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OUTSIDE CHANTS

ONE OF THE MORE REMARKABLE developments in Canadian
studies in the last decade has been the growth in the number of international con-
tributions being made to the understanding of Canadian literature and other
aspects of Canadian culture and social structure. Canadian Studies centres have
sprung up in countries as close geographically as the United States, as close in
cultural history as Scotland and France, as related and as far-flung as Germany,
Italy, Denmark, Israel, India, Fiji, Australia, Russia, and Japan — for different
reasons, one suspects, and unquestionably with different results. Sometimes Can-
ada serves as a contrast or a parallel with the “home” culture, as for example in
Australia. Sometimes it appears to fulfil, as for many years it did in Germany, a
romantic dream of open space and rugged wilderness. Sometimes it looks like
America’s Poland, a buffer zone of curious politics and uncertain temperament,
which might be taken as a “reasonable” trial territory for a possibly unreasonable
idea.

Canadian responses to this international interest vary considerably, from the
ideologically defensive (“no-one but the Canadian-born can ever know Canada’),
to the suspicious but perhaps realistic (““to conquer your opponent you must
know him first”’), to the blandly indifferent, the serious but puzzled, the curious
and welcoming. Undoubtedly much of the variation relates directly to the nature
of the enquiry. But often it demonstrates something else: a degree of limitation
— possibly unconscious — in the critical approaches that Canadians themselves
most commonly bring to their own writers. Thematic still, despite the technical
revolution led by Frank Davey and others, Canadian criticism remains as rooted
as most literary works themselves are in the mores of the culture. It is grounded
in views of society, in the values of the people, in notions of a shared or defined
or distinctive nationalism which are often more real in the mind of the writer
than in the facts of national experience — but which nonetheless shape the moral
and political expectations which so often constitute the active criteria behind
critical judgments. Reading Canadian literature, in other words, Canadian critics
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EDITORIAL

repeatedly perceive the indirect dreams and the expressed pleasures and the open
critiques of their own society; their literature, for them, in some measure enacts
themselves, connects their sensitivities with the values of the culture that has
shaped them. This seems to be a perfectly reasonable, right, and proper function
of criticism. But it is not the only one. And it is in this regard that critics from
outside the culture can teach the insiders some lessons on critical method.

For if the outsiders fasten on the mores and politics of the literature, they often
do so with an inexactness that tells more of the culture they themselves come
from than of the culture the literature directly portrays. But if they fasten on
literary form, they often do so with such a precise focus that they illuminate the
suppleness and subtleties of a laconic methodology that within Canada is often
ignored — ignored, I think, because the natural cadences of the laconic speaking
voice are familiar, therefore seem ordinary, therefore are taken for granted. What
the sensitive reader realizes, however, is that the able writer can shape these
cadences and these habits of language into an aesthetically pleasing construct, an
intellectually pleasing form.

French critical methods are particularly useful in this respect, as Michel Fabre’s
recent issue of Etudes Canadiennes (December 1981) shows. Devoted entirely to
essays (by ten Canadian, French, and German scholars) on The Stone Angel,
the issue demonstrates not only the strengths of Laurence’s novel, but also the
virtues of two kinds of critical methodology. One kind probes biographical roots
and cultural mythologies, the social resonances of the narrative events and the
effective allusions, the particularity of the characters and the commonality of the
experience. The other kind distinguishes more severely between text and reality,
separates character from person, fastens on the artist’s shaping of artifice (con-
scious or unconscious, but in either event a donnée), and explores the novel’s use
of speech act discourse, its patterns of binary opposition, its fragmentation of time-
frames and narrative frames, and the system of conventions on which it relies.
One critic, disputing others, avers that a literary form does not have to be justi-
fied on mimetic or psychological grounds. But presumably this is a formula that
can be stated just as adamantly in some inverse way. Seeking (or finding)
formal pattern can be as barren an enterprise (whatever the pleasures of intel-
lectual order) as the lamest of thematic descriptions. The fact of the matter is
that a good novel succeeds both because it is said well and because it has some-
thing to say. That’s a reductive way of putting it, but it’s a strong challenge to
any artist to meet. By extension it’s also a strong challenge for any critic (none
free of bias) to elucidate, which merely reaffirms that critical enquiry is never
adequately seen as a set of absolute pronouncements, but is only comprehensible
as an exchange of insights and understandings, and therefore as a collective enter-
prise that national boundaries affect but do not enclose.

W.H.N.



THE HIDDEN MINES IN
ETHEL WILSON'S LANDSCAPE

(or, An American Cat among Canadian
Falcons)

Blanche Gelfant

l HAD HANDLED DYNAMITE,” Frankie Burnaby thinks at the
end of Ethel Wilson’s novel Heity Dorval: “I had handled dynamite, and in so
doing had exploded the hidden mine of Mrs. Broom to my own great astonish-
ment. . .. "%

I start with this image of a hidden mine in Ethel Wilson’s fiction because I am
an American reader, accustomed by my literature to explosions of violence in the
novel and also to abundance, to the presence within a vast and varied landscape
of rich deposits — the inexhaustible resources of art. Canadian critics, as they
describe the abundance contained in Wilson’s fiction, its richness of natural and
social detail, have praised the surface serenity of her art: the detached tone; the
compassionate and comic insights into the foibles of the great human family; the
faith that remains unshaken even when these foibles, our seemingly innocent but
obsessive meddling with each other, turn into destructive or coercive acts, viola-
tions of each other’s freedom. I wish to excavate to a depth hidden beneath the
surface sustained so beautifully by Wilson’s style and tone and the seemingly
casual meandering of her form; I wish to dig for the dynamite I suspect she has
concealed. By her own image she has alerted us to the possibility of hidden mines
and so validated the process of excavation, which I take to be the critic’s essential
act. First of all, I want to extract from Wilson’s fiction the violence that lurks
beneath its serenity. In these dangerous depths, I expect to find also abundance
—- a rich subterranean treasure of motives and meanings that constitute the source
of Ethel Wilson’s art.

To the critic, surface and depths evoke complementary images of light and
darkness, the contrast integral to Wilson’s art and to her vision of the duplicity of
life which allows us brilliant evanescent moments whose meanings are shadowy
and elusive. In a striking passage, Wilson describes a fluidity of light flowing over
the landscape of British Columbia and defamiliarizing the “daily look” of moun-
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tains and forests. Falling obliquely upon mountain slopes, light “discloses new
contours”; in forests, it “discover[s] each separate tree behind each separate
tree.”® Then it fades, leaving us with unforgettable images. The light I hope to
bring to Wilson’s landscape is also oblique; but I hope its illumination, coming
from an unfamiliar direction and moving into an unexplored darkness, can
discover aspects of Wilson’s art — images of hidden violence and of abundance
~— that we will remember long after the critic’s light fades.

Obviously, violence in Wilson is much more muted, much less shocking and
perverse, than in the fiction of William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway, not the
most brutal but the most famous male American novelists writing as Wilson’s
contemporaries. American women writers also shed blood more unsparingly
than Wilson. Murder, rape, mob vengeance, and war erupt in Flannery O’Con-
nor and Katherine Anne Porter; and in Willa Cather, violence assaults the
peaceful Nebraska landscape with the suddenness of locusts. In Wilson’s novels,
a child can slip into a turbulent ocean in one unobtrusive sentence, a beloved
mother die almost parenthetically, a wife submit to her husband’s “hateful
assaults” as a nightly aside to daily life, and a war, or two wars, fit incidentally
into the unimportant gaps within a family’s continuous life. If in these wars, a
man’s hand should be “blown off,” neither he nor his family “look upon this as
anything out of the way.”* Nor do we, for Wilson somehow disposes of the vio-
lence she has released, tucking it away among the details of daily life which
resumes its ordinary course after an explosion; or else she separates us from vio-
lence, as Frankie is separated from war-torn Vienna, by a convenient “wall of
silence.” In Wilson’s stories, however, the violence contained within the beautiful
Canadian landscape cannot be concealed by silence, hardly allowable in the
short story’s urgent form, or by dense details that attract our attention in the
novel, detracting it from hidden dangers. The “humped” body of a murdered
woman lies exposed on the dyke in “Hurry, hurry”; the blood of an innocent
Chinaman flows from repeated stab wounds and a gun-shot in “Fog’’; blackness
and the sea pour into a reeling boat that strikes a reef and splits, spilling four
people into death and causing the suicide of a pregnant woman in “From
Flores”; and in “The Window,” a would-be murderer stands with “a short blunt
weapon in his hand,” arrested in his deadly assault only by the shocking image of
his own imminent violence.

Violence held in arrest by its own image secems to me a stunning effect of Wil-
son’s art. At the moment when the would-be murderer sees himself, his hand is
halted, perhaps (to use one of Wilson’s favourite words) only temporarily, but
long enough for Mr. Willy’s life to be spared. Violence thus allows for providen-
tial rescue, common in Wilson’s fiction; and rescue influences our perception of
life, of its indifference to human needs or its concern, its accidental nature or
design. With these polarities we plunge to the depths in Wilson’s fiction, reaching
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her bedrock thematic issue. Has human life ultimate meaning, or is it simply —
like Topaz Edgeworth’s life — a succession of “sparkling dots” uninscribed in a
“significant design”? Nihilism and belief struggle for supremacy in Wilson’s fic-
tion, which like the darkened window of her story reflects the interior space of
the mind — or perhaps it is the soul — where significant human action takes
place. When the murderous thief brings violence into Mr. Willy’s living room,
the consciousness where life is centred, he cracks the darkness that is slowly
enveloping Mr. Willy; he allows in an unexpected slant of light that can show
Mr. Willy where meaning may exist in an apparently meaningless life. To recog-
nize the danger of irrational, unpredictable, undeserved violence seems in Wil-
son’s fiction a necessary preliminary to believing in providential design. Such
recognition, however, brings one precipitously close to the Abyss, the empty
darkness that Mr. Willy sees outside and within his window when night effaces
the day’s stirringly beautiful Canadian landscape. However abundant and varie-
gated external nature appears in Wilson’s lavish descriptions, human reality
enacts its drama in an interior private living room — in the heart and head, as
Nell Severance tells us in Swamp Angel.® Any human being isolated in this room,
cut off from significant relationship to others, must find his or her thoughts mined
(or undermined) with dangerous elements: a fear of nihilism, a suspicion of life’s
ultimate meaninglessness, a sense of the fortuity of encounters that may end in
death or in permanent scarring such as Ellen Cuppy will suffer in Love and Salt
Water. 1f we dig deeply enough into Wilson’s fiction, we strike against the Void;
and when Nothingness lies below us, leaving us unsupported, then life and fiction
may catapult us into a violence as sudden and meaningless as that which engulfs
the odd assortment of men who drown together in the death-drenched story
“From Flores.”

LIKE THE WATERS INTO WHICH A WILSON character may at
any whimsical moment sink, the desert represents an endless Void. Thus aridity
recurs as Wilson’s thematic term for deprivation of meaning, an invidious form
of violence that can enter a room impregnable to a thief. In “Tuesday and Wed-
nesday,” Victoria May Tritt (who has more of a name than an identity) lives “in
a parched way,” lost in a “desert of loneliness” created by time — “the desert
between now and sleep.” Water and desert sand, both vast, elemental, and seem-
ingly empty, both dangerous for men and women to traverse, especially alone,
stretch before the reader as irradicable images of a cosmic Void. “Do we always
live on a brink, then,” Nora asks in Love and Salt Water. Wilson’s fiction shows
us that “we do,” while every urbane aspect of her style and tone, so admirably
discussed by her Canadian critics, tries to pull us back from the Void, providing
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us with a calm or comic or collected perspective that diverts us from the empti-
ness of spirit into which anyone, particularly anyone of our modern world, may
fall. If oblique means of preventing us from exploding the hidden mines of nihil-
ism, means of formal control, seem inadequate, then Wilson openly moralizes
against despair, insisting upon the “beautiful action[s]” of which human beings
are capable, acts of compassion, performed by Maggie Lloyd in Swamp Angel, of
loyalty and love, exemplified by Morgan Peake and George Gordon in Love and
Salt Water, of self-discipline developed by Lilly in her story, and miraculous
rescue produced by “dirty, old”” men like Mr. Abednego.

