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This thesis deais with the presentation of old age in English-Canadian fiction. 

The development of Canadian fiction coincided with the Ume when old age was becoming 

an issue in society at large. The number of works of Canadian fiction in English began to 

grow rapidy in the 19601s, just as the number of old people in Canada began to form an 

increasing part of its population. In Canadian literature, in general, there is a large body 

of works dealing with the subject of old age. It was thus found cecessary to confine this 

research to the way the ageing process is dealt with in English-Canadian fiction. 

Cross-references are made to some French-Canadian works and to some English-Canadian 

poetry. Andogies to other world literatures are made in footnotes which follow the 

conclusion. 

The main body of the thesis focuses on certain amhors who deal with the 

ageing process in depth. For exarnple, in Chapter One, "Images of Confinement: Order 

and Control in the Literawe of Old Age", Frederick Philip Grove's presentation of the 

ageing of the prairie farmer John Elliot in Our Daily Bread (1928) is one of the artisric 

techniques considered in detail. Other chapters deal with the portrayal of old age and its 
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relationship to the topics of retrospect, wisdom, vitality and mortality, and the concept 

of resurrection. Aside from Grove, other authors whose work is examined closely include 

Margaret Laurence, Joan Barfoot, Janene Turner Hospital, Ethel Wilson, Rudy Wiebe, 

W.O. Mitchell and Jack Hodgins. 

The above research supports a particular pattern in the study of old age in 

EngLsh-Canadian fiction. This thesis argues that the study of old age in this field sfiggests 

a liberating process which is possible in the minds of the aged as death is approached. 

Elderly protagonists in this genre are, on the whole, portrayed as possessing remarkably 

strong and vital personalities. Far frorn the notion of mere "survival" suggested by 

Margaret Acwood in S u ~ v d :  A Thernatic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972), powerful 

elderly English-Canadian protagonists break away from the confinement of ageing bodies 

and explore new realities. 

This work not only builds upon the work of Canadian schohrs such as 

Constance Rooke, but also rnakes a contribution to the rapidly growing field of lirerary 

gerontology in the study of literature in general. Where appropriate, references are made 

to studies in other disciplines such as psychology and sociology. 
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Introduction 

Canadian fiction in English began to flourish in the 1960's just as the number 

of old people in Canada began to form a large percentage of the population. According to 

Statistics Canada, there has been a dramatic decline in the birth rate since the early 1960's. 

When this is combined wirh an ageing baby boom generation, the result is a marked 

increase in the number of seniors in the Canadian population. In A ~ i n c  in Canada (1980), 

Victor Marshall notes the sharp rise in the nurnber of Canadians over 65 between the 

years 1961 and 1981. During these yean, this segment of the population grew from 7.6 per 

cent to 9.7 per cent (59). At the sarne tirne, the number of elderly protagonists in fiction 

has risen, not only in Canada, but also world-w-ide, reflecting the general increase in the 

number of old people in the population of the world at large. As the population ages, 

there has been a greater awareness of the process of ageing and this has resulted in an 

increase in the number of stories about old age. What rnakes the Canadian situation so 

interesting is that its fiction was developing just as the phenornenon of ageing populations 

was entering society. This accounts for the fact that there are so many novels about old 

age in Canadian literature. 

The interest in fictional works about the ageing process is likely ro continue. 

Statistics Canada predicts that, with advances in medical technology, the increase in the 

number of seniors will continue well inro the next century. It should be noted that the 

proportion of over 65's in the Canadian population is less than that in other developed 
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countries. For example, in 1986 it was 11 per cent compared with 15 per cent in Sweden 

and 12 per cent in the United States. Even so, by the year 2021, one in five Canadians will 

be over 65 and today's baby boom generation wiU beïome "a generation of seniors" early 

in the next century. In the year 203 1 the number of old people in Canada is expected to 

be as high as 22 per cent of the population (Statistics Canada, 1988). Within this greying 

population, the number of "old" seniors is expected to rise dramatically. Statistics Canada 

defines a senior as sorneone 65 years of age or older and predicts that within this group the 

number of those over 85 will rise more significantly than those between 65 and 85 (Stone, 

Seniors Boom, 2.1). In About Canada: The A&w of the Canadian Population, a study 

carried out by the Research Centre of Aging at the University of Manitoba in 1990, Neena 

L. Chappell observed a wide discrepancy of ages in those over 65, and found that üge 

differences between 35 and 40 years are still possible. Chappell remarks upon the fact that 

such a diverse group has been defined as "the young-old, the middle-old and the old-old". 

This supposes that "young-old" is 65-69, "middle-old" 70 to 74 and "old-old" 7 5 + -  

Chappell remarks: 

The number who are old-old is increasing rapidly. By 203 1, about 45 per 
cent of seniors in Canada WU be aged 75 and older. That is, almost half of 
the senior population will be old-old.(îl) 

For the world at large, the situation is unprecedented. As Chappell notes, "never before 

has any society had such a great amount of its population live ro old age" (8). 

In the same year that Chappell's work came out, Hugh Hood's Property and 



Value (1990) was published. Li this work Hood has, for fictional purposes, carried the 

process described by Chappell still further. H e  comments with wry humour on the 

division of old age into segments and on the proper definition of "old agett. Towards the 

end of the novel, the middle-aged Matthew Goderich recalls a conversation with the bank 

manager of his Uncle Philip. Matthew gives his unclefs age as "[sJixty-eight or nine" and 

the dialogue between bank manager and nephew is recalled as follows: 

"Oh well, Mr. Goderich, nobody in estate planning today considers 
that old age. We've completely revised our thinking in that direction. 
Nowadays we consider rnidde age to extend right through to seventy-five 
if the cunomer is in good health and solvent. Then we divide old age into - 
two segments, young old age from seventy-five through eighty-four, and 
middle old age from eighty-five on up." 

"1 see . ... Does anybody really get old?" - - 

"1 think that the concept has pretty well been abandoned." 
"Nobody grows old?" 
"Not as long as they're reasonably well off. They fish, they golf, they 

have their collections - paintings, drawings, medds, stamps, veteran car 
models - and the ladies have the; causes and their volunteer work, or they 
may have feminist anachments. Both sexes rravel a good deal." 

"But they still do die, from time to  time?" 
"Thar's really rather outside my field, sir." (233-4) 

While Uncle Philip qualifies as old by any definition, one Canadian gerontologist, Mark 

Novak, defines old age as 60+ and in Successful A-in?: The Myths. Realities and Future 

of A g i q  in Canada(1985), he notes that by the year 2025 this segment of the world's 

population will be about 14 per cent (53). 

When he conducted his research into ageing in Canada, Novak also looked at  

population ageing in other countries. He found the percentage of this ageing group ro be 
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lower in Canada than in places like West Germany, where more than 15 per cent of the 

population is already over 65 (Novak,53). Novak dso points out that there is going to be 

a sharp increase in the ageing populations of the developing nations of Africa, South and 

Central America and Asia. He predicts that, in these paru of the world, there will be sorne 

instances where the number of people 60 and over will double in the next forty years and 

that by the year 2000, 60 per cent of the world's elderly will live in the developing 

nations. Novak comments: 

For these poorer nations, without resources or the social machinery to 
meet older people's needs, these changes will be devastaring.(%) 

In contrast, Novak sees the " 'sudden' crisis of population aging in Canada" as "more a 

matter of a sudden awareness of aging " (55). 

According to Novak, the study of ageing in Canada grew slowly between 1950 

and 1980. In Ache and Society: A Canadian Perspective (1988), Novak notes rhat in 1950 

the first cornmittees to study ageing were set up by the Canadian government. Research 

increased in the following two decades and in 1971, the Canadian Association on 

Gerontology was formed. Ln 1980 the first collection of gerontological writings by 

Canadian scholars was published in Victor Marshall's Agino in Canada, and in 1982 the 

Canadian Tournal on Aoing was first published. Novak remarks on the fact that papers 

presented in the early 1980's focused on health issues and he acknowledges the need for 

more research on other aspects of the lives of the aged. 



Back in the 1960's other potential areas for research in the study of old age 

were beginning to emerge. Literature and literary concepts began to appear in studies of 

the aged. "The Life Review: An Interpretation of Reminiscence in the Aged", a paper by 

the American psychiatrist, Robert N. Butler, presented the results of research into the 

process of reminiscence in old age and included literary examples. Butler argued againsr 

the view that reminiscence was an uncontrolled and "aidess wandering of the mind" (66). 

His research suggested that the process contained the possibility of resolving past conflicts 

and reintegrating them imo a more harmonious old age. Butler begins his paper with 

literary quotations about old age and memory taken from the works of Aristotle, William 

Cowper and Somerset Maugham. Further, he later includes a discussion of "The Beast in 

the Jungle", a short story written by Henry James when he was sixty years of age. Butler 

considers the relationship of this story to the life review. In addition, he also refers to 

Thomas Wilcher's life review in Joyce Cary's To Be A Pilcrim (1942) and Krapp's in 

Samuel Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape (1958). 

In the process of the life review old people tell the stories of their lives and, in 

effect, create their own fiction. The need to do this is acknowledged in two larer clinical 

studies, A ~ e i n ~  and Reminiscence Processes (1986) by the English psychologist, Peter G. 

Coleman, and Reminiscence and the Self in Old A- (1991) by the American psychologist, 

Edmund Sherman. Coleman sees rerniniscence as a journey of exploration through 

memory and the storytelling element of the life review as a means for the isolated elderly 
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to make a conneaion with society once more. Similarly, Sherman dso sees a link 

established through the "unity " of "self narratives" (88), narratives which bring together 

the events of a life into a whole and thus provide a sense of completion for the aged 

speaker. 

The necessity for life review in old age and the analogy to fiction are also seen 

in a work by Frank Kermode published a few years later, in 1967. In The Sense of an 

Endino: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Kermode relates closure in fiction to closure in 

life and suggests the process of life review when he discusses "form" and describes it as 

organizhg the moment in terms of the end, giving meaning to the interval 
between the tick and rock because we humanly do not wanr it to be an 
indeterminate interval between the tick of birth and the rock of 
death.(57-8) 

Through the rneans of life review, fictional elderly protagonists write their own life 

stories. As Kermode poinrs out, human beings fear death 

and to make sense of their span they need fictive concords with origins and 
ends, such as give meaning to lives ....(7 ) 

Almost nvenry years later, in an article published in What Does It Mean to Grow Old?: 

Reflections from the Humanities (1986), Kathleen Woodward comments on the work of 

Kermode and also that of Butler. Her approach is a literary one and though she has 

reservations about aspects of these earlier works, she too acknowledges the role that 
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imagination plays in the fam that surround the end of a life. In the article, "Rerniniscence 

and the Life Review: Prospects and Retrospects", Woodward examines severd works of 

fiction including "The Beast in the Jungle" and Krapp's Last Tape. She raises the 

possibility of a link between the imagination involved in the literary process and that 

involved in an individual's personal attempt to make sense of old age and death. 

The cross-over between literature and gerontology chat Woodward explores 

began to be studied sysrematically approximarely a decade earlier in 1975, a-hen the 

Conference on  Human Vdues and Aging took place at Case Western Reserve University 

in Cleveland. Before this only sporadic attempts were made, such as Constance E. 

Kellam's A Literary Bibliocraphv of Aring (1968), the first reference rem to literature and 

ageing. This work was published to be used not only by the American Council of Social 

Work Education in training irs social workers, but also by any other profession or 

volunteers working with the aged. Alrhough this bibliography was originally compiled 

for the use of social workers only, interest from other professional groups led to its 

~ublication for broader use. It covers six fields of literature in less rhan fifiy pages, so is 

necessarily limited. The Stone Angel is the only Canadian literary work mentioned. A 

recent work, Aging in Literature: A Reader's Guide (1990), edited by Robert E. Yahnke 

and Richard M. Eastman, is more comprehensive, but d l  only adds Alice Munro's "Mrs. 

Cross and Mrs. Kidd" to the Canadian works included. 

Of more importance is the appearance in 1970 of Simone de Beauvoir's 

ground-breaking study Old Age L a  Vieillesse). In this work, de Beauvoir makes an 

attempr to present the old as individuals, as voices that need to be heard and not just as 



8 

fringe elements on the edge of French society. She opens her work with a discussion of 

what she cails "Old Age Seen from Without". Under this heading, she looks at the history 

of old people in society and the available ethnological and biologicd data. Her focus is on 

the old person as seen from the perspective of younger people. In the second part of the 

study, she moves to what she cals "The Being-in-the-World", a study of the old person 

from the old person's point of view - in other words, she concentrates on the subjective 

aspect of 

recovery 

pro blems 

old age. Some interesting comments are made on tirne and rnemory and the 

of childhood in old age, and de Beauvoir also acknowledges the potenrial 

associated with elderly protagonists: 

It is true that if an old man is dedt with in his subjective aspect he is not 
a good hero for a novel; he is f i shed,  set, with no hope, no developrnent 
to be looked for; as far as he is concerned it is d l  over and death already 
dwells within, so nothing that can happen to him is of any importance. 
Then again, a novelist can identify himself with a man younger than 
himself because he has already passed through that age; but he only knows 
aged people from the outside. (237) 

This study of English-Canadian fiction invalidates de Beauvoir's assumptions. The 

"subjective aspect" of old age will be shown as being capable of development as death 

approaches and the question of the ability of the young to write effectively about the old 

witl also be addressed. 

Literature and the ageing process are components of three sociologicd studies 

of ageing populations in England, Canada and America: Ronald Blythe's imaginative 

sociological work The View in Winter (1979), Merrily Weisbord's Our Future Selves: 
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Love. Life. Sex. and A ~ i n g  (1991) and Thomas R. Cole's The Tournev of Life: A Cultural 

Hinory of A-&IIP in America (1992). Blythe describes his book as listening to the " taking" 

of the old people in the village he c d s  Akenfield and he notes that, with few exceptions, 

"al1 movement in the talk is backwards to youth and childhood" (5). Blythe's subjects 

range in age from the early 70's to the early 90's and he aIso includes a brief seaion where 

the children of the Sixth Form in the village school give their impressions of old age. As 

an historian, storyteller and literary critic, Blythe is able to summon up literary and 

historical analogues to what he hears in the stories of the old and thus contribute to a 

deeper understanding of their world. Weisbord is a Canadian journalist, and her work 

reports a series of encounters with old people in the United States and Canada. Its main 

interest lies in the descriptions of meetings with Canadian authors, the late Dorothy 

Livesay, born in 1909, the late Morley Callaghan, born in 1903, and the late Hugh 

MacLennan, born in 1907. Al1 three are authors of works in old age and about old age. 

Finally, Cole's work is an academic smdy focusing on the way old age has been viewed 

in America. Ir is interesting because it uses the journey of life metaphor and places lirerary 

references in a sociological and historical context. 

Along with these recent sociological snidies, the study of literary geronrology 

has entered the mainstrearn. In an arricle entitled "Literary Gerontology Cornes of Age" 

(1992), Anne M. Wyatt-Brown acknowledges the contribution to  this field by the 

American literary scholars Kathleen Woodward and Janice Sokoloff. She notes that these 

women were the first to argue that the imaginative treatment of old age is a neglected 

topic in literary criticism. Since 1978, Woodward has contributed to the research on 
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ageing and literature, this aspect of her work culminating in her tatest publication, & 

and Its Discontents: Freud and Other Fictions (1991). In 1986, Sokoloff contributed an 

article ro Gerontolo$ called "Character and aging in Mol1 Flanders" and in 1987 she 

wrote The Mar@ that Rernains: A Studv of Amno in Literature for the American 

University Studies series. Wyatt-Brown goes on to note two earlier isolated instances of 

qualitative studies in literature which appeared in Gerontoloçjst, M.S. Hayes's "The 

supposedly golden age for the aged in ancienr Rome (a study of the literary concepts of old 

age)" (1962) and R.M. Ricciardelli's "King Lear and the theory of disengagement" (1973). 

The increasing level of interest in ageing and literature is evident in the recent 

publication of several literary anthologies which deal exclusively with the process of 

growing old. These include (eds. Kohn, Donley dnd 

Wear:1992), Soncs of Experience: An Antholop of Literature on Growing Old (eds. 

Fowler and McCutcheon: 199 1) and Vital Siens: International Srories on A ~ i n g  (Eds. 

Sennett and Czarniecki:1991). Vital Signs has an introduction by Robertson Davies and 

contains Mavis Gdlant's short story, "His Mother", but ail three are primarily American 

publications with an international focus. The one Canadian anthology of short stories 

about ageing is Constance Rooke's Nieht Light: Stories of Açjng (1986) which was 

published in Toronto. Rooke includes four Canadian short stories in this anthology, 

Mavis Gallant's "Irina", Munro's "Spelling", Michael Ondaatje's "The Passions of Lalla" 

and Guy Vanderhaeghe's "Dancing Bear". In her introduction ro this anthology Rooke 

remarks, 



What happens to old people - in fiaion and out of it - has an importance 
that is denied o d y  by those who would discount the humanity of the old 
in order to exempt themselves from the aging process. Writers who take 
the fictional journey into old age, anticipating or reflecting their own life 
course, remind us of that importance ....( ix) 

Rooke is Canada's foremost scholar in the study of old age in fiction. In 1988 

her article "Hagar's Old Age: The Stone Angel as Vollmdrtngrromann was published in 

cross in^ the River: Essays in Honour of Marcaret Laurence. The term Vollendungsroman 

is one that Rooke has coined to describe what she calls "the novel of 'completion' or 

'winding up' " (3 l), a novel in which the elderly protagonist 

picks up the human story at a pivotal and richly dramatic point, when the 
evaluation of life seems most urgent, and when the old dramatic question 
of what comes next seem most poignant.(36) 

In 1987, Rooke published another article, "Disengagement and the Family: Old Age in 

Contemporary Fiction", in the New Quarterly. In a later work, Fear of the O ~ e n  Heart: 

Essavs on Contemporary Canadian Writing, the focus is not on old age, but the old 

women in Gallant's "Irina" and Watson's The Double Hook are discussed, as is Hagar. 

This time Rooke not only considers The Stone A n ~ e l  as Vollendungnoman, but also looks 

at it from a feminist ~erspective. 

Aside from Rooke's work, four articles by Gerald Manning, now Chair of the 

Department of English at Guelph University, should be mentioned because they al1 relate 

to what is happening in Canada in the study of old age in fiction. In 1987, Manning's 
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"Sunsets and Sunrises: Nursing Home as Microcosm in Memento Mori and Mr. Scobie's 

Riddle" was published in Ariel: A Review of International Enclish Lirerature. Later, in 

1989, Manning contributed "Fiction and Aging: 'Ripeness is All' " to the Canadian 

Journal on A ~ i n g  which is published quarterly by the Canadian Association on 

Gerontology. In 1991 yet another article by Manning, "Spinning the 'Globe of Memoq-': 

Metaphor, Literature, and Aging", appeared in Metaphors of Acing in Science and the 

Humanities edited by gerontologists from Canada, Europe and the United Srates. Finally, 

in 1993 Manning's article "Loss and Renewal in Old Age: Some Lirerary Models" was 

published in a speciai issue of the Canadian Journal on Aging devoted to the humanities 

in gerontology. The last three articles focus on only two Canadian novels in detail, The 

Stone Anoel and Tom Marshall's Adele at the End of the Day (1987). However, Manning 

does acknowledge the potential for discussion in short stories such as Alice Munro's 

"Spelling", Michael Ondaatjt's "The Passions of Lalla" and P.K. Page's "Birthday". 

Further, Manning notes the possibilities existing in W.O. Mitchell's The Kite (1962), Joan 

Barfoot's Duet for Three (1985) and Jane Rule's Memov Board (1987). 

The work of Rooke and Manning forms the backbone of the scudy of old age 

in English-Canadian fiction. In his 1993 article about "Loss and Renewal in Old Age", 

Manning points to the need "to move beyond the gathering of images of aging ... ro a 

more searching analysis" (470) of the specific literature of a country at a particular time. 

The possibilities of such research were also suggested by the work of Constance Rooke. 

In her work on the Vollendungsroman, Rooke not only isolates many of the images to be 

found in the fiction of old age, but also moves away from merely listing them to consider 
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such processes as disengagement and affirmation in the fictional life review. Although her 

material is not specificdly Canadian, it can be used to provide a valuable foundation for 

further studies whicb focus on Canadian literature. 

One final work should be noted and this is a bibliography primarily published 

in the United States, but also in Wales and Canada, Portraval of Old Are in Twentieth 

Century Canadian Novels (Sobkowska-Ashcrofi and Berman: 1991). The volume appears 

as number thirteen of a continuing series on Canadian Studies, and lists French-Canadian 

as well as English-Canadian works. It is a useful listing of relevant works, but it is also 

limited in that it contains only superficial synopses of the novels included. Other 

limitations are evident in the computerised surnmaries of anything and everything ro do 

with authors and elderly protagonists in Canadian fiction. The lists of psychological and 

physicd traits of the "major elderly" are remarkably full of redundant detail. An earlier 

work by Berman and Sobkowska-Ashcroft, Images & Impressions of Old Ape in the Great 

Works of Western Literature (700 B.C. - 1900 A.D.!: An Anal~ical Compendium (1987), 

also contains sirnilar computer generated indexes. 

In rhis study of old age in English-Canadian fiction, specific authors will be 

focused upon because they create a fiction in which the detail adds to our understanding 

of old age. Such authors place an elderly protagonist at the centre of their work and 

consider the ageing process in depth. For example, even as far back as 1928, Frederick 
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Philip Grove inrerrupted the flow of Our Dailv Bread to enable an ageing John Elliot to 

speak "on stage" from the centre of the novel; indeed, he made Elliot's ageing process 

central to the novel as a whole. When Simone de Beauvoir wrote Old Age (La Vieillesse) 

in 1970, she cornmented: 

Because of the mass of documentary evidence that we have on the present 
state of the aged, that provided by literature is only of minor interest; and 
in any case it does not arnount to much.(237) 

This is not the case in English-Canadian fiction, as can be seen in Grove's ponrayal of 

John Elliot in 1928 and, in a later work published in 1944, his ponrayal of Senator Samuel 

Clark in The Master of the Mill. in both instances, the detail of Grove's work adds to 

the texture of an analysis of old age. These and other works in the English-Canadian 

canon c m  be read with an eye to the basic patterns of experience that corne up in 

literature. 

English-Canadian fiction prior to the 1960's has several other examples of 

remarkable elderly protagonists who play an important part in the work of fiction in 

which rhey appear. The first prominent elderly figures in English-Canadian fiction are 

Manhew and Masilla Cuthbert in Lucy Maud Montgomery's Anne of Green Gables 

(1 908). Matthew is only sixty, but is described as having "long iron-gray hair" (1 6). His age 

and attitude and that of his sister, Marilla, are carefully played against the yourhful 

exuberance of Anne. Later, between 1927 and 1960, Mazo de la Roche's Jalna series 

introduced the indomitable matriarch, Adeline Whiteoak. Like John Elliot, Adeline 
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demands her share of attention. In her autobiography, ri ne in^ the Changes (1957), de la 

Roche comments, 

The grandmother, AdelLie Whiteoak, refused to remain a minor character 
but arrogantly, supported on either side by a son, marched to  the centre of 
the stage.(l81) 

Again, before the l96O1s, conspicuous elderly protagonists are also evident in 

Ethel Wilson's The Innocent Traveller (1949) and Swamp Anne1 (1954). As Canadian 

fiction blossomed in the sixties, these isolated examples becarne the forerunners of a 

constantly increasing body of fictional works in which the elderly protagonist is 

predominant. The publication of Margaret Laurence's The Stone An~eel in 1964 and its 

portrayal of the feisty ninety-year-old Hagar Shipley signalled the emergence of a new 

kind of protagonist. 

When the presentation of old age in fiction is considered as a new genre with 

specific conventions ( Rooke's Vollendungsroman), an argument can be developed for a 

particular pattern in English-Canadian fiction. The snidy of old age in this field su,g * ests 

a liberating process which is possible in the rninds of the aged as death is approached. 

Elderly protagonists in this genre are, on the whole, portrayed as possessing remarkably 

strong and vital personalities. Far from the notion of mere "survival" suggested by 

Atwood, powerful elderly English-Canadian protagonists break away from the 

confinemenr of ageing bodies and explore new realities. 

Examination of elderly protagonists and the works in which they appear 
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suggested five main structural devices to be followed in the presentarion of the above 

argument. These devices revolve around specific images. When the English-Canadian 

canon was explored, certain recurring images were found to be associated with different 

aspects of the fictional portrayal of old age. These images associated themselves with 

particular patterns of approach. The first example of this is the artistic use of the image 

of the house which is used in such a way as to suggest the approach taken in Chapter One, 

"Images of Confinement: Order and Control in the Literature of Old Agen. Here the 

image of the house is discussed as suggesting the confined and limited world of the old. 

Elderly people are frequently portrayed as trapped in their house or in the confines of a 

nursing home. In the case of Canadian protagonists, this entrapment is exacerbated by a 

sense of isolation which is peculiarly Canadian and which is linked to Northrop Frye's 

notion of a "garrison mentality", one which he sees as existing since the early days of 

settlement in Canada. Margaret Atwood comments on this in Survival (1972) and takes 

ir one step further with the notion of the Canadian family as a crap; she sees within this 

f a rdy  an old woman, like Hagar, as being further " trapped" by living in a body she no 

longer recognises as hers (2 10). 

The themes of order and disorder run through portrayals of this iirnited world. 

To create a sense of order in the face of the constant threat of impending death and 

disorder, elderly protagonists turn to the past and bring things down both literally and 

metaphorically from the attic of the "house" which contains their life. Images of 

confuiement and the themes of order and control are especially remarkable in Frederick 

Philip Grove's Our Dailv Bread (1928), Margaret Laurence's A Bird in the House (1970) 
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and Joan Barfoot's Duet for Three (1985). AI1 three works will be explored in Chapter 

One. 

When control is relinquished a new form of ordering can begin, one which 

results in a journey of the mind. The image of the journey is at the centre of the second 

category of structural devices considered. Like the images of confinement, the image of 

the journey is frequenrly employed by Canadian writers and its use suggests a different 

aspect of old age, the journey inro retrospect. The theme of exploration which Atwood 

has noted in Survival as "a recurring motif in Canadian literaturen (1 14) encourages the 

use of this image and is a factor 

and Retrospect in the Journey 

mernory, they expiore the past 

in Chapter Two, "Looking Back in Old Age: Ordering 

of Life". As elderly protagonists journey back through 

and through this process attempt ro find a new form of 

ordering and a new sense of self. In Divisions on a Ground (1982) Northrop Frye notes 

the Canadian "obsession with movement and transportation, the eye that passes over the 

foreground object, the restlessness"(50). Frye's words could be used to describe the 

portrait of the old man at the opening of Frederick Philip Grove's The Master of the Mill 

(1944). Senaror Sam Clark is in his eighties and one of the dominant images of the novel 

is that of an unsettled old man making a repeated journey by car around "The Loop" that 

he has esrablished outside his home. Both he and Laurence's Hagar Shipley in The Stone 

Anrel(1964) get out of the house they have lived in and begin a journey down the "steep 

slopes" at the end of their lives. Hagar takes a bus to Shadow Point and there makes a 

further journey into hidden, as well as unknown, areas of the self. In both instances, the 

technicd devices of life review and retrospect are used to enable these old people to  take 
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such a joumey. Elderly protagonists like Sam and Hagar get out of the "house" which has 

defmed them and move towards a new perspective, one which is gained by looking back 

over the period of a long life. 

The portrayal of Sam and Hagar will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two, 

dong with further consideration of Grove's John Elliot in Our Dailv Bread. As in 

Chapter One, this chapter will show how different writers play variations on images to 

make comparable points about old age. The retrospective journeys of Sam, Hagar and 

John Elliot are linked not only with the image of the journey, but also with that of the 

circle. Before the novels of Laurence and Grove are explored in depth, Chapter Two will 

initially consider the processes of retrospea and ordering involved in the self-editing and 

writing of a life. Janette Turner Hospital's The Tieer in the Tirer Pit (1983) provides a 

good illustrarion of the artistic technique of old Edward Carpenter as he builds a new 

srory of his life. 

When elderly protagonists consider the stories of their iives the image of 

weaving is frequently employed. Again, the image is used in such a way that irs 

recurrence contributes to the study of old age and leads to the understanding of a different 

approach to the subject. Chapter Three, "The Wisdom of Old Age: Finding Meaning in 

the Life Experience", discusses the use of the image of weaving in defining the wisdom 

associated with old age. The image is especially apparent in the presentation of the voice 

of Frieda Friesen, the old Mennonite woman in Rudy Wiebe's The Blue Mountains of 

China (1970). Frieda's voice weaves its way through a mixture of other viewpoints. Its 

steady optimism is in marked contrast to the defeated voice of old Muttachi, a voice which 
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emerges from darkness and which is accompanied by the meaningless, repetitive motion 

of her spinning wheel. Similady, Ethel Wilson's image of the fish weaving over the 

Swamp Angel gun at the conclusion of Swamp An-1 (1954) recdls the speech of the 

seventy-eight-year-old Nell Severance, a speech about "the rniraculous interweaving of 

creation ... the everlasting web" (206). Nell makes this speech outdoors, but she also 

verbally acknowledges that "Everything of any importance happens indoors" (204). The 

"interweaving" of what happens indoors and outdoors is an important device in the 

presentation of several elderly protagonists in English-Canadian fiction. The movement 

away from the house and the insight gained, as Ne11 puts it, through looking back from 

her "little mound of years" (206), leads to a breakdown between the interior and exterior 

of the self, a weaving which crosses over the self-imposed barriers of a long life. 

Frieda and Nell both attempt to pass on what they have learned co the coming 

generations, Frieda to her grandchildren and Ne11 to Maggie. Both old women are 

presented as vital figures with something to offer to the next generation as they themselves 

approach death in old age. This vitdity-mortaiity opposition suggests a fourth structural 

device in English-Canadian fiction, one which is held together by the image of the wind 

and one which will be explored when another aspect of old age is considered in Chapter 

Four, "Vitality and Monality: Corning to Terms with Death". In Ethel Wilson's The 

Innocent Traveller (1949) and W.O. Mitchell's The Kite (1962) the elderly figures of 

Topaz Edgeworth and Daddy Sherry live their lives fully until the moment of death. In 

one scene in The Kite, Daddy figuratively pops out of a grave. Mitchell portrays Daddy 

as doing much more than just surviving to the age of one-hundred-andeleven; he presents 
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Daddy as offering the hope of renewal and transformation beyond the limits of mortality. 

In Survival(1972), Atwood notes that "in Can-adan Grrrature, a character who does much 

more than survive stands out almost as an anomaly' (245). A study of old people in 

English-Canadian fiction suggests the opposite. Like Daddy Sherry, most of the elderly 

protagonists snidied transcend the boundaries of a life of confinement and mere survival. 

!n the fikh and final structural category, boundaries are transcended and Spit 

Delaney's question is raised, "Where is the dividing iine?" Spit is one of the ageing 

characters in Jack Hodgins' collection of short stories, Spit Delaney's Island (1976). Like 

many of Hodgins' characters, Spit is a figure on the edge of the world and the image of the 

dividing line suggests a final aspect of old age, the point of crossover between whar is real 

and what is not real, between life and death and between death and resurrection. The fifth 

and final chapter, "Old Age and Resurrection: Another Look at Reality", examines the 

work of Jack Hodgins and his exploration of alternative realities which present themselves 

in old age. For example, in The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne (1979) Hodgins presents 

the enigmatic figure of old Joseph Bourne. Like many elderly protagonists, Bourne lives 

alone on the edge of the community. He is depicted as a deteriorating, diminished figure 

who "dies" and is reborn. His "resurrection" suggests the possibility of new frontiers, 

something which Norchrop Frye sees as endemic to the Canadian imagination. In The 

Bush Garden (1971) Frye cornrnents: 

One wonders if any other nationai consciousness has had so large an 
amount of the unknown, the unrealized, the humanly undigested, so built 
into it. (220) 



Old people in English-Canadian fiction not only look back into the past, but also look 

forward to the possibilities of the lasr and final things in life. Geographicdly, Canada sits 

at the edge of the world and evokes the potentid of Lirnitless journeys. It is a country of 

winter, a country particularly reminiscent of the final season of life and, as such, 

eminently suitable for a study of old age in fiction. 

The images that are central to the five chapters described above are not the 

only images which recur in the study of old age in English-Canadian fiction. Other 

imagery such as that of water, clothing, edges, birds, cages and attics will be considered in 

the comext of the thesis. In many instances, description, to be expected in realistic fiction, 

becomes at the same time a metaphor for the condition of old age. When images recur in 

later authors, such as that of the bird in the cage of old age which is found in Laurence's 

A Bird in the House as well as in de la Roche's "The Cure", the question of influence is 

raised. Such influences may only be unconscious, but must be considered when images 

recur as different aspects of old age are explored. How writers tap the recurrence of 

certain images is a question chat is not easily answered. 

to rhem for a panicular theme and certain aspects 

However, unless an influence is direaly acknowledged 

There are specific images available 

of ageing evoke certain images. 

it remains a matter of speculation, 

and the challenge for the literary cornmentator becomes more one of following through 

the clues that are presented by these images and showing how a particular artistic nrategy 



works. 

For the purposes of this snidy, the biblical guidepost of "three-score years and 

ten" (Psalm 90: 10) was initially considered as appropriate in the definition of old age. By 

and large this has been followed, but, as research progressed, it was found that in certain 

novels figures younger than seventy are "elderly" and have characteristics of old age that 

make it appropriate to include them. This is pmly  because the notion of what is old has 

changed with increased longevity. The aged and greying figure of the fifty-five-year-old 

John Elliot in the opening scene of Grove's Our da il^ Bread, a novel published in 1928, 

reflects the concept of old age at that time. Figures like Elliot were chosen for research 

because of the subtle and concentrated nature of their presentation, as opposed to those 

whose portrayal merely touches on the subject of old age. 

One notable exclusion from this selection is an in-depth exploration of the 

work of Robertson Davies. Davies' work is full of elderly protagonists telling stories and 

at first sight would seem to demand special attention here. However, his strategy is to use 

old age more as a stance than as a subject for analysis. He does not explore old age as such, 

but is more interested in the temporal perspective of an elderly protagonist as it reveals 

the development of the individual from youth to maturity. Examples of this technique can 

be seen in the seventy-one-year-old Dunstan Ramsay's mernoir in Fifth Business (1970) 

and in that of old Doctor Jonathan Hullah in The Cunninc Man (1994). Fifth Business 

will, however, be briefly referred to in Chapter Two and The Cunnin? Man d l  be 

commented upon in the Conclusion. 

The lin of old people portrayed in English-Canadian fiction continues to grow. 
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Just as this smdy was being completed, for example, George Elliott's stories about a group 

of old men in a nursing home, Cr- Water Bovs (1995) was published. To  include al1 

such material about old age would be an endless task, so the decision was made to 

concentrate on those which focus conspicuously on the ageing process rather than the 

rnere fact of age. Reference and comments about mareriais not included in the body of the 

thesis will be made in the Conclusion. Occasionally, works by well-known French- 

speacing Canadian fiction-writers are referred to in the body of the thesis when rhese are 

likely to be familiar to their English-speaking counterparts. Similarly, English-speaking 

Canadian poets are occasionally cited when their subjea rnatter overlaps with that of the 

novelists who are my major concern. 

Finally, in order to put this study into a larger framework, relevant works of 

fiction from outside of Canada are mentioned in footnotes which follow the Conclusion. 

A11 Canadian works in the chapters themselves are quoted from firsr editions. An 

exception to this is made in the case of Ethel Wilson's Swamp Ance1 (1954) where I quore 

in general from the Canadian first edition but quote also, when necessary, frorn the 

enlarged American text, origindly published in the sarne year and recently reprinted in 

the New Canadian Library. 



Chapter 1 

Images of Confinement: Order and Control in the Litmature of Old Age 

Knowledge of age 
begins in winter, a thin-railed whistling gare 
under sonorous pines 
a few shivering paces, and so far, 
from the stone house and al1 its hearths. 

Margaret Avison (No Time,181) 

Old age is frequently expressed in literature in the language of confinement and 

imprisonment. Either imprisonment is portrayed literally, such as confinement in a 

nursing home or  other limited space, or the process of building a "stone house" of 

self-imprisonment is suggested, one whereby the elderly protagonist carefully orders and 

controls what he or she chooses to present to the outside world. In the following chapter, 

the operation of various images of confinement in English-Canadian fiction will be 

examined, first by discussing several minor examples and then by focusing in detail on the 



work of Frederick Philip Grove, Margaret 

John Elliot in Grove's Our  Daily Bread 

Laurence and Joan Barfoot. The portrayal of 

(1928) will be analyzed and followed by a 

discussion of Laurence's portrayal of elderly protagonists, first in stories published 

ini t idy in periodical form in the early 1960's and later contained in A Bird in the House 

(1970) and then in The Stone Ance1 (1964). Our  Dailv Bread and The Stone A n ~ e l  will 

also be discussed in Chapter Two as boch novels cover different aspects of old age. 

