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ABSTRACT

Cne could amend Virginia Woolf's famous comment on
the Post-Impressionist movement in art to read, "In 1839
human nature changed.” The discovery of photograpny has had
wide-ranging consequences for artists working in various me-
dia--most obviocusly, painting and writing. Oniy very recent-
ly, however, have writers, in particular, explored in any
depth the relationship between the word and the photograph.
This study offers a detailed examination of the ways in
which four contemporary Canadian authors perceive that re-
lationship: Alice Munro, Timothy Findley, Michael Ondaatje
and Margaret Laurence. These writers have been chosen for
detailed examination because of their consistent and varied
use c¢f photography as a metaphor and as a structural motif
in their fiction.

Chapter One of the thesis relates pnoctography to
Alice Munro's paradoxical vision of experience. Chapters
Two and Three examine the relationships among photography
postmodernism, historical awareness and memory in the works
of Timothy Findley and Michael Ondaatje, respectively. Mar-
'garet Laurence's fiction, the subject of the final chapter,
allows us to study photographic awareness and historical
awareness in the context of a more traditional narrative

style.
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No full-length study of photography's impact on lit-
erature exists. The comparative nature of this study allows
us to study that impact on a few individual artists, and to
observe the different associations which each writer makes
with photographic vision. In this way, one may cbserve the
evolution of a writer's attitudes toward abstract processes
of perception and knowledge, while keeping a concrete model--
the photograph--as a constant touchstone and point of com-
parison. This movement from the concrete to the abstract
is, after all, the very impulse behind fiction--to divine
from the daily world what Alice Munro calls "the other side

of dailiness.”
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"No one escapes the perjury of time;
This permanence that light and shade have struck
So brave in attitude, I would believe

Essential and innocent of change."”

--Howard Nemerov, "An 0l1d Photograph”
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INTRODUCTION

A. After Thematic Criticism

In the aftermath of the wave of thematic studies of

Canadian literature (D. G. Jones's Butterfly on Rock [1970],

Northrop Frye's The Bush Garden [197i) and Wargaret Atwood's

Survival EL9721), which overtook the discipline during the
nineteen seventies, Canadian critics have found themselves
on a relatively empty shore, looking for fresh critical
currents. The nineteen eighties have been & time for re-
evaluating both the assumptions and implications of thema-
tic criticism as well as a time of experimenting with new
critical approaches. For various reasons, contemporary
critics of Canadian literature have found thematic criti-
cism lacking--or even stifling. W. J. Keith, for instance,

o

in a recent article, cites the non-evaluative nature of thema-
tic criticism as a shortcoming. "It is now generally recog-
nized,” Keith points out, "that an extremely important theme
can be treated in é distressingly bad work of art. Thema-

tic criticism belongs ultimately to the sociolegy of cul-
ture--which ... 1s no substitute for genuine literary criti-

cism."1

Stan Fogel, on the other hand, is distressed by
thematic criticism's indifference to world trends in con-

temporary literature; in his article "Lost in the Canadian



Funhouse"2 (whose title invokes an American postmodernist

work, John Barth's Lost in the Funhouse @9éi]), Fogel ar-

gues for a freer exchange between Canadian writers (and, by
implication, their critics) and their international contem-
poraries. Russell Brown, in "Critic, Culture, Text: Eeyond
Thematics," suggests that questions of structure and patterns
of communication within art have been neglected because of
our exclusive focus on thematic criticism. Structuralism,
Brown suggests, may hold some promise for the future of
Canadian criticism, especially a structuralism which would
study patterns of communication without neglecting culitural
concerns (since the ways in which we communicate are, in
part, culturally as well as historically determined). "A
recognition of 'theme' in terms such as these,” Brown argues,

would be very different from the way we are

used to dealing with the concept. Rather

than removing us to a semantic level which

runs contrary to the 'artfulness' of a liter-

ary work, theme would be recognized as a

structural feature, part of the grammar that

enables the author to give form to a work,

discoverable as one of the formal features

of that work.3

Photography, I would argue, would be admirably
suited to this type of structural thematics. As George
Woodcock has noted, thematic criticism has tended to ob-
scure the fact that "Canadian writers--the best of them at

least~-have become highly visual in their way of expression.”



Moreover, Susan Sontag, in her influential study On Photogra-

phy (1973), has defined photography in terms which correspond
to "structure" and "thematics," as "a grammar and, more im-
portantly, an ethics of seeing."5 Contemporary writers are
intensely visual and cinematic, and they have been attracted
to both the structural and the thematic elements of the
photographic image. The photograph, for them, suggests both
certain concepts (such as fixity, the past, or death) and

it acts as an analogue to the very process of making fiction.
In Canadian literature, notwithstanding the accusations of
parochialism and formal conservatism periodically levelled
against it, both uses of the photographic image are present.
This study will show how both functions work together even
in the works of four contemporary writers whose emphasis

on form and theme markedly differ.

B. Photogravhs and Literature: The Battle Between the Image

and tne Word

Before turning to some representative examples of
photography in recent Canadian fiction, however, one central
issue deserves mention: the very concept of relating words
and images at all. To call photography and literature
sister arts is to overlook a considerable amount of sibling
rivalry. Although writers have historically figured as some

of photography's most acute critics (George Bernard Shaw,



4

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Gertrude Stein, Paul Valéry and Jean
Cocteau, for example, as well as part-time photographers Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle and Lewis Carroll), they have alsc been
among its most vociferous enemies. Balzac held the curious
notion that repeated exposure to the camera would rob the
human body of the layers of spiritual auras surrounding it.
Less bizarre though equally fervent was Baudelaire's attack
on photography:

Industry, in breaking through into art, has be-

come its most mortal enemy and the confusion of

art and industry impedes the proper functioning

of both. Poetry and progress are two ambitious

creatures who hate each other instinctively.

And when they meet on the same road one of the

two must give way to the other. 7

Baudelaire's dire prophecy never did come to pass,
and writers and photographers have historically carried on &
lively debate--a debate in which the artists do not neces-
sarily defend their own medium to the exclusion of the other.
#. H. Auden, for example, claimed that "There are events
which arouse such simple and obvious emotions that an AP
cable or a photograph in Life magazine are enough and poetic
comment is impossible."8 In fact, William Stott, a critic
of American culture of the nineteen thirties, claims that
the documentary form flourished in that period partially as

a result of the growing mistrust of the word, in newspapers

Q
particularly.” FPhotographers, for their part, often



appropriate the methods and aims of writing in their work;

as early as the eighteen sixties, the photographer Julia
Margaret Cameron would stage scenes from current literature--
a type of pictorialism now much scorned by contemporary
photographers, who do not wish to see their art as a literary
appendage. Nevertheless, many recent photographers are con-
scious of their vhotographs as narratives. Duane Michals,
for example, entitled his 1970 Museum of Modern Art exhibi-
tion "Stories,"” and Leslie Krims refers to his photographs

10

as "fictions." As Lewis Hine, an earlier social documen=-

tary photographer claimed, "If I could tell the story in
words, I wouldn't need to lug a camera."11
Other photographers undertook to solve Hines's prob-
lem by teaming up with professional writers. Dorothea Lange
and Paul 3. Taylor, Margaret Bourke-White and Erskine Cald-
well, Walker Evans and James Agee were among the most suc-

cessful of these teams, producing such classic works of

documentary as American Exodus (1939), You Have Seen Their

Faces (1937) and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1G41). Cc-

casionally, too, an artist such as Wright lMorris attempted
to perfect both forms of expression. This collaborative
spirit lives on, in works such as John Fowles's Islands
(1978) with photographs by Fay Godwin (who has also cocl-
laborated with Ted Hughes) and, in Canadian poetry, Al

Purdy's In Search of Owen Roblin (1974), with photographs




by Bob Waller.

Although the collaboration of photography and fiction
or poetry is a long-standing tradition, a separate philoso-
phical battle continues to rage in contemporary criticism of
phetography about the relation of language to the photocgraph
itself. Roland Barthes christened the photograph "a message
without a code," unlike drawing which, he argued, is charac-
terized by a particular "style" or "treatment" which could
be called codes.12 lMore recent critics of photography have
differed with Barthes, claiming that photography, like every
other form of expression whether visual, oral or written,
has a language of its own.13 Others, however, such as Susan
Sontag and John Berger, insisf that the photograph carries
an ambiguous message; "only that which narrates," claims

14 Tris debate abeut the

Sontag, '"can make us understand.®
philosophy of perception will no doubt continue; what is in-
teresting in relation to this study is the progressive in-
ternalization of the debate between words and images, frcm

the mid-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century concern with
the relationship between the work of photographers and writers,
to the later-twentieth-century concern with the very elements
of word and image. In contemporary Canadian fiction, for
instance, there is less a documentary urge to pair fiction

and photographs than an urge to make the photograrh part of

the fictional framework as a metaphor, a structural device,



or an analogue to the narrative process--with its own story

to tell.

C. Short Survey of Photography in Other Contemporary Canadian

Fiction

This study concentrates on Alice Munro, Timothy Find-
ley, lMichael Ondaatje and lMargaret Laurence because they
are four writers who have experimented with photographic
form most consistently. Nevertheless, it is worth noting
that their photographic awareness is not an isolated phenom-
enon among contemporary Canadian writers, and that their as-
sociations with photography are echoed by their contempor-
aries, be they realists or the most experimental of post-
modernists.

Photography in recent Canadian Tfiction is most often
associated with ancestry and, in formal terms, with the Eil-

dungsroman. A frequent motif is that of a character conten-

plating the photograph of a parent, as though conducting a
search for the connection between the shadowy past and the
present. Often, the father figures are stern and unbending.

Mary Dunne's father in Brian Moore's I Am Mary Dunne (1968)

is nothing but "a framed photograph" tc her, at which she
vents her hatred for his infidelity to her mother.>? The
narrator cf Cuy Vanderhaeghe's "Wwhat I Learned from Caesar,’

from Man Descending (1983) finds in the photographs of his




father evidence of his pride and duplicity: "You see, he is
pretending to be entirely natural and unguarded; yet he be-
trays himself. The slight smile, the squared shouider, the
overcoat draped over the arﬁ, all are calculated bits of a

16

composition.™" Breavman, in Leonard Cohen's The Favourite

Game (1963) sardonically notes that "The fierce moustache

presides over the sensitive lips" of his photographed

father, "like a suspicious trustee."17
Mothers, on the other hand, tend to shy away from

the camera--a distinction which will reappear in The Stone

Angel (1964). Philibert's mother in Il est par 12, le sol-

eil Ecrans. Is It the Sun, Philibert?| by Roch Carrier (1970)

appears to him only as a "jeune fille frfle gqui n'ose pas

1
sourire sur la vieille photographie de l'album‘8 [}oung,
frail girl who dares not smile in the photograph in the al-

bu@} . Margaret Atwood's Joan Foster in Lady Oracle (1976)
19

can find no photographs of her mother as a child and in

"Significant Moments in the Life of My Mother" in Bluebeard's

Egg (1983), the narrator contemplates a photograph of her

mother and three or four other girls, sadly vulnerable in "a

world already hurtling towards ruin."20 As the narrator of

the last story in the collection, “Unearthing Suite,"” re-
flects, "Photographs have never done justice to my mother.
This 1s because they stop time; to realily reflect her they

21

would have to show her as a blur."” Photography, then,



appears to be the natural domain of the patriarchy and, as
we shall see, of the powerful.

Related to this concern with photographed ancestors
is the search for historical or cultural ancestors, which is
also associated by writers such as Rudy Wiebe, Jack Hodgins
and Joy Kogawa with photography. Wiebe's narrator in "Where
Is the Voice Coming From?” turns to photographs to assist
him in his search for historical certainties, but finds
there, too, only doubt and tentativeness: "Whatever further
evidence there is to be gathered may rest on pictures
There are no pictures to be found of either Dublin ... or
Going-Up-To-Sky ... There is, however, one said to be of
Almighty Voice" [[emphasis miﬁé] 22 ot only is the evidence
scanty and heavily weighted in favour of the white culture
(the figure of the unphotographed native peopleswill reappear

in The Diviners, 1974), but the very assumption of photo-

graphic veracity is questionable; the written descriptions
of Almighty Voice, notes Wiebe's narrator with evident frus-
tration, do not accord with the presumed photougraph of the
Indian leader. Similarly, the photograph of Big Bear des-

cribed in The Temptations of Big Bear (1973) attests to cul-

tural division; the whites fill the right side of the vhoto-
graph, while the outnumbered Indians appear on the left.
Big Bear's "three ostrich plumes blur against the crooked

23
Company stovepipe in the background"--a fitting emblem of
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the clash between Indian tradition and white technology.
The camera's inability to do justice to the Indian reflects
white society's inability to do the same thing; Eig Bear be-
comes a blur or a dot on the historical recording plate, his
face "hunched up, swollen black," 2qjust as Almighty's Voice's
eyes become "the shadows on that paper” which haunt Wiebe's
narrator in "Where Is the Voice Coming Fromggr One finds
the same association between photography and sccial injus-
tice in Joy Kogawa's QObasan (1981). The photographs of
Grandma and Grandpa Kato appear to convey the message "That
for ever and ever all is well. But it isn't, of course.“za
The Second World War, the internment of Japanese Canadians
and, finally, Hiroshima belie the assumption that all is well,
and Aunt Obasan, like Almighty Voice and Big Bear is reduced
to a photographed face without eyes: "Her eyes, Cbasan told
me, were sketched in by the photographer because she was al-
ways blinking when pictures were being taken%?"

Frequently in these recent novels, a researcher fig-

ure wields photographs as tools in this cultural or histori-

cal search. Heather Robertson, in Willie: A Romance (1983),

seeks to combine fiction and historical fact, creating a new
psychological portrait of William Lyon Mackenzie King, through
the eyes of a young photographer, Lily. Jack Hodgins' Strabo

Becker in The Invention of the World (1977) is obsessed by

the history of the island and of the Revelations Colony of
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Truth. His tools are both his ever-present tape recorder
(which Hodgins uses to play oral and written reportage against
each other) and "boxes of o0ld photographs”" lying underneath

his bed.zg

Even Becker himself is a camera and tape reccrder,
his "eyes calmly filming the world" and his ears "silently
recording all that the world might say." 'zslnsatiable cur-
iosity also characterizes the researcher-narrator of Leonard

Cohen's Beautiful lLosers (1966), who begins the first section

of the novel, appropriately entitled "The History of Them

All" by describing the origin of his researches: falling in
love with a religious picture of Catherine Tekakwitha, a
"Technicolor postcard."?b This researcher figure, sifting
through photographic documents to find the truths and fictions

of experience is a leitmotif of photographic fiction; he or

she will reappear in The Wars (1977) and in Coming Through

Slaughter (1976).

wWhen this photographic investigation into the past
occurs in recent fiction, it is often attended by én acute
feeling of distance from that past, of the unreality of that
supposedly 'real' past. For Jake Hersh and his friends in

Mordecai Richler's St. Urbain's Horseman (1971), "The in-

vasion of Poland was photographs they pasted into the open-

ing pages of World War II scrapbooks, coming in a season

2
they cherished for The Wizard of 0z." °~ On a personal

rather than a political level, the narrator of Audrey Thomas'
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Mrs. Blood (1975) divides her life into two segments: Dbefore

and after entering the hospital, haemorrhaging as a result of
é difficult pregnancy. Her husband and children she repeat-
edly sees as distanced from her, "like figures in an old da-
guerrotype”; "They no longer exist except as photos in an

3%
album, like our past life." ' Marian Engel's The Honeyman

Festival (1970), like Thomas' novel, features flashbacks in-
to the past of a woman awaiting the birth of a child, and the
same sense of photographic distance plagues this woman, lMinn
Williams Burge: "Time went by and at the time you were too
busy to notice it.... She thought of badly printed albums
with pages of snapshots and speedball lettering and slogans
like 'College Daze' ... She stamped her foot and said 'Shitfi"
The capacity of the photograph to distance us not only
from the past but from human emotions or contemporary injus-
tices is a sobering prospect for many of the contemporary
Canadian writers discussed in this study. Perhaps the most
paradigmatic illustration of the camera's power to distance
us from the subject occurs in a justly ignored Canadian

photographic potboiler, Jock Carroll's The Shy Photographer

(1964). As the photographer-hero of Carroll's story flies
over the Canadian North, on the way to fame and fortune in
the United States, he spies two figures marooned on the tun-
dra below in a sleet storm, waving their arms frantically at

the plane. After taking a photograph of this strange
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phenomenon, the photographer toys with

the idea of returning later for another photo-
graph, should a sleet storm occur within the
next few days. But better sense came to my
rescue. If, by chance, they were still alive
when I returned, it would be necessary for me
to become personally involved with them, the
one thing an artist must avoid at all costs. ™"

Carroll sardonically entitles this chapter "So What Did You
Give the Poor Starving 0ld Lady on the Park Bench? Oh,

35

about 1/100 at F. 11." Even more serious fictional
photographers allow their subjects to die of "exposure."
Robert Kroetsch's photographer Sinnot, from Badlands (1975),
bows out of William Dawe's dangerous expedition, explaining,
“The artist must survive the calamity."36 Rennie, in Margaret

Atwood's Bodily Harm (1981), surveys a group of tourists in

the Caribbean who are busily adjusting a camera. "They're
people like her, transients,"” she reflects, "like her they
can look all they want to, they're under no obligation to
see, they can take pictures of anything they wish.“:i Rennie
herself has been divested of this tendency to see objects in
the detached photographic manner by Dr. Minnow who, showing
her a gallows, exhorts her to "photograph it ... For the

=3

sweet Canadians.“~” Similarly, Lily, in Willie: A Romance,

flees from the sight of the badly mangled returning soldiers,
only to find that she cannot distance herself from suffering

so easily. The sight of a wounded soldier in the parade,
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cursing and weeping because an observer threw him a coin,
teaches Lily that she cannot be a smug observer: "I put my
camera away and came home."-39

One association which runs through the work of vir-
tually all of the writers who use photography consistently
in their fiction is the association between photography and
death. “Vanishing," Robert Kroetsch's photograprher Sinnot
repeatedly mumbles in Badlands, as he draws his head out of
the shroud-like black focussing cloth,{g and everything does,
in fact, appear transient to one who is obsessed with captur-
ing and fixing the momentary. Leon Rooke's Ella llae in Fat
Woman (1980) while glancing at a photograph of her mother,
reflects, "Being dead, what an awful thing,"ﬁﬂ and Guy Van-
derhaeghe handles the association even more explicitly, by
having a father greet his son in "The Expatriates' Party”
with a photographic emblem of mortality: photographs of his
wife in her coffin.‘l Atwood's Joan Foster, on the other

hand, produces ﬁhotographs which will give her arranged

death a veneer of truth: "a pictorial record showing me as

1
.
1 wd

happy and carefree.” It is no wender, therefore, that
Rudy Wiebe's narrator in "Where Is the Voice Coming From?"
should describe his two pieces of evidence side by side: a
photograph and a piece of skull,ﬁw%for photography and an
awareness of transience are constant companions.

Closely associated with this link between photography
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and death is that between photography and fixity. Fixity is,
in fact, the very condition of the photograph; one may point
to an early Canadian fictional illustration of this truth--
Stephen Leacock's "The Awful Fate of Melpomenus Jones" from

Literary Lapses (1910). Literally fixed on the spot by his

hostess' display of family photographs, Melpomenus finally
falls into a more extreme form of fixity, a fever: "Then
again, ne would leap up and cry, 'Another cup of tea and
more photographs! More photographs! Har! Har!"""""i‘r This
concern, however, with fixity is taken up quite seriously by
contemporary writers such as Findley and Ondaatje, who are
fascinated by the element of fixity in art. The same con-
cern informs Margaret Atwood's work; one thinks, for instance,

of the poem "Camera" from The Circle Game (1966), wherein

the lover demands fixity: “"you insist / that the clouds stop
moving / ... For your organized instant.”+é In Surfacing
(1922% David attempts to organize and fix his wife Anna,

by capturing her nude body on film, as one of his "Random
Samples." Michael Sinnot in Badlands stands for the same
stifling, exploitative fixity. "Wait,” he shouts, "Hold

it," Jjust as William Dawe is giving voice to his btelief in
continuity and process: "Nothing vanishes. Everything goes

43

en. Life goes on." As Dawe later explains to Sinnot,

"You make the world stand still ... I try to make it live

u"% 3

again. It is appropriate, indeed, that after encountering
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Sinnot, Dawe and his men enter into a landscape of fixity:
the Badlands 4.3

By fixing an‘object, a moment in time, one gains a
feeling of power, and female Canadian novelists have not been

slow to appreciate the photograph as an emblem of sexual power.

Margaret Atwood, in "The Man from Mars"” from Dancing Girls

and Other Stories (1977) clearly explores this connection,

by having the mysterious, threatening student take--by force--

a picture of Christine. "He had raped, rapeo, rapere, rapui,

to seize and carry off, not herself but her celluloid image,'

just as he plagues her by following and telephoning her.
Photography also becomes an instrument in the struggle for
sexual power which rages in Audrey Thomas' Latakia (1979).

. . h ) . >
The narrator, involved in an uneasy ménagg & troils with ano-

ther writer and his wife, uses photographs as deadly weapons.
#hile his wife is present, the narrator deliberately gives

Michael a nude portrait of herself on a beach. "I

3

wasn't Jjust reminding you, I was reminding her," she admits.
Michael himself, however, is a sexual powerbroker of sorts;
the narrator also recalls a photograph of him taken on the
same day, "pretending to be Poseidon." > Given Michael's
inability to choose one woman or the other, and his obvious
pleasure at having both at once, this photograph recalls the

visual symbol of supremacy held by another sexual powerbroker,

Browning's Duke in "My Last Duchesg": "Neptune taming a
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seahorse."

Diane Arbus once claimed that she always felt that
photographing objects or people was participating in some-
thing "naughty,"” 53 and her biographer Patricia Bosworth
claims that Arbus actually “paid" her sitters with her body--
a startling examplgqof the relationship between photography

and sexual tabecos. ' In Xeith Maillard's The Knife in My

Hands (1981), John Dupre assembles a photographic gallery

of young girls--a motif which reappears in Timothy Findley's
fiction. For John, the act of burrowing through cartcns to
find a childhcod photograph of himself as Alice in Wonderland
reflects his psychological search into the causes of his
sexual inhibitions and perversities?s- The choice of Alice,
of course, is not a haphazard one; Lewis Carroll himself

was a photographer of some aesthetic sense, whose propensity
for pnotographing little girls in the nude is well known.

In Thomas' lLatakia, the sexually aberrant situation of the
lovers i1s summed up in an appropriate photographic triangle:
"The Acropolis was closed, but we took pictures of each other
on the rocks just beside i1t. You and Hester, you and ne,
Hester and me??

Hugh Hood's The Camera Alwavs Lies (1967) also ad-

dresses the question of photography and sex (as one Holly-

wood producer remarks, poking at a pile of risqué photographs
53
of a starlet, "Sex it up, in short®) , yet Hood is more
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specifically interested in the connection between photography
and superficiality, as is Timothy Findley in his Hollywood
novel, The Butterfly Plague (1969). The still photographs

of the starlet, Charity Ryan, are clearly examples of commer-
cial play-acting: " 'Pout'"says the cynical photographer, "and
she pouted.” - 1In contrast, Hood emphasizes, authentic
emotions are much more difficult to capture in photographs
or film, because they are more complex. As Vogelsang re-
flects of the "elusive quality" of Rose, the maturer actress
whose husband deserts her for the starlet Charity, he "could
never catch it long enough to record it." SSIn fact, Rose's
portfolio of publicity photographs is diametrically opposed
to the blatantly sexual photographs of Charity; as the director
Jean-Pierre glances through it, he sees all of the stages of
her career, and feels "that he was getting closer to her.é“g
Photographs are often the index of fame--frequently

a fame that is transient or superficial. In Jack Hodgins'

The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne (1979), the resurrection

of the famous poet i1s commemorated--and exploited--by the
smail town by the manufacture of photographs of his shack
and of T-shirts adorned with the photograph of Bourne himself.
Mayor Wiens, basking in the reflected glory, is continually
seekin% out photographers, to catch him in some historic

{2l

pose. Even when his penchant for the camera is exposed

by lkrs. Barnstone's epic poem about the local happenings,
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Mayor Wiens demands to have his picture taken, in honour of
62 -
the occasion. = Mackenzie King plays a type of Mayor Wiens

to the camera in Heather Robertson's Willie: A Romance.

The novel opens with the news of King's death, and Lily's
memory of the last photographs she had taken of him. Even
though "The press had bushel baskets of them," Willie deman-
ded a self-portrait in honour of the naming of a bridge after
him. —bsLater, we learn that young ladies in Ottawa who were
sought after by Ir. King typically received two presents: a
copy of his book, The Secret of Heroism and a photograph of

o
himself.

Perhaps the most striking element of the photographic
sensibility shared by many recent Canadian writers is the
tendency to see the photograph itself as an analogue to the
act of writing. Brian Moore's Mary Dunne thinks, "if I were
to try to tell anyone the story of my life so far, wouldn't
it come out as fragmentary and faded as those o0ld snapshot
albums, scrapbooks and bundles of letters everyone keeps
in some bottom drawer or other?"  Narian Engel, in The

Honeyman Festival, has Minn reconstruct a literal version

of Mary Dunne's simile: a collage of photographs of figures .
from history, including Churchill, Proust, Disraeli and
Hemingway. Intermixed with these historical dolls is a
Tigure from her own personal past--the semi-mythic Honeyman.

Her husband Norman, significantly, coes not appear among her
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A
cast of characters, because "He would not fictionalise." 66

This attempt to "create some kind of concrete landscape of
her imagination”" is, in effect, an attempt to recover, re-
fictionalize her past.

This fictionalizing of the past is a common motif in

recent photographic  fiction. In addition to The Diviners,

which we shall discuss in Chapter Four, many other recent
novels use photographs to suggest this imaginative process.
Nomi, in Kogawa's Obasan, is moved by a photograph of her-
self as a child with her mother to recreate the memories in
her mind--like lMorag's Nemorytank Movies. Of the two photo-
graphed figures, she muses, "Only fragments relate me to then
now, fo this young woman, my mother and me, her infant daugh-
ter. Fragments of fragments. Parts of a house. 3Segments

of stories." - Fragments, however, as we shall see in our
discussion of Timothy Findley and Michael Ondaatje, are a
crucial feature of contemporary writing; writers are acute-
ly aware of the way in which the mind receives fragments

of information, processes, edits and even fictionalizes

them. The photograph, a tiny fragment of the world around

us, is the perfect emblem of this process.

Asking questions such as "How does photogrzphy

reflect the way in which writers reflect experience?" may
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take us beyond the boundaries of thematic criticism to ques-
tions of style, structure and human perception. Moreover,
it may facilitate a freer exchange between two means of
expression which have been intertwined since the birth of
photography in 1839, an exchange which photography critic
A. D. Coleman called for in 1971:

What we need is an educational approach to

photography which does not relegate it to the

tail end of Fine Arts departments, but inte- 9

grates it with virtually every discipline.
If these ends are met, the camera may well accomplish more
than its inventors Daguerre, Nifpce and Talbot originally
foresaw, that is, to show us the world around us.. By
giving us fresh insights into the way we perceive and make
fiction, the camera may also show us socmething of our

inner world.
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CHAPTER ONE
"THE DELICATE VMOMENT OF EXPOSURE”: ALICE MUNRO AND PHOTOGRAPHY

. The late photographer Diane Arbus once cryptically re-
marked that "A photograph is a secret about a secret. The

1 For Alice Munro,

more it tells you, the less you know."
writing, too, involves this delicate balance of concealment

énd revelation. At the end of her third work, Something I 've

Been Meaning to Tell You (1974), she implicitly comments on

these paradoxical ingredients of her fiction, using the ana-
logy of the phoctograph: "“Now I look at what I have done and
it is like a series of snapshots, like the brownish snapshots
with fancy borders that my parents' old camera used to take. "2
Admitting that her purpose in this collection of stories has
been to exorcise her mother by forming a clear picture of her--
“To mark her off, to describe, to illumine, to celebrate, to
get rid, of her”--Munro confesses her ultimate failure:

she looms. too close, just as she always

did. She is heavy as always, she weighs every-

thing down, and yet she is indistinct, her edges

melt and flow. Which means she has stuck to me

as close as ever and refused to fall away, and

I could go on, and on ... using what tricks I

know, and it would always be the same. (SIBMTTY,

p. 246)
This passage, I would argue, contains within it several ele-

ments of Munro's photographic vision: her all-consuming

26
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desire for order, her celebration of detail, the conflicts be-
tween past and present, fixity and fluidity, and power and
helplessness. By studying Munro's evocative and original

use of the photograph, we, as readers, may perceive more
clearly these elements at work in her fiction; we may learn

*a secret about a secret.”

Alice Munro has been hailed by various critics as a
"realist,” a "super-realist,” and a “"visionary documentary
writer."3 Each term is related in some way to photographyA
or to twentieth-century photographic realism in the visual
arts, and yet each term suggests widely differing connota-
tions. For George Bowering, Alice Munro belongs to the ranks
cf "realist” (as opposed to post-modernist) writers who, as
Bowering sardonically comments, "tell the normal realist
story of sensitive child growing up to be disillusioned but
wisely maladjusted adult."u Only the post-modernist writer,
claims Bowering, shares the photographic vision of a Cartier-
Bresson, for whom subject, object and camera merge in a moment

of creation. More recently, in a review of The Moons of Jupiter

(1982), Alexa DeWiel carries Bowering's denunciation further;
Munro is a "superb chronicler” of "graphic domestic and geo-
graphical detail” whose characters are "dissected,” "analyzed,"

and finally, "lifeless.">
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This definition of literary realism--the artist as a
mindless cataloguer--proves inadequate when one analyses Mun-
ro's treatment of the external world. Indeed, Munro formulates
her own defense in a short essay entitled, "What is Real?":

Yes, I use bits of what is real, in the sense

of being really there and really happening, in

the world, as most people see it, and I trans-

form it into something that is really there and

really happening, in my story.6 -
Thus, there are two levels of reality for Munro: the external
reality which serves as a creative stimulus and the self-

contained reality of her fictions. This distinction sheds

light on one of Del Jordan's comments in Lives of Girls and

Women (1971), a comment which has caused some difficulty for
critics who see only one level of reality in Munro's creative
act. Of her novel-in-progress, Del remarks that "it seemed
true to me, not real but true ... as if that town was lying
close behind the one I walked through every day."7 Or, as
Munro comments in "What is Real?," "The fictional room, town,
world, needs a bit of starter dough from the real world."8
Del Jordan receives this "starter dough,” this artistic nour-
ishment, from Bobby Sherriff (who appropriately nourishes her
in a literal sense as well, by serving her cake and lemonade):
"Then he did the only special thing he ever did for me ... he

rose on his toes like a dancer," an act which appears to the

apprentice novelist to have "a stylized meaning--to be a letter,
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or a whole word, in an alphabet I did not know" (LGW, PP- 253-254).
The *real” is, in Del's terms, becoming "true."

Searching for a term which would accord more precise-
ly with Munro's views of realism and reality, critics have
turned to the visual arts. "Super realism,” "neo-realism,”
"hyper-realism,” "magical realism,” and "photographic realism"
all refer to a particular school of North American painters--~
painters of the nineteen seventies and nineteen eighties who

J Many

have turned from abstraction back to representation.
of these artists either use or are influenced by photography.
American artists Chuck Close and Andy Warhol, for instance,
paint supposed "blowups"” of photographs, either singly or in
series. In Canada, the artists associated with this neo-
realist movement include Ken Danby, Christopher Pratt, Jack
Chambers, Tom Forrestall and Alex Colville. When asked by
John Metcalf whether she was impressed by Canadian "magic
realist” painters such as Forrestalland Colville¥ Munro re-
plied that she was "very responsive"rto their material.lo
Munro responded in greater detail to Graeme Gibson's question,
"Do you see yourself as trying to record things, like a repre-
sentational painter?,” saying that "what I admire is a kind

of super realism.” When Gibson suggested Andrew Wyeth's name,
Munro responded positively, adding the name of Jack Chambers.
"It may be,” she pondered, "that I'm trying to do this, this

same thing."11
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Tom Forrestall, Rhubarb Patch (1964), from Colville,

Pratt, Forrestall (A Travelling Exhibition), Beaverbrook
Art Gallery, N. B., p. 23.
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Alex Colville, Nude and Dummy (1950) from Colville,

Pratt, Forrestall, p. 7.




Jack Chambers, Sunday Morning, #2 (1969-70) from
William Withrow, Contemporary Canadian Painting (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1972), p. 134.

3R
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One senses this shared artistic purpose in a palpable
way, when one examines the dust jackets of Munro's two most

recent collections, Who Do You Think You Are? (1978) and The

Moons of Jupiter (1982). The former features a Ken Danby

3*
nude, and the latter, a detail from Christopher Pratt’s paint-

ing, Young Woman Wwh a2 Slip.* A propos of the Pratt painting,

Munro told Stephen Scobie in an interview that the Macmillan
fiction editor chose the cover painting, but that she person-

ally preferred another Pratt, "a painting I like a lot, with

12,

a window and empty shelves.” (Her editor, presumably,

feared the addition of visual bleakness to the proverbial
"bleakness" of Canadian literature.) Nevertheless, Munro
maintained that her favourite Pratt painting forms an analogue

to her ocwn style of writing:

That window picture is more like my stories,
because you look out and you see the flat
horizon and you see the shades of blue and
grey, just flat bars. This one [Young Woman
Witha Slip] is more claustrophobic, and maybe
it indicates that most of the stories are
about introspective women.

Interestingly, the windowaxd shelf motif which Munro prefers
is strongly influenced by photography; some of the very
earliest daguerrotypes treat a similar subject. *®

Munro saves her highest praise, however, for the
work of an earlier super-realist, Edward Hopper. "I'm crazy

about Edward Hopper,” she enthusiastically comments to Graeme


http:women.13
http:Woman\.J'\'\\.ia

Ken Danby, The Sunbather (1972) from Paul Duval,

Ken Danby (Toronto:

Clarke, Irwin and Co., 1976), p. 170.
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Christopher Pratt, Young Woman With a Slip (1967)
from Christopher Pratt, Texts by David P. Silcox and Merike
Weiler (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1982), p. 65.
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Christopher Pratt, Parish Hall (1974) from Christo-

pher Pratt, p. 117.
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EARLY DAGUERROTYPES

Daguerre, The Artist's Studio (1837) from Beaumont

Newhall, The History of Photography (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 1964, rpt. 1978), p. 18.
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William Henry Fox Talbot, The Library (ca. 1845)
Beaumont Newhall -

from Photography:

~Essays and Images, 2d.

(New York: The Museum of Modern Art,

19807, p. 2.
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Gibson. Her enthusiasm for Hopper--and for one particular

Hopper painting, entitled The Barber Shop--resurfaces on at

least two other occasions. In an interview with John Metcalf,
Munro claims that paintings such as this one, "do to me exact-
ly the same thing that the writing I respond to does and that
I would like to do."12 In "An Open Letter” to Jubilee--a
Wingham journal named in honour of the fictional town Munro

16

calls “not 'real’ not on the map, but super-real to me,”” "=--

Munro describes The Barber Shop in detail. She claims that

the painting describes much better than she ever could the
importance which she places on everyday, familiar objectis:

A barber-shop, not yet open; the clock says

seven ... fresh morning light of a hot summer

day. Beside the barber-shop, a summer-heavy

darkness of trees. The plain white slightly

shabby barber-shop, so commonplace and familiar;

yet everything about in that mild light, is full

of a distant, murmuring, almost tender {oreboding,

full of mystery like the looming trees.l?
The final sentence, with its Conradian rhythms, underlines
Munro's purpose: +to make us see. Furthermore, this painting,
too, is photographic in nature; the surface of the table is
cut off by the frame, and the woman does not occupy the cen-
tral picture space. In terms of composition (though not of
execution or of style), it recalls Degas-~-a painter who
actually used photographs as studies for his paintings. It

is in this context of photographic super-realism that Munro'’s

work belongs.
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Another term which is, like "“realism,” often misapplied--
and which has been misapplied to Munro in particular--is "docu-
mentary.” William H. New refers to the short story "Boys and

Girls” from Dance of the Happy Shades (1968) as "documenting

the family expectations that reinforce traditional roles for

1518

boys and girls. The epithet *“documentary,” however, can

be just as derogatory as was the adjective "photographic" for
painters in the latter half of the nineteenth century.lg In
a recent article, Catherine Sheldrick Ross places Munro's
stories above the level of documentary, because they are
"translations into the next-door language of fiction of all

those documentary details.”zo Similarly, John Moss, in Sex

and Violence in the Canadian Novel, praises Munro's Lives of

Girls and Women by distinguishing it from the documentary

form: "Facts made fiction often more adequately explain
reality than document does, coming closer to communicable
truth by invention and design than by facsimile reproduction."21

Ironically, four years later, in A Reader's Guide to the Cana-

dian Novel, Moss calls Lives of Girls and Women "a document
22

of small town life during the forties."
This confusion stems from the use of one term, "doc-

umentary,” to refer to two entirely different forms of com-

munication. William Stott, in his detailed and illuminating

study, Documentary Expression and Thirties America, defines

these two species of documentary as, on one hand, the
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presentation of facts without emotion and, on the other hand,
the presentation of the inner life, emotions, or hidden real-
ity.?? Neither type is fictional; Stott declares that docu-

mentary is "fiction's opposite.“zu

Nevertheless, I would ar-
gue that the second type of documentary more closely approxi-

mates fiction. James Agee's and Walker Evans' Let Us Now

Praise Famous Men (1941), an account in words and photcgraphs

of the lives of Alabama tenant farmers in the Depression, is
much closer to fictional form than other products of writer-
photographer collaborations such as Erskine Caldwell's and

Margaret Bourke-White's You Have Seen Their Faces (1937)--

in spite of the fact that Bourke-White was once christened
"the poetess of the camera.“25 The reason lies in the rela-
tionship between the words and the photographs. Agee claims,

in his Preface to Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, that "The

photographs are not illustrative. They, and the text, are
coequal, mutually independent, and fully collaborative."26
Thus, one can read Agee's text without even glancing at
Evans' photographs, although the overall impact of the work
would, one feels, be greatly diminished.

The impact which this documentary work had on Alice

Munro as a young writer was immense. She recently commented

to Tim Struthers that she read Agee's other work, A Death in

the Family first, and was "enormously moved" by Agee's min-

ute descriptions of everyday objects: a pot of water boiling,
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a curtain moving.27 Indeed, she praises Agee for his lack of
fictionalizing, for his refusal to "manipulate reality in-

stead of letting it dictate by itself what is going to hap~

28

ren in the writing.” Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Munro

claims, "has things in it which were as important to me as
anything I've read"--again, tiny details such as the "texture
of the biscuits"” Agee eats with one of the sharecropper fami-
lies.29 Evans' accompanying photographs she praises for their
"artless-seeming" quality.30
Munro's attraction to Agee and Evans is the attraction
of the "magical realist” writer to a more "magical” or imagina-
tive documentary style. Jean Mallé%on's description of Munro
as a "visionary documentary writer"31 is not strictly accurate,
according to Stott's definition of the document as non-fictional.
Rather, one feels that for Munro, the creative process begins
on the documentary level--the desire to capture and fix reali-
ty--and ends on the imaginative level. For example, Munro

claims that her story "Privilege," a largely autobiographical

story about Rose's rough-and-tumble school in Who Do You Think

You Are?, "began ... on a not very deep fictional level,

just with the desire, an almost documentary desire ... There's
a deeper level that you're not going to go to when you do that
kind of writing, which doesn't mean it isn't valid.“32 In
Munro's world, as I shall discuss, a surface is not merely a

surface; it is a reflection of a deeper mystery, either in the
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perceived world or, more often, within the perceiver. "It
was those [@ce crea@a dishes that told her of her changed
state,"33 we hear of Rose in "Simon's Luck," and objects
such as "Pots can show malice" towards a younger Rose, re-
ceiving a "Royal Beating" from her father, "the patterns of
linoleum can leer up at you, treachery is the other side of

dailiness" (WDYTYA, p. 16).

Alice Munro's "magical realism,” her interest in
documentary expressicn, are parts of a larger whole: her
photographic sensibility. Even in the very earliest stages
of creation, the story exists for her as a palpable, visual
object. "I will be interested lin the stori] because of the
picture, the image,"” she told Geoff Hancock, "and then I will
just keep finding out more and more about it. But not about
the craft, that's the one area where I just never seem to
find out anyihing at all.“ju Like Arbus' photograph, the
act of writing proves both revealing and ultimately mys-
terioug to Munro. In "The Colonel's Hash Resettled," a spir-
ited Protest against the symbol-hunting tendencies of her
critics, Munro traces. the growth of her story "Images"”
from a vision similar to a photographic *"still-shot”:

It started with the picture in my mind of the
man met in the woods [Joe Phippen} coming
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obliquely down the river-bank, carrying the

hatchet, and the child watching him, and

the father unaware, bending over his traps ...

