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Abstract
- ‘ - ' A
"The Innocent Traveller": Vision and Form in
R . ' ’ ° -
Ethel Wilson's Fiction .

- © . sSheila M. Sheehan ' -

)
-

This thesis éprbres a major segment of Ethel Wilson's

fiction, emphaéizing the: vision of human integdebendence that
, .o )
is reflected in her double emphasis on the individual and on
o ’r :
society. The approach is primarily formal, but Wilson's

a

autobiographical novel, The Innocent Travellér, requires a

brief biographical commentary.
Love, in the sense of loving kindness, is fundamental

to Wilson's vision in her fiction. It is her religious and

: mystica% way of seeing the world, humdh and non-human alike.

A »
. I3 3 . - *‘
Her fiction reveals her undaunted optimism, compassion, and

humour as she listens to the divefse voices of, humanity.
\ ) i 1
Life, she believes, "is a dpfficult country, and our home.”
- "‘*‘1
A detailed analysis of Hetty Dorval, "Lilly's Story,"

and Swamp Angel, Wilson's three major fictions, is used to

establish the unity and continuity of her work. Her .
strongly autobiographical novel is examined briefly for more
isolated insights. Chapter Two examines character and quest,
or narrativeAstructure; and Chapter Three, metaphor and
setting. My fourth chapter, building on earlier analysis,
shows how craft and vision come together in Wilsop's

sophisticated and ironic technique.

1 Ethel Wilson, Mrs. Golightly and Other Stories
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1961), epigraph.
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Chapter 1

’ "

Man i; an Ilan

» L . A

. @ 9
' . * No

a

. ’ y 8
Wilson everywhere echoes the sentiments of John Donne:

. . " k]
"No man is an Iland... I am involved in Mankinde."l Donne's

M " kd - * [3 9\ )
epigram' is particularly prominent in two of her novels,:
B 3 ~ N

. »

T
This thematic preoccupation is .

Swamp Angel .

- at the core of Wilson's vision. For her, the human condition,

" Hetty Dokrval and

’

socially and individually;.

~

is supportable if it is r;sponsiﬁle,
her vision of human interdependence is reflected in her double
'emph‘asis' on the individual and on a‘ociety:' This central

concern necessarily involves Wilson in an examination of the

.perplexing nature of ftruth and of ,reality itself, o

{

Desmond Pacey points out that within the structures

L

of Wilsonian morality, characters move within extremes:

innocence and experience, love and loneliness, faith and fear,

harmony and @isunity, time and ‘eternity. .The symmetry of her

characters is Blakean: fragile yet powerful, good yet poteﬁ—
. N

pes reflect

~tially evil, isolated yet involved. Her landsca

~—

and symbolize the human duality.2 Moral reuponsibiiity ax'n‘d ex-

periential polarity underline the structure of Wilson's fiction,

Y

I Ethel Wilson, Hetty Dorval (1947; rpt. Toronto:
Macmillan, 1973), epigraph. Further references to the novel
are in the text as HD.

2Deamond Pacey, Ethel Wilson (New York: Twayne, 1967)
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-period of her life "as being intensely pappy and filled

P —_— —_ . e T 'S:’x“w

N )
d
L] ~ 2
K \.j}.‘*
A brief outline of Ethel Wildon™s life helps us to NG s

' ’ ’ : ' {
. . A LR
understand certain élements of her ?iction with its prevail- ' '

ing themes andgid'iosyncracies. She’'was born in 1888, in
. 4
" small town in South Africa, to English .parents. Her father,

Robert Bryant, was a Wesleyjn Metﬁc;dist minister who
Mary McAlpine describes as '"the brightest and warmest light

in"Ethel's eariy life... a,laughing‘man."3 Her pious mother

. died when Ethel was eighteen months old, and Robert returned

to Great Britain to live with a hﬁlf-sister, close to

~

characters in The Inndcent Traveller. Ethel remembers thi

<

-relatives who were to model, 'half a century later, for th/
i

th

books, 1auéhter,. dogs... and gentle 'diuc:ipline."4 Orphahed

at nine, she was sent to live in Vancouver although her

education was later completed in England in a school for |the

daughters of Methodist ministers. This Protestant and

Puritan environment helps to explain her sense of duty an

responsibility. Her biographetAcalls her "an.-Edwardian child
raised by -VJ’.ct:ori;ms."5

