all day and
every day between earth and sky, gnd the heat was appalling.

In Weyburn on a July day the temperature rose to 114 .degrees
above zero--a record which still stands. On the Moose Mountain
Indian Reserve old Chief Sheepskin, nominally a Christian, sum-
moned his braves to perform a rain dance. He died shortly after~
wards, no doubt confirmed in the faith of his fathers, foglche
day before he died a heavy shower fell on Moose Mouptain.

To.refer back to Frye:‘ "the’ tendency to suggest implicit mythical
patterns n32 in a world closely associated‘ﬁith human experience is a ro-
mantié teﬁdency. But, while mythical patterns add.a subjective realm to
the‘human sphere, they need nof result in the complete transformation of
~that sphere from the human to the,las it were, animated totemic. The
prairie writef-caﬁnot‘be a thofough—going romancer. He needs a form that

is sometﬁing of a compromise between total metamorphosis.and stringent

mimesis. For the characteristic pattern on the prairie is, not movement

- ~

- éﬁiough éontradiction to forms of harmony, catharsis, and transfiguration, -
but movement from paradoxical stasis--man is "at once nothing and everything,

" at once the dust of the eartP and the God that made it"53-—td some kind of

resignatory compromise that represents man's best efforts to fulfil himself
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while maintaining his acquiescence to the Law. Sct against the abiding

earth, mortal man doesn't really change very much. Thus’, in Music at the

Close, Neil Fraser loses his romantic notions about women, about his own

artistic aspirations; he becomes enough of a realist to admit to himself
that he has gone to war because there was nothing much else to do; he knows

that giving his life in the war will not result in a world at once unchained;

".e and his
N

fellows had made a contribution, however hlindly, however unwillingly, to

but he dies affirming this much of an idealized abstraction:

a struggle that might last a thousand years. Nothing he had done in his

life before this day had any meaning. His death was the only justificatian

54

for his having lived at all." And Abe Spalding, in Fruits of the Earth,

5
K3

fails to be tragic because the catharsis that might be associated with his

fall from the position of "tyrannos' of the little prairie—gtate he has

created is dissipated by his compromising resumption of token leadership

in the end. In As For Me and My House, Mrs. Bentley remains barren; but

she becomes a compromise mother by adopting a child got by her husband with

the Wordsworthian, Lucy-like Judith. And, ?s I have suggested earlier,
- \

‘Brian; in Who Has Seen the Wind, accepts the fact that he can never approx-.

imate the free-spiritedness of the Young Ben; but he compromises between
the amoré}ity of the prairie afhd the equivocalgﬁbrality of the town by as-

piring to be an earth doctor. Coo \\

The most definitive exposition of a form which in my view, is,

most suitable for the artistic re-creation of the prairie wa of life in

all its aspects is provided by Henry James in his preface to The American.

He begins his discussion of form by posing a question: 'By what art or -

'mystery, what craft of selection, omission or commission, does a given

picture of 1ife appear to us to surround its theme, its figures and images
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. .
with the air of romance while another picturd close beside it may affect

us as steeping the whole matter in the element of reality?"55 He thinks

it must be more a matterx of "perceived effect, effect after the fact, than
" - T b4

of consclous design" on the artist's part. As 1if unconsciously, by his way

{
{

of feeling and seeing--""of his concelving, id a word"--the artist shows

whether his values are closer to realism or to romanceﬁﬁ}The principal
| £l
differences between the two constructs are ebistemological:
t
. 1
The real represents to my perception th% things we cannot possibly
not know, sooner OT later, in one way dr another; it being but
one of the. accidents of our hampered sdate, and one of the inci-
dents of their quantity and number, thqt particular instances
have not yet come our way. The romantic stands, on the other
hand, for the things that, wifh all the facilities in the warld,
all the wealth and all the courage and all the wit and all the
adventure, we never can directly know; the things that reach us

only through the beautiful circuit andjsubterfuge of our thought
and our desire. : '

Jaﬁéé‘gbes on to raise, and dismiss, the fe;tures that other critics have
regarded as typical‘of romance, and that, ﬁor the most part, are reducibleb'
to "thé\idea of the facing of dang?r." He says that the pursuit of danger
is simply "the pursult of life itself, 1ﬂ‘which danger awaits us possibly

at every step and faces us at every turn." It is to make an inadequate -
distinction to say .that, realism projects the smallness of life's dangers

A

_ , . : ;
while romance projects’the hugeness, because such a distinction points up

a difference. in degree only, and not a‘diﬁference in kiﬁdf_iﬁiTﬁréssayswm»ﬁ~-»_

this more specific distinction: . =
N R , > ’ -
The only general attribute of projected romance that I can see, T

the only one that fits-all its cases, is the fact  of the kind
of experiengé with vhich it deals--experience liberated, so to
speak;. expefience;disengaged,'digembroiled, disencumbered, exempt
from the conditioris that we usually know to attach to it and, if
we wish so to put the matter, drag upon it, and operating in a
medium which relieves it, in a particular interest, of the incon-

1 venience of a related, a measurable state, a state subject to all
A — t.' 'S

o
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our vulgar communitig¢s. The greatest intensity may so be arrived o
at evidently~-when the sacrifice of community, of the "related"
sides of situations, has not been too rash. It must to this end
not flagrantly betray itself; we must even be kept if possible,
for our illusion, from suspecting any sacrifice at all. The bal-
loon of experience Is in fact of course tied to the eartl, and
under that necessity we swing, thanks to a rope of remarkable
length, in the more or less commodious car of the imagination;
but it is by the rope we know where we are, and from the moment
that cable is cut wejafe at ‘large and unrelated: we only swing
apart from the,glébé-~though remaining as exhilarated, naturally,
as we like, espeéfally when all goes well. The art of the ro-
mancer is "for the fun of it," insidiously to cut the cable, to
cut it without our deQ%?ting him.

4

The daily round of events and activities that make up prairie
living is something we can know directly; anq we can know directly whether
the man ‘of the prairie is successful or unsucéggg;;1,.happy or ;éa——although
we “Hnﬁxt have to impute the reasons why, Bﬁt the conqepts wﬁich inﬁprm the
most profoundly human realms of his being—*conéepts of metaphysics, psychold—
gy,‘ethics,.and religion in all its aspects--we never can know except in-
directly. Aﬁd, in this rega;d, the prairie writer becomes the epistemologist.
We know what h; knows éhrough his shaping of our pefspective; through his
coﬁtrol of the‘perceptual field. Given the lack--or, I should say freed by
the lack-~-of a many-sided, intensively developed community,rthe writgr has
oﬁly the relatedness of man and land as the base of his expiorations of
intangible reélms. I have tried to show chaﬁ the prairie éan be an ideal

P . v
setting in wﬂl%h to launch the "éoﬁmodious car of the imaginatikn." But,
in typical prairie fashion, prone to stern self-control and concediﬁg to
éompromise, the prairie writer rarely, for the fun of it, cuts_fhe cablé:-
*although Kroetsch lets it fray pretty thin. 3ames sanctipns cbmpfbmise.f}
‘He’says that fiction is richest Qhen the author commits himself in the -

®

direction of both realism and romance; "not quite at the same time or to

Dow

i3 s o

the same effect, of course, but by some negd of pef?oﬁming his whole
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possible revolution, by the lav of some rich’ passion in him for extreﬁés."56

Chase does not seec the complete Jamesilan circuit that "passes through the
reai and ideal, through the directly known and the mysterious or/the in- .
directly known, through doing and feeling thT best American fiction.

So he uses James as a point of departure. I see in prairie fiction ap

attempt to keep the circult unbroken. So I use James as a point of entry.
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- On the great empﬁx plain, in the forest depths, when the wind
Y

is quiet and no biyxds sing. Nowhere,.I think, is it possible
for man to know better his littleness and greatness--that is, .
to know better himself. For this is a\wof%

the great words, birth and lovg and death and God and eternity,
casts them in-.a scale Ehat exZ%ts their grandeur and diminishes
their terror. R \

\ \ ' --SasKatchewan

7
,
.
o
—
-

d which objectifies. ..
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Gaunt. - Will the King come, that I may breathe my last .
In wholesome counsel to his unstaid youth? A

York Vex not yourself, nor strive not with your breath;
For all in vain comes counsel to hié ear. N

Gaunt. O, but' they say the tOngues of dying men
Enforce -attention 1ikeé deep harmony\ . L
Where words are scarce, they are selEom spent’ in® vain, . R
For they breathe truth that breathe their words in pain. ’
He that no more must~say~13 listen'd more ' -
Than they whom youth and ease have taught to glose
More are men's ends mark's than their lives before.
The setting sun,\and music at the close, v
As the last tasteé 6f gweets, 1s sweetest last. )
Wrir.in remembrance more than things long past: ¥
Though Richard.my, life's counseliwould not hear,

My~ death’s*sad qale may' yet undeaf- his ear.
. , K bl

vy

——Richard the Second Act II Scene I

Like all the literary allusions in Edward McCourt's Music at -the Close,

the allusion to Shakespeare that appears in the titﬂe and in several places

in the text is important for a critical interpretation of the work. In

\.

"his general introduction to The Tragedy of Richard the Second Thomas

\‘Parrqt comments that thefslay represents éﬁ&kespeare ] "first really inde-

pendent ‘gffort in~the field of tragedy." AltﬁSzgh the result is' not alto-jf
o c -
gether satisfactory, the play is significant becau&lt shows clearly "the

T drift of Shakespearé&s genius toward the creatloﬁ of a new tragedy, the

. K,
2 » '
tragedy of°character fofedoomed to ruin which was to reach its climax in

Hamlet Othello, Lear, and Macbeth."1 The story of Neil Fraser central

,figure of Music at the Close, haé one similarity to the tragedy of Richard""

»:.Q?l L l..
I: Nﬁl is foredoomed to ruin.  And McCourt means Neil 5. personal tragic

destiny to have an abstract historic import. As. the narrator says,

"destiny is 1itt1e more than a- mys,tical term embracing the practical

o °
A B o . B
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clreumstances of environment and tvainfnp." Netl's fmmedtate cnvironment

in o amadl tarm on the banks of the North Saskat chewan River, somevhere
”
near the border hetween Alberta and Saskatcehewan.  The developing act fon

fa, primavtly, the actfvity associated with the farm {tselt, and with the

. 4 N
near=by village of Riverviee, although the :i;p,n(‘ shifts latermfttently to
-
a udverslty campus, to a coal-mintng town {n Southern Saskatchewan, to

Pdmonton, and finadlv, to the Normandy beaches.  But Netl is a ehild of

-

the Wisteland peneratton. Therefore, the caveloptng action, spanning the
vears 1918-~1942, is not merely tangewttial. The Great Depression beginning
in 1929 has an {mmediate and serfous ot fect on the Riverview commun {ty;

‘

'.
and 1ts members are drawn as trrevocably into war as the rest of the world.
[} ‘\

Conscquently, the "practical circumstaces'” of Nefl's environment . {nclude

global circumitances. Neil is foredoomed to ruin, not just because his

#

nature is such that he can achieve suceess only in his davdreams--in the

colloquial term, Neil is a "losep!~kbut because the value structure b
. /c y

/

whichlhe wants to live is a disintegrating structure. In a sense, Neil
1] a
is born too 1&0. He represents an out.—-modr'd,/ninetecnth—century, optimis-

tic belief in social progress, in Burkeian self-improvement, in Victorfan
\

chivalry and moral rectitude, and in patriotic self-sacrifice. With Nell

e .
as focal point, then, McCourt presents the social reality of an age in

transition from hope to bewilderment and frustration. What he says In the

conclusion of The Canadlan West in Fiction--"". . . the wasteland of the’twentieth

) . \ P
century i{s a far cry from the placid pastures pf the Victorian age; and
the novelist has followed the poet into the wasteland because he, like the

poet, 1s ‘concerned with the recording of experience and has therefore had

-

no other choice' (119)--is directl§4applicable to his own work. His

1 14

prairiérnovel 1s, presumably, universally understandable because the

. .
.
.



atmosphere ol the prafrice setting {8 completely {fn harmony with the now

prevatling spivit of man.  And T think 1t fs McCourt's fatention to have
/

Nefl artleulate, fn the thetoric of hits Tast thouphts, che harmony botween
the atmosphere of "desolatfon in the land that has nurtured him and the

spleitual desolatfon of the peneration to which he belongs.  In the words

- < t ~ ~ -
of Shakespeare's Caunt, the tongues of dytng men/ Fnforce attent fon

Like deep harmony."  So repardless of what thouphts have passed through
Neil's mind prior to the concluding pages, we are fnclined to take his

Iast thoughts as truth-~"For they breathe truth that breathe their wvords
in patn." And we are, therefore, conditioned to see the movement of the

novel as ascensfon or rising emphasis; Neil's death 1s more "mark'd"” than

his 1ife before. .
I have already quoted an eXcerpt from Nell's final articulation
of "truth." And I have hypothesized that, {{ the "ordinary"” man of the
prairie is to have a fully realized {ictional life, he must be shown as he
at least makes the attempt to understand some of .the mowt i’:‘rofnundly human
realms of our being. Well, Neil tries to answer what 19 borhnps the mokt‘\

profound question of all: what meaning is there to 1ife? And his final

answer {8 conceived of as a m‘ﬁ’lni}\gful action:

¥
’

Nothing that he had done in his life before this day had any
weanling. His death was the only justificat{on for his having
lived at all.’

And what was true of himself was true of those who djed with

him. Most men lived and died and left not even a memory of

their ever having been. The world was no richer or poorer

or better or worse because for a little while they had trod

the earth and gone their way. History was made by the few.

But occasionally the masses of mankind, stirred by forces

they did not understand, impelled by emotions over which

they had no control, threw their weight into the never-ending .
struggle and humanity moved one step nearer the fulfilment of

an age-old dream. Strange that in the irrational, fantastic .



society of ecarth, war and war alone could Justify the existence
of countles:s millions who were of no fmportance, not even to
themselves.  (217)

"What was true of himself was true of those vho died with him." Neil is
‘\

speak fng here, not Just as an tndividual, but as a representative.  He
becomes an embodiment of a view of 1{fe, an archetype of countless wknown

N ’ *
::oldh‘vr.-a: and he symbolizes the "age-old truth working towvards one or the
other of the alternatives which it posed--that man be free or perish” (158).
So, in the conclusion of Music at the Close, McCourt shows a marked tendency

towards abstraction. And the tendency 1s by no means a sudden one. [

will give (‘vidona\(g\thnt {t has been carefully foreshadowed. To speak
) .

generally, now: thiough the coursvof.rhe novel, on an abstract level,
Neil represents a changing view of 1{fe. First, he stands for the optimis-
tic, nincteenth-century view that is now dispelled. Finally, he veices the
Camusian view that life is bereft of meaning, but that each man creates his
own mcaning-invfhe form of action wvhich he ncknowledgc;, or claims as 1if

by fiat, is meaningful. If the novel had consistently presented Netil as
primarily an embodiment of this changing view of lifé, it might have been

»

a great work.; But the novel fis seriousiy flawed because McCourt tries to
‘rendor a coidly objective picture of Neil, and an empirically objoct{Qe
unde}staﬁding of the way Neil's mind works. Since the central figure is
endowed with a thorough-going romance sensibility, objectivity must be
achieved through irony. But, because of McCourt's incomplete mastery of
narrative technique, it is not always possible to tell whether or not the
narrator's attiéﬁde ’1s, in fact, unequivocally 1ironic. The general narra-
tive tone seems to be ironic--or realis.cic, if rﬁalism means showing the

distinction between illus-ion and reality. And the point of view is gen-

erally as if through Neil's e\ye,s, or as if from Nelil's shoulder. Or it



scems to beo The problem ts that there is a strongly f{elt prescace of a
third-person, omiscient n.-n‘r.'lt'()r,\\\.-md the rveader cannot alyays be absolutely
o\ .
sure 1 the narrator is speaking {or Nell, or speaking Todependently in
order to show Nell's wrnng~hvndodnvsr;‘\;\ With the ambigulty in point of
view, the limits of the frony become z:\\}ﬂ)igumls. Certalnly, on an abstract
level, there ts frony fn the movement f‘\rom fdeal tzed, 1llusfonary, nine-
teenth-century values to what might be called the "real,” although rela-
tivistic, values of the present. And we are shown, in Neil's thoughts,
that he is discontinuously but recurringly éognizant of the distinction
between {1lusion and reality. But the consclous irony fmplicit in his
recognition of the distinction is frequently offsct, or neutralized, by
the unconscious irony which appcars in the intcrjvettons of the narrator.
It'is as if Neil has two separate imaginntlnns: One is the {uferior faculty,
fancy. Fach time that Neil has delusions of grandeur, each time he fancies
himself to be more than common clay——oithef because he suffers more acutely
than anyone clse or because his aspirations are ﬁore lofty than those of
anyone else--the narrator shows him for a fool. But his other fmagination
is the superior, creative faculty. It enables Neil to respond sensitively
:to his prairie milieu; it enables;him to think of the circumstances of his
dust-bowl days in abstract terms, to synthesize what he knows of his im-

mediate environment with what he knows of the global environment. But

Neil cannot. be, at once, both the ﬁale, prairie version of Madame Bovary,

and the true spokesman of the prairie-like desolation of his time--I am

accepting as a given McCourt's concept of the desolate prairie as typical

spiritual home of our desolate generation. By the time we read Neil's
final truth "breathed in pain," we have been taught to mistrust the reli-
ability of Negfblludgemenfr So, ft is quite conceivable that his death- ‘”,;

. L’ - s
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bed testimonial is not truth at all, but Just another of his grand

.

dolusions.

I think that ih; §1mplost‘wuy fér me to try to separate the con-
flicting ironies assoclated with Noiiliﬁ to regard him as a character fore-
doomed to ruin on two separate levels--first, as an individual; sccond, as
a representative of the lost generation--and then track the way tn which
McCourt shows the workings of Neil's mind on hOCH planes. I do not think
that McCourt intended his central figure's head to be rcgnrdcd'ns some
kind of open symposium for dialectic. But, ultimately, fﬁxtfs what it is.
Neil has been given two distinct modes of thought, and one can be posed
as the dialectical opposite of the other. It hight be possible to sce the
two modes as the necessary clements of the paradoxical nature of the
prairie man. But the typical p;air1§ pnradox does not insist that a man
can be at once very foolish and e*fremely intelligent. The typical
paradoxical praitie man has the 1ntelligencg ﬁhd sensitivity to know that

he is a mere nothing on the surface of the abiding earth, but that he is |
L : ‘

1

great because he works intimately ﬁath 1t.'~1n\any event, McCourt cvokes \

N

\

Qs versidﬂ»Of‘fﬁelprairie paradox quite successfull"in Neil's role as a |
o , \

\

representative figure. I might add that a genuine paradox is only seem-
- . . N\

"

ingly contradictory._‘We éan see past the contradiction, and understand ‘ \\

~ that the paradox exprééées truth. But the composite effect of Neil's two
contradictory modes of thought is to obscure the truth. So,-1f the issue
of the "truth" of Neil's last thoughts is to be resolved, the two sides
of the implied debate ought ‘to be isolated and assessed. I think the

weaker side is the side of realism, wherein, having endowed his central

v

figure with a thorough-going romance sensibility, McCourt proéeeds to show
[} {\T}#

that his potential hero is'simply unheroic, Neil is an ordinary man, "a

" - i
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Mintver Cheevy or a Walter Mitty who is able to elaborate his dreams of

glovy only by ignoring the material reallties of his statfon and his times."

His romance sensibility is cstablished at the very beginning of the work,

where the mot tvating principlae behind his behaviour secems to be a lively

fmaginative respouse to things he has read. For cxample, when he first

arrives on the prairie, an orphaned twelve year old from Ontario, he is
-»

afraid to leave his cap off while he drives with Uncle Matt to his new

home

because "He had often read about people getting sunstroke on the

A

desert and dying in agony shortly afterwards, and he did not like to take

‘any chances" (15). The fact that his lively imagination is going to cause

him a good deal of'méntnl anguish because 1t hinders him from coping

squarely with reality, yet isn't powerful enough to efface reality, is also

”

established in the first chapter. When he spends his first night alone

in the attic-bedroom of his new home, hc hears the lonely, haunting wail

of the coyotes. 1It.is an unfamiliar and terrifying sound, so he huddles

in bed, repeats hié prayers, .and tries to make himself believe that Matthew,

Mark, Luke, and John are really guarding him from harm.

But Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were at best strangers, kindly
strangers, no doubt, but remote from the realities of the
present moment. Neil wanted his mother, not the angels of

God. He tried to imagine her by the side of his bed, speaking
softly to him, tucking in his sheet, perhaps, and telling him
to sleep soundly: But his imagination was not strong enough
to triumph over the reality. His mother did not come, would
never come again. When he finally fell asleep his eyes were
red and swollen and his pillow wet with tears. (23)

The strongsense of an omniscient narrator is also present from

the early pages. ¥hen Neil spends his first day in a prairie school, he

looks about "and observes. "The schoolroom was small the doftwood floor

stained and splintered, the walls bright with samples of art work more

distinguished for violence of cofbur than evidqqeg;of artistic talent" (26).
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1h§s is the observation of a sophisticated adult; certainly not the transla-
tion into a child's language of a child's vision of hi§ surroundings. The
adult nnrrntof'g point of view appears more obtrusively a little later on.

"
As part of the ritual initlation intd‘t%;.now school, :Neil has to fight

with his best—friend-to-be, Gil Reardon. Luckily for Neil, the fight 1is

interrupted. The following passage, which registers his velief at the

/
/

/ 0
reprieve, also evinces his habitual tendency to fantasize, to imaginatively
. {

elaborate dreams of glory--it is a habit he ne#er seems to lose--and it
(
|

shows how he hates to surrender his dreéams:

J

Many times, in dreams, he had fought against boys older than
himself. They had smashed him down, beaten him cruelly--at
first--but always in the end he stood over his grovelling

victim, bloody but triumphant, and listened scornfully to the
mumbled apologies of the vanquished. But he knew that had he

and Gil continued their fight, the ending would have been
different. And he was troubled, not only because of what

would happen to- him some day, but because a dream which had

been peculiarly real and precious had dissolved and vanished. (29)

After the deflected encounter with Gil, Nell joins enthusiasticalily in a
game of "scrub." Sliding for homeplate, he rips the seat of his ;veralls
from top to bottom. Later in the afternoon, he gets into trouble with the
téachgr, and, for punishment, is ordered to stand in the corner, his back '
-to the rest of the class. Considering how he l;oks from the back, he
promptly decides to flee the school. ~ And here is where thg narrator
explicitly establisheshis license to interject or imply the real réason
behind Neil's bethiour, thereby deflating Neil's more lofty projected
motives: "He was still in the grip of wild excitement, and he found the .
past half-hour magnificent to recall. In the face of the whole school he
had defied Miés,Pigg&tt.. His satisfaction was complete, since it did not

oceur to him that his defiance had stemmed from anything other than stern

‘ ]



moral courage' (32). 1In other words, says the h5¥rator, Neil has run away
because he doesn't want to be the focal point of the whole school when his
backside is showing. The irony here is-obvious, and not nearly as complex

v

as the irony in, say, Huckleberry Finn, where Huck scems sincerely to

believe that he is acting against moral principles in helping Jim tS egcape,

while in truth his "sinfulness" stems from stern moral courage. So 1t

begins to seem that Nqil's character is going to be easy to interpret; not
50 easy to warm to. As if to enhance the transpafency of Neil's characier,
the narrator emphasizes Neil's rohantic tendency to see people in outlines
larger than human. Two things occur to entrench the tendency permanently:
Neil discovers the wonderful, visionary world of nineteenth-century poetry
and the escapist worlds of the medieval and historic-adventure forms of
romance literature; and he meets Charlie Steele and Helen Martell.
Charlie Steele is a remittance man, strikingly handsome, suave,

courteous, but a chronic alcoholic. Helen Martell, Gil Reardon's oldef

sister, is the classic dark lady--hair black as midnight; eyes a deep blue,

-

- almost violet; skin incredibly soft and white; lips a rich crimson--but

the focus of community gossip because she has been keeping company with

*

Steele while her husband was off fighting in France. But the views of the

4

cbmmunity mean nothing to Neil. \

From that time on there were two great figures in Neil's life--
Charlie Steele and Helen Martell. The people who surrounded
the boy were for the most part common clay--or so they seemed
to him--undistinguished in appearance or accomplishment. . The
instinct. of hero-worship, always strong in him, had lately been
stimulated by his reading, which had peopled his imagination
with a thousand strange and splendid creatures of romance.
Now when he read of Arthur and his knights it was not surprising,
perhaps, that all the knights looked very much alike--tall and
slim under their armour, fair-haired and blue-eyed, with little
fair moustaches,--and that the women of Arthurian romance were
‘ tall and dark and red-lipped, with slender white hands and pointed
¢
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I nails. When Guinevere and Lancelot rode together they }ookéd
for all the world like Helen Martell and Charlie Steela. (56-57)

<
In later years, Nell idalizes Gil Reardon, Gregson the Fnglish'professor,
and what he feels to be the innate literary genius in himself. As hé
grows through adolescence into young manhood, his fantasies becume more
erotic. Helen Martell's place is taken by M'o‘{ra Glenn, the teacher who
suéceeds Miss Piggott. And Neil's love for Moira is his twentieth-century
approximation of Petrarchan couftly love. She is to be worshipped from
afar; to be regarded as a visionary source of inspiration for great accom;
plishment. In his naked roman;icism, then, Neil is totaliy vulnergfle, and
it seems'that the realistic narfator will havg»@n easy job of systematically
reducing all.of Neil's idols to common clay. As the novel unfolds, each
of the f;gQ;eSlNeil idolizes does lose the radiant aura that has cnveloped
him or he; in Neil's first imﬁginative response. ﬁﬁt the illusionary
vision is not wholly replaced by a realistic view in Neil's mind. Instead,
the figures remain symbolic, representing aAsHade of whatlthey ouce were,
with a new, sinister, sometimes demonic‘aspect. ‘One example should serve ]
to set the pattern fér the'rest;‘ Charlie Steele murders Helen Martell's
husband. He flees for the fiver, and the whole community, but especially
Neil, revolted at the th0uggt of Steele's being hanged by the neck until
dead, hopes he will get across the river and escape the Mounties. But -
Steele 36esnft geg across. Rather than surrender to the law, henmeans to
kill himself. But he tells Neil:: "Maybe if there G?s some ofher way of
goiﬁg, it would be easiér. Death should come quietlﬁ--with dignity.

There's something in Shakespeare that keeps coming back to me ——something

about the setting sun and music 4t the close. That's how it should be--

fimusic at the close.” That's how I always thought it would be. Instead-~" (6¢
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With his concern for his loss of dignity, Stecle might not be conscious of

"the fact that the truth he is expressing here 1s the fundamental irony of

!

human existence: man is born to live and so it's hard to die, but he is

dying from the moment of conception. In any event, Neil never forgets

\

Steele's words. And, since this is his fi?st cncounter with death, he is
deeply impressed, and drawn to focus his thoughts not’so much on the fact
of death itself as on the mannér‘of dying. As for Steele the idol, he is
no longer regarded as thé purc and shining knight; but Neil still cannot
see him, objectively, as an ordinary mortal. His view of Steele remaiqs

intensely subjective:

Long after the event, the death of Charlie Steele lived in Neil's &
memory with the vividness of a nightmare recalled immediately
upon awakening. It stood out from the incidents composing “the
pattern of his life like a pillar rising from a great plain,
dwarfing into insignificance everything that fell within reach

of its shadow. And although Neil soon resumed his old pursuits
with all of his former zest, deep within him there was a sense

of something lost and irreplaceable~-not Charlie Stcele as he

had really been in life, but the idealized conception that the
boy had created for himself, , . . He still read a great deal, but
the savour was not quite the same as it had once been. 1In the
old days his imagination had identified the heroic and lovely
_creatures of fiction with Charlie Steele and Helen Martell, and
now, tales of glorious deeds and lyrics" of high romance too often
served to evoke a picture that was never far from the surface of
his consciousness--a picture of Charlie Steele. sprawled in a
huddled heap beneath the pine tree on the flats, his tortured,
blood-smeared face upturned to the wide 'sky. (75)

The most significant "incidents composing the patterﬂ" of Neil's'
life are. all}similar to the deafh ?f {harlie Steele in that they involve
. T
the translation of a fancied ideal into a Junglam ideograph--an image that
crystallizes what is latent below th;e surface of consciousness. Perhaps
vhat 1 mean by ideograph will be more clear from the following. When Gil
Reardon is shot by the i)olice as he h‘e‘ads -a gfoup of striking coal-miners
on a march to the tw, Neil is panicked into running "until yis' blood

N
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was pounding in his cars and his legs were like lumps of lead" (161).

When he finally étops and rolls into a road-side ditch, he 9lips into "a
borderland between sleep and tormented semi-comsciousness." In this quasi-

.

dream state, his mental image of Gil Reardon "on his back, arms flung wide,
staring up av the pale blue sky with eyes from which the light had foreyer
' . ! {

departed" is "clear and distinct, etched in blood" (162). The point fs
' :

that Neil never learns to see the people who are most important to him in
' ) \

outlines precisely life-like; he sees them in suggestive etchings. During
incidents such as the death of Gil Reardon, the omiscient narrator is

unobtrusive.  Although we are aware of the imaginative colouring of Neil's

response to each incident, we are not distanced from Neil by ironic inter-:,
. ’ !
\

jections. Given the proI‘hged.inside point of view, we are dersuaded to
assent with Nell s response rather than to judge it as too highly imagina~-
tive and therefore unreliable.a The result is vivid psychologlcal realism-

But, the moment we begin to "identify" with Neil, he begins to seem less

v

ordinary and more heroic, and therefore not in keeping with his individual .
'J" A

role as male, prairie version of Madame Bovary. After all, on this latter

S

level, /Neil is foredoomed to ruin because his romantic imaginatlon disables
him from coping with, or facing up to, reality. And it wouldn't do for the

objective ngrrator to allow Neil's handicap to get out of hand and bg @

-~

transformed into heroic’potential. Accbt&ingly,.the narrator makes. the o

. empathy-drawing, prolonged inside point of view the exeeption rather than,

8 N

* the rule. But the exceptions are nonethelessstriking because their tone \

is anomalous with the prevailing irohic tone of the bulk of the work.

’

a

Yhe narréfbf'é’ifohi'is particularly pointed in the campus scenes. .
By the time Neil gets to university, he has seemingly become bitterly dis-~"

illusioned about Moira Glenn, who has been easily’ seduced by Gil Reardon.
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University turns.out to be a disappoihtment too. "Tt had all tu;ned out

SO diffcrentlylf}om whut he had dreamed"” (120). Neil is attracted to Heien
Milholland, a lovely blonde girl in his English class. She encourages

his fri;ndship, but he rebuffs her. "For however his reason don}ed it he
still clung to the dream that had Moira Glenn for its centré.‘lﬂe could

not bciieve that she had betrayed him. But Helen‘Milﬂolland had the power
to gestroy his drcam. Her beauty and her charm'Were not iilusory but real.
And so, because he had!no faith in the strength of hisvowq loyalﬁy, h;

ran away" (123). The narrative tone here, and in other similar passages,
is the tone of realism in its didactic, refofmist sense. The narrator
isn't limiting himself to pbjectively describing the workings of geil's
mind. He has gone beyond description into prescription Qy implying what
would be the truly noble; down-to-earth alternative to Neil's behavier.

As thé passage stands, it is not ﬁeént'to encourage Qs to identify with
Neil. Rather, we are éncouraged to judge him as a foolish dfééﬁé;vwith—

out even)the courage of hié own romantic_convictions. Not SUrprisingly,

Neil's university cétser ends in failure. His English .professor assigns

o

-

as essay topic, "Dreams," which Neil takes as an excuse toO "justify ro- -
mance" (129) He is pr0ud of his finished essay, but it is returned to

him with the mark of "D."q While Neil lies stunned and anguished by the

E

mark, the narrator points Out. "It had never occurred to Neil that anyone

" other than Dr. Gregson hhd marked the .essay. Agtually it had been marked

by ‘Don Hodgson, Grégsén's assistant, who found in marking a convenient

outlet for his _innate sadism. Gregson, himgelf an incurable romanEic;
o & -/

might conceivably have llked much of’what Neil had written.- But Neil knew

' nothing of this; for him, the® verdict was crushing and fihal" (125-130)

v

One of life s,litﬁlq ironies. Any student is apt to respond with' "How
like that is to ﬁﬁaf;f'kﬁbw.' But again, our responqk is mot to idehtify el
& . , “ ’ . ¢ ..
T e -
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with Neil; rather, we regard him as pathetic.
" After Neil's return to the farm, after he loses heavily playing

the wheat market, after he witnesses the death of Gil Reardon, and after’

he finally marries Moira Glenn, there is some indication thatﬂNeil_hns at . .

