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AESTRACT

The purpose of this dissertation is to present the
treatment of time in tventieth-century Canadian literature as
a critical approach able to reveal the increasing complexity
and sophistication in the literature of this country. By
tackling one of the major themes of modern Western literature
-- man's relationship with time -~ Canadian authors of this
century have indicated that their concern is not only vith
regionalism and nationalism but also wvith moral and

psychological problems common to all mankind.

Pundamental to the critical approach adopted is the
idea that twentieth-century literature reflects an interest
in the subjective rather than objective asrects of time. The
common attempt in prose and poetry to mime a movement away
from the objective world into subjective consciousness
vorking in time often blurs traditional genre distinctions to
the point of annihilation. 1Indeed, the works of two poets
(Margaret Avison and Al Purdy) and those of three novelists
(Frederick Philip Grove, Hubert Aquin and Mordecai Richler)
are studied in this dissertation as a single group concerned

with internalized, temporal events.



The examination of the treatment of time in the works
of Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy and Richler as presented in
five individual chapters reveals a few common points. Awvare
of the devastating action of time on man, all five authors,
in various degrees, favour am orientation cf human experience
&%ound those subjective aspects of time which seem to reverse
or halt the consciousness of life's progress towards death.

Despite their emphasis on individuval ethics, Grove,
Aquin, Avison, pPurdy and Richler are not oktlivious to man's
social responsibility, and, therefore, in their works the
meaning of human life is also linked to a notion of love and
social engagement.

The space about which Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy and
Richler write is a particular one. But they have been able
to distill the particular and the regional in order to extend
their themes to a more universal level ~-- that of the destiny

of man facing nature.
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I. INTRODUCTION!

This study will come as a surprise to all those who
consider twentieth-century Canadian literature sombre,
pessimistic or ob§essed with the problem of human survival in
a wild country, among wild animals, and at the mercy of a
vild climate, While it is undoubtedly true that contemporary
Canadian prose and poetry are deeply concerned with man's
unremitting struggle against an inclement environment, it is
the contention of this dissertation that the major concern of
Canadian writers is not only vith reqionalism and
nationalién, but also with moral and psychological problems
common to all mankind. An outstanding twentieth-century
concern is man's relationship with time, the fourth dimension
of relative space which makes the world dynamic. Indeed, a
question which Canadian writers ask with great frequency is
not just what it means to be human in the éanadian natural
and social context, but wvhat it means to exist as a human

being at all.

For years, the Canadian sensibility has been mainly
seen as a function of lamd and climate, and critics as

different as Margaret Atwood, Wilfred Eggleston, D. G. Jones,



Deswond Pacey, Julian Park, Warren Tallwan and Clara Thomas
have stated that Canadian writers attach importance not so

much to the intricacies of private thought as to setting and

incident. 1In his The Fromtier and Canadjap letters,? Wilfred
Eggleston attempts to present the Canadian imagination as a
product of the process of conquering a newv territory, while
in Survival,3 as the chapters of the book indicate, Margaret
Atwood maps Canadian sensibility along such cardinal points
as Jnature the monster, animal victims, ice women vs. earth
mothers." And, when Atwvood looks at family literary -
portraits, what she primarily seems to discern are "masks of
the bear." Similarly, the literary vorks discussed in the
seventeen studies assenbl;d by George Woodcock in A Choice of
Critics® are as many "windows onto landscapes" as their
nusber is, while Clara Thomas focuses her guidebook to

English Canadian literature in a single direction: Oyr KNature

- 0ur YVYojces.S Concentrating his attention maimnly on spatial

elements in Canadian literature, D. G. Jones proposes the
"butterfly on rock"® as a central image of a primarily
nature-oriented literature, while Harrén Tallwan, for whon
many Canadian literary heroes are "wolves in the snow,"
concludes his discussion of the five books which he considers
particularly significant examples of the literary attitudes
in this country with the followving statement: "There is only

0l1d nmother North America with her snow hair, her mountain



forehead, her prairie eyes, and her wolf teeth, her wind

songs and her vague head of old Indian memories."?

In Creative ¥rjtipg ip Canada,® Desmond Pacey, too,

suggests that Canadian writers have restricted their gaze to
man's physical environment. Likewise, Julian Park's The
Culture of Contemporary Canada explicitly conéemns the
Canadian writer's preoccupation with the land for, "It has
given importance to setting and to incident.... It has given
importance to action, hazard, struggle, as contrasted with

A 4

dialogue, sensibility, and the subtleties of private

thought. "o

Absorbed in the excitement of Canadian identity
hanting, and v"where is here?" fishing, literary studies such
as Collin's The $hite Savanpahs,!? Ross's our Sense of.
Identity, !t Atwood's Survival, Moss's Patterns of
Isolation,!? Drevw's "wilderness and Limitation,"t3 or
Helwig's "Poetry East, West and Center,"14 have created a
unilateral image of a young and unsophisticated literature.
They have made the public believe that the literary works
produced in Canada suffer from an obsession with space and
climi§e, that Canadian authors feel more ccmfortable with the
local than with the universal, that Canadian spiritual

geography can be easily perceived in terms of bears and



wolves, rocks and rivers.

Of course, one cannét, and would not, deny that the
landscape and climate of Canada are inescapably impressive
and that they have been assimilated into the Canadian
imagination. Hence, one cannot, and vwould not, deny that the
landscape and climate of Canada hold a prominent place in the
literature of this country. Rut, as Arthur Phelps puts it in

the preface to Canadian NWriters, to see mainly the concern

with space and ignore equally intense concerns with other
dimensions of human existence is at once to deny Canadian
literature maturity and sophistication and to- reveal Canadian
criticism as limited:

Too often the comment on our literature has been

sharp and right only with negative emphasis; not

sufficiently often has comment been discriminating

and firm in a positive direction. Cleverly expressed

fastidiousness has paraded as superior discernment,

and exhibited, not sound criticism, but the mark of

the colonial mind. It is time we searched for a

better way.1s

Indeed, not all twentieth-centdry Canadian writers

think of themselves as wolves in the snow, salmon living in
polluted waters, or hunted cariboo, whose sole preoccupation
in life is to secure food, hide from hostile veather, and
breed. 0On the contrary, many tventieth-century Canadian

writers think of themselves as individual human beings

primarily, and, only secondarily, as members of yet another

‘3



animal species on earth. Hence, the attention of Canadian
poets, as Pdwvin Hamblet points out in a survey of the
contemporary poetry in Quebec, is directed nct so much to the
problem of how to survive, as to the uniquely human question
of how to lead a significant life. As for other writers
within the Western civilization, for the twentieth-century
Canadian writer it is no longer enough merely to exist. He
vants his existence to have meaning too. And, he wants to
acqyuire a sense of identity not only as a Canadian, but as a
man:
/. /o4 . .

La poesie Quebécoise semble avoir atteint le rang/de

l'universalit€ tout en retrouvant sa particularité et

en anpongant un nouveau classicisme par sa pureté et

par _san authent&cite.... C'est une poésie % la fois

chrétienne ou séculaire selon l'optique du podte

individuel qui/annonce sa foi en l'hcmme libre et en

la collectivité dont il fait partie. C'est aussi un

chant 1iturgique qui pcoclamg la rédemption de

l'homme 1ibéré€ d'une fatalité écrasante et de tout

complexe drinffriorité qui accepte le risque de vivre
et ltaventure que cela comporte,t®

One of the first critics to dAraw attention to the
universal dimension of modern Canadian literature was Lionel
Stevenson. Commenting on the attention paid 1m Canadian
literature to problems posed by the physical eanvironment,

Stevenson says in Appraisals of Canadian Literature:

But this is only one part of the twofcld attraction
of literature, the dual appeal that Aristotle
1istinguishes as the individual and the universal.



That is to say, literature not only represents
particular scenes and conditions which are
interesting for their unfamiliarity, tut also uses
them as the vehicle for a fresh illumination of the
mysteries common to man's existence in any age and
clime. Some attention must therefore be paid to this
second attribute of Canadian literature, its
"upiversal® value as a contribution to man's

comprehension -- or rather to his intuitive and
imaginative conception -- of his place in the
world.1?

Unfortunately, however, Appraisals of Canadiap Literature

dvells only briefly on this topic, and therefore Stevenson's
observation with regard to the universal interest of some of
the problems discussed in Canadian literature, though

accurate, remains unexfplored.

It is precisely because a unilateral view of Canadian
literature such as that presented by W. G. Collin,
D. G. Jones, John Moss, Desmond Pacey, Julian Park, Warren
Tallman, or Clara Thomas has prevailed for many years that
one vwelcomes critics like Sandra Djwa or John Ower, Stephen
Scobie, Edwin Hamblet or Dennis Brown, who claim that the
landscape does not overshadow Canadian writers to the exteﬁt
of restricting their interests in other aspects of life, that
the concern of Canadian authors lies not exclusively with the
individual's relationship tc his natural environment, but
also with his society and vwith himself. Fcr instance, in
"Leonard Cohen: Black Fomantic," Sandra Djwa attempts to

prove that the readers of Capnadian literature have reason to



stop "boggling™ at the "vista" of a Canadian wvwriter who
shares the concerns and techniques of the international
literary wvorld. Discussing certain statements made by E.K.

Brown in On Canadian Poetry, Sandra Djwa points out that many

thematic, modal and technical aspects of Leonard Cohen's vwork
definitely rlace him within a literary tradition that goes
beyond the borders of Canada and encompasses much of the

modern Western vorld:

M

If Brown considers a Whitman or a Dos Passos
improbable, a Canadian Genet, a Canadian Burroughs,
or a Gunter Grass is clearly beyond expectation.

Yet, it is precisely to this tradition -- that of the
contemporary Black Romantics, as we might call then
-- that Leonard Cohen appears to belong.1®

Similarly, in an analysis of Eli Mandel's poetry,
John Ower notes that this poet has escaped the inhibiting
effects of the harsh Canadian climate and landscape. John
Ower discusses Mandel's poetry against a large hackgroumnd of
both Hellenic and Hebraic intellectual traditions, and
remarks that in this poet's work '"the empirical foreground
vields precedence to spiritual and psycholcgical matters
running far beneath the surface.™!? Finally, in "His Legend a
Jungle Sleep: Michael Cndaatje and Henri Rousseau," Stephen
Scobie disc;sses this Canadian poet's fascination with the
Prench‘painter, a fascination visible throughout his work,

but especially evident in the common, central theme of "The



Way to Stop Time," while in "Susan Musgrave: The Self and
Otker," Dennis Brown ccmpares Musgrave's poetry to that of
Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton with respect to matters of thene
and philosophical position.29 Critics such as Djwa and Ower,
therefore, do not discuss the work of Canadian writers in
Kisolation. Rather, they compare the literary merits and
achievements of Canadian poets and novelists with those of
poets and novelists from other countries, with a view to
establishing to advantage the position of Canadian literature

in relation to the literary world at large.

If T. S. Bliot vas right when he pointed out that, in
terms of philosophical position, the literature of the
vestern world "has a simultaneous existence, and composes a
simultaneous order,"2! what, then, is one of the main ideas
that has engaged the best literary minds of the twentieth-
century? Time, says Hans Meyerhoff; Time, agrees
A. A. Mendilow; Time, complains Wyndham lewis.22 VWyndhan

Lewis's Time and the Westernm Man was, in fact, cne of the

first studies to drav attention to, and even to protest
against the fact that time has become such a predominant

theme in literature:

For any intelligent European or American the point
has certainly been reached where he has to summon
whatever resolution he may possess, and make a
fundamental decisicon. He has to acquaint himself
first of all with the theory of, and then decide what



1s to be his attitude towaris, the time-cult, which
is the master concept of our day.23

In Time and Literature, Hans "everhoff, too, arques

that one of the fundamental notes of modernism is that its
very modes of thinking and feeling bear the mark of a concern
with time. The main idea around which Meyerhoff's book
revolves is that literature has something to say about
significant asrects of time which are not included in the
analysis of time given by science. The critic mentions that
time is one of the ideas which have engaged literary minds
throughout the ages, but which have received special
attention in contemporary literature. "There is hardly a
major figure in literature who has not raised the problem of
time and its relation to man,"2¢ Meyerhoff states, and he
substantiates this claim with brief considerations of the
work of aﬁthors stuch as Aldous Huxley, James Joyce, Thomas
Mann, Thomas Wolfe, all of whon argue that the modern mind

has become particularly concerned with the ccnsciousness of

time and its meaning in human life.

A. A. Mendilow's views of the impcrtant part played
by man's consciousness of time in modern literature coincide

with Meyerhoff's. Mendilow's study Time and the Novel is

roughly divided into two parts: a general consideration of
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the treatment of time in Western literature is followed by a

close literary analysis of Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy,

one of the first novels in which the complex relationship
hetween different, individual time-values, assuwmes meanings
vhich vary from one frame of reference to another. 1In his
analysis, Mendilow not only remarks that man's feelings about
time have assumed an extraordinary importance in our century,
but also considers himself entitled to speak of a
ntime-obsession,"™ and rriefly tries to acccunt for it:

It would seem to be not unlikely, therefore, that

what is widely referred to as "the time-obsession of

the twentieth-century" is conditioned by the

increasing pace of living, by the wide-spread sense

of the transience of all forms of modern life, and

more particularly perhaps, by the rapidity of social

and economic change. These factors have taken fromn

people that feeling of stasis in society, that

assurance of permanence that appears tc have marked

more confident and more slowly changing periods.?3
What Mendilow understands by "time-obsession" is not that
time is the exclusive preoccupation of twentieth-century

literature, but that it is the theme that determines many

authors' chcice of subject and modes of articulation.

To document the preeminent concern with time in
contemporary Western literature is not necessary here. Any
intelligent EﬁrOpean or American, to use levis's phrase,
knows that the common and fundamental characteristic of, say,

James Joyce, Thomas Mann, Herman Hesse, Marcel Proust,
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Virginia Woolf and Thomas %olfe, T, S. Elict, ®H. B, Yeats,
William Faulkner, Albert Camus, Jean-Paul Sartre, or Franz
Kafka is their interest in time; an interest not disquised,
but clearly articulated. Thomas NMann, for instance, makes
clear beyond doubt the idea which underlies The Magic
Mountain when he declares:

If it is too much to say that one can tell a tale of

time, it is none the less trne that a desire to tell

a tale about time is not such an absurd idea.... We

confess that we had something like that in view in

tthe present work.ze

The same concern finds expression in Gertrude Stein‘'s

characteristically disconcerting syntax in Narrgtijon: Four

Lectures, "I can say it enough but I can say it more than
enough that the daily life is a daily life if at any moment

of the daily life that daily life is all there is of life."27

Purthermore, in The Art of the Novel, Henry James

——— —

testifies to the fact that time is one of the ideas which
have received special attention in modern literature, and
emphasizes some of the technical problems posed to the modern

wrciter by the primacy of a thematic concern with time:

This eternal time question is, accordingly, for the
novelist, always there and alvays formidable, always
insisting on the effect of the great lapse and
passage,of the "dark backward and abysm," by the
terms of truth, and on the effect of compression, of
composition and form, by the terms of literary
arrangement.z®
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It i$ true that the dialogue on time has become acute
in recent years, but 1t would be an error to claim that only
in this century has time and its relevance to humap life
become a preoccupation. On the contrary, thrcughont the
ages, literary minds have been engaged by the idea of tinme.
whether Greek or Roman, English, German or French, authors
have always shown a constant and articulate concern with
time, and this remains true even if the discussion is
restricted to énqlish literature alone. Shakespeare's
sonnets are dominated ty a concern vwith tinme:

No! Time, thou shall not boast that I do change
Thy pyramids built up with never might &

To me are nothing novel, nothing strange;
They are but dressings cf a former sight.29

In Tristram Shandy, lLaurence Sterne uses the

time-shift device, the emancipation of the plot from strict
chronology, almost two hundred years before Joseph Conrad andi
Madox Ford adopted it as a principle of ccsposition, thus
making it obkvious that not cnly in theme, tut also in
experimentation with form is time a predominant and
characteristic factor in the major literary works produced by
our civilization in the course of its history. Likewise,

anong the romantic poets, P. B. Shelley nct cnly writes about
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time in poems such as "COde to the West Wind," or Queen Mab,
but even attempts to define the concept itself. 1In his

preface to Queen Mab he writes:

Tire is our consciousness of the succession of ideas
in our mind. Vivid sensation, of either pain or
pleasure, makes time seem long, as the ccnmon phrase
is, because it renders us more acutely ccnscious of
our ideas. If a mind be conscious of a hundred ideas
during one minute by the clock, and of tvo hundred
during another, the latter of these sraces would
actually occupy so much greater extent in the mind as
to exceed one in quantity. 1If, therefore, the human
mind, by any future improvement in its sensibility,
should tecome conscious of an infinite aumber of
ideas in a minute, that minute wonld be eternity. I
do not hence infer that the actual space between the
birth and death of a man will ever be fprolonged; but
that his sensibility is perfectable, and that the
number of ideas which his mind is capable of
receiving is indefinite.30

Therefore, vhen one speaks of "an obsession with time" in
contemporary literature one does not mean that the
preoccupation with the idea of time is entirely new; rather,

that the degree of intensity of this preoccupation in this

century is unprecedented.

The factors responsible for the rise of the interest
in time in the contempcrary literary world are many. As

Joost Merloo points out in Along the Fourth Dimension,

outstanding among these causes is the so called "scientitic
revolution™ wvhich has led to man's unprecedented

understanding and mastery of the physical universe:
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Mmodern physical science has taught us that absolute
objective time does not exist. The corcept of
physical time is based on the occurrence and
recurrence of certain events within certain systenms,
and ®instein pointed out that since systewms are
relative, time is relative too. Zeno on the other
hand, used his celebrated paradox to prove that tinme
does not exist at all.3!

The same "scientific revolution," A. C, Ward writes in

Tventieth Century English Literature, has caused the world to

vitness a rapidly accelerating technological and social
change:
Little more than half a century separated the end of
Queen Victoria's reign from the beginning of
Elizabeth II's, yet in that first fifty years of the
tventieth century, the human race moved faster --

forwvard and backward -- than during perhaps fifty
generations in the past.32

In its turn, the increasing pace of living has not
only accentuated man's sense of the transience of all forms
of life, but has also made time extremely important in daily
existence. O0Of course, intellectual and artistic disciplines
interact; apthors are influenced by the scientific and
philosophicftemper of the age, and, in their turn, exert
influence upon it. Twentieth-century literature has
demonstrably been influenced by the modern view of time. For
instance, the theories associated with Henry Bergson and

Signund Freud in the field of philosophy and psychology



i

15

exerted a powerful influence on modern writers such as
Jean-Paul Sartre, T. S. Elict, William Faulkner, Franz Kafka.
So did the philosophical systems of Willias Janmes,
A. N. ¥Whitehead, G. W. F. Hegel, and the ideas of Karl Marx,
Auguste Compte and Charles Darwin who introduced teiporal
lavs into the study of sociology, history and biology. The
discoveries made by linguists such as BRenjamin Worf regarding
the cultural relativity of time also contributed to the
increased avwareness of time in the twentieth century. To all
of these, as Mendilow points out in his study'of the Western
novel, one must certainly add the death of the traditional
concept of God, and, vith it, of a number of traditional
values:

Our universe has changed. We are no lcnger confined

comfortably in Time between the limits of creation

and the Day of Judgement. Our temporal horizons have

withdrawn, they no longer remain a matter of faith.

Again and again, vriters and thinkers remind us that

'The demand that time should be taken seriously is

one of the fundamental notes of modernism.'33

The loss of belief in old values riddles ccntemporary

literature with a sense bf anguish and absurdity. God is
dead, coherence and integration are gonme, and many authors
feel with W. B. Yeats that "Things fall apart; the centre
cannot hold."3*% Yet, the same authors speak of hope. They

enbark upon a quest for some basis in experience which would

allow man to redress time, bhold infinity in the palm of his
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hand, and live eternity in an hour, as William Blake
suggested.3% Modern man understands with T. S. Eliot that
"Only through time / time is conquered,"36 and rrofoundly
impressed with the radically individual character of human
existence, modern authcrs address themselves to people more
as individuals, and less as members of a scciety, though
their literature retains a social interest. Life outside the
mind does not lose its meaning, but, as W. H. Auden

emphasizes in Nevw Year letter, human authenticity manifests

itself less in the overcoming of external cbstacles, and more
in a progressive self-articulation:

Clocks cannot tell our time of day

Because we have no time, because

We have no time until
We know the time ve feel.37

If tventieth-century authors focus on human time not
as a measurable dimension, but as experience, literary
critics respond by using the element of time in order to
analyze the manner in vhich human percepticns organize the
rental universe of the literary work. 1In Furope, the nanmes
of Albert Beguin, Georges Pcumlet, or Jean Starobinski, in
North America, the names of John lynen, or J. H. Miller have
long been associated with a literary criticism which progposes
time as an analytical coordinate for the existential evidence

provided by literature. In Etudes sur le emps humain,
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Georges Poulet, for instance, presents a historical study of
changing concepts of time 1n bhuman existerce, and suggests
that tte element of time has been used by Western authors
thronghont the centuries as a means of vision, tentatively

manipulating human experience into a coherent perspective:

Ne pouvons-nous donc pas faire de tous ncs instants
une harmonie? Ne nous est-il pas possible, par des
regroupements et des effagures, par l'assortiment des
ressemblances et des dissemblances gualitatives, de
redistribuer tous les moments de notre vie et toutes
les formwes de notre pensée, de telle fagon qu'au lieu
de les regarder défiler dans 1l'enchafnement
ininterrompu du temps causal, nous les découvrirons a
la fois trgs loin et tout préds les nns des autres, se
faisant €cho a distance, se ressemblent dans leur
diversité, s'illuminant de feux réciproques, et
formant en n'importe quel moment ol ncus 1les
considérions, une vaste dtendue faite de temps,
dtespaces "prodds", dont notre penséé actuelle serait
le centre?38

while not denying the existence of connections
betveen modern literature and theology or philosphy,
psychoanalysis, or sociology, the present study's approach is
grounded ou the belief that literary vorks form an order

among themselves, and, as Northrop Prye emphasizes in his

Anatomy of Criticism, that they should be studied independent

of outside frameworks:

It would be easy tc compile a long list of such
determinisms in criticism, all of them, whether
Marxist, Thomist, liberal-humanist, neo-Classical,
Frendian, Jungian, or existentialist, substituting a
critical attitude for criticism, all progposing not to
fin1 a conceptual framework for criticism, hut to
attach criticism to one of a miscellany of framevworks
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outside 1it.39

Similarly, in Twentieth Century English literature,

A. C. Ward wvwarns against the subordination of literary

analysis to an externally derived critical attitunde:

v

Literature as a vwhole, and academic criticism in
particular are in present danger of illiterate
hardening of the arteries as both become affected by
cliches and by the jargon of psychiatry and
pseudo-science which serve as substitutes for
independent thought,+o

Northrop Frye*s or A. C. Ward's claims for an
independent criticism are substantiated by statements made by
authors such as Thomas Mann, or scientists such as Sigmund
Freud. The latter admitted, for instance, that poets may
intuitively sense and articulate subjective realities which
are impossible to decode and interpret with strictly

~

scientific methods:

The poets are valuable allies, and their testimony is
to be rated highly; for they tend to know a great
many things between heaven and earth nct yet dreanmed
in our academic knowledge. 1In the study of the mind,
in particular, they are far ahead of us ordinary
people, because they draw upon sources which have not
yet been tapped by science.¢!

Likewise, Thomas Mann, one of the authors whom critics have
often called "psychoanalytic,” has bluntly rejected any

conscious attempt on his part to write withir a
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psychoanalytic framevwork: "I did not come to psychoanalysis:
it came to me."*2 Statements such as those made by Prye or
ward, Mann or Freud point out the fact that writers have
developed methods and techniques of dealing with man's sense

of time without slavish indebtedness to scientific theories.

"But, what is time?" is the legitimate question at
this point. Since the days of St. Augustine there has bheen
no shortage of answers, which, in spite of their merits, have
failed to supply a satisfactory and unanimously accepted
definition. "It is ircnic", Richard Gale comments in his

introduction to The Philosophy of Time, "that something with

vhich ve are so intimately acquainted should give rise to
paradoxes as soon as we attempt to scrutinize it
analytically."*3 He blames philosophers for the methods they
have adopted in analysing time, and suggests reconsidering
their approach. 1In Gale's opinion, the first step one must
take in any consideration of the concept of time is to
realize:
that the problem of time is not a simple problen,
napely that of defining time.... Rather, the problen
of time is a group of intimately related questions
having to do with the nature of the ccncepts of

truth, events, things, knowledge, causality,
identification, action and change.**

3

Other philosophers doubt even the legitimacy of the
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attempt to give a definition of time. In "Analytic-
Synthetic," Frederick Waisman, for instance, bluntly 4denies
the possibility of reducing to a simple formula the immensely
varied semantic area covered by the word "tine":
But what exactly is the difficulty? We know what the
vord "time" means in the sense that we are able (1)
to understandi it in various contexts... and (2) to
use it cn the proper sort of occasions in the right
sort of contexts. But it would not be right to say
that we are atle tc reduce its whole ipmensely
variegated use into a simple formula, a very
different thing.
Here it might be asked: can the word te defined? But
why should I try to find a definition? A definition
would enable me to eliminate the word "time" from any
given context and replace it by its definieng. But
it is just the point that there exists in English no
other word, nor any comkination of words which does
the job the noun "time" does.*S
Therefore, with respect to defining time, we are, in the
tventieth century, in an almost identical position to
St. Augustine's when he exclaimed, "What, then, is tiwme? If
no one asks me, I know; if I wish to explain it to one that

asketh, I know not.'ss

But this dissertation is not a study of Time. It is
a study of modern Canadian literature with respect to the
experiential content revealed in the literary treatment of
man's relation to time. Whatever time is, it is with certaain
qualities of it that modern Canadian literature is concerned,

and it is ip these qualities that this study is interested.
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Fundamental to my approach 1is the recognition of the
distinct;on between physical or objective, and psychological
or subjective aspects of time. This distinction is comronly
accepted, yet, a few major aspects of it will be briefly

recalled here.

In his daily life, man, as a membher cf a society,
conducts his activities acccrding to the simplg framework of
clock and calendar time. This is physical or sidereal time,
chronological or historical, and it is based én the
occurrence and recurrence of certain events in our solar
system. We consider this natural time to be objective
because it refers to uniform motions which are independent of
human action. Time, hovwever, is not only an objective event;
it also encompasses a variety of subjective experiences which
are not estimated ty objective external scales, but in
relation to individual internal values. Memcry, expectation,
imagination, or intuition are important aspects of
psychological time., However, as Joost Merloo remarks in

Along the Fourth Dimension, in its fullest sense, inner tinme

expresses a condensation of relationships ftetween the
individual as subject, and events, things, or other
individuals as objects:

Subjectively, time is man's repeated internal dranma,

not in three acts but im thousands and millions of
acts, some long, some contracted, some exciting, some
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dull, but never urniform in their repetitions. Tinme
is hope. 7Tt is also destruction of hope, and then
resuscitation of hope.*7?

The differences between time in nature and time imn
experience are many. At least three major concepts,
measurement, order, and direction, find different expression
in the contexts of the tvo systems. PBstimated by sidereal
movements, objective time is independent cf hov man
experiences it. It is irreversible, and can be expressed 1n
constant metric units that follow each other invariably.
Conversely, thoughts and emotions proceed at a variable,
personal rate, and the 1epgth of an objective interval cf
time is subjectively relative. Time flies or drags, it seeas
long or short depending on particular psychological
circumstances. During a few minutes or hours of clock ti;e,
one can imaginatively live through a period of time that may
stretch for anything from seconds to centuries. Or, as
virginia Woolf observes in QOrlando, a month or a year of
objective time may seem utterly devoid of experiential
content:

The mind of man works with strangeness upon the body
of time. An hour, once it lodges in the queer
element of the human spirit, may be stretched to
fifty or hundred times its clock length; on the other

hand, an hour may be accurately represented by the
time piece of the mind ty one second.*®
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Heinrich Reichenbach used the celelrated example of
the "unscrasbling of eggs" in order to illustrate the
irreversibility of time in nature.*® Through memory, however,
man can not only recall, but also re-live, past moments of
his life, with an intensity that may, at times, surpass that
of current experiences. Marcel Proust's A la recherche du

tenps perdu is a classic example of the literary treatment of

man's awareness that events in nature proceed in a uniforr,
sequential crder, while memory exhibits dynamic association
and interpenetration of images and ideas. Recollections do
not follow each other in the chronological crder of actual
occurrences, but in a sequebnce depending on a combination of
physical and psychological factors. Hence, the importance
attached in the reconstruction of an individual's self to
that part of his memory vhich is formed not by habit, but by
psychologically significant events. Westerwv man, therefore,
vorks with one objective tise-series only, wvwhereas in
perception there are as many time-series as there are selves
vho perceive; or, as Mendilow graphically phrased it, "Every

man carries his own time-system about with him."S0

Indeed, as one of the major modern discussions of
literary tise -- Frank Kermcde's The Sense of an Endjng --
points out, it is precisely an acute interest in the

subjective qualities of tipre that the literature of the
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twventieth century reflects. One reads in this literature
about a universe charged wvwith human significance, a universe
vhere no absolute external reality is acceptatle any longer,
and where the cult of the individual reigns supreme. Prose
and poetry alike emancipate man from strict chronology,
replace ordinary events ty psychological crpes, and insist not
on chronological duration which is a quantity in plot, but on
psychological duration vhich is a gquality cf man's
perception. Time in novels is no longer related to an
exterior norm of time, and the stories move forwari not
according tc the frame of reference of objective time, but in
the sense of an accumulatico of more explicit facts.
Episodes no longer derive significance fror their linear, or
horizontal, linkage in terms of objective time, but from a
symbolic, or vertical, coanection in the subjective one.
Literature, as FKermode emphasizes in his study, articulates
states of being‘that metaghcrically extend from the heights
of heaven tc the depths of hell:

Such are those moments which Augustine calls the

moments of the soul's attentiveness; less grandly,

they are monments of what psychologists call "temporal

integration." When Augustine recited his psalm he

found in it a fiqure for the integration cf past,
present and future which defies successive time.S1

In this context, the extensive use of the stream of

consciousness technique testifies to authors' attempts to
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capture the constant interplay between different aspects of
time in experience, to exorcise the merely successive
character of events and to reveal the human synthesizing
consciousness at work transfigquring, in Kermocde's vwords,

objective time ( chronos ) into subjective time ( kairos )

To put it another way, the interval must be purged cf
simple chronicity, of the emptiness of tock-tick,
humanly uninteresting successiveness. It is required
to be a significant season, kairos poised between
beginning and end. It has to be, on a scale much
greater than that which concerns the psychologists,
an instance of what they call "temporal integration"
-~ one way of rtundelling together perception of the
present, memory of the past, and expectation of the
future, in a common organization. Withir this
organization that which was conceived of as simply
snccessive becomes charged with past and future, what
was chronos becomes kairos.s?

Another interesting idea that Kermode's The Sense of
an Fnding advances, -- an idea vith which I fully agree -- 1s
that in literary attempts to reconcile objective and
subjective time, traditional genre distinctions are often
blurred; indeed, annihilated. Poenmns, novels and dramas alike
mime a movement out of the objective world into subjective
consciousness working in time. Poems, novels and plays
become moments of human time, or, as Kermode calls then,
"fictions of complementarity,"” where memories of the past
invade the present, while the present is also invaded bv

concerns for the future. "To close that great gap (between

chronos and kxairos) we use fictions of cosplementarity,”
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Kermode comments. "They may now bhe novels or philosophical
poems, as they cnce were tragedies, and before that,

angels. "33

Grounded in the belief that what unites poens and
novels 15 a common attempt to create human duration, the
present study of the treatment of timne in rodern Canadian
literaturé goes beyond traditional genre bcundaries; it
discusses and compares prose to poetry and poetry to prose.
Like the song "Some of These Days" vhich Kermode cites as an
example of "fiction of complementarity," the Canadian works
which I shall be discussing later in detail form a single
group, for they contain no "happenings,"™ no facts outside
human consciousness. Their moments are individually

internalized, they are "adventures."S*

This approach, generally known as "critique of
consciousness," vas developed in Furope in the 1950's. The
phrase "critique of ‘consciousness" was first employed by
Georges Poulet in his introduction to Jean-Pierre Richard's

Litterature et sensaticn.S% Years later, it was adopted by

Sarah Lawvell as the title of her study of critics who write
about existential structures in literature.S® Among the
critics who represent the criticism of consciousness are

Marcel Raymond, Albert Bequin, Georges Poulet, Jean-Pierre
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Richard, Jean Starobinski, Jean Rousset and Maurice Blanchot.
With the exception of raurice Blanchot, all these critics are
associated with the Swiss tcvn of Geneva. This is why they
are usually referred tc as "the New Geneva School," not to be
confused with "the Geneva School,"” a term used to describe
the linguists Bally, de Saussure, and Sechehaye.37 0f the
seven critics belonging to the New Geneva School, Georges
Poulet is the best known. Be 1s also the critic that most
definitely focuses his work on the treatmert of the concept

of time in literature.

In the introduction to her study of existential
structures in literature, Sarah Lawqll emphasizes the fact
that:

The criticism of consciousness is totally different

from our own [North Aserican] approach, and it

requires from the reader a new understanding of

literature and a different manner of reading.S?
Indeed, this type of criticism offers an existential
perspective on literature.3® In other words, unlike the
traditional analytical attitude which considers the work of
art as an aesthetic object with objectively ascertainable
forms, the criticism of consciousness looks upon literary
vork as the verbal transcription of human experience, and is
interested in man's avareness of his existence and his manner

of expressing this awarepess in literature. 1In its turn, the
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idea of literary consciousness leads to ap analysis of the
work as a mental universe independent of any criteria other
than existential. As Georqges Poulet emphacsized in a
discussion I had with tim ip the summer cf 1977, the literary
analysis cannot admit attachments to criteria outside tte
vork itself, because the work is an exrrescicn cf
individuality, and, hence, the reading of 1t agust also be

openly personal.so

An analysis that studies a literary work for forms,
varying interpretations or lexical peculiarities runs
directly counter to the criticism of consciousness.
Pollowing the example set by writers themselves, the
criticism of consciousness refuses to make distinctions
betveen genres. As Prank Kermode pointed cut in his The
Sense of Ap Ending, literary forms disappear in favour of
"fictions of complementarity" which may assume any form from
novels to tragedies to angels. In place cof a traditional
play, poem cr novel, one finds a consciousness, a single
voice in a rumber of works by the same autbor. Therefore,
the sole criterion for coherence in a literary analysis 1s

the consciocusness of the author.

Fully concurring with the idea that literary wvworks

should be studied independently of any externally imposed
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directions, the literary criticism practiced in this
dissertation on the treatment of time in modern Canadian
literature has no medium and no qoal beyond the literary
experience provided by the authors' transcrirtion of huran
existence. The aesthetic or formal structure of works have
only a supportive role in relation to the organizing
consciousness. Structural symmetries and ambiguities are of

little 1nterest in the present discussion.

As Ives Bonnefocy explains in-"Critics -=- ®nglist and

French, and the Distance between Them,!" the American reader
will find it difficult to reconcile his traditional views
with those expressed by the critics of consciousness for,
unlike the former, the latter look upon literature as an act,
not as an olbject.s1 Sarah Lawell, too, notes the different
presuppositions to be found at the roots of the traditional
North American critical attitude and of the new European
movement, and she expresses the view that:

This criticism's [of consciousness] mcst obvious

claim to our attention is that it reflects a broad

stream of contemporary thought, a humanistic revival

wvhich is only part of a larger social transfor-

mation.... In aesthetic terms, this revival provides

a re-evaluation of previous standards and

limitations, and broadens the references of all art

by multiplying its paths into the human
consciousness. 62



30

I adoptel the criticism of consciousness as the
critical arproach in my analysis of the treatment of time 1n
modern Canadian literature ltecause, in my cpinion, this
approach offers an active relationship to literature and,
hence, an enhanced appreciation of it: the complex of human
perceptions which the creative mind has transmitted to the
work are given a new genesis by the critical mind who reads

free of external constraints.

The main proposition of this dissertation is that the
twentieth-century literary works which will ke discussed in
it have an interest not only in Canadian life, but also in
life in general. They address themselves not cnly to
probiems of Canadian space and time, but also to those of
time in gemeral. Their authors, Prederick Philip Grove,
Hubert Aquin, Margaret Avison, Al Purdy and Mcrdecai Richler,
have reacted to the contemporary climate of opinior, and,
embracing the universal theme of time, have tended to define
themselves in terms of their attitude towards it. They have,
thus, exhibited a sensibility which is very intemnsely that of

*

the modern world.

Theqbessimism rervading the intellectual climate of
our age has taken its tcll on these five Canadian authors,

yet they are not exhausted bty their knovwledge of man's
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impermanence. Though fully avare that man's life is both
insignificant in cosmic terms and subject to crucial
limitations, they do not conclule that human existence is a
mockery, that life is the ultimate "four letter word.”™ On the
contrary, even though man is no longer believed to hold the
privileged position of being tﬂé culminating point of
Creation, but is regarded as being an integral part of an
ecological system, Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy and Richler
try to contend with the avareness that man's reason for
existence is not supplied by an external agency, but is

cosubstantial with the individual who thinks.

It is to man himself that they assign the task of
creating living value, of €finding an inner reason to sustain
himself in an existence which may otherwise be considered a
purely biological accident. Indeed, these five Canadian
poets and novelists look for the redeeming feature of the
life of mwan in man's uniqueness, in man's capacity to engage
mentally in what may be called a vertical temporal movement,
rather than merely living a chronologically hcrizontal

sequence of moments.

Running through their work is a clear intellectual
tune affirming the dignity and significance of human

existence, with the structure of novels and poems as its

#
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appropriate orchestration. Hence, the reader cf their works
is taken from the periptery of human experience engrossed in
local and transitory preoccupations to the centre of
experience itself, where spatial order ceases to be
all-important. It is precisely this quality that raises
novels by Grove, Aquin or Richler, and poess by Avison or
Purdy into a literarv order vhere people not only face
Canadian prohlems, but alsoc face the problems of Man, and
reach towards a universal spiritual reality accessible to all

’

mankind.

To point to what is common between Canadian
literature and other literatures is not tc deny that Canadian
literature is a separate entity im the intellectual
configuration of the world. It is only to place Canadian
literature in relation to the literary vworld at large. It is
to say that, in addition to the emotional and intellectual
responses tc a never-ending procession of seasons,
illimitable forests, and numberless animals, poems by Purdy
or Avison, and novels Lty Richler, Aquin or Grove, offer much
more than this, and, tperefore, are interesting to any
reader. This study hag proceeded on the premise that what is
of real value in Canadian literature engages not only our

sense of nationality, tut our humanity as well.
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The best works produced in Canada in the twentieth
century sometimes speak about restricted geographical areas,
but they are no more provincial 1in spirit than, say,
Faulkner's novels which concentrate a vhole philosophy of
life in Ycknapatawpha county. To neglect Canadian authkors?
interest in time would mean to deny at least one aspect of
the mental environment from which they have arisen and by
wvhich they have been influenced, the international
affiliations which trarscend the limiting factor of cultural
isolation. To overlook Grove's, Aquin's, Fichler's, Avison's
and Purdy's concern vith time in a century, in which cne of
the major preoccupations is time, would mean to accuse then
indirectly of mere sufficiency within the visible natural,
world, and of limited capacity for intellectual experience.
It vould finally wean to lipit our own understanding of the
range and vitality of scme of the best works produced in

Canada during this century.

It is not the aim of this dissertation to provide an
exhaustive presentation of the treatment cf time in
twentieth-century Canadian literature; rather, it is to open
the problem as an introduction to a new approach to the
literary output of this countrv. My attention is focused on
five writers, and on particular works by thea. 1In selecting

FPrederick Philip Grove, Hubert Aguin, Al Purdy, Margaret
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Avison, and Mordecai Pichler from among thcse who merit
inclusion, a number of criteria have heen emplcoyed. First,
their status in Canadian literature has been considered.
Each is indisputably a major Canadian writer in terms of
psychological imsight, poetic imagination and technical
achievement, and none is in danger of being reduced from the
position he or she occupies; a reputation gained with

difficulty will most probakly endure.

Common sense also dictates that, in crder to prove a
thesis one has to choose obvious examples. ¥While the five
authors discussed here are not claimed tc be the nost
representative Canadian writers who have addressed themselves
to the problem of human time (for such a claim would mean the
exercise of a critical authority which I have no desire to
presume) they are presented, however, as Lteing among the most
representative Canadian authors in whose wcrk the discussion

of human tige holds a rrominent place.

Variety in the literary treatment c¢f human time has
also been a criterion employed in the selection of Grove,
Agquin, Avison, Purdy, and Richler rather than other
twentieth-century Canadian authors. 1Indeed, the authors
under consideration disclose a diversity of stances towards

the unique issue of how to use time itself in the achievement
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of a meaningful human existence. Grove ccnstructs a theory
of time which satisfies objective conditicps, even if bty
doing so he partially discourages the practice of certain
subjective qualities of time which are charged with great
significance in human experience, He advccates rigorous
synchronization with objective present time even though he
recognizes the importance of the expansicn of man's
imaginative grasp of otjective reality. While Grove urges
the reader to stay keyed up to the time of clocks and
calendars, Aquin exhorts hie to avoid living in the present
to the point of totally igncring the objective dimension of
time. 1His heroes find it difficult to reccncile themselves
to the reality around them, and propose an artificial
arrangement of human existebce through am incessant
re—-invention of time in the act of creation. Avison, Purdy
and Richler, on the otter hand, do not advccate the
cultivation of modes of perception favouring one dimension of
time to the detriment of the other. Rather, they attempt to
achieve an ideal balance between the two; the subjective
consistently enriching and transfiquring the objective.
Avison and Purdy present love as the unique perspective from
wvhich life should be considered, and reach towards a kind of
time which one may call "emotional." Richler considers that
fantasies and metaphors may equally functicn as subjective

pivots around which human life can be organized
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significantly, and attempts to show the way in which such
pivots bear upon human life and save it from spiritual

regimentation.

A further reason why Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy and
Richler have been selected for discussion in this
dissertation is that an examination of their work gives tte
reader an opportunity to follow the progress of the
twentieth-century preoccupation with time, and of the
spiritual movement acccmpamying it, from the early 1900s to
the present. These authors belong to different generations,
and reflect a gradual liberation from the anxieties of the
pioneer. Grove still drove a sled on unmarked prairie
trails, Purdy has lived for a long time in a small community,

but Aquin, Avison and Richler are products of the big cities.

These five authors also recommend themselves becaucse
their vorks are about life as experienced Lty themselves not
as communicated by others. 1Indeed, Desmond Pacey could never
ask about the works of Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy and
Richler the question he did ask about the works of other
Canadian authors, "Hov deep are the roots of their work in

their own experience?nes

Nor can these five authors be accused of exhibiting
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an uncontrolled vision leading to chaotic moral nihilism, a
charge that could re levelled at other tweptieth-century
writers. On the contrary, Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdy, and
Richler have found themselves in a world they understand and
control only partially, yet they have atterpted to order
their consciousness of reality, and put themselves in harmony
with the patterns they discern. They do nct try to reveal a
grand design, but attempt to find foundations for the forms
of behaviour which one would prize in a whcle wan and a

fulfilled society.

Finally, since this study is about subjectivity, I
have allowed my own subjectivity a word to say. 1 wrote
about these five authors because I enjoyed reading their

works, and writing about then.
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IT. AT THE MEPCY OF WINDS AND WAVES:

PREDFRICK FHILIP GRCVE'S CVER PRAIRIE TRAILS!

Prederick Philaiyp Grcve's world is tasically one of
pioneers and immigrants, these two words teing understood not
only in their primary semse¢, but also as encompassing all
people whose most immediate challenge comes from space. This
chapter will demonstrate that it is this sfpatial index
attached to his heroes that explains the rather uncommon
outlook on time which Grove holds., 1In an e€poch predomimnantly
convinced that the experiential properties of time are more
important for human lives than scientific concepts associated
vith the idea of time, Grove ccnstructs a theory of time
vhich satisfies objective comnditions, even if by sc doing he
partially discourages the cultivation of certain subjective
qualities of time which are charged with great significance
in human experience. Yet, vhile advocating man's rigorous
synchronization with present time and objective reality,
Grove writes numerous pages with a viev to encouraging the
expansion cf man's intellectual and imaginative grasp of
objective reality. He also expresses concern about the
equally harcful effect which an unbalanced isaginative, or

unbalanced pragmatic approach to life may have under

43
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conditions of extreme envircnmental pressure such as

pioneering and immiqgration.

The articulated premise fundamental to Grove's
discussion of the life of man, the idea of "constant battle,"
springs from the recognition.of man's positicon vithin the
general pattern of existence. This Canadian author considers
that the individual bas to reach a state of acquiescence in
vwhich he is able to accept himself as a finite creature
surrounded by a hostile universe, yet, in spite of his
frailty, capable of scoring victories and making
contributions to his own life and to that cf his fellow nen.
Grove's preoccupation with the constant interplay between the
individual and the spatial and tesporal dimensions of his
existence is obvious throughout his work. 1In Qver g;girie
Trails, howvever, his ccncern is articulated wvith particular
poignancy. Here, the challenge issued to man by space and
time is at its most intense, and the authcr's response is

adjustel proportionally.

Unable to find employment in the same tcwn, Grove and
his wife live separately: he, as a high-schocl teacher in
Gladstone, she, as an elementary school teacher in Palmoath.
Grove'!s little daughter is also in Falmouth vith her mother,

and Over Prairie Trails reccrds the author's efforts to
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overcome natural hazards of various kinds to reach his wife
and child during vweekends. Readers and critics have been

v
unanimous in recognizing that the sketches of which Over

Prajirie Trails is composed are not only factual reports of

Grove's rides from and to Gladstone, Manitcbha, but also
testimonies tc his profcund love for the Canadian northern
landscape, and his consumpate poetic craft im communicating a

vide range of experience.?

The framework of this book is deceptively simple; an
almost bare stage, and three performers in dramatic
confrontaticn: Man, Space and Time. The san is alone, and
stands against space in its most brutal form, hostile nature;
68 miles of prairie enveloped in impenetrable parsh fog, and
90 miles beginning with the second week in January when the
roads become almost inpassatle because of sncw. The temporal
index attached to the stories vhich cosétitute Qver Praixrie
Trails includes both autuamn and vinter, Pridays, froam four in
the afternoon, when school is over, to the fall of darkness,
which, once it sets in, turns driving over unmarked
rut-trails into a perilous enterprise. The stage froperties
are distilled to essentials: the prairie, the forest, the
marsh, a creek, a bridge, and a few scattered signs of human
habitation. Yet, this simplicity of setting is not

accidental. Rather, it is a feature that characterizes
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Grove's entire work, from the three "novels of the soil, "3 as

Ronald Sutherland calls Fruits of the Earth, Our Dajly Bread

and Two Generations, tc Settlers of the Marsh and The Yoke of

—

Life; from the stories included by Desmond Pacey in Ta

——lu

es

IS

the Margin, to the sketches contained in the volume The Tur
of

=

the Year. But the spareness of setting in these vworks is
not only characteristic. It is also instrumental in
conveying a message founded in "the simpler, the nmore
elemental things" constituting human life, "things cosric in

their associations, nearer to the beginning or end of

creation."4

Under the immensity of the Manitoba sky, the driver

in Over Prairie Trails is seized with an overwhelming sense

of his insignificance in the universe. Watching "that
insensible, silent, and yet swift shifting of things in the
heavens that seemed so orderly, pre-ordained, apnd as if
requlated by silent signals®" (OPT, 134), the individual
realizes that space, in spite of its beauty, threatens his
physical existence, and that time, in spite of its
endlessness, allows him only a few hours cf light. The
feeling of being squeezed tetvween space and time, of leading
a life predicated on given spatial and temporal dimensions is
common to most of Grove's heroes. Abe Spalding in Fruits of

the Farth and John Eliot in Qur Daily Bread, the Lunds in
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Settlers of the Marsh cor the farmers of the short stories are

all under the pressure of their physical environment, and of
"proving-up" in time, paying rents in time, cr simply
avoiding starvation for a certain time. V¥iels lindstedt of

The Settlers of the Marsh must "prove-up" before he can marry

and have the children he desires so much. Len Stermer of The

Yoke of Life would like to orient himself towards an

intellectual career, yet has to spend the greatest part of
his life helping his parents till the so0il. Even Sam Clark,
vho does not strictly belong to a pioneer generation, fcr he
is "the master of the mill" he inherits, embarks upon a
certain course in life not Lecause he wants tc do so, but
because, years earlier, his father had been guilty of certain
irregularities. There is, therefore, a ccnstant pressure,

spatial and temporal, exerted on Grove's characters.

Nevertheless, as S.P. McMullin pcints out, if the

author of Cver FPrairie Trails "believed in any kind of

determinism, it vas a psychological detersinism.”S In other
wvords, Grove considers that notwithstanding external
circumstances, it is a man's reaction to life that ultimately
determines his destiny. Grcve's heroes recognize that the
human condition is not one of absolute freedom, yet are

~

villing to wage battle, for they knovw that they are free

enough to decide intelligently about their own lives. 1In
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Fruits of the Earth, Ate Spalding is fully aware that piomeer

farming in the prairies of Canada is a difficult and risky
uniertaking. Nevertheless, on first beholding his plot, he
decides that "he would change this prairie, would impose
himself urpon it, would conguer its spirit!"™ (FE, 23).
Spalding is alsc awvare that only hard work will make him
successful. He is, in fact, so convinced ¢of this that he
starts ploughing during the first evening c¢f his moving to

his newly acquired land. Jchn Eliot of Our Daily Bread and

Niels Lindstedt of Settlers of the Marsh alsc decide to fight

the busk in order to attain their goals. And in the Master
of the Mill, Rudyard Clark, Sam Clark's father, vorks
relentlessly because he wants to turn the grist mill into a
prosperous enterprise. Even Cathleen Orpond, cne of John
Eliot's daugthers, although in a privileged pcsition in a big
city, is avare that the moment "you try to relax, you 4rcp
out of sight. And it is at once reflected in a falling off
of income™ (ODB, 171). Ttus, the attitudes exhibited by

Spalding, Eliot, Lindstedt and Clark reveal at once a mature

assessment of objective conditions and an exercise of choice.

The same mature assesseent and exercise of choice

informs the situation in Qver Prairie Trails. The driver in

this book is fully aware c¢f the dangerous character of his

trips from and to Gladstone, but he decides to undertake thenm
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because he knows that success can be achieved, that driving
on unmarked trails in foul weather combined with darkness can
be managed if the driver is able to use to his advantage
harnessed space and present time -- the twc ares
paradoxically supplied to him by the very dimensions against
which his life is pitted. The metaphors fcr the driver's
nevly emerging sense of tiwe and space are the vatch and the
horses. Without them, his endeavour would te abortive, and,
with the recogniticn of this truth, the idea cf anticipating
danger and cf preparing to face it is intrcduced into Grove's
argument. "I believe in getting ready before I start," he
openly admits (CPT, 31), and, indeed, throughout the book he
tries to turn this theory into practice. The coamamon goal of
the seven rides described in Qver Prajirie Irails is to reach
home safely. Hence, the driver's crite;ia for buying his
horses and tuggy are utilitarian rather than aesthetic.
Peter, for instance, is more chunky than teautiful, but
during the wvhole season there were numerous cccasions when
only his sense of the road, and his muscle povwer prevented

fatal accidents.

But, superimposed on the spectacular pressure of

space in Qver Prairie Trails, there is the less spectacular,

but no less fatal, attritionm of time: darkness and only forty

hours for the return trip, actual visit apd rest. Not
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surprisingly, therefore, the first chapter of this book
begins with the phrase: "At ten minutes past four, of an
evening late in Septemter..." (OPT, 1). The time is thus
given both in terms of season and hour, and, to the reader
who could nct infer the real significance cf the reference,
tte narrator explains: "At this time of the year, I had at
best only a little over an ltour's start in my race against
darkness" (CPT, 21). Under the double pressure of darkness
and distance, complicated by bad weather, the individual has
a keen consciousness of every second ticking cff, and, once
on the road, his watch becormes his best ally, the vwhole
development of the story being in effect a function of
correct timing. "I looked at my watch,"™ and "I looked at ay
vatch again® are phrases vhich mark the narraticn, for Grove

plays upon this theme abundantly and repeatedly.

Within the general framework of the seven journeys,
the first drive is of particular importance. It takes place
in September, on a beautiful evening, and the driver enjoys
daylight, twilight and moonlight consecutively. During this
journey, the space betwveen Gladstone and Falwouth is mapped
out. A fence, a gate, Bell's corner, or the wire connecting
certain cedar poles become important landmarks for Grove on
future drives. He even memorizes that on the last half wmile

of dam over the marsh there are no veeds -- a seemingly



51

insignificant detail which will subsequently save his life.
He is fully aware, however, that all these guiding signs will
eventually te covered by sncw, that even tefcre the arrival
of snow, thick marsh fcg or darkness could envelop him, thus
rendering all these objects invisible. Therefore, as a
measure of additional kut vital precaution, he times his
horses and translates the distance between sgpatial elements
into units of time. Knowing the speed of his hcrses and the
precise time, he can always guess when he should reach the
most important points of his itinerary. Fcr imstance, during
one trip when it is toc dark to see very far, but when he can
see what his watch indicates, he appreciates correctly that,
if he drives his horses "pretty briskly," be must "within
little more than half an hour strike the black wall of the
densest primeval forest fringing the creek"™ (CPT, 10). But
not only is space converted into temporal units; time too is
translated into space, and the interplay between the temporal
and the spatial is most obvious when Grove lcocks at the
height of the sun and concludes: "a ball of molten gold --
two hours from 'town' as I called it"™ (OPT, 10). A
particular fposition can therefore be sirxultaneously
expressed, and hence, determined, in two different codes,

thus providing the driver with a double ccntrol systea.

Grove's acute awarepness of the decisive role played
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by objective time in an individual's life is apparent not

only in Qver Prairie Trails and his novels. The farmers in

the stories included in the volumes The Ivrn cf the Year or
ales from the Margin too pust not only pay rents and
mortgages, but also must pay them at a certain date, or more
debts will te incurred; they must not only turn productive
the land purchased from the government, tut also must turn it
productive Auring a certain period, or they would lose
ownership. And, of course, in all cases, a certain measure
of financial independence sust be attained before old age and
physical incapacity come. Thus, even if pan succeeds in
achieving a measure of control over his physical environment,
"there is still the enaity of Time to contend with."¢ This is
wvhy the short stories are almost obsessively punctuated with
time readings. "It is conly five o'clock in the
afternoon...," the narrator says in "The lunberjack®" (TH,
87); "next morning, at six c*clock...," he states in
"Herefords in the Wilderness™ (TN, 105). 2and in "The
Teacher,® he indicates not cnly the hour, tkut also the day of
the veek and the season when the action takes place: "It vas
Saturday, late of an afternoon towards the end of August"®
(TM, 129). Even in the supremely beautiful and
extraordinarily economical "Snow,™ Grove finds it of
importance and interest to place the incident in time. "In

the vwest, Orion vwas sinking to the horizcm. It vas Letween
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five and six o'clock," he tells his reader (TM, 261), thus
dravwing attention to this important dimensicn of the story.
To further illustrate Grcve's interest in ratural time, one
must certainly add that, at the peak ¢f his successful years,
Abe Spalding, one of his wmost time-conscicus characters, wvas
in the hakit of timing higself on his rides, in an attempt to
gain for work a few more minutes otherwise wasted on driving.
"Even his waiting he seemed to 4o briskly”™ the author
conmments on the behaviour of this man, for whom each instant
of life was emphatic, tecause he recognized ip it both a

fearful enemy and an unique ally (FE, 31).

In what sense, though, is present time man's ally? It
is so in the sense that 1t is the sole dimension within which
action is possible. 1Indeed, Grove considers that man has the
power to transform each instant of his life frcm a situation
in which he is acted upon into an opportunity to act, thus
making it possible for him to reach his goal rather than
become a victim of circumstances. Consider, fcr instance,

the moment when the driver in Over Prairie Trails finds

himself and his team before a layer of snow which reaches the
top of the surrounding trees, facing the danger of being
buried alive, if the hcrses do not rear and plunge
rhythmically together. He has a fraction of a minute to take

the situation in and make a decision. Coordination of
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movements and immediacy of action are at once necessary, and,
understaniing this, he summons up all his will power to
control his fear, and calls to his horses "in a lov and quiet
voice, 'Peter -- Dan -- now!'" (OPT, 86). They hear him and
their muscles play with the effort of desperaticn for,
indeed, it is now or never. With this '"now", the force of ¥
the instant is asserted. At war with hostile forces, man 1s
given only little time to pause and weigh his difficulties;
the promptness of his response is of the utmcst importance.
To defer copmmitting oneself to action means danger. In the
particular instance mentioned above, a victory was von, but
the next moment was ready to undo what the previous one had
created. When the teaw emerged on top of the drift, the
driver realized with astonishment that they were above the
top of the trees, and the guestion of how tc descend locmed
larger than that of hovw to ascend, for the hcrses wvere fast
sinking. Again, he had to act in a flash, thus, once more
revealing that to catch in flight what each opportunity

offers is essential.

At this point, it 1s important to rote that
mechanical performances are not considered by Grove to be
instances of actiog. For this Canadian author, action is
only the voluntary process by which the mind is fertilized

and made to bear fruit. The fruit thus bcrn is the right
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*thing, the thing done at the right time. In The Master of
the Mill, for instance, Sam Clark's career as a director of
the Langholm flour mill is a concatenation of such right
performances at the right times. A graphic example in this
respect is the brilliant decision he takes during the war 1in
South Africa. Flour being in extraordinarily high demand, he
avails himself of the opportunity offered by a strike at the
@ill in order tc introduce the most advanced technology.
Thus, practically overmight, he transforms the productive,
vyet st1ll modest industrial unit, into a highly profitable
enterprise. "I knew positively that the strike was on the
point of flaring up," onme of the characters in The Master of
the Mill comments. "It was that moment wvhich Mr. Clark
chose for leaving Langholm; he vas avay for tvo veeks going
east" (MM, 172). And, it is during these two weeks that the

newest machines are installed to the dismay of the workers on

strike.

It is true that through acting the individual risks
his existence. Action, being an expression of will, orients
future moments in a certain given direction, and entails
repercussions for which man himself is at least partially
responsible. Yet, acting is the only way to oppose drifting,
and the distinction is fundamental to Grove's rphilosophy of

life, in terms of which, control over one's actions is
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someti1mes taken to the point of synchronization with sidereal
temporal movements. Thus, for example, dvring the seventh

trip in Over Prairie Trails, the driver "had sccnlight from

time to time, and whenever one of the clouds floated in front
of the crescent," he "drove more slowly anrd ocre carefully®
(0T, 139). The same kind of synchronizaticn is demanded of
those engaged in farming. Ploughing or seeding, weeding or
threshing, are all activities that must be performed at
certain definite times if the farmer wvants tc be successfal.
Grove himself tells us that during the first years of
pioneering, Niels Lindstedt and John Eliot vere in
"possession" of the present (0DB, 13). Hence, they were so
much in accord with nature that, in his introduction to Qur

Daily Bread, D.C. Spettigue feels entitled to claim that

these two farmers cease to represent man "in stubborn
conflict with the elements."? And, if Grove makes sure that
his reader understands that Eliot's or Lirdstedt's wealth is
created by their wvworking hand in hand with space and tiné, he
also makes sure that his reader realizes that the poverty of
many of his rioneers, say ttat of Elict's soms-in-law, is, at
least partially, due to their laziness and wasting of time.

They usually do things either too late, cr dc nct do them at

all.

Perfect timing and control over one's actions cannot
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be achieved, hovever, if man is not attuned to the present,
and if bis thinking does not identify itself with the
environment. 6Grnve sees this vital identification realized
through mnan's constantly taking inventory of external realitv

with both his senses and his mind. In Over Frairie Trails,

for instance, sight is the most reliable sense, but when
s19ht fails, the driver relies on his hearing, so that
certain landmarks come "“thrcugh the ear, nct the eye®™ (OPT,
34). Under conditions when the senses cannot help, 1t is the
intellect alone that takes over. Blinded corpletely by fog,
and unable to walk beside his horses and lead them, the
driver converts the length of the dam intc units of time, and
times his horses. #hen the time is up, he gets out with

precision, and thus avcids teing sucked in by the swamp.

But the i1ndividual's position in space changes
constantly. Therefore, he must be continuously alert and
respond adequately to new stimuli. The time at his disrposal
is, anyvay, unequivocally short, and any disruption caused by
his lack of attention cuts it shorter. "Cne vrong step, and~
a horse might wallow in spcw up to his belly, and you wvould

lose more time than you could make up for in an hour's .

breathless career," Grove advises in Qver [rairie Trails

(pp. 126-127), ‘thus emphasizing that only a frecise

consciousness of space permits a direct:contact with
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objective time, that only in the absence ¢f all distraction
can man be in readiness for the events of space, as well as
of time that converge towards him. This readiness is of
paramount importance for a life under direct determination of
the sidereal time order -- as the life of rpicneer farmers is.

The celebrated "stacking" in Pruits of the EFarth proves this

contention., It took place during a torrid summer that
yielded a buemper crop cf wheat. The threshirg machines had
not yet reached the Spaldinc district when Ale realized that
heavy rain was bound to come, and that the rain would ruin
the crop. Consequently, for a few days, while the other
farmers were simply watching the progressicn of the sun in
the sky, Abe worked desperately, and stacked all his wheat.
The flood did come, and did destroy everything except the
vheat in Abe's stacks. This wvheat, saved through an act of
pecfect timing, made Abe Spalding the richest man in thé
vhole region. ®ith the mind and the bcdy joined in the
present, the individual can observe his eremy and decide
tactics. While stacking his wheat, Abe Spalding achieved
this vital identification, and scored an enormous success.
Grove's insistence on the significance of the
present, his detailed presentation of the ways in which the
lived present instant is man's ally, though time as a vhole

is his fierce enemy, is dictated not only Ly the awareness
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that action is possible solely within the span of the present
moment, but also by the kmcwledge that n;n has a special
propensity for abusing the present moment -- this unique
point of authentic and vital contact with reality. The fifth

drive in Qver Prairie Trails offers a discussion of this

problem. This particular trip started under daubtful
auspices: horses extremely tired, and a spowstore ready to
break. As usual, the driver anticipated the danger and
prepared for it: an earlier start, and a lcnger, yei safer
road to town, Soon after éeparture, the wind started to blow
and the snow to whirl down, but the trail was relatively
good, and the driver was convinced that "so long as you have
such a trail and horses with road sense, ycu dc not need to
worry about your directions, no matter how badly it may blow®
(OPT, 96). This belief released his attenticn’for other
things, and the drama started; He thought of his wife and
child, of his poor health and shaky pecuniary situation; he
observed the angle in whick snov flakes fell; he moticed hovw
different in shape and density each flake was from the cther,
but did not notice that the horses had nissed the right
trail. later, when he reverted his attention to what was
happering around himself and to himself, thefe was no trail,
and no possibility of telling the direction in which they
vere going. Thatv eventually he found his way is less
important for our argument. What is of significance is that

J
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the almost fatal aqgident happened in a mcment when his
interest shifted au;y froam his environment. Lifting one
above the immediate surroundings, thoughts, it is true, can
create a wvorld immune to the ravages of the present. Ccld
and vind are more easily bearable when one thinks of family
and home, and chaos on earth can be ignored by the driver

*imbued with the moods of the skies" (OPT, 143).

Nevertheless, the same lack of coincidence between
objective and subjective time exposes man more to the
hostility of space, and makes him more vulnerable. Even

during his first trip, the driver in QOver Frairie Trails, for

instance, ncticed that, as soon as he "started to drean,"
Peter, the horse, "was sure to fall into the slcwest of
valks™ (OPT, 3). But, on his fifth trip, bis general franme
of mind rendered him less equipped for the confrontation with
distance and darkness than ever before. Indeed, as Grove
himself explains, during all other drives he was "on the go®
from his solitude in Gladstcne to his family in Palmouth;
during the fifth drive he was "on the coming back" from the
varmth of his family tc the desolation of his town apartment:

I am afraid that the prospect of going back to rather

uncongenial wvork must have dulled my senses. Or,

maybe, since I was returning over the same road after

an interval of only two days, I had exhausted on the

vay north vhatever there was of noticeable

impressions to be garnered. Or, again, since I was
coming from 'home', from the company of those for



61

whon I lived and breathed, it might just be that all
ry thoughts flew back with such aneintensity that
there vas no vitality left for the perception of the
things immediately around me. (OPT, 14)

Novhere in Grove's work 1s the damaging effect of
excessive indulgence in temporal subjectivity better
illustrated than in The lggglgg Life. This book has the
shapa of a journey through the life of len Sterner, the son
of poor Canadian farmers froa the prairies of Manitoba. The
physical level of the journey starts with a departure from a
small settlement, moves proqressively to a confrontation with
a big city, and finds an exit in Len's untimely death through
drowning. 1Indeed, as the titles of some of the chapters
indicate, Grove follows Len Stermer in space from "The House"
through "The Camp" and "The City" to "The Lake."
Simultaneously, as the names of the four parts of the book
explain, the author pursues his protagqonist chronologically
fron "Boyhood" through "Youth™ and "Manhood" to "Death." As a
correlative of Len's physical movement through space and
chronological time, the novel also reveaf% his psychological
proqgression from an incipient dissatisfaction with Zhe vorld
around him towards an almost total separation of his self
from objective reality. The eventual resolution does not °
take the form of reintegration but of the decision to commit

suicide. As elsewvhere in his works, in this novel Grove
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reveals causal elements beycnd the events themselves, in an
attempt to make sense of what othervise would be an
incomprehensible avalanche cf incidents. Again, the titles
of some of the chapters are indicative of an individual's
onvard, inner nmoticn from "New Stirrings"™ through
"Disquisiticns and Thoaghts" to "The Great Crisis" and "The
End.! Events are thus removed from their merely chronological
order, and assume legitimacy as signs of scmething more
fundamental: man's relationship not to chrcnology, but to

inner duration, tc time as personally experienced.

The early circumstances of Len Sterner's life are not
unusual. He 1is born on a farm, and spends the first fourteen
years of his life at home helping his parents. But, unlike
his brother Charlie, Len shows a temperamental propensity for
living more in the realm of his own thoughts, ,than in that of
the world around him, and this early dissociation prefigures
the profound temporal separation the victim of which he will
later become. As an adolescent, Len undergoes an experience
which leaves an indelikble mark on his character. One day,
vhen walking through the forest, he has a vision of an
animal:

the body that of a large deer; the head almost that
of a small lrut nobly shaped horse, especially in its
gesture of startled attention; and fros its forehead

there sprang a single hcrn, spirally wound or
twvisted, but perfectly straight and ending in a fine
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point three feet atove the heagd. (YL, 59)

Eventually, the fabulous unicorn proves to ke a jumping deer,
but, during the span of this visionary moment, Len recognizes
his own human beauty in the beauty of the animal, and,
intuitively, becomes aware of the richness of his own soul.
Following this incident, the physical world seems a mere
component of a more profound, more complex reality, and Len
is willing "to scorn and spurn the merely reascmable thkings.
The unexplained made its appeal: poetry, mystic significance,

religious symbolism™ (YL, 69-70).

Grove elaborates cn his protagonist’s inner life and
centers it on the ideas of love and beauty, of the harmonious
development of the human tody and mind in a world that seems
brutal, irrational and irrespomsible. Len's visions of love
and beauty find exgressiom in his attachment tc Lydia, a
young girl from the same settlement. His ideal of human
harmony is at the origim of his desire to beccme a university
professor. The incidents in Len's life cease to be isolated
events in the Canadian prairies, and his findings and
experiences acquire larger dimensions. Conconmitantly, the
author expands the outer landscape of the book and separately
moves both Len and Lydia fror the little settlement of their
childhood and adolescence to the big towm of their maturity.

It is in the city that the climax of Len's spiritual
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progression is reached.

To afford to attend high school courses, Len has to
deliver coal. He does this vith pleasure in spite of the
hard vwork to which he is forced to subject himself. The need
for love, however, is still an unfulfilled element in his
life, for, in the meanwhile, len has lost contact with Lydia.
Even earlier, Len's affecticn for Lydia was so inclusive that
he resented the fact that the girl had a life of her own. As
it remains unsatisfied throughout the years, Len's love for
Lydia turns into a desperate, irrational hunger for her, a
hunger which, in its turn, tecomes the driving force behind
his constant search for her in the city. Peanwhile, Len adds
more and more imaginary fragments to his vision of Lydia, and
the nevw psychological configuration he creates is more
intimidating, more terrifying still, for it is all-inclusive,
"He went sternly on, withcut stopping or listening; and
alvways Lydia stood before his mind's eye.... Her he
purified, deified in his thought™ (YL, 281). The further
intoylife Len proceeds, the more his imagination prevails
over objective reality and causes him to experience a
time-cleavage between his psyche and his flesh.. Visions
become more important for him tham real life, until he
reaches the point when he completely abandons his brilliant

studies in favour of his search for Lydia, "He no longer read
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nor thought., He was atsorbed in one single thing which

seemed all-important™ (YL, 279).

He does meet the girl and immediately falls gravely
ill. Faithfully nursed by lydia, Len is restored to life and
to the realization that Lydia was a prostitute. Moreover, he
learns that the money for the food and the nedical assistance
necessary to save his life came from her prostitution. This
is the moment of Len's psychological crisis, when the real
world becomes fcr him a landscape of futility, constriction
and despair, when the connection between his already
diverging mind and body becomes vweaker. Fhysically he
convalesces; mentally, he agonizes, "Both [he and Lydia]
knevw that there was something to clear up between then,
something enormous" (YL, 293). But Len also knows that there
is something to clear up within his ovn being. He has to
decide whether or not to accept the world on its own terss,
vhether or not to accept the yoke of life. 1In this very
avareness lies len's possibility of containing the polarities
of his own self, of his own time, and, by reaching out to
Lydia, of breaking the circle of loneliness and restoring new

meaning tc his life.

But Len is unable or unwilling to compromise. Any

logical bridge between his visions and objective reality is
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fallacious: the world and the individuals that form it are
beyond comprehension and beyond remedy. After Lem's physical
recovery, there is no return to humanity tecause there is no
reintegration of the self. Len takes Lydia to Lake Winnipeg,
and this trip is a metaphor for his error in perception and
in judgement. Grove narrowvws the outer landscape of ghe book
first to the lake, then to a boat on the lake. The wide
angle lens the author has used to encowpass the incidents in
the city is replaced nov by a telebhoto, and what happens in
the boat is the ultimate expression of isolation and despair.
Len's escape from the ugliness of the world does not assune
the form cf becoming invulnerable to this ugliness by
consciously accepting it. The form his release takes is

suicide.

Certainly, a legitimate question is why the presence
of the voman he loves does not act as a deterrent. The
inevitable realization is that Len is not in love with Iydia
the voman, but with Lydia the ideal. To hia, the girl
represents the visionary love and beauty fcr which he craves,
and, as a woman, she becomes unacceptable, "'If you had
been,' Len said, 'what I thought you could be for =e, Lydia,
you would have doubled and trebled my mamhcod'"™ (YL, 336).
Indeed, in the process of allowing his imagination to prevail

over the objective reality ¢f life, Len alloss subjective
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time to prevail over the otjective one, and pct only creates
another self, but takes his creation a ster too far. He
refuses any involvement with the outside wcrld and,
consequently, can no lcnger find sustenance at the level of
humanity. Be has built ard inhabits an emotional igloo. 1In
the absence of love, his attempts at self-integration are
one-directional, solitary ard ultimately useless. In The

Yoke of Life the final step towards the recconciliation cf

inner and outer duration is never taken. The unification of
the psyche is never achieved, but the directior is clear and
has deliberately been determined by the author: it is human

love, it is Lydia.

What Grove seems to indicate through len's experience
is that the reinteqration of a divided self can be achieved
only with the help of another human being, and that it
limplies the integration of this "other." Iydia must die too,
and, indeed, she dies with len, because the humanity she
extended to him was not reciprocated. Thus, Len's tragedy is
incorporated into a larger setting, and, in The Yoke of life
Grove defines the failure of both communication and

reconciliation.

Len Sterner's situation, "his incapacity and

unwillingness to adjust to realities which cffend his
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sensitivity," as PRonald Sutherland phrased it, are hardly
peculiar.® Grove is perfectly ccnscious that the adult rind
has 2 tendency to detach and ultimately free itself from a
serious immersion in the affairs of a dissatisfying present.
The idea that only with an €ffort can the imaginative man
force his attention to apply 1tself to immediate events is

explicitly stated in Qver Prairie Trails, the ook whose

straightforwardness of expcsition makes it almost a guide to

the decipherment of Grove's cther works:

Most serious pinded men at my age, I believe, becore
profoundly impressed with the futility of 'it all.?
Unless we throw ourselves into something cutside our
own personality, life is apt to impress us as a great
mockery.... Modern civilization has, on the whole,
deprived us of the ability for the enjcylept cf the
moment.... Then a moment like the onme I was living
throogh arrives. Nature strips dovn our fretences
with a relentless finger, and we stand, bare of
disyuises, as helpless failures. We have lost the
child-1like povwer of living without conscious aisms....
If no such awakeming supervenes, since we never live
in the present, we are always looking forwvard to what
never comes; and so life slips by, umlived. (OPT,
118)

This is not to say that Grove advocates the
restriction of an adult's tepporal perspective. On the
contrary, numerous pages in his books are written with a view
to encouraging the expansico of man's intellectual and
imaginative temporal and spatial grasp of chbjective temporal

and spatial reality, and to caution against a singleness of
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purpose which can reduce life to a mere seguence of
chronological moments, and thus become a scurce of tragedy as
fearful as the unbalanced working of imagination. "Whep, in
the man, the gift for idealization and sublimsation is not
more or less absent under ricneer conditicos," Grqve writes
in a letter addressed to Desmond Pacey, "the fact usually
leads to disaster of scme kind; and I believe that in my
books, grim as they may seem, I have made room for that
traqgedy too."?

@

Indeed, single-mindedness, though superficially
profitable, causes many of Grove's heroes tc fall prey to
experiential shallcwness. W®hen alloved to make persistent
and constant demands, the land or the mill in Grove's works
impose cripplﬁng linmitations on the individual’s pental and
imaginative life. 1Imaginatively poor, man dces not live, but
merely exists, and, in spite of his earthly fpcssessions, he
is a spiritual pauper. Abe Spalding, for instance, works so
hard and relentlessly that his neighbour Nicol feels obliged
to ask him: "Do you find time to live?" (FE, 37). Indeed,
his material struggle absorbks him to the pcint that he hardly
knows his children, and that vrings from his vife the cry:
"That work. I don't knov. To me it see;s senseless,
useless, a mere waste. Work, work, vork! Rhat for?" (FE,

48) . The question is legitimate for even after the
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formidable success achieved whlen be saved ltis tumper crcg,
and had enough money to retire, Abe Spalding worked still
harder, and bought more land. Likewise, Jchp Eliot of Qur

Paily Bread drove himself to the point of losing essential

contact with other human beings, his family included. After
his wife's death, he tried not to think of this irreparable
loss, not because it would have broken his heart, but "for
fear that such thoughts might keep him frcm doing his daily
duty" (ODB, 139). Niels Lindstedt too is so fpreoccupied
first with "proving-up,” then with acquiring more land, then
vith more building, that he hardly knows whc his neigﬁbours,
the "settlers of the marsh,"™ are, and in the astonished eyes
of the district, contracts a marriage that proves disastrous.

In The Master of the Mill, Rudyard Clark alsc lives as "a

link in a chain -- a slave handling his slavery on" to his
son Sam (MK, 111 . 1In his turn, Samuel Clark, in full
avareness of the dangers of the situation, allcws the mpill to
become "the central fact in his life,"™ a presence of such a
destructive nature that "it had never permitted him to be
entirely bimself"™ (HM, 2). Pinally, in The Ycke ¢f Life, in
a conversation betveen len Sterner and Lydia, one finds the
same commentary on the patterns of labour and routine that
reduce the lives of even the most successful farmers to mere

existences:

"What do they get out of their lives?®" [Lydia asks. ]
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"H§ork, work, work!"
"And while they work they live!"™ [len answers. ]
“"No. They exist, Len!"™ (YL, 161)

Commenting upon the absence of introspection in the
life of some of 5srove's herces, D. O. Spettigue says: "These
characters are not thinkers and dreamers tc begin with; they
become so after their material ambiti;;s have been realized
and turned to ashes in their mcuths."10 This statement,
however, 1is only partially correct. The'suprene irony, or
tragedy, of the situation ip Grove's novels, is that almost
all his materially successful men start with wvhat might be
called "a vision." Put, in the long rum, the vision proves

more elemental than visionary. Thus, for instasce, the

vision that informs Niel Lindstedt's daily life in Settlers

rh

the Marsh goes back to the short story "The First Day in

e

the Life of a Pioneer,"™ when he imagines himself established
on a small farm of bhis ovwn with a vwife and children vho Lring
"inspiration" to his life. For John Eliot of Qur Daily
Bread, as for the biblical patriarchs of Israel, the image of
his children living in harmony around him initially
represents the driving force behind his acticns. Likevise,
vhen in The Master of the Mill Samuel Clark becomes a

director, the mill is "a dream™ of perfection and creativity.

And, vhen in Fruits of the Earth Abe Spalding mentally looks

upon the district "from a pcint in time twenty years later”
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(FE, 16), what he sees is not only his well-appcinted fars,

but also a whole prosperous settlement.

Initially, therefore, there is an isaginative or
emotional dimension to the flans for the future of most of
Grove's protagonists. Eventually, hovever, by emphasizing
the material aspects cconected to the realization of their
visions, the heroes practically annihilate their visions and
the inner time related to them. VNiels Lindstedt predicates
the existence of the wife and children on the largeness of
‘the house he vabnts to afford to build. Jchn Eliot thinks
more of the farms which he would like his children to inhabit
than of the children themselves. Spalding*s thirst for more
and more land cannot be quenched by anything, whereas Sae
Clark's mill, from "a dream," turns into "a pyramid," still a
symbol of perfect design, but also concealing the tomb of
rothless capitalism. 1Indeed, Senator Sam Clark inherited thgj
Langholm mill from his father, and, in his turn, passed it on
to his son. At the beginning of his career as the directocr
of the mill, the Senator regarded it as a means of improving
the lives of his employees by solving scme of their pressing
financial problems. Gradually, the director becomes less and
less concerned vith the human aspect of his enterprise angd,
the mill, like any other industrial unit, turps into an

instrument of increasing financial returms fcr his owners

o o -t e
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only. The mill has to produce more and mcre in an ever

shorter time even though that proves detrimental tc the

welfare of the workers.
pr

-~

-

But, in order to achieve this air Sam Clark has to
dedicate all his energy, all his time to the mill. His
.involvement with’ the mill progresses until such a time as a
.line of no return has Leen crossed: he lives sclely for the
mill and through the maill, he reduces his life to one single
dimension in order to increase production. Thus, once more
in a novel by Grove, objective time and reality devour man's
inner time and imaginative sorld. Lindstgdt's, Eliot's,
Spalding's and Clark®'s visions become materialistic
obsessions, and these ®en of high potentialities exhaust
their humanity in searches for ecomnomic success. In a letter
to Desmond Facey on the sub;gct of Fruits ¢f the Earth, Grove
himself unequivocally articulates his concern with the
gradual ero;ion of individual complexity: "What I wished to

bring about in this book is the decay of g}potentiality."'l

This particular disension of Grove's ncvels, the
presence of materialistic)obsessions'in the character of the
protagonist has also been S. E. McMallin's object of study.
Discussing Grove's use of the Promised Land nmyth, ¥cMullin

notes that on the flat prairie expanses of this author's
L
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novels, "man's contest wiéh nature is reduced to a basic
equation: hcrizontal nature and vertical san."!2 But this
fails to take into acccunt the fact that, in spite of the
vertical spatial position which the heroes maintain,
temporally, they allow themselves to be reduced to ’
horizontality. 1In other words, in a world of continuous
conflict between the individual and his environment, Grove's
protagonists succumb tc the pressure of the environment, and,
subjectively, become as flat and as subject to chronolcgy as
nature itself. Hence, Spalding, Eliot and the Clarks do not
ultimately ippose their spirit upon the prairie or the mill.
Pather, the prairie and the mpill conquer their spirit. As a
result, as Isabel Skelton ccmments, there is "noc bright, no
gay side™ to these individuals, "there is no humour about
them, no knccking of fun and laughter out cf the accidents of
the day. There is nothing but the prosaic plcdding and
gathering of gear, each year a little ahead of the
last...."t3 Spalding and Eliot, Lindstedt and the Clarks are
very successful financially. Yet, Grove seems to say, in
order to be so under pione€er condit&gns,anan has to pay a
considerable price: he has to become rigid, he has to center
his 1life upon "a single-minded preoccupaticn with the
specifically pioneering task."!* Grove alsc seems to say that
in such an individual's success lies his ultimate defeat,‘

for, in order to become so prosperous he uses the objective



75

span of life alloted to him without actually living it.

Under the shadow of the land or of the mill, Eliot's or
Clark's lives begin "tc¢ aprear futile as soon as the rprccess
of tam%ng and building has been accomplished,"!S and, lacking
a subjective temporal dimension in their personality, they

have to struggle with a feeling of existential vorthlessness.

Mmore often than not, in their failure, the heroes
come to a belated understanding. They gain insight into the
conmplex problems involved in the human condition; but this
happens at an age when the possibility of reccnstructing
one's existence is no longer available. When Abe Spalding,‘
for instance, realizes the futility of mere ecconomic success,
he turns to his family for spiritual satisfaction and
support. What he discovers is that there is no basis for
communication between himself and his wife, and that his
children, with whom his relationship is also a failure, are
ready to leave home. The attendant emoticn, Spalding's sense
of having lcst his life by spending it foolishly, is
overvhelming. In this respect, it is interesting to note
that, true to his own Lelief that a really gccd book '"tends

to look back rather than forward™ (INS, 128), Grove ascribes

a special role to recollections,

Permitting the individual to assentle disparate

E
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pieces of evidence, memory assists in the fprocess of
re-appraising values and events. Pounded cn the view that
memory is the tasis for the re-evaluation of one's life, The
Master of the Mill, for instance, does not progress
chronologically from 1888 to 1939, the dates which represent
the objective temporal btoundaries of the ncvel. Instead, it
moves backwards and forwards by means of flashbacks and
recollections, of hopes and plans, and of visicns. What
emerges from this continucus interplay of subjective temporal
relationships is a group of significant associatioams on the
basis of which the o0ld Senator, Sam Clark, assesses the real
meaning of the mill, and of the part it played in his 1life.
What he finally understands is that, though he is referred to
as "the master of the ®ill," it is the mill that
fundamentally is his master. More painful still is the
realization that the course his life eventually assumed was
not the one he originally intended, that he himself was to
blame if he went where he did mot wvant tc go. Indeed,
emerging from the wealth of memories is not a pre-eminently
pragmatic self, but one partly a dreémer, and only partly a

pan of achievenment.

