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recent book is Gender Wars (Somerviile
House), Maureen MeCallum Garvieisa
writer living in Kingston, Ont. Helen
Hacksel is a Toronto writer. Debbie
Howilettis a Halifax writer. Joe Mattisa
Toronte cartoonist who writes Peepshow
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Der Meer isa Montreal writer. Paul
Watson is a Toronto computer illustrator.
Ted Whittaker is the custodian of the
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Telling Conjunctions

LEN DOWNIE'S INFERIOR

and irresponsible review of Mary
Dalton’s Allowing the Light (Brief
Reviews, Summer) is asking for it. His
temerity knows no limit: Dalton, he con-
cludes, “may yet have something to leam
from those complex poems she dislikes so
much.” But discerning readers of BiC may
have noticed the two refutations of this
silliness right in the same issue. On the fac-
ing page of Downie's piece is George
Elliott Clarke's survey review. This is the
same George Elliott Clarke who elsewhere
compares Mary Dalton’s poetry to Yeats’s
myth-making. And then there’s BiC’s own
serendipitous defence: Dalton’s insightful
review of Patrick Friesen’s selected poems
(“Memory’s Fiery Circle™). These telling
conjunctions have the flavour of some of
the poetry in Allowing the Light.

How sad that your reviewer misses the
gentle humour of “maiden and dragon™ or
the satire — sans ressentiment — of
“Handy Helpers™ and “Thirteen Ways of
Looking at a Memo.” Instead, for appre-
ciation we have to settle for yet another
writer who tries to pass off as critical acu-
men that bigotry that can only pat the ole
Newf on the head for a “truly distinctive
voice™ 50 long as Newfoundland itself is
the subject. This kind of dismissive short-
hand is reflective of Glen Downie's stunted
poetics, not Mary Dalton’s.

Moses Lott

St. Jobn'’s, Nfld.

Catholic Tastes

[‘\v. ICHAEL COREN (“WRITERS

and Politics,” Summer) has “an
enormous problem” with writers who ally
themselves with political parties. Truth lies
with the individual, he nobly asserts, as he
decries writers’ connections with the
political party, community, commune, col-

lective. club. union, or association. He
leaves religious institutions off the list.

This is an astonishing omission from a
wriler who's closely allied with a rather
substantial community — in 1993 Coren
was associate editor of a leading Catholic
journal.

Coren bemoans the writer who gives
part of his or her soul “t0 an organization
that stands for all sorts of policies and plat-
forms™; he champions individual thought.
But are the attitudes revealed in Coren’s
writing the fruits of long years of deep pri-
vate reflection? Or are they, perhaps, the
result of his association with a repressive,
misogynist, homophobic institution?

Coren would rather writers spent their
weekends in dusty librasies than at political
conventions because there are *'no political
dictates in libraries.” Has he never seenan
imprimatured book, an encyclical, a policy
statement from his pope?

Coren, in his vanity, appears to think
that while he can subscribe to the tenets of
a dictatorial organization and still maintain
his status as a free-thinking writer, no one
else is capable of the same feal.

Marjorie M. Doyle
St. Jobn's, Nfld.

Bytown Bypassed

N HIS ARTICLE ON LITERARY

activity in Ontasto, Douglas Fetherling
devotes a skimpy half-paragraph to
Ottawa’s writing scene. but the city has
many more centres than those you men-
tioned. Try the Ottawa Poetry Group (in its
third decade), the TREE reading series (a
dozen years old), Gallery 101 (avant-garde
stuff), Canadian Forum, the Jury Room
Workshop, Artscourt, Algonquin, the fine
Agawa Press, the Writers Independent
Native Organization (W.L.LN.O.).
Possibilities magazine (for writers of

Letters

colour), CAA Ottawa, a whole set of ex-
cellent bookshops .... It goes on and on.
The past president and the Ontario rep of
the League of Canadian Poets both live
here — they could have iold you.

And that’s only poets! What about the
many novelists. children’s writers, play-
wrights. essayists. you name it? (You fea-
tured Rita Donovan. for example. in the
same issue.) And by the way, people don’t
“come and go™ in Ouawa, they live here,
or do their first significant work here before
{very!) regretfully moving on (Sandra
Nichol!s, who wrote the May poetry col-
umn, Carol Shields, Isabel Huggan,
Margaret Dyment. spring tomind ... ).

Tell your researcher ) make more than
one phone call next time!

Susan McMaster
Orttawa

Branden Redusx

OLY MOLY, AND GEE WHIZ.

as Roz in The Robber Bride might
say. [ reaily am an evil creature, to suggest
that I find a good deal of Canadian writing
about sex tiresome and uninteresting.
However, [ didn't say (as Gordon Phinn
suggests in his letter) that “only the sinful
enjoy sex.” I think everyone and every-
thing should enjoy sex: there's no point in
it at all if it isn 't enjoyable. My compiaint
is that so many writers make it seem dis-
mal, a punishment rather than a pleasure.
It"s too dangerous a sport to play about
with unless it"s really good fun.

1 wonder how Margaret Arwoed will
feel if she leamns from Mr. Phinn that she
hails “from a time when the sex drive was
denied and the orgasm constituted a virtual
mystery.” Whatever age Mr. Phinn may
be, he obviously subscribes to the peren-
nially renewed belief by adolescents every-
where that they alone discovered sex, and
all of humanity before them lived in igno-
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LEONARD COHIEN:
A TLife im Art

Ira Nadel

Poet, singer, songwriter. Lover of women
and eternal hipster. After nearly forty
years in the entertainment spotlight, the
gamt, fiercely intense image of Canada’s
“rock 'n rall Lord Byron”™ conrtinues to fas-
cinate his fans, both old and new. Thisis

an engrossing introduction to the man,
his writing and his music.

ISBN 1-55022-210-4;$14.95; GDS
ECW PRESS

rance and frustration, and thought babies
were found under cabbages.

‘Wayne Jones, in his letter, claims that [
implied that “one of the purposes of art is
toteach,” whereas art should not teach but
excite. (In fact, I hadn't said a word about
the purpose of art, but I suspect it has a
great many different ones.) I suspect Mr.
Jones is confusing teaching with preach-
ing. Most people dislike being preached at
(well, some obviously like it, or the TV
evangelists would be out of business), but
I think art teaches willy nilly, sometimes
for good and sometimes for evil.
Remember Merlin’s speech in The Sword
in the Stone:

The best thing for disturbances
of the spirit... is to learn.
Thatis the only thing that never
fails .... You may see the world
about you devastated by evil
lunatics, or know your honour
trampled in the sewers of

baser minds. There is only one
thing for it then — to learn.

1 submit that this is high art, and that it

teaches an immensely valuable lesson. It
should of course be read in its entirety, but
it’s too long to quote in full.

Which brings me 1o another point: [ was
criticized for omitting various authors, for
keeping the discussion “shockingly minia-
ture in scope.” and for only discussing
white women writers. The reason is that [
was asked to keep each article to about
2,500 words. which makes it tough to be
encyclopedic.

For Ms. Crosbie: [ didn't have to “tatter
my thesaurus™ to find words like tedious.
wearisome, dull. etc. They're a fairly nor-
mal part of the average vocabulary, where-
as “tattering a thesaurus™ is surely an un-
necessarily picturesque figure of speech?

As for my “purse-mouthed distaste™ for
four-letier words — what ] object to is their
overuse and abuse. Here's an example
from Martin Amis:

It’s easy to see what fucked me up
... my mad fuck of a father killed
my sister .... Someone fucked up.
Who the fuck are they, anyway,
that they won’t fuck me? What
made them fuck me before? What

is it with you fucking girls all of a
sudden? Fucking get up or get our,
vou fuck ...."

Now there’s a writer who should be tat-
tering his thesaurus. [ remember a review
that praised Amis’s dialopue: so authentic.
Is it good writing 1o overwork a word like
that? What does he mean by “fuck™
Doesn’t he know any other words? Can’t
we have a little variety and precision, in-
stead of this monotonous repetition?

The effect, as | said in my article, though
none of my critics naticed. is to rob former-
ly potent words of power. “Fuck™ (1 said)
was once the ultimate obscenity. the cry of
someone tried beyond control: now it has
roughly as much force as “dam™ or**heck.”

Holy moly. Ms. Crosbie. is that so ter-
ribly purse-mouthed?

Now a real piece of dishonesty on the
part of my longest-winded critic. Ms.
Crosbie refers to my “rhapsody over the
staircase scene™ in Gone with the Wind.
and claims I cite it as an “endearing clas-
sic.” This. quite simply. is a lie. I said,
“When Rhett picked up Scarlett and ran up
those stairs. we knew what was going to
happen.™ That's a rhapsody? Where is the
bit about an endearing classic? In Ms.
Crosbie’s article, not in mine. Such twist-
ing does not inspire confidence in the hon-
esty of the critic.

Finally, more seriously, throughout the
article Ms. Crosbie implies. though she
doesn’t say it outright, that [ am subtly ad-
vocating censorship, and that [ “ask you to
surrender the fight.” I ask nothing of the
sorl. If you want to write about sex, go
ahead. and get it published, and make a
bundle it you can, and God bless you. But
if I happen to think that it’s neither exciting,
entertaining. nor ¢ven worth reading. I
claim the right 10 say so. loud and clear.
And if you try to deny me the right. that’s
censorship.

Fictoria Branden
Waterdown, Ont.
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FICTION

Dining with the Dictator
DANY LAFERRIERE

Novel 0-88910-430-8pb> $16.95

lea Musk a
Rlack Writer Write

About Sex? .
DAAY LAFELKIERE

Novel (-83610-482-4pb $16.95

lex. ZLC
COLDELIA STRUBE

Novel 0-838910-504-9pb $18.95

Despair
ANDRE ALEXIS

stories 0-88910-478-6ph $16.95

ESSAYS

Rread Out of Stone
DIONNE BLAND

0-88910-492-1ply $19.95

PANIEL PENNAC

NON-FICTION

Retter Than LLF&
DANIEL PENNAC

Trandated by Pavid Homet
(0-88010-484-0cl $22.95

The Readers Butt of Lighte

L. The right to not read
2. The right to skip pages
3. The: right 10 not finish a book
4. The right to reread
5. The right 1o read anything
6. The right to cscapism
7. The right to read anywhere
8. The right to browsc
9. The right o read out loud
10 The right to not defend your tastes

From BETTEL THAN LIFE

FALL 94
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COACH HOUSE PRESS

416-921-3910/Tax 416-921-4103

Cr Ystatlographd
CHRISTIAN BoK

0-88910-49c-4pb  §13.95

Stations of Hhe
Lett Hand
PON DOMANSK)

0-88010-461-iph $13.95

Sonqg {'for a far Quebec
MADELEINE CAGNON

0-88910-405-4pb $12.95

& DLAMA

Shared Anxic’r_'j
GEOKGE f. LIALKER

8 plays 0-88910-172-7pb $24.95

The Hope Stide /
Litte Sister
JOAN MACLEOD

2 plays 0-83910-463-8pb $14.95




CONGRATULATES

the winners of the
BOOK CITY/BOOKS IN CANADA

Student Writing Awards
Teresa Anne Halford

Mario Ford

BOOK CITY Locations in Toronto:

2350 Bloor Street West
at Windemere

5071 Bloor Street West
at Brunswick

208 Bloor Street West
between Bedford & Avenue Road

348 Danforth Avenue
at Chester

Open late 7 days a week
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Outmoded Arguments

B RAVO LYNN CROSBIE AND
her “Sexual Positions™ (September)!
Books in Canada readers not only de-
served but needed her intelligent response
to Victoria Branden’s nonsensical opin-
ions regarding sexuality in Canadian [it-
erature. Branden’s puritanical view of sex
would leave no room for any depiction of
the act itself and her arguments in both es-
says struck me as outmoded and ridicu-
lous. As Crosbie rightly points out. de-
scriptions of sex reveal societal attijudes
and play a vital role in the examination
and critique of these ideas. Branden's
prudish call to eradicate sexual writing
and sexual language would move us back
to the dark ages. Sex. whether carnal or
erotic, brutal or loving, straight or gay. is
part of the character of humanity, and I
want to be able to read about it. I found
Crosbie’s rebuttal welcome and essential
reading.
Monica Stevens
Toronto

Correction

We apologize 10 the biographer Ira B. Nadel,
whose name was misspelled in the review
of his latest book, Leonard Cohen: A Life in
Art (ECW), in our September issue.

Clarification

Insomniac Press, whose Mad Angels and
Amphetamines was reviewed in our
Seplember poetry column, is not associat-
ed with HarperCollins Publishing. Books
in Canada regyets the error.

Letters may be edited for length or to delete
potentially ibellous stotements. Except in ex-
traordinary circumstances, letters of more
than 500 words will rot be accepied for pub-
lication.
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literary competition for students attracted the usual

flood of entries, proving that there’s no shortage of
aspiring writers waiting to take their place in the sun. Making it all
possible were: the Book City chain of bookstores in Toronto, with-
out whose generous support there would have been no awards;
our final judges, Rita Donovan, John Oughton, and Diane
Schoemperlen; and the staff of BiC. Way to go, you winners; and
our sincere thanks to everyone involved, along with & reminder to
watch these pages for news of next year’s contest.

EAB. FOUR OF CANADA'S MOST PRESTIGIOUS

Teresa Anne (Tracey)
Halford was born and raised
in Toronto; now 28, she has
just completed her BA. — ma-
joring in English and cinema
studies — at the University of
Toronto, and will be starting

Teresa Anne {Tracey) Halford,
Liniversity of Toronto

@ David Robbeson,
University of Ottawa

' Jessica Freiheit, graduate work at York this fall.
: McGill University s = She is completing the first draft
Elonourable of her first novel (tentatively titled Alberta Bound)
' Nancy Mauro, and is beginning the outline for her second. When
University of Toronto she’s not busy being overworked as a secretary ina
o Bams major accounting firm in Toronto, she tries to see
'!’.?I'?a'rln;:iﬂ Regit;n al College as rany films as possible.
— St Lambert

Maria Ford, 21, was born in
Penhold, Alberta, went to high
school in Innisfail, and is going in-
to her final year as an English

University of Lethbridge major in the B.A. program at

Martine Fournier, the University of Lethbridge. In

Dawson College 1994, she served as editor of

¥Zrd Ross Thompson Finley, Whetstone, Canada’s oldest lit-
T St, Francis Xavier University erary magazine. Her poetry has

) - been published in Whetstone, as
— well as blue buffalo and Event. Last year her poem

:J, EROTFE G

Susan Sinclair, “Carnival” won second prizs i N

. . prize in the University of
Mofmt All;s?n University Guelph alumni magazine writing contest. In the future,
Anita Willis, she hopes to do graduate work.
University of Victoria

Ll L L L L L L R R P
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AWARD WINNER: SHORT FICTION

BY TERESA ANNE (TRACEY) HALFORD

NIGHT AFTER NIGHT | WOULD DREAM OF A YOUNG ORSON WELLES KISSING ME SOFTLY,
touching me gently, calling me his Little Buttertart. Each night the dreams grew more vivid, more erotic. Soon
Orson would appear dressed as Batman (from the TV series, not the films) and sweep me into his arms, car-
rying me through Gotham Clity to the local bakery/cafe for chocolate cake and herbal tea. As the dreams
grew in thelr gustatory and orgiastic intensity | began to realize that my unconscious was trying to tell me
something — but whart, sweet Jesus? what?

My Teletherapist would ask me why these dreams preoc-
cupied me so. [ fear, I would tell it, that one day Orson
Welles will transform into William T. Riker from “Star
Trek: The Next Generation."

But why should this bother you? it would ask.

It had never seen the show, I could tell.

Orson, I would mumble, licking the corners of his choco-
late-smeared mouth, my Liitle Kahlua Truffle, I would

mumbie, never change, always be yourself. The two of us
would dance off into butter pastry oblivion, never counting
the calories or worrying about saturated fat levels.

What do you make of these dreams? asks my Tele-
therapist (a new service offered by Ma Bell and Microsoft).
Well, everything is bliss, then after I've been awake for
a while | begin 1o feel, well. sad, I guess.
You say that you begin to feel sad...?

---------------------------------------------------------
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Yes.

How does that make you feel now?

Well, sad again, I guess.

You say that you feel sad?

Well, not so much sadness as despair—
like something is irretrievably losi.

What do you think is irretrievably lost?

I'mnot sure.

Unfortunately our time has run out for
today. We'll be seeing each other on
Friday.

Be seeing you, I typed, gesturing the
“goodbye” sign from “The Prisoner™
although I knew that the words on my
screen couldn’t see me.

Thank you for using the Bell-Microsoft
Teletherapist ....

Yeah, veah, yeah. 1 thought, clicking the
window closed. I didn"t want to see how
many hours I had racked up on this thing.

To justify this frivolity I feel that I must
pause for some didacticism on a fairly ob-
vious subject: the changes in technology
at this point in our history far surpass the
changes made by humanity on their emo-
tional and intellectual levels — I cite
“The Raiph Benmergui Show.” The past
decade produced a generation of mental-
ly stunted Microsoft dweebs who
watched a lot of soulless “Star Trek"”

spin-offs but who couldn’t make small
talk over a piece of chocolate cake and a
cup of herbal tea. [ mused thus in the
lunch room, watching my few remaining
colleagues not yet lost to the virual office
bond over the invisible wires of their Fig
Newtons (a vastly improved product by
Appie, Fig Newtons were a multimedia
mélange of networking LED readouts
and beeps). The office dweebs no longer
bonded with me because I could no
longer interface — my on-air credits were
going 1o my Teletherapist.

Orson, Orson, | cried into the electronic
wilderness of my dreams. My state of para-
noia was such that I was afraid I would con-
jure up Will Riker. Please, Orson. find me,
[ would cry. Suddenly. from somewhere
behind me. [ would hear that RKO voice
and know that 1 was safe again. T know a
great little bakery off an alleyway. he’d say.
and off we’d go. satiating our appetites on
fine pastries baked from scratch. Orson, 1
would weep at the end of each dream, how
can such happiness exist? Kismet. he
would say, slowly licking the confection-
er’s sugar from my toes.

Well, how are things going for you today?

P tired. | was up all last night with
Orson Welles eating pains au chocolat.

And what are pains au chocolat?

Thin lavers of butter pasiry surrounding
a chocolute centre and dusted with confec-
tioner's sugar.

| see. YWas this another dream?

Yes.

You have frequently been dreaming
about Orson Welles. Why do you think
thar is?

Well, I've always had « thing for Orson
Welles.

What have you always had for Orson
Welles?

Fmean, 1 have always been aitracted to
Orson Welles.

You say that you have always been av-
tracted to Orson Welles?

Yes.

Is that why you continue to dream about
Orson Welles!?

Yes.

Can you think of any other reason why
you would dream about Orson Welles?

Well...not as vet. (1 did not want to admit
how much [ enjoyed nibbling up the
naughty dream goodies.)

And what about William T. Riker? Are
you still concerned that you might dream
about him?

Yes. I'm afraid he'll iy to French kiss
me. or make me listen to his trombone.

You are afraid that he might try to french
kiss you or make you listen to his trom-
bone. How would that make you feel?

Nauseated.

My Little Nanaimo Bar, Orson said to me
— he was dressing these nights as Nick
Charles — I have some news. What. I
asked (dressed as Nora), could be so impor-
tant as to interrupt our leman meringue pie?
Well. T have good news. and | have bad
news, he replied. Bad news first, I said.
Well. I can’t come 1o see you for the next
night or two. Why? | asked. horrified. Well,
he said., licking meringue from my knuck-
les, that pari's actualty the good news. I"ve
been told that the Cosmic They have found
the lost foolage from The Magnificent
Ambersons. IUll take a couple of days to
update my files. Who will They send in
your place? [ wanted to know. Orson had
no answer for me. They hadn’t told him.
waould definitely be on my own tomorrow,
hoping that Sandpeople Inc. would find a
suitable companion for my early momning
REM. They should, I pay them encugh.
Perhaps They had finished the Patrick
McGoohan files. but I doubted it. I would
have to wait it out or just plug in and hope
for the best.

That night I clicked the cable into place, just
slightly behind my left ear. Please, God.
please let it be Patrick McGoohan or., per-
haps better, Spock in the middle of his sev-
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Stories for everyone

TEETH By Fred Stenson

(ISBMN 1-55050-080-0) $14.95

Stories from the cellar of the NHL. Meot
scoring star Doug Burns —who won't risk
his teeth for his team — and his equally
welrd team-mates,

MANY PATROLS:
Reminiscences of a Conservation Officer
By R.D. Symons

(ISBN 1-55050-073-2) $14.95

Tales from a life of a conservation officer
battling a rogues’ gallery of poachers,
bureaucrats and cold-hearted advocates
of "progress”.

AMERIGAS By Robert Mullen

(ISBN 1-55050-063-5) $14.95

The Journey Prize nominated author digs
beneath the surface of contemporary life
to reveal centuries-old yearnings. Stories
of ancient things.

THE INVISIBLE POLLY McDQODLE
By Mary Woodbury

(ISBN 1-55050-062-7) $4.95

For kids 8-12, the crime-bustin® adventures
of a doodler whose art earns her local
acclaim.

IMITATING ART By Marlls Wesseler
{ISBN 1-55050-072-4) $14.95

The storfes of two women, sisters-In-law,
whose dreams take them beyond thelr
husbands — one a couch potato, the other
a worlehollc,
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en-year rut. | hadn’t dreamt him in years but
it should stll be in my files somewhere. | was
almost too nervous to sleep but didn’t want
to take anything that would inhibit my REM.

I could hear whispers, it was dark. Who's
there? 1 asked. Come over here, said a voice,
we want you to join us. Join you at what? 1
asked, feeling my way overio the voice in the
dark. A dim light came on and | screamed:
it was Riker and Kevin Costner nude, reading
The Finm aloud toeach other, the rest of John
Grisham's eeuvre lying in a pile at Kevin's
feet. What do you want with me? | screamed,
mrming my head so as not to burn my retinas
with their image. I could hear one of them
scratch a hairy part, then Jaugh. Come join us,
Riker called, you can read all the women's
parts. There's no place like home, there’s no
place like home, I chanted over and over
again, eyes shut. I opened them. I was still
there but now [ was tied 10 2 chair— Kevin
and Riker sitting in front of me with a diag-
nostic manual held between them. Chapter
One, Riker read, licking his fleshy lips, How
to Determine When You Need to Run a Level
Three Diagnostic.

You say thac chis is a different type of dream?

Yes, I would prefer to call it a nightmare.

Why would you prefer to call it a night-
mare?

Because that's what it was. A horrible ex-
perience. The rest of the dream was a read-
ing of the diagnostic manual while Kevin
Costner chanted Make It So. Now I'm afraid
to fall asleep.

You say that you are afraid to fall asleep?

Yes. I'm afraid to huve another dream like
that. 1don't think I'll use the cable tonigh.

What will you do if you don't use the
cable?

Well, 1 guess I will have to dream on my
own for a change.

Unfortunately our time....

Yeah, yeah, yeah, I thought. I looked over
my shoulder to see if my boss was monitor-
ing my screen. The camera was pointed at
one of my colleagues. I knew that I shouldn't
have my sessions at the office but I had sold
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my home computer to pay for the therapy.
All I had left was my dream cable.

I closed my eyes tight and thought to my-
self, Surely to goodness you should be able
1o dream about Orson yourself, without the
aid of the cable.

Tom Cruise was standing over me holding
acontainer of instanl. sugar-free, decaf, mi-
crowaveable butterscotch- flavoured cappuc-
cino crystals. Hi, he said, care for some boil-
in-the-bag Kraft Dinner and a cappuccino?
Orson Welles walked by, holding hands with
Peg Bundy, eating a fruit roll-up. Qrson, how
could you? I wept. He ignored me. Auntie
Em. Auntie Em. I cried.

1 went to work the next day bleary-eyed and
grumpy. I typed good moming to all my col-
leagues and began to sort through my mail.
My Teletherapist bill was there. I had used
up all my credits well into the next month.
I was going to be cut off after tomorrow’s
session. Fine, [ thought, perhaps Orson will
be back tonight. I know that I"ve paid my
dream cable.

My Little Fudge Brownie, he called to me.
I'ran into his arms, smelling the cocoa on his
breath. We shared a bowl of chocolale gela-
to, using the same spoon. Orson. | said, lick-
ing the smears from his lips. my Caffe Latte,
did you miss me? Instead of replying. he
licked some dripping gelato from my wrist.
I see, I said. you simply haven't been eating
well. My Godiva Chocolate, he said. I have
some goad news and some bad news, The
bad news first. I said, feeling cold creep up
my shoulders and the blood drain from my
face. Well. Angel Food Cake, he said.
licking biscotti crumbs from the comers of
my mouth. that part’s actually the good
news. They have restored THe Mugnificent
Ambersons loits original glory and because
of that, 1 have been moved into a new level,
second from the top. in other words, my rates
have quadrupled overnight. This visit is a
free bonus. Orson. I cried. tell me you're ly-
ing. I can barely afford you already. I know.,
he replied, moving on to some tiramisu, but

--------------------------------------------
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surely you could take another job? I wept
bitter tears.

Well, how are things going for you today?

Just frigging dandy.

What do you mean when you say that!

Oh, nothing. (I11ooked at my clock tick-
ing away in the upper right comer of my
screen, only minutes left in my last session
for a while.)

Is there something in particular you've
been wanting to talk about?

No.

You have nothing in particular that you
want to talk aboue?

No. (I sat fora few of those precions min-
utes, not hitling the Enter key.)

You seem hesitant.

Yes.

Is there anything you would like to dis-
cuss about our not meeting for a few
weeks?

No. (Again I waited a few minutes.)

Unfortunately our time has run out for
today, We'll be seeing each other in three
weeks.

Be seeing you.

I felt cold and sad. I decided that I would
at least try another few evenings to see
what I could conjure up in my dreams. I
was too embarrassed to discuss my prob-
lem with any of my colleagues. I couldn’t
interface and most of them were too ner-
vous to talk to each other in person. I
thought that at the very least I could type
a few mails to some of my colieagues while
we worked if only to pass the time.

Hi, 1 typed, how are you today?

What?

I said hi. What's up?

Why, is something wrong?

No, just wondering how you are.

| have almost finished this report

That's nice. So, what’s new?

Well, | don’t have a lot of work today af-
ter this is done.

Good, So ... let's go for a gelato after-
wards.

Travel into the
heart of darkness

A Thriller
Kenneth J. Harvey

“Any book of his
should be [abelled

‘open at your own risk.”

—~ Timothy Findley

publishers

A what?

Italian ice-cream.

Why! Do you have some work for me
to do?

No, just thought maybe we could bond in
person.

Why? What's wrong with this?

Nothing. Just being silly.

I closed my computer and feaned over the
partition, Hey, [ said, can you believe that
we’ve been sending each other mails when
we’re only 27 inches away from each other?

Well, T hadn't thought about it much.

Me neither. Have you been here long?

About 10 years.

Me too. [ didn’t realize that it was you sit-
ting on the other side.

I always come in the back way: it's more
efficient.

Well, 1 said, how about a coffee?

I'll try, I'm not very good at this person-
to-person thing.

Last night [ dreamt a dream. [ tried to run
on the sidewalk but became winded, the
sun was too hot and the pavement sent
painful shock waves through my hips.

I had to rest before | began again.

The trees were incredibly lush and every
one of them had a purring Cheshire Cat in
it. Suddenly I was floating in the scothing
water when someone approached me ina
canoe. bringing with him two hot cocoas.
The wind caught and lifted his hat. It was
Orson. 1 tugged playfully on his oar. Drink
up. he said, helping me draw my arms over
the edge of the canoe. there's plenty more
where that came from. What ever hap-
pened to your office dweeb? He styles him-
self afier Riker, I replied, we were doing all
right until 1 noticed that every time he left
a room, he cocked his head to the left.
Orson simply laughed his rich laugh and
passed me an almond croissant.

1just love a happy ending. O
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AVWARD WINNER: POETRY orrecoreermressrertmmaianiircaiiriiiie..
BY MARIA FORD

Poppies

mother you grew poppies like weeds
didn'tmeanto of course

so carefully planted eighteen that first year
ey — teen you pronounced

when they bloomed beneath a select

bay window you weeded between
cultvated the splash of crimson visitors
commented on

the next spring they grew everywhere
any soft spot of sofl i would lie
naked in fields of lusty poppies

dream dreams of pollen

huge blood petals spotting

my skin as they fell nipples

wounds

aghast at the mutiny mother

you pruned them uprooted the red
celebration dropped goblet heads into pails
for compost cried into your soil black hands
left me parching under hot sun

i salvaged the executed dried theminafar
corner rolled the thousand dark seeds

like lost periods  through grass

said prayers for rain

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Garden

hours a day

through singing flowers
she pruned searched
for drooping petals

to ship

held monarch butterflies
velvet wings fluttering
like eyelids

in marigolds

lady slippers
she showed me
cinderella

not tall enough

to pick soggy leaves
out of bird baths

I held out cupped hands
cradled they wept
through fingers

when she food-coloured the
plastic rock waterfall
blue

P S

the sKy a

disappeared

thick waxed leaves

like plastic hoya
Elmrnsnten o otimls sl
HIYYG 2 IIPBI-ILI\ 1S
five-year-old lips smeared
with orange pollen
wishing

I-hn\r mada hlua

for eyellds pink
for cheeks

when tickled
geraniums

throw confetti
pansies smirk

the sofled faces

of fat-cheeked boys
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delphiniums

toppled clarinets

lashed again

to the green stake they
stand

back to back

periwinikle blue  daring
to nod in breeze

| pull weeds
along the walk
not even ants
notice

kitchen corner

the yard a book

in front of her

lost in petals
hours

die like sparrows
against glass flying
into skies

when the painters
speckled tigeriilies white
she turned her head
weeping for lepers

arhara lll'l- willrvwas rlln.rl
"'l el o bl fw TYIIIASYY Wi

a space too big

for the smiles of grandchildren
shaded corners fill

with words

silences pile

into hedges

step over them

to leave

nicotine fed daffodils
choke heavy heads
brown stems wither

she snaps off their mouths
palms them like wings
holds them out

to fly.

BECOMING
CANADIANS:

Pioneer Sikhs In Their Own Words
By Sarjeet Singh Jagpal
A moving
account of the
struggles and
triumphs of
pioneer Sikhs,
and the effect
history has
had on today’s Sikh community.
1-55017-108-9 * 10x10 * $29.95 cloth

THE NEW ANGLER’S
GUIDE TO
CANADIAN FISHES

By Frederick |. Wooding

A must e
forboth &3
naturallsts Raaret:iy o
&anglers, ok i W
this is the g
only e L
complete s - ¥
guide to &,
the game
fishes found across Canada.
1-55017-113-5 * 7x10 = $32.95 cloth

DEEJAY & BETTY

By Anne Cameron

DeeJay and Betty don’t know
each other, but they’re both
growing up abused and
neglected in small BC towns.

Years later thav meet, and epa
e Y meet anc see

their chance to end the cycle of
pain and humiliation before it
begins again.

1-55017-112-7 * 6x9 * $15.95 paper

HOW A PEOPLE DIE

By Alan Fry

A re-issue of a controversial clas-
sic, How A People Die is the story
of an invesfigation into rampant
poverty, alcoholism and abuse

on the Kwatsi Indian reserve.
1-55017-106-2 * $14.95 paper

"HARBOUR PUBLISHING

((’ 04) 883-2730 ph + (604) 883-9451 [ax
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With major awards and early successes already bebind ber, 25-year-old
Karen Connelly looks for new worlds to conquer

BY ELAINE KALMAN NAVES

NOT LONG AGO, A PACK OF MONTREAL WRITERS GATHERED TO TOAST ONE OF THEIR

own. He had just launched a book, a good one — one that even held the seeds of popularity. There

were readings, a well-attended launch party at a literary café, apparently brisk sales of the book, and

then adjournment to a nearby Greek restaurant for a late dinner. Some 30 of us grouped ourselves

around two tables, the celebrant and his closest friends around the larger one. Entering with a group

of stragglers, | ended up at a table of 10. In cur overlapping jobs and avocations, we included poets and

publicists, editors and journalists, fiction and non-fiction writers.

Talk veered back and forth about winning and
losing. At our table were some who had been on the
short list in their respective categories in the
Saturday Night/CBC Literary Awards and others
who had been nominated for the National Magazine
Awards. There were wry jokes about the condition
of being perennial bridesmaids and best men.
Although T had not mentioned the fact that I would
shortly be interviewing Karen Connelly — who,
four years ago at the age of 21 had won the Pat
Lowther Prize for poetry and in 1993, at 24, the
Govemor General’s Award for non-fiction — it ap-
peared to be common knowledge around the table.
Barbs suddenly flew fast and furious.

“Ask her why she pronounces Calgary
*Calgahry'l"”

“And ask her where she got that cute little
nose ring.”

“She’s very ambitious.”

Right. And the rest of us aren’t?

“Writers,” Saul Bellow once said, “seldom wish
other writers well.”

I'mnot trying fo point any fingers here, because
as I sat waiting for Connelly to amrive at Else’s. a

trendy café in Leonard Cohen country off St
Laurent Boulevard (with Leonard’s own
*Democracy’s Coming” pulsing through the room),
my own feelings were decidedly mixed. I had loved
Touch the Dragon (Tumstone), Karen's journal of
her year spent in Thailand at the age of 17. I had also
been touched by the honesty and freshness of her
two collections of poems. The Small Words in My
Body (Kalamalka) and This Brighter Prison
(Brick), and impressed by their accessibility and ar-
resting, imagistic language. Still. 1 did wonder about
the choice of such a young person for the country’s
premier non-fiction prize, particularly in view of the
snub to Jane Jacobs's Systenis of Survival (Rundom
House). a work of serious scholarship and synthesis.

And — to be quite honest — I felt personally put
on the spot 1o be interviewing someone young
enough to be my daughter. Over the course of the
past year, it has been my good fortune to meet some
world-class writers. And, while awed by a William
Trevor or a Margaret Drabble or a Marie-Claire
Blais, I found none of them personally threatening.
All my seniors, they had eamed their fame over a
lifetime apprenticed to writing.
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Connelly’s career trajectory, however,
is frankly unsettling from the vantage point
of a struggling writer at midlife who still
dreams of being “discovered.” To put it
simply: like my buddies in the Greek
restaurant, I felt envious, and envy laced
my tongue as I blundered over the first, ba-
sic questions.

Lest anyone's sitling on tenterhooks,
here are the answers 1o two vital ones at the
outset. Mispronouncing the name of her
home town is “one of my little personal
quirks. I say it wrong, but for whatever rea-
sonI’m going to keep on saying it. I figure
if you speak five languages [English, Thai,

lapsed Catholic, and her mother, a
Jehovah's Wimmness. Karen, (oo, was raised
in that fundamentalist sect. an upbringing
that set up a great store of bitterness and
alienation in her. There are references in
Touch the Dragon to “a deranged old god
with a white beard™ requiring “serious cer-
emony and secrel incantations.™

'When Karen was 16, her oldest sister
died at the age of 24. a ragedy that marked
her deeply.

The Small Words in My Body, whichis
being reissued later this year by
Gutter/Steel Rail Press, reels with the pain
of her troubled childhood:

kept a sort of regular journal and had a lit-
tle binder full of awful poems and read a
lo.™ She had an early love of the exotic
and was inspired by Rudyard Kipling. A
little later, she discovered that the library
of her junior high had a poetry section.
“And so [ just went and I slowly read ev-
ery book of poetry. [ was about 14 when
I started reading T. S. Elior and cerainly
[ didn’t like everything ... some of it 1
thoughi, What the hell is this? But some
of it I loved. One poem that really amazed
me was “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock.” It blew me away.™

Touch the Dragon is much more a book

If amyone has aity dhisions about the hidky breaks In
Raren Connelly’s lle, thad’ just what they are. lhusions

Spanish, French, and Greek], you're al-
lowed to say words wrong.”

As for the nose ring, with its tiny black
bead, she acquired it while working as
writer-in-residence last year at the
University of New Brunswick. At a tat-
too and piercing establishment called
Skinetics, at the Oromocto armed forces
base. David Adams Richards got a tattoo
there, too, she confides. She recommends
the place.

Ineverasked her about being ambitious.
Her career speaks foritself. And if anyone
bhas any illusions about the Iucky breaks in
Karen Connelly’s life, that’s just what they
are. Illusions.

She was bormn in Calgary in 1969, the
third of five children, in what she calls ““a
family of rednecks and bricklayers and
landscapers.” Her father had a serious
drinking preblem and was absent for long
stretches of time. Religion was a major
bone of contention between her father, a
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This is the fifth season,
when bistory is gone
and words bave neither
echoes nor meanings
When my father is lost
and nry sister rots alone.,
(“The Fifth Season”)

At the age of 16, while still in high
school, she won a Rotary Club scholarship
and spent a year in Thailand. The distilla-
tion of that experience resulted in Torch
the Dragon. The book’s first sentence, a
description of Canada from the air, tells us
we're travelling with a poet: A view of the
body of mountains: deep sockets of aqua-
marine. blue veins slipping over cliff-sides,
stone edges splintering from the earth like
cracked bones.™ On the first page she tells
us, “There’s almost nothing to write yet be-
cause I know so little.”

Yet every instinct led Connelly to
write. From the age of 11, she says, "I

of discovery than of self-discovery. A sense
of wonder permeates it, as the young wom-
an who felt so alienated in her own land is
taken into the heart of another culture.
Revelling in both language and experience,
Connelly lays before us the country s many
injustices and cruelties. yet still makes us
tumble vicariousty in Jove with the place.

Thailand “gave me an amazing education
in beauty,” she says, sipping her cappuccino
and dabbing at her nose as she fights acold.
*And I'd never really experienced anything
like that before. And it was also such a sur-
prise to me to receive such generosity —
from the people, from the place ... it seemed
that everything was a gift.”

The year came lo an end and Connelly
returned to an unhappy transitional time in
Canada. Her parents’ marriage had broken
up just before she left for Thailand; her
mother was now living on weifare and
Karen still had high school to finish off.
She did so. but then left again at the first op-
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Set in Quebec, southern Italy and the Caribbean,

this is the chronicle of one man's frecfall odyssey
through the head and heart of personal darkness.

From the radical politics of turbulent 1970s Quebec; ro
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significanc writers. Selected and edited by the show’s
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Leonard Cohen, Anne Rice, Salman Rushdie and
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international literary lighcs.
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portunity — an au pair job in Spain.
Once again she was rescued by another
counfry and culture.

Spain takes you in like a masked lover,
ties you up with a red scarf,

throws you the ocean score

and commands you to sing.

“Spanish Lessons”
This Briglter Prison

Connelly lived in Spain for a year and
ahalf, shedding the au pair job after a few
months, leaming Spanish, “going horse-
back riding on cliffs,” teaching English,
and writing poetry. And working on Touch
the Dragon, which at that point consisted
of a vast and formless compendium of let-
ters and joumnals.

“The first thing I had to do was choose
which material I thought was good enough
to go into a book. So I basically chose the

IN BOOKSTORES NOW

things I was really interested in and the
things that I thought were good enough to
say. In the mornings 1 would work on the
book. And I had this puny little typewriter
and I just basically typed all the stuff that
I had into it. So that was the first drafi.”
Connelly still had no idea of form and
tried altemnately to fictionalize it and to turn
it into essay form. (“It’s very hard for me
to fictionalize. because I think my own
voice is 50 strong.”™) She struggled with the
self-imposed discipline of the task she had
set. “1 cried writing it sometimes. it was so
hard to sit still long enough. I guess I'm al-
ways like that, but the younger 've been,
the more volatile I've been. So it was very
hard for me to sit the whole time. L had had
a few poems published but I didn’t know
what I was doing. I didn’t know if it would
be published. I had all this material and 1
was spending all this time writing and writ-
ing and writing. and thinking: What if no

one ever publishes this? What if I'm just
doing this?”

In the meantime, The Small Words in
My Body had been accepted for publication
and Connelly rerurned to Canada. She
bought a computer, fed the Dragon into it,
and tightened it up before beginning io
send out excerpis to publishers. Key Porter
asked 1o see the full manuscript. then sent
her a two-page rejection letier explaining
why they wouldn’t publish it.

Connelly chuckles now in retrospect. “
was really disappoinied — like, What do
you mean, you want to know how much
rice the country produces?”

Then Turnstone Press, in Winnipeg,
asked 10 see the whole manuscript. She re-
members when the letter of acceptance ar-
rived, and gives a mock shriek. She was
back home in Calgary. there had been a
chinook and great mounds of snow lay ev-
erywhere. “I just have this memory of my-
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Story is a careful observer of aging, of the process of unfolding
andr{:ecoming. Her characters, all of them approaching old age,
positively vibratc with new life, with rediscovered sexuality, with an
almost adolescent joy in discovery.”

~— The Toronto Star
After Sixty: Going Home

“Sensitive and beautifully crafted, this . . . collection of
short fiction by a gified Canadian author offers

marvellous entertainment.”

~= The Calgary Herald L

How to Saw Wood with an Angel

“Gertrude Story, by sheer breadth of vision and
technical virtuosity, has achieved a place among
writers like William Faulkner and Virginia Woolf.”

i — Pyairie Journal of Canadian Lileralure
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224 Pages. 6 X 0
1991 and 1994
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Thistledown Press Ltd.

63 Main Street, Sakainon, Saskatchewan, STH 05, Canada
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self jumping up and down on my front
porch ... My mother was so pleased.”

Touch the Dragon has done Tumstone
proud. At the time of writing, 10,000
copies had already been sold and another
5,000 were about to be printed.

The Governor General’s Award has un-
doubtedly bolstered those sales. For
Connelly, even being short-listed for the
prize came as a thunderbolt. Because the
book was published in 1992, she had not
even known it was eligible for the 1993
awards. She was delighted to win
(“shocked™ is how she puts it), but certain
tensions have since tempered the glory.
“Right now, I feel a lot of pressures as far
as my writing goes that I never felt before.
SoIdon’treally like that very much at all.
If there's anything that inspires me to leave
Canada right now it’s that.”

In fact, by the time you read this she will
be gone once more—this time to Greece,

where she spent five months two years ago,
She calls Greek a**foalishly, ridiculously
complicated™ language, but mastered it by
spending enormous amounts of time with
villagers on the island of Lesbos. Her thirst
for foreign cultures will probably result in
travel books about both Spain and Greece,
although at present she is working on a
“book of tales.™

In it she uses Gypsy mythology. folk-
lore. and characters. Connelly gives anoth-
er mock shriek when I point out, pre-
dictably, that she’s a bit of a gypsy herself.
Never mind the lilting voice, unmaiched
dangling earrings. and, yes. thal nose ring.
Her appetite for the exotic. her need to keep
on moving, prompt the inevitable compar-
ison.

She turns serious. **1 just think thal really
we ali share such an affinity for the Gypsy
people, even when we don’t know very
much about them, and even when our ideas

of them are very romantic and not carrect,
as the Gypsies would know. Generally
speaking. they"re not a very popular peo-
ple. Bui as a race, they re a great metaphor
for humanity in general. I just view all of
humanity as a big Gypsy camp. We don’t
know why we’re here ... now especially.
more than ever, our homelands are getting
more and more confused, our cultures are
getting less and less graspable. It's so hard
1o hang onto anything. Our history is more
and more mysterious ... I think everybody
identifies with them even if they lead the
most sedentary lives imaginable.™

This is a Karen Connelly wise beyond
her years, who surfaces elusively in the two-
hour interview. There's also the Connelly
quite full of herself who airily informs me
of the irony of her having to take English lit-
erature and social studies when she refumed
to Canada from Thailand at 17 (“they were
the only courses that | knew everything
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about already before [ even took them™).
There’s the tart-tongued Connelly who
dimples when I stumble over my questions:
“This is good for you ... I'm glad!™

Later, she worries about the impression
she’s made, At the conclusion of our talk.
she asks me how long the article will be
and when I tell her, seems a bit stunned.
“Shit, that's really big!™ But then she adds,
with genuine anxiety, “I hope you're go-
ing to make me sound intelligent.”

“Aren’t you really intelligent?”

“Of course I am. But I don't necessarily
sound really intelligent. Some journalists
pick on the fact that you said ‘like’
14 times!”

Chameleon-like, Connelly showed me
glimpses of her many faces: sassy and
opinionated, emotional and vulnerable.
‘When I asked about the death of her sister,
her throat worked perceptibly. Yet. as we
parted in front of Else’s, Connelly hugged
me impulsively, apparently having forgiv-
en me my probing questions.

There’s something about coming in on
the ground floor of a writer’s career, I've
decided, that can match the thrill of meet-
ing an established author. To hear Karen
Connelly recall an early, graphic memory
is to tour the mind of the genuine article.
Her father was a hunier, and she has “in-
credible memories of coming into the
garage and these two skinned deer were
hanging from the rafters. Who knows,
maybe that was my first memory. Very,
very evocative. Those memories still
mean so many things to me, What my
father was and what we all are; how we
can be the deer and how we can be the fa-
ther and how we can be the flies that are
buzzing at the window to getout ....

“The smell of the animals comes back
now, the smell of deer, their legs half hacked
off. We played with those legs, you know
—they’re just [ike sticks, they e so slender.
Once you cut them off, from the knees to the
hoof, they’re really thin. It sounds so awful,
but to me it’s quite normal.”

' KITCHEN MUSIC

Charles Foran

Set in contemporary Ireland, the narrative
arcs back to the 50s, in Canada and Ireland,
and to Vietnam after the fall of Saigon.

“...thebook’s spell is cumulative.
Foran evokes a dozen vivid voices.”

—Quill & Quire
ISBN 0-920953-73-5; $14.95; GDS
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a journey of mystery and revelation.
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DAYS & NIGHTS ON THE

AMAZON

A NOVEL BY DARLENE BARRY QUAIFE
Winner of the 1989 Commonwealth
Writers Prize for Bone Bird.

What do a Canadian farm woman and a Brazilian plant
collector have in common? An enigmatic deach, a monkey
and destiny: Liberty Hall and Acacia Aranha are worlds
apart, but share the same dreams. Death brings them
together in the city of Manaus on the Amazon Rives, buc
pales beside the river journey they are compelled to take -

0-88801-183-0, $14.95 quality paperback.
Available at better bookstores Oct. 15th,

DAYS & NIGHTS

AR
D.l‘ R

€, TURNSTONE PRESS

Distributed by General.

