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ABSTRACT

(3

The purpos of this thesis are to examine how and how well

W. O. Mitchell meets the compositional demand: presented by the kinds of

N rd
novels he has choSen to create in Who Has feen the wind, The Kite, and
——— e —— e —— e

The Vanishing Point, and thus to reach a descriftion and evaluation of
s&me distinctive features of Mitchell's craft of fiction in his novels.

The first chapter of the thesis serves as an introduction to
the tbpic by stating the purposes to be achiegved, defining the critical
method to be employed, and arguing the suitability of the method given
the current state of Mitchell s%ﬁdies and the ﬁurposes of this thesis.

TTe mlddle three chapters of this thesis»are devoted to
detailed examination of the novels according to the critical method
outlined. Thus the following three questions Provide the organization
for each chapter. FirSt, what kind of novel is it, or, more specifically,
what is the plot and the form of fhe plot? Theén, what comp;;}fional |
demands do the kind of novel and the constituent elements of the novel

v
present? Finally, how and how well are the selected compositional
demands met in an effort to maximize the effectiveness of the whole?

The conclusion finds that W. 0. Mjtchell's writing t&lents do
not show to best advantage in his novels. The wéaknesses of_his writing,
such as the difficulty creatiﬁétg}nvincing, sympathétic midéle—flass
males and the lack of success portraying women in sufficient complexity

for their roles, are emphasized by the kind of novels Mitchell has chosen

to write in The Kite and The Vanishing Point. .Conversely, the strengths

iv

\



of his writing often become lialilities in the novelistic context in
which they appear. The tall tales, the optimistic themes, and the
romantic characterizations tit uncomfortably into a traditional realistic

novel format, creating works in which the parts are greater than the

whole.
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CHAY TG ]

The purposies of thi: thenis are to examine how and how well
W. 9. Mitchell meets the Compoﬁirwﬂnil demand presented Ly the kinds of
novely he has chosen to»cro@tv in whfﬁlﬂﬁtfkfjtf}¥1<ﬂf¥l’ The Kite, and
Ipﬁ_&ﬁlgﬂlyﬁl}ﬁ§91} and thus to reach in the tinal chapter a description
and evaluation of some dictinctive features of Mitceh i's craft of
fiction in his novels.

The critical method emploved asks three hasic questions of each
work. What kind of novel is it. What compositional demands do the kind
ot novel and the constituent elements of the novel present? How and how

IS

well are the compositional demands met in an effort to maximize the

effectiveness of the whole? Novels are of two kinds, mimetic and didactic,

and, if mimetic, then either comic or tragic.l The distinction between
mimetic and didactic works is fundamental, the didactic seeking to teach,
and the mimetic,}to énte;tain. While the two kinds of works are easy to
distinguish in theory--the one arguing and instructing, the other
imitating and pleasing--they are more difficult to distinguish in
practice, for a didactic work ﬁ;y imitate and delight, while a mimetic
wobk may have much to teach. A work is didactic. when the thesis argued
is the primary organizing principle, when the materials are selected,
or&ered, and rendered in the main according to the Qictates of the case
to be made. A work is mimetic when the materials are selected, ordered,
and rendered in the main '"to move our feelings powerfully and pleasurably

\ /
. . .. 2 . . . . .
in a certain definite way." The difference between didactic and mimetic

Y



works may be refined using the following distinctions. The "plot" of a
didactic work is generally a series of incidents ungted in their:

contribution to propounding the doctrine; the plot of a mimetic work is
generally a temporal synthesis of action, charactcr;jqnd thought i ited

in maximizing the emotional impact. A didacyic work employs actions to
[ :

* N\
—— S

. . ’ » * m,w . , { ) 3 . .
darouse certaln egotions toward™its dpctriggxﬂt\us inculcating the desired
. LA T
moral stance; a mimetic work employs,ouf moraldtance toward certain
o R ,

. P | X . . .
characters in certain incidents to efixldre our emotional involvement. A

s > .
. N N
didactic work is complete whén it has‘pr;snntod its case; a mimetic work
N . ’

N

is complete when it has resolved the action with which it hegan.

Mitchell's novels are mimetic. Who Has Seen the Wind is Brian
O'Connel's strugple to understand the ultimate meaning of life. The
gripping gorce of th¢ novel comes not from the progressive revelation of
the meaning of life but from the successes and fai}uré$ of Brian's struggle.
The novel concludes not with Brian's discoyery of fhe answer to the puzzle
of human existence but with his vow to continue the juest. The Vanishing
Point is organizeg by Carlyle's successful quest for Victoria, a search
which is the outward manifestation of Carlyle's inner quest for his

natural self. The novel's outstanding structural characteristic reveals

dramatically the centrality of Carlyle's growth. The Vanishing Point is

divided into three parts, the second section breaking the éhronological
development of Carlyle's search for Victoria, not to argue for one of the.
novel's themes such as the importance of love, but fo trace Carlyle's
growth during his first nine years in Paradise Valley. The Kite is also
a mimetic novel, organized by David Lang's successful quest for a

{
magazine articie, a search which is the outward manifestation of his

successful inner quest for his natural self and for a more beneficial



concept ot time.  The kite, however, has a particularly strong didact ic
: !/

impulse.  The series of speculations an to Daddy Sherry's so -ca) led
'

secret to a long and full life provildes the tovel with a didgetic

structure, and the novel coucludes with pronsuncement s from bath Daddy

{
ant David as to Daddy's secret . The mimetic structure, however
< ninates the didact ic® largely because ¢ the firat two chapter: of the
nhovel. hege chapvers e:tablish David ag the prrotagonist, they define

David's principal problem as his deleferioua copcept ot time, and they

propose the solution: David should return 1o hiv O < and come to know

-

Daddy Sherrv, who has the awareness ot his own mortal it ¢h David

lacks.,  Thus the eariy chapters of Tﬁpmfiﬁﬁ‘esfabliah David'ss quest as
the novel's central organizing‘a{inciple. Because Mitchell's novels are
quite clearly mimetic, Chapters I, I11, and IV of this thesis do not
argue directly for the mimetic nature of the works but codcentra?o on
ascertaining what kir 1 of mimetic novel each work is. |
¥

Mimetic novels are comic or tragic tm!a mixture of comedy and
tragedy. Béoadly defined, "comic' and "tragic" describe the well -known
happy and sad endings, and this is the general sénse in which the terms
are uggg here. Because Mitchell's ficfion is not tragic, I will elaborate
.only on the comic. More specifically defined, 3 womic novel is cne in
which a deserving protagonist is finally included in a society to which
he naturall- velor:is. Here comic does not mean funny. Nor does it refer
to the '"comic n;iritﬁ where the actions of men are perceived sympathetically .
as they fall short of the ideal. Nor is it a genre term. It does,
however, refer indirectly to the gcfre of dramatic comedy because much of

the modern fiction which we describe as comic destends from dramatic »

comedy. Northrop Frye summarizes the action of dvamatic coﬁedy as follows:



]

What normally happens i that a younp man wants a
young womdn, that his desire is resisted by some
opposition, usually parental, and that near the end

of the plav some twist in the plot enahles the herao
to have his will."

'
The movement is trom one society to a better society, the happv chanpe
being celetrated by weddings, banquets, fnd, somet mes, the rituag)
nxpnl‘.‘:inn ot’'a scapegeat.  While the genre of dramatic comedy standa
behind mm]vx‘p comic tiction, comic means, more broadly detined, that the
hero gains the society to which he rigﬁtly belongs, amd, most broadly
detined, that the ending is a happy . re, Y
Another term bLesides "tragic' and "ecomic" used in discusging
the emotional impact ot a novel is "form.'" Form is generally defined in
literary studies as a work's "essential organizing principle."u Thus to
call the em¢otional "'working or power'" of a mimetic novel its form is

sensible:because a mimetic work is designed primarily to move our emotions.

- AN

The form then is the pattern of our hopes and fears, joys and sorrows,
; <
throughout the novel. Hogg»efj‘ﬁgéause the most prominent part of the
/
emotional pattern is the climax, which is described in terms of comedy
and tragedy, the form of a novel is often described as comic or tragic,
-

depending solely on the climax.

The element of fictionAprimarily responsible for the form of a
mimetic novel is plot. The form of the plot is the crucial element in
mimetic novels and a key concept in the critical method of this study.
Plot is used hereqxot in the ordinary sense of a sequence of actions but
in the enlarged sense ;? the "temporal synthesis . . . of action,
character, and thought."6 This exéénded definition of plot is of great

benefit, for it acknowledges, accommodates, and accounts for what we as

readers realize, that there are plots of character and plots of thought



as well as~ the traditionally recoguized plots ot action. Furthermore, by
including character in the detinition, a meral ayd _emotiona{ vlement is
added which we know ie present wher we read: we feol animosity for some
characters and ﬁiuh them i1l we feel atiection tor some characters and
v

wish them well.

Determining thq plot inveives identifying the protagonist, the
character "who undofgoou the major change," describing the protagonist's
initial state, and then following the protagonist's changes,’paying

particular attention to the c¢limactic change in character, thoupght or

7 . .
fortune, "Character"” refers to the protagonist's goals and behavior,

and it 'is revealed when he decides upon a certain course of actign and
when, unless stopped by forces beyond his control, he accomplishes or
begins to accomplish his intent. "Thought" refers to the protagonist's
ideas and knowl;dge, and it is usually reveal-d omniscientiy or through-
speech. '"T'ortune" refers to the protagonigts' honour, goods, loved-ones,
and general well-being, and it is revealed by what happens to#him and his
plans. Determining the form of thebplot involves ide;tifying our response
to the protagonist's charécter and thought, and our hopes and fedrs for
his fortune. It also requires recognizing the d.:thfbn of the
protagonist's changes and estimating the degree to which he is regponsible
for these changes.

The second step in the éri:icai method is f; cénsider the form
of the plot and the outstandidg constituent eleme‘Fs of the novel and to
identify some basic compositional demands which these preséﬁt.

The third step is to analyze in what wa¥ys, and uith'whs;

success, the author meets thé compositional demands in his effort to

maximize the form of the plot.



_This criti®al methnd is well suited to the intention of this
thesis to describe and evaluate W. O. Mitchell's craft of fiction because
the criticalimethod focuses directly on the novels. Critical modes can
be distinguishea by the degree to which they focus on the author, the
audience, the universc (theAwofld outside the work), or the work itself.?
Analyses of the author, audience, and‘ﬁniverse are oblique apprgaches to
Mitchell's craft of fiction. The critical approach employed here examines

directly the tools of the writer's craft: action, character, theme,

point of view, setting, symbolism, and the other elements of fiction.

N

Yet it includes something of the author, the audie%ce, and the universe. |
Jheﬂauthor is included invthat an inference is made from the text that he
attempted to craft a particg}ar kind of novel, say, a comedy rather than
a tragedy, or a serious ceme@g rather than avsentimental'oﬁe. The
audience is included in so far as a general response to a work is
inferred, say,phappiness at the success.of a hero's quest, and more
specific responses throughout a work are inferred, say, concerﬁ when the
hero's life is endangered. The uni&erse is considered in this study to
varying degrées dgpending on the didactic propensity of the work. The
diéactic element must be considefed because it influences the emotional
pgwér of . mov... For example, if a protagonist's insight is intended to
provide & comic nigh poiﬁt, but his ig;}ght:i§ unsupported‘By events in
the novel a. 4 seems simplistic outside the world of.tﬁe novel, then the
reader's reaction.will be negative rather than positive. The didactic
element is also considered because it is more powerfully conveyed as the
form of the plot is more gffectivel; developed, and a critic would be

irresponsible--at least narrow--if he praised the power of a mimetic work

which conveyed powerfully an objectionable message, and he did not

»

o~



appraise the message.

This critical method is also particularly appropriate because
the scarcity of criticism on Mitchell's novels suggests that a basic
critic;l approach is required. The dearth of criticism on Mitchef&'s
work is noted in Dick Harrison's 1977 study of prairie fiction: '"W. O.
Mitchell . . . is acknowledged as a major prairie writer yet . . . [his]
work has received little attention aside from finding a place in general

studies."9 Ken Mitchell and Robin Mathews have published essays on Who

Has Seen the Wind, and Ronald Sutherland and William New have written

articles comparing the novel with L'Avalée and The Kite respectively.

Catherine Mclay has published the only article devoted to The Kite, and

she and Danald Bartlett have both published essays on The Vanishing

’

. 10 . } . P .
Point. With so little published criticism, a basic approach to

Mitchell's novels is needed. If a primary function of criticism is the
pursuit among scholars 6f the most profitable understanding of a work,

then the initial studies should establish éuch fundamental issues as the
form of the pldt, the roles of the characters, the meanings of prominent
symbols, and so forth. Only when such basic understandings are established

with a reasonable degree of confidence can more specific studies such as

wr
+ -

eﬁtremelv close readings and more general studies such as surveys of trends

" in regional or national literatﬁre be conducted with ;ustified assurance.
Chapters II, III] and IV are organized according to this

¢ritical method. Each chapter outlines the élot of the novel to bg

studied, identifies the form of thg plot, selects several basic

‘compositional demands, an&bthen analyzes in detail how and how wel! these

literary problems are solved. Chapter V describes and evaluates scme

prominent characteristics of Mitchell's craft of fiction in his noveis.

. .



CHAPTER II

The essent.:l story which W. O. Mitchell tells in Who Has Seen

L4

the Wind is that of a boy's growth in character and thought from a
naturally egocentric and ignorant four year-old to-a responsible and more
knowledgeable twelve year-old. At four years of age, the younéster,
Brian 0'Connal, has almos% no understanding of birth and death, he has a
primitivekconceptiop of God, and he has no sense of responsibility. When
Brian visits the Reverend Mr. Hislop and the Presbyterian church looking
for God to pu;ish his grandmother, he is exposed to a more sophisticated
conception of God. Then,'in acquiring & pet baby pigggg\yhich dies, he
leéhns something about birth and death. When Brian starts school, his
clash with the teacher is instruﬁental in hi; abandoning the not?on of
God as a hovering, vengeful disciplinarian. Brian replaces this notion
withf"'the feeling,'" a_surge of emotion, first of transcendental beauty,
and then of increasing uneasiness.as it fails to accommodate death.l The
death of his dog, Jappy, leaveé Brian disconsolate. At ten ;;ars of age,
Brian is frustrated and annoyed that ''the feeling" will not lead him to
knowlg@ge)of the meaning of life. Durkng his stay on his Uncle Sean's
> \
farm, grian learns the love of imperfection and, in attempting to walk
back to, town, he experiences hisﬁalonéness in a night on the prairie.
When Brian's father dies, Brian concludes that n;ture is foréver, man but
temporary, and that every persoﬁ is alone; whereupon he-realizes and

gladly shoulders his responsibility, going to helﬁ his mother and the rest

of his family. Brian's subsequent relationship with his grandmother



dramatizeg his deep respect for the individual and emphasizes his

subcong;ious recognition of the inevitability of death in life. Brian
concliides with his vow to discover the meaning of life.

The form of the plot is neither strongly comic nor strongly
tragic. The mixture of comedy and tragedy is created throughout Who Has

\

Seen the Wind by the comic climaxes of Part One and Part Three and the

tragic climax of Part Two. Part One is comic because a little boy feels
a sense of completion and cu;mination when he is reunited with the puppy
he treasures. Part Two is éragic because the dog's death climaxes a
series of deaths which érian is too immature to accommodate. Part Three
is comic because Brian's solution to his emptiness and to his and others'
alonenesé‘is to accept the responsibility of helping people, a momentous,
positive change in Eharacter. A migture of comedy . and tragedy is created
in Part Four because Brian's growth in character is comic but his

; ‘
development in thouéht'is primarily tragic. In Brian's impressive growth
in character, he abandons the égocentricity of childhood and accepts the
responsibility of adulfhood. In his intellectual development, Brian

struggles to understand the role of death in life, but he never succeeds.

More importantly, his searching becomes misguided. While he bélieves

.
4

rightly that what he callsa“thevfeeling" will lead him toward the meaning
of life, he stops getting "the fgeling," and at the novel's conclusion ﬁe

is trying to solve the mystery of life intellectually.

| This form of the' plot presents numerous compositional demands,:

of which I will.examine five which seem basic and crucial. First, if the
comedy and the tragedy are to have power, we must care aboufxthe protagonist.
This is a particularly important problem in a novel of maturing; such as

Who Has Seen the Wind, where the protagonist must be initially wanting or

~
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flawed so that he may improve, but not flawed in such a way fhat e
alienates our sympathies or interest. To engage the reader, especially
at the beginning, in a flawed, immature character is a necessary condition
for the success of the novei. Second, if the comedy and tragedy are to
have power, the protagonist's developmént must be clear. If we do not
know what Brian is like initially, and if we do not know what he is 1like
‘finally, then we do not know how huch or how little progress he has made,
and he cannot inspire in us happiness for his success or sorrow for his
failure. Third, the mixture of tragedy and comedy must be appropriate-
and effective. Given Mitchell's proposal to present Brian's struggle
"sympathetically," an appropriate mixture is a near balance of comedy and
tragedy but tipped in favour of comedy (E, p- ixk._ Achieé&ng such a

mixture in Part Four of Who Has Seen the Wind is particularly a problem

because the first three parts of the novel are either strongly comic or

tragic. A suitable mixture of comedy and tragedy might be achieved but
be mechanical and lifeless, thus the stipulation that it be artistically

\

effective. Tourth, if the reader is to read through to the end, the

. : ‘ f
story of a child'must be made interesting to adults. This would be a

S

fairly easy condition to meet if the child were a prodigy or his life

were exotic and exciting, but Mitchell tries to interest us in a fairly
: v

ordinary youngster living in a parochial Canadian prairie town and growing

up with such ordinary experiences as starting grade one. *
r

! There is another compositional prgblem to consider. Who Has
Seen the Wind has a strong” subplot which demands integrating with the
NN - -

plot. This subplot is primarily the stbry of an intolerant apnd igon-

~willed lady's evil influence and of her eventual defeat. Mrs. Abercrombie’s

"evil force in the town'" is evident-when she is instrumental in causing
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the resipgnation of the sincere and broadminded Presbyterian minister,

Mr. Hislop (E, p. 48). When the town's ''scarlet woman' covers the windows
of her shack at Christmas with red tissue paper she thinks festive but
Mrs. Abercrombie finds immoral, Mrs. Abercrombie demands that the woman
remove the offending paper or be struck from the Presbyterian Christmas
hamper list (W, p. 26). When the woman refuses, Mr. Hislop é&bcessfully
opposes Mrs. Abercrombie, and Mrs; Abercrombie seeks revenge. Her
campaign of revenge succeeds when a letter from the Ladies' Auxiliary
protesting Mr. Hislop's Papist leanings as evidenced by the candles in
the C.G.I.T. procession Leads to his discouragement and resignation.
Later Mrs. Abercrombie joins with Mr. Po&elly, Mr. Hislop's pious and
strong-willed successor, to orchestratg'a "campaign of Personal
Visitation to Bring Souls to the Mercy Seat" (W, pp. 103-104). The
salient convert is the town ne'er-do-well, the Ben, who joins the church
in order to find a safe place for his still. When his still blows up
during a church service and he hanages to removl the evidence before the
law arrives, Mr. Powelly and Mrs. Abercrombie seek revenge. The Ben is
eventually jailed, but his son, the Young Ben, who is sought primarily to
make the revenge sweeter for these pillars of society, proves more
difficult to capture. Meanwhile, Mrs. Abercrombie's pernicious influence

is also manifest in her daughter's bigdted whispering campaigns against

two Chinese children, and the cruel boycott of the Chinese girl's
birthday party. A new teacher, Miss Thompson, unsuccessfully opposes
. .
this racism. Prominent citizens are also involved in the callous treatment

of the Wongs: they resist granting the family‘ﬁelfare, and they finally

send the two children away, whence Mr. Wong, bereft and alone, hangs

himself. Mrs.. Abercrombie's eventual defeat cémes at a school board
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meeting when she confronts Mr. Digby, the school principal, with a list
of his professional shortcomings, the foremost being his release of the
freedom-loving Young Ben a year before the legal school?leaving age. She
offers to disregard such transgressions if he will sﬂgfence the Young Ben
to "an institution of correction" (E, p. 284). Miss Thompson, her
engagement to the local doctor just broken, comes to Digby's aid, exposes
the scheme for revenge on the Ben, denounces Mrs. Abércrombie's treatment
of the Wongs, and storms out of the meet ing, resigning in the process.

As the board begins to turn against Mrs. Abercrombie, she panics,
attempts to get her way by threatening to resign, and is forced to hand
in her resignation when the Board opposes her and calls her bluff. Such
a prominent subplot creates the problem of unity. If the subplot unites
with the plot, almost all elements of the novel work to maximize the
power_of Brian's growth. If the subglot does not reinforce the plot,
prominent superfluous¥héterial distracts our attention and enervates the

. form of the plot.

The artistic success of Who Has Seen the Wind hinges in large

part on the suppessful solution of these five compositional problems.

The first compositional demand--that Brian engage our concern,
especially éarly in {he novel—fis answered by giving Brian many éppealing
4.5 laudable traits and by devoting Part Oﬁe to dramatizing these. We

-

~ re what happens to Brian because we like him. Brian engages our

acf fnr because he is a spirited, amusing four-year-old with an intense
desir earn. Generally, we admire spirit. We also recogni;e the
necess: learning and generally consider enthusiasm in the task an
a“tract ve  *irlbute Simi_.arly, we appreciate bumour and generall; find

peoplie who.z:. :mus .g more likeable than those who are not.

2
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Brian's spirited nature is evident in his search for God.
Learning from his playmate lPorbsie that God lives in the Presbyterian
Church, Brian immediately convinces lorbsie to show him where the church
is, and, when Forbsie deserts him near the church, Brian confidently
knocks on God's door. Receiving no answer, Brian unhesitatingly

approaches Mrs. Hislop at. the manse:

"l guess God isn't anywhere around."
"Why-~-what do you mean?"

"That's his house, isn't it?"

"Yes . "

"I'm going to see Him." (W, p. 9)

Brian's attempts to meet God emphasize his intense desire to
learn. Although Brian initially hopes to have God punish his grandmother
* for bossing him around,ABri;n's desire for revenge fades at the prospect
of knowledge. When Mr. Hislop takes Brian into the house of t}: Lord,

Brian is full of questions, not vengeance.

"Is God busy right now?"

"Yes. He's busy. Just what did you have in mind?"

"Where--where is He? That's just His picture--all
grapes and bloody."

"Lemon-~colored, too," pointed out Mr. Hislop. ''Why
- do you want to see--" )
"What are those--with things to their backs--wings?"
(W, p. 23)

The conversation continues with Brian's barrage of inquiries about angels
and God's work. Mr. Hislop's unsuccessful attempts to remind Brian of
whv he sought God in the first place stress that Brian's desire for
knowledge is immeasurably stronger than his desire for revenge.

Brian also engages our affection because, while we take him
seriously, he is often amusing. Of Brian's two major actions in Part One,

his search fd® God and his acquisition of a puppy, the former is broadly
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humorous. The amusement arises from the disparity between Brian's
perception of God and the general adult understanding of God. While

adults conceive of God as abstract, Brian sees Him as concrete, a special

-

man who lives in a special house raising sheep and sheep pups. When
Brian confirms that God is actually in heaven, he attempts to make a pair
of angel wings in order to visit. While the general adult conception is
of God as an omnipotent force not catering to human whims, Brian's God is
a personal'one wﬁo changes with Brian's mood. When Brian is angry at

Grandma MacMurray, God is vengeful; when Brian is lonely becauég Forbsie
\

is sick, God is a playmate. \

|

Besides the broadly humorous situation, there are innumerable

humorous passages such as the following one:
-

On the paper he [Brian] made blue with his crayon.

