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  Context


  E. Annie Proulx believes in a broad and deep approach to research. Proulx looks for inspiration at yard sales, in manuals on grape-growing or fence-mending, or in signs on the street. This approach led her to fiction-writing the first time around. After pursuing a doctorate degree in history, Proulx supported herself for fifteen years writing how-to articles and manuals, on subjects ranging from apples to African beads to mice to libraries. Intent on spending some time on living before she started to write, Proulx spent most of her adult life freelancing, living deep in the woods, and getting involved in the back-to-the- land movement. She did not start writing fiction until she was in her fifties. The Shipping News instantly secured Proulx's place on the literary scene. It all began with her first trip to the Great Peninsula in 1988, where she was totally overcome by the uniqueness of this geographic setting. Winner of the National Book Award (1993) and the Pulitzer Prize for fiction (1994), the book was the result of nine extended trips to Newfoundland. She felt deeply fascinated by the harsh living conditions and the warmth of the old fishing families. The rising tension between centuries of isolation and the invasion of modern civilization offered her a natural conflict around which The Shipping News came into being. By the time Proulx finished her manuscript, the northern cod stock were at a point of near-distinction. The fishing industry that had sustained Newfoundland for hundreds of years is at a point of disrepair.


  The Shipping News was an experiment in writing a novel with a happy ending, after Proulx had received feedback that her first novel seemed dark. She set out to explore a kind of happiness based on the absence of pain instead of the presence of euphoria or glory. Proulx calls the ending in The Shipping News She likes to place her characters against a backdrop of great "mass"—whether it be an overpowering social change or a massive landscape. Proulx credits the The Ashley Book of Knots for helping this novel idea take shape. She found the book at a yard sale for 25 cents.


  Proulx acknowledges the way that her family background has affected her career. Born in Connecticut in 1935, she learned her intense work ethic from her father, who was in the textile business. Her mother was a painter, amateur naturalist, and avid storyteller. She learned to spin stories and love the natural world from her mother's side of the family. The oldest of five sisters, Proulx yearned for a brother who she imagined would have done the adventurous kinds of things that never interested her sisters. Always immersed in an all women's world, Proulx became interested in the things that men did that women did not appropriately do. When questioned about her fascination for male characters, she responded that it has to do with a desire to invent a brother for herself. Proulx is the author of two collections of short stories, Heart Songs and Other Stories (1988) and Close Range (2000) as well as two other novels, Postcards (1992) and Accordion Crimes (1996). The Shipping News is her second novel.


  Plot Overview


  Quoyle, a thirty-six year old newspaper reporter from New York state, decides to move to Newfoundland to escape his emotionally traumatic life. His parents, who never cared for him much to begin with, have committed suicide, and his cruel, two-timing wife, Petal has died in a car accident on the way to Florida with another man. Quoyle is finally convinced by his aunt to move to Newfoundland in search of a new life. The aunt has always wanted to return to the home of her ancestry, and she and Quoyle and his daughters move together.


  Quoyle's friend Partridge finds Quoyle a newspaper job in Killick-Claw, the town on Newfoundland. Quoyle and the aunt find their old family house in desperate need of repair on Quoyle Point. An energetic, capable woman, the aunt finds someone right away to help them repair it. Meanwhile, the aunt's dog Warren (named after the aunt's old partner Irene Warren) dies. The newspaper in Killick-Claw is run by four crusty characters, most of them old fishermen. The paper is known for its sexual abuse stories, sensationalized car wreck photos, plagiarism and horrific typographical errors. The editor, Jack Buggit assigns Quoyle the shipping news and car wreck stories, the latter of which incites terror in Quoyle, reminding him of Petal's fate. All of the characters at the newsroom have their own stories. Nutbeem, the supposed foreign correspondent, built his own Chinese junk and is trying to sail around the world.


