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Abstract

Irving Hdééi one of - the pioneers of bbstﬁbdefnist.'

criticism, argued 1in 1959, in Dedline of the New,; that -
postmodern fiction can be best understood when it is examined
in a clultural context. Gerald Graff complained in 1979 that
although Howe's argument is sound, critics héve Egnored _&is
.proposg}, and instead have used very different criteria for
evaluating postmodern ffbtioh. It is. in the cultural context
identified by Howe, and defined in further detail by Graff,
that I have proposed to examine the wdrks of four Canadian
authors considered to bé postmodern:’ Jack Hodgins, Robemt;'
Kroetsch, Michael Ondaatje and Audre& Thomas. Their .wofks
have been viewed as postmodern from perspectives other than
the, one defended by Howe and Graff--for instance, some
critics  have explored their fiction as models of the
literature of exhaustion. I am interested, however, in the
way all four writers address the postmodern philosophy of
survival, a philosophy thét has been defined by literary
critics such as Howe, Graff,“Leslie Fiedler, Ihab Hassan and
Richard ?almer, and by sociologists such as Shirley Sugerman
and Christopher Lasch. *

The main premise upon which this philosophy is based
asserts that in a world in which the odds are against
survival, we must permit ourselves to do anything, however

atrocious, to stay alive. As Hassan has rightly argued, . this

premise has some alarming implications, implications we



~ cannot gfford to overlook. In effect, what the philosophy of

postmodernism demands of us is that we dibest ourselves of

our humanity.

Agreé&ng with Hassan that the impiicatibns of
postmodernism must be considered, I have evaluated the works
of Hodgins, Krdetsch, Ondaaﬁje and Thomas as imaginativé

responses to the world posited by postmodernists: that is, a

" world made uninhabitabie by violence. I feel that, in many

ways, each of the four responses is inadequate. "I attribute

that - inadequacy, 1in the works of Kroetsch, Ondaatje and

-

Thomas, to the narcissistic perspective the three authors are

writing from. Hodgins' case is somewhat different: I suspect

he has failed to meet the challenge the philosophy of

postmodernism presents us with because his naive concept of

the dark self that 1is in all of wus keeps him from

appreciating how serious the implications of poétmodernism
are. .

While I regard as inadequate the responses to
postmodernism represented by éhe works of Hodgins, Ondaatje,

Kroetsch and Thomas, I conclude nevertheless that all four

writers have made an important contribution to Canadian

literature, 'a contribution they are able to make because they'

have been part of the postmodern literary movement. What
postmodernism as a 1i;er§ry movement taught these writers was
how to égrtray a view of existence Canadian writers have long
been struggling to depict in their work, without complete
success. This is the accomplishment, then, of Hodgins,

Kroetsch, Ondaatje and Thomas--to portray our lives as being

r‘\-q7
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mundane, yet marvellous. Such a view of existence affords us
what the philoéophy-of postmodernism cannot: not just the
possibility of inhabiting once more a world we thought had
grown uninhabitablé, but also the possibility of living there

without having to forfeit our humanity.} W
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Ingroduction
In 1959, TIrving Howe identified as "postmodern" a new
kind of fiction that began to be written right after World

War II ("Mass Society and Postmodern Fiction"). The works of

‘postmodern writers were deficient, he observed, what authors

were "stumbling against" was the amorphousness of "mass

society" (Decline of the New 196).

How to give shape to a world increasingly shapeless
and an experience increasingly fluid; how to reclaim
the central assumption of the novel that telling
relatiogghﬁan be discovered between a style of gocial
behavior and a code of moral judgment, or if that
proves impossible, to £find ways of imaginatively
prbjectiﬁg the coge_in its ownfright——these wére the

diffiaplties that faced the youﬁg novelists (198).
' b

(¥ ] “ -

- . A=
Philip Roth,. two years later, made a similar diagnosis. Our
J ke

society had,beééme SO gmoral, and experience so absurd, tgat
writers, Hé reported, could no longer interpret their world
("Writing American Fiction" 35). “Por a writer of fiction to
feel that he does not really live in his own country . . .
must seem a serious occupational impediment," he, observed,
"For),wpat will his subject be?" (35). In that same year,

Iris Murdoch explained in her essay "Against Dryness" that

writers weRe having difficulty understanding, and then



portraying experience ‘because they were "losing [their] sense
”

of form and structure in the moral world" (29). Eight yéars

-later, Howe was warning that the problem had become urgent:

in his esfay “"The New York Intellectuals", he restated his
argument that fiction was in a state of decline because it
was being written in.a "period of overwhelminb .cultural-
sleaziness” (264). The problem, he felt, had worsened since
he wrote "Mass Society and‘Postmbdern Fiction": during that
time a new sgnsibility had emerged which he considered
inéapable of p;pducing good art because it ﬂbelieved in
nothing. He argued that to understand the decline of
fiction, and possibly reverse the condition, the literary
community .had to study the cultural context of postmodern
literature. One of his contemporaries, Leslie Fiedler, was
also urging critics to take thfgxapproach, not because he saw
the new sensibility as a problem,fjgpwever, but because he
felt an important\ychange had taken place in the relation
between audience and critics. As he perceiged it, the two
had reversed roles, so that the audience‘had become the
"leader of taste", and the critics were now the "followers".
If the critics were to appreciate postmodern fiction, they
would have’'to have new criteria for evaluating it--criteria
established by Pop Culture ("Cross that Bridge—--Close that
Gap" 478).

As well as Howe and Fiedler, a number of other critics
have documented the new sensibility which has produced the

fiction called "postmodern"--among them Gerald Graff, Ihab
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Hassan, Christopher Lasch,'Norman Mailer, Richard E. Palmer,
and Shirley Sugerman. Combining their observaticons, we can
arrive at a reasonably comprehensive picture of the cultural

context of postmode}é/literature.‘

The "new sensibility" is characterized by radical

thinking.1 Graff describes it as "express([ing] a hopefulness

for revolutionary ' changes 1in society through radical

transforma£ibns in human consciousness." It is "not only a
break with the past but [an] attempt_to envision and create
a revolutionary future . . . allied with radical social and
political criticism" ("The Myth of the Postmodernist

Breakthrough" 384). Hassan argues like Graff that dramatic

"innovations in consciousness are at hand” (The Literature of
A}

Silence 216). He guotes Jgan Dubuffet, who says, "I have the

‘impfeséion that a complete ligquidation of all the ways of
!
v
thinking, whose s m;ponstituted what has been called humanism
and " has been fundamental £for our culture since the

- .Rgnaissance, 1is . now taking place, or, at least going to take

place very soon" (Paracriticisms xiii).

As these descriptions imply; the new -ensibility rejects
‘humanism. 2 Citing Richard Gilman, Graff argues.that we havé
dispensed with humanist values: "the old Mediterrean
values—-~the respect for the sgg@tity of the individual soul,
the importance of logical clarity, brotherhood, reason as
arbiter, political order, 'community——are dead as useful
frames of reference or pertinent guides to procedure" (408).

It is because we perceive ourselves as being faced with

an unprecedented crisis that we are rejecting humanism for



.the radical way of thinking called "postmodern." Our world

is growing vuninhabitable--as Hassan puts it, we are

-

"threatened . . . at the same instant, by extermination and

totalitarianism"--and it would appear that to survive, we

,mu§t have -~ new philosophy (Paracriticisms 59). Mailer

~
presents a similar argument that we  must become

"philosophical psychopaths" to "live with instant .death . by
atomic war, reélatively: guick death by the State as 1l'univers

concentrationnaire, or with a slow death by conformity with

every creative and rebellious instinct stifled" ("The White
Neg;p: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster" 277). Both
Hassan and Mailer see our situation as desperate: we are
"past the meridian of the twentieth century,” Hassan
observes, "a devastating war behind us, and a war we dare not
call by any name lowering ahead" (Radical Innocence 3).

:

"Poised at the edge of the Space Age, we have Mo recourse but

to choose life over death, turning our attention to this time
and to this place, and to the actions of man and to his works
which make time and place an pabitation for his_spirit" (3).
We have to f#nd a way, he says "of making life possible in
this world" ("Laughter in the Dark" 636). ‘

Faced, then, with the choice of annihilation or
survival, we are determined not to be Qictims. Hassan
confirms. this with the observation that "the prominept role

played by terrorism and rebellion in the last hundred vyears

of Western history must persuade us.that man is no willing

victim to his future" (Radical Innocencg 13). But our
P
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initial , response was not rebellion--we resigned ourselves at
first to the role of victim because we did not realize then
that we had options. Howe explaihs that we saw ourselves in
an "apocalyptic.cul-de-sac", overwhelmed by an "extreme sense
of historical impasse, the assumption that something about
ﬁhe experience of our age [was] uniéue, a catastrophe without.
precedent" (5). The "new sensibility" emerged ' when we
realized we did, in fact, have options, that survival was
still a possibility. Hassan and Palmer have observed that
pﬁStmodern thinking is concerned with alternatives, a set of

"radical alternatives to the destiny we assume to be our own"

{Paracriticisms 113).

Before we explore thdse alternatives, and the amoral
attitude we must adopt to avail ourselves of them, - it lis
important to note that,as the new sensibility emerged, we
began to define what it was we felt menaced by. Our angst
gaﬁe way to very specific fears of ecological disaster and
terrorism. As we adopted a postmodern way of «thinking, we
came té believe that we exist in a war zone, nature having

turned on man, and humanity having turned on itself.3 Our

postmodern attitude is that there is only one way to defend
curselves from nature's vicious assault--we must seek a.
drastic independence from nature. - Dennis Lee has documented

this aspect of the new sensibility in Savage Fields:

"World," he says (referring, approximately, to 'society')
"needs to believe it has nothing in common with earth (a term
we can take to mean, roughly, ‘'nature')" (21). "The strife

of world and earth may define the fundamental structure of




being in our era," he observes (11). Lasch, too, has-

comménted on this postmodern view of nature, which he detects

-

"in its crudest form in disaster movies or in fantasies of

space travel, which allow vicarious escape. from .a doomed

planet" (The Culture of Narcissism 100). It is useless,

according to the new sensibility, to continue our search for
better ways tb master nature. We have destroyed all the
naturél forces that once nurtured us, and have ;reated in
their place mutations whose only function is to annihilate.
This postmodern vision of nature is reflected in contemporary
fiction: William 5. Burroughs depicts a poisonoﬁs,
predatorial jungle of radioactive mutéhts; Kurt Vonnegut, in
Slapstick, depicts a world where, because we hayg tamperéd
with the force of gravity, we must spend some'of ourr days
squashed to the ground, and other days barely anchored to the
carth.? A postmodern attitude widely held in our society is
that we must arrive at a new understanding of our relation to
nature, divesting ourselves of the notion that we are tied to
our environment by life support systems--air, water, £food,
fuel--and seeking an ideal state, in which we would ﬁave no .
needs, and could therefore exist without an environment.5
Burroughg' characters have achieved this self-reliance in a
fadical way: they do not ‘exist in space. " Travelling
constantly through time, they have won their war ‘agaiqst
nature.

But while our postmodern society perceives itself to be

1
threatened by nature, it sees a greater menace in terrorism,

R
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which it believes is now being practiced everywhere.
Convinced that without our knowing it, terrorists have Eaken
over our world, we. believe that there 'is no place_-that is

safe anymore, and see ourselves all as potential targets.

Contemporary fiction voices our postmodern fear of terrorism,

depicting hostage-takings, political coups, assassinationé}.

riots, and bombings as haviné a prominent place in our
insignificant, banal lives. In Beryl Bainbridge's Injury

Time her middle-aged, middle-class characters grapple not

only with the problems of cheating spouses and rebellious

childrgn; but of armed gunmen who have stormed their suburban
home to use them as hostages. In Margaret Drabble's The Ice

Age Anthony Keating 1is touched directly by political
terrorism because of the domestic troubles he is having with
his lover ahq her daughter. While Muriel Spark's Lise, 1in

The Driver's Seat is out walking, pfeoccupied with perscnal

problems, she inadvertently becomes part of a violent

demonstration, and is injured by tear gas.

The new sensibility views the victim of terrorism as a

vulnerable fool who ventures out unarmed into a world he
knows is wviolent and dangerous. We do not have to Dbe

hostages, the postmodern thinker insists; we set ourselves up

»

as victims because we leave ourselves so vulnerable. Again,
we can " see this> postmodern attitude reflected - in
contemporary fiction. In Injury Time Bainbridge stresses how

utterly unprepared her characters are when they are assaulted
by guqmén: they have left themselves wide open for . attack,

and worsen matters by antagonizing their captors, because
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they fail to understand the mentality of the terrofist. John
Irving's characters come to ggief because they walk right
into dangér, haviné failed to take any precautions. We have .
premonitions and there are warning signs everywhere, Irving
says in his novels, but we do not take them into account,
naively failing to recognize that the terrorist is -in our
very midst, and we are all of us targets. But perhaps the
most graphic example in contemporary literature of the fool

who has set himself up as victim is .F. Alexander, in
. .

Burgess's A Clockwork Orange. F. Alexander is a philosopher
) k!

who understands in theory how we are victimized by the
terrorism of modern times, but fails to apply that knowledge
to protect his wife and himself from violence. Even after

they are attacked, and his wife is raped and beaten to death,

he 'fails to learn to recognize danger: ‘Alex shows up at his

hguse again, and, failing to remember him{ F. Alexander calls
the thug a "victim" - and invites him in.

According to the new sensibility, despite the dangers
that menacé us, nobody need be a victim, because-we can make
the most uninhabitable worlh accommodate us. This 1is -the
claim made by the New York-based vigilante group, lthe
Guardian Angeis, confident they dan'prOQide law and order
where the“;police .héve been unable to keeg crime under
centrol. It is the assumppion ﬁade by women's groups when
they demand thagithe streets be made safe for them at.night,

and by those who, like Bernard Goetz (the New York «citizen,

who took the law into his own hands and killed one' of a group



of thugs who he alleges. attacked him) are determined to make

the subways safe Ey aﬁy means. We cén see what form this
postmodern belief takes when it is expressed in contemporary
fiction: writers such as Gabriel. Garbéak Marquez, Salman
Rushdie, ahd Gunter Grass depict our uninhagzéable world as a
totalitarial state; Russel Hoban, Doris Lessing'ahd Vonnegut,’
as the earth -  all but”comﬁletely destroyed by a nuclear
disaster; Anthony Burgess and Burroughs as the anérchic
sOéiety our world threatens to become if we take
permissiveness to its logical conclusion--the tdtal collzopse
of authority, and the dncheckedAspread of urban wviolence. It
is ouf ability to survive political atrocity, anarchy, - or
nuclear catastrophe that concerns these writers: we can learn
to transcend any outrage or hgrdship the-wasteland confrénts
us with, they tell us, demonstrating that even the most

vulnerable can survive- In Grass's The Tin Drum, Oskar, a

handicapped child, can venture out into the streets alone and

defend himself. In Lessing's Memoirs of a Survivor twelve-

year-old: Emily'ﬂ;nd the middle-aged lady assigned as her
"guardian" are just as capable of fendiﬁg for themselves in
their dangerous world as the barbaric gang leaders‘ who
presume to offer them érotection: In Golding's Darkness
Visible, befOﬁe rescuers can reach Matty, the ®hild delivers
himseif from an inferno.

Ay Hassan has observed, to make our uninhabitable world

accommecate us once more, human consciousness must undergo a

"radical transformation" (The Literature of Silence 201). We

‘have to forget what we are in order to become - what‘ Mailer

»”
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| calls "Hipsters", "psychic outlaws" (290). Both Fiedler and
\ Hassan have suggested that we might become something which is
h no longér human.6 The process of transformation’ is a’
. narcis;istic retreat, in.self—defense, from our own humanity.

‘Nathan A. Scott has intefpreted Mailer's view of this

retreat:

In a bad .world, in a totalitarian (or partially
totalitarian) world, where 'all the pressures of a
technocratic society -are calculated to obliterate any
sense of the sanctity of the private self, the Hipstef
is the man wLb‘has the courage to step outside the
conventional orders of life and éive his.fealty to the
"incandescent consciousness" that he carries " within-
himself 'of the myriad possibilities of E@man
Fulfillment contained within his own selfhood. And

thus to the herd mentality of a mass culture he will

appear to be a psychopath.... (47).

.

Hassan _describes this process as "the self in recoil,” and
C 4 . . .

draws illustrations from twentieth—-century literature:

Kafka's Gregor Samsa and Dostoyevsky's hero in Notes From

Underground metamorphosizing themselves into insects. This

"recoil"” he explains as our way of

taking a stand. The retreat weakens [the involvement
of the self] in the living world. It leads it in the
ways of violence and alienation . . . and affords it

no objective standard for evaluating the worth of

-
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. human a;tion. But living in the world exclusively,
iiving " in what Ortega Y Gasset has called the Ogher,
is aléo brutish and deadening. Compleﬁe immersion in
the othérness of things 1is a ghastlier form of
alienation: it is -alienation from the self. "Without
a strategic retreat into the self," Ortega right;y
notes, "without vigilant thought, human life is
impossible." It is precisely in fear of the Other--

total loss of selfhood--that the modern conscience has

fallen back on its internal resources (Radical Innocence

S~

What Hassan calls "the self in recoil”, Sugerman calls a

31).

narcissistic "descent into nonbeing" (Sin _and Madness 29).
“Self—encapsulation or self-enclosure, the apparent self-
idolag;y of the hnarcissist, 1is essentially -a defensive
maneuver in the Eape of an overwhelming sense of
worthlessness," Sugerman explains {(26).

U/ As ."mutants" and "psychic outlaws" endowed with the new

sensibility, we will have a very different concept of what is

permissible, appropriate behaviour. Mailer says that

the psychopathic element of Hip . . . has almost no
interest 1in viewing human nature, or better, in
judging human nature, from a set of standards
conceived a priori to the experience . . . Hip
abdicates from any conventional moral responsibility

k<]
because it would argue that the result of our actions



{sic) are unforeseeable, and -so we cannot know if we

12

do good or bad . . . .

Thereforée, men are ndt seen as good\or bad . . .
but rather each man is glimpsed as a collection of
possibilities, some more possible than others . . .
and some humans aré considered more capable than
others of ' reaching" more .pos5ibilitiés within
themselves in less time (289).

The main premise of the postmodern philogophy of

survival is that all means ‘of self-preservation are

permissible. John Hawkes, often regarded as a postmodern

writer, would seem to adhere to this premise: asked by
John Keuhl whether "it is a positive value . . . simply to
survive," he answered, "To keep living is the point." When

Keuhl asked him if this meant "living morally or amorally" he
replied, "Any way at all. raulkner's 'enduring' posits a
moral courage, a moral stance that is unfamiliar to me"
(169). According to postmodernists, neither moral nor legal
considerations should interfere with our desire to survive:
postmodernism és prepared to disregard "the price [of {that
survival] in | individual violence" sincé it belie¥es
"individual acts of violence are always to be preferred to
the collective violence of .the State"” (Méiler 290}.
Postmodernism offers us pdssibilities for §Hrvival which are,
indeed, radical, but as Hassan has wryly obserVved, "the self

in recoil cannot afford to be choosy" (Radical Innocence 25).

Having no regard for the law or morality, postmodernists

\

r/
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propose that to surviva in the wasteland, » we become highly

trained combatantsy proftessional assassins. In our V//
f

4
postmodern society, Bernard Goetz finds many supporters who

agree with his argument that he has a right to carry a gun,
ahd kill™anyone who threatens him. The Guardian Angels urge
all private citizens to master the art of self-defence, and
even 1in Canada, where terrorism is not yet a significant
problem, persons such ;; éLe chauffeur for the miniéter of
Environment Canada, a pilot "whb says he carries a gun in the
cockpit -of his Boeing 737", and a Toronto businessman "who
rents bomb-sniffing dogs" g¢raduate from institutes that train
them to deal with snipers, kidnappers and explosives

("Fighting Terror", The Citizen, H1-2). Contemporary fiction

focusses on the postﬁodern obsegsion with the art of self-
defense. Burroughs intronces us to training camps where
youths are taught to be terro7zsts. Burgess and Grass
imagine a society in which safety 'is to be found in belonging
to a gang of expert st;eet--fighters..7 i

Those who possess the néw sensibility believe ;hat'if we
Tmust live in a world where the terrorist has free reign, then
ideally, .we should be armed not just with weapons, but_with
sp2cial abilities we do not have now, abilities such as
Burroughs endows his characters with: the power to assume
invisibility, to travel through time, to read and control the
minds of others, to respond with complete indifference to
atrocity. The strategy of the psychic outlaw is to become

incapable of feeling: anesthetized, he is spared all the

painful emotions we suffer living in a wasteland -- boredom,
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anxiety, jealousy, rage, and especially nausea and horror .8

Certain characters in contemporary literature exemplify this

- L4

detached sgatéf E?e new sensibility strives for. Robert

I
Coover's Paul, in "A Pedestrian chidentf, 41s run over
repeatedly by a moving van, but as he 1iesrdying under the

vehicle, he is completély unatffected by the pain he must be
4

feeling, and narrates his own story with the detachment of an

omniscient na:ratof. In Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow the: -
child Slothrop pulls‘from the ruins of her bombed house seems
‘oblivious to her injuries. "Got any gum, chtm," she asks her
rescuers, .quite unappalled. éﬁt a more'dramatid example is
Burroughs' Johnnie who displays no alarm when he is chosen
to be tortured, not because he is stoical, but because he is
incapable of feeiing fear: Nor, is he gble to feel pain: he
laughs as he hangs in the torture device.?

' To achieve such an immunity, we would have to cease to’
hold values: if nothing mattered to us, we could not be

hurt.lo

Much contemporary fiction reflects this attitude,
suggesting that its characters are debilitated or destroyed

by their values. In One Hundred Years of Solitude MAarquez

gives us the appalling picture of the desperation Rebecca is
driven to trying to find a substitute for the value she™
élaceé on stable loving relations: after she has lost her
parents, and been prevented from marrying her fiancé, she
eats lime and. dirt, a subconscious act of transferral.

Bainbridge's Anne, in Sweet William is devastated because she

" expects commitment from her promiscuous bisexual lover. In.
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~ John Irving's The World According to Gérp, infideli£y
shatters.. family relations to such a degree that the damage is
almost irreparable.l1

The valﬁeé we invest humén relations with are, according
to the newrsenggbility, the most risky and costly of all our

values, and therefore, the ones we must dispense with the.

soonest. In Beyond Monogamy: Recent Studies of Alternatives in

Marriage,” James R. Smith and Lynn G. Smith voice the"
péstmodern belief that we must dispense with the values we
have traditionally invested human relations wigh, calling .for
relations that are not:"regimented around the needs for’
subsistence, safety and security“'(lO). According to the new
sensibility, in relationships based on love, commitment,
suppeort and sacrifice, an unhealthy dependency exists, so
.that loved ones consume us with their demands, while we allow
ourselves to become vulnerable, relyingzpn them instead of

ourselves to confirm our identit?ﬁ Sugerman documents this

postmodern attitude, which she feels is becoming widespread,

in Sin and Madness. She detects in our society a growing

tendency to view human relations with distrust and fear. We
are threatened, she says, "by the possibility of engulfment,
by being absorbed by another, in'dread that [wel may lose

[our] identity in relationship. To preserve [ourselves]

under pressure, [our] defense is isolation” (47-48). To keep

our identity intact, nothing is more important, postmodernism
feels, than Self-reliance: Mailer argues that given the world
we* must live in, "the only life-giving answer is to accept

the terms of death, to live with death as immediate danger,

!

B
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to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to
set out on that unchartered journey into the rebellious
imperatives of the self“.(277).

Believing_ seif-reliance is crugial to survival,
postmddernists argue that relationshiﬁs should be
meaningless--sterile, short-lived, promiscuous, Aand‘formed
12

for but one purpose, to gratify a brief sexual’ urge.

9 - .
Lasch, in The Culture of Narcissism, documents this

Kd

" postmodern definition of human relations, quoting Jerry
Rubin,  self-appointed spokesman of his age. Rubin
congrétulates himéelf for having learned to detach himself
emotionally from others, overcoming his "addiction to love",
learning to "love [himself] enough so that he.[did] not néed
~another to make [him] happy"., and learning to put sex "in its
proper place" and to enjoy it without investing it with
"sym?olic " meaning (44, 45).

The new sensibility is convinced that sexual fulfillment
*will bring us the contentment we mistékenfy expect love to
provide wus with. As Howe puts it, for the _po§tmodernist,

"sexuality is the ground of being" (253). Scott, discu. sing

Mailer's concept of "hipster”, describes.the same attitude:.

the hipster "“conceives the power of his orgasé to., be )the
great clue to how well he is living"” (48). Contemporary
fiction voices this aspect of the new sensibility: it is what
Amado argues in his characterization of Dona'Flor,who,'ip her
second marriage, has security and love, but almost ceases to

exist because her new husband cannot satisfy " her sexually.

—
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In the fiction of Burroughs we f£ind a model of -what
postmbdernism deems ‘the ideal relationship: women and
children dFre conspicuocusly absent because they are perceived

Fl

as dependent, and therefore, undesirable. There is a certain

" type of child presented as admissible: the boy who has

reached puberty, and is so self-sufficient that ‘ﬁékpgan
survive without parents, and who gratifies the sexual needs
of others,. rather than demanding that his own needs be met.
But in Burroughs' world there is no way that a relation with
a woman thht be desirable. wWomen, not just in his, but in
other ficﬁggg'exploring postmodern concerns, are depicted as
consumiﬁé, castrating sirens who devour loved ones with
emotional demands too eﬁormous to fulfill.

Postmodérnism advocates both the promiscuous homosexual
relation and the triad. According to the new sensibility,
the homosexual relation is ideal because it allows those who
enter ' into it to remain emotionally detached, independent,
and therefore, invulnerable. Burroughs' fiction provides us

with an illustration of this argument for homosexuality. The

.postmodern argument for the triangle is that ideally those in

such a relation do not experience jealousy, because they are
nct emotionally involved, and do not desire an emotional
commitment from their partners. Having two lovers instead ofl
one“ seems less threateﬁing, because the difficulty of
satisf;ﬂng, and of being satisfied, is not faced alone.
Finally, thé new sensibility regards the triangle as an ideal

situation because »its members, to enter such a relation, have

necessarily overcome sexual inhibitions mass society views as



unhealthy. Thee;riad is depicted as an ideal solution in such

.nbvels as Drébble's The Middle Ground and Amado's Dona Flor's

T
Two Husbands.13

As we struggle to’survive in the wasteland, we will be
,hindered by, our inhibitions, the néw sensibility beliéves.
 Postmodernists see inhibitions as the checks we impose uéon
" opurselves whenever we fgna that our natural desire ta pursue
pleasﬁre conflicts with the values we hold. = We are wronﬁ,
postmodernists warn, Eo‘deny the instinct that urges us to
deek pleasufe, because it is a survival instinct. This is
why Mailer can go so far gven as to say that in the pursuit
of pleasure, the hipster ﬁay permit himself to murder (284).
Lasch observed this postmodern rejecéion of inhibitions in
his stﬁdy of attitudes in the seventies: he documents a
society concernea with "overcoming the 'fear of pleasure'™
and reversing "'the negative programming of chiidhood'", the

“'puritan conditioning'" (The Culture of Narcissism 29, 46,

\

44). Howe has also described this éttitude toward pleasure

and inhibitions:
‘ r

) " The new sensibility posits a theory that might be

called the psychology of unobstructed need: men should

satisfy those needs which are theirs, organic to their
bodies and psyches, and to do this Ehey must now learn
to discard or destroy all those obstructions, mostly
the result of cultural neurosis, which keep them £rom

satisfying their needs (253).

N
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Mailer, too, has explained the postmodernist's argument that
we‘ cannot afford to be inhibited: "the psychopath Kknows
instincti;ely that to express a fofbidden impulse actively is
far more beneficial for him than merely to confess the desire
in the safety of a doctor's rooﬁ“ (283).

It is through pleasure, postmodernism explains, that we
will transcend our horror and nausea in the anarchic world
which is comiﬁg. A violent, absurd world need not present
itselfkas a hell to us if we know how to find pleasure there.
Burroughs' characters again provide us with an illystration:
thev should be mad with horror and nausea, 1living in the

world they do, but instead they retain their sanity, their

dignity, and their desire to live because, having learned to’

indulge in pleasure, hell seems to them to be Utopia.

It is especially sexual inhibitions tﬁgt the
postﬁodernist feels we must overcome. This is why, in
postmodern‘ fiction, the turning point often occurs when a
character decidégﬁ to indulge sexu%l desires he "has been
denying. Amado's bona Flor, for examplf, is delivéred from

her schizophrenic condition when she lets her sexuality

override her notions of respectability. For many of Iris

" Murdoch's characters, an existence which had seemed

unbearable becomes worthwhile when they finally overcome
inhibitions which had prevented them from fi?ding a happiness
they could know only in a hémosexual relationship.

We have said that to follow postmodernism’s
prescription, ridding ourselves of inhibitions and divesting

ourselves of values, we would have to undergo a drastic
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transformation. Man} 'contemporéfy writers have given ué a
description of the psychological processes we would have to
go through. Theﬂ'characters depicted in these novels énd
short stories achieve a remarkable detachment from
themselves, often reférring to- themselves in the third
person, regarding their own suffgring as though it were the
pain someone else. They regard that pain, moreover, as

enjoyable and amusing, regarding théméelves from a distance

with the attitude of both a sadist and a joker. Sadism is a

" defence mechanism that allows them to enjoy what would

normally cause them painful horr?r and disgust, - and in a
similar way, Jjoking allows them to translate the painfully
atrocious into the harmlessly camic. The jékér's strategy is
to disconnect word frqm world: the language the joker wuses
does not refer to anything th§t qcﬁually exists. Burroughs"
narrator in ""Who &am I To Béfefitical?" keeps himself from
feeling guilt and nausea by creating a short circuit between
language and reality when he <calls the tortures and

assassinations he has had a part in a "fun fest" (The Soft

Machine 24). _Alex, in A Clockwork Orange, has created a

language of his own which protects him by having no reference
to the reality he cannot afford to acknowledge--that his
victims are humans, not inanimate, insensible objects. We
can see all three of these dﬁfagse mechanisms—--detachment
from the self, sadism, gnd joking--exercised by Alex in his
account of the savage beating he receives afﬁer ‘he 1is

released from the institution, and by Oskar, in Grass's
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Al

‘mhe Tin Drum when he'désqriﬁes how neighbourhobd children

forped' him to drink a soup of urine, frogs and powdered
" brick. |

When Alex is gi#ing his account, because he cannot allow

himself to be pefturbed by his pain, he refuses to feel self-

interest or self-pity. He sneers about what happened to him,

taking the point of view of a cruel onlooker: ."i cried for
myself boo hoo hoo." He uses the language of the joker
whenever he refers to his injuries: "tolchocked" savagely on

the "1itso“, he cannot stand up, and liés helplessly, "fagged

and shagged." When he cannot bring himself to ‘regard his

suffering as amusing, he makes himself view it as

uninteresting, focussing not on the horror of the incident,
but on trivial, irrelevant details. "It "was cold," he

reports, "but I was not feeling the cold," bypassing the fact

e

that what he was feeling was pain. To avoid having to
discuss his agony, instead of describing himself lying on the
ground, .too hurt to get up, he painstakingly reconstructs the

scene of his assailants leaving him:

Then they dusted their rookers and put back bn
their shlems and tunics which they haq taken off, and
then they got back into the auﬁo . +... The driver
finished the page he was reading and put his book
away, then he started the auto énd they went off

townwards, my ex-droog and my ex-enemy waving" (118).

Oskar, in The Tin Drum speaks of his suffefing in the

same manner as Alex, partly detached, partly amused. He

-
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refers todhimself-not aé "I"-but as "Oskér“, and hié tone is
not one of self—pity.or hbfrér, but'cruel ‘sarcasm. "Only
wheﬁ my frienés who hgd been so'coanrned abéqt my diet had
‘1eft me, because Nuchi had been sick ;n'the soup, did I crawl
into a corher;; .« . énd throw up, the few spoonfuls of reddish
brew, in which I was surpriéed to find no vestiges of frogs"
{99). |
. Like Alex, .when Oskar is not joking about his‘pain and
horror, he appears oblivious to it, describing the outrage . as
though it. were some banal, domestic inéident. "Like a good
housewife," he tells us, "v"she stirred slowly, testing the
resistance of thé mash, biew on the full spoon to cool it"
. a
(99). He spén@s morge time describing the sheets -drying in
‘the léft’where he has been attacked than he spends recounting
the atta;k itself.
These are the survival tactics, then, which
postmodernism would ha&e us practice: we must become totallf
self;reliant, heavily armed, utterly iqdifferent to atfocity,

14

or else amused by it. Burroughs has given us a model of

the postmodern man who has mastered these tactics and 1is

therefore perfectly equipped to survive anarchy: Captain

15

.Strobe of Cities of the Red Night. Although the Captain

lives in a world far more hellish than the one we find

ourselves in, he does not allow himself to be terrorized, and
\ -

he refuses to be angulished by the atrocities he must confront

- everywhere. Being both an expert killer, and a creature

incapable of feeling, he can be dignified, beautiful, free
Y



23 .

and content in a world Beckett thought would reduce us to
‘subhumah wretches prostrate'with terror ;nd despair. | As the
~mark of ihe‘noose around his neck attests, Strobe is immune‘
to death itself--there is no physical danger he need fear.
Nor c¢an he Dbe hurt ‘psychologically, having learned to
translate a moral response to'aErocity into one which |is
merely aesthetic,‘ and therefore, far less paiﬁful.
Confronted with the horror of a city gone mad, people being

tortured and hanged all about him, Captain Strobe 1is not

devastated by nausea, but is simply contemptuous, his
aristocratic sensibilities offended.- Complaining that the
scene 1s "loutish", he and his men depart for more tasteful

surroundings.

Substituting aesthetics~for morality, Strobe can cope
wifh his nightmate world, but as Burroughs is aware, he has
not succeeded coﬁpletely in divesting himself of values, but
has merely exchanged one set of values for another.
Burroughs acknowledges that Strobe's aesthetic values are a
weakness, but we are to foréive him, apparently, because his
psychological immunity is lessened only slightly because he
holds these wvalues. They cause him & certain amount of
inconvenience—-he cannot enjoy himself in the city of Ba'dan
while the hangings are taking place--but that is all. And we
are even more inclined to excuse Strobe his weakness when his
men assure us that his sense of aesthetics mékes him
charming.. k

Most of Burroughs' ~characters 1lack the Captain's
refinement, and therefore cannot make uge of his strategy of

¢
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substituting éesthetics for morality, but one postmodern
tactic they all.s defend themselvgs‘with is the pursuit of
pleasure. Burroughs, once seriously addicted to drugs, has
apprecidted what many postmodernists d% not seem to’ take into
accodnt; that the pursuit of pleasﬁre is a strategy that will
backfire on anyoné who does not know how to use it. An expert
like Strobe realizes that one has to learn how to'indulge in
pleasure without letting such indulgence become a dependency.
Burroughs' characters run the risk of substftuting one set of .
dangerous values fo;Aénoﬁher: it is no use their learning to
live without love, security and stability.if they learn to
depend on pleasure instead. Thé two main sources of pleasure
in Burroughs' works are drugs and sex, and they are also the
most dangerous sources of addiction. It is with contémpt
that the drug addicts and the sex-crazed are regarded in his
works. Professional survivors in .Burroughs' wotld know
precisely what amount of opium they can take witgout becoming
addicted, and they put novices on training schedules to teach
them to take drugs safely. ' Similarly, they know how to
concoct antidotes to keep their sex drives under control, and
they are carefuf to gratify their sexual urges immediately\
and automatically, since it is debrivation which creates in
them dangerous insaﬁiable appetites.

To summarize, then, Captain Strobe represents the new
sensibility idealized: he is the embodiment of the postmodeérn
philosophy of survival defined here by Scott, interpreting

Mailer: “we must ‘open the limits of the possiblef--not by
4
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fleeing from the abyss but'Sy conﬁrohting‘it, not.by. mak ing
any pact with the attenuated, mechanized, hygienic world of
modern technocracy but by boldly gntering into 'the my;jygies
of murder, suicide, incesﬁ, orgy, orgasm and Time'" (50).
Sociologists such as Lasch and Sugerman, .cultu al
spokesmen like Fiedler and Mailer, literary critics such as
Howe, Graff and Hassan, and novelists such as ‘Burroughs,
'Pyncbon and Vonnegut have equipped us-with a comprehensive
definition of the new sensibility. Nevertheless, Howe's
probosal that postmodern works be studied as a response to
-to mass society and the new sensibilily has been ignored
by many critics. Gerald Graff complained of this in
1979, denouncing critics for not studying postmodern
literature in a cultpral context. "The assumption that
the theoreticai undé&gtanding of society is a prerequisite of
novel-writing offends their axioms about the nature of '1

literature" he explained (Literature Against Itself 215).

Convinced that Howe's approach to postmodern fiction is
sodnd, Graff studied contemporary works in a cultural context

tO arrive at this thesis:

If the novel has been floundering in the postwar
decades (and I believe it has been}, one reason may be
that novelists havé simply not had much of importance
to say about the way we live now, & deficiency which
éannoﬁ be indefinitely concealed by the theory that
fiztion has no obligation to offer such ‘statements.

If this deficiency exists, then one reason for it may
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be that in the kind of mass society thch has grown up
in the last three decades, our personal,relationshibs,
public values, and the connections between the two
have become so disoriented, scrambled, and confused
that writers, as well as everyone else, have found it
peculiarly diffiéult_to arrive,k at clear, coherent, aﬁd
convincing generalities ("Babbitt at the Abyss: The

Social Context of Postmodern Fiction" 307).

It is in this contemporary cultural context that I
propose to examine the works of four Canadfan writers who are
doﬁsidered to;be postmodern-- Jack Hodgins, Robert Kroetsch,
Michael Ondaatje and Audrey Thomas-- because their work
reflects thematically the-moral disorientation Howe and Graff
see as characteristic of mass society, and because the
technical innovations these writers have discovered seem to
be an attémpt to overcome the difficulties that moral
disorientation has caused postﬁodern writers generally.

Hozg's approach is not the only way to study the works
of Hodgiﬁé, Kroetsch, Ondaatje and Thomas as "postmodern":
the focus of a number of critics analyzing their works has

been not the cultural context of postmodernism, but
16

postmodern literary theory.

— George Bowering sees the four as postmodern because
1h
their work is a reaction against realism (The Mask in Place

76, 78). The postmodern novelist, he says,

will not spend his time building a character you can

prétend is someone else. He is more likely to produce
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linguistic activity & allow you to feel as if you have

attended the action of the person the story is

‘about.' Michael Ondaatje's Coming Thréggh Slaughter,
thréugh'which one has to wander to hear that the main
character Buddy Boldon (sic} was here a few moments
ago, is such a book ("The Painted Window: Notes on

Post~ﬁealist Fiction" 118).

r

It is from a similar perspective that P.L. Sur;tte regards
Kroetgch as a postmodern writer, a "fabulist" who has
rejected the modern terms of realism ("The Fabular Fiction of
Robert Kroetsch"). And it is in this sense that Kroetsch
perceives his own work as postmodern: when asked what the
postmodern wriﬁer Marquez.tadght him, hé an;wered, "He nips
at the heels of realiﬁm and makes” the \ old  cow dance"”
(Interview with Hancock 38).17 \ '

But kroetsch's definition of "postmodern" includes otﬁer
terms: it 1is "the apocalypse of speech, the naming of the
world's end," and it is in this context that he sees Jack
Hodgins as é‘postmodern writer ("The Explecding Porcupiﬁe:
Violence of Form in English-Canadian Fiction" 59). He has
interpreted the works of Audrey Thomas and Michael Ondaatje
as postmodern in slightly different terms, commending them
as writérs who do "violence to narrative expectation" (Gl)f
He has described his own writing process this way: '"my
destrﬁction takes the form of trying to make an old story

work, for instance having almost to destroy the old story to

tell it anew" ("Uncovering Our Dream World: An Interview with



Rober£ Kroetsch" 28). Tt is this interest Kroetséh has . in
anti-story that makes Robert Lecker see him as 'postmodern
("Freed From Story: Narrative Tactics in Badlands").

Several crities have found it fruitful to bring to the
works of Ondaatje and Kroetsch the postmoderﬁ doncern of *how

worg' and world relate. John Moss, 'in "Himmler's Got the

King: An Essay on Badlands and Burning Water," observes that

"in this sudden age of ours, which we sometimes call

postmodern, it is . . . inevitable, perhaps, that the desire

.

to -be, through language, should be contained in a narrative

N
-

design which not so much refutes or ridicules the existential
quest as incorporates it into a more.elastic _and exacting

an

vision" (252). Ina Ferris treats Ondaatje as _

"illuminating . . . case of the - postmodern writer who
P .
characteristically searches for but distrusts narrative
structurés,\ ngﬂggghs—éo connect words and world but remains
unsure of either term or of whether they are in fact two

terms at all" ("Michael Ondaatje and the Turn to Narrative"

74). Postmodern ldterary theory posits that language is not

referential, that narrative 1is solipsistic, and does not

address a reality beyond itself. - Louis MacKendrick has

studied Kroetsch's work as a reflection of this postmodern

theory. Kroetsch's novels, he argues, are conscious of

themselves as fiction. He quotes Kroetsch as saying "I'm

interested in sharing with the reader the fact .that 1I'm
A

making a fiction. One of the assumptions of o0ld style

realism is that the novel isn't fiction. Verisimil@ﬁude, the

¢

*
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textbooks demand. And I'm no longer interested in that. I
want the reader to be engaged with me in fiction making"
{"Robert KroetschA}’and the Modern Canadian Novel of

Exhaustion" 18). .. Ricou has observed that this kind of

.response Kroetsch wants from his reader is postmodern:

“Consiééent with his post-modernist sympathies," he says,
"Kroetsch ‘is relying on the reader to complete  the
composition...." ("Field Notes and Notes in a Field: Forms of
the West in Robert Kroetsch and Tom Robbins" 120). Like
MacKendrick and Ricou, Sherill E. Grage, in "Wastelands and
Badlands: The Legacies of Pynchon and - Kroetsch," ex;mines
K;oetsch's concern with whether or not woxrd and woi 1d
actually relate. . But she does not ar}ive at -the same

}

conclusion they do: she argues that Kroetsch, unlike most

postmodern writers, is confident that language can portray

reality. She contrasts him with the postmodern novelist
{ : ' ‘

Thomas Pynchon to.emphasize her point. She sees Kroetsch as

using language "to break free from, or de-create, the prisons
of inherited words Jr stories in order to discover a fresh
reality that expresses us better than the inherited .one“
(23). : Ne?
Other critics consider Kroetsch postmodern because he
explores John Barth's theory of the novel of exhaustion:

4

MacKendrick, Brian L. Ross and Geert Lernout have examined

" Kroetsch's novels. from this perspective. By "novel of

exhaustion” Barth means fiction that explores all possible
meanings rather than addressing a sirngle meaning. Rokert

Leckéf//sees Kroetsch as being interested in the '"play of

\
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poésiblé méanings" ("Bordering  On: Robert ' Kroetsch's
Aesthetics" 124). "He emphasizes ‘the need £for texts to
remain open-ended and dialectically free. Consequently Ihe
~supports those ‘Post~Modern narrétive fotrms ‘which resist
closure and expldfe‘ the tensions between extremes. His

attempt to defy the 'tyranny of narrative' (The Crow Journals

67) also explains his invoivement as co-editor of a journal
of Post-Modern aesthetics significantly‘entitled boundary 2"
(128). | | " |

Peter Thomas, who has produced some of the best
criticism we have of K;oetsch's,work, hag made his concern—
Michael Holquist's premise thét postmodern arf is anti-
mythical ("Whodunit and Other Ques£ions"). "It is perhaps
axiomatic- to the Post—Moderni%teposition that we exist in a
world of conditional assent, of hypothesis and qontingenéy.
That being so, fgmiliar myths muit_be decreated. . . The

movement of Kroetsch's writing has been away from the ordered

mythopoeic world view...f?Robert Kroetsch 7). In his

conclusion to Robert Kroetsch, Thomas raises questions about

reducing the gquest for love "down to a pitiful cfawl back
into the womb and a matter of shit and silence" (115): his
coricern here may seem to be with the morél disorientation-
Graff and Howe propose as a focus tor the analysis of
postmodern fiction, but in fact, he is exploring the effects
of such an extreme vision on the *aesthetic virtues” of the
novel (115}.

While the approaches of these critics have afforded very
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worthwhile criticism, there\is étill a need to explore the
works of Hodgins, Kroetsch,\ Ondaatje and Thomas in the
context‘ of postmodern culture. All four authors are
experimenting with postmodern literary theory, and it is
important that ‘Ehis be taken into ébcount in any study of
their work, but as well as questions about narcissistic
.narrétiﬁe, the nature of language, and the acts of writing
and reading, these authors are asking urgent gquestions about
morality, and we must have criticism that assesses the degree
of their success in handling these questions as well.
According to Hassan, because the radical beliefs of
postmodernism might be a threat to our humanfty, writers and
critics must- understand the implications postmédernism has
not only asva literary movement, but as "the destiny of man"

. '/_ )
(The Literature of Silence, Epilogue 201). "What the world

faces ultimately depends on man's response to the destructive

elements in his experience," he warns us (Radical Innocence

20}). Accordingly, this thesis will evaluate the works of

Hodgins, Kroetsch, Ondaatje and Thomas as 1imaginative

responses to a world made uninhabitable by violence.

S
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Notes

1 Richard E. Palmer refers to postmodern thought as

"radical"™ in his essay "Postmodernity and Hermeneutics"

”’

(364). Ihab Hassan uses the adjective "radical" throughout

his work Radical Innccence: Studies in the Contemporary
4 AN

Novel, and Gerald Graff says postmodern thought is seen as

radical, in his essay "The Myth of the Postmodernist

Breakthrough" (384).

Hassan says postmﬁdernism might be a "mutation of
Western humanism" ("The QuéStion of Postmodernism® | 122).
Graff explains that postmodernism can be seen{ﬁs a reaction
against "bourgeois-rationalist~humanist tradition" {404), and
Palmer has described postmodernity as "[a calling] into
queétion the heritage of humanistic rationality, the
humanistic view of the world, the humanistic concept of the
status of man in thé cosmos” (365). .

et
Mailer claims that +the Negro has always had a

3
postmodern or what he calls "hip" view of the world, and
therefore has always perceived life as "war, and nothing but
war." Graff has documented this postmodern notion that .we
exiét in a war zone: postmodernists "presuppose an external
world that is so irrational, menacing, and unmanageable that
the private self becomes the only area of experience subjéct

to one's control" ("Babbitt at the Abyss"_ 318). Unlike

Mailer, neither Graff nor Lasch, who has also detected in



postmodern society the attitude that 'the world is dangerous,
feels this perception is objective. Lasch explains that it is
more a "projection of inner anxieties [than] a perception of

the way things are" (The Culture of Narcissism 103). "The

perception of the world as a dangerous and forbidding place,”
he explains, “thoughelt originatesrin a realistic awareness
of the insecurity of  contemporary social 1life, receives
reinforcement from the narcissistic projection of aggressive

impulses outward” (102).

The new sensibility has been documented by
sociologists, 'whose accounts I will draw from to formulate a
definition, but, as Hassan and Lasch have observed, much
contemporary literature reflects the new sensibility, and I
will refer to several novels which help illustrate, my

definition (Hassan, Radical Innocence 20, Lasch, Haven in a

Heartless World : The Family Beseiged 176).
NI

5 Lee refers to this as "world's desperate project of

™~

conquest and self-sufficiency” (20).

) ® Fiedler calls those whom he sees as already having
undergone the transformation "the new mutants", and Hassan

understands the transformation to be a "breakdown of the



human form" ("The New Mutants" 383, Radical InnocencelZO).

7 To understand both péstmodernism and’ the works of

Burgess, Grass and Burroughs, it is impoptant to determine

here what attitude these writers have toward the postmodern

premise that to survive we . must become professional
coﬁbattants.’ While Gréss and Burgess satirize the notion,
Burroughs regards it ambivalenﬁly, sometimes satirizing, but
sometimes idealizing, the patrol teams and training camps
depicted in his work.

There is no mistaking the authorial irony in this

description of Alex'Sgang:

The four of us were dressed in the height of
fashion, which in those days was a pair of black very
tight tights with the old jelly mould, as we callgd
it, fitting on the crbtch underneath the tights, this
being to protect and also a-sort of design you could
viddy clear enough in a certain light so that I had
one 1in the shape of a spider, Pete had a rooker ( a
hand, that 1is}, Géo;gie had a very fancy one of a

_floyer, and poor old Dim had a very hound-and-horny

one of a clown's litso {(face, that is), Dim not ever

»r
having much of an idea of things *hd being, beyond all

L

shadow of a doubting thomas, the dimmest of we four.

(A Clockwork Orange 5-6).
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Now in those days, my brothers, the teaming up was
mostly by fours or fives, theée being like auto-
teams, fdur being a coﬁfy number for an auto,'and'six:
being the outside limit for ’gang;size. Sometimes
gangs would gang up so as to make like malenky armies
for big night-war, but mostly it was bést to roam in

these like small numbers (15).

Like Burgess, Grass ridicules the idea of""gadgingfup"
to defend ourselves in a*dangerous world. He presents the

“"pysters" in The Tin Drum as clowns whose armed aggression is

a mindless response to a\threatening world. "We have nothing
to do with parties”, they tell Oskar," Ouf fight is against
our parents and all other grownups, regardless of what they
may be for or against" (374). The Dusters do not represent a
postmodern fantasy we might console ourselves with; we are
horrified by the possibility they stand for--mankind devoted
to committing atrocity because it has decided that in a
“violent world, it is "against everything.'{\
Burroughs, unlike Grass and Burgess, idealizes in his

work the postmodern argument that we must fight-vioclence with

violence, arming ourselves against terrorism. His Wild Boys,

unlike the Dusters and Alex'sgang, represent a model for survival.

The description of their headquarters, in Port of Saints,

is a glorification of self-defense:



There are about thirty boys here of all races and
nationalities: '-Nedroes, Chinese, Mexicans, Araﬁs,‘
Dahes, Swedes, Américans, English. That is, they are
évidently derived .from racial and national stock cor-
responding to Negroes, ngicans, Danes, Americans et

cetera. However, these boys are a new breed.

3

After a breakfast of bread and tea, six boys put
on jock|straps, crash helmets .and skates and buckled
on their knives in preparation for reconnaisance
patrol. The blond boy with the machine pistol wili
accompany them as'patrol leader. Others'are busy at
the work benchgs, sharpening knives, oiling skates,
fixing bicycles, improvising weapons. One weapon
works on the crossbow principle with strong rubber
bands instead of a bow. Lead‘slugs are fed in from a
magazine on top oEthe weap&q and drop into a slot
wheh the gun is coeked by pulling the bands back. The
rifle models are amazingiy accurate up to twenty yards

. e A murd;rous bolo is made by attaching lead
weights to each end of a bicycle chain. The boys

practice continually with these devices (71).

~

In the poétic descriptions we are given of the Wild Boys
in battle winning the world back from terrorists, violence
becomes an act of beauty as Burroughs idealizes the
possibility postmodernism invites us to investigate of making

our world habitable once more by fighting violence with



violence:
{

Glider boys‘drift down froﬁ the sunset on red wiﬁgs
and rain arrows from the sky. Slingshot boys glide in
across a vallef riding their black plastic wings like
sheets of mica in the sunlight torn clothes flapping
hard fed flesh. Each boy carries a heavy slingshot
attached to‘his wrist by a leather thong. At their

belts are leather pouches of round black stones.

The roller-skate boys sweep down a hill in a shower of
autumn leaves.. They slice through a police patrol.
Blood spatters -leaves in air ("The Wild Boys Smile” in

The Soft Machine, Nova Express, The Wild Boys: Three

Novels by William S. Burroﬁghs 184).

|
8 In The Culture of Narcissism, in the chapter ["The

Fiight from Feeling" Lasch has documented that in the
seventies,‘this attitude was held widely. Fiedler also noted
it, and wuses the words "disconnecticn" and "detachment" to
describe the new mutants and their relation to others.
Sugerman demonstrates that postmodern society, preoccupied
with self—prese;gation, has tauéht itself the narcissistic
strategy of insentience. She quotes Kierkegaar who
explains that the naréissist "suffers from . . . a

derangement .of feeling, the derangement consisting in (sic)
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» his not having any" (Sin and Madness 45).
' v

9 While these three writers -endow thgir chgigcters with

the postmodern ability,td immunize themselves to-\/ain, they
do not necessarily approve of this immunity.- Coover is not
presenting Paul to us as a model survivor. ' Rather, ?aul
represents what Coover warns us we might become. We are not
meant tOAidentify with Paul, and console ourselves with his

immunity to‘pain——Coover depicts Paul}s indifference to pain
comically to keeb us detached ffbm him. He has explained
hthat a comic vision thwarts our attempts i,t'c:- recaoncile
ourselves Ito what we should protest against, \but ffind it
easier to”accept. To Coover, such acceptance is ignoble and
"adolescent." He objects to tragedy as a vision whiéh
allows us to accommodate ourselves to what he feels we must
resist, and explains that he presents a comic vision in his
work to force the reader to protest (Hertzel 28).

Similarly, Pynchon ﬁreats the idea of immunity to pain
and ﬂégror comically, deploring rather than aﬁplauding'the
postmodern prescription for survival. We find V. disgusting
and contemptible for having achieved this immunity.

“nurroughs' response to the postmodern notion that we
immunize ourselves to pain is much more complicated than
Pynchon's or Coover's, because while he agrees tohat we cannot
afford to dehumanize ourselves by acquiring such an immunity,

he argues that we have no choice but to avail ourselves of

that immunity. "A rabid dog cannot choose but bite," he



reasons {(The Naked Lunch 3). He regards - existence as

unbearable, and sees thé use of drugs as absolutely necessary
fof survival-—~in his "Letter From a Master Addict to Dangéroué
Drugs" he does not attempt to dissuade othefs from wusing
drugs, but pleads with the qedigal profession to invent &
nonaddictive drug, since it is inconceivable to him that we
can endure our world without a drug that ehables to us to
transcend our suffering and l}ve "in a painless, sexless,

) .
timeless state" ("Letter From a Master Addict to Dangerous
. //"""

Drugs," in The Naked ﬁunch 245) .
5 = .

~ .
™~ i

i

.