!

last been jolted into a more realistie outlook on life. But his newly
articulated, cynical, self-derogatory tone turns out to be his own Heculiar

version of romantic irony. His "I haven't really got any illusions about
s~
mysel f" (194) is a verbal disguise, and w% know it as a disguise, not be-

cause of so many narrative intrusions--the author now has Moira -to frequent-
v .

ly suggest that Neil stop living in the Middle Ages, and to frequently

remind him that his failure as. a farmer is his own fault and not nature's--

but becaus7 of what the, this time, insidious inside point of view lays
“bare. Fof\example when Neil decides to prove to Moira his newly acquired
. realism by’ offering to burn all 3f his manuscripts, Moira is” dubious, she

thinks he doesn't mean it. "'But Irdo mean it!' he cried, jumping to his
e }
feet. Suddenly the burning of his manuscripts had taken on enormous
<

significance. It would.be ja-supreme act of renunciation, a beau geste

—

of heroic proportions"'(194). The irony here is implicit in'the diction.
Near to the closing chapter, McCourt rather &ﬁkwardly introduces a new
figure igp the novel. He is George Meeker, a kind of resurrection of

Charlie Steele, and it seems that his only tunction in the novel is to.
B _‘ ‘& . < 9

give Moira an opportﬂhity to be unfaithful td Neil, and thereby illustrate
howeﬂbil s wrong-headedness has caused him to lose everything. Neil knows .

.ofrthe infidelity, and his first, characteristic reaction is to daydream
“about how civil and courteous he would be-—how "he wouldﬁaccept what

\\_ii///happened with dignity and resignation. There would be,no scene" (201)

But for -once in his life, he begins to face reality squarely He doesn.gf
i Y O
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want to lose Moira, and he must bring himself to tcll her so, without any
false, self—sacrificial posing Ironically, what is tantamoint to his
only attempt to really come to grips with a real situation is 1nterrupted

by the newscast that Germany has invaded Poland For Neil, the war is a

- NS

%'reprieve from reality. As Moira ans, "So you re going to have your

Yo

"adventure after all" (210). Not that Neil is anxious to~rﬁsh off td the i

Front. But his attitude is escapist In the closing pages he admits to

himself that he, and others' 'had gone to war because therg.was nothing else

for them to do. In a world that was drab, oppressive, hOpeless, war and

{

war alone had something worth while to offer——security, excitemeént, release
from the deadly routine of marginal existence. For Neil himself ‘it had

offered a way of escape from difficulties that h:ad been threatening to

."destroy him" (215). As if the narrator is aware that this eXcerpt gives///ﬁ

indications that, uncharacterlstically, Neil is being honest with hiﬁself

he goes on 1mmediately to describe how Neil fantasizes aboul M6ira, "

who'
now epitomized all that was strange and thrilllng and romantic in life"
(215)-~presumably because she is, by v1rtue of distance, completely remote
from himr—and about his young son Ian, for whom he dreams a univer?ity

P

career, a Rhodes Scholarship, a sojourn 'in the shadow of those g%ey old

towers" (215) of Oxford. The moot question: . is the mind of such a day-

dreamer a trustworthy repository of final truth?

Considered, not as an indiv1dual whose unheroic, ordinary human-

ness is proven to us’ by the 1nexorably realistic narrator, but as a repre—'

sentative figure, Neil does not fare so badly.‘ First as a prairie man,

o

he shows how his growing apprehension of the lands&ape‘leads to a specula-

tive indifference toward death._ These are his observations and thoughts

during Uncle Matt s funeral'
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The comdtory wan o bleak, treeless paceh of pround aomile
outside town, sltuated on o v lse overlookiay the rafiroad
trachs. CNefl had alwavs hated the sipht of dts desolation,
with the new nahed tombstones riving obscenely from unkempt
patclica of grass and weeds. Better, by far, he had aMlwaya
thought , an unmarked prave gn oa hillstde or In a quiet valley.
But today, when Unele Matt was lovered foto the cacth, he dld
not mind. A cometery lined with shadv trees and crossed with
woll-kept avenues would have been out of keeping with the
landscape.  Between 1ite and death there wasn a sombre hatrmony.
And bestdes, 1t made no difference to the dead. (132-133)
. . ,
To relterate an carlier observagion: to Nell, it isn't the fact of death
L
that counts, but the magner o{-dyfng.  Uncle Matt has dted easy.  All his
1ife he has loved. the 13&1& "Wxn;lf an fnartfculate, etugleo-ninded fnteastty”
(132). In life™he has becn on intimate terms with the carthy 1t s {{tting
. - .

that he should Fe stmply o tt.” The perceptivity Nefl shows fn this
fastance s somewhat undercut , two pages later, when Nell, in full charge
of the farm now, begins to fantasize grandiose schemes about ;;nf[in)‘, rich
quick on vhreat sales, and getting out.  But -Neil is simply illustrating
one versfor Jf the prairie paradox here. He hates the drudgery that farm-
ing the prairie fnvolves; but the prairie {s his spiritunl home:

The prafrie scene had for Neil something of the fascination

that the sea holds for those whd live close to {t; a fascina-

tion not to be explained in terms of particular objects or

contours or shades of colour, but of an harmonlous combination

of elements undiminished by detail, nwo—In;}ir(ng in itsa

colossal monotony. The plain over which the train was now
passing stretched grey and golden to the horizon... (148-149)

-

The point of view herc; 1s purportedly Nefl's. Again, it is a perceptive
response, and, I thlnk, an :\ut«h%nt,ir‘one, if only because 1t echoes what
McCourt has said in non—ficiion; where he h&s no unh;rolc hero to portray.
Through Neil, McCourt echoes himself again in the scene where Social

Credit leader Willjam Aberhart addresses the people of the Riverview

community. To Neil, the scene {s actually a spectacle

L4



~=the sapectacte of a people pripped by something approaching
hysterta in the presence of theprophet of o new age. Ho had
no powat to look into the tfuture; he could not see that the
big manjon the platlform, enunciating a theory which sounded
Tike wildest tantasy, would in Fagt be olected to ot fee with

one of the bipgest majorit {es vvv? accorded o proviuncial party,
fut seclng what was happenting before his eyes, what had already
happencd fn other parts of the vorld heeame not mevely yredible
but lopleal. Here vas a peoplesy  tmpoverished, trnnlralvh, doager-
ous. Here was a man who promised them material salvatfon tu the
form of twentyv-1ive dollars a month.. How many {n the huge crowd
really expected to recetive twenty-fiwve dollars a month {f the
Soctal Credit Party came fnto power Nl had no wav of telling;

he suspected not wmany.  But in Bible | 1 Aberhart, the man with
the pale expressioniess face and the slecpy eyes, they say leader-
ship--they saw the prospective annfhilation of whatever had been
responsible for their frustration, and they were prepared to
follow him with a kind of desperate trust in the wisdom and
strenpth of the prophet because they no lonper trusted their

owva. They were a people baffled, beaten but not passive, un-
willing to accept vhat had happened to them as either the will

of Cod or the consequences nf’lht‘irhnwn follies. And in that
refusal, thought Neil, lay the sceret of their capacity to

cndure and to fight. (180-181) ’

This last is contemporary social reality, all right, But [t is not tied
salely to local, temporal particularities. |For Neil has the mental power--
At is almost entirely Nefl's point of view here--to synthesize local

\
circumstances with global trends. The plecture of a people flocking to a
new prophet {s archetypal. And {t is ‘difflculi to judge as one and the
same the man who has the mental reach to concelve of such a picture and
the man who conceives of the burning of his manuscripts as a beau geste
of heroic proportions. *

In ari’iculating the connection between prairie prophet-scekers
and prophet-scekers in other parts of the world, Neil becomes spokesman
for his generation. His abstract function as a representative figure who
index;s an age in transition is not very-obvious in the early pages of the
novel, But it is careﬁullf introduced as Nell grows from adolescence into

young manhooé. The values he inigially stands for are signalled by the
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‘;m(lmr:: he Favours when lu‘. reaches physical, U not cmot fonal . maturity.
For the most part, these are Victorian authors, such as Teanyson and
Swin®irne, who speak from an opt imi:;ti.c belfef fn soctal and mater{al
progress, and from an ant lquartan ndmirn[inﬁ for the chivalric i{deals ofl
the. Middle: Apes.  More Stgntffcantly, ;Turhnpn, there is also Rupert Brooke,
the voung Eaglish poet who died lxi’ 1915 while serving {n His Majesty's
Navy. Brooke 1s best knmjn for his volume of soancts, 1914, His war
poctry fervently expresses the «lbdlig;,f that to die for one's country is

the highest honour.  When he gets to university, Nell's "newest tdeal--
the man vho {mmured himself from the wﬂnrld In order to pursuc knowledge,
who lived if necessary on potatoes and buttermilk {n order to sit at th(\x
feet of some renowned pl‘nﬂ"ssor" (IEI)——is Sir James Matthew Barrie (1860-
1937) . Now Barrie is a significant cholce for Neil, not because he gives
learning priority over meat, but because, in an age of drama dumln:‘l[ud by
the concept of social criticism, Barric dares to hrir;f; the supernatural to
 ‘ the stage: Barrie 1s the creator of Peter Pan, the boy who refuses to
grow up. And Nefl is like Peter Pan insofar as he resists stepping out of
the now naive world of nincteenth-century values into the "real," grown-up
world of the w:lstelgnd. Accordingly, Neil is offended by the .virulent
sécial ceiticism of H. 1. Mencken, who "battored down whatever he attacked
bytshecr welgkr and noise. Byt much of what he said, for all its crudeness,
seemed unanswerable" (128). And Neil no longer takes pleasure in his own
"rigidly traditional verse" (128) after reading the Wasteldnd poet par
excellence, T. S. Eliot.

Sensing the anomaly between his personal, antiquated values
- -
and what seem to be the entirely negative values he confronts in modern

litefature, Neil is bewildered and frustrated, and he begins to lose faith

i
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'

fn the beltef that this f an ordered wmiverse fn which human Behaviour

Is governed by a tenable set of moral precepts. His now attenuated faith .

fs badly shaken during the two days he speads in a South Saskat chewan coal-
. oy

town, where Gil Reardon has been trying to organize a miners' unfon. Gil
A}

has_ become somcthing of a frnodom—f{ghtor aitd a thorough~xolng fdeal st
with "the finest tafth- there (s, Fafth tn mankind” (156). Neotl enwics
GIl, and wonders if "he himself would ever find a fafith, and, {f 50, would
he, too, be transformed?" (157). te agrees to joln GL1 {n the strikers'
march on town hall, and it is during the march that his Imaginative per-
spective {s most peuetrating and accurate. His [nterpretation of the
events of the march consistently tends towards symbolfic abstractions
"The uutomatﬁhs ot the law were 1n mosion——watchful, walting, sinister in
their inhuman detachment from the reality of the street and the sun-baked,
shabby buildings on either side of them" (157). The miners themselveg
: . N
are really mere pitiful creatures sv@ﬁing escape from the trap of their
trade.
But Neil kpew that, on another level, what he was witnessing
was an infinitesimal part of a struggle which encompassed all
humanity. The handful of Saskatchewan miners, ill—clothed,
ill-fed, mostly illiterate, with .no cpmprehension of the real -
issues at stake, were moving blindly in response to a law of )
nature which fmpels man to fight his shackles as the wolf .
fights the trap which holds him. The procession now moving
Into town would create no stir beyond the limits of the town
itself. . . . It would be an aimless, futile, exhausting
exercise, fit object of derision--and yet, aon that other level,
something enormously significant. For it would be no less than

a manifestation of an age-old truth working towards one or the
other of the alternatives which it posed--that man be free or

perish. (158)
Neil conceives of the march on three separate levels, then: the real,
the primitive or animalistic, and the ideal. As a multiple concept, the

strikers' march is freed from the temporal ties of local particularities.

- L
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Time-free, [t becomes an archetypal cvent, with wniversal, cternal {mpore.
And, apain, emphatically, the couception {s entirely from Neil's polnt of
view. The oxcerpt above is fmmediately followved with "So Neil mused as
he shuffled along the dusty woad-—tirved, thirsty, half-ashamed, yet held

) . . .. "

fast by the drama of the action of which he was a fragmeutary part” (158).

There 4s no Ironfce undercutting here.  In his arti{culate thoughts, Neil
\ ‘ .

A}

becomes the leglitimate spokesman of ther event, and I do not think there is

any doubt that McCourt intends us to take Neil at his word. For this is

-

another major event itn contemporary socfal reality. | And McCourt's own
) \

innate romance sensibility shows in the fact that, t&r0ugh Neil, he pre-
sents the ‘event, not objectively, but abstractly and subjectively. Through-
out the chapter his technique verges on surrealism--the arbitrary juxta-
position of aspects of reality which have no logical connection. Surrcalism
A
is essentially a romantic art, a subjective art, because its paradigm is
. 5 .

the dream, with fts inexplicably mixed vealities. As the miners encounter
the first line of policemcn, the narrator says, "What followed had for

Neil the reality and haunting terror of a nightmare" (158-159). And what

folldai is, like Kroetsch's barn dance, described with a subjective inten-

~sity that takes it out of the realm of the real and into the rcalm of

symbolic abstraction. The miners are terrifying in their "sheer animalism;"

the police cry out in voices 'shrill, higﬁrpitched,'inhuman" (160). The

-

climax of the scene is, not the shoottqﬁiﬁf'@il Reatdon, but Neil's moment
of epiphany, when he is about to bludgeon the policeman who has fired the

»

bullet: ". . . he caught a glimpse of the policeman's face, the face:of a

terror-stricken, bewildered boy; and it came to him in an inexplicable
3 -

flash of intuition that between miner and policeman there was no differ-

’ N
ence; bothwre caught in the same trapf (161). \
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After the death of Gil Reardon, Netl represents, on an abstract
level, meaninglessness:
He had loved to mouth the words of Brooke:
These laid the world away, pourcd out the red
Sweet wine of youth, gave up the years to be
Of hope and joy,
because in those days there had been things to ltive for, things
that made dying worth while. But nov neither lifo nor death

mattered at all. And because they did not matter, Neil was
f{lled with a kind of sick despair. (164)
Il

A}

As T have suégestod carlier, in the subscquent paragraphs, sick despair
becomes a cypical posae. Neil sulks; he wallows in self-pity. And the
narrative tone reveals the pose fér the pnltry'thing that it is. But if
the subscquent pages are skipped, if the recader goes directly from the
scene of the strikers' mageh and Neil's articulation of meaninglessness
to the concludirg scene 95 the Normandy beach, Neii's final affirmation—-—
/
that each man makes hig own meaning by informing his 1ife with action he
acknowledges as meaningful--can be regarded as unironic truth. Tor Nei%,
.
“at the last, between 1Nfe and death there is a sombre harmony. Now there
cannot be harmony without form. The formal principle by which Neil ﬁakes
an accord begween life and death is very simple. Death becomes his only
justification for having lived at all. Sombre, yes. But not out of keep-
ing with his spiritual roots--"the great rolling sweep of prairie that
was his home'" (213). In one flash of intuition, Neil has come to know
that miner, policeman, soldier, farmer are all caughf‘fn the same trap.
In the conc}usion, in another "flash of fllumination," he knows that, were
he to survive, he would simply "return to the farm and hover once more'on
the edgevof failure, ‘through long, dreary years that held no joy or hope"
(216). This is not to say that h? has now become thoroughly disillusioned.

His romance sensibility persists, for he wants to die "a hero, a god_ as

/ _
\ SN
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2

ad™ e now has sergeant's stripes. "Not as pood as

ourse, but something to set him apart, if only a

he now . was," and he is
belng an of f{cer, of
little way, from the common run" (217). This last sowunds escapist agaln.
And again, Neil's last affirmation of meaning might be nothing but ration-
alization. St{l1, T think his dying words "enforce attention 1ike decp
harmony." For, as a child, Neil has listened to "Ulysses," and the poem
has engendered a Qision of young and strong, bronzed Qnrriors "landjing on

L ]

a shore that stretched far inland--a wide smooth plafin giving way at last

to steep hills and jagged crests.. And through a pass in the hills he ‘

COUld.glimpSQ the blue distances renchﬁqﬁ< so it secemed beyond the borders
of the w0r1d'itse1f. The men advanced ncr;ss the plain, spread out in a
long, wavefing line. Then the sun dropped behind the hills, and night
shut out the §cene" (48). When Neil lands on the Normaﬁdy beaéh, the

vision rtecurs T

—-~of men spread -out in a thin wavering line, advancing across
what had then secmed to be a plain but was now no more than a
harrow strip of beach, towards the high cliffs beyond. It was,
as 1f here on the Normandy beaches some plan of life decreed from
his birth was reaching fulfilment. So Neil, his rifle gripped
hard in his hands, went forward over the sliding sand and thanked
God he was not afraid. . . (215)

-

\

\

The recurrence of the vision gives thé'novel a cyclical, and therefoée
harmonious, form. The conjectufal "as {f" introdﬁces‘the concept of
des;iny; Neil islforedoomed. But, as the narrator has said, destiny is
a mystical‘term. Not a term to associate with an unheroic hero.

By %gipping many pages, f have avoided much of the deflationi
Neil undergoeé at the hands of the realistic narrator, and théref&?e i‘ wf

find "destiny" a word quite appropriate in its association with Néif at

the last. But novels are not meant to be read in grasshopper jumps,
’ : ’ : g

b
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backwards and forQards,‘unless they are written, Llike Joseph leller's
Catch=22, in grasshopper jumps, backwardé and forwards. Uﬂi&LiﬁhﬁbfolﬂéE~
moves chronologically. Consequently, my belief in the unironic truth of
Neil's last thoughts {s based on an arbitrary judgement that the novel 1is
stronger on the abstract level than {t -is on the {ndividual, realistic
level. T suppose, by elaborate speculation, Moira could be the entity
that joins the two levels together. After all, her name means individual
destiny. If Neil hadn't married her, he might not have returned to the
farm; there would have been no opportunity for her to be unfuithful, and
he wouldn't have been able to dodge a show-down with her by\going off to
war. But thefe is .no getting around thé fact that McCourt spends a good
deal of narrative effo}t rcgud%nting the very imagination which enables
his central figure to concelveéof a prophetic vision which destiny ful-
fils. McCourt nearly approximétes the Jamésian ideal. He does not sacri-

e

fice the related, community sides too rashly: Uncle Matt, Aunt Em, Johnny

Watson--all of the minor figures are believable} and we are given an accurate

picture of the rural community;iaﬁd clear insight into the effect of the
prairie environment on thellist of ordinary men and women. In Neil's

\ : :
free-ranging imaginationx we m%ght_have seen the complete circuit from
real to ideéiv from whatsis knéWn to what can only be known indirectly.
But McCourt fails as epistemologist because his control, through Neil, of
the perceptual field is erratic. I think McCourt has committed himself &
in the direction of both realism and fomance——althoughvhe wouldn't use “
the term "romance;"‘he would be more likely to justify his tendéncy to-
wards, abstraction by asserging that,'%ecause-thespirit ofgthe time compels
him, ‘the novelist today is concerngd with the universality of man rather

N

that his uniqueness."6 But the novel fails because of his didactic realism.

{

P
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In some ways, Nell is very like the central figure df Stephen
Crane's The Red Badge of Courage, a story of the American Civil.War.
Perhaps an interos{@hg study might be made of the comparison between the
nnrrativé techniques of the two authors. Crane's "hero" has a name, but

‘he is typically referred to as, simply, "the youth," and so he has a repre-
. N

sentative quality. Like Neil, he has thrilled to tales of high romance

in his childhood, and he has elaborated glorious drecams about his potential
i

coanduct as a soldier. And, like Nell's narrator, the youth's narrator

gggidiOusly mocks his dreams by couching them'in terms that are inflated

\ ’

\ ks
beyond credulity. During his first battle skirmish, the youth's vivid

imagination conjures up such horrible pictures that he flees for the rear
. .

iﬂ terror. H¢ has frequently wished he might be wounded so that he, too,
would be dist;nguished by the "red badée of courage" that many hardened
battle veterans bear. Ironically, he earns his wound, not id baEtle, but
in a chaotic ;truggle with a soldier from his own side. The soldier 1is
retreating as fast as he can from the front lines, and when the youth
N

tries to stop him to question him, he c;ubs the youth with his rifle.
Eventually, the youth returns to the lines and fights with'appalling

t

e
eamestness. But the narrator implies that

his’ reputation as a "war
Vo . .

devel" comes about, not because of the youtﬁ"gﬁmdhis courage, but because
of his transformation into some kind of unthinking, barbaric, flag-worship-
ping savage. In the clo;ing pages of the novella, the youth tries to
ratiénalize his earlier cowardice and his réluctance to tell the truth
about his wound. The following passage suggesés tbat‘his days of child-

ish'drgaming and self—aggrandizemgnt are over. He has been transformed;

he has become a manly man:



3

.
e e e e e . —

\
. « . gradually he mustered force to put the sin at a distance. -
And at last his cyes scemed to open Lo sOome new Ways. He found
that he could look back upon the brass. and bombast ol his
carlier gospels and see them truly. He was gleeful when he
discovered that he now despiscd them.

With the coaviction came a store of assurance. He felt a quiet
manhood, non-assertive but of sturdy and strong blood. lle knew
that he would no more quail before his guides wherever they
should point. He had been to touch the great death, and found
that, after all, it was but the great death. He was a man.
&
So it ‘came to pass that as he tiﬁdged from the place of blood
and wrath his soul changed. He came from hot plowshares to
prospects of clover tranquillity, and {t was ‘as if hot plow-
shares were not. Scars faded as flowers. '
It rained. The procession of weary soldiers became a bedrag-
gled train, de$pondent and muttering, marching with churning
_Nteffort in a trough of 1iquid brown mud under a low, wretched
‘7. tsky. Yet the youth smiled, for he saw that the world was a
world for him, though many discovered it to be made of oaths’
and walking sticks. lle had rid himself of the red sickness of
battle. The sultry nightmare was in the past. He had been amnr
animal blistered and sweating in the heat anyd pain of war. He
turned now with & lover's thirst to images of tranquil skies,
freshA?eadows, cool brooks—-an existence of soft and eternal
peace.” . : *

Now, given the ggnsiétgntly mocking tone with which the narrator, has des—~
cribed the youth's previoué, over~inflated pictures of himself, the reader
cannot be certain, asvhe cannot be certain in Neil's case, whether thiS'/
fiﬁal trans formation is to be taken ironically or not. The youth envisions
“;n existencé of soft and eternal peace.”" Neil has dreamed of '"blue dis-
tances reaching . . . beyond the border of the world itself.” And the reader

is left wondering if the author really inténds the Edenic dream to be

taken as a dream of ‘*dence., _ o . ‘
* T '

N - .
i ‘\‘ .
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In the concluding chapter of In Search of Myself, Grove remarks
) T T T e e ———e .

that he intended Fruits of the Farth to bear this title: The Chronicles

ka§ﬂﬁl§iﬂﬁwﬂi§£§£££' But, he says, the work "had to be ruined by a pub-
lishers' tiﬁlé when it appeared in 1933."8 .Crove.doesn't explakg exactly
why he considers the publishers' title ruinous. Insofar ;s "fruits of
* the éqrth" might imply "we reap what we sow," the publishers’ title appro-
priatelx suggests one of the most significant théﬁes of the work. ihat is,
whether he likes it or not, Abe Spalding is virtﬁally ﬁhe creator of the
. ) A

district which bears his name, and so he is responsible‘for it. The implicit
‘imperative resonating throughout most of the developing action is: '"You
built it, Abe.- Now you run it," whecher“the "it" is the district as a
whole, or“the huge Spalding estate on which the distrigt relkes,for eco-
nomic support. It is tgue‘that‘the concept of earth abiding, which might
also be impliéd in the publishers' title, is for tge most part a mere
peripheral concept, since mundane or‘soéial affairs take up so much of

the foreground of tﬂe work. Aﬁd.perhapé this is why Grové objects to the
éublishers' title. His Srigipal title ; not so mdch a thematic'index

as it is an %ndex of t2§ form of the work. He presents, in fiction, yhat
seems like an>authenticﬁhistoripal narrative, a fecord of gvénts in the
ofdér of time; or, in other words, he pPresents an objective re-creation

of éontemporary social reality in a municipal district in southern .

Manitoba,éduring the years 1900-1921, with particularities of local manners

and customs rendered in great volume and detail. Fruits of the Earth,
then, is in the4tealistic mode. And, for the most part, Grove a&heres '
to the conventions and exclusions of realism. He purports to penetrate

diréétly to life and reality;_s%riving for verisimilitude and eschewing
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. . Ly
the "probable impossibilities" of romance. As a chronicle, the work is

open to criticism of the kind Wellek generally illustrates in the follow-

ing excerpt from C”“SPR}:&jﬁLfEJ}ifism:

the pitfall of realism lies not so much in the rigidity of
its conventions and cxclusions as in the likelihood that it
might, supported as it is by its theory, lose'all distinction
between art and the conveyance of information or practical
% exhortation. When the novelist attempted to be a sociologist

or propagandist he produced simply bad art, or dull art; he o/
dibpllyed his materials inert and confuscd fictiOn with
'reportage’ and 'documentation.' ,

In its lower reaches realism declined into journalism, treatise§}
writing, scientific description, in short, into non-art.
i
- 1

There is, as McCourt has claimed, a good deal of documentation in Grove's

work.

What saves Fruits of the Earth from declining into non-art is the
fact that Abe“Spalding, almost always the focal point of the action, is

a bona fide hero. He never seems to be an "ordinary" man; nor does he
an ; :

1"

nor does he pursue his

'
"ordinary" way. But, despite the fact that his presence

regar3~his occupation of farmer as "ordinary;

[
occuypation in an

-imparts. a fictional or illusional qualify. ﬁh&dwmentary passages,
1 ‘ 1

-~ . . \ L3 .
Abe himself becomes a medium of 'practital exhortation and moral didacticism.

Particularly in the second half, the work moves from description to pre?

s"!ption, and therefore fails as Ln objective recreation of contemporary '

v

social reality.
" Por more reasons than one. Thus far I have referred to Fruits

-1 do

¥

.of the Earth as if it were a pure example of the realistic mode.

not retract the term now; the worKs chronicle form marks .it as. gloser to

o %

"qreallsm than to anything else. But, as I have-sugge&ted'earlie}, Grove's
; <

attitude to art is essentially romantic, and his romance sensibility shows-
s f
“jost notably in "The Prairie" chapter; which serves as a kind of mystical

-
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interlude between the two parts of the work. Here, Grove evokes the

prairie setting with the subtle tonal control he has shown in Over Prairie

-
-

Trails. Momentarily, the atmosphere has that neutral, magical quality *

wherqin'the actual and the imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with

‘ .
the nature of the other. So, for the space of the interlude, the whole

tone of the work changes. "It begins'to‘seem that the sole point ‘of the

representation of contemporary social reality is to underline the futility'

iKs

an& innate vadity of allltemporal things. Momentafily, the concept of the
abiding earth has priority, and the work becomes a more philoéophiéal and
a higher thing than chronicié( ’Bﬁt, for some reason, as Part II unfqlds,
Grove all but effaces the romance vision he has so carefully engendered.
Abe, wﬁp has taken an imaginary flight over tﬁe praifie ana has gained

an insight'into.cosmic cycles, is grounded again in temporal affaits.

o

And our final view of him, as he resumes community leadership with a

puritanical attitude that is so triumphantly reac ary as to be pearly

incredible, seems completely“incongruous with the view Me have had of him

on his imaginative journey into intangible realms. is is not to say

that romance. appears only in this. single interlude.| Elements of romance

appear throughout the work, in the technique of cha cterization, fnd in

o

i Part'iil these

!

" the form of mythic metaphorical @fys. ‘Particularly

last add a subjectivity that éreategﬁéﬁ ambivalence in the p:eyailing

realistic tone of the work. It is as if the Jamesian balloon has been

[ 4

launched, all.right. We get a clear-glimpse of it only oncé; but we
know it's up there because the rope remains visible.. Yet, with so much _
‘to-do on'théfground, we're not sure why it has been -launc¢hed at all, i"r

3

, . y] ‘ e
th@nk Fruits of the Earth might have been enriched by the romance elements.

I tﬁink,its predqminantly‘documenti}y‘f13Vour»might have acduited texture
v . R '- ' o N

R I -
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'
and resonance from the romance clements, 1f these elcments budlbecn cvokad
: ‘ . . ey
uith‘a better control and a more clearlpurpose. But Crove fails tu/mnintnin
complete control as he, perhapsaunwittingly, combines realism and romance.
Whether or not QE is aware that he has combing;\the tuo, he fails to pro-
vide the reader with a clear sense of the reason.fdr the EOmbinationr

N

Consequently, the.reader has no way of. critically justifying thq‘presenée

4

of all the’ rpmance elements: Sometimes;‘their presence can be.justified.
But, generally, their effeét is detrimen%g}, for they divert tne reader's
attention from the'main line of the work, and draw him along a side track
that, leads to a dead end. It is my intention to isolate some of these
romance elements; to 1ndicate how they function within the work; and to
illustrate how, ﬁor the mostzkart, they result in a sense of ambivalence.
T : | .
In thelfirst chapter, 1 have illustrated that Grove's technique
in creating the character of Abe Spalding is.essentially a’romantic teeh—

¥

nique. Abe is archetypal. ép a.symbolic complex, he represents, not

!
i

only the quintessent1a1 giant of a pioneer, but the essence of regency

as Well In this last regard ,&gi "divine kight" seems to be ratifled
by t@%'gods .of pralrle nature.; Hgﬁrs the destined "tyrannos of the llttle
prairie—state, Spalding Disttfct ~and all the othgr flgures are mere sub—.
" jects. Hlnts of his sovereign quality appear from the early pages of the
work, as, for example, when Abe quérs the general store in the\village

of Morley, he is pictured standing beside the slick little manager, Mr. -
Diamond: "Abe‘s physical superiority reduced the other man to a mere
nlsateilite. He_himself looked like a fact of nature.' ld‘ By the end of
Part I, we know that physicaldsuperiority typifies'superiority injfarm-
‘.business acumen, superiority in municipal political acumen, and superior—

3

ity in moral integrity. As a leader, Abe is neither passionate nor

. . R . . A.s-" ) ’x . - 1
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oratorteall  He (s ceol, retleent ) .llhr ol fsh, and above all, et ifelent.,

) ’
As tor his pevsonalicy on vhat mipht be called the fodividaoal , ovdinarvy

human level, the following passape, an lnterchangee with hils siater Marvy,
. s
plves a talvly complete fondication of what he {05 ke, Abe hos stopped
At Mary ' houwse, and she offers him tea,
N .
A )

"You won't stav?  Not tor halt an hour?!

Ioean't. Work's waitiog.! )

"It's Saturdav.,  Other farmers have time,!

"Thev!t!
"How ' the habv?!

"ALD right as far as |
"Ruth?'
"The same .t (29)

In addition to shewing Abe's contempt for other farmers, thin

chanee shows how 1{ttle fnterbast Abe has in his family.

A

know. '

.
A Y

'

hriet {nter- \ h

\

The of

membotrs

-

his family, Tihe Mr. Diamond and the other "-ml\)m‘(f;."‘rv mere satellites,

\
And, for the most part, all the satellites, filial or otherwise,

o
as caricatures

sented

rather than as complete human personatitie

r

are pre-

N

Many

of them are distinguished simply by certaln phvsical signatures, and they

represent a single, elementary abst r.lctﬂ‘@n. They are 1ike Abe fn that
r\

{1lustrate Grove's

.

. . B
tendency to characterize his flpgures according to

the conventions of romamce rather than according to the conveations of

A
realism.  But, although they are abstryct and elemental, thelr presence
+ Y v ,

in the work can be justificd.

