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    Introduction

  




  

    « Posh » ? Pourquoi « posh » ? Le dictionnaire nous explique ce terme familier comme signifiant « élégant, à la mode, plein de style »1, soulignant l’appartenance aux classes supérieures, ou leur imitation. Toutefois, une autre acception, à l’étymologie peut-être plus fantaisiste mais tout aussi significative, rattache le terme aux longs voyages entre la métropole britannique et les lointaines colonies d’Orient. Selon les mauvaises langues promptes à s’émouvoir du snobisme, ou de l’extrême souci de confort, des habitués de ces paquebots emmenant fonctionnaires, officiers et leurs familles vers l'Empire des Indes ou autre destination d’Asie, « posh » aurait été l'abréviation utilisée pour désigner, parmi les passagers de première classe, ceux qui avaient les moyens de s’assurer les meilleures cabines lors de ces traversées : « Port Out Starboard Home ». Logeant ainsi à bâbord à l’aller et à tribord au retour, ces privilégiés élégants sinon fortunés échappaient aux pires rigueurs climatiques à une époque encore sans climatisation. Dans ce cas, « posh » nous renvoie directement au thème du départ et du retour dans un contexte colonial où les distances considérables et les conditions matérielles faisaient de tels voyages des événements marquants, attendus ou redoutés de la vie de chacun, dont l’inconfort n’était pas que physique.

  




  

    Dans un de ses plus récents ouvrages. Culture and Imperialism2, Edward Said observait que l’impérialisme avait pour fondement l’occupation de la terre; « qui occupe la terre, qui la possède, qui la cultive, qui façonne le paysage » sont autant de questions essentielles dans la problématique colonialiste. En insistant ainsi sur la relation matérielle de l'homme à la terre sur laquelle il vit, et en particulier sur ce rapport dans le cadre de l’impérialisme, Said mettait indirectement l’accent sur deux phénomènes corollaires mais fondamentaux de la vie de l’individu et des communautés : le départ et le retour. Quitter sa terre et y revenir colorent la vie affective et l’imaginaire des individus comme des peuples au fil de l’histoire et des littératures depuis des temps immémoriaux. En effet, la possession de la terre et la permanence du séjour sur le sol qu’il considère comme le sien propre évoque la continuité de l’être, la stabilité et une certaine sérénité matérielle et psychologique. Lorsque cette possession est en danger, la stabilité physique et la sécurité affective sont menacées elles aussi. L’agitation et le mouvement entrent en lice, et l’aventure, l’exil de l'individu ou de la communauté se dessinent dans l’incertitude, comme un espoir de salut ou comme un péril.

  




  

    Il n’est donc pas surprenant que dans un contexte de colonisation impérialiste, de conflit physique ou de choc de cultures, cette notion de départ occupe une place de choix : esprit d’aventure, fuite en avant, pour découvrir d’autres mondes, vers un avenir plein de promesses et de potentiel, ou fuite tout court pour échapper aux contraintes réelles ou supposées d’un pays natal trop petit, trop dangereux, trop tyrannique, exil volontaire ou imposé par les conditions matérielles ou politiques. Le départ a de multiples facettes dont la situation coloniale ou post-coloniale avive les arêtes; les littératures auxquelles elles ont donné naissance les examinent à travers le prisme changeant des cultures mises en présence.

  




  

    Cependant, à notre époque de vastes flux migratoires, qu’il soit conçu cl vécu comme une libération, une échappatoire ou un nouvel asservissement, ce départ nécessaire pour l’individu ou le groupe, n’implique pas nécessairement, en arrière-plan, la possibilité du mouvement inverse : le retour à la terre natale, qui, lui aussi, revêt de multiples facettes aux colorations sombres ou gaies, suivant qu’il est rêvé ou réel, impossible, redoute, souhaité, accompli, selon qu’il apporte plénitude ou frustration, sérénité ou angoisse et désillusion. Le départ sans retour est aussi la seule attente réaliste que puisse imaginer bon nombre de ceux qui se décident à partir. La décision et le passage à l’acte sont alors autant de bouleversements intérieurs ou relationnels qui modifient l’être à jamais. De nouvelles sociétés se font et se défont sous d’autres cieux entraînant hybridation culturelle et parfois métissage.