Memory and writing are inextricably
linked. “You write to remember. At least.
I write to remember. In some ways, it
seems that the experience is not complete
unless it has been written down. for me. In
some ways it's quite bizarre, that a thing is
somehow not really lived until it’s on
paper. Even when something sort of secret

happens or something that I don't want
other people to know about .

[ say goodbye to Karen Connelly on the
corner of Roy and deBullion streets in the
heart of Plateau Mont Royal. Saul Bellow
notwithstanding, | find myself hugging her
back and — to my surprise — sincerely
wishing her well. O
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It Seems To

FEATURIE .csceceereresnanarnnns

BY STAN ROGAL
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heri-DWYilSon t‘\ea‘din‘g
-at the Maleolm ‘ll‘oiw;y

Roem, VagEsiiverB:€. #

JEAN COCTEAU ONCE SAID, “TO THE YOUNG, OLD
jazz appears new.” Similarly. to the uninitiated perfor-
mance poetry appears to be a *90s phenomenon. But his-
torically poetry has been closely linked to an
oral/performative tradition, whether as recital. song.,
theatre, or storytelling

It’s doubtful there has ever been a time when poetry has
not been performed in one way or another. What is new. |
think, is that the media have finally recognized that not only
are poets performing their work in varied and various venues,
but there is an ever increasing audience. This makes poetry
a very sexy topic.

But what is this thing called performance poetry, and what
makes a performance poet? That depends on who you talk
to. The Vancouver writer Sheri-D Wilson feels that the term
“performance” is a convenient label for reviewers and critics.
In fact, on the back cover of her book Swerve {Arsenal Pulp),
she is referred to as an “action™ poet. Lillian Allen. a Toronto
writer, prefers to call herself an “action™ or “dub™ poet. She
finds the term “performance” to be slightly pejorative and
too easily taken to mean simply “entertaining.” For her, a
poem is first and foremost a political act; her use of perfor-
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Performance poetry
has jumped down from
the ivory tower and hit
the streets with a hot,
sweet beat

P
.

mance techniques is instrumental in conveying her
words and engaging her audience.

¢ Inrecent interviews I've been asked to comment on
> similarissues: does concentration on the performance
aspect negatively affect the quality of the work. or.
when does the performance shift from poetry to, say.
theatre? These are the wrong questions. They imply
that there are some kind of objective criteria with
which to compartmentalize poets and their work_It's
the sort of thinking that has kept poetry trapped in
institutions for the past 20 years or 50, and tends to eliminate
personalities from the experience of the text — the person-
alities of the audience members as well as those of the poets
themselves. It is exactly this type of resirictive thinking that
many poels are fighting against, feeling that it is their job to
bring poetry back into the workaday world: to loosen it up
a bit. to make room for improvisation. ad lib. anecdote.
change of mood, change of thythm. and so cn. Says Allen,
*It should never be a matter of being better or worse than the
written page — it’s just different, that’s all.” What is also dif-
ferent is that once an audience member has seen and heard
a poet, that person can never read the work the same way
again. A live experience can alter both the sound and even
the interpretation of the poetry.

‘There is another side to the coin. namurally. Many poets still
do “straight™ readings. without the histrionics and without
any intention beyond conveying their words as simply and
directly as possible to the audience. Still others hem and haw
and fumble their way through a reading and are quite happy
when they get to sil down. As to whether this is a performance
or not. | tend to agree with Clifton Joseph, “dubzz/poet/at
large.” who uses the phrase “the spoken word™ to include all

me h amm oaeom
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live readings. A performance occurs, then,
when there is a poet reading to an audience.
Once that fact is settled, what varies is the
type or form of the performance. and this
will depend solely on the style of the poet
and the dynamic that occurs between the
poet and the audience. The main objective
is to get the words off the page in order to
creale a dialogue between the poet and the
audience; to create a sense of presence and
community, to give the poetry life —
something that a book can only do in a very
limited manner. Poetry becomes an action;
itbecomes, in essence, a verb. Allen states
that she had been “reluctant to commit her

Sheri-D Wilson also seeks oul thythms
and sounds to enhance her work. She re-
cently did two Toronto readings: at
Harbourfront she was accompanied by two
jazz musicians; at the Idler Pub she was so-
lo, but asked the audience 1o imagine the
two musicians playing alongside. That sin-
gle suggestion opens a door. giving an au-
dience the opportunity Lo help create the
poetic experience. For Wilson and numer-
ous others, jazz is the music of choice, pos-
sibly because it is based on improvisation.
Dub poetry, on the other hand. sprang di-
rectly from the sounds of reggae. But there
is no shortage of altematives —'ve been

Lillian Allen

poetry to the page over the years because,
for the most part, the poems are not meant
10 be still.” In the foreword to her recent
book, Women Do This Every Day
(Women’s Press), she says she wanted

... to work with a form whose aim
was to increase the dynamism of
poetry, to increase its impact and
immediacy; a poetic form that
could incorporate many aspects of
other art forms: performance, dra-
ma, fiction, theatre, music, opera,
scat, a capella, comedy, video, sto-
rytelling, and even electronics. It
was poetic ammunition, an artistic
call to arms.

Jill Battson

to readings where poets were backed by
guitars, cellos. percussion instruments.
taped electronic sounds. record players,
trumpets, and even a kazoo.

SOMEWMHERE near the end of the “70s
I was hearing a rumour that the “80s were
going to witness a Renaissance in poetry
similar to the Beat Generation of the "60s.
It never happened. If the change is indeed
occurring in the *90s. is there anything spe-
cial or different either about the time or the
type of performance poetry that might ac-
count for its growing interest and popular-
ity? I don’i think so. Persistence obviously
plays a big part. Afterall, poets like Lillian
Allen, Clifton Joseph. Sheri-D Wilson,

Clifcon Joseph

Paul Dutton, et al. huve been out there do-
ing it for years with mixed results. And
there have always been those few fine folks
who have been willing to put in the time
and effort to organize literary events. Too
often though, the venues have been insti-
tutions such as universities and libraries.
These places appeal to a very small cross-
section of the populace; in short, it"s puetry
for the converted. Since these venues have
been the rule rather than the exception, it
is little wonder people conclude that poatry
is for a particular élite and that it is some-
how above the crowd. But anyone who has
flipped through even a couple of books of

E
2
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2
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Sheri-D Wilson

poems or whe has attended a reading or
twa knows that nothing could be further
from the ruth. Most poetry is very acces-
sible: most poetry deals with very easy-to-
relate-io human concems and experiences;
much poetry is often even light and hurnor-
ous. For anyone with an adventurous spirit
and a desire for something more challeng-
ing. there is ample diversity.

More people. especially more young
people. are writing poetry und are treating
poetry as a serious endeavour, not as a hob-
by or a pastime. They feel that poetry is
vital; that they have things to say through
the the medium of poetry and want o get
their words out io a larger audience. They
unashamedly call themselves poets. Many
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gnawing hunger
for love.

Three generations of the Lopez
family and their neighbours
pursue the objects of their desire,
driven by the ever present,

Love is Starving for Itself
Patrick Roscoe
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The Mercury Press
ISBN 1-55128-015-9; $16.50 pb

Distributed by General Distribution Services.

have been or are going to university and
they are tired of the instimtionalization, the
ghettoization of poetry. They are aiso tired
of being 1old that poeiry doesn’t sell, that
nobody reads it, that poetry is something
people do when they can’t write a novel.
It’s the poets themselves who are grabbing
poetry by the shoulders and shaking new

life into it; who are gpoing out there and
making it work.

Fortoo long there has been the misleading
image of the gentle poet sitling alone in an
attic ortower somewhere, 1oo sensitive and
fragile to exist in the real world, too caught
up in abstract thoughts to ever dare attempt
something as mundane as promoting their
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work or organizing a reading or planning
an evenl. Not so now. As Allen says. "It
was time to eliminate the middlemen.™

And so the poets have taken to the
streets and set up shop in restaurants.
pubs, coftee houses, church basements.
community cenlres, ice-cream purlours
— any place that will have them: any
place that shows soine imerest; any place
that doesn’t reek of academe: any place
suitable for an informal gathering where
one can enier with an open mind and relax
over a cup of cofTee or a beer. The poets
do their own advenising and promotion:
they suppert ather venues; they start up
small magazines and presses. The best
part is that they are having fun doing il. As
in anything else, if the organizers and per-
formers aren't having a good time. neither
will the audience.

In Toronto, the poct Jill Batison has
lately been dubbed “'the high priestess of
poetry promotion.” She organizes the pop-
ular Poet’s Refuge series, which runs once
amonth at the Free Times Cafe. Through
MuchMusic she is producing 30 poetry
videos to be aired on the station: she also
set up a poetry “slam™ at this year's rock
music extravaganza. Lollapalooza, and
she took advantage of the Fringe Festivals
invitation to bring-your-own-venue.
Battson rented a yellow school bus for two
weeks and created the Poetry Express.
Imagine. if you will, six poets travelling
around the streets of Toronto performing
their poetry to a cuptive audience of fellow
passengers. The poets, cach of whom per-
formed a 10-minute set. were given the
choice of using the bus sound system or
being “intimate and interactive™ — setting

themselves in the aisle and speaking direct-
ly to the passengers. Either way. everyone
must put up with the rocking of the bus, the
wraffic, the weather. the city noise. and even
comments from passersby. There was a
mix of styles and veices; as the weekly en-
tertainment magazine eve reported. ... a
sound poet, acyberpunk poet. a Celtic poet.



and two confessional poets in the tragic
vein.” Some poets fared better than others,
but, more important, there was an enthu-
siastic and appreciative audience.
Everyone had a good time.

Clifton Joseph will be doing a special
Spoken Word show for TVOntario's
“Imprint” program. He was an organizer
of last year's International Dub Poetry
Festival, which brought in 50 poets from
around the world, and he’s also involved
with Spoken Word festivals taking place
in Toronto and Vancouver. (These two
cities are the hot spots, although perfor-
mance poetry is catching on in other parts
of the country, too. This past summer, the
Banff Centre for the Arts hosted the pro-
gram Action Poetry *94. And Mentreal's
Wordapalooza, organized by Fortner
Anderson, was Jill Battson's model for
the poetry slam at Lollapalooza.)

Toronto’s Scream in High Park has run
successfully for two years now thanks to
the poets Matthew Remski, Peter
McPhee, and their friends. The Scream
takes place on the stage of Dream in High
Park, which features a play by
Shakespeare each summer. People bring
picnic baskets, sit on the grass, and watch
and listen as neardy 20 poets and fiction
writers perform into the night.

Sheri-D Wilson is in the process of set-
ting up a West Coast reading circuit
stretching from Vancouver to Los
Angeles. For my part, [ coordinate the
Idler Pub Reading Series in Toronto every
Sunday. Now into its fourth year, the se-
ries plays host to about 150 readers per
year, of whom 80 to 90 per cent are poets.
Across the couniry, altemative venues are
making the scene. Most (if not all) of them
are being organized by poets.

In one interview I was asked if this
interest in performance poetry was just a
passing fad. Hardly. I think that this is the
tip of the iceberg. in the United States
there’s a craze for live readings, with major
bookstores putting in food and beverage
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Lesley-Anne Bourne
author of Skinny Girls and The Story of Pears
for the Air Canada Award (Canadian Authors Association)

Elizabeth Kouhi & Judi Pennanen
author and illustrator of North Country Spring
and Jackie Lewis & Cindy Crew
author and illustrator of How I Got My Dogsled
for Our Choice selections
(The Canadian Children's Book Centre)

Jocelyne Villeneuve & Stan Bevington
author and designer of Marigolds in Snow
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(The Alcuin Citation for Excellence in Book Desngn)

TTHE ROCK FARMERS

Peter Unwin
Feced uinweiv | Acontemporary journey to a place called
Tl?@ “the north”, where spaghetti is sexved
]E@@K “Italian Style” and local economics are based
15900 0B | primarily on the sale of dew worms.
R Unwin “keeps his senses of invention and
P irony dose by as he studies drunkards,
fishermen, dismissed police officers, and
welfare cases."—Quill & Quire
ISBN 0-920953-77-8; $12.95 pb; GDS
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facilities as well as setting aside ample
floor space to accommodate readings.
Why do this? Because live readings seil
books. Ask almost any poet and you'll hear
the same story: they sell more books them-
selves through readings than through
bookstores. On a breader level. readings
bring an informal vibrancy to the stores.

not 1o mention a steady stream of potential
cuslomers. Doesn’t this make more sense
than filling the aisles with remaindered
copies of “how-to™ books? Toronlo’s
Longhouse Books has converted its former
office/siorage area into “The Green
Room,” a bistro with a stage for readings
and book launches. Santé!
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CLAYOQUOT & DISSENT

Essays by Tzeporah Berman, Brent Ingram, R.B. Hatch et al

A comprehensive account of the 1993 Clayoquot protests: the Peace Camp and the Blockades; minforest ecosys-
tems: the April 1993 land-use decision; co-opted ccology; civil disobedience; connections among the police, the
courts and the corporations; cnvironmental rights; 1994 ongoing clearcuts in the Clayoquot (with photos).

“No subject more important, no volume morc comprehensively interesting. Wonderful!”
—Clayton Ruby, criminal lawyer

$9.95 0-921B70-29-9  paper 6x9

FRANKIE ZAPPER AND THE
DISAPPEARING TEACHER

story by Linda Rogers; illustrations by Rick Van Krugel

A warm-hearted adventure novel shared by a rambunctious girl, a dyslexic whiz-kid and a First-Nations boy
who uses his shamanistic powers te work miracles—from curing warts to turning a nasty teacher into a parrot.
This time it is the kids who use common sense and the adults who learn from them. Over 40 illustrations.

220 pp

For ages 7 to 12.

ISBN 0-921870-27-2

125 pp- 8795 pb

Distributed by General Distribution. For more informarion, please contact RONSDALE PRESS
3350 West 21st Ave., Vancouver, B.C., V6S 1G7 Canada

Open-mike venues are also big in the
United States. Cities such as New York.
Detroit, Chicago, San Francisco, and Los
Angeles each have well over a hundred
such places. Anyone can walk in with a
handful of poems and have a chance fora
quick shot in front of an audience. There
are poetry sweatshops and poetry slams
going on constantly. Poets are on the
move, and the audience is following.
Lillian Allen calls poetry “portable™; she
says it’s “Art fo go. Take-out art.” What [it-
erary form suits our fast-paced age better
than poetry? Poelry uses a compact lan-
guage and most poems are fairly short. If
listeners don't like one poem, they may
like the next. I listeners hate a particular
poet's work they will surely love another
poet’s work. Bear in mind, too, that there
are some wonderful poets who read their
work terribly and there are some terrible
poets who read their work magnificently.

I see this present awareness and popu-

Tel: (604) 738-1195  Fax: (604) 731-4548

larity as just the beginning — but the be-
ginning of what. I'm not quite sure. It all
depends on who and how many get in-
volved. More venues and more events are
necessary: poetry publishers, distributors,
and sellers have to pick up the ball and start
running with it. And the media have to be-
gin taking poetry seriously — not just
pump it up when it's in fashion to do so.
Poetry has always been there to shake
things up when they get too dull or too re-
strictive.

1t’s probably true that much of the pop-
ularity of perfonnance poetry is its enter-
tainment value. But that isn’i to say that the
work is shallow. Lillian Allen insists that
“The work of the poets extends beyond
merely creating art; we take our poetry and
our convictions into the community. We
organize, we network. we participate, we
protest, we celebrate, we build communi-
ty.” And Sheri-D Wilson emphasizes,
“Content has to be at least as important as

the form.™ [ have always thought of the
word enfertuin as: to entertain an idea or
concept: to consider something new. This
neednt be un arduous process but should
be an activity that is stimulating and plea-
surable. Even if we are to believe Bill
Kennedy when he writes that “Poets have
becomnie stand-up comics.” perhaps that's
all for the best. Perhaps it’s time to joke and
rant and rave and holler and have a bit of
fun with poetry.

What's important is that poetry is shed-
ding its academic ball and chain. The work
is getting out to the peaple and it is finally
up to them to decide what they like and
what they don’t like: what books to buy or
not buy. A dynamic is being set up: a
dialogue between performer and audience.
Poetry is flexing its celebratory muscle and
asserting its presence as a personality. Itis
definitely our there and happening. It will
become what the poets and the audience
make it. O
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CRIME FICTION
BY ROBIN SKELTON

Law and Disorder

ﬁ /l:| OST CRIME FICTION DEPENDS
N1 | forits success upon our belief in an or-

dered universe that can only be disrupt-
ed temporarily. The return to order is achieved by
the punishment of the villain
and a ceremnony of purification
that may take the form of a
family reunification, a wed-
ding, an act of generosity, or
even an altered will. All this is
obvious, but in the "90s things
appear to be changing; the uni-
verse that is disturbed by vil-
lainy is not necessarily or-
derad at all, and may even be
grossly corrupl.

This can be said, cheerfully,
of William Deverell’s deli-
cious novel Kill All the
Lawyers (Random House,
338 pages, $27.95 cloth), for
everyone in the story appears
to be morally imperfect and
definitely self-serving. A
lawyeriskilled shortly after he
has astonished everyone by
suecessfully defending an un-
doubtedly guilty client. A sec-
ond lawyer who has a similar
success is shot at, and the legal
community begins to think
that someone out there is at-
tempting to correct undesirable verdicts by sentenc-
ing lawyers to death. Brian Pomeroy, whose recent
moment of glory has given him the opportunity to
take time off to write a novel, disappears to Costa
Rica where he studies Widgeon's how-to book. The
Art of the Whodunit, and writes letters to his wife.
his colleagues, and others about the scene he has left
and about his own hedonistic existence. The letters
are such as to suggest that the detective novel he is

wriling may not be wholly satisfactory stylistically:
his opinions about the murders are ajso rather un-
satisfactory: his vitality and ebullience. however.
are delightful, and the social comedy is hilarious.
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This is a brilliantly wrought novel, ingenious. en-
tertaining, and continually surprising. The denoue-
ment is marvellous. Deverzll deserves an award for
this one.

The social scene of John Lawrence Reynolds’s
new novel is also far from orderly. Solitary Dancer
{HarperCollins. 256 pages. $22.95 cloth) brings us
Joe McGuire again. bul he is not merely in his usual
uncomfortable state of mind: he is addicted to pills
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OOLICHAN BOOKS
_ . of snuft’ films. with child pornography. and

with sexual perversity in such a fashion as

to rouse disgust rather than interest. The

BEDS & CONSENTING

Do & PREAMERS novel exploits rather than explores, and the
i ¢ violence has the unreality of a cartoon:
/ ’owufmg Dieuces EW Joe Rosenbiatt moreover the denouement and the final

chapter are morally indefensible.

Eve Zaremba’s The Butterfly Effect
{Second Story, 331 pages. 511.93 paper)
also deals with the underworld. but not

This wildly entertaining and
prophetic satire explores the
multiple dimensions of the body
and soul as we close in on the

JOE ROSEMNBLATY

end of another milleniunt.
$11.95ph ISBN 0-88982-125-9

Available now at your favourite boolt-
store-ask for it!

Distributed to bookstores and libraries through
General Distribution Services

BEAUTIFULLY
Michael Ondaatje
by Ed Jewinski
Michael Ondaatje’s life is as intense—
and at times as dramatic—as his poetry

and fiction.This illustrated biography
offers a fascinating close-up of the life

HICHAFL ORDAATGE

and work of an extremely private artist,
Tariad Rtsl Beamvially from his boyhood in Ceylon to his
Al g by Dldeimnd winning of the Booker Prize in 1992.

1-55022-189-2: $14.95 pb; GDS

A NEW BIOGRAPHY FROM ECW PRESS

of many kinds and also accused of murder.
McGuire attempts to deal with his addic-
tion by undergoing withdrawal; these
scenes are presented graphically and are
painful. He is surrounded by the denizens
of the combat zone; thieves, prostitutes,
pimps, and bullies abound. We have here
the Chandlerian private eye taken to the ex-

treme of suffering. It is a tough, bitter, and
splendidly written book. Reynoids has the
power to appal and excite, and the compas-
sion 1o make us feel the story has real hu-
man relevance.

This cannot be said of Kenneth J.
Harvey’s Stalkers (Stoddart. 227 pages,
$22.95 cloth), which deals with the making

with sexual perversion. We become entan-
gled in art thefi and. along with the engag-
ing Helen Keremos, our hard-bailed les-
biun detective, we find ourselves in Japan.
England. Canada. and the Linited States. It
is all rather hurried and complicated, but
some of the characters an: entertaining and
the action is vivid. It could be described as
a good book for a long bus journey — it
entertains without causing anxiety.

One can’t say the same for Ernest
Langford's The Apple Eaters (Harbour.
176 pages. $12.95 paper). for the prose
style is excruciatingly embarrassing. The
tale is told largely in the present tense, with
the only relief occurring in conversation.
This may be intended to create intimacy:
it doesn’t. The detective, Jimmy Sung, is
boring and the plot is undemanding.

The plot of Salamander (Constable/
Stewart House. 272 pages. $28.99 cloth),
by J. Robert Janes, is made complicated by
the central figures being, once again. a
French detective of the Sireté and a mem-
ber of the Gestapo. and the setting being
Lyons at Christmastide in 1942. As in
Janes's earlier novels, the continual shifts
of viewpoint and of styles of speech, and
the confusions of loyalties. make the book
tiresome, and while there are splendid
scenes there is no real narrative drive. The
tale staggers along from one difficulty to
another.

Betsy Struthers does better in Grave
Deeds (Simon & Pierre/Dundurn, 179
pages. $16.99 paper). Rosalie Cairns inher-
its an old house in the couniry; it comes with
relatives she does not know. stories she

[ ETLIYYT TN Y ) Assssvemnes FEERESTIIBOR NARES L R P L L N Y] L e R L RN TN PRy FE N

28 Books in Canada October 1994

P T



would rather not have heard, artefacts that
are uncomfortably valuable, and a great deal
of mental and physical discomfort. Death al-
so joins the party, and the result is a tale that
has a kind of Gothic intensity without the
usual Gothic impedimenta. The plot is
pleasingly complicated and the characters
are all interesting and fully rendered. We
could do with more Rosalie Caimns stories.

Gillian Adams is another woman detec-
tive whom it is usually pleasant to en-
counter. In this new novel from Norah
Kelly, she has left Vancouver to visit
Cambridge, England, where she encoun-
ters some Bad Chemistry (Harper-
Collins, 252 pages, $24 cloth). A brilliant
young research chemist is found dead in
herlaboratory and Gillian, whose lover is
a detective chief inspector at Scotland
Yard, finds herself investigating the crime.
The setting is handled well (though a map
could have helped those unfamiliar with
Cambridge), and the academic games are
well played.

