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INTRODUCTION

For the writer; one wey of discovering oneself,
of changing from the patterns of childhood ard
adolescence to those of adulthood, lies through
the exploration inherent in the writing itself.
In the case of a great many writers, this ex«
ploration at some point--and perhaps at.all
points-«involves an attempt to understand one's
background and cne's past; even sometimes a
more distant_past which one has not personally
experienced.l

This insizht into the valve of wrjting wss not always under.-
stood by Margeret Inurence. Although the voyage of self.discovery
hae¢ been the informing structural pattern in every major work by les.
loavrence, she herself was not alweys aware that the voyege vattern
apptied to her own life as well as to the lives of her fictionzal
characters,

" As o young and recently married woman on a voyage to the
Somaliland desert where she would sel up housekeeping for herself and
her hushand, hargafet laurence, "unburdéned by knowledge" snd as “inno-

2
cent « « « as 2 fledgling sperrow” , truly believed she knew her oun
identity and in knowing it, was free. In this state of self.assurance,
nixed with & touch of selferighteous indignation regarding the English
Wipperialists" whom she disliked intensely; Mrs, Laurence begaen to
indulze her naturally compassionate interest in mankind by studying
the language and life style §f the native Africsns with whom she wonld
ik ~

spend the next seven years of her 1life, This interest led to her unique
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first publication, A Tree for Poverty. This small book, published
by the goverrment of the British Protectorate of Somaliland in 1954,
contained translations of Somali poetry and folktales,

B

During her stey in Ghana, IHargarel Laurence became incireas-

=0

nely aware of the Africans® ties with their past; their search for
an identity in a world that was rapidly changing eas & result of
British withdrawal from Africa, their need for a .religious
which would teach them to unquestionably accept death, disesse, and
drought as well as flood, fright, and freedom, ard most of all, their
nethods of coping with a life marked by isolation and separatencss.
This awareness geined expression in her two early works, This Side

i
Jorde 113 and The _Tomorrow-Tamer

i esmeend H

in which Mrs. ILaurence introduces

one of her najor themziic concerns--~the nature of freedom--thro

the nmetaphor of the emergence of the African siate, CGhane, Her

exploration of this theme however, did not focus upon the general

effects of freedom on the masses but its particular effects upon the
individual, It is lrs. Jlaurence's belief that universal thenes, such
as the nature of freedom, can be approachizd "only through the partic.

wlert and that:
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theme ranged from an Alfrican schoolmaster, Nethaniel Amogbe, to
Brother Amory Lemon, & proselytizer from an American mission known
as- the Angel of Philadelphia, and from a young African born (but
British reared) schoolgirl, Ruth Quansah, to an exiled Italian barw
ber and hairstylist known to his clientele only as lir. Archipelago.
In each case Mrs. Laurence's studies explored '"the struggle of the
individual to break free from the destructive influences of his or
her past, whether religious, family or environmenfal“s

Besides her novel and her book of short stories, Margaret
Lavrence also wrote-two works of non-fiction, a travel book called
The Prophet's Camel Be119 and a later book of criticism on Nigerian

10
literature called long Drums snd Cannons . It is these works that

mark the beginning of lMargaret Iaurence's awareness thet she herself
was on a voyage of self.discovery. According to Walter Swayze, The

Prophet's Camel Eell is Margaret laurence's Walden:

It is an honest, urpretentious, but deeply
considered account of a voyage of selfw o
discovery, of a widening of her views of

life and death, freedom and fate, of an
experience in which, in trying to under.

stand the ironic contrasts between ideas

and behaviour, between pest and present,

and 21l the complexities of life, she gained

a deegper insight into the meaning of life,ll

Margaret laurence herself indicated this new awareness and understand-
ing when she remarked:

I wanted + o« « to show the processe.the
Jong gradual process of self.-knowledge,
a process which never ends and whichi for
me began in Africa, for it rcally was
‘ Africa which tavght me to look at myselfelz



In looking at herself, lMrs., laurence realized that she was not as
free a5 she had once believed. ILike those around her, she too had
a past which she had to exemine, evaluate,and accept.

Besides beginning to look at herself, lirs. Iaurence also
began to look at her writing. By the time she had completed the

last of her African works, long Drums and Cannons, she had also made
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two of them being entitled The Stone Angel and A Jest of God, Thus

the pattern,; which becams more obvious as she completed her other
works, was beginning to eppear. Through her study of Nigerian writers,
Mrs. Laurence saw that they were

e o o draving upon their cultural past
and relating it to the present, seeking
links with the zncestors and the old gods
in order to discover who they themselves
wWerce 13

This Nigerian voyage of self.discovery, achieved by the creative act
of writing, strangely reflected what had been hsppening to Margeret
Lavrence in her own writing:

0ddly enough, it was only several years
agos when I began doing scme research into
contemporary Nigerian writing and its
background, that I began to see how much
my own writing had followed the same
pattern-~the attempt to assimilate the
past, partly in order to be freed from it,
partly in order to try to understand ny-
self and perhaps those of my generation
through seeing where we had come from,.L

In reviewing all her African works irs. lLaurence also came

to some other conelusions. The first was that the Africen works (es



opposed to the Canadian works) definitely bore "the urmistakeable
maxrk of someone who is young and full of faith' since in her con-

clusions, especially the one in This Side Jordan, "victory for the

J
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side of the angels [was] all but assured" . In a slightly less

flippant statement, Margaret Iaurence suggesis a possible reason,
other than her youth, for such optimism:

This Side Jordan ard the two other books T
wrote which were set in Africa, The
Prophet's Camel Bell and The Tomorrow-
Tamer, were writlen out of the milieu of

a rapicly ending colonialism and the
emerging independence of African countries,
They are not entirely hopeful books, nor
do they, I think, ignore some of the inevite
able casvallies of social change, both
African and European, but they do reflect
the predominantly optimistic outlook of
nany Africans and meny western liberals

in the late 1950's and early 1960%s,L10

The second conclusion she came to was that, for herself, it

was not possible to speak as truthfully in factual writing as it was
17
in fiction. Although The Prophetfs Camel Fell was an attempt to

show the graduael process of self-knowledge, in its manuscript version
(according to her publisher) it made largaret Iaurence "sourd like
the white man's burden in Africa" because of the over abundance of
18

"apologetic passages" o These passages were reduced and the book
published, but when Margaret Laurence came to deal with her own
Canadian pasty, she avoided the non-fictional forms of writing.

The third, but no less important conclusion, about herself

and her writing, was that despite her willingness to befriend the

Africans and her diligent efforts to get at the heart of their prob-



lems through a close study of many aspects of their culture, lMargaret
Laurence was, and always would be, an outsider in Africa, Although
her relationship with the continent was like a2 "seven years' love

affair', it could never be more than that-."it could never become the
19

close involvement of family" . OShe could convey African speech with
accuracy. and authenticity rerely achieved by an alien, but she covld
not get inside the characters to convey their private thoughts and
feelings. As a result of the recognition of this liﬁitation, Margaret
Taurence wrote:

I could really only write about people whom
I knev from the inside, my own people who
came out of the same .  « background as
myself.«Scots Presbyterian in a Cenadian
prairie town.

Although her African works had taught Margaret Laurence a good
deal about both her writing and hersclf, they only marked the first
step of her voyage into other identities and, more importently, into

her own identity. Her liberation from the intense provincialism of

Manitoba reguired a larger and greater step. It reguired that iirs.
Iaurence revisit her native home, both physically and fictionally.

If she was to change "from the patterns of childhood and adolescence
. ‘ 21
characterized by optimism and faith] to the patterns of adulthood" |,

she must retwrn to her past and examine and evaluate it. Only through
doing this did Mergerel lawcence believe she could be froe,

To effect this change, lMrs. Laurence wrote a series of works
' 2 23 24
set in Canade: The Stone Angel , A Jest of God , The Fire-Dwellers ,
&5 ‘

‘and A Bird in the House . Each of these works takes &s its chief

- et A p e vt
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protagonist a female character who was born and raised in the fictional
town of Manawaks, lanitoba. Although Hanawaka 1s an invented name it
does have a clqse relationship with Margaret Laurcnce's past as she
herself has indicated: .

o o o it [fhe namé} was one whick had been
in my mind since I wes about seventeen or
eighteeny, when I first began to think about
writing something set in a prairie town,
lManawaka is not my home town of Neepewa-w

it has elements of Neepawa, especially in
some of the descriptions of places, such as
the cemetery on the hill or the Wachakwa-
valley through which ran the small brown
river which was the river of my childhood.
In almost every way, however, Manaweka is
not so much any one prairie lown as an
aralgan of many prairie towns. Most of all,
I like to think, it is simply itself, a town
of the mind, my own private world, es Graham
Greene says, which one hopes ultimately will
somehow relate to the outer world which we
all share,?0 :

In her "own private world", lMergarel Laurence attempted, at
first timidly but then with more force, to journey down the road of
self.discovery. Although she knew she must déal with her "own place
of belonging", she was extremely nervous about the outcome:

I did not consciously choose any particular
time in history, or any particular characters.
o o o later, though, I recognized that in

some way not at all consciously understood by
rie at the timey; I had had to begin approaching
my background and nmy past through my grand.
parents' generation, the generation of plonecrs
of Scots Presbyterian origin, who had been
among the first to people the town I caliled
Manawaka, This was where iy roots began,
Cther past generations of my father's family
had lived in Scotlend, but for me, my people's
real paste.my own real paste-was not connected
with Scotlend . o .2

Thus the heroine of her first Canadian novel, The Stone Angel, is



the indomitable, ninety year old Hagar Shipley who, in the last two
weeks of her life, embarks upon a physical and spiritual voyage of
diécovery which leads to a clearer understanding of herself and her
pasts By the act of writing aboul Hagar and her past, Mrs. Iaurence
began to understand more about her own background which was so
intricately involved with people like Hagar. lirs. Laurence's second
heroine, Rachel Cameron, is wesk and submissive when compared to the
strong end defiant Hagar Shipley, yet she tco experiences a movement
towards self-understanding and freedom. In writing this novel, lrs.
Lavrence narrowed her focus slightly by concentrating particulerly on
Hanawaka and the stifling effects‘of small-town, prairie mentality.
In her third Canadian novel, Hrs..Iaurence came closest to an examination
of her adult life through the character of Stacey MacAindra, Rachel's
older sister. In studying Stacey, she broadened her view to include
not only the past effects of lManawaka bul also the present effects of
the world at 1argo° In her most recently published Canadian work, A

Bird in the House, lMrs., Laurence finally comes face to face with her

own childhood experiences, Through a series of short stories she
simultaneously looks at the effects of the town, the era (the Depression
and the drought) and the cultural background as witnessed in her grand-
parents and parents.

In this thesis I propose to study the general literary and
personal growth of largaret Laurence as reflected in her Canadian works.

The study will focus upon each of her female characters and their



development while on their voyages of self-discovery. Attention will
be paid to such factors as the effects of the small.town mentality

and the puritanical religious attitudes commonly fourd in the prairies,
the influence of parents on their children, the individual's need to
communicate as well as her need to escape, and her need to recognize
not only her own identity but also her own responsibility. Attention
will also be paid to the general literary development of lMargaret
Laurence as reve2led in the Canadian works, with particuler emphasis
on the shifts in tong and in themes. Having focused upon these various
aspects, some conclusions will be drawn with regerd to the personal
growth and maturation of iirs. Laurence who, like her characters, has

experienced a voyage of self-discovery.
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CHAPTER « I:

HAGAR

1 -
I am rampant with memory,



Hagar Shipley at ninely years of age is rampant with memeriss
that span a lifetime of experience from her childhood days as the
daﬁghter of a prominent Manaweka businessman, through her life as
the wife of Dram Shipley, a Yenavaka farmer, to her present existence
living in a home on the west coast of Canada with her elderly son
Mervin and his wife Doris. Her story is cne of raging--raging against
love, life, and finally death. Through the eultobiographical technique,

2
which blends personzl reminiscence with strean.of-consciousness
lirs. laurence allows Hagar to reveal herself as o self-centred, proud,
and mercilessly independent woman who réfuses te bz subdued by old age
or infirmity. From the vantage péint of her nincty years Hagar embarks
on & belatedlvoyage of solfndiscoﬁery during which she recalls, defends,
questions, but finally accepts and understands, all the events and feelw

3

ings that have been important to her in ninety years .. Only by doing

this is Hagar at last abie to recognize her own identity and her own
responsibility aﬁd thercby echieve her moment of freedom,

In her presentation of Hagar, Margaret laurence hes skilfully
employed the technigue of double vision or double exposure, so we see
Hegar both as she is and as she was, She is Jason Currie's blacke.
haired daughter "strutting the board. sidewalk like a pint-sized peacock,
resplendent, havghty, hoity-toity” (p. 6). Yet she is also the aged

"queen of moth.nillers, emprsss of earwigs" as she vicws herself in a

purse mirror while sitting alone on an uplturned box

; ¢ ; in e dusty,
deserted old camnery (p. 216), Hagar is alsc hoth a daughter and a

nother. As 2 deuvghter she challenged rer father's authorily by merrying



1k

Bram Shipley egainst his better judgement, for Bram, according to
the opinion of respectable townspeople was as "common as dizt" (p. 47).
Farrying him "without her family's consent" (p. 49) also marked Hagar
as "“common', As a mother, Hagarlmust watch her scon John follow in her
oun footsteps by flouting her authority and continuing to sse Arlenec
Simmons. Using an argument, similar in nature to one used by her
father, Hagar tells John, "you have to avoid not only evil but the
appearance of evil® (p. 238). )

The double exposure technigue also reveals the significance
of Hagar's maiden and married nsmes: Currie and Shipley. As a Curries
Hagar had been brought uvp in the true Scols Presbyterien tradition, She
haed been taught the virtues of sobriety, seriousness, and self-rcstreint,
She had also been taught the values cf reason, judgement, and above all
respect for both parental and divine authority. Yel in her adult life,

Hagar met and married a Shipley, who stood for the exact opposite of

puritan repression, am d¢np] yed vulgarity in his speech, his dress,
and his manners. He was sensnal, earthy, and emotionally expressive,

and he feared the authority of neither man nor Ged. In every way he
represented the polar opposite of puritanical religion, namely the western
pionecer spirit. While reviewing her life, Hagar now realizes the irony
of their marriage as she says:

~~herefs the joker in the pack-.we'd each

married for those qualities we later found

we couldn't bear, he for wy manners and

speech, I for his floutirg of then.

(ppe 79-80)

This marriage on one level was the urion of two highly dis.

similar individuals, while on another level it was the uncasy union
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of two dissimiler ways of life--the pioneer and the puritan. But

the pioneer laughter and lust floundered in the face of the ingrained

puritan restraint as witnessed in Hagar's attitude towards sexuval

relations with Bram,.

His banner over me was only his skin,
and now I no longer know why it should
have shamed me. People thought of things
differently in those days. Perhaps some
people didn't. I wouldn't know, never
spoke of it to anyone.

It was not so very long after we wed,
when first I fell my blood and vitals rise
to meet his. He never knew. I never lel
hin knowe + o « I prided myself uooun
keeping my vpride intact, 11xe scome meiden=

head,
(po 81)

This pride, iﬁherited from Jason Currie and guarded so carefully by
Hagar Currie, like everything else in the novel is also double~edged.
While her parents always believed it meant sturdy independence,
courage and character, Hagar and Margaret Iaurence learn that it could
~also mean pigheadedness, domincering possessiveness, and.sheer cussed-
ness .

This duality of vision is basic to lMargeret Iaurence's under-
standing and appreciation of life in 2 small prairie town. Through
writing this book, lMrs. laurence came to recognize the clash between
the puritén ways and the pioneer ways, bctween the rigid and Non-
rejoicing standzrds of the old world (in this case Scotland) and the
wild spirit of freedom and rejoicing characteristic of the new world.