A profound fear that man may be an island, a desert island, the fear that leads
Mr. Willy to despair over the “aridity” of his isolated life (rather than exalt over
his freedom) makes Wilson insist, I believe, upon the integrity of the human
family. This insistence, however, raises my anxiety, and like Lilly, I grow afraid
of unforeseen “Trouble.” For since we are all related, enmeshed though we
cannot know how in each others’ lives, I worry about effects upon my own life,
that may come from gratuitous and unfathomable causes. I feel myself treading
over hidden mines, any one of which may accidentally blow up in my face and
leave me, like Ellen Cuppy, scarred. How can I tell what “arrangements of cir-
cumstance” have been prepared for me by those nebulous agents of causality in
Wilson’s fiction, “life and time,” which are fusing all of us into one continuous
family, relating me to generations past or distant whose effects I can neither know
nor avoid? Occasionally the long-range fortuitous effects of family ties will be
amusing. In The Innocent Traveller, Rose attends the theatre (and develops “a
taste for...the deceits of beauty”) because ten years earlier her Great-Aunt
Annie and a famous actor had met as ship-mates, in an encounter arranged by
chance. But when chance becomes causality, linking together a chain of events
we find incongruous but destructive, I fear its vagaries. If they affect my life —
as they effect Mort’s death in ‘““Tuesday and Wednesday”® — then life itself seems
random, without intrinsic order. Wilson tries to mollify the fear of chaos she
arouses by showing how families maintain order as they transmit from one gene-
ration to the next a pattern of manners, traditions, and beliefs. Families provide a
context of relationships which give a woman (in particular) a meaningful role in
life as mother, wife, daughter, sister, cousin. The Innocent Traveller celcbrates
these roles, but also undermines them, I believe, by showing Rachel as a woman
held in perpetual if loving servitude, and Topaz as a “‘youngest child” held in
perpetual helplessness. Always cared for by her family, Topaz seems extraordi-
narily lucky in her hundred years of cheerful idle life; but even she may not have
escaped the explosions of hidden mines. Triviality may be one; helplessness,
another. The loving family that pampers Topaz also infantilizes her, I believe, by
accepting (if not fostering) her helplessness; in her comic way, she remains for-
ever helpless, a child even when she reaches venerable age. Though family ties are
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tenuous in “Tuesday and Wednesday,” they do hold together Myrtle’s ego, but
also they bind Myrtle forever to her cousin’s life. If in this novella Wilson paro-
dies family life, creating an aunt who is a “kitten” and a “conveniently anony-
mous’’ cousin, she nevertheless reveals its profound ambiguities which her most
serious fiction cannot resolve. In Swamp Angel, Maggie Lloyd’s surrogate family
focuses the heroine’s new identity, but also infuses it with new anxieties and prob-
lems; and in Love and Salt Water, Nora Peake’s loving sister nearly wrecks
Nora’s life.

Wilson also celebrates and undermines marriage, which stultifies characters to
whom it brings the only fulfilment possible. Married men and women run away
from each other in Swamp Angel, “The Window,” “Beware the Jabber-
wock . .. ”; wives dream of freedom, and husbands of “‘slugging” or even mur-
dering their wives. In “A drink with Adolphus,” Mr. Leaper notes in his secret
diary that a man “is undergoing trial for the murder of his wife. The thing that
impressed me [he writes, thinking of his own marriage] was that he and his wife
had seemed to live a devoted and harmonious life together.”” I emphasize
seemed because appearances conceal the truth of family life in Wilson’s fiction;
or the fiction itself conceals the truth it makes us suspect, hiding it beneath the
surface of serenity so that we see the Edgeworths, or Cuppys, or Forresters as
“ideal couples,” much as Vicky May saw that irascible pair, Myrt and Mort. In
Swamp Angel, Maggie experiences marriage at its best (but death ends her hap-
piness) and at its most crimping. In the same novel, Nell Severance understands
that her marriage, never sanctified by law, only by love, required her to hurt her
only daughter. This daughter, at first fearful of marriage, finds in it her fulfil-
ment; but happiness demands her submission to another, and Wilson’s women
typically say they wish to be free. Thus family relationships involve so many com-
plexities they elude understanding or judgment. They become mysterious though
ordinary; and mystery engenders fear. If a woman, in a moment of carelessness,
might cause her nephew’s death, then sisters and aunts, no matter how loving and
well-intentioned, have ominous potential. Wilson never lets us forget the harm
we might do each other within the family; and since she insists that family bonds
(the commonplace phrase implies imprisonment as well as security) somehow
connect all of us to each other, she implies that the invidious effects of human
relationships are general and inescapable. Within the great human family are
hidden subterranean links that no one can discern because they are buried like an
enemy’s mines where one would least suspect their presence and where one would
be sure to tread.

The enemies to human happiness are often coincidental circumstances which
defy rational explanation. How can we find meaning in life, the “belief” that
Mr. Willy seeks to rescue him from the aridity of his desert island, the faith that
Nell Severance magisterially declares in Swamp Angel, when we see that at any
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moment coincidences may spring upon us as the hoodlums sprang upon old Mrs.
Bylow, precipitating her death in the aptly named story “Fog”? Coincidence,
sheer coincidence, brings together Eddie Hansen, Mort Johnson, and Victoria
May Tritt at the corner of Powell Street, from where the men march to their
accidental death and Vicky to her unexpected apotheosis as a teller of tales. What
I call accident other readers may consider providential design, a view we can
justify when we see fortuity as part of a comprehensive plan to educate charac-
ters to their responsibilities and to love. In Love and Salt Water, family members
meddle with good intentions in each other’s lives, but the results are almost
disastrous. Though she is a strong swimmer — Wilson’s repeated metaphor for a
self-reliant, courageous woman — Ellen Cuppy nearly drowns, and worse, she
nearly causes the death of her beloved nephew Johnny. From this experience
Ellen learns that “She had better mind her own business. Everyone had better
mind their own business.” But in a family where everyone’s business is inherently
connected, bound together by inextricable and untraceable human ties, letting
others be, an allowance that is surely one equation of love, may prove impossible.
Acceptance of others does lie within one’s capacity. Ellen learns to value Morgan
Peake and to trust George Gordon’s love which her terrible accident could not
jeopardize. We learn a lesson I find frightening: that the “circle of life is extra-
ordinary,” including relationships among people widely separated in space and
time whose lives touch by coincidence, by accident (or design? what design?), in
ways that may affect them “perhaps temporarily,” Wilson equivocates, “or per-
haps permanently and fatally.” Wilson’s uncertainty catapults me into an un-
knowable world where, I suspect, only caprice rules. We may be trapped: we
may escape. We may be rescued: we may die. Whatever happens seems beyond
control and beyond reasonable prediction. We do not know where the hidden
mines in life are buried and which will explode when.

lF I WERE TO IMAGINE EDITH WHARTON taking over Wilson’s
novel Love and Salt Water, 1 would feel certain that fate would be cruel. Once
Ellen and Johnny fall into the sea, I would expect them to drown,® for again and
again Wharton shows that life is so constituted that rescue never comes when we
need it, when we are trapped by the capacious web woven by circumstance, by
small choices, weak mistakes, fortuitously untimely encounters, by a lapse in
manners, a break in traditions that Wharton like Wilson fastidiously portrays. No
one rescues Lily Bart in Wharton’s inexorable novel, cruelly entitled The House
of Mirth. Lily dies, probably by her own hand, and Selden arrives, when he
arrives, too late. Only death releases Lily from the despair which time makes
inevitable. Sometimes, Wharton will not allow even death to give her characters
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respite from pain. They live on in Ethan Frome, caught in an incredible web
woven of human passion and irrational accident. Perhaps I am saying that for all
the similarities between them as keenly observant novelists of manners, Wharton
as an American has a vision of life somehow inaccesssible to Wilson. Providential
rescue from seemingly inescapable dangers, like those besetting Oliver Twist,
belong to the tradition of the Victorian novel with which Ethel Wilson’s fiction
seems to me continuous. Though Wilson creates for her readers (and for an
American reader especially) a magnificently highlighted Canadian landscape,
her vision of life seems as unconditioned by this landscape as her famous travel-
lers who retain in the new world an “innocence” they acquired in the old —
whose innocence consists precisely in their preservation of English traditions in
the new Canadian city of Vancouver where they come to live with family con-
nections intact. In The Innocent Traveller, when Sister Annie looks at the vast
Canadian country passing elliptically outside the railroad window, she says: “We
shall have to try and learn new ways...and I for one am quite ready.”® But
almost immediately, as she sees the “same sheep, same cows, same horses as in
England,” she dispels thoughts of a new life and thinks instead, “I am rather old
... to be able to assimilate great change.” But her daughter Rachel is not too old.
Yet though Rachel falls in love with the Canadian landscape, responding mysti-
cally, ecstatically, to its “dark endless prairie,” she lives in Canada the traditional
life of filial responsibility she would have led in England. We all know that the
Canadian landscape figures in Wilson’s fiction as a constant source of wonder
and beauty, giving to her themes of nihilism and faith, isolation and love, random-
ness and providence a richly symbolic representation through abundant indige-
nous detail. Moreover, her characters need the space of the Canadian continent
both to effect their escapes from confinement and to discern “the miraculous
interweaving of creation — the everlasting web” that engenders their faith in
God’s boundlessness. Ultimately, however, Wilson uses a uniquely Canadian set-
ting to universalize human experience, to arrive at truths that transcend place or
time. To say this is not to diminish her stature as a Canadian writer, but to praise
her as she praised “great” writers — for being “both regional and universal.”*°
Willa Cather, the American writer with whom Wilson would inevitably be
compared, also sought for universal meanings, those expressed in the cycles of
nature and the passage of time. But when Cather dealt with time, she focused on
change — upon development, maturation, and decline; upon history. She recalled,
with nostalgia, a past associated specifically and uniquely with the transformation
of America from an inchoate land — “the material out of which countries are
made”* — into a country. In 4 Lost Lady, a novel to which Hetty Dorval bears
almost startling formal resemblance, the fate of a beautiful woman melds insepa-
rably with the fate of the American West. Marion Forrester disillusions young
Niel Herbert as Hetty Dorval does Frankie Burnaby; but the American woman’s
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betrayal of the ideals of honour with which, Niel (and Cather) believes, a great
country was created represents a crisis in history, the passing of an old chivalric
order to make way for a new crass society represented by such grasping men as
Ivy Peters. When the “lady” of Niel’s visionary dream of the West becomes “lost,”
an entire community dependent upon her civilizing force suffers. Mrs. Forrester
understands her cultural role, that she personifies a dream and must purvey grace,
beauty, and manners to a crude primitive people living through a time of histori-
cal transformation. Even when she is depleted, without money, friends, or honour,
Mrs. Forrester tries with her dinner party to bring civilization to the impervious
stolid young men of Nebraska. Like Antonia in My Antonia and Alexandra in
O Pioneers!, Mrs. Forrester’s destiny intertwines with the future of the American
West, and as time diminishes her brilliance, it also fades the dream that, Cather
believes, imbued the American past with heroism. Hetty’s fall from grace carries
no such historical connotations. Frankie’s changed perceptions of Hetty invite no
thoughts about the destiny of Canada. The context of Wilson’s drama is a moral
world in which change arranges for the convergence of two lives that momen-
tarily flow together, like the cojoined Fraser and Thompson Rivers, and then
separate, leaving a young woman to ponder the unfathomable mystery of human
relationships. Hetty’s amorality remains unattached to historical or even psycho-
logical causalities (though we might infer that her fatherless childhood, which
she thought also motherless, may have conditioned her to the sense of isolation
that becomes merely selfishness). Hetty appears gratuitously in Lytton and later
in London as a wanderer who brings disorder because disorder is inherent in life
and will make its presence known even when it is hidden behind the face of
beauty. Marion Forrester belongs to her particular time and place; and when she
suffers displacement, her loss entails the loss of Captain Forrester’s heroic dream
of the future, of Niel Herbert’s romantic dream of the past, and of the pervasively
shared American Dream. Even Hetty’s end in the novel seems adventitious as she
disappears into a country where she is a stranger. But Marion Forrester remains
an irrefrangible part of the land in which her husband and her honour lie buried.
She survives in Niel’s consciousness as “a bright, impersonal memory”** — the
memory of the glorious “promise” that life extends to youth and to young coun-
tries. Hetty Dorval, like Topaz Edgeworth, both sharply defined but atomistic
characters, can be forgotten.