So, before [ resume the discussion of Ape's

character, T mean to offer a sampling of the minor figures; to suggest

what they represent; and to suggest \\why thd’y ase not out of place -in .their

.
.

milieu. -

’ - .
*
’

Ape's brother-{n-law, Dr. Vanbruik, whom Abe frequently secks -

out for advice, and who scems to represent wisdom and humanism, has a

small physique and a diminutive faceg. "It looked contracted, as if 1gs

. » .

'
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- !
owner lived (noa perpetual concentration ot thought™ (28) 0 His char-

actevistic ]“}l\'”h“‘l pesture s to draw hils vipht foot up te his lelt hoee,
and, with hils free lund, nurse s ankle.  Old Mr. Blaine, the teacher
Abe hfves tor the tirst school fn the district has a 1nnnim\‘ head "dis-
propotrt fonately Taipe for hia body, and a sandy beard ::(u‘.ul\m! with prey
dsproportfonately lavge for his head. When he ‘(urnml, one wan oddly
teminded of a llon turatng fnoa cage” (57).  In one fastance, during the
Creat I<‘151\<l, wvhen he s poverless to help himsel € and must walt to l»‘o
rescued,  he appears standing on the school step, stooped "under the
weight of hiis head, unconscloun ot the cold drizrte which interposed a
veil of mist between him and the men, so that he looked 1ike a crealure
of mist” (69). Now Mr. Blaine (s a first-rate teacher, and he seems to
represent the splrit of learning for it‘f; own sake. When he .-mpunrs;'., as tf
caged, or veiled avay in mist, it bespeaks how alien the concept of a

liberal arts educatfon is to the prairte. Abo'::_ only surviving son, Tim,

i leams on his own to be a journcyman, a mechanfc.  And he is drawn to the
trade as an indirect result of school cBsolidation. All of the rurah—
students are taken from their figst prairfec school to a central, urb&ﬁ
composite school, and it s inevitable that they begin to learn the ways

: of tﬁe town. éhe fights consolidation because ;ho felt' in this innovation

3 N .

. _ ,
the approach of an .grdér fm which the control of the state over the indi-

. b al, v o
vidual would be str&@gthﬂncd“through a conformity against which he rebelled.

The scheme was inlkcoping with the spirit of the machine age: the imparting

of information would be the paramount aim, not the gu{lding of character;
»
spiritual values were going to be thase of the intellect only"” (155). Re-

garding Jim, Abe aftituiates in thought, "This boy'ﬁf his had the spiriﬁ‘

. 3

of the machine” (172). So it seems that Jim's physical signature is an.

+

v‘.,ﬁt . .8 !
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index of his ::ph“"i( ——am el fect {vely revealing index, tor the sipnature

is rt‘lvxlfr:i\v(\: Jim's "larpe, prominent ecars showved a peculiar deformity:
thefr lobes ;»x\il\(i('«l horfzontally forwvard . . " (152). The most fntriguing
of the minor {lgnres s Mes. Crappentin, the elderly Mennonite lady who, »
fn 1910, comes to Joln her son, who has homonteaded fn the discrtcet.

"Mrs. Grappent fa became a {requent visitor to most {arms fu the district.

Vigorousiy she strode over the prafrie, a grotesque sipht, for she was

N

lean and uply and reseabled the {dea which childreng have of a witch in

/
the woods" (65). She Is indefatipably mendfcant, A victons gossip, and

she hates Abe with an taexplicable fntensity that makes the mere cavy or

jealousy many others {eel towards him seem like actual atfection in com-
ot \‘ .

parison. She plays the role of Abe's evil genius, and she scems to repre-

§
sent an (_~mhmdihiéht of an evil spirit of the prairte itself. Thus, in

the (‘nncludhgﬂ,;30(‘Linn; when the whole district knows that Abe's young
- daughter is 55Trying a bastard ¢hild, she calls out to Abe and his wife
A .

‘Ruth* as they spted past {n thetr buggy: ''Is the preat lord h\(‘pping down

v

}rnm his shining hefght?. Now he's got a whore in the family like other
common folk?' And she broke into a rﬁckling laugh, waying her hand after
the buggy in the greeting of fellowship., | . .‘A shudder tan down Abo:s spine
at the sound; and Ruth paled. The voice, unintelligible though it wns;

souniled 1ike the voice of the prairie which lay swooning under the after-

noon sun" (261-262).

»

All of the minor figures are, like the figerS‘in Ross's As For

‘Me_and My House, esséﬁiially static. We know pretty well as much about

them when they first appear as we know at the end of the work. ¢But, in

themselves, they do not really contribute to the ambivalence in tone.

-
P

. N, .t
Fot, with perhaps the exception of Mrs- Grappentin, they can all be
Ll “
»

. " .



81

L} .
rogarded as, simply, social types without any unfversal by huomon quality.

'l'hv); have thetr (‘mmtm‘p\.\n‘tn In, say, Ceorpe Rliot"s Midl Fomarch, where
the community {taelf{ scems to acqulre a pm‘:mn;ll.ir y as {t develops aad
. - '
changes; or, cloeser to home, they have their conanterparts in Niven's
il'_hp.»l"ﬁl‘\'1‘1183\'(“:'\1‘::, fn which the whole of Westorn Canada "erows up'' and
develops a unlque characterv. Tt {s the Spabding District that matures and
chianpes o Frults of the Farth; and, sfuce the diastrict is a kind of
' - .
macrocosmic oxtenston of Abe, presumably he changés as well.o  But Abe
geems to hlave two scts of "relatedness'"-—-one with the land, and one with
the district. It is the somchow almleas metaphysfcal quality of the
first relationship that yields a sense of something out of tune in the
sccond.  This {s not to say that there is a sense of dissonance in the
) L]
carly pages of the work. abe's motives in coming to the pralfrie are
clearly stated. He is a man "possessed by 'land hahger' | . . a man of cco-
nomic vision" (17). He has "deliberately chosen the material »world' for
the atena of his struggles™ (18), nnd‘he fecls the open, cnpty—prairie
will give scope to the‘powo}s ke feels within him. However, he is not
imperceptive of the uniquely strange t_‘,hnrncterﬁof the landscape. As he
drives his feam to his homestead stnké, he rcmogbofé how, in the preceding
year when h? hﬁd come West to scout for lgnd, he had scanned the‘district

from a purely utilitarian paint of view. Now, momentarily setting aside

economic, considerations, 'he widens his view, and the very strangeness of

what he sees i{s challenging:

. . . this prairie seemed suddenly a peculiar-country, mysteriously
endowed with a power of testing temper and character. But that
was exactly what he had wanted: a 'clear proposition' as he had
expressed it, meaning a plece of land capable of being tilled
from line to line without waste arcas, without rocky stretches,
without deeply-cut gullies which denied his horses a foothold.
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He wantod Iand, oot landscape; all the Tandsceape he cared
for he would introduce hilmself. o 0 L this tmmense and utter
lonel fness merely aroused him to protest and contvadictton:
he would chanpe this pratvie, would lmpore himself on 1t

\, would conquer its spivit? (29)

N .
This last {s tantamount to hubris, And 1T think Crove . is deliberately
fustng fnto a kind of hybrid torm the classtce form of t ragedy and the

chronfele form in this work. As he remarks in another passage of In

\

a? }
Scarch of Mysel!, his cneounters with ploncers affirmed In him a "con-

cept fon of what often takes the form of a tragice experience; the age-old

aonflict between human desire and the st‘uhb(\\rn resistance of nature.

. ‘ 1t
Order must arise out of chaos; the wilderness must be t amed. " Although
\

the denoucment takes much longer inf Frutts of the Earth than in traditfon~

al tragedy, and although, as [ have suggested carlicr, there is no tradi-

Kl

tion.’{l catharsis, Abe certainly pays for his pride in the concluding

\

-
chapter of Part 1, when Charlie is killed. But for now, the wrath of the
godsr is held in abeyance. Abe hegln‘; ‘to ploup,h “as soon as lte reaches his

chosen land. And, as he works on woll int. tho darl\ of ovoning, he 1is
pictured in cosmic harmony with“the earth itself: "A slight mist formed -
close tp the ground, and he had the peculiar feel ing as thouph he were

o
T

_ploughing over an appreciable fraction of the curyature of t\xm.‘globe; for

¢ ¥ )

' ‘ 5
whenever he turned at the north end of his furrow, he }ould no longer see
. . . At "’i' .
his wagon, as thofigh it were hidden behind the shoulder of. the earth" (25).
The next few chapters are a‘tecoré ?f tireless w;:k on Abe's

»part, of growlng estrangement between Abe an& his wife Ruth who can't

understand what motivates Abe to work so hard 5gnd of the gradual accunula-

-

tion of settlers In the «district. Abe makps a life-long friend of Nic?ll,
who, throughout the work, serves both as'ﬁpe's most loyal second, and as

. 3 ‘ , " . . : . 4 - i
a foil for Abe's powerful character. 'Whi? to Abe, "the world was a

3

P ¢
- &
N ¥
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\ \

thing to be conquered, wafting to take the Impress of his mind and will, n
Nicoll scemed rather to look for a niche to alip fnto, wmnoticed and uwn-
obscerved” (3()).‘ "Nicoll's Corner' becomes the socfal centre of the sett le-
ment, where "all aftairs that concorned the dtstrict were discussed,
besides many questfions concerndng God and the wnfverse' (59).  As [ have
said, t{t i{s not true that farmers have no time to (h{nk‘ about profmmd'
thiugs. But Abe rarely participates in the di:‘wn:z::h»)n:;. For one reason,
he believes he can't afford the time. For another, he is a materfallst, "\ -
which means he regards self-interest as the first law of life, :u‘\d he
I:(‘z’,élrds nmltor'nnd_ité mot fons as co‘nstituting Lh(‘.univ_«‘rr;e, and all phe-
nomena, including those of the mind,‘ as due t(i,n):}tcrinl agencles. Con-'
sequently, he feels "uncomfortable who_n' facing fundamentals" (G0) s'uvh as

the idea of life .'1f'L'e‘r death. As a'rosulr of Abe's oiwious ambitio‘dsness,
and as a result of Mrs. Gr appontm 's g,oss,ipin;, about. the outrageeus ‘prices
Abe has supposedly pald for each new plece of land he buys, Abe rapidiy
becomes something of :lllegend in the district. His position as natural
leader ig firmly est&blished during the Great Fiood, when he guides the
district through a dgngegous and chaotig time. All of the men who struggle
to replace the flood-driven ‘culverts are described as "heroes and glants

fighting the elements” (70). But Abe, especially, because of his scening

wealth and "magic success,” is regarded as "a huge figure of, somewhat

. : - : e
uncertain outlihes, resembling the hero of a saga" (85).. In thi§i$nstance,
r B SN

the mythical references are not incongruous with the ton
Abe is simply being marked in every possible way, as e}
election to municipal council comes as no surprise, and he becomes the

undisputed although’rather unpopular, official ruler of the district.

It is_1in the section which describes how Abe is consciou91y .
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workiug up to a grand climax in his farmiong operations” (80) that a
diverting romance element begins to fntrude in the work. Tor the section

has a subtly mystical, numerologlcal tone. TIn order to prepare for the
. ‘V‘
L
"prand climax,” Ab» has carcfully plihned a summer-fallow cycle, The
way the plan works, ‘ ¢

N
B LY

pc%iod[cnlly there would be one year in evoﬁx twelve when no
fallow was needed. On such a year he counted for the vealiza-
tion of his bolder dreams; and it would come’ for the first
time in 1912. Whenever he thought of it, he was visited by
fears. Not all years yielded equally well; it depended on

the sort of season it happened to be. To work for eleven
vears in hope of getting the proper retury forchis labour in
the twelfth was plainly in the nature of pambling. Tf that
twelfth year was a year of subnurmal yield it would prove dis-
astrous. In order to put in a crop of twelve hundred acres,
he would cither have to have a considerable reqcrve of capital
or fo strain his credit to the breaking poiat. " Yet he had been
lucky so far; he ‘must, count on his luck to continue. (80)

The mystical number, then, is twelve--an appropriate number because ) since

the carliept daysyef aarthly civilization, the duodecad has been the

!
4

' : 12
for a completed cycle of the astrological wheel. | Grovel!s use of twelve

implies Ahe‘s wish to have the (leax of his farmlng oppratlonq coinaide

.with the culmination of an gstroypglcal cycle. Hence, the ethical con- ,

t

: WA
struct resonating in thig/section, of the work Is a primitive construct.

By primitive here, I mgan the simplé, earthy quality of civilization's‘

earliest agrarian copgmunities, wherein man derives his behavioural pre-
- ’ : 3

.

cepts from mimesis bf natural astronomical cycles. The sense of primitive,

. . l‘ : i'> .
cyclically-based rfitual patterns is enchanced later on, when Abe haqﬁﬁis

AN N

i
.. .

twelve hundred ag¢res seeded:

& ———
.
’

‘The weathefr was singularly propitious, but the more propitious
it seemed the more Abe worried. _ . -
_/ ' He had h ard it say [sic] by the old timers from south of the e



normal year .cmnpl(‘ting a seven-yecar cycle. A few of the
weather-wise even went so far as to say that, the fivst year,
it was the spring which was wet; the sceond year, ft was the
ssummery the third year, it WQde be the tall; and the year:
1911 had borne them out. Neither a wet spring nor a wet sum-
mer did Abe any harm. . . . [f the prediction of the old-timers
came true, the wet weather would come in the fall--the only
time when it could ruin him. (90-91)

In this last, LhE‘reforonce to scven strikes a mystical note, because
N .‘ ‘. '
seven, like twelve, Nas a long history as a symbol of the relationship .
between temporal and cosmlce spheres. For example, according to the
. B »

principles of PytHagoras, "7 beyond 6 = rest after work; 8 beyond 7 =

13 . '
" It is interesting that, after Abe has suc~

i eternity after mutability.

cessfully harvested his massive crop, and after the death of his eldest

son results in his taking a closer look at "fundamentals," the concept

a

that he attemp to probe most deeply is the concept of mutability. As
. p

for his present concern about the weather, Abe's acceptance of the validit
P - abo; P y

. t :;. . .
of what 4he bvld-timers say does not segm unngtural. It Is not, until Part

- !

11 that, in Tretrospect, the earthy custom of deriving behabi@ural precepts

from the cues of nature scems somehow anomalous. For, in Part II, certain

"

references: keep the primitive ethical construdt resonating in the back-
*

. groqnd——fdr example, im the fourth-to-last chapter, Abe is described in

the midst -of haying activities: "At this northgrh end of the meadow, the

grass ;Ontained an admixture of skunk-tail the.seea of which was annualiy -
spread by theaflgod; ani the bérbed awns of thﬁbﬁfassy weed weré sticking
in hi% hair and eyebrow’sj,‘ giving him the hoary appearance of some rustic

’ "+ harvest god" _(2218)‘—-yet the ethjcal precepts by which Abe justifies his |

)

inal gy'rrargicai. actions are clearly d"erived from bourgeéis, petty puri-

tanism. : ’ o e

! . Abe has been explicitly described as a T

.
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nurrutor’:hows that, throughout the summer of 1912, Abe's thoughts belle

| ,
his supposced non-belief in supernatural realms:  "Unless some major disas=

ter interfered, th:‘;‘ crop would place hinll at the goal of his ambitions.
Bul could it be that no disaster was to come? He felt as though a 351«11‘1—
ficg were neaded to propltiate the fates. e cauglft himscelf casting about
for something he might ‘do to hurt himse‘lf, 50 as to lessen the provoca-
t fon and challenge his prospect of‘wc,alth mu:«:t be to \qlx;\t(s'\{el‘ .lrxad taken
lho‘plnce of the gods" (98). The phrase "unless some mujQ%ﬁdisaster ¥ 4

iﬁ&ﬁrfered" or its equivalent is rejterated at least four times in the
. : {

N

f,p.ne of two pages, so it comes as no surprise that, just before the fall

r

~r

_ swathing is eompleted 'a slight rain fell like a walnAng (101). Abe's
prescience of disaster drives him_ frantic, but Lh;re doesn't seem to be
anything he can do to save his crop. Unlées he has supernatural help.

Now, commenting on Hamsun's Growth of the ¢ Soil in a section of In 5 beerh

of Myself, Crove‘ShiS: "Iy Hamsun's book 1 came to seec a think T abherred,

namely, romanticism; which means- essentially a view of life in which
circumstance is conquered by endeavour only if endeavour is aided by the
% ,
S e
deus ex machina.. In other words, as 1 expressed it to myself, 1f man i
s f\ . ™

JuStlfied by faith instead of by works; or if faith persists in the face

of the\strongest disprOOE and is ultimately upheld by an external inter-

vcntion, ;\\ural or supernatural nl4 “In Fruits of the Earth Grove' 8

’ “arratiﬂs‘teCh“iq“e is in direct contradiction with this aesthetic fas-
tidiousness. For it is clearly 1mplied that Abe does indeed have superii
natural help in saving his crop The day ghe solutiom to his problenm

" strikes him he is descrlbed as keeping himself uselessl§‘busy.

.

'_Always he‘had thought faster and to the best effect when at
work. ‘He could neve¥ grasp all the bearings of a problem
sitting down; at work, difficulties seemed to solve themselves
as by magic. . '

e & : »
- - i

o,
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Thus, having done the chores at the barn, all but the milking,
he climbed into the loft, takiag a lantern, to throw down hay
for the day; and, hnpponﬂgs to look into the grain bin, he saw
that there was little oats left near the chute. He climbed in
and, with a half-bushel scoop, shovelled the grain over from
the talus—-slopes of the margin.

Suddeﬁly he straightened undet the impact of a thought.

.

~Yes, he would stack his erop! (102)

A .
"As by magic." The notion of stacking unthreshed sheaves of whea is un-—

heard of on the prairie. But Abe begins to carry out his novel plan

with' "supérhuman exertion." His excitement is contagious, so the' farm-

3
o

hands he hires match hier&vefish pace. "In routine work nobody would

. . . .
have exerted himself; but shis wds so quixotic that work seemed sport or
E ] 0 .
play" (104). The stacking i{s finished on the 25th day of Septenber.

Next day, the rains come. In the district, people are more excited over
the fact that Abe has saved his crop than they are disappointed about

. i 4 ~
losing theirs. '"What 1'd like to know," says Henry TOpb, "is how he:

c0uld tell " Someone suggests, ''He Wad the 1pck" (IOf) "But it was
-l , ,
\ A X iﬁf‘

left to Mrs. Grappentin to find the true solution of the'problem‘f Abe

was in league with the devil, or he would never have thought of-staéking"'A'

(108). .(J E " e
(;ér
A Llevét o{imi Al 1&@ ler plants a suggestion ,that stays. in the
L "

minds of the jur rs even after~9pposing -counsel has objected, and the
objection has been sustained by the Judge. Mrs. Grappentin s "true splu-

tion" might be 1nteﬁded 1r5nica11y. But 1t is reinforced by an al

'l .
- exact echo of circumstances and specubacigns in Part II In 1921, t
' ! v

only crop worth money is hay, and the district has hay in abundance.

But
the ground is soxdet that the hay can t be cut, and the high grade of the

road keeps the water from draining. Abe s hay land is higher aﬁbve sea

4

s
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\ .
level than gnyone else's, but he can't read it with farm machinery until,

amazingly, one night the grade breaks, and Abe's land Is left high and

drys " "It was unnatural; it could not be. Was he possesscd of superfor s

L .
powers? Or had he gone by night and opened the tvoad? Mrs. Grappentin

sald you coyld weaken a dam by thinking of it. ‘The devil would do the
rest" (226). o, the implication that Abe has a direct relatiouship with
the evil spirit of the prairje {s never completely overruled. In several

instances in Part 1T, Abe is described in terms which suggest he has a

direct lipe of communicatfon with 8upernntuyal spheres that are ndt neces-

v

sarily demonic. Yor example, during the plebiscite to decide thY issue

-

of school consolidation, when Abe igrbarred from voting beiause his arch-

.opponent Wheeldon has uncovered the fact that Abe hasn't paid his)last
b v
. . .
year's taxes, Abe is pictured at battle-ready: "A storm of impulsaﬁ raced

3 .
through Abe's mind. As if he were Ebaching out into the universe for a

cosmic weapon' tq strike %is opponent down" (1€5). 1In this inscanée, the

spiritual power Abe seeks is clearly ‘destructive. In another instansefﬂ

his vhole being seems to be in harmony wifh the spirit of prairie chaos.
* . ~ \ . . «

A furious blizzard strikes the district, and Abe is too restless to stay \

inside the house. As he is making his way aboit the farm-yard, -the. narrator
. [ .

e .

cwvividly descnibeé his stormy milieu. Here is an excerpt which shows Abe's

i ~.

essential unity with the spirit of nature: T

- .l
P T
£x¢.

" Even though the poplars stood bare and leafless, the wind bent
and twisted them, straining at every twig.and bough, whipping
their swaying tops. Everything tﬁét could move moved under the
impact of that  aerial turmoil; evergthing that could rattle
rattled; and since trees and timbers were frozen to the core,
_the sum total of the sounds produced .was that of a dry.feverish
chatter which set the nerves on edge as though things had a
‘sort of insane voice of their own. The twigs which broke in.
the girdle of trees snapped with the splintering crackle ®f

- rifle fire. When, in a down-sweep of the capturquaigf*the
hard, fine granules of the snow, which had no trace of their

[ 2N
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crystalline structure lefe, hit the growd or the roofs of the
lover huilJlng , they did so with a'swishing sound. And to all
that was added the music of the air ftself which, like a Tloat-"~
ing shroud, kept swinging and swaying.

~

Abe's poQPrful DPhysique enjoyed the flooding turbulence as others
may enjoy a dip through rolling breakers of brine. (203)

: /
So, Abe has fmpliced assoclations with the devil, with cosmic destructive

forces, with chaos, uhd, since in this last the‘prairie air is like a

oo ’
floating shroud, with d;ath. The composite effect of these associations
is to make him a symbolig index of the dnrker spiritual side of the
prairie. But he.hns his brighter associaﬁions, too, as the earlier refer-
ence to him as a "rustic harvest god'"™shows. As a Qymbolic compfcx, then,
Abe represents the Manichéan forces present in nature. But,_while tdg
fact of his mctaphysical qualily is clear, the point of "it istnot.. TIf
Abe‘épAA#s for the prairie, he pught to speak, in rustic ﬁ%rables, of the

’

weternal cycle of the work of the seasons--"To every thing there is a '

season, and a time to every purpose under heaven. A time:to be born and

a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up'tbat which is

' ' . . ‘ \ \ |
planted.” Or, since his soul exults in the chaos of a'prairie storm, and

the very turbulence of the elements rouses him,to %Eallenge, he ought to

be the volce of anarchy, the voice of revolt against the inscrutable

- powers of nature. AQové the rolling breakers of the snowj-he ought to

,épeak,lliké'Ahab speaks, above the rolling breakers of the brine:

¥
)
-

»

Were I the wind, I°' d“blbw no mere oph such a wicked, miserable
world. 1'd crawl somewliere to a ca?e, and 'slink therefl And
. yet "tis a noble and heroic thing, @he wind! who ever conquered
it? ~In every fight it has the last and bitterest blow. Run:
tilting at - it, and you but rum through it. Ha! a coward wind
that strikes stark naked ‘men, but wili not stand to receive &
single blow. Even Ahab is a braver thing--a nobler yhlng than
that. Would nok thé wind but had ‘a: Body; but all the things
that most exasperate and outrage morta1 man, all these things .
e r '

. . .
. JJ_. /‘ R a d
- P N * id Che Lo

e
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4 .
are bodiless, but only bodiless as objects, not as agents
There's a most cunning, oh, a mest maliclous difference!

\
‘I' o *

Instead, Abe speaks.as the wise and sternly upright father-
B ' v ‘ ' Cb

figure in a comedy of manner. The characteristic movement in comedy is -
towards a moral norm--=towards a sz?te of social affairs that most everyone

in the society has known all along is proper and'desirnble.16 Now there

is nothing funny about Abe's role in the conclusion of Fruits of the Earth.
But his' function is either ‘to expel or te,effect a change “in whichever
characters are blocking the movement towards 'a normalized, morally prope

society. The events lecading up to the longest and most self-righteous,
. . \
-

. 1 . -
monologue he delivers in the work can be summarized quickly. After Abe's
disgrace over his disqualification froh voting in the consolidation-issue.

plebiscite, Abe withdraws Trom local politics. With its naturnl'leddér
. &N o
: . ‘ 5
virtually absent the’ dlstrict begins to 80, dwry. The moral corrosion‘

v,

that beglns when the young people are sent to the urban composite school

~

'1s enhanced by the return of many young fellows who have fought in World

‘War I. These-devil—may—care‘young blades are referred to,-gimply, as r
Coe , | ' S
the gang.' Théy take over Mr. Blaine's old schoolhouse, which becqmes

the prairie equivalent of a speak-easy, and the focus of community gossip.

The complalnts centred around the use ‘to which the old school
was put. Nicoll spoke of inbearable scandals. " In spité of
nation-wide prohi@ition liquor flowed freely at these dances
. which had become weekly, even twice-weekly affairs. Worse
. things were mentioned. Seeing that these meetings were spon-
" sored by returned men, a number of farmers,~1ncluding Nicoll;
had allowed their daughters to 'go. Some, like the Ukrginians,
having once allqwed it, found themselves unable to stop,.it..
Girls from othet districts came in: .undesirable elemeél&“from
N \ town and ciéy. To his amazement Abe was told that threefor '
‘ '\four ‘children had been born out of wedlock; more were expected
he dances haq degenerated into, drunken orgies. (212)

y

\ . - \

.
I thin fche/mofaiistie,-pfescriptive;rather than descriptive tone of this
1 ° ’ ‘ FEEA ' : '

.
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assa cygs obvious. . The narrator goes on to describe how, since the waty
p . \ . > :

has unsettled men's minds, people are becoming dissatisfiied with their

. . .
v ' .
' . \ . \kv s

~lack, of material possessions. "A tendency to spend recklessly and to
- | D N ) ‘ ' ’ . 4
use credit on a scale hitlrerto unknown was linked with a pronounced weak—
. . 1 ' | "o y" R
‘ening of the moral fibre. . . . Cirls wore silk stocking, silk undervear, silk

.

dresses; and nothing‘destroys sexual morality in a girl more quickly than

the consciousnssi'that SUddesly she wearsfattracriye Qgsgggif (223). ° . 4
Several district members plé¢ad with Abe to .get him to step in and take
affairs in hand. For a while, he.adspts:an "I told you so" atfitude.‘ But
his‘youngest dgughter Frances is seduced.by one of "théfgang,J.Abe'syown
hired hand, McCrae. Ruth is afraid Abe will murder McCrse thﬁ hev}inds . )
out that Fiances is carrying McCrae's chilg. So‘she sAys,'"Abe . ,‘forimx
sake, let him'go." But dbe has thohgﬁt the matter ower*carefully, and he

. €, « S o ‘ " ’ .
realizss wherein his duty lies. - -~ - . .

"

’ ' Tl

He placed his hand on hers which rQSted on the table,,and for, \
the first time in many years, he felit her touch od his shoulder. _
'I can hardly do thht,' he sdid with an effort. 'Hé is not alone
in his doings. And this is my district, founded by me and beat—‘,
ing my name. Shall his example .stand for all time to come? What .
would it mean? That a man can do as he pleases, 11v1ng the lif;

of the beast within him, If Frances was in any way to blame, |,

that is her condern. But McCrae is not a giddy boy. If he wete, /-
I'd make him matry the girl and keep him straight. But look at ‘
the case. He is married. He has chil —ihis own. He is/a
ratepayer, entitled to office if he' caf + ¥ollowers enopgh . | ' J

‘to elect him as Wheeldon 'did. ‘He enjol “the rightswand priv-". . -
" ileges aof othe¥s... .Has he none of their duties? I'h witbdrawn"g o
. from the district, I did wrong; and thls has- 1lsen up against me. ",
+ I see my duty again. It is out of cases of selfqpelp that the
" law has arisen; whatever I do will.have,its effect on th law;

-

~or ‘at least on its interpretation within thi strict. No, I
" shall have to act. Idall have tocdrive him (264) - .

Abe's words ring with ﬁoral'rectitudé., He is . meant t7 sound ‘most manly,

.bﬁt‘he'séunds'mpst pompous, That evening, he strides to the schoolhouse,,
l .

interrupts the: drunken orgy, demands the key to the building, and decrees,:

I B . h b Y .
A . . . . X : . . : \
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"Uia buildiag ta closed.”  He Tooked ke an frrentstable fovee of
1 .
natute: and his composure seemedd m\w:um))" (265).  Glven the wvay in which
7

Abe has ]‘l'(‘\'lﬂ\lﬁll\' been associated with the forces of nature in it ful
-
passages throughout the work, and given the kind of moral congtruct from
A
which he haas Just spoken,l {ind this last copjectural description ot ‘him

an an trresistable force of nature fnexplicable.
Al

There arve really only two aspects of “‘,‘_‘,‘_'_iﬁf?.-)&(f__th,f‘ Favth that
wmark [t as a truc pratric novel. The first is Abe's huge brick manston,

which he builds with the procecds of his 1912 harvest. Like the Bantf

. - -
Springs Hotel, 1its (:'h’lcf value lles in {ts incongrulty. 1t stands as a

symbol of Abe's innate nihilism and rebel]liousness agalnst nature--as a
Al

symbol of Ah("s,\dctonminntﬂn to impose somcthing of himself, preserve

' / .
his 1dentity on th} alien plain. True, wvhen Abe takes an evening ride

towards town, and he turns to scc how his estate looks with all the M‘ghts

. rd
-

turned on, he discovers that the house "did not loom high but scemed rtather
to form a dent in the sky-line.”" But for Abe, "That was the proudest

-

moment of his Llife; and he raised an arm as though reaching for the stars”

\ .
(118-119). The second true prairie aspect is, of course, "™he Prairie”

chapter, for here is'wheré Grove first shows the essential harmony of

spirit.-between God—-created land and man. 1 think it is the zenith of the
work. Although Grove doesn't make effective (@5 of what he achieves In
the chapter, he introduces it very effectively by in’voking what seems to
l;e a common thematic fecature of fiction of the Canadian West: the pre-’

gentation of the death of a child as a sacrifice w%xich yields fuller

'underséanding of the new settlers' relationship with their n'ew\‘pomeland. .
. . ‘ ; L

Thus, in Laura Goodman Salverson's The Viking Heart, the death of young

“Thor, in World War I,:is a devgstating shack to his parents, Borga and
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) [

Blorn. During a memorial service \{n. the commmfty church, the nlil,“f“(vr says,
/

. | !
"How ¢an we hope to vomfm‘(: these aged parents who have :L'u‘r[l'im/d s0 much
. To Ilve u::.vfully .'\:ul to ]ic n«\ﬁhly——-(‘hlr; “{s not death. but i(“t‘ory . e
Your son who Ip ‘d(‘ﬂd yet liveth. He lives ou in the 1{fe of our country."
Later on, at home, Borga thinks tlmt“(‘.;m:ula has demanded much ¢f them;
but she remembers the mintster's words, and she whispers to hefrsolf, "In

|

the life of my vountry."l7 And in Kirfak's :‘}.0_11..-_{ L)J‘#g_m_by_il,IWnknr's

|
young son dies of fever, and the narrator says: '""Thus it came about that
little Semen found a grﬁvo {n the virgin plain, a resting-place marked by
a lnrg-o. cross set firmly in alien soil, no longer alien by reason of his
death. And Fho ancient iymﬁol, whichuwas like a challenge to the empty
land, seemed to say thaf this child and those of his blood were now.
dedicated to the task of trnﬁg}ormfhé the wilderness into a Christian
civilization." Later, when Hlrehory Workun, th% general spokésman for the
new settlers, returns from working at odd jobs 1n the élty, he seesithe

new grave and says, "Well, friends, Canada-now for a certainty is becoming

our eternal motherland."18 In Fruits of the Earth, it {is the death of

Charlie that cause;\kbe to finally take time to think of fundamentals.
: T
When he begins ito ponder whether 1life has any meaning, In true prairie

fashion, he goes oqf alone into the empty plains, and he evolves a con-

ception of the mecaning of life from his perception of the facts of the

land. . N :

Like\khh~£gﬂil quality of the excerpt from Over Prairie Tréils,

the tonal qualitylof "The Prairie" chapter is cumylative. But I cannot

<«

quote the whole of if, and so I summarize much, and highlight only a few

] .
4

passages. When he‘ftands alone on the eﬁpty plans, Abe looks about and

seems to see for the first time. He becomes aware of the permanence of

v
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ape as in (Hiphe"” (135). Surrowded by utter monotony, he

over the lands
has entered {nfo that neutrall territory of romance, where commonplace

1
s, lose thedr concreteness and become things

Dy

objects, such s farm buildin

of intel l.oct——-nﬁruges :

Often a dlstant strip of l&nd wis lifited above the horizon like
a low-flung cloud; a town o6r a &roup »f farmsteads, ordinarily
hidden behind the intervening SHQuld r of the world, stood up 3
clearly against the whitisl sky vhicl LOnlt)} verhead shaded off \
into a palle blue. The strip of feat: cless!aig between the -
mirage and the solid earth pelow was pf that silvery, polished

wh itenesswhich we see ‘othervise only lin the distant mirror of

a smooth [sheet of water. (1B5) ' i

» i

)

The optical illusion that mirage involves enhances the scense of the 1llu-

\

. Fj . .
.soriness of aLl man-made things as they hgover momentarily above the surface
of the earth. As Ab? continues his imaginary flight, the narrator gives

a detailed, bird's-eye view of the flora and.fauwna of the prairie land-

\ L
' scape--a landscape in which "man remains distinctly an interloper" (137).