10 Mailer has said that the Hipster is necessarily

divorced from his values {290).

11 while these writers éoncur with the new sensibility
that our vaiues can cause us considerable suffering, they are
not recommending, as mass society does, that we therefore
dispense wié% values. Instead, the suffering depicted in
their works confirms. the antithesis of postmodernism's-
argument: deprived of values, we cannot survive.

Z

12 In Beyond Monogamy we f£ind this postmodern attitude

voiced: Alex Comfort and the Smiths advocate that the sexual

-
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act be dissociated completely from the idea of emotional
commitment. We can also find the postmodern view of
sexuality documented by Fiedler: fer the new mutants,
"physical release is the end of the sexual act"™ ("The New

Mutants" 392-3).
13

-

While postmedernism affords Amado and Drabble with a
solution, Burroughs is- skeptical, and does not commig himself
entirely to its philosophy. Again, we find that his
attitude toward the idealsl of the new sensibility is
émbivalent.. His fiction both applauds and deplores
postmodernism's prescription for human relations. Burroughs'
horror of being controlled makes him concur with _the new
sensibility Ehat human relations  are tyrannical and
parasitic, that we are enslaved and manipulated by the
sexuaiiy attractive, and consumed by those who depend gn us.
But while_ Burroughs is horrified by conventioﬁal human
relations; | he1 is equally appalled by -the alternatives

" suggested by postmodernism: this accounts for his ambivalent

treatment of homosexuality. In Cities of the Red Night he

celebrates it as a relationship which allows us to retain our
independence and our identity, and he defends our right‘ to
engage in forms of sexual activity that are conventionally

9
regarded as immoral and illegal. In The Naked Lunch, however,

he shows us that this relation has negative possibilities
too. He depicts homosexuality in this work as both
narcissistic and sado-masochistic, a dangerous form of self-

indulgence culminating in the desire to abolish procreation,
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and people the world instead with “replicas” of oneself.

14 wnile it is clear that neither Burgess nor Grass
approves of these tactics, Burroughs' . ‘attitude is more
difficult to determine. Burgess and Grass leave us with no

doubt about how we are to respond to Alex and Oskar, but
Burroughs makes us unsure of our response not just to Johnpie
but to the charaeters who reappear in his works: Audrey
Carsons, Kiki, John Hamelin, the Wild Boys. Pérhapé thié is
because he hinself feels ambivalent about wﬁat his characters
nepfesent, or perhaps becéuse he is testing his reader's
sense of ethics (he has claimed to be using the_same strategy
as Swift does in "A Modest Proposal. We are horrified. by
Alex‘ and Oskar, and detach ourselVes from them in spite of
their attempts to establish a comradery with us, Alex calling
us "brothers", Oskar trying to ingratiate himself with self-
deprecatory humour. We object to their assumption that we
are like' them, aﬁd'regard atrocity with indifference and

-

amusement,. Our relétion with Burroughs' characters, however,
is uncle?r. Perhaps Auérey Carsons provides us with the most
useful . example here of the ambiguous response we have to
Burroughs' characters. At times, we are'encouraged to admire
Carsons for his psyghopathic immuniti/EH horror: in Cities
of the Red Night, for example, when he guns down the Séecial

\
Police from the Council of the Selected: "They are crew-cut

men in blue suits, looking like religious FBI men with
muscular Christian smiles. 'What can we do for you?' 'Drop
dead.' Audrey snaps. He draws hi's spark gun and gives them a

full blast. They fall twitching and smoking" (177). But
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Burroughs' tone changes drastically at other times, and he
presents the characters we had understood to b%\Beroes in the
same critical light as Burgess presents . Alex to us; and

Grass, Oskar. Audrey Carsons is also Clem Snide, Private

Asshole, a contemptible charagter whos%xﬂgzzzﬁgde' toward

-atrocity we find disgusting: /

N\

!
There I am outside the hotel room waiting for the

//, corespondent to reach a crescendo of amorous noises.
I always find that if you walk in just as he goegs off
he won't. have time to disengage himself and take a
swing at you. When me ana the house dick opeg the
door with a pésskey, ‘the smell of shit and bitter
almonds blows us back into the hall. ' Seems thef both
took a cyanide capsule and‘fucked until the capsules

dissolved. A real messy love death (35).

i ~

/

15 We detect Burroughs' ambivalence toward postmodern
philosophy in his portrayal of Strobe. Protesting against
what he sees as tyrannical in American society, Burroughs

envisions a Utopian world based on the ideals of Captain

Mission, an eighteenth-century outlaw who attempted to found .~

a Republic that would guarantee every man complete freedom.
Those ideals CORTuUr very closely with postmodern ideals.
Captain Strobe, Burroughs explains, represents what Captain

Mission could have been if he had not been murdered by

‘natives before he was able to finish his work. ©§Strobe's role

in Cities of the Red Night is a heroic one, then--to liberate
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the repressed and establish a truly "“permissive" society.
But Strobe represents some very terrifying possibilities
£;o~-BUrroughs 4s fully aware(of the sinister implications of
the bostmodern premise falllthings are permissible.” If
everything is permitted, then atrocity must be tolerated:
thrdugh the e?es of Noah Blake we begin to realize that
Strobe 1is’ not a human being, and is capable of monstgous
acts. "Up to this‘moment,“ Noah mﬁses, growing suspicious of
the Captain, " "I have been so completely'charmed by Strobe's
nonchalénce that I have never stopped to ask-myself: Whaﬁ is
the source of this poijse? Where did he buy it, and what did

<he pay?" (98).
16 A potable exception is David L. Jeffrey,. who has
shown that many of the terms of'postmodern criticism do not
o~
apply to Jack Hodgins. He argues that Hodgins cannot be seen

as a "self-abandoned magic-realist" or a "jester-trickster

deconstructing .myth" (Jack.Hodgins and His Work 13-19).*

Instead, Jeffrey puts Hodgins in quite a different postmodern

_context: "What the South Americans such as Fuentes, Marquez,

¢ .
Llosa, Amado, Asturias and Puig have in common with other

writers on Hodgins' 1long list," he observes, "is their
celebrgtion of rural community, of folksy, ﬁumorous, often
almost surrealisticalily cartooned world of human faiblesse
and small happiness, a series of exquisite but quite local
small tapestries on which high matters of a troubled world
can be cast simply in a vernacular voice and colour" (Jack

Hodgins and His Work 11).*
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* These page references are to a manuscript I read in its

unpublished state.- They‘will not necessarily correspond to

the pages of Jack Hodgins and His Work which soon will be

available, but which was not accessible to me at the' time

that I was preparing this dissertation.

17 Kroetsch has alsp referred to his work as "post-post-

- modern” {(Interview with Geoff Hancock 36).

J(
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Coming toc Chaos Neutral:

Michael Ondaatje‘'s Response
to the Postmodern Philosophy of Survival

In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Coming Thfough

Slaughter, . and Running in the Family, Michael Ondaatie

——

addresses the same problem postmodernists .have conc:erne’g‘—‘:gw
themselves with: how.are we. to inhabit a world so violenﬁ
that the odds are against survival? The long lists ‘of
casualties that appear in all three of these works emphasize
the urgency of the problem: in Ondaatje's world, _the threat

of violent death is real and immediate. 1In The Collected

Works, Billy the Kid observes that violence takes ' a heavy -
toll--of the 400 buried in Boot Hill Cemetery, 1less than a

hundred died of natural causes (9). In both Comiﬁg Through

Slaughter and Running in the Family the roll is read for

those who have died violently during the Jazz Age: Buddy
Bolden 1lists the names of all the musicians who, 1like -~

himself, have "gone over barbed wire", and in Running in the

Family, a tally is taken to determine how many died of

alcoholism, reckless behaviour, and suicide (Coming Through

Slaughter 95, Running in the Family 40-1).

Although Ondaatje's characters frequeﬁzly mistake nature
as the source 6f the violence tﬂreatening thépﬂ—Pat Garrett
feels ‘that even flowers are menacing him--the danger lies
within themselves, actually, in the form of irrational

impuises which drive them to destroy their ordered world.!
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Because these impulses are unpredictable and impossible ta
control, there can be‘no stability or harmong in the lives of
Ondaatjefs characters. They make for thémselves a lawless,
hostile world in which all men are at war with each other,
Fnd every man 1s at war with himself. They cannot explain
why they are overwhelmed by rage which they direct first at
others, but then back upon themselves. Unable to prevent
-irrationai outbursts of violence, they can only arm
themselves against assault.2 |
| We recognize as postmodern the strategies of self-
preservation Ondéaéje's characters use to defend .themselveé
against the violent outbursts of others, and the hat;ed they
direét suicidally against themselves. L}ke the postmodern
survivor, they de%end themselves against immediate physical
danger by taking the law into their.OWn hands, by learning to
ant;cipate an attack, and by training to be expert killers.
To defend themselves against psychological trauﬁa, living in
a world where they-must witnegs and commit atrocities, they
again follow the postmodern prescription for survival by
learning to immerse themselves in the pursuit of pleasure, by
guarding themselves against emoticnal involverfent with
others, by creating internal re;lities so that they may
retreat from the world, and by learning to substitute

unfeeling reflexes for painful emotional response.

Because there is no recognized authorityfip the

)

¢

NS



world Ondaatje depicts, anyone attempting tg enforce law and

3

order must do so by violent means. In the frontier world of

The Collected Works, it is not a contradiction that the
sheriff should be a former outlaw, since only a man expert in

f
practicing violence could impose authority. The same holds v

true in the underworld of New Orleans depicted in Coming

Through Slaughter.. Just as the pimps must beat the
prostitutes to enforce their laws, Bolden has no means but

violent ones for establishing his authority when he suspects

that Nora 'is involved with Pickett, because in his permissive ———

(.

and anarchic‘society, he has neither legal rights nor moralh__-—7

& -
claims to her fidelity. The situation is similar in Running \
in the Family: in the anarchic country of Ceylon, where

because the British exercise authority in theory but not in
practice, Mervyn Ondaatje mus; resort to terrcrism to police
and protect his people.

In a world where the threat of violent death is
constant, Oqgaatje's characters cannot relax their defensive
stance for a moment. Tom O'Folliard never stops moving,
anticipating at every second that he will be shot at: "His
feet danced with energy. On a horse he did tricks all the
time, somersaulting, lying back. He was riddled with energy.
He Z%@lked, both arms crooked over a rifle at the elbows.
Legs ‘always swinging extra" (51). f Billy the Kid perhaps
exemplifies mast dramaticall {s mechanical anticipation of

3

danger: without even eing conscious of it, his gun hand

»

moves unceasihgfy, going t&;ough the motion of drawing and

/
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shooting. Pat Garrett tells us “he said he did finger
exerciﬁes subconsciously, on the average 12 hours a day. And
it waé*true. From then on I noticed his left hand churning
within itself, each fingetr circling alternately like a train
wheel" (43).
| Thére is only one alternative to armed aggression 1in

Ondaatje's world, and it is a desperate one: those who cannot .
use éiolence to defend.thémselves might survive by submitting

to aﬁrocity until_it spends itself. As Bolden realizes,

observing the mattress whores of New Orleans, at a certain

point, those subjected to atrocity can be éictimized no

further--there is no violence left that the pimps can inflict

upeon the diseased prostitutes. Those like the mattress.
whores who can no longer serve as victims need not concern

themselves with self-defense.

We recognize the postmodern response to violence, then,

in the efforts Ondaatje's characters make to arm themselves

and train themselves as professional killers. But what

[

\\strikes us as even more postmodern are the narcissistic
\.

strategies of self-defense they avail themselves of ts make
themselves not just physically but mentally invulnerable "to
terrorism. We recall that postmodernism defines family
relations as a form of terrorism, family members holding one
another as emotional hostages. We have seen that postmodern-
ists believe we must keep ourselves emotionally detached from
family members to keep ourselves from being victimizgd in
family relations. Ondaatje's characters are postmodern,

i

then, in their treatment of loved ones whom they see as a



threat. Billy the Kid thinks of Angie as a mouth that will
devour him (64). Her love “cripplesﬁ and "paralyzes" him,
leaving him vulnérabIe in a dangerous world: "later my hands
cracked in love juice/ fingers paralysed by it arthritic/
these beautiful fingers I couldnt move/ faster than a
crippled ‘witch now" (165. To protect himself from what he
sees as a risky emotional involvement, he attempts "to
distance himself £from Angie'by coﬁéring her féce ‘'when he
makes love to her, and by holding over her. head the
possibility--threatening - to Angie, consoling tq him--of

becoming sexually involved with Sally.4 In Coming Through

Slaughter, we find the same fear of emotional dependence.
Afraid that his wife and children will reject him, Buddy
Bolden defends himself by being unloving, deserting them for

a woman he will not have to make a commitment to. Family

relations are seen from a postmodern perspective in Runnﬁng

in the Family too. Threatened by her babies, wﬁose demands
undermine her sense of self, Lalla denies to herself that she
has childrén, and neglects to feed them. It might seem
irrational of Mervyn deliberately to antagonize his family
with his an£ics, when he is so afraid of beipg hurF by their
disapproval, but the "logic" of narcissism governs his
acﬁ}ons; it, seems to him that if he_alienates himself from
hiéjtfamily with his inexcusable conduct, then he will have
%scapgd from their threatening hold on hifn.5

We have seen the reasons postmodernism gives for arguing

that we are in a safer position when we are detached from
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loved ones:. not only do 'we expose ourselves to the risk of
being hurt when”‘ we love, but, encumbered with
responsibilities to famil& and friends, we gannot devote
ourselves to self-defense. We must bg free from concern for
others to pursue pleasure, since indulging ourselves in
pleasure 1is, for the postmodernist, our only Qay of

transcending thé horror we are confronted with in a violent

6

world. This seems to be the attitide of Ondaatje's

characters:. they do not appear to be prepared to ‘allow

anything to interfere with their pursuit of pleasure, it is
s0o crucial to their survival. It would not occur to Mervyn

Ondaatje, in Running in the Family, that he was guilty of

negligence deserting his post to attend a party beﬁause he
is responsible for no one but himself, and he perceives self-
indulgence as the most conscientious way of carrying out-his
duties to himself. For the same reason, Lalla believes it is
more respénsible to go dé?cing than nurse her child. Reading

Running in the Family, wé are impressed by how intensely and

ruthlessly Lalla and her generation seek pleasure: "we were
always tired," Lalla tells us (41).

We have seen how the postmedern survivor is ablé to
conduct a pursuit of pleasure in a world of horror and
atrocity: he HWas taught himself to translate pain 1into
pleasure. Ondaatje's characters perform this translation by
divorcing word from world, thus creating two realities, th%H-
painful one which actually exists, but which they must never

refer to, and the other which they themselves have created

by refusing to use language referentially, inverting the
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meanings of pain and pleasure. When Ondaatje's characters
lie or joke, they are translating pain into pleasure. This is
why Garrett tells jokes while he gﬁns his victims down, why
La}la tells Dickie her dead husband is still alive, and why
Bolden and Nora joke, whén, as Nora points out, they are

supposed to be having a "serious discussion" (Coming Through
-

Slaughter 122). Bolden's retreat into madness 1s a strategy
similar to lying or jgking: Bolden withdraws from reality to
escape the pain helexperiences there: and enters another
reality, a private one he constructs himself, careful not to
include suffering in that construction. In the insane
asylum, Bolden 1is subjected to atrocities vyet feels no
injury, because he has no concept of harm of suffering. In
the reality he has constructed for himself, his attackers are
translated into comforters, the pain they inflict upon him,
into pleasure: Y“They make me love them.\’)They are the arms
locking after me. On the second day they came into my room
and took off all my clothes and bent me over a table and
broke my anus" (139). "Everyone who touches me must be’
beautiful" (135).

But the most powerful psychological d%ﬁ_ Ondaaéje's
characters have against horror and nausea is their postmodern

e

ability to view all things, even human beings, as inanimate

. e o . -

objects of no significance. Persuaded that living beings are
insentient, Ondaétje's characters can witness and even
perform atrocities with complete indifference. Billy the

Kid, for example, has persuaded himself that bodies ‘-are

]
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"mindless as paper flowers you dont feed/ or give to drink"
and therefore believes the victims of violence do not suffer“
(11). Thus he is untroubled when Angela's arm is ripped open
by gunshot. Oblivious to her agony as he digs the bullet
out, he reacts not with horror, but fascination, adm%fing the
"mechanics" of her exposed nerves and bone:

Took knife and dbened the skin

more, tugged it back

on the other side of her arm

f\ to pick the bullets out
P 3 of them ’
like those rolled pellet tongues of pigeons
loock at it, I'm looking into your arm

nothing confused in there ’
look how clear (66)

But if they are to. survive, it is cruciél that
,féndaatje's characters' view not just others, but | also
themselves as machines. Just as they cannot afford to
acknowledge that their victims suffer, they cannot admit that
they themselves are capable of feeling horror or nausea.
Regarding 'not just others, but themselves as machines permits
ﬁhem to commit atrocities unfeelingly. Pat Garretti for
example, has learned to substitute th?nking, feeling
responses with reflex actions, so that even gunning a man
down is something he does automatically, without having to
interrupt the joke he is telling. Billy, as T.D. MacLulich
observes, denies his "organic nature”: "his éun hand is like
a separate mechanism, existing apart from the rest of his
body...." (116, 118). * '

From this analysis of the strategiés of  Ssurvival

J



53

practiced by Ondaatje's characters, we can conclude that
Ondaatje's works addréss thehsame problem as the literature
of postmodernism, and explore. solutions we have seen as
central to postmédern philosophy. What ﬁ; need to determine
is whether or not he approves of thosé solutions.
Postmodernism sees survival, no matter how we achieve it, as
a victory, and ‘insists that we cannot afford to concern
ourselves with whether or not the survivor has broken the law
or violated a moral code to.stay aliven We live in a
dangerous state of anarchy, and have more urgent concerns
than the observation of cpﬁrtesy, decency and legality,
postmodernists claim.‘ There .is only one rule of conduct
observed in an anarchic.world, they insist, and that is the
law of the survival of the fittest. The only behaviour which
is appropriate in this kind of world, they reason, is a

: i
selfish, ruthless defense of one's own interests.7 We find

thii postmodern argument reflected clearly in The Collected

Works, Coming Through Slaughter and Running in the Family.

Survivors are glorified, no matter what they have done ¢to
preserve themselves, while wvictims are depicted with
contempt. We find this demonstrated most dramatically in

The Collected Works which makes us feel disgusted with Tom

0'Folliard, Charlie Bowdre and Gregory because they have not
managed to stay alive. As Tom's head breaks in half, he
seems ridiculous; we feel contempt for Charlie Bowdre as he

urinates uncontrollably and, giggles as he dies; but we are

most disgusted with Gregory, who is humiliated as he lies
e

L



y Q}iﬁg by a chicken that "paddles out to him" and takes hold
of tqe véin in his neck, stretching it for yards (8, 12, 15).
But it is not just this suggestion that the victims of
violence are antiheroic that makes Ondaatje seem to agree
with postmodernism. Another postmodern argument he presents
in his work is that because we live in a world growing more
and more violent and anarchic, we need'a newlcode of conduct,
a new definition of acceptable, appropriate behavioﬁr.8 he
.argumené in Ondaatje's work is that because the chéna ter
bBilly the Kid, Buddy Bolden, Lalla, Mervyn and Doris live in:
an anarchic world, although their actions might seem
reprehensible to us, they cannot be ceﬁsured. ~ We are to
judge them only—according to how well they have coped in a
worid where the odds are against survival. This criterion,
which we recognize as postmodern, renders irrelevant the
criticism thgt Billy the Kid is a “sallow‘ punk" with a
;cruel" smile, that Buddy -Bolden is a weak, irresponsible
coward, and that Lalla, Mervyn and Doris behave rudely,
indecently, and illegally. What matters is that they are
expert survivors, and we are therefore to regar their
behavicur as admirable and heroic. We are not to concern
ourselves with stories of Billy's mindless cruelty--we are
_not allowed to dwell, for example, on the account of his
hitting a man in the face with a rifle for no reason. The
event is glossed over: "He was probably elated," is all the
narrator has to say about the matter, which obviously does
not interest him (86). Instead, we are to focus our

attention on Billy's heroic ability to live in a world of

| | 4



violence, and not be overwhelmed with nausea. "I can watch
the stémach of clocks/ shift their wheels and pins into each
other/ and emerge living, for hours," he tells us, and we are
supposed to be duly impressed (1l1l). Siﬁilarly,. we are to
reject the suggestions made by Nora and Cornish that Bolden
was "corrupted" by Be%locq, and see his retreat -into madness
as a heroic defying of limits, a "going over barbed wire"
{(97). Lalla we are to regard with admiration for being one
of the few to "survive" the Jazz Age, and Doris we are
supposed to view as heroic for confronting and surviving the
darkness of Mervyn's insanity. But it is Mervyn who 1is
presented to us as the heroic ideal, having learned to look
upon that which would "dé;troy" others "instantly" éo that 'he
might spare otiiers such a terrible encounter (200). 3

]
But at the same time that Ondaatje seems to endorse

postmodern philosophy, he voices serious objections to it.\

N

. We will see, in the analysis of Ondaatje's works that
follows, that haunting all three is the sense that while the
victim of vioclence is contemptible, the survivor. is
monstrous, because he has forfeited his humanity to stay
alive. The Collected Works begins by cel;E?aLing the ability

of Garrett and Billy to immunize themselves to pain and

horror, but ends by viewing it with dismay, as an inhuman
state Billy is fortunate to free himself from. As Perry
Nodelﬁan observes, in "The Collected Photographs of Bi}ly the
Kid," if Billy "needs to eliminate the smells of flowers aﬁ¢

[

of other people, and even his own sexuality . . . he actually
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asﬁires to be less than human," and this aspiration, Nodelman
feels is presented to us as "clearly unhealthy" {75). In the

end, The Collected Works rejects the poétmodern notion of the

hero as ideal assassin and’ professional survivor, . and
applauds instead Billy's decision to - confront’ a menacing
world without divesting himself of his/ﬁumanity.9

While . The Collected Works is openly critical of

postmodern strategies of survival, it is more difficult to

detect this criticism in Coming Through Slaughter and Running

in the Family. What is stated explicitly in these two works

is not criticism, but a just;fication of postmodernism. - What

I hope to demonstrate in the following pages, however, is

that neither wérk seems to believe in' the justification it is

presenting. In their attempt to justify the postmodern

prescription for survival, both works protest unconvincingly
that the postmodern survivor is not a machine, nor a monster,

but a human being whose decision to stay aiive at any cost is

a decision we should not only understand but approve of.

This is what we are given'to understand, when, in Coming

Through Slaughter, Webb's response to Bolden's madness—-horror

and disgust--is presented to us as inappropriate, and even

morally wrong. Similarly, 'Running in the Family insists

that: we approve of what Mervyn did in the name of self-
preservation: "Whatever brought you solace we would have
applauded. Whatever "controlled the fear we all share: we
would have embraced," Ondaatje tells his aeparted father} and
fhe reader is expected to concur (201). ”

But we gem%)n unconvinced, and find it difficult merely
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to sympathize with let alone admire these characters, because,

as we will see, in spite of themselves, Coming Through Slaughter

and Running in the Family'demonstrate'how much we need the

ot

values they insist we must dispense with to formulate a new
code of conduct. Furthermore, neither work succeeds -in
proving -to us t;iﬁ/éiven the circumstanc 3, Bolden, Lalla,

//D s and Mervyr’ were justified in behaving as they did.

7

/ The deiﬁﬁse of postmodern philosophy in Coming Through
) -

Slaughter and Running in the Family seems lunwarrantedd?we

\\wggder why Ondaatje is making such an effort to deny certain
implitations of the philosophy which he acknowedged openly‘

7/’“\<: The Collected Works. A possible explanation, that will be

explored later 1in this Jchapter, 1is that in the  two later

works, Ondaatje is defending not so much postmodernism as
himself--it just so happens that the kind of conauct he is so
v anxious to justify is sanctioned by no other philosophy but
postmodernism,’ and so he chahges his stance, approving of

what in The Collected Works he expressed_disapproéal of. A

dread of censure and rejection pervades Ondaatje's works, and

Coming Through Slaughter and Running in the Family are lgleas
for understanding and acceptance. They ask the readef to
sympathize with cgnduct he would usually condemn. But it is
not just on behalf of Buddy Bolden, Lalla, Mervyn and other
Ondaatjes whose controversial behaviaur has given the fami}y
a bad name that Ondaatje is pleading--it is for himself that
he asks acceptance. He tells us that he identifies

completely with Buddy Bolden, describing the mysterious

\
+ . I



58
sensation he experienced when he first read Bolden's name:

~ The ﬁhin'sheath of information. Why did my senses
stop at you? Theregwas a sentence, 'Buddy Bolden
who became a legend when he went berserk in a
.parade..l‘ What was there in that, before I knew -
your nation your'colour your age, phat made me'pUSh.
my arm forward and-spill it tﬁrough ths,\front of

&our mirror and clutch myself? Did not want to pose

in your accent but think ih your brain and body....

(134).

Coming Through Slaughter 1is jugt as much an attempt to

‘exonerate Ondaatje as Bolden. The . desire informing Running in

the Family to rehabilitate the family image is not so . much
Ondaatje'§ wanting ¢ to feéllbétter about Lalla, Doris and
Mervyn, as his wanting to feel better about himself. Finding
a point from which these characters cbuld be wviewed with
épproval would ﬁavé been difficult for him: from most
‘- perspectives, Eheir actions appear unethical. But from the
posgﬁodernist's standpoint, such conduct is admirable, and
lhis is perhaps why Ondaétje, although he denounces

postmodernism in The Collected Works, entertains this way of

thinking in Running in the Family.

We do not detect personal concerns underlying Ondaatje's

-

interest in postmodern thought in The Collected Works—--it

- !l - - 3
"would seem that his initial reason fod\;investlgatlng the
o .
philosophy was that postmodernism, unlike J&ther philosophies,

~had a solution to the problem he seemed to be preoccupied

iy
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with at that point, the problem of how we are to live in a
Qorld.becoming more and more anarchic-and violent. We have
defined the vision in W.S. Burroughs' works as representing
.utopically the postmodernist's solution: a world governed

completely by terrorists yet perfectly inhabitable. The

Collected Works begins with a postmodern definition of Utopia

‘similar to Burroughs', but quickly calls that definition into

guestion. The impulse in The Collected Works to idealize the

" kind of existence postmodernism envisions gives way to an
impulse to condemn it. We will focus our examination of
The Collected Works on Billy because these conflicting

. \“—‘\ .
*impulses are embodied in him: the tension they generate is

eventually resolved when Billy rejects the means of survival

postmodernism has prescribed, and accepts death as a more

attractive alternative.

Fl 4
Idealizing * the postmodern concepts of professional
‘e . 1
survivor and survival at any cost, Ondaatje indulges his

reader at the outset of The:Collected Works. Apparently

Ondaatie undgrsﬁands that these concepts appeal to us because
we feel threatened andd victimized by acts of terrorism which

seem to have become part of our daily 1life. The Collected

Works seems to-play on our fears, arousing our anxieties

deliberately, =ahd then indulging us with wish-fulfilling

fantasies that assuage those anxieties. It miQPt be useful

to consider here the works of Burroughs, and how they £first
N

arouse, and then assuage our fears. Threatened by terrorism

and anarchy, we £ind Burroughs' fantasy of leading a Utopian

e
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" existence in hell extremely appealing. Lasch explains that
L]

as we feel more and more threatened by violence in our world,

+
-

we perceive ourselves as victims who can do nothing to make

"habitable once more a world that used to accomm6a§te‘us, and,'

since this perception of ocurselves is. so disturbing, we
3 .
create "grandiose images of self-reliance" to - "compensate"

for our inadequacies {The Culture of Narcissism 38, 84).

Burroughs3 fiction provides us with the very compensatory
images we are looking for: although the world He confronts us
with is anti-Utopian, his works are very consoling, equipping

the victim with unlimited power, and allowing him to conguer

and punish-the terrorist. This might explain why, although

Burroughs' works make for difficuly reading, they are popular

. S
outside \academic and literary circles. Like §Burroughs,

Ondaatjé arouses fear in his. reader by confronting him
relentlessly with a deeply disturbing viéion of a world that
is nearly uninhabitable, and then offering him just one
source of reliéf)from this distressing vision—-—-the reader 1is
allowed to 1dent1£¥\w1th a character who has adapted to that
world in a remarkable way, a profe551onal survivor who is not

~

oppressed by the cofiditions he must live 1n\\ Ondaatje's
landscape is, like Burroughs', a no man's land where it would
seem impossible for man to survive: an endless desert that

assaults the characters with ferocious sun and sandstorms,

F.g

torturing them with thirst and starvation.™ Nature is not
usually deplcted in Canadian llterature as an accommodatind
env;ronment, but of all the nlghtmare visions of nature
Canadian writeré have'afforded us, Ondaatje’haskéucéeeded in

y



giving us one of the most disturbing. Few ™ characters /{;
Canédian literature seem as threat?ned by nature as qutett
watched by flowers, Charlie dttacked by a chicken, or Billy"
in the dark feeling the hatred of the caged birds nearby, and
envisioning how their weight would cause the roof of .the
Chisum house to collapse.

In Ondaatje's No man's land theré are isolated places
where civilization has prevailed over the desert, but it
offers the characters no sanctuary from menace: the society

Ondaatje portrays is a lawless one such as we encounter in

Burroughs' work, a society that sanctions inhumanity and

atrocity.’ A .sheriff is appointed by this society, not to
repface lawless atrocity with humane justice, but to

institutionalize inhﬁmanity.

This world Ondaatje depicts confronts us with our deepest
anxieties, teinforcing our fears' that our own world is
becoming inereasingly anarchic, and reinforcing our image of

ourselves as potential targets of terrorism. The Collected

Works has awakened in us anxieties that can be assuaged by
nothing but the consoling image of the professional survivor,
the trained killer who is invulnerable to every danger. This
is why we.find Pat Garrett, ‘ideal assassin, so appealing: he
negates our fears of being defenseless in the face of

anarchy. Like Burroughs' Captain Strobe, he is a fantasy

figure such as those psychologists say we all create to

comfort ourselves with, a self-image we carry with us to

counter another image we have of ourselves as defenseless

¥

N,

h
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victims. We have seen already how The Collected Works

indulges our desire to negate that self-imége of victim by

inviting us to look with scorn upon the victims of its world.

As The Collected Works frees us from having to associate with

al" assassin for us

&
of the assassin

the victim, it sets up Pat Garrett, "i
to identify with instead. We find the figur
so appeéling because of all the fantasi that figure
embodies. Garrett has’ the ability we /desire to expose:
ourselves safely to any danQer: nothing is deadiier than his
gun. Garrett also appeals to us because he has ‘an attitude
like the one we wish we could assume: horrified - and
disqusted by terrorism, we console ourselves with the fantasy
that [we .can conf;ont atrocity with indifference. Garrett
appeils to us because he is immune to.horror and pain. We

]
are (told that he has the Find set of an ideal assassin, who

1
is emotionally detachedx‘from ~ others, does not have a

! . N . 3 .
conscience, and is immune QO desire:

Ideal assassin because his mind was unwarped. Had
the ability to kill somecne on the steet walk back
and finish a joke. One who had decided what was
right and forgot all morals. . . An academic
murderer. . .his mind was clear, his body able to
drink, his feelings, unlike those who usually work
their own way out of hell, not cyniéal about
another's ’incapacity to.get out of problems and

difficulties (28-29),.

We are gratified by Garrett's ability to make himself

'
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completely invulnerable to the pain of human relations—--

reading The Collected Works we indulge ourselves with this

fantasy of eﬁbtional detachment to such an extent that we are
gratified rather than horrified by Garrett’s ability to hunt

down and kill without feeling even those men who have been

I
-

his friends.
‘ . !
Through Garrett, Ondaatje is also able to arouse and

then assuage our fear of unconscious and irrational desire

with the fantasy that we can make ourselves immune/’tﬁ\\>

ungovernable appetites. Man's fear of desire is not new, but
/

it is ~a particular concern of our society because as our {

world becomes more and more unpredictable, our response to N

10

that world becomes unpredictable too. Disturbed by our

inability wto know how we will react, we fantasize\gging$fin

total control of ourselves, able to resist even tHe strongest

11

attractions and repulsions. Much is made in The Collected

Works of Garrett's remarkable self-control. Even when he is
addicted to alcochol, he is not governed by cravings, . but
drinks according to a schedule he sets for himdelf, not one
determined by biological cravings.

It is difficult to determine why Ondaatje indulges the
reader with these consoling postmodern fantasies. It does
not seem likely that he is using Pat Garrett:  to reassure
himself that we can survive in an‘anarchic world., Nor does
it seem 1likely that he is applauding postmodernism at the
cutset of the work, because he‘has not realized, at that

point, the implications he warns us of later. Perhaps he is
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exploring the fears that have given rise to postmodern
philosophy in an attempt to account for the appeal

postmodernism has. He seems to be gauging the strength of

that appeal when he arouses those fears in the reader, and

then offers as consolation fantasies which are more and more
mof;lly.outrageous. He is perhaps experimenting with limits
here: how far can postmodern arguments be taken in a work

before the reader protests? At what point does the reader

refuse to be consoled by fantasies that violate his sense of

ethics?12

Ondaatje, like Burroughs, seems to be criticizing
postmodern philoéophy és wish-fylfilling fantasy, and then

questioning literature which _.indulges readers ,with that

.fantasy. We can find evidence for this last supposition when

we examine the tone of the early part of The Collected Works.

It 1is difficult to determine what Ondaatje's attitude is at
this point toward the idealized vision of postmodernism he is
presenting, but it wole seem to be sarcastic. This sarcasm
is directed in particular toward the narrator while he is
introducing Garrett to us: we feel his contrived, manner of
speech is being ridiculed: his stance, which is too flippant,
and too full of bravade, belies someone who is immature and
uncertain, insecurely‘ espousing beliefs he cannot really
defend, énd pretending to be more reassured by those beliefs
than he really %s. He invites our scorn by stating far too
casually remarks he knows aré disturbing, using sentence
fragments to sound as off-hand as possible: "Pat * Garrett,

ideal assassin. Public figure, the mind of a doctor. . .

Ideal assassin for his mind was unwarped. Had the ability to
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kill someone on the street walk back and finish é joke"
(289). +sDeliberately understating every assertion he makes,
he soundS .just a litt}e too cool: we detect Ondaatje's
contempt for him, and we ourselves respond with scorn.  We
see through his ploy and tﬁis makes us contemptuous: he wants
to seem callous, unaffected by horror and painu but we sense
the distress he 1is trying to hide. He wants to seem
undaunted, but his bravado tells us how frightened he is.
Nevertheless, our reaction to the narrator is
ambiguous--although we distrust him, we allow ourselves to be
taken in by his bravado, because it is an attitude we
ourselves are tempted to assume in the face ocf a nﬁostile,
unpredictable world—--the attitude of the streetwise punk. It
is possible that Ondaatje is playing a game with us here,
holding out as an attractive possibility the stance of the
narrator, and chen.ridiculing those who adopt that stance.
Where it becomes even clearer that Ondaatje views the
postmodern cgde of survival as wish-fulfilling fantasy is in

the comic book legend of Billy the Kid. In this section of

.The Collected Works he ridicules both the fantasy figure of
the postmoderﬁ survivor, and our tendency to console
oursélves with that figure. The comic book legend Ondaatje
includes can be viewed as a satiric comment on the code of
the postmodern hero. Long before he appeared in the
contemporary novel, the postmodern survivor emerged in the

comic book. When we identify the code of conduct adhered to

by the superhero of the comics, we recognize it as the same
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code we have defined as postmodern. ' The Kid in the ‘éomic
book version inhabits the same anarchic world as Garrett and
other postmodern cﬁaracters.;‘ Aaparently, like Garrett, his
sole occupation is defending himself against assailants. His
one concerh being to aveid a violent:death, he needs but two
abilities: he must be brave and st$éng. These; we remember,
were the only two abilities Garrett needs, although "brave"
would be defined as "neutral", in postmodern terms, and as.
"psychopathic" in psychological terms; and "strong"
translated into a postmodern ideal would be '"professional
assassin.”

Ondaatje's ridicule 1is much more apparent here than

earlier in The Collected Works because the voice of the comic

book is unambiguously self-mocking--it knows better than to
take this code seriously. Therefore, the Kid's indifférence
to his own suffering appears as a flippancy which is simply
ridiculous: “Start talkin' hombre, 'fore I say MY piece
about that knife throwing act."I We laugh with contempt at
this bravado, instead of being impressed, attributing his
nonchalance in such a dangerous world ﬁo a gross ignoranée
rather than an ability to confront atrocity undaunted. The
Kid shares with the characters of a postmodern nqvel a

. f
disdain for comforts, but in the comic book, we f£ind his

attitude 1ludicrous: "The man called Billy the Kid is not
impressed by the ﬁagnificenﬁ richness of his surroundings.
The golden cutlery means nothing. . . The priceless china and .
crystal matter not, and the food cooked by a French chef?

PFAGGH!" (100}. Like the postmodern character, the Kid
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cannot afford-meaningful relations with others, as his sole
concern must be self-preservation. But unlike tﬁe postmodern
character, who 1is presented as mature Jenough and strong
enough to be completely self-reliant, the Kid strikes us as
an awkward social misfgt who does not know how to treat
oéiers: unused as he is to relating to wémen, the Princesa
has %o keep telling him how to behave: "I think I can stand
now, Senor. . . if you will put me down." "Huh? Oh sorry,

Senorita."

The Collected Works is concerned initially, then, with

~
exploring the attraction postmodernism has for us, but it
addresses itself to another issue which seems to supersede
the first in importance: the question of whether the

philosophy of postmodernism is sound. While The Collected

EQEEE appreciates how gratifying we find the concept of the
postmodern survivor, it attempts to show us why we cannot
respond to a violent world in the way that postmodernism
recommends. It proposes an alternate response: we must be
prepared to suffer and even die for ou; valdes rather than
forfeit our humanity to survive. We detect this shift in
concern as Billy the Kid emerges to supplant Garrett as hero
of the work. As Eileen Sarkar has observed, in "Michael
Ondaatje's Billy the Kid: The Esthetics of Violence," Billy
is the antithesis of the postmodern survivor--he is not
equipped to be a sane assassin. He cannot come to chaos

neutral (234).13 The duel between Garrett and Billy 1is not

just a battle between sheriff and outlaw, but a conflict of
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ideologies. It seems paradoxic that the triumph of
humanitarian ‘concerné over postmodern ones is signalled by
the death of Billy at the hands of Garrett. But we Ehall see
that Billy's déath is a yictory, not a defeat, an affirmation
that postmodern.thought is inadequate, and must give way to a
more humane way of thinking.14 )

The work convinces us to shift our alliance from Garrett
to Billy by subtly changing Garrett's image. As the work
progresses, we come to realize how monstrous he is, and we
begin to /draw away in horror from the figure we we£e S0
anxious t identify with earlier. Although Garrett's
original function in the work is, 1like the function of
Burroughs‘ Captain Strobe, to quell our an*ieties, assuring
us thét wé have the capacity to survive, he begins to horrify
us as we appreciate the price he has paid to stay alive. |

Garrett becomes monstrous, then, as the work progresses,
while Billy the Kid appeals to us more and more. At the same
time that the prospect cof what Garrett represents starts to
threaten us, we are consoled by Billy confirming our sense of
values, and assuring us that we would never have to come ﬁo
the point where we were forced to dehumanize ourselves to
stay alive.

Because at the outset of The Collected Works postmodern

beliefs are entertained, an assassin is the most appropriate
hero for that part of the work. But although Garrett is
defined as an ideal at the beginning of the work, that
definition is reassessed, and the picture we are left with is.

of Garrett as inhuman--z monster, or a machine. Nodelman
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observes that . /

Ondaatje reveals tﬁ% deficiéncy of [Garrett's] cool
sanity by repeating the phrase "sane assassin" 'until
it turns inb on B itself, the "in-" af the end of
"assassin" joining onto the front of “sane" and
revealing the truth; the real madmen are. those who
believe that sanity is total control and total lack of

emotion. (76)

LY

Garrettl becomes more and more appalling to the reader as the
work progresses, so that when we are- told. of his
penchant for stuffing' dead birds, we find hig hobby
disgusting. We perceive a barallel between Garrett,
with his stuffed birds, and Livingstone with his
monster dogs. Livingstone; a madman, has deliberately bred
deformed, brain-damaged, vicious dogs to prove to himself
that he can assume‘control of the anarchic/ydrld he finds
himself in, and dictate its ordering. His{at;ocious éctiong

3

are a direct comment upon the postmoderq/he%o, whose virtues
are the ability to gain control in every situation, and to
derive pleasure from even the most anti-Utopian world. We

see just what manner of pleasure that is: a perverse delight

.in corruption. Livingstone takes joy in seeing his dogs, the

stock of fine purebreds,' degenerate to the lowest condition

they can possibly reach. " This, The Collected Works tells us,

would be the achievement of postmodernism--the ultimate
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degeneratipn/gf our world, ~In its testing of limits, this is
C:TWherefpéétmodernism will take us.

At the same time that Garrett appears more and more
monstrous to us, Billy the Kid becomes more and more human.
"He undergoes a transformation, not neuessarily'cdntinuous, in
which he relinguishes his psychopathic immunity to pain and
suffering, to recover his humanity. We see him transformed
froﬁ invulnerable automaton to suffering man. When we first
see him, his stance 1is that of a postmodern hero. He
describes outright atrocity with complete indifference,
revealing but one concern, that his account be accurate.
"These are the killed," he announces matter-of-factly,
preoccupied with gqualifying his reference by dividing the
list into categories, oblivious to the fact that his subject
is viglent murder. He sees no horror in the fact that three
of the men he killed were friends, ' that he was but twelve
when he killed one of the victims listed, that he himself- is
one of the dead. He sees nothing callous in grouping the men
he has killed with the%birds he has shot in préctices, and he -
overlooks the same lack of distiﬁction when he sees .no
difference between Angeta's split arm and a dead man (6).’

This, then, is opr first impression of Billy--a man who
has no sense of values. .But not long after he is introduced
to us, we discover that he is not_as postmodern as he seems.
He gives us an account of a week he spent meditating in a
barn--no postmodérn charaéte; is capable of meditating (17-

18). « Ig survive, postmodern man must never be ‘aware of

himself. As Sugerman explains, he retreats-in%? "nonbeing”, -

r

i
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playing dead to stay alive (Sin and Madness 32-33). But wh;}
is even more uncharacteristic of a postmodern man, Billy

lapses 1into vulnerability on occasions, and experiences

suffering. “~He describes being overwhelméq' not just- by
tph“.‘rsical.pain, . which a postmodern man does not feel, but by
jmentél suffering, plagued by anxiety, horror and disgust,
( emotion% the --postmodern man is'incapéble of feeling. As
Judith Owens observes, "a picture emerées of a Billy who
fee}s vulnerable, threatened by death, by the unleashed
energy of sexuality, by the disoraer of the natural worid"
{125). He ig revolted by the sight of:Charlie Bowdre dyingfﬂ——
"the nerves shot out/ the liver rqnniﬂg around there like a
headTess hen jerking '/ .brown all over the vyard", and
confesses that he is unable to eat chicken since he saw the
conQuysions of a slaughtered hen (12). . He déscribes the
rats, .maddened by fermented grain, devouring one another, as
"grotesque", a word the iQdiffetent postmodern man would not
have in  his vocabulary. He is.so disgusted and horrified by
the sight of the rats killing a chipmunk, and then eating one
énother, that he loses his composure and fires at them wildly
{18). - But we uqﬁe%sﬁand how complg;ely vulnerable he is %ol
pain when he describes his recovery from burns to his legs,
and his sufferﬁng sunstroke. ‘In his graphic descriptions of
this acute agony, he conveys the physical sensation of pain

as vividly as Sylvia Plath: ”

Theq starting to rub and pour calamine 1like ice

only it felt like the ‘tongue of a very large animal



my god I remember each swab felt like'the skin and
flesh had been moved off completely leaying‘oniy W
bone riddled with loose nérvea being blowh~about;:i;\
banging‘ agains£ each other ,frém 'jpsﬁ her slow

breath‘(34). o ’ , K

S

the sun turned into a. pair of hands” and began

to pull out the hairs in my head. Twist‘pluCk.twist

e,

N - ‘ 58 . . ) i
55!\\ pluck« In two hours I was bald, my head like a
. "__,-/} | ‘
/

lemon. It used a fingernail and scratched a knife

-

e

line from front to back on the skin. A hairline of

blood bubbled up and dried. . . Then with very thin

careful' fingers it began to unfold my head drawing'
. _ ' 4 . ‘ .
back each.layer pof skin and letting it flap over my

ears: (76). -
kY
" Gradually, we ‘discover what itmis that makes Billy,

-

unlike “Garrett, susceptible to paié. To be imﬁu?é to

suffering, we have seen,. the postmodern character must be

_ C \
insensible. ‘Quite the contrary, . Billy is hypersensitive--
. o .

sensations which we would scaxcely be aware of overwhelm him,

*he feels, them so intensely. The simple act of breathing

x

l. » 'J-. . . 3 ¢ -
evokes an intense response from him--he is~made ecstatic by

the feeling of the'airu"crashing", as he experiences it, intgf

~

his nostrils (4§). He describes a- Hhypersgensitive

.consciousness .of" otﬁers "which is. quite unlike the
obliviousness he conveyed when he @id not distinguish'betwéen

the lives of humans and the lives of = animals, and between

* . . - .
A , .
e -
. . < )
_ . . | ‘
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" .parts of the body, and the person himself. "Strange how I

feel’ﬁpeople/ not close to me/as if their dress were - against
my shgulder/ and as they bend down/ the strange smell of
their. breath/ moving across my f;Ze/ or'my eyes / magnifying
the.bones across a room/ shifting in a wrist" (39).
Apparenﬁly.what.triggers these hypersehsitive responses
in ﬁilly is a deep sense of values. He experiences these
hbments of intense sensitivity‘wheneder he is about to lose
or attain something he cherishes. For example, it is beéause
he values the friendship of the'Chisums, and the security of

their home, that the sensations he experiences when he 1is

with them, or even when he is thinking of them, are so keenly

felt. While still miles away from the Chisum ranch, 'ﬁF-

t

envisions his friends with a clarity so precisg PEL is

startling. He not only sees, but hears and feels the’méhtal
image he has of them, an image of what he values most: the
comforé and stability Sf domestic rou£ine, the security of a
lﬁnglasting friendship he has with people who he knows so
well now that he can predict virtuallyag%ery move they make.
As Owens puts it, "Billy reQels in the sheer ;redictability

#
“of life at the Chisum-ranch” (130).1°

*Even now, this far way, I can imagine them
moving among the xooms. It is nine in the morning.

They are leahing back in their chairs after their

\. 'slow late Saturday bredkfast. John with the heels

N

of his brown boogfq5n t dge of the table in the

space he cleared of his p ate and cup and cutlery,



the cup in his hands in his lap. The table with
four plates--two large and two sméll. The remnants™
of bacon fat and éggs on the larger ones, the black
crumbs of toast bu££er and marmalade (Californian)

on the others. Oﬁg cup.in a sadcer, cne saucer that
Belonged to the cup that-is in John_CHisum's hands
now . Across the table on the other side is Sallie,
in probably her long brown and yellow dress, the
ribbon down her front to the waist with pale blue
buttons, a £frill on either side of her neck alorg
hert* shoulders. By now she would have moved the
spare <chair so she too coulq put her feet up,
barefoot as always, her toes crinkling 7t‘tél wind.
that comes from the verandah door (32).

_ . : .
To hold these values, “Billy has not been able to immunize

himself against ,pain the saﬁe way Garrett has. When he
suﬁfers sunstfgke, he screams out in pﬁéfest against the
excr&ciatia;\EETﬁf* both_physical and mqptal, but he comes to
realize, béfore he dies, that the price of immunity to bain
is too.high. Ratﬁe; than forfeit his humanity by rendering
himself Uinsensible to pain, Billy chooses to suffer as he
dies, ahd even.rejoices that he is suffering, Qgcause his
pain confirms for him that he is humaq. He sliced his arm on
the broken window pane afté;EGarrett has fagﬁlly wounded hify,

not to fastea his death, but to make himself more acutely

aware (tha . he is still human, and capable of feeling: "the

P v

.
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b
pain at my armpit I'm glad for/ keeping me alive at the bone"

(95) .16

Examining Ondaatje's next work, Coming Through {Slaughter,

: . -
¥ we will see that, unlike The Collected Works, it ddes not take

thé#stand that]@e should heroically choose to suffer and €ven

4
y

dié rather® than forfeit our humanity in the struggle to

survive. Rather, Coming Through Slaughter insists that we

are hgt capable of such a response. As the following
o

analysis will show, the work claims that there is a limit to
A

the amount of pain man can endure, ‘and that it is inhumane to

condemn those who have succumbed Ahd'uéed‘questionable means

of self-preservation to stay alive. What 1is stressed in

f Coming Through Slaughter is. that no one can bear the

pain and horror of an anarchic world without defenses: even
extraordinary ability to bear pain, must finally

opt for analgesia. "

If Coming Fhrough Slaughter asserted no more than this--

that we sﬁyﬁld view with compassion‘those who must divest
themselves of values and dehumaniig themselves to ' survive--

then” the work might have found a s}mpathetic audience. But
k,
unfortunately, as my analysis will show, it shifts its
N ' ad
position to ground Bhat cannot be defended. Coming Through
- /‘\/

Slaughter reﬁuses to admit that Bolden's strategy of

5urvival——a; madness that insulates him from pain——fhough
: - e . ’
"necessary” is also degrading and even obscene. Instead of

Pty

admitﬁing this, " the work tries to persuade us that Bolden's '
o &
1nsan1t%)1% ,a ﬁ\r01c accompllqhment—ﬂa victorious deflance of

artistic limits. Daring to ﬁﬁt notes impossible -to play,..
.o &

il . ' ' . <
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"his mind on the pinnacle of something collapsed" (133). As
the following argument will demonstrate, the reader is never

convinced of this because in spite of itself, :the work voices

.

doubts, so it ends up confirming instead  of dispelling

—

misgivings the reader feels about the claims Coming Through
Slaughter’ is making here.

While it fails finally in its attempt to justify the

' postmodern argument that we have a right to forfeit our

humanity to survive, Coming Through Slaughter does persuade

. e ) . A .
us, initially, to make some concessions td the postmodernist.

They are small concessions, and we forget them later, when

the work pushes its demands too far, but reading the first

part of the work, we are quite ' sympathetic to Bolden's

postmodern attitudes, esﬁecially his dread of certainties and
the bonds that tie him  to loved cnes. Barry Magxwell
observes, 1in '""Surrealistic Aspects of Michael Ondaatje's

Coming Through Slaughter," that Bolden is "offered to us as

violently opposed to surety, to the cﬁm?lacency cf the
predictable” (105); we. can appreciate that a jazz musician
u
cannot &allow himself to be governed by cerFainties: Bolden
despises formal music, and improvisation is for him the only
valid way to play_.an instrument. w§8can understand that his
objection to ceBtainties woulgabe reflected in other areas of
his life: Bolden lives in the underworld}‘ where he does not
have to obey the law,\\and where he can ignore restrictive

social convéntions such as marriage. Coming Through Slaughter

even"persuades us to sympaéhize with Bolden rather than.,

. ‘ -~ .
condemn him . for "his ipability to commit himself to his

{
o S ' <
f } _ .

U
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childrern, Nofé, and his friends, by convincing us of the
postmodé}n argument. that we cannot afford to bind ourselves®

to loved bheé. The work succeeds in impress;ng upon us that
Bolden had no choice but to desert his loved'oneSf when his
dependenceN\ _upon them grew too dangeroué.. Without their
support, he cannot exisﬁ, bécauselit is from them that he
draws ﬁ&s ienéé of identity. Therefore, when they threaten
to withhold their affection from him, he feels himself
Ceasin; ts be. He feels he must kill Pickett or else 'fgie"

himself when he suspects Nora is transferring her love from

* +
Y

him to her ex-pimp. In nightmares, confronted with the death
ﬁ;"his children, Bolden commits sui;ideL\ but ig is not as
though he_is taking his=own life: the children have already
"killed" him, since without them, he enters a state of
nonbeing. Bolden reacts so aggressively to criticism froﬁ
the other band memﬁgfgiand his audience because he feels
himself being annihilated by‘criticismn To survive, he has
no choice. but . to detach himself,from others so that they
cannot ﬁestroy!h;p with their rejection.
Bolden might seem to contradict himsélf hiding from his
painful love for his wife, children and friends by taking a
. new lover. But if we examine his relation to Robin more
closely, we see that it is the one kind of relation between
people that postmodernism sanctions. Bolden is .in no danger
of becoming committed to Robin, and does not feel threatened
that . she will consume him, because she is the wife of his

friend, and he does not want to "hurt anybody", . meaning he

L3

4
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does  not perceive himself as taking Robin away from jaelin.
There will be no jealousy in this triangle, he believes,
because néne of 'them expect permaﬁeqt unconditional
sustaining love.

.‘: : Just as we are persuaded of the postmodern argument  that
Bolden 1is right to "defend" himself from loved ones, S0 we are
convinced--eventually~--that Webb deserves to be condemned
rather than applaqud; for refusing to let Buddy retreat
narcissistically, from the world5 As Maxwé&l has observed,
"Webb is an ambiguous figure in the text" (108). Initially,
we find Webb very attractive, and want him to succeed. in
tracking " Buddy down. But we come to appreciate the
postmodern argument that ’Buddy ‘has to be allowed his
narcissistic defenses when we realize‘what hell he is geoing
through trying to readjust to the world Webb has dragged him
back to. "Travelling again," he thinks, on the journey back,
"Home to nightmare" {(106). "My brain tonight has a mattress
strapped to its back," he tells us, 1likening himself to the
mattress whores, "their bodies murdered and [his] brain
suicidéﬁ“ (119). Forced to léave the sénctuary. of the
postmodern triad with the Brewitts, Bolden 1is once more
exposed to the pain of commitment. Back with his friends and
family, he feels them consuming him, and the pain 1is
unbearable now, because it is heiéhtened by a sense of guilt
(121). He feels his self-destructive obsession with his
music returning again too, an obsession he managed to rid
himself of while 1living with the Brewitts: "my brain

\_’QT\qirophied and soaked in the music I avoid, 1like milk



79

travelling over the border into cheese. All that

masturbation of practice every morning" (119).

Up until this point, then, we accept the postmodern

argumeénts put forward in Coming Through Siaughter, but we
( .

balk at the postmodern notion that Bolden's retreat into

madness 1is admirable. We are asked to believe that his
insanity is. a daring exploration of the extremes of
experience. Bolden stepped over the edge into madness, Coming

Through Slaughter insists, to push his music as far as  -it

could go—--to the very.threshold of silence (133). 'His daring
wds rewarded, we are told, because journeying Ehat far, he
arrived at sublimity (148). His state of ‘madness is
presented " to us as "blessed" (148).I We are allowed to view
the world from his mad perspective, and it ébpears as Utopia:
having been tormented by insatiable desires all his life,
Bolden is no longer hungry (148). He is given injections to
keep him in a painless state (135). Threatened all his 1ife,/
he is at last out of danger: unable to comprehend injury and
fear, the 1insane Bolden experiences atrécity itgelf as
pleasure, looking forward to the guards' visit, when he wild

be raped and abused (139).

! . . j
But at the same time that Coming Through Slaughter wants

us to believe that by relinquishing his sanity, Bolden has
achieved a bredkthrough in his art, and entered a  Utopian
world, it voicgs doubts about this argument, in sgite of
itself. We hear\ these doubts being expressed inadvertently

when certain devices meant to persuade us to take Bolden's

-
ol .

;/
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perspective fail to perform this function. To make Bolden's
perspective more convincing po ﬁs, Ondaatje sets up foils we
are meant to reject, sympafhizing instead with Bolden. For
example, we a}e intended to qccept no£ Nora's, but Bolden's
view of Bellocqg, not Webb's but Bolden's view of his silence,
not Cornish's but Bolden's view of the insane asylum.
However, it is Nora, Webb and Cornish we identify with, while
we remain detached from Bolden. Although we afe meant to
trUﬁjfBolden's sympathetic account of Bellocqg, and question
Nora's opinion of him, it is Bolden we doubt, and agree
wholeheartedly with Nora when she accuses Bellocg of having

destroyed Bolden:

I hated hiﬁ Buddy.

But WHY? He was so harmless. He was just a lonely
man. You know hé even talked to his photographs he
was that lonely. Why do you hate him? You never
even saw his pictures, they wére beautiful. They
were gentle. Why do you hate him?

She turned to face him.

LOOK AT YOU. LOOK AT WHAT HE DID TO YOU. LOOK AT

YOU. LOOK AT YOU. ' ' GODDAMIT. LOOK AT YOU (127).

Although we are méant to disapprove of Webb for responding
with nausea to Bolden's mad silence, we sympathize with him
instead: not even when Ondaatje portrays him in an
uncttractivg light, stumbling from the room like a clown

because he is going to vomit, does aatje succeed in making

=

us shift our allegiance from "Webb

b

to Bolden (150-1).
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Likewise, given-tworconflicting accounts of Bolden's madness,
“one from Cornish, the other from Bolden himself, wg‘are ﬁeant
to believe Bolden, and dismiss Cornish as having failed to
under%tand leden's experience (145). But this is noﬁ how we’j
respond: Bolden cannot assure us that he is content because
we refuse to believe hiﬁ: Ondaatje has underestimated the
degree of our horror confronted with the spectacle of man
divested of his humanity. It is Cornish we choose to listen
to because we do nat have permission to believe Bolden—--
Ondaatje haé not taken into account powerful inhibitions that
keep us from entertaining the possiﬁility even that Bolden
might be right.

It is tﬂose same inhibitions that keep us  from
interpreting as we are_suppgsed to Bertram Lord's attempts to
remové Bolden from the asylum. We are meant to appreciate
Bolden's reasons for refusing to take part in the escape Lord
has organized: unlike the other prisoners, who are desperate
to break out\becadse of "guard rapes, badlplumbing, labour,
lack of heat," Bolden takes "sublimely" "iapes from what he

thought were ladies in blue pyjamas. And work as his duty to

the sun” (148). Because Coming Through Slaughter does not

take pains to liberate us from a sense of ethics we bring to
the work, we are appalled by Bolden's ability to éccept
‘éguse, and disapprove of it as a perverse adaptation tqfwﬁét
he, like the others, should have fled from.

Far ~Ifrem helping his reader to/overcome the inhibitions’

#

 that keep him from approving of Bolden /8 stance, Ondgatje--in

1
\ W

N
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‘spite of himself, it would seem--reinforces those ‘inhibitions

by juxtaposing with the account of Lord a horrifying

documentation of the living conditions in the East Louisiana

State Hospital:

1853. A minority report from a special commitﬁee
étatéd patienté in direst poverty and lackéd
sufficient food. ° Dinner consisted of a tin cupful
of soup, meat about the sfée of a hen's egg, and a
small piece of bread. Breakfast was bread and
coffee. Supper was bread énd tea; Women patients.

not properly clothed. Cells had no heat . .

1857. J.D. Barkdull made Superintendent. First
time the institution was under the control o¢f a

medical man . . . ‘ ,

1855. Dysentery swept crowded wards and 1t was \\
stated that 'the diseased patients fell like grass

before the sc¢ythe '. . .

During the Civil War it was almost impossible to get
food or water supplies to the hospital....(143}).
. .

Including these details, Coming Th¥ough Slaughter seems

to be admitting that it does not believe its own , argument,
" that Bolden found a Utopian existence at the asy%pm. ThlS is
why I disagree with Maxwell s argument that Bolden ﬁg "come

to [a] "land of beaming shadows'“ and has "recodgnized .o
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the presence of beauty, kindness and right relations with
living things" (135-6). I do not believe, as Maxwell does,

that Coming Through Slaughter has redefined relations between

humans for the better, holding those relations "at par with
those between humans and animals, humans and objects, hpmans'
- 0

and imagination, and consequently the old nagging,” binding

"humanism is shuffled "off... " (135). I do not{ base my.

argument solely on the details,of'fife in the asylum that
. L
Ondaatje has taken from records: we can find further evidenceé

to suggest that Coming Through Slaughter'finds attractive the

very antithesis of what it purports to believe in. Although
it argues that human relations are sinister, in 'spite of
itself, it presents Bolden's relations with his - children,
Nora, Webb, and Cornish as the one beautifuf' fhing that
redeems his squalid, obscene world. The scenes in which
Bolden interacts with loved ones are thg\post compelling and
authentic in the work, persuading us that any joy to be had
in‘the wasteland will come from intimate human relations and’

not promiscuity.l7

Although Coming Through Slaughter.
suggests various alternatives to intimate relations, ih
particular marriage and family, it has to admit that none of
these alternatives are viable. Robin, Jaelin—and Bolden are

desperately unhappy in the triangle that was supposed to be a

) . . .
. sanctuary from pain: the night §w1m Bolden and Robin take

becomes a metap%;r for their terrible situation: "Belpw our

o+

heads all thetevil dark swimming creatures are waiting to

brush us into nightmare into heart attack to-suck us under

-
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into the darknesgﬂiﬁto the complications . . . Swimming
towards the sound %f madness” (69).

Nor can Coming Through Slaughter celebrate Bellocg's

solution to the pain of human relations——qomplete_withdrawal

from the world. It is in its treatment of .Bellocq that

Coming Through Slaughter betrays the rgreatest- loss of
confidence in its own arguments. Identifying the doubts
Ondaatje ends up expressing about Belloéq, ‘we will recognize
' them as the doubts that have been raised about

‘postmodernism. Coming Through Slaughter attempts to present

Bellocg to us as a.model survivor: "self-sufficient, complete
as a perpetuak motiop machine" {56). | Ondaatje's vocabulary
here is that of the postmodernist’s. Understanding so well
thé art of survival, Bellocq is set up, 1in §}s~relation to
Bolden, as a fdilAto Webb: whereas Webb as Bolden's méntor
does more harm than éood, ‘disarming him and then forcing-him
into a world that will ﬁestroy him? Bellocq counsels Bolden
in the art of self-defense, teaching him how to make himself
invulnerable, by detaching himself from those who could hurt

him, and curing himself of his need for fame (91).

But Coming Through Slaughter cannot sustain its argument
that Bellocq represents an ideal strategy for survival. The
defense mechanisms Bellocq uses to stay ii}ya«are in the end

self-destructive. His philosophy of survival is illogig#l,

because it confuses. survival and self-destruction, 1le

him to commit suicide in a misguided attempt at seif—

preservatia;l Bellocq surrounds himself wit# a E;amé of

chairs, sets them on fire, and hurls himself daainst a
. /‘ '

\
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burning wall, expecting to be "clasped to a certainty" (67).

Unable to distinguish between self-preservation and self-

destruction, he cannot understand why he is.on fire, falling
to his death. "Everything has gone wrong. The wall is not
there to catch or. hide him" (67).

I -have argued that Coming Through Slaughter is wvoicing,
: t

tn  spite of itself,.xdoubts about beliefs we recognize. as

postmodern. It could be argued, however, that when Ondaatje
appears to be celebrating these beliefs, he is actually being

ironic, so that what I have identified as contradictions

‘would not be contradictions at all,. but two different means

of expression: direct . and ironic. But there 1s no evidence

that Ondaatje 1is being igonic when he suggests Bolden has
- 4 .

found sublimity in madness: he is in awe‘of the.man whose
- . . 3
"mind * on the pinnacle of something collapsed"” (133). Any
. " e
irony O;daatje feels is directed toward not Bolder, but th%se

Fal

who object to what Bolden has done. Webb and Bella. Cornish
‘ S '

are poftrayed as contemptible as .they- discugs Bolden's

madness. Bella 1is' presentgd to us as a -simple-minded

busybddquho enjoys the sensation she is creating, relishing

the unpleasant details of her story:
. 4 ‘

-

She talked én and on repeating herself and ‘her

descrﬂptions, going back (ko things she'd mentioned
and retelling ;hem in greater detail for Webb . . .
HE TOUCHEsuTHfNGs, like taps first the hot water one

‘and then,the cold, which w&g/not true for there.wére

only cold water taps at the East Louisiapa State

P

| S
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Hospital, but she continued to describe—-as
fascinated by that strange act as if it was the

luxurious itch under a scab (150).

-

Webb, too, is ridiculed for his inability to  understand
Bolden: he is depicted as a "flapping body" hurrying down the.
stairs, smiling idiotfcally and repeating "I gotta throw up
'scu;e me;'scuse me" (151).

éndaatje cannot éffofd to regard Bolden ironical}@,
givén his ;é;son ﬁor writing the musician's story. Why
Ondaatje 'yés; compelled to give an account of the fairly
obscure .;azz musician's life is a guestion from which 41l
other questions about thé work seem to arise. Some «critics

.

éuppose that Coming Through Slaughter .is an attempt to

resurrect a part of the past that has wvanished, but while .
Ondaatje does seem troubled that so few remember Bolden, he
is more concerned that what memories there are of the musican-

might not be very flattering.18 Coming Thrcugh Slaughter

seeks not so much to resurrect as rehabilitate the image of
Bolden, who is remembered as a debauched, corrupted, paranoid

egomaniac. The most urgent concern in Coming Through

%laughtér is to convince the reader that Buddy's apparent
breakdown was in actuality a breakthrough such as geniuses
experience. Bolden stopped playing not because he was
exhausted, having abusgd himself py drinking exce;sively and
harbouring dark cbsessions awakened in him by Bellocg, but

because he pushed his '‘art to the furthest limits possible,

and then beyond, into silence.
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<
Ondaatje's ~§ttemp£ to justify Boldén's conduét..is‘

perhaps prompted by a need to ‘sustify his 'own actions.
Ondgatjg“'EElls us that he identifies very .ciosely with
Boiden: when he reads‘Bqldeﬁ'éuiigémgzory he is shocked to
Find himself reading about his own life (134). What Ondaatje
seemslto idenéify with is Bolden's painful, unfulfilled need
for approval, his tendency to direct hatred against himself
whenever he has been rejected, and his need to rebel against
what is conventional and socially acceptable. Ondaatje, 1in
seeking to justify Bolden's self-indulgence and his defiance
of‘prohibitions, is trying to justify his own endorsement of
éhe ppstﬁodern code of conduct.

Ondaatje, then, has a vested interest 1in Jjustifying

postmodern beliefs writinyg Coming Through Slaughter Dbecause

N\ .
he identifies so closely with Buddy Bolden that any criticism
of<, the musician would reflect on him. He 1is driven by
personal reasons even more urgent writing the

autobiograﬁ%ical Running in the Family: here, it is members

of his own family he must exonerate for having lived
according, to a postmodern code. Ondaatje has much at stake
here, and we feel his desperation throughout the work,
especially when .he gdmits at one point that there are some
facts about his father that he simply cannot comex to terms
with (181). 1In its Pttempt to justify postmodernism, Running

in the Family impresses us as Ondaatje's most misdirected

effort: instead of striking out in the promising direction

“The Collected Works pointed him toward, around ythe obstacles
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postmodern philosophy put in his way, he 1is bbliged to leave
this route unexplored because it is the story of his family he
is telling, and the actions of the Ondaatjes must be justified.

\v
Like Coming Through Slaughter, Running in the Family

failg:s -in  its attempt to‘convince us that there is nothing.
wrong with forfeiting one's values to survive.  The

justifications presented in Running in the Family disturb us

even more than the argument we saw forwarded in Coming Through
Slaughter--that Buddy, in his dehumanized state, has found an
ideal existence. There are three arguments presented 1in

Running in the Family which defend living without values;

none of them are sound, and they contradict each other. One

of the three claims Running in the Family tries teymake 1is

Ehat traditional values are useless to us in our anarchic .
world and should be substituted with new values that would
help us cope with the violence and absurdity that
postmodernists feel arel néw part of our daily existence.
Doris, ‘having t¢ cope with Mervyn's insanity, exemplifies

this: "my mother,” Ondaatje tells us,

the lover of Tennyson and early Yeats, began to
realize that/she had é;ught onto a different brééd
of dog. She was to become tough and valiant in a
very different world from thenon . . ., my father
went down a path unknown to his parents and wife.

She followed him and coped with him for fourteen

o
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years (149). - .

Bunning it the Family proposes a new set 6f values muéh like
the code of conduct we find in postmodern literature. - It is
a code baéed on the-premise that we must let no other
concerns interfére with self-preservation. . Most of the

characters inJRunning in the Family live by this code, but no

one follows. it-as stringently as Lalla.  She is careful to
live for the present only, forming no emotional attachments;
and devoting herself entirely to the pursuit of pleasure.

But while Running in the Family champions the postmodern

code of conduct, it contradicts itself occasionally by taking
a different stand: traditional values should be upheld, the
work sometimes argues, but even when they are not, no one is
seriously hurt. There are close calls, the work'CSncédes,
but they are humourous, after ail; to consider just -two
examples, the accounts we are given of Mervyn nearly killing
his family, driving while drunk, .and of Noel deliberately
setting his sofa on fire, and then throwing it out the
window, sinking the boats of the Oxford rowing team in the
procéssq‘ concede that anaréhy results when the Ondaatjes_
dispensé with tradition and attempt to live according to a
new code of conduct. But this is not much of a concession,
because anarchy is glorified in these accdunté‘as an antidote
to law and morality. *

"And there is sti®l a third claim the work makes, which

contradicts the two we have already seen: Running in the Family

sometimes insists that its characters are, in fact, upholding

—
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traditional values--althaugh it may not seem that way . We

are told that what appears to us to be selflshness in Lalla

i's actua;ﬁy gener051ty,

LJ_—"“-\.u

';what would seem to have been
romlscu1ty governlng the hlStery of the Ondaatje famlly was
in fact fldellty; . and what -appears. to us to ‘bei
:irresponsible nature in Merv;; is really a f£firm commitﬁent
to duty. To argue this way is illogical and self-defeating:
.to protest that its characters are generoﬁs, ~faithful and
responsible is to condemn them, 1in a work that ‘has opted to

glorify the postmodern way of living.19

It would seem that Running in the Family - makes
contradictory‘ claims in a rather desperate attembt to
validate an argument that cannot be supported logically. 20

It is only\through illogicgilcontradictions that the work can

argue that we must reject values to make ‘life} endurable.

A Running in the Family makes the same assertion we have ,seen"‘

the postmodernist make—--that wvalues cause life to be
intolerably boring because they guarantee stability and
certainty, both of which are seen as highly undesirable. The

destructive conéequénces“of order and tradition are perhaps

 best represented in Running in the Family by Bampa'é.

household. . The whole family lives "in terror", govérned by
an order deécribed as "pginfully strict" (56). Bampa's wife
lives in a state of nonbeing,- unable to "blossom until after
his death" (56). His son Mervyn is "bored and frantic" (35).
Since boredom presents itse¥f as such a horror to
Ondaatje's characters, whoever ¢an make life unpredictablg},

bizarre and even dangercus for those around them is
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admirable. This is why selfishness and irresponsibility are

‘viewed as virtues rather than vices in the work: Lalla,

Mervyn and Doris are not criticised, but applauded, because

by creating chaos with their self-indulgent, reckless ’
behaviour, they spare everyone ennui.
Living without values may save the Ondaatjes from

boredom, but what Running in the Family cannot.deny is that

the postmodern worlds of Lalla and Mervyn collapse,
. .

-undermiéeq by = amorality and the chaos that an absence of

values gives rise to. Because it'was a time when values were

dispensed with, the Jazz Age is presented to us, not just in

. L]
Running in the Family, but in Coming Through. Slaughter as

well, as an ideal time. However, both works have to admit -

that the Jazz Age exhausts itself and brings aﬁaut its own

end: we wérelalways tired, Lalla confesses, and the novel
acknowledgeé "The waste of youth. .Burned purposeless" (47).
"We had no order among ourselves. . . We were exhausted,"
Bolden admits 1% defeat (799). Those who live by a pos_tmodern
code, dispensing ‘with‘?alues to live for the momenf, are
eveﬁtually consumed by it: to remain'ih a constant state of
frenzy, ovérstimulaged, confronting one crisis after another,
they spend their energy recklessly without any way of
replenishing it. - Bankrupt, the Jazz Agé collapses in Running

in the Family but it passes its code onto the next

generation, which in turn, burns itself out. Lalla's
daughter, Doris, and her husband Mervyn collapse, exhausted

by a strenuous lifestyle which demands all their strength,

?
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and can in no way revitalize them.

Although Running in the Family admits that the lives of

an entire generation.were wasted, that Doris and Mervyn were
‘:uined, and ~ that the Ondaatje family disintegrated,
nevertheless it makes the disconcertiné claim that nobody has
been hurt living without Qélués.' Thisuclaiﬁ is pushed to
_ absurd lenéths: we are asked to believe, for;example, that'
friends and - relatives will not be offended by the
inconsideratéréfdatgageous behaviour of those who have no
morals. Lalla can steal from her friends,‘Mervyn can\knock a
friend unconscious, ‘and can beat his wife, sick with typhoid,

and we are to believe all will be forgiven. Running in the Family

claims, too, that  there is hothiné dg%gerous about
irresponsible behaviour. Cf course there will be accidents,
the work agrees, when drunken party—ggers drive recklesély;
but nobody will be hurt, it is insisted, when the car veers

L

off the road and disappears under the water of a rice paddy.
There 1is EPthing dangerous about Mervyn.going to a party
instead of standing guard at his post, or about Lalla forcing

a child to eat the poisonous topéqe 6f the thalagoya. Running

in the Family can rclaim, even,, éhat the bite of a rabid

animal is not harmful: Lalla and her friends do not bother to

alert T.W. Rgberts that the dog whiCﬁ‘had bitten him had

rabies because it is "safe" for them to assuﬁgfﬁthat ‘T.w.

would survive. X ' -
Only in the world of comedy would such outrageous claims

be valid. There, the relatioq between cause and effec£ does

not exist, and therefore no harmful consequences follow
‘ N -

/
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irresponsible or immoral actions. Treating his autobiography
; ' e

as comedy rather than documentary, Ondaatje can claim " that’
PR ’

the{?ode his characters live bykgoes not hurt anyone, but his
\9 - .
aat . A , . :
argument is severely limited. It is true only in the comic

realm, and has no validity in the world of actuality, the
world we presume .Ondaatje meant to address, when he opted to
write an autobiography rather than fiction.

Since Running in the Family is autobiographicaé, and -

fherefore ‘cannot afford to diagnose as unhealthy the human
relations it portrays, it attempts instead to deny ‘that a
~problem exists. But while much effort is misdirected in-the
work, in trying to mask with contradiqtory claims the ailment
undermining the ﬁamily, tﬁere are times, especially toward
the end of the work, wheri Ondaatje acknowledges the ailment,
and contrasts if to what he seems to consider a- healthy
state. This is representgd by his half-sister Susan and her
husband Sunil. After trying to glorify ghe unrestrained,
unpredictable, selfish behaviour. of Lalla, Doris and Mervyn,

in the end Running in the Family contrasts this conduct

unfavourabl§ ;ith the responsible, thoughtful, stable conduct
of the Pereras: "She is very dgentle, ‘Susén, my half-sister.
Almost utterly'humble. So sitting here with Susan and Sunil
I £ind myself surp}ised they are younger than me. She has
this calmness and éuietness opposed to the anger and argument
which I see in myself, my brother, and two sisters” (l68).
Although Lalla, Doris and Mervyn ére championed for

"persuading everyone [theyl meet into chaos", the work
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finally concédes thatitézbé is a need for order. With the
account of the storm.at the tea plantation, for the first
time in the work chaos?ig depicted negafq;ely:‘ lightning
strikes the house with the sound of a "pistol shot", and by
morning, there  is extenéive damage--"burned out f;se—boxes,
knocked ddWﬁ telephone wires, chicken %ireé, diémaﬁtled_

gardens” "(166-7). Susan is applauded for restoring order

Y 3
when .the vielent storm is over; similarly, : the tea pickers

are admired for maintaining a "precision" which would be

"jungle in five years if left alone" (167). Running in the Family
initially seeks to i@ealize anarchy but ultimately it is the
world of order,  harmony and permanence, represented by the-
"symmetrical efficient planting” 6E the tea bushes, that is
described as "perfect" (146).

But‘ this is not to say that in the code Susan and Sunil
livg by, Ondaatje has found a solution to the problsgs‘
debilitating the fqmily. Wh;t the Pereras represent allows
Ondéatje. to articulate what is rong with family‘ relations,
but it brings him no closer to identifying a remedy. As
Doris and Mervyn have already demonstrated, the Ondaaﬁjes
cannot live happily in an ordered, stable world. Although
Ondaatje's daughter reﬁarks that if they, tooJ could live on
the tea plantation, "iéﬂbould be perfect", we suspect they
would be as wretched there as Doris was. Something has made

them unfit to live in an ordered world. They cannot tolerate

stability and harmony. This is a p}oblem Running in the Family

does not succeed in solving. Shirley Sugerman, in Sin and Madness,

suggests the answer Ondaatje misses: we teach ourselves to be
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intolerant of stability and ﬁarmony when what we are fearful
of losing, we divorce ourselves from in a misdirected attempt
to protect oufselvés from vnlnérab;lity ("Madness: The'
Divided Self" 44-67). To overcome our intolerance, we must be

persuaded that - our ‘values are . worth suffering for.
Psychoaﬂalysis is one of the routes to a cure; it attempts to
teach us not to feél threatened by our values,.in ﬁarticular,
love, both the love we feel for others, and their love for
us. We hqve to'learﬁ not to be afraid of being hurt by
loving others or by letting them love wus ("Narcissism
Reconsidered: The Psgqhoahaiytic Approach" 128-147).
Ondaatje seems to.int;it the need fér this thérapy in Running

in the Family. He recognizes that he and his father shouild

have accepted each other, and let themselves be loved by one
another: "My loss,"1 he tells us, "was that I never spfke to

pe

.« I long for, the moment in the

[my father] as an adult
pléy where Edgar reveafé himself to Gloucester and it never
happens . .. . Give me your arm. Give the word. 'Sweet
Marjoram' . . . a teﬁder herb" (179-80).

.BUt no such love takés placé, because, as 6ndaatje tells
us, "He died before I even thought of such things" (180).
Perhaps this 1is why he calls the book "incomplete" (201).
Had he and Mervyn had the opportunity to overcbme their fear
of love 'by establishing between themselves a nurturing
relation, they both might have leatned how to live in the

perfect world of Kuttapitiya . Ondaatje grieves for himself,

realizing he will never be able to relate to others as he
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should, but he also grieves because.he 1s haunted by guilt

for having rejectéd_his father, Ehereﬁy "tormenting" him
"over an imaginary cliff" (179). Feeling despised by his
children, his wife and his friends, ‘Mervyn retreated into a
self-destructive narcissism, a self-love that was supposed to
compenéate for thé love—othérs denied_ ;im, but instead

destroyed-him.

th would seem that Running in the:Family, 1like

Coming Through Slaughter, does not arrive at a solution
because Ondaatje has failed to undefﬁtand fully the danger of
narcissism. He does intuit that,fér from being a strategy of
self-preservation, nafcissism is self-destructive, but the-
questions that remain iﬁ all his works suggest that he 5;es

not recognize as symptoms of narcissism the irrational rage,

dark addictions, and paranoia that afflict his characters.

The Collected Works -is unable to‘?ccogﬁt for the atrocities
committed in Billy's anarchic world: "A motive? some
reasoning we can give to explain all this violence. Was
there a source for all this?" the work asks, but does not
find an answer. - We have seen that Hassan, Lasch and Sugerman
have an explanation: rage and violence are products of

21

narcissism. Just as Ondaatje fails to realize that viclence

is a tendency -in the narcissistic personality, he does not
realize that the ungovernable desires and addictions that
plague his characters can also be attributed to . their

' .
narcissistic naturé. He has no explanation for the perverted

appetite of Livingstone, 1in The Collected Works, or for the

irraticnal, destructive passions that drive the characters in
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Coming Through Slaughter. Bolden\ngifforded no explanation

for "the awful thing among [them]" (99). . He never discovers

how ‘"passion could twist around and choose someone else just

N

like that," making Nora suddenly feel nothing for him, and
making Robin ‘"swerve" to him "like ar mad compass" {99).
Finally, Ondaatje's works never arrive at an explanation for

the paranoia tormenting Garrett, Bolden and Mervyn. Again,

[N

an understanding of narcissism affords us an answer: as
Lasch has explained, the world looks dangerous to . the

narcissist because what he sees .is a projection of his

)

suppressed rage.22 2

Like Ondaatje, Robert Kroetsch and Audrey Thomas fail to
‘appreciate that narcissism is a psychosis. 4A?-we turn to an
analysis. of their works, we will see that,like Ondaatje, they
are broﬁght to an impasse by the self-defeating arguments of
narciss&sm. Furthermore, their narcissistic persp;ctive has
prevented them from responding to postmodernism with as much
insight as other writers who have aédreséed ghe philosophy in

their work, writers such as MArquez, Burgess and Pynchon.
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Notes

1 Judith ‘Owen has observed that "Billy . .+ . seeks or

imposes order in' the external world to compensate for a

‘disihﬁegrating inner world, a state which he projects ubon

-

the world around him ("'I Send You a Picture': Ondaatje's

Portrait of Billy the Kid" 119).

2 thab Hassan, Shirley Sugerman, and Christopher Lasch have

described a self-destructive rage closely resembling that
which Ondaatje writes about. If Ondaatje had their insight

into the cause of this rage, he might be able to overcome the

philosophical -difficulties we will see that he is not able to

deal with in The Collected Works, Coming Through Slaughter,

andikunning in the Fgmilg; Hassan cites Freud's éxplanation
of this rage: "Guilt produces aggression toward the self.
'Every impulse of aggression which we omit to gratify is
taken over by the super-ego and goes to heighten 1its
aggressiveness (against the ego).' When guilt is swollen éo
an intolerable degree, aggression breaks loose. The ultimate
resﬁlt is either mass mﬁrder or mass suicideﬂakRadiGéI B
Innocence 17). Lasch, also citing Freﬁd, says this rage
originates in the experience of rejection: we feel "fage
against those who do not respond immediately to [our] needs”
(79). This rage makes us feel anxious aﬁd guilty, and so we
retreat into narcissism as "a defense against (these]
aégressive impulses,” "avoid{ing] close involvements which

might release intense feelings of rage" (73, 81). We  then

project our rage outward, and as a consequence; the world

A3

r



-~

seems dangerous to us (81). (For é'similar explanation, see

Shirley Sugerman's aécount in Sin and Madness 135). Lasch

sees a connection between self-aestructive rage and fear of
de§}fg, a fear which haunts Ondaatje's characters. Again,
Lasch's‘ insight helps us realize what answers Ondaatje has
not been able Lo come up with searching for an explanation
for the destructive drives of r?ge and desire which push and
pullmhis characters like "magnetic" forces. This is Lasch's
explanatioﬁ?’ "Twentieth-century peoples have erected so many
psychologicgdl barriers against 'strong emotion, and have
invested those defenses with so much of the energy derived
from forbidden impulse, that they can no longer remember what
it feels likg to'be inundated by desire.' They tend rather to
be consumed with rage, which derives’ from defenses, égainst-
e T

desire and g¢gives rise 1n turp to new defenses against rage

7 .
¥ .

itself" (40).

3 \'ﬂ)

As Lasch observes, in Haven in a Heartless World: The Family

Beseiged, when "authority no longer 6&mmands fespect, the
authorities have to impose their will through psychological
manipulation or, when manipulation £fails, through outright

violence" (184}.

4 T.D. MacLulich has commented on Billy's self-defensive

strategﬁ of detaching himself from others through "emotional
anesthesia" ("Ondaatje's Mechanical Boy: Portrait of the
Artist as Photographer" 118). "Billy distances himself from

many of\the people he meets. by interposing his gun and his
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,macﬁine—like' left hand” (107). MacLulich notes that "Billf
seems remarkably indifferent about shooting his 'friend,' and
is unconcerned over the causé of the death (some mixup)"
(llf). ‘"Even in his love affair with Angela D., Billy Iis
marked by an absence of emotion" (112)}. MacLulich explaihs
that "Billy withdraws into emotional neutrality in order to
avoid acknowledging his own susceptibility to emotional or
physical weakness. In other words, he tries to retreat from
inescapable aspects of his own humanity" (111}. Perry
Nodelman, in "“The Collected Photographs of Billy the Kid,"
notes Bill{'s "foar ®f involvement with women," and observes
éhat "his gislike oﬁ;séxual involvement and his need to
distance hi%sé&f from other people suggest a fear of his own

body and the demands it makes of, him" (72).
, et ;

.Shirley Sugerman, citing Kierkegaard, has
identified the logic Mervyn 1is using here..” As
ﬁKiefkegaard has observed, "a person's identity can never
be completely abstractégffrom others." Therefore, "the.
others can contribute to his self-fulfillment or they can

be a potent factor in his losing himself" {(Sin and

Madness 51).
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6 Lasch .has documented this attitude in‘The Culture

of Narcissism (30, 43).

S

7

¥

Lasch detects this postmodern survival-of-the-fittest

mentality at work in our society, and describes it as the

+

"war of -all against all" (The Culture of Narcissism 125). He

claims that every aspect of existence--personal life, social
life, politiecs, the working world--has become "anarchic and
warlike"” because we see ourselves iﬁ competition with all
others—--loved ones included--to survive. To equip ourselves
to win the survival contest, we takée asse;tiveness training
courses and read tactical manuals in the -art of social
survival (126). According to Hassaw and Burroughs, who, like
Lasch, 'see us éngagéd in a desperate sf;ﬁggle to survive, we
have adopted the—a%%%é&de that all means of self-preservation
= i

are admissible. We have decided, Hassan says, that we cannot

“afford to be choosy"™ (Radical Innocence 25). Burroughs says

that driven by "the algebra of need" we will do anything to

survive: "'WOULDN'T YOU?' Yes you would. You would lie,

—

cheat, inform on your friends, steal, do ANYTHING to satisfy

total need" (The Naked Lunch 3).
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8 rLasch documents this postmodern attitude in Haven in

a ﬁeartless World, noting the belief, widely held, that "all
.expectations, standards, and codeé .of ‘condﬁct © larel
'unrealiétic'" (140». He sees this attitude expressed in the
"campaign to empty law of moral content" {(186)." The concepts
of innocence and guilt have lost their relevance fof,us, he .
says, and therefore "authorities no longer appeal ﬁo

_objective standards of right and wrong" (187).

9  MacLulich proposes that The Collected Works  be*

"construed as a warning against the dehumanizing consequences
of photographic voyeurism” and "emotional anesthesia" (109,

118).

10 Lasch has observed this postmodern fear'of desire and
explains that our behaviour has become unprediétable because
as authority has collapsed in our world, we have developed a
-"harsh,- punitive superego" "that derives most_df its psychié
energy, in the absence of authoritative social prﬁhibitions,
from the destructive, agéresgive impulses within the id.
-_Unconscious, .irrational elements in the superego come to

dominate its operation" (The Culture of Narcissism 40).
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11 The inverse of this fantasy is the postmodérn‘ nightmare

of being overwhelméd by desire, a nightmare which points to
one of the biggést contradictions in ipostmodern aréument,
The pqstmodernist‘ both célebrates and deplores the
possibility of anérchy: on the one hand, it represents to him
an ideal state, the complete elimination o@lrestrictions, Lut

on the other hand, anarchy signifies to him a terrible. loss

of self-control.

I

12 MacLulich has raised similar .questions< about the

reader's response to The Collected Works:

Much of the yneasy fascination exercised by The Col-

lected Works stems £rom the-reade;'s encounter with

Billy's neutral or "méc:hanica‘l'.r pefsonality.
Ondaatje's readers may be tempted to‘forget ordinary
standardé of humanity in their faﬁg%}At;ods with the
minite details of Billy's bizarre experiences.  But

perhaps this temptation should be resisted. The Col-

lected Works enforces a painful shift in  the
interpretative habits of many readers, ..whé are
accustomed. to more cénveﬁtional forms ‘of poetry and
fiction. Perhaps this distressed reaction is not
simply evidence of philistinism, but indicates a

healthy resistance to the emotional anesthesia

portrayed in.Qndaatje's book and 'so evident throughout
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our scciety (118).

13 MacLulich describes the relation betweeh Garrett and

Billy this way: "Garrett and Billy are both trying to retain
control over themselves in the face of an apparently random
universe. However, Garrett succeeds where Billy gradually

fails. Garrett 1is not affected by external circumstancei:
5

'he had the ability to kill someone on the street walk back.

and finish a_joke'l (p. 28). Garrett ‘and Billy are alike in

being killers. But Garrett has fully mastered himself;:
whereas Billy has not. Garrett seems to be Billy's anti-
self...." (110).

14 MacLulich presents a similar argument: "The principal

’

action of The Collected Works 1is not the confrontation

between Gar;ett and Billy, but the gradual Qisintegration of
‘Billy's defenses against his an discontent with the world.
His detachment from experience gradually breaks down, until
at. the.moment of his death he is forced to confront his own
physical and emotional limitations--his human mofta}ity"

(115).
J

i

~
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15 MacLulich interprets Billy's relation with the Chisums

- very differently: "Billy's %Bng evenings of conversation with
John and Sallie Chisum (whiqh'we‘only hear about and de not

Qi;ness direttly) may notftebresent a comfortable friendship,
pe . { N -

bdﬁgﬁ;onstitute d stage in.Billy's withdrawal from society

(lli). This interpretation overlooks the symbolic meaning of"’

.ths Chisum ranch as -a place of healing, and stable community.
. . i -~

16 MacLulich notes that "in his last moments Billy
acknowledges the destructive potential of a ‘mechanized,
rational persohality“ and "acknowlédges his own organic

nature" (11l6).

17 Consider, for example, this passage describing Bolden's

relation with- his children:

His day had begun at 7 when he walked the kids a
mile to school- buying them breakfast along the way
at the fruit stands. A half hour’'s walk and another
BQ minutes for them to sit on the embankment and eat
the huge meal of fruit. He taught them all he was
thinkizg of or had heard,.all he knew at the moment,
treating them as adults,‘ joking and teasing them
with tall tales which they learned to sift down to

the real.j'ﬁé gave himself completely to-them during
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the walk, no barriers as thej‘wa{ied down the washed
empty streets one on either side, their thin cool

“Tands each holding onto a finger of his (13).

18 It is significant that in Ondaatje's fictitious
accounts of Bolden, the musician 1is remembered as
irresponsible, unethical and untrustﬁorthy. "I know he was

Y
important," T. Jones says, indignantly, "but he was also sick

and crazy..." {(155). Armstrong is sup%?sed to have told
historians that Bolden "went mad by playing too hard and too
often drunk too wild too crazy" (134). | rock Mumford gives

this unfavourable account of Buddy:

He was impossible during that time, before he went

. . A lot of fuss about Buddy at this time. Band
was breaking up and I was being used as the go-
between, made to decide who waé being unfair THIS time

THAT time. So I just stopped going out-during the day

cos I'd be sure to run into one of them, Buddy was
o

always shouting. In any argument he'd try to

overpower you with yelling . . . .You took anything

away from him in those days and he'd either start
shouting or would go into a silent temper. He was a

child really--though most of the time, and this is

oy

Sl
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important, he waé right. A lot of people wanted to
knock him down at that time. The Pickett incident had .
made him unpopular. Buddy didn't leave at the peak of

his glory you know (76).
h v
But it is the account Cornish gives that contains the
harshest criticism of all: "He had all that talent and wisSdom

# .
people and then smashed it, smashed

he stolé and learnt from
it lige ice coming onto the highway off a truck. What did he
see with all that?‘ What good is all £hat if we can't learn
or know?" (145i:

19 Dr. David Jeffrey has pointed out to me that one
would have to ask at this point whether the three clains

Running in the Family is making represent a progression of

insight or simply contradict each other. Is Ruhning in the Family,

f .
like The Collected Works, 1leading us through an argument

against postmodernism, beginning with a premise it knows 1is
faulty, and then showing us what is wrong with that premise
by gradually assuming a very different position? This does
not seem to be the case, because the three different claims

Running in the Family makes are not presented one after

another, so that the work assumes a new position each time

one of the claims is refuted. Instead, all three claims are
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made at once: what we are presentéd with in Running in the Family

is not an argument which moves from a false to a correct
pgsition, but an inconsistent argument that assumes more than
one position at the same tiﬁe. We can consider as an example
the inconsistent portrayal of Lalla ("The Passidns of Lalla"
113-129). On the one hand, Lalla‘is.applauded for defying
the 1law and morali£y.' She is depicted as a hero when she
hides from the healEh inspector the fact that her neighbour's
cattle have Rinderpest Fever, when she and her  brother
chspire. together to con a wealthy woman inﬁo marrying into
their family, and when she lies to the police and helbs a
murderer escape. At the séme time that this chapter
presents her immoral and illegal activities as heroic, it
contradicts itself and suggests they are in fact
questionable,' by taki;g pains to juétify Lalla's actions
with éhe argument that althouéh they were wrohg, they caused
no harm. "Everyone knew she was lying; but it didn't
matter," we are asgured (123). Although she refuses to tell
the truth in court, and insults the judgey her inappropriate
actions will not have harmful consequences:'"shé continued to
play bridge with [the judge] and their sons would remain
close friends" (116).

The chapter makes a §econd contradictory claim when at

the same time that it champions Lalla for defying the law and
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‘morality to live by a code based solely on self-interest, it
éfotests that she does, in fact, live according. to
traditional wvalues, gnd makes the happiness‘of others her
first priority. We' are told that Lallé was "always
‘detérmined to be physically selfish" and took "thoroﬁgh
advantage of everyone", yet at the dame time, it is insisted
ubon that "all her life she had given away \gverything she
owned to whoever wanted it" (119, 122). "She did 1love
children", the work argues, but then goes on to relate that
Lallé could not bear to hold hands with hér grandchildren,
and would abandon them‘in "the frightening maze in the N"@ara
Eliya Park and leave them there, lost" (119). Similarly,
if we é¥émine the portrayal of Mervyn, we see that unlike the

argument in The Collected Works, which begins by championing

postmodern ideals, but with the achievement of insight shifts
its position to argue in favour of traditional values, the

argument £'in Running in the Family represents no  such

progression, but is an illogical celebration of both the
upholding and the ovefthrowing of traditional values. While
Mervyn's outrageously selfish and ifresponsible acts are
presented from a postmodern perspectiygﬁas heroic, he is also
presented from .thg perspective off traditional morality,
Ondaatje arguing that Mervyn sacrificed himself for others,

firmly committed to protecting friends and family no matter

how much he had to suffer on their behalf.
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20 In most instances, this strategy backfires, and the

AN
contradictory claims appear illogical and ridiculous, but

other times, by distorting definitions, Running. in the

Family makeé contrgdgctidns appear to be consisfencies. By
‘ distorting the definition of fidelity, for example, ' praising
its characters for cheating on their husbands and wives,
while remaining absélutely faithful to their lovers, Running

’

in—the- Family, 1is able to champion both promiscuity and

commitment in love: “"Love affairs rainbowed over marriages
and lasted fore&er——so it often seemed that-mgrriage was the
greater infidelity” k53). 'Simiiarly, in an irrespongable
’ confus%on of opposites, (ﬁnjury is made to iook like'
proteélion, and_destructive.self—indulgence liké sacrifice.
This is accompli;hed by distoréing the definition of heroidm:
the- work glorifies ‘ﬁhe self-indulgent and 1irresponsible
‘antics of Mervyn as heroic, but at the same'time,claimé he

was a hero because he suffered for the sake of others.

Mervyn had some very dark -experiences because he could not

L

control his own behaviour, but we are asked to believe that
his horrible confrontations with the datrkness spared others

from having,td make the same journey. In this way, the @ork

.
;
:
[
4

arrives at a very perverted justification of the suffe}ing
Mervyn inflicted on his friends and family when he made his

dark descents into self-indulgence.
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See ot \(E
¢e note 2.
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See note 2.
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- Violénce of Story and Violence in Story:
_The Problematic Response to Postmodernism

in the Fiction of Robert Kroetsch

In his "carhivalesque" novels, Robert Kroetsch has tried
to solve both -.literary -ang philosophical problems with
soluti&ns postmodernism has proposed: anarchy and vi;lence.l'
While both his criti¢s and Kroetsch himself have been able to
demonstrate that the principles of violence and anarchy can
be * applied to writing to achieve important technical
breakthroughs, ‘they have_-not"cbncerned themselves with
whether or not Kroetsch has found in anarchy and violence a
philosophical alternative to a world governed by iaws and
morals.2 |

Thwarted early in his iareer by the limitations realism
‘ placed on him, Kroetsch saw in posé%odern aesthetics a way
around those limitations. - Postmodernism argues that the
writer must "do violence to literary form": Kroetsch sees
himself as postmodern because he "deconstructs” literary
conveﬁtions, especially -the conventions of realism, . —making
the act of writing -"anarchic", a "carnivalization" of
literature ("The Exploding éorcupine,"~Enright and Cooley 28,
Newman and Wilson 31, 92, 126, "Carnival and Violence: A

Meditation"): By "destroying to tell the story anew"

Kroetsch is able to say.in The Studhorse Man, Gone Indian,

Badlands, What thé Crow Said and Alibi what he had been

prevented from stating in his earliest novels. We sense a

strain in But_We Are Exiles and The Words of My Roaring as
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Kroetsch +tries ‘to depict experiences outside the range of
realism, a strain not present in his later‘works. Realism

proved most unaccommodating to Kroetsch when he tried to

depict the experiences of death and love. If we contrast higﬁ\ﬁ

treatment of death in the early novels The Words of My Roaring!\

and But We Are Exiles with his depiction of death in two
. o+ . .

later works, Badlands and What the Crow S5aid, we can see that

learning to "do violence" to literary form gnabled Kroetsch

s
to defineJ death as both tragic and absurd, a definition

" realism cannot .accommodate. In The Words of My Roaring his

portrayal of Jonah Bledd's suicide is distorted, and the
reader finds the'episode bewildering and even embarrassing
becquse he ‘cannot be sure he 1is responding  to it
_appropriately. Kroetsch has no trouble incorporating the
Jtragic néture of Bledd's death into,ﬁhe realistic.mode he is
using,. but the other side of ;he vision, the grotesque,
absurd view' of death, cannot be accommodated by realism.

Therefore, the reader does not know how to respond to

o

’

" Backstrom's absurd vision of Bledd's corpse bang’ g on the -

windshield. Just as perturbing are Backstrom's bizarre
° . - .

speculations about the state of Jonah's cotpse resting at the

bottom of the lake, speculations the reader is not sure how

he should react to:

There it , was, cool and light and safe on a hot day

like this. A flower in full blooﬁ, and the arms and

<legs like petals rising and moving and falling in the

liquid air, the white of the plaster cast a conundrum
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to perch and pickerel alike. The hair on end. (The Words

p'of My Roaring 143).

Equally problematic 1is the tone of the passage 1in which

Backstrom overhears children making a game out . of Bledd's

-—
-

death: B ‘

They squealed at each other,” "Guess what I stepped
on?"

\; *a  foot," somebody said.
//L_\- ?

| / ' / “A.thumb," somebody said.
o - They'd shout and scramble for-shore. They scared each
qther by naming parts of the human body, which was
something I did not understand.

"A kidney."

"An eye." (137-38).

Puiled out of context here, these passages invite us to
laugh, but when we encounter them in their framgwork of
realism, we react with a certain amount of indignation
because in a realistic work, which views the grotesque as
disgusting and the absurd as abnormal and émbarrassing, the
suggestion that death is humourous is inappropriatew and
conflicts with and threateﬁs to undermine the other claim the
ﬁg;k‘is making, that death is tragic.

N Like the reader, Backstrom feels wuneasy about his
‘v ' : inapprdpriatg yet irrepressible notion that Jonah's death is
FOmic, and undersﬁands tearé to be the only acceptable

response ‘to the suicide. Anna Yellowbird, in Badlands, has a




115

" .
more soppfhticated %nderstandlng of death, and therefore not
only cries but laughs when she is told Tune has been Kkilled.

-

She can reép0nd in a way that Backstrom could not, because

A

Kroetsch, in his later novels, has learned "how to
"decons;ruct" the conventions of realism, and can therefore
present the grotesque, absurd naturé of death as compatible
';ibh tragedy. We can appreciate what Kroetsch has achieved
by contrasting the:death of Jonah to the death of Tune, in
Badlands. The reader is able to respond to Tune's death as
both tragic and comié,dbgcause Kroetsch has found a form th;t
allows him to claim that while the'boy is beautiful and

heroic, nonetheless. his death is absurd. Although the reader

of The Words of My Roaring finds unacceptable the suggestion

that Jonah's 'death is comic, he has no difficulty laughing at
Tune while he tinkers inexpertly with dynamite, singing even
though he is about to blow himself to pieces. We hav; said
that Backstrom's absurd vision of Jonah's corpse pounding on
the windshield strikes the reader as inappropriately cqmic,
but he does not object to Web's ridiculous vision of finding

Tune alive, but then apcidentélly killing him:

Web went on driving -the shovel into the clay, digging
deeper, imagining that with one terrible stroke he
would drive the blade into young Tune's face. Into
his neck. The boy would sing out, mortally wounded,
and Web would ruﬁ screaming out of the coulee (Bad-

lands 222).
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The reader of postmodern fiction can laugh at’ pain}
" .mishaps, cruelty and death becauée its carnivalesque form
liberates him from the painful identification with suffering
tgét realism insists upon. He knows he is being presented
with-én absurd world which, like the world of nonsense rhyme,
is one in which there are no painful consequences. Again, it
might bg useful to contrast the portrayal of death in

Kroetsch's earlier and later novels, taking for our examples

the death 'of Mike Hornyak, in But We Are Exiles, and the

deaths of two of Vera's husbands, ih wWwhat the Crow Said. All

of these 'deaths are ghastly, but we do not respond to each
-the same way. Because Kroetsch is limited by the realistic

mode he is using in But We Are Exiles, his description of"

Hornyak's death emphasizes'the horrifying and the hideous,

and we are repelled:

Hornyak had crawled, had kept on crawling even
after his clothes'wé&e burnt to ashes and his skin was
fried add his hair set straight on end and singed
almost to his skull. But’ﬁé kept on climbing, with

_the skin hanging off his fingers”and sticking to the

steel rungs ....(But We Are Exiles 103).

Rather than horrifying us, the description of Vera's husband
seems comic: "The tall gangling stranger ffom the rocad gang
was hardly more than a bag of bones, he'd been so dehydrated,
so perfectly dried. He was for a moment a kind of dried

flovter in Vera's arms" (What the Crow Said 184). Similarly,

the hideous is presented as humorous when the corpse of
=3

©\
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Vera's second huséand is brought home. His boay is embedded
in four blocks of ice, which, absurdly, the gearchers have
not arranged in the proper order, so that he arrives like a
misconstructed puzz%e.

Just as Kroetsch{;?annot define death the way he
understands it when he obeys the conventions of realism;' S0
too is he restricted trying to defiqe love, which he sees as
a form of death. Love as Kroetsch views.it is too Dbizarre
to be portrayed by realism. ' It is at once domestic and
mundane, yet supernatural and mysterious; beautiful ye£

grotesque; bestial yet heroig. Kroetsch tests the limits of

realism to the breakiﬁg point in The Words of My Roaring ° by
trying to make it accommodate this visiéh bf Hlove. When
realism finally cannot portrax the relation between Helen and
Backstrom, Kroetsch mu§t transfer the heroic lovers- to a
romantic getting, the dgzzbr's garden, and the shift in the
novel from realism to romance puts a noticeable strain on the
work.

For the other woman in the novel, Elaine, Backstrom's
wife, realism 1is a perfect'fit‘because there 1s nothing
extraordinary about her. But although realism accommodates
her in a way that it cannot accommodate Helen, we are
dissatisfied. We feel the same way about the portrayal of
the manipulative wife in Kr8€§§ch's short story "The Yellow
Prairie Sky": Kroetsch conveys the sense of a deep hostility

between husband and wife in both works, yet at the same time,

we understand that they are attracted to each other in a
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powerful way -that realism cannot depict. The lave—hate
re}ation somehow cahnot be articulated by realism: Kroetsch
must resort to ironic understatement to convey obliguely what
cannot be expressed directly in the realistic mode.

~ Once Kroetsch learns how to "deconstruct" the
conventions of realism, he is able'to portray this love-hate

relation: it takes the shape, in The Studhorse Man, -for

example, of the perverse fantaéy of the animalistic relation
between Hazard and .Marie, and it is articulated in. the
-t

grotesque form of Hazard's marathon in bed . with the oid,

ugly; insatiable W;dow Lank.

We have séid that realism cannot map the dimensibns
Kroetsch gives love--he must create a world outside the one
realism depicts: the garden world of romance to accommodaté
Helen and Backstrom, and the island world™f romance _to
laccommoda&e Peter Guy and}Eéttle. In these romantic settings,
Kroétsch is able to express more fully the nature of love, in
its heroic intensity, but it is not until his later works, ih
which the carnivalesque allows him to go to any extreme, that
he can express the true dimensions of love. Jerry Lapanne
and Marvin Straw are the ultimate expressions of Kroetsch's
vision of love. 1

Violence and anarchy provide Kroetsch with a solution,

then, to the problems realism was creating for hims:
"carnivalizing" the process of'writingf he overthrows the law
and ordef of'lite;ary "systems" that prevent him from saying
what he Qﬁuld-like {Neuman and Wilson 30-1).

‘But violence and anarchy have not proved to be the

el

RS



119

answer to the pHilosophical questioﬁs Kroetsch asks in his
work. VSurveying his novels, we will see that postmodernism
does not afford Kroetsch an alternative to the world he
deplores, a world governed by repressive laws and morals.
Like the postmoderniét, he believes that in an anarchic
state, we could be heroes. It is when his characters leave
.the world of law and order behind to enter the world of
carnival that they are transformed from antiheroces into

heroes: Jeremy Bentham Sadness of Gone Indian is the most

obvious example here; when he lived an ordere@ life, he was
doomed to failure, unable to satisfy his wifé, unable to
lfinish his dissertatién. Once he oenters the world of
carnival, however, he discovers“heroic potential he did not
know he had, winning the snowshoe race and being crowned

Carnival King.3

Kroetsch subscribes to the postmodern theory
that we have the potential to be heroces, but cannot realize
that potential because the moral and‘legal reé&rictions we
impose wupon ourselves prevent us from maturing.4 This 1is
symbolized in his novels by fathers ;hat will not let their
sons grow up, by police that treat citizens like children,
and by wives that emasculate their husb%?ds. Kroetsch's
novels reflect the postmodern view of heroic potential Mailer
has explained 1in his essay "The White Negro": man 1is "a
colléction of possibilities" which he cannot realize without
first making himself a "psychic outlaw," that 1is, one who
“dares"v to step outside the bounds of law and order and

decency to explore "that domain of experience where security
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is boredom; and therefore sickness" (289, 277-8). Kroetsch's
fiction sets up a contrast between those who sicken with
boredom because they refuse to step outside the bounds of law

and order, and those who are daring enough to become "psychic

outlaws." In But We Are Exiles, "Hornyak realizes that Peter
Guy is trapped in a state of unfulfilling innocence and tries
to show him how to mature by deliberately destroying the

repressive order in his world through immoral and 1illegal

acts. Jonéh Bledd, in The Words of My Roaring, represents
like Peter Guy the man whose life is antiherocic because he
refuses to venture outside the "safe" world of laws and
morals: unlike Backstrom, he does not take the train East to
thel unknown world of amorality, but instead takes a secure
job on a train that runs a short distance out of town, but
circles right back again.

Kroetsch's rnovels voice the postmodern belief that we
have reaé;ed maturity when we have leaFned to overcome all
inhibitions, and are prepared to do anything--even what
legality and morality have told us 1is wrong--to graFify
desire. Mailer explains that while the psychic outlaw is not
necessarily a criminal, he is able to "envisage acts of
violence as the catharsis yhich prepares growth" (290). 55
Kroetsch's protagonists give in to their heroic impulses, and
allow themselves to gratify their desires, they overﬁome
their reluctance to perform acts moraiity regards as
indecenz, and the law regards as criminal. Dorf learns to be
comfortable in his unconventional sexual relation with Manny

and Julie, BHazard breaks one law after another in order -to
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pursue his hefoic quest, and Jeremy learns not to feel guilty
for deserting his wife, having sexual relations with his
_itudents, and evading the RCMP.

ﬁgstmodernism argues that overcoming inhibitions and
gratifying desire .is heroic rather tﬁan self-indulgent and
perversé, because it is dangerous violating laws and morals,
and is therefore easier to-obey them. Postmodernism regards
such obedience asnantiheroic: this is why Mailer can call the
hoodlum "daring" ‘and the murderer *courageous" for being
brave enough to "enter a new relation with the police" (284).
We detect this attitude in Kroetsch's pdrtrayal‘of characters
such as BéEksﬁrom, Hazard and Web, who we are supposed to
admire for having no regard for law and order, and of’
characters such as Jonah and Peter Guy who we are meant to
despise for allowing moral and legal.inhibitions to govern
theif actiéns.

It takes courage, the postmodernist argues, not just to
defy law and order, but to confront odr desires once we hgve
dared to overcome our inhibitions. We must noE_only enter a
dangerous ré&ation with authorities, but with the dark seif
we unleash once we recognize and begin to indulge our most
repressed desires.> éurgiving this encounter with the dark
self is portrayed in Kroetsch's novels as the ultimate heroic
accomplishment. Peter Guy becomes a hero when he finally
succeeds in mastering his dark éelf, a feat symbolized by his
act of throwing Hornyak's corpse overboard and assuming its

place. William Dawe, in Badlands, €fails the test: his
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suicide represents his inability to syrvive his confrontation
with desiree -

Kroetsch subscribes, then, to the postmodern belief that
we must free ourselves from legal and moral restrictgons if
we are to discover our heroic potential, but as wé‘gfjl see
in a survey of his novels, he cannot commit himself e zlrely
to this argﬁment. Unable to accept the postmodern azkitude
that "individuél acts of violence are always to be preferred
to the collective violence of the State," he defines in his
iater works an alternative to the amoral world postmodernism
would have us live in {(Mailer 290). This alternative we will

see 1is a new morality, and it would seem to afford Kroetsch

the answer he was looking for: in Badlands and wWhat the Crow

Said, as this chapter will demonstrate, the problems of

morality and amorality are completely resolved. But while

the new morality ﬁroetsch defines affords Badlands aﬁﬁ What

the Crow Said a solution, it is not the answer in Alibi, his
latest novel. Wwhile it amswers the philosophical questioos
the work is asking, his concept of a new morality creates
difficulties 1in a novel determined to adhere to postmodern
literary aesthetics which say a writer must resist all
"systems”, including 'a mofal framework (Neuman and Wilson
3.). Kroetsch has said that as a postmodernist he wants to
"avoid both meaning and conclusiveness", but as Ricou
observes, "to do so must he not invent a new system,\‘and
therefore, ultimately defeat his aim?" {(Neuman and Wilson
130, "Tield Notes and Notes in a Field" 133). '

L

In hlS earliest novels, apparently before he has
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' morality, and law and order, they are debilitated by a
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considered the ' implications of such a proposal, Kroetséh
suggests that we reject mérality, arguing that it 1is
repressive, and ‘works against nature to annihilate the dark
self in all of us. This annihiiation of the dark self 1is

depicted in But We Are Exiles and The Words of My Roaring as

unhealthy. Those like Peter Guy and Jonah Bledd who have
repressed their desires so that they may live comfortably 1in

the world of law and order are unnaturally innocent and

6

hopelessly immature. Their moral squeamishness, which is

- really cowardice, we are told, prevents them from

7

participating 1in life. Peter Guy cannot eat at the feast

Hornyak puts in front of him, or have a relation v%;g Kettle.
Jonah is unemployed: on a symbolic level, this mé;ns he has
no role in 1life, and therefére cannot participate. He
realizes that if he had a certain kind of experience, he
would still be employed -- he would be able to participate in
life. It is not work experience, but life experience that
he l;cks, .the experience Backstrom gained by daring to
confront an amoral world: "I should have gene East when you

did,™ he tells Backstrom {19).

As the'characters in But We Aie Exiles and The Words of

My Roaring stifle their heroic desires in the name of
(¥

painful splintering of their identity. Because law and

morality tell them they should not want what they naturally

desire, they feel both repelled and attracted to the objects

of their desire. Not only Peter Guy, but all men who see

\
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Kettle, both desire and despise her. This 1is the way
Backstrom feels toward his wife, and he_yondé&s at Jonah who
is not affected this way by the woman he loves.

To deal with the coﬁflict.they feel when what the?
desire both attracfs and repels them, Kroetsch's characters
learn to pe;ceive themselves as two different persons, with
opposite needs. But this strategy only makes matters worse
for them: in the double existence they. find themselves
ieading, one self is always seekéné to undo what the other
self has achieved. Peter' Guy manages to maﬁe his way a few
miles up the river, onl?'to be driven downriver again by his
other self. Backstrom spends his days undoing what his dark

self has done, and spends his nigfits destroying the. work of

his daylight self.- As Rosemary Sullﬁﬁpn observes in her

t,

impo;&ant essay "The Fascinating Place Betﬁeén: The Fiction
of Robert Kroetsch,” "the novel works out  the inevitable
process whereby polarities mutually cancel each other out”
(169). "The resulg is a total and terrifying irony"” (168).
Desperate to escape this ddality, these characters
contemplate a kind of murder: one self must eliminate the
other. Morality wins in Peter Guy's case, and he. destroys
his dark self, thch he comes to associate with the drowned
Hornyak Backstrom, .on the other hand, destroys hls dayllght
self, an act he comes to equate with the death of Jonah 8
While Kroetsch can identify the problem with certainty--
morality warpé human nature by causing us to deny healthy

desires—--he cannot see his way to a solution in these two

novels. He explores the possibility of doing away with
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morality, but he rejects this possibility at the end of

The Words of My Roaring. and But We Are Exiles. Apparently

" when he was writing these novels, immorality presented itself
£o‘him as the only alternative to morality, and it was not an
alternative he cquid accept, finally.9
ﬁ ‘We can trace this shift in Kroetsch's attitude.
Initially, he seems quite prepared to entertain the notion
~that we must dispenée with morality to realize our heroic
pétential. “ Hornyak and Backst?om are allowed "to achieve
heroic stature by committing ‘illegal' and immoral acts.
Backstrom succeeds in winning hercoic love in an antiheroic
world becausé he has freed himself from the~ morality that-
hinders Jonah, the "good" man, and no longer feels obliged to
be faithful to his pregnant wife. He wins at politics too,
because freed from a sense of morality, he can avail himself
of unfair strategies his opponent, Doc Murdoch, may not use.
Hornyak feasts heroically while ;hose who cannot transcend
their antihgroic world go hungry and thirsty, because he
respects no- moral or legal authority, and freely violates
laws and morals, exploi£ing the labourers who work for him,
stealing the lover of a friend, and then cheating on that
lover. .
But neither Horayak nor Backstrom Iis allowed to

maintain his heroic course: evidently Kroetsch was troubled

by the immorality of their actions. Although The Words of My

Roaring and But We Are Exiles celebrate the unleashing of the

dark energy in Backstrom and Hornyak, both novels end up

e
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condemning the two for causing so much destruction while
pursuing their heroic course. No justification can be found
in either novenyor this destruction, and both Hornyak and

Backstrom are finally denied heroic status, while their

antiheroic counterparts, Peter Guy and Jonah Bledd, are

reluctantly proclaimed to be the better men. The resentment

voiced in both novels toward morality gives way to the

concern that immorality is dangerous. There is a sense of

relief in But We Are Exiles and The Words of My Roaring when
the chaotic, destructive energy of-Hornyak and Backstrom %5
brought back under controi, even thouéh that relief Iis
tempered with regret at having to reign in these would-be
heroes. s )

There is further evidence that in But We Are Exiles and

1

The Words of My Roaring Kroetsch is troubled by the idea of

dispensipg_with morality to follow our heroic impulses: both

novels are curiously guilt-ridden. Motifs that symbolize a

haunting guilt recur in the works, the motif of the unburied .

!

corpse, for example: the body of Jonah come ashore to pound
on Backstrom's windshield, the reeking Body of Hornyak placed
where none of the crew can.avoid it. _ There is ﬁ:T;o the
motif of an unsuccessful purgation: éackstrpm failing to
clegnse himself of guilt when he plunges into the goldfish
pond, and Hornyak, Kettle and Peter ordered out of the hot
springs beforevthey can be made pure.

Guilt seems to have determined the structure of both

novels: neither work can reach a conclusion because just when

all complications seem to be sorted out, a moral problem that
\

- 62



has been avoided demands' to be addressed. For example,

Backstrom has to confront the farmer he has taken advéntagg

of, even though the picaresque form of The Words of My
Roaring would séem to sugbest that the.concern of the novel

is to avoid addressing the moral implications of Backstrom's

escapades.‘ "Although it seems that Backstrom will, like the

.picaresque hero, evade the consequences of his actions, those

consequences all catch up with hlm at once. 10

He manages to
leavel the auctlon W1thout paylng for the car he has bid on,
and_it seems lmposslble that’ he will ever encounter again the
farmer he oWwes the monéy to. The stofy_would-séem to be
over. But the man does reagpea;, trapping Backstrom in a

‘situation so complicated that’the conclusion of the story

seems further away than ever. Similarly, reading But We Are
Exiles, the reader 1is made Xo anticipate a particular
conclusion, the completion of Guy's journey, but his

expectations are constantly thwarted by moral complications

that arise wunforeseen, postponing Guy's arrival indefinitely.

'But. the guilt troubling these novels announces itself
the loudest through conscience-ridden characters. Although

Backstrom 1Is able to disregard prohibitions and commit moral

.and legal-pffehses whenever he needs to, afterwards, he 1is

haunted by guilt, when he perceives the contrast between his
black bowler hat and the straw hats of the unemployed, when

he sees his pregnant wife's swollen feet, when he remembers
11

" Jonah's broken arm. Peter Guy tries to flee from his

guilty feelings for not having been honest with Kettle, and

127
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for not warning Hornyak about the danger of the lamp, but he
cannot rid himself of is guilty conscience: this 1is
symbolized by the corpse he cannot dispose of, and by

Kettle's persistence in.following him.

We sense in But We Are Exiles and The Words of My

Roaring é_desire to transcend guilt rather than come to terms
with it by addressing the moral problems that surface in both
works. It seems that comedy is being used in these novels as

an avenue of escape: in But We Are Exiles e have what

appears to be a realistic vision trying to become a comic

one; by the time Kroetsch writes The Word& of My Roaring that

I

transformation 1is almost complete. What this shift from

realism to comedy allows is an amoral vision that sanctions a
/,‘—-— -
rebellious disrespect for limits. As a comic figure, then,

Backstrom cannot be condemned €for ‘being irresponsible,
12.

-

antisocial and immoral.

But in spite of the license comedy gives Backstrom,

The Words of My Roaring remains a guilt-ridden novel, its

comic vision finally giving way to a socber didacticism.
Backstrom then loses his comic immunity to punishment and
censure, and stands accused of sg;ious misdemeanors fer which
he has to pay. His punishment is the worst kind: not only
must he fail, but he must orchestrate that failure himself.
Hornyak, too, is made to pay heavily, discovering that. he
never had the comic immunity to punishment that He assumed he
Hwas blessed Qith. Like Backstrom's punishment, Hornyak's
seemg almost excessive because it is so cruelly ironic: ﬁ%rnyak

' ko
is destroyed by - his own heroic energy. As further
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punishment, he is humiliated, his corpse disfigured and left
unbufied.

Given the shift that we see bccurring in both ngvels
from realism to comedy, it would seem that Kroetsch meant to
propose as an alternative to morality not immorality, but
amorality. It was because Kroetsch did not know how to break
awéy completely from the realistic form he was using that the
heroic course takén by Hornyak and Backstrom is an immoral
rather than an amoral one: realism reflects moraiity

13

unavoidably. We qen'find more proof for the premise that

Kroetsch waé interestéd in exploring the possibility'of not
an immoral world, but an'amoral oné, in the interview Shirley
Neuman and Robert Wilson had with him. JHe explains te them
that he bases many of his protagonists on Coyote the
trickster because their nature is amorél: Coyo s\ "energy
independent of moral structure and moral' interpretation.
_Hé's very suéversive, very carnivalesque" (100).. inally, it
is well known thaé Kroetsch aligns himself wiéﬁ postmodern
thinkers, and their ideal is an amoral world. As Mailer and

Lasch have explained, postmodernists do not believe we can

judge our actions as good or bad ("The White Negro". 289,

Haven in a Heartless World 186). Smith and Smith have voiced
the postmodern notion that we should judge experience (they

refer specifically to sexual experience) in aesthetic~-and

therefore amoral—--terms (Beyond Monogamy 38).

As realism gives way to comedy iﬁ\§roetsch's next two
i

novels, The Studhorse Man and Géne Indian, a world governed
>

’ﬁ ' 'S

~a
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by morals and laws seems even more undesirable than it did in

But We Are Exiles and The Words of My Roaring. It is a

postmodern view of order that we are given in these later
novels which both claim that we are dehumanized by laws and

morals {Mailer 277, Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism 272-4).

The repressive Tad Proudfoot, moral and legal spokesman of
Coulee Hill, does not regard Hazard as a human being, and in
his attempt4tolforce Hazard to marry into the world of law
and order, he degrades him to the level of the subhuman. He
sees Hazard as liv;ng like an animal, and thus denying'that

Hazard is human, incites the mob to attack him.

"This -nut here," —--he pointed his cane at the team,
then at Hazard--"keeps horses in his house . . . Maybe

you gentlemen live that way. . But I can honestly say

that I and my sons don't. His goddamn house is full
of creosote and horse turds . . . This crazy bastard
is going to marry my niece. . . Just as soon as he

gets his hduse ready for the bride. . . Look at the
weasling bastard . . - Why don't you shave, Lepage?"
He straightened Hazar®s cap with his cane. "I'11
tell you why, Lepage, my boy. VYou're too damned lazy.
You won't work. You won't earn an honest dollar.
With these men right here short of help. Why the hell

1

aren't you in the army?" (The Studhotrse Man 14-5).

Haza-d is harassed until he is deprived of his very humanity:
he bekaves like an animal, howling and hurling bones as he is

driven from a world which has become for him unbearable.

3
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Like .Hazard, Sadness 1is dehumanized by the repressive

- morality of his world, a morality enforced by men such as his

thesis supervisor. He speaks thé obscene language of those

‘outraged by thefdegradation and humiliation they have been

made to suffer at the hands of self-appointed agents of
L4 . -

morality:
]

"Who are you, you pompous ass? Sitting there in your
office in the Library Wing, chewing your cud, the
grass you cropped off tﬂe green fields twenty years
ago, . vomitiné it up into your own mouth, chewing it
again. . . You with your gbddamned go—-get-a-job
syndrome . . . Stick my unwritten dissertation—- . . .
Professor Madham, I believe I called you a shithead of

the first ordef e.e.." (Gone Indian 19, 43).

Like Hornyak and Backstrom, Jeremy and Hazard liberate
themselves from the moral and legal restraints repressing
them, and can then set off on heroic quests. We have seen
that although Hornyak and B;ckstrom rebel against law and
order, they are finally restrained and punished for
committing moral offenses as fphey realize their heroic
potential. Hazarg.and‘geremy agg eventually punished too for
daring to achieve heroic status, but not becauée what they
have d;ne is immoral. After they are expelled from the world
of law and order, Hazard pursued by an enraged crowd, Jeremy

driven by his castrating wife and demoralizing thesis

supervisaor, they find refuge in a carnival world where

1
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because the laws of nature and logic are not operative, the

concept of morality is regarded as absurd.l4

In this
carnival world, Hazard and Jeremy find themsélves being tried
for moral offenses in courts that do not recognize the notion
of moral offense as valid. Therefore, immoral behaviour is
commended, and moral ‘behaviour is condemned, and neither
rewards or punishments are ever given out, court proceedings
in this world being nothing moré'tha? a game. It is not a
moraa\gpthority, therefore, that keeps Hazard and Jeremy from
15

attaining their heroic goals.

We have speculated that Kroetsch, writing But We Are

Exiles and The Words of My Roaring , was troubled by the
immoral behaviour of his protagonists, and therefore could
not let them attain heroic fulfillment. Kroetsch solves this

prbblem in The Studhorse Man and Gone Indian: iImmorality is

not an issue in these works because they are carnivalesque
and hence posit an amoral world. We must look for a
different reason, then, to explgzﬁ why Hazard and Jeremy do
not emerge as heroes.

Initially, there seems to be nothing preventing Hazard
and Jeremy from becoming heroes, once they overcome the
inhibitions that made them obey the law, and respect moral
codes. When Hazard £frees ‘thousands of horses who then
overrun downtown Edmonton, he rids himself of the guilt and
shame that had inhibited him from wundertaking his heroic
quest to find the perfect mate for Poiseidon. As the ﬁorses

invade the city, all the people of Edmonton are freed from

their inhibitions too, and hold an orgy which Kroetsch
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‘depicts as heroic. Jeremy, like Hazard, once he rids himself

of inhibitions, . can begin his heroic quest. At the airport,
he cannot quite believe he has succeeded in shedding the
guilt and shame that.have been ﬁaralyzing him all his married
life. The RCMP, symbols in Kroetsch's work of the
inhibitions that stop us from being heroces, detain him as he

o
guiltlily tries to leave the'moral world, but he discovers

that their Eower to hold him is no longer effective.
Thinking he will have to devise an escape plan, he realizes
he is no ionger being guarded, and simply walks awéy, free
now to pursué his heroic course. )

Almost as soon as Hazard and Jeremy attain the freedom:
to be heroes, they lose it again, this time not because they
have violated a moral code, but because in the carnival world
they think they have found }efuge in, they violate the laws
of amorality, w;ich dictate that heroic effort must have no
purpose. The world they find themselves in resembles  the
world envisioned by postmodernists, who argue that the only
permissible heroic action is the meaningless gratification of
desire. As Mailer explains, the ps&chic outlaw does not
channél his energies into acts which affirm values, because
he knows he must not have values (290). Instead he uses his
energies in the pursuit of pleasure, an activity which he
Hazard and Jeremy engage in this pursuit, persuaded by

sirens, but unfortunately, ™ it 1is a pursuit that can be

dangerous, and they are not equipped for it. They quickly

AN
\

\\
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become addicted, when the sirens awaken in them insatiable
sexual appe£ites. .Hazard is eventually destroyed b} his
ungovernable desire, crushed-by'Poiseidon, who represents his_
rampaging sexuality. Jeremy is destroyed when he surrenders
to Bea, no longer able to resist her. These images of death .
come to his mind as he satisfies his "last" hunger in her
bed: "The sapsucker raiding the broken tree. The pussyfoot
lair of the mountain lion. The treasure troll. The diver
drowned. ‘The snatching shark. The lava lapping, 1into the
sea. At the volcano's lip, the sweet stench, the scorched
charisma of the mountainou$ hole" (147). His terrible fall
of f the bridge symbolizes that he has been oblitefated by his//)-
desire.

Jeremy and Hazard fare so badly in an amoral world
because Kroetsch has not granted them the psychopathic
insentience that the postmodern hero would have. Therefore,
they fall prey to ungovernable desires, and are "debilitated.
by horror and disgust. Jeremy is appalled by the boundless
prairie, which represents a world undelineated by morality.

He comes to rfélize why soclety Qalues responsibility so
highly, and seeks to punish those who are irresponsible, when
his life'is jeppardized by the reckless driving of the cowboy-
who takes him to Notikewin. He appreciétes the need for
ethical behaviour when he is dismayed by the irresponsible
actions of Roger Dorck: "He was triggered into anger by that
huge an.d aﬁkward man, lying there so comfortable and at ease.
He wante¢ to shout, 'Get up, Dorck! People are worried about

you. Show some consideration. Get your ass out of the
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sack'" (27).16

Hazard,  too, discovers ”thaﬁ he is terrified of
amorality. He leaves the sinister, dark place for the
homeless because he is frigﬁtened, feeling unsafe among those
who cannot make a moral choice. He is horrified by Utter's
act of burning down the scﬁbolhouse to deny thatkgmorality
egists. But he is most terrified of amorality when, At the
pig far@, he is expo§2d to obscenities that 1leave him
gpiritually wounded. We can speculate why Kroetsch did
not grant Hazard and Jeremy a postmodern immunity to feeling.
Without it, they cannot survive) but the point both Thé Stud-

horse Man and Gone Indian make is that those who avail

themselves of this immunity lead an existence not worth
having. Madham and Carol's way of life is ignobie, hopeless,
and self—déstructive, we realize, given the picture of them
making love in a zoo. Demeter prophesies that if we live
according to the amoral philosophy of postmodernism, we will
destroy ourselves: "Scurrilous, 'barbarous, stinking man would
soon be able, 1in the stefility of his own lust, to screw
himself into oblivion, to erase himself 1like a rottihg
pestilence from the face of God's creation" (174}.

It would seem that Kroetsch finds too radical the
postmodern alternative to our moral world. Although The

Studhorse Man and Gone Indian begin by celebrating the

postmodern notion of anarchy as an antidote to repressive law
and order, neither novel can approve, finally, of the

mutation, to borrow Fiedler's term, that we would have to
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underge to cope with the violence and obscenity of an
anarchic world. Badlands, Kroetsch's next noyel, moves
beyond postmedern philosophy to look for solutions more
humane than the -ones postmodernists have given us to the
problem of how we are to realize our heroic potential in a
world that effaces us with moral and legal prohibitions. By
proposiﬁg as an alternative to our repressive moral code not
amorality, but a .new morality which advocates tolerance

/

rather  than— cénsorship, and indulgence rather  than
I

. L
abstinence, Badlands is able to posit a world in which heroes
~ e

can emerge. Iﬁ this way, Badlands is a breakthrough, the
.
first of Kroetsch's novels that can‘proclaim a hero.

In Badlands Kroetsch challenges the postmodern
assumption that the amoral man, because all possibilities are
open to him, will transcend banality to live his life at a
heroic level. Kroetsch argues that the amoral man championed
by  postmodernism will fail the heroic challenge of
cqpfronting his dark self as surely as the moral man thwarted
by inhibitions. We cannot take on our dark self until we
have acquired a particular kind of moral maturity, Badlands
claims: most of the characters in the novel lack this
matur}ty, and therefore fail on the heroic quest they have
undertaken. Mcbride, Tune, and William Dawe fail the test
qutright;, Web fares better, but fails 1in ﬁhe end,
nonetneless, but Anna Dawe and Anna Yellowbird complete the
heroic journey. Arriving at the mountains, and thus

"turn[ing] the Badlands upside down," they have met the .

heroic challenge of surviving Both poles of exberience, dark
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and light. 'This has been Grizzlyls-achievement too: although
he 1is part oﬁ Dawe's team, and therefore fails with the
others, on another'occasioﬁ he completed the heroic journey,
reaching the fiver's source.  Therefore, as the women

recognize, he has no need to prove himself. As Peter Thomas

observes in Robert Kroetsch, Grizzly is "fulfilled and

fulfilling® (88). "No longer alienated from-his source-self
he is a taciturn witness to the absurdity of Dawe's quest" (89).
Grizzly and tWe two Annas can meet the heroic challenge
the otherg fail at because they live according to a ﬁorality
that makes them perfectly equipped to survive the Badlands.
It 1is a morality that allows them to balance their dark and
their daylight selves, rather than being_ruled by one or the
other. Although Mcbride, 1like Grizzly and the two Anna s,
lives according to a moral code, his is a different mo;ality,
and hindefs rather than helps h%m in the Badlands. Mcbride
adheres to the conventional moral code Kroetsch claims, along‘
with postmodernists, makes us vulnerable in a dangerous
world. His inhibitions hinder him in his effort to survive
in. the Badlands. This is symbolized by his need for "light"
to "read" the water--much of their journey is in darkness, so
as a helmsman, he is useless (Badlands 17). "I thought we
were through the répids,“ he exclaims, unable to chart their
course because bound by the laws and morals of the daylight
world, he has never learned to find his way around the night
world (17). As they go through the rapids he should have

known about, but did not expect, he is swept overboard: he
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brings to the'Badlands unfealistic expectationé fostered by
his brand of morality. Realizing he cannotfstay alive 1in
this world, he deserts the team to go back t; the only world
he can survive 1in,' handicapped as he 1is by moral
inhibitions--the domestic, safe world of his family.

Unlike Mcbridé, Tune is too young to have learned the
moral inhibitions that would hinder him on a heroic quest.
But while he is too young to have become a prisoner of the
‘daylight world Mcbride is confined to, he is also too young
to have learned how to survive in the night world. He
explains to Web /ﬁhat he had to give up his Job as a
coalminer: "It's not the work . - =« Ican stand the work.,
It's ﬁhe dark down there. I can't get used to it" (85).
Vaguely aware that helmust condition himself before they
reach the Badlands, Tune stays up alone to confront the
night, but he needs a moral teacher to show him how this is
done, and instead, 1is taught by Dawe, <who leads him in the
ways Bf immorality: Sinnott, recognizing that Tune has not
matured enough to journey into the Badlands, warns him éf the
danger. "Don't let the dark out," he cautions the‘youth, but
the naive Tune hears "dog" instead of "dark" and continues on
his dangerous course (115).

Although Dawe would seem to be much lhore experienced
than Tune, he proves to be as unprepared as the- youth to
confront his dark self. While Dawe may appear to survive the
Badlands,  he “diés“ on the expedition, destroyed by his own
desires. Years later, Eﬁ_fommits suicide in Ontarib, but h

has already "killed” himself by making a fatal mistake: n
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the expedition,  he does away with his daylight self, rather-
ﬁhah learning to balance it with his dark~s§lf. To go about
eliminating Ehe daylight side of his nature, Daweq renounces
all his values by dissociating hlmSj}ffcamgletely from Ehe
female, domestic world. The process he ﬁbes through to
digesu himself of values s the process we have said
'postmoderniSm would have us go through: Dawe has to undergo a
dehumanization to leave his values behind. "Whatever ﬁhe
desperate reason that had taken him intd that far blace, he
came back delivered of most of the impulses we like to .think
of as human," his daughter tells us, "He could s%rvive any
weather, any diet, any déﬁrivation.l And that was necessary
to a man whose back bore on it a hump larger than any of wus
could see. But somewhere in the course of that first journey,

that was his own--somewhere, somehow, he shook himself free

of any need to share even his sufferinﬁs with another human

" being" (139). Anna Yellowbird,  haunting him throughout the

journey, represents his natural and persistent desire for
humanist values. His descent into the Drumheller mines fs a
turning point—fleaving daylight Dawe rids himself of values
completely, and can make immoral transactions with lFekéte:5

The death of Tune shortly after théese .transactions take, place

A

represents “on one level Dawe's success in obliterating his

daylight self.l’

Dawe never realizes that by destroying the balance in

his psyche,” he has failed the heroic quest. Re-encountering

Sinnott when the expedition team emerges from the Badlands,
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gawe poses for a phétograph, draping himself with thc_
rattlesnake he has helped hunt and kill, to show that he has
rea&ized hi; heroic potéﬁtial. His gesture ‘is ironic,
because he has not emerged victorious from his confrontation
with his dark self. Rather, his dark self has taken control
6% him. Once it has been unleashed, he is overwhelmed by
obsessions, "dark desires he cannot resist--an uncontrollabie
lust for Anna, an irrational greed for dinosaur bones.. Even
when. he returns back East, Dawe cannot bring his dark self
back under confrol. - ™Me lusts for his own daughter, and the
irresistible attraction death holds for him 1leads him to
commit suibidg.

r~ Dawe marvels that Wgb does not succﬁmb to dark
obsessioné- in the Badlands {198). Web's dark self is
clearly stronger.than his daylight self, and often threatens

to take over completely, yet it never does becausé he is able

to maintain an "indifference" to things to which Dawe becomes

fatally attracted (198). We recognize this indifference as

the immunity to desi;e that pogtmodernism sees as crucial to
oﬁr"survival. As postmodernism has i%, it is only those with
a balaﬁced psyche who can.remain fndifferent;ls Web has
learned how to balance hié dark and his daylight self through
his encounters in érumheller with the green-clad tempé&rance
crusader and her sister, - a prostitute. It is becaﬁse he
takes neither woman as a lover that he survives: to be
seduced by either of these women would be fatal, as both

represent extreme and therefore dangerous commitments. The

temperance lady symbolizes the postmodernist's horror of

j_
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self-denial. ° She pampaigns against thé hedonistic lifestyle
of Drumheller, a lifestyie we éecognize~as postmodern, urging
the citizens to reassume responsibility for their loved ones,
and abandon thejpursuit of pleasure. She represents the
morality Kroetsch,  like the postmodernist, = views as
emasculating: we are reborn, she claims, when we deny the
. dark‘sidé of our nature, but Wes observés-that she sleeps in
a coffin, andfhas=reduced her'iover to a skeleton.

Had WeP}been seduced by the woman in green, hé“.would
have destroyed his darklself, and created an imbalance in his
psyche. Fortunately, her influence on him is counteracted by
America's pull. America is just as dangerous: she would draw ;
Web to the opposite extreme, unrestrained indulgence and
subsequenél addiction, the complete loss of \slelf—control.19
Web leaves Drumheller .without consumma£ing his 1love for
either woman. Thus he is prepared to enter the Badlands,
loving .both the dark and the daylight.self eqﬁally, but a
slave to neither. Because he has leérned to balance the
power of his polé} selves so that neither dominates him, he
is permitted a heroic e#perience in the Badlands, while Dawe
is not. Dawe possesses an extraordinary energy, .the energy
of the dark self unleashed, but it leads him to a spectacular
fall rather than a heroiqifscenﬁ. While Dawe nearly plummets
to his death when he goes over the side of the cliff, Web

20 As he makes love to

ascends to the sky, riding a tornado.
Anna Yellowbird, suspended above the mundane world, they

achieve the perfect balance impossible for Dawe to attain,
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the balance between Web's chaotic enérgy of the dark self,
and Anna's ordering and constructive drives, the impulses of
the daylight self.

Web's flight is shorﬁlived,, however, and he does not
completé the heroic quest.l ~Through him, -we can see the
limitations'of the postmodern "hero": Web wanders off course ‘\

because he is essentially an amoral creature, and is not

Lra——

interested in the heroic goal, the new morality Badléndﬂw
. : /
holds out to us as a possibility. When Web burns down ,hi ff
‘father's shack, he exchanges a mofal existence for one' that
is amoral: his 1life from that day on becomes a series of
escapades with no consequences and no meaning—--he goes from
one adventure to the next, unharmed but also.unrewarded.
Unlike Web, the two Annas are directed bg a senée of
morality which leads tﬁem to a heroic fulfillment Web could
not fiﬁd in his amoraihand therefore aimless state. Their
moral sense leads them to each other: both realize they have
a dangerous “imbalance in their ps?ﬁhes which the other can
correct. Aﬁna Yellowbird has had to wait for Aﬁna Dawe
before she could finish the journey she began‘but could not
‘complete, when her daylight.self died with Tune, leaving her
with no way to keep her dark self in check. She becomes an
alcoholic, unable to govern her desires, until she has Anna
Dawe to act as her daylight self. Anna Dawe, on the other,
hand, _is ltoo immature to vénture into the Badlands alone:
having been kept a prisoner in the daylight world, she, like
Tune, has never 1learned how to encounter the darkness.

Because she is morally immature, she has almost been seduced
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by her father's evil: she needs Anna Yellowbird to cure her
of her obséssion with Dawe, to turn her back before shg goes
too far (263). Balancing the dangerous extremes in each
other, the two Annas know how to use the energy of the dark
self- to realize their heroic potential. That energy must noﬁ
be "nailed in a coffin", as the woman in green would have it,
nor can it be allowed to overwhelm the daylight self, as Dawe
pérmitted"it to. Having learned to confront and control the
dark §elf, thé two Annas have learéed nct only to face, but
to love what théy had feared most-~desire. Badlands reflects
the postmodern belief that we fear desire more than anything
else.’ The terrible recpgnition of desire is symbolizéd
throughout the. novel as an encounter with a bear. Grizzly
realizes his heroic .pétential whén he has\the courage to
abcept his desires, embracing rather than fleeing-the bear he
meets. The twd.AnnaS'laugh instead qf reacting with - horror
or disgust. as they watch a bear being air-lifted from the
mountain, his testicles hanging.

Postmodernists argue that because we fear desire, we

suppress it, and then, so that we do not have to admit this,™
Vi

we rationalize, claiming that it is morally wrong to indulge
desire. Thus, postmodernists say, morality is nothing but a
smokescreen: . moral squeamishness nothing but aﬂdisguise for

*
our fear. This is the argument weflected in But We Are

Exiles, The Words of My Roaring, Gone Indian and The Studhorse

Man, but in Badlands Kroetsch alters his view somewhat. He

does not champion an amoral acceptance of desire as more

)
J

.

WS



) _ 144

honest than moral squeamishness,"but instead defines a
radically different moral position, cfaiming that it is
morally irresponsible to avoid desire. Until we have
confronted. and mastered desire, Badlands tells us, we hgve

) "
not reached our moral maturation. The heroes of Badlands are:

TN
those who have learnt, by a terrible confrontation with the -
dark self and its desires, charity, compassion and decency.

Their ordeal also teacheé them how to heal others of hofror,

grief and despair. . Those characters who have not undergone

the prdeal to acquire this wisdom have avoided their moral //f-
responsibilities. Déwe_ has perverted the purpose of f?;;;r’

N TN

ordeal, unleashing the dark self to destroy. Web, amoral by
nature, does not mature despite all he goégfthrough, because
he refuses to take on the responsibilities the Badlands has
taught him to handle. . Tune is anxious to assume those
responsibilities,‘ but is*too-inexperienced, and dies in a

misdirected attempt to carry out his duties.

Wwhat the Crow Said, like Badlands, departs from

postmoderf thought to argue that the acceptance of desire
must be a moral, not an amoral act. Learniﬁg to gratify

dgsire rather than deny it, the characters in What The Crow

Said do not become self-indulgent and hedonistic--by

gratifying desire, they affirm values which ensure the

/
L4

a community which,” fin a misguided

—_—

Survival of family and community, and they regain the human
N .

form they have lost immunizing themselves against desire.

e

what the Crow SaLd”E?;ces'hQiézradual disintegration of

fort to preserve itself,

denies desire. The inﬁabitants of Big Indian fear desire--

N
N

—
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se§Ea1 desire, 1in particular--because they Eelieve it is 'a
pdher ‘that will destroy them. In their é&nds, desire and
death have become associateﬁ: when Father Basil gives. a
burial instead of a marriage ceremony, no one notices. For
Vera, the association becomes especially unhealthy--she is
sexually aroused by the bones of her dead husband.

4 Hearing Vera's cry, the people of Big Indian become so
tergified of desire that they bégin practicing a destructive
kind of abstinence. Tiddy, although she desires Leibhaber;
denies it, and refuses té mérry him, pretending that she has
based this decision on moral reasons: she is in mourning, she

- .

has to devote herself to her children. Her denial of desire
is pefverse: neither she'ﬁbr Liebhaber can lead fulfilled
lives until she relents. As loné as Tiddy denies_her desire,

the passage of time %n her world-is unnatural.21

She gives
birth to an abnormal child, the speechless J.G. Similarly,
Vera, who persuades herself she is superhuman, ané therefore
invulnerable to desire, bears an unnatural child incagaBle of
feeling want. Because she regards desire as bestial, she is
unable to accept humanity, and misanthropically .withdraws
from pothers, refusing, for a time, to marry, and finding it
impossible to relate normally to a m&nnwhen she relents, and
takes a husband. Her own family finds it difficult to
establish a relationship with her, and her son grows up a
complete étranger to her. But Rita's response to desire is

&
perhaps the most perverse of all: through her let%ers, she

. P I . .
deliberately arouses in imprisoned men a desire she has no



146

intention of gratifying, and is careful never to read the
letters they send back, letters which might make.ﬁer, too, a
prisoner of desire. Because of the abstinence of the women,
the men of Big Indian cannot hope to gratify: their desire.
As Thomas puts it, "the worlds oflmen and women are fatally
geparated," and the men, too, therefore, begin to practice a
perverse denial {101). They withdraw from reality. into a
game which allows them to deny the ‘existence of .both women
and sexual desire. They refusefto be tempted out of that
game, determined to remain invulnerable. But their denial is

unnatural, and begins to dehumanize them. By the time they

relent, they no longer resemble human beings:

They 1looked like a pack.of ScCarecrows. Almost
all of them were coughing. One or two at a time, they
leaned over the side of the sleigh box, spat into the
SNOowW. They farted, and their farts almost warmed
them. Their assholes were raw and bleeéing from the

combination of diarrhea and prairie hay that was full-

of thistle and buckbrush {(100-101).

-

&

Denying desire is such a perverse act that the natural
order of things 1is disrupted in Big ‘Indian--there are
blizzards in June, an invasion of strange bees, salamander
Bﬂagﬁes, “drought and then flobding. The natural order is .
;estored when those who have been denying desire discover a
heroic capacity to accept and gratify it. 1In the working out
of a myéterious design, Vera is persuaded at last to accept

Marvin Straw, and in the heroic gratification of their desire
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they transcend the mundane world. Jerry Lapanne, who has a
part in the same mystérious restoration o% natural order,
acts heroically, inspired by his desire for Rita Lang. Even
Vera's Boy, who is incapable of feeling desire or any other
human féélipg, sudden}y wants to be pért of a coﬁmunity, and
makes a hgpgic attempﬁ to save things. Tiddy, witnessing the
mystery uunfold, realizes how morally wrong she has been to

22

deny desire, and sends for Leibhaber. What the Crow

Said ends with a vision of a world set morally righﬁ because
.its inhabitants have learned to accept desire. Healthy
relations have been restored between the male and the female
population, and the Lang family is assured again of a new
generation. = The novel ends describing Cathy Lang, the
"normal" one, who has never perverted her nature by denying
desire, walking in the fields of a world that is once more

. \
hospltable.23 \

1

What the Crow Said ends, tlﬂe:n,,"l with a very definite
resolution: Kroetsch is writing from a clearly defined moral
position which has affbrded him an answer to his gquestion
about desire. It is because his position is so c¢lear that the

form of What the Crow Said is highly ordered. This design is

especially é&vident in the ending of the work: unlike most of
-

Kroetsch's novels, the conclusion of What the Crow Said is_a

highly structured design. Surveying Kroetsch's novels we
g

have seen that with each work, Kroetsch's moral position

became clearer and clearer; it is somewhat problematic, then,

to encounter in Alibi, his next novel, a vision which 1is
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morally ambiguous. Conventional morality,, which is usually.
condemned in Kroetsch's work -‘as repressive, is viewed
ambivalently in Alibi: we sense this ambivalence in Dorf's
relation  with his sister Sylvia who represents that
intolerant moral code which keeps ué from following our
heroic ‘impulses. She regards the herocic energy of the dark
self with horror aﬁd ding;t. "Are you still under a cloud,"
she asks Dorf, reproachfully, failing to understand why he
had to fire tée gun at his ex—w&fe‘s lover. Like Hazard,
Jeremy, and Baé;EErom, porf recognizes that this so-called

"moral™ code 1is ‘ inadequate and he rebels against Sylvia,

gonvinced there must be another way to define "decent"

behaviour. But his rebellion is no more than a "minor
tantrum" guite unlike the obscene outrage of his
counterparts in earlier novels (98). Alibi shows little of

the postmodern horror of conventional morality that evidences
o

itself so strongly in Kroetsch's early works. Quite the

contrary, the novel often idealizes conventional morality:

although Sylvia, as representative of conventional morality,

harasses Dorf about his behaviour, she also proxides him with

the romfort he needs so badly, and i%/una é to find living

by any otner code of ethics.“ After she buys him an icecream

cone, he kisses her—--she is one of the few people with ‘whom

H

he can have an intimate, meaningful relation. She“is the

only one who cares for him while his leg is broken, and he is
grateful for, rather than threatened by, her concern: "Sylvia
leapt out of her own bed and got me undressed and tucked in

safely and, burying perself in her own huge, heavily
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blanketed bed, ready to turn out the light, she surfaced for

long enough to throw me a kiss across the room" (85). '
Equally ambivalent is the view Alibi takes of anarchy,

the postmodern alternative to a world governed by conventional

. L]
morality. We have seen that although The Studhorse Man

and Gone Indian'began by celebrating the idea of an anarchic

N
existence, both novels ended by taking a moral stand against

it, a stand maintained in Badlands and What The Crow Said.
N

Xlibi, too, condemns the postmodern'proposal that we dispense

with morality so that we can be free from prohibitions which
would keep us from gratifyiné desire. At the same’ time,
however, it celebrates that same proposal. This ambiguity,
which is never resolved, is embodied by the problematic
figurés of Julie and Dr. de Mereidos, and the postmodern
therapy Dorf takes, 'participating in a triadic relation with
them. Both Julie and de Mereidos are viewed from a standpoint
that is morally inconsistent. The reader 1s asked to
disapprovejof Julie because of the deaths she is responsible
for, but he is also asked to regard her as a moral exemplum:
she is the philanthropist who loves all men. Dr. de Medeiros
is presented as an immoral, evil man whose stature reflects
his stunted spirit, ' vet Do;f reminds us that the doctor is a
healer, "careful with the injured of this 1lunatic worldg"
(203). Because what de Mereidos represehts is so morally
ambiguous, the implications of his death are also ambiguous.
Dorf may be guilty of a crime, or he may have performed an

act of high moral purpose~-both possibilities are., suggested.
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That - Dorf's act may have been immoral is implied by his need
to justify what he ﬁas done, and assuage his guilt. That his
act may. have been moral ig suggested’ by the spiritual
symbolism associated with de Mereidos' death: Doxf's bullet
hits the centre of a mandala, and as the shot sounds, the
ospreys fly for the first time, symbolizing the sadness that
is lifted from Dorf's heart once he is free of the doctor.

Because their natures are morally ambiguous, the "cure”

Julie and de Mereidos offer Dorf might be corrupting him or
healing him, 6 spiritually. The cure seems to have had both
effects on Dorf: on the one hand, he admits he cannot be \\\J/
cured by this sexual thefapy which he describes as "violentJ\‘ |
and "obscene"; on the other hand, he reﬁembers his experience ’
as a moral breakthrough: he has overcome his misanthropic
attitude, and has learned to be his "total na%ural" self.
| while the moral vision of Alibi i's unfocussed in the
parts of the novel in which Julie and de Mereidos appear, in
zhe chapters depiéting Dorf's experiences in Greece that
vision has the same sharpness we see in Badlands and What the
Crow Said. There is nothing ambivalent about the portrayal

4

of characters in these chapters: whereas the reader can
neither approve nor disapprové of Karen Striké in the early
part of the novel, he realizes disapproval is the only
appropriate response to her as she appears in the Greece
episcode. wWhereas the "cure" Dorf took iﬁ Portugal seemed to\\'
be both a spiritual pufging and a contamination, described in

paradoxic terms as "obscene" and "outrageous" yet "healing”
ﬁ .

S\and “spleféid", no such ambiguity surrounds his mud therapy
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which is described unequivocally as wholesome (132, 130,
133, 130). . : b : X
” Alibi is unable to retain this sharply focussed moral
vision: Dofﬁ is expélled from Greece, where the moral order
of tpinQS-is so clear, and forced to reconfront the mystery
of Julie and De Mereidos; The mystery is not solved: e
climax of the novel presents us with the biggést moral
hambiguity in ithe entire work: Dorf's wviolation. It is

impossible to interpret the moral implications of his

experience. Dorf finds it difficult to give the experience a

name; and relugtantly calls it "violation." The word carries
connotations of immoralitwy, vyet he suggests that the
experience Qas, like his sexual  therapy, a moral

breakthrough. As he and his patients grope in the dark, they
drop their narcissistic defenses and allow themselves to love
again, willing to commit themselves to others despite the
risk of being hurt by their love. It is not clear whether
Dorf's "violation" is part of this communal act of urrender,
or a crime committed by someone acting counﬁer to the spirit
that has possessed everyone else in the cave.

The aftermath of this episode resists intgrpretation
toco. It is not clear whether Dorf has acgquired a moral sense
through his experience, "violated out of [his] . . .
innocence " or has been corrupted by it ("The Exploding
Porcupine" 58). After his violation, he retreats to a
hermitage in the wooi%(/ on the one hand, he seems to be

leading a holy existence; on the other hand, he seems to have
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relapsed 'into the misanthropic state he was in before he was
healed..in Greece. He 1s uncomfortable in the presence of
men, and finds women intolerable (234). He would seem more
~incapable ' than ever of being éble to relate normally to
others. His moral state seems especially ambiguous when he
thinks nostalgic§61} not of the time in Greece when he
learned to be at one.With his fellow man, 'but of the time he
spent in Portugal with Julie and De Mereidos,. He insists it
was 'a happy time, bﬁt we know it was a time of jealousy,-
anxiety and despair.24 ”

-y

Perhaps we can account for the unfocussed moral vision
of Alibi when we‘cqnsidef certain problematic statements
Kroetsch has made in’essays and interviews‘about how aharchy
and violence should inform literature. In his essays "The
Exploding Porcupine: Violence of gForm én English-Canadian
Literature” and "Carnival and Violence: A Meditation" he does

not maintain a distinction he himself has insisted must be

made between the violence of story and the violence in story

("The Exploding Porcupine" 61, 63). We have seen that

Kroetsch has a valid‘argument for violence of story: numerous
crities have shown the validity oE\\@gat argument, and
Kroetsch has héé no difficulty finding models that indicate
his theory is sound: Sheila Watson, Robert Harlow, Ondaat je
and Hodgins ("The Exploding Porcupine"). As we have
estabiished, Kroetsch's own works stand as proof: his earlier
noveis are less successful than his later ones, becau$e they

are too conventional.

Kroetsch's argument for violence in story, however, i3

= h ) /



undermined by confusion. He has suggested that violence is a
problem we cannot ignore; he cites Malcolm Lowry, who he sayé

‘might be 'Qarning us in Under the Volcano that if we do "not

learn to cope w;th our viplence, we will be cast into ’hell
("Carnival and Violence: A Meq?tqtion“ 119). Kroetsch
speculates that the violence of‘cérniﬁél might ‘“offer some
understanding of, some form of rescue from, our own extremes
of violence" (119). But "some form of rescué“ is téo vague,
and what is more, ‘he admits that far from teaching us to
control our violence, cqfnival might make us regard violence
as unreal and comic. He sudgeéts that we can perhaps
interpret the antiwér‘deﬁonstrations in the States és the
ritualized and éherefore "safe" expression of the violence
of carnival, but he concedes ﬁhat on the other hénd, perhaps
Cortes was éble to destroy America because 'he saw his acts of
violence as the ritual of carnival and therefore felt no
responsibility for his destruction (119).

Equally unconvinéing, because it is unsubstantiated, is’
Kroetsch's argumenﬁ that viclence is a force that rene%s
through destruction ("The Exploding' Poréupine" 57-58,
“Carnival 'and Vioclence" 119). While he démonstrates
convincingly that the violence writers do to literary -form
allows them toc make important statements, he does not succeed
in demonstrating that fiction which depicts an anarchié and
violent world shows us how we might make our world
inhabitable once again. He seems to confuse the violence of

story with ?5e viclence iﬂ'story at this point, assessing the

ot
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technical achievement of various authors rather than the
vision their work presents us with. He praises Hodgins and
Wiebe for violating "the set of conventions that supposedly

”ghape story™, but he does not demonstrate how their

/ | "apocalypt/ic" viSion answers our ‘questions about how we are
y, inhaéit a world that no longer seems hospitable ("The
K‘ Exploding Porcupine" 59). He commends Ondaatje and Thomas

-

~—.for  performing "radical experiments in form" but he neglects

: \23 ,demonstrafe his assertion that violence 1is én important
//ﬁﬁﬁ\\\FtAeme in their work (60). Just when he is Seginning to
véiscuss violence as theme in Ondaatje's work, he digresses to

examine violence as technique: after citing alpassage from

Coming Through Slaughter in which Bolden -attacks Pickett,

Kroetsch is about .to comment on Bolden's violent nature, when
. he shifts his focus: "What makes the slicing off of the
nipple a violent act is not simply the act itself. But more:

Ondaatje refuses to give§§he scene a traditiomgl beginning,

middle and end. His refusal of form releases the experience
"N - )
of violence into the reader's experience of reading" (62).

L

Having lost his focus on violence as theme, he ne&lects to
: : {

address this . issue at all when he examines Thomas' works,

although he had proposed to look at violence in story.
Nor does he support the assertion he makes 1in "The

R Exploding Porcupine" that an anarchic vision in works of
. '

fiction affords solutions to the problem of violence, by
"proposing an end" (57). He does nbtrgo'on to define and

evaluate the resolution he claims such a vision affords, but

instead takes off=om—=—kangent to discuss not the poésibility

*

-
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of ending that he says violence presents us with, but the
tery opposite concern, why we must resist endings in fiction: -
"Violence, physiCal violence, proposes an ending. Joseph, in

Roch Carrier's Quebecoilis novel, proposes to end the anxiety
3 :
e

he feels about the war. . . The theory of answers, for.us, isg
a_dangerdus one. We must resist endings, violently" (57).

We detéct a furthér confusion .in Kroetscﬂfs theory about
violence in’ 'story when he tells ‘interviewers‘ Neuman and
Wilson phat he has a "very étrong identification‘ with that
notibn 6fla non-violent anarchy" (emphasis mine), and later
argues, without defend}ng his assertion, that the price .we
pay to live in an anarchic state is worth it .(35). e

I+ would seem that Kroetsch needs to consider. more
deeply the implications of yiolence in story. He has safd
that we pay a price for anarchy,' but that any price is worth
it 1if we can escape even temporarily from systems. ~ Pegrhaps
he needs to‘éalculate the cost, to realize its -dimensions.
He has said that vioclence proposes an ending: perhaps he has
not fully comprehendea what that ending is. E‘inall&vfr he
neeSs to‘ clarify the distinction between violence of story
and violence 1in story. He could begin by abandoning the
‘grammar of violence" he uses in his criticism: in Alibi that
rhetogic seems to have led him to confuse the metaphoric

acts of violgnce performed by the writer with literal acts of

violence performed hy his characters.
- i

\.
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J\Notes
!
<
L "Carnivalesque" is a term used by Kroetsch in his essay
"Carnival and Violence: a Meditation™ :to describe

unconventional works which dare to quest for truths the
"Safeway" novel avoidg, and "accept the terrors and the
obligations and the hecessary violence of ﬁﬁat guesting!
-("The Explod}hg\\qucupine: Violence of Form 1in Englé;ij\bﬁ
Canadian Fiction" 63).: Kroetsch says that he has

in mind Bakhtin's definition of "carnival" (“Carnivél

and Violence: A Meditation" 111).

-

7 .
Robert Lecker, in "Bordering On: Robert Kroetsch's

2
Aesthetic,“revéluates Kroetsch's theory of deconstruction as
sound and innovative. . Several «critics have attributed
Kroetsch's literary achievements to his understanding of
decgnsﬁructfonism:n Ricou, in "Field Notes. and Notes in a
Field: Forms of'thé West in Robert Kroetsch and Tom Robbins,"
Lernout, in*"Twenty~Five Years of Scolitude: What The Craw

5

. _
Said", MacKendrick, in "Robert Kroetsch and the Modern
-_— . * -

Canadian Novel of Exhaustion," Lecker in l'\?'Eeed From Story:

Narrative 'Tactics in Badlands," Moss, in "Himmler's Got the
\

King: An Essay on Badlands and Buyrning Water, and Thomas, in

p——
. - s,
. e
. .
o : .
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"pPriapus in the Danse Macabre" and Robert Kroetsch have

demonstrated what Kroetsch has been able to acﬁieve applying
his theory of deconstfuctioq to his work.f//:

.Perhaps alth&dgh. éritics haveAconcerﬁed themselves with
the literary ;roblems Kroetsch hés solved, .they have ignored
his treatment _of o} }iosopﬁical questions because Kroetsch
himself discourages that kind of investiéation of his work.

Asked -by Neuman in Labyrihths of Voice if he adheres to any

cultural or literary ideologies, he answered, "No, as a

Postmodernist:- I resist those overriding systems just as much

as I resist religious or political ones”(30-1}.
: |
f

\\3 It is important here/pé define Kroetsch's concept .of
“hero{\;because he does not subscribe to thg -romantic or’

mythical. definition of "hero" or the“modern definition of

"antihero. "Herces," he wrote in The Crow Journals, "are

the real clowns of our world" (55}). He views heroism as a
! . .. . .

marvellous yet comic transcending of human limitations. His

hero, theref\re, is as clownish as the modern antihero, but
as unrestricted by the laws of nature as ;hs hero of myth or
romance: we 1augh at the achievements of Hé&ard Jeremy, Web
and Jerry Lapanne, but we marvel rather than sneer, for at
the same time that their heroic deeds are ridiculous, they

are superhuman.

&

4 Christopher Lasch has identified this postmodern belief in

. He <cites Jeéerry Rubin as a

The Culture of Narcissism.

spokesmén for this way of thinkingi Rubin, in his book Growing

N B
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(Up) at Thirty-Seven, recounts how he “discovered //gls
‘botential only after being "deprogrammed" so that He no
longer felt compelled to obey the laws and morals he ‘had been
taught to respect since childhood (45-46). In "The White
Negro" Norman Mailer® implies the same argument, fhat we
childishly remain in a safe world of laws and morals instead

of maturely confronting the void.

5 Mailer describes the psychopath,‘ referring specifically

to the psychopathic murderer, as one who "has the courage™ to
gratify his ‘desires (284). We can- find this postmodern

attitude, that, it takes courage to confront our desires, in

much contemporary fiction: in Amado's Dona Flor's Two
Busbands, for example, Dona Flor 1is transformed from
antiheroine to heroine when she overcomes her fear of sexual

desire. Burroughs' Audrey Carsons, in Cities of the Red

Night is brave enough to confront both sexual desire and the

sadomasochistic desire for death when he tries the "elevator"

at the amusement park in Ba'dan, a "variation of hanging -

roulette . + . You start at the tenth floor with a rope
around your neck and drop down at express speed, and when the
elevator stops a panel flips open and you get popped" (269).
Murdoch and Irving portray their characters as heroic encugh

to confront the desires, wusually sexual, that they would

rather avoid: Susie, in The Hotel New Hampshire is said to
possess a "“complicated courage" for finally being able to
enter into a sexual relation with a male, and Charlotte, 1in

An Accidental Man, 1is applauded for her sexual relation with

5
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a woman—--"a younger Charlotte would have analyzed and

considered and taken flight" (379).

6 In Robert Kroetsch Peter Thomas, who haé written some of

\
" the best criticism we have of Kroetsch's work, describes
.
Jonah as exemplifying "the life of responsibility, cgution
and dogged faith in_the rightness of the social and economic

order™ (41).