And God was there. He made a yellow God, yellow for
the round part, and green liys, and purple eyes, and
red arms, and that was God. He made another God and
another and another till there were Gods all over the
paper. He added arms and more arms, legs and more

legs: those were spider Gods, of course. (W, p. 32)

The simple, definite creation of Heaven, and the concreteness of éod,
particularly in vivid crayon colours, establish a humorous tone. But
Brian's conception of God is uncertain. After the apparent finality of
"and that was God," Brian makes more and more gods. Then Brian goes
further, adding a multitude of arms and legs. The reader realizes that
%

Brian has strayed from God to gods to goodness knows what. Brian,

however, knows: "spider Gods, of course." While "spider Gods" is

humorous as an unsuspected resolution to Brian's little prdblem, the "of

course' is particularly so because it underlines the certainty of the

child's egocentric world compared to the adult world. It is worth noting
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that the humour ot Part One is not primarily slapstick, or tall tales, or
, e
one-liners, or colourtul language. Four-year-old Brian is amusing
because his natural epocentricity and ignorance are life like, intense,
“
and juxtaposed with adult reality.

Brian's age generally justities any less-than-laudable character
traits. If more than age is needed as a justification, it is supplied.
For example, when Brian panics his elders by disappearing to the garage
to sleep with his puppy, he violates the novel's tenet of consideration
for people; therefore, sufficient justification for his action is supplied
so that our sympathies are not alienated. Brian's pup was banned from
the house for no particular offense. In facf, on the occasion on which
he was banned, Grandma MacMurfay was guilty, the pup innocent. Brian's

father sided with Brian and tHe pup, as indicated by his joking at Grandma

MacMurray's expense. Grandma ''chose to be hurt," and, to 'mollify her

mother's feelings," Mrs. 0'Connal barred the pup from the house (E},p. 42).

Tied up in the garage, the.pﬁp cried until Brian, inspired by thoughts of

the nature-loving Young Ben, isneaked out of the house for a happv ~eunion
with his pup. Because Brian Es thus prevented from developing una; caling
characteristics, and because ﬁe demonstrates numerous admirable qua. .ties,
our attachment to him is_encodraged early in’the novél.A

The second cémpositional demand,’that Brian's growth be clear,
is effectively satisfied primarily because-a series of deaths and "the
feeling" chart/Brian's growth in thought and character. Initially Brian
is a spirited, amusing, and intensely curious four yeér—old with a
primitive notion of éod, almost no understanding of death, and no sense
of social responsibility. In Part One Brian becomes aware of death. The

death motif points to Brian's major change in Part One, and the figures
\ ;

(%3
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ot speech reinforce it. Initially, death means little to Brian. When
his little brother, Bobbie, seems likely to die, it means nothing to him
except that Bobbie receives more than his fair share of parental
attention. When Brian kills a caterpillar and a spider, he does so
without & thought. But when Brian's pet baby pigeon dies, the fact of
death comes home to him. Brian's father, Gerald, answers his son's
questions about the bird's death as best he can, and he shows Brian how
to bury the bird. The symbolic section ending Part One emphasizes that
death now‘has meaning for Brian. Part of the emphasis comes from the
con;rast between this prairie scene and Brian's idyllic first time on the
prairie. " When Brian first wa;dered past the town limits, he was
enamoured with the beauty of the prairie, and oblivious to the menace, as
a "suave~winged hawk' cirgled above a gopher sitting by his "pulpit hole"
and "[squeaking] questioningly" at Brian (W, p. 11). The hawk and the
gopher reappear at the end of Part Oqe representing the fact of death in
life: '[A] lonely goshawk hung. It drifted in lazing circies. A pause
--one swoop‘—galvani; death to a tan burgher no more to sit amid his
city's grained heaps and squeak a question to the wind" (W, pp. 60-61).
The personification of the gopher declares that deafh is as much a fact
for people as for animals, and the shift from thé past tense to a
sentence with no tepsé makes the point that the fact of death is eternal.
While Brian's concept of death is not as sophisticated as the
understanding of death presented figuratively at the end of-Part One, the

awareness of death which Brian acquires in Part One is the requisite

first step toward such an understanding.

- 3

In Part Two Brian fundamentally changes his conception of God,

but his new conception is unable to accommodate a series of deaths. He
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changes trom seeing God as a menacing disciplinarian to seceing Him in the
beauty of nature. Brian's contlict with his grade onn{feachor. Miss
MacDonald, dramatizes his view ot vod as a vengetul y@rdnt. When Brian
lgﬁs about washing his hands, Miss MacDonald wdrns Wim that God punishes
liars, 4nd Brian is so territied that he collaps?giﬁ Not until Christmas
approaches is '"the trightening conception of an {renginﬁ God

replaced by a triendlier image borrowing its physikal features from
Santa Claus, its spiritual gentleness from his fathep" (!, p. 98). The
impertant change comes when Frian sees (God as manifest in what he
considers the beauty of the world. Brian believes that iod insbires the
feeling he gets from various things in his environment, and he expects
this feeling to lead him to understand the meaning of life. The first
time that Brian identifies "the feeling," its relipious nature is clear.
Brian is sitting on the porch steps on Sunday contemplating the special

quality of Sundays:

A twinkling of liéht caught his eye, and he turned his
head to see that the new, flake leaves of the spirea
were starred in the sunshine--on every leaf were drops
that had gathered during the night. He got up. They
lay limpid, cradled in the curve of the leaves, each
With a dark 1lip of shadow .under its curving side and

a star's cold light in its pure heart. As he bent
more closely over one, he saw the veins of the leaf
magnified under the perfect crystal curve of the drop.
The barest breath of a wind stirred at his face, and
its caress was part of the strange enchantment too.
‘(W, p. 107)

1

The use of '"twinkling" and "starred" and '"star's" together with the
personificatich of the dew with "lip," "side,” and "heart," as well as
the use of "cradled" in the context of Brian®s Sabbath meditations, evoke

associations with the Christ child in the manger. The religious

association is encouraged by the mention of the wind, the pervasive

.
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symbol of God in the novel, and encouraged turther by the wind's
personification in "[t ]he barest breath of a wind." Brian's recognition
of the religlious pature ot his experience is made explicit when the
0'Connals go te church and Brian responds to the congregation's singing:
"Holy, holy, holy, they sang. That meant unbelievably wonderful--1like
his raindrop--a holy holy holy drop lying holy on a leaf. <« . The
feeling he'd had was holy . . .V (W, pp. 111-112). This is indeed "a
turning point in Brian O0'Conndl's spiritual life" (W, p. 106).

The . 4lual change in the quality and frequency of "the feeling"
in th; fa@e of a series of deaths charts Brian's change from being filled
with the "unbelievably wonderful' feeling to "an emptiness that [is not
to be believed" (E, p- ill, p. 18l1). After Brian's Sunday transcendental

vision, for some time he experiences a similar exulta‘ion: hd
]

The wind could do this to him, when it washed through
poplar leaves, when it set telephone wires humming and
twanging down an empty prairie road, when it ruffled

the feathers on one of Sherry's roosters standing
forlorn in a bare yard, when it carried to him the
Indian smell of a burning straw stack. (W, pp. 122-123)

\

In one sentence Mitchell describes Brian's contact with God, as symbolized

by the wind, through the senses of sight, épund, smell, and touch. Brian
o v

is similarly moved by a buc.:aw whining, a crow calling, bread baking,

and' by a toad, leaf mold, clover, and wolf willow. With the death of a

gopher, however, '"the feeling'" changes in quality. When Brian, Bobbie,‘

Forbsie,land Art drowﬂlout a gopher, Art tortures it by tearing off its

tail. When the Young Ben mercifully_kills-thé gopher and beats Art,

Brian is filled with "the feeling" and "a sense of the justness, the

rightness, the completeness'" of the Young Ben's action (E, pPp.- 127-128).

As far as Brlan's conscious understanding is concerned, the rightness is
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in Art's punishment, not in the gopher's death, as is revealed when -Brian
} £.0} »

subsequently sees the decaying gopher:

The feeling was in Brian now, fierce--uncontrollably
so, with wild and unbidden power, with a new,
frightening quality. . . . Prairie's awful, thought
Brian, and in his mind there loomed vaguely fearful )
images of a still and brooding spirit, a quiescent
power unsmiling from everlasting to everlaﬁtxnp to
which the coming and passing ot the prairie's
creatures was but incidental. (W, pp. 128-129)

b

Later, when all of forbhsie's rabbi;é are droﬁned, Brian is "filled with a

teeling of uncertainty and uneasiness' that reminds him of the time”when

Art pulled tHe tail from the gopher (W, p. 169). "'God Isn't very

considerate--is He, Gramma?'" Brian asks (W, p. 170). Although the

horses at Thorborn's Livery Stable cause the '"gld 1ift of exéitement,'

this is erased whgn Brian sees the dead, two-headed calf (W, p. 176).

Brian is uneasy. .He even doubts that what he feels is '"the feéling." He

experiences a’sense of fhtility at the ?alf's ghort life. Brian then

stops getting 'the feeling." He briefly despairs of ever figuring things

out, but he keeps trying to understand tée why of the two-headed calf.

Brian is struggling with this when Joe Pivott's dray crushes Brian's dog,

Jappy--leaving Jappy struggling "in a futile circlg,” then dead; leaving

Brian with "an emptiness that [is not] to be believed" t!J p. 179, p. 181). <
In Part fhree Brian learns the love of imperfectionj he

concludes that nature is permanent, man but temporary; he realizes people's

inherent aloneness; and he accepts the social respoﬁéibility indicative

of maturity. The first change is revealed dﬁring Brian's stay at his

Uncle Sean's farm. When Brian's effort to make Annie more appealing to

Ab by fixing her crossed eyes unexpectedly makes her less so, Brian

realizes that the hiredman's attachment to Annie was based on her _
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imperfeotion. This attachment, Brian'recognizes, springs from the same

source as Ab's affection for Noreen, "the snuffiest cow in the herd," and

his own concern for the runt pig over all the other pigs in:the litter
(W, p. 229). Brian realizes that not only is it possible to love things
or people in spite of their imperfections, it is often the case that
people love things or other peoplé because of them.. Given Brianfg
previous insistence that things be '"right" or perfect, this is é major
revelation.

Brian's other important changés in Part Three are charted by
the feeling and_the death motifs. A visit to Saint.Sdmmy revives "the

’ {

feeling" in Brian, and it rekindles Brian's determiﬁ&&ion to discover the
meaning of life, but it convinces him that he is not going to get any

closer to that understanding "through a crazy man gone crazy from the

prairie" (W, p. 199). Brian's frustration in his quest is demonstrated

by his argument with Art about human reproduction. When Brian is forced

to recognize the facts--although somewhat inaccprate and disforted——of
human reproductioﬁ, he rants that‘it i; not “'right," he vandalizes a
newly-poured sidewalk, ﬁe swears, and he renounces '"the feeling'": 'The
feeling [has] nothing to do with anything. 'It}[isn't] any good"

(E, p. 206). Although Brian seldom experiences the old exulfation, when
M?ggieAconsoles him upoﬂ his father's illness, it arises again. For the
first time '"the feeling" is associated with human relations. It also
arises in Brian when he leaves Sean's farm, attemﬁfs to walk to town, and
spends a‘night in a haystack on the prairie where hg'feels vulnerable?
defenséless, and alone. Upon waking in the morhing, Brian has a vivid
"experience of apartﬁess . . .--a singing return of the feeling that'

. . . possessed him so many times in ¢he past" (W, p. 237). The death of
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Brian's father sparks important changes in Brian's thought and character.
Standing bereft on the prairie, Brian thinks that nature is permanent,
man but temporary. Naturé, as represented by the prairie, exists forever,
Brian reasons, but a man such as Brian's father exists for a short time,
and, when he dies, he is gone forever, no longer having any connection
with the living. Such thinking helps Brian realize that he is alone in
life, that his mother is alone and lonel§, and that all people are
inherently alone. Brian thrills to the '"fierce excitement" of '"the
feeling" for the last time as he makes his salient ;haracter change,
accepting his responsibility and turning to help his mother nd family.
Pért Four substantiates Brian's climactic change in character
and re;eals his concluding development in thought. While the fee}ing and
the death motifs map Brian's intellectual progress, explicit summary
supported by domestic scene; make known Brian's social growth. The
opening pages of Part Four summarize Brian's character development as a ,
"growing consideration for the other members of the [0'Connal] family"
and "a growing sense of responsibility" (W, p. 251, p. 252). Brian's
"relationship with his.grandmother exemplifies the former. More
'specifically, the contrast between Brian's contentious relationship with
his gréndmo;her in : . % One and his harmonious relationship with her in
Part Four emphasizes Brian's growing respect for the indi- z.al. The
contrast between Maggie's insistence that her mother stop knitting and
keep the window closed,eand Brian's recognition that his grandmc .her is
no less a person for her advanced years and declining health, underlines
Brian's increasing maturity.  Brian's p;ané to become a "dirt doctor"

announce that his "growing sense of responsibility" has gréown beyond his

family (W, p. 296, p. 252). His decision to become an agronomist, one of
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the most responsible career choices possible in depression Saskatchewan,
is revealed in a fireside discuséion when Maggie says to Sean: '"'You.
seem to have put an idea in his head. . . . He's heard you say that the
prairie's sick'" (E}‘p. 295). Brian's plans to make well the ailing
snurce of life in the prairie provinces cap an impressive growth in
character.

The final s)nte of Brian's development in thought is charted by
the death and feeling motifs and reinforged“by indirect analysis through
structure. Brian's participation in hi; grandmother's death discloses
most dramaticglly his subconscious r~cognition of the inevitabilitw of
death .in the cycle of life;—a recognition which Brian struggles throughout
thg;novel to make conécious. Brian subconsciously appreciated the role.
of death in life when he was four years old and his natural decision to
bury the dead pigeon on the prairie crea%ed "a sudden relief; the sadness
over the death of the baby pigeon lifted from him" (E, p.- 59). Brian
also revealed such an understanding when he felt "the justness, the
rightness, the completeness'" of the Young Ben's killing the tortuned
gopher and beafing Art Sherry. Brian does not succeed, however, in
making his subconscious understanding conscious;-as his role in, and his
response to, his grandmother's death reveal. The action is simply that
Mrs. MacMurray is near death, Br}an opens her bedroom window for her, and
she dies. Brian does not cause his grandmother's death, for, as she knew,
"her time had‘cgme" (W, p.v295). But the amplified significance of the
window indicate; that Brian facilitates the natural conc;usicn to Mrs.
MacMurray's life: The open window is presented as Grandna MacMurray's
contact with the social and natural wnrlds. While this is teqhnically

. N : :
untrue because she still has contact with Maggie, Brian, and Bobbie, the

SN
\l
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novel presents it as the case, thus suggesting the open window as a

symbol of Gr;ndma MacMurray's living: '"[N]ow it seemed that her years
were but as yesterdays the little time that was left to her seemed as
much as she had lived. Her world now was that of her window" (E} p. 277).
When the window is open, Mrs. MacMurray maintains contact with the tan
and with "the softness of spring, the richness of summer, . . . the wild
wine of fall," and, if the natural cycle is to be completed, death in
winter (Ej p. 277). The window closed is unnatuyral. It blocks out the

sounds of the town, and the rippled glass distorts the clouds and the

trees. When the window is closed, Mrs. MacMurray feels caged in an

« -~

unappealingvroom of blank walls and medicine, and she feels attacked by
the'shadows from the glass. For Brian to open the window is to allow his
g;andmother to live--which naturally includes dying. When Grandma
MacMurray's death finally comes, it is tied to natural things by the snow.
fall. Just as "[t]he eighty—fwo years of her life had imperceptibly

fallen, moment by moment piling upon her their careless weight e G

'so "the snow [fallsi soundlessly, flake by flake piling up its careless
weight" on the poplar tree’oufside her window (W, p. 277, ﬁ. 294). Just
as "a twig would break off éuddenly, rélieve itself of a white burden of
snow, and drop to earth,'" so Grandma MacMurray dies (W, p. 294). Yet
instead of recognizing the natural necessity of his ggéndmother's deéth,
Brian despairs: 'Why did people die? Why did.they finish up? What was
the good in being human? It was awful to be human. It wasn't any good"

(W, p. 298). Brian fails to make conscious his subconscious understanding

of the role of death in life.

In Part_Four<"thé feeling" marks Brian's growth by its absence.

Brian believes that '"the feeling" is the key to discovering the meaning
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of life, but he no longer experiences '"'the strange enchantment" (W, p. 107).
He has '"never had a return of the old excitement since he heard the

meadow lark sing to him the day of his father's funeral" (W, p. 252). 1In
fact, since that day, he has ''seldom thought of the yearning that

harried him as long as he could remember" (W, p. 252). The loss of '"the
feeling" is unstartling because after the death of Brian's dog, 'the
feeling'" came to Brian rarely: when he visited Saint Sammy, when Maggie
consoled him upon Gerald's illness, when he awoke alone on the prairie,

and finally when he turned to help his mother after Gerald's deathi

Hoping to recapture this exultant experience, Brian pays a brief wisit “to P
Saint Sammy, ”[returniﬁg] sadly home" (W, p. 252). It is suggested that
"[plerhaps . . . the lustier interests" such as baseball and hockey are
""defeating him" (W, p. 253). Tge sporadic nature of '"the feeling" after
Jappy's death and'its elimination‘after Bf;an shoulders his social
responéibility suggest that it 1is the series of deaths and the Qeight of
resbonsibility which extirpate 'the feeling." Milt Palmer's example and
Mr. Diéby's assessment suggest that it 1is because Brian ha% matured.

When pBrian asks Milt Palmer if he gets a feeling, Milt says, "'. . . I
guess fhat ain't there no--more'" (W, p. 292). When Brian tells Mr. Digby,
"'I don't get the feeling any more,'" Mr. Digby replies, "'Perhaps .

you've grown up'" (W, p. 296, p. 297). Although Brian no longer "
experiences the transcendental exultation which he believes will lead him

to the ultimate meaning of life, he receives renewed interest in his quest

from a conversation with Mr. Digby:

"I get the closest--I used to--when there's a
feeling. 1Is there a feeling?"

HYeS." : o7

"Then, I'm on the right track?"

"I think you are."
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A persdn can do it by feeling?"

"That's the way," said Digby. )

"Then, T'm on the right track." Brian said it
with conviction. (W, p. 294)

The sad fgct is thét whilé Brian hopes to find the answer through "the
feeling," he no longer experiences this exciting enchantment, and there
is little indicati;n that he will.

The last .time we see Brian he is walking on the prairie vowing .
again to discover the meanzng of life, and trying to find the answer
intellectually. The intercutting of descriptive passages of nature makeg
the ;;nt that while Brian struggles with the puzzle of existence, the
answer surrounds him. His harsh despair that it is ”éwful to be a human"'
is followéd immediately by a description of the "depthless softness" of
the "[gloose-gray" prairie sky "melting inyisibly” into the snow-covered
land (W, tp. 298). Then Mitcﬁgll makesvhié point more directly. While
Brian notices the.rabbit, coyote, and prairie chicken tracks patterﬁing
the prairie, "[t]hese things [fill] his mind against hisiwillf; he would
réther think than notice thé beauty of nature. When "[s]un glinting from
a wild rosebush [catches] his eye," Brian looks more closeiy at the
veined ice crystals on the leaves, and then gives the bush a kick,
sending the.frost to the-.ground. This behavior is markedly different
from that which Brian displayed when the glint of light from a dew drop
on a spirea leaf led him to a transéendental, "holy" experience (E, p. 112).
The juxtaposition of his tHinking and nature's beauty.continues when
Brian's thoughts on death and the meaning of life are followed by an
enchantiig descriptipn of '"the moon pale ih the afternoon sky, a gray

host h -dissolved" and of the town "gray and low upon the horizon
g I

3

swathed in bodiless mist" (W, p. 299). His vow to "find out
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completely and for gaod'" is placed beside the beauty of sunlight glinting
off dark plants by the roadside (W, p. 299). And, except for the present-

tense concluding page, the following are the final two paragraphs:

Some day. The thing could not hide from him '
forever )
A startled jack yabbit leaped suddenly 1n§o the
air ahead of him. Ears ridiculously erect, in seeklng
spurts now to one side, now to the other, it went
boundin idiotically out over the prairie.
(W, pp-'299-300)

‘-

For all Brian's progress, he is much like the jack rabbit.

Throughout Who Has Seen the Wind, Brian's changes in character

and thought are élear without losing the sense of variety and spontaneity
appropriate to human growth..bBri;n's development is clear principally

" because the death and feeling motifs chart Brian's changes. Yet the
development is unmechanical because the motifs are not developed entirely
predictably. Although the deaths, f;r example, are generally of increasing
importance to Brian, this pattern is not followed rigidly, fpr the death
of the rabbits affects Brian less than the earlier death of the gopher,
and Grandma MacMurray's death is not as traumétic for Brian as the
earlier déath of his father. A sense of fle;ibility is also géined
because more than the death and feeling motifs reveals Brian's changes.
For exqmple,vthe figurative language of the prairie scene concluding Part
One measures Brian'; growing awareness of death, and t%e juxtaéositioh of
Brian's thought and nature}s beauty near the end of Part Four comments on
Brian's overall growth in thought. Thus Brian's development is manifest
without beihg mechanical.

A third compositional demand which is successfully met is that
of creating an appropriate_and effective mixture of comedy andwtragedy at

> ° 3
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the conclusien of Brian's érowth. Given Mitch=l.'s intention "to present
sympathetically the struggle of a boy to understand . . . the ultimate
meaning of the cycle of life," an appropriate mixture is a near balance
of comedy and tragedy favouring the comedy (E) p. ix: An appropriate
balance is maintained throughout because Part Two is tragic but Part One
and Part Three are comic. A suitable balance is created in Part Four
because Brian's gr&wth in character is comic and his growth in thought is
tragic. The powerful comic climax to Part Three enhances the comic
element in the last part of the novel. ‘The climactic chéracter change a%
the end of Part Three is particui@rly~effective because it resolves the
principal tension of the plot in Part Two and Part Three. While Part One
is priﬁarily an introduction to Brian and the novel's Ehemes, Part Two
shows Bria..'s fall to disconsolation, and Part Three presents Brian's
frustration and sudden success at rising above:his problems. When Brian
abandons his egocentricity and accepts his ;ocial responsibility, he
'resolvgs, at least temporarily, his turmoil at trying to accommodate a
series of deaths and his frustration at failing to discover the secret of
life. 5

. Symbols heighten the power of this resolution. Such statemgnts
as "he stdod alone in the silence that stretched from everlasting\to
everlasting" suggest that "silence" is people's existential aloneness

- .

(W, p. 247). " Thus Brian's predicament acquires universal dimensions.
The meadow lark that sings at Brian's turning to help his mother is a
recurring symbol of the naturally good in life. Thus Brian's characfer
change is as naéural~and yight as the spring ana rebirth with which the
meadow lark is connected.