In her own wrong way, Hetty seeks freedom and security, the goals of all Wil-
son’s women, incompatible goals perhaps and perhaps not susceptible to clear
definition. By freedom, Hetty means a life without “complications,” a term im-
mediately familiar to the American reader because it recurs thematically in Ernest
Hemingway’s famous collection of short stories, In Our Time. Unlikely as a
comparison between Wilson and Hemingway may seem at first, it discloses con-
tours in Wilson’s landscape that perhaps the oblique light of an American per-
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spective can best reveal. Both writers were consummate stylists using style to curb
meanings too turbulent to release. Both were masters of understatement: of irony
— each creating a discrepancy between tone and meaning; and of elision — each
leaving narrative gaps implicit with meanings, often terrible meanings, we must
infer. Both sense the tension between natural beauty, which endures, and human
vulnerability: “you are walking along through the grass on the cliff top, admiring
the pretty view, when — crack crack.”*® Either could have written this sentence
(though “‘pretty” would have had a special ironic intonation in Hemingway),
for both have been alerted to the profound insecurity of human beings who may
at any moment be surprised by violence. Their unsurpassed fishing scenes drama-
tize a concern with surfaces and depths, as well as a love of the art of fishing, of
nature, and of the possibilities for self-possession in solitude. Like Hetty Dorval,
Nick Adams in “Big Two-Hearted River,” the greatest of American fishing
stories, seeks to escape human “complications,” but unlike her, he has already felt
the world “crack” beneath him, literally, shatter as the bombs of war have
exploded. The wounds he suffers end his innocence as a young traveller. A trau-
matized hero, hurt physically and emotionally, he wants to be alone so that he
can be let alone and perhaps recover the balance he has lost. He needs to hold
himself “steady,” like the big trout in the depths of “deep, fast moving water”
who resists the current that could sweep him away. Hetty’s avoidance of compli-
cations is different, an effect of laziness, indulgence, or egoism. She wants to be
alone to do so as she pleases because she considers herself an island, free from any
intrinsic connection with others who share her human state. She desires only
sensuous ease, at least superficially; perhaps beneath this desire lies fear of the
possibly dangerous currents of life. Like Nick, though for different reasons and
to a different degree, she feels the tenuousness of her control over her own destiny.
How little it would take to throw her off-balance — only some shipboard gossip.
“I want security,” Hetty says, “I want it badly”’; and though Frankie and her
mother suspect Hetty of artfulness, they believe that her plea for security is real,
that Hetty is truly “frightened.” She does not know, of course, all that she has to
fear, the war that “life and time” are arranging. After Nick crawls inside his tent,
“the good place,” he thinks “Nothing could touch him.” Eventually, however,
inevitably, he will have to enter the swamp and fish in its “tragic” waters. Neither
he nor Hetty can remain safe. Hetty Dorval ends in uncertainty, the milieu that,
I believe, Wilson, like Hemingway, finds as natural to us as rivers, forests, moun-
tains, and sky.

“We have no immunity,” Mrs. Severance tells Maggie, saying in effect that
life cannot be ordered and that in its disorder, it allows no one to remain secure.
Though Wilson’s characters travel and run and hide, trying to escape from
“Trouble,” they can never rest at “the good place.” Where is it to be found, her
women ask, the place where they can be secure? Is it by the Similkameen River,
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where Maggie hides from the meanness of her husband only to become threa-
tened by the jealousy of Vera Gunnarsen? Is it at Comox on Vancouver Island,
where Lilly remains isolated with the Butlers, or in the Fraser Valley, where she
merges into the order of the Matron and her well-run hospital? But here, inex-
plicably, a strand of her former life as a hunted creature reappears, woven for-
tuitously into the web no one can elude. The Chinaman Yow arrives in the
Valley, and once more, Lilly is on the run, seeking in the anonymity of Toronto
the security now imperilled by this figure from her past. Love and marriage seem
to promise security; but the happiest of marriages, like those of the Cuppys in
Lowve and Salt Water or the Burnabys in Hetty Dorval or the elder Edgeworths in
The Innocent Traveller, may be terminated abruptly by death. Impersonal forces
as well as people threaten any woman’s security at any time. So do one’s own
emotions, especially the welling of loneliness. Even Vicky May Tritt recognizes
the danger of “insupportable” insights into one’s isolation, insights that threaten
the security she tries so carefully to create through the meagre “arid” routine she
calls her life. Like Lilly, like Hetty, Victoria May wants to be safe. But “‘at un-
expected times” (chosen, one guesses, by chance), she cannot help catching a
“frightening” glimpse of “something vast” that is usually “concealed,” something
always “there” — like “the sorrow of humanity.”** To protect herself against the
pain of “revelation,” Vicky May “averts her gaze” and waits until what she can-
not bear to see is once more concealed. But she cannot deny this revelation of
human sorrow, and neither can Wilson’s fiction, though it persuades us also to
avert our gaze from the suffering it reveals. Like Wilson’s women, we want
security and see it jeopardized by life’s hidden mines. How can we avoid them
— the destructive emotions of others, jealousy, meanness, the will to oppressive
power, and the accidents of chance?

WIAT LITTLE PROTECTION WE HAVE COmES, it seems, from
an innate human impulse towards order; and when we share the order we create,
we perform the beautiful act of charity. It occurs almost always in Wilson’s fiction
in a clean well-lighted room, to use one of Hemingway’s famous phrases. Again
and again, Wilson shows that we may find safety in an interior made comfortable
by human hands, though when this safety remains unshared, it seems pathetic if
not simply ludicrous. Vicky May’s room, illuminated by one small naked bulb, is
not a well-lighted place, but when Vicky is there, reading her old newspapers or
her movie magazines and munching on her apple, she feels “safe’: “Here in her
room she was at home and secure.”’® In her diminished way, she has found the
good place for which all the homeless, alienated characters of American fiction
yearn. Perhaps because I have so often identified myself with these homeless in-
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secure Americans, [ particularly appreciate the recurrent image in Wilson of a
small protected world that human hands create. If a “room lit by a candle and
in a silent and solitary place is a world within itself,”*¢ it is one that the human
being makes and offers as a refuge to other members of our oddly assorted chaotic
human family. When Vera, near death, enters Maggie’s room, Maggie thinks
that warmth, not words, should communicate between these two estranged
women: “it seemed to her the least important thing that she should speak and
make words, and the most important thing that a fire should burn and warm the
cabin and then there would be, somehow, a humanity in the room.” Maggie
warms Vera as she has warmed Mr. Cunningham, rescued by her hands from
death. She instructs Angus “to start the fires everywhere” when they return to
open up the camp. She understands that a clean well-lighted place offers us the
only security we can expect in a vast impersonal complicated landscape that
could overwhelm us with its immensity as well as its indifferent beauty, its inevi-
table darkness, its dark waters, its fog. Earlier, alone in a cabin, she had retrieved
her own life. At Chilliwack, Maggie repossessed herself in a room that she had
first to hold private and inviolate so that later she could share it with others who
come to it ravaged by the sea and by life. ““The cabin was a safe small world
enclosing her” — this image of security is appealingly regressive: Maggie has
gone back to a former and authentic identity; to a place still untouched by time;
to a primitivism that historical change will challenge and in time destroy; to
elemental needs, like the human need for warmth, touch, food. Maggie cooks,
and Lilly cleans; and both women, by responding to elemental needs, create
order in a world that can fall quickly into chaos. “It seemed as if order flowed
from her fingertips,” Mr. Sprockett thinks, watching Lilly straighten out his hotel
room.'" Intuitively, he feels she will bring order into his life, disrupted and left in
confusion by his wife’s death. Making Mr. Sprockett comfortable becomes Lilly’s
equation of love as she earns her right to respectability and marriage through
years of self-discipline spent in creating a clean well-lighted place for others. If
the world were not intrinsically chaotic, asks the American reader, why would we
so delight in women who bring order? If it were not so menacing, so full of immi-
nent “Trouble,” why would we seek refuge in a solitary warm room; why would
women who can bring order into others’ lives be on the run seeking for them-
selves a security that has been denied? If the world were not indifferent to our
needs, why would we turn again and again to another for comfort and com-
passion, so highly valued in Wilson’s fictional world?

As an American reader who is also a woman, I respond ambivalently to
Maggie cooking at camp and Lilly making Mr. Sprockett comfortable, though I
celebrate their ability to care for others. I like the desire of Wilson’s women for
self-possession, and I am not always pleased at their acquiescence to a servant’s

14



WILSON

role, no matter how much I admire the order they bring into others’ lives and by
this means into their own. Guiltily, I enjoy Myrtle’s merciless domination of her
employer; but at the same time I am annoyed at simpering weak Mrs. H. X.
Lemoyne who “was terrified by Myrtle’s eyelids, and could be disciplined any
minute that Myrtle chose.”*® What an invention — those formidable drooping
domineering eyelids and those outlandish soap-opera instantaneous lies! Wilson
makes me laugh, and for the sheer pleasure of laughter I am grateful. Laughter
may also instruct us, and Wilson’s funny satiric treatment of Myrtle sets into
perspective for me the serious impelling need almost all her women have for free-
dom. Myrtle does not want anyone to dominate her — but neither do other
characters. Ellen Cuppy initially refuses George Gordon’s proposal of marriage in
Love and Salt Water because she did not “want to be controlled by him or by
anybody.” As soon as he proposes, freedom becomes essential to her, and mar-
riage seems, mistakenly as it turns out (or so we imagine), “a prison far away
with a stranger.” Mrs. Emblem, though “formed for’”” male companionship, resists
another marriage, having discovered that one of “the joys of privacy” is that
“she now owns herself.” For a hundred years, Topaz Edgeworth has remained
irrepressibly herself. Oddly, of all the characters in The Innocent Traveller, only
she sees Canada as offering its immigrants freedom. She suggests a quintessen-
tially American theme — that of a new life in a new land. ‘““This is a free country,
isn’t it,” Topaz asks insistently, as she crosses the prairies on her way to Van-
couver; “We’ve come to a free country, haven’t we?” But Topaz’s idea of free-
dom (she is here defending her right to enter the gentlemen’s smoking car) is,
of course, comically skewed. For freedom means to Topaz being her idiosyncratic
self — obsessively loquacious, basically idle though busy, dependent upon others
and yet detached — a likeable and occasionally admirable woman who might fill
us with dread at the ultimate inconsequentiality of a human life. Having always
been treated lovingly, Topaz responds to life with a continuous interest which
effects nothing. On a few crucial occasions, she shows generosity of spirit and
exquisite manners — when she defends Mrs. Coffin in danger of being black-
balled, and earlier, when she withdraws from Mr. Sandbach’s dinner party. I like
her best when she curses Mr. Sandbach aloud in her bedroom, but that may
reveal my secret wish for release from gentility rather than the novel’s moral high
point. If Topaz remains a free spirit through the Family’s financial and moral
support, other characters like Maggie Lloyd and Lilly struggle towards freedom
through the murky circumstances of desertion, betrayal, jealousy, moral mean-
ness, isolation. Both undergo a “rebirth” in which they act as their own midwives.
In her cabin in Chilliwack, Maggie Vardoe is reborn as Maggie Lloyd. In the
beauty shop of Miss Larue, Lilly Waller becomes immutably Mrs. Walter
Hughes, an identity which permits her a new life as Lily [sic] Sprockett, Wilson
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tells us that fitting Lilly with a wig and advising her on wardrobe, “Miss Larue,
on a fine creative spree, was assisting at the rebirth of a free woman, Mrs. Walter
Hughes.” “But will it change me?” Lilly thinks, “Shall I be safe?”’ Perhaps she
can never be safe, but she has become free of feckless Lilly Waller.