In an autobiographical essay, Wilson describes her

education and her discovery of Donne:

N

Z 3 Mary McAlpine, "Ethel Wilson as I Knew Her," The
Ethel Wilson Symposium (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press,
1982), p. 7 ‘ .
. .
&i.d" p- 8.
5

ikid., p. 9.
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Earning a
schoola’fo
uatil 1937
In the sam
p age of fqr

writing.

striving t

o Suddenly i

E After the

\ . .

\ : Kl
wi;h no thought of becoming a writer, I
left school to enter life as I found it
to be, which included earning a living.
Following a hard-working and happy
schooling in a Spartan boarding school
my education became unorthodox, eclectic,
spotty, and ceaselessly interesting.
The joys of a little learning are very
great. My own discovery of John Donne,
almost before he had again entered the
recognized Re-Egtablishment, dazzled me.

) . .

living meant teaching in Vancouver elementary
f thirteen years. Wilson did not begin to write

* '

when she contributed a story to The New Statesman.

e essay, she notes that even at this date (at the
o>
ty- nine), she did not contemplate a future in

Yet something from the experiences which she

called unorthodox, eclectic, and ceaselessly interesting was

.

o find expression: ' //

In my childhood we had stood, in Vancouver,

on a sort of subsoil of a3 culture which, as

the forests came down, had been vaguely pre-
pared by our forbears in the haste of building
and earning. They had arrived at the water's
edge with their violins and pianos, some books,’
some pictures, ideas, undoubted aspirations,
opinions - or nothing whatever, Many had
memories, no money and a dubious future.

t-became "imperative" for her that she should write,.

war, she published Hetfy Dorval. 1In the next

6

/ 1961), p-.
//l, ' 7.

Ethel Wilson, "A Cat Among. Falcons,” in Masks of

j Fiction, ed. A.J.M., Smith (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart,

27.

lbid,, p. 30. -
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fourteen year's she wrote a small but fine body of. fiction
consisting of five novels and a collection of short stories.

She died quiétly in 1980; her husband had died many years

s 4 . -
earlier. . : ;

[

She had married Wallace Wilson, a distinguished

»

physician in 1920. McAlpine, who knew the writer for thirty

‘ 4

yeara, is varm in her prn1:e of'Wilson's husband and their

relatzonshlp "They wete complete to each other... he was

v

gentle.‘lometxmea bo1ateroun in his sense of fhn, a friend -

i

" as ghe was - to childr%n, a keen fly fisherman, a reader of j'

biography, history, books on wild life and world politics."?

McAlp1ne states that the Wilsons were close to one another.
It would seem that Wilson's happy.marriage provided her with
.her fictional model for endurxng relat1on|h1ps and fam1ly
1ove. ’ | .

Hetty Dor#gl is a paradig; of Hilson's.ﬁiction. Its

“ (/
themes and its metaphors recur with variations in all her!

work. This first novella reveals the aubécance of her vision

and her fasc¢ination with paradox. Hetty Dorval (1947) is the

portrait of an isolate, seen through the eyes of an adolescent

who Bégin: with admiration and ends with very mixed feelibgs.

Hefty is an egocentric but alluring adventuress, incapable of .

love, who wvalks away from her actions with no re’frd for their

.-

8 McAlpine, "Ethel Wilson as I Knéw Her," p. 9.

O il -~ SR - . S




consequences, er intrusion'into the innocence of young

Frances Burnaby olves an ethical confrontation that is a

recurring element of Wilson's fiction. Frankie is initially
attracted to Hetty; but ends by exposing and confronting her.

Taken together, Frankie and Hetty embody Wilