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l_Abst%étt

Matt Cohen has wr1tten four works of fiction which have rough]y
the same .geographical setting, -and in which_ the fictive time is approximately
the:present. Through mod1f1cat1ons in the p]ace and atmosphere, and
through varfations on temporal elements, Cohen has created four novels
unique in form. Each novel explores different functions of the narrative
elements of time and place. A chapter is devoted to each novel: The

Disinherited, The Colours of war, The ‘Sweet Second Summer of Kitty Malone,
and Flowers of Darkness.

Place is broadly defined as the physical, spiritual,’ menta], mora]
social, and emotional copditions through which the people in the narrat1ve9
move. Each of the novels posseésses a strong sense of place. - The land
itself provides security and roots for some characters; for others it
is an unwelcome tond which is difficult to cast off. Some characters are
able .to fit into their landscapes and feel "at: home"; while others are
permanently alienated. .The physical setting ‘usually.reflects inner Jandscapes,
and thus is used a1legnr1ca1ly .Occasionally it is used as a foil, or an
antagonist, often a negative and allegorical use. Land may be a symbol of*

"a.way of life and/or the possibilities of life. It reflects and ampiifies

themes and is used as a correlative of. human behaviour and emotions. The
form of each novel is dependent to.a large extent bn the correlationr

between the landscapes in which the m1nds of the characters and the bodies '
of the characters act. ) .

Time is discussed on a number of levels: as tense, as definite perlods
as significant ‘moments, as structure within which events‘are organized. Time

“1s a linear manifestation of the destiny of events but its ‘continuum in

the human mind is often interrupted by memories and flashbacks.. This

happens in the novels as well, and the arrangement of ‘such f]ashbacks often |
determines the emphasis Cohen wants., Time exerts: enormous pressures on
characters and often forces them to act before alloted periods of time run.

out. As well, the genealpoical imperative, or the.awareness of one’s

place in a genea10g1oa1 continuum, forces reaction.; Cohen uses cyclical

and rhythmical. patterns of time to. provide one way GF coming, to terms with™
the pessimistic’ iniplications of :the direction of* time toward death. Time .

is usually presented as a neutral force - a source of both coed and.evil, birth
and death. For Cohen, the time of inner awareness measures the 1nten51ty -

of human experience, not its order of succession. . His organization of the.
world of inper awareness and that of external events can . create very

different effects LN

- . . v " r

The form of each hoVe] is d1fferent and they cou]d,be broadly c1a551f1ed

.as follows: The, Disinherited, & dynast1c “chronicle, The Colours of Mar, a
futuristic, anti-utopian narrative, The Sweet Second Summer of Kwtty Malone, a .

rural idyll, and Flowers of Darkness, a goth1c romance. Etach examines the . _
extent to which characters fit into their time-and -place. The variety of view
points contr1butes 'to Cohen's 1arger thematic v1s1on S V




Introduction

<

Matt Cohen is a maJor contemporary wr1ter _ George Woodcock’s

says that he is one of the most interesting and versatile among

' the'younger generation of Canadian nove11sts . Cohen has pub-

-

" 1ished nine novels, five books of short stories and a book of

'poetry'since IQGQ; A numbev of -his novels have been in reprint

sehies. Althou@h his work routinely réceives good;presa,.very

l1tt1e serious cr1t1c1sm has been done on h1s wr1t1ng and there

has been v1rtua11y no work done on Cohen .S un1que style and form.
One of the most str1k1ng th1ngs about his nove]s is their

[N

senae of.p1ace. Just as w1111am Faulkner has created Yoknapa--
tawpha County, or Margaret Laurence has made Manawaka a very rea1,
place to her readers, Cohen has made the rocky farm land of
Eastern 0ntar1o v1v1d in his reader's 1mag1nat1ons. Cohen writes
about th1s rural{landscape from a variety of po1nt$ of v1ew

ph1losoph1ca1 geographical, and esﬁeC1a11y tempora1 The

reg1ona1 sett1ng shapes the lives and minds of the characters in

A

h1s f1ctton and also shapes the form of his povels. Each novel - -

L

15 deve]oped in a s1ngu1ar way 1n terms of form and techn1que, -~

as well*as narratlve content In each.book, Cohen man1pulates‘his
settang to produce very d1fferent effects fhie thesis will,
explore the narrat1ve funct1on of both p]ace and’ t1me in four of

h1a novels.whtch share a common sett1ng.

i
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Because both t1me ahd p]ace are fa1r}y pedestr1an

words, it is necessary to def1ne how they w111 be used in this
- ~
thesis. Here' p]ace w11] mean sett1ng the phys1ca1, sp1r1tua1

mental, mora1 soc1a1: and emot1ona1 cond1t1ons through wh1ch the
people in the narratives move. 'T1me refers to the per1od between
euents- or. dur1ng wh]ch someth1ng happens It isa measure or .
measurab]e 1nterva1, a durat1on in wh1ch th1ngs are éons1dered as
happen1ng in the past present .or future "I1me 1s “also the po1nt
.at which somethlng has happened s happen1ng, or w1]1 happen It .
is my purpose to articulate the’ s1gn1f1cance of both t1me and place
'as they. re]ate to all the other elements in the nove]s and emerge
as part of the form The term "form'; as. I will be’ us1ng it,
refers to the re]at1onsh1p between the dramat1c, themat1c, and
structura] elements wh1ch resu1ts 1n the tota] effect. Form
‘def1nes the boundarles of a work 1t dec]ares where’1t beg1ns and
ends, and how all. the elements are organ1zed This thes%s will .

.po1nt out the 51gn1f1cance of the deta1ls of t1me and p]ace a5

: they re]ate to the totaT structure of ‘each novel.,

The D1s1nher1ted 1ntroduces Cohen 5 readers to the SaTem'

'countrys1de and its: characters, some of whom cont1nue to appear
in the later noVe]s In th1s way it is the base of the succeedwng

nove]s The Disinherited focuses on a famuly farm and chron1c1es

11ves wh1ch stretch from the present Owner back to the p1oneers
who first settled the land. The past is recovered by menta]
. Journeys, fTashbacks,-memoraes and, d1ar1es The men of each .

: generat1on are seen as keen]y aware of the narrow pattern of .

-
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.behayidur that the land which they h?ie had in common imposes on
them. They are aware as well of the strpnglsense.of security_and.
the rdots'their land provides The novel manifests the workings

" of th1s place, as we]] as t1me on. the1r bodies and souls The
result is a dynast1c narrat1ve wh1ch is presented in a non-

»

trad1t1ona] form.

- |

The temporal settingrot the second novel, The Colours of War

is in the'near future.~\The conflicts suggested as present between

generations in The Disinherited have become a genera] condition in

4

-

Theodore Beam's world. He 1s phys1ca11y a11enated from h1s former -

home Sa]em the 1oca1e of The D1s1nher1ted {there unnamed) and the’

plot revo]ves around his return there. The actua] journey back to
“his b1rthp1ace parallels h1s search for 2 meaningful future

The tone of the th1rd novel, The Sweet Second Summer of

;Kitty'Ma1one is quite different trom_that of the two preceeding,

although again the primary setting.and many of the characters

are the same. The disparity is due largely to the peculiar way
: »

-

which Cohen has varied the setting and handled the temporal

elementsf In _this novel the setting constantly stresses the

L

elemental nature of life which counterpoints the character's
struggles to obtain a second chance at happiness. The form the

nove] assumes s dependent on the arrangement Cohen makes of the

-conf11cts of the past and present and their re]at10nsh1p to a

future.wh1ch the characters are trying to shape in a grey and

' decaying landscape.

-



R

)

In Fldners of Darkness Cohen transforms Salem into a gothic

setting which contains an atmosphere of brooding evil and unknown’

fear. The physical arrangement of the town provides a model for

polarities developed in the nove] The organization of events

~within a prescr1bed time gives this novel its sense of "impending

'doom as we]l as a form quite dlst1nct from any of the others.:

A]though Cohen uses the same-geographical location in each
novel, his variations on social, ‘horal. menta], and emotfona]
conditions prov1de ‘new ways-of see1ng the area and the characters
Each nove] is a un1que eXam1nat1on of how 1ts characters f1t in
their time and place. The dec1s1on by Cohen to rework the same
reg1on in four novels allows h1m to explore d1fferent poss1b111t1es
The place” servee the function of susta1n1ng a locale in which the
structure of the novels 1s_anchored. The strong.sense of place
which is present in a]T‘of the nobeis is a kino of constant.

While Cohen contructsﬂvarioos themes, stories, end oherécters,

the common ground provides a strycture for all the variables ,Aﬁ
unusual aspect of~Cohen S repeated use of th1s p]ace s that -
aspects of the constant 1tse1f change 1n each book. Th1s.para-‘i‘
doxical statement can be explalned by examining each nove] and

art1cu1at1ng the mean1ngfu1ness of the details-of tlme and place

which become fu]ly apparent on]y as the tota] strUctUre emerges.

A]though each novel may be enjoyed alone, or in any order,
a chronological exam1nat1on prov1des a structure in wh1ch to

study Cohen 's var1ety of v1ewpo1nts In this thes1s I will

s




examine the four "Salem novels" to discdover what patterns emerge

!

and to decide if thdre is some specific development or if each

book is a EEparate facet of Cohen's vision.

o .

el
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.f %;;;:ii}f":j- - - | "In a,teuwyearoaon1y rioh‘cjty peopTe wi]l helaoie o
R - S, < afford.to tive on this kind of farm,“- . o
3_,;’}:“i1”;yhv§’f‘f:f_ 1 "The farm wh1ch prov1des the centra] focus for Cohen s novel
;_».’:;' ; : d_ : 1sﬁs1tuated somewhere north of K1ngslon Ontarlo It was. home-
.:i,t:;;:f_;_?'ij}: - steaded by a Thomas and has been the center of that fam;iy F
_ff . ;- 'if T phys1ca11y, psycho]og1ca]]y, and ph11osoph1ca1}y for four genera—
réff_,; i:i;f}t.;{“' - t1ons Most of the Thomas men. never Journeyed very far away from :

' :;: :ﬁ;;if:”if'f the farm “except Er1k the - sole sc1on of the fourth generat1on o
”,.-"Z/J j;:“lf?bfﬂ; has spent. the Tast e1ght years n Toronto However, on-or off 1t’
N oo the men seem to reta1n the farm as a touchstone for a]] the1r “‘f

att1tudes and dec1s1ons Nh11e the actual t1me ‘Span of ‘the. |
- f1ct1ona7 present in this nove] is about two” months Cohen uses’' .. .
- ",.i.;. _— r)tﬁashbast, memortes, and d1ar1es $6° that the hopes, 1oves and 'L _Fé_ft
“ ,-fjﬁf s ?1 frustrat1ons .of the past generat1ons are counterpo1nted w1th those -
- ;‘_;.f ,;.t - of the present generat1on Through th1s method of" u51ng p]ace as
'.a{ifi..th"' .2?‘ the constant and time " as the~uar1able, Cohen arr1ves at g form wh1ch
B ‘_: is. em1nent1y suxtab?e to ref]eo;‘the characters and themes wh1ch he
T presents L :-'i-_:'f Lo I Lo o
) - _ In h1s book—on Canadian pra1r1e f1ctwon, Laurence R1cou ‘

States that "setting, 1n 1tse1f,,ddes not fundamental1y aWter the o

theme of f1c;1on. Man s con51derat1on f his- own natune ) the/

-

’ 31 . _:f_f‘ unmverse and h1s formulatlon of. 3 personal ph11osophy to dea1 w1th

T the emptwness ~ emot1ona1, cu]tura], 1nte11ectua1 - that is 50 much ot
.- . T - ) -
- part of h1s wor1d is, of course a un1versa1 theme ! R}cou,goes
- . ’_. N . '/' , - . - - .' . - - - -.'_ " “
- ) - LTl e e LT ‘-
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on to point out that prairie %ittﬁon writérs.tend to uee the S

landscape fam111ar to them as the bas1c image from wh1ch to exp1ore

these quest1on§ In a dimilar fash1on Mati Cohen uses the rocky '
farm]and of Eastern Ontario as an 1mage through wh1ch he probes I
the fundamenta] issues of human exper1ence The gradual decay of
the qua11ty of the land and the dec11ne of the v1ab1]1ty of a sma11"
family farm miyrors the exper1ences of each generat1on of Thomases

The- present of the nove] in wh1ch the cont1nu1ty of the fam11y

- farm is uncerta1n ref]ects the uncerta1nty and bew11derment of

" Erik and h1s generat1on Er1k must wrest1e w1th the problem of

accept1ng h1s 1nher1tance and al] 1ts restr1ctnons as well as’ the

. secur1ty 1t offers, or reJect1ng it and forg1ng a new path for

-
. . .

h1mse1f The externaT and 1nterna] Iandsoapes wh1ch Cohen presentsf

/

comp]ement each other . The farm is. the m1crocosm whlch ref]ects

) 'ftruths about the relat1onsh1p of a11 human be1nqs to the1r 1and—

scape to t1me to themse%ves, and to other peop]e

To provfde a polnt of v1ew from wh1ch to exp]ore un1versa1‘
1ssues, Cohen beg1ns h1s narrat1ve near the end of the 11fe of
R1chard Thomas, Er1k 5 father, and the bu]k of the book 15 -
centered on R1chard h1s memor1es, and h1s re]attonsh1p w1th h1s ;
son. R1chard-d1es near the end-of the-narrat1ve but not before".
suffering a heart attackzﬁria stroke and spend1ng 51x to e1ght .:'-
‘weeks in the hosp1ta1 Hh11e he is wa1t1ng to - d1e h1s r1ch
memories call up the past generat1ons and revea1 that the decline

of the land has paral]e}ed the eros1on of fee11ngs of purpose and

security in the people who-1ived on 1t,;-The details of this f@@11y: .

]
B ~
. -
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history are presented gradually and by bits so that by the time

-, the nogel is completed thsre is a presentation of a spectrum of

“four generations and of their attitudes toward the land, them-

selves, and life in general.

" The homesteading apcestor was Richard S. Thomas ,. who was a

-settler, defined by Margaret Atwood as “a man who attempts to

clear

“is "a

3

a place for himself out of the land". HYs experiénce

primal encounter with the land". 4 Atwood describes this

- o N : . L . .5
activity as "trying to fit a straight line into a curved space'_.,

with the pioneer trying'to

of human‘civi]ization.

vigor. .

: Although he had to work extreme]y hard,

change nature's order into the §hape\

.Richard S. Thomas met this 6ha11enge with

in a comparatively

short t1me he did carve out from the w11derness a workable Farm

The material rewards of hard phys1ca1 labour were satisfying. In"

the est1mat1on of the sett]ers themse]ves it was an adm1rab]e

achievemént to have created farms and 1nher1tances, which they

_were‘thgn able to pass on to-their sons.

~

'Bebau§e of this effort

and attitude the physical place which was developed from the

_w11derness acqu1red great significance, symb011ca11y as we11 as

-

actua]ly . ' . -

sufficient reason to live.

S. Thomas's son, Simon, whose pre-meal grace was,

- .
K

The farm afd the work it entailed was an and in 1tse1f

This attitude is voiced by Richard

"Accept the

homage  of us your humble servants for you.havergiven ust this

earth

LS

that we may feed and love you" (p. 50). But by the

4



end of the third generattén; thatﬁof Riehard,‘thefe are defip%te
éigﬁs that theiidea:ef the possession of -the land being a God- _;-
.given'riqht, is beginning to_wane:"Richerd was Qerned by ﬁ{s‘
father that "the'farm'was‘¢ifferent then than.nbw, it was. important
to?knée'that his physﬁce] universe was not a constant but an
art1fact that ‘tould onTy be bought with t1me and bTood" (p 53)
A1though Richard had cut short h1s stay in Toronto at un1vers1ty
to,retprn to the farm -because V1t was the r1ght thing for him to
Tdo" (p. 41), Richard‘s'confidencejin his youthfﬁ]vdecision is
often uncertain. "This is erticu1ated oﬁce to his friend Pat
Frank: "There's always 50me0ne to say that ‘this 1and isn t .
meant for fann1ng or that it should never have been cleared, or
that the anly future far it is some sort of park, for city ‘people”
'(pt‘158),- Richa?ﬁ vigorously denies this position but his
thoughts_disc]ose thét.he does harbour doubts. It has been-
impressed on him so‘;trongly-that the effort of his ancestors was
_worthy.and his sense of dety is so strong that he repressee his
own thoughte:about the practica]ity and reesenableness of devoting
" his life to the centinuatioﬁ.of their efforts. He has to keée
" convincing himself that it is the "right thing -to’do". *

" Cohen reveals thé‘attitpdeslof the first settler and his
deseendapts toward the land very gredually. “Because of this, the
. impact of the histqrica1,det5115 becomes 'umulat%ve1y compe]]ing:

- Although Richard Simon‘Thomas is a rather shadowy figure in the "

novel, his dttitude toward his immigration to Canada and the’
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1$nd'thch he came to claim is. clear. ‘In Butterfly on Rock,

Douglas G. Jones -says: .
For a“time at_least the pioneer must feel a certain
seénse of exile in the new world to which he has come. -
But from the very beginning there has been a real
question as to the intentions of many who came here
*toward the land which ‘is Canada.

Cohen never uncovers any trace of a sense of exile in Richard

Simon; although fhis attitude is true of his colourful cousin

William. Richard Simon's attitudes toward the land appear not to

‘have been ambiguous. His cousin's diary describes him in this

way: "He cares for nothing but money. His body has been

5 ; - . .
removed from Gdd and it makes his wife suffer"” {p.61). Earlier

the narration states succinctly: - “This first Richard Thomas had .,
built the house, married, built the barns, cleared some fields.
When he was too old to work, he passed the farm to Simon" (p. 53).
This original settler appears, through the memories of hjs son and
drandson, to have been completely sudcessfu]iin the way described
by Henry Kreisel who says that, "to conquer a piece of the- _

continent, to put one's imprint upon virgin land, to say "Here I

am, for that 1 came" is as much a way of defining oneself, or

. . . . .7
‘proving one's existence, as is Decartes' "Cogito, ergo sum'.

- So for Richard Simon, the ordering of his place was an end in

itself, his raison d'etre. This attitude is modified in his son -
and grandson, while the land itself gradually loses its original

fertility.
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Although Richard did conquer a parceI of 1and he aIso paTd :

F I

a price. Kreisel says further that:

- .
R .

Into the attempted conquest; whether ultimately

- . successful or not, men pgur an awesome, concentrated
passion. The breaking-of the land becomes a kind &f
rape, a passionate seduction. The earth is at
once a willing and unwilling mistress, atcepting
and rejecting her -seducer, the cause of his frust-

_ration and- fulfilment and either way the shaper and
- control]er of his m1nd exacting servitude.

-
-

Although Cohen Aever a)lows the reader to enter Richard S. Thomas'
mind, one*discoVECS through Willigm's diaries and Simon'e recol-
lections that Rjchard Simon's relationship with his wife E]izabeth
was damaged because of his ded1cat1on to the conquest of the Yand.
R1chard Simon's neglect of her enabled Elizabeth to have an
affair with the poet w1111am. This sort of adultery is compounded
in future generations to the point that Simon Thomas and his son
‘Richard share a mistress for a time. In the narrative present of
the‘nove1 R1chard and Miranda have & fa1r]y good marital relation-
ship, despite the past. The ab111ty to_redate to women appears to
improve as the men's devotion to thé farm lessens. Ehﬁk,is the
exception, although there are hints that he may be able to have.ahA

meaningful relat1onsh1p with a woman when he is tota]]y free of

the land of his ancestors

.In'addition to revealing the IeJels-of dedfcationito the
land, Cohen also deals with the appropriateness of the attitudes’
of both the settlers and their descendents ‘toward the 1and which -

they attempt to possess ~In Patterns of Isolation, John Moss says




’ ‘%e\

tof the 1mm1grants that "they have come w1th the1r memories and

‘regard to the.Canadian place where they have relocated."

+ -

'have—tr1ed to -recanstruct the past, an_a11en past, as 1t shou]d

have been rather than-as it was, and often they have done’ 50 without

9

there is.iitt]e'evidence of this Peing accurate for the Thomades

Cohen embodies‘this attitude in._some of their, neighbours'_ Henry
Beckw1th sits on h1s doorstep 1mag1n1ng “the young people,
former pup1ls become Prime Ministers and exp]orers, school gwrls

-

out for a r1de-between lessons, men of his own age already dressed-

. for the day and taopingftheir way along with silver-tipped canes,

“silver on stone" (p. 114). There is a hipt of this 1nappropr1ate‘

Iresponse to ‘the actua1 sjtuation in the attitude of Simon Thomas
who wanted Richard to be educated as a gentleman By”/e time
Richard is ready to pass the farm to his son, Erik is aware that
the life styles'of h1§ grandfather and father are dhpossib]e,
financially and phﬂo‘soph’ieaily for him. So the attitude has come
full circle. R1chard Simon Thomas saw the 1and .as the key to his

success, but Erik l!es it as an 1mped)ment to his vision of I1fe.

1

In a discussion of the colonial effect in Canadian .fiction,

Moss says that it is found "1n the superimposition of responses

t

to an alien or alternative reality upon indigenous experience.

L

The alien alternative in this duality is distant in space and

usua11y in time. Exile from it is in the sense of irretrievable’

10

1oss imposed by the separat1on " Cohen g1ves this sort of

menta11ty to w1111am the -romantic, rather mystical poet and it

_AIthough :
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is through his diaries that the colonial and immigrant menfa1i;ies
_merge and are revealed. Cohen creates William to serve as a foil
which ‘reflects diametrically opposite responées to the land to
those of his coygTRT' William dia not come to Canada a§ a settler
"but as a refugee from poverty and'the law. He was taken in by
his cousin but never came.td terms with the new 1anascape which
was just too far rgmoved from hisainnér tandscape: ™ "and the poet,
alone and trying to fit his forms‘and language to a 1anascape they
cou d not coritain ..." (p. 57). His poetry ig never cjted but
long pasgagqs are quoted from hi;-diarieé-which_reveal to thg
"reader.the picture of an extremely loné]y and isolated man. Thé
firé%‘passage quoted indicates the extent to which'his emotional -

state of depression is related to his inability to accept or

relate to the landscape:

The snow all went two weeks ago and now the land

and forest demands all or would drown me. What a

vast infertile wilderness. Panorama of attack

and flowers. God has betrayed man.here and he
< will betray Him also (p. 59).