  




  

    Toutefois, lorsque le retour est possible pour l’individu ou dans la perspective des générations successives, il n’est guère moins puissant sur l’affect personnel. La vie des hommes et de leurs sociétés n’est pas un jeu de l’oie. Le retour spatial n’implique pas le retour en arrière, le temps n’a pas suspendu son vol. Bouleversements intérieurs, tensions culturelles et sociales ne sont alors souvent pas moins redoutés, pas moins réels que ceux causés par le départ. Bien que départ et retour ne soient pas « symétriques » ils sont tous deux causes d’inconnu et d’aventure.

  




  

    Départ et/ou retour se colorent de toute une palette de sentiments et d'émotions au gré des circonstances historiques et géographiques qui s’entremêlent aux circonstances personnelles de l’être dans une dialectique riche et forte, en fonction de la réalité ou de la virtualité de l’un ou de l'autre des mouvements. La charge émotionnelle de ces phénomènes solidaires, qui se métamorphosent en tropes littéraires privilégiés, accrue par la perception de chacun de la relation impériale, marque le monde anglophone dès ses origines anglo-saxonnes — Beowulf n’en est-il pas déjà un exemple remarquable ? - jusque dans les aspects les plus contemporains de sa réalité historique cl littéraire.

  




  

    Les articles rassemblés dans ce volume sont le résultat du séminaire de recherche du C.E.R.E.C3 au cours de l’année 1995-1996. Ils prennent en compte bon nombre des multiples aspects des thèmes croisés du départ et du retour tant dans la réalité de la vie coloniale et post-coloniale que dans la fiction littéraire qu'elle alimente.

  




  

    Après Ruth Morse qui nous fait mesurer l’impact de l’exil de Prospero sur la littérature post-coloniale contemporaine internationale, Valérie Peyronel nous entraîne à la suite des Irlandais, quittant eux aussi leur île, vers de nouveaux mondes, sans idée de retour, alors que les Maltais des nouvelles de Sir Temi Zammit présentés par Patrice Sanguy retrouvent souvent leur île après des années d'émigration dans un autre empire colonial, celui de la France en Afrique du Nord. À l'autre bout du monde, sur une île à la taille d'un monde, le jeune Australien dont Sophie Elias analyse les récits d'enfance et de jeunesse s’interroge sur son désir de dépan, non pas d'exil, loin du berceau familial et sur la nécessité vitale d'une telle entreprise.

  




  

    Échappant à l’insularité, le départ n’en est pas moins poignant chez les écrivains du monde arabe anglophone, qu’ils soient nomades ou non, comme le souligne Jacqueline Jondot dans son étude de l’exil et de l'éloignement plus ou moins volontaire du Proche Orient.

  




  

    Avec Eliane Saint-André, le théâtre de l’Afrique occidentale met en lumière les divers problèmes psychologiques et sociaux liés au retour de l’individu à la terre de ses racines. L'apport de l’Afrique s’étend plus loin encore, puisque l’Afrique du Sud se trouve au départ des études de Claire Bowen, Lori Maguire et Michel Naumann (même si pour lui cela implique un détour par St Petersbourg !) consacrées aux mondes réels ou imaginaires de Kipling, Harold Macmillan et J.M. Coetzee.

  




  

    Dans la littérature indienne contemporaine enfin, les deux thèmes occupent aussi une place de choix, comme nous le montrent Aida Balvannanadan et Lalita Jagtiani-Naumann dans leurs analyses des ouvrages des romancières indiennes les plus appréciées actuellement, d’Anita Desai à Gita Hariharan.