The effecl of the struggle for suprenacy between two ways of life is

i

made obvious through the personal struggles experienced by Hagar, . This

-
I
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pattern of the conilict between the wild and the tame is reinforced



by the flower imagery used throughouvt ihe novel, Early in the
vpening chapter we are made aware of this batltle for survival as
it related both to Hager and to the natural plants of the prairies,
Hagar recalls:

I used to walk there &he Manawala cemeteri]
often when I was & girl. There could not
have been many places to walk primly in
these days, on paths, where white kid boots
and dangling skirts would not be’ torn by
thistles or put in unseemly disarray. How
anxious I was to be neat and orderly,
imagining life had been created only to
celebrate tidiness; like prissy Pippa as
she passed. Bult sometimes through the hot
rush of disrespectful wind that shook the
scrub cak and the coarse couchgrass enw
croaching upon the dutifvlly cared.for
habitations of the dead, the scent cf the
cowslips would rise momenterily. They
were tough-rooted, these wild and gaudy
flowers, and althouzh they were held back
at the cemetery's edge, torn out by loving
relatives determined to keep the plotis
clear and clearly civilized, for & second
or two a person walking there could catch
the faint, musky, dust tinged smell of
things that grew untended and had grown
always, before the portly peonies and the
angels with rigid wings, when the prairie
bluffs were walked throuvgh only by Cres
with enigmatic faces and greasy hair.

(ppe 45)

If Bram Shipley represented the wild and unciviligzed prairie
nan,then Jeson Currie, Hagar's father, represented the industrious,
civilized, end proud immigrant pioneer whose aim it was to make the

new world over into the imare of the old world. We neet many people
g Y peop

like Jason Curvie in the works of MHargaret laurence, since these are
b 4

ho populated her youth. Jason, like cthers of his

the people wl



generation,
‘ e o« o nNover believed in wasting a word or
2 minute, He was a2 self.made man. He
had started without a bean, « « + had
pulled himself up by his bootstraps. . « o
He put his faith in homilies. They were
his Pater Noster, his Apostle's Creed.
(ppe 7-8)

As the proud owner of the first store in Manawaka, Jason Currie

believed it was his duly to be a god..fearing Christian as well es

an vpright citizen., This duty was mel by ritual grace at meals,
regular attendanée at churchy; and the ostentatious donation of a
family pew "with long cushicns of brown and. beige velour" (p. 16)
to enhance both the church and Jason, The most important sign of
Jason Currie's pride and religion, however, was the enormous marble
stone angel that marked the grave of Hagar's mothér.

Above the town, on the brow, the stone
angel used to stand. o+ o ¢ in s
memory of her who relirguished her
feeble ghost as I gained my stubkorn
one, my mother's angel that my father
bought in pride to mark her bones and
proclaim his dynasty, as he fencied,
forever and a day. o «.She was not the
only angel in the lManawaka cemetery, but
she was the first, the largest and
certainiy the costliest,

(pe 3)
This "doubly blind" stone angel with its "sightless eyes®
(pe 3) and aura of pride becomes one §f the central symbols in the
novel. It is a visual image of the greal concern for public opinion
which marked Jason Currie's generation., but it is also a symbol of

the pride, rigidity, and blindness which was passed on to Hagar.

17
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£l though Hegar could never bear that statue (p. 179), it was impossible
for her to leave it. Throughout the novel she is constantly zssociated
with end haunted by the angel..'the woman held in stone, wanting alweys
' 5
to be released but never able to release herseli™ . When she lezves
Brarm, with whou slie had refused to be anything but cold and stene~like,
Hagar nmust pass by the marble angel "sighltlessly guarding the gardens
of snow, the empty places and the deep lying dead" (p. 142). After
Brem's death, over which Hégar shed no tears, she and her son John visit
the lanawaka cemetery only to find that:

the marble angel lay toppled cver on her

face; among the peonies, and the black

ants scurried through the white stone

ringlets of her hair,

(pe 178)

VYhen they discover the mishen, John approprietely notes, “"The old,

la

y's taken quite & header" (p. 178). Just like the stone angel,

fa)
&N

her symbolic counter-part, Hagar foo had “taken a heasder'" when she

realized that in his last deys Bram had not even recognized her. luch

to her disgust, she had reminded Franm of his "fal and co irst

wife" (peo 173)c Again, after Johnfs deat

had been locked too long and would not come at hexr

son died I was
wever wept at al]¢

pary




19
thinks of the stone angel, which John had reluctently pushed upright.
Although the stone angel was still standing, just as Hagar was still
living, the winters and the lack of care, which had altered Hagar, had
elso altered the statuet

The earth had heaved with frost around

her, and she stood askew and tilted., « o &

We didn't touch her. We only looked,.

Someday she'll topple entirely, and no

one will bother to set her upright again,

: (ps 305)

The grinding attrition of time and bodily decrepifude finally have
caused Hagar, with her bed wetting and bslching, her gall-bladder
attacks, her humiliating recurring confusion, her physical and psychic
impotence, to realize that unlike the stono'angel, she is not enduring.
Hagar is not made of stone but of "plaster of Paris" . This recognition
marks one of several steps Hagar must take on her voyage of self-
discovery.

Besides using the étone angel as a major symbol in the novel,
Margaret laurence also emnloys Biblical analogies throughout, in her
effort to understand Hagar'®s particular background and the general
Canadian pioneer experience it representss The isolation, exile, and
separateness of the pioneers living on the prairies during the drought
and the Depression is very similar to that of the Israclites living as
exiles in the land of Egypt. The Israeliles' scarch for the promised
land is also analogous to Hagar®s search for the promised land of
inner freedom. Belief in a Jjust, merciful God becamo.very difficult
in both cases. Although we are not made aware of any questioning of‘

God's ways on the part of Jason Currie, we definitely hear Hagar as



she expresses her sentiments about God, Heaven, and Godfs interest in
menkind. - Her mental images of God and Heaven reveal her general dis.
respect for those things normally held sacred, At one point she

wonders:

Can God be One and watching? I see Him
clad in immaculate radiance, & short white
Jjacket and a smile white and creamy as zinc-
oxide ointment , focussing His cosmic and
comic glass eye on this and that,; as the
fancy takes Him. Or no--He's many-headed,
and all the heads argue al once, a squabbling
committee,
(p. 93)

As for the existence and value of a Heaven, Hagar says:

Even if heaven were real, and measured
as Revelation says, so many cubits this
way and that, how gimerack a place it
would be, crammed with its pavements of
gold, its gates of pearl and tonaz, like
a giant chunk of costune Jewelry,

(p. 120)

In a passage which did not reach the final version, Hagar mentally
replies to lir, Troy's question regarding God's infinite lercy, by
thinking:

What 1 don't say is that I believe in

his infinite curiosity. He or It wants to

see what'll happen, if this pinch of stuff

and that are put together., So we get

green~fingered gardeners, red-handed

murderers., He doesn't know in advance
‘or carc. !

1

Yet the wilderness in which Hager and her ancestors wandered
was partly of their own making. The emotional and physical restraint

adhered to by the Scots Presbyterians creatsd e wilderness and
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isolation far more severe than anything nature could have provided.
In a moment of awareness in the last hour of her 1ife Hager rocopgniszes
that

Pride was my wilderness, and the demon

that led me there was fear, I was alone,

never anyuhing elss, and never free, for

I carried my chains within me, and they

spread out from me and shackled all 1

touched. Ch my two, my dead. Dead by

your own hands or by mine? Nothing can

take awey those years,

(p. 292)

By asking if she did not in some way cause the deaths of Bram and
John, Hagar ezchieves another step on her rosd towerds self.discovery
and freedom. However, we are still awarc that many of her ancestors
did not reach that promised lend of freedeom but died in the wilderw
ness along the way.

As well as using the general Biblical analogy of the eriled
Israelites in search of a promised land, Margaret Ilawrence has also
employed the more particular stcry of Hager and Ishmeel. Iike the
Biblical Hager, Hagar was nol free, in the sense that she was trapped
by her upbringing. She alsc called herself the Egyptian and Pharozh's

~hter as she wandered in the wilderness created by her fear and her

pride. As the second wife of Fram Shipley she bore him a son, who,

like Ishmael, was a "wild ass of & man" , Although lMrs. leurence did

the BRiblical Hagar®s reaction to

when she said:

Let no not see the death of the child,
(Genesis 21:18)
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In her references to Jacob and his night wrestling match
with the angel of God, lMrs. Laurence skilfully blends the Biblical
symbols with the symbol of the stone angel. Hagar, whose love for
her second sony, John, blinds her to the needs of her first son,
lMarvin, tried to see John as a Jacob figure while he struggled to
right the fallen stone angel. However, Hagar sgys:

I wish he could have looked like Jacob
then, wrestling with the angel and
besting ity wringing a blessing from it
with his might. Bul no. He sweated
and grunted angrily. His feet slipped
end he hit his forehead on a marble ear,
and swore. His arm muscles tighltened and
swelled, and finally the statue moved,
teotered, and was upright once more.
(po 179)

Yot in her last hour, lying in a hospital bed with Marvin tightly
holding her hand, she realizes the truth of her life's situation:

Now it seems to me he is truly Jacob,
gripping with all his strength, and
bargaining. I _will not let thee co
except thou bless me. And I see I au
thus strangely cast,; and perhans have
been so from the beginning, and can
only release myself by relcasing hin.

(p. 304)
Hagar-~the woman cast es a stone angel wanting to be releascde-is
now the angel of God who alone has the power to releese her son.
She does so with a lie which once again marks another step towards
recognition of her responsibility and the freedom it brings,

In her book on liargaret Laurence, Clara Thomas adds one
further dimension to the Biblical analogies. She sees a strongly
marked sacramcntel pattern moving with benign irony through the

10 -
hovel .« Whilelwould disagree with the term sacramental since it
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suggeste the PRoman Catholic and not Presbyterian religion, the idea

of Hagar's movement through a repentance and accepltance of her sins

is sound.

The spirit of the religion which Hager had
knovn only in an emptiness of form teskes
her through repentance and confession, from
the priscn of self to the moment of know.
ledge pointing toward freedom, and on to
the simple but signal acts of restitution
which do give her a sense of freedom.ll

The repentance and confession occur during a poignant scene

in the fish cannery. Here, Hagar, for the first time in her ninety
‘ : 12
years, breaks through her stone exterior to "exchange vulnerabilities"

. with another human being, the falsctto~voiced insurance salesman, lurray

Fe lees. Iike King Ie2ar, Hagar, in the agony of her last days, achicves
vision, understands human suffering, and reaches out her hands in a

15 '

gesture of love , Also like Lear, Hager recognizes her rezponsibility
in the tragedies which have marred her life.

Following hexr repentance and confession, Hagar takes ons more
step in her voyage towards sclf-discovery. As she lies awaiting death
in the confines of a seni~private hcspitsl room, she reluctantly allows
Mre Troy, the younz minister, to follow his calling by singing Psaln

Yy o b v (S}
One Hundred. When he is finished Hagar suddenly realizes what her 1life
o
has been atout.

i

This knowing comes upon me so forcefully,
so shatteringly, and wit ch a

ness as I have never felt before, I must
elways, always, have wanted thate-simply
to rejoice. How is it I never could? T
knowy, 1 know. How long have I known? Or
have I always known, in scue crevice of
my heart, some cave too deeply buricd, too
concealied? Bvery good joy I might have
held, in my men or any child of mina ov
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even the plain light of morning, of
walking the earth, all were forced to a

- standstill by some brake of propsr appearsw
ancesw=oh, proper to whom? When did T
ever speak the heart's truth?

(p. 292)
With this new found knowledge of herself, this awareness of the
physical and emotional restraint which has brought only pain, not
pleasure; Hagar is able at last to perform ﬁhe two "simple but
sigrnal acts of restitution" which complete the religiously symbolic
pattern and give Hagar the moment of freedom in which she truly
knows herself.

Up until this point, Hagar's identity has always been asso.
ciated with material things outside herself. The most important
indication of her identily has been in the house she bought when she
left the prairies, the house in which she presently resides. When
Marvin and Doris suggost selliﬁg the hous% Hagar rages. She mentally

indiecates the value of the house in terms of her understanding of her

own identily as she thinks:

My shreds and remnants of years are
scattered through it visibly in lamps
and veses, the needle-point fire bench,
the hezvy oak chair from the Shipley
placey the china cabinet and walnut
sideboard from my father'®s house. There®d
not be room for all these in some cremped
‘apartment. We'd have to put them into
storage, or sell them., I don't want that.
I couldn't leave them. If I am not some.
how contained in them and in this house,
something of &ll change caught ard
fixed here, eternal enough for wuy puir.-
poses, then I do not know where I an to
be found at all, ‘

(pe 36)
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While in the hospital Hagar once again reaches oul to help
first Sandra Wong and then lMarwvin. In doing so, she finds something
other than material objects with which she can ascertain hee identity.

I lie here and try to recall something truly
free that I've done in ninely years. I can
think of only two acts that might be so, both
recent, One was a joke-~yel a Joke only as
all victories arey, the paraphernalisa being
unequal to the event's reach. The other was
a lie--yvet not a lie, for it was spoken at
least and at last with what may perhaps be

a kind of love,

(p. 307)

In lauvghter and lovey; Hagar has found something she has been search.
ing for for over ninety years, Her voyage of self.discovery has come
to an end but ironically so, because as it concludes, so does her life.

In the climactic monent of the novel, the sacramental patiern
elso culminates as Hagar tekes the cup of water symbolic of the cup

R

of life and the grace of God .

I wvrest from her the glass, full of
water to be had for the taking., I hold
it in my own hands, There, There.

And then..

(p. 308)
Despite her bed-wetting and belching, her incessant anger,
her blindness and her pride, Hagar was a figure to be respected.
In death as in life she raged. It is this characteristic struggle
against all odds that llargaret Laurence recognized and admired in
her grandparents! generation. In exploring the character of Hagar

as cdaughter, wife, mother, and grandmother, lrs. Laurence came to

.understend more clearly the tensions createéd by the uneasy harnessing



of the pioneer freedom and puriten restraint.
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By reco~ngln0 the

problems inherent in such a situation, Hargarel Iaursnce advenced

one step closer towards discovery of her own idenlity

ground,
her past who had stirred such mixed

love and hate,

As her first Canadian novel,

and deviates from

llargaret ILaurence*

and own back-

just as she came one step closer to releasing the ghosts of

omotions as fear and admiration,

The Stone Angel both follows

s earlier African writing. Her

ability to draw strong character portraits and to catch the essential

“meaning of life's events is still apparent.

Her sympathetic under-

standing and eppreciation of human nature in all its complexity is

also evident.

Jauvrence at this point still believes

freedom

his past. Hagar reaches such &

and accept herself for what she is.
ing Mr. Troy's hospital visit,

However, as che does

tho sarn
slightes

1e toucnnne s rises
st thing.

Although her optimistic tone

by recognizine his own identity and b
g g %

point when she

Hagary in her typiceal fas

nchangeable5 unregenerate,
in the same wey, always, and

is somewhat modified, lrs.
in mants ability to achieve
coming to terms with

is able to recognize

When Doris questions Hagar regard-
hion, sneps back
50, she nentally adnmits

I go

within ne a2t the

(pe 293)

This recognition about herself, plus her final acts of restitution,

bring Hegaxr

successfully to the end of her

Journey of self-discovery.

In Biblical terms she has reached her cwn promised land of inner freedom,

However, with this achievement comes

vondering how Hagax

*'s newly achieved understanding

Hegear's death, We are thus left

(!

of herself might
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have affected her life. IMrs. Iaurence does not provide en answer in
this novel since Hagar dies before she has a chance to return to the
world, However, in her second Canadian novel, A Jest of God, lirs,
Lavrence does give us a picture of what may or may not happen to a
person much younger than Hagar who undergoes a voyage of selfw.discovery

and must then face the world.

Qs Tha St Arve Vel wmarmnac anmt e Tihace Tanmananlec £lamet o4 At
OiNce 1€ oULoNe ANZCL I'EPIeSONUs iI'Se 1AUTCNCE ™S I4YSU aLULaHpU
. rseme

to come to terms with her ocwn background (that of a child raised in

a small prairie tdwn), it is Sntervesting tliat the specific setting of
this novel is not a prairie town but a largé, metropolitan city
(probably Vancouver) on the west coast of Canada, lManawaka is seen
only through the eyes of Hagar as she mentally voyages through her
childhood and early adult years wnich were spent there. The experience
of lianawaka is a remembered experience and therefore a distant one.
Such a fechnique of distancing was necessary for irs. Iaurence, who

at that point fell she was still too closely involved with her own past
to maintain the objectivity necessary for a sound and just evaluation
of it. When iirs, Laurence turned to her second novel, however, she

was awvare of the need to examine llanawaka more closely. Thus the story
of Rachel Cameron takes place in pfesent cay Ilanawaka,

In speaking of Hagar and her story Hargaret laurence has said:

If The Stone Ansel has arny meaning, it is
as an old woman anywhere, having to deal
with the reality of dying. On the other
hand, she is not an old woman anywiere,

She is very much a person who belongs in
the same kind of prairie Scots Presbyterian

1
‘

background as I do, and it was, of courte,



people like Hagar who created that background,
with all its flaws and its strengths.™

Mrs. laurence believes that the person and the place are very

important. To understand either you must understand both,
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CHAPTER II

RACHEL

1
I dramatize myself.



Rachel Cameron, the heroine of Margaret Iaurence's second
Canadian novel, A Jest of God, is a character in complete opposition
to Hegar Shipley. Although both women were born and raised in
Manawzka and both women embark on voyages of self-discovery, Rachel
is much younger and much weaker than Hager., Clara Thomas has suggested
that if Bager has the proportions of a lLear figure, then Rachel hes

the propor tions of a Prufrock .

While Hagar was exuberant, forceful, and strong, Rachel is
withdrawn, introspective; and fearful not only of the world outside ner
ut also of the world of unexpressed emotion inside her. Rachel's
life, ironically though not intentiorally , has been very similar to
the life of Regina Weese, whom Hagar so disliked and scorned.
So much for sad Regine « . o I always felt
she had only herself to blame, for she was a
flimsy, gutless creature, bland as egg
custard, caring with martyred devotion for

an ungratfful fox-voiced mother year in and
year out.™

Rachel, like Regina, has in fact spent the past several years of

her life fulfilling her duty to her widowed mother by living with her
and looking after her. She is also fliwsy, gutless, and bland in
both her physical appearance amd her personality. Although she is
far more celf.perceptive and aware then Hagar ever was, Rachel ltends

h}

to exaggerate vastly her own inadeguacies and shortcomings to the

. 5

point where we must regard her assessments of herself as "loaded” .
At thirty..four, Rachel s=ees herszlf as a compl failure.
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She is still single and living at home under the ever-walchful eye
of her hypochondriac mother. In fact, Rachel still sleeps in the
same bedroom, with the same girlish furniture, that she slept in as
a child. In many ways Rachel is still living in an extended childhood.
Although she did temporerily escape the confines of her home and her
town when she went sway to university, her fathert's untimely death
forced Rachel to return to ¥Vanawa nd her mother. As a result of
her abortive education, Rachkel must teach public school instead of
high school. Vhile she does not dislike her job, she is ashamed of
her failure to do something she considers dignified and worthwhilew-
that is teach in a city high school, Iater in the novel when Rachel
neets Nick Kazlik in the drugstore, he questions her about where she
is teaching. In an embarrassed and scmewhalt childish manner Rachel
defensively renlies:

fGrade Two's I fird I'm laughinge- tittering,

maybe~-yes, for Christ's sake, thate 'I

wouldn't want to cope with high schoolf,

(p. 78)

Rachel is also painfully aware of her failure to establish

permanent relations with anyone--male or female. When Willard

raaark about the enigmatic smile on Rachel's face, she responds in
her typical nervous, embarrassed, and even fearful fashion,

s humor, I didn't know I was smiling., 1f
¢s, it was only out of nervousness.

Which is ridiculous. I've nothing to be
-aid’ of, \lpq him, He has never given
2d report te the School Leard on ny

eaching, as far as T know, I donft know



why T shouid even think he might have, 1
can feel my face paling lo the peculiar putty
color it takes on when I'm thrown a little
off balance.

(p. 1C)
When Willard invites Rachel to dine with him and his wife, Rachel
immediately sesrches for an excuse not to go. Her reaction is
similer when Calla lackie, a fellow teacher, invites her to a
religious gathering at the Tabernacle of the Risen and Reborn, In
both cases Rachel uses her mother's bridge game as a barrier behind
which she can hide from any advances made by the outside world,
Although Rachel camnnot feel any binding affection for the adults
in her life, she is strongly but innocently attracted to one of her
red-haired, male pupils--Janes Doherty. Yet so fearful is she of
revealing any of her affectioﬂ that Rachel goes the opposite way
by striking James on the face with a ruler and thereby causing his
nose to blesd. Constantly uﬁcertain and unsteady, Rachel wanders in
the wilderness of her mind, in search of something which will give
her 1life some meaning and provide her with some knowledge of her own
identity.

Besides feeling sh¢ has failed in & professional and personal
sense, Rapchel also fesls she has somehow feiled physically as well,
She realizes she is much'too tall arnd too pale. When she walks past
a darkened window in her white raincoat she sees herself as a Ystroke
of white chelk on a blackboard" (p. 37). Her hair, in contrast to th
Jatest styles worn by her growm~up students; is done in "nondescrint

waves, mole brown" (p. 17). Her dress is always simple and sedate,

3

e
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nothing to arouse the qttention of others. In addition to‘her poor
physical appearance, Rachel also carries around with her the burden
of poor health, She is a constanl pulse taker and diagnostician
and with her wild imagination Rachel'sAmind operates in leaps and
bounds. Rachel, unnecessarily, is constantly brooding about death.

This pain inside my skull-.what is it?
It isn't like an ordinary headache which
goes through like a metal skewsr from temple
to temple, Not like sinus, either, the-
assault beginning above my eyes and moving
down into the bones of my face. This pain
is not so rmuch pain as a pulsing, regular
and rhythmical, like the low thuddingz of a
drur, '

It's nothing. How could it be a tumor?
Itfs nothing., Perhaps I have a soft spot
in my head, This joke doesn't work. I
can't hold on to the slang sense of it,
and its other meaning seems sinister.
Fontenele, : '

(pe 23)
This association of a tumour and a Jjoke becomes highly iwportant
g P
later in the novel.,

In such a condition, it is understandable that Rachel would
gradually be moving into a world of fantasies and dreams in which
her 1life would have purposes her friendships would be meaningful

p p 5 i o
and productive, and her hezlth (in body and in mind) would be sound,
But life is concerned with reality, not fantasy, and Rachel hersclf
recognizes that her constant retreats into fantasy are dangerous,
God forbid that I should turn into an eccentrice.
This isn®t Jjust inagination. I've seen it happen.

Not only teachers, of course, and not only

women who haven't married:. o« « o
I don'*t have to comcern myself .yet for

' awnile, surely., Thivty-four is still quite



young, But now is the time to waitch out
for . it, - -
(ppe 4-5)
Thus, when we mest Rachel, she is alone and afraid. She

feels trapped by her home, by her Job, and by her town--lManawaka,
Although she recognizes the need to act, her natural tendency
towards indecisiveness hinders her. Nevertheless, Rachel, like
Hagar before her, does embark upon a voyage of self-diSCOVery in
which she comes to terms with her past life as the dauvghter of Niall
Cemeron, owner and operator of Cameron's Funeral home, and her
presept life as a sexually frustrated, spinster school teacher.

In her struggle for independence and self-realization, Rachel moves

36

from blindness to insight particularly in three major areas: religion,

sex, and death. To understand Rachel's problems in these areas it
is first necessary to examine the smzll prairie town atiitudes on
such maﬁters. These attitudes and beliefs are best expressed by
Rachel's mother, lay Camsron.

Although the entire novel is told in first person narration
by Rachel herself, we do get a fairly substantial view of liay Cameron
and all that she represents through her own dialogue and through
Rachel's tﬁoughts on what she has heard from her childhood orward.

As the wife of Manaweka's first and only funeral parlor operator, we
might have expected Moy Cameron to be proud, but instead she is
enbarrassed and she passes this embarrassment on'to her children, in
particular Rachel, Death is not to be named and ﬁention of it should

be avoided at all cest. There are also certain rooms on the ground
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floor of their home thatl must remain hidden from Rachel's sight
and her knowledge if possible. The name changes from Cameron's

Funeral Perlour to Cameron's Funeral Home to Japonica Funeral Chapel

are also indicative of the toun's desire to minimize death, and
Rachel Jjokingly thinks to herself:

A1l that remains is for someone to deletle
the word funeral. A nasty word, smacking

of mortality. Io one in Manawaka ever dies,
at least not on this side of the tracks. We
are a gathering of immortals. We pass on,
through Callsa’s divine gates of topaz and
azure, perhaps, but we do not die. Death is
rude, urmannerly, not to be spoken to in the
streets.

(pe 18)
From her childhood on Rachel has had to bear the shame of living
in a house for the dead. bkven as an adult walking up to the blink-
ing neon sign which advertises what is now Hector Jonas's {uneral
busineés Rachel realizes:
« « o how laughable it is, to live here,
how funny lots of people must think it,

how amusing, how hilarious.

(p. 69)
Besides representing the town's narrcyr attitudes towards
death, May Cameron also provides an indication of their strict re-
ligious and moral attitudes. When Rachcl decides she will no longer
attend church her mother, in a typical swmall town fashion, does not.
openly reproach her. Instead, she applies the slower but surer

technique of social pressure by saying such things as, "I don't



think it would loock very good" (p. 49) or:

-

i "Reverend MacElfrish asked after you, dear.,
He hoped you were well, 1 suppose he
thought you probably weren't, as he hasn't
seen you." :
(pp. 49-50)
Such slyly pointed barbs and insinuations are the weapons, whether
conscious or unconscious, of such small town ratrons in their
battle against sin and corruption. Certaih wmritten but rigid
laws such as the need for regular church attendance, the need for
emotional restraint et all times, and the avoidance of drinking,
swearing, smoking, or gambling, must always be upheld by citigzens
who are conscious of mainteining proper sppearances,
As a result of these particular beliefs,; Rachel, like Hagar
before her, is torn bstween two exiremes. While the extremes for
b
Hagar could be seen in terms of the puritan restra 1nt versus the
pioneer freedom, the extremes for Rgchel are epitomized in the conw

flicts between the two religions: Presbyterianism (again associated

q

with the old, reserved; stately world) and Fundamentalism (associated

with the open, unreserved, new world). The friendship of Calla
Nackie, a strong believer in Fundamentalism, causes Rachel a great
deal of embarressmernt because of the confliclting attitudes between
these religions.

I shouvld carg what Nother thinks of her,
What does 1t matter? If only Calla wouldn't
irsist on talking about the Tabernacle in
Mother's hearing. Mother thinks the whole

thing is weird in the extreme, and as for
anyone speaking in a clarion voice about



their beliefs..it seems indecent to her,
almost in the same class as what she calls
foul language. Then I get embarrassed for
Calla, and ashamed of being embarrassed,
and would give anything to shul her up or
else to stop minding.

(pe 33)

Not only has Rachel been shielded from death but also from

sex. As a child she realized there was little physical contact be-

o

tween her parents. As an adult, she suspects that her mother
believed her father was in some wey unclean because he worked with
the dead. The subject of pregrancy is also, like death, a subject
which must be couched in euphemistic terminology. Vhen Mrs. Cameron
tells Rachel the latest piece of town gossip thet unwed Cassie
Stewart had twins, she begins with the customary euphemisn, "You
know she's been awayt" After announcing that Cassie plans to keep
them, May Cameron passes her own and the town's judgement on such an
indecent situation:

I cantt fathom the thoughtlessness of sone

girls., She mwight consider her nother, and

how it*ll be for her., It was Mrs. DBarnes

that told me, I said to her, I thank my lucky

stars I never had a moment's worry with either

of my daughters,

(pe 72)

Rachel immediately notices her mother's use of the past tense had
and rea2lizes that her time for bearing children is rumning short.
Yet ironically Rachel is still a child herself, a child who must
listen to &nd obey her mother at all times. Rachel's role in life

iz confused, and she recognizes this when she says:

Wnat

bl
4]

trangely pendulum 1life I have,

39
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fluetvating in agc between extremes, hardly
knowing myself whether I am too young or
- too old. '
(pe 71)

In order to reach a state of permanent maturity, Rachel must face
her background, understand and accept it, and then establish an
identity of her own. This is achieved during her thirty-fifth
swiner when Rachel releases herself emotionally and physically from
the grip of llansweka and gains the freedom she so ‘desperately needs,

Rachel's movement towards freedom occurs in three phases,
each of which is related to her relationship with either Calle liackie,
lick Kazlik, or Hector Jonas.

Calla Mackie, Rachel's friend and fellow teacher, is solidly
built, earthy, and cutspoken and it is her belief that 'we hold our.
selves too tightly these days" (p. 34). Although Rachel is embarrassed
by her differentness, her unirhibiled sloppiness and her non-conforming

0 5 PF
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fundamentalist religion , she also admires her abililty to rejoice in

o b
. life, To Rachel, Calla is a sunflower, “brash, strong, vlain, and
yet reaching up in some way + « " (ve 13). This ability to rejoice in
life has been achieved through the aid of her religion., Her attendance
at and participation in the services at the Tabernacle of the Risen and
Reborn are the ‘*rock' of Callats soul, It is this foundaltion rock she
wishes to share with Rachel., Despite Rachel's fears of what her
mother and others in town will say, she agrees to attend a special
service as a form of appeasement to Calla,

4.

The scene in Calla'’s church is in sharp contrast to the scene



in May¥s churche The differences between the two religions are
epitomized in the portraits of Christfs death which appear in each
church and the contents of the hymns thatl each sings. In lay's
church where death and pain are to be ignored and hidden from both
mind and eye, a stained glass window shows:

e o o a pretty and cleancut Jesus expiring

gently and with absolutely no inconvenicnce,

no gore, no pain, just this nice and )

slightly effeminate insurance salesman who,

“somewhat incongruously, happens to be clad

in a toga, holding his arms languidly upo

to something which might in other circumstances

have been a crcss,

(pe 52)

By comparison, the portrait in Calla's church shows the glory of a
"bearded and bleeding Christ" whose heart is Yexposed and bristling
with thorns like a scarlet pincushion" (p. 38). 7The fundementalist
hymns with their prophecies of Yheaveun and earth in ashes burning"

(pe 40) also contrast sharply to the gentle, mild Presbyterian hymns

that sing of "Jerusalem-the golden, with milk and honey blest..."

5.

(pe 52). While the Presbyterians shun pain and death, the fundamentel-

ists believe-they are a part of life and therefore must be understood

end accepted if the individual is to develop into a whole human being.

Yet neither religion suits Raclel who thinks:
o

The Tabernacle has too much gaudiness and
zeal, and this has too little,
(p. 52)

When Rachel first enters the Tabernacle, she feels trapped
and ashamed as thoush she were a "gele.crasher' who had come in under

false pretenses (p. %0}, She wonders how anyonc could nzke 2 public



spectacle of himself and decides:

I wvill not look., I will not listen. People
should keep themselves to theﬂuelVeo»m that's
the only decent way,

(pe 44)
Yet Rachel unwillingly responds to the Tabernscle service and becomes
so “caught~up" in the voice of the lay preacher thet suddenly:

That voiced

Chattering, crying, ululating, the for..
bidden trensformed cryptically to nonsense,
dragged from the crynt, stolen and shouted,
the shuddering of it, the fear; the breaking,
the release, the grnbv1non—

Not Calla‘'s voice, Mine, Oh my GCod.
Mine. The voice of Rachel,

(pe 46)

In a moment of emotional frenzy, Rachel temporerily escapes
the prison of her self and the restraint she has always felt., Bul
she has opened the flood gates of her emotions only to find they must
be closed immediately because accompanying this trauwmatic experience
is Rachel's discovery that Calla feels a lesbian attraction to her.
To vndergo itwo such bewildering experiences forces Rachel to feel and
act decisively probably for the first time in her life.