Then he describes the effect the land has on the characzer of those who '
choose to live on it: .
[}

If they have lived here for some time, a decade or longer,

and stayed on in the face of all the inevitable and unfore-
seen discouragements and difficulties, so that the landscape
has had time to enforce in them a geactioﬁ to its own char-
acter, they seem slow, deliberate, earthbound. In their
features lingers gomething wistful; in their speech, some-
thing hesitating, groping, almost deprecatory and apologetic;
in their silences, something eloquent. (137) '

This last is Grove's evocation of the essence of general prairie human
nature. "Earthbound" does not mean experientially time-bound, for the

lepdscape has the effect of 1méginatively raising the ;rairie man above
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N time,. "It is a landscape in which, to him who survenders himselft, the

v . X
sense of one's life as a whole seems always present, birth and death Belng
mere scansions in the flow of a’ somewhat dobilitdted-stream of vitality"
(L37j. And the narrator goes on to say, "Perhaps the time bc;t fitted

// to bring out the chnracterisi}c impression of the landscape is nelther
moon nor midnight, but the first grey dawn of day, espécinlly a dull day;
or the f{irst dim d@;k of night, that dusd‘&n which horizons become -blurred
and the height of human buildings scems diminished" (138). 1In other wqrds,
the charaoteristic imbression is best évoked-in a shadowy romance setting.

,Insofa; as he is purportedly conscious of the unique, mysterious quality

of the landscape, Abe might be said to have surrendered himself to {t. But

his sojourn in neutral romance territory seems pdintless. He articulates

- [

none of the great commonplaces he has learned to his people. Instead,
"headstroﬁg as ever" (139), he re-immures himself 1in the affairs of the
.distr;ct, and these affairs drav the focus of his thoughts forlthe remain-
der of the wofk. With one exception. in;the fourth-to-ast '"Haying"
chapter, Abe once more becomes the medium of romance vision.  In this
instance, thg.routine, ¥itualistic activity of haying attains a neutral,
static quality that enables Abe's imagination to tatg?;aight——"ﬂis mind.
hovered over his 11fe As the marsh-hawk hovers over the prai{ie liftéd to W&
" the sky" (231). The chapter is a brief :ableau, in which, despitévthe
“aﬁount of céncentrated activity, there is a wonderful quality of still-

- ness. The special, illusional, shadowy atmosphere is enhanced at even-tide
ﬂ; thermist$ "L radiation is swift on flat, unrelieved grouqd; and,

with the gathering dusk, the moisture held by the air began to condensé

into a thick white;ndéﬁ. Already forses and men were wading “about in . '

this mist whiqh;:sénfar, lay knee-high, This gave a peculiar detached
. . _ ‘,

#
-

L ~
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air to the scene: the daz was done; the time to rest was at hnnd; and a
. ‘ ¥ T - .
great, overwhelming lassitude came over the workcrs" (234) ;Out of the

~

mistiness, out of the imnginative hovering, Abe finally SGQms to have

i

learned something, He could not remember the time when he’had~¢orkgd/4n

.Such utter peace. Last night resigdetion had copge to himah In no other v

3

way could he find hnppine:;s: a life in the present, looking neithax back-
) . . N . - € - 'e'\ . T . r

a
T

ward nor forward" (241). Now it seems to me that this mazgé thg‘point

of a most'Dppropriate prairib compromise; ~hut in retrospeét, the .romance

vision which reveals the possibility of cbmb&omise in the "Ha‘..'" chapter

p - !q
is® falsified .and perverted. It furns out that Grode hqavcreata@ that

4 -
wonderfully calm tableau for the pprposéﬂof achieving maximum cqntrast

‘as he sets the stage for the turbulent helodrama surrounding Frances

- n

L

disgrace And Abe repudiates his resignation by self deprecatingly regard-

v

ing it as a shameful denial of his duty to the district.

During one of the social hours at - "NicolL's Corner, ‘the men of

-

Spalding District speculate about how a man can walk faster than a moving

train, for one of them has seen a fellow striding aleng on the.topﬂof
moving box-cars, and jumping with ease from one car to another; even

/
though the motion of the train must be more rapid than the motion of the

man. Old Mr. Blaine tries to explain. "The motiqg of the car puts somp-

* (4

thing into the man that carries him over: and they call it inertia" (84).
I, think Abe is analogous to the man on the moving train. For, 1f "The -

Rrairie" chapter, with its brief echoing in the '"Haying" chapter, is the

zenith of Fruits ot the Earth, it is also the hiatus.- The motion of the
'district°puts-into Abe the’inertia that carries him across. My over-all
'judgement of his function in the WOrk is neatly syqﬁjd up in the men's
' 1eaction to Mr. Blainéb explahation' "There was a.s{lence as if atqpn

anticlimaxx Nobod} cared to contradict; but nobody was quité;conyinced."
- o " s - B ~w

!

*
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Any attempt to explain why the Saskatchewan man differs to-a
noticeable degree in personality and outlook’from the Albertan
or Manitoban who should logically be his counterpart must take
into account the consequences, both’ physical and psychological,
ust-bowl years. The world-wide economic depression

that begin in 1929 affected all of Canada; Saskatchewan bore
—an additional and.drcadful burden--nine successive years of
drought and crop failuie. . . . For the people of Saskatchewan
that_nine years' sojourn in a dust-darkened wilderness was a
genuinely traumatic experience which has left its mar¥ not
only on those who actually lived through the Dirty Thirties
but to some degree on their descendants. .

) ! g --Saskatchewan

e

N .

- Men who, lapped in an enervating cloak of eastern smog rendered

soft and pliable by the eternal West Coast rain, would pass
through life in meek unquestioming obedience to those placed

In authority over, them, develop, after a brief spell of prairie

living, affinities with the Mau Mau or .the -I.R.A. Scorched by,
sun and battered by wind three months of the year and cohfined
in a deep freeze for six, the prairie dweller is soon afflicted
by a kind of nervous  irritability which impels him to flail
out in all directions. Being, as a rule,. a religious man-- .
_intimate association with nature at its most awesome makes him
so--he hesitates to blame the Almighty for-hts miseries. The
‘next authority--human, fallible, vulnerable--is the government.

And something, by God, has got to be done about 1it!
‘ , : --Saskatchewan

iy

bl
«

4



TENSION WITH POISE: LYRTCAL STASIS IN ROSS; -
' N ’ - .

. THE\UNBROKHN CIRCUIT IN KROETSCH -,

\ e
« « . T have ngen you a land for which ye did not lah01,‘and -
cities which yoft built not, and ye dwell in them; df the vine- K
yards and olive yards which yé planted not do ye eat,

* -

Néw, therefore, fear the Lord, and servg him in stncerity and

in truth; and put away the gods which your fathers 'served on -
the other side of the river, and in ngpt, and serve ye the °
Lord. .

And 1f 1t seemucvillungp you to serve the lord, choose you this
day whom ye will serve, whether the gods which your fathers

- -served that were on thc otlfer side of 'the river, or the gods of
the Amorites, in whose lahd ye dweIl but as for me and my house,

we w111 serve the lLord. .
o ‘ ~-Joshua 24: 13—15

»

The Book of Joshua is the first 6? the twelve historical books of the Ofg//
Testament. Joshua is one of the twelve spies who has originally scouted

the Land of Canaan. After his appointment as successor to Moses, Joshua
e
V4
leads the military campaigns to conquer the promised land, and, just prior

to his death, gives instructions for the divisioﬁ of the land amoné'the
twelve tribes of Israei, and warns his people that "If ye forséke the lord,
and serve foreign gods, then he_will turn and do you harm, and consume

you." The people promise to serve and obey the Lord, and Joshud takes a

4great stodé and proclaims that it shall’ke the symbol of their covenant.

~

"Behold this stone shall be a witntss u’to us; for it hath Heard all theé
F 2
words of the Lord witich he spoke unto us:: it shall be a witness unto )

you, lest ye deny your God." I think it is Ross’'s ;uténtion to have the

0l1d Testament context of his title resonating quietly but perceptibly

B’

' thr0ughout As ForiMe and My House, Perﬁaps some of my reasons for'think—

ing so are ;eﬂuous; For example,;l fifid that the work contains a
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remarkable numper of twblves. And I, regard "pehbles' as a‘hotuﬁ\e word, (

\
\

particularlyewhen its context associates it with two significantkgwhlte

stones. But there are more important reasons. For one, the atmdsphere
‘ . . \
. . B A
- throughout the work is pervaded by a sense yof tensifon which, in ﬁurn\ derives

'
J

- j .
from a sense of threat—--the kind of threat that is implied iA Joshua's

\
¢

\ | ' _ o ‘ ‘ R
waming to the people of Israel. For another, among /the main themes of\

the work is an important religious theme. 1In the same way that an impliég

-

' imperative resonates throEghout the developing action of Fruits-of the \

j - Earth, af>§?p1f?d interrogagive——what_is the ﬁature-of Go??——resbﬁgtes )\
| ) throughout As Fox Me and Mx»House:» This is not to say that the work \ \
explares no other\leaging ideas. I mean, simply, that, inxoﬂé'of its \

several aspects, the work presents a serious study o?/fﬁ? ways in which “(
way

prairie man comes to| know the nature of God, and the in which he sees

his relationship witA\God. Civen the prdirie‘setting;'given the time-span
of the work, proxim%tely one year in thé dust—bdwl era, when God did

. \ .

indeed seem ihtent to\consume the prairie earth with deadly,~dry heat; and
vgiven the 01d Tescaméné EPUtext of the tiéié, the answer to the implied

Fnterrogative might simply be: God is Power and Law; He is to be feared

-lfand to be obeyed. -But flatly to make such an assertion is to make the O
g , _ .

0ld Testament context over-loud. The 01d Testament view is fundamental;

it is‘'the ground-bass of the work. But other views are counterpointed

above it, so that thefé is no single, definitive answer to the speculatiVe_

e
ot N
question. e . Q;\

1Y ]
L)

™~ . , I use the term "counterpointed," a musical term, because it

- .

. > - °
_seems to me that- the composition of As For Me and My House . 1s- analogous
to the composition of é'piece Qf impressionistic music. Thel§drk is . o

written in the impressionistic, lyrical mode. Rather'than.narratively;,f’

i
3
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presenting an wifolding plot--which Ralph Freedman defines, simply, as
"the display of interaction befweeh man tnd world in tlme"l—;the author

exploits elements of plot in order to create a sequential series of

£ . ’ . : . -
"{mpressions'--a series of somewhat symmetrical patterns of imagery. In-

stead of the sense of straightforvard narrative movement towards plot

resolution, thé complex Image patterns create a sense of weakened direc-
¥

- ~

_tional motionm. The movement from image pattern to iﬁage pattern is quali-~

tative rather than quantitative, for each new structure of imagery is

simply a rearrangement of the elements present in its predecessor; or,

. ’ - :
each new structur# presents a minor develdpment of fragments of images

found in previous structures. Perhaps what I mean will be more clear from

the following. Let us suppose, for example, that the weather is a signi-

ficant plot element in As For Me and Mz_ﬁdusé, as it is in The Words of

my Roaring. It is logical to assume that, since/dusty and windy déys are

unherving, a rain shower, or some kind of break in the weather, should L §

ease the tension. But this is not the case in As For Me and My House.

. N
Through his first-person narrator, Mrs. Bentley, the author exploits

! . ‘A \ .
changes in the weather in order to emphasize the fact that the tension

- o

is not eased. The only change is in the imagery with which the tension
."(““ . N A

is evokéd. Thus', on Sunday Evening, Aprilv30‘VMf§; Bentley writes: "It's

Yow

the most nerve-rvacking wind I've ever listened to. Sometimes it sinks a

little, as 1if sﬁ%ﬂt and out of breath, then comes high and importunate

. again. Sometimes it's wind, sometimes frightened hands that shake doors

and windoﬁs; Sometimes it makes the little room and its sng, familiar

furnitgre a dramatic inconsistgpcy, sometimes a relief."2 .In this iﬁ;

étance, the wind is personified:\and'the house:is alternately an absurd °*

°

object of its violent attention, ahd’a shelter from its threat. On Tuesday’ =~ ¢

\ -
Y

3
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Evehing, June 6, Mrs. Bentlex writes:

The wind keeps on. Whep you step outside its strong-hot push

is like something solid pressed against your face. The sun °
* through the dust looks big and red and close. Bigger, redder, a

closer every day. You begin to glance at it with a deomed

feeling that there's no escape. . . . The wind and sawing

eaves and the rattle of windows have made the house a cell.
"Sometimes it's as if we had takdn shelter here, sometimes as

if we were at the bottom of a déep moaning lake. We are quiet

and tense and wary. Our muscles and lungs ‘seem pitted to keep

the walls from caving in. (74) ' ,:)

. Y -
In this instance, the hot, dry wihd is ultimately described in tetms of a

totally different element, water, and the house,now become$ a submerged

. cell. 'But the tension is the same. By July, ‘the wind has blown itself

o ' o .
out. But riow there's the heat: "There's the Same tension in the heat . |

tonight. It's been gathering and tighténing‘nbw for Qeeks, and this has
. - \ .

been the hottest, stillest day of all. 1It's like watching dn inflated,

Eal

ever-distending balloon, waiting with baited breath for it 'to burst. Even

I

the thud of moth wings on the lamp-~-through thé dense, clotted heat tg-
night it's like awdrgm" (114). We surely Have ﬁhe feeling that, if only
the balloon would burst, the tightnesi in the atmosphere would Se relaxed.

Bug, when the rain finally comes, it assails the house in the same way

oo "
that the dry wind, in the first excerpt I have quoted, has assailed the -

house: "The rain's so sharp and strong it crackles on the windows Just
like sand. There'g a h:gl in the wind, and as it tugs at the house and

\

rushes past we seeﬁ peréhed up again. all alone somewhere on an isolated
peak""(LZS). . In this instance,Athe tension is implied in the image of

pos

Precariousness Mrs. Ben;ley has evoked. I might go od}citing Examples.

‘But my péint is siﬁply.that, in the.spéée'of épprn£imatel§ eighyy,pages,

there has been no quantitative change or develbpment in the pervading
- ' [ B . E \ ¢ : ‘ N

atmosphere of the work. We have been: shown a 7eries of impressions, each o

L] * *
‘.
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‘Og\ﬂ\idl is fundamentally the Samd because cach uses imagery to evoke the

‘ever-present scnse of tension or precariousness. It is the change in the

y e A
imagery that generage;/Lualitative movement. And somqtimes the imagery -y
redches the kind o€ a climax of intensity. Thus, 15? the following, the /
feeling of precariousness is most intense, for the imagery reduces the -

solid earth itself to a single strip of road laid across a void:
. —_
A :

The rain had only .started and was just a drizzle still, but you

could feel that it was settling down to make a night of it. No

one else was out. I stopped and looked up Main- Street once, -

the little false fronts pdle and blank and ghostly in the coerner

’ light, the . night encircling it so dense and wet that the hard

/,* . gray whee1‘$acked earth, beginning now to glisten with the rain,v

' was like a single ply of solid matter lald across a chasm. I
hesitated a moment and went on dubiously, almost believing that .
where we reached the darkness we would topple off (131)

, (
: I,héve.confined my illustrations here to "weather" examples. But, through

3 :
Mrs. Bentley, the author creates the game kinds of sequeatial, symmetrical

impressions of other aspects of the work. So, we haven't the sense of a
o ’ o u N . . . '

'narrator—-like the narrator in Fruitg of the Earth telling the story of

Abe Spalding and the Spalding Distriét-;telling the story of the Bentleys.
1 | o : | -

’

//iaqd Horizoqﬁ We haven't the sense 'of a plot unfolding as the 'stdry un-
winds. Instead, we have the gense that We are;being shown a series of

'pictures, in which narrative movement and elements of plot have been

’

u ahSOrbed and’ refash}oned into patterns of imagery. *:

[ 4

i&iﬁ - What I have called qualitative movement Ralph Freeqean calls
. {t . 7‘ ‘
lytical movement. Freedman draws the distinction between narrative move-

y m&nt and lyrical mbvement “this way:

PR .
[

v v narrative is the surge towards that which does not yet
- exist. In lyrical poetry, by contrast, ents are contained .
“in one another. Consecutiveness is simu ated by lyrical o
- language. ‘its surge toward greater intensity reveals not new Co
. !} events but the significance of existing events, Actions are ‘
B , .
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into dithyrambs about humanity in microcosm" (80) In other WOtdS’ Mrs, -

L : . .
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", turned into scenes which embody recognitions. . . . In conveu=’ N
“tional narratives the outer world is the thing. It is placed
beyond both writer and reader, interposing between them and “

the theme.. In the lyrical mode, such a world is conceived, ‘not
as a universe in which men display, their actions, but as a poet's
vision fashioned as a design. The world is reduced to a lyrical
point of v1ew, the equlvalent of the.poet's 'I': the lyrical- .
self , . : ) ’

’

+In As For Me and My House, the lyrical point of view is Mrs. Bentley's.

0 course, she functions‘according to the will of the concealed‘author..
But, in herself, she is the compleat orairie romancer. Our perception of
her world is guided by "recorded-responée to her world, and that*response
is consistently imaginailie, subjective, and self—reflexive. The worh is
presented in the form of a personal diary, or journal.. It is not a daily,

[

but a somewhat sporad ¢ record of Mrs. Bentley s observations regarding
the occurrences and e iences in her life as"wifejﬁf a small-town

oA .
Protestant preacher. Now frequently the journal form can be used as a

mode of stringent verisimilitude. Daniel Defoe's Journal of the Plague’

\

"Year, for example, achieves verisimilitude so 5uccessfully that it hes

been taken as factual record and not as fiction.4 But Mrs. Bentley isn't~

'rtrying for verisimilitude. The way she records what she sees in her world{

can be inferred from the following "According‘eo Philip it's form that's

important in a picture, not the subject or the associations the subject

»

}calls to mind* the pattern you see, not the litera$emotion you feel"

»
b
and it“follows, therefore, that my enthusiasm- ‘ddesn’ t mean much from an
N >

)

‘artist's point of view. A picture-worth its salt 1s ‘supposed to make

“~

you experience something that he calls aesthetic excitement not send you .

L

Bentley is concerned to record accurately, not so much what she sees as

R _\@ . =
the way s,beufeels about what she sees. Her resp/qhse to her world is ,’ _
i“ L ) ‘ - kiv‘ E‘. W T o “
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emotional and "enthusiastic."” And T think that her enthusidsm here be-

speaks vitality of imagination. Paul Kirby, the ranch#boy—cum—teacher
" with a penchant for philology, remarks once that "enthusiasm'' mcans "the

i v c I R N o |

god within" (105). His remark 1s reminiscent of Coleridge's definition -

of the primary imagination,'"the living Power and prime agent of all

human Perception, and‘n. . a repetition in ﬂ"finite mind of mmzetcrnal‘
° . ' N
act of creation in the infinite I AM. "5 I think that Ross intends Mrs. .

Bentley s imagination to be her prime agent" of perception., Everything

she sees‘aoquires an imaginative vitality by, in Grove's terms, an infusilon
»

of herself. Her intellect——and by intellect here I “mean a total Complex

. L]

}
of rational, emotional, and imaginative faculties——encompasses the microcosm,

-

the house and the small-town environment, and merges with it. Her intellectp

' - Y

encompasses the macrocosm, the prairie landscape as mask of Cod and
merges with it \ Through her lyrical pOint of view, we -see the dibtinctions.

I A

between one character and another begin to blur, and we dee the distinc—~

B N, >

tiOn between character and environment begin to blur.. Again and again in -

b

-

the pages of her journal, she gives us the kind of lesson in perception

\

Nathaniel Hawthorne gives in "The Custom—House 6hapter of The Scagle i R

l

_Letter. Through her romance perspective, we see familiag, ordlnary set™

¢ »

1

s G
Y 8y

tings, such as the ‘parleur of the manse, “dissolved- 1nto things of intel-
J\ S8
P

1ect and transformed by the special colouring her imagination projects.“

Thus, she continuglly evokes ‘the remote world of romance--the world whete

i

actual and imagiaary may meet and each» not only imbue itself with the
naturé of the gﬁher, but become indistinguishable from the other. One '

ot v
S ox q&ample sbould illustrate what I mean-by her 1magithive, romance per— .

=y !

_"sgectiver; Mrs. Bentley is sinting alone in the parlour, heﬁ "eyes fixed - Qlf

fstaring‘on the 1amp," her thpught focused on the notion that Philip and

} < i

-
N
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Judith have sarvranped o n“mlv;'.\'mm; "Mere was a Listening, presaing
cmpt {ness through the hnn.-,;(\.', It bepan to hover round me : to dim (ht“rnom,
at .ln::t to merpe with the yvollow flame Al ke a haze. And then on the
smooth expanse of ft as on asscrveen my dgead began to live nmlr::hnpv )t-—

. N
self. | sav them meet. 1 sav her'white face. Over and over" (137).
Here, the reality of the parlour setting is dissolved Into pure, shadowy
atmosphere, and that Miteh is Intangible-~dread--is all that exista-with
formal outlines. Even when, momeuts later, she slips furtively outside,
she .(-xplolts the realfty of the nlght for her imaginative purpose:r . . .
the night was darker than cver, like a slate, and again my dread began fo
write and shape ftself™ (118).

Because Mrs. B(‘nrley‘s romance vision blurs the diatinction bet-~
ween tangible and i{ntangible, animate and inanimate sf»heres, all\the
themns of the wofk e, in Freedman's words, contailned in one uéothcr. I
shall not at tgmp‘tlto isolate each of the major themes and trace the way
they are counterpointed throughout the work. My iAtOntion is to focus on ,

R .

. the way in which Mrs. Bentley imaginatively concelves of the nature of
God, ahh the nqture of ghe.relationship b‘}ween prairiec man and his God.

I do nOt\SESOSe this aspect of the work to focus on simply because it is

the most profound aspect of As’ For Me and My llouse. 1 choose [t because

1 think Ross is the first writer of prairie fiction to evoke full realiza- _
tion of the fact that, on the prairie, earth and sky assume a detachment

¢

and- an 1mmehsi§y that compel an awareness of worlds not realized in the
s

light of common day. He has endowed Mrs. Bentley with keen percipience.

lle has given her the kind of imagination that enables her to at least

make the attempt to comprehend the concept of infinity--as McCourt ‘has said,

- driving on the prairie, one feels as if he is driving straight into
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infinfty. 1 mean to show how Mri. Bentlev's mind works as she attempts

the approach to infinity, and how she percetves of humanity in the face

‘

of {nfinfty. Taken asn a whole, har romance viston of the nature of God

-

is a complex of several different views, so that the final answer to the

. speculative question (s an nmh(gYous one. But [ think the ambiguity is

)

appropriate. We can't know, for certain, what the final answer is. Am-

biguousness simply points up the limits of human knowledpe. And bestdes,

it

~

’

[N

{8 necessary for the romancer to maintain a degree of obscurity in his-—-

- in this case, hcq—~vision{ so that its 1l1lusional quality not be shattered

.

by. the flat siag.of a realistic, definitive, plntitudfnnl reply. There
is less ambiguity_iﬁ Mrs. Bentley's view of humanity, although that view
has a kind of fiuéfuating rhythm. Generally, her world view secems to be
impressionistic, in the philosophical sense with'wh{ch art gritics use

the term. But Mrs. Bentley's impressionism is somewhat different from

~

what an art critic might describe as typical impressionism. I think 1t

is through Mrs. Bentley's impressionism that .Ross evokes his own version

of the prairie parJ&ox. Unlike McCourt, he doeg not see man as both a

creature of utter insignificance in the sum oé things and the very centre

of the universe. Rather, he sées'mutable things in a position of stasis

that somehow suggests a sense of transience. Set against the .abiding

-,

earth, the passing parade of mortal things--what might beQEleed the mogg

/

of mutability--is cyclically eternal, and therefore, in é sense, immutable.

Perhaps the most illuminating example of mutability in permanent stasis

.

"1 can suggest is Keatg'g "Ode on a Grecian Urn."” Certainly, I cannot ex-

plain 1t in Ross without giéihg illustrations from the text. So, before
_ 3 ,

I concentrate on Mrs. Bentley and the speculative question, in the follow-

ing paragraph I offer a typical critic's definition of impressionism, and
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. ,.f « .
then several compavative samplinpgs of Mrsa, -Bentley's tmpressionism, which
»
. ~ & .
peneratly allows for a sense oi‘spnniﬂ in conjunct fon with a scnse of

I

transience. I realize that I am placing a rather heavy cmphas s .on stasis.
But the romancer cannot evoke a vision of Intangible realms without first
Ovnklng.nn ambieft stillness. Whether or nét Ross would accept the term
"romancer” with ropard to Mrs. Bentley, 1 mea® to show that he is careful

to permit her the ambfent stillness.
In his fourth volume of The Social History of Art, §g£g£g}ism;

JPHP]E?‘LQDiﬁEb“JPERfiIm Age, Arnold Hauser cxplains impressionism this way:

Impressionism . . . describes the changeability, the gervous
rhythm, the sudden, sharp but always ephemeral imprzssions of

life. . . . It implies an enormous cxpansion of senbual perception,
a new sharpening of sensibility, a new irr{tability. . . . The
Jdominion of the moment over permanence and continuity, the feel-
ing that every phenomenon is a fleeting and never-to-be-repeated
constellation, a wave gliding away on the river of time, the river.
into which 'one canpot step twice,' is the simplest Formula to
which impressionism can be reduced. The whole method of impression-
fsm, with all its artistic expedients and tricks,. is bent, above
all, on giving expression to this Heraclitean outlook and on stres-
sing that reality 1is not a being but a‘beéﬁming, not a condition
but a process. FEvery impressionistic picture is the deposit of

a moment in the perpetuum mobile of existence, the representation
of a precarious, unstable balance in the play of contending forces.
The impressianistic vision transforms nature into a process of
growth and decay. Everything stablead cohereit 1is dissolved inte
metamorphoses and assumes the character of the unfinished and the

fragmentary. -

\ ‘ i

Mrs. Bentiey's 1mpressions‘of 1ife are noticeably sharp and sensual, as,

for example, her brief descriptions of the minor figures in the work show.

One of the minor figures, the self-appointed social leader of Horizon,

/
‘

-

Mrs. Finley, is

an alert, thin-voiced, thin-featured little woman, up to her eyes
in the task of managing the town and making it over in her own
image. . . . Thgre'a'a crufading steel in her eye to warn she
brooks no half-way measures. The deportment and mien of her own
sfamily bear witness to a potter's hand that never falters. Her
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\Shu(lcan't help feeling what gn achievewnent is his meekness. It's

//M”\ hushad, for {nstance, is an appropriately meck little man, but

)

like a tight wire cage drawn over him, and words and gestwufes,,
fndicative of a more expansive past, keep squeeczing through f{t

the same way that parts of port]y'Nrs. Wenderby this afternoon .
kept squeerzing through the back and sidesol Philip's study arm-

chair. (Slﬁ) ) ~

L4

There is a synnosthetl&!qunlity——that is, one sensation evoked in terms of
another-—and a proprioceptive quality-—that is, an eliciting of a kinesthetic

response on the reader's part--in'this passage, as An most of Mrs. Bentley's
Ay ~ LN ' . " .

imagery. But there is less changeability in Mrs. Bentley's impressionism
\J

that 1in Hauser's version. Not that’ she is without the¢ sense that phenomena
are ephemeral. But she sees ephemeral imprints as continuously recurring

. -
in essentially the same.form. Or, she sees éhem as somechow frozen into

immobility. For example, in one of the most emphatically self-reflexive

excerpts of the work, she walks down Main Street and feels as if the whole
*

town is a mirror. ’ &

.S RN o
Or better, like a whole set of mirrors. Ranged round me so- that
at every step I met the preacher's wife, splayfooted rubbers,
dowdy coat and-all. I couldn't escape. The gates and doors and
4 windows kept reminding me. ' )

Rurrying along I had a cyrious sense of leaving imprints of my-

self. I crossed the town, took the road that runs beneath the .
five grain elevators, left it for drier walking on the railroad
track--but all the way back to the parsanage, no matter how fast _

or how far I walked, the imprints were still.thére. (23) - b

N

i = i
She sees life as a constant flow along the river of time, and she senses
the innate vitality of all living things as they are carried along with
) ' .
the river.. But she sees life-energy as a fluctuating force, Sometimes

it is presented as if in slow métion, or stop-motion--as if the Heraclitean

river of time were momentarily frozen. Thus, she describes Judith: . . .

o

behind the white face and timid eyes there's something fearless, a press
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of" strong, untried womanhood. It's jast like the day Phillp and I sat

n the snowstorm watching the water rush through the stoncs--so swift

that sometimes, as we watched 1t, ft scemed still, solid 1ike glass" (91).

Most frequently, she uses Insect imagery to evoke the sense of transience,
the vulnerability, thg insignificance of living things. And, agaiun, there

is a sense of, i{n Grove's terms, a somewhat debilitated stream of vifality.

e

. L}
Thus, she and Qaul, sitting on the level prairie, are "like a pair of
flies on an upturned mixing bowl" (95). And, on one hot day in August:

"The heat was heavy and suffocating. We seemed imbedded in it, like

insects in a fluid that has vengealed" (117). And, after she discovers
~ .
Philiﬁ'é infidelity, she evokes her own sense of helplessness and vulner-

ability by likening the ache inside her to "a live fly struggling in a
block of ice" (123). What she has in common with Hauser's version of

impressionisngés a sense of the precarious position of all mutable things.

~

Thus, the- same rusﬁ of water that she hés'used to evoke Judith's vitalit§
becomes a force that carries a conjectural type éf humanity--a snowQHrift
that looks like ; sailboat--to destruction: '"From the raif\n;_gridge we
watched the watear rushing at the Bgttom in a frothy yellow flood. Not
far upstream an overhanging drift dropped in, shot off with ghe current

crest upwards like a sailboat, then stunned itsélf.to pieces on.the
trestle of the bridge" (159). But, in her .view, precaribusnpss, or the
. . | .

tension that derives from a sense of precariousngss, itself becomes-a

’,}elativgly'stable,quality, and she frequently uses Philip's drawings as

an index of the constancy. of tensioﬁ\‘ Thus, on one of her walks through
the dust—darkeneditoqn, she thinks: "It was like one of Philip's drawings.

There was the‘same tension, the same vivid immobility, and behind it all

somewhere the same sense of transience"(59). This last, in essence, 1s

2
. -

»
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Ross's prnirle puradox. I hight add that T am not interested in proving

whether or not Philip truly 1q an artist. Tp me, wpac Mrs. Bentley'sces

»
. . -
" > A

in Philip's drawings is more significant that what might really be pre-

sented 1in them.- Her description of another of them+should complete the

comparison between her version-of impressionism and Hauser's:

~

- -

. 5. N £

-

Another little Main Street. In the foreground there's an old
horse and buggy hitched outside one of thé stores. A broken

old horse, legs set stolid, hpad down dull and spent. But

still you feel® it belongs to the earth it stands on, the prairte
that continfes where the town breaks off. What the tired old -
hulk suggests is less approaching decay or dissolution

than return. You sensa a flow, a rhythm, a cycle.
- 3

i

But the town in contrast has .an upstart, mean gomplacency.

