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For my family




General Introduction


Curious Pursuits is a grab-bag of occasional pieces - that is, pieces written for specific occasions. Some of the occasions have been books written by other people, resulting in reviews and articles; some of them have been political in nature, resulting in journalism of various kinds; some of them - increasingly, as time has moved on - have been deaths, so I’ve often been asked to write obituaries at short notice and in odd locations. (The article on Carol Shields, for instance, was written on a moving train.)

Looking back over the decades, I find I’ve averaged about twenty of these pieces a year. I’ve spared the reader the political ephemera having to do with such things as mayoralty elections in Toronto, and the shame-on-you environmentalist pieces - most of them - and the Gilbert-and-Sullivan style parodies done for people’s retirement celebrations, and the mangled pop songs performed by myself and whatever other stooges I could corral in order to raise money for such organizations as PEN. Canadians have a long tradition of making idiots of themselves in public for worthy causes, a tradition I stand firmly behind.

 



I began writing occasional pieces in the 1950s, when I was sixteen: I was the designated reporter for my school’s Home and School Association meetings, and my accounts of these sometimes fraught events appeared in the mimeographed newsletter that was sent around to the parents to keep them informed on such topics as the  proper length of girls’ skirts. By this age I had decided to be a dedicated novelist - a very dedicated one, with the resulting lung illnesses, unhappy affairs, alcoholism, and early death that would surely follow - but I knew I would have to have a day job in order to afford the squalid flat and the absinthe, and this was my first foray into the humiliating world of turning out Grub Street hack work. Did I learn anything from this experience? I ought to have learned that for every tale there is a teller but also a listener, and that some jokes are not suitable for all occasions, but that particular lesson took a while to sink in.

Once at university, I took to producing book reviews and articles for the literary magazine - some of them under other names, since we liked to pretend, back then, that there were more people interested in the arts than there actually were. Like many young people I was demanding and intolerant, but I didn’t let that show too much in the reviews, which are inclined to be amiably condescending, and to have too many long words and qualifying clauses in them. I continued with my reviewing after I’d graduated, and while I was attending the Harvard Graduate School in the 1960s, and while I was holding down various low-paying jobs and beginning to publish poetry and fiction in small magazines.

 



This collection does not begin at the beginning. The reader has been spared the mimeographed masterpieces and the lofty undergraduate pronouncements. The starting point is 1970, by which time I’d published two collections of poetry and a novel and could be described as ‘award-winning’ on the backs of books. The Women’s Movement, in its later twentieth-century phase, had kicked off in 1968 and was now at full gallop, at least in North America, and any woman who’d ever set pen to paper was being viewed in a fresh light, the red-eyed hue of rabid feminism. Proponents adopted them, opponents attacked them; there was no neutral ground. Into this whirling vortex I was sucked, discovering many intriguing new worlds along the way.

And so it has continued. Eventually I found myself appearing in  larger places such as The New York Times, and The Washington Post, and  The Times, and The New York Review of Books, and the Guardian, but that took a while.

 



Looking back over this gathering of pages I see that my interests have remained fairly constant over the decades, although I like to believe their scope has broadened somewhat. Some of my earlier concerns - my environmental fretting, for example - were considered lunatic-fringe when I first voiced them, but have since moved to the centre of the stage. I dislike advocacy writing - it’s not fun, because the issues that generate it are not fun - but I still feel compelled to do a certain amount of it anyway. The effects are not always pleasant, since what may be simple common sense to one person is annoying polemic to another.

Some of these pieces were originally lectures and speeches. I made my first speech at the age of ten; it was bad for me. I still have the stage fright in advance, during the writing of the speech. I’m haunted by a metaphor from Edith Wharton’s story ‘The Pelican,’ in which a public lecturer’s talk is compared to the trick by which a magician produces reams and reams of blank white paper out of his mouth. I still find book reviewing a problem: it’s so much like homework, and it forces me to have opinions, instead of the Negative Capability that is so much more soothing to the digestion. I review anyway, because those who are reviewed must review in their turn, or the principle of reciprocity fails.

There’s another reason, however: reviewing the work of others forces you to examine your own ethical and aesthetic tastes. What do we mean by ‘good’, in a book? What qualities do we consider ‘bad’, and why? Aren’t there in fact two kinds of reviews, derived from two different ancestries? There’s the newspaper review, which descends from gossip around the village well (loved her, hated him, and did you get a load of the shoes?). And then there’s the ‘academic’ review, which descends from biblical exegesis and other traditions that involved the minute examination of sacred texts. This kind of analysis secretly believes that some texts are more  sacred than others, and that the application of a magnifying glass or lemon juice will reveal hidden meanings. I’ve written both.

I don’t review books I don’t like, although to do so would doubtless be amusing for the Ms Hyde side of me and entertaining for the more malicious class of reader. But either the book is really bad, in which case no one should review it, or it’s good but not my cup of tea, in which case someone else should review it. It’s a great luxury not to be a professional full-time reviewer: I’m at liberty to close books that don’t seize hold of me, without having to savage them in print. Over the years, history - military history included - has become more interesting to me; so has biography. As for fiction, some of my less high-falutin reading preferences (crime writing, science fiction) have come out of the closet.

Speaking of these, it’s as well to mention a pattern that recurs in these pages. As one reader of this manuscript has pointed out, I have a habit of kicking off my discussion of a book or author or group of books by saying that I read it (or him, or her, or them) in the cellar when I was growing up; or that I came across them in the bookcase at home; or that I found them at the cottage; or that I took them out from the library. If these statements were metaphors I’d excise all of them except one, but they are simply snippets of my reading history. My justification for mentioning where and when I first read a book is that - as many other readers have observed - the impression a book makes on you is often tied to your age and circumstances at the time you read it, and your fondness for books you loved when young continues with you through your life.

 



I’ve divided Curious Pursuits into three sections. Part One covers the seventies and eighties, during which I wrote and published a number of volumes of poetry and several novels, including The Handmaid’s Tale, the book of mine that’s most likely to turn up on college reading lists. This was the period during which I graduated from being world-famous in Canada - as Mordecai Richler used to say - to being world-famous, sort of, in the way that writers  are. (We’re not talking The Rolling Stones here.) It ends with 1989, the year the Berlin Wall came down, thus ending the Cold War and causing all the men on the world’s political chessboard to be set in rapid motion. Part Two collects pieces from the nineties - a sort of lull, during which some folk proclaimed the end of history, a bit prematurely - culminating in the year 1999, when the twentieth century ended. Part Three runs from 2000, year of the millennium when nothing exploded as expected, through 2001, when the unexpected 9/11 explosion rocked the world, and thus to the present time. Not surprisingly I found myself writing more about political issues during this last period than I had done for some time.

 



Why is this book called Curious Pursuits? ‘Curious’ describes both my habitual state of mind - a less kind word would be ‘nosy’ - as well as the subject matter of some of these writings. Like Alice, I’ve become curiouser and curiouser myself, and the world has done the same. Another way of putting it: if something doesn’t arouse my curiosity, I’m not likely to write about it. Though perhaps ‘curious’ as a word carries too light a weight: my curiosities are (I hope) not idle ones. ‘Passionate’ might have been more accurate; however, it would have given a wrong impression, and disappointed a few men in raincoats.

As for ‘pursuits’, it’s a noun that contains a verb. What can you ever do with reality but chase it around? You can’t expect to capture it in any final way, because the thing keeps moving. Picture me then, butterfly net or popgun in hand, flapping over the fields with the elusive subject flitting away into the distance, or crouched behind the bushes in hopes of catching a glimpse.

A glimpse of what?

That’s just it. You never know.




Part One

1970-1989




1970-1989 

At the beginning of the 1970s I was living in London, in an area called Parson’s Green - now gentrified, then in transition, which meant that the water froze in the kitchen when it was cold. Maxi-coats worn with long boots and crushed velvet miniskirts were the fashion; you could get these on the King’s Road, which was still in full swing. That was a year that saw both an electricity strike and a garbage strike; both of which the Londoners seemed to enjoy.

It was here that I finished a book of poems called Power Politics  and began a novel called Surfacing, using a typewriter with a German keyboard. Right after that I was in France (a sublet, in a town near St Tropez), where I wrote on a rented French keyboard typewriter and conspired with the director Tony Richardson on a screenplay of my first novel, The Edible Woman. Shortly thereafter, I was in Italy - another sublet - where I finished Surfacing on a typewriter with an Italian keyboard. There are some advantages to not really knowing how to type: the transitions are easier.

I then returned to Toronto for two years on staff at universities-York and Toronto - and worked with a small literary publisher called House of Anansi Press. For them I edited the poetry list; I also put together Survival, a book on Canadian writing -  the first on this subject for a popular audience. The book was an immediate and huge success in the Canada of its day, as well as being ‘controversial.’ The combination of these factors, mixed with the ongoing Feminism furore, caused me to be attacked a lot.

Soon after that, I was to be found living on a farm with fellow-writer Graeme Gibson. We stayed there for nine years, working the farm in an energetic but not very financially rewarding way. We had a large kitchen garden and did a lot of canning. We even went so far as to make sauerkraut, a thing you should not do anywhere near your house. We had cows, chickens, geese, sheep, ducks, horses, cats, dogs, and peacocks, to name a few. Many of these we ate, our jolly meals punctuated by the sound of our bottles of home-made beer exploding in the cellar and Graeme’s children asking if this was Susan on the plate.

In 1976 we had a baby, and when it came time for school and we realized that the child would have to spend two hours on a school bus every day, we moved into the city. During this period we lived in Edinburgh for a year, as Graeme was the Canadian half of the Scottish-Canadian writers’ exchange. Edinburgh outdid London by having a truckers’ strike, a collapse of the train tunnel to London, and a gritters’ strike. We ate a lot of Brussels sprouts, salmon, and wool.

At this time I did my first book tour in Germany. We also went around the world on our way to the Adelaide Festival in Australia, taking our eighteen-month-old baby and stopping in Iran (the Shah would fall eight months later), Afghanistan (the civil war would start six weeks after our departure), and India, where our child learned to climb stairs at a hotel in Agra while we were visiting the Taj Mahal.

 



The years of the 1980s were energetic ones for me, and proved to be momentous for the world. At their beginning, the Soviet Union seemed firmly in place, due to last for a long while yet. But it had already been sucked into a costly and debilitating war in Afghanistan, and in 1989 the Berlin Wall would come tumbling  down. It’s amazing how quickly certain kinds of power structures crumble once the cornerstone falls out. But in 1980 nobody foresaw this outcome.

I began the period quietly enough. I was trying, unsuccessfully and for the second time, to write the book that was later to become  Cat’s Eye, and I was ruminating about The Handmaid’s Tale, although I was avoiding this second book as much as possible: it seemed too hopeless a task, and too weird a concept.

Our family was now living in Toronto’s Chinatown, in a row house that had been modernized by the removal of many of its inner doors. I couldn’t write there because it was too noisy, so I would bicycle westward to the Portuguese district, where I wrote on the third floor of another row house. I’d just finished editing The Oxford Book of Canadian Poetry in English, which had been spread out all over the same third floor.

In the autumn of 1983 we went to England, where we rented a Norfolk manse said to be haunted by nuns in the parlour, a jolly cavalier in the dining room, and a headless woman in the kitchen. None of these were seen by us, though a jolly cavalier did stray in from the neighbouring pub, looking for the washroom. The phone was a pay phone outside the house, in a booth also used for storing potatoes, and I would clamber over and through these vegetables to deal with the editing of - for instance - the Updike review that appears here.

I wrote in a fisherman’s cottage turned vacation home, where I struggled with the Aga heater as well as with the novel I’d started. I got my first case of chilblains doing this, but had to give up the novel when I found myself snarled up in the time sequence, with no way out.

 



Right after that we went to West Berlin, where, in the spring of 1984, I began The Handmaid’s Tale. We made some side visits, to Poland, East Germany, and Czechoslovakia, which contributed to the atmosphere of the book: totalitarian dictatorships, however different the costumes, share the same climate of fear and silence. 

I finished the book in the spring of 1985, when I was a Visiting Chair at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. It was the last book I wrote on an electric typewriter. I faxed the chapters as they were finished to my typist in Toronto, to be re-typed properly, and I recall being amazed by the magic of instant transmission. The Handmaid’s Tale came out in Canada in 1985 and in England and the United States in 1986, and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize, among other forms of uproar.

We spent part of 1987 in Australia, where I was finally able to come to grips with Cat’s Eye, a novel I’d been struggling with for years. The snowiest scenes in the book were written during balmy spring days in Sydney, with cuckaburras yelling for hamburger on the back porch. The book was published in 1988 in Canada and the United States and in England in 1989, where it too was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. It was at this time that the fatwa was proclaimed against Salman Rushdie. Who knew that this was the first straw in what was to become not only a wind, but a hurricane?

All this time The Handmaid’s Tale had been making its progress through the intestinal workings of the film industry. It finally emerged in finished form, scripted by Harold Pinter and directed by Volker Schlorndorff. The film premiered in the two Berlins in 1989, just as the Wall had fallen: you could buy pieces of it, with the coloured ones being more expensive. I went over for the festivities. There were the same kinds of border guards who had been so cold in 1984, but now they were grinning and exchanging cigars with tourists. The East Berlin audience was the more receptive to the film. ‘This was our life,’ one woman told me quietly.

How euphoric we felt, for a short time, in 1989. How dazed by the spectacle of the impossible made real. How wrong we were about the brave new world we were about to enter.