Finally, in this chapter, Laurence's influence on Joan Barfoot will be acknowledged and 

demonstrated in an andysis of the relationship between self-imprisonmenr, order and 

control in Barfoot's presentation of the eighty-year-old Aggie in Duet for Three (1985). 

The need for order and control in old age is opposed to the threat of disorder 

which increases as old age progresses. Old people in English-Canadian fiction are 

frequently associated with the lines of order that man erects against the progress of tirne 

and the personal deterioration associated with the ageing process. An analogy can ofien 

be drawn between the ordered landscape linked with the fullness of life's maturiry and the 

subsequent decline of this landscape with the disimegration of age. In Survival (1972), 

Margaret Atwood remarks on the orderly lines which early senlers attempted to place as 

a stay against the uncontrollable elemenu of the Canadian wilderness, a process which she 

describes as the "imposition of the straight line on the curve" of Nature. She also 

comments on the elderly patriarchs in Frederick Philip Grove's fiction and notes their 

efforts as young men with families to create a "pattern of straight lines - barn, house, fence 

- on the curved land" (Survival,lZZ). In Grove's fiction, decay and decline of a house are 

analogous with the physical deterioration of the ageing body. As the body ages, control 
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slips away. The house of the body and the house built to establish order and control 

inevitably decay. As Al Purdy expresses it in his poem, "My Grandfather's Country 

(Upper Hasrino County)", "failed farms sink back into emh/the clearings join and fences 

no longer divide" (147). The lines placed against Nature cannot hold, and the elderly 

protagonist is forced to respond to the imminence of dearh.' 

The image of the house is critical in such a response. This image is used to 

suggest not only the limited and self-enclosed world of the old, but also a progression of 

awareness as age advances, one which opens up into a new form of order only apparent 

when the lines of order are abandoned and disorder is embraced. Not al1 elderly 

protagonists are described as having the abiiity to take the necessary steps away from the 

security suggested in Avison's "stone house", towards a different understanding. Some are 

described as reacting to the proxirnity of death by shuaing down this "house" even 

funher. However, some do move to the arric of the mind and search for a new form of 

order, one which opens a window on the self and begins the "few shivering paces" (in 

Avison's words) necessary to commence the journey into a "knowledge of age". Such 

knowledge depends upon the old person's ability to move out frorn what Constance 

Rooke cals "the garrison of the self" and to lose the "fear of the open heart" that Rooke 

equates with the "garrison mentality" that is so ~ e c u l i a r l ~  Cmadian ( Fear,9,12). 

The physical deterioration that accompanies old age oken makes it difficult to 
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move at al1 and the image of the house of the ageing body as a form of confinement is 

common in the literature of old age. There are many works which do not go into the 

detail that Grove, Laurence and Barfoot do, but are still worth mentioning. In al1 of these 

worhs, what looks like straight description really says something about the condition of 

old age. An example of this occurs in the children's novel, Redwork (1990), in which 

Michael Bedard describes the restricted world of old Mr. Magnus. The house Mr. Magnus 

lives in no longer has its own shape, but has taken on the shape of the old man, now in 

his nineties, "settl[ing] around him like a second skin". The movements of Mr. Magnus 

are limited to this house, where a "few sad rooms" become an "old man's world" and 

"horizons" are reduced to " wds"  (178). Further, a parallel linguistic prison is sometimes 

described inside this house of the body in old age. Ln Alice Munro's short story, "Spelling" 

(1978), the young Rose is shown an old woman who is confined behind the bars of her 

crib in the Wawanash County Home for the Aged. This old woman's language is reduced 

to "spellingn occasional words. The description of her imprisoned in her crib and the focus 

on her speech suggests the caging of another language in old age. Such parallel 

imprisonment of the mind and body in old age is also evident in Janme Turner Hospital's 

The Tirer in the Tiper Pit (1983). The novel opens with the cranky seventy-three-year-old 

Edward Carpenter "[c]agedl1 (11) in the upstairs room of his home. A bad heart limits his 

physical movements, but his chief regret is a life of controlled feelings, one of "moral 

rectitude" and "[s]eventy-three years of keeping the rules" (10,12). A "courteous and 

correct gentleman" (9) all his life, Edward possesses an emotional restraint which is now 

mirrored in the image of him as a prisoner in his own house, trapped in the body of old 
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age. 

The image of a caged animal and iu  keeper is a furcher extension of the image 

of the ageing body as a form of confinement. In The Tiper in the Tirer Pit, the needs in 

Edward's restricted life are ministered ro by his seventy-year-old wife, Bessie, who is 

described as a "senile srniling keeper" (11). Similarly, Mazo de la Roche's short story, "The 

Cure" (1928), describes the elderly akoholic, Dick Boone, set up in his chair " just like an 

old doll" with his aged wife, Ada, tending to his needs "very much like a small girl 

washing and dressing her doll" (109). Like Edward Carpenter, Dick Boone is "caged" by 

old age and his plight is mirrored in the image of the caged canary above his chair. Michael 

Bedard suggests the same analogy in Redwork when he describes the way Mr. Magnus 

keeps a large rainbow parakeet caged in his house. A link between the confinement of the 

parrot and that of the old man is suggested when Mr. Magnus runs his fingernail dong the 

bars of the cage and comments on his own condition, stating: "hside rhis sad old bag of 

a body ... there's a young boyW(195). 

In de la Roche's "The Cure", the bird in the cage is not only confined by the 

bars of the cage, but also by a small brass fence that encircles it. This addition4 restriction 

suggests another layer of restra.int in Dick Boone's life, one created by the rirualistic 

motions of this old man's keeper who attempts to keep the deterioration of old age under 

control by making sure that he is routinely "washed and combed and scented" (109). 

However, behind the image of a controlled bird in a cage lie the indefinable possibilities 

of the "luxurious disorder" (119) embraced by Dick and Ada in better times and now 

only expressed in their messy bathroom, 



Ada Boone's own secret room, where, filled with apprehensions, often sick 
at hean, though humming gaily so that Dick might not guess it, she 
administers to  his neeb  in bad times. And when he was "himself", it was 
from this room that they emerged in nirn, fresh, scented, combed, shaved, 
curled, a still dashing, still to-be-stared-after couple.(i 12) 

Such "secret room[s]" of emotion are also kept under control in Guy Vanderhaeghe's 

short story of another old man and his keeper, "Dancing Bear" (1982). In this srory, 

Dieter Bethge is confined to his house and tended to by his housekeeper, Mrs. Hax. 

Though his life is lirnited and conhed,  Dieter struggles to enter the rooms of his part and 

open the door into a deeper understanding. The opening words of the story provide a 

stark image of restraint: 

The old man lay sleeping on the taut red rubber sheet as if he were some 
specimen mounted and pinned there to dry.(VO)' 

Dieter responds to his entraprnent by attempting to "pry ... mernories out of the soft beds 

into which they had so comfortably settled, sinking deeper and deeper" (17 1). Not only 

is Dieter held down by the limitations of old age, but so are his mernories. He can do little 

about his physicd confinement, but stmggles to open the cage of his mind. He manages 

to recall a "dancing bear" that reflects his present state, one who "lived in shame and 

impotence" (174), tied to his keeper by a ring through his nose, but who experiences "a 

kind of freedom" (178) through the music of his master's violin. Dieter's "freedom" lies 
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in a vision of truth at the moment of death, when he imagines a fd into the waicing arms 

of the unfettered bear. 

The image of the elderly protagonist as a trapped animal is also evident in the 

cage and zoo imagery at the conclusion of Kenneth Radu's Distant Relations (1989). In 

this instance, the seventy-four-year-old protagonist, Vera Dobriu, is taken on a visit to the 

zoo. In failing health, but with the doors of her mind opening, Vera lives mostly in 

memory. En route ro the zoo, she suffers a heart attack and the image that cornes to her 

mind illustrases the prison her body has become. She sees a baboon "constrained in a kind 

of contraption, a box out of which only his head and arms poked" (240). As death 

approaches, Vera accepts it as a part of Life and the cage of the body begins to swing open. 

However, in the ambulance en route to hospital, she anticipates her fate when she sees an 

image of the box falling apart, only to reveal the baboon "wrapped in wires and straps, 

plastered with electrodes and white tape" (244); this is an image which suggests the final 

effort to assert control, one that will be practised upon her by the keepers in terminal 

Before this lasr desperate confinement, a progressive series of confinements is 

often experienced by the old. In fiction, as in life, the aged are frequently moved from 

being confined at home, to  the furrher limitations of a nursing home, in many instances 

again with a keeper, such as the tyrannical Mrs. Rawlings in Richard Wright's Sunset 

Manor (1990). Nursing home confinement can be exacerbated by the administration of 

drugs and tranquilizers, as in the attempts to subdue the seventy-six-year-old Henry 

Thornton in David Laing Dawson's Last Ri-ts (1990). In David Waltner-Toews' short 
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story, "A S u ~ y  Day in Canada" (1980), an old married couple are confined, in a nursing 

home, to  a "two-bed inescapably pastel pink room". The husband describes his wasting 

body as a "skeleton wrapped in parchment", one which the orderly discovers each 

morning "rucked into a cave of white sheets and woollen blankets: bald as a plucked 

chicken, the legs bent up towarb the chest, twisted around each other" (15). Not only 

does confinement of the old occur in smaller and smaller spaces, but the body shrivels in 

its space and, as the old man points out, so does language: 

The old body speaks in simple sentences. We progress, in this place from 
long sentences to short phrases to a few key words and finally to silence 
and eternal peace. (15) 

As physical and linguistic diminishment progresses, the smaller space within the nursing 

home or hospird shrinks even further.' Hagar Shipley, whose main action in the novel 

cakes the form of a desperate attempt to escape being placed in a nursing home, comments 

on this in Laurence's The Stone Ance1 (1964) when, in hospital towards the end of the 

novel, she is moved from a geriatric ward to a private room. She remarks to the nurse 

that the next room she moves to will be "the smallest of dl", with "just enough space" for 

one (282). At the end of a long Life, the one-hundred-year-old Topaz Edgeworth in Ethel 

Wilson's The Innocent Traveller (1949) finds herself in a sirnilar situation. Her world 

becomes "bounded by one room" (273) and, in the words of the narrator, it is a world 

which "continues to shrink" : 



It is a bed; it is a cup of rnilk; il 
it is a point of departure.(274) 

is a voice ... [it] has closed down to a point; 

Faced with such a shrinkïng world, elderly protago& respond in one of two 

ways. They either break through the walls of the self and embrace disorder, or  shut down 

and lock up its doors in an artempt to achieve a life of apparent order and control.' In the 

first category, there are frequent examples of old people being portrayed as capable of 

embracing disorder and releasing caged emotions. These old people thus place themselves 

in a position to step forward into a new form of awareness and "knowiedge of age". When 

the lines of order and control are relaxed in old age, a new form of ordering emerges, one 

which results from opening the doors and windows in the attic of the mind. If the 

"remnants and oddities" of a life are brought down from this attic, the elderly protagonist 

begins a process of release and escape from "the garrison of the self" and "fear of the open 

hem". Part of this process involves a sharper awareness of the world outside the house of 

the ageing body. Alongside the pain and despair of old age, a change in perception occurs, 

one which is described in "Miss July Grows Older", one of the poems contained in 

Atwood's latest collection, Mornino in the Burned House (1995): 

The way the sun 
moves through the hours becomes important, 
the smeared raindrops 
on  the window, bu& 
on the roadside weeds, the sheen 
of spilled oil on a raw ditch 
filling with muddy water. (23) 



33 

Similady, in Hugh MacLennan's Two Solitudes (1945), the retired Nova 

Scotian sea-captain, John Yardley, is descnbed as becoming aware of a different sort of 

order in Nature as he ages, one which is outside that which men attempt to impose 

artificially in their younger years. As an old man, Yardley lives in a single room on the 

top floor of an old house in Halifax with a view from the window across the harbour. 

This view reminds him of younger days when he was "free to move" (307) around the 

world. His movement is now in the mind as he journeys towards the knowledge that 

cornes with age. For him, 

knowledge was necessary; otherwise beauty was wasted. Beauty had corne 
to him late in life, but now he couldn't have enough of it. It was something 
a man had to understand. Pictures and colours, for instance, and fine 
glass.(3 16) 

Such "knowledge" is also apparent in W.O. Mitchell's short story, "But As 

Yesterday" (1942), which begins with an old man seated in his rocking chair "beside the 

window" of his second floor room. This window is described as 

always open, teasing the old man's nostrils with the softness of spring, or 
the richness of sumrner, or the wild wine of fall. Now that eighty years had 
imperceptibly declined, moment by moment piling up their careless 
weight, the old man knew his life for a firefly's spark in much darkness; he 
knek that the world of his window was al1 the world left to him.(l32) 

When winrer descends and this window is closed, the old man is separated frorn the order 
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that lies outside in Nature and is confined, in the winter of his life, to "looking at the flat 

faces of four w d s  and a ceiliog, at a candy-striped beds~read that covered him over" (136). 

Throughout "But As Yesterday" the old grandfather makes every attempt to 

keep the window of his room open and himself connected to the different order suggested 

by the seasonal rhythms of the outside world. The open windows of de la Roche's Dick 

Boone and Hospital's Edward Carpenter are also linked to an awareness of the rhythms 

of cyclical change in Nature. Though confined physically, Dick Boone is keenly aware of 

the chestnut-tree blossoms outside his window and Edward Carpenter of the srnell of 

honeysuckle and Mac. Edward is able to struggle across to the window in his room and 

flick his daily dose of medication through "the rip in the screen". This "jagged tear in the 

screen" (IO) is an image which prefigures the opening which will take place in Edward's 

mind during the course of the novel. As the "intrusion into [Edward's] past" begins and 

he journeys into rnemory, his forehead ltpush[es] against the screen"(i2) which separates 

him from memories of the past and he begins to break open a window into the cage of his 

emotions. 

In the attempt ro find a new form of ordering, many elderly protagonists, like 

Hospital's Edward Carpenter, open a window on old age; other protagonists confront 

these emotions when they are portrayed as endeavouring to bring down and order the 

remnants of a life from the attic of the mind. In English-Canadian fiction the image of the 

attic is dmost as important to the study of old age as the image of the house. Works which 

employ the image of the attic can be seen as precursors to Barfoot's Duet for Three which 

uses this image to suggest the development of a different form of ordering in old age. For 
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Youno Renny (1935), the eighty-year-old Adeline 

annual ritual of bringing her dead husband's clothes 

out of the house to be aired. When "three tnuiks [are] brought down from the attic" (175) 

at Jdna and their contents spread on the grass before her, Adeline opens the store-room 

of her past and examines it contents. In old age, she attempts to  establish a new ordering 

which is more related to  living in the present and not merely confmed to the past. She 

allows her son, Philip, to burn a symbol of the past, her dead husband's moth-eaten coat. 

In later Jalna novels, Adeline is constantly portrayed as old woman who embraces life and 

its disorder until she dies ar the age of a hundred years. Like old Mr. Magnus and Dick 

Boone, she too has a pet bird, "Boney", but her bird flies free in a vibrant room at Jalna 

which is described in Y o u n ~  Renny as being "enriched by memories beautiful, 

voluptuous, painful, passionate, [and] hem-rending" (79). 

In Ernest Buckler's The Mountain and the Valley (1952) David Canaan's 

grandmother also atternpts a new form of ordering by bringing remnants of the past into 

the present. She is portrayed as an old woman hooking a mg from bits and pieces of old 

cloth once worn by members of her family. The image she presents becomes the 

organising image for the novel: it is there at the beginning and then at the end. The 

remnants of cloth that the old grandmorher works into her m g  are linked in her mind 

with the people who have been part of her long life. As the novel opens, she is working 

on the last rags she has been able to find, sorne from a bag which had been "tied tightly 

at the top, inside a trunk" (4). These are the last memories, difficult to get to, but essential 

to bring out and use in the completion of the new pattern being hooked into the mg. 



Such diEcult and hidden memories are often repressed in the more remote 

parts of the upper storey of the mind. In Alice Munro's short story, "The Peace of 

Utrecht" (1960), and in Joy Kogawa's Obasan (1981) young women are led by old women 

into an exploration of these hidden recesses. In "The Peace of Utrecht", rhe narrator is 

taken by her "very old" great-Aunt Annie upstairs "into the darker parts of the house" 

(2034). A box is taken down from the top of a closet and when the two women explore 

its contents, previously unknown dimensions of the p s t  are brought out inro the present. 

In Kogawa's novel, the eighty-one-year-old Obasan takes her niece up into the darkness 

of an upper storey after rnidnight. Obasan appears to her niece to be "the bearer of keys 

to unknown doorways" (16) and, once in the attic, it is she who opens the boxes and srnall 

trunk stored away there and who causes her niece to reflect on the "memories" and 

"drearnsn in the "ordinary stories" of people's lives and how these become part of the 

"furniture" of the house of the body. Through Obasan, the niece becomes aware that 

[olur attics and our living-rooms encroach on each other, deep into their 
invisible places.(E) 

The image of the house with its "attics" and "living rooms" of the mind can 

thus be seen as centrai to the portrayal of elderly protagonists who embrace disorder and 

attempt new forms of ordering at the end of a long life. However, as their world 

progressively shuts down, many elderly protagonists turn away from the possibilities of 

disorder and still anempt to assen a form of control over the physical and emotiond 
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parameters of their lives. When death knocks at the door, these old people react like the 

three little pigs of nursery rhyme farne; they anempt to shut rhemselves down and lock 

thernselves in. One elderly protagonist who does this is Mrs. Emblem in Ethel Wilson's 

The Ecpations of Love (1952) . This ageing woman is locked into a definition of self 

which is tied to the house she lives in. At night, she lies behind the curtains and locked 

door of an upstairs room which is dixninished and controlled in all aspects. The "neatness 

and cleanness" of this "rosily shaded and suffused" (48) room is necessary to Mrs. 

Emblem's sense of order and identity. She is alone and under control; the disruPtion of 

a personal life is kept at bay by limiting a great deai of this life to the vicarious reading of 

the Personal Colurnn in the newspaper. The potencial disorder and decay of Mrs. 

Emblern's life is also controlled by the precision of her nightly routine, the repetitiveness 

of which resembles the washing, combing and scenting of old Dick Boone. Mrs. Emblem's 

ritual includes "curls for tomorrow [being] tied prettily within a pink of blue silken scarf 

fdshed with a h o t  or bow" (49). Her attempt to control herself inwardly is reflected in 

this precise outward display, one which is mirrored in the portrayai of Anne Hébert's old 

Mademoiselle de Bichetre in the short story, "La Maison de l'Esplanade" (1942). 

Mademoiselle de Bichette is described as having "[des] boucles rembourrées qui s'étageaient 

sur son crâne étroit, avec la grâce symétrique d'une architecture de douilles d'argent" 

(151). This old woman is also described as living "[une] vie bien ordonnée". Her 

appearance, like that of her grey Stone house, presents "un édifice parfait de régularité" 

(152). As she ages, Mademoiselle de Bichette gradually closes down her house in an 

attempt to maintain control over her life. When a room is no longer used, it is the task of 
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the housekeeper, Geraldine, to close it down and this old servant longs for the moment 

when "enfin toutes les chambres seraient fixées dans un ordre éternel" (155). 

Like Mademoiselle de Bichette, an ageing John Elliot in Frederick Philip 

Grove's Our Dailv Bread (1928) builds his own "cage" (244) by literally and 

metaphoricdy shutting down his house. Through this action, he desperately attempts to 

maintain sorne form of order in a life which is slipping out of control into chaos. At the 

centre of a technically conventionai work, Grove creates a remarkably sensitive portraya1 

of the ageing process. Analogies are drawn between the gradua shutting down of Elliot's 

house and his progressive physical deterioration and psychologicai disorder. Our Daily 

Bread begins with a middle-aged Elliot poised at the point of losing control. His grey 

figure is described in a moment of survey as he looks down on the orderly farm and large 

house he has built in the barren landscape of Sedgeby, Saskatchewan. At this point, his 

wife and most of his children surround hirn at home and the physical parameters of his 

life are still tangible. With the death of his wife and the scattering of his fardy, his home 

becomes "spectraily empty" (251) and Elliot approaches old age with uncertainty and a 

sense of imminent disorder. In the winter of his sixty-eighth year, he reacts by shuaing 

down the rooms of his house and lirniting himself to one room. This is the rame house to 

which, in his   ou th, Elliot "added room after room and a second storey" (5). Now, with 
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"[olld age ... approaching" (242), he retreats and shua down his world. 

As age advances, Elliot not only shuts down the roorns of his house, but aiso 

closes the window on any anempt to see with clarity at  the end of life. He rnoves his bed 

to the kitchen and blocks off the large bay window at its southern end. When a pane of 

glas breaks in t h s  window, he seals it off with black tar paper "inside and outside" (243) 

effectively shutting out any light . Elliot also closes off the northern end of the kitchen 

by hanging a horse blanket over its door (244). In the middle of such a sealed and 

controlled environment, Grove draws a portrait of Elliot in old age, one in which the 

image of the house is used to suggest the confinement of an ageing body and mind: 

Sometimes, during the winter of 1918 to 1919, plliot] sat in his huge, 
chilly room, the oniy one now used in the great house, with overshoes on 
his feet and a mufner wrapped around his throat, tied under the white and 
untrimmed beard, and stared into vacancy with unseeing eyes which began 
t O gro w blear. (243) 

The barren nature of this description reflects the "unseeing eyes" of Elliot's rnind and his 

self-imposed confinement in the house of an ageing body is accenruated by the image of 

the constricting muffler which is "wrapped " and "tied" around his throar. Grove's 

portrayal of this lonely and desolate figure suggests a shutting down of the house of the 

ageing body. Elliot is shortly described as living in a farmhouse in which the upper 

storey is allowed to fall into "complete decay" (248). The upper storey of his farmhouse 

becomes enclosed in inches of d u t  and broken window panes d o w  birds to fly in and out 

at will and nest in its disorder. The disarray in Elliot's "upper storey" is something which 
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he refuses to confront. By gradually shutting down his house, he attempts to maintain 

control in a world which, as he aga, is slipping away from him. Instead of opening doors 

and windows to the outside world and the processes ageing and death, EIliot seals 

hirnself off in an environment which gives him a false sense of control. 

Elliot's sense of self is closely tied to the house he has lived in for most of his 

life. In this he resembles Laurence's Hagar Shipley who, when a nursing home is suggested 

to her, resists and clings to her house, cornrnenting that if her idea of self cannot be 

"contained" (36) in her house and its contents, she has no idea where it c m  be found at 

Ar the age of seventy-four, Elliot longs to return to the sense of "order and repose" 

(378) he found as a young married man in his house at Sedgeby. The farrnhouse is now 

empty, but an unsuccessful attempt to recover a sense of order through his scattered 

family leads him back to it. A thwarted and defeated man, he rerurns to a house in mins 

and dies within its wails. One of the final images of Elliot is rhat of an old man crawling 

on his hands and knees dong the "tangle[d]" (387) pathway of weeds that leads up to rhe 

broken-down door of his house. Just before Elliot's death, one of his children finally 

opens the "nailed up" (388) doorway ro the upper storey of this house, something which 

Elliot, in his old age, has been unable ro do. 

Like the old man in T.S. Eliot's "Gerontion", Elliot endures old age in a 

broken-down house which reflects the condition of his body and mind. The words of a 

neighbour recall the old adage which sums up Elliot's condition, "An unoccupied house 

soon goes to min" (389). Comments such as this which suggest the state of the house as 

a symbol of the state of the self are frequent in Grove's work. His association of the state 
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of the self with the image of the house is commented upon by Nancy Bailey in "Frederick 

Philip Grove and the Ernpty House". Bailey remarks: 

The self as symbolised by the house in Grove's novels is often strong and 
magnificent in its ego side, the side that faces the world, but empty, 
decayed or in violent conflict within.(l78) 

In addition, in Over Prairie Trails (1929), Grove comments that "[a] house has its 

physiognomy as well as a man" (21) and In Search of Mvself (1946) he recalls the 

abandoned house that triggered the writing of Fruits of the Earth (1933). In this novel, 

Abe Spalding's house begins a process of deterioration within a few years of construction, 

eventually resulting in the destruction of Abe's "vision" which, like Elliot's, "had been 

bounded by the lines of his farm" (165). At the conclusion of Our Daily Bread, the final 

image of Elliot is that of an old man dying in a decayed house. The lines of order and 

control that he has attempted to establish in his lifetime no longer exist and the image of 

the house reflects that of an old and broken man. 

Cornments such as the above not only provide an insight into Grove's work, 

but also could be used to look forward to the imagery used by Margaret Laurence in A 

Bird in the House (1970). In this collection of short stories, Grandfather Connor's 

fortress-like Brick Houe is a reflection of the "self" of Grandfather Connor; "strong and 

magnificent" on the outside, it contains a variety of persona conflicts within. Before 
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moving on to a discussion of Grandfather Connor and his 'brick house", the "houses" of 

Grandfather Connor's contemporaries, Grandmother MacLeod and Grandmother 

Connor will first be considered. 

Though its exterior is not described in A Bird in the House, one suspects chat 

Grandmother MacLeod's house would be similarly imposing from the outside. Within 

it Mrrors the suppressive order and control epitornized in the character of Grandmother 

MacLeod as described in "To Set Our House in Ordern, one of the nories contained in 9 

Bird in The House. These stories are told by Grandmother MacLeod's grand-daughter, 

Vanessa MacLeod. It is Grandmother MacLeod who tells Vanessa, 

God loves Order - he wants each of us to set our house in order.(&) 

Grandmother MacLeod certainly manages to do this. She is described by Vanessa's mother 

as someone who can "keep everything in order, and then some" (40) and her need for 

order is expressed in the house she lives in, one in which 

the dirt must not be tracked in upon the blue Chinese carpet with its birds 
in eternal motionless flight and irs water-My buds caught forever just 
before the point of opening. (43-4) 

With Grandmother MacLeod, many things are "caught" and trapped in a moment of 

stasis, just before full bloom and consequent decay. As in the ponrayals of Mrs. Emblem 

and Mademoiselle de Bichette, the description of the architecture of the house of 
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Grandmother MacLeodts body reflects the confinement of her mental state. Her hair is 

described as "bound grotesquely Iike white-feathered wings in rhe snare of her coarse 

night-time hairnet " (40). Further restrainr is suggested in Grandmother MacLeodls choice 

of jewelry; she wears a "pendant on which a fullblown ivory rose [is] sriffly carved" (17). 

Grandmother MacLeod keeps her house and her emotions under control. 

When ridiculed by her son over rhe name she suggests for her new grandchild, she does 

"not &ch, or tremble, or indicate that she [feels] anything at all" (56). It is the same son, 

Vanessa's father, wLo reveals an awareness of the dilemma Grandmother MacLeod is 

experiencing in old age. He understands that 

the house is still the same, so she thinks other things should be, too. It 
h u m  her when she finds they arentt.(53) 

Grandmother MacLeod's way of dealing with the constant change which accompanies old 

age is to cling desperilrely to the things she still has some control over: her house, her 

appearmce and her emotional response to disorder. However, as Laurence acknowledges 

in "Time and the Narrative Voice", the stories in A Bird in the House "ded with the 

fluctuaring and accidental quality of life (God really doesn'r love Order)" (158). The 

paradox suggested in Grandmother MacLeodls portrayd in "To Set Our House in Order" 

is that life is not neat and orderly and the older one gets the more disorder must be dedt 

with. 

Denial is the form of response that Grandmother MacLeod chooses as a means 
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of coping with unsettling changes in her life. This response is unsuccessful because it not 

only shuts out those around her, but also shurs down the possibilities of psychological 

development through the ageing process. In his article, "Loss and Renewal in Old Age: 

Some Literary Models", Gerald F. Manning discusses what he calls "a familiar problem - 

loss and diminishment in old age [and] strategies of coping' (469). He also notes the "series 

of fearful 'Ds' " that accompany the ageing process, "diminishment, decline, 

disengagement, ... demise" (470). To this could be added the "Ds" of disorder and disarray 

and Grandmother MacLeodls denial of this. 

In A Bird in the House, Grandmother Connor, Vanessa's other grandmother, 

also develops a strategy of denial as means of coping with life's disorder. Calm and 

controlled, she lives in a self-contained world and remains psychologically confined within 

the Brick House. Her strategy is reasonably successful, she has a lirnited relationship with 

farnily members and, as Laurence remarks in an interview with Graeme Gibson, she is 

actually "fairly happy" in her "cage", as is her pet canary (Gibson, 206). Laurence uses the 

image of the bird in the cage to suggest the suppressed psychologicai state of Grandmother 

Connor. Order and control are important to Grandmother Connor, as they are to 

Grandmother MacLeod. Grandfather Connor upsets her equilibrium, but even he sees her 

as a distant "angel" (84), one at another remove from his world. Like Dick Boone in de la 

Roche's "The Cure", Grandmother Connor is first seen sitting near her caged canary. She 

has refused to give "Birdie" a real name, supposedly for religious reasons, but this denies 

her bird an identity and cages ir even further. The canary is just as amorphous as the old 

woman who sits beneath its cage "[almple and waistless in her brown silk dress". 
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Grandmother Comor watches the bird and the bird has "its attentive eyes fixed upon her" 

(6); the reader watches too, as Laurence creates a rnirror image in which the caged plight 

of old age is reflected. 

In "The Mirror Stage of Old Age: Marcel Proust's The Past Recaptured", 

Kathleen Woodward notes the young Marcel's technique for avoiding the "disease" of old 

age, "keeping one's emotional distance [and] avoiding any form of intimacy" (57). h old 

age, this is Grandmother Connor's tactic for avoiding its vagaries. "[C]oddledW (17) by her 

farnily, she remains impassively inside the cage of the Brick House where she is distanced 

and protected from the disorder of the outside world. When Vanessa asks whether the 

canary likes being in the cage, Grandmother Connor responds that it would not know 

what to do with itself "outside"(6). "Inside" is safe and this is where Grandmother Connor 

chooses to rernain, securely ensconced within the walls of the Brick House and a 

protective family. In this lirnited environment she "chirp[s]" only "softly" (1 1) and, just 

as she has problerns in coaxing a Song from the anonymous "Birdie", so too is ir difficult 

to release a response from her in the psychologicd and linguistic prison where she chooses 

to live out old age. 

Like the other elderly protagonists in A Bird in the House, Grandfather 

Comor also embraces order. The Brick H o u e  is described by Vanessa as "part dwelling 

place and part massive monument", an "embattled fortress" (3) thrown up as a defence 

ag&st the nihilism of mortaliry. In an anempt to control his world even funher, 

Grandfather Connor occasionally retreats defensively into the furthest corners of the 

Bnck House. J u t  as John Elliot shuts down his world, every Sunday Grandfather Connor 
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closes himself off and limits his world to chat of a basement room near the furnace. By 

doing this he turns away from the realities of the ageing process. However, when he is 

down in the basement, Grandfather Comor unwittingly acknowledges his age. As he sits 

in his rocking chair he assumes a traditional posture of the old: 

Above ground, he would not have been found dead sitting in a rocking 
chair, which he considered a piece of furninire suitable o d y  for the elderly, 
of whom he was never in his own eyes one.(62) 

In scenes like the above, Grandfather Connor is presented as refusing consciously to 

confront his own old age. He does his best to confine and limit the use of one of its 

symbols, the rocking chair, to the furthest recesses of his house. Like Grove's John Elliot, 

Grandfather Connor and turns away from opening the doors into an upper storey and 

chooses instead to pace in the confines of a limited world. 

Grandfather Connor and John Elliot are both pioneers in the Canadian 

wilderness who have attempred ro place their personal mark against it. Each finds 

"freedom" (61) in hard work, but away from this they are both imprisoned in cages of 

their own making. The repetitive back and forth movement of both men in their 

self-imposed confinement suggests unspoken inner tormenr. The two men differ in that 

Ellior's portrayal suggests a pathetic old man defeated by his inner chaos, whereas 

Grandfather Connor's inner rage is more suggestive of that described by Dylan Thomas 

in "Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night". The caged pacing of the two men 

resembles the zoo imagery referred to earlier in Radu's Distant Relations and 
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Vanderhaeghe's "Dancing Bear". Vanessa even calls Grandfather Connor "The Great 

Bear". She insists that this nickname is not merely because he wears a large coat made of 

the pelt of a bear and has the temperament of one, but because he "stdk[s] around the 

Brick House as though it were a cage ... prowl[ing] through the living roorn" (61). 

Grandfather Connor lives a life in which any suggestion of emotiond distress 

is confined to the deepest recesses of the Brick House. However, in one story, "Mask of 

the Bear", he expresses a "lurking bewildermenc" that Vanessa cornes to understand years 

later, when she sees in a museum a Bear Mask of the Haida Indians (88). After the death 

of Grandmother Connor, Vanessa is surprised to find her grandfather "standing out on 

the front porch" of the Brick House. Lear-like, he is alone and without the prorective 

layering of his bear coat or the Brick House. Vanessa describes how 

he stood there by himself, his yellowish-white hair plumed by a wind 
which he seemed not to notice, his bony and still-handsome face not 
averted at al1 from the winter.(79) 

As he stands out on the unprotected front porch of his home, the Storm in this old man's 

mind is reveded when he momentarily steps out from behind the "carved face" (80) of the 

"mask of the bear", sobs, and embraces disorder. 

Just as Grandfather Connor embodies the dialectic between those characters 
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who embrace order and those who embrace disorder, so too does Hagar Shipley. At the 

beginning of The Stone Anpel, the ninety-year-old Hagar recalls that, as a child, she was 

"anxious ... to be neat and orderly, imagining life had been created only to celebrate 

tidiness". As was noted earlier, Hagar clings ro her home as a means of keeping the 

parameters of her life in order. However, as an old woman, she relates to the scent of wild 

cowslips and is "rampant with rnemory" (5). The disorder of her mind finds a more 

suitable "home" when she moves away from the constraints of the house she shares with 

her son, Marvin, and his wife to the disorder of the dwelling-place she finds at Shadow 

Point. 

In the old fish cannery at Shadow Point, Hagar discovers a place of chaos, one 

which is full of "remnants and oddities" (215). This scene of disarray conrains another 

trapped bird, a seagull, and Hagar comments: 

1 hate a bird inside a building. à s  panic makes it unnatural. 1 can't bear to 
have it touch me. A bird in the house means a death in the house ....( 217) 

In the literature of old age, elderly people are frequently described as resembling birds. 

Old hands "claw" sheets, hair becomes tangled like the nest of a bird, facial features 

resemble those of a bird and the image of the bird of death sirs in the cage of the body of 

old age. Hagar's reaction to approaching death is suggested in the frantic movemenrs of 

the seagull caught in the cannery at Shadow Point and, in the interview with Graeme 

Gibson, Laurence comrnented on her frequent use of the imagery of a trapped bird. She 
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A great many of the things chat have to do with personal liberation or 
freedom ... involve labouring mightily against a door which actually is not 
locked. (Gibson,206) 

As they struggle berween the need for order and the possibilities of disorder, Grandfather 

Connor and Hagar knock at the door to a different "room" in old age, but Grandfather 

Connor does not embrace disorder long enough to open it. His inflexibility is also seen 

in the character of Hagar who has been described by Laurence, in an interview wirh 

Michel Fabre, as "too rigid". However, as Laurence goes on to point out: 

Hagar does only begin to corne free when she releases her wilful control 
over her dead family and her living son and daughter-in-law.(Fabre, 195) 

Hagar also becomes "free" when she moves away from the confines of her house and, for 

a brief period of rime, h d s  "personal liberation or freedom" in the new house she makes 

for herself from the boxes and other odd things discovered in the chaos of the fish 

cannery. 