William believed that all land was God's and that the idea of
owning land was absurd:

-

God has said that the land is His and can belong
.. to no man and therefore how can one man give what

is ‘not his to another man who cannot possess’ it
(p. 138)..

h |
i i

The most lengthy “passages of the diary arejquoted near the
end of the n9veT whey they are read by Erik, who is presented
as a kind of doppleganger of the poet. Like the poet, Erik has

- -
.
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’ho; béen able to respdnd apprdpriately tolthis Same landscape

' wifh which bofh are inadvertent]y‘associated The poet's diary
"revea]s that his feellngs toward immigration were negative from
the start and that he 1ooked on the voyage to Canada as being
d151nher1ted by the old world and "forfced to seek a new world"
(p. 220). The poet never does come to terms with the new land
and eventua1ly.dec11nes into madness. In a like manner, his
great-great nephew Erik is a1ienated and*unable to'integrate his.
Iffe with that of the farm. Cohen's method of presenting this
experience of a]ienation froh both the immigrant point dfeview .
. and from that of a contemporary man, having estab115hed bonds of
blood and inclination between the two, is a most effect1ve one.

The theme initiated by the t1tle, is enr1ched by the Iayers of

s1gn1f1cance Cohen gives it by reveal1ng s1m11ar conflicts UL

the two men of different generat1ons N . ’ ‘

The madness of Wiltiam Thomas‘is significant also. In her’
chapter, "The Para]yzed Artist“ Atwood d1scusses the p11qht, 1n
Canad1an f1ct1on, of ser1dus artists. She describes these as
1 peop]e’who have been mutilated, depr1ved of cultural traddt1on
‘_and audience. The mut1lat10n whlch best fits w1111am Thomas. is:
"As if part of your brain has been removed and you are an 1d1ot or
an amnes1ac" 1 As a result of such mut11at1on Atvood concludes
the art1st is unable to produce any cred1b]e art because he has
suffered "emotional and artistic death at the hands of an in-

d1fferent or host1]e aud1ence 12 There may be reason to argue



.

-quickly dec]inese

“an asylum.

W Thomas was quite mad before he ever came to Canada,

L]

but certa1n1y after his arr1va1 he became 1ncrea51ng1y unstable

that Rev

'Aftet_Elnzabeth, the one'penson to whom he could relate, dies, he

Sure1y this is the worst penance for a man who- once responded to

life w1th poetry

1

doors w1th h1s 1d1ot son,

-The f1na1 years of h1s life were- spent out of

Frederick Even in ‘death he was 1soIated

from the commun)ty in" which he had spent many years:
h1m away from the Thomas Family plot, f1na1]y rid of h1m of f 1n

a corner of the cemetary that was mostly weeds and rocks (p. 191)

: The son is described as hav1ng "collapsed nnto the landscape“

{p. 192) ahd is so a11en that he is pYaCed in a
B s

wh11e he is alive,the peop]e don t ta]k about h1m but

‘special placé'. -

.

"They say:hefeven forgot;how to ta]ké (P. 190).'.

afteh his-bur1a1

”off to..one. side, h1s dead geography to be the

" same as his live geography

(p.

192),

they felt that "his ex11e

‘was over” {p. 192)."

By presenting the commun1ty.react1on.to

. William and Frederick,

“into the overa11 tapeetry of the'novel.

and their reactions to the landscape,

Cohen weaves a theme ot alienatton and 1solation'which blends

2

Although the fam11y farm and t1me are the controlling
prnnc1p1es of the Thomas men in the narrative it is the men
themse]ves on‘whom Cohen focuses.: It.is the consciousness of
Richard Thomas which provides the perimeters of the nove] and
most of thelmemoraésfof‘paet generationé; many.obserVations of

the bresent generation are from his point of view. In Richard's .

,"They buried .
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-m1nd the fam11y 1s a cont1nu1um'and whlle he 11ves one is. coh;
) sc1ous of the pressures to preserve'and improve on’the g1fts of_.
the past as we]l as extend this 1egacy into the. future The.
burden of respon51b1]1ty of be1ng the 1nher1tor of the ﬁarm was
_fe]t earty by R1chard who toyed w1th the p0551b111ty of an'
alternat1ve life sty]e He went-to Unlvers1ty in Toronto, but
returned.tO'the farm after3an'exoerience which became a family
-1egend' "It came upon me sudden]y, 1 felt out of pIace in those
_,crazy clothes s1tt1ng in a metal mach1he running down a piece of
pavement" (p. 41).. But the cho1ce was much more than selecting
'_a career. R1chard 15 conscious of the fact that hqs ancestors
had- devoted the1r tives %o he might have the Iegacy of the farm

and _the onus is on him to develop-1t and pass it on to succeed1ng

" generatipn. After the reading of his father's will, Richard began ~

1
L

to' realize the full fmpact of -his inherﬁtanéef‘

~

~He did his duty,” Herman White had said of S«imon,
as if it were for him to say, and now unlikely as
it was, Richard Thomas would have his turn to do his, -
it being left unclear whether there was any larger -
possible purpose gr simply the holy mission of :
colonizing the earth (p. 143).

A

Although the novel never portrays Richard as religious in .

L

o the traditional sense, his perceptions of ‘the role of "farmer' do

- -

have religious ouertones: Ricou noticed this response:.to the land
in prairie fiction: ?The bgnd to .the 1aﬁq, tnarticulated,
-emotional, even soiritual, is also, in a sense religious". The
passage‘quoted above;which.uses the phrase,' "holy mission" goesf

-
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L, (p. 183)0 ¥

,",to rece1ve . the same g1ft from him. The farm to R1chard, is PR

e s D o ——

| 17

¢ - Ll X S : .
on to compare R1chard and M1randa thh Abraham and Sarah and by ‘
extens1on the deed to the land is similar to Yahweh s prom1se to . ‘\-
Abraham to make him the father of a nation ang steward of the land -
of Israel. Richard perceives that the blessing of the inheritahce
‘{sla‘mixed one and it epitomizes the conflict that is a central . ‘ S .

tension in the novel:
. 7

]

.1ike Abrafam and Sarah in their new possessidn
-of this land. they would be able .to have children or-
' else be condemmed to a purposeless selfs preservation,
e to milk the land every year enough to fill-their. -
bellies and their bank balance, nothing more, a
straight trade, body for- garth, three genenat1ons of -
bones to feed the land Tike so many fallen trees, an1mals~

[ -

t

Cohen 3 1ron1c tone is c]ear here and the compar1son of R1chard to

s

an archetype 11ke Abraham ca]ls up valences of sacr1f1ce, r1tua1

1
4

~ and the 1mportance of patr11]near pr1mogen1ture . ' e 1 SR

-

- . v
Poo- t

R1chard ‘is able to accept the. 1nherqtance ‘of the farm and

-allows it to shape h1s life. in a relat1ve1y sat1sfactory wayd and

" he. f1nds 1t extreme]y d1sappo1nt1ng that hxs son Erik is unw1111ng-

someth1ng which has g1ven meaning to h1s 11fe and he sees that
Erik needs somethIng similar to give his I1fe mean1ng Nhen Erxk
'broaches the prob]em and tells his father to 1eave the farm to ",
'M1rahda and “qu1t worrying. about it", R1chard replies, "I m not
worried about it, I m worr1ed-about you He}couldn't help staring

at Er1k wonder1ng if he wou]d ever come. a11ve what wou]d it

tahe?" (p. 144) It is, 1mportant to R1chard that Er1k take over

< .,_.' . . . - =
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-

‘ qnnch he hopes the farm m1ght fill- Er1k rejects the gift and A,

o re1axed "as if in one moment of doybt all the energy that k'ept

- way the farmer is constant]y strugg11ng to control, af ndt,master

" novel, from the -poet’s diary, we learn that REy. William.Thomas

4 -~

the running of the farm rather than his’much better-suited adopted\

Br1an, because R1chard senses the vacuam in Erik's 11fe, =

hal Vi .-

<
e,

tells hIS father that "No one has destinies anymore. They live

t * =

in apartments and breed goldfish" (p. 1%6)., el Tl BRI
: C : T ST s caT
Alf'dccupationé and gareers impose a'certafn.rddtine on’ . ;.;e ~
life, but farmtnghdlctates a part1cu1ar11y rhymthic_one because \l“»h | ;
its activities follow the pattern of 'the seasohs-andhthe'life :? .-..:_}ﬁzigj
‘cycle of nature A farmer s ens]aved to this cyc11ca; aSpect of "*fﬁf . -
time. The forces- of nature demand obed1ence and 1mpose a rhythm'; ‘ 5 .

of work and renewal. Moss says that "it is a closed wor]dq o — . ,‘A!
r1g1d1y structured, an exten51on of apparent]y natura1 processes ”14-:.L_ :

-

It is a constant strugg]e wh1ch Richard perce1ved cou]d*not be

-

. e
3

him ab]e to 1mpose the farm on the land might be- d1551pated and

. R LY PEEEE S

the 1and return to wts own chaot1c 1ntent1ons“ (p 99). In th1s

.

1
+ ' IJ .
e

the forces of time. - Moss- cenc]udes that because of .the r1g1d

-

structur1ng,'"1nev1tab1y the fam11y farm 1s "also 5eeth1ng w1th o

~. -

: sexual tens1on and w1th v1o1ence Just beneath the- surface waTt1ng

onIy for provocatwon to efupt. " 1 V101ent physicad reactfons '””: L

-, b
- 0 ~,
o Sw L~

" have taken p1ace ‘on the Thomas farm 1n each geHErat1on Tn facf“'

the regu]ar1ty w1th wh1ch they-occur seems to suggest that they w~__"7-:_\'-q

- are related to the natura] cyc]e of ltfe Near the end oﬂ;the- ) e
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" ®he could feel the cuts along his back and shoulders, see where

““the skin had been turning away from itself, like riverbanks,

ta

suffered violence on his journey to Canada: ‘“my back was
a]ready-covered with scars -scars up and down the length of my
back that were old and black and scars that were new criss-

crossed with'my ribs from my shou]ders to my waist” (p. 223).

<. This scene is repeated under very dwfferent c1rcumstances four

—

generations later. Brian_attacks Erik after their father's

funeral and the following morning when Erik tries to 1ift his arms

_pee]ing away and thickening at the edges, leaving new unprotected
snakes of, b]ood“ (p. 23}) These outbursts of violence are
subtly connected to the vigor and w11dness of the land itself. In

pasf‘generations brawling and physica] violence where considered

“-- part of a way of life. In contemporary times the land has been

- 1eached and in like manner the vigor of the men, especially that

of Erwk has been sapped. Richard observes this from his hospital

bed "Nhen Erik and Brian were -there Richard could see how they

4

were defeated by each other, nothing between them except automatic

-

) f and ster11e v101ence (p 88). Brian, in his outbursts, reacts

1nst1nct1ve1y and passxonately Erik on the other hand is too

enervated by h1s education and soph1st1cat1on to react in.such a
~nasfnc-.way. _Tnus the land, the farm, provides a parallel for the
cond;tion of the men. Cohen 1s.able fo make statements about the

lives of the men by mirroring their conditions in those of_the

.land. Erik. is out of synchronization with the natural rhythms;

his energies have been polluted by the urban environment, the




-ff‘ same one wh1ch threatens 0. hreak up the- farm 1nto cottage 1ots

_ In Butterf]y on Rock, Jones-says that “the 1and 1s ‘both

cond1t1on and reflect1on, both errqr and fact.. Part1cu]ar1y—
in 11terature 1t c0mes to symbo]ize e]ements of-our inner 11fe

As these elements are 1gnored or repressed the land becomes a

symbo1 of the unconsc1ous, the 1rrat1ona1 in the 11ves of the

|16

characters Th1s.statement may be related to Erik in an

»

attempt to understand h1s 1nner 11fe He intuitively knows that

- he does not want to possess the Yand. of his fathers Erik's'f

d11emma is that after he 1eaves the farm and goes to Toronto where

"he had tr1ed to swa]]ow the c1ty ‘whole but 1t still Tay undigested

in him" {p. 113), he stzl] uses- the farm as reference for much of

his th1nktng As he 1ooks at Valer1e across the restaurant tab]e,,

"m‘he 1mag1nes ‘her-. worktng in his mother 5 garden CErik is never at’

fBr1an st111 c1a1med h1m for the1r own, as eas11y and thought]essly-'

Pl

hoine™ in thE’C1ty but when he . returns for v1s1ts to the farm he .

1s a1so out of p]ace there, "He was reSentfu] of the fee]ing of -

-fam111ar1ty, or re11ef aTmost of the way Richard and M1randa, and -

ijas the ]and“ ( 13) Er1k has felt the pressure of the farm a11

h]s 11fe and has reJected hws 1nher1tance but the c1ty which 15

;.:the aTternat1ve at the end of the nove] is 51m11ar11y unsat1s-'

g factory The c1ty env1ronment does not prov1de mean1ng, ang 1ts.

- rout1nes are JUSt as monotonous and unrewardwng as those of the

' farm

i
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n1ghtmar1sh rpeopled by bew]1dered fr1ghtened men Man f1nds

: h1mse1f “st1ck1ng ou

- ° . The sounds of traffic and people in the street,
" talking and arguing -in foreign languages, end-
., “-lessly cltimbing in-and out of cars, sitfing in
the street. playing radios and waiting for the'- . -
- . _ heat to dissipate, ‘walking up and down from :
‘ ,house tq house, street to street, waiting for
" something to happen,-trying to Justnfy another
day gone by, have something happen to make it’
: worth .going through aga1n" (p 234) L

]

Er1k S quest is’ a fundamenta1 one -~ to come to terms w1th h1s 5 -

E re]at1onsh1p to the un1verse -to f1nd h1s fp]ace Jones--speaking‘ ’
'of Ganad1an poetry, says that "anyth1ng may happen, but’ whatewer .
j1t _may be 1t will cont1nue to ref]ect the past " 17 This is’the
l;rea11ty which' Er1k must gr1p at the end of the nove] when he is |

‘forced to cons1der 11fe after Ruchard R1cou says. that “1n both

“runal and urban f1ct1on the preve1ant 1andscape is empty and.

tf II 18

v _

Cohen S nove] manages ta be both !

' rura] and urban,, and sharp]y conveys th1s 1mage of peop]e utter]y

+‘alone in a-]andscape 11fe devo1d of meanlng or. pattern

- while the. Thomas men diew the fami}y'farm as. theﬁr destiny;'

’ .the thlng wh1ch g1ves shape and meanTng to the1r 11ves, or as 1n

Er1k s case, a touchstone for other exper1ences, Cohen reVeals

that the women are affected in d1fferent ways by th1s p]ace

LY

B Moss says that “f1ct1ona1 women draw g different’ form of power o

o from the assocxat1on w1th the earth than’do men or as 1s the

]

case w1th so many farm. wives 1n ]1terature they bTend 1nto 1t "'

-crushed or s1mp1y nu111f1ed where 1and 1s 1n some Ways the

mistress of men,_1n,app05Tt10n~to-the1r_marlta] ro]es,‘1t_1s an-

Vv
f
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aggressive symbol of fertility for @any women, " ' The first

Thomas woman, Elizabeth, had an affair and an i]]égit%mate child

-

-by her husband's cousin, the .poet. In this way she seems to have

1

lprotgsted her husband's preoccupation with the 1énd and His sub=
sequent negle;t'of hér. fhe Qomen'of the sucgegding Qenerations,
Eeah‘and'ﬁirahda; are bﬁfh described as. thin, infertile women who
never ;ea11y:me1d witp thé rhythms‘of thellanﬁ.‘ Leah"considered
herself worthy of a more refinéd role than that of a‘farhér's. "
wife, Qut‘she failed to overcome her fate so retired to he; bed
as an\vnva1id rathir thép_cope with the confinémentg of the Tand-
scape. Miranda maﬁgs é:much more satisfactory adjustTent to ]ife

on the, farm, although she retains the image of a barren woman,

producing only one .child, after considerable effort. Her husband,

on several occasions, seeks extra-marital fulfillment with the

¥

o . f
earth-mother figure, Katherine Malone.

In Man and the Landscape, Paul Shepard states that, “"that
' 20

land is female is mere than allegorical."

the background which brovides this convention:

In the genesis of the gods, the earth hds béen
predominately female, the sky male. The Great
Mother is the ®pirit of generation and nutrition.
The garden #s the threshold of her mystery, of

birth, death, the place of giving and taking ]1fe.21

In The Disinherited, Cohen accepts this convention and makes a-

He goes on to explain

subtle connection between sexual fulfillment and the wb?kiﬁg ot |

of a relationship to one's environment. While some of the women
“are thin and sterile, those who are warm and closely connected

/



to thé cyc1es of the"land are sought out by the mqq who attempt

-

_ to work the farm. = - o . . )

1 - .
t o, . . - s

Kather1ne is.'the warm, earthy woman of the novel.- Her

~ - ) -

'_'re1atxonsh1p w1th S1mon and h1s son Richard 1s further com-

‘ p11tated by-the fatt that‘Kather1ne is the he1r of a"r1ch farm o
.

and is c]ose]y 1dent1f1ed with the fert1]1ty of the earth. Toi
-_S1mon she is everyth1ng that h1s w1fe Leah, is not and when he
is w1th Kather1ne he can renew hws youth forget his respons1—
bilities as ]andowner husband and father Iron1ca]1y, a1though
:she helpg him forget these th1ngs she- also makes h1m more at one -
w1th the fert111ty and rout1nes:necessary f0r a successful farm

When Simon discovers that Katherine is also the m1stress of his, ~

son, he re]1nqu1shes claims on both her and h1s farm. 'There s .,

-

a v1oIent fight and afterward R1chard assumes control of-both.

- o

the tand and Kather1ne Later, as "a retired farmer, Simon open]y
ktakes a mistress and liveé in the towr - an act ofjdef?ante‘ i

against the mores that were 1moosed on him by ‘the rural.setting.

J

L

To R1chard Kather1ne meant many of the same th1ngs as she *

did to h1s father. Moss states that for Richard, "only Kather1ne
. 22

seems ab]e to he]p h1m escape the burden of be1hg a Thomas
By the possess1on of Kather1ne Richard preva1ls over Slmon, and

at the same t'ime totally 16ses himself in sexual human re]at1on-

sh1p . . . v .

-



o 2 - . - o
- . - ) 24
- — s s ! ¢ = R 4 -
. i . _ .. her hands moving on him 1ike tiny scalpels ) a
. .. v exorcising as they kill, springing open cells and
‘ s ~ . - floating them in this river of blood he has become,

. " -+, his body gone and now he has become her, woven

. : "into her darkhess that is stamped in s11houette .
. L e, against the window, he knows that he 1s.absolute1y -
R . ,,'w1th her (p 101) e _ . ' -

[ -’ .
P .

L

. - But th1s escape is temporary and Richard never serlous1y considers

marry1ng Kather1ne LT SR . -~

' :... _-f s Er1k s re]at1onsh1p to -Rose has some s1m11ar1t1es w1th
that of h1s grandfather and father to kather1ne7 Both women are4
: descr1bed as"fey and have sk111s associated w1th w1tchcraft -
' an anc1ent art 1ong assoc1ated w1th mak1ng the 1and product1ve
. .Part of the attract10n of Rose for Er1k is her e1u51veness
"Erik, gven when he was thh her had known that what made it
_possiofe for them was the knowTedge.that_hé would leave" (p. 279.
This is ana]ogous to Erik's relatiohship to thé farm: it has - -
strong attractions‘tor Rim but the positive aspects are ruined. ~
. by the poss1b111ty of 1nher1t1ng 1t - At the end of the novel, |
i : Erlk meets an unnamed pregnant g1r1 who .also temporar11y takes
. h1m out of h1mse1f but with whom no- b1nd1ng arrangements need ~ SRR
nbe feared George woodcock summarizes Er1k in this way: "In
a]] his” actions “he shows hTmse]f taken up in the essential

loneliness, the unrélenting a11enat10n of modern man." a3

- K -
t - N *

The strong undertong of sexua11ty wh1ch runs through the
. _."_’-_ - nove] is in rhythm w1th the other patterns 1mposed by ptace -
| A leng passage which: descr1bes Kather1he trudging throtigh the

, f - spr1ng mud to meet RJchard makes the1r-un1on ‘seem as ﬂnev1tab1e
S Y |
as the‘Spr1ng f]owers .\z

t

- . - -
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.: and took her feet out of her boots - let
. them sink in the tiny surface puddles_hot from
the sup... the other hand coming out of the mud,
palm towards the sun, the 1iquid breaking apart
p into thousands of tiny fertile bubbles (p. 110}.

~

In one humourous passage we learn that often sex is dictated by

the routine.of the farm. Simon told his son Rfchand, "the best

.time to have a woman is in the morning, in w¥nter, before or

after the milking, it doesn't matter" (p. 87). The extent to
which men are able to relate- sexually.to women is closely related

to the exteﬁt to whicﬁ they relate to their environments.

Congistent with the concept of the earth be1ng female and

the garden the place of giving and tak1ng 11fe, is the statement’

A"

by Woodcock:that “the women play the potent roles of recon-

24

ciling the irreconcilables.” Miranda is the only real link

beiweeq Erik and his father. Rose Garnett influences both ' -
Miranda and Erik in curious ways. Katherinerbearé sons to both
‘Simon and Richard, as did Elizabeth to her husband and his cousin.

