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Age, the loss of her husband and son, and the frustra-
tions of her dreams for them have still not softened Hagar.
She clings to material possessions for her identity; she has
no understanding or sympathy for her family, no acceptance
for her life. Ironically, it is in a final, proud bid for
independence, her flight to the cannery by the sea, that she
finds redemption.

Hagar's climb down to the seashore is a symbolic des-
cent into death. Physically dying from illness and exposure,
she can no longer avoid its reality. Death surrounds her in
the images of the gull (“a bird in the house means a death in
the house" EZlZ]), and the night sea "hoarding sly-eyed ser-
pents, killer whales, swarming phosphorescent creatures dead
to the daytime" [205]), and becomes movingly real in the story
of Murray Lees. Listening to his tragédy Hagar realizes, as
King Lear did in the presence of the Fool, her unavoidable
kinshipvﬁith all men in the elements of Life and Death:

'I had a son,' I say, 'and lost him.' (234)

She discovers, as Stacey did, that we all live in burning
houses and must trust and accept each other for survival. Now
Hagar can finally strip the social lie from John's death
("one was killed - in the last war." 10% ), and surrender to

the reality of it, admitting her responsibility and bégginé~

forgiveness.

While in her refuge at the seashore Hagar also begins
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to appreciate and accept the natural beauties of life. She
is dependent on the rain for drink, the forest for shelter,
and the creatures of the wood for companionship:
Now, I perceive that the forest is not still at
all, but crammed with creatures scurrying here
and there, on multitudinous and mysterious errands.
A line of ants crosses the tree trunk where I am
'sitting. Solemn and in single file they march to-
ward some miniature battle or carrion feast. A
giant slug oozes across my path, flowing with in-
finite slowness like a- stagnant creek. My log is
covered with moss - I pluck at it and an enormous
piece comes away in my hand. (192)
For the first time she has become involved in the natural life
surrounding her. And, like the rain, her "well in the wilder-
ness® (187), these are images of fruitfulness and life, of
rebirth and renewal for Hagar. The sterile imagery of the
prairies is replaced by the complex metaphor of the sea, sug-
gesting baptism and resurrection, and symbolizing the flux of

1ife which Hagar has now accepted over the rigid system so

‘long imposed by her pride., This is coupled with "a strongly-

marked sacramental pattern“6 supported by the hopeful Chris-
tian imagery of wine and wafers, water, fishermen, and the
sanctuary (cannery).

With realization comes the possibility of redemption
from her former hollow existence and rebirth into a new 1life
with "a'ﬁind of mercy" (253) and freedom and love. There is

no time for a complete transformation of character but Hagar

 Thomas, Laurence, p. Y42,
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does undergo a significant changé of attitudes. She no longer
finds it necessary to hide behind a self-centred pride in-

proper appearances:

I, Hagar Shipley, always fastidious 1f nothing
else, drank with a perfect stranger and sank
into sleep huddled beside him....And to be frank,
now that I give it a second thought, it doesn't
seem so dreadful. (249)

She freely moves to extend and receive forgiveness. And with
a new understanding and compassion for other people, she can
now swallow her pride and pretensions and assume the role that

they need:

Now it seems to me that Marvin is truly Jacob,
gripping with all his strength and bargaining.
'T will not let thee go except thou bless me.!
And I see that I am thus strangely cast and have
been so from the beginning perhaps...elt's in my
mind to ask his pardon, but that's not what he
wants from me. (30%) ‘

_ Having accepted the world, she can finally admit her
own 1ife. In a moment of self-knowledge and cathartic release

the stone angel receives vision:

I must always, always have wanted that - simply

to rejoice. How is it that I never could? I

know, I know. How long have I known? Or have I- -

always known in some far crevice of my heart, some

cave too deeply buried, too concealed? Every good

joy I might have held, in my man or' in every child

of mine or even the plain light of morning, of :

walking the earth, all were forced to a standstill

by some brake of proper appearances - oh, proper

to whom? When did I ever speak the heart's truth?
Pride was my wilderness and the demon that

led my there was fear. I was alone, never anything
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else, and never free for I carried my chains
within me, and they spread out from me and
shackled all I touched. (292) :

~

PThis revelation and confession liberate Hagar from the past
and confirm her resurrection to new life. Now she 1s eager

to give love:

‘Marvin. You've been good to me,y always. A
better son than John.'  (304%)

. and gratefully accepts any evidence of affection:

tShe's a holy terror,' he says. Listening, I
feel it is more than I could now reasonably have
expected out of life, for he has spoken with such
love and such tenderness. (305)

For the first time in her life she knows some joy and freedom:

I lie here and try to recall something truly
free that I have done in ninety years. I can
think of only two acts that might be so, both
recent. One was a joke - yet a joke only as
all victories are, the paraphernalia being un-
equal to the event's reach. The other was a
lie - yet not a lie, for it was spoken at least
and at last with what may perhaps be a kind of
love. (307)

and, because of this, at the end perhaps a kind of grace:

I wrest from her the glass full of water to be
had for the taking. I hold it in my own hands,
There, There. (308)

-

Despite some flaws, even this early novel reveals

Laurence's skill and insight as an author. She builds up
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Hagar's story scene by detailed scene, beginning with the
6penihg deseription of the Manawaka cemetery which immediately
establishes Hagar's credibility and authority as 2 narrator.
These first paragraphs demonstrate the layers of meaning that
we see throughout the book. Our first, detailed, sensuous
impressions are heightened by‘the emotional substance, and
then the thematic significance of each scene.

As in A Jest of God, the details of incident'and

atmosphere are authentic enough to illustrate a textbook_on
geriatrics. This may not seem to compliment a work of art,

but, as Thomas polnts out:

Mrs. Laurence has said of her writing that she
wants to put down on paper what everyone knows
but nobody has thought of sayings truth of de-
tail plays a large part in life.7

And, where many writers escape into euphemism and sentiment,
laurence seasons her realism with tart humour and revealing

honesty:

When he'd bent, enormous and giant, I could not
believe there could be within me a room to house
such magnitude. When I found there was, I felt
as one might feel discovering a second head, an
unsuspected area. Pleasure or pain were one to
me, meaningless. I only thought - well, thank
the Lord now I know, and at least it's possible
. without the massacre it looked like being. I
was a very practical girl in many ways. (52)

The novel is based on a symmetrical pattern of

7Thomas, Laurence, P. 43.
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parallel scenes, past and presenﬁ, leading up to the moment
in the cannery where past and preséht fuse and Hagar can ac-
- cept both and go 6n to a future of redemption. This structure
is contrived and the transitions between past and present are
too obviously "written":

Being alone in a strange place, the nurses' un-

seeing stare, the receding heat of the day - all

bring to mind the time I was first in a hospital,

when Marvin was born. (99)
Even Laurence "wouldn't go to great lengths to defend the form
of the novel."8 But I think there is some Justification for
it in terms of the story. The pattern conveys an important
1déa of Laurence's: "the past and future are both always
present, present in both senses of the word, always now and
always here with us."9 By Jjuxtaposing Hagar's illusions and
her real life this techniqueé also gives the reader a more ob-
Jective view of her story.' And although the chrohological
flashbacks sacrifice something in reality, they make it easier
for the reader to follow the development of Hagar's tragedy.
Most importantly, just as-the forﬁ of A Jest of God was the
only possible narrative vehicle for Rachel, so the tidy pat-
tern of The Stone Angel demonstrates exactly the order which

Hagar imposes on 1ife. And the whole illusion of 1life in the

8
Laurence, "Ten", p. 13.

9
Laurence, "Time", p. 127,
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novel, and the autobiographic technique, depend ultimately on
our acceptance~of Hagar. So it is her total reality that
overcomes the technical flaws and finally compel®: belief in
her story.

In each of laurence's three novels the narrative voice
is significantly connected with the themej the first indication
of this is the epigraph which opens each book. |

If I}pass the burial spot of Nero
T shall say to the wind, "well, well" -
I who have fiddled in a world on fire,

I who have done so many stunts not worth doing. (v)
Carl Sandburg, "Losers"

This 1s Stécey's voice in the epigraph from The Fire-
Dwellers; it conveys her sense of helplessness and worthless~
pess in a world being consumed by its own violence. This
theme is also illustrated in the narrative mixture of first
and third persons within the book. The first-person narrative
awells on Stacey's inner doubts and fears. But the third per-
soﬁanarrative, although really still her voice, expresses an
'objgctive awaneness,!involvement and concern for the outside

worl& and the people in it that Hagar and Rachel never demon-

stratee.