When she embraces disorder, Hagar joins a class of elderly characters who will 

not senle for the limits that a life of order imposes. In Jack Hodgins' The Honoram 

Patron (1987) Jeffrey Crane's elderly sister, Tes,  lives in the same sort of chaos that Hagar 

fin& in the fish cannery. Like Hagar, the disorder of her room reflects the disorder of her 



50 

mind and Tess openly acknowledges this with the words, "What a mess - rhis room 

me!" (234). Another striking exarnple of such old people in English-Canadian literature 

is the old woman on the bus in Atwood's poem, "A Bus Along St.Clair: December". This 

old woman breaks through the houe  of the self, "destroying/the wdls, [and] the ceiling" 

(Atwood,Joumals,61) and thereby chooses disorder. Such fictional old people join ranks 

with characters like Grandfather Comor's brother, Uncle Dan, in a class against the likes 

of Grandfather Connor and Grandmother MacLeod. Uncle Dan not only leaves his 

fingernail parings scatrered on the "polished hardwood floor" (25) of the Brick House, but 

also sings, smokes and argues with Grandfather Connor within its walls. His presence 

threatens the order of the Brick House and when he leaves he takes "the sound of the 

singing" (38) with him. The Brick House c m  only contain Uncle Dan briefly, but even 

he can be silenced momentarily within its walls, becorning a "Daniel" in the encaging den 

of Grandfather Connor. After one of his arguments with Grandfather Connor has been 

resolved outside, Uncle Dan sits inside with Grandfarher and Grandmother Connor and 

the "three old people" form a *rbleau vivant as they sit "silently in the blue-grey light of 

the spring evening, the lamps not flicked on yet nor the shades drawn" (35). hside the 

Brick House, order has been restored, but its old occupants are confined in a twilight of 

restrained emotions which offers no defence against the onset of the darkness outside. 

Margaret Laurence's portrayd of the everyday lives of people, such as the 

elderly inhabitants of the Brick House described above, has had a direct influence on the 



5 1 

work of Joan Barfoot. Barfoot comments on this when she reveals in a Books in Canada 

interview how Margaret Laurence has affected her work. Barfoot's eighty-year-old Aggie 

in Duet for Three (1985) is reminiscent of Laurence's Hagar, and, in the interview with 

Stephen Stamp, Barfoot has acknowledged her debt: 

It was a great relief to read Margaret Laurence. She was the first person I 
read who made it obvious that you could write about the ordinary lives of 
wornen ....(S tamp,21) 

In Duet for Three, Barfoot explores the "ordinary" life of the elderly Aggie when she 

describes the bringing down of a t d  and boxes from the attic of Aggie's home into her 

living room. The literd action of bringing the tmnk down suggesa the metaphorical one 

of bringing the hidden recesses of the upper story out and into the living areas of daily 

lives. Like Hagar, Aggie builds her own fortress of the self. Hagar's true self lies behind 

the "changing shell" of the body thar "houses" (38) her and Aggie's lies behind the sheer 

size of her body. Weighing over two hundred and seventy pounds, Aggie's "padded body" 

becomes "a kind of protection" (108), a Brick House whose bulk is perfecdy expressive 

of the sheltering of the psyche: 

looking at it from the inside, as its inhabitant, [Aggie] finds it  lea as in^ and 
comforting, cosy, like a warm house.(53) 

When the trunk is brought down from the attic, the "protection" that Aggie has built up 
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around her begins to cmrnble and mernories which had been suppressed emerge, leading 

to the possibilities of a new form of ordering and a new sense of self. 

In old age, Aggie is confined and imprisoned by a huge body which begins to 

fail. The novel opens with the "more or less helpless" (2) Aggie trapped in a wet bed 

waiting for help to arrive. Aggie knows with the wening of the bed she has "crossed some 

boundary" (3) and order and control are slipping from her. For Aggie, death represents 

"loss of control carried to the extreme" (55) and in old age, "[blits and pieces of her seem 

to be escaping" (80), leading her to question: 

What is going to corne of this? She is not used to being frightened. To lose 
control, to no longer be able to Say, Now 1 shail stand, 1 want to go here, 
or there, eat this or thar, watch such and such a prograrn, or turn the TV 
off and read this book - to face losing that is fear. Age and bulk, those are 
restricting enough.(W) 

Barfoot's work is concemed with the uneasy interplay of freedom and control in our lives, 

the longing for freedom and the fear of losing control in gaining this. In old age, 

movement is resrricted and control gradually taken away. The shelter of a "comforting" 

house of flesh begins to deteriorate and al1 that is left is to move beyond the cage of the 

body to an exploration of the parameters of rhe rnind. "When Aggie wakens" in the 

opening words of the novel, she is described as "lost for the right word, rooting around 

for the proper explanation1'(2). 

In the penultimate chapter, Aggie mates an attempt to find some son of 

"explanation" by exploring the contents of her p s t  with her fifty-eight-year-old daughcer, 
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June. Aggie and June's relationship is Iimited. June would like to turn away from it by 

placing her mother in a nursing home, but Aggie nrongly resists. When Aggie and June 

contemplate the contents of the old t d  and boxes brought down from the attic the lines 

of order and control which keep mother and daughter apart begin to break down. Aggie 

leans forward in her chair and opens up a small space between it and the tight fit of her 

body. This suggestion of a gap in the wall of the "house" that Aggie has built around 

herself has pardlels in the sense of Agie  also beginning to release herself from her own 

linguistic prison. h o  the space that Aggie creates come words unlike anything that has 

passed between the two women before. The dialogue between the two women anticipates 

the new form of ordering that is about to take place. As they go through the boxes, "Aggie 

supposes it's a good rhing to have order emerging" and watches as things are slowly 

"separated" into 

what will be kept (the pictures and books), what will be given away (the 
pans and bowls and pots) and what will go co the garbage (al1 chose 
ledgers) .(242) 

"What will be kept" is what remains of human relationships, the words and stories that 

Aggie has devoured in the past. "What will be given away" are the kitchen pots and pans 

from which Aggie has drawn sutenance and which have been the source of her protective 

layering of flesh. The ledgers will be thrown away. It is time for Aggie to do a different 

sort of accounting. 

In the process of separation and ordering of physical objects, psychological 



boundaries begin to change and a new form of order emerges. Barfoot describes Aggie's 

emerging awareness in old age in simple, praaicd terms. In one instance, Aggie's response 

to an old housedress she wore sixty years ago is described: 

Here she is ... her body crammed with food of her own making, hei- mind 
cramrned with stories and with information that sometimes comes in 
handy, and she's in her own living room with her daughter and a pile of 
boxes from the past, and her pnddaughter will be here soon and she 
sometimes has accidents in her bed. Some things she might change, but not 
so many, on the whole.(BI) 

Similady, when June questions Aggie about wedding presents from her family, Aggie 

directs June to a table in the room in which they now sir and the narrator comments: 

This is a piece of furniture against the far wd that has been there for years, 
pretty much unnoticed except for having to be dusted. Short-legged and 
oval, it has no obvious purpose. Mainly they're in the habit of laying things 
on it temporarily, like unfinished books or mending. "My father made it," 
Aggie says, and suddenly sees the curves of the legs, and how it is put 
together without nails. Al1 the shaping and carving and sanding he must 
have done, out in the barn, to please his daughter. A gift of his own efforts, 
a speech he couldn't make. And at the time she hadn't heard.(26) 

By placing the table at one of the far edges of the room and associating its use with the 

instability of disorder, Barfoot suggests a psychological repression that has taken place in 

Aggie's mind during her long life. Aggie finally sees beneath the remporary disorder of the 

things left "unfinished" on the table and becomes aware of the harmony expressed in the 

crafiing of the table, the "speech" her father was unable to make. At the age of eighty, 
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with the disorder of her past placed in front of her, Aggie can now begin a new ordering 

by turning to  the relationship with her father and "mending" it as she listens to his 

unspoken language across the barriers of death and time. 

Aggie's realization about her father is echoed in June's growing awareness of 

Aggie, as they both sift through Aggie's p s t .  Aggie feels no "real anachment" (246) to any 

of the things she sees in front of her, but June's attention is caught by Aggie's wedding 

dress in the tmnk. Aggie wants to throw ir out and, in an attempt to keep it, June "tears" 

it and this tear suggests a further opening in the relationship between mother and 

daughter. June is described as 

thinking that maybe if she hung it in her room and stared at it for a time, 
it might reveal something to her she has never understood.(ZV) 

The breakthrough in their relationship is further suggesred in Aggie's feeling that the 

opening of the boxes and trunk makes it look "as if they've been packing up to move". 

Aggie does move directly into the beginning of a new relationship with June, when she 

expresses the fear of an old woman: 

"1 get frightened, you know," she hears herself saying. Did she acmally Say 
that? Must have, June's looking at her so surprised.(247) 

By letting go of the order and control which has shaped her life, Aggie breaks from the 

confinement of the prison of the self and begins an exploration which brings the artic of 
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the mind into the living room of life.' At the end of the novel, Aggie "reach[es] out" (252) 

to June and both women move together towards the front door of the house to open it 

and admit disorder in a "duet for three" which will begin when Aggie's granddaughter, 

Frances, enters. 

Like Kogawa's Obasan, Aggie perhaps holds "keys to unknown doorways" 

and, in the opening of doors to admit June and Frances, she unlocks the entrance to her 

Liner self. The first "few shivering steps" towards a "knowledge" and acceptance of age are 

taken in step with a daughter and towards a grand-daughter. The house of Aggie's body 

is fading in old age, but in the anic of the mind she is able to  discover the foundation of 

a new forrn of order, one which is linked with successive generations. h a similar way, 

the conclusion of Adele Wiseman's The Sacrifice (1956) unlocks the doors of the mind to 

suggest a different ordering. A literally irnprisoned grandfather, Abraham, is visited by his 

grandson, Moses, who becomes aware during the visit that 

[i]t was as  though he stood suddenly within the threshold of a different 
kind of understanding, no longer crouching behind locked doors, but 
standing upright, with his grandfather Ieading him, as he always had.(M) 

Through her choice of names, Wiseman suggests the ability of the elderly patriarch to lead 

the younger generation away from the slavery of a locked up and limited "garrison 

mentality". At the end of a long life, the old people portrayed by Wiseman and Barfoot 

are linked with the possibilities of other doors opening and a different journey beginning, 

one that leads away from the "stone housen of the body towards the possibilities of new 



forms of order! 

As has been demonstrated in this chapter, there are many powerful elderly 

protagonists in English-Canadian fiction who commence such a journey. They react to 

the physical sense of confinement and entrapment in old age by iniriating an exploration 

into the distant mernories in the attic of the rnind. Such an undertaking expands the 

limited world of the old by leading them dong the pathways of retrospect towards a new 

sense of order as the journey of life nears its end. The relationship between ordering and 

retrospect is one to which we now turn. 



Chapter 2 

Looking Back in Old Age: Ordering and Retrospect in the Journey of Life 

... I do have, both in my own life and in rny life view, a sense of the wheel 
coming full circle, that kind of journey where we end up in the place where 
we began, but with a different perspective. 

Margaret Lau rence ( S u b a n ,  69) 

In the literature of old age, many elderly protagonists are depicted as spectators 

Iooking back on a long life and attempting "a different perspective" as this life nears its 

end. Through retrospect, a route into the past is opened and a journey into memory 

begun. Just as new forms of ordering are suggested when the p s t  is brought down from 

the attic of the mind, so too is this sense of ordering continued in the journey of 

retrospect, a journey which has been described in Chapter One as taking the old away 

from the house of the failing body and towards new dimensions of the inner self. Gening 

out of the "house" by journeying into the past and unlocking new doors into the self 

seems incumbent upon the old. In "The Life Review: An Interpretation of Reminiscence 

in the Aged", a clinicd study published in 1963, Robert N. Butler the 
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universality of the life review process in older people. Butler notes that not only does 

proximity to death stimulate this process, but also in many instances it seems to corne 

unbidden, as part of old age irself. T.S. Eliot suggests such a process in "Little Gidding" 

when he describes one of "the gifts reserved for age" as "the rending pain of 

re-enactment/Of d l  that you have done, and been"(142). In an example taken from life, 

the words of the seventy-nine-yearsld Crossing-Keeper's son in Ronald Blythe's The 

View in Winter (1979) dso suggest this spontaneity: 

Father's chair - fancy me a-thinkin' O' that now! But that's how it is when 
you're an old un, it dl kin-a starts up agin, the long agoo. As plain as 
lookin' out that winder.(46) 

The origin of a similar natural link between old age and the journey into 

memory is noted and questioned in "Locked In", one of the poems in Running Out the 

Clock (1991), a collection of poems by the seventy-year-old Canadian poet, Raymond 

Souster. "Locked In" describes a journey taken into the past and the unlocking of a 

rnemory from childhood, the discovery of "[olne more nightmare it seems/deep from the 

past", that of a boy of ten unwiningly locking hirnself and a young friend into the "small, 

dark, unknown space" of a farmhourje closet. What Souner cannot understand is why this 

particular memory has chosen to  "surface unannounced, catching [himycompletely off 

guard" sixty yean after the incident took place. In the closing lines of the poem, Souster 

questions, 



And still 1 have to ask again - why today 
did this memory have to well up from the past, 
why the waiting al1 these years for this burden 
to be finally lifted from my heart, 
to wash me free again 
in the tears of childhood, of lost innocence? (110) 

A possible answer to Souster's question lies in the fact that retrospect itself is a form of 

ordering, one which is an integrd part of the ageing process and one which unlocks the 

doors which musr be opened in preparation for approaching death. Through retrospect, 

the wheel of life is turned back to youth and childhood and in many instances, but not dl, 

new pathways are opened towards a different kind of homecorning. The old person ends 

the journey of life where he or she began it, seeing its full span with a perspective which 

is only possible when age restricts the physical momentum of life and the journey comes 

"full circle" in some yet "untrodden" pathways of the mind.' 

Two of the most common images used in the fictional presentation of 

retrospect are the journey and the circle. Three novels stand out as providing these images 

in such detail that they contribute significantly to an analysis of old age in fiction. 

Frederick Philip Grove's Our Daily Bread(1928) and The Master of the Mill(1944) place 

the images of the journey and the circle arnidst an abundance of realistic detail and 

Margaret Laurence's The Stone Anoel(1964) does likewise. Laurence also makes use of the 

image of water and her artistic technique suggests a link between al1 three images and the 

final phase of the life journey of the ninet-y-year-old Hagar Shipley. Al1 three novels will 

be discussed later in this chapter. 
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The images of the journey and the circle contained in the "story" of a life are 

examples of larger archet+ images, images commented upon by Thomas R. Cole in 

Journey of Life: A Cultural History of Acine in Amerka (1992). Cole discusses the 

history of the image of the circle in the journey of life motif, noting its antecedents in the 

medieval wheel of life and the wheel of Fortune. In her work on the Vollendungsroman, 

Constance Rooke has taken this circle image and used it to illustrate her concept of the 

different phases of the life cycle. In "Old Age in Contemporary Fiction", Rooke notes that 

she coined the term Voliendungsromn by comparing the novels of old age wirh those of 

the "bildungsroman", the novels of youthful developrnent. She feels that the "novels of 

growing up" complement the novels of "completion or winding up" in old age. The two 

genres are inter-related in Rooke's depiction of the circular progression of life, and she 

sees a link between the firsr task in youth with its "const~ct ion of ego" and the last task 

of old age with its "deconstnictionn (245). For Rooke, "deconstruction" in old age 

depends upon the ability of the elderly protagonist to move away from the house of the 

body and its "furniture" of identity, into "the natural world" (255). 

English-Canadian fiction provides many examples of fictional old people who 

get out and away from their house and seek a more natural environment, one in which 

the image of a circular journey is often associated with what Rooke cals the "forrnlessness 

and mobilityn of the image of water (255). Hagar Shipley's journey from her house to 

an abandoned cannery next to the ocean at Shadow Point is a notable example. Another 

example occurs in Janette Turner Hospital's short story, "1 Saw Three Ships", in which 

Old Gabe leaves his rooming house to fish by the ocean. Here he is described as "reeling 
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in his past" and thinking, "The whole wheeling world cornes back to where it srarted, 

there's no help for it" (Isobars,84). 

The circular journey through memory meets the human need for movemenr 

which continues into old age. This need is one which is frustrated by a lack of physical 

mobiliry in old age, but one which can be met in the journeyings of retrospect. As the 

English writer Ronald Blyrhe points out in The View in Winter: 

The most irreconcilable aspect of age is the destruction of progressive 
movemenr, that hard fact of having corne to the end of the journey when 
custom and instinct still insist that one can and should go on$) 

The interviews of old people that Blythe conducted suggested to him that the old return 

to the memories of childhood because it is there that they find the "pace" they need. He 

feels that, through retrospect, these old people are able to "embark ... for the beginning, 

where things still move fast and are bright and clearly defined" (5). This continuing desire 

for movement in Iife, is particularly appropriate to a consideration of old age in 

English-Canadian fiction. In Divisions on a Ground (1987), Northrop Frye notes the 

Canadian "obsession with movement and transportation", the " restlessness" and Eonstant 

movement up and down [the] immensely long and narrow corridor" that is Canada(5O). 

Such rnovement is andogous to that of the elderly protagonists in Canadian fiction who 

Pace "up and down" the physicai limits of the house they have placed against Nature. The 

house becomes a metaphor for the limits of their ageing bodies and many of these old 

protagonists displace their restlessness into a journey away from the body and into the 



In old age, the journey into rnemory is seleaive and makes use of the 

imagination to find some meaning and order at the end of a long life. In "Reminiscence 

and the Life Review: Prospects and Retrospects" (1986), Kathleen Woodward analyzes 

several works of fiction including Joyce Cary's To Be a P i l~ r im (1942) and Becketr's 

Krapo's Last Tape (1958). Woodward suggesu that the use of the imagination in old age 

is similar to the use of the imagination in the writing of lirerature. In an introduction ro 

Woodward's article, Sally Gadow cornments: 

Behind each of [Woodward's] analyses looms the quesrion centrai to the 
issue of meaning in aging: 1s the act of imagination that creates, for 
example, literary works, the same process whereby the individual makes 
meaning and sense of aging? (Woodward, 135) 

A similar creative process is noted a few years later by the psychologist, Edmund 

Sherman, in Reminiscence and the Self in Old A P ~  (1991). Sherman observes the 

"narrative function of rerniniscence" in the old and "the tendency of the elderly 

participants [in his study] to attempt to integrate their life narratives, to make their life 

histories cohere into a unity" (Shermaq88). 

The link between the creating of a life story in old age and the construction of 

a work of fiction is not only apparent through the use of the imagination, but also 

through the use of imagery. In "Hagar's Old Age: The Stone A n ~ e l  as Vollmdungsromann, 

Constance Rooke notes the connection between Robert Butler's clinical observation of 
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the life review as "a highly visual process" @utler,68) and the visual aspects contained in 

the imagery used in the "literary process". As Rooke points out, 

The verisimilitude of Hagar's 'poetic voice', as a register of proliferating 
images - birds and eggs, for exarnple, images that we associate with death 
and captivity and rebirth - is vindicated by Butler's work.(39) 

Earlier in the same article, Rooke comments directly on the way Hagar writes the story 

of her life: 

Hagar is not unlike her author in the need to tease out and shape the 
meanings of her material. Memory ù an art.(29) 

Further, i ~ .  "Old Age in Contemporary Fiction: A New Paradigm, of Hope", Rooke has 

remarked upon the importance of the life review as "a common stnicniral device" and in 

"Oh Whar a Paradise It Seems: John Cheever's Swan Song", she commenrs on new 

perspectives which c m  be obtained through the process of the life review. As she explores 

the relationship between Cheever's old age and approaching death and his Iast text, Rooke 

is aware of what she calls the "fictionality of Iife [which] is suggested by the analogy 

between living and wriring a life story". She goes on to observe: 

The elderly protagonist is often cast as a person looking back on (or 
reading) the "story" that he or she has written and continues to write in 
life. In selecting, shaping, and evduating the data of memory, the 
protagonist (as author and critic) creates once more a sense of identiry (the 



protagonist as fiaional character). (209) 

An awareness of new perspectives and new life stories to be creared through 

retrospect has also been commented upon in sociological studies of the life review. In his 

book, A-inp and Reminiscence Processes: Social and Clinical Im lications (1986), Peter 

G. Coleman notes that the significance of events in life cannot be appreciated fully at the 

time, but only later in retrospect. For Lm, the "achieving of a perspective depends on a 

view £rom a distance" (3); the further on in life one is, the more connections can be made 

between events. Coleman goes on to comment on "the development of a 'lifespan 

perspective' on ageing" (6) in gerontological studies and acknowledges that to properly 

understand the behaviour of the old in the present, consideration must be taken of their 

memories of the distant past. Coleman's observations are analogous to the possibilities of 

Laurence's awareness of a "different perspective" as the wheel of life turns "full circle". As 

the old travel towards new and distant horizons of the self in old age, events from the past 

can be seen as life's turning points and the process of ordering a life can begin. 

To understand the process of retrospective ordering and the part it plays in the 

journey of life, this chapter wil1 initially explore the ordering involved in the self-editing 

and writing of a life through retrospect. Robertson Davies' Fifth Business (1970), Janette 

Turner Hospital's The Tiper in the Tiger Pit (1983) and Jane Rule's short story, 

"Puzzlen,will first be commented upon as providing clear examples of the artistic 

technique that can be used to describe the way an elderly protagonist becomes the author 

of his or her own life and begins to write the novel of this life through a retrospective 
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journey into memory. Following this, the main images used in the way retrospect is 

presented in the fiction of old age will be discussed. 

The writing of a life story is a task undertaken by the schoolmaster, Dunstan 

Ramsay, in Robertson Davies' Fifth Business (1970). Ramsay writes his "memoirn (15) 

in the form of a report to the Headmaster of his school. At the opening of the second 

section of the first chapter he questions: 

But why, you will ask, am I writing to you at dl?  Why, after a 
professional association of so many years, during which I have been 
reticent about my persona1 affairs, am I impelled now to offer you such a 
statement as this? (5-6) 

His answer reflects his need, at the age of seventy-one, to make things right, to become the 

author of his own life. He  has undertaken to write his life story because he objects to a 

piece in the school's College Chronicle which he sees as portraying him "as a typical old 

schoolmaster doddering into retirement with tears in his eyes and a drop hanging from 

his nosen (6). His role as editor of his own life is evident when he comments, "it is not by 

piling up detail rhat 1 hope to achieve my picture, but by putting the emphasis where 1 

think ir belongs" (9). As noted in the Introduction, when Davies employs the srrategy of 

using an elderly protagonist, he too, like Ramsay, places the "emphasis where [he] think[s] 

it belongs", rather than attempting to examine the process of ageing. 
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The selective ordering of the life story constructed by the old in fiction is even 

more explicit in Hospital's The Tiper in the T i ~ e r  Pit. In this novel, the seventy-three-year 

-old Edward Carpenter larnents being "mmacled to [an] unedited and unacceptable life" 

(43). He dreams of an "alternate a~tobio~raphy" and the narrator comments: 

It seemed to him expedient now to edit and revise his life, to compose a 
variant past, to approach death from a different and more bearable 
direction. (15) 

The process of editing and revising is not an easy one, but the selection process protects 

the author. As Edward observes, 

Hoar selecrive the memory gets, codding and pandering.(L 12) 

What Edward cannot bear is the "tomring knowledge of the turning points, with no 

possibility of skipping a chapter, going back a page, excising" (1 14, the acknowledgment 

that "[alfter seventy, one craved unremittingly for the roads not taken" (14). Faced with 

the prospect of such mental anguish, Edward concludes, "1 have to edit" (113). His 

decision and its selective nature are seen as a stay against mental chaos, against the bad 

decisions and poor choices in a life. The appeal of retrospect is evident when Edward 

ruminates: 

Revised editions possible, no doubt, and maybe even beneficial. Try again, 



begin again. Fast forward in time. Experirnent number w o :  things as they 
might have happened. Should have happened. (7 1) 

Edward builds an dternate route through memory, a new construct which turns him in 

a different direction and d o w s  him to create a satisfactory "ending" (242) to the story of 

his life.' 

Frorn the above, it can be seen that the retrospen of an elderly protagonist can 

lead to a form of ordering. In some instances, such a protagonist is actiially portrayed as 

an author, one who is inadvertently also in the process of shaping his or her life story. An 

example of this occurs in Jane Rule's short story, "Puzzle". Here Ella Carr, an elderly 

writer in her late seventies, anempts to put together and complete the "puzzle" of her life. 

As the narrator comments: 

Dying is gathering up the pieces, the bright and the dark, fitting them 
together, puzzling out the true picture, seeing it at last.("Puzzlen,273) 

Not all elderly protagonists in English-Canadian fiction who journey into retrospect are 

depicted, like Ella, as seeking the answer to the puzzle of life. In Joyce Marshall's short 

story, "So Many Have Died", ninety-one-year-old Georgiana Dinsborough has no desire 

to become the author of her long life, but accepts memory as "pure memory" and nor as 

a source for questions to be answered. As the narrator describes it: 

From time to time she considered her life (or, as it sometimes seemed, her 



life came back to consider her) though more as pure memory, she had to 
admit, than as material for questions she m u s  answer.(Marshall,99) 

As an agnostic, Georgiana's responb to old age by writing her life in the present; she 

performs and plays the expected "caricatare" (102, 106) of old age for her family, but has 

found her own old age " hideous" and without form, a "feeling of looseness, of belonging 

nowhere, not even with her own body". For Georgiana, 

The gaieties of old age were like the rare gaieties of adolescence, sarne sense 
of spinning off towards some wonderful country that was waiting to 
receive you if you could only find the way. But now you knew there was 
no such country and no way, and treasured and drank the joy.(I 10) 

Georgiana is described as having "trained herself to think dong the edge of her mind" 

(105). She has no desire ro give shape and form to her life through the exercise of 

imagination on memory and no desire to "find the way" to other countries of the mind. 

When elderly protagonists do undertake an incerior journey of the mind, this 

journey is often mirrored by an actual journey in the course of the novel. Before the 

joumey is undertaken, some of these protagonias are depicted metaphorically as chafing 

restlessly against the limitations of the "house" they live in. Two of Frederick Philip 

Grove's characrers fit into this scenario. As we have already seen, in Our Daily Bread the 
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sixty-eight-year-old John Elliot is portrayed as confined to his house and repeatedly 

waking up and down one room. From here, he eventually sets out on a solitary journey 

to the distant homes of his children. Similarly, as we shall soon see, in The Master of the 

Mill, Grovets Sam Clark, an old man in his eighties, is described in the opening paragraph 

as restlessly pacing up and down a large hall of his house. Sam, too, gets out and away in 

the regdar solirary car ides he takes through "The Loop" outside his home. In a sirnilar 

way, Margaret Laurence's Hagar Shipley in The Stone Anoel is also depicted as being 

confined with a restless energy indoors and eventually breaking out into new paths of 

awareness. The ninety-year-old Hagar initially describes herself as "stump[ing] around 

[her] room, remembering furiously" and as being "rampant with rnemory" (3). Hagar 

eventually gets away from this room and her house and journeys alone by bus to Shadow 

Point, a place from her ps t .  

The solitary journey that Elliot, Sam and Hagar rake in old age back into the 

far reaches of the mind reflects another aspect of the Canadian sensibility. Exploration and 

isolation are familiar themes in Canadian literature and, as Margaret Atwood has noted 

in Survivd (1972), 

Pushed a little further, the "exploration" story takes on overtones of 
another kind of journey into the unknown: the journey into the unknown 
regions of the self ....( i 13) 

Such an individual journey into the mind has overtones of what Northrop Frye has 

described in The Bush Garden (1971) as particularly Canadian, a "feeling for the immense 
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searching distance, with the lines of communication extended to the absolute limit". For 

Frye, the Canadian perspective is "horizon-focussed" (10) and he sees this sense of 

"probing into the distance" as something inherited from the Canadian vqyageurs (222). It 

is also an aspecr of the larger archetypal image contained in literature in such works as 

Tennyson's "Ulysses" or T.S. Eliot's "The Dry Salvages". Both of these works present a 

resonant image of ageing travellers still striving forward even as old age signals the final 

phase in the voyage of life. In old age, the traveller journeys towards distant horizons 

which are far away from the house of the ageing body. The unknown horizons of life are 

striven for by travelling through new pathways of the mind, pathways which cm only be 

determined from the distant perspective possible at the end of a long life.' 

The perspective of an old person is the f o w  of the opening pages of Our Dailv 

Bread, The Master of the Mill and The Stone An~el .  In al1 three instances, emphasis is 

placed on the visual aspect of the life review process contained in the pages which follow. 

Though only fifty-five when Our Daily Bread begins, John Elliot Senior resembles an old 

man, dressed in grey and "grey of hair and beard" (3), as he surveys his farm property 

from a vantage point halfway up a slope which leads away from his house. Later in the 

novel, Elliot is described as becoming a "spectator" (134) in life. In the opening paragraph 

of The Master of the Mill, Sam Clark is portrayed as an "old, old man" (1) who constantly 

seeks the view at night from one of the windows of his hillside home. Towards the end 

of the novel, he, too, is described in a similar fashion to Elliot, as "standing outside of 

things, a bewildered looker-on" (371). Further, The Stone Anzel opens with the voice of 

ninety-year-old Hagar Shipley recalling the "sightless eyes" of the Stone angel which 



"viewed" (3) Manawaka from the edge of a hill above the town. In each instance, the 

opening focus on perspective is followed by the elderly protagonist undertaking an 

interior journey of the rnind. As the old person begins the journey of retrospect, he or she 

turns from the restricted perspective of the view outside the self to the boundless view 

inside. 

In Our Dailv Bread, Frederick Philip Grove uses the image of the journey to 

explore a tirne in EKotts Life when he begias to move out of the passage of chronological 

time and into "visions of the past" (182). The first focus on these visions occurs when 

Elliot visits the house of his daughter, Cathleen. The narrative is interrupted at this point 

and Elliot is, in effect, placed on stage at his daughter's home as he tells "stories and 

anecdotes" (181) from his p s t .  This episode is contained in Book Two in the chapter 

"John Elliot Goes A-Travelling". At this point, Elliot is still in his fifties, but as he enters 

his seventies in "Book Three: In Exile", the emphasis on both physical and psychological 

journeys increases. In the chapter "John Elliot Passes from Hand to Hand" (350) Elliot 

visits several of the homes of his scattered children and during his travels "the old man" 

begins to "[lose] track of the passage of time". As the narrator describes it, 

occasionally he would obstinately, persistently act and speak as if the time 
were not the present but the past.(35O) 

Earlier in Book Three, Elliot begins to become aware of "curious lapses" of thought, "as 

if the continuity of rime were broken" (302). As he looks back on the past, Elliot searches 



73 

it for the sense of order and continuity he fmds missing in old age. 

Elliot's search leads him, through retrospea, back to a "vision" (243) of the past 

containing an idealised version of his early life with his wife, Martha, their children and 

the family house in Sedgeby, Saskatchewan. This vision is first described when Elliot is 

sixty-eight, with "[olld age ... approaching" (242). As he sits in his now empty house, he 

is described as having "eyes [which] were unseeing" and yet which 

seemed to see things: the children at play after dark, in this very dining 
room, by the light of the larnp, with Gladys knitting perhaps, she being the 
oldest, and with his wife sining by, her han& in her lap, and looking on 
over the rim of her glasses.(243) 

As he aga, Elliot lives more and more with such "phantoms of the past" (352) and turns 

increasingly back to this vision. 

ki the final chapter of the novel, "A Last Emotion and a Pilgrimage", the vision 

of the house at Sedgeby is described as having one major "flaw" (375): Elliot sees it exactly 

as it was twenty years ago and makes no allowance for the passage of rime. By the end of 

the novel it is this "visiont' that lies behind al1 this "thoughts" and "reflections" and to 

which he clings as he makes his final journey, one in which he circles back to his "empty 

house" (377). So desperate is Elliot for this vision of the past that he fmally crawls towards 

it on his han& and knees (388). Tragically, Elliot's wanderings have not led him into any 

new pathways of the mind. He does journey out and away from the house and life he 

knew as a younger man, but is unable to h d  new pathways in old age and is forced back 
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to a static vision of the past. This vision is linked to a journey that concludes with the 

physicai reality of death in the body of a decaying house. 

The image of the journey is dso pivotai to the portrayal of Sam Clark in The 

Master of the Mill. In this later work, Grove explores in more detail what happens to an 

old person when he or she looks back over a long Me. Like Elliot, Sam undertakes a 

circular joumey, but his is by car in the regular driving of "The Loop" which he has 

established outside his home. Sam's repetitive circular journey is analogous to rhat of the 

elderly Japanese cyclist in Jack Hodgins' short story, "The Sumo Revisions", contained 

in The Barclay Farnilv Theatre (1981). Hodgins' old cyclist rides al1 day, every day, 

around the edge of the moat which surrounds the Emperor's palace. As with Sam, there 

is a positive sense of trying to escape and yet a sense of danger also exisrs alongside any 

attempt to break out of the circle. Both authors suggest the liberating and dangerous 

consequences of such an action. Sam's request to stop at the fork of the road on one of 

these journeys around "The Loop" is preci~itated by the movement of the car down "a 

steep slope", one which results in him "opening his eyes" (97) to one of the turning points 

in his life. In this instance, Grove revivifies a dead metaphor and makes ir new by having 

Sam travel down an actual geographicd slope. The journey down this slope is necessary 

if Sam is going to be able to find the way to a new psychological perspective.' 

As in Our Dailv Bread, The Master of the Mill offers the reader a glirnpse into 

the psychology of an old man's mind. As Rudy Wiebe has pointed out in "A Novelist's 

Persona Notes on Frederick Philip Grove", 



a Grove novel can teach a young wnter a great deal about "stills", vivid 
motionless pictures where everything for a moment stands as still, 
suspended as if caught in a perfect mirror.(Wiebe,219) 

In the opening scene of The Master of the Mill, the reader is offered "stills" which, as 

Grove describes it in It Needs To Be Said ... (1929) , enable the reader to "look on at what 

is happening from the inside" (Grove, 76). The "old, old man" described at the beginning 

of the first chapter is not named as Sam Clark straight away and thus Grove presents the 

reader with the "still" of an anonymous old man. The reader becomes a spectator to the 

journey of retrospect in the old and to the mental stniggle of coming to terms with the 

need for such a journey as death draws near. 

As Sam stands near the window in the opening xene of The Master of the Mill, 

he is described as realising 

that what he was doing in thus analysing and finaly reviewing his life was 
preparing himself for death. He was setting his mental and spiritual house 
in order; not uncil he had done so could he rest, could he lie in peace ....( 5) 

At the end of life, Sam stands positioned for the final analysis of a past which is almost 

complete and for the viewpoint of a final perspective. In "analysing" and "reviewing" a 

life, different interpretations are possible. Grove acknowledges this in "Rebels All" when 

he States: 

The world of facts is unknown to us. The world of our interpretations is 



known. Even in our own lives, in looking back, we do not see the facts, 
but merely our interpretations of those facts .... Who has not gone through 
the experience that the interpretation of an episode changed as life 
proceeded? (74) 

As an author, Grove prepares his reader to watch the process of Sam's "interpretation" of 

his life. Author, reader and elderly protagonist are al1 spectators, with both author and 

reader watching the interpretative process of an "old, old man". In "Flaubert's Theories 

of Artistic Existence", Grove defines the artist as "spectator" (4). His position is mirrored 

in the placing of Sam where he can look through a window at life and begin a 

retrospective journey in which he becomes the author of a life which can be interpreted 

and "justified in his eyestt (387). 

As he begins this journey, Sam is also being watched by two women who have 

had roles to play in his life. Grove presents a picnire of cwo women looking at each other 

and at the old man who gets up ro look at a view that he has "carefully avoided" in earlier 

times. The suggestion is implicit that only in old age is he ready ro approach rhis view. 

The first words of the novel record a "smile of comprehension" (1) which passes between 

the two women. However, the narrator is quick to point out that "it was doubtful 

whether either of the women realized what went on in the old man" (2). The view of the 

women is limited and, at the close of the chapter, the narrator again refers to the 

inadequacy of their response, in particular that of Sam's daughter-in-law, Lady Clark: 

The historic bearings of [Sam's] life escaped her as they escaped the other 
woman. She saw in him simply a human being that had lived beyond his 



tirne, lovable, frail, and tragic because he who had once been young was old 
. . . . (6) 

A true picture of Sam is beyond the two women, and, in turn, his view is poorly defined. 

He looks from the window across a space between the house and the mil1 which has 

played such a pivotal part in his life. The mil1 now has no more than a "shadowy 

existence" (3) and his contemplation of it takes place "night after night" (1,4), never in the 

light of day. 