Peter Robinson’s Final Account
(Viking, 318 pages, $18.99 paper) is one of
his most formidable novels. Set in the
Yorkshire Dales and in Leeds, the tale is
splendidly contrived. A man is found dead
in a barn, his head blown off. He has been
taken there by masked men, we are told, and
slaughtered. He was a rather dull accoun-
tant who had married the boss’s daughter
but, Inspector Banks discovers, on his fre-
quent absences from home “on business” he
had a different personality and name. It
seems there may be some money-launder-
ing going on, and vast amounts of money
may be hidden somewhere or other. Once
again Banks’s determination takes him to
the solution, and once again his sense of
compassion and his unders.anding affec-
tion for his fellow beings keep the book
alive with human wanmth qualified always
by wry humour. Peter Robinson is a fine
writer and this is a strong and fascinating
novel. Like William Deverell, he should
haveanaward. O
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Commmon and Uncormon Sense

CULTURE COP +evervenrraenraninen.

BY BRIAN FAWCETT

to John Ralston Saul’s Voltaire s Bastards when
itappeared two years ago. At first it seemed like
just another narrow-path guru-gizmo, in the tradition
of, say, Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West. Saul
ascribed the source of the excesses of the recent past
and the present to the intel-
lectual universe root-
ed in Descartes and
best expressed by
Richelieu,
Machiavelli, and
.. the Jesuits, but
"8 3 I'vebeen around
‘ long enough

|:| WASN'T TERRIBLY SYMPATHETIC

»

to know that any single-cause conspiracy explanation
for the collective mess we’re in is bound to be an in-
tellectual contraption requiring secrel police and bu-
reaucracies-of-the-very-wise in order to operate.
Besides, it conflicted with my own (equally provable)
single-cause conspiracy explanation — that the griz-
zly bears are trying to take over the world.

The chief weakness of Volraire's Bastards was
that Saul’s somewhat elusive “*general theme™ was
a lot less compelling than the incidental and anec-

dotal evidence he brought in 1o demonsirate its ver-
ity. In fact, the book s thematic portentousness tend-
ed to overwhelm the frequently fascinating anec-
dotal information in order. I suppose. to keep the
general theme on track. ft made Saul's ideas seem
a lot loonier than they actually were, and personally,
it made me forget just how much [ was leaming
from him as [ perused the fine detail.

Among Saul’s more startling insights in
Voltaire' s Bastards is thal the goal of the Cartesian
enterprise has been not just to authoritatively ascribe
prior knowledge, but to inseribe it as well — and
to mask the inscriptions from its users. He also hints
that the universe of assumptive knowledge we now
live in has tumed oul to be as deep and powerful as
the ocean — and as narmow and dangerous for the
unwary as a darkened New York City alley.
Voltaire's Bastards gave a sense of how fecklessly
we have been swimming in those depths. but il
didn’t provide what is now mast needed — a new
lexicon and a map with which to make it through
the alley.

In The Doubter's Companion: A Dictionary
of Aggressive Common Sense (Viking, 331 pages,
$28.99 cloth), Saul gives us a substantial part of the
lexicon. I'm not sure whether it’ll help make him
the Voltaire of the late 20th century that he"d like
to be, but I'm dead sure he’s written the most
entertaining and useful book of this publishing sea-
son, and maybe well beyond that. It"s meant to be
the clarifying footnotes to Voltaire's Bustards, but
without the general theme that tried 1o pave every
detail into a single road. The Doubrer’ s Companion
is much easier to follow and sharper in its detail.
Actually [ can"t recall ever having as much fin with
abook as | did with this one. leaping from definition
io definition 1o see what indignity Saul would per-
petrate on which set of fools next— or what new
insight he was going to deliver.

Some of his 300 or so definitions. which run from
one sentence to several pages in length. are just
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plain witty, like his explanation of where
croissants come from, and the circumstan-
tially hilarious discussion of dandruff. But
Saul’s wit is always laced with acid. This
occasionally Ieads him to the politically in-
correct, but more often to the uproaricusly
funny. Yet most of the time —even when
he appears to be indulging his own wit —
he is penetratingly accurate, And on the
crucial subject of economics, he is dead on.

Saul’s greatest gift is a first-rate nose
for large-scale bullshit, and in The
Doubter’ s Companion he uses it to sniff
out the vast lies that he seerned merely to
cast a reasonabie light on in Voltaire's
Bastards. His is a rare gift in this country.
which has, arguably, fewer than a dozen
writers who possess this kind of nose at
all. And none of them quite have his nose
for the big stuff.

The Doubter's Companion isn’t perfect.
One would have to share Saul’s remark-
able and unorthodox intellectual range to
edit him properly, and this may be why
some of the writing is less than translucent.
In addition, he can be impatient and arch,
and a few of his gags end up being smoth-
ered by the irritable cognitive shorthand he
uses to move ideas from one place to an-
other. He also suffers from a vaguely
Qedipal hatred of Margaret Thatcher, one
that Jeads him to some frivolous — or at
least excessively fanciful — definitions
whenever the subject of Great Britain ap-
pears on the horizon. And of course he isn’t
exactly qualified to make the sweeping
pronouncements he does.

‘Which brings me to the purpose of this
rave, and my assignment as Books in
Canada’s culture cop. The mission of an
expertocracy like ours is to prevent intel-
ligent citizens from penetrating the sterile
web of addled ideas and intellectual habits
that experts and their masters have used to
construct the present insanity. Close to the
core of both Voltaire’ s Bastards and The
Doubter's Companion is the idea that our
present societal reliance on expertise is the

T .

Virginia Byfield, Alberta Report

and gardens..”
Nancy Tousley, Calgary Herald
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most malevolent outgrowth of the covert
inscription of assumptive knowledge.
What Saul is practising in these books —
and implicitly demanding of us — isare-
turn to common sense. By “cammon
sense” he doesn’t mean quaint folklore and
cracker-barrel truisms, but a more deliber-
ate and civic-minded generalism that we
rarely see nowadays. The Doubter’s
Companion is, first and finally, a civic-
minded work —exactly what an artist in
a democracy is bound by the terms of cit-
izenship to produce in a time of crisis.
Saul’s generalism is also precisely what the
great writers of the past practised. and a
sharp rebuke 1o the specializations that
conventional novelists, poets. and play-
wrights have settled for. That The
Doubter's Companion (and for that mater,
Voltaire' s Bastards) is much more exhil-
arating to read than 99 per cent of our nov-
els and poems is perhaps the best proof of
just how successful Saul’s project is as art.

Still. let me go a step beyond that and be
brutally clear about what I'm suggesting
here. Expertise and art are natural enemies.
They are s0 because expertise operates by se-
crecy while seeking control and power, and

art operates by clear, public language in the
service of free expression and wholeness.

It seems to me that most of today s writ-
ers are all too prepared to plead specialist’s
rights for what they do — and to punish
anyone who transgresses the declared
boundaries of the specialty. They take it as
a given that the purpose of ““serious™ liter-
ary art is to illusirate the range and fragility
of human sensitivities, and nothing much
more than that. It makes most of our tired-
out fiction not much more than a quick,
cheap holiday from the mess looming over
our collective heads, and our poetry little
more than soulful drool.

Of course, these same writers can be
heard whining about how insensitive the
insttuments of political control have be-
come, and they whine much louder about
the plight of suffering authors. Evidently
it never occurs 1o them to do what Saul has
done by insisting that the world is compre-
hensibie through a renewed common
sense, and by refusing to step into the trap
of specialization. Maybe they should re-
consider what they re doing. And lo. The
Doubter's Companion just happens to be
an excellent place to start. O
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How Real, How Magical

EADING — BY WHICH [ MEAN
luxuriating in — the eight marvellously

impressive, profoundly compelling, and
darkly luminous storics that form Alice Munro's
eighth book, Open Secrets, I am led to remember
a mistake that I made years ago in high school
when 1 read my first two novels by Thomas Hardy.
now probably

C L my favourite
@PEN SECRET% novelist. [ as-

by Alice Munro sumed that the

McCleltnd & Stavvarr, 294 pagas, $28.99 doth (jshn 0 7710 6593 6) real story, the
Reviewed by J. R (Tim) Struthers real action.

wis captured

in the relative-

ly shont stretches

of dialogue — a mistake that allowed me to race
by all the complex passages of description. Now
I pay atiention to everything — a lesson that seems
especially helpful in reading short stories, where
the most innocent suggestion can acquire grave
significance if the reader is patient and alert
enough o sense it.

A comparison between Munro and Hardy would
seem to be invited by “Carried Away,” the opening
story of Open Secrets. Louisa, a commercial trav-
eller “for acompany that sold hats, ribbons. hand-
kerchiefs and trimmings, and ladies’ underwear o
retail stores,” secures a new and assuredly different

job as the local librarian because the former librar-
ian happened to die on a day when Louisa was
passing through town and because Louisa suddenly
felt that a change in her own life might be oppor-
tune. At one paint in “Carried Away™ Louisa re-
marks that Thomas Hardy and Willa Cather (a nov-
elist who previously figured in the story “Dulse™
in Munro's fifth book. The Moons of Jupiter) are
her “'favorite authors.”™ Although some people ac-
cuse Hardy of “being gloomy.” Louisa states, she
herself considers him (o be “very true fo life.” Like
Hardy. in one magnificent volume of fiction after
another, Munro is able to explore with increasing
graveness and love, with increasing precision and
wonder, the complexities of the human condition.

This is not to say that Munro’s writing in Open
Secrets or earlier books is without comedy.
Indeed. comedy plays a very important — even
ritualistic — role in her stories. In fact. I would say
that imaginative play and verbal play represent a
crucial, if sometimes underestimated, factor in
Munro’s work. Consider the following passage.
from the story “Spaceships Have Landed.” de-
scribing the friendship of twe country girls. Rhea
and Eunice:

.. And the worst thing was when Eunie
launched into accounts that Rhea found
both boring and infuriating, of murders
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A Rebel and His Cause

RIEL: A LIFE OF REVOLUTION
by Magaie Siggins
HarpzrColling, 432 pages, $29 coth (sbn 0. 00 215792 §)

Revievred by Anne Collins

philosopher Paul Ricoeur, is the
telling of stories from the past

for PIESCHL pUIPOSES. mugmpm:m of Louis
Riel could write a variation on that: history

is the telling of stories from the past to
soothe present consciences. Por instance,

when the military and western historian

George F. G. Stanley first tackled Riel in
a pamphlet for the Canadian Historical
Society in the 1950s, he considered Riel a

“gad, nathe‘ho unstable man, who led hig

fo!lowers in a suicidal crusade and whose
brief glory rests upon a distortion of histo-
ry.” In the Red River uprising and the
North-West Rebellion, Riel resisted on be-

E ISTORY. WRITES THE
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half of his “primitive” people (the Métis)
“what for want of a better word may be
termed progress.” The Métis execution of
ihe Ontario um'igeﬁ‘ﬁn Thomas Scoit was
the aggressive display of an “inferiority
complex.” and Riel’s own hanging was in-
evitable, a side effect of the march of civ-

ilization.

Stanley came back 1o Riel again, at book
length in the 1960s. as if the Métis leader
were a moral sore looth he could not leave
alone. In his nrefn('e the historian had the

grace and the intellectual honesty to admit.
“When | wrote [that] pamphlet .._ ]
thought I knew all the answers: now that

1 know more about Riel, I am less certain

AEPR IS ASERRI NI RLIT RS A I

iy Mg eELTE age

L mp mr ag,  wem emmrmm et e e me. % B,

what the answers are.” But Stanley still

judged Riel to be strange and pathetic.

Though far more sympathetic by the time
he wrote the entry on Riel for the
Canadian Encvclopediu in the 1980s,
Stanley still viewed the killing of Scott as
the “colossal blunder™ by which Riel
brought himself to the executioner.

Was Riel 2 madman? Was he a martyr?
The questions still loom so large because
the government of Canada hanged him for
treason and has never succumbed to pres-
sure for a posthumous pardon — even
though “founder of Manitoba™ is now as
often attached to Riel’s name as “rebel.”
Historians keep rising 1o the questions.
and providing answers that in hindsight
seem alarmingly flavoured by their imes.
Another academic biographer. Thomas
Flanagan. perhaps intended his Louis
David Riel: " Prophet of the New World™
(1979) to restore Riel to sanity by placing
his passionate spirituality in the “context”
of its times. But, in Flanagan's hands, Riel
became almost a cult leader. who held
dangerously autocratic religious beliefs:
once again a telling of the Riel tragedy
made his death at the end of a government
rope seem almost self-inflicted.

By the record of his biographers, there
is one more element to add to Ricoeur’s
definiiion of history: ihe ieiling of the

past for present purposes when the pre-
sent is ready to listen. Finally in Maggie
Siggins. not an academic but a Governor
General's Award—winning journalist,

Riel has found his mainstream champion.
The aim of Riel: A Life of Revolution.
quite simply. is o exonerate him. Siggins

haliavay the nld nuestlnqc {imadman?

martyr? murderer?) are a distraction: Riel
was assassinated by the staie because, as
the only leader who could rally the Métis
against the overwhelming and exploita-
tive stream of English-speaking immi-
grants, he stood in the way not of progress
but of land speculation.

From the broad brushstrokes of her
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and disasters and freakish events
that she had heard about on the
radio. Rhea was infuriated because
she could not get Eunie to tell her
whether these things had really
happened, or even to make that
distinction — as far as Rhea could
tell — to herself.

Was that on the news, Eunie? Was it
a story?Were there people acting it in
front of amicrophone or was it re-
porting? Eunie! Was it real or was it
a play?

It was Rhea, never Eunie, who
would get frazzled by these ques-
tions. Eunie would just get on her
bicycle and ride away. “Toodeley
oodeley oo! See you in the zoo!”

Pure nonsense — or is it? Does Eunice
possess an understanding of the indivis-
ibility of truth and imagination, serious-
ness and play, the natural and the super-
natural, that surpasses Rhea’s meagrely
realistic, literal-minded understanding?
Does Eunice represent some kind of
metaphor, or an alter ego, for the artist?

In “Spaceships Have Landed” it is
Eunice who, in the words of the title of
the first story of Open Secrets, is
*Carried Away.” But so is Rhea — first
emotionally, then geographically, and,
near the close of the story, within view
of death itself. And so is the reader, in
this particular story and throughout the
collection. “Spaceships Have Landed”
begins with a reference to Eunie’s disap-
pearance. As we learn later, a spaceship
has indeed landed and Eunie has been
suddenly transfigured:

It was two boys and a girl who
took her. They looked about nine
or ten or eleven years old and they
all wore the same kind of outfit—
a kind of seersucker sunsuit with a
bib in front and straps over the
shoulders. ... They took her along
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the path and out onto the ld fair-
grounds. They took her to their
tent. But it seemed to her that she
never saw that tent once from the
outside. She was just suddenly in-
side it, and she saw that it was
white, very high and white, and
shivering like the sails on a boat.
Also it was lit up, and again she
had no idea where the light was

How real, how magical. In story after
story, Munro reveals the exhilarating char-
acter of life itself. with all its surprising but
inevilable interventions. Such interven-
tions may take the form of a death., unex-
pected visitors, an unusual letter. whatev-
er. Such occurrences pervade the stories
in Open Secreis, fracturing each charac-
ler's — and each reader’s — expectations,
rendering easy accommedations with life

RN
coming from. ... Some singing or
humming might have been rking
place, getting inside her head,
something pacifying and delight-
ful. And everything got to seem
perfectly normal. You couldn’t in-
quire about anything, anymore
than you would say, “What is that
teapot doing here?” in an ordinary
kitchen.

Alice Munro

;
It - .

or art impossible. Moreover, from these
interventions other actions unfailingly un-
fold. Increasingly in Munro's later stories.
[ believe. we see something of the quality
that Eudora Welty (an acknowledged in-
fluence on Munro) admired in William
Faulkner: “veracity and accuracy about
the world™ that reveals both the comedy
of being human and what Weity terms
“that comedy s adjvining terror.” O

-----------------------
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miniseries-like opening (a recreated jail-
house interview with the condemned
man) to the foretold conclusion in which
Riel mounts the scaffold, Riel stands for
an ideal of progress of his own, grounded
in the democracy of the Métis buffalo
hunt, tempered by his fine education in the
classics and his familiarity with the law.
Earlier writers on Riel didn’t have a hope
of perceiving the nature of community
Riel was proposing, Siggins argues, in
one of the few passages in the book in
which she wrestles with what Riel means
rather than what happened to him:

Itis only recently that our society
has slowly taken off its blinkers of
prejudice and come to under-
stand, often with shocked amaze-
ment, that Native cultures have
their own uniqueness and value.

So, in Siggins’s account, the push that
hit the Red River district in the late 1860s
was not of civilization but of shoddy road
contractors and greedy speculators con-
niving with the Canadian government as
though robbing the original inhabitants and
seitlers (whether Métis, half-breed, French,
or English) was a right conferred by the
god of the frontier. Thomas Scott, 2 violent
racist and obnexious no-account, is the one
who brings his execution on himself.
Though Siggins doesn’t go so far as to say
that shooting him was a smart move on
Riel's part, she makes a persuasive case
that Riel’s provisional government be-
lieved it had the authority to sentence him
to death for treason. And that the hot
Orange bigotry that fared in Ontario in the
wake of Scott’s death was fanned by men
with land interests and opportunistic am-
bitions in Riel’s Red River.

Siggins is at her finest in the sections of
the book that describe Riel’s first stand in
Manitoba (for one brief shining moment,
a multiracial Camelot), and his ugly and re-
peated betrayals by politicians and early

tre not reading about...

SELLING
HLLYSIONS

The Cult of
Multiculturalism
in Canada

- EXPLOSIVE politzfcd_l ISSUES. ..

Canadian “entrepreneurs” of the West such
as Charlie Mair and Dr. John Schultz. She
is incisive also in slicing the myths away
from the Meétis rebellion at Batoche in
1885, and describing the Ottawa-condoned
destruction of Métis communities; her pre-
vious book, Revenge of the Land, was g
wonderful schooling in the grubbing chi-
caneries of Prairie settlement.

But the portrait of Riel himself is less
persuasive, though Siggins cites many
passages of his voluminous journais and
poetry, and devotes far more pages to his
personal life than any other biographer has
done. Perhaps thexcontemporary eyes that
allowed her to see the value in Métis cul-
ture did not work quite as well when it
came to the “inlimate™ portrait her pub-
lishers asked her to draw. This reader, any-
way, could find no empathetic window in-
to Riel’s profoundly emotional religious
life, for instance. Siggins diligently men-

Is the
Canadian
tradition

of tolerance
on the wane?

tions ils components (ultramontane
Catholicism married to Métis spirituality
and the Riel family’s deeply personal re-
lationship to their God). but doesn 't make
the parts add up to the Riel who became
“the prophet of the New World.” A letter
written by someone else on the subject that
she includes as an appendix comes closer
to plumbing the meaning of religion in his
life. And to describe Riel in his Montana
days as a Che Guevara sirikes a false note
when you realize that he was also stump-
ing for the Republicans. Siggins is mostly
willing to give him the benefit of the
doubt, which is refreshing in its way, but
sometimes strips him of his edges. He
dumped a fiancée, ignored for a decade the
sister who had made the greatest sacrifices
for him, and for a time went right out of his
head; it seems a too-glib refiection of our
times to say he behaved this way because
he was under so much stress.
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On the scaffold Siggins draws Riel in
largely symbolic strokes. As he climbs
the steps, he comforts his confessor, as
only heroes ever seem able to do. Then,
as the noose is lifted over his head, a
whisper comes from Jack Henderson,
the hangman: “Louis Riel, you had me
once and I got away from you. I have
you now and you’ll not get away from
me.” An Orangeman and friend of
Thomas Scott, Henderson is there to
take personal revenge for Scott’s “mur-
der” and his own brief imprisonment
during the Red River resistance. The ex-
tra chilling touch is that Henderson was
paid $50 to do it. In Siggins’s telling,
hate and greed literally tighten the rope
around Riel’s neck, and blame at last
finds the proper resting place.

A personal note: for me the most an-
nihilating sentence in Siggins’s book de-
scribes a small detail of Riel’s execution
—"“A strong cordon of Mounties was on
hand to keep anyone from drawing
near.” My paternal great-grandfather
was part of that cordon. He was not only
a Mountie but as Orange as they come,
and proud of his part in the hanging of
Riel. He even brought back a piece of the
rope; how he got it and what it probably
meant to him is something that makes
his great-granddaughter queasy. (It’s
hard to accept hate as your heritage, as
the only intersection between your family
history and the larger history of your
country.) In my father’s boyhood, the hate
had already leached away from the rope;
it had become colourful, part of what
Granddad did in “taming” the West. By
the time I was a child, the rope was lost,
not even a keepsake any more; that there
had once been a piece of this rope was
something my father only mentioned to
me as ] was writing this review. My great-
grandfather brought it home so his family
would never forget; he couldn’t know that
what they would finally “remember” was
a great injustice. O

Berween Past md Present
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THIS YEARIN JERUSALEM
by Mordecai Richier
Knopf, 293 pages., $27.50 cloth (isbn 0 394 28055 5)

Reviewed by Michael Darling
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HIS IS THE BOOK THAT
i | Mordecai Richler would have
published 30 years ago had he not
been too busy at the time writing novels,
In 1962, Richler visited Israel and wrote up
his experiences in a journal that was pub-
lished in a three-part series in Maclean’s
under the title “This Year in Jerusalem.” A
revised version appeared in Richler’s first
collection of essays, Hunting Tigers Under
Glass (1968), the working title of which
was This Year in Jerusalem. The idea for
this “new™ book then, not to mention a por-
tion of its contents, has been around for a
long time.

The idea came to fruition af-
ter Richler made a return visit
in 1992, with the intention of
locating friends and relatives
who had made alivah — emi-
grated to Israet. The structure
of the book. which in its con-
stant and frenzied oscillation
between past and present re-
sembles nothing so much as
that of Richler’s later novels,
allows for the juxtaposition of
the author’s perceptions of peo-
ple and places he encountered
30 years ago with updates on
their present-day situations.
Richler fills in the gaps with
some potted history lessons and
skeiches of the major Israeli
political leaders and move-
ments, but this is not a particu-
larly political boak. In that re-
spect, it differs strikingly from
Oh Canada! Oh Quebec!, which earned
Richler more notoriety than perhaps any-
thing else he has written. This Year in
Jerusalem does take the position. however
tentatively argued, that the Palestinians al-
so have a right to a homeland, but this is
an opinion shared by many Jews, and is
uniikely to bring down on Richler’s head
the same howls of execration that greeted
his comments on Quebec society.

There is another element to the book
that has little to do with the history of
Israel but everything to do with Richler's
interest in it. Missing from the 1962 jour-
nal was any sense of Richier's own past,
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his personal involvement with Zionism.
And this is precisely the aspect of the
book that will likely prove to be of most
interest to Canadian readers. His publish-
ers do not mislead when they indicate in
the Cataloguing in Publication data that
the primary subject of the book is “Richler,
Mordecai, 1931 Biography.”

In some ways This Year in Jerusalem
is a sourcebook for Richler's fictional
world of St. Urbain Street. Here we en-
counter the models for many of the char-
acters in Son of a Smaller Hero, The
Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz, The
Street, and St. Urbagin’s Horseman, as
well as his earliest literary influences.
There’s Richler's maternal grandfather,
Rabbi Yudel Rosenberg (“the Genius of
Skaryszewer’™"), author of The Golem of
Prague and Other Tales of Wonder.
Richler devotes an entire chapter to the
reprinting of one of his grandfather’s
stories, and mentions that the old man
had once taken him on his knee and
dravwn him a picture of a horseman. His
militantly Orthodox paternal grandfa-
ther, Shmariyahu Richler, who “once de-
nounced me before an assembled court of
aunts, uncles, and cousins as a Shabbes
goy” and then threw the young Mordecai
out of the house, is almost certainly the
original of Noah Adier’s grandfather,
Melech, in Son of a Smaller Hero. Uncle
Israel and Aunt Vera, once star perform-
ers in New York's Yiddish theatre, rep-
resented the glamorous world that attract-
ed the young Jake Hersh in St. Urbain’s
Horseman. Mr. Sullivan, his mother’s
only goy boarder, gave young Mordecai
acopy of George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda:
** “Among other delights,’ he said, ‘you
will find that one of the characters is your
namesake.” ”

Most fascinating of all is Richler’s
Baron Byng classmate, here called “Jerry
Greenfeld,” who introduced Mordecai to
Habonim, the Zionist youth organization
that gave him his first and lasting impres-

‘ B e ooafoor u: fevan

Elspeth

sion of what Israel should be. in his bold-
ness and vulgarity, his desperate and fruit-
less drive to be a somebody. Jerry is
Duddy Kravitz, and also in some aspects
the elusive Joey Hersh, the Horseman of
St. Urbain. Richler recalis his last conver-
sation with Jerry in 1981, in words that
might have come out of — or. perhaps.
more precisely, gone into — the mouth of
the middle-aged Duddy of St. Urbain’s
Horseman:

Hanna Rosen, I knew her before
her nose job. Boy, what a pair! [
don’t mean hers. [ mean them.
Hershey and Hanna. He grudg-
ingly pours me a drink. “This isn’t
ordinary scotch, I’d like you to
know. It’s a single malt.” Glen
tuchis-lecker or whatever. “Twenty-
one years old.” And she quickly
slips a coaster under my glass, |

The
compelling
biography
of one of
Canada’s
best-loved
poets

might leave a watermark on her
antique table, for two cents I'd piss
all over it.

This Year in Jerusalem is not the book
to tum to for informed or impassioned in-
sights into the state of contemporary
Israel. Richler is not. as Jonathan Raban
has described Saul Bellow, **an intellectual
hippo™ wallowing in ideas. As a writer, he
is more the equivalent of a skilful film
editor, someone who takes images and di-
alogue and puts them together in such a
way that his audience cannot miss the
point. without him having to actually
make one. This is also the art of the satirist,
whose moral position may always be in-
ferred from what he castigates as immoral.
Richler’s view of the Israelis. not unlike
his opinion of Canadians. is that no one
whose views are (oo self-regarding should
“scape whipping. O
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Magic and Myth

HERE ARE SIGNIFICANT

’ l events you miss in your life, and
regret. For me, it’s not an occa-

sion like Woodstock or the Rolling Stones’
recent concert in Toronto, but the chance
to hear Gwendolyn MacEwen read.
Everyone says she brought magic io her
performances, and no wonder. Magic was
not a party trick for her but a mysterious
presence she sensed in the world, be it in
Egypt or Canada, Jerusalem or Toronto.

Ty}

I‘HE POE‘W DF
GWENDOLYN MACEWER]
Veolume One: The Ezvly Years
edited by Margaret Atwood

and Barry Callaghan
E. doEdans, 176 pozes, $19.95 paper (ISBN | 550950199}

THE POCETRY OF
GWENDOLYN MACEWERN
Yaolume Two: The Later Years
edited by Margaret Atwood
and Barry Callaghan

Exile: Editions, 148 pages, $19.95 paper (ISBN | 55057 076 8)

Reviewed by Lorna Crozier

For years T'had been reading her work with
the attention a young poet pays (o a master,
but by the time I was invited to a festival
at Harbourfront where she was also on the
program, she did not show up. There were
rumours in the audience of stage fright, of
alcoholism, of a bad love affair; the image
Iam left with is the light on the stage after
the brief introduction, and no one there.
The next best thing to hearing heris to
sit down with her poems and be reminded
of the vatic power of her words. Seven
years after her death, Exile Editions has
published a two-volume selection of her
work, including a short excerpt from her
novel. The first volume begins with an in-
troduction by Margaret Atwood; the sec-

ond, with one by Rosemary
Sullivan, who has just com-
pleted a biography of
MacEwen. These, along with
the notes that inmoduce the se-
lections from each of
MacEwen's books, establish a
context. Their brevity ensures
they won't interfere with the
reader’s own response to the
poetry, but they provide direc-
tional signs to help us follow
this amazing poetic joumey.
which began  when
MacEwen was 16 and ended
when she was 45.

As you would expect from
acollection that draws from
all of the published books,
the poems are not of equal
quality. There are apprentice-

ﬂi Gwendolyn MaéEwen

ship pieces here, such as “For

Alick MacEwen: d. 1960,”

which show us too little about the subject

or the poet's stance. In fact, the poem’s

evasions and abstractions make the last

lines *(... itis/time to speak the truth. ...
/it is time)" unintentionally ironic.

Poems like this aside. MacEwen is a
lyricist of the highest order: there is so
much intensity of feeling in her work that
you wonder how the lines can contain it.
One way they do is through their music.
Her poems are so perfectly sounded that
many of them, such as *“The Children Are
Laughing.” become incantatory.

Even in her namrative pieces. MacEwen
is a muse poet, a poet of inspiration who in-
timately shares her wide-ranging intelli-
gence and the extravagant creations of her
imagination. Though her poems are ulti-
mately optimistic in their engagement with
the world and their insistence that
Something survives in the midst of

Nothing, the word “darkness” is ubiquitous
in the two volumes. Appropriately. her last
poem concludes:

1 burl

Breatbless poems agaist wry lord
Death, send these

Words, these words

Careening into the beautiful darkness.

Her attraction to dark romanticism could
seemn precious in the hands of a lesser poet,
but MacEwen laces her intensity with a
playful wit and sexy humour. One of my
favourite couplets comes from the collec-
tion Breakfast for Barbarians: “O baby.
what Hell to be Greek in this country /
without wings, but burning anyway.™

For me, MacEwen's considerable tal-
ents all come together in The T, E.
Lawrence Poems. well represented here,
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though I have to wonder at the exclusion
of “Ghazala’s Foal,” one of the strongest
pieces. In the sequence she slips inside the
skin of T. E. Lawrence and speaks his
words in the charged language of poetry.
Itdoesn’t get any better.

Perhaps the most striking quality of her
work, and the one that is most enviable to
young writers, is the confidence of her
voice. She never doubted her prophetic
role, and her ambitions were huge; in
1966 she claimed “I want to construct a
myth.” She felt she was bomn to be a poet.
In her first major collection, she writes
“Guwven, / the small one, whose first salt
scream/ heralded more and bomowed ex-
cellence.”

Reading these two volumes, I was re-
minded of John Berger’s statement that
poetry is closer to prayer than it is to prose.
With Gwendolyn MacEwen, the marvel-
lous self-assurance of her voice i an ex-
pression of faith in poetry’s ancient, irre-
vocable power. O

..a city COMPELLINGLY |

y

Jobs Benlles” My

An
idiosyncratic
look at
Canada’s
largest
metropolis

explored...or a BESTSELLING

New Bottle, Old Wine

ANADIANS WOULD BE

even more ignorant of their his-

tory than they’re widely lament-
ed to be if it weren't for journalists of the
Pierre Berton school writing popular his-
tory. Schools have failed at teaching it and
academic historians rarely deign to write
for the masses. So when one of our schol-
ars emerges from the cloister offering his-
tory in plain language without footnotes,
be is to be commended.

Michael Bliss, a professor of history at
the University of Toronto, merits praise for
his contribution— and for opening himself
to criticism from his leamed peers. Some
will likely chide him for unscholarly con-
duct as a popularizer. Bliss’s review of
Canada’s most important prime ministers
is aimed at a general audience in order to
counter what he feels is a pervasive low

level of knowledge about Canada’s polit-
ical and constitutional evolution. Other col-
leagues will doubtless rap his lack of po-
litical commectness in writing “history from
the top down™ with these profiles of our
great (and not so great) men. But he is un-
daunted and unrepentant, offering a simple
justification; “Individual prime ministers
of Canada are, like it or not, the most pow-
erful people in the country.” Touche.

The 10 profiles in Right Honourable
Men are inlerpretive, analytical, and
largely self-contained. Through them
Bliss aims to discuss some arguments
about the thematic evolution of our pol-
itics. “Right Honourable Men.” he writes
in the introduction.

is about the movement of history,
politics, and power from the top

RIGHT HONOURABLE MEN:
The Descent of Canadian Politics
from Macdonald ¢to Mulroney
by Michael Bliss
HarperCofins, 320 pages, $28 cloth (isbn 000 255071 7)

Reviewed by Clive Cocking

down in society, as an elite-driven,
deference-based British colonial
system has matured into a chaotic,
individualistc North American
democracy.

He concludes (noting the fate of the
Charloltetown Accord) that 2 new pop-
ulism is forcing leaders to recognize the
limits to power.

It sounds good. But {in common with
his subjects) Bliss doesn’t entirely deliver
on his promises. The profiles do stand
alone — unfortunately — as the promised
thematic discussion emerges only errati-
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He's placed in the second
rank with Sir Wilfrid
Laurier, Sir Robert
Borden. and Lester
Pearson. To Bliss. it
seems. Macdonald’s
scandals and pork-bar-
relling politics outweigh
his role as nation-builder
in establishing Confed-
eration and building the
transcontinental railway.
It comes dangerously
close tojudging Macdonald
by contemporary political
standards.

On the other hand.
Bliss’s attempt to elevate
the reputation of
Mackenzie King is debat-
able for different reasens.
Al great length, Bliss crit-
icizes the “shabby™ treat-
ment Col. C. P. Stacey

cally. The book Iacks a consistent, unifying
line of argument or discussion.

What it doesn’t lack is strong opinion.
Bliss is not timid in expressing judgements
about our prime ministers. Arthur Meighen
he puts down as “bom to be a lieutenant,
not a general,” and Brian Mulroney *“ought
tohave been born in Boston about 1900 —
he would have made a great Irish mayor.”
Not surprisingly, there’s a degree of histor-
ical revistonism here. With a number of his
subjects, Bliss criticizes the interpretations
of earlier historians and presents his own
somewhat different slant.

This adds a bit of spice for the general
reader and may well stir up debate among
academic historians — if they havent al-
ready heard it all before. It's not surprising
that Bliss would rate Mackenzie King and
Pierre Trudeau as our two greatest prime
ministers, but it is surprising that he would
not also include Sir John A. Macdonald.

40 Books in Canada October 1994

gave King in his book, A

Very Double Life: The
Private World of Mackenzie King. which
was the first to reveal the prim prime min-
ister’s contacts with prostitutes, relation-
ships with married women. and involve-
ment with spiritualism. Attacking Stacey
for “vulgarizing the image of the man who
was Prime Minister of Canada from 1921
to 1930 and 1935 to 1948." Bliss argues
that “King's life is not a Jekyll and Hyde
epic™ and that he was a success both as a
politician and a human being.

Most Canadians likely grudgingly ac-
cept the ranking of King as a great prime
minister, mostly for his political success in
governing so long. Few will find credible,
as a supporting reason, Bliss’s depiction of
King as a social reformer. particularly
when the lext makes clear he pushed
through old age pensions only under pres-
sure from Progressive Party and left-wing
MPs during his 1925 minority and in the
1940s brought in unemployment insurance

---------------------------------------------

and family allowances & counter the rising
popularity of the CCF (forerunner of the
New Democrats). And not many
Canadians (outside Quebec) can vet feel
anything but contempt for his weak, waf-
fling (Conscription if necessary. but not
necessarily conscription™) leadership dur-
ing the Second World War. Bliss may suc-
ceed in encouraging his colleagues to re-
habititate King; but from the point of view
of the rest of us, Mackenzie King will
probably remain a boring. timorous. weird
man who happened to be one of our most
politically successful prime ministers.

This is not really a new debate. That's
one of the key problems with the book: the
paucity of new perspectives. The unity
struggles of Laurier and Borden. and their
success in advancing Canadian indepen-
dence: the populisi appeal and incompe-
tence of Diefenbaker: the failure of
Pearson, the great diplomat who lacked the
necessary toughness of a prime minister:
the controversial greatness of Trudeau in
fighting separatism and reshaping Canada
with a new Charter of Rights—dominated
constitution: the political sleaziness and
constitutional debacles of Mulroney —it's
all here, but without the enrichment of new
political or biographical insights. Bliss. as
expected. recounts Macdonald's troubles
with drink. but other revealing anecdotes
are skimmed over (such as the possible af-
fair between Laurier and his law partner’s
wife) or confined io footnotes (such as
Pearson’s testy relationship with his ever
critical wife, Maryon), material that would
present rounder. more human portraits of
our prime ministers.

Bliss also fails 10 adequately elaborate
his central theme: that Canada has evolved
toward a new populist democracy. The his-
torical basis of the trend. with its major
turning points. is not clearly described.
Only scant mention is made. for example,
of the populist Progressive movement that
bedevilled Mackenzie King's first term.
Part of the agrarian reform movement that

----------------
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swept the Prairies, the Progressives fought
to cut down big party politics and return
power to the people throngh constituency
control, and through introducing elements
of direct democracy such as recall and ini-
tiative. This movement permanently in-
fluenced the political tradition of Western
Canada: out of it grew the United Farmers
of Alberta, Social Credit, CCF (NDP),
and now the Reform Party. What Bliss
seems to regard as “new populism™ is not
that new in the West.

Michael Bliss has achieved his basic
goal. Readers with scant knowledge of
Canadian history will likely find Right
Honourable Men interesting and useful.
But those familiar with our history will
not learn much new about our key
prime ministers. It's disappointing that
Bliss did not aim higher: with more re-
search and analysis he might have pro-
duced a significant contribution to our
historical literature. O

A Snob Story

V:‘ iZHIS NEW ROBERTSON

Davies novel belongs ostensibly

to the murder-mystery genre. A
saintly Anglican priest drops dead in the
midst of areligious service. Did he die of
natural causes, or by poison? Few readers
will have trouble guessing the resolution
to this matter early on in the book. Andit’s
really not that important — the untimely
death isn’t march more than a pretext fora
certain Doctor Jon Hullah, a Toronto
physician, to write a secret journal about
(among many other things) his lifelong
friendship with Father Charles Iredale, the
dead priest’s assistant. In the course of
Hullah’s narration, he makes numerous al-
lusions to that infamous, little-read classic,
Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of
Melancholy (1621), an encyclopedic, ever-
expanding work (in six editions, each sub-
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medieval epzc...(/o you KNOW -

Robertson Davies

Part three
of the
epic saga
of the
birth of

Camelot
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stantially longer than its predecessor).
Under the guise of analysing a peculiarly
Renaissance malady. Burton, with enor-
mous efudition. dissected and satirized
every aspect of his world.
Doctor Hullah emulates Burton's
Anatomy in a number of notable ways. His

THE CUNNING MAN

by Robertson Davies
McClelland & Sceware, 352 pages, $29.99 doth
{sbn 077102581 5)

Reviewed by Eric McCormack

narrative is just as long as the Anaromy. It
is just as erudite — like Burton, Doctor
Hullah has opinions on any number of
subjects (music, theatre, acting, clothes, ar-
chitecture, and Freudian psychology). It's
just as unabashedly digressive, with mini-
essays on the history of Toronto. on
Anglicanritual, on Platonism, on dreams,

----------------------------------------------------------------
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“ete.. ete.” (as Burton was fond of saying).
It"s as ironic in tone {there’s even a mini-es-
say on irony itselfT) — not much is sacred.
even Jess is spared.

Doctor Hullah even contemplates writ-
ing his own Anatomy, which he plans 10
entitle, in honour of Burton, The Anatomy
of Fiction. One of the most amusing parts
of The Cunning ian consists of his notes
on this project:

I'm going to apply modern medi-
cal theory to the notable characters
of literature. Why did Micawber
lose his hair? ... What did Jane
Eyre, as a governess in a gentle-
man’s house, get to eat? ... We
know that Jane Austen was fond of
port; does it show up in any of her
heroines? ... What conclusions
can we draw about the menstrual
cycle of Emma Bovary? ... What
was the dental condition of the
crew of the Peguod?

This send-up of postmodernism contin-

ues intermittently over the course of many
chapters.

Const

THE OTHER COUNTRY:
Patterns in the Writing of
Alice Munro
by James Carscallen
ECVV. 5EQ pagas. 340 poper (ISBN 2 55022 163 9)

FAIRY-TALE SEXUAL POLITICS

MARGARET ATWOQOD'S

by Sharon Rose Wilson

Mississippl University Press/ECW, 350 pages, $45 cloth
(ISBN 087805 639 4)

Reviewed by Jinnean Barnard

tive Criticis

Pers v ins e mmann I LRF el LaptAlEEIEAEE

But The Cunning Man differs from
Burton's book in several significant ways.
The Anatomy of Melanchelv is. of course.
not a novel and so does not have to concern
itself about a plot. If the plot of The
Cunning Man is a little confusing at times,
we forgive its putative author, Doctor
Hullah. He's a physician, after all, and sees
himself as a social historian and commen-
tator, not a novelist.

Which brings me to the matter of char-
acters. Burlon's Anatomy has only one
“character” — Democritus Junior. its ec-
centric, garrulous. witty. at limes acerbic
narrator {arguably the spokesman for
Burton himself). Doctor Hullah is certainly
as garrulous as Democritus Junior, and can
be witty and acerbic. Here. for example. is
what he says of the interviewing tech-
niques of Esme Barron, a joumnalist who
plays a minor, but important, part in the
novel: “She ... does not dig very deep, be-
cause if she did so she might blur the clarity
of the “story” she will eventually write for
her paper.” He is incisive on the perils of
teaching the arts at universities, ... where
there are so many people, young and old.
who love art less than argument.™

ARGARET ATWOOD AND

Alice Munro have made sub-

stantial contributions to
Canadian literature. Equally prodigious is
the criticism — essays. reviews, articles,
conferences, etc. — devoted to analysing
and interpreting the works of these two
writers. Two recent books. James
Carscallen’s The Other Couniry: Patterns
in the Writing of Alice Munro and Sharon
Rose Wilson's Margaret Ahvood's Fairy-
Tale Sexual Politics, stand apart from
much of the existing Munro and Atwood
criticismn in their strikingly comprehensive

But Davies’s narrator differs from
Burton in one very noteworthy way:
Dactor Jon Hullah is a snob. and proud
of it: *... in my experience snobbery
sometimes means no more than a rejec-
tion of what is truly inferior.” In his jour-
nal, and in his conversation, he rarely
stoops to use an ordinary word where he
can find an impressive one. He's a con-
summate name-dropper. He has a vague-
ly condescending air lowards everyone.
and often sounds like some P. G.
Wodehouse caricature of the English up-
per classes — a pompous Bertie
Wooster. He reveals no hidden depths —
in fact. he’s complacent enough to fit the
17th century better than Burton,

Well, there you have it. For me, at least.
The Cunning Man is abrilliant portrayal of
atype — the old-fashivned Toronto snob
the rest of Canada loves to hate. Doctor
Hullzh is often amusing and knowledge-
able and astute. The best of company. At
other times, he makes us squirm at his pre-
tensions. A very queer duck. indeed.”
says one of his female friends about him.
half admiringly. It"s hard to disagree with
her judgement. O

treatment of the respective authors’ works.

The deceptive simplicity of Munro's
short stories is unmasked in Carscallen’s
study of patterns in her writing.
Carscallen’s disclosure of the intricacy and
complexity of these patterns — in struc-
ture, character, naming. images. etc. —
draws the reader bath into his text and back
to Munro's stories. The Other Cowntry will
appeal to readers who want to learn about
Munro’s work without wading through
difficult theoretical language and concepts
that leave them feeling bewildered and be-
leaguered. In his foreword. Carscallen
states that he has “tried o write in plain
English™ and has “not counted on knowl-
edge that a general reader would not pos-
sess or have readily available.”

In Margarer Anwood'’s Fairv-Tale
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IN BOOKSTORES NOW

Sexual Politics, Wilson examines Atwood's
tacticof using fairy tales to subvert tradition-
al patterns and make political statements
about male-ferale relationships and power
politics. For example, Wilson writes that

Atwood displaces the original
plot line so that the silent or
marginalized subtext of the
fernale experience is central ...
she makes the danghter and
mother’s feelings and motiva-
tions in [the fairy tale] “The Girl
Without Hands” the focus of Life
Before Man.

Wilson reveals the hundreds of fairy
tales and motifs that occur and recur in
Atwood’s writing and, most interesting-
ly, in her artwork. (A number of
Atwood’s drawings and illustrations are
reproduced in the book, which includes
21 colour plates.)

‘The appendix of Margaret Atwood's
Fairy-Tale Sexual Politics demonstrates
the comprehensiveness of Wilson’s re-
search. It provides a long list of “Tale
Types,” including “Wild and Domestic
Animals” and “Supernatural or Enchanted
Husband (Wife) or Other Relatives™ (one

of my favourites), and “Motifs"” such as
magic, under which the subjects range
from “TFransformation: man to crow™ to
“Magic Shoes Bear Person Aloft.”

Carscallen’s findings about Munro and
Wilson's discoveries about Atwood are of-
ten similar. Carscallen suggests that
Munro’s writing incorporates truth and re-
ality in a system he calls “sense and sen-
sibility.” For Carscallen, “Sense is a refa-
tion in which two elements, while rermain-
ing distinct and different, join neatly to-
gether at the same time.™ For example,
truth *“fits” reality. But sensibility is the
“world, or anti-world ... in which there are
no truces or constitutions, no games with
rules ... no *fit.” ™

Sensibility casts into doubt the “relation
of image to meaning.” Wilson writes:

As in the Grimms’ “The Robber
Bridegroom” ... Bodily Hurm breaks
the fictional frame supposedly sepa-
rating dream or fiction and reality,
suggesting the “truth” of fiction or
multiple stories of “truth.”

Carscallen and Wilson suggest that for
both Munro and Atwood. reality as we ex-
perience it is a combination of sense and

sensibility, fiction and truth.

The two critics also suggest that the
writing of Munro and Atwood resonates
with other stories. History. myth, the Bible,
folklore, and other sources provide “con-
textual resonances.”