The ring which the poet acquired on his voyage to Canada s

rejected by Katherine as an engagement ring from Simon, bu@ later

-

Erik put it on, the finger of ap anohymous gir1'gnd thus establishes

a -1ink between the generationé.; The acceptance by Erik of a

possible relationship with this "disoriented" girl predicts that

he may also eventually come to terms with his 1andscape In

these divers: ways the women act as reconc111ng forces

~

Novelists position characters in a time; place, anq sets
of circumstances, which they cannot change. Cohen's characters

1
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find themse1ves in a woer whwch tends not to grant what they need

b

. and desire. Moss says of Richard that "a]] he toves most and

needs, the farm, the family, he‘is imprisoned by,".25 In this ;

rather negat1ve atmosphere, the setting can be seen as assuming

the role of an antagonist. wesley Kort, in Narrat1ve E]ements

and Religious Mean1ngs, d1scus§es th1s funct1on of sett1ng and

conc]udes that:

\

Before an identifiable and human antagon1st a
character can actualize his potential, but an
indefinite, pervasive and unalterable set of 2
' severely 11m1t1ng conditions tends to reduce
- ~human life and even threaten its worth and
viability. . :

Al
[y

The farm, to the pioneer nen- was Timiting but definite and they
tended to be ab]e to pursue 1ts potent1a11t1es “Later generations
-find the 1and even more restricting.. The men fight with- the1r

fathers and brothers but are more severe]y Timited in their”

response to the 1and which they are comm1tted to conquer1ng and

: mak1ng a.raison d etre Er1k has a vision at his father's funera]

B

~which revea]s the land as hav1ng beaten its wou]d be- -conquerers:
“H1s father s presence was still alive in these mourners - who -
knew what had d1ed w1th h1m knew it in the1r bodiés that had

bent and been broken by mach1nes wh1ch a]ready 1ay rest1ng and..

obsolete‘!(p 227)

The negat1ve atmosphere is a]so ut111zed by Cohen in‘a
rhetor1ca] way. Through the use of the reg10na1, rural sett1ng,

Cohen creates between the" “implied author and 1mpI1ed reader a

A



sense that they share a set of,cirtuhstances.an& have, con-

sequently, something in common. “From the heginning of the novel

when Richard thinks of the real-estate man trying to*péréuade him

“to sell h1s land, the reader senses a threat of loss, not only of
th1s parttcu]ar p1ece of 1and but of an entire way of life. By
his use of setting in this way, Cohen encourages the reader's
.ideotification with the charactera. Lgfe near the end of the
twent1eth century is risky, stressfu1, and threaten1ng Erik

is the character w1th whom the contemporary reader most read11y
.1dent1f1es; he lives in our world. when he returnq to Iorontoo
after'Richard's_death} even previoosiy familiar territory is not
comtorting: “The apartment seemedito belong to a previous
existence. He felt'uncomfortah1e in it, didn't want to stay...
he fe]t trapped in h1s own Space“ (p. 217) But Erik is so
_averse to be1ng secured by any p]ace that a dream shows h1m as
comp]etejy removed and unattached to-anyone or anything: ‘”woke‘
_up in the middfe-of the ntght, dreaming he was the:perféct man,f
f]oatihg throogh space ih'a‘g1as§ ball“'(p.'lﬁﬁ). Xort suﬁ:
marizes this rhetorical use of atmosphere and settino as

'

antagonist in this way: ' . .

‘The mimetic, consequence of the image of atmosphere
jn modérn literature is not so much to refiect
specific conditions -in our world -.violence, ° °
immpral society or disunification - but rather,

to reflect.a more general quality of human life,
namely that it is limited. The: collective image
of atmosphere in recent narratives is of_a general
otherriess which marks the boundaries, awarepess

of which helps to define humanlife.

.\\:'

{n

Yo " i o Sy —



28

Cohen uses the settTng a]so to amp11fy and reflect themes _t
of ‘the novel. One of its main themes is that the trad1t1ona1
nineteenth and early twentzeth century way of 11fe is decay1ng
and d1s1ntegrat1ng Throughout the nove1 details are- assemb]ed
which suggest decay. “The barn roof‘needo f1%1ng. The beams are

-starting.to rot" (p. 11) "Cohen uses the condition of the'barnm

. and the house in a symbolic way to reflect the éxternal 11fe- '

sty]e of the farm and the 1nterna1 ]1ves of the. characters. wh11e
ama551ng a myr1ad of deta1ls wh1ch have to do, w1th deat? dying,
and decay, Cohen presents these facts as a natural cond1t1on

In a discussion of the geophys1ca1 1magInat1on in Canad1an

fiction, Moss states that such a natura] process is "not a moral-

state, no more than natural corrupt1on agihg, death decay -

is a moral state Both are cond1t1ons of ex1stence In th1s - b
”‘process of nature, ne1ther 11fe nor death 1s wasted, except “in
the eyes of the beholder, nelther 11fe nor death is aston1sh1ng,
except in ‘the eyes of the beho]der.' The possibility of joy or-
tragedy is contained by both.” ?8 In the eyes of Richard,_h%s
world and that. of his father and grandfather is disintegrating.
Erik's stasis‘isncaueed by the fact that he can't decide which
possibilities the changes hay offer, But Cohen deftly draws th}o

correspondence between the geophysical and human conditions in a

manner which embellishes this thgme. '

tn Techniques in Fiction, Robie Macauley says that "place

as character means that the setting affects the people in a story
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2 Cohen trieats place in

as much as they affect ane another. "
this way and thus adds to the dimensions of place as sémething
.much more than setting. In this novel the place encompasses the

, . : -
_story. It is the rural_setting in which his_characters livemand

i

it i; the‘qualify5qf'their Hives. It is their speech and the
phiquophy of ]i}e.they‘conmunicate in gheir speeqh“ It is their
manners, taboos, and Spirituality.‘ ﬁhile in Cohen's work place
is never used solely for déﬁoration or ornamentatién, his use of
detail Ts cbgibus: His botanical knowledge of the area is
preciég:'-ﬂgréund fit only for junipér seeds and sumac trees - -
elm f;ees which rose three hhnared feét into the air and maple
‘trees which could give three-hundréd'gq11ons a day of 'sap" (p. 99), -

but it is a]ways;fu]iy ihtegrated ﬁntoﬂthe:fiction and "often

presented as correlafives of human behaviour and emotion." 30 r

Even the-most %amifiarlof farm details never becomes cliche, a .
tribufe to'Cohen's_aBifity to select detai1§ which.re1ate to all. |

other parts oﬁ'the narrative.

1

So’far I have discussed how Cohen uses pFlace in a variety

4

of wa}s go'ﬁroduce variods effects., If qne tries to wvisualize '

a shape for this ﬁove], one mjght:see’the placg‘as the_cogstaﬁt,'
;g.éébfang1e which does not change in_shahe or size,'but,dqu'vpry ‘
" in consiskency and duality. A1though.there is‘the“éver'present
".tehsion that “the farm was only a decal that coﬁ]d be blown off
easiﬁy by hind and time" {p. 99), its hoéitiqn 1s'fixed and with

it as the.warp, Cohéﬁ'weaves thé WOO%rbf timé backwar&s and for--f_

" wards and create patterns which make the form of this novel so

4 [
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- compelling and appropriate Ne1ther men 's 1mag1nat1on ror. Cohen s

-

) story is ruled by c]ock and calendar. COhen d1sc1oses moments

from the- past which are 1nt1mately lnvolved in the pnesent Moss

\states that "Cohen has & marve]ous capacxty to move am0ngst the

31-

. years rather than through them " Cohen then, man1pu1ates time

- * 8 -

as" we]] as p]ace to. 1nf1uence the form of the novel.

The. narrat1ve traces the fate of theé fam11y and is’ broad]y
struttured by “the p]ace and events which determ1ne the.11ves of .
S some_of the individuals 1n the family, - Honever, by ]ts natuﬁe:the
family- s bound;up nﬁth'time. The characters may be sustained

.

because the family confers 1dent1ty, but paradox1ca11¥ 1t obchres
"the 1nd1v1dua1 w1th1n h1s 11neage As ment1oned ear11er the
" novel records a h1stor1cal event - the end of an era. The
generat1ons of Richard and Erik embody the tWO wor]ds - that of
the past and that of thé. unknown future The private re]ation:
- ship: of the father and son m1rrors the c]ash between the two : .
, worlds as one- becomes obso]ete and a- second new one is emerg1ng:
On one 1eve1 the novel works as a document whlch chron1c1e5 the
. d1s1nher1t1ng process and Richard and Erik’ S d1a1ogue records -the:
, h1story of the twme as much as'1t does the1r persona] 1nternal
cr1§ts. Wh11e th1s sense of h1$tory.controis the broad out]lnes
_of‘the story, the powers¢of memory_and flashbatk chtate the -
uintrtcate time scherie of the-narrative.' : )
If a wr1ter Simply announces that he w1shes to return to

some bygone per1od he” appears to be arb1trary. .It is in his’

1



best interests to persuade the reader that the excurs1on 1s '
naturaT, even 1nev1tab]e in terms of the _present story.- Cohen'
ddes th1s in a most convincing way by go1ng from the external-
scene and entering into the consc1ousness of the character who-
2115 prov1d1ng the point of view. He d1screte1y draws the reader s,:
attention away from the present scene to something subjective

Th1s subJect1v1ty arises from what has just been happen1ng and

+

almost before we know it, one f1nds that the abstract statement '
has led 1nto another per1od of t1me and, another scene where it,

) “applies equa11y. A passage from the novel ilTustrates how Cohen

hand]es the time shiftt . o

A ]

He stopped to look at the-sugar house. - It hadn't
been used for-over ten years, since Erik left.

" The arch had caved in but the bu11d1ng was st111
solid. Light came in through the cracks of the
roof ‘and stdod in-the air like thin white sheets.
He 1it.a cigarette again and blew the smoke
.towards the roof, watching it appear and disappear

. in the strips of light: He always did that, every
. : time he came there. Hjs father had shown it -to

: e him one spring, fifty years ago. “Here," Simon
-~ 7 Thomas had said, ‘handing Richard his cigar, "you

“. 7 try 1t.™ That, Richard realized, was the time
when the prob]em had begun, the f1rst time he
could remember the feeling of r1pe d1scontent in
h1s stomach {p. 4-5). :

In. this brief paragraph Richard is described as in‘the present

- . “and his attention is drawn to an object which takes his mind to

-

-

the past-and the transition is so smooth that the reader can

make 1t a]most as easily as Richard does. The passage covers a

¢ Minute or two Jn'R1chard s 1ife but during-this time we are

"referred,. not only to the events of these few moments but to
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Richard's remembered life and his expectations of the future,

which 1ie with his son,

Al

The farm is redolent with associatione and memories and
Cohen uses every object and corner encoun%ered there as a means of.
directing Richard's thoughts backwards and forwards in time. The
- farm functions as an anchor for Richard's wondering reflections as
he zigzags from the present into“his childhood, his love affairs,
and to the future in which Erik must find a niche where he can

come alive and be happy.

In an article on the development of Canadian fiction

entitled "Possessing the Land", George Woodcock asserts that:

Novelists have become concerned less with making
thinly disquised policy statements than with the
more basic functions of returning over time, of
examining the foundations of history, of exorcising
ancient guilts and celebrating ancient hercisms,

of giving spirit to the land. Novels such as Rudy
Wiebe's The Temptations of Big Bear (1975), M. Cohen's
The Disinherited (1974), and R. Kroetsch's The
Studhorse Man (1969) ... introduce for us a new
sense of hrstory merging into myth, of theme coming
out of a perception of the land, of geography as a
source of art. In the process they break time down
into the nonlinear patterns of authentic memory at
the same time as they break down actuality and
recreate it in terms of the kind of ngnliteral
rationality that belongs to dreams. 3

Such patterns are evident when one studies the attitudes of members
of the four generations in their attempts to possess time. Cohen
uses characters' consciousnesses of time toiﬁi?ferentiate be tween
the generations. Each man's perception of time to a great extent

T
shapes his Tife and his attitudes toward the'land, as well as his

~

1, ~
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sense of belonging or not belonging in a historical time sequence.

;then gradually discloses how the representative of each genera-
tion perceives time and this revelation gives the reader a variety
of perceptions from which to assess personal values and pers-

pectives.

Richard Simon Thomas saw time as a continuum consistent
with that of the férm.‘ He perceived it as a casual pattern un-
folding in a straight 1iﬁe. He was able to preserve the linear
march of time and it was this vision which gave his fife meaning.
Erik, whose perspective of the family is quite different, rejects
his ancestors' views of t%me. As he looks at his father in the
hospital bed it "remindéd him that his past would eventually be
reduced to remembered deaths" (p. 33). Erik has to struggle to

escape the past which he longs to cast off so he can 'come alive'.

Richard's imprint still on him. "Do you find the
present so disqusting?" Valerie had asked him as

if he must be fixed on some other time, some immense
single congiomerate complaint from his past that was
supposed to be his excuse, and some equally compelling
fantasy of the future in which everything would
finally come right {p. 172).

It is between the polarized positions of Ri;hard Simon and Erik
that the views of Simon and Richard are placed. Robert Lecker

"~ notes this, in stating that “The Disinherited presents us with

four distinct views of time, four conflicting points of view, and

four narrative lines." 33

R N\
The first generation placed its faith in God and in the
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concept of what Lecker calls "eternal time". 3 In William's
diaries is the record of a man who wanted men to live with a

vision of divine or eternal time which would make the distinc-
tions between bast, present and future meaningless. His vision was
one which percieved unity and whole;;;s in eternity: '"on1y death
cén bring us into the -garden" (p: 60). 1In an antithetical, yet

curiously similar way his cousin Richard Simon's view of time was

150 eternal, but continuing on earth, not in heaven: “when he

was too old to work, he passed the farm to Simon who, in turn
married and had children. The first child was male and named
Richard, after the grandfapher” (p. 53). From Richard Simon;s
perspective this was the praper unfolding of life, the meaning of
actions in and through time.

‘ \

Simon Thozas, the patriarch of the second generation also
saw himsel<k as Fesponsib]e for continuing the Thomas line, but he
experienced some degree of freedom from the restrictions of his
histofy. After bequeathing the farm to his son 'Richard, he accom-
modates both the past and present by moving to the city-and living
common-law with his housekeeper, where he rebinds the diaries of

Rev. William Thomas and attends meetings of the ]océL_historica]
W

society. Lecker observes that while Simon faces up to the present

as well as the past, "his view of time is stil] restricted to the
movement between the two tenses. He does not live for the %uture, , :

nor does he place his faith in eternal time". 35
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Simon's son Richard, to whom we are introduced near the
end of his life, wants to resurréct the past as a bastion against
the threatening present. As he lies in the hospital bed hé attempts.

mory. .The more grave his condition

to join with the past through me
becomes, the further back 1nto\;emory he reaches. When he first
experiences the heart:attéck, he fights the pain and temptation

to 1ie down because he “felt  unfinished, unready to die" (p. 5).

He resists adﬁitting that his conditioﬁ is termin$1 becdﬁée he
equates the preservation of his 1ife with the preservatién of his
way of 1jfe. This becomes increasingly difficult as "paiﬁ had

made eQerything false and instantly fitted ;im into a-neQ history"
(p.746). Even as a nurse gives him medicétion he desperately -
concenérates on the past: "The sentence dissolved his present, and
left him sfanding on a Toronto street corner with Miranda" (p.46-
47). Richard is terrified of dying without guéraqte?ing that the’
" Thomas lineage will éontinue as in the past and also that, "some
sort of instant senility would progressively shorten his memory
span from hours to minutes to seconds to nothing at all" (p. 139).
Richard is trying to sustain a temporal wor]& vjew.infhhich life

] —

unfolds in an 0?der1y progression from the pa§t., It is Richard's .

¥

consciousness which connects all the disrupted memories which are

~ -

presented as fragmented flashbacks or dreams. . »

14 .
The fourth generation is represented by Erik and Brian.

Each copes with the facts of the present in a totally different

way because each has a very different vision of the future.
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Brian struggles to discover his identity. Although he looks and
behaves much more 1ike Richard than does the natural son, Erik, we
are constantly aware that Richard does not censider him the right-

ful heir to tﬁe farm because that would mean a break in the blood-

Tine. It is apparent also that Brian is very conscious of his

Tesser state and desperately needs to feel connected with history
and tradition. As a chi]&, left alone by his natural mother,
Brian spent his days trying to reconstruct gke]etons from bones
fouﬁd in a deserted house. Lecker points out that "the children's
failure to reconstruct thg_aétua]_e]ephant points to a broader

5 . ;
3 Brian is never

inability to resurrect the past-and life."
able to actually construct a past, but he concentrates on imitating
Richard as much as possible. Unfortunately he never has the time
or the inclination to develop a vision of his own; he tries to

cling to:Richard's vision and thus his beliefs can only reflect

Richard's faith in past time and the continuity of the farm. When
Brian talks to Richard in the hoépital their conversation deals
with the routine of the farm, although both wonder "if it was
worth the Bother to farm this land with modern machinery” (p. 166).
In spite of these suspicions, which neither articu]ates,?both

father and adopted son insist on extending the past into the

future.

Because he is so aware of his father's vision and since his
father is so vulnerable during the actual present of the narrative,

Erik is very reticent about revealing his vision of the future.
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However, through the access Cohen provides to Er}k's thoughts,
associations, and memories we Eecome cognisant of the fact that
Erik's vision is totally different from that of his ancestors
and from Brian's. From the openﬁng paragraph one is aware‘that
Erik is a different kind of Thomas,-one whose hands have "fingers
slender and defined“, unlike his father's which "were 1ike battered i
sausages, covered with calluses and scars” (p. 2). Erik ettempted
/,’fg/escgpe from his past by immersing himself in the city éué
there he is portrayed as being out of touch with both the past and
the present. When he.returns'tg visit his father in the hospital,
his body is Jthin and unbroken, cut off from anything that grew,
his's]eeves rolled up carelessly, floating about his elbows,
v%rgina] bony arms that could belong to a seni]g old priest,
rétt]ing in their sockets, denying everything: (p. 138). Erik is
introduced in this state but the return to the farm and the con-
frontation with the past provides him with an opportunity to betome

stronger physically and to gain the strength to reflect on the past,

accept the present and consider the future.

After a few days on the farm, Richard notices that Erik's
‘hands “were getting marked with blisters and cuts" (p. 143).
Erik soon abandons helping Brian and becomes the "guardiaﬁ of. the ]
Jawn and builds a patio out back" (p. 163). As the physical
activity begins to condition "the body that has been violated by
atrophy and smoke and time" (p. 163), Erik also begins to form

decisions which will affect his future.\ A patient in the hospital,

-
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Mr. Zellar, articulates Erik's dilemma: "The fathe[\égﬁdyingland
the young-son pines away, afraid to take what is his? (p. 181).

Buf Erik does decide finally_to_thfow off the 'burden of his histo}y.
Richard had known that his name "would be .the last” (p. 182) on
the'family tombs;one and when Erik looks at it after the funeral,
he conséders the future when "one day he wodld take his own-éhi]d-
ren to see this grave and they would wonder how someone related to
them had -come to be buried here, whether this meant that‘it was
true that their father had been born on a farm" (p. 231). As soon
as the funeral is over, Erik returns to the city. Lecker says

that this decision to return to the city "signified his final

‘rejection of history, while his plans for going to Edmonton aré

an ihdication of his new found faith in the future." 37

In the early chapters of the book there are numerous
references to, and scenes involving Richard Simon, Simon, ana
Richard Thomas but it is not until more than fifty pages into the
novel that thé exact chronology is given. The reader tends to
confuse the characters at first because their names are so similar .
and repetitive. This is, or course, deliberate, a reinforcement
of the.notion that history is repeating itself. Then there is
Erik a Scandanavian name, completely different from those of his
fahj]y, as Erik himself is un{que. His dopp]egqnger is William,
the poet, wHose views of time and history and place were not
cyclical.- At the end of the novel, Erik has left the farm and is

reading exerpts from the poet's diary. Like William,who saw himself
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and the other immigrants "like an army-of the dispossessed ...
disinherited and forcéd to seek out a new world" (p. 220), Erik is
now disassociated with the past and "as rootless and commited to _

an unknown future as his eccentric predecessor.” 38

With Richard's death, there is a distjnct sense of the full-
ness of time. This is not in an apbcalyptic sense such as William
might have interpreted it but in the senserof-the end of a cycle.
From Richard's funeral, ‘time stretches in ‘a linear fashion into the
future. ,The.novel ends on what Lquer calls "a vision of the

39

fqture.” The past is exprcised, and Erik confronts the future.

Cohen uses his main character's percepfions of time to
connect all the flashbacks and memories in a very smooth manner.

Moss notes that Cohen:

...replicating the mental processes of rumination,

employs striking non-sequitors and often confounds

temporal barriers kaleidoscopically, turning bits

and pieces of experience into Qesigna before the
~single lens of a character's mind. 4

One occasion, for example; occurs as a nurse 'times' Richard's
pulse and he is drifting into sleep and he remembers the time that
Erik and Brian attempted to steal tomatoeé when they were children.
In the very next paragraph the same <incident is presented from
Erik’s point of view, in the present tense: It is clear that it

is not the.attuhl narrative present, but by this technique Cohen
makes the past seen as immediate as the present. This {s how

Richard experiences time, and it is the reader's experience also

*
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as he identifies with Richard's consciousness. The transitions
are smooth and highly credible. -This fact makes the experience of
reading the novel similar to the_thought patterns interspersed

with actual events familijar to Jieryone‘s experienge.