Wilson’s free characters are also fugitive, running like their American relatives
to a territory ahead where they can elude repressive men like Edward Vardoe,
Huw Peake, or Yow. They need the space of the Canadian landscape to effect
their escape. But while Wilson’s sense of spaciousness suggests to me the Ameri-
can theme of freedom (for space and freedom are often synonymous in Ameri-
can fiction),’ her manner seems alien to American writers, insofar as we differen-
tiate them from the British. Occasionally, Wilson reminds me sharply, and with
pleasure, of Virginia Woolf, whose consummate novel To the Lighthouse she
recalls to me with a work that apparently I like much more than her Canadian
critics. In Love and Salt Water, Wilson shows the passage of time through elision,
as Woolf does in the central section of her famous novel. Like Woolf, Wilson
evokes the menace of the sea and the world of nature which makes the warm
safety of home so essential to the human community; of fortuitous death described
but not dismissed in one sentence; of a child’s wish-fulfilment — to see the seals,
to go to the lighthouse — that brings unanticipated realizations and unantici-
pated terrors. Ellen learns to let her sister Nora b¢ — and letting others be (as
Maggie Vardoe thinks, her husband “would never have let me be”) emerges as
the essential equation of love that Woolf works out in Mrs. Dalloway.”® As I read
Wilson, I enjoy her evocation of English literature, her command, her deftness,
certainty, and lightness of tone, her confidence in the quixotic phrase, the wry
aside, the moralizing moment. I find in her work both the fastidiousness and the
insouciance that belong to one who possesses a native tongue as her birthright.
But I miss the struggle contained within American writers like Theodore Dreiser,
Sherwood Anderson, or Gertrude Stein. Bereft of a language of their own, they
laboriously invent a style that turns out polyglot, awkward, cacophonous, collo-
quial, confused, but also powerful: a style that confronts, without possibility of
casy evasion, the profoundly difficult and unanswerable questions of life. I find
Wilson’s use of John Donne as a kind of last resort for coping with ultimate prob-
lems uncomfortably facile. I brood with Dreiser, whose work is impressed in-
delibly upon my American imagination, over the possibility that man or woman
is an island, a person essentially alone and adrift in life, like Hurstwood or Carrie
in Dreiser’s ponderous and imponderable novel Sister Carrie. Perhaps, as Dreiser
shows, we are creatures driven by chemic compulsions that nullify our pretensions
to personal freedom. In Dreiser, great economic forces, as well as hormones, are
released upon the world to determine not only an individual’s fate but also the
evolutionary direction of a vast society. When Wilson described the growth of
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Vancouver, she made it seem, by her simple cartoonish description, almost comic:
“Down came the forests. Chop. Chop. Chop. ... The forests vanished, and up
went the city.”** Wilson does note that “men of the chain-gang” were doing the
chopping, but she disposes of their plight and of the implications of power and
powerlessness, and of tremendous historical transformations that effected radical
social reorderings — of the entire drama of growth, industrialization, urbaniza-
tion, and their consequences — in three words now rather terrible for modern
ears attuned to cries of ecological depletion and economic greed: “Chop. Chop.
Chop.” Because Dreiser could not be fluent, lacking a literary language and
tradition as an American writer, because he could not reach into a bag of past
poets and pick out a consummate line that would epitomize a world view — “no
man is an island” — because he had to struggle in his life and in his work, he
became enmeshed in the endless web about which he wrote, a web woven by
desire, irrational chance, coincidence, natural forces, evolutionary drives, social
designs. He cared about his characters in ways that could not allow him to be
detached or superior. Never could I imagine Dreiser describing a woman or man
as Wilson describes Victoria May: “Insipid,” ‘“‘unimportant,” “anonymous,”
“stupid.” Wilson is “cool” but Dreiser heatedly compassionate and committed to
his characters. Though obviously unlike Dreiser, Willa Cather shared Dreiser’s
absorbing interest in characters, no matter how humble. In One of Ours, half-
witted illiterate Mahailey emerges as loving and lovable, worthy of the esteem
given her by the family she faithfully serves. None of Cather’s women is “insipid.”
Each is potentially a creator of life, is herself alive, and finds life interesting. A
minor character in Sapphira and the Slave Girl epitomizes this interest: ‘“Mrs.
Ringer was born interested.” Though Mrs. Ringer is poor, unendowed, alone,
“misfortune and drudgery had never broken her spirit. ... She had probably
never spent a dull day.” If her days were never dull for Topaz, they seem so to
us; but all the days of Cather’s women belong within a large significant pattern
in which, whatever they do, they sense themselves a creative part. Nell Severance
would have been quelled by them, I think, for they could have articulated fully
and precisely the faith she asserted in vague incomplete terms. Even when they
lived in Canada, like Cécile Auclair in Shadows on the Rock, they sensed them-
selves part of a process that was creating out of individual and inchoate efforts a
whole way of life, creating by preserving and by making anew, by continuing and
beginning again, as Cécile continues the French traditions her mother transmitted
to her and makes them pristine and permanent by transferring them to Quebec.
Unlike Wilson’s women, Cather’s seldom seek security; rather, they provide it as
they make a home and a great nation. A hidden mine that Cather describes is not
explosive, except with life, as we know from the famous image in My Antonia of
children bursting out of a subterranean storehouse — ““a veritable explosion of
life out of the dark cave into the sunlight,”
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B{HAPS I AM SAYING THAT in American novels the sense of
the new — of a new land, new pulsating cities like Chicago, pristine prairies of
colour-drenched grass, new railroads, new openings, new beginnings — stirs
American readers deeply because they share the writer’s concern with a new
American language and a new style. Americans know they must create a style
that expresses a perennial sense of discovery, dream, and disillusionment. As an
American novelist, Dreiser could not rely upon what was said before, because
the city he describes had not existed before, and even as he wrote, he saw it
grow, develop, and change. He was driven by the historical urgency of captur-
ing a kaleidoscopic scene that would not stay still long enough to be memorial-
ized. Wilson feels neither this urgency — the typical sense of rush that Ameri-
cans experience as their daily lives — nor Cather’s nostalgia over what has been
and will be no more. Her anecdotal ease in dealing with the past in The Inno-
cent Traveller seems inaccessible to American writers, who invariably regret and
long for a past that has disappeared. Think of Cather’s A Lost Lady or Scott
Fitzgerald’s quintessentially American novel, The Great Gatsby. Not without
reason, the most popular American book is entitled Gone With the Wind, and
the greatest Southern writer, William Faulkner, shares with the most widely
read, Margaret Mitchell, a passion for the past to which American readers
resonate as they typically feel loss and separation as their real experience. In
Vancouver, Wilson’s characters find continuity: as Annie noted, correctly or
not, “the same sheep, same cows, same horses as in England.” Beyond the city,
in mountains, lake areas, woods, Wilson’s characters can recapture their own
past, or at least exorcise a present they find oppressive; in unchanged places (of
which few remain in America), they can retrieve a pattern of peace they once
knew. They cannot “‘escape” from life, as Nell Severance tells Maggie in Swamp
Angel, but they can recover — recapture the past and recuperate from the
present. Nick Adams knows that a wounded American can hope only for a
temporary stay against chaos before he fishes in “tragic” waters that Maggie
may not have to enter. Maggie will not escape Vera Gunnarsen’s jealousy, but
Nick will never escape himself. Nor will he find refuge with others, even tem-
porary or turbulent refuge, as Lilly found with the Butlers and Maggie with the
Gunnarsens. Like Wilson, Hemingway turmned to Donne for a definition of
human relatedness, for directions on how to deny his own bleak vision of life,
one which I believe he found, finally, both inviolate and intolerable. Much as
he wishes to deny it, he saw that man was an island — separate, alone, adrift.
In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway’s hero tries to link himself with others
in a concerted effort to make shared ideals prevail, but the occasion of his union
is war, and the outcome is death. Robert Jordan lies alone, merging himself in
lyrical rapture and in terror with the earth. Hemingway’s vision of life is ecclesi-
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astical: it contains the vanity of human wishes — even the wish for love, mar-
riage, family — and the eternality of the earth upon which, with an order
denied to chaotic human affairs, the sun rises. As a reader of American fiction
I feel buoyed by Wilson’s way of tucking war, chaos, and violence into the
parenthetical asides of her novels; but unlike Maggie, when she thinks she can
swim about obstacles, I feel insecure on surfaces, accustomed as I am to the
inevitability of depths. Even while I delight in reading of a happy but thorough-
ly inconsequential life, like that of Topaz Edgeworth, I cannot help remember-
ing other characters to whom nothing happened. I remember Marcher in
Henry James’s “The Beast in the Jungle,” and then I feel my pleasure adul-
terated as I consider the life of a woman to whom nothing happened — though
everything in the world was happening — and who made nothing happen, who
in effect was powerless? Powerlessness, fear of isolation, alertness to violence and
acts of violation, the vagaries of chance and indifferent if not malign forces, as
well as the urgencies of economic and social inequality which must lead to con-
flict — so I learn from The Grapes of Wrath — how could I not be conditioned
by all this which I encounter again and again in American fiction? Abundant as
it is, American fiction is deeply mined with skepticism and uncertainty. Its land-
scape is vast, beautiful, and bleak. I have travelled in it for many years, and to
deny its influences, to say I am still innocent and can enjoy without wryness the
surface skimming of a waterglider or even the complex skill of a juggler (jug-
gling a weapon of destructive power) would be to deny the power of literature.

Wilson celebrates this power by consciously drawing attention to the creative
act of story-telling. Her characters tell stories — are unabashed liars; and some-
times by withholding their stories, they assert their autonomy, their possibility
of eluding facts and consequences by refusing to acknowledge that they exist. In
Love and Salt Water, Ellen Cuppy tries to keep her mother alive by not telling
that she had died, and her sister Nora tries to keep her son whole by not telling
that his hearing is impaired. Frankie collaborates in the fiction Hetty Dorval
creates by not telling what she knows about Hetty; and Hetty herself remains
somehow inviolable because she has not told the truth about herself, by this
withholding making herself inaccessible even to Frankie in whose consciousness
she lives. Frankie knows she is inventing the story of Hetty Dorval; this act frees
her of Hetty’s influence and at the same time, since stories last, makes the
influence of Hetty’s distinctive beauty and power permanent. Through the art
of story-telling, Frankie both dispels the trance in which Hetty has placed her
and captures it for all time; and she becomes a force powerful enough to cause
an explosion in which another story, Mrs. Broom’s version of the past, will be
released from the depths of silence in which it lies buried. Frankie makes Mrs.
Broom tell the story she has withheld, and we cannot minimize the power she
exercises in forcing, without forethought, another’s confession. In “Tuesday and
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Wednesday,” characters make up stories all the time. Mort and Myrtle lie un-
conscionably, and by their lies, they subdue others, sometimes each other, and
so exercise their wills. The stories that give them momentary victories cannot
save them, however, from the fate that coincidence has laid in store; but rescue
does come from a most unlikely source, from the story of heroism that reticent
neurotic Victoria May Tritt invents. By telling her story, Vicky frees herself, if
only for a moment, from the prison of shyness, insecurity, silence, and a sense of
worthlessness; from the inconsequentiality of her life; from powerlessness. She
effects a change in how Mort will be remembered, in how Myrtle will feel, and
in how an inexplicable accident will evermore be described. She changes her
own behaviour, her very identity from a silent and withdrawn woman to a
purposeful active storyteller, the focus of rapt attention. In The Equations of
Love, Lilly’s lies become the truths of her life, the means by which she can
possess herself and give a happy useful identity to her daughter. Through her
own fictions, she learns how to serve others, and though she seeks isolation, she
belongs to a community that includes the Matron, the hospital, and finally the
wide world where she may, perhaps, live as a free woman with the man to
whom she brings comfort.

This confusion of lies with truth celebrates the story-teller’s power to convince
us of the reality of fiction; it also dramatizes the mysteriousness of life whose
essence we cannot know with certainty. As Wilson’s stories show, we cannot
know each other because we present, in everyday life, social faces that conceal a
real identity shown only to a friend or lover. Though Mrs. Forrester smiles and
talks and entertains in the story “Truth and Mrs. Forrester,” her reality exists
thousands of miles away from the room where people come and go and where
all her familiar things are placed — thousands of miles away where her husband
lies ill, possibly dying. The “true Mrs. Forrester” is the loving wife, not the
charming hostess who lies out of politeness and boredom or the helpless employer
“in thrall” to her garrulous maid. “Truth is so hard to tell,” says Mrs. Forrester,
“while fiction is the easiest thing in the world.””** Certainly, Ethel Wilson makes
fiction seem easy, though the truth of her women is hard to define — whether
they are utterly traditional creatures finding happiness only in caring for others,
cleaning, cooking, creating comfort, yielding compassion. Is Family their essen-
tial need, and marriage, though initially avoided (as by Ellen Cuppy and Hilda
Severance), their ultimate fulfilment? Is Mrs. Emblem, in “Tuesday and Wed-
nesday,” with her pink boudoir and her pink complexion and golden hair and
her three husbands, truly an emblematic Woman as the story insists? “Vicky
Tritt does not know what it feels like to be a woman,” the story tells: “Mrs.
Emblem knows nothing else.” “Truth is so hard to tell,” Ethel Wilson might
answer, and she enacts the difficulty in her equivocal style. She shows us com-
plexities, gains and losses within a single situation, and generosity and withhold-