Rosemary Sullivan defines Bledd's problem in slightly
different terms: "While Backstrom embodies an energy so
volatile that it must combust, Bledd embodies a control so

rigorous it must also self-destruct" (169).

e -

8/ Sullivan also‘sees Backstrom and Bledd as "two aspects of
;i v

e personality" (169).

- \
9 Sullivan defines K%oetsch's problem in slightly . different
terms: "Kroetsch seﬁms plagued by an inability to believe
that energy can be incorporated without either destroying or

being destroyed" (169). 1In But We Are Exiles and The Words of

My Roaring, Kroetsch regards energy as immoral--in his next

novels, he regards it as an amoral force.

10 See P.L. Surette's essay "The Fabular Fiction of . Robert

Kroetsch" for a detailed exploration of Kroetsch's use of the

picaresque.

11 - gyilivan observes that "Backstrom is afflicted . . .

with an 'oversized conscience'" (170).

While I speculate that The Words of My Roaring is guilt-
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ridden because Kroetsch is troubled by the proposal the novel
makes, that only by behaving immorally, can we puréue a
heroig,ﬁgourse, Kroetsch himself has given a very different

explanation:

Backstrom's doing that I think, tfying to Jjustify
everything he's ever done-—even while he's self-
deprecating. But sometimes it's just that terrible

need to hear a voice, even if it's your own voice.

It's also confessional, very confessional somehow or
other. In fact, you know, of the various modes
available, American writing -so often becomes
prophetic. I don't hear that pr@phetic voice in
Canada. Yet we  have the ~“wilderness . which

traditionally - seems to inspire the pﬁgghetié' voice;
instead Canada produces a very confessional voice . .
. &n American never asks himself, "Do I exist?" There
they are whérever they look. But Canadians have this
terrible fear that they'll look in tﬁe mi%;or and

nobody's there" ("Interview with Russell Brown" 15).

.

Kroektsch's explanation--that Backstrom'é voice is
"confessiondl" because confession and self-justification are
Eackstrom's way of confirming he exists--is convincing, but
it seems to be only part of the answer. Backstrom is having
note just an identity, but a moral, crisis: otherwise, he
would narcissistically acéept his triumph over Murdoch,

instead of deciding to go to those who have voted for him,
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and admit that he had nothing to do with the rain.

r!

12 Peter Thomas says there is a shift in tone between

But We Are Exiles and The Studhorse Man from “introspective

agony to.comic picaresque" ("Priapus in the Danse Macabre:
;The Novels o©f Robert Kggetsch“ 288). He stresses, that
althbugh the characters in Kroetsch's later novels act with
the same disregard for laws and morality, "their comic
presentation reorders the fictive coééequencés" {Robert

Kroetsch 36). In his interview with Russell Brown, Kroetséh

stressed that he prefers a comic vision because it is

"agnostic," "without belief" (8).:

13 An observation made by Peter Thomas in his essay "Priapus

in the Danse' Macabre: The Novels of Robert Kroetsch" 1is

useful here:

It is self-avident that Kroetsch is fascinated by the
sheer 1license of fiction--not only in accepting the
"tall story" tradition, for which Backstrom is a
natural subject, but also as release from the puritan
prose of the Guy-consciousness. The limitations of
the roaring—-boy hero within a realistic frame are, at
. the same time, themselves obvious. fhere is just so
much to be found in that surrogate rebellion
(incculated by comedy)} the picaresdue offers, unless
it accepts its own anarchic logic. ' Within the
realistic frame (however flimsy) the picaresque hero

is confronted by the representatives of social order



"162

in~ due succession. But there is no progression, no
expansion, of the terms by which he is defined . . .
. The improbable, the untethered, unrealistic picaresque

is 1its (socﬁety's) unadmitted dream of release" (291-

2).
14 Thomas quotes Kroetsch as saying "Comedy tells you that
there is no cause and effect, that chance operates against
it. The studhorge——it's not moral or immoral" ("Priapus in

the Danse Macabre: The Novels of Robert Kroetsh" 286).

15 Thomas observes that "Hazard Lepage, the hero of The

Studhorse Man takes Kroetsch far from the represged prose of
' [iy

his first novel...." (292).

-y

16 Kroeksch himself has given a very different

interpretation . of Jeremy's experience. He tells Newman and

Wilson 1in Labyrinths of Voice that Jeremy is made whole by

carnival (37). It would seem that Kroetsch is confusing

Jeremy's, debilitating experience of carnival with his own

successful  carnivalization  of the novel. "So  the
carnivalization .is what?" he asks, "It's happening to the
characters; and it's happening to the novel. It's double"
(37). But while his carnivalization of the novel is a form

of deconstruction to build anew, the carnivalization of
Jeremy's: identity 1is purely destructive: he loses his old
identity, but does not seem to acquire a new one, vanishing

from the novel.

17 Thomas say$s that "Tune is the "son" Dawe sacrifices to
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his own obsession . . . The Orphic has been destroyed by the
narcissistic, -the song is silenced. Dawe's notes .
betray him, for they record the event with only the pinched
and grudging, 'Dead. Tune. Dead' (224). Dawe cannot admit

either love or the language ofE}oss and rapidly approaching

silence. By sacrificing the Orphic - -in himself and refusing
the true descent, Dawe is left to his last speech:' 'I have
come to the end of words' (269)." (88).

18

This. theme of polar selves recurs in fiction treating

the postmodern problem of how to indulge desire without

growing addicted. Aﬁgdo's Dona Florx's Two Husbands is, an
obviocus example: Dona Flor c¢an maintain the étate of
indifference postmodernists regard as ﬁealthy only when she
has two husbands, one to satisfy her need for ordef, the

other to satisfy her dark self with its desire for thaos.

19 See Chapter 1, note 1l.

<0 Thomas observes that "It is Web . . . who performs an act

of sexual magic with Anna. Web is a thoroughly comic shaman,
initiated in ignorance, unaware of what he has done, the
clownish mask that Dawe, who does understand, albeit

reluctantly, will not wear. "He is the parody of Dawe's

.-quest, its antic reproof’ (90).

21 Thomas says that "births, deaths, marriages, the growth

of children into maturity, take place in an elastic time-band

which apparently leaves Liebhaber and Tiddy unscathed by age.
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Years and seasons are arbitrarily dﬁhmiséed . . . the effect
is . . . to wéaken the value of individual lives, to iénore
their existential weight in time, to insist wupon their
expendibility™ (113). .

I
22 Thomas says "This' evident collapse into chaos, confusion,

even apocalypse, 1is checked by Tiddy's decision 'to live for

the moment'" (114).

23 rhe interpretation Thomas ¢ives us of the end of What the

Crow Said is radically different from mine. He does not‘see'
it as a nightmare world made inhabitable once more. For him,
the ending is not a healthy restoration of order, but an
undignified "crawl back to the womb" (115). I agree with
Thomas to a certain éxtent: I feel that up until a certain
point in the novel the world Kroetsch presents us with in

What The Crow Said 1s "a matter of shit and silence." But

once the community -makes its crucial decision toc accept
desire, their world changes to one in which horrors such as
those Thomas focusses on-~-JG, a ''gruesome creation beyond
farce”, and the ghastly deaths of the husbands--would not

have a place (114-5).

1!
2% Linda Hutcheon observes that the "final words of the

novel suggest some rescolution, but it 'is one that must come

from acceptance of ambivalence" ("Double Vision" 79).
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Postmodernism and-the Narcissistic Perspective

of the works of Audrey Thomas

~

The short stories and novels of Audrey Thomas voice the
postmoder complaint thét the traditional reiationé between
men and women; and adults aﬁd children are wunhealthy.
Postmodernists regard-heterosexual monogamy as a debilitating
relatioﬁ\based on unnatural, perverted desires.  Typically,
they claim that it goes against our nature to be monogamoﬁs
and Heterosexual; We find this postmodern view of sexuality

expressed in Beyond Monogamy: Recent Studies of Sexual Alternatives

in Marriage. James R. Smith and Lynn G. Smith present the

postmodern aégrment that humans are “multisexual.and variably
bromiscuous, if not by 'nature' then surely by inclination
when the restrictions [imposed by morality] are removed"
(210). Albert Ellis concurs with them, in his article "Group
Marriage: A Possible A;ternative?“ Q170—3). Postmodernism
goes on to claim that the unnatural restrictidns heterosexual

monogamy imposes on .us have harmful consequences, which Ellis

identifies as "restrictiveness" and "possessiveness” (176).
Such a relation is, in effect, '"emotional and erotic

) bondage,“ according to Smith and Smith (35). They
argue that treating one another as possessions, both
spouses create 1in each other a “"whorelike dependence”

(34). Postmodernists add that not only do we
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make ourselves vulnerable, depending on léved ones, but we
deprive ourselves emotionally and séxually when  the
restrictions monogamy puts on us prevent us from developing
interpersonal relationg; Smith and’Smi{h claim that those
who honour the conventional code of morality, and‘reggect the
‘restrictions monogamy <imposes, suffer from "emotional and
sexual malnutrition" (34). Ellis uses a similar term--
"sexual starvation" (176). ' He insists that "under monogamy

a woman tends to marry at an early age and to have
long-term relations with one man and a few chiﬁdren for the
rest of her life. Her intense and deep encounters with other
human beings, therefore, tend to be gquite limited; by the
time she dies, it may be questionable whetf{er she has ever
truly lived ' . . . and the game thing is- true, although
perhaps to a lesser degree, for the average male in our
society" (179-80). One final argument postmodernism presents
against conventional marriage is that win a monogamous
relation, we are consumed by- neurotic jealousy and

/

"fetishistic" obsessions (Smith and Smith 337 Nena and George

0'Neill 59, Bernard 154-6). ;

We find these same arguments in T@}maé' fiction: it Es
pefhaps the grotesque imagery used {g define the relation
between husband and wife that gives these arguments the most
impact: in Mréf Blood, for example, isobel'and Jason are
likened to siamese twins (119), in "Galatea" marriage is seen
as a mutilation: the narrrator has "crippled" her husband

t

as surely as if she had cut off his toes with one of those

.. _‘"/-\
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wicﬁedfiooking knives. that she saw here on market-day" (Real
~M6€hers 45).

One .of the reasons marriage is an unhealthy relation,
postmodeﬂhiém argues, -is that it is a dangerous venture in
which one, 1if not both spouses, are bourid to be hurt. We
have seen that, according to postmodernists, one of the
dangers is that spouses mistakenly assume they can expect a
permanent commitment from their marriage partner: fidelity
goes against human nature, postmodernists insist, and we are
deluded if we think the ideal of a permanent coﬁmitment can
be actualized. Bernard argues from this 'postmodern
perspective that "exclusivity and permanence" are
"incompatibleﬁ: "If we insist on permanence, exclusivipy is
haréér to enforce; 1if we insist on exclusivity, permanence
may be endangered” (138}. Thomas agrees with postmodernists
that it is naive to think a .permanent commitment is possible
in marriage, and she shows us how harmful this naivety can
be: her characters are devastated when they discover there is
no such certitu%e in marriage. In "Crbssing the Rubicon”
lwhen Sheila learns that her huébaﬁd has a lover, she says, "I

feel as though Ilve been walking around in a bubble for the

last six years . . . .and now, it's burst" (Real Mothers 159).

In Intertidal Life, Alice breaks down when her husband

deserts her, because she cannot live without guarantees: when
she realizes she has been living in a void, and not a world

of certainties, she is overwhelmed by horror:

" .

She locked at.him and he had, magically, moved back twenty

L
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or thirty feet. There was an enormous distance growing
between&ﬁhem; 'Like an earth fault, suddenly openﬂag/ﬁp, he
on one. side and she on the other. All kinds of things
faliing into it . . . : :

| Terrified, she got up and began to walk up and doyn on
the braided oval rug, making certain patterns which_ her
.Eeet seemed to know automatically. .

d "I'm over the edge, Peter! 1I'm over the edge!™ (48-9).

That marriage cannot last forever is treated as a given,

2 In Thomas' works, it ‘seems

then, by postmodernists.
inevitable that husband and wife will go separate _ways.

"Nobody married forever anymore,” Rona announces as a matter

. of fact, in "Timbuktu,” (Real Mothers 129). Her husband

Philip has . already bg?n'abandoned by one\vife, and it is
Eresented to us as only natural that. Rona would leave him too
(113-4). This same assumption, that marriage cannot last
forever, 1is voiced in "Out in the Midday Sun": Frank has
alfeady had two wives, and between him and his third wife is
"the tacit understanding that the line did not necessarily
"stop there" (96).

Postmodernists insist that commitment in marriage is an
unrealistic ’f::jh-becausg we need "sexual varietism"-'(Ellis
178). Even though many of Thomas' characters are digmayed to
admit it, they confess they have grown tired of their
marriage partnersl and are sexuallyf attracﬁsd to others.
Ischel, in’Mrs. Blood, no longer loves Jason, and wonders why

she expected to love him forever, when she knew from previous

l_/‘
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relations that she is sexually attracted to men for a short
time only, and then loses. intcrest in them. Tom}s wife, in
*Kill Day on the Government Wharf" is disconeerte = hen' she
realizes 'she is sexually attrdcted to the young j:j:¥n who

uses her telephonem She and her husband are both becomlng

' ¥
uncomfortably aware of the "sad and immeasurable gulf between

‘them" and their efforts to bridge it are futlle although

&)

. sexes.

she refuses to eat the fish the Indlgn has sent her,\ and
=~ ; \

tries to compensate for her disloyal feellngs with the

J
\"violence of her ‘lovemaking," husband and wife are as

distanced from each -other as ever when they fall asleep

("Two in the Bush" and Other Stories 147).. In: Intertidal

H

" Life, even Alice, who would seem to be of all Thomas’

characters the moét committed to the ideal of a.conventional

marriage, confesses that she has had a.f‘fairs‘,,,qu with both
" “w
3 ¢

Marriage 1is inevitably boring, postmodernisﬁ argues,

beoause the relation between-huséand and wife is {completely

predictable. Since’ boredom cannot..be endured \Vjcordlng to

the postmodernlst, marrlage necessarlly becomes 1ntolerable 4
* ‘.

In "Timbuktu" Rona claims her boredom is wunbearable. She

"has"’ to - getAJaway (lll).. Likg.; Rona, ' Peter, in

Intertidal Life, and Munchmeyer find marriage insuffepably

dulla They cannot stand the certainty and security that come
. . e - 2

. from being loved, 'and long instead fof‘excitement, change and

even an element of danger in their lives. Munchmeyer is
revolted by Martha because e\ls such a good prov1der. The
wholesome food she prepares, thg domestic tasks she excels

/‘§

I3
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atﬂﬂ offend him. Alice has offended Peter the same way; he

leaves her for unpredictable women who will not create around

him a.stable, and therefore unigarable world.

In Thomas': work we find voiced too the postmodern

argument that it is impossible to commit ourselves to

marriage without losing our sense of identity.s Her

characters see Fhemselves as "vegetables" during their
E]

married life, and believe that they could not come into being

until they escaped the relation. "The real meaning of

Easter," the professor in "A Monday Dream at Alameda Park"

.realizes, once he is out of a marriage that "had néarly

killed him," "is that resurrection is a possibility for us

‘all" (206, 207). R o i

vt
N

Postmodernists claim that to keep our identity ihtact we
must be independent, since if we relate closely to others, we

become nothing more than their . reflection. Conventional

marriage, postmodernists claim, does not allow us to be

independent: as they understand itaﬁghen we marry, we aséﬁme

the identity of our spouse. This is Rona'é_ experience in

-

"Timbuktu: she complains that because she _-has no .

independence in hér role as wife, ghe feels herse;f ceasing
to exist. "I don't feel real any more. I don't feel g@s
though I:m a separate person. 1It's as though there were some
limb or a set“of'mUSCLes that I'm not using, that'I can feel

shrivelling up; atrophying" (1l1).

%" Marriage also deprives ug of fur identity, postmodernism

claims, by leaving us®sexually  p§u1§il1éd: as postmodernists
.

..
m“ : o i
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understand it, we do not know who we are until we discover

ourselves- -as sexual beings.6

We capnot make this discovery

™

in a conventional marriage, they insist, arguing that we are

by nature bisexual and promiscuous, .and therefore cannot find

AN

our true selves in a relation whicﬁ\fis\\?etérosexual and
L)

monogamous . In Blown Figures, Iscbel has! become all but

~

invisible, because her marriage to Jason has been! sexually B
Ci e " S
unfulfilling and has eroded her 1dent}ty. She desperately ~

needs the Dutch boy she meets on the ship.to make love to her

before she loses her sense of self completely.

/

N

The professor' ¢

in® "A Monday Dream" had not been able to discover his whole

*

identity in a conventional marriage because the relation left

him sexually unfulfilled: in spite of the maf;Tagé he had

been able to realize his intellectual self, but he had never

Bee?/ able to know himself as a sexual being. Thinking back

_t ;
on his first marriage, he asks "where had his body been

v

during all that time?" (207). Peter, in Intertidal Life, has

- .
the same ﬁamgiiizt'as the professors e 1insists he did not

exist while he was married_to Alice because theirs was not a

~ .

sexual relation, and therefore, he had no sense of identity.

We have Y. seen that pgstmodernism argues that by

restijcting our interactions with others, marriage locks u§\x r
- "-"'_J/ »

into a very unhealthy, wumnatural relation with our partner

) &

~

In Thomas' fiction the iglation between husbahd and wife is

depicted from this postmodefn perspectfﬁe,

as a mutual

dependence debilitating to both. In "Aquarius", for example,i

2

Erica_stays married to a man she detests because she needs to

. feed off h%s'pain vampirically. - Her husband hates her, but

& . D

J N\ '
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is her ‘"captive! and cannot leave (Ladies and Bsgorts 12,

[
17). Isobel, in Mrs. Blood, sees herself as Venus flytrap
devouring Jason (107). But Jason consumes hey, too. , Isobel
thinks of him as Yfattening her up" before he/eats her. . In

—

Latakia a mutual (dependency is the basis of' Michael and.

Hestex's marriage. Michaél has been careful to make Hester
completely dependént on him: she is in a particularly

helpless position when they are travelling through foreign
e .

'countries, because Michael, who has learned other languages,

i

does all the talking, and hq\appoints himself keeper of all

their maps,. tickets and rbom'keys.-.She can go nowhere if he

is not with hgr. But as Rachel realizes, Michael, because of
his ego, 1is as hopelessly debendént on Hester: his ego., she
tells him is "a very large dog to which you [are] irrevocably
chained,; a gog "which [is] constantly hungry. And Hester
[is] the one who {isL always there with Ehe Gravy train, even
before the dog [begins] to whimper" (40).

- Thomas offers various explanations for this unhealthy
interé;pendencé. In some of her works, it is ﬁen-who are
blamed for making dependency' the basis of marriage: having
never learned to sustain themselves, her male characters
blackmail the women who love tﬂ%ﬁ into forfeiting their

. N . . .
identity to take on the stifling role of nurturer. As "Alice

puts it, in Intertidal Life: ) [

e

y

"Tf ~ [the womaqg is to move forward &% all she has to

‘)- dévelop a layer of selfgshness--self-is-ness--that has.
a ?/I . ¥ -

# _ -
4 .

b g
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been traditionally reserved for men. But then the
men, who feel 'despisdd and rejected,' accuse these
women of being 'cold.'

"'If you love me why do you neglect me?' or words

\k\to that effect.

ﬁ‘"As though all the heaﬁ, all the energy of the
woman' had to be directed toward the man! - .
“Aﬂd the woman, guilty'in her own eyes; never mind
the man's, weeps and asks forgiveness and accepts the
man's point of view aé the’ correct one--or the only
one. She backs down and puts dinner on or else.
& "If's like what happened to Peter and me. He
encourages me‘ and encourages and encourages me and
then, when I'm really committed to writing, really

flying around out of the nest a bit, he says, 'You're

~ cold, vyou're calling the shots, you're neglecting

me.'" (173-4).

3 .

In Latakia Rachel accuses Michael of the same thing:

-~

and body~ ... (40).

!

LW

Women a2 supposed to definefthemselves,tnrough the
men they love: wife of %;p—Prime Minister, mother of
the priest.. Wife of the rising young novelist. How
y®u hated it iébwe went to a bartygor a gathering of
some sort and I got more attention phan you. I-began
to ologf?e {to you), to turn down invitations to do

readings. . . It wasn't enough that I loved you mind
~— "

PR o : <& | \\\fl
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. But as well as this feminist explanation, Thomas offers
a pbdstmodern one: some of her characters are hopelessly
dependent on each other because the sexual attraction they

7

feel for each other cannot be resisted. Munchmeyer detests

his J}(Sf but he cannot break away from her because he finds

her sexually irresistible. He thinks of her as "Death. The"

White Goddess. The flytrap" (59). Isobel realizes that she

and Jason became trapped in marriage because of the sexual
c

attraction they held for each other (Mrs. Blood 118). In

) s i
Intertidal Life even after Alice and Peter have separated,

they have to keep meeting because they are tied to eath other
by their sexual needs.

: .
In Thomas' fi%tion, the postmedern attitude toward

(”\\\marriag extends to the family as well. Postmodernism claims

that n conventional families, parents tyrannizé their
children, while children feed parasitically off their mothers
and fathers, and even deprive them of their identity.8

g

Parents are depicted in Thomas' work as authority figures who

.

reg;ess.and even terrorize or devour their offspring. 1In her
novels, an igage recurs of the mother as a gigantic, menacing
shadow on the nursery wall. In "Aquarius" we find' the
postmodern -notion of parenthood symbolized by the Mézambique
‘Mouth-Breeder, her fry "struggling ; +« . behind the closed
gate of their mother's teeth...." (14}. We are told in all
of the works that Isobel appears in that she has been
trgumaﬁized by her mother's terrorism: she remembers dreading

the moment Clara might throw the electric heater into the

bathtub, killing her and her sister. She-.and Jane 'were



175

tortured meﬁtally by their mother throughout thein‘childhood:
Clara accused them, 1in long, bitter letters she slid under
their doors, of ruining her life, and terrified them with
dramatic acts of vioiénce, smashing mirrors and‘ portraits,
and throwing ﬁheir Christmas dinner into the snow. Evgﬁ when
Thomas' characters have become adults, their parents continue
to tyrannize thgy. - Jason's motﬁer contributes to Isobel's
collapse by und;}mining her sense Sf self-worth; similarly,
Alice 1is devastated by her mother-in-law's destructive
criticism. .

But while the child;en in Thomas' work are victiﬁized by
their parents, they, 1in tﬁrn;'_prey on their motpers and
fathers. - In Mrs. Blood, the unborn child is depicted as a
parasite feeding ,off its mother. wé are téld that giving

birth, the self of the mother is all but annihilated by the

-child who is given life at her expense:

They come out, if properly, head first and
downwards, diving into life through the blazing red~-
ring of their mother's agony; as though through a hoop
of fire. They are held up and admired and patted on
the back as though they, and not the broken, spent
thing lying on the tabig, were the heroces. . . . And
the Bloody thing in the bed or on the table smiles and
forgets thg hbrror and the outrage and holds out her
arms to receive her violator,A'her hero, her f£fish,
saying, 'This is my body which was given for thee.

Feed on me in thy heart by faith and by thanksgiving’
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(182-3).

Even as they grow older, the children in Thomas' fiction are
depicted as dependent, and therefore a threat "to . their
mother's identity. Isobel feels consumed by theédemands Mary
and Nicholas put op her (Mrs. Blood-122); Alice and Rachel,
~although they are loving mothers, feel their children hinder
them in their search for an identity. Along with Alice and
Rachel, Helen 1in "Real Mothers", and the unnamed ‘gentral
character in "Harry and Violet", complain that- their children
refuse to allow them to exist as sexual beings. This is a
serious threat to their identity, for the assumption made in

Intertidal Life, Latakia, "Harry and Violet" and "Real

Mothers" is the postmodern one that we;define ourselves by
our sexuality.

To summarize, we can consider a passage in Mrs. Blood
that epitomizes the postmodern argumeht against conventiénal
domestic relations. The passage is a description og the
anhealthy relations between Isobél and her husband, and
between them and their children, debilitating relations based
on values which have made all four of them vulnerable.
Valuing security too highly, they have formed painful

attachments to one another, instead of remaining self-

reliant, and therefore, invulnerable:

Jason and I lusted after one another, briefly and
beautifully, because we met in a winter when we both

were lonely. Why couldn't we leave it at that? Why

} ]
V1
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did I insist that it was love? ~ Why did I Qant a
definitive scalp for my belt? Why is he not just a

~memory, like all the rest? Now Qe are linked
together 1like some grotesque infant with two “of
everything exceﬁt some vital.piece——backbone pefhaps.
Our history prevents us from ever dréwing apart:
Mary, Nicholas, the past as "we," not he and I.

To shake hands and'wilk away swiftly in opposite
directions--that woula be the fine thing to do.

But that would leave Nicholas and Mary weeping,
like the woodcutter's children, alone in the forest.
and prey for any witches who happened upon them
weeping there.

Wedlocked to one another; and no‘keyst

People travelling in the same réilway carriage

rarely exchange addresses. Lovers should be‘ like

that (119).

Like Ondaatje and Kroetsch, Thomas is interested in the
prescriptions postmodernism has offered us for "healthier"
human relations. Her novels and short stories explore the
various alternatives' postmodernism has suggested to
conventional marriage and the  traditional family. Open
marriage is considered as a possibility in many of her works.
Her characters claim the right postmodernism grants spouses
to live independently, to have a life separate from their
marriage partner. While the professor in "A Monday Dream"

lies sick }n the hospital, his wife investigates Mexico

/\
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. without him. Eﬁen when he is well again, they agree .to ;bqnd
their days apart. When he returns to the Sﬁates, Laura will
'npt be . . accompanying him: "they'were very liberated, very
libéral, in their attitude ‘to one another. What was <he
point of their always 5eing together?" (210). 1In "Timbuktu,"
élthough Philip objects, he agrees that it. is Rona's
prérogative to leave him to go on a journey she insists on
making alone. In Blown Figures .Jason approves of his wife's

;

“decision to leavé him to return tc® Africa alone: "I know that ./

I love you and believe in you," he writes, "that the journey
you have begun is righ; and good-—-that the purpose goes
beyond what you may think and that the results in the end
will be positive for both of us" (18).

In addition to this independence, Thomas' characters
claim another right postmodernism says is theirs in an open
marriage: the freedom to have sexual relations with others

besides their spouse.9

Laura accepts her husband's decision
to establish a sex&al relation with Rqsario and Iﬁez. ‘Hester
agrees to extend their marfiage to include Rachel. Alice
claims she would have been willing to form a ménage & trois
with her husband and Anne-Marie.

Thomas explores in her work not just.postmodern marital
arrangements, but family arrangemeq}s too. The possibility
of a communal family is explored/iﬁ Latakia and Intbkrtidal
Life. Insworks such as "Real Mdghers?ﬁénd "Harry and Violet"

“__f\-._/ 1Y -
‘Thomas defines how open marriage afferts the dynamics between

children and their parents. In "Three Women and Two Men" and

Munchmeyer family'arrangements even more radical than these
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are explored: Margaret and Richard ask a. friend into their
harriage to bear a‘'child for them, and Mudchmeyer, who has
left his = wife and children because he resented the
responsibility they put on him, assumeé a very unconventional
role in the Lodestone family, a role which allows him, an
adult, to be nurtured like a child, Withou£ being réquired to‘
give anything in return. , |

Thomas' characters mu§E change their way of thinking
before they can éstablish new:marital and familial relations
based on a postmodern code. They must learn to dissociate
love and sex, so that they do not become emotionally involved
with their partners.  "Pure sex, without love," Munchmeyer
thinks, "is maybe the best there is" (13). They must no
longer think of loyalty and self—sacrifice as virtues, and
they must adopt the attitude that nobody has ‘the right to ask
for commitment from another. "Dén't tell me how £o ru my
life," Michael warns Rachel when she violates the postmiéern
code by objecting to his plan té join Hester for Christmas.
He reminds Racﬁel that she has no claim on him, that he owes
her nothing. The divorced mothers in Thomas' work must stop
assuming their lives are centred around their children: they
must accustom themselves to being separated, at\%east part of
the time, from . the{r children. To break out of’ the
traditionai relaﬁions they have always been a part of,
Thomas' characters must bec;me completelyk self-reliant so
that they are invﬁlnerable to jealousy and ‘the fear of being

alene. - They undergo various ordeals in an attempt to
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overcome their fears, and they ‘insist their children have
painful, but, they feel, necessary confrontations with

whatever they are afraid of. Isobei, in Blown Figures,

forces herself to go back to .Africa alone to come to terms

with the insecurities debilitating her. Stella, in Intertidal
. Bt N
. )
Life, imposes on herself the ordeal of a jou fey back to

California to face her lover's death. Rachel{, in . Latakia,
refuses to allow herself to go cJome, after Michael abandons
her in Greece,_‘but makes herself stay and learn to overcome
_her horror 6f being alone. "For their own good," Jason, 1in
Mrs. Blood, makes Mary and Nicholas také hold of‘the.cand}es
they are afraid of, and venture into the dark they fin&f S0
frightening.

Many postmodern alternatives to comeentional domeftic
relations are considered in Thomas' work, but none of ﬁhéﬁ
proveT to be a solution. Those like Rona and Isobel, who
leave their husbands to establish separate identities, are no
better off on their own. Travelling'éo Bamako, Rona finds
not a solution but a dilemma: she wants her freedom and
Philip. She cannot detach herself emotionally ffom cthers,

she comes to realize: in Bamako she depends on P.J. and in

turn, the Weavers rely on heg. In Blown Figures Isobel's

journey to Africa intensifies her problems instead’oklsolving
them: far from regaining her sense of identity, she vanishes
completely "diésolving" as she gets further and frrther from

her husband and children.

Just as the postmodern prescription to detach themselves

" from others fails to cure Thomas' characters, . experimenting

i P
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~

wifh unconvenﬁ{gnal sexual arrangements proves to be no
remedy either. 1In "A Monday Dream" Laura and her husband are
hurt by their sexual encounter with Inez and Rosario; crying
in . each other's arms after the painfﬁl experiénce, Laura
advises the professor to "let go of it" but it would éeem he
is not able to, .for the next dayr he feels "tired and
convalescent” and Mexico seems "unfriendly, coldﬂ (214, 216).
The characters 1in Laéakia, "In the Bleak Mid-Winter" and
"Cro%sing the Rubicon" are injured psychologically trying to
N

live in a ménage & trois. Realizing that her roie "in the
relatién w%}ﬁ Maggie and Patrick is masochistic, Johanna is
able to leave thém before she has.been seriously hurt, but
she has'suffered, nevertheless. When Patr%q&upells hef tH%t
Maggie has been crying, she informs him that she knows why
Maggie 1is in pain because she herself cries tooL " The
narrator of "Crossing-the Rubicon".seems to have fared worse
than Johanna participating in a ménage a .trois. She is
bitterly cynical about the experience, and her cynicisé
betrays her pain. When asked if she really lived with Shei}a
and her husband, she lashes out w}th,- "Oh, ves, but I think
we did it more for the sound of the thing than anything else

. . Ménage a trqis. It sounas so nice, so qivilized and

sophisticated. Quite different from” 'bigamy' or 'scgewing

two women'. . . Although, after a while, it sounded

bs to®

ménage a twat to me" (162). As therapy, she tri
{
about the experience, but she has been too hurt to confront

her past directly, and instead of writing about what actually

S

D
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happened, she ‘invents a story about a woman.imﬁdne to pain,
who walks away from the ménage ;nscathed. Like the narrator
of "Crossing the Rubicon," Rachel, in Latakia, writes about
her painful experience 1in a ménage15 frois as an act of
therapy. She claims she has been strong enough. to emerge
from the experience intact, but'like her counterpart in
"Crossing Ehe‘ quiéon‘ she bétrayg her hurt; She ines
herself away when she tells ﬁSishe is seeking revenge for her
injuries, and when she is unable to sustain her callous, cool

tone, and vents her feelings of anger and pain, calling

Michael "the egotist, the liar, the hypocrite, the coward“ 

{35). Although she attempts to convince us she is tpugh by
. L

using coarse exppessions, we hear her Bltterness: "the ass is

always greener on éhe other side," she quips, but her

—

ﬂlippancy does not fool us (20). She' has ndE fared as well
as / she would have us believe: at ope point, she Jas 58
< . .
. - N 7 .
overwhelmed, she felt like ki%ling,herself (53). L2

S In Thomas' fiction, the homd&exual relation, like the
/ rel

méhabe 3 trois, fails to prove itéelf'a healthier aiternative
to heterosexual monogamyf In "A Monday Dream" the professor
is hgrt psychologically by his sexual encounter with'Rosarié.
‘Alice, in Intertidal Life, is not injured by her homosexual

- .3
experience with Sefene, but she has not gained anything by

it, either. It has not raiged her level of self-esteem-—-she

cannot talk about the experience comfortably--and it has not

cured eithenQ—Qer or Selene of their pain. Alice has not

£

' . . Vo . © -
succeeded in comforting Selené/;s either a mother or a lover,

nor has she herself been fulfilled sexuallx or éustained
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emotionally.

- hY

not homosexual,

in Blown Figures,

experience. Pefsuaded by
acts that she regérds as
pleasure; but also
philosophy is postmodern,
dark desires

encounters do not improve

horror

_shé will discover who she really is,

183
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Experimenting with sexiual practices which, althéugh
are-certainly unconventional, Isobel, in

is seriously hurt by her postmodern

Jack to engage 1n sexual
.,abnormal, Isobel feels

and disgust. " whose

Jack,

claims that by acknowledging her

r

but their

her sense of self--quite the

contrary, her sense of identity becomes confused because she

cannot relate

In Thomas' work, it
alternatives
alternatives
Helen
traditional relation she

children, but

to the conventional family structure as

and her husband had

the relations the children become a

to the woman Jack is*turning her into (38-9}).

is not just the postmodern

to conventional marriage that do not work, but

well.

in "Real Mothers" diagnoses as "almost incestuous” the

with their

part of

when their father leaves, and her lover Lionel moves in, seem

far more perverted. Lionel threatens Marie~Anne with his
sexual advances, treats Patty sadistically, and corrupts
Clayton, teaching him how to use drugs. We are given 1a
similar picture in Egga&ié:- while Michael dces not actualfy

corrupt Rachel's daughters,
"\ "5,

jealous, they become more

ever,

he threatens them. Insecure and

possessive of their mother than

and do not attain the self-reliance postmodernism .

claims children would have in an "open" family.

~
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But wﬁile Thomas can conclude in “her fiction that
‘postmodern prescr%ptions do not mgke for healthier relations,
she seems reluctant to admit. this. She seems espécially
rg&uctant ”to cénéid@r thé poésibility that‘ thé postmodern
pﬁilosophy might be inadequate. Instead, she looks for other
explanations; the code could be lived by, shé inéists in many
of her works—--"A Monday Dream", "In the'Bleak Mid-Winter",
Latakia, "Crossing the Rubicon", "The More Little Mummy 1in
the World"--if certain Machiavellién individuals did not

corrupt it to serve their own ends. 1In works like Songs My Mother

‘Taught Me, Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures, the defense of
ﬁpposémodernism is presented along somewhat different 1ines}

the - postmodern code should be lived by, but there are some

who cannot adheré to it because they-lack the fortitude. ® If

the postmodern presérigzions for better relations do not

work, Thomas argues in these novels, it is not the code that
hgéLfailed, but th&se like Isobel who have not the strength
to live according their 6wn postmodern convictions.

Assessing the failure of postmodern living arraﬁgements,
Thomas argues in several of her works that her characters
‘find themselves in 'sado-masochistic relatigns not because the
postmodern code of ‘conduct is 1inadequate, but because
Machiavellian perso;s expertly corrupt the code and pervert
‘postmodern ideals. In many of her works shé contrasts
chéractifg“ who honour the code with those who corrupt. it,
arguing that althouéh hér characters do not find happiness

, -outside conventional domestic relations, they could have, if

postmodernism beliefs\;;a“been practiced sincepely. In "The
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More . Little Mummy in the World" although Rachel ié hurt in.
the postmodern rélétion she has with her lover, Thomas does
not seem to be coﬁéémning their "open" relation. Rather, we
are led 'to believe that if the hypocritical lover had adhered
to the code he purpor;;d to believe in, then he and Rachel
could have had an ideai relation, ‘the perfect alﬁernaﬁive to
conventional marriagé. What he profesées to want 1is " a
relation like the one postmodernists prescribe, in which

partners retain their independence rather than trying to

possess one another. Neither he nor Rachel isg ‘to make
demands on one another, and they are to avoid a dangerous
emotional attachment to each other. Both must be fearless

and self-reliant, and not. look for sechrity in the
relationship. This 1is what he claims they have, but as
Rachel discovefs, in fact ghese are not the terms of their
relationship at all. While he expecté her to take enormous
risks, he himself takes none. ' When she finds herself with
child, he 1insists the problem is hers alone. Although he

promises to go with hersto Mexico for an adventure, aE the
last minute he tells her she must go by herself, and she
finds herself having to confront a nightmarish world alone.
While he insists she has no right to expect emotional suﬁport
from him, he expects to be nurtured by her: haQing denied her
moral support as she goes through an abortion, he will not
give her even physical assistance whén she collipses outside
the hospital, yet as soon as they are home, he asks her to

prepare supper for him and his sons. He claims that in their
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"open® rel&tion he has the Right to fulfili himself' with
other sexual’partners{ but.he exercises this'privilege not to
have meaningful reiations with other women, but to" make
Rache} jealous. |

In "A Monday Dream"” Laura and her husband are hurt by

their sexual encounter with Rosario and 1Inez, not, Thomas

argues, because they have ventured outside the bounds of
heterosexual monogamy, but because they have fallen into the

hands of "cruel, sophisticated" people who have "set them up
. ¥ '

for their amusement" (213). Laura tells her husband after

the incident that this was not the first time she has been
asked by a woman to make love, but that there was
nevertheless a crucial difference between the two
experiences: whereas Inez was manipulating her, her first
homosexual  partner was not expioitive. Postmodernism
promises that thogé who experiment with unconventional sexual
practices will find both pleasure and a sense of identity:
Thomas argues that while such experihenté%%dght yield these
rewards, thié'is not necessarily the case. A distinction is
stressed .in "A Monday Dream" between the relation Laura has
wi£H her husband, 'which.does yiéld these rewards, and the’
professor's encounter with Rosario and.Inez, which affords
neither. Because Laura is sexually uninhibited, he is able

to relate to her as a sexual being, 1in a way that he could

not relate to his repressed first wife. Thinking. that

L]
Rosario and Inez, like Laura, are sexually . Liberated’ .he

believes he will experience the same sensual pleasure he has

known with his second wifg,:f<aqp what he takes to be a

T
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healthy lack " of sexual- inhibition' is /%ctually,‘ in the

) / . A 3
exicans, a perverted fasc1nat10n w1 obscenity. He 1is

horrified when thej~@uwﬂ;_ x'xuaL/gct into a bestial and
violent performance. - Likeﬁisekfﬂ he confuses Inez and

Rosario's psychopathic ablllty to regard others as objects,

with the belief Laura has ,aught him, that it is dangerous

to be so emotionally attﬂéhed to another that one seeks to
‘f?" "
possess that person. /k :
el AT ‘
i BSatakia we»flnd a 51m11ar argument, that what could
. "< H’

have been an ldéal postmodern relation turns out to be sado-

masochlstkzkbondage, nQt because the postmodern philosophy is
=5

1nadequate, but becaﬁé; its code was not adhered to. In
La \w:; Rachel is blamed for "breaking up the ménage but tﬁp
:Uiprits are Aactually Michael and Hester. ‘Rachel has made
(f;fevery attempt to follow the postmodern code: s?e has not-~
' allowed herself to take precautions, and - has .risked

everything to enter the relation, she has not tried to

"possess" Michael, she. has realized she must be "self—-<:¥

reliant", and although she has not succeeded in overcoming
her -feelings of jea&ousy”in the ménage, she does not allgw°
those feelings to affect her behaviour. If Michael and
Hester had done the same,y we are given to understand, then
» - the three of them wouid have had a "mature” "liberated"
relation. But as Rachel points out to us, it was not in
Hesﬁer's interest vo make the ménage work, and so she did not
co~operate. She refuses to abide/ by the spirit of the laws

- lf .
governing.a ménage 3 trois, threitening to leave the ménage
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if Rachel becomes pregnant. She dominates in a relationship .
which is supposed to be based on freedom: as Rachel observes,
"she was really the one in control" (100).. She admits to
Rachel that she does not také thé menage seriously: "she
felt all along that [it] was just one of [Michaél'si
fantasies and she had come up to ‘help [him] act it out'"
(100).
| What Rachel realizes is that it was not iﬁ Michaei‘s
interest either for the relation to succeed: it ié only in a
convenéional marriage that he could be happy for he wants all
those things postmodernism says we must not want: security,
commitment, ‘nurturing, possession. "How fliberated' you
insisted 6n us being," Rachel accuses him, "when you are the
most jealous and possessive man I have ever met” (48).
"Strange, how your swan song turned out to be securitf" (19).
dlthough Michael purports to believe in a lifestyle we ha&er

defined as postmodern, as Rachel points out, he 1is committed

to convention: "You have not chosen between two individuals,"

she observes, “®"but between two ways of relating to a woman.
You trigd the conventional way, and, obviously, found it
dissatisfying-—~at that time--so you found me. But you are
still too self-centred and weak-egoed to ever be able to make
it with someone, who insists on mutuality" (43).°

.The same péttern emerges in‘“Croésing the Rubicon" and
"In the Bleak Mid-Winter": Sheila and Maggie, the wives in
the ménages, deliberately sabdtage the relation to have their
husbands to themselves again, while their husbands eventually
opt out of the arrangement because it is too threatening.

.
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Both of them are intimidated by the "other woman" in the
ménage because she is self—Feliant and emotionally déféched,
and therefore cannot be blackmailed into giv'hg up her
identity to act as no more than a mirror to er insecure
iover.

IThomas seems. anxious to prove in works-such as "A Mondéy
Dream", "The More Little‘Mummy,“ Latakia, "In Ehe Bleak Mid-
Winter" and ."Crossing the .Rubicon" that it is not the
postmodern code that is inadequate, but those who try to.iive

by it: it seems important to her that the code be vindicated

when its tenets have been violated. She punishes the
Machiavellians who have cérrupted the ideals of
1postmodernism, with censure and ridicule. Inez and Rosario

are portrayed in completely unattractive terms, and dismissgd
as being unhuman. Patrick and Maggie are presented to us as
utterly contemptible: Thomas' exposure of their weaknesses is
ruthless--i is a cruelly sarcastic voice that describes
Maggie's wegkdigeétive system and Patrick's ego. In Latakia

Hester and Michael are exposed the same way." Hester's

martyrdom is presented to us as masochistic and servile: we
find her disgustina, drinking Coke éo Michael can have the
last.bottle of ouzo, repressing her artistic talent so that
he will notrféel threatened. Michaei:is treatéd even more
ruthlessly: over and over we are given the safie picture of
him, looking utterly ridiculous and contemptible, stumbling

back to bed after a trip to the bathroom, in nothing but a T-

shirt that does not reach his navel.
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In Songs My Mother Taught Me, Mrs. Blood and Blown

Figures again we see the postmodern code vindicated because
its tenets have not been'upﬁeld. The central character,
Isosel, is condemnedlfor violating the code. Her excuse—-
that she ;acks Epe inner stréngth to live by it--is rejectéa,
and she is forced to pay for her trangression. In Songs she
is condemned to work in a mental institute for having grown
up in a "safe" environment in which she learned to need
stability, certainty ‘and harmony, and learned to fear the
unknown and the chavtic. Her past 1is presented to us és_ a
series of "crimes": one of her most serious "offenses" was to
react with terror when her grandmother suddenly died in front
of her and her kindergartén class. Her respénse is Efésen;ed
as inappropriate and deserving of punishment: she is accused
for having wet her pants, and condemhed to wear a pair of
boy';. under@ear. But apparently this is not eﬁough to
expiate her sin: she apologizes for not havinéflived by the

postmodern code while she was growing up, and offers to work

in the hospital to make up for her offenses:

In many ways my upbringing had been as sheltered as
that of a girl in a convent. I+ came to me that I
knew nothing of the town outside of downtown (sigl_the.
department stores and specialty shops, ﬁhe banks and
credit offices, the Presbyterién church, the library,
the movie houses and a bit of the West Side.

I had always'turned my head'away from the blind

pencil seller at the corner of Main qu Chenango
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streets. I had never seen a dead person, let alone a

mad one (139).

When she cannot endure the obscenity that ;he encounters at
the mental hospital, she apologizes some more: "o;éorry SOrry
sorry," she cries when she is so nausea;ed and horrified by
one of the paﬁients that shé has to run out of the room
(165). ~

In Mrs. Blood [Isobel is still apologizing for offenses
she committed as’a child and é'teenager, not having been
tauéht the postmodern code of conduckt, .and we are given to
understand ‘that her apologies are very much in order, and
that her punishments are very muph deserved. We are 'invited
' ~to despise her for having been so traumatized as a child by
the sight of a decap@tated body and a road streaming with
milk and blood that. she was unable téhswallow for a week..  We
are asked to feél conﬁempt for her because she fainted as a
girl, when, while she was helping to prepare a corpse for

burial, she accidentally clawed great strips of flesh off the

body . Qur scorn is intensified by her attempt, before she
confesses that she fainted, to present herself as a
postmodern character immune to horror. "I know the smell of

" death and I know the feel of death too," she boasts to us as

-

'she begins her account, and assumes a callous tone to secure
our approval. She seems that much more contemptible in our
eyes, then, when we realize this 1is bravado.

By juxtaposing these past “"offenses" with 1Isobel's

miscarriage, Mrs. Blood 1leads us to believe that her

L3



suffering during this experience is also an offense; her
horggr, disgust and. pain we are to ‘interpret as

inappropriate. This is not the way to behave, Wwe are told:

r

Isobel violates the postmodern code by not responding with
indifference. It 1is not jﬁst Ehrough the strategy of
juxtaposition 'that'Mr5. Blood makes.the claim that TIsobel's
sufferiqg‘is offeniive. The attitude of the other characters
in the novel is that Iscbel is not behaﬁing properly, and the
reader 1is forged. to agree with them in part, at least,

because the only other point of view

we are.‘aff?rded is

Isobel's, and as she becomes more and more hysteriqal and
paranoid, e realize her assessment of the situation cannot
be  trusted. Tﬁerefore, we find'oufSelves agreeing with br.
Shankar when he voices tﬁe postmodern philosoph?: "So.
Sometimes life is sad and maybe a liﬁtle bit unpleasant. You
will not improve it by gryimg“ {27). We find ourselves
wanting to side with a friend of Jason's mother against

Isobel when she prescribes indifference as the proper

response to a miscarriage: “Oh, well, if it happens, it
happens. I had a miscarriage at nine o'clock one New Year's
Eve and went to a supper party later in the evening®" (29).

We sympathize with Jason rather than Isobel over the question
of whether or not her fears of miscarfying are legitimate: we
share his ‘"polite incredulousness" when he asks her 1if it
really would be dangerous for her to attend a party (154).

1

In Blown Figures Isobel still ‘stands accused of

violating the postmodern code of conduct, and is refused

forgiveness, once and for all, and condemned to "death" by
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Ehe African priest who tells her her offenses are so seriou§
she cannot complete the ritual of puréatioﬂ that might have
saved her. de are given to understand that violating the
postmpdern code, Isobel has hurt her loved ones: itl is
perhaps the vision the demons send her that convinces us of
this most effectively: "she had suddenly é%en all of them--
Richard, ‘Jack, Jason, her mother and father, her children,
her friénds and relééives, everyone she had ever known and
loved and hated dangling upside down from gréat black meat ”
hooks, their throats slashed, their mouths open in a silent
collective scream" (29}). We are further convinced as the
demons catéiogue her offenses. The postmodern code - demands
thaé we be fearless, but isobel is “afraiﬁ of everything."
She has not only destroyed herself with her fears, but has
"infected" her <children. Postmodernism insists we must be
self-reliant, but she has depen&ed on Jason to such a degree
that she has endangered Jason's life as.well as her own: Ber '
husband has been "dragged down to the underwafer depths where
[she] gasped and struggled and thrust forth one frantic hand
for help"™ (218). Shé is charged with having denied both

Jason and herself an identity by being sexually repressed:

Wwhy had they been so cowed . . . SO spineless, so
lacking = in joy Ehat they allowed themselves to become
alienated from each other,  to beqomé mere . puppets
acting a role. (sic) It was as though the great
sensuél needs whiph had drawn them together in the

first place, at the very height of their youth and
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strength had had to be put to sleep as one might put
to sleep a large unruly and ugééfly hopeless.dog.. "It
was no good. We haq‘to have him put down." To chain
him up would not be énoughtfhis howls would disturb
thé neighborhood;—he might‘get away and crash' through
prizé borders or run into the Hiéh Street and cause

accidents" (215).

Postmodernism insists” we must npt make ourselves vulnerable
by relying on structures that impose order on éur 1ivgs,llyet
Isobel has perSiéted in clinging to those structures: "How
-arrogant yoﬁ are," the “"writer" who. has created her
compiains, "with your demands for continuity and your fea; of -
change” (159). éinally, she 1s accused of responding
incorrectly to the death of her baby: she should not have
allowed herself to be overwhelmed by grief, guilt and horror.
"You are being stupid," Dr. Biswas tells Eer angrily,
disapproviﬁg of her hysterics, "There is nogping to be afraid

' the nurse insists, "It is

of" (35). "¥You must not weep now,'
finished" (177). Isobel 1is likened to those motﬁers- who.
break taboos by not observing the proper ceremonies when
their b;bies die, ceremonies which call upon the parents to
~ignore the dead baby, "dress in holiday éttire, partake of
ground-nut soup (to show that it was a joyful feast) and
retire to their chamber and make a pretense of lying
together" (323). Isobel has not taken the proper attitude

toward her child, an attitude defined in tribal law: "the

infant, for the first eight days after bi:th, is scarcely

G
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considered as a human being" (324).

The need we detect- in Thomas' works to vindicate the

- ) r ’ .
" postmodern code ‘of conduct seems defensive; we sense that

Thomas, .1like Ondaatje and Kroetsch, 1is anxious to defend -
postmodernism because she has‘doubts about the _philosophy
that she . must put to rest. -And again like Ondaatje and

Kroetsch, she s&ems to voice those doubts throughout her

work, in spite of herself. Thomas seems dubious about the
practicability of the postmodern code. In "The More Little.
Mummy," for example, she presents Rachel as one who has

convinced herself that as a "liberated" "mature" person she
should uphold the postmodern codé, but who finds that acting
in accordance with the code goes against human nature. She
must repress needs that postmodernism views as inappropriate:
she stops herself from buying her lover presents, because

such purchases represent her need to give; she rebukes

herself for crying on the lawn of the museum, giving in to

her need for protection, and forces herself to enter the
building to confron£ the distﬁfging truth the mummies afford.
Although the short story presents her as admiratle for
refusing to give in to these needs, 1it calls the postm?dern
code of conduct into guestion at ﬁhe same time, Dby implyiﬁg
that her needs are natural, aéd even healthy.

We hear similar'doubts-being voiced in "A Monday bream."
Like Rachel, "Laura 1is presented as admirable because she

lives according to the postmodern code, but 1in certain

passages, the _short story suggests, cynically, that Laura is
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a self-deluded fool. When we are told that Laura has "only
positive adventures". we hear a certain sarcasm: Thomas is

using the wvocabulary of postmodernism ironically (210). In

Alateyﬁﬂgrks, Intertidal Life in particular, she will use this
devfce more frequently, ridiculing expreésions such as
"r?late to", "flow with—the changes," and "guilt trip."

In Latadkia, too, doubts about postmodernism surface even
though the work is attempting to celebrate postmbdern ideals.
Latakia p%EBorts to be calling upon Hester and .Michael to
account for themselves begause they haye violaﬁed the
postmodern :;de. But it is not always Hester's and Michael's
conduct that 1is being investigated--sometimes it .is the
validity ” of the postmodern code that igjgging called into
question. "Whaﬁ's the answer for women," Rachel's friend
asks,  when thy .coﬁcludeﬁshat woﬁen, because they cannot
detach themselve emotionally:%rom others,“ are incapable of
living by the p;jtﬁodérn code (73). Rachel'observes the way
of life in thé_Greek village, and decides finally that the
code of conduct the villagers adhere to\is her ideal, not the

postmodern philosophy she has tried to believe in (55-6).

We find the same contradiction in Songs My Mother

-2

'Taught Me, Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures: at the same time

that the postmodern code is defended in these works, it is
éﬂallenged when doubts arise about its wvalidity. Therefore,
the reader has difficulty knowing where his sympathies should
lie: he understands that he is to view Isobel with
disapprqval, because she has failed to adhere to the code,

but he is also to disapprove of those who honour the code--
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Jack, Richard, ~ the ﬁedical students—--because they are
preseAted to_him as cruel, even unhuman. Their reasons for
living by thg/code are unadmirable and make us suspicious
about the code itself--they adhere to the code to impress
others and expgrience thrills. These reasons fail to impress
us; therefére, . on the few occasions that Isobel does honour
the 'code,' we are skeptical about the claim Mrs. Bloodvmahes
that Isobel has been heroic. ~ She and Rosemary take needless
risks tfavelling through Europe because they enjoy bragging
about it afterw&rds, and because they consider it exciting.
But we are contemptuous of Isobel ;nd the ﬁéstquérg code
becauée her experiences, while risky, afe also meaningless:
what has she gained by intruding on a bizarre mass she was
fo;bidden to watch, ‘br by having tea with a pervert, daring
to stay and hear his "proposal" instead “of fleeing?!®
The doubtskvgbout postmodernism voiced quietly in Thomas'
earlier works give way in later works ;uch as "Three WOmE?

and Two Men" and Intertidal Life, to open condemnation.

Thomas changes her position, to reject postmodern philosophy.,
and espouse instead the philosophy of ‘"self-is-nessi. We

have seen that in Thomas' earlier works the ' prescriptions

postmodernism offers are defended as practicable but in

"Three Women and Two }Een" and 1Intertidal Life they are
~assessed as unrealistic. "'One day Peter and Anna are doing
to wake up and discover someone's invented the wheel,'"
Anna's mother observes, commenting on the 'postmodern

]

lifestyle of her daughter and son-in-law. "Come and see h me
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in a few years, after you've had a couple of Kids. We'll

have this conversation again, okay?" Alice tells Selene when

- she fails to appreciate that those who are parents have

certain responsibilities to their children that make it
impossible to 1live according to the postmodern code (183).
Besides the realities of child-rearing, postmodernism is

shown in Intertidal Life to have overlooked certain realities

of human nature. Counsellind Alice on how she should respond
when Peter abandons her,‘ Réven gives useless advice, because
he fails to take ihto account human nature: "don't freak. . .
keep on loving (not grasping) what is offered you from his
heart. learn to lbve it all" (104). He telis her she'muét
acquire the “knaék for non-attachment" (ll?). Alice, blessed
with a great deal more insight than Raven, sees how he s
able to believe such nonsense: "He and Selege would scon be
back together. The knack for non%ttacbment was much easier
to acquire if one were attached, quite firmly, to someone
g}éb? (117). | |

Those who purport to live according to the ideals of

postmodernism are depicted in Intertidal Life as hypocrites.

Alice _tells us that although Raven and Selene seem to have
achieved the objectives of postmodernism--a relation
Healthier than conventicnal marriage, a strong sense of
identity, g state of feérlessness, ‘an immunity to pain--in
fact they "have the same fuck-ups" as everyone else (173).

They'self—righteously pretend to practice postmodern beliefs.

As Alice points out, they are not self-reliant, but live like
L's

parasites off those who have what they need. They are not
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fearless and emotionally detached--Selene has severe asthma
attacks brought on by emotions she cannot control. Neither

of them has a sense of identity, although they claim to know

who they "are, and so they travel restlessly from place to

place, and experiment with Eastern religions trying to "findﬂp':

themselves. ' s

But "Three Women" and Intertidal Life make more séfious

-

accusatibns than thgge. Those who adhere to the poS&ﬁodern
code are presented as mentally and spiritually ill;fi*Peter,
in'N“Th;ee Women and Two Men7" is presented,to}jﬁs as an
aggressive, disturbed man with "the voice of aﬁlpsychopath“
{148). He harbours inside himself "violenéé and safety
catches barely on" (1493, We have seen that in Thomas'
earlier - works, those like Isobel who could not achieve the’
self-reliance and emotional detachmen;(postmodern philosophy
calls for are definéd as "neurotic," whereas a character 1ike

Johanna is able to live by the code because she is healthier
,

‘than most, her ego strong, and her identity firmly defined.

In Intertidal Life, however, self-reliance ‘and emotional

detachment are identified as symptoms of a psychosis. Alice
suspects that Raven is an extremely disturbed man; she uses

the word "psychopathic" to describe him.11

When he glibly
announces that_he.has a daughter the same age as qura, but
has no idea where she 1ivés, or how she and her mother are
manaqing, Alice assesses him as "fucked up" and we are meant

to agree with her. Likewise, we agree that Peter must be

suffering from a neurosis to be able to say that he feels no
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%Pilt hurting Al;gg,by“héving an affair with Stella.

Intertidéi Life expresses concern, then, for those like

‘“_Ravéﬁ:' Selene and Peter, who have no. hope of being made well

fgain, ~because they do not recognize they are ill. But the
ndvel has more sympathy for those who will be hurt by people
like them. - As.Alice observes, "it [is] as though they had

.and their

had the moral equivalent of a stroke," (97), X

inability} to feel guilt or compassion, along with their
disregard for values, makes them a menace to the "real
children in the world". (135}. Alice and her daughters are
vittimized by those whollive according to the pdstmodern
code. Raven and his.friends feel they have the right to
steal from Alice. ieft-in charge of Alice's tHree children
for an afternoon, Raven puts their lives in jeopardy whén,
while making cané&es, he refuses to take precautions,:
according to the postmodern code, and nearly burns the cabin
down. Peter can abandon Alice and hurt their_féhildren
without -remofse.‘ Stella and.Trudl can betray Alice‘and not
feel they have committed a moral offense.. Alice herself,
pe;suadéd 'against her better judgement to adhere for a time
to the postmoderh code, hurts her chﬁldrén: when she 1is
convinced by Raven that—the pogtmodern views of sexuality are
.heélthy, and that she should sleep with him, her children are
distreésed, especial&y Hannah, who is lost and confused, and

i
.needs to see confirmed the values she believes in.

Intertidal Life proposes an alternate philosophy to both
conventional morality and postmodernism: Alice calls this

alternative "self-is-ness." She wants a world in which
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people behave decently and responsibly, and form loving
commitments to each other, without forfeiting their sense of
s;lf and without being enslaved by a need for ceFtainty. She
"wants a philosophy without the pitfalls of cpnventional
morality: she has lost her husband and learned many
weaknesses because the moral_code she lived by taught her to
be sexually repressed, overcautious, afraid of thg annown.
‘But at thelsame time, she w;nts a code that will permit her .
and her daughters to hold a set of values, and love each’
other. ‘
But when Alice tries to 1live according to her
philosophy, shél does not succeed in-creating the kind of
world she longs for. The failure of her philosophy is only
implie@—-the novel does not explain why "self—is-ness; does
not bring Alice happiness. The years go bf, and Alice
remains unfulfilled. She never finds herself ip the relation
she yearns for, a permanent commitmeqp to a caring lover.
Two of her daughters drift away from her, moving off ‘the
island to find lives of their own. She never finds friends
' to replace those who betrayed her. The last we see of her,
she Es utterly alone, her life threatened by a disease which
is presumably cancer: at this point, we expect her philosophy
to be assessed, but insteaa, Alice disappears from the novel,
* her fate undecided, her problem unresolved. It is as though
Thomas has reached an impasse,‘ and, unable to propose a

solution, dismisses Alice~-and.her problem-—from the work.

It is 1ironic that Intertidal Life ends at an impasse
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because whi;e she géems unaware of it, Thomas has proppsed a
way around that impésse earlier in’the novel. Failing to
recognize "self-is-ness" as nércissism, she overlooks the
sclution she herself hés‘suggested. In fhaghh?lear-sighted
assessment of what is wrong with the éostmodé;ﬁ code of
conduct; "Tﬁomas expléihs the problem as) selfishness. She
sees the selfless Gandhi as representing a much healthier
respeonse to the world: “"he had'aucQggé/greater than himself, _:
much much greater--the ﬁnity cf India,. Home Rule. Pecple
like Selene and Raven seemed. . . to have given up on the
world. They wanted to go back to a paradise before the fall.

There was something very romantic, very narcissistic in their

attitude" (97). People who live according to the postmodern
code are described in Intertidal Life as "takers. They did
ot care to change the world or make it better . . . they

just wanted to be left alone. Their favorite position was
sitting down" (97).

While Thomas can present a convincing analysis of what
is wrong with the counterculture, she does noé seem tb' see
that the philosophy she prescribes for Alice is based on the
same assumptions made by‘characters like Raven- and Selene.
By retreating to an island, Alice is being as socially
irresponsible as those she has judged as selfish. Alice
should have partaken of her own remedy: she, too, needs "a
cause greatd#r than herself”. Instead, she narcissistically
retreats further and further away from others, first choosing

to live on an island, away from the rest of the world, then

eliminating the male sex from her world, so that she may -live



203

& ___ina "sorority", and finally, reducing thé‘wbrld to include

nobody‘but herself, 1living completely alone, except when her

' daughter Flora comes to stay. Intertidal Life presents her
: B e

-
et

as one who has been deserted: others hébé no interest inh her,
we arg_pold: men her agelare léoking for younger women, and
her older daughters have no desire to come to the island.
Wha£ is never acknowledged.in’the novel 1s that Alice has cut
herself off from others by isolating herself on the island in
order to "be herself." 1In trying to affirm her sense of self
this way, Alice comes to believe too firmly in ‘her own
alienation. She becoﬁes preoccupied'with the ways in which
she 1is inferior to others, especially other women. She
seems preoccupied with her inabili;y to do handiwork: "Selene
jsewed without batterns and by hand. Beautiful as well aé
useful things. So did Anne-Marie," she thinks, contrasting
herself with them unfavourably (170}. "You're all so clever
with vyour hands I'm jealous," she writes to Selene (150}.
She feels inférior to Stella who is "naturally sexy in a way
that she, ‘Alice; was not" (55). She contrasts herself
. throughout the.novél with the “beautifui" Anne-Marie {153).

LLike her withdrawal from others, her attitude toward her-
writing is narcissistic. Alice ‘could, as & writér, embrace a
cause "greater than herself" but instead sﬁe reduces writing
to an act of self-confirmation, writing to define herself as
something other than housewife.

To conclude, then, Intertidal Life marks a turning point

in Thomas' career, because in this work she finally succeeds

e

-

' /
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in eclarifying her attitude toward postmoderﬁisﬁ. As a clear-
sighted‘ assessment of postmodern philosophy the novel is a
convincing piece of social commentary, :eflecting the samé
conclusions about postmodernism that soéiologists'have " been

12 The novel is important, too, because Thomas

documenting.
comes that much closer Eo defining a code of conduct we can
live by. Although hér solution is wvery disappointing, her
philosophy of Yself-is-ness" having the same inadequacies as

postmodernism, indirectly, at least, she has pointed to

another possibility: living for a cause greater than oneself.

Hopefully, in the 'works that may follow Intertidal Life, she
will recognize "self-is-ness" as a deadend, and explore the
possibility she sees Gandhi as representing. If she is to do

this, it 'would seem that she will have to abandon her

autobiographical Qriting, which appears' to lock her into a

13

narcissistic perspective. Her autobiographical novels--

Songs My Mother Taught Me, Mrs. Blood,and Blown Figures--have

allowed her to conduct a very thorough exploration of
herself, an exploration that has afforded her part, but not
all of .tﬁe ahswer she is looking for. Any  further
exploration lies beyond herself--she must leave autobicgraphy

" for a new kind of writing, a new kind of investigation.
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Notes

1 The postmodérn argument that conﬁentional human relations
are unhealtﬁy because they are based on dependency is
discussed in the Introduction to this dissertation on page
14. For further reference, see Jessie Bernard's article

"Infidelity: Some Moral and. Social Issues," pages 156-8.

L]

Smith and Smith <claim that monogamy "pushes as 'many
persons apart as it brings together" (35). Permanént
commitment in marriage they dismiss as an illusion, defining
monogamy as . "putatively nqrmal but wvirtually fictitious”
{6)." Ellis does the same: he insists that "our 'ﬁonogamy' is

honored more often in theory than in practice" (176).

3 Apparently Thomas is as reluctant as Alice to admit

that her character has not been faithful. She minimizes the
importance of Alice's extramarital affairs, 1in what seems to
be an attempt to exonerate her: Alice's first affair
"doesn't count" because her lover was engaged to someone
else, and Alice ioved him only "a little," and besides, he
was killed in a car accident so "no one ever knew" (105-6).
Her affair with Raven also doés not c¢ount because he
initiated the relationsﬁip, and her making love to Selene is
excused as "something thét would never happen again®" (168).
Besides, it had "nothing to do with Sex"——“it was the mother

-

in [Alize] that made her do it (167).

4 Gilbert D. Bartell, analyzing numerous studies of' couples

exploring alternatives to monogamy, says "what we find in
1
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these couples consistently is a boredom with marriége" {196}.

Ellis argues that extramarital sexual relations are necessaryr

to make the "monotény“.of marriage "tolerable" (176, .178).
This argument is implied in Mailer's essay "The White Negro":
although he is' not referring specifically to marriage, Mailer
éttacks all institutions because they lock .us inEor a
monotonoﬁs routine so that we.are stricken with boredom, an

ailment he regards as a serious illness (277-8).

5 The O'Neils identify this as one of ‘the™ most serious
problems inherent in monogamy: their subjects'reported that
in’ & conventional marriage, they could not “realize their
individual potential without destroying the relationship"

(59). Smith and Smith argue that it is onlyrin a permissive

relation that "the individual actor " can "grow, develop, and

meet his or her varying needs" (100). See the introduction
to this dissertation, page 14, for further documentation of
the postmodern belief that we cannot retain our identity in

marriage.
3

x

6

In his essay "The White Negro,", Mailer voices the

4
postmodern argument that it is through gur sexuality that we
know ouréelves. Therefore, he goes on to argue, we must not
éllow'ourseives to be restricted sexually in any way. We can
deduce, then, that Mailer would disépprove of heterosexual
monogamy because it limits our range of sexual activity.

Mary Lindenstein Walshok presents an argument similar to

Mailer's: "by affirming one's freedom from sexual restraint

s
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one obtains a feeling of personal freedom; this, in turn,
sustains one in the routinized activities of day-to-day
living" (164). James W. Ramey, in his article "Emerging
Patterns of Innovative Behavior" documenés the postmodern
belief that it is.only when "open-ended sexual seeking" 1is
permitted that we can fetain our sense of idehhity. Ellis
Qoices this belief wifen he insists that extramarital affairs
are necessary to remain "sexually alive" 2178). For.fufther

documentation of this postmodern belief, see the introduction

to this dissertation, pages 15-17.

We find the postmodern belief that sexual attraction is
irresistible voiced in much contemporary fiction, the works
of Amado, Bainbridge, Burroughs, Irving and Marquez, toc name
just a few. The idea disturbs these writers: Amade and
Irving treat- the problem of(érresistible sexuai attraction
comically, to reassure us we can cope with the probleﬁ, but
Baihbridge and ﬂarquez treat .the question comically EB
heighten, not assuage, our fears. For Burroughs, the idea
that sexual attréction is irresistible holds nothing but-
horror: he gives us a nightmare world of sirens gnd poisonous

plants that awaken a sexual desire which is fatal.

See the introduction to this dissertation, page 15 for

documentation of this postmodern attitude.

9 This is the assumption underlying the arguments of Smith

and Smith, 0'Neil ‘and O'Neil, Albert Ellis, Alex Comfort, and

James W. Ramey.
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16 Anne Archer, in her essay "Real Mummies," concurs that

the assertions made in Thomas' fiction are wundermined by

doubt.. - Archér focusses on one assertion in particular--
4 { N

"There are no victims. Life cannot rape. There are no bad

experiences"--observing that "the bulk of Thomas' narratives

belies this uneasy assertion" (216)}.

11 It 1is 1important to note here that Thomas' attitude

toward the psychoéath is wvery different from the
postmodernist's. We have seen that Mailer, a spokesman for
postmodernism, views the péychopath as superior to the moral,
law—-abiding man because given Lhe world we must inhabit,

"Mailer argues in "The White Negro," only the psychopath 1is

. equipped to survive.

12 A brief summary of the -findings sociologistsl have

presented wus with may be helpful here in evaluating Thomas'
assessment of postmodern philosoﬁhy. She arrives at the same
conclusion as many sociologists: to live according ¢to
postmodern beliefs is to intensify rather than cure the
ailments undermiﬁing human relations. Postmpdernisté'profess
to hope that permissive sexual relations will lead to opern
marriages, "open families", and, eventﬁally, an "open Qorld“
(O'Neill and O'Neill 66). But sociologists studying the
philosophy more closely detected a very differént set of
concerns underlying it: what the postmodernist actually seems
to want is something quite selfish and antisocial: the

immediate gratification of his sexual needs without having to
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become emotionally invelved with his partner/s. Those who
havé‘studied the phenomenon of wife-swapping, group SeX, and

communal marriage--all responses to postmodern philosophy--
I . :

s

have’ discovered that many of those who experiment .with
extramarital bisexual relations arc not looking for anyfhiﬁg
quite so altruistic as the perfect ‘society. Rather, = they
hope to alleviate boredom,  boost their egos, exploit others
and free themselves of emotional attachﬁents which they £find
threatening (Denfeld and Gordew, "The Sociology of Mate
Swapping," Ramey, Walshok, and Bartell).

The aims of postmodernism in rejecting monogamy to
experiment with other sexual practiﬁes are divided, then: on
the one hand, postmodernism claims it seeks to T"cure
society", and on the other, it tries to gratify the needs of
the narcissist. These aims are incompatible, and researchers
have documented conflict among thoseiﬁrying to put postmodern
philosophy into practice. Some postmodernists interpret .the
philosophy tc mean that we cannot be fulfilled having but one
spouse, and must use sex to establish a "network of intimacy"

with others (Smith and Smith 95). Accordingly, they attempt

to establish intense, meaningful relations with a number of

sexual partners, and, in the process, alienate other members
of the postmodern community who understand the phileosophy to
mean that sex should never be more than play. It 1is thé
belief of this second group of postmodernists that sexual

partners should never be emotionally involved with each

other. They believe, too, that esthetic, not moral concerns,
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should govern éexuality (Smith and Smith 38).

Research also shows that those who blame
their bpredom on their hetérosexuality_or-zanogaﬁon
relation, and go outside these relations; fdrtthe7';séxqal
varietism” ‘postﬁoderﬁists believe we all must ha;g,‘ do rdctl
findlthe'fuigiilment they expect (Ramey‘lla).-.'Perhaps this
'is because the boredom they complain of is symptomatic of é
_deeper.'problem tﬁah ﬁnusual and exciting sekual expefienqes
can AIleGiatell .Péstmodernism does not seem tO cohsider the
'§ossibility‘.tﬁatla éinéie—ﬁinded, selfiéh'QUesﬁ.for sexual

fulfillment may provide no more than a short—liﬁed sense of
':,physical gratification, and ‘leave us deeply  unfulfilled
bgcause our more important needs are not physical but
emotional and gpiritual. ‘

Researchers have exéiainéd that many who hqve experi-
mented with extramarital sexual relations,? particularly
relations, begin to despise themselves, because they feel
like prostitutes, 6r because they cannot rgpress the guilt
they experience, having broken a taboo (Denfeld V65, Bartell
200). What many discover, then, is that they are not as
open-minded as they thought.i They find out that they are
uhable to overcome not only sexual inhibitions, bu£ jealousy

as well: many who think they believe in permissiveness £ind

they resent their spouses having extramarital sexual partners
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" (Donfeld 265, Bartell 199). Finally, such experiments w;th'
permissive relations threaten those who feel intimidated «by

the emphasis postmodernism puts dn sekuai performance.

Postmodernism insists that‘in a monc;amous-relation, we lose

our self—assurance,_t but reseatch shows :that those who

practi}e‘\promiscuity are just as insecure, convinced that

£hey‘-are' sexually -inadequate (Bartell 199).

‘—&he same questionable lassumptions that postmodernism
makes about sexual relations underiie its notions of how the
family should function: just as postmodernism believes
épouses should not depend on each other, it believes parents
and children also invest too much .in eaéh. other, and must
seek * instead to be deﬁached and self-reliant. And just as
postmodernism deplores- -monogamy as ; form of "bondage", it
sees family relations this way too, and argues that children
should not restrict parents with their demands, nor should

parents exercise authority over their children. Lasch, who

in- his work Haven in a Heartless World: The Family Beseiged

gxploreé the conéequences of these postqodern notions, has
shown that this prescription does not help parents and
chLIéren_ relate to each other any bettér (167-89). He
documer.ts that chiiaren of pareﬁts who have been careful not

to allow stroﬁg emotional ties to develop between themselves

¢
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and theif child, far from being independent and self-assured,
feel 'insé%ure, énd have trouble‘interéctiﬁg with oéhers.
Believing that children who demand emotional fulfillment from .
'their parents deprive them of their identity, poétmodernism‘
suppdses that parent§ who refuse to entertain those q§m;ﬁds
'have'a healthier sensé of self, and are more fulfilled-(183).
But as Lasch's study indicates, many of these pa;eﬁts feelt
unfulfilled because their relétions with theirjchildreh have
been so meaningless.

Postmodernism supposes that as mofé and more individuals
are freed from emotional "entanglements" with their spouses
and families, they will have a healthier sense of identity,

and therefore society as a whole will become healthier (Haven

in a Heartless World 175}. 'The péstmodern formula
states that open marriage leads to the open family,

which leads to zn open world. But Lasch argues that this
is not ‘what would happen. ‘He challenges two oFf

the assumptions postmode;nism is making here: 1) that th;
“self—reliant individual is healthy, and 2) that
permissiveﬁess . leads to a freer, healthier society. Both
Lasch and Sugerman have diagnosed narcissism as the ailment
- undermining society today, and they demonstrate that this
ailment is a result of postmodernism's celebration of

.independence and self-reliance. While the postmodernist
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sees narcissism as an excellent means of self-
preservatjon, Lasch and Sugerman define it as a

form of - self-destruction. Withdrawing from others, the
narcissist retreaﬁs into himself so completely that he enters

'a state of nonbeing (Sin and Madness 46). . To compensate for

‘what he forfelts giving up the love of others, the narcissist
looks for fulflllment through self- 1ndulgence. He does not
find satisfaction, however, - because the immegiate
gratification of physical wants does not alleviate emotional
and lspiritual longings. Obsessed with the pursuit of
pleasure, the narcissist not only deprives himself of the
emotional fulfillment he would find relating to others, but
never allows himself to discover that there is a marvellous
as well as a mundane level to communél existence.
Postmodérnism is wrong to suppose, then, that the
society it envisions would consist of well—adjﬁsted
individuals whose self-reliance makes them _ far less
vulnerable than individuals in a society that encourages them
to depend on one another. And Lasch goes on to reveal other
differences between the world postmodernism ‘envisions and the
world he feels would come to be if postmodern ideas were put
into practice everywhere. . postmodernism sees the individual

as repressed by authority, and believes that in an anarchic
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world, the relation between society and the indi@idual would
'be healthier. But Lasch counters with the argument that in a
lawless world, the individual would not Ee free from
repression but subjected to "force, bribery, intimidation,
and blackmail. The dissolution- of authority brings not

freedom but new forms of domination” (184).

13 Anne Archer, 1in her article "Real Mummies,"” presents a

similar argument. She observes that "Thomas' work is . -. .
troublesome, because the recurrence oﬁ fixed motifs within
ohe basic story induces ciaustrophobia“ (215%. She sees
Thomas' characters as cauQﬁE;in a "vicious circle of self-
reflection®™ and Thomas herself as plagued by “éuthorial

myopia® (220}).
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The Works of Jack Hodgins as a Moral Response

. | .
to the Philosophy of Postmodernism

" When we survey the career of Jack Hodgins, we observe
that like many postmodern writers, he moves away from realism
as his work develops. In general, postmodern writers have
ébandqned‘ realism because it.contradicts their belief that
human nature is capable of anything, and that in the fealm of
human experience, nothing is impossib_le.l John Barth- sees
postmodern writers_as striving for a "post*naturaiistic, bost—
existentialist, po;t—pSychologicalh post—anéinovel in which
the astonishing, the extravajant . « . the heroical--in sum,
the adventurous~—will come again and welcomely into its own"
{Olderman 16). Like the postmodernists, Hodgins wants to
depict ex%stence as "astonishing," "ext;qvagant," "heroic," .
and "adventurous," and égrﬁés with them that realism excludes
these possibilities. "People who triumph or succeed even in
small - ways must be recorded in fiction too, though this is
contrary to the.tradition of modern serious fiction," he

observes (Interview with Hancock 56)l His character Larry

Bowman echoes his frustration with realism: in modern novels

" "believers" are "made to look like fools, with empty hanés"

(The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne 139). Hodgins is

dissatisfied with realism because it assumes we can be no
more than antiherces in a mundane world: what he wants to say
is that our world is miraculoﬁs, and we, as part of that
miracle, can do aﬁything.

We can understand, then, why although Hodgins' early
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work is realistic; he moves on to experiment, exploring forms
at the opposite end of the spectrum to realism-—-forms many
postmodern writers are investigating: comedy} myth and
fantasy. What is unexpected is that having - worked so
diligently to find alternate forﬁs, Hcdgins returns to

realism in his most recent work, The Barclay Family Theatre.

This return is a withdrawal: 'Hodgins retreats in dismay from
certain philosophical conclusionsA he 1is brought to,
"experimenting with form. When ﬁe set-out, he did not realize
just where his po;tmodern explorations woula take him--into
the realm of taboo. Most.postmodern writers explore taboo
subjects fully aware that they are vio}ating a prohibition:
Norman Mailer, for example, exploring the idea that the
Hipster may pefform any crime, even murder, if it allows him
tor discover himself; W.S. Burroughs, the possibility of
transforming the mortal into the immortal through the sexual
.rites of black magic; John Irving proposing that we can
"cure" ourselves by giving in to igcestuous nrges. The
postmodern attitude is that nothing is outside the range of
human experience--we should.not have to respect the boundary

taboo sets between the permissible and the impermissible.2

N

Unlike most postmodern writers, Hodgins does not seem to
know, when he begins his explorations, that he will be
violating taboos. He ventures out of bounds, not because he
feeI; he must rebel agaiﬁst moral and legal prohibitions, but
because he thinks this exploration is his moral duty as a

writers he has said that it 1is the writer's moral

responsibility to provide the reader with myths that he "can
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look at to help [him] answer an unanswerable question”

(Interview with Hancock 62_).3

We do not have answers to
certain moral questions, he maintains, because the gquest for
those answers would be painful.4 Hodgins seems to share
Kroetsch's view that Canadian writers must learn to ‘"accept
the terrors and the obligations and the necessary violence of

that questing" ("The Exploding Porcupine” 63). '

‘Hodgins dutifully confronts the unknown, then, writing

The Invention of the World and The Resurreetion of Joseph Bourne,
but epparently comes to a conclusion.he had not foreseen:
that there are places a writer is not meant to-venture. What
he seems to discover, exploring possibilities outside the
realm of o;dinary human experience, is that while we gight
realize our heroic potential if we were to venture outside
the "safe" world of the ordinary, we might also be
transformed into something monstrous.5 His characters
Keneally, Fat Annie, Birdie and Carrie Payne represent this
possibility, that there 1is a point beyond which we cannot
safe&y go, without ceasing to be human. Portraying these
characters, Hodgins seems to have reconsidered the postmodern
argument that we should overcome the sense of horror that
makes us. avoid certain experiences.6 He seems to have
decided that horror may in fact be a healthy response, a
gauge to our humanity.

We can speculate - that after Hodgins came to this

conclusion, realism presented itself to him differently, not

as a form that insisted upon the banality of human
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experience;'but as one concerned with the range of exéeriénce
we find endurable. Surﬁeying Hodgins' work, we can determine
Iwhy ‘he first rejects realism, but then must reassess it,
discovering that he can, after all, adapt it to his vision.
Central to that vision is his belief that truth is all

possibilities, none excluded.’ But this is not the truth
that linguistic and liﬁerary structures correspond to. The
truth they reflect is singuiar: by nature, they eliminate
possibilities, assuming only one can be true, the others
false.s_ Hodgins' works make assertions language and litérary
form understand. to be impossible, positing what is
contradictory and illogicali Fof_example, Hodgins wants to
say that Larry Bowman is both an antihero with diarrhoea, and
a heroic saviour. As Bowman himself discovers, failing to "
find a character whose exberience is like his, Ao 1iteréry
form exists that could embody a man such és he--romance
depicts his heroic aspirations, and realism his antiheroic
qualities, but what form can portray both? (117, 139).
Keneally embodies contradictions even more extreme than
Bowman's: he is at once a mere mortal, whose powers are a
hoax, and a god with supernatural abilities. 'Wha£ Hodgins
asserts about Joseph Bourne is still more illogical: Bouxne
is dead, yet he is living. But Hodgins challenges language
and literary form most when he insists, in his short story
' "Three Women of the Country," that Mrs. Starbuck is not a
monster, that her abusing her <child attests not to evil, but

to that part of God which is in all of us.

These are outrageous. statements that not only realism,
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but no other Lliterary form either, could_rmake without
contradictiné itself. Hodgins apparently realized that by
amalgamating “iterary forms which .assert the opposﬁte, he
could create a paradox that would resgﬂ’gl these
contradictions. There are three such amalgamations that allow
Hodgins to say that nothing is impossible: the amalgagation
e
of realism and myth, of realism and fantasy, and of realism
and comedy.

Tﬁat many Canadian writers before Hodgins had already
combined myth and realism does not detract £from his
achievement. His experiments with this combination are much
more sophisticated than any of his predecessors, and their
earlier accomplishments only serve to show us how much more
Hodgins was able tn achieve. Their accomplishment was a mere
annexation of m%th to realism; Hodgins actually amalgamates
the two. O'Haga;'s novel Tay_ John is an obvious e;amplg of
this annexation: ' the ubrk divides itself into two

unintegrated units, Part I, a mythic vision, and Part II,

realism. A comparison of Tay John with Hodgins' The

Invention of the World will demonstrate that Hodgins arrives
"at the truth 0'Hagan wants to convey, but féils to find a
form for.

Both O'Hagan and Hodgihs have conceived of a fascinating
paradox, a creature who is at once supernatural and godlikélm
yet mwortal and driven QK human needs and wgaknesses.
O'Hagan's novel is an experiment in progress, a testing of

various forms to find the one that defines such a hero.-
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O'Hagan never discovers such a form. His approach is wrong:
no .matter how many forms he might have tried, he wouid not
haﬁe found one to embody his hero because Tay John 1is a
paradox, and no 'literary form 1is dialogic enough to
accommodate paradox. Hodgins, recognizing - the problem,
performs -a different experiment. If literary form cannot
make contradictory ‘assertions, then what is neededm-is an
integration of forms, such as tragicomedy, which voices
paradoxical truths wi;hout‘difficulty.

Myth is' too homogeneous to address the paradox of Tay
John. | It cannot acknowledge that he is at once an ordinary
mortél, yet a god, because myth does not recognize ﬁundanity.
It understands nothing about ordinary human existence, and
can therefore see Tay John only as a god. Tay John is
heralded as innovative, but it treats myth in an entirely
conventional manner. O'Hagan does not experiment with the
principles of myth to allow a new kind of hero to emerge.
O'Hag§n's myth behaves as does any traditional myth,
dissociating itself from t;e vulgarity and the insignificance
of the commonplace. For Tay 5ohn - to” be born, myth
necessitates that Yannie, a mortal woman, must die: her death
is the concession we find in myth of the mundane and the
natural to the divine and the extraordinary. As a mere
mortal, she " must be excluded from the myth which disclaims
Tay John's human parentage. He is a god, independent of
human procreation, delivered not from a mortal womb, but out

of the earth, miraculously.

In Hodgins' account of the birth of Keneally, we find



myth . making the same refusal to acknowledge the mundane. A
supernatural messenger prophesies the birth of a god; the
child, no ordinary mortal,. is conceived in a manner highly’
unnatural; and the mortal mother dies in childbirth, the

human excluded by the superhuman.

But at the same time that Hodgins' myth 'seeks to

eliminate the mundane, it includes it, paradoxically. It is
by using two distinct languages that Hodgins' work
accommodates paradox. One of those languages describes the

,

conception and birth of Keneally as something that has
transcended the everyday. This is the conventiona} vo?ce of
myth: "the ghost of Cathleen ni Houlihan appeared in a dream
to predict that her.child,would be fathered.by a bull—gcd'
from the sky" (69). But a sec&hd voiﬁf, coarse and
colloguial, insists on a very mundane reality. The mystic
experience of Keneally's mother. turns into a slapstick
routine that fécusses én what myth ;gnores completely, that
existence-|is mundane because of oﬁr human limitations: the
girl is so startled by the prophecy that she becomes . tangled
in her blankefs, and falls out of bed. Hodgins has conveyed,
thz2n, what O0'Hagan was not able to: that this heroic’'child
belongs as much to the Qorld of ordinary human existencey as
he deces to the world éf the gods. ‘

b storm of epic proportions attends the miraculous birth
of Ken=zally: the earth shakes, and the sky is unnaturally

dark and tempestuous. But while these conventions of myth

raise the episode to a plane higher than the everyday, other
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elements anchor it at the level of the banal. Grania
embodies these two impulses in the text: she is both the
supernatural hero, and the <clown who represents human
limitations. .Oﬂ the one hand, she transcends the human
during her mystic experience, contesting with‘cosmic forces
to ascend the’mountaih and becomé'the guardian of a god. Oﬁ
fﬁe other Band, .she is all that is weak and demeaning in a
human being. ‘Hodgins giveé her the traditional role of the
.burlesque ciown, who symbolizes what a ridiculous thing man

is. 'Grania takes a pratfall on her way up the mountain, not

as if overcome by cosmic forces, but as if "a rug pulled*out
from under her" (73). At her most, heroic moment, she loses

control of her bladder. - .

A parallel Dbetween the epic battle sccines in Tay John
- . ”

and The Invention of the World also demonstrates this point,

that Hodgins has given to myth an extra dimension that allows

_ \
it to embody a paradox it could not accommodate otherwise.

O*Hagan is ué;ble in his battle scene to present Tay John as
being, in part, an ordinary human being. QO'Hagan seems
conscious that he is being thwarted in his aim; Jack Denham's
perplexity at finding a river separating his human world from

the mythical world of Tay John is O'Hagan's own perplexity as

a writer unable to integrate the separate realities of myth

and realism.? Denham heralds Tay John across the river,
desperate for communion, but the yellow-haired god

M
disdainfully ignores him, myth refusing to address the

ordinary. - S
. The epic battle between Keneally and the ba}liff takes

K3
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place 1in strange: territory belonging to both myth and
realism. It 's a paradoxic vision Hodgins achieves. The
qualities of myth are there: this is the world inhabited by
the superhuman: Finn McCool, Cuchulain, Brian Boru, Cathleeﬁ
nr‘ Houlihan. But myth .cannot be concerned with time or
space, + its proper dimension being eternity, yet Keneally,
described as one of these superhumans, lives at a very’
specific point in history, the time of Parnell and the Land
League, and references to place are just as specific: Galway,
Kealkill, Carrigdhoun, Toronto, an apple orchard in Ndva
Scotié. Equally paradoxié is the explanation of.the battle.
On the one hand, the battle is accoﬁnted for as an ordinary
brawl betwéen two decidedly mortal men. On the other hand,
it is explained as a meeting of supernaturél forces. First
we are 'told it was a mighty battle, remembered as "two
clashiné agmies that fought to the death for a year and a
half.... (87-8).. But, we are cautioned, "the truth of it was
simpler." We read on, expecting the myth to be exploded,
substituteg by a mundane explanation. Instead, we are given
an account of marvels: Keneally pulls the bailiff‘e<arm off,
aﬁd the howls of the dying man wake "every sleeping person on
the mountain." As the*“ bailiff flees, a strange thing
haépens: his blood scorches the grass and melts stones which
cool and harden to form a red trail that would be wused by
generations of furze cutters to come. But again a voice
intrudes to insist on a mundane reality. "There was nothing

hofé than that to the battle,"” the narrator announces, "for

4
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lall the boasting that's been done ‘about it, apd brave
Keneally took hisrcountfymen's'advice and hid for three aays
in Con O'Sullivan's hoﬁse.p.." (88). We are left with the
paradox, then, of an é&ent'wbndrogS‘yet.unextraordinary.

Critics , have not wunderstood the truth Hodgins 1is
claiming and are therefore baffled by his treétment of myth.
Théy -do ‘not recognize the paradox he has formulated by
sqperimposing realism on myth, and mistake it for a
grafuitous contradiction, a game. Hodgins, Ehey feel, starts
by treating myth seriously, professing to believe in 1its
truth, but then, or so it seems to them, 'he undercuts this

10 David L.

belief when his treatment of myth becomes comic.
. Jeffrey ‘haé explained the mistake they are making this way:
to them, Hodgins is "a jester-trickster deconstructing myth

'in a satiric and calculated deflation of romantic aspiration

and cliché" (Jatk Hodgins and éis Work 19).ll To them, the
comic element in "The Eden Swindle" and "Second Growth" of

The Invention of the World and in The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne

is parody, a ridiculing of myth. From this, they conclude
that Hodgins' work is underﬁining its own form and meaning,
“challenging its own assumptions. ~Unfortunately, Bodgins' own )
expression rfor the device he is using contributes to ﬁhis &,/’*
misinterprétation. He has said that he is using "mock m&th,"
and his term shggcsts that he does not believe in the marvels
and miracles he is depicting (Interview with Hancock 63).
Presumably, ‘this is not the case: Hodgins givesha more aptly
phrésed explanation of hié attitude toward the form he is

using when he tells Hancock, "The forms of my stories have to
™ . '
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grow out of the sﬁbject atter"™ (48). Choosing the verb "to
grow", he suggests that he “is not engaged in deconstructing
traditional . [forms, but in creating new ones. Jeffrey
observes that a consﬁruétive raﬁher than a deconstructive
impulse informs Hodgins' writing. "Hodgins' basic instinct,"
Jeffrey argues, "is charity, a kindly disposition toward a

fragmented world which can make of each act of composition an

act of love, a 'putting back together....'" (Jack Hodgins and

His Work 52).

In both Cay John and The Invention of the World, there
is a shift in form as myth gives way" to realism: Myth
finally cannot accommodate Tay John and his predecessor, Red
Réfﬁy.Jr‘Tbeir behaviour is human, not godlike, and.myth must
eventually eliminate thew: Red Rorty is killed, and Tay John
is expelled, not juét‘from the village, but from myth itself.

Keneally too islexpeiled, but Bis'is not an expulsion
from the world of gods into the world of men. He 1is not
being punishedlforlan unforgivable mundénity% by being shorn
of a god's status and sent among the banal. On the contrary,
he tékes his powers with him togsthe new world, which is not a
" :ower world void of marvels and mystery, but a world as
extraordinary as mythic Ireland.

O'Hagén transfers his hero out of myth into realism,
then because Tay John proved too human for myth. Keneally's
expulcion also coincides with a shift in the novel from myth
to realism{ but for different reasons: For Hodgins, realism

o ‘
emphasizes even more than myth the paradoxical nature of

A
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Keneally. Of course, Hodgins must modify realism to claim
this '~ paradox, and again, a comparison between O'Hagan's
treatment of form and Hodgins' is revealing.

If O'Hagén is unable to make myth accommodate Tay John,
his use of realism proves even more inadequate.' The image of
Tay John is distorted by realism. We would expectl him to
appear in Part II as would any central character iﬁ‘realistic
fiction; much like ourselves, the picture of ordinéry human
gqualities. But he is dehumanized, a kind of grotesque, with
his missing - hand, and misfitting cowboy outfié, and his
unnatural stance thgt makes him seem to have just emerged

ffom the earth. If Tay John appearéd ludicrous in the first

. part of the work, because myth could npt accommodate his

human weaknesses; he fares no better portrayed as a character
in a realistic work: in the petty, banal context of realism,
his godlike qualities are a comic hyperbole. Tay John simpiy
cannot be in;egrated into this mundane world; he stays at its
periphery. His tent is far across the lake ffé@ the camp of

A

ordinary men, wat®® still the symbol of the distance between
'myth and the mundane. Eventually he moves even further away
from the centre of this world, always apprcaching the fringe,
when he goes to live with Ardith in the wilderness, 'rejictgd
again. When he vanishes into the earth at the end of the
novel, this 1is his second expulsion from 1literary form.
O'Hagan finally cannot articulate his vision and consigns Tay.
John to a limbo somewhere Petween artistic conception and the

execution of that conception. Tay Joh;\Wanishes before the

eyes .'0of the trader,  before the eyes of the reader. First

-
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myth, and then realism, féil'to tell his story, and he
ventures into a third realm where O}Hagan himself cannot
venture: the reﬁlm of silence.

Keneally materializes where Tay John vanishes because
Hodgins has compensated for the limitations of realism.
- ,

Hodgins anticipates the tendency of realism to ridicule the
supernatural, and addresses the problem by giving realism a
nasty, narrow-minded voice the reader immediately distrusts,
the voice of those who tell Becker that Keneally was just ~an
ordinary man, ignoble and base and vile, ‘but certainly not
powerful and mysterious. Coleman Steele, a racial bigot who
would impdse his values on everyone else, tells us that "old
Whozzit Keneally" had a "red face and big ears like jug
handles" (174-5). Richard Ryburn, who sees himself as too
educated to believe stories of the supernatural, calls
Keneally a "trouble-making kid" and the legend; about him
"hogwash" and "baloney." He says legends exist because they
are wish-fulfilling: people need to believe in devils because
they need excitement and.significance in their otherwise dull
and meaningless lives. Henry*ﬁyrke tries to dispel the myth
of Keneally with a brutally deflating picture of the colony
le?der's third wife "with her skirt hoisted up around her
waist taking a crap out behind a tree. Too bloody lazy to
walk back to the house. And wiped herself with leaves"
(178) - None of these speakers are reliable; their obvious

prejudices make them discreditable, and their fierce denial

of Keneally's poWer betrays fear, and a desperate need to

k)
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disprove what they know is true.

Pther more reliable voices give’us a different picture
of Keneally. Certainly he has all the _weaknesses and
shortcomings of an ordinary human being, they assent, but
they also insist that his powers are uncanny and unnatural.
They'present him as a paradox. Dairmud Evans describes him
as a “"desperate thning man" but also as a bull-like creature
superhumanly strong, who in an unnatural rage; cleans out the
, . bar with his shouldér {203). Kgneally's wife, Liiy, insists
on the same paradox. On the one hand Keneally was painfully
human, aging and succumbing to all the indignities of old
age: "He was an old man. The big red peaéant Face and the
huge hands looked all wrong, suddenly, oﬁ that thin trembling
pody. There were thick tufts of hair greying on his ears,
and hairs growing on.his nose he sometimes forgot to clip"
(26%). " In his deterioration, he represents the most
disgustingly human vulnerabilities, his hands become filthy,
and covered in running sores. But he is also, she tells us,
undeniably supernatural, with a mysterious power, definitely
magic, that he holds over the community. "He could rise to
the heavens...there wasn't anything‘he couldn't do" (265~6).

Hodgins realizes, apparentl%g that realism does not lend
itself to the depietioniof such a strange, paradoxic vision.
His characters suggest other literary forms that would
correspond more closely--legend and fairy tale--but Hodgins
opts nevertheless to employ realism, because, when ﬁodified,

it expresses better than fairy tale the bizarre reality of

Keneally. Morris Hall realizes that his first statement—-
£
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that his brother's strangé involvement with Keneally's wife
was like episodes iﬁ—a fairy tale—--needs qualifying. eIt
wasn't exactly 1like a fairy tale," he retracts, ". . .°
because the first thing he finds out is tﬁat she's married
and not married to just anybody but to what's his name, the
leader of the whole works, 'Keneally « +« .+ The sécond thing
that wasn'tla fairy-tale story was that she was okder, I bet
she was twice as old as he was, beautiful or not she could'vé
been his mother, and here she was fooling around with a kid
that's never been in love before” (186}.

It would seem that qugins realizes only a combination
of forms can encompass the whole truth‘of Keneally. Realism
can portray much, but not all of this truth, and so Hodgins
sugtly combines realism with the téll tale and the fairy

tale. He accomplishes this by employing the same device he

used in "The Eden Swindle": two languages asserting opposite
truths. In "Second Growth" we fiQEF encounter the voice of
fairy tale, in Becker's preface. It gives way, however, to

the voice of realism describing Maggie on her way to church,
a voice that insists on detailing the prosaic: Maggie 1is
wearing "the same pink dress she wore to her son's wedding,
but cut off at the knee." The eye of realism observes "rows
of ugly new houses in the subdivisions.that were growing up
on the rest of the colony land, the stain of splashed-up mud
from their unfinished yards still visible like a high-water
mark on the white stucco walls. . . ." (342). Gradually,

however, a second voice begins to be heard, the voice of tall
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tale. ° While ' the voice of realism describes the banality of
the urban landséape Maggie is tfavelling through, this §ther
voice describes_the bizarre conduct of the taxi driver taking
her to the church. This second voice also observes certain
peculiarities at‘the ceremony: the groom's mother, unable to
seat herself in the front pew, has wedged her wheelchair
right up against her son's legs.

) .

But before this voice can become too prominent, the
voice of realism reasserts itself, to describe the banal
wedding gifts from Woolworths', left on the back seats of the
cars of the wedding guests. Before the description is
finished, tali'tale intrudes again. Cora Manson faints into
the aisle, revives, and stumbles away, "her plastic pig
flapping against her chest." From here, the pitch of ¢the
voice rises out of control,-Balmost screaming as it tells of
extravagant impos;TEilities: that the guests include the
premier of British‘ Cdlumbia, and the Prime Minister of
Canada; that an entire herd of hogs is consumed at the
dinner; that the cost-of-living figures for the west coast
are thrown out of kilter for a month because of the colossal
wéading- banquet; that a guest dies at the reception from
overeating. The voice reaches a crescendo when it recounts
an epic battle that takes place in the reception hall.

Hodgins, then, has found a way, through = the
incorporation of fairy téle and tall tale, to render realism
more elastic. His realism expands to include the bizarre and

the mysterious, where O'Hagan's could only register the

strain Tay John as a supernatural being put on a realistic

SN
g \
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form. We observed that the image of Tay John was comically
distorted.by realism: Keneally, unlike his counterpart, does
not become a comic ;hyperbole. Lily, describing the
outlandish costume he wears, says "you'd expect him to look a

fool in it, a big peasant like him, but he didn't. . . ."

(258).

Just as Hodgins' amalgamation of myth and realism has
been misunderstoocd by some critics, so too has  his
amalgamation of fantasy and realism. The two Eannot be

merged into a single vision, they argue; fantasy is concerned
with things imaginary, realism with things actuwal, and no
writer can create a world that includes both. Hodgins, they‘
feel, must therefore be unsure of his intentions; he has not
decided whether he wants to fabulate imaginary worlds, or
document the actual one. The result of merging fantasy and
realism 1is illogical, they argue. George Woodcock, for.
example, sees Keneally as a being that belongs to neither the
world of fantasy-nor the actual world; he cannot belong to
fantasy because he is based on historical facts, but because
Hodgins has attributed magical and demonic powers to him, he

has no place in documentary fiction either:

It is when Hodgins turns Keneally into a semi-
supernatural being of malign and magical powers that
the novel weakens. For what he is doing 1is to
juxtépose true myth with fabricated myth. The strange

life of the Vancouver Island community is one of those

natural gifts to the novelist--truth grown stranger
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than fiction that.in memory it is already myth; even
. before it 1is set down‘on. papér. To add further
convolutions is to transfef it into the world of
fictional invention, and to lose it as mythic truth.
The founders of the West Coast religious communities
were strange enough in their own human‘right.- There
‘was no neea to make them demonic ("Novels From Near

and Far" 90). -

What the critics fail to perceive is that ghings they
consider imaginary, Hodgins conéiders to be real. Magical
and demonic powers are not "fictional inventions" to him, but
realities. Because he understands all things to be possible,
Hodgins believes in a reality much stranger than most of us
would allow. He explains that he never writes about things
which are imaginary. "What I write is to me 'realistic'," he
told Hancock, "though not everyone thinks I'm describing
'reality.’ .I'm often considered weird or almost Surrealistic
though I never write about‘;nything that I don't want péople
to believe quite literaily“ (48).12 Qutside of biblical
literature (the Book of Jonah, for example), there is no
literary form to correspond to Hodgins' unusual notion of

3 Realism exprésses much of what Hodgins wants to

r_eality.l
say, but it does' not acknowledge that the supernatural
exists. Fantasy does, and so by amalgamating the two,
Hodgins achieves the scope he needs to define reality as he

sees it.

But it is important to recognize that although Hodgins
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finds in fantasy the scope he needs for his vision, hé does
not substitute fantasy for realism, ‘but amalgamates the'two.
We have seen that Hodgins is dismayed that readers regard him
as a fantasy writer: when we consider the ethics he feels
writers should adhere to, we can understand why although
Hodgins. finds certfin aspects of fantasy appropriate, he
would never wuse fantasy without imposing on it certain

R

‘restrictions. _ o

o
Fantasy, celebrates the impossible: it prefers the
; N

N o .

imaginary to thé& teal, and concerns itself with exploring the
~.

antithesis of reality. We can see, then, why Hodgins' work

cannot be fantasy. Hodgins has argued that literature must

14 For him, pure fantasy is a dangerous kind

address reality.
of escapism because it offers people invented worlds as an
alternative to the unhappy world they find themselves 1in,
instead of helpiﬁg them to accept and adapt to reality. We

are reminded of all his characters who invite unhappy people

to 'live 1in thle paradises they have invented: Maggie,

Keneally, Weins, Mr. Pernouski. People accept their,

invitation, only to discover yﬁu cannot live in an 1invented
world--it is just an illusion, and collapses in upon itself.
Instead of inventing worlds, the artist should make the world
that already exists more habitable to us. He can do this,
Hodgins. explains,; by rendering that world comprehensible. We
do not understand our world because it is hieroglyphic, and
we cannot read the symbols. It is the artist who can

interpret them-for us, -and his®*work then, translates our



234

world for us.15

We .can detect clearly in Hodgins' work a refusal to
.provide us with an alternéte world ‘tg’ our own. Hodgins
understands very well the desires we bring to escapist
literature, and while he sympathizes that we are not happy in
our world, he believes it would be wrong to gratify those
desires, and so he'consciously thwarts them. For example, in
fantasy literature we encounter the suﬁﬁrnaturally beautiful:
it answers our n;ed for perfection, é%g the power we think

accompanies that pérfedtion. Raime has this supernatural

beauty, but Hodgins, in The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne,

refuses to gratify us with a voyeuristic indulgénce. Liké
the disappointed fantasy readef, Larfy Bowman does -not
understand why Raime fails to fulfill his expectations. ~He
does not tealize that she must refuse him because his fantasy
love for her would never.be more than an illusion; he must

N
~learn to live happily in the real world, loving a real woman,

:
Angela. '

* We also take to'“fantasy literature our desire for
omnipotence, and what it would allow: tbe complete
gratification of material wants. Bourne, Fat Annie, and
Keneally seem to promise to fulfill our need--they appear to
be patterned after the immortal, power-wielding character in
'fantasy who émploys his power £o dominate others, and to
acquire whatever he~-and the - reader—-wants. But Hodgins'
characters are not escapist-cpeations, and they therefore are

not allowed to indulge this fantasy of exercising unlimited

power to get everything they want. Hodgins 1insists that



235

‘Bourne, Fat Annie, and Kenealiy live in the SFme world we do.
They are therefore subject to the same limiﬂations as we are
and cannot gratify their eveéy selfish desire any more than
we can. Hodgins' notion of reality allows Bourhe strength and
immortality, but these powers can be used _oﬁiy for
completely unselfish reasons quite uninteresting to the
fantasy reader. Fat Annie is even more of a disappofhtment
~to the fantasy reader because her freedom is‘ taken away
éompletely: thwarted, unable to exercise her powers, she
retreats into her hotel room forever. Keneally comes closest
#o fulfilling the expectations of a fantasy reader--his
desires are boundless, qnd'uEterly selfish--but Hodgins’ -
sense of reality dictates that- his powers bé defective, so
he fails to achieve what he wants.

Like his amalgamation of fantasy and realism, Hodgins'
amaléamation oflcomedy'and_reélism challgpges‘our assumptions
about reality by insisting that’ ndthiﬁg is impossible,
putting the actual and the fabulous on the same plane.

Comedy would seem to be a form Hodgins would find

inappropriate, given his insistence that fiction be
referential to actuality. =~ Comedy, like fantasy, is
antithetical to realism because it divorﬁes itself from

actuality and addresses instead the fabulou§ and the
imagirary. We understand comedy to depict a world other
than cﬁr own. The comic world is strange ana unnatu
Comic characters are not humans, rendered realistically, but

caricatures and grotesques. If their appearance is nothipg
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like ours, neither are their experiences: their problems are
outrageously far-fetched, and the sgﬁytions——there is,
unrealistically, always a solution in comedy-=-even more

incrediQ}e. The world of comedy functions nothing like sour

/__,—

own: there are no causal relationfﬂlggzag?n things, and

consequences are either onexigﬁent or illogical. All is
urpredictable, and the reader finds himself responding vefy
differently to the comic world than he woulﬁ to his own. He
is détached from what would normally concern him, .and amused
by what would usually outrage , horrify, or sadden’ him.

To understand how c¢omedy could present itself tB
Hodgins, then, as a viablg fogh, we have to remin& ourselves
that éhe world as Hodgins sees it is bizarre and 6%F%ageous.
Therefore, there is no conflict béEween Hodgins' vision ‘of

reality, and the wvision of comedy~--actually., the two

correspond guite closely. Comic cgpyentions perceived by

/

most of us as highly unrealistic are, ito %odgins, reflecgive
of our daily experience. Burlesque, for example, is usually
employed by an author to distance the reader from real;ty,
but - Hodgins uses iE to documént behaviour that he insists is
16

typical enough of people living on the West Coast. - His

methods of character portrayal seem unrealistic--depicting

Mad MotherjfThomas, for examplé; gé Qeems to crééte a
caricature rather than a human representation. But Mad
Mother Thomas, he tells us, 1is inspired by a woman who
actually exists, and his intention is to.represent her as

17

accurately as possible. We assume that when an author

wants to portray an actual person, he will use realism, but
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"Hodgins finds ;hat comedy mirrors the reality of this woman
best. HodPins challeng¢s the modern writer's notion that
cbmedy distorts reality, while realism documents it
accurately. Comic endings repregent for the modern Qriter
one of thé most serious distoftions of reality , but for
Hodgins comic endings are far more realistic: tﬁan the
antiheroic failures that characterize the endings of modern
works. Hédgins feels that the harmony and fulfillment
achieved at the cloge of comedy are possible realities, and
‘'would be actualities, if we did not convince ourselves, he
says,. of our notion of "man as vigtim," a notion he refutes
in his interview with Hanca;k:

I look around and I don't see all that many tortured
¥

victims'. I see a lot of people who are making decent
lives for themselves despite their problems. I'm as
interested in people whose dreams come true. Even

though that's very unfashionable. It's much easier to
write a convincing stbry with a  horrible defeated
ending. I think that says a lot about the world we're
living in. People will automatically and
unquestionasly accept a story that ends with people
being defeaéed and smashed and bleeding and committing
suicide. That's real life they say; that's realistic
fiction. Yet they'll raise an eyebrow and challepge a
story which has a person triumph.

Perhaps this is why .I admire the courage of John

Fowles. Do you remember Daniel Martin's search for a
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true ending to the novel he was writing? "To hell
with cultural fashion," he declared, "To hell with the
imagined which does not say the truth." And the
€ruth,  for him too, included hope and good fortune

(56).

If it is Hodgins' opinﬁph, . then, that comedy ‘depic£s
whaé the world is really like, while realism distorts it, why
has he amalga%;teé comedy and realism? If we examine comedy
further, we/éiscover that it fails to correspond to Hodgin's
notion of reality in one cruciél respect, and this failure ,
we will see, can be compensated for by realism. Comedy does
not acknowledge whaﬁ for Hodgins is a truth thgt governs our
lives: we are responsible for our actions. We nmisperceive
reality, Hodgins says, if we do not realize thgt our greaﬁest
moral obligation EF to discover what our fesppnsibilities
are, and to fulfill them. The crisis points in his fiction
are moments of revelation when his chdragtefs finally see

that others need them. Told by Horseman to take

responsibility for his true self, Wade levels his fort,

_abandons his shiftless lifestyle, and marries Maggie.