If I should pass the tomb of Jonah

T would stop there and sit for awhilej

Because I was swallowed one time deep in the dark
And came out alive after alle. (v)

The epigraph for A Jest of God also comes from Carl
Sandburg's "Losers"; the title of the poem stresses the

-
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habitual position of Margaret Laurence's heroines. This epi-

graph resembles The Fire-Dwellers', but is more introspective

~and agonizing, like Rachel's narrative voice, with its omni-

present obsession with "I", It expresses Rachel's tentative,
subjective victory over her own demonsj she is barely conscious -
of those waiting outside her. These lines also explain Rach-
el's salvation: an ordinary humanity which demands no grand,
tragic sacrifice but adapts to the demands and disasters of
life and brings rebirth and new hope out of death.
This personality characteristic is the opposite of

Hagar's, as indicated by her epigraph:

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. (ii)

Dylan Thomas

Similar to A Jest of God, the epigraph and narration of The
Stone Angel is self-centred. éut unlike Rachel, Hagar's epi=-

graph and narrative voice express her highly-motivated and

ordered control of life, in both the past and present tense,

which rules the novel's structure. This verse also suggests
Hagar's magnitude and intensity as a tragic character. There-
fore, she alone of our heroines, after her moment of self-

consciousness and catharsis, is artistically required to die.
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THE HEROINE AS A WOMAN

Ever since the rib episode, women have been defined by
their relationship to men, And for centuried the daughters of
Eve have been regarded as representatives of "the world, the
flesh and the devil", and therefore the objects of discrimine
ation by religion and society. They could only redeex their
original sin by obedient servitude to men.l

Our male-dominated Canadian literature has reflected
this stereotype in its treatment of the heroine, And female
authors, perhaps fearing scornful epithets about Women Writers,
have collaborated in the cliché; concocting romanticlzed roles
to justify the existence of their female characters, and their
own authorship, in a man's world, Thus, the heroine has re-
mained a prisoner of the male imagination,

Margaret Laurence liberates the heroine and presents
her as a realistic, independent, individual woman, A victim
of role-definition, she must search for her personal identity,
freedom, and dignity, and find the same existential solutions

as the modern anti-hero, Laurence's first fiction, in Africa,°

1l )
See Chapter I, page 2,

99
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was primarily concerned with male identity crises and their
point-of-view. But her greatest accomplishment has been in
viewing these themes of universal human aspiration through
her own eyes, the eyes of a woman,

Laurence's four ages of woman illustrate the. develop-
ment of "the heroine as victim": that woman of history and
reality whom Duncan and followers deliberately ignored or
romanticized. From childhood Vanessa learns that Calvinist
ethics forbid a woman's joy and love, and that man is:the tra-
ditional author and enforcer of this "garrison culture". To
preserve the facade of conformity, everyone must mask their real
natures and needs which subcbnsciously reappear as frustration,
fear, and guilt. Therefore, when Rachel finds herself as a
domestic non-conformist, unmarried at thirty-four, she reacts
not with Advena Murchison's romantic idealism but with psycho-
logically-credible guilt and paranoia. In A Jest-ofGod, the
heroine views the mother who preaches role-requirements, and
the lover who satisfies his needs and rejects hers, as de=-
grading and destrucﬁive, not humorously endearing as seen
through the rose-coloured glasses of The Imperialist.

Even qonformity doesn't bring comfort, as Rachel's
respectably4ﬁarried.sister learns. The social pressures fér.
false perfection increase and she must bear the anxieties of

her family too. The "loser syndrome" of wife-and-motherhood

2
See Chapter IV, page 72.
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means responsibilities without respect, and frustrations with-
out freedom. Hagar looks back on a lifetime of loss. She was
indoctrinated with the masculine logos, then expected to
achieve it in feminine bondage. To compensate, she constructs
an artificial existence and calls it success, ignoring any
unaccomodating aspects of reality. Thus, the life of Laur-
ence's heroine draws to a close, unlike Duncan's woman, nel-
ther comfortable in conformity nor romantic in rebellion, but
simply unable to apprehend and accept her individual reality.

Laurence, therefore, produces no happy endings,
through the grace of "indulgent Providence'.'.3 The only answer
to her heroine's dilemma, tentative and difficult, is to
accept the impérfect realities of life and self (the greatest
of which is death), and be grateful for the opportunity to
survive and find some dignity in existence. Inner freedom
may be impossible, but paradoxically, inner acceptance may
make freedom, love, and joy more possible.

The majority of women writers (like the majority of
men writers) have always produced quantities of romantic es-
cape fiction. But many male crities, who would never class
James Joyce with Arthur Hailey, have persistently grouped
'“Serioué studies of the heroine by female novelists with this

literary popcorn, under the general, pejorative title of

pe—

3 N
Thomas, "Happily", p. 43.
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"a woman's novel":h

Presumably because it dealt mainly with a woman

and her problems, %t coul@ be categorized as

something trivial.,
Although Margaret Laurence was one of the first in Canada to
risk this paternalistic put-down, thereis how a growing inter-
national company of serious female authors committed to por-
traying the heroine as a human being and demanding serious
literary consideration for her problems.

As never before, Canadian novelists (such as Margaret
Atwood, Marian Engel, Alice Munro, Audrey Thomas, and others)
are stressing female biology and sexuality to explain their
characters, and illustrate thevpathetic comedy of being a
woman with the same needs and desires as a man but without
his opportuhities for gratification. Even some male critics

are now finding universal significance in these portraits:

.