20



WILSON

ing within a single person: “I knew I was in the web,” Mrs. Severance says,
explaining her desertion of her daughter; “I did the best I could in the web,
and it takes God himself to be fair to two different people at once.” One must
juggle one’s responsibilities, as Mrs. Severance, a skilled juggler, knows; and one
must distinguish between the symbol and the essence, deciding finally for the
essence, though one has become attached to the symbol as though its glitter
were real. Perhaps the truth is that, like Wilson’s characters, we are all story-
tellers. When we tell our own story, we come into possession — not of objective
truth, but of a reality we imagine, that of the person we would wish to become,
like Mrs. Walter Hughes, or wish to retrieve, like Mrs. Maggie Lloyd. Perhaps
our own power of invention is the truth about us, and those who possess this
power strongly imagine a person into being, becoming in fact their own fiction,
as Lilly becomes Mrs. Walter Hughes. Naming one’s self represents a quest for
one’s own truth. Topaz Edgeworth never changes her name in her hundred
years of life, and her reality as a person becomes evanescent, forgettable —
except in the story that Wilson tells. Lilly changes her name several times, and
in the end accepts the name of a stranger in order to become the self whom she
has imagined into being. Kind as he is, her future husband takes possession by
reiterating the name he will impose — “LilySprockettLilianSprockettLilySproc-
kettLilianSprockett.”” The name delights him and with it he makes Lilly a charac-
ter in the story of his life. “Would you mind me calling you Lilian?’ he asks, and
Lilly, either entirely secure now in her achieved identity or else willing to relin-
quish it for another that promises love, does not mind losing a name that gave her
“self-possession.” Is Wilson mocking Lilly when she has her confess her secret at
the end of her story — that she wears an “adaptation” — or is she rejoicing in the
erasure of Lilly’s past, once so full of ““Trouble?”’ The truth is hard to tell, though
the fiction, “Lilly’s Story,” is easy to read. “Perhaps” or “perhaps not,” “I think,”
“it was impossible to say,” the omniscient narrator says again and again in Wil-
son’s fiction, implying that even the all-knowing story-teller does not know the
truth. Sometimes we as readers have a choice, because the narrator, uncertain of
the truth, offers two exclusive possibilities, two adjectives or nouns linked together
by and though they require or. Perhaps we need faith because we cannot know
the truth. This, at least, is what I think when I read Wilson’s fiction, but of
course I cannot be sure. Her fiction makes me certain and uncertain.

Of her descriptive powers I have no doubt. Her effulgent images of the North-
ern Lights, of the perfect V of flying wild geese, of indigenous creatures, chang-
ing landscapes, sky and space, are famous. Her short short story, “Hurry, hurry,”
to which I referred at the beginning, is charged with natural scenery which seems
to me translucent. Mountains, trees, slanting rays of light, fog, birds, dog, hawk,
heron, bushes, blackbirds, steep grassy dyke — all take on a brilliant and unfor-
gettable urgency, a cosmic meaning whose truth might be so terrible that it eludes
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us as the image of the “hunched” hawk gives way to that of the “humped” corpse
of a woman. Human life and animal life seem internecine. The hawk “with its
sharp beak and tearing claws . . . would have mauled the terriers, and they would
have tormented it.” The hawk stares brightly, and so does man the murderer,
compelling the woman to hurry away as “he held her eyes with his eyes.” She
escapes, running. The murderer shows her mercy, or perhaps only indifference.
The woman he has killed lies “beside the salt-water ditch.” His tears must be
salty as he stumbles along “sobbing, crying out loud.” Does he cry in regret or for
love lost? Are love and salt water inseparable in Wilson’s world? If some lucky
ones escape the salt water, if they are rescued from drowning, is it at the sacrifice
of others, like the drowned boy in Love and Salt Water or the murdered woman
in “Hurry, hurry,” characters linked with the living in Wilson’s great web of life?
Meanwhile, the light falls obliquely on the mountains. Each tree stands out
separately. We see each clearly. We see each fade. “The light is gone” — the
story is over — “but those who have seen it will remember.” The memory of
Ethel Wilson’s story lies deeply buried in our consciousness, our imagination. It is

a hidden mine that we might at any moment of recall explode with terror and
delight.

NOTES

1 In her essay “A Cat Among the Falcons” [Canadian Literature, 1 (Autumn 1959),
10-19], Ethel Wilson avers that she is not a “qualified critic,” not one of the
“falcons [who] cruise high above and search the literary plain.” Rather, as a
country cat, she remains indoors, keeping her literary convictions safely private
while she watches the sky where the “formidable and trained’ — and contentious
— falcons soar. Having been invited to give an American perspective upon Ethel
Wilson’s fiction at a conference distinguished by Canadian critics immersed in
Wilson’s work, life, and milieu, I recognize my affinity with the country cat. If I
venture out with the falcons, I do so in the hope of making criticism “interesting™
and perhaps even “amusing,” the effects that Wilson valued in diversity of critical
opinion. [Ep. NoTE: This paper was first delivered at the Wilson Symposium at
the University of Ottawa in 1981.]

* Hetty Dorval (Toronto: Macmillan, Laurentian Library, 1967), p. 86. Hetty
Dorval was published originally in 1947.

8 Ethel Wilson, ‘“Hurry, hurry,” Mrs. Golightly and Other Stories (Toronto: Mac-
millan, 1961), p. 106. “Then the light fades [Wilson writes] . .., but those who

have seen it will remember.”

* Love and Salt Water (Toronto: Macmillan, 1956), p. 152.

& “ T don’t care for fresh air myself except for the purpose of breathing. I exist here

...and here...’ Mrs. Severance touched her heart and her head. ‘Everything of
any importance happens indoors. .., ” Swamp Angel (Toronto: McClelland &
Stewart, 1962), p. 149, original ellipses. Swamp Angel was published originally by
Macmillan of Canada in 1954.

“Tuesday and Wednesday,” The Equations of Love (Toronto: Macmillan, 1974
paperback, published originally in 1g952). See pages r27-28, in which the word
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caused appears seven times, linking together an incongruous sequence of events
that “life and time” effect through “manipulations.. . . of circumstance and influ-
ence and spiked chance and decision among members of the human family.”

“A drink with Adolphus,” Mrs. Golightly, p. 79.

David Stouck reported to the Ethel Wilson Symposium (Ottawa, 1981) that other
manuscript versions of Love and Salt Water do show them drowning,

The Innocent Traveller (London: Macmillan, 1949), p. 101.

See Wilson’s letter of July 12, 1953, to Desmond Pacey, quoted in his book Ethel
Wilson (New York: Twayne, 1967), p. 25.

The phrase comes from a famous passage in My Antonia that describes young Jim
Burden’s first sight of Nebraska: “There was nothing but land: not a country at
all, but the material out of which countries are made” (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
Sentry Edition, 1954 ), p. 7. My Antonia was published originally in 1918.

A Lost Lady (New York: Random House, Vintage, 1972), p. 172. 4 Lost Lady
was published originally in 1923.

Love and Salt Water, p. 149.

“Tuesday and Wednesday,” The Equations of Love, p. 68.

“Tuesday and Wednesday,” p. 77.

Swamp Angel, p. 146.

“Lilly’s Story,” The Equations of Love, p. 262.

“Tuesday and Wednesday,” p. 101.

In an essay on modern American city fiction, I discuss this relation between space
and freedom. See “‘Residence Underground’: Recent Fictions of the Subter-
ranean City,” Sewanee Review, 83 (Summer 1975), 406-38.

I have discussed this thematic meaning of love in Woolf in the essay “Love and
Conversion in Mrs. Dalloway,” Criticism, 8 (Summer 1966), 229-45.

The Innocent Traveller, p. 124.

“Truth and Mrs. Forrester,” Mrs. Golightly, p. 111.

THE HOME OF THE BEWILDERED
Naomi Rachel

The birches guard the straw lawn, a chorus of singers

stripped of their finery.

The old clapboard house, as if touching memory, harbours

a corniced roof and gabled windows.

Its age is revealed in the peeling paints, layers of effort

and the strength of summer suns.

A wheel from an ancient farm machine gathers moss; by the well,
a china doll robbed of her silk curls stares exposed at the sky.
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On the veranda a rocker, stock-still for many a year, cradles
nothing but dust.

The oak darkened to a motley black, like wet leaves fallen
and trampled.

Cracks from the high straight back to the wide armrests seam
a tale of neglect.

These are only objects.

Enter the home of the bewildered.

Austin lives here.

Martin lives here.

Marilyn as well as others are housed in these rooms, walk over

the oak floors, up the balustraded stairs, seek faces in carved mirrors,
seasons through the panes.

Silently they eat in the kitchen by the wood stove, later they gather
at the hoarse piano.

They are not demented.

Their only sin is muddlement, the inability to reconcile what is
happening here to what happens there.

They have forgotten how to place truth along with dread on

the horror shelf and walk past gingerly to the travel section beyond.
They reside in a state of nonplusation more aware than reason,
more trying than insanity.

Austin with pipe and worn red sweater has not for years been able
to fathom why we die and is lately uncertain how we live.

He came to the home of the bewildered from a crossroads without
even a main street.

A wide place in the road without locks or mailboxes.

In that place a young girl, hired to babysit imaginary children,
ended up three weeks later at the bottom of a body of water

with lead weights on her arms.

Austin laments a private hell so public.

Unable to bear the intense horror of premeditation, he renounced
his former home to come here, to make bewilderment his dwelling.

Martin cannot grasp radiation.

To the side of the warm fire in the front room, he reads
scientific articles, blueprints of the ultimate device,

political statements, sagas of one disaster after another war.
Martin ponders fate as mutation, his perpetual thoughts work
like termites against wood.

In solitude he transmits only small sounds, communications
strangled in fear.
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Marilyn reads newspapers, clicking her tongue on the back of false
teeth.

She is caught up, poor dear, in details.

Is it possible to survive ten years of torture in a political prison?

Can it be that twenty children were murdered by one man within

five days?

Will a woman raped seven times in that manner survive forgiveness?

Marilyn makes extensive charts with a complex code of comparisons.

She does not ask why, only how.

Why is a word not uttered lightly in the home of the bewildered.

A word which creates so intense a purgatory is not to be taken in
vain.

The inhabitants of the home of the bewildered do not often connect.

Slippered feet shuffle through the dim halls, heads nodding in

tune to a shared grief too common to mention.

They look neither to the right or left; they have

discovered a tunnel vision that contains its own peripheral field.

“How are you?”’ becomes a question too complex to answer without
either

dishonesty or guilt.

James once announced that it was raining in the right side of

his brain, and it was understood how intense was the shine in

the left hemisphere.

FOREST
Ron Miles

i. Words whispered in your sleep:
needles on the tree
you hide behind.

ii. Seeking is no game.
My dreams are littered
with abandoned campfires.

iii. Paths re-cross my memory.
We chase each other deeper
into known territory.

iv. If the wilderness had edges
we might fall out of it.
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A FEMINIST READING OF
“THE STONE ANGEL"

Constance Rooke

]HE STONE ANGEL is a carefully organized novel which
operates on two obvious levels: the present time of the novel which takes us
through Hagar’s last days on earth, and the past time of memory which moves us
in strict chronological order through the major events of her life to explain the
old woman whom we see now. In support of this structure, we are made to sense
the physically decrepit Hagar as a mask behind which the true Hagar continues
to reside. The novel is also elaborately based upon the biblical stories of Hagar
and Jacob and upon sacramental patterns of confession and communion, so that
the reader may well arrive at yet another sense of the novel’s two dimensions: in
the foreground (both past and present) we have the realistic tale of a woman’s
pride, and in the background (where confirmations or hidden meanings are
supposed to lie) a Christian context within which we are to measure the signifi-
cance of that pride. Thus, we might suppose that Hagar’s pride is something like
Eve’s and that it is seen by the author as reprehensible, the cause of her fall from
the garden. Yet here we falter. In the realistic foreground we feel that Hagar’s
pride is not merely her downfall, but also her salvation — and we may question
what sense to make of that within the religious context. Our difficulty is com-
pounded by Hagar’s refusal to capitulate finally to that insistent religious dimen-
sion. While she does clearly make certain accommodations, it is equally apparent
that Hagar approaches her death still in the spirit of those lines from Dylan
Thomas which Laurence employs as epigraph: “Do not go gentle into that good
night. / Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”

The difficulty which has been described here comes from our expectation that
background and foreground should cohere, and perhaps from an assumption that
any extensive use of the Bible and sacraments will very probably signal belief.
Some of this difficulty can be resolved if we approach The Stone Angel from a
feminist perspective. If we consider the role of Christianity in Hagar’s life as a
woman, we may find another justification for the weight which is given to
Christianity in this novel and a partial explanation for Hagar’s resistance to it.
We will also discover another significant area of backgrounding, an areca of femi-
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nist concern which explains or corrects our vision of the foreground in which a
wornan is chastised for her mistreatment of men. These various backgrounds —
the past time of the novel, the religious and feminist dimensions — must be con-
sidered together if we are to understand T he Stone Angel as a whole. They cohere
as an historical explanation of how Hagar came to be the woman she is at the
point of death.