For Grove, therefore, the use of the time-shift
device does not represent a catering to a twentieth-century

literary fashion, but springs from a profcund conviction that
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vhat one commonly calls a self can be known against the
background pot only of a structure of objective temporal
moments, but also of a subjective associative mnetwork vhich
only memory can reveal.!® FRhen, one summer afternoon, the
footman closes the door of old Senator Sar Clark's car, and
the reader replizes that he is, in fact, imaginatively taken
back to a similar afternoon forty years earlier, this is not
a sheer exercise in mental and artistic suppleness on the
pa}t of the author, but a device used to follow a man into
the recesses of his own psyche. The o0ld Senator thinks back
in an attempt to comprehend not only the ccurse that his life
has followed so far, but also the significance of the events
he has witnessed in their relationship to the present and the
future; notably, the inadequacy of old institutions to cope
with the emergence of the machine. Or, as Rcnald Sutherland

remarks, although The Master of the Mill consists of

remriniscence, "it deals with human reactions to conditions of
the present and of the future rather tham cf the fiding

past."t7

A parallel situation is to be found in the novel Qur

Daily Bread. Like all of Grove's works, this novel is

thematically complex. It involves conflicts between
generations, developments in Western agricultural methods,

and changes ir mental attitudes as a result of the
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introduction of mechanical equipment. It alsc examines the
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course of life of the protaconist in terms of the tension
between his inner world and that of objective reality,
between his inner time and that of clocks and calendars.
John Eliot's dream is to see btis sons and daughters settled
on farms arcund him. It is a beautiful faxily vision,

similar to Niels Lindstedt's in The Settlers of the Narskh,

and, significantly, Eliot's error of judgement is similar to
Lindstedt's too. Niels predicates his marriage and the
raising of a family on the largeness of the hcuse he vanted
to build. Fliot puts the farms on wvhich his children were
supposed to settle before the child;en theaselves. So, he
spends his life accumulating material assets, but fails to
build a meaningful relationship vwith his wife and children.
The former dies suddenly cf camncer, and the latter, one after

another, drift away from hirn.

Intent on material rursuits, John Eliot never alloved
himself to think, so tbat it never occurred to him to weigh
things against each other, and assfgn to them a superior or
inferior value. It is cnly very late in life, notably after
his wife'g death, that rich, but utterly unhappy, John Eliot
stops to think and ponder, thus allovwing fpast time to be
resurrected iﬂ his memory. It is only.after re-living all of

his life during the few hours spent near his son-in-law's

e i
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death bed, that he re-invests objects and occurrences witﬂ
nev value. Had he tried to understand his wife better, had
he tried to be spiritually closer to his chkildren, he could
have led a life of a different quality, that sould have
yielded different results. Only when the past is used to
interpret the present, does he doubt the fundamental
principle that had governed his life -- that of happiness
conditioned by wealth. It is only then that, with his rind's
eye, "he savw the dug-outs, the sod-cabins cf recent settlers
in the Saskatchewan hills, and for the first time in his life

he thought of poverty with affection™ (OLCB, 173).

The same bitter realization is Niels Lindstedt's lot.

Yet, at the end of The Settlers of the Marsh, Lindstedt is

still young, and, anlike Jobn Eliot or Sawm Clark, he can

still reconstruct his life. Thus, in The Yoke of life, Our

it AR ot i et ——

.and The Master of the PFill, Grove uses the novel form as a

vehicle for an enquiry into the nature of the tragic flav in
his protagonists, In particular, he attempts to discover the
reason behind the partial dehueanization which results from a

top long enslavement to chrcnological tinme.

But the same novels also reveal his interest in human

beings who exhibit harmonious and balanced personalities.
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Daddy Lund of TIhe Settlers of the Marsh, fcr instance,

belongs to this category. He had emigrated, Grove explains,
"and the mere fact that he was uprooted and transplanted had
given him a second sight, had avakened powers of vision and
sympathy in him which vere far beyond his education and
upbringing" (SM, 60). Sisilarly, Dr. Vanbruick,
Abe Spalding's brother-in-law, having abandoned his practice
in tovn, and having bought a shop in the ccuntryside, lives
in a world of the spirit and of the imagination. Ruth and
Chgrlie, Spalding's wife and son, have alsc developed
sensibilities that provide a contrast to Ate's hardened
pragmatism. Likewise, in Qur Daily Bread, Jchn Eliot's vife,
Martha, vas able to hold the family together precisely
because to John's "dogmatic fcrthfightness she had added that
touch of human blood-heat vhich he had seemed tc lack"™ {0ODB,
11}, and thus gave life an emotional richness othervise |
denied in a daily humdrum existence.

!

Further examples to illustrate Grove's interest in
e;istential proklems can be fcund in several of his stories.
In "The House of Many Eyes," for example, the simplicity of
chronological time is contrasted with the richness of
subjective time. The bbjective time span covered by this
short story is less tham a year, yet this interval is

sufficient for Grove to reveal all the agcrizing details of
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the gradual deterioration of a marriage. The author fellows
the inner life of both Tom Creighton and his vife, frem the
day of Tom's accident to the moment when ccmsunication is no
longer possible between the spouses, and the vife slams the
door in her husband*'s face. Despite their agparent
dissimilarities, a close thematic affinity exists betveen
"The House of Many Eyes" and "The Desert.®™ The subject of the
latter short story is the coming home, after ten years of
absence, of a thirty-tvo-year-old woman. PBut Grove is
éoncerned less with Alice's physical soverent from the city
back to her parents' house, and more with the complex
psychological reactions triggered by this event. Thus, for
instance, Grove reveals Alice vatching the sun setting, tut
he does not describe what her eyes see, rather he follows his
heroine intoc the recesses of her mind where, in a few minutes
of objective time, she recapitulates all her previous life.
"This wvas a moment filled with an intense emotional content
almost paimful," Grove conments (TM, 80). A sinmilar
situation can be encountered in "lazy Bones." Basically, this
short story describes a working day on the farm owned by
Elisabeth and Walter Hurst. The author briefly considers the
many chores that both husband and wife have to perform, but
his attention focuses onm one particular morent of the long
sunmer day, one vhen the experiential intensity Elisabeth

Hurt feels far surpasses her actual circumstances. FElisabeth
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was simply engaged in milking when she felt "at one with sone
mysterious thing pervading the world. She did not care about
it; she did not care what it was; but it made her happy" (TH,
21). "The Boat" also centers upon the possibility of
superimposing a rich psychological life upcn an uneventful
chronological duration. The narrator of this story has
simply walked from his sea-side house to the nearby beach,
yet is able to exclaim: "Down there, at the beach, I seenmed

to live; at the house I merely existed" (TM, 235).

Largely autobiographical, A Search for America

supplements the short stories in the concern they reveal for
thg experiential depth the individual can attain even in the
abéence of a poverful, exter;al stimulus. This book recounts
the efforts of an European immigrant, Phil Branden, to
establish hinself in Ncrth America and come tc terms with the
civilization of the new continent. The frctagonist moves
rapidly froe Toronto tc New York, through the towns of New
England, across the Mid-Western states, and into the prairies
of Canada. He vorks consecutively as a waiter in a cheap
restaurant, as a travelling book salesman, as a hobo
following the harvest frow Missouri to Saskatchewan. A
Search for America thus ranges widely over events and places,
yet the one unifying thread of what otherwise may simply seen

a picaresque adventure, is Fhil Branden's quest for amn ideal
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America despite the real deficiencies and inadequacies of the
actual America through which he travels. Closely allied to
this search for the true nature of America is the urge to
transfigure a simply ctronological existence. The following
passage is lengthy, but it deserves to be qucted in full for
it is one of the most beavtiful in Grove's work, and one of
thke most representative of the way in which sensory
perception enriched by imagination and feelirg can become the
basis for the enjoyment of a temporal subjective depth denied
to a merely rational perception:

Every morning I woke as to a feast. I was young, in

the early years of manhood. My whole body and soul

vere astir wvith the possibilities of fpassicn. Love

vas not only a potentiality; it was a grime need; it

was a craving, a cry of my innermost being. And this

love had no object except the woods, the mountains,

the streams; bird, insect, beast, gossamer threads,

smoky haze, the saell of the earth. These, or more
briefly, the country, I loved. (SA, 238)

f

In Over Prairje Trails, the driver experiences
similar intensely felt moments. Lifted by his horses cn top
of a drift which buried the trees around, he feels seized
with a

feeling of estrangement, as it were -- as if I were
not myself, but looking on from the outside at the
adventure of somebody who yet was I --... a feeling

of having been carried teyond my depth where I could
not swim --.... (CPT, 66)
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The world of outer reality fades from the driver's
consciousness, and, through an experiential leap, he
transcends his objective circumstances, and reaches tovards a
reality beyoné objective tise. It becomes evident that
betveen Grove's novels of the soil and his shcrt stories,

between The Master of the Mill, In Search cf America and the

sketches forming Qver Frairie Trails there is a thematic

correlation and a unity of purpose. They all testify tc his
interest in modes of perception which do not suffer fron

shallowness, and which function as components of a concerted
effort to wvarn against the danger of alloving external time

to encroach upon man's personality.

Grove, however, was too astute an chbserver of the
human condition not to point out that the intense instant on

top of the drift in Over Prairie Trails, fcr instance, wvas

flanked on loth sides by moments of cruel factuality: one of
urgent necessity to ascend, and one of equally imperative
need to descend ~-- a peak squeezed between two points of low
altitude, a situation whose sysbolic value ig obvious. As
mountains and hills cannot and should not be flattened, for
this would detract from the richness of man's environment, so
private time can not and should not be annihilated, for this
would mean a contraction of human experience. But, because

of the rigors of his ride through space, ran must also remain
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connected to objective reality. The "cheerless night" when
he nearly lost his life taught the driver a painful lesson:
if Peter stumbled, it was bot the horse's fault but his cwn,
for he "should have watched the road more carefully instead

of giving in to the trend of his thoughts" (0PT, 119).

But to reconcile the antithetical temporal dimensions
of human life -- the olkjective and the subjective, the
practical and the imaginative -- is infipitely difficult. At
the level of indi vidual existence, the balance tends to tip
one way or the other; towards the practical fcr Abe Spalding
or John Eliot, towards the imaginative for len Sterner or
Daddy Lund. The twvo divergent temporal tendencies of the
human personality can be controlled only with great effort,
but the message implicit in Grove's works is that this effort
is an absolute necessity. If Eliot died lcpnely and unvanted,
if Spalding derives no satisfaction from his frosperous life,
if old Sam Clark is overwhelmed by regret and Len Sterner
conmits suicide, it is either because the objective dimensicn
of time has turned into fatal pragmatism, cr because the
subjective dinensicn of time has become fatal idealization.
As often in Grove'!s work, an idea that is imflicit in a novel

appears unequivocally articulated in Over Erairie Trails.

The story of the sixth drive from Gladstone to Falmouth
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centers upon the necessity to control and terper both the
power of sutjectivity and that of objective reality. This
drive takes place under the evil omen of the illness of the
driver's daughter, and the desire to join her prompts hin
continuously to send his horses into a gallop. With an
effort, the driver checks himself, since he can fully
appreciate the consequences of surrendering to the call for
speed which he hears "in his veins":

Not yet, I thought. On that long stretch north,

beyond the bridge, there I was going to drive thea at

their utmost speed. I was unstrung, I tcld myself;

this was mere sentimentalism; no emoticnal impulses

vere of any value; careful planning cnly counted. So
I even pulled the horses back to a walk. (cer, 122)

Grove's concern with the need to blend harmoniously
objective and subjective existence is also apparent in A

Search for America. Like Niels Lindstedt of Settlers of the

gg;gg, Phil Branden, the narrator of this bock, emerges from
the jarring collision between the vworld of his dreams and
that of action, not only with a measure of self-knowledge,
but also with the ability to balance inner and cuter tipe.
Indeed, like many other European immigrants, Branden started
his American journey with a misleading American drean. In
terms of his inmitial vision, America was a kind of Garden of

Eden, replete with material assets not only within

everybody's easy reach, but also which, cnce fpossessed,

)
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oprned for the individual the door to happiness. It tock
Phil B;anden many painful years to correct this vision. He
had to stoop and do menial jobs, he had tc starve and endure
cold to realize that America vas not a place, but a state of
being; not space, but time. To reacﬂ Grove's "America"
therefore is like reaching Virginia Woolf's "lighthouse;" or
Thomas Mann's "Magic Mountain": %t is to attain an abundance
of life that, ip full awareness of the rigcurs of natural
time, transcends it, amnd re-organizes temgcral units not into
simple chrcnological succession, but around a subjective
pivot.18 For Phil PBranden this subjective pivot is

engagement, commitment to the service of mankind. At the end

of A Search for America, at the end of his physical and .
spiritual odyssey, Branden is able to reconstruct his life,
and give it a new direction:

In ny survey of the American attitude, I was apt to

take ideals for facts, aspirations for achievements.

From the vantage ground of retrospecticn, I can only

be glad that an anticlimax intervened before I set
about building my life. (SA, 382)

Yet, aware that there are as many subjective time
series as individuals whc fperceive, in other wcrds, avare of
the radically individual character of human life, Grove does
not set up Pranden's solution as the ansver to the human

condition, The questicn of how to live one’s life is still

-
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open, bnt Grove makes it imperative for each man to make his
own decision, and to strive to give his owun 3ife such a
subjective determination as would balance his emotions with
the objective span of his life. As the author himself

explains in the volume I

——

Needs to Be Said, what "wve really

know of this world in which we live is limited by the range
of things tc which we react emotionally. Cur emotional
reactions are the one, fundamental reality, the one, cnly
thing which we really knov and which at the bottom concerns

us" (INS, 112).

Grove's interest in "the one, fundamental reality" of

man's emoticnal reactions is evident even in The Seasons,

his onpublished novel. Eruce Nesbitt, vho studied the
manuscript and the typescript copy of the novel both of which
are part of the Grove papers in the libraFy of the University
of Manitola, reports that the book vas conceived as a major
exploration of man's destiny dependent on space and time.??

Indeed, The Seasons was intended to have three sections:

Sumnmer, Fall, and Winter, vwith a connecting link between
these sections provided in the person of Arnpold Brewster, a
former political economist at the University of Toronto. 1In
an attempt to escape the nightmare of the big city, and to
enjoy a simpler but more rewarding existence, Brewster comes

to farm at Rivers, Ontario, only to realize that man's life
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in the countryside is not less difficult cr less complicated,
that the human condition is the same everywhere and at all
times. He also becomes aware that, while local and
historical details may vary, the essential conflicts betwuween

man, space and time are always the same., Thus, The Seasons

represents a continuation of some of the rajcr themes of
Grove's fiction. "Had the novel been completed," Bruce
'Nesbipt remarks, "I believe it would have leen Grove's
richest and most conmpetent expression of the 'response of the
soul to the fundamental conditions of man's life on
earth.'"20 One can only regret that The Seascns vas pot

finished.

Alsc, one can only agree with Robertson Davies' words

in the Peterborougqh Examiner:

Grove is a literary artist of a type reccgnized in
Burope, but hardly guessed-at in Canada. Without
attempting to relate the men in any cther way, or to
make a comparison tetween their writings, he .
resembles Thomas Mann in his philosophical approach
to his work, in his schclarly backgrounds, in his
integrity, and in his essentially Eanrcpean estimate
of the place of the artist in the community. His
books have few charms for the ordinary reader; he
makes demands on emotion and understandirg which the
average patron of a lending library cannot meet, and
will nct tolerate from a man wvho has nct been
labelled "great"™ by non-Canadian reviewers.... 1Is it
surprising that this man's voice was drowned by the
clamour of the literary hucksters in the market
place? And will it not be surprising if his voice is
still heard two hundred years from nowvw when Canada
has begun to take intelligent pride in her
literature?2t
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It will not be surprising at all, for Grove is one of the few
Canadian authors vhko ic at once sensitive to the changing
attitudes towards human values in the twentieth century, and
who constructs a strictly realistic visicn from "the
application to the life of a new area of a philosophy bcrn of
the long grim story of man's life on earth."22 His amain
concern is with the potential of human nature under extrene
conditions, and, while reco%izing that man's spatial and
temporal dimensions exert a constant pressure upon the
individual, he protests against the individual's allowing
himself to ke a victim of circumstances.?23
o

Grove considers that man's duty towards himself is to
make‘his visions and ideals prevail over his physical
existence by continuously spurring himself towards the
attainment cf a quality of~life that would rescue from the
onvard marching of years something of the joy cf living.
Maturely estimating man's pcsition not only in space, but
also in time, he stresses the sovereignty of spiriﬁual values
over rigid pragmatism, yet warns against the danger of
allovwing one form c¢f time tc devour the other. He exhibits
thus a distinctive attitude that makes his studies of the
life of the Western prairies of Canada set the reader

pondering the meaning of all life on earth. This important
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characteristic of his work, its universality, is the object
of comparative study by Antcine Sirois. Discussing

similari ties between Grove's and Ringuet's wcrk, Sirois
comments: "Ils ont su aussi et surtout se dégager des
particularismes oun des réﬁionalismes pour pcrter leurs thgmes
sur un plan plus universel, celui du destin de 1'homme face 3
la nature."24 Like Rinqguet, Grove strives for a final
evaluation of life starting not only from a recognition of
Canadian realities, but from the recogniticn cf man's true

place in nature.

when in A Search for America Phil:.Franden falls

victim simultaneously to a hostile environment and to his own
incapacity to oppose it, he admits: "I was at the mercy of
wvinds and waves" (SA, 104). The last three wcrds of this
sentence seyve (in similar sequence) as title tc Chapter V of

Over Prairie Trails where the nearly fatal accident caused by

the driver's lack of involvement in the present is described.
The sequence "vwinds and vaves" is also to ke found in the
volume It Needs to Be Said in a discussion of the importance
of the human reaction to some part, or to the totality cf the
outside world (INS, 68). This can hardly be a coincidence.
On the contrary, the repetition of these wcrds seems to be an

indication of a unifying copcept in terms cf which waves and

winds, fluctuation and drifting are irremediably part of

[ T L
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human life, but man has encugh creativity to resist then
rather than be at their mercy. Grove's message becomes
transparent., A significant human life is a vclitional act,
for of ultimate importance is the spirit in which man
reséonds to the sun tétal of factors which ccnstitute his
environment. 1In cther words, it is not mar's time that is

all-important. It is man's mode of attaching himself tc time

that is decisive.

In speaking of Qver grairie‘gggilg, Grove himself
considered his brief ccrmment on the humam condition "nct too
trivial to detain for anm hour or so a patient reader's
attention™ (xiv), Of course, one may agree cr not with
Grove's point of view, but one cannot dispute that the
rressure of his compelling arguments opens a pathway along
vhich the reader's mind can move vith confidence in the
accuracy cf the presentation. His belief in the value of
human endeavour has i£s roots in experience, particularly
that of the pioﬁeer: vhile mwan is not always atle to beget

his luck, at least he camn change it.

P
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My translation; "Abcve all, they also know how tc
separate themselves from the particular and the regional in
order to take their themes to the more universal level, that
of the destiny of man facing nature."



IIT. TO WRITE OR TO BE HWRITTEN:

/
HUBERT AQUIN'S PRCCHAIN EPISOLE!?

|
P4
Chapter I1 showed that, because -the wcrll of Grove's

novels is basically one of pioneers and irzigrants -- a world
directly predicated on the time of clocks and calendars --
Grove emphasizes the importance of the irdividual's
constantly staying tuqed to the objective fpresent.
Conversely, Chapter III vi@l demonstrate that because Aquin's
novels are primarily ccncerned with the difficulty the
individual may have under extr;ordiuary circumstances in-
fully reconciling himself to the reality around him, this
author emphasizes man's need and necessity to transcend

objective time.

As a solution to present contradictions, Aquin's

novels propcse a partial detachment from ctijective duration.

. . /. /.
In this context, Prochain episode, Trou de mémoire,

L'Antiphonaire and Neige ncire explore the extent to which

drugs and alcohol, sex and recollections lessen man's
involvement with his immediate environment and with objective
tine. The sanme novels, hovever, ultimately reveal creative

activity as the sole, most effective means of shifting the

96
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individual's interest towards subjective dimensions of life,
and, simultaneously, of achieving self-preservation and
self-enrichrent. The writing of a book, the production of a
film‘are indicated in Aquin's novels as acts of vwill which
not only shield their creators from the irregularities of a
dissatisfying present, but also assist them in their struggle
to achieve psychological equilibrium. Of all Aquin's novels,

Y

cyr s A . .
it is in Prochain episcde that the creative process is most

convincingly presenied as an active, subjective duration
through which the individual at once fights a hostile

environment and reveals himself to others and to himself.

. / .
The narrator-protagonist of Prochain episode has been

imprisoned and subsequently hospitalféed for terrorist
activity, and, at the chronological time delineated in the
novel, he is deprived of his freedom, and is waiting for the
date of his trial and sentencing. Under the stress of
solitary confinement ccmbined with prolonged suspense, the
prisoner discovers his sense of self disintegrating and
considers ccmmitting suicide. Realizing, however, that
mental detachment from the reality around would shield him
from the dangerous effects of detention, the rrisoner decides
to drav on his memories and fan}asies and write a story, thus
partially interposing a subjective world tetween his psyche

and his physical life in prison. Grove advocated
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synchronization with the present because the driver's success
in his book was predicated cn his ability to stay gonstantly
in contact with the space around him. Pcr the prisoner in
Aquin's novel, it is imperative that he separate himself fron
his immediate environment, if he is to survive and preserve
his sanity until the day of his trial.

/

A
The initial statement of Prochain episode, "Cuba

coule en flammes au milieu du lac Léman pendant que je
descend au fond des choses, "2 abruptly introduces the reader
to the agony of the prisoner, a human being in a moment of
profound crisis. His exact position in time with respect to
his court case is of fundamental iwmportamce, for it is not
the physical incarceration itself, or the breaking of his
spirit by the strict schedule of solitary confinement, that
drives him to despair. Nor is it the kncwledge that prior to
his arrest he has failed toth his revoluticnary aission and
the voman he loves. It is all of these reasons, but, above
all, it is the suspense in which he has been fcrced to live
for a long time. PFalling prey to uncontrollable
psychological tension, aﬁﬁ threatened with insanity, the
prisoner exclaims, "D'ici 3, (until the date of his trial],
je suis attahlé'au fond du g/Léman. plcngé dans sa mouvance
fluide qui me tient lieu de subconscient.... J'assiste a ma

solution."3 Thus, from the first pages, it becomes evident
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that the structure of Prochain épfsode is governed by the
juxtaposition of two different, but mutually éualifying
temporal movements: one related to the objective world of the
clinic wvhere the narrator is incarcerated and kept under
strict surveillance, the other to the subjective world
created in his own mind.*
L3
The existence of several temporal levels in one and

. . . . / .
the same book is characteristic not only of Erochain episode,

but also of Aquin's other wcrks which exhilkit a striking
similarity toth in content and technique. 1In Trou de

/ . . . 13
mpemoire, L'Antirhonaire and Reige noire the narrative flow

noves back and forth, sysbols are played against facts,
memory agaipgst anticipation. The subjective reality thus
achieved in Aquin's novels is strikingly similar to the
subjective pluri-dimensional reality revealed in Janes
Joyce's QJlysses. This is hardly surprisirecg since the Irish
author is one of the acknowledged masters cf this Canadian
novelist, and since the latter considers Ulysses a suprene
literary achievement. {lysses, Aquin exglains imn
"Considérations sur la forme romanesque d'Ulysses de Jares
Joyce," is virtuvally inexhaustible because the many different
tenporal rerspectives from which the auther can present the
life of his protagonist are also the many different ways in

which the reader can perceive a unique reality:
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De mon point de vue, j'ai plusieurs perspectives sur
ce livre inébuisable: je peuxX utiliser un grand
angulalre, ou, au contraire, m'acconmnoder d'autres
niveaux ré€férentiels situés plus loin dans le temps.
Oul, Ulysses est unique en son genre car il me permet
indéfiniment de reprendre sa lecture, de suivre Bloon
dans scn errance ou Ulysses dans ses cabctages
homerlques, ou enccre de€ suivre, changeant souvent de
niveaux, la performance d'ecriture de James Joyce.

Il est rare qu'on puisse dire 4'un livre qu'il est a
ce point inépuisable.s -

Aquin's reader, therefore, is not surprised to see

that the story constituting L'Antiphomnaire, fcr instance,

P~

does not develop along strictly chronological lines, but in
A
an order dictated by the dynamic relationships established

between events unrelated chronologically. L'Antiphopaire is

basically the story of the breaking up of the marriage of
Christine and Jean William Forestier under the double
pressure of the wife's ruined medical career and the
husband's ‘ruined mental health. 1In the very first pages of
the novel, Christine Forestier, at once prctagonist and
narrator, openly discards a strictly chrcrclcgical approach
to her subject matter in favour of a subjective compositional
design based on the dybnamic relationship letween events
unrelated chronologically, "Je veux tout raconter non pas
nécessairement dans l'ordre de succession vais selon une
composition en ‘'cursus velox' (sautant ainsi a la comfosition

en temps voulu et nop sans fracas...."®
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Consider now an exanple of Christine Forestier's
narrative technique. She is in a Montreal hospital, ang,
while waiting for news about the conditicn of her lover who
has heen shct by her-husband, she tries tc write the story of
a sixteenth-century manuscript, and of the people involved

. . . 7 . . . .
with it. As in 2rochain episode, in L'Anptipbcnaire, temporal

events unrelated except in the experience cf the protagonist

are abruptly juxtaposed in the course of the parration:

Mais, tamdis qu'il se repose, {Chigi Zimara, one of
tge heroes of Christine Forestier's stcry] je ne sais
ol entre Bourg-en-Eresse et Lyon, moi -- Christine --
je ne sais plus quoi perser de rencelgnements
contradlct01res que je regois au sujet de 1'état de
santé de Robert.?

/7
Consequently, as in Prochain episode, the central

tension in I'Apntiphonaire does nct arise from the interplay

between objective occurrences in the life cf the
protagonist-narrator, but from the effort to tring her
private temporal world into alignment with the external one.
The only unifying element is the imagination of the
protagoni st-narrator. Pelieving that human reality eludes
narrov concepts and categcries, Aquin allcws Christine
Forestier's imagination tc form the structure of

L'Antiphonaire, as he allows a prisoner's imagination to form

ra
the structure of Prochain egisode.
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A similar technique, and, hence, a similar structure
is employed by Aquin in Trou de géggigg, a nov;l which
atteapts the emotional recomstruction of a murder. With this
end in view, Trou de géﬁgi;g records the extraordinary
interior monologues, letters and diaries of a few
individuals, most of them proving to be one and the sanme
person, Pierre X. Majnant. The story thus revealed develops
around a supposedly perfect crime: the strangling by Pierre
X. Magnant of his lover, Joan. To the inattentive eve, the
novel may resemrble a whirlpool of events in which the
objective measurement of time has no place and in which the
authenticity of Joan's murder is hiqhly questionable; the
crime can equally be a fact or a state of mind. If the
reader is more conservative and atteapts to establish when
exactly the stranqling of the young voman happened, for
instance, he will find himself disappointed by the author.
Indead, Aquin takes twenty-eight pages before he mentions
that the murder of Joan took place "(hier soir dé1;, entre
dix heures et onze heures quarante-cing --)."® Then, he takes
one hundred and seventeen nore pages to mention "minuit,
samedi, 14 mai 1966."° Now, as Patricia Smart notes, what is
left for the reader to do is to realize that the two temporal
indications given by Pierre X. Magnant and Olympe Ghezzo
Quéﬁum respectively, reverse each other and thus annihilate

any attempt at establishing chronology:
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S'apercevant par exemple de l'importance accordee aux
dates dans les récits de Pierre Magnant et d'Olymge
Gh@zzo Cuenum, le lecteur typlque essaiera de
retabllr la chronologie des evénement nalc ce sera
pour découvrir que les deux récits se refletent comnme
dans un miroir, la chronologie du deuxiéme inversant
celle du premier,"10

Sy . < /.
Ani, it is fprecisely this date reversal in Trou de memoire

that calls into questicn the very authenticity of the crime

as a fact.

The same redisposition of factual raterial according
to a subjective temporal pattern is employed by Aquin in

Neige noire. The plot of this book, the murder by Wicolas

Vanesse of his wife Sylvie, is not really a plot at all.
Rather, it is a set of conditions which create human problenms
demanding resolutions. Places overlap places, flashbacks
overlap flashforwards, creating a dizzying present which is
Nicolas Vanesse's mind. Moreover, elements cf space are
continuously translated intc elements of time. The reader 1is
informed, for instance, that NWicolas and Sylvie Vanesse are
taking a trip through the ncrth of Europe, but he is not told
wvhat they see. He is told cnly what they feel. And, through
their impressions of the landscape, the surrcunding space is
internalized and becomes a subjective event, unrelated to any
specific chronology. Ilooking at the northernm European «

landscape, Nicolas and Sylvie Vanesse experience:
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le vertige de celui qui, s* éiolgnant de la mesure du
temps, fait son entr€e dans une grlsante
1nstantane1te. Le temps ne starréte pas, non! Lle
temps ne s arrétera plus; il supprime Far le vide,
tout celui qux le précdde et tout ce qui le suivra.
On ne sent méme plus le passage d'un jour 3
ltautre.t?

Certainly, the juxtaposition of apparently unrelated

. .4 . .
temporal elements in Prochain episode, L'Antirhcnaire or

Neige noire as well as the chronological reversal of the two

. /7 . P .
dates in Trou de memoire are hardly surprising in an author

who openly discarded chronology as an unimportant element 1in
the architecture of his novels, 1In an interview given to
Norman Cloutier, Aquin exgressed his belief in the legitismacy
of a novelist's redisposition of the factuval material
constituting a novel according to a subjective temporal order
which could better reveal the dynamic conpecticp between
events chrcnologically separated: .

’
Dans un roman bien fait, qui donne lilre cours a
1l 1maglna1re, tu utllxzes des fragments de la
réallte, tu les redispose, les réatrangec dans un
ordre nouveau -- l'ordre fictif -- et tu rends ainsi
la réalité plus visibkle et plus lisible, ce dont tu
serals lncapable dans un roman gui se contenterait de
refléter la réalité.12

As Albert Leonard comments in "Up romancier virtuose:

~
Hubert Aquin -- A propos de L*!Antiphonaire,™ with the

movement avay from identifiable space and chrcmological time,
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Aquin takes his novels avay from a regional inspiration and
towards an integration in the cosmopolitan literature which
characterizes the twentieth century:

C'est sans doute le lot des littgratures dites

secondes de ne pouvoir que tres difficilement se

passer de l'imspiration régionaliste €t dg

n'atteindre le sens de la synthdse qu'apres une

lonjue et pénible maturation., Hubert Aquin est sans

. . / . . .
doute le premier romancier quebecois a avcir fait un
pas decisif dans le sens de la créaticn globale.!3

The recognition of the universally human character of
the experiences descrited ty Aquin seems paradoxical in view
of the fact that all his protagonists live in wvhat may
accurately be termed as "extraordipary circumstances.® In

Trou de méﬁoire, Pierre X. Bagnant, the parrator-editor, has

just murdered his lover, whcm he nevertheless loved
profoundly, and still loves. L'Antjiphonajire opens with the
image of a Montreal couple, Christine and Jeapn William
Forestier, cn holiday in California, only to disclose that
the husband is a violent epileptic who had repeatedly tried

to kill his wife during moments of crisis. Likewise, the

main heroes of Neige noire, Nicolas and Sylvie Vanesse, also
of Montreal, are planniné a trip to Northern Europe, but
their marriage is irrewediably undérmined by an incestuocus
relationship of the wife with her father, a relationshigp

about which the husband secretly knows. At first sight,
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Aquin's overt interest in "deviations" frcm normal patterns
of existence might seerm perverse. Upon closer analysis,
however, cne realizes that this very interest in the
"unusual," coupled with the adoption of chronological
discontinuity as a compositional principle, renders more
evident what Aquin's work ultimately is: a quest for
equilibrium in a wcrld utterly fissured, where man lives,
divorced not only from his fellows, but also from himself.

v

This quest receives its most brilliant expcsition in Prcchain

/.
episode.

In this novel, the pattern of "extraordinary
circumstances" is again evident. The protagcmnist is obliged
to live in a combined state of confinement and prolonged
suspense. Imprisonment, of course, denies the individual the
possibility of moving in rhythm with the rest cf humanity.
The thought that "Tout fuit ici sauf moi."!4 grieves the man
reduced to motionlessness while the rest ;f the universe is
in motion. The agony cf the prisoner is heightened by the
fact that in the aksence of a fixed trial date, hence, in the
absence of a fixed point frcm which to measure time, he loses
track of time itself. Wasted by the obligation to live in
shapeless duration, the prisoner feels his mind breaking into

innumerakle discordant pieces, and, on the verge of insanity,

he is astounded to realize that no human prcject can resist
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for a long time the pressure of waiting. 1In addition,
suspense also refuses the individual an avthentic contact
with tis own future. Consequently, the priscner in Aquin's
book is simultaneously subjected to a doutle incarceration:
that of his bhody and that of his time. The frcblem he faces
is, therefore, not so much hov to bear his physical
confinement, but how to fight the mental enclosure imposed by
waiting and its harmful effects. Existence in suspended
duration and lack of any form of activity have already
affected him to a certain extent: not cnly have they caused a
physical aging at a dizzying rate, but also a spiritual
fatigue which threatens to overcome his whcle being.
Manifesting itself as a gradual amputation of will power,
this mental torpor finally leads him almost to suffocate in
nihilism, and consider suicide, "Tout cela ne ressenmble 5 une
formidable tricherie, y compris le mal que je ressens a
l'avouer.... Plus rien n'alimente mon ame.... Plus rien ne
me propose une distraction...,"!5 comes the unbridled cry
testifying to hi§ reaching the limit of erdurance.

Yet, without'any transition or justification, the
sentence imrediately following the expression of the

/
all-2ncompassing negation, sarks in Prochain episode the

beginning of the spy-story vhich the prisoner has decided to

write. Is this an instance of Aquin's losing control of his
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subject matter, or, on the contrary, an indirect comaent on
the capacity of the human spirit for creative action? In view
of the evidence provided by subsequent pages, the sudden
juxtaposition of the nihilistic statements coacluding Chapter
I, and the narrative ones introducing Chapter II is not a
slip of the pen or a lack of craftsmanship, but a master
stroke testifying to the force of the prisoner's intelligence
and creativity. Despite his present situation in jail, and
despite the formidable depression which he experiences,
Aquin's hero has decided to continue to live. This 1s one of
the crucial moments in Prochain égigggg, and, in the
interview with Cloutier, Aquin not only expounds 1ts
significance, but also points out the analogy between this
moment 1n the book and a similar one he hinself experienced:

J'étais conplétement désindentifié: je dois le dire.

Mais quand je me suis trouve coupé de tout, eh bien!

je me suis trouvé voulant vivre eancore, voulant vivre

jusqu'au bout l'affaire pour en sortir. J'ai alors

dcrit prochain Spisode, ol je récouperais les
d1énents de ma vie passée et les métamorphosais.!®

Indeed, the man whonm objective circumstances have
deprived of an external reason for continuity, has found an
inner one to sustain him in existence; desire to become agalin
an inteqral part of humanity. As soon as he is able to say,
"Et Jue ije volewenfin! Que je me proméne encore i1ncognito et

. . . / A
impuni au hasard des rues qui s'echarpent... pour se mé€ler
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au grani courant de l'histoire...,"!? the rrinciple which
allows for his continuation in life has been discovered.

And, since waiting for one's trial, despite its detrimental
effects, allovs for the hope of a light sentence, the inmate
resists the thought of corrmitting suicide. "Desire itself is

povement, " said Eliot in his Four Quartets.!® Cesire and hope

are also revealed by Aquin as determinant factors in
counteracting the devastating nihilism which threatens to

cloud the prisoner's mind.

But, under the constant pressure c¢f a fpresent which
has no positive value, means must be devised tc make desire
and hope endure. Again, the sclution comes not from an
external agency, but from man himself, as anm act of his own
spirit. The prisoner knows that, while a free nan, ;; found
enormous pleasure in the woman he loved. It is, therefore,
the image of his mistress that he attempts to recall, and
while recalling the image to sustain his fpassicn for the
woman, and the hope of possessing her again. "Tomn coOrfs nu
me redit que je suis ne a la vraie vie et que je dé%ire
follement ce que j'aime."!9 the prisoner explains,
establishing love as the basis for the achievement of an
experiential depth which enables his to recover his will to

live. The radically individual character cf human existence

is thus asserted, but subsequent statements alsc recognize
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the interderendence of men, the interaction of the lives of
people. "J'ai tesoin de te revoir. Sans toi, je meurs,"20
the prisoner addresses his teloved K, at crce wcman and
Quebec. "Ah, qu'on me rende la chambre scleil et notre
amour, car tout me manque et j'ai peur,"?t! he wishes, fully
conscious that the objects of his love, though absent from
his immediate world, must be ccntinuously present in his
imajination, if he is to resist the attrition imposed by
confinement and waiting. For, these objects cf love are the
ones that nourish his will t6$live. He also realizes that,
while rigorcus coincidence with his present time and
surroundings in jail would definitely condemn him to madness,
excluding as they do the woman he loves and the revolution he
serves, the denial of intimacy with the weorld around hiws

would save his mental balance.

But how is this absence from the fresent to be
achieved; hcov does one combtat lucidity wher lucidity
threatens one's mental balance? The means most seriously
considered by Aquin are recourse to memories and fantasies,
creative activity and the use of drugs. Thus, to acquire
distance from an imperfect present, and, ccncomitantly, to
recapture both woman and revolutionary cause, the prisoner in

/
Prochain episode both fantasizes and reccllects. "Je ne

A .4 N . S . . . .
saoule, fidele a notre amere devise, d'une bcisson nitrique
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. . . 4 . .
qui fait de moi un drogue."22 And the mottc in his mind is

that of Quetec herself: *"Je me souviens."

Recollections and fantasies create a mental world
immune to the ravages c¢f the presemt, and, since an acute
consciousness of time presupposes a direct contact with
space, reccllections and fantasies lift map above his
immediate surroundings. Entombed in his cell, the innate
sometimes finds refuge in memories of suamer days spent in
the village, La Nation, nigbhts of love with R, or activities
with the P.1.Q. At other times, the subjective world created
in his imagination enatles him, for instance, to live in less
than twenty-four hours of physical life "de 1776 a 1870, du
Boston Tea Party au Camp de la Hisére...," 23 thus shieldiang
him from the hostility of his life in priscn. Whenever
reminiscing and imagloing are impossible, the prisoner feels
threatened by mental dissolution. HMore oftep than not, the
force of the memories and fantasies which surge in his nmind
is so great that without effort he is able tc re-live past
events, smpell past odours, hear past melodies and even
experience events which in real life he had pever
experienced. As a result, a new relationship is established
betvween himself and his cbjective present. Dangerous
synchronization is replaced by a salutary lack cf

coincidence. The practice of certain subjective gqualities of
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. . . . /. .
time is therefore revealed in Prochain episode as being

ctarged with great significance in human experience, for it

cffers the individual a refuge from an unsatisfying reality.

Nevertheless, fully avare that indulgence in memories
may induce a coniition of both mental and physical paralysis,
Aguin is aqgainst mere recollection. 1In Pcint de fuite, for
instance, he unequivocally declares that a mental life
predicated exclﬁsively on the past is of nc ipterest to him,
and that 1t is with a view to exposing reccllection as a
practice, apparently healing, but ultimately lethal, that he

7. ’ . /
vrote Trou de memoire, "Le passe ne m'interesse pas et je ne

. . . / .
me reconnais pas en lui. Je suis un homme sans mewmoire -- et
. A . . N C s
il est significatif que mon deuxieme roman s'iptitule Trou de

7 . /. .
mego;gg."z‘ In Trou de memoire the protagcrist succumbs to

such an extent to memories of his crime that the only
solution to the feeling of remorse and despair that
devastates him seems to be suicide. It is in this book that
Aguin's warning against the force of memories assumes the
guise of spectacular language. Consider the following
passage, for example, "Vomir, oui comme ga ferait du bien;
vomir d'une seule vomissure toute cette bave de souvenirs

- . / \ .
trop frais qui m'est restee sur l'estomac et n'empoisonne."2S

To avoid beinqg poisoned by memories, and becoming a
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victim of psychological dissolution, the narrator-prisoner in

rd
Prochain episode does not stop at the stage of recollection,

but proceeds further. Drawing upon past mcments selected
from the chaos of his semcries, he decides to vwrite a story;
more precisely, a spy-story.2¢ Representing the brief
alignment into which subjective time, space and man himself
have merged, the story within the story becomes the
embodiment cf the creative potentiality of the prisoner.

Like any other form of creative activity, the writing of the
spy-story is at once a strictly personal evept and a means of
communication. As will be further discussed, in both these

7
aspects the spy-story in Prochain episode is the positive

affirmation of the human spirit which refuses to be bullied

by space and present tinme.

As mentioned earlier, the first few fpages of Prochajn
ég;§ggg are a tlend of statements regarding the profound
state of despair in which the narrator-prisoner finds himself
and detailed descriptions of the actual conditions in the
psvchiatric institute. The reader learns, fcr instance,
that, if the narrator is a fprisoner, forced to take stelazine
pills and fed cold lunches, it is because sometime, somewvhere
in Svitzerland not only did he fail a terrcrist mission which
involved his lover, but also in the process he lost his loyer

as well.



Abruptly, the spy-story begins, and from then on,

. YA .
until the last chapter, Prochain episode rides on the tension

created between the orderly unfolding of the spy-story and
the numerous chaotic memories that assault the prisoner's
mind. From a drive with K through the countryside of Acton
Vale in Switzerlanmd to the apartment on cote des Neiges in
Montréal, vhere the narratcr and K made lcve fcr the first
time, from an afternoor cf love in Hotel d'Apgleterre in
Lausanne to the red truck involved in the F.L.Q.'s $20,000
theft of gems and ammuniticn from the Fusiliers Mount-Rcyal
Araoury, recollections move swiftly and disorderly, back and

forth in chronological tine.