The comic resolution acquires more power because Brian's mother -
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is characterized well enough so that we\care what happens to her and are
pleased that Brian goes to help her. Maggie is more complex than her
role as a loving mother nécessifates. While she loves her family as much
as is possible, she is, in her own restrained words, '"'a woman of some
restraint'" (W, p. 96). Consequently, her love is not obvious until
expressed in outbursts. For example, after Brian's disastrous first day
at school, Maggie sits her son down for a reasonable talk,;but she gushes,
i
"*[Y]ou know ?hat Mother loves you-rthat . . . Oh, Son, I don't want you
to be a ggﬁh}'w (W, p. 84). Bfian is thrilled a® the unusualness of his
mother's outburst. Maggie also expresses her 1-ve by being overprotective.
This trait is not constant, for she approves ot +:: 's friendship with
the social misfif the Young Ben. Nor is the tra. ... able. Although
Maggie originally forbids Brian to have skates, she 1iter permits him to
have bobskates, and, when ;he sees the importance of tu: - srates, she
rushes to get him those. We are pléaséd when Brian turns :- 1 lping his
mother not merely because Maggie is complex enough to be bglievable but
bec;use she is complex in such.a way th;t her love fgr her sons has not
previously engendered the love in return which.shéua;serves. )
In contrast to the comedy, the traged;ébf Brian's development
is not emphasized with the power of a climax. The tragic elements are,
however, effectively presented because the readér must discover them, and
something worked out for oneself generally possesses more power and
conviction than something one is told. Brian's thoughts reveal his
failure to discover the meaning of life.‘ ﬁe thinks that to be human is
awful because people die. Also, while he thinks that the meaning of life
has '"something to do with dying'™ and "something fo do with being born,"

he does not know what (W, p. 293). The final‘page of the novel puts



Brian's progress in perspective by prosentiné figuratively the A\
understanding for which Brian strives. Similarly, no direct statemeng\
declares Brian misguided in his striving. 1In fact, Brian declares witH
conviction, "'. . . I'm on the right track'" (W, p. 294). Unfortunately,
Brian is on the wrong track. If "the feeling'" is the key to exploring
the meaning of lite, and if Brian no longer experiences ''the feeling,"
then he will make little progress in discovering what he desires to know.
This conclusion is reinforced when, in the novel's conclusion, Brian is
detérmined to solve the puzzie of existence iﬂtellectually.‘

The balance of comedy and tragedy is also effectively pﬁésented
because the comedy and tragedy are not starkly opposed but modified so
that they blend. Brian's impressive‘gharacter development, for example,
is downplayed in the conclusion. One simple, obvious, but effective
means of accomplishing .this is the placing of thé climax of Brian's \
character growth ‘n Part Three. Then the fruitg of Brian's change are
presented in Part Fo;r primarily in briefbsummary rather than extended
Sceﬁe, thé more powerful form of ?Pesentation here. Thps we are told
that Brian cultivates a "new and warmer relationshib with his mother;“\
apd we are told that he teaches Bobbie to skate and swim, but we are
shown only Brian's relationship with his grandmother (W, p. 251). Brian's
successful character growth is downplayed further by the shifting of the
focué at the end of the novel from his development in charactef to his
development in thought. Whilg Brian's development in character features

in one page of conversation between Maggie and Sean about Brian's desir

k4
to become a "'dirt doctor,'" the philosophical issues examined variously

by Mr. Digby, Milt Palmer, and Brian are the principal focus of concern

(W, p. 295).



£Ss

30

The tragedy is also softened. That Brian makes slight progress

in understanding the place of death in life and that he iws on the wrong. -

track in his search for the answer are not as tragic as they may

initially appear. Brian is only twelve years old. Seen in this light,

x

the shortcomings of his philosophical inquiries are more natural than

-

tragic. The tragedy of Brian's misguided searching is ameliorated

because Brian inspires faith in the reader that he will eventually make

considerable progress. The principal movement of Part Two and Part Three

-

of the novel ic Brian's descent to disconsolation and his rise to
responsibility. If Brian can achieve such impressive growth in character,
he might achieve equivalent results in his intellectual quest. Such an

optimistic view of Brjan's intellectual development is encouraged by his

.determination to continue his quest--this determingzion presented in the

.

context of the novel's insistence that futility is the worst ‘enemy.

The strongly comic resolutions to Part One and Part Three, and
thg Strongly tragic conclusion to Part Two, produce pressure for an .
equally demonstrative resolutibn to Brian's growth. However) an
inappropriate comic or tragic resolution is avoided and an appropriate
mixturé of comedy and tragedy is achieved by making Brian's character
development largely comic, his intellectual d;velopment rather tragic,
and his charac£;r growth the stronger by virtue of the comic climax to
Part Three. Bpian's comic character development is powerful because the
climax of Part fﬁree resolves, at least temporarily, the principal

tension of the plot in Part Two and Part Three. The characterization of

Maggie and the universalizing symbols heighten the power of the

A

resolution. Brian's somewhat\sragic intellectual development is effective
N )

because the reader must infer it from Brian's thoughts, from the symbols,



from the structure, from Brian' . ss of the feeling--in short, the
reader must discover Brian's concluding st&te of intellectual development,
even in the face of complimentary evaluations by Mr. Digby and confident
declargtions from Brian. The blending, not opposing, of the comic and
tragic €lements aids in the effective presentation of Brian's concluding
state. Vlar from succumbing to the pressure from Part Oné; Part Two, and
Part Three for a strongly comic--or possibly tragic--resolution, Part
Four presents an appropriate and effective mixture of comedy and tragedy,
thus co-opting the one tragic climax and the two COmjc‘climaxes as
support from throughout the-novel for the appropriate and effecsive
mixture of the comic and the tragic presentgd in the conclusidﬁ of
Brian's growth,

The intentién ”t¢ present sympathetically the struggle Sf:; boy
to understand . . . the ultima£e meaning of the cycde of life" suggests‘a
fourth’compositional problem: ‘how to make the philosoph&cal speculations
of a child interesting to adults (E} p.'ix). Structure and symbolism

solve this problem by communicating with the reader above and beyond

Brian. One example in detail will suffice. The opening of Who Has Seen
the Wind puts Brian in a cosmic perspective of which he knows nothing--as
the narrative moves from sky to prairie, to town, to house, to Brian
under the kitchen table "imagining himself an ant" (Eﬁ p- u)f In reverse,
the closing of the novel moves out past an ant about 'to begin a long
pilgrimage down the backbone spools'" of "a small dog's skeleton," and out
to "the far line of the sky"‘(E, p. 300). This movement does moré t?gn
feturn to the perspective which openea the novel. The mention of a small
dog's skeleton recalls Brian's'dog, Jappy, and the personification in

[N

"pilgrimage" suggests that Brian is similar to the ant, a reading

,—//F, ‘ | oo



supported by our introduction to Brian “imagining himsvlf an ant" and by
the second last meuntion of an ant: "A strange liphtness was in‘him
[Brian], as though he were separated from himself énd could see himself
walking down the prairie trail. It was as though he watched an ant
crawling up a stem . . " (W, p. 4, p. 235). Yet to say that as the ant
ippears to humans so Brian appears to God is to simplify unduly, for
there is more than perspective involved here. After Mr. Hislop makes it
clear that God creates ants as well as everything else, ants are shown
thriving on the carcass of the gopher which the Young Ben killed. This
meaning of the ants as creatures which gain life from/death is suggeéted
again in the concluding image of fhe ant on the dog's skeleton. The
marrying of this meaning and the meaning of the ant as Brian is a
brilliant complexity which Brian does not perceive but which the reader
may apprecidte.

While this a9§ the other compositional demands of the plot
are met'successfully, the subplot is not effectively united with the
plot. Mitchell might have joined the subplot directly to the plot by
having thetcharacters and events of the subplot affect Brian's growth,
but he does not do so. Of the four major events in the subplot, Brian
does not even acknowledge that three of them occur. The Reverend Mr.
Hislop resigns, overcome by the town's benumbing pettiness, and Brian
does not notice. The Wong c¢hildren are sent away, and their father hangs
himself, but Brian shows no knowledge of the atrocity. The subplot
culminates with the defeat of Mrs. Abercrombie and Mr. Powelly, and Brian
gives no indication that he knows of the event. Only éhe Ben's imprison-
ment involves Brian. He hears a colourful version of the Ben's trial

from Joe Pivott, and several times he sees the Ben suffering imprisonment.
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The ettect on Brian is obscure: watching the Ben pace "like all caged

things," Brian feels that he is "seeinp more than [is] actually before
£ 34

him" (W, p. 262). However, given the encourapement to extra;nlate from
- /
the Ben to the Young Ben, to the captured owl, and to all caped things,
4

it is reasonable to assume that seeing the Ben imprisoned played a parf

in Brian's opening his grandmother's bedroom window to free her from her
!

conf inement.

Given the minimal impact of subplot events on Brian, it is not
surprising that the subplot characters have little influence on Brian's
development. Miss MacDonald is the only character in the subplot who
significantly affects the direction of Brian's growth. Miss MacDonald,
or possibly merely attending school,‘is instrumental in taming Brian's
free spirit. Although little is made of this éhange in Brian, it is
"revealed when Sean visits the Q'Connal family near the end of Brian's
grade one year. Bobbie has become the wild and daring one; Brian has
grown increasingly tame and conservative. Through a rhyme Bobbie

)
declares himself '"'as wild as ever,'" and Brian primly corrects him:
"'It's supposed to go--"wild as I can be" . . .'" (W, p. 116). When
Bobbie gleefully swears '"'I goddam am,'" "Brian [wishes] that he had been
the one to say it'" (W, p. 117). Miss MacDonald also affects the direction
of Brian's growth when her threat that God will punish Brian for lying
sparks in him a changed conception of God. Miss MacDonald inadvertently
unleashes Brian's fear of an omnipotent, vengeful God, énd Brién, unable
to tolerate the terror, changes because of his natural sensifivity to
seeing God in the beautifui in nature. .

‘Although two other subplot characters, Saint Sammy and Mr. Digby,

do not cause any change in the direction of Brian's development,.they help

)
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Brian continue his quest. When Brjan is stymied in his search for the

-

meaning of life, Saint Sammy once inspires the feeling which he had lost,
and Brian regains the spirit to ﬁgpsﬁe his quest. At the same time,
Brian decides that 3aint Sammy's insanity is not the way to discover the
meaning of life. Although Saint Sammy inspires Brian im his quest, he
does not influencelthe direction of Brian's growth. Neither does Mr.
Digby. "Of the seven times that Digby and Brian are shown together, the
first five are prepgration for the important meeting at Palmer's ggen

Mr. Digby inspires Brian to continue his quest. The first time that
Brian and Mr. Digby meet, Brian is.only four years old and on his way to
 meet God at the Presbyférian church. Mr. Digby is friendly and jocular.
When Brian is six, he meets Digby under inauspicious circumstances in the
principal's office. Digby is understanding but firr Brian later sees
Digby's love of freedom when the two happen upon the Ben‘s caged owl, and
again when Digby releases the’Young Ben from school a year ahead of the
legal school-leaQing age. Aithough ﬁrian alsc sees Digby at one of Milt
Palmer's shoe shop philosophy sessions, B;ian is only interested in
finding his little brother, Bobbie. When Brian walks.in on another
.philosophy ;ession, his thoughts reveal what influence Digby has-had on
him: "Why did his insides slip a notch whenever he saw Mr. Digby?
thought Briam. He didn't act like a principal" (W, p. 291). Apparently
B;ian has grown to find Mr.mDigby curi;usiy special and possibly
 ﬂ;pproach§ble. This philosophy session is different, for Brian
participates. As he and Digby walk away from Palmer's, the principal
leaves Brian convinced that he is on the right track in. his search for

the ultimate meaning of life. When Brian meets Digby for the final time

in the novel, Brian confesses that, although he is supposed to understand
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lif; through "the feeling," he no longer gets '"the feeling." Digby says,
"'Perhaps . . . you've grown up'" (!} p. 297). Brian remains determined
to continue his quest.

Cri: 1 consensus maintains that the characters of the subplot
cause the direction of Brian's development, but it is Brian's personality,
his extended family, and the events of the plot which cause his changes
in character and thought. One critié,-Weren Tallman, maintains that the
major influences on Brian's devélopment are Sean (a member of Brian's
extended family), Milt Palmer, the Ben, the Young Ben, and Saint Sammy.

"

Tallman is indignant that Mitchell asks us to believe that such "a

' .
hierarchy of odd and withdrawn persons'" could "reconcile Brian's

consciousness to the 'realities of birth, hunger, satiety, eternity,
death.'"2 Another critic, Robin Mathews, emphasizes the iﬁbortance of
the Young Ben, sayiné that Brian ”leérns much from the young boy of the
prairie,"” specificélly that "Brian learns about a moral presence in the
natural order from the young Ben."3 And Ken Mitchell ‘claims that all of
the characters influence Brian, particularly the Young Ben and Mr. Digby.
From the Younngen, who is "a spiritual guide," Brian discovefs the'
essential quality of the prairie; from Mr. Digby, who is ”crﬁcial to
Brian's development," he learns rational maturity.u

Brian's development, however, is actually the result of his

unique personality responding to‘events--particularly a series of deaths

--in the context of a loving family. Consider as an é&émple the

'

conclusion to Part Three where Brian makes his climactic character change

and reaches one of the high points of his thinking. What causes Brian to

z

think that nature is foreVer, man but temporary? Not Mr. Digby. Not the
' : . 5

Young Ben. Gerald's death sparks Brian's thought. Even Brian's faulty
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reasoning reveals this influence. For nature, Brian reasons from the

general to the general: nature in general has always existed in some

form; therefore it will always exist. Bdt for peopl?,,Brian reasons from
the specific to the general: his f;ther died, so humanity will not
always exist, so people, separﬁ;e from nature, die with a unique finality.
Such is Brian's father's importance to him. What éauses Brian to
recognize peéple's gloneness? Not the Ben. Not Saint Sammy. Brian's
night albne on the prairie, Gerald's death, and Maggie's:isolating'grief
engender this recognition. What.causes Brian's major.change in character?
Of the multitude of alternatives, why does Brién‘turn to helping his
family? A detailed answer to this question provides a good example of
the actual causes of the direction of Br;an's growth. |

Brian assumes respOﬁcibility”fPP h%s family largely because his'
father has set a‘good example. kWheﬁ Gerald’dies, Brian thinks: "Helwas
a big man like Uncle‘Seaﬁ, only no mustaches and gentlér: He wore gold
cuff links. His whiskers gritted. He recited 'Casey at the Bat'. Once
he'd helped to bury a béby~pigeon on the prairie. . . . He was a fin.
man'" (W, p. 239). The mention of gold cuff links and "Casey at the Bat"
reminds us tﬁat Brian admired his father so much that when inventing
R. W. God aé a playmaté, Brian made God much like his father,;only not so
nearly peh{ect.' ThF ﬁéntiq

N .
example of Gerald's influence on his son. When young Brianﬁs pet pigeon

n of the baby pigeon'recalls the most important

died, Gerald took Brian's sorrow and bewilderment seriously, he consoled
Brian and attempted to explain death to him, and he conducted a prairie

funeral for the pet. The funeral ends‘thus:
~"y ’ N
At the edge of the town, they [Gerald and Brian]
turned and stood, looking out over the prairie, to its
far line where sheet lightning winked up the world's
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dark rim. Here and thére, low along the horizon,
pygmy farm buildings stood out momentarily--were
quickly blotted. The soft and distant explosions of
light were accompanied by a sound as of lumber being ~
carelessly dropped.

Father and son began to walk home. (y} p. 60)

Because the brief illumination and quick blotting out of the farm
bui;dings.on the prairie is analogous to man's life and death in the eyes
of God, this passage presents the cosmic perspective of Gerald's cari‘g
for Brian which is similar to the cosmic perspeétive Brian realizes as he’
turns to caring for his family. The explosions of light symbolize human
life. Explosidns represent good. Brian feels "a soft explosion of
feeling . . . , one of completion and culmination” in the comic resolution
of Part One (Eﬁ p. 60). Light also represents good. This is traditional.

Also, R. W. God springs §rom prisoned sunlight, and in the comic

n
v

»>
resolution of Part One, wind shakes light from the poplar leaves. Farm
buildings, one of man's obvious marks on the prairie, and the
personification of these buildihgs as "pygmy,'" suggest that the explosions

of light are human life and that the darkness is death--appropriate in

the context of a burial. But death comes careléssly. The explosions of

light are "accompanied by a sound as of lumber being carelessly dropped."

The personification of someone dropping lumber suggests in this context
God. Th{s interpretation is supported by the number of times the novel's

\ r s
principal symbol of God, the wind, is described as careless. As Brian is

about to see ;he dead two-headed calf, "the wind . . . [lifts] carelesslyk
(E) p. 175). As Brian attempts to recover from the death of his dog and
from his stas?wfté in learning the meaning of life, "the breath of a
careless windﬁxrustles the leaves (E, p. 185). When Brian lies ir bed

trying to accommodate himself to his father's death, "[t]he fall wind [is]

\

J
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gentle at his screen; carelessly it [stirs] a tissue of sound through the
dry leéyes of the poplar outside" (W, p. 243). As Grandma 0'Connal lies
near death wondering 'why she had been," "a careless wind now and again
[stirs] among the dead leaves . . ." (W, p. 280). In view of such
carelessness, Gerald O'Connal takes care of his son, thus providing Brian
with the example which causes him, upon his father's death, to assume
responsibility for his mother, brother, and grandmother.

While Gerald's influence is primary, Brian's iﬁdependent

thinking leads him in the same directiqn; Brian wants everything to be
"right," yet he discovers that. "'God isn't very considerate L
(W, p. 170). A logical conclusion for Brian to reach is that if God
shows no consideration, people should. Significantly, Brian's climactic
change in character is summarized thus:r "And there was in Brian é

growing consideration for the other members of the family - .

0
(_Vl,.“p. 251). . .

Becausesthe characters and events of the subplot do notw:
significaﬁtly influence the direction of Brian's growth, the most direct
and probably the most effective meansbof uniting the plot and subplot is
not used. But the split between\the plot and the subplot dqes not appear
drastic, for the characteré,of thé subplét are:frequentl’ﬁiuperficially
related to-the plot. The subplot éharac&ers figure incidentaliy in

several important events; and they figure prominently in numerous
p ey 118 pron y

incidental events, thus fostering the false impression th are an

integral and influential part of Brian's life. Consider Mrs. Abercro
as dn example because she is the antagonist of the subplot. Mrs.
Abercrombie's relation to Brian's growth is epitomized by her first

N

appearance in the novel. When Brian visits Mr. Hislop o %ee God, the
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minister asks his wife where the church keys are, and she says, "'I don't
remember exactly where I put them after Mrsf Abercrombie borrowed them
for Auxiliary'" (E} P. 22). Her continuing incidental appearances
encourage the illusion that Mrs. Abércrombie influences Brian's
development. 1In Part One Mrs. Abercrombie confronts Mr. Hi=lop about a
Christmas hamper for Ramona, she entertains Mr. and Mrs. O;Connal fpr
bridge, and she occupies Mr. Hislop's thoughts when he avoids mowing his
lawn, when he receives her letter ot plvl=2st about the C.G.I.T. sgrvice,
and when the church elders side with her in 1 . rotest. In Part Two
Mrs. Abercrombie appears standing beside th. magasifie rack in O'Connal's
drug store, hut she is soon involved in the campalgn to win new members
for the church, and she is backing her daughter's callous treatment of
the Wong children. Maggie O'Cq?pal mentions that Gerald fell asleep at
the Abercrombies', and Mr. Poweily announces that Mrs. Abercrombie will
: o

host the Ladies' Auxiliary chicken dinner. In Part Three Mrs. Abercrombie
appears greeting Gerald 0'Connal>in front of his drug store. In Part’
Four she appears sitting on the school board, and she prays with Mr.

v .
Powelly during the frightening storm before the climax of the subplot
when she gésigns from the school board. Beside Mrs. Abercrombie's
appearance in such events insignificant to Brian's growth, she appears
peripherally. in some of the important events in Brian's life. After
Brian's transceridental experience looking at a.dew qrop on a spirea leaf,
he notices or things of Mrs. Abercrombie three timés while sitting in
church. When Brian and Forbsie afe trying to:feed‘Forbsie's multiplying
rabbits, it is (?om Mrs. Abercro&bie's garden ‘that they try stealing
carrots. 'Ypon G:fald O'Connal's death, Mrs. Abercrombie initii;j; the

sentimentality that he was a fine man, and she later asks her Misband hovw ,

-~

N
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much Gerald's\property:is worth. Because several characters in the

subplot appear} like Mrs. Abercrombie, so frequently in Brian's novel, a

reader may readily assume that they are causally related to Brian's
growth when th ctually superficially related to his life.

Although the |subplot and plot are not integrated directly by
having the characters gnd events of the subplot affect the direction of
Brian's growth, éhe subpiRYWand plot are integrated to a certain extent
indirectly--in this case;ithematically. The theme of the subplot is that
intolerance is evil, of, more specifically, that intolerance backed by
hypocrisy and revenge is a dangerous force which people should oppose.
The theme of Brian's character development is that sincé nature--or God--
does not aqtively take care ¢’ people, then peopie shouid. The themes
are not closely related, ror -i¢rance and hypocrisy are not issues for
Briab, and revenge wa: a concern only of his early childhood. The themes,
however, are gene?ally related in their concern for consideration and
responsibility.

The theme and the minor themes of the subplot work to unite the
subplot with the plot because they create for the réFdere—although not
for Brian--a context for Brian's growth. To take oqL example, Mr. Hislop's
defeat, by futility and Miss Thompson's victory over futility provide the
reader witﬂ a context for_Brian's confrontation with desﬁéir.‘ Mr. Hislop
" feels ga wave of futility" when he considerélhis_petty—minded o
pariéhioners, and-he resigns (W, p. 49). Miss Thompson experiencés a
similar éense of "futility” when she considers péfsuading the mothers of .
her students to assist the Wongs, but she continues trying to help the

: 5 . .

unfortunate family nonetheles;'(ﬂy p. 159). Brian faces futility often.

2 : . .
After he sees the two-headed calf, for example, the more Brian thinks,

y | | =
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» ""the more the futility [wells] up in him, urging him to forget the whole
matter" of why the calf was born oniy to die (Eﬁ p. 177). Upon Jappy's"
death, Brian is overwhelmed‘by futility, and he must struggle in an
effort -to fill the resulting emptiness. Although Brian does not have the
examples of Mr. Hislop and Miss Thompson before him, the reader does.
Thus the subplot puts Brian's growth in context for the reader.

The context provided for Brian's growtﬁ has a two-fold effect.
it keeps the reader sympathetic to Brian. No matter what Brian's
shortcomings, in the context‘of such men of religion as Mr. Hislop,

Mr. Powelly, and Saint Sammy, Brian's tenacious, unhypocritical, level-
headed quest is imbressive. In the context created by farmers such as
Saint Sammy, Sean, and Bent Candy, Brian's decision to be a successful,
educatﬁa, and socially‘responsible agriculturalist appears the best
possiﬁie decision. While the context.provided by the subplot amplifies
Brian's success and keeps the reader sympathetic to Brian, it alsc
creates a tension between Brian's adm%{able character development‘to the
age of twelve and the possibility of a much.less impressive performance
when, in the future, Brian‘ééﬁ??gﬁfgﬂggggiziéé-5? Mrs. Abercrombie.
Brian's gr&wﬁh has been excellent, but Be has not had to facé intolerance
disguised by hypocrisy and fueled by vengeance. _Develop{ng this ténsiop
.in the novel seems an éffective and rather sophisticated means of
unifying the‘plot and tﬁe subplot--particularly effective and fitting.
because it compiements on a social Yevel the perspective in which Brian,
3 .
is repeatedly pl:ced on a philosophical level. Developing this tension
bétween Brian;s commendable growth and the perils that he has yet to face

also seems an efficacious means of maintaining adult interest in the

story of a fairly ordinary child. The comic resolution of the subplot,

-~

\t



42

. however, destroys any‘ifonic tension that has been created.’ When Mrs.
Abercrombi; is defeated, when the Young Ben runs free, when Miss Thompson
and Mr. Digby receive votes of confidence from the school board, when, in
short, the forces of "'sweetness and light'" reign, no evil exists to
pose a threat to Brian's impressive but largely untestéd maturity

(3 p. 287).

| The comic resolution to the subplot also destroys the balance
of comedy and tragedy appropriate to Brian's quest. So stropg is the
comic resolution to_the subplot that the critic Robin MatHews calls Who

Has Seen the Wind a comedy:

The novel is a comedy. It closes with the forces of
light routing the forces of darkness. Mrs Abercrombie
resigns from the school board. Digby and Miss
Thompson are about to marry. Brian's future is
apparently assured as a dirt doctor. The young Ben

is saved from "an institute [sic] of correction."®

But the novel does not close with the forces of lighf>~ nting the forces
of‘darkness, the subplot does. And Brian's decisior ~ a dirt doctor
is only a small éart of his development. Mathews, in his ﬁrincipal '
analysis of Brian's growth, not only acknowledges but emphasizes the

‘tragedy in Brian's development:

. Brian must be satisfied to acquiesce in failure, but
failure that has taken him part way and which describes
his desire for virtue and the good. . . . Brian has

learned the "acceptance or acquiescence"\fhat
[Frederick Philip] Grove believes %s a quality of
tragic greatness.® - ' o

-

While it is questionable whether Brian has acquiesced, it 1s certain that
Brian has, in several senses, failed. The «~r~ic resolution to the subplot

obscures Brian's failures and destroys the ap-ropriate balance of comed
‘ : y p y

and tragedy created in the plot.
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The most serious problem with the resolution of the subplot,

r

however, is not that it is comic but that it is sentimental. The crucial
weakness in the relation between the plot aéd the subplot is that the
sentimental nature of the subplot's resolution contradicts what Brian
leérns in the plot. Mrs. Abercromhie and Mr. Powelly carefully
orchestrate their campaign to cage the Young Ben, and Mrs. Abercrombie
puts Mr. Digby in a position where he must either send the Young Ben to
"an institution of correction" or else saérifice his job, when suddenly
the Young Ben is allowed to go free, Mgg. Abercrombie resigns from the
bbard, and the board favours a vote of confidence for Mr. Digby and Miss
Thompson (W, p. 284).“ This. is a miraculous turn of events. There is
slight motivation: Miss Thompson attacks the board members in a revealing
haranéue,.and the board members are dissatisfied with Mrs. Abercrombie
because she is rather domineéring-—sﬁécifically, she had the spittoons
"removed from the board-room. The ¢limax of tﬁe subplgt is wishrfﬁlfilment.
But in the plot B-‘an IrNs exaétly the opposite:, things abé not always
"right." Brian lear:-- that nature is beautiful but also deadly; that

love may be the answe: but - that it is always leove of the imperfect.

Brian learns lessons of realistic compromisd/, but the climax of the
subplot offers unrealistic, unbridled victory.

In conclusion, unifying the plot and subplot is the one basic
and crucial compositional demand not met effecfiveiy.. The subélot is not
joined directiy with the piot because the subplot characters do not
influence the direction of Brian's.growth. Rather the subplot i; joined
to a certain extent indireqﬁly with the plot by providing a context for

-

Brian's growth. The thematic connection here is general rather than

N

specific, and the possibility of deVeioping the nascent tension between
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Brian's commendable growth and the existent, more dangerous problems he

\
-

has yet to encounter is lost with the comic resolution of the subplo%l
Thé éomic and sentimental resolution to the subﬁlot is inappropriate in
both kind and manner, for the comedy upsets the balance of tragedy and
comedy created in the plot and the sentimentality contradicts what Brian
learns in the plot. In contrast, the considerable compositional demands
of the plot are met suécessfully. Our atta;hment to Brian is deftly
secured early in the novel, and it is méintgined throughout. Brian's
development in character and thought is clear yet complex. His growth
contains, and concludeé with, an appropriate and effective mixture of
comedy and tragedy. So strong is the plot and so effective is the
communication by structure and symbol above and beyond Brian that the
story of Brian's unexceptional childhooqjﬁnterests us. Nohetheless, a
novel of only Brian's development could easily be unduly confined. Thué
we welcome the subplot even if it leaves the novel disunified, and even

if it leaves the successful solution of the compositional problems of the

plot to create enough power to make Who Has Seen the Wind Mitchell's most

successful novel.
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CHAPTER III

that of the development of David Lang, a jaded, harried, television
personality and journalist who, on assignment to write an article about
the oldest man in %he world, journeys from Toronto to Shelby, Alberta,
bhere hearing about and talking with the energetic lll-year-old Daddy
Sherry helps Davidvrealize that he should live his life with the
enthusiasm and determination appropriate to‘his renewed awareness of his
ﬁortality. At the beginning of the novel, David has a short-range view
of time. He sees time in terms of the next deadline. Consequently,
fleeting activities fill his life, and he accomplishes nothing substantial.
The root of the problem ! in his childhood. David was unable to grow
naturally. With his father dead and his mother rather cold and
intimidating, young David took refuge in solitary intellectual pursuits,

not his natural inclination. .David's change is presented symbolically.

. David longed to fly a kite, but, when his substitute father, Lon, died,

David turned to réading encyclopedias. Flying a kite symbolizes livifig--
both physical existenc& and living life to the fullést. It symbolizes
physical existence in that the thin string connecting person and kite is
like a person's connection with life, easily broken, Furthermore, a
pefson's hold on a flying kite is like a»peréon's hold on life, easily
released. A flying kite also represents living life to the fullest, that
is, recognizing one's slight and brief hold on life, and consequently

living with enthusiasm, living with the vibrance of a dancing kite. When
s .
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young Ravid begpan reading encyclopedias rather than flying kites, he
began the misguided growth which left him, at the opening of the novel,
existing more than living.

David begins to change when he undertakes the assignment on
Daddy Sherry. In the course of his resea;éh, David meets many townspeople
who tell him stories about Daddy Sherry and who volunteer opinions as to
Daddy's "'secret'" ofAlife.l Déddy himself completely wins ovér David,
whé'is unable to understand the old man as a person or as the subject of
a magazine article. While David is\learning about and from Daddy Sherry,
he boards a* Mrs. Clifford's where ;e becomes increasingly attached to
Mrs. Cli%ford's widowed daughter, Helen, and Helen's son, Keith. David
helps Keith make a kite for Daddy Sherry's birthday, and flying the kite
reminds David of the kite of his youth. This recollection is the
catalyst which brings David to understand Daddy Sherry and how he, David,
should live his life. At the end of The Kite, David has a long~ran§2?
view of time. He realizes that the important deadline is his inevitable
death, and that, consequently, he must "never settle for anything lessd
than living his life fully (X, p. 210).

David is clearly the protagonist. He undergoes the major

‘anges in the novel. His principal change ié one of thought, as he

develops a new conception of time and realizes the implications of this
for the way he lives his life. But David's character also changes.
David grows less hur;ied, more relaxed; less self-contained, more
sociable eand family-oriented; less superficial and jaded, more sincere
"and enthusiastic. In addition, David's fortune, it is implied, is about
to change as he marries Helen and begins a new kiﬂd of life. The

primncipal agent of David's change, Daddy Sherry, does not change.



u7

Adthouph Daddy decides to die and then reverses his decisi he is the,
same in character, thousht | and fortune at the end of the i..vel g« he was

at the first.

There is more to supgest that David the protagonist. He
spans the novel. His paramount position is established early. The first
word, "He . . . " refers to David, and the first two chapters are

devoted to him. David is further established as the protagenist because
the pattern of his actions follow: the pattern of many protagonist;, the
"quest. The quest is reinforced by another standard pattern which David
describes as the "'[r]eturn to théfscene of [his] boyhood'" (5, p. 3).
Another indication of David's centrality is that the key symbol, which is
.also the title of the novel, is David's symbol. Finally, as is
appropriate for his role as protagonist, David supplies the comic
co%clusion to The Kite by discovering Daddy Sherry's "secret' and by
planning to marry Helen.

The form of the plot is distinctly comic. In the 'Poa&est
sense of comic, the ending is a happy one. David simultaneously discovers
the seqpet to Daddy Sherry as the sgbject of a magazine Yrticle or novel,
solves the riddle of Daddy Sherry as a person, and realizes what it is
that Daddy Sherry has for him--the undefstanding that he must always live
"with the awareness of his own mortality'" and, consequently, "néver
settle for anything less" than li&ing his life to the fullest (K, p. 209,
p. 210). The comic nature of the resolution is enhanced because David
not only discovers a way to live a better life but, as the symbol of the
kite and the story of David's childhood suggest, he discovers the key to

living rather than merely existing. David's change allows him_to

recognize and join the society to which he naturally belongs. Thus in
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another sense the:plot is comic because it ends with the scene of
community and marriage traditional in comedies. David's imminent
marriage to Helen is gtrongly implied, most obviously in David's thought,
- "'Out of limbo . . . for both of us'" (K, p. 210). The word "limbo" was '
defined earlier by David and Helen as "extra" or single (K, pp. 150-151).
The sense of community is strong because with David's implied marriage,

he joins Helen and Keith in Daddy Sherry's line or familyﬂ Appropriftely,
the four end the novel celebrating Déddy's birthday by kite flying——khat
is, living life to the fullest.

If the form of the .plot is to be developed successfully, at
least four compositional demands.must bea' met. First, David, the
protagonist, must not be overshadéwed by Daddy Sherry, the agent of his
change. There is a danger that Daddy may eclipse David because David is
flawed.whﬁle Daddy possesses the qualities which David lacks, and because
»Daddy Shérry's birfhday celebration is the salient event of the novel.
Second, David must inspire in the reader concérn for his gréwth. If the
reader does not hope that David finds that for which he is looking, and
if the reader does not rejoice when David finds if, thén The Kite has

, . EE—S
ljttle suspense or gripping force and scant power in its comic resolution.
Third, Helen/should be admirable. If Da;id'§ implied marriage to“Helen
is to have any more power than the reflex reacfipn that a marriage at the
end of a ﬂovel is good, the reader must feel that Helen is ﬁarticularly
good for David. Fourthy the answer which David discovers must be
acceptabie and important.' If the answer is unacceptable or trivial, the
climax of the novel will be objectionable or annoying rather than
successfully comic. The artistic achievement of The Kite depends ig

large part on meeting these compositional demands.
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The first compositional demand--that David, the protagonist,
remain at the forefront of the novel--is not met. The quest by bavid
which the opening chapters promise is developed little and is overshadowed
as a structuring principle by the theories about Daddy Sherry's '"secret,"
by the stories of Daddy's exploits, and by the subplots of Daddy's
threatened death and Daddy's birthday celebration. Not surprisingly,
Daddy Sherry replaces David as the principal focus of interest.

The early chapters of The Kite promis. a quest, ostensibly for
a magazine article but, as David slowly realizes, actually for something
more important. The first chapter establishes the problem to be sgiQed:

\ ~

David has become jaded, harried, and dissatisfied with the fleeting

v

nature of his ?qu. David's discontent with ephemeral newspaper columns¥
and televisios shows epitomizes his quiet desperation at his superficial
and misdirected life. Chapter I also suggests the solution: David should
write an article on Daddy Sherry of Shelby, Alberta. This sol&%ion makes
sense only because baddy Sherry has the enthusiasm for life which David
o : N

lacks, and because Shelby is the area of David's youth. Th&;\DEVEH has
the opgortunity to set right the misdirection begun in his childhood and
to begin living,his life to the fullest. The second chapter4of The Kite
flashes back to David's childhood to establish in some detail the root

cause of David's problem. Thus the first two chapters establish the

expectation that the novel will be the drama of how David's return to his

1)

roots alters his character, and, primarily, how his que: . -~ a magazine
article becomes his_quest for the important knowledge hg lacks. The
novel's working power or gripping force will be David's development--the
intellectual apalyses, the\;mdtional upheaval, the elation of success,

the despair of failure, the suspense of an uncertain résolution. More
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specifically, the novel's power promises to come primarisy from David's
reacting to and analyzing the stories about Daddy, the explanations of
Daddy's "secret," and the events of the narrative.

David's reactions and analyses, however, are almost non-
existent. David eanqpt,feact durihg the telling of the stories about
Daddy Sherry because of the shift in the narrative point of view. Most
of The Kite is written in what is traditionaily called the limited or
selective omniscient point of view. The reader sees things from David's
vantage point, énd the reader has direct and complete access to David's

mind only. For the five flashbacks about Daddy's exploits, however, the

narrative point of view changes to the omniscient. Thus the char.: ter:

/
¥

are preveﬁted from telling their stories, and David is prevented :.
reacting during the telling. David may react after each of the five

stories is told, but his responses are almost non-existent: the' trapeze

episode, no reaction; the oil in Paradise Valley story, no reaction; the
/ '

flood of '54 tale, no reaction. After the Reverend Donald Finlay tells

David of how he employed unscrupulous tactics to pé,suade Daddy from
’ o
marriage, there is this reaction: "David could

ine how a priest must

7.
-

feel after hearing a confession; nor had the priégf any more reason to
worry than a penitent would that his confidence would be violated"
(K, p. 156). This is irrelevant to David's develoément. Da§&d's reactioﬁ
to the goose>hunting story is to type furiously until 4:30 in the morning.
This does not reveal the important thing——wﬁét he.typed.‘

Similarly, David's reaction to the explanations ofrDaddy's
"sécret" is practicaily non-existent. Explanations from Mr. ébibér;\ &&f,

Drr. Richardson, Mr. Suttee, Donald Finlay, and Daddy himself elicit no

evaluation from David. When Helen opines that Daddy's capacity for
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surprise is his secret to liQing; David says, "'That's another one for my
collection . . .'" (5} p. 136). If David.is to hold the reader's interest,
he should be reacting to these explanations, not merely collecting them.
Although David does not react to thé stories of Daddy's
exploits or to the guesses at Daddy's "secret,'" he does react gb some of
the events in the narrative present. While attending the organizational
meeting for the Daddy Sherry Anniversary Celebration, David thinks that
the townspeople endow Daddy Sherry with the “hagic qf a tribal shaman,"
and Davia feels that he is witnessing a "ritual," an "obeisance to the
eternal ancestors of a mythological pa 't whén man was ageless' (E) p. 36,
p. 37). This is David's only major response in tﬂe first half of the
novel to the phenomenon of Daddy Sherry. At thé mid-point of the novel,
pavid reacts strongly after his second meetiﬁg with Dadd& Sherry. David
feels like crying because "longevity [has] ordained Daddy with apostolic
succeésion, but it [has} bequéathed him such a wistful fragment of
historic truth to hand on"‘(g} p. 105). Later, David realizes that '"he
had expected more than he should have from the old man, who héd been too
immersed in living to build historical significance out of his days"
(K, p- 124). David's reaction and analysis work well here, for his
sadness is a revealing mixtqre“?f disappointment at Daddy's dearth of
marketable anecdotes, and of condescending nity at Daddy's unexamined
life. David's analysis is a comvincing mixtufe of newly discovered
truth (Daddy was too busy living to trarslate :is life into conventional
history) and'of persisting illusioﬁ (it is not that David expected too
much of Daddy Put that “he expected the wrong thing). When Daddy announces
his intentiongtq die, David finally acknowledges, but doeé not identify,
s

Daddy's importance to him: "[T]he cross-willed old humgn had completely

~ 4 .
- .
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won him, and somehow--if Daddy were to die now--their Pelations%ip would
|

~have failed to complete itself" (K, p. 135). David's penultimjte reaction
of any note is one of "discouragement" and confusion (5},p. 199). Hs is
"not thinking clearly and effectively," so he thinks such obtuse things
as this: "In some terribl; wéy the kite was part of i? [his discourage-

9
ment], but whether it was this kite, or whether it was another| kite not

quite dissolved by the years between boyhood and now, he could| not be

sure'" (5) p. 194, p. 195). David doubts that the riddle of D%ddy Shérry
is th;:primary cause of his turmoil, and only after talking w'th\Helen
does he realize that Helen is the principal factor. Such obt]se thinking
and slight emotional analysis is not of itself interesting, but it does
inform the reader of David's state.‘ Finally{_David pieces together the
factors of Daddy Sherry, Helen, and the.kite to produce the c#imax of the
novel. Thus, although David's analysis of events‘in the narrative
present is generally slight, it is more prevalent and more su;stantial
than his nearly non-existent, reactions to the flashbacks_of Daddy's
adventures and the vapiousﬁyersions of Daddy's ''secret."

Because DaQid}s mental and emotional search is largely
undisclosed, his quest is overshadowed as a structuring principle by the. -
versions of Daddy's "secret," by the flashbacks to Daddy's adventures,
-and by the episodes of Daddy's threatened dé§th and misguided birthday
celebration. The ”secret"‘}s impqrtant. IE iS~the first thing_Daddy
mentions: "'Puhtatuhs an' Irish twist . . . £u£%grmilk an' pigweed
greens——keép reg'lar--stay oufa draughts. . . . The secret'" (K, p. 32).
The explanations of Daddy's '"secret" change from thogé‘emphasizigg the

physiqaitand loné life to those emphasizing tHe philosophical and the

good life. Environment, says Mr. Spicer, is the secret: "'[Dlry--pure

~
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air for ninety years*-kind of preserved him'" (5) p. 28).: Daddy vows
that the keys to longevity are eating properly and keeping out of

) draughjs. But Dr. Richardsoﬁ attributes Daddy's longeQity to "an
unusually strong . . . energy chafée” and av"lucky envifonment” (5} p. 6u4).
Daddy Has lived so long '"'because he juét\doesn't:give % damn for
unimportant things,'" says Mr. Suttee. "'Things like h%lf a million
dollars'" (K, p. 123). Mr. Suttee suggests that an attitude rather than
something physical is responsible for Daddy's long life. \ The transition

from explanations emphasizing longevity and the physical \o explanations

. . . . . . . PO -
stressing quality of.life and attitudinal attributes is made explicit in

Helen's anaiysis: "'Surprise~-that's his secret. . . . I think it's the

most remarkable thing about him, . . . not that he's lived 3o long but
, ' that‘he's kept his appetite ;gr surprise'" (K, pp. 135-136).| Helen does
not mean that Daddy likes to be surprised but that, "tlike a

regards mghy commonplace things as unique, fresh, égd thus somewhat
\\/"“\\ surprising (K p. 136). The Reverend Denald Finlay 51m11arly‘b passes
\how long Daddy has lived and speaks of how Daddy has lived, "'fully--

intuitively'" (K, p. 152). He also discusses the moral qualities\of

-y

Daddy and his generation;rhonour, loyalty, pride, and honesty. In

Daddy's concluding statement of his 'secret," he reiterates that th keys

to longevity are eating properly and avoiding drafts, but he includes\ a
pronouncement of the best philosophy of life: "'Live loose an' soople .

an' you'll come through without a scratch. Live careful an' you'll break

your goddam neck'" (K, p. 191)}_ David's climactic discovery of his owm \

explanation of Daddy Sherry is, appropriately, the broadest: Daddy has

"1ived always with the "awareness of his own mortality" so that he insists \

/} on living his life fully (K, p. 209). The series of what David calls
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Sherry explanations attracts the reader's attention not only because it

promises the answer to Daddy Sherry but because the series is dynamic,
developing from answers emphasizing longevity and physical factors to
answers concefning a philosophy of life.‘ \

The flashbacks to Daddy Sherry's exploits also shift the focus
of interest from David. In the only published article exclusively on The
Kite, Catherine McLay's most extended examination of any weakness in the
novel, and her most thought-provoking comments, concern the flashbacks,

so I will aprroach them through her analysis.

‘Interwoven into these events [of David's quest] ape/é
series of flashbacks, the first to David's youth and °
the importance of his loss of the kite, and the
remainder to incidents in Daddy's past which reveal
his character: the visit to Mrs. Clifford (1956),
the goose hunt (X943), the discovery of oil at
Paradise (1955), the foiled marriage to his
‘housekeeper (1947), the tale of Joe Binestettner and
his daughter Victoria, and the flood of 1854. The
real weakness of this structure is not that anecdotes
predominate over present action, but that the first
three anecdotes are vital to the novel, while the
remaining four suggest a falling rather than a rising
action. . . . [T]he final anecdotes become marginal;
amusing in themselves but not -ancing David's
movement toward knowledge.2 : '

-

»Theifirst point to be cleared out of the way is that the Binestettner
story is not é flashback. The narrative does not change to the omniscient
point of view; it remains in the selective omniscient point of view just
as it does in Daddy's other reminiécences. yith this correction, Mclay's
main point ié that the last three flashbacks are ma;ginal and thus they
create ﬁa falling rather than a rising action.”" Although thg flashback to
Daddy's foiled marriage does create a problem, neither the oil in.Paradise
_ Valley story nor the flood of 'S4 tale are less important than the

earlier flashbacks. Because the story of Daddy's near marriage is
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marginal to both David and Daddy, one might argue that it is a severe
letdown in the series of flashbacks. However, there are signals that
this flashback is different froﬁ the others. It-is the on}y f1ashback
not awarded a separate chapter. It is only three pages in length while
the others are ten, eighteen,.seventeen, twelve, and ten pages
respectively. The flashback to Daddy's failed marriage is obviously
minor. Its length aﬁﬁounces that the flashback does not attempt to‘
perform functions of the magnitude that the other flashbacks do. Thus,
considerable justification exists for reading the story of Daddy's foiled
marriage as a special case and not expecting it to aid in creating a
rising action in the series of flashbacks. There is no generai suggestion
of "a falling rather than a rising action" in the series of flashbacks
because neither the o0il in Paradise Valley story nor thé flood of 'S4 tale
is "marginal"” as Mclay maintains. Daddy's decision to prohibit drilling
in Paradise Valley reveals his capacity for intense loyalty, and‘it
dramatizes his disinterest in material things. While the trapeze
flashback reveals Daddy's stubborn, daredevil approach to life, éna the
goose hunt portrays Daddy's contempt for death, it remains for the
flashback about oil in Péradise Qalley to display Daddy's moral side, a
concern which thereafter surfaces most notably in Donald Finlay's
discussioﬁ of pioneer virfues and in Helen's final explanation of Daddy.
Daddy Sherry's.moral qualities are germane to David's growth. Although
the flood of '54 does not '"[advance] David's movement towards knowledge,"
it performs another valuable function: it enacts the essence of Daddy
Sherry. While Daddyjé'stubborn enthusiasm surprises in the flashbécks
Mrs. Clifford, Helen, Keith, Harry Richardson, Donald Finlay, Ollie

Pringle, Mr. Suttee, and Title Jack Dalgliesh,‘it remains for the flood
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of '54 flashback to affect the reader as DaddyAaffects the characters.
The tale does so with an ending perfectly. in keeping Qith Daddy's
character yet still a surprise--which i he way in which Daddy affects
the novel's characters. This episode allso provides a high point of the
humour in the novel. Thus the flashbacks do not create a sense of
falling action. But neither is there a sense of rising action. FEach
major flashback provides an equally important f;nction. However, the
flashbacks shift the focus of interest from David beca;se their action is
. _ -
generally ‘more exciting than the plot and because Dadd§ Sherry features

in four major flashbacks while David features in oniy one.