The feminist dimension of The Stone Angel can be described as a kind of
backgrounding because there is almost no overt consideration of these themes,
and because the foreground may seem to be occupied with antithetical ideas. If
Hagar is Everywoman, she is apparently a woman on trial for her crimes against
men. Indeed, Hagar sees in the woods of Shadow Point the imaginary props and
players for a jury trial in which she will summarily be found guilty; her sense of
guilt is also indicated when she finds an old scale with its weights missing. But if
the trial were a fair one and her attorney as eloquent as Margaret Laurence, there
is little question that Hagar would be let off on compassionate grounds. T ke Stone
Angel is told in the first person, by Hagar Shipley — so that Laurence must do
all her pleading behind the scenes. In that background she prepares a devastating
brief, a full-scale feminist analysis which operates as counter-weight to the crime
of pride. While she admits Hagar’s share of responsibility, Laurence also cites
patriarchal society as a kind of instigating culprit; and she argues that men and
women alike have been injured by the forces which lead to Hagar’s intractable,
compensatory pride. The novel avoids polemic by this fortunate circumstance,
that Hagar cannot herself articulate (because historically she does not know) the
feminist view of her case. Thus, Laurence is compelled to embody these ideas
rather than to discuss them, and she does so ultimately in defence of her heroine.

Hagar is consistently identified with the stone angel which is the central image
of the novel, indicative obviously of her pride and blindness. But the angel is in
fact a monument to Hagar’s mother, “who relinquished her feeble ghost as
[Hagar] gained [her] stubborn one.” The association between angel and mother
will require our careful attention, for it is obscured by Jason Currie’s evident lack
of interest in his dead wife and by our knowledge that the stone angel is essen-
tially a monument to his own pride. Indeed, so thoroughly has she been oblite-
rated that even her name is missing from the text. Hagar has supplanted her
mother, rejected her image, and chosen instead to mirror her father’s pride. But
in the shadow of that stone angel which she becomes is another angel, ministering
and mild — the kind of woman we take her mother to have been.

This stone angel is an imported creature, not anything original to the Cana-
dian soil. The would-be pharaoh Jason Currie has purchased it from Italy, pre-
sumably because he thinks he can establish his pre-eminence in Manawaka only
through an image crafted abroad. Clearly his is the colonial sensibility which
looks to the old world for its values and for a continuation of class privilege. By
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the time Hagar is an old woman, Jason’s pretensions (like those of Ozymandias)
will have turmed to dust: the Currie-Shipley stone will be recognized by a new
generation as simply Canadian, marking the graves of two pioneering families
with little to choose between them. The angel itself is ““askew and tilted’’;
and even marble does not last forever — as we know from the description of
Hagar’s aged skin: “too white . . . too dry, powdery as blown dust when the rains
failed, flaking with dryness as an old bone will flake and chalk, left out in a sun
that grinds bone and flesh and earth to dust as though in a mortar of fire with a
pestle of crushing light.”” In the light of truth, which is partly the recognition of
our common mortality, the proud marble angel will finally be dissolved. But there
is another angel which also must be laid to rest. And that is the image which
Jason Currie seems to have imported from Britain: the Victorian image of
woman as ‘“The Angel in the House,” a seminal conception of the Victorian era
which is celebrated in Coventry Patmore’s poem of the same name. This angel is
soft, but it is ironically as rigid in conception as the marble image which Jason
Clurrie erects over the corpse of a wife driven to an early grave —a woman
puzzled, we may suppose, that her accommodation to the feminine ideal has
served her no better than this. The stone angel in this sense expresses Jason
Currie’s privilege as a man, as well as the privilege he enjoys as a man of sub-
stance. Jason had little use for women, and little reverence for those feminine
virtues which inspired men like John Ruskin or Coventry Patmore to such absurd
heights of idolatry; but he shared their more significant belief in male superiority,
and he accepted their notions of what behaviour and what education were appro-
priate for a lady.

Hagar very naturally wishes to exhibit whatever qualities are consistent with
her pride and are admired by others. Her nearest judge is Jason, who encourages
the male virtues in her and neglects certain of the feminine virtues which he will
expect her eventually to display. Proud of her refusal to cry in the scene where
he beats her with a ruler, Jason remarks that she has a “backbone” and takes
after him. He is proud also of her intelligence, but wishes it had been granted to
his sons instead. So Hagar is courageous, proud, brainy — everything that her
father admires; and she is also female, so that these virtues are perceived as use-
less. Moreover, they prevent the subservience which Jason ultimately expects of
her. The tender virtues are not developed in Hagar: she perceives them only as
weakness, a malleability which is unacceptable to her sense of self. She repudiates
the silliness of other girls, dislikes anything flimsy or gutless. Only when she be-
comes aware of the standard which holds Lottie Drieser’s china doll prettiness
superior to her own strong-boned handsomeness does Hagar begin to share her
father’s view that a genetic irony has transpired in the Currie family: she should
have inherited her mother’s “daintiness,” and the “graceful unspirited boys”
should have had their father’s ox-like strength. Symbolically, however, Hagar’s
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backbone and other insistent bones preserve her from the repulsive formlessness
which is stereotypically assigned to women, even as they condemn her in another
sense to the rigidity of a stone angel.

In particular, Hagar loathes the vulnerability which she associates with the
image of her mother, and which she perceives is equally despised by her father.
Jason Currie would occasionally squeeze out a tear at the thought of his late wife,
for the edification of “the matrons of the town, who found a tear for the female
dead a reassuring tribute to thankless motherhood.” Margaret Laurence reminds
us here of the perils which attended childbirth in the days before antibiotics, and
which required that women be rather forcibly locked into a notion of themselves
as mothers to the race. Hagar has no wish to be a martyr; thus she approaches
the birth of her first son reluctantly, convinced it will be the death of her. Often
in the novel, images of the birth process seem repulsive — as when Hagar observes
the “mammoth matriarchal fly . . . labouring obscenely to squeeze out of herself
her white and clustered eggs.” As a child Hagar refuses to be lulled by her
father’s crocodile tears; she knows that her mother was “the brood mare who
lay beneath [the monument] because she’d proved no match for his stud.” So
Jason Currie pays his token dues to womankind in pretending to honour his wife
for her status as victim, but Hagar — instead of feeling compassion or anger on
her mother’s behalf — merely shares in his contempt for the biological slavery of
women.

Jason’s wife, in the daguerreotype which Hagar keeps of her, is “a spindly
and anxious girl . . . [who] peers perplexed out of her little frame, wondering how
on earth to please.” That little frame is, of course, the straitjacket which Hagar
wishes to avoid in her own life. It requires of women that they live to please
others, and it is clearly pernicious. But Hagar reacts too extremely, becoming
hidebound in pride — so that only at the point of death can she engage in “truly
free” acts of maternal tenderness. The first of these, involving the pursuit of a
bedpan for her young room-mate in the hospital, is possible only because Hagar
has been liberated from an actual straitjacket. The second of her free acts also
signifies a release from constriction and a motherly reaching out to others, as
Hagar breaks the death hold of her wrestling match with Marvin (in the role of
Jacob) to give her son the angel’s blessing. Although she does not remember her
mother in these last hours of life, Hagar as she approaches her own grave has
achieved something like a reconciliation with that other angel. So it is that
Hagar’s last thought, as she holds the glass of water triumphantly in her own
hands, taking what is there to be had, is “There. There.” These are the mother
words, which she has failed to supply for others in their deepest need — and
which should have been as free as water. At least three times before in the novel
these words have appeared, once when she thought but could not say them to
Bram, once when she was trying to calm herself into remembering the name of
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Shadow Point, and once when she congratulated herself for standing upright in
the woods: “There. There.” Motherless, Hagar has for nearly all her life been
unable to give a mother’s love and consolation to the people who needed her. In
these last words, she appears as mother to herself: it is a beautiful resolution of
her independence and her need.

As THE WOMAN WHO WAS NOT THERE, Hagar’s mother
figures powerfully also in the lives of her two sons. Their sexual identity is un-
certain. Dan is described in terms which may suggest effeminacy, and Matt is
childless for reasons which are bitterly apparent to his wife (the suggestion is that
they did not make love, or not often). Although either or both of the brothers
might be considered homosexual, Laurence does not give us enough information
to conclude that — nor does it matter in the least. What does matter is that the
Currie brothers have been made deeply miserable in two ways: they have not
been allowed to experience or to express feminine tenderness, and they have
failed to achieve an imposed standard of masculinity. These sons are a consider-
able disappointment to Jason Currie, whose expectations about what a man
ought to be and what a woman ought to be have damaged the lives of all his
children.

The extent of that psychological damage to his sons is indicated symbolically
in their early deaths. Particularly in Matt’s case, death seems a release from an
impossibly blighted existence; Dan presumably escaped before the bars of his
cage were altogether apparent to him. At the moment of Dan’s death we see
clearly what has been missing from their lives: Matt wraps around himself the
plaid shawl of their mother, and so becomes her in order to console Dan. We
realize in this poignant tableau that both boys have been sorely deprived by their
mother’s death, occasioned by the birth of Hagar — and that this is one reason
for their resentment of Hagar. But that feeling might have been avoided if Hagar
had supplied anything of the mother’s tenderness which they missed on her
account, or if their father had done so. At it happens, Jason Currie prefers his
daughter. Thus it would seem to the boys that Hagar has deprived them of both
parents, and they express their resentment by taking a switch to Hagar whenever
their father has beaten them. The harshness of the father is in this way communi-
cated to the surviving female, who has refused to embody the gentleness of their
mother.

The plaid shawl is first offered to Hagar, who refuses to wear it despite Matt’s
pleading. It is easier for Matt, a boy, to assume this maternal guise than it is for
Hagar — who is unwilling to relinquish even for this occasion her own identity,
and particularly unwilling to associate herself with what she takes to be the
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mother’s frailty. When Hagar marries, Matt thinks of sending her the shawl as a
wedding gift, either to mock her lack of womanliness, or to invest her with those
qualities which the shawl represents and which she will need as wife and mother.
For whatever reason, Matt changes his mind. And Hagar goes into marriage
without the talismanic shawl, unable still to express the tenderness she mistakes
for weakness. Repeatedly we see Hagar on the point of relenting, of acknowledg-
ing despised feminine sentiments in herself — feelings which are there, and which
are needed badly; repeatedly, she retreats into that pride which is based on her
rejection of the mother image.

Another face of the angel is mistaken as belonging solely to the stone angel of
her father’s pride, and this is the image of herself as lady which she embraces
gladly. What she forgets is that a lady is first of all 2 woman. Essentially, Hagar
falls victim to the lure which is held out by John Ruskin in Sesame and Lilies:
much as Jason Currie would produce a tear in payment to thankless motherhood,
so Ruskin sugar-coats the pill of servitude to men by describing woman as queen
of her own household. Ruskin appeals covertly to a sense of class in his audience,
an eminence which women achieve through the standing of their fathers and
husbands. In this way women are to be compensated for the inferior position they
hold in relation to men; with this pride of class in their hearts, women who were
less than wholly convinced by Ruskin’s arguments about a woman’s special
powers (of gentleness, piety, and so on) might still be reconciled to the subservi-
ence which is in fact allocated to them as a sex. We may suppose that some
women were so daunted by male authority that they neglected to take refuge in
this bounty of Ruskin’s; thus, Hagar’s mother in the daguerreotype “looks so
worried that she will not know what to do, although she came of good family
and ought not to have had a moment’s hesitation about the propriety of her
ways.” Hagar would not be so intimidated, but it takes her some time to realize
that behind the lady she becomes is a woman in harness.