The opening emphasis on age and perspective continues in the rest of the first 

cha~ter. Sam is described as an "old man ... in his hoary old age" ( 3 4 ,  one who repeatedly 

seeks the same view: 

Night after night he rose at last and went to the window, here in the hall, 
or upstain in the gallery, to stare at the d l ,  at first puzzled, but gradually 
working out in his rnind certain things which, the clearer they became, the 
more amazed him. Till at last, in order to explain them to himself, he 
began to review his whole life; or at lem such parts of that life as stood out 
with sufficient decisiveness. (4) 

The fragmentation of Sam's life review into "parts" emphasises his particular perspective, 

one that cm only make sense "to hirnself'. Grove's focus on the life review process of one 

old man is evident in the "inevitable form" he claimed to have found for this novel. In her 

article, "The 'Message' and the 'kievitable Form' in The Master of the Mill", Beverley 

Mitchell quotes Grove's comment that this was "the only form in which the book [could] 

convey its message" @ditchell,74). Grove wrote at lean eight versions of the novel, al1 of 
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which have been examined by Robin Mathews. In "F.P. Grove: An Important Version 

of The Master of the Mill Discovered", Mathews describes the difference between the 

pubIished version and what he calls "the Edmund version" (h4athewsJ3). In the ~ublished 

text he notes that "the memory and recdl structure is increased", and that 

Grove's shift of narrative technique in the published t e s  is dependent 
upon his rearrangement of time in the novel. Both versions relate a large 
chunk of history. But the Edmund version deals, step by step, with a large 
slice of Sam's life. The published t e s  concentrates everything into the last 
days of Sam's life, du&g which tirne he is reviewing his soul's history 
....(2 48) 

Grove's "inevitable form" can thus be seen to change the focus of the novel to the 

retrospect of an old man in "the last days" of his life. 

Having established the need for retrospect in an old man, Grove closes the first 

chapter by embarking Sam on a new journey. He does this in a significant way that will 

also be seen in the andysis of Laurence's The Stone Ancel. Both works are planned so that 

small details have a larger significance than merely being part of a realistic background or 

ordering of events. At the end of the opening chapter, Grove turns Sam back away from 

the window and places him under the light of an enormous chandelier, the light from 

which is fragmented by its crystals. The focus is now on Sam as he purposefully changes 

course and heab for the door of the library, planning to sleep there and not continue with 

the regular route to his bedroom at night. He rnakes for the library door "without 

stopping" (6) and thus figuratively steps into a different psychological room, one that will 
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give shape to an "old man's thought" (2) with the order and meaning of words. By 

choosing a different route, Sam steps into chambers of his mind which will take hirn away 

from routine thought and into the more difficult mental challenge of interpreting a life 

through retrospect. 

Entering different chamben of the mind is something which is only possible 

for Sam in old age. At one point in the novel, Sam is descnbed as having spent a lifetime 

outside the conversations of any rooms he mighr have entered: 

he was like one entering a room where there was in progress a conversation 
to which he had neither due nor cue; and such rooms he had been entering 
throughout his life.(371) 

As he travels into memory, Sam is able to move away £rom the position of spectator into 

psychological rooms in which he is an intimate participant in the "conversation". At one 

 oint, he is described as sharing the "vision" of an old man with Lady Clark. As has been 

noted, the thoughts of Sam and the two women in the room with him as the novel begins 

are completely separated. However, as an ailing Sam journeys through retrospect md 

Lady Clark nurses him, 

suddenly, by a sort of tramference of thought, she became aware that the 
visions, hers and the old man's, had merged; as if their blood were beating 
in a common pulse. She knew that he saw what she saw ....( 264) 

Shonly afterwards, another "fleeting" recollection seems "once more to make one mind 
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out of two" (269). This "tram ference of thought" is only momentary and then the pachs 

taken are again in different directions. 

Grove carefully ensures that Sam's journey into the past is not jus seen as the 

description of an old man's reff ections. At the opening of the second chapter the narrator 

comments: 

Reliving a past life is a different thing from merely reflecting upon it.(7) 

At this point, Sam actually begins to relive the journey of his life and Grove marks this 

turning point by having Sam once again move towards the window from which he can 

see the d l .  He is described as doing this when things begin to "crystallize" in his mind 

and at this moment, the window becomes "blurred" with rain and the reflection of the 

mil1 in the water is "shartered and broken into a million luminous shards". The outline 

of the mil1 appears "to stand behind a veil". Instead of looking "through the glas", Sam 

turns away from "merely reflecting" towards acnially "reliving a past life" (7) and through 

this he considers the multiple possibilities of its interpretation. As at the end of the first 

chapter, what on in the of Sam's rnind is spotlighted. However, now the 

view sought is no longer exterior, but the interior vision of the rnind. 

The first instance of Sam's actually "reliving" the past is figurarively presented 

as Sam makes one of his routine journeys through "The Loop" outside his home. He 

breaks out of the routine "loop" of "merely reflecting" on the past and orders his driver 

to stop at a "fork" in the road; one path of this fork Ieads to the house, one to the stables 
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and "car-sheds" (97). Sam rejects the latter and heads on foot to the house and the room 

of his choice at the end of the first chapter, the library. Once in the library, Sam walks 

into his past and begins the journey into a new aspect of the self, one that is not 

illurninated by the "shards" of a crystal chandelier, but one that is exposed in the library 

under the constant light of an "electric floor-lamp". As the narrator notes, later that same 

day , 

the senator, in evening clorhes, still impersonating the man he had been, 
was in the library, poring over the old plans under the light of an electric 
floor-lamp. He was not conscious of any impersonation; he was reliving, 
living the past. (107) 

Sam's joumey into the past is broken when Lady Clark enters the library and turns on the 

lights of the chandelier above him. This light brings Sam back into the present and 

illuminates the figure of a shanered old man: 

Painfully, the senator awoke to reality. He was not Sam; this was not 
Maud [Sam's wife]. It was that Maud who was Lady Clark; and he was a 
man over eighty years old. 

It was too much of a shock; he sat down; and the tears were running 
down his hollow cheeks. (1 13) 

Reliving the past brings home to Sam the stark reality of the physical present. One of the 

elderly protagonists in Jane Rule's Memorv Board (1987) encapsulates this idea of 

travelling between the physical and the spiritual when he is described as thinking that 
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"[wle park Our bodies like cars ... and walk off into books, memories, drearns, and the 

more intense the experience is the harder it is to h d  Our way back into Our fleshly means 

of transport" (232). Grove's portrayal of Sam suggests this difficulty through the image 

of despairing old age surrounded by the books of a library and the memories of a past. 

From the vantage point of old age, the elderly protagonist is able to look back 

and see retrospectively the turning points in life's journey. What may not have had much 

significance at the time takes on a new importance in retrospect. Grove presents this new 

direction in thought when he has Sam literally stop at the fork in the road before 

ernbarking on a different psychological pathway . Sam's recollections are voluntary ; he 

requests a second ride around "The Loopn so that he can continue with the progress of his 

memories. Margaret Laurence, on the other hand, uses memory triggers as a strucrural 

device to take the old person back to the critical moments of a life. As she notes in 

"Gadgetry or Growing: Form and Voice in the Novel", 

Al1 Hagar's memories are touched off by something which occurs in her 
present, and 1 think this is legitirnate and the way it redly happens.(83) 

In The Stone Angel, Hagar's journey into retrospect is triggered not only by external 

objects such as the painting on the w d  of her doctor's waiting-room (82), but also by the 
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recollection of "the scent of cowslips" shortly after which she describes herself as being 

"rampant with memory" (5). Jack Hodgins uses a sirnilar device in The Honorary Patron 

(1987) when he describes the elderly Professor Crane's memory as being sent "reeling 

back" (13) by the scent of lily of the d e y .  When Hagar's memories are evoked, she 

begins a retrospective journey and her first-person narrative implies an attempt to order 

the life she has lived by the telling of its story. 

Margaret Laurence often spoke of the srructural problems of moving between 

the present and the past in fiction. In "Gadgetry or Growing", she comments on the 

trouble she had with the form of The Stone An-1 and its "flashbacks" into the past from 

the present tense. Laurence's dilemma lay in deciding whether the flashbacks should be 

in chronological order and she acknowledges that this ordering "is not, after d l ,  the way 

people actually remember" ("Gadgerryn,56). However, Laurence chose this method to 

simplify things for the reader. In a similar way, Grove's choice of chronological 

flashbacks for Sam Clark facilitates the reader's approach to what cm be a confusing 

novel. For Laurence, part of the reason the flashback rnethod works in the portrayal of 

Hagar is that Hagar "& so old, living largely in her past, does - like many old people - 

remember the distant past better than more recent events" (83). In order to enter this past 

Laurence uses the image of the journey to allow a technical narrative perspective which 

encompasses a vas  span of time in Hagar's life. 

Like Sam, when Hagar journeys into memory in The Stone Ancel, she too 

travels down a "steep slope". The "steep slopes" at Shadow Point lead her down to some 

of her darkest and mort repressed memories. Arriving by tmck ac the entrance ro Shadow 



Point sbe comments, 

... I'm standing among trees that extend al1 the way down the steep slopes 
to the sea.(i5O) 

Hagar moves down her "steep slopes" to the old fish cannery. Here, she first sedes down 

in what was possibly the manager's home and from this abandoned building she notes that 

The windows are broken and when 1 look outside 1 see a larger building a 
short distance away, right beside the sea.(153) 

Hagar then moves from the ground floor of this building upstairs to an empty bedroom, 

and here again the emphasis is on her view: 

From the bedroom window 1 c m  look out to the darkening trees and 
beyond them to the sea. Who would have thought I'd have a room with a 
view?(155) 

By having Hagar journey down "steep slopes" and then from room to room at different 

levels in the shell of a home, Laurence employs a form which suggests the descent of the 

body towards death and the possibilities which exist when "a room with a view" is 

included amongst the chambers of the mind. By moving Hagar from room to room in the 

fish cannery Laurence suggests a journey through the different rooms of the mind and an 

approach to death which is analogous to that described by Morley Callaghan in A Wild 
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Old Man on the Road (1988), a novel wrinen when Callaghan was himself eighty-five. In 

this novel, the sïxty-two-year-old Jeremy Monk's "voyages" are likened to those of the 

"ancient mariner" (1 15) and Jeremy describes his final voyage into death as "jwt iike 

opminga door into anotbe-r room" (181). In a similar way, Laurence's use of the image of a 

"chambered nautilus" (162) in Hagar's description of herself wher she moves, yet again, 

into the fish cannery itself, reflects Hagar's journey from one room to another. The 

many-chambered spiral sheU of the nautilus has an interior of pearl and the sheen of a 

different perspective becomes possible for Hagar in the depths of the mernories evoked at 

Shadow Point.' 

To  set her "mental and spiritual house in order", Hagar, like Sam, turns away 

from the view outside to a view within. After her first night at Shadow Point, she is 

awakened by rain "slanting in" (161) through a broken window pane. The rain coming in 

through Hagar's window is a similar artistic constmct to the tear in the screen of the 

window in Edward Carpenter's room in Hospital's The Tirer in the T i l r  Pit. Further, 

such techniques resemble Grove's use of blurring and broken images associated wirh rain 

at a window in The Master of the Mill. It was at that point in Grove's novel that Sam 

began to relive his pst ;  sirnilarly, as Hagar lies behind the broken window with the rain 

corning in, there is a shift in her thought processes. For the first time in the novel, she 

loses her bearings and what has been, before this, embarrassment at absent-minded 

mistakes becomes now a fully fledged mental shift into reliving another time. Hagar 

believes she is back in her house with her son Marvin and his wife, and not at Shadow 

Point. 
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Hagar's description of the r a b  opens one chapter of her stay at Shadow Poinr, 

while the subsequent chapter begins with a description of the Sun. In this chapter, Hagar's 

"journey" continues as she moves "out the door" (186) of the manager's old house towards 

her psychological lf well in the wilderness" (187). Laurence has discussed the biblical 

analogy in The Stone Aneel and remarks thar, "in the case of my Hagar, the wilderness 

is within" (Fabre,198). In her stay at Shadow Point, Hagar progresses frorn self-doubt to 

self-knowledge, by exploring the deepest parts of her personal wilderness. From the 

wilderness wirhout she moves to the wildemess within and this movement is figuratively 

expressed in her words: 

Then 1 cross the weed-grown lane, open the cannery door, and look 
inside. (2 14) 

When Hagar opens the door of the cannery she is brought "full circle" back to the 

junkyard of Manawaka. The inside of the cannery is "[a] place of remnants and oddities" 

(215), a " wilderness" of mernories of another time. 

Inside the cannery, Hagar begins what Rooke has termed the "deconstruction 

of ego". As she approaches Shadow Point by bus, Hagar describes herself as sitting "[rligid 

as marble ... solid and stolid to outward view" (146). Now she becomes a Lear-like 

inhabitant of the natural world. With June bugs adorning her hair, she describes herself 

as "queen of moth-millers, empress of earwigs' (216). In a world reverting to nature, one 

which man has abandoned, Hagar is consrantly aware of the presence of the ocean. She 
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sees it from the manager's empty house and now sits arnong relics which make the 

cannery resemble the "sea-chest of some old and giant sailor", with ropes "like tired 

serpents" and the "skeleton" of a "derelia Gshboat" (215). Only after Murray F. Lees joins 

her in this seaing is Hagar able to describe the reaction of an old woman to the proximiry 

of the sea, an indefinable and uncontrollable element from which she is now only 

separated by the skeletd framework of the cannery. Hagar's description suggests the 

psychological turmoil of the Ancient Mariner that she so resembles at this point and to 

which Laurence alludes earlier in the text when Hagar describes herself as an "old 

mariner", refers to the albatross and quotes directly from Coleridge's poem (1 86). Now 

Hagar's mental distress is evident in the following: 

Outside, the sea nuzzles at the floorboards that edge the water. If 1 were 
alone, 1 wouldn't find the sound soothing in the slightest. I'd be drawn out 
and out, with each receding layer of water to its beginning, a depth as dien 
and chi11 as some far frozen planet, a night sea hoarding sly-eyed serpents, 
killer whales, swarrning phosphorescent creatures dead to the daytime, a 
black sea sucking everything into itself, the spent gull, the trivial garbage 
from boats, and men proteaed from eternity only by their soft and fearful 
flesh and their seeing eyes. But 1 have a companion and so I'm safe, and the 
sea is only the sound of water slapping against the planking.(224-5) 

By placing the ninev-year-old Hagar in a deteriorating building next co the 

ocean, Laurence presents the image of an old woman with a failing body sitting on the 

edge of the formlessness of eternity, far removed from the security of the bodily house 

which has offered her shape and form for most of her life. As noted in chapter one, 

Hagar's sense of identity is closely tied to the house she lives in. At Shadow Point, Hagar 



is separated from her house and the "shreds and remnants of years" (36) it contains, and 

new voyages into realms away from physical objects remain the only possibility. In "a 
What a Paradise It Seem: John Cheever's Swan Song" Constance Rooke cornrnenrs on the 

link between this process and the use of the image of water in the Vollendungsroman: 

p a t e r ]  generdly signifies rhe flux and open form of nature and is 
associated with the fear of death and the hoG of spiritual renewai. Often 
it is opposed to the house, which is an image of society as opposed to 
nature and the protective carapace of a singdar identity; typically, the aged 
protagonist moves away from the particular house and towards universal 
water. Water functions most powerfully as a symbol of the universal 

- 

quadrant from which we came and to which we must return.(222) 

The need for "spirinid renewal" is suggested when Hagar picks up a pile of empty scdlop 

shells left inside the cannery and probably collected to be used as ash trays. She notes the 

intricate "outside" of each shell, the way "the sea clings to them still" and that "the bland 

inner shell [is] coated with a silken enamel of diluted pearl" (216). Hagar wakes into a new 

form of awareness on her last morning in the cannery and what she h a  observed in the 

scallops becomes a figurative representation of what she now perceives. With the light 

"sting[ing]" her eyes she reaches a turning point. The eyes rhat have resembled those of 

the "sightless" (3) Stone angel in the Manawaka cemetery now begin to see, and Hagar 

realizes: 

Things never look the sarne from the outside as they do from the 
inside. (249) 



It is only dter the above realization that Hagar can corne to terms with a new 

sense of self. Her darkest memories have been brought to light in the religious atmosphere 

suggested in the offering of food and wine by Murray F. Lees and his role as Hagar's 

confessor. Hagar's journey into retrospect began with her view of an "1, Hagar" who is 

"doubtless forgotten" (4) . Now, "with a different perspective", Hagar declares her 

newfound sense of self: 

Stupid old baggage, who do you think you are? H a p .  There's no one like 
me in this world.(2SO) 

By acknowledging the difference in perspective from the outside and from within, Hagar 

can now move towards a form of reconciliation wirh Marvin and towards the hope of 

spiritual fulfilment suggested in the "full" (308) glas of water offered by the nurse at the 

conclusion of the novel. 

Hagar seizes this glass and, holding it, speaks her final two words, "And then 

-" (308). The open-endedness of these words suggests the possibilities of spirituality, 

possibilities which Hagar clings to as an antidote to the formlessness of death. As she is 

moved into smaller and srnaller roorns in the hospital in which she spends her last days, 

Hagar feels herself becoming "bloated and swollen like soft flesh held under by the sea". 

This is a state which is repugnant to her and her need for order is evident when she States, 

"1 like things to be tidy" (307), and longs to 

get back, back to my sleek cocoon, where I'm almost cornfortable, lulled 



by potions. 1 can collect my thoughts there. That's what 1 need to do, 
collea my thoughts.(308) 

Hagar's need to "collect [her] thoughts", to order through retrospect, continues 

until the moment of her death and this need is also expressed by the eighty-year-old Daisy 

Goodwill in Carol Shields' The Stone Diaries (1993). The structure of this novel stresses 

the order of Daisy's retrospect; the chapten are carefully divided and labelled from "Birth" 

to "Death" suggesting the journey of life and the ages of life referred to earlier in this 

chapter. Daisy's need for order is articulated in the middle of the opening chapter when 

she acknowledges a longing to be the author of her life, "to bring symmetry to the various 

discordant elements ... which [she feels] compelled to transform into somerhing clean and 

whole with a line of scripture running beneath it or possibly a Latin mono" (23). Daisy's 

need for shape and order, like Hagar's, is still strong as she approaches "Death". Ln the 

penultimate chapter the narrator makes this clear: 

All she's trying to do is keep things straight in her head. To keep the 
weight of her memories evenly distributed. To hold the chapters of her life 
in order. She feels a new tendemess growing for certain moments; they're 
like beads on a string, and the string is wearing out. At the same time she 
knows that what lies ahead of her must be concluded by the efforts of her 
imagination and not by the straight-faced recital of a throttled and unlit 
history. Words are more and more required. And the question arises: what 
is the story of a life? A chronicle of fact or a skillfully wrought 
impression?(340) 

As they progress towards the final chapter of their lives, both Hagar and Daisy 
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express an urgent need for someone to listen to their story. Hagar longs to force the 

attention of a hospital nurse and inwardly comments, 

Licten. You mut ilrtm. It's important. It 's - qziite an event. (282) 

Similady, as Daisy reflem on the necessity of creating "the story of a life", she is described 

as needing "someone - anyone - to listen" (340). If the listener is a child, the life story 

cornes back "full circle", not only to persona memories of childhood, but also to the child 

who listens. This is the case in "Le vieillard et l'enfant", one of the stories contained in 

Gabrielle Roy's La route d'Altamont (1966). Here, the images of the journey, the circle 

and water corne together in a story which focuses on journeys and memory and the 1s t  

journey of all. A "vieil enfant" (96), Monsieur Saint-Hilaire, cakes a young girl who is fond 

of creating journeys in her mind, to Lake Winnipeg and, as they both look out across the 

lake, he offers her a philosophy of life which is analogous to Laurence's circular journey. 

Looking far into the distance and with the child at his side, he States: 

"Peut-être que tout arrive à former un grand cercle, la fin et le 
recommencement se rejoignant". (12 1) 

At the end of their day's journey, the child still has "une dernière question importante à 

lui poser, qui avait trait à ce qui passe, à ce qui reste ... " (15 1-2), a question that perhaps the 

old can answer with the voice that emerges from the "differenr perspective" possible in old 



age. 

When the old move away from the house of the body towards this new 

perspective, they are often portrayed (like Monsieur Saint-Hilaire) as passing on to 

subsequent generations the wisdom they have gained in a lifetime. As noted earlier in this 

chapter, Hagar and Sam Clark are depicted as having moments in which they connect 

with the next generation, Hagar with Marvin and Sam Clark with his daughter-in-law, 

Lady Clark. However, it is in the work of Ethel Wilson and Rudy Wiebe that this 

process is explored in detail. Each author portrays an elderly protagonist who nor only 

attempts ro bring together the threads of meaning learned from the life experience, but 

who also tries to convey this wisdom to the generations that follow. Such a process will 

be examined in the following chapter. 



Chapter 3 

irhe Wisdom of Old Age: Finding Meaning in the L ife Experience 

...[ Athanase Tallard] reflected on what seemed to him the supreme irony 
of human life. A man had to  corne near the end of it before he acquired 
enough experience and wisdom to qualify him to begin the process of 
living. 

Madennan: Two Solittrdes (93) 

Old age is often considered as synonymous with the acquiremenr of wisdom. 

The wisdom gained through the process of ageing is only touched upon by MacLennan 

in his portrayal of Athanase Tallard. In contrasr, Ethel Wilson's Swamp Angel (1954) and 

Rudy Wiebe's The Blue Mountains of China (1970) are texts which deal in depth with the 

wisdorn of old age. Both texts will be discussed in detail in this chapter. Wilson's 

seventy-eight-year-old Nell Severance and Wiebe's eighty-four-year-old Frieda Friesen are 

elderly protagonists approaching the end of life and both are portrayed as expressing the 

wisdom to be found in the life experience. There are differences and similarities in the 

ways in which Wilson and Wiebe approach the topic of wisdom. Fint, the differences. 

Apart from the contrast between the poise and elegance of Wilson's prose and the 



matter-of-fact tone Wiebe uses in his approach to Frieda's nory, another difference should 

be noted. Wilson's Nell is presented through a third person narrative and Wiebe's Frieda 

through the immediacy of a firsr person narrator. Each choice reflects the different way 

the author deals with wisdom in old age. Wilson uses the artistic strategy of alternating 

between an interna1 and external view of the elderly protagonist to suggest the 

developmem of an inner landscape of the mind and, in contrast, Wiebe focuses on Frieda's 

voice. Both strategies will be considered in detail as each novel is discussed. 

A further difference which could affect the artistic approach to the subject of 

wisdom is the age of each author at the time of writing about the experience of old age. 

Both Wilson and Wiebe portray an elderly fernale protagonist. Wilson presents Nell from 

the perspective of a female author in her sk ies  and Wiebe portrays Frieda from the 

perspective of a mde in his rhirties. It is difficult ro Say which author is more successful. 

Wiebe's convincing portrait of the resilient Frieda is analogous to that of Margaret 

Laurence's indomitable Hagar Shipley, a character created when Laurence was also in her 

rhirties. Whether the age of the author makes a difference in the portrayal of old age is a 

question that is not easily answered. It has been raised by Constance Rooke in "Oh What 

a Paradise It Seems: John Cheever's Swan Song". In her study of the seventy-year-old 

Cheever's hal work, Rooke asks: "What difference does it make if the writer is old and 

nearing death?" (208). Cheever's protagonist is the aged Lemuel Sears and Rooke suggests 

that the narrator of O h  What a Paradise It Seems (1982) is a "ghostly version of both 

Lemuel Sears and John Cheever", one who "points in both directions at once, to the 

protagonist within the text and the author outside of it." In old age, Cheever creates a 
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fiction that is described by Rooke as forming "a bridge from one place to another", one 

chat "spans the gap between m and life and the gap between life and death" (213). For 

Rooke, the writer in old age is especiaily open to the possibilities of insight and wisdom 

at the end of life. 

Rooke's observation is difficult to apply generally to the study of insight and 

wisdom as presented by authors in English-Canadian fiction. In works like Morley- 

Cdlaghan's A Wild Old Man On The Road (1988), published when Callaghan was 

eighty-five, or Robertson Davies' The Cunninl Man (1994) published in Davies' 

eighty-first year, Rooke's notion of the link between elderly protagonist and author is easy 

to discern. It is also possible to see a connection in Ethel Wilson's portrayal of Nell and 

the possibilities of this interplay will be considered in the discussion of S w a r n ~  An~el .  

However, as noted earlier, younger authors like Wiebe and Laurence are also capable of 

producing sensitive portraits of old age. Whether the age of the aurhor makes a difference 

is a question that can only be answered by an examination of individual works. 

Regardless of the age of the author, there are comrnon elements to be found in 

Swamo Aneel and The Blue Mountains of China. Both Wilson and Wiebe present the 

wisdom of old age as a means of comecting one generation to the next. The relationship 

between old Ne11 Severance and young Magie Lloyd is central to Wilson's work and 

Wilson includes a third generation by suggesting the possibilities of Maggiels relationship 

with young Angus Quong. Wiebe also portrays a connection between three generations. 

Through the medium of Frieda's voice, Wiebe links her wisdom with that of her father 

before her and with the pndchildren who follow. This strategy of presenring different 
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generations as a means of expressing the wisdom of old age is one that is used elsewhere 

in English-Canadian fiction, but not given the same emphasis as it is in Swamp Anpel and 

The Blue Mountains of China. For exarnple, in Mazo de la Roche's Y o u n ~  Renny (1935) 

the eighty-year-old Adeline Whiteoak attempts to pass on the wisdom she has learned to 

a pnd-daughter and in the same scene remembers herself as a "tiny child, lifted to her 

father's shoulder to look out on the great world" (83). In contrast to de la Roche, Wilson 

and Wiebe place more focus on the different generations and explore in depth the wisdom 

to be gleaned and passed on from the life experience. In yet another similarity, both 

authors use the metaphor of weaving as a stmcniral device to achieve this. 

The use of the metaphor of weaving to express the reflections of the old appears 

also in several other instances in English-Canadian fiction. It is commonly used not only 

to express the possibilities of dialogue between old and young protagonists, but also of 

inner dialogue between what is old and young within the self. An instance of the latter 

occurs in Kenneth Radu's Distant Relations (1989) which opens with the vivid 

recollection of the seventy-four-year-old Vera Dobriu who journeys back in rnemory to 

a brush with death at the age of ten. Mernories of childhood and youth surface as Vera sits 

outside embroidering a pattern ont0 white linen pillowcases. Movement back into the 

present is accornpanied by the dropping of "several stitches" (7) as mernories of sexual 

passion arouse the body of an old woman. The white linen that Vera embroiders is 

analogous to the last white circle that the grandmother in Ernest Buckler's The Mountain 

and the Vallev (1952) stitches into her quilt. Both instances are related to the search for 

the child within. At the end of the first chapter of Bucklerts novel, the "child" cannot be 
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found by the grandmother. In the concluding chapter, the lives of a family are finally 

contained in the workings of a quilt, but the figure of the solitary grandmother still 

remains questioning, "Where is that child?" and finally commenting, "You never know 

where that child id1 (301). The "child" is David, but Bucklerls artistic strategy also suggests 

the grandmother's search for the child within, a search which frames the novel itself.' 

In both Distant Relations and The Mountain and the Valley, the elderly 

protagonists create patterns between old and Young, but don't contribute much to the 

concept of "wisdom". The literd use of the image of weaving in these novels is also 

apparent in the knirting of the grandmother in the final chapters of W.O. Mitchell's Who 

Has Seen the Wind (1947). In contrast, in Swamp Ance1 and The Blue Mountains of 

China, weaving is used as a metaphor to express in some detail the wisdom drawn from 

a long life. "Web", "thread" and "cord" are central images in these novels and the weaving 

which takes place is a function of both author and elderly protagonist. This is in contrast 

to the use of the image of weaving in the other novels mentioned where the weaving is 

momentarily linked with the figure of an old person, but the concept of old age and 

wisdom does not thread through the novel as a major part of the author's artistic strategy. 

In sociological studies, the image of weaving has been found to be a critical one 

in understanding the wisdom gained as age advances. In "Toward More Human Meanings 

of Aging: Ideals and Images from Philosophy and Art", Geri Berg and Sally Gadow study 

the impact of ageing and how it is revealed in an examination of the early and late works 

of such artists as Michelangelo and Picasso who worked creatively into the eighth and 

ninth decades of their lives. Berg and Gadow feel the metaphor of weaving is particularly 
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suitable because no one particular meaning is capable of unifying the life experience. 

Instead, 

interwoven and mutually reinforcing, [rhe meanings] form a fabric 
sufficient to encompass that experience; we are provided with a fabric as 
variousl~ temred as aging itself, for some of the threads of meaning are 
strong and palpable, while others are elusive and fragile. Thus it is 

- - - 

necessary to weave a dialectic between the fragile abstraction of ideals and 
the more concrete immediacy of images in order to encompass the complex 
possibilities of an experience as profound and universal as aging.(Berg and 
Gadow,92) 

From such a "dialectic" some sense of the final form of the self is achieved. As Berg and 

Gadow conclude: 

Finally, the unity of ideal and image that seems to thread its way 
throughout the fabric of aging expresses the individual's possibility for 
deterrnining final forms - both of the self and the world.(92) 

Berg and Gadow's work suggests that the integration of the self in old age 

depends upon a process of weaving the threads of life into a fabric of meaning. Similarly, 

in The Fountain of Ace (1993), Betty Friedan comments on the work of the American 

psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson, in words which suggest a weaving back and through the 

rhreads of life to achieve a form of wisdom in old age. In Friedan's words, 

When Erikson first developed his theory with his wife Joan, in their 
forties, they saw the final stage of wisdom as simply an objective 



reconciliation of life in the face of death. Now in their eighties themselves 
- the only life-span theonsts so far to look back from that peak persondly 
- they have tried to spell out the ways in which each earlier stage of life is 
recapitulated in the wisdom of old age.(122) 

Erikson's rheory that each of the early stages of life is present in ail of the later 

ones finds its apotheosis in the final stage of old age in which, as Erikson describes it in 

Vitd Involvement in Old A- (1986), 

the life cycle weaves back on itself in its entirety, ultimately integrating 
maturing forms of hope, WU, purpose, cornpetence, fidelity, love and care, 
into a comprehensive sense of wisdorn. (55-6) 

For Erikson, each stage of the life cycle has its opposing psychological possibilities, those 

in old age being despair versus integrity. As Constance Rooke has pointed out in her work 

on Cheever, these two factors "must be balanced if wisdom is to be achieved" (206). The 

balancing of these opposites and the process of weaving suggested in the life experience, 

point to  the possibilities of the integration of the self in old age. In the discussions of 

S w a m ~  Aneel and The Blue Mountains of China which follow, elements of rhe above 

sociological studies appear and contribute to an understanding of the artistic presentation 

of the wisdom to be found in old age. 
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In Swamp An-el (1954) Ethel Wilson offers the insight and wisdom of the 

seventy-eight-year-old Nell Severance through a technique which is reflected in the inside 

versus outside emphasis of one of Nell's most succinct insights, "Everything of any 

importance happens indoors .. ." (204). Nell is generally seen "indoors", but Wilson also 

presents her as breaking down the w d s  of the inside/outside dichotomy to reved the way 

an old woman weaves meaning into the life experience. "Indoors" for Ne11 is a state of 

mind and emphasizing whether she is inside or outside is a strategy used by Wilson to 

illustrate the integration of Nell's wisdom and insight. Such an interplay is apparent in the 

description of Nell's house in chapter sixteen which is immediately followed by her 

decision to go outside and "take the air". The house is srndl and contracted, an 

"objectionable linle house" which is seen by Nell only as "the stmcture that contain[s] her 

chair, her table, her bed, and her kitchen". As age progresses, space shrinks and Nell's 

house c m  be seen as a rnetaphor for the physically limited house of the body in old age. 

At seventy-eight, Ne11 is no longer concerned with its "outside appearance". The verandah 

is physically constmcted so chat it is "almost too small for a chair", but "large enough" to 

support the different mental Iandscapes of "safiing] goodbye" (96). 

Stepping ouuide onto the verandah and away from her small house is linked 

to the development of one of Nell's most critical insights, that of the excessive value she 

has placed on the Swamp Angel as a symbol of her past life. When she fdls on the 

sidewak outside the house, the Angel tumbles from her pocket and the reaction of people 

around her reminds her of its reality as a gun, a "symbol ... destroying reality" (99). From 

the confines of a srnall house, Nell is able to step towards the development of new insight. 
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This is something that Hagar Shipley also does in The Stone AnreI when she leaves the 

house that c m  no longer define her and gains a different perspective at Shadow Point. As 

Gerald Manning has pointed out in "Spinning the 'Globe of Memory': Metaphor, 

Literature and Aging", Laurence uses the "spatial metaphors" of "contraction and 

expansiont' (48) in her development of Hagar's insight. Manning notes that this is 

particularly evident in Hagar's words at the beginning of the final chapter of the novel: 

The world is even smaller now. It's shrinking so quickly. The next room 
d l  be the smallest of all.(Laurence,Stone An~e1,282) 

Kathleen Woodward has remarked on the structural use of contracted space in 

the artistic presentation of the progression towards insight and wisdom in old age. In 

"Master Songs of Meditation" (1978) her work on the late poerns of Eliot, Pound, Stevens 

and Williams, Woodward notes "the central image of the sanctrrary, partly ironic, panly 

paradoxical, of the small closed room" (182). Woodward argues that the Four Quartets, 

the Pisan Cantos, "The Rock" and the fifth book of Paterson "offer insights into the 

experience of successfui aging and the sources of its wisdom" (181) and that 

[wlith the lessening of mobility imposed by age, social pressures, and 
personal choice, in these poems space shrinks and disengagement from the 
social sphere takes place. But through the exercise of the imagination, 
memory, and the meditative mode this contraction is not lethal. On the 
contrary, it brings to the poets new insights and new possibilities for 
personal imegrarive experience. (183) 
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Wilson illustrates the above process in her portrayal of Nell, not only by suggesting chat 

a constricted physical environment cm lead to the expansion of new insights, but also by 

creating an elderly protagonist who accepts the "disengagement from the social sphere'' 

that takes place with age. For example, a defensibly selfish Nell is described as  thinking, 

1 don't really care for humanity ... it gets between me and my desires ... 
which are very simple, but constant.(97) 

Later, in a discussion of faith with a friend of Hilda's, Albert Cousins, she comments, 

I believe in faith. 1 believe in God ... and in man, to some extent at 
least. (1%) 

In both instances, Wilson moves Nell away from the larger perspective explored by W.J. 

Keith in "Overview: Ethel Wilson, Providence, and the Vocabulary of Vision", cowards 

what Keith briefly refers to at the end of the article as "the 'eye of the rnind' which has 

its own vision" (Keith, 116). Nell's need to get away from "humanity" reflects her need to 

change the focus in her life to whar is "happen[ing] indoors" . 

When the Swamp Angel falls from Nell's pocket "outside" the parameters of 

her small " house", she describes her reaction as a sudden awareness of being "old" (1%). 

Confronted with this fact, Ne11 knows she mua perform the "deeply significanr closing 

a a "  (104) of tying and cuning the string on the box containing the Swamp Angel and the 

life it represents. When she does this and sen& the box away to be posted, she has another 
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moment of insight which confirrns the approach of death, "a bright revealing instant that 

came, and then passed," revealing to  her "that Life and the evening were closing in" (105). 

The Swamp Angel becomes only a "symbol of years of life gone away" (58) and, with tirne 

ninning out, the search for a meaning beyond the symbols of memory becomes critical. 

In packaging and sending the symbolic S w a p  Angel to Maggie, Ne11 cuts 

herself off from the past and her action signifies the detachment suggested in the surname 

"Severance". In old age, with the physical parameters of life restricted, Ne11 is able to 

approach "indoors" what Northrop Frye defines in The Great Code (198 1) as "the secret 

of wisdom ... detachment without withdrawal" (123). In his discussion of wisdom, the 

fourth of seven phases of revelation that Frye finds in the Bible, Frye notes: 

The center of the conception of wisdom in the Bible is the Book of 
Ecclesiastes, whose author, or rather chief editor, is sometimes called 
Koheleth, the teacher or preacher .... Like other wise men, he is a collecter 
of proverbs, but he applies to dl of them his touchstone and key word, 
translated in the AV as "vanity". This word (heber) has a metaphorical 
kernel of fog, Mst, or vapor, a metaphor that renirs in the New Testament 
(James 4:14). It thus acquires a derived sense of "ernptiness", the root 
meaning of the Vulgate's vanim. To put Koheleth's central intuition into 
the form of its essential paradox: dl things are full of emptiness.(i23) 

Such "emptiness" is suggested in the imagery Wilson uses in two of the short stories 

contained in Mrs. Goliehtlv and Other Stories (1961), "The Window" and "Fog", both of 

which are useful in understanding the portrayd of Nell in the earlier Swamp Amel. Both 

stories conrain elderly protagonists who are depicted as withdrawing from life in old age. 