From this picture the story moved outward, in a

dim uncertain way.35
On another occasion, Munro more directly linked her mental
vision with photography. When asked how she manages to re-
member the minute details and texture of the past, Munro re-
plied that "They just come to me when I'm writing. It's a
kind of seeing. Last year I saw a black-and-white photo of
my high-school class that was taken in Grade Ten, and I did
remember the color of everyone's clothes."36

In more recent interviews, Munro's comments about
photography and its possible relation to her work are more
explicit--not necessarily because she has only recently for-
mulated those thoughts, but because the questions of two in-
terviewers in particular, Geoff Hancock and Tim Struthers, are
more precise and informed. Indeed, one of Hancock's state-
ments could serve as a prolegomenon to a thesis such as this
one: "I was going to say that controlled mixture of light.
The attitude a photographer brings towards the subject. The
formal technical process of using a camera are [ng] remarka-
bly similar to the way you use your prose."37 Munro admitted
that photographs are, to her, "very important. I just love
looking at them,” yet she was less willing to state that her

prose can be neatly catalogued: "“What I want to get," she

claimed, "changes with different stories ... sometimes I want
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to get something that is very grainy and I don't want any arti-
fice at all,” whereas, at other times, she feels that the mater-
ial demands "a kind of luxuriance” of style.38 In fact, this
same dichotomy between nature and artifice appears in photo-
graphy as-well. For example, Walker Evans set out to photo-
graph Alabama sharecroppers and their surroundings as simply
and as unartificially as he could, as a reaction to Margaret
Bourke-White's theatrical snapshots of the South.(One account
describes Bourke-White photographing a fundamentalist preacher
by meekly edging down the central aisle to receive blessings,
only to snap the picture, at a sharp angle, looking upward,

and with a blinding flash.)>’
In a revealing conversation with Tim Struthers, Munro

claimed to be "very interested in photography” and was yet
somewhat hesitant about equating writing and photography en-
tirely, for "photographs are too explicit to relate to stories

%0 Nevertheless, when Struthers shifted

as far as I can see.
his line of questioning from questions of strict visuai-verbal
equations to those of "certain assumptions about life, about

the nature of reality" held by photographers such as Evans

and Arbus, Munro readily assented to the similarity of their
assumptions to her own, though denying any intimate knowledge

of the assumptions of photographers: "I look at the p:‘Lc‘ln.zres."L"1
Munro's claim is certainly a modest one, for she goes on to

describe in full detail her "favourite” Diane Arbus photograph,
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Diane Arbus, A Family on their Lawn one Sunday in
westchester, N. Y. (1968) from Thinking Photogra hy, ed.’
Victor Burgin (London: Macmillan, 1982), D- ﬁz.
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which she admires "very, very much.” Indeed, her descrip-

tion echoes her evaluation of Edward Hopper's The Barber

Shop, for here, too, all is literal and mysterious, espe-
cially the "very dark border of trees" which surrounds the
rather bored seeming suburban couple.¥ fIt's a very simple
photograph,"” claimed Munro, “with a powerful effect that
can't be analyzed, really."uz One can hardly imagine a
more appropriate description of Munro's own treatment of
the *"unsatisfactory, apologetic and persistent reality: 43
Arbus' photographs, along with those of Walker Evans,
have had the greatest impact on Alice Munro. Arbus' work is,
to say the least, remote from that of Evans (featuring dwarfs,
transvestites and assorted "freaks" rather than poverty-
stricken sharecroppers and rickety wooden sheds), yet both
photographers have contributed to Munro's vision. It is
significant, for instance, that John Reeves chose to photo-
graph Alice Munro sitting in front of a bookshelf upon which
gtands Arbus' famous photograph of the identical twins.¥*
Like Evans' sharecroppers, Arbus' subjects face the camera,
dignified in spite of their oddity, just as Evans' subjects
retain their .dignity in spite of their abject poverty. As
Jonathan Lieberson recently wrote of Diane Arbus, "there is
no feeling at all that she is setting out to depict freaks.

We get instead the impression that she is offering an amused

appreciation of people who have chosen to adopt unusual



John Reeves, Alice Munro (1975) from Canadian Fiction
Magazine, No. 34/35 (1980), 69.
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patterns of life."l"'l+ As Munro herself pointed out, Arbus'

use of the grotesque is not "fashionable” but "responsible."uf5
As we shall see, Munro is influenced by both of these opposite
"poles” of photography: Evans' desire to celebrate the famil-
iar, and Arbus' tendency to find the familiar grotesque and
the grotesque oddly familiar.

Concurrent with Munro's elaboration of her ideas
about photography is the recent critical attention which has

been focussed upon this aspect of her writing. Both Joan

Coldwell, writing in the Oxford Companion to Canadian Litera-

Yfure, and Brandon Conron, acknowledge the influence of photo-
graphic realism in Agee and Eudora Welty upon Munro's style.46
Tim Struthers, in an article dealing with "Alice Munro and

the American South,"” examines closely this influence, claiming

that Lives of Girls and Women is "a photographer's own docu-

mentary." Struthers argues, furthermore, that Munro adopts
a "straight, documentary style,"” revealing "her absolute re-
jection of the tendency of many photographers to manipulate
images."47
My reservations about Struthers' argument are two-
fold: concerning, first of all, the already-mentioned ques-~
tion of deScribing any fictional work as "documentary," and
secondly, the assumption that "many"” photographers manipulate

reality. 1In fact, today the work of so-called "straight"”

photographers such as Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange (both of
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whom participated in the Farm Security Administration photo-
graphy project during the Depression) is growing in populari-
ty. These photographers and others such as Ansel Adams and
Edward Weston have almost unanimously denounced the "literary"”
or "allegorical” form of photography which became fashionable

48 Early photographers such as Henry

in the eighteen sixties.
Peach Robinson, in their efforts to make photography res-

pectable and competitive as an art form, attempted to mimic
the compositions and subject matters of nineteenth-century
painting. A few example§ of daguerrotypes from that period

are instructive. Swedish photographer Oscar G. Rejlander's

The Two Ways of Life (1857) shows two young men entering

adult life, one inclining towards the allegorical figures

of "Religion" and "Charity,"” the other being led astray by
“Gambling,” "Wine" and "Licentiocusness.” (The entire tableau
is composed of twenty-five allegorical figures.)®* Photo-
graphers even copied well-known paintings such as Jacques

Louis David's The 0Oath of the Horatii (1784); the late nine-

teenth-century photographic version leaves much to be de-~
sired.* 1In this debate, Munro would doubtless side with
the "straight" photographers. As we shall see, however, she
solves her distrust of fictionalizing reality by evolving a
photographic vision which both mirrors reality and subtly,
mysteriously alters it.

The only other article dealing at any length with

Munro's photographic vision is one which I wrote two years ago_49


http:sixties.48

51

Oscar G. Rejlander, The Two Ways of Life (1857) from

Photography: Essays and Images, ed. Newhall, p. 104.
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Jacques Louis David, The Oath of the Horatii (1784)
from Charles Saunier, Louis David (Paris: Librairie Ren-
ouard, 1928), p. 13.




Anon., The_Oath of the Horatii (late nineteenth
century) from Aaron Scharf, Art and Photography (Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1968, rpt. 1974), p. 239.
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I agree with Struthers that Munro "possesses a visual or phéto-
graphic imagina.tion,"5Q but I differ somewhat in seeing the
element of paradox as central both to photographic seeing and
to Munro's "seeing.” I was wrong, however, to emphasize as
strongly as I did Munro's alliance with the postmodernist

users of photographic imagery. Munro adopts certain elements
of self-conscious fiction, for example, her occasional refer-
ences to the shaping of the story one is reading ("If I had
been making a proper story out of this...:‘SIBMTTY, p. ‘46).
Nevertheless, the postmodernist  writer, even in terms of the
visual impact of the page, tends to emphasize the fragmentary
and to call more attention to the fact that the writing on the
page is precisely that. My later discussion of Michael Cndaa-
tje's use of photography should clarify this distinction. At
present, I wish to expand my earlier discussion of photographic
vision and paradox in Munro's fiction, while conceding that

she is more properly considered a "magic realist” than

a postmodernist = writer.

Photographic vision is, by definition, all-inclusive.
As Susan Sontag once observed, photography gives "us the sense
that we can hold the whole world in our heads--as an anthology

51

of images."” This universal breadth of vision is highly

prized by Alice Munro; her characters are often shown
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to be only partially “sighted” beings. - For example, in
"The Shining Houses,” from Dance of the Happy Shades, the

selfish younger inhabitants of the new subdivision, who wish
to evict Mrs._Fullerton, the owner of an older, ramshackle
house, possess a shuttered, partial vision of 1life. One of
these women decides "to draw the drapes” whenever she has
visitors, "so they won't see what's across from us” (DHS, p-
26). Mary, Mrs. Fullerton's only ally among the suburbanites,
strolls down her street and senses the blindness of her
neighbours, their "“curtains ... drawn across living room win-
dows" to "shut off these rooms from the night" (DHS, p. 29).

The narrator of “The Spanish Lady," from Something I've Been

Meaning To Tell You, is another character who suffers from

partial vision. More pathetic than her failure to perceive
the clandestine affair between her husband and her best
friend is her failure to recognize a simple act of love per-
formed by her husband many years ago: "That act was like
something startling and temporary--a very small bird, say,
with rare colors--sitting close by, in a corner of your
vision, that you dare not look at openly” (SIBMTTY, pp. 187-
188).

In striking contrast to this wilful blindness, Rose,

the heroine of Who Do You Think You Are?,argues for a vision

which is neither shuttered nor peripheral. Remembering the

mentally retarded girl who was raped by her brother in the
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schoolyard, Rose angrily upbraids “Men who made books and
movies” featuring "the figure of an idiotic, saintly whore,"
because "They cheated ... when they left out the breathing and
the spit and the teeth" (WDYTYA, p. 26). A vision of life
cannot exclude ugliness and pain; as the young girl in "Boys
and Girls"” comments on the shooting of a farm horse, "It was
not something I wanted to see; just the same, if a thing real-
1y happened, it was better to see it, and know” (DHS, p. 121).

Del Jordan, in Lives of Girls and Women, only gradu-

ally develops this photographic vision. As a child, Del

both desires and fears to witness manifestations of evil or
death. The dead cow in the pasture fascinates her, yet she
describes her Uncle Craig's corpse as a black dot in a maze
which she is trying desperately to avoid, rather than discover
on the day of the funeral (LGW, p. 50). Similarly, Del is
curiously drawn to the madness and depravity of Uncle Benny's
wife, Madeleine, yet when she passes the local bootlegger's
house, she is terrified to behold a house which "seemed to em-
body so much that was evil and mysterious ... I would never
look at it directly” (LGW, p.7 ). Later, Del neglects to

look "directly” at her lover Garnet, ignoring the violent
streak in him which reasserts itself during the "Baptizing”
episode. Even at the end of the Epilogue, we hear that Del
"At present ... did not look much at this town" (LGW, p. 253 ).

Nevertheless, as Del listens to Bobby Sherriff, she fixes her
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gaze on the back wall of a nearby building and notes "cer-
tain stains, chipped bricks, a long crack running down dia-
gonally” (LGW, p. 252). Here is the genesis of the full and
honest vision of which Rose speaks. Only from the perspective
of the future, however, do we see this mature vision in Del:

And no list could hold what I wanted, for what

I wanted was every last thing, every layer of

speech and thought, stroke of light on bark

or walls, every smell, pothole, pain, crack,

delusion, held still and held together--

radiant, everlasting. (LGW, p. 253)

One only need compare Del Jordan's artistic manifesto to

that of James Agee in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men in

order to grasp the remarkable similarity of their vision:

If I could do it, I'd do no writing at all
here. It would be photographs; the rest would
be fragmenits of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps
of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood
and iron, phials of odors, plates of food and
of excrement. Booksellers would consider it
quite a novelty ....52

For Agee and for Munro, truth must be grounded in physical
reality, prosaic, unpleasant and harsh though it may be.
Both writers thus share the philosophy cf a photographer
such as Berenice Abbott, who asserts that "The photographer

creates, evolves a better, more selective, more acute seeing

eye by looking ever more sharply at what is going on in the

world."53



58

The inevitable result of this all-inclusive, photo-
graphic vision is paradox. The world becomes at once ugly
and beautiful, familiar and strange, innocent and threaten-

ing. Indeed, Susan Sontag's treatise On Photography is

couched in paradoxical terms: the photograph brings us
closer to objective reality and distances us from it; the
photograph is both realistic, she argues, and surrea.listic.y+
One often notes the preponderance of paradoxical expres-

sions in criticism and reviews of photography: Latent Image

(by Beaumont Newhall), "Coolly Obsessed with Humanity" (a
review of Cartier-Bresson's photographs).55 "dispassionately
passionate” (a comment on Richard Kirstel's photographs by
photography critic A. D. Coleman).56 This fascination with
paradox--with the very same paradoxes which surround photo-
graphy--is a central characteristic of Alice Munro's fiction.

One of the most consistent and glaring paradoxes in
Munro's work is the fact that ordinary objects may inspire
both reverence and suspicion. In "Images," Del's descrip-
tion of her father's work boots is both a celebration and a
revelation:

His boots were to me as unique and familiar,

as much an index to himself as his face was.

When he had taken them off they stood in a

corner of the kitchen, giving off a compli-

cated smell of manure, machine o0il, caked

black mud, and the ripe and disintegrating
material that lined their soles. They were


http:Coleman).56
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a part of himself, temporarily discarded,

waiting. (DHS, p. 36)
One wonders whether Munro was influenced by a similar photo-
graphic celebration: Walker Evans' photograph of a pair of

worn, mud-caked work boots in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men¥*

(itself a visual quotation of Vincent Van Gogh's Boots,
1887).* Certainly, this celebration of prosaic articles is

a feature of the documentary photographs of Evans and of
Lewis Hine. Hine, well-known for his photographs of working
men and women, is also known for quoting George Eliot's dis-
cussion of "the faithful representation of everyday things"”
at a conference of Charities and Corrections in Buffalo in

1909:

Do not impose on us any aesthetic rules which
shall banish from the reign of art those old
women with work-worn hands scraping carrots ...
those rounded backs and weather-beaten faces
that have bent over the spade and done the
rough work of the world, those homes with their
tin pans, their brown pitchers, their rough
curs and their clusters of onions.

This reverential attitude towards the everyday ob-
ject frequently appears in Munro's characters, in their belief
that external objects can somehow "save” them. The narrator
of "An Ounce of Cure,” after her first bout with the adult
compound, whisky, stares gratefully at "the little six-

sided white tiles, which lay together in such an admirable

and logical pattern” (DHS, p. 81) on the bathroom floor.
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Walker Evans, Boots (1941) from James Agee and Walker
Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1941, rpt. 1966), plate 1k.
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Vincent Van Gogh, Boots (1887) from Marc Edo Tral-
baut, Vincent Van Gogh (New York: The Alpine Fine Arts

Collection, 1981), p. 199.
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Neo-realist painters have treated this motif as well.

Ken Danby, Boots (1969) from Duval, Ken Danby, p. 89.

9
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Del Jordan, after a similar overindulgence at the notorious
Gay-la Dance Hall, feels "redeemed by childish things--my
old Scarlett O'Hara lamp, the blue-and-white metal flowers
that held back my limp dotted curtains" (LGW, pp. 193-4). Again,
one notes the use of religious terminology: "redeemed."
Later, as a student, Del worships the objects which she

fixes in her mind: "verbs, dates, wars, phyla" which "took
on a significance, an admonitory power, as if all these or-
dinary shapes and patterns of things were in fact the outward
form of the facts and relationships which I had mastered, and
which, once I had mastered them, came to seem lovely, chaste,
and obedient” (LGW, p.208 ).

Fer Munro's characters, however, objects simply re-
fuse to remain "lovely, chaste, and obedient”; more often,
they reveal unsuspected levels of treachery. Rose, like the
narrator of "An Ounce of Cure," fixes her eyes upon the "com-
forting geomeirical arrangement’” of the floor tiles in "Royal
Beatings,"” only to discover, to her profound shock, that "Those
things aren't going to help her, none of them can rescue her.
They turn bland and useless, even unfriendly" (WDYTYA, p. 16).
An older Rose senses this same latent treachery in objects;
after her night-long vigil, waiting for her lover's return
in "Simon's Luck," she peevishly blames the wine, sheets,
cheese and cherries which she has bought for the occasion:

"Preparations court disaster" (WDYTYA, p. 160), she wryly



64

reflects. Only later, while staring at the ice-cream dishes
"that told her of her changed state" (that is, not in love),
does.Rose shift the blame from external objects to her internal
weakness, her inflexibility: "the surprise was that she so
much wanted, required, everything to be there for her, thick
and plain as ice-cream dishes" (WDYTYA, p. 170). Rose must,
in short, learn to trust the internal and complex as well as
the external and simple. As Rose reflects of her acting
career, "she might have been paying attention ta the wrong
things, reporting antics, when there was always something
further, a tone, a depth, a light that she couldn't get and
wouldn't get" (WDYTYA, p. 205).

The prosaic oﬁject is often dangerous for Munro's
characters because it demands or inevitably entails an emo-
tional response. When Mr. Malley in "The 0ffice" offers the
young writer various objects to put in her new office--a tea-
pot, wastebasket, plant--the writer perceives these gifts as
a form of emotional *“blackmail” (DHS, p. 67). "I had not
planned,"” she emphatically states, “in taking an office, to
take on the responsibility of knowing any more human beings*
(DHS, p. 64). Such an admission, issuing from the mouth of
a writer, is clearly ironic. Similarly, in "Day of the But-
terfly,"” the young narrator sees the gifts which her class-
mates have hypocritically bestowed upon Myra Sayla, their

unpopular, mistreated classmate, as "guilt-tinged offerings":
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"They were no longer innocent objects to be touched, ex-
changed, accepted without danger” (DHS, p. 110). When Myra
attempts one such emotional exchange, by giving the narrator
one of these gifts, the narrator avoids the dangers of human
sympathy; she indifferently shrugs off the gift as "the thing."
The older, maturer voice of the narrator, however, assures us
that, as for Rose, the danger lies not in the physical object,
but in "the treachery of my own heart” (DHS, p. 110).

This association between objects and guilt or danger
lies deep in Munro's own mind, and is quite consciously as-
sociated by her with photography. 1In an autobiographical
story, "Boys and Girls,"” Munro's young protagonist assoc-
iates her disobedience in letting the horse run free with the
sight of the coat which her brother wore on that fateful day:

But whenever I saw the brown and white checked

coat hanging in the closet, or at the bottom of

the rag bag, which was where it ended up, I

felt a weight in my stomach, the sadness of un-

exorcised guilt. (DHS, p. 123)

In her personal memoir of her father, "Working For a Living,"
Munro reveals this same association between visualized object
and powerful past emotion. While driving on the rural roads
of Bruce County with her husband, Munro recalls, she saw

"a country store with long, old-fashioned window-panes

I felt that I had seen the store before and I connected it

with a disappointment."5° Little by little, Munro recalls
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the disappointing ice cream cone her father bought for her
at that very store when she was a child (disappointing be-
cause it contained splinters of ice), until she uncovers the
true source of her sadness; that her father had taken such
an unfrequented route because he had no money for repairing
his car and it might,therefore, have broken down at any mecment.
It is no wonder, then, that Munro speaks with such conviction
of "a sort of treachery” in "innocent objects ... houses,
chairs, dresses, dishes and ... roads, fields, landscapes--
which a writer removes from their natural, dignified obscur-
ity and sets down in print.“59 This treachery of the artis-
tically rendered object Munro then relates to the power of
photography to reveal hidden depths: "There are primitive
people who will not allow themselves to be photographed for
fear the camera will steal their souls. That has always
seemed to me a not unreasonable belief."60

Closely related to this photographic paradox of rev-
erence and fear of the object is the paradox of surfaces and
depths which also runs through Munro's fiction. Like Margaret
Atwood in "This is a Photograph of Me,” Munro is constantly
challenging her reader to look beyond the surface, to dis-
cover the mystery inherent in the prosaic. Although Munro has
commented to Graeme Gibson that she is "very, very excited by

61

what you might call the surface of life,"” she agreed readily

when John Metcalf asked her, "do you feel 'surfaces' not to be



67

surfaces?"62

Munro's work both bears out this paradoxical
attitude and relates it explicitly to photography. In Lives

of Girls and Women, the photograph of Marion Sherriff which

hangs in the main hall of the school reveals a "stocky and
unsmiling” girl holding a tennis racket, but conceals the
mystery of her subsequent suicide (LGW, p. 244). One is
reminded of the concern with surfaces and depths shown in
the earliest North American novel dealing with photography

as a metaphor, Nathaniel Hawthorne's The House of the Seven

Gables (1851), wherein Holgrave, the photographer, comments
on his daguerrotypes, "There is a wonderful insight in hea-
ven's broad and simple sunshine. While we give it credit
only for depicting the merest surface, it actually brings out
the secret character with a truth that no painter would ever
venture upon, even if he could detect it.“63
For Munro, the depths which are hidden by the small-

town "surfaces” are frequently grotesque: witness the drown-

ing of Miss Farris in lLives of Girls and Women, or the hideous

illness of the narrator's mother in "The Peace of Utrecht"--

a hideousness which both the narrator and her sister Maddy
attempt to conceal beneath the orderly, brisk surface of

their daily lives. Nevertheless, this view represents only
one side of the paradoxical vision which Munro--like photogra-
phers such as Arbus--possesses: that the familiar is grotesque

and the grotesque is familiar. In "The Peace of Utrecht," for
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example, Maddy's and Helen's attempts to hide their mother
from the town is more grotesque, at heart, than their mother's
illness. “We should have let the town have her," the narrator
bitterly reflects, "it would have treated her better" (DHS,
p. 195). Indeed, the dim-witted Milton Homer in Wwho_ Do

You Think You Are? finds ready acceptance in Hanratty: "No-

body looked askance at Milton in a parade; everybody was used
to him” (WDYTYA, p. 193). Years later, when an outsider, Rose's
sister-in-law Phoebe, tries to understand what sort of charac-
ter Milton Homer was, she resorts to sophisticated cliché,

“The village idiot,"” and Rose and her brother claim that

“they had never heard him described that way" (WDYTYA, p. 193).
Munro has often defended her characters against reviewers

who, like Phoebe, exclaim at the grotesque or "arid" quality
of the small town in her works. In Jubilee, for instance,

she maintains that "It is not true that such a place will not
allow eccentricity. 0ddity is necessary, just as much as sin
is; it is just that both things must be classified, and de-
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clared and appreciated."” Indeed, Muaro affectionately

speaks of the lives of her characters in paradoxical terms;
they are both “"buried and celebrated.”93

This paradoxical vision, whereby the buried may be
celebrated and the grotesque may be beautiful, is essential-

1y a photographic vision. Indeed, the photograph's tendency

to bestow formal beauty on the most horrifying of subject
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matter has troubled photographers and critics alike. Of a
1969 Museum of Modern Art exhibit of photographs from Harlem,
A. D. Coleman maintained that the photographer had
transmuted a truth which is not beautiful into
an art which is. If the reality on which that
beauty is based were transmuted at the same
time, I would have no objections, but it is
not ... This is one of the paradoxgg of con-
temporary documentary photography.
Marxist critics of photography such as Walter Benjamin see

this beautification of the ugly as a means of pacifying anti-~

establishment criticism. Thus, photographer Franz-Rch's res-

ponse to the B%%aus photographers' anthology, The World is

Beautiful (1928), resembles,in intent,Munro’s fiction: “Our
book does not only mean to say 'the world is beautiful,' but
also: the world is exciting, cruel and weird."67 For Alice
Munro,'as for many photographers, both propositions are true.

"Epilogue: The Photographer”" in Lives of Girls and

Women is Munro's most systematic and sustained attempt to
describe the paradoxes of surfaces and depths, and of the
familiar and the grotesque, using the metaphor of photogra-
phy. Many critics seem puzzled, however, as to the nature
of the mysterious Photographer figure who haunts the melo-
dramatic fragments of Del's imagined novel. Anthony B.
Dawson calls the pPhotographer "a kind of sinister image of
68

the sort of artist that Del wants to be," and Tim Stru-

thers describes his photographs as "false notions of reality"”
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which Del eventually repudiates.69 John Moss in Sex and Vio-

lence in the Canadian Novel is virtually alone in perceiving

a positive link between Del and the Photographer. His photo-
graphs, says Moss, are “darkly prophetic and photographically
vivid. Del will be an artist in the same mold.” He qualifies
this last statement, however, by commenting that Del's "visions
will be prophetic in a different way, though, due to the point
of view from which they are seen."70 Moss, I feel, is right
in his opinions of the Photographer, yet his qualifications
are vague and unsatisfactory. In what sense will Del's
visions be different? How will the creator's or the ob-
server's point of view change?

First of all, the Photographer's pictures are not
"fictive,"” as Struthers argues; they have not "distorted life
instead of revealing it."71 Indeed, the opposite is true;
the photographs reveal what is present--whether in the past
or in the future--or what is potentially true:

The pictures he took turned out to be unusual,

even frightening. People saw that in his pic-

tures they had aged twenty or thirty years.

Middle aged people saw in their own features

the terrible, growing, inescapable likeness of

their dead parents; young fresh girls and men

showed what gaunt or dulled or stupid faces they

would have when they were fifty. Brides looked

pregnant, children adenoidal. (LGW, pp. 246-247)

The truth which the photographer reveals, lMunro emphasizes,

is an unpleasant but "inescapable” one. In fact, her further
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comment, "So he was not a popular photographer” (LGW, p. 247),
could be applied to Munro's own unsteady relations with the
inhabitants of her transformed town, Wingham, Ontario.

The perspective which Del's Photographer lacks--the
"point of view” to which Moss perhaps refers--is the ability
to see the other half of the paradox of the grotesque and the
beautiful. Caroline, Del's lovely heroine, pursues the photo-
grapher and offers herself to him, just as objective reality
offers itself to the photographer or to the writer. The re-
lationship bears fruit: Caroline's womb is, in Del's melodra-

matic and mawkish prose, "swollen like a hard yellow gourd in

her belly" (LGW, p. 247). Even this promise of fruitfulness,
however, turns sour; the photographer's car overturns (sig-
nificantly, beside a "dry creek," LGW, p. 247), and Caroline
commits suicide. The Photographer, then, although he is a-
dept at uncovering the grotesque secrets of the town, cannot
conceive of any sort of positive creation. Munro, it would
seem, is here issuing an artistic manifesto, differentiating
herself from the fictional "photographers” of small towns
such as Sherwood Anderson, writers who can only perceive one
side of the paradox of ugliness and beauty. “All the men and
women the writer had ever known had become grotesque,"” writes

Anderson in Winesburg, Ohio (1919)?2 For Alice Munro, as for

Diane Arbus, all the grotesques she has ever lnown become

men and women.
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Del's view, then, encompasses that of her Photogra-
pher, just as her new novel will be not as much a repudiation
of the vision in her Gothic novel, as an inclusion of the
beauties as well as the grotesqueries of reality. Instead of
the "darker, more decaying town" (LGW, p.247 ) of her first
novel, she will create a Jubilee which is at once "dull,
simple, amazing and unfathomable,”" where every homely detail,
"every smell, pothole, pain, crack, delusion” will become
"radiant, everlasting" (LGW, p. 253). The symbol of Del's
maturer vision is the photograph of Marion Sherriff (the
model for Del's fictional "Caroline") which undergoes a trans-
formation in Del's mind, as she listens to Bobby Sherriff:
"Her face was stubborn, unrevealing, lowered so that shadows
had settled in her eyes” (LGW, p. 253). This progressive
darkening of Marion's eyes contrasts sharply with the condi-
tion of "Caroline"'s eyes, as revealed by Del's Photcgrapher:

"Caroline's eyes were white" (LGW, p. 247). This image of

white becoming dark--the photographic transformation from a
"negative" to a "positive”" image--suggests the completeness
of Del's vision. She will reveal and unmask reality, like
her Photographer, but she will also celebrate, create and
render it more complex, adding delicate shadows to stark

reality.
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Susan Sontag once wrote that "All photographs are

memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in

another person's (or thing's) mortality, vulnerability, mu-
tability."73 Paradoxically, by capturing a moment of life,
one emphasizes that that particular moment has vanished for-
ever. This double consciousness pervades most of the liter-
ature which deals with photograprhy; witness Philip Larkin's
"Lines on a Young Lady's Photograph Album":

How overwhelmingly persuades

That this is a real girl in a real place

In every sense empirically true!

Or is it just the past?74
Alice Munro--a writer who constantly attempts to recreate the
atmosphere and texture of the past--uses photography as an
analogous means of bringing together past and present. In
"Something I 've Been Meaning to Tell You,"” Et is astonished,
when she looks at a photograph of her sister Char, to dis-
cover that "Char was beautiful®" (SIBMTTY, p. 5). Moving
from the past image to the present--Char scrubbing in the
kitchen-~Et both recognizes the superficial change in her sis-
ter and "the same almost disdainful harmony"” in Char's face
"as in the photograph" (SIBMTTY, p. 6). Past and present,
then, are not to be easily categorized, set apart from each
other; like Del's Photographer, Et realizes that “the quali-
ties of legend were real, that they surfaced where and when

you least expected” (SIBMTTY, p. 6).
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Munro has commented that she likes "looking at
people's lives over a number of years, without continuity.
Like catching them in snapshots. And I like the way people
75

relate, or don't relate to the people they were earlier.”

The narrator of "The Turkey Season" from The Moons of Jupiter

finds herself in the latter predicament when she looks at a
photograph of herself as part of a turkey barn crew. Munro
actually owns such a photograph of the workers at the turkey
barn which her father owned. She found the photograph, she
told Stephen Scobie, while going through her father's effects.
That detail, as well as the fact that she mentions immediate-
ly after this the memoir of her father which she wrote for

Grand Street ("Working for a Living"), suggests that creating

a story from this visual artifact involves, for her, a re-
creation of a deeply personal past, and an attempt to immor-
talize the mortal and transitory.76 Of the fictional photo-
graph, the narrator of her story reflects, "I am stout and
cheerful and comradely in the picture, transformed into some-
one I don't ever remember being or pretending to be."77 Not
only is the narrator distanced from her past visually but
emotionally and intellectually as well. Now, she assumes
that the turbulence in the group. of workers was probably
caused by sexual jealousy (a woman and a man competing for
the favours of the male boss). Even so, her knowledge can

never be entirely satisfying. "I would still like to know
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things,"” she claims, “Never mind facts. Never mind theories
either” (MJ, p. 74). Knowledge of the past, Munro implies,
is not a matter of verification or theorizing; like the iconic
photograph, the past and all its levels of meaning defeat wus.

Sometimes, Munro uses the photograph to emphasize the
bizarre dislocation between the past and the present. This
assocliation is by no means unusual. Photographer Jean Mohr
has written:

A photograph arrests the flow of time in which

the event photographed once existed. All photo-

graphs are of the past, yet in them an instant

of the past is arrested so that, unlike a lived

past, it can never lead to the present. Every

rhotograph presents us with two messages: a

message concerning the event photographed and
another concerning a shock of discontinuity.78

In "Privilege," from Who Do You Think You Are?, Rose sees

West Hanratty as two photographs, one taken before the war
and the other, after: "it was as if an entirely different
lighting had been used, or as if it was all on film and the
film had been printed in a different way, so that on the one
hand things looked clean-edged and decent and limited and or-
dimary, and on the other, dark, grainy, jumbled, and distur-
bing"” (WDYTYA, p. 37). The different "materials” which pro-
duce such varied effects represent, of course, the changing
consciousness of the child who begins to perceive the under-
currents of violence and hostility in the town (and, more

particularly, in "Privilege," in the school).
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A similar dislocation between past and present is

perceived by the narrator of "Material"” from Something I 've

Been Meaning to Tell You, when she gazes at the photograph of

her ex-husband, Hugo, in a collection of short stories:

He looked, however, very much as I would have

thought he would look by now ... I had fore-

seen the ways in which time and his life would

have changed him ... Pouches under his eyes,

a dragged-down look to the cheeks even when

he is laughing. He.is laughing, into the

camera. His teeth have gone from bad to

worse. He hated dentists, said his father

died of a heart attack in the dentist's

chair. A lie, like so much else, or at least

an exaggeration. He used to smile crookedly for

photographs to hide the right top incisor ....

(SIBMTTY, p. 28).
Hugo's photograph, like those of Diane Arbus, both reveals and
conceals. Although he is facing the camera--a posture which,
in Arbus' photographs, for instance, suggests unashamed self-
revelation--he is implicitly concealing or falsifying the
past. The narrator knows the truth about his insecurities,
such as his hatred of dentists; she knows all of the "lies,”"
"half-lies,"” "absurdities" which make up Hugo's perscnality
(SIBMTTY, p. 29). Noting the checked wool shirt and the
undershirt which Hugo sports in this photograph, the narrator
senses that Hugo is attempting to create a false image of the
writer as a carefree lumberjack. Indignantly, she orders us
to "Look at Hugo's picture, look at the undershirt" (SIBMTTY,

p.- 29), and to compare the fagade which we see there and in
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Hugo's pretentious duthor's "blurb” with the insecure and dom-
ineering man she knew in the past. This disjunction between
prast and present is further intensified when the narrator
admits that her knowledge of Hugo's present life, pieced to-
gether from the scanty evidence offered by the photograph,

is woefully inadequate: "I have no proof. I construct some-
body from this one smudgy picture, I am content with such
clichés*” (SIBMTTY, p. 29). The photograph, then, points to

a truth about human nature which Hugo misses entirely in his
story about Dotty, the "harlot in residence” (SIBMTTY, p. 31)
in their old apartment building: +that knowledge of external
appearances is a flimsy excuse for knowledge of the internal,
mysterious workings of the mind and of the past. The narrator
thus rejects Hugo's flimsy excuse for fiction--his use of
Dotty as "material"”: "This is not enough, Hugo. You think

it is, but it isn't. You are mistaken, Hugo" (SIBMTTY, p. 44).
The photograph, as an analogue to Hugo's fictional distortion
of the past, assists both the narrator and the reader in com-
ing to this findl decision.

Munro often uses a particular type of photograph--the
family photograph--to study the paradoxical disjunction and
continuity between the past and the present. Nora, Ben Jor-
dan's former girlfriend in "Walker Brothers Cowboy” from

Dance of the Happy Shades, weakly tries to bridge the gulf

between the past she shared with Ben and her lonely present,
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by showing him family photographs. A propos of one of those
photographs, of Nora's sister, Ben protests that he "can't

think of her any way but when she was going to school” (DHS,
p. 14), a prophetic sign of his unwillingness to bring Nora

herself into his present life. In Lives of Girls and Women,

another character who belongs entirely to the past, Uncle
Craig, is associated with photographs: one, of a pioneering
log cabin, and another, a family portrait in which his sis-
ters, Aunt Elspeth and Aunt Grace "sat on hassocks, at his
head and feet,” as though he were an idol. The young Craig
appears "self-satisfied” and pampered and Del marvels that
the aunts spoke of him "as if he were still that boy, stretched
out there in beguiling insolence, for them to pamper and laugh
at” (LGW, p- 29). Thus, the Aunts, like Craig, with his de-
votion to his History of Wawanash County, are entirely caught
up in the past. They appropriately act as messengers from
the past, handing down to Del the incomplete manuscript of
Craig's History, which Del does not yet appreciate--the re-
cord of "the whole solid, intricate structure of lives sup-
porting us from the past” (LGW, p. 31).

Often, photographs themselves are associated with
such a reevaluation of the past. The narrator of "Winter

Wind” from Something I 've Been Meaning to Tell You pays no

attention to a photograph of her grandmother, Aunt Madge,

great aunts and great-grandparents until her grandmother
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dies and Aunt Madge is taken to a nursing home. Then, she
tells us, "I salvaged it, and have taken it with me where-

ver I go" (SIBMTTY, p. 194). ~The photograph becomes a tal-
isman, a protection against mortality. Furthermore, the
narrator's detailed description of the portrait sitters re-
veals the value of the link with the past which she has just
discovered. Of her great-grandfather, the narrator claims,
"This photograph was the sign and record of his achievement:
respectability, moderate prosperity, mollified wife in a

black silk dress, the well-turned-out tall daughters®" (SIBMTTY,
p. 194). This statement represents the family as it would
wish to appear. Nevertheless, the narrator then examines
more imaginatively, more probingly, the truth lying beneath
this ordesred surface: +the dresses actually look "frightful”;
Aunt Madge has probably had to make her sisters' dresses: there
is "something askew at the waist of the grandmother's dress
(SIBMTTY, p. 194); the grandmother herself seems ”askew; for
she appears upon closer scrutiny to have "no authority," to be
a "ahamefaced" "tomboy" (SIBMTTY, p. 195). In short, the
narrator perceives the truth of the past, imperfect as it is,
and this imperfection renders it all the more perscnal and
intimate to her. Thus, Brandon Conron's belief that this
photograph "symbolizes the personal sacrifices made by her
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ancestors to carve out an ordered way of life is only

partially true. The narrator, by perceiving the truth beyond
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the surface of the photograph, realizes the sacrifices which
these people have made, but realizes as well that their "way
of life"” was not as "ordered” as she initially believed.
Often, Munro accentuates this interplay between the
past and the present by associating the photograph quite ex-
plicitly with death. In Who Do You Think You Are?, Munro en-

umerates the objects which Flo as an old woman assembles in
her porch "where she had been sitting for years now with her
joints and arteries hardening” (WDYTYA, p. 176). Among these
relics is a photograph of Princess Anne as a child (a mock-
ing inversion of Rose's childhood in Hanratty) as well as a
“Newspaper photograph of seven coffins in a row. Two large
and five small. Parents and children, all shot by the father .
in the middle of the night" (WDYTYA, p. 177). The second
photograph both provides an implicit contradiction of the
first image of childhood, and suggests that Flo, sitting in
her porch, is waiting to take her place in the line of cof-

fins. In “Hard Luck Stories” from The Moons of Jupiter, the

narrator and her two friends Julie and Douglas, trade stories
about their romantic misadventures. Nevertheless, in the
midst of their concern with the frustrations of life and
love, the thought of death frequently intrudes. Douglas,

the narrator muses, is a "boyish-looking man" with "the jaun-
ty grim looks you often see in photographs of servicemen in

the Second World war" (MJ, p. 185). This ominous juXtaposition
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of youth and death resurfaces when all three characters enter
a country graveyard, and sense that their mortal concerns are
dwarfed by a larger power:

Lives pressed down, like layers of rotting

fabric, disintegrating dark leaves. The

old pain and privation. How strange, in-

dulged, and culpable they would find us--

three middle-aged people still stirred up

about love, or sex. (MJ, p. 196)

Munro's use of the photograph to juxtapose the past
and the present and tc emphasize human mortality may derive
from her reading of an earlier writer and photographer,
Eudora Welty. (Welty, like Evans and Lange, gained her
photographic experience in the Farm Security:. Administration
of the nineteen thirties.) In her short story, "Livvie,"
Welty uses the photograph to reveal the same disjunction be-
tween past and present which fascinates Munro; Livvie, a young
slave who marries an older, sickly man named Solomon, gazes
at the picture of her husband when young, which ironically
hangs over his sick-bed. This disjunction becomes pathetic,
indeed, when Solomon's youthful dreams are revealed to be as
far removed from his present condition, as is his youthful
portrait from the frail figure lying on his deathbed: "When
Solomon was young, as he was in his picture overhead, it Iiis
destiny] was the infinite thing with him, and he could see no
end to the respect he would contrive and keep in a house. He
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had built a lonely house .... Of course, Solomon's dreams
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are cruelly undercut; in this house which he has sacrificed
his youth and vigour to build, a younger man arrives to carry
off Solomon's young bride, even while Solomon is on his death-
bed; Like Munro's "Hard-Luck Stories,” Welty's "Livvie" ends
with a powerful scene in which individual destinies are caught
up in the larger currents of time; when Livvie is seized by
the young man, her fingers slowly loosen on the watch which
Solomon has given her before he died, until slowly, she lets

it fall to the floor.ol

Munro's acute consciousness of human transience is
closely connected with yet another paradox in her art: the
paradox of control and helplessness, fixity and flux. As she
commented to Graeme Gibson about her writing, "With me it
has something to do with the fight against death, the fesling
that we lose everything every day, and writing is a way of
convincing yourself perhaps that you're doing something about
this. You're not really, because the writing itself does not
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last much longer than you do .... For many photographers,

too, this attempt to fix external reality is the raison d'etre

of their art; as French photographer Cartier-Bresson says,
"to find the structure of the world--to revel in the pure
pleasure of form," to show that "in all this chaos, there is

order."83 Nevertheless, if the photographer holds the power
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of rendering immortal what is momentary, he or she is still
dependent on what is there to be photographed: external
reality. Thus, the ultimate impossibility of the camera's
ever achieving this supreme control over the minutiae of ex-
perience is contained in Susan Sontag's paradoxicél christen-
ing of photography as the "assault on reality and submission
to reality."ag

Frequently, Munro's characters reach this same in-
sight into the helplessness which underlies all of their at-

tempts to order and control the external world. Del, in

Lives of Girls and Women, for instance, follows up her cata-

logue of details which she hopes to enshrine forever in her
fiction, with the rueful admission, "The hope of accuracy we
bring to such tasks is crazy, heartbreaking” (LGW, p. 253).
Similarly, the photograph of Et which Arthur keeps on his
bureau in "Something I 've Been Meaning to Tell You," repre-
sents his attempt to order his memory of his late wife. In-
stead of recognizing the chaos which existed within Et, final-
ly culminating in her suicide, Arthur prefers to see her as
she appears in the photograph: "in her costume for that play,
where she played the statue-girl” (SIBMTTY, p. 23)--an example

of fixity, indeed. In Who Do You Think You Are?, Rose's hus-

band, Patrick, betrays this same pathetic desire to "fix" his
wife; when it becomes apparent that Rose wants a divorce, she

discovers Patrick one day "putting fresh Scotch tape on the
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snapshots in the album"” (WDYTYA, p. 133). This attempt to
control what is no longer controllable can only fail; Rose,
whose perception of Patrick and of the marriage is finally
clear, sees these photographs of happier domestic times for
what they are: "True lies” (WDYTYA, p. 133). Munro's at-
titude towards the photograph's--and man's--vain attempt to
control recalcitrant reality thus echoes that of Benedetto
Croce: "And if photography be not quite an art, that is pre-
cisely because the element of nature in it remains more or
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less unconquered and ineradicable.”