In The Appropriate Form, Barbara Hardy states that "the

novelist, whoever he is and wherever he is writing is giving form

to his particular experience of sensations, people, places, and
C o w41

society. In Thg Disinherited, Maf& Cohen gives form to his
gtory by presenting the viewpoints of four generations from the :
same geographica] location. Eaﬁh man experiences unique reactions
to that place and each 1ife is greatly influenced by the pressures
an& expectations exerted by the landscape. In 1926 A. J.M.Smith
commented that "Canadian poetry is altogether too self-conscious

. of its environment, of its position in space and scarcely con-

scious of its position in time." 42

Fifty years later, Cohen has
written a novel at which Smith's criticism could not be leveled.
In this novel, Cohen has presented a situation in a Canédian
environment in which human decisions are made in the context of
time - the past, present, and future. Tﬁe vision at the éﬁ&%ﬁg'
of a "new beginning" (p. 240), perhaps n%t\gﬁtter, but at least
different. The v{sion is in part a reacfion\to the landscape,
but it is not a “Canadian® experience - it is a universal one and,
Cohen's abi]ify to-use a precise location and specific times to

express universal human experiences places him among the best

of our writers.
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Chapter 2

While the time period of The Disinherited extends throuéh the

memories of several generations, in The Colours of War the time

setting is restricted to the memory of one person. The geographical
setting of the earlier novel is also modified. The unnamed location

of The Disinherited is near Kingston, Ontario. In The Colours of

.EEE the protagonist is far removed from this area, but it~is present
in his congciousness and he spends most of the time span of the
novel trying to return there, in order to regain all the securities
that it reprg&;nts; The plot concerns the physical journey from
Vancouver to'fﬁis locale that is now called Salem, in such a way

as to fuse, almost inextricably, time and place.

The fifst chapter of The Colours of War begins at the end of
_the events described in the succeeding chapters. It serves to |
state the narrator's perspective: “This is how it is. And this is
how it was - ." Thus from‘the first line, "I have to tell you this
stopy" (p. 9), ! the reader is aware of the extent to which time will

be an organizing factor in the narrative. In Time and the Novel,

Adam A. Mendilow, speaking of the utopian novel, mentions that it
presents special difficulties, for the implied writing of it is

even further in the future than the action described, so that the

events occur in the relative past of the *pseudo-writer, though in
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the future of the reader. ° While The Colours of War is not a

_ utopian novel, althought.it has anti-utopian aspects, it is set iﬁ
.the future. This presents a problem because readers have difficulty
ﬁaking an imaginary transfer of the past tense into the chrono-
Togical future and feeling it imaginatively as a fictive present
Mendilow speculates that because the full illusion of the,future <
is rarely conveyed, "perhaps that is why so many of these novels
start off from the contemporary scene and recur finally to it at

the climax of the narrative." 3 This is the structure which Cohen

chose for The Cdlours of War.

Patricia Tobin, in her book also called Time and the Novel,

states that "t1me/gferts a double pressure on the realistic novel:

as form it is 1arge1y silent and unobtrusive, but as process it is

w 4

noisy and ubiquitous. In The Colours of War time functions as

both form and process. Cohen presents the time setting in the
near future. This allows him freedom to set up the details of
government and social structures to Suik his purposes and at the
same time allow them to appear to be realistic. Some of the
characters and places which occur in this novel are recognizable
because they are familiar to us from the 1970 world of The

Disinherited. Between the fine line of realistic details such

as the place, Salem, and memorable characters such as Pat Frank
and Ka;herine Malone, Cohen is able to narrate, through Theodore
Beam, a credible story for which time is a fundamental organizing

principle.
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The second paragraph of the novel begins with these wérds:
"My story begins in different places in the times of my life that
were special” (p. 9}. From this initial glimpse of Theodore, the
reader is ready to concede temporal process, whereby time is the

local index to the daily happenings of what Edward M. Forster
ll5

calls, "life in time From this opening point on, all the
elements of thg novel fluctuate in significance because the
-chronological process becomes informed with the process of cause
and effect and Beam {s seen as proéressing through a jumble of dis-
jointed events to somg knowledge at the culmination of the novel.
Tﬁgqgoqg te]]é éhe;reader at the beginning that he has found Qh;t
he'calig His_ivdicé{ the sound of the past and future singing
through my b&ﬁes” (p. 10). In this way Cohen fixed from the outset
the notion that -Beam has- arrived, after much sfrugg]ihg,.atzsohe

-—

glimpse-of meaning gained from his experiences through time and

space. k .

Tobin argues fn her book that time is a linear uﬁity which
binds the traditional novel securely to our common sense of 1ife
and that because a navel structures experience in the same way
we do "What is essentia]lto the illusion of reality is not what

6 So when the operations of memory

happens but how it happens,"
and mind are translated into the past tense of novelistic narration,
the historical actual, the geographically lifelike, and the |
artistically plausible becgﬁe}indi§tingui§hable. Tobin says that

then, "Time as the shaping form becomes invisible." 7 In The

Disinherited Cohen equated temporal form with the dynastic line
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that unites generations. In The -Colours of War, he utilizes a

similar 1inear structure, but here he'is less concerned with
trac;hg genealogical ]inedge than with an understanding that time
is a linear manifestation of the destiny of events. This explains
why Chapter one begins at the “"end" of the story.. It is clear
that the narrative structure is to proceed in some linear fashion
and will eventua]1y/PhTte the last with the first and produce a
satisfying un1ty///The reader is assured that the first person
narrator will make sense of the story to follow because in the

‘present' Beam 1s "in the attic of an old stone building, an old

church that stands near the village of Salem" (p. 10).

The idea of time as a line is peculiar to Western civilizations,

whereas the Eastern philosophies tend to view time as cyclical.
-This may be parf]} explaineq ﬁy_the influence of the-west(n
MHebrew and Christian views of t%he which were generally linear.
* Cohen uses the concept of time as a line in the conventional,

- -

Western way yet he seizes opportunities to use it creatively to
suit his purposes. The train journey from Vancouver to Salem
provides a framework for the first three-quarters of the novel.
Buring what seems like an interminab]é‘joufﬁey, Beam is able to
reflect on his personal past and by the time he arrives in“Salem
the reader has become acquainfed with the essentials of his
history. The time line then, of the bassage from Vancouver to
North Bay is a constant from_which there are many digressions

through dreams and reveries. The train is a variation of the

familiar metaphor of the stream or river of life: In 1itérature

-

—i
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thjs ihage is used to convey‘the jdea that time as experienced has
the qug]ity.of 'flowing' and that this quélity is an enduring
alement within thé constantly changing and successive moments of
time. By the choice of a train journey, Cohen has superimposed a

"quality of duration upon continuous change.

In her essay, "An Approach Through Time", Eleanor Hutchens

states that:

In a novel, things happen when it is time for them to
happen. For this reason, the genre accommodates
coincidence and the unprepared event much more com-
fortably than does any other. Time brings them;

they are time at work. Time will bring many things
before the end. Ripeness is all; and ripeness arrives
when time and the will of the characters have fought
out the maéter between them and time is seen to have
prevailed.

In The Colours of warffﬁéddore announces that he is going to tell
about, "the times of my 1ife that were special and stuck up like
sharp mountains through the comfortable dream of lies, the dream
of everyday" (p. 9). This is a most re;aistic approach. Even one
who keeps a daily joﬁrna] does not record all the events of gvery
day but selects only the most significant ones. Since the train
journey and the e@ents which bring him to .the abandoned church
mentioned in the first chapter provide an effect of continuity,
Cahen 1s'abie to flash various dramatic scenes of particular

meaning to Theodore, without disturbing the balance and sense of

proportion in the noyel.

Cohen delivers in a single or series of flashbacks, what Beam

calls 'special times', when expository-material is required for

-
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the understanding of the main issue in the present of the novel.
These memories are triggered by some event in the narrative present

and are presented through Beam's recollections. In Time in

Literature Hans Meyerhoff submits that:

The quest for disclosing some sense of continuity,
identity, and unity within the context of the
personal past of the individual has engaged great
literature everywhere. 9 .

He goes on to state that "the key to this quest has been memory -
its function in human experience, on the one hand, and its place
within the objective succe;sion and order of time on the other.”10
The past is recorded in the mind and it is often through the memories
that we learn of gignificant events which have shaped Theodore's

life. Since these memories are usually called up by seemingly

random associations, the plot is not a simple chronicle of un-
interesting successiveness,

In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode uses the Greek words

‘chronos' and ‘'karios' to distinguish between the two types of

time. He explains them in this way:

Chronos is 'passing time' or 'waiting time' - that
which, according to Revelation, 'shall be no more' -
and 'karios' is the reason, a point in time filled
with significance, charged with meaning derived

from its relation to the end.l]

In Time and the Novel, Mendilow uses yet another terminolegy.

he asserts that:

The hero arrives at the trysting place by chrono-
logical time - time by the clock which is the same
for everybody. He wajts impatiently for what seems-
years by psychological time - his own privais clock
that measures time by values and intensity.
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Using a f%rst person narrator, Cohen has Beam present the signi-
ficant events in his psychological time, or kairos, and these form
the shape of the work. As the train journey proceeds, the reader
gradual]y learns, from Theodore's memories, of the major events
which have influenced his 1ife. The accumulation of these kairotic
events 1ncrea§es our understanding of the character of Beam and

indicate a sense of direction - these recollections of important

times are leading somewhere - time will solve any mysteries.

The series of trenchant events chron{c]ed by Beam are
initiated by a violent happening. Theodore is assaulted in his

own apartment by-policemen:

Without further warning, his fist shot out like a
thick piston. I twisted slightly, but as I went
down the breath popped out of my lungs with a Toud
snapping sound {p. 21).

This sudden and apparently senseless act awakens Beam to his
rather meaningless and lonely life in Vancouver and to the lack of

moral dimensiens in his personal universe. In Sex and Violence

. . . e
in Canadian Literature, Moss states that ;}Q*Ence permeates

novels whica attempt -to comprehend or resolve opposing realities

w 13

on a moral plane. The Colours of War is certainly permeated

by violence. Theltime line of the journey is marked by very

violént incidents, all of which help Theodore to hone His sense of
personal awareness and integrity while shaping his moral integrity.
While it is normal to remember dramatic incidents more easily than
to recall the pedestrian ones, it seems that there must be another

reason for Beam to remember mainty the violent events. Most of
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the events which shape the present and those which shaped the
past are violent, as are the times in which the narrative present

of the plot is set.

A knife attack in the Vancouver Train station leads Beam to
become invoived in a revolutionary movement which controls the

train on which he travels East. There are a series of incidents

.and Beam is actﬁa]]y wounded. A climax to these frantic incidents

occurs in Regina. A local farmer, Harry, who had voted, at a
public meeting against joining the revolutionary movement the

previous evening, is executed the next mbrning by a firing squad.

Beam is shocked by this experience into a knowledge of the

'seriousness of the situation in the country and of the necessity

of.being able to rely on oneself rather than on society or
government. Theodore had felt a re1ationship with Harry, "his
voice remindéd me of some of the farmers who lived around Salem"
{(p. 128), and from the execution onward in the novel, Beam's moral

identity is inseparable from his personal awareness and integrity.

Theodore had attended the public meeting and after it, in inno-

. cence, had felt good that "we were now all comrades, joined by a

common cause" (p. 129). ;After he sees the firing squad kill

Harry; Theodore feels "as.if some part of me had died and I had ’
been hurled into the future - my past demolished" {p. 131). Lisa
feels the exact oppogite and 'c0mforts"him by saing that,

"History catches up to people" (p. 132)? Felipa, wife of the
revolutioﬁary Jeader Peristrello, has yet another perception of the
event: "it is a great moment} nothing 1ike this has ever happened”

(p. 137)> These three reactions present three interpretations
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' narrator and protagonist are one,

‘- - T .

- of kairos occurring in chronos. In this way Cohen emphasises the

importance of significant times on individuals and on the way
events will unfold chronologically. Time is a powerful iqfluence

not only on individuals but on their futures ang on the form of

this novel.

Beam's story is told from the first person point of view and
because of this, the narrative exhibits the same structure of -

human temporality as dees any history. Our reading of the story

provides an experience very similar to our life experience of
participating in and undefstanding time. William Dilthey has

stated that: .
Autobiography is the highest and most instructive
form in_which the understanding of life confronts
us. Here is the outward, phenomenal course of a
life which forms the basis of understanding what
has produced it within a cgrtain environment. 14

Cohen has Beam narrate his story in an autobiographical style.

By beginning at the end of his story, Theodorg informs us that

hg~is analyzing time in retrospect. He has llived through the
events he will narrate but now at the.end of the sequence he can
shape the sequence by careful selection. Knowiing that Beam speaks
fromi the perspective of the end,-the reader ca have‘the security

of knowing there will be .a completeness but he doesn't know what

is to come. J. Hillis Miller describes this prodess, when the

The protagonists 1ive their lives in ignorance of
the future: The narrator speaks from-the pers-

pective of the end. The reader enjoys both these
points of view at once. He experiences the novel
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as the reaching olt of the protagonistis point of
view, as if at some vanishing point they might coincide. -

This reaching out toward completeness, in which
the circle of time will be drawn closed, is the essz2nce
of human temporality ... The narrator of a first-person
novel returns eventually back through his past to

himsélf in the present, but at a higher level of comp- .
rehensi?g, it may be, thah he had when he began the
story. ’

By using what Miller calls the 'circle of time' Cohen fosters a

sense of meaningful continuity in the book although the events

may appear to be disordered and discontinuous at times.

) (‘
At the end of The Disinherited, Erik rejects his inheritance

and sets out to face the future, having done his best to bury the
past. This attitude is one which appears not infrequently in
Titerature of the second half of the Twentieth Century. Tobin

says that: "the disappearance of GOH; the end of history, the
demise of man, the death of the novel, the murder of the father -
these are the apocalyptic phases by which we now measure the passage

L] ]6

of our culture thrdugh time. But in The Colours of War Cohen

reverses this process and the plot concerns the protagdnist's '
attempt to recover his past, get to know his father and understand
what his grandfather may meanAo, his 1ife. At the end of the
narration Beam realizes: "01d worlds flood through me. This hand
records them - my hand3 my father's hand" (p.-234). Tobin sayé

that in spite of the ‘current trend to discard what she calls the

‘genealogical imperative' that:
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there are, of course mapy willful p;zgmodern novel -
ists who prefer to keep father around - half-alive,
defarmed, ridiculous - for the purpose of parody,
parody directed less at the family as a social
institution and more toward the frustration of the
reader's comfortable expectations regarding the
genealogical structure itself.l7

There is evidence which might support an argument that Cohen

indeed does parody the traditional father figure. This Js a

réco]]ection by Theodore of his father:

"Jacob enjoyed sitting in his .backyard, in a striped
nylon tawn chair, absorbing the sun in his under-
shirt and baggy pants, reading old books and drinking
from art endless supply of beer he'd keep in the
shade of his chair" (p. 30).

But Beam, unlike Erik accepts the 'genealogical imperative' and
in fact seeks to achieve what he can now see.as a state of

serenity at which his father had already arrived.

As the novel progresses it appears that Cohen, while he might
have early entertained the idea of parodying the ideal of a

L}
father, mellows and it is part of the narrator's vis'oQ\as well

as the closure of the novel that he arranges an undérstan i
mutual accepfance between father and son. This dialogue is
rather Tengthy but is a seminal passage which emphasises the
importance of the continuity genealogy provides, particu]ar#ly in

disjointed and uncertain times.

\\\\\ "And no matter what happens there will be people,
ordinary people Tike you and I trying to survive,
trying to Tove." He put his hand over mine.

"Theodore you have to believe in something, especially
in times like these." ...

"Jacob," 1 said. Even my voice sounded like his.
The room was filled with echos, past and present.



32

"We were only human, "he said. His eyes wide
open: My eyes, my grandfather's eyes, the family
blood jumping down the corridor of generations .fp. 209).

@ Because of this ending I would argue that Cohen's intentions in
this novel are to indicate the necessity of accepting the genea-

logical imperative rather than rejecting it. In Theory of the

Novel, George Lukacs suggests that:

Alienated man senses that it is only Time that
separates meaning from existence, and it js%in time
that the fullness of 1ife may be revealed through
the struggle manifested in the human search for

. significance. Because of time, the movement from
homelessness to homecoming is experienced as a wounded
action that effects the unity of the personality and
the world. 18

Cohen, in The Colours of War ascribes to this notion.. Perhaps he

demythologizes the father but the génea]ogical imperative is §\

still the informing narrative structure.-

As ment{oned above, there is nothing in this novel 1like the

elaborate family genealogy of The Disinherited, but Cohen does

include as one of Theodore's significant memories, a recollection
of his ancient, orthodoxfjéwish arandfather. Theodore describes
it as his "first long memary” {p. 152). A]thoudﬁ“hatwgs onty five
years old at the time, Theodore understood immediately that "we
were each different versions of the'sami'person" {p. 153?7“The
grandfather gave Theodore, his namesake, a thin gold pockgt watch
- a gift of time. This experience forced Theodore to be conscious

of tradition, continuity, and his genealogical leqacy.

Now that he was dead I was the sole carrier of ~the
eyes; everything had to be registered and recgrded

e i — 4 s
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by me until 1 found soheone to pass them onto. The

way he had passed them on to me. The way he had
given me his watch (p. 155). '

While tiMe is one of the aspects with which Cohen has unified
this novel, another is place. A jﬁdrﬁey has been a time frame for
stories ever since the time of Homer. A J!ﬂrhe}_is nearly always
begun with a destination or end_in mind. The Bib{e provides this
familiar model. Genesis bégins "at the beginning: and therefore
assumes an end. The last book, Reve]afion, is a vision of the end,
the Apocalypse. This tradition remains strong in modern times.
Kermode states that "the pakadigms of apogalypse continue to lie

. 19

under our ways of making sense of the world.' Although The

Colours of War can hardly be Tabeled as apocalyptic literature, it

does contain a sense of crisis and one is conscious from the
beginning of %heodﬁne‘s every increasing desire to reach Salem,
where he feels he will be a91§:3§ grasp some sanity and meaning
for his life. This quest o%LBeam's, both the actual physical
journey and'oncg there, the psychologi¢al struggles to come to

grips with his roots, provides structure to the narrative.

In a 1981 interview, Matt Cohen was asked if he thought that

people‘crave generational continuum. This is his reply:

No, I think it's more the physical presence of the
tandscape. The crucial experience for a lot of my
characters is that they try to get too much from
other people. When they try to get less, it's =
better. They have to relate to other Beoplé through
the landscape, not at the cost of it.2

In The Colours of War, Cohen uses the landscape as a metaphor for

‘Theodore's journey of self-discovery LUike Erik in The Disinherited,
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Theodore must come to understand what it means to be alive and to
come to terms with a natural landscape that is harsh and some-
times alien but also may be a source of sustance; and may provide

a constant in a time which is uncertain and fragmentary.

In this novel, the dispossessing process of The Disinherited

has continued to the point of anarchy and people are flocking
frum'the cities seeking refuge in rura) retreats where they have a
better chance to be self-sufficient. Theodore's story begins in
Vancouver and although he has been ther& for ten years he says,
"it was familiar to me but it wasn't mine® (p. 16). He observes
that the West Coast.landscape has been raped: "Now there was

no wood and the harbours were polluted. Outside the city the game
had been hunted ouy and torn up for airports, subdivis;ons, and
™ndustrial parks" (p. 23). Cohen is very clear about where the
Amora] responsibility of this disasterous condition lies: "this
continent rode out the century like a fat eunuch king on a velvet
pillow" {p. 10). The feelings of alienation and the unprepos-
sessing landscape reinforce the notion, planted in Theodore's

head by a phone call from his father, to return to Salem. He
remembers his boyhood home as a place where "with all the farms
there would be enough food" (p. 37). In addition to all the
.emotional reasons there is this purely practical one for seeking

Lhis former home.

Before he leaves Vancouver, his landlady gives Theodore her
blessing: "It's good to go home" (p. 26). The acceptance of this
value is consistent throughout the novel. The actual and sym-

bolic seeking of his home and roots reflects a central theme of

e |
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the novel which:George Woodcock articulates: “that:.all the
promises of the future are illusory in comparison with the

discovery of roots." 21

After the ten years in Vancouver it is

a rather pitiful fact that the person to whom Theodore feels
closest is a tiny Japanese child, Mona Oh No. He feels that.fﬁq'
mountains are "foreign", and that "they're too busy being themZ-
selves and don't care about pedple” (p. 30). Theodore seeks to fjnd
a~satisfying relationship to his environment, such as his iather
has foundlin Salem where, "he would sit there in the evening,
rooted, as stuckst$ his yard as my landlady was to hers, as if -

the grass growing into his bare feet had secret ways of feeding

him" (p. 30).

On the train Theodore recalls events from his childhood. One
significant occasion was the first time his father took him inside
a synagogue. He remembers the old men who “eaﬁh faced towards
his own Jerusalem: (p. 46). From phis reference %pe might
theorize that the destination of Salem, a truncation of Jerusalem,
has religious significance.‘ [ think this would be unwarranted,
but the destination certainly does_héve spiritual significance,

for clearly Theodore seeks his personal “city of peace",

As the train passes through the prairies, Theodore experiencés
yet another type of alien landscape. Here his regponse is classic,

as stated by Ricou in the opening sentence of his study:

~

Man on the prairie, as portrayed in Canadian fiction,
is defined especially by two-things: exposure aad
an awareness of the surrounding emptiness.

- .
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Here Theodore feel's even less at home than in the mountains. One
of the terrorist leaders arﬁicu]ates the response to the prairie
when he points'éutside the window and says, "Logk, space. Empty
space. Last summer grain Qrew there. In twenty years it could
be a desert, a coal mine, a city state, a prison camp (p. 61). This
vision effects consciousness of the hollowness of their lives and
makes thém consider the véiq-beyond which is death./thhe prospect
of d%ath is meaningless” {p. 62). Life here is seen only as .
survival and this philosophy is certainly consistent with events,
because Theodore and Perestrello are both shot at, attacked, and

eventually Perestrello is killed.
While crossing this flat Jand the situation reflects .a
description of p}airie writing by Margarét Laurence in her

introductibn to The Lamp at Noon and Other Stories:

The outer situation always mirrors the interior.
The emptiness of the landscape, the bleakness of
the land, reflect the inability of these people to
touch another with " assurance and gentleness.