At first sight, ever the story wvwithin the story seens
to be a collection of fractured moments cbedient to the sole
motive of releasing the inner tensions of the prisoner by
objectifying them. One notices, for instance, that, in a
reaction against the difficulty of keeping track of tinme
during his detention, the narrator records with obsessive
precision the dates and hours of the acticn cf the story.
"Entre le 2€ juillet 1960 et le 4 aolt 1792," mil était preés
de six heures quand," "lenderain" are phrases vhich punctuate
the narration. A more attentive reading, hovever, reveals

that the narrator-prisoner actually sets in crder disordered
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past movements. He imposes upon them a syster which is
deliberately created, and otliges them to constitute
themselves into a coherent duration. Fror the night in
Vevey, where the protagcnist stops at café Vaudois for a wug
of beer, through his failed murder attempts first in Coppet
Forest.and then in H. de Heutz's mansion, the spy-story
develops chronologically, even thcugh interrupted by
unchecked recollections, up to the moment when he receives
K's parting note from the reception clerk at the HOtel
dt*Angleterre. Throughout this story, K is present both as a
lover and as a companicn in the struggle fcr a coamon cause.
It is K, for instance, vwho relays to the frotagonist messages
from an F.L.Q. leader and wvho disappears without a trace
when the protagonist misses an appointment. A spy-story is a
highly structured literary qenre. The narrator-prisoner
willingly submits himself tc very strict fcrmal demands, angd,
thus, the spy-story becomes the very opposite cf the
fragmented existence he is forced to endure lLecause of
imprisonment and suspense. The creative prgcess vhich gives
birth to this work of art is the active duraticn which the
prisoner opposes to the passive duration impcsed by

confinement.

Thus, what the spy-story revives is a past dictated

not by a mere concatenation of precedents, but one consisting
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of events which, occurring in Canada or Switzerland, are
united through the unique feeling of love and comaitment
aroused in the parrator-prisoner. VNothing is revealed, for
instance, wvith regard to the childhood, the family or the
education of the protagonist. Nothing is revealed with
regard to the occupation or the emotional life of the
protagonist prior tc his joining the P.L.Q. mrcvement and his
meeting with K. What one witnesses in the spy-story is a
continuous re-invention of a particular wvcrld: the priscner's
immediate past with K and his involvement with the F.L.C. It
is in the affective reconstruction of thé’uorld of K and the
F.L.Q. that the prisoner finds justification for wantiné to
continue to live. Rigorously avoiding elewents not counnected
with ¥ and the F.L.Q., the spy-story appears constructed with
the intention of re-establishing a relation of continuity
betwveen the prisoner and his revolutionary brothers, of
feeling, in spite of impriscnment, the sacred ties binding
him to them, and, thus, of mixing himself with the great
flood of the future revolution:

Ce livre est le geste inlassablenment reconnencé d'un

patriote.... De plus, il €épouse la forme néne de mon

avenir: en lui et par 1lui, je prospecte non
inddcision et mon futur improbable.27

/7 . . .
Thus, in Prcchain episcde, moments fractured by imprisorment

-- the past and the future with K and the F.1.Q. -- are

bridged by the emotional involvement of the prisoner, and
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writing becomes the means not only of recognizing the past in
"gquelques anciens visages blesséé," but also to invent and
identify with the future of "d'autres compagncns qui déj5 me
prefoccupent."?8 “motional participation with cther people 1is
the path the narrator-prisoner follows towards liberation
from his cwn personality; ipn its turn, freedcm from the
prison of the self helps him overcome his sense of
fragmentaticn, and acquire 3 sense of continuity. By
attaining ccncoriarce with the past containing the objects of
his love and commitment, the narrator-priscner in Prochain
ég;§ggg attains a sense of concordance with their future as
well, even if, following the trial and sentencing, he may or

may not join them physically.

What Aquin proposes in Prochain épisode is, in the

final analysis, a completely artificial arrangement of human
experience and an incessant re-invention cf time through the
act of writing. This, hovever, does not mean that for Aquin
the formal ¢r imaginative universe is of primary importance,
and that action is only secondary. On the contrary,
believing that the individual self is to ke created in‘the
realm of acticn, he urges man to act in the present, for only
through action can he reveal himself to ctters and to

himself:

L'universe artistique, ou formel, pour mci, est
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secondaire. C'est la pclitique, au sers large, qui
vient en premier, ou, si vcus voulez, l'action....
Je ne crois pas qu'on puisse saisir un hcmme selon
des catégories définies, le figer dans un moment de
sa vie. C'est dans l'acticn que 1l'homme se révéle a
lui-meme., 29

/
In Prochain episode, acting equals writing, tut it is not the

product of writing that is important to Aquin. Rather, as he
notes in "écrivain faute d'€tre banquier," it is the
continuous genesis implied in the process ct creation whose
success rests in the movement itself. The act of creation as

revealed in Prochain églsode is a private event which leads

to self-discovery and, therefore, has a profound impact on
the 1ndividual engaged in it: “Le roman que j'écris, ce livre
quotidien que je produis déj3 avec plus d'aise, j'y vois un
autre sens que la nouveauté percutante de son format final.

Je suis ce livre de 1l'heure en heure au jour le jour."30

But the writing of the spy-story gives the narrator

/.
ir Prochain evisode much more than detachment from the

present and the satisfaction experienced ty any creator who
has imposed order on chaos. The spy-story gives the narrator
himself a future. An exasination of the episcdes cf which
the story ccnsists indicates that their selection is
determined at once by the narrator's need for the love and
re-assurance with which tc counteract the anpihilating

effects of waiting in loneliness, and by his desire to set



119

himself Ln resonance with a particular world, that of the
F.L.Q. and of his mistress K, and thus trecome part of their

future.

In an extensive study of the importance of the
position held by the concept of time in contemporary
literature, Joost Meerlo recarks that in "creative time, the
distance between now and the future is broken dcwn. It all
comes suddenly alive in a tremendous now, full of semsaticn
and mutual relationship."31! Meerlo's comment seems highly
accurate in termes cf the evidence provided by Prochain
ég;gggg. While writing a spy-story essentially grounded in
the intellectual and emotional realities of Cuebec, the
prisoner fully associates himself with these realities and,
in a powerful statement of identity, declares: "En moi,
dépriné explosif, toute une nation s'applatit
historiquement.”32 In its turn, this rharpscdic identification
vith his people gives him the feeling of exercising ccntrol
over them, ty writing not crply about things that have passed,
but also about those that have yet to come. Indeed, once a
reality beyond the objective one is captured in word
boundaries, man acquires mastery over something which,
unnamed, eludes possession. Past and present are organized

in the direction of the future.
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But writing is not cnly a personal event. ©Writing is
alsn a means of communication, and the narratcr-prisoner 1is
fully avare that a victory of the F.L.Q. revoluticn wculd
turn his tock from a perscnal event into a historical account
of the time preceding the revolution, "Quand nos fréres
mouront dans les embuscades et les femmes sercnt seules a
féter le 24 juin, ce que pous écrivons cessera d'€tre un
;anpment et sera devenu un é&rit."33 Hence, through the
story he is writing, the narrator-prisoner becomes both a
creator and a sharer in tbe futare of the prcvince and the
voman he loves. And, since the particular grcup with whose
future he wants to relate himself is part cf the universal
totality of men, the prisoner is, in fact, setting himself 1n
resonance with mankind. *Pour t'écrire, je m'adresse A tout
le monde. .L'amour est le cycle de la parcle,"3* the narrator
admits to K, and thus, in spite of certain micsleading
statements regarding his sechanical writing, he reveals
himself as he truly is: an author who is ccnscious of the
techniques he emplcys and vho follows with lucidity the

stages of his artistic creation.

. . . Y
When in prison the narrator in Prcchaip episode

4
vrites: "Ce soir, pendant que je roule entre Fchandens et le
/ . c s . .
fond d'une vallee,.."35 he is not giving ip tc reurosis. Has

use of the present tense where a past tencse wculd seem to
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have been in order is a desperate attewmpt to ccmmumne in the
present with those witb whom he took part in past events, for
he knows that the realization of his future is possible only
as part of the general flcvw of human history; more
stecifizally, as part of the revclutionary separatist
movement in Ouébec. "gvénement nu, non livre m'é&rit et
n‘est ras accessible 5 la comprghension qu‘g condition de
n'etre pas détdché de la trame historique dans laquelle il
s'insére tant hien que mal."3% Therefore, the writing of the
spy-story, as opnosed to merely recollecting the events which
constitute it, is an act inspired by different motives than
simply preserving sanity. Fetrospective and fprospective at
once, the wvwriting of the story within the story is
sim1ltaneously undertaken in the service of the prisoner's
past, present and future, of his feelings and thoughts. For
the prisoner to have remained inarticulate would have meant
his giving in to the pressure of the present instead of

trying to stani up to it and create a future.

As Ronald Sutherland remarks in the introduction to

Prochain Episode, the story within the stcry which is so rich

in descriptive material about Switzerland that it can serve
as a tourist's guide book, remains an equally effective quide

book when the reader is able "to see beneath the surface. 37
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The spy-story is not advertising the beauty of the Swiss Alps
vhere its action takes fplace, nor is it a wvwork cf political
agitation, in spite of its author's overtly expressed
political views. The spy-story is a full account of the
inner life of a fascinating personality, the spiritual
geojraphy of an anguished soul searching fcr a viable

spiritual stance which could make his life worth living.

Sent to switzerland by the F.L.Q. tc kill
H. de Heutz, an English-Canadian banker who is rerportedly
financing activities against the F.L.Q., the French-Canadian
protagonist of the spy-story finds himself ir the tanker's
superb castle, surrounded ty objects of art. 1In the presence
of art, the Québécois separatist discovers that he does not
have the narrow-mindedness and lack of sophistication of
those who can be used as blind instruments of a cause.
Rather, he recomes conscious that he is ar acutely sensitive
individual, fascinated by the elegant and the beautiful, with
a distaste for crudity and violence. The adamiration which
the contemplation of an antique commode or a leather book
binding elicits in him is indicative of a capacity tq
recognize and respond to teauty; the more so as this beauty
reveals to him unexpected and admirable traits in the

character of the man he is supposed to assassinate.
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But the reader also knows by now that the young
separatist is profoundly and sincerely ccpoitted to the idea
that violence is somet imes justified as a means of causing
soc1al 1nd political change. 1Indeed, if the narrator-
prisoner is partially, 1f nct entirely, tbe young terrorist
in the spy story, then throughk the allusicns to historical
events vhich accompany the recollections cf the former, a
glimpse at some dcminant traits in the character cf the
latte£ is provided. Of these allusions, the most significant
seem to be those connected with moments of vioclent social and
rolitical change such as the Geneva revcluticn of 1781, the
revolution of the United Provinces of the lcv Ccuntries in
1787, or the abolition of the privileges of nobility and
clergy in France on August 4, 1792. These are allusions and
dates with which the narrator-prisoner / spy-story
protagonist associates himself and in termes cf which his
personality can be defined: a young Québéﬁcis, acutely
sensitive to beauty, committed to violence on behalf of a
social revolution. And, as the spy-story reveals, it is this
very sensitivity to béauty that unltimately prevents the

revolutionary from committing murder.

/
The moment the young Quebéﬁois feels partial

admiration and respect for his victim, the moment he
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identifies partially with his victim, the rebel ceases to be
tte blind instrument of a cause, and becomes a sensitive
injividual, any sensitive individual faced with an
iusurmountatle dilemma: "How to kill scmekcdy in whose
sophistication he recognizes his own refinement, howvw to
nurder someone whcse values he shares?” The sry~-story does
not have the answer. The ycung Québécois fails to resolve
satisfactorily the profound antagonism between his mission
and ris new relaticnship with his intended victim, between
the objective world of political activity and the subjective
world of his feelings and thoughts. He pauses for a moment
to consider the complexity of the situation in which he finds
himself, and because he is able to ponder he fails to kill
the banker. The ycung Québé&ois flees the chalet in despair
both at his inability to cowmit murder, and at his being late
for an appcintment with his mistress K. Indeed, by the time
he reaches the place of the rendez-vous, K, whose real name
and address he does not kncw, is gone. And, if K is a
metaphor for Québec, failing to kill the Erglish-Canadian
banker, the French-Canadian youth has failed both the wcman
and the country he loves, But, there are strong indications
in the spy-story that K is also the mistress of H. de Heutz;
therefore, Québec loves both the French and the English.
And, if this is true, whom has the young terrorist failed?

Or, has he failed at all? The spy-story does not provide ab
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answer. Perhaps, because there is no answer.

Nevertheless, the chalet episode represents in

. A I e
miniature the whole of Prochain episode, the cprosition

between individual emotions and social or histcrical
imperatives, between personal values and sweeping
revolutionary demands, Ltetween art and real life. And, since
art 1s a form of subjective time, the spy-stcry reveals the
clash between objective anid subjective time that an
individual may e&perience 1n the course of his life. It
follovs, therefore, that the¢ moment wvhen the separatist feels
caught between duty to the political party he belongs to and

reluctance to perform blindly this duty marks in Prochai

- Lag

éQLSOde the passage from regional inspiration to a synthesas
of universal human values. The voung man in the spy-story
ceases to be merely a Québéﬁois terrorist and becores
everyman. The spy-story reads not as a political piece of
propaganda, but as the spiritual geography of an anguished
soul who cannot resolve the antagonism between duty and

personal values, between okjective and subjective tinme.

Most remarkably, the anxiety in the soul of the
/7
Quebecois separatist who 1s the protagonist cf the spy-story
reflects the anxiety in the soul of the narrator-prisoner who

writes the story. The latter is fully aware that the writing
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of a story is only a substitute for reality, an imposition on
time, not the living of it, and that the fgroduct itself, the
story, is orly a very fragile edifice set against the march
of time. Iike anything predicated on time, Loth creative
writing and the story will fail to endure forever. The
narrator 1s also conscious cf the strictures characteristic
of this particular dimension of artistic life. Lanquage is
ultimately impotent, both in defving time and as a means of
complete self-articulaticn. The right words, even if found,
vill neirther liberate him completely, nor Lold time in its
flight. He knows that writing, as any highly subjective forn
of activity, proves at once salutary and dangerous. As the
narrator-prisoner points out, one of the mcst severe
consequences of one's absorgtion in a subijective order of
existence is the fact that it prevents one frce functioning
adequately in real life. The narrator dreads finding hisself
changed through his own writing, ndifférent a force de boire
l'impossible a gueule ouverte...,"™ and fears that he will
vake up from the dream—-like process of creaticn "dé@éné&éﬂ
complétement désidentifiéﬂ auéanti.“3‘ Abcve all, inmprinted
on his mind is the knowledge that, because of his own liamited
capacity to comprehend humap reality, his stcry, like any
vork of art, is dAirected towvards a conclusion which it may

/.
never attain. 1Indeed, Prochain episgde poses awvesone

questions akout the struggle between opposite thrusts in
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human existence and, like the spy-story, €nds with an awesonme ‘
absence of answers. It omly arncunces that the events it
recorded will be followed ty other events, that there will be

. 7 .
anotter "prcchain episode."

Throughout the process of writing, the complex and
constantly accompanylng awareness that both the mechanises
requlating individual and social life and the mechanisas
regulating the narrative fcrm of the story he attempts to
write may elude his grasp marks the narrator-prisoner vith a
sense of despair, until tired and discouraged be is tempted
to give up struggling for words and substituting purposeful
arrangement for aimless disorder:

Pourquoi continuer a ecrire et quoi encore? Pourquoi

tracer des courbes sur le papier quand je nmeurs de

sartir, de marcher au hasard, de courir vers la femme

que j'aime, de m'abclir en elle et de 1l'entrafner

avec moi dans ma resurrection et vers la mcrt?3?9
Because, he himself gives the answer, he is aware that he
gains something: he gaims time. It is dead time, because it
is mentally created beyond the temporal and spatial order
which he inhabits. Yet, it is time alive, because it saves
his sanity and gives birth to a novel. Therefore, he suanons
up all his spiritual resources, and forces himself to
recommence writing because he knows that thrcugh the

acceptance of the tempcral conventions of a wcrk of art and
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through the continuous exercise of creativity, be changes his
relationship to Lis own time, and, instead of remaining its
victim, he Lecomes its begetter. The misery of life is
metamorphosed into the beauty of art, "Mon récit est
interrompu, parce gue je ne connais pas le premier mot du

. / . . £ V2
prochain episode. 4ais tout se resoudra en beaute.”"*0

"Artists," D. B. Kuspit comments, "make readers awvare
of the existence of things in time. To do this, the artist
confronts one aspect of time with the other -- theoretically,
the past with the future; practically, the sterility of time
vith its fertility."*! Artists like Aquin also show their
readers that time, understocd in a personal way, becomes a
force, that man himself can empty or f£ill the past, the
present and the future. Accordingly, the prisoner in

Prochain épisode is not the only one of Aquin's characters

vho is involved in an act of creation. Almost all his main
characters are, and thus establish a new relationship between
themselves and their environment, between themselves and

their tinme.

Unhappy in both marriage and profession,‘Christine

Porestier of L'Antiphonairevexperiences reality not as a

fulfilling totality, but as a sequence of troken and

disorganized parts. In the motel room in San Diego,

’
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California where Christine is thinking about her abaundoned
medical career, the presence of an epileptic husband
recovering from a recent fit increases the sense of failure
and desolation that devastates her:

Li respi;a@iog profgnde de Jean Hil}iar, ccuché 3 ses

cotes, divisait epn intervales régullers le tenps mpcrt

qui s'etirait pour Christine et se traduisait

synchroniquenent en un long ruban d'enrui et de

d€solation. 2
To counteract the mental disintegration caused by anxiety and
regret, Christipe tries to absent herself frcr a present
vhich she feels as insufficient and inadequate in order to
live, "Elle ge faisait absente, de plus en flus, ; cette
existence qui demandait dtelle une prééence vigilante, "3
Rnovwing, hovever, that despite adverse, objective conditions,
experiential fullmness is still available tc her as an act
pecformed by her own mind, Christine Porestier tries as
desperately to achieve it as the narrator-prisoner in

- /. .
Prochain episode: |

Pour’poi, l'existence n'est q'une sé&ie de sé’uences
brisees, auto-suffisantes, dont l'addition n'égale
jamais la totalité. En fait, la totalit€ n'existe
pas autrempent que comne schéna perforlée dans
l'esprit.+*

. . o L e
Like the narratcr-prisoner cf Prochain erisode, Christine

Porestier of L'Antiphonaire decides to write a story.

Initially, it is the story of a sixteenth-century manuscript.
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Ultimately, it is her own sriritual biograrhy: "Puis, la vie
s'est inséré; de force dans mon pauvre réﬁit; et, du coup
celui-ci s'est trapsformé en une autobiographie.™4s Thus, to
the dead time in which ennui and desclaticn cblige her to
live, Christipe Porestier opposes the livirg time cof creative
effort., By tackling the formal temporal demands of the
narrative genre, Christine Forestier, like the narrator-

. A . Co
prisoner of Prochain episode, transcends the discontinuity

which she feels in her everyday life by the impcsed
continuity of her story. And, it is precisely this
continuous exercise of creative activity that enables
Christine Fcorestier to overcome the difficulties of the
present, and to believe in the possibility of rebuilding her

life.

Analogously, in ggég de méhoire, Pierre X. Magnant
knows that it is imperative for him to avcid a present which
confronts him both with the absence of his lcver Joan vhom he
has murdered, and with the inability to reason why he has
committed such an act. "J'éprouve un frisson globals et
prolongé;'je fais perdre la raisomn, je contat la lucidit{,"‘ﬁ
Pierre X. Magnant confesses in the grip cf drug-induced
hallucinations. But the use of drugs does nct help Magnant
comprehend why he strangled Joan, the equivalent of K inp

Prochain égisode, the vwoman-country lost thrcugh
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/
pisunderstanding. As in Prochain episode, 1t is only the

exercise of creative writing that retrieves lost beings and
lost time. 1In the novel that Magnant decides to write, the
passage from death to life is possible. 1In the literarv work
that Magnant attempts to prcduce, the dead Joan can he
resurrected. And even thongh Magnant is not entirely atle to
achieve his qoal, for he still misses Joanr and still cannot
understand why he murdered ber, he saves himself fcr some
time from the sterile incoherence of monolcgues, and changes
the temporal patterns of his daily life:

Je vis sous une telle compulsion secrete que le temps

se trouve disloqué et semble mettre une €ternité a

passer. Oui, le temps s'allonge ind€finiment et

m'instaure majestueusement dans sa prcgre
immobilite.+?

. . s . . s,
Hovever, unlike Prochain episode, in Trou de memoire, the

complete metamorphosis of personal experience into a literary
work is not achieved. Pierre X. Magnant tltimately fails to
impose structure on the chaos of his memories, and thus fails
to create ccherent duration out of fractured moments.
Enqulfed by painful and disordered thoughts, by "le bééaiment
informel que je stéﬁotypie avec tristesse sur ces pages pour-
oublier 1l'inoubliatle nudité'de Joan,"48 the proctagonist of

’ > I3 -
Trou de menmcire commits suicide.

One encounters a sirxilar situatico in Neige noire.
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Following the discovery of the incestuous relationshir
between his wife and her father, Nicolas Vanesse, the
protagonist, finds his sense of self profcundly disrupted.
As a result, his previously total involvement in everyday
activities becomes only partial, and he exists doubly as a
person in experience and also as a spectator who stands
outside the time of the experience in order to judge it.

. . .2 . .
Like the protagonists cf Prcchain episode, L'Antirhonaire and

Tron de géggi;g, Nicholas Vanesse is fully avare that the
perceived length or quality of time is ultimately a matter of
psychological conditions, ard, therefore, can be influenced
by so-called "technical means'" such as sex, drugs,
entertainment, or work: "La perception du temps est sans
doute lide aux moyens techniques dont 1'hcmme se sert pour
gagner du temps ou le tuer.®4? To bridge the éap between his
mental life and his performance as a social being, in other
vords, to bring together again the subjective and the
objective temporal aspects of his life, Nicolas Vanesse
compulsively writes and directs films in his rind. Like the

spy-story in Prochain éb;sode, like the story of the

sixteenth-century manauscript in L'Antiphonaire, the scripts

Nicolas Vanesse creates are essentially autobiographical.

. . L.
Hence, as the protagonists cf Prochain episcde and

L'Antiphonaire do, through the act of creaticn, the

protagonist of Neige noire attempts to sustain a degree of




133

inteqration of himself and his time, and is able to say: "Le

/ . . . . .
temps me devore, mais de sa bouche je tire mes histoires."s©

In "Profession: gcrivain," Aquin corplained that his
becoming a novelist was impcsed on him, not Lty hkis talent,
but by his inatility to become a financier, and he tried to
challenge the very foundation of creative writing in a
situation of colonization such as the one in which he
perceives Quetec to be. Under these circumstances, creative
writing is a "stammering ceremony" which indicates
acceptance, Aquin clains. <Creative writing, he continues, is
a traditionally compensatory passivity wvhcse temporary
appeasement should be refused:

. . /. . . .
La pratique litteraire, en situaticn ccloniforme,
exprime un comportement dLacceptation. De fplus, les
rites de la créaticn littéraire sont géné&a%ement
reconnus pour leur effet thérapeutique: apres une
nuit d'extase plus que lente, le danseur r'a frlus la
force de riposter au sphinx colonial. Fn l'épnisant,
dans un article rituel, la danse des ects sur la
liqge d*horizon réconcilie 1'homme avec son
irréalité, Dans notre rays désaqrégé, je refuse

l;apaisemeng'que jtai trop longtemps cherché dans la
cérénonie tégayante de 1*dcriture.st

Yet, acceptance is exactly vhat writing is pot in
Aquin's novels. Father, it is an attempt to master a chaotic
reality vhich at once eludes and oppresses. Seen in a larger

perspective, writing, like any other foram of creation, is an
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act of will., It is a personal struggle which has a

liberating effect, and, as Aquin notes in Pcipt de fuite,

even a novel like Prochain ééisode vhich has fpolitical

overtones is not a political manifesto. Rather, it is a

testimonial and a confession:

Sur le plan artistiqug, je suis non engagél
D'ailleurs, Prochain €pisode est un témo%gnage, une
confession, non un romar engage emn sens €troit du
terme, c'est-a-dire une prise de position
politique.52

Therefore, Patricia Smart is right to pcint cut in Hubert

Aquin -- agent double that MAgquin's novels are revolutionary

in character not because they deal with matters of social
revolution, but because they attempt to implant the
revolution at the level of the self. The reader vatches the
protagonists gaining cchscicusness of themselves and of their
role in the history of mankind, and in the process, as
Patricia Smart potes, he gains consciousness cf himself and
of the historical role he himself plays:
/7

le caractére vraiment révolutionnaire du roean

d'Aquin est de nous en faire prendre connaissance.

Plutdt que d'offrir une solution compensatoire, il

renvoie le lecteur au reelaavec une nouvelle

conscience de son propre role dans le débassement du

vertige collectif et dans la prise en main de
l'histoire. 33

/ . . - .
"Je n'ecris pas, je€ suis é&rlt,“s‘ the
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. . A
narrator-prisoner in Prochain episod= exclaims, expressing

the agony of an individual forced by events tc acknowledge
that the human condition is not one of absclute freedon.

Yet, notwithstaniing this painful awvareness, common to all
Aquin's protagopists, the sentiment with which the reader

A . .
closes Prochain episode, Trou de némoire, L'Antiphonaire or

Neige noire is not one of despair. On the contrary it is
with a sense of hope that one leaves these ncvels. 1In all of
them, the act of creation is revealed by Aquin not only as an
anodyne against the highly insufficient present and
phenomenal world, but as the subjective dimension within
vhich human intelligence cam gain a victory over the
irregqularities of time. Indeed, if one vere to use Kermode's
vords, the act of creation is one of the nmcst effective seans

of turning "chronos™ into "kairos." Prochaip éhi§ode, Trou de

/. . . , .
mnemoire, LtAntirhonaire et Neige poire also represent the

recognition of the fact that in a man's life there may te
moments vhen the subjective dimension of tiwe must be made to
devour the objective one, when man must endure in a
constrained attitude if he is to survive. Significantly

enough, the nmotto of Neige noire is from Kierkegaard: ¥“Je

. . s . A A
dois maintenant a la fcis etre et ne pas etre.mSS

Thus, even though Aquin's novels are grounded in the

life of Prench Canada, they are not primarily concerned vwith
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Canalian ,laces and Caradian politics, but with the efftort of
the individval everyvhere +c ccme to terms with existence,
with life and death. Froom the dramatic and coeplex
situations depicted in Aquircr's novels, as frcm the dramatic
ones revealed in Grove's books, human life emerges as
dependept not only on objective conditions, kut also on the
imaginative stance the individual himself adcpts tcwards the
world and on the actions he himself takes. The spirit in
which Aquin‘'s heroes respond to the sua total of the factors
vhich constitute their environnent is of pre-ewminent
importance, for, even though man cannot ultimately choose his
time, he can decide his own mode of attaching himself tc it.
To live, therefore, is at once to write and to be vwritten.

/
And even so, "Ecrire est un grand amour," Aquin concludes 1n

Prochain ébisode, making at one and the save tire a statement
about artistic life in particular and about human life iv

general.



NOTES: CHAPTER III

1t An initial form of this study appeared in Modern
Fiction Studies, 22 (Summer 1976), pp. UU49-56.

N.B.: Translations frcm French into English will be surprplied
for all quotaticns from Agquin's work. All
translations are mine even in the cases where
puktlished ones exist. T have decided omn this course,
since I find the published translaticns not as close
to the original text as 1s necessary for the purpcse
of this study.

. . / . .
2 H. Agquin, Prochain episode (Ottava: Le circle du
livre de France, 1956), p. 7.

Translation: "Cuba flows in flames in the middle of the
leman Lake, while I descend to the bottom of
things."

N.B.: All subsequent quotations from this ncvel will be to
the same edition if pnot otherwise indicated.

Translation: "FProm now until then, I sit at the bottonm of
the Leman Lake, plunged in its fluid movement
which plays the role of my subconscious.... I
watch @y own dispersion."”

.

4 This quality of Aquin'’s novel has been briefly
noted bty B. Brazeau, An Qutline of Contepporary
Prench-Canadian Literature (Toronto: Forum House, 1972), and
R. Legris, "Les structures d'un nouveau roman, Prochain

pisode, " Littérature capadienne (Hontréal: les Editions

Sainte Marie, 1968), pp. 25-32. VFNeither critic, however,
gave adequate consideratiocn to this important feature of
Aquin's novel.

S H. Aquin, "Considérations sur la forme romanesque
d'Ulysses de James Joyce," l'oeuvre littéraire et ses
siqpifications, eds. P. Pagé and R. Legris (Hontrzg.: Les
Presses de 1'Université du Québec, 1970), r. €3.

Translation: "From my point of view, I have a number of

137



138

perspectives on this inexhaustible book: I can
use a a wide-angle lens or, on the contrary,
accomodate myself to other referential levels
situated further away in tiere. Yes, Ulysses is
unique in that it permitg re, tise and again,
to resume reading it, to follovw Eloom in his
wandering or Ulysses in his Homeric pursuits,
or, bty changing often the ferstective levels,
even to follow the performarce of James Joyce's
writing. It is only rarely that one can say
about a kook that it is inexbaustible to such a
degree."

/
¢ H, Aquin, L'Antaiphonaire (Montreal: Le Cercle du
livre de Prance, 1969), p. 18.

Translation: "I want to tell everything nct in order of
succession necessarily, but according to a
compositional design in 'cursus velox' jurping
therefore to the composition according to
desired time, and not without any disruption.”

N.B.: All subsequent quotations from this novel will be from
the same edition.

7 1bid., p. 192.

Translation: "But while he rests himself I dc not know where
between Bourg—en-Bresse and lycn, I --
Christine -- no longer know what to make c¢f the
contradictory items of information which I
receive with respect to the state of Robert's
health.®

7/
8 H. Aquin, Trou de memoire (Hontréél: Le Cercle du
Livre de Prance, 1968), p. 28.

Translation: " (yesterday evening already, between 10 and
1145 -_)n

N.B.: All subsequent quotations from this ncvel will be to
the same edition.

9 1bid., p. 192.
Translation: "midnight, Saturday, May 14, 1966."

double (Hontréﬁl:
1973y, p. 79.

10 p, Smart, ﬂugerg Aggin - ggent
Les Presses de l'Universite de Montréal,

Ie
{



Translation:

11 H,
Pp. 64-65.

Translation:

12 N,
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"Noticing, for instance, the importance given
to dates in the stories told by Pierre Magnant
and Olympe Ghezzo Quenuum, the typical reader
vill attempt to re-establish the chronology of
the events, only to discover that the twvwo
stories reflect each other as if iw a mirror,
the chronology of the latter reversing that of
the former."

Fd
Aquin, Neige noire (Montreal: La Presse, 1974),

"the dizziness of one wvho by distancing hinmself
from the measurement of time, enters an
intoxicating instantaneity. Tine does not
stop, no! Time will pno longer stop; through
enptiness it cancelss e}erythinq that precedes
and follows. One does not even feel any longer
the passage from on ay to another."

Cloutier, "James Bond Balzac Sterling MosS...

Bubert Aguin," (interview with Aquin) Macleagns, 6 (Septenber

1966), p. 14,

Translation:

. 13 3.

“In a vell written novel, one vhich gives free
rein to the imagination, you use fragments of
reality, you re-dispose thenm, you re-arrange
them in a new order -- the fictional order --
and thus you render reality more visible and
mrore readable, something you would be unable to
achieve in a novel which would content itself
with merely reflecting reality."

Léonari, "Un romancier virtuose: Hubert Aquin

~- A propos de L'Antiphonajire,™ P. Paqé and R. Leqris, eds.,

Qp. cit., P.

Translation:

191.

"It is no doubt the fate of the so-called
secondary literatures to be unable, without
great difficulty, to give ufp regional
inspiration, and to reach a sense of synthesas
only after a long and painful maturation.

A. Aquin is, no doubt, the first novelist fronm
Quebec who has taken a decisive step tovards an
all-inclusive creation."

14 prochain ég;sode, p. 48.

Translation:

"Everything here is on the run except nmnyself."™
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ts 1bid., pp. 16-17.

Translation: "FEverything seems to be an extracrdinary cheat,
the pain which I feel vhile admitting it
included.... Nothing feeds my soul any
lcnger.... Ncthing can be a distraction any
ROC€.ca,

16 §. Cloutie~r, op. cit., p. 41,

Translation: "I had completely lost my identity, I must say.
But when I found myself cut cff from
everything, wvwell, I found myself still wvanting
to live, wanting to live this experience tc the
very end in order to get out of it. Therefore
I wrote Frochain episode where I recaptured the
elements of my past life and metamorphosed
them. "

/
1? prochain episode, p. 35.

Translation: "To fly at last! To walk at random, incognito
and unpunished, the streets which slash each
other in order to mingle with the great flow of
history...."

ts T, S. Eliot, "Burnt Norton," Tle Four Quartets
{(Nev York: Barconrt, Brace & Co., 1953), fp. 8.

19 prochain ébisode, p. 153.

Translation: "Your naked body tells me again that I was btorn
for real life, and that I desire padly wvhat I
love."

20 Tbid., p. 97.
Translation: "I need to see ycu again. Without you, I die."

Translation: f"Ah, to ke given back the sun-like room and our
love, since I miss everythirg and I am afraid.”"

22 1pid., p. 36.

Translation: "I glut myself, true to our bitter motto, on a
salty beverage which drugs me."

23 1bid., p. 9€.
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Translation: "from 1776 till 1870, froer the Pcston Tea party
till Misere Camp...."

24 Foint de fuite, p. 18.
Translation: ™"The past does not interest me and T do nct
recoqnize myself in 1t -- and it is significant

that my second novel i1s entitled Blackout.®

/
25 Trou de memoire, p. 30.

Translation: "To vomit, 'how good that would te; to vecmat
with just one spasm all this slime of too fresh
recollections which have remained on my stomach
and poiscn me."

The forcefulness of the language in Agquin*s novels
has been noted by cther critics too. See, fcor instance,
A. Brochu, "Un clavier de langages,™ L'ipstance critique
(Ottawa: Leueac, 1974) , pp. 359-368.

26 The fact that the prisoner commits his thoughts to
paper in order to escape psychological d151ntegrat10n has
been briefly discussed by R. Bourneuf, "Formes littéraires et
réalitds sociales dans le ccman québécois,” livres et auteurs
canadiens 1970 (Montréal: fditions Jumonville, 1971),
pp. 265-69. Also, see C. Lackquell, "Procba%p eplsode,
livres et aoteurs canadiens 1965 (Hontreal' ditions

e e it ——— | ——————— et S P . Sttt e ———

Jumonville, 1966), pp. 41-42,

27 Prochain égisode, p. 39.

Translation: "This book 1s the incessantly recommenced
gesture cf a rpatriot.... Mcrecver, it espouses
the very shape of my future: in it and through
it, I prospect my own indecision and improbable
future. "

28 1pid., p. 204.

Translation: "a few old, vounded faces,"™ "other companions
who already preoccupy me."

/
29 J., Bouthillette, "Ecrivain faute d'etre banquier"
(interview with Aquin), Point de fuite, pr. 13 and 18.

’
¢

Translation: "For me, the artistic or fcrral universe is
secondary. It is politics, in the broad sense
of the word, that comes first, or, if you want,
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action.... I do not believe that one can seize
the nature of a man according to definite
categories, that one can fix him during one .
noeent of his life. It is through action that
pan reveals himself to hiaself."

30 prochain égisode. p. 92.

Translation: "In the novel which I am writing, in this daily
book which I produce already with more ease, I
see another meaning in addition to the piercing
novelty of its final form. I am this book hour
by hour, day by day."

31 J. Neerloo, Alopd the Fourth Dimepsion (New York:
The John Day Company, 1970), p. 262.

/
32 prochain episode, p. 25.

Translation: "In me, explosively depressed individual, a
vhole nation flattens itself historically."

33 Ibid., p. 94.

Translation: *“When our brothers will die in ambushes and the
women will be alone to celebrate the 24th of
June, what we are writing now will stop being
an event and will become an account."

34 _I__b.i oy po 7-

Translation: ™To write to you, I address myself to the whole
vorld. Love is the cycle of the word.".

35 Ibid., p- 67.

7
Translation: "Tonight, while I am driving between Echandens
and the bottom of a valleyee.."

¥é 1bid., p- 94.

Translation: "Naked event, my book writes me and it is aot
understandable but on condition that it is not
detached from the historical fabric to which it
belongs for qood or for evil."

37 R. Sutherland, "Introduction," H. Aquin, Prochain
Episgode (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1972), p. iv.

s prochain episode, p. 47.
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Translation: "different as a result of drinking the
impossible with open mouth,™ "degenerated,
without an identity, annihilated."

39 1bid., p. 2.

Translation: "Why should I continue to write, and what next?
Why should I draw curved lines on the paper
when I am dying to get out of here, to walk at
random, to run towvards the woman I love, to
annihilate myself in her, and to lead her with
me in my resurrection and tcowards death?"

40 1bid., p. 171.
Translation: "My story is interrupted be%ause I do not know
the first word of the next erisode. But
everything will resolve itself in beauty."

41 B, Kuspit, "An Analysis of Creativity in Terss of
Time," University of Windsor Review, 5 (Fall 1969), p. 56.

42 1'Antiphopaire, p. 13.

Translation: *"The profound breathing of Jean William asleep
by her side, was dividing into reqular
intervals the dead time which expanded itself
for Christine and which sirultaneously
translated itself into a long ribbon of ennui
and desolation.”

‘3 Ibid., p. 12‘

Translation: ™"More and more, she made herself absent from
that existence which demanded of her a vigilant
presence."

a4 Ibid., p. 228.

Translation: "For me, existence is nothing tut a series of
broken sequences, self-sufficient, whose
addition never equals the totality. 1In fact,
the totality does not exist except as a schenme
performed in the spirit.n"

s Ibid" po uq.

Translation: "Then life inserted itself forcibly in my poor
story; and, suddenly, transfcrmed it into an



144

autobiography."

7/ .
4¢ Trou de memoire, p. 25.

Translation: "I experience a glcbal and prolonged shudder; I
make myself lose my mind, I struggle against
lucidity."

47 Thid., p. 47.

Translation: "I live under such a secret, propelling force,
that time finds itself dislccated, and seens to
taxe an eternity to pass. VYes, time
indefinitely elongates itself, and majestically
settles me down in its own immobility."

I
*8 Ipid., f. 57.

Translaticn: "the informal stammering which I =sadly note in
shorthand in crder to forget Jcan's nakedness."

49 Neige noire, p. 93.

Translation: “The perception of time is no doubt connected
to the technical means which man uses to gain
or kill time."

50 Cuotel by J. Bonenfant, "Neige noire,"” livre et

auteurs capadiens 1974 (Hontréal: fﬁitions Juscnville, 1575),

E- 22.

Translation: "Time devours me, but it is from his mouth that
I drav my stories."

s1 H, Aquin, "Profession: éérivain,“ Parti pris I
(January 19€4), pp. 27-28. Quoted by P. Smart, op. cit.,
p. 28.

Translation: "literary practice, in a situation of
colonization, is the expression of acceptance.
Moreover, the rituals of literary creation are
generally reccgnized for their therapeutic
effect: after a night of more than slow extasy,
the dancer no longer has the strength to retort
to the colonial sphinx. By exhausting him
through ritual, the dance of wcrds on the
horizon line reconciles man to his unreality.
In our disintegrating country, I refuse the
appeasement which for too lcng a time I sought
in the stammering ceremony cf writing."®
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$2 point de fuite, f. 16.

Translation:

5S3 p,

Translation:

"Artistically, I am not engaged. As a matter
of fact, Prochain episode is a testimonial, a
confession, nct an engaged ncvel in the
literary sense of the word, i.e., taking a
political stard."

Smart, op. cit., p. 64.

"The truly revolutionary character of Aquin's
novel is to rake us gain ccnsciousness [of the
role ve play in the history cf mankind J.

Rather than offering a comfpensatory solution,
he sends the reader back to reality vwith a new
sense of his cwn part in the prccess of
overcoming the collective vertigo and of taking
history in his own hands.™

A
S4 pProchain episode, p. 89.

Translation:

535 H.

Translation:

"I am not writing, I am being written."

Aquin, Neige noire (Montreal: la Presse, 1974).

"Now, I must ke and not be at the same time."



Iv. THE ALI-SWALICWI KNG MOMENT: MARGARET AVISCN'S POETERY!

O0f the Canadian poets who have addressed the matter
of man and his relationship to time, Margaret Avison deserves
special attention. Like the novels of Greve and Aquin, her
poems are striking examples of what Kermode calls "ficticns
cf complementarity," that is, literary wcrks which,
reqardless cf the genre to which they belcng, re-create a
movement out of the objective world into the subjective
consciousness working in time. What is also remarkable about
Avison's poetry is both the intensity of her preoccupation
with individuvally internalized moments and the synthesis of
the religious and the secular that she achieves in her
advocation ¢f a concerted visionary-emoticnal response to the
present, phenomenal world. Critics such as 1. Jones and
M. Beaty have rightly acclaimed this poet's work as an
impressive technical achievement and an unflinching quest for
meaning.2 Other critics such as E. Redekop ard M. Wilson have
followved her progression frcm a playful search for
significance in life to her mystic experience, but have cnly
briefly called attenticn to the remarkable fusion of
psychological insight and poetic imaqginaticn which

characterizes Avison's poems.3 It is the purpose of this

146
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chapter to consider in depth the system of beliefs which has
pernitted Marqgaret Avison to organize human experience
meaningfully around a spiritual centre and create subjective,

living value out of chromological duration.

With respect to ideological content, Avison's tvo
volumes of poetry are similar. Both Sinter Sup and The
Dumbfounding testify to the poet's acute interest in man's
inner life and his subjective perception of time, rather than
in his external environment and objective time duration.

What distinquishes the two volumes, however, is the fact that
by giving poetic expression to a mystical experience not
recordei in Winter Sun, The Dugbfoundipng reveals an

addit ional context for the subjective experience of tinme.

The poet's religious conversion opens the way for a potential
change in time perception that a specifically Christian
context might make. To give, through Christian love,
stability and consistency to each instant of existence, to
becone, through the acquisition of a newness of spirit,
illuminated children of the kingdom of earth is Marqaret
Avison's understanding of the message of Christ. It is also,
in her opinion, the only true solution to the human
condition. Having received this divine revelation, however,
the poet goes beyomd it, and proposes a way of life whose

terms are equally accessible to the believer and the
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non-believer, for they are grounded in the transfiguring
effect that an imagination enriched with feeling may have on

human life regardless of religious or secular context.