Their portrayal is in marked contrast to the detachment that leads to Nell's insight and 
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which enables her to step outside from behind the "cloud" (42,205) of cigarette smoke 

with which Wilson frequently associates her and which suggesu an obscured vision of life. 

The description of Mrs. Bylow in "Fog" is sirnilar to that of Nell. She is 

described as "an old woman who live(s] in a s m d  old house" and for her, like Nell, death 

waits ourside. However, in comrast to NeIl, Mrs. Bylow's withdrawal from life is central 

to the story. Day by day, she sits behind her window "looking into the fog" enveloping 

Vancouver and her home: 

This, and not much more, was her life as she waited for the great dustman 
and the ultimate box. So Mrs. Bylow's days and months slid and slid away 
while age - taking advantage of her solitariness, her long unemployment of 
vestigial brain, her unawareness of a world beyond hersetf, her absence of 
preparation for the gray years - closed down upon her like a vice, no, more 
like a fog.(98) 

When Mrs. Bylow goes outside, she dies accidentally as the victim of a robbery atxempt 

at the local convenience store. She has made no "preparation" for death, but has instead 

chosen to withdraw from life in old age and spend her time sitting "beside her window 

in a sort of closed-up dry well of boredom" (IOO), what Wilson describes in "The 

Window" as a "ntndra of rnind" (205). 

In "The Window" Mr. Willy, described by an acquaintance as "about a 

hundred" (199) years of age, lives, like Mrs. Bylow, behind the window of his house in 

Vancouver. As with Mrs. Bylow and NeU, death waits outside: a bird flies at the window 

of the glas and is killed and, in the darkness of night, the grounds of his home contain a 



potential assailant. However, unlike Mrs. Bylow, Mr. Willy does attempt to "employ " his 

mind in search for the meaning of life: 

He found hirnself looking this way and that way out of his aridiry for some 
explanation or belief beyond the non-exphnation and non-belief that had 
always been sufficient and had aiways been his, but in doing this he came 
up against a high and solid hast visible wall of concrete or granite, set up 
between him and a religious belief. This wall had, he thought, been built 
by him through the period of his long life ....(2 02-3) 

The "wall" that Mr. Willy cornes up against is stmcturally similar to the metaphor of the 

fog which surrounds Mrs. Bylow or the cigarette smoke which screens Nell. Like Nell, 

Mr. Willy has progressed to the point of acknowledging the imminence of his own death 

which, with age, has begun "to assume a certainry that it had not had before" (203). 

However, unlike Nell, Mr. Willy cannot break down the wall that would allow him to 

weave threads of insight and meaning into old age. 

In rhese two short stories and in Swamp A n ~ d ,  Wilson uses the symbolic 

constructs of fog, wall and cigarette smoke to suggest the boundaries which musc be 

broken down if wisdom and insight are to be achieved at the end of a long life. In rhe 

conclusion of "The Window", the "interested observer" (197) who has lurked in the 

shadows of Mr. Willy's home breaks in and Mr. Willy sees his struggle with death 

reflected in the "mirror" (208) the window has become with the onset of the blackness of 

night. Looking at his own death forces a "crack" of insight into the wall that closes off his 

life with the fact of phYsid death. For a brief moment, Mr. Willy senses the possibilities 
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of the "light " beyond the wall (209). "The Window" ends with Mr. Willy's recognition 

that he 

must in some way and very soon break the great wdl that shut him off 
from whatever light there might be. Not for fear of death oh God not for 
fear of death but for fear of something else.(209) 

As Dalid Stouck has pointed out in his "Afcerword" to Mrs. Golirhtly and Other Stones 

(1961) "Mr. Willy fears that life has no meaning at dl" (2 16). What Wilson does in Swamp 

Ance1 is to weave the possibilities of "light" and "meaning" into the fabric of her portrayal 

not only of the seventy-eight-year-old Nell, but also the seventy-five-year-old Mr. 

Cunningham. 

Like Nell, this "old fella" (181) does not withdraw from life in old age, but 

becomes detached. The description of hirn not only emphasizes this detachment, but also 

suggests a moment of insight that links him to the "light" that Mr. Willy so desires. Mr. 

Cunningham is pomayed as he fishes "apart" and "solitary" at Three Loon Lake, a place 

which the narrator describes as one where fly-fishermen go to fish alone and become "one 

with the aqueous world of the lake" (181). As he fishes, Mr. Cunningham breaks the 

surface of the light falling on the lake and momentarily moves out of time to experience 

the "inner rapture" of weaving the self into its possibilities: 

It is a matter of light falling, how green or not green the forests can be. He 
does not look too long (for he is fishing) but the green and the greens, the 
blue, the sombre, the white, the deceptive glarnour of the lake surface enter 



into this mystique of fishing and enhance it, and they enter into him too, 
because he is part of it. There is no past, no future, only the now.(182) 

Mr. Cunningham's "unique" experience, one which is "his" (183) alone, takes him closer 

to what lies below the outward surface of each individual life. 

The potential of the self lies "indoors" in the mind and when Mr. Cunningham 

almost drowns outdoon on the lake in a Storm, he is descnbed as becoming aware that he 

has been on a "margin", "near the point where Being touched Non-Being" (187). Death 

waits outside for Mr. Cunningham, just as it does for Nell, Mrs. Bylow and Mr. Willy. 

By employing this smatagem, Wilson explores the possibilities of what happens "indoors" 

as the fmal "margin" of life is approached and the proximity of death in old age becomes 

visibly apparent. 

In "A Car Among the Falcons", an essay published in 1959 jusr a few years after 

the publication of S w a m ~  Angel in 1954, Wilson cornments on the art of the writer in 

ways which illuminate the pursuit of insight that she expresses in her fiction through the 

"ourward" and "inward" dichotomy. These commenu also suggest a connection between 

Wilson and her portrayal of Nell: 

there is manifest tmth, and creation from rnanifest truth, the outward eye 
and the inward eye. One man writes about a river, but Roderick 
Haig-Brown writes about a river that never sleeps; there is tmth and there 
is creation, the outward eye and the inward eye.(Wilson,98) 

Wilson was in her early seventies when she wrote the above and she concludes the essay 



with the following: 

It will be better, now, to take my convictions safely indoors and sic looking 
out of the window at what 1 can see, and at the sky which is so 
beautiful. (1 03) 

Wilson's words echo Nell's philosophy of the importance of what happens "indoors" and 

suggest a connection between elderly protagonist and elderly writer, one being a "ghostly 

version" of the other as Rooke has suggested. Wilson's voice can also be heard in the voice 

of Ne11 when she attempts to pas  on the wisdom she has learned to her spiritual heir, 

Maggie Lloyd. 

The spiritual relationship between Maggie and Nell, between an older and a 

younger woman, is central to -. At the novel's conclusion, Maggie describes 

Ne11 as "my greatest friend and the friend of my spirit" and notes chat the life of the 

"worldly unworldly" Nell would have been amazing, "even if she had never moved [rom 

her house" (212). These words suggest that Maggie has absorbed Nell's awareness of the 

importance of what happens "indoors" and they echo Nell's belief in the inner life of the 

spirit within the crarnped quarters of old age. In the pendtirnate chapter of the novel, Ne11 

meets Maggie in Kamloops, British Columbia, where they plan to  stay for a week. This 

is the only tirne Ne11 and Maggie are together in the novel and they meet away from Three 

Loon Lake where Maggie, like Mr. Cunningham, has experienced an "inner rapture" out 

on the iake, feeling rnomentarily "like a god" (130) while swimming rhere. The fact that 

Wilson brings these two women together away frorn the possibiliries of spiritual 
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experience at the lake suggests that Nell, as an older woman, has something to offer the 

younger Maggie which cannot be found even in the most profound experience at Three 

Loon Lake. 

It is at Kamloops that Nell offers her insight, "Everything of any importance 

happens indoors" (204). After these words are spoken, Wilson employs an artistic strategy 

which rnoves Nell literdy from inside to outside the room at Kamloops. This movement 

is accompanied by a breakthrough in the inside and outside dichotomy, one which insisrs 

that the true "indoors" is of the mind and independent of physical location. Inside their 

room at Kamloops and from "behind a cloud of smoke" (209, Ne11 tells Maggie the story 

of her life with Philip, the father of her child. As she comes to the end of this story she 

is described as "look[ing] up into the smoke" before she concludes with: 

Well, look at all those children - issukg from the same womb, al1 different 
and al1 dead, and you sit there and tell me something will or will not 
happen again! Everything happens again and it's never the same.(206) 

Nell's words from behind the "fog" of her cigarette smoke can be compared with the 

unpredictable and transitory nature of life found in Frye's discussion of wisdom in The 

Great Code. Frye refers to James 4:14 (FryeJ23): 

Whereas ye know not what s h d  be on the morrow. For what is your life? 
It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth 
away. 
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The basic fam of the repetitive and transitory nature of the life experience are offered by 

Ne11 inside the confines of the room at Kamloops. In old age, Ne11 looks through the 

smokescreen of everyday life and sees beyond it in such a way as ro make the true 

"indoors" that of the rnind, one which does not depend upon the physical parameters of 

a room. She is able to break down "the w d "  that Mr. Willy fin& himself up against and, 

like the old woman in Dorothy Livesay's poem, "Interiors", or Margaret Atwood's 

Susanna Moodie in old age, integrate inside and outside to weave meaning into the life 

experience. 

When Neil rnoves "outside" and beyond the smokescreen, she is able to offer 

words of wisdom to Maggie, words which contain the "meaning" that Mr. Willy so 

desperately seeks. Nell's words are spoken from the vantage point of old age and the image 

of weaving is invoked as she begins, 

1 sir on top of my little mound of years ... and it is natural and reasonable 
that 1 should look back, and 1 look back and round and 1 see the 
miraculous interweaving of creation ... the everlasting web ... and I see a 
stone and a word and this stub [the stub of Nell's cigarette which she 
throws down at this point] ... and the man who made it, joined to the 
bounds of creation - has creation any bounds, Maggie? - and I see God 
everywhere. (206) 

Nell's focus on such everyday objects as "a stone and a word and this stub" 

invokes a form of wisdom to be found in the Bible, one whch Frye refers to in The Great 

Code when he discusses "living in the dense fog that is one of the roots of the word 

'vanity' ". Frye points out that, in the Bible, 



the invisible world is not usually thought of as a separate and higher order 
of redity: it is thought of rather as the medium by which the world 
becomes visible . . . . 

For Frye, the metaphor of fog or mist implies 

that life is sornething to find a way through, and that the way of wisdom 
is the way out.(124) 

When Ne11 suggests to Maggie, "Let us go out" (206), she takes Maggie beyond the 

smokescreen of vanity towards a way of looking at a newly "visible" world.' Her wisdom 

and insight suggest a "way out" for Maggie, one which will lead her through the unfairness 

and brevity of "the web" of life and towards a "faith in God" which Nell can't define, but 

which makes "old age bearable" (207). 

For Wilson, what happens "indoors" in the workings of a personal faith reaches 

an apotheosis in the mind of an old womaa3 As an old woman, Ne11 has gone beyond a 

faith which can be expressed in words, towards one which can only be developed 

nonverbally in the mind. Frank Birbalsingh refers to this in his article, "Ethel Wilson: 

Innocent Traveller". Birbalsingh places the "aged, half-mystic, half-prophetic Nell 

Severance" in the Company of E.M. Forster's Mrs. Wilcox and Mrs. Moore in Howards 

End (1910) and A Passage to India (1924) respectively. He sees these women as "frankly - 

accept[ing] their limitations and blissfully transcenaing] them by developing their inner 



lives". For him, 

Faith is the development of one's b e r  life, an activity of the spirit that 
both Mrs. Wilson and E.M. Forster approve of and strongly advocate, but 
which neither of them fully understands. The most they seem able ro do 
is illustrate it . (Birbalsingh,44) 

Both authors associate the physical "limitations" of age with the "indoors" development 

of wisdom and new insight into faith and meaning. ki "De Senectute", published in The 

London Magazine in 1957 when Forster was seventy-eight years old, Forster, like Yeats, 

States his belief that "wisdom is inevitably connected with the decay of powers" (16).* He 

goes on: 

1 find myself being invited to define wisdom, and becoming mystical about 
it. 1 do regard it as an immensely important human achievement. 1 connect 
it with length of years and 1 distinguish it from intuition which may occur 
at any age. Ir has nothing to do with making decisions or with the 
conveyance of information, it is only indirectly connected with the 
possession of knowledge. It does not specialize in sympathy. But it has the 
power, without proffering sympathy, of causing it to be perceived, and it 
is certainly not cynicism. The possession of it arises from human 
relationships rightly eatenained over a long period.(V) 

Like Forster, a writer whom she admired, Wilson dso sees a conneaion between " human 

relationships" and the concept of wisdom. Towards the end of the novel, Maggie is 

described as thinking, "Human relations ... how they defeat us" (195). Outside at 

Kamloops, Neli comrnents on her life "in the web" of human relationships and remarks 
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"it takes God himself to be fair to two different people at once". Maggie acknowledges this 

remark as one "which had risen so often in her own mind" (207). Wilson's emphasis on 

the unfairness of life, a continuing observation in her novels, is established in the early 

pages of Swamp Anyel, when Ne11 is described as thinking "that life is unfair" and 

muttering to herself, "Ir's not fair ... not fair" (55). Wilson counters this unfairness with 

the wisdom conrained in the acceptance of changes that life can bring and the positive 

outlook expressed in Neufs affirmative, "Life is the damndest thing what it can think up 

for people ... but 1 wouldn't have missed it" (204). This perspective is echoed by Wilson 

in the epigraph to Mrs.Goliehtly and Other Stories (1961), "Life '... is a difficult country, 

and Our home.' " 

Nell's spiritual relationship with Maggie is demonstrated when Nell's words 

on human relationships resonate with thoughts that Maggie has ofren had. The connection 

between the two women suggesrs a relationship that can contain the "essence" of life (2 l6), 

a weaving of the self between two wornen chat is in stark contrasr. to the loose threads of 

the relationship between Ne11 and her daughter, Hilda. When Ne11 tells Hilda the story 

of her youth in the c i r a  with the Juggling Bigleys, Hilda hears the repeated recounring 

of an old woman and is described as thinking, "[olnly in this did her mother seem old 

... only in this recouming was there any sign of her mother's age" (78). Hilda fails to see 

an old woman's search for meaning as her mother weaves back through her life and 

integrates "the girl" she was then into the self of old age? For Nell, 

This legend (which was almost a song) was, together with the Swamp 



Angel, her only proof of a life which had once been garish and vivid to 
some girl (could it be that 1, sitting heavily here, am that girl?), who had 
long been fugitive into the pas, but not yet gone with al1 the others of 
whom there was now no trace or witness: who (this girl) could be retained 
and tremred only in the retelling of the scene. Memory alone would not 
do. Memory would fdl into the chasm where lay - perhaps waiting - al1 
things and people gone, and so this girl would cease; therefore Mrs 
Severance told the tale, and 1, the giri, lived.(77-8) 

When Wilson describes Ne11 as sending the Swamp Angel to Maggie, she cuts Ne11 off 

from her past and puts her in a position where she must face death without drawing 

support from "[mlemory done'? What stands alongside memory is what also happens 

"indoors", the final acknowledgemern of a grander pattern realised not only in the 

integration of the self in old age, but also in the far-reaching possibilities suggested in "the 

miraculous interweaving of creation". The ramifications of the human experience within 

a larger plan are explored in Wilson's focus on that part of "the everlasting web" (206) 

formed by human relationships, in particular the older generation to the younger. 

Swamo A n ~ e l  concludes after Nell's death with an emphasis on Maggie's 

relationship with a member of the next generation, the young Angus Quong, and with a 

description of Maggie rowing out onto Three Loon Lake and, following Nell's 

instructions, throwing the Swamp Angel overboard, "higher than even Ne11 Bigley of the 

Juggling Bigleys had ever tossed it". The final description of the Swarnp Ange1 suggests a 

larger panern, an "essence" which weaves and persists below "the surface" (216) of 

memory . This is the "something" which Wilson describes in Love and Salt Water (1956) 

as "stay[ing]" and which, being "added to the general sum, is not just memory ..." (90). 
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Wilson's belief in a persisting "essence" is expressed in the image of the next 

generation, under specific orders from the older, tossing the restrictive symbol of memory 

far into the distance. Maggie's relationship with an old woman has changed her life and 

brought her closer at a young age to an awareness of the ongoing pattern of life and the 

importance of faith suggested to her by Ne11 at Kamloops. Now, outside on Three Loon 

Lake after Nell's death, the image of Maggie tossing the Swamp Angel connects the next 

generation with the "light" that Mr. Cunningham becomes aware of when he breaks the 

surface of the lake in old age. The narrator describes the results of Maggie's far- reaching 

toss as follows: 

[The Swamp Angel] made a shining parabola in the air, turning downward 
- turning, turning, catching the sunlight, hitting the surface of the lake, 
sparkling down into the clear water, vanishing amidst breaking bubbles in 
the water, sinking down arnong the affrighted fish, settling in the ooze. 
When al1 aras still the fish, who had fled, returned, flickering, weaving 
curiously over the Swamp Angel. Then flickering, weaving, they resumed 
their way. (2 16) 

The first Canadian edition of Swamp A q e l  ends with the above words. However, in the 

first American edition there is another paragraph in which Maggie rows back to the lodge, 

but something of Nell persists in the shore of the lake and the hills ieh behind: 

The far shore (like Mrs. Severance) would recede until it was nearly out of 
sight, but it would still be there. (American edition,2 15) 



The persistence of Nell is similar to the ongoing nature of the "weaving" action 

of the fish that Wilson describes and both are analogous to the artistic presentation of 

Rudy Wiebef s eighty-four-year-old Frieda Friesen in The Blue Mountains of China (1970). 

Wiebe not only weaves Frieda's voice through the text, but dso links it with other voices 

in old age which are associated with the imagery of weavhg. Both techniques are used to 

illustrate Frieda's insights as an old woman, some of which resemble those of Nell. 

Wilson's Nell broods in a way chat Frieda does not, but both old women are aware that 

the rhythm of nature expresses the possibilities of a larger pattern in life. Further, both 

women could be described in old age as, in Nell's words, having a fairh which "makes old 

age bearable and happy, and fearless" (207). However, Nell's old age is characrerised by 

an attempt to articulate her philosophic brooding and, in contras, Frieda's is characterised 

by a calm acceptance which cornes from the confinement of her thoughts to the tenets of 

her faith. Frieda accepts the vicissitudes of life and, like the fish in the lake who resume 

their "weaving" after the Swamp Angel has been thrown into their midst, her voice 

continues its thread even aker other voices in the novel have described and succumbed to 

the black depths of human experience. 

"1 have lived long. So long ..." (7). Frieda's words open Wiebe's novel with an 

emphasis on old age. She describes herself as being born in Canada in 1883 to the 

Mennonite family of Isaac J. Friesen. Hers is the only voice that is presented constanrly 

in the first person and that is exclusively given more than one chapter of the novel. In four 

separate sections, each entitled, "My Life:That1s As It Was", Frieda describes her life in a 
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voice which reiterates the cairn acceptance of these words. The steady sound of her voice 

is woven through the c h o m  of voices presented in the novel and this voice is irnrnediarely 

associated with the insight of old age when, shortly after her narrative begins, she 

the Lord led me through so many deep ways and of the world I've seen a 
little, both north and south. If your eyes stay open and He keeps your head 
clear you sometimes see so much more than you want of how it is with the 
world. (7) 

The life that Frieda has been "led ... through" is presented as a closely woven fabric. Her 

voice is spun into the fabric of her farnily and the text and it is interlaced through the 

novel, the chronological "weft" of her life being held by the "warp" of past and future 

voices. Frieda's voice contains her father's voice and both are linked with the future voices 

of Frieda's grandchildren, Johann and Friedl. In contrast, the voices of the two other old 

people in the novel, Muttachi in "Sons and Heirs" and Jakob Friesen in "On the 

Way", exist in a void. They are cut off from the audience and "done" in the text. Their 

voices suggest a downward spiral of limited movement with no faith like Frieda's to show 

the way. Both voices are associated with the act of weaving, but the thread is loose and the 

same thread woven repeatedly. The fabric is never formed and any insight fdls into a void. 

Frieda does not need the spinning wheel of Muaachi or the cord of Jakob's bundle: she 

has her voice. 

Frieda's voice is woven through the novel at steadily increasing intervals. One 
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chapter separates the first two chapten of her voice, two the second and third, and three 

the third and fourth. Her voice does not end, but stays in place to hold the fabric of the 

novel together. Whatever calarnities have occurred in the life of this old woman are related 

in the same even tone chat she uses to describe life's joys. One of her earliest memories is 

of a worker dying during hanest time at her father's farm. What Frieda remembers of this 

man is nothing more than "a wide face with a mustache that stuck out black on both sides 

of it" (8). Similarly, when the daughter of a neighbour dies, Frieda comments: 

At the hneral they said only three things about her life: she was born in 
Furstenland, Russia in 1846, she was confirmed in 1863 and she died 
August 23, 1902.(10) 

The description of this eulogy presents the basic facts of a life. Frieda's words resernble 

those of Ne11 ro Maggie at Kamloops, when Ne11 comments on the predictable unchanging 

cycle of birth and death in Philip's family. Both instances suggest the inevitable changes 

in life and Frieda's insight lies in her acceptance of these, in her belief that "[slome talk 

about these things too much, as if chat was al l  their life was". "My Life: That's As It Was" 

is echoed in the words "as if that was al1 their life was" (143). Like Nell, Frieda is aware 

that there is more to life than a litany of facts. She too is aware of the approach of death 

and acknowledges this when she States, "it won't be long with me" (143). However, unlike 

Nell, she accepts the parameters of a prescribed faith and rnerely records her life "as it 

was" within the boundaries of the Mennonite faith. As h a  Ferris points out, 



Frieda's inner peace and her age protect her {rom entanglement either in 
the here and now (which remah vague) or in her story itself. She relates 
rather chan recreates . . . . (89) 

Frieda's detachment enables her to view everyday happenings as part of a larger scheme 

of things. In this she again resembles Nell who is fmally able to see beyond the failures of 

specific human relauonships, to the pattern suggested in the transmission of wisdom and 

learning frorn one generation to the next. 

The rhythm of Frieda's voice includes the reperition of words she has heard 

from her father. His voice echoes in hen when she repeats throughout her story the words 

from her father which have sustained her through life: 

But think always like this ... it does come dl from God, strength and 
sickness, want and plenty. (IO) 

This ma-uim from her father describes in words the insight that is suggested in the tone 

and rhythm of Frieda's voice. What "my father said" (10) is the steadying link from which 

other verbal insights radiate. For instance, Frieda remembers that 

Everything seemed to corne so bunchy in our family and it was enough to 
mate you think sometimes, my father said.(iO) 

These words are echoed later d e n  Frieda recalls: 



So much of everything cornes at once somerimes, just when you think that 
the rnost maybe is over. Terrible bunchy, like my father said.(92) 

Frieda's insight is associated with the steady echo of her father's voice in hers. Kenneth 

Radu employs a similar artistic strategy in Distant Relations when he suggests a 

conneaion with the voice of the elderly Vera and the voice and scories of her deceased 

father. Frieda's rnemories of childhood link her father's voice with the rhythm of the 

seasons of life and death. As an old woman, what "my father said" is an integral part of 

the insight that a voice on the edge of Me has to offer and pass on to the next generation. 

Through his portrayal of Frieda, Wiebe presents the wisdom of old age as somerhing 

which depenb upon a weaving back into voices from the past and a threading forward of 

words that will pass from generation to generation. 

Just as Wilson places Ne11 with Maggie and Maggie with the Quongs, Wiebe 

connects Frieda's voice not only with that of her father, but also with the voices of her 

gandchildren. The telling of Frieda's Me story to Johann and Fnedl is linked wirh the 

emphasis on Frieda's age in the opening words of the novel. Here, Frieda describes herself 

as living "long" enough that, in her words, 

it takes me days to remember even parts of it, and some 1 can't remember 
at all until I've been thinking over it a little now and then for weeks, and 
little Johann or Friedl ask, "Urgrossmuttchi, what is that, so cold in 
Canada the ground is stiff?" Then 1 have to be careful or  1'11 start making 
it up, they like to hear so much, What 1 tell 1 remember only through 
God's grace. I never wrote anything down ....( 7) 
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The emphasis on Frieda's voice and its connection with the questions of her grandchildren 

is also apparent in a later description: 

After youth instruction was through in July my veIobta and I went for one 
day together with Abram to Winnipeg to the Exhibition. We rode on one 
of those big wheels with seau, and that's hard to make clear to lirtle Johann 
and Friedl too. They want to know, how can there be a wheel as high as 
two churches and then their father has to tell them again, "Just listen to 
Urgrossmutchi. She lived once in Canada and has seen something - just 
listen, there's more than that." And they do.(42) 

In both instances, "something" is suggested beyond the mere words themselves, a 

"something" that Wiebe, like Ethel Wilson, is aware of. Frieda restrains herself from 

"making it up" and the voice of an old woman implies that in the telling of a life "there's 

more than that". For Frieda, the "bunchy" incidents in her life are not as important as the 

thread of life that r u s  beneath them, a thread that links Frieda not only to her 

grandchildren, but also to her father. 

Wiebe attempts to pick up this thread when Frieda taiks about the questions 

her grandchildren do not ask, questions beyond the incidents of a life. As Frieda 

cornrnents, 

Outside of that we lived and worked in quiet and peace. Children like 
Johann and Fiedl never ask because they know nothing about such things 
and what you tell them seerns to have been ail piled up at once, as you tell 
it, but older ones not from Paraguay sometimes ask, and if they don't 
sometimes they Say things that show they are thinking it anyway, "What 
do you do, one year end to the next, living there in that wilderness?" Weil, 
what do you do. There are always the new grandchildren on the way, but 



mostly you wait for the rain. The tirne goes by and you look back and 
years have passed you never thought of as years; the only thing you really 
remember, even the birth years of the children, is how they fit with the 
rain. When it rains you hamess every horse and work the land ri11 it's too 
dry; then you wait again.(142) 

Frieda's voice is as steady and persistent as the way she doggedly waits for rain. Whar this 

voice offers is the wisdom of a positive outlook on life. Magdalene Falk Redekop refers 

to this when she comments on Frieda's "affirmative voice" (97). As a Mennonite herself, 

Redekop feels that the qualities in Frieda's voice exist because even though Frieda speaks 

in English the sound of Low German c m  be heard at the same cime. As Redekop points 

out, Frieda's voice expresses the Mennonite language of "everyday life"(98). Such a voice 

also reveals an old woman who has leamed to pick up the rhythm of life and continue its 

pattern after a thread has dropped and death or disaster has torn it apart. 

This is nor the case in "Sons and Heirs" which immediately follows "My Life: 

That's As Ir Was (1)" and is frarned at its conclusion by "My Life: That's As Ir Was (2)". 

Wiebe's artistic strategy is to juxtapose the calm of one woman in old age to its opposite: 

the anguish of a young man imprisoned in Soviet Russia and racked with social fears and 

sexud guilt. His voice, in turn, is complemented by another voice in old age, but this one 

expresses defeat. Like Frieda, Muttachi exists wholly as a voice. Her only physical 

description is that of a "[tliny", "hunched", "black shape in the chair by the lying bench" 

(16). She is later described as a huddle of long dresses ... and a cry" (40). It is in this state 

that her grandson, Jakob 0, finds her when he returns to the farnily farm after being 

imprisoned by the GPU during the persecution of the Mennonites in southern Russia in 



the 1920's. His parents and siblings have fled to Moscow and only the voice of Muttachi 

remains. 

Jakob finds his deaf grandmother by the lying bench in the old family 

farmhouse where she nays "motionless" except for an automatic turning of the spinning 

wheel beside her. The only sound is the "sing-song" of a voice "emerding] out of its dry 

rniaul". Later, when she does speak, her voice is linked to the "small gray bumps" of the 

spinning wheel which rise and fa11 while her fingers work "crooked to the white 

thread"(l6). Munachi cannot weave a straight thread into the life of her grandson and the 

emotiond distance between them is evident in the text. The "white thread" that Muttachi 

weaves is analagous to the final white cirde that David Canaan's grandmother weaves into 

the quilt in The Mountain and the Valley. In contrast to Muttachi, this grandmother's 

weaving is closely associated with the life and death of her grandson and the quilt that she 

weaves becomes a symbol which, in Claude Bissell's words, represents "the power of 

human relationships to withstand the gnawing of rime" (Bissell,~). 

In Frye's terminology, Mutrachi "withdraws" from life and its pain. She 

emerges briefly when she cm relate to tangible objects: the wheel stops when she hands 

a lener to her grandson and when the GPU CommLsar Serebro enters the farrn to remove 

even more possessions that have been part of her life. She attempts to hold on to some of 

these with success, but when she is refused any more, remains once more "rnotionless" and 

"soundless" (32). Like Hagar before she leaves for Shadow Point, Muttachi is defined by 

her house and the objects in it and has been unable to corne to terms with life and step 

towards integrity of the self. She reflects the "despair" that Erik Erikson places as a polar 
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opposite to "integrity" and which he suggests must be brought into baiance in old age. For 

Erikson, integrity "convey[s] a peculiar demand ... wisdom" and Erikson, like Frye, stresses 

detachment, not withdrawal. In The Life Cycle Completed, Erikson defines wisdom as 

an "informed and detached concern with life iaelf in the face of death itself" (61). 

In Vital Involvement in Old A P ~  (1986), Erikson comments on a pattern of life 

which is analogous to Nell's "everlasting web". Like Nell, what Erikson sees is a larger 

pattern which includes the integrity of three cycles, "the life cycle, the generational cycle, 

and a larger cycle of cornmunity" (70). In The Blue Mountains of China, Wiebe presents 

another portrait of old age at the polar opposite to wisdom, one mired in despair and cut 

off from all three cycles. Muttachi's son, Jakob Friesen (IV), is presented later, as an "old 

man in difficulty" (18 1): he is a seventy-eight-year-old man separated from farnily and 

friends and one who speaks with a "strange foregone-conclusion kind of talk", making 

statements as if "[alnticipating the worst not to be disappointed" (187). 

At the end of the novel, Jakob is positioned with another young Mennonite, 

John Reimer, on his "walk of repentance" (194) dong the Tram-Canada highway. Like 

Christ, Reimer carries a cross in his journey West towards the Rockies whose snow is later 

described as "burning blue against the evening sky" (200). The aura of the blue mountains 

is analogous to the "essence" that Ethel Wilson is aware of and, in a technique which 

impinges on ailegory, Wiebe unties the h o t  of Jakob's memory and reaches for the 

meaning beyond it. As the young man and the old man wak on the highway, the old man 

repeatedly unties and braids again the cord which ties his bundle on his back. Like 

Muttachi, his weaving is without purpose, but when he ties a knot in the cord and puts 
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it in his pocket, he begins work on a new fabric of the self. It is at this moment that he 

reveals his sense of g d t  in the death of his only son and, in doing so, cakes an important 

step towards the integrity of Frieda's acceptance. As Erikson has pointed out in Vital 

Involvement in Old Ale, the past cannot be aitered and his study of twenty-nine 

octogenarians revealed to him rhat 

AU are struggling somehow to accept the notion that, whether or not they 
could have behaved differently in the past, rhey cannot now alter decisions 
made or courses of action taken thm.QI) 

When Jakob puts the cord in his pocket, his words echo Frieda's "it was enough to make 

you think sometimes" (IO). The "old man" now speaks out and "up into the air" and 

States: 

Once you s t x t  thinking, you can never think enough, of it al1 ....( 224) 

The imagery used with Jakob and Reimer not only suggests Christ, but dso the 

figure of Everyman travelling towards Death, a figure also evoked by an author whom 

Wiebe admired, Frederick Philip Grove .The fuial chapter of Our Dailv Bread entitled "A 

L a t  Emotion and a Pilgrimage" describes John Elliot as an old man struggling towards 

"home". As an old man, Elliot, like Jakob, becomes aware of the psychological distance 

between himself and his family, a family in which "the 1st link" has been broken and the 

"sheaf" untied (390). The allegoricd dimension of Jakob's weaving suggests a meaning that 
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emerges when the fabric of life is woven in proper proportion. As noted earlier, Frieda's 

voice does not weave a closing thread, but leaves the fabric open to the elernent of hope, 

one suggested in the wind which passes over the two men at the conclusion of The Blue 

Mountains of Chinq. A similar spiritual breeze is associated with the broken body and 

home of the dying John Elliot. In both instances, the emphasis is the repeated cycle of 

human relationships and the possibiliries of insight and wisdom contained in these. ' 

The association of the wind and/or spiritual breeze with elderly and sometimes 

dying protagonists is frequently related to them finding a way to face approaching death. 

As the body becomes less important, the wisdom of the spirit emerges and dong with this, 

in many instances in English-Canadian fiction, emerges a strong impression of old, but 

vital, elderly protagonists. The vitality of these characters is often set against a 

background which contains frequent reminders of mortality. The opposition of vitality 

to mortality and i u  inherent suggestion of a way ro deal with the proximity of dearh will 

be dealt with in the chapter which follows. 



Chapter 4 

Virality and Mordity:  Comzng to T m s  with Death 

This is the story - part tmth and part invention - of a lively woman who 
lived for a hundred years and died triumphant in Vancouver and is nearly 
forgonen &er al1 her small commotion of living. 

A zrthor 's Note: irbe Innocmt Traveller (1 949) 

Ethel Wilson's Topaz Edgeworth lives to be one hundred years old. As a vital 

figure in old age, one who is opposed in extreme old age to the force of death which cornes 

closer and closer, Topaz is not unique in Canadian fiction. In Survival (1972), Margaret 

Atwood notes the many exarnples of "powerful, negative old women in Canadian fiction", 

but fails to consider the positive elements reflected in characters such as Topaz. Atwood 

includes in her list the "raucous, blood-sucking vital old grandmother in Jalna" (205), but 

chooses not to focus on the life force a "vital" Adeline Whiteoak represents, a force 

recognised by her son, Nicholas, in Jalna (1927) when he comrnents, 



Remember, she's ninety-nine, and she's never had her spirit 
broken by life - or by the approach of death.(157-8) 

In this instance, the description of Adeline resembles that of Topaz and such vitdity can 

be found in later figures in Canadian fiction, figures such as the 

one-hundred-and-eleven-year-old Daddy Sherry whose vigour is also opposed to the theme 

of mortality which mns through W.O. Mitchell's The Kite (1962).* Topaz and Daddy will 

be the focus of this chapter which will also consider a vital voice in old age being used as 

part of an misric strategy to suggest a form of continuance after death. Another part of 

this strategy can be seen in the way both Wilson and Mitchell use the imagery of the wind 

to suggest an ongoing life force in their portrayal of these two elderly English-Canadian 

protagonisrs. 

The life force found in figures such as Topaz and Daddy Sherry transcends the 

negative view of old women, and rigid, orderly, pioneering old men, that Atwood finds 

in Canadian literature. For Atwood, this literature is dominated by an element of 

negativity, one which she sees as a reflection of the sense of national identity in a country 

where, as she describes it in Survival, "Canadians themselves feel threatened and nearly 

extinct as a nation, and suffer also from lifedenying experience as individualsV(79). 

Arwood does acknowledge "moments of affirmation" and "elements" which "transcend" 

the negativity, but feels that, 



in Canadian literature, a character who does rnuch more than 
survive stands out almost as an anomaly ....(A twood,245) 

The reverse seerns tme in a smdy of old age in English-Canadian fiction. The "anomaly" 

is the character in old age who does not affirm life. The vitality of de la Roche's Adeline 

Whiteoak has already been noted. The strength and sexuality of Constance Beresford- 

Howe's Eva in The Book of Eve (1973) provides another example. Eva reacts to the 

receipt of her first old-age pension cheque by dramatically leaving a demanding, 

chronicaily ill husband and learning to embrace her own life and individudity. Eva's male 

counterpart is George Wilson in Max Braithwaite's Lus? Winter (1978). Upon receipt 

of his first pension cheque, George leaves his wife of f o q  years and chooses a more 

liberated lifestyle in his cabin in the Muskokas. In addition, examples of vital Canadian 

Jewish women in old age can be found in Jack Ludwig's A Woman of Her A l  (1973) set 

in Montreal and Bess Kaplan's Malke. Make (1977) which takes place in Winnipeg. In the 

former, the eighty-five-year-old Doba is aware of approaching death and yer contemplates 

a renirn to law school. At sixty-fve, Make Brenner a f f r m  life when she enthusiastically 

embarks on her fourth marriage. In a country with liale sense of national identity and in 

a society which deprives the old of a sense of self, English-Canadian fiction articulates a 

strong voice for the old, one that can be heard across generations. In the case of Topaz, the 

rnemorable voice of an old woman is clearly linked to a sense of being Canadian. 