The false fronts haven't seen the prairie. Instead they stare
at each other across the gtreet as into mirrors of themselves,
absorbed in their own reflections. :

[

The town shouldn t be there. It stands up so iJ;olent and smug .
* and self-assertive that your fingers itch to smudge it out and
let the underlying rhythms complete. .themselves. (69)

- L - »

As Grove has said‘on the prairie, man is distinctly an interlope In
this last, the cyclically eternal mode of mutability is represented by .-
the broken-down old horse. The town ig cquemned'to dissolution and’ decay.
And I think 1t'e pretty clear that one very appropriate pl;ce for Mrs.

: Bentlef to engage the speculat;ve quéstion is the.prairie's edge, "where

the town breaks off}" .
Since Mrs. Bentley's imagination has the widest latitude, the
greatest freedom of .action of.all the quantities eontained in the work,
it is necessary that. in complementary fasﬁioh, other elements of the
ngrk move within fairly narrow restrictions. The plot is narrow, in the -
gense of uncompl#cated;'”Probably the single most important event in ;he'

plot is Philip's adultery with Judith. For the most part, the Bentleys'
/.

foutine, in purely physical terms, is rigidly limited. We see Philip
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most frequently on his way to his study, where he ~1osec5,himself. We

v

o

ce Mrg. ﬁcntley.walktng along Main Street to stand in the shelter of ‘the
last of five grain elevators; or, ve see her walking\along the railroad
y e .

track to the edge of a deep rnvine, which becomes a kind of symbol for the

| -
s

edge ofvthg t§n§1b1e world. The Bentleys leave the copmunlty together
only once, to take a short holiday on Paul's’ brother slranch. So, oith
narrative action-at a m{nfmum, the routine of the Bentleys' life att;ins
that static¢ quality thchfista necessary prerequisite if the romancer is
to engender a vision of a remoteg, neutral territory in which the”actual

md the {magipary may merge. In a sense, stasis equals stagnancy in As

For Me apd My House. Horizon with its Main Street is a repetition of the

towns Philip has previously preached in, and the present relationship
between the Bentleys is essentia]ly the same in Horizon as it has been in
other towns. As Mrs. Bentley says, ''Twelve years with Wim now, quiet,

. eventless years, each one iike the one before it, and still what is between

4

us is precarious” (10). 1In her view, one day in the life of the Bentleys

¥

is tho type of all the days they have s&ent together:
. /

~

' : / .
The days repeat themselves without progressing. Sometimes it
seems only one morning that I've stood at the' door a moment
watthing the smoke from Horizon's chirfneys mount through the
frosty air in compact blue and silver plumes. 1It's only one
noon that we've sat down to the table and swallowed a few taste-
less morsels in silence-—one interminable noon-~-and ope cold,
pallid twilight, waiting to light the lamp, that I've watched
thesnight deepen, and the walls melt into the darkness. There 'ﬁQf

have been mornings when the smoke was lost in a blizrard and L I
days when I 1it the lamp early, but the. .oneness still prevails. :
(150) A

o P ;

But Mrs. Bentley's unttammelled imagination imbues stasis on a personal L
i

level with cosmic import. Here 1is her lyrical view dur{ng a walk on a. .
hot, dusty, windy day in May: |
v . & . ‘ ’ -,

At
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~ All round the dust hung dark and heavy; the distaunce thicken-
_ing' it so that a mile.or more fway it made a blur of carth and
sky; but overhead it yas thin: still, like a film of fog or smoke
and the 1igh{ﬁﬁame through it filtered, mild and tawny.

It was as if there vere a 1antern-hung abbve you in a darkened

and enormous room; or as 1f the day had turned out all its other

lights, waiting for the actors to appear, and you by accideﬁ:_,

had found your.way into the spotlight, like a %iftle ant or -

beetle on the stage._ -7 . . : £y

N \ R . . §

I turned once and looked back\at Horizon, the huddled little

clutter of houses and stores, the five grain elevators’, aloof
~and imperturbable, like ancient obelisks, and behind the dust T
\\hlouds, lapping at the sky. . . . The dust clouds behind the

town kept darkening and thipning and swaying, a furtive tire-

lessness about’ the way they wavered and merged with one another

that reminded me of northern lights in winter. It was like a

quivering backdrop, before which was to be enacted gome grim,

primeval tragedy. The little, town coweréd clese to the earth

as if to Wide itself: The elevators stood up passive, stoical.

All round me ran a hurrying whisper through the grass. (59)

J
S . (
The blur of earth and sky, the stramnge, filtered quality of the light--

these suggest the neutral and temote territory of romance. And note -how
carefully Mrs. Bentley 'sets the stage. The tone of the excefpt is metic-

, . N . ) .
ulously controlled: throughout, there is an oppressive sense of threat,

‘and, somehow the fee1ing that what is about'to be enacted is some awful

sacrificiﬁl ritual. _Indirectly, by insect imagery, she shows how insigni-

\

ficant is huménity on- the face of the Xust—darkened prairie. This momen- ..

_ . ’ : !
. tary recognition is followed by an indifectiguggest;on of one way of coﬂ:

.

ceiving of the nature of the prairie God. Thelelevators are "like ancient

- {
obeligks"--symbols of a pre-Judean deity. There are five of them, and

the number ié probably signifiéént béciuse, as a symbol, five, since
. ; \ ' .
.ancient timesg, is typically regarded as an imitation of the First Cause.

- For five is seen as incorruptible by virtue of its recurrence in multiplica-
“tion; five always returns to itself: 5 x 5 = 25 x5 =125 . .-.7 In

.this instante, in counterpoint /to the Old Testament view of God, the
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First Cause, characterized by its symbols, 1s\ﬁaloof and imperturbable."”
In theﬂface of this passive aloofness, humanity ié in fearful subjection,
totally vulnerable;-but not always utterly resigned. The very next day,
Mrs.bBentley takes another walk: '"When flnnii&mI cané out the dust had
thiﬁkened so that I gould see just the first two elevators. The next

two were dim.and blurred, as if the first ones had moved and left‘their’
iﬁprints behind. I stood a while sggaining m& eyes té make the fif:h one
out, with an odd kind of satisfaction that I couldn't" (62). It is as
if, with the realization that symbéls of the deity are, after ali, man-
m;de s&mbols, and that they,'too, are part of the slow—motién passing

parade, some of the sense of threat has been effaced.

There is astrong suggestion that, as in Mitchell's Who Has. Seen

the Wind, the wind in As For Me and My House is a symbol of Codﬁooa. On
the last Sunday Gfﬂkpril, the wind is blowing steadily, as it has for a
wgek? Philip's seﬁvices in both Partridge Hill and Horizon are difficult
because the congregation is listening to the wind, not to Phiiipfs sermon.,
The "only one Qho seemed indifferent to the wind" (37) is Joe Lawson. Now
La&son is.almost;always referred to as "the man who reminds me of Philip"
or '"the man who looks like Philip," so-i® seems likely that Mr§.~Bent1ey
sees in ﬁim an echoing of ?hilip" rather ambivalent view»of God. Mrs.
Bentley ‘has indirectiy‘sugéestéd/ihe ironic discrepancy in Philip's\;heo-

logical stance when she has described "the text that he alvhys uses for

.’his first Sunday, As For Me and My House We Will Serve the Lord. It's a

e

stalwart, four-squate, Christian sermon. It nails his colours to the

mast. It declares to the town his creed, lets them know what they mqy_"

H . .t

' expedt. The Word of God as revealed in Holy Writ--Christ Cru@ified--

salvation through His Grace--those are the things that Philip stahds'
: : : LR

B -
IN

e~
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or" (4). As Mrs. Bentley describc® it, then, Philip's "first Sunday"

sermon 1s an Inversion of the 0ld Testament text. For there is nothing in

»

the Book of Joshua about Christ and salvation through Grace. Shortly. .

\

thereafter, we learn that, at least as Mrs. Bentley sees it, Philip doesn't

believe a word of what he is preaching, and the hypocrisy of it all is
’ )
eroding his manhood. Again, I am not interested in proving whether or .

‘not Philip 1s conscience-stricken over his hypocrisy. What's important
is that Mrs. Bentley, in a sense, exploits hékaiew of Phitlip's hypocrisy
in order to build her abstract concebgﬁons. In any event, Philip's sup-

By

posed unbelief-1is underlined by Mrs. Bird, who says Philip reminds her of

-

the Doctor--"Cold, scientific" " (22). And Mrs. Bentley says,
.y . ’ .
: ; <
. there's the strange part--he tries to be so sane and
rational yet all the time he keeps on believing that there's
a will stromger than his own deliberately pitted against him.
He's cold and skeptical towards religion. MWe tries to measure
life with intellect and rewson; insists to himself that he is .
satisfied with what they prove for him; yet there persists
this conviction of a supreme being interested in him, opposed
to him, arranging with tireless ceficern the details of his
life to make certain it will be] apent in a wind-swept, sun-
_ burned little Horizon. 17) i-sw B T
ey %

Philip, then, is something of an Oldfitit;mgﬁg man after all. Like Joe
Lawson, he is a "son of ;ﬁ; Law." The E;;ce;gf tﬂe opposing will pitted’
againet the both ‘of fhem is fele in theé“wind. ‘Their seeming indifference
to it is their approxi tion of a Jebelike attitude of ;esigned'endurance.
" Within a week of the last Sunda§ 15 Apfil, Mrs. Bentiey has resigned her-
self to recogeizing the wind as maéter{ A while ago the wind and the
‘erunch of sand on the floor used to put an 4tch in my fingers. I wanted
to tean aqd shake and crush something.~ But it s different now. I sit e
quiet, listening, looking at the'fuchsia till it's digeppeared. In the

e

last week I seem to have realized that wind is master" (74).. That fuchsia,
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incidentally, has been rcgnr@ed by Mrs. Bentlex as about all she has
left to help her maintain her own integrity. The point is that, with her

apprehension of the fact that wind is mester, she seés herself as a mere
n

nothing. And«she‘speaks for the humanity oﬁ(%he town when she describes
Philip's draving, that same night: ". . . the town is seen from‘i’distance
a lost little cluster on the long sweep of prairle' High above it dust
‘clouds wheér and wrestie heedlessl;~‘ Here, too, wind is master" (74)

But, again, the force of human vitality is a rhythmically fluctuating
A‘force If humanity is virtually nothing under the will of -the master, it

is at least persistent, as: Mrs. Bentlcy s response‘-reinforced by her

LTI
\.

implication. of- Paul 5 response~—to another of Philip's drawings shows.
It is =
5, . N . \
a sketch of a little schoolhouse, just like Partridge Hill.
There's a stable at the back, and some buggies in the yard.
It stands up lonely and defiant on a landscape. Tikea desert.
Almost a lunar desert, with queer, fantastic pits and drifts of
sand encroaching right to the doorstep. You see it the ‘way
Paul sees it. The distorted, barren landscape makes .you feel
the meaning of its persistence there. As Paul put it last .
Sunday when-'we drove up, it's Humanity in microcosm. Faith,
ideals, reason--~all the things that reallyare humanity--like
. Paul you feel them there, their atand against the implacable

blunderings of Ngture-—and suddenly like Paul you begin to
- think poetry, and strive to utter eloquence. (80) N

. L, ® . !
o ":\,r..e, ) '
i .

Here again is another counterpointed inversion. Instggd of pathetically

succumbing to masterly, alien Nature humanity stands against it,.and'
represents qualities that are more stable and coherent more noble than ~

, the accidental qualities Nature evinces. Since "Nature" is@capitalized,‘

¥

I think Mrs. Bentley has Nature as mask of God in mind. And so her view ‘5

of God, in this instance, is the view of John Stuart Mill: Cod is

Omniscient but ot all-powerful. He needs man's help if Ehe world ‘is to
.

function with stability and coherence.8
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o
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supreme being ie-intereated in him. The aloof,_impertorbﬁble"obelisk—

. o ' ;
elevators have suggested a disinterested supreme'being- The changing view

of the deity's conjectured attitude toWards prairie man bEComes a kind of

"theme with variations" throughout 55 For Me and My House;-xThus, during
- ' L v N ' '

a Sunday cvening aervice in June, while Philip prays for rain, Mrs. Bentley
looks out "toPthe still expanse of‘prairie, the deadly sun glare of 1t"

(83), and she wishes Philip's words would, for once, at least carry a

. 1little comfort. She spends a few moments on the church steps with one of

the poverty-beaten farmers' wives, who says, "We have a service for rain -
‘ o <
about this time every year.”" And Mrs. Bentley thinks ‘again of the deadly

sun glare of the prairie: ". . . tonight again the sun went down throngh

a clear, brassy sky. Surely it must 'be a very gféat faith that such in-

difference on the part of its deity cannot weaken——a very great faith, or

“a very foolish one" (84). Actually, the "indifference" here bespeaks a

[\

malicious interest on the part of theJSupreme‘being. As for the great,

foolish faith .of the people, 1 am reminded of McCourt's dei:ription of the

' prairie dweller: "Being, as a rule, a religious man--intimate association

“with”nature at its most awesome inclines to make him so--he hesitates to

nd The implication is that the prairie

dweller' s conscientiousnesszin following the routine ritual that is cus-
tomary ta his local church is a kind of self-defensive superstition. Now

superstition is irrational, and therefore, perhaps, foolish. But, since

the only way prairie man can make himself outstan&ing'on the empty_prain~‘

iis by absurd or-incongruous behaviour, it seems somehow appropriate tha;

__‘,.

the prairie dwellers of As For Me ‘and My House are greatly foolish in

/their.faith. The best example of prairie absurdity in the work 1s Mrs. -

Mrs. Bentley has said that Philip is half-convinced that the IR
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Bird. -And I think her modification of "Rock of Ages"--

‘ . | | -
Let us' labdt not in vain,
Hear us Father, send us rain,

--is a magnificent, if tragi comic, little gesture of prairiexfbsurdity

™

The fool, the Jester figure is so often tragi-comic; so often made to feel
\
an outcast; so often made to feel that his.whole existence is brecariouSIy

. -. - ' \
poised on thé whims of his superiors Consider Shakespgare s Festus for

IS

- w.

example. I think that the sense of prairie man's subjection to the
capricea of the prairie gods is effectively evokedﬁwhen, during the holi-
day trip away from Horizon, Mrs. Bentiey tries to take a philosopher's
look at "a"booming:%ittie town that started up just a year ago" (96)--a
Horizon~in:the—making. She says: "They“re sad little towns when a
philosopher looks at- them. Brave little mushroom heyday--new town, new
world-—false-ff%nts and future, the way all Main Streets grow--and then
prolonged senility" (96). Paul calls them "grasshopper towns."
For there's ‘a story that a goddess once, enamored of a mortal;
sought for him from the other gods the gift of immortality.
But not of youth. The years went on, and her harddsome lover
grew bald .and bleary-eyed. ‘Young and beautiful hersellf she
begged the .gods again either to grant him youth or lét him die .
like othet men, but this time: they were obdurate. And she .-~

hardened at last, and found anpther lover, and to eseape the
first one changed him into a grasshopper. , N

P

e
- N e

umbledown, shabby little towns, but they persist.
ven _the dry years yield a little wheat; even the little means
lihood for some, I know a. town‘where once it rained all
June, and that fall the grain lay in piles outside full granaries,
It's an old town now, shabhy and decrepit like thej others, but
it, too, persists. It knows only two years' the%year it rained
. all June,'and next year. (97) : - :

-

) |
The mythie, metaphorical key, the archetypal picture of a’prairie town-- "

thesé again, are evidence of Mrs. Bentley s romance, or, in her own word, .
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"philosophér" vision. The legendary story alluded to here is the story .

of Tithonus. As Tennyson's Tithonus\says, in his dramatic¢ monologue,

10

"The Gods themselves cannot recall their gifts." But it seems 'a cruel

jest of the prairie gods to tease their subjects with a one-summer's
gift of rain, and dupe them into a pathetic hooefulness\for "next year'"--
always, '"next year." Still, it's a kind of reassurance that the supreme

being of the prairie awp least proves his presence by showing an interest

in his subjects--even if it is a malicious interest; even if man is only
his play~-thing. Nietzsche has an interesting comment in’ this regard. He

says that God is the supreme artist, "amoral, recklessly creating and |
A A0

destroying, realizing himself indifferently in- whatever he does or undoes,
ridding himself by his. acts of the embarrassment of his riches and the ‘
strain of his internal contradictions. Ihus:the:wprldhwas made to appear,
at every-instant, as a successful solution dfﬁGod's ownitensions."ll

- A

Irf "The Whiteness of the Whale" chapter of Moby-Dick, Ishmael

T

tries to explain why,\to,him,,the most appalling thing about the gliant

-\-‘.' g ) ]

whale is its whiteness. First,«he makes a great cdtalogue listing sbme

of the more pleasing aspects of whiteness.L,He‘describes how whiteness
enhances beauty, ‘how it is a symbol of regality, a symbol of joy; how it

. is a symbol of.purity and divinity and spotlegdgfss ‘and power*-"yet for

r \,“

~all these accumulated associations, with whateVer is sweet and honorable,~-

andfsublime, there yet lurks an elusive something in the innermost idea of
this hue, which strikes more of a panic to the soul than that redness which

,affrights in blood. + » » Bethink thee ofrthe albatross: whence comeﬂthose

S

~ clouds of spiritual wonderment and pale dread in which that white phantom

sails in all imaginations? Not Colgridge first threw that spell but

"12

fGod s gréat, unflattering laureate,,Nature. Ishmael then goes ‘on to
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l{st many examples vherefn whiteness elicits a response of terror.  An
Albino man, for example, «4s strangely hideous. We assoctate whiteness .

B . *
¢ . - :
wvith the pallor of dettth, and we always think of ghosts as vhite. TIshmael

concludes his lengthy catalopue wondering why {t is that whiteness

i{s at once the mn“t‘l‘monnin{: symbol of spiritual things, nay,
the very veil of theé (hristian's deity; and yot should be as
it {s, the intem .1fying agent in thinﬂu the most appalling to
mank fnd.

Is {t that by fts ¥ndefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless
volds and fmmensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from
behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding the depths
of thg milky way? Or {s {t,that, in essence vhiteness is not

”SOVﬁgﬁk'a c¢olgr ad, the visible absence of color, and at the same

. .time thle |concrete ©f all colors; 1s it for these reasons that
there is such a dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a wide land-
scape o snoﬁs-—"colorlesﬁ, all-color of atheism from which we
"shrink? \ :

A
\ e, .

Mrs. Bentley seems to hnye the same appalled response to whiteness-as does
Ishmacl. And, on the holiday trip te Paul's brother's ranch, which is 1in
the heart of the prairie wilderness, she scnses a mute blankness full of
meaning in the whiteness of the hills. It is during this‘sojourn in the
heart of the prairie that hei_imagination extends itself to its very limits
as she tries to cdmprehe c}he concept of infinity. Those limits are °
recached when she c0nfronts, in different words, but ecssentially the same
idea as Ishmael S, @ colorless; all-color of atheism from which she
t.‘ .

shrinks. The. };explicably alien and frightening quality of whiteness 1s
not lihlfeg to an appearanee in this gection of the work only. I; is
carefully prepared for in Mrs. %entley's view of Judith, and in Jedith's‘

. ) .

relationship with Philip. L

"white"'gppears in virtually every description Mrs. Bentley

- i

.

makes of Judith. And t -only time her whiteness is associated with inno-

“consciously ironic because Judith and Philip have

+

cence, the reference
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already committed adultery. Heve s a typical example of how Mgs. Bentley
gees her: "She gives a pvv&liur impreasion of whitcness while you're talk-
ing to her, fugitive wh(téncé;, that her face so;ms always just t6 h#‘ﬁifﬁ
shed.  The 'eyes are fine and sensitive, but you aren't aware of them at
first. Her smile coﬁvs so sharp and vivid that ?t almost ;eoﬁs there's a
wince vith ft. T mentfoned the whiteness to Philip when we ¢ame ﬁomc, and
he hnd noticed it too. lle tries to find words toldvscribe it, and wonders
could 1t be put on paper" (11).  There {s a suggestion thnt‘Judith's white-
ness nséociates her with what Ishmael calls God's great, unflattering
laureate, Nature. For, during that service’on the last Sunday ig Aﬁ}il,
when most everyone else is unnerved by the wind, "Judith seemed to rospond\
to it, ride up with it, fecel it the waw a singer feels 5n’orchestra. There
was something feral in her voice, that even the pace and staidness of he#
hymn could not restrain" (38). So, Judith is other—worldiy——primitive
atavistic, more a child of nature than an ordinary human personélity.

Her surname, "West,” enhances her oneness with the gssential spirit of

the prairie. And Philip underlines her other-worldliness: '"'She stood
there all the time so white and small,' Philip séid ;ftefwards. 'Unaware
of herseij.r" (38). 1 havé pointed out the similarity Mrs. Bentle& empha-

-

\ - .
sizes betweén Philip apd Joe Lawson. But Philip has stronger ties with

N .
Judith. 'Not only because togetlier they conceive a child; not only be-
cause they both have dreamed similar dreams of escaping the narrow rural
world, and have both become victims of practical circumstance; not only

because Philip reflects Judith's whiteness--he i{s consistently "white-

lipped." For my purposes,.the most significant relationship between them--

(]
.

admittgdl&'a tenuously symbolic one--has to da with pebbles and stones.

In a sense, their closest bond is a shared gesture of defidqce against
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JOURE T ‘
dké:)%M——th the law of nature, but the 01d Testament Law.  And Mrs,

L e ‘

:'Jﬁhmmratcs tho gshared gesture quite subtly. . Early on in the wvork,
s :

’vttxiod to juhtlfy Philip's {ntention to use the Church as a step-

in&JSkonc to a carcer as an artist. In what {s almost a throw-away

\

[ﬂxrnse, she says: ", . . after all, could the pebbles of his disbelicf

Jo any real harm to an institution like the Church?" (18). "Pebbles"
doesn't reappear in the work until, sometime: in May, Judith and Mrs.

Bentley take a walk along the raflroad track.

Y
A

. we walked up the railroad track about a mile, and then
sat down against a bank where we couldn't fecel the wind. We
stayed there till it was dark. I told her about Steve and
the store accounts and what Horizon thinks. She sat tossing
pebbles at a big white stone across the track, and when 1
finished said that she thought a man like Mr. Bentlcy could
be trusted to do what was right.

I laughed at her earnestness, and said, 'Even preachers aren't
infallible. You don't know-him yet.' :

‘But letting her handful of pebblés fall she insisted, 'I think
I do, though. And I think I'd trust him.'

“

Then, tossing her pebbles” across the track again, she talked
# about herself for a while . . , (55-56)

As the passage continues, Judith explains why she wants to stay free ;f

the farm, and all through her explanation she is "intent on her pebbles."
The w0£d 1s surely reiterated often enough to call attention to itself.
Thrée‘months later, Philip and Mrs. Bentley Fske thé same walk. And again,

'pebbles’ is rhetorically highlighted: . -

At the ravine the rain was coming harder. We slipped and crawled
down the muddy bank, and huddled for shelter 4n the channel-bed,
with a little turf-cliff beetling over us. He picked up a handful
¢ of pebbles, and started throwing them at a small white rock on the
., far side of the ravine. He took careful aim, made a little click-
ing sound with hid lips-for every hit. Most of them were hits..
If you hadn't known him you'd have said that pebbles were his .
favorite sport. (118)
-
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As they talk, Mrs. Bentley remtndslPhiiip Fhét, ff they save a thousand
dollars, he can leave the Church. (His regbonse fs a laugh--"A laugh like
all his pebbles clicking quick and hard one after the other on the rock
across the ravine, a dead, vacant laugh that he intended to be reckless."
Philip, it sccwms, has decided to adopt a cynical, devil-may-care attitude
to life. When Mrs. Béqtloy apologizes for always having hindered him,

here is his responsé:"~"ue sat a minute tossing pcbbles at the stone.again,

*
then without looking at me said, 'If a man's a victim of circumstances he
: ' .
deserves to be.'" (119). The rhetorical reiteration of "pebbles," the

correspondence between Judith's and Philip's gestures, cannot be éccidental.

The two excerpts have been very carefully composed. Therefdore, I 'do not

L3

think it ;s wild speculation to suggest that thé two white stones might

remind us of Joshua's "Behold, this stone shall be a witness unto us ;- for
it hath heard all the words of the Lord which he spoke unto us: {1t shall
be, therefore, a witness unto &ou, lest ye deny your God." The reminder
1s underscored when, just before she dies, Judith is found '"resting on a

stone pile, cold and ill_already, and wandering in her mind" (161).

\ﬂ In termé of 01d Testament Law, Philip's and Judith's act of
defianéé is easily\specified. They break the seventh commandment: Thou
shalt not commit adultery. Judith is punished with death. But punishment
isn't re;ily the point. The point is that--given what Judith, with her

strange whiteness, represents--in coming together'with her, Phifip has

reverted to a pfimitivism. By primitivism here, I mean something more

feral than the agrarién primitivism of Fruits of the Earth. Now, in a
primitive state, there are no efbical laws. What happens to El Greco,

. . : .
the wolf-hound, 1llustrates that about the only operative law in a state

of primitivism is the predatory &, the law of survival of the fittest.



123

~

And man cannot exist In community without et“ical laws. The absence of

an cthical construct means virtual spiritual death for man. This 1is wuut
Mrs. Bentley learns during the sojourn in the heart of the prairie wilder-
ness. As she, Paul, and Philip are on efdirc way to Paul's brother's ranch,
thay pass through empty land; they "leave the farms and wheat }unds f1fty
miles away, and drive through white dry grass that throws back Qﬁe glare
of the sun and burns your eyes like sand" (92). The height of land rises,
and, abruptly{ th;y are on the brink of a valley. "heyond there are the

hills, rising steep and buttress-~like to our own level, their smooth,

-

rounded contours white with sun and sand. Like skulls, suggests Paul--

LY

N &
skulls that once were mountains” (92). There is just a touch of Conrad's
N

.

Heart of Darkness--except we must substitute whiteness for darkness--in

Mrs. Bentley's response to this wilaerness: "——it was as if I were enter-
ing dead, forbidden country, approaching the lair of terror that destroyed
the hilis, that was lurking there sﬁill among the skulls. . .-, 1 stood
rooted a moment, imagining shapes in the darkness closing in on me, and
then wigh a wholeAwitches' Sabbath at my heels turned dand made a bolt for
the ‘house" (95—96). As Ralph Freedman has said, in tﬁe lyrical @ode,
‘actions are turned into scenes which embody recognition} Shortly after
Mrs. Bentley's flight fromlﬁﬂe uﬁspecified terror lurking among the skulls,
when she has had a chance to reflect, to aynthesize her sensational fesponse
iuté some kind of conceptual construct, she artiéulates this recognition
of how humanity must, of necessity, conceive of the nature of the supreﬁe
being: : ' ;

We've all lived in a little town too long. The wilderness here

makes us uneasy. I felt it first the night I walked aléne along,

the river bank--a queer sense of something cold and fearful, some-’

thing inanimate, yet aware-of us. A Main Street is such a self-

sufficient little pocketﬁofgéxistence, so smug, compact, that

3
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here we feel abashed somchow before the hills, their passive-

ness, the way they sleep. We climb them, but they withstand

us, remain as screne and unrevealed as ever. The river slips

past, wperturbed by our coming and golng, stealthily confident.

We shrink from our insignificance. The stillness and s01litude--

we think a force or presence into it-—-even a hostile/p“gsence,
detiberate, aligned against us—-for we dare not admit an indif-
ferent wilderness where we- may have no meaniny at all. (99- 100)

"We may have no meaning at all." This is like Ishmael's colorless, all-
colored atheism from which we shrink. For, without meaning, life 1s chaos.
Without meaning, life has no form; existence has no identifiable purpose.
Without meaning, self is annihilated. So, prairie man absolutely requires’
‘the community, with all its restrictions and limitatipns, to give him a
moral nature--to give him an ethical construct by which his behaviour can
be judged as right or wrong. For, if there is judgement, there must be
sometPing meaningful on which to base Judgement. Prairie man knows the
nature of the deity best by imaginativéiy projecting his own view of.the
deity. 1In a sense, God is created, not in the image of man, but in the
images of @an's quasi-divine imagination. Then, the relationship between
man and the deity is codified by man's formal acceptance of an ethical
construct that accords with his formalized view of God.

But that view must derive, at least in_part, from man's percep-
tion of the land. And the prairie is aiién, unfriendly. Early on, Paul
has voiced the opinion that religion is nothing but man's attempt to
assert his oﬁn meaning and importance in the face of a blind, uncaring
universe. But Paul is wrong, because he says that the gods‘praitie man
"discovered" are "powerful, friend&y gods--on his side" (19). Mrs. Bentley
-is more perceptive. She understands that, given the setting, and without

-taking any other aspects of prairie life into consideration, the force

or presence prairie man thinks,into existence is hostile and antagonistic.
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he relationship between prairf& man and his God is one of permanent,

\

poised tension--the sense of poised tension Mrs. Bentley evokes when-ghe

says:

"The sky had a fragile, crystal look, as if a touch or breath might

bring it round our heads in tinkling ruin" (19). Of course, there are

personal adpects that inevitably colour man'sfconccpfion of intangible

things. As I have suggested earlier, the the

volved in one another, and I have tried to

Mrs.

s of the work are all in-
paraﬁe out only one of them.

Bentley's recognition, excerpted above, might standias a kind of

definitive cadence to the abstract religious theme. It is partially

recapitulated, later on, when MrS.'Bentley walks out into the f%ndscape

on Ch

ristmas Eve, and senses a presence in the wintry earth and sky:

® .

- It was as 1f a sea with an angry swell had suddenly been frozen
by the moon. The stars looked bright and close, like pictures

you see of tropical stars, yet the sky itself was cold and

_northem. Everything 'seemed aware of me. Usually when a moon-
J1it winter night is aware of you it's a bitter, implacable

It is
for t

and w

avareness, but tonight it'was only curious and wondering. It
gave me a lost, elemental feeling, as if T were the first of
my kind to ever venture there.

half a mile from town Lperched on a fence post that stood up
about a foot from the/snow. I sat so still that a rabbit sprinted
past not twenty feet in front' of me, and a minute later, right
at my feet, there was the breathlike shadow of a pursuing owl.
1 had been climbing a little ?ngthe time I walked, so that I
could see the dark straggle o Hprizon now below me like an island
in the snow. A rocky, treachérqus island, I told myself, that had
to have five lighthouses. (148) '

The hollows and cresti;;;‘the drifts made the walking hard, and

a radiant night, and the kind of night’seemingly very app:op%iate
he birth of the Christ-child,‘for the ambient presence is "curious

ondering" and suggests innocence. Mrs. Bentley, too, seems to have

'entéred into a state of primitiveiinnocence,.for she is conjecturally the

._first

and t

of her kind in the pure-white setting. But the moment the rabbit

he pursuing owl enter the picture, we are ‘reminded what étimitigism~
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involves. Whether éhq likes it or not, Mrs. Bentley needs the town.

Lighthouses are, after all, life-preservative. To refuse to approach near
them is to remain out at sca, away from community, away from what gives
life a meaningful form. And to approach them without heeding their warn- -

ing lights is to invite certain disaster.

The fact that it is Christmas Eve might suggegf the possibility
of grace-—the possibility that the ground-bass 0ld Testament view of God

as Power and Law will be replaced by, a figuring of God as Benevolent Love.

o

" But, as I have suggé@ted\eag}ier, ?1though Christ might possess*a genuine
power of veto over‘éhe Law, it dis mast unlikely that', on the érairie, he
will exercise it.. In the concluding pages of‘the:work, there is a déeply
buried implication that, for the prairie dweller, Christ's sacrifice on

thé Cross is, as yet, a meaningless sacrifice. Just prior to the following

.excerpt, Mrs. Bentley has been walking along Main Street, towards the

five elevators again, and she ﬁas been reminiscing about all that has

happened in the past year.