As lesmond Pacey observes in his Creative Writing in

writers the painful avareness of the inadeguacy of man's
existence predicated on time, and founds her discussion of
the human ccndition on the idea that, with a temporal index
attached to it, human life is not only trarpsient, but also
tragically short.+ If poems such as "A Nareless One" or
"Apocalyptic" pote only briefly that within the overall
framework of existence, mar is onfy an "insect living in a
bathroom," a form of life wltose flow is lisited to "a sparrow
time," in the poem "In Time," Avison's ccpcern with the
shortness and transience of human life is emphatic. Here,
the poet attempts to give'artistic form to the concept of
growth, but, significantly enough, her attenticn is not
focused on the ideas of rejuvenation and renewal associated
with growth. Rather, it is concentrated cp the inexorable
passage of years implicit in the same process:

Stumps in the skull

feel smooth.

No juice. No punkvood.

Sheaves

of tall timber

sprout awkwardly -- pcplar clumgs
by the railway cut -~

Nt
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in a matter of years.

That's growth.$

Human transience is noted as a particularly negative
experience in Avison's poetry because for this poet, as for
many other contemporary pcets, the traditicral integration of
Goil, Nature, and Man, no lcnger holds true. The mind of
nodern man has risen in Lucifer-like mutiny aqaiFst a
strictly Bitlical interpretation of the universe, and a
number of poems by Avison structured arcund the metaphor of
the particle falling away from the kernel give voice to the
spiritual chaos engendered by man's second fall, \that is, the
loss of intuitive or non-inquisitive faith. In "The PFarth
That Falls Avay," the central symbol of the poem, the
blindfold, is the physical expression of man's spiritual
descent into the darkness of doubt and unanpswerable
questions, whereas in "Watershed™ the idea of man's having
cut himself off from traditional beliefs is expressed in a
direct statement:

The clocks in the wrists and the temples, and up in the
tovwers
That you see as you walk, assuming the earth your floor
Though you kmow in your heart that the foct-hold really
is gone.®
Irremediably subjected to destruction ty otjective duration,

and with po external reason for existence, the twice-fallen
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world, Avison's "The Fallen, Fallen World," seems to mock any
meaning, and people, whether "RERVOLUTIONARIES," MICEALISIS"
or "“"THF LFARNED," brecathe "murk and apprehension,"” instead of
life-giving air. "“Rondeau Fedouble" resumes the "talling
avay" motif. To the stupefied eyes of the modern man in this
poem, existence appears as a senseless pattern of opposites
in tension, an endless avenue lined vith roles at once

"divorced from origim," and vwith an obscure end.

Moreover, Aviscn observes in "Chronic,”™ that the
perpetuil tension perceptible in the outer vorld 1is
reproduced at the level of the individual by the gap between
his objective and subjective life. élacing form in the
direct service of concept, Avison adopts ir "Chronic" a
two-part compositional design which reflects the lack of
synchronization between the time lived and another tinme not
lived, but contemplated. The first stanza centers upon the
idea that inner individual cadences do not always coincide
with external ones. Moreover, that an individual's inner
life, his "house made cf cld newspapers,” cannot even be
recoghized ty outsiders:

My house is made of 0ld newspapers.
Not very old ones, alvays abhout a wveek's

Accumulation. And don't pretend you recognize it.
You don't. (WS, 8)

The personal "newspaper house" is not reccgnizable because it
p pap
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does not confors tc compmonly accepted rules: it is neither
square, nor tepee shaped, for instance. The newspaper house
LY

can be recognized and understood only by the ®eye" that lives
vithin its valls and whose existence it influences. Indeed,
the more intensely the individual lives a reality governed by
subjective time, the more he feels divorced from a reality
defined in terms of objective duration:

But as the weeks pass I become accustcred

To failing more and more

In credence of reality as others

Must knew it, in a context, with a ccring

And going marshalled among porticos,

And peacock-parks for tours of morning leisure. (WS, 8)
Within the wvalls of the newspaper house the individual enjoys
absolute freedom; he can think of "strawberry festivals and

of quinces" while in the world outside, the world of the

second stanza of the pcem, vinter and cold reign suprene.

But the duality of consciousness presses hard on the
individual, and, as a theme, recurs transfigured in many
poems by Avison. "The Two Selves," for instance, gives
poetic treatment to the alienation resulting from the sense
of existing at one particular moment, and the capacity to
operate detached from one's owp self. This poem is steeped
in the confrontation between tvwo distinct voices which the
individual hears inside himself, but in which he only

partially recognizes himself. The recogniticn being



152

incomplete, the attendant feeling is not a release from inner
tension, but a strong sense of isolation from one's own
physical tiwme,. In "Chronic," the inner time of the
individual and its experiemtial possibilities were symbolized
by the house of newspapers where one could think of
strawberry festivals in the depths of wvwinter. TIn "The 1TIwo
Selves," the fulness or emptiness of individual time is
represented by the room full or empty of birds. The birds
wvhick used to inkabit the rcom have left, causing the roce to
turn into a "customs shed" full of crushed, dry cages, and
the dialogue between the two selves attenpts to register the
pind's str&ggle to retain identity among shiftings of tinme
and experience. The frustration engendered by the failure to
achieve a permanent meeting of the flesh and the spirit, of
objective and inner time is *"like knowing the sound of the
sea vwhen you / live, under the sea," the pcet notes, thus
making suspension in vater the physical exrression of man's
suspension tetween experiential extremes when "the here" is

not also '"the now."

Margaret Avison's fpoems give voice to man's feeling
of estrangement not only frce himself, but also from his
fellows. In the work of this Canadian poet, the
reconciliation between the concept of time as sequence, or

historic event, with the concept of time as plurality, or
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psychological event, 1s immensely difficult to achieve.

"Many as Twc," for instance, is both concerptually and
structurally similar tc "The Tvo Selves." In the form of a
dialoque between two inner voices belonging tc the sanme
individual, this poem attempts to define in human terms the
concepts of life and death. Life is "the green thing,™ "the
thrum of the touched heart strings." Death is "the flesh's
doom"” and "the terror"\gne does not name. Life and Death are
common to all mankind, but the particular manner of thinking
and feeling abcut them isolates each individual éron his

fellows. As a result, as Mendilow puts it in Time and the

Novel, the universe is a psychological multiverse.? Indeed,
the second stanza of "Hany as Tvo", not only accepts the
inevitability of death, but also affirms the radically
individual character of human experience. Cbliged by his own
mind to concentrate on himself as an entirety rather tham as
part of an aggregate, ran must face his urdepiable essential
loneliness:

Outsjde the heartbtreak home I know, I cab gown

no other.

"The krokeness. I kncw.
Alone." (D, 21)

PN

Yet, the poet reveals in "Searching and Sounding,"
that correlative to the strcng sense of individual isolationm

is the avareness that mpap can not fulfill bis life alone
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either 1n srace or time:

I rup from you to

the blinding blue of the
lovaliness of this wasting
mOrNning,...

------ ® o 0 00 00 v e

And as I run I cry

"But I need something huwman,

somebody now, here, with me.™ (D, 60-61)
In poems such as "Identity,"™ "The Artist,"™ or "Lonely lover,"
man's ultimate experiential isolation coupled with the
absolute necessity for companionship create a situation
balanced on the knife edge of opposite realities and hence,
of opposite thrusts: ome tovards the dissociation of
individual, subjective time from the objective time of
physical environment, the other towards a synchronization of
the same dimensions. Nevertheless, the pcet is not affected
by spiritual paralysis. On the contrary, the contemplation
of the conflicting claims of inner and outer time is the very
source of her illumination, and lies behind the poem "A

Nameless One."

This poem follows chronologically the short life @of a
nameless insect, in a nameless, second floor apartment. The
insect lives for one day only, but the physical and
physiological stages it undergoes clearly rarallel the stages
of d;velopment of a human existence: at six a.m., youth

"wafting ceilingward," at noon, maturity "still as a
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constellation of spruce needles," at four p.m., old age, "a
vilted flotsam." The watching of the brief insect life makes
available tc the poet the experience of an existence complete
in itself, and the insect becomes the sywmbkcl of the
ephemerality of all life. The poet understands that, as an
integral part of living nature, human life has to obey its
biologizal rules, and the poet is able tc accept reality

without agonv or revolt:
L

Its insect-day

has threaded a needle

for me for my eyes dimming

over rips and tears and

thin places. {0, 97)
But the poet's reflection on the minute and apparently
insignificant 1life of the nameless insect does not result
only in coming to terms with reality, and does not lead only
tovards the mere acceptance of man's transitoriness. The
contemplation of the microcosmic image of life represented by
the insect alsc reveals tc the poet the uvpniqueness of the
human condition. The nev perspective is fprofoundly
sympathetic and has a redeewning effect. The roet comprehends
that even though the objective direction cf man's life is
unalterable, man can redeem his life by giving it numerous
subjective dimensicns. By wmending his "diswzing eyes" through

the widening of the scope of his perceptions and

understanding, man can acquire new perspectives to look upon

mnimen e
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life. He can thus transforr the nameless room he is
inhabiting in space and time into an adequate apartment:
now that it is
over, I
look with pew eyes
upon this rocn

adequate for ocne to
be, in. (L, 97)

The way to give new directions to one's life, the
reader is told in the poem "Intra-Political," is to consider
each present moment, each "now" an instant at once central
and privileged, and to discover the whole meaning of life
vithin its experiential span:

Fora has its flow,

a Heraclitus-river with no riverbank

ve can play poise on now. (WS, 47)
f"Intra-Political, ™ which Avison has structured on a
continuous interplay betveen spatial images serving as
netaphors for temporal realities, is crucial tc the
understanding of her entiré\canon. It is in this poem that
Avison ﬁnequivocally nctes that, if time seems oppressive and
vweighs heavily op man, and, hence, man feels an antagonistic
reiationship between himself and space, it is of his own

making:

(Nothing inert may, in stone, space, exist -- except
as



157

our clocking selves insert it.
We move tow far from ways of weightlessness.)
Space is a hazard. (WS, U5)
"Intra-Political" opens with the question, "¥ho are ve
here? / boxed, bottled, barrelled / in rows?" then, swings
from remote reaches of the rast into the present in search of
an answver (WS, 44). Central to the develcgment of the
search, is the opposition the poet perceives between the
experiential narrowness of the human soul turned commercial
and rigid, and the experiential largeness available to the
same soul tbrough imagination and vision. The relation
between these two existential possibilities is similar to
that betveen a mudcake and the sun:
Games alte tooc earnest.
These packaged us-es

are to the gamboling of real nourishment
as mudcake to transmuted sun. (WS, u484)

In an analysis of the above quotation, E. Redekop
notes that these four lines advance proporticnal‘changes into

opposites and establish the follovwing equation:

packaged us-es : nudcakes
gamboling of transauted sun®

real nourishment

Indeed, having asserted the qualitative difference betwveen a

Bode of existence strictly predicated on immediate ébace and

U ot
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chronological time, and one that could go beycnd objective
temporal barriers, and therefore®*beyond objective space, the
poet explores the means and possibility of transcending man's
biological and experiential limitations. Through a complex
of images at once astronomical and anatomical the poen
affirms that, in spite of the important scientific
discoveries which have opened up the external universe, man's
universe is actually within. It is there that a major
transformation must occur in order to unbcx,fanbottle, and
unbarrel man's experience of space and tipse. The colt
startled by the noise of a passing train, the lcne balloonist
jerked into the air by the force of heat becore sysmbols of
map in search of his interior cosmos and time. Plunging
"avay / from the inexorable of ,/ weaving orbits™ of space and
chronological time, gamboling "the real ncurishment" of
imagination and vision, the individual discovers that his
space and time are not fixed, but amenable to immense
"largeness":

Iff with.dainty stepping, we unng ourselves

while still Explosicn slumbers,

putting aside pudcakes, «

the buying, selling, trucking, packaging

of nmudcakes,

sun-stormed, daring to gambol,

might there not be an immense answering

of human skies?
a next expectant largeness? (WS, u7)

The recognition and the acceptance of this subjective spatial
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and temporal reality is the crowning of man's migration
through his internal galaxies. It is his re-birth, "a nevw
Genesis":

... our darkness dreans of

this heavy mass, this moil, this self-

consuming endless squirm and squander, this

chaos, singling cff
in a new Genesis. (WS, U5-U6)

To such a moment of "new Genesis™ Margaret Avison
dedicates the poewm "April 17-18 (Apollo XIII)." The major
metaphor of this poem -- the earth as a space capsule -- is
used by the poet in order to examine the pature of man's
existence on earth in the light of the failure and success of
the Apollo XIII mission. The poem moves chrcnclogically fron
Friday morning to Saturday afternoon, fros laurnching to
splash-dovwn in order to culpinate in the question "What of
the where and why?" The answer to the poet's inquiry into the
reason and goal of man's technological achievements is

expressed negatively:‘

Air burn, the ocean, divers, nets and decks
quarantine, doctors, complex

debriefing days

are not the NOW that grips all cur energies
as knowing, both the dark possibilities

and the bright, grows.?

Margaret Avison's "NOW," "the NOW that grips all our

energies" is beyond the mechanical details of life, and,

o e
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therefore, is not represented by the launching of the rocket.
Avison's "NOW" can exist without technological achievements,
for it is lccated at any time in experience. It is not a
function of man's conquest of his physical universe, nor is
it predicated on any specific phase of historic developaent.
Such a "NOW" is invisitle cn the TV screers. It is not
detachable Lty the most sophistlicated equipment of the most
sophisticated scientific laboratories, but is rendered in

\ .”)

artistic form by the pocet who creates "Birth Day."

The dominant image of "Birth Day"™ is that of a
holiday in the tovwn of Mitileme. The descripticn of a
perfect summer day is followed first by an account of the
landscape around the town, then of the pecple of Mitilene
themselves. While the theme of the celebration looms large
in the poem, what seems to have most stimulated the poet's
imagination are not the festivities, and the spatial elerents
associated with them, but the subjective temporal reality
existing against this objective present moment. 1In the
privacy of her own self, thebpoet comprehends the cosmic
significance of the birth of a child. Whether the birth
referred to in the poem is that of the first child ever born
to a human heipg, or whether it represents the birth of
Christ is not important for our discussion here. #What is

important is the extraordinary experiential fulfilment felt



161

by the poet who, for a bkrief span of chrcnclcgical time, is
able to transcend the celebrations she is attending, and
acquire an insight into the miracle of birth. The
experience, which represents a violation of an cld self and
the creation of a nevw one, turns the Mitilene holiday from a
simple celebration into a spiritual birthday. And because
this re-born individual hafppens to be a poet, she attempts to
ccempunicate her unique state. She shouts cut her news in the
form of a poem even though she knows that in crder to
conprehend the miracle of child-birth people nust "stretch
and swell with strangeness®:

And then

The hour of genesis

When first the moody firmament

Swam out of Arctic chaos,

Orbed solidly as the huge frame for this

Cranped little swaddled creature's coming fcrth

To slowly, foolishly, marvellously

Discover a unique estate, held wrapt

Away from all men else, which to embrace

Our world would have to stretch and swell with strangeness.
(WS, 73-74)

This does not mean, however, that Margaret Avison is
rejecting srace and the objective present. Rather, she is
making them the basis of a subjective NOW which seems tc last
beyond its clock limits. Ib other vwords, like many other
contemporary poets and nove&iéts, Avison is attempting tc

demonstrate that "there is implicit in time an atemporal
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reality which simultaneously makes the time somewhat real and
shovws it to be somewhat unreal.™!0 It is, therefore, in the
present experiential mcment, not in the chronclogical one,
that Margaret Avison finds an authentic expression of human
existence. It is only this NOW that widens the individual's
temporal landscape, and, therefore, for her, it is the only

credible unit of human tiame.

The symbol for Avison's sense of human time is the
tree, more precisely the urktan tree, not the tree in the
forest. Poems such as "Easter,™ "Extra~Pclitical” and "Not
the Sweet Cicely of Gerardes Herball™ in the vclume Hinter

Sun, or, "Black-White Under Green," "The Mcaner" and

"Branches" in the volume The Dumbfounding are dominated by
the image of the tree. But nowhere is the tree more clearly
defined as the symbolic representation of sutjective duration
than in "Urtan Tree." Significantly, the tree which is the
poet's object of contemplation in this pcem is "orrhan" and
squeezed "among the knees of / clanking panoplied buildings.®
Yet, in spite of its loneliness and the cver-cemented soil
around it, ip spite of the fpipes, steel steps and cellars
through which its roots must find nourishment, the urban tree
forks skywards and, through the vapours it produces, ensures

the continuance of life:

Its auburn fernstrings pour
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invisible waterthreads of falling life
from the overplastered earth into

the very air-pillars that build that
dove & lambswool cloud. (D, 98)

Through a sudden shift, the poem moves from the external
landscape of the tree to the internal landscape of the poet.
The physical movement of the tree is paralleled in the
spiritual movement of the individual who ccntemplates the
tree, and the former becomes the symbclic exgression of the
latter's spirit taking on a new vftality. The individual
stops enjoying time horizontally, as a massive and continuous
development of chronolcgy, and, like the urban tree,
transforms time into a vertical dimension by availing hiamself
of each instant to abscrb life:

In a thin whitish space

off center, vast unblur,

the sun lives

as its alive sapling

lives and is traced in

fingering on the

arrested armor here,
morning. (D, ¢8)

this

For Margaret Avison, therefore, the direction cf the

inner movement which aims at reorganizing human experience is

"up," through spiritual
experiential sky. This
that takes rplace in the

the flight described by

and sensory roots to an ever-widening
is the sense of the vital process
urban tree, and this is the sense of

Avison in "Dispersed Titles.”
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This is a cycle of seven fpoems which develop a
careful exasination of man's relation to his environment and
to his histcry. Apparently disconnected, these seven poens
actually correspond to points in space and mcments in time
united by references which are mainly astrcncmical. From
Tycho Brache and Copernicus, to Kepler and Buckminster
Fuller, the poet moves freely back and forth among centuries
and places in an attempt to juxtapose contemporary Western
civilizaticn to other possiktle ways of locking at the world:
the ways c¢f Oriental culture, for instance. W®hile probiang
deeper and deeper into the nature of the Western world, the
cycle reaches deeper and deeper into the inner recesses of
the poet by means of igpressions related to scientific or
historical references:

For Tycho Brache's sake I find myself,
but lose myself again for

so few are salvaged

in the sludge of the

ancestral singular.
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The northern centuries

furnel me, a chute of

steel and water tumbling,

and I forget

varm becards, cld market avnings.... (WS, 5-6)

The suggestion is that all these disparate impressions anad
recollections, all these "RCOTS" are contained in the

structure of man's present imagination which Avison calls
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WFLI3HT." "[FLIGHT) [HAS RCCTS]," Avison cferly proclaims in
the titles of the first tvo poems forming the "Dispersed
Titles" cycle. ~unction of both internal and external
factors, man's life is sutject to fluctuaticns in terms of
imaginative and sensory stances. Consequently, at times, the
individual may experience deep frustration fcr being "tossed
out in the confused up-and-down" of disorganized experience.
Notwithstanding the painful recogniticn cf man's inability to
sustain an even level cf experiential intepsity, "Dispersed
Titles" advances a new vision of the world. PRy assembling
the titles of the seven different sections of the cycle, one
obtains a poem within a poepr which affirms the value of
moments of experiential fliqht. Transfiguring and
transcending the "now" and the "here," these moments gc
beyond reascn or memory. ULuring their span, all the roots --
the world as it was and still is -- are assimilated in man's
imaginative flight upvards:

[ FLIGHT)

{ HA5 ROOTS]

[BUT IS CUT CFF)

[ EXCEPT FROM AIL ITS SELVES]

[ THE EARTH HAS OTHRR ROOTS ANLC SELVES])

[ THE RAMEIESS CNE DWELLS IN BIS TENRTS]
{ AND "UP" IS A DIRECTION)

As a dominating image, the flight alsc appears in

"The Mirrored "an," "Mcrdent for a Melody," "Fcr Doctor and

-
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Mrs. Dresser," "Bestialities." Like the tree, the flight is
a persistent and recurrent metaphor that gives Avison's
poetry the coherence of a myth. Transcending chromnological
duration and oriented vertically through visicnary flight,
the time of the individual tecomes an inner event rather than
an external one, and each instant of life can potentially be
a break away from a linear temporal sequence. The intensity
of such vertical moments constitutes for Avison the major
beat in man's existence, and it is by thie intensity alone
that the absurdity of human life can he "blotted sheer out of

time" (WS, S58), and thus redeenmed.

However, representing an individual's inner time, the
experience undergone during intense moments cannot be readily
communicated.. Hence, the acute awareness of separate
identity which informs the poem "Words," fcr instance. This
poem can be easily seen as the poetic treatment of modern
communication theory which holds that the meaning of encoded
forns lies not in the encoded message itself, but in the
entire process of sending and receiving, that is, in the
human act ttat we call language. "Words" regins by setting
up a contrast btetween medieval and modern warfare, by
underlining the clear distinction between personal battles

and impersonal mass eradication:

Heraldry 1s breath-clcuded brass,
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bloood-rusted silks, gcld-pricked even threadbare
memorials of honor
worn,
a shield when napalm and germ-caps and fission are
eveless towards color, bars, quarterings. (D, 23)
The old and the modern in weaponry represent two different
perspectives on life. The fpoet feels this dichotoamy and
tries to express it through words, but fails, for the
imaginative order which is available to the privacy of the
"de- / ciphering heart" cannot be resolved in plain words.
The particular spelling which the poet uses for the adjective
"deciphering" is indicative of the dual character of the
experience; it decodes for the individual who undergoes it,
it encodes for outsiders:
The ancient, the new,
confuysed in speech,
breathe on, involving
heart-varmed lungs, the reflexes
of uvula, shaping tongue, teeth, lips,
ink, eyes, and de-
ciphering heart. (D, 23)
While recognizing that ordinary, spoken words fail to decode
or translate for the outsider the nature cf the private
experience, and that the prccess of receiving and sending
information is thwarted by the impotence of glain language,
Avison believes that experiences of subjective temporal order
can be conmmunicated if the language is manipuvlated in such a

vay as to make words at once pregnant with mcre than one

meaning and to make them relate to each other in pore than

¢ B
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one vay. By forcing words into new semantic and functional
relationshifps, cne achieves the supreme ccndensation of

stisuli that metaphorical lanquage represents.

Indeed, jvison is as self-conscious a poet as Aquin
is a self-cons&iou novelist., "Butterfly Bones," "The
Artist," "pPiqdr Viris," "Meeting Together of Foles and

]

Latitudes (In Prospect)!" reveal art as the means of creating

human value and time. To the rigor mortis te vhich he is
doomed, the artist opposes his supreme achievement, the rigor
viris of his own re-created existence:

In this clear twilight contour must contain

Its source, and distances with contour come

Opening peacock vistas that can no man entomb. (¥S, 62) pan

Moreover, pending his ability to communicate experience, the
artist becomes a creatcr cf time not only for himself, but
also for his public. Avison vwants her experiences imparted,
and this is why poeas such as "Meeting Together of Poles and
Latitudes (In Prospect)™ or "Searching and Scunding" strive
to bridge vith metaphors the gap between the individual
sender and the grcup receiver. The metaphors around which
these poems are structured act as the items cf heraldry
contemplated in the poem "Wcrds," that is, they communicate
subjective moments emanating a sense of fulfilment beyond

anything that objeéctive, conscious intellect can supply.
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"Meeting Together cf Poles and Latitudes (In
Prospact)" is a three stanza poem founded on the idea that
the constituent elements of what is commonly called humanity,
or the totality of people, are opposite psychological
tendencies in continuous tension. The first stanza is
dedicated to pragmatic, realistic people:

'Those vho fling off, tcss head,

Taste the kitter morning, and have at it --

Thresh, knead, dam, veld,

Wave taton, force

Marches through squirming bogs. (WS, 21)
These active people who are successful in daily life, live
separately from, and seldom meet, the day-dreamers and
art%sts vho seem inhibited in everyday existence and appear
passive:

Those who are flung off, sit

Dazed awhile, gather concentration,

Follow# vapour-trails with shrivelling wonder,

Pilfer, sov, play jongleur

With mathematic signs.... (WS, 1)
The third stanza of the poer advances the fpossibility of the
"curious encounter" of these opposite poles of human
spiritual geography, within the span of mcments which succeei
in temporarily abolishing "the felt disunity®™!?! between

opposite aspects of the human self:

But when they apgroach each other

PO
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The place is an astonishment:

Runvays shudder with little planes

Practising folk-~dance steps or

Playing hornet, L.

Sky mgkes its ample ruling

Clear as a primary child's exercise-bock. (%S, 22)
Avison is not of the Bpinion that a permanent coalescence
between oprosite aspects of the human self is rossible.
Indeed, tge experiential sky disclosed by the "curious
encounter"” is M"clear as a primary child's exercise book" bgt (/
it is, nevertheless, in "scmebody else's language." However, *— -
by permitting man to live even teeporarily in a stAte of
reconciliation between the realistic and the ttanscendentﬁl,
harmonious moments of compunication give adult life sorething
of the innocence of childhecd.

The impo%tance of sharing and comsunicating
experience as a means?of t}anséendinq objective t;ue is also
the theme of the poem "The World Still Needs," Here, Avison
esporses the view that the world still needs "piano tuners,"
and brings a logical sequence of arguments tc¢ support this
idea.. The piano tuners are the people whose profession is to
maintain the quality of certain musical instrunments. Through
music, people mavy communicate with each other and achieve
muEual comprehension, ¢r, in Avison's words, "avcommungl

cramp of understanding." Thus, in spite of different and

separate identities, people may share expefiences and thus
i
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lessen the discrepancy between personal and group values,
Mankind, therefore, needs piano tuners, fcr susic is one
means at man's disposal to rise beyond sisple chronology and,
by sharing tﬁe "absolute textare” of intense exp7rience,
temporarily turn many solitudes into one single {dentity.

The moment cf experiential communion, explains Margaret

Avison:
Is like the moment
When the piano inm the concert hall
Finds texture absclute, a single sclitude
For those hundreds in rows .... (WS, 27)
»

Margaret Avison does not claim, howvever, that art is
the only means of transcending the objective reality. The
intense experience of the ordinary fact can be equally
rewarding,'and Foeus such as "The Agnes Cleves Papers,™ "New
Year's Poem;" "Faster," or "Pace" are celetra%icns of facts -
of perfect immediacy and simpiicity. In tlis respect, in a
comparison of Avison and Wevill, John Colombo duly remarked
that "what excites Avison is particles of experiénce vhich &t
odd angles tombard the retinas of her eyes and in her poems
are turned into atomic particles."it? The title of the poem
“Pace™ is a pun ugon words. In Latin, pace means peace.
Indeed, says Avison, peace is a fanction cf pace. The
setting in "pace" is the city; more precisely, a city park

inhabited by birds and little animals. Thcse who pass slowly
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through the park, and let their ears experience the
"discreet, delicate / clicking" of squirrels and pigeons,
find themselves—envelored by a feeling of sufpreme
tranquillity:
Pedestrians linger
striped stippled sunfloating
at the rin of the
thin-vearing groves. (D, 12)
Similarly, in "Easter" a fine April morning is the background
for an extraordinary imaginative experience when the outer
vorld becomes the inner wvorld turned inside out:
A bird sings, forceful, glorious as a pipeorgan,
And the huge bustling girth of the whole wcrld

Turns in an everywhere of sunvwardness
Among the cloudcarved sundering of its oceans. (WS, 42)

Aviéon's sunward moments, therefore, are not
significant because of the nature of the activity performed
in their span; nor are they significant through their
position in relation to the past and the future. What is
important is the degree of man's absorpticr in the moment,
the intensity with which he responds to life at that
particular tinme. Lige'nuclear particles, to use Colombo's
" phrase, the intense experiences described in "Easter" or
"pPace" break the horizontal flow of time, and organize it

along a deep vertical axis of involvement. Ydeally, Margaret
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Avison notes in "A Child: Parginalia on an Epigraph," one
should be as deeply engaged in living as a child is, for no
intermediary comes betveen a child and his environment.
Whether he eats or puts his clothes on, whether he plays or
cries, a child participates directly in the world, and
nothing interposes itself between him and his delight in

,

life:

He is completely absorbed

and his heart therefore aches
(radiant, bone-tarred):

and to long for the

not enough out of the light yet
to be filled,

fulness. (D, 32-33)

Unlike the child's emnjoyment of life, the adult's
potential experiential richness is permanently menaced by the
false rituals which tend to rule his life. One of Avison's
most direct, engaged, and moving meditaticns onm the
contemporary pursuit of shas values is "July Map," a poenm
which claims that man bhimself must be held acccuntable for
the numbing of his own experiential potential. As elsevhere
in Avison's poetry, the landscape of this poem is the city
park surrounded by noisy, animated streets. The central
human fiéure is the July pan:

0ld, rain wrinkled, time-soiled, city-wise, morning man

vhose veeping is for the dust of the ele-flowers
and the hurting motes of time. (D, 22)
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The first stanza of the poem sets the July man in
opposition to the "buzzing populace" of the tcwn, which has
lost the capacity to slow down from the race, and, for ever
funnelled in the mad headlong course for material
gratification, is no longer receptive; it has ears that do
not hear and eyes that do nct see. In ccntrast to this mode
of existence which renders pan imaginatively and spiritually
lifeless thcugh physically alive, the last twc stanzas
suqgest an existence free from the materialistic suction that
cuts off the individual;s iraginative and visionary flight,
an existence which would emphasize the subjective dinension
of human time rather than its objective one. Unlike his
fellov citizens, the July man takes time toc sit on a bench in
a park, in the sound of a fcuntain, and, it is precisely
because of his refusal to Lecome part of the rat-race that he
becomes sensitive to things which those engaged in perpeéual
rushing dc not perceive. His is an existence which
enphasizes the subjective dirension of human time, and even

\though the chjective flow cf time remains undeniable, the
experiential "sudden sunlight" that the July man feels
constitutes for Avison true human reality:

The rushing river of cars
makes you a stillness, a pivot, a heart-stopping
blurt, in the sorrow

of the last rubbydub swig, the searing, and
stone-jar solitude lost, and yet,
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and still -- wonder (for good now) and
tresbling:
The too much ncpe of us knous
is wveight, sudden sunlight, falling

on your hands and arms, in your lap,
all, all, in tige. (D, 22)

In a discussion of man's ability or inability to
establish a desired relationship vith time, Georéés Poulet
argues in le Point de dégart that a host/guest-like situvation
should exist betveen the in'dividual and his life. As a good
host prepares hisself fcr, and looks foward tc the visit of
his guest, so man should refine his mind and senses and walk
in anticipation of the many experiences life can offer.
Through preparation in advance and readiness, the host
increases the pleasure of his guest's visit. Through
preparation in advance and readiness, man exgands the
experiential content of his life and establishes, in Poulet's
woris, "an authentic contact with time."13 The idea that it
is man himself who is ultimately responsible for the
experiential richness or p%ferty of his life preoccupies
Margaret Avison got only in "July Man,"™ but alsc in many
other poems. "Two Mayday Selves,™ "To Professor X, Year Y,"
"Onfinished After-Portrait" also accuse par cf misplacing his

1
energy and cf not taking time to be the ispatient host of his

4

ovn life. No longer running out to meet his guest, no longer

holding his breath in expectation, the individual narrows the
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scope of his experience, and, unlike the July man, feels

“barricaded, caged, cramred" (¥S, 37).

The opposite of feeling barricaded, caged ;nd craaped
by clocks and calendars, and ultimately ty death, is to
re-create the universe in ipagination, Margaret Avison claisms
in "The Swvipmer's Moment.”™ This is a difficult undertaking,
and the poem contains an unequivocal comment cn the effort
implied in transfiquring objective reality and creating
experience in the mind. "The Svwimmer's Moment®” opens vith a
direct statement. In each individual's life there is at
least one moment of acute self-awareness. This is Aviscn's
"swiemer's noment," when man must decide what his further
attitude towards the "whirlgpool®" of experience will be. "For
everyone / The swimmer's moment at the whirlgccl comes" (WS,
36). Following such a moment of perfect identification of~ .
thought and actual existence, people can adopt one of two
possible attitudes. Some will ignore the new insight into
life acquired through the gaining of consciousness, and
continue in their old thoughtless patterns of behaviour,
"Pale and forever on the rim of suction , They will not
recognizen (WS, 36). Cthers will use the profound
psychological event as a point of departure towvards a mode of
existence more aunthentic than the merely chronological one.

But not all of them will succeed. Many ¢f thcse who atteampt
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to transcend the present and "dare the kncwledge" of a
subjective reality will be sucked in by the "gaping vertical"”
of disorganized experience. Only one or two will be able to
swim upwards, out of the *"black pit" and thus emerge tovards
a more meaningful personal existepce. 1In "The Swimmer's
Moment" surfacing is a sysbclic representaticn of each
individual's struggle and ability to achieve wholeness within
himself, harmony with his environment, and thus arrive at
Avison's

.. anonymous breadth

Where one or two have von.
(The silver reaches of the estuary). (RS, 36)

The idea that the imaginative re-invention of life is
an act of will is also affirmed in the opening statement of
"Spow."14

Nobodykstnffs the world in at ycur eyes.

The optic heart wmust venture: a jail-break

Apnd re-creation. (WS, 17)
In ﬁvison'é opinion, therefcre, the act of "“seeing the vorld"
is volitional; it is also private and difficult. The
individual rust first gain consciousness, his heart nmust stop
being simply a heart. It must become '"the optic heart.”

Armed with an "optic heart," man must then venture a "jail

‘ LI . .
break ,” an escape from the prison of chromnological time. But
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the break alone, the isolated moment alone is not enough,
Avison emphasizes in the same poem. If the "soul's gates
seal, and cannot bear" the permanent coincidence of intense
experience and time, the gaining of conscicustess and the
occasional intense moment remain fruitless. Man must
constantly re-invent his world; the soul pust be made to bear
“"creations unseen freight." Following the ﬁhilcsophic
manifesto represented bty the first three lines, the imagery
of "Spow" centers upon the opposition between organic and
inorganic forms of matter, stressing the idea that energy and
light can be imparted Lty the "optic heart" even to cold
cinders. Peneath a cold layer of snow lies life, beneath the
surface of things lies an infinity of radically different
vorlds which can be made available by the fpover of man's
imagination:

«e. Sedges and wild rice

Chase rivery pewter. The astonished cinders,quake

With rhizomes. A1l ways through the electric air

Prunile candy-bright disks; they are desolate

Toys if the soul's gates seal, and cannot bear,
Must shudder under, creation's unseen freight. (WS, 17)

The last six lines of the poem place the symbolic use
of snow in cultural perspective, and contribute a powerful
affirmation. of the nmind's capacity to create human value out
of negative elements. 1In criental cultures, Avison notes,

wvhite is the colour of mourning. Hence, in oriental art snow

Y
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is often used as a symbolic representation f "an indifferent
stasis that's death's warming." However, upnder the cold layer
of snov that covers the banks of the Yellcwv Yangze river,
lies life. Under the cold layer of snow, the poet sees in
her imagination, "Asters of tumbled quiteness reveal / Their
petals™ (WS, 17). And, it is precisely the "starry blur®
created by visionary effort that enables the poet to accept
death as a value-imparting tackground for life. It is only

because death exists that life is precious.

The impact of visionary imagination cn the creation
of human value and thus on the enhancement of human time
through additional dimensions is also the theme of “Two
Mayday Selves." As ipn "Sncw," the sﬁructural landaark of this
poem is the tension between two kinds of reality: the "here"
of a beautiful Mayday, of "krilliance" and "tuds," and the
"there" of the Maloof , tiers of offices, apartments, .
hotels." The first two stanzas of the poes record the feeling
of joy produced by the contemplation of the energy and
exuberance cf the organic world awakened by srring, and the
disappointment caused bty the realization that so much of
human life must be spent surrounded by the lifeless
immobility of the inorganic. The third Stanza, hovwever,

expresses the recovery from disillusionment in a reassertion

of the poet's belief that, through an imaginative "convulsive
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gulp," man can see beycnd the cement walls of buildings,
partake of the tkeauty of the spring day, and transfigqure his
dull surroundings bty imparting to them something of the
marvel of the "first day cf green." Through the intermediary
of the tvo Mayday selves Avison articulates cne of her most
direct calls to man to free himself from a tcc serious
impersion in mundane affairs, and expand the objeétive sfan
of his life through intense living:

"cld ghoul, leather-tough diaphragm,

listen! -- I an

holding my breath.

The power of the blue and gcld breadth

of day is poured out, floodirg, all

over all.

Come out. Crawl out of it. PFeel

it. 7You,

too.™ (D, 11)

At this point, it is interesting to note that in the volume

The Dumbfounding, "The Two Selves"™ and "Twc Mayday Selves"

are juxtaposed to each other by Avison. This juxtaposition
is not without significance. Both thematically and
structurally, these poems are related. Both question the
possibility of reconciling subjective and objective
existence, and use division of voices as an orgamizational
principle. Moreover, the resolution which is nct achieved in
"The Two Selves,™" the first poem in the sequence, is realized
in "Two Mayday Selves."™ Indeed, the divisicn of voices which

persists throughout the fcrmer poem, and which is indicative
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of a fractured existence, becowes one inclusive voice in the

latter poem, where a nev temporal synthesis has been reached.

Margaret Avison's continuing concern with the
possibility of mentally recreating the wcrld of experience
has been noticed and appreciated by critics. Brewster
Ghiseling, for instance, copmenting upon the sutstance cf
five of her fpoems -~ "Perspectives,™ "Geosetaphysics," "The
Party," "Iconoclasts," "Song But Oblique to '47" -- makes the
following statement:

The central concern of all the poems in this group by

Miss Avison is the order by which men live. Very

markedly this is a poetry of ideas. Explicit

arquoent and expositicn are prominent in much of it,

particularly in passages dealing with the use of

certain constructs of cur vision and with the seans

by which new ones are created.!s
The studies by Milton Wilscn and Ernest Bedekofp can alsc
serve as examfples of discussions of the role which vision
plavs in the process of ramsoming time.!® Yet, there seems to
have been a general failure to observe that the particular
phrase which Margaret Avison uses, that ig, "the optic heart"
in "Snow," or, "the de-ciphering heart™ in "Words," denctes
not only visionary ability, but also emoticnal involvement.
Indeed, it 1is nct the intellect or, "the optic mind" that she

sees as being altle to operate as a pivot, and dictate

individual moments to align themselves not in mere
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chronological succession, tut in their relaticn to the pivotQ
itself. 1t is the combined transcending pcwer of vision and
love thit man must embrace in his attempt to re-create his
life. Visicn is not ebpough for Avisog. What she wants from
the individual is "the optic heart,” the esoticnal equivalent

of vision.

The reason why Margaret Avison considers emotional
involvement imperative in the process of re-creating human
reality is her awareness cof the devastating psychological
effect of the alternation of nome;ts full cf£f living content
and moments devoid of experiential substance. Not protruding
into each other, the vertical moments in “Intra-PoliticJa,"
"The Mirrored Man,™ or "Natural/Unnatural," for instance,
pattern life in an alternatiné rhythe of withdraval anpnd
return, and indicate that migration thrcugh fragments of
internal duration can te destructive. In "Intra-Political,"
the "lone balloonist™ who one minute has the courage to
plunge away from the "weaving crbits" of chronoclogical time,
and to explore the temporal orbits within himself, lays vaste
a minute later and feels "Zones of nltraparine / clutch at
his jugular" (WS, 45). Nature itself which stoke to the
individual during his imaginative venture tecomes mute, and, e~
stripped back to the "squirm and squander" of everyday

affairs, the same human being is reduced to the reality of
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"grocery store desians" and "city shelves.™ Tossed in the
confused up and dova of discrganized experience, living
alt;rnatively poments pregnang vith life and moments of
experiential sterility, "The Mirrored Manp® feels the
atsurdity of his ccndition, and succusbs to spiritual fatigue
and despair. Similarly, oscillating between hcge and fear,
betveen instants of transfiguration and instants when the
soul is merely behaving in commercjal, social or political
vays, the individual in ®Katural / Onnatural"™ alternatively
experiences "newness" and "refuse," and ultimately sees his

existence deflated to "one ,/ luxuriant deep-breathed zero®

(b, 8u).

But the temptation of the nihilisw explored in fpoesms
such as "Natural / Unnatural®™ or "The Mirrcred ¥an" must be_
resfsted. With this, one ccmes to the crux of Avison's |
thinking. Curing a moment cf profound religicus revelation
like that described in "The Word," Margaret Avison
conprehends that through love man can attain a
synchronization which allovs intense poments to remain
autonomous, yet become part of a life-time coordinate. The
same synchrcnization rescues the individual frcam the
spiritual disruption caused by the withdrawal and return of
experiential fulness.1'? "The Word" records the imaginary

£}

dialogue betveen the pcet apd Christ. The first two stanzas

p i s n | Ao Mo v e W o ®



184

assume the form of extensive metaphysical questions asked by
the poet who cannot fully comprehend the divipne intrusion and
message:

«+. YOou mean

head over heels, for good,

for ever, ...

«e. Yyou implore

ge to so fall

in Love, and fall anev in

ever-nev depths of skywashed Love till every

capillary of your universe

throbs with your rivering fire? (D, 56)
Learning about the truth ccmes gradually thrcugh the first
two stanzas, but knowledge is sudden. The vcice of God is a
rape, and Margaret Avison becomes pregnant with Christ's
vord. This is "The Word" which, capturing a reality beyond
rational expression, locates and assesses the spark of life.
During the instant of impregnation the pcet "far fallen in
the / ashheaps™ of her own "false-making,"™ ccmprehends that
love, with its power to overvhelm and transfigure the mowment,
is tte only conciliatory means of associating tempcral and
spatial aspects of reality:

The line we drevw, you crossed,
and cross out, wholly forget,

at the faintest stirring of vhat
you knovw is love .... (D, 57)

like Leda who survived the visitation of the Swan in

Yeats's poem, Avison hears "The Word" and survives it to



185

write "The Dumbfounding,™ the poem which gives its title to
her second volume of poetry. "The Dumbfounding" does not
open the volume, but directly follovs "The Wcrd." As Ernest
Fedekop notes, the reccgnition by man of the mcment of
revelation and love expressed in "The Word" is for Avison
"the dumbfounding."!® Like "The Word," "The Cumbfounding® is
a poen of layerel insights which celebrates a love that can
include and transcend the wcrld. Like "The Word,"™ "The
Dnmbfounding" mcves through stages of doukt abcut the nature
and essence of Christ in order to reach a final moment cf
held breath and beuildermect. Like Christ, man sounds
M"dark's uttermost, strangely light-brimmirg, until / time be

full,™ and he is bcrn and re-born through cosprehension.