This observation applies to the relationship between Theodore

and Lise, the woman hho insists they do not make love until they
have known each other a week. 'She eventually weakens in this
resolve but not until she is mellowed by studying the map with
Theodore, on which they locate "that forgotten and useless‘Fegion
_which surrounds the town of Salem" (p. 73), and make plans to go.
there together. Bothwanticipate flocks of pegple "migrating" to
that area but decide that, "bf the time they got to the church
{where they plan to 1ive5, we'd have biended into the land-

scape" (p. 74). Having shared this .vision of a promised land,

AY
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_Lise allows Theodore to make love to her. The bleakness of the

prairie landscape was softened by the hope of Salem.

When Theodore meets Dr. Fine in Regina, an opportunity is
provided for Cohen to reflect on a definition of "home" and all

that word implies. Theodore observes that:

"despite everything he (Dr. Fine) had a home.

Where was mine? Vancouver? Salem? The train?

Or was it only this body 1 lived in ... Home, yes,
we're all so stupid that we'd give up anything to
attain it, to convince outselves that this place,
any place, is somehow where we belong" (p. 102).

The concept of "home" is explored on various levels. Perest-
rello discloses that his ancestors had literally been forced
out of their European homes and had to seek a home in Canada
where they soon realized thqt, "the néw world had already become
the old" and:that "the future was only the past in disquiseﬁ
(p. 158). This may be read as suggestive of the North American
éxperience in gener€1, where for several generations after
emigration, 'home' is still somewhere,in Europe. Theodore
recognizes as the journey proceeds that part of his father's
legacy to him has been a geographical location to which he can
relate: "If in his small town he had tried to escape, at least
he had given me a home" {p. 161). This concept of a home has
special meaning for the Jewish immigrant, bul Cohen does not

elaborate on that aspect.

In spite of physical deprivations and danger during the train
ride, Theodore increasingly is able to revel in the landscape and
L3

he is able to use this experience in the process of coming to

L
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terms with himself and his life;

If I couldn't believe in myself, at least 1 could
believe in all this water, in the giant rock cliffs
with the Indian Tegends scratched on them so deeply
they couldn't be touched by thousands of years of
winds and storms (p.161).

The landscape provides a solid baii_ig,axgigsfrious social and
political environment.

¢ In the interview with Alan Twigg, Cohen reflected that for
some people the right thing is to leavehome but, "for other
people it's almost inevitable to go away and come b§ck. I think
I undersand thosg people who come back better than those who go
away". 24 In thé 1ight of this comment it is interesting to note

“ghe reactions of Cohen's characters. As the train moves into the

it .

- _ .
~¥011ing Ontario bushland, Theodore becomes extremely excited about
1’1_
%rriving "home" and even he is surprised at the degree of his own
reagtion. He anticipates that Salem will somehow fuse the loase

ends of time and place which he has been experiencing for the

last ten years: T

, )

With each passing minute my feeling of home, its
closeness, my desire to get there, was growing
stronger; and I couldn't help thinking that this is
.what [ had wanted for years, that by being thousands
of miles away I had.only been shutting myself off
from myself, 1ike a sullen and sulky child (p.163),

At this point Salem seems to Theodore, in Woodcock's words,

“to project an eccentric sanity in a world of collective

madness." 25
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One of Beam's first experiences at home occurs while they are
in a tavern Wéshroom and Pat Frank, a local character, recites
this poem which he spontaneously created for the occasion, to

Theodore:

Theodore Beam

Theodore Beam

Where have you been?

What have you seen?

And where are you now, Theodore Beam, (p. 184).

This summarizes succinctly all the questions Theodore must answer

for himself. By the multiple references, Cohen has focused on

~ the koncept'of "home" in, such a way that Salem assumes symbolic

value. The, symbol whﬁch_Salem gradually becomes is by no means a
~3
simple one. On the one hand it is home, a place of peace, but

it is also a human landscape, and thus an expanding symbol.

Cohen uses the place, Salem as a way of saying that rural

-

people tend to know who they are. The people may be rather

.ridiculous, certainly full of human imperfections but their deep

sense of identity appears to be closely related to their sense of
roots and landscape. When he arrives back‘in Salem, Theodore on

seeing his father, immediately observes that, "Time had been cruel
to him" (p. 181). The same is true of Salem, whefe "the town had

run riot" {p. 182). In this way the setting is correlative with

"~ the characters. Beam barely recognizes his parents' house and

furnishings, but he feels warm and comfortable there ang he
tuxuriates in "sleeping in a room that has found its permanent
place on this planet" {p. 189). Salem seems "a town set apart

from the rest of the world" (p. 188), because there is no news of

A

*
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the war there; but Beam knows of it first hand and must come to
terms with it as well as the other questions. The war does come
to Salem with Felipa and the story ends violently with Theodore

killing a soldiér-who tries to prevenf his rescuing Jacob from a

burning house. .

The last few chapters of the bdok reiterate references which
confirm the symbolic stature of Salem. Theodére and Lise visit .
Katherine Malone and discover that "her whole 1ife has been
focused in this house her father built" (p. 196). The impli-
cation is that this sort of focus makes for a stable, peacefu)
life. Lise and Theodore decide to emulate a rural life by
renting an abandoned stone church. When they go to view it, they
find that "it looked more sheltered than ever, as if it had spent
all this time getting ready to be our home" (p- 196). Theodore
sees his father's print shop as a "fortress, a sturdy time
machine that nothing could touch" (p. 107). The old houses in

the residential streets are "still lived in by the children of

the men who built them" (p. 217). Lise decides to leave Salem with

Felipa but Theodore is determined to remain, "to begin my 1ife
again" (p. 226). At the close of the novel, Theodore has com-
pletely surrendered to his roots and is living in the church

/
sistence. However, he Helieves that "the earth will try to feed

trying to be se]f:;d?ficieﬁt but managing only a bare sub{
FOARLS

us no matter how foolishjwe are" (p. 233). Here Theodore has
arrived home, a place in which he sees that he is very like his

grandfather and father, and a place in which time has become -

meaningful. 4

e e e 4
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At the beginning of the narrative Theodore speaks’of- "this
strange time in my life; it seemed as if the past and the future

hardly existed" (p. i7); and he views his birthday as a reminder

of "another year to be measured and fofgotten" {p. 16). But time

has moved as a creative element in experiences at the é}d of which
Theodore knows that he wants "to live in the world, any weorld,
even a world like this” (p. 14). The simple passage of time

has enabled Theodore to reconcile himself to his own time and

place. Meyerhoff notes that: .

In Aristotelian terminology the permanent condition
for converting becoming into being, potentiality
into actuality, imperfection into perfection, is
time. The direction of time becomes the condition
under which we cling to belief in"the %ealization
of homes and aspirations, in the opportunity for

. creation and progress, in effort agd striving as a
means for personal and salvation.

Theodore has, through time, arrived at his place where he has
received almost a second chance at life. This is a very positive
way of coping with the rather frightening idea of the transi-

toriness of life.

&

Throughout the novel Cohen keeps the reader aware of Theadore's
psycholdgical growth in time. Through flashbacks and memories;
Theodore's experiences are re]ateq against the background of the
succession of temporal moments and changes constituting his bio-
graphy. Meyérhoff points out that because time is constantly
changing, {pan is a victim of temporal succession and changé; sb
that "the question, what is man, therefore invariably refers to

e 21

the question of what is¥tim This is the question which
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Cohen posés in the novel and with which Theodore must come to
grips. At the end of the novel, established fi}mly in:the stone
church in Salem, the indications are that he can now begin to
ansyeﬁ the question, "where are you now, Theodore Beam?" because
"thé souﬁd of the past and‘%he future“'(p.'lo), are singing through

his bones.
o
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_
Chapter 3

/ In a 1972 interviéﬁ with Graeme Gibson, Cohen was asked about
his tendency to répeat ideas. Cohen, who-at that time had just
begun to think about the of,. the Salem novels, agreed that

he did like to return to a statement, theme, or place and work out‘
things in a siightly different way. Cohen Said that the scene

“will be different when it's repeated, because meanwhile other
things have happened which have made it different ... I think I'm-
just fascinated by the idea of comify back to the same point, and

| whégJ;; means to'comg back to the same point.“‘ll In The Sweet

Second Summer of Kitty Malone Cohen returns to Salem and everything

LS . . -
is quite different than it was in The Disinherited. or The Colours

gﬁ_ﬂgg. Again Cohen ﬂresents his characters on the lands of their'
ancestors, full of memories and with an indomitable sense of
survival. But in this novel, time and place reflect the dualities
of 1ife much more than in the earlier two. The p]éce of this novel
is decrepit and shoddy, yet it is the §etting of great Toves and
long-lasting re]a?ionships. Time is a source of both good and
evil. The novel- presents trenchant moments in the lives of very
ordinary people in an anti-romantic sétting and it gives these
moments pattern and signi%icance. Cohen structures the seemingly
antithetical details and the mutually antagonistic principTes'by
time, so that the successiﬁn of related episodes defines the fo}m

of the work.
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One of the dualities articulated iin the novel is evident in
a passage which occurs early in the text. There is a description
of a typical Friday night at the Salem Garage and General Repair,

where Pat Frank is employed:

Standing in the bare front office, looking out the
big picture window to the dirt yard where the gas
pumps’ sat, flooded by white neon lights, they would
pass the brandy back and forth. And gradually, to
the rhythm of the bottle slapping down on the
arborite counter, the working days would drain away;
until after a few drinks they might.even make a trip
to the No-Tell Motel to view the spring's enter-
tainment sensation - a green-bosomed singer in a
plastic green grass skirt (p. 13). 2 '

In this most unattractive setting, Pat and Char]ie\expgrience

true fellowship and camaraderie. The imagery of spring with all
its gréen hopefulness is represented by a sleazy singer in a
plastic green outfit. Yet this interplay of bleak, sterile places
with warm relationships works, and Cohen uses these contrasts for

dramatic and forceful effects.

Another setting, the formerly prosperous farm of Pat and Mark
) - ) N
Frank, provides an analogy for the world in which most of the
action of the novel occurs. The original house had burned and
an old pig-barn was converted to their present dwelling. Their
home is described in this way:
This new house was flanked by the two remaining
barns which sat in front of it 1ike twin warnings
of disaster. Between them, leading away from the house
to the highway, was a hundred-yard driveway littered

on either side with dead vehicles and spare parts
(p. 42).
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Gone are the former structures of agricultural order around which
previous generations based their lives. The disintegration has
been gradual but this is the present state of the Frank homestead.
Yet in this squalid home live the twin brothers in a kind of

harmony not often found between forty-ﬁine-Year-old men living
- e

t

together,

This type of setting reflects the kind of modern irony which

Alan Wilde discusses in Horizons bf Assent. He states that modern
irony is concerned with the awareness and acceptance of the fact
_of disorder and chaos in our world. He sees a dilemma in that
the writer "must situate himself in the world and at the same
time confer meaning on 1t3“ ? Wilde uses the term ‘postmodern‘ .
to describe a world almost beyond repair. Cohen's description of
Salem in this novel is, in this sense, post modern. Throughout
the novel the imagery is of decay, aging, and-dishelvement.
Ironica]]y,'tﬁe diction simultaneously suggests life, hope, and
Tove, and it is this contrast and tension which gives the nove}

much of its texture. In a seemingly chaotic world the characters

are able to confer a meaning on it ahd consequently to their Tives.

This ability to accept and_enjoy the conditions of life
into which one has been born is an extension of the situation

introduced in Colours of War. In that novel Theodore Beam sought

- and found the place where his grandfather and father had been
able to earn r;;}pnable livings and lead contented lives. At the

conclusion of Colours of War there are intimations that Theodore

will survive and cope. In The Sweet Second Summer of Kitty Malone
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we see a world in which unemployment, poverty, and physica1
weakness are rampant. Here characters find fulfillment because

they accept their fates, and because théy are "at home".

At the beginning of the novel, Pat, drunk, muses about how ,-'
his 1ife might have been, but eventuaily, "he a]méstvlaughed with
the idea that he might have done different. Different? NO.
Everything had ko beras it was" {p. 7). This fatalistic view is
consistent Qith that of the modern ironist who is unable to change
the nature of things in any fundamental way. But Cohen's vision
is that‘Eh}s is not necessarily negative. It is the acceptance qf

this fact which makes these unattractive, unhealthy, middle-aged

people enviable.

v

The novel repeats the idea preva]eﬁt in The Colours of War of

‘home' being a place in which one has roots and where one can
feel complete. After Kitty has left her husband, Randy, and their
home in Toronto,-she meets Pat at her grandfather's farm. She

tells him: -

"I didn't want to leave him, but I needed to be here.".
"It grows on you," Pat said. In his tone was the

twist he used tgp-have, the voice he put on for customers
and tourists.

"Don't laugh at me."

"No." (p. 36).

Using only logic, the reader wonders if. Pat isn't teasing her
because there appears to be little to return to in Salem. However,
Cohen is not concerned with materialistic items, 'pretty’ areas,

or idealized people. Kitty returns rea]iiing the value of the
familiar and the natural. At the end of the narrative there is a

strong sense that everyone is "at home". Randy Junior, who had
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never fitted into Salem, has returned to Toronto to live wfth his
father. The reader is confident that Ellen is content: "I'm going
to Hééyen,“ Ellen whispered "and it feels so good:. (p. 170). Sadie
and Charlie fina]‘yghéve_the homestead to themselves; Mark will marry
the Widow Kincaid; and Lynn has a home with her now-married parents,

Kitty and Pat.

-

The Salem of this novel is quite unlike the clearly described

small town in The Colours of War or that of Flowers of Darkness.

In each of these nove]s the reader j;Hgiven a graphic description
oflphe layout of the town. In fhfs 6bve1 the 6n1y.build1ngs
described are those of the Frank and Malone farms and the garage.
There is no mention of any institutions such as a church, or

school only the No-Tell Motel. There is a kind of floating

quality to the Salem of this novel. It is a microcosm, a world

which exists on its own and is little influenced by outside forces.
The detailed descriptions which are given here, all tend to give
the reader a picture of a dilapidated, run-down, back-woods
setting. Because the novel procedes to show thelintrinsic worth of
the people who live here, whom an outsider might judge to be
"worthless", the presentation of the area seems to be the one which
anioutsider with an objective view would get at first glance. The
descriptive details are of those things a stranger might perceive
as a "shrunken Kingdom: in which the inhabitants should be «.
depressed or bitter. Cohen shows, again and again through the

novel that the converse is true. In this way he uses the setting

as a foil, and again the dichotomies of 1ife are reflected.
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Dualities are often clarified by two descriptions of the same

¥

scene, from different points of—cjew. {Egéking out at the front of
the Frank farmhouse, the scene is\EEEE;fbed by an omniscient
narrator as, . 'a cornucopia of ancient and fusting cars and

trucks" (p. 42). Cohen presents the same view from Mark's point

of view which is coloured by his personal reaction to it. Mark,

could feel he had forged his own project in this
life ... he was a true scientist and explorer.
Because he alone had kept up with the times; its
dead metal history filled his yard and in its few
acres he had re-invented his father's farm without
the labour {p. 43).

Such an attitude reveals a man who is able to take pride from a
situation in which few could find any source of satisfaction. His
contentment is not based on any material prosperity, but on the

acceptance of the situation and his place in it.

The rural setting of Salem is contrasted with the urban

environment of downtown Toronta when Kitty describes her 1ife
\

"

there and when Pat visits the city to hunt down Randy Blair who
had wilfully injured Charlie Malone. Pat is unsure of what he
will do to Randy: "there was a place in the future where his
imagination went blank" (p. 115). He knows only that he Hust
confront him. He has a car accident on the way, but both he and
the car.survive. On a surburban parking Tot the old black Ford
“Tooked as bizarre\and out-of-place as it had looked natural in
the dirt driveway of his own home" (p. 133). Pat too is out o%

place and after being lost for hours in the city, he finds Randy

who beats him severely and throws him out on the street. Kitty

——
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a1so found the city inhospitable when she went there to get away
from Pat. When she left it to return to Salem, she "couldn't

feel anything except relief at being away ffom her husband, from
their crazy fighté, from the city where she could find no place in -
"herself that knew how to respond" (p. 25). Back in Salem, Kitty
felt at home, After he had been beaten up, Pat is troubled by the
thought of how “grateful" he felt, rather than revengeful when he
was curled up on the floor, "trying to get away from their city
shoes: (p. 212). Back in Sa]%p he is whole again. One evening
while Pat and Mark are drunkeﬁlj'walking to their home, Cohen
describes Pat's reactions to the bush on their home farm in this

way:

Where on the road they had been stumbling and bumping
into one another, they now moved gquickly, each ‘step

. balanced and absorbed in the soft earth, every dip
or twist in the path, every branch anticipated and
known, built into the flow of their motion as if this
path, these trees and bushes and the ground they grew
out of were part of their bodies (p. 214).

The contrast between this "oneness' with the ]oca1 area and the
alienation of the city helps to reflect another dualism in the

novel - an urban versus a rural environment.

Cohen allows the reader a few insights into what might be
called “personaT’]andscapes”, dnner places which are intensely
private. These often mirror, or occasionally coptrast with the
external landscape. Ironica11y, it is Mark, with only one
functional eye, who has a unigue perception; *Mark perceiQed a
secret landscape hidden behind the everyday, a terrain of oppor-

tunities for turning metal into cash" (p. 114). While Mark's
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inner landscape is related to a special skill, Kitty's is less

tangible:

The sun had now deposited a small window of light

at the foot of the covers. This warmth she received,
wishing it towards her center, towards that mythical
confirmation of her own ridiculous existence,

towards that place Randy and Pat fought so hard to
get themselves into {p. 155).

The youngest character of the novel, Lynn, also has a secret place
and hers relates the spatial and the temporal because her place

is in the future:

Lynn was dreaming of the place where no one went ..
Shg was walking north. She wasn't looking for Randy
or Kitty or even Mark. She was past the place where
the wolves and blackflies come from, past the places
where anyone lived (p. 206).

When such inner landscapes are presented adjacent to physical cnes,
another series of possible interactions between thé two facets is
set up. This is a sort of psychological dualism which Cohen
explores - the correlation betweeh the landscapes in which the

minds of men and the bodies of men act.

Cohen's focus in this novel is not on what happens to the

- characters. It is rather on the way a character responds to his
environment; the real subject is man's way of living his Tife.
This is a subject matter which focuse; on the individual's values
and sensibilities.. Tﬂe character, Pat Frank, embodies a duality
which is universal, as are his reqctions. Pa; has experienced
failure -- failure to compete in a materialistic, opportunistic

world where this is the only measure of a man, and failure to

maintain his being, regard]éss of external defeat:

- i
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After forty-nine years of trying to grow up it seemed
that he had now collapsed, that he wanted to cry
every time someone smiled at him, wanted to explode
‘with love and tenderness as if these long waking
nights were making him soft -in the head (p. 10).

Here is the conflict -- to respond as he perceives the external
world expects bh; to or as he feels he must from his inner being.
At the end of the novel Pat assufies several new roles. He dgcides
to marry Kitty, hold a steady job, and to be a father to Lynn. But
Cohen dﬁes not present this as a-bgaditiona1 reform or success
stery. .Pat is not a model of what man, in spite of 1i 'é.vicis-
situdes and frustrations, can be; rather Cohen presentZ?a man who
emerges ‘with confidence in himself after he has encoﬁﬁ%ered the
vicissitudes, frustrations, and anxieties’of 1ife. Cohen suggests
no preconceptions of developing the self; rather he expresses a
confidence in the basic nature of man. In particular, man caught
in the dehumanizing forces of mid-twentieth century existence.

Pat is a man involved in living 1ife, one whose convictions are
"discovered" by himself in the process of encountering and res- .
ponding to his daily existence. A large part of Pat's attractive-
ness as a character is his ability to reconcile the inability to

.

alter in any way the nature of things, with the necessity to

confer meaning on his world.

The reconciling force which runs from the opening paragraph
to the last is love. In an ironic way, this .novel is very
romantic, yet it is never sentimental. In the first lines, Pat
feels, "the pramise of summer ahead ... edging into the coming

warmth" (p. 7). At the end of the novel Pat exclaims, “"Family
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life, it's the latest thing" (p. 233). The anti-heroic characters
which Cohen has created find a structure for their iives through
love which imposes a meaning on the entire community. The combined
funeral and wedding feast at the end is most appropriate as a
celebration of the%r Joy in living. It celebrates life and death -
a reconciliation of two of the most dramatic of the dualities of
e’
life.

The death of Ellen reinforces the importance of ;he genea-
logical 1mpen3;ive which is strong in the ﬁove]s of Cohen. In
this.- novel the Malone ancestry forms the essential background to
the strange romance of middle-aged Kitty and decrepit Pat..

During the post-funeral festivities Kitty reminisces while sitting
on the couch.on which she was born. The Frank brothers also are
very conscious of the legacy, especially of the Tand, which their
father left them, A1l the characters possess a consciousness of

plate not only on the land but in historical time. This novel

presents events thoroughly rooted in time as well as place.

The main characters in this novel are middle-aged and starting
to look back over their 1ifet€més which have been sﬁgﬁt as a
succession of fragmented, iso]ated moments of experience. It is
customary to remember vivid times and events from the past but

often they lack continuity or meaning. In The Sweet Second Summer

of Kitty Malone Cohen has attempted to overcome such fragmentization

by choosine and arranoing significant memories and incidents from

the l1ives of his characters which show that even the chaotic stream

of life and time and experience contains certain qualities of
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duration, continuity and unity in terms of which some concept of

the self may be saved. ‘ ﬁg
. * ‘ ;‘ ‘\.