1

Travels Back

Three hours past midnight, Highway 17 between Ottawa and North Bay, November, I’m looking out the Greyhound bus window at the almost nothing I can see. Coffee taste still with me from the Ottawa station, where I was marooned for four hours because someone in Toronto mixed up the schedules; I sat writing letters and trying not to watch as the waitresses disposed of a tiny wizened drunk. ‘I been all over the world, girlie,’ he told them as they forced his coat on him, ‘I been places you never seen.’

The headlights pick out asphalt, snow-salted road borders, dark trees as we lean round the frequent bends. What I picture is that we’ll pass the motel, which they said was on the highway outside Renfrew - but which side? - and I’ll have to walk, a mile maybe carrying the two suitcases full of my own books I’m lugging around because there may not be any bookstores, who in Toronto knows? A passing truck, Canadian Content squashed all over the road, later the police wondering what I was doing there anyway, as I am myself at this moment. Tomorrow at nine (nine!) I’m supposed to be giving a poetry reading in the Renfrew high school. Have fun in Renfrew, my friends in Toronto said with, I guess, irony before I left.

I’m thinking of summer, a swimming pool in France, an acquaintance of mine floating on his back and explaining why bank  managers in Canada shouldn’t be allowed to hang Group of Seven pictures on their walls - it’s a false image, all nature, no people - while a clutch of assorted Europeans and Americans listen incredulously.

‘I mean, Canada,’ one of them drawls. ‘I think they should give it to the United States, then it would be good. All except Quebec, they should give that to France. You should come and live here. I mean, you don’t really live there any more.’

 



We get to Renfrew finally and I step off the bus into six inches of early snow. He was wrong, this if anywhere is where I live. Highway 17 was my first highway, I travelled along it six months after I was born, from Ottawa to North Bay and then to Temiskaming, and from there over a one-track dirt road into the bush. After that, twice a year, north when the ice went out, south when the snow came, the time between spent in tents; or in the cabin built by my father on a granite point a mile by water from a Quebec village so remote that the road went in only two years before I was born. The towns I’ve passed and will pass - Arnprior, Renfrew, Pembroke, Chalk River, Mattawa, the old gingerbread mansions in each of them built on lumber money and the assumption that the forest would never give out - they were landmarks, way stations. That was thirty years ago though and they’ve improved the highway, now there are motels. To me nothing but the darkness of the trees is familiar.

I didn’t spend a full year in school until I was eleven. Americans usually find this account of my childhood - woodsy, isolated, nomadic - less surprising than do Canadians: after all, it’s what the glossy magazine ads say Canada is supposed to be like. They’re disappointed when they hear I’ve never lived in an igloo and my father doesn’t say ‘On, huskies!’ like Sergeant Preston on the defunct (American) radio programme, but other than that they find me plausible enough. It’s Canadians who raise eyebrows. Or rather the Torontonians. It’s as though I’m a part of their own past they find disreputable or fake or just can’t believe ever happened.  I’ve never read at a high school before. At first I’m terrified, I chew Tums while the teacher introduces me, remembering the kinds of things we used to do to visiting dignitaries when I was in high school: rude whispers, noises, elastic bands and paper clips if we could get away with it. Surely they’ve never heard of me and won’t be interested: we had no Canadian poetry in high school and not much of anything else Canadian. In the first four years we studied the Greeks and Romans and the Ancient Egyptians and the Kings of England, and in the fifth we got Canada in a dull blue book that was mostly about wheat. Once a year a frail old man would turn up and read a poem about a crow; afterward he would sell his own books (as I’m about to do), autographing them in his thin spidery handwriting. That was Canadian poetry. I wonder if I look like him, vulnerable, misplaced and redundant. Isn’t the real action - the real action - their football game this afternoon?

 



Question period: Do you have a message? Is your hair really like that, or do you get it done? Where do you get the ideas? How long does it take? What does it mean? Does it bother you, reading your poems out loud like that? It would bother me. What is the Canadian identity? Where can I send my poems? To get them published.

They are all questions with answers, some short, some long. What astonishes me is that they ask them at all, that they want to talk: at my high school you didn’t ask questions. And they write, some of them. Inconceivable. It wasn’t like that, I think, feeling very old, in my day.

In Deep River I stay with my second cousin, a scientist with the blue inhuman eyes, craggy domed forehead and hawk nose of my maternal Nova Scotian relatives. He takes me through the Atomic Research Plant, where he works; we wear white coats and socks to keep from being contaminated and watch a metal claw moving innocent-looking lethal items - pencils, a tin can, a Kleenex - behind a 14-inch leaded glass window. ‘Three minutes in there,’ he says, ‘will kill you.’ The fascination of invisible force.

After that we examine beaver damage on his property and he tells me stories about my grandfather, before there were cars and radios. I like these stories, I collect them from all my relatives, they give me a link, however tenuous, with the past and with a culture made up of people and their relationships and their ancestors rather than objects in a landscape. This trip I learn a new story: my grandfather’s disastrous muskrat farm. It consisted of a fence built carefully around a swamp, the idea being that it would be easier to gather in the muskrats that way; though my cousin says he trapped more muskrat outside the fence than my grandfather ever did inside it. The enterprise failed when a farmer dumped out some of his apple spray upstream and the muskrats were extinguished; but the Depression hit and the bottom fell out of the muskrat market anyway. The fence is still there.

Most of the stories about my grandfather are success stories, but I add this one to my collection: when totems are hard to come by, failure stories have their place. ‘Do you know,’ I say to my cousin, repeating a piece of lore recently gleaned from my grandmother, ‘that one of our ancestresses was doused as a witch?’ That was in New England; whether she sank and was innocent or swam and was guilty isn’t recorded.

Out his living-room window, across the Ottawa River, solid trees, is my place. More or less.

Freezing rain overnight; I make it to the next poetry reading pulling my suitcases on a toboggan two miles over thin ice.

I reach North Bay, an hour late because of the sleet. That evening I read at the Oddfellows’ Hall, in the basement. The academics who have organized the reading are nervous, they think no one will come, there’s never been a poetry reading in North Bay before. In a town where everyone’s seen the movie, I tell them, you don’t have to worry, and in fact they spent the first fifteen minutes bringing in extra chairs. These aren’t students, there are all kinds of people, old ones, young ones, a friend of my mother’s who used to stay with us in Quebec, a man whose uncle ran the fishing camp at the end of the lake . . .

In the afternoon I was interviewed for the local TV station by a stiff-spined man in a tight suit. ‘What’s this,’ he said, dangling one of my books nonchalantly by the corner to show the viewers that poetry isn’t his thing, he’s virile really, ‘a children’s book?’ I suggested that if he wanted to know what was inside it he might try reading it. He became enraged and said he had never been so insulted, and Jack McClelland hadn’t been mean like that when he  was in North Bay. In place of the interview they ran a feature on green noodles.