The photograph is the meeting place of nct only
power and helplessness, the familiar and the grotesque, but
of motion and stillness as well. It is the static moment

snatched out of the perpetuum mobile of time-~-what Cartier-

Bresson termed "the decisive moment."86 In Alice Munro's
fiction, too, the "moment"” is often "decisive," often given
the importance of a "s*till shot” in film. For example, Del

in "Images" attests to the crucial importance of her meeting
with 0ld Joe Phippen:; she becomes "like a child in an old
negative, electrified against the dark noon sky, with blazing
hair and burned-out Orphan Annie eyes" (DHS, p. 38). She is
"paralysed” and "transfixed"--all words which suggest, as does

the image of the photographic negative, a ceasing of the
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normal time sequence. Since Joe himself represents all that
is weird and terrifying, hidden under the surface, this in-
terruption of the time sequence or ordinary life is certainly
appropriate.

Munro frequently emphasizes. this sense of the "momen-
tary” by using the word "exposure'--a term suggesting both
revelation and the photographic moment. The young girl in
"An Ounce of Cure" fears the "exposure"” which her debauch has
earned for her--the momentary relaxing of her emotional
guard. On a higher level, the narrator of "The O0ffice"
associates exposure with the ultimate act of revelation,
writing: "However I put it, the words create their space of
silence, the delicate moment of exposure" (DHS, p. 59).

Munro herself uses the term a great deal in reference to her
writing. The inhabitants of Wingham, she claims in "What is
Real?," fear wnat they see as Munro's "deliberate exposure"”
of the town.87 Moreover, she confessed to Graeme Gibson
that she must not think of writing for a particular audience
when she writes, or else "the sense of self-exposure” would
be overwhelming.88 Thus, Munro, in theory and practise, is
fascinated by a type of momentary self-revelation, similar to
the instantaneous "exposure" of the camera.

In her fiction, however, Munro often juxtaposes the
"decisive moment” with the motion and continuum of life--yet

another paradox. In Who Do You Think You Are?, this pattern
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is often repeated; Rose, watching Patrick in his library car-
rel, adopts the stance of the detached observer: "she was
free. She could look at him as she would look at anybody"
(WDYTYA, p- 93). Rose does not, however, remain an observer
for long. She has "a compelling picture of herself” running
into Patrick's carrel and embracing him, almost in the man-
ner of a film sequence. The picture swiftly becomes reality,
however, when we are suddenly told, "She did it" (WDYTYA, p.
94). This interplay between stasis and continuum reinforces
the fact that Rose often finds herself dragged along by the
force of events in her life. Another case in point is her
aimless and obsessive drive through Ontario and Manitoba
when she is deserted by her lover, Simon. When Rose discovers,
years later, that Simon must have deserted her because he
found that he had cancer, she explicitly ponders the rela-
tionship between momentary events and the film-like continu-
um of our lives: "People watching [fil@ﬂ trusted that they
would be protected from predictable disasters, alsc from
those shifts of emphasis that throw the story line open to
question, the disarrangements which demand new judgments and
solutions” (WDYTYA, pp. 172-173). Rose is beginning at last
to understand the paradox of life which T. S. Eliot called
"the point of intersection of the timeless / With time."89

This passage from Who Do You Think You Are? and its

Eliot-like message throw 1light on another scene wherein
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Munro justaposes motion and stasis. At the end of "The Time

of Death,” from Dance of the Happy Shades, the photographic

image of the dilapidated wooden buildings is suddenly ani-
mated: “The snow came, falling slowly, evenly..." (DHS,

p. 99). As Tim Struthers comments, "she [Munr{} presents a
still photograph which, with the final detail of the snow-

«90 Struthers does not mention the

fall, evolves into a film.
function of this transformation, but certainly the death of
the child Benny could be one of the "predictable disasters™
or "disarrangements"” of which Rose speaks. In this instance,
too, as in Rose's 1life, the "film" of life must continue, ab-
sorbing as well as it can, these dislocations of the story
line. "What's life?," asks Leona Parry, “You gotta go on"
(DHS, p. 98). Nevertheless, the momentary event affects
deeply the continuum of one's life; Patricia Parry "goes on,"
but continues to carry inside her the burden of guilt for her
brother's death. As Eliot remarks in "The Dry Salvages"--in
lines which echo Munro's concerns and which probably provided
her with the title of her story,

At the moment which is not of action or inaction

You can receive this: "on whatever sphere of being

The mind of man may be intent

At the time of death”--that is the one action

(And the time of death is every moment) 91
Which shall fructify in the lives of others.
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A final consideration in studying Alice Munro's use
of photography is the extent to which the photograph has in-
fluenced the form of her fiction. Titles such as "Images" and
"Red Dress: 1946" certainly recall photographs. Beyond this
similarity, the very concept of a series of short stories is
associated in Munro's mind with a type of photographic vision

of life. She once commented about Who Do You Think You Are?:

I think there are flickerings of self-knowledge

or maturity in and out throughout your life,

there isn't a plateau which people reach and

then remain{gjci. Those cliches that as you get

older, you get wiser aren't necessarily true, 9

there are peaks and hollows all along the way.
More recently, Munro has reiterated her belief: "There are
just flashes of things we know and find out. I don't see
life very much in terms of progress.“93 Critics, too, have
used language remarkably similar to Munro's in defining the
form of her stories. John Moss, for instance, refers to
Munro transcending time by recording the "brilliant flashes™
of experience.94

The interconnected short story form, such as one

finds in Who Do You Think You Are? and to a lesser extent

in Lives of Girls and Women, is perfectly suited to Munro's

conception of human maturity. As Tim Struthers commented in

a review of Who Do You Think You Are?, its story line "is a

moving picture presented by means of multiple exposures."g5
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In fact, Susan Sontag has identified the photographic con-
ception of the world as "a series of unrelated, freestanding
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particles.” Critics of Munro, however, continue to expect
her "freestanding particles” of fiction to function as a
novel. For example, Carole Gerson referred, in an interview

with Munro, to the "gaps" in Who Do You Think You Are?, to

which Munro responded, "I think you're looking at it as a
failed novel."97 Several stories in the collection present
characters which do not resurface in a major way in thec other
stories: Rose's daughter Anna in "Providence,” Simon in
"Simon's Luck,” and Clifford and Jocelyn in "Mischief."
These self-sufficient stories support the perception of the
collection as a group of seiected moments from Rose's life--
a type of emotional photograph album.

One finds explicit support for this conception of
Munro's collections in two passages from her work. 1In

Lives of Girls and Women, Del attempts to construct her own

mental photograph album in which she might collect and recon-
cile her conflicting perceptions of Miss Farris, the teacher

who commits suicide:

Miss Farris in her velvet skating costume ...
Miss Farris con brio, Miss Farris painting
faces in the Council Chambers, Miss Farris
floating face down, unprotesting, in the
Wawanash River, six days before she was
found. Though there is no plausible way of
hanging those pictures together--if the
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last one is true then must it not alter the
others?--they are goin% to have to stay to-
gether now. (LGW, p.141 ).

This passage reproduces the form of Lives of Girls and Women

in miniature. Each phase of Del's life--her religious exper-
imentation, her sexual curiosity, her fears of death--is one
picture which must be "hung" along with the others if we are
to gain an honest insight into the maturing mind of a young
artist. Moreover, Del's comment about the last picture of
Miss Farris inevitably influencing the others, reveals a
curious truth in relation to Del's own story. The Epilogue,
which directly treats Del's ambition to be a writer, causes

the reader to return to the earlier stories in Lives of Girls

and Women (even if only mentally) to reconsider the earlier
evidence of Del's sensitivity to language and experience.

Lives of Girls and Women is thus the fictional photograph

album of a young artist.

A similar passage, in which Munro explicitly refers
to a collection of stories as a series of photographs is the
ending of "The Ottawa Valley," which I quoted at the beginning
of this chapter. The narrator surveys the "series of snap-
shots”"~--her story--in which almost all the subjects, her Aunt
Dodie, Uncle James, Aunt Lena, “come out clear enough,” ex-
cept for her mother, whose "edges melt and flow" (SIBMTTY,

p. 246). The placing of this story at the very end of the
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collection, Something I 've Been Meaning to Tell You, suggests

that the metaphor of the series of snapshots applies to the
entire collection of stories. Lorna Irvine, although she ac-

cepts this idea, claims that the content of Something I 've

Been Meaning to Tell You cannot very successfully be compared

to snapshots, because "The boundaries of these women [i.e.,
the narrators and characters of the other storie%} are not
clea.:r'.“98 Nevertheless, one might argue that no central fe-
male character in Munro's stories is simple (not even the
young girls in "How I Met My Husband" and "An Ounce of Cure").
In addition, the image of the photograph, as we have seen,
does not necessarily imply a fully successful ordering or
capturing of reality, but a dialectic of power and helpless-
ness. Munro's narrator fittingly concludes her artistic mani-
festo by declaring that "I could go on, and on, applying what
skills I have, using what tricks I know, and it would always
be the same” (SIBMTTY, p. 246). In the context of Munro's
fiction, "tricks" often refers to fictional technique; the
narrator of "Material,™ for example, praises Hugo's story for
its "Lovely tricks, honest tricks" (DHS, p. 43). Thus, the
links between the series of "brownish snapshots” and Munro's
short story collection are extremely strong. In fact, the
passage from "The Ottawa Valley” virtually echoes the Ameri-
can photographer W. Eugene Smith's definition of a photo-essay:

"You keep working out the relationships between the people,
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and you look back at the relationships you have established,

... There should be a coherence between the pictures.“99

Alice Munro's paradoxical vision of human experience
is;therefore,the basis for her fascination with the photogra-
phic image. The photograph miraculously contains within it
beauty, ugliness, the familiar, the grotesque, the past, the
present, motion, stasis, comfort and treachery. It thus be-
comes the perfect vehicle for probing lives which are, in
Munro's own words, “Solitary and meshed,” "buried and cele-

100 In fact, the closing sentencesof William Stott's

brated."”
book on the documentary form unwittingly sum up Munro's
attitude towards the burials and celebrations of human life:
"That the world can be improved and yet must be celebrated as
it is are contradictions. The beginning of maturity may be

101 .
By carefully framing

the recognition that both are true.”
and ordering her perceptions upon the delicate lens of her

prose, Alice Munro brings us one step closer to that maturity.
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CHAPTER TWO
"VIOLENT STILLNESS": TIMOTHY FINDLEY'S USE OF PHOTOGRAPHY

Cassandra Wakelin, the heroine of Timothy Findley's

play, Can You See Me Yet? (1977), finds herself in an Ontario

Asylum for the Insane with only one symbol of order, idénti@g
and the past to cling to: a photograph album. By imagining
her fellow inmates to be members of her own family, acting
out traumatic moments from the past, Cassandra painfully as-
sembles her own mental photograph album. Her gradual reac-
quaintance with her past is crushed, however, by an inmate's
revelation of the truth about her album: "It isn't yours!

1 Another inmate defends Cassandra's adop-

It's all a lie!"”
tion of the photographs, and champions, in so doing, the tri-
umph of fiction over mere fact:

If she says the book's the story of her life,

then it's the story of her life. And if it

is, she's lucky, even if she stole it. I wish

someone would go back out and steal a story of

my life. My life doesn'tzhave a story. Other-

wise, I wouldn't be here.

This scene reproduces in miniature the two con-
flicting attitudes toward the photograph which one finds
at various stages in Timothy Findley's writing career.
Unlike Alice Munro, who sees photography as a symbol of
the celebration of prosaic reality, Findley has empha-

sized, especially in earlier works, the darker elements

100
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associated with the camera image: artificiality, lies, sti-
fling fixity, and even fascism. Only in more recent works,

beginning with Can You See Me Yet? and The Wars (1977), has

Findley come to appreciate the photograph as an invaluable
preserver of the past as well as an image of “violent stillness."”
Findley's responses to the photograph differ from those
of Munro largely because of his widely different experiences
with visual images. He has been, at various periods of his
life, a painter, a dancer, an actor, a playwright and a
screenwriter as well as a novelist, and in each of those
endeavours he has shown a marked preference for expressing
motion rather than fixity. As a painter, for instance, Fin-
dley favours human subjects instead of still life or land-
scape-~-human subjects caught up in the process of living,
"occupied with something private” while they are in physical
“repose,” caught "in a particular moment of their life--or
their day."3 Findley emphasizes that he does not approach
a portrait as a static study of "the person's face,” but as
a glimpse of “the attitude of the person who was sitting
there."u Even the canvases Findley dreams of executing in-
volve the unfolding of human drama rather than the freezing
of external reality: "I have visions of huge canvases ...
where there are masses of people in the picture ... They
would be recordings of events. Or of moments."5 Such a2

description recalls monumental canvases dealing with dramatic
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historical events such as Goya's The Third of May, 1808 (1814-

1815), showing the shooting of Madrid resisters by Napoleon's
troops, or Picasso's Guernica (1937), which depicts the bomb-
ing of a town in the Basque region during the Spanish Civil
War.* Findley, noticing a reproduction of the latter painting
during a conversation with David Macfarlane, appropriately
focused on the striking movements of the wounded, rearing
horse. "The love of life,” Findley declared, "is in that
rage."6

Many of Timothy Findley's characters, too, express
this "love of 1life” through their actions and movements.
Findley's fascination with gesture clearly derives from his
work as a dancer and actor. In fact, Findley has explained
that he embarked on an acting career after discovering that
a fused disc made it impossible for him to dance profession-
ally. Acting he regarded as an alternative means of attain-
ing “the perfection of gesture” which one finds in dance.7
More importantly, Findley frequently uses the metaphor of
dance to describe the art of writing. "Dancing and writing
are the same,"” he explained to David Macfarlane, "It's a
question of defining beauty within a gesture."8 In a con-~

versation with William Whitehead, Findley expanded on this

analogy:

What the dancer does is make a series of
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Pablo Picasso, Guernica (1937) from H. W. Janson,
History of Art, Second Edition (New York and Englewocod Cliffs:

Harry N. Abrams and Prentice-Hall, 1977, rpt. 1979), p. 656.



104

statements. And the statements are made up of

gestures: gestures in a sequence. So words--

words are ?he vocabulary of liteyate gesture 9

... words in a sentence are a written gesture.

This image--"gestures in a sequence”"--suggests film
or drama rather than still photography and it is here that
Findley's other vocations, as a playwright and screenwriter
are significant. Findley feels that his experience as a
writer of plays and television drama for the C. B. C. has
enormously influenced his fiction. Referring to his com-
pulsion to write copious stage directions for his plays,
Findley remarks of his fictional "stage directions,” "I am
always seeing what the people are doing, when I write: as
well as hearing what they're saying. 1 see and'hear in tan-
dem." Most playwrights and novelists, Findley senses, only
hear. 1°

This desire on Findley's part, to show as well as to
tell his readers what is happening in the world of his char-

acters, has both enriched and occasionally marred his fiction.

Novels such as The Wars and Not Wanted on the Voyage {(1984)

consist of a series of short scenes which are unified by
interlocking patterns of vivid imagery, such as animal and
fire imagery. These novels deserve the praise which Alberto
Manguel recently bestowed on Findley's short fiction: "his
stories are wonderfully visual, like plays acted out on the

11

rage at a breathtaking pace." In a novel such as The
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Butterfly Plague (1969), however, a too-intrusive, less or-

ganized and interlocking symbolism tends to direct the reader
too much and in too many directions at once: butterflies,
fire, jungles, beaches, a Germanic "Race” figure, disease
and sun are just a few examples. Joan Coldwell's comment

on the novel, "One is almost suffocated by significance."12

could also read, "One is almost suffocated by visual images.
In an interview with Donald Cameron in 1971, Findley confessed
that he has a "fear of not having made a thing clear, and

I'1l write the same thing into a novel several times so that
by the time I've got it said, I've said it eight different
ways ... I don't trust enough--either myself or the reader.“13
This compulsion may be, in essence, the same compulsion which
Findley felt as a playwright, to write frequent and detailed
stage directions for his actors and actresses.

Findley's association of a series of gestures with
his writing is especially evident when he describes the pro-
cess of writing itself. For Findley, the first stage of
writing~--what the Romantic writers would have termed "in-
spiration"-~-is a powerful visual experience. “Mind movies,"
he once claimed at a conference on Canadian fiction and
film, "form the genesis of all my work."” These "mind movies”
consist of "a flow of images"” running through the writer's

mind, which, for Findley, are soon augmented by snatches of
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14 The difficult and frustrating task of the

conversation.

writer is, of course, to preserve these visual and aural

fragments in the form "of a permanent written record. "The

perfect book," Findley told David Macfarlane, "goes by in a

moment in your brain. And then you ask yourself, 'How in

the name of God can I make that happen on a piece of paper?'"15
One method which Findley evidently uses 1is to fix

16 which resembles

upon what he calls one "persistent image"
a photographic still shot. For example, Findley has claimed
that the conversation between Robert Ross and his mother in

the bathroom--one of the most vivid and perceptive scenes in
The Wars--grew out of his fascination with the image of the
drain~-hole of the sink, into which Mrs. Ross's cigarette ashes
fell "down the porcelain slopes like mountain climbers tum-
bling to their death."17 This process resembles that described
by Alice Munro, whereby her “persistent image” of a hermit
coming down a hill forms the nucleus of the story "Images.”
Haunting images for Findley include those which he recently

enumerated in his Introduction to his short stories, Dinner

Along the Amazon (1984): "The sound of screen doors banging,"

"Colt revolvers hidden in bureau drawers,” "a chair that is
always falling over,” and, of course, "photographs in card-

18 In addition, Findley has also claimed that

board boxes."
his entire oeuvre grows out of one static, overwhelmingly

"persistent image--that of a cow and her calf standing in
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a white room, one of whose walls is smeared with blood, and
the calf appears to be wondering, "Why are we here?! "That
is the overriding image of my life,“ Findley confesses, "that
we are here for the slaughter."lg
More often, however, Findley describes himself as
trying to record an ongoing process or conversation, working
from a film clip rather than a snapshot. In “Alice Drops her
Cigarette on the Floor,” Findley's lively conversaticn with

William Whitehead, he compares himself to "a voyeur" who is

eavesdropping on an argument between a fictional "George” and

“Brenda,"” "when all at once, Alice drops her cigarette on the
floor ... so I make a record of it: ALICE DROPS HER CIGARETTE
20

ON THE FLOOR." This "“record,” interestingly, resembles a
stage direction.

Frequently, Findley describes this visual experience
as a visitation by one of his characters. "They arrive on
your doorstep,"” he tells Donald Camercn, "and they say, I
am coming into your life and I am not going to leave until
I am down on the paper."21 This method might be termed the
"persistent character" approach. For two of his novels,
Findley describes such visitations in detail:

The first thing I see is the person, and the

person will come and you'll hear this in your

mind. (knocking sound); and you go to the door

and you open the door and standing there is
Hooker Winslow [from The Last of the Crazy
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People, 1967] with a cat in his arms. And he

says: I'm in troublsé babble, babble, babble,

and a scene evolves.

Similarly, The Wars began, according to Findley, as an image
of "a young man in a uniform, walking away from a military
encampment, past a tent. In the tent was a letter in an
opened letter case, and an uncapped pen."23 How appropriate
it is that Findley's first image of Robert, a man who distin-
guishes himself through a courageous and unconventional act,
should be an image of a young man in motion.

Although these visitations seem akin to the act of
watching a film (wherein the perceiver must coordinate scund
and vision in order to assemble a meaning), Findley has ex-
plicitly compaied them to photographic processes. "It's like
a developing picture in the pan,” he explained to Johan Aitken,
"that comes more and more into view. What you're seeing and

5
w2l One

hearing--yes everybody, photographs can be heard.
notes, nevertheless, that Findley chooses a metaphor of
process and augments it by adding an imagined attribute--
sound. Whether comparing the writing of novels to photography,
dancing, painting or to writing plays, Findley always empha-
sizes process and flux instead of fixity and stillness.

This preference is deeply embedded in Findley's no-

tions of reality and realism and it affects the way in which

he uses and views photography in his fiction. His emphasis
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on process--on the writer assimilating the visual and aural
stimuli from the external world--bespeaks a concern for sub-
jectivity which differs enormously from Munro's concern with
textures and surfaces. “Writers are never through with the
world they see and hear,” he writes in the Introduction to

Dinner Along the Amazon, "Even in the silence of a darkened

room, they see it and they hear it, because it is a world in-
side their heads, which is the 'real' world they write about."25
Even in another medium--paint, for instance--Findley's sub~
jectivity overwhelms his desire to create documentary art:
"And when I sit down to paint, I inevitably paint something
that is in my mind, rather than something out the window."26
Whether in paint, words or dance, Findley chooses to create
from "the silence of a darkened room”--his mind. One can
therefore understand why the conflict between the photograph
as lie and the individual's perception of the photograph as

truth occupies such a prominent position in Can You See lMe

Yet?; it underlies not only the title question posed by
Cassandra Wakelin to God, but much of Findley's thought.

"You begin ... with photographs” (W, p. 11). The
advice of the researcher-narrator of The Wars holds true for

any student of Findley's use of visual images. "There were
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lots of photographs in our house,"” Findley recalls, "in boxes
and albums. That was the period between 1895 and 1925 ...
Everything was photographed, and so the whole of daily life
was recorded by these photOgraphs."27 As a matter of fact,
Findley's analysis of the role of photography during those |
years is historically accurate. Photography historian Naomi

Rosenblum, in her recent World History of Photography, observes

of the period from 1875 to 1925, "still another constituency
was added to those who made and used camera images when ...

simplified apparatus and processing methods--'push button’

photography--turned potentially everyone into a photographer."28
Indeed, photographers such as Eugene Atget, Jacques Henri Lar-
tiguJGand E. J. Bellocq (of whom we will hear more in our
discussion of Michael Ondaatje) all undertook to photograph,
in Findley's words, "the whole of daily life." Findley's

29

added comment, “I love the [?hotographs of] groups of people,”
again reveals his direct contact with the photography of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; Rosenblum

also includes in her study a discussion of the fascination of
photographers of this period with street scenes, showing groups
of strolling people magically immobilized through the ever-
faster speed of the camera shutter. This fascination she

and Aaron ScharfBgightly associate with the Impressionist

painters’' fascination with street scenes, as evidenced by
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Jacques Henri Lartigue, Avenue du Bois de Boulogne

(1911) from Naomi Rosenblum, A World History of Photography
(New York: Abbeville Press, 1984), p. 26L.
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Claude Monet, Boulevard des Capucines (1873-74) from
Rosenblum, A World History of Photography, p. 259.
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Monet's Boulevard des Capucines (1873-1874).%* One might even

speculate that Findley's own desire to paint those "huge can-
vases ... where there are masses of people in the picture,"31
might well grow out of his fascination with those boxes of
photographs which he rummaged through as a child.

Although Findley here attests to the photograph's
power to reveal and to suggest movement or event, he also
acknowledges its power to conceal and to fix: "Photographs
are mysterious to me ... I still sit with a photograph and I
think, if I could only get in there with you ...."32 Looking
at the development of Findley's fiction from the earliest
published stories to the most recent novels, one witnesses,
in fact, Findley breaking down this barrier--no longer seeing
the photograph as an external and artificial object but as
a metaphor for the processes of memory and writing: as an
image which beckons the author and reader alike to step into

its frame.

1. Early Stories--Pre 1967

Timothy Findley's early fiction is haunted by the
figure of the sensitive, ndive young boy, who finds himself
in the midst of a bizarre family crisis (whether war, alcohol-
ism, insanity or suicide) and who judges the situation on
the basis of what he sees alone. O0ften this complete ab-

sorption in literal detail (a camera-like perception) leads
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to a serious misinterpretation of the situation on the part
of the child and frequently, to an extreme act based on that
misinterpretation.

In "Lemonade,"” for instance, an early study for Fin-

dley's first novel, The Last of the Crazy People, Harper

Dewey gradually discovers the reason for his mother's se-
questered existence: her alcoholism. Harper naively be-
lieves that removing the physical object which is causing
his mother to withdraw her affection from him will solve

the problem. He therefore sells his mother's gin, masked by
the camouflaging agent of lemonade, to an increasingly tipsy
neighbourhood, hoping to use the proceeds from the sale to
repurchase the expensive jewellery which his mother has sold
in order to support her habit.

Associated with this child-like state of illusion
and the horrors of the revelations which progressively break
in upon it, is the image of the photograph. Harper, after
hearing a neighbour's loud complaints about the nocturnal
carousings of his mother, agitatedly bursts into his mother's
room, where she is still sleeping, only to behold "His
mother's face pressed against the sheets ... a horrid
yellowy white" "like a vile photograph forced before his
eyes” (DAA, p. 10). The photograph here is a pitiless re-
vealer of harsh reality, reminiscent of the ruthless vision

found in Naturalistic novels such as Dreiser's Sister Carrie
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(1900) and Bennett's The 0ld Wives' Tale (1908). Like Har-

per, the camera is prepared to deal only with literal truth.
One is again reminded of this relentless photographic vision
when Harper's mother Renalda surveys the cosmetic mask which
she has created in order to conceal the ravages of time and
alcoholism:

She looked into the mirror. It was as though

she couldn't find herself there. She had to

go very close to it and lean one hand against

the table to steady herself and she had to al-

most close her eyes before she found what she

was looking for. (DAA, p. 13)
Renalda's mirror is a type of camera analogue, for it faith-
fully reflects the mask, while concealing "what she was look-
ing for”--her past self, the affectionate woman who once ex-
isted before the war and the loss of her young husband. Ren-
alda must almost close her eyes, significantly, before che
can recapture the memory of what once lay behind the mask.

One further detail about this "vile photograph"”
which deserves mention is its resemblance, in Harper's mind,
to "an advertisement for sickness” (DAA, p. 10). This par-
ticular use of photbgraphy--commercial. whether in advertis-
ing or film--always carries with it negative associations

for Findley, as I shall discuss in more depth in relation

to The Butterfly Plague.

Probably more influential in determining Findley's
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use of photography in "Lemonade"” and in the rest of his early
fiction is his negative feeling toward the past. When Harper
visits the home of the neighbourhood "witch,” Miss Kennedy,
he notices "pictures on the wall of people who wore strang-
ling, old costumes and who all looked as though life had

been extremely painful for them. He concluded that they

well might have been Miss Kennedy's 'victims.' Not one of
them smiled" (DAA, p. 18). The unsmiling countenances in
these o0ld family photographs are by no means unusual, for in
the days of longer exposure times, subjects had to sit still
for several minutes. (In the early days of the daguerrotype,
they were often strapped in or placed in a vise.) Harper is,
of course, seeing the lives of others through the distorting
lens of his own bizarre life--a life which has indeed been
an “"extremely painful” one. In addition, Harper's identifi-
cation of Miss Kennedy's family as "victims” is ironic and
yet all too understandable, for in Harper's experience, fam-
ily members do make victims of each other.

The link between victimization and the past is strong-
ly forged not only in Harper Dewey's mind, but in Findley's
mind as well. Harper sees the house in which he has been
shut off from his mother, shut off from any knowledge of her
problem, as "a house of the past" (DAA, p. 38). We are also

given a momentary glimpse of the reluctance of an older
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Harper Dewey to visit in his memory this suffocating house of
the past: "Perhaps he was turning from childhood--although
he did not feel it going from him. His sense cf loneliness
was to determine this, beginning to become the loneliness of
an adult, the loneliness defined by remembrance” (DAA, p. 34).
Here one senses Findley himself speaking through his narrator.
He has mentioned in conversations with William Whitehead and
Graeme Gibson details of his own lonely and painful childhood:
the absence of his father during the war, the unhappiness of
his parents' marriage, and his early contact with a woman
"close to me who had to be placed in a mental institution."33
One senses, in these memories, in the reticence with which
Findley approaches them, a great deal of pain even now. Wri-
ting may have been a way to deal with that pain; Findley told
Graeme Gibson that he began to write long novels one year
during "that crucial adolescent period,” when he was sick

34

with a blood disease. Indeed, writing and loneliness are
¢onstant companionsa, according to Findley: "Loneliness
perverts, and this is very disturbing, very upsetting and
you have to go through that to be a writer."35
In "War,” another story from this early period, Fin-
dley once again confronts “the loneliness defined by remem-
brance.” The narrator, Neil, a young boy whose father, like

Findley's, left his family during the war, begins to confront
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this painful memory by confronting a photograph:

That's my dad in the middle. We were just kids

then, Bud on the right and me on the left.

That was taken just before my dad went into the

army.

Some day that was. (DAA, p. 65)

The direct presentation of a photograph, as though the nar-
rator were conducting the reader through a photograph album,
as well as the suggestion that a story lies "behind" the in-
nocent-seeming photograph, recalls an earlier tale of war

which begins with a photcgraph: Ernest Hemingway's "Soldier's

Home” from In Our Time (1925). After presenting a fraternity

photograph of Krebs (an image of pre-war carelessness),
Hemingway creates the féllowing wry, photographic contrast:

There is a picture which shows him on the Rhine

with two German girls and another corporal.

Krebs and the corporal look too big for their

uniforms. The German girls are not bea%giful.

The Rhine does not show in the picture.
The naive conception of war as glamorous, heightened tourism
is thus dealt a crushing blow. Similarly, in Findley's story,
a seemingly innocent, even sentimental family portrait be-
comes, in effect, a type of domestic war photograph. Neil,
discovering to his shock that his father has enlisted in the
army, retreats to the hayloft, from where he throws stones
at his father. (Harper Dewey, too, at one point in "Lemon-

ade” resorts to violence by throwing a stone through his
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mother's window, and Eugene Taffler in The Wars defines war
as "one little David against another ... Just a bunch of
stone throwers,” W, p. 33). When Findley returns to the
photograph at the end of the story, we as readers can now
perceive the violent emotions which lie (like the Rhine in
Hemingway's photograph) beyond the visual surface. The only
vestiges of the domestic war which Neil has waged against
his father are the resulting "war wounds” on his father's
face--emblems of the psychological wounds which Neil must
carry within him: "He looked just like he does right there
in that picture. You can see where the stone hit him on his
right cheek--and the one that knocked him out is the one over
the eye” (DAA, p. 81).

In creating this photograph of a family war, Findley
has relied a great deal on the traditional iconography of
war photography. Certain scenes and arrangements continually
resurface in these horrible depictions of human misery, whether
they date from the American Civil War, the First World War
or the Vietnamese War--shots of grieving families, of atroci-
ties in the very act of being committed, to name only two
gruesome examples. Here, Findley echoes a frequent motif
in war photography: that of two soldiers supporting a wounded
fellow soldier.* (Neil's “"wounded"” father, we recall, is

flanked by his two sons.) Another recurring image in these
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Abbas, Wounded Vietnamese Soldier (1972) from Jorge

Leginski, The Camera at War (London: W. H. Allen, 1978), p.
206.
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Don McCullin, Wounded Man Carried to Safety, Cyprus
(1963) from Lewinski, The Camera at War, p. 147.
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photographs is that of the mother or father grieving over the
body of a dead child.* The fact that Neil is the soldier in
this particular combat who sustains the deepest, most lasting
wounds may reflect the truth which photographers of families
plagued by war have often perceived: that war involves more
than the movements of battalions; it strikes at the very
heart of human life-~the family.

The photograph plays an additional role in "War"--
that of a talisman or symbol of an unforgettable past. Neil
purchases two birch-bark boxes as presents for his mother
and father, and in them he places objects which clearly rep-
resent his feelings towards his family. In his mother's box
he places some pretty red stones which he has collected at
the farm he has visited--the same appropriately red stones
which he later fires at his father in anger. His original
gift to his father--a golf ball--becomes, like the stones, a
volatile missile rather than an affectionate present, and
Neil therefore replaces it with a lasting reminder of his
love and his bitterness: the photograph whose history and
meaning we now know. Neil's closing remark, that "There still
is" a photograph lying in the box which he gave his father
on the eve of his departure (DAA, p. 81), projects us into
Neil's future. One assumes that Neil's father has died in
the war, and that the box and the photograph have returned

(unlike the futile stones) to the sender. More importantly,
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Romano Cagnoni, Father with the Body of his Son, Bia-
fra (ca. 197C) from Lewinski, The Camera at wWar, p. 175.
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Horst Faas, Child Covered with Napalm Burns Held by
his Father, Vietnam (ca. 1967) from Lewinski, The Camera at
wWar, p. 200.




125

the continued existence of the photograph in the box attests
to the persistence of these damaging memories of the past;
the picture in Neil's mind of his sense of betrayal, like
the picture in the box, is a permanent fixture, a part of

the ongoing war which one fights with oneself.

2. The Last of the Crazy People (1967)

Photography remains an eloquent reminder of the wars
one fights with the past in Findley's first published novel,

The Last of the Crazy People. Hooker Winslow, like his fic-

tional ancestor Harper Dewey, possesses a camera-like sensi-
tivity to the often confusing and contradictory impressions
of the external world. The very first sentence of the novel,

37

"All night long, Hooker Winslow's eyes were open,"” esta-
blishes him at once as the "seeing eye" of the novel, just
as surely as Christopher Isherwood establishes one of his

perceivers at the beginning of his Berlin Diary (1938):

"I am a camera with its shutters open, quite passive, recor-
ding, not thinking ... Some day all this will have to be de-
veloped, carefully printed, fixed."38 For Findley, the child,
in particular, is a spotless, sensitive recording plate; as

his character Cassandra in Can You See Me Yet? declares, "I

never was an artful child. No fancies. Only what I saw."39

Similarly, Juliet D'Orsey in The Wars humorously recalls her
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childhood role as "a born observer. Boswell in bows” (W, p.
168). Again, one senses an autobiographical element at work,
for of his own childhood experience with a mentally ill family
member, Findley has said, "I was o0ld enough to watch and lis-
ten and see what was happening and to make concise deductions
and come to precise conclusions."“'0

Just as the camera may occasionally be said to lie,
however, so too the sensitive perceiving child may be led to
wrong deductions and imprecise conclusions which are never-
theless based on objective reality. Hooker, like Harper Dew-
ey, relies, in a child-like (and camera-like) fashion on the
literal. Hooker, caught eavesdropping on his father's vain
pleas to his wife to come out of her room, stammers an expla-
nation for his presence: "Going to the bathroom.” Nicholas'
wry rejoinder, "On the stairs?"” completely escapes the fright-
en?d Hooker, who replies,”'No sir. I mean I was going up to
wash.' Really, Nicholas thought, the child has no sense of
humoxr* (Lgt, p-37 ).

What Hooker lacks--especially in his terrified and
nervous state--is not a sense of humour, but a sense of irony.
Like most young children, he apprehends the literal first, and
then only gradually, the metaphorical or ironical. Hooker's
brother Gilbert reflects, after hearing the maid Iris' oddly

Ontarian version of the New Orleans ballad, "Frankie and
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Johnnie,"” that Hooker "would believe anything. He'd believe
it if you told him that the world was going to end" (LCP, p-
L4). <Later, Hooker ironically does believe that his world--
his family--will be destroyed when he once again interprets
an adult turn of phrase in a literal manner. Speaking to
Nicholas about Gilbert's misbehaviour--his allegedly getting
a neighbourhood girl pregnant--Aunt Rosetta explodes, " 'Shot-
gun! They're going to hold a shotgun over your son, and you
just sit there!' ... Hooker trembled. Shotgun?" (LCP, p. 120).
This misapprehension leads to Hooker's arming himself with
the appropriately literal counterpart to Rosetta's metaphor:
a gun.

Like Hooker, and like many of Alice Munro's characters,
the other members of the Winslow family are characterized by
the nature of their vision--or by their lack of it. Our
first glimpse of Nicholas Winslow is one of a silent, weary
man with "tired eyes” that "appeared to be fighting back the
remaining images of a bad day" (ICP, p.33 ). IT Hooker's
problem is an oversensitivity to visual and aural messages,
that of Nicholas is surely an unwillingness to confront what
he perceives. His mentally disturbed wife (whose mental dis-
turbance largely stems from his forcing of children on her)
is shut away from his sight, like Rochester's hapless wife

in Jane Eyre. Nicholas also refuses to see the signs of
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restlessness and despair in his son Gilbert, who can only
capture the attention of his father by staging a horrifying
spectacle: his suicide. Gilbert himself is a recorder of
images and feelings, yet he too locks himself up--in the

study. .Like Del Jordan in Lives of Girls and Women, he is a

maker of lists:

endless lists. Lists of dates and lists of

places. Lists of hockey stars, movie stars,

historigal figures. Lists of battles, gen-

erals, victories. Lists of poets, playwrights,

authors. Lists of occasions, real and ima-

ginary--occasions such as birthdays, anniver-

saries, public holidays. Timetables. (LCP, p.259 )
On the rare occasions when Hooker visits the study, Gilbert
has him recite the titles of the leather-bound books on the
shelf. All of these lists, however, remain hidden and fu-
tile; Gilbert can never record--and thus rid himself of--the
pain associated with his mether's illness. Unlike a later
documentary writer in Findley's fictional world, Hugh Selwyn

Mauberley .in Famous Last Words (1981), Gilbert never does sort

out and communicate his vision and his pain.
Not only are the Winslows the victims of crippled
vision, they also curb the vision of Hooker. "'Don't stand

e

right there, honey, in the doorway,” cries Iris to Hooker,
who is excitedly awaiting a glimpse of his mother on the day

of her return from the hospital, "'Stand back outa the way'"
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(LCP, p. 12). Hooker's family is continually placing him on
the periphery, shooing him out to play, hiding the facts of
his mother's illness or of Gilbert's troubles from him--in
short, impairing his vision.

This curtailing of vision is associated by Findley
with a stultifying fixity or lack of movement. Hooker's
staring into the black night, at the beginning of the novel,
is emblematic of his condition: +hat of the sensitive per-
ceiver who is deprived of objects to see and comprehend.

Even his nightmares, we are told, like those of his cat, al-
ways end "with a wakened stare“ (LCP, p.%) . The entire Pro-
logue, which shows Hooker's early morning journey from the
house to the stable, from where he will later shoot his par-
ents, is pervaded by this sense of fixity: "Across the yard
it remained quiet, and there was a moment that was utterly
static” (LCP, p.3 ). Looking deeply into his cat's eyes, he
sees them as "spheres of innocence and age" (ILCP, p-%), just
as his own eyes are those of a child who has,ironically, per-
ceived a great deal, and who has yet been denied knowledge

or vision. The Prologue itself becomes a still shot--a still
moment before the purging of Hooker's bitterness and pain:
“"Now, the boy and the cat waited and were still" (ICF, p.9).

Hooker's terrifying still moment of insanity, we

learn, is the final result of the fixity and stagnation



130

which has surrounded the entire Winslow household. Hooker
continually sees his family as lifeless, frozen icons; when
Jessie returns from the hospital, for instance, the neglec-
ted Hooker perceives that "As people, they solidified ...
and they became the absolutes of all the little things that
once they had only partly been. They 'froze,' as Hooker
said" (LGP, p. 12). While Aunt Rosetta and Gilbert engage
in a passionate argument about Gilbert's scandalous" be-
haviour, Hooker can only try to lip-read their words, only
to find that "it was impcssible. Rosetta was completely
frozen” (ILCP, p. 224). Rosetta, a wraith-like figure of
death~-in-life, is physically frozen as well; a stroke has
rendered one side of her face entirely immobile.

The family's physical stasis is only the outer mani-
festation of a hopeless inner stagnation. Nicholas realizes
the full extent of this passivity when he confesses after
Gilbert's death, "I can't do anything, when something's
wrong like this ... I can't even move” (ILCP, p.250 ). This
inability to respond to each other has indeed been the plague
which has destroyed the family. As Rosetta herself realizes
much earlier in the novel, the mental disturbances of Jessie
and Gilbert are not the causes of the family's passivity, but
its consequences: "I think we let them get sick ... Because

of always being afraid. To do anything" (ICP, p.62 ).
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Rosetta's remark remains unheeded, however, even when it is

borne out by the death of Gilbert. The true and all-ehcompassing
symbol of this decaying family--the image which broods over

the entire novel--is Jessie Winslow's stillborn baby.

"Not surprisingly, photography in The Last of the

Crazy People becomes an emblem of unnatural fixity. Iris

recreates for her friend Alberta, the nightmarish life of the
Winslow family: "These people are all asleep ... Day and
night. They lock themselves up in a bunch of old rooms.