As her mother was a brood mare, so Hagar when she is sent by Jason to the
young ladies’ academy in Toronto is described as “‘the dark-maned colt off to the
training ring.” Jason wants the angel of his house to be proud, requires her social
arrogance as an extension of his own — although he naturally expects obedience
within doors. It was his wife’s failure to embody both halves of this paradoxical
ideal which made him feel that her death for Hagar’s life was ‘“‘a fair exchange.”
He would rather have a thoroughbred who acts like one, so long as he can keep
possession of the reins. Hagar is sent east because “ ‘there’s no woman here to
teach you how to dress and behave like a lady,” ” and she returns two years later
to confront her father’s evaluation of the expense. Always the canny Scots mer-
chant, Jason examines his daughter’s lady-like attire and nods approval, “as
though I were a thing and his.” Hagar does rebel momentarily when she dis-
covers her father’s opposition to her plan to become a teacher, but she yields and
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walks upstairs to begin her duties as Jason’s chatelaine. She pauses there on the
landing to stare rather enigmatically at an engraving of cattle. Hagar is on her
way to discovering that the distance from chatelaine to chattel, from dark-maned
colt to brood mare to cow, is not so very impressive after all.

Hagar’s education has been as close as possible to that of a Victorian young
lady: “I know embroidery, and I'rench, and menu-planning for a five-course
meal, and poetry, and how to take a firm hand with servants, and the most
becoming way of dressing my hair.” Thus superfluously equipped, she returns to
grace Jason’s transplanted haven of Victoriana, his “square brick palace so oddly
antimacassared in the wilderness.” Like certain of his brother merchants abroad,
Jason requires such aristocratic trappings in his chatelaine as proof to the world
(in this case, Manawaka) that he is a rising man. Very little of what Hagar
learns in Toronto would have served her in a career as a teacher, still less in the
life she chooses after three years as Jason’s hostess. In each instance, we see the
irrelevance of imported concepts of gentility to life on the Canadian prairie. We
see also that an education which aims at making woman decorative will keep her
dependent upon men. Later Hagar will envy young women like the nurse who
have been better equipped for autonomous survival.

When Hagar has had enough of her father’s rule, she marries Bram Shipley —
because he offers an opportunity for rebellion, and because she is attracted to
him physically. Since the erotic component in the masculine image has been care-
fully obscured in Jason Currie’s household, Hagar’s response to this in Bram is
rebellious; but since Jason’s own stereotypical view of masculinity has been com-
municated to Hagar, he is peculiarly responsible for the fact that she prefers
Bram with his exaggerated masculinity to “the pliable boys of good family whom
[Jason] trotted home” for Hagar’s inspection. Mare-like and malleable, they
must have seemed like women to her — and singularly unappetizing, as most
things female are to Hagar. There ought to have been other alternatives, but
Hagar has reached the point where it is necessary for her to leave Jason: the
harness is chafing beyond endurance. Bram looks like freedom because he would
look so unsatisfactory to her father. But again, her rebellion is not so thorough as
she supposes, for Hagar intends to reform Bram into something more like what
her father has in mind. Thus, she luxuriates in his savagery -— “he looked like a
bearded Indian” — and in the next instant imagines him “rigged out in a suit of
gray soft as a dove’s breast feathers.” Her laundered, fairy tale vision of the life
she would lead with Bram is similarly inspired by the poetry she has read in
Toronto, so that Bram is cast in her imagination as the primitive who would
miraculously prove to be a gentleman. The lady is still in harness, blind to the
rough plebeian life outside her sphere.

Then Hagar marries and the veil is lifted. She finds that one of the identities
envisioned for her husband is impossible: Bram Shipley is obviously not going to
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improve his grammar, or prosper, or take to wearing the clothes of a gentleman.
He is not going to do any of these things because he never wanted them enough,
and because the contempt which his new wife shows for what he is makes him
resist any of her efforts to remodel him. Yet Bram had been attracted to Hagar
largely because of her lady-like ways; like the Victorian male, he aimed at pro-
curing an angel for his house — some gentle female refinement as a compensa-
tion for the roughness which the male endures in his role as provider. Bram’s
roughness is more literal, his provision scantier by far — but he is not so different
from Jason as Hagar thinks. Thus, he gives her the elegant decanter as a wed-
ding gift, and so like Jason he wants sons (not daughters) to create a dynasty.
Hagar’s response to this ambition in Bram is “the nerve of him,” anger both at
his absurd social presumption and at this new proof of masculine arrogance.
Bram could not have supposed that the angel would find his manner so disgust-
ing, or that her pride of class (based irrevocably on her father rather than on
him) would so thoroughly obstruct her wifely subservience and love. Bram’s
genteel ambitions (never very strong) wither in the stone angel’s gaze. But there
is another Bram, corresponding to Hagar’s more genuinely rebellious image of
the man she married — and this is the sexual, laughing Bram, the one who
seemed to promise joy.

W COME Now TO ONE of the most insistent themes of the
novel. Hagar is unable to let Bram know the satisfaction she feels in their love-
making; her pride as a lady forbids any admission of that kind, so that ironically
she cannot profit fully from her choice of a virile man. Immediately following her
memory of this forced coldness in Bram’s bed, Hagar is seen as an old woman
lying flat on her back and “cold as winter” in another bed, remembering how
children lie down in snow to make “the outline of an angel with spread wings.”
Significantly crafted in childhood, this snow angel recalls obviously the whiteness
and chill of marble as well as the chastity of the Victorian angel. The root cause
of Hagar’s dilemma is religion, by way of Jason — for her father’s dour Presby-
terianism holds that sexuality is evil. Accordingly, his affair with “No-Name
Lottie Drieser’s mother” is perceived as dirty, something to be concealed from
decent folk. Jason’s partner in crime is a Victorian stereotype, abused and dwell-
ing in shadows: “her face soft and blank as though she expected nothing out of
life . . . she began to trudge up the hill.” Because women like this exist, others
may remain pure . . . so absurdly pure in fact, that Hagar is condemned to enter
marriage with absolutely no information about what will happen on her wedding
night. The sum of Jason’s teaching is that “ ‘Men have terrible thoughts,’” a
notion which explains in part (for there are also economic motives) the Victo-
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rian allocation of chastity to women: as angels they must compensate for the
bestiality of men, keeping humanity as far as possible out of Satan’s grasp. Par-
ticularly was the lady to be unimpassioned, while women of a lower order (har-
lots and half-breeds) might be lascivious in the service of any man who chose to
risk perdition. Hagar is not devout, but she is Presbyterian and Victorian enough
to associate sex with stable beasts and the lower classes, with men who cannot
help themselves, and with ladies least of all. In this way is her body victimized
~— not that she must endure her husband’s embrace, but that she may not labour
in love for their mutual satisfaction. She is paid for her sacrifice in being known
as a lady. Again and again. Hagar relinquishes her claim to a full humanity —
always in order that she may remain a lady, always failing to perceive that this
apparent superiority is a ruse.

Hagar’s exposure to genteel poetry and art have also contributed to her view
of love as asexual: “Love, I fancied, must consist of words and deeds delicate as
lavender sachets, not like things he did sprawled on the high white bedstead that
rattled like a train.” Bram has proven more rough Indian than Hagar had any
reason to suspect. She brings to his house a print by Holman Hunt which she had
acquired in the East (always the avenue for Victoriana) : “I did so much admire
the knight and lady’s swooning adoration, until one day I saw the coyness of the
pair, playing at passion, and in a fury I dropped the picture, gilt frame and all,
into the slough, feeling it had betraycd me.” Significantly, this picture is juxta-
posed against another of horses — which Bram dislikes, despite his passion for
horses, because he is annoyed that Hagar prefers the picture of the thing to the
reality. The horses here (recalling Jason as stud to his wife’s broodmare) obvi-
ously signify the truth of sexuality, in contrast to the myth which is perpetrated
in Holman Hunt’s picture. But Hagar knows that she has been betrayed, is
angered not by the harsh reality of love so much as by the fact that lies such as
these pale images of Holman Hunt have cut her off from authentic passion.

Hagar enters in her marriage to Bram a new kind of subjugation. She has
escaped the destiny of Victorian females who sacrifice everything to their parents,
a fate like that of the poor Manawaka spinster whose tomb inscription reads:
“Rest in peace. From toil, surcease. Regina Weese.” But sexual experience is not
liberating for her, and the work she must perform for a houseful of men is still
drudgery. That ox-like strength she would once have exchanged for daintiness
takes her through twenty-four years of hard labour in which she becomes increas-
ingly like Bram’s first wife. Clara Shipley, “inarticulate as a stabled beast,” was
fat, her voice gruff as a man’s; likewise, Hagar gains bulk (for lack, she believes,
of a proper lady’s corset) and wears a man’s overcoat without remembering to
object. But internally she remains Hagar Currie. She is contemptuous of Bram’s
daughters by Clara, coarse women who cannot in any way transcend their condi-
tion. At the same time, she is reduced in the fashion of all such farm wives to
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cheating her husband on the egg money and never questions that what little
Bram’s farm makes is not his own entirely. She is Hagar the Egyptian bond-
woman of Genesis, no happier in her servitude than was that other Hagar. Always
she rejects the satisfactions of martyrdom, the support which Clara Shipley re-
ceived from what Hagar calls her “morbid motto”: “No Cross No Crown.”
Even as an old woman, Hagar will recoil from the martyrish attitudes of her
daughter-in-law, despising that slavish Christianity which looks for its reward in
another world. Hagar is too proud to grovel for profit, and we may honour her
for that — even as we deplore her failure to appreciate the labours of Doris, and
of those other women with whom she denied kinship.

Finally, Hagar decides to leave Bram. The offence of her pride has become
unendurable, and she is anxious to provide another sort of environment for John,
the favoured son in whom she believes the Currie heritage will flower. Ironically,
she must become a servant in earnest — a woman in uniform, no longer veiled as
daughter or wife — in order to earn money and to live in the sort of house she
thinks is appropriate for a Currie. Also ironically, her new position echoes that of
Auntie Doll, housekeeper to the Curries, in relation to whom Hagar had sup-
posed herself “quite different...a different sort entirely.” That she has gone
from bad to worse is suggested by the peculiarly unsavoury manner in which Mr.
Oatley, her employer, has made his fortune: he has shipped Oriental wives into
Canada, allowing them to plummet through the false bottom of the vessel when-
ever Immigration became suspicious. This grisly practice obtrudes oddly in the
book, until we realize that it announces the author’s concern with the wrongs
which have been perpetrated against women by male society.

In a male fortress, then, a house founded on the death of women, Hagar lives
quietly with John and at night (but only then) yearns for the body of her hus-
band. She has resumed a version of the place she held in Jason Currie’s house,
and in her retreat to such spurious prestige has re-created for John the prison of
her own childhood. John is deprived of Bram, as the Currie brothers were de-
prived of their father’s love; and he is raised to hold himself aloof in pride, in
circumstances which reveal the foolishness of pride. When the Depression strikes
and his prospects are reduced to zero, John returns to Manawaka. There he pre-
sides over the death of Bram, caring for him as Matt had for Dan — again as a
substitute for Hagar, who comes finally but is not recognized. This is a kind of
retribution for her unwillingness at Dan’s death to bend and assume another’s
role: now Bram, the one person who called her Hagar, mistakes her for “his fat
and cow-like first wife,” Clara.

During this and a subsequent visit to Manawaka, Hagar observes the love
which is growing up between John and Arlene Simmons, who is Lottie Drieser’s
daughter. Arlene’s position in Manawaka society is superior to John’s, a neat
reversal of the time when Hagar could hold herself superior to Lottie. Thus, John
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thinks at first that he is Bram-like for Arlene, illicit and therefore attractive as an
opportunity for rebellion. But Arlene is free of such considerations. She has aban-
doned the sense of class superiority and with it the sense of sex as something a
woman cannot enjoy without demeaning herself. She loves John and is capable
of redeeming him for a life of joy —not of changing him exactly, as Hagar
(thinking of Bram) warns her that she cannot, but of being open to him in such
a way that John will change and grow of his own volition. That “stiff black seed
on the page” of her Sweet Pea Reader, at which Hagar had stared as a child,
hoping it would “swell and blossom into something different, something rare,”
shows signs of doing just that in the relationship of Arlene and Hagar’s son. See-
ing how freely Arlene can show her passion to John, Hagar finds it “incredible
that such a spate of unapologetic life should flourish in this mean and crabbed
world” — incredible perhaps, but for an instant she believes in this new, miracu-
lous life for men and women.