 



Later, thirty poetry readings later. Reading a poem in New York that has an outhouse in it and having to define outhouse (and having the two or three people come up furtively afterwards and say that they, too, once . . .). Meeting a man who has never seen a cow; who has never, in fact, been outside the city of New York. Talking then about whether there is indeed a difference between Canada and the US. (I been places you never seen . . .) Trying to explain, in Detroit, that in Canada for some strange reason it isn’t just other poets who come to poetry readings. (‘You mean . . . people like our mothers read poetry?’) Having someone tell me that maybe what accounts for the ‘strength’ of my work is its fetching ‘regional’ qualities - ‘you know, like Faulkner . . .’

In London, Ontario, the last poetry reading of the year and perhaps, I’m thinking, for ever, I’m beginning to feel like a phonograph. A lady: ‘I’ve never felt less like a Canadian since all this nationalism came along.’ Another lady, very old, with astonishing sharp eyes: ‘Do you think in metaphor?’ Someone else: ‘What is the Canadian identity?’ That seems to be on people’s minds.

 



How to keep all this together in your head, my head. Because where I live is where everyone lives: it isn’t just a place or a region, though it is also that (and I could have put in Vancouver and Montreal, where I lived for a year each, and Edmonton where I lived for two, and Lake Superior and Toronto . . .). It’s a space  composed of images, experiences, the weather, your own past and your ancestors’, what people say and what they look like and how they react to what you’re doing, important events and trivial ones, the connections among them not always obvious. The images come from outside, they are there, they are the things we live with and must deal with. But the judgements and the connections (what does it mean?) have to be made inside your head and they are made with words: good, bad, like, dislike, whether to go, whether to stay, whether to live there any more. For me that’s partly what writing is: an exploration of where in reality I live.

I think Canada, more than most countries, is a place you choose to live in. It’s easy for us to leave, and many of us have. There’s the US and England, we’ve been taught more about their histories than our own, we can blend in, become permanent tourists. There’s been a kind of standing invitation here to refuse authenticity to your actual experience, to think life can be meaningful or important only in ‘real’ places like New York or London or Paris. And it’s a temptation: the swimming pool in France is nothing if not detached. The question is always, Why stay? and you have to answer that over and over.

I don’t think Canada is ‘better’ than any other place, any more than I think Canadian literature is ‘better’; I live in one and read the other for a simple reason: they are mine, with all the sense of territory that implies. Refusing to acknowledge where you come from - and that must include the noodle man and his hostilities, the anti-nationalist lady and her doubts - is an act of amputation: you may become free floating, a citizen of the world (and in what other country is that an ambition?) but only at the cost of arms, legs or heart. By discovering your place you discover yourself.

But there’s another image, fact, coming from the outside that I have to fit in. This territory, this thing I have called ‘mine’, may not be mine much longer. Part of the much-sought Canadian identity is that few nationals have done a more enthusiastic job of selling their country than have Canadians. Of course there are buyers willing to exploit, as they say, our resources; there always are. It is  our eagerness to sell that needs attention. Exploiting resources and developing potential are two different things: one is done from without by money, the other from within, by something I hesitate only for a moment to call love.




2

Review of Diving into the Wreck

This is Adrienne Rich’s seventh book of poems, and it is an extraordinary one. When I first heard the author read from it, I felt as though the top of my head was being attacked, sometimes with an ice pick, sometimes with a blunter instrument: a hatchet or a hammer. The predominant emotions seemed to be anger and hatred, and these are certainly present; but when I read the poems later, they evoked a far more subtle reaction. Diving into the Wreck is one of those rare books that forces you to decide not just what you think about it; but what you think about yourself. It is a book that takes risks, and it forces the reader to take them also.

If Adrienne Rich were not a good poet, it would be easy to classify her as just another vocal Women’s Libber, substituting polemic for poetry, simplistic messages for complex meanings. But she is a good poet, and her book is not a manifesto, though it subsumes manifestos; nor is it a proclamation, though it makes proclamations. It is instead a book of explorations, of travels. The wreck she is diving into, in the very strong title poem, is the wreck of obsolete myths, particularly myths about men and women. She is journeying to something that is already in the past, in order to discover for herself the reality behind the myth, ‘the wreck and not the story of the wreck / the thing itself and not the myth’. What she  finds is part treasure and part corpse, and she also finds that she herself is part of it, a ‘half-destroyed instrument’. As explorer she is detached; she carries a knife to cut her way in, cut structures apart; a camera to record; and the book of myths itself, a book which has hitherto had no place for explorers like herself.

This quest - the quest for something beyond myths, for the truths about men and women, about the I and the You, the He and the She, or more generally (in the references to wars and persecutions of various kinds) about the powerless and the powerful - is presented throughout the book through a sharp, clear style and through metaphors which become their own myths. At their most successful the poems move like dreams, simultaneously revealing and alluding, disguising and concealing. The truth, it seems, is not just what you find when you open a door: it is itself a door, which the poet is always on the verge of going through.

The landscapes are diverse. The first poem, ‘Trying to Talk with a Man’, occurs in a desert, a desert which is not only deprivation and sterility, the place where everything except the essentials has been discarded, but the place where bombs are tested. The ‘I’ and the ‘You’ have given up all frivolities of their previous lives, ‘suicide notes’ as well as ‘love-letters’, in order to undertake the risk of changing the desert; but it becomes clear that the ‘scenery’ is already ‘condemned’, that the bombs are not external threats but internal ones. The poet realizes they are deceiving themselves, ‘talking of the danger / as if it were not ourselves / as if we were testing anything else’.

Like the wreck, the desert is already in the past, beyond salvation though not beyond understanding, as is the landscape of ‘Waking in the Dark’:
The tragedy of sex 
lies around us, a woodlot 
the axes are sharpened for . . . 
Nothing will save this. I am alone, 
kicking the last rotting logs

with their strange smell of life, 
not death 
wondering what on earth it all 
might have become.





Given her view that the wreck, the desert, the woodlot cannot be redeemed, the task of the woman, the She, the powerless, is to concentrate not on fitting into the landscape but on redeeming herself, creating a new landscape, getting herself born:
...your mother dead and you 
unborn 
your two hands grasping your head 
drawing it against the blade 
of life 
your nerves the nerves of a midwife 
learning her trade

- from ‘The Mirror in Which Two Are Seen as One’





The difficulty of doing this (the poet is, after all, still surrounded by the old condemned landscape and ‘the evidence of damage’ it has caused) is one of the major concerns of the book. Trying to see clearly and to record what has been seen - the rapes, the wars, the murders, the various kinds of violation and mutilation - is half of the poet’s effort; for this she requires a third eye, an eye that can see pain with ‘clarity’. The other half is to respond, and the response is anger; but it is a ‘visionary anger’, which hopefully will precede the ability to love.