They make their whole life round things that are dead ...

In that Rosetta's office there's nothin' but pictures of old
dead people" (LCP, p. 92). Later in the novel, when Hocker
confronts these family photographs, he senses the enormous
gulf between his awn family and the figures in the photo-
graphs, “balanced on the edge of eternity forever, smiling
and poised and dead"” (LCP, p. 253). Although Hooker recog-
nizes the town in the photograph to be the same town which

he inhabits, the denizens of the photographic world appear

to him as silent, frozen creatures bearing no real connection
to the world which Hooker knows: “None of them spoke. Not
one of them looked directly into the lens of the camera. He
perceived that they were quiet and different. They seemed
contented, pleased” (LCP, p. 255). Only in the photograph

of Grandfather Winslow do we perceive that the pain experienced

by the present Winslows has not been entirely unknown to
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their neatly preserved ancestors. Unlike the meek creatures
of the other photographs, Grandfather Winslow faces the
camera (a sign of revelation), thus allowing us to penetrate
beyond his fixed mask of Puritan ethics: "He was trying, it
seemed, very hard to impress on posterity the fact that life
for him was scmething strict and moral. Yet, in his eyes,
he failed to do so. There was something to witness other-
wise, for they attested to the pain of life"™ (LCP, p. 254).
Hooker's family has followed in the footsteps of
Grandfather Winslow, in‘creating a fixed mask to cover their
pain and vulnerability. As Hooker scans the family photo-
graphg&; he repeatedly glimpses Aunt Rosetta's "round, wor-
ried stare" (the same image of fixed vision which we have
seen associated with Hooker). Hooker senses the "sad aloof-
ness" of the photographed Rosetta and is even sensitive enough
to understand that "She just wanted to be safe, and that
meant cold and sure and true and touchless" (LCP, p. 257)--
like her stilted photo graphs. Even her opinions share the
lifeless nature of her photographs; they "had been firmly
decided, long ago, some time in the olden days, the day be-
fore her photographs” (ILCP, p. 257). Hooker and his family,
in their profound alienation from the past, resemble those
characters in Chekhov who, according to Findley, "are trans-

fixed, unable to move with any kind of joy into the past and
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thus, unable to conjure any sense of the future at a.ll."l"'1

Hooker's final inability to "conjure any sense of the
future” leads him to violence and murder--~acts which are also
strongly associated with photography. His misreading of the
town photograph, like his literal acceptance of Alberta's
fundamentalist welcoming of Armageddon as the end of suffer-
ing, leads him to conceive of death as a type of suspended
state of happiness--a comforting, still shot. Ironically,
then, Hooker resorts to a "shot" at the end of the noval to
put an end to the pain which he and his family have experienced.

The photograph has been christened by A. D. Coleman
the "guillotining of the moment."42 and this link between
prhotography and violence is repeatedly emphﬁsized in The

Last of the Crazy People. Hooker relives, at one point,

the famous camera image of Jack Ruby shooting Lee Harvey
Oswald* and is impressed by Gilbert's opinion that Oswald
killed in order to gain "Happiness" (LCP, p. 69). After
Gilbert's death, Hooker is seized by the memory of yet ano-
ther violent image--the photograph of "a naked man lying
dead in the ruins of a fire" (ICP, p. 264 ). Even in the
seemingly idyllic photographs of his ancestors, there lies a
hidden, menacing undercurrent; they are frequently téken
near sundown or "toward the dark side of the evening" and
the encroaching shadows are “long and menacing." Even the

brightly clothed children in the photographs “looked like
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Jack Ruby Shooting Lee Harvey Oswald (1963) from
-Janet M. Knight, Three Assassinations: The Deaths of John
and Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King (New York: Facts
on File, 1971), p. 20.
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dusty moths, hovering, yet stilled, forever, at the edge of
the dark" (LCP, p. 256).

This suggestion of mortality inherent in the photo-
graph, especially when viewed by a young child, is not in-
frequent in literature. One thinks, for instance, of Kather-
ine Anne Porter's "0ld Mortality,” which opens with two young
girls' awed perceptions of their late aunt's photograph: "a
motionless image in her dark walnut frame ... a ghost in a
frame.”43 in spite of her apparent beauty and vitality.

Such uses of photography would not be unfamiliar to Findley,
who shares, with Alice Munro, a liking for American writers
of the South, such as Carson McCullers.

The most vivid symbol of the association between
photography and mortality in this novel is the photograph
of the dead serviceman, John Harris. Harris, eighteen years
of age at the time of the photograph, is the very essence of
childhood innocence; he is "sweet-eyed,” with "large and lu-
minous eyes." Nevertheless, Hooker's (and our) awareness of
his death in the war, forces us to perceive a grim posthumous
irony in the photograph: "the expression on his face was
that of someone who could only remember something sad" (ILCP,
P. 96). After Gilbert's death, the image of John Harris be-
comes one more of what H. J. Rosengarten calls "the jumbled
images” of death which run through Hooker's m:'md.l'"5 Mecreover,

the Winslows own a twin photograph of John Harris--a sign
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of their continuing alliance with death--and Rosetta even
addresses the still photograph at a particularly crucial mo-
ment in the family's disintegration: "'Family,' she said to
John Harris. 'It's come to be the worst word I know, now.'
John Harris smiled” (LCP, p. 153). At this moment, Jessica
Winslow's voice breaks in upon Rosetta's colloquy with the
dead boy, providing an unwittingly mordant commentary:

"Dead ... dead ... dedd ..." (ICP, p.153).

Photography and death are, as we have discovered in
the last chapter, traditional companions, but in Findley
photography itself is seen as an aggressive act analogous
to murder--a concept which is entirely absent in Alice Munro's
fiction. The camera and the gun are equally destructive wea-

pons in The Last of the Crazy People. When Hooker discovers

the photograph of John Harris, he also discovers, lying at
its side in a wooden box, a gun--the gun which he eventually
uses to allow his parents to enter the blessed oblivion of
the photographed people. In a richly suggestive scene, Fin-
dley describes the young Hooker, turning "in a slow arc,
sighting various gloomy chairs, and then, pulling until the
hammer clicked, he took a shot at the photograph of John
Marris® (ICP, p. 97).

The link between gun and camera has, in fact, been
noted by various writers, artists and critics of photography.

Susan Sontag, quoting camera advertisements which read like
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promotions for a Webley forty-five, asserts that “there is
something predatory in the act of taking a picture ... Just
as the camera is a sublimation of the gun, to photograph

someone is a sublimated murder--a soft murder, appropriate

46

to a sad, frightened time." Jorge Lewinski, writing about

the motivation of war photographers, sardonically asks,

is the camera not a substitute for a gun? ...

On the one hand, he [the war photographer]

is able to experience the supreme stimulation

of the war adventure, with its attendant dan-

gers; on the other hand, he has the opportun-

ity to perform a seemingly noble deed--to fight

the evil and outrage of war by depicting its

horroE in his photographs. Who could ask for

more?*7
Photographers themselves have become uneasily aware of this
implication; many object to the expression, "taking a picture"
and have amended it to suggest a more positive creative act:
"making a picture.” Painters such as Joseph Devellano, too,
have seized upon this revealing contemporary analogy; in a
recent show of his paintings at the Hamilton Art Gallery, two
canvases were placed side by side--one showing a young man
aiming a camera at the viewer, the other showing the same
young man aiming a rifle.*

This equation of the gun and the camera sums up
Findley's early attitude toward photography. The "violent
stillness" (LCP, p. 279) which envelopes Nicholas Winslow

when his son pulls the trigger is a metaphor not only for
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Joseph Devellano, Telephoto (1982) Collection of the
Art Gallery of Hamilton.
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the psychological state of the Winslow family. Photography
itself is, for Timothy Findley, "violent stillness."”

3. The Butterfly Plague (1969)

Findley's second novel appears to be a radical de-
parture from his very earliest fiction, moving from the Onta-
~rian family to the terrifyingly parallel worlds of Nazi Ger-
many and Hollywood during the nineteen-thirties, from auto-
biography and close psychological scrutiny to social and
ideological criticism. Nevertheless, Findley has explicitly
warned readers against making "the mistake ... of thinking
that because it became larger, it didn't home in on families
too."” The Damarosch family, with their phobic consciousness
of the curse on their blood--haemophilia--are "very like the
Winslows," according to Fi.ndley.rl"'8 As one might expect,
photography occupies some of the same roles which it did in
the previous fiction: as a metaphor for fixity and violence,
for example. In The Butterfly Plague, however, these asso-
ciations in Findley's mind appear even more intensely; photo-
graphy comes to represent a type of spiritual fascism in the
decadent Hollywood society. In addition, photography, for
the first time in Findley's works, becomes explicitly asso-
ciated with artificiality and lies, largely because of its
relationship to film and thus, to the entire aura of glamour

and falsehood surrounding Hollywood.
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For the first time as well, Findley adopts some of
the techniques of the documentary film-writer or photographer.
The entire novel takes the form of a journal, with entries
identified not only by day, month and year, but also by loca-

tion and hour. Unlike The lLast of the Crazy People, wherein

Hooker serves as a perceptive though limited "camera eye,"”
here a third-person narrator assumes photographic omniscience.
In fact, he introduces himself to the reader as a "chronicler
of history” as opposed to a "writer of fiction."u9 This
chronicler, unlike Hooker Winslow, can see beyond visual
surfaces; at one point, for instance, he records "A silent,
unseen reaction” (BP, p. 54) on the part of the aging star,
Letitia Virden. Gradually, one senses the air of documen-
tary veracity being undermindd by fantasy, by the hoardes of
monarch butterflies which flock to California, or by the
bizarre fire in the Alvarez Canyon which Ruth Damarosch

later discovers that she has imagined.

This mixture of documentary and fantasy--again, magic
realism--is entirely appropriate to a work which deals-with the
truth and lies of modern experience. Photography is conceived
to be a purveyor of lies--not because it reveals what is not
present, but because it only reveals what is physically ap-
parent. Letitia Virden, who wishes to make a Hollywood
“comeback” at an advanced age, is one of the chief dealers

in photographic lies. When the Hollywood News Vignettes
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camera, covering Letitia's re-entry into Hollywood life, ap-
proaches her too closely, she "suddenly turned away and placed
a veil over her face” (BP, p. 198), in order to dupe the sup-
posed all-seeing eye. In fact, Letitia, reinforced by the
concealing artifice of make-up, is described as looking "like
her best set of Cecil Beaton photographs" (BP, p. 193). Bea-
ton, one of the most famous of fashion photographers, actually
used elaborate artifice--shiny fabrics, dramatic lighting,

and veils--to enhance the beauty of his subjects.* When
Letitia finally does make a new film, "Photographed through
tinted gauze” (BP, p. 332), she rages at the appearance on
film of a microscopic mole on her neck. This rage for
superficial perfection, for the photographic lie, Findley's
narrator explicitly relates to fascism: "Madonna ha sempre
ragione.' Mussolini is always right” (BP, p. 332). Even at

the end of The Butterfly Plague, after the rejection of this

false ideal of perfection by Ruth Damarosch, Letitia Virden
-and the photographic lie live bn: Ruth sees in the newspapers
"photos of Letitia" which "had been outrageously retouched.
She looked like something carved in marble" (BP, p. 354)--

a supreme image of artificiality and of fixity. Findley
would doubtless agree with Susan Sontag, that "fascism ...
stands for an ideal or rather ideals that are persistent to-
day under the other banners: +the ideal of life as art, the

cult of beauty...."50
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Cecil Beaton, Jean Cocteau (1936) from Helmut Cern-
sheim, Creative Photographv (Boston: Boston Book and Art
~ Shop, 1962), p. 191.
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Other characters in The Butterfly Plague destroy

themselves because they cannot compete with this photogra-
phic perfection. The voluptuous though vacuous starlet Myra
Jacobs abuses her body by lying about and consuming untold
amounts of chocolates as a panic reaction to the growing
awareness that she is becoﬁing older (thirty-two) and less
able to match the popular photographic image of herself. As
Dolly Damarosch wryly reflects after Myra's suicide, "You
die when you can't be real ... When ydu can't see who you
are and when you cannot see what is" (gg, p- 307). Photo-
graphy impedes our vision of these things by imposing upon
the flux of our lives a static, rigid ideal belonging to the
past. :
Dolly himself is so emoticnally crippled by his
physicai “flaw"--his haemophilia--that he assembles a photo-
graphic gallery of perfect female bodies, to act as a substi-
tute for developing a close human relationship. When Ruth
~enters his "antiseptic,” "bloodless" apartment after his
death, she sees, first of all, the public icons of perfection
which Hollywood promotes: “From all around her the photo-
graph eyes of film stars stared ... Glossy eyes, pretending
to smile, pretending to brood, pretending to hypnotize, pre-
tending to live"” (BP, p. 325). This pretense, however, like
Dolly's life, only serves to conceal a more pathetic reality;

when Ruth picks some of Dolly's childhood books off the shelf,
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she discovers, lodged between their pages, Dolly's private
photograph album: explicit photographs of homosexual acts.
As in the fascist ideology, Findley suggests, the rage for
perfection here produces not perfection but frustration and
perversion. As Ruth sadly observes, not even these pri-
vate photographs of Dolly's inner desires are free of glaring
artifice:

The faces of the models ... seemed like the

faces of automatons. Their eyes held no ex-

pression whatsoever. Occasionally, one ap-

peared to be smiling, but, studied more close-

ly, it could be seen that the smile was super-

imposed, not conjured the way an actor might

conjure an expression contrary to his own emo-

tion, but literally laid on, as though, just

before the photo was taken, the photographer

had rearranged the facial features with his

fingers ... Life was a posture, forever. (BP, p. 329)

Ruth's reference to these clumsily arranged figures
as the "paper people” (BP, p. 329) provides a link with another
work of Findley's which seems to shed light on the question

of artifice and truth in The Butterfly Plague: his C. B. C.

play, The Paper People (1967).51 It, too, is a reworking of
the documentary form, for it appears to be a documentary
about a researcher making a documentary about an artist
named James Reid Taylor. One of Taylor's art forms is the

2 . % % 7
burying of personal friends in layers of papier mﬁbhe, so

as to form a shell or doll, which he then burns. These

paper people, like those of Adolphus Damarosch, are symbols



145

of a perverted art form, wherein artifice becomes no more
than a hollow, futile sham.

Ruth's burning of both sets of Dolly's paper people
is not, unlike James Reid Taylor's ritualistic "people”
burnings, a futile or violent act, but an attempt to cleanse
and purge the world of the photographic lie and its under-
lying perversion. In addition, her last glimpse of the
apartment, before she sets it on fire, is of the family photo-
graphs which stare back at her mockingly. "All these faces,
the faces, too, inside the books” (BP, p. 330) merge in
Ruth's mind, suggesting that not only Hollywood but the drive
for perfection within the Damarosch family--within George
Damarosch especially, who "glared” from his photograph--has
been responsible for the lie of Dolly's life.

Ironically, the visionaries in The Butterfly Plague

need not be those who see, in photographic fashion, what is
there, but what is not there. Findley has called Naomi Nola
Damarosch "a realist in every sense,“52 for she, unlike Myra
and Letitia, is able to relinquish the photographic vision
of herself as a young actress, never growing old. Pain, too,
she accepts, both in deciding to have children in spite of
her carrying of haemophilia and in her stoic acceptance of
her approaching death. Indeed, when she dies, the neighbour-
hood child who finds her body appropriately remarks, "It was

wrong, somehow, to close her eyes” (BP, p. 274). Nevertheless,



146

Findley acknowledges the existence of another form of realism--
a subjective or imaginative realism. Ruth Damarosch, at one
point in the novel, despairingly asks herself, "Is everything
only in my mind?" (BP, p. 326) Her apocalyptic vision of the
fire in Alvarez Canyon, in which a host of living creatures
are entrapped and destroyed, her mating with a horrifying
machine-like member of the Master Race, are all imaginary.
Yet as Findley has explained, Ruth is not merely hallucina-
ting, but imaginatively transforming the actual events of her
day, such as the burning of the Synagogues in Germany. "In
fact," Findley insists, "her translation of reality was cor-
rect. An 'idea' was going around killing things. The idea
of Fascism."53 Ruth's vision is thus opposed to the narrowly
perfectionist and photographic vision of her day and is
even different from Naomi's acceptance of "things as they are";
it is closer, instead, to what Findley once called "that large
reality, which you define in books symbolically."54
As in The Last of the Crazy People, photography is

continually linked with violence. A disoriented Ruth, ar-
riving at the Culver City Station after her harrowing ex-
periences in Germany, is immediately subjected to the prying
eye of the camera. As her underwear in her suitcase spills
onto the ground, a photographer's camera seizes on this chance
to make the private public (BP, p. 24). Photography has

meant indignity and unwanted revelation earlier in Ruth's
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life, when her Nazi husband, obsessed with her potential for
physical perfection, published her picture--head shaved,
clad in a uniform, like an inmate from a concentration
camp (BP, p. 37). It is difficult to read these descrip-
tions of Ruth's mistreatment without calling to mind the
photographs taken at Dachau and Bergen-Belsen.

Whereas in The Last of the Crazy People the photo-

graph becomes equivalent to a gun, in The Butterfly Plague,
the destructive weapon is primarily the movie camera. George
Damarosch, telling Ruth of the industrialist Cooper Carter,
who has taken over the production of Letitia Virden's film,
describes him as a maker of "weapons®: "Guns, submarines,
bombs ... Sometimes ... movies ... A motion picture is a
weapon, isn't it?" (BP, p- 207) Two of the death scenes in
the novel, moreover, take the form of moving pictures: Naomi
relives scenes and lines of dialogue from her films and Dolly,
racing down the highway towards his death, receives a series
of impressions or "images ... Pictures of death" (BP, p. 309).
The witness of the accident, Octavius Rivi, the secret son

of Letitia Virden and a reclusive movie watcher, cannot even
recognize an off-screen death: "Having seen so many films

in his life, Octavius was only aware of the semblance of
death. He did not know that, in real life, blood was a sig-
nal for absolute panic and concern" (BP, p. 317). This power

of photography and film to distance us from felt experience
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has fascinated and distressed critics such as Susan Sontag,
who argues that "Insofar as photography does peel away the
dry wrappers of habitual seeing, it creates another habit of
seeing: both intense and cool, solicitous and detached."55
Onie senses the same fear of the camera as a dehuman-

izing tool in The Butterfly Plague. Sontag's uneasiness is

based on her perception of the photograph as an artificial
freezing of the continuum of our lives which reduces its

ability to convey truth and, of course, increases its abili-

ty to lie. In "Fascinating Fascism" from Under the Sign of
Saturn, she explicitly condemns the photographs of former
Nazi film director Leni Riefenstahl for this dehumanization,
this turning of "people into things"” and "preoccupation with
situations of control."56 Findley captures in fiction pre-
cisely the same associations between fascism and fixity.
Ruth's nightmare vision of the burning of the Alvarez Canyon
includes the horrivle sight of burning bodies, whose "poses,
as they solidified, were reminiscent of those stilted pavanes
of emotion left to us from the Dark Ages. 3Serenity in the
face of horror. Stillness in the holocaust” (EP, p. 142).
Again, one is reminded of Jamie Taylor's burning plaster bodies

in The Paper People and even more powerfully of the victims

of the gas ovens in the German concentraticn camps. All of
these obsessions--fixity, fascism and photography--will re-

turn, like ominous hoardes of monarch butterflies, twelve
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years later in Famous Last Words.

L, Middle Stories 1972-1975

The stories which Findley wrote in the mid-nineteen
seventies reveal both a continuation of and a divergence
from his fictional use of the photograph in earlier works.
As in virtually all of his fiction, Findley stresses the act
of seeing; in "What Mrs. Felton Knew," an apocalyptic tale
of a large-scale plan to eliminate rural dwellers, vision
remains one of the enduring, indestructible human traits.
Barney Lambert, one of the remaining “Rural Expendables" in
this Orwellian tale, resorts to a final survival tactic: "He
was going to do what perhaps no one else had done till now.
He was going to force a pair of eyes to look into his own.
Someone had to see someone" (DAA, p. 129). All that Barney
desires, before he is enveloped by the exterminating spray,
is a "moment of recognition ... a look to mark his own exis-
tence in another man's eyes" (DAA, p. 130). When he does
achieve this meeting of eyes, however, he discovers not hu-
man contact, but a cold, automaton-like registering in the
eyes of the sixteen-year-old exterminator.

In these stories of the seventies, Findley begins to
use vision--especially this momentary vision which resem-
bles a photographic still shot--as a structural device.

“The People on the Shore" begins and ends with the narrator's
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description of "a look of recognition and farewell" bestowed
upon him when he was a child by a fellow guest at the hotel,
Mrs. Lewis, before she dies (DAA, pp. 133, 148). This re-
focussing technique allows the reader to read the informa-
tion gained in the story into the still shot at the end--a
device which Findley will use with even greater skill in The
Wars.

These stories also testify to Findley's continuing
obsession with fixity and artificiality. In "Sometime--
Later--Not Now," Diana, the ambitious pianist who discovers
that she has fallen in love with a homosexual, is enveloped
by psychological and artistic paralysis as a result. "Miss
Galbraith was one of those electrical machines that immobili-
zes things at the touch" (DAA, p. 107), complains one music
critic, and the narrator observes of an older and bitterer
Diana, "The tone--the pitch--the gaze remained the same.
Fixed" (DAA, p. 109). 1In another story, “The Book of Pins,"
Findley once again uses the repeated image device as in "Thé
People on the Shore," to recreate the stagnant atmosphere
surrounding the writer, Annie Bogan: "The people were
changed, perhaps,” observes the narrator in the hotel lobby
at the beginning and end of the story, "but never their image

[}n the mirrors) --never the basic reflection of what was
there” (DAA, pp. 204, 217). This static photographic image

is entirely appropriate to a story dealing with the “pinning
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down" or victimizing of human beings.
- In "Sometime-~Later--Not Now" and "Hello Cheeverland,
Goodbye," photographs once more become the symbols of an

artificial mentality as in The Butterfly Plague. In the

former story, Jean-Paul, who involves Diana's lover in a
homosexual affair, uses "photographs of Nijinsky, Lincoln
Kirsten and Josephine Baker"” to construct a snobbish "cult
of Paris" among his young male friends (DAA, p. 102). 1In
"Hello Cheeverland, Goodbye," Ishmael, the na¥ve Canadian
visitor to a nightmarish suburbia, is forced to face his
own hollowness and degradation when a woman covers all of
his walls with “a paper whorehouse” (DAA, p. 186)--explicit
pictures from men's magazines. This collage of cheap arti-
ficiality is, in fact, a fitting metaphor for Cheeverland
itself.

The most remarkable development during these years
of Findley's career is the photographic style which accounts
for much of the powerful impact which The Wars has on its
readers. Short, staccato sentences allow Findley to accu-
mulate visual details, as though he were actually describing
a photograph or a filmed gesture: " She stands like a boy
in my memory, wearing khaki shorts. Feet wide apart. Can-
vas running shoes ... (DAA, p. 96). The short story itself
becomes, like the photograph, an abrupt break in the flow of

time, instead of a set piece with a formal introduction,
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body and resounding conclusion. ".... there are no begin-
nings, not even to stories,” Findley begins "Losers, Finders,
Strangers at the Door"; "There are only places where you
make an entrance into someone else's life and either stay or
turn and go away” (DAA, p. 189). How remarkable it is that
Findley's sentiments echo those of another intensely photo-
graphic short story writer, Alice Munro:

I can start reading them [short stories] any-

where; from beginning to end, from end to be-

ginning, from any point in between in either

direction. So obviously I don't take up a

story and follow it as if it were a road, taking

me somewhere, with views and neat diversions

along the way. I go into it, and move back

and forth and settle here and there, and stay

in it for a while.
Entering a Findley story is like entering a fiction in Alice
Munro's fashion; "We always arrive too late or too early in

Timothy Findley's stories, " observes Alberto Manguel of Din-

ner Along the Amazon, "The event has already taken place, or

will take place sometime later, once we have left the page,
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or perhaps it will never take place."” In the same way,
an observer enters the world of the photograph, intensely
aware that it represents only one drop in an immense pool
of time, like the split-second image of a man jumping over a
sidewalk puddle in a famous Cartier-Bresson photograph.*

Findley's growing awareness of this suspended quality

of certain moments in our existence accompanies an ever-growing


http:while.57

153

Henri Cartier-Bresson, Place de 1'Europe, Paris
L("1932) from Rosenblum, A World History of Photography, p-
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value for the past and for human memory. In "The People on
the Shore," Mrs. Lewis describes to the young Tiffy her
dream of the hotel's inhabitants--past, present and future--
all standing on the shore, looking out to sea. In this
dream-like telescoping of time, people whom Tiffy "would re-
member" join those mysterious beings out of the pages of the
hotel's photograph album "in their photograph clothes" and
Tiffy himself, "very, very old" (DAA, pp. 138-139). Mrs.
Lewis' vision is therefore a vision of the continuity of
human hopes and desires, from the far distant past into a
future which is quisty and as elusive as the sea. Memory
itself becomes for an older Tiffy analogous to a photograph
album~--to a "sequence of rapidly fluttering photographs that
tell a story in a few, quick seconds" (DAA, p. 145). One
could think of no better description of Findley's next major

work, The Wars.
5. The Wars (1977)

Findley's The Wars is much more than an international
bestseller and, to guote Eric Thompson, "one of the most

59

remarkable novels of war ever published.” It marks Fin-
dley's full recognition of the deep affinity between the
photograph and memory, the past, and even the act of writing
itself. The photograph becomes not only a major image (as it

is in The Last of the Crazy People) but the main structuring
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principle of the novel and the source of Findley's terse and
strikingly visual style. ‘It is no wonder that Findley's
final note of acknowledgment preceding The Wars is directed
to "M" for "the letters from which the photographs fell."

"M" is Marian Engel, another consciously photographic writer,
who corresponded with Findley while he was writing The Wars
and who sent him photographs which, according to Findley,
“gave whole passages of the book."60 Findley's own interest

in photography was growing at the time as well; in 1976 he

saw the first production of his play Can You See Me Yet?.

In retrospect, Findley has commented that "maybe the photo-
graphs in Cass's ECassandra Wakelin'g album may have been
the Basis for the photographic technique of The Wars."61
In addition, the predominance of the photograph is

entirely appropriate to a2 novel of the First World War--the
first major war after the American Civil War in which photo-
graphy actively shaﬁed the impressions and opinions of those
at home. As Laurie Ricou writes in a discussion of Findley

and violence, leafing through the photographs in the Illus-

trated London News was a common occupation of wartime fami-

lies. "Photographs,” claims Ricou, "were the medium which
conveyed news of the Great War with the greatest impact.
They might well be said to be the art form of the Great War,
the chief means of remembering that war, as film might be

the art form of the second world war."é2 Findley’s own



156

experience, growing up during the latter war, tends to con-
firm Ricou's statement; as Joan Coldwell notes, he was
"Greatly affected as a child by newsreels of the Second World
War."63 Speaking of his research for The Wars, however, Fin-
dley acknowledges two sources of information about the First
World War: his soldier uncle's letters which provided him
with "documentary"” details about the trenches7and “photographs"”
which "have been a great help to me in writing."éu

In The Wars, photographs become important analogues

not only to the act of writing, but to the act of reading as

well. As in The Last of the Crazy People, the opening Pro-

logue plunges us into the middle of a chronicle from whence
‘we must move, as readers, backward and forward. 'Juxtaposed
witﬁ this isolated fragment from the story of Robert Ross's
life--a glimpse of Robert and the horses after his desertion
from the army--is another "beginning” of the novel: the re-
searcher's beginning "at the archives with photographs" (i,
p. 5). Our first impression of this research is one of dif-
ficulty and frustration--witnesses refusing to speak, the
crumbling of delicate photographs. Only accasionally will
"the corner of a picture ... reveal a whole" (W, p. 5). All
of these details provide a background for our own demandiﬁg
research into the mysteries of Robert Ross's life--reading
the novel. Like the researcher, we are presented with a

“corner of a picture”--Robert Ross and the Horses--from
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which we must deduce the whole--that is, the reason for
Robert's act. Reading the segments or fictional "photo-
graphs"” of The Wars dealing with Robert's family, his exper-
iences with men and women, his first acquaintance with death,
allows us to perceive what Juliet D'Orsey calls "the circles
all drawing inward to the thing that Robert did" (W, p. 114).
The opening of The Wars is only one example of the
way in which photography informs the very structure and
style of the novel. Findley has constructed a novel made
up entirely of short segments: thirty small scenes in Part
One dezling with Robert's experiences before leaving for
the wars, thirteen segments depicting his first shocking ex-
periences of the trenches, a journal-style account of one
day--itself broken into segments according to the hour, to
suggest the painstaking slowness of time when under siege--
Part Four, a fragment of Lady Juliet D'Orsey's taped memories
cf Robert, occasionally interrupted by the now aged Juliet's
comments and finally, fourteen segments narrating Robert's
re-entry into France and his desertion, all enclosed in a
Prologue and Epilogue. Findley himself has repeatedly em-
phasized that this fragmentary structure is, in fact, photo-
graphic. "The Wars,"” he commented to William Whitehead, "un-
feolds as a series of pictures,"béuuinwre recently he has
likened the novel to a long avenue flanked at regular in-

tervals by imposing billboards: “Flashing on these billboards
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are the selected photographs, the images, that I wanted to
imprint of moments from the war, moments from Robert's life,
moments from history...."66
This desire to create a series of flashing, unforget-
table photographs again reveals the close affinity between

Findley's work as a dramatist and his development as a nov-

elist. Can You See Me Yet? is, like The Wars, a quickly

paced series of short visual scenes. Indeed, Findley's
justification of its photograph-like structure clearly echoes
his billboard analogy: "In asylums--time flashes on and off,
and in between the flashes, there's nothing: greyness, stil-
lness, silence. Waiting. But the things that are seen in

the flashes are astonishing. Riveiting: vivid and stark...."67
Like the blinding flash of the camera, the dramatist's pacing
and use of striking gestures freeze and illuminate a portion
of human experience.

Even in the structure of individual pafagraphs and
sentences in The Wars, one senses this blinding flash of il-
lumination:

He lifted his gaze to the rim.

Nothing.

He arigled his head to the left.

The bird sang.

Robert froze

There was a German soldier with a pair of binoculars
staring right at him. (W, p. 146)

John Hulcoop has written extensively on the photographic



159

nature of Findley's style, arguing that the "abbreviated
paragraphs ... isolate actions, thoughts, emotions, images,
or whatever Findley wants to focus on."68 Here, one notes,
fixity or stillness is a positive virtue in Findley's art,
for it involves the capturing of recalcitrant experience
which only the writer can effect.

Not all critics, however, perceive this Pointillist

style as a successful reminder of the workings of memory

and the artistic imagination. John Moss, in A Reader's

Guide to the Canadian Novel, sees Findley's style as an
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irritatingly neurological account of “a sequence of responses.”
Michael Taylor, too, in a review of The Wars, denounces Fin-
dley's style as "a parody of the and-now-you-are-there ap-
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proach of historical journalism." Findley is, it is true,
using such a photo-journalistic convention; he does want us
to be "there” in the muddy trenches with Robert, and yet he
is also turning the convention inside out, by admitting on
occasion the difficulty of the researcher or photographer in
creating a true picture of "the wars"”: "There is no good
picture of this except the one you can make in your mind
The mud. There are no good similies" (W, pp. 77-78).
Eva-Marie Kroller, on the other hand, although she
is intensely aware of the impact of photography on Findley's

style and thought, tends to err in the opposite direction.

Every dark room which Robert entsrs (the room at Desolg’in
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which he is raped, for instance) is a potential camera obscura

image, while even "the prostitutes [§f Lousetown, Alberté]

have become transparent” because of their transparent

clothing, "threatening to emerge as a sickening new image

like negatives in a developing tray."71
As these stylistic comments indicate, Kroller sees

photography in The Wars as a threatening image of enclosure.

She argues that "Findley's interpretation of photography as

isolating man from his natural context and turning him into

a two-dimensional grid, as well as giving man the power to

do the same to his environment, rank it together with all

other surveying strategies as one of the weapons of earth

against world."72 Yet I would argue that photography in The

Wars beccmes man's weapon against the loss of the all-important

human memory--the memory of the misery and futility of "the

wars."”

Findley uses photography in The Wars to underline
one of the most importént ideas in the novel: the neces-
sary interpenetration of the public and the private in any
complete understanding of a war. "What you have to accept
at the outset is this," insists Findley's narrator, “lMany
men have died like Robert Ross, obscured by violence* (W, p.

5). Private violence serves to enlarge in our minds the
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overwhelming horror of the 1914-1918 carnage. "So far,”" we
are told near the end of the novel, "you have read of the
deaths of 557,017 people--one of whom was killed by a street-
car, one of whom died of bronchitis and one of whom died in
a barn with her rabbits" (W, p. 185).

The series of photographs which the researcher sur-
veys at the beginning of The Wars reveals this same modula-
tion from the public to the private fact. At first, the
photographs function as mirrors of the age--revealing chan-
ging fashions, entertainments and the growing popularity of
the automobile. Suddenly, however, the photogréphs beceme
a type of narrative series; with the news of Ypres in April
1915, “the pictures alter--fill up with soldiers ... More
and more people want to be seen. Hundreds--thousands crowd
into frame" (W, p. 7). Findley is, of course, referring to
the surge of young men offering to fight overseas after Ypres,
eager for adventure and--a continuing companion of the photo-
graph--fame. As he recently remarked, "everyone's fear" 1is
"not to be one of those people chosen, en passant, to be
hoarded in someone's memory; not to be a resident in some-
one else's country of inven‘cion.“ri3 The underlying irony in
this human desire lies in the fact that these individual men,
as PFindley reveals, are not hoarded in memory, but, like
Robert Ross, "obscured by violence."

From this public--almost sociological--reason for
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the departure of young men for the wars, Findley swiftly
moves to an intensely private vision. Juxtaposed with these
static photographs, wherein all of the participants are "sil-
enced at the edge of wharves and time" (W, p. 7) is a moving,

"fiery image" of a private hell: "Robert Ross comes riding

straight towards the camera,” his hands bleeding and his

uniform on fire (W, pp. 7-8). This moving image seems to
provide a living link between the researcher and the distant
and mysterious world of the public photographs: "He leaps

through memory without a sound" (W, p. 8). It is, indeed,

“one of the "persistent images" of which Findley has spoken,

for "You know it will obtrude again and again until you find

its meaning--here” (W, p. 8). Although John Hulcoop has sug-

gested that the adverb "here" "may refer specifically to an
imaginary photograph (since, so far as we know, no photogra-
rher is present to take pictures when Robert breaks out of

4

the fired barn),”’ I believe that the researcher is referring

to the next object which he describes: the photograph which

or she
he, has "here” in the archive. The "meaning” is to be found

A
in this photograph because it reveals the meeting of a public
and a private war--Robert Ross standing apart, watching a
band play a military tune, "Soldiers of the Queen." The
regearcher interprets for us the private conflict lying

Deneath this seemingly innocent surface: "He's old enough

to go to war. He hasn't gone. He doubts the validity in
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all this martialling of men but the doubt is inarticulate.

It stammers in his brain" (W, p. 8). At present, Robert is
on the periphery; The Wars tells us why he suddenly clamours,
like all of the anonymous men in the earlier photographs,

"to crowd into frame.”" Ironically, the reason is a private
one--his feelings of guilt and grief about the death of his
retarded sister, Rowena.

The photograph, therefore, is the major vehicle for
explaining the motivations of those who went to the wars; it
is, as well, a vehicle for revealing other subtle pressures
which act upon Robert's mind. The photograph of the Ross's
pony, entitled, "Meg--a Patriotic Pony," because she is cov-
ered in bright bunting, reveals the vicious underside of pa-
triotism. Meg is "either angry or frightened” (W, p. 9), like
the horses on the S. S. Massanabie, and in the background,
Robert's younger brother Stuart, wearing Indian headdress,
wields a baseball bat. When we later glimpse Stuart glee-
fully flying paper airplanes made out of Robert's letters
from the front, we realize the horrifying complicity of
those families at home who encouraged their young to be
slaughtered in the name of patriotism or adventure. As Mrs.
Ross asks, outside the church, "What does it mean--to kill

your children? KXill them and then ... go in there and sing

about it!" (W, ». 55)

In terms of character revelation, the photograph is
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an index both of superficiality and of sincerity. Lady
Barbara D'Orsey is associated with the slick publicity photo-

graphs similar to those in The Butterfly Plague. "Her picture,

like those of Cathleen Nesbitt and Lady Diana Manners, was
'everywhere'" (W, p. 107). This public image--like the pop-
ularized image of the war--is clearly invidious. Eva-Marie
Kroller, however, concludes that all "reproduction," whether

of photographic images or of violence, "turns into a menace."75
If one considers the private photographs in The Wars, however,
one discovers that they are anything but menacing. The photo-
graph of Barbara which Juliet D'Orsey owns reveals a truth
not told in the publicity photographs. "You can see the
sceptical eyes and the strange perpetual smile,” confides
Juliet, "It wasn't a smile at all. It was a nervous dimple

on her left side” (W, p. 112). Similarly, the "perpetual
smile” which Barbara carries to a new lover once her old

lover has been maimed in the war, may be less a sign of emo-
tional poverty than a desperate, nervous flight from death to
love. As Clive D'Orsey replies to Juliet's question,"Why are
Robert and Barbara so afraid?," "everyone thev've loved has
died” (W, p. 184). The private photograph reveals what the
public photograph conceals, just as the private story of
Robert Ross illuminates the tale of an entire generation.

Perhaps the most startling departure from Timothy

Findley's earlier works in The Wars is his acceptance of
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some forms of fixity as positive and life-sustaining. Of
course, the tortuous stasis of trench-warfare is diametri-
cally opposite; as the narrator baldly comments on the long-
time British objectives in the Ypres region, "These were still
objectives. Nothing had been won” (W, p. 205). Fixity is
the condition of the wounded men encased in body casts, such
as Jamie Villiers, whom Barbara D'Orsey and Eugene Taffler
visit. Fixity is also the emotional state within Barbara
herself--a type of emotional stalemate. "And she was like
that cold white vase and never said a word," recalls Juliet,
"She stood and watched them dying like a stone. Ariadne and
Dionysus" (W, p. 116).

At the same time, however, permanence and fixity may
carry positive emotional associations for Robert Ross and
for Timothy Findley. "'Robert?'" asks Rowena, "'Will you
stay with me forever?'” (W, pp. 18-19) This domestic per-
manence--the permanence of love--is denied Robert when Rowe-
na dies by accident and he is therefore driven to the wars--
to a negative type of fixity. On the railway platform, pre-
paring to leave, Robert is "immobile ... resolutely still"
(W, p- 15). "How could he move?” the narrator asks, "Rowe-
na had been buried the day before” (W, p. 17). Part of
Robert, then, dies with Rowena, but he nevertheless takes
with him to the wars a permanent reminder of her: a photo-

graph. Much later, after he has been raped by fellow
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officers--a symbol of the ultimate betrayal of Robert by the
war--he decides that this image of love and permanence can
no longer exist.. in a world of hatred and death--he burns
Rowena's photograph.

This conception of the photograph as the preserver
of all that is precious and alive is clearly connected with
the researcher's attempt to capture the essence of Robert
Ross's life. In his or her documentary fervour, the researcher
displays yet another pcsitive form of fixity: the fixing of
the past in order to celebrate it. The researcher's rever-
ence feor the photographic relics of that distant world is
touching: “You turn them over--wondering if they'll spill"”
Y?he people in the photograph] (W, p. 8). The researcher is,
like us, not a first-hand observer, as are the people he or
she interviews and fixes on tapg)such as lMarian Turner and
Juliet D'Orsey. He or she must therefore depend on photo-
graphs and tapes to recreate the memory of Robert Ross (un-
like Marian Turner, who sends a photograph of herself to the
researcher, explaining that "At my age, you don't need pic-
tures any mor%; N, p- 224). Photography, therefore, becomes
a type of surrogate memory, and memory of life-sustaining
acts of courage such as Robert Ross's desertion, Findley
believes, are necessary in a violent world. "Memory," he
recently wrote, "provides a ground ... on which we can face
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m
reality, accogfdate reality and, possibly, even survive 1t%."'



167

Memory, therefore, is the ultimate answer to the question,
“How does one face a terrifying reality?," which Findley poses

in works such as The Butterfly Plague.