Cohen's novel is a record of Tives in motion, of lives which

: -
are experienced-not mere‘y in the space which they inhabit, but

also in time. In his study Modern Fiction, William J. Handy

postulates that:

Works of fiction express man's capacity to formulate
his world in concrete presentations which render the
full unabstracted bodiness or texture of the experience.

” As well, fiction, unlike poetry, expresses man's cap-
acity to experience his experience, not merely in
moments, but in time. The novelist whose focus is on
man in his experiencing of hs world in time, whether
inner or outer, possesses the same characteristic
concrete wision as the poet. Both see the world's
concrete constitution and th wish tg celebrate
precisely that aspect of its nature.

. v
The Sweet Second Summer of Kitty Malone has this kind of poetic

guality in that Cohen makes use of flashbacks and memory as

devices which a]]ow.his characterg to re-experience-the experiences
from the past as well as'integrate those former events with.new
meanings from the present. An example is the description of the
recollection that overtakes Pat on his drive to Toronto. It is a
very vi;id scene from the past when Pat as a boy, was cheEking his
father{§ trap lines in winter and his two dogs were attacked by
wolves. Pat had been helpless to assist the dog& and they were
torn apart. This is a long passage in the novel and it is strage-
tically placed because in the narrativefpresent, thirty-five.years

later, Pat is able to act, to avenge his good friend, Charlie

Malone, who was attacked by Kitty's son, Randy Blair.
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The above example shows also that the time of human cons-
ciousness is never merely the time of the Ehrono]ogy of events.
There is.also a time of inner awareness which s an equally real
aspect of human experience. For Cohen, the time of Hﬂﬁer‘aware—
ness measures the intensity of human experienée, not-its order of
succession. The placing of ‘Pat's memory of the scene with the
wolves, not only re-examines a vivid event, it reveals one of the
distinctive features of this novel: .the way'in which Cohen
literally collapses time. The journey to Toronto Was “initiated by

an event which made time almost stop for Pat. He recognizes

immediately that something very significant'had happened. "Pat had

known that everything had chaﬁéed, that he had stopped drinking and.
was now focused on the hunting.down of Randy Blair" (p. 113). As
he drives down Highway 401 his vehicle has a sudden tire blow out
and the passage concludes, "in the air he heard a curicus sound,
the screeching alarm of thousands of birds, as if this crazy flip-
flop dying was throwing him through heaven's walls and all the
doves were goipg crazy” (p. 122). Instead of inférming ﬁhe reader
whether Pat has 4urvived the accident or not, Cohen keeps him 1in-
suspense for nine pages while Pat's memory of the wolf scene-is
narrated. In this way the novel circles back on itself, inte-
grating the present events with those of the past, and suggesting
the impact of both on the future. 1In the past, Pat had been unable
to act; in the present he is doing something, although he is not
sure what; in the future he will be able to have more control over

the shaping of his life because he will know that he can take




action at stragetic times. then works with chrgnological and
inner time and'recognizes thét the human consciguskess is by nature
two-fold: it can acknowledgg s1‘mu1tane_ou,sly the world\of inner
awareness and that of external events. The order of events ‘in’
chronological tWme is very different from that 6f inner time.
Coheh;s presentation ¢f sequential events interspersed with past

events still vivid in memory, creates suspense along with various

other effects. ”,

This ability to experience life by chronological and psycho-

logical time simuTtaneoqs1y is commﬁn to almodt all people,
fictional or actual. However, both people and characteS;\;;;E“\
prfvate'c1ocks whihh measure time by vdiues and intensity. When
Cohen's character, Paf travels to Toronto the triﬁ is not 16ng

but the chronological duration is exténded‘because it is elongated
with the recollections of various happenings which led.up to the
actual journey. .These acts of memory are not mechanical recon-
Structions or recapftuiations of the past as it was, but are
emotionally charged re-Mterpretations of the events. Pat, the
'interpretef, reveals how hé has been altered by time and his
memories indicate the impact which past events have had on him, not
only at the time they happened but also in the present as he
remembers and re-interprets time. Because Cohen.unfolds actual
events and memories in this 0ver1épping way, both.assume a cumu-
Jative force which interact to affect the future. Méndi]ow

describes the importance of past and present events on the future

in this way:
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Finally the hero greets his beloved with the pressure
of all his past on ‘the moment of his present which is

modified by a_purposiv&ness that thrusts toward a
future big with hope. &~ :

- Although in Cohen's text Pat is not going to meet his''beloved' in
- Toronto, but rather Randy, his édQersary, the essence of Mendilow's
JQbservation is true. The long recollection of the encounter with
the wolves reminds Pat.of.éarlier.failures. In Toronto Pat -has an
experience offkarios, a significant time which was to\haQe:far-'
reaching influence og#his,]ife: "he had‘known somethfng irre-
trievable had happened. Although ‘it was not the first time in-his
life he had lost a fight, or even the worst beating he had taken,
tﬁfs one had tfo;sed g‘neﬁ'line" {(p. 208). Actually the event -
. moves Pat to take:h new approach to life. By'the arrangement then,
of memories”ﬁifh actual events, Cohen uses time in this novel in a
way th;t is very consistent with thé way human consciousness Qealg

”~

with the dual experience of time. . ) ' R

- The novel has-an upusual]y}strong emphasis on the irreve;— *
sibility bf the movement bfAtime towards death. _Meyerhoff notes
that thfs theme, the transitoriness of our lives, is “withedtldpubt,
the most significant aspect bf time ;n human experience, because

the prospect of death thus enters, as an integral‘and_ineradicap]e

w3 The very first sentence of the

part, into the 1ife of man.
novel focuses attention on time. "Friday ... and it was late"
- ‘;' '(p. 7). Then Cohen introduces Pat who is very aware that much of

his allotted time has already passed: "Forty-nine years exposure

Id

to water and snow had takep the skin from'a soft bwnk'to a
. : : ¢ ' { iy AR
h

A
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callouéed'and abrasive hide" (p. 8). Many of the detai]slwhich'
follow describing Kitty's i11ness and Pat's shrinking brain reinforce
the idea that time is running out %or themu- But as the novel opens,
in the fictive present, Pat is experienciﬁg'new fee]ings;'and he is,
"haunted by ;he boy he ﬁad been, haunted by memories he had long
ago discarded® (p. 14). At the ‘same time he is afraid of what may
" happen to Kitty at the hospital and is "wishing what was ahead
was already past" (p. 65).. Cohen uses these paradoxiéa] aspects of
t}me to create tehﬁioné in the narrative: The contrast between the |
inevitability of death and the flood of past memor1es tends to
make existence in the present a struggle to 5a1anqe both extremes

of time. ?

The title of the novel is given added impact b& the suggestion
in it of bejng past one's prime, thch makes a sécond chance for .
summer so sweet. Pat's twin brother Mark articu]étes this theme:
“The truth is it sometimes seemed that everyone ‘around here was
gett1ng p]der even the chickens were’ start1ng to die right in: the
. middle of spr1ng“ (p. 99) Mark is worr1ed "about how-out-of- —
season they a1] were, him and Pat and Char]1e to be still dr1hk1ng
and f1ght1ng and fuck1ng like teenagers" (p. 105).. After Pat had
gone to Toronto Mark, at home a]one,.feels that his life is "par-
rowing dowﬁ; aﬁa for just'a momént as he sucked in.the smoke he -
could hegr a_faint rushiﬁg noise, as if her were a funﬁ;?=and time

was hissing past" (p. 110) At this-point in the novel, Mark views

the ;\Esage of t1me as someth1ng negative and threaten1ng -

'Ironicall& it is Ellen Malone, the oldest chatggger’ﬁn novel -

L



_.beaten-up in an alley, and Kitty is do;ing under the influence.of

_ sitting in her wicker chair alone all night, "she decided she was

- faith which migﬁf explain her_optimistic attitude, she does
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‘and the only one who actually dies, who has the most positive

attitude toward the transitoriness of 1ife. While Pat is lying ‘

painkillers, "for Ellen, fear and pain had never been further"
(p. 144).‘ This is the beginning of the end, Titerally for Ellen,
and of an extraordinary account of her feelings as she arrives at
the end of her life. She is keehly aware and accepting of the

fullness of time:

~

It came to Ellen'Malone that the time hag arrived for
her too, that this long silvery night was the last she
would be spending in this kitchen where she had
mewled, cooked, then mewled again, her Tast night in
‘this house. It was time, she thought, tq be 1ike.that
old ice cream scoop of a moon, time for her to be
moving on" (p. 145),

In his study of time in literature, Meyerhoff states that, "the
movement of time towards death is also the condition of birth and
rebirth. Thus from Heraclitus to Bergson, time is identical with

'becoming'." 6 This is exactly the éxperieﬁce of Ellen. After

)
going to leave this house once and for all, and as she sat she

1ét this knowledge swell up in her iike a baby getting ready to

' 1
be born" (p. .151). S

. . . |

Although there is Tittle evidence that Ellen had any religious

definitely look forward to the promise of sométhing beyond death.
As she leaves the farm she 'knows that she will never again see the
familiar landmarks but she is uﬁconcerned: "they were like the

rooms where she had spent too much timg; 0l1d places that could no : 3

S
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‘16nger promise her anything" (p. 153). Sitting by Kitty's hospital

bed, é]len has a vision which reveals to. her the meaning of her

-~

entire life:

Because there was a way to die, a high highway, a whole
beautiful surge of dying that was built into a person,
an inner fantastic flower that took a whole Tifefime

to seed and growﬂ?nd then burst into violent ex-
ploding bloom .. to burst.out and take her sliding

off the roof and up to heaven in one last great Tong-
stemmed, rosy-petalled leap" {(p. 167).

To his credit;-Cohen never allows such flamboyant visions to be
senfimenta],.for in the next paragraph hg;phrases the §gg;geding
step in Ellen’s experience rather different]y: "she realized that
she - Ellen Malone, eighty-two years old and aﬁ oid wrinkled-skin )
bag of shif,‘was heéded straight for heaven" (p. 167). Partof
Ellen's elation stems from the fact thaf she now understands.that

she has spent her life waiting to be freed from the bonds of time.

Her timeless and imperishable soul' will enter a sacred fea]m where *

human time Toses 1t§\mean1ng.. Cohen appears to be saying here that
‘death is not simply <a hazard of existence; it is a condition of'
11feﬁftse]f and should be accepted as such. %hrough Ellen's eyes
death is perceived to be an ordinary human‘edent, and by reducing
its portentousness, Cohen paradoxically affirms the value of
Tiving. There is\?n element of tragedy in the fact that E11¢q .
didn't comprehend the meaning of her 1ifé until itsrdery end but
again, this is a typfca11y human experience. Death certainly
triumphs here but it is not a meaningless ending "signifying
nothiﬁg“E It is a joyous event for Ellen and these left living

celebrate it with great gusto.'

+



- 807
.4
Ellen has escaped from the ‘dimension of time, and the future
ceases to have meaning for her. "This is not true of those left
1iving, and at the end of the novel it is a vision of the future.
which dominates. The sugar bush provides a paradigm for what Pat

sees as the three time periods of his life:

The memory of it - trees straight, competing under-
. brush and poplars c¢leared away ... was so strong that
; Pat Frank seldom saw the bush as it was now ... To-
night Pat's.perception was different ... he saw

bursts of spriRg leaves ... it was growing again
(p. 216). '

As the dawning sun stteamé over the hori;gg; PaF “saw it blinding
whité and bursting with pure waves of life, 1ife‘translucent waiting
~to be formed” (p. 217). .fhe novel ends at the beginning of summer
and images of the cyclical natyure of 1ife abound everywhere. Pat

) relates this pattern to some of his personal questions:

> Who was going to be a boy without looking forward?

Or grew old without looking back ... look at.that
. yellow sun burning itself to oblivion just to push

the-green grass up every summer, shining its heart
out for grass that six months later would cripple
and freeze, drive itself back onto the earth. Jesus,
who ever heard of anything so crazy as the same
seasons happening over and over again forever?
{p. 226).

LY

~ Pat is angry because he knows so little about himself and he has

the sensation that life 1s‘passing'very quickly. A1l he‘reé11y
t knows is that "once he had been a boy who w§Pted to be a man, and

’ that nowlhe wag a maﬁ,‘an aging man past his prime with one rib
cracked, his hair 1o§t, a dew’wife, and with no better dream than

that of being a boy'again"'(p. 228). But he does look out at the

-“rising.sun“ and go off to work, Kitty'watches knowing that

'_ '_“ . ' _ ~ J
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“there would be other seasons but now, one more time, she was

standing straight, ready to live out the warm endless summer

ahead" (p. 233)..

By giving these insights into the views of both Ellen and Pat

®
toward dging and death, Cohen uses the cycle of time as one way of
coming to terms with the pessimistic implications of the direction

of time toward death. The fact that }1me appears to ‘be cyclical

» provides a way of envisaging a timeless dimension outside and

"beyond the historical march of time. While Cohen presents both

the negative and positive-aspects of time, these apposites are

-

somewhat reconciled by the cyclical view. It is a neutral response

toward the temporal world. In The Sweet Second Summer of Kitty

Malone it is clear that'time has always been a source of both good

b

il . . . - .
and\evi?t The novel implies that time will always be such a
neutral source. The acceptaphce of this philosophy by the narrator
and by the fictional characters lends an air of serenity to the
. . -y

”
setting, in spite of the fact that often violent incidents are

taking place.

r
»

In a discussion of the trend in the modern world and in modern
Titerature in particular, to measure the value of time by what is

produced and consumed, Meyerhoff uses the term, 'social meaning

_PF time'. 8 We explains that this means that the “self is of
haadd _}fu - ' R . - i
purely instrumental, technological value, just 1ike any other ' - ) “
~ :

commodity." As a modern writesy Cohen reacts to this concept in

this novel. Pat and Mark both feel anxious~and_uneasy, anﬂaeccas-

L 1S

jonally see the moments of fhe{f lives as an accumulation of worn--
- . . ] s

s
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out pigces in a jhnk yard. Their reintefpretations of the

significance of the time they have'spent living motivates both:nen ‘

to enter into meaningful pefsona] relat{onships. [t is the assum- o
ption that human beings have intrinsic worth and that they are
capable of entering into commitments for reasons other than
material onés, which mﬁtivates Pat to marry ﬁikty, and Mark to
consider marn}?ng the Widow Kincaid. At the age of forty-nine,
both men perceive that their lives have been fragmented and both
feel fhe pressure of time to reconstruct their individual lives ]
according to ; coherent, intelligible, and significant pattern whic;
will impose a sense of continuity, duration, and identity through
time. This experience of thé characters is analogous to thé §tyle

of the;nove1. Cohen has presented fragments from tﬁe‘pastﬂand

present and arranged these in a meaningful form. -

F]

In this novel Cohen presents'a'series of dualifies, often~

reflected in the attitudes of the characters toward place and time.
His reconciliation of seemingly parodoxical views, often within a.
single character, makes for a very sétisfying ending. It is an
ending very different from those of the novels discussed ear1ier..

The words of George Woodcock summarize the contrast:

While The Disinherited shows somewhat dispairingly
the flow of modernism that is dislocating the
_ decaying agrarian cultyre of Canada and disinheriting
its inhabitants, and The Colours of War shows a '
future where rampant progress h#% gone into retredt . . a\_///
and men seek refuge in a defensive nostalgia, The :
Sweet*Second Summer of Kitty Malone reaches, through
1ts creation ofian intensely living prgsent, a pril- ' ~
Tiantly and rightly positive conclysion.
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Cohen uses time and place to present the dualities of life; he

employs the same elements to indicate how the dualities may be

satisfactorily reconciled.

-
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Chapter 4

In a paper entitled "The Regionaliﬂovelz Borderline Art",
which he delivered in 1978 at a confefence of the Canadian novel,
E17 Mandel stated that "familiar territory assumes strange shapes“.l
He was speaking about Frederick Phitip Grove in particular but

about Canadian novelists in general. His words are certainly apt

wwhen applied to Flowers of Darkness, the fourth and last of Cohen's

Salem novels. -
' Cohen acknowledges the link, in an authof's note, betweenﬂtﬂis

)%Iowers of Darkness is the fourth

2

novel and the preceding Bnes: "

novel that I have set in or near the fictional town of Salem".
While the Salem area is distinct in each book, it is very different

in this one. In The Disinherited a particular farm and its immediate

surroundings was the séttihg which provided such deep roots for the

characters. In The Co}odrs‘of War and The Sweet Second Summer of

Kitty Malone Salem has qualities which reflect its root meaning,

'city of peace', but in Flowers of Darkness Cohen has transformed

the formerly innocuous town into‘a gothic setting where violent
passions which have been juét below the surface for generqtioné
eventually erupt and the town seems ‘much move 1ike the Salem of

Nathaniel Hawthorne than that of Pat Frank of Jacob Beam.

[

I -
Gothic literature has always relied heavily on setting for the

creation of an -atmosphere of brooding terror. Traditional gothic

.
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castles were set apart from the surrounding countryside and modern
gothic places reflect a similar impression of alienation and iso-
lation. The use of storms and deep abysses to portray actual and
figurative situations is well.known in thé gothic genre. Gothic
seftiggs are usually occupied by demonic or grotesque characters
which pggﬁess pnusual powers over'others. A]] the aspects of place
which are utilized to reflect terror and ev%f are synchronized

the time sequences which are closely linked to an acute. awareness
of danger or death. The struggles between good and evil are often

drqmatized by a consciousness of the swift passage of time. It is

within these conventions that Cohen has written Flowers of Darkness.

" At the beginning of the novel the settind seems most familiar
as George Mandowski drives by "the old Beckwith farm and the stone
church" ana one almost expects him to encounter either Katherine
Malone or Theodore Beam. This town is dominated physically by the
spire of the Cpurch of the New Age; It 1s situated at the end of
one of the two main streets and although it has changed denominations
and pqint co]our‘over the years, "what stayed constant was the
church's meaning, because it was placed at the edgg of the stores
as if to say "cbrruption.- this far and no farther (p. 59). At
the other end of town is the town hotel and tavern. The polarization
of the two areas is made§Blear in the narrative: “"Between tﬁe poles
of tavern and church Sa}em‘s inhabitants.swayed or so;etimg§ stag-

gered" (p. 59). Linda Bayer-BeFenbaum, in The Gothic Imagination,

points out that the “gothic landscape plunges from extreme to
' -

extfeme.“ 3 Such is tHe condition of this Salem. There‘is an
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intermediate spot on the stréet - Mandowski's General Store which

"in proximity was closer to the hdteL but otherwise it was considered
neutral by the town, food being neither salvation nor sin" (p. 78}.
This passage indicates that the tofi's people are aware of the

sharp distinction.

The analogy between the physical layout of the town and the
action in the narrative is evident in an incident which héppens
late in the novel. After Allen has asked Annabelle t& give up her
lover, she goes out "to walk toward the church" (p. 174).  While
‘she feels that if she can make this journey she mighf redeem her-

self, she is aware that this is a simplistic solution:
o ‘

What a wonderful game, a magvelous six-year-old's

game, this whole town laid out like a board of

Snakes and Ladders, a game of Heaven and Hell for

her to march about, each movement towards the angels
. accompanied by a tug..from the devil {p. 175).

Annabelle meé%leacob Beam during this walk and after a talk with
him » begins "to walk home" (p.:177). This is a sort pf turning

point which seeﬁs to have sfmbqiic significance, because from this
point oﬁ in the story, Annabelle resigns herself to‘a‘conventional

life.

In the early chapters of thg novel, Allen and Annabelle
Jamieson appear to be a typical young couple who live in "exactly
- “the house she had dreamed of as a child" (p. B86). lTheir move to
Salem from Ottawa, had been to escape pUBlicity about'.some bribery
in which Allen had been involved. The move was expectéd to end a]]

problems: - "Allen was ¢razy about nature; he seemed to think it

b
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some mysterious balm that would Heal all their wounds" (p. 21).

Annabelle has doubts about this wholesale remedy. When she visits

.Donna, a neighbour who had lived in Salem all her life, Annabelle

feels that she is "just a city woman out of her element, an aijen
and a fool who would never be able to survive in Salem" {p. 22).

Such a fgeling of alienation is consistent with gothic tradition.
whiie early gothic novelists set their plots in isolated medieval -
castles, the contemporary setting uged by Cohen brings the dépicted

estrangemént to the reader's own time. Elizabeth McAndrew, in The

Gothic Tradition in Fiction states that the characters of gothic

novelists,
are not natural inhabitants of the settings in which
they are placed because the very purpose of the
setting is to create an isolated environment in which
to show eighteenth century readers figures they can

recognize and accegt as showing what they and all
mankind are like.

Annabe]]e and Allen's house is near the center of town and to the
passerby it appears comfortable and pfeasant but we soon learn that
it is a p1ace/£rom which Annabelle must oftep flee as if it is
indeed a kind of prisoﬁ. Later in the novel we learn that it can

be visited by nightmarés and'ghosts.

As in The Sweet Second Summer of Kitty Malone, Cohen uses the

small town setting to create ironic and dramatic contrasts. The

landscape appears\fn_hs\serene, but in fact it is not. The novel

is.permeated from the beginning with "an atmosphere of brooding and |

> Early in the work we discover that Annabelle

feels like an outsider. One might expect the local clergyman to
- . A

~
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.be a’'character who would assist newcomers to feel at home but as
soon-as he i introduced, the readet is aware of Finch's unusual
and sinister powers., -When he touches Aﬁnabe]]e the impact is quite
peculiar: "on.her belly burnt right through her modest suit, was
the imprint of Finch's_hand“ (p. -8). Figurative or not, such a

result is alarming. .

Cohen, like others writing in the gothic tradition, often uses
storms to-create special effects. Actual storms uéually are con-
current with the emotional or spiritual crises. Although the

';kdevice of pathetic fd]IaEy is often trite in pulp fiction, itiis

particularily apt‘for the gothic style, and Cohen's use of it

produces very dramatic results.