These poems convince me most often when they are true to themselves as structures of words and images, when they resist the temptation to sloganize, when they don’t preach at me. ‘The words are purposes / the words are maps’, Rich says, and I like them better when they are maps (though Rich would probably say the two depend on each other and I would probably agree). I respond less fully to poems like ‘Rape’ and references to the  Vietnam war - though their truth is undeniable - than I do to poems such as ‘From a Survivor’, and ‘August’ with its terrifying final image:
His mind is too simple, I cannot go on 
sharing his nightmares

 



My own are becoming clearer, they 
open 
into prehistory 
which looks like a village lit with 
blood

 



where all the fathers are crying:  
My son is mine!






It is not enough to state the truth; it must be imaged, imagined, and when Rich does this she is irresistible. When she does this she is also most characteristically herself. You feel about her best images, her best myths, that nobody else writes quite like this.
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Review of Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters

Anne Sexton was one of the most important American poets of her generation. She was both praised and condemned by critics for the intense ‘confessional’ quality of her poetry. At first, it would have been easy to dismiss her, as the fifties often dismissed budding young female writers as just another stir-crazy neurotic housewife who wanted to write. But it was not easy to do so for long. She was a housewife and she was also neurotic - she is emphatic, in her letters, about both - but she had energy, talent and ambition. Although she did not start to write seriously until she was twenty-nine, by the end of her eighteen-year poetic career she had published nine books and had whatever worldly success poetry can bestow. She had won a Pulitzer Prize, had appeared at international poetry festivals, had held down a university teaching position although she had never gone to university, and had attracted a wide readership. In 1974, for no immediate reason, she killed herself at her home in Weston, Mass.

Before doing so, she had willed this book of letters into existence. She had appointed both a literary executor and an official biographer, and for her entire adult life she had been a hoarder, saving everything - pressed flowers, dance cards, postcards and snapshots. She also saved carbon copies of her letters, and the  editors of this book had to read their way through 50,000 assorted papers before making this relatively small selection. One’s immediate reaction is to rush to the incinerator, not with this book, but with one’s own scrap heaps. Do any of us, really, want strangers reading our mash notes to highschool boyfriends, our petty gossip and our private love letters after we are dead? For some reason perhaps not unconnected with her final act, Anne Sexton did. Her carefully preserved correspondence was part of the monument to her dead self she had been building for much of her life. If you can stop time with yourself inside it, no unknown monster from the future can get at you. And Anne Sexton had a profound fear of the future.

The letters of poets are not necessarily any more interesting than the letters of bank managers, but Anne Sexton was an exceptional writer of letters. Although, as her editors make painfully clear, she was often difficult and at times impossible to live with, she kept the best of herself for her relationships-by-mail. It is probable that she found it easier to deal with people at this distance. In any case, her letters - even to people we are told she disliked - are charming, inventive, immediate and alive, though sometimes overly eager to please, even fawning. Of course, many of them are to fellow-writers, and they swarm with literary asides and details of the kind that delight historians, but it is not this that holds the reader’s attention. Rather it is the sinuous, mercurial and engaging voice of the letters themselves.

But it is not the voice of Anne Sexton; it is only one of her voices. She herself was in the habit of splitting herself in two - ‘good Anne’ and ‘bad Anne’ - and the letters are written by ‘good Anne’. A much bleaker voice authored her poems, and yet another was responsible for the rages and episodes of paranoia, breakdown, shameless manipulation and alcoholism that marked her life. She was demanding of her friends, insatiably hungry for attention and especially for approval and love. She was a flamboyant romantic, capable of extreme joy and extreme depression almost in the same minute. But we learn about this side of her from her tough-minded  editors - one of them her daughter - who are to be congratulated for resisting the doubtless strong temptation to turn out a pious cosmetic job. In their hands, Sexton emerges as neither a heroine nor a victim but as an angular, complex, often loving and at times rather insufferable human being.

The letters themselves, however, are not exactly a ‘self-portrait’. Like the letters of Sylvia Plath, Sexton’s letters read like a sort of cover, a blithe mask. Plath’s breathless and often glassy epistolatory style seems to have almost nothing to do with the person who wrote her extraordinary poems. Sexton’s letters and poems are closer to each other, but there is still an enormous gulf between the two. Even when she is describing her own suicide attempts, Sexton’s letters do not read like the letters of someone who wanted to die. They are very much those of a woman who wished, passionately, to live, and who wished to live passionately.

This wish and her eventual suicide were not, to her mind, incompatible. Although she says at one point that suicide is the opposite of poetry, she was also capable of speculating on suicide as a way of acquiring ‘a certain power . . . I guess I see it as a way of cheating death’. (It is typical of her that she descends to earth rapidly, adding, ‘Killing yourself is merely a way to avoid pain despite all my interesting ideas about it.’)

A suicide is both a rebuke to the living and a puzzle that defies them to solve it. Like a poem, suicide is finished and refuses to answer questions as to its final cause. The unfortunate effect of such acts is to obscure the lives of their authors, leaving only the riddle of their deaths.

It would be a shame if this happened in the case of Anne Sexton. These letters should be read, not just for the clues to her suicide which they certainly contain, but for their exuberance and affirmation: not for their death but for their life.
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The Curse of Eve - Or, What I Learned in School

Once upon a time, I would have not been invited to speak to you today. That time isn’t really very long ago. In 1960, when I was attending university, it was widely known that the University College English department did not hire women, no matter what their qualifications. My own college did hire women, it just didn’t promote them very rapidly. One of my teachers was a respected authority on Samuel Taylor Coleridge. She was a respected authority on Coleridge for a great many years before anyone saw fit to raise her from the position of Lecturer.

Luckily, I myself did not want to be an authority on Coleridge. I wanted to be a writer, but writers, as far as I could see, made even less than Lecturers, so I decided to go to graduate school. If I had had any burning academic ambitions, they would have taken a turn for the venomous when I was asked by one of my professors whether I really wanted to go to graduate school . . . wouldn’t I rather get married? I’ve known a couple of men for whom marriage would have been a reasonable alternative to a career. Most, however, by force of circumstance, if not by inclination, have been like a friend of mine who is well known for never finishing anything he started.

‘When I’m thirty,’ he said to me once, ‘I’ll have to choose between marriage and a career.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘Well, if I get married, I’ll have to have a career,’ he replied.

I, however, was expected to have one or the other, and this is one of the many ways in which I hope times have changed. Back then, no university in its right mind would have run a lecture series entitled ‘Women on Women’. If it had done anything at all on the subject, it probably would have invited a distinguished psychologist, male, to talk about innate female masochism. College education for women was justified, if at all, on the grounds that it would make women into more intelligent wives and better-informed mothers. Authorities on women were usually men. They were assumed to possess that knowledge, like all other knowledge, by virtue of gender. The tables have turned and now it’s women who are supposed to possess this knowledge, simply by birthright. I can only assume that’s the reason I’ve been invited to speak to you, since I’m not an authority on women, or indeed on anything else.