A major distinction between
Carscallen’s and Wilson’s work is the way
in which they treat the concept of the au-
thor. Carscallen maintains that “When it
comes to works of literature .. . an author’s
conscious intention is not what matters.™
Accordingly, his analysis is text-based.
‘Wilson places greater value on the author’s
interpretation of her own work and thus in-
cludes quotations from taped interviews,
phone calls. and letters in the surfeit of in-
formation she provides about Arwood’s
work. [ wish she hadn’t. In describing one
of Atwood’s paintings, Wilson writes:
“Atwood says the woman in Plate 4 is
Mary. Queen of Scots. Anne Boleyn, or
*someone like that."™ Or, referring to the
untitled collages in The Journals of
Susanna Moodie Wilson quotes Atwood
as saying that she “did the watercolour bit
and used the other stutf as collage materi-
al.” Wilson's analyses and interpretations
are invariably more informative than
Atwood’s casual comments. ©
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“Dynamic in its raw gestures

but not for long. On Whalebone into the social noise that g
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wont to blow up bridges, a circus : _
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AYBEIT'S ALL THOSE
years | spent as a close
observer and sometime partic-

ipant in the groves of academe, but 1
found Moodie's Tale, the new novel by
Eric Wright. decidedly delicious. In
William Moodie. the young Cambridge
graduate with an M.A. from Canada’s
“Simcoe University™ (where he re-
searched a thesis on “the insect imagery
of Keats's “juvenilia® ™). Wright has cre-
ated a protagonist who can conduct the
reader through the convoluted maze of
academic life just as surely as a clever
guide can lead a party of fishermen into
the wilderness and bring them out again
well entertained and perhaps wiser for the
experience. It would not be all that sur-
prising, in fact. if Moodie's Tale became

Key Porter, 233 pages, S1895 guper fsbn { 55013571 6) |
Reviewed by Pat Barclay ' an underground handbook for anyone
' contemplating — or currently enmeshed

IE; 1‘_——“- : S Efic Wiigh’t g in — an academic career.
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MOODIE'S TALE
by Eric Wright
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Hard up for a job and willing to tackle
anything, Moodie becomes a teacher of
business correspondence and remedial
English at “the W. C. Van Horne
Institute of the Technological Arts.™
There he rises rapidly as the Institute
sprouts wings and metamorphoses into
a “real” university.

William’s surprise at his own success
helps make him as likeable to the reader
as he is to nearly everyone he meets:

[He] had always suffered from a
chameleon-like appearance of
receptivity to ideas, and even
ways of life, that were unthink-
able to him. Religious maniacs
sensed a convert; lechers invited
him to hunt in pairs; travelling
ladies found him safe, while
across the carriage, travelling
salesmen winked at his cleverly

“Ladies and Gentlemen ...

Mr Harry ‘Red’ Foster~

Introducing the famous sportsman, radio broadcaster, entrepreneur,
philanthropist and founder of the Canadian Special Olympics.

A biography by Paul E. Lewis

e dides
T Y

apdl grirady @es.

’}\ SS LIMITED

concealed satyriasis. All the
world claimed him as kin.

Well. aimost all the world. When
William is appointed Vice President
Academic, for example. the dean of con-
sumer studies (a former cabinet-maker)
resigns in a temper to return to teaching:

He did not wish, he said, to
work for some young asshole
who knew nothing from nothing
except about story books. Next
thing, he said, they would all be
teaching Winnie-the-goddamn-
Pooh.

En route to the top. William encoun-
ters eccentric colleagues (such as the
Anglo-Saxon specialist who got his job
by concealing his past and who obses-
sively stitches quilts in his spare time,
and the 42-year-old male virgin whose

2

BILLPURVES
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ISBN: 1-55021-091-2, $16.95

ORDER FROM UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO PRESS ORDER FULFILIMENT

visits to a psychiatrist have rather spec-
tacular results). makes friends with an
enterprising student who has the worka-
day world totally figured out, and ac-
quires an agreeably unentangled sexual
life with an ambitious young woman
from “Clothing Design.”™

Then, following a section of the novel
appropriately headed “Snakes, and
Ladders.” William's life journey makes
a sudden sharp turn. Ahead lie action
and fulfilment as he finds the answer to
the “immigrant’s question™ and encoun-
ters the “real” Canada.

Wright approaches this novel with an
ironic detachment and a satirical eye wor-
thy of Stephen Leacock. When he moves
into William's discovery of himself, how-
ever, Moodie’s Tale becomes genuinely
adventurous. Maybe. in the process of
writing it, Wright became as interested in
his hero as is everybody else. O
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Two Lives, One Voice

HE TITLE OF JOAN

I?l Barfoot’s new novel is a synopsis

of the story. Two childhood

fidends, now nearing 70, look back on their
lives and choices while arranging a visit
with one another. But it is not that simple.
Charlotte has remained single and is look-
ing back on ore particular relationship, a
decade-long affair with a married man,
Andrew, that took place 30 years ago.
Claudia, recently widowed, is examining

T T

CHARLOTTE AND CLAUDIA
KEEPING IN TOUCH
by Joan Barfoot
Koy Partcr, 260 poges, $19.95 paper (isbn | 55013557 0)

Reviewed by Rita Donovan

her marriage to the philandering Bradley.
This initial irony — that one friend’s ro-
mantic adventures were of the sort that
made the other’s marriage a minefield —
is an indication of the point/counterpoint
design of the book.

Stylistically, the chapters alternate between
the points of view of Charlotte and Claudia
until the [ast chapter, when the women finally
meet. This style highlights both the strengths
and weaknesses of the novel.

At first it is enticing: the reader dips into
the mind of Charlotte, then Claudia, and
then weighs their thoughts. The technique
allows the authorto display the blind spots
in each character’s understanding of the
other. As well, individually, the women
have astute cornments to make on the na-
ture of love and on their choices in life.
Charlotte is more pragmatic, or so it would
seem from her decisions and observations,
yet she is the one who stakes out her former
lover's house, hiding in the bushes hoping
to get a hint of how Andrew’s life tumed
out. Claudia, the traditional wife and moth-
er who maintains a home for her four

46 Books in Canada October 1994

daughters in the midst of her husband’s
cruel lies, is revealed to be far cooler and
more practical than we might ever have
imagined. Indeed. the most interesting
revelations in the bouk are those in which
the women imagine one another's lives in
light of their own experiences. Claudia
writes to Charlotte: *“You are so lucky. not
to have to hold on to certain feelings
through sheer will. In for the long haul, it’s
so necessary.” And Charlotte thinks of
Claudia’s marriage: “... Bradley didn’t
care enough about Claudia’s reality to
temper his.”

In fact, Claudia neatly opens up the two
principal avenues of choice she and
Charlotte have taken while confronting
one of Bradley’s countless mistresses:

I understand you're in the midst of a
romance, and that does, I expect,
tend to obscure the vision somewhat.
But I hope you can see that I'm in the
middle of a marriage, which is some-
thing quite different ....

Still. it is clear that Claudia and
Charlotte find they have much in com-
meon despite their choices. [ronies. paral-
lels abound.

Unfortunately. the structure of the novel
begins to creak under the weight of all
these manipulations. The narratives of both
Claudia and Charlotte are relentlessly pre-
sent-tense and stylistically interchangeable.
As well, something that might be men-
tioned once. or couched if repeated. is jux-
taposed, bumped up against, and overlaid
to the point where it actually distracts the
reader. When Charlotte thinks about saints,
for example, Claudia follows soon after —
too soon after — with a reference Lo saints.
This is perhaps meant Lo simulate the psy-
chic connectedness of the women, but the
reader sees the author at work.

Claudia’s reference to her “secret” isa
more imporant example. She actually has
one, a big one, and we have it dangled in
front of us. It is supposed to play off the
childhood secrets the girls used to share
(their breast size. etc.). The trouble is that
the word itself is bandied about too often
and too lightly by the women. Charlotie is
described as being a “secret” (1o Andrew’s
wife). Charlotie and Claudia talk about the
“secret” to keeping a marriage going. All
of this diminishes the potential of Claudia’s
real secret. which. when revealed. is mere-
ly stark in its ugliness.

in the final chapter Claudia visits
Charlotte and the rhythm of the novel
changes. Two points of view must now
share one chapter (although each retains in-
dividual segments). and the effect is that of
a split screen, with the reader shifting back
and forth at an accelerated clip.

Emotional whiplash? Perhaps that’s it.
Yet despile their closing comments on
friendship and their proposed “'sort of like
a marriage — only withouwt the sex™ living
arrangement, Charlotte and Claudia seem
possibly less self-aware than they were at
the beginning. This is too bad. Each had im-
portant things to say about love, sexuality,
and aging, but some¢how the more they ex-
plained the less they convinced. O
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UNGOMMON WilE.t..
The Death and Life of
Sue Rodriguez
by Lisa Hobbs Birnie and Sue Rodriguez
Macwnillan, 180 pages, $24.95 cloth (sbn 0 7715 9091 1)

Reviewed by Anne Denoon

/e Y HEART SANK AS |
/| |read the first page of
Uncommon Will, for I immedi-

ately found myself inside the head of a
Vancouverneurologist, Dr. Andrew Eisen,
as he prepared, in August, 1991, to inform
Sue Rodriguez that she had ALS. Though
Lisa Hobbs Birnie’s rendering of the doc-
tor’s state of mind may well be accurate
and based on his own account, I’ve always
had a personal aversion to this omniscient
style of reportage.

Fortunately the rest of the book concen-
trates on the thoughts and emotions of
Redriguez herself, who is credited as co-
author. Birnie also provides a complete and
fair account of the complex legal, medical.
social, and ethical issues raised by
Rodriguez’s fight for physician-assisted
suicide, one that should cause the knees of
both right-to-life and right-to-die advocates
to pause in mid-jerk. In the process, she

demaonstrates a truth that probably eludes
most of us, as it certainly did Rodriguez
when she began her battle: “the law is not

.. [a] benevolent social care-giver: nor
does it provide sanctuary for personal suf-
fering.”™ But it is Birnie's unflinching yet
respectful treatment of the parallel public
and private agonies of Sue Rodriguez that
makes the book truly haunting.

When she was diagnosed, Rodriguez was
the 4 1-year-old mother of a seven-year-old.
She was civilly but firmly estranged from
her mother and siblings, her marriage to a
younger man hed ended six months earlier,
and she had just lost her job. She was acom-
plex, demanding person, whaose identity, ac-
cording to her grief counsellor (who spoke
with Birnie at Rodriguez’s insistence), was
“based on anger,” despite her public meta-
morphosis into a stoic Right-to-Die poster
girl. (That Rodriguez would later, on tele-
vision, describe the aforementioned Dr.
Eisen as “cold™ and “insensitive” may ex-
plain why Birnie felt it necessary to docu-
ment his inward compassion.) Uncommon
Will shows that Rodriguez’s strugple was
motivated, at least in part. by a deep need for
control. recognition, and perhaps even a
kind of love that eluded her in life. She her-
self saw it as a matter of personal autonomy,

Cures Worse than the Disease

ERE ARE TWO SLIM.
Howlisb volumes proposing
sweetly reasonable solutions to
emotionally governed crises in our social
and intelectual fife.

Peter C. Emberley and Waller R.
Newell's Bankrupt Education is not the di-
agnosis and prescription the Canadian ed-
ucational system requires. Many public

schools are adequate. passably teaching
reading, writing, and math and doing a
pretty good job of fostering co-operation
and of discouraging violence and racism.
But the authors look at the public schools
from a certain height. They decry de-
streaming, for example, on the grounds
that little star-screwers will be frustrated by
having 1o keamn at the rate of the less intel-

and understandably viewed the legal inter-
ventions of pro-life activists and physicians,
the Catholic Church. advocates for the dis-
abled. and — unkindest cut of all —a few
fellow ALS patients. as presumptuous and
possibly even vindictive meddling. Despiie
tremendous emotional pain and physical
weakness. she faced down her opponents,
and, when necessary, her allies, such as John
Hofsess. founder of the Right to Die
Society.

Bimie became close enough to her sub-
ject to weep as she retumed home after
their final meeting. in which Rodriguez re-
vealed that her suicide was imminent, but
she pulls no punches when describing
Rodriguez’s tragic end. Almost to the day
of her death, she nurtured her rage: towards
her mother (who could not even bring her-
self to speak to her daughter on the tele-
phone during her final weeks). her husband
{who had returned to live in the family
home, but found a new girlfriend during
his wife's last months), and “those institu-
tions™ — such as the law - “that would
contain her.” But whether Sue Rodriguez’s
final act was the product of resolute
courage or angry despair, or of both in
equal measure, Lisa Hobbs Birnie’s
achievement is to show her as fully human.
And the power of Uncommon Will is the
dreadful. nagging question it inevitably
poses for each reader: “What would I do,
in her place™ C©

== — —

BANKRUPT EDUCATION:
The Decline of Liberal
Education in Canada
by Peter C. Emberley and Waller R, Newelf

University of Torommo, 189 cloth, $17.95 0
20 D5 O otk 0 8020 Firt ey

THE ROAD TO EQUITY:
Gender, Ethnicity and Language;
Impolitic Essays
by Brian Lee Crowley
Scoddart. 173 pages. $17.95 paper (ISBN 0 7737 5640 X)

Reviewed by Ted Whittaker
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ligent and may be saddled with the respon-
sibility of helping them along.

This is a crock. Parents who want 1o
make sure their didkums’ abilities are be-
ing fully developed provide an extra
mental stimulus at home. Many teachers
are thrilled, not threatened, by smart stu-
dents and give them extra work to do on
their own. In Toronto, the current stress
on co-operative learning and team initia-
tive is more salutary than malignant.
Very few students deprecate those who,
even if they cannot understand every-
thing, at least try to, and work hard any-
way. And big achievers often find their
way into “extended French” or even
“French immexsion.” This is streaming
by another name.

Civilization and the dangers to it con-
cemn Emberley and Newell greatly. The
middle third of their book is a potted his-
tory of western educational thought:

... Canada was a Victorian found-
ing, not an Enlightenment found-
ing. The primacy of rights was
mitigated by a certain primacy of
groups. To see this, we can com-
pare Thomas Jefferson’s opti-
mism about the joint progress of
scientific and moral enlighten-
ment with George Etienne
Cartier’s altogether more
Burkean and Hegelian notion of
organicism in both the natural
and social worlds, implying thata
pattern of historical community
must sometimes take precedence
over the universal rights deduced
by Newtonian reasoning.

That ignorance of these Dead White
Males is general today does not prove
much about the schooling of children.
Nineteenth-century children likely didn't
learn a lot about the great DWMs either,
except as their thoughts were filtcred mea-
grely through the words of classroom
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teachers. But, the authors claim. they re-
ceived a moral education.

The last few chapters of Bankrupt
Edycation take us back 1o the foundations
of Canadian education. They are the
book s most convincing pages. a gentle ar-
gument against what Emberley and
Newell fear most — what they consider
progressive education’s millenarian thirst
for individual perfection — and in favour
of the ideals of symmetry and balance.

Despite the horrid possibility that the
heads of today’s teachers are filled with
Marx. Freud. Levi-Strauss. the Frankfurt
school, the structuralists and the decon-
structionists (against all this I'd give long
odds). kids in school are shown how o
behave morally.They still learn to think,
if they pay attention. They can’t spell,
their grammar is bad. and they don’t
know where a far-off country is unless
some TV-illustrated crisis is occurring
there (score three for Emberley and
Newell): their knowledge of the past is
woeful, but so was mine at their age.
They are a lot more sensitively aware of
other cultures than kids used to be. For
all its goofiness and misplaced enthusi-
asms, progressive education is doing
something right.

In The Road 10 Equiiy. Brian Lee
Crowley would debunk what he considers
social superstitions: men’s violence is
worse than women’s violence; disadvan-
taged minorities need and deserve affirma-
tive action to right the wrongs of social.
economic, and educational inequality: men
eamn more than women, an instance of in-
equality that must be rectified: the
Canadian constitution is a political instru-
ment to help right these and other wrongs.

Crowley's mildly qualified libertarian-
ism allows him to admit the limited
worth of pressure groups, but he blithely
insists that the law must treat everyone
equally and individually. However, laws
are often made to benefit their makers
and are changed as a result of collective

e T T B T T T e

agitation that alters the perception of jus-
tice and thereby the political climate. He
observes that pay-equity advocates. judg-
ing trom the perceived absence of an ab-
stract, just. and equitable distribution of
income, illogically posit discriminatory
injustice where income is concerned. (I'd
hate to hear him on the subject of wel-
fare.) And where language and ethnicity
are at issue, he would have our constitu-
tion do sweet nothing:

The practical solution is to re-
nounce substantive visions alto-
gether ... every idea of what
Canada is and can be is recognized
implicitly but solidly in the still and
quier air of a delightful consttu-
tonal silence.

The corollary proposal that there can
then be & minimalist government and legat
system to which each citizen may equally
and freely appeal against force and fraud
is a facet of the Big Lie. We donot live in
a from-the-beginning situation. We are het-
erogeneously linked, with greatly varied
access to power, with widely disparate ini-
tiatives and desires.

Rather than generously countenance the
levelling, regulatory. public power of gov-
emnment to discourage mischief and suc-
cour frailty. Crowley would merely sup-
plant this function by general access to the
free market’s opporwnities. (The last chap-
ter of The Road to Equiry summarizes the
thought of another DWM. the tree-market
economist. social theorist, and Nobel lau-
reate Friedrich Hayek.)

Privileged citizen of a young, improb-
able, tortunate country largely owned by
foreigners and in grave danger of frac-
ture, Crowley remains improbably opti-
mistic about the force of voluntary asso-
ciations — especially markets — for the
general good, “when they operate against
the backdrop of a proper set of legal

institutions.” O
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Fiction

LYNNETTE D’ANNA’s personal struggles
have clearly played a valuable role in her
development as a novelist. She claims that
writing her first book, sing me no more, fa-
cilitated her inner healing and helped her
deal with her own abusive relationships
and substance addiction. Although less
personal, her second novel, RagTime
Bone (New Star, 183 pages, $16 paper),
echoes with similar preoccupations. Itde-
picts a complex web of relationships and
sexual discovery, and is compelling in its
drama, moving in its honesty, and satisfy-
ing in its outcome.

D’anna focuses on three main female
characters, Pearce, Sage, and Rita, whose
lives become deeply entangled. In a world
where homosexual and heterosexual pas-
sions collide, Pearce and Sage share an in-
timacy until Pearce abandons her. Taking
advantage of Sage’s vulnerability, Rita
pursues her, only io learn that Sage’s inde-
cision about her sexual orientation will lead
to perpetual conflict. Each character has
suffered either emotional or sexual abuse
as a child. A lack of affection or stability
Iater leads them to rely, even if only for
brief periods, on alcohol or drugs. D*anna
crafts a convincing story, knowing where
to draw the line between what is realistic
and what is sensational.

A master of dialogue, D’anna creates
characters who are strikingly real. Her one
over-indulgence, a primary emphasis on
graphic sexual detail, seems an unneces-
sary tactic in an already powerful and mov-
ing story.

Carolyne A. Van Der Meer

RicHarp CuMyN's The Limit of Delta Y
over Delta X (Goose Lane, 202 pages,
$14.95 paper ) is an uneven collection of
13 short stories, written in prose that is at
times precise and exacting, at others heavy-

handed and laboured. In *“Ladies’ Ball,” for
example. we learn too late that David is
mourning his lost youth; it’s never made
clear why David quit baseball as a child.
or how the game is relevant to his adult life.
As aresult, whai's lost is the poignancy of
David’s final epiphany:

His cheek felt chilled against the
scuffed hill of sand, the cool,
packed earth of his childhood. The
sting of the hardball was in his
palm again. He stretched, reaching
for his boyhood again, mourning
the long, dry span of lapse.

*A Transaction” is equally unsatisfying:
only in the final paragraph of the story do
we discover that the mysterious “‘she” who
shouldn’t have been out walking alone at
the story’s beginning is the daughter of
Dixon Carlisle, the main character. Flat out
on his back in metaphoric agony, Dixon re-
alizes “It was never going to be the way it
was. His daughter was not coming back.
She was dead.”

To be fair, Cumyn has a good ear for di-
alogue; and both “How Do You Expect to
Make Your Way,” an examination of the
cyclical nature of child abuse, and
**Anyone for Anything.” a brilliant glimpse
of what the neighbours are up to, show
how effective his work can be when he al-
lows his characters to speak for them-
selves, rather than foisting his own weighty
conclustons on us.

Debbie Howlett

Non-=Fiction

THE Saskatchewan writer David Carpenter
describes his new book, Writing Home
(Fifth House, 177 pages, $14.95 paper), as
a miscellany of essays bound together only
by his conviction that *"all ... writing, all

consciousness. is in some way defined by
the place we call home." The title of one,
“Geopiety,” is fittingly borrowed from re-
ligious terminology and reflects this rev-
erence for place. In it, Carpenter relates
Dennis Lee's notion of Earth versus world
to the ages-old concept of eros vs. logos.
Another essay examines Prairie writing of
the 1920s and "30s for evidence of matri-
archal vs. patriarchal viewpoints.
Elsewhere, Carpenter talks of the role of
writer vs. author. Concern with the balane-
ing of “earth” and “world™ forces. in their
many forms, runs through the book.

Carpenter adopis “the plain style” to re-
flect his belief that “book-talk needs to be
restored to the common reader.” Short,
lively opinion pieces and literary criticism
alternate with personal memoirs. There's
a captivating accounl of a visit to
Saskatoon by Raymond Carver and
Richard Ford and the goose-hunt they are
taken on in a virtual hurricane.

Carpenter casts a fresh eye on the work
of many Canadian writers, including
Atwood. Richler, Davies. Laurence,
Mitchell. and Sinclair Ross. The “wilder-
ness™ wriling of French-born Georges
Bugnet, an early setiler in Alberta. is also
explored for its geopious wisdom.

If subtlety is occasionally forfeited in
the interest of plain talk in Writing Home,
what is never lost is an honest passion for
writing and the place that David Carpenter
calls home.

Helen Haclesel

SIr THOMAS BEECHAM, guest conducting
the Toronto Symphony in 1955, made the
rare gesture of spontaneously turing to the
audience and telling them “It"s always a
pleasure for me to conduct your orchestra.
It is one of the best-rained orchestras in the
world and I hope that you appreciate your
great conductor, Sir Ernest MacMillan.™ It
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is doubtful that the audience did then or
that Canadian music lovers remember
MacMillan with sufficient fondness even
today. But as a conductor of the Teronto
Symphony for 25 years and of the Toronto
Mendelssohn Choir for 15 years, as a con-
servative composer of music in diverse
genres, as an estimable organist and pi-
anist, as a prolific writer, as principal of the
Toronto Conservatory of Music and dean
of the University of Toronto’s Faculty of
Mousic, and as an arts administrator of sem-
inal import, Sir Ernest MacMillan
{1893-1973) exerted more influence on
the musical life of this country than any
Canadian before him.

In Sir Ernest MacMillan: The
Importance of Being Canadian (Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, 320 pages, $35
cloth) Ezra Schabas, the former principal
of the Royal Conservatory of Music, fails
despite all of his admirable research (and
his fondness for exclamation marks) to
give us a fully satisfactory sense of
MacMillan. Music lovers (and who else
reads biographies of conductors?) would
especially like to know what made
Macmillan’s interpretations special and
how they differed from readings by other
conductors. Nevertheless, Schabas’s biog-
raphy, with its dry but lucid prose, and its
admiring but reasonably objective stance,
does offer a coolly fascinating document
of the cultural, political, and academic life
in which MacMillan succeeded so well,
and to which the conductor/administrator
contributed so prodigiously. As an infor-
mative history of the 20th-century
Canadian music scene, and particularly of
the TSO and Toronto conservatory,
Schabas’s work will serve as a valuable
document. And ineluctably, most readers
will come to recognize that MacMillan
was much more than an earnest leader of
now stylistically outdated Bach passions;
he was a precocious musician of rare intel-
ligence and cogent force.

Richard Perry

Poetry

In Swerve (Arsenal Pulp, 152 pages.
$12.95 paper), Sheri-D Wilson catapults
poetry out of its strictures, placing it noisily
on stage. Lines here are barely contained,
and as readers we juggle shifting fonts.
propelled by the impetus of complex
rhythm and rhyme.