While working in hen garden, Annabelle is caught by a violent

thunderstorm. She is terrified.

There was a second flash of lightning. This one was
-much brighter, illuminating the dark sky“and dis-
appearing in a jagged line Behind the steeple of the
Church. When the thunder came it seemed to explode
upward from the ground, jolting the wholé lawn as if
}t‘intinded to search her out and knock her over

p. 84),

-

After she has sought shelter of her house, Annabelle watches the

storm outside:

The lightning was dancing about the church, as if
Annabelle thought, it was pointing at Finch: Finch,
.as _demonic as the lightning. Finch: Standing in his
pulpit his arms spread wide, needing only a cape to
be a giant Dracula ready to ravish the entire congre-
gation {p. 85). :

# -

This first storm makeg the réader aware of Annabelle's phobia’ and

it foreshadows that evil will be associated with Finch

U S
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A short time afteé this storm, Finch does in %act [ravisﬁ'
Annabelle ahd their encounter takes place in another fierce storm.
A1l the sexual trysts occhr outside the town, almost as if they ;
would be impossible within sight of the steeple of the church; but <
the same storms smite both town and country: Once Annabelle and
Finch are sitting on a c1iff top by the lake when a storm hits.
Irrational with fear, Annabelle runs for the shelter of the woods.
Finch comes to her and there is a syncopation Between the sform and

their Tovemaking: . o

Annabelle felt his teeth on her skin; then there was
another explosion of thunder and in her terror she : s
pressed her throat into Finch's mouth, wanting to“be :
simultaneously penetrated and torn open, nailed by .
lightniqp into the wet ground (p. 138).

J )

Annabelle has the sensation that the storm is d1§§o1ving'the °

barrier inside her which enables her to live "a cfvi]ized and

ironical life". The climax takes place at the height of the storm:

She wrapped her legs around Finch, gathered him to her
until her thighs cramped with pain: finally her skin,
electric with fear and lightning, joined to.the grass
and the earth, and they were all writhing together under
Finch's crazy pumping" {p. 139).

Later when Donna con{:onts Annabelle about the affair, Annabelle .
explains how it stdrted on the day she watched Finch assist theQ' /
q?livery of a calf: "Birth; the violent energy had been a storm, -
forcing them together, joining them: (p. 159), The storms, then,

are literal as well as figuré], and these aspects comp]ement‘each

other, . . : . -
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Such‘tontrsgig‘;;\\hose ciged above are found throughout’ this:

genre because they somehow magnify reality. Besides ing sure

there are few dull moments, stark contrasts.havefps hological

effects on-both the fictional characters and the readers. Bayer- .

Berenbaum states that:

The constant presence of polar opposites prdvents us
from mistaking any single dimension for the whole,
and with respect to density, as opposed to dcope, the.
mind is unable to tolerate extremes for very
We either avoid, or forget, the unbearable or be ome
accustomed to it, yet persistent contrast discourages
adjustment, because in the clash between two states
we ‘can adjust to neither, and thus any dulling of the
senses is averted. Whether by superficial colgur’
contrasts or more basic emotional and thematic jux-
tapositions, the Gothic novel susta1ns unm1t1gated
sensitivity.

Cohen certainly is aware of this effect because the novel abounds

in contrasts,,not onTy in setting, but in charatter1zat1on and

themes as well, J o™~

-
In addition to storms, it is common for goﬁhic novelists to

. incorporate abysses as an integral part of the setting. MacAndrew
explains that the abyss is used as a metaphor ;hroﬁghéut ;he gothic
tradition "to make manifesf the effects and sémgtimes thé'cause of
evil in the mind of man ... while the. heavens rent by terrible
storms contrive to express human torment and rage, at the most
intense moment of moral danger, there'appears 1n7£He landscape the

7terrib1elabyss-of'damnat{on;" 7 In a.severe‘thunéerstonn,'Annabe11e
and Finch fall over the metaphorica] cliff'while meeting on an actual

one.

Annabelle had visited this lakeside ¢1iff before she met Finch
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there. It was a favourite spot of hers from which to escape the

town. Once, wh1le out there she recalls$ an e]aborate story about

’_ a young French woman who had her lovers leap off a cliff to prove

their love. Annabelle is fascinated by the place and while she
always thought the story was,-a lesson, "to those who would swim

out of season" (p. 105); standing on the cliff, she “felt exactly

in-season herself, eXactIy ripe and ready" (p. 105). _This pun

hints as to how easy it will be for Annabelle to "go over the

- cliff" with Finch.

Their first sexual encounter takes: place near the EdQE of

th1s prec1p1ce and it becomes a.favour1te place for subsequent

rendezvous. Jowards thefend of summer, when the afterncon meetings

are very regular,,Anhébel]e reinterprets the story of the lover's

leap:

When Finch emerged from the woods Annabelle's blood
would start to race and she felt as if she herself,
runn1ng towards him, was mak1ng the great lover's
leap" (p. 141},

Certainly she is aware that she.has fallen into an abyss of sin,
because just-before the eboeelpaesage,-éohen informs the reader
that "her conscience was'hurting“theseadéy;" {p. 140). When Allen
discloses that he kﬁows about Annabefle's affair with Finch, she
swoons and later when she wakes and realizes that she.has missed

a rendezvous with Finch, sheﬁwonders; "Had he waited? Had he leapt
despairingly into the lake?" (p. 164).- After Finch's death,
Annabelle returns once more to the lake and is rem1nded of the

1eaps both she- and+Finch had taken:



s

LN

A

L 92 .

The lake hissed and shimmered with light. In the .
story the lover had leapt and proved his love.

Now the girl was leoking.regretfully at the mouth
that had swallowed him up (p. 248)

Cohen's use of the ﬁhys1ca1 sett1ng combIned with the assoc1ated
meanings of the o]d legend, creates an atmosphefe in which cho1ces

are definite and their resu]ts far-reaching.

In The Haunted Wilderness: The Gothic and Grotesque in

Canadian Fiction, Margot Northey uses the term ‘gothic’ to

refer "to a subjective view &6f the’dark side of life, seen through
' ¢

the distorting mirror of the .self, with its submerged Tevels-of

psychic and spiritual experiences.” & Ihis idea that the gothic
tale i¢' itself a mirror showing the reader his mind is another -
Y PR .‘,.. . —\_\\7

gloss on the more.basicheenihg of the reflection of the Aand-

scape, houses, and weather Surround1ng the fictional chqcacters

e

MacAndrew also, points out that “actual mirrors or WwoPks of art

that throw back an image of at least the outer persory serve a
variety of functions as smaller mlrrors within the larger mirror
of the overall work ... from fairly simple reflectors they become
mirrors in which tormented characters catch glimpses of that
inner self they struggle with but do not understand.".g-‘chhen
uses mirrors, photographs and works of art, all facets of the
character's individual places, to add richnessiggithe novel, as
well as to create dramatic effects. h -

There is a great emphasis on the beauty of Maureen Finch.

Often she is pictured brushing her hair 1n fngnt of a mirror. Her

mirror is a three—pane]ledAone which her grathother had brought

[N

)
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from Ireland and it réminds ﬁaureen of her patrician ancestors who
lived Tives whlch are in contrast to the humble one she 1eads at
the present. She alse has, on a wall in her room, "a rogue s ;“
gallery of her apcestors and the houses they had ]ive& in: (p. 31).
Both thg(portraits and the mirror tell Mabreen -that hér‘beauty is
fading and Sﬁf herself does not qnderstand why she enjoys looking
at both: "It was strange thaf people 52 loved to see themselves”
(p. 32). - Even the day she kills her husband, Mandowski, and
herself, Maureeﬁ "looked at herself in the mirror. Then she fook
her silver-backed brushes and begaﬁ pulling them through her héir,
# a hundred sfrokes from the roats, like her mother, her grandmother,
: her great-grandmother' had before her” (p. 235). The continuity of
.. s ) life is suggested here because Maureen has wiflgd the brushes to
‘ her daughter, Valerie, who also has copper r{ai.;“ and fair skin,
‘Cohen suggests here that one is to some extent a reflection of

one's ancestors and that one may attain a form of immortality

through one's progeny.

The reflectors which mirror Annabelle's face and soul weave
w‘nﬂy different motif. Annabelle had spent "the Tast sunmer
of ﬂer university years hav1ng her face photographed" (p. 19).
Part of this experience was an affair with the photographer, which
was ‘the beginning of several such invo]vemgnts. These incidents
appear to be inc]u;ed in the narrative to show that Annabelle is
not totally pure, but her sins do seem venial in contrast to the
mortal ;nes of the villains. Annabelle's background is in contrast
to that of Maureen whose créamy whjte skiq is syﬁbo]ic of her

. T
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chaste 11fe wh1ch she was ab}é’ to preserve ‘even through a seven-
year engagement. Annabe11e s reflections reveal both to herself f

_and te the reader that she 1s not a strong character but 15 one

K

'who allows herself to be greatly and ea511y 1nf}uenced by others

ol oL

After being gumodel, Annabelle became an artist. Her medlum
is clay and on oné:hénd she mohjds vases and d{hnerware,-but her
more creative f1a1t‘1s to form.figures from clé}: In this endea-

“vour she imagines hersel f similar to God whq“moul&%H Adam out of

clay. Her work, in the fictional present, is to make sketches of

people from Salem, then model their figures from clay and assemble -

these "against backgrounds that would eventually fit gogether to

" form a gigantic mbsait" { p.55). Her concept is not a modestnone:

This mosaic would, she explained wryly to her husband,
would be made up of panels that wouTd depict the

human condition, the agony and the ecstasy, the
glorious suffering, wonderful ordeal and h1story of
mankind, etcetera (p. 55).

- ‘Annabelle calls this:moséic "my Guernica", although.she thought of |

it "as somethifg entirely different, not Guérnica or Spanish or
foreidn at aTl}'but-as the town of Sa1em“ (p. 55); This mosaic,
which reflects bne thing torAnhabe11b, is interpreted differently
by others. She has to explain énd justify it to her mother and
hdsband. She wonders if the peop1erfepresented "would all think,
if they knew, that she was pract}sing voodoo against them?"
(p7ﬂ100). Annabelle explains her work to her neighbour Donna; 35
:just 1tke thérapy, because everythingvftts in" (p. 101). In this
created world the figuyres go and stay'Wh@re_they belong gna each

‘ ‘ .- L |
has his own place. This is in contrast to the actual town\in which

+
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Annabelle feels very much an outsider and a m1sf1t +Fhe narrator

y

1eads the reader 1nto the ‘tlosed wor]d of a small town and presents

Annabe]le alienated psycholog1ca]1y and socially from the other :ﬁv
Ly ()‘

/townspeop1e She is 1solated fh hew—p1cturesque stone house, o '

S S
YA . x

actua]ly 2 recognlzable goth1C' cast]e “and her work is %ﬁe medium
o “'-’t;f‘_‘
“»  through which she opens hersg]f,;hav1nq closed hers2lf off from the ?
. 5 s i .

N town= o . )

Fhy
;Afier.ﬁ]]ﬁn has been told, by Finch of his wife's,unfaith-
fulness, Annabe€lle feels “]ike one.0of the figures in her mosaic:

v a pawn for Donna s mischievous p]ans, a ﬁsranger for Maureen to

+
———roee.

é;f'- '.E hate, a c1ty woman to t]t]l]ate F1nch, a despérate wife for A11en~s\
o to manrpu]atef (p. 164). She has become recogn1zab]e in relation
e to her’ own artistic créﬁfﬁon.;:Prevﬁousiy Annabelle had;%elt”
2 - " somewhat jn‘control bdi‘néw the situation.is different. Her”
énr]ier creative vision is mocked by her ngther‘whose reaction to
- \

seéing her daughter's creation is: "Good God, Annabelle, is this

) ‘what you do all ﬁay? What happened to a1i-those lovely dishes you

% o used to make?" (p. 209};«.Finéﬁ1y;‘aftér the sermon.in which Finch
) . publically confesses hi} 'sins', Annapelle 1dses cdntroT of her -
énotibns She begins -to smash thé‘figures In -a very yiolent
scene, Allen first tr1es _to stop her and. then f1n1shes up by
destroying what sheﬁhnd nqt already{broken. The Jmagery of this-
= '-s;ene reinforces the gdihin idea that,mirrérs.and works of‘art are
f?fé%iections of the soul... There is n.pdra11e] here to Ni1dg's
Dorian Grey. In a way similar to that of Dorian Grey whn stabs his
portrait and thus releases his soiil from it to shire forth aga{n,

Lol
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the destruct1on of Annabelle’'s mosa1c,~symbo]1ca11y, is the end of

. her relat1onsh1p w1th F1nch and a possible new start for her and

A]]en

The v1o1ent scene descr1bed above is one of the last times
Annabelle appears unt11 the very end where the motif of mirrors and
portra\ts is presented as the finale of the novel and is tied in
with the tJtle of the book. A]]en and Annabelle have made their

peace, she is making dishes again, but she wakes up with what seems

- like afvisitatﬁon of Finch's ghost. Even his ghost can arouse -

Annabelle sexually, a situation which Allen takes advantage of, and
while he makes love to her she has a macabre vision which amal- .
gamates the major characters and motifs in a truly gothic scene.

Allen's shadow is: - A
swinging with the grim excutioner's rhythm ... his
face melted into a row of grinning masks; for a moment
they danced like the toy angels in her own elaborate:
but useless mosaic,.like the flowers she had saved
from the lightning storm, jike the ghostly white face
of Maureen Finch - and then for the last time they
dissolved as her body got its moment of reprieve, its

own release, which was absolutely private and removed,
carrying her into darkness (p. 251).

This final horrifying tnansportation which occurs, irbnica11y and
coihcjdenta11y, with a memgbt of intense intimacy reinforces 1
Cohen's tnene of alienation whieh has been mentioned before. While
none of tne charaeters‘45'isoiated {n a gloomy, haunted mansion,

each is terribly alone, in spite of the warmth and attractiveness

,of the tdnn and its people.: Annabelle feels that she can "never
-survive:in Salem:. When she visits Finch in the cow barn she realizes
that Ushe had never seen him except in the most formal of circum-

-stances. She liked him better here, at his own place" (p. 110).

o
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;they begin their affair, Aﬁnabel]e rationalizes that it is'a "harm-

97

Irony is‘hgavy'here_o%fﬁbufse, because Finch is -actually in

torment in his own home and seeks escape whenéver pugéib1e. After

less affair that had finally moved her from the city to the country" ~
(p. 140). None of the main'tharactefs feels that he is 'in his g

own place’.

In Cohen's earlier novels, the characters often relate to
their landscapes only through effective sexual relationships. This

idea is ‘presented again in Flowers of. Darkness. Finch sees Anna-

belle as "a part of himself, a secret twin who was beyond under-
standing; a secret fact .of nature as opaque to him as was his own
inner self" (p. 196). At their final meeting, as Annabelle
expériences orgasm, “she changed suddenly from the city woman who -
was out of p]acetin this town to an extension of his own shadowed
self" (p. 201). Finch feels that he is swimming “the river of all
the women who had given themselves to him" and that "all he wanted
was that his body and hers join with the spirit of the river" all
he wanted was that \the river finally find his soul and release

him from the 1ife he had been condemned to" (p. 201). This
fatalistic sentiment is shortly fulfilled by his daath which is ™~

linked in a very medieval way with sexual fulfiliment.

Another character who is portrayed partly through mirror

. imagery is Finch. His ref]ectf%ns in the novel show him to be

demonic. His own daughter draws him in art class and presents

her father with this result - “it was a pictﬁre of Finch standing -
: : : (- 3
in front of the house. He was wearing his coveralls and.bulging

W . . D



e

_rrfrom his head were two horns = 1 one hand he held a p1tchfork, Lo

1n the other a red bushy ta1l" (p 121) This" representqt1on W
had been- 1nsp1red by a remark of Maureen s who stares at -Finch:® as

if he was the most evl] man on earth as if he was tru1y the dev1I

spect1ves of the ma1n characters ' Finch and the.others are shown

by all the trapp1ngs of their phys1ca1 sett1ngs - their houses,

: portra1ts, and mirrors. The mirror is an espec1a11y r1ch device

because it frequently flashes gl1mpses which the reader may recog-

nize as part of his own nature. Salem is the common mirror in

‘which all the characters are reflected. In general, the vision is

one of evil.

Finch, who is_perceived by his daughter as a devil, epitomizes
the sense of evil which pervades the éetting and atmosphere of the

novel. Margot Northey states that this preoccupation with evil is

10 -

a "basic motif of gothicism“ Cohen accomp11shes the task of

qnfus1ng an innocous small town w1th a sense OF evil ma1n1y through

the reveﬂation of Finch's character and his effect on others. Once

after dreaming about Finch, AnnabeiTe_ewakes to feel, "Evil; this

night was so dark and heavy that a person could almost believe-they

had been possessed” (p 173). Later, after. his death Annabe]]e

rem1n1sces about Finch bee+de the 1ake where they had met S0 often

Finch danced here,,ﬁnnabe]]e thought. He danced on

this cliff and the thunder ruimbled down at him, and

he was alive and danc1ng 11ke a deV11 in the rain
(p. 245). :

Other characters a]so'pnovide g]jmpEes of some of the many facets of

Pl

-,

his daughter had dravm® (p. 127) Such reflect1onsaedd néw per-'f?z“

- :,’i'. .
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evil. In the open1ng pages of “the noveI the reader ]earns of
Handousk1 s “hvdden demon. rag1ng with hunger and frustratﬁon“

(p. 13). Gordon F1ngh 3 father was a m:n1ster, whose profess1on '

was to preach the'gosoel of 'good news'. However, Bob Finch's

'sermons had never concentrated on the 1ov1ng, caring aspects of

Chr1st1an1ty but emphas1zed the evil side of life:

" With his voice titerally creeping into the1r ears he
told them of the pits of biting .snakes that await the
covetous, the leprous diseases that invaded the hands
and arms of thieves; the snapping turtles that hung

4  from the genitalia of fornicaters; the rabid bats
that attacked the tongues of gossips until they swelled
up  1ike mushrooms and split open their skulls (p. 40)."

' " This sort of sermon revels in the dark, horrible side of 1ife.

Some of the characters reflect on the dua] nature of man, and
Annabelle once had a conversation with Jacob Beam on the topic.
She confides to him that she thinks about, "the gnod and had of a
things ... Evil" (p. 177). Beam fries to reassurc her that there
is no such thing as evil: *"Just us," Jacob Beam aaid, “though in.
the long ron, who knows, maybe that's worse" {p. 177). Althoogh
Cohen, through flashbacks, provides psychological ratfona]e fpr the
terrible wrongs in the novel, there is still a sense of a myeterious

darkness at the roots of the human condition.

Another aspect of evil which is presented as part of the”
setting and atmosphere in F]owers of Darkness is that of the perni-

c1ous force of the human w111 The gverpowering force of a grotesque

character over other weaker 1nd1v1dua15 has long been a feature of
the gothic 11terature. This eort of 1nv1nc1b111ty also adds a

structural element to the narrative. ~ Indeed, Northey maintains that
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" - "the dominance of qﬁe human being over another is a prime contri-

bugidh to the final glioom or destructive icfibn of fhe*story.“ 11

~ .

" Finch is able'to exert . such powers over several women. Annabelle
‘feels his force from the beginning of their relationship when “his

~ voice was curiously deep, almost hypnotic; she could feel herself

being drawn’ to him, wanting the pressure of his‘bbdy'égainsi her
own“ (p. 66).. This appears as a coﬁteﬁporar& version of fhe gothic
tradition where the victim i; Often_paralyzed by his ‘attraction to
his tormentor. Bayer-Berenbaum points out that as 'a result of his -
fascination, "the %ictim becomes even more bassive, thus increasing

the contrast between victim and villain. 12 14 the past Finch had

exerted a similar %;Fce over Maureen who renounced her family,
Catholicism, and a vocation in the church to marry him. Maureen's
transformation from fascination to loathing is~an interesting
psychological process which resuTts in the victim becoming the
vi]]ajn. When fhe force§ of good and evf] %re at war, and com-

promise is impossible, total victory and defeat are the only

alternatives.

Finch's powers can be exercised over large groups of people as

" well as individua{s. ~After‘his public confession from the pulpit,

he askS the congregation to forgive him and "the voices began to
chime in, one after another, first mostly women and then reluctantly,
their men, until fﬁe‘who1e_church rumbled with cries and shouts of
forgiéeﬁess" (piAZZO). Finch is not, however the oqu character who
exhibits an evil force of human will over another. A]len;rknowing

Annabelle's weaknesses, manipulates her so at the end of the novel,

.she is beholden to him because he is willing to protect her and her
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child. Bernice Lever finds that "the Allen Jamisons of this world
are far more frightehing than the Finches; .calm spiders who watch

the action, accepting any means to get their desired ends." 13

The pervasive atmoépheré of fear and evil ipheren& in the
setting of the novel contributes.to what probably is the most bagic
of all gothic mofifs - the awareness of death. Northey suggests
that, "twentieth century works are apt to emphas1ze psychological

14

or sp1r1tua1 rather than corpora1 death.” Flowers of Darkness .

contains all three, and they all overlap in the town of Salem.

Maureén Finch‘ once a ﬁevout tatho]ic always attends the
Church of the New Age when her husband preaches. Once, whi1é there,
she th1nks, "Finch the 1ady k111er Well he had killed her and
what could anyone thlﬂk of that?" {p. 35)i There is evidence that
Mauréen is 'dead' 1in a variety of ways becaﬁse she appears to be
quite frigid sexually: "Her voice in heat, but her body frozen in

*

the convent” (p. 74): . The traumatic experiences of her life culminate
- hY

in her being able to cold-bloodedly plan to murder her husband.

When Mandowski agrees tolbring her,a gun, she can a1}eady seg\"blood

1ike a fine rain on the walls" (p. 192}.