I escaped from academia and bypassed journalism - which was the other career I considered, until I was told that women journalists usually ended up writing obituaries or wedding announcements for the women’s page, in accordance with their ancient roles as goddesses of life and death, deckers of nuptial beds and washers of corpses. Finally I became a professional writer. I’ve just finished a novel, so it’s as a working novelist that I’d like to approach this general area.

I’ll begin with a simple question, one which confronts every novelist, male or female, at some point in the proceedings and which certainly confronts every critic.


What are novels for? What function are they supposed to perform? What good, if any, are they supposed to do the reader? Are they supposed to delight or instruct, or both, and if so, is there ever a conflict between what we find delightful and what we find instructive? Should a novel be an exploration of hypothetical possibilities, a statement of truth, or just a good yarn? Should it be about how one ought to live one’s life, how one can live one’s life (usually  more limited), or how most people live their lives? Should it tell us something about our society? Can it avoid doing this? More specifically, suppose I am writing a novel with a woman as the central character; how much attention should I pay to any of the above questions? How much attention will I be forced to pay through the preconceptions of the critics? Do I want this character to be likeable, respectable, or believable? Is it possible for her to be all three? What are the assumptions of those who will do the liking, the respecting, or the believing? Does she have to be a good ‘role model’?

I dislike the term ‘role model’ partly because of the context in which I first heard it. It was, of course, at university, a very male-oriented university which had a female college attached. The female college was looking for a Dean. My friend, who was a sociologist, explained that this person would have to be a good role model. ‘What’s that?’ I asked. Well, the future Dean would not just have to have high academic credentials and the ability to get along with students, she would also have to be married, with children, good-looking, well dressed, active in community work and so forth. I decided that I was a terrible role model. But then, I did not want to be a role model, I wanted to be a writer. One obviously would not have time for both.

It may be just barely acceptable for prospective Deans to be judged as role models, but as this is also a favourite technique of critics, especially when evaluating female characters in books and sometimes when evaluating the writers themselves, it has to be looked at quite carefully. Let me cite an example: several years ago, I read a review of Marian Engel’s The Honeyman Festival, written by a female reviewer. The heroine of this novel is Minn, a very pregnant woman who spends a lot of her time reminiscing about the past and complaining about the present. She doesn’t have a job. She doesn’t have much self-esteem. She’s sloppy and self-indulgent and guilt-ridden and has ambiguous feelings about her children, and also about her husband, who is away most of the time. The reviewer complained about this character’s lack of initiative,  apparent laziness and disorganization. She wanted a more positive, more energetic character, one capable of taking her life in hand, of acting more in accordance with the ideal woman then beginning to be projected by the women’s movement. Minn was not seen as an acceptable role model, and the book lost points because of this.

My own feeling is that there are a lot more Minn-like women than there are ideal women. The reviewer might have agreed, but might also have claimed that by depicting Minn and only Minn - by providing no alternative to Minn - the writer was making a statement about the nature of Woman that would merely reinforce these undesirable Minnish qualities, already too much in evidence. She wanted success stories, not failure stories, and this is indeed a problem for the writer of fiction. When writing about women, what constitutes success? Is success even plausible? Why, for instance, did George Eliot, herself a successful female writer, never compose a story with a successful female writer as the central character? Why did Maggie Tulliver have to drown for her rebelliousness? Why could Dorothea Brooke find nothing better to do with her idealism than to invest it in two men, one totally unworthy of it, the other a bit of a simp? Why did Jane Austen’s characters exercise their wit and intelligence in choosing the proper man rather than in the composition of comic novels?

One possible answer is that these novelists concerned themselves with the typical, or at least with events that would fall within the range of credibility for their readers; and they felt themselves, as women writers, to be so exceptional as to lack credibility. In those days, a woman writer was a freak, an oddity, a suspicious character. How much of that sentiment lingers on today, I will leave you to ask yourselves, while at the same time quoting a remark made to me several years ago by a distinguished male writer. ‘Women poets,’ he said, ‘always have a furtive look about them. They know they’re invading male territory.’ He followed this with a statement to the effect that women, including women writers, were only good for one thing, but since this lecture is  going to be printed, I will not quote this rather unprintable remark.

To return to my problem, the creation of a fictional female character . . . I’ll come at it from a different angle. There’s no shortage of female characters in the literary tradition, and the novelist gets her or his ideas about women from the same sources everyone else does: from the media, books, films, radios, television and newspapers, from home and school, and from the culture at large, the body of received opinion. Also, luckily, sometimes, through personal experience which contradicts all of these. But my hypothetical character would have a choice of many literary ancestresses. For example, I might say a few words about Old Crones, Delphic Oracles, the Three Fates, Evil Witches, White Witches, White Goddesses, Bitch Goddesses, Medusas with snaky heads who turn men to stone, Mermaids with no souls, Little Mermaids with no tongues, Snow Queens, Sirens with songs, Harpies with wings, Sphinxes with and without secrets, women who turn into dragons, dragons who turn into women, Grendel’s mother and why she is worse than Grendel; also about evil stepmothers, comic mothers-in-law, fairy godmothers, unnatural mothers, natural mothers, Mad Mothers, Medea who slew her own children, Lady Macbeth and her spot, Eve the mother of us all, the all-mothering sea, and Mother, what have I to do with thee? Also about Wonder Woman, Superwoman, Batgirl, Mary Marvel, Catwoman and Rider Haggard’s She with her supernatural powers and electric organ, who could kill a mere mortal man by her embrace; also about Little Miss Muffet and her relationship with the spider, Little Red Riding Hood and her indiscretions with the wolf, Andromeda chained to her rock, Rapunzel and her tower, Cinderella and her sackcloth and ashes, Beauty and the Beast, the wives of Bluebeard (all but the last), Mrs Radcliffe’s persecuted Maidens fleeing seduction and murder, Jane Eyre fleeing impropriety and Mr Rochester, Tess of the D’Urbervilles seduced and abandoned; also about the Angel in the House, Agnes pointing upwards, the redemptive love of a good woman, Little Nell dying to the hypocritical sobs of the  whole century, Little Eva doing likewise, much to the relief of the reader, Ophelia babbling down her babbling brook, the Lady of Shalott swan-songing her way towards Camelot, Fielding’s Amelia snivelling her way through hundreds of pages of gloom and peril and Thackeray’s Amelia doing likewise but with less sympathy from her author. Also about the rape of Europa by the bull, the rape of Leda by the swan, the rape of Lucretia and her consequent suicide, miraculous escapes from rape on the parts of several female saints, rape fantasies and how they differ from rape realities, men’s magazines featuring pictures of blondes and Nazis, sex and violence from The Canterbury Tales to T. S. Eliot . . . and I quote . . . ‘I knew a man once did a girl in. Any man might do a girl in. Any man has to, needs to, wants to, once in a lifetime do a girl in.’ Also about the Whore of Babylon, the whore with the heart of gold, the love of a bad woman, the whore without a heart of gold, the Scarlet Letter, the Scarlet Woman, the Red Shoes, Madame Bovary and her quest for the zipless fuck, Molly Bloom and her chamber pot and her eternal yes, Cleopatra and her friend the Asp, an association which casts a new light on Little Orphan Annie. Also about orphans, also about Salome and the head of John the Baptist, and Judith and the head of Holofernes. Also about True Romance magazines and their relationship to Calvinism. Unfortunately, I have neither the time nor the knowledge necessary to discuss all of these in the depth and breadth they deserve, and they do deserve it. All, of course, are stereotypes of women drawn from the Western European literary tradition and its Canadian and American mutations.