My anger feels more than Justified, and in
some way this is a tremendous relief,
It takes less than a minute to get to the
frount hall and put on my coat and hood.
o o o L won't slam the door. I must
shut it very quietly. Cnce I am outside,
I .can begin running.
L8)
Rachel realizes now that her purposeless existence cannot continue as

it has dene. Her inhibition, her fear and insecurity, her thwarted

sexval energy must have release or Rachel will be forced into the

L2
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permanent retreat of private fantésy.

' Rachel finds this release when she meets Nick Kazlik, a
childhood acquaintance, who has returned home from his job teaching
high school in Winnipeg. Although Rachel is at first reluctant to
date Nick, her anxielties are soon overcome by her tremendous need
for a man. This need even leads Rachel to lie to her mother about
her friendship with MNick. It also mskes her aware of the "concealed
undercoat, the tint of malice" which resides behind her mother's
coyness (pe 135) and which sent Niall Cameron to his cadavers,

4

Stacey Cameron to the West Coast, and Rachel Cameron to a retreat
within herself, It is thus with tremendous effort and courage that
Rachel comes out of her shell to seck a mofe permanent relationship
with INick by saying, "If T had a child, I would like it to be yours"
(pe 177)e In her desire for a strong relationship Rachel has
exaggerated Nick's feelings for her and she has beccome too dependent
on and too deveted to a men she hardly knows. He, on the other hand,
recognizes her problems and in a speech which parallels the Biblicel
7 .

Jacob®s , says to Rachel:

I*m not Gode I can't solve enything.

(p. 177)
In her first act of open cormitment to another human being
Rachel has been rejected., ‘When lick quickly'leaves town, Rachel is
forced to come to grips with her problem of suspected pregnancy all

by herself, C(nce again the flood geates of her emotions have been

opened but this time they cannot be closed so easily. Although Kachel
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recognizes the necessity of action, she is torn between her own
desire to keep the child and the realizetion of what her mother and
the town would think of such a decision, To escape this situetion
Rachel attempts but fails to commit suicide., The suicide scene
contains just enough black humour on Rachel's part to prevent it
from becoring melodramatic, While her own attitudes towards death
t be far in advance of her mother's, Rachel is still not prepared
to give vp her life willingiy. Ironically, at this point, Rachel
turns to God, whom she has earlier referred to as a brutal joker

(pe 53), and in an interior monologue Réchel reveals an insight into

her own character and an ability to come tc a firm decision by.herself

Helpe~if You wille--me, Whoever that may
be. And whoever You are, or where, I am
not clever. I-an not as clever as 1 hiddenly
thought I wase And I am not as stupid as I
dreacded T might bee o o

I don*t know what I've done., I've been
demented, probably. I know what I am going
to do, though.

Look~~it's my child, mine. And so I will
have it. I will have it because 1 went it and
because I cannot do anything else,

(po 20%4)

But God is the brutel joker Rachel suspected He was. The baby which
she )elieyed was a life giving force turns out to be a cervical

tumour with the power of death. At this point it would seem that

both Rachel and the 'beby* will die. However, while coming out of

the anaesthetic after her operation, Rachel revecls the transformation
,which has occurred within her by saying:

T am the rmother now.
L A1 the mother LoW .
(p. 219)



By losing her imagined baby, Rachel has moved out of her
extended childhood forever. The reality of her pain prevents Rachel
from re-entering her world of fantasy.

Something collapsed, some edifice. IOmm=
mot so much that, not a breaking, nothing
so viclent. A gate closed, quite q116u7y,
and when I tried to open it again, it
wouldn*t, There wasntt any way around it.

lo wey in, not there, not any TOTe. Visa

canceled. I don't know why. The vate -Sust

"1 7
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shut. I once used to try to stOp my elf
going there, but now when I tried to gelt in,
I couldn®t. I nesded to and wanted to, but
I couldn®t,
(p. 218)
Thefe 1s no need for daydreaming since Rachel now understands that
her role in life is to meke decisions for both herself and her mother,
Not only must she make these decisions,; she must also carry them out,
Thus it is that Rachel anncunces that she has a new Jjob leaching on
the west coast and she plans to move at the end of the month. As well
as recognizing her own identity Rachel also sees her mother clearly
the first time and realizes that she, Rachel, is not‘reSponsible
for keeping her mother alive., With this realization comes "sone
enormous relief" (p. 232) as if a weight had been lifted from her
shoulders.
Shortly after her return from the hospital Rachel pays a
econd -visit to Hector Jonas's funeral parlour. It is this visit
which breaks Manawake's last hold on Rachel, that is, her lack of

.

understanding about her father and his profession. Iueing her iy

r-)-

reburn visil to the forbidden rooms of her childhood, Pachel is awsre

of the enormous changes which have occurred. As she talks lo Hector



Jonas, who is simvltaneously a "comilc prophet, dwarf secr' figure

(po 149), Rachel learns that death is not something to be feared

and shummed. It is a business in which one sells relief and modified

prestige (p. 145). She also learns that Hector believed her father
ne) had the "kind of life he wanted most" (p. 149). While at the
time Rachel could not fully understand or accept this theory, she is
able to do so on her second visit. ©She admits to Jonas:

No, T don't think you were wrong. He

probably did do what he wented most, even

though he might nol have known it. but

maybe what came of it was something he

hadn't bargained for. Thatfs alweys a

possibility, with anyone,

(B 237)

Jonas perceptively realizes that Rachel is speaking ebout both her
father and herself. Just as Rgchel's story partially parallels the
story of the Biblical Rachel, her story also relates to the epigraph
of the book. Rachel does stop and sit awhile in "the tomb of Jonah®
(Jonms s morgue) where she is swallewed deep in the dark of her pest
and she does come out alive and restored by her new awareness of
herself and her situation.

Raochel is not a figure of °trenﬂbh like Hagar. She cannot
breek life to her will nor can she be-heroically tlragic ., Her
salvation comes in her recognition of these facts and her acceptance
of lifefs ambiguities. Because Rachel does not diey, as Hagar did,
irs. Laurence must show the reader what becomes of a person who

discovers herself, She does this by giving Rachcl a long thought

pessage at the conclusion of the novel in which Rachel recognizes

I

]



many important truths about the velue of her rccent experiences.

V%ere 1 am going, anything may hanpene o « o
laybe I will marry « « « and have my
children in time. Or maybe not. « « o Any.
thing may happen, where I am going.,

I will be different. I will remain the
samne., [ will still go parchment.-faced with
embarrassment, and clench my pencil between
fingers like pencils. « « o I will be afraid.
Sometines T will feel light.hearted, somne-
tines light~headed. 1 may sing aloud, even in
the dark., I will ask myself if I am g01n
mad, but if I do, I won'®t know it.

God's mercy on reluctant jesters. God's
grace on fools, God's pity on God.

(pp. 239-240)

Rachel has learned to understand and acce pt her past as the child

of a small town funeral operator. She has looked religion, sex,

and death in the fece and come to some understanding of each. But

most of all, Rachel has learned one important thing sbout life.in

general and her life in particular. When she discovers that Hector

Jonas, with all his seening wisdom, falls prey to the town gossip

that Rachel in faclt was pregnant and for that reason is leaving

I do not know whether to laugh or to storm,
but I find T can do neither. The ironies go
on,
(p. 233)

5|

While Rachel does find a degree of personal freedom, she is

toun,

aware that life places certein limitetions on the amount of freedom

anyone may achieve, Of Rachel, lirs., laurence remarks:’

o« o e she is self-perceptive enough to
recogi that for her no freedom from
the sha £ the ancestors can be
total. mergence from the tombw.like
atmosphere of her extended childhood is a

(J '_J
".\ l’\
i
O
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partial defeat-.or, looked al in ancther way,
a partial victory. ©She is no longer so much

. afraid of herself as she was. She is beginuing
to learn the rules of survival,?

The use of the word survival is indicative of llargaret
laurence's changing attitudes towards life and towards man's ability
to attain freedom. As she matures, lirs., Lauvrence slowly realizes
that just as Rachel could never be totally' free of her past, neither
can she herself be totally free, While writing this novel helped
release some of the ghosls, others were still left.

Not only has lirs. laurence's primary theme shifted fron
freedom to survival, but her tone has also shifted from modified

10

optinism to modified pessimism o+ lagnificent acts of heroism are
a thing of the past. IHan must be considered heroic for his unknowingly
brave act of survival, However, this survival does not mean to merely
exist, il means to survive with dignity. Rachel, when threatencd by
her past and by various inadequacies she feels, does find within her
self the strength to survive, to change and to move into new arcas of

i v
life .

If through the character of Hagar, llargaret Laurence looked
et her grandparents' generation and their struggles to amalgemate
the pioneer end puritan ways of life, then through the character of
Rachel,; lrs. Laurence is looking at a member of her own generation,
not particularly close to her own perscnality, but one who has had
to come to terms with her own identity and that identity into which

the town of Ianawaks has tried to shape her. The experience of
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Manswaka 1s now less a remembered one, as it had been in The Stone

Angel, and more an actual one. In her next novel, The Fire-Dwellers,

Mrs. laurence once again studies a member of her own generation, butl
this time it is one who is very similar to Frs., laurence in many ways.
With each novel, MHargaret laurence moves closer and closer to her own
background and the source of her own identity, namely her childhood.
But, like Rachel®s growth and forward novenent, lirs, laurence's

and movement back to her roots is a slow and gradual process.
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CHAPTER ITI

3
If T live to be ninety, I'11l be positively venomous,



At thirty.nine years of age, Stacey llacAindra, the heroine

of Margaret laurence's third Canadian novel, The Fire-Dwellers, is

disillusioned and disenchanted with her life. Although she still

has a long way to go before she reaches Hagar Shipley's ninety years,
she recognizes her growing tendency towards the perversity, irascibility,
and rempant cynicism that is characteristic of old age. On the verge
of forty, thét point~of-no-return in any woman's life, Stacey is
simultaneously t;ying to cope with the everyday demands of her house,
her four children, and her husband, with the arxieties which accompany
edvancing middle age, and with the unrelénting problems and pressures
from the outside world. Adding to this already weighty burden is
Stacey's fear thet with so many roles to play, she has no time to be
herselfanwhoever that may be.

Stacey's story, 1ikevthe stories of Hagar and Rachel, is
basically one of self.discovery and selfw-acceptance. Although she
possesses a clearer understanding and awareness of herself than either
Hagar or Rachel did, Stacey is still facirg a situation in which she
riust come to terms with her past and her present, if she is to swrvive
to enjoy any future., But the story is also an important step in
Margaret laurence's personal voyage of self.discovery., While writing
The Stone Angel, lirs, laurence required the distance which separated

her from her grandpareuvs® generation to maintain any objectivity.

Although in A Jest of

=4 g -

_God Rachel end liargarelt laurence were of the
same generation, their personalities were so divergent that the

52
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distancing effect was still present and I'rs., laurence was able to
examine the effects of a small prairie town, like llanawaka, on scme~

cene who had never escaped as she herself had done. In The Fire

Dwellers lirs., laurence comes closest to approaching her own life

and experience through the character of Stacey liacAindra because, as

she has indicated:
She [Stacey] is like me in many ways and
even speaks with one of my voices,?

Such close velt objective affinity to 2 character would have been
¥

almost impossible for Mrs, Laurence when she first began her exploration

of her past. At this point in her career, however, she was prepared

and even eager to deal with e character like Stacey.
I was fed up with the current fictional
portraits of women of my generation.
middle-aged mums-either being presented
as glossy, magazine types, peffect,
everloving and incontestably contented,
or else as sinister and spiritually
carmibalistic monsters determined only

to destroy their men and kids by hypnotic
means,

To present Stacey, who falls somewhere between these two

extremes, lirs. leurence employed a complex technique centring primarily

on the verious forms of Stacey's mental action. Through her inner
thoughts, her memory flashss, and her interior dialogues with a voice

whor she addresses as God, Stacey forcefully asserts her "toughness of

character, her ability to laugh at herself, {én@] her strong survival
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Although she is Rachel Cameron's older sister, her personality is

much more akin to that of Hagar Shipley. Since both Hagar and Stacey
are mothers,; their btoundaries are wider than Rachel's and yet ironically
their lives are more strictly channeled then hers. Roth Rachel and |
Stacey realize this. When Rachel thinks of Stacey and her children

she says to herself:
League of matriarchs, liothers of the
world, unite. You have nothing to lose
but your children.?

.

In a deliberately similar statement Mrs., Laurence has Stacey say:

Give me another forty years; lord, and
I may mutate into a matriarch.

7 :
(p. 308)
=
o

This assertion, along with the one used as an epigraph to this

chapter, reveal Stacey's psychological conscanguinity with Hager.
Mrs. Jaurence herself admits thal she saw Stacey as Hagar's "“spiritual
granddaughter” because she had inherited that vitality of character and

that strong instinet for survival which characterized the early

Canadian ploneers .,

v

espite these pioneer instincts, Stacey is still a wouman of
the mid-twentieth century. In her need tc find her own identity end
in her emotional, mental, and physical frustraticns, Stacey is:

e « o @ plausible and everyday housewife;
dreaning of an escape to a simmle life in

a northern landscape, yelt realizing her duty
and attachrent to her children; wanting to
cormunicate operdy with peoples yeu repeatedly
foreed to tell lies to keep the fires banked;
hastily Judging other people; but finding



that she is not alone in doubt and
disappointient; deceiving hersclf,
discovering herself,

«

In this see-saw existence, Stacey is constantly being torn between
the old and the new; youth and age, joy and sorvow, fulfillment and
frustration, security and insecurity, Stablllty and instability.
Mrs. Leurence sets this tug-of-war pattern in the opening

chapter. Although Stacey has lived in a lérge wéét coast city,
"the jewel of the Pacific Northwest! (p. 6), for the last twenty
years of her life; she realizes thal she knows nothing about the city.
She is and always will be an alien beéause of her small-town prairie
background (p. 109). As Rachel's older sister, Sﬁaceyas background,
of course, was Manawaka and more specifically Cameron's Funeral Fome.
There she listened to her mother's,

¢ o os0ft persistent new from upstairs,

the voice that never tired of saying how

others ought to be and never were ¢ o

(p. 18)

and wondered about her father, who was "dowm among the dead men,

bottles and flesh' (pe 47) slowly and guietly drinking his life awey.

She also learned by rote such puritanical observations as

isn't bescoming.,

D Sy

7 you look, wh“s what you are

g e 3 o e o

that couht i ¢ @

(p. 18)

and he2rd such restrained but pointed acionitions as:

You axe CQPb31n1V not going to & public
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the sort of girl people wouldn't respect,

would you?
- (p. 406)

Stacey wes made fully aware of how high one's standards needed to be
if one was to pass muster in Manawaka.' For these very reasons, Sltacey
fled from her home and Manawake at the age of nineteen. As Rachel
indicated:

She [Stecey] knew right from the start what
she wanted most; which was to get as far
awvay from Manaweka as possible, She didn't
lose a moment in doing it.B

Stacey, however, could never totally free herself from her "residual
Presbyterianism" and her smell-town upbringing.

-=1 stand in relation to my life both as
child and as parent, never quite finished
with the old battles, never able to
arbitrate properly the ncw, able to look
both ways, but whichever way I look, God,
it looks pretly confusing to me.
(p. 47)

Despite her hatred of Manawaka and its small..town mentality,
‘ Stecey, like Margaret Tlaurence herself, has learnsd to recognize some
of its values. When she recalls the tolerant attitude towards 0Old
man Invergordon, the town drunk, who sang at local qoncerts in Manawaka,
Stacey sees that:

They weren't so bad, any of them, I now
see, How I used to dislike them then, the
ladies® Aid and mother's bridge cronies and
all of them, never seeing beyond their own
spectacles and what will the neighbtours
think what will they say? Rut who here or
anywhere, now, would put up with old

.
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Invergordon? Drovp dead, that's what he‘d
get here and now,
J (ppe 139.140)

Stacey's past also stands her in good stead when she encounters
Thor Thorlakson, an overgrown pép pill, who manages the regional
branch of Richalife, the company with which her husband Mac is
associated. At a party given by Thor, Stacey unknowingly threatens

B

his false front by expressing interest in his prairie background, What

.p_:.

Stacey at the time does not.realize is that Thor Thorlakson is in fact
Vernon Winkler, the toy weakling of Manawaka. Because of her openw

ness and honesty about her own pact, Stacey‘cannot imagine anyone else
concealing his nast. Eut Thor has tried to conceal his and he is so
fearful of exposure that he moves to another region and Stacey's husband,
Mac, is offered his position; Thus, Manawalka honesty does have its
valvue in this case.

As Stecey gets older, she begins not only to see value in her
past, but also to romanticize it somewhat as people her age are wont to
do. In her desire to escape from the worries of her present life and
to find an identity for herself, Stacey partially falls prey to the
slogans of the current pop culture, best exemplified by Richalife,
whose comnercial health cémpaigns prorise restored vitality ard rejuve
enation, Aware that her hips are too broad; her hair unruly, her lip-
stick the wrong colour 2nd her hemlines the-wrong lengthy Stacey thinks
of ‘Thor Thorlakson and Richalife, then raises her glass of gin and

:

tonic in a toast:

e s

et
x

--Here's to the god of thunder,



right. If T spent my life pouring myself
full of vitamins and tomato julice instead
of ging coffee and smoke, maybe I would be
a beltter person. I would be slim, caln,
good-tempered, efficient, sexy and wise,

Also beautiful. Beautiful and intelligent,

(pe 45)
In other words, she would be a single and free Stacey Cameron, not
a merried and imprisoned Stacey MacAindra,

In her need for a clear idenlily and in her fear of middle
age, Stacey has fallen into the trap of glorifying youth in general
and her own youth in particular., Mrs, laurence is aware of this
problem when she says that:

[Stacey holdé] the suspiciceny not uncommon

among her age-peevs, that one was nicer,

less corruplt and possibly even less stupid

twenty years ago.~
Although Stacey still recalls the narrow, restrictive atmosphere of
Cameron's Funeral Home and Manawake, she truly believes thal once she
was different:

Stacey traveling light, unfearful in the sun,

swimming outward as though the se2 were

shallow and known, drinking without indignity,

making spendthrift love in the days when

flesh and love were indestiructible.

(p. 73)

As Stacey Cameron, she was not burdened by the "abrasions and the
mental baggage that accumulate over the years,; or by the "heavy
invisible garbage' with which we live (p. 121). UlNor had the lies,
trivialities, and tiredness teken up "permanent residence" in her

arterics (p. 23). Stecey was still young, free, sure of herself and

sure of her future., To distinguish This vision Stacey holds of herseclf,
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largaret laurence uges the metaphor of the dance-~the dance of youth
and vitelity. In a memory flash, prompted by the self.conscious
awareness of her own deowdy appearance in contrast.to thal of an
Yunpimpled and unpowdered" girl who has just boarded the bus (p. 12),
Stacey remembers herself as a girl:

Stacey Cameron, Seventeen., Flamingo Dance
Hall every Saturday night, jitterbugging.
Knowing by instinct how to move,'loving_
the boy's closeness, whoever he was, loving
the male smell of him, Stacey spinning like
light, like all the painted spinning tops
of all the spinning world, whirling laughter
across a polished floor. . « »
(pe 12)

In a bizarre attempt to salvage some remnant of her lost youth, Stacey,
with®ein and tonic in hand, goes to her closet and dons whatever

apparel takes her fancy. ©She then changes the record player to

seventy-eight and puts on Tommy Dorsey Foogies Iost in reverie Stacey

muses:

-=Once it seemed almost violent, this music,
Now it seems incredibly gentle. Sentimental,
self-indulgent? Yeh, probably, DBut I love
ite It's my beat. T can still do it. I
can still move without knowing where; before-
hand, Yes. Yes. Yes., Iike this. I can.

My hips may not be so hol but my ankles are
pretty good, and my legs. Dann good in fact.
My feet still know what to do withoul being
told., I love to dance. I love it, 1 love
ite It can't be over. I can still do it. I
don't do it badly. See? Like this. ILike this.,
. (p. 135)

But it is over and largaret ILaurence is guick to show Stacey and the
11
readers that "the process of life is irreversible" . Stacey, in a

1

sequence painful both for herself and the reader, sees her dauvghter

fatie dancing and irmediately recalls herself dancing:



Katie is dancing. In a green dress Katie
Machindra simple and intricale as grass-is
dancing by herselfs Her auburn hair, long

and straight, touches her shoulders and s

ways

a-little when she moves. She wears no make-
up. Her bones and flesh are thin, plain-

moving, unfrenetic, knowing their idionm,

Stacey lfachindra, thirty-nine, hips

ass and face, heavier than once,
shamrock velvel pants, petunia-
purple blouse, cheap gill sandals
high-heeled, prancing squirming

Jiggling

v TTOoO

Life is not over, but youth is gone~.gone forever.

(pe 137)

Stacey is no

longer a Camercn but a llacAindre and it is as a MacAindra tha® she

60

must find her identity. It is not until the final pages of the novel,

however, that Stacey is at last able toc realize tha

The truth is that I haven't been Stacey
Cameron for one hell of a long time now,
Although in some ways I'll always be her,
because that's how I started out. Rut
from now on, the dancing goes on only in
the head. Anything else ard it is an
insult to Katie, whether or not she wit-
nesses the performance.

t:

(p. 303)

In her efforts to discover and understand herself and the

changing patterns from childhood and adolescence to

scdulthood,

Margaret Iaurence has gradually broadened her vision, While she still

recognizes the need to come to terms with her past,

a

past of Stacey or Hagar or Rachel, is lanawaka an

Mrs, laurence now realizes that that is rot enough.

of any type of nromised land of inner freedom will
a person cannot survive in the outer world in which
4

must not only rslease

o

the ghosts of the past, but al

which,like the
all it representé,
The achievement
signify nothing if
we &ll live, Ve

so confront and
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conquer the demons of the presents

a4

g To symbolize the past, with its freedom and gaiety, largaret
Laurence chose the metaphor of dance, To symbolize the present, with
its traps and trauvmas, she chose the metaphor of fire. The title of
the novel reinforces the measning of this symbol as lMrs. Lauvrence has
indicated:

The fire theme threads through the whole

novel, because the fires are both irner

and outer; and if we are to live within

the present world, we nust learn to te

fire-~dwellers, to live within the fires

and still survive until we die,t?

The immer fires for Stacey consist of her "constantly smoulder.
13 :

ing personal arxieties"  aboul her physical appearance, her imagined
loss of identity, and the weight of mental baggage she totes around,
her inability to communicate cpenly with people in general and her
husband Mac in particular, her knowledge thal Ywhet goes on inside
isn't ever the same as what goes on outside" (p. 33), her growing aware-
ness of the complexity of her children, and her fear that she is living

in a trep, full of duties and responsibilities, from which she cannot

escape. The tug.ofewar patiern, established

occurs repestedly throughoul the rest of the
i R . P Ty e = S ’
Stacey's immer fives. Waile at one time she

her #sad defcction of duty" (p. 41) with respect to hes

another time she cynically comments:
I feeld il is 1y duty vo appear 1o be doing
my duty, that's all. & farcs.

(po 16)

Mthough Stacey Fervently wishes she' could openly communicate with



people, she is repeatedly forced to tell lies cr put up false fronts:

Funny thing (she museé], I never swear in

front of my kids., That makes me feel

I'm being a good example to them, Example

of what? A1l the things I hate., Hate, but

perpetuates

(pe 5)
While sometimes wanting to be with people and to converse freely,
Stacey at other times wants only to be left alones In one of these
latter noods, she finally takes a step she has long wanted to take,
She gets in her car and drives away from her home and family out to
the Sound.
Once at the Sound, Stacey meets Iuke Venturi, a young man

who does for Stacey what Nick Kazlik did for her sister Rachel., He
gives her the attention and also the shoclk she needed to make her face
herself ancd her situation, While in one sense Stacey's affair with
Inke represents another attempt to hold on to her lest youth, in e
socond sense it represents Stacey's plea for help. When she thinks
back to her experience with Imke, she realizes:

I said unspokenly Helyn and you didn't turn

avay. You faced me and touched me. You

were gentle, You needn't have been, bub

you were, and that I won't forgetl or cease

being glad for.

(p. 277)

In her noment of greatest need, Stacey found someone to turn to and
to communicate with but, as ILuke well knew, his role was only terporary.
When he offers Stacey the opportunily to escape from her trap, to leave
behind 21l her problems and flees to the simple northern life, she

suddenly recognizes her responsibilities and realigzes that:



« o Jhovever great [are’] the difficulties
between her and her husband, he matters:to
her enormously and she couldn't up and
leave, She genuinely loves her children
and [shel couldn't leave them [either].
There is no new beginning, in the sense
that at this point in her life, she can't
pick up and leave.l4

later, when Stacey sces Luke and a young girl al a peace
nerch in which they are all participating, she finally learns that
despite her desires and her efforts, she cannoct return to her youth,
nor can life be forever simple and uncomplicated. Iven if ILuke had
been older, or she younger and free, it would not have turned out any
simpler with Luke than it had done with iac (p. 278). Over the years
Jies are piled upon lies, not to punish others but to protect them,
In every lasting human relationship, whether it is between husbands

nd wives, sisters and brothers, or parents and children, time builds
such intricate emotional 1ies that:
o o o to tell the whole truth and nothing
but the truth would be « o o« dynamite, o o &
It would set the house on fire,
- (p. 282)

However, the fires are not confined to her house, they spread
and engulf the outer world as well as the inner world., As a niddle-~aged
housewife and mether, living in & large metropolitan centre with all
its conveniences and inconveniences, Stacey is facing problems of
ad justment and survivel which neither Hagar nor Rachel had to face,

Mrs. Laurence indicated her awarensss of this situation when she said:
She is concerned with survival, like Hagar

and Rachel, bul in her case it involves
living in an exterral world which she per-



celves as increasingly violent and indeed
luhatic o o o

This world is filled with death by wars, highway accidents, drownings,
or sulcides., Tt is filled with pressures to buy or to sell, to build
or to destroy, to do or to out.do, From all sides Stacey and her
family are constantly bombarded by the various media of the outside
world, simulﬁéneously bringing n &o of death and bargains, fear and
hope. The Ever Open Eye reports:

“1NL;0!CLUCK NEWS PELLET BCKBS CAUSED THE

DEATH OF ﬂ HUNDRED ARD TWENTY-FIVE CIVILIALS
FAINLY WOLEN AND CHILDREN TN

(pe 214)

while the radio sings, "Dollar Forty-nine Day plirk plink" (p. 5),

and a magazive article asks, "Are You Dmecculating Your Husband?®
56) while & newspaper ad reads:

Riggj1i19~~|00 Just Viteminsw-d liew Conceote..
“oth untrlu and

A New Wav of 1ifee o o o
Flesh A]vacdo Richness Is a LLdlle g:

O e AT S L ek T

LlVJn“

frster Rttt e X

(po 34)

To convey the chaos of everything happening simulteneously,

16
lirs, Laurence paid particuler attention to the form of the novel :
I was, I think, considerably influenced,
although subconsciously, by years cf T.,V.
watching. I kept thinking "What I want
to get is the effecl of voices and piclurese.

Just voices and pictures’, I beceme ohsessed

with this notion, as 1L_ueemed to convey the

guality of the lJVO I wented to try to get.
across, It wes only much later that I

vecalized that “volces and pictures is only

another-~and to 1w m;n@a better—~uway of

saying “eudio~visunli L



Voices and pictures do come across in the novel and as Siacey indicates,
the message they convey is that “everything is equally unreal® and
doon is everywhere (p. 59). Such a message is much more pessimistic

than that of Irs. lauvrence's African works cr even The Stone Aneel end

A Jest of Cods It is, however, the message of someone who has realized

e e e

that the world is on fire and is threatening to consume us at any moment.

Stacey, like the speaker in Carl Sandburg's losers, feels that.she has
b I ey

spent her life fiddling in 2 world on fire and performing stunts not

.

worth doing, In one of her many interior dialogues with God, she reveals
her fear that her 1life has been useless:

At the Day of Judgement, God will say Stacev
ra, what have ,gykgph@ with yous
And 1°11 say, ;gﬁﬂn “let's see, SLlAML 1
I loved mv' kids. 4And Hefll say, Are you
gerfain ebout that? And Itll say, God, I'n
not,_certain about znything any more. 29
Hefll say, ' 3 Ve
EEJ;PEEF‘“Yg. i Then again,
maybe He wouldn't. ayoe He'd sayy Don't
vorry, Stacey thnobﬁ}lthghcaﬁth

1bh(ro oonolec I wonder if T even eXistl.

P )

ﬁna T °ay I no”rwnatrvou mean, ngﬁg: l

. (ppe 10-11)
lowever, by the conclusion of the novel, after her affair with Luke,
Stecey bas reached some conclusions about herself and the validity of
her life. Although many of the stunts she has performed have been
worthless, she nocw sces it is not worthless to fulfill the roles of
mother and wife. Il takes a kind of strengih and bravery she can now

recognize and even respect. - Stacey also recognizes now that the trap

in which she lives is not Jjust the four walls of her house on Blusjay



Croscente~it is the world itself (p. 303) end she perceptively
‘wonders:

~-=Will the fires go on, inside and out?
Until the moment when they go out for me,
the end of the world. And then I'1l never
know what may happen in the next episode.

(p. 307)

Whatever may happen in the next episode, Stacey has learned that the

L)

one's own ideub*uy does not necessarily mean freedonm

P—l)'

(e

iscovery o
and rejuvenation. Just as Rachel saw that her life would move into
new areas of grééter awareness where she would be different and yet
sonetimes the same, so too Stacey now sees that she will never be
able to alter her life or her self in any major ways:

I used to think there would be a blinding
flash of light someday, end then I would
be wise and cealm and would know how to cope
with everything and my kids would rise up
and call nme blessed, UlNow I see that what-
ever I'm like, I'm pretty well stuck with it
for 1life. Hell of a revelation that turned
out to be.
(p. 299)

From the day of our birth we begin packing our mental bvaggage which
never leaves us, because "nothing is ever locked at and torn up and

thrown awey like scrap paper'" (p. 121)., Although Stacey will never

N

be as beautiful as Tess Fogler or as efficient as a magazine mum,

g
she does possess the "simple knowledge of survival® which she once
admired in a seagull (p. 10). She admits:

¢ o o« bravery has never been my specialty.

A1l T know how to do is get by somehow,

(p. 277)

But it is this very toughness of psyche that !argaret laurence

66



appreciates and praises in Stacey. Dh:wlie the fires, ‘the ins ecurity
and the instability, the terrors and the fears, that £ill this world,
Stacey will g¢o on raging anc strugegling < she w11] learn to be a fire-
dweller,

In her exploration of thepoblems of 2ll three ifanawake
women, Margarel laurence has gradually-matured in both her literary
aﬁd her personal life, In the form of her novels, Mrs. lavrence has
on the one hand rnoved from complexilty to simplicity, and on the other

haend from simplicity to complexity. While The Stone Ang

i e s b o i b R

of God take part of thelr imagery from the Bible,

contains no siblical analogies. The age of heroes or heroines in

o
o

L

Biblical tredilion and stzture is past.  The events of ithis life are

rict heroic bul mundane, and the ircgery in

appropriately been confihed to two basicse.f

lifefs evenls may not be heroic they are complex, and thus the form

and voice in lrs,

>ecome increasingly complex.