A shift in focus from David is also prompted by events in.the .

narrative present involving Daddy %Esffg. Chapters 10, 11, and 12

feature Daddy's threat to diei Sydéense increases as it becomes evident
that Daddy is successfuliy yilling himself to die and that no soiutionhis
at hand. After David and Keith persuade Daddy that he should live because
it is inappropriate for him to die in the spring, Daddy remains prominent
becéuse of the Daddy Sherry Birthday Celebration. While this celebration
is an elemen% of the novel from the time Mr. Spicer promotes it in the
tﬁird chapger, it becomes more intereéting in the final two chapter? when
a tension is created between the decision to give Daddy a surpéise ﬁresent
of a grandfather clock and the knowledge that Daddy_will(be happy only
with a present that he wants, not a surprise, and probéblyvnot a clock. ;
" The grotiié romance between David and Hglen, and'David’s
incféasing sfruggle fo solve‘th; puzzle of Daddy Sherry, cgunter so%ewhat
the shift in interest to Daddy. The romancé'between David and Heleﬁ:»

» ' . . s . |
however, is rather uninteresting because it is staged and suffers no

serious impediments. David's struggle to make Daddy "come out" to a pat
\
|

\
\
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answer is only slightly engaging because the struggle is scarcely shown
and because David's concerh should be neither, for fitting Daddy into an
article ;;r for simplifying him so that he is easily understandable, but
for e#amining the implications Daddy has for his way of life (E, p. 188).
Da;id remains nominally the protagonist, but Daddy becomes the
focus of interest. After the earl; chapters establish The Kite as the
story of David's quest, David's mental and emotionai responses to the
stories about Daddy Sherry, to the hypotheses about Daddy's "secret," and
to events in the narrative present are hardly shown. David remains
nominally the protagonist, fof his difficulty fitting Paddy Sherry into
an arficle and into his understanding of life is repeatedly mentioned |

though seldom detailed./ The skeleton of a quest is insufficient to

maintain interest. The shift in focus is not oniy away from David, but

to only one other character, Daddy Sherry. Four of e five major )
[3
flashbacks star Daddy, the series of hypotheses concern“Daddy's 'secret,”

ahd the most'interesting events -in the narrative present feature Daddy.
Thus Daddy, who should rema;n the agent of David's change, becomes the ~
fecus of our aptention.

The second compositional demand——thaf David inspire reader
concern for his growth--is not successfully mef. Initially, David is a
stereotype of the middle-aged executive, jaded, rushed,‘and somewhat ﬁ%$m '
dissatisfied. David is also initially rather objectionable. The first
thing revealed about him is that he is afraid of flying, primarily the
take~offs and landings. Then that he is obsessed with time, that he is
always on the run. Then that-he lacks curiosity and enthusiasm. THen that

he is cynical and jaded. David, it seems, has only two redeeming features:

he is dissatisfied with himself, and he decides, despite much hesitation,
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to accept the magazine assignment on Daddy Sherry. FPellowing such an
introductiop, the flashback to David's childhood fosters sympathy for
David by explaining why he is in such a sorry state. Warming to David is
difficult, however, because heAis obtuse--at least more so than the
reader. For example, the crucial first meeting with Daddy Sherry leaves

" David ranting about Daddy's senility and denouncing Earl Whitton for
"

convincing him to take the Daddy Sherry assignment, but the reader knows
that Daddy is not senilesand that David should be thankful for the

i Y »:-\ .
 Similarly, while David persists in trying to fit Daddy into

) reader rgalizes that David should be trying to fit Daddy

~3

¢. David's slight characterization further discourages

“’{%,r him.ElMaﬁor decisions reveal character, yet possibly David's
o

most crucial decision, to stay in Shelby, is reported incidentally fr

Conce

telephone conversation, allowing no substantial insight into David's

-

P

thoughts and feelings. small touches such as habits and mannerisms help
bring a character to life, but, while Daddy Sherry has numerous habits
such as smoking Senate House cigars and drinking whiskey from a shot
glass, and while he has several speech mannerisms such as his multipurpose
"aaaha".David has none. Concern is difficult to develop for a poorly
realized, somewhat_objectipnablé stereotype. L

The fhird compositional demand--that Helen appear admirable--is
not successfully met. Helen is more a function than a character. Her
function is to provide David with é prospective wife and family at the
conclusion of the novel. In fulfilling this function in a limited time
and space shé becomes gnbelievable”and unlikeable. The three extended

conversations between Helen and David are the principal avenues for

revealing Helen's character. Helen ends the first conversation she ever
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has with David thus: "'It's nice to have a man around the house again.
The house is different for having a man in it. Crisper--and at
night the darkness isn't so--so dark. . . . All the machines in a house
work better with a man around'" (K, p. 129). Heler is excessively
forward in such a way as to be neither credible nor likeable. Two days
later she opeds the second conversation with "'I don't go out mich'"
(K, p. 148). She explains that'she is "'not whole without a man,'" and
that she "'was born with candles insidﬁ‘{her] t?at light up just for men'"
but that the men around Shelby have offered her only sex. Helen is
neithér’so personal nor so objectionable when, in her third conversation
with David, she offers a substantial analysis of Daddy Sherry, but the

conversation ends in sentimentality:

"I'd . . . [like to] thank you for . . . helping

my son to make a kite for Daddy."
"That was for myself as much a: ¥eith," David

said. . . . "I almost flew a kite once when I was a
boy." . . . ’ '
» "Good night, David." Still she faced him.
"You'll fly it some time--I know you will.":
The next thing he knew she was in his arms and
they were holding each other--desperately.
(K, p. 201) ’

Although Helen's characterization is irreparably harmed by such
scenes, Helen occasionally escapes from her funétional.role and its
unfortunate behavior. For example, she seems to khpw haw to handle Daddy
Sherry better than anyone else does. She knows when to be firm. . When
Daddy is expansive about his victory over Mrs. Clifford, Helen sfops him
from reclaiming his shotgun. When Déddy starts mumbling riddles aﬁout
his tropical trip, Helen stops him short: "Rait a minute--my time's
valuable——éaﬁ't waste it if you're not gofhg to make~;ome sense'"

(K, p. 173). Helen also kno@s when to humour Daddy. Knowing that
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Daddy's determination iﬁcreases with resistance, Helen helps Daddy
purchase tickets for his cruise. She knows that Daddy will not be able
to use the tickets. In the ensuing confrontation with her mother, Helen
is the charming victor. She says that if Belva's reading adventure
stories to Daddy of diving for pearls in tropical lagoons caused his
enthusiasm for a tropical holiday, then Belva had "'better go easy on

Astonishing Scientific Stories'" (K, p. 176). Not only does Helen treat

the episode with the requisite humour, but she stops her meédling «ther
with a line which one feels W. 0. Mitchell endorses: "'I've never seen
the time, Mother, that peoplé didn't interfere without justifying it as
being for someone else's own good'" (K, p. 176). Scenes such au these
enhance Helen's credibility and make her more sympathetic, but she is
principally a function. Because the novel needs a marriage and Davic
does not have much time, Helen is too forward, too personal, too romantic.
Tpe poor characterization of David and Helen enervdtes the
comic climax. David and ?flen do not genérate'much reader concern for
their welfare. Some concern for David probably results because he is
identifiable as the protagonist. His marriage to Helen, however, is not
an especially happy affair, for Helen fails to demonstrate that she is
particularly good for Davia. Furthermore, their relationship is too easy

¢, to be beljevable or highly valued. The comic resolution is also weakened

because there is no impediment to David and Helen's marriag§3 so there is
no suspense or disappointment to make the successful betrothal sweeter.
Thus the comic resolution relies heavily on a stock reaction to a

traditional comic marriage rather than relying on artistic virtubsity. .

e )
The fourth compasitional demand--that the knowledge which David

discovers be acceptable and important--is also not successfully met. Just
R Y -

it >
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as poor characterization enervates the comic resolution, so does the
climactic pronouncement that, in light*of one's mortality, one should
never settle for less than living lite to the fullest. While this
message is appropriate for\David because he had lost sight of his
mortality and because he envjsages living life té the fullest in terms of‘
meaningful work (a novel) and social commitment (Helen and Keith), the
message is generally neither impressive nor acceptable. It is commonplace
-
and amoral. The message is amoral because never settling for less
specifies only determination and not goals or means. The notion of

living for today because tomorrow you may die is common. Just how tired

and worn it is becomes evident when David states it baldly. Tied to the

N

never-settle-for-less message is the idea of living life liE@\iz\:crobat.

This idea is emphasized in Déddy's final explanation of his secreé

because his finakrefalanation duplicates his earlier ones except for this
idea: "'Don't give a whoop--be a dangerous acerobat. . . . Live loose
an' soople an' you'll come through without a scratch'" (K, p. 191). The
connection between living fully and living like an acrobat ié reinforced

because the symbol of living, the kite, is associated with acrobatics.

When Lon makes young David a kite, he points out that the tail must be

;precisely the right length if the kite is to "'dive an' dash an' do

acrobgtics'" (K, p. 11). When Daddy Sherry flies his kite, he says,
"'[W]e got to take at least” a foot off of that tail--then she'll be
strong an' she'll be steady an' she'll be acerobatic~too'" (5, p. 209).
However, living life like aﬁ acrobat, dangirou§ and supple, is still an‘
amoral recommendation, for it prescribes‘thé styié but not the content.

The moral element.af the message 'is provided largely by the

Reverend Donald Finlay anJiby Helen. Donald Finlay explains to David

. A s
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that ”'living fully'" ﬁeans "'"t&k ing advantage of every bit of elasticity
1ife offers and stregching it to your profit'" (X, p. 152). By profit he
means freedom, and the freedom must not be used selfishly or licentiously,
for "'that's the ﬂzst restricted life of all--to be slave of appetites--

i
it invites the worst kind of restraint--that of others--of society'"

(K, p. 152). According to Donald Finlay, Dfddy develoged a code of
honour, léyalty, ﬁfide, and honesty, and thé;e virtues &tem to have
flo:;ished in pi;neer western Canada. Donald Finlay argues that honesty
flouriéhed because, with few peoplé and long distances between people;
the eaﬁgy westerners could not afford the dénger of dishonesty. Donald
Finlay concludes his argumeht by sayipg ‘that, despite.the increased
dishounst& joday, people are "'moﬁe capabig of honesti:h because he has
Mrfaith'" that humanity has imj-oved since Daddy's youth (K, p. 154).

Even if one grants Donald Finlay his blind faith in humanity's %Pevi;ablev
perfectibility, more dishonestgbis more dishoresty. - If there is iﬁéreased
dishonésty, and if people are incre;singly capégle of honesty, fhen there
is more‘dishonesty foday because people face such massivafpemptationé to
dishénesty that, in spite of their increased caﬁability fo_se‘honest,

they éreféctually more dishpnest than people were iqdnaady's youth. The
situation is presumably as’serious for the other pioneer virtues."Thus;
for Daddy Sherry to be "taking advantage of every bit of elésticify that
life offers" in the Eontext_of piqneer hongQ;: loyalty, pride, and honesty
is splendid; but for anyone to be advisiﬁé{%gople to do so without the ~
" context of the pioneer virtues--evegggﬁth the warning that the people not
Be selfish . or licentious--is daeggro&;.

Helen's discussioniuitthavid about the differences between the

time of Daddy's youth and today is more obviously depressing. Helen

&

T
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argues that Daddy's time '"'didn't encourage conformity--it gave him a
chance to resist imprint,'" but that there is "'no choice any more--we
all travel together . . .'" into the heart of darkness encompassing the
world (K, p. 199, p. 200). While Daddy "'made his own hits--runs--errors,'"
modern people can only be spectators of their doom. David summarizes the
bleakness of the outlook nicely: "'That was‘v:vy nice for him . . . and
awfui for us'" (5,.p. '201). Thus the answer which is an essential
e%gﬂéﬁ?aaf théfcomib resolution is%?ot only commonplace, not only ..ncral,
. buf:’ gether de?'pr'issing.
DA " The Kite fails as David's story, and &t fails as a didactic
.lpig¢€fy-David, the protagonist, is eclipsed by Daddy Sherry, the agent of
'?&hs change. David's ﬁneﬁgéging character and his lack of analysis allow.

vl
’

“ our attention to.shift; and Daddy Sherry's past and present exploits plus
the series of hypotheses about his "secret" shift our interest to Daddy.
The mefe outline of a quest is insufficient to generate ggwer in the comic
conclusion. Nor do David and Helen's characters give force to the
resolution. The force of the climax also depends upon the didactic
\prohouncemeut, and, although the dynémic series of hypotheses about Daddy's
"secret" generates interést;lDavid's concluding version of the "secret" is
disappointing. The impressivg parts of The Kite are Daddy Sherry and his

stories. . The trapeze epispde and the flggd of '54 are masterfully told

tales.;, And Daddy Sherry is an intriguing character, part mythological

N

creature,. part stereotypical cranky old man, and part convincing human’
N 4
. W e . . . e v .
being--pa®ticularly convincing in the comglexlty of his bad days and in
- ‘ PY ) L .
the ingenuity of his"selfish manipulRtion of people. But these artistic
achievements are not central to this study. This investigation asks.

whether The Kite succeeds as an artistic whole, and finds that it fails.
—'—l_,_ N )

N RN
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CHAPTER 1V

™~
Th~ essent 'al story which W. 0. Mitchell tells in The Vanishing

et -
Point is -hat of Carlyle Sinclair's search for Victor‘-g}{ider, a quest
himself.

which beco: ore 31gn1flcantly, Carlyle's sear
Carlyle's culture, as represented by Aunt Pearl‘a:§ Kacky, and Mr.

Sinclair, socialized him in such a way that by the time he was a middle-
aged man teachihg on the Paradise Valley reserve, he almost desqggég his u;;
friend Sanders' description as "'a Puritan bastafd;'"l Caflyle,héd ldéé\fb

touch with what might be called his natural self and with the right way

‘w

. to treat people. Talking with Sanders, dealing with Archie Nicotine,

4\:1

a?ckllng the problems on the reserve, and escaplng fbr nine ygﬁrs the
1ﬂmed1ate pressure of his culture, Carlyle changes enough so that hi-«
usual defenses are relaxed, and the '"loss of Victorid" in the city
"[shatters] something inside him." He knows '"that he must put back
together something ﬂe [has] been trying all his life to keep from being
splintered--broken beyond rﬂsbir" (VP, p. 323). The hypnotic Prairie
Chicken Dance helps Carlyle overgome hi§,bagfground and reach beyond
himself to another person. It aimp helps him "lash the hidden instinct
walf to life," that is, dccept and integrate his connection with '"the
living whole" (VP, p. 384, p. 3). Thg example of the Reverdnd Heally

RiChanS’hélpS Carlyle recognize that he has been treating the Indians

/

wrongly, "ordering them into a morai box to suit himself only--not them"

/
i
I

(VP, p. 354). Carlyle integrates/his accepfance of the physical with his
A / .
recognition that he is responsiyée for loving, not ordering, his fellow

y

N y
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man. He sleeps with Victoria and plans to marry her.

The conclusion is comic. Carlyle's search for Victoria and his
search for himself are both successful. The concluéion is also comic in
the more specifically literary sense that Carlyle joins, as much as
possible, the society to which he properly belongs: the Stony society.2
He joins the band in the Rabbit Dance and the Owl Dance, and he sleeps
with Victoria. He becomes '"personally involved" (!B, p. 388). A
marriage is promised. Furthermore, symbols declare Carlyle's transformation
to be of the magnitude of the Zhange from the dead of winter to the life
of spring. Carlyle's success is parallelled by the Stonies'. Throughout,
the Stonlej have assumed increased responsibility for .their welfare, and
they have progressed in educatlon nutrition, agrlcvlture,“and housing.
Archie's getting his truck rumning symbolizes the progress. The novel

Al

concludes with a declaration of ‘independence: "'Won t have o impope on

you for a ride any more--Sinclair'" (!g; p. 393). Triumphs abound.

The form of the plot suggests at, least three basic and crucial
compositional demands. First, if the come%%'af to have power, Carlylé
must be characterized in such a way. that he idspiresvreader concern for
his welfare. This is a problem because Carlyle must be flawed so that ﬁe
may improve, yet he must be sympathetic so that the reaqer cares: about
his progress. Second, Victoria must be characterized in such a way that
she creates reader concern for her yell-beiﬁg, and in such a way that sh%g?

is sufficiently_complex to seem capable of building the all-important
.y‘

"brldge" between Carlyle and herself at the climax of the nOvel (Vp, p. 385).

l
The printipal overt action in The YanlshlngiP01nt is Carlyl§ s search for

~

v
Victoria, and, if the reader does not care about Victoria, the search will

-~

lose much of its pdwer. The ~limax depends upon Carlyle and Victoria

Y
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\
"building a bridge'" to one another, and, if Victoria is not complex

'

enough to perform convincingly what the theme in&ists is a uniquely human °

\

task, the climax will fail to generate the max imum impact.3 The strong
didactic element in the novel sﬁggests a third compbsitional demand: the
theme should be acceptable and convincing. The didactic component is
acceptable when we can believe in it outside the éontext of the novel.

It is convincing when the actions, characters, and though%s in the nerl
embody the theme and express it in a poséible and pfiusible manner. The
importénce of the_didactic component is indicated by \W. O. Mitchell's
statement that he abandoned work om The Alien, which "said No" to life,

and replaced it wéth The Vanishing Point, which is intended to say Yes to

life.u It behooves us to ask whether the Yes is acceptable and convincing.

If it is, the comic resolution will be supported and enhanced by reassuring

5

/wisdom. If the Yes is not credible, it will foster querigs, doubts, and

criticism inimicable to the comic conclusion.

The first artistic task is to create Carlyle in sich a gay that
. j . ‘."/)
“is seriously

he generates reader concern for his well-being even though h
flawed. While numerous techniques work to producg‘a sympathetic résponse
to Carlyle, other facets of the characterization nul;ify this. | The

structure of the novel is instrumental in generating initial reader

concern for Carlyle, for it introduces Carlyle on the verge of his major

\

character improvement. The Vanishing Point is divided into three Rarts.

ke

Part One features Carlyle's unsuccessful attempt tg meet Victoria iﬂ[the

aity; Part Two covers Carlyle's nine years at Paradise Valley reser#g;

Y?q%t‘Thfee returns to the present and Carlyle's search for Victo?}é,
L3 ‘; N

/

expép&iﬁé_to feature Carlyie's search for himself. This structure

. 4 - R
introduces a gonsiderably improved Carlyle a short time before his

g .
.~‘ 'J
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dramatic change in character. He is not quite the rigid, remote, task-
oriented person who moved t¢ Paradise Valley nine years previously. He
hardly recognizes himself: "This wasn't really Carlyle Sinclair ét all
." (VP, p. 5). The usual Carlyle Sinclair is an unag;éaling product
.ﬂaf an'uphringing which alienated him from himself and from others. His
culture, as embodied in his Aunt Pearl, apparently taught him to deny his
physical self, that is, to repress sexual feelings, to dull the senses,
and generally to renounce the body in favour of an obsession with order
and decorum. Societal forces manifest in such peoplé as 01d Kacky, the
school feac?ig),eﬁfgatively crushed Carlyle's individuality, almost
"vanishing" him from himself (VP, p. 322). Throughout such socialization,
no one was consistently close to Carlyle to demonstrate an alternative.
The only perfon who had the chance to establish a longstanding bond with
Carlyle was his father, but he was distant: 'that was the wéy it had
been . - - ¢ 'you in your small corner and I in mine'" (vp, p. 356). It

is no wonder that Carlyle dgyeloped, among other objectionable traits,

that of refusing to acknowfgégb and deal with painful events in his past.
i . /

A .
He moved to Paradise Valley to escape the pain of his wife's death.

Carlyle distances himself not only from civilization but from himself and
J .
from others. .

Because of the way in which The Vanishing- Point is structured,
a later and different Carlyle is introduced at the beginning of the novel.

After nine years in Paradise Valley Carlyle exhibits admirable agd
S
attractive qualities. For example, his concern for old Esau demdonstrates

the warmth of which Carlyle is capable in his dealings with the Indians.
Carlyle's-fertile imagination and his sense qf— ur are also

highlighted when he is introduced. It is a goiéiiay for Carlyle. It is
’ oS Q; :

—
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the first day of spring, and he is going to visit Victoria. He formulates
for his owﬂ amusement '"Sinclair's Law of Diminishing Emotional Returns,"
saying that '"cold climate ascetics--puritans--the shy and lonely onesﬁ
like himself are the greatest lovers because tﬁgir lives are so "low key"
that any kindness such as a gift of fléwers, any cqptact such as lunch
with a friénd, any excitement such as the arrival of spring, inspires an
exceptionally enthusiastic response because it is like a.glass of water
to a man on a desert (VP, p. 4). Carlyle's imagination and humogr are
evident again when he enters Esau's shack énd the profusion of odoyrs
prompts him“to consider smell as a performing art: 'Maestro Sinclair
bringing down his baton--three peremptory whiffs of wood smoke or deer
musk, then a fart chord full and long from the wind section. Good old
Sinclair's Fifth!" (VP, p. 6). Carlyle is initially refreshing; he does

not seem to ;ake_hfmself too seriously.

2
P

A§ é£ the initial positive impression, Carlyle impresses
further because of the favourable comﬁarison with moét other whites
associated with the reserves. Carlyle's predecessor, the Reverend Bob G.
Dingle, was "fotally incapable," and he "indulged himself in a sort of
absent-minded masturbatory loving—kindnéss that . . . [bore] na fruit"
(VP, p. 131). Dingle repeatedly said "'No—watch-es-nichuh,'" thinking
that, as Archie Nicétine had told him; it meant "'You please me very-

much,'" when it actually meant "'Bullshit'" (VP, p.. 151, p. 175, p. 175).

Carlyle is nowhere near as inept or gu%lible, as his.spperiqr teaching

epitomizes. He even earns Archie Nicotine's seal of approval: "'. . . I

come to a conclusion--you're the teacher for Paradiée'"ﬂ(yg) p. 140).

~ Carlyle's boss, Ian Fyfe, is "meticulously adequate'" in the Indian \

Affairé\department; he prefers bureaucratic procedure to personal
’ §

b

«
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involvement (VP, p. 87). His two most memorable expressions are "'[D]o

not let yourself become too personally involved'" and "'We'll just have

\to see what transpires'" (VP, p. 121, p. 82). Fyfe is also objectionable
because in his work with the Indians he imposes his cultural bias.

Fyfe's Minimal Subsistence cookie, which the Indians hate, is made of
oatmeal, which, as Carlyle says, "'is pretty well Scottish'"--like Fyfe
(YE) p. 90). Furthermore, Fyfe is unappealing because, although he
supports Carlyle's efforts to help the Stdny band, he personally sees
Indians as '"terminal cases to be made comfortable as possible within the
terms of the reserve system--the budget and the Indian Act--and tﬁe
civil-service machinery" (VP, p. 91). By ceomparison, Carlyle' qAa spirations
for the Stonies and his impatience with bureaucracy are admirable.