This increased importance of memory in Findley's
mind largely accounts for his reevaluation of man's rela-
tionship to the photograph in The Wars. One notes that the
associations between guns and photographs found in The last

of the Crazy People are absent in The Wars. Next to Robert's

photograph in the Ross house lies a wooden box containing
not a gun but letters--apt symbols of Findley's belief in
the power of document and memory to preserve the spirit of
the dead. "Dead men are serious--that's what this phectograph
is striving to say ... I lived--was young--and died" (W, p. 49).
The final proof of Findley's belief in the associa-
tion of memory and photography occurs in the Epilogue of
the no&el, wherein we are presented with two photographs of
Robert: Robert and an animal skull and Robert and Rowena.
These two photographs represent Robert's all-encompassing
love-~his love for the creatures of the earth, and his love
for fellow human beings. Beyond this generalization,
however, each of these photographs yields a further truth.
The image of Robert holding an animal skull has been inter-
preted as a symbol of fate; for Peter Klovan the skull "may
well symbolize his [Bobert'é] destiny, for it is one of

77

several images of the frail and the delicate,” and for
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Michael Taylor it represents Robert's "bleak future.“78 I
would argue, however, that the photograph suggests memory
and preservation rather than grim fate, on the basis that
the image of a man or woman holding a skull, in traditional

pictorial iconography, is an examplie of memento mori--a

powerful reminder of death. (All photographs, we recall

Susan Sontag's comment, are memento mori). Moreover, in

terms of the iconography of this photograph, we note that
Robert holds the skull in his right hand, while on his left
there stands a forbidding “fascio of guns"(W, p. 226). The
gun and the animal suggest the elements which meet and do
battle in war--the life destroying and the living.. The
skull is, of course, a stark reminder of which element is
likelier to gain the upper hand in the conflict between the
two. Yet the skull is also an archaeological relic--like
the photograph--a reminder that "I lived--was yocung--and
died."™ This bizarrs truth, that the fact of death brings
home to us the value of life, is captured in the words of
the essayist which the researcher then recalls: "“The spaces
between the perceiver and the thing perceived can ... be
closed with a shout of recognition. . One form of a shout is
a shot. Nothing so completely verifies cur perceptiocn of a
thing as our killing of it" (W, p. 226).

In The Wars, Findley offers us a positive and crea-

tive alternative to the "shot” that destroys life (which we
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have already witnessed at the end of The Last of the Crazy

People)--that is, the photographic "shot" which preserves it.
In the very last photograph of The Wars, showing Robert hold-
ing Rowena on a pony, we witness one such life-preserving
shot. "On the back is written: 'Look! you can see our
breath!' And," the narrator affirms, "you can" (W, p. 226).
Eva Marie Kroller believes that this final statement "matches
in ambiguity that of another highly regarded Canadian novel,

Sinclair Ross's As For Me And My House"79 ("That's right,

Philip. I want it so.") Kroller's view is, of course,

based on her negative view of photography in The Wars; for
her, the comfort effered by this photograph is undercut by
the knowledge of Robert's death, and of the storyteller's
final incapacity to recreate for us a complete picture of
Robert Ross. Nevertheless, to put this issue in perspective,
one must examine the remainder of Findley's already-mentioned
comments to Johan Aitken about the photograph's relation to
life: "I still sit with a photograph and I think, if I

could only get in there with you, I could walk in there, and
that person is saying something, that moment in there, and
one never, never dies."80 Indeed, the photograph becomes a
type of Keatsian Grecian urn for Findley, for it can "bring
life back that's gone, and dissect and keep the dead alive,

81

amongst us, which is very important." Therefore, the last

photograph in The Wars affirms that human life, like the



170

frozen breath of Robert and Rowena, may be captured by the
processes of memory and writing, and shown to be, paradoxi-

cally, both ephemeral and everlasting.

6. Famous Last Words (1981)

The conflict between the ephemeral and the everlas-
ting--the frail and wvulnerable human life and the enduring
spirit of man--once again captures Findley's imagination in

Famous Last Words. As we read the writing of Hugh Selwyn

Mauberley on the walls of the Austrian hotel along with Lieu-
tenant Quinn, we are constantly aware that the mangled body
of the man who experienced all of these sensations lies a
few yards away, "obscured by violence" as is Robert Ross,

and yet curiously alive in the fictional document of his
life. As in The Wars, photcgraphy--not exclusively film,

as Eugene Benson arguessz—-reveals this meeting of the momen-
tary and the eternal, of fiction and history.

As in The Butterfly Plague, photography may be as-

sociated with a destructive type of fiction--~lies. Mauber-
ley is repeatedly described as the subject of countless
newspaper photographs--photographs which reveal him on ap-
parently intimate terms with the rich and powerful, in par-
ticular, Wallis Simpson.83 One of his personal friends,
Diana Allenby (daughter of an actual historical figure, Field

Marshall Allenby), is identified by "her famous smile that
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is seen in all the Beaton photographs* (FLW, p.- 90). Publi-
city photographs such as these are unmasked by Mauberley him-
self. Speaking of the photographs taken of the King's and
Wallis' circle before the abdication, Mauberley wryly re-
flects, "Everyone in all those pictures taken then was
smiling; everyone was radiant; everyone was infallible. It
was all a lie, of course" (FLW, p. 98). The photograph is
here a manipulative device; by making it appear as though
"the people" approved of Edward's and Wallis' attachment,
the King could then pressure the rest of the Royal family
to approve of his marriage. Mauberley therefore realizes
that he has taken part in an historical masquerade; he has
been one of those smiling figures who believed that "ours
was the ultimate face of the age" (FLW, p. 98). Fiction,
in this case, proves more dependable than the photographic
document; Ezra Pound, in his poem "Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,"
maintains that the true symbol of the age was not a glossy
smile but an "accelerated grimace."84

Findley uses an actual photograph to demonstrate
this uneasy tension between history and fiction. Immediately
before meeting with Wallis Simpson to encourage her to join
the international Nazi cabal, Mauberley reveals that a famous
photograph of Edward VIII riding in a Daimler at Nice is, in
fact, a photograph of himself hiding behind a newspaper blow-

up of Edward's smiling face (FLW, p. 143). The face of
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Mauberley is, indeed, absent from the pages of history, for
he is a fictional character. This sense of fictionality
is further underlined by the fact that Mauberley's photo-
graph appears in the only major newspaper which does not
print photographs--Le Monde. Yet perhaps this photograph is
Findley's way of suggesting that under the regal fagade of
a head of state may lurk a fascist sympathizer. Findley may
also be suggesting through this collage of historical and
fictional "faces," that the figure of Mauberley--and fiction--
may disclose a human truth which is not aiways available to
us through historical documentation.

On one occasion, Findley quoted with enthusiasm
Marie-Claire Blais's description of the writer as un temoin--

85

a witness. As in The lLast of the Crazy People, Findley

grants his protagonist a camera-like perception and, unlike
Hooker Winslow, an ability to sort and and to interpret those
perceptions. Mauberley is a self-avowed "compulsive witness"
who cannot "refrain from setting things down on paper, re-
cording the lives of those arcund him, moment by moment--
every word and every gesture, instantly frozen in his pri-
vate cipher" (FLW, p. 21). This all-inclusive vision can
lead to artistic amoralism, and yet Mauberley, unlike the
publicity photographers, seems to sense “that in this micro-
cosmic hell the age I lived in was being defined, and if I

wanted to write then I had to force myself to become a
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witness to these lives and these events and to this place”
(FLW, p. 68). Nevertheless, Mauberley, like Pound, in spite
of his vision of a contemporary hell, becomes enmeshed in the
Fascist cause. His flight and decision to write his tes-
tament on the walls of the hotel, place him as a writer
closer to his former enemy, the documentary writer, Julia
Franklin, who, in camera-like fashion, had "never knowingly
lied. Which is why ... she could be extremely dangerous"”
(FLW, p. 122). Mauberley becomes every bit as dangerous a
witness to his times; in a final grim twist of irony, his
Nazi assassin drives an ice pick through his eye.

Mauberley's act of writing is both dangerous and
crucial because it could change forever the accepted truths
of history. Writers, Findley has claimed, "witness and re-
cord ... the cryptic passage of people and events that,

86

otherwise, would gain no place in memory." Visual images

in Famous Last Words, as in The Wars, are important analogues

to these processes of writing and remembering. Visiting the
caves at Altamira, Mauberley is suddenly struck by the curious
persistence of the lives of men and women long dead into the
present: "And out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse
of something irresistible above my head ... the imprint of

a human hand ... And I knew I was sitting at the heart of

the human race--which is its will to say I am" (FLW, pp. 172-

173).* Mauberley, like the researcher in The Wars, here
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encounters a delicate reminder of man's endurance--a visual
ancestor of the photograph of Robert and Rowena on a horse--
and he fittingly reproduces it alongside his own art work,
on the walls of the hotel.

As in The Wars, Findley is aware that the belief in
the value of human life is often sparked by our consciousness
of man's cruelty to man. Therefore, Captain Freyberg's hor-
rifying photographs of Dachau are a necessary part of Quinn's
reconstruction of the story--and of ours:

"I know you were there," said Freyberg.

"But do you remember?”

"Yes; I remember. God damn it, sir. And

I don't want to see those bloody things again.

I can see them in my mind. I don't need any

bloody photographs." :

"Everyone needs photographs, Quinn ..." (FLW, p.
390).
Critics of Findley have tended to side overwhelmingly with
Lieutenant Quinn in this debate, seeing Captain Freyberg as,

87 who only wants

in John Hulcoop's terms, a Gradgrind figure
“facts, facts, facts." It is true that Freyberg is obsessed--
almost driven crazy--by the thought of Dachau, to the extent
that he cannot bear to read Mauberley's account with any
objectivity. Yet Findley is surely suggesting here that

viewing history as a fiction has dangerous consequences as

well. Throughout Famous Last Words, Quinn has read Mauber-

ley's account with sympathy and intelligence and yet he has,
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until this point, refused to look at the mangled body of
Mauberley. Similarly, one of Freyberg's photographs is "a
picture of Quinn himself ... standing beside an open oven
door--and inside the oven twenty bodies, or thirty, unburned”
(FLW, p. 390).* Quinn--like all human beings--cannot remain
an impassive observer; his literal response to the photograph
--"Can't you see I'm standing right there," shows that he

has not properly understood the crucial word "remember," as
Freyberg--and Findley--use it. “Yes," Freyberg reiterates,
"But do you remember it?" (FLW, p. 390). Memory, then,
involves active participaticn and self-examination; after
this confrontation with Freyberg, Quinn looks for the first
time at Mauberley's body, and reaches out to touch and

“take" his own memento mori--Mauberley's scarf, which he en-

twines around his neck. Fiction, therefore, is never entirely
free of history; as Freyberg insists (unlike Marian Turner

of The Wars), we need photographs just as we need to remember.

7. Recent Short Fiction and Not Wanted on the Vovage (1984)

Findley's most recent works attest to the fact that
we need--ever more desperately in an age where destruction
seems imminent--to remember. Nevertheless, there still ap-
pear those characters in Findley's fiction who cannot con-
front the passage of time. In "Dinner:Along the Amazon,"

Conrad changes his appearance entirely by applying egg white
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to his face, creating a home-made face-lift (an image remin-
iscent of the cosmetic and psychological masks of the Duchess

in Famous Last Words). He jokingly enters a dinner party

to the accompaniment of a song called "Traces"”: "A faded
photograph, / Covered, now, with lines and creases ..." (DAA,
p.- 246). Conrad's other attempts to escape the past are
similarly futile; Olivia sees her husband's friend as "Poor
deadly Conrad, dragging the unwelcome past with all its
frayed address books and stringy love affairs behind him"
(DAA, p. 232). As the image of the photograph suggests, the
past is not so easily discarded.

In Not Wanted on the Voyage, Findley takes his con-

cern with history, fiction and seeing to a startling conclu-
sion: he retells the story of Noah, rendering the patriarch
a type of fascist ruler who, although he knows that Jehovah
has died in sorrow because of the world's decadence, builds

his ark nevertheless--and a hierarchical ark at that, with

certain famiiy members and living creatures relegated to the
lower, darker regions of the hold, like the horses on the S.

S. Massanabie in The Wars. The tale is, as Findley gleefully

admits, full of anachronism.88 but photography is not one of
these. Nevertheless, many of the motifs which we have seen
associated with photography are interwoven once again in
this novel. Vision, for instance, is all-impertant, as the

epigraph, from Phyllis Webb's poem, “Leaning" clearly
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And you, are you still here

tilting in this stranded ark

blind and seeing in the dark.

Findley transforms this image of the blind prophet into the
figure of Mrs. Noyes's cat, Mottyl, who, although feeble
and increasingly blind, is perceptive enough to abhor the
inhumanity and dogmatism of Noah. Indeed, Noah's scientific
experiments have been responsible for Mottyl's blindness--
one of many signs in the novel that Findley is speaking not
only about the ancient Deluge, but about the technological
deluge to come.

In this conflict between technological vision and
the enduring vision of living creatures, memory once again
plays a decisive part. Lucy, Findley's mischievous recrea-
tion of Lucifer as an ally of the oppressed creatures, is its
major spokesperson. After the brutal killing of the Unicorn
--a symbol of the destruction of the imagination by a narrow
rationalism--Lucy argues that “All the moments of this crea-
ture's life can be with us in an instant. All we have to do
is remember it alive. If we can forget its death--it will

live."89 As in Famous l.ast Words, however, death cannot be

ignored; after a brief moment of resuscitation, the Unicorn
once again dies. Findley's narrator relates this phoenix-

like death and rebirth to mankind's fluctuating capacity to
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believe in the imagination, "Just as people either did or
didn't--could or couldn't--would or wouldn't return to the
memory of the moment when the Unicorn was flesh and blood
and lived in the wood at the bottom of Noah's Hill” (NW, p-.
281). As in the scene at the Altamira caves in Famous

Last Words, memory becomes the preserver of human existence

and imagination; it brings to life all of the Unicorns which

have been banished from our world.

The gradual transformation of the photograph in
Findley's writing, from a symbol of stasis and death to that
of the guardian of the human imagination under siege, clear-
ly parallels Findley's own growing insistence on the primacy
of memory. In a sense, Timothy Findley undergoes a develop-
ment similar to that of his heroine Cassandra Wakelin in Can

You See Me Yet?, who, upon being confronted with the fact

that her photographs are false, persists in treasuring them
nevertheless because they are, for her, true fictions.
Timothy Findley's photographs, in the words of his fictional
character Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, allow us to see into "the

heart of the human race--which is its will to say I am."
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CHAPTER THREE
"THE MAKING AND DESTROYING": THE PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE IN
MICHAEL ONDAATJE'S FICTION

"Nothing so completely verifies our perception of

1 The words of Timothy Fin-

a thing as our killing of it.”
dley's imaginary essayist, Nicholas Fagan, in the closing
pages of The Wars, could easily serve as an epigraph to the
works of another Canadian postmcdernist writer, Michael
Ondaatje. Ondaatje's fascination with the hazy borderline
between analytical perception and destruction is manifest
in both his poetry and his fiction. Even more emphatically

than Findley, Ondaatje has voiced his conviction in The Col-

lected Works of Billy the Kid (1970) and Coming Through

Slaughter (1976) that the camera is an agent of fixity.
Nevertheless, Ondaatje, like Findley, can never quite escape
the other side of the photographic paradox: +that photography
bears positive associations with human memory and that the
photographer's art is, therefore,analogous to that of the

writer. Ondaatje's Running in the Family (1982) occupies a

position in the development of his view of photography roughly
analogous to that of Findley's The Wars; it marks his full
awareness of photography as both destroyer and preserver.

The remarkable similarities between Ondaatje's de-

velopment as a writer and that of Timothy Findley are
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partially due to their similar interests in visual art. On-
daatje is both a photographer and a film-maker, yet he also
betrays a lively interest in twentieth-century painting in

his poetry and criticism. He commented to Sam Solecki, for

instance, that his long poem, The Man with Seven Toes (1969),

was inspired by "a series of paintings by Sidney Nolan on
this story"” of an Englishwoman rescued from cannibals by a

convict--the same story which inspired Patrick White's A

Fringe of Leaves (1976). The resulting poem, itself serial
in nature, like the Nolan paintings, is described by On~-

2 Ondaatje's favourite pain-

daatje as "brief and imagistic.”
ter, however, if one is to judge from his poetry, is Henri

Rousseau: "Having to put forward candidates for God / I nom-
inate Henri Rousseau and Dr. Bucke."3 Ondaatje's pairing of

the French naif painter with the author of Cosmic Conscious-

ness (1901) indicates that he is fascinated by the mystic as-
pect of Rousseau's work. Related to the mystic flavour of
canvases such as The Dream* is their static quality--a fea-
ture which Stephen Scobie has linked to Ondaatje's own
artistic concerns.4

Ondaatje's sense of affinity with certain painters

is borne out by the terminology which his critics frequently

choose to employ when describing his poetry. The Collected

Works of Billy the Kid has been christened a "montage" by

Ann Blott.5 and a "collage” by Stephen Scobie.6 For John
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Moss, the collection is an experiment in "mixed media."7 All
of these terms are derived from the criticism of modern or
contemporary art from the time of Bracque and Picasso to the
present. Moreover, Ondaatje, like Alice Munro, has been
called a "magic realist" or "magic naturalist,"” most recently
by Leslie Mundwiler because, he argues, "the imagery [of
Ondaatje's poemé] is generally a vivid depiction of, or
extrapolation from, natural detail."8 Mundwiler's subse-
quent argument, that one needs "oxymoronic terms such as
'magic naturalism' and 'naturalistic fatalism'" because
Ondaatje's use of imagery "does not rest on a coherent phil-

2 is less defensible. To choose one exam-

osophical vision”
ple among many, Billy the Kid's seemingly surrealistic
thoughts while dying rest on a firm and demonstrable thematic
basis:
... lovely perfect sun balls
brgaking_at each otper click . ) .10
click click click like Saturday morning pistol cleaning
Billy's last perceptions ironically link suns and guns--a
grim reminder—of the grcowing mechanizaticn and loss of
humanity which have plagued Billy throughout his life. This
vision--described by Dennis Lee as "the strife of world and
earth,"li "structural model of planet” which he terms "savage

fields” =~-constitutes Ondaatje's coherent philosophical vision.

Even in his own work as a critic, Michael Ondaatje
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frequently uses analogies to painting to clarify the underly-
ing philosophies of a writer's work. Of Leonard Cohen he

writes, "lLet Us Compare Mythologies is, then, a boock of moods:
12

a world of 'Lunch on the Grass,’' 'Olympia' or Tissot."”
For Ondaatje, writing and visual arts collaborate in

yet another distinct artistic activity: book design. As

the careful orchestration of spaces and lines on the pages

of The Collected Works of Billy the Kid attest, visual effect

is as important to Ondaatje as a poet as it was to e. e. cum-
mings. “The presentation of the poem is very important to
me, " he explained to Sam Solecki, "the printing itself is

an art form-"l3 In fact, he sees the making of a book and
the making of a film as similar projects: "I find the edit-
ing of a manuscript to be like the editing of a film, that's
when you determine the work's shape, rhythmic structure, etc."ll+
Ondaatje, therefore, takes an active part in the selection of
type, paper and the placing of photographs; his own aesthetic
dislike for poems which carry over onto the next page15 thus
influences the overall visual nature of his works (and may
account, in part, for his preference for "brief,” "imggistic"
lyrics). Ironically, such innovation in form may draw

puzzled responses from more print-oriented readers; one

critic of The Man With Seven Toes, although realizing that

the placing of stark lyrics on a wide, short page might

bear some thematic significance, complained that the book
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would cause no end of trouble to bibliophileé attempting to
place it on their shelves.16

Ondaatje's sensitivity to space and composition is
doubtless a result of his work in film and theatre. "I was
brought up on movies and song!,” he writes in his most re-

cent collection, Secular Love (1984), "Educated at the Bijou-"17

Although Ondaatje has not written screenplays for any of his
works, unlike Timothy Findley, who wrote the screenplay for
Robin Phillips' version of The Wars, he has adapted two of

his works, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming

Through Slaughter, for the stage. Ondaatje is better known,

however, for his original films, The Clinton Special (1974)

and Sons of Captain Poetry (1970). Ondaatje's comments about

the former, a film of Theatre Passe Muraille's The Farm Show

which was performed before an audience in Clinton, Cntario,
reveal a concern with artistic control which pervades all

of his work:

Talking about the director of a documentary
film strikes me as invalid cos [sic]
everything is left up to the camera-man, the
lighting man, the actors and the people you
are actually interviewing. I think it's very
dangerous to try to over-control that; when
you try and control it into a certain point
of view then you get the CBC kind of documen-
tary which knows what it's goin§ to say be-
fore the actual filming begins. 8

One instantly thinks of Timothy Findley's acerbic exposé of
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this over controlled documentary art in The Paper People

(itself, ironically, a CBC production). Ondaatje does not
suggest, however, that the maker of a film should dispose
entirely of all concept of form and composition: "With the
actual editing that's when the director moves in," he points

19 Inter-

out, "That's when you decide the film's structure.”
estingly, one notes the same interplay between control and
freedom in Ondaatje's poetry and fiction which one notes in
his description of the ideal documentary film. His lyrics,
although they appear to be free from rhythmic patterning,
for example, still depend on rhythmic inversions and other
techniques for much of their power:

I, a moving silk,

bubbles draining from my skull

would twist down

with black ugly feet

and my hair woulg toss

slow, like grass Y
The spondee in the third line emphasizes the downward move-
ment, and the stress on "“slow” literally forces the reader

to slow down while reading. Thus, it may be said of Ondaa-

tje, as Frank Lewis says of Buddy Bolden in Coming Through

Slaughter, "We thought he was formless, but I think now he

was tormented by order."21

Ondaatje's other major film, Sons of Captain Poetry,

explicitly comments on this symbiotic relationship between



193

film and writing. It is significant that Ondaatje chooses a
visual form to talk about a primarily visual poet: b p nichol.
As he explained to Sam Solecki, "I had wanted to write some-
thing on nichol and I'd realized that you couldn't really
write about concrete poetry, that it had to be expressed in

22

another form." In addition, Sons af Captain Poetry repre-

sented to Ondaatje a flight away from the exclusivity of
language. “I'd just finished the actual writing of The Col-
lected Works of Billy the Kid,” Ondaatje recalls, "and there

was a real sense of words meaning nothing to me anymore, and
I was just going around interpreting things into words ... It
was a very dangerous thing for me mentally ... I just felt I
had to go into another field, something totally visual."23
Cne finds the same fear of the hegemony of the word in other

postmodernist writers; one thinks, for example, of John Barth's

attack (ironically a verbal one) on his readers in Lost In The
W2k

Funhouse: “You print-oriented bastards ... Leslie Mund-

wiler, too, perceives that Sons 6f Captain Poetry is not only

about b p nichol, but about Michael Ondaatje as well. In terms

which recall Findley's The Paper People, he calls the film a

combination of "the critic's attempt to make sense of a
poetic enterprise with the poet's own selection, utterance
and performance for the quiet eye of the camera"zs--a meeting
of the verbal and the visual, of the silent and the aural.

Ondaatje's use of a passage written by Peter Handke
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as an epigraph to Secular Love is an imaginative application

of the language of film to the writing of poetry. “You al-
ways hold back something of yourself," the young actor is
told, "even when you yawn you're afraid to open your mouth
all the way ... I'm looking forward to seeing you grow older
from film to film" (SL, p. 7). The words could apply equally
to Ondaatje's development as a writer, to his gradual willing-
ness to approach his personal past through his poems and
fiction. Critics of those poems and fictional works have

not been slow to note the resemblance which they bear to

the medium of film. Gary Geddes and Phyllis Bruce flatly
state that “Ondaatje's poems have a number of things in com-
mon with films":+ they are visual, dramatic, concerned with
detail, angles of vision, and they tend to deal with "ex-

26

treme, or, at least, uncommon" people or places. Sam Solecki
notes that Ondaatje's books "don't so much end as dissolve
suggestively back into the author,"ZZn a way reminiscent cf

a final fadeout in film. The Collected Works of Billy the

Ki@)in particulaQ,has sparked a great deal of interdisciplin-
ary comparison; T. D. MacLulich observes that "Much of The

Collected Works consists of Billy re-playing scenes from his

past” or visualizing "scenes from an unusual viewpoint, rather
like a film director experimenting with camera angles."28
Perry Nodelman provides a concrete example of this film-

like quality; lines one to six of a poem describing Billy's
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removal of a bullet from a man's stomach (BK, p. 27) are re-
peated in reverse order, "like a film run backwards,"” showing,
according to Nodelman, Billy's attempt to replay past exper-
iences and thus purge himself of them.29 Even the subtitle

of the collection, Left-Handed Poems, is, according to Stephen

Scobie, a reference to film--to Arthur Penn's film about Billy

the Kid entitled The Left-Handed Gun.30 Such observations

lend credence to Ondaatje's own claim that "with Billy the

Kid I was trying to make the film I couldn't afford to shoot,

in the form of a book."31
Ondaatje's use of film to comment on a fellow poet's

work does not end with Sons of Captain Poetry; his book on

Leonard Cohen contains several references to film. There,

Ondaat je applies his own belief in the relationship between
manuscript editing and film-making to Cohen's poetry. "The
strict editing in the writing,” argues Ondaatje of The Fav-

ourite Game, “is also partly a result of the influence of
w32

films. Breavman's story is "dramatic," resembling "a
film-script®; chapters "fade out” much in the same way that
Solecki claims the endings of Ondaatje's books do.B? In
addition, throughout the monograph, Ondaatje cannot resist
making direct comparisons between elements of Cohen's works

and his own particular film favourites. The women in Let Us

Compare Mythologies, for example, remind Ondaatje of a scene

in Richard Lester's The Knack,Bu and the early poems' mixture
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of tragedy and farce .:call to Ondaatje's mind the movie

Shoot the Piano Player.35 Film, therefore, enters into every

aspect of Michael Ondaatje's creative life, even more em-
phatically and obsessively than for Timothy Findley, who
has stronger ties than Ondaatje to other performance arts
such as theatre and dance. Nevertheless, the concern of
both artists with the relationship between moving image and
word, and with the role of the artist as researcheg)suggests
that they may reflect a world-wide trend in recent fiction
noted by Robert Alter:

Film, because it is a collaborative artistic

enterprise involving a complicated chain of

technical procedures, almost invites attention

to its constitutive processes ... The close

parallels between what is happening now in the

two media suggest that the self-consciousness

of both may reflect a heightened new stage of

modern culture's general commitment to knowing

all that can bg known about its own components

and dynamics.3

Closely allied to this postmodernist fascination
with cinematic technique and words is Ondaatje's lively
interest in still photography. A photographer of some
talent himself,* Ondaatje has tried to bring the static
sense created by still photography into the moving, se-

quential medium of film. Of The Clinton Special, Ondaatje

commented that "I wanted that sense throughout the film
that each shot would almost be a static photograph.“37

Ondaatje accomplished this aim by using sepia-coloured
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Michael Ondaatje, Taken at Kailua Gardens, 1982
from Descant, No. 42 (Fall 1983), cover. ‘
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tones in certain shots. The final result of this merging
of visual techniques Ondaatje christened "talking photogra-
phy"38--a striking parallel to Timothy Findley's statement,
"yes, everybody, photographs can be heard.” 1In Sons of

Captain Poetry, Ondaat je uses actual photographs in a scene

in which nichol comments in a voice-over on his family. In

making The Clinton Special, however, Ondaatje chose for one

scene dealing with the rural character Charlie Wilson not
to show an actual photograph of Charlie. "We were looking

for photographs of him when we were shooting,” recalls On-

daatje, "but I'm glad ... that we didn't find any cos [g;_cj
he becomes more detailed Jjust cos he is so abstract ... it's
39

left up to the imagination and it's preferable that way."
This dual response to the photograph--as a key to memory,
kinship and personal history, and as a severe retraint on
human imagination--will resurface in Ondaatje's later fiction.
"I'm very interested in photography,"40 Ondaatje ad-
mitted to Sam Solecki, and this interest almost overshadows
his interests in film and painting in his critical work.
In his study of Leonard Cohen, references to photography

outnumber those to painting and film. "It is not just the

reliance on film that gives The Favourite Game a visual

rather than a literary style,” he explains at one point,

. e "41

"Cohen constantly uses photographs Ondaatje places

particular emphasis on the ways in which Cohen's style may
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be said to be photographic. O0f The Favourite Game, again,

he writes, "We are not guided along a cohesive time sequence
but are shown segments from scrapbooks, home movies, diaries--
all~of which flash in front of us like 'those uncertain images

b2 One detects a

that were always flashing in his mind'.”
similarity between Ondaatje's description and Timothy Findley's
vision of The Wars as a long road with billboards along the
way, flashing the photographs which represent the significant
moments of Robert Ross's life. Ondaatje even uses photogra-~

phic metaphors when speaking of Cohen's work, seeing Para-

sites of Heaven as "a series of mental phoi:og:x:‘aphs"/""3 and

The Favourite Game as "a beautiful book” to which one returns

"several times as onemeturns to a photograph album."uu The

work is, in his eyes, "an autobiography of Breavman told in
the third person, like one of those group photographs with
a white circle drawn around the central character."45 This
obsessive image of the group photograph will resurface in

both of his major works of fiction--Coming Through Slaughter

and Running in the Family.

* * ¥*

“I send you a picture ...." The opening words of

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (BK, p. 5) speak com-

pellingly of the aims and methods of Michael Ondaatje's
works. In order to place Ondaatje's photographs in Coming

Through Slaughter and Running in the Family in context, one
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must first examine the associations which Ondaatje makes
with photography in his poetry.
Reading through Ondaatje's poems, from The Dainty

Monsters (1967) to Secular Love (1984), one cannot ignore

his obsession with the conflict between artistic fixity and
the flux of experience--a conflict which he, like Timothy
Findley and Alice Munro, associates with photography. 1In
Ondaat je, however, this conflict becomes the overriding con-

cern of the work. In "Four Eyes," from The Dainty Monsters,

the speaker glimpses a photograph and a painting through the
eyes of his lover, and is driven to "record” "This moment"--
to compete with the power of the camera and the brush to
capture a slice of time:

I would freeze this moment

and in supreme patience

place pianos

and craggy black horses on a beach

and in immobilised time

attempt to reconstruct (DM, p. 46)
Even in these early lyrics, the desire for artistic fixity
becomes an obsessive theme; in "The Time Around Scars," the
speaker reflects that "We remember the time around scars, /
They freeze irrelevant emotions” (DM, p. 49), much in the
manner of a photograph.

In later collections, such as Rat Jelly (1973), this

fascination continues unabated. "King Kong Meets Wallace

Stevens” is an allegory of the meeting of flux and fixity.
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The reader is invited to "Take two photographs" (RJ, p. 61)--
one a static image of the "portly, benign" poet and the other
a moving photograph of Kong "staggering / lost in New York
streets again.” The photographs represent two impulses--
artistic creation and animalistic destruction--which the poet
senses that he shares ("Is it significant that I eat bananas
as I write this;3. The photograph of Stevens, however, sug-
gests the possibility of poetry allowing one to exorcise

this destructive impulse, allowing one to fix experience and
yet preserve its fluidity: “"Meanwhile W. S. in his suit / is
thinking chaos is thinking fences." Ondaatje will later ad-
dress this conflict between chaos and fences in greater depth

in Coming Through Slaughter.

In "Burning Hills," from the same collection, a
group photograph (the earliest example of this recurrent
motif in Ondaatje's work) "fuses the 5 summers” of the
writer's adolescence in one static image:

Eight of them are leaning against a wall ...

looking into the camera and the sun

trying to smile at the unseen adult photographer ...

Except one who was eating an apple. That was him
Oblivious to the significance of the moment.

Now he hungers to have that arm around the next shoulder.

The wretched apple is fresh and white. (RJ, p. 58)

The indirect glance of the young writer suggests both un-
awareness of the moment and evasion, in contrast to the dir-

ect gazes of his companions. The grown writer's longing for
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the fixed moment of the past--the partially eaten apple of
experience--is powerfully captured in the epithet "wretched.”
In Rat Jelly, poetry becomes the agent which is able to fix
without rendering the subject lifeless or bland (the agent,
if you will, which makes jelly of the rat, but does not al-
low us to forget that "it's rat / steamy dirty hair and still
alive," RJ, p. 31). Voiced in another (less gruesome) way,
this type of poetie capturing resembles '
a blurred photograph of a gull.

Caught vision. The stunning white bird

an unclear stir.

And that is all this writing should be then.

The beautiful formed things caught at the wrong moment

So they are shapeless, awkward
moving to the clear ("The Gate in his head,” RJ,p. 62)

In the later poems from There's a Trick With a Knife

I'm Learning to Do (1979), Ondaatje turns his attention to

another element of the past which he must also "fix": his
Sri Lankxan childhood. Writing of "Uswetakeiyawa," a place
where the imagination and the subconscious seem ready to sur-
face at any moment, he describes "A landscape nightmare /

unphotographed coum:ry."b’6 Running in the Family will be

his attempt to capture in words and photographs this un-
touched land of his past.

The past is, in fact, the other main element which
Ondaatje associates with photography in his poetry. 1In

"Tink, Summer Rider," the photograph of a girl on a horse,
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“her hair turned by wind," contrasts sharply with the image
of the "serious,” "rigid" woman that girl has become (DM, p.
40). The photograph thus becomes a poignant reminder of the
lost wildness of youth--and, by extension, the lost wildness
of human beings as a result of civilizing forces. This as-
sociation is borne out in the already-mentioned "Burning
Hills" from Rat Jelly, wherein the lost summers of the
writer's youth are also "layers of civilisation in his mem-
ory / ... old photographs he didn't look at anymore" (RJ, p-
57) -

The personal past rather than the past of the species
is more often associated by Ondaatje with photographs in his
more recent poems. "Light," probably the best of the newer

poems in There's a Trick With a Knife 7'm Learning to Do, is

a poetic ancestor of Ondaatje’'s Running in the Family. The

poet replays in his mind, as though in a darkened roon,

“Those relatives in my favourite slides / re-shot from old
minute photographs so they now stand / complex ambiguous
grainy on my wall" (TK, p. 105). As in "Uswetakeiyawa,”" the
poet desires to "fix" or come to terms with these ambiguous

or troubling images from the past: "“These are their fragments,
all I remember, / wanting more knowledge of them” (TK, p. 107).
Photographs of the past and present merge in the poet's mind;

a beloved photograph of his mother and uncle in fancy dress

calls to mind "A picture of my kids at Halloween" which "has
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the same contact and laughter" (TK, p. 106). Here is the
merging of fikity and flux of which Ondaatje has spoken in
earlier poems; the fixed and faded people in these photographs
come alive because they are part of a human chain: "In the
mirror and in my kids / I see them in my flesh” (TK, p. 107).
These ancestors are, in fact, the opposite of the shadowy,
removed photographic ancestors at whom Timothy Findley's

Hooker Winslow gazes in The Last of the Crazy People. On-

daatje's concept of a living continuity has unfrozen these
portraits and given them life.

L3 ¥* *

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970) exists

on the borderline between Ondaatje's poetry and fiction, for

it contains both poems and prose. DMoreover, it marks Ondaatje's
first sustained use of photography as a structural device.

The collection is, in essence, a series of visual and verbal
photographs; Ann Blott calls it "a series of lenses, all wide

open to admit a multiplicity of impressions” of Billy47

and
Perry Nodelman maintains that even "the written sections are
like photocgraphs also,"” making the entire collection *an
a.lbum."L"8 Indeed, we are frequently made aware of the var-
ious angles of vision we may choose in viewing Billy--from
the widely differing perspectives of Sallie Chisum and Sher-
riff Patrick Garrett, for example.

Throughout the collection, Ondaatje uses photography
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as a metaphor for this crucial choice of perspective. The
opening section, based on an actual diary entry of the fron-
tier photographer L. A. Huffman, creates an immediate impres-
sion of scientific accuracy: *“I send you a picture of Billy
made with the Perry shutter as quick as it can be worked,"”

he boasts, and is quick to add that his photographs of horses
"were made with the lens wide open and many of the best ex-
posed when my horse was in motion” (BK, p. 5). Here we meet
once again the conflicting elements of fixity and flux in
Ondaatje's poetry. The photographer's experiments photogra-
phing a horse in motion are based on the experiments carried
out by American photographers Edward Muybridge and Thomas
Eakins (a photograph of a man on a horse by the former appro-
priately appears on the cover of Ondaatje's collection).
Critics such as Stephen Scobie and Perry Nodelmanug have
noted the appropriateness of an image of multiple exposure
and analysis to the structure of the collection. What must
also be pointed out is the fact that Muybridge, like Ondaatje,
is seeking to alter a legend or lie--in Muybridge's case, the
belief that a horse extends all four legs off the ground

at once when gallopping. Similarly, Ondaatje is contraven-
ing all of the glamourous versions of the Billy the Xid leg-
end (one of which he includes for purposes of ironic contrast,
"Billy the Kid and the Princess") in order to study Billy

as the prototype of a certain type of artist--a potential
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creator who becomes a destroyer.

The element within Billy which makes him a destroyer
rather than a creative artist is his suffocating sense of
fixity--a condition which Ondaatje persistently explores
through the use of the photographic image. Several critics
have commented on-this aspect of Billy's character, most
thoroughly, Perry M. Nodelman. Billy is consistently linked
with images of mechanization as opposed to organic life--what
Dennis Lee would term the images of "world" as opposed to

"earth."” The two main images of mechanization we have already

witnessed in Timothy Findley's The Last of the Crazy People:

the camera and the gun. “I am very still," Billy thinks at
one point, "I take in all the angles of the room"” (BK, p. 21).
Not only is Billy a silent human camera, but a human gun as
well. "He never uses his left hand for anything except of
course to shoot,” recalls Patrick Garrett, "He said he did
finger exercises subconsciously ... I noticed his left hand
churning within itself, each finger circling alternately

like a train wheel” (BK, p. 43). In addition, Perry Nodelman
sees Billy's words, "I caught Charlie Bowdre dying" as yet
another example of Billy's desire to make things stand still.50
One thinks also of a chilling remark made by the famour war
.photographer Robert Capa, that he "got" the picture of the
last Allied soldier to die in the Second World war.”t

Throughout the collection, this mechanical fixity


http:still.SO

207

is continually undermined by the flux and chaos of exper-
ience. During his night spent drinking with the Chisums and
Garrett, Billy recalls a picture taken of him, with “a white
block down the fountain road where somebody had come out of
a building ... and ridden away." Billy, on the other hand,
is immobile, enslaved to a machine, "waiting standing still
for the acid in the camera to dry firm" (BK, p. 68). A
photograph taken by Daguerre forty years earlier provides a
striking analogue to this scene; it shows an apparently
deserted street in Paris, with only one human figure in
sight--a man having his shoes polished.* Since in 1839,

as Naomi Rosenblum reports, “the length of time required to
obtain a daguerrotype image fanged from five to sixty minutes;
all of the other people walking along the street were moving
too quickly to have their image fixed on the plate. The
tiny figure of the man, like Ondaatje's Billy, is a haunting
image of fixity amid a world of flux.

One of the few occasions when we see Billy breaking
out of this mechanical stasis is a moment of inebriation--a
moment when the subconscious is likely to escape its vigilant
censors. Chewing red dirt marijuana, Billy once again thinks
of a photograph, "the only one I had then.” This portrait,
which freezes a continuous motion--that of Billy pumping
water-~-becomes, for an instant, a moving picture: "Only

now, with the red dirt, water started dripping out of the

52






209

photo” (BK, p. 50).

Critics of The Collected Works have developed a wide

range of responses to this conflict between fixity and flux,
and the role which photography plays in that conflict. T. D.
MacLulich asks, "should the book be construed as a warning
against the dehumanizing consequences of photographic voy-
eurism?"53 For him, the answer is a resounding "yes." He
warns- readers against'falling into the "emotional anaesthe-
sia” portrayed in the book, by seeing Billy as an "artist-
outlaw"” figure.5u Perry M. Nodelman, on the other hand,
cannot denounce photographic vision so completely, for he
believes that "Billy's activities are identified with the
methods of photography, and they might be a metaphor for the
work of artists."55 His solution lies in the distinction
between Billy the Kid's photographic fixation and the photo-
graphic method of Michael Ondaatje. The latter, he argues,
makes "things live and move in words, rather than simply to
capture their image and stop them dead."56

Carrying Nodelman's ideas further, I would suggest

- that Michael Ondaatje's Collected Works, like "The Gate in

his Head" and "King Kong Meets Wallace Stevens," explores
the idea that poetry can do both. Ondaatje, by looking at
one extreme of the artistic impulse to fix and straightjacket
reality, implicitly compares that method with his own fixing

of Billy's character. As Stephen Scobie notes, comparing
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Ondaatje's Billy with that of b p nichol in The True Eventual

Story of Billy the Kid, "Ondaatje's book fixes a certain

view of the Kid into an intense, fully realized image,"
whereas nichol's Billy is "insubstantial, flickering, chang-
ing, dying.“57 Ann Blott points out, too, that the essen-
tial character of Ondaatje's Billy is "static"” and "unchan-
ging."58 Nevertheless, Ondaatje's use of several perspec-
tives as well as several genres or media suggests that even
a simple being--a man who has become a machine--may be viewed
in a myriad ways.