Filtered through all-absorbing lcve, the
discontinucus becomes continuous, and in "Fs.19," the
direction of time is no longer from past tc future, but frosm
isolated moments to authentic duration or sustained

experiential ecstasy:1?

Enduring is the word with clean.
The fear once won
of sunvard love, it proves -~ not boulderstone,
baldness, slovly in fire consuming =-- but green
with life, moss, cup-rock-water, cliff riven
for a springing pine;
and thus, trusted to fire, drawn
towards an enduring sun. (D, 24)
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Concomitant with the sense of human reconciliaticn
made possible through moments of regenerative triumph, is the
abolition of the sense of division between the individual
self and the rest of the world. But, as Eliot put it in
"East Coker," what man needs is:

Not the intense moment

Isolated, vwith no before and after

But a life time burning in every nmcrent

And not the life time of one man only

But of old stones that cannot be deciphered.2o

In other words, from the recognition of the discontinuous
character of moments of intensity springs the necessity to
find a system able to unite and reconcile them,‘to turn the
heterogeneous into the homcgeneous. It is with a view to
illustrating her unifying and conciliatory system at work

that Margaret Avison proceeds in "Searching and Sounding.®

As she often does, in "Searching and Sounding" Avison
brings together wildly separated times and experiences, which
she combines thematically ani imaginatively. This poen is

long, and slovly makes its way through a landscape of

sandstone, baldness, the place

of jackals, the sparrow's skull,
tumbled skeletons of what were

hills clothed in forest

and spongy meadows, the place of
baked stone, dryness, famine,

of howling among the tombs. (I, 61-62)
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Here, as in "Meeting Together of Poles and Latitudes (In
Prospect)," the confrontation is between the pragmatic and
the imaginative, and the moment of recognition is the moment
of realizing that which is shared and loved. Love is the new
music vhich Avison hears in Christ's message and which she
accepts as her own philoscphy. The last stanza of "Searching
and Sounding"” suggests that the wasteland and division
without and within the speaker can be redeemed through
noments of understanding of the deep relation betvween inside
cadences and outside occurrences, vwhen the individual shares
in the exuberance of the natural world, and melts in general
communion with the universe:

Reaching

with light that is perfect, needed no

kernels to swell nor juices to syrop nor
no further making -- all newnpess --

all being

that the.remctest fishrib,

the hairiest pink~thing there

might as one fragment

nake towards the fulness .... (I, 62)

\

It may seem that to achieve Margaret Avison's
"fulness" is to surrender the uniqueness of one's ego to a
truth outside the ego. Thus, a contradiction arises as to
the nature of such intense moments, which seem to both create
and annihilate the self. This contradicticn is only

apparent, hovever, for absolute snfficiency does not destroy

identity. Margaret Avison's "all-swallowing moment” is a
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sudden experience at once of self recognition and of
comprehensicn. The all~-svalloving moments, therefore, are
instants within the breadth of which both the self and the
reality beyond the instantaneous are discovered. 1Like the
notes of a piece of music, they are perceived both
individually and as orchestrated. The four line invocation
that ends the poem "Searching and Sounding"” maintains the
opposition tetween chronological and psychclcgical time, but
it also contains the possible birth of a shining, subjective

world through faith and love:

1Y

GATHER my fragments towards
the radius, the
all-svallcwing moment

once more. (D, 62)

In "Five Breaks," however, Avisco Boves away fronm
private, mystic experience into a powerful universal vision
that can be shared. - To the inadequacy of chronological time

she does nct oppose a teliever's time, but a kind of time

which may be called emotional, and which is equally
accessible to the believer and the non-believer. "Five
Breaks" consists of five stanzas each representing a possible
state of being. The poem begins with a description of an
innocence usuallv associated with childhocd, vhen the

individual is totally absorted in the present moment, and

takes straightforward delight in life. From the statement,.
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‘"Joy it is , to ride the day," the poem moves tc an adult
world of "barren lands"™ and “famine," when the flesh, caught
in chronological time, is no longer regarded as a vehicle for
"dancing and hueming,™ tut as fruit for wcrms. After the
descant into the adult world of imprisonment in time and
death, the poem climts towards a nev experiential possibility
which consists of estatlishing love as the unique perspective
from which life should be ccnsidered. With "Valentine cards"
bearing upon the whole ensemble of facts which constitute
universal existence, human life acquires a higher forme of
innocence, a mature innocence of consistency and constancy.
The climax of the poem is reached with the assertion of the
availability of a subjective reality where temporality is no
longer so threatening and vhere, despite mcrtality, grief and
disappointment, the adult can reveal his authenticity in
love. "Cogito," Avison seems to say, may pean that one
exists; "I love" is the procf that one really lives:

Valentine cards

In the February lace of daylight

through window and doorwvay glass:

store; children; love; a lakeblue sudsbright

eleven o'clecck cutdoors, seen tco

by the scorched eyes of grief,

the graveled eyes of

untter disappointment, these

zero in the

arrowing sunturst, cone-tip, the
transfixing life. (D, 55)
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But Avison's inner time, both pre- and post-
‘revelation, is not only visionary and emotional. It is also
sensuous. Indeed, this poet is one of the wost sensuous
poets that Canada has produced so far, and the transfiguring
glory of her "all-swallowing moments,™ lies heavily in their
sensory quality. Sensations assault the poet, and invite her
to take permanent inventory of the universe around her. And,
as A. J. M. Smith puts it, she responds "Ly pressing all
senses into service."2! Bare knees and suaper clouds are
smelled in "Prelude," and in "Twilight," light itself is
perfumed if man is ready to breathe in. In "The ¥World Still
Needs," nusic reveals the ultimate to the ear which is ready
to receive, while in "Thaw," touch and smell are the means of

resurrecting the past:

Id

Yove your tongue along a slat
cf a raspberry bcx fronm last year's crate.
Smell a saucepantilt of water
on the coal-ash in your grate. (D, 87)
"We hear her called a very intellectual pcet," Milton Wilson
comnments, "tut she begins (and often ends) with the
perceiving €ye."22 Indeed, in "Branches, ™ Margaret Avison
notices that the "diseased €lms are lasking / the hollowing
vaults of the air," and in "Ps.19," she finds glory in
both the mists smoking from pure
stone-cold lake-still sun-sweetened rlaces

and the dank mist that rises
from the long-unsunned, sour
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pools, hid even from the storm's sluices. (D, 28)

Similarly, in "Black-White Under Green: May 18th, 1965,"
Avison overtly recognizes the pover that cclcur and form have
in her life:

This day of the leafing-out

speaks with blue power --

among the buttery grasstlades

vhite, tiny-spraying spokes on the end of a weed-sten
and in the formal beds, tulips. (D, 14)

The range of sensory perception presented in Avison's
verse includes taste too. Indeed, it is from the gastronomic
imagery used by the poet that the immediacy of the experience
in part six of "Dispersed Titles" is derived. Margaret
Avison considers life as a huge dining table, an immense
"irridescent shore" to which the sea of experience
permanently offers the infinite richness c¢f its waters. But
on the sandy beach, the fpoet sees "suppers"™ who can smell and
hear but are sightless. Unable to see, the "suppers" are
unable to behold the ccriovsness of the feast and, therefore,
their enjoyment of it is only partial. 1The treatment of the’
imagination as "fool" for human life is also encountered in
"Intra-Political,”™ a poem where one also finds one of
Avison's most open invitaticns to share her hunger for this
special nourishment, and, through an emotricnal and visionary

resurrecticn, re-create time by creating nev rituals, sit,



eat, and feel alive:

Form has its flow,
a Heraclitus-river with no riverbank
¥ve can play poise on novw.

(George Herbert -- and he makes it plain --
Guest at this same transfiguring board
Did sit and eat.) (WS, 47)

But novhere 1s Avison's Gargantuan appetite for life
more evident than in the manner in which she describes the
moment of dawn in the foem "Par Off From University.™ The
first three stanzas of the poem represent as many imagistic
vignettes: a greasy spccn, a derelict cabccse and railway
yards. Having ltomtarded the senses of the reader with
experience, the poet also presents a possiltle way of
imagining the stimuli: an integrated way cf seeing an
awakening city as a child suckling the wcrld. The poen
cnlminates in a description of an intemnsely subjective moment
existing against the backgrcund of the sun rising, when
Avison's hunger for life reaches gigantic proportions:

... After the sour
senility of night, snddenly,
a more than animal joy, a sanity
of holy appetite awvoke;
breast bared for its blind suckling
a more than mother leaned, drew breath, tendering.

Cement anl weeds, sky, all-night diner, flesh,
gathered as teing; fumbling, fed. (WS, 76)
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In "An Analysis of Creativity in Terms of Time,"
D.B.Kuspith notes that "an artist need not knov philosophy,
need not be religicus, need not have an art which is a |
peeptole giving one a quick, happy glancefat eternity. He
need only te concrete -- corsequential aﬁd forceful -- ané
learn what it is to live one lifetime."23 Like Grove and
Aquin, Margaret Avison has certainly learned this. For her,
to live a life is toth a sensory and a visionary act which,
throuqh lcve, imposes an ernduring quality upcn fluctuation.
Understanding that a human life is ultimately the manner in
vhbich man hinself chooses to live, Margaret Avison sets each
individual the task of creating living value. To win from
space an "unchill, habitable interior®™ (WS, 29) is not enough
for human life. Man's duty to himself is to ride on the
pulse of time, and, by constant sensory, visicrary and
emotional effort, re-organize its units, and create his own
rhythms and durations. If man's spiritual resurrection
effaces the difference between individual, chronological
moments, human life stops keing a mere pageant of days,
sonthks or hours, and becomes "a large breathed Pay" (WS, u43).
Ard, if eternity is understood as timelessness, those ablé to
attain experiential intensity partake of the eternal. Though
in Avison's poems, as in Grcve's and Aquin's novels,
temporality weighs the individunal down, objective time no

longer trfﬁmphs. For Aviscn, as for the two cther Canadian
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vriters discussed so far, a significant life is the supreme

affirmation of the human spirit.
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V. THE FRIVILEGE OF FINLCING AN OPENING IN THE PAST:

AIFRED PURDY ANLC THY TREE OF EXPERIENCE!

Al Furdy has been writing and publishing for more
than twenty years. Not surprisingly, therefore, his work
exhibits a wvide range cf thematic directicrs frem the value
df childhood innocence and the agony of the fprccess of
creation to native rights in Canada and the realities behind
the Iron Curtain. While a theme such as sex, fcr instance,

may be heavily present in ttke volume Sex and Death, it may be

less obvious in the volume The Cariboo Horses. There are,

however, a.number of central concerns vhicl persist
throughout Furdy's cancn. One such theme is man's

relationship to time, 1Indeed, as this chapter will reveal,

(]

from Epu, Remember! tc Ipn Search

Oven Bcblip cr Sundance

at Dusk, Purdy's preoccupation with the fourth dimension of
human life is constant and continuous; a thread running
through a snccession of btead-like individual poems which

gives them the linking element that will eventually form a

necklace.

Thisg chapter will also attempt to suggest that for

Purdy, as for Avison, moments of self-awareness represent at
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once burdens that put his spirit in peril, and points of
departure towards modes of existence more complex than the
merely biological one. 1In this context, fer Purdy, as for
Avison, the tree, with its roots penetrating deeply into the
soil and with its branches expanding towards the sky, becomes
the most appropriate symbol of both the rpoet's consciousness
of human reality, and cf the poet's attempt to put himself in

harmony with the patterns te discerns in the universe.

The reader of this chapter will remember that one of
the most famous moments in contemporary literature is that in
Sartre's la ﬁgg§§§, wvhen Antoine PRoquetin contemplates a tree
in the public gardens of a small French tcwn. The experience
the young historian undergoes at the sight of the dark mass
of roots trutally plunging through the grcund is the
celebrated existentialist sickness -- the revulsion and
horror caused by the realiz;tion that under the veneer cf
individual manifestations, there is only cpe ultimate
reality: matter, infinite, viscous matter, man himself teing
not the center cf any divine creation, but merely another

form of physical substance.?

There is in Purdy's poetry an equally interesting
moment which is given account by the poet in the poem "Trees

at the Arctic Circle." The poet Adescribes himself on Baffin
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Island looking at some dwvarf Arctic trees and néticing, with
initial contempt, their desperate struggle tc survive for a
short time in a hostile environment. Yet, suddenly avare
that their roots "nmust touch permafrost , ice that rermains
ice forever," that they "use death to remain alive," the fpoet
is impressed by "™the dignity of any living thing," no matter
how humble a form of life it represents:

I see that I've been carried awvay

in ny scorn of the dwarf trees

most foolish in my judgements

To take away the dignity

of any living thing

even tho it cannot understand
the scernful words. 3

Both in Sartre's account of Roquetin's experience in
the small French tcwn and in Purdy's acccurt cf his own
experience on Baffin island, the reader is presented with
mnoments of perfect identification of thought and physical
existence, uscments which jclt the indiyidual and oklige hanm
to reconsider previously formed patterns cf fperception and
behaviour. Ambivalent i1n nature, such acts cf consciousness
can maim the human being with the knowledge of his
impermanence and insignificance, or, as the analysis of
Purdy's poetry will emrhasize, they can tecome the basis for
man's transcendence of his earthly life, wvwithout ceasing

simultaneously to embrace 1t.
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In "Roblint's Mills (2)," for instance, Al Purdy
refers to "lost children of the time" -- a descriptive ghrase
which is fundamental to his view of the human condition.

This poem functions on two levels. The wmcst chbvious one
presents the reconstructicn of a visit tc the place where
Roblin's Mills used to ke located, and of the feelings
aroused in the visitor by this event. To this primary level,
there corresponds a more profound one, that of a journey back
into childhcod. Roblin's Mills no longer exist. Time has
wrought its destruction of the abandoned tuilding, and
eventually even the stcnes of the ruins have been carried
away. Of this important landmark of the poet's young days,
nothing remains but a pond, the sole witness of a mode of
life that has come to an e€nad:

The p1ll space is empty
even stones are gone

e 8 6c o000 000w *ev e o0 e

no outline rewrains

no shadow on the soft air

no bent place in the heat glimmer. (WGW, U6)
The noisy world of bighways, of cars and exhaust pipes which
opens the pcem is in sharp contrast with the silence which
envelops the poet walking around Roblin's pond. It is duraing
this interval of quietuess that, trijgered by the sight of
the pond, the process of re-living childhocd through

recollection begins. Staniing in the empty space by the
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pool, the visitor's "inner eye" sees and hears not only
people and actions associated with the mill no longer
existent, but also:

all things laid aside

discarded
forgotten. (WGW, 47)

The reconstructive fpower of the hurmap imagination is
thus recognized but the pcem remains steeped in the knowledge
that man's life is not only insignificant within the general
framevork of existence, tut also sunbject tc crucial, temporal
limitations. Given an objective temporal index, man's
existence has both a single direction, and is tragically
short, Purdy notes in "Further Deponent Saith Not. " Ome need
only breathe or sigh, and everything changes from "is" to
"vas," taking man closer and closer to his final destination.
when that mcment comes, scmebody knocks c¢cn the door of man's

life, and, though man wculd like to answver, "I am not at hone

/ I am not at home," he has to step out and meet the caller.

Desmond Pacey was one of the first critics to notice
that Purdy masters not only the modern idicm, but alsc
embraces the modern point of view on many philosophical
issues.* As in the work of other contemporary pcets, in

Purdy's poetry, God is no lcnger a reassuring presence at the
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chronological limit of man's life. Be it thirty five or
seventy years long, the span of life seems tc Purdy only a
brief prelude to the infinity of death and in poems such as
"Pransient! or "Boundaries'" the contemplaticrn cf man's
transitoriness elicits an honest confession of fear. Like
any other animal, man is trapped, Purdy cobtends in
"Transient.™ Man is trapped not only in existence, since he
is not able do decide his cwn birth, but, cnce Ltorn, man is
also trppped within a single frame of moticn: a passage from
childhood, when he rides "naked with the summer in his
mouth," to cld age when he vaits in stupefaction for life "to

jerk to a halt."

The time of "Transient" is the derression of the
1930s and its central image, "riding boxcars" from Winnipeg
towards Fastern Canada is at once the acticn ¢f a hungry man
in search of econcric improvement, and a symtol of the
unidirectional progress ot human life. As trains pass
through stations and continue towards a determined
destination, so man passes through different stages of
development in his journey towards death. Bcyhcod follcws
chtildhood, the first sexual encounter follcws adolescence.
The culminating point in man's physical development is the

attainment of maturity, which, in its turn, is accompanied by

the certainty and stability of the ego:
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After a while there is no arrival and

no departure possikle any nmore

you are vhere you were always going

and the shape of home is under your fingernails

the borders of yourself grown into certainty. (CH, 108)
Phvsical maturity, however, is followed by the first step
towards physical decline. Having achieved full growth,
vhether settled or on the go, man actually "stands growing
older.” Nevertheless, in "Transient," physical deterioration
is partially redeemed, for, coincidental with it there is an
enhancement of ran's humanity. Able to extricate himself
partially from the self-centredness which characterizes the
years of develorment, man gains in understanding the common
human condition. Concomitantly, he is able to feel
compassion for his fellov man. The questicn "Got a smoke?"

asked in the second stamza and repeated at the end of the

poem, finally elicits sympathetic action:
Y

and the guy tehind you says thern
"Got a smoke?"
You give him ore and ...
You stand there growing older. (CH, 108)
But not only time is against man. In Purdy's poeas,
space is as much an enemy tc the individual as it is in
Grove's novels. The Canadian landscape as revealed in "My

Grandfather's Country," "The Turning PEoint," or "The Country

North of Relleville"™ is a hcstile environment which, despite
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its great beauty adds to the sadness of an existence
dependent on chronological duration. "The Ccuntry North of
Belleville™ is a long poem set in the bush apnd scrub laund
around Weslemkocm Lake, in the townships of Cashel, Wallaston
and Dungannon. This beautiful land is openly labelled by
Purdy as "the country of our defeat" fcr its aridity reduces
the lives of its farmers to a sequence of "back breaking
davys / in tte suon and the rain" (SP, 118). The idea that the
farmers in this region must be engaged in an unremitting
struggle with the land in crder to ensure a mipimun
subsistence is emphasized by the image of the farmer as a
Si1syphus rolling a tig stone up the hill cnly to see it roll
back again. Indeed, not only are the crops poor, but even
after years of hard tilling the farms, like ancient cities
sinking slowly in the sea, are gradually swallowved up by the
surfoundinq forest:

01d fences drift vaguely among the trees

' a pile of moss-covered stones
gathered for some ghost purpose |
has lost meaning under the meaningless sky
--they are like cities under vater

and the undulating green waves of time
are laid on them--. (CH, 75)

. Nevertheless, this teautiful land gives more to the

life of its inhabitants thkar a small measure of economic

stability. Assimilated ip ran's 1magjinaticn tc the point
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vhera "its convolutions run parallel with his own brain," the
land around Weslewmkoom Lake becomes the dcminant element of
the individuvalt's inner universe. As such, the arid hills on
which the economic life of the farmers is so intensely
dependent, also supply them with a sense cf Lteauty and of
belonging vital to the human being:
This is the country cf cur defeat
and yet
during the fall plowing a man
might stop and stand in a brown valley of the furrous
and shade his eyes to watch for the sane
red patch mixed with gold
that appears on the same
spct in the hills

vyear after year
and grov old. (CH, 7%)

The adverse effects of time combined with the

" inhospitability of the lard, hovever, weaken the spiritual
relationship betveen man and the country ncrth ¢f Belleville.
The 01d people feel most of their illusions gradually
destroyed arnd th2 young ones leave as soor as the opportunity
arises. While reading this poem by Purdy cne cannot help but
recognize the appropriateness cf Lionel Stevenson's comment
that very often in Canadian poetry people inhabiting Canada
"seem to ke precariously perched on a monster."S Angd,
precariously perched they are, because the ccuntry north of
Belleville is not simply a sonster, but a chameleon-like

mcnster, i1llustrating the arcient observation that one can

B
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never step twice in the same river. Thcse who want to return
home to the townships of Cashel, Wallaston and Dungannon are
rerplexed ty the fact tbhat neither home nor themselves are
the same. Memory proves deceptive when ccrfrcnted with the
reality in rermanent change, and going back Lecomes literally
impossible. The realization that the identity of persons and
objects is cnly the prcduct of memory shatters gan's sense of
identity and "The Country Ncrth‘of Belleville" ends on the
sad note that continuous displacement of the self seemns to be
a correlative of the condition of the individual. One only
thinks that one encounters the people and the fplaces one has
long known. In fact, one "wpust enquire the way / cf

strangers." w

In an extensive ccagentary on the general, mental and
spiritual climate of our time, J. G. PBrennan endorses Canus's
otservation that, for modern man there is "only one truly
serious philosophical grcblem, and that is suvicide. Judging
whether life is or 1s not worth living amcunts to answering
the fundamental question of philosephy."® Brennan's remarks
on this majcr preoccupation of contemporary writers are
applicable to Purdy, wko exreriences the fluidity of the
wvorld in a negative way, and vho attempts to deal directly
with the fproblem of death in his cemetery poees. Whether he

qoes to Peru, Turkey or Greece, whether he sgends time in
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Prince Edwvard Island or in the Arctic, Purdy visits
graveyards and in "Fvergreen Cemetery," "Kalasankis
Cemetery,'" or "Eskimo Graveyard" he records nct only what he
sees, but also what his mird is considering while he is

looking.

Outstanding 1n the gravevard group 1s "Evergreen
Cemetery,” a poem vhicl makes explicit Purdy's view of the
value of human existence on a cosmic scale. “Fvergreen
Cemetery" reveals the poet visiting his mother's grave, an;
poniering the meaning ,and significance of individual life "as
earth shapes and reshapes itself / again and again"

(rAa, 104). The first section, built around the opposition
betveen the transience of life and the eternity of death,
protests against human fate and ends on a note of profound
Jespair. If being human means nothing else Lut being a
nrotein formula abkle by accident to contemplate its own
destiny and watch the deflation of 1ts aspirations, then one
is better off not alive and thereby spared the pair of
thinking:

And I get a grim glee from 11l the high-souniing

old aspirations and clichés ending in daszp gronund,

Jlee clcse to grief mayte, a hangman!s gladness:
if that's being human it's best done with. (PAA, 104)

The second section of the poem marks the recovery
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from nihilistic lespair. The poet realizes that the human
body is not only a "rotting mausoleum,™ but alsc the source
of profound delight in life. The possibility cf experiencing
through one's senses the beauty of nature cr the beauty of
other human beinqgs is considerel by the poet a rare privilege
and a significant reason fcr wanting to live:

I have seen this same graveyard sanlight

at a teach mottled on a girl's flesh,

and groped for it under a blanket:

I've seen these trees sgpilling Jown mountains

that I trudged n1p swveating,

and loved for their Lanner's brightness. (PAA, 105)
Armed with the realization that even thcugh a transient form,
man's body rossesses qualities that can redeena its
transience, Purdy concludes that a discussion of the human
ccndition is "too complicated to sum up, , ir telling phrase
Or easy pessimism." He alsc hurries to leave the cemetery in
affirmation of the value of human life. In this context, the
ambiguous title and first two lines of the pcem acquire a nev
meaning. Pnrdy is not smerely shocking his reader by
associating the colonr greern vith the idea of death. He uses
"everqreen'" as syncnynous with "permanent" and affirms‘that,
if death 1s obviously permanent, so is life in the final

analysis: "I guess it is evergreen... / and what's sure 1if

green isn't2?" (FAA, 104)

The idea that in spite of the agony it involves human

ty
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life is a positive phepomenco is also exrressed in "Dark
Landscape." This is one of the most representative of Purdy's
poews, for, not only 1s it a vork of resclved consciousness,
but also one that contains in a most explicit form -- human
life as a "crossing of many fields"™ -- the wmetathysical tasis
for the ultimate value cf human life: the distinction betveen
time 1n nature and time in human experience. Like "Ny
sranifather's Ccuntry" or "Country North c¢f Belleville,"
"Dark landscape" begins as a melditation on the Canadian
environment. This is a "dark landscape," where the hostility
of the natural environrent, symbolized here ty huge black
flies, 1s augmented by man's conscious, or upnconscious
cruelty towards his fellows, symbolized by the mushroon-
shaped clcnds of nuclear exglosions:
and flies are something territle
and mushroom clouds likewise
and there's them that die of livir
and there's ther that joy in dyin
and there's agory and screamin. (%G, 96)
Against this hostile backgrcund, the living cf a life is
similar to the crossing of a field, a short walk between a
fossil past anl an uncertain future:
in midlle age the body itself
slows to contemplate nothingness
seascnal metrics stagger and jerk tc a halt
mandolins in grass roots end
winter 1s coming

1 sit stupefied
waitinjy.... (AGW, 95)
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The next few lines of the poem introduce the ccntention that,
if any life is "o cross a field,!" then, human life is "tc
cross many fields," for, the chronological time is only
partially the tize cf the human being. Time fully
experienced can break thé pattern of day and night by forging
the sun and the ﬁoon together, can stop the rigorous course
of vears by arresting the rplanets in their tracks, thus
transforming the scientifically valid intc the
psychologically false:

and all I have is laughter

and the spring came on forever

the spring comes on forever. (WGW, 96)
Even though the omnipotence of chronological time wins over
tte dream of a single life, and even though the span of a
man's life represents an instant betwvween man and nothingness,
human existence finds cne of 1ts meanings in the very act of
enjoying life. This is why in the last section of "Dark
Landscape,™ Purdy answers the reproach "You dcn't take livin

serious" with an emphatic "Yes I do yes I do."

Aware that chronological time is orly rpartially the
time of the human being, in roems such as "The Time of your
Life," "flouse Guest," "Night Summer,"™ "Inside the Mill," or

"lLate “ising at PFoblin lake," Purdy explores the comrplex

v - enn
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vorld of the mind. What he discovers is that the concomitant
existence of objective and subjective modes of percepticn can
make each present moment sore meaningful. In mature, Purdy
says in "My '48 Pontiac" or "0ld Alex," frccesses are
irreversible, and the relationship of cause and effect cannot
be violated. The '48 Pontiac, reconditiobed and with the
odometer turned back, is still the '48 Pontiac, and old Alex,
prettied with cosmetics, is still dead. 1In exgerience,
however, one may live several lives at the same time: one by
clocks and calendars, and numberless others independent of
them. "All hours the day ltegins" is the cpening line of
“"late Rising at Roblin Lake®" which proclaims the independence
of time defined psychologically from time defined
chronologically. For the nude man at the window who feels
imprisoned ty objective time and "earthbcurd / by heart tick
and clock beat," time is ransomed as soon as he achieves the
essential step of disengaging himself frcm the restrictive
matrix of otjective reality. oObjectively, the time in the
poem 1s afternoon; subjectively, it is early mcrning, for the
individual truly wakes up nct when he gets out of bted, but
vhen he sees the tall blue heron on the shcre of the lake,
and becomes aware of the treauty and the richness of the life
around him:

in noon foq 1lit

with his cwn slow self-stranqeness
stood a tall blue heron
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and the day began with big. (CH, 101)

"Subject/Object" also revolves upon the idea that the
only way cut of time's cage is to see the wcnder of its
subjective potential, and in "House Guest," even though the
imagination can not ultimately defeat time, it expands the
richness of life by imposing on each "now" an experiential
depth denied to merely senscry perception. The latter poen
is a record of a period of two winter months spent by the
poet and a friendi in a farer house, but during this shcrt span
of ckronolegical time, the two friemnds cover imaginatively
man's whole history from the Peking Man and the Jevws in the
Negev to Roman lLaw and bedbugs in Montreal. Moreover, Purdy
notes that during one morning, one pay mentallywencompass
man's entire journey trom snarling ape tc Homc Sapiens;
indeed, that a trief span of time is enough for the mind to
link events separated Lty rilleria, and imajinatively live the
vhole history of man:

We quarrelled over how dcur I was in early mcrning
and how cheerful he was for counterpoint
and I arqued that a million years of evclution

from snarling apeman have to be traversed before noon.
(sr, 81)

"Dream of Havapa®™ also suhstantiates the idea that
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human experience gives a different expression to the concept
of measurement, order and direction in the systea of time in
nature. This poem gives artistic form to the izpressions
garnered by Purdy during a trip to Cuta, ard concentrates on
the differences between Cuban life and that on the North
American continent. Nothing escapes his attentive eye and
ear, from the hot, thick air of the tropical ccuntry to the
presence of Chinese anti-aircraft guns aimed at the sky, and
of the American wvarships outside Cuban territorial waters.
Tanks patrol the roads of the countr?ﬁand the probability of
assassination plots hovers cver the entire island. The sunm
total of these objective facts creates a profcundly
antagonistic reaction in the poet who has come to Cuba
pronpted by a dream of true democracy and socialism:
. What world is this, I've come to?

I dontt believe it

not for a moment. (SP, 55)
The final moment of the poem reveals Purdy in a Cuban
night-club sipping white rum. With his spirit bruised by
Cuban political realities, the poet attempts to find solace
by imaginatively re-living the beautiful early years of his
life in Canada:

and my thoughts exit

sidevays and tackward

to chillhocd and a lost dog

tantrums and troken toys
troutle enough
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and mothers in long ago doorwvays
calling children home at night
for bed-time stories. (WGW, 24)

N

If in "Crean 6f Havana,"™ the poet engrossed in
childhood memories is oblivious of the actual passage of
time, so is he in "™Night Summer" where fragmented time is
united through gusic, and arc instant extends into a lifetime
and beyond. This poem which attempts to recreate the impact
that music may have on the individual's experience of time
begins by distingquishing three kinds of music. Pirst, there
is the music which derives its significance and influence
from its association with certain words, and which loses its
effect upon the removal of these words. Then, there is the
music which even in the absence of supportive language
retains a measure of effectiveness even though diminished.
Finally, there is that supreme combinaticn of sounds which
form "a music / that is ccmplete forgivenpess."™ Thig kind of
music needs no words to reveal its meaning because the scunds
themselves form a structure which acts as a powerful stimulus
to the individual imaginat:ion, and, hence, to the individual
perception of time. Like the contact with any other form of
accomplished art, listening to this kind cf wusic can becone
a process of self-recogniticn and self-discovery. The
experience ¢f this "self-music," can reach within a limited

span of chronological time an experiential intensity heycnd
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anything that rational consciousness is able to supply.
Thus, the poet who in "Further Deponent Saith NRot,"
"Collecting the Square Roct of Minus One,"™ or "My
Grandfather's Country" suffered from time-sickness and
protested the fate of ran, in "Night Summer" fullv recovers
from his illness, first bty discovering, then by relying on
the significance that time can reveal once the imagination
finds its place im it, and makes the man listening to music
"ache"™ with life:

Listen to it again and all is different,

as if the listener added one of his selves

tefore, and the self-music takes tte listener

tc a mountain peak where a man sits writing --

nct music, not words, nothing

that can be taken avay,

tcuched, handled, lifted, fingered, tasted,

not to be knovn unless the lost self
aches .... {SD, ¢&8)

Subjectively, therefore, man's life as revealed 1an
"Late Rising at Rotlin lake," "Dream of Havana," or "Night
Summer" is practically limitless. With the realization that
part of the mental equirwment of manm is the ability to
superimpose two Jdifferent temporal movements, poems such as
"Joint Account,"™ "Poblin's Mills (1)" or "News Rerorts at
Ameliasburg," recognize the dignity of being a conscious
individual. Unable to choose his own birth, and1 avare of the

ultimate absurdity of all existence, man is able to find an



216

inner principle to sustain his interest and involvement in
life. He derives the strength neccessary tc live from the
acceptance of the fact thkat as an individval he possesses
neither permanence, nor statility, but, as part of the human
continuum he is timeless. "Joint Account™ is a three-stanza
meditation whose structural units correspgcnd to as many
statements of identity. The poem opens with an unequivoecal
admission both of the poet‘'s Canadian nationality and of his
imaginative and spiritual adherence to, and conditioaning by

the country in which he lives:

my backyard is the Rocky Mountain trunk

I take deed and title to ancient badlands
of Alberta aronnd Red Deer:
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Dead PReothucks of Newfoundland track down my blood:
Dorsets on the whale-coloured Beaufcrt Sea
carve my brain .... (LBB, 66)

The Canadian poet recognizes himself also as a North
American. In the kody of a beloved woman ke sees "the lcng
body of the land,”™ and in thte words thought, but not
articulated between them, he hears the langquage of the whcle
continent. In the third stamza, Purdy's identity becomes
even more inclusive in scope, for the Camadian, the North
Auerican is above all a man, a pvarticle in thke continual flow

of humanity. As such, individual 1life is the manifestation
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of the human principle, whether below or above the surface of
the earth, wvhether manifested or manifestirg. The human
being is borp into individual identity, as a Canadian and as
a Nortl American. He dies, but the race of man continues; he
ceises to exist, but mankind does not. The fpoet admits
feeling "all the men, , chanting hymns, , tupnel towvards me
underground." Purdy thus exhibits what Eliot called a
profound historical sense, "the percepticn nct only of the
pastness of the past but also of its presence."? Purdy
explicitly acknowledges that the structure of his imagination
is the prodcct of the spiritual development cf the race of
man throughout the ages. Grounded in the reccgnition of
individual identity as inclusive in scope, the poem achieves
a conceptual integration of mankind as a sgiritual and
imaginative "joint account,!" to which Purdy's country of
origin makes a contribution: "The wyth includes Canada /

inside the brain's small ccuntry." (LBB, 66)

The idea that, though separate individuals, men have
in common both an identity of person and cf nature, alsc lies
behind "roblin's Mills (1)" wvhere the poet is seen sifting
through the remains of o0ld farms and homesteads. But the
objects of Furdy's artistic recreation are not the shapes
that he notices above the ground. Rather, they are the forms

which he mentally sees beneath a thin layer cf scil. These
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forms are the Marthas and Tabithas, the Hirams and Josephs

vho once inbabited the village around Poblin's flour mills,

andi vho continue to live through their descendants, the

Marthas and Tabithas, the Hirams and Josephs cf today:
Those 0ld ones

you can hear themr on a rural party line
scnetimes
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a lump in your thrcat

an adan's apple half

a mile down the road

permits their voices

to join living voices \

and float by !

on the party line sonmetimes. (CH, 1)

Puriy does not conceive of his ancestors as part of
an existence already acconplished and deprived of
significance. On the contrary, he believes that predecessors
long gone back to earth come to life agair ir present day
people, that, like trees, they sprout through their
descendants, not in flesh, tut in spirit. Frcm community of
spirit, Purdy fproceeds to create human significance: the
Marthas, Tabithas, Josephs and Hirams who inhabtit the ccuntry
todav are "stemmed in the valley graveyard" pnear Roblin's
mills. TIndividual gJenealogy is not read, tut lived.
Cescandants partake of their amcestors' weakness but they
also share in their strength., What they ultimately have 1in

common 1s "humanity." It is precisely Jue to this common,
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continuous denominator that Purdv sees the living Marthas,
Tabithas, Josephs and Hirams not as "present" tut as
"incessant" and leaves the poem open-ended. Indeed, in an
interview qranted to Gary Geddes, Purdy himself declared the
open-endedness of some of his roems as well as the use of the
continuous rather than the time-point form of verbs to be
"both a device and a philcscphy."® Semantically, both
open-ended sentences and verbs in the continucus fora
iniicate continuity. As grammatical structures, therefcre,
they serve Purdy's belief in the existence of a universal

continuity which includes all human beings.

At this point it should be noted thkat, without ..
1enying the significance of the chain of generations, it is
spiritual continuity, nct genetic continuity that is the
ultimate focus of Purdy's attention. 1In "News Reports at
Ameliasburg," the poet distinguishes in his personality not
only the voice of his direct ancestors, but a certain quality
representing the enduringly human superimpcsed upon
continuous individuval change, and4 the poer dces not show the
connection tetween Purdy and his kinsmen, tut Letween
personal and racial history:

At night in our own bodies comes a small dark vwhisper
relayed here from the beginning of human time
where ancient hunters confer with stones and tree-spirits

their campfires throwipg enormous shadows on the forest
and witch-doctors dance in our blood fcrever. (sp, 94)
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Fach individual being a repcsitory of a heavy load of
ancestral message, the essertial difference ltetwveen
individual moments is effaced. Hence, 1t becomes perfectly
possible for Hannibal to drive his elephants into Torontc, or
for Alexandier the Great to btulldoze the Kremlin: names only
are different, essences are the same. The same violence and
bloodshed that destroyed the ancient world is, at present,
responsible for the defoliation of the rice fields in
Vietnam., "News Peports at Ameliasburg" are, in fact, no
news, Purdy seems to accept that man is cnly a superior
animal. Confrooted with the question of man's destiny within
the rest of the animal world, he has no definite answer.
Moreover, in +he face of the violence that man is capable of
perpetrating against his fellows, even the idea that he is a
superior animal becomes questionable, and the poem ends on a
note of despair and spiritnal fatigne:

T have unbuckled ﬁy sword and lay there beside then

[animals)
the sun has gone dcvwn in my village. (Ssp, 95)

A time structure tased on wmovewent, always the same
in essence, yet perpetually diversified 1in form, gives a
special temporal perspective to Purdy's pcems: timeless,

imaginative and behavicur fpatterns are always discernible
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behini small, chronological particulars. "The Cariboo
Horses," for instance, evolves on two temporal planes. While
Purdy descrites cowhboys riding horses intc 100 Mile House, he
actually dramatizes the coming into existence of a particle
of timeless history: man's relationship with the apimal
world. "The Cariboo Horses" develops as a ccmfparison tetween
the history-making horses c¢f the so-called heroic ages and
the ordinary ones used by present day cowbcys. Purdy
ironically notes that apart frcm belonqing to the same anipal
species, the common denominators between these two groufps are
rather obscure, for the cowkoys' horses are humble,
lost relatives of these
vhose hooves are thunder

the ghosts of borses battering thru the wind

whose names vwere the wind's commcn usage

whose life was the sun's, (CH, 8)
Yet, different as they are from each other, the Kiangs and
the Eqgyptian builders, the (Cuaggjas and the Asian ncmads, the
Cariboo horses and the Canadian covboys are cnly particulars
1llustrating the enduring relationship between man and
animal, between rider and hLis horse. Several times ip the
poem, phrases such as "cnly horses" or "only hcrse and rider"
emphasize the ultimate connection and continuity between man
anl animal:

On the high prairie

are only horse and rider
wind in dry grass
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clopping in silence under the toy »cuntains
dropping sometipmes and

lost ip the dry grass

golden oranqes of dung. (CH, 7)

Analogously, while walking through the ™Ruins of an
Iniian Village," or vhile contenplating "The Archeology of
Snow" in Montreal, Purdy does not merely converse mentally
with a jroup o& people but, as Gecrge PBovering noted, he
"actnally encounters the entire race of man."? And, in "The
Runners," the discovery of the new land by the two Gaelic
runners, brcther and sister,Jis a siqnificant situation
enduring beyond place apd time, though expressed through the
details of individual characteristics of a definite place and

Tilvo.  "The Tunnecs"™ 13 the poetic treatment cf a fragment

from frick the Red's Saga, which Purdy quotes as an epigraph.

The time of this episode is the reign of King Olaf Tryggvason
and the place is Greenland. Determined tc proclainm
Christianity to Greenland, Claf sends the twc¢ slave runners,
Haiki and Haekia, to investigate the nature of the new
country. In spite of home-sickness and fear of the new 1land,
the two slaves decide not tc¢ return to their masters. They
pref2r hard, dangerous freedom to soft enslavement. The
worls of the woman, "I am afraii of this dark land," are
egually applicable in a geographical or psvchological

context. A frightening, dark land may signify a new
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continent, country or town, but also a nev relationship upon
which a man and a woman embark. The moment when Haekia
invites her brother to take her hand and run toqether away
from the Norsemen marks at once the beginning of a new kind
of love between the twc slaves and an asserticn of the
dignity of the individual's struggle for personal freedoun.
Here, as elsewhere in Purdy's work, the open-ending of the
poer indicates the poet's Fkelief in the continuing character
of the experience described in the poen:

Brother, take my hand in your hand

this part of ourselves between us

vhile vwe run together,

over the stones of the sea ccast

this much of ourselves is our own:

vhile rain cries out against us,

and darkness swallows the evening,

and morning moves into stillness,

and mist climbs to our throats,

wvhile ve are running,

vhile we are running --

Sister -- . (WGWw, 111

As the objective realm of poems such as "The Cariboo
Horses," "The Runners," "lament for the Dcrsets,” or "On the
Decipherment of 'Linear B'" stretches towards that remoteness
vhich is both far away in space and long past in time,
details cease to be important ani the subjective swvallows the
objective. Symtolically therefore, this mythical time can be

reached not by a horizcntal, recollective movement backwards
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in time, but by 1maginatively plunging vertically below the
surface of the present. At the subjective temporal level
vhere the dead Marthas and Josephs of Rotlin's Mills wmeet and
mingle with the Mycaenian warriors and the Gaelic slaves, the
ultimate unity of human experience reveals itself. The
realer is thus taken away from an objective present into an
atemporal ccmpariscn of human experience wherein he reaches
one of the central themes of Purdy's crea*tion, "the sense of
the mystery of time by which things happen and are lost,
happen and endure."t0 purdy descends subjectively to the
level of mythical roots, achieves release from a solely
physical existence, and emerges better equipfped spiritually
and imaginatively into the ever-distending sccpe of
experience. The psychological time Purdy creates in the
cycle of poems JIn Search of Oven Roblin, for instance, is a
vertical axis representing the subjective, dynamic relation
betveen events vhich have lappened, are happening and will
happen. It is this 1npber vertical axis, this transcendental
unification of experience felt by the human teing in search
of Owen Rcbhblin, which make past and future appear 1intensely

real Qnd quivering vith present potency.