Another white assoqiatedjwith the Stonies, Arthur Sheridan, spent thirty-
five years dealing with Indians, but it "all [came] to nothing"

(VP, p. 182). Sheridan's only accomplishment as Indian Agent was the
Hanlevaolverines baseball team, "'[elastern slopés champions three year;
in @ row'" (VP, p. 182). When Carlyle suggests that the Siunies might
laéfe@pt more agrlculture than merely gra21ng &g;ses Sheridan becomes
angry and says that thirty- five years have taught him that '"'an Indian
does as he damn pleases'" (Xﬂﬁ p.-179). When Carlyle replaces Sheridan
as agent, imprgvements begin. Taking an idea from Archie Nicotine,
Carlyié decides to pay the Indians for the work they do. Soon hay, oats,
and vegetables are growing, and the barn, supply shed, corral, and fences
are mended. Then Carlyle devises and implements a successful schemé
which pays the Indians out of band funds to build houses for themselves.

Carlyle's success at improving Paradise Valley reserve and the welfare of

the Stony band inspires admiration.
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Friendship with Sanders further attests to Carlyle's worth and
thus causes more reader attachment to Carlyle. Sandérs is closest to
spokesman for the novel's idéas on how the Indians should be treated.
That a‘character of such certified quality should find Carlyle worthy of
friendship speaks well of Carlyle. When Sanders is introduced, af!ﬁgs
authorial comment bestows approval: "Hé had what Carlyle considered a
'cold eye'--which actually meant a mature or reliable one!" (VP, p. 127).
Immediaté flattering comparisons with Sheridan and Fyfe suppoft this
declaration. While Sheridan and Fyfe have nothing but cautionary things

to say about the Stonies, Sanders has '"praise too" (VP, p. 128). While

Fyfe stammers an awkward excuse for Dr. Sanders' faiiure to visit Carlyle

e

as scheduled, Sanders is frank: '"'[Bleen out with the X-ray unit--so--I
tied one on'"-(xg} p. 127). ‘Unlike any pther white, Sanders is personally
Vinvolveg with the Indians. His latent tuberc Yosis makes him "'a disgase
brother'" (VP, p. 129). Significantly, Carlyie sums up his own climactic
character tranfformation as a change to being "personglly involved"
(ij'p. 388). On first meeting, Sanders gives Carlyle.the folloging

advice:
H

"You'll hear everyone refer to them [the Stonies] as
children. Horse shit! They are chitdren, but with
adult drives--grown-up hungers--mature weakflesses--
envy--love of power--of their own children; they have
vanity and--what's very--the key--a terrible feeling
of 'inferiority. If you know that--and that they are
chiid-Like——then you won't give them too much of a
load to carry; you won't rant at them because they
failed to carry what you piled up on them. Don't
‘expect too much of them. . . . Ever wonder what a
shock ‘it must be to someone--seeing himself in a
mirror for the first time in his whole goddam life?
That's what you are--to them. There's a phrase you'll
hear them use a lot. . : . I'm ashamed. One way
that's worked for me--give them praise--just if they
have earned it. Be a good guardian." (VP, pp. 130-131)
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Carlyle fails to follow Sanders' advice. His method of dealing with the
Indians, as epitomized by hi . tfeatment of Victoria, is to consider them
children and to "'keep right on demanding good deeds'" (!B) p. 240).
After Carlyle finds Victoria in the city and she shuns him, he is driven
to\the realization»that, in spite of Sanders' w%rning, he mirrored
Victoria and the other Stonies with the mirror of white society, letting
the Indians see themselves as backward and smaller than they actually
were (VE} p. 35“); Carlyle learns the hard way what Sanders had told him
on their first meeting. During their friendshi? Sanders criticizes
Carlyle'for judging Dingle harshly and for quesgioning Sheridan tactlessly.
Sanders suggests that Carlyle "'twin [his] pain with the other guy's'"
(!B, p. 156). But not until Carlyle feels that he has failed with-
Victoria does he realize that ”withogt twinning pain his compassion had

hé

been specious" (VP, p. 366). The last time that Sanders sees Carlyle.
advises Carlyle to.treat the Stonies with love. Later, under the |
influence of the pounding Prairie'éhicken Dance, Carlyle yecognizes the
general validity of Sanders' advice. This is the didactit climax of the
novel. Ca;lyle realizes that he is responsible for his fellow man, that
the compensation for the aloneness of being human is that man possesses
the possibilf§§ of building "bridges between himself and other men so
that he [can] wa'' from his own héart and into other hearts" (!E,.p. 385).

‘\Sanders states nearly every important thing that Carlyle comes to learn.
Thé tééhniqué of characterizing Carlyle by what another charag;er,'
Sanders, says to him and does with him works well, for, if a\chéracter of
Sanders' stature ségs something valuable beneath the "Puritan bastard" in
Carlyle, then the reader should too (vP, p. 169).

2

y

Despite Sanders' complimentany friendship, despite Carlyle's
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admira é attitudes and Success compared with other whites, and despite
Carlyle';‘introduction as an improved person, he does not inspire great
concern for his welfare. Part of the problem is that the principal
action, his search for Victoria, appears both unjustified and ridiculous.
A nineteen-~year-old woman guits nurses' training and her former teacher
desperately searches for her, apparently to s+ve her from what he
considers the evils of the city and to convince her to re-enter training.
Although such a search seems unjustified in that, as an adult, the woman
should be able to make her own decisions, the way in which Carlyle's
pu;suit of Victoria is presented accentuates rather than underplays its
indefensible nature. The search would have been more obviously motivated
~ .

if; for example, Victoria's family had begged Carlyle to find their
daughter, or if Vict§ri§ had seemeh in some danger. As presented,
however, Carlyle's seeki., ‘ictoria appear cularly inept because
Victéria would not even have been "lost" if"she had not been hiding from
Carlyle. The almost hysterical search seems emotioﬂally inflated and,
therefore, ridiculous. C;bi;le dashes from.place to pléce searching wivh
almost nc assistance from anyone except officer Dan on a CSFA-TV children's
program, and repeating hié frantic refrain, "Little lost lamb, Victoria."

He is even more absurd when he finds Victoria and discovers that she is

pregnant and determined to go her own way: -
P

Little lost lamb soliciting--little lost lamb
screeching Stony hate and obscenity on city streets,
dark hair curtaining down her convulsing shoulders as-
she vomited~in alleyways--little lost lamb left to
-freeze alone outside the geer parlour door--heat-
cherried stove-pipe knocked loose and stoves tipped
over in gay tag--little lost infant charred in the
crib! Little lost lamb, Victoria! .(VP, p. 367)

‘The,obnoxious refrain is prominent not only by repetition but also by
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plaéement. It concludes two chapters, and it is the final line in Part
One. It evokes several associations, all of them derogatory, although

not devoid of irony. Because garlyle sees himself as Jesus, the shepherd,
searching for the one lamb gone astray from his flock, both the religious
nature and the animal reference of '"Little lost lamb, Victoria" connéct
Carlyle with Heally Richards, and subject Carlyle to the same damning
criticism. Heally Richards regards his congregation as animals--as
"razor-backs rooting and gr;nting,” as cattle in a '"stockyard," as

turkeys about to '"gobble" (VP, p. 346, p. 356, p. 357). Richards preaches
withgut respect for his congregation and with an eye to his own needs.
Similarly, Cariylé searches for Victeoris out . .~me obscurely identified
personal motivation which is actu-iiy inimicable -» Victoria's well-being.
While Carlyle's seeking must be mis, . i1, it need not be taken to
ridiculous extremes.

» Carlyle also alienates reader sympathies becéuse he is short on
genuine compassion for people. Not only is he an unforgiving judge of
‘Dingle and Sheridan, but he is equally as,§trict and demanding with the

" person to whom he supposedly is most attached, Victoria. When Victoria,
the only person on the reservation ever to write senior matriculation
examinations, fails English and algebra, Carlyle says to hér mother, with
Victoria present, "'The English is understandable, Susan . . . , buf not
the algebra. She had no right flunking that'" (VP, pp. 237-238). Such
is Carlyle's p;aise for Victoria's outstanding work. Carlyleié lack of
compassion is epitomized when he findsjVictor@a in the city and allow-
her to walk away frém him to what he\considers evil. Because Victr

pregnant, Cérlyle deems her a failure, and he abandons her. While

Carlyle must lack c#mpassion so that he can gain it, he must not be such

3
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& hard character that we do not care for him enough&i'ﬁope for his
improvement. - Consider the difference if we Jp@d seen Carlyle's love for
his wife, Grace. If we had seen Carlyle improVe as his.}elationship with
Grace progressad, and if we had seen Carlyle revert after Grace's death,
then his compassion would have been demonstrated, and we would hope for
its return. Hoxsver, because of the 'adequate effort to develop a
sympathetic side to Carlyle's charsct.r. he remains primarily a stern
taskmaster.

Carlyle fails to generate reader concern for his welfare for
anothgr reason: he is not always convincingly characterized. His
memories, for example,- do not seem natural. A few months with Aunt Pearl
and a school year with 6ih Kacky are unlikely to affect Carlyle more than
_ years with his father and more than marriage to Grace, yet Carlyle's

_ memories feature Aunt Pearl and 0l1d Kacky. The near-absence of Grace 1is o

bothersome. Grace's importance isfestablished when Carlyle moves to
Paradise Valley reserve to hide from thé painful mem&ries of her death.
Because Carlyle's chafactér change demands that he confront the influences
which he had refused to acknowledge, it is strange that he should remember
vividly Aunt Pearl and Old Kacky, and not remember his wife's deafh. +he
“most recent and most traumatic experience for him. Carlyle is als
uncdnvincing becgpse some of the thoughts attributed to him do not seem
consisféﬁt. For exémple, when the loss of'Victoria shatters Carlyle, he
’thinks, L[I]t was so goddam ridiculous and unheard of: that Carlyle
Sinclair wasn't" (VP, p. 323). Yet this thought follows immediately
Carlyle's remembrance of his near "vanishment" by 0ld Kacky' (VP, p. 322).

Carlyle is also not fully realized because he lacks the small

" touches that help to make a character convincing. He lacks distinguishing
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habits or mannerisms. While Fyfe has his flowers, his scotch, his
biscuits, his "aye-he," his "peisonally involved," and his "transpires,"
Carlyle has‘only his fantasies and his frantic refrain "Little lost lamb,
Victoria." This expression is so ludicrous tc use f - a woman, that,
instead of increasing Carlyle's credibility, it div ~he reader's
attention to Biblical associations and comparisons witn Heally Richards,
thus further detracting from Carlyle's individuality. Carlyle's phigical
description epitomizes his lack of individuality. Most crn%acters
receive striking physical descriptions. Heally Richards, tanned and

dressed in white, is described as a photographic negative. Sanders is ¥

a
lean, sandy~haiged man in his early forties" with high cheekbones and a
"glossy softness" to his skin (VP, p. 127). Even Archié Nicotine's
daughters receive the pithy description "such m;oﬁ-faced truculence"
(VP, p. 25). But what does Carlyle %inclair look like?

The inadequacies in Carlyle's chér?cterization ngutralize the -

efforts to arouse reader concern for Carlyle. As a result, there is a

flatness at the center of the novel, and a cdnsequent lack of power in

The second compositional demand ig met with little success.

the climax.

Victoria should be characterized - such a way that she gives.rise to

» .
he

: . 1 e
reader concern for her well-being. Victorla's apparent intelligence, her.
.. . '

diligence at school uorﬁ, her compassian ﬁor,Esad, and her impressive

*
- L
LN
C. e -

. - ., e . " [ ’ (3
success compared with the other ‘Stonies may occasion a sympathetic reader

response. But Victoria must also be a sufficiently complex chaﬁacfer‘go -

»

enact credibly these worthy qualities. Furrhermore, she should bé .
¥ i

complex enough to assist in explaining Carlyle's intense attraction to

her and complex enough to seem capable of‘estqblishing a human bond

[y

)



- Carlyle's. The other is Archie': Wien Carlyle calls VictoMa t

~ The introduction of the promlnent brldge symbol glves early warning of

!-: | ) C a*’i“'vh
love with Carlyle at the climax of the novel.. Victoria, hogfver, is not-
charagterized in convincing detail. - .. ‘ﬂ ‘

Part of the problem is the maﬁ%er in which the narrative point
of view is employed. _Although it is the selective omniscient pointhsf

e .o ’\.
view, only Carlyle, to a lesser extent Heally Richards, and Sp'an even

lesser extent Archie Nicotine, are selected to disclose difrectly their
thoughts and feelings. Thus the aspects of Victoria's character most
}1ke1y to make her seem to come to llf&r her thoughts and feelings--are

<&
not directly revealed.

P

A related problem is that in Part One and Part Two Victoria is’
seen primarily frgm Carlyle's perspective, and Carlyle's view 'is distorted

! - : ' ' o
and superficial. In Part One every reference but one to Victoria is

v

smartest childon the reserve,¥Ar says, '"'No child'";(VP. P
. s “ N St F

This ef‘fective-ly calls into quéstion the'v ity of Carlyle's perspective. g

) L ‘ = T A
Carlyle regards Vlctorla, the woman as a ch . 4-He also sees her as a e &

'symbol. a test case for the Indlans' progress. Tn tHe process, Carl&le

Y ‘\ <O
is vanlshlgg\vgg&orla from herself from himself, and ‘from the reader.. .
. ~,} - ) - e

Carlyle's superflclal view of Vlctorla. Carlyle has had so little

success establishing honest contact with Victorid and the other Stonies S0
) . . ) - : .

I . A ] ) - '
that he thinks that he needs "some sort of suspension bridge that could

carry hearts and minds across and into -other hearts and minds" (VP, p. 12).

‘Appropriately, Carlyle makeSgno substantial analysis of Victoria beyond -
the following: *
‘She was not withdrawn and cautiously careful like the : .
others, but she did have a quiet, waiting quality.
(vp, p. .216) ' .
A.—.'O;

©

P . 3 , .

a
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<o

What inexhaustible patience she had. That was her
true strength--her real talent. She was capable of
such stillness, the ability simply to be for so long
a time. (VP, p. 59) ~

e

ﬁ§3 principal avenue by which Victoria might be known is what

she sé?s But she is taciturn and laconic. The waitress who says to

~ ¥
U'Your little glrl hasn't got much to say . . .'" is right, for

ria speaks on, only six occasions. She does not speak until page 208,

14 . ,
where she argues with Carlyle, her teache¥; over her participation in the
«

boys'.Prairie Chicken Dance. She acquiesces to Carlyle's prohibition,

happy to be allowed to rlng the bell, 1nstead - When she speaks next, wmhe
[ “
tel}s_pavlyle that his breakfa:QFpQFrldge smells lxke a wet sweater and
' ,dA, N o

that she would rather have bacon andﬁe s.' Bhe ts bacon an s bu
W gg. g8 /egg,ﬁ

‘Da
bows to Carlyle's insistence that she dkk,;n a ﬁanner which white society

would consiﬂer polite. 'Qégh of these. chlehood conversations empha51ze§
.- ‘ S"‘ - 'g‘ [

that Victoria -is strengly Stohy but able tos @h@nge “and compromise. As an
) - o . - . -

adult, Victoria speaks*fhnee times té Archie and once to Carlyle. When

Arch;e flnds.Vlctorla worqugggp a Greek's cafe and tells hen of the
- Do \
Y

] ;
plans to brlng her grapéfat N
\- \ 3 ,-;
not be‘moved. When Archle flnds her with the Catfaces. she is glad to

(3

see'him;.asks for his help, and says thathﬂhe is ashamed, especially: in
front of Carlyle. Wher Archie again’visits.Victoria at the Catface's

she communicates to Archie what he would call -"thé whole

- by nodding, shaking her head, refusing towloob at4him, and

uttering only one word. This is a testament to Victoria's taciturnity.
) .

* When Carlyle$finally finds Victoria, she says that she does not want -his

(N ’.
help and that she is aehamed What Victoria says as an adult reveals

that she takes extremeiy seriously the agw judgement by Carlyle,

i

~N

o Heally Rlchards, she 1n51sts that Esau

o
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“»

Y
s white society, and her own family, for she is above all else ashamed, and

-

"“she refuses to see Carlyle, ask white help, or return to the reserve. .

1 k :

She is Adamant. What Victoria says is not enough to make her a complex
, Y .

© and,tonvincing «haracter, for she .speaks rarely, and then briefly. -vIf

Victoria's character is to be effectively developed_i_, what' she says is

cx“ucrial, for the narrative point of view does .get reveal her thoughts and
¥ ™% &

emotions, and Carlyle's view of her is distorted and superficial.
A - v v ’
Howeve®, Victor‘ia 41s a rather uncommunicative character, so heér charaecter
Y 4 . t “;
19 largelv uncom\nﬂcated to the reader.

'al .
v

Loe As a re,Q!!l.t, some«ff VlC‘t‘OI“la s actions are not under*‘standable..

it - ; .
Uy ey
; : ang, her *credibi 4

v
g

h‘r eroded. ' Victoria studies hard, avoids -

FAE S
nursmg),'becomes pregnan *qurcs tr& hospital, hldes

L

pregnafcy, enters
¢

. 45 from Carlyle an&her Lamily, qui%s work at a restaurant when the owner -
N oo ) 5
dﬁ’“. ) proposithns her, 4oins foggs @uth Norman" a@t}d Gloria Catface, sellg
I | her%elf returns to the ;eser've with Archie, chooses CArlyle for a dance &
45 s E ,‘par'f@e_r and sle?pé with him. I% .57.5 difficulvt "to imagine ’V%ctbria -

descengir}g from the pride of Paradise t& a despera P’.}!?éker;in‘é'_threé

g’ weeks. ~-It is more.di J.on‘t to understand Victoria's romance rwith

. —
P .

ﬁiv Carlyke, fgr'he force/ her -thrdugﬁ school and into nufsing, he abandoned

+= "< her. in the city, he ignoi‘ed her when she refurned to the reserv®, and
- [ s ” .
) fea“r‘of higﬁ drove her to the \level of “‘he &atfaces. Victoria's \\

. no M,
characterization is inadequate to explain such behavior.
o .
Thus, although Victoria possesses eno%h laudable traits to

make her wbrthy of Carlyle's and our concern, she is not sufficient&};
complex to 'be convincing.”  Because of her indistinct characterization,
it is difficult-to feel a sense of urgency at her peril or to appreciate

~
N

the frénzy of Carlyle's search. Not only does Victoria's chapacterization
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weaken the novel throughout, but it enervates th%,climaiqaecause
Vi-toria's attraction to Carlyle is not readily explicable and because

Victoria does not-seam sufficiently genuine to establish the all-important

rlyle.

"bridge" between herself and

The third:compiﬁé. 1 demand, that tife théme be acceptable

and convincing, is met with mixed success. The theme is most accurately
. 2 : ‘
described as two themes loosely joined. One theme is, to use the novel's

terminology, that the vanishing point for individuals, races, and humanity

is an illusion. Not only will humanity survive, it will progress. The
other theme is tqat while western civilization generally prwaduces people
‘incapable of lov?,'love is the key to life. The theme that love is the
. I . ‘ ” . ‘ o iy
key to life is certainly acceptable, #or the moral foundation o¢f ourk

culture is, at least noginaily’\}ove. T@is'theme is+comwincing g%cause
\ ’ ; . . .

" Carlyle's salient chénge %n‘character demonstratés itgp%is changg in

thought expresses it, ‘and the prominent bridge symMbol embodies it, even

¥ i
thﬁggh the causes of Carlyle's previous inability to love are not so

credible.

'.‘.i’

The message is deliverdd w1th the force of Carlyle's climactic

o
Al

revelation. . N
X A .
Togg?%er_they [Carlyle and_his childhood friend, Mate]
. had discovered that they were both alien from and part
- of a living whole. The dry husk of a dead gopher, an
4 abandoned garter snake skin, magpies, undertaker
beetles, hapriétght them the terror of being human.
v~ But they knew that they were accountable to each other;
the badger, the coybdte, the kjll-deér, the jack rabbit,
* the undertaker beetle, could not gpare their’alien
terror. They were not responsible for each other

Man was. g
Man l;fted brldges from his own heart and into ,.1’ 3
other hearts. That was the great and compensat;ng A »mr

, distinction. . . . (VP, pp. 384-385)
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cruclgi because man Phas emerged from the animal kingdom'" and lost /

80

Carlyle realizes simultaneously that he must not only be responsible for
others, he must care for them. He compares himself unfavourably with /
Archie, for while Carlyle left Victoria in the city, Archie showed active

concern for her and brought her back to the reserve. The other lessons

~

which Carlyie learns are germane. He learns that he muﬁé.respect the

<

Indians, treating them as individuals,.not as problems to be forced into

moral boxes according to his needs, not as children to be coerced into

improvement projects regardless of what they want. Carlyle also learns
h 3

6 . ~
that he must know people more deeply, twinning his pain with theirs so

that his comggssion is genuine. _ - .
A ~ - \
/ This is love. The novel calls it love, for the climacyic dance,
b A
during which Carlyle and Victoria are united, ends thus: "Ce;tain as

birth-or death or love, the faultless Prairie Chicken Dance was over and

# - . ] . N
done" (VP, p. 386). v Eric® Fromm's formal definition of love is uncannily
> ¢ :

clos hteJCarl s ®encluding thou htsus Ffomm defines 1
& ' g

ivin hot receiv " Its ba31c elements are-c
g g’ lﬁ
)

. . 7% T .
respect, and knowledge Care is "active concern."’ Responsibility is
not a duty but the "response to the needs . . . of another human‘being."/

"l - * /‘
. {
"Respect means the concern that the other person should grow and unfold

as‘he_"is."8 Knowledge is important because "[t]o respect a person is pet
/

. pcssible without knowing-him; care and respon51b111ty would be blind #f

they were not gulded by knowledge. nd Promm maintains that love is /

-~

»

"prehuman héfmony," yet he is also still part of nature and so mﬁgf find

a new harmony:lO Man's recognition of his "separate, disunited e istence"
11 : X

5 ” 3 " 3 >

19;.aq gpeeﬁﬁgbisggaiﬁgn. JThe most effectgve solution is lovel.

This theme is additionally convincing.in the novel becAuse

)
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Carlyle's character change demonstrates love, and it is a distinct
improvement. Carlvle changes from treating Victoria as a child and a

symbol of Indian progress to seeing her as a woman and an individual.

Carlyle changes from denying his&physical and emotional interest in i
S
Victoria totsleeping with her and planning to marry her. Carlyle's §% ‘
o e Y
) changed relaéionship with Victoria is epitomized whqanbe begins to sep,

her as "wearing night-gown with eyelet-embroidered bodice overlay of lace
Q.U .

--daisy-white'" but quickly replaces this‘wiitorted, romantic pictur%hyith
reality: she is naked (!5, p._3§f). Because Carlyle's charac&gr change
occurs so near the end of.the novel that there is little oppoﬁ%uni%y.to

reve l'the fruits of ﬁﬂb Change, Carlyle s character ang future behavior:

are suggested- By h;s thoughts upon seeing a Stony child. Instead of

EPRLEN

judging theé boy by white society's standards and finding him wanting,

'.'?ﬂ iﬁ with tendernes$, and he Values him. Instead g&.desiring

to tell Hih *:at to do, Carlx&e wants to work with him.