  




  

    Par contraste, l’attitude de E.M. Forster en Égypte au début du siècle, évoquée par Evelyne Hanquart-Turner, s’est avérée moins déchirée, peut-être parce qu’alors l’accent était plutôt mis sur l’aspect métaphorique du départ et du retour, qu’il s’agit d’un voyage à l’intérieur de soi plutôt que de remises en cause liées au déplacement géographique, le plus souvent vital dans les autres articles.

  




  

    De ce voyage à travers le monde anglophone, les thèmes du départ et du retour, isolés ou conjugués, apparaissent comme centraux dans le contexte de l’Empire britannique et de ses avatars. Si les textes réunis ici ne sont que quelques illustrations exemplaires de ce phénomène, et si d’autres écrivains postcoloniaux ou d’autres événements peuvent aisément s’ajouter à cette sélection, il y a fort à parier que les aspects caractéristiques de ces nouveaux témoignages ne feront que renforcer les sentiments analysés à travers la présente étude. La richesse du trope binaire, mais ouvert, départ-retour s’affirme de maintes façons, toutefois la littérature en souligne davantage l’aspect interrogatif, voire ambivalent, plutôt que l’espoir et sa réalisation sans nuage.

  




  

    Evelyne Hanquart -Turner.


    Février 1999

  


  




  

    1 Oxford English Dictionary. 9ème édition : « smart. stylish. [...] of or associated with the upper classes. [...] slang a dandy. »

  




  

    2 E. Said. Culture and Imperialism, New York et Londres. Chatto & Windus, 1993.

  




  

    3 Centre d’Étude et de Recherche sur l'Empire et le Commonwealth de l’Université de Paris XII- Val de Marne, (Jeune Équipe agréée du Ministère de l'Éducation Nationale n° 2132).

  




  

    Prospero's Progeny’s Books

  




  

    Remember

  




  

    First to possess his books; for without them

  




  

    He's but a sot, as I am. nor hath not

  




  

    One spirit to command — they all do hate him

  




  

    As rootedly as I. Burn but his books. (III. ii.89-93)

  




  

    My title refers, of course, to Peter Greenaway's film of 1991, which uses as its central thread a trope about exactly which books Prospero might have had with him on the island. The Tempest has inspired reinterpretations from the moment, almost, that it was first performed, and there is a steady stream of adaptations and new works from the reopening of the theatres in 1660, The text has been peculiarly important in the twentieth century, particularly for Commonwealth writers, and there is a stream in science fiction which is fascinating. As the trickle became a flood, it passed not unobserved in literary scholarship, but some of the scholarship is almost another area of redefinition, so parti pris and so tendentious is it1. This torrent is particularly striking in the Caribbean, which has, at least since Rodo, claimed Caliban for its own. In this context, the scholarly literature has tended to emphasize aspects of the play which have, or seem to have, or are asserted to have to do with colonialist oppression, and, above all, learning to curse2. If I had decided to write in national terms, I could have concentrated on Caliban’s books, where themes of subjectivity, desire, and appropriation are the order of the day. Caliban’s envy, his desire to be Prospero, or at least to replace Prospero, usually eventuates in male violence against Prospero’s daughter. By contrast, Miranda’s books would offer a rather different avenue, since the good daughter offers another perspective, and I shall follow this route later. Not forgetting the collatoral lines, I might have followed the strand which mutates into desert islands, where magic moves into science, and back again, from Crusoe to Dr Moreau, in science fiction novels, movies, and even a musical of recent years, and called the paper « This island’s fine ». Whose books, indeed ?

  




  

    In what follows I shall look at one of the problems central to all the « Tempests After Shakespeare »— for that there are certain family resemblances is certain. Without going over the old arguments about Europe's rape of the new world, I want to define a problem about location which begins geographically, passes through psychology, and becomes something larger about the artist and the « place » that the artist’s experience implies. Where the story takes place, and how its inhabitants see it, also includes a psychological phenomenon, related to exile, which is the displacement of the writer. It will seem no doubt true but trivial that the island has to be somewhere. But where it is depends upon numerous variables, including how the characters on it feel about it. For it can be home, a refuge, a trap, a liminal space for a dangerous time, a frontier, a kingdom, a planet, a state (of at least two minds), a stage in a theatre, and, of course and always, exile. A preliminary reminder is that people do not suddenly appear on islands. They have to arrive there, travelling over sea or through space. There is a further dimension. I want to make a point which is a kind of negative, and assert that the race, gender, and nationality of the reinterpreting author make less difference than we might expect.

  




  

    That there is a kind of lag between scholarly literature and perceptions of interpretation of the play is not surprising; the afterlife of traditional readings of the play is part of the story. The new creative reinterpretations of the middle of this century seem to have concentrated on a question of who owns the word, who has, in a sense which may already seem outdated, the word, the right to write. They share, sometimes unconsciously, an outmoded belief about the playwright-in- the-text. the autobiographical interpretation which goes back to the idea that this play is Shakespeare's last, and his farewell to his art. This is why I have spoken of a family resemblance which stems from the progenitor.

  




  

    Shakespeare’s nameless island is never simply a mirror in which we see our current selves. It has substance of its own, and interpretations of it have an inertia of their own.

  




  

    Let us begin with The Tempest, and. insofar as possible, the play of 1610/11. which holds pride of place in the Folio of 1623. Prospero tells Miranda that when his brother deposed him from the throne of Milan he and she were hurried out of town and onto a first ship from which they were then set adrift in an unseaworthy wreck which, happily, brought them at last to. well, here, this island. There were no signs of ownership, as the sixteenth century understood ownership of land. that is, specifically in terms of the common law, no buildings, no tilled soil, none of the changes to the earth and the landscape by which possession was defined. There was. however, the languageless son of Sycorax. the witch of Algiers who had also been exiled. That son, billed as a « salvage and deformed slave », may — but may not — be the son of the, or a, devil3. Caliban's legitimacy is. again in the context of contemporary common law, important for purposes of inheritance, both literal and metaphoric.

  




  

    This island's mine by Sycorax my mother,

  




  

    Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first,

  




  

    Thou strok'st me and made much of me; wouldst give me

  




  

    Water with berries in't, and teach me how

  




  

    To name the bigger light and how the less,

  




  

    That burn by day and night; and then I lov'd thee,

  




  

    And show’d thee all the qualities o’th'isle,

  




  

    The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile—

  




  

    Curs’d be I that did so ! All the charms

  




  

    Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, hats, light on you !

  




  

    For I am all the subjects that you have.

  




  

    Which first was mine own king, and here you sty me

  




  

    In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me

  




  

    The rest o'th'island. (I. ii.331-43)

  




  

    If he is illegitimate he cannot inherit. It is easy to forget the Argierian origins of Caliban’s mother, whether or not his are determined by jus soli. Of course, it is not then clear that Sycorax herself « owned » the island, so by Sycorax his mother he may have nothing, not even, perhaps, language. Caliban's sense of possession is not solely to do with the island; it is also concerns sovereignty over the self, which, once more in Elizabethan terms, such a creature as he cannot have, and not just because he recognizes himself as a « sol ». He was never his own king, because never self-possessed. This constant recurrence to mothers (or fathers) raises a further sense of loss, which has to do with parents and children, an exile naturally part of human experience and childhood's end. In my book I shall deal with these; here I can only flag them as contributing to the theme of exile. « By Sycorax my mother » moves the claim back one generation; she, too, came upon the island in exile from elsewhere.