There are a good many more variations than those I’ve mentioned, and although the Western literary tradition was created largely by men, by no means all of the female figures I have mentioned were male-invented, male-transmitted or male-consumed. My point in mentioning them is to indicate not only the multiplicity of female images likely to be encountered by a reader but especially the range. Depictions of women, even by men, are by no means limited to the figure of the Solitary Weeper (that creature of  helpless passivity who cannot act but only suffer), which seems to have been encouraged by the dominant philosophy about women up until the nineteenth century. There was more to women, even stereotypical women, even then.

The moral range of female stereotypes seems to me to be wider than that of male characters in literature. Heroes and villains have much in common, after all. Both are strong, both are in control of themselves, both perform actions and face the consequences. Even those supernatural male figures, God and the Devil, share a number of characteristics. Sherlock Holmes and Professor Moriarty are practically twins, and it is very difficult to tell by the costumes and activities alone which of the Marvel Comics’ supermen are supposed to be bad and which good. Macbeth, although not very nice, is understandable, and besides, he never would have done it if it hadn’t been for the Three Witches and Lady Macbeth. The Three Witches are a case in point. Macbeth’s motive is ambition, but what are the witches’ motives? They have no motives. Like stones or trees, they simply are: the good ones purely good, the bad ones purely bad. About the closest a male figure can come to this is Iago or Mr Hyde, but Iago is at least partly motivated by envy and the other half of Mr Hyde is the all-too-human Dr Jekyll. Even the Devil wants to win, but the extreme types of female figure do not seem to want anything at all. Sirens eat men because that is what Sirens do. The horrible spider-like old women in D. H. Lawrence’s stories - I am thinking especially of the grandmother in ‘The Virgin and the Gypsy’ - are given no motives for their horribleness other than something Lawrence called ‘the female will’. Macbeth murders because he wants to be king, to gain power, whereas the Three Witches are merely acting the way witches act. Witches, like poems, should not mean, but be. One may as well ask why the sun shines.

This quality of natural force, good or bad, this quality of thing-hood, appears most frequently in stories about male heroes, especially the travelling variety such as Odysseus. In such stories, the female figures are events that happen to the hero, adventures  in which he is involved. The women are static, the hero dynamic. He experiences the adventure and moves on through a landscape that is a landscape of women as well as one of geographical features. This kind of story is still very much with us, as anyone who has read the James Bond stories, Henry Miller or, closer to home, Robert Kroetsch’s The Studhorse Man can testify. There are few female literary adventurers of this kind. One might call them adventuresses, and the connotation alone indicates how they differ from the male variety. A man who recites a catalogue of women, such as Don Giovanni, is held to be a rogue, perhaps, but a rather enviable one, whereas female characters, from Moll Flanders to Isadora Wing, of Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, are not allowed to do the same without a great deal of explanation, suffering and guilt.

I have mentioned the Solitary Weeper, that passive female victim to whom everything gets done and whose only activity is running away. There are male figures of a similar type but they are usually children, like Dickens’s Paul Dombey, Oliver Twist and the suffering pupils of Dotheboys Hall. For the grown-up male to exhibit these characteristics - fearfulness, inability to act, feelings of extreme powerlessness, tearfulness, feelings of being trapped and helpless - he has to be crazy or a member of a minority group. Such feelings are usually viewed as a violation of his male nature, whereas the same feelings in a female character are treated as an expression of hers. Passive helpless men are aberrations; passive women within the range of the norm. But powerful, or at any rate active, heroes and villains are seen as the fulfilment of a human  ideal; whereas powerful women, and there are many of them in literature, are usually given a supernatural aura. They are witches, Wonder Women or Grendel’s mothers. They are monsters. They are not quite human. Grendel’s mother is worse than Grendel because she is seen as a greater departure from the norm. Grendel, after all, is just a sort of Beowulf, only bigger and hungrier.

Suppose, however, that I want to create a female character who is not a natural force, whether good or evil; who is not a passive Solitary Weeper; who makes decisions, performs actions, causes as  well as endures events, and has perhaps even some ambition, some creative power. What stories does my culture have to tell me about such women? Not very many at the public school level, which is probably the reason why I can remember nothing at all about Dick and Jane, although some vague imprints of Puff and Spot still remain. But, outside school hours, there were the comic books: Batman and Robin, Superman (and Lois Lane, the eternal dumb rescuee), the Human Torch and Zorro and many others, all male. Of course, there was Wonder Woman. Wonder Woman was an Amazon princess who lived on an island with some other Amazons but no men. She had magic bullet-deflecting bracelets, a transparent airplane, a magic lasso and super skills and powers. She fought crime. There was only one catch - she had a boyfriend. But, if he kissed her, her superhuman strength disappeared like Samson’s after a clean shave. Wonder Woman could never get married and still remain Wonder Woman.

Then there was The Red Shoes - not the Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale but the movie, starring Moira Shearer, with beautiful red hair. A whole generation of little girls were taken to see it as a special treat for their birthday parties. Moira Shearer was a famous dancer but alas, she fell in love with the orchestra conductor, who, for some reason totally obscure to me at the time, forbade her to dance after they got married. This prohibition made her very unhappy. She wanted the man, but she wanted to dance as well, and the conflict drove her to fling herself in front of a train. The message was clear. You could not have both your artistic career and the love of a good man as well, and if you tried, you would end up committing suicide.

Then there were Robert Graves’s poetic theories, set forth in many books, especially The White Goddess, which I read at the age of nineteen. For Graves, man does, woman simply is. Man is the poet, woman is the Muse, the White Goddess herself, inspiring but ultimately destroying. What about a woman who wants to be a poet? Well, it is possible, but the woman has to somehow become the White Goddess, acting as her incarnation and mouthpiece, and  presumably behaving just as destructively. Instead of ‘create and be destroyed’, Graves’s pattern for the female artist was ‘create and destroy’. A little more attractive than jumping in front of a train, but not much. Of course, you could always forget the whole thing, settle down and have babies. A safer course, it would seem, and that was certainly the message of the entire culture.