  Within a little while,Dennis Buggit, a local carpenter and Jack's son, has helped the aunt and Quoyle fix up the old family house. As they settle in, Bunny grows terrified of a certain white dog that no one but her ever seems to see. Quoyle overcomes his fears of water and buys himself a lousy boat. The aunt, meanwhile, sets up an upholstery business in town, and soon has an assignment reupholstering an expensive Dutch yacht that was supposedly made for Hitler. Curiously, the yacht has a history of destruction, taking out beach houses and boats during Hurricane Bob. The owners of the boat are an odd couple who continually fight. Quoyle profiles the boat for the paper, landing himself a new assignment as a ship-columnist. As it turns out, the couple takes off without paying the aunt for any of her work.


  Quoyle's ancestors, who lived in the family house on the point, have a notorious reputation in Newfoundland for being dumb, boorish murderers and pirates. One day, another newspaper man, Billy Pretty takes Quoyle out to Gaze Island where Billy is from, and where Quoyle's ancestors are all buried. On the way back, the two men find a suitcase resting on a rock in the water, and find Bayonet Melville's head inside.


  During this time, Quoyle has noticed a tall, graceful woman in town, Wavey Prowse, whose child, Herry, has Down's Syndrome. Wavey initially draws Quoyle's attention because of the way she walks and carries herself; they have a mutual fondness for each other. One day, they seem to come close to physical intimacy, but Wavey, reminded of her dead husband, runs away. Quoyle has an epiphany, feeling renewed and sure of his place amidst the great vastness of sea, earth, and time.


  Quoyle hears from Billy Pretty that there is one last Quoyle living on Newfoundland, a cousin of Quoyle's named Nolan, who seems to think the family house rightfully belongs to him. Quoyle sees someone one day from a distance who seems to recognize Quoyle. Every so often, Quoyle finds a piece of knotted twine, left like a threat in his living space. One night the aunt sees a stranger prowling about their house, and Quoyle wakes up to a flashlight beam in his room. But the stranger disappears as quickly as he came.


  Meanwhile, the modern world seems to be encroaching on Newfoundland. Massive factory ships are replacing small, local fishing operations; oil tankers and oil spills abound, ruining what few natural resources are left. Tert Card, like the devil he is, sides with technology, pitting himself against all his fish dog comrades. One day, Quoyle writes a column lamenting the fact that oilrigs are replacing old-fashioned schooners. Tert Card rewrites it as a propaganda piece for oilrigs, provoking Quoyle's anger. Jack Buggit decides Quoyle is in the right.


  Quoyle's lousy boat gets the best of him one day when he is capsized while trying to save a floating body that he spotted from the point. Jack Buggit finds Quoyle, and saves him from drowning. The floating body Quoyle was after was actually the decapitated body of Bayonet Melville.


  When winter arrives, the aunt and Quoyle and the children move out of the family house. The aunt after receiving money in the mail from Silver Melville, finds a job upholstering in St. John's and moves there just for the winter. Meanwhile, Nutbeem decides he will head out of Newfoundland. At a good-bye party, the men get so rowdy that they destroy Nutbeem's boat. Nutbeem decides he will go to Brazil instead.


  When Quoyle finds knotted twine in the doorways of his girls' room, he goes to hunt down the cousin, Nolan. He finds Nolan lying beside his white dog, a dirty, mad hermit and Quoyle gives up the idea of a fight. At Christmastime, Dennis Buggit and Quoyle go to take Nolan some food. Eventually, the cousin is put in an insane asylum. When Quoyle visits, Nolan reveals that Quoyle's father raped the aunt when they were young.


  Tert Card leaves Killick-Claw to take a job putting out a newsletter for oil suppliers, and Quoyle takes his old job at the Gammy Bird. As the weeks pass, seal hunting turns to herring and then lobster. The aunt comes back in the early spring at the same time a huge storm hits Newfoundland. The house on the point falls off the rock and collapses into the sea. Meanwhile, Wavey and Quoyle grow closer, and Wavey brings Bunny a white dog that Bunny loves. One night, Jack does not return home from lobster fishing. They finally find him, drowned as a result of getting his foot caught on a slingstone hitch. While Dennis, Jack's wife, and Bunny look over him at the wake, he begins to cough, coming back to life. Jack lives to tell his tale, and Quoyle and Wavey marry.