  




  

    One of the problems of interpretation is balance : many of those I have categorized as parti pris ignore facets of the play which require attention, such as, precisely, the origins of Sycorax, or Caliban’s so-called « original » language. The extraction for use of a particular aspect of a text is itself traditional, but it lays the critic open to the objection that his or her criticism has become itself recreative. Accounting for the balance of the play is particularly important in renaissance drama, since so much of the play’s meaning depends upon recognition of the themes which tie main plot to subplot. If characters must reach the island, balanced criticism will look at all their comings (their goings will concent us below.) Caliban’s arrival is obvious — the vessel that brought him was his mother’s womb — Sycorax’s rather less so; as it happens, we have a third journey. The Neapolitans find (or, perhaps, are found by) the island because the King of Naples has just married his daughter to the prince of Tunis, and it is on the return journey that the Tempest blows his ship into Prospero’s power. We have got so used to thinking of Caliban as black West Indian, or, at least, New Worldian, that it is worth reminding ourselves that the island, insofar as we can speak of geography, is in the Mediterranean between Naples. Algiers, and Tunis4. The voyages of arrival are, of course, influenced by shipwreck accounts, but reimported into the mysterious fold in the map which ties notional Italians to North Africa. Caliban wants this nameless speck, Prospero has it, but wants to leave it, Gonzalo thinks it is empty and imagines how he would implant civilisation on it without destroying its unspoiled Nature (« plantation », in context, identifies cultivation and improvement), and Antonio and Sebastian wonder if it wouldn’t do well as a grave, planted with the corpses of Alonso and Gonzalo, the king and his advisor. Nobody ever worries about Ariel’s opinion, and, in any case, he, or, rather, it, will probably be happiest in thin air. In the end, the island is a place of happy, that is, fortunate, wreck, in which some of the characters, at least, find themselves. But the interval, exile or transit stop, which enables this for the Italians is a prelude to return.

  




  

    The island is full of noises, many of them supplied by Ariel and Ariel's troops, always under Prospero’s generalship. The magic, art, or science by which Prospero governs them all is probably white, even if it appears that he has some of Medea’s talents and can raise the dead, and certainly includes all the arts of government and the knowledge to which sixteenth century princes were heir. He, certainly, is now self-possessed, even if his failures of balance led earlier to self-dispossession by leading his brother into temptation. Prospero's books, his magic, led quickly from the play’s earliest interpreters, to the idea that we don’t know what we raise by our arts5. Prospero has instructed Miranda in some of these, and she, in turn, has helped introduce Caliban to speech. Nobody ever worries about who taught Ariel. Ariel who, throughout the literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, becomes identified with the Muse, particularly of Poetry.

  




  

    It was the combination of poetic language, art, music, and magic that convinced many readers of the play that Shakespeare had himself in mind for the Philosopher Duke, and that The Tempest, wrongly believed to be his last play, contained his autobiographical farewell to his art6. Creative artists are not constrained by such scholarly inhibitions as the knowledge that this is not the last play, that there is no reason to think that Shakespeare saw himself in the elderly, and very grumpy, Milanese magician, or that he was saying goodbye. This had three consequences which we see in our own century. First, it led interpreters to both pro- Prospero and anti-Prospero views (and sometimes both at once); for example, the tussles between Prospero and Caliban over speech (in Césaire. Lamming, Brathwaite) combined with the inherited sense that Shakespeare broods over literature in English like Milton’s God over the deep, has encouraged many writers to think of themselves as rebels pitted against Prospero the father of EngLit, looking for language's profit, learning, if not to curse, then to erect a magic of their own. a literature which could, in some sense, be legitimate7. The island becomes a national literature. We are all Caliban now, and this has, broadly speaking, changed our perceptions of the play, recorded notably in Stephen Orgel’s recent edition in the Oxford Shakespeare8. What must be added is that to be Caliban is to envy Prospero, for what Caliban wants is precisely to emulate the magician, to have what he has, not to become something new and different. Finally, the « we » here was one of those masculine sleights of hand : to be free is to be a patriarch in our turn. Caliban’s books must, in this sense, be very different from Miranda’s.