I stood against the south wall .of the elevator, letting the wind
nail me there.. It was a dark, deep wind; like a great blind tide
it poured to the north again. The earth where I stood was like
a solitary rock in it. I cowered there with a sense of being
unheeded, abandoned.

F
I've felt that way so many times in a wind, that it's rushing
past me, away from me, that it's leaving me lost and isolated.

* Back at my table staring into the lamp I think how the winds and
tides of life have left me just the same, poured over me, round
me, swept north, south, then back again. And I think of Paul,’
and wonder might it have been different if we had known each other
earlier. Then the currents might have taken me and fylfilled me.
I might not still be nailed by them against a heedless wall.

(159-160)

]

Once again,. the sglf-reflexivé; recurring rhythm of the sense of insignifi-

canée; once again, the self-reflexive sense of the outcast: I think Mrs.

™

(rasererrr s
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Bentley's feeling of loneliness And isolation heré is mére a resulﬁ of

her thinking about Paul than of herﬁthinking about the indifference of God.
But what interests me 1n this ekﬁ%rpt iq the image of Mrs “antley nailed
against a heedless wall. It is a stranguly ChrtTt ~11ike imnge But an
image of meantngless sacrifice. A true pfair;e writer, Ross eschews fol-
lowing the tendency of Christian art which moves through contradiction

to forms' of harmony, reconciliation, catharsis, aqd transfiguration. In

As For Me and My House', we have the sense that nothing really changes.

Through Mrs. Bentley's ly%ical point -of view, we see movement from oné
tension-imbued stasis to another. An éve;—view of all,of fhe passages
where she touches on the nature ok the deity, and the nature of man's r%%a-
tionship.with the deity--what we can't know except indirectly, and what

T

is made doubly indirect by thé interposition of her mind between us and
both the tangible and the intangible worlds that she sees--gives the
impression of a very ambiguous sense of tomal organizati;n; a sense of
minor qualitative change without quantitatively measurable forward prog-
ress. There \is no full resol&tion into one clear tbnalit&. And it is
easily possible fo project a difﬁerently'set but a basically simila;
sequence of stases in the futﬁré life of the Bentleys. The hall-mark of
the work is its careful‘composépign.- Thefe is so little that‘changéb,
yet thelwork is not lifel;ss. Ail its vitality is in the flux‘and flow
of images. In a sense the work ig.Whﬁt it deécribes-—the mode of mut-

ability that is cyclically eternal and therefore always present. The

oneness still prevails..
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My God, my god, why hast thou forsaken me? Why art thou S0 far
from helping me, and from the words of my roaring? O my God,
I cry in the. daytime, but thou hearest not; and in the night season,
and am not silent. . {\ Qur fathers trusted in thee; they trusted
and- thou didst deliver them. They cried unto thee, and were deli-
ed; they trusted in thee, ajf§ were not confounded. But I am
a worm, and no man; a ‘reproachMSf men, and despised by the people.
All they who see me laugh me to scorn;- they.shoot out the lip,
they shake the head, saying, He trusted on the Lord that he would
" deliver him; let him deliver him, seeing he delighted in him. . .
" Be not far from me; for trouble is near; .for there is none to'
heIp. Many bulls have compassed me; strong bulls of Bashan have
beset me round. They gaped upon me with their mouths, like a
ravening and a roaripg lion. I am poured out like water, and all
my bones are out of€joint: my heart is like wax; it is melted
within me. My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue
! clegveth to my’ Jaws; ;Lthou hast brought me into the dust of
) death. For dogs have compassed me; “the assembly of the wicked
" have enclosed me; they pierced my hands and -my feet. I may count
all by bomes; they look and stare upon me. . . . Deliver my soul-
from the sword; my only one from the power of the dog. Save me
from the lion's mouth for thou hast heard me from the horis of .

the wild oxen. a .
- S ——Psalms-22: 1-21

Psalm 22 has been referred to as "a graphic picture of death by crucifixion."
,It is the 01d Testament ~type which is literally fulfilled in the New Testa-

ment antitype. It is a Psalm of metamorphosis, for, at verse.22, the singer

shifts ‘his emphasis from suffering to resurrection' from pleading to praise.

-

The sufferer is no longer an outcast no longer 4 subject of humiliation:

"I will declare thy name unto my brethren; in the midst of the congre ation

o

will I praise thee." The singer goe1 on to prophecy that, as a result of

the suffering, "all the ends of the world shall remember and turn unto the

Lord." There are allusions to Psalm 22 throughout Robett Kroetsch's The

Words of my Roariqg-—not‘just to the "roaring" of the opening verse, but to

1

the poetry of ‘suffering and humiliation in the first twenty-one verses.

The allusions are, I-think,.an effective index of the modality of The Wards

15
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of my Roarié;: So, while the excerpt from Psalm 22 is still immediate

enough for comparative referénce, I shall list the allusions to suffering

and humiliation before I make any further comment on.the form of the work. -
. T .

In the first chapter, when Johnnie tries tb,sneak into the Coulee Hill

hall to hear Doc Murdoch's campaign speech, Doc spots him and says:

" - my opponent has wormed his way in here uninvited, fragrant with |

stale beer----..f"""16 Finding himself the focus of three hundred pairs-of
eyes, Johnnie thinks: "What could I possibly say? I who could not so much
as find_a place to sie down. Not a corner to hide in, noe a hole td
swaliow me tip. Sweat was beginning fo podr down my neck . . . my armpits'
were gwash" (5). And he goes on: "I wanted simply to disappear. I
slduched:mto‘ﬁyseif, trying to conceal my huge'f;ame. + o . I had to go
worming in‘and do my scrapping’from the back row. 5;( . The;e I stood,
humiliated; ?’man‘who cannot abide humiliation" (6-7). When Doc Murdoch
pours himself a glass pf water, Johnnie thinks; ". . . my throat was drier
than the ditches I'd noticed on the drive out from my happy home in

Notikeewin" (8). When he flees the hall, after uttering his fateful

'"'Mister, how would you like some rain?'" Johnnie tells his beer parlour

Ty A

companiors he is "drought-stricken and parched." And he star%s ordering
roupdg for the'house. "I had to, the pain still knocking in my breast"
(10). When the»crowd from the hall swe;ls the“crowd in the beer parlour,
Johmnie is tpe butt of teasing because of his 1ndirect praomise of rain.
And he thinks. "This time I could feel little fragments of laughter
pricking my skin. Sheer humiii;tion. . e e Splinters of laughter pierced
'my soul".. (14). TIrritated, selfadefensive, and a 1little drunk, he says:

; "Hell, yes. Sure.I'said it'1l rain. I prdmisé yodwthat, you élodhoppers;

~

'Yqu-prairieﬁchickens. And when it's so goddamned- wet you can't drive to



" have said, make an "x.’"-
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the polling boothe, I hope you'll be men, enough to waglk, wade or swim 80

you can make a cross for John Backstrom lS). A cross. Johnnie might

A
[N . rE

Allusions to the suffering and humiliation evoked in Psalm 22
appear less frequently:in the subsequent chapters. In the second chapter,
the morning after the'accident, Johnnie 18 bruised and\hunf;gyef? "My
tongue was a dead fish swelling in the.heat of my moutk A wood rasp;

it tore at m& throat when I tried to swallow; sawed at my ‘teeth" (32)1.

&n the third chapter, when Johnnie tries to do,some'electioneering amongSt'
the hand-out line- up, the fretful crowd stawts booing.‘ "It was quite a

’shocking experience. People booed me, Johanie J. Backstrom" (44) Later

" the same morning, when Johnnie goes for coffee with Helen, he imagines how

people would have reacted 1f he had driven up in a Chevy like Helen's:
"o there would have been a riot, people would have branded me a
criminal, a thief; parts of my anatomy would have been flung to the pack

of dogs . . ." (48—49) The most signi{icant and explicit allusion ap-.

pears in the fifth chapter, when the young . clown, who, as I shall indicate L

- later, is<1ose1y identified with Johnnie, is too :slow in sidestepping ‘the

monstrous black bull. thnnie‘thinka:' "I guess I closed my eyes for the
next few secpnds. But“Iiwaé geeing 1t just the same. The body mangled '

and ripped by those gouging horns, the innocent figure tilated,:rolled

1 'saw it all right. Without 80 much as peeking, 1 saw and I saw" $§96)

(

presses close Johnnie notices that "the clown was very thin. His costume
was baggy and had billowed when he ‘ran, but he was skin and bones" (107)

In the evening of the same day, at the barn dance, Johnnie describes hi

.-

. 1

. and xtampled in the stinking -dust. 'The spirit struck info frantic despair;

Moments later, benging over the clown's ‘broken body while the gaping croﬁd '

elf
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: ) . .
as he finishes the first dance wlth Helen: "I was left standing alone in
> L ' : . .

the middle bf the floor, dozens 6f couples swirling around me, dozens of

heels snapg%pg‘at me like thé'teeth and jaws of a péck of dogs' (130).

Moments later, Johnnie is beset ﬁpon for the "ladies' choice" dance:
\

". . . all of a sudden twéﬁty women were grabbing ;t me, ﬁot too careful
whéré or how thé; took hold. I had a terriblelimpulgé, an embarrassing
impulse, éo cup one hand over that part of my.anatomy which I least Qanted
- to see mutilated" (132—133); The final allusionl—with, of course, the
exception’of,reiterateé "rOariﬁgs"——appears in the fipal chapter. Johnﬁie
is looking at the little prophét, who is also fathér»closelz identified .v
with_h;m,'gﬁd thiﬁking: "His clothes were rags, they were hardly‘decent,
they hardly covered his nakedness. . ; . In aﬁother wéeﬁ he'd be stark

naked;,nbhwonder he wanted the world to end" (190).

The “intermittent allusions might indicate that, like Psalm 22,

The Words of m& Roaring deals in metamorphosis.,’But.théfe is an important
difference between the movedéﬁt of the Psalm and the movement of~Kroetéch's

- work. Kroetsch does not show a complete shift in emphasis from humiliakion

andiéuffering to deiiveranéé; from pleading to praise; from the sense of

the outcast "to the éenééjég%zkfethren." The point at which the émphasis
, o '

‘might have;shffted is duriﬁg thg:"ciown" scene,” at the stampede. Up until
" this point, Johnﬁigfis ridiéuled and_téunted-Qas the walleyed farmer ’
habiﬁdéiiy gays,;ﬁHow's the weatbef upithere,‘éhorty??—-and ﬁis inner -
-anguish has drlveﬁﬂhim to cr&ing, to "sobbing'awayulike a baby. For the .
ngecoﬁg»timéiin éé manv,dayé":(97). But, during tﬁe §ftgrmathK9f th; clown's
mutilation, iohpnie becomes a 1gader; - He beging to'pggQQh,iﬁ.péfables,

¢
¥

* and he masmerizes'the_cfowd._ ngéple were cfa&ling u§‘on the corral ra;ls'"

. $ﬁey.were standing on car ﬁenﬁers and car roqfqi Jugt»
’ . S ’ - . T . : ‘

\

to hed¥ me bettd

T 4
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‘ to get a better 1ook. Johnnie Backstrom was wound up and going Even ¢
; |

the cowboys were 1istening The very bucking horses and the wild steers .

were listening, by the lovely Jesus" (110). From this point on, Johnnie
. i} - :
- 1is no longer the object. of general, public contumely And 'by the end. of

the work hefis transformed, in the eyes of the people, into a god- like

figure. People want to touch his hand to hold up their children to him.
But only in the eyes of the people is Johnnie transférmed. The allusions
J K Nl
[ A\ ) o o
- to suffering and humiliation continue to appear, even after the pivot-scene

Which'changes his public stature. To the very end of the work, he hurts;

he roars with very real human pain. So, The Words of my‘Roaring is a

compromise-—I think, a successful one——between metamorphosis and mimesis,

Kroeéhch makes Johnnie into a figure that approaches archetype, but he
/
fully realizes Johnnie plain humanness as well. Through Johnnie,
)
- Kroetsch presents an exploration of the same profoundly human .realm Mrs.'

‘Bentley has ekplored in As For Me®and . My House, althOugh his technique in

creating the romance climate necessary for such exploration is quite dif-

I 0

-ferent from Ross' '8 technique Mrs. Bentley has a vitality of existence ;,—‘

‘ a

primarily as a perceiver She is, in a sense distilled into/pure imagina-
tion "and she functions mainly as a guide for our perception. Johnnie

is made the means of envisioning intangible wq;lds. But he has a real

o »

personality as well as an abstract function. And, through his‘eyes, we
. see, accurately, the physical features of a characteristic prairie 1and~»

scape- we sense the special atmosphere ‘which invests the prairie scene;.
and ve understand the influenee the prairie environment has .on the ordin—
- ary men and women who live within its confines. I think Kroetsch commits

. himself in the direction of botti realism and’ roman.ce in The WOrQs of my

N

aring. Through Johnnie, he evokes the cdmplete Jamesian circuit that

I - . . =

: o
!
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passes through the real md the Ldeal, through the directly known and the
nnw?unloun or the {ndirectly known, throuph doing and feeling., 1In fact,

James 'a phrase, "not qulte at the same time or to the same effect, of
course, but by some need of performing his whole posatble revolution, by
N [

the law of some vich passion fn him for extremes," {a a mbat appropriate

\ .

minf{ature characterizatton of Johnnie. He is the epltome of the prairie

t 1
4

paradox~-wry humour, chronfc frritability, enduvance, and high-amplitude
alternation hethcn alarming sclf{-confidence and polnnnﬁt desput;. He

ceven asks thé genetic question, '"How are the crOps?'——athougb,lu‘ﬁﬂ&tedly,
it fsn't the very first question he asks lelen. So, he i{s an artistic re~
creation of the quintessential prairie man. I mean to show how, as first-
persdnlnarrntor, Johnnie gives us an insight into the land and the people

-

of the Alberta prairie; then, to {llustrate something of how Johnnie

A
functions on an abstract, symbolic level; and lastly, to indicate how
Kroetsch 'keeps Johnnfe real and human, even thouhh Johnrie travels through

that remote and neutral territory of romance.

In his chapter on Frederick Niven 1in The Canadian West in Fictfon,

£
McCourt writes: AN

A man knowing another man well 1s able to chardcterize the other
quickly and acclrately because he knows what is Important and what
is irgelevant; but the man who knows little about another must
tell all. . . . When Niven writes of his native land he writes
of something that 1s a part of himself, and his scenes are
" sketched with the assurance that comes of knowing by instinct
what 1s important. But when he writes of the Cangdian scene
that assurance vanishes; he.relies on knowledge rather than feel-
ing; and because, he is nqk‘aure of what is important tendizto
crowd his canvas with unnecessary and distracting detail.

'ip contrast to Niven, Kroetsch knowéihis prairie setting intimaCely. aqd
re-creates it with precision, economy, and efficiency. In the following

passage, for example, we are rapidly but effcctively shown the bare



esscntials of the radical settiuy:

We drove throuph the cooling night, and we felt pretty pood, [

- can tell you. The crows had stopped knocking around in the sky.
All day they were bosa, but now {t was ours. A dozen bottles
of beer were ours. It was all listed under our names, we were
certain, and we drove and stopped and we drove and we had to
stop agaln.

Man, ft felt pood, just to be half- lowdvd and the pressure en"ing
up in your bladder and the old tool held firmly tn the right e
hand. For that one beautiful moment you feel you ve spent a
lifetrime looking for a plada to pee, and here you've found 1it.

We watered the parched earth. You could hicar water running, and
that was a mighty pleasant change. Oh show me the way to go
home. - That clear sky above all rashed over with milllons of
stars and the baked carth letting out the breath it had held all
day; the cowshit and buckbrush and a drying slough hole scenting -
the air; *a little rank yet ferpile with hope. It felt - ‘good.

And wild roses in the glare of the headlights, a little dusty,
but full of color because no rain had washed the petals white.

The telephone line; the poles all throbbing, setting up a hum
that lulled the sleepy grasshoppers. (16-17).

~

Sights, smells, sounds, and, with the image of the earth finally letting
out the breath it has held all day, the kinesthetic sense, too. In

thnniews,tasy-going celloquial idiom, it is a wonderfully sensuous pas-

LY
sage. The xeiterated "it felt gopd" might belie any sense of the desola-

tion that 1s typically associated with the prairie setting, but there are
, .

’

obvious little reminders that the earth is very dry. And Johnnie knows
of desolation. He evokes the appalling emptiness and strdngeness of the
setting when he describes how he, ironically, hasn't remembered his h&-

ground all the while he was back East:

I was in the East for twelve years all told. That's a fact.
Why deny 1t? And during all that time I don't think I gave
two thoughts to all thcse damned dixtsroads running nowhere
in straight lines. To all those telephome poles with their
burden of wire, trying to hold the horizons together.

Or the sky. That was one thing I managed to shut out of my
head. Nature can be so damhed unnatural. That red Who-er of
‘a sky trying to suck you up into its own cursed hollowness.
I could give you a whole damned sermon on that sky. And every
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day and always the sun, Lt comes bulping out of the dawn, stun-

ning those few little plants that have somchow overnipht peckered

up thelr leaves, thefr petals, thelr stems. What a bluc-cyed

bitch of d country this ts. (59)
In this last, there is qulet desperation and hopelessness In the lmage
of telephone wires trying to hold the horizons together--~man trying to put
a coherent f{rame arouné fnfinity. The sky becomes a vacuum, threatening ~
annihilation of mere mortal things, and ic sun enhnnccs the scnse of
threat. Kroetsch evokes the ef{fect of the "unnatural"” environment on the
people who live within fts confines with the same economyiand efficiency
with which he evokes the setting. Thus, Johnnie finds afdcserted farm-
stead "a hard thing to look at, like looking into the téxn empty sockets
of vanished eyes" (179). One simile becomes a graphic, {1luminating image
of prairie man's suffering and defecat at the hands of aiien nature. Johnnie's
discovery that the walleyed farmer's house has been painted on the front,
but not the sides and back, shows the prairie man's pathetic, but somehow
stubborn, pride. As the saying goes, "It looks better from the road."
The transienée and innate futility of mortal endeavour on the abiding

prairie are evoked in Johnnie's incantatory iteration of items for sale

at the auction: ". . . One new Swede saw one wagon and grain tank one

50-ft endless belt miscellaneous assortment of tools too numerous to men-

tion misc harmess collars halters 3 complete beds sausage grinder and maker

one bath tub . . . On and on. One lifetime.. There it was. EVERYTHING

MUST BE SOLD" (55-56). The auction list becomes a kind of stream-of-
consciousness distillation of one lifetime into a flow of material 1items,
none of them significant in themselves, but all of them enormously signifi-

cant in what they stand for: mortality. The whole story of the hard

affects of the prairie dro:gh;adﬁ\ptairie mortals is told in the imagery

* LY

[ od
)



136

of the tattered straw hats and sweaty hat bands Johnanle sces in the line-up
for government hund—&uts of dried codfish and apples. And Johunie thinks:
"I had never in all my life noticed pecople's hngs. Now I saw that while
the men were in old hats, the women by and lnrge'WQre wearing their Sunday
hata. It was Monday. 1Two or three 6f them cven had veils on thelir hats.
They wanted to appear prosperous here, as 1f they came for the free hand-
outs not because it was nccessary to do so but because dnyone would be a
fool not to pick up something that was free. I had that 1nsight. It was
quite an eye-opener" (45—46).‘ Once again, stubborn, pathetic ptide.

Driven to accept charity, driven to sell out, driven to put up

a false front of pride~-these are all what might be called the practical,
circumstantial effects of the hostile environment gn the people gf the
prairie. These effects are tangible proof of the influence the setting
exerts. But its influence shows more significantly in intangible ways.

In the following passage, the last sentence is a kind of epiphany of the

.

insidious effect of the environment on humanity's inner, conscious life:

I was born out here in a farmhouse, remember. The first thing
you hear is the wind. And going upstairs, at the turn of the
stairs in that first house; a window looked west; and westward
in the summer you could sée the green of a wind-break, elm and
maple and Russian poplar and caragana. Things that don't grow
here by nature but have to be planted and tended. And then in
the fall you could see through the bare branches out across a
mile of wheat stubble; a gradual rise to thehorizon, a clump of
poplars, a line of telephone poles along a road a mile away, and
another farm finally, the closest neighbour. An old man whose
wife finally went out of her mind and had to be put away. (54)

. Like Mrs. Bentley, Johnnie personifies the wind, and thereby impltes that
nature is the mask of an inscrutable- force or presence: " . . there wasn't

dxwindbréak ever planted that could really stop the wind. It got to the

house. I always felt it was trying to say something, and I wasn't under-

standing. Something very sad. Then i: got bmpatient‘and banged some rain
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on the windowbnnes; Just cnough to make you feel cozy, and two days later

{t was sifting the dust past the closed windows onto the sills, making

—-—

the curtains gray, covering the dining room table . . ." (54). The implica-
tion here--one that T must raise again later on--is that the inscrutable
presence communicates with his human subjects via the sign language of
weather. Perhaps "communicates wiﬁﬁ" isn't exacfly the right phrase. Con-
versationally speéking, atmospheric conditions are»ébkind of one-sided
dialogue. For the most part, theshuman side of the conversation must be
the'%istening side. But this is not to say human response égnnot take

other forms. Johnnie both 'specifies and indirectly suggests what these

other forms are:

»

I was dreaming by the time I was blg enough to know things aren't
what they might be, which out here means before your pockets are
very high off the ground. Christ, you have to dream out here.
You've got to be ﬁilf goofy--just to stay sane.

I'm a great one for paradox. My reading of the Bible, I suppose;
dying to be born and all that. But really, it isn't an easy place
to live. Like when the wind blows black, when it's dry, you drive
all day with your lights on. Great electioneering weather. The
fish lose their gills in this country. The gophers come up for

a bite to eat, and they grawl right into the air.

),I won't swear to that--but 1it's God's truth, you have to dream. (53)

_You have to dream, simply in order to counteract the extraordinary pull of

the environment, which draws the mind towards contemplation of infinity,
and evacuates the meaning out of the word "self." imaginative visions,
fantasies-—theée are krbitrary ways of Superimpoéing boundafied worlds on
a vista that is naturally empty and framei;ss. As "Prefeséor Godfrey" in -

]

Mitcheli's "The Liar Hunter" suggests, the prairie man's tall tales aren't

really lies. .They are Self-defensive attempgs‘to make frightening phenomena™

less frighteniﬁg'by exaggerating them to the point where they appear ridicu-

lous and laughable. So, the little bits of tall tales that are scattered

B

g
-
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throughout The Words of my Roaring are indigations of Kroetsch's insight

into the real natﬁre of prairie dwellers. And there is nothing unnatural
about the way the farmers claborate theiry limited dreams of glory when
Johnnie warns one of them he'd better sﬁart\bullding an aék:"People started |
tafﬁing to ecach other. Of a bumper harvest and where they could‘get extra
help in a hurry. Of shopping trips to the city and winter clothes for the
wife and kids. Of paying off the interest on tﬁe mortgage for énother

year . . l" (15). Nor is there anything unnatural in the way the farmers
respond at the sight of Doc Murdoch's new Chevy: '"Those éeople should

have expressed thei; indignation. Inéte;d,:they st;¥ted speculating. One,
good crop, this fellow said. One decent hatvest, somebody answered. Just
‘letvme land one forty-bushel crdp by Jesus, somebody>practically cried alogd.
Pretty soon the whole place was hummingf I might as well have been a stick
of wood. People éot out of line to finger the piecesvof new macﬁ{nery.

Hopes rose. I believe I could have made my fortune right there, selling
laincoatsf (49). The point I wish to make here is that, in describing the
prairie setting, in describing the influence of the unique setting on the
people who live within its confines, Kroetsch has certainly not sacrificed

the community, ‘the, in James's words, "'related' sides of situations," too

rashly. Despite the fact that many of the minor figureé in The Words of

my Roaring are more symbolic than realistic, there is a'sttoﬁg element of - , -~
reaiity in Kroetsch's general picture of prairie life.

But it cannot be said that the work as a whole surrounds 1t§”
theme, its figures and images, purely witﬁ the air of reality. For one
reason, Johnnie is almést preternaturally élive. I‘hesitate to call him -,
"an archetype of humanity," for the pﬁrase renders him incomprehénsibly

¥

abstract. Let ﬁe'say only thqf he 18 radically human. He seems to rep-

- +

resent the extremity of every human attribute, every human capacity for
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doing and feeling. Voraciously sensual, he says, "'I consume and I con-

-

Sume. Chapter and verse. Newspaper columns that bulge with advice. The

want ads. Food. Hats. Socks.  Gasoline. Women. Beer. Hardstuff. I

f

have a large jaw and mouth, my appetite 1s healthy. My eyes are twenty-
i f ¥ -
twenty and so eager they hate to sleep. .My ears are wax-free and larger
.
than normal. I consume ard consume.'™ (95). Since he is radically human,

- i .- " . "o
Johnnie 1is radically fallible. With all good intentions of "trying to solve

the problems of the damned wofld" (67), he ends by deeply hu?ting the fwo
people he most deeply loves. His capacity for £etraya1 is_éignalized by

his middle name, Judas. But, if he 1is capable of inflicting great hurt,

he 1s also capable of great suffering. As he says, "ft was ﬁy bpyhood fate
'to have a body that couldn't be huré. I gdt a dozen séars,ysure. But the
pain was always in my soul" (24).:;Sometimes—-especially when he speaks of "
pain--he seems to Speak;for'éveryﬁan. Thus, after the'acciﬂent, as he
pounds on Docfs door, he tﬁinks: "Sflence is my business, I_déal in sileﬁce;

and its prologue, sorrow. Sorrow and grief. And then I knocked harder. I

had to. Not just for myself; for all of us. For all who sat in that )
draughty room, the sick and the hurting" (23).‘ But I think he has a beauti-

fully simple and logical Justification for speaking for Evéryman. Six-

J .

four in his stopﬁing feef, he says, "'I've got more mortality than other
y i ) .

~people.'" (161). Sometimes he speaks as the voice of chaos, the voice of \
. sheer, undirected,.@nformalized life-energy. 'Tﬁus, he tries to explain -

.

his "temporary seizure of wrath and anguish" (100) that results in his

”

smashing the undamaged fender of his hearse:

2y ' . .
R &

-That mysterious thing'seized me; that longing for the old chaos.
That old earth, without form and full of the void. The car @
shed rang; it rang with the din of my anguish, but inside me
was a worse din. I stopped pournding a couple of times and

straightened wp, to trysand gasp some aif into my lungs, and
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still I was beilng deafened; still the din and the roar.
Sometimes it seems that chaos is the only order. To hell with
mealtime and bedtime and worktime and churchtime and thinktime.
I was tempted to throw in lifetime with the lot. Add them all
to that accumulation in the carjshed. I needed chaos, the old
chaos, and that hammer and fender weren't enough: (101)

Johnnie'srgnguish usually stems from the frustration he feels at not being
able CO‘;gswer——there is. no clear answer——the hard questions hé raises dur-
ing his fthinktimes." Questions such as "Why must the good be hammered
and nailed into.obliviéh?; (145). Again, such questions are near to the‘-
heart of Everyman. But not everyone has the Capacﬁty fo; the depth of
Johnnie's response to the realization that life is short: ""GooduGod, life
is short. Life is short, short, my body cried. So live, it said. 'éive,.
live. Rage, roar'" (144). Jonah Bledd——not quite full-blooded--is, for
example, one who 1ives~timid1y.‘ Johnnie's raging and roaring approach to
life makes it impossible for him to be, as Jonah is, a '"basically good man:"
. "Rage" and "roar" are extremely active verbs, and Johnnie is r!dically a
man of action; radically\impatient with inaction, as he show; when he shouts
at the radio-vdice of Applecartéf "'Do something! For the love of bloody

Christ, don't just talk! Do something for a changel'" (93) His capacity

for action is sigﬁalized by his professional title, undertaker. He 1s not

simply a mdn whose business it is Eo,prepare the  dead for burial and to ,’:

take charge.of funeréls, He is>on¢ who gndertakes;*one who essays, attempts;
one who assumes résponsibility. And', since “rage".and "roar" connote des-
tructive force, Johnnie s undertakings frequently result in his doing much
damage. Since he has great human capacity for action, he becomes gteatly
responsible, gnd han éherefore, great need of forgivegess—findemnity--

exemption from liabilities or peﬁélties incurred by his' actions. -Again,

Johnnie speaks for Everyman when he acknowledges "the contradiction that

N
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1s man; the mind that wrestles with black despair, the spirit that soars"

(31). Contradiction, paradox, duality—~£hese are all major aspects in

the organization of the wark. And I think that these aspects have t?eir
roots in Genesis, to which Johnnie certainly alludes when he vqices‘his
longing for the old chaos; the old earth, without form and full of thé

void: "In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the
earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face Jf the

deep .-. . (Genesis 1: 1-2). God has given the earth form by creating °
‘polaf, complementary spheres: light and dark; land and water; ultimately,
life and death. In the same WAy that we cannot know light without its
complement, dark, we cannot know 1ife without its complement, dgath. fﬂﬁnce,
it 1is appropriéte that Jonah Bledd doesn't seem to‘be emphatically dead,
because he was never really emﬁhatically alive, As Johnnie says, because
of the fact that Jonah's dead body isn't present at his funeral, "Exist-
ence itself had earned suspicion" (139). When Johnnie volces his longing.
for the old chaoé, he articulates the. futile but general human desire to
circumveit death. His sense of his own g&eat vitality is ;omplemeﬂted by
hié sense of his mortality, and one of his more important functions as a
representa;ive figure 1s to Selebrate death and, thereby, quite logicaliy,
celebrate life: "A priest:celebrates a Mass, thaf much i know. But does
he';elébrate a burial Mass? Very odd. But perhaps he should. Perhaps '
he should. I wanted to poke Murdoch in the ribs and say, I, too, Johnnig
Backstrom, am much” given to celebration" (141). It is the kind of celebra-
tion of 1life through- death that Dylan Thomas evokés.when he writes: '"Do

not-go gentle into that good night./ Rage, rage égainst the dying of the

11ghe:"8 . ]

I have been describing Johnnie as sbmething of a representative

éfigure without iﬁdicating'héw Kroetsch creates the specia% climate in which ;
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Johnnie can be conceived of as both an embodiment of a‘view of life and a
largé replica of life itself. In'the evocation of the necessary neutral

or remote atmosphere, 'chaos'" becomes an important tcchnical term, and P

other pointers of the technique Kroetsch uses to crecate an imaginative

t

climate that is remote from reality are all present‘in JohAnie's descrip-
. o

N ,‘?‘\j’ .

tion, excerpted above, of how humanity maiqxains its sanity in an alien

environment: ". . . you have to dream out here. You've got to be half

goofy~-just to stay sane . . , paradox . . ." (53). Dreams, the implica-
tion of irrationality, the fracture of logic that paradox implies--these

r
. ‘¢

are all aspects of surrealism. The major scenes of The Words of my"Roaring

are steeped in an air of surreality, although Kroetsch i4 not quite as
thorough-going a surrealist as he would have to be to approximate surrealism

as Hauser defines it: ' ) |

Surrealism . . .developed into an art which made the paradox of
all form and the absurdity of all human existence the basis of its
outlook. . . . Surrealism . . . expresses its belief that a new
knowledge, a new truth and a new art will arise from\chaos, from »
\ the unconsclous and the irrational, from dreams and the uncontrolled
regions of the mind. . . . The basic experience of the surrealists
_consists in the discovery of a 'second reality' which, although
)it is inseparably fused with ordinary, empirical reality, is never-
heless so different from it that we are only able ‘to make negative
. statements about it and to point to the gaps and cavities in our
experience as evidence for its existence. . . . It is also this
experience. of the double-sidedness of existence, with its home in
two different spheres, which makes the surrealists aware of the
peculiarity of dreams and induces them to recognize in. the mixed
reality of dreams their own stylistic ideal. . The dream becomes
the paradigm. of the whole world-picture, in which re#lity and un-
reality, logic and fantasy, the banality and sublimation of
existence, form an indissoluble and inexplicable unity., The
meticulous paturalism of the details and the arbitrary ‘combination
of their r¢lationships which surrealism copies from the dream,
- not ‘only express the feeling that we live on two different levels,
in two diffarent sphéres —but—dlso that these regions. of being
penetrate ong another go thoroughly that the one can neither be
subordinated ¢ et against the other as its antithesis . . .