It 1s women whose lives most clearly bear the marks
of what we call man's fate; terrified of pregnancy,
borne down by the cares of motherhood, obsessed
with time running out on their beauty and their
chances of escape, caught in the unhinging cycles
of menstruation, they exemplify in their bodies
and their lives the human condition.

L
, Kent Thompson, "Review of The Fire-Dwellers", The
Fiddlehead, IXXXII (Nov.-Dec., 1969), 72.

Grosskurth, "Trapped", p. 20.

6 . .
Woodcock, Odysseus, p. 43.
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Ironically, Woodcock is particularly commenting on Brian
Moore's heroines. But when Laurence and her companions show
us woman from the inside, they clearly demonstrate that Moore,
with all his good intentions, could never be Ma}y Dunne.

Of course, not all the New Women Writers are success-
ful. Some bog down in self-pity or strident aggression or
viliainous-male stereotypes; some still deny woman's individ-
uality, freeing her from a role of absolute submission only
to demand a role of absolute liberationj; some distort reality
with polemics as thoroughly as Duncan disguised it with pleas-
antries. ILaurence still seems to be the most skillful of
Canadian writers at avoiding these pitfalls:m |

Laurence creates a complete, consistent fictional
vworld in each of her books. ©She does not dismiss the male
characters surrounding her heroines as cardboard villains;
for the most.part, they are believable individuals within the
context . of each novel, and often sympathetic fellow-victims:

I'm not sure men need to be attacked. Men have a

lot of problems. Life is a very anxious thing for

a man who has a family to support, rent to pay, a

108 to owpress in the case of Mac. | L ¥as tY-

In The Fire-Dwellers Mac MacAindra and his children all pos-

sess well-characterized, individual personalities. In con-

trast, in The Honeyman Festival Minn's children are Jﬁst

Wigmore, "Laurence", p. Sk.
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demanding, dirty "they", and her husband is an affectionate
letter-writer half a world away; Mrs. Blood's story-book

_children and polite, sympathetic husband are no more real to

us.

Although we know Laurence's heroines intimately
through their first-person narratives, we are not restricted
or imposed on by their biological phenomenaj the author's per-
spective 1is constantly in control and she does not offer fem-
inine physiology as a facile excuse for their actions. Her
women are also closely related to their communities, and their
environment influences them deeply. In contrast, the reader
is trapped within Minn Burge's pregnant body throughout her
novel, and Mrs. Blood's miscarriage and identity-crisis,
apart from a little local colour, has no real connectioh with
Africa (compared to Miranda Kestoe's pregnancy, for example.)

‘Margaret Atwood's The Edible Woman is an entertaining,
absurdist novel. It reflects the new interest in fantasy and
surrealism in Canadian literature and, consequently, a2 com-
parison between her book and Laurence's realistic writing is
difficult. But, even tongue in cheek, prood seems to en=-
courage the self-pity, self-righteousnesé, and paranoia of her
heroine until the reader becomeé bored and impatients; this is

a danger Laurence more successfully avoided in A Jest of God.

Nor is AtWood's.tricky ending, although symbolic, as meaning-
ful and satisfying as Laurence's conclusion.

The recent woman writer who seems to compare most
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favourably with Laurence is Alice Munro. The structure of
Lives of Girls and Women is very similar to A Bird in the
House, hovering between a book of stories and a loose novel.
It hés inspired great pralse as "a delight, a wonder, a bles-
sing to be devoutly thankful for.".8 And in Munro's sensitive
portrayal of Del Jordan's development, we find the intimately-
convineing characterizations, perceptive descriptions of
small-town life, and natural, uninhibited treatment of life
and sex that have distinguished Laurence's work. It only
lacks, perhaps, the concentrated unity of Laurence's theme of
sacrifice and survival.

Although I have criticized certain facets of these
new (often first) novels in comparing them to Laurence's
mature works, they are generally accomplisped, insightful
writings. They 1llustrate the tremendous conpyibution that
many women are making to Canada's increasingi§;respected lit-
erary}environment. Many of these authors own their original
inspiration, or the climate in which their works are received,
to Margaret Laurence. Because she recognized the reality,
articulated the needs, and expanded the consciousness of
woman (and, perhaps, enlarged the understanding of man), there
is now a distinctively 'feminine voiceé'! in the male fortress of
Canadian fiction. And the Heroine may finally be treated as

a Human Being,

8
» Phyllis Grosskurth, "A Delight. Goodbye to Inhi-
bitions®", Globe Magazine (October 30, 1971), p. 17.

bl
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