. Whlle the impo @bncc of love is effectlvely embodied in the
characters, action, a: 13 thought of the novel, the professed causes of

Carlyle's long-standing inabilify to love are weak. Carlyle says that he

. ) “

failed to love because ''there must have grown unnoticed at first--a spent -

melancholy--a loosening tautness of mind--an original blinding flash of

-

contempt . . . for all other men--for himself" (!g, pP. 385). The cause

’

of Carlyle's melancholy fg.probably his wife's death, for he occasionally

»

mentions, after showing enthusiasm, the number of years since Grace's

¢
3

- death. Nothing'in Carlyle's bagkground suggests itself as the cause of a
"loosening tautness of mind. "™ Simllarly, no 1nc1dent in Carlyle's past
7o .
LTS produced. a "bllndlng ‘g%éﬁ of contempt" for people. P0351bly. as Carlyle

was slowly socialized by such people as 0ld Kacky, he acquired.their low

;

— i - ~ /
5 ’
Y . ;
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opimion of his worth, and he transferred his lack of self-love {ééq

people. This is plausible but not shown. Carlyle's concluding eXSQQQQ;

\ /,A,wﬂ"‘,
of his long-delayed change is also weak. j
dhy'red ne taken so long to know? There must have (
Leer “Sore hidden awareness--long unadmitted. But why -
1z=" 't he admitted it sooner--given himself to it-- \*%“

and to her [Victoria]? His life just hadn't taught
him how. It had given him the wrong commandments:

be loved--don't love; tell--don't ask; take--don't

g‘_ivg. . (VB, p. 388)

i . oo ./( Y
. v .
However, nothing in Carlyle's background commands him to be loved but not

love, to take but not give. VMoreoQér, Carlyle would normally be considgred
giving. He spends nine yedrs on a yeservation helping the Indians to the

best of his ability,”and he receives liftle personal qlrurn; for most of

—~ 4 . -

A " the Indians will not look him in the eye. He takes only in a peculiar

”

P aﬁdé}imitgd sense: he is coercing the Stonies into improving their lives.
" . .. . f . N s 7 . ' ) '
. . " o . b | . . 5 . ’
While Carlyle ‘does not' love, neither does he-insist om Belng loved.
. R . . i ! ’
- » . - A

= Unlike-.these two commandments, the commandment "tell--don't ask" is

<

s

directly apﬁ;}cable>to Carlyle's béhavior, for he usually tells the o
Stonies what to do rather than asking them what they want. Here Carlyle's
e background explains his beg?viot:‘fof"he treépg‘fhe Stonies the way that

M s
Aunt Pearl and 01d Kacky treated him. However, the generally unconv1h01ng R

/ J ’\/w :
nature of the professed causes of Carlyle's inability to love weakens

both Carlyle's character and.the theme.

i
i

b C ' The theme that humanity will inevitably survive and progress is

N a grievous flaw in the novel. In the face of harsh reality, it is facile

* \\gptimism. Worse, .it is unconvincing because the symbolism unjustifiably
\\ [ * .
extends the significance of Carlyle's grqwth and the Stonies' success to

~ .

createkén(unmitigated comic resolution at odds with the novel's trenchant
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‘-
social criticisn§:JOﬁ the realistic devely Carlyle's growth is credible.

-

An Indian agent comes to know himself a bit better,.gdnits his attraction
’ )
to a ysung Indian woman, and begins to treat people with more love.

N

Given Carlyle's lengthy time on the isol;ted reserve, given the pressure
) of his repressed memorles and émotions, and given the latent natural
enthusiasms of his_childhood:dlt is not sﬁrprising that Carlyle can
overcome the crippling influence of his background to the extent that he
acknowledges his natural self, recognizes the desirability of love in
dealing with people, and steps out of '"the home envelope of self"fto,
establish comtact with Victoria (VP, p. 216). When Carlyle's growth is
amplified by the symbols, it knows no bounds. The ruffed grouée's
drumming which, early in the novel, wakes Carlyle with an invitation to
join the liv%pg whole is, at the end of the novel, soundipg inside

B ‘

s pulse, thus signifying that he has joineg\the living

St
fed grouse and the drumming connect with the Prairie

Chicken Dance and’its drumming which help Carlyle "[shatter] time and

éelf," that is, overcome his restrictive background and go beyond himself
to love other people. Beulah Creek's ovefflowing also announces Carlyle's
impressive growth, for Beulah overcomes a blockage caused by white

| society's technicians jus@ggs Carlyle overcomes the crippling effect of
\ Pl - .

\

\ white society's s@ciélizati%q, Carlyle's growth is expressed in the
\ broadest symbolic_tefms as the change from the dead of winter to the life

N . . . . .
“of spring, Such a transformation is not credible for Carlyle or anyone

else.
\‘. The symbolism also unjustifiably magnifjies the Stonies' brog?ess.
When not exaggerated by symbols, the Stonies' success is reasonable. In

spite of disease, ignorance, the reserve system, and negative white

\
1
L4
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attitudes, thg Stonies progress. When they are treated more like peopile
and less like terminal wards of the state, school attendance improves
from dismal\to goéd, diet improves bf supplementing bannock and too
little eik\hith healthy végztables, business improves from a bedraggled

hérd of Underfed cattle to a healthy, expanded herd properly fed,

shelter improves f% some families from shacks to houses. Theg}

improvements are cﬁedibie because Alberta Indian bands have masy,

N PRkt
changes, and they are convincing because Archie's shrewdness and Carlyle's

-

determination are a combination potent enoﬁgh to siéﬁk suéh changes. The
symbols, however, bespeak unquélified succes®. 01d Esau saw the drying

up of Beulah Creek as a sign that '"'all happy days'" were gone; thus the
overflowing of Beulah Creek suggests th;t good days have arrived in
abundancetfor the Indians (VP, p. 8). This interpretatibn receives

support from the original Biblical reference to Beulah: L 4
o
You shall no more be, termed Forsaken,
and your land shall™ho more be termed Desolate;
but you shall be called My delight is in her,
and your land Married [Beulah];
for the Lord delights in you,
4 and your land shall be married.

If this is not triumph enough, Archie Nicotine gets his truck running.
Two years of unsuccessful attempts to.pass the Empress Hotel with enough
money to purchase the piston rings and car. retor necessary to fix his

truck raise the effort to a symbol of Indian progress. Archie's

ytriumphant entrance ammounces with loud backfires of joy his and the

~

other Indians' success. While Beulah Creek either flows or it does not,
. J -

while Archie's truck either starts or it does not, reality and the

AN

trenchant social criticism of the fgovel declare that the Indians' progress

must be gradual and qualified.
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The notion that individuals, races, and humanity will inevitably

sugvive j?ows, through a co 'x of symbols, from an incident in Carlyle's
W .

¥

”~

’yOl‘Jth. wWhen 01d Kacky strﬁv Carlyle for showing individuality during
a lesson on perspective, Cablyle, left alone in the office to recover,
felt that he was vanishing from himself. "That was crazy enough to scare
the shit out of a person! . . . Literally" (VP, p. 322). Defecating in
0ld Kacky's desk drawer is Carlyle's opposition to overweehing authority.
Then the incident, 0l1d Kacky, Carlyle, and the vanishing point take on
enlarged significange. 01d Kacky's oatmeal porridge smell, &:)which;
Carlyle is extremely sensitive, connects Cld Kacky with the oatmeal
symbol and the motif of smell.: Through Ian Fyfe.and his Minimal
Subsistence oatmeal cookies, ocatmeal coﬁes to symbolize the imposition of

a cultural bias. Through the repetition of Esau's r%primand about boiling

carbolic acid to smother t smell of the Stony students, utilization of

- : - "
the sense of is estaWshed as a distinguishing feature between
, v, ; , .

and those who atehnot. Thusfbléﬁkacky represents

Y

those who are

(R : -
s e P s e cys . 4 .
western civilization's rigid socialization of the natural. Carlyle,

»

although a complex character, is a representative victim. The vanishing
point acquires increased significance when Mate, the student who is least

afraid of 0ld Kacky, reminds Carlyle that aside from the convertions of

* “

art "'theifJisn't any vunisﬂang5pgiﬂb - .M (VP, p- 325)y The

vanishiné;?oint symboli;es the unnatural conventions which western
civilization imposes on its members, thusgmaking them smoothly func¢tioning R
members of society but leaving them;alienated from themselves and f%om'
"'Eﬁhe!éBGOPle- The significance of ﬁhe symbol grows furtﬂ?r whenl Mate o

. . 3
compd?bs the illusory nature of the vanishing point with the reversed amd -

diminished image in a mirror. . This makes the imposition of life denying

-
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. 5
Q conventions interculsural, for it connects the vanishing point with the

mirror symbol and the b?ckward symbel, both important symbols for white
- * .
society's relation with-the Indians. In the context of Carlyle's earlier

fantasy about pulling the endangered Eskimo "back from the vanishing

point," the.symbél exﬁands furtiﬁer to include physical annihilation

(VP, p. 99). Thus an incident in a prairie elemenéar'y school art class
expands to declare the impossibility of "vanlshlng" individuals, races,

or humanity. While the dncident may he credible, the expanded meaning 15 ,, ?

not. It joinms with the ampllfled significance o®Carlyle's growth and }%
, . _ ? . Ry

the Stonies' improvements to create an unconvincing theme and an oo

d
v

N . . . 3 » . » \‘ A . v M
unwarranted comic resolution whicly vitiates the previous effective soc1al§'

'

comment. .'} " v R
»

w 3 ‘
The Vanlshlng Pom& s principally the story of Carlyle -
N / . e
dder and 4 his natural self. Carlyle, ‘
) el & . N
Q%ucial elements demanding .
‘:' i - 3 ' X . ! *

rong--poetic for the Mature

Victoria, anpd the theme 'ar‘é'h.
&
primary attention. The style is

v ‘ : ‘ r
descriptions, distinctly rhythmic for the preaching, sparse and dramatic

for the conversatlons——but it is less@rmnt, Archie Nicotine's y
*~
'y ]

N

characterlzation is superb but it t\épo ‘18 s;econdary Agie is zlively

enough to, .bg entertaining and complex enough to be a credible influence.

He ‘das m;t degenerate into a cari'catur'e but remafins an effective‘advisor
.

and a convmcmg f011 t&;lyle., Nor does Archie step out of 'his

supportlng role and dommate the novel for Mitchell reframs fx‘om .
entering often or deeply intO»Archie's though,ts and f_eelings. But the
-~ »
suceess of - ‘the novel depends prmc:.pally on the hero the herome, and

the theme Carlyle Sinclair is too much a symbolic v1ctu£_ of, and rebel

against, white soc:Lety to come to life as a character panﬂc_ularly wor'_chy v,

ot N
oo ’

“r

-
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‘. \II
/
of our concern. Victoria Rider, tu iturn and laconic, is a nebulous,
indistinct heroine unable to fulfill effectively her roles as object of
Carlyle's search and partner in the climax. The theme raises doubts
) .
which undermine the comic resolution. Although the message of love is

successfully embodied in Carlyle's change, the proffered explanations of

Carlylé's long inability to love are poorly grounded in his past, thus
e

[}

prompting doubts as to the influence that white socieiy had on e

~

and as to the validity of the novel's condemnation of western cf zation.

Similarly, while Carlyle's and the Stonies' progress is plausible, when

it is extended by the symbols; the resulting theme that humanity will

inevitably survive and progress is a comic conclusion produced by symbols

and unsupported by reality or the fiistﬁthirty~one chapter§ of The

.

Vanishing .Point.

.
v : i



CHAPTER V

W. 0. Mitchell's writing talents do not show to best advantage =¥
= ]
¥

portraying rather ordinary middle-class males and characterizing womer in

in his novels. The weaknesses of his writing, such as his difficulty

detail, are emphasized in both The Kite and The Vanishing Point where

they are crucial to each novel's degree of success., Furthermore, the

3 - .Q o , 3 ‘0 .
strengthg o©f Mitchell's writing often become fiabilities in the .

novelistie context in which they appear. As an intreduction to supporting
: -

" ’ b

: T L
these conclusions, it is worth noting the kinds of extended prose fiction

., I Ty,

' : e

¥ o,

‘ availhbi{e"to MitcHell.

Most readers, critics, and, presumably, writers have a "novel-
. o . N
v . . : | .
cedtered view of prose fiction" says Northrop.frye, but aémpréiaccurate'

.

and useful view recognizes four forms of extended prose fiction: th%!

novel, the 'romance, the confession, and the anatomy.l W. 0. Mitchell
" fo S - . .
writés pginq@pally in the traditiapal novel form, when his writing .

° o : ‘ - " : B
talants lean more toward any of the other forms. The novel, says Frye,

v

and it céncgntrate§¢on "human chardtter as it
0o ’ s
: . . . . 2 . SRR .
manifests itself in society."™ "The novelist shows his exuberance either
- i N A A . . '

Wby an exhausting analysis of human relationships, as in Henry James, or
R b

depicts '"'real people,'"

' of social henomeﬁa, as in_'_l"olstoy."3 Mitchell's works depend on a
p

realistic protagonist's growth, and human relationéhips are an essential

element in this growth, but in The Kite and The Vanishing Point the

protgonists and the romantic relationships aré not effective. Mitchell

. » o
is intensely interested in societyj as is evidenced by the subplot of .
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-
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societal oppression and revenge in Who Has Seen the Wind, the contrast

between Toronto and Shelby and between past and present in The Kite, and
the criticism of Hestern civilization and urban living in The Vanlxth&

Point. . Mitchell's treatment of social phenomena, however, i¥\more a

!

"

righteous attack than a searching analysis. While Mitchell's concern for

1

societal pressures is appropriate to the novel, his tendency toward partly “

realistic--partly stereotypic characterization and taward ¢k and &

white presentation of social issues are more suited to the romance. The

' ‘ ‘ u
romance presents "stylized figures whitch expand into psychological

archetypes. It is in the romance that we find Jung's libido, anima, and

shadow reflected in the hero, heroine, and villain respectlvely e The
ﬂ» N . . W Wl
"i%ealized" characterrzatlon creates an "untamable" and "revolutionary" :

< {7 )
gaélence approprlate to Mitchell's enthus1asm ‘ﬂhxchell's penchant for

colourful characteps, his autobfographmcal 1mpulse, and his dldactlc
I
propensity mlght all find expreés1on in a confesszonal form of flctlon, 2§‘u
¥

more commonly called autoblogpa&hy or fictional autobiography. <
O ‘ oo . By
. e . :

vy .
‘Nearly always some theoretlcal and intellectual - . R
interest in religion, politics, or art lays a ‘ —
¢ - leading role in the confession. It is his sucoess in_h .
- integrating his mind on such subjects that makes the
author of a confession feel that his life {or hls

character's llfe] is worth wrxtlng #bout.b R ' ‘ \
= . . ‘

o

.Such a form is obviously amenable tG Mitchell'sddidactic inclipation. In

e ‘ : . 7

Who Has Seen the Wind, despite open disqpssion of Berkeley and phile

Ll ' i
sophical issues, Mitchell successfully embodies in the novel'his ideas on ¢

the v1rtues of 1ntu1tlon and the necess;ty of respon51b111ty In The .

Kite, however his Thllosophlcal statement is truncated, proclaiﬁing:a
A}

zest for llfe but failing to proV1de a moral context. , In-The Vanlshlng

Ty

).
® Point the belief that love is the answer to the problem of human existence

/ . @
~ ’ .
. . N ~

.4 \ X : o -



but that Western civilization does not produce loving people is poorly

integrated into the plot, and thus remains Mitchell's version of Promm's
<

The Art of Loving. As P'rye says, the "interest in ideas and theoretical

statements is alien to the genians ot the novel proper, wheré the technical

. :
"problem is to dissolve all theory inte ,.orconal relationships.”

-

Mitchell's novels reveal an interest in related moral and philosophical

issues which weuld find better expression in a contession. But the form
of extended prose fiction most suited to Mitchell's talents mav be the
anatomy, as typified by sSterne's Tristram Shandy. The anatomy "deals

less with people as such %han with mental attitudes," and, lecause the
characters are '"'mouthpieces of the ideas the§ represent,' the contlicting
ideas and iheories generate the working force or gripping power of the
work.8 The '"loose-jointed narrative form . . . relies on the free play
of intellectual fancy and the kind of humorous observation that produces
caricature."9 The anatomy is a '"combination of fantasy and morality.”lo
Its slight concern for societal concerns notwithstanding, the anatomy,
even more than the romance or the confession, seems an appropriate venue
for M{fchell's w‘piting talents.

Mitchell, however, chose the novel, and, within that form, he
chose a particular plot structure. The fourteen different plot forms
sketched under three different headings by Norman Friedman hel: “dentify
and place in context the specific néture of Mitchell's plots. His
plots are not plots of fortune: they are not action plots making us

wonder "what happens next' - pathetic plots, such as in Tess of the

D'Urbervilles, where "our long-range fears [fBr the protagonist]

materialize'"; nor the tragic plot where ''the tragic hero not only has

. . . a hand in h: own downfall but also [comes] to recognize that
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invaolvement'; nor the punitive plot where an admirably determined and

13

clever protagonist attempts repugnant goals, and fails; nor the

sentimental plot where '"the long-range hopes which are aroused ultimately
materialize’™ through no effort of the protagonist; nor the admiration
plot where the hopes for the protagonist's change in fortune are

fultilled bv his phenomenal efforts. Mitchell's nnvels feature a plot of

character, the maturing plot, combined wit 4 ple > thought, the
education plot.‘ In his plots of character M oo »es not use the
reform plot where the protagonist's thought .cient from the

bepinning but his will is weak; nor the testing plot Qhere a good
protagonist is pressured to compromise his noble character; nor the
degeneration plot where the utterly disillusioned protagonist is unable
to piece together his life. Rather Mitchell employs the maturing plot
where a sympathetic protagonist has mistaken goals either through N
"inexperience" or "wrongheadedness.'" This most popular plot of character
depends upon o« 'crucial element of choice, of coming finally to a radical
decision' which changes the protagonist for the good. The natural
reiationship of thought to behavior, and the didactic propensity in
.Mitchell's novels, blend this maturing plot with the education plot where
there is "a change in thought for the better in terms of the protagonist's
conceptions, beliefs, and attitudes,” but the character has insufficient
time ''to demonstréte the effects of this beneficial change." 1In Who Has

Seen the Wind Brian is initially a naturally ignorant and egocentric four

year-old. His decision at the age of ten to assume responsibility for
his mother and family marks his climactic change in character, an’
improvement which he demonstrates in his consideration for his mother,

his assistance to his brother, his respect for his grandmdkher, and,



1
tinally, his deciviion to become o "'Jirt doctor'" (W, p. 299, In his
intellectual development , Brian changes trom seeing God as g personal
avenger to seeiny Him manitent in nature ao ‘l‘ torce inditterent to man's
wiches,  Reian also Le tohe will discover the ultimate me eying
of life by reason, not by intuition. The kit e too teatures an education
plot combined with a }n(lflll‘illpﬂ plot. David banp's principal chanee is one
of - otrom Peing obsessed with unessentinl deadlines to :.ooq) foing
that “iue important deadline, his death, means that he should "never
settle tor anvthing less™ than living hic lite to the tullest (hy 3on 2100,
David also changes in character, growing more relaxed, more sincere, more

) h
soviable and tamily oriented as he sottles into Shelby, becomes fnvolved

with Daddy Sherry and the Maclean famil,, and decides to marry Helen.

The Vanishing Point also features a maturing plot combined with an

education plot. Carlyle Sinclair's dancing and sleeping with Victoria

signal his change from being a Pemote, paternalistic, and subtly

contemptuous '"'Puritan bastard'" (VP, p. 156). He has little oppe - unity
. / »

to give other evidence of his change in character, but his change in

thought reinforces this change because he realjzes the virtugs of

responsibility, respect, care, patience, giving--in short, love.

The maturing and education plots emphasize weaknesses in
Mitchell's fictional technique. The plots require a convincing protagonist
who is flawed enough to warrant melioration but not so flawed as to
repulse the reader's sympathies. Mitchell has-difficulty creating such

: | »
protagonists probably because the characters embody the very undesirable
qualities against which Mitchell is writing. Thus Dévid Lang. is a poorly

realized,_sQQewhat objectionable protagonist who is overshadowed by

\ .
Daddy Sherry, the agent of his change. Carlyle Sinclair is closer to
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neutral. lis introduction ouly days betore his major positive chanpe o

character, his complimentary triendshi; with Sanders, and his tavourable
) » .

comparison with mest other whites enhance his appeal, but his ludicrous

and unwarranted search for Victoria, his Lack of compassion, and the gaps

in his character neutralireé the positive elements ot his portrayal.

Mitchell alse has Jdiftficulty portraying women, and women are crucial to

the growth ot the protagonists in The Kite and The Vanishing Point.  Helen

Maclean is primarily a function, too forward, too personal, too romantic
to be credible.  And Victoria Rider is a vi-tim of the fallacy of

imitat .ve form: because she has a quiet, waiting quality, she says and
does little, and thus the reader is kept waiting for her character to be
developed to a degree appropriate to her important role in the novel,

Who' Ha:w Seen the Wind, M%tchell's most successful novel, escapes tlhese

pitfalls in characterizing the hero and the heroine because of Brian's

youth.

Not only do the novels emphasize weaknesses in Mitchell's craft

R

of fiction, but they turn some of the strengths of Mitchell's writing

in®  liabilities. As t}lg'éaint Sammy-Bent Candy chapter in Who Has Seen

the Wind illustrates, Mitchell is a superb teller of tales, but, /?n the
context of the novel, this talent can become a detriment. The tale of

the Lord's defense of Saint Sammy.and of Hisv punishment of BenL-Candy is
powerfully comic. Saint Sammy is completel.y sympa:thetic; Bent Candy is
totally unsympathetic. Saint Sammy is an innocent victim of the depression,
a sincere and harmless old man whose mixture ‘of Biblical language and
prairie speech is delightfully amusing.j Bent Céndy is an undeserving -

: A
victor of the depression, a repugnant religious hypocr&, and a man

consumed by greed, intent or forcing Saint Sammy to part with the
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"covets (W, o0 2bb). With

’

Clydesdales which he, the powertul "Plax King,

a great wind, the Lord destroys Bent Candy' © new red barn.  Thus punished,
Hent Candy lets Saint Sammy and the Clvdes live in peace.  The seope of
the comedy depends on the bLord's creating the storm. Althouph Saint

sammy 'soeccentric character sugyests tha the Lord's involvement might be

only in his mind, the narrator shares with Saint Sammy and Hrian the

Pelief that the Lord purpesely destrovs the barn.  Like Saint Camey and
12

Brian, the narrator identities the wind with the lLord. He personit ies

the wind as "solid as the push ot a hand” (W, p. 270). When the storm is

past, the narrator begins, "The wind was discreet in the grass

(W

s b 272). The use of "discreet'" epitomizes Mitchell's stylistic
precision, neatly deseribking the scene, personitying the wind, and
placing the nirrator's sympathies. It is not surprising tha' the narrator
identifies the wind with God because the tale is like a paralte, which
encourages such associations, and hecause *he wind is symbolic of God
thr*;)ughout the novel. Although discreet, the narrator makes hius belief
explicit when he says, "Certainly the lLord's vengeance had been enough to
give 'gopher the heartburn" (W, p. 272). Although this might appear to
be Saint Sammy's comment because he believed earlier that the 'vengeance

of the Lord would be enough ?o give a gopher the heartburn," it is the
narrator's comment on Saint Sammy's prediction (E: p; 265). The word
"certainly" suggests a doubt which Saint Sammy never had and a confirmation
which he does not need. Moreover, the sentence occurs in the long, post-
storm passage which, gxcept for one sentence from Brian's perspective and
two sentences from Ben; Candy's perspective, is written entirely from the

omniscient point of viaw. The tale ends in broad comedy. The Lord

justly punishes Bent Candy and rightfully protects Saint Sammy. However,



Mitchell includes a masterful touch to keep the tale troem being too neat:

Bent Candy': acquiescence is, true to character, not pious contrition,

but, like his fitteen years as Deacon and his proposed expenditure on

church pews, it 1y relipgious insurance.

While the sSaint \oammy-Bent Candy episode inoan ettective comic

\
tale, it ic detrimental to the novel. It i« irrele ant to the plot ot
Brian's prowth in ‘nought and character. The tirst time that Rrian

‘Vi.‘lit.‘; Saint Sammy, he concludes that the anuwer to the nltimate meaning
of life "couldn't come closer through a crazy man gone crazy from the
prairic” (W, p. 199). Brian later returns to see saint Sammy in an
effort to recapture the lost transcendental feeling, but Brian soon
"[returns] sadly home" (W, p. 252). He is tinished with Saint Sammy.
Brian's third and tinal visit to Saint Sammy is supertluous; he never
analyzes the events, and he apparently learns nothing from them. Although
delightful and entertaining, the episode is also irrelevant to the reader
in that its declaration that a fey, old eccentric such as Gaint Sammy may
be more truly religious than a seeming pillar of the church such as Bent
Candy merely reiterates the point about religious hypocrisy which has
already been made by contrasting the Reverend Mr. Hislop with Mr. Powelly
)
and Mrs. Apercrombie. Worse than irrelevant, the tale is harmful to the
novel because 1t contradicts what Brian learns. The tale claims that the

Lord protects the innocent and punishes the guilty on earth. Butas

throughout Who Has Seen ‘the Wind Brian learns that God is neutral in

nature and in soclal affairs, and ,\yher‘efore, if man wishes to see

justice, he must work for it himself. The theme of the tale would

undercut the significance of the Young Ben's actions in the natural

realm, diminish the importance of Miss Thompson's and Mr. Digby's work in
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the social sphere and «1v|‘r<u‘i:111' Beian's major chatve in thouphit and
character.  Thus the tinely wrouph'  cmic tale i a liabiiity in the
context of the novel. .

Ax Daddy therey in The kite illustrates CAT e e
vivid and unique characters- -what Michael Hornyansky calls "Mt hel)
tV;n'u";‘~ Put,own the context of the novel, thin strenpth can become g

L

WO RTIe Daddy cherry 15 a dynamic mixture of realistic and asymbol o
charactervication.  The camploxity of his bad dave 1o reatistic. Dadd !
bad Jdao o are antentional yet oooso apadnst hic wili. Daddy admits to
intention:  bad Jave when he save that he "'Find of slipped oft '™ on
Mro Suttee, the oil apent (b po 116). He did so because it eaned him,
like takiny oft his boots. Oipnitficantly, Dalddy ceem: to have heard what
M. Suttee had to say, tor re babbles about Kamrod's being buried in
Paradise Valley, the sight o: Mr. Suttee's oil companv's interects.  Yet \\\\‘

Ay
Daddy clearly has had days beyond his control, the beat example bheing the

day that David met him. Signitficdantly, when David sees him fer the

second time, Daddy remembers nothing of the tirst visit. No one--probabiv
including Daddy Sherry--scems to be able to distinguish clearly the
unintentional from the intentional bad dav:s.

Daddy's conversation is equallyv realistic, creating a convincing

picture of a mind a* work.

"Belval!l'" . . .
"Yes, Daddy."
"This fellah--Mr. . . ."
"Lang," she supplied.
"Doin' a story about me." His eyes slid to David.
"Straight or water?"
~ ”Hmh?”
"Your Scotch."
"Oh--water." (K, p. 96)
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Ihe o tatement not comprehended--or else misinterpreted- s Mitehe ('n
. L
tavourite technigque tor creating the impression throuh conversation ot
mind. at work.  With Daddy Sherey this technigque develop: interesting and
.
convineing variations, for baddy delilerately micleads people.  He
purposely o iointerprets, When Meos Jlittord save o UPoive me che pun gt

Daddy creates preblems by pretending that she wants to keep hio ritle

toroever, Daddy ctratepically tiphts battles that he dees not care about

.

winning oo that they camout lage his true intentions.  When Meo. Clittornd

for

ordere him to plck Saskatoons behind the podwr house o Daddy arypuen
Happerty's coulee, Lut merely ac g smoke sereen tor hin pdans to dicappear
teo Bailey's barn.  Daddy keeps hidden apendas. Ao he arypues with heitn
about swinging on the trapeze, he intends to trap helith into proving his
triendship by revealing where Mro. Cliftord hid the ritle.  Daddy even
takes senility. When he ramlies on about the necesscity mi. shoot iny
buftalo to make pemmican for the coming winter, he is hoping to catch
Keith up i his thinking and thus trick Keith into revealing where Mrs.
Clitford hid the rifle. But when Daddy carelessly mentions the neco::sit“y
for Saskatoons in the pemmican, Keith turns the tables on him bv
suggesting berry picking, and Daddv sucks in his breath in astonished
defeat.

While such elements of Daddy's characterization as the complex
bad davs and the devious conversations suggest a realistic character,
Daddy is alsc a symbol represanting the life force. He is closely
connected with the realm of nature. His introduction, for example, is
replete with metaphors connecting him with the plant world. Hé appears
to "[spear] ﬁirectly from the floor beneath, through the bed and straight

up," his "stalk neck" and '"dandelion down hair'" turning toward David



as

"with the reiuctance of tropism™ (h, p. 310 Meo Spicer and Miss Tinsley

Aal

emphoa-ace Daddy ' s dntimate connection with the ov e ot the seanons.
Mo bjcer nava, "TWinter time he o ooden oupoat Lomes hiternates Tike g
pricoly. But anosoon as the shy dn Pluae ana che o ot stoart a- cdow

town every Saturday morning. baw o ure ™ (ky ol D0 Min Tinalev

hotds the tollowing conversation with David:

! YA lot ob peopde dn the districtopat st
crops by himl ™
: "Oh -does he predict the weathepr "
"Noooo Tt o don't thar- that clear for him - he teel
Lt--but he seems to be only partly aware of it
"himselt . "
"1 osee M
"Tt's o mere like sap vising inoa treo o foave:
verlowing and turning brittle in the talp."
(hy p. 9i) :

Haturally Daddy finds his plan to die in the spring impossible.  wiile
Daddy's longevity and enthusiasm lend support to‘fon:;i\im‘inf him o oovmbol
of the life force, Daddy is simultaneously 1 realistic character whece
unique lite style dependosin large part on his vivid recopgnition of his
mortality.

Yet Daddy is somewhat of a liability in The Kite. Jompired to
David, he is so dynamic that he shifts the focus of interest from David,
the protagonist, to himself. Not all of the problem is David's poor
characterization. Partly because Daddy is the type of the cranky,
eccentric old man and the symbol of the life force, he generates the
*"intensity,'" the "untamable'" something which frye noted in romantic
characterizations.lu Daddy has this power because we do not hold him
strictly to reality. We do not question that he could or would swing
from a trapeze. Nor do we complain that his refusal to shoot at 01d

Croaker or any other geese spoils the goose hunt for the three fellows
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who khindly crpanized it. baddy has free vein, captures the spotlight,
and thun splits the novel.  More dmportant | once interest tocuses on
baddy Sherey, he prove: an une stactory replacement ftor the }*x-mt:\pmni::t.
Daddy is g dyvnamic admixture of the realistic and the f,ymlml 1o, buty,

possibly because ot the very romantic element that makeas him so attracoave,

Lo Tacks the depth to rewand reader dnteregt wirth_.‘:ovnethin;' more

. “i

cubstantial HmrAMnlv. The It‘vnl’i't‘uﬂ thcﬂ’ \Q‘R\, was too baoy Piviny

Jpht presented inoan

too turn hin o days into histprypis an

-in The Kite, for Mitchell

clrective manner o oand, ac suchy ot
L,
.

penerally 1o not concerned with exploring the character of Daddy  Sherrey.
Ao tieally Richards and the attempt to save Loaa in The Vanishing
Scint illustrate, succesctully realized characters and successtully told
stories are of ten inteprated, hut ineffectively se, with the main tlow ot
¢ . P - . . -

the novel.  The Peverend Heally Kichards is woven into Carivle Sinclair!
story. The novel's tirst obviou:. conflict revolves garadund Heallw

Richards. #-chie Nicotine wants him to come to Paradise Valley reserve

)

to attempt to cure Esau and other Stonies, but Carlvle paterna’istically
forbids Archie to invite the faith heaier to the reserve. Thereafte:,
Archie connects Carlyle and Richards through th-s subplot, the attempt to
miraculously save Esau from tuberculosis, until Carlyle meets Heally
Richards and attends the preacher's climactic performance in the Rally
for Jesus. Listening to Heally Richards, Carlvlie gains the pivota
insight in his change in thought and character: he, like Heallv Richards
and like his Aunt Pearl, has '"no compassion halo.'" He orders people
"into a moral box to suit himself only--not them" (VP, p. 354).

Carlyle's cl mactic, concluding realization is this insight expancded from

compassion and respect to include all of the facets Jf love. Heally
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Fichar b 1o aLso coneeeted the nover ' o themat io concernn by osymbe 1iam,
He to pure white halyy white evelvows ) white evelashes, he wears a pure
~

white ity drives a pove white  adilias o and preache: teor o pare whiite
praloite But g Heally Sichard ' cbe o by serd Vtee s whiote
impuare.  And g Apcbie Hicotine never betsow torvet oowhite s e oy Dbe
doaee, gt Peard 1o representat ive cr o ite civitization. Her o name
foowhite . even her st oo whites, Healoy Fioaards, Vive Aant Tearl, i

A rime pepresentive o white <'i\'ili.m11i’m, a way ot Tite whitoh
/
deep it s wr om0 CackwardL Cariyvle vealices that o he and Lo cut
Have Tite's priorities wrony when, wi bing to chanpe | he wicher ton
. oot

Indian spivite to "contrary che backward” (Vi po Te) Heally Bichardl
Pooaloo backward. e First time that Archie seen the prea her, Avchiie
fo o veminded of the Indian stories ot any backward pecple whioo would do
everything persible v reverse.  The striking description of Heally

Fichards ac a "'photopraph nepative!'” comtines the white symlaoliam arnd

the backward ::Vnuzfmlisn‘; (L: . . 73). Heally Fichards' deteat, 1ike
Carivielc vl . 1o P ey >
Carlvlie's victory, is a defeat for white civilization.

The story of the attempt *+ - save Esau ic alsoe Intertwined wit?
Carlyle's story. Esau early teaches Carlyvle an impor-tant leusson which,
ha: ’arl¥le been ready, wcald have sparked the transformation which tock
so long: boiling carbelic acid iIn the classroom isgdisrespectful, for
‘whites smell as ba’ t~ reds as reds do to whites. Esau is also part of
Carlyle's life b+ use in Carlyle's attempt to solve the problems on the
reserve, Lsau represents the no longer viable alternative o:f returning to
the way of life lived before the coming of white civilization. Esau,

essential to the subplot. connects with .arlyle in numerous other ways.

As examples, Archie's plan to have Heally Richards visit the reserve and

2
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CUte faatooccasions 1 olannie diaia ovariyle's paternalism, and, when
Poau i transported to o the ity ocarlyle s present at his death.
Althoupyh the attempt to cur e Hosau, and the portrait of ivally

Fichoor ) e both inteprated w.i:h the main story of  2e novel, *the
intepration does not work to pood ettect.  bBoau 10 used for the humorosas
and comic doawnfall ot Heally Richard:s. R?Ju«‘inpt Teaa to a device
depreciatte variyle's and Victoria's concern tor the old marn. It
dismisses Lsau's Looging tor the old days. It reduces Laau trom a
convineing victim of white carelesinens and red stabbornness to a Jjoke.

Heally Richards ie also a tiability in Far* Three of The Vanishing bo 'ilt

because he diverta attention trom Carlvle. This is partly a problem ot
structure and partly 4 problem of point ot view. Heally Richards steps
to the tore in the opening scene--indeed, the opening line--of Part Three:
"TINd like to pay this man's tine'" (VE, p. 2u7). It is fitting that
Heally Richards performs Carlvle's customary function of paying Archie
Nicotine's bail because for the next three chapters Richards replaces
Carlvle as the tocus of attentjon. {;rst Heally Richarde plans for the
special performance Savin; Esau, then Heally Richards preaches at the
Rally tor Jesus, and then Heallv Fichards reminisces about his life.
After Carlyle reclaims the novel with his remembrances, Heally ®ichards
often claims our attention because the selective omniscient point of view
allows a dynamic, interior view of his mental and emotional processes.

The problem is epitomized by Chapter 28. Here Richards' triumphant
performance turns to ‘Wtter defeat, and Carlyle learns that like Heally
Richards he has shown littlg compassion or respect in dealing with people.

Three pages are from .Carlvle's point' of view; twelve pages are from

Heally Richards' point of view. In Part Three of The Vanishing Point,




Heally Riaioard Thee Healiy Fachards as well as the ttempt to cure

Loan ave part ot cariyvles Jer sopment ©00 0 not o ebFicas tous parts,
fards’ con oo tion with rlyde Toomes e mecnanical thar integral. And

Pt ot hepr ingbite ing proportion, for co. taith hwealer overanadows

carvlyle $ora Tarye portion ot the final cection of the novel. Bsaoand
Ay

the attempt to save him from tabereoulos s ave alse factors in Carlyle's

lite, tur, in the m:d’, they are veduced to o mechanisr tor ~‘lie-;x'lfxy

W0, Mitehe!l's weliting talents seem ill-suited to the novel,
In each «f Wis nevels, there are colouriul romantic chavacters trying to
domitate the work and ther o are optimistic romantic tuaemes contradicting
the realism. in Who Has Seen the Wind, the Ben is an entertaining,
racscally mdstit whose stand aga in‘st the ghosts Joe Pivott and Ollie
satenby has nothing to do with Brian's deVe}.opmen‘ in tzhough't- and
\:}'mra«:ter. The Ren and the other romantic characters of the subplot are
part of a wonderfully comic conclusion to the secondary action wherJi the
evil Mrs. Abercrombie is defeatred, but the meretricious way in which good
trium; hs contradicts the nard nature of reality which Brian learns 'in the
main acticn of the novel. In The Kite, Daddy Sherry ;.such a dynamic
and exéeptional character that he upstages David, but, when he has

-~
captured the spotlight. he is, not surprisingly for a romantic character,
unable to provide the depth of inéiéht~appropriate to a ﬁbvel which
professes to reveal the secret to liviﬂé-wel}. To ”n‘ye? settle for
!

anything less" than living life to the fullest is an exhértation which

’ o
specifies the desire but mot the method, and is thus a theme more suited

to'an idealistic romance than a realistic novel (K, p. 210). The
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Reverend Heally Richard® is ver much in the same character tradition as

-

Saint Sammy, the Ben, and Daddy Sherry. This is especially noticeable

because the attempt to develop the faith healer into a more complex

-

character creates the weakest chapter in The Vanishing Point. The

description of Richards' childhood in Florida and of his trials and
~

tribulations as an adult is so severely condensed that it is neither
-

poignant nor persuasive, as it may have been if presented in scene rather

than summary. While The Vanishing Point, as the title suggests, depends

upon conditions being so bad that individuals and races seem about to
vanish, the symbolism extends the significance of events to declare that
indiQiduals, races, and humanity will never vanish, but survive and

progress. This is an optimistic, romantic theme unsupported by reality

=y

and the events of the novel. Mitchell's irresistible urge to affirm life
NN

and his propensity for colourful romantic characters combine with his

determination to include these in a novelistic format to create works in

t

which the parts are greater than the whole.



NOTES

ChaBter I

lThe difference between mimetic and didactic works is a
generally recognized critical distinction, but the terms vary. Northrop
Irye, for example, distinguishes between "fictional modes™" and "thematic
modes'" in his first essay in Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1957). My terms come specifically from two essays by Elder
Olson, "William Empson, Contemporary Criticism, and Poetic Diction" and
"A Dialogue on Symbolism," in Critics and Criticism, ed. R. §. Crane
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1952), especially pp. 63-68 and
pp. 589-594,

2R. S. Crane, '"The Concept of Plot and the Plot of Tom Jones,"

in Critics and Criticism, ed. R. S. Crane (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press, 1952), p. 622.

3 i . . .
Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1857), p. 163.

uM. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, Third Edition
(Toronto: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1871), p. 65.

5Cr‘ane, p. 622,
6
Crane, p. 620.

7Norm_an Friedman, "Forms of the Plot," in The Theory of the
Novel, ed. Philip-Stevick (New York: The Free Press-Macmillan, 1967),
p. 154. My description of how to determine the plot and the form of the
plot is taken from Friedman's article, particularly pagés 154-156.

-
. 8M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1953), pp. 3-29. See also Elder Olson,."An Outline of Poetic
Theory," in Critics and Criticism, ed. R. S. Crane (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press, 1952), pp. 546-552, and Wayne C. Booth, Critical
Understanding (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. S54-57.

\

9Dick Harrison, Ug;amed Country (Edmonton: Univ. of Alberts
Press, 1977), p. 155.

>~

lou
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loKen Mitchell, "The Universality of W. 0. Mitchell's Who Has

Seen the Wind," Lakehead University Review, 4, No. 1 (1971), 26-40; Robin
Mathéws;wﬁgﬁgaiaﬁnlitexﬁ}uro: Surrender or Revolution (Toronto: Steel
Rail BEducational Publishing, 1978), pp. 109-118; Ronald Sutherland,
"Children of the Changing Wind," Journal of Canadian Studies, 5 (1970),
3-11; William H. New, "2 Teeling of Completion: Aspects of W. 0. Mitchell,"
Canadian Literature, 1 1963), 22-33; Catherine McLay, "The Kite: A

Study in Immortality," Journal of Canadian Fiction, 2 (1973), 43-u8;
Catherine Mclay, "The Vanishing Point: From Alienation to Faith,”" TS
intended for The Canadian Novel series, Vol. I1I, 1979, ed. John Moss;
Danald R. Bartlett, "Dumplings and Dignity,'" Canadian Literature, 77
(1978), 73-80. In addition, Arthur L. Phelps discusses Who Has Seen the
Wind in a short essay in his Canadian Writers (Toronto: McClelland and
Stewart, 1951), Warten Tallman uses the novel in his analysis of Canadian
literature in his essay "Wolf in the Snow" in A Choice of Critics, ed.
George Woodcock (Toronto: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), and David Williams
discusses the native question in The Vanishing Point in his article 'The
Indian Our Ancestor," Dalhousie Review, 58 (1978). Three masters theses
have been completed on Mitchell's novels: Irene Hanson, "W. O. Mitchell
and Robert Kroetschj; Two Prairie Humorists,!'" Diss. Idaho State Univ. 1966;
Tamara Lyn'Hulei, "The Sense of Place in W. O. Mitchell's Who Has Seen

the Wind, Diss. Brigham Young Univ. 1978; Bruce Potter, "Through the
Bubble: A Study of the Theme of Identity in the Novels of W. O. Mitchell,"
@lss. Univ. of Calgary 1977. Mitchell's novels are alsotreated in three
general studies: Edward McCourt, The Canadian West in Fiction, rev. ed.
(Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1970); Laurence Ricou, Vertical Man/Horizontal
World (Vancouver: Univ. of British Columbia Press, 1973); Dick Harrison,
Unnamed Country (Edmonton: Univ. of Alberta Press, 1977).

Chapter II .

t

lw. 0. 'Mitchell, Who Has Seen the Wind (Toronto: Macmillan,
1947), p. 169. Subsequent references to W will be included in the text.

)

. “"Wolf in the Snow," in A Choice of Critics, ed. George Woodcock
(Toronto: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), pp. 56 and 57. .

IR

3Robin Mathews, Canadian Literature: Surrender or Revolution
(Toronto: Steel Rail Educational Publishing, 1978), p. 115. :

u"The Universality of W. 0. Mitchell's Who Has.Seen the Wind,"
Lakehead University Review, 4, No. 1 (1971), 27.

5Mathews, pp. 114-115.

6Mathews, p. 113 and p. 112.
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Chapter 111

1 . . . - - .
W. 0. Mitchell, The kite (Toronto: Macmillan, 1962), p. 28.
Subsequent references to Kk will be included in the text. Quotation marks
will be used around "secret" because Daddy Sherry does not hetually have
a seceret that he is keeping.

2 . .

Catherine Mchay, "W. O. Mitchell's The Kite: A Study in
Immortality,”" Journal of Canadian bPiction, 2 (1973), u43-uh,

Chapter IV

lw. 0. Mitchell, The Vanishing Point (Toronto: Macmillan,

1973), p. 156. Subsequent references to VP will be included in the text.

?Carlyle's climactic thoughts begin thus: '"He did belong with
them" (VP, p. 384). He agrees with Sanders that "the real aliens' are
not the Stonies but the city dwellers (VP, p. 185).

3The centrality of "building bridges'" among people and races is
established early in The Vanishing Point (pp. 12-13, p. 16). It is
directly reinforced throughout by symbolic use (p. 203, p. 216), and it
is constantly kept in the fore by frequent references to the Spray River
suspension bridge connecting the two worlds of the novel. It is the
operative symbol of the climax (p. 385).

uDonald Cameron, Conversations with Canadian Novelists (Toronto:
Macmillan, 1973), pp. 61-62. -

51n an interview with this writer in July, 1979, W. 0. Mitchell
said that he had read and admired The Art of Loving. ’

6Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving, World Perspectives:9 {(New
York: Harper and Row, 1956), p. 22. .

7Fromm, p- 26.

8Fromm, p.’28.

9Fromm, p.*29.

lOFromm, p. 7.
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lFromm, p. 8.

QIsaiah 62:4.

Chapter V

orthrop Frye, Andtomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton
Univ. Press,\1957), p. -304. The four forms of fiction are discussed,

\

pR. 303-31..

2I‘rye, p. 304, p. 308.
3

Frye, p. 311.
uFrye, p. 30u.

5

Frye, p. 304, p. 304, p. 305.
6Frye, p. 308.

7Frye, p. 308.

-

8Frye, p. 309.

9

Frye, pp. 309-310.
Oprye, p. 310.

llNorman Friedman, "Forms of the Plot," in The Theory of the
Novel, ed. Philip Stevick (New York: Free Press-Macmillan, 1967),
pp. 1l45-166. The plot forms are described pp. 157-165. Besides the
eleven forms mentioned in this thesis, there axe-three additional plots
of thought: the revelation plot in which the protagonist remedies his
"ignorance concerning the essential facts of his situation," the ]
affective plot in which the protagonist comes™to see another person in a
truer light, and the disillusionment plot in which the protagonist loses
his initial faith in a particular set of ideals.

12Saint Sammy says, '"'The gloryfof the Lord come outa -the sast
an' His voice was the wind a comin' over the prairie's far rim!'"
{W, pp. 267-268). Brian hears the "voice" of the wind '"singing," he
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feels it "snatch'" at his breath, and he sees dust "licked up" by "the
Lord's wind" (W, p. 269, p. 270, p. 270, p. 272).

3 . . .
1 "Countries of the Mind," Tamarack Review, 26 (1963), 68.
[}

AN

y
1 Frye, p. 304.
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