This book includes highly theatrical
performance pieces: “Hung Drawn &
Quartered,” which follows Mea Culpa
Carmen and Lord Trustworthy as they
“circumnavigate shifting oceans of hu-
man bondage in thetr Relation-Ship.” and
“Taboo X Two.” featuring Salmon and
Boeing Bird in telepathic near-misses,
about which “The key word is CAMP.
and I do mean IT UP.” The writing is ki-
netic and engaging. though the political
edge sometimes gels overwhelmed by
commotion.

In her “Poem-o-logues.”™ Wilson's
tough wit finds a clearer social position-
ing. “The Brain Wash™ challenges the
deadened imagination and conscience
that precipitated the Gulf War media
event. “The Mamas of Dada™ has an
overtly feminist agenda:

The Mamas of Dadu
The Wamnans Man-ifesto
Surrealling ut their best-o
No more machinne manifesto
O No
The Mamas of Dada arve writing
their

names
1t’s time we beard the surrealling
dames, names

(“The Mamas of Dada™)

Wilson is passionate and provocative,
never dour. Swerve swerves, but it doesn'
miss.

Charlene Diehl-Jones

For YEARS, the plight of the Prairie
farmer has been well documented in the
mainstream media. but economics is
generally the major focus of such stories.
With ed and mabel go to the moon
(Oolichan. 76 pages. $11.95 paper). the
Winnipeg-bom poet Aaron Bushkowsky
attempts 2 more meaningful analysis of
the situation. and the result is a highly
readable and moving series of linked
poems.

By concenirating ¢n the relationship of
one married couple 1o their Prairie farm
and to each other. Bushkowsky accom-
plishes much more than a journalistic
record of economic despair: his compas-
sionate. detailed portraits of his charac-
ters’ inner lives reveal a world of simple
dignity. small joys. and occasional
heartache. in which the land itself acts as
a third person. Indeed. the way the poet
captures this intense relationship between
the couple and their environment (in po-
ems such as “dusting™ and “mabel’s sun-
set™") shows considerable artisiry. The ef-
fects he creates are subtle and quiet. in-
vested with the same shimmering still-
ness as the Prairie itself: “the mirage
ranges /rearranges floats softly / across
pastures.”

However, this stillness also keeps the
poems from reaching a high level of lyric
intensity. The unpunciuated style, while
achieving some nice rhythms. sometimes
becomes prosaic. And the poet’s use of
simile and metaphor rarely results in a
truly memorable line,

Nevertheless, Bushkowsky’s honesty.
his ability to engage the reader in the
lives of his characters. his flair for col-
loquial language. and his obvious affec-
tion for the subject ultimately give ed
and mabel go 1o the moon an emotional
depth that overcomes its tew stylistic
weaknesses,

Tim Bowling
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BY MAURICE MIERAU

Thin and Rich

S WE ADVANCE FURTHER INTO THE

nasty "90s, there seem to be more and more

Canadian poets who don’t have a very clearidea
why they are writing poetry, but continue to publish relent-
lessly. And in the absence of nationalism, tradition, talent, or
passion, the Eterary presses roll on, spending their grant mon-
eys with the regularity of German trains.

Laurence Hutchman’s Foreign National (Agawa, 78
pages, $10.95 paper) fits the mould of competent banality that
exhausts the language and the attention span. There is inter-
esting material in Hutchman’s exploration of his past, but
there doesn’t seem to be any dedication to poetry as an im-
portant form for this material. In “The Garden™ Hutchman
has to tell us that “the angel rose in a Biblical vision,” in case
we miss the reference. Dogged literalism has a way of infect-
ing even simple attempts to reproduce dialogue, as in
“Frank,” which is set in the Billy Bishop Legton in
Vancouver: “I regretted ... resented the absence of family
[/and so looked to them™ a character says. This stiffly artificial,
soap-operatic dialogue is so flat on the page it's almost funny.

In “The Farm™ Hutchman borrows his language from a
tourist brochure: “Follow the river among the gold gleaming
islands/to the quiet shores of Prince Edward County /north
to this rocky land.” “A Child’s History of Stamps™ attirudi-
nizes in the most obvious, romantic way: *“Yet it was not the
faces, but the politics of stamps: / the Hungarian Revolution
painted / on faded brown cloth, blood staining the print.™

“Don’t overdress words,” someone mouths in “The
Weight,” and this obsession with avoiding the omnate and
sticking to the plain results in a measurable shallowness.
Everything here is reducible to prose, and often it comes
prepackaged that way to save the reader the trouble of de-
coding it. It’s not that Hutchman can’t write, either. “Elegy
for Clara™ has some eloquent moments, and the last poem
of the collection, “Midnight,” contains some elegantly wril-
ten prose: “Already the drum of the clock is fading and the
piano plays softly like a cardiogram,” The real question is
why this isn’t part of a larger piece of prose. Occupying a
poetic form should be a bit like a military exercise, carried
outsmoothly bat with grim commitment. I don’t sec any ev-
idence of commitment here.

In Katherine Beeman's epigraph to Direct and Devious
Ways (The Muses™ Company, 80 pages. 310 paper) she
quotes — apparently with a straight face — a young John
Berger on “the world struggle against imperialism.™ The
back cover also informs us that Beeman is “an active mem-
ber of the Confederation of National Trade Unions.™ so we
know that we'll be treated to some obsolete ideology recy-
cled as Art. Just as second-rate novels often make excellent
films, though, obsolete ideologies can still take on new life
as poetry. While this may be true in theory. Beeman is pre-
occupied with her intellectual clichés at the expense of any
poetry that might otherwise have resulted.

In “Different positions,” Beeman describes “the first time
at seventeen ... no words other than what I"d read in
Seventeen or the Ladies’ Home Jonrnal [ They weren’t my
words ... dissatisfjed with the forms and the words but
knowing no others.” Here Beeman sets up an opposition be-
rween the bourgeois, inauthentic language of Sevenieen, eic.,
in describing a first sexual experience and the inexpressible
poetic grittiness of her real-life experience. Funny thing is,
poetic grittiness sounds just as inauthentic and clichéd as the
magazines did: “Sweet surges of the sea against stones, fill-
ing the canals.” This is a familiar intellectual contortion of
the left, and it is rooted in a deep contempt for popular cul-
ture: unfortunately the lefi has no oxygen of profundity with
which to fill the pop-culture vacuum.

In “Winning prizes™ Beeman tries to write a
poem about Sylvia Plath—a task that is fraught with danger:

Bright young girl of the *50's

who wrote English like the Englisk

forr books of poerns

letters bome and a jorrnal with
ornissions.

The banality of the language suggests nothing so much
as banality of feeling. Beeman stirs up more exciternent for
Milton Acom in “Choices for the evening™ than she ever
could for Plath— “Now you share the ground / with Villon
/ and with Brecht.” Holding up Milton Acomn this way is a
comparison that wiil surely only be made in Canada, but at
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least there are signs of life here.

The tired lefty posturing continues in*“To
Roque Dalton,” where Beeman notes that
“Revolution /is serious business /a danger-
ous game. / Poetry, more s0.” Sheliered
North American “revolutionaries™ are al-
ways delighted fo hear that some revolution-
ary martyr also wrote poems. It makes po-
etry seem relevant, and that’s comforting,
even though it is a relevance entirely alien
to our own shopping-mall culture.

Judith Krause, like Laurence Hutchman,
shows a definite talent for prose and no
commitment at all to the genre she’s writ-
ing in. Half the Sky (Coteau, 88 pages,
$9.95 paper) has the characteristic
monotony of what some critics have called
the “Prairie anecdotal” mode, which appar-
ently refers to writers and readers whose
attention spans are too short for anything
but one-page poems,

“Hands™ is a very prosaic meditation on
a“phobia” about hands that is vaguely lit-
erary in origin: “Mine are big for a woman,
with sturmopy fingers prone to / puffiness.
Not graceful or long natled, rather / hands
built for work, hard work ....” There are a
few pieces, such as “Reasons,” that are ef-
fective becanse of simple, repetitive thetor-
ical structure; “because I am three years
older than you / because my mother says
she likes you / because I'm not scared to
live alone ....” But there are many more
poems— like “Scare, “Sharing the Rent,”
and “Wings” — that make you wonder
what made the writer and editor call these
very short stories poems. In a few cases the
_ poems are not even good anecdotes.

Krause does have potential as a short-
story writer. “Connections” is dire and
amusing, almost like Raymond Carver as
filtered through Robert Altman:

He'll coonplain about bis second wife’s
lack of financial acumsen and ask me
out for dinner. The man sitting

across the aisle will interrupt. He
performed ey best friend’s abortion and

atones for bis past by attending
religious retreats for alcobolics. Soon
I'll be on bis list of patients and want

to talk about how we are all one, reborn
and eager to stay connected.

Anne Cimon’s No Country for
Women (Mosaic, 96 pages., $10 paper)
suffers from some uneven editing, but here
is a poet who occupies her form with some
assurance. Especially in the first section
there is some greeting-card language, as in
“Curl of Smoke™: “*A wisp of smoke, a
wish of love, / curls in the present / leading
1o the future unknown.” But Cimon hils
her stride after the first few pages. She has
an enjoyable dry wit, and she is often mov-
ing; the language can be simple, repetitive.,
and even anecdotal, and she still makes it
work. [ quote “Emily and Others Like" in
full here to show Cimon's epigrammatic
wit and concision at work:

No one secks the spinster:
dry seed, worm glow
rechuse of discipline.

Lost in ber garden of thorns,
she longs for praise
and wild purple roses.

Tracks in the Snow (Oolichan, 78
pages. $11.95 paper) is something like
Ralph Gustafson's 30th book of poetry: it
has that sureness of touch that comes from
real talent and much practice.

Gustafson’s world view is starkly but
not suffocatingly pessimistic. In
“Sufficient for the Day,” “we are on our
own, ratiled into oblivion.” Even when he
deals with folk materials, Gustafson
doesn't romanticize; in ““Snorri's Saga,” he
describes how an Icelandic poetis“cut ...
down in the cellar, unarmed. / Defenseless.
Poetry useless this time.” In the face of this
bleakness, Gustafson still has a poetic en-
ergy reminiscent at times of William
Carlos Williams:

Classifieds

Barn converted to writer's studio
loft/apartment available. Located on 100
acres of woods & water 9¢ km. east of
Toronto. Year-round access on paved
roads. Flexible & amicable terms to
suitable individual. Self-contained;
peaceful private haven. Photocopier/fax
equipped. Steven Wiggins, P.O. Box 7,
Orono, ON LOB 1 MO; (905) 797-3394,
Evenings are best.

Solution to Acrostic #65
"Canadian politics had been reduced almost
entirely to symbols and illusion, serving o
confuse and confound the public. What the
political and business leaders said they were
doing more often than not seemed out of step
with what they actually did.”

Above the Law, by Paul Palango (M&S)

The earth’s four corners lean. All over
The faivgronnd kids ride summer
rides,
Trains rock vound, arrive on tisme!
(“The Day Dawn Came™)

Philip Gardner’s Talking to Ghosts
(Breakwater, 63 pages. $9.95 paper) is
more old-fashioned than any of the other
books in this review. Gardner, an expatri-
ate Englishman who’s now teaching in
Newfoundland. reads almost like a *50s
modernist; his work is bound up in a rich
linguistic past. The collection has a bit of
a grab-bag feel to it, but there is a definite
commitment to the form.

Gardner’s ear for language is musical
and sensitive. In “For Earle Bimey in St.
John's™ he writes: “Lays of a last /
Wandering minsirel, wreathed / In the
spring leis of our applause.™ [t's a pleasure.
in the self-denying linguistic desert of
Canadian poetry. to see someone using a
word that sends you to the OED as “leis”
did for me. Gardner has chosen not just a
difficult word, but the perfect one — and
that's the only excuse allowed.

While some of the work here seems in-
trospectively nostalgic in a way that shuts
out the reader, there is also much to enjoy.
Gardner has done the right thing with his
ghosts, bringing them into the present with
the richness of his language. O
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FIRST NOVELS
BY MAUREEN McCALLUM GARVIE

States of Chaos

[§— VERY WORD HAS ITS GHOSTS — MEMO-
Eﬂes. mirrors, and scraps™ declares an epigraph in

Diane’s Schoemperlen’s In the Language of Love
(HarperCollins, 320 pages, $24 cloth). Out of such “scraps”
Schoemperlen creates a kinetic collage in 100 meticulously
crafted chapters, each drawn in order from 100 stimulus
words of a 1910 psychological test — words such as “child,”
“swift,” “carpet,” “‘scissors,” “sleep.” A chapter may focus
in atany point in the [ife of the ceniral character, a youngish
woman named Joanna (Schoemperlen began her career in
the West before returning to Ontario; Joanna takes a similar
path); vet the nammative advances steadily. taking us through
to a sense of resolution.

Following several fine books of short stories (the last, The
Man of My Dreams, was nominated for the Governor
General’s Award), In the Langunage of Love continues
Schoemperlen’s preoccupation with the heart. And although
the last chapter is “Fear,” a final curtsey to fate, this book
moves beyond the sadly unsuitable men and wry, disappoint-
ed women of many of the stories to Joanna’s memories of
hermather, father, lovers, husband, and son. Besides the 100
words, the novel makes use of other lists and miscellaneous
means of ordering chaos, including a self-help book Joanna
once read that said “being happy was largely a matter of de-
ciding to be happy.” Not easy in the world these characters
come from, a post-war Canada of bad weather and tasteless
meals, a culture so banal that women like Joanna’s mother
are angry all the time, with nothing 10 pass on to their daugh-
ters but bitterness and the two central clichés of
Canadianness: clean your plate as other chikdren in the world
are starving, and keep your underwear tidy in anticipation
of being hit by a bus.

Joanna leaves home to cut a better deal: a career as an artisl,
love, middle-class comforts, lots of sex. She moves from the
sexual transcendence of a desperate affair to a stable. loving
marriage and motherhood. A decision to be happy. an act of
will, becomes a spiritual shift from a place of sorrow and
anger to a state of grace. Joanna makes the decision, knowing
she must protect it from a Canadian God who, when he gets
around to it, may yet ask her who she thinks she is. At 320
pages, In the Language of Love is a substantial work, a bid

te lake Schoemperien closer to the pantheon of Atwoed,
Munro, Shields, and Gallant. My feeling is that, for all her
skill. she must ultimately move on to broader, deeper ground
to get there.

1 regret that Charles Foran must put up with two reviews
by the same critic; | have already reviewed his novel Kitchen
Music (Cormorant, 343 pages. $14.95 paper) in another pub-
lication. Fortunately I admired it, though coming 1o it a sec-
ond time, I had reservations about its parallel plot-lines.
Foran's previous book. Sketches in Winter, a memoir of
Tiananmen Square s aftermath. was enthusiastically re-
viewed: his first novel, the stories of a Toronto man, Patrick
Keane, and his “companion.” a Vietnamese woman named
Hia Thi Loi, is also impressive.

Pat and Hia go to Ireland (" Viemam is too difficult,” Hia
says), to Dingle, the village where Patrick s father died 30
years before. Both seek in an older cuiture something un-
available in a new country. Patrick accepts Hia's belief that
he is emotionally damaged by his fatherlessness; in Dingle’s
renied rooms, pubs, and docks, its landladies and fiddlers.
he finds a past, and a voice in the esoteric fiddle music that
was his father’s passion. But Hia loo has a past to recover,
a tragic and violent one; her escape was made at the expense
of her mother’s life. As Foran tells this story in counterpoint
with Pairick’s progress through Celtic ungsr. the brilliance
of the writing manages to impose a cohesion between the
two. But it is imposed. not organic: pari of the problem for
me is the opening, a puzzling scene of Patrick’s father.
Michael, battling the sea and his own wild, destructive spirit,
which is fuelled with alcohol. followed by Patrick s child-
hood recollection of mangling pop tunes with his Québécois
mother. [ was well into the third or fourth scene betore the
tale took hold.

Surface Tension (Guemica, 324 pages, $15 paper), by the
Montreal writer Marisa de Franchesci, follows in flashbacks
the story of an Italian-born woman from her emigration to
Canada as a child to the point that her son leaves home to
study in Italy. The early scenes have a grim —almost Grimm
—edge. as Margherita’s parents and her cousin Tito struggle
in the clutches of a witchy great-aunt to make a life. We
progress to the greasy agonies of late "50s teenage mating-
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rituals, and then, unfortunately, with the
great romance of Margherita/ Margaret’s
life, skirt dangeronsly close to Harlequin
country, Romantic Italian interfudes verge
on travel journalese as Margaret finds true
love in Daniel, a subtle, sexy Italian lover.
But then there’s Steve, her insensitive
bourgeois husband — a “good man.”
Guilt makes her too kind: with his nude
mesh underwear and obsession to control,
Steve is awful, and though he’s a success-
ful accountant, he can’t add up the weeks
between his wife’s ostensible impregna-
tion and their son’s birth. (Guernica’s
copy-editing can be just as sloppy.) There
is, however, promise here: the scenes of
sexual abuse — brutal, lascivious men
pressing attentions on a baffled child —
are skilfully handled, and integrated well
into the psychology and actions of the
central character.

Ann Love’s Grizzly Dance (Key Porter,
281 pages, $18.95 paper), a straight-up
mystery, is set in Tsehki Junction, a tiny
Yukon community near the borders of
British Columbia and Alaska. Tsehki is not,
Love points out, “Carcross or Teslin or
Bennett ,..” but & fictional place drawing
on strong memories. Her Warren Taskeris
ayoung RCMP corporal assigned to week-
end duties in his old home town, buteven
before he gets there, he finds trouble — a
Native demonstration outside the local
mine. Then there’s a suspicious death:
Blake Mcintyre, pony-tailed environmen-
talist, floats into town in his overturned
kayak, tangled in illegal nets. The sergeant
in charge, due shortly to retire, calls it an ac-
cidental death, but more incidents follow:
the looting of the doctor’s office, the theft
of explosives from a locked supply shed.
Tasker, at first keen to break the case, is dis-
mayed when his chief suspect turns out to
be a pretty Native girl on the rebound from
arocky past.

Love's story develops through a series
of continuous flashbacks as Tasker lies in
a hospital years Iater. The switches be-

EDEET RAVEL

Lovers: A Midrash

tween present and past are so methodical
they tend to feel mechanical, as does a de-
nouement that bunches loose threads to-
gether. But Love’s eye and ear for smali-
town detail is sure, as is her backdrop of a
deeply scarred Native community begin-
ning to heal itself from the abuses of white
medicine and justice.

The bears in Grizzly Dance are agents
of fate: so too are the polar bears in
Antanas Sileika’s Dinner at the End of
the World (Mosaic. 212 pages. $14.99 pa-
pen). In his apocalyptic parable. set further
north and in the not too distant future,
Sileika conjures a party on the shores of
Hudson Bay where cars have drawn up un-
til the muskeg is dry enough for travel.
They are fleeing the heat: the threatened
consequences of the greenhouse effect and
the dying azone layer have come 1o pass,
the polar icecaps have melted and the equa-
torial countries have been fried off the
map. As the group sits yaming and drink-
ing gin around a roasting polar bear, with
a snow machine spewing melting
snowfiakes, the camivalesque mood is
spoiled by the appearance of Victor, self-
appointed dustman of civilization. He

NUAGE
EDITIONS

JULIE KEITH
The Jaguar Temple

comes dragging a litter of quintessential
detritus. old Twinkie wrappers and aerosol
sprays, as well as, he says. a can of nerve
gas sufficient to depopulate the earth. And
if before dawn he doesn't hear something
to convince him life is worth saving, he
will use it

Through the night the pilgrims try to
save the world with tales of sex and love,
endurance, corruption. and dissipation
in Toronto. a Club Med resort, and
Lithuania. The old Scheherazade schtick
here works in a way reminiscent of Brian
Fawcett's parallel texts, with frame and
stories reflecting back and forth. The tales
display the impressive range of Sileika’s
descriptive powers (a father describes
putting his child to bed as “irying to force
a jack-in-the-box with a very strong spring
into its home™; succumbing to sleep, the
boy lies like *'a soldier shot in the field™).
The plot, such as it is, involves the willing
suspension of disbelief —e.g.. if they've
run out of road, what are all these trav-
ellers going to do for gas stations? All
pedantic cavils aside, a good time is had
by all. and it’s a great way to use up those
spare short stories. O
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Celebrate
Canadian Children’s Book Week 1994

BOOK WEEK KIIT

INCLUDES ° a spectacular full-colour poster ° 30 full-colour bookmarks
o Our Choice 1994, a guide to the best new Canadian children’s books
o Families...Read Together, a new publication with ideas for family reading and
an annotated bibliography of books that examine family-related issues
e an official Book Week program

$13.95 each e Kits are available September 1.
To order, please send a cheque or money order for a total of $18.95 (GST and shipping included) to:

N The Canadian Children’s Book Centre
/7 35 Spadina Road, Toronto, Ontario M5R 25%
Phone 416/975-0010 Fax 416/975-1839
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----- oo CHILDREN'S BOOKS

BY JANET McNAUGHTON

Envsronmentally Friendly

HILDREN'’S BOOKS TEND TO BE

regarded as a backwater of mainstream

literature. But the mixed bag of books
that landed on my desk with this assignment
reflects the current preoccupations of Western
culture as clearly as any magazine article, televi-
sion show, or movie I've seen recently. All but
two of these seven books address some aspect of
environmentalism.

Non-fiction books with an environmental focus
are de rigueur for the well-equipped child of the
'90s, much as educational View Master reels were
in the 1960s, so it isn’t surprising to find three such
books here. I must confess a special affection for
the subject matter of Snakes (Key Porter, 64 pages,
$19.95 cloth, $14.95 paper), by Eric S. Grace. Even
s0, Snakes is easily the most enjoyable non-fiction
children’s book I've read this year. Grace commu-
nicates his deep enthusiasm for spakes in a com-
fortable, first-person style that makes for effortless
reading. Full-colour photos and occasional line
drawings illustrate the book throughout. Topics in-
clude snake anatomy, evolution, morphology, and
behaviour. I learned, among other things, that al-
though snakes evolved from lizards, a legless lizard
is not a snake. Grace falters only when he strays too
far fromhis subject. Early in the book he discusses
dinosaurs as if they were reptiles, but dinosaurs are
now regarded as a separate class of animals. This
one flaw aside, Srakes is a superior offering.

In Coyotes in the Crosswalk: Canadian
Wildlife in the City (Whitecap, 72 pages, $10.95
paper), Diane Swanson looks at 10 species of wild
birds and mammals that make their homes among
people. The book is filled with interesting facts: for
example, how coyotes have expanded their range
into eastemn Canada as other predators decline, and
the fact that newbom rats are helpless for about two
weeks. Sidebars give short anecdotes about animals
in Canadian cities, including raccoons in Toronto
and peregrine falcons in Montreal, that bring the an-

imals closer to home. Douglas Penhale s realistic
black-and-white illustrations and attractive page
borders add to this book, which will certainly hold
the interest of young animal lovers.