>

Whereas in The Stlc Mrs. Lourence used personsl reminiscence

LY i Log DR | ~ ey e -
irst and third pPeroon narré

. . . & e e (P SR AT P P B ,
interior and exterior dizlogucs, mory flashes, dreams, fantasies,

A I i
anc TALL0O, and LoV
4 A re S Aty W AR EE a &
in terns of hex growin Mrs. laurence has
3 s B nailios wp Y Biaaee g 0 pcenine s s SR i o " » . s
matured in her wderstanding and swarcness of the meaning of life and
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evaluated the forces which sheped and moulded her grandparents!
generation, lirs. Laurence still believed in the possibility of a
fruitful inner freedome In A Jest of God, where she considered.
the intricacies of life in a small prairie town, she realized that
the nature of freedom was more complex than she had originally
thought., Rachel will never be able to make & total break with her
past, but Mrs. Laurence does hold the boli;f that by leaving Manawake,

Rachel may enter a world where a degree of freedom is possible., How-

Nge

ever, in gbgngggsgyg}}ggg, she tests this belief and finds it want:
Stacey, like Margaret Lawrence herself, did escape from Manawaka and
she does take a voyage of self.discovery in which she comes to terms
with herself and her past life, but she aléo discovers that the world
at large is a trap and the only true release from it is death. However,
Hrs. laurence now extends the hope thet because of mant's indomitatle

spirit and his unknowing bravery he will learn to survive in this infernec

as he continues to search for his identity.
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CHAPT:R TV

VANESSA

1
"I was a professional listener.



As a "professional listener", Vanessa lacleod was alternslely
bewildered or bemused, perplexed or pleased, entrammelled or entranced,

by the events and emotions she overheard or observed as a child. How~

he platform of adult awareness, Venessa is now able to
2

Jook back with a consistently calm, rational viewpoint , to the events

ever, from i

of her childhood, which marked her growing consciousness of her own
identity and her background. Although her emotions still range from
e o o & simple, happy curiosity to 2 baffled
remembering resentment; to a grieving sense

of loss end wastel

her overall attitude is one of nostalgisa. Dy recalling and re-evaluating

o
(5]

severel incidents of her past, each of which is intricately tound vo with
verious members of her family, Varessa, like her other literary pre.-
decessors, envarks on a voyage of self.discovery which releases many

of the ghosts of her past.

As Moreerel laurence's last Canadian work

and simiiar o her earlier Works.

at

on to examine her own generation in her lest two novels, However, during

the period in which these novels were being written lirs., laurence did
nz2ke a tentative start at exemining her owvn childhood, not by writing
another novel, but by writing the first of several semi.auvtobiographical

o e e 4 Q
SNOYT SLories:
[ o
Line

I wmwote the first story quite a lon

e



before the others. It was written in Canada
about 196162, I was trying to be evasive
and trying not to be too obvious that it was
my family., I was afraid of putting in fiction
anything that was so close to my experience
and then I realized it was the only way it
could be done. « o o Various aspeccts had to

be written about singly.l

While the details of Vanessa llacleodfs youth are not identical

K
1

to those of llargarel laurence's youth, the similerities are numerous,
Both spent their childhood living in a small, prairie town best
typified by the fictional l'anawaka, Both lost their fethers at an
early age and were compelled to go with their mothers and brothers

to live with thelr maternal grandfathers who were indomitsable, pioneer

figures, Ioth were highly inquisitive and percsptive as wvell as creative

children. In fact, the title, Pillars of the Nation,which lirs, laurence

TR A4 S T s a s it )

gives to one of Vanessas's innumerable stories is the exact title of
>
wo whole seribblers” ) that she herself wrote as

4.

novel (which Y"filled

a child. However, despite these similarities, A Bird in the Housge is

primarily a work of fiction, the creation of which marks the final
in Hargaret lawrence's own veyage of self-discovery
3

Because these stories were written during tne same periced in

which the novels were written, many of the theumes and patlterns of im

g\u

which appear in the various novels also appear in the short stories.
However, the overall impression created by this work marks it as display-

ing the style of the m&re mature Mergaret laurence, Tﬁe stories! message

is presented in the lone of modified pessimisn which Mrs. laurence gradually

moved towards in her Canadian works &s a whole, but more perticularly in



A Jest of God ard The Fire~Ducllers. The emphasis on the theme of

& 8

survival as opposed to the theme of freedom is also prominent in the
short stories, és is the belief that life's priéons extend beyond the
self and the family to include the external world.
As the only child in her family for several years, Vanessa

spent her youth in the company oféadults whose lives we have filtered
through her growing consciousness « Because of her emotional and
‘physical proximity to her parents, Vanessa's compfehension of their
personalities and their problens wés nmore & feeling one than a rational
one. She felt their sorrow over the death of her infant sister but
she could not understand why she was not onéugh for them;j she experienced
their anger towards her grandparents but she could not wnderstand their
tolerance towards them; she sensed their amcieties over their growing
financial insecurity but she could not fully gresp the significance of
what to'her vas merely the word, Depression. . While she badly wanted to
understand "comprehendingly" (p. 151) and to impress people, particularly
her father, with her abilities of perce?tion, Vanessa was constantly conw-
fronted with situations ard events which made her aware of her "burden
of « « o inexperience"” (p. 70). VWhen hor father tried to answer her
questions ébout his experiéncos in the First Vorld War, Vancssa unexpect.
edly empathized with the agony he suffered as he helplessly stood by and
walched his younger brother Kod die:

I looked at my father with a kind of horrified

awe, and then I began to cry. I had forgotten

about iwpressing him with my perception. Now
I needed him to console ne for this unwanted



75

glimpse of the pain he had once known,

Vanessa also encountered & similar situvation when she followed
her mother and her Aunt Edna Uosivlﬁ° in their atteapt to escape frox
the tensions of the Comnor place. Cnce in her aunl's roomg Vanessa
watched and listened as her mother and auwnt secretly suwoked their
cigarettés and laemented the effects of the ever-present but rerely
nentioned Depression. Beth, Vanessa's mother, in her pregnent and some-
what weakened state, was forced to work as a nurse in her husbend®s
office because they couvld not afford to hire professional help. Edna,
despite her Winnipeg education, could not find & job and was, therefcre,
forced into keeping house for her parents where hsr father constanily
carped and complained about everything. COnce again, Vanessa empathized
with their sorrow only to wish she could have avoided such feszlings:

Their sadness was such a new thing, not to

actusl sight but to my attention, that
I felt it
knse, a s
well an o

had been
wnu\; 1b wa

as bodily hurt, like skinning a
harp stinging pain., But I felt

5

bscure sense of loss., Soms confort
leﬁfmmvm,ouiiodrmuhmv

r_,(_._

Al though Vanessa, the child, did not recognize her coufort as the come
fort of innccence and inexperience, Vanessa the adult did. She realized
that the Dgpression and the Irought were evils she had sensed "only
surreptitiously (p. 136), knowing they threatened Rer and her femily
but not knowing how or why.

Throughout her childheod her parents and her aunt protected

Vanessae as best and as cflen a
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shielding her from much of the pain and mi§ery of the outside world,
they could not.shield her frem the pain and misery of the inside
world inhzbited by her various grandparente who, like Jason Currie,
were proud, narrow-ninded, God-fearing people with rigid standards and
intolerant attitudes. Although Vanessa's understanding of their
personalities and problems was rmore rational than her understanding
of those of her parents, her emotions still coloured many of her Judge-
ments,

Of 21l hef grandparentsy Timothy Comnor, her maternal grand-

father, was most nrominent in her 1life., Although his size a2lone was
b3 B ()

impressive:
He was o tall husky wman, druu-chested, and
once he had possessed greal muscular strength,

(pe 5)

his proud, indenendent, and auvthoritarian spirit wes also highl
5 L 5 ¢ anLy

impressive, especially to a child like Vanessa, In one story she

effectively described him &5 "some great wakeful bear" (p. &)

lumbered restlessly atout the Erick House, thal "embattled fortress

in a heathen wilderness™ (p. 3)e As one of the chief Ycrusaders' in
this wilderness Grandfather Comnor had fought long and worked hard to

bring the attiributes of civilizstion into the prairies and he fellt it
was both his duly and his responsibililty to uphold the traditional
L

religious, social, and moral vslues of that civilization despite his

-

occasional personal inconvenience., One such value wzs the strict ob-

servance of Sunday as a day of rest. When Vanessa recalls These



7

Sundays she remarks:

I did not know then the real torment that

day of rest was for him, so I had no patience
with his impatience. What I did know, how.
ever, was thalt if he had been any other way
he would not have passed muster in I[anawska,

(p» 9)

like Hagar, Rachel, and Stacey, Vanessa knew, even as a child, what
the standards of Manawaka meant.
Resides observing Sundays in such-a strict manner, Grandfather

Connor also observed his (and others!) weekdays according to a list of
unwritten rules which banned smoking, drinking, card-playing, dancing,
or tobacco~chewing (p. 18). Should anyone, guest or othcrwise, break
a rule, the old man either left the room for his basement retreat or
openly pointed out the error of the debaucher's ways. However, leaving
the room did not mean silence, since

From his cave, '« o the angry crunching of

the wooden rockers of his rocking chair

against the cenent floor would reverterate

throvghout the house, a kind of sub-verbal

Esperanto, a disapproval which even the

most obtuse person could not fail to compre-

hend.

(p. 62)

Timothy Connor also vocalized his disapproval of other fecets of life,

such as socilal issues, with such frequency and such a high degree of

v

clarity that Vanessa soy

e o o they were known even to me-~all labous
unions were composed of thugs and crooks; if
people were unemployed it was due to their
orm laziness: if people were broke, it was
because they were not thrifty. '
(pe 74)

In other words, if anyone were suffering it was undoubtedly because
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he or she had broken one of the steandards of the Protestant Ethic,
namely honesty, hard work, and thriftiness., Yel when Vanessa sces
the problens facing her parents and her aunt she realigzes this is
not true. She senses that the world is far more conplex, both in its
pleasures and pains, than her grandfather would ever admit,

The world is also not as orderly or simple as her paternal

1

* llacLeod, would have her believe, Grandumother

'§

grandmother, Lleanor
Macl.eod, like Grandfather Commor, was proud, independent, and out
spoken, In fact, Vanessa imagined that if these itwo persons had ever
really clashed

¢ o o it would have beef li%e a brontosawus

running headlong into a . tyvennosaurus

(p. 63)

The foundation stones upon which her 1life had been built were that
Macleods never tell lies and that God loves order. BEut Vanessa soon
learns that as youths her father and his brother both told lies, one
to get into the ﬁar and the other to protect his mother from krowledge
of the true situation at Rod's death. Vanessa also comes to believe
that even her grandmother tells lies, When she thinks of the many
Baccidents" that might or might not happen to a person, such &s the
death of her sister but notl herself; or the well-loved yet unshered
worlds of her great-grandfather's lezther-bound volumes in Creck or
her fatherfs pictures of leopards and green sess (p. 59), Vanessa

YEmarks::

1 could not re
but I sensed T
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in. this world, it was certainly not order.

(pe 59)
As Vanessa grows and learns more about the adult world of
death and sorrow, this suspicion of God increases as coes her dislike
for the 1life styles of her grandparents. Her first encounter with
death ironically is with the death of her Gra ndnother Connor, who
of all her grandparents she loved the mostb, As the complete opposite
of her husband, Agnes Comnor had acceptance at her heart and thus:
o the'rest of the family, thrashing furiouvsly
and uselessly in various snarled dilemmas,
she ¢ « » appeared to live in a state of per.
petual grace. :
(p. 72)
Yet her gentle, loving weys did not protect her from death. To Veressa
the loss of her grandnother neant the loss of the “uncertain peace®
which, through Agnes Connor's efforts, had preveiled in the Frick House.
Although at the time Vanessa dic not believe that anyone she
cared about could really die (v. 80), she scon learns to accept the
fact, Within a year of her grandmother's death, her father, e kind-

hearted, understanding, and thoughtful general practitioner, catches

the flu and dies, Just prior to his death Vanessa accidentally lets
a trapped sparrow intce the house thus prompting Noreen, the hired girl,

A bird in the house means a death in the
house.
(pe 202)
When her father sud Vanessa with horror recalls this

incident:

I felt ohysically sick, remembering the

5]



fearful darting and plunging of those wings,
and the fact that it was I who had opentd
the window and let it in.
(p. 109)
In her own nind, Vanessa feared that as a result of her impulsive
action her father had died. The possibility that he nmight now be

resting in another and better world meant nothing to her because God

had now become the Ycosnic joker" he had been to Hag

rar, Rachel, amd
Stacey. To Vanessa God was now:
Y

Distant, indestructible, totally indifferent.
(p. 148)

There was definitely no order in a world where people like her father
and granduother dledy while people like her grandjather went on living.
Not only did Vanessa experience the sorrows of death but also

the sorrows of love. Although she at one time innocently believed that
both love and death were regrettably far from ienawake (p. 65), Vanessa
soon leérned that even.uin a small prairie town both were present., Just
after the outhreak of the Second World Nar a young alirman was stationed
in Menawaka, After paying court to Vanessa and attracting her love, he
visited the Bpick House., When Grandfather Connor met him, in his
typical authoritarian and outspoken manner, he immediately stated, in
front of all parties concerned, that:

111 bet & nickel to & doughnut hole he's

married, Thatfs the sort of fellow you've

picked up, Vanessa,
= \
(po 199;

>

forced to accept the reality of the situation. Along with the deaths,
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this incident now becomes another piece of mental baggage Vanessa must
learn to tote around with her. As her mother wiscly tells her:

e o« o after a while it won't hurt so much,
And yet in a way I guess it ealways will,
to some extent. There doesn't seem to be
anything anybody can do about that.
(p. 201)
Except for the gentleness of tone, these words could be spoken by

Stacey or even possibly Rachel,
As in her other novels, lMargaret J2urence has chosen a central
§ 15)

metaphor for this work which encompasses all the major themes of the

stories, In A Bird in the House the bird and the Frick House dually

e

serve as a netvaphoric expression of our state of existence., Although
Vanessa is too young to be fu}ly aware of £he external fires which
Stacey had to live with, she is not too young to learn about the meaning
of being trapped. In the first story, "The Sound of Singing", Venessa,
looking at her grandmothér's canary, wonders if the bird feels trapped
« The grandmother replies that:

it had been there always and wouldn't know

what to do with ilself outside.

(pe 6)
While the reply is typical of Grandmother Commorfs view of life, it'is
also typical of the view held by most pecple of her generation. The
Jason Curries, Timothy Connors, and Ileanor Macleods lived in self.created
prisons yet, like the dird, they would not have known whet to do with
themselves outside the wall§>which they saw as protecltive., However
their children, iike Hagar, Beth and Ewen, in verying degrees realized
b

they were travped but they did not know how to escape. The men if

I
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"lucky"' could go to war while the women migﬁt leave home, go to the big
city, and get an education. Bub in most cases they failed to escape,
However, when one of then, like'stacey.or even Vanessa, did escape, she
discovered that the prison is everywhere.

Mrs. laurence has very effectively shown Vanessa's growing
awareness of this trap by developing the relationship between Vanessa
and her cousin Chris., As a youth from northern Manitoba, Chris was
~ filled with hopes and dreams of getting a good education and job. How-
ever, because of the Depression he found his choices and opportunities
constantly narrowing. Although he had been given to verbal fantasizing
in his youth, he was alweys gentle and known as a “pespecter of persons'
(pe 133). When the war came, however, and Chris was forced to kill,
he broke down both physically and mentally. Vanessa learned of this
breakdown in a letter:

e « o What it said was that they could force

his body to march and even to kill, but what =~

they didn't know was that he'd fooled them.