At first siqght, this unpaginated vclume seems to Le
the lyrical exploration of an area; the place is Central

Ontario and is celetrated. Upon closer analysis, bowever,
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the celesbration of the local proves to be not an end in
itself, but Purdy's means cf bringing to the attention of his
readers both the universal and the timeless in each

individual and, hence, in himself:

For it wasn't only Cwen PRablin I was looking for
but myself thru him alvways myself

I amn the sum total c¢f all I know

all I have experienced and loved

I don't mean solipsistic navel-watching either
but John Donne's "I ar a piece of the main"
meaning a part of everything larger.

a fly speck in history

dust mote cruising the galaxies. (OF)

In Search of Oven Rcblin opens with the image of the

- -———

poet looking at a family altum. After a shcrt inventory of
direct ancestors, the attention of the reader is directed to
the larger landscape of a village, for, as the name of the
volume indicates, Purdy is not so much in search of his
grandfather or any of his relatives, as he is in quest of
cwen Roblin, the founder of the settlement. Of ultimate
importance to the poet is not to establish the history ofbhis
own family, but to tap the spiritual heritage tc which he
recognizes that he belongs.!! Diving through time "down the
long stéirvay / we all canme up when we were bcrn," Purdy
pierces imaginatively the tovn pavement built there where

Roblin's HMill village was before, and enters the past of his
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country. By 1magimatively transfcrming "mnow" to "then,™ he
stands in present witness of occurrences cf lcng ago. He
"sees," for instance, the mcment when Roblin's Mill was
closed dovwn and the owner stamped his feet with such an
indignation that "the flour / dust floated out from his
clothes." leaping from Roblin's Mill and Canada tovards the
universe, he unequivocally voices his belief in the unity of
human experience: |
vhatever is underneath a village
and a one-time fpioneer settlement goes deeper
rooted inside human character
contemporary as well as ancient. (OR)
Through mental communion with the past, Purdy recognizes
equivalence in the gestures of his predecessors, and is able
to explore his cwn self unafraid of darkness and failure.
Following his spiritual search at Roblin's Mill, Purdy
admits:
After teing them I become myself again
rooted in Year One of all the directicns I am travelling.
(OR) ‘
Spiritual ccommunion with predecessors is also established by
Purdy as an energizing scurce for the present:
Wwandering thrcough Rcblin's Nill

I began to stop feeling sorry fcr myself
taking strength from then. {CR)

Having gained an increase in self-knowledge, and,
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simultaneously, having absorbed the strength that comes from
accepting the reality of human continuity, the poet finds it
easier to reconcile himself to the knowledge of his own
transience, and to conguer his solitude:

I contain others as they contain nme

in the medieval sense I am Everyman

and as Ulysses said of himself in the Cyclop'!s Cave

"I am Nobody™"
and a lover. (OR)

The world stops being merely plural. Instead, it
opens to the pcet and receives him as a mesber cf the human
compunity, thus abolisting the age-long ccnflict between the
whole and its parts. To find spiritual rccts is for Purdy
what to find a lighthouse is for Virginia Woolf, for
instance., It is, as David Paiches phrased it, "to make
contact with a truth outside oneself, tc surrender the
uniquenass of one's ego to an impersonal reality."!? To find
spiritual roots is for Purdy to realize that the most
characteristic mode of human experience is not the sense of
time as formulated by science but the psychological sense of
time of the individual. Hence, even though Eurdy is
constantly conscious that psychological time cannot endure

bevond the mortality of man, in In Search ¢f Oven Roblin he

openly relegates the ol jective meaning of time to a second

place: "Time that tic-tocs always in mv bcdy / its deadly
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rhvthm is only a toy of the mini." (OR)

In this context, in Puridy's poems, as in Avison's, it
is the image of the tree that crystallizes tle basic
Fostulate of a philosophy which holds that with strong roots
1n the past and branches opening towards the future, man no
lcnger feels tordered by waste and helrlessness, but
discovers himself as part of a universe that extends beyond
the chronological time of the individual self. Like Margaret
Avison's trees, Purdy's trees in "Canadian Spring," "Watching
Trains," or "Trees at the Arctic Circle,™ are standing trees,
rooted in the soil in which Purdy's ancestcrs are not turied
but '"planted." These are trees that represent at once the
dead "sprouting buds," and the peopl= alive "stemmed in the
gravevard." Unlike Avison's eyes, hovever, Purdy's eyes do
not rest so much on branches forking upwards, as on roots
plunging downwardis. The particular interest of this poet
lies more in the past spiritual roots of man thAn in a
visionary flight into the future, because he Lelieves that it
is at the level of roots that the inteqration between the
individual and the universal is achieved, and that the
destructive time of clccks is conquered by the vital time of

the creative imagination.

Nutstanding amcng Purdy's poems in which the tree 1s
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employed as a metaphor for psychological time is "The Hunting
Camp," a poem cast to investigate the feelings and reactions
triggered by the poet's visit to an“eld, atandoned caup.
First, the trees appear in the poem as the physical
representatives of absent people, and the poet discourses
with them for, it seemed "natural to address the trees / as a
people substitute." At the cight of the carp "spectral with
decay among the green life," the poet experiences a crisis of
identity, an acute sense of having lost spirituwal continuity
as the direct result of the disappearance cf the hunting
camp, and with it, of all the people he associates with the
camp and with a part of his ovn past. The second»stanza
notes the flight of the poet's memory which by filling in the
spiritual gap caused by the physical disapovearance of the
camp transfigures the actual span of time spent by the poet
visiting the abandoned site:

Whatever time was went Ly

contracted or expanded somewhere in his skull

one thought went out to explore the brain's territory
among locked doors and doors slightly ajar. (SD, 19)

From this point on, the poemr contains two
superimposed temporal sovements connected with the trees in
ani around the camp. The trees are at one and the same tinme
the living bodies among which the poet walks, and metaphors

for the intellectual processes which replace the momentary
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loss of identity with the gladness of a regained sense of
belonging. The discovery of a subjective temporal continuity
between himself and the nc longer existent cawp, elicits a
gasp from the poet, and the trees are finally heard
"chuckling" "about the ridiculous sound / so exactly right

for his regained calmness®" (SD, 19).

Significantly enough, most of the covers of Purdy's
volumes of poetry are illustrated with trees. From the

intriguing depth of the covers of Selected Poers and Sundance

at Dusk to the monotony, yet the striking teauty of the

medallions of In Search of Cwen Roblin, the reader constantly

encounters trees.!3 Loyal tc the poet's desire to express
through his poems a fundamental conception of time rather
than merely to capture the looks of things, the illustrators’
choice of images complements and sustains the poet's choice
of words in an attempt to give poetic form to the idea that
as young trees find physical nourishment in the decaying
trunks of o0ld trees, sc is human tradition a contributor to

new, spiritual life.

At this point, it is essential to note that in
Purdy's vork, the quest fcr roots does not lead only to the
self's recognition in cne's immediate predecesscrs or in

"everyman." The quest for roots also leads to the overccming
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of self-centredness and to the ability to rarticipate
emotionally in the worlid:
In search of Owen Rcblin

I discover a wvhole cra
that was really a tackward extensicon cf myself

and for all these things I am talking about
I adoit a strong feeling of affecticn. (OR)

The idea that, having as object tc descend as deep as
possihle and imnerse man in the spiritual experience of cther
generations of people, the search for roots rids man's spirit
of the burien of individuality, appears ir cther poems by
Purdy as well. "The Sculptors®™ for instance, reveals the
poet fumbling through cases of Eskimo sculpture in search of
a piece that could best represent the art of Northern Canada.
The touching of the small, stone walruses, pclar bears or
seals triggers in the poet's mind the image of the sculgptors
thenselves, hard at work during long wvinter months.
Imaginatively descending the stairs of history through
hundreds of years, the poet is able to understand the guality
of a mode of life long separated in time from his own:

And I have a svdden vision

of the carvers themselves

in this broken sculpture

as if the time & place & wme

had clicked into brief alignment
and a switch pulled

so that I can see and feel
vhat it was like to be thenm. (¥s, 76)
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Moreover, the Eskimo carvings, mostly broken, become symtols
of the struggles, victcries and failures of individuals long
dead, but with wvhom the fpoet associates emotionally for, in

their tribulations, he recoaonizes his own.

"Lament for the Dcrsets®" is similar in theme, tcne
and composition to "The Sculptors." Here, too, the
imagipative process is triggered by the tcuching of a small
carving, but the focal point of the poet's imagination is not
the carver but the creative process that gives birth to the
carving:

He selects a sharp stone tocl

to gouge a parallel pattern cf lipes

on both sides of the swan

holding it with his left hand

bearing down and transmittirg

his bedy's weight

from brain to arm and right hani

and one of his thoughts

turns to ivory. {(WHGW, 5S5)
It is through the visualization of the agony and satisfaction
involved in the process of creation that Purdy recognizes his
ovn gestures and feelipgs in the gestures apd feelings cf the
extinct Dorset. Liberated from the rprison of acute
individualism, and with the self rendered supple and flexible

by imaginative idlentificaticn, Purdy merges himself in love

vith other teings, and gives his life the significance which
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it might ctherwise lack.

Like Margaret Avisorn, Purdy transcends chronological
time through an imagination enriched by feeling, and his
equivalent of Avison's "optic heart" is "the hearing blood."
When in "Roblin's Mills (1) " pPurdy hears the voices of his
immediate ancestors, 1t is in his veins that he hears them,
and, when in "News Reports at Ameliasburg" he feels ancient
doctors dance, it is in his tlood that they dance.
Similarly, in "My Gramdfather's Ccuntry," it is precisely his
"hearing blcod" not his "hearing mind" that gains for him a
piece of eternity understood not as infinite time but as
timelessness:

And there are seas in the north so blue

that a polar bear can climb his own wish and walk the sky
and wave on wave of that high blue washes cver the nind
and sings to eack corponent part of the hearing blood

a radiance that burns down the dark buildings of night
and shinpes for 24 hours a day of long sea-days.

(WGW, 105)

The prominent position that emoticral inQolvement as
a means of transcending simgle chronology holds in Purdy's

vork has also Lteen observed by Michael Hcrinyansky. Speaking

of the poems contaipned in the volume Love in a Burning

Building, this critic notes that "the territory here, as
Purdy promised, is the whole baffling country of love -- fronm

the sexunal tedrcck to the mest tenuous ideas, the absurdity
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and despair, the queer shig<§ of time and memory and elusive
gleam of permanence."!* Hornyansky's comment is equally

applicable to other volumes by Purdy. Indeed, from The

le)

ariboo Horses and Poems for All the Anpettes to Sex and

Death and Sundance at LCusk, his poems range widely in tcric,

and embrace manifestations of feeling, frcr fellovship and
brotherly affecticn to marital love and sexual passion.
Among the so-called "marriage poems," the three-stanza
"Necropsy cf Love" deserves special attention, for it
contains Purdy's unambiquous profession of faith in the
redeeming capacity of love. "Love is an absolute as death
is," the poet declares, anticipating a future moment when the
beloved being, though dead, contimnues to live in his memory
and, thus, continues to participate in, and influence his
life. A btrief exploration cf the importance of sex in the
life of a couple, as a means of fcstering intimacy, is
followed by a strong affirsation of the necessity to love; in
tender gestures towards the object of love, man not only
discovers himself, but also transcends the fleeting nature of
his existence:

If death shall strip our bcnes of all but bones,

t hen here's the flesh, and flesh that's drunken-sweet

as wine cups in deceptive lunar light:

reach up your hand and turn the moonlight off,

and maybe it was never there at all,

SO never promise anythirg to nme,

but reach across the darkness with your hand,

reach across the distance of tonight,
and touch the moving moment once again
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tefore you fall asleep -- . (LBB, 11)

As a form of lcve, fellowship preoccupies Purdy in
many poems. "Hockey Players," "Homage," and "Fnglish Faculty
Versus Stuilents Hockey Game,"™ for instance, use the gane of
hockey in order to explore the meaning and significance of
this human dimension. In "Homage®™ Purdy presents hockey as a
preeminently Canadian reality, as a myth vith a strong
psychological influence:

"Hockey" says Dave pontifically

"is the game we're made of all our myth

of origins a million snot-nosed kids

on borroved bob-skates tolting lumps

of coal in Sask apnd Ont and Que." (SD, 37)
The combination »f "ballet and murder"™ which the game of
hockey is, tecomes in "Hockey Players"™ the microcosmic
representation of human life in all its cceplexity, and, on
the basis of this awareness, pPurdy advances the humanistic
idea that universal brctherhood should be the regulating
concept of an individual's life. Like the game of hockey,
the game of 1life cannot be played alone, cr in isolation. It
can be playel only as a team, "breast to breast,” each member
depending and relyirg on others, each memker assuming
responsibility for the rest of the tean, Transfiqqged Ly
love, the temporal units constituting humar life g;come

moments of magic and shine, like those descrited in "At
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Roblin Lake," "when the mind joins the bcdy ,/ in one great
leap beyond the universe," moments vhen the edges of things
"sharpen" and "quiver,*" as they dc in "Sargeant Jackson."
"Separation," "Porderlands" and "Paper Mate" reveal that
suffering and even death cam be mitigated ty the strength of
man's genuine feelings, wvhile "when the Mcment Is" qgualifies
the presence of the loved one as the "hinge of now," the
force capaltle of redressing man's temporal existence in
stability and consistency by flouting the rules of objective

place and tinme.

Undcubtedly, Purdy reveals in "0ld Alex," "Percy
Lawson," or "Love Song," that to detach cneself emotionally
from th2 world is far easier an option tham to take on the
travail of sharing love for the world and rarticipating in
the wnar< or transfijuriny 1t. It 1s easier, for instance, to
1ismiss 011 \lex as a "miserable alcoholic" than to search
desperately fcr his gualities and extend ccmpassion to hinm.
But, 1f one of the main goals of men is to be able "to
rehearse the earth music together," love as revealed in
"Id1o0t's Song" is the sovereign means of achieving universal
harmony. This short poer begins vith a recognition and an
acceptance of the separate identity of each individual, an
identity which can act as a barrier betweep human beings.

However, avare that jestures of love and ccrpanionship, "the
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talking to," "the touching," "the staying with" can save
something from the hurry of time, the poet enrhatically calls
attention tc an ultimate and universal spiritual reality
accesgible to mankind:

Stay with me in the same world
or T ar lost and desolate
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that yc1 are here at all
dela’ys my cwn death
an instant longer. (LBB, 80)

The poet realizes, however, that the capacity to love
as vell as the desire to lock for roots and real values in
life are permanently menaced by the danger of succumbing to
the general tendency towards thoughtless living and
conformity. Commenting upon the sad state to wvhich man has
declined at considerable spiritual cost, ir "Fcr Oedi-Puss,"
Purdy notes that in modern society "time is all filled-up and
lost / In wcrk and vages.™ A misplacing of values Bmay
encourage an exclusive interest in trivia, “Sargeant Jackson"™
points out, but, sconer or later there comes a moment vhen
one is forced to see that "hagqling over a lcusy nickel,"™ or
being a perfect desk clerk will nct prevent cne from getting
old, weak and eventually dying. 1In additicn, the old painter
in "The Country of the Young*®" warns that, ty not allowing man
time to feel, permanent rushing may also lead to an

insensibility which equals nothingness. This poen, steeped
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in Avareness that an important component cf human life is the
unremrtting battle between real personalitv and the demands
of a materialistic society, aims in twvwo directions: towards
"the traders” lost in dreass of mcney cr "the sailors”
hunting the seas in search cf profit, and towards the
dreazers and the artists like the old painter. The former do
not have time enough to associate pieces of evidence and find
human value where it really exists. The latter refuse to
allov their sutjective emotional and imaginative existence to

be sgquashed by objective institutionalized callcusness:

look here
You've never seen this country
it's pot the way you thought it was
Look agjain
And you can't be looking for something else
money or a night's lodging cn earth
a stepping stone to death maybe
or you'll never find a place
hear an old man's voice
in the country of the young
that says
"Look here ~- .™ (NS, 79-8CQC)

Yet, avare that significance in life or the lack of
it is a matter c¢f subjective appreciation, i1n "For
Qedi-Puss,” "Sargeant Jackscn®" or "The Country of the Young,"
bpurdy refrains from passing judgement. He oply wonders
vhether a design for human existence far more complex and

comprehensive is not violated by man's just being materially

e W
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productive and succe%sful. This poet seems to favour the
individual's slowing down from the race fcr material
gratificaticn in order that he may take time and look and
listen, thus allowing his eyes to see and his ears to hear.
Hence, his constant invitation to people tc stop,‘listen and
look., In ™"Notes on a Fictitional Character," the poet's
invitation reaches an extreme, and beccmes an exhortation to
men and women to stay still till cobwebs are formed between
their knees. This strcng note is justified however, for it
springs from the knowledge that, in the heat of racing,
Wstopping®" is infinitely difficult to achieve. VNevertheless,
“stopping" is imperative, Purdy emphasizes in "Hockey
Players," for it is the dimension which allows man time to
consider himself and his fellows:

stopping isn't feasible or possible or lawful

but we have to and we have to \

A laugh because we must and

stop to look at self and one another tut. (CH, 61)
In order to accept or reject value, "The Beavers of Penfrew"
tell the reader, the mind has to range free, to see what the
beavers, the birds and the leaves of grass have to says
Above all, the individual imagination has to be receptive to
the voice of Sumerian shepherds, Mycenaean warriors, and
BRoblin's Mills villagers. Able to do so, ran's "blood" will
understand the message conveyed both by nature and by

generations of predecessors, and he will find himself in love
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with the univerce.

This is nct to say that Purdy conditions man's
cavacity of extending love to others on one's having first
communed spiritually with past generations. To find an
opening in the past by using the subjective dimension of time
is one of the human privileges which he singles out for
investigation. His poems are of that essentially humanistic
inspiration concerned to communicate the experience of living
througk the tragic paradox of the human ccndition, not bent
on prescribing rules. The clue to Purdy's philosophy lies in
a time awareness, vwhich, in Joost Meerlco's vwords, "is having
a sense of continually mirroring ourselves in each other and
in history. These are not merely passive reflections. OQut
of them emerges a feeling of deep relatedness. Our mutual
reflections acquire meaning, the meaning cf ocur inner and
extra personal hisiory."l5 Indeed, in "Helping my Wife Get
Supper," Purdy warns his reader of the danger of indulging in
that "carrot-like behaviour" which erodes the difference
between man and other species Qn earth. In "%hat It Was" he
urges man tc use constantly his potential to engage
imaginatively in a vertical temporal movement and thus avoid:

the occasional mistake

and sometimes the brain and the heart's failure

to know say

this is the moment you'll remember
this is the wind-Lklcwn instant of tinme
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that swings you into the future
oh heavy as the heavy cellar stones of the world
but hamepering on the gates of the sun. (CH, Uu8)

Though he knowvs that victory is never completely
achieved, and, therefore, the effort to transcend objective
time should be unremitting, Purly believes that it is in the
power of the human being to transform lgge frcom the "notle
struggle / of being a fool," into the noble struggle of being
a man. For this Canadian poet, life is nct the ultimate
four-letter word. Purdy loves life, and vants to live.
"Include me out of it all?" is incomprehensikle to him (WGW,

121) .
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VI. OF SELF, TEMPOFAL CUBISM AND METAPHOR:

ST. URBAIN'S HCRSEMAN BY MORDECAI FICHLER?

In an interview with Nathan Cohen, Mcrdecai Richler
admits wvriting from compulsion "to say what I feel about
values and about people living in a time when to my mind
there is nc agreement on time."™2 Indeed, the literary
analysis undertaken in this chapter confirms that Richler's
work to date dramatizes the passage from epochs of collective
ideology on temporal matters to an age of individual ethics.
The same analysis vwill reveal that, despite acute and
articulate lack of faith in traditional, unifying values,
Richler's work is grounded in the belief that human life can
still be organized meaningfully. The way to dc so, Richler
agrees with Grove, Aquin, Avison and Purdy, is to find a
subjective pivot capable of lifting the individual from a
simply chrorolcgical existence into a manper of living that
transcends objective reality. dis novels focus attenticn on
the vay in vhich memories and metaphors, daydreams and
fantasies bhear upon human life and give it consistency while
preserving the inteqrity of its individual moments. The

Acrobats, Son of a Smaller Bero, A Choice cf Enemies, The

Apprentjceship of Duddy Kravitz, The Incomrarable Atuk, and

(@]

ocksure return reqularly to Richler's preoccupation with

e et
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subjective duration, or the individual percefption of
objective time. Critics such as D. Meyers, D. Sheps or

H. McPherson have not considered them entirely successful
vorks.3 But now, as George Woodcock has ncted, we also have
that "long and completely structured novel, dense with
memory, the kind of slcwly and accurately crafted work that
seems appropriate to end a period in a writer's life and also

to recapitulate it."4 WHe have nov St.Urbair's Horseman which

represents not only Richler's most notable artistic
achievement, but also his amost profound discussion of human

time.

Like the writings cf the other four authcrs examined
in this dissertation, Richler's novels have as their major
premise the idea that the concept of the self is inseparable
from the concept cf time, thkat both man's crganic and
psychological development are predicated cr time. Richler's
approach to his subjects is also based on the cbservaticn
that the concept of time in human experience is different
from the concept of time in nature. One major distinction is
the fact that events of real importance tc¢ the human psyche
do not flow in a systematic chromological crder, but enjoy an
unequal distribution within a span of time objectivelyl
measured. However, what might be called tlte discontinuous in

terms of clocks and calendars is the psychclogically
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continuodg, for apparently disparate events converge towards
the unique point of present experience, and what happens to a
mat at one particular moment in his life is ip resonance with
vhat has already happened to him at cther times. Thus,
together with the cther four writers examined in this
dissertation, Richler seems to share the Lelief that while
alive the individual does not merely pass thrcugh certain
phases of chronological development. Rather, tth
significant experiences frows the past are continuously
present in the individual unconscious and are constantly

modifying his conscious behaviour.s \\\

Richler's earlier novels are not sc evidently

concerned or structured with a sense of psychclcgical time as

St.Vrbain's Horseman is. Tle Acrobats, for instance,

recounts the fate of Andrd EFennet, the artist-son of a
wealthy wontrdal businessman. - Benoet suffers from an acute
quilt feeling about the tragic death of his Jewish lover, has
periodical nervous breakdovns, and dies in a fight with an

ex-Nazi executioner. The Acrobats progresses chronologically

through the days of a fiesta ip Valencia and the night that
climaxes this Mediterranean holiday is alsc the night when

the protagonist loses his life. VYet, as early as this first
novel, there are indications of what would later become one

¥

of Richler's major methodolcgical principles: the
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superimposition of two tempcral movements:one -- objective --
obedient to the rules of clccks and calendars; the other --
subjective -- totally independent of them. Thus, in The
Acrobats, Pichler notes with precision, "It is nov 11.30
a.m., Sunday, April, 1951. Vvalencia, Spain." It is fiesta
time and in the street a gquitarist is singing: "Manolete,

danolete ¢/ El major matador de Espaha."é The former Nazi

officer Roger Kraus is physically in that particular place,
and at that particular time. Mentally howvever, he is living
in the "rain filled night of Pebruary 3, 1¢21, in Zircus
Krone, uuhich," and vhat he hears is not the song of the

Spanish performer, but a chcrus of "Deutschland, Deutschland,

"
dber Alles, ¢/ Uber Alles in der Welt...."™ In the same ncvel,

the American tourist Barmey Lazarus is alsc attending the
Valencia fiesta; yet, he "was not of the present,™ Richler
comments:
This, at long last, was one of his Furcpean
experiences. He was already thinking of the evening
in terms of how he would embellish cn it over

cocktails fcr the tenefit of the boys at the lcdge
several months hence.?

The structural pattern of Son of a Smaller Hero,

Richler's second novel, resembles that of The Acrobats. The

former novel is an account of the attempt made by Noah Adler,

a Montreal Jewish youth, to escape from the bonds of the
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mental ghetto in which the rest of his family lives.
Repellel by the stubtorness and willful blindness with which
his relatives preserve their minority isolaticn, Noah openly
rebels,- and tecomes profoundly invclved with the Gentile

vorld thrcugh an unhappy love affair. Like The Acrobats, Son

of a Smaller Hero unfolds between two definite points igo
time: from Noah Adler's leaving of his parents' home in the
Jevish ghetto of Montreal, until his departure for Europe in
search of a spiritual freedom vhich he believes exists lteyond
the boundaries of his native city and ccuntry. VNevertheless,
this chronological development of action is accompanied by a
repeated povement backwards and forwards ip time without
regard for chronology. Cne evening, for instance, Noah is
looking through his window for just one minute, but during
this span of time, he re-lives in his mind a meeting of a

Montreal Jewish youth organization that cccuried a whole

evening of physical tinme.

A similar example of Richler's endeavour to follow
the contemporary novel's adjustment to man's relation to time

is to be found in A Choice ¢f Enemies, set in the Furope of

the 1950s. The central figure of this novel, Ncrman Price,
is an expatriate who has left North America Lecause of bis
leftist views. 1In London, he is subject to fits of amnesia

as a consequence of an airplane accident suffered during the
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war in Spain. After a profcund psychological crisis caused
by the murder of his younger brcther by a former Nazi, Price
marries an ftnglish girl and settles into a ccamfortable aiddle
class life. Basically, the novel develops along a
ckronological line, but there are many instances when the
objective sequence of events is hroken to make room for the
invasion of the subjective. Consider the follcwing exanmple.
Norman Price and two of his friends, Charlie and Joyce
Lawson, are having dinner in a London apartment. But,
"Norman and Joyce did not see the fat balding man with foxy
brown eyes tefore them. Once more they were in New York,"®
Richler explains in an attempt to show that though physically
present in a certain place and at a certaino time, the
individual can in his imagination be living somevhere and

sometime else.

In The Apprenticeship of Dnddy Kravitz, the story of

a land-hungry Jewish youth from Montreal, cne also witnesses
occasional emancipation frcr strict chronoclogy, but of a kind

different from that in The Acrobats, Son ¢f a Smaller Hero,

or A Choice of Enemies. "We do have a short break in the

general straightforward chronology," A.R.Eevan points out,
"when, after meeting Duddy as a particularly nasty, fifteen
year old boy, ve go back to learn something about his earlier

exploits, and especially atout his relaticnship with his
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grandfather."® But, in this novel, unlike Richler's previous
ones, the mcvement fack 1n time is external to the
protagonist. It is not Duddy Rravitz who, thrcugh his
recollections, trings the past back into the present.

Rather, it is the narrator himself who shifts the story to an
earlier period in order to cast light on the sources of

Dudiy's present behaviour. Therefore, 1n The Avprenticeship

lo

f Duddy ERravitz the objective flov of events is dislocated
not by the psychological time of the individual, but by the

narrative time of the author.

In The Incomparable Atuk, Richler moves farther away
from characters that live according to ab A to B temporal
itinerary, and, disengaging himself fror a narrative mode of
characterization, employs implausibility of action and
satiric fantasy in events as a means of character

delineation. Like all Pichler's novels, The Incomparable

Atuk 1s essentially a story of an individual; this time,
Atuk, a young Canadian Fskimo. After having heloed to kill
and eat an American officer, Atuk is imported into Toronto by
a big fur company. Once in the metropolisi this predatory
cannibal proceeds to make everything he can cut of life,
until he is finally guillotined on stage during a quiz show.
However, what happens to Atuk during a certain span of

physical time is far less isportant to Fichler than the
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mental connections which are established between apparently
unrelated events, connectiors vhich, as sutkjective temporal
events, acccunt to a large extent for the incer life of the
protagonist., One evening, for instance, Atuk is in his
Tcronto apartment performing magic rites with a few memters
of his fapily who have accompanied bim to the metropolis.
The rites having been completed, Atuk ponrs himself a drink,
and turns op the television. After a few minutes,- however,
even thouqgh Atuk follovs the news with his eves and ears, he
no longer watches it. 1Instead, he imagines a scene that
conld possibly take place im Ottawa as a result of his having
previously keen involved in the hunting and eating of an
American officer:

When the third news item came on he startled.

Suddenly he vas very alert. The hunter. Three

F.B.I. agents hurried up the steps of a building in

Ottawa. Not far behind came Sargeant Jock ¥ilson.!o
The temporal removal and transposition of episodes employed
here by Richler are instrumental in focusing attenE}on not so
much on what happens but on why it happens. Atuk imagines
that particular scene in Ottawa because he kncws that he 1s
guilty bcth dJf murder and of cannibalism, and that the F.B.I.
and the R.C.4.P. are looking for him. Unlike in The

Apprentjceship of Duddy Kravitz, vhere the movement back in

time is external to the protagonist and narratively explicit,

in The Incomparable Atuk this movement is implicit in the

.
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ceaction triggered by the news program Atuk is watching. 1In
other words, the authort's interest lies not with the
objective time and reality of the evening rews, but with the

subjective time and reality of the hero.

Like The Incomparable Atuk, Cocksure seems, at first

sight, to te no more ttan ccmic and undemanding farce
populated by characters engaged in caricature-like action.

Closer analysis reveals, though< that this book is, like The

Incomparable Atuk, an unalashed satire of contemporary
patterns of thought and behaviocur.!! Mortimer Griffin, the
main character of Cocksure, is an editor in a London
publisking house. A conspiracy of friends is built around
him with the view to convincing him that he is not a Gentile,
as he thinks he is, but a Jew vho wants to conceal his true
identity. Mortimer clashes prcfessionally and ethically with
Star Maker, the new ovwner cf the publishing hcuse, and the
final pages of the novel reveal him at the mercy of the

latter's German thugs.

As D. Meyers notes in bisﬂstudy of the satirical

devices usel by Richler in tis novels, in The Incomparatle

Atuk the author places the savage Atuk in a civilized
society, and invites the reader to decide vhc is ultimately

uncivilized. 1In Cocksure, Fichler reverses the technique he
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employs in The Inccmparable Atuk. He isclates the highly

civilized Mcrtimer Griffin in a "™mod world of svinging
savages,"!'2 and directs the reader's attention not towards
external events in time Lbut towards the herc's emotional
response to them. Indeed, the dialogue hardly keeps hold of
objective temporal reality, whereas the interior monologues
allow the author to roam, regardless of chbjective time, over
an extraodinary range of ccntentions subjects, froe human
sexnality and reputation building to progressive education

and the exploitation of minorities.

Personality, as Richler perceives and reveals it in

The Incomrarable Atuk and Cocksure, is a fpresent unity

arising out of continual association and change, and
consciousness is a blending of anticipaticn and repminiscence.
In this context, a memory formed not by hatit, but one
consisting cf significant events, disclcses the coherent

structure of the self which cannot be recovered if only

S

present experience is considered. This 1s why, in

St.Urbain's Horseman, Richler in search of Jake Hersh's self,

is in quest of Jake's memory, andwﬁgith the exception of a
few pages dedicated to the trial to which Jake is subjected
and which are narrated in the third person, the novel
consists of Jake's recollections in connection to this

importantjoccdrrence in his life.13
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But, in St.Urbain's Horseman, the fproblem Richler had

to surmount was not how simply to convey the constant
resonance tetveen the memory, the expectation, the
imagination and the momentary experience cf the protagonist.
Rathar, the problem Richler had to surmount was how to
present simultaneously all points of view fput forward by
different temporal perspectives, and render accurately the
@ental and the spiritual processes that led to the creation
of the metaphor of the Horseman. The soluticn is simple.
Richler uses a structure that might be called "teaporal
cubism." This structure is similar to the montage technique
used in the cinema, with an emphasis not so much on spatial,
but on temporal perspective. The author chocses one
particular sowment in the life of his protagonist, and, by
reans of his protagonist's recollections and expgctations
allows the reader to view the central event from a large
number of points in time, both past and future. in other
vords, what a cubist painter or a film director does vwith
space, Richler does with time. He makes the present
"spacious" ty making it a pcint of confluence not of events
governed by uniform and consecutive order, but of incidents

which exhibit dynamic association and interpenetration.

Dynamic association and interpenetration are the
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mechanisms ty means of which®significant memories, present
experiences and expectations relate to each other, angd,
therefore, they are indicative of the relationship between
time and the self. Fichler's temporal cutism, therefore, is
not essentially different from the traditicnal foreshadowing
and flashback techniques. Chapters I and IT of this
dissertation discussed at length the use of such techniques

< . A
in Grove's Master of the Mill and Aquin's Prc¢chain episode,

for instance. What is original in St.Urbain's Horseman,

hovever, is the condensation and overlapping of the two
techniques in relation to an extremely brief span of time,
the "spatialization" of the present. As a result, an
impression of simultaneity is created with regard to past,
present and possibly future events. Analyzed from Kermode's
perspective, Richler's "temporal cubism" is a perfect example
of "temporal integration®: "one way of bundelling together
perception of the present, memory of the past, and '
expectations of the future."1s

-

Thus, Richler is atle to reveal at the time of the
trial, aspects of Jake Hersh's self which one could
ordinarily discover only by observing him during a long sgan
of chronological time. As a result, certain artistic
limitations evident in Richler's earlier novels, for

instance, the creation of characters who dc nct resemble real
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human beings, but seem to be externalizaticns of human

terrors, are triusphantly overcome in St.Urbain's Horseman.

As George Woodcock put it, in this novel, Richler combats
“"within the ‘human mind itself those spectres that arise
darkly out of the half-conscious realms of memory and
guilt."”!S But thes spectres of the past are nct only comtatted
in the present. Through hope and expectation, they are also
projected into the future, for Richler's temporal cubisn
catches the interaction of disparate psycholcgical events in
a formalized, yet dynamic, system, and reveals the
co-presence of past and future temporal elements in the
making up of the self. -Accordingly, his grctagcnist is not a
fixed structure, nor is he a passive recorder, but a constant
interpreter, organizer and synthesizer. He is a distinct
pattern of responses and associations, he is a distinct

series of subjective temporal events called Jake Hersh.

Of the total number of temporal perspectives froas
which Richler considers the central moment of the trial in

St.Urbain's Horseman, the present study will concentrate on

those which are most notable within the framework of the
novel, for they introduce the basis for the creation of the
metaphor of the Horseman. These are the moments during which
Jake's Jewishness and social ccnsciousness are born and

developed. Jake Hersh is a Jew from Montreal, and, vhat

e e
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might be termed the Jewish component of his psyche emerges
from the exploration of a number of incidents chronologically
disconnected. As a child living in Canada at the time cf the
Second World War, he only hears rerorts abcut the Holocaust,
yet has first hand experience of anti-Semitic discrimination
on the part of certain French Canadians. He is a witness
when an English Canadian calls his father a "Jew bastard,"
and listens attentively to the latter's’gbmnent, "You see
wvhat they're like, all of them, underneath. You see,
Jake.™16 As an adolescent travelling to America, he meets an
insane o0ld Jev with numbers from German ccncentration camps
on his arms, and is informed by an American security officer
that some of the Nazis responsible for the fierce persecution
of the Jevs are still in office in West Germany. These
incidents stored in the deep layers of his sind make hinm
particularly sensitive tc the terrible realities disclosed in
a journal vritten by a former prisoner of the KZ. 1In effect,
his reading of the diary, supplemented by the revelaticns of
the Frankfurt proceedings against Nazi criminals, acts only
PN .}
as a catalyéi for reactions already in his nind as separate
ingredients. As a result, Jake Hersh finds himself wvalking
in the étpeetsvof Munich seized with the desire to shout,
“Murderers, murderers®™ (SUH, 245). Yet, he is well enough

read and educated to remember that Kant, PFach and Brecht are

German names, and, therefcre to feel obliged tc weigh the
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contribution to the vorld by scme Germans against the
atrocities committed by others. He is alsc conscious that
things have changed since the war, and, if the American
officer was right when he pcinted out that some former Nazis
vere still in pover in Bonn, it was also true that in
Burgerbraukeller, the very place where Adolf Hitler fired his
first tvo shots in the air, Rabbi Meltzer could sing "Hear O
Israel®” in front of a congregation of Americam soldiers of
Jewish extraction. So, on cpe hand he concludes that, hatred
being a matter of discipline, "he would have to train harder"
and hate (SUH, 2u5). On the other hand, he sees sense in the
statement of a young Canadian girl that the Germans are
excellent people, and that Germany is a delightful country:
The school teachers attached to the base were in

the midst of a cocktail party and Jake mirgled with

them briefly. Small-tcwn Ontario gigglies. Llamely,

Jake asked the first girl he brushed against, "Like

it here?"

"The Germans are a fantastic people,™ she
replied. "This is the country for me." (SUH, 2u9)

When the German problem does not ccnstitute a point
of reference, Jake Hersh's emoctional respcrse tc his own race
is also dual in nature. Whkile admitting, for instance, that
a measure of unity wvas necessary for the Jews in Montreal in
order to survive as a minority under conditions of

anti~Semitism, he resents profcundly the absurdly clannish
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attitude exhibited by the Hershes, and rejcices when one of
his cousins takes her family tc Toronto, thus breaking with
the Aersh system. Years later, he again exults when,
following his marriage to a Gentile woman, all his relatives
feel deeply antagonized. This does not gean that Jake Hersh
cterishes the illusion that anti-Semitic sentiments have
disappeared from the world. On the contrary, he is fully
avware that anti-Semitism is still a part of contemporary
reality, but he considers that the time has come to fight it
not by building higher wvwalls arcund the ghettc, but by
pulling thes down and meeting othgf people. This is why he
rejoices when the state of Israek@vins the Six Day War, but
sincerely vcrries about Arakb qivil Eights in the sane
country. This is also why at the time of the trial, when his
friend Harry proclaims with hostility, "Por purposes of
census, taxation and pcgqgroms, I am a Jew," ard thus arouses
racial feelings in the audience, Jake screams in his mind,
"It's the rcpe, it's the rope for sure" (SUH, 71). His past
experience bears cnh the present and enatles him to recognize

the enormity of his friend's mistake.

0f equal importance for the recomnstruction of Jake
Hersh's self are the temporal perspectives from which the
building of his social conscience is considered by the

novelist. Again, the significant memories which Richler
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chooses to present are disparate and disccnnected
chronologically, yet again they constitute resonant elements
for the present, for they too obey the logic of significant
associations. Farly ip his childhood, Jake witnmesses social
discrimination and injustice in his own family when, in spite
of the material prcsperity cf the Hershes, the family of a
deceased uncle is forced to live in a cold water apartment,
and struggle on such a meager allovance that his widowed aunt
is obliged to sell newspapers in order to sugpfort her three
ckiliren. Years later, when Jake is on his way to America,
communism is mentioned appreciatively to him as an. idea based
on complete brotherhood between people, yet impossible to
implement because it contradicts the selfish nature of the
human being. The follcwing years supply hir with manifold
information regarding tte ermaciated millicns of India, the
starving crowds of Africa, and once a Time editcrial
confronts him with the undisputed proclamaticn, "While you're
eating your dinner tonight, 417 people will die of
starvation" (SUH, 356) . As a result, wkern he finally shoots
his first film, the happiness produced by this dream come
true is severely marred by the a;areness that, "the energy he
and others had expended, the ane million two hundred dollars
they had cornsumed could have been used moré beneficially
providing shelter for the homeless, food for the hungry"

(SUH, 272). In view of Jake Hersh's character as illustrated
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by these events, his behaviour at the time of his trial
acguires intelligibility through the past, and the reader is
not surprised to hear him proposing to his friend a nevw
definition cf the word obscene, "You know what's obscene?
General Westmoreland. The CIA. PFactory farming. Proting,
thought-provoking stuff it woull be. Tres ballsy, very

. 7 / ../
cinema verite" (SUH, 1€).

But the scrupulous notation of the protagonist's
psychologically significant memory is not unigue to

St.0rbain's Horseman. Richler has alvays reccrded the

meaningful recollections of his characters in order to show
that past events become part of the individual's actual
experience, that memory connects the past with the present,
andl that this relatedness has at times a healing quality, at

times a traumatic one. 1In Son 9f a Smaller Herc, one has to

know Noah Adler's memories of the Jewish ghetto in Montreal
in order to understand his present ruthless severing of
relations with his parents and other membets of his family.
It is precisely in his memories of meaninglessly performed
religious rituals and of artificially imposed racial feelings
that one finds the roots of his desire to escape the fetters
of an inhititing heritage, and advance towards a form of

spiritual independence. Siwmilarly, in The Acrobats, one has

. . 7/
to be familiar with the events Andre Bennet remembered frcnm
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his chilihood spent in a house where each farent went his own
vay, one must he familiar with vhat he remembered of the
horrors of the Spanish Civil War to comprehend his present
despair and realize that vhile‘in April 1951 in’ Valencia, at
the time of a fiesta, "if any one had asked him the hour --
yesterday, now, tomorrov -- he would have replied,
ineluctably: 'Pive minutes to the Fnd.'"!? In A Choice of
not love, and his inordinate desire to have a son who would
act as a panacea for all his troubles indicate that his
private existentialism does not amount to ruch; yet, the
reader is not surprised by this course of events. Through
the character's retrospection and anticigpation, Richler has
taken care to present his consciousness as the product of
disillusionment with several twentieth-century revolutions
and causes, American democracy inclauded. Jf Ncrman Price's
mental and spiritual life is constantly threatened by chaos,
if he is incapable of acting consistently, it is because in
his reaction to external events the past is just as alive in

him as his actual experience cf the present.

Likewise, Duddy Kravitz is desperately and
unscrupulously trying to acquire a piece cf land because all
his past experience has made him believe that tc own property

represents at once wordly recognition and personal

-
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fulfillment. Inieed, throughout his childhood, as the son of
a poor taxi driver in St.Urbain street in Pontreal, Duddy
Kravitz has experienced the bitter taste of poverty. His
first-hand knowledge of the disadvantages of being poor in an
affluent society is supplemented by the education he receives
from his grandfather, with whom he has a close relationship.
Therefore, when at sixteenp years old, Duddy's supreme gcal in
life is to tuy property, the reader is not surprised. For,
Duddy had never forgotten eithercthe poverty of his childhood
or the words of his grandfather, ™A man without land is
nobody."t® And, if shortly after his arrival in Toronto, Atuk
becomes "a 7ionist Eskimo, a Duddy Kravitz of the Arctic
Circle," as John Carrol put it,!® it is at least partially
because he remesbers the teaching of the Cld Omne: that for an
Eskimo boy to make his mark in the world, "he must be
brighter, better, and faster than other bcys."20 In Richler's
vork, therefore, the significant past is not deai, or simfply
remembered, but re-experiernced and incorporated into the

living present.