The third non-fiction book, Keepers of the
Night: Native Stories and Nocturnal

pages, $16.95 pa-
per), by Michael J.
Caduto and Joseph
Bruchac, is not
really a children’s
book ar all, but
rather a book to be
used by adults
working with chil
dren. Each
chapter begins \_
with a Native
North American
tale that inspires
discussion of a |
nocturnal activity,
followed by ques-
tions for the chil-
dren and exhaus-

tive background

information for adults. There are also detailed in- From Coyot

troductory guidelines, suggested activities. and fol- in the Crosswalk:
low-up projects. For example. the story “Moth, The Canadian Wildlife
Fire Dancer” introduces the study of nocturnal in- in the City

sects, which children are then invited to explore
through games and night-time nature walks.
Because the activities are nocturnal, this book will
probably be most useful to people working in chii-
dren's camps.

There are two novels in this lot, and the contrast
between them is instructive. Marion Woodson's
The Amazon Influence (Orca. 167 pages, $6.95
paper} is very much a book of the times. Fourteen-
year-old Nick Price is the son of an environmental
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A Dog fora Friend
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Sheryl McFarlane &g WITHOUT HOWL A FRIEND
Ron Lightburn [\~ Deborah Turney-Zagwin Marilynn Reynolds

ORCA BOOK PUBLISHERS

ISBM 1-55143018-5

activistliving on an island off the coast of
British Columbia. The girl who attracts
him, Allison McKeghnie, turns out to be
the daughter of the man whoruns the log-
ging company that Nick’s mother is trying
to stop. The two teenagers seem destined
to remain apart until both Nick’s mother
and Allison’s father are subject to a series
of harassing pranks. Nick and Allison join
forces to solve the mystery, helped by
magic from amedicine stick that Nick’s di-
vorced father sends him from the South
American rainforests.

In spite of the trendy trappings, this
book is essentially a mystery and on that
level it works quite well. All the clues
point to a logical culprit, but Woedson
throws in enough suspects and red her-
rings to keep readers guessing. She also
creates a vivid sense of place. Her main
characters are well developed, though the
secondary ones are a bit one-dimensional
at times. But fundamentally, this book
makes good reading.

Also set in B.C. is Catherine Anthony
Clark’s The Golden Pine Cone (Harbour,
189 pages, $14.95 paper), a reissue of a
fantasy originally published in 1950. Bren
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and Lucy, a brother and sister living in the
Kootenays, discover a tiny golden pine
cone with magical powers. An enchanted
dog helps them realize that they must re-
turn it to the spirit Tekontha, the rightful
owner, lest it fall into the hands of any
number of evil lesser spirits. The two self-
Iess children set out on their quest,
encountering all manner of magic along
the way. This is a completely satisfying
book. Clark’s magic world is finely de-
tailed and fully realized, her characters
wonderfuily real. If such a book were writ-
ten today, it would no doubt contain an
overt ecological message. But Clark man-
ages to convey respect for nature without
being heavy-handed, and the bock bene-
fits fromn her subtlety.

At first glance, Madame de Tou-
cainville’s Magnificent Hat (Red Deer
College Press, 32 pages, $14.95 cloth),
writien and illustrated by Sue Bland. does
not look like a book about environmental
issues. The story is set in Saskatchewan's
Qu’Appelle Valley at the turn of the cen-
tury. Lucy de Toucainville glories in her
many hats. each decorated with feathers,
until she leams that millions of wild birds

g . r= — y W . g e g == =

are slaughtered to provide feathers for
women’s hats. After that, she vows never
to buy another hat. even if it means she
will no longer win first prize in the annual
Bonny Bonnet Contest. It seems that life
will lose its savour without outrageous
hats. until Lucy learns that splendid
millinery can be created without feathers.

This straightforward little story draws
on a footnoie in ecological history: mil-
lions of birds were slaughtered, and some
species even hunted to extinction. just to
provide plumage for hats. Children will
relate to Lucy’s struggle to correct this
wrong at a personal level. Young readers
will also be encouraged to know that
harmful and frivolous waste such as this
can end. Bland's illustrations are drawn

in a colourful folk-art style that suits the
time period of her story.

A message. even when skilfully pre-
sented, can make reading a lot like eating
food because it is good for you. Kids still
need books that are light and colourful
and fun — Jello reading. Which brings us
10 Robert Munsch's newesi offering,
Where Is Gah-Ning? (Annick, 32 pages,
$14.95 cloth, $4.95 paper). Little Gah-
Ning decides she wants to go to nearby
Kapuskasing, but her father objects: when
people go to Kapuskasing they spend lots
of money. Gah-Ning tries to go to
Kapuskasing many different ways. finally
succeeding in the most absurd way pos-
sible. In a note, Munsch explains that the
story grew out of his friendship with the
real Gah-Ning, who lives in Northern
Ontario. Héleéne Despuieaux’s illustra-
lions are, as always, brilliant both in
colour and design. Among many adulis
who take children’s literature seriously,
it is now fashionable to dismiss Munsch's
work as light-weight and formulaic. But
silliness matters in children’s books, and
repetition works. Where is Gah-Ning?
may be just another Munsch book, but
sometimes another Munsch book is just
what we need. O
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HERE'S A KIND OF FALSE

Risk Syndrome that afflicts the me-
dia when it comes to discussing contem-
porary literature. We admire fiction that
takes risks, and for good reason: the will-
ingness to challenge the limits of accept-
ability and convention distinguishes a
serious writer from one content to stay
within the bounds of a comfortable for-
mula. And of course we can vicariously
share in this adventurousness by reading
the latest book that critics proclaim “dar-
ing" or “fearless.”

The false assumption is that a writer
takes a risk simply by dealing with ex-
treme subject matter, especially if it in-
volves graphic sex or violence. But just
check out your local newsstand or turn on
the TV; such material is a staple of mag-
azines, films, and talk shows. It's what
sells— whether between covers or pro-
jected on a screen, whether treated with
sensationalism or restraint.

Of course, writers can and do take such
highly charged subjects and handle them
in a way that’s insightful and thought-pro-
voking. But real risk often has less to do
with what is dealt with than row it’s dealt
with. Those stylish, witty narratives of se-
rial killers, necrophiliacs, and deranged
vegetarian cross-dressers that get awarded
50 many merit badges for audacity are in-
variably written from a detached point of
view. In this, they're perfectly conven-
tional: the standard mode of Westem cul-
ture is dissociation. You can write (or
read) about anything, no matter how out-
landish or horrifying, if you have suffi-
cient emotional distance; as the German
writer Christa Wolf wrote, *“... those who
feel nothing have all words freely at their
disposal.” Given this situation, it’s far
more daring (o be graphic about feelings,

UP FRONT

My Idea of Risk

rather than about sex ar violence, al-
though to do so0 is never seen as risk-tak-
ing. If done well, such fiction may be
called “poignant.” but not “brave™ if its
appeal to the emotions is foo blatant it’s
likely to be dismissed as ““sentimental.” a
term that conjures up hurtin” songs, gushy
greeting cards. and Steven Spielberg films
at their most manipulative. In other
words: inauthentic and clichéd.

“Sentimental™ was not always a term of
disparagement; when the word was first
introduced in English in the mid-18th
century it meant “characterized by or ex-
hibiting refined and elevated feeling.” and
the exhibition of feelings in fiction was
not only accepted but fashionable. Tt
wasn 't long, though. before the word lost
its cachet and became an expression of
derision. (It also became increasingly
identified with the female sex: one 19th-
century argument against giving women
the vote, for instance. was that by nature
they were prone 10 “sentimentality.™)

We tend to draw a distinction between
sentimentality (false) and emotion (gen-
uine), but the difference between them
isn "t easily defined (Somerset Maugham
once said that the former is “just senti-
menl that rubs you up the wrong way™).
I recently reread Jane Eyre, for example.
and was struck by the emotional rawness
of the exchanges between Jane and
Rochester after the existence of Bertha
Mason has been revealed. Could a 1990s
writer pull off such powerful scenes. or
would they seem histrionic and, well. sen-
timental?

Nowadays it’s difficult to write fiction
that directly addresses characters” intense
feelings — great griefs and overwhelm-
ing passions — because empathy and
emotional engagement have gone oul of

style. What's kept at bay is vulnerability
— our own. as well as thal of the charac-
ters. Most modern fiction keeps readers
al an emotional remove, either through
irony or circumspection or uninflected
minimalism. And as in films, where
there's a kind of cant-top-this mania for
special effects and enterfaining spectacle,
in fiction the appeal of novelty has super-
seded that of engagement. So the latest
“daring” best seller tends to explore sen-
sational terrain. but without affect. It's re-
vealing that Martin Amis admiringly de-
scribed Will Self. the “bad boy™ of BritLit
whose My lelea of Fun is a prime exanmple
of False Risk Syndrome, as “a very cruei
writer — thrillingly heartless, terrifyingly
brainy.” Compare this with what the critic
B. W. Powe wrole of Margaret Laurence:

... we read her for the insights
she has into the people she knows.
... She is not afraid to be old-fash-
ioned or gutsy. She is not afraid to
sound sentimental or confused.
Her books have feeling, hard-won
and true.

The Diviners, Laurence's most contro-
versial book., was published 20 years ago.
If it were making its début now, I doubt
that reviewers would regard it as “risky™
the characlers aren’t entertainingly
bizarre, the prose is unadventurous, and
even the sexual explicitness is run-of-the-
mill by cantemporary standards. But what
the novel offers is indeed “feeling, hard-
won and true.” And in a voyeuristic cul-
ture that replaces engagement with ironic
and distanced (if obsessively detailed) ob-
servation, such intimacy is daring. O

Barbara Carey's most recent book is The
Ground of Events (Mercury).
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When propery filled in, the letters in the box form a quotation from a Canadian book. Find the letlers by solving the clues below and writing the
answers in the numbered spaces provided. Then transfer the letters from the spaces to the appropriate squares in the box. The first letters of each
answered clue form the name of the author and title of the book (solution next month}.

A. Interfered @020 _ _ _ __ __ L. Paid attention to
191 108 143 9 71 1% 120 2 180 55 w5 61 185

B. Effusiva one — . M.Dead L .

C. Clive Roots title (2 wds.) % 5 % e 7m w5 % M. Kennath Harvey novel o

w2 ™ 12 12 ® s me e O BC.region — - =
52 2z 0 128 8 181 23 104
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7 % 17 & 153 e a7 i, I Distinctin kind T EE S
" 15 5 w0 8 19 132 a3 Dancer Kain
2 17 56 15 13
T R. Children’s magazine -
5 2 173
E. Wyaming river T ®m s 7 @ e @ 1z O Naturalist and painter . __ __ _ __ __ __ ___
J_ __IZWUS] 18 182 M 4 130 184 76 137
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7 30 7 3% 9 51 167 16
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ATEIN 1982,] WAS SURPRISED

to get a letier from Alden Nowlan,
the New Brunswick poet and literary pa-
terfamilias, saying how much he’d en-
joyed this or that piece of mine over the
years. He was by then in his final illness,
which killed him when he was only 50.
So this was also one of the last of his in-
numeiable acts of kindness — at least rel-
atively speaking, for he was a volumi-
nous correspondent. There are, for exam-
ple, more than 12,000 of his letters in the
Nowlan Papers at the University of
Calgary library. Literary ones of course,
but also letters to Gershon Legman, the
bibliographer of erotica, letters to the
Globe and Mail society columnist Zena
Cherry, one letter to Barbara Amiel, and
another from John Diefenbaker. There
are also exchanges with George Richards
Kingsize Clothes, where he seems to
have done his shopping, and with credit
card companies, with which, it seems, he
liked to quarrel.

Such are some of the tidbits to be
found in The Alden Nowlan Papers,
compiled by Jean M. Maoore, edited by
Apollonia Steele and Jean F. Tener, and
published by the University of Calgary
Press as part of its series “Canadian
Archival Inventories.” (The book also
features a fine bio-critical essay by
Robert Gibbs.) In the 1970s, when aca-
demic institutions had big acquisitions
budgets, Calgary was among the most
aggressive buyers of writers’ papers. As
aresult, this series of fat but inexpensive
paperbacks (the Nowlan costs only
$16.95) shows the full range of Calgary’s
initiative, which includes Western writers
such as Rudy Wiebe, Robert Kroetsch,
W. O. Mitchell, and Aritha Van Herk on
the one hand, and Alice Munro, Brian

Moore, Clark Blaise, and Mordecai
Richler on the other.

But thereby hangs a controversy in the
fleld of Canadian literary research. a field
that has long suffered from want of some
basic tools and standard editions.

Most cultures have a “union list™ of the
literary and historical manuscripts held
in the countrys various public collec-
tions. Ours, the Union List of
Manuscripts in Canadian Repositories,
published by the National Archives, ap-
peared in two volumes, followed by a
number of supplements — the most re-
cent one appeared more than a decade
ago. In short, the momentum has been
lost and there seems no hard evidence of
recovery. What happened instead is that
from 1981 to 1991 the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council sup-
ported a program called Canadian
Studies — Research Tools. SSHRC gave
money to various institutions (the
Anglican Church of Canada as well as as-
sorted universities) to publish detailed
“finding aids™ to what were once called
collections or holdings but are now uni-
versally known as fonds. The University
of British Columbia, the University of
Victoria, and more than one constituent
part of the University of Toronto were
among the beneficiaries, but Calgary was
the most ambitious.

Some people in the archival field
thought the money too much, consider-
ing the small number of published books
that would actually be distributed. They
felt that the special-collections depart-
ments of university libraries should do
with their finding-aids what McGill, for
example, does with its in-house guide o
the Hugh MacLennan papers — simply
Xerox one copy at a time, on a pure de-

A BACKWARD GLANCE

Guiding Lights

mand basis. Eventually, these people
hope, all such information, from all
Canadian institutions. will form an elec-
tronic data-base, thus making a reality of
the old Union List ideal. A study group
of the Canadian Library Association is
looking into the possibility.

Until then, we make do with the indi-
vidual finding-aids. not only the in-house
ones like McGill's for MacLennan, or the
professionally published ones that have
come out of Calgary, but also those that
fall between the two extremes in the de-
gree to which they resemble books: for
example. Debra Barr's Guide to the
Papers of Earle Birney in Canadian
Repositories (1987), which the
University of Toronto rare books library
produced cheaply and neatly in a Cerlox
binding.

Personally, I find these guides not only
useful but fascinating on their own terms.
As is the case with a fully descriptive (or
*authored™) biblicgraphy. they can pro-
vide shadow criticism of the author in
question. even a sometimes guite vivid
shadow biography. Alas, [ never met
Alden Nowlan. But now. reading the cat-
alogue of his incoming and outgoing
mail. both personal and professional. and
detailed descriptions of his manuscripts
large and small, complete with facsimiles
of his handwriting and typing. I feel re-
newed sympathy for his life and his
work. And I cherish the tactile experi-
ence, which may or may not be lost if the
whole business of bibliographic guides
ever goes to CD-ROM. O

Douglas Fetherling’s most recent publica-
tions are a novel, The File on Arthur
Moss (Lester), and Selected Poems
{Arsenal Pulb).
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HAVE JUST RETURNED FROM
Britain, where it has happened once
again. This time it concerns Alan Paton,
the South African novelist, author of the
international classic and plea for racial
equality Cry, the Beloved Country. Paton
was the president of the South African
Liberal Party and was long revered for his
opposition to apartheid and oppression.
The white crusader pleaded for Nelson
Mandela when the ANC leader was on tri-
al, he was welcomed by liberal-minded
people everywhere, given platforms in the
best universities, churches, and assemblies
in the world. A new biography by Peter F.
Alexander, however, reveals that Paton
was not the knight in shining armour that
we had thought.

Paton was in fact an authoritarian father
bitter]y disliked by his children. At the re-
formatory where he taught, he adminis-
tered 2,000 strokes of the strap and cane
a year to the inmates. They were terrified
of him. He was also chronically unfaithful
to his wife, seeking out prostitutes wher-
ever he could find them. As a teacher he
used anything 1o hit his charges, including
cricket bats. The girls in the class were vic-
tims of his cruel, relentless, and brutal sar-
casm, When he was injured in a chemistry
experiment in school and driven away in
an ambulance, the pupils threw their hats
up in the air and cheered.

So, as I say, it has happened again. Yet
another radical, liberal, socialist, or leftist
author has been shown to be hypocritical
and dishonest, writing books that preach
and propound one type of ideal, but in
their personal life and private utterances
demonstrating quite another set of atti-
mdes. I encountered this in sickening dos-
es with H. G. Wells, whose novels and
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Double Standards

works of non-fiction earned him the rep-
utation of a revolutionary socialist and
feminist. In fact he was a racist and an anti-
Semite, an abuser of women, an uncaring
and manipulative father, a plagiarist. and
a fraud. Weils's sometime friend, some-
time enemy George Bernard Shaw was
another hero of the left because of the
views he expressed in his plays and es-
says. Yet when the playwright returned
from one visit to his beloved Soviet Union
and a reporter asked him about the forced
starvation in the Ukraine (millions were
murdered by Stalin*s commissars). Shaw
responded by throwing a tin of Russian
meat at the journalist.

Both Wells and Shaw were, of course,
inspired by Karl Marx, father of the mod-
ern concept of class struggle and revolu-
tion. “The Jewish Nigger Lassalle fortu-
nately departs at the end of this week.”
Marx wrote about a visitor. It is now com-
pletely clear to me that he, as is proved by
his cranial formation and curly hair. de-
scends from the Negroes ... The obtrusive-
ness of the fellow is also Nigger-like.”
Marx went on to defend slavery in the
West, claiming that there would be anar-
chy without it. As for Jews, this self-hating
monster asked. “What is the worldly reli-
gion of the Jew? Huckstering. What is his
worldly God? Money.” The list goes on.

It is not only writers on the left who op-
eraie by such double standards, of course,
but it is hard to avoid the conclusion that
they do make a habit of it. One of the rea-
sons for this is that authentic conservatism
is founded on important notions such as
natural law. instinctive correctness, order
and structure, and old but never tired be-
liefs such as consistency of word and
deed. The Marxist dialectic and its less ex-

treme little siblings separate our personal
from our political life and hence give us
more room for moral manoeuvre. Thus,
when Lenin told H. G. Wells that he “did
not care™ how Wells treated his wife as
long as he wrote books that advocated
feminism, he personified the attitudes of
those who separate personal morality and
political ideology. Brecht knifed a mis-
tress and threw her down the stairs. but
championed East Germany and proletar-
ian drama — he was forgiven everything.
The lionized Jean Genet made remarks
about women and Jews that were murder-
ous in intent. But Genet advocated world
revolution. the Black Panthers, and the
Palestinian cause. and so was somehow
considered to be on the right side. There
is a double standard at work. and not only
in literature. President Kennedy s immoral
actions were hidden by a liberal press
corps for decades: we know that a Nixon
or a Reagan would not have received such
generous treatment.

In Canada the situation is not funda-
mentally different, but it is painted in a
brighter. friendlier colour. less red than
pink. less black than dark grey. Which
brings us to those Canadian novelists. po-
ets, and playwrights who applaud social-
ism, liberty, and reform in their writings
buet act like utter reprobates in their person-
al life. Hypocrites. Should I name them?
Come on now, be serious. One hint of
such an accusation and this venerable pub-
lication would be awash in libel suits.
History. however. will judge; and if you
are really curious. just ask around. O

Michael Coren’s latest book is The Man
Who Created Narnia (Lester), a biography
of C. 5. Lewis,
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[ Eternal Network
% A Mail Art Anthology

edited by Chuck Welch

‘The first university press publication to explore historieal roots. aes-
thetics, and new directions of contemporary mail ant in essays by
promineat, intemational mail arnt networkers from five contineats.
This generously illustrated book examines the free exchonges and
collaborations of an intemational community whose mailboxes and
computersreplace the museum, where the address is the arn, and where
“mail st is nol fine art, it is the artist who is fine.” 146 illustrations,
5 appendices, 8 x 12 1/2, $39.95 paper ISBN 1-895176-27-1

University of Calgary Press
Orders: UBC Press, 6344 Memorial Road, Vancouver, BC V6T 122
Toll-free fax (orders) 1-800-668-0821
Phone (504) 822-5959 Fax (604) 822-6083
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"ALBERTA’S LOCAL
GOVERNMENTS

Politics and Democracy

JACK MASSON witH EDWARD C. LESAGE JA.

Focuses on the practice of democracy in
Alberta's urban and rural municipalities, rela-
tions between these municipalities and the
provincial government, and the provincial
governments policy of territorial decentraliza-

tion of municipal economic activity.
$29.95 paper
|
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Featured in the BOOKS IN
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O  An interview with controversial youn:
fiction writer (ENMETH HA&E{

O A profile of novelist E G. PACI;
O JULIE JOHNSTON's thoughts about the
gonies and ecstacies of getting her
overnor General's Award-winning
children’s book published;

O JOAN GIVNER's look at the pros and
cons of literary prizes;

©  More reviews of new fall books, including
art and gift books!
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behind the job-less

. \ o recovery?
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Toronid.
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RED KITE PRESS
P.O. Box 30
Guelph, Ontario, Canada
N1H 6J6

The bittersweet man,
by Georpge Elliott
teagicomic inventions on the theme of contempeorary folklife
4 wonderful and iconoclastic....” (Books in Canada)
$27.50 cloth $12.50 softcover
HNew Directions fiom 014,
ed. J.RR. (Tim) Struthers
critical commentary on the Canadian short story
$27.50 cloth $17.50 softcover
What Is A Canodian Literature?,

by John Metcalf
$25.00 cloth $9.95 woficover

| Journey to
4 the Ants

A STORY OF SCIENTIFIC
EXPLORATION

Bert Holldobler &
Edward O. Wilson

Harvard University Press
TolHroe number: 800 448 22472
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Pete Sampras. The youngest male

to win the U.S. Open. Now the
Winner of four grand slam titles:
Australia, 1994; Wimbledon,
1993; the U.S. Open, 1993, 1990.
Said The New York Times of
Sampras: “It’s just possible we
have a latter day classic on our
hands.”
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[ THE ART OF PERFORMANCE: THE MAKING OF A LEGENDARY CLASSIC.
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The Movodo Muszum
Vfatch w5 n the
permanesi collections
of mysevms aroond
the world

Siaatliches Myseum
fur ongevandte Kunsi
Heve Sommlung,
Munich Gormeny

tAuseum Moderne Kunst
Vienna Awsiri

Huseo de Arte Moderno
Hogola Colombin

tuseum Boymons-van
Heuningen, Rotterdom,
The Nelhedands

HMusen de Arls
Contemporanen
Coraces Venezuela

Finmsh Musewm ol

Horology Espon.
Helsinki Fintand

Sezon Museum of Act
Tokyo Japan

Kunshindustn-museals

Billedboa,

Copenhagen, Denmark

Mugee fnternnlionol
d'Harlogerie
Lo Choux-de-Fonds
0 Switzerland

Fuseo de Bellus Artes
Bilbuo, Spain

Design Museum
tondon. England

Kawosaki Gity Museumn
Kavosaki. Jopun

Victorin and Albest
Nuseurn
landon, England

tudvagsmuseom
Cologne Germony

The Museum Sports Edition
Walch. A sportive interpretation
of the classic design. Crafted in
Switzerland. Stainless Steel.
Quartz movement.

MOVADQO,

The Museum-Watch.