Then she conspires with Lottie to separate their children, symbolically to stamp
out their life, just as once before she stood by as Lottie trampled on the chicks
emerging from their shells; in both cases death is accomplished presumably for
the good of its victims. In the same punishing spirit, Jason Currie had claimed
that he beat his daughter for her own good; thus he forbade her marriage to
Bram. In fact his motive was self-interested, and the motive is what counts.
Hagar, in need of water (her well in the wilderness) at Shadow Point, will quote
Coleridge and ask ‘“What albatross did I slay, for mercy’s sake?”’ She will wound
a gull (the spirit of love) and think “I’d gladly kill it, but I can’t bring myself to
go near enough.” The significance of this seems to be that Hagar’s fastidious pride
keeps her from an act of mercy, as it had when she refused to wear the plaid shawl
to ease Dan’s death. In causing the separation of John and Arlene, however,
their mothers do not kill “for mercy’s sake,” but for their own. John (whose
mother will not allow him independent life) regresses to the recklessness of an
embittered child and kills both himself and Arlene in a car crash. Their life is
coolly stamped out. And Hagar’s albatross, the guilt she feels for John’s death,
will be appeased only when Hagar in the role of the ancient mariner can look
into her heart and admit the failure of love.

T—IE CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING John’s death are re-
pressed by Hagar (and kept from the reader) until the turning and gathering
point of the novel, which occurs at Shadow Point. Hagar has run away from her
house in Vancouver because Marvin and Doris intend to put her in the nursing
home which Hagar the Egyptian thinks of as “a mausoleum”: she is running still
from incarceration, from any imposed image of herself as feeble or subject to
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another’s will. Twice before Hagar had fled — from her father’s mausoleum to
Bram’s house, and from there to Mr. Oatley’s death-like mansion in Vancouver.
Her destination now repeats the flight to Bram’s house. The abandoned house in
which she first seeks shelter is unpainted, as the Shipley place had been; but now
Hagar takes satisfaction in its weathered state, thinking how Marvin (the proper
son, who sells house paint) would disapprove as once she relished Jason Currie’s
disapproval. Her second shelter, the cannery, with its “rusted and unrecognizable
machinery” and the “skeleton” of a fishboat, also recalls the Shipley place, where
“rusty machinery stood like aged bodies gradually expiring from exposure, ribs
turned to the sun.” These connections are important, because at Shadow Point
Hagar will confront the deaths associated with the drought-plagued Shipley place
~— Bram’s death, and finally John’s. Hagar, we may remember, is herself a figure
of the drought: her aged skin is “powdery as blown dust when the rains failed
... left out in a sun that grinds bone and flesh and earth to dust as though in a
mortar of fire with a pestle of light.” But she will also, when she has suffered
enough of such fiery enlightenment, be granted the mercy of water before her
own death comes in fact.

Significantly, she must descend a stairway to arrive at the place where her
genuine freedom will begin. There may be echoes here of that staircase she
climbed up in Jason’s house to begin her tenure as his chatelaine. Now, as the
stone angel topples, as a lady would come down from her pedestal, so Hagar
laboriously descends the half-rotted steps which lead to the beach. “It’s not a
proper stairway, actually” — it is returning to its natural condition, just as Hagar,
“feeling slightly dizzy,” abandons propriety to enter the depths of her own nature.
On the way down these steps she feels the “goatsbeard brush satyr-like” against
her — as Bram had done when they met; and she sees a kind of wildflower called
the Star of Bethlehem, which (together with the Pan images) implies the spiri-
tual rebirth which is waiting for her at Shadow Point. She delights in thinking of
herself as Meg Merrilies, from the poem by Keats -— an old gypsy woman (com-
mon, by the world’s reckoning) whose house was ““out of doors,” whose “book”
(like Hagar’s) was “a churchyard tomb.” It is as Meg Merrilies that she will
encovnter Murray Lees, her spiritual double, and drink the wine which is referred
to in Keats’ poem. They will exhibit toward one another something of that ease-
giving genecrosity which is also contained in the poem: “She plaited mats o’
rushes, / And gave them to the cottagers / She met among the bushes.” Old Meg
is compassionate; she sings and decks her hair with garlands (as Hagar does with
June bugs) ; she rejoices in nature; and she dies. The model of womanhood she
offers to Hagar on the eve of her own death is also one of independence and of
undiminished pride: “Old Meg was brave as Margaret Queen / And tall as
Amazon.” This is the resolution of compassion and pride which Hagar seeks.
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On the beach, Hagar sees a small boy and girl playing house. These children
are later compared to John and Arlene, and there is also a connection with Hagar
and Murray Lees, who take up residence together in the cannery. The girl is
nagging at the boy, fussing about appearances; and Hagar wants to warn her
that she will lose him if she continues to be so critical, so niggardly of praise.
Again, the drought metaphor is employed: “The branches will wither, the roots
they will die, / You’ll be all forsaken and yow’ll never know why.” When she
intervenes, however, the children cling to one another — and this show of unity
makes Hagar think that she has underestimated them, as clearly she does in the
case of John and Arlene. Rather strangely, Hagar has claimed that she was herself
forsaken: “I never left them. It was the other way around, I swear it.” In any
case, she is at last beginning to know why. She acknowledges here that love is the
water required for growth, and that false pride can kill as surely as the drought.
When love fails, each partner is forsaken; both lose, and blame is not the crucial
issue.

The turning point comes with the arrival of Murray F. Lees. Almost her first
remark to him is “ ‘I hope youw’ll excuse my appearance,’ ” but soon Hagar
relaxes enough to share his wine and listen to his tale. What she hears is essen-
tially her own story: a tale in which religion plays an important role, where the
chief villains are a concern for appearances and the denial of sexuality, and
where the catastrophe involves the loss of a son. Murray’s story is about two
women, his mother and his wife. Rose Ferney was his mother’s name, “ ‘A deli-
cate name, she used to say,’ ” but Rose was in fact as tough as a morning glory
vine. Ironically, Hagar fails to see herself in Rose: “ ‘Fancy spending your life
worrying what people were thinking. She must have had a rather weak charac-
ter.” ” The point, of course, is that the proverbial clinging vine takes many forms,
both strong and weak; the frailty of women can be deceptive (as in the case of
Rose or Lottie), and the tenacity which is shown in an obsessive regard for
appearances is also weakness.

Murray’s grandfather was a circuit rider, an evangelist who greatly embar-
rassed his Anglican daughter-in-law; yet Murray preferred “ ‘hellfire to [his
mother’s] lavender talcum,” ” and became himself a Redeemer’s Advocate. The
passion of that sect became still more attractive when he met Lou at Bible Camp,
for here it seemed was a religion in which * ‘prayer and that’ > were not the
“ ‘odd combination’ * which Hagar thinks they are. Then Lou got pregnant and
began to worry (as Murray’s mother always had) about her reputation. They
married, but her concern grew with the arrival of a child too big to be premature
— and her heart went out of sex. She thought that God was punishing her, and
her religion became (like Jason’s Presbyterianism) a denial of the flesh. But the
real punishment came for Lou and Murray, as it had for Hagar, in the death of
their son — and not his birth, which was the fruit of love. Thus, the child is
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killed in a fire while Lou is in the tabernacle with Murray, “ ‘begging for the
keys of heaven.’” They are punished symbolically, as Hagar is throughout her
life and especially in John’s death, for the denial of sexuality which Laurence
opposes so vehemently in this novel. In Lou’s original sensuality and its demise,
we see clearly what Laurence believes has been done to women in the name of
religion and propriety; in Murray’s deprivation at the change in his wife, we see
how this process has worked also to the disadvantage of the male.

Hagar does not come to any conscious realization of her error in listening to
Murray’s story. But it works on her subconsciously, as in a sort of dream she
admits the guilt which is parallel to Murray’s, and he assumes the role of John
in order to forgive her. She also exhibits forgiveness toward Murray, first in try-
ing to assuage his guilt over the fire, and second in pardoning him for the broken
promise which brings Marvin and Doris to the cannery. Strictly speaking, Hagar
is wrong when she tells Murray that “ ‘No one’s to blame’ > for his son’s death.
Yet there are times when compassion requires us to act and speak not strictly in
accordance with some ideal of truth, but with a clear sense of the other’s plight.
That same generosity in which Hagar has failed so often, and which she is learn-
ing with such difficulty now, must in the end be applied to her. We judge her
less harshly than we might because we acknowledge the power of those forces
which have worked against her. At the same time, we admire Hagar’s pride
precisely because it is a form (however twisted) of resistance to those forces —a
statement, in fact, that Hagar Shipley is her own woman. She will not beg at
heaven’s gate, or cite excuses; if there is a God, he must take her as we do — for
better or worse.

With the arrival of Marvin and Doris at the cannery, we learn that Hagar is
dying. She is taken to a hospital, where her pride seems to be thriving still as she
insists that Marvin get her a private room. A ward full of helpless women, where
you sleep “as you would in a barracks or a potter’s field, cheek-by-jowl with
heaven knows who all,” is not the place for Hagar. Although she has just been
comforted by a night in the proximity of Murray Lees, “Nothing is ever changed
at a single stroke.” In fact, the ward is exactly what Hagar needs, and she is kept
there long enough to make friends with Elva Jardine, a common woman — as if
to repeat in another key her experience of comradeship with Murray Lees. It is
at this point in the novel that the theme of sisterhood becomes apparent. After a
lifetime of despising women, Hagar is at last compelled to join the ranks of her
own sex. Her democratization (the lessening of class pride) takes the form of a
movement toward her fellow women in order to suggest that Hagar has turned
to pride of class partly as an escape from the humiliations of her sex.

Elva Jardine recalls Mrs. Steiner, the woman at Silverthreads Nursing Home
who had seemed briefly to hold out the promise of friendship for Hagar. It was
she who spoke of the comfort to be had from daughters (a point also made by
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Lottie), and who articulated Hagar’s own astonishment at the way a woman’s
body can travel from puberty through childbirth to menopause with such har-
rowing speed that the mind seems left behind at every stage, aghast and wonder-
ing. Hagar liked Mrs. Steiner immediately, but saw her as a trap designed to
make Silverthreads and resignation seem attractive. She ran from that “oriental
shrug” which accompanied Mrs. Steiner’s ironic question: ““ “Where will you go?
You got someplace to go?” ”” Having run from “oriental” (or submissive) woman-
hood as far as she was able, Hagar at last can run no more; the body is insistent,
and now what it insists upon is death. Thus, she confronts her human fate
simultaneously with her identity as woman, which she recognizes through Elva
and other women in the hospital. It is important for Laurence that Hagar should
make this connection before she dies.

Hagar doesn’t like Elva immediately, for her pride interferes, and she recoils
as usual from the sort of woman who seems “flimsy as moth wings.” But Elva is
tough in spirit, as well as compassionate toward other women and tender in the
love she exhibits toward her husband. All of this is a lesson for Hagar, one that
strikes to her roots because Elva (by a fortunate coincidence) is from Mana-
waka. Thus, Hagar can return in imagination to claim Bram instead of Jason
(whom she might have used to impress Elva) and to admit through Elva her
kinship with those common women of Manawaka she had once denied. Like
Mis. Steiner, Elva Jardine faces her own imminent death as a woman and with
courage, revealing to Hagar that the two are not at odds. And she offers another
lesson in the way she handles the indignities of bowel and bladder which have
been so oppressive to Hagar in her infirmity. She struggles to the bathroom on
her “ ‘own two pins,’ ” but will accept help when she needs it — as well as offer
help, in the shape of a bedpan for Mrs. Dobereiner. Hagar proves that she has
learned what Elva has to teach when (valiantly, but with an appreciation of
absurdity) she gets the bedpan for Sandra Wong, her final room-mate. Those
bedsheets which Doris washed so frequently, without complaining to Hagar until
the end, are recalled by these events — so that we have a sense of many women
joining together to admit the realities of the body, and to deal with the indigni-
ties that oppose them.

In Sandra Wong, Hagar confronts the changes which have occurred in
women’s lives. Laurence makes her Chinese so that Hagar can imagine her as
“the granddaughter of one of the small foot-bound women whom Mr. Oatley
smuggled in, when Oriental wives were frowned upon.” But Sandra “speaks just
like Tina,” Hagar’s own liberated granddaughter — which places Hagar squarely
in that generation of women whose feet were bound. The corset of a lady was
more appealing to Hagar, and would seem more natural; but it is not dissimilar
in function, as both forms of binding work to restrict the movements of women
and reduce their size. And all of this occurs for the delectation of the male, whose
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vanity is flattered by an implicit comparison to his own superior mobility and
stature, while ironically the vanity of woman is provoked to make her collaborate
in the process of diminution. In effect, woman turns to self-love in order to avoid
self-hatred; she defeats herself in order to save herself when she embraces pride
of class or personal vanity as her defence. This image of constriction (the foot-
binding) connects with that straitjacket of pride from which Hagar must be
released in order to get the bedpan for Sandra and to bless Marvin — her two
“truly free” acts — and so reveals the deep interpenet