As I have suggested earlier, surreé{iqm 1s essentially a romantic art.
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.o . V.
"Inexplicably mixed realities" is a way of saying that the actual and the :
imaginary have been totally, subjectively, merged; and ecach is totally

imbued with the nature of the other. The Words of my Roaring 1s not

wholly dream-like--or, perhaps I should say, nightmarish. Empirical reality
is not alwaya fused with some second level of existence. But Kroetéch

opens the possibility %or‘frequent exploragions of a realm that is remote
from empirical‘realigy by, in the same way that McCourt endows Nell Fraser
with rdqpnce sensiﬁ§§;ty, endowing Johnnie Backstrom with surrealist sensibi—
lity. The chief difference between McCourt's and Kroetsch's technique; -
and 'the reason why.the latfer achieves artistic success while the'former
fails, is that Kroetséﬁ doesn't contindously iepugiate his cent;al figufe's
unique imaginative Qlew of the WOrld; Rathef, he caréf;llyusgts the stagé
for 1t. Kroetschs narrative Eechniquelis a fluent combination of stream-
of-consciousness and straight“-forward reverie juxtaposed wi;h-pa;sagés of
dialogue. He creates the kind of narrétive milieu in which Johnnie is

always potentially free to take ah_imaginatiVe perspeciive——one which perﬁits
us to see experience tiberated, disengaged--in James's words, "exémpt from
the conditions that we usually know to attach to it Perhaps the follow-
ing will provide a partial indication of the way KroetSCh's narrative
technique provides for potential freedom of imaginative association.

Johnn‘! has his Atwater-Kent turned on, and he and a ‘few interested citi-

zens. are listening to Applecart, "the voice of the prairies" 37, preaching.

‘And Johnnie is thinking:

I was the only person in the constftuency wha was well enough
kpown to tun against Murdoch. Or at least I made this observa-
tion to people and a few days later they made it to me; you know
how people are. But the minute I remembered how ambitious men
myst sully their hands to achieve fine goals, I was plunged

into another depression. Because those same people who failed _ u T

to oppose the nomination’ when Bledd made. itr-those same people

o
£
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had ignored a simple fact. O0ld Murdoch helped people coming
into the world. I saw them out. And that didn't leave me with
a lot of active supporters.

'It's a total wreck,' my wife said. (36)

‘As it stands, Elaine's remark is a non sequitur to Johnnie's reverie. We

know that ghe is referring to the hearse. But the juxtaposition of her

remark with Johnnie's¢5peculations.quite natufally and easily releases the

1

Suggestionhthat the "it" referg to the world. Throughout'the work, the
flow of narration remains free of the limitations of logical sequence.
Consequently, the stage is always prepared for Johnnie to indulge-his sur-

.realist sensibility, and imaginatively move into a realm that is remote
. “‘

from empirical reality. -‘\‘1 gi

[V

Johnnie's surrealist sensiﬁility is explicit in his keen sensiti-

-

vity to paradox, duality, contradiction. And, frequently, he voices tﬁe
view that human existence is absqsd. in one iﬁstaﬁee, when he»reflects

on the wonderful nights he has spest with Helep in Doc's.gsrden, he self-
satirically 1lists all the difficulties the sex~urge can get a man into,
one of which includes "risking the creation of further ridiculous life"
(157). BAnd, as the'£Ealization dawns on him Eﬁst he is fto be father,"

he ehinks: "I remembered touching mx.wf¥e's‘Belly with mf giaﬁt clumsy
hsnds. Touchin%§with one finger, then with two,- then with all five.
‘Feelihg the"baby move. Little kicks and pokes ana jabs going on inside.
Somersaults'asd handsprings. Rehearsal., For the &qglishness that is 1ife.
Let me.out.~ Let me at them" (1@4). His surrealis _sensibiiit§ is imsiicit.
Aiﬁ'the'way he seés the settings of the major sceqes}bf the‘work; For
example,vfroh his.pointcf view, the asction sale scene is a "chaos of
f?@rniture and househ?ld éooQS'inifrost of the farmer's house" (80). With

Y

chaoshambient, there is nothing anomalous about the strange little prophet

<
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the focal figﬁres in the ¢
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figure who appears "out of nowhere" (79) and disappears just as\mysteri;

: Qrsly. The absurdity'of the interchange between him and Johnnie is enhanced\

" by Johnnie's "rocking like a madman in that rocking chair" (81) he has

exprOpriated for the afternoon. The stampede setting is similarly chaotic.

To pick up on a passage excerpted earlier: "I needed chaos, the old chaos,

and that hammer and fender weren't enough. So as I say, T went to the
stampede" . (101) The stampede 1is evoked as a kind of celebration af all

mortality in. community:

The Wednesday half ~holiday doesn' % begin until high noon, so by
one o'clock the cars were really rolling in, from up and down
the lide and from everywhere .People came in wagons' also, ‘and
buggies gnd trhilers and they. tied the horses to the wheels and
put out hay, as \f the horses themselves should jbin 1in the
celebration A bu \ch of Indians showed up from some place, a
whole tribe\with all their ponies: and little kids and the men
with their hair braided and the women with papooses. Cowboys'

. ‘swaggered arodnd in pairs or maybe three together, or maybe one .
of them with a cowgirl or a guitar, ‘which always drew. a lot of
attention .The qhole plAce was a whirl of dust. (103)

- N \. “
In this! cyclonic atmOSpbere, Johnhie begins to be identified with some of
: A\

‘N

wd. For example, the young boy who finishes

out the ride on the mons trous\'black . bull and who makes "points all the

5 L Y

way for style" (105) has a limguistic agsociation with Johnnie because,
earlier, Johnnie has observed of‘bimself‘ Q"They liked my. style style is
something a politician must have" (88). As for the young cowboy, Johnnie
comments. "He haﬂ#%dt onto something and he didn t know how to. .get off.

He d planned on being bucked off, I suppose, and here he was riding the ,

wordt animal of the lot, and he wasn't . losing. That was his trouble" (105)
I

This last is a prophetic commént-on Johnni 's political predicament.- His

*promise of rain is a promise he-cannot renege without complete loss of

.

face, but itb a promise he hasn t the capacity to fulfil on his own. kHe

\ :
- has anticipated being défeated By Doc Murdoch bug bpgins to look like

- . —— -t

i
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a winner. And‘the cloﬁ%r he comes to winning, the closer he comes to

» betraying a man whom he has always loved as a father Like the young cow-
boy, the clown who saves the boy's life is a kind of symbolic extension
of Johnnie. “For one reason, he wears a black derby,iand, since, on this°
occasion, Johnnie‘is not wearing the black derby he usually wears, 1t is
as 1if the clown has Johnnie's hat. For another, the clown is Johnnie's
size, and Johanie is acutely aware of their similarity: \"Thﬁs clown'Was
very excepqionai Xou don*t often see a big clown Not rejﬁly big. This.

one--well, .I might as well be honest——he was crowding six-tHree or six~ .

. four. He almost didn t fit into his barrel, which I suppose was part of

o o - i,' | ' . ' i ‘

the joke. I enjoy a good laugh :as well as anybody else; but this was very
. . "‘ . ‘ B . \ .

(106);) In the same way that "the clown had cap-

“y s painful for me to watch""

-tured all of us. We wou un't move"'. (107), Johnnie captivates the huge
LAE .
crowd. And he cements the connection between himself and the clown when

he says, "'. . . my dear frlends—-you shOuld vote for the clown ™ o(112),

I think the point of the ﬁssociation is that Johnnie, like “the clown, is . .

sacrificed for the sake of the public. ~The clown has died for the sake of
)

public entertainmegt Johnnie abro!&tes his most cherfshed personal rela-
+ ‘ .

tionships in order to step into the ro&530f°"restorer" for his constituents.

‘ ,

It is as restorer or_rain—maker t Johnnie has the most. -

*

abstract function in the work, Egr; \ this role, he seems to establish
: e ‘
a: relationship with the supremQ{ being\of the pré}rie.» As McCourt has said

2

the prairie man hesitates to blame the Almighty for his miseries. There
is a very simple reason for the hesitation.l Suppose that God has deliber-
' tate&y "visited" his. subjects with drought. Then it _is natural to ask,

| “Why? Why this punishment?" The most immediate answer'is "Original Sin.

0

~ But it is a harsh answer, because /if its awful import is fully realized

- v s
w "‘, E

o 6“
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ik places n tprr{blv burden of gullt on evevyone alike. Az Johunte says,

"I was doemed.  Like the wicked people in csome 0f those stories. {.ike

evervbody, 1 sometlnes think" (34). One of the reasona the prophet fipgure

causes such uncasntnessa at the auction sale @7“\11( he clearly fmpltes that
-~

the drought {s punishment for Origfnal Sin:

»
\

"The sinners are dofng the suffering they earned.' He held a very
high opinfon of himself, that sawed~of { windbay.

"We didn't do anything,' the farmer broke {n, 'but try to make a
living and keep our noses clean.' .

The prophet let out a manfacal squeak of a laugh., 'You didn't :
do anything!' You could tell, he should have been under lock and
key. 'That's right,' he said. 'You get punished for being innocent.'

He felt obliged to explain. 'Oh that is a ripper and a hondéy! You
gat punished for belng innocent!' (80)

Rather than attempt to apprchend and accept the concept of Original Sin,

humanity usually finds a less tryidﬁ way of explaining its miseriest Buf,

as the following passage shows, Johnnie doesn't lapse easily into a more

-~

comfortable mode of explanation. The excerpt is from the auction scene,
<

wh%{e Johnnie has got the "insane idea" that he needs the old prophet's

Model-A. The scene is tragically absurd, for Johnnie bids, impulsively,

o -

out of sheer anguisht .

A pain was pressing within me, and I had found a way to let that
pain out. Each nod of my head was a hiccup of the soul, {etting
“out, a gasp of-pain. End of the world be damnedf who could be-
lieve such crap? “Sinner bLe damnéd, who was a sinper? Was the
water guilty that drowned Jongh? Was the wind guilty; the wind .
that tumed. the fields to dust? Was the sun guilty? Why should
- I answer questions? When did I get to ask-questions? The sickle
be damned and the reaper be damned. Who was the judge in the
first place? A man 18 free. Each man is free. And T wouldn't
be pushed and shoved and stepped on. I have my rights. Yords
were in me, knocking to be let out. Pain was'in'me, and I let
out the pain. Seventy, somebody gsatd. -I nodded my head. Judge-
ment be damned and gercy be damned. Eighty, somebody said. I :
nodded my hegd. My soul had hiccups and my head was nodding . . . (86)

»

H

s L]
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In this lastance, bidding becomes an of tertng ol queattona which are

beyond human anaweving.  But, I nature {s mask of God, Johnnte's accumulated
[ Y
questions bring him very close to an tmpeachment of God hére. As he campalgns

for election--a doubly sfpnl{icant word, for (t lnvolvpn the 133u§ of salva-
tlon and damnation- he ostenstbly takes the same tack as Applecart, and
blames all of the prairie people's mlsery on the government. But, through
petaphorical keys, he makes hia accusation of the government an (nd[fect
accusation against God. For example, he plcks up Applecart's phrase, 'that
red beast of a Wh;~or’” a phrase which Applecart applies to "The Fifty Big
Shots" down East, and applies it to nature: "That red Who-er of a sky try-
ing to suck you up into its own hollowness" (59), The strange phonetical
spéll ;é of "Wgﬁker" is enough to make the term a;metaphysical conundrum, and,
when it is applied to the sky, and that sky is described as a "vast cmpty
glare of a sky that was waiting to humiliate me once more" (58), the implica-
tion that God wills Johnnie's (hrist-like role as raln-maker is irresist-
able. Thep@ are other metaphorical keys; particularly 1n association with
Doc. Now Doc is a native Easterner, and the East, with all {ts water.\fgﬁ\
a place Johnnie remembers as "'Fden. . .;. The green lush old Eden.'" (58).
In Doc's garden with Helen, Johnnie thinks: "The smell of that garden at
night; it Yasn't a prairie smell, dry and stringent, parching the {insides
of your nose. It Qas an Eastern smell, heavy enough to be seen. I said
to Helen one night, 'He's done it, hasn't he? He:s managed to create it
right here in his own back yard;-a little bit of the East.'" (158)i Hence,
Doc's garden approxiqates Eden. And when Johnnie says ". . . old Murdoch
. - . made roses bloom and cherries\blossom; he made plums and apricots
.and crab apples hang so heavy on the branches they had to be prépped up--

L 4
and nobody else could keep a cactus alive" (160); his émphasis on making,

AL

or creating, and his cmphasis on the uniqueness of Doc's green thumb

[,
* -~
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fmplies a pod-like quality in Doc.  So, in blaming the povernment for all
the misery on the prairic, Johunie (nvolves Doc in the accusatfon, and he
therefore indirectly involves God.

The suggestion that Johnnie has a somewhat direct line of com-

‘ munication with the supreme being of th% prafrie (s established in two

ways. First, he {3 rather closely tdentifled with tho prophet figure

Now this absurd little man scems to represent a combination of the dust of
the prairie and the dust of mortallty. Like the "blue~cycd'bitch of a
country this 18" (59), the prophet has clean blue eyes. But; otherwise,
hé is A.étinking "human dust stomm' (79). Johunie 1s identified with him
througg a kind’;f shd;cd possession--the prophet's Model-A, his "chariot
of corruption" (82) becomes "Backstrom's Model-A" (88)--and through the
sense of smell; or, I should say, stench. At Jonah Bledd's funeral,
Johnnie discovers that he smells about as bad as the old prophet: "My
whole great body was’ an aching stinking reminder of my own ultimate doom.
That depressed mgT T hadn't had time to bathe before Mass. Not even down
to the belly but;on, as I sometimes do when ith a hury. . . . I hoped the
old Doc wasn't being éffended. I crossed my.arms, trying to hold in my
own decay, my decline. My reek" (144). It is somehow appropriate that,
when the rain begins to fall, the -prophet should be in the hearse with
Johnnie. There is a suggestion that, come the rain, the prophet's role is
fulfilled, for, as he sits in the hearse, "He was arranging his beard as
if he expected to be laid out in a coffin" (188); and when he stands out-
side the hearse, in the rain, he looks "as 1f he was about to dissolvel
(196). It is not very clear precisely what the prOphetfs role is. Never-
thelésa, the obscurity is in keeping wit; the surrealistic quality of the
scenes in which he appegés. I think he fu%ctions as a forcible remindér '

that "this, too, shall pass;" 'as a forcible reminder of the transience
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of mortal things. For, in his presence, Johnnie comes to the realization
thgt "The earth turns on its axis, but very slowly. The flowers come and
go, do what we will" (192). This cognizance of transience i; followéd
immediately by what is, for Johnnie, a terrible epiphany: ""I had nothing
‘to do with the rain" (192). In a sense, then, it is an epiphany of Johnnie's
hupan limitations. But the prophet figure also functions to predict the
bitter irony of Johnnie's predicament in the concluding pages of the work
when he says, "'It's golng to rainlpitchforks.'" (188). When he confronts
Helen for the last time, Johnnie echoes "Raining pitchforks" (205). For
him, the phrase typifies the pain he is fated to endure. Pain, because
he is misconstrued by his constituents, and hasmto‘find a way to live up
to their image of him; pain, because.ﬁe\hés hurt those he loves. Early
on, Johnnie has waxed indignant at the newspaper ad that says: 'Win your
embalming license. L. Elg, for Christ sgke!‘ Not earn, but win; in some.
gigantic roll of the dice, some one last shuffle of the deck" (24).. Now,
with the rain, in some gigantic roll of the dice, Johnnie is about.towin,
rather than eamn, elecpion. And the victory 1is, personally, very costly.‘
Th; second way in which a symbolic dialogue between Johnnie and
the supreme being of the ﬁ;airie 1s established is through Johnnie's unique
gesture of prayer. Although he might be humiliated, Johnnie is not a
hugblé man, and so he is not a kneeling man: "I refused to kneel, I look
silly kneeling, I'm too big. It hurts my knees" (139). His habitual way
qf imploring is at once a gesture of violence and defiance, ‘as he shows
when he stands oputside Doc's office door: ". . . I stood there knocking,
pounding and pleading with my fists" (25). Even his yearning for Helen’
is evokeéfin imagery of 8uppre§8&d violence: "She stopped fiddling wiéh,

N .
her spoon. Her long fingers became inactive and 1 wanted them to discover
x‘f‘ . C

-‘. r.d
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me, to Eo%e alive to my own crumpled Flats" (62). So, .dohanie dpesn't
exactly pray f§r rain. He takes it upan himself to imprecate, to challenge
the supreme beinyg into making 1t rain. ‘And the imagery of the work shows
that his violent gesture of address to {nfinity is nnéwared, as it were,
with payment in kind. Thus, Johnnle stands before an apprcclatfﬁb.nudience
at the stampede: "I raised both fists and shoék them. The sun was just
hammering dovn from the sky" (109); and again, moments later: "I shook my
fits at the blazing, hammering sky" (112). During Jonah's funeral Maés,

he rememberg how, as youths, he and Jonah discussed how to avoid " a futile
demonstration of desire" in church. "Jonah said praying helped. Pray be
damned, I said, iet it rage, let it voar" (143). 1In context, the reference
1s phallic; but it pretty well sums up Johnnie's approach to both tangible
aad intangible realms. A little later, during the same service, as the
interminable sermon drags on, Johnaie imggincs how he might deliver a power-

|
§

ful sermon: "I'd rgise both arms up sideways from my body to command
silence, the big sleeves falling back to leave my powerful fists bare- X
knuckled in front of the altar. Bare—knuckléd ‘r;d white with my clenching"
(144). Not a gentle mode of address. And, in the ;oncluding pages of thg
work, when the rain comes, it does not come as if in gentle answer. It
comes with.an echoing of Johnnie's roaring, and an answering gesture of
violence: "I looked back just once and the sky in the west was posié}vely
black. As if a great fist had closed the sun's eye. As If a range of
mountains had broke loose and was;galloping straight at me" (188). At

r

first .Johnnie thinks the blackness is dust. He hardly dares to bslieve

f -

that the rain is general: '"The sky overhead was now a-roaring mass, a

sharp line dividing the black roll of clouds from the emptiness of sky.

The dust was settling, I can tell you. But I felt that one hundred yards
/ g



up ahead of that black cloud that chﬁkcd me, ['d be back in my drought"
(193). Now, on the pralrie, rainstorms are Indeed violent, and so' the
"fi{st" and the "roaring" imagery might be coincidental. But Johnnie is
emphatically the object of nature's violeﬂée‘herc. And I think the pay-
ment-in-kind quality of his relationship with {ntangible spheres is under-
lined when he says: "A.man my size is a large target for the brute kngckles
of existense. I was being pummeled" (197). In a sense, then, Johanie {is
like Mrs. Bentley. The blessed break in fhe wveather holds out no‘joy for
him: "My pain and misery were taking the form of the rain" (197). 1If

pain is taken as an index of Johnnie's charaéper, then he must be régarded
as a static figure. Unlike the nmovelistic figure who changes and dévglops
as the narrative unfolds, he remains essentially unchanged. On an abstract
level, he represents, as he so often suggests, the common lot of mortality--
"the epitome of man with his back to the wall" (93). The rain which might
function to draw the.community together into a normalized, amicable sphere
leaves him more of an outcast than ever: "I- let the binder canvas fall to
the floor of the wagon;lyunched I sat, stubborn against the rain, soggy

and alone as a creature of the deep. It was blistering cold in the wet

night, I have never been so alone" (211).

| Another aspect that might be regarded as a constant index to
Johnnie's unchanging character is that tendency of his to exaggerate--to
make up little tall tales. Even in the miserable rain, he says, "The air
we breathed was ;uffocéting, it was so full of water. You needed gills.
You could drown sfanding up on a raft" (197). This last 1is' a minute”echo
of Johnnie's-sur;ealiscic nightmare about a rainstorm that got started and
couldn't be stopped. The prefix "sur" corresponds to?“super," and 80

"surrealism" connotes exaggeyation. Thus, there is a sense in which the

roots of Kroetsch's éurrealism qre‘in the bits of tall tales, with their
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v . i
innate 1llogicality and exaggeration. But the motivating factor in surrealism
is the intention to re-create, artistically, imaginative expression that is

uncontrolled by reason--to suggest the activities of the unconscious mind

whether 1in dreams or in waking hours. So, the "gopher" stories and the

v

"fish" stories are not properly surrealistic because there is a logical

reason for their being told. They-represent a real human tendency, and so

rs

Create a peésion between realism and surrealism that remains poised through-
_out the work. Similarly, Johnnie's exaggéra;ions about himself--". . . I‘ve‘
‘ihad”misery, I can tell you." Watching that damned sky. One day I made a
;%ool remark about rain, and the next day I was getting a crick in my neck.

Every time a puff of cloud blew up I fell down laughing and giggling, and //

/

rolled around till I started to choke in the dust. Thén I got up again. //

™

Well, I exaggerate. But I did have misery" (55)--have the effect of guargn-
teeing Johnnie's real humanity rather than rendering him remote from rea ity.
They prove that, giant of a man as he is, he doesn't always have epic~§61f—

/

confidence. As Jesse Bier, in The Rise and Fall of American Humour, sgays,

Men of real confidence never feel compelled to show off. - If oné
does, he needs to, and that need may come from any characterisZic
in him except confidence. When, for instance, we arrive at thy
quickstand pit in old Ohio and we see a hat upon the surface gnd
lift it and find 'a man under it who laughs "hugely and says he's
got a good horse under him, we may accept his comic boast that he
will make it, though we wonder about the horse. But no trained
rider on a strong, sure-footed mount along a fine turnpike on a
glorious day needs to boast or exercise himself in any way. Giants
in the earth are desperate men or comedians, and their extravagant
claims are manifest defense mechanisms.

"

Kroetgéh invokes o;her.techhiques to keep Johnnie real and humgn,'even 
as H;fexplores that "s;cond reality" of chaos: For example, uncoﬁsgious
| irony in dbnjunction-with braggadocio: -". . . I.am basicglly not.an
extremely violent Man, though I have been in a few fights;fall of them

! V L4
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against stupendous odds, none of which I ever lost" (89). Or, simply, un-
conscious irony. In the following passage, from the auction scene, Johnnie
shows how the presence of the little prophet rouses his conscience, and,

unwittingly, he goes on to show other human foibles:

Without intending to 1 remembered beating Jonah out of a few odd
cents to pay'for a beer I'd ordered, and I thought of stealing ‘
my poor wife's grocery money. Stealing is one of the worst sins.

You'd think some of the wealthier Burkhardts would have helped

us out in a time of such vicissitudes and tribulation, but no sir,

not a penny of cash. Hand-ne-down maternity clothes for my wife

was all, . and nothing for me but a curt nod. And there 1 was with

my hear@e smashed up, my means of livelihood threatened. (81)

Worrying over the sin of stealing leads Johnnie to commit the sin of ‘envy
_ £
and thence to indulging in a very ordinary, mildly self-pitying sulk.

Frequently, Kroetsch also uses ironic deflation to bring Johnnie back
closer to empirical reality after moments whep he has seemed particularly

remote or heroic. Thus, after Johnnie makes his awesomely successful

campalgn speech at the stampede, Kroetsch takes him on an almost fever-
ishly compressed tour of the mid-way arcade, where he wins at—all the booths,

to the cheers of the crowd he has wrapped around his }ittié finger:

N

a
\

When the applause began I raised my hand; it stopped and I walked
on to the dart booth. I picked up a dart and flung it; pop went
a balloon. Another dart, bang, another pop.” I accepted the kewpie
doll; I cradled it in one arm, people smiling, following me as I
-walked: I handed the doll to a man who was guarding the handle
of a sledge hammer. I swung the hammer. Gong went the bell.
. More applause. I gave the cigar to a lady who had let out a little
shriek. More 1aughter.
And then the egg-thrOWing--my God, those people hurled eggs at
the face sticking through the stained old bed sheet as if they
expected to destroy Satan himself. (115)

Kroetsch hasn't broken the surrealistic tonme with which he begéh the.

stampede scene. The rapidity of~action:giyeé the passage a dream—liké
, - X *
3 a, _
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movement. But, with the egg-throwing, s somewhat macabre quality colours

the tone and é?&ghtly tarmmishes the glow of Johnnle's captivating power.

When Johnnie inakes his way to the stampede-grounds gate, he heads straight

for the beer parlour, which is repeatedly described as a setting of "utter

_chaos." But the first person Johanie sees in the parlour is the wall-

w

eyed farmer, who remembers the business of the unpaid-for Model-A, who

calls Johnnie a '"horse's petunia' (118), among other things, and who further

deflates Johnnie by disillusioning him about his sﬁbposed flawless pitching

in that no-hitter he has always cherished in memory. A

N

~
Probably the most effective index of Johnnie's plain humanness
S "

is his reiterated desire to start again g¢lean and become what he imagines

tries to take an honest look at himself, to judge squarely his shortcomings,

and to promise himself‘he will begin to reform. In the following excerpt,

S ‘ ¢
Jonah's body is done. His lively imagination has conjured up, in his temm,

-

i

he could ideally be. In many instances during the course of the work, he
t

he is sitting alone in the hearse after the first day's dragging for

a "spooky'" picture of Jonah rising out of the water, tapping on the hearse

yindow,‘asking haunting questions:

How did you do it, Johnéie B? How did you grow up to be such a
useless son of a bitch? Such a no-good useless loudmouthed blow-
hard son of a scarlet bitch? How did you single out the two people
who mean most to you in this wide world, how did you single them
out to hurt and injure and destroy?

I had to answer. I had to. I turned up dll the windows and still
I could do nothing but hear. The waves., The wind on the leaves.
The tapping, tapping. An apology would not be enough. No easy
apologies. I'm sorry would not do the trick this time. A reforma-
tion was in order, a genuine attempt at a new beginning.

1'11 tell you the God:s own truth--I1 sat !Eere and I cried. (73)

1

The tone pf this passage is nicely balanced. There is a tension created

between hushad suspense and Johnnie's typical Be;f—aggrandizihg tone, and

R
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a natural culmination of tension when Johnnie begins to Cry; But his filrst
genuine actempt at a .new beginning is,to‘beu'd for‘ the auction Sale and get
hiﬁself.into more trouble. The point is that new, clean beéinnings and
self-transformations are not humanly poesible;a~8;mply; Johnnie's desire
to stert agaln with a clean slate reflects an eternal tendency of tﬁe
human mind. H%s absurd ‘but intendbly emotional dialegue with the redie—
voice of Applecart‘culminates, similarly,ﬁin tears’ and extratagant self-
castigation: "For five minutes of your miserable sniveltng existenCe; get
up inmfront of people instead of behind them, and speak the unvathished
truth, No>more of your measly little promisee, your chiseling lies; Gé{
up and tet} everybody, speak out, stand up straight like a man an%\§hout,
tell the goddamn truth for a change" (97). It is not humanly‘possible
always to avoid making promises, always to avoid telling lies. The very
‘next dax, Johnnie gbes to the stémpede’and virtually claims that Doc Murdoch
is responsib or theicloﬁn's death. 1In these last twe instances, there
is a broad pattern of unconscioue>irony developed. Johnnie's view of the
idyllic, Edenic relationship between him and Helen’ultimateiy shows his
.conscious awareness of the disctepancy between cherished illusion anﬁ reality.
In the gardeﬁhwith Helen, Johnnie feels as if he is in a@other world--as if
he has attained paradise ané immorteiity: "I guess I felt I had éone it at
last, I had outfoxed old Master Fate& (156) He weﬁts to'"teach up and stop
the 6id world from spinﬁing . . toto stop time right there and say, 'Helen,
I regret. to sa} the sun will not con;e up thd.s morning '" (157). It seems
" that the paradisaic g rden is the *1deal setting in which to make a covehant
:of new beginnings--particularly since Helen is metaphorically endoWed
with the power, akin to that of the medieval Lady of the Lake, of restoring

"Halen touched my scars with her pale hands, her pale

her wounded knight:
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white hands and her beautiful mouth..- She made me whole ngain" (165).
1 {
Given the SLtting, given his companion, Johnnie feels, strongly, the old

urge to start again clean.  And a single bird-call rouses him to action:

4
.

I

r - - somewhere in the high plum tree a bird sang. . . . A bird
Just burst out and sang; and in a sudden rage of ecstasy I leaped
to my feet; I swept up my shirt and pants, my shoes and belt and -~
the whole caboodle in my two long gamms: I spun around and let go.

I stood naked before Helenk The branches of trees, the flower

beds and the bushes blossomed anew in ,sweat-stiffened clothes, in
clothes that were much the worse for wear. My shorts were nothing

but holes. I stood naked and proud in that garden, one sock on

my left ‘foot, my feet tender, nevertheless, my hands raised up in
stark humility to that hidden bird, the stars wheeling as they

pleased. 'Helen,' I said, 'it's all goné, and a good riddance

of bad rubbish. I'm going/to start over, from the ground up,

from my birthday suit out.' . . . Six long strides that sprang ;
from my longigg: into the middle of the Doc's sunken pool. In ‘
I marched going full bore, stopping for nothing. The pebbles be '
damned, the goldfish be damned. (166)

The bird is reminiscent of Keats's soul—coaxiné nightingale. But the comic’

', touches and Johnnie's easy-going colloquial idiom are absurdly incongruous

with the magical night-setting. Consequeritly, the symbolic dip in Dog¢'s :

fish pond becomes a grotesque parody of soul-cleansing. I think the entire

\

!

/ - . J ‘
/scene 18 overdone, or over-played. In contrast to, say, Connor; Kroetsch !

makes deliberate ironic use of a mythical, metapho:ical Edenic vision in

corder to show that the ideal of regeneration is. an iiiusory ideal. But

it is only human to keep the illusidn alive imaginatively, And Johnnie 'ﬁ
!
finally re§li)zes that all he can ever have of Helen is her image, to. typify,

for always, a world ‘that is beyond human reaching: "She was the’ garden,'}

" the forest of my soul; a forest tangled and scented. A forest wild. She!
v ’ >

'was the turf and torment of my raucous love. . . . H. P. was the paradox i
. ) o R : J
,“of,my dreams" (208). As the work concludes, Johnnie, who is god-like now f

even in Helen's eyes, is still wrestling with the problem of how to make ;.
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amends; still caught in the very human conflict between selfish motives
and altruistic motives. He does exist, certainly, in outlines that are

- larger than life; but his imperfect humanness is fully apparent.
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CONCLUSION 4 L \

In the great cities, in the crowded places, the man-made
world is too much with us; it blurs our responses to anything

. except the .immediate, compels us to accept its values, shape%
t

?
\

us in Ehe long run to its ways. The prairies are a world tha
enables man to see himself clearly in relation not only to his
fellow men but to those values that are inherent not in the
Many but in the One. It is a world that persuades him to accept
the fact of his own curious duality--that he is at once nothing
and everything, at once the dust of the earth and the God that
madéd it; a world that permits him to come to -terms, perhaps
subconsciously, with that duratiqn which, in Sir Thomas Browne's
mystic previsioning, 'maketh pyramlds pillars of snow and all
that's past a moment.' \ .
Certain it is that in the autumn days when the’skies grow pale
and the most haunting music of the earth the cry of the wild

. goose, sounds the requiem of the dying year, the truth is borne

home to. him of the words of the wise man of old--a truth not of
negation but of affirmation: One generation passeth away and
another generation cometh; but the earth abidéth foreyver...

-~-Saskatchewan

Ral¥d
i N -
. “u !

The allusion to Wardswortﬁ at the beginning of this ekeerpt signals—the

}

kind_of aeStHetic sensibility Mcdgurt is exercising in the epilbgue to .