I3O 

What is mon remarkable about the "story" of Topaz is the voice thar persists 

after the aory has been told. Like the voice of Rudy Wiebe's Frieda Friesen discussed in 

the last chapter, the voice of Topaz illuminates the life story of an old woman and makes 

sure that, after death, she is only "nearly forgotten". Topaz is remembered because of a 

voice which reflects the unremitting vitality she possesses for one hundred years. In The 

Innocent Traveller, Wilson opposes the vitality of Topaz to the ever-present factors of 

time, mutability and dearh. This dichotomy of vitdity and mortality is suggested by 

Wilson in that pan of the Author's Note quoted above. Here Wilson carefully points out 

that the character she has created is a "lively woman" who "die[s] triumphanc" after the 

"small commotion" of her life. 

The vitality reflected in the voice of Topaz promises a form of continuance 

after dearh and ourside the novel. In her essay, "Somewhere Near the Truth", included in 

David Stouck's Ethel Wilson: Stories. Essavs and Letters (1987), Ethel Wilson discusses 

the writing of her books and suggests the following should be amongst the questions asked 

by an author when a work is in progress: 

Do the people go on living? Do their voices speak?(86) 

Topaz continues to "speak" and "go on living" ourside the work of fiction that has created 

her. This effect results from the life force that Wilson suggesa in her portrait of an 

"innocent" traveller who journeys only on the surface of life, one who possesses a vitality 

which is not diminished by the complexity of human relationships. As noted in the 
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discussion of Wilson's Swamp Ancel, both Maggie and Ne11 are well aware of the 

frustrarions involved in relationships and at the conclusion of his article, "Ethel Wilson's 

Novels", Stouck remarks: 

Human relations, their complexity, their fragility, is Ethel Wilson's 
intimate theme ....( 87) 

Topaz, by contrast, skims through life, above the depths of these relationships 

and, in the "Author's Note" to The Innocent Traveller, Wilson goes on to remark on her 

presentation of Topaz: 

The metaphors are not mixed. The drop of water, the bird, the 
water-glider, the damer, the wind on the canal, and Topat, are d l  different 
and al1 the same. 

Through these words, Wilson links Topaz with metaphors which suggesr an intangible 

force passing through the surface events of a Life, one which offers a form of hope beyond 

the difficulties of "[hluman relations". What makes Topaz "different" is her portrayal as 

a vital figure which suggests the persistence of a life force even into old age and perhaps 

beyond. To achieve this, Wilson describes Topaz as the antithesis of the cornmon fiction4 

portrait of old age, one that is frequently focused around a time of retrospect and 

inactivity. At the age of ninety, Topaz is described as "sitting up in bed vigorous, 

vibrating, [and] still talking", having "talked for ninety years" (244). Even on the day of 
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her death, "gay, volade" and "one hundred years old", Topaz is still moving fonvard and 

longing "to go" (275).2 

The life force suggested in Topaz is opposed to mortality in the opening 

chapter of The Innocent Traveller. "Dinner at Noon" describes an Edgeworth family 

dinner at which Topaz is present as a small child who cannot be "squelched" (I), one who 

penists in crawling under the table and berneen the shoes of those ar dinner as each life's 

journey is foretold. Through al1 the descriptions of life and death, Topaz is ponrayed as 

doggedly "crawl[ing] on", as one who is "never to be tamed, never" (5-6). The chapter 

concludes with the blunt fact of the death of the mother of Topaz the next night. Even 

in a "sober" motherless home, the vitality of the Edgeworths cannot be repressed, family 

members "bubble [...J up" and are described as people who one "couldn't down". Of these 

members, the "sparkling volatile Topaz" (1 1) lives longest and, even in great old age, is 

descri bed as a "small ancient being" with "unquenched vitality" (2%). 

This vital old woman lives most of her one hundred years in Vancouver and 

her voice contains a large part of the living history of this city. Topaz lives and dies 

"triumphant in Vancouver" and her identity is closely tied to this Canadian city as w-el1 

as to her strong family bonds. In "A Cat Among the Falcons" (1959), included in Stouck's 

Ethel Wilson: Stories, Essavs. and Leners (1987), the seventy-one-year-old Wilson 

describes a fragile "sort of subsoil of culture" in Vancouver, one which she stood on as a 

child and one which, 

as the forests came down, had been vaguely prepared by Our forebears in 



the haste of building and earning. They had arrived at the water's edge with 
their violins and pianos, some books, some pictures, ideas, undoubted 
aspirations, opinions - or nothing wharsoever.(Stouck,~OO-1) 

Orphaned at the age of ten, Wilson came to live in Vancouver with her maternd 

grandmother in 1898. In "Shockable and Unshockable Methodists in The Innocent 

Traveller", Irene Howard explores the background of Wilson's family and comments on 

the milieu in which Wilson lived: 

[Ethel Wilson] lived, moreover, in Vancouver, a new town on the 
periphery of the world, without a literary tradition of its own, separated - - 

from the centres of an inherited tradition in London, Paris, and New 
England, and even from the beginnings of a national Canadian 
culture.(l 10-1 1 1) 

The unconventiond figure of Topaz was created in this environment and emerges from 

it with a voice which not only speaks for old age, but also contains a sense of idenrity 

drawn from the history and beginnings of a "Canadian culture". 

Topaz is intimately linked with Vancouver in Wilson's struggle to find a ritle 

for the novel. In a letter to her publisher, John Gray, reprinted in Mary McAlpine's The 

Other Side of Silence: A Life of Ethel Wilson (1988), Wilson cornrnents, 

What a plaguing thing that title is. 1 now have 

A Portrait of Vancouver 
Told in Vancouver 
Vancouver Tale 



A Vancouver Ston- 
Vancçmver Aunt 

& the old Portrait of Topaz (McAlpine,l47) 

European settlement of British Columbia only began in the middle to late nineteenth 

century. On the first page of The Innocent Traveller, Topaz is linked with the poet of the 

"present" period in England, Matthew Arnold (1822-1888). As a Victorian child of this 

period, Topaz moves through one hundred years which approximate the first one 

hundred years of the city of Vancouver. Eliza Edge, the family figure behind the fictional 

Topaz, died in 1943, just six yean before the publication of The Innocent Traveller. The 

voice of Topaz is thus closely connected not only to the city of Vancouver, but also to an 

actual "family voice" which persists after many of its members, including Eliza, have 

passed through what Wilson calIs in The Innocent Traveller the "strangely moving cumin 

of Time" (16). 

Ethel Wilson was aware of the problem of crearing a language and a referential 

vocabulary appropriate to a character's time frame, in particular, an idiom for the voice 

of old age. She was also aware of the tenuous nature of the voice of past generations. 

"Reflections in a Pool", published in Canadian Literature in 1964 when Wilson was 

seventy-six, begins: 

1 am old enough to remember the older members of the previous 
generation and the much older members of the generation before that - 
dwindling towards their close - and, like large slow-moving fairies in white 
beards or white caps, the survivon of a generation before rhat, who chiefly 
existed in quotations, or in palely inscribed ink on brinle paper, or on 



gravestones. (29) 

The fragile existence of the voice and words of past generations suggested above and the 

need to connect in a meaningful way from one generation to the next is discussed by 

Alexandra Collins in her article, "Who Shall hherit the Earth? Ethel Wilson's Kinship 

with Wharton, Glasgow, Cather and Ostenso". Collins argues that, like Wharton and the 

other authors mentioned, Wilson was acutely aware of the need for a "collective past" 

(62,66), one which would hold meanlig for the present and the funire. Margaret Laurence 

expresses a similar need in "A Place to Stand On" when she discwes the creation of Hagar 

whose "meaning" she sees as "the same as that of an old woman anywhere, having to deal 

with the reality of dying" (18). Laurence describes Hagar as being drawn from people in 

her past, in particular her grandparents' generation. Both Wilson and Laurence turn to 

voices of past generations to discover meaning in the life experience. 

In The Innocent Traveller, published when Wilson was sltry-one, the necessity 

of finding rneaning in the voices of past generations is parodied in a humorous exchange 

between Great-Amt Topaz and Yow, the Chinese cook. Yow describes for Topaz what 

he sees as the difference between the "Canadian people" and the "China people" of a much 

older civilization. In Yow's words, 

Canadian people no savee nothing. China people more different. Last 
February China New Year my farnily have large party seven hundred 
people. All my kah-san. Al1 my generation. You no care. You not ask al1 
your famuly. 1 not hear you go telephone seven hundred people, al1 your 
generation. You not know al1 your generation. You not care. 1 care. 1 



know al1 my generation. (166-67) 

Yow's words reflect the impermanence and potential loss of the voice contained in the 

generations of "white beards" and "white caps" that Wilson is aware of in her pas. Shonly 

after Yow's diatribe, it is the voice of Topaz which urges, 

In this new country it is very important that we should not lose track of 
farnily history. Tradition tends to die.(168) 

As an old woman, the last of her generation, Topaz is defined by her voice and 

vitality. For her generation and those before, "wisdom" is descnbed as being synonymous 

with "bearded age" (73) and a reason for connection between the old and the yoimg. In the 

"Nuts and Figs" chapter of The Innocent Traveller, Ethel Wilson presents a picnire of old 

age in which this association has dwindled and the young generation views the old wirh 

distane. Pretty Milly, the dressmaker's daughter, sees ninet).-year-old Great-Grandfather 

Edgeworth and seventy-nine-year-old Miss Raphael siaing in the garden and dismisses 

them as inanimate "old mumrniest' and "hardly people". She cornments, "Eh, I'd lief be 

dead as look like tha'." Ironically, the portrait that Wilson presents of the "two old 

people" (82) is far from lacklustre. As the narrator points out, these "two old people had 

not discovered that they were mummies" (83) and Great-Grandfather Edgeworth is 

portrayed as a vital figure in the middle of proposing marriage to Miss Raphael. He has 

also just unsuccessfully proposed the same to Miss Raphael's sisrer, the 



eighty-seven-year-old Mrs. Grimwade. 

Great-Grandfather Edgeworth is the father of Topaz and Wilson makes him 

older than his model, her great-grandfather, Joseph Edge, who lived to the age of 

eighty-seven. In "Piety, Propriety, and the Shaping of the Writer", Barbara Wild traces the 

materna1 and paternal family trees of Ethel Wilson for four generations, "the same 

distance in time that Wilson herself traverses in The Innocent Traveller" (27). As Wild 

points out, the charamers in this novel are based on Wilson's own relatives, in particular 

the Malkins, her mother's side of the fardy. Wilson herself is behind the figure of the 

young Rose and Topaz, as we have seen, is based on Wilson's great-aunr, Eliza Phillips 

Edge, who died in 1943 at the age of ninety-eight. The "part tmth" component of the 

story of Topaz is thus drawn from Wilson's farnily experience and to this she adds the 

"part invention" of fiction to create a timeless voice which interconnects al1 four 

generations. In "Somewhere Near the Truth", one of the essays contained in Stouck's 

Ethel Wilson: Stories. Essavs. and Letters, Wilson comments on this blending of tmth and 

fiction in The Innocent Traveller. She describes it as a "family chronicle" in which 

[tlhe persons and incidents are true, or, when I made some up (as I did), 
they are so tmly characteristic of certain persons that they approximate to 
tmth.(Stouck, 87) 

Fact and fiction are thus linked in the creation of family figures and voices in the novel.' 

As David Stouck points out in his micle,"Ethel Wilson's Novels", The Innocent Traveller 

is "a memory book" and the reader is "continuously reminded, by means of interpolated 
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speech from later years, that these are farnily stories being remembered". Stouck goes on 

to note the novel's uniqueness in the 1940's in that it "celebrat[es] the domestic joys of 

farnily and old age rather than youth and erotic love" (77). 

In her portrait of a vital woman who travels through tirne to a great age, 

Wilson carefully plays the voice of Topaz against the Edgeworth farnily voice. The latter 

voice includes that of great-niece Rose and, as noted earlier, behind this voice is the 

authorial voice of Wilson. Through the artistic strategy of a combination of voices, 

Wilson presents the possib2ity of a voice which persists, a stronger voice than the 

ephemerd one Wilson associates with the "white beards or white caps" (29) of "Reflections 

in a Pool". This is particularly evident in the description of the Book Meetings in the 

Pottery Towns of England, meetings which Topaz remembers attending as a young 

woman. In this instance, Wilson's authorial voice interrupts the narrative with the 

following: 

1 was never at a Book Meeting, because 1 was not alive and had not then 
been thought of, but 1 have heard so much about them that 1 am there with 
Topaz. There we sat .. .. (59) 

Through the above, Wilson's personal voice becomes part of the f a rdy  voice and, by 

extension, part of the voice of Topaz at the Book Meetings. This intricate network of 

voices breaks down barriers of time and provides a sense of history and identity not only 

for the new city of Vancouver, but also for the family and individuals within it. As the 

omniscient narrator points out, this is a "history" which "will not be written for a long 
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time" (158) and an alternative sense of identity is engendered in the oral histov presented 

and preserved in the voices and stories of the The Innocent Traveller. 

The voice which persists in the novel is that of Topaz. This voice does not 

change from youth to old age and its timeless quality is reflected in the comments of the 

narrative voice early in the novel: 

Only the small and irascible Topaz was an individual from the time she 
uttered her first sentence ("Oh, yes, 1 spoke clearly and fluently ar the age 
of nine months; my Mother was surprised!" "Now Aunty ... ! ") until that 
day nearly a century later when, still speaking clearly, she died.(iS) 

The voice of T o p  enters in parenthesis, as does that of her listener, Rose, but it is the 

voice of Topaz which dominates and Wilson ensures this by the frequent parentheticai 

interjections of this eccentric voice into the narrative. As in the above, Wilson oken 

interrupts the omniscient narrative voice with the slang and energy of the unchanging 

voice of Topaz. A return to the omniscient voice frames and highlights the intensity of 

a voice which persists for "nearly a century". Such vitality is ensured by Wilson's use of 

repetition, exclamation marks, italics and repeated questions; "1 do declare!" is exclaimed 

and repeated by Topaz right up until moments before her dearh (275). Use of such 

methods enables Wilson to create the language of a "lively woman who lived for a 

hundred years", one whose words "leap[ ] like little jangling jaguars" (229) and one who 

peppers her language in old age with unusual words from the Staffordshire dialect, such 

as "sneaped" and "jannock" (231-2). As the narrative voice comments, 



(now that Topaz was old, she used old colloquialisms and 
Staffordshireisms, "jannock" she would Say for "kind and pleasant ") 
. ... (232) 

Such liveliness and intensity of language ensures that it is the voice of Topaz, even as an 

old woman, which stands out from the other voices in the text and cannot be "forgotnm". 

It is the voice of Great-Great-Aunt Topaz which is remembered in the future 

by a great-grandson of Annie, sister of Topaz. Annie is dso called "Grandmother" and 

based on Elizats sister, Ann Elizabeth Edge, who lived to be eighty-six. In a chapter cded 

"The Joumey", this great-grandson waks dong the banks of the Rideau Canal in Ottawa 

and looks over the railing at its "rather still" water. His thoughts revolve around the need 

for a suitable "memorid" for generations past and subtly link Topaz with the image of the 

wind: 

"My Great-Grandmother ... needs no memorial. There are f o q  of us - 
why there rnust be fifty of us now! - Canadians, up and down the country, 
who have issued from her or her issue, and for better or worse we are her 
memorial. And my great Aunt Rachel, whom 1 just remember, needs no 
memorial either, because there are sril1 people who knew her and honoured 
her quite a lot, and anyway, a person like my Great-Aunt Rachel has her 
own rnemorial. But Great-Great-Aunt Topaz, who outlived these two, and 
outlived al1 her generation, and many of the n e z  generation, and some of 
the next generation, and who defied these generations in her later days - 
don't 1 remember her! - she has gone; there is no mark of her that 1 know, 
no more than the dimpling of the water caused by the wind a few minutes 
ago. She is only a line on granite, 'Sister of the Above'. Yet she lived a 
hundred years, and is not long dead. Already she is seldom mentioned, and 
when we meet together as we sometimes do, al1 so busy, di so occupied, 
perhaps no one remembers, until afterwards, to mention her name. It 



really is a shame," thought the great-grandson idly, "that one can live a 
hundred years with gusto, and be happy, and agitate the stream, and pass 
at once out of mernory. So she has no memorid ... I1d better hurry or 1'11 
be late ...." The breeze blew and rippled the waters of the canal here and 
there ....( 104-5) 

Ironically, it is Topaz who stands out in the recoilections of the great-grandson. She is the 

farnily member whom this great-grandson links in his memory with the passing of 

generations and in whom he finds a voice and vitality which endures. Topaz is 

remembered for her individu4 "gusto" and not for the people she knew or the sheer 

numbers of her descendants. The vitality of Topaz is associated with the "wind" which 

passes over the "still" waters of the canal and which is earlier described as a "srna11 invisible 

wind which ran rapidly dong the surface of the water" pushing "wasre twigs" and "lately 

fallen leaves" (104) to the edge of the canal. This imagery suggestively opposes an 

intangible life force to the "still" waters of mortality and links this force to the "gusto" of 

Topaz who "agitate[s] the stream" of life as she passes through it. 

Vitality and mortality are again associated with Topaz in a later chapter which 

reflects this dichotomy in its Utle, "The Buried Life". Now in her nineties, Topaz chooses 

to read lines from Matthew Arnold's poem of that title and dramaticdly raises her voice 

as she approaches the following lines, 

A man becomes aware of his life's flow, 
And hears its winding murmur; and he sees 
The meadows where it glides, the Sun, the breeze ....( 253) 
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Arnold's words associate an awareness of mortality with increasing age and link this 

awareness with the spiritual promise of "the breeze", a form of hope which is offered in 

the opening words of the Old Testament: 

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was 
without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And 
the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.(Genesis 1,I-2) 

Wilson uses the image of the wind to suggest an ephemeral life force in Topaz with links 

beyond the limits of mortality and time. 

When Wilson portrays the great-granbon w a h g  dong the canal "about a half 

a century later" (104, she in effect crosses the boundaries of time in the journey of life and 

in doing this suggests a life force outside the imposed limits of past, present and future, 

one which requires a mental journey to appreciate. In a letter to Anne Blochin at the 

Macmillan Publishing Company, contained in Stouck's collection of Wilson's essays, 

letters and stories, Wilson discusses the writing of The Innocent Traveller and her words 

suggest such a journey: 

One finds the Time phenornenon cropping up startlingly but very elusively 
from time to time in ordinary life - just glimpses of it. .... But I have tried 
to give a hint - a layman's ignorant guess - in the third chapter without 
labouring it too heavily. The funire, past, and present seem implicit in each 
other, seem one and the sarne .... But there it is, the Time mystery which 
has bemused a lot of people - it's outside Our understanding, hardly inside 
Our perception, but dways adjacent to us, and we are implicated in it, I'm 
sure.(Stouck, 120) 



As Stouck points out in a footnote to Wilson's letter, the "third chapter" is difficult to 

determine because of Wilson's numerous changes to the manuscript (121). However, the 

"strangely moving curtain of Time" (16) in the third chapter of the published version 

suggests a different journey, one beyond the boundaries of time imposed by mortality. 

Chapter Three is titled "By Our First Strange and Fatall Interview" and deals with the life 

and death of another "innocent" (20) traveller, Grandmother's sister Mary, who dies in 

childbirth in hdia. Vitality and mortality are once more emphasised in the brief 

description of Mary's life and of her death, a death which is placed abruptly at the end of 

this chapter, just as the death of Mother is announced at the end of the first. 

Wilson constantly reminds the reader of the presence of death in the journey 

of life. When the young Topaz boards the train to cross Canada for the first time, she is 

described as "travell(ing1 lightU, taking with her very little emotional baggage except a "joy 

of living", one which is described as being 

concerned only with the veriest surface of materiai and psychic being, [and 
which] allowed her to amuse herself like those 'water-gliders' which we see 
in summer running about on the top of pleasant weed-fringed pooIs.(iO3) 

Again, Wilson opposes life to ever-present death as a force which lies just below the 

"surface" of life. If Topaz is considered as a character with psychologicd depth, she fails 

miserably. However, if she is considered figuratively as a life force ourside the barriers of 

tirne, one which c m  be opposed to mortality, her portrayd succeeds. This is especially 



apparent as Topaz approaches death in old age. 

When she is "over eighty" (238), Topaz is described during one of her regular 

Friday visits to Rose. Like many of the other accounts which revolve around Topaz in 

The Innocent Traveller, the description of this visit is comical and the humour depends 

on the voice of Aunt Topaz which rades on endlessly. Her "powerful and carrying voice" 

(237) dominates the visit and, despite her shrinking size, her presence "fdls the house from 

the front door to the back" (238).Topaz does not listen to Rose, and as the narrator points 

She seldom listens. She enjoys speaking. (237) 

Topaz hardly pauses as Rose leaves to play tennis, but instead urges her to "Charm, 

charm! Sparkle, sparkle! Scintillate, scintillate!" (242), words which could be described as 

the maxim by which Topaz lives. 

The humour and vitality in the presentation of the voice of Topaz, and the way 

it dominares the visir to Rose, are opposed to yet another concluding reference to 

mortality, at the end of the chapter recounting this visit. The chapter is called "Aunty 

Spends the Day" and the strategy is employed to ensure that the voice of Topaz, and the 

vitaliry it engenders, is placed against the forces of mutability and time. "Aunty" finally 

leaves Rose and, "ancient, important, a delight and disturbance to her family, still talking, 

goes home". Straight after this, the chapter closes with the following: 



The day is over. The e m h  mrns, and seven times nirning brings Friday 
again. The weeks hasten by. Where are the weeks? They are lost in the 
years. Aunty's long life inscribes no sweeping curves upon the moving 
curtain of Time. She inscribes no significant design. Just small bright dots 
of colour, sparkling dots of life.(243) 

Shortly before this description, Topaz is described as someone for whom "everything is 

new under the sun" (242). As the day of life closes into evening, the "sparkling dots of life" 

suggested in the figure of a woman in old age are opposed to an image of time evoking 

Ecclesiastes 9:11 where there is nothing "new under the s u d ,  but "time and chance" 

happen to all. Against the changes of life, Wilson places the irrepressible Topaz and 

suggests through her a figure who embraces life to the end. In the humour of her 

presentation, Wilson affirms and celebrates life even into old age and approaching dearh 

and suppom a way of dealing with the finite nature of life described in Ecclesiastes 8:15: 

Then 1 commended rnirth, because a man hath no bener thing under the 
sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry: for that shall abide with 
him of his labour the days of his life, which God giveth him under the Sun. 

As the environment of Topaz shrinks in old age, her voice and vitdity remain 

undiminished. In her eighties, Topaz is in control. Now living alone in her own 

apartment, she "reign[sIn (234) and t'rule[s] ... over her whole world" (236). At the age of 

ninety-three she still lives in this apartment, now with a housekeeper, but still "vigorous, 

vibrating, [and] still talking". As the narrator points out, "She has talked for ninety years" 

and 



She is the Great-Aunt. She is the Great-Great-Aunt. She is important. (244) 

At ninety-three "Aunty" ni11 savours new words and phrases like "Old Rip" and while at 

"cocktails" in her apartment with Rose and another friend, comrnents on the iack of men 

present and "still speaking ... not ceasLing] speaking" remarks that she would cal1 them 

"hen-tails" (247) and quickly demands to be served one. Again, the humorous presentation 

of this old woman affirms life and the reaching for it with "Gusto", as the name of the 

chapter containing this incident implies. 

As Topaz approaches one hundred years of age, her joy in life persists. She is 

"too much occupied in living" (258) to be affected by the onset of the Second World War. 

This historical event does not change her world; what does are the constrictions imposed 

by progressive age. As her life closes down, Topaz still continues to sdly forth. Again, 

humour is the essence of her final venture, at the age of one hundred, into the outside 

world. In this last expedition, Topaz insists on going out to buy icecream, only ro be 

impeded on the journey home by her falling knickers. Topaz is unperturbed by the 

incident and just relieved to find she is not paralysed. The joy and verve she draws from 

the incident are apparent and, at its conclusion, the narrator comments: 

Because Great-Aunt Topaz is a hundred years old and is still little Topaz 
Edgeworth with a strong infusion of grande dame, she is invincible. Small 
and great lapses from convention do not dismay her. Why should they? 
They entertain her. She is impatient of illness but not at al1 dismayed by 
death, which now can almost be heard approaching, it is so near.(271) 



In advanced old age, Topaz is aware of the approach of death and accepts it as 

part of the journey of life. As her world closes down to one room, down to a "point of 

departure" she is still described as "gay [and] volatile". However, now one hundred years 

old, she is aiso described as a "poor volatile bird" uneasily waiting for some form of 

"affirmation or release" (275). In the final chapter of The Innocent Traveller, Wilson 

suggests a likeness between the final "migration" of Topaz and rhat of the massive bird 

migrations of the Argentinian plains, especidly the waiting restlessness of "the mosr 

volatile species" and that of rhe 1 s t  bird of that species waiting to go, waiting for 

"something" (274). As the 1st  of her generation, Topaz approaches death with confidence 

in rhis final "adventure" of life and when she dies the narrator remarks, "Something 

remained and something was ended" (275). The suggestive "something" that hovers over 

the death of Topaz lingers from the vitality she has manifested in life and, when she dies, 

the wind is used as an aspiring image to be opposed to mortality. 

After the hineral of Topaz, the image of the wind suggests the form of release 

that Topaz has longed for as she approached death in old age. Seagulls are described as 

flying "high overhead on account of the wind" and Wilson quotes from the Eighteenth 

Devotion of John Donne which concludes the novel with the following words, 

We are ... transported, our du t  b lome  away with propbane dust, wirh every 
wind. (277) 
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Alongside this seriousness, Wilson continues the zest and humour she has used ro ponray 

the life and old age of a woman who "live[s] for a hundred years". Even after death, the 

figure of Topaz is at the centre of one of life's fiascos. Her funerai flowers are described 

as being sent to the wrong place and one cannot help but think it would have been a 

send-off that "Aunty" would have relished. 

Just as Topaz approaches life with "gusto" , so too does Daddy Sherry in W.O. 

Mitchell's The Kite (1962). In this novel, the image of the wind is also used as an aspiring 

image, one which again incorporates the breath, spirit and "silent" word of God that 

Mitchell portrays in Who Has Seen the Wind (1947) and chat Wilson suggests by her use 

of wind imagery in The Innocent Traveller. In Who Has Seen the Wind the incident wich 

old Saint Sammy, his piano box and the voice of God in the wind presents another 

example of an energised figure in old age who is linked with the possibilities of another 

dimension. Like Sammy, both Topaz and Daddy are portrayed not only as being 

associated with a spirinid or religious dimension, but also as feisty characters in extreme 

old age. Daddy lives to be one-hundred-and-eleven yean old. He contemplates marriage 

at the age of ninety-eight and goes on a goose-hunt at the age of a hundred. Like the kite 

that Daddy flies on his one-hundred-and-eleventh birthday, Daddy "flies" at the age of 

one-hundred-and-seven as the "acerobat" Alfredo dela Monterey dela Sherry. As he points 

out, "Don't ever hear of any acerobats a hundred an' seven years old" (50). When he is 



about to fly on his broomstick trapeze in Bailey's barn, Daddy yells out that he is "ay-bout 

to take death feadessly by thee face" (59) and his vitality is figuratively opposed to the 

proximiry of his own mortality. 

As with The Innocent Traveller, the themes of tirne, mutability and mortality 

are present from the opening pages of The Kite. In these pages a thirty-nine-year-old 

journalist, David Lang, travels towards his first meeting with Daddy and en route 

contemplates the "fleeting nature" of his work and the " breathlessly small" amount of rime 

he has on earth (2). Mitchell has cornmented on the theme of man's mortdity and its 

cemrality to The Kite in an interview with Patricia Barclay: 

The idea of a kite, a lively thing held by a thin rhread of Life, is comparable 
to man and his mortality, and the novel is a study in mortality, and the 
awareness of the shortness of man's day's upon the earth ....@ arclay,55) 

The profundity- and seriousness of the theme of mortality is dealt with by Mitchell in a 

funny, almost farcical novel in which the "lively" image of the kire and the spiritual 

potential ir entails, is also held in the "lively" characterisation of an extremely old man. 

Daddy's vitdity is apparent from the first Ume he appean in the novel when, with "white 

hair electric", it looks ro David "as though Mr. Sherry speared directly from the floor 

beneath, through the bed and straight up" (3 1). 

Like the "sparkling dots of life" (243) found in Topaz, the vitdity in Daddy is 

associared with a "life force" which "sparkles" (80) in him. Daddy also resembles Topaz 

in his approach to life; he "cornes to everything as though it were fresh and new - like a 
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poet" (136). Such vitality and "wild exuberance" were noted by Margaret Laurence in 

"Holy Terror", her review of The Kite published in 1963 and presumably wrinen during 

the writing of The Stone Amel which was published in 1964- Laurence felt The Kite was 

a successful novel because of its aged protagonist, "this one old man, who stnkes me as a 

genuine holy terror" . However, Laurence also notes Daddy's "spells of morbidity " which 

are opposed to his vitality and "his nonexistent sense of history" (76-77). If what she sees 

in the novel is taken one step further, Daddy, like Topaz, becomes the figurative 

expression of a vital force in old age. Topaz does not concern herself with history either. 

She lives through both World Wars, but does not bother herself about thern, being "too 

much occupied with living" (258) to contemplate events in the passing world of tirne. In 

both novels, vitality and mortality are constantly opposed in figures which are defined not 

by the historicd events they have lived through, but by a forward impetus which goes 

with them into the extrerne edges of a long life. 

In the early pages of The Kite, as David Lang approaches Daddy's home town 

of Shelby, Alberta, he searches for a therne for his article on Daddy and rnakes the 

common connecrion between a long-lived life and the historical events associated with 

such a life: 

Longevity - obviously - a living record of die limits of hurnan life - the old 
Parr of the foothills - the one unbroken thread of flesh and spirit 
unravelling vulnerably from the year eighteen forty-nine. The California 
gold rush - twelve years old when Abraham Lincoln becarne president of 
the United States, sixteen when the president had been assassinated in 
Ford's Theatre. (7) 



Here Mitchell uses what looks like a routine thought association not only to introduce 

subtly the imagery later associated with the kite and the wind, but also to link this wirh 

the Canadian tendency to find meaning and historical significance in events and figures 

outside Canada. In other words, to express the lack of a Canadian voice that is also 

Wilson's concern in The Innocent Traveller. By cornparing Daddy to the English "old 

Parr" and associating phases of his life with American history, this Canadian "foothills" 

figure becomes analogous with the amorphous figures in the history of the long life of 

Topaz, figures who could be lost if, as has been noted in Yow's remarks, "Canadian people 

no savee nothing." Like Wilson, Mitchell is also aware of the need for the voice of a 

collective past and expresses this through the words of Shelby's local barber, Mr. Spicer: 

Printed word lasts. History - man like Daddy Sherry - way I see it - he's 
history - he has historical importance. Al1 our old-timers dying off makes 
hirn even more historically important because they're the living pages of 
Our history - Canadian history. Pages - fluttering away - unrecorded - lots 
of chem unread.(23) 

David has corne to Shelby to record the long life of Daddy Sherry. As a child, 

he was given the set of Berkleyls Masten and Scholars Encvclo~edia that had belonged to 

the family boarder who replaced Lon Burke, creator of a kite for David which was 

prevented from flying by Lon's death. Through these books, David becomes avrare that 

words are "a sort of legacy from Lon, not a kite but something dmoa  as wonderful" (19). 

A curious connecrion between the kite's silence and the world of words is established here 
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and anticipates the connection David will eventually make berween Daddy who is "roo 

immersed in living to build historicd significance out of his days" (124) and the kite which 

he fies on the wind in the face of death. Daddy's kite is a symbol of the spirit of human 

life lived to its furthest reach; Shelby's rninister, Donald Finlay, describes Daddy as living 

a long life "fully - intuitively" (152). Mitchell's use of the wind and the kite is analogous 

to the "silent" word of God that Wilson subtly evokes in her use of wind imagery in the 

portrayal of Topaz. 

Both Topaz and Daddy live life to its limits and just as Wilson suggests in her 

portrait of Topaz a "something" outside the boundzries of tirne, so too does Mitchell 

suggest in his portrait of a character in extreme old age "something old and elemental", 

words which are used to describe David's response to preparations in Shelby for Daddy's 

birthday Party: 

David had the feeling that he was in touch with something old and 
elementd; dl shared a synthesizing insight such as drops over a 
congregation at the raking of communion or holy sacrament; al1 made their 
obeisance to the eternal ancestors of a mythological past when man was 
ageless; they planned a party for Methuselah. (71) 

Methuselah is a sacred equivalent to old Parr and Mitchell links Daddy with both ancient 

figures as well as another "old and elemental" figure, the traditionally long-lived turtle. 

Daddy is described as moving with " turtle slownw" (3 1) when David first meets him and 

as also having "turcle eyes" (79). The latter description occurs when Daddy coiitemplates 

a fall goose-hunt and confrontation with yet another "[elxtremely old" (75) creature, the 



"shaman goose" with "the great sickle 

Daddy is also connected to the "old 
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wings" (89), Old Bull Frog Croaker.' In addition, 

and elemental" world that shamans and witches 

represent. He  is described in David's thoughts as having for the community of Shelby 

the set-apart magic of a tribal shaman; in hirn reposed the extra spiritual 
power of the witches of old. No wonder they were traditionally old ... for 
their age was just more proof of their special power over the irnmutable 
laws of death.(70) 

Time, mutability and death and "something old and elemental" are also linked with the 

long-lived Daddy when Mitchell repeatedly associates him with the tombs of ancient 

Egypr; Daddy's house has a pyramidal roof (28,37,95) and Daddy claims to have at 

"Hundred an' eleven - Egypr in my bones" (33). Daddy's "special power" is further 

suggested in the analogy made by Mr. Spicer between Daddy and a seed found in a 

pharaoh's tomb which when brought to light germinated after thousands of years (28). 

By associating Daddy with the powers of an ancient past, Mitchell links him 

with a force outside the lirnits of man's mortality. This force is tied to the spiritud power 

of the wind and Mitchell suggests through this imagery the possibilities of a different 

language beyond time. This idea is also apparent at the conclusion of Who Has Seen the 

Wind when an "endless silence" is described over prairie grave-stones. The soi1 in this 

instance is described as "richt' (300) and suggests a wordless language beyond death, one 

to be opposed to the impermanence of words on tombstones that Echel Wilson describes. 

In his creation of the character of Daddy, Mitchell composes a figure who cornes to life 
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rhrough language, through the voices and stories of the townspeople of Shelby. As with 

Topaz, this pattern of voices creates and sustains the portrait of a "lively" figure in 

extreme old age. However, in contrast to Topaz, Daddy is associated from the beginning 

of his portrayal with the "silence" of another language. Daddy is first seen when David 

goes to interview him in his house and what folIows parodies the typicd interview of an 

extrernely old person, one which inevitably seeks the "secret" of a long life. Beneath 

David's attempt to conduct a routine interview lies the voice of silence, one which is 

described as possessing another sound: 

the silence of the bedroom had borrowed a harsh edge, at first an almost 
imperceptible and placeless sound; it strengthened and lost its ventriloquial 
quahy . . . . (3 1-2) 

The enigmatic sound of a different voice is also suggested by Mitchell in his porrrayal of 

another old man, the seventy-six-year-old Kenneth Lyon in Ladvbug. Ladvbuc ... (198 8). 

Through retrospect, Lyon remembers 

discover[ing] the wind to be a fine ventriloquist; although you could feel 
the general direction it was coming from, you couldn't really pin it down, 
and it had so many voices ....( 65) 

Mitchell links Daddy's voice directly to that of the wind in the first words that Daddy 

speaks, affirmative words from an extremely old man who, at this point, appears so close 

to death. Daddy affirms life with his "Yeh-yeh-yeh-yeh-yeh" and the narrator comments, 



Autumn wind through dead leaves rnight have whispered so: breathy 
affirmation of nothing .... (32) 

Daddy's links with aunimn and decay are carefully juxtaposed with the image of the wind 

and the promise of a different affirmative voice in the face of death. 

As Daddy himself later comments, "fdl" is the "time to square off for his 

"fight wirh winter", to oppose his vitality to its threat of mortality. As he explains to 

Doctor Richardson, he'd like to turn back time "[wlhilst the old fellah wasn't lookin'." 