  




  

    Because, of course, if we are Canadian, or women, we may conceptualize the situation differently. Not altogether differently. Caliban and Miranda have more in common, after all, than being childhood playmates. They both learned from Prospero, for both of them the island is the only home they have ever known, and neither of them remembers much before, or beyond. Prospero. There is a minor detail worth mentioning : Caliban remembers his mother, but Miranda only the women who waited upon her. The questions of inheritance are complex. Both sought, and, perhaps, seek. Prospero’s love and approval, although in Caliban love has turned to hate, and he seems to want to substitute a drunken butler for a sober mage, if only the former will rid him of the latter. Miranda, of course, is busily disobeying her father because of her love for Ferdinand. This is both a necessary, as well as a traditional and legitimate form of rebellion. Both Caliban and Miranda carry, or believe they carry, property rights, and whether or not we think that Caliban is or should be by jus soli his own king on the island of his Argierian mother’s exile, there is no question about Miranda’s relation to Milan. The island is a matter of indifference to her which the play never mentions. Legitimacy is not much mentioned either, but it is a theme which is quietly there, from Caliban’s bastardy to the virtue of Miranda’s mother, who appears only as a passing witticism about the power of women9. There is a sense, too. in which Prospero’s solutions legitimate his brother’s usurpation, by restoring his family’s succession in a Milan absorbed by Naples.

  




  

    It is probably already clear that any history of Tempest interpretation or recreation in the mid-twentieth century must be complex and deal with serious contradictions and omissions. The island is a place in which a Prospero can be a trope for the artist, with concomitant questions of legitimacy of expression as well as the power of art, conceived of as political and psychological rebellion (or. as we now put it, appropriation) in which the inheriting artist assumes the power of the previous generation, which may also stand for the dominance of British literature, literature in English, focussed once more on Prospero-as-Shakespeare, or, perhaps, Shakespeare-as-Prospero. In some senses the island looks like a place-of-safety order, in others as the microcosm in which twentieth-century problems of Anglophone, or, perhaps, Europhone, expansion are acted out in miniature. At the same time, and even in the most machine-ridden fantasies of science fiction, the island is the place of classic pastoral.

  




  

    It is worth remembering in the public context that when Miranda says her famous line, « O brave new world », she means the opposite of what we might expect : for her, the new is our old10. The idea of « first contact », when the play introduces it, however much Shakespeare may have been influenced by Montaigne, is already seen from the point of view of the island innocent. But the poetry, in particular, inspired by The Tempest often uses the idea of the, or a. primitive in order to look upon civilisation as if it were strange. One does not have to invoke Freud to see that sometimes there is a view of the « primitive » as a kind of Id or Hyde who exists in all of us, as Nayfack’s 1956 « Forbidden Planet » did. The Sycorax in Prospero. Or, perhaps, the Prospero in Sycorax.

  




  

    Now it happens that there is a very curious, and tempting, set of parallels. It is well known that in the middle of the twentieth century there was a series of colonialist, or, perhaps, early post-colonialist reinterpretations of The Tempest by male authors for whom political and poetic legitimacy formed a double subject. In the Hispanic as well as the Francophone and the Anglophone Caribbean, Caliban became an icon of liberty. Aimé Césaire’s Une Tempête is probably only the best known of these recreations. George Lamming’s Water with Berries of 1973, now, alas, out of print, explored some of these themes, and. like Césaire’s play, saw violence as an unavoidable consequence of the history of racial, social, and linguistic oppression. Not only violence against the male oppressor, but violence expressed by expropriating the oppressor's woman, emphasized the male mimicry of these works.

  




  

    These concerns were not solely colonial; there is a period feel to them. At the same time John Fowles was working out his own combination of existentialism, D. H. Lawrence, and the situation of the writer in the twentieth century, first in The Collector of 1963, then in The Magus of 1966 and 1977. Violence, possession of women, and the word, haunt Fowles, but so also docs an easy slide into a suspect kind of aristocracy in which the Sartrean Lawrentian rules supreme as a private philosopher king.