The use of actual photographs in The Collected Works

emphasizes this necessary interplay between fixing Billy's
story but not rendering it as a static artifact from the
past. An early photograph of the interior of a log cabin is
later reproduced--enlarged--so that the gun lying beside the
bed is forced into prominence (BK, pp. 45, 91).* So, too,
has Billy's mechanical nature been progressively brought
into our range of vision. Another photograph, showing a
man painting a gravestone, flanked by two walking men, with
what appears to be the skeleton of an animal in the fore-
ground (BK, p. 13) is a reminder that the role of the artist
is not to dissect and analyse but to capture the subject in
motion;* Like the photograph of Robert Ross holding the
skull of a rabbit, it may also suggest the all-important

role of memory and the past.
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Perry Nodelman's bewildered response to many of the

photographs in The Collected Works may be accounted for in

these same terms of fixity and motion, the past and the pre-
sent. "The people who do appear in later photographs seem
incapable of the violence the book describes,” he complains.59
Nodelman is probably thinking of the placid portrait of a
man and a woman} calmly facing the camera, very likely meant
to0 represent Sallie Chisum and Billy, since it faces on the
opposite page Sallie's recollections of Billy (BK, p. 31).*
The photograph does, in fact, exploit the contrast between
stasis and motion, forcing us to acknowledge the difference
between notions of historical personages which have been
fixed by the camera and the pen, and the faucous, lusty,
chaotic experience which Ondaatje "fixes" for us in, for
example, the episode of the night-long debauch at the Chisum
ranch.

The photographic device which sums up this rejection
of analysis and mechanical ar historical fixity in the col-
lection is the blank square above the opening words, "I send
you a picture ... as quick as it can be worked.” Although
critics such as T. D. MacLulich see this utterance as a

60'the

definitive description of Ondaatje's collection,
words are undercut by the blank image above them. Any por-
trait of Billy, Ondaat je suggests, which demands fixity can

only be incomplete, a blank portrait. Motion and flux,
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instead, must be captured by the fictional photographer.
Therefore, the last photograph in The Collected Works of

Billy the Kid--a small photograph of Ondaatje as a child,

dressed in a cowboy outfit--is less a personal indictment,

61 than a filling in

or a confession of destructive impulses,
of the blank rectangle which opened the collection. If anal-
ysis and dissection are futile tools in the search for Billy,
Ondaatje presents the tool which is alone able to capture
fixity-in-flux, life in the very act of being lived: the
poet.

¥* * *

In Coming Through Slaughter, Ondaatje creates a

portrait of a man, like Billy, caught up in the eonflict be-
tween artistic fixity and flux, but who is drawn to the op-
posite pole. Buddy Bolden, we are repeatedly told, is "al-
most completely governed by fears of certainty” (CTS, p. 15);:
his music, rather, depends on the spontaneous and unexpected.
Nevertheless, as the already-quoted comment by clarinetist
Frank Lewls suggests, Bolden may have been paradoxically
"tormented by order, what was outside it" (CTS, p. 37). 1In-
deed, fixity and form are qualities which Bolden both "loathed
and needed” (CTS, p. 78). When he returns after a two-year
absence to find Nora living with Willy Cornish, he experiences
4 "hunger to be as still as them" (CTS, p. 112).

Buddy's need for a spontaneity which does not exclude
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form places him at the opposite end of the spectrum not only
from Billy the Kid but from Webb, the detective who ultimate-
ly brings him back from musical obscurity, only to force him
over the brink of psychological obscurity. Webb is, as critics

such as Stephen Scobie have perceived,62

a representative of
stifling fixity. It is, therefore, entirely appropriate that
he should use the photograph as a forensic tool. *I need a
photograph" (CTS, p. 50), he declares, and his need is by

no means an aesthetic one. This association between photo-

graphy and detective work is an old one; one thinks, for

example, of Conan Doyle's articles for the British Journal

of Photography ("With these impedimenta carefully corded up

in a strong deal box," he assures us in "After Cormorants
With a Camera,” "I felt myself equal to any photographic
emergency").63 In a similar vein, Webb finds himself run-
ning after a cornetist with a camera.

Webb is not the only detective, however, who hunts
the mysterious, never-recorded jazz pioneer with a camera.
As in Findley's The Wars, we witness a narrator-researcher
who relies on interviews and photographs for information.
Occasionally we are given these "data"” directly, in a manner

reminiscent of John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman

("By the end of the Nineteenth Century, 2000 prostitutes
were working regularly,” CTS, p. 9). More importantly,

this researcher is a photographer himself, although, like
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Webb, he is less concerned with the aesthetic nature of his
photographs than with their documentary value: "I easily
hear the click of my camera as I take fast bad photographs
into the sun aiming at the barber shop he probably worked in"
(CTS, p. 133). Ondaatje's researcher--like the mysterious

figure who tosses a coin near the end of The French Lieuten-

ant's Woman--represents the author, the maker of the fiction.

Besides the fact that Ondaatje himself has taken photographs
of such a barber shop,* there is also the revealing comment,
"When he went mad he was the same age as I am now. The
photograph moves and becomes a mirror" (CTS, p. 133). We
are, therefore, persuaded that the conflict which Buddy
feels within him, between form and shapelessness, is the same
problem faced by the writer in assembling his book.

In Coming Through Slaughter, this conflict is cap-

tured in the close but mysterious relationship between Buddy
and E. J; Bellocg~--a photographer who did actually live and
work in New Orleans at the turn of the century. "what

could Buddy have to do with him?" (CTS, p. 56), wonders

Webb, and several critics of the novel have continued to won-
der the same thing. An "unlikely friend."64 Roy MacSkimming
christens Bellocqg, and Ann Wilson, in her study of Coming
Through Slaughter, admits that "“The basis of the friendship

between Bolden and Bellocq is, at first, difficult to under-

stand."65 Even Buddy himself confesses that "He didn't
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know how people like Bellocq thought. He didn't know how to
put the pieces of him together” (CTS, p. 125). Judging from
one of Ondaatje's sources, a collection of Bellocq's photo-

graphs introduced by an interview, called Storyville Portraits,

the mysteriousness of Bellocq's relationships with others is
not a flaw in the novel, but a part of the Bellocq legend
which Ondaatje has chosen to preserve. Johnny Wiggs, a

New Orleans cornetist, responds to photographer Lee Fried-
lander's comment, *“The impression I 've had is that nobody
seems to really know Bellocq,” by admitting that "he was aw-

ful hard to know."®%¢

(The presence of a New Orleans cornetist
in this interview leads one to believe that this interview
may have been the genesis of Michael Ondaatje's decision to
forge a close relationship between a photographer and a jazz
musician who never actually knew each other.)

What ultimately brings Buddy and Bellocq together in
Michael Ondaatje's work are the conflicts which they both
face in their art. Surprising though it may seem, jazz and
photography have been compared at some length by an American
photography critic, A. D. Coleman:

Jazz ... is the musical form whose philosophical

basis is most akin to photography's ... In its rhy-

thmic and harmonic attitudes, in its emphasis on

intuition, spontaneity, and improvisation ... jazz

is directly linked to the idea @f creativity as
process consciousness, as flow.°7
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Bellocq, like Buddy, finds it difficult to give this "in-
tuition, spontaneity, and improvisation" a form. 1In reality,
his photographs of New Orleans prostitutes did capture special,
private moments in the drab lives of these women, yet in On-
daatje's work, he has trouble finding subjects, and an
embarrassed Buddy must cajole the prostitutes into posing
for him. Thus, Bellocqg's question is the same question which
haunts Buddy's music: how does one force that which must be
spontaneous?

Bellocqg's art is also similar to that of Buddy in
that it is closely allied with sexuality, as Stephen Scobie

68 Bellocqg's instructions to Buddy, while they are

mentions.
on their way to photograph the prostitutes, are full of

double entendres : "But I don't want you there when I do

it ... just introduce me and say what I want” (CTS, p. 123).
This last phrase is later echoed by Buddy, just before he
collapses: "What I wanted" (CTS, p. 131). Buddy's playing
is on this last occasion--as on others--associated with
sexuality. During these last few minutes, he imagines his
music getting caught in the hair of a "taunting" female fig-
ure in the audience. Earlier, Buddy presses his fingers

on Robin's back "as though he were plunging them into a cor-
net” (CTS, p. 59). Thus, art becomes another form of posses-
sion~--a theme which Joseph Heller considered in Catch-22

through the use of a photographer figure, Hungry Joe. Joe,
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a slapstick version of Bellocq, reflects of his photographic
beauties, "He could never decide whether to furgle them or
photograph them, for he had found it impossible to do both
simultaneously."69 One is also reminded of films described

by Susan Sontag in On Photography, such as Antonioni's Blow-

up, which shows a fashion photographer simultaneously covet-
ing his subject's body and clicking his camera, and Michael

Powell's Peeping Tom, in which a madman, aided by a concealed
70

gun in his camera, kills women while photographing them.
Although Bellocq and Buddy do not wish to destroy
their subjects or audience, they both share a destructive
impulse which finally turns inward. We first see Bellocqg
using his tripod as a weapoﬁ against Webb, pressing its
three points against the body of the would-be intruder.
Later, the camera on his back is likened to a "bow" (CTS, p.
123). 1In a rage of frenzied impotence and voyeurism, Bellocq
also slashes his photographed women with his knife, "wanting
to enter the photographs, to leave his trace on the bodies"
(CTS, p. 55). Ondaatje has again transformed the legend of

Bellocq for a particular reason; the speakers in Storyville

Portraits speculate that it may have been Bellocq's brother,
a priest, who scratched out the faces‘(not the torsos) on the
plates rather than the photographs.71 For that matter, it
may have been Bellocq himself, wishing to conceal the identi-

ties of several of his sitters. At any rate, Ondaatje has
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transformed the act into a more violent, destructive one, in
order to show the paradoxical coexistence of voyeurism, des-
tructiveness and creativity in Bellocq:

You can see that the care he took in defiling

the beauty he had forced in them was as precise

and clean as his good hands which at night had

developed the negatives ... The making and des-

troying coming from the same source, same lust,

same surgery his brain was capable of. (CTS, p. 55)
Bellocq's final work of creation is, ironically, his self-
destruction. He places chairs all around him in a room mea-
suring twenty feet by twenty feet--an ordered and framed
photograph--sets fire to the room and *falls, dissolving
out of his pose” (CTS, p. 67).

Buddy, too, is capable of both "the making and des-
troying.” Like Bellocq, whose harmful developing acid
spreads onto his hair, Buddy mingles creativity and destruc-
tiveness in his art, as Sam Solecki has shown very well.72
When he collapses during that final parade down Canal Street,
his cornet must be pried away from “the hard kiss” of his
lips (CTS, p. 131)--almost as though the musical instrument
had sucked all of Buddy's life in a macabre kiss of death.

This tie between Buddy and Bellocq is further strengthened
by the description of Bellocq's death in Storyville Portraits:

He dropped right on Common and Carondelet ...
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he carried that Bantam Special. I'm positive

he had that; I didn't see him, but I could almost

bet that he had that Bantam Special on him when

he fell.?”J

Since Bellocq represents the type of artist who min-
gles creation and destruction, he has been the object of much

blame for Buddy's condition--both inside and outside the

novel. "“Look at you. Look at what he did to you. Look at

you. Look at you. GCoddamit. Look at you" (CTS, p. 127),

Nora furiously challenges Buddy, and Willy Cornish later com-
ments that "I think Bellocq corrupted him with that mean
silence” (CTS, p. 145). Roy MacSkimming, reviewing the
novel, agrees with Willy; Bellocqg is the shadowy figure who
"placed no value whatever on Bolden's ﬁusic and made him mis-
trust his fame, feel its mocking emptiness."7u

Like Alice Munro's shadowy Photographer in Lives of

Girls and Women, Cndaatje's Bellocq has been judged too harsh-

ly. Sam Solecki alone points out that Bellocq cannot be dir-
ectly blamed for Bolden's madness, that "With or without
Bellocqg's influence Bolden would have destroyed himself ...
Bellocqg simply hastened the process by making Bolden self-
conscious of the inherent contradiction in his situation."75
that is, the coexistence of creativity and destructiveness.
Like Munro's photographer, Bellocq, whose work is likened

by Bolden to "windows" (CTS, p. 59), provides a mordant com-

mentary on what lies beneath the surface of human endeavours.
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Beyond merely acquitting Bellocg on the grounds of
non-responsibility, one may point out that Bellocq, even
with his destructive impulses, is a more positive artist fig-
ure than Webb, for instance. To equate Bellocq and Webb, as
Stephen Scobie does in calling them "“the two extremes towards
which he [ﬁuddi} is drawn” minimizes enormous differences be-
tween them?éiBellocq is, in contrast to the non-aesthetic
concerns of Webb and even of the researcher, a perfectionist;
he prepares the photograph which Webb only wants to use for
detective work in "a fussy clinical way" (CTS, p. 52). In
fact, Bellocq, unlike Webb, is not only aesthetically sensi-
tive, but humanly sensitive as well. Buddy defends Bellocqg
against Nora's charges, calling his photographs "beautiful"”
and "gentle” (CTS, p. 127). 1Indeed, the narrator takes
great pains to point out the sensitivity of Bellocqg's por-
traits of prostitutes--a sensitivity which seems all the more
incredible when one realizes the initial unwillingness of his
subjects. As in his relationship with Buddy, Bellocq waits
for his subject to become "self-conscious,” so that she "re-
members for the first time in a long while the roads she
imagined she could take as a child. And he photographed
that" (CTS, p. 54). Ondaatje is again building on the le-

gend of Bellocq from Storyville Portraits; Lee Friedlander

ponders, in a similar fashion, “It almost looks as if each

girl decided what she wanted to be like ... some wanted to
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be nude and some of them wanted to look like they were going
to church.* He just let them act out whatever they had in
mind for ‘t;hemselves.""7 This conception of the actual Bel-
locq is borne out by Naomi Rosenblum: "these arrangements
of figure and decor project a melancholy languor that seems
to emanate from both real compassion and a voyeuristic curio-
sity assuaged by the camera lens.“78 0f the fictional Bel-
locq's compassion, one has only the testimony of Buddy,

who repeatedly calls him "dear Bellocq"” and who significant-
ly carries his frail friend up the stairs of the whorehouse,
not wishing "to damage the camera or hurt the thin bones in
the light body"” (CTS, p. 126). The fragility of their lives
and art brings Buddy and Bellocq together.

For all of his fragility, Bellocq is strongly anta-
gonistic to Webb and his investigations. Although he sup-
plies the detective with a photograph of Buddy and his band,
he (like his photographs) conceals more than he reveals
about Buddy and Nora. This protective concealment is per-
fectly summed up in his destruction of the negatives of the
photographs of Buddy and Nora: "Goodbye. Hope he don't
find you" (CTS, p. 53). In this instance, destruction is a
positive act, for it leaves Webb with nothing but a "damp
picture in his hand” and an assortment of visual impressions
of Bellocq which he scrupulously analyzes (CTS, p. 57). 1In

the end, Webb is carried further away from the essence of
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Buddy Bolden's life by his researches; Bellocq alone has ac-
cess to that secret, inner world.

Bellocq also stands opposed to Webb in that he rep-
resents the flight away from the ravenous audience which
threatens to devour the artist. Robert Kroetsch christens
him “the photographer as version of artist. The photographer
ignoring audience.”’? Bellocq is, of course, his own audi-
ence, taking photographs of the Storyville prostitutes for
his own use, not prostituting himself to his audience, as
Buddy does. "He was the first person I met;" claims Bolden,
"who had absolutely no interest in my music" (CTS, p. 59)--
a statement which is less a denunciation of Bellocq than a
warm commendation. Bellocq, unlike Webb, does not seek to
bring Buddy back from obscurity and thrust him before an
audience. As Buddy says, "he tempted me out of the world
of audiences where I had tried to catch everything thrcwn
at me" (CTS, p- 91). Bellocq prefers to allow Buddy to
sink into obscurity and sanity, like the negatives slowly
dissolving into whiteness in his tray.

Finally, Bellocq's art--like the photography in Billy
the Kid--cannot be viewed as a purely destructive, fixed art,
because, like Buddy's music, it serves as an analogue to

Ondaatje's own art. The photographs of Bellocq, like
Coming Through Slaughter, mix the past with the present,
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fantasy with external fact: "What you see in his pictures

is her mind jumping that far back to when she would dare to
imagine the future” (CTS, p. 54). This fluid)temporal move-
ment recalls the comments made by Timothy Findley and Alice
Munro about the time sequence involved in reading and writing
short stories. Compare, too, the discontinuous nature of
Buddy's music: "I wanted them [?he audienqgl to come in
where they pleased and leave when they pleased and somehow
hear the germs of the start and all the possible endings at

whatever point in the music that I had reached then" (CTS, p-

94). Ondaatje's aim is precisely the same; as he commented

to Sam Solecki, during the writing of Coming Through Slaugh-

ter, "what I'm doing doesn't have a preformed shape."80 The

short, sharply defined scenes and fragments of writing carry
even further the brief, photographic style of Timothy Findley's

prose; they emphasize that Coming Through Slaughter is both

a series of images and a fluid dream-like prose poem. In
this way, Ondaatje achieves once more an artistic truce be-
tween fixity and flux.

The most important example of this truce is Ondaatje's
use of the photograph of Buddy and his band.* Robert Kroetsch
sees the static photograph as life denying: "“Posing. Posed.
Poised. Silent ... Photo: arrest. Killing. Going. The

81

camera as weapon. With, but against the novel."” I would

argue that the image of the six musicians works with but
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not against the novel. It appears either on or inside the
cover of Ondaatje's book, like a talisman. Moreover, Ondaa-

tje's translation of the visual image into linguistic terms

Jimmy Johnson Bolden Willy Cornish Willy Warner

on bass on valve trombone on clarinet
Brock Mumford Frank Lewis
on guitar on clarinet (CTS, p. 66)

is, in itself, a comment on the interdependence of the word
and the image. In fact, many readers probably read the tes-
timonies by the band members in the book, flip to the photo-
graph key and from thence to the photograph itself, to see
the image behind the word--a fluid reading style which forms
a perfect testimony to the complex interrelationships be-
tween the image and the word which Ondaatje has created in

Coming Through Slaughter.

# 3%* *

Running in the Family represents Michael Ondaatje's

return to the land which he once christened the "unphoto-
graphed country,” Sri Lanka. In this fictional journey into
the forgotten, unexplored regions of Ondaatje's past, the
photograph becomes a visual testament to memory, and to

the continuity of the human family. In fact, the book is
hybrid in form, at once memoir, fiction and photograph al-

bum, like David Galloway's 1978 novel, A Family Album. Gal-

loway uses the stages in the development of the modern camera
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as a metaphor for the passing on of succeeding generations:

82 In Running in the Family, as in Galloway's

in his family.
novel and Timothy Findley's The Wars, memory, especially,
surfaces in a way unequalled in any of Ondaatje's earlier
work. The entire journey of rediscovery finds its genesis
in an image: "“those relations from my parents' generation

who stood in my memory like frozen opera. I wanted to touch

them into words."83 As in Coming Through Slaughter, therefore,

Ondaatje feels an overwhelming desire to make image and word
meet and create.

‘ Memory, in fact, gives the memoir its shifting,
dream-like style. Douglas Hill applauds "the controlled
randomness of its patterns of memory and verification.“8?

Ondaatje seems fascinated by the workings of memory in Run-

ning in the Family--especially by their similarity to story-

telling. "Whether a memory or funny hideous scandal,"” he
says of his family, "we will return to it an hour later and
retell the story with additions" (RF, p. 26). The chronolo-
gy of the conventional memoir is indeed interrupted, made
fluid; half way through the book Ondaatje claims that his
mother's sighting of a pair of kaborogoyas (monitors) six
months before his birth is his "first memory” (RF, p. 75).
This ordered miscellany Ondaatje appropriately compares to
a woven fabric, "each memory a wild thread in the sarong”

(RF, p. 110).
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His impulses to give random memory some order lead
him to develop the same photographic vision which Del Jordan

develops in Lives of Girls and Women. "My body must remem-

ber everything" (RF, p. 202), he tells himself on the morn-
ing of his departure from Sri Lanka, and we learn in the
Acknowledgment that he, like Del and Gilbert Winslow in

The Last of the Crazy People, has experienced a hunger for

lists, "long lists of confused genealogies and rumour” (RF,
p. 205). This hunger for precision quickly turns into a
hunger for photographs. "I would love to photograph this"”
(RF, p. 110), muses Ondaat je, surrounded by his storytelling
aunts, before he proceeds to "photograph" it in words with
penetrating yet delicate vision: "The thin muscle on the
upper arms, the bones and veins at the wrist that almost be-
come part of the discreet bangle, all disappearing into the
river of bright sari or faded cotton print" (RF, p. 110).

If photographs allow us to fix the precious moment
of the present, they are no less an entréé into the complex
and often obscure world of the past. The photograph of Ondaa-
tje's father as a young man "posing slyly in uniform" (RF, p-
32) during a trip to Ireland to fight against the "Rebels"
(about which most of his relatives knew nothing), offers a
glimpse into a fascinating secret life. On a larger scale,
historical events which have similarly escaped the notice of

society's recorders are often disclosed to us by the ubiquitous
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camera. A long, random list of the events of 1932, the
year of Ondaatje's parents' marriage, combines the earth-
shattering and the unrecorded: "“Charlie Chaplin was in Cey-
lon, He avoided all publicity and was only to be seen photo-
graphing and studying Kandyan dance" (RF, p. 38). Similarly,
ten photographs of drawings done by a rebel during the insur-
gency represent "the only record of them” because they were
washed away by a flood. "The artist," Ondaatje tells us,

"is anonymous” (RF, p. 85) and yet he joins the ranks of
artists such as Buddy Bolden, whose legends have lived on,
even though their original works have not. The photograph,
in short, allows us precious access to a history which was
either not recorded or evanescent.

This ever-growing regard for photography's powers of
preservation accompanies Ondaatje's increasing fascination
with human interaction and continuity. "Truth disappears
with history,” claims Ondaatje, "and gossip tells us in the
end nothing of personal relationships" (RF, p. 53). The
image of the human pyramid which recurs throughout Running

in the Family acts as a visual representation of this com-

plex web of relations among human beings. In a dream-vision,
for instance, he sees "my own straining body which stands
shaped like a star and realize gradually that I am part

of a human pyramid" (RF, p. 27), his family laughing and

chattering as they move across the living room without
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breaking the human chain. Earlier, Ondaatje has referred to
the doors of that same family room as "twenty feet high, as
if awaiting the day when a family of acrobats will walk from
room to room, sideways, without dismantling themselves from
each other's shoulders” (RF, p. 24). 1In Galloway's A Family
Album, interestingly, one of the family photographs shows an
uncle and various relatives sitting on "a kind of clumsy,
but highly serviceable wooden pyramid.”85 One is also re-
minded of James Reaney's visual use of this image in Colours

in the Dark (1969).

In Running in the Family, the group portrait becomes

the photographic symbol of this human pyramid. Aunt Dolly's
memorable parting gesture to her nephew is her proud display
of a group photograph, taken years ago, of herself, Ondaatje's
irrepressible grandmother Lalla, friends and family members
dressed up for a fancy costume party.* *“She has looked at

it for years,"” her nephew realizes, "and laughs at the facial
expressions she can no longer see. It has moved tangible,
palpable, into her brain, the way memory invades the present
in those who are old"” (RF, p. 122). The photograph thus pre-
serves and enshrines the very texture and nuances of the
“complex relationships" (RF, p. 53) in his family which
Ondaatje has mentioned earlier, in a way clearly analo-

gous to the preservative power of memory. In addition,

the "embrace"” of the aunt and nephew at their parting is
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an extension of this group photograph--another visual sign

of the close relationship between one family member and ano-
ther, between the past ard the present. Ondaatje, in his work,
carries on the process of preserving and celebrating the past
which his aunt, her sight diminishing, can no longer perform;
his placing of the actual photograph at the beginning of this
section, "Eclipse Plumage," bears testimony to the continuity
of human life and legend.

Although Running in the Family celebrates this pas-

sing on of the human spirit to succeeding generations, it
does not ignore the painful possibility of the loss of tra-
dition or of icons. Homes in Sri Lanka are continually des-
cribed as being invaded by the natural world, bé it in the
form of floods, snakes or tiny "silverfish" which "siid into
steamer trunks and photograph albums--eating their way through
portraits and wedding pictures” (RF, p. 136). Ondaatje is
clearly horrified by this loss of a recorded past. "What
images of family life they consumed in their minute jaws

and took into their bodies no thicker than the pages they
ate” (RF, p. 136), he wonders, aghast. The minute silver-
fish, like the infinitesimal passing seconds of time, have
the awful power to obliterate whole generations. Ironicélly,
at this point Ondaatje experiments with another form of
recording his Sri Lankan surroundings which might be less

subject to corrosion--the tape recording of night-time



238

noises. Although this record may rival or even better the
camera in accuracy, it cannot touch the precious moments
which Ondaatje celebrates in his fictional memoir: the
moments of the past.

As the comparison between the tape recorder and the
camera suggests, the photograph's dominion over fact is not
supreme. Photographs may deceive, just as the elaborate
maps which cover the walls of Ondaatje's brother's house
are "false maps ... growing from mythic shapes into even-
tual accuracy” (RF, p. 63). The group photograph of the
Sinhalese cast of Camelot, taken in Sir John Kotelawala's
garden,is a flagrant piece of deception, not unlike the
actor's art: “Guinevere kisses Arthur beside the tank of
Australian fish" {(RF, p. 159). The exotic, "dream-like" set-
ting of Sri Lanka, Ondaatje implies, needs no prompting
from British utopias or photographic devices. Indeed, his
host Sir John Kotelawala immediately recounts an example of
the camera's power to deceive. A young man, hired by the
Opposition Party, pretending to suck the venom from a
"snake bite” on a woman's thigh, is actually creating the
appearance of a sexual scene, in which the camera catches
Sir John's apparent consent (RF, pp. 159--160). Thus may
the camera, like historical event, be exploited to suit
human ambition.

Beyond this political truth, one must also recognize
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that the dual nature of the photograph--as icon and as bare-
faced liar--comments on the very nature of Ondaatje's fiction-
al biography. As Ken Adachi comments in a review, Ondaatje
“examines (and celebrates) the possible truths and lies of

86 Photographs and maps of Sri Lanka which

family history."
may or may not be true prepare us for the continually
shifting, unsteady basis of this family history. "Wait a
minute, wait a minute,"” Ondaatje as frustrated researcher
interrupts a complex family story, “When did all this happen,
I'm trying to get it straight” (RF, p. 105). The same com-
pulsion leads his brother to urge him, “You must get this
book right ... You can only write it once" (RF, p. 201). 1In
his attempt to "get it straight"” and "right,” Ondaatje turns
to various means: tape recorders, *“compulsive questioning”
(RF, p. 205), only to find that the past does not yield its
secrets so easily. Of his father, he admits that "he is
still one of those books we long to read whose pages remain
uncut. We are still unwise ... In the end all your children
move among the scattered acts and memories with no more
clues” (RF, p. 201). Like Findley's intrepid researcher
in The Wars, Ondaatje (and all of us) must work with frag-
ments, the elusive corners of photographs.

Ondaatje comes to terms with this frustrating truth
by tossing aside the objective of discovering unimpeachable

fact and joyously embracing fabrication and distortion. 1In
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this very act, he carries on a family tradition: the tendency
which he notes in his mother's generation, of "recording by
exaggeration” (RF, p. 169). His closing note in the acknow-
ledgments is therefore not what Sam Solecki calls "literary
striptease“87 but a serious statement of artistic intent and
a canscious following of family tradition: "If those listed
above disapprove of the fictional air I apologize and can
only say that in Sri Lanka a well-told lie is worth a thou-
sand facts" (RF, p. 206).

The all-encompassing image of this artistic truce be-
tween fact and fantasy is the photograph which Ondaatje tells
us he has "been waiting for all my life" (RF, p. 161)--a
photograph of his parents, Mervyn and Doris Ondaatje, taken
while they were on their honeymoon in 1932. This portrait,
like his brother's maps, is a distortion, especially if one
compares it with the handsome separate portraits of his par-
ents which appear earlier in the memoir:*

My father's pupils droop to the south-west

corner of his sockets. His jaw falls and

resettles into a groan that is half idiot,

half shock ... My mother in white has twisted

her lovely features and stuck out her jaw and

upper lip so that her profile is in the pos-

ture of a monkey. The print is made into a

postcard and sent through the mail to various

friends. On the back my father has written
"What we think of married life." (RF, pp. 161--162)

Nevertheless, this caricature is, in the eyes of their son,
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accurate anmd meaningful, what Alice Munro would call a "true
lie.” It provides, for Ondaatje, "The evidence I wanted that
they were absolutely perfect for each other" (RF, p. 162), a
conclusion which the factual evidence of their later divorce
could never sustain. "It is the only photograph I have found
of the two of them together" (RF, p. 162), claims Ondaatje,
and the image truly speaks of the human togetherness and
saving humour of a marriage.

This photograph is a crucial discovery for Michael
Ondaatje as an artist as well as a son. Doris and Mervyn,
with their facial contortions, reveal themselves to be "hams
of a very superior sort” (RF, p. 162). The epithet could
apply equally to the writer, who changes or distorts lan-
guage to make human experience meaningful. Unlike the Sin-
halese actors playing Camelot, however, Ondaatje has used
his powers of distortion to create a myth about his own land:
Sri Lanka.

* * +*

This belief that distortion tells a more meaningful

truth than the local Records Office justifies the entire con-

ception of Running in the Family as well as Coming Through

Slaughter and The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. As

Ondaatje gradually discovers, photography may both fix our
sense of truth and liverate it, by leading us not only into

history but beyond history. If the maps of Ceylon from
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ancient to modern times take us “from mythic shapes into
eventual accuracy,” Michael Ondaatje's photographic fiction
reverses the process, leading us from mere accuracy back into

the compelling "mythic shapes” of our past.
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CHAPTER FOUR
“PODAY FACING YESTERDAY": PHOTOGRAPHY IN MARGARET LAURENCE'*S
WORKS

Photography and storytelling: these two arts
which are so closely associated in Michael Ondaatje's works
come together once more in the work of another photographic
novelist, Margaret Laurence. Although Laurence is not as
daring a formal experimenter as Ondaatje or Findley, the in-~
fluence of photography and film has led her away from the more

traditional narrative forms of This Side Jordan (1960) and

The Stone Angel (1964) to more daring experiments in visual

writing in The Fire-Dwellers (1969) and The Diviners (1974).

What has remained constant in her fiction, however, is her

use of the photograph to suggest the startling juxtaposition

of past and present, whether in the lives of her Ghanaian

or Somali characters, or in the lives of the citizens of
Manawaka. In fact, a story which she relates in her collection

of essays, Heart of a Stranger (1976), might act as the perfect

summation of Margaret Laurence's conception of the photograph.
While travelling in Greece, the Laurences were impressed by
the archway at Olympia, through which the Olympic athletes
ranycenturies ago, on their way to the arena. Jack Laurence's
attempt to capture this haunting sense of an ancient place

with his camera is foiled, however, by the intrusion of an
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unmistakeably twentieth-century teenager:

I suggested that he take a picture anyway, with
the denim-clad American boy walking into the
ancient stadium--Today facing Yesterday. He
agreed and prepared to take a picture. At that
precise moment the boy turned around. Today
was facing Today, and they were both holding
cameras aimed at each other.1l

Margaret Laurence's works could indeed be construed
as a series of confrontations between "Today” and "Yesterday"--

confrontations which are communicated to us through retro-

spective narrative techniques in The Stone Angel, The Fire-

Dwellers and The Diviners. In addition, the humorous meeting

of the two camera eyes in Laurence's anecdote might well rep-
resent her consciousness of each person's capacity to frame,
capture and interpret experience (or, as we shall see, fiction-
alize it). Stacey, Hagar, Morag and Rachel are all cameras,

"ever-open eyes,"” to borrow a phrase from The Fire-Dwellers,

allowing Margaret Laurence to study human beings of Today

facing the burdens and joys of Yesterday.

Margaret Laurence's responses to visual forms of
communication differ greatly from those of Munro, Findley
and Ondaatje, in that hers are much more tentative. Al-
though she is no stranger to visual art (her contact with

African art is well documented in Heart of a Stranger and
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The Prophet's Camel Bell, 1963), she does not openly espouse

common artistic aims with painters, sculptors or photographers.
Nevertheless, her prose has frequently been praised for its
painterly quality. Clara Thomas repeatedly refers to Laurence
as a writer who displays "a painter's sense of colour and
composition,” who creates "patterns of Chiascuro.“2 The Fire-
Dwellers (Laurence's most visually daring novel) she likens

to " a vast canvas by Hieronymus Bosch whose every corner is
filled with devilish manifestations of aberration, cruelty,
and desperation-"3 Similarly, George Woodcock applauds the

"precise and brilliant brushwork” of The Tomorrow-Tamer (1963)

and the "modulated" colours and "sombre tones" of A Bird in
the House (1970).4

Painting itself is by no means scarce in Laurence's
fiction; the Ghanaian painter Danso in "The Merchant of

Heaven" from The Tomorrow-Tamer paints the sights and people

5

of his nation, even though he “knew it was not fashionable.”
Here, painting is not only an aesthetic object, but a political
act. Painting is equivalent to politics, too, far Dan MacRaith,

the Scottish painter who is liorag's lover in The Diviners.

His canvas, The Dispossessed, which depicts "A grotesquerie

of a woman, ragged plaid shawled, eyes only unbelieving empty
sockets, mouth open in a soundless cry ... and in the back-
ground, a burning croft,”6 speaks eloquently of Dan's native

Scotland and of his own condition as one of the dispossessed
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in England. Painting, for Hagar Shipley, represents not pol-
itical realism but what she calls "a measure of gracefulness

in an ungainly world."7 The steel engraving of The Death of

General Wolfe and the Holman Hunt knight and lady (probably

his Lady of Shalott)* present comfortingly sentimentalized

portrayals of death and sex, respectively. Rosa Bonheur's

The Horse Fair, as Bram Shipley crudely points out, allows

Hagar to enjoy the horse without considering the manure (SA,
p. 83). Therefore, although lLaurence refers to painting in
her novels and stories, she is frequently interested in its
political symbolism, or in its misuse, in its capacity to
distance us from the earthy or elemental, instead of its
positive associations with her art.

Laurence, herself, however, feels no qualms about
discussing the visual aspects of her writing. "My writing
has always tended to be visual,” she told Graeme Gibson,
"which is just partly my natural way of doing things."8 The
"natural” and the "visual” are often associated in Laurence's
mind with her craft. In "Gadgetry or Growing: Form and
Voice in the Novel," she explains her conception of "form"
by using an elaborate metaphor which is both visual and
natural:

I have to put it in visual terms--I see it

not like a house or a cathedral or any
enclosing edifice, but rather as a forest,
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through which one can see outward, in which
the shapes of trees do not prevent air and

sun, and in which the trees themselves are

growing structures, something alive.?

In fact, Laurence repeatedly sees structure in visual terms;

speaking of A Bird in the House. (é collection which is a

structural counterpart to Alice Munro's Lives of Girls and

Women and Who Do You Think You Are?), Laurence once again

maintains that "the outlines of a novel ... and those of a
group of stories such as these interrelated ones may be ap-
proximately represented in visual terms." That is, a novel's
themes and characters may be compared to wavy, interconnected
horizontal lines, and those of an interconnected short-story

10

collection to parallel vertical lines. It is no wonder

that a writer who has chosen the form of A Bird in the House--

a form which we have already likened in Alice Munro's fiction
to a series of snapshots-~should then write a novel which in-

corporates this structure: The Diviners, which opens with

Morag Gunn carefully arranging a series of photographs from
her childhood, in chronological order.

The origin of this concern with visual form lies for
Laurence, as for Findley and Ondaatje, primarily in her con-
tact with film. “I think that every writer, in this partic-
ular time, in our age, has learned a great deal from both
films and from T. V.," she told Graeme Gibson, and she also

characterized her writing to him in cinematic terms, confessing
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her difficulty in creating "a broad screen, as it were."11

Certain passages from Laurence's work do tend to remain in
one's memory in the form of filmed sequences on a screen:
Hagar's painful descent on the stairway at Shadow Point,

or Christie Logan's making grotesque faces to appease the
teasing Manawaka children. A theatrical agent in New York
made the same discovery while reading a review of A Jest of
God (1966) in Life--thus began the film version of the novel,

12

entitled Rachel, Rachel. According to Marcienne Rocard, the

cinematic quality of Laurence's novels is a result of con-
sciously chosen narrative techniques: the careful orches-
tration of present tense, past tense and third-person narration.

The present tense, she argues, "est le temps privilégié par

les mass media® [is the favoured tense of the mass medié}

because it suggests immediacy. Moving back and forth from

present to past, from Today to Yesterday, she therefore con-

cludes, produces "une vision sté}éoscopique des choses” [?
stereoscopic vision of things] 13

One qualifying consideration must be added to Rocard's
detailed study of Laurence's cinematic style: Laurence's own
fundamental scepticism about any strict analogy between
fiction and film. Laurence, unlike Findley and Ondaat je,
shies away from any involvement in film-making; she sees that

medium and her own as "totally different” and screenwriting

as an endeavour that she "wouldn't have touched ... with a
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14 Laurence, while she acknowledges that she

ten-foot pole.”
and other writers have imported certain narrative techniques
from film, maintains that the two media rule different do-
mains, that there are some things "a film can do which I

really can't do adequately in words ... But on the other

hand, there isn't any way that a film can catch the inner
workings of the individual brain in the way that a novel can."15
Film is, for Laurence, both a nourisher and a source of an-
xiety; she believes that novelists "have to concentrate on

16 just as late nineteenth and

things that film cannot do,”
early twentieth-century realist painters feared that photo-
graphy was robbing them of the traditional mimesis handed
down to them from seventeenth~century Dutch painting. Laurence,
like the Impressionists and the later abstractionists, seeks
refuge from the camera in psychology.

Part of the reason for Laurence's unwillingness to

move freely from film to word (as Michael Ondaatje does, for

instance, in Sons of Captain Poetry) is her consciousness of

film as a "popular,” less serious genre. She is clearly
rained {with some reason) by an Englishwoman's introduction
of her at a party as the woman who "wrote the book of Rachel,

Rachel, and just think--I knew it when it was only a novel!”1?

Her daughter's ecstatic greeting of the newspaper articles
about the film ("Pame at las*t!)18 elicitsa similarly wry

response. "As much as I was interested in the film,"” Laurence
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maintains, "to me it is still only a novel."1? raurence is
also well aware of the political dangers of film and tele-
vision--the same tendency to distance the viewer from atro-
cities and injustices which Susan Sontag has noted. 1In a
convocation address, she attacked the glittering media world
of the nuciear arms race. "Do the world's leaders really
suppose that it would all happen on T. V., and that the dead
would get up again and take on a different role in another
popular series, so they might be killed again and again?,*”
she demanded.20
A major reason for this cautious view of photography
and fiction is, I would argue, Laurence's insistence on the

primacy of the word. Clara Thomas felt that film would be

the perfect medium for A Jest of God, since "The camera will,

naturally, supply the distance, the other focus, that the

words do not always afford,"21

referring, one assumes, to
the inward-turning nature of the novel. Laurence, however,
disagreed.' For her, film could not do justice to the com-
plex thoughts of Rachel Cameron precisely because "they
couldn't have interminable voice-over."22 It is significant
that Laurence should think of the voice-over as the nearest
one could come to reproducing the words of her novel. Un-
fortunately, voice-overs, often used when a film is based on
a novel, may have disastrous effects on the visual production.

Film-makers tend to use them sparingly, perhaps only at the
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beginning or end of a film, to suggest another level of nar-
ration. As Thomas guessed, film-makers relied primarily on

visual clues in Rachel, Rachel: the gestures and facial

expressions of the actress.

More importantly, words for Laurence are powerful
totems which have a solidity and permanence which visual
images alone lack. One notes, for instance, that Morag, when
she receives the Currie plaid pin in a trade with Jules Ton-
nerre, must immediately turn to words ih order to give this
visual icon meaning: she goes "to her bookshelves and gets

out Christie's The Clans and Tartans of Scotland” (D, p.- 352).

She also sees the act of naming visual objects such as Catharine
Parr Traill’'s naming of flowers, as an act of power: "Like

the Garden of Eden. DPower! Ecstasy! I christen thee Butter-

- and-Eggs!” (D, p. 138). As the reference to the Garden of

Eden suggests, Laurence's feeling of "respect for words"23
largely grows out of her adoption of the Bible as an analogue

to0 and source of her own stories. As Laurence herself deaclares

in Heart of a Stranger, "I have had, if any faith at all, a

faith in the word. In the beginning was the Word, and the

Word was with God, and the Word was God"” (HS, p. 203).

Even when Laurence deals with the conflict between
oral and written communication, the word emerges, for her,
supreme and inescapable. Her translations of Somali legends

and poetry, A Tree for Poverty (1953), prepare the way for
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her later study of verbal and oral storytelling in The Divin-
ers. As W. H. New has observed, "Repeatedly Laurence's
method makes the oral forms of tale and proverb into obser-
ver's documents” [bne thinks here of the tape transcripts
which are printed in The Waré]”making saying into seeing."24
Words are, for Morag, as they were for a younger Margaret
Laurence in Somaliland, a way of fixing and preserving the
tales of our ancestors. She marvels at the way in which
Jules and Pique (both, appropriately, songwriters) communicate
without the use of her precious words:

How unlike me. I would have had to say what

I thought about it, analyze the words, prob-

ably, yakkity yak. She doesn't have to, and

neither does Jules. They do it in a dlfferent
way, a way 1 can see, although it's not mine.(D, p. 348).