The "old fellah" is Death, the only "old fellah" Daddy feels he " c m  call old an' get away 

with it" (77). As the winter of death approaches, Daddy anticipates his meeting with Old 

Croaker, the goose not only distinguished by great age, but dso by the sound of his 

"squawk box". OM Croaker lacks the normd two-note cal1 of a goose, but has instead a 

"deep unfinished croak - as though he'd begun to call and was intermpted in mid-cal1 ..." 

(75). Daddy completes this cd in a scene just prior to the goose-hunt when he mirnics Old 

Croaker and with his voice provides the high second note that Old Croaker lacks. When 

II  . he does this, Daddy anticipates the ultimate fulfilment contained in the laughter in 

unisont' of the "two old ganders" at the end of the goose-hunt when 

They laughed at the doctor. 
They laughed at the rninister. 
They laughed at the undertaker. (90) 
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Laughter as a meaas for elderly people to "take greater control of their life experience" is 

discussed by William F. Fry Jr. in "Humor, Physiology, and the Aging Process" (89). 

Mitchell's artistic strategy gives Daddy and Old Croaker control of a situation that 

suggests Daddy's death and burid. As he laughs, Daddy is described as " half-resurrected", 

having lifted "the bright green grave grass" of the hunting blind "over his shoulders like 

a shawl" (90). When Daddy is outside with Old Croaker he is cornfortable with the f a n  

of death. In his story of the goose-hunt Doctor Richardson describes Daddy as sining on 

a bed of speciaily warmed rocks, "rocker-snug in his warm nest" (87) of undenaker's grave 

grass, with grave blankets forming a bonnet for his head. A "swaddled Daddy" h a  literally 

been "buried" in the "great ditch" dug for hirn by the doctor, the minister and the 

undertaker and the "long black hearse" (86) of the undertaker has taken the soi1 away so 

that death and the "grave" are obscured from sight. Daddy draws attention to death as a 

part of life when he emerges from this burial pit and, through an action that echoes his 

apparent "speding]" (31) through from the floor when David first attempts to interview 

him, suggests a life force to penetrate the Limits of mortality and a way to face approachiq 

death. 

Later in the novel, Daddy illustrates another way of dealing with the proxirnity 

of death in old age. He shuts himself up in his room with the casket catalogue from OIlie 

Pringle's funeral home. What makes him leave his room and the images of death in the 

catalogue is the timeless vitality of continuing life and its constant opposition to the 

a~proach of death. David suggests this juxtaposition when he and Daddy's friend, the 

young boy, Keith MacLean, visit Daddy and David tells Daddy of their lack of interest 



"[i]n your black tasselled c o f i  and your red granite tombstone. We'll cake 
summer fallow steamiag under the sun with the killdeer crying behind the 
drill - over your black bioaddoth - the crocuses in Paradise Valley say a lot 
more for us than the longest epitaph in the undertaker's book - your 
two-ton Stone isn't wonh one single pussy-willow bud ...."( 161) 

Daddy interrupts and demands the window in his room be opened and through this action 

once again joins the life outside. Mitchell employs a similar artisric strategy earlier in his 

short story "But As Yesterday" (1942) when he describes an old man of eighty sitring in 

his rocker by the window of his room. This old man &rms his connection with the life 

outside by keeping his window "always open" (132). Both rhis old man and Daddy face 

death by embracing it as part of life, as does the pndrnother in Mitchell's Who Has Seen 

the Wind (1947) who invites death by having her window opened. In a sirnilar way, Topaz 

defeats her physically limited existence in old age with her eagerness for death as part of 

another experience of life. 

Such possibilities are also dealt with by David Waltner-Toews in his short 

story, "A Sumy Day in Canada". As noted in Chapter One, this story takes place within 

the limited confines of a nursing home. Like Daddy, the narrator of the story is linked 

with something "old and elemental". His opening words make the connection: 

Fourscore and ten years have I Iived, as the ancients would have said. They 
loved euphemisms. 1 am ancient and my bones ache.(M) 
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Further, just as Daddy is wrapped and "buried" in the hunting blind, this old man 

describes himself as a " skeleton wrapped in parchment" an "archaeological artifact .. . 

tucked into a cave of white sheets and woollen blankets" (15). From this restricted 

physical position he anticipates "spearing up" like Daddy and entering a new space, one 

with the positive implications of a "sunny day". Again, as with Daddy, the image of the 

kite is used to explore these aspirations. The old narrator remarks that his 

eighty-nine-year-old wife "floats, jerkily" in her movements "like a paper do11 suspended 

by a string" and he goes on to comment, 

But her lightness, that is what 1 love. One rnorning she will lift up through 
the window like a kite, up, up, growing smaller and smaller in to the blue 
prairie sky. I shdl be holding the string. When she arrives up there, she 
will give a linle mg, and 1 roo will be p d e d  loose. I shall float up after her, 
unstuck from earth.(l5) 

The story, like Hagar's final "And then -" (308), is incomplete. After the death of his wife 

t h  old man mentally composes an unfinished letter and ends it with a sentence without 

a hl1 stop: 

Dear, dear Rachel, my lovely kite, I am corning (24) 

The image of the kite flying on the wind and the suggestion of resurrection are 

both factors associated with Mitchell's portrayd of Daddy. Further, like the srories of 

Topaz, Hagar and the ninety-year-old protagonist of "A Sunny Day in Canada", Daddy's 
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story is incomplete. His final "Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah ........" (210) at the conclusion of The 

Kite leaves his story open-ended. The conclusion of the novel follows an act of defiance - 

by Daddy, one which resembles Hagar's defiant "wrest[ing]" of the glass of water she is 

given into her own hands jusr before her £inal words. Daddy expresses his defiance when 

he "yank[s] violently" on the string of the birthday kite Keith has given him and exclaims, 

"Loop-the-loop you weavin' son of a hunyack!" (210) before handing the stick of the 

flying kite over to Keith. Much of Daddy's vitality, like that of Topaz, is expressed 

through vivid language. Janette Turner Hospital uses a similar strategy in her shon: story, 

"Morgan Morgan". Here the voice of an old man expresses his virality and is described 

with imagery rhat suggests the intangible promise of the kite. When this old man yodels, 

he does "something mysterious in his throat and his yodel ... unhrl[s] itself like a silk 

ribbon" (Isobars,lZ). 

The kite is Daddy's preferred birthday gift, one which he gladly accepts after 

his violent rejection of the "chaste and puritan clock" (196) which the people of Shelby 

give him. This clock is "shrouded" (203) in the limitations of rime and monality. Daddy 

aggressively opposes his vitality to these limitations when he attacks the clock with his 

cane and shatters its "agedry case [which] burst[s] apart with the multiple, cracking 

explosion of an entire package of fire-crackers ignited al1 together" (206). Daddy does not 

need a clock to remind him of his mortality. He has always lived with an intensity related 

to his awareness of death and this is the legacy he passes on to David who finally redises 

the astonishingly simple thing the old man had to Say - and had said 



through the hundred and eleven years of his life - between the personal 
deeds of his birth and his death, knowing always that the string was thin 
- that it could be dropped - that ic could be snapped. He had lived always 
with the awareness of his own mortality.(209) 

An approach to death which breaks through the limitations of mortality and 

time is also expressed in the figure of another "Old Man" at the conclusion of a novel 

which also places its elderly protagonist at the centre of a town's voices. Like Daddy, he 

is also given a timepiece by the people of his town, Upward, Saskatchewan. This is the 

seventy-five-year-old Doc Hunter of Sinclair Ross's Sawbones Mernorial (1974). Doc's 

thoughu as he approaches death reflea not only his equanimity, but also the sense of new 

possibilities and differenr beginnings: 

So relax Old Man, go home and sleep. It's al1 over and itfs all beginning, 
there's nothing more required of you. April and the smell of April, just as 
it was al1 beginning that day too .... (139) 

Doc's response is similar to that described when Daddy "commune[s] with his dead" in 

Paradise Valley near "Wolf Willah Crick" (166-7). Here also, it is "smell" which collapses 

time and brings the past into the present, suggesting the different "something" that Wilson 

is aware of with her 'strangely moving curtain of Time" and that Laurence evokes with 

her portrayal of Hagar in the cemetery at the opening of The Stone Ance1 when a 

"disrespectful wind" stirs up the "smell of things that grew untended and had grown 

a iwa~s" .~  
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For Doc, Daddy and Hagar, the elusive nature of life and death is evoked by 

the enigmatic nanue of smell. This quality is, however, linked in al1 these instances to an 

dl-important voice in old age which expresses a belief in life as death is approached. The 

vitality of this voice opposes the finite nature of mortality and suggests the possibilities 

of a different journey to be made at the end of life. This journey is one which is linked 

with a voice which lives and speaks outside the novel, a voice which suggests being in 

touch with something at the extreme edge of life which will persist for the generations 

that are to corne. As Topaz approaches the age of a hundred, Rose is described as she 

walks down Granville Street in Vancouver. The seagulls which will be Linked with the 

wind and with rhe final journey of Topaz after death fly above Rose at rhis point and 

suggest a voice to be heard as death is approached. This voice can be heard across 

generations, but as Wilson suggests in The Innocent Traveller: 

Someone, not everyone, hears the voice above the crowd.(261) 

A voice which cannot always be heard suggests the existence of other realities 

which can be looked forward to after death. In English-Canadian fiction, traditional 

markers of reality are often challenged in the depiction of old age and a new sense of 

alternative realities is frequently implied. This is especidly apparent when the fictional 

portrayal of old age is linked with the possibilities of resurrection and it is this process 

which will be considered in the next and final chapter. 



Chapter 5 

Old Age and Resurrection: Another Look ut Reality 

It was not that Grandfather lived in the past, though naturally he did a 
linle. Rather it was that he saw the present with such experienced eyes that 
he often seemed to be living in the future, which would become r e d  only 
afrer he was dead.(148) 

Conrad Dehmel in Hugh MacLennan 's 
Vozces in Tirne (1 980) 

Conrad Dehrnel speaks the above as an old man. In old age he recalls his 

Grandfather's sense of time as "simply a feeling that the present moment is unreal because 

it is a product of the past and a transition into the h r e "  (148). Such a breakdown of the 

conventional parameters of what we think of as "reality" is also evident in the aged 

Dehmel's recollection: 



[Grandfather] used to talk sometimes of rebinh and I thought he meant the 
resurrection of the body but after a while 1 knew he was ralking of 
something larger than that.(152) 

Dehmel recdls that, as his Grandfather approached death, he sensed char "he had gone 

away from us into what was left of himself" (152). In the fiction of old age many orher 

elderly protagonists also take an inward journey, one which attempts to see with the 

mind's eye what is ~ossible beyond the limiu of m o d i t y .  in Voices in Time, MacLennan 

presents a shattered world, one destroyed by a nuclear explosion, a world in which 

survivors search for meaning. Survivors into old age also exisr in a fragmented world. As 

the end of life is approached, loss of friends and family and fdure  of b o d y  hnctions can 

trigger a quest for different forrns of reality. 

In English-Canadian fiction, the exploration of alternative realities is especidly 

apparent in the work of Jack Hodgins and, in particular, his numerous portrayals of 

characters in old age. Hodgins lives and writes in Vancouver Island, British Columbia, a 

place which he describes in his introduction to The West Coast Ex~erience (1976) as 

giving one the sense of not only "living at the edge of the continent", but also at "the 

extreme frontier of the world" where "[opd realities can be thought of as left behind ... and 

new realities can take their place" (2). The search for "new realities" is a central theme in 

Hodginst work and this chapter will explore its connection with his elderly protagonists 

by looking at his work in chronological order, from the stationary Mrs. Bested in Spit 

Delanevfs Island (1976) to the itinerant Geoffrey Crane in The Honorary Patron (1987). 

Hodgins' attitude to "reality" is expressed in commenu published in Canadian Writers at 



Work: Interviews with Geoff Hancock (1987): 

What you and I cd the ocean is to me only a metaphor. All those trees, for 
instance, are metaphors; the reatity Lies beyond them. The act of writing to 
me is an anempt to shine a light on that ocean and those trees so bright 
that we see right through them to the reality that is constant.~ancock,62) 

Hodgins' attempt to portray another kind of redity in his fiction is indebted 

to the work of Gabriel Garcia Mbquez whose influence is acknowledged by Hodgins 

earlier in the sarne interview with Hancock. A comerstone in the fiction of magic realism 

was the publication in 1970 of the English translation of Garcia Mkquez' Cien Anos de 

Soledad (1967) as One Hundred Years of Solitude with its village of Macondo where 

nobody has died and with characters Like the aged Melquiades who returns from the dead. 

As noted above, Hodgins' first major work of fiction, Spit Delaney's kland, was published 

in 1976. This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the aspects of rnagic reaiism in 

Hodgins' work and how it relates to an attitude to death expressed in the portrayal of his 

elderly protagonisu. In "Magic or Realism: The Marvellous in Canadian Fiction", Geoff 

Hancock remarks that "British Columbia is less a state of nature than a state of mind" (32). 

Working out of British Columbia, Hodgins presents the possibilities of an aitered "state 

of G d "  in old age, one that leads to a different reality and which suggests a new wzy of 

interpreting the concept of "resurrection" . 

The journey forward towards the final frontier of life in old age and the 

accompanying awareness of the concept of another redity have been noted in literature, 
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sociological midies and autobiographical reflections. For example, such is the "untravelled 

world" that waits to reveal itself beyond the arch of experience that Tennyson's aged and 

questing Ulysses has known on life's journey. Further, in The Tourney of Life: A Cultural 

Hiaorv of A$nc in America (1992), Thomas R. Cole notes the process of change in the 

long-standing metaphor of the journey of life, one which can be seen in works such as 

" Vly sses " : 

As with Matthew Arnold and Alfred Tennysoo in the late nineteenth 
cenniry, the value of life's journey is increasingly sought in the actual 
process of discovery rather than in the traditiond pattern of Christian 
teleology. The various impulses to move toward something as one grows 
older - a unity of understanding, God, expiation of guilt, renewal of 
innocence, or restoration of self - have become more manifest.(242) 

In a final example, Car1 Jung comments on the naturd connection between this forward 

journey and old age in "On Life after Death", the penultimate chapter of his 

autobiography, Mernories. Dreams. Reflections (1961): 

From the psychological point of view, life in the hereafter would seem to 
be a logicd continuation of the psychic life of old age. With increasing age, 
contemplation and reflection, the inner images nanirally play an ever 
greater part in man's life .... In old age one begins to let memories unroll 
before the mind's eye and, musing, to recognize oneself in the inner and 
outer images of the p s t .  This is like a preparation for an existence in the 
hereafter . . .. (320) 

Jung's concern with "the hereafter" is expressed earlier in the same chapter when he States, 
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"A man should be able to Say he has done his best to form a conception of life after death" 

(302). Jung's personal artempt to do chis is acknowledged when he States, "1 try to see the 

line which leads through my life into the world, and out of the world again" (320). Jung 

was in his early eighties when he began work on his autobiography and it was published 

in 196 1, Jung's eighty-sixth year and the year of his death. 

An imaginative journey forward beyond the known world is panicularly 

appropriate to the study of old age in English-Canadian fiction. In The Bush Garden 

(1971), Northrop Frye cornments on "the position of the frontier in the Canadian 

imagination" and remarks: 

One wonders if any other national consciousness has had so large an 
amount of the unknown, the unrealized, the humanly undigested, so built 
into it. (220) 

As Hodgins' elderly protagonists reach the final frontier of life, they are often depicted 

as looking at death and seeking new forms of reality from the edge of existence. Most of 

this searching takes place in fictional towns "on the edge of the world" in British 

Columbia. Such is the case in two of Hodgins' short stories contained in Spit Delaney's 

Island (1976). 

In "Spit Delaney's Island", the tiùe story, a rniddle-aged Spit takes a room in 
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a motel which lies "on the edge" of a village, "right on the beach" (171). His only nvo 

visitors are "Old Marsten" and "Old Mrs. Besred" who sit on his bed and debate the reality 

of inner vision. Mrs. Bested, the owner of the motel and a woman who has been 

presumably " bested" by life, argues that "The important thing is to see" and that "It takes 

more than just opening your eyes to do that." In this oid woman's words, "Vision is a 

thing of the heart ... [a] person could be as blind as a bat and have vision clear as glass" 

(172). Old Mrs. Bested is described by Spit as having 

eyelids that never open, the kind that would have to have been slit by a 
doctor's knife when she was born. She tilts back when there's something 
that has to be seen, but usually only stares into the insides of those lids 
. . .. (172) 

The emphasis on seeing in the presentation of this old woman is also evident in that of 

Spit's mother-in-law in "Separating", another short story in Spit Delanev's Island. As an 

old woman "who had gone on past movement and caring and even speech" she is 

especially good at "[~Jatching" and appears "as if she were trying with the sheer force of 

those eyes to make things stay put" (11). It is this staring old woman who supports her 

daughter's assertion that what is real is beyond what people can "touch" or " wreck" (20). 

Spit challenges her affirmation and she initidy withdraws, but soon lashes out again with 

a message from the viewpoint of the very old, one which comments on what she sees as 

"the joke" of what Spit considers to be "[rleal things" (20): 



The old woman puiled back, alarmed. Her big eyes filled with tears, her 
han& dug into the fol& of her dress. The lips moved, mucrered, mumbled 
things at the window, at the door, at her own pointed knees. Then 
suddenly she leaned ahead again, seared a scowl into him. "Al1 a mirage!" 
she shrieked, and looked frightened by her own words. She drew back, 
swallowed, gathered courage again. "Blink your eyes and it's gone or 
moved! " (20) 

The stasis of this old woman is in contrast to the "quick flashing movements of people" 

(4) on Spit's beach and to the quickly passing nature of what we cal1 "redity". In old age, 

Spit's mother-in-law is frightened by her awareness of the ephemeral nature of daily life 

and her inability to see and hold onto any sense of permanent reality. The focus on 

"seeing" and "watching" in the portrayal of both old women suggests a correlation with 

the emphasis on vision in Spit's search for the answer to his nvo questions, "Where is the 

dividing line? ... And what dues it take to see it? (10-1 1). 

Spit's anguished search for "the dividing l inë c m  only be answered by another 

question,"Between what and what?" (7). In the interview with Geoff Hancock in 

Canadian Writers at Work in which Hodgins discusses bis attitude to realiry, he also refers 

to the writing of "Spit Delaney's Island" and its connection with "the whole idea of the 

difference bemeen the temporary and the lasting", the "separation" (Hancock,70) between 

one redity and another. Hodgins frequently rnakes his point through images and in "Spit 

Delaney's Island" he uses the image of a dead seal lying at the edge of the ocean to suggest 

the approach to another reality in old age. In Spit's words: 

1 got up and went down to the edge of the water in my undershorts and 



there was this body of a sed rolling there at the edge, r o l h g  and rolling as 
each wave slapped it up against gravel. It was al1 wrapped around in strips 
of seaweed and kelp and bits of bark. Poor old seal's eyes were open, du11 
and brown, he wasn't the firsr that I'd ever seen like that, I don't know 
what happened to him, it could have been only old age, his coat was al1 
scratched and ragged and torn. (1 85) 

Hodgins' placing of the tattered old seal next to the edge of the ocean is analogous to 

Margaret Laurence's portrayal of the dishevelled Hagar in the abandoned fish cannery 

which lies right on the edge of the ocean at Shadow Point. In both instances, old age is 

portrayed as a time when the physical contours of the body lose their definition as the 

unknown shape of a different realiry is approached. As Constance Rooke has poinred out 

in "Old Age in Contemporary Fiaion": 

[The image of water] represents the universal unknown from which life 
came and toward which life flows once more as the end approaches. Warer, 
if it expresses dissolution, also may express "solution" - an inclusive and 
transformative embrace. .... Over water, h d y ,  we Venture out into dearh 
or parts unknown.(255) 

Like the old dead sed and Laurence's Hagar, another of Hodgins' elderly 

protagonists is repeatedly placed next to the image of water. In Hodgins' first published 

novel, The Invention of the World (1977), "sour old skinny Julius Champney" (11) is 

rnostly described as standing "at the very end" (52) of a Boat which lies near the wharf of 

the defunct Revelations Colony of Tmth, or as walking dong the pathway at the edge of 

the town's harbour. Like Old Mn.  Bested and Spit's mother-in-law, Julius is no longer on 
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the move, but searches for another reality within. He derides as "ridiculous" the plans of 

the middle-aged Maggie Kyle for "Nzngn and 3eeingn, as if she believed, still, that there 

was somewhere, ultimately, to go, something to see that would make some real sense of 

it all" (230). Further, when he meets a harried young man on a hi11 overlooking the town 

harbour he again cornments on the fu&ty of physical searching and lookltg. He answers 

his own question, "Do you ... do you beiieve in a God of any kind?" with the following: 

But then you must ... or at least hope to, or you wouldn't be on the move. 
You'd be satisfied to sir, somewhere, forever.(233) 

Like the young man, Julius has spent his earlier life "on the move", looking and searching, 

"chasing after something" (230). In old age, this search is no longer one of far-ranging 

movements throughout the world, but is an interior one which seeks the "voices" 

(2 19,22 1) of the imagination. 

Julius is aware of the laquage and possibilities of other realities, but his 

approach to them as a younger man has always ended in defeat. Ln one instance during his 

travels, he witnesses the momentary "transformation" of an old woman sleeping next to 

him on a plane. The "perfect white hair" and "creased skin" of this old woman are 

transformed by the rising sun and Julius sees her as entering "for only a moment, [a] 

goddess state" before she becomes "real again" (228). Any promise in the moment of 

transcendence associated with this old woman, is soon shattered when Julius seeks her out 

at a false address. A similar association of momentary transcendence with old age is also 



seen in the transformation which occurs at the end of P.K. Page's poem, "Evening Dance 

of the Grey Flies": 

as once your face 
grey with illness and with age - 
a silverpoint against the pillow's white 

shone suddenly like the sun 
before you died.(36) 

Both Page and Hodgins use imagery to imbue the figure of old age and incumbent death 

with an aura of other realities.' 

The journey towards aiternative realities is suggested by the strange figure of 

Becker the ferryman introduced to the reader in the opening worb  of The Invention of 

the World. Unshaven and dressed in clothes that "look as if they'd corne out from the 

bottom of a garbage dump" (244-5), Becker lives in a cabin "near the water's edge" (x). 

Though not old hinself, the figure of Becker recalls Hodgins' use of the image of the old 

seal in "Spit Delaney's Island" and anticipates his portrayal of the old, tattered figure of 

Joseph Bourne who lives in a broken-down shack near the water's edge in The 

Resurrection of Tose~h Bourne: or. A Word or Two on Those Port Annie Miracles (1979). 

Becker's resemblance to Charon, the old man who ferried the spirits of the dead in Greek 

rnythology, not ady suggests a ferrying between different realities, but also again suggests 

the transformative possibilities associated with the image of water. In his final picture of 

Julius and in one of the initial descriptions of Bourne, Hodgins portrays two old men 



frustrated with the limits of life and unable to cross over into alternative realities. 

The last image of Jdius is that of an old man standing on the edge of the line 

between land and water. In his i n t e ~ e w  with Hancock, Hodgins expresses his awareness 

of "the line between water and land as a b d  of separation between one kind of reality 

and another" (Hancock,7O). Julius is dmnbed as he stands alone, leaning on a railing chat 

suggests a metaphorical division between the realiry of everyday life as we know it and the 

unknown and frightening possibilities of life in the dark, uncertain other reality of death. 

Standing at the line which separates the two, the "old wrinkled yellow face" of Julius 

Champney goes "out of control" (239) and the picture drawn is analogous to that of 

Bourne who, when faced with the "ageing old-body decay that scare[s] him", breaks down 

into "soundless weeping" (20) with his face pressed against the window of his shack on the 

edge of the inlet of Port Annie. In old age, both men are up against the limits of a 

progressively disintegrating reality. 

When Joseph Bourne fint appears in The Resurrection of Toseoh Bourne he is 

described as "a old Sour crarnp of a man terrified on the brink of eternity" (34). The 

description resembles that of "sour old" Julius. Like Julius, Bourne has travelled and 

searched for something al1 his life and now in old age finds himself on "the edge of 

nothinpess" (100). Bourne lives on the outskirts of the town of Port Annie which 

Hodgins locates at the far western edge of the Canadian land mass. As he moves back and 

forth through this town, Bourne is linked with an aura of bodily decay. His "robes and 

rags" flap around him and the townspeople of Port Annie are aware of an "old man" who 

"stain[s] the air around him" (8). Inside his "tattered rain-soaked kimonos and robes" and 
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a plastic cape which "ripple[s]" and "flap[s]" around him, Bourne is described as "an 

indefinable shape - perhaps as lumpy as a potato, perhaps as rhin as a wire" (7). The human 

body is no longer of any use as a means of describing Bourne. The constantly moving, 

"tanered" coat of old age suggesu a change in parameters rowards the different dress of the 

sou1 as another reality is approached.' 

The image of Bourne in his ragged clothing is part of the technique Hodgins 

uses to explore the transcendence of the physicd rhrough the imagination. Such a journey 

of the mind towards other realities is suggested in one of the epigraphs to The 

Resurrection of Toseph Bourne taken by Hodgins from David Malouf's An Ima~inary Life 

(1978): 

What else should our lives be but a conrinual series of beginnings, of 
painful settings out into the unknown, pushing off from the edges of 
consciousness into the mystery of what w e  have not yet become, except in 
dreams .... 

Hodgins directly links Bourne to one of the dreamers in the Bible, the Joseph and his 

"coat of many colours" described in Genesis 37:3. Bourne's tanered clothing beats around 

his legs "in an uproar of colours" (7) and when Port Annie's librarian, Larry Bowman, 

researches Bourne's life he is reminded of "Joseph Somebody-else in the Bible ... who 

never gave up no matter what happened" (57). The biblical Joseph's coat is taken from 

him and he is thrown in a pit to die, but he is "resurrected" and, though sold into slavery, 

begins a new life in the land of Egypt. Both Josephs learn to Iive with a new reality, one 
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that exists beyond the shell of outer garments and one that is suggested in 2 Corinthians 

4: 16: "though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day". 

Death of the flesh is not only suggested by the deteriorating clothing of 

Bourne, but is also represented in the figure of "the old death-whore herself" (29), Fat 

Annie Fartenburg. Fat Amie is described by one of Port Annie's inhabitants as being 

the same to everyone. Flesh. Something you could get your han& on, flesh 
and earth and good old solid matter.(2OO) 

This "good old solid matter" shrinks down to a "dry shrivelled-up vegetable root", a 

"lifeless root" (245,247) which spends its last days in a rocking chair above the 

"Kick-and-Kill", Port Annie's beer parlour. Sitting in this chair, Fat Annie is described as 

having a "shrivelled parsnip head and tiny legs that [don't] reach the floor" (244). Fat 

Annie's description is a rerninder of the inability of m o r d  flesh to take a step into 

another dimension. As Bourne weeps and waits at the window looking out on the inlet, 

he tears "pieces of clothing to shreds" (20) and metaphorically suggests the same 

limitations of the physical body that the image of Fat Annie represents. 

Bourne steps away from a consciousness linked with the physical body when 

he is confronted with Raimey and the tramformative possibilities associated with this girl 

"from the sea", a "seabird" whose most remarkable characteristic is her "incredible wdk", 

her "marvellous walk" (1). In the opening paragraph of The Resurrection of Toseph 

Bourne, this walk is linked with the resurrection of an old man. Old Magnus Dexter 



collapses at the sight of the girl 

and wdks through Porr h n i e .  
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who emerges from the wreckage of the Peruvian freighter 

He is ready to die at this moment, but sornehow fin& "the 

strength to raise himself' for a "final peek" at the "wdlung miracle" (1) he has just 

witnessed. The seabird's walk is in direct contrast with the frenetic movernent of Bourne 

as he £laps up and down £rom the inlet in the opening segment of the novel. Between the 

descriptions of the two contrasting walks is that of an old brokendown trader that had 

once been used as a church. It is now boarded up and the key lost. Rimey offers Bourne 

the "key" to another reality by showing him the way to step beyond the reality of this life 

towards that which Old Magnus is only allowed to glimpse. 

Bourne sees his own death and its transformative possibilities during a radio 

interview with Raimey in his studio. As they both approach the radio station, Raimey 

takes Bourne's "old man's hand" into hers (30) and begins the journey towards another 

reality. A similar consrnict is used in "1 Saw Three Ships", one of the short stories in 

Janette Turner Hospital's Isobars (1990). Here, Old Gabe meets a girl, like Raimey, who 

appears to corne from another dimension. This girl cornes down "out of her concrete sky" 

(84) while Old Gabe stands fishing on Collaroy Beach in Australia. She leads him into an 

awareness of "that shimrnering nowhere" and an "underwarer luminolisness" (9 1) which 

resembles the "underwater brilliance" (7) chat the town of Port Annie experiences with 

the appearance of Raimey. hside the studio, Raimey waIks Bourne along the unplumbed 

depths of his mind and opens it into an awareness as to what lies below the surface of what 

Hodgins has called, in his interview with Hancock, "this imitation realiry that we are too 

ofren contented with" (Hancock,6i). The "seabird" Raimey enables Bourne to see beyond 



the disintegrating world of an old man towards an "underwater" transformation in death 

such as that suggested by Ariel's Song in The Ternpest: 

Full fathom five thy father lies, 
Of his bones are coral made: 
Those are pearls that were his eyes: 
Nothing of him that doth fade, 
But doth suffer a sea-change 
Into something rich and strange.(I,ii,397-402) 

Skulls, death and change are what Bourne confronts in the studio with Rairney, 

and Hodgins uses imagery which recalls the graveyard scene in Hamlet and the Song of 

a gravedigging clown just before he tosses up some earth with a skull in it: 

But age with his stealing steps 
Hath clawed me in his clutch, 
And hath shipped me into the land 
As if 1 had never been such.(V,i,71-74) 

Bourne sees skulls on the black felt of the table between Raimey and himself and looks at 

the reality of death, hooking his Gngers into the eyes of the skds .  By choosing narnes like 

"Spit" and "Bourne" Hodgins suggests the need to travel beyond what is known of death 

towards other realities. A "spit" is a narrow point of land which extends out into the 

rnoving borders of the water which surrounds it. The "Bourne" in Joseph's name also 

suggests a journey out into the unknown, such as that recognised by Hamlet, who sees 

death as "The undiscover'd country, from whose bourn/No traveller renirns" (m,i,78-9). 
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Raimey takes Bourne into this country and then brings this "dead man back to life" (46). 

She is described as possessing "some other quality chat [makes] her capable of raising up 

Bourne" (130). 

Before the appearance of Raimey, Bourne is described as living in fear on the 

inlet of his own nightmares, just a mile away from the unknown frontiers suggested by 

a limitless ocean. He spends his t h e  "perched on the steep side of a narrow inlet" (3) next 

to this ocean, 

on the ragged green edge of the world just out of [the ocean's] sight, and 
could only imagine whar terror there would be in looking direaly into the 
infinite expanse of its grey face.(20) 

Raimey leads Bourne towards the intangible "grey" frontiers of the rnind, towards the 

moment when he must do "the rnost terrifying thing of al1 ... turn his own vision back, 

u n d  he [is] forced to see his own life, his own soul, his - " (35). When Bourne looks into 

his mind and at his own death, it is as if "the thick grey mist which had separared him" 

from life is Gnally removed. Until now he has nin away from the prospect of death, but 

with the guidance of Raimey, he crosses the dividing line into another reality, away frorn 

the surface movements of physical daily living into the depths of a "sudden overwhelming 

vision" (35), one which is associated with his actual death, "the death of Bourne" (35). 

Bourne finds in death what the staring eyes of old Mrs. Bested and Spit's mother-in-law 

seek. 

Bourne dies as an "Old Man" (37) and is resurrected as a "New Man" (145) in 
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a town located in the title of the novel's first section as on "The Ragged Green Edge of the 

World". Before his death, he constantly searches for "home" (15) in the known world and 

laments his inability to find the roots in this e m h  that this concept enrails.' The "vision" 

associated with his death enables him to raise himself up and to move himself towards the 

new reality of another world, one which he describes to Larry Bowman, Port Annie's 

librarian: 

Our roots grow somewhere else, Larry Bowman, and that's a fact. Our reai 
roots grow upward, no one could ever find a home on this mountainside, 
or under those flimsy roofs. We aren't trees, that anchor themselves in 
earth. (142) 

Bourne's words are spoken before the apocalyptic slide of Port Annie into the inlec and 

just as he renirns from the dead. Through a change in awareness he is able to ferry the 

people of Port Annie towards another dimension, so that even the erratic Mayor Wiens 

can "spring back to life from the ashes of disaster" (265) after the mudslide. 

When Boume returns to the community after his death, his resurrected self is 

no longer consumed by fear and dread, but animatedly poinring out a different view of 

redity. He is described as "Bourne the restored, Bourne the newly raised", 

dive and moving in just as much of a hurry as held always done whenever 
he'd corne up from the inlet to do his show at the radio station in the horel. 
In a hurry, but something was different: he was using that stick to stir up  
the air, to test the walls of the buildings, to poke at the drowning gras and 
prod the drooping shrubs that grew beside the grave1 ramp to the dock. No 
ragged kimonos flapped around his knees; wool tweed pants were stuffed 



inside his rubber boots, and sweater on top of sweater bulged beneath that 
plastic cape.(l4 1) 

Bourne's action and dress reflect his confidence in the new reality he has found wichin 

himself, very much like the "shaggy old man on Tolstoy's ferry" (55) with whom Hodgins 

compares him in the early pages of the novel. Tolstoy's old man on the ferry appears in 

Resurrection (1899) wricren when Tolstoy was seventy-one and undergohg his on-n moral 

and spirituai dilemmas as death approached. Like Hodgins' ponrayd of Bourne and Julius 

pressing up against the edge of existence, Tolstoy describes this old man as "nearest to the 

rail" on the ferry. The old man's comments not only reved the different dimension that 

he has found within himself, but also bespeak the same dilemma that Hodgins' old men 

found in their youth: 

When I used to believe in other men 1 wandered about like 1 was in a 
swarnp. I got so lost, I never thoughr I'd find me way out. .... But 1 don't 
give meself no name. Renounced everything, 1 lave: got no name, no home, 
no country - no nothing. 1 am just me.(535-6) 

Later, in jail, this "tattered" old man's "emaciated" body is described in direct contrast to 

his face which is "even more concentratedly serious and anirnated than on the ferry" (558), 

suggesting the confidence of an inner personal vision. 

Hodgins links Tolstoy's old man and Bourne with Melchizedek (53, described 

in the Bible as "priest of the most high God" (Genesis 14:18) and through this association 

anticipates the "[llove and perfea vision" (270) that Bourne becomes aware of and is 
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subsequently able to convey to the cornmuniry of Port Annie. When Bourne cornes back 

into town he looks at reality differently. The new reality he sees is one which depends on 

the biblical vision suggested in Corinthians 4: 18: 

While we look not at the things which are seen, but at the thligs which are 
not seen: for the things which are seen are temporal; but the things which 
are not seen are eternd. 

What is "not seen" relies upon the Liner vision of the mindfs eye. Bourne can only "poke 

at the drowning gras and prod the drooping shmbs" of mortality with equanimity when 

he journeys in the mind towards the "eternal" nature of the "constant" reality that 

Hodgins speaks of in his interview with Hancock (Hancock,62).' 

Bourne's mental journey depends upon the powers of the imagination to cope 

with the fact of death. This task becomes essentid at the end of life, when its full physical 

gamut has almost been run and only the possibilities of the imagination remain. As noted 

earlier, Hodgins is familiar wirh David Malouf's An knazinary Life, and quotes from rhis 

in one of the epigraphs to The Resurrection of Tose~h Bourne. In Malouf's novel, the 

elderly Ovid, like Bourne, undergoes a quest for the meaning of life, having corne as an 

old man "to the very edge of things, where Nothing begins" (27). Transcendence and 

transformation are suggested in An Ima@ary Life by an old Ovid who cornes to redise 

that "our further selves are contained within us, as the leaves and blossorns are in the tree" 

(64) and that 



[w]e are not bound by the laws of our nature but by the ways we can 
imagine ourselves breaking out of those laws without doing violence to Our 
essential being. We are free to transcend ourselves. If we have the 
imagination for it. (67) 

Ovid journeys towards the awareness of "a life that stretches beyond the limits of 

measureable time" (144). As the Child that leads him crosses the last frontier, the old 

man's mind is fully "open" to the possibilities of the imagination and he is transformed 

by it at the moment of death: 

[The Child] is walking on the water's light. And as 1 watch, he takes the 
first step off it, moving slowly away now into the deepesr distance, above 
the earth, above the water, on air. 