  




  

    Curiously enough, and especially in view of the dales I have mentioned, there was a third vision, from the white settler commonwealth, by a Miranda. I speak, of course, of Margaret Laurence's The Diviners of 197411. In the twenty-five years since its publication it has assumed a celebrated centrality and importance in Canadian literature, for while, on the personal level, it reads as a bildungsroman which is also a kunstlerroman, it has come to be read politically as an allegory for Canada itself. It is deeply attached to The Tempest, a book which Laurence had already used in her African fiction, where the naivete of the heroine of This Side Jordan (1964), Miranda Kestoe, wreaks a certain amount of havoc, but the author asserts a kind of optimism about a brave new Gold Coast which — as she, and others, have subsequently recognized — was to be severely disappointed in the succeeding history of Ghana. In that early book one finds a recycling of « incidents » — names, details, lines from the play — which is part of what might be called the catalogue-equivalent-approach to intertextuality. This is not for a moment to say that making lists of equivalences is trivial, but that in a certain sense it can be a way of attending to the accidents of a book rather than to its substance.

  




  

    The Diviners is one of those novels which takes its narrator up to the point at which she is ready to begin the novel we have just read; in the course of it she writes a number of other novels, based on her own life, or the lives of the people she has known, and which has included one which reinterprets The Tempest. She describes this novel in a letter to a friend,

  




  

    It’s done in semi-allegorical form, and also it has certain parallels with The Tempest. Maybe I'm an idiot to try this, but it's the form the thing seems to demand, so I’ve quit fighting it. I've got the first draft nearly done now, so don't mind saying a bit about it, although it'll take a lot of rewriting. It's called Prospero's Child, she being the young woman who marries His Excellency, the Governor of some island in some ocean very far south, and who virtually worships him and then who has to go to the opposite extreme and reject nearly everything about him, at least for a time, in order to become her own person. It's as much the story of H.E. I’ve always wondered if Prospero really would be able to give up his magical advantages once and for all, as he intends to do at the end of The Tempest. That incredibly moving statement — « What strength I have's mine own, Which is most faint — « [sic] If only he can hang onto that knowledge, that would he true strength. And the recognition that his real enemy is despair within, and that he stands in need of grace, like everyone else — Shakespeare did know just about everything. I know it’s presumptuous of me to try to put this into some different and contemporary framework and relevance, but I can't help it. Well, hell, maybe it's not so presumptuous as that. (330)

  




  

    Presumptuous, perhaps, for Morag Gunn, the narrating author of The Diviners, who seems to think she is writing about marriage, but not for Laurence. Authority, legitimacy, and exemplarity suffuse Laurence’s work. Like Whitman or Faulkner before her, her autobiographical or self- referential writing is the egotism which claims the self as allegory, as type, and as nation. She is a woman asking who has the word, and in what language; concerned about power and love; recreating history as a series of stories all of which may be true; hoping against experience for an undefined reconciliation in a future generation — these are the themes Laurence has located in The Tempest, which concerned her own work for over a decade, and which here become also questions about Canada’s past and future. For Laurence, Caliban represents the problem of poetry, of ownership of the past and future, and the way the problem is defined constitutes who Caliban is. It is ironic, too, that this novel was the last she wrote for adults; in some sense homologous with the autobiographical interpretation of Shakespeare as Prospero, it invites interpretation as Laurence’s farewell.

  




  

    Because The Diviners is the complex novel it is, identification of one theme involves the others. Though one must equally be aware that to use the name Caliban to represent a theme may occlude as well. Laurence's Calibanic theme is among other things a complicated vision of male power, particularly male control of the word, and even more specifically. WASP-power. The plot reveals aspects of character, and character reveals the problem in all its variety, not once but repeatedly. Each of the novel’s important male characters aspires to some kind of artistic representation, from folklore stories to poetry to song to painting, and each of them is limited by his failure to connect. Two of them have learned to curse. But in order to follow the abstract questions one must take cognizance of the synchronicity of Morag’s own generation, at the same time as her place — and Canada’s — in history keeps diachronicity before us.
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