  Character List


  
    Quoyle - A thirty-six year old pathetic newspaper reporter and the protagonist for the novel. Quoyle is a failure at life, and, the narrator tells, a failure of physical appearance. He is extremely large and clumsy, with a most prominent shelf under his chin. Quoyle is lonely and consigned to seeing himself as a failure, and is therefore vulnerable to the hurt of a cruel lover. His submissive kindness does help him make friends and he is a loving father. He is deathly afraid of water and car wrecks. The prodigy of a long line of wild, dimwitted murderers, Quoyle struggles with segregating himself from the pain of his familial and personal past.

  


  
    The aunt - The "stouthearted" woman in Quoyle's life, the aunt is Quoyle's father Guy's sister. She takes to life's stressors with a vengeance, and even as an older woman, always finds a solution. She is nostalgic for her childhood home in Newfoundland, and determined to repair the old family house to a state of livability. She recognizes Petal's cruelty and helps Quoyle get his life back on track. She has past pains of her own, including the death of her lesbian partner Irene Warren and the trauma of being sexually abused by Guy.

  


  
    Bunny and Sunshine - Bunny is Quoyle's oldest daughter and the one more prone to temper-tantrums and emotional stress. Bunny is deathly afraid of any resemblance of a white dog. Although she looks like Quoyle in size and shape, she is not the object of ridicule and scorn among her peers. She has a penchant for carpentry. Sunshine is the younger of Quoyle's daughters, she is more easy-going in manner. Like Bunny, she loves her father dearly. She and Bunny play the role of the "maids in the meadow" in Quoyle's life.

  


  
    Jack Buggit - Editor of The Gammy Bird in Killick-Claw, Newfoundland. A fisherman through and through, Jack usually chooses fishing over coming into work. He has an uncanny sense about the sea. Although he has saved many from drownings, he failed to save his son Jesson, who died at sea. Although he is almost never around, he maintains a tight grip on his authority at the newspaper, and feels proud that his paper lacks any resemblance to good journalism.

  


  
    Tert Card - The managing editor for the Gammy Bird, who bears great resemblance to the devil himself. Politically, he falls on the opposite end of the spectrum from Billy Pretty, worshipping oil and the age of technology in general. He is cantankerous and crusty. He has a terrible reputation with typographical errors in the paper, and condemns the harsh living conditions of Newfoundland.

  


  
    Nutbeem - An English castaway on the Newfoundland shore. He ostensibly covers foreign correspondence for the newspaper and tracks down sexual abuse stories. The narrator tells that he is affected by the lunar cycle, as a werewolf. He loves talking about his boat; he made it himself to sail across the Atlantic and plans

  


  
    Billy Pretty - Never married, Billy Pretty nonetheless covers the home stories for the Gammy Bird. An old Newfoundland local, he represents the persistence of the old way of life in the region. He is firmly against the all-powerful oil industry, and yearns for the good old days of local fisherman and abundant natural resources. Billy Pretty is Jack Buggit's second cousin, and like Jack is an old fish dog who has an uncanny knowledge of the sea from years of experience.

  


  
    Petal Bear - Quoyle's wife for six years who dies in a car accident after selling her two daughters to a sexual molester. A maliciously cruel, selfish woman, she marries Quoyle for the sex, but is disgusted by every other part of him. She is motivated only by sexual conquest, and she finds one man after another with whom she can act out her infidelity. She hates her children, and wants no part in raising them at all. She haunts both Quoyle and his daughters for many months after she is gone.

  


  
    Wavey Prowse - The "tall and quiet" woman in Quoyle's life. She is passionately devoted to her son, and just like Quoyle, she is haunted by the memories of a past, abusive lover. Quoyle first notices her for the dignified way she carries herself, and her habit of walking. She is kind, and also loves Quoyle's kids.

  


  
    Guy - Quoyle's father and a sick abusive man. He was responsible for Quoyle's terrible self-image, always abusing Quoyle while siding his Quoyle's brother. He and his wife both matter-of-factly commit suicide at the beginning of the novel.

  


  
    Dennis Buggit - A carpenter who helps Quoyle and the aunt repair their old family house. He is Jack's son, and has consistently gone against his father's wishes that he stay away from the sea.
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