Thinking at first that she will retreat from life by hiding

in her old house at Hed, Maggie realizeslphat she must go

. > L :
back to the colony to those who need her, taking with her Mad

Mother Thomas, for whom she must also now be responsible. As
Joseph Bourne approaches death, he shirks responsibility more

and more, resenting the weakness of others as an imposition

on him. Resurrected, he again has the supernatural energy to
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protect and nurture everyone. He also inspires cthers to
take responsibility for those weaker than themselves: Larry

decides to marry Angela and care for her fatherless baby, and

~Jenny realizes that it is her responsibility to stay sane,

——

after the mudslide kills Slim, and her. grief and horror

~almost overwhelm her, so that Slim's undesirable children

will have a home.

Modern comedy typically rejects the notion that we \Eb%\
responsible for our actions.- It posits a nonsense wﬁrl
where there is no relation between act and conseguenge.
Comic characters are therefore liberat?d from responsibility
for their actions because nothing they do will cause’ visible
pain, injury, guilt, shame, o%-punishment. Since none of
thgir acts have consequences; nothing they do'can be said‘to
result in either good or evil. All_action is amoral, ﬁhen,
and even wﬁen such comedy explores atrocity, therefore, it
does ng% express horror or’ disgust or outrage.

Hodgins' work can be seen as a response to the
controversy that has arisen because of the black humod}
present in so much work by postmodern writers. ‘There is an

urresolved debate about the ethics of the amoral perspective

‘black humour allows them to take on'atrocity.18 One side

argues that comedy liberates us from our conscience, and our
sense of justice, and our senée of pity, when it blocks our
natural. humane responses of indignation -and horror. We
forfeit our humanity, this argument conﬁends, whén we take a

comic view of atrocity. This is Hodgins' concern with comic
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form: that it could come to be a celebration instead of a
denunciation of amorality. This is how Barclay Desmond sees
comedy in Hodgins' curious short story "Ladies and Gentlemen,
the Famous Barclag Sisters."™ He feels that his strong sense
of ponscience has caused him to lead a boring, banal 1life,
and he decides to use comedy to liberate himself from the
fegliﬁgs of‘guilt; justice and pity that.restrict him. Like
his aunts, famous practical jokers, he claims the immunity of
the joker from moral culpability-Fthe joker cannot be held
respoﬁsible for anything he does. Heady with his sense of
liberation, Barclay cruelly'degrades and horrifies others,
believing in the comic principle that since causalityr does
not -exist, nbbbdy can be hurt by his actions; least,of all
himself. But reality believes in causality even if comedy

does not, and Barclay's jokes have very painful results that

‘he ’‘cannot detach himself from after @all.  He 1is stricken

with guilt and remorse when he realizes the harm he has done
to others. This short story 1is not a puritanical

denunciation of comedy, but a warning against its misuse.

—
Hodgins is arguing that comedy must appeal to the reader's

sense of morality: if it allows the reader to take an amoral
view of existence, callous and conscience-free, then comedy
becomes sinister. ' . ” .

It would seem that Hodginsxdoes not accept the argument
postmodefn writers present, defending themselves against
charges that their use of black humour is morally

irresponsible. Their intention, they expléﬁp, in viewing

atrocity comically} is to startle the()reader out of

w5
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complacency into a more genuine moral response. They argue
that allowing the reader to sympathize with suffering
assuages his concern. Smug in the belief that his pity is

the correct moral response, he becomes complécent, and‘phen

’ ‘
comfortable, and then dismisses the problem. Comedy, making™~

him react in an unexpected way, makes him more acutely aware
of his morals than he would be had the work demanded a
conventional response.

This is not the principle at work in Hodgins' novels and

.

e

T

7

short stories. In his fiction, the assumption is that the ..’
e

reader's conscience is 1lulled to sleep by the a@gfa;;,——f\

perspective of comedy, and so a strategy is used to reawakén
the reader’s morai sense. As the readerlbecomes detached,
thinking he 1is liberated from moral response by the comic
vision in Hodgins' work, he is suddenly asked to change his
attitude from amoral indifference to an extremely
uncomfortable concern.

We can observe this strategy in Hodgins' depiction of
the deazk of Fat Annie.  The episode begins as a typically
‘comic ~situation that the reader observes with customary
;étachment. The episode seems to be outside any frame of
reference the reader could have which would lead him to a

/ sympathetic response so inappropriate to comedy. Fat Annie

-

is too bizarre, and Jacob Weins too much a clown, for the

~

_reader to identify with eithgr one. Even as the fatal

accident occurs, iFéafzggger continués to be detached and
_amused, because the levent conforms S\tﬁf familiar pattern of

4

\
\

~.

-

~ -
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slapstick routine. A 'clown-—Weins~—attempting Fhe
impossible--to turn back time and give the town thé original
;at Annie--meets his comic downfall. The accident has all
the characteristics of standard slapstick, .the action taking
ﬁlace at a craz¥ speed, Weins' movements wildiy out of
control. He careens down the stairs, Annie's chair speeds
madly through the air, and she "rockets" through the door
Lwhen her chair lands ‘upright, abruptly, in the lobby. The
unnapural sight of a rocking chair unexpectedly ﬁurﬁed into a
missile contributes to ihe comic effect. In this .nonsense
world, the wildly impoésible seems feasibie: it appears "as
if, for a moment, [the rocking ghair] intended to take off
through the ffrst open window it could find and ascend to the
rainy sky" (238).

Bu£ the episode does not end like a slapstick ~ routine.
We expeét Fat Annie to land intact: complications in comedy
resolve themselves without harmful consequences.  But this
accident ends in the most serious consequence of all--death.
Fat Annie, who should have been iﬁmortal,. immune to death,
has been killed. The clown, who in comedy nevér has to pay
for his mistakes, 1is here accused of murder, and the ‘intense
horror he experiences belongs to the suffering that
realization brings in a tragedy, not a comedy. As Weins
contemplates the body of Fat Annie, a "terrible cold doubt"
fills him (239). Barclay, in "Ladies and Gentlemen, The
Famous Barclay Sisters" is in a similar state of mind when he
realizes his antics arefgoing to have serious conseguences he .

was sure he was liberated from. Nauseous. with fear he

-
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wonders if he has made a mistake in judgement. The reader is
feeling very‘uncomfortabie too, because he also has made” a
ﬁistake iq judgement: failing to appreciate Hodgins' moral
concern, he has irresponsibly detached himself from his
conscience. |
It ié by amalgamating realism with comedy that Hodgins

is able to make his feader challenge the amoral assumptions
of comedy he would normally take for grantéd; He introduces
the voice of realism gradually and imperceptibly so that the
principles of Eomedy collapse quite suddenly , and those of
realism begin to operate just as unexpectedly, giving the
reader no warhing that the rules have changed.  Disoriented,
the reader is ktartled into a moral awareness. Examining the
account of Mr. Manku's swimming demonstration, we can see how
the reader's mbral sense 1is reawakened. The episode
init;ally conforms to a traditional comic pattern, ‘%ut then
deviates to introduce dark consequences. At first, we do not
perceive the situation as a human drama in which there is
anguish and suffering, but as a comedy, in which failure i;
not painful. It is impossible to see Mr. Manku as suffering
heroically, his act being so trite, and we dissociate
ourselves from him because of the ridiculéus fiéure he cuts
with his hyperbolic efforts:
L ) < )
/‘L) He took off his shirt and handed it to Papa Magnani,

like a great actor getting ready for a berformance——a

great actor wused to sefvants. Socon he was stark

'naked--all his clothes folded over Papa Magnani's
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arm--and rubbed his huge belly proudly. There was a
strange mysterious smile on his face the whole time he
was stepping into his trunks and pulling them up——Paba
Magnani had never seen such dignity in all his life-—-
and an even deeper, more mysterious smile when he
pulled that rubbér swim~cap over his head and snapped

it under his chin (130).

We are even more detached because we cannot reiate to the
characters as human beings; neither Manku nor aﬁy of the
other - characters in the episode are depicted realistically,
but have been stylized to appear as. caricatures, even
grotesques: Manku is a "huge belly" and "large buttocks" and
the Chamber-Pott children are "yard-apes" (130, 129),

Even when violence and conflict are introduced, we are
unconcerned because the fight that breaks out between

\ ‘
Manku's sons and >‘the Chamber-Pott c¢hildren 1is presented
1)

comically, as a f%sticdff in a )burlesque. With their
gestures all absﬁrdly exaggerated, and their actions
undignified and unnatural, they are clowns rather than human
beings:

Mr.‘_Manku saw his wife, wailing and tearing her hair,
in the centre of a jabbering cluster of daughters-in-
law and children outside the fence. He saw Joginder
holding on to one of those small children that played
around the pool, beating him on the head and body with

his free hand. He saw Ravinder engaged in a shouting
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match with one of the instructors, waving his arms and
' )

making wild threats. He saw Papa Magnani running this

way, shaking his head, wringing his hands (132).

But the principles of éomedy suddenly collapse, and
those of realism intrude.  Causality, nonexistent in the
comic world, is suddenly opﬁfative. "You have been the cahSe
of violence," Rajinder rebukes his father. Humiliati®n,
disappointment an@fmoftifigation, never painful consequences

]
to be taken seriéu§ly in comedy, ‘are the bitter outcome of
Manku's attempt ‘to swim. While the clown  would
conventionally go on to his next experience, untouched by his

failure, Manku is devastated.

In The Invention of the World Hodgins' technique is

slightly different. He'prgsents parallel scenes, the first
typically amoral, the second with a moral point of view
unlooked for by the reader who expecks- the second scene to
operate according to the same comic principles as the first.
Hodgins first presents us with the violent exchange between
Danny Holland and the Zulu. The violence is a /source of
humour - bgcadge it 1is too hyperbolic agg bizayre to take
seriously. Holland and his lover are caricatures rather than
human beings, and they complete their dehumanization when
they take to their vehicles to finish the fight. It 1is
machines, notJ humaﬁs, that we watch. Nor can the ‘reader
identify with their irrational conduct: they scream out their

love for each other even as they threaten to cut each other's

throats. The conflict, although " fierce, 1is also comic



246

because it has no conséquences. There are no injuries,
physical or emotional, in spite of flying glass aﬁd saﬂﬁge
insults. Even when the combattants meet in a head-on
collision which brings the police, nobody is hurt. l

In a parallel scene, it is Maggie who drives her wvan
head-on into Hdlland;s truck. Again, a violegl scene is
dépicted as comic. Ho@gins accelerates the pace of events

ludicrously so that Maggie loses her dignity in a .humourous

scramble to keep ahead of disaster. As she loses control of

AY
.

the éituation, she becomes moré and more comic? her
hyperbolig reactions are "ludicrous, as is her solution to the
grisisf éo— simply bulldoze Holland's truck out of thé way.
Adding to this comic effect is the incongruity between her
appearance~-she is attired in a pink floor-length evening
gown-—and her conduct--she is swearing, throwing punches,
handling her van as if it were a logging truck.

But the outcomé of this scene is not the same as that of
Holland's confrontation with the Zulu. A comic figure,
Holland is‘baffled when the laws of comedy are nect adhered
to, and Maggie treats their conflict with deadly seriouéness,
not as a game. "'What the hell,' he holléred. . .Holland's
face, 1in the cracked Qindshield opposite her, glared back,
unbelieving. This was not what he'd intended" (60). This is
fighting in earnest, and there will be ser%ous injuries.
Unlike the amused townsfolk who gathgred to be entertained by
the brawl between Holland and the Zulﬁ, Wade, - Anna, and

Becker watch in horror as Ma@gie nearly kills'hersélf, almost

going over the cliff before she gives in and stops her van.
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Like Hollané, both the bystanders and the reader are puzéled,
unable to'comprehend'what is happening. /,If this is comedy,
then why is the situation so f%ighteningg Why is Maggie so
shattered, and why are we horrifiéd, instead of amused, by

her outrageous behaviour?
Wheﬁ Hollahd and the Zulu are finished fighting, they
have no consequences to face. Maggie, however, stands in the

street and sweeps up the broken glass they have left behind

them, our first indication in The Invention of the World that

Hodgins will insist on conseguences and responsibility.in a

comic world. Afteg her own battle, she must assume heavier3\ \\““/
responsibilities, and make many painful admissions. Perhaps
the most painful is that she has allowed Holland to make her
forgét hef principles.-

Ho%gins' reader is uncomfortably aware that he too has
been made to forget his principles, and now is being faulted
for it. It is comedy that has made him forget himself: it
has asked him to overcome strong inhibitions to laugh at what
should not be léughed at. Hodgins persuades the reader to
overcome these inhibitions, only to rebuke him once he gives
in and laughs. Hodgins s;ems-tO'be doing this to teach the
reader the same lei?on learnt by Barciay Desmond--that we
must not use comedy to liberate ourselves from a painful but
responsible identification with others who are suffering. N

Tc summarize, tﬁen, we have seen that by amalgamating
. realisTMEith myth,‘ fantasy, and comedy, Hodgins insists that

¥
our world is stranger than we suppose. We have® seen that .

|8
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some of his critics objected to this: what they are refusing
to accept are the assertions made by grotesque art. The
‘principle of the grotesqgue art we have already identified‘in
Hodgins' work: the supernatural and the natural, the
extraordinafy and the ordinary, the abnormal and the (ﬁbrma

are all put on Ehe same plane, all lines of distinction
between them erased. Perhaps critical object%on te the
grotesque 1is so vehement because the grotesque.glorifies and
celebrates what we f£find revolting. We . are ' particularly
repelled by inbonééuity, which is the basis of the grotesque
vision, and by the distortion of things beautiful into things

— _
irregular and imperfect, a transformation the grotesque

celebrates.
Hodgins, it would seem, is"interested, in his earlier
- works, in the way the grotesque redefines "disgusting" and
"appealing" because he wants to convince us that certain
truths which we find repelling,. and therefore reject, are

d.lg‘ We see

actually . desirable and must be embrace
incongruity as distressing evidence that the quiverse is
chaotic, but in Hodginsf earlier works incongruity is
interpreted as, evidence that our world is miraculous, that
nothing 1is iﬂpossible. This 1is how we are to read the
strange symbols - of incongruity left for Port Annie to
interpret: a boat full_of sea creatures rocking in the boughs .
of a tree, periwinkles”and seaweed in beds aha cupboards.
But it is not only the incongguous that we misinterpret: in

Hodgins' early work it is argued that the monstrous is not

sinister,. but beautiful, evidence not of the devil, but of
- o {
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God. We are to see God manifested in the ghéstiy images, in
"Three Women of the Country", of the calf's mutilated head
and the face of the dead Mrs. Starbuck.

But it is human nature, we are told in Hodgins' early
works, to want to aQoid the truths revealed to us by the
grotesque. Conﬁronted with incongruity énd the grotesque
proposal that .nothing is impossible, Hodgins' characters
refuse to see this. Rather than believe the truth is all

possibilities, they try to lock metamorphic truth into a

single shape.20 For example, they deny Fat Annie's

transformation from whale to woman, and Bourne's

resurrection. Theys try to ignore the significance of the
L]

tidal wave, unwilling to acknowledge that the.very world they
inhabit changes shape. Even the much less dramatic
2 .

metamorphoses of Maggie, Larry and Jenny they find too

threatening to believe 1in.

.They try, without success, to deprive the shape-shifter

of his power so that they may impose a closed definition on

truth. Raime, the people of Port Annie are determined to
lock into a single shape. Because they cannot name her, she
represents all possible identities. They think that by

capturing her in the interviewing studio, and locking her
into an agreement to answer all Bourne's questions, they can
determine exactly who she is, andlaccount for her completely.
But irnstead of getting an explanation, the town is confronted
with even more mystecy when,bécause_of the confrontation they

have forced him into, Bourne apparently dies. Even when he

=, ~
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finally emerges from the shack where Raime has been watching
over what seems to be his corpse, the question of wﬂether or
not Bourne is dead'pf alive is still not resolved, and never
will be according to Port Annie's black and white terms. The
truth is, Bourne is both dead and alive, but the town is not
prepared to aécept both possibilitiég..

d Weins thinks he can.settle the debate about whether or
not Fat Annie ;eally éxists by dragging her, if she really is
up £here, frqp the dark room she is said to 1live in.: He
ambushes her robm, thinking he can forcibly drag the truth
into the light, but he IMses his grip on Fat Annie, and the
‘truth, as he carries her downstairs. She dies in the fall,
and her . .death preveng; him from.ascertaining_anything. She
remqins an unidentifiable shape—shifter: nobody can-ﬁame what
he has dragged from the room--a liféless shape that 1is  not
human, something like a turnip. .

Maggie, Wade ahd Becker believe, 1like Weins and the
people of Port Anniq, that they can reduce all possibléh

truths to the one correct truth by making the shape-shifter

take a single form. They th¥nk that by travelling to Ireland

they can either prove or disprove conclusively whether or not

Keneally was a supernatural being. They are fairly confident

before their arrival that the stories abou?,his}powers are

- untrue, and do not expect to find the circle of stones'wherg

Keneally was supposed to have been born, or the villagé where

he 1is said to have grown up. When they discover that both

iy

' . / , ' . .
places actually do exist, they think that the quéétlon‘ is

- settled. Bu the stones and the ruined village assert

.t
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opposite truths, that Keneally was both reality and illusion.

-“The shards of plate, and stone walls, and inscriptions are

concrete realjfy, ‘but the village is also an illusion, as

insubstanti as the mist that evaporates even as the

-\\:yﬁgs covered the remains of”’the village., "It's all gone

A}

. Q;ER," he exclaims, observing not the triumph of wilderness
/

oyer civilization, but the triumph of reality over illusion

Like the~willage, the circle of stones speaks of two
conflicting truths, that kéhealiy was,‘ indeed, a magical
being, ané ~that he was an ordinary mortal man. The cow
manure, the mudd;'cattlé trails, and the rock pile "fallen in
on itself" place Keneally firmly in-the realm of the natural.
At figst, .the site ‘seems  to deny anything magical or
marvellous. The éircle, imperfectly shaped, is smaller than
Maggie _had expected. A tourist plaque gives a most banal
definition of the site: "a national monument," with no
"hints, no clues to the magic." But while most of % e s;ones
are "Qrdinafy“ and "whitish", the ta{lest is yndeniably
magical, "burﬁing up sunlight" (314). Maggie feels a power
in the stones, despite their unextraordinary appearance.

.The pilgrims, Weins, and the people of Port Annie fail
to discover the truth even in these head-on encounters
because their method is wrong. Their drive to find the one
true possibility amongst several falée ones misleads thém.

Truth, Hodgins asserts in his work, 1is all-inclusive rather
_—d-—.___ .

Yos
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than exclusive, infinite rather than closed. It is all
possibilities, even contradiétory ones, lexisting at once.
Paradoxically, then, Keneally 1is a hocax and a reality.
Bourne is dééd-ggg alive. ‘'Maggie is a logger's whore and .a
virtuous healer. )

Hodgins' characteré fail to perceive this, even Eﬁgdgh a

persistent force is at work erasing the lines of definition

and. classification they keep imposing, an indgmitable force

.that manifests itself as a tidal wﬁ@e, a land§1ide, and

nature overgrowing man's lines of division, his fences, walls
and p;thWays,Zl

What they ﬁust learn is that lines drawn to separate and
make a distinction are meaning%ess, and distort the truth:

Either/or questions will not take them to.the truth. This is

reflected in the -very syntactical structure of Hodgins'

prose. His characters have drawn an either/or line down the

centre of the issue as to whether or not Keneally is a hoax.

Hodgins bats the truth back and forth across the eitﬁer/or

line his characters have drawn, . using the coordinators "but”

ahd nifg" to.make swift, repeated countetasseftions: " lthe
rockpile] looked pitiful; as if it had been something else.
once and had been reduced to this. But there was nothing
pitiful, or pitying, in the stone circle. itself, if four big
blocks of rockK could be said to form a circle. They were
closer togeﬁﬁgr than she'd expected, there was on}Q room
between them for muddy cow trails to cross, but they looked

as if they'd grown up, four large bﬂunfed teeth from beneath

the earth. . . ." (emphasis mine5(3l4)
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Just as Hodgins' characters attempt to deny that truth

.

is. all possibilities by imposing a single shape. on

metamorphic reality, they strive to eliminate incongruity-

from their world by imposing on it a polarized scheme. This
way, 511 things organize themselves along a dividing 1line
between paired opposites: moral and immoral, important and
insignficant, exciting metropolis and dull small'toﬁn, white
and blue collar worker, real and counterfeit, odd and normal.

It seems an attractive concept to them because everything

falls into a simple, cléarly defined, -fixed scheme. TheJ//F\*F-

hY
always feel thef\khow what course to take because this world
ié ~perfectly comprehensible: all relaﬁions are either
comparisons or contrésts, and by simply-substitutinglwith its
antithesis whatever is. problematic, one should have the
solution. qu Weins, the aﬁéwer to Port Annie's collapsing

~

“tourist trade is obvious: if the town is too wet, you need
oﬁly bring t;e éesert to it. Wade applies this same way of
thinking to his problem: seeing that his hyperactive family
is never héppy, he assumes that he can find contentment in

a
idleness., Maggie reasons that if her life has been unhappy

in the bush, it will necessarily be a good life in town.

This is Jenny's logic too: if she is insignificant when she

¢
is single, then she will be popular and imﬁqgfant when LShe
marries.

Hodgins' characters finally cannet live in the polarized

world they construct, and they learn to accept the truth they

have tried s?jpard to avoid. They polarize their world to .~

e
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sdch an extent that it gplits into £w0 worlds,- heaven and
hell, and finallé collapses when the poles move .too far
apart. While Mr. ' Pernouski thinks of himself as the
proprietor of paradise, VMrs.‘.Eckhart assu;ﬁé’him'that he is
the pfoprietorhof hell.  Both assertions are distortions of
the truth, and betweé,_the two of them, Mr. :Pernouski and
Mrs. Eckharts. us e&lity to. collapse coﬁbletely, leaving
Mr. Pefnouski in a dark, absurd void. When Mayor Weins
attempts to separate heaﬁen and hell, to turn Port Annie into
a paradise, all he‘sucéeeds in creating  is a nonsense world
of displacement, incongruity, and grotesquerie because he has
so distorted reality. His ludicrous costumes, the mbscene,
monstrous. figure of Fat Annie-—-- !fraud, aﬁd therefore) an -
absurdity~—-and, of course¢4fﬁzs giant transplad%eﬁ cactus,
symbolize the absurdité he has reduced rgality toc. Keneally,
f%ying to create a paradise, also constructs a nonsense world
that illogically collapses on him, its maker,'and sustainer.
Because Maggié,{flike Keneally, has tried to isolate heaven
- from hell,_’an éc{ of unnatural separatioﬁ, she too fails to
create a paradise, and offers Lily, BeckeréﬁJulius and Anna
not a new Eden, &ut a nonsense world. Afl of Maggie's
efforts to protect and nurture bring about illogical results:
Lily dies, absurdly, and Julius' -decision to flee his
sanctuary to run to the very pléée he fears mést—~a nursing
home--is irrational.
Those who 1live in a polgrized world become polarized
themselves in an unnatural dividing 6f idenfiﬁy, symbolized

T

by the sinister and bizarre splintering of Keneally and Wade

N
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Although he enjoys the mischief and confusion he creates,
even Keneally 1is eventually o;erwhelmed by it, and he
reintegrates himself. Wade leads an unfulfilled, meaningless
life until he learns to acceppﬂfhe twin, an aspect of himself
he has rejectedland literally detached himself from.

This reintegration of self is a rehabilitation posgible
only to those who accept that because truth is all
possibilities, they embody all possible se;ves. We note that
once the characters in Hodgins' early work have accepted all
thé possible selves they could be, then they go on to realize
a better self than they have been. Wade, Maggie, Jenny',

rgrry and Angéla try to invent a new image for themselves,
not knowing they have only to acknowledge-a heroic self that
already exisﬁs, but is waiting for them to realize:

Hodgfns' characters discover that heroic self when they
are maturg enough to confront the grotesgue. In "Three Women
of the Céuntry," for Charlene to mature morally, she 'must
return to Mrs. Starbuck's attic to confront the horror there
that she has fled from. Similarly, Lily redeems herself when
she finds the inner strehgth to recall unbearable memories of
her life with Keneally. Wade must heroically endure painful
encounters with the appailing Horseman, and Bourne must
confront death itself.

‘The assumption made in Hodgins' early works, then, ig

that confronting the grotesqueé, we discover our heroic

nature. In Hodgins' later works, -however, a very different
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possibility is considered, one that many .postmodern write}s
find fascinating: .if we could_lggrn to overcome our sense of
repugnance, which postmodernists believe we do not feel
naturally, but are taught, we could get in touch with¥ dark
desire§ we are not even aware’we have, and discover our true
nature. Postmodernism is intrigued by the possibilit@ that
ours is not a "human" nature-~-that if _We couid divest
ourselves oE inhibitions, we could transform ourselves  into
something very different from our presenttstate as human
beings. . Hodgins, it would seem, finds this possibility
appalling: what we would become, he says in “"More Than
Conquerors” and "The Plague Children” are monsters. If we
co?&fast what Carrie Payne represents with what we have said
Cﬁarlene represents in "Three Women of the Country," we can
appreciate why Hodgins rejects in his later work postmodegk
beliefs he was prepared to explore in his early fiction.
Like Charlene, Carqie has risked all, and has faced
uhbearable horrors, but her encounter has not led her to
discover heroic gqualities she had not-realized she possessed.
Charlene's confrontation with the obscenity in ' Starbucks'
attic was an act of strength but Carrie has been overwhelmed
by weakness. She has not been strong enough to believe
without tangible proof, and so she has killed her daughter to
force God to give her a sign that He q&ists. Carl Roote
follows Carrie into the funeral parlour, thinking to confront
the horror with her, having given in to the same weakness,
overwhelmed by his terror of Gladdy's illness. Had he

succeeded in joining her, he too might have become a monster,
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but he realizes, with Gladdy's help, how perverse and wrong
his impulse is. Carl acknowledges that he has been fortunate

to have 'been spared the encounter: “When I saw it wasn't
i,

‘going to happen, I was glad" (158). He understands that man

has "no business" exploring these dark places (158). He must
stay within the safe realm of normal human experience if he
wishes to keep his humanity intact.

We have no business experiencing such encounters, it is

insisted in The Barclay Family Theatre because we are giving

in to a dangerous weakness, and letting ourselves be drawn
into an unhealthy relation with horror, a relation that
renders. us subhuman. This 1is the relati0p the farmers in
"The Plaéue Children" find themselves in. They do not react

Iy

like the residents of Port Annie when their éundane w07id is

| >

fnvaded by the bizarre. Once they get over anJinitial alarm,
they £ind that at a deeper level, they are attracted to the
horror that has come into their lives, fascinated by it.
Unlike Charlene or. Lily, who have to force themselves into a
painful confrontation, Macken and Hopper enjoy the encounter,
because it allows them to indulge sadistic appetites. Hopper
relishes setting his bull free to attack the mushroom
pickers. Macken enjoys driving his tractor toward them, and
becomes so mesmerized by his pleasure that he cannot stop
himself, and crushes a child undgr his wheels.

We can see why Hodgins abandons the grotesque to return
to realism. Exploring the bizarre, we run the risk of losing

sight of our humanity. Hodgins parts company with the



258

ﬁostmoderﬁists finally, although early in his career he was
interested in claiming the same freedom as theirs. While the
postmodernist insists on the freedom to explore all
possibilities, Hodgins questions the wisdom of such a claim,
and ' contents himself with exploring only those possibilities

[

thch are human.
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Notes
v

1 Ronald Sukenick rejects realism, explaining that:

¢

Realistic fiction p;esupposed chronological  time as
the medium of a plotted narrative, an irreductible
individual | psyche as the subject of its
characterization, and, above all, the ultimate,
concrete reality of things as the object and rationale
of its description. In the world of post—realism;
however, all of these absolutes have become absolutely
problematic (from The Death of the Novel and

¢
. 2
Other Stories in "The New Tradition" 35).

-y

Raymond Olderman, convinced that “the facts of contemporary
experience are constantly beyond belief,” concurs with
Sukenick about the inadequacy of realism, arguing that "part
of the frightening impact of the recent novel 1is in the
suggestio% that 1its fantastic events may not Just be
capturing the truths of the human heart; they may be truly
rendering the actual texture of human experience" (1, 6).
Robert Scholes explains that many contemporary writers have
become fabulators because "reality is too subtle for realism

to catch it" (Fabulation and Metafiction 13). John Hawkes

dismisses , realism as "pedestrian thinking"” and says he Iis
interested therefore in "the - creation of new forms of

fiction" (Keuhl 182-3).
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2 Julia Kristeva has defined postmodernism in these  terms,

as a defiance of limits to voice what has up until now been
unspoken. She says that postmégernism is characterized by

"formidable attempts to expand the limits of the signifiable,

that is, to expand the boundaries of human experience through
the réalignment of its most charqcteristic element, language"
(137). "Despite its phobias, writing is nonetheless
definitely ‘venturing into the darkest regions where fear,
anguish, and a defiance of verbal clarity originate. Never
- before in thg history of humanity has this exéloration of.the
~limits of meaning taken place in such an unprotected ‘manner,
and by this I mean without religious, mystical or any other
justification" (141).

3 Hodgins has said that in presenting the reader with these
myths, the writer has a large responsibility: "A fictional
writer 1is creating myths and societies live by myths. The
myths that are important to society create the way that
people in it treat each other. - Like John Gardner, I f%el
strongly that a writer has a responsibility to be aware of
the moral implications of whét he's doing" (Interview with
éeoff Hancock 49).‘

4 We can see this belief reflected in The Resurrection of

Joseph Bourne: the people of Port Annie are shirking

responsibility by refusing to venture outside the safe world

of their small town. Raime explains to Bowman why nobody
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wants to confront the unknown: they would discover, and then

i
i

be expected to realize, their heroic potential (124).
5

Hassan foresaw this in Radical Innocence when h warned
' . - .

that postmodernism could lead to the breakdown of the human

o .
form (20). Fiedler, in "The New Mutants," claimed to see this
4 ~ . -

transformation taking place already.
& Norman Mailer has voiced this postmodern belief in “The
White Negro" and in his fiction. He argues that unless we
confront the darkest and most dangerous possibilities, we

cannoty''be."

7 This belief is voiced throughout Hodgins' works. ' In

The Invention of the World, for example, Becker and Lily
comet to the conclusion that we can do anything} that the
human limitations we feel bound by do not actually exist
(246}. |

8 Asked by Geoff Haﬁcock if reality is "distorted when a
fictional form is imposed on it", Hodgins answered, "Yes.
That's why I tend to resist fictional forms which come from
elsewhere. The forms of my stories have to grow out of the
subject matter" (Interview with Hancock 48).

9 Michaél Ondaatije has observed that Denham "is unable to
cross over [the river] into the arena of pure myth"
("O'Hagan's Rough-Edged Chronicle" 28).

10 Robert Lecker, for example, has argued that in The Invention

of the World the ‘“process of ﬁninvention undermines the
assumption that the recovery of myth engenders the discovery

of identity. . . Hodgins distorts, corrupts, and truncates
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precisely the structures and patterns around which his double
narratives are built . . . the mythological models on which
the story is founded are themselves revealed to be corrupt"
{86, 89). Susan Beckmann concurs with Lecker'that Hodgins is
undercutting myth in his work. She‘detects two tones in

The Inventidh'of the World, one which takes myth seriously,

and another overriding tone which "satirizes” myth: "There

are two diftinct tones discernible in The Invention of the

EEEle“ she states, "one results in a powerful and apparently
serious examination of history, legend and myth . . . the
other amounts to a burlesquing of 0l1d and New World
conventions, traditions, 1legends, and myths, and is satiric
of the very things that in other parts of the book are looked
at 1in a serious fashion" (1661. Althouéh she claims here
that in certain passages, at least, myth is taken seriously,
later 1in the article she says that the only-reasgn Hodgins
presents us with the myths is to burlesque them (123). Jan

C. Horner is an exception here: she demonstrates that myth is

being taken seriously in The Invention of the World ("Irish

and Biblical Myth in Jack .Hodgins' The Invention of the

World).

11 All page references for Jack Hodgins and His Work I am

citing from the work when it was still in the form of an
unpublished manuscript. Dr. Jeffrey had ngg‘ received the

galleys when I was preparing this dissertation.

12
¥

work is one which actually exists. "What may appear like

Hodgins has insisted that the world he portrayé in his

"magic realism" to someone else is just "pure" realism to me.



263

S
1}

-1 believe in my own fictions," he said in an interview with

Geoff Hancock (57).

13 Whereas I had initially supposed that no literary form

corresponds to Hodgins' notion of reéliﬁyl Dr. David Jeffrey
. &t : o

pointed out to me that in 'Biblical literature we één find

such a form.

14 Hodgins 1is wuneasy with the postmodern concepts of

surfiction and fabulation, because, as David Jeffrey
observes, "In Hodgins' own view, the purpose of his fiction
is not to create, as Hancock has it, ‘'complete worlds of
words,' but entirely the contrary: to signal an explicit
refgrentiality in language and'the visible wbrld: Hancock
himself records Hodgins' resistance to the label, and in his
int;oduction actually quotes Hodgins as saying: 'It frightens
me wﬁen literature becomes nothing but

mes with words

g
The raw material of fiction is not laéguage but .people.'"

{(Jack Hodgins and His Work 21}. "I'm using my language to
: t
describe the world as I see it" (Interview with Hancock 48).
15 Hodgins gave this explanation to Hancocﬁf’/"What you and

-

I call the ocean is to me only a metaphor. All those trees,
for instance, are metaphors; the.reaiﬁty lies beyond them.
The' acﬁ of writing to me 1is an atteﬁg; to shine a 1light on
that ocean and those trees so bright that we can see right

through them tofkhe reality that is constant” {Interview with

" Geoff Hancock 47);

16 David Jeffrey- argues that Hodgins' portrayal of

characters is not fantastic but an accurate portrayal of the

.__‘L_"I"\
3
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inhabipaﬁEs of the West. Coast: "the grotesgue extradagance of
hisféharacters might seem plausible only in such a place. . .

His characters are regional enough, as anyone who appreciates

the North%Island will cheerfully affirm” ("Jack Hodgins and

The Island Mind" 71—72).

17 It was on March 31, 1983, giving a guest lecture to N
students of the course "Survey of Canadian‘Literaturé" that
Hodgins mentiéned he based his character-had Mother Thomas on
a woman who actually exists.

18 Those who defenq the black humour that characterizes so
much postmodefn literature argue that it shows us hodl to
survive in our uninhabitable world, without foffeiting our
hﬁménity. First of all, they claim, black humour shows us
how to confront the horror of our world without being

overcome by nausea. John Hawkes defends his use of black

“humour this Wway, saying that his intention is to show the

reader what.hé can and must endure: his fiction, he explains,
never "let[s] the reader . . . off the hook," "never let[s]
him think that thi: picture is any less black than it is .or
that there 1is any easy way out of the nightmare of human
existence" (quoggd, by Marcus Klein in "John : Hawkes'
Experimental Comépsitions“ 206) . He says that the driving
force behind blé;k humour is a "ruthless determination “to
face . up'to.che enormities of ugliﬁess and potential failure

within ourselves and in the world around us, and to bring to

this exposure a savage or saving comic spirit and the saving

bgguties of language" (juoted by Scholes in Fabulation and

%

Metafiction 163).‘ Robert Coover has defgnaed his wuse  of

L '
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black huﬁour with.a similaf argﬁment, that black humour ?hows‘
ds how tolrespond to horror constructively: "I tend\tcjthink
of téagedy as a kind of adolescent response to the universe--
the Higher truth is a comic réspohse ..: . there is a kind of
humor extremity whicﬁ is even more mature than the trégic
fesponse" {Hertzel 28). Ronald Wallace sees black humour as
a constructive response, arguiné that "novelists like John
.
Barth, John Hawkes, Vladimir Nabahév, Ken Kesey, Robert
Coover, and others affirm laughter as a weapon against- defeat
and despéir," and thereby teaéh us how to "face" '"cosmic
absurdity" (2, 1l4). Like Wallace: Robert Scholes seesﬁb}aek

humour as teaching us how to survive: the black humorist, he

~_5ays, "is concerned not with what to do about life but with

how to take it" (Fabulation and Metafiction\}47).
N But the black humorist teaches us more than merely how
to survive, proponents insist: he shows us how to retain our
humanity in the face of horror. Scholes, for example, argues
that black humour teaches.us to be humane. It 1s ‘"moral
stimulation," he claims, because it brevenps the reader from
"warming [(himself] with his secretly virtuous insides while
[he] condonelsl— _the freezing of others" (160). He wuses
Hawkes as an example of a postmodern writer who uses 'black
humour to keep the reader from becoming complacent about the
morals he;believes in (183). As Hawkes himself explains, in.
an interéiew with John Keuhl, "If you're made ;o laugh at a

dismembered body, you experience the horror of dismembering

in a different way from simply beiﬁg confronted and repelled
/
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by the statk shock of dismemberment.  If part of the purpose
‘of the picareaque' ia"to make us aware ~of ouraelves as
p0551ble dismemberers or p0551b1e victims, it's clear that we
- need to experlence drastic Epifts 1n what we perce1§§5<§ence
the comedy? (175).. Black humour, he says, takes an attitude
"that rejects sympathy for the ruined membdts of out lot,
revealing thus the deepest staathy of.all" (éaoted~ty Klein-
'tn "John Haﬁkesﬂ Exparimental Compositions""206). John
Tiitpn shares. ;Hawkes' belief that black humour is
ompassionate"; it "precludes distancing;" he argues, and

"dllows no intellébtual_detachment“ (Cosmic Satire in the

< Contemporary Novel 100):/;; ‘ -

Teaching us how to niake the wasteland accommodate us
once more, without lasing our humanity, black humour "is an

effort to defend and celebrate permanent human values,” its

-

. ' %,
proponents claim {Ronald Wallace 22{. Hawkes explains that -

"comedy involwes surprise, and total ‘surprise would have to
- . . e o~
rd

do with .the vitality of life, the potential for lﬁfe in a
human'being" (174). . Hassan argues that black humoué\ may Be
understaod as a way of maklng Ilfe possible in thlsh world,
despite ev1l or death™ (Laughter in the Dark: The New Voice

in Amer!can Flctlon 636) Scholes insists black hHumour is a

J
,_.
P

"sign of life and health" (161). While Hassan and Scholes/éo

b .
not explain why they see black humour as an affirmation of

- . human values, Richard Boyé Hauck offers this " reason:
"laughter 1is the crea&ive response, and 'despait, though
—1ogical, the purely nihiliatic_responsa“ (8). Walter Kerr

presents an argument very 51m11ar tq Hauck's: . "Comedy may

~ . (
Y X -
-
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havg sensed Lﬁhat we are slightly past angst now—--not

% - -
altogether, only slightly--and that from our earlier guailing

before the void we have turned Epward active investigation of

the void" (Tragedy and Comedy 332).

Those dpposed'to black hﬁmour deny that it shows us how
to retain our humanity in the face of hofror. " Max .Schulz
aégues just t@f opposite, that "bléck humor condemns man to a
.dying wo%ld" k19). He approves o% what Frye has defined as
."new" ~comedy, which works out a "reconciliation of the
individual with community"® énd aliows "normality to tripmph
over abnormality" (19). Black humour, - he complains, is not
able to do this. In the novel of black humor, there.is  no

triumph of' the "green" world over, the "wasteland" (}9

Schulz claims tnat black humour simply voices the anfietles-

we feel 1living by an "irresolute value system” (27) He

‘concedes that the novel of black humor deoes have a moral

»

position, but refuses to take that position seriously (24).

Bruce Janoff agrees that the vision black humour gives fus

“does not affirm values, but quite the contrgfy, denies their

existence. "The black humorist cannot assume there is a norm
against which his fellow man may be judged," Janoff argues,
4

"To the black humorist's further grief, he has access to no
: . AN
clear or correct frame of reference to which he might turn

for moral or spiritdal;gui ance" (15). "Within the artistic

framework. the black humorist isfphe artist closest* to giving

\i;_r.all up, " "Janoff contends

v,

MLike his existential

forebearers, he is obq;ogsly enra“vd by éhglcdl'de’sac of the
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bsurdist metaphysic, but unlike them he is on the verge of

acknowledging that he 1is beaten in his feeble literaxy

attempts to combat it" {("Black Humor, Existentialism and
Absurdity: A Generic Confu51on“ 303).

N

While Janoff and Shulz feel the Btack humourist would

like to _provide us with golutions, but cannot see any,

Feldman is more cynical, eccusing the-blaQE\ humourist of

"playing. games rather than attempting to address\gériéus moral

problems: "It is only playing, one knows that. No one will®

get hurt. If there seem to be pain or deéradatien or death
n - the page, the effect will be made incongtuous with the
fact, sidetracked into a gag, hammed up, pa;;;}eg away"
(159). He accuses the black humourists of practicing
"affluent  terrorism" and contrasts them with "real"
terrgylsts who were "often [men] of resentment, dispossessed
and dec}assed feeling cheated, [they] could turn into . .
‘deadly enem[ies] of [their] society<  Black Humor however

- ‘
springs from -w@fftlence, not deprgxefifp. It foments no

rrevolutions, but only literary disdain for its perplexed and
perplexing culture" (159)l Like }eldman,. Louis: Hasley
condemns the v black huﬁoﬁfists for being morally
irresgpnsible, seggesting their vision is - insincere; they

adopt the stance they do, , he claims, "out of a desire for

hY

/

individuality,” "a desire to assume an intellegtual position

that mocks widely held vaés" (Black Humour in'd Gray, 325).
19_ As David Jeffrey pointed out to me,‘ Hodgies' use of the

greteeque }is similar to Flannery Q;Fonnor's. 0'Connor hee

expleined wﬁy’the grotesque depicts the truth more accurately

& "\\ -
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than conventional realism:

The novelist with Christian concerns wgll find in
modern life distértions‘which are rép nant to him,'
and his é}obiem will bé‘to make these appear as
distortions to an audience which is uséd to seeing.
"them as natural; a%d he may well be forced to take
ever more viclent means to get his vision across to

-~ this hostile audience (33-4).

For further reference, see Cecelita Coulas Fink's article "If
Words Won't Do, and Symbols Fail: Hodgins' Magic Reality.”
. Fink has observed that Hodgins' method is similar to that of
Flanner? O'Connor's--using the grotesque and the distorted to

demonstrate the real.
20

This belief that the truth is all possibilities, Hodgins
shares with postmodernists. Matei Calinescu explains that
ninstead //SE the ail—or~noth£ng attitude so typical of
monologyé thought, 1instead of the either/or of modernist
consciousness,' postmodernism does not seek the actual or at

'/leééijthe symbolic destructiéh of that which it opposes, but

brath f its conversion into a dialgctical aqversary, whose

beliefs deserye to be considered” (637). She uses as a- model
. / .
N .
of this way af thinking "Hassan's postmodernist (%}alogic)

defense of the imagination, - seen as a matrix of possible
worlds" (637). =
L2l . In his article "Jack Hodgins and the Isiand Mind" David

s

7@ . X X
Jeffrey argues that Sthe concérn in Hodgins' work with .

:) Py \ . .
£ a&\ ‘ A ot
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dividing lines -between reqlity and myth reflects "“the
frustrated questions of a whole frontier-less continent now
increasingly turned in upon itself and wunable to discern

where mythology stops and reality begins" (72).

N

& .
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_Accounting for ahe Response of Hodgins, Kroetsch, .
3 Ondaatjé~and Thomas to Postmodernism

Alkhough the works of Kroefsch, Ondaatje, Thomaé and
Hodg€h§\begin by celebrating the_possibiiities the philoéophy
of postmodernism holds‘out to us, they end by acknowledging
the philosophy's inadequacies. The conclusion all four
writegg arrive at 1is_ that the philosophy 1is impractical,
iIlodiéél and inhumane. All four come to the gonclw%ion, in
their later works, that the grescr;ption for survival
postmodernism offers us is impracticél because it is based on
unrealistic notions about human nature. Postmodernism
believes that values are imposeé on ;;, that if‘we were to
live outside the bounds of morality and legality, we would
cease (to care about values, - and would be‘ free from the
painful emotions-_we experience as beings‘ concerned .with
values: jealousy, grief, horror,‘disgust. But the works of
our four writers acknowledge wha£ sociologists have

L4

documented: that those who choose to live an anarchic
existence, becognizing neither .laws nor morals, find them-
selves stricken with anxiety when they deprive themselves
of wvalues: Distréssed, they begin to create new sets of
values in place of the old ones.

The four writers we have surveyed have found the
philosophy of poétmodernism to be illogical, as well as
imprac&ical, because it is self-defeating. Postmodernism

maintains that the only way to survive in a world - growing

increasingly violent 1is to become psychopathic, immune to

£
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pain. But as the works of Thomas, Ondaatje, Kroetsch and
Hodgins acknowledge, tﬁe psychopath's attempt to preserég
himself proves self-destructive. Ridding himself of wvalues.
to immunize himself to pain, he also rids himself of the will
to live, becéuse one of the values he rejects is the
sacredness of life. The psychppathic society envisioned by
\postmodernism would soon be depopulated by self~destructive
acts of murder ansjsuicide. ~

Finally, Hodgins and Thomas state outright in their work
whab Kgoetsch‘-and Ondaatje 'imply:- that the postmodern
proposition that we turn ourseives into psychopaéhs to

~

immunize ourselves to pain is morally unacceptable.

Given. that the philosophy éf postmodernism has these
limitations, then, it would seem that the moét-constructive
way for a writer to respond to that philosophy in his work
would be tb assess those limitations, and explore possible
alternatives éo the solutions postmodernism has given us. So

far, there have not been many new solutions put forward:

William Golding's Darkness’ Visible i& one - among few

contemporary novels that dces manage both to reject
postmodernism's way of reéolving the problem of anarchy, and
to propose an alternative. It is Golding's Christian beliefs
that afferd him an answer. In his novel, even terrorism is
part of providence,ﬂ}so that complete anarchy is never a
possibility. Despite the terrorists' own intentions, the

final perseverance of divine intervention can turn a

terrorist act into a pattern of sacrifice and a redpmption.

¥
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The terrorists' ends are thwarted, their act of evil
‘transformed into a miracle so that those injured or killed by
the violence are not left as victims but, ironically, as
recipients of divine grace. This 1is not a solption which
would present itself to most contemporary writers, who do not
bring a religious perspective to the problem dofr anarchy;
However, the problem may, 1in fact, be one which can be
solved only in religious terms, and Golding's example may be
one of the few solutions contemporary literature will
afford.

This is not to suggest that the efforts of other
contemporary writers have not been worthwhile. There are. a.
number of writers, such as Rushdie, MAirquez, and Pynchon,
who, while &hey have been unable to arrive at any new
solutions, have nevertheless gone .further than many
postmodernists, whose undertaking no lénger seems as .daring
when compared to what these writers have ventured to ﬁake
upon themselves. Postmodernists have responded more
c&nstructively than modern thinkers to the question of how we
are to survive in an anarchic world, but even so, their
‘attitude contains an overpowering c¢ynicism that Pynchon,

~Rushdie and MArquez have not given .in to.1 They take a much

more resistant stand against the problem, determined that

humanity- shall not compromise itself to survive. Instead of
-asking/ with many postmodernists, '"how shall we adapt to
"survive in such a world," they ask, "how can the world be

changed to accommodate us once more?" -Hence,wcthey explore

. the possiblé causes of anarchy in hope of finding a way to

N

N ‘
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stop the growing violence and chaos in our world. Since
politics seems to be at the root of . anarchy, they have
analyzed political upheavals ;nd dictatorships, Rushdie, for
example; exploring thé' uprisings in India and Pak;stan,
Marquez the juntas in South America, Grass the invasion of
Poland. History, expréssiﬁg itself as politics, recurs as a
concern in the works of writers investigating auarchy, as
they examine past events to'detect the point at which the
anarchy which now undermines our world began. Vonnegut, for
example, 1looks back to World war II, and Pynchon is another
‘'who looks to the time of Hitler for an answer. As well as
peclitical history, Pynchon is interested in the history of

technology, because he perceives a connection between

technological advancement and anarchy. Pynchon's concern

with what man has become in a technological age brings us to
a third consideration: can the anérchy we are faced with now
be accounted for in anthropological terms? Ms anafchy a
stage in the development of man? This is the possibility

Doris Lessing considers in Memoirs of a Survivor, as does

Russell Hoban ' in Riddley Walker. Finally, there 1is the
possibility that pr&ternatural forces are at . work causing
énarchy in our world. It is an QBrthodox aevil who is
identified over and over again in contempora?y works as the

source of chaos and violence: in Muriel Spark's The Ballad of

Peckham Rye, in Iris Murdoch's A Fairly Honourable Defeat, in

the works of William S. Burroughs and Rushdie. Golding

posits both demonic and angelic forces so that the outcome of

™
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Darkness Visible is not the triumph of evil, but of 1light.

Matty, at first guided by aﬁgelic agents, and then, later, an
'agent himself, 1is able to triumph over the demonic forces
téying to spread anarchy in his world. ;)
Although critics liken the works of Ondaatje, Kroetsch,
Hodgins and Thémas to the works of writers suéh as Rushdie,

M&rquez, and Pynchon, the response of these four Canadians to.

- postmodernism has been of a different order, for they have

. not provided us with constructive criticism of the

\
nhilosophy, nor_are they searching for alternative solutions

to the problem of anarchy- Although they eventually do come
to discover inadequacy in the philosophy of postmodernism,
initiaily théy fail to see implicétions which seem to have
beén apparent from the very start to Pynbhon, Rushdie and
MArquez. And although these four Canadian writers achieve a
great deal of insight into postmodernism as their work

progresses, they do not seem to be able to. respond

constructively once they have achieved that insight. Hodgins

L

abandons his investigation of postmodernism, alarmed by its
implications, and Ondaatje, Kroetsch and Thomas cling in

futility to the inadequate solutions postmodernism has given

-

us, trying to deny that the implicg}fons of postmodernism are

as grave as they seem. A
Y i
" ™~

Even the most disturbing tenets-of’ postmodernism--that
all things are permissible, and all things are possible--even
these tenets did not trouble the Canadian writers initially.

The tenet that everything is permitted in.tially suggested to

them an ideal world, because they failed to consider all the

o
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implications of such a premise. What presented itself to
them was the vision of a world free of repressive moral and
legal codes, where their characters did not have to obey
tyrannical parents; teachers, bosses, clergymen and police who
would have¥ liked to prevent them from growing up. A
completely permissive society might suggest itself. as an

ideal to Hodgins, Thomas, Kroetsch and Ondaatje, but other

i

wfiters have realized how self-destructive a world without
moral” and legai codes would be. If all acts were
permissible, then torture, fape and murder--all forms of
atrocity——wbuld be allowed. -
Acts of atrocity are not only undesirable in themselves,
but as Burroughs, Golding and Lessing appreciate,
permissiveness would be destructive in other ways. A society
collapses when it allqows its mempers to commit offensive and
- harmful acts becauéi\\the structures which keep '§63ietyf'
intact~—marriage,“ family, community, friendship-wcease\\to
exist. These structures breéak doﬁn when there is no code of
ethics governiﬁg human relations, because fidelity to one's
spouse, respect for one's parents, responsibility toward
one's children, .consideration for one's ﬁeighbours, loyalty
to one's friends——all cease to matter. As Burrou%hs sees it,
a permissive sogiety'gwould fail to perpetuate itself:
convinced that noéhing mattered but self-fulfillment, the
members of such a scciety would ultimately refuse to accept
even’ the responsibility of procreation. Si%ﬁlarly,' Golding

conjectures that the members ®f a permissive society would

~
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cease to cooperate, so obsessed with self-induléénce that
they would fail to see that only by working together can
they hdpe to survive. Lessing theorizes that in a truly‘
permissive' society, the concept of friendship would be
corrupted until it meant sdmething faf different f;gmagbat'we
understand it to be: it would céme ﬁo mean a rel {ion betweénll
victim and assailant; it would be ouf "friends" {who would rob
and murder us, since we would make the easiest targets. They
would know our vulnerabilites better tharf anyone else's, and
they would not feel love or loyalty or any other emotion
that would inhibit them from killing us.