It is sumrner. It is spring. I am immeasurably, unbearably happy. I am 
three years old. 1 am sixty. 1 am six. 

I am there.(152) 

Just like Raimey with Bourne, the Child leads Ovid towards death and, through the 

imagination, to a path which continues into a future beyond death. Like Bourne, Ovid 

steps into a h a l  sense of "home" after death, one which is found not in the resurrection 

of the body, but in new realities to be discovered in the rnind. 

In a later work, "The Sumo Revisions", one of the srories contained in The 

Barclav Family Theatre (1981), Hodgins creates the image of an old Japanese cyclist who 

epitomites the race againsr time in old age and the desperate need for new realities. The 

portrayal of this old man has been compared earlier with that of Grove's Sam Clark in 

The Master of the Mill. However, it dso reflects the awareness of Bourne and Julius that - 
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time passes quickly and with it go the old realities. Bourne is described as having a sense 

of "the rnaddening progress of this unstoppable Ume" (20) and Julius is portrayed as being 

aware that in old age "time seemed determined to fly p s t ,  leaving you breathless" (219). 

The " ancient cydist " (2 14) in "The Sumo Revisions" pedals furiously in circles around the 

edge of the imperial palace moat. He is described by his grand-daughter as seeing 

"Nothing!" (207). The life expenancy of the Japanese cydist is lirnited and Hodgins inserts 

the image of this old man into a story where the protagonists are acutely aware of the 

ageing process. h this story, Port Annie's Mayor Wiens visits Japan. His life as a rnayor 

has been lost with the mudslide that destroyed the town and he is depicted as feeling his 

age. He is now sixty-one, the same age as the sumo wrestler described in the story who 

works beyond his time and is "considered a freak to have lived so long" (241). The image 

of the old cyclist expresses the need of d l  three men to get out of the nit of repetitive daily 

realities and move towards the possibilities of new redities as death is approached. 

When Hodgins portrays the elderly Jeffrey Crane in a later work, The 

Honorary Patron (1987), he portrays a man who makes the mistake of attempting to step 

away physically from the reality of time and old age. Crane attempts to escape the ageing 

process by fleeing from the sense of precariousness it invokes, an iostability reflected back 

to him by his hometown in British Columbia. He f in6  a sense of "order" and a "less 

hurniliating old age" (15) in the neutral country of Switzerland. in Hodgins' earlier short 

story, "The Plague Children", published in The Barclay Farnily Theatre (198 I), the elderly 

Dennis Macken is described as having a "dizzy head" from the "incredible speed" of time 

and questions, "Why has it gone so fast?" and " a s  this what they like to cal1 life?" (274). 
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At the age of sixty-three, Macken's solution is ro attempt, like Crane, "to find some way 

of stopping docks or step outside of rime" (279). 

Hodgins begins The Honorary Patron with the image of another old man, like 

Julius, literally and metaphoricdy up against the £inishing line of life. Hodgins depicts the 

aged Crane in a rooftop cafe as he sits next to the railing waiting for his former lover, 

Elizabeth Argent. As he waits, Crane is described as a "lem old white-haired man", with 

"his running shoes parked beneath his chair ... look[ing] as though he might decide to 

escape at any momentt' (7). Unlike the siq-five-year-old Eva chat Constance 

Beresford-Howe portrays in The Book of Eve (1984) as buying sneakers and stepping out 

to meet old age, Crane is afraid to put his "frightened soles" out "onto its turf" (272 ) and 

tries to run away frorn it. After Elizabeth meets him and the two "[olld lovers ... confront 

one another's old age" (IO), she comments: 

You're only sixty-six years old. Why do you act as if youtve already 
stepped outside of life and don't have to do anything any more but wait? 
.... Such dedication to the task of being old - a person would have to be 
absolutely terrified of something.(28) 

Like Julius and Bourne, Crane is afraid of the finality of approaching death. Hodgins 

depicts Crane, like the other two old men, as having attempted to find some form of 

rneaningful reality in far-ranging movements throughout the world. Crane is described as 

having "some sense of freedom, even of conrrol" (21) in movements as a younger man. 

Now, up against the dividing line between life and dearh, he waits anxiously for the 
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unknown. The fear of what Lies beyond the dividing line is expressed by Hodgins at the 

end of "Three Women of the Country", one of the short stories in Spit Delanev's Island. 

Here, old Mrs. Wright approaches the line between life and death when she runs "to the 

edge" of the darkness which contains the body of her dead neighbour and screams, "What 

is it? What is it?" (68). 

What it is, for Hodgins, is somehow comected with a journey of the mind in 

old age, one which explores a different reality at the end of life by searching for a new 

form of birth or resurrection. Crane is not only described as an "old man who seeks to 

redeem his childhood" (61), but is also described by a friend as on 

A mythic journey! A n  old man in search of his dream children, deep into 
the caverns beneath the unfabled city at the edge of the western world!(55) 

ki a similar fashion, Hodgins describes old Madmother Thomas in The Invention of the 

World as riding in her manure-spreader al1 over Vancouver Island "like someone in an 

ancient book, [who] was looking for the place where she'd been b o r d  (15). Further, 

Hodgins Lterally depicts Joseph Bourne as being reborn in the studio with Raimey when 

he is described as feeling as if "[hlis whole body [was] being torn open, pieces of him 

pushing to be born" (34).' For Crane, like Bourne, the need for new forms of reality is 

urgent. As an old man stepping naked from the shower, what Crane is aware of reflects 

the clorhing rnetaphor that Hodgins uses earlier in his work to describe Bourne, the 

"disconcerting suggestion that all that he was seeing had been hung from his skeleton with 
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no expectation of permanence: a topcoat hanging on a restaurant rack" (226). 

Hodgins' attitude to death is closely tied to his use of the clothing metaphor 

and his employment of magic realism as an artistic strategy. Most of his elderly 

protagonists are depicted as constantly searching for an appropriate response to 

approaching death. The origin of this search is described by old Lily Heywonh in The 

Invention of the World and her words link the concept of magic wirh the decline of the 

clothing of rhe body in old age: 

[The need for magic] cornes from the shock of discovering the lirnits that 
are placed on us by this sack of bones we cal1 ourselves, we go looking for 
some sort of magic to count on.(244) 

Such a search is also triggered in contemporary secular society because it can no longer 

find a satisfactory response to mortality through the traditional pathways of religion. In 

"On Life After Death", the penultimate chapter of Mernories. Dreams. Reflections 

referred to earlier, Jung speaks of this age as one in which "man has been robbed of 

transcendence by the short-sightedness of super-intellectuals" (326). 

By associating his elderly protagonisu with other concepts of reality, Hodgins 

revivifies the concept of transcendence and suggests a view beyond the limitations of 

mortality. Rudy Wiebe also does this in the resurrection of the eighty-five-year-old 
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grandmother at the conclusion of My Lovely Enemy (1983). Both views depend on the 

expansion of consciousness that is associated with the techniques of magic realism. In an 

unpublished interview with Hancock, one quoted by Hancock in Ma& Redism: An 

Antholog)! (IWO), 

Hodgins has commented: "This thing called 'magic redism' is not magic 
at dl. It's real. 1 donlt write anything unreal or unbelievable or even 
improbable." (IO) 

As Hancock points out in his introduction to the anthology from which the above 

quotation is taken, magic realism "pulls away from mimetic redism and points towards 

the imaginative unknown which still remains in a recognizable place" (Ma~ic Realism, 14). 

Hodgins illustrates the "real" aspect of magic redism when he describes the response of 

the comrnunity of Port Annie to a resurrected Joseph Bourne. He is seen as someone with 

whom "the marvellous seemed co be perfectly natural" (Resurrection,262). 

Through the portraya of his elderly protagonists Hodgins encourages an 

expanded perspective, one which attempts to include strange new realities. As he suggests 

throughout The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne, there is "lots of room for new ways of 

looking at things" (205) and "the things that aren't seen never end". The latter words 

conclude the novel and are linked with an image of resurrection, "a clumsy chorus line of 

salvaged bones" (271). When looking at the possibilities of resurrection in The 

Resurrection of Joseph Bourne, one of the figures Hodgins ernptoys is that of an old 

Jamaican woman who is linked with what Hancock has called one of the most important 
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aspects of magic redism, "prefiguration" or "prophesying the future" (Hancock,Maçjc 

Re&srn,46). Like Spit's mother-in-law this old woman is past movement and yet has the 

ability to foresee where Bourne will be at the end of his travels. Hodgins' portrayal of this 

"beautiful old brown-skinned heding lady" (32) suggests yet again a different way of 

looking across the limits of mortality into an alternative reality after death. Perhaps a 

strange blending of future redities offers one way of looking at the disappearance of the 

resurrected Boume from the £inal pages of the novel. Bourne steps out of the novel across 

a dividing line and into a new form of reality; boudaries of the mind are crossed and the 

future becomes the present in an am of magic which Hodgins makes no attempt to portray 

in words. 

W. J. Keith has noted Hodgins' efforts to expand the way we look at reality. in 

An Indeoendent Stance: Essavs on En~lish-Canadian Criticism and Fiction (199 l), Keirh 

comments: 

Hodgins's strategy is to undercut the now conventional view of a 
meaningless world with disnirbing intimations of mystery and 
purpose. (264) 

When Hodgins employs this strategy he depends a lot upon the use of eye imagery in an 

effort to see what lies near the line which divides fantasy from redity. In this respect his 

work resembles Margaret Atwood's poetic portrayal of Susanna Moodie in old age in The 

Journais of Susanna Moodie (1970) Atwood places a similar emphasis on seeing and this 

is particularly evident in the opening lines of her poem, "Resurrection", where a change 
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in vision and form is suggested in the words, "1 see now 1 seehow 1 cannot see" (58). 

Hodgins' artistic arategy &O resembles that of Robert Kroetsch whose work is discussed 

by Robert Rawdon Wilson in his article, "On the Boundary of The Magic and The Real: 

Notes on Inter-American Fiction" (1979). Wilson cornments on Kroetsch's efforts to 

discover a different reality beneath the surface of Albertan culture and notes Kroecschis 

use of eyes as literary paradigms. Wilson feels that, for Kroetsch, "literature opens to the 

uninitiated the vision of aspects of experience that have been unnoted" (39). Kroetsch's 

The Studhorse Man (1969) provides an example of an old woman who, like Hodgins' old 

Jamaican woman, is capable of seeing into another dimension. Old Lady Espheter is 

portrayed by Kroetsch as "hover[ingl connantly in the shadowy rooms beyond" (121). She 

is blind and variously described as a "witch" or a "poltergeist" (120). One of the 

cornerstones of magic realism is the presence of beings who return resurrecred from the 

dead. In rhis instance, blind Old Lady Espheter is associated with a view beyond death. 

Just as in Hodgins' portrayal of Mrs. Bested and Spit's mother-in-law, Kroetsch's Old 

Lady Espheter is associated with the possibilities of the inner vision of the mind's eye, a 

vision which sees into chambers of the rnind "beyondt' rhe rooms of everyday reality. 

Hodgins also looks at the unexplored chamben of the mind and, like Kroetsch, 

does this by presenting an image of elderly protagonists linked with "shadowy rooms 

beyond". In The Honorary Patron, Crane and two elderly counterparts are depicted as 

they look into the gaping dark hole that was once Crane's childhood home on Vancouver 

Island. These three old people look into an apparently bonomless pit with its suggestion 

of unknown myriad connections to a network of subterranean tunnels. Confronting this 
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black hole, Crane responds with a comment that echoes Lily Hayworrh's recognition of 

the need for "magic" in the face of death: 

1 can almost imagine these tunnels populated by a race of people living in 
the past, decorating the walls with pictures of a frightening world they 
hope to get some sort of magical control over -4310) 

In "On Life after Death" Jung also uses the imagery of death as a dark hole and comments 

on the need for other realities in the face of death. His words suggest a similar attitude to 

death such as that expressed by Crane and Lily Hayworth. As Jung points out: 

man] ought to have a myth about death for reason shows him nothing but 
the dark pit imo which he is descending. Myth, however, can conjure up 
other images for him, helpful and enriching picrures of life in the land of 
the dead. (306) 

Images "of life in the land of the dead" are also conjured up by Hodgins in the dance of 

Jenny Chambers at the conclusion of The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne. As noted 

earlier, this dance raises up not only a "chorus line of salvaged bones", but also the 

possibility that "the things that aren't seen never end1' (271). Jenny dances "as if she were 

charged with dancing life back into things" (270) and the "chamben" of the mind that the 

dance suggests offer the hope of other dimensions in the rnind.l As noted in Chapter Two, 

such alternative "chambers" are dso evoked in an attitude to death expressed in the finai 

words of the elderly Jeremy Monk at the conclusion of Morley Callaghan's A Wild Old 



Man O n  The Road (1988) published when Callaghan was eighty-five: 

don 't wony. It 's just like opening a door into another room. (1 8 1) 

In P.K. Page's short story, "Birthday" (1985), an old woman sits alone in her 

room as death approaches. The description of her recalls Page's imagery noted earlier in 

"Evening Dance of the Grey Ffies" and is analogous to the moment of transcendence 

associated with HodgLis' portrayal of the elderly woman next to Bourne on the plane in 

The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne: 

The chair she sat in, like a burnished throne, shone brightly in the Sun and 
there she rested, burnished too, and the glitter of her rings transformed the 
rnorning (Page, "Birthday" ,l7) 

O n  what appears to be the lasr day of her life, this old woman acknowledges the 

"secondary" role of deteriorating Besh and is aware of reassembling into "something other 

than her body" (18). In "Spinning the 'Globe of Memory': Metaphor, Literature, and 

Aging" (1991), Gerald Manning notes the "fragmentation/reassembly" (49) dichotomy 

expressed in the story and this is illustrated by Page through techniques of rnagic realisrn 

which illuminate Hodgins' strategy. The fragile body of Page's old woman develops a 

sensitivity between the shoulder blades which is associated with " brilliant images" of 

transcendence and transformation, "Butterfly; bird; man; angel" (1 8). As death approaches, 

the "fragmenter or prism" in the mind of this old woman reverses direction towards a 



unified vision: 

[This same reversal made possible the contraction of all her particles as if 
in preparation for rising - a spacecraft taking off. And through one supra 
sense she heard the rush of air, and through that same sense - upstream of 
the five [senses] now left behind in a fracnired world - she felt the exquisice 
movement of its currents stirring the small down on her incredible 
wings. (2 1) 

Just as this old woman's body transforms and reassembles ar the moment of death, so too 

does the tatrered body of Joseph Boume change with death and resurrection. After dearh, 

the torn and flapping element of his clothing vanishes, suggesting the possibilities of other 

realities to be found in the "incredible wings" of a journey in the mind.' 



Conclusion 

This study of old age in English-Canadian fiction argues for the presence of 

a liberating process in the min& of the aged as death draws near. Elderly protagonists 

are first discussed as existing in a state of progressive confinement in the house of the 

ageing body. Faced with deteriorating bodies, some are then shown as beginning to 

explore the contenu of the anic of the mind. In some cases, this begins a journey out and 

away from the body and into a new form of ordering found in memories of the past. 

When old protagonists make this retrospective journey, some are portrayed as weaving 

what they learn into a form of wisdom in old age. Part of this wisdom is growing 

awareness of the way to face approaching death. As the body becomes less important, 

the spirit emerges and alternative realities become apparent. In English-Canadian fiction 

the state of old age is a positive one, a beginning rather than an end. 

In the last chapter, 1 quoted the comment of one author which subsrantiates 

what 1 have traced in the body of this thesis. In his interview with Geoff Hancock, Jack 

Hodgins comments on "the reality that is constant", one which lies behind simple, almost 

dead metaphors such as that of the ocean (see p.164 above). In his writing, Hodgins 

attempts to approach this other reality by revivifying old metaphors, and challenges the 

reader to find in these more complicated meanings. Much the same, 1 would argue, c m  

be said about the other authors 1 have discussed. What appears to be realistic detail 
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becomes as well a cornplex metaphor for the condition of old age. When the reader looks 

closely at a rext, what could initiaily be seen as mereiy the repetition of a certain image 

becomes sornethuig else as well. 

When this midy was first planned, there was some concern about the quantity 

of material available for a snidy of old age in English-Canadian ficrion. This fear proved 

groundless and the problem became one of selection from a large array of works on the 

subject. Because I decided to concentrate on full-length fiction, only a few short stories 

which focus on old age could be discussed. Many others might have been cited. For 

example, in Guy Vanderhaeghe's short story collection, Things As They Are? (1992), 

four of the ten stories have elderly protagonists and a fifth, "Man on Horseback", 

concems the relationship between an old man, his son and grandson. Further, although 

two of Alice Munro's short stories are mentioned in Chapter One, many of her other 

stories, such as "Dance of the Happy Shadesn, consider the condition of old age in depth, 

and her portrayal of the ageing Flo in the short-story collection Who Do YGU Think You 

Are? (1978) is also wonhy of further study. - 

Munro's pomayal of the old is intellecnially demanding and this is also the 

case with two other writers well-known for their short stories, Mavis Gallant and Hugh 

Hood. In Gallant's "Irina", for instance, Irina writes to one of her sons and comments 

on the inchoate nature of her thoughrs in old age: 

To him she now confided that she longed for her own childhood 
sometimes, in order to avoid having to judge herself. She was homesick for 
a time when nothhg had crystdized and mistakes were allowed. Now, in 



old age, she had no excuse for errors. Every thought had a long meaning; 
every motive had angles and corners, and could be measured. And yet 
whatever she saw and thought and attempted was sti l l  fluid and vague. The 
shape of a table againsr afternoon Iight still held a mystery, awaited a find 
explanation. You looked for clarîty, she wrote, and the answer you had 
was paleness, the £lat white cast that a snowy sky throws across a roorn.(%) 

As can be seen from the above, Gallant is concerned to express the inexpressible 

dimensions of old age, a sense of mystery that even the person who evperiences it cannot 

clarify. Similarly, in 

describes his narrator 

unstated rneaning* (83 

his short story, "Looking Down from Aboven, Hugh Hood 

as seeing an old woman going up a hi11 being "pregnant wirh 

. Hood's novel, (1979), also portrays another 

old woman "climbing up [a] rather steep inclinen with "none of the pathos of the very 

old about hern (213), rhough later in their subsequent conversation she claims ro be "as 

old as Godn (216). Both Gallant and Hood suggest the paradoxical, enigmatic nature 

of other realities which cm be experienced in old age. 

There are still other aspects of old age in English-Canadian fiction which 

remain to be explored. This study has focused on how old age is portrayed in certain 

novels and seeks to find a connection between that portrayal and the reality of ageing in 

everyday life. Other areas of interest suggested themselves during research. First, there 

are questions which involve the author. Work still needs to be done on what difference 

the age of the author makes to the portrayal of an elderly protagonist. Do young writers 

becorne at all predictable in their assumptions about old age? What is the difference when 

the author is approaching old age or is old at the time of writing? Because of an increase 
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in the number of ageing authors, a study of the ageing of authors as a group and their 

concern with ageing characters could be included in such research. The question also 

arises as to whether the ageing and death of an author's parents has any impact on the 

writer's work. For example, Robertson Davies' father, Rupert, died in 1967 and, as 

Judith Skelton Grant notes in her biography, Robertson Davies: Man of Myth (1994, 

this death had an effect on Davies' writing. In her discussion of The Manticore (1972) 

Grant cornments: 

While Rupert was sri11 living, Davies felt inhibited from writing things that 
might have hun him, or even from expressing views that might have 
offended him. But now that both parents were dead, Davies felr that he 
could express his thoughts wich candour. It was the complex feeling and 
thoughts nirred by Rupert's death that &ove the book's powerful opening 
section. (489) 

Davies was in his fifty-ninth year when his father died at the age of eighty-seven. As Grant 

points out earlier, The Manticore is "haunted by a father" (487). In a similar fashion, 

Michael Ignatieff's Scar Tissue (1993), the fictional tale of an old woman who succumbs 

to Alzheimer's, is "haunted" by the author's experience with his own rnother. 

Similarly, readers with experience of tending ageing parents may, like Ignatieff, 

fnd their reading of a novel like The Stone A n d  correspondingly enriched. Moreover, 

further questions arise concerning the readership of novels. Do the "young-old", 

"rniddle-old" and "old-old" respond differently to texts about old age at different stages of 

their own ageing process? Does the reader response Vary from country to country? A clear 
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example of varying responses occurs in Margaret Laurence's Dance on the Earth: a 

memoir (1989) when Laurence describes the reception of The Stone Angel: 

the novel was reviewed in England as a study of an old penon and in 
America as the story of a strong pioneer woman - but in Canada, Hagar 
was, and still is, seen as everybody's grandmother or great- 
grandmother. (166) 

A smdy of the variety of reader response could also include what happens to this response 

when the author attempts to control it from beyond the grave. Work in this area has been 

initiated by Michael Millgate in Testamentary Acts: Browning. Tennyson. James. Hardy 

(1992). Millgate's aim, as he d ~ c n b e ~  it, is "to examine the ways in which writers famous 

in their own tirne have sought in old age to exen some degree of posthumous control over 

their persona and literary reputations" (2). 

As the writing of this thesis progessed, another aspect suggested itself as 

worthy of hrther study. The voice of old age has been discussed in Chapter Four, where 

elderly protagonists such as Topaz and Daddy Sherry are described as telling their own 

stories. However, the stcrycelling aspect within the voice of old age could also be 

considered. The recounting of a srory through the voice of old age is evident in such 

works as Jane Urquhart's Awav (1993). Here, the voice of eighty-two-year-old Esther 

O'Mailey Robertson presents a story from her pst .  As a child of rwelve, Esther was told 

the story by her grandmother, Eileen and "[now], as an old woman, she wants to tell this 

story to henelf" (3): 



Esther knows exactly what she L doing as she Lies awake in the night. She 
is recomposing, reaffirming a lengthy, told aory, recalling it; calling it 
back. She also knows that by giving her this story dl these years ago her 
grandmother Eileen had caused one circle of evperience to edge iGo the 
territory of another. (133) 

Similarly, in Jane Rule's After The Fire (1989), the voice of the aged teacher, Miss James, 

recounts "told sto$esIn through the poetry she recites in a "flat, loud voice" (41), its "only 

rnie country [being] great old age, a flat and windy plain" (27). 

Further study of the voice of old age would need to consider the more 

complicated uses of first-person narrative. There are subtler ways of using this artistic 

technique other than just having the elderly protagonist tell a story in retrospect. One 

example is the modem use of the tape-recorder in such instances as Lily Hayworth telling 

her story into Becker's tape-recorder in Jack Hodgins' The Invention of the World 

(1977). The cranky ninety-five-year-old Billy Farthing in Richard Wright's Farthinp's 

Fortunes (1976) also tells his story into a tape recorder and an ostensible Publisber's 

Foreword muddies the seemingly clear distinction between fiction and non-fiction by 

assuring the reader that what is about to be read is his "actud words" (xiii). From his 

home in Sunset Manor, it is Farthing who "lives to tell the rale ... the adventures of a 

colorful old Canadian" (xiv). In The C u n n i n ~  Man (1994), Robertson Davies employs 

another specialised version of Grsr-person narrative. In this novel, old Dr. Jonathan 

Hullah looks back over seven decades of his life. His first- erso on narrative is contained 

within an old Case Book, one "which forms so much of the underpinning of [his] Me" 
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(49). In the "privacy" (216) and "secrecyn (265) of this Case Book, Hullah not only 

explores the past stages of his life, but also resolves to adopt a "somewhat rnirthful 

approach to whatever of life still remained" (378) and to "so far as possible, enjoy old agen 

(379). 

Al1 the above aspects and more remain to be smdied not only in 

English-Canadian fiction, but dso in other areas such as poetry, theatre, folklore and the 

literature of French-Canadian and native peoples. The popularity of two French-Canadian 

plays about old age suggesu the possibilities of research into the theatrical presentation of 

ageing. The Quebec playwright and actor Gratien Gélinas wrote La Passion de Narcisse 

Mondoux (1989) for his wife when he was in his late seventies and she was almost seventy. 

The play has been ~erforrned hundreds of times Li French and English. Antonine Maillet's 

La Sa~ouine (1971), a series of sixteen monologues spoken by a seventy-two-year-old 

Acadian washerwoman, is yet another example of the work in this area that desenres 

detailed smdy. In English-Canadian theatre, Carol Shields' play, Thirteen Hands (1995), 

reflects a growing theatrical interest in the portrayd of old age. The play presenu a bridge 

game which covers four generations over a period of seventy-three years. 

Finally, possibilities exist for a comparative study between the fiction of old 

age and the way old age is presented in film. Mary Meigs' reflections on the making of the 

Canadian film The Companv of Strancers (1990) are suggestive in this area. At the age of 

seventy-one, Meigs portrays herself as an old wornan in this film and in her book, In The 

C o m ~ a n v  of Stran~ers (1991), she notes the film's use of the meraphor of the house and 

the "mutual need" of the old women in the film to tell their stories, "to be heard, to hear" 



(54, aspects which have been noted in Chapter Two. 

This midy of old age in English-Canadian fiction has built upon the research 

of earlier scholars, and has anempted to extend their findings. It is to be hoped that the 

foregoing chapters provide an additional frarnework from which others, in turn, can 

develop the subject still further. 



NOTES 

Chapter 1 

1 

The awareness of the imminence of death in old age is suggested in the words of 

Miss Jean Taylor, aged eighty-two and resident of the Maud Long Medical Ward in Muriel Spark's 

Memenro Mori (England,1959). This old wornan comments: "being over sevenry is like being 

engaged Li a war. All Our friends are going or gone and we survive amongst the dead and dying 

as on a battlefield" (37). 

The image of confinement and restnint which opens "Dancing Bear" is also seen 

elsewhere in contemporary lirerature. In the opening scenes of Iris Murdoch's Bruno's Dream 

(England,1969) and Patrick White's The Eye of the Storm (Australia,l973) the nioery-year-old 

Bruno and the old and dying Elizabeth Humer are respectively described as they lie confined by 

old age ro their beds. Similady, in Marcel Proust's Swann's Way: Rernembrance of T h i n ~ s  Past 

(A la recherche du temm oerdu, France,l913), old Aunt Léonie is described as "gradually 

declin[ing] to leave, fint Combray, then her house in Combray, then her bedroom, and h a l l y  

her bed" (53). 

Confinement in a nursing home is similarly described in May Sanon's As We Are 



20 1 

Now(United States, 1973). Here the seventy-six-year old Caroline Spencer describes the condition 

of herself and the other old residents of "Twin E h "  nursing home as resembling that of "caged 

animals" with "keepers" (34). 

4 

Room One of The Hospital of St Christopher and St Jude in Elizabeth Jolley's 

Mr. Scobie's Riddle (Austr&a,1983), contains three old men in their eighties. The roorn is 

desci-ibed in the following words: "There was not enough space in Room One for rhree people, 

not even when they were to be people with scarcely any possessions and one of them would spend 

most of his tirne confined to bedn (10). 

This distinction is &O apparent elsewhere in contemporary fiction. For example, 

in Stella Gibbons' Cold Comfort Farm (England,1932), a work which parodies the art of the 

novel, the seventy-nine-year-old Great Aunt Ada Doom is described by the narrator as the 

"Dominant Grandmother Theme" (57). This old wornan confines herself to her room, emerging 

only periodically on random family "Counting Days". By these means she anempts to intirnidate 

her family into naying near her and thus have some sort of control over change in her life. In 

contrast, the "fierce" seventy-two-year-old James L. Page in John Gardner's October Li~ht(United 

States,1976) "confront[s]" the chaos of life "head on, with the eyes locked open and spectacles in 

place" and "tak[es] it in stride; better, anyway, than the man sealed off in his dean green suburb 

in Florida" (10-1 1). 



Like Hagar and John Elliot, old Jolyon in John Galsworthy's The Forsvte Sapa 

(England, completed 1922) finds his sense of self in his "property". At the age of eighty, he is 

described as "the representative of moderation, of order, and love of property" (42) and his 

identity is closely tied to his house at Stanhope Gate. 

Just as Aggie opens a room in the mind, so eventudy does the elderly Miss 

Havisham in Charles Dickens' Great Ex~ectations (1860-61). Miss Havisham Lives confined to a 

wheelchair, spending most of her time within the limits of the room which holds the decayed 

remains of her abandoned wedding feast. Towards the end of the novel, she rnoves out of this 

room to a larger room and this change reflects an accompanying change in her psyche. Dickens 

uses a similar technique earlier in Little Dorrit(1857) in his ponrayal of Mrs. Clennam. This old 

woman confines herself to  one "airless" room in her home and is fint seen sitting on a "black 

bier-like sofa". Her face is described as "irnmovable ... as stiff as the fol& of her nony head-dress 

[and] her being beyond the reach of the seasons seemed but a fit sequence to her being beyond the 

reach of a.U changing emotions" (73-4). Again, towards the end of the novel, she too moves out 

of her room and is described as she looks out of a window in Little 

Marshalsea Pison as "bewildered, looking down inro this prison as it 

different prison" (857). 

Dorrit's house in the 

were out of her own 

In S a d  Bellow's Mr. Sammler's Planet (United States, l969)the " seventy-plus" (3) 

Mr. S a d e r  comments, "Perhaps the best is to have some order within oneself. Better than what 
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many c d  love. Perhaps it ir love" (228). At the end of the novel, this order is niggested in Mr. 

Sammler's intenor monologue when he acknowledges that his old friend, Elya Gniner, died with 

an "aware[ness) that he m u t  meet, and he did meet - through a l l  the confusion and degraded 

clowning of this life through which we are speeding - he did meet the terms of his contract. The 

terrns which, in his inmost hem, each man knows" (3 13). 

Chapter 2 

In "Mr. Scobie's Riddle and the Contemporary Vollendun~srornan", Constance 

Rooke points out that the "unrrodden paths" in the novei suggest "that there are other 

destinarions, other ways to grown (189). 

Edward's words resemble those of the "wearish old man: Krapp" (9) in Samuel 

Beckett's Kraoo's Last T a ~ e  (France,1957) who constantly ponders which sections of his Lfe 

should be replayed. 

3 

This perspective is commented upon by the eighty-year-old narraror in Rodney 

Hall's Ca~tiviry Captive (Australia,l988) who describes himself as constantly living "down shafts 

of memory ... a region offering room for hope, time for seeing every least thing as cornpietely as 

human eyes can see" (56). 



A similar n r u d  device is used by Kazuo Ishiguro in The Remains of the Dav 

(England,1989). Here, an ageing buder, Stevens, motan " M e r  and further" away from his place 

of employment into unfamiliar territory which is "beyond all  previous boundariesn. When 

Stevens makes his fmt nop, he seps out of the car on the edge of a "steep" hi11 (23-25). 

Hagar's rnovements hom one room ro another and from one building to another 

are andogous to the movements of old Thomas Wilcher rhrough the rooms of Tolbrook in Joyce 

Cary's To Be a Pil~rirn (.England,1942). In "Reminiscence and the Life Review", Kathleen 

Woodward points out that when Wilcher waks through diese rooms, "he makes his way rhrough 

the course of his life" (153). 

Chapter 3 

In Tillie Olson's "Tell Me a Riddle" (United States, 1956), it is the voice of the 

grand-daughter, Jeannie, who acknowledges that her grandmother has found the child within. In 

the concluding paragraph of the story, Jeannie urges her grandfather to help his wife's "poor body 

to die" while they celebrate the grmdmother's retum to "the Little girl on the road of the village 

where she was bom" (132). 



Kathleen Woodward remarks on this in "Master Songs of Meditation". Nell's 

focus on the "nonen, the "wordn and the "stubn is analogous to what Woodward sees in Wdace 

Stevens' "To an Old Philosopher in Rome". Woodward points out that, for rhis old man a-ho lies 

dying, "it is not intellectud speculation on a fiction which grants happiness and peace, but 

absorption in the particulan of this connricted environment - the smell of medicine, 'the 

particles', as [Stevens] purs it of 'netherdo' ' (190). 

In Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Ddoway (England,I925), Clarissa Ddloway associates 

a visionary moment with an oid lady that she can see in a room opposite. For Clarissa, the 

"supreme mystery" appears held for a moment in the fan that "here was one room there another" 

(1 134). The image suggests the insight possible in the indoors "room" of an old woman. 

"Bodily decre~itude is wisdom", Yeats ~I-ites in "After Long Silence". 

Gerald Manning notes two instances of the connection between the elderly 

protagonisr and the child in Muriel Spark's Memento Mori (England, 1959) and Elizabeth Joiley's 

Mr. Scobie's Riddle (Australia,l983). Manning cornmenrs on this in "Sunsets and Sunrises: 

Nursing Home as Microcosm in Memento Mori and Mr. Scobie's Riddle" (41). Both Manning and 

Constance Rooke have also noted this imagery in David Mdouf's An hapina? Life 

(Australia, 1978). 



In Rodney Hall's Captivity Captive (Aunralia,l988), the eighry-year-old narrator 

comments on his difficulties with one of his peen, an old man who sees the past just as he did 

when he was young and has never achieved "the gift of wisdom, having never made the past his 

own" (56). 

In the conclusion to George Eliot's Silas Marner: The Weaver of Raveloe 

(England,1861), the "burden" on old Silas's back is lifted through his relarionship with the child, 

Eppie, a relationship which is cenrral to the novel and the focus of the epigraph from 

Wordsworth's poem "Michael", yet another story about the relationship between an old and a 

young person. 

Chapter 4 

Similar opposing forces are h o  present in Saul Bellow's portrayal of the alienated 

and dispossessed Mr. Sammler in Mr. Sarnrnler's Planet (United States,1969). Mr. Sammler is 

described in his sevenries as experiencing "the utrnost joy" of a "Life Force working, trying to srart 

agaLi" (224-5). 

Similarly, in At Seventv: A Journal (United States,1984), May Sanon describes 
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herself on her sevenùeth birthday as "a person s t i I l  on her wayn and comments, "1 suppose real 

old age beguis when one looks backward nther than forward" (10). 

A recenr example of this technique is Sybille Bedford's Jiesaw (England,1989) 

described in the frontispiece as "A Biographicd Novel" and in which an elderly protagonisr orden 

her life in retrospect, recalling incidents and people who are drawn from Bedford's life. As in & 

Innocent Traveller, the boundaries of fiction and memoir overlap. 

Hemingway's The Old Man and The Sea (United StatesJ952) is another example 

of an old man linked to "somerhing old and elemental". The image of the old man with the mariin 

is analogous to that of Daddy with OId Croaker. 

In Wolf Willow (United States, l962), Mitchell's contemporary and friend, Wallace 

Stegner, evokes his plains boyhood through the smell of WOU willow and through this leels "[a] 

contact has been made, a mystery touchedn (19). 

Chapter 5 

A Ning  nin is Linked to "the silver sun set in the rosewood bed" (23) of the aged 



208 

and dying Elizabeth Humer in Pavick White's The Eye of the Storm (Australia,l973). As this old 

woman approaches death she is also at times transformed and appean to possess an aura which 

is "as redemptive as water, as clear as rnorning light" (13). 

The " taneredn dothhg of Hodgms' Bourne is andogous to that of Yeats' old man 

in the second stanza of "Sailing to  Byzantium": 

An aged man is but a paltry thing, 
A tattered coat upon a stick, unlw 
Sou1 clap its han& and sing, and louder sing 
For every tatter in its monal dress ....(2 17" 

3 

The wanderings of Bourne have literary antecedents in such figures as Sophocles' 

Oedipus in Oedipus at Colonus (completed when Sophocles was eighty-nine), Coleridge's Ancient 

Mariner, Wordsworth's Old Cumberland Beggar and Washington Irving's Rip Van Winkle. 

In Wallace E. Knight's short story, "The Renurection Man" (United States, 1974), 

an old man plans to blow himself up in a self-prepared grave. He aborts the plan and stniggles 

from the grave back into life and a new sense of the eternal nature of things. 

5 

The birth of new mental landscapes in old age is also evident in Jessica Anderson's 

Tirra Lirra by the River (Austr&a,1978). Here, an old woman, Nora Poneous, returns ro her 
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childhood home in Australia after spending a lifetime escaping from it. It is here that she takes a 

Gnal joumey into the landscape of her mind "where i n f ~ r e  expansion is possiblen (9). 

Towards the condusion of Elizabeth Jolley's Mr. Scobie's Riddle (Australia, l983), 

old Miss Hailey dances a similarly explkit dance in celebration of "transfiguration" and "new life" 

(22 1-2). 

A similar transformation occun in Wallace Stevens' poem, "To an Old 

Philosopher in Romen, when "blown bannes change to wings" in a region "beyond the eye,/Not 

of its sphere, and yet not far beyond" (371). 
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