Nor is it Margaret Laurence's way; she once described herself
as "an inveterate letter writer,"” whose typewriter is at the
centre of her world, "a kind of radio transmitter" (HS, p. 198).

How appropriate it is that The Diviners should close with

Laurence's novelist-protagonist quietly returning to her
house, "to write the remaining private and fictional words,
and to set down her title" (D, p. 370).

What Laurence has attempted to do, of course, is to
capture the immediacy of Somali folk tales, of métis song, of
sensory experience of any sort, through verbal description

and for this reason her work has been termed "realistic:!
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As Laurence  once commented in a letter to Clara Thomas,

“one would like to convey a feeling of flesh-and-blood imme-
diacy ... Which is not possible to convey, really, as art is
never life.“25 Thomas herself associates this mimetic impulse
with photography, claiming, for instance, that Laurence cap-
tures the world of Vanessa MacLeod through "a technique of
double exposures."26 Yet, photography for Margaret Laurence
means much more than a scrupulous recording of detail. IT

one looks carefully at her handling of the photographic image

from the early African fiction to The Diviners, one finds the

same associations of photography with the past, modern commer-
cialism, human memory, and the fixity and flux of experience
which one finds at various times in the works of Alice Munro,
Timothy Findley and Michael Ondaatje--even though the asso-

ciations which Laurence sees may differ enormously in nature.

1. The African Works

The Prophet's Camel Bell, Margaret Laurence's account

of her stay in Somaliland, though published three years after

This Side Jordan, is an indispensable guide to all of Margaret

Laurence's African fiction. In relation to photography, in
particular, the memoir establishes certain associations with
vision and photographic vision which resurface in the fictional

lives of Nathaniel Amegbe in This Side Jordan, Danso and
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Godman in The Tomorrow-Tamer. Vision itself is, as in travel

books from Norman Douglas to the indispensable Baedeker, a
major feature of Laurence's account. This passage, from the

opening pages of The Prophet's Camel Bell, is a case in point:

The Mediterranean, at that time of year, was
truly the wine-dark sea. High up on the Tigre,

whipped by the icy wind, we watched the wild
hills of Sicily pass by. At night we saw a

g:;;;ggsrsg giow ... And sometimes in ggg o
we saw a phosphorescence ....<{€mphasis ming]
Seeing is, indeed, a constant motif, yet the seeing eyes here
are undoubtedly "Western eyes."” The reference to the wine-
dark sea from Homer invokes the entire Western literary
tradition--a tradition which leaves untouched the Muslims
whom Laurence would later meet in Somaliland.

Throughout the memoir, this hint of the insufficiency
of Western vision is fleshed out in explicit, dramatic situa-
tions. After Laurence commits her first act of indiscretion
in Somaliland, walking alone on foot to a nearby Somali town,
she tries to believe that she, as a well-meaning European,
would be immune from attack from villagers who resent the
European presence in Africa. “But they looked at me from
their own éyes, not mine" (PCB, p. 25), she finally ack-
nowledges. Much later, when she distributes quinine to local
tribesmen, Laurence is frustrated to learn that some of them
treat the pills like amulets, to be possessed or worn to ward

off disease. "We were looking at the same object, the
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tribesmen and I, this vial of red tablets,” she realizes,

“But I suspected that we were not seeing the same thing" (PCB,
p. 81). Laurence quickly adds that the Somalis were hardly
deficient in observation; in the nineteenth century, they
alone believed that malaria was caused by mosquitoes while
visiting English sahibs confidently ascribed the cause of the
dreaded disease to putrid swamp fumes (PCB, p. 81).

This contrast between Eastern and Western seeing in-
forms Laurence's treatment of the visual arts and photography
in particular. The Somalis, as Laurence notes, are discour-
aged as Muslims from the making of images, and, in addition,
the "country is lacking in almost all materials needed for
painting or sculpture” (PCB, p. 190), in any event. Never-
theless, a young Somali teacher who comes to visit Laurence
brings along a folder of some of his own paintings, "birds
and twisted trees and flowers that looked as though they had
been delicately transplanted from some Persian tapestry" (PCB,
p- 36). Instead of appreciating the paintings as eloquent
recorders of Eastern culture, however, an inexperienced Laurence
immediately launches into private, embarrassing questions:
"Wwhat did the Somali bride-price actually involve? ... Did
the cliterodectomy make it impossible for Soﬁali women to
enjoy sex? ... All at once, the brash tone of my voice was
conveyed to my own ears, and I was appalled" (PCB, p. 36).

Here is one instance, at least, of where visual intuition
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might afford more knowledge and true understanding than verbal
interrogation.
The visual form which is most clearly associated in

The Prophet's Camel Bell with Western intrusion and insensi-

tivity is the photograph. The ebullient confidence of the
Western traveller is perfectly captured by Laurence on the
very first page of her memoir: "There you go, rejoicing, as
so you should, for anything might happen and you are carrying
with you your notebook and camera so you may catch vast and
elusive life in a word and a snapshot” (PCB, p. 1)~-a telling
conjunction of objects, in the light of our discussion of the
word and the image in Margaret Laurence's eyes.

The photograph becomes the visual equivalent of the
insensitive questions which Laurence asks her bewildered and
embarrassed visitors, for it, too, does not respect privacy.
This time, the attractive nine-month-old son of the school
gardener is Laurence's object of study:

I decided to take his picture one day, as he

sat on the ground, so placidly, sifting the

dust through his fingers. I brought out my
camera, but Ibrahim's mother hastily picked
him up and covered his nakedness with her
headscarf. No Muslim man, however  small,
her reproachful glance seemed to say, could
possibly be peered at through the camera's

eye when insufficiently clothed. (PCB, p. 44)
The taking of a photograph thus becomes an act of Western

aggression--a view not unlike that of Susan Sontag, who
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claims that "To photograph is to appropriate the thing photo-
graphed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to
the world that feels like knowledge--and, therefore, like pow-
er.“28

Laurence, let it be said, is no aggressor, yet for
her, the desire to gain knowledge of Somali customs, toc take
photographs, is no doubt linked to feelings of disorientation
in a new place. As Sontag notes of tourist photography, in
terms which could easily relate to colonialism, “photographs
... help people to take possession of space in which they
are insecure."29 Insecurity, in Laurence's case, derives
from the knowledge that in Africa she represents, by virtue
of her skin colour, the oppressor. Paul Fﬁssell. in his
study of British literary travel between the wars, argues
that the passport photograph itself is subtly linked to feel-
ings of embarrassment and guilt on the part of the tourist:

So small a phenomenon as the passport picture

is an example of something tiny which has

powerfully affected the modern sensibility,

assisting that anxious self-awareness, that

secret but overriding self-contempt, which we

recognize as attaching uniquely to thsoworld

of Prufrock and Joseph K. and Malone.
Although Fussell does not trace these feelings of “self-
awareness"” and "self-contempt” to colonialism, it is certain-

ly arguable that more than the human tendency to shrink

from replicas of oneself is involved. Does not the passport
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photograph clearly announce a person's status as a traveller,
isolating him or her as an intruder, a stranger in a strange
land?

In The Prophet's Camel Bell, photography becomes an

even more blatant sign of the Western exploitation of Africa.
At Port Said, a huckster selling cameras and other Western
trinkets is heard to exclaim, "Working for the Yankee dollah!"
(PCB, p. 8). More subtle is Laurencé's use of photography to
comment upon the lives of Europeans living in Africa--the
isolated community of Italians in Somaliland, especially.
Gino, one of Jack Laurence's foremen, takes great pains to
show the Laurences "a picture of his wife when she was young
and pretty. She was growing old now, as he was, and they had
been together very little” (PCB, p. 149). Juxtaposed with
this photographic symbol of exile and the homeland, is the
photograph which adorns the Italian Club at Hargeisa, "a
framed picture of a blonde glamour girl" (PCB, p. 146)--a
symbol of Western beauty. The two photographs together sug-
gest the split consciousness of the European settler in
Africa: nostalgia for the homeland on one hand, and a

crude Western exploitativeness on the other. Indeed, the
important links between photography and colonialism in The

Prophet's Camel Bell prepare us for the fictional worlds of

This Side Jordan and The Tomorrow-Tamer. Like the image of

Hari Kumar ‘in Paul Scott's The Raj Quartet (Part Four, 197%),
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sitting in a room in a remote Indian village, faced by the
photograph of Daphne Manners, the photograph in Laurence's
African setting powerfully suggests that the past presence
of the white colonizers can neither be ignored nor erased.

In This Side Jordan, Laurence's first published novel,

the first meeting between the colonizers and the colonised
occurs, interestingly, at an exhibition of Ghanaian art.
The clash between Miranda and Johnnie Kestoe and Nathaniel
Amegbe, however, is only superficially related to art: "Of
course, Nathaniel realized, the European thought he liked
the picture only because it had been painted by an African.“31
Miranda, as well-intentioned and innocent as her Shakespear-
ian counterpart, fumbles in her attempts to appear a concerned,
liberal Westerner--sounding, as a result, pitying and condes-
cending:

I think these exhibitions are a good idea ...

It must do something to encourage African art-

ists. There aren't many yet, are there? O0f

course, it's no wonder. The early missions

must have done a great deal to wipe out in-

digenous art here. By forbidding image-making,

I mean. (TSJ, p. 42)
Nathaniel, for his part, reacts defensively to Miranda's
well-meaning blunder: " 'The missions tried to destroy our
African culture--' He stopped abruptly. He had overstated
the case, overstated it deliberately” (T7SJ, p- 42). This

entire conversational dance of defensiveness and guilt
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recalls a similar exchange over visual art described by

Laurence in an essay in Heart of a Stranger, entitled, ap-

propriately, "The Very Best Intentions." While Laurence was
in Ghana, she consciously set about acquiring a liking for

African art. Her proud display of a carved ebony bust to a
Ghanaian produced a sharp exchange very similar to that be-

tween Ameghbe and the Kestoes in This Side Jordan:

'Look==isn't this terrific? It's wonderful to
see that carving is still flourishing in West Africa.’
Mensah laughed disdainfully. 'That? It's trash.
They grind them out by the thousands. Europeans
like that sort of thing, I suppose.'’
Both of us were exaggerating, trying to make
some planned effect. (HS, p. 35)

Whereas painting in This Side Jordan is associated

with indigenous culture and the past, photography, as in

The Prophet's Camel Bell, is exclusively a.part of the

Western tradition. Photography, like the sterile hospital,

is part of the Western consciousness in which Nathaniel Amegbe
is trying to take part. Nathaniel's Uncle Adjei, one of a
series of family members who arrive on Nathaniel's doorstep
to persuade him to let his wife Aya have a home birth, is
puzzled by the modern furnishings of Nathaniel's home--not

the least by the "pictorial calendar whose message 'Happy

New Year from Mandiram's The Quality Shop' was mysterious to
him" (TSJ, p. 98). To the old tribesman, the commercial

photograph, like the hospital, is artificial, removing
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the viewer, just as the hospital removes the patient, from
the true sensations and experiences of life. Nathaniel,
however, cannot adopt such a view; picture calendars which
mark time and modernized hospitals are as undeniably a part
of his life as the photograph of Daphne Manners is of Hari
Kumar's.

The Tomorrow-Tamer carries even further this con-

trast between painting and photography. The narrator of
the first story in the collection, "“The Drummer of All the
World," reflects, like Miranda Kestoe, on the detrimental
effects of Western religion on the African visual arts, for
his minister father "forbade the making of wooden figures.
I suppose we have to thank men like my father for the sad
fact that there are so few carvers of any merit left in West
Africa. He broke idols literally as well as symbolically"”
(TT, p- 6). The Muslim law forbidding graven images, Laurence
implies, is at least an indigenous law; it is not a law
forced on flourishing visual cultures, as is the correspon-
ding Christian law.

Painting, therefore, becomes a powerful political
tool for resisting the forces of Western culture in The

Tomorrow-Tamer--a protest against the century-long attempt

of the colonizers to eliminate it as a secular, pagan prac-
tise. In "The Merchant of Heaven,"” Danso, a painter of

“mercurial energy” (TT, p. 52), fights to bring his sensual,
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life-celebrating painting into the church of the sourly
puritanical Brother Lemon. Fearing that the narrator's pre-
diction that Brother Lemon will decorate the church with
"Four-tone prints, done on glossy paper" (TT, p. 52) will
come true, Danso gives voice to his naturalistic--and nation-
alistic--vision of his canvas:

St. Augustine is on the river bank, see,

the Congo or maybe the Niger. Bush all

around. Ferns thick as a woman's hair ...

But very stiff, very stylized--Rousseau stuff

«.. And in the river ... is the congregation,

only they're hippos, see--enormous fat ones,

all bulging eyes, and they're singing "Halle-

lujah" like the angels themselves, while old

St. Augustine leads them to paradise. (TT, p. 53)
Danso is a modern African descendent of Browning's "Fra
Lippo Lippi," whose secular versions of Biblical scenes
appear no less shocking than singing hippos to the eccles-
iastical authorities:

Your business is not to catch men with show,

With homage to the perishable clay,

But 1lift them over it, ignore it all, 32

Make them forget there's such a thing as flesh.
The confrontation between Danso and Brother Lemon is remark-
ably similar; Lemon hears of the planned hippo painting, now
transformed in Danso's mind into a throne of heaven, like
Lippi's ambitious project of painting "God in the midst,

Madonna and her babe, / Ringed by a bowery flowery angel

brood.“33 and asks, stunned, "You? ... To paint the throne
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of heaven?" (IT, p. 62).

Brother Lemon, it need hardly be said, is not the
type of churchman who can easily reconcile Rousseau and
Raphael. In fact, he is consistently associated by Laurence
with photography rather than painting, and thus with Western
influences. We first see Brother Lemon on his arrival at
the airport, confronting his mission with the aid of two
pieces of equipment: a water purifier and a camera and pro-
jector kit. The water purifier sums up perfectly and sardon-
ically Brother Lemon's conception of his charges; as the
narrator marvels, “Suddenly I saw Brother Lemon as a kind
of soul-purifier, sucking in the septic souls and spewing
them back one hundred per cent pure” (TT, pp. 49--50). The
camera performs a similar function in relation to the new
land. As Susan Sontag has argued, the camera allows us to
put distance between ourselves and the perceived object.34
Seen in this way, Brother Lemon's camera allows him to dis-
tance himself from the country he is facing; it becomes, in
effect, a reality purifier.

Brother Lemon's photography and Danso's painting
represent the polar opposites in "The Merchant of Heaven"--
the West and the East, the religious and the secular, the
narrowly realistic and the fictional cr fantastic. When
the narrator surveys one of Danso's market scenes, he re-

flects that in years to come, such canvases will preserve
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the African culture which is now being decimated by "hygien-
ic skyscrapers” and "pidgin English” (gg.lp. 60). Brother
Lemon, however, prefers the present as reflected faithfully
back to him via the camera lens; he dismisses Danso's paint-
ing with hardly a comment and offers to show his assembly-
line battery of six rolls of slides. Danso's furious res-
ponse, "Every church needs pictures®” (TT, p. 60) closely re-
sembles Freyburg's "Everybody needs pictures"35 in Famous

Last Words; in both instances, human beings are in danger of

losing the past, or ignoring its relevance to the present.

The painting which Danso finally produces for the
church proves the justice of the claim that "Everybody needs
pictures.” The canvas, "a picture of the Nazarene," reveals
not the traditional "emaciated mauve-veined every sorrowful
Jesus” of bad religious art, but an ordinary man with "the
body of a fisherman or a carpenter"” (appropriately enough),
"strong wrists and arms" and eyes which are “capable of
laughter." Most importantly, He is shown surrounded by "a
group of beggars, sore-fouled, their mouths twisted in per-
petual leers of pain” (TT, p. 73)--the type of company which
Brother Lemon's "reality purifier” would be sure to eliminate.
This portrait, with its sober realism yet imaginative vision,
represents the inspired joining of photographic realism with
aesthetic and personal sensitivity. It is, in fact, a virtual

counterpart to Fra Lippo Lippi's passionate depictions of
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"every sort of monk, the black and white, ... fat and lean,”
"good old gossips” and
the breathless fellow at the altar-foot
Fresh from his murder, safe and sitting there
With the littl%schildren round him in a row
Of admiration.
Danso has discovered the type of photographic seeing which
does not distance the perceiver from the object, and which
reveals, as in Alice Munro's fiction, the beauty invested in
the unprepossessing and mundane. For Margaret Laurence, how-
ever, photographic vision includes the beautification of the
mundane and a celebration of one's past, ideas which one finds
stated most movingly by Browning's photographic realist of
the Renaissance, Fra Lippo Lippi:
We're made so that we love
First when we see them painted, things we have passed
Perhaps a hundred times nor cared to see;

And so they are better, gainted——better to us,
Which is the same thing.37

2. The Manawaka Novels

Margaret Laurence reveals a new respect for the
photographic image in her Manawaka novels, precisely because
it comes to contain for her the same feeling of respect for
both the mundane and the cultural past which Danso’'s painting

contains in "The Merchant of Heaven." As a tool for
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rediscovering one's cultural past instead of foisting the
technological present upon another society, the photograph
gains a new dimension in her eyes, a new capacity to recon-
cile past and present. For this reason, Laurence begins in
the late nineteen sixties to experiment with the photograph
as an analogue to her narrative technique, which character-
istically seeks to combine successfully past and present
experience.

Laurence's collection of essays, Heart of a Stranger,

breathes the very spirit of the Manawaka novels (even though
the collection includes three earlier African essays). Medi-
tations on her own cultural heritage such as "Man of OQur
Past” (an admiring portrait of Gabriel Dumont) and "Road
from the Isles" form a non-fictional parallel to the exper-
iences of Morag and Hagar which is as striking as that bve-

tween The Prophet's Camel Bell and the African fiction.

More specifically, the essays reflect Laurence's growing ob-
session with her cultural past along with the already-mentioned
acceptance of the photograph as a part of that cultural past.
In a headnote to "Where the World Began," Laurence herself
notes with surprise that she hadn't realized before collecting
these essays that "I had written so much on this theme” of

"the meaning to oneself of the ancestors ... before I ever
dealt with it fictionally" (HS, p. 213).

Not only is this theme common to both genres, but
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also her manner of expressing it: through visual images.

In "Road from the Isles,” Laurence recalls that her family

. "possessed certain trophies from the past, which I used to
handle with curiosity and reverence, as though they had been
religious relics” (HS, p. 146). One of these is a silver
plaid pin with the Wemyss crest--an object which is veritably
raised to the status of a "religious relic" by Hagar and,
years later, by Morag. In the same essay, Laurence explains
this curious hold of the visual past on her by dividing
history into two categories: the intuitive understanding of
our ancestors which we gain by visiting the ancestral home-
land and the more powerful kind of histery, wherein simply
"the names or tunes or trees ... can recall a thousand images”
(HS, p. 157). As Morag discovers, the Currie plaid pin and
Christie's book of The Clans and Tartans of Scotland tell

her ultimately more about herself than does visiting present-
day Culloden, because those icons speak of the harsh struggle
to keep cultural pride alive in a new land. It is hardly
surprising, therefore, that Laurence's renewed fascination
with the cultural icons of her homeland should include a
fascination with one of the most ubiquitous of family icons:
the photograph.

Another factor in Laurence's renewed interest in
visual icons which cannot be ignored is her own return, like

Morag Gunn, to the country of her birth. Laurence evidently
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came to realize the profound visual effect which her homeland
exerted and continues to exert on her sensibility. Of her
prairie childhood she wrote in 1971, “Because that settile-
ment and that land were my first and for many years my only
real knowledge of this planet, in some profound way they re-
main my world, my way of viewing. My eyes were formed there”
(HS, p. 213). Her contact with an entirely different visual
environment in Ontario provoked in her further thoughts about
the relationship between the visual world and words. "Words
won't make a net to catch that picture,"” she writes of the
flaming autumn forests near Bancroft. Still, she cannot re-
sist adding, "I could see why the Group of Seven was so ob-
sessed with trying to get it down ... and why, for so long,
many Canadian writers couldn't see the people for the trees”
(HS, p. 160). Appropriately, Laurence's own description of
her 1life in Lakefield combines both visual and verbal activi-
ties: “writing, bird-watching, river-watching” (HS, p. 188).

Along with this visual renaissance, Heart of a Stranger

bears witness to Laurence's changing attitudes toward the
photographic icon. In her travel articles from Greece and
Egypt, the photograph remains the symbol of Western commer-
cialism that it is in her African fiction. A tour guide in
Greece reduces Mount Parnassus to the status of something that
"would make a terrific picture.” " 'Come on, camera fans,'"

he bellows, "'All out!'“ (HS, p. 22). As Susan Sontag
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humorously remarks, “Travel becomes a strategy for accumula-
ting photographs-"38 At Delphi, a capering madman with a
camera leaps out from the columns of the temple, like "one
of those mad seers or idiot shepherds who were always des-
cending on the city in Greek plays and telling people things
about themselves"” (HS, pp. 23--24). The camera, however,
proves to be no tool for soothsaying; Laurence notes with
evident disappointment that the capering madman is "only a
commercial photographer” (HS, p. 24). The perfect image
of the bizarre meeting of the camera and the ancient Greek
empire is the hilarious moment when "Mrs. Takamura took a
picture of her husband posing in the stadium as a discus
thrower” (HS, p. 28)--Today facing Yesterday, indeed.
Photography does, however, begin to suggest the
cultural past as well as the vulgar present in several of

the essays in Heart of a Stranger. Writing about the build-

ing of the Suez Canal, Laurence suddenly pauses to describe
in full detail the present headquarters of the Suez Canal
Authority in Ismailia. Although most of the headquarters
belongs to "the world of right-this-minute” (HS, p. 119),
the room of de Lesseps, one of.the pioneers of the canal,
remains as it was a century ago, "a cadaver of the past.”
Prominent among the preserved relics is "a stilted photo-
graph of de Lesseps and companions looking at once foolish

and formidable in Bedouin dress." As Laurence notes, "The
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dusty sense of a long yesterday is almost choking in here”
(HS, p. 119). One thinks of the odd location of Juliet
D'Orsey's apartments, full of photographs and memories, Jjust
above the inhumanly efficient Ministry of Scientific Informa-
tion in The Wars.

As in Running in the Family and The Last of the

Crazy People, the family portrait in particular becomes an

entrée into the shadowy world of the past in these essays.

Writing of her childhood in Neepawa, Laurence claims that

The dead lived in that place, too. Not only
the grandparents who had, in local parlance,
"passed on" and who gloomed, bearded or bon-
neted, from the sepia photographs in old al-
bums, but also the uncles, forever eighteen
or nineteen, whose names were carved on the
granite family stones in the cemetary, but
whose bones lay in France. (HS, p. 217)

The parallel between the sepia-toned photographs and the
cemetary stones calls to mind the photograph of the ser-

viceman John Harris in The last of the Crazy People, placed

carefully next to the box containing his revolver. As for
Findley, the photograph becomes more and more in Laurence's
eyes the perfect means of Jjuxtaposing the past and the

"right-this-minute."”

a) The Stone Angel

One could think of no better description of the nar-

rative method of The Stone Angel than the juxtaposition of
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the past and the "right-this-minute.” The figure of the
ninety-year-old “rampant with memory" Hagar Shipley, looking
at her gallery of photographs, could well serve as an emblem
of the entire novel. Indeed, these photographs, along with
the objects in her Vancouver home such as the glass decanter
given to her as a wedding gift by :Bram, the oaken chair of
Jason Currie, are Hagar's fotems. "If I am not somehow con-
tained in them and in this house, something of all change
caught and fixed here, eternal enough for my purposes,” she
muses, “then I do not know where I am to be found at all”
(SA, p. 36). This emphasis on the catching and fixing of
change suggests the image of the photograph itself, as it does

so powerfully at the end of Alice Munro's Something I 've Been

Meaning to Tell You: "Now I look at what I have done and it
w39

is like a series of snapshots ....
More importantly, however, Hagar and her visual totems

carry on the tradition of Jason Currie, whose monument to

fixity and rigidity haunts the entire novel: “Above the

town, on the hill brow, the stone angel used to stand ... my

mother's angel that my father bought in pride to mark her

bones and proclaim his dynasty, as he fancied, forever and

a day” (SA, p. 3). For Hagar} too0, visual artifacts are in-

vested with all of the spiritual pride of her own dynasty.

We see her repeatedly giving objects to her descendents: the

Currie plaid pin to John, her mother's sapphire ring to Doris
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for Tina. Even Hagar herself becomes an artifact, a well-
groomed example of dynastic sophistication and polish. "“You're
a credit to me” (SA, p. 43), observes Jason Currie when Hagar
arrives, newly polished and refined from the "young ladies'
academy in Toronto"” (SA, p. 42), and from that time on,

Hagar makes sure that she is a credit to herself. "I wore
the dusky rose silk suit I'd bought on sale that spring, and
hat to match,” recalls Hagar of the day she visited Lottie
Dreiser in order to safeguard the inheritor of her dynasty,
John, "Lottie seemed quite sturined to see me looking so
smart" (SA, p. 210).

Visual art, too, becomes for Hagar a means of exer-
ting her superiority over others. At the same meeting with
Lottie, Hagar notes with gleeful malice the aesthetic hodge-
podge of the Simmons household: “A pleasant water color of
the Bridge of Sighs was flanked by two plaster-of-Paris fishes,"
while "A Royal Doulton flower girl shared a wall shelf with
a pink-china poodle, the kind the five-and-ten stores sell"”
(SA, p.- 209). Hagar's well-groomed visual sophistication
also brings her into sharp conflict with her husband Bram,
whose feeling for the Bridge of Sighs and fine china is
less than enthusiastic. Hagar's admiration of Rosa Bonheur's

The Horse Fair draws Bram's fury: "You never gave a damn

for living horses, Hagar ... But when you see them put onto

paper where they couldn't drop manure, then it's dandy, eh?"
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(§_év p. 83)°

This aesthetic debate between realism and idealism
(for behind Bram's vulgarity lies a particular view of art
and life) is closely linked to the role of photography in
the novel. Hagar's disposal of her Holman Hunt knight and
lady "playing at passion" (SA, p. 82) comes hard upon the
heels of her gloomy recognition that Bram is no Galahad.
(One might compare the rejection of the similarly melodra-
matic Burne-Jones The Beggar Maid in Alice Munro's story of
the same title.) Juxtaposed with the memory of this artis-
tic disenchantment, however, is the present incident of
Hagar scrutinizing the two paintings hanging in Dr. Corby's
waiting room:

One is a lake and thin poplar trees, the blues

and greens merging and blending ... It reminds

me of the spring around home ... I stand up and

look closer. Whoever painted that picture knew

what he was about. The other is one of those

weird ones, the kind Tina professes to like,

all red and black triangles and blobs that make

no sort of sense. (SA, p. 82)
Hagar has, unexpectedly, become a champion of realism, of
Constable cver Mird. She regards the landscape painting as
one might regard a photograph, relating it primarily to the
past, and to objects or scenes which have been actually

visualized, familiar, not idealized or conceptualized as

are the Holman Hunt, The Death.of General Wolfe and the

abstract painting. One could describe this radical



283

transformation of Hagar's vision by altering the famous des-

cription of Anne Elliot. in Persuasion: Hagar forces herself
into romance in her youth, and learns realism as she grows

older. Hers, too, is a "natural sequel of an unnatural be-

ginning-"uo

The photograph provides, as one would expect, a
model for Hagar's renewed interest in realism and the past.
As a young married woman, Hagar seeks comfort in the images
of "gauzy ladies performing Chopin in concert halls, proven
by photographs to exist somewhere” (SA, p. 126). Photographs
are, on a literal level, incontrovertible proof that some-
thing exists. One thinks, for example of the photograph as
irrefutable proof even for Sherlock Holmes in Conan Doyle's

"A Scandal in Bohemia":

"If this young person should produce her
letters for blackmailing or other purposes,”
Holmes asks, "how is she to prove their auth-
enticity?”

"There is the writing,” replies the King.

"Pooh, pooh! Forgery."

"My private note-paper."”

"Stolen."”

"My own seal."

"Imitated."”

"My photograph.™

"Bought."”

"We were both in the photograph&"

"Oh, dear! That is very bad!"”

Similarly, photographs provide validation for Hagar--reassur-
ance that even in the ramshackle Shipley house, cultured ladies

playing Chopin may be as palpable a reality as the dirty



284

kitchen linoleum tiles. (Hagar's cultured photographs are
juxtaposed with Bram's reading material, "the catalogues
from Eaton's and the Hudson's Bay" (SA, p. 125), whose photo-
graphs depict objects probably closer in nature to linoleum
tiles.)

An older Hagar turnsto photographs to provide her-
self with validation of an entirely different nature: vali-
dation of the past and of her identity. "I am fond of my
room, and have retreated here more and more of late years,"‘
she reports, "Here are all my pictures® (SA, p. 69). The
room is, of course, not only her cubicle in the Vancouver
house, but her own psyche, wherein all her photographs of
the past truly exist, like Morag's "Memorybank Movies."
Hagar retreats to the comforting world of the photographs
on two occasions when she feels most insecure, most afraid
of being disinherited by being sent to the Silverthreads
Nursing Home. It is, therefore, appropriate that she should
seek refuge in contemplating the visual proof of her'inheri-
tance: her family photograghs. This use of the ancestral
photograph to validate one's identity is a common motif of
modern and postmodern literature, particularly in works which
concern themselves with the facts and fictions which the
human psyche may weave around itself. Witness, for example,
Lisa Erdman's triumphant presentation of this unassailable

evidence to Dr. Sigmund Freud in D. M. Thomas' novel, The
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White Hotel:

And one day she stormed in with an air of

triumph. She flourished before me two photo-

graphs. One, somewhat brown and tattered, was

of her mother's grave, and the other, a fresh

photograph, was of her uncle's ... To my sur-

prise, the dates of death on the two graves,

faint but discernible, were the same. I had

to admit that I was impressed, and that the

balance of evidence such as it was, had swung

towards her version of events.+2

Hagar wishes not to prove a particular version of
events in her communion with the photographs, but to vali-
date her place in the Currie dynasty. It is interesting to
note, for instance, that she concentrates on two different
lines of ancestry on the two occasions that she consults her
family photographs: +the matriarchal and the patriarchal.
Hagar's first attempt to discover a direct line of inheri-
tance from her mother is frustrated; the daguerrotype of
her young mother reveals to her only "a spindly and anxXious
girl, rather plain, ringletted stiffly” (SA, p. 59). Hagar
can find no connection between this meek countenance and
her own "awful strength.® Even physically, Hagar feels no
sense of relatedness to this pathetic figure: "Dan and
Matt inherited her daintiness while I was big-boned and
husky as an ox" (SA, p- 59). This sense of unrelatedness,
of otherness, is, in turn, validated for us when we see,

through Hagar's eyes, the photograph of herself, taken at

approximately the same age as her mother's: "Not beautiful,
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I admit, not that china figurine look some women have, all
gold and pink fragility ... Handsomeness lasts longer....(SA,
p. 60). In the final event, Hagar's own photograph asserts
her identity more strongly than the photograph of her mother
ever could; the inheritance from her maternal ancestor re-
mains, like the meek visage peering out of the gilt frame,
uncertain: “But still she peers perplexed out of her little
frame” (SA, p. 59)-.

The polar opposite of this quizzical glance is the
robust glare of the photographed Jason Currie which Hagar
confronts on the second occasion that she studies her
family photographs. "“There's Father with his plumed mous-
tache, coldly eyeing the camera, daring it not to do him
Justice” (SA, p. 69). Here, in the patriarchal line of des-
cent, Hagar finds the source of her own defiant outlook on
the rest of the world. As though in visual representation
of this legacy of defiance, Laurence has Hagar survey, on
the same occasion, a childhood photograph of herself and
of her male heirs, Marvin and John. The photographs them-
selves represent the results of the Currie inflexibility on
the heirs of the dynasty; Marvin looks uncomfortable in a
sailor suit which speaks of Hagar's pretensions, his face
characteristically”blank as water" (SA, p. 69). John's pose,
standing beside a wren in a white cage, speaks volumes as

well about the emotional imprisonment which Hagar will force
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upon him.

Brampton Shipley, however, stands outside the patriar-
chal procession and also, significantly, outside Hagar's at-
tempt to fix him photographicallys "I have no picture of
Brampton Shipley, my husband. I never asked for one, and he
was not the type to have his picture taken unasked" (SA, p.
69). Besides suggesting that Hagar has not "seen" Bram
clearly all along, this lack of a photograph also speaks of
Bram's power, his refusal to be "composed" by Hagar. "Well
listen here, Hagar, let's get one thing straight. I talk
the way I talk, and I ain't likely to change now. If it's
not good enough, that's too damn bad" (SA, p. 71). Hagar's
late acceptance of Bram's energy and incorrigibility parallels
the lesson learned by writer and photographer Eudora Welty,
that the greatest element in her fictional photographs is "a
single, entire human being, who will never be confined in any
frame."43

To pursue this argument further, Susan Sontag argues
that “To take a picture is to have an interest in things as

they are, in the status quo remaining unchanged (at least for
WAl

as long as it takes to get a 'good' picture). Sontag's
generalization does not apply satisfactorily to war or social
protest photography (photograrhers who showed the effects of
napalm bombs on Vietnamese babies were not, one hopes, suppor-

ting the status gquo), but it does apply well to Hagar's
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relations with Bram. That is, she could never capture a
still shot of a man whom she fought constantly to change.
Secondly, Sontag's belief that to photograph any object ac-
cords it valuehS applies equally well to Hagar. Her refusal
to ask for a photograph of Bram is an index of the low value
which she has placed on him during their marriage. Only now
does it occur to her to wonder "if he would have liked me
to ask for a picture of himself, even once?” (SA, p. 69).
Photography and possession, as we noted in relation

to Coming Through Slaughter, are often synonymous. Often the

possession of the portrait of a beloved one is a metaphor for
the possession of the beloved. One thinks, for instance, of
Jay Gatsby's collection of newspaper clippings about Daisy

Buchanan in The Great Gatsby or Arabella's possession--and

later rejection--of Jude's photograph in Jude the Obscure.

Similarly, Hagar's sudden desire to have a photograph of Bram
"as he was when we were first married" (SA, p. 69), is a de-
sire to appropriate Bram, to recognize her true kinship to
him. In fact, Hagar in the latter stages of her life becomes
the likeness of Bram which she was never able to commit to
paper, cursing, blurting her sharp-edged retorts, refusing

to be "fixed” and "composed” herself. Moreover, the desire
to appropriate Bram's image represents Hagar's suppressed de-
sire to possess his body--note especially that she wants a

photograph of Bram as he appeared during the first days of
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their marriage. Compare Elizabeth Barrett's opinion of
photographic mementoes, voiced in a letter to Mary Russell

Mitford in 1843:

I long to have a memorial of every being dear
to me in the world. It is not merely the like-
ness which is precious in such cases--but the
association and the sense of nearness involved
in the thing ... the fact of the very shadow
of the person lying there fixed forever!%O

Although Bram is no Robert Browning, Hagar can share
Barrett's wonder at the visual immediacy of the photograph
largely because she has shifted her focus away from Bram's
verbal abilities. Her past comments about her unruly hus-
band concentrate frequently on his use (or, more properly,
misuse) of words: "He couldn't string two words together
without some crudity, that man” (SA, p. 79), "This here!

That there! Don't you know anything?* (SA, p. 71). Even

Bram's sexual appetite becomes comparable to bad verbal
manners: "he would say he was sorry, sorry to bother me, as
though it were an affliction with him, something that set
him apart, as his speech did, from educated people” (SA, p-
116). Words are even partially responsible for Hagar's de-
cision to marry Bram--the words of Lottie Dreiser, that Bram
is “Common as dirt"” (SA, p. 47). *“How clearly her words
come to mind," Hagar now reflects, "If she'd not said them,
would I have done as I did? Hard to say. How silly the

words seem now" (SA, p. 48). Such words do, indeed, seem
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silly to Hagar now, especially when she realizes that Bram
alone was the wielder of a more tender, respectful word:
“Hagar" (SA, p. 80). Her admission, then, as she looks at
her other photographs, that "Whatever anyone said of him, no
one could deny he was a good-looking man"” (SA, p. 69, emphasis
mine) carries more emotional weight and awareness than one
might at first suspect. Hagar has found her "photograph” of
Bram.

"The world is even smaller now" (SA, p. 282), thinks
Hagar as her life draws to a close, and there is a very real

sense in The Stone Angel of the progressive tunnelling of

vision as one grows ocld. For the inhabitants of Silverthreads
Nursing Home, photographs are one example of the ever narrow-
ing confines of life. "It's that Mrs. Steiner,” one of the
women warns Hagar during her visit there, "Once she gets
going with those photographs, you'll never hear the end of
it" (SA, p. 102). For these people, cut off from normal
family relationships, the photograph becomes the narrow rem-
nant of that fuller life. Unfortunately, these photographs
cannot even be communicated to others. All that Hagar sees
when Mrs. Steiner proudly displays the photograph of her
grandchildren is "Two perfectly ordinary children ... playing
on a teeter-totter” (SA, p. 103). Here, the photograph is
not as much a living link with the past as a ragged remnant

and it can, furthermore, only be decoded and appreciated by
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an audience of one.

This association between photography and an ever-
narrowing world view finds its most extreme expression in the
X-rays performed upon Hagar's body. As numerous critics have
mentioned, Hagar as an old woman feels entrapped in her own
body.u7 Corresponding to that reductive sensation is the
internal photograph, which ultimately reveals the growth
which kills her. While she is being physically X-rayed, Hagar
discovers corresponding emotional cancers in her past: her
gruff treatment of Marvin, her snobbish disdain at “serving
a bunch of breeds and ne'er do wells" (SA, p. 114) at thresh-
ing time and her progressive alienation from Bram. When
Hagar tries to reach out to the past, using the internal
voice which is reminiscent of Rachel Cameron ("Bram, listen--,"),
she is brusquely thrust back into the present moment, feeling
"naked, exposed to the core of my head" (S4, p. 116). One
can gaze at the objects depicted in photographs, but one can
never re-enter the world of the photograph and re-touch it
to one's liking.

In The Stone Angel, Laurence establishes the motif

which resurfaces in The Diviners in a more self-conscious

fashion: a woman gazing at her photographs. More important-
ly, she has handled photographic vision in a sensitive, com-
plex way, by revealing that it is curiously both expansive

(in its invoking of memory) and reductive (in its fragmentary
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and unalterable nature). In fact, the last stages of Hagar
Shipley's life resemble an old family portrait, with an oval
black background.* These images appeared in this shape be-
cause early cameras produced circular images on square nega-
tives. To A. D. Coleman, these black borders suggest

psychologically, a form of ‘'tunnel vision,'

the gradual but inexorable shrinking of

peripheral visual perception which accom-

panies o0ld age and accelerates toward the

end~~that 'dying of the light'’ againsﬁswhich
Dylan Thomas urged his father's rage.

Given Laurence's epigraph to The Stone Angel, "Do not go

gentle into that good night./ Rage, rage against the dying
of the light,” these meditations are hauntingly apt. ITf
Hagar Shipley's journey into death does resemble the gpe
croaching blackness of an old photograph, one can ay L,ast
say that she has seized the opportunity to look bae‘ i?tc
the photographic images of the past and has made h%we
with them, before the "dying of the light."

b) A Jest of God

Rachel Cameron, too, is a creature whose inner dark-
ness threatens to overwhelm and choke her life; it is no
coincidence that she should be likened at one point to "the
negative of a photograph."49 As Clara Thomas points out,
Rachel, unlike Hagar, lives almost entirely in the present;

"she can hardly ever see through to another Rachel, or to a
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wider world."50 It is, therefore, impossible in Rachel's
stifling world of the present, to conceive of the photograph
as a liberating artifact, for that conception, as we have
seen in the works of Findley and Ondaatje, is usually atten-
ded by a concern for the past, for history. Instead, the
photograph, cut off from the contexts which may give it
positive value, becomes an agent of fixity or ambiguity to
Rachel.

Fixity is the ruling principle of Rachel Cameron's
life. "I can't move, that's the awful thing, I'm hemmed in,
caught" (JG, p. 30), bemoans Rachel at the fateful Tabernacle
meeting. In a compulsive reaction to the outpourings of the
inner lives of the Tabernacle members, Rachel feels her own
body, her speech-producing muscles especially, become para-
lyzed: "The muscles of my face have wired my jawbone so
tightly ... I can feel my every muscle becoming rigid" (JG,
pp. 34--35). After the episode of speaking in tongues, and
of Calla's lesbian advances, Rachel, like Hagar, turns to
stone: "I hold myself very carefully when she's near, like
a clay figurine, easily broken, unmendable" (JG, p. 46).
Later, pondering her father's unfulfilled 1life while talking
to Hector Jonas, Rachel realizes the psychological rigidity

which she has imposed upon her own life: “The life he wanted

most. If my father had wanted otherwise, it would have been

otherwise. Not necessarily better, but at least different.
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Did he ever try to alter it? Did I, with mine?" (JG, pp-
124--125). Rachel's altering of her life by moving to Van-
couver, like her mournful cry in the Tabernacle and her sex-
ual awakening with Nick, all represent moments when her cus-
tomary fixity loosens, when the "clay figurine" begins to
crack and come to life.