Just as the tenet- that everything is permissible has

disturbing implications, so too does —thp tenet that
everything 1is .possible, but again, Hgdgins, Kroetsch,

. : {
~ Ondaatje and Thomas ignore those implications. In a world

where all‘things are possible, extraordinary horrors will
exist, Dbut these writers do not take this into éccount.
Interpreting the tenet quite narrowly, .they conceive of a
world of extraordinary marvels, beautifully and hilariously
mysterious, but never horrifying. Hodgins envisions a world
that was unbearably banal transformed by beautiful magic when
a tidal wave sweeps through a greary small town strewing it

with periwinkles and sea anenomies that "bloom" on tie ugly

sidewalks and in the banal homes. The cloBest he comes to

depicting the demonic is his character Damon WestE who | is
such a blaqﬁz devil that we realize Hodgins , does not see the

|

demonic as a problem. Hodgins inadvertently gives us a much

more convincing portrayal of evil in Keneally, but’ﬁz does
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not take advantage of the opportunity Keneally provides  him

with to probe evil as realistically as he might. Ondaatje

presents ﬁs with the beautiful mystery of Lalla's death: the

supernatural forces which claim her are not dark or evil, so

" that death for her is strange but delightful, a rising above

the mundane world she has grown tired of. Kroetsch complains
that English Canadian writers have not explored the night
world, but neither has he ventured there himself: when he
depicts the extraordinary in his work it 1is usually as
SN .
somegﬁing not dark and evil, but beautiful, miraculous and
wondeffuli, Vera's mystical encounter with the bees, 6% Web's
marvellous éxperience, riding the tornado ("The Exploding
Porcupine: Violence of Form “in Engliéh—Cé\eﬂEan Fictioné).
When-he does. portray demonic forces, he presents them from a
comic perspectfve: the way Kroetsch portrays the witéh Marie
Eshpeter, and the pgltergeist that haunts Demeter's room, he
is not addressing the possibili;y, of | demonic forces
seriously. Writers such as Burroughs, Marquez, Rushdie and
Golding do treat the possibility seriousli& the problem)of
the demonic is real to them, a;d they?@ive us far more
insight into evil than the Canadian writers do. They give us
the polar opposite of the beauﬁiful mysteries Fhe Canadian

writers have conceived of: the barﬁﬁzzﬁﬂof éxtraor/

inary
monstrosities. Burroughs and Rushdie envision n arish
creatures with Satanic powers.  For Mérquezrand %Qgiai ‘,the
extfaordinary manifests itself in the'for; of not only

beautiful marvels, -but hideous abnormalities: especially

S
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abnormalities of the psyche, such as monstrous obséssions and
perverted natures. '

The implications of these tenets are so obvious that one
wonders how the four writers could have overlooked them. A
willful naivety may'be part of the explanation. With the
possible exéeption of Hodgins, the%e writers do not Qant to
écknowledge the categories of permissible and iméermissiple,
ané possfble and iﬁpossible, —because, in éffect,'theg‘do no£
want to acknowledge either the ‘concept of sin or the
responsibility the individual assumes for his own actions
when he recognizes he is capable of sinning.2 This evasion

is reflected in their attitude toward anarchy: they do not
. ) - Js

"want to perceiy% anarchy as a problem, but rather, as a
: N .

solution, an ideal. All of them, Hodgins included, lack a

o , _
conception of positive law: they regard order asi repressive, n
. - . A

andg celebrate its overthrow.  Many™ of th? citizgns oEL /
. . ' - ’ ’ L)
Hodgins' "~Port Annie are not dismayéd, but overjoygd‘%t_ the ¥

anaﬁbhy brought by a tidal wave tﬁ%t sweéps_ through their

town. Represseql by normalcy, by too much routine and
. . ) A

morakity in their lives, they rejoice when the wave disruptg
the banal order of things and allows theﬁ to experieﬁce the
éxtraﬁ;ginary. _Similarly,. the . citizens of Kroetsch's
Edmonton celebrate ‘the anarchy that disrupts the city when

Hazard skts free all those .ldke himself who are repressed by

law and order. For Thomas' characters, life is joyleés in an

f

L~ .
ordered world--they seek EOZi}gn countries unsettled by

) 1 )
political wupheaval to escape fhe stifling morality of their

A
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occidental culture. Ondaatje's characters are so stifled by
social conventions that they welcome any ingrusion of anarchy
into their 1lives, applauding the arsonists, insurgents,
hijackers and crimiﬁals who overthrdw order. |
To take such an idealistic view of anarchy, a Qriter
would have. to overlook its dangerous and destructive
'conéequences. For Ondaatje, Hodgins, Kroetsch"énd Thomas,
living in Canada, anarchy is not, in fact, very threatening.
.Their experiepée is very unlike’thgt of writers such as Rafhdie,

N
Marquez and Grass who 1live where political problems have

made anarchy an urgent problem that must be solvgd. |
This accounts for the comic perspeétive on anarchy in
their work. These four writers try to trivialize Ehe
question of anarchy rather than assume responsibility for
making judgement on it, wusing humour as a smokescree"n.3

-

Kroetsch defines anarchy as hilarious: to him it 1is
exemplif%ed by downtown Edmonton Envaded by hundreds Of
horses. { To Hodgins, it is a wedding reception disrupted by
‘hundreds of rowdies. - Ondaatje turns terrorism into a comedy
routine: a hijacked train shunts back and forth all night
between two stations while the British officers on board
sleep through the crisis, "unaware, and the hijacker, Mervyn
Ondaatje, visits congenially with all his hostages. Thomas
goes so far as to ridicule the notion thét anarchy 1is
dangerous: her characters visiting Latakia and Africa are

ashamed for having feared for their lives. Taking a comic

. perspective allows these writers to avoid the responsibility
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of ‘assessing\the code of conduct postmodernism .defines for

‘living in an anarchic world. "Kroztsch does not have to

.comment on the moral implications, for example, of Web's act .

of setting fire to the house hisg father is in. Ondaatje does
not have  to judge Mervyn when ‘he knocks a -friend
unconscious, or Lalla, when she tells qﬁ appalling lie to her

sister-in-law. The comic perspective used in The Invention

of the World allows Hodgins to avoid:the implications of

Maggie's behavior when she deserts her children, and Thomas
does not have to deal with the moral guestions that would

have otherwise arisen in Blown Figures when Isocbel abanddns

her.famfly, telling Jascn he can "keep the children", the
same way one might tell a porter.he can "keep the change.“‘
But the moral concerns these writers try to evade haunt

them, and eventually they abandon the comic perspective they'

\\Lhave taken, to confront the reality of anarchy, and to assess

postmoderpism's. response to anarchy. Two themes recur in
their "work which might suggest‘that they are aware of what
théy are not facing, and that they feel guilty about this
evasion: one °"is the theme tﬁat the joker is dangerously
irresponsiblg because his comic‘perspectivehon things is so
unrealistic, ané the other is the theme that we hetray the

ones we love most when we shirk our moral responsibilities.

"We have seen that in Kroetsch's work the energy of the

trickster is portrayed as destructive. . In Thomas' works the
joker 1is portrayed  as cruel and dangerously amoral: in

Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures, Jack and th medical students

who. Harass Isobel the summer she works at”~ the mental

—
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hOSpital harm others for their own amusement. We have - seén

that in Coming Through Slaughter and. Running in the Family,
although there is a feluctance to admit it, jokers liﬁe Buddy
'and Mervyn injd?e others. It is Hodginé‘ work that attaches
the most importance to. the question of the joker's lack of

responsibility: we have seen that this question is central in

The Invention of the World and “Ladieé and Gentlemen, the

Fabulous Barclay Sisteré!"

But the  problem of hurting loved onés when we ‘behave
amorally seems to disturb these writers evén more than the
implications = of the” joker's amorality. Kroetsch's
characters, for all their flippancy, caﬁnot repress the guilt
they feel when they hurt their friends, wives, and children
living by the postmodern code of conduct. Similarly, Thomas"
heroines are burdened with guilt knowing they have hurt their
children and their lovers by deciding to dispense with
traditional wvalues and live acgording to the amoral code
prescribed by postmodernism. éé\have seen that Ondaatje's
Bolden has to face the painful truth that he has hurt his
children, Nora, and his friend Jaelin with his amoral
conduct. Again, it is in Hodgins' work that the problem is
confronted most directly: even characters such as Wade, Fell.
and Weins, who have set out deliberately to immunize
themselves against guilt, have to listen to their conscience
in the end.

When our four writers finally realize the implications

of the postmodern prescription for survival, they seem to
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have no way of responding constructively. | They betray a
despair that writers such as Rushdie, Burrbughs,‘Pynchon and
Golding , do not seem to have felt when they confronted those
séme iﬁplications. In‘ the works of Ondaatje, Thomas,
Kroetsch ‘énd Hodgins we sense what is alﬁost panic in their
work as they realize how problematic postmodernism 1is. We
'find evidence’ in Fﬁeir writing that they do not know how to

deal with the implications of postmodernism. Ondaatje

confides 1in Running in the Family that he does not know how

to write about the darkest implications of his fgther's
postmpdern code of conduct. There is evidence in Thomas'
work that she cannot come to ﬁerms with the implications of
postmodernism: she examines the same éroblems over and over
again, as though 'thére .1s something she 1s unable to

4

resolve. Perhaps the "author" narrating Blown Figures,

condemned like the narrator of Hubert Aquin's

Prochaine Episode to be overwhelmed by the problems he cannot

resolve in his novel, voices Thomas' own desperation at not

being able to contrecl the problems she .is exploring in her

work. ., We see Hodgins in the same uncomfortable position

writing The Barclay Fami£¥ Theatre: solutions which worked

for him in Spit Delaney's-Island, The Invention of the World

and The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne are noilonger valid in
t .
his latest work, so that his short stories end with their

problems unresolved. Kroetsch. too apparently had difficulties
ending some of his works, ‘and it would seem that these
difficulties arose because of the implications of

postmodernism that he had not foreseen. Nothing is resolved



-

284

-

in Gone Indian when Jerémy Sadness simply vanishes, and could

T

be either 'dead<’ér*¥iuis. Either way, the problems his

postmoaern conduct haéag”ven rise to have not been solved.
“Kroetsch ‘has said that he did not know how to end Alibi: he
could ngt tell whether it-should end happily or sii;dly.5 His
uncertainty Qou;d seem to suggest that he is.no\clearer than

thev reader as ‘ﬁb* what has happened to Dorf after his

”
-

violation in the cave.
When these- four writers have to adknowledde what
postmodernism implies, then, they are brought to an impasse.

Unlike writers sué&h as Pynchon, Marquez, Rushdie and Grass,

who foresaw the implications and were prepared to grapple

with theh in their work, Ondaatjé, 'Hodgins, Kroetsch and
Thomas are stymied. Even Hodgins; who h?s such a stropg
sense of moral responsibility towérd his reader, ‘does not
attempt to answer .the difficult ethical guestions
postmodernism leaves us with. Instead, he abandons his
investigation of postmédernism, and while we can appFe;iate
"that his reason for aoing this was a moral oOne, we wogder if
his sense of morézwresponsibility is not misdirected. here.
He argues tﬁat the artist's purpose is to reveal only those
truths which we are permitted to Know, and postmodernism, it
seems to him, raiscs questions that we are forbidden to ask.
But otner writers, such as William Golding and Anthony
Burgess, do not see their mé;al responsibility to the reader

defined this way. They feedl that terrorism and anarchy have

presented ~“us with a crisis which must be confronted.

LN
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Apparently, since éosthoderﬁism has not given us an adequate
éolﬁtion‘to that crisis, they see it as theif responéiblity
to - come up with better solutions. | While Hodgins judges it
best to turn away from the 'philosophy of postmodernism,
because tﬁe conclusions it leads us to are so monstrous,
Golding and Burgess feel thét it is more constructive to
study the unethical propositions of postmodernism to be able
to propose ethical alternatives.

Unlike Hodgins, Thomas  does not ~ abandon her
investigation of postmodérnism, even though she is as
dismayed as he is by the implications of that philosophy.
But. this does not make her responsé any more con§tructi§e.
'-Although she perseveres in her exploration of postmodernism,
that perseverance is by no means fruitful. Instead of
‘seéking answers which aré more adequate' than the ones
postmodernism has given us, she reviews the same posémodgrn
arquments over and over again, as though she cannot believe .
the conclusion those arguments bring her to each time, and

therefore reexamines the premises in case there has been a

mistake. Although Intertidal Life proposes a solution--

. "gelf-is-ness"--this philosophy is not an alternative, but
postmodernism under a different name.

Kroetsch and Ondaatje try, 1illogically, to convince the
reader, and themselves, that the implications of
postmodernism are no£ as disturbing as they sgem. We have
already suggested an explanation for their irrational
response to the challenge of postmodernism: apparently, they

want to deny that the individual is capable of evil, as well
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as good, and must accoréingly‘ take responsibility for
individual actions. They are hounded, nonetheless, Iby a
vestigial and typically Canadian conscience. Troubled, they
retreat from the confrontation into slapstick. This reflex
is, of «course, intrinsically héréiséistic: not juét in
Kroetsch and Ondaatje, but in Thomas as well, each refusing
to admit the philosophy of postmodernism has alarming
implications because postmodernism confirms narcissistic
beliefs they are deeply committed to, and cannot afford to

-~
question. These beliefs are, specifically, that the world is

so threatening we must make self-preservation _our foremost
concern; andl.that everything is ‘permitted, so we may
therefore wuse any means of self-defense to stay' alive. We
ﬁave said. that postmodernists see anarchy and terrorism as

o
immediate ‘threats to our survival, but Ondaatje, Kroetsch and

.Thomas do not perceive them in such literal terms: for them,

bombings, ﬁuggings and hostage—éaking are only metabhors of a
deadly assault upon our identity. For them, our problem-is
to keep our id;:éity intact even though banality threatens to
efface us, authority keeps us from asserting ourselves, and
- . :
loved ones have the power ﬁo make us invisible. Thomas'
heroinesJ feel their identiéy disintegrating wﬁéneGér they
must occupy themselves with domestic ' chores or other
activities they consider mundane and meaningless. They make
a point of refusing to make meals, not because they are lazg,
but because as. artists they exist, but as caretakers, they do

not. Banality threatens Krpetsch's characters the same wéy:

-~

-
.
N
v \
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just ag Thomas'tchéracters feel they do not exist unless they
aée on an adventure, travelling in a. foreign coun&ry,
experimenting with unusual 59xual.practicéé, or holding jobs

that ‘will expoée Eheﬁ to the unnatural and the monstrous;
Kroetsch's characters [flee from their banal homes where - they
are' loéing their identity, 'to reassert themselves by taking
up a dangerous and unusual occupation. Fér Ondaatje's
characters banality holds the'éaﬁe threat: during Lalla’'s

yvears as a child and as a married woman, she did not exist.

Only after she bécomes a widow does she, come into being,
. X ;

because she is free from the banal way of 1life that had

always ' been imposeq upon her. It is too muchl order which
makes a world banal; and while banalityfitself is.élthreatrto
identity, the source of the problem is authority, the power
‘which enférces order. The characters in the works of altl
fhree authors lose their sense of identity when they must
subordinate themselves to those wielding aﬁthority,“depicted
most often) in Thomas' works as ﬁy;annical parents, in
Kroétséh's and Ondaatje's works, as péients and policé But
for these wrifers, it isﬁfinally loved ones who pose thé
biggest threat to identity, Thomasf characters are honrifiéd‘
by the sensation of vanishing when loved ones #%ithhold from
them their approval. Kroetsch's herces feel effaced by the
contempt of their wives and lovers. _Ondaatje's characters
feel their xpved ones devour them: Billy sees Angie as a
mouth that will swal}ow Him, and all the women Bolden has

been consumed by are symbolized by "Crawley'é girl's tongue”

(Coming Through Slaughter 150). Lalla has a horror of . the
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babies' she must feed, because she feels they will devour her
with théir needs. |

Thomas , Ondaaéje ‘and Kroetsch see "legitimizegd" |
narcissism . as the best means of keeping iﬁtgct,an identityi
which threatens to disintégrate. Therefore, the posﬁmodern
tenet that everything is permitted seems attractive to them
becauseialth@ugh it sanctions atrocity, it also sanctions
narcissism. Thus they are afforded justifications for self-
love that no other philosophy would provide them with.
Thomas 1is straightforward in her depiction of the cruelty
fhose. who adhere to a postmodern codé éf conduét are capable
cf, yvet she herself adheres’ to the philosophy of
: postmoderﬁiém so that she may assert that selfishness or
."self;is—ness," as she prefers to call it, is an ideal we all
must strive for. Her characters seek a way of life that.would
allqw them ‘to indulge themselves to ~ the fullest without
having to give of themselves ta others. Ondaatje concedes
that his characters are selfish, but challenges the reader'é'
Iassumption that ‘'selfishpness is a vice. He argués.that far
from being a flaw in his characteré' nature, selfishness 1is
their most admirable guality. In his.works, it is a heroic
achievement to be a celebrity: anonymity 1is contemptible.
Ondaatje portrays the narcissist's rebellion against law and
mofaligy as a heroic contest in which self-assertion, self-
reliance and self-indulgence allow the hero;é ego éo triunph

over the péwerful force of society. We see Kroetsch take the

same view of selfishness: while he deplores the implications
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of . postmodernism, "nevertheless he prééents:narcissism as a
héroic defiance in his works: when his charaéters find a way
to denf that society exists, and learn to live without having
to respect laws and morals, or commit themselves to_ others,
.they have won a heroic victory.

It is a commitment to narcissism then, which keeps these
writers from responding 1ogicall; and cdnstructively to
poétﬁodernism. They conpradiét themselves by - acknowledging
the implications of postmﬁdernism, and then turning right
around and denying those implications} because thle they are
prepared to _admit that postmodernism 1is aﬁ inadequate
response to anarchy, they . allow their desire to Justify
"self-is-ness" to.override their concern that postmodernism
sanctions atrocity. Anarchy and atrocity are not their
immediate concerns: Qhat is more impértant‘to them is that
postmodernism upholds self;serving qucissism as an ideal.
Therefore, they waffle, deploriﬁg postﬁodernism, yet
celebrating it too. | .'

But there is anotﬁer way that ‘their narcissistic views
have kept them from respondﬁng as‘conétructively as other
contemporary writers to postmodernism. We haverseen that
writers such as M&rquez, Rushdie and Pynchon object to the
postmodern attitude that we cannot prevent anarchy, ‘and must
therefore adapt to it. }Thesq writers refuse to view anarchy
as inevitable, and turn to theories about the cause of
anarchy in hope.of discpvering ways to prevent it: the theory

that the cause @f our present state of anarchy lies in past

events, the theory that anarchy has political causes, the
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rﬁheory that anarchy is a stage in the evolution of man, and,
finally, ftheltheory that demonic forces are responsible for
the anarchy that threatens us today. Although these theories
are central to the works of contemporary writers in. nearly
every part of the world--Britain, Asia, the United States,
Central and South America, Qnd Europe--we do not find them
treated seriously 1in the works of Ondaétje, Kroetsch and
Thomas. It is a narcissistic reiuctance to 'cbncern
themselves with politics, history, human evolution, and the
possibility of the supernaturall that keeps them from
address%ng a problem which so many other contemporary writers

!
see as arucial.

.

It |is because the narcissist has no social and historic
consciousn ss of things that he haé no interest in the
political state of the world,‘ historic events, or the
evolution of man. The narcissist_simpiy refuses to be
socially and historically aware. As Lasch has explained, the
narcissist lives for the present only, refusing to bear
;esponsibility for the past or the future, partly because he
feels he owes nothing to-the generations to come, partly
because he does not want to feel guiit for what /has been

committed in the past. Consequently he attaches no

significance to historical eVents (The Culture Of Narcissism

23). The narcissist is equally disinterested in politics
because, again, he resents , social responsibility.
Preoccupied with self-preservation, he 1is uninterested in the

survival of states and nations. In his work, Ondaatje makes
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- no attempt ko explain anarchy in historic?l' or political
terms, although . the opportuniﬁy‘ is- there for 'him to
investigate both possibilities. gecause he cannot see
hiétory as, anything but a refiection of himself, it never.
occurs t6 him to investigate the connection between
historical events 'and anarchy. His ego érevegts the past from
existing in his. works: although he uses figures from the
past--Billy the Kid, and Buddy Bolden--he does not present
them as hist?ric figures, but-as refleétions of himself. He
takes no responsibil}tf for reconstructing the truth of the
past because he does not care what ha?pened then~-only now
matters, and he narcissistically supefimposes his present on

top of history.” Ondaatje also displays the narcissist's lack .

of concern for political issues, especially in Running in the

Family. Much of the work is set during the time of Sri
Lanka's lgkfugéle for independence, Qgt.Ondaatje does not
serioﬁsly' explore ‘the political implications of anarchy,
preoccﬁpigd with his family, and more specificélly, with how
the family reﬁutaﬁion reflects on him.® while Rushdie, Grass
and! MArguez seek anéwers to the problem of anarchy by
inbestigating'l@olikical uphea&al, Ondaatje overlooks this
avenue of investigation, seeing little more significance in
;he uprising in Ceylon @hanlthe fact that the insurgehts
thqugﬁt sO high}y of the Ondaatjes that they spared them, and
even, invited Susan Ondaatje to play cricket with them.

Unlike Ondaétje, Kroetsch appears to have an explanation

for/ anarchy in his works, but we realize how 1limited his

explanation is when we consider what a narrow concept of
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anarchy he has. He thinks of anarchy.on a very small,séale:
the individual rebéiling against society. This level of
anarchy hé can explain:' a sane, decent individual breaks the
law or disregardg morality when the 1egél and moral codes of
his society have become too repressive. But the pkobiem of
anarchy cannot be reduced to something that simple, .and in

works such as The Studhorse Man and Badlands Kroetsch is

called upon to view anaichy as a much more complex
phenomenon: the politiCél movement of the Dukhobors in
Western Canada, the political and social disorder brought on
by both World Wars,‘and the overthrow of the natural order of
things Qith- the advent of PMU farms. Kroetsch has no
interest in exploring anarchy at this level, because his
narcissism dicﬁates a narg¥ow scope of interest. We have seen
thﬁL writers such as Grass and Rushdie consider history -and
politics to be important areas of investigation to the
contemporary writer, but-Kroetsch, in his work, presents the
narcissist®’s argument that these are areas that should be
ignored. The narsissist's argument runs this way: seeking to
Qetermine.how the past has influenced the present,l we efface
ourselves, alléaing the past to impose itself upon us. Those
in Kroetsch's work who insist upon interpreting the present
in the light of the past are depicted as allowing the bast to
entomb them. Perhaps this is @hy although Kroetsch alludes

to both World Wars in The Studhorse Man and Badlands and

implies that there is a connection between those wars and the

anarchic way of life characters such as Hazard and Web are
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living, . he does not try to explain that connection. Iﬁ-may
5 .
account for his superficial concern with the Dukhobors in

The Studhorse Man and it may explain why, in the same novel,

,’ﬂé does not try to account for the nightmarish course of
man's evolution to the point where he has become an anarchic
creature bent on destroging himself by per;erting the natural
" order of things, having found a way to stop procreation.
While bndaatje appears oblivious to the Trelation of
history” and politics to anarchy, and Kroetsch. refuses to
examiqﬁ it, Thomas is obviously impressec by the relation,
setting her work in places such as London, disrupted by
attacks from the IRA; Ghana during and after a political
-coup; Ras Shamra, symbolic of the collapse of order and
progress, because it is the site of the world's most ancient
alphabet, yet now“abz}v&}ization in ruins; and Mexico City,
its famous mummies ij disturbing comment on the self-
destructi&e course’civilization is takiﬁg. But while Thomas
appreciates that. there must be\\historical and political
explanations for the anarchic staté her characters find their
world in, she nevér works out those explanations, too
preoccupied with the narcissistic problem of self-
preservation. Although she sets many of her short stories,
and two of her novels in politically troubled Africa, she is
not interested 1in finding a political solutioh for states
plagued by anarchy, as was Malcolm Lowry writing Under the

Volcano or—--the most appropriate example here--as was David

Godfrey writing New Ancestors. In Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures

the political situation in Ghana 1is no more than an analogy
i



¢ [J s : 294

for Isobel's identity crisis.’

Furthermore, that analogy is
no£ explorigjvery fér: although the political state of the
country is meant to parallel Isobel's mental state,. we are
not afforded enough of a picture of that political state to
find the ana}qu convincing. It is diffiéult to be persuaded
of. tﬂe 'parallel when Isobel herself is so unaware -of the
peclitical events around her tbat she assures us she had .not
even noticed a military coup had taken place, preoccupied as

she was with her collapsing marriage.

While Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures do not claim to treat

Africa as amrything more than a metaphor, "Two in the Bush"
purports to be concerned with African politics. Because the
.work pret?nds to bé“concerned wiﬁh political issues, Thomas'
failure }o respond to the political implications of
postmoderéiéﬁ seems that much more serious. = We are supposed
to believe that the heroine of the ‘story has a strong
understanding of the political problems in Africa: ;he
modestly insists she knows nothing about politics, but we are
not supﬁosed to take her protestations seriouslv. ’ﬁﬁowever,
it is hard to believe the claim the work is maki;g, that
Isobel knows the "real"” Affica. After her trip to the Ivory
Coaét, to meet with n runner Joao Kakumba, Jimmie Owusu-=
Banahene pﬁts a tribal mark on her forehead to show she isl
one of che initiated, but the reader questions this because
nothing in her experience suggests she has learned about

African politics. She has risked her life staying in a

disreputable hotel, and walking the streets alone all night.
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Although the occasién never arises, she was prepared to sleep -
with Joao, knowing full well hé might murder her. But it is
not c¢lear how these "trials" have made her more politically
aware. Even when "she 1s confronted violently with the
political situation in Ghana, stopped by Busia's men, and

hY

held at knife-point, the work affords us with no proof that

she has acquired any insight.8

Just as Thomas ovégiébks imégétant implications when she
uses Africa as hér setting, so too does she fail to achieve
much insight <c¢onsidering the terrorism in Britain. We
appreciate this when we contrast her short story "Dejeuner
Sur 1'Herbe" with the noveis of Bainbridge and Golding.

Thomas' short story seems politically naive compared with

novels such as Darkness Visible and Injurv Time which ahalyze

the problem of terrorism sp much more thoroughly. In
e

"Dejeuner Sur l'Herbe" the problems London is facing, beset

by IRA terrorists, are subordinate to.£he proBlemg Marguefite
is having with the men in.her life. \The issue of anarchy is
so peripheral in this short story that Margﬁerite's brief
reflections on the IRA seem superfluous.

.Thbmas seems to appreciate that history, like politics,
is a concern writers should be addressing, and therefofe
' inciudes it in the scope of her work, but she pushes thistory
to qhe periphery o©f her novels and Short stories, and
focugses instead on questions of self—preservation. This is
'why, 1in Latakia Rachel's trip to Ras Shémra affords her no

explanation for the present state of the world. Her visit to

the site of the world's oldest alphabet should have afforded

r/‘-——-—-__...-\
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- her an answer: there, she can trace the evolution of man,

from the time that he acquired language. Rachel dces
acquire a certain amount of insight: "Nothing ever changes,"”
.she realizes, "People don't get any better as their language

gets more sophisticated” because "once ydu get beyond
letters, into words, into eﬁotions and idegs, it doesn't help
at all" (Latakia 171). But compared to the observations a
writer such as Pjnchon has made on the evolution of man, and
its relation to anarchy, Thomas' observations do - not’
enlighten us very much. Rachel's insighté are no more than a
starting point~-Thomas could explore much further, but
instead, she reintroduces Michael into the scene, and with
him, the egocentric concerns of the novel. We see
-narcissisﬁic concerns overshadow historic ones in "The More
-
Little Mummy" as well. ﬁachel, trying to account for the
anarchy in her life, wvisits the exhibit of mummies in Mexico
City. Thomas seems to see here th; possibility of explaining
anarchy in anthropological terms: studying the mummies, the
remains of an ;ancient_ civilization, -we might céme to
understand why tﬁe course of man's evolution has been a self-
destruétive’oné. But this is not whgt happens in the shorE
story. Thomas turns, Rachelis_dinvéstigation into a
narcissistic search for the self; rather tﬁan a search for
ways to explain anarchy. Thomas uses the mummies as nothing
more than ; reflection of Rachel's state of mind, instead bf

considering what they tell us about the development of

civilization.
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__While Ondaatje, Kroetsch and Thomas at least allude to

the theories other contemporary writers are exploring, that
_anarchy ﬁiéht have historic, peolitical or anthropological
causes, they seem unwilling to considef the possibility that
demonic forces might be responsible for the anarchic state of
our world. It is easy to appreciate why they would not wish
.to entertain the theory: the narcissist acknowledges no
reality greater than himself, and therefore ddes not admit to

the existence of the supernatural, including the demonic.

Perhaps this explains why in Mrs. Blood and Blown Figures it

is insisted upon that the witches pursuing Isobel do not
really exist, bgt are simply projections of Isobel's guilt.
Kroetsch, too, perceives the demonic not as somethiﬁg
supernatural, but_as a dimension of ourselves, a projéction
of our‘unconscious drives. Marie Eshpeter, her mother, and
Bea Sunderman are figurativey not literal representations
of the supernatu;él, symbolizing an aspect of ourselves: the
irfationél sexual appetite.- Unlike Kroetsch and Thomas,

Ondaatje, in Running in the Family, does claim there is a

force greater than ourselves which is fésponsible for the
anaréhy in our world, but it is not a <c¢laim he makes
seriously. Lalla seems to be governed by supernatural forces
that compell her to create anarchylﬁherever she goes, but

Ondaatje treats this explanation comically, ané continues to

‘J

define anarchy hthroughout the work as an inexplicable
phenomenon.

But in spite of the limited pefspective narcissism
imposes on them, Ondaatje, Thomas and Kroetsch have acquired
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" some insight into the question of anarchy, and perhaps in
future works will probe even further. Ondaatje, like Hoban,
ﬁeSsing, and Pynchon, has realized that- to understand
anarchy, we must understand the effect technology has had on

mankind. His investigation of that effect is as perceptive

b
Ay

as Pynchon's, and surpasses that of Hoban and Lessing. The
narcissist, concerned only with the present, cares nothing
far .what man has been or what he will become, but Ondaatje,
whose concerns tend ' to be egocentric, reveals a social

: \
consciousness in The Collected Works of Billy The Kid

defining the péychological impact technology has had on us,
and predicting what we will become if we continue to think of
ourselves as machines. He draws a direct connection between
technology and the anarchic state of the world: we have
forgotten the natural order of things, and live in anarchy
.insﬁead, because technology has transformed us into machines,
and set us at war with-all things'which are animate.

Thomas appreciates that if we are to understand the
anarchic state of our world, we must explore the breakdown of
langdaée, the collapse of morality, and the corruption of
politics. Unfortunately, her investigation of these issues
is always sidetracked by the narcissistic questions that in-
evitably predominate in her work, but we can seé explanations
of ararchy, scarcely formulated as yet, beginning to take
shape at the” periphery of her narcissistic vision. Ip.

Mrs. Blood she makes the suggestion, which unfortunately she

does. not explore very far, that some cultures sanction
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violence, and -are tﬁerefo:é anarchic. But the theory of
anarchy khat she articulates most fully is that the world is
in a state of anarchy because landaage does not serve us well
enough. Short c;rcuits between word and world allow us to
commiL atrocities without having to admit what we have done.

Kroetsch suggests in his work that oppressive moral and
legal codes lead to anarchy. In his novels, the members of a
society reachb a point where they refuse to relate t§ Aeach
., other, when laws and morals make the terms of their
relationships intolerable. Kroetsch experiménts with the
idea- of a new social code which would define human relations
so that people would want ‘to belong to families ‘and
communities, instead of seeking to isolate themselves from
others. In Alibi, Kroetsch envisions a community that even
Dorf, so terrified of human relations, wants to be part of,
because here relations are not based on power: nobody has
political, financial, sexual or emotional control over anyone
else. |

These insights into the problem of anarchy, while they
are not vyet very profound, let us conclude that Ondaatje,
Thomas ~ and Kroetsch will get around the impasse’
postmodernism has brought them to. Hodgins, ﬁnhampered by a
narcissistic vision, should find it easier than the other
thrée writers to redirect his work beyond the limits of
postmodern argument, as long as he has not become overly
cautious of exploring, after postmodernism led him to

investigate where he would rather not have ventured.

Even if Kroetsch, Thomas, Ondaatje and Hodgins never do



300

achieve what writers such as Pynchon, quding, lMérquez,
_ Burgess and Grass have,' theif‘ing?stigation of postmodernism
has allowed them to address a probiem that has created
" difficulties for Canadian writers, apparently right from the
time the first literary works of this country ‘we:é being
writteh.; Insisting that everyday life is informed as much by
the extraordinary.as it is by the mundane, Canadian writers
have been thwarted in their attempt ﬁo portray life this way
by limitations imposed upon them by‘the formé they have been
using.‘ Some Canadian writers have tried to use the gothic
~genre, while others have chosen realism, but neither have
succeeded in depicting . this view of life. The gothic genre,
while Et recommended itself to anadian‘writers because it
addresses the 1irrational, the sﬁpernatural, and the
grotesque, did not prove suitable because 1t makes, too’
hyperbolic a statement, denying that existence hés a banal ag
well as.a bizarre side. Those writers who attempted to-add
to the gothic form a dimension of the mundane in their work
inadvertently created a comic effect: for exdmple, John
" Richardson creates a baphos‘ he did not intend when he
introdyces into his gothic seﬁtiﬁgs details that are
_inappropriately realistic: the_ warm sunshine he insists upon,
creating the atmosphere for the scene in which the soldiers
. must venturé outside the walls to retrieve a body, is
humourcusly incongruous with the dark gothic fort, thg//
groaning chains of the drawbridge., and ‘the impénet;a le

darkness of the forest. . : ‘ .//
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Realism, 1like the gothic geﬁre,_ is able to depict some
aspects of existenée exactly as the Canadian writer., wishes
them "to be portrayed, but not all of them. R;alism doég\not
understand the extraordinary to ;be part of experience.
Innovative writérs in Canada_have always managed to assert,
in spite of the limitqtions'of realism, that even atlthe most
mundane level of existence, we experience the bizarre.
Unfortunately, they were not able to push their assertion
very far. If they presented ‘definitions of reality broader
than .realism'_allowed, this put a strain on their work.
Therefore, they qualified those definitions so that they
would not conflict with the definition of reality insisted
upon by realism, and in making those gyalifications conceded
to realism that life is as‘banal and predictable as realism
says it is. Q'Hagan, for example, annexes legend to realism
in an attempt to assert that while most men we will know in
our everyday lives will be insignificant, we might also
encounter an extraordinary being like Tay John. He does not
make the assertion successfully: realism cannot accommodate
a man who is at once human and supefnatural, and therefore
Tay John, instead of appearing as O'Hagan must have intended,
as a god among lesser men, 1is a cgmic hyperbole. Sinclair
Ross, wanting to show that life in a small prairie town
during the.Depression was at once monotonous and triviai, yet
unnatural and sinister, had difficulty presenting such a
picture of existence because the unnatural lies outside the
bounds of realism. By 'presentingl the novel from Mrs.

Beniley's point of view, Ross found a way to address the
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unnatural and the sinister in his work, but the most he can

claim 1is that this is how the world seems to Mrs. Bentley.
El Greco only seems wolfish and sinister to her:. because of
the limits ’of realism, he is necessarily an ordinary dog
(134}. Similarly, O'Hagan, in Tay John, can do no more than
assert that the world seems sinister and grotesque to Denham.
It only seems that Juana's face is a jack-o-lantern, ang that
she 1is running on ﬁer knees (Tay John 237, 238). It dnly
seems to him that Tay John has just risen out of the earth.

A subjective poinﬁ of view is one strategy, then, that
many Canadian writers have used to depict existence as ' less
predictable and qommqnplace_than realism presents it to be;
figurative‘language is another. But again, the strategy does
not allow them to push their claim too far: figurative
language can describe a reality sbranéer than the literal
language of realism, but we do not read it as a language
referential to anything that actually exists. Theréfore,
Ostensé and Atwood, with their use of figurative language,
like O'Hagan and Ross with their use of‘subjective point of
viéw, can do no more than suggest that the world: seems
Fizarre and sinister to certain characters. in Wild Geese,
when Lind calls Judith a "centauress," Fusi Aronson "some
giant defender of a forgotten race", and Caleb "the .devil
himself" we are too aware that these are simply e#pressions
to regard these peqple as the superhuman beingé Lind sees
them as (16, 70, 77)? Similarly, in Atwood's Surfacing, when

the narrator likens an unborn baby to a frog in a jar, a
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career to an artificial limb, and Joe's unsold pottery to
murdér victims hidden ih a basement, we feel the nightmarish
world these comparisons evoke exists only ¥or her, because
‘the realistic féfm of the novel presents.a very differenﬁ
world to us (38, 60, 66). |
While writers such as.O'Hagan, ‘Ostenso, Ross and Atwood
'had 1limited success depicting a world which is ét once
familiar and alien, commonplace and extraordinary, as Geoff
Hancock has observed, in "Magic ﬁealis%} or The Future of
Fiction," the technical breakthroughs inspired;& by
! postmodernism have allowed Kroetsch and Hodgins — and we can
;ﬁggfﬁ)}o his list Ondaatje and Thomas -~ to depict this paradox.
Postmodernism changed radically the way writers and critics
viewed the relation between word and world, the relation
between the writer and his work, and the relation between the
reader and the work. ¢As these rglations were redefined,
literary forms changed, since many of the assumptions
gndeining them no longer seemed valid. The scope of realism
has been called into question: its definition of reality has
been broadened to include experiences 1t once assumed were
outside the range of ordinary existence. Kroetsch, Hodgins,
-Ondaatje and Thomas, inspired by the new ways of thinking
about literature, the creati&é'brocess, and the act of
reading, have experimented with realism and found ways to
make it express the view of existence that has long béen
trying to surface in Canadian literature.; that the everyday
ié‘never as commonplace and predictable as we assume.

For Hodgins and Kroetsch, what this implies 1is that
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although we . live in a mundane world, .the miraculous is
possible. The preternatural may intrude into our'livés, and
we ‘may transcend our human limitations. To make realism
addfess these implications, both writers merged it with a
much older form, the tall tale, to come up with a literary
form that makes startling claims about reality without
creating undesired tension in the wo;k, claims such as the

one they make that the order of things is not natural, but

supernatural, that the cycle of the seasons can stop, and the

world can slide into the sea. Or their claim that man is

more than mortal, and can fly, or even come back to . life.
. X

E
Kroetsch and Hodgins have had to experiment with form because

neither romance nor realjism depicfs existence as they see 1it:
both Qanal—-becguse (Lf our human limitations--and
mysterious--because of bénign forﬁes at work even at th most
mundane . level of existence. Realism, which views man's
existence as antiheroic, would nét allow Kroetsch and Hodgins
to ‘depibt birth, death and love the way they see these
experiences--as deep _mysteries. Romance would 1let them
portréy life as marvellous, but would not allow them to
pr2sent their view that life is aiso undeniably banal. But
the tall tale gives’ds a vision of the world that corresponds
to that of Hodgins and Kroetsch. It is a form which, 1like
realism, .claims to be referential to the mundane world we
know, and whi;h; like romance, allows the supernatural to

exist, and allows men to have heroic powers. It lets

Kroetsch and Hodgins depict man as they see him~-not as an

’
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absurd and antiheroic fool, as he is defined by realism, nor
as é superhuman being, as romance defines him, but as a
paradoxic creature with both he;oic capability and human
‘iimitationé. -The tall tale allows Hodgins and Kroetsch  to
poréray man as comic, gut not contémptible,l as a hero wé
laugh at, but also admire: Joe Lightning , a small town pool
player who also flies like a god; Web, the clown who gets
seasick at the helm, and is blackballed in a brothel, .yet
also makes love to Anfha Yellowbird, when , liké gods, they
;ide a tornado} Larry Bowman, so overwhelmed by love!that ne
falls down the stairs, aﬁd gets stomach cramps, yet has the
heroic- strength and spirit to carry Fell out of the path of
the mud slide. |

Like both Kroetsch and Hodgins, Thomas has complained
that realism depicts existence as more muﬁdane than it reaily

is. In her view, realism depicts not reality, but our

misperception of reality. Art that we think looks like life

does not tell us the truth, because the true shapes of things'

are not the shapes we see. This is why. Isobel sees a man who
casts the shadow of a lioﬁ: the lion-shaped shadow is a truer
picture of the man than his human form, which belies his
monstrous nature. Thomas attempts to show us that what seems
banal and comménplace is actually monstrous. To d; this, she”
uses: the same strategies Vonnegut does in élagstick,
translating the shapes of things we are familiar with into
alien, sinister shapes which come closer to representing the

truth. Human forms become monstrous in her work: in Blown

Figures (the title itself suggesting this device) Mrs.

-
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Hankinson is a transparent creature with her bowels hideously

revealed, and Isobel is a birdlike monster. In Mrs. Blood
the staff nurse is a frog out of a book for children. Jason
is depicted throughout Thomas' work as a dark giant. In her

African stories, mankind 1is a mass of .crippled, leprous
creatures scarcely recognizable as human beings; Thomas uses
a similar technique, translating familiar settings into alien
hells: department stores, cafeterias, train stétidns, even
kitchens become nightmarish places. The more mundane the
setting, the more Thomas is able to startle the reader with
her device: it is probably Isobel's kiﬁchen which disturbs us
the most, then, green mambas shooting out of the oven .when
she opens the door, hundreds of cockroaches swarming out of
the coffee pot, thousands of flies in the red and green
i

By translating familiar shapes into ones which are
strange and deformed, Thomas renders a realistic vision
grotesque. The grotesque‘has been defined as a vision‘which
presents us with a world which we know we stuld recognize,
but find alien and sinister. The world we had thought was so
accommodating and predictable is suddenly threatening and
unknown to us. Transforming a realistic vision into a
grotesque one, Thomas, like Vonnegut, has created a more
effective form of autobiographical expression: by its very
nature, autobiographical fiction is intimaté} and is perhaps
most intimate when it must document domestic horrors, but the

conventions of realism—-which the writer of autobiography has

1

e
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traditionally used--impede this documéntafion because they
address only the most banal kinds of _humén relations. We
apbreciate how much more Thomas can say hsing a. érotesque
vision, when we compare her eérlier autobiographical works

with later  ones- Isobel's relations with her parents and her

sister, and with her lovers, seem bland and normal in Songsﬁ—

»

My Mother Taught Me3 it is not until Mrs. Blood and Blown

Figures that Thomas 1is able to convince us that those
relatidnships are. vampiric and sadistic.

his belief that existence is much more bizarre than (;e
. realize, he had to create a new kind of fiction that made the
“same assumptions about existeqce as‘does';he nonsense rhyme.
He had to find a way to make fiction depict the everyday as
strange and sinister, and the extraordinary as commonplace.
He succeeded in doing this by‘ chénging all the principles
that govérn the wayﬂa writer describes a setting, or relates
an event, or portrays a chardcter. Opdaatje makes tﬂg\ﬁlanms
on a gas stove, the stfap on-Nora's.dréss, t' e orang%s' on
Billy's bed, . and the callouses on Sally's feet look almost
threatening, they appéar so étrange., They seem menacing
because Ondaatje's focus 6n them-is so* intense and so
seemingly inexplicable. We expectla description of Billy’'s

recovery from his burns, not a graphic description of Sally's

callcoused feet:

For three days, my head delirious so much I thought I

was going blind twice a day, recognizing no one,

Like Thomas, before Ondaatje could express in fiction™™

4
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certainly not the Chisums, for I had been brougﬁt;out

cold and dropped on their porch by someone who had

gone on without waiting even for water for himself.

And Sallie I suppose taking the tent“éheet of f my legs

each morning once the shutters closed:fhﬁ“ . Her shoes

off, so silent,. she moves a hand straying over the

covers off John's boocks, till she cémes and sits near

me and puts her feet up shoeless and I reach to touch

\§ them and the base of them is hard lixke some semi-
| shelled animal but only at the base, the rest of heg
foot being soft, oiled so smooth, the thin blue veins

. wrapping themselves éround the inside ankle bone and
moving like paths into the toes, the brown tanned feet

of Sallie Chisum resting on my chest, my hands rubbing

them, pushing my hands against them like a carpenter
shaving wood to find new clear pulp smelling wood

beneath. My own legs black with scars (The Collected

Works of Billy the Kid 34-5).

We expect to be told what Bolden and Nora are thinking as,
Bolden tries to explain Bellocqg's strange request to her--

“
instead, what we are given is a hyperrealistic description of

the blue flames bn the stove:

Listen Nora you have to do this for me. Let him
take some pictures of you. Just this once to show the
others it's ok, I promiselyou it'll be ok. She had
moved into the kitchenette and was locking for a match

to 1light the gas. He came over, dug one outf of his



309

A

A

pocﬁét and lit the row of hissing till they popped up
blue, something inyisible finding a form. He let her
£ill the kettle and pu£ it on. Then he put himself
against her back and  leaned his face ‘into her
shoulder.  His nose against the shoulder strap of her
dress. Come out with me into the hall and meet him.
Give him some of this tea. He's a harmless man. He \

put his head up a bit and watched the blue flame:

gripping the kettle (Coming Through Slaughter 124-5).

F

Similarly, the close-up view, in The Collected Works, of the
oranges on the white sheet, disorients us when what we expect -
to focus on is the exchange taking place -between the

charactérs, who seem blurred unaccountably in the background:

“da

She leans. against the door, holds
her left hand at the elbow .
with her right, looks at the bed

on my sheets--oranges
peeled half peeled
bright as hidden coins against the pillow

she wallks slow to the window -
lifts the sackcloth -
and jams it horizontal on a nail

-so the bent oblong of sun

hoists itself across the room

framing the bed the white flesh

of my arm

she is crossing the sun

sits on her leg here
sweeping off the peels. . . (21).

<

Just as Ondaatje challenges our notions of what |is
normal and what is bizarre by describing familiar objects

from an unexpected point of view, so, too, he uses an unusual



310
perspéctive when telling a stdry,. to make extraordinary
events seem routine. To do this, he uses a unigue narrative
stance found in much contemporary fiction, the stance taken
by the psychopath to protect himself, when he déclares that
noéhing amazes, horrifies or disgusts him. No matter how
wondrous, alarming, or atrocious the event, the narrator
describes it as a routine occurrence. -Ondaatje's narrator in

Coming Through Slaughter describes both the strange death of

Mrs. Bass, and her daughter's bizarre reaction to that death,

as nothing out of the ordinary. 1In The Collected. Works when

the dying Gregory is attacked by a chicken which takes. hold
of the wvein in his neck, and stretches it for vyards, the
incident is narrated with complgté indifference: in this
world, nqtm}ng is violent enough or bizarre enoﬁgh to evoke
an exclaﬁat%on. ‘

But Bérhaps it is his ugbonventional way of portraying
character that allows Ondaatje more than ang;hing else  to
depict existence as bizarre yet utterly baﬁ;il While he does
portray Billy the Kid and Buddy Bolden as eccentric = and
extraordinary individuals, the point Ondaatje really wants to
stress .is ‘not that their lives werelsd much different than
ours, but so very similar. Gndaatje conQinces us- that
exi1stence is stranger than we‘thoﬁght, not only by showing us
how extraordinary the world of Billy and Buddy is, but also
how tndeniably mundane their lives are. We wonder how

accurate our definitions of normal and abnormal are, not just

when we hear that Buddy, in an extraordinary fit of temper,
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shattered a window with his hand without‘actually making the
glass fall, _or cutting himself, but also when we are given a
portrait of him walking his children to school, giving éach
of them two fingers to hold onto. Similarly, we question our
assumptions about normal and abnormal behaviour, not just
when we are told that Billy killed a man when he was twelve,
but also when he wakes after drinking too much, and vomitting
all night, and finds the sun shining on the -clean white
sheets beautiful.

Because of the technical discoveries Hodgins,“,Kroetsch,
Ondaagje and Thomas have made, Canadian writers can now
negotiate a silence which presented it%elf to them before as
a barrier. Because form put so,maﬁy restrictions ‘on what
they could say, in the works of many Canadian authors, there
is a story that couldﬁggﬁer be told:. a very striking example
is Howard O'Hagan's Tay John, but in many other works,' too,
although it is not this apparent, there is a story that the
writer has not been able to tell. At best, he can refer to
it obliqpely: we detect a story that cannot be articulated in
the understatement, irony and figurative language prevalent
in .Canadian iitefature. We appreciate the achievement of

~Hodgins, Kroetsch, Thomas and Ondaatje, then, when we osserve
that while O'Hagan finally could not tell the story’ of Tay
John, none of his exgzpﬁments with form leading to the
discovery he neeéed, these other four writers are able to
teli'stories far more unspeakable than the tale of Tay John:
the stories of Keneally, Fat Annie, Buddy Bolden, Vera Lang

and the patients on Ward 88.
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But while they have achieved what their . predecessors
could not, all four writers are calling their achievement
into qheétion. Having discovered a "new dark unknown
alphabet"; that allows them to voice what could not be
expressed before, they .are étarting to realize that some

things must never be given utterance to, even if we can find

the words to break the silence with (Running in the Family

150). It would be regrettable if these writers, and other
’writers who will be influenced by tﬁeir work, let this
knowledge deter them from presenting us with a pérticular
vision that Canadian literature has never had a voice for:
the vision of man discovering the miraculous in- a banal
world. Contemporary Canadian painters have already
discovered how to déﬁict this: artists such as Alex Colville
and Christopher .Pratt have revealed to us that what is
commonplace and ordinary is also mysterious' and
preternaturally beautiful, and therefore is not meaniﬁgless,
but part of a design.

Now that Hodgins, Thomas, Kroetsch and Ondaatje have
discovered forms that allow the marvellous to be treated as
part of everyday existence, perhaps this experience can be
portrayed in Canadian ;iteratupe as well as 1in Canadian
painting. As Hancock has obsérved, in "Magic Realism, or The
Future of Fiction," the vision banby and Colville have
achieved 1in their paintings, Hodgins and Kroetsch are néw
achieving in their fiction (4). We see that éll four writers

have depicted such an experience, and although it 1is not
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always central to their work, perhaps it will become more
significant to them. Certainly, it is the focus of Hodgins'
work: the revelation experienced by Joseph Bourne, which
allqws him to love the community he had thought "~was dreary

and despicable, 1is just one example. We see this experienceb

depicted in KrQetsch‘é‘later workss at the end of What the Crow
Said, for example, he gives-us a vision of man consoled by
the knowledge that a miracle could take place in his banal
life at any moment, making what was impossible a reality:
Kathy Lang yalks barefoot over the fields, at one with:' her
world, confident her husband will be returned to her one day.
Ondaatje  shows us that everyday - life is marvellqus in his
narration of Lalla's. death: as she dies, she sees  her
familiar world strangely but beautifully transformed. Even
Thomas, whose work makes so little allowance for the
possibility that our everyday lives might be touched by a
mysterious force beyond us, has depicted tﬂzs experience. We
find it portrayed but once, in the short story "Natural
History": the unnamed central character and her daughter
Clytie feel they have reached a mystic union with the
universe as they lie outside under the stafs.

Certainly the possibility that Hodgins, Kroetsch, Thomas
and Ondaatje are depicting here is a strange and disturbing
one, because most of us do not believe in the miraculcus.
Perhaps the nightmare possibilities postmodernism would have
us consider should be consigned to silence, but not this
possibility of the miraculous. Unlike the vision

postmodernism has given us, this one is not an obscene vision
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'of human nature corrupting itself to adaét to hell. -It is,
rather, a Yision of man risen to heroic stature, and
reconciled to his world because he has learned to
participate 'in its mystery. Robert Scholes has called for
just such a vision:

Alienation has bﬁ?n willed, desired by man.
Having reached the point where we understand this, we
can see that the great task of the human imagination
for the present time is to generate, in literature and
in life, systems that bring human desires inté closer
harmony with the  systems operating in the whole
COSmOS . For this we need a cosmic imagination, We
need to be able to perceive the cosmos itselff as an
intricate, symmetrical, cunningly contrived,
imaginative entity in which we can be as much at home
as a character iﬁ a work of fiction . +. . It is now
time for man té.turn civilization in the direction of
integration and away from alienation, to bring human
life back into harmony with the universe (Fabulation

and Metafiction 217).

This vision teaches us what the philosophy of
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postmoderhism could not: how to live heroically in an
, s ;

anarchic world, instead of é;lowing ourselves toi be

dehumanized by vicolence and obscenity.

LN
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Notes

1 . To do postmodernism justice'whemlggvaluating its
premises and proposals, we must concéde that it chiéved what
modern philosophy c¢ould not--postmodernism has Egpoéed a
solution, where modern philosophy could offer none, to the
problem of how we are to survive in a world which is growing
uninhabitable. Furthermore, to be fair to the
postmodernists,‘ we must admit that the problem is so complex
that there is pfobably no solution that would be completely
satisfactory: we find our world unbearablyy baﬁal, yet
unbearably threatening. We must contend with a stifling
morality that deprives us of pleasure, with boredom we feel
so intensely that ii makes us desperate, with the threat, now

\ .
grown commonplace, that our relations with loved. ones will

i
not last, with the spread of violence and terrorism as
authority has collapsed, and, above all, with the threat that

we will be annihiléted.by a nuclear war (Lasch, The Culture of

Narcissism 39-40). ‘As Irving Howe has documented, the
complexity'of our crisis overwhelmed modern thinkers, so that
they did not even attempt to solve the problem ("The Culture
of Modernism’) . The modernist diagnosis was that our
situation was hopeless: we might survive the ruination of our
world, it  told us, g but we would neve? live through the
aftermath of that catastrophe: anarchy, and terrorism. An
anarchic world is not one we are prepared to cope with either
physically or mentally: there, even those who managed to

evade the terrorist would not escape harm, because they would
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A

be injured psychologically by their exposure to atrocity.
fhe wdrké of Samuel Beckett portray this bleak modern
prediction: in "Endgame" and “"Waiting for Godot", he shows us
a vision of man so terrorized and disgusted by absurdity and
violence that he is no longer human.

Modernists have been justly crificized for their
pessimistic and sometimes even masochistic.response to the
state of the world. Walter Kerr is critical of modern angst
and of those who "quailed" before the void instead of
"investigating it actively" (332). Marcus klein says that
the "easy nihilism" of the modernists is as bad as "bland

hopefulness™ (After Alienation: American Novels in Mid-Century

296) . Raymond Olderman complains that modernists, giving in
to despair, failed to realize "there is a real wonder about
human life which needs to be i;corporaied along with the dark
fears of impending doom” (220). Howe accuses the modernists
of not only despair, but perversion: instead of rebelling
against the wasteland, +he says, they "learnled] to ind
comfort in their wounds", convincing themselves that i;ﬁ\is
"good, proper, qnd even beautiful that man should ‘live in
discomfort” (9). |

Many have arrived at the same conclusion as  the

postmodernists, then--that we cannot afford to resign
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curselves to despair and nausea. John Hawkes, in an

interview with John Keuhl, insists that we must not respond
to - our world with despair and horror,. "given all we ‘know
about our terrifying, destructive possibili;ies,“ but must
have "the courage needed to affirm human potential" (i83).

2 I aim  indebted, in these reflections, to

-

conversations with Dr. David Jeffrey.

R

3 I am indebted here to Dr. Je}frey, with whom I

discussed these ideas.

{

4 Anne Archer, 1in her article "Real Mummies,“ has observed
that Thomas seems to be caught in a "vicious circle of self-

reflection”" (220}.

3
5 Kroetsch made this comment at a reading at the University

of Ottawa in March of 1985.

At the end of the section "The Karapothas" Ondaatje
relates that he talked with Ian Goonetileke about the

Insurgency, describing Goonetileke as "a man who knows
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history is always present” (85). This makes Ondaatje's lack

of historical perspective even more_problematic.

7 Thomas told George Bowering in an interview that Africa

is "only a metaphor"” to her. "I think," she added, "that for
other Canadian novelists it's a reality" (15).
8 In "Journies to the Interior: The African Stories of

2

Audrey Thomas" Wayne Grady has argued thag Thomas' stories
"-~1like all. gogg travel ségries-;take place in a qkind .of_
unpoliticized mythical vacuum", (100). ﬁThis may be true,. but
I am not sure we w§nt to limit Thomas' work to tpe category
of "good travel stories." Her African stories must also be

- ”

seen as a response to postmodernism, and analyzed in that

context, Grady's criterion does not apply.
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