He didn®*t live inside it any more,

(p." 153)

Vanessa now realizes that the dimensions of Chris's'need to talk
(pe 152) had been too great and he had resorted to the world of fantasy
too often, When her mother remarks that Chris had always seemed such
a hopeful person, Venessa wonders if maybe it had not been sonething
other than hope:

I was thinking of all the schemes he'd had,

the ones that couldn't possibly have worked,

the unreal solutions he'd clung to because
there were no others; the brave and useless



stroceu of fantes
wes both the worl

Q"‘f'.

fs and his own; ‘
(p. 153)

The world is a.battle ground and a tran (p. 153) according to lrs,
Laurence, and those who cannot stand up end fight,distence theuselves
from it by dreams and fantasies,

The Irick House, in which the Comnors lived, was also symbolic
of this trap. Iike the man who owned it, the hogge was sturdy and
strong, but above &ll gloomy. It expressed the puritan simplicity
and forthrightnesé of Timothy Connér. Avnt iHdna and Vanesss nost
particularly saw it as & trap from which they rmst escape if they were

ever to get husbands and their freedom. Yet ironically lrs. Laurence

jsb)

reveals that the house also had a second dimension; it was a foriress

as well as a prison, VWhen Edna finally has the opportunity to escape

cant to leave as she tells

<

by marrying es Grigg, she is almost reluge

I guess 1fve got used to being back here in
the old dungeon. It's stranze, ceth,
Fatherts impossible; and certainly no one
has seid it.oftener than I have., 1 have
less patience with him than any of us ever
had, except possibly Vanressas, and she's
only fourteen, for Heaven's sake. I know
all that. ©tut, he's~-well, T guess it's

Just that I have the feeling that the
absolute wor ,wou]dn'p}w }c 1 here, ever.,
HOuldn't ctually fall bﬁ:r(.

(pp. 186.187)
wWhen Vanessa overheazrs this conversaticn, the nixed feelings her aunt

has, upset Vanessa who, like any child; wishes the world were all black

and white with no grey. ul on her voyage of selfwdiscovery Vanessa



must learn to accept the realities of life,

To epitomize the growlth Vanessa experiences in her movement
from childhood to adulthood, Mapgaret lavrence reveals the changes
which occur in Vanessa's attitude towards her grendfather Connor.
As o Vprofessional listener'", Vanessa was often required to sit and

listen to the tales of her grandfather's past. But at the time she

.
3

sarcastically indicated:

To me there was nothing at all remarkable.in
the fact that he had come out west by stern-
wheeler and had walked the hundred-odd miles
from Winnipeg to Manawaka, Unfortunately, he
had not met up with any slit-eyed and treacher.
ous Indians or any mad lrappers, but only with
ordinary farmers who had given him work shoeing
their horses, for he was & blacksmith. He had
been the first blacksmith in Manawaka, and
finelly had saved ernough noney to set himself
up in the hardware business. He frequently
related the epic of that significant day.,

(ppe 9-10)

Although Vanessa had heard these tales with regularity she never
actuelly reslized that they were pioneer tales. Once, when she had
been writing a story about piloreers, she accidentally discovered that
Grandfather Connor wes a pioneer, The st&ry irmediately lost its
interest and value for hor, as she noted:

If pioneers were like that, I had thouvht,
ny pen would be better employed elsewhere.

(v 67)
However, several years, later, after Vanessa has witnessed the strange

effect her grandmother's death had on her grandfather and after she
has received money from hinm towards her college education even though

he did not helieve in women's educaztion, she hears about his pioncer
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past once again at her grandfather®s funeral., Her reaction is similar
to Hager's reaction over the death of John in that she camiol show
any sign of open emotion:

I could not cry. I wanted to, but I could
note o« o « L was not sorry that he was dead.
I was only surprised. Perhaps I really
inagined that he was immorta2l. Perhaps he
even was immortal, in weys which it would take
me half a lifetime to comprehend.

In reviewing her past, Vanessa has discovered that her grand-
father and the pioneer background he represented could never really
die., It had become part of her own mental baggage and even to some
degree, part of her children's mental baggage, as she finds herself
repeating the clichds of her parents and gfandparents to them., Despite
her fear end her hatred of her grandfather, Vanessa as an adull realizss
she did respect and in some ways love him:

1 had feared and fought the old man, yet he

proclaimed himself in my veins.

(p. 207)

Just as Vanessa, Hagar, Rachel, and Staccy have learned something
about thenselves and their background, so too Margaret laurence thrcugh
vriting about these characters has learned something about herself and
her background. It was.not until she completed the Vanessa Macleod
stories that she realigzed how much they were dominated by the figure of
her oun maternal grandfather, whovcamo of Irish Protestant stock:

< ocvhans it was throuvgh writing these
tories that I finalliy came to ses m] grand..
father not onlv as the repressive authoritarian
I from wmy 0u1703uoo, butl also as a boy
3

who had had to leave school in Cntesrio when he



was about twelve, after his father®s death,
and who, as a young man, went to Manitobe

by sternvwheeler and walked the Tifty miles
from Winnipeg to Portage la Prairie, where he
settled for some years before moving to
Neepawa, He was & very hard man in many
ways, but he had had a very hard life in
many wvays, toos I don't think I knew any

of this, really knew it, until I had finishec
these stories,

Iike Vanessa, lirs. laurence required a lifetime of reviewing her past

to gain a balanced evaluvation of its significence and velue, She

(&)

too revisited her home towvn at the age of fority to discover the old
pains could still be roused despile the disltance of severzl years, Iul

through the writing of her four Canadian worlks, llargeret Zaurence has

also learned of the Joys as well as the soxrrows of her past, of the

good times as well as the hard times, and of the love es well as the

eathe e has coummleted her voyege of self.discovery &t least as it
deat} She has completed her voysge of self.disco least as it
relates to her Canadian, prairie past, arc she has looked into the peopl

and the pleces of that past with cleearer wnderstanding erd riore compassi

than she previously conld have done.

@
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CORCLUS TON

1
The mosaic of wyself



Biosaic of myself is a phrase Vanessa ifacleod uses in
connection with the particular music of her generation, but it

also epitomizes the essence of largaret Izurence's vision of heirself

and her work. Iach of her works, whether African or Canadian, forms

a piece in the mosaic that is llargaret Iaurence. The Canadian works,
in particular, focus on her own cultural background and the events of
her past, in her effort to understand the dhanging patterns of her
life., Through her exploration of the dilemmnas of BHagar, Rachel, Stacey
and Vanessa, Mrs. Laurence has gradually worked towards an understand.
ing and acceptance of her Canadian prairie experience.

When she first began her Cenadien works it was with the knowledge
. : 2
that she had to write aboul people whom she "knew from the inside"

~
i3

if she was to continue writing 2t all, =ut to wrile about one's self

and one's past recoguired an objectivity and critvical detachment lrs,
& s IJ (v

laurence recognized she did not, al that tinmg possess, In retrospect she

I was lucky., If I had tried to write an
autobiographical novel first, it would

have been a disaster, I was still too
close to it, too upset by it

Fal

Her past had to be approached cauliously, first through a character

related to her grandparents' generation, then through two characters

<
of her own generation who were not lrs, lLaurence, and finally through
the seai-~avtogiogranhical portrait of herseli as a child, Cautlion was

required becauvse of Mrs. laurence's mixed feelings, ranging from hatred

% b WX
)

‘and fecr to love and respect, with regard to the people and the places

Oy
OY
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of her past, Of the people she has said:

e o o how difficult they were to live with,
how ﬁutho Jt , how unbending, how

afraid to show love, many of them, and how
willing to show anger. #nd yet--they had
inhabited a wilderness and made it fruit-
ful., They were, in the end, great survivors,
and for that I love and value them.'

fic
slan

As A Bird in the House revealed, the person who most disturbed lirs.

lavrence was her maternal grandfather:

I bated him for a long time, even afler
his death. Tow I have a kind of respect
and admiration for him.5

This respect came primarily from her re-cvaluation of his past and

his life style through the mediuwn.of her short stories. Mrs. laurence

also found it necessary to re..evalvate her feelings abont the prairies:

I had, as a child and as an adolescent,
arbiguous feelings about the prairiles,
and I still have themn, although thay no
longer bother me, I wanted then to get
out of the small town and go far away,
and yet I felt the protectiveness of the
atmosphere, too,

Survivel and freedom are both key words in Mrs. lauvence®s
vocabulary. While she at one time believed people couvld be free,

.

gredually ceme to realize that 21l people live in
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treps f“ou which there are no genvine escepes., Although as a child
she did not fully realize that her grandparents and parents also lived
ss &n adult she did see this and more, She saw that the
nature of frecdow, like the nature of life, is highly complex and

.elusive, While Stacey and Margaret believed they could escspe their

past by leaving Manawelka (or Leepaws), both discovered first, that the
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past is a part of our mental baggage which goes where we go, and
'second, that whether we escape to the wesl coast of Canada or the
east coast of Africe, we cannot'escape the trap, since it is world
wide. Of her movement from the theme of freedom to the somewhat

more pessimistic theme of survival, Mrs., Laurence says:
The theme of survival..survival not Jjust in
the physical sense, but the survival of
some human warmth and ability to reach out
and touch others~-that is, I have come to
think, an almost inevitable theme for a
writer such as myself, who came from a
Scots.Trish background of stern velues and
hard work and puritanism,; and who grew up
during the drought and depression of the
thirties and then the war.’

Although the tone of lirs, laurencefs writing has shifted from modified

optimism to modified pessimisin, she does not feel

e o o that any of the ficltion sct in Canada
is pessimistice..it is not cheerful, but it
is not downbeat.©

For each of her characters, Mrs. Iaurence does hold out the hooe that

)]

they have achieved at least a degrec of personal freedom by discovering
their oun identity and that they will in the end survive in this world
of fire.

Although the characters in the Canadian works each reflect

3 R}

of Margarst Laurence and her past, Mrs, laurence is adamant

as

that they are '"very definitely themselves? and not herself, Yel she
iy to a Ydeep sense of conncction with the main character' in

i

each case o Uf her fivst Me aka women Margeret laurence seys:

v




person, Indeed, none of the characters in
any of r( novels are based on any actual
perSOn.j)

sut hecause of this deep sense of comnection, Mrs, lLaurence first

. a2 o~

begen lo realize just how great an impact the voices and the we ays of
the people of her childhood had made upon-her:

I felt vhen T was writing The Stone Ancel

an enornous sense of conviction of the
authenticity of Hagar's voice, and I ex.
perienced a strange pleasure in rediscovering
an idiom I hardly knew T Pneﬁ, as phrases
from mygrandparents' generatlon kept coming
back to me.ll

Yet these phrases; like the people and the places of her past,; roused

ambiguous feelings. Mrs, Jaurence®s feelings were so mixed that her

ttitude towards her grandparents was carried over to her attitude

towards Hager. She resented Hagar's authoritarian outlook yet she
12

loved her for that battling spirit so necessery for survival
Cf all her female characters, Hachel is the one least like

Mrs, laurence herself, Eul Rachel's small preirie town experience is

definitely part of the nosaic of Margaret Iaurence's exnerience,

Despite Rachel's wezknesses and her frustrating indecisiveness, Margaret

Lavrence, in reviewing her past, has learned to res spect, 1f not likey

the Rachel Camerons and Regina YWeeses who inhebited her world. Rachel's

2}

problems of communication were just as real as Hagar's or Stacey's and
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she was childless., However, by the end of the novel, Rachel is not as
afraid ol life as she had been and she is much less Yshul in' . Her

Limiting terms but it is still

victory may be couched in ne
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a2 victory and Mrs. laurence adwires those who fight.,

' When Margaret Jawrence wrote about Stacey she wrote abioul
b

someone she knew Yawfully well® , someone who mirrored her own feel.
. 15

ing, particularly with respect to religious matiers o Through

exploring Stacey's problems of accepting her past and adjusting to

her present, Mrs., laurence realized just as Stacey did that vhatever

,_1.

her personality and appeararce were like she was stuck with them for

p Y PP

life . She also realized thzt escape did not mean freedom since,

as the title of the novel suggests, the world is afleme, violence is
17

the norm, and the security of the individual is nil .

As in her first Canadian novel, lirs. laurcnce found that the

idioms of The Fire-Duellers were very familiar to her:

e o o I experien ceﬁ the same feeling I had
had with The Stone Angel, only perhaps more
S0, because uhlS time it was a question of

writing really ;nlmy own idiom, the ways of
speech and memory of my generation, those

who were born in the 20's, were children in
the dusty 30's, grew up during the last war.

18

This ability to reproduce the veriations in idiomatic speech lends

greater authenticity to the import of her works and also reveals Mrs,

L

Taurence's fine sensitivity not only to the nuances of hwian behaviour

)

but also to the muences of human speech,

oL

As already noted, when Margaret laurence came to deal directly

m,

with herself as a chilg she found il impossible to write 2 novel. The

forn she used was the short story in which items of her ‘mental baggage"

could be singled out and examined separately. Although each story is
a selfwcontained uait, the collection is interwoven by corinon charecters,



settings, and thenes and, as Mrs. laurcnce admits, they were conceived
19 '

of as a set, nearly from the beginning . Throughher examination of
Vanessa and her life in a world inhabited by adults of two different

generations, Margaret Laurence at last digs up her own roots, examines
20
then, wonders at thesn, and finally accepts them . She begins to under..

stand the difficulties her ancestors faced in the wilderness of western

T
oo

Carmada and to understand why they in turn were difficult and at
unbearable. She also releases many of the ghosts of her past, although

KN

not without some pain and anguish.

-
|

Over the pzst ten years, in UhLCh lHergeret laurence has been
writing CODLlﬂUOd:ly, nany chcnwco have OCPerCd in her life and in her

work. Vhen she raises the query, "What has changed?V, her answer is:

21
Everything. The world and myself.

e « o 1 have becone more involved with novels
of character and with trying to feel how it

would be to be that particular person,
viewpoint has altered from modified optimi
ied pessimism, I have become nore

to modi
concerned with forn in ny writing than I
used to bes I have moved closer (aduittedly,

in typically cautious stages) to an expression
of my own idiom and way of thoucht, « « «

I*ve listened to the Spo““ﬂ ol three
generations~-my grandperents, my parents and
Ty oun, and nayobe I've even heard what sone
of it means.*”~

Having completed her four Canaedian works, irs. laurence once remnarkec

that she had written herself out of that prairie town, but she now knows
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will probably always be there, simply because
whatever I am was sheped and formed in thatl
sort of vlace, and wy way of seeing, however
much it may have changed over the years,
remains in sone enduring way that of a smallw.

town preirie person,
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GENERAL TNTRODUCTION

Un Friday, June 19, 1970, I dréVO‘dOWD to Peterborough to have
lunch with largaret laurence. She had kindly consented to granting me
an interview before she returned to England. The interview was held
at her cedar cabin just south of Peterborough on the Utonabee Kiver
(home of the Strickland sisters). The cabin was bought by largaret
léurence in the spring of 1970 from a bachelor fisherman, and she very
appropriately named it "ilanawazka™, The sign bearing this name was given
to her by her children as a Christmas gift and it now rests at the entrance
of the drive behind her cabin. When she moved in there wes a great
;mount of renovation needed but, once cdmpleted, the cabin became a
very pleasant suwier home. Irs. Laurence tentatively plans to return to
this cabin each year for six to eight months, in which time she will con-
tinue her writing.

o

Mrs. laurence revealed some of her prairie background when she
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he, like Vanessa j'aclcod (her autobiographical cournter-

part) was thrilled by looking in Faton's catalogues to furnish her cabin

in the chosen colours of green, yellow and orange. lrs. laurence spent

several hours of almost childlike ranture while going through the

3,

catalogues and ordering whatever took her fancy from dishes to pillows,

to lamps and curtains. ZHesides the itewns she obtained from the catalogues,

h

1
b i

s, laurence also picked up odds end ends in the way of furniture from

auctions and {riends, One interesting item is the table used in both



100

the living-room, kitchen area., This table was originslly an oak library
table, When we first entered, we were going to sit at this table. »Howm
ever, lirs, laurence warned me that one of the chzirs was brcken. She
related a rather amusing anecdote as to how this happened. Apparently
Al Purdy (2 Canadian poet and friend of lMrs. Lsurence) who was, accord=
ing to-Mrs. laurence, "a very large man', sat in the chair and leaned

A
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the table for eating purposes, Mrs. laurence uses it as her work desk.
As she sits at her typewriter she is able to look through the very large

picture window al the CUtonabee River, where she enjoys watching the

birds, the fishermen,and the boats.

when the interview began I asked Mrs. laurence if she would mind
if my mother, who had accompanied nme, took down the interview in short.
hand. = She expressed her pleasure with this method and noted that it
would be nice not having to worry about a tape recorder. Although she
had sat through several interviews which were tape recorded; she still
felt uneasy in the presence of such & machine., We talked for about an

5

hour, during which time Mrs, laurence treated all my questions, whe

o

her
very important or very trivial and factualg with an-equal degree of
attention. Her warmth and kindness put us immediately al ease, There
was nothjﬁg pretentious or artificial in either herfclothing or her
manners. Following a very pleasant. luncheon, which she prepared for us,
we continued our talk until mid afternoon,

Mrs, laurencefs speech is very idilopatic and often quite dis.

Jjointed. Fer thoughts, like those of her charscters, sre often sel off

MCMASTER UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
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in opposite directions by word references or ideas. As a result, some
portions of the interview read like sentence fra cnento expressing the
character of Margaret Laurence herselfs When we spoke of the writer's

1

relationship with the publishers' readers, !rs, laurence indicated that
the greatest amount of correspondence was probably Letween herself and
Judith Jones, the reader for Alfred A. ¥nopf Publishing Company, and
this corres spondence, which hezs been continuous since 1964, reveals the
intensity of emotions Margaret laurence feels toward her works. Un-
fortunately, around 1962, because of the sheer bulk of paper work, Irs,

£

lavrence decided to stcp keeping copies of the letiers she sent, Al-
though she has kept the letters from Judith Jones and other publishers,
they elone have the letlers sent by lirs. Laurence.

Having met Mrs. lavrceince and talked with her at some length, I

can see fenbuan of her own personality and her atlitudes towards life
in alwost all of her female characters. Cne can truly believe that she

knows these characters "from the inside', Although she has another novel
in nind, she was urwilling to disclose what it would be a2bout, She did,
howsver, bring out a copy of her latost-publication, JASOH'S QUZST,

Again she revealed & childlike oleﬂfurﬂ and thrill with the illustrations
in the book. This, along with some comments she nade later with ’agard
to the forim of the novel THE FIRE.DAELLERS, reveals Irs, laurence's great
concery for the visuwal impact of her novels, lMrs, laurence believes that
beccuse we are a g(“““'Cth of television viewers, the visuval impact of

a novel is very important, and in her writirg she attempls to make use of

the audio~visual techniocuves,
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The following is an edited version of the transcript of the main

points covered during the interview.

1

At the beginning of the interview, lirs. Iaurence made some
general comments about the movie version of A'JESIVOE GCD (Rachel, Rachel),

They were very true to the character. Estelle
Parsons was marvellous,

. I didn't nind that [the changes riade_by Stewart
Stern, the writer of the screen play| -.it's
translating from one medium to another medium. . « .
I thought the dialogue he wrote dovetailed very
well with the dialogue in the book. I was glad
they didn't change the ending. I thought the
ending was awfully well done,

Speaking to Mrs. Laurence about her friendship with Ethel Wilson,
1 noted that Ethel Wilson's message seered to be, "lo man is an island®,
Yet I felt her attitude, if not opposite to this, is definitely an ironic

expansion of it.
I thint your phrase ‘ironic expansion' is
accurates.the sort of difficulties.of people
in communicating with one another. The thing
is they desperately want to reach out end
touch other people and in every case succeed
to some extent. That is, Rachel at the end of
A JEST OF GOD is a changed person. At Jeast
she isn't as afraid of life as she had been.
Her brief affair with llick had enabled her to
open herself to life a little more. She was
much less shut in,

I related to Margaret Iaurence the incident which occcurred at

the meeting of the Association of Canadian University Teachers of

W

English in Winniveg, June, 1970, in which one man felt Stacey had
copped out at the end of the novel because she refused to make a clean

break with her pest 1life, leave her husband and children)and go north
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with Inke., When I asked largaret Laurence about this she said that

others, usually young people, had raised this question and she often
. . - & L
felt like saying, "Why don't you wait another ten years?

What Ianke is facing her with is what she will
have to face and doesn'lt realize, What she
has to come .face to face with {and she does)
is however great the difficulties between her
and her husband, he matiers to her enormously
~and she couldn®t up and leave. She genuinely
loves her children and couldn't leave then.
There is no new beginning, in the sense that
at this point of her 1life she can®t pick up
and leave.

Referring to the quotation (spoken by Stacey to herself)on page 81,
"if I live to be ninety, I will be positively venomous, I asked
Margaret leurence if she had Hagar Shipley in mind at this point. She
replied that it was "a deliberate reference to Hagar',

I saw her as Hagar's spiritual granddeughter.

She had inherited some of these pioncer things,

She was much stronger in psyche than she

thought., 1 didn®t think the ending was a cop

out.
Stacey talks to God quite frejuently, but I feel here that He is
almost en alter ego. Did you intend this?

ure. oShe's both talking to God and to

What ere your feelings about the existence of God?

She (Stacey) mirrors my own feeling. I describe

myself as & religious agnostic, and yet in some
ways there are moments when 1 do believe.

Referring to the phenomenon of a heightened religlous experience,

.o, the tebernacle scene in A JEST OF GOD, Margaret laurence sasys:

4]

It isn't ious experience for Rachel, but
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for Calla it is. My feelings are mirrored
particularly in THE FIRE.DWELLERS, I think
of it in terms of African religions. It
happens to us and we are embarrvassed by ite.
monients when you are writing at a higher
pitch and you are writing things you didn't
know you knew and it scems rystic,

Ty T

In your notes to the publisher regarding THE FIRE.DWVELLERS you
Specify.the different forms of typesetting to be used. Do you think
of this as you are writing?

The form of THE FIRE.DJELLLRS gave me a lot of
14

trouble and I tried to figure oul things in

e & S
advance. I had an enormous amount of difficulty
with the beginninz of that book. 1 visualized
that her fentasies would be in italics and her
dreams in the margin.. I wanted to do it in e

way so that it didn*t need any explanation.
There were no flashhacks in that book..just

short memory flashes, The editor at Knop
she liked the way the book was crchestrat

1
(18

In the manuscript you rewove a reference to Stacey's "residual Presby-

¥

terianism” and also another passege related to her swareness of her

backeround, Wwhy did you remove these overt references? Did it either
give away more than you wented, or did it affect Stacey's character by
making her too perceptive?

I think possibly I felt it wszs a litltle out of

characrier. After all, she was not an anthro

pologist,
what significance hes "fire" for you? I see fire as the fire of dezth

and destruction; the fire of passion; the fire of hell

of




of cave dwellers and apartment dwellerse.
poles apart.

what exactly do you mean by fwrcudwcilcrs?

To me it meant we are really living in a world
on fire-~Stacey trying to bring up her kids in
a setting where violence is the norm, where the
security of the individual is nil, ¥hat do
you do if you live in a world on fire? You

learn to live with it,

Some critics have said that Iuke Venturi is the stereotype Italian

lover.

of critics® assessment of charactser by referring to Lne

some critics exhibited Tor the character of Doris Shipl

Do you feel this is & just assessuent?

o3
(&

I didn*t think of it. Foth Stacey and Rachel
had & tendency to feel that things would be
better with someone brought up in a different
background, I think of him more as a represent~
ative of the sort of generation in a sense
younger than Stacey, who do not have some of
the hang-ups of 1y generalion, He did uvnder-
stand what was going on. koth gave her the
phjalya‘ warmth she needed and she could talk
to them., I'ac was not a verbal person. Iuke
brought her very gently to the realization of
where her identity lay.

" hargarel laurence further proves her point aboul the fallibility

hara e lack of sympathy

to

If you take Hagar at her own assessrment you miss
the whole thing. Poor benighted :oljs~_H»w «hv

suffered, Some people want their books
and white~..no ambiguity. I try to present the

human individuel with all his paradoxes. ivery
human is a tremendous mizture.

then switched to a few questions focuesing on A JEST OF GUD,
a reincarnated Regina Weese?

n

There may have been a connection, but if there



Did you like the name change of the movie (Kachel Rachel)?

was it wes a subconscious one., The character of
Rachel had been in my wind long bPLOi T wrote
the novel~.about 1962-.but Stacey had been in
iy mind longer than that. I tried to write THE
FIRE-DJELLERS first, but I couldn't bscause the
other one had to be written first. I always had

them in nind as sisters. One of the ironies there

is that at the moment of real crisis in their
lives they would have liked to have communicated
with their sisters, bul thought the other sister
would be scornful,

think my title, "A JEST CF GOD", is better
than Rachel, Rachel., They were going to call
it "How I Iay lie Down'.

It seemed to me that in some respects your work was almost

Faulknerian, Was Faulkner an influence in your erblnﬁ?

At this point she related an incident which revealed the kindness
thoughtfulness of Stewart Stern

the first day®s shooting they were working al the school filming

children

No. I donft think Faulkner has influenced me.s I

didn't read very much Faulkner until a relatively

few years ago, so I wouldn®t think it was one

of the formative influences. 4As far as the town
is concerned I think that h“noened accidentally.
wWhen 1 wrote THE STONE ARGEL there sort of some-
how came to my mind a gre .t number of people who
lived in that town and I thought I would like to
write something on nmy cn;ldnood f mily. It was
partly a real towmn and n?rtly a fictional tovn.
Well, I was sorry when the film changed the
setting to lew Eww1°nd. I ths nV in a way they
lost sowmething. Car dian p? irie background is
pav* of Rachel, Z2a Jcaljv ey were true to the
character., It is an interes! ﬁnJ thing to see
someone elso's interpretation of your work., The

i

film was not ny work-~the novel was, The funeral

home in Danbury, Connecticut, was real and in
use.

at play on the swings on the playground. -The sun caught

the writer of the screen olay,

and

Cn

the

106
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reflection of something on the ground under one of the swings. When
the cameraman went over to resove it he discovered that it was a
anadian penny. Teking this as a good omen, they taped it to the
caniera for the remainder of the filming. “When the filming was complete
the coin was sent to largaret laurence as a memento,

Are you making a deliberate echo o? Genesis 30:2 where Isaac
says to Rachel, "Can I take the place of God who has denied you childrent®
when you have Stacey say to lac, "You're not God", and Nick say to -
Rachel, “I*m not God"?

That was deliberate. It is a érofound feeling f

have that one is not totally responsible for any
other being, sven your children. You can not and

nust not take on that kind of responsibility.

You meke repeated references to the Rible (e.g. Pegar and Rachel,

in particular) yet these references seem to dwindle

and 4 BIRD Ii THE HOUSE, 1s there any rezson for this?

There are no Ziblical parall T ri

but there are in Rechel and

dealing in archelypes, but not del LoﬁﬂaueWy in
archetypes. Arche re stract, but sone.

nd egain ihrrnqdu;af
{ing then too
citers should stand
o@lVﬂSe T aid

thingz that hap pcn
history. T ho op

obvious, I Lhinf
individuals...e

hanpens
that was delibera
not Cod,

or less

1y )
il Al

she says
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Hlet me not see the death of the child’,
(Genesis 21:16),

I now turned the questions to focus on THE S

A BIRD TN THiZ HOUE

TONE ANGEL and

Here (THE iol; ANGEL) and in A JEST OF GOD

you have emphasized names, e.g., Hagar, the Shipley place, etc.

Do names have a particular significance for you? Iirs,

exnlained that the nhrase '"Shinlev nlace! 45 standard proirie idior
exp.lalned tnat the phrase 'eollpley place” 18 SlLanuara prairie 1610

She recalled that the house in which she was raised was always re.

ferred to as the "old Simpson place” long after the

With reference to people's names, she said:

Simpsons had le

Yes, 1 do place an emphasis on peoplsfs names

and this may

ay be an African influence., They

believe it is a mistake to tell someone all of
the names becavse JL mey give them power over

you, L went through a trauma over my own
I was alusys czllpd Pegzy, which T hated,

v

Narme,.
and it

didn't secen to be me. vWaen we were in Vancouver

I changed it back to liargaretl,

M1 ST

Ll _\.)[JSE?

why did you choose the title, A

This was a kind of thenatic phrase., It illustrated
or quwmed up one of the book*s mein themes.

feel she was a bird in the house--

, but her

p?3°on spﬂ
been bvuurn up in captivity and won't go

parernts

bo

s both a

Tt is the 111d blru who's

oute

Did you deliberately bring in frequent references throughout your

~

various works to the Tomnerre family?

Yes, it was deliberate. In the fictio

they lived there and it scemed natural to
were other

hen 1 was

a

Taurence first

ille

p
.L
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and these people fascinated and concernsd me,
I'd like to write & novel about that f’wlly
but I can't because I don't know them well
enough from the inside. They vere part of the
fabric of that town, They had come into 21l
the btooks of Canadian fiction, partly because
they are there and nobody notices them, You
would think these people really existed, but
they didn't. Ilazarus was Jules? son and was

a friend of John whom Hagar disapproved of,
There was a lletis ger (1ade"*ne) when 1 was

a2 child who did have T.E. of the bone and she
was brought up by t}u, mat.:vf-on of the licepawa
Hospital, and this girl used to come to our
house. In fact heor fate is midway between
what happened to Velentine and what happened
to Piquette. She did marry an Anglo-Saxon,
but that cracked up.

T this point I suggested tc Margarel Iaurence that her
Canadian works seemned to move from a concentratioh on the theme of
freecdom to a conceritration on the slightly 1ore cynical theme of
survival, I asked her if she feltl this was a just assessment of
the direction of her work.

I think T am still concerned with the theme of
freedom-.inner and outer~~but lam concerned with

the theme of survival. When I say survivel I mean
not just physical survivel, but with scme sort of
integrity and dignity. 1L don't feel that any of -

the fiction set in Canada is pessimistic-~it is
not cheerful, but it is not downbeat.

In looking through her maruscript for A BIRD IIl THE HCUSE I
came across a few pages of notes to the editor in which she indicatgd
what changes she egreed with and what charnges she disagrecd with.
Since they were not addressed to any specific editor, I asked her for

whom these were meant.

I subnit every book to three publicshers and what
nappens is that all three send ne their editorfs
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suggestions and I wait until T have all three sats
of suggestions in and I decide what I agree with
and what I donft agree with, Then I wrlte to all
the editors. Judith Jones, the editor of Knopf,
is a fan*ﬂstic lady. She didn't approve of the
title THE FIRZ-DABLLERS. (The dotails of this
coni”ov“r sy are elaborated upon on page 10 of the
telk about the writer's relationship with his
publishers given at the kdward Johnson Concert
Hall on lovember 20, 1969].

At the close of the interview, still referring to the problens
a writer has with publishers, Irs. laurence indicéted that the American
company wanted her to convert the Vanessa llaclLeod short story into
novel form, Howevef, Fargarel ILeurence felt this would be unfaithiml

to the original approach she had teken and she refused to alter the

B =)

nature of the stories. As a compromise solution, the various editors
at no p01nt labelled the work A BIRD IN THX HOUSE es a collection of
short stories, noting that the public is not overly receptive to this
form of writing. In dealing with hsr own background; largaret laurence
felt it necessary to work throuch the mediwn of short stories, rather

than in long "novel" form. Aboul this she says,

I wrote that first short story quite & long time
be fdre the others., It - 2" written in Cenada in
about 19nJ~h£
tryinz not to b ]
family. I was afraid of puhting
anythine that was so close to iy
.and then Lzed 'b wo.E the onl
could oe
I got to
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