Saskatchewan. It is not a realist sensibility,~for McCourt is a prairie

man, and the concrete facts“and the~tangib1e quantities of a man-made

world-—quantites that might serve as stimuli to a realist sensibility--,

are 1ack1ng on the prairie, Rather, it is a romance Sensibility, and

What is important is that it derives directly from McCourt' s perception

of the fact pf-the land. In its simple immensity the prairie ex;sts as

~a type of etermity, and it provides the basis for an imaginative'attembt

Y|

—
' “

- : Lo ' : . o
to understand what is, in itself, a meaningless, abstract temm., - In a

T4 -7.'

sense, then3 the: prai’ie is itself a romancer, for it directs Dur per-

l

spective ‘towards intangible realms. For the prairie writer, mimesis of j‘

the landscape involvts mimesis of the unique influence that landscape

has on human perception. In ather words, if the writer is to capture

.o ;

~ . N

- . ’ . . L
- . - er



160

LY

“the essential spirit of the prairie in fiction, he must turn something of"

a romancer. Not that he must absolulely deny the man-made world any place

in hid. fictional re-creation of the prairie way of life Simply, ‘he nust

accept the fact that the man—made world is insignificant in comparisonr

with its setting. He must 1earn to shift his aesthetic priorities from
-the actual and the immediate to the conceptual and remote; or, he must’

somehow try to balance his priorities. 1f he does mot, he will make it

very difficult for himself .to bring to fictional life the great common-— *
place for which thé prairie stands: earth abiding  That great common-;
place is the matrixwof the essential spirit of the prairie It must be

the matrix of at least some aspect of the arti¥t's vision as well I think

that all four of the%authors with whom I have dealt are keenly aware of

the great comnonplace their setting typifies. And all four show that im-

- pulse towards abstraction, that reaction to its dwn character which the

landscape enforces in those'who know it intimately. But two of' them,

McCourt and Grove, have chosen to work in a ‘mode which, by'definition,

. . - . , ]
resists or frustrates the impulse towards gbstraction. Consequently, they
\‘

do not evoke the essential Spirit of the prairie with.a firm sense'of

il

poise.’ Nor do they achieve What seems to be their primary purpose in

\ -

[TON

the works with a genuine sense of poise, for., what ‘tendency towards abstrac-

’,

tion they show does ot accord well with their generally objective and

didactic intent. What their failures prove is that despite the trend

\

towards realism.that begins in the fiction of the Canadign West in the

1920s, the innate romance sensibility of the prairie artist has. not’ been

» submerged. . 7' l oo .
The mode’which resists the impulse towards»abstraction is,‘of‘t

course, the realistic mode, whetherVit‘works mainly through irony, as in
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SMuale at the Close, whete MeCourt {s concerned to show the dlascrepancy

between {1lunory appearance and practical reality; or whether {t works

-
a

chicefly through social documentarvy, as in Frulta of the Earth, where
Grove (s concemed to show the matertal development of a rural community.
Now 1ealfam has {(ta place in the materf{al world, and a wovrthy purposc in

that world, for {t glves us an obJective underatanding of contemporary
' !

Itfeo It is fmportant thgt we attaln a ratfonal understanding of the

\ el

! &
tempbral human conditlonfir, as Yvor Winters saya, "we are the products
! w pe AP )

! e [N
| RENLTY YRt B S

of h#stnry;%qf Qhﬁtﬁorsbq51<hintnries, of our fam{ly histories, of the
hint;ry ST'aﬁgfnﬁéion,j;ﬁauthv history of the occfdent--and the anthropo-
logists ;;il‘u; fhné warhro fn some part the product of that which pre-
ceded history. Unless we understand the history which produced us, we are
determined by that history; we may be determined in any event, but the

1
understanding gives us a chance.” Insofar as reallstlc art 1s a record
3y

!
of temporal phénomena, it becomes a means towards a fuller understanding
of the history which produced us. It shows us how the socfal and eth{ical ,
values of the Many have been derived, and {t tests those values in a real

social context, indicating which values are i{llusory.or false or irrelevant,

.and giving us the reason why. Thus, in Music at the Close, McCourt tests

Neil's ninecteenth-century chlvalric values and shows why tney are {llusory

for the generation to which Nell belongs. But the essential spirit of the
prairie is aloof to the sg?crc of the Many. It eludes the framework of

.

art formed according to the conventions of the reallstic mode. As
already suggested, oné¢ very practical reason why the spirit of the prairie
cannot be conveyed within the conventionally conServative frame of realism

‘ .
is that the material with which to construct that frame is scarce. Another

reason is that the landscape looms too large to be compressed into the
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neptly squared outlines of the realistfc mode. Thus, "The Pratrle" chapter
of Crove's Frults of the Eavth crveates a senne of something out of propor-
tion !ﬁ tha architectonics of te work. In ftself, {t {s a succesaful
evocation of impalpable spaciousness. But our view of tt is blocked, 01;
efther nid?, by the weiphty nhd detatled chrontele chapters, Stfll ano-,
ther reason why the spirit of the brniri(‘ cludes the framework of realism
{s that the prafrie landscape rvnlsl‘ the medlative meglso of the realls-
tic mode, which characteristically Lendalto draw all extreme elements
towards a predetermined norm--as Abe Spalding tries to Invoke a prcdc?er—

mined moral norm {n the Spalding district--or which tends si{mply to eli-

minate those extreme elements which cannot be normallzed. The praicie is

L 4
nature reduced to its lowest terms, and so {t 1s emphatically stable and >
//
fntransigent. It resists qualification according to bourgeoils, middle .-~ '

standards. If the writer makes the mistake, as Grove does, of L»{ﬁé us
a brief but illuminating glimpse of it, he only points up\thé/zfgpnrative

unsubstantiality of his so carefully detalled, middle-class framework.
Set agalnst the prairie, temporal, material realities are\g mere vanity

fair, regardless of what level of society those ébpiricnl rdalities repre-
A/‘,

sent, /

Ross and Kroetsch have not resisted the impulse towards abstrac-

»

tion, and so there is not a sense of cross-purposes in their works. Rgth

have chosen to work in a mode which permits their romance sensibility

freedom of exercise. In As For Me and My House, we see empiricél reality

-
a2

exploited-and transformed into imaginative imagery. The Words of my

Roaring approximates a nice balance between tangible and intangible spheres.

In both, the fendcncy towards abstraction shows in the technique of

characterization. Neither %resents life in exact scale, and, if we come to

-
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the works expecting to find U fe {n exact scale, we are bound to be disap-
L i . -

pointed. Roas reduces the actual outlined of ordinary human personality’

in order to aggrandize, {in complementary fashion, the limits of fmagl-

natfon. And Kroetsch makes his characters do double duty, for they

function as both realfstic ‘dnd symbollic entities. Both authors use thelr

characters with a flew towards realizlug a fuller upderstanding of the

great commonplace their setting indexes, and so thelr sacrifice of ordi-

nary hahﬂn personnlléy need not be regarded {n a negative light. Insofar
as the characters function to help us recalize the truth of the trulsm--
wgat Hawthorne has called thg truth of the human heart--they are life~
affirming rather than life—deny}ng. What 1s nesessary is that they be |
Judged accordiﬁg to the function they are intended to fulfil. Since thelir
function is not a conventional realistic one, they ought not to be judged

according to the conventions of the English ré listic novel. In The

Canadian West in Fiction, McCourt writes:.

0f all the forms .of literary expression the novel is in this
country the most conventional. Our novelists have almost without
exception written in the manner sanctified by the solid Victorians.
The three elements--plot, character, setting--are emphasized in
their traditional proportions; the action progresses steadily
through a series of climaxes to the properly exciting denouement.
re are a few exceptions--Morley Callaghan, Grove in Master
;gfthe Mill--but generally the Canadian novelist 1¢ much less
ready to experiment than our poets and dramatists. Perhaps the
fault 1ies with a reading public intolerant of novelty, but few
of our novelists give the impression of being suppressed inno-
vators who have adapted their technique to suit the taste of a
prim and conventional age. This is particularly true of our
Western novelists, who have always tended to stick safely within

the limits of the. traditional.2
x

The Canadian West in Fiction is a 1949 publication, so, of cqurséﬁ

McCourt could not know how far past the limits of the traditional
‘ . Vo
Kroetsch would move. But, with regard to Western novelists, even in
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1949, McCourt was not preciscly accurate in his generalizations. In

As For Me and My House, plot, character, and sctting are not omppnsized
in thelr traditional proportions. Plot and character' are subjugated, and
the main emphasis {s on'sctting. This last clément {s extremely impor-
tant {n both Ross's and Kroctsch's works. TFor both evoke ameeting and
merging of the actual and the fmaginary, and both are careful to seé #he
szﬂgc for the meeting, with a meticulous control of tone and atmosphere

that induces the(reader to forfeft his hold on empirical reality and

suspend his disbeliefyin probable impossibilities. In order to create
, :

\

a climate that 1s remote ffom empirical reality--a necessarily remote
climate, 1if idcangible concepts are to be explored with naturalness and

\
ease--both Ross and Kroetsch have experimented, successfully, with non-

traditional narrative techniques; Ross with impressionism, Kroetsch
with surrealism. Impresstontsm\and surrealism are both romantfc in
' A

origin, for they function subjectively rather than objectively to shape
our perspective of their respective narrative worlds. And, since both

are relatively modern techniques, their appearance in the fiction indi-

cates that, in terms of innovation, Western Canadian writers are now

~

keeping pace with their colleagues.in other countries. In the present

decade, the issue that now needs to be posed, particularly with regard
to the most recent works of Robert Kroetsch, is whether or not the

tendency to evoke a fictional climate that is remote from empirical reality

has been carried, beyond the limits of perception, beyond even the

»
-

province of romance, to the point where it sceks to be understood

LY

without providing the m@ans of understanding.

.~
-
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NOTES TO CHAPTERS
N

INTRODUCTION

1
\ Edward A..McCourt, The Canadian West in Fiction (Torouto:

The Ryerson Press, 1949), pp. T10-111." Subsequont references are
to this edition, with “page numbers indicated in parentheses.

- 2
René wollek Concepts of Criticism, edited and with an {ntro-

duction by Stephen G Ni«hols, Jr. (New Haven and London: Yale Uni-.
versity Press, 1963), p. 255.

o

3
o In the revised edition of Creative Writing in Canada: A Short

History of English-Canadian Literature . (Toronto: The Ryerson Press,
1901), Desmond Pacey cith grove as one of the first prairie realists,
and describes his work as 'the most impressive achicvement " of early
Canadian realists. By realistic works,.4Pacey means novels that are
"more sombre in tone' than such regional idylls as the Jalna series.
"They probe more deeply into the lives of their characters, they treat
more integnsively the soclal environment and they are less glven to
sentimental and romantic evasions. I make no further references

to Pacey becavse, with the exception of his .enthusiastic response to
Grove, much of what he says about prairle writers scems to echo McCourt.

\ 4 |
‘ W. O Mitchell, Who Has Seen the Wind (Toronto: Macmillan of
Canada, 1947), p. 3. The reterence {s to the Laurentian Library No. 14
edition.
5

Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princegon University Press, 1957), p. 305.

) 6 ) N ) .
Sinclair Ross, As For Me and My House (Toronto and Montreal:
McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1941) . 73. The reference is to
the New Canadian Library No. & edition, published in 1957 with an

introduction by Roy Daniells.

7
Charles Child Walcutt, Man's Changing Mask: Modes and Methods
of Characterization in Fiction (Minneapolis: University. of Minnesota
Press, 1966), n. 5. ‘
) ’
8 .
Yvor Winters, "Introduction," Forms of Discovery: Egsays on
the Forms of the Short Poem in English (Alan Swallow, 1967), p- xvi.
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Anatomy of Crittcism, p. 136.

10
For a detaitled discussion of the mytliological origins of the
Wasteland theme, see Jesse L. Weston, From Ritual to Romance (Garden !

City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 19575:"3£Thinnlly pub lished
by Cambridge University Press in 1920. Miss Weston traces the Waste-
lang and other aspects of the Grall legends back to sources in the

Nature cults of primitive mythology.

11
For a compact but thoroughly comprehensive survey of the evo-

lution of romance, sce Gillian Beer, The Romance, no. 10 in The Critical
Idiom, general editor, John D. Jump (London: Mcthuen & Co Ltd, 1970).

12 ' .
Mitchell's Who Has Seen the Wind (1947) is another example of
romance in itg lyrical mode, and might be discussed in conjunction with
Ross's work. But As For Me and My House is a more pure representative
of the mode. So, while I &hall continue to make references to Mitchell,
I shall confine my discussion of the lyrical mode to Ross's work.
| )
13 \ ' . ’ /

Maurice Z.]Shroder, "The Novel as a Genre," The Novel: Modern
Essays in Criticism, edited by Robert Murray Davis (Englevood Cliffs,
New Jerseyr Prentdce-Hall, Inc., 1969), p. 50. Sybsequent references in
this paragraph ate to pp. 51-57 of this edition.

Y

CHAPTER ONE

N 9

James McNamee's them damn Canadians hanged Louis Riel! . (Toronto:
Macmillan of Canada, 19717“Eells the story of the days immediately prior
to and subsequent to Riel's execution in Regina from' a young boy's point
of view. McNamee is particularly effective in satirizing the Ontario .
Orangemen who have come to celebrate the hanging. But the ironic pivot is
"Uncle Joe," who faithfully believes, up until the last moment, that
"president Cleveland will send his bluecoats riding up here" to the rescue.
Like Riel, Uncle Joe is a sometime U. S. citizen. After the hanging, the
boy says, to make his uncle feel better, "Maybe the President will send
the bluecoats up here to make them pay for what they did." Uncle Joe
replies, "Redcoats! Bluecoats! . . . I'm sick of them! The only coats

I want to see in this western country is buckskin jackets:!"

st

1

2 : oo .
Edward McCourt, The Road Across Canada, illustrated by John A.

Hall (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1965), p. 154.

3 '~ .')
William Giijmore Simms, "Preface," The Yemassee: A Romance of
Carolina, edited and with an introduction and. notes by C. Hugh Holman

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1961), p. 6. The Yemassee was first
published in 1835. The reference here-is to Riverside Edition No. 65.
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4
In his preface to The Deerslaver (New York: Afirmont Publishing

Company, Inc., 1964), first published In 1841, Cooper counters the ob-
jection that he has given a 'more favourable plcture of the red man than '
the red man deserves by saying: "It is the privilege of all writers of
ffction, more partlicularly when thelr works aspire to the elevation of
romances, to present the beau 1d63} of their characters to the reader.
This 1t is which constitutes poetry, and to suppose that the red man
is to be represented only in the squalid misery or in the degraded moral
state that certalnly more or less belongs to his condition is, we ap-
prehend, taking a very narrow view of an author's privileges. Such criti-
cism would have deprived the world of even Homer." Cooper's stipulation
of the beau {d€al becomes a convention for romance characterization.

5
(The Road Across Canada, p. 170.

6
Shroder, "The Novel as a Genre," p. 50.

L 3

7
Frederick Niven's The Lost Cabin Mine (New York: John Lane Company,

1908), although it is primarily an adventure story, has as one of its
most interesting themes the impact of the mountains on the minds of
~""N the men who live amongst them either in complete solitude, or with a
single partner. The mountains seem to reduce a man to his most base or
‘radical temperament; and, if his partner is of a different basic make-up,
their incompatibility can result in violence.- Nivén's young narrator gets
involved in the adventure becguse he has beén:invited to come along
and keep the peace between two partners who are congenial enough in town,
but murderpus towards each other in the lonely mountain camps. One of
Nthem says, "It's queer how the mountains, when you get among them, seem
to creep in all round you and lock you up. It doesn't take long among
them with a man to know whether you and he belong to the same order and
breed. There are men who can never sleep under the same blanket;.yes,
never sleep on the same side of the fire; never, after two daya in the
hills, ‘ride side by side, buc must get space between them."

'

8 o
The Road Across Canada, pp. 172-1373.

9 . ‘ .
Nathaniel Hawthorne{ The Scarlet Letter (New York: Harper & Row,
1968), p. 33. The reference is to "The CGentenary Text," with an lntro-
duction by Stephen A. Black. The Scarle't Letter was first published in

1850. , T .

. 10
'The Scarlet Letter, p. 33

) 1 o o
Richard Chase, The American Novel and its Tradition (Garden City,

New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1957), p. 1ll.

F

.
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12
The Canadian West in Fiction, p. 13.
13
The Road Across_Canada, p. 136.
o ‘
14
The Road Across Canada, p. 137.
- 15
The Road Across Canada, p. 137.
16
In Saskatchewan (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1968), McCourt
writes: " . . . Manitoba is only half-way plains country; great forests

line her eastern flank, northward her land surface is engulfed by inland
fresh-water seas; and her heart--so many truculent true-blue westerners
affirm--yearng towards Ontarlo. West of Saskatchewan amply endowed
Alberta floats on a lake of oil and snuggles comfortably into the em-
brace of the Rockies; afid even her most exposed parts feel from time to
time the caress of the genial chinook.'" However, despite the differences,
~ "there is a remarkable 'unity of spirit prevailing among prairie dvellers"
of the three provinces.

17 :
Frederick Philip Grove, Over Prairie Trails (Toronto: McClelland
& Stewart Limited, 1957), pp. 49-50. Qver Prairie Trails was first pub-
lished in 1922. The feference is to the New Canadian Library No. 1
edition, with introduction by Malcolm Ross.

P

18
Over Prairie Trails, p. 5S1.

19
Herman Melville, Moby-Dick - (New York: W.W. Nortpn & Company Inc.,
1967), p. 284. Moby-Dick was first published in 1851. The reference ig
to the Nodton Critical Edition, edited by Harrison Hayford and Hershel
Parker. .

i
«

20 :
Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Preface," The House of the Seven Gables
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1967), p. 1. The House of the
Seven Gables was first published in 1851. The reference is to the Norton

Critical Edition, edited by Seymour L. Gross.

21 ¢ ' ‘
Aristotle, Poetics, translated by S. H. Butcher, introduction by

Francis Fergusson (New York: Hill and Wang, 1961), pp. 109-110. .
22 -

The Norwegian author, Knut Hamsun, has a particularly striking
way of evoking the ritualisti¢ and the metaphysical in his re-creations
- of farm routine. In Growth of the Soil, translated by W. W. Worster,
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), there is a sense of Ectlesiastes
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in his descriptions of earthy folk working: their way through the seaso-
nal cycle. His ceatral figure, lsak, he'fescribes as: "A tiller of the
ground, body and soul; a worker on tlle land without respite. A ghost
risen out of the past to point the future, a man from the earliest days

of cultlvation, a settler in the wilds, nine hundred years old, and,
withal, a man of the day. . . . Forest and field look on. All is majes-
ty and power--a sequence and purpose of things." ‘ o

23
"Preface," House of the Scven Gables, p. 1.

24 -

A good example of a farmer accepting the marvelous without
question is Bent Candy in Mitchell's Who Has Seen the Wind. Although
a.religious man, Bent Candy is primarily a hard-nosed, acquisitive
farmer. When he tries underhanded means to get hold of addle-brained
Saint Sammy's purebred Clydes, Saint Sammy threatens him with the ven-
geance of the Lord. A prairie cyclone destroys Bent Candy's shiny
new barn. In the aftermath, he looks at Sammy, knows Sammy is fey,
but silently acquiesces in the belief that Sammy has the gift of pro-~-
phecy. And, fittingly, Sammy has originally come by this gift after a

25
- It is the rare author who can create characters who are fully.
realized personalities at the same time that they are fully realized
symbols. Melville can do it. His Ahab has a real, lively presence at
the same time that he represents the Prometheah spirit willfully ‘
challenging God.

‘?}f‘

26 . .
Frye defines archetype as "a symbol, usually an image, which

recurs often enough in literature to be recognizable as an element of
one's literary experience as a whole.” R

A more psychologically oriented definition is provided by Emma ‘
Jung in her introduction to The Grail Legend, wtitten in collgboration
with Marie-Louise von Franz and translated by Andrea Dykes (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1971): "By archetype Jung, who introduced this
term into psychology, understands a 'preconscious disposition' that
enables a man to react'iq a human manner. Jung compares these disposi-
tions or dominant structures in the psyche to the invisible potential
existence of the crystalline structure in a saturated solution. Thay
first take on form when they emerge into consciousness in the shape of
images. . . . As inborn possibilities of.forms of behaviour and compre-
hension, the archetypes are connected with the instincts, with which
they have a reciprocal relation. They are humad nature in the universal
sense, in that they lead to the production of similar and ever-recurring

archetypal images."

27 , : : :
Yvor Winters, "Aspects of the Short Poem in the English Renais-~

sance," Forms of Discovery, p. 3. . : .
. , | ‘
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28 : : ‘
. I should add that, by realism, Grove means something more

flexible than Wellek's definition "the objective representation of

contemporary socfal reality." 1In It Needs to be Sald (Toronto: The
Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, at St. Martin's H0uso, 1929), 1
says: "Realism . . . 1s the endeavour to reproduce nature or to des—

cribe real life just as it appears to the artist.

’ As it appears. Not as he wilshes td see {t. Not as he sometimes

sces 1t. Not as it seems. As it appears. Only that appears which be-
.comes clearly visible to the eye or perceptible to the ear, the sense,

the mind, the soul.” ' By attriputing organs of perception to the soul,

. Grove suggests somethkhg of a'Romantic, Coleridgean belief in the quasi—
divine creative potential of the primary imagination. Coleridge, who
first introduced “"primary imagination" Into aesthetic phxlosophy, defines
it .as "the living Power and prime agent of all human Perception.”

29 »
_ . Frederick Philip Grove, In Search of Myself (Toronto: The
Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, 1946), p. 260.

.

30
In Search of Myself, pp. 260-261.

~

31
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "On P cesy or Art," English Romantic

Writers, edited:by David Perkins (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.,
1967), p. 492. "On POesy or Art" consists of notes for a lecture given

in 1818.

32 ' |
M.. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and thd

Critical Tradition (New-'York: W. W. Norton & Company Inc., 1958),
Pp. 21-22, The Mirror and the Lamp was first published by Oxford Univer-

sity Press in 1933. ‘ . .

33 -
Yvor Winters, "Maule's Curse or Hawthorne and the Problem of
Allegory," In Defense. of Reason (Chicago: The Swallow Press Inc.), p} 170.

k]

34 , - : ‘
See Douglas O. Spettigue, Frederick Philip Grove: Studies in

Canadian Literature, general editors Hugo McPherson and Gary Geddes
(Torontd: The Copp Clark Publishing Company, 1969), for evidence tha
Grove's. "autob‘graphy" is not factually reliable.

0 35 ——
' Yvor Winters, "Maule's %, P 158,

36 oF b |
Anatomy of Criticism, p. 76. o

|
Anatomy of Criticism, . 304-305.
PR S : G;} - ' - - . . s
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38 '
Wellek, -Concepts of Criticism, pp 254-255. Wellek says
"realism claims to be all- -inclusive in subject mattcr and aims to be
objective in mLthOd even though this objectivity is hardly ever
achleved in practice. Realism is didactic, moralistic, reformist.
Without always realiaing the conflict between description and prescrip-
tion, it tries to reconcile the two in the concept of 'type' . . . {t
interprets 'type' as social type and not as universally human. . . . In
some writers, but not all, realism becomes historic: it grasps social

reality as dynamic evolution."

39
Saskatchewan, p. 222.
40
The Road Across Canada, pp. 170-171.
41 \
Saskatchewan, p. 7. \
42

Saskatchewan, p. 9.

gn

43 AR
In W. 0. Mitchell's Jake and the, Kid (Toronto: The Macmillan

Company of Canada Limited, 1961), "Prefessor" Godfrey in "The Liar Hunter"

trics to explain why he thinks tall tales gre an important index of
the spirit of prairie people: "These men 1lie about the- things that hurt
them most. Their yar®S are about the winters and how cold they are

' the summers and how dry they are. 1In this country you.get the deepest

snows, the worst dust storms, the biggest hailstones. .'. . Rust anﬁ'dust
and ‘hail and sawfly and cutyorm and drouth are terrible things, but not
half as frightening if they are made ridiculous. If a man ‘can laugh at
them he's won half the battle. When he ekaggerates things he isn't
lying really; it's a defence, the defence o§/exagberation. e can either
do that or squeal. . . . People in this country aren't squealers."

"The Liar Hunter" is sheer fun to read because, .in showing Mr.
Godfrey on the track of(tall tales, Mitchell is able to weave several of
them into the narrative. The topper of the lot is the tale of Albin

day, Jake saya; Albin "looked up an' seen one a thém there four-engine

bombers they re flyin' tuh Roosia. She was love at. “first sight. He took L.

off, an' thuh Iast folks seen was two little black specks disappearin’

" tuh thuh North." And Jake finishes the story with "Han' me that there

manure fork will yuh, Kid?" ) v
44 s '
- Saskatchewan, pp. 9-10. .
45 : T ) i - .

Saskatchewan, p. 4.
(. :
) : Sy .

Py
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46
Marius Bewley, The Eccentric chlgn " Form in the Classic
Amcrican Novel (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1963),
P. 15. Subsequent references in this paragraph are to pp. 13- 21 of this

edition.

47 ’ \
Illia Ktriak Sons of the Soil (Toronto The Ryerson Press, 1959),
pPpP- 10~11.

48

Robert Kroetsch, The Words of my Roaring (London .and ‘Melbourne:
Mezmillan, 1966), p. 79.

- 49 ' ’ /
, Philosophically, naturalism Is a view of the world which
takes account only of natural .€lements or forces, excluding the super-
natural or spiritual; naturalism ts a materialistic view that involves
the belief that all phenomena are covered by laws of science and that
all teleological explanations are therefore without value.

. 50 A )
Richard Chase, The American Novel and its Tradition, p. 2.
Subsequent referecnces'in this paragraph are to pp. 5-13 of this edition..

51

Saskatchewan, p. 6.

52 . '
Anatomy of Criticism, p. 139.

.$3
Saskatchewan, p. 224.

@o

* Edward McCourt Music at the Close (Toronto: McClelland and
Stewart Limited, 1966), p. 217. Music at the Close was first published
in 1947 by The Ryerson Press. The reference is to the New Canadian
Libraxy No. 52 edition, with an introduction by Allan Eevan.

| , '

54

25 .
Henry James, ‘"preface," The American; The Novels and Tales of '
Henry James, New York Edition, Volume. 11 (New York!:Augustus M. Kelley,

1970), p. xiv. Subsequent references in this paragraph are to this edition.

&

56 N : ~
Henry James, "Preface," The Amsg}can, pP. XV.

A7 ' o
- The American Novel and its Tradition, p. 27.
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CHAPTER TWO

1 - S
Thomas Marc Parrot, "Introduction,' The Tragedy of Richard the

Second, Shakespeare: Twenty-three Plays and the Sonnets (New York:

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1938, 1953), p. 301. .

2 ' :

. Edward McCourt, Music at the Close, p. 77. Subsequent references
are to the New Canadian Library No. 52 edition, with page numbers indi-
cated in parentheses. :

-~

3 . .
Shroder, "The Novel as a Genre,' p. 45.

4 | .
" See.Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago & London:
The University of Chicago Press, 1961), Chapter Six, pp. 149-165, for
a thorough discussion of types of narration. '

5 . ' ' . ,
See Armnold Hauser, Naturalism, Impressionism, The Film Age,
Volume Four, The Social History of Art Z}ondon: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1962), pp.220-223, for a discussion of the rationale behind

surrealism. o,

~

6 ’ .
The Canadian West in Fictiom, pp. 120-121.
7 ‘ . - ) : ) - .
Stebhen Crane, The Red Badge of Couragf, Great Short Works of
Stephen Cphne , introduction by James B.. Colvert (New York: Harper:
& Row, 1965, 1968) pp. 125-126. The Red Badge of Courage was first pub-
lished in 1895. References in this paragraph are to the Perennial Classic
edition. ‘ ‘ [P . .

S

- T s W & -
. ) . :

8 5
In Search of Myself, p. 397.

e

"

Wellek, Concepts of -Criticism, pp. 254-255. %
A0 : . C v e o
: ' Fredérick Philip Grove, Fruits of the Earth (Toronto: McClel-
. land and Stewart Limited, 1965), p.Z26. Fruits of the Earth was first
T ublished in 1933 by J. M. -Dent & Sons Ltd. The reference is to’ the
Jew Canadian' Library No. 49 edition, with introduction by M. G. Parks.
Subsequent references are to-this edition; with page numbers imdicated
> in pareptheses, - ’ : ‘ . : ' '

| RN .
_ In Search of Myself, p. 227. .
. . . v ‘ . B} . P
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12 . Co. , . A
See Vincent Fﬁéibx Hopper, Medieval Number Symbolism: Its
Sources, Meaning, and Influence on Thought and Expression (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1938), Chapter II, for a comprehensive dis-
cussion of the symbolic meanings of astrological numbers. -

~

®

13 :
Hopper, p. 101.

14

. In Séarch of Myself, pp. 356-357. o

15
" Herman Melvillg, Moby-Dick, pp. 460-461.

16 o L

See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, pp. 163-186, for a - J;

i,

17 . .

Laura Goodman $alverson, The-Viking Heart- (Toronto: McClel~

land and Stewart PublaBhers, 1938), pp. 323, 325. The Viking Heart -
was first published i1#'1923 by George H. Dowran Company. =

18 . . - ’ -~
Kiriak, Sons of the Soil, pp. 90, 94.

v
~

CHAPTER THREE Q? .

[N

l -A . - . . ’
'Ralph Freedman, "N#fure and Forms of‘tﬂé Lyrical Novel," The Novel: .
Modern Essays in Criticism, edited by Robert Murray Ddvis (Englewoo

Cliffg, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1969). p 60,

. Sinclair Ross, A® For Me and Mya House, p. 39. Suhseqqen‘tf references
arp to the New Canadian Library No. 4 edition, with page numbers' indi-
cdzed in parentheses. . : ) : \ ’

3. o ‘
7 Freedman, pp. 64-65.

4 , v . . . : R .
Northrop Frye makes this point, Anatomv of Criticism, p. 135.

S'j . ] . . ) .
- Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Chapter XIII," Biographia Literaria,. -

Eng;isﬁ Romantic Writers , edited by David Perkins' (New Yb:k:;Hafcourt;,4>

" Brace & World, Inc., 1967), p. 452. Biog;aphiaapiterarih was composed 31.

in 1815 but was'not published until 1817. . .- S

-
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O . *
Arnotd Hauser, Natuwvalt, Lapressiontsm, The J“ilm Ave, pp.
158-159. ‘
! .
Vinceat Foster Hopper, Medieval Number Symbollam, p. 471, o
8

See John Stuart MU, "Naturs, "™ Three Fas aysnoop Reltpten

N N \ <
(London: Lonpnans, Greea, Reader, and Dyer, l(/’\)

N

9
Sankatchewoa, P 9.

10 o
Alfred, Lord Tennvson, "'I‘Hlmnu:;‘,t' Victorian and lLater English
Pocts, edited by Jares Stepheas, Fdwln L. b\«l and l\o) all H. Snow
(New York: American Book- Company, (‘.bp_vright 1934, 1936, 1917, 1949),
p. 116.

\

11
Frledertch Nletzache, "A Critical Backward Glance,” The Bivth nf
Tragedy and The CGeneology of Merals, translated by Pranc 1 3 GO (ing
((.)r\l(‘n (,Hy. New York: l)nuhl(dw & Company, Inc., 1956), p. 9. The Birth
of Tragady was first puhlihhml tn 1872. .. o )
12 *
Herman Melville, _x“jokh‘v—_ﬂi;rk, PR. 164-10%,

13
Moby-Dick, p. 169.

14 . ‘

In ane instance, Mrs, BentTey r&frrs to Fl Lireco as "an angel
ot de:sfr\‘xcr;nn ffom the canine Jlowver world™ (121). T think tle dog has
an “important function as a kind of archetypal symbol of a lawless sphere.
His name enhances his symbolic qualtity, {f onc conslders what El Greco
the artist (s noted fors See H. V. Janson and Dora Jane Janson, History
of Art: A Survey of the Major Visual Arts From the Dayn of History to |
the Prcqvnt Qli o edited by Milton Sw Fox (hnhlvwood Llitfs, N. J..

Frentice-{all, Inc., and New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1965). fitstory
of Art was first printed in 1962, ’

Partlcularly in his later vorks, El Grego is mnoted for his free,
fmpressionistic technique, his increcusing disregard for natural form
and conventional modelling, his tragkition {rom narrative description to
symboltcal interpretation of visionary subjects.” ‘

-15 -
See C. I. Scofield, The New Scofield Reference Bhble: Authorized
King James Version (New YotE: Oxford University Fress, 1967), p.610.
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