Finch suffers a kind of death when he says goodbye to Annabelle.
‘As he wa]keg home he feels that his heart may be broken- and he can
feel "his bleeding heart empty1ng into and f1111ng the red lake of
his own dying" (p 205) This is a foreshadowing of his actua]

corporeal death which is part:cu]arlly geuesome and b]oody

(/,f Perhaps one of the saddest 'deaths in the novel 1is that of

Annabelle. At the end of the novel she is resigned to a “civilized

AN




~is aware of her or1glnal s1n Her father to]d her that she was

« - 102
ahd ironical: life, having renounced that part of her mind that
“had burned so-intensely" and now was just a "sleepy place”
(p. 205). It is apparent that she will sacrifice her personal will

in the future to accommodate the nurture of her child who, "like

herse]f wou1d be an only child, bern to parents who were afraid

of her" (p. 249).

The physical decrepitude of Maureen and Mandowski, the moral
decay of Finch and Al]en} and the intellectual wasteland of
Annabelle's mother all emphasize a temporal, physical world.in

decline. These details also indicate the limitless power of nature

~—~
over human beings. Bayer-Berenbaum asserts that,
Death and sickness lead us to acknowledge the extent
of the forces which control us, and in the face of
death we recognize the omnipotence gf time and try
to confron%lour own annihilation.
This consgiousness of tiﬁe is one of the devices by which the !

novel achieves its sense of impending gloom.

A cyclical view of time is consistent throughout the novel.
This is a.common perspective in Cohen's novels as already dis-

cussed in earlier chapters, but in Flowers of Darkness it is more

clasely connected to the idea of evil being cyclical and embraces

the biblical idea of “the sins of the fathers being visited on

thenr ch11dren This is important to the psychological 1ns1ghts

as well as to the structural unity of the novel, Maureen especially *

"born to s1n" (p '46) In the confession booth ‘the sound of the

pr1est s voice became 'not mene]y a voice, but the walls of the
‘e

church the,we1ght of all men g vo1ce5° shutting out all light,

L)

N
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clos1ng her in, press1ng her down'andcfnto;the‘stone“ (p 46)

. j o - . e

= The pr1est warns her that shef?s go1ng to hé11 At the close of o

s -‘f -

'*the narrat1ve the reader wonders what e]se Haureen has passed On_},-»

-".rl

‘to her daughters bes;des the he1r100m s11ver ha1r~brushes. .

T
-7 “,-'

Finch 1szconsc30us of the curse of h1s hered1ty Maureen

.;f artmcuiated her percept1on of the re]at1onsh1p between F1nch and e
'_h1s father soon after: she had met Gordon -She te11s him, L
. .. . Ko ~. . - - | . . - N c :Ji';i::_
fYour father wants.tO'destroy you .:: with one half his o s ~
being and with-the-other half he wants you to be more .~ .
than his. match, so.-that when he dies he can be sure .- ot

you're strong enough to surv1ve (p, 42) R e

Much of goth1c f1ct10n is faSC1nated "w1th the dark pers1stence IR ;
of the past in 5ub11me ru1n “haunted re11c, and“hered1tary curse‘" }5-1'L‘JJ5

Certa1nly Finch 15 visited by h]S fatber g legacy We 1earn-that . -
Bob Finth enJoyed the same sexual T1cense that h1s son does, from

Mike Taggart who te11s Gordon, --,' i"-- _:;sq;4"

PO

Your Dad and I, we used to go here.and weeused to go

- there, but he always paid before he played. Other-
- wise, it's them. goddamn carrying charges that qet you

' .in the end- {p. 78)

_,These prophet1c words prove true in several ways before the end of

the nar‘§t1ve After Maureen had k111ed F1nch_she wondered momen- _ ”.ii'

e

'.tar11y, 1f she were in anyway respons1b1e for fﬂnch s behaviour, but
! 0.

her pr1de tr1umphs and she f1nds strength in the thought that
“even- Gordon F1nch who they saad was turn1ng into the very 1mage

s

- of his- father} evep Gordon,¥1nch hadn t been able to br1ng her -
down" (p. 235j of course Maureen 5 1nterpretat1on of th1s thought
ve:z_d)ﬁtorted hecause 1n"a1most every aspect except pride, F1nch

T

e L e - -



Eavan

Re>> 1

C04

_ did in fact, break her.

The temporal theme of the hereditary visitation of sin is

interesting structurally, thematically, and certainly bsycho]o-

~gically and mora11y.' In this study of 'darkness', Cohen confronts

-

~ his readers w1th the quest1on of moral respons1b111ty Finch's

. father was his role model. Haureen s religious upbr1ng1ng appears

to have made her a frigid adult who finally resorts to. "the sub-
stitution'of death for seiuality“, 7 a.tendency which according io
Leslie A. Fiedler, is dominant in gothic fiction in America. ‘Because
of h1s method of present1ng Gordon and Maureen Cohen has a]]owed |
‘the reader to 1mag1nat1ve1y inhabit the1r tortured mlnds and to’

see the potential for such;ev1]»1n all m1nds, and in all p]a;es,

even picturesque'litfle towns, Aftey undéﬁsfanning»some df the
,psycho]ogica1VCAUSes for tnein bghayionr it ¥s difficult to look

on evil 6r good as ébsoiufé, or aS»force; outside the hnman psyche.
‘tohen makes his reader aware, constant]y, of human frailty and |

suffer1ng and this mod1f1es our condemnation of the villains and

makes abso1ute moral Judgement 1mposs1b1e

The narrative present of the nove] is apprpiimate]y-the 1980'5,"
a]tnough‘therelare degrees of 'pastness' in the work. When the :
narrator describeS'the tnnugnts of Anﬁabe]Te, Finch,-or'Mauréen
the past {s'nevenTed aé nreéént in  the consciousness of those
characters. There are few tjme—shifts,:b t several flashbacks,
usually memories: which dlways .reveal sighificant times or events

in the lives of the main éharacters, Foy example, we learn a bit

"about an affair Annabelle had with Issac, but very little of her



-

childhood. The furtherest flashbacks are those of Maureen when . - -
she recalls her strict Catholic upbringing. The material retrieved
‘in memories has a bearing on our understanqing of the present

behaviour, morality, or psychology of the characters.

The shape of this novel is based to a large expent on the
* consciousness of both the characters and the readers of a clock
ticking off hours and days while disaster approaghes. The noye]
opens with the scene of Nellie Tillson beino ravished by Gordon
Eincﬁ and we soon learn tnat this event resu]ted _in a conceotion;
The main comp11cat1on of the plot occurs because th1s act was
w1tnessed by George Mandowsk1 and from th1s incident onwards
Finch is confronted w1th the necessity of do1ng something before
time runs out. As the act1on progresses, f1rst Maureen and then
Annabelle learn of Ne]l1e 3 pregnancy The~ fact-that this b1rth'§
is imminent g1ves past, present, and future act1ons a highly charged
significance in much the same way that each move in a t1ght1y

contested game ‘gains 1mportance in the wan1ng moments ~In Time and

English Fiction, D.L. H1gdon-calls th1s precise t1me span during'

which certain tasks must be performed or dire consequences w11]

result, "barr1er t1me" 18

Cohen uses this- device, very recog-
niiab]e to anyone who watches contemporary television, to rein-
force the sense of approaching doomsday. The time” span of the novel
is almost-nine months - the term of a normal pregnancy and the
normal exc1tement of ‘an impending birth is supercharqed under the

circumstances of this plot.
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_ Maureen Finch knew intuitively that her husband had been
involved with Nellie because when she greeted Nél]ieibnefdayV
aﬁter'seFVice, Maureen "felt Finch‘s.hahd,tighten dh her.shoulden;
and at the5same time Ne]]ﬁe's Tower Tip.fhemb1ed,ahd her face
turned to- Finch. Maureen watching this, fe]tea'familiar panic"

(p- 48). From this point on, Maureeﬁhis alerted to the situation.
; when M1ke Taggart Ne111e s unc]e, confronts Finch he does not.
" mince words "Ne11, boy, e1theruy0u de]1ver ten thousand-do]1ars
to me at this address one week from today. or I'm go1ng to have _
her s]ap a patern1ty suit on you" (p. 77) Th1s ultimatum brlngs -

about one of the first physically v101ent scenes of the novel.

s F1nch faces Mandowsk1 who is prepared to swear that he had seen

) F1nch and Nellie in the church. After bullying him does ﬁdt work,

Finch punehee Mandowski on the jaw. The scuffle ends with Mandowski

-

firing 5—§Un over Finch's head, but the-.issue is unréso]ved.

Y

when F1nch is forced to tell Maureen about the patern1ty su1t

she adv1ses him to “"resign, before you drag the church through the
mud w1th you " (p. 127). He rejects th1s suggestion and she asks
him to swear .on the B1ble that he 15 1nnocent When he decides

to do so the narrator comments: "the point of no return had
.passed‘withoutrhis seeing it" (p. 12?). ‘From this precise moment
it is obvious that something mdhentodﬁ will- happeh and that timp"
" is running out for Rev. Finch. After this the feader follows

F1nch toward an 1nev1tab1e fixed end. In this way, barrier t1me,»

prov1des a time structure for the narrative.
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In between the carefully constructed march ‘of F1nch s

confrontat1ons with Maureen, is woven the story of his affair w1th

\

Annabelle. Ihe Tillison g1r1 has a: per\phera] effect on the1r -
relationship. The day that Annabe11e netices Nei]ze S pregnancy,
Finch ofders her-never to go -into Handowskt s store again.” This
order enrages Annabelle who str1kes her lover, pub11ca1]y, and
thus announces_to the town that something serious exists between
them. Latér a netghbour ashs Annabelie, "What's he going to do e
.'-obout Nellie Tillson?"*-(p. 160). After this Annabelle as well as
Maureen is poised, with the readeri waiting focLFinch's resolution
cf the problem. This use of barrier time stresses an all-important
. momeht, but it is a moment of finality rather than a moment of
tronsformetion and each reference to passing time increeses-tﬁg'niiei

suspense. w .

~ &

. . After a second discussion about the suit with her husband,

- . Maureen decides, "No. I don't want it to go to court. It can't”
(p- 183). This is the point at which.sha.decides to kill Fifgh **
because she immediately arranges.with Mandowski to obtain™a gun.
Before she is able to carry out her plan, Maureen has to endure’ her

> husband's sermon in which he confesses to" failing te withstand the

temptations of Nellie's flesh. However, as soon as their daughters
go back to school in September, Maureen in an 1c;iy de}iberate way
murders Finch, Mandowski, and then kills herse]f. EThesewane tﬁé {SJ
dire conseguences whfch‘the redder suspected nﬁght come ever since
the beginnino when events had been..initiated by the dramatic scene
in the stone church. The pressures of time force the events of'the

ES

plot.
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At the end of the novel, Nellie.and her pfobféma ate”never
mentioned, although it is near Chf1stmas and her baby is. a]most
due - that's another story -'In a cur1ous Juxtapos1t10n th0ugh
AnnaBelle is now pregnant and there is a good, chance that.Finch was
the ‘Father of the expected child. Annabel]e ref]ects that "1t
was almost a year now 51nce they had moved to Salem . only a year,
but a whole second life had heen;lived" {p. 250). The time period
is ovér, Finch is dead, but'AnhaheI]e faces the rest of her life. -
Tbere is strong emphasia'on the-cyc11ca1 nature ofAlife and‘tioe
at the end, As- 1n the preced1ng nove]s, th1s awareness of ‘the
cycle of t1me produces a neutra11z1ng effect T1me has brought

good as well as evz] At the -end of the narrat1ve the villain¥ are

*Edead and there is a2 new baby expected. Will this chi]d be “v1§ited

with the 51ns of 1t5 fathers''? Probably there will be more : ev1T

as we]T as good, but time itself is neutral. =

In this “1astlof the Salem novels®; Cohen has focused on a

“brief .period,in the life of the, toWh of Salem. The town, with its

polarities reflects the dua11t1es in the hearts of people. The
struggle of good and ‘evil is dramat1c and moves qu:ckly to an

inevitable end The words of George woodcock summarize the- 1mpact.

)

of the novel:

v,

Salem, with its perfect stone facades provides a
"theatrical backdrop for the characters to move ' .
around, Essentially what. is.acted oyt is a drama .
of sin'and retribution, with destiny arranged as
inexorably as it eysr was in the plays of Aeschl-
ylus or Sophocles.*. .

g
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The four novels whlch Cohen has set in or near the fictional

 town of Sa]em prOV1de an unique opportunlty to study an author's

" use of time and p]ace as narra;1ve.dev1ces. Hav1ng exp]ored the

‘functions of these elements in each of his novels, it is now

poss1b1e to draw some conc1u51ons My, study revea]s that whlle

;-there are var1at10ns and repet1t1ons there is no part1cu1ar

“-rallowing his imagination to form faur separate novels on virtually'.

-different facets of the author's vision.

development through'the works, but rather a presentation of four
\:A :‘.

(
The setting of Saiem nas‘orovided Cohen wiiﬁ a base on-which
to build ‘imaginatively, in fourﬁdirections In any story the
place is the necessary ground of the action.and the characters
the necessary agent. The narrative movement with its” strong -

-
L}

temporal flow and its stress on causal sequence may compe]'fulT

“attention, but the sh1fts from f1gure to ground provide 1imitless

dramatic possibilities. Cohen has capwtai1zed on this fact by

the same ground.

In the first novel, The D?sinherited, Cohen portrays a fami]y.

~

farm which-has provided not ménelyia living, but also a rewarding

reason to live for the men of three generations. Cohen presents
oo PR - .

‘the settlers and their descendents responding to the 1dnd as a

God-given place of which: {hey are stewards. Such a concept of

LR
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is unconvinced of its 1mportance and i physically and psychologically

-
fn
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mission produces a devo::::‘lotthe land which made human relation-

sh1ps difficult. .. When the fourth-genefation inheritor of the farm

' unSuited to worEing it, he experiences a great sense of a]ienatiog_

[

Zand has the monumental task of f1nd1n§ a mean1ngfu1 reason for

ex1stence divorced from the farf. tohen portrays this sense of
losing one's birthright and ‘of the erod1ng of oFd orders in a
rhetorical way which make§'readers share the sense of frustration -
of someone-trylng to flnd his place in the world. In forSEf days
the seasons and’ work on the farm provided a rhythm wh1ch is diffi-
cult to rep]ace in the contémporary world. Cohen uses the fanh
and the land allegorically as well. As the Thomas men respond to
ihe Yand, their‘resopnées to women are affected. éehen shows

Erik as unable to have sat%sfactory relationships with eithey the
Yand 6} women. At the end of the novel there is hop that Sf

Erik can free himself from the past, he may be able tg find himself

and relate better to:others and to the world.

In this novel, Cohen confers identity on characters through

geneaTogy yet the same genealagy tends to obSCUre the 1nd1v1duals

=

‘Richard, from one generat1on returns through memory to his

grandfather R1chard to examine his hmstory and to exorc1se '
ancient guilts. Cohen usés non11near patterns of memory wh1ch break
down the actual and then recreates it or integrates it with the =
present. Time is a powerful foree inlthe nove], especially past
time. There 1s a sense, articulated by Richard Thomas, that ‘the

continuum of Tite is dependent on the continuum of “the farm.

|
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Cohen examlnes the 1mp11catlons :pf breaking such cont1nu1ty by
presentlng Erik who is, try1ng to construct a 11fe separate from his
ancestors and.the1r farm. Throughout the novel Cohen presents’

timé as & continuum, but there is aIso a strong sense of the end.
of an era or a fullness of t1me with the death of Rfchard, the

1ast member -of the Thomas,family to Jive on and work the family

,farm. In addition to these.general forces of time, each main

< .
character either possesses or oocup1es an individual concept of

time which greatly 1nf1uences h1s approach to life. Both time and
p]ace exert enormous. pressures on the characters in this novel, a
“fact made dramatic by Erik's efforts to free himself from both -

élements.

Time is very important to the structure -of The Colours of War.

This novel is set_in @ politically unstable and physically threatening

-

. future, but the reader ié’assured of closure and unity:because the

story begins at the end of the events to be narrated. Here time is

a linear manifestation of the destiny of events. The framéwork for

-the-events is & journey which allaws for a qualify_of flowing and

imposes a sense of duration on continuous change} Cohen eﬁphasjses,
in this novel, the difference between two kinds of time, kiros and
chronos. The memories presented are of significant events which
have shaped Theodore's life. Although the events presented may .
appear disordered and disoontinoous they are given meaningful
continuity through,fhe’stﬁucture of'Theodore's journey from

Vancouver to Salem. ot
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The‘éeneologica] imperative which is so strong in The Disin-

herited is chh less imposing in The Colours of War, but it still

informs the narrative structure. dee legacy of the past which

_"?EEBHnre s father has given “him is the place Salem. When he.

'fee1s totally displaced and a11enated in Vancouver Theodore attempts

to return to Sa]em whlch he perce1ves not as a Ut0p1a, but as a

3

~"place where.people tend t0;know ‘who they are. .The trip éast s

.ftaught e{th many violent. occurrences, but Cohen is clear that these.

'haepenihés are‘ﬁanwmadeetather than natural. When he reaches Salem,
Theddare is far ffom secure, physically, but he comes to~termé with -
the 1andscape which is harsh but which can provide sustenance and a
constant in a tjme which ts uncertain and fragmentary. The nove]
‘reinforces the value that "it is good to go home". Salem becomes

a SymeI of a place-in which time can become meaningful.

-In The Sweet Second Summer of K1tty Malone, Cohen uses time and

place to reflect the dua11t1es of llfe ~ Salem, in this nove], is
past its prifie, quite dilapidated yet 1t is a place where 1t5
1nhab1tan “feel at home and fulfilled. The cycles of time bring

good and evil and the acceptance of this fact leads to serenity.

The Salem of this novel has a curious detachment from the rest
of tHe world argund it. In the novel it appears to exist as a
microcosm which is 1ndependentof surround1ng geography, although it
is contrasted sharp]y and favourab]y w1th urban Toronto . This
‘place reflects a modern 1rony_wh1ch is concerned with the awareness

and- acceptance of disorder and chaos in the world. Cohen also uses

[

place to explore a psychological dualism which is concerned with the
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lcdrrelafion between the Tandscapes in which the minds of men and the

x

bodies of men act. As-weéll, place provides a paradigm for the

_characters places in time: a sugar bush is presented in its former

product1veness. through memory, in.its present state of decay, and

in a v1s1on of future fru1tfu1ness -

As .in the first two novels, Cohen, in The Sweet Second Summer

of K1tty Ma]one wnrks with chrono]og1ca1 and inner time, reco-

' gn1z1ng that the ‘human consciousness experiences both 51mu1taneously

The pr1vate c]ocks of characters measure time by value and intensity.

. Through- memaqry, the reconstruct1on_of past events become emotionally

eharged re-interpretations. The present of the novel ba]ancee the
contrast befween the flood of past memories and the inevitability
ef future death. 'There is great”emphasis on the irreversible
movement of ffme tewards death, but this 1s.améT%r4ated by the fact
that time is a neutral force. In this novel Qohen uses time and

place to present the dualities of life as well as_ to reconcile them.

There are many gothic elements in the first three novels, but

it is the fourth, Flowers of Darkness, which is truly gothic in

form. The setting creates both ironic and dramatic contrasts. The
picturesque town of Salem appears to be serene, superficially, but
it is soon apparent that is possesses an atmosphere of brooding

terror and is inhabited by demonic people. The violent summer

storms are concurrent with emotional and Spirifua1 crises in the

linhabitants of Salem. The small town is a closed world wh1ch

mirrors the reflections of its people. Annabelle and Finch are

psychologically and socia]]y alienated and neither is able to fit
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< in or to feel at home. Both are able to find a temporary'sense of
belonging in thelr sexual relationship, but even in that 1nt1macy
'there is-a strong awareness of the fleetingness of the moment
Cohen uses the abyss as a metaphor for the effects and somet1mes the
cause of evil and damnation. The physical setting and its atmosphere. -
evoke a strong awareness of degth - psychological, spiritual
'corpe:a1.

- The foreboding atmosphere is enhanced by Cohen's_use of time

as a device to create suspense in this novel Time ticks éwey with
a strong sense of,jmpend1ng doom. Th1s great pressure. g1ves every Jﬁ
action a hjghly chefged significance. As the characters are forced

- into varioué aetions by time, it is clear that the'al]-impdrtane

“moment will be one of finality rather than of transformation.

There'are fewer flaéhbacks and memories incorporated into the

narrative of Flowers of Darkness than in the other novels, because

.of the exp]os1veness of the Dresent The ones which Cohen does -
relate provide understanding of the present conditions of the'main
characters. 'Referentes to the past also reinforce Cohen;s fecurrent
theme*that time and life éfe by nature cyciica]? Thére is a con-
sciousness of the power of the past,.particulqri]y that of hereditary _
- legacy in this novel, but the main emphasie is‘that'time brings-bath -

good'and'evii in each generation.

In the four novels discussed in this thesis, Cohen has examined
Salem from four,different.vantage points. jln eeeh one he uses
time and place differently. All the novels are concerned with Fhe"'
problems of inheritance and di%inheritance, with the conmtinuity and

disruption of time. A1l the characters are trying to understand-



’ -prob]ems are-set in a Canad1an landscape but they are as un1versal

'.how they fit in their time and place. . Cohen's characters and“theif'ﬁf

as comedy and tragedy. Cohen' 'S deve]opment of four nove]s on
roughly the same ground prov1des an opportun1ty'to study how suthe f R

: ,d1fferences in time and.place influence the form of the works.

L. A

" A study of the novels together shows how €ohen haé'éxploredvﬁéhis#_

relétionships with the land, with time, and with hjmseif from four
. . s e}
different perspectives. The result is four novels distjnctiVe in

content as well as in form which, taken tdgether, contrjbute-to a

~.

larger vision..

-,
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