Rachel's vision similarly alternates between rigid-
ity and emotional flux. Her tense waking momentsjwhen she
must deal with the trivial comments and questions of her
mother, or of the Bridge Club, give way to wild sexual fanta-
sies during the interminable nights. As George Bowering
notes, Rachel's fantasies must take place outside the con-
fines of the town--either in a forest, or a beach, or in an
exotic Egyptian setting.51 When Rachel enacts those sexual
desires with Nick, however, she craves the protection of a
house with four walls and a roof. Furthermore, these nights
of restless thought and dreams are hardly a satisfying re-
lease for Rachel; even they are inescapable, hemming her in.
At one point, she describes the night as an ever-turning
ferris wheel upon which she is glued "or wired, like paper,
like a photograph, insubstantial, unable to anchor myself,
unable to stop this slow nocturnal cirecling" (JG, p. 18).
The image of the photograph on the ferris wheel captures
powerfully in an almost Symboliste manner the grinding tension

between control and the unconscious in Rachel's mind.
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This wild alternation of fixity and flux is also cap-
tured in the telescope~like nature of Rachel's vision. Her
perception of objects and events ranges wildly from the
neurotically microscopic to the hazily impressionistic. As
Rachel herself realizes,

Something must be the matter with my way of

viewing things. I have no middle view. Either

I fix on a detail and see it as though it were

magnified ... or else the world recedes and be-

comes blurred, artificial, indefinite, an ab-

stract painting of a world. (JG, p. 85)

For example, while Rachel speaks to Willard Siddley, she
cannot help focussing on the "skin on his hands ... speckled,
sun-spotted” and the "small hairs™ that "sprout even from

his knuckles" (JG, p. 8). This microscopic vision tends to
be associated with Rachel's sexual impulses; she realizes)
with some shock, that she had wanted to touch Willard's
hands, "To see what the hairs felt like" (JG, p. 9), and she
la ter muses over the minute details of Nick's body--his hair,
muscles and skin. When she learns of Nick's departure from
Manawaka, however, Rachel returns to the detached vision
which she exhibits at the beginning of the novel (looking at
the children from a window, seeming tc watch herself breaking
a ruler over James Doherty's nose). "People were sitting

there, waiting, suitcases at their feet,"” she numbly reflects,

"but they had no faces ... their faces were unfocused and
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hidden to me” (JG, p. 152). Whereas Hagar Shipley's visual
development might be compared to bringing sensual, concrete
detail gradually into focus, as a camera or telescope does,
that of Rachel is more akin to viewing experience through the
opposite ends of a telescope, one after the other, in con-
fusing succession.

This nervous flight from claustrophobic detail to
hazy ambiguity is reflected also in Rachel's response to
visual art. As George Boweringlas noted, Laurence "presents
to the reader sitting behind Rachel's eyes a number of ikons,"52
but for reasons which go beyond the revelation of the town's
"kitschy insularity,"” in Bowering's words. The icons which
reveal Rachel's visual schizophrenia include, for example,
the diametrically opposed representations of Christ in Calla’a
Tabernacle and in the more conservative church attended by
Rachel's mother. The paintings of Jesus which hang in the
Tabernacle show Him "bearded and bleeding, his heart exposed
and bristling with thorns like a scarlet pincushicn® (JG, p-
30). Again, painfully detailed vision is associated with
strong emotion--in this case, religious--and the image of
the exposed heart reflects Rachel's own morbid fear of emo-
tional self-exposure. The picture of Jesus which hangs in the
more sedate town church is, by comparison, abstract and emo-
tionally detached, showing "a pretty and clean-cut Jesus ex-

riring gently and with absolutely no inconvenience, no gore
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no pain, just this nice and slightly effeminate insurance
salesman who, somewhat incongruously, happens to be clad in
a toga" (JG, p- #1). Like the Holman Hunt painting of the
knight and lady in The Stone Angel, this icon represents a

loftily detached, abstract passion, albeit religious. 1In
addition, the juxtaposition of Rachel's visits to the two
churches in Chapters Two and Three emphasizes the frenetic
shifting of Rachel's telescope vision--from dangerous realism
to stifling idealism.

Two corresponding icons which we view through
Rachel's eyes add complexity to the debate between realism
and detachment which is raging within her. Rachel praises
the intricate drawing of a spaceship done by James Doherty,
the child for whom Rachel feels such warmth that she feels
compelled to distance herself from him in telescopic fashion.
The drawing appeals to Rachel Lﬂgely because of the "many de-
tailed parts,” yet these details are, significantly, fantas-
tic and imaginative ("hydroponic containers for growing vege-
tables in mid-space, weird protuberances which have some ab-
solute necessity,” JG, p. 5). This reconciliation of detail
and idealism (body and spirit) is precisely what Rachel
searches for throughout the novel; Nick Kazlik, because of
his own emotional detachment can only supply the former in-
gredients. Nevertheless, Rachel symbolically rejects this

compromise; she bestows the same word of praise upon the
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next child's drawing, "a lady of appalling inoriginality,"
copied from a colouring book (JG, p. 6). Rachel has again
fled from passionate, imaginative realism to safe and de-
tached mediocrity and she will continue to do so. Rachel
reverses this act only when she leaves Manawaka and embraces
a portrait of herself which; like James's drawing, mingles
realism and romance: "I may become, in time, slightly more
eccentric ... I will be lonely, almost certainly ... I will
rage in my insomnia like a prophetess" (JG, pp. 201--202).

In addition to fixing or distancing external reality,
Rachel's camera eye may also transform it into her own pri-
vate, fictional film. In particular, Rachel becomes addicted
to re-playing more comforting versions of her relationship
with Nick in her mind: "--Darling--I left in a hell of a
hurry,"” "Listen, darling, do you think life as a Grade Eleven
teacher's wife would be a fate worse than--" (JG, pp. 154, 116).
At one point, Rachel reconstructs an entire scene to her
liking (JG, pp. 129--130) and while she is sitting in the
Parthenon Café. mourning Nick's absence, she creates a scene
which can almost catch the reader off guard: "--Rachel.

She looks up, startled, and he is standing there. Standing
here, right here in the Parthenon Café” (JG, pp. 165--166).
Only the dash preceding the paragraph (a device which re-

surfaces in The Fire-Dwellers) and the insistent, unbvelieving

repetition of "here" warn the vigilant reader that this is a
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fantasy and not a melodramatic twist of plot. Laurence's im-
plication and tricking of the reader in this instance resembles
the deceptive re-playing of scenes in extremely self-conscious
novels such as Hubert Aquin's Blackout. Ambiguity, to borrow

a phrase from The Diviners, is everywhere.

The ultimate ambiguity--and the ultimate clash be-
tween realism and fictionalizing--is contained in the photo-
graph of Nick Kazlik which Rachel "misreads.” ("Misreads"”
is perhaps a misleading term, since the misunderstanding in-
volves a crossing up of verbal and visual messages between
Nick and Rachel; John Moss's wry comment that "Verbal confusion
leads to the end of the relationship"53 is only half right.)
Critics of the novel tend to assume that this photograph of
"a boy whose face and eyes speak entirely of Nick" (JG, p.
145), is, in fact, of Nick, although Rachel wrongly assumes

54 Laurence's written addition of

that it depicts his son.
the word "entirely"” to a typescript version of the novel would
appear to support this idea.55 Nevertheless, Nick produces
the photograph in order to defend himself against Rachel's
charge that he never says what he means. "I 've said more
than, enough about everything” (JG, p. 149), he claims,
doubtless referring to the story of the death of his twin
brother Steven, which he has uncharacteristically confided

to Rachel. The photograph which he would be likeliest to

produce, therefore, at this moment, would be that of his
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brother. Since Nick cannot put into words the immense bur-
den of guilt which he feels, he produces evidence of the
tormenting visual image which he carries around within him:
"'Yours?' ...'Yes,' he says, taking the picture away from
me. 'Mine'" (JG, p. 149).

The perplexing ambiguities of this scene are built
upon the ambiguity of the photographic image itseif. "All
photographs are ambiguous," claims John Berger--that is,

56

until they are mediated by words. Without words, however,
(or, with only Nick's inadequate or ambiguous words), the
photograph is open to wild misinterpretation. Roland Barthes
claims that a photograph sends two messages: "a denoted mes-
sage, which is the analogon itself” (i.e.,”a small boy) and
"a connoted message"57 (in Rachel's case, "Nick's son") and

it is the confusion of these two messages which produces

the misunderstanding in A Jest of God. The distance be-

tween Nick's words and the meaning which Rachel ascribes to
them has already been poignantly caught in the question which
prompted Nick to produce the photograph in the first place:
"Nick, why don't you ever say what you mean?” (JG, p. 149,

emphasis mine). The photograph in A Jest of God becomes a

veritable emblem of the overwhelming difficulties involved
in saying what one means, an emblem of the tremendous gap

between words, images and meaning.
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¢c) The Fire-Dwellers

Margaret Laurence's third Manawaka novel is the
first of her writings which could be called "photofiction."58
Building on her evocative use of the photograph as a paradigm

of human communication in A Jest of God, Laurence allows

photography to become the major structuring device of The

Fire-Dwellers--the means by which Stacey McAindra's story is

communicated to us as readers. As Marcienne Rocard notes,

"C'est avec "Fire-Dwellers"” ... gque se produit la veritable

cassure” [?t is with The Fire-Dwellers that the real break

59

comeé] with Laurence's earlier fiction.
For Laurence, this stylistic "cassure" was both a
conscious aim and a hard-fought battle. On a sheet of paper
which accompanies one of the typescripts of the novel, she
sets out deliberately in a list the special typographical
effects which she wants reflected in the final copy.60 As

she later explained, while writing The Fire-Dwellers "I kept

thinking, 'What I want to get is the effect of voices and
pictures--just voices and pictures ... It was only much later
that I realized that 'voices and pictures' is only another--
and to my mind, better--way of saying 'audio—visual'."61
Trying to capture the minute sensations, both conscious and
unconscious, of Stacey McAindra proved to be a heavy undertaking

for Laurence; she burned one manuscript and, from the evidence

of one typescript, evidently had much trouble with the highly
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visual "Ever-Open Eye" segments.62

Nevertheless, Laurence succeeded in her plan to
write an audio-visual novel; Clara Thomas claims that this
*technically ... most complex” of Laurence's works reveals
" a fast-shuttering, multiscreen camera and soundtrack tech-
nique."63 The visual appearance of the writing, though not
as photographically terse as that of Findley or Ondaatje, is

closer to. that of The Wars ar Coming Through Slaughter than

anything Laurence has written to date. Marcienne Rocard
notices that there is far less analysis in this noveléu-—one
reason for the brevity of Laurence's paragraphs--and Laurence's
later reflection on the style supports this observation:

I wanted the pictures--that is, the descriptions--

whether in outer life or dreams or memories, to

be as sharp and instantaneous as possible, and

always brief, because it seemed to me that this

is the way--or at least one way--life is perceived,

in short sharp visual images whig? leap away

from us even as we look at them.
One is reminded of Findley's comparison of the technique of
The Wars to a billboard flashing photographs, or Alice Munro's
belief that "there are just flashes of things we know and
find out."%®

Stacey does experience these flashes of insight--

and of despair--in an extremely cinematic fashion in The

Fire~-Dwellers. The "Ever-Open Eye" of the media camera

constantly assaults Stacey, sometimes in the midst of her
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most private thoughts: "In God's name, what is Mac like,

in there, wherever he lives? EVER-OPEN EYE THE SON OF

ROBIN HOOD IS CANTERING ALONG THROUGH SHERWOOD...."67 At
other times, this intrusive eye mirrors the chaos of Stacey's
domestic microcosm: "THIS IS THE EIGHT-O'CLOCK NEWS BOMB-
ING RAIDS LAST NIGHT DESTROYED FOUR VILLAGES IN Mum! Where's
my social studies scribbler?” (¥D, p. 91). 1In both cases,

the "Eye" represents a terrifying macrocosm which drives
Stacey even further into her own private world.

Even in her inner world, however, Stacey cannot avoid
the "Ever-Open Eye" any more than she can avoid the horrors
of the contemporary world; both are present, in microcosmic
form, in her own psyche. Stacey is, in fact, an "ever-open,"
photographic eye--and an extremely sensitive one at that.

The novel opens with her gazing at the images reflected in
her bedroom mirror, “distanced by the glass like humans on
TV, less real than real and yet more sharply focused because
isolated and limited by a frame"” (FD, p. 5). The events of
Stacey's private life (the images in the bedroom mirror) may,
indeed, appear to be distanced from contemporary world af-
fairs and yet, Laurence suggests in this densely suggestive
passage, they focus even more clearly the global chaos. The
"limited," framed nature of these photographic images does
not diminish, but increasef and concentratestheir power, just

as a photograph implicitly suggests, through its isolation
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of worldly detail, the overwhelming complexity of the world
beyond the photograph. Thus, photography, in this important
context, contains a justification for the narrative method

which Margaret Laurence has chosen for The Fire-Dwellers:

the sudden juxtaposition of microcosm and macrocosm, private
and public life.

Stacey's photographic eye has, in fact, been im-
plicitly related to this scheme of juxtaposing the large and
the small in the novel. Clara Thomas has perceptively com-
mented that "the consciousness of Stacey Cameron is like an
eye: 1its pupil expands to accept her world, then contracts
in terror; tﬁaggvement is a halting, opening and shutting, a

»68 One perfect illustra-

broadening and then a narrowing.
tion of this eye movement is Stacey's refusal to look at the
child who has been hit by a car; only weeks later, does the
news that the boy was a friend of Ian's filter down into her
consciousness, significantly, through a private source--Ian
himself. The camera is built on the same model of the eye,
however, with the lens and shutter performing the same action
as the human pupil, and Laurence uses both models to describe
Stacey at Buckle's apartment: “None of this [i.e., the furn-
ishingé] creates more than a momentary flicker on Stacey's

eye camera" (FD, p- 157). The camera, as a model, therefore,

serves two of Laurence's purposes in The Fire-Dwellers--allow-

ing her to fulfil her Joycean aim of "trying to get across
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the vast number of things which impinge upon the individual
consciousness every minute of the day," as she once expres-
sed it.69 and revealing the bitter conflict between subjec-
tive and objective reality being waged inside Stacey's psyche.

In The Fire-Dwellers, the subjective counterpart to

the "Ever-Open Eye"” is what Laurence would call in The Divin-
ers the "Innerfilm"--Stacey's most private vision. The most

striking Innerfilm in The Fire-Dwellers is Stacey's dream of

herself in a forest carrying an object which she discovers,
to her horror, to be her own severed and bloody head. This
nightmare vision raises the question of inner and outer

sight; as Stacey in her dream asks, "How is it that she can
see it? [her head| What is she seeing it with? That is the
question” (FD, p. 124). This striking image of a woman

gazing at her own bleeding head could serve as an emblem of

The Fire-Dwellers and its visual method: How does one per-

ceive one's own subjective torments? Can one see such tor-
ments as objective, as detached from oneself, or will such an
attempt only result in a psychological schism, a severed head?
The most terrifying images of the violence and alien-
ation which occur outside the theatre of Stacey's mind are
not the "Ever-Open Eye" sequences, but the still photographs
from newspapers. Here, too, one senses Laurence's feeling
that framing and isolating an image increases its impact on

the viewer:
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There was this newspaper picture of this boy

some city in the States kid about twelve

Negro kid you know shot by accident it said

by the police in a riot and he was just

lying there ... and his eyes were wide open

and you wondered what he was seeing. (FD, p. 193)
This description is based on a photograph which Laurence
actually saw of a child accidently shot by the police in a
Detroit riot. "He was lying on the sidewalk, and his eyes
were open," Laurence recalls, "He was seeing everything, I
guess, including himself" (HS, p. 202). In both accounts,
the image of seeing one's own bleeding body occurs, as in
Stacey's nightmare vision. Even the distancing camera eye
proffers no comfort, either to Laurence or to Stacey. Laurence
claims that after putting the photograph away, the face of
the child "kept fluctuating in my mind. Sometimes it was
the face of your son,” she imagines herself saying to his
mother, "sometimes of mine" (HS, p. 202). Similarly, Stacey
reflects of the "Ever-Open Eye" photographs of horror, "I
see it and then I don't see it. It becomes pictures. And
you wonder about the day when you open your door and find
they've been filming those pictures in your street” (FD, p.
305). For Stacey and for Laurence, the battle between sub-
Jectivity and objectivity rages on, like an unquenchable fire.
To. use : the anatomical model, as long as the eye perceives,

it must both admit and reject light.

The final photographic symbols of this ongoing tattle
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are the wedding picture of Stacey and Mac and the photo-
graphs of their children. The description of these photo-
graphs appears near the beginning and the end of The Fire-

Dwellers, lending them a significance not unlike the photo-

graph of Doris and Mervyn Ondaatje in Running In the Family.
The wedding picture speaks of youthful hope and ambition:
"Stacey twenty-three almost beautiful although not knowing
it then, and Mac twenty-seven, hopeful confident lean" (FD,
p. 305). The introductory description, however, includes a
bitterly sarcastic gloss by Stacey: "Agamemnon King of

men or the equivalent, at least to her" (FD, p. 4). The
omission of this aside would seem to suggest that Stacey's
bitterness has been exorcised, that if she no longer expects
Mac to be Agamemnon, perhaps she can now cease to feel her-
self a2 guilty Clytemnestra.

In terms of the battle between the perceiver and the
object, the photograph's reappearance suggests that the images
of Stacey's marriage and children are still there, still to
be perceived, reevaluated and occasionally, even in the
future, not entirely believed in. Joan Hind-Smith's inter-
pretation of the photograph, that "Life is the same, but not
quite, because Stacey has accepted her 10‘[:,"70 thus appears
too complacent, especially given the fact that Mac and
Stacey engage in fresh domestic warfare immediately after

the last description of the matrimonial photograph. It
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would doubtless be more cheering to see the repetition of
the marital photograph as a reaffirmation, a closed circle
like a wedding ring, yet one of Stacey's closing queries,
"Will the fires go on, inside and out?" (FD, p. 307), re-
minds us that the battle between the eye and the World never
ends-~that the only circle to be drawn in Stacey's world is

a circle of fire.

d) A Bird in the House

Margaret Laurence's shift in perspective--from the
generation of Rachel and Stacey to the earlier generations
of her own parents and grandparents--has a startling effect

on her use of photography as a metaphor. A Bird in the House

is Laurence's Running In the Family and the family photo-

graph album becomes the dominant photographic image, as in
Ondaatje's fictionalized memoir. In Laurence's work, however,
the family portrait is dimmer--seldom the emblem of fervent
belief in generation and familial affection that it ¢an be in
Ondaat je, more often, a ghostly reminder of a death-~filled
past.

In particular, this sombre mood is associated with
the photographs of Vanessa MaclLeod's (and Laurence's) par-
ents and grandparents. When Vanessa's mother is near death
at the birth of her second child, Vanessa wanders gloomily

among the "outmoded clothing and old photograph albums” in
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the unused rooms of the house. The photographs which capti-
vate her are the "silver framed photographs of Uncle Roderick--
as a child, as a boy, as a man in his Army uniform."71 We
are, of course, back in the world of Robert Ross in The Wars

and John Harris in The Last of the Crazy People--youthful

figures whose photographic images underscore the bizarre
clash between youth and death. It is, therefore, appropriate
that Vanessa should contemplate such icons, at a time when
birth and death seem about to collide in her own life. Sig-
négant. too, is the fact that the threat of the mother's
disappearance continues to revive thoughts of death in Van-
essa--thoughts which are associated, like those of Hooker

Winslow in The lLast of the Crazy People, with the photographed

ancestors. When her mother leaves to care for Grandmother
Connor in "The Mask of the Bear,” Vanessa mourns that "With-
out my mother, our house seemed like a museum, full of dead
and meaningless objects, vases and gilt-framed pictures" (BH,
p- 79). Without the mother--the symbol of life and genera-
tion--the child feels the full force of martality oppressing
her.

As Vanessa grows older, this aura of death surround-
ing the photographs-~-and lives--of her forebears grows ever
stronger. A few years later, the vision of the "stretches
of mud" (BH, p. 94) which Vanessa has seen in her father's

photographs of the war, gains new horror for her, for she
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now realizes the burden of guilt which he carries with him
for his brother Roderick's death. Photographs become wea-
pons in this family battle of guilt and responsibility; Ewen's
mother, Vanessa notes, surrounds her bed with "half a dozen
framed photos of Uncle Roderick and only one of my father”
(BH, p. 107). Only after Ewen dies unexpectedly does re-
morse set in for Grandmether MacLeod--remorse which, like
that of Hagar, involves the possession of photographs and
the valuation of a loved one: "I left her in the bedroom
looking at the picture of my father that had been taken
when he graduated from medical college. Maybe she was sorry
now that she had only the one photograph of him, but whatever
she felt, she did not say" (BH, p.- 109).

The most moving emblem of this battle between vital-
ity and death is Vanessa's ritual burning of the photograph
of a European girl with a "sweetly sad posed smile"” (BH, p-
112) which she finds in Ewen Macleod's desk after his death.
This photograph, a relic of his adventures overseas as a
young man, embodies all of the emotional freedom and vital-
ity which the MacLeod household (to say nothing of the Connor
household) would frown upon. As she burns the photograph,
Vanessa realizes that her father, living in a harsh Puritan
environment, has had to keep a great portion of his emotional
life locked inside himself, like the photograph locked up

in his desk: "“As I watched the smile of the girl turn into



312

scorched paper, I grieved for my father as though he had
just died now" (BH, p. 113).

Vanessa's burning of the photograph is a symbolic
rejection of the enclosed life her parents and grandparents
have lived. Indeed, the photographs associated with Vanessa's

generation in A Bird in the House speak of wider ambitions

and dreams, and of life rather than death. Family connections
and reputation mean far less to Vanessa than to her Grandfather
Connor or her Grandmother MacLeod, and so too do their en-
blems, the family photographs. She banishes all thought

of her cousin Chris's needy relatives: "His sisters,” she
claims, "did not exist for me, not even as photographs, be-
cause I did not want them to exist. I wanted him to belong
only here" (BH, p. 134). Like Chris, Vanessa wants to re-
write the story of his past, to allow him to begin life fresh--
Just as Morag Gunn will desire to rewrite her past in The
Diviners. Chris himself dreams of ambitions which only

have reality in his mind--and, symbolically, in photographs:
"You ever seen a really big bridge, Vanessa? Well, I haven't
either, but I've seen pictures" (BH, pp. 135--136). Futile
these dreams, or attempts to block out the past may be, and

yet they represent a step forward from Ewen Macleod's gener-
ation, when one's dreams and inner life had to be carefully
locked away in a desk drawer.

The vibrance of Vanessa's photographs also stands in
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opposition to the death-filled images of the ancestral photo-
graph albums. As a child, she devours the "picture-filled

rages” of National Geographic magazine, "as though I were on

the verge of some discovery" (BH, p. 54). The exotic images
of orchids and leopards which she discovers there are dia-
metrically opposed to the ordered vision of Grandmother Mac-
Leod, who arrives, ominously, "To Set Our House in Order”
while Vanessa's mother is ill. Grandmother MacLeod scolds
Vanessa for scattering the magazines about, and at the end
of the story, Vanessa senses the conflict between her love
of heterogeneity, of exoticism, and Grandmother Macleod's
"order.”" Pondering the 'accidents of life, such as the birth
of her stillborn sister, Vanessa thinks immediately of the
“pictures of leopards and green seas" and senses "their
strangeness, their disarray" (BH, p. 59). Vanessa's final
conclusion confirms that she has chosen a vital and diverse
world (one which, albeit, includes suffering and death) in-
stead of an.ordered world; lush, dangerous photographs in-
stead of the starched and deathly photographs of the ances-
tral albums: "I felt that whatever God might love in this

world, it was certainly not order” (BH, p. 59).

e) The Diviners

It is left to Morag Gunn to discover what Vanessa

MacLeod resists so strongly: +that life, memory and fiction
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may reconcile order and miscellany. The symbols of this
"ordered absence,"” to use Atwood's term, are the photographs
of Morag's past which she carefully arranges in chronolo-

gical order at the beginning of The Diviners. These six

photographs are fictional analogues; Morag's arrangement and
embroidering of them represents in miniature Laurence's com-

position of The Diviners--a novel composed of six sections,

if one includes, as one should, the "Album" section at the
end of the novel. 2

These photographs, placed at the beginning of Morag's
and Laurence's chronicle, tend to be viewed by critics as
separate stylistic techniques, a type of opening "gimmick."73
Leona Gom claims that "the use of photographs ... is not a
sustained technique, and may at best represent frozen frames
74

in Morag's longer mental movies." Michel Fabre sees such
devices as separable from the intense self-consciousness of
the novel: "More interesting than Margaret Laurence's attempt

at 'audio~visual 'fiction' in The Diviners is her repeated af-

firmation that reading and writing are not only complemen-
" 75

tary but also homothetic or homologous activities. When
one looks closer, however, one finds that Morag's photographs
are not merely dangling fragments of her Memorybank Movies;
they are separate visual icons which work in tandem with

the movies. Moreover, they work in tandem to comment on
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the very acts of reading and writing.

The six photographs which take us from Morag as an
embryo ("a little fish, connected unthinkingly with life,"
D, p. 6) to a child of five years, represent the genesis of
the artist and of fiction itself. Morag is enclosed in all
of the photographs save the last: in her mother's womb, in
the yard, behind a gate, leaning out a window and within a
room. In the last photograph, Morag is surrounded by dark
spruce trees, yet she builds a tent-like dwelling of her own
out of couchgrass, wherein she sings songs and invents play-
mates called "Rosa Picardy" and "Cowboy Jack,” names born of
the song legends. This making and inventing is, of course,
the genesis of Morag's profession as a writer. Also, by
the time we read the description of this couchgrass haven,
after reading the five preceding fictionalized versions of
Morag's photographs, we fully expect this memory to be an
invented one as well. Fiction and imagination, however, have
become more real to Morag than genealogical fact; "I remem-
ber those imaginary characters better than I do my parents,”
she confesses (D, p. 11).

The coniflict between order and disorder which we

noted in A Bird in the House is present in Morag's photo-

graphs, and is directly related to the idea of fictionalizing
the past. The mind, of course, thinks and recalls in a

random, non-chronological fashion, yet Laurence defends her
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use of the photographic sequence by explaining that "Morag

is a writer and she is deliberately setting out to construct
her life and of course the novel she is writing is The Divin-
ggg."76 (One is reminded of the character of Bernard in André

Gide's The Counterfeiters, who is in the process of writing

a novel entitled The Counterfeiters.) On the level of the

photographic image itself, one often witnesses the interplay
of order and disorder. The photographer Berenice Abbott
once defined photography as the need "to impose order onto
the things seen and to supply the visual context and the in-
tellectual framework."77 Yet by imposing order, the photo-
grapher changes the object--or, at least, the manner in which
it is perceived. Umberto Eco thus argues that "the theory of
the photograph as an analogue to reality” must be abandoned;
that the photograph is analogous to our retinal image alone.78

The application of this debate to Morag's fictionalized re-

creation of her past (and to Ondaatje's Running In the Family)

is clear: perception and memory become inseparable from

an "objective" past, and fiction becomes inseparable, as in
Agee and Zvans, from documentary. Morag's double response
to her photographs, therefore, represents more than an ex-
ample of her gruff undercutting manner; it represents
this entire conflict between fiction and fact, order and

chaos:

I've kept them, of course, because something
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in me doesn’'t want to lose them, or perhaps

doesn't dare. Perhaps they're my totems, or

contain a portion of my spirit. Yeh, and per-

haps they are exactly what they seem to be--

a jumbled mess of old snapshots .... (D, p. 5)

Memorybank Movies take over from the still photographs
early in the novel, yet the two visual forms work together
to reproduce the processes of membry and narration. Victor
Burgin has written that a photograph is a fragment which im-
plies "a world of causes, of 'before and after,' of 'if,
then...,' a narrated world.“79 One could describe Morag's
mental shift from her fictionalized photographs to the Mem-
orybank Movies as a search for "a world of causes”; after
recalling the imaginary playmates whom she created when her
mother and father were ill, she recognizes that her "memories”
involve "only what was happening to Me. What was happening
to everyone else? What really happened in the upstairs bed-
room?" (D, p. 11). These are not only a grown woman's
questions about her past, they are the novelist's questions
as well, the impulse to ask "and then?" of which E. M. For-

ster writes in The Art of the Novel. Furthermore, Victor

Burgin writes of this larger context of the photograph in
cinematic terms: “the significance of the photograph goes
beyond its literal signification by way of the routes of
primary processes ... the individual photograph becomes the

point of origin of a series of psychic 'pans' and ‘dissolves'.”

80
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The point of origin, the photograph, represents in The Divin-
ers the human point of origin, childhood; when Pique enters
Morag's world, the Memorybank Movie pattern is temporarily
disrupted, and we see once again a succession of childhood
photographs.

As Morag implies, the movement from photograph to
Memorybank Movie involves a shift away from the self exclus-
ively to the self interacting with others. Morag, therefore,
like Rachel and Stacey, becomes a camera; as Clara Thomas
remarks, "Morag comes to us then as perforce a watcher,"81
although she makes no distinction between Morag's watching
of photographs and her watching of the Memorybank Movies.

The Memorybank Movies, however, reveal lorag not as a speé-
tator of the past, but as a spectator in the past. For exam-
ple, early in the novel, Morag constructs a mental "still-

shot” of Christie Logan's house, in the type of exacting de-

tail which would earn Del Jordan's praise in Lives of Girls

and Women. Morag catches herself up, as in the passages
dealing with her photographs, realizing that “I didn't see
it in that detail at first. I guess I must have seen it as
a blur. How did it feel?” (D, p. 24). To answer her own
question, Morag must attempt to place herself in the world
of the past; the first word of the Memorybank Movie which
follows is her answer--"Smelly” (D, p. 24).

For all of these attempts on Morag's part to find
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answers to questions like "How?" and "What really happened?,”
the Memorybank Movies are just as fictionalized as the photo-
graphs. “She could not even be sure of their veracity,"” we
hear at one point, "nor guess how many times they had been

refilmed” (D, p. 23), like Rachel's films in A Jest of God.

Dialogues, too, such as the comic-grotesque discussion of
Morag's pregnancy with her landlady Maggie Teffler ("You
preggers, kid?)\g, p. 241), convey an air of veracity, yet
Morag holds dialogues with Catharine Parr Traill in this
fashion as well. Therefore, the Memorybank Movies, although
they dramatize the process of searching for cause and effect
in the past, are themselves fictions--not unassailable fact.
Rather, one feels, the process itself is of worth in The
Diviners, just as Morag travels to Scotland to discover her
ancestry and discovers nothing there except the fact that
Canada and not Scetland is her home. "The myths are my reélity,"
she concludes (D, p. 319), and one feels that the same is
ultimately true of her fictionalized films and photographs.

A second type of cinematic device which Laurence
uses is the "Innerfilm," which has been treated by critics
of the novel as a type of subsection of the Memorybank Movie.
Actually, the Innerfilms are qualitatively different, for
they depict events which have no referents outside Morag's
mind (unlike her Memorybank Movies of her life with Christie

and Prin which have)if not absolute veracity, some basis in
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fact). Rather, the Innerfilm is pure ego idealization, per-
ceptions of the ideal past or future. Thus, in her Inner-
film, the McConnell's Landing house becomes a comforting
haven for Morag, the competent pioneer (D, p. 338), whereas
in the Memorybank Movie, the cracking linoleum, aged furnace
and cold water ironically reproduce actual pioneering con-
ditions. Two other Innerfilms reproduce Morag's youthful
fantasies: seeing herself in melodramatic terms either as

a wealthy authoress or as a corpse (who manages nevertheless
to produce a masterpiece of posthumous fiction, D, p. 101).
Again, Morag's life at McConnell's Landing, answering calls
from readers who assume that she is wealthy, provides a sober-
ing contrast (D, p. 20).

Although they are not labelled "Innerfilms," the
private colloquies which Morag holds with the spirit of
Catharine Parr Traill do provide her with a certain amount
of egoc support. At first, Morag feels awed by her pioneering
forebear, and pictures her as a possible inhabitant of the
type of homestead which she pictured McConnell's Landing to
be in her Innerfilm:

C. P. T. out of bed, fully awake, bare feet on

the sliver-hazardous floorboards--no, take that

one again. Feet on the homemade hooked rug ...

Out to feed the chickens, stopping briefly on the
way back to pull fourteen armloads of weeds ....(D, p.

Morag's "rewinding" of this Innerfilm allows her to cover up
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the hardships of pioneering life with the idealized portrait
of the ever-resourceful pioneer (to cover up the rough boards
with a homemade rug of her own devising, so to speak). Never-
theless, by the time that "Saint C." pays her last visit,
Morag feels enough confidence in her own ability to cope in
her personal wilderness that she declares, "I'm about to

quit worrying about not being either an old or a new pioneer.
So farewell, sweet saint” (D, p. 332). Although Morag may
not admit it, she has become a successful pioneer, and her
inner dialogues with Catharine Parr Traill, unlike her fan-
tastic Innerfilms, show her working through the process

of becoming a survivor in a modern wilderness. For this
reason, all of Morag's films cease in Part Five: "“The Divin-
ers,” for her process of growth--like the process of writing

The Diviners--has ended for the moment, and all that remains

for Morag to do is "to write the remaining private and fiction-
al words, and to set down her title” (D, p. 370).

These words are not, however, the last to appear in
the novel, and the presence of the songs and lyrics in the
"Album" (D, pp. 371--382) emphasize the fact that written
words and cameras are not the means by which all of the

characters in The Diviners express themselves. Jules, like

Bram, is an unphotographed--and unphotographable--man. Al-
though he prizes a photograph of Pique as a baby, he refuses

to have his own image recorded. "Maybe I'm superstitious,”
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he explains, "or maybe it's the same as I can't make up songs
about myself. Maybe I don't want to see what I look like"
(D, p. 281). Once again, Laurence invokes the old fear of
having one's identity stolen by the camera. In Jules's case,
however, even the songs which are his means of expression
must stop short of self-expression, probably because the
Métis people, Laurence senses, feel bereft of any cultural
identity to express.

This interpretation seems all the more likely when
one considers thatphotographs (as well as words) have been
the means by which the white settlers in Canada have pre-~
served their identities. Christie Logan, for instance, dir-
ects his rage against those Manawaka citizens "who will be
chucking out the family albums the moment the grandmother
goes to her ancestors" (D, pp. 32--33). Christie salvages
these unwanted cultural fragments and in so doing becomes a
type of photographer or image collector himself. ("The photo-
grapher--and the consumer of photographs,” Susan Sontag points
out, "follow in the footsteps of the ragpicker, who was one
of Baudelaire's favorite figures for the modern poet.“)82
Ironically, the photograph album which Christie drags home
speaks eloquently of his own fallen place in the New world:
the red velvet cover.(éymbolic of royalty or heraldry) is
mouldy and "no family name" (D, p. 34) appears thereon.

Similarly, Morag feels robbed of a heritage when she gazes
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at a group photograph of the Sixtieth Canadian Field Artil-
lery and cannot find her father's face: "it could be any
one of them. She says nothing” (D, p. 72). Christie, how-
ever, does say something;.he compensates for the lack of
visual evidence by providing legend--the sort of legend
which Morag later treasures more than the most detailed of
genealogical data. Although Morag can understand Jules's
feelings of cultural loss to a certain extent, she is still
not a complete cultural outcast; she finds herself within a
more privileged cultural group which has the resources (and
often the galling arrogance) to preserve its past through

words, heraldic symbols and, not least of all, photographs.

The Diviners has been christened by Anthony Appen-

zel "2 kind of fictional compendium of Laurence's preoccupa-
tions as a writer."83 In the context of this study, the

novel appears as well to be a compendium of the functions of
photography in contemporary Canadian literature: the photo-
graph as an analogue to memory and the fictional process, as

a reminder of the past, a haunting image of death or loss of
identity, sometimes an image of cultural continuity and belief
in the fragile but enduring human chain. Morag Gunn could
indeed speak for Canadian writers as seemingly diverse as

Alice Munro, Timothy Findley, Michael Ondaatje and Margaret
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Laurence herself when she declares, "I keep the snapshots

not for what they show but for what is hidden in them" (D, p.
6).
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CONCLUSION: “TRUE LIES"

The concept of the poet as painter, which one finds
in literature from Shakespeare to Virginia Woolf, has been
largely transformed,in this most mechanical of ages, into
the concept of the poet as photographer. The concern which
began with the Impressionists with the very processes of
perception, with the fragments of experience which the human
eye and mind receive, is a concern which seems light years
away from what E. M. W. Tillyard once christened "The Eliza-
bethan World Picture.” Man and woman are no longer seen as
little worlds, "made cunningly,"” but as infinitesimally tiny
creatures, capable of perceiving only a portion of an increa-
singly hypothetical and suspect "reality."” The camera, there-
fore, with its ability to seize and frame only a limited por-
tion of the world, is an ideal symbol of perception in a ten-
tative, fragmented age.

Writers such as Alice Munro, Timothy Findley, Michael
Ondaat je and Margaret Laurence have dealt with this contem-
porary view of perception and knowledge in various ways, and
it is for this reason that I have emphasized in this study
. not only their common associations with photography, but
also their different responses to the photographic image.
Alice Munro's fundamentally paradoxical vision of human ex-

perience allows her to see in the photograph (and in external
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reality) both detail, substance and a higher, mysterious
level of being which paradoxically resides in the prosaic
materials of life. Hers is, therefore, a highly sophisti-
cated philosophical approach to the whole question of photo-
graphy and perception. Timothy Findley and Michael Ondaatje,
on the other hand, are obsessed with photography's power to
fix reality--and, by implication, the capacity of the word

to do the same thing. Both writers, not surprisingly, per-
ceive a connection between photographic fixity and violence.
Ondaatje, in particular, responds by doing "violence" to

traditional novelistic traditions: paragraphs become choppy,

lists intrude into the pages of Coming Through Slaughter and
legend and autobiography (the very elements which New Criti-
cism taught us to separate from the aesthetic object) invade

the novel in Running in the Family. Whereas Munro finds an

easing of the constant tension between fixity and flux, power
and helplessness in paradox, Findley and Ondaatje find it in
memory and history--domains in which “fixity" may have more
positive connotations. This peculiar brand of postmodernist
historical writing, however, is not to be confused with the
historical novels of Scott or Thackeray. In creating their
*historical” beings--Robert Ross, Buddy Bolden, Hugh Selwyn
Mauberley, Mervyn Ondaatje--Findley and Ondaatje allow fic-'
tion and fact, fixity and imaginative flux, to mingle.

Margaret Laurence combines this same historical awareness
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with a much more traditional narrative method:; like Findley,
she believes that the woefully inadequate materials which
history often affords us (Morag's photographs, for example)
may be transformed by the power of fiction, to become what
Alice Munro has so brilliantly called “true lies."

Although I have chosen for the purposes of this study
four Canadian writers of fiction, the short survey of recent
Canadian writing which I undertook in the Introduction pro-
vides ample evidence of the universality of the contempor-
ary fascination with photography and photographic seeing.
Contemporary poetry, too, would be a rich area for inves-
tigation, for poets have traditionally been intensely aware
of sensory experience and of other media (hence my referen-
ces to Browning, for example). Photography is certainly a
central concern of Michaél Ondaatje's poetry; one is curi-
ous to know whether the impulses which lie behind the
fiction writer's use of photography lie behind that of the
contemporary poet as well.

Generally speaking, the two impulses which I have
found in these four writers' treatments of photography are,
on one hand, a fear of photographic fixity and, on the other
hand, a celebration of the photograph as proof of human con-
tinuity. One might be tempted to see the former view as a
contemporary or postmodernist view (since many postmodernist

writers share the same "fixity fixation”) and the latter im-
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pulse as inherently Canadian or North American. It is true
that our historical background has spawned a widespread con-
cern in our literature with ancestry; one thinks of A. M.
Klein's moving line, "Not sole was I born, but entire
genesis," or those of Al Purdy: "But they had their being
once / And left a place to stand on." Thematic critics
would doubtless relegate Canadian writers' photographic
awareness to this cause. Nevertheless, such a distinction
is, in the final analysis, unsatisfactory. How would one
explain a non-Canadian novel such as David Galloway's A Fam-

ily Portrait, which uses photography as a metaphor for gen-

eration in a more thoroughgoing (almost obsessive) manner
than any Canadian novel to date?

The reason for this dual response to photography
lies, rather, in the two philosophies of perception which
one might apply to photograprhy. The photograph, because it
is an artifact which conjoins a present moment (the moment
of viewing the photograph) and a past moment (the moment
commemorated in the photograph), may be seen as either sug-
gesting discontinuity or continuity. Both ways of seeing
the photograph are equally possible, equally viable. Re-
garded in this light, the attempts of artists to reconcile
these two modes of perception and all of the negative or
positive values associated with them (memory, fixity, ... )

through paradox or through history, are not reducible to one
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cultural or historical motive. Rather, they are attempts to
solve philosophical questions of matter and non-matter, per-
ception and knowledge which reach back to Plato and Des-
cartes. Photography allows us one increasingly vital way of
studying how writers deal with these questions in the twen-
tieth century, and how they fabricate, for our instruction

and delight, their own "true lies.”
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