This is not to say that in Richler's fictionm a
direct, one to one, causal relationship car be established
between one's present and one's past experience. Indeed, no

particular past event or moment is, for instance, directly

W . ) .
“responsible for Jake Hersh's present state cf mind or
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behaviour. What Richler tries to suggest Ly his extensive

change of temporal perspective in St.Orbaip's Hcorseman is

-~
-

that the self of his protagcnist is similar to a multiple
resonance chamber, and that he is not apn irmutable set of
characteristics, or a mere repository of facts, but a ceanter
cf dynamic forces organizin¢ the heterogeneous elements of
exverience into a functional nnity, commonly called identity.
Thus, the moments during which Jake Hersh's sense of
Jevishness is born and developed are inextricably connected
to the moments during which his social conscience was bcrn
and developed, and Richler himself is careful to make this
clear beyond doubt through the use of free asscciations.
Accounting for man's mental prccesses to a large extent, free
associaticns do not proceed chronologically cr in any logical
order, yet, they are subjectively logical in the sense that
there is a profound, unconscious meaning ccnhnecting the
apparently random thoughts and images that crcwd the drifting
mind. Thus, what Jake calls his Jewish pightmare, is not an
omnipresent feeling, but, significantly, an attending emotion
of moments cf heightened self-conscionsness:
And so howv could he [Jake] tell her [his wife],

without seeming psychotic, about his Jewish

nightmare, the terror that took him Lty surprise in

his living room, striking only on those rare evenings

vhen he brimmed over with well-being, a sense of

everything having knit systeriously together for

once, his wife, the children they had made, so that

he could even contemplate his shortcomings, his
failures, his ovn rot ard dying and, all tbhings

[
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considered, it was tolerable. (SUH, €°5)

It is at these particular moments that he tries to
comprehend the reason why he is being allcved tc enjoy
hinself when at the same time "somewhere else, there is var
andi rape. Famine. Rats qgavinq at the tces of black baties™
(SUH, 66). It is then that he fears his happiness endangered
by all the "injustice collectors,”™ by all the insulted and
the injured vho come to ask him for an acccunting (SUH, 81).
If he imagines this general attack under the particular forms
of Nazi tactics and procedures, this is so because it is then
that his Jevwish backgrcund manifests itself. The importance
of the concomitance of the two cccurrences cannot be
emphasized enough, for it is this concopmitance and its
implications that raise this author's vork from Jewish
parochialism into human universality, and catapults Canada
into a vorld order in which men face the problemzs of

ccntemporary men. St.Urbain's Horseman doces not depict a

Jevish experience, but the experience of a man vho happens to
be a Jew, and the fact that he is from Montreal, Canada, and
lives in London, England, has the same bearing upon the issue
as the fact that Faulkper's characters, fer instance, are
Americans and live in Yoknapatawpha county. Jake Hersh's is
a general human fear expressed through a Jevish particular,

and Richler's art pulls the reader away from any specific
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context towards the center of the human experience itself.
Beyond Jewry and beyonl Canada, Jake Hersh's traumas aand

perplexities are those of every man.

St.Urbain street thus "reaches to the ends of the
earth,"21 and, through the transparency of the present time
of one of its inhabitants, one sees into other significant
past anl future temporal levels, and acquires a better,
general understanding of the human personality acting in the
present. Or, to use David Sheps' words, "significant time
works something like a palimpsest. It is not so much that
characters are living in time, but rather that time is siamply
4 device whereby the reader gains more knowledge.®22 This
knowledge about characters and situations is gained by the
reader through Richler's scrupulous recording of one of the
most typical of human functions, vhat Meerloo calls "the
ideational and syabolic internalizations of experiences into

condensed muemonic traces, the accumulation of numerous

unconscious images of the outside world."23 The fantasies and

metaphors that constitute the structural landmarks of a
person's imagination are such conscious or unconascious images
of the outside world., They are the subjective temporal
counterparts of objective temporal events. Hence, fantasies
and metaphors are outstandingly relevant psychological data,

and are ascribed a special function in Richler's novels as
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constituent parts of subjectively experienced time. Although
a number of examples could Le cited to illustrate the
revelafion of human experience and subjective time through
metaphor, mentiog will be sade of three which are

particularly indicative: the rats in The Acrcbats, the land

in The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz, and, above all, the

S e~

Horseman in St.Orbain's Hcrseman.

Andrg Bennet, the protagonist of‘ggg Acrobats,
recurrently sees rats.- He sees them both when he actually
neets them in the neighbourhood where he lives, and vhen they
do not exist at all. He feels them crawling over his bcdy,
he feels them eating his flesh alive. In reality, they do
not, but the experience is highly authentic, fecr squalog,
poverty, death and everything else thak rats syrbolize are an
undeniable preseﬁée in his mind ever since he-vitnessed the
misery and terror of the Sgpanish Civil War. In The

——

Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz, the desire to possess land

accounts for the frenzy uhich‘dominatés-buddy’s activities
after he leaves school. But, to this young man, land does
not represent property alone. It also represents social
recognition ané security, it guarantees friendship and love,
if brings about personal fulfilment., Or, as William Nevw-
rhrases it, "the discovery and habitation cf a nevw 1and

becomes a petarhor for an attitude of ‘mind, and that atgitude

2
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is at the forefront of persconal literary thought.%"2z*
Referring to a pre—-eminently value-charged aspect of
exper ience and, therefore, cf subjective time, the rats and
the land, the metaphors which Richler uses in/ggg Acrobats

and The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz yield substantial

information for the deciphering of the perscnalities of Andr &

Bennet and fuddy Kravitz respectively. 7Yet, pcwhere in
Bichler's work has the problem of the relatiocnship between
the metaphcr goverring an individual'’s mind and bis
experience of objective time been tackled with the intensity
and attention with which it is apalyzed and rendered in
arézstic form in St.Ucbain's Horseman. Here, the metaphor of
the Horseman is the protagonist's leading statement of
identity, and the authcr conmsiders it his resgcnsibility not
only to mention its existence, as he did in the two earlier
works, but also to account for the manper in which it was

produced, and for the reason why it plays such a considerable

role in Jake Hersh's life.

In order to reveal the gradual evclution of the
petaphor of the Horseman, Richler again relies heavily on
temporal cubism, in terms of which echoes cf rast moments are
discovered almost simultanecusly in a process of not merely’
re-1iving experience, rut ip one of self-idemtification in a

present act .and of self-prcjection into the future. Three
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events seen to be particularly revealing in this respect.

The initial moment, or the primitive impressicnm, goes back to
the year 1943, when, due to a number of circumstances, Jake
singles out his cousin Joey as exactly the ofpposite of what
he considers hateful in the rest of the Hershes. Joey
represents success, adventure and action pitted against the
petty humbleness, clannish unity and passive acceptance of
the other members of his family. To Jake's amazed eyes, Joey
appearts not only as a teing interesting tc watch as a
performer, but alsc as cne worthy of in?esting his faith in.
Richler confers high significance upon this noment in Jake's
life, for it contains both the given object -- Joey -~ and
the spiritual movement of Jake's heart to seize this

Y

object.25

The next important moment occurs when Jake is
informed that his cousin had been in Spaimp in 1939. 1In spite
of warnings that, im fact, Joey had heen runnping awvay féom
troubles with American gangsters, Jake pefsuades himself that
his cousin actually fought in the Spanish Civil War., Because
of the enormous symbolic value attached to this war; anycne
participating in it on the side of the Loyalist forces was,
by Jake's definitian, a champion of freedor. Joeylwas
therefore such a being, and Jake, at that time with his

budding social and political conscience, again relates to his
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cousin profoundly: "Without realizing it, Jake had becone
Cousin Joey's advocate™ (SOH, 159). Again, vhat is found is
a significant fragment of time -- the War years -- attached
to a significant agent -- Jcey. Again, Jake develops and

adheres to an idealized image of his cousin.

The third important moment takes place when Jake
discovers Jcey's temporary stay in Israel, and wvhen, despite
the disturbing facts regarding Joef's conduct which are
brought to his attention, he chooses to believe only that his
cousin fought in the battle for Jerusales, and that he
eventually left the country because it nc more corresponded
to his ideal than does communist Russia ccrresgcnd to the
ideal of those who fought the revolution against the Czar.
Leaving Israel, Jake takes vwith him a file vhich Joey has
abandoned tcgether with other bapers. This file testifies to
Joey's interest in German Nazis, an interest which Jake
himself shares. At this point, a profound relationship is
established between Joey as an object and Jake's
consciousness. The latter recognizes part of himself in the
gesture of the former, and through a mentally reimetic
operation, creates the Horseman, Joey's Spiritualized
equivalent, "'The Horseman: Born Joseph Hersh in a miner's
shanty in Yellowknife, Yukoo Territories. Winter. Exact

date unkncwn.' Following, there was a list of Joey's aliases"
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(sod, 39).

Indeed, Jake belie¢ves that Joey fcught for the
democratic rights cf the Spanish people, that he rarticipated
in the legitimate building cf the State of Israel, but
abandoned it when racist tendencies became agpparent in its
govern?ent. He also.believes that Joey is presently engaged
in pursuing former ¥azi officers in order to avenge the
atrocities committed against innocent wvictims. The Horseman,
therefore, is a fighter for the oppressed, an avenger of the
wronged, a participant in just causes. Abcve all, the
Horseman is not Jewish in mentality and loyalties, for, "When
a Jew gets on a horse he stops being a Jew" (SOH, 30). The
metaphor, ccepleted af ter the visit to Israel, grasps Jake
completely. Not only does the Horseman tecome his moral
editor, but also potentially his supreme adviser. "Oh,
‘Horseman, Horseman, vhere are you?" Jake Hersh's mind often
enquires when he craves for ansvers and assurances (SUH,

282).

Por, besides being a Canadian Jew with a soéial
conscience, Jake Hersh is also a twentieth-cenmtury idealist.
Onlike his friemd Luke Scott who has succumbed to cvnicisnm,
Jake entertains a humanistic outlook on life, and at a time

when his contemporaries find it difficult to believe in
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anything, he believes in san's potential gcodness. 1In other
words, to a world obvicusly lacking in certainties, Jake
Hersh tries to oppose an act of faith in man. Therefore, he
is still able to hope, to ask questions and crave for ansvers
and revelations:
N
"Oh, God, Luke, what's to become cf us?"
"Lock here, baty. %e're on the Titapic. It's
going down. Everything, everybody. Me, I've decided
to travel first class.”
"Is that all?"
"Before you turn around, you're dead." Luke
fiddled with his glasses, embarrassed. "All right,
then, what do you believe in?"
"Praising those vhc were truly great, those who
came nearest the sun. I believe in theirs and ours.
Dr. Johnson, yes, Dr. Leary, no." (SUH, p. 283)
His resistance to the idea of a meaningless existence, his
desperate attempt to establish consistency and significance
in a life which apparently lacks both of these qualities is
made explicit by the Horseman, the metaphor embodying not
only his wish to emancipate himself from Jevwry as a
discriminated-against minority, but also his desire for
social justice and for as active pursuit cf this ideal. As a
metaphor, the Horseman constitutes one of the dominant traits
of Jake's personality, for, to find a metarhor is nothing
other than to extricate an aspect of one's true self from
impression into exgression. - To find a metaphcr is an attempt

to relate one's subjective time to an objective temporal

reality:
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Considering a script, deliberating for days as vas
his habit, consulting Nancy, arguing with himself,
vacillating, reading and re-reading, he knewv that in
the final analysis he said yes or no based on what he
imagined to be the Horseman's exacting standard.
Going into production, whether in television or filwm,
he tried atove all to please the Horseman. For
somewhere he was vatching, judging. (SUH, p. 290)

In the preceding paragraph, it has been pointed out
that vhen a metaphor is created, the human being who creates
it begins by rising abcve an object and by identifying it
vith an ideal image.2¢ Thus, Jake Hersh's Horseman is an
idealized Jcey. Unfortumately, however, Jake's spiritual
progress does not stop at that point, but returns to the
object and identifies it with the metaphor itself. FProm Joey
to, the Horseman, and back to Joey, is the reg:essiVe.
itinerary followed by Jake's mind, The literary notation for.
the gross ccofusion between metaphor and real chject, between
.the subjective and the objective aspects cf time, is Jake's
attic aerie. Indeed, the attic aerie in Jake's house in
Belgravia is a shrine he builds not to the Horseman, his
ideal image of man, but to Joey, St.Urbain's Horseman, the
abused equivalent of his human ideal. The walls of the attic
aerie are covered by plotographs retrieved from Joey's file;
here Jake keeps Joey's papers, riding habit and saddle; here
he preserves stacks of tinned food to érovide Ruthy, Joey's

abandoned fiancéé, vith contest labels.
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It is also in the attic aerie that the clock on the
vall indicates the time in Faraquay, the ccuntry wvhere the
former Nazi officer Dr. Mengele is supposedly living, and
vith whose trutal acts against Jewish prisoners Jake became
familiar through Joey's file. At the time of the trial, the
present time of the novel, Jake thinks that his cousin is in
Paraguay trying to identify and kill the fcrmer Nazi doctor.
"Mengele capnot have been there all the time. In my opimion,
always. MNight and day." are sentences that recur in Jake
Hersh's mind and testify to the extraordinary prof usion of
his obsessicn with the Nazi doctor (SUH, 67). BReither the
knovledge that Mengele must be so 0old now that it would be
senseless tc kill him, nor thé knovledge that his murder
would only complicate the situation of the Jews in Paraguay
can change his telief that cnce Mengele is punished, justice

vill be done for his ccncentration camp victinms.

_ Atove all Jake's attic aerie contains Richler's own
subtle comment on the propagation of the sririt of revenge:
the time that the clock on the wall indicates is yesterday's
time compared to Greenvich standard time. The author seens
to imply that vindictiveness belongs to yesterday's pattern

of behaviour. The:eforp, ironically enough, Jake Hersh, who

reproaches his Montreal family for obsolete attitudes and

/
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conduct, is ultimately guilty of the same misdemeanour, the
only difference being the specific aspect cf life affected by
the common pentality. The Montreal Hershes are not in favour
of revenge, hut oppose interracial marriages; Jake Hersh
concludes an interracial marriage, but is tent on vengeance.
As a result, whenever he thinks of the Horseman, or, more
exactly, whenever he thinks of his cousin Joey, he imagines
him carrying out retaliatory plans:

Joey, Joey.

In his w9ind's eye, Jake saw him cantering on a

magnificent Pleven stallion. Galloping, thundering.

Planning fresh campaigns, more daring sabpeuvers.
(SUR, 31)

Jake Hersh's persistence in counfusing nmetafhor and
real object is so strong, his desire to cling to a particular
image of Joey is so fervent that he systeuag}cally disregards
‘ﬁll evidence that could disrupt the subjective temporal
geality represented by the Horseman. Unpaid bills for brandy
and cjgarettes come to his address, a discarded fiancée
extorts from him & 700 vhich Joey took when he ran avay fron
her, gangsters threéten him with murder, yet Jake denies
vehement 1y any suggestion that not only is Jcey not hunting
Mengele down, hut that, if ty chance he shculd find bim, he

vonld not kill but blackmail kim. Similarly, vhen confronted

by things that do not easily yield themselves to :
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comprehensicn, or when uncertain of himself, Jake Hersh

chooses to lean upon the stability of an ideal which only he
himself dreams certain, until he finally reaches a point at
wvhich the less jsatisfaction he experiences in his life, the
more he thinks and talks about his cousin, "oddly convinced

that somehcv Joey has answers for hia" (SUHR, 214).

Certainly, the legitimate question is: why this
almost insape belief in Joey, in spite of all evidence, and
in spite of the fact that in his lucid moments Jake himself
has the realization that his adventure with St.Urbain's
Horseman is leading him to ruin? Indeed:

Jake was not surprised that out of his obsession

with the Horseman he had been delivered Ruthy.

Who had sent hinm Harry.

Who had served him Ingrid.

TWho had caused hip the trial.] (SO0H, 82)

The painful truth is that Jake needs his idealized cousin,
for, while he believes he is right in his social and
political perceptions, he is essentially weak when concrete
action is called for. Torn betvween disgust for the social
syster in which he lives and desire to belcng to it for all
the advantages it can cffer, Jake Hersh is alle to pass hard
judgements cn th2 present, but is unable tc act ;onsistently

to transfors this present. And, of course, a moment 1léng

|
dislocated in time, yet scrupulously recorded by Richler
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provides further comment on Jake's inability to bring into
alignment the objective and subjective dimensions of his
life: at a party in Toronto, Jake, verbally plaving the role
of a revolutionary, is approached with a question, "Do you

guys care, I mean really care?" (SUH, 139).

The ansver is "no," and it is this "po" that obliges
Jake Hersh to use Joey as his self-justifying image, to have
him exhibit attitudes he himself should exhibit, to have hin
perform acts he himself should perform with a view to
bringing the objective and subjective aspects of his owvn tinme
into alignment. Jake himself admits to this flav in his
character when he calls himself "a big talker but a ghicken"
(SUH, 11), and is fully aware that his complacency renders
him a mere provider like any of his despised uncles --
"Horse._ A provider with pretensions" (SUH, 283). He 1is also
con3cio1s that, 1n spite of the liberal speeches he delivers,
in the absence of a serious commitment, his life is
"yltimately self-serving and cocooned by acney™ (SUH, 81).
Continuously faced with an amputated will power vhich
incapacitates him from acting in accord with his own ideal
and to make the subjective aspect of time bear on the
. objective one, Jake Hersh craves for action from outside,
and, pathetically, greets it no matter hovw ill-timed or

misplaced it way be, and noc matter what fcra it mpay assune.
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Bven Harry's intentionally burning a hole in his new armchair
fills him with respect, for, in his frustrated mind, this act
of vandalism represents the courage to do the things he only

v

dreans of éoing.

Sometimes, however, strengthened by the thought that
perfect coincidence of objective and subjective time is
ultimately impossible, that even though the ideal cannot be
ultimately possessed, what is important is the act through
which man places himself in the direction cf his ijeal, Jake
hurriedly attempts to live up to his own expectations of
himself. But even then, the most he can do is not to go on a
trip to Spain, because the Spanish government has fascist
inclinations; nct shoot a film about Israel, because the
country is Zionist; and, as a director; consort not with
leading actors, but with has-beens and never-beens. Hore
often than not, allowing himself to be absorted by sensations
and to act on impulse, his actions are totally misquided and
interpretable only as springing from underlying
aggressiveness directed towards-authority, rather than from a
conscious ofposition to its abuses. After having spat in the
face of a security officer, or after having bullied a
policeman; Jake feels consuped with shame, and realizes that,
he *had done the wrong and childish thing, made a fool of

himself, when hitherto, all the right had been on his side"
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(soH, 108).

But nowhere is Jake's inconsistency rendered more
evident than in what might be called his cinema fantasies.
Unlike, for instance, Tuddy Kravitz's fils mcntage based on
actual fact and prepared fcr ccmmercial, not personal
purposes, Jake's cinema fantasies are nnreal as far as actual
performance is concerned but highly realistic
psychologically. 1like the metaphor of the Horseman, these
fantasies represent an enormous condensaticn cf time and
experience. The fantastic is part of the sutstance of The
Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure too, but, unlike in

St.Urbain's Horseman vhlere fantasies are part of the

processes taking place in the protagonist's mind, in the
former two novels the fantastic is external to the heroces; a
narrative device employed by the author himself.
Consequently, it is only in St.Urbain's Horseman that
fantasies provide important, subjective indications for the
delineations of the prctagonist's character. In this
respect, the fantasy in which Jake casts his own funeral is
outstanding. In attendance are his vife, his best friend,
and his two children. Most characteristically, his daughter
¥olly is married to a Black Panther, but his son Sammy is

Lord Samuel Hersh with a mapsion in Belgravia. Jake's desire

for social justice is satisfied, for his daughter has
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espoused ope of the most discriminated-against minorities,
yet the comforts of the establi§haent are there too, for his
son is vell off and an aristocrat in additicr. Jake's

simul taneous disgust with the social system in which he
lives, and hiS desire to belong to it, as reflected in the
composition of the group of mourners attending his crewmation,
obviously complements another momept in the novel, far
distanced in tipe, but succinctly advancipg a stateaent of
the same issue: Jake and Harry are having a drink; Jake is
hopefully suspecting himself of social integrity, but Rarry
candidly reassures him, "Dcn't vorry. VYou're rotten" (SUH,

350) .

In terms of the novel's structure, the fantasy of the
funeril is remarkaltle because it exhibits Richler's temporal
cubism in miniature? the condensation of past, present and
future within a brief span cf objective time. Here Richler
uses the cinematic technique of montage, and the dualitijes
warring within Jake Hersh's mind are revealed by means of the
sﬁperimposition of four different points at once of spatial
and temporal perspective:

DISSOLVE 10:
QEXT. DAY. GOLDERS GREEN. THE NONDENOMINATIONAL
CRENATORIUN

Rain. Wind in the sorrowing trees. Fo birds sing.
As a black limousine pulls up....
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ANOTHER ANGLE

As Luke Scott mounts the podium. He's in bis
sixties, wearing stitched-on shoulder~-length hair,
earrings, grandmaw glasses, and a medallion hanging
fron his vizened neck.

® 6 9 00 9 0 00 8 000 0B 0N ese s

ANOTHER ANGLE .
As the casket begins to slide into the flames, stage
curtains part to reveal... THE ANDPERWS SISTERS

ANDREWS SISTERS
{singing).
Bei Mir Bist Du Shayn

——m.

DISSOLVE TO:
INT. LORD SAMUEL HERSH'S BELGRAVIA MANSION. DRAWING
ROOM. ALL OF YARKEL BERSH'S PROGENY gathered
together. Drinking. Eating.
LORD HERSH

I SaY L I Y (SUH' pp. 28u-285)

‘After the various dislocations of the time sequence
throughout the novel, cne olserves the firal actions of the
story unrolling in chronological sequence, till the moment
comes when Jake Hersh is informed of the death of his cousin.
The moment is crucial, for not only does Jake experience a
pgofound depression, but also he feels the moral obligation
to become himself St.Urbain's Horseman, if the ‘idea of the
Horseman is to endure at all: "He wept because the Horseman,
his conscience, his mentor, was no more. Unless, he thought,

pouring himself a brandy at his desk, I become the Horseman
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now" (SUH, 433). But this is precisely what he cannot, or
vill not do. However, the fressure of the responsibility to
prove true to his own ideal is so severe that one night he
has a nightmare during which he himself is the Horseman who
has finally reached Mengele's house and is in a position to
punish him, At this point he wakes up, and his next
movement, the final one cf the book, is climactically

significant.

In viev of what the author has already disclosed
atout Jake Hersh's past, this present moment is at once
retrospective and prospective. Whether called by
St. Augustire a mcment of "the soul's awareness" or by
Kermode a moment of "temporal integrity," Jake's last

movement in St. Jrbain's Horseman is one c¢f Richler's

"spacious" presents within the span of which past temporal
events coalesce with the momentary experience, and, frop the
relationship established thereby, one can intimate the
future. Like a drowning mar clinging to a strawv, Jake clings
to the refusal cf Joey's mpther to believe in the death of
her son, and, though fully aware of the aksurdity of this
presumption, he climbs to his attic aerie, retrieves the
Horseman's journal, and replaces the entry regarding Joey's
death with the words "presumed dead"™ (SUH, 436). And with

the gliding instant, nis act becomes the future. The circle



283

is thus completed, and Jake Hersh is left where he was found

in the first chapter: journeying betveen the physical time of

his bedroom and the mental one of his attic aerie,

oscillating between the symktol of a mode c¢f life he only

partially deplcres and an ideal he is unable tc pursue. The

initial moment of the book revealed Jake waking up; the final
)

‘6pe\Q}scloses him going tack to sleep, and then, what FRichler

calls "stock-taking time"™ has come for the reader.

He closes the boak with a convicticn that Richler's
wvork represents a notatle contribution to the disccvery and
understanding of the self, and that the structuré the author
designed for his novel reflects the idea that what one
commonly calls the self is experienced only against the
background of the individual's biography, a biography defined
not only as an objective structure of temgcral rovements, but
also as a subtjective associative network. 1In order to
capture this plurality of facets whose significance consists
only in its totality, ERichler uses a method analogous tc
cinematic space perspective. His temporal cubism is able to
disclose Jake Hersh's perscnality not as a sum total of past
impressions, but as the result of the interpenetration of
experiences. An important aspect of his self 1s illuminated
by the Horseman, the dcminating metaphor which encloses at

once significant space and time. If the largest part of the
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novel takes place in Jake Hersh's memory, 1t is because
Richler is aware that recollections are atle to restore the
unified structure of the self, inaccessible if the individual
is observed only in momentary manifestaticrs. But Richler is
not imitating Proust. Jake's trial is not Marcel's biscuit
and cup of tea; having triggered memories, it does not
disappear, and the book dces not move backwards. On the
contrary, the tral is the extensive present of the novel,
and into this present the past is summoned tc render it

intelligitle.

At the end of St.Urltain's Horsemap, Jake Hersh still

says: "I dc not understand anything. I ar gecing upstairs."
This final note of doubt as to the capacity of the individual
to exercise his creative potential and transcend his
obtjective existence is commcn to all Richler's novels. 1In

~

The Acrobats, André Bennet dies at the hands of a Nazi

officer, in Son of a Spaller Hero, Noah Adler leaves for a

Aoubtful Furopean destination, and in A Choice of 'Fnemies,

Norman Price succumbs to a commonplace existerce. The

——

Incomparable Atuk literally loses his head, the Cocksure

Mortimer finds himself isolated from friends and family, and

at the end ¢f The Apprenticeship, Duddy Kravitz clings to his

property and makes it hils ertire world. Nevertheless, the

fact that in St.7rtain's Horseman -- Richler's most serious
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discussion of human time to date ~~ Jake Hersh's attic aerie
as a symbol of a meaningful life exists at all, is the proof
that this author has accomplished the task he had set hinmself
in the words of the motto. Indeed, "beleaquered by the same

/ negation and despair,™ St.Urbaipn's Horseman shows an

naffirming flame." It flickers feebly, but it flickers.
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VII. CCNCLOSION

"Canadian literature is sombre and negative,"
Margaret Atwood noted in Survival! and few critics can clainm
for themselves the distinction of having made a more
superficial statement. Such a statement ccnfuses pessinisn
with a mature estimaticn of the limitations inherent in the
human condition. It has been the main goal of this
dissertation to provide an examination of the treatment of
time in twentieth-century Canadian literature with a view to
proving that, fully aware that there is no cne comprehensive
view of the human condition that is aot an overgimpli-
fication, some of the wajor Canadian poets and novelists cf
this century attempt to ccrvey through their works a coherent
and humanistic view of the world. It has alsc been the ainm
of this dissertation to present the study cf the treatment of
time in twentieth-~century Canadian literature as a critical
approach able to reveal the increasing complexity and

sophistication in the literary output of this country.

The INTENODUCTION begins by documenting one of the
basic premises of the dissertation: the idea that by focusing

attention mainly on the treatment of spatial elements in

288
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Caqaiian literature, Canadian literary criticism to date has
tended to create a unilateral image of a ycung andi
unsophisticated literature. Peaders have been encouraged to
believe that the literary wcrks produced in Canada suffer
from an obsession with space and climate, that Canadian
authors feel mcre comfcrtaktle with the local than with the
universal, and that the general tone and Bmessage of

twentieth-century Canadian literature is ressinmistic.

In contrast to such a view, this dissertation
contends that by tackling with great intensitv one of the
major themes cf modern Western literature -- man's
relationship with time -- Canadian authors of this century
have indicated that their concern is not cnly with
regionalism and nationalism but also with moral and
psychological protlems cosscn to all mankind. M™oreover,
their vork does not prcvide a negative view cf the human
existence, but a clear position affirming the dignity and

significance of man.

The articulation of the basic premise of the study
continues with an examination cf the outstanding position
wvhich man's consciousness of time has in tventieth-century
Western literature and of the factors respcnsikle for the

rise of the interest 1n time in the modern wcrld. However,
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while demonstrating that the concern with tisme has becone
acute in modern literature, the study emphasizes that it
would be an error to imagine that only in this century has
time and its relevance to human life become a preoccupation.
Man's relationship to time has been a coné;rn of Western
writers throughout the centuries. #®hat is unprecedented in

-

our century is the degree of intensity of this concern.

Polloving the discussion of the so-called "obsession
with time' in twentietl-century Western literature, the
thesis deals with man's inatility to defipne time even though
he is intimately acquainted with it. In this reqgard, the
thesis notes that there has not been a shortage of answers to
the question "What is time?" but that none of them have been
unanimously accepted. However, since this thesis is not a
study of "time" but of the experiential content revealed by
man's relation with time, those qualities of time with which
modern literature is ccncerned, and, therefore, which are of
interest to this thesis are pointed.ont. Fundamental tc the
critical approach adopted is the acceptance of a distinction
between physical or objective, and psvcholcgical or
subjective aspects of time. Also fundamental to the critical
arproach adopted is the idea that tventieth-century
literature reflects an interest in the subjective rather than

otjective aspects of time. Prose and poetry alike emancipate
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theaselves from strict chronoloqy, replace external events by
psychological ones and insist not on chronological sequence
vhich is a quantity in plot, but on psychclogical duration
vhich is a guality of wman's perception. The ccnamon attempt
by prose and poetry to mime a movement away from the
objective werld into the sulbjective conscicusvess working 1n
time blurs the traditional genre distinctions to the point of
annihilation. Thus, from the critical perspective adopted,

poems, novels, plays simply tecome moments of human time.

Grounded in the belief that what unites prose and
poetry is a common attempt to create humap duration, the five
individual chapters following the INTRODUCTICN go beycnd
tralitional genre ftoundaries and analyze the treatment of
time both in twentieth-century Canadian prcse and
twentieth-century Canadian poetry. 1Indeed, the works of two
poets and those of three novelists are studied as cne single

qfoup formed of internalized, temporal events.

This approach, general ly knovn as "critique of
consciousness, ™ was develcped in Europe in the 1950 s, and 1s
slowly being introduced into North America. The critique of
consciousness cffers an existential perspective on literature
in terms of which the sole criterion for ccherence in a

literary analysis is the consciousness of the authcr read in
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an openly personal way by the critic. This is the kind of
criticism practiced in the five analytical chapters of the
dissertation, and this criticism has no mediup and no goal
beyond the literary experience provided by thke author's
rendition of human existence; the aesthetic cr formal
structure of the works analyzed have only a supportive role

in relation to the organizing consciocusness.

The exposition of the critical approach is follcwed
by the presentation of the five authors whcse works are
subsequently analyzed as pre-eminent exanples cf the adoption
by twentieth-century Canadian literature of the universal
theme of time and man's relationship to it. Py pointing to
wvhat is common betveen Canadian literature ard cther
literatures, the dissertaticn does not intend to deny tbhat
Canadian literature is a separate eptity ir the intellectual
céhfiquration cf the vworld.It only intends tc draw attention
to the fact that the adoption of the theme of time places
Canadian literature more evidentlv in its relaticn to the
Western tradition, and includes it in a literary order where
reople reach towards a universal spiritual reality accessible
to all mankind. Hence, Canadian literature is interesting
not only to the Canadian reader but to any reader concerned

with the uriversal human destiny.
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Finally, the last section of the INTRODOCTION
explains the criteria employed in the selectidn of Grove,
Aquin, Avison, Purdy and BRichler from among those Camnadian
vriters wvho deserve inclusion in a discussion of the
treatment of time. The most important criteria are their
status as Canadian writers, the intensity of their £
preoccupation vwith time, the varaiety in their literary
treatment of human time, the authenticity of the experiences
fhey comnunicate, and the attempt they make to order their

consclousness of human reality.

CHAPTBR II is dedicated to the work of Frederick
Philip Grove. All his major novels as well as some of his
short stories are considered, but the emphasis of the chapter
is on Qver Prairie Trails. It is suggested that while
Grove's preoccupation with man's relationship to time 1is
obvious through his work, it is in Qver Prairie Trails that

his concern is articulated with particular poignancy.

CHAPTER II makes tvo important statements about the
treataent of time in Grove's work. PRirst, that, if in an
epoch predominantly convinced that the subjective properties
of time are more important to human life than objective tinme,
Grove holds a rather unique view, it is because the vorld of

his novels is also rather unique. His is a world of pioneers
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and immigrants, people whose most direct challenge comes from
their immediate physical environment and, as such, their
rigorous synchronization with present time and objective
reality is imperative. The second point CHAFTER II makes is
that, while partially discouraging the cultivation of the
subjective qualities of time, Grove expresses deep‘concern
over the dangers implied in an unbalanced pragmatic approach
tc life, one that would totally discourage the expansion of
man's intellectual aqd imaginative grasp of cbjective

reality. .,

CHAPTER III discusses the treatment of time in the
vork of Hultert Aquin. All his major works are surveyed, both
of fiction and non-fiction, but, as in the chapter dedicated

o A
to Grove, the emphasis is c¢b one book: Prcchain episode.

This novel is Aquin's most convincing argusent in favour of
the idea that the creative process is the cne subjectjve
dimension of time within which human intelligence can not
only gain a victory over the irreqularities ¢f objective
time, but within which he also reveals himself to others and
to himself. The world of Aquin's novels may Pe considered
the opposite of that of Grove's books. While the lives of
Grova's pioneers and immigrants demand a ccastant tuning-in
with objective duration, the lives of Aquir's political

prisoners and potential or factual murderers represent a
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recogniticn of the fact that in a man's life there may be
moments when the subjective dimension of time must be made to
rrevail over the otjective cne. After exploring the
effectiveness of drugs and alcohol, sex apd escape in
recollections as means of divorcing man frcm an oppressive,
objective present, Aquin reveals the act c¢f literary creation
as the only true path tovards the achievement cf a subjective

temporal reality conducive to psychological equilibrium.

CHAPTER IV deals with the cancn of Margaret Aviscn,
one of the Camadian poets who has addressed the matter of
man's relationship to time with particular intensity. What
is also remarkable about the work of Avison, is that in the
ptocess of re-creating a movement out of the objective world
into the consciousness working in time, her fcems also
achieve a synthesis of the religious and the secular. For
analvsis poems from bhoth of Avison's volumes cf poetry, and
one poem published independently are selected. As her pQens
indicate, Aviscn is able to move heyond a powerful, mystical
exper ience which she has undergone into a universal visicn
that can te equally shared bty believers and ncn-believers.
To the inadequacy of a simply chronological time she opposes
a subjective time which is at once visionary, emotional and
sensuons. Imagination, love and the senses, all become means

of achieving the transfigqguring glory of Margaret Avison's
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"all-swallowing moments," wcments wvhen man's "optic heart"”

sees the worldi and rejoices in it.

Fqually, "™all-swallowing moments," are rejoiced in by
those who in Purdy's poems have a "hearing blood." To study
this poet's conscicusness of human temporal reality is the
aim of CHAPTER V. Like the poems of Margaret Avison, Purdy's
poems are individually internalized moments, which reveal and
advocate modes of existence more complex than the merely
biological one. The analysis encompasses poenms selected from
nine volumes of poetry-hy Purdy. The particular interest of
this poet lies more with the past spiritual roots of man than
with the visionary flights into the future, because he
believes that it is at the level of spiritual roots that the
integration Ltetwveen the 1individual and the universal 1is
achieved, and the destructive time of clocks is conquered by
the vital time of the rind. It is also at the level of
spirituial roots that Purdy recognizes his gestures and
feelings in the gestures and feelings of his fredecessors anl
can merge himself in love with other human beings. Thus,
like Avison, Purdy transcends chronological time through an
imagination enriched by feelings, and gives life a subjective

significance which 1t might otherwvise lack.

CHAETER VI deals with man's relationship to time as
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presented in the work of Mordecai Richler. Again, as in the
chapters dedicated to Aquin and Grove, a numker of novels by
Richler are hriefly discussed, but the attention is focused

mainly on St. Urbain's Horseman for it is in that novel that

one finds Richler's mnost profound discussicn of human time,
This author's basic premise is that the manner 1in vwhich an
individual experiences things and events at one particular
time of his life is in resonance with the manner in which he
has experienced things and events at another time in his
life. 1In other words, what is discontinuocus in terms of
clocks and calendars may fcrm a psychological ccntinuun.
Consciously or unconsciously, significant fast experiences
converge towaris, and influence the unique pcint of present

experience.

The other interesting id1ea which Richler puts forward
in his work is that significant experiences from the past
form th2 basis for the daydreams, fantasies and metaphors
constituting the structural lanimarks of the individual
imagination. They represent the expressions of one's true
self and, as such, can function as important subjective
pivots in life. Where btrcught to bear on human life,
daydreams, fantasies and metaphors are atle to 1lift the
individual from a simply chronolongical existerce into a

manner of living that transcends objective realitv.
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The examination of the treatment cf tipe in the works
of Grove, Aquin, Avison, Purdv and Richler reveals a few
coamon points of view, Awvare of the devastating action of
time on man, all five authors, in various degrees, favour an
orientation of human experience around those aspects of time
which seem to reverse or halt the conscicusness of life's
progress towards death. By orienting the individual within
the vorld of human experiernce, all five authors attempt to
prove that ran is more than calculable, chronclcgical tinme.
Man 1s also uncalculable, subjective time for, experien-
tially, he is able to reach a deeper and &mcre conple; reality
than realaity itself.

Implicit in these five authors' attitude to life is a
profound huranism based nct only on what man is, but also on
what he may btecome. 1In their opinion, mapn =hould not attempt
to forget the onward march of time, accept it rassively, or
morbhbidly contemplate its passaqge ard effects. GFather, he
should both fundamentally change the furpishings of his mind,
and turn his senseés 1nto means of reaching beyond the
objective wcrld and time. BAny feeling, amy thcught, every
quality of the mind or of the spirit can te dravn upon; no
perception:-comes ahiss 1n the process of man's finding

timeless dimensions in experience.
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However, transcendence in the wcrks examined in this
dissertation does not mean unification with a form of
existence beyond the real wcrld. VWNeither does it mean total
escape into a mental universe that hovers away from the world
of real life. For Grove, Aquin, Avison, Furdvy and Richler
transcendence represents an attempt to surpass objective
contradicticns Lty giving man's life new imaginative and
emotional coordinates. Under extraordinary circuamstances,
the immediate is almost totally abandoned, but the general
suggestion made by these five authors is that things and

events must te enjoved in time.

With their insistence on personal experience as the
nltimate test of value in life, the five authors exapined in
this dissertation prove thesselves portents cf the modern
transition from erochs of collective ideclcgy tc an age cf
individual ethics. PBRut, despite individualism, their works
10 not reflect chaos, for, to balance egctism, there 1s
commitment. Grceve, Aquin, Avison, Purdy acd Richler are not
oblivious to man's social responsibility, and, therefore, 1n
their works the meaning of human life is alsc linked to a
notion of love and social engagement. Man fiqghts
chronological time with a kind of subjective time that may be

called "emotional”™ (not simply "imaginative™), and, thus,
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human life lends itself to significant, social existence.

The space about which Grove, Aquip, Avison, Purdy and
Richkler vwrite is a particunlar cne. It is the Canadian
pioneer settlement or farm, the Canadian fprairie or city.
Yet, to use %liot's words, all these five writers "dig deep
enoughk to come upon‘a self that is universal,"? and they
reveal a temporal world of unp;rticularized significance.
They have been able to distill the particular and the
regional in order to take their themes to a more universal
level -- that of the destiny of man facing nature.
Simultaneously, they strive for an evaluation of human life
starting not only from a recognition of Canadian realities,

but trom the recognition of man's true place in the universe.

The works examined in this stndy speak truly of an
age when not all stories end in happy mar}iages and happy
lives thereafter, But the stories of our age are not somtre
and pessimistic either. They begin with moments of
self-understanding and end poised hetveen despair qnd hope.
As one of the great hupanists of this century chserved, "the
richness of human life is that we have many lives; vwe live
events that do not happen (and some cannot) as vividly as

those that do; and if therety we die a thousand deaths, that

is the price we pay for living a thousand lives."3
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Understanding that human time does not precede rman,
but is the manner in whtich man himself chocses to live, Grove
and Purdy, Avison, Aquin and Richler, each in his (or hLer)
ovn way, urges his (or ber) readers to stcp indulging in
thoughtless living and conformity which erase the difference
between man and beast and, through a spiritual and
imaginative resurrection, achieve the essential step of
disengaging themselves from the restrictive rpattern of
horizontal duration. In their view, the key part of man's
equipment is not his technology, but the spirit in which he
responds to the challenge of the sum total of nature, and
man's goal in life is not only to wrest frcm space a
habitable interior, but to give his existence an experiential
iepth denied by merely senscry perception. If, in order to
trahscend objective reality, man has to question, to
challenge and conceive of alternatives tc the very life he 1s
leading at that moment, Grove, Aquin, Avisén, Purdy and
Richler tell ns that he should have the ccurage and streagth
to embark ugpon this course. And, even though success is
never complete and the struggle remains unreeritting, the
individual has the task of riding on the fulse of time,
re-organizing 1ts units, and, by constant effort, imposing on

them hkis personal volition.
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When aktle to transcend his eagthly life vﬁile still
embracing it fully, man becomes the creatcr of his own
rhythms and duration and gains a victory in knowledge and
vill at the same time. Kermode, the literary critic, would
call this process of transfigquration the akility to turn

“chronos" into "Xairos."* Toynbee, the historian, called it

the ability "to hear thke accents of Jacob's vcice, while
feeling the hands of Esau."® Expressed either way the message
is the same as that found in the works of Grove, Aquin,
Avison, Purdy aﬁd Richler: a rich and significant life is the
supreme affirmation of the human spirit which conquers time

through tire, and lives in akundance of 1life.
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