The most lurid cautionary tales provided by society, however, were the lives of actual female writers themselves. Women writers could not be ignored by literary history; at least not nineteenth-century ones. Jane Austen, the Brontë sisters, George Eliot, Christina Rossetti, Emily Dickinson, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning were too important for that. But their biographies could certainly emphasize their eccentricities and weirdness, and they did. Jane Austen never got married. Neither did Emily Brontë, who also died young. Charlotte Brontë died in childbirth. George Eliot lived with a man she was not married to and never had any children. Christina Rossetti ‘looked at life through the wormholes in a shroud’. Emily Dickinson lived behind closed doors and was probably nuts. Elizabeth Barrett Browning did manage to squeeze out a child but did not bring him up properly and indulged in seances. These women were writers, true, but they were somehow not women, or if they were women, they were not good women. They were bad role models, or so their biographies implied.

‘I used to have a boyfriend who called me Wonder Woman,’ says Broom Hilda, the witch, in a recent comic strip.

‘Because you are strong, courageous and true?’ asks the Troll.

‘No, because he wondered if I was a woman.’

If you want to be good at anything, said the message, you will have to sacrifice your femininity. If you want to be female, you’ll have to have your tongue removed, like the Little Mermaid.

It’s true that much was made of Poe’s alcoholism, Byron’s incest, Keats’s tuberculosis, and Shelley’s immoral behaviour, but somehow these romantic rebellions made male poets not only more interesting, but more male. It was rarely suggested that the two Emilys, Jane, Christina and the rest lived as they did because it was  the only way they could get the time and develop the concentration to write. The amazing thing about women writers in the nineteenth century is not that there were so few of them but that there were any at all. If you think this syndrome is dead and buried, take a look at Margaret Laurence’s The Diviners. The central character is a successful woman writer, but it becomes obvious to her that she cannot write and retain the love of a good man. She chooses the writing and throws an ashtray at the man, and at the end of the book she is living alone. Writers, both male and female, have to be selfish just to get the time to write, but women are not trained to be selfish.

A much more extreme version of the perils of creativity is provided by the suicides of Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton and the rather ghoulish attention paid to them. Female writers in the twentieth century are seen not just as eccentric and unfeminine, but as doomed. The temptation to act out the role of isolated or doomed female artist, either in one’s life or through one’s characters, is quite strong. Luckily, there are alternatives. When hard pressed, you can always contemplate the life of Mrs Gaskell, Harriet Beecher Stowe or even, say, Alice Munro or Adele Wiseman or the many other female writers who seem to have been able to combine marriage, motherhood, and writing without becoming more noticeably deformed than anyone else in this culture.

However, there is some truth to the Red Shoes syndrome. It is  more difficult for a woman writer in this society than for a male writer. But not because of any innate mysterious hormonal or spiritual differences: it is more difficult because it has been made more difficult, and the stereotypes still lurk in the wings, ready to spring fully formed from the heads of critics, both male and female, and attach themselves to any unwary character or author that wanders by. Women are still expected to be better than men, morally that is, even by women, even by some branches of the women’s movement; and if you are not an angel, if you happen to have human failings, as most of us do, especially if you display any  kind of strength or power, creative or otherwise, then you are not merely human, you’re worse than human. You are a witch, a Medusa, a destructive, powerful, scary monster. An angel with pimples and flaws is not seen as a human being but as a devil. A character who behaves with the inconsistency that most of us display most of the time is not a believable creation but a slur on the Nature of Woman or a sermon, not on human frailty, but on the special frailer-than-frail shortcomings of all Womankind. There is still a lot of social pressure on a woman to be perfect, and also a lot of resentment of her should she approach this goal in any but the most rigidly prescribed fashion.

I could easily illustrate by reading from my own clipping file: I could tell you about Margaret the Magician, Margaret the Medusa, Margaret the Man-eater, clawing her way to success over the corpses of many hapless men. Margaret the powerhungry Hitler, with her megalomaniac plans to take over the entire field of Canadian Literature. This woman must be stopped! All these mythological creatures are inventions of critics; not all of them male. (No one has yet called me an angel, but Margaret the Martyr will surely not take long to appear, especially if I die young in a car accident.)

It would be amusing to continue with these excerpts, but it would also be rather mean, considering the fact that some of the perpetrators are, if not in the audience, employed by this university. So instead of doing that, I will enter a simple plea; women, both as characters and as people, must be allowed their imperfections. If I create a female character, I would like to be able to show her having the emotions all human beings have - hate, envy, spite, lust, anger and fear, as well as love, compassion, tolerance and joy - without having her pronounced a monster, a slur, or a bad example. I would also like her to be cunning, intelligent and sly, if necessary for the plot, without having her branded as a bitch goddess or a glaring instance of the deviousness of women. For a long time, men in literature have been seen as individuals, women merely as examples of a gender; perhaps it is time to take the  capital W off Woman. I myself have never known an angel, a harpy, a witch or an earth mother. I’ve known a number of real women, not all of whom have been nicer or more noble or more long-suffering or less self-righteous and pompous than men. Increasingly it is becoming possible to write about them, though as always it remains difficult for us to separate what we see from what we have been taught to see. Who knows? Even I may judge women more harshly than I do men; after all, they were responsible for Original Sin, or that is what I learned in school.

I will end with a quote from Agnes Macphail, who was not a writer but who was very familiar with at least one literary stereotype. ‘When I hear men talk about women being the angel of the home, I always, mentally at least, shrug my shoulders in doubt. I do not want to be the angel of the home. I want for myself what I want for other women: absolute equality. After that is secured, then men and women can take their turns at being angels.’ I myself would rephrase that: ‘Then men and women can take their turns at being human, with all the individuality and variety that term implies.’




5

Northrop Frye Observed

This is not Frye objectified, but Frye subjectified, a mini-memoir, if you like, by one of his former students whose ambition it was to become a writer.

And a strange ambition it was, too, at Leaside High School in 1956. It was a sudden one. Up to 1956, I’d thought I was going to be a botanist, or, at the very least, a Home Economist though by then I knew that this latter was unlikely: people with snarls on the insides of their zippers were not so destined. There was nothing at Leaside High School to indicate to me that writing was even a possibility for a young person in Canada in the twentieth century. We did study authors, it’s true, but they were neither Canadian nor alive. However, the spirit bloweth where it listeth, and after a short period of looking over my shoulder to see if it really meant to be blowing on somebody else I resigned myself to fate and tried to figure out how to go about the thing. I contemplated journalism school; but women, I was told, were not allowed to write anything but obituaries and the ladies’ page; and although some of my critics seem to be under the impression that this is what I ended up writing anyway, I felt that something broader was in order. University, in short, where I might at least learn to spell.

Luckily I had a sympathetic English teacher named Miss Billings.  She did not tell me how awful my poetry was (it did rhyme, however), but instead led me to understand that Victoria College at the University of Toronto was where I ought to be. There was someone there called Northrop Frye, she said. I had never heard of him, but then I had never heard of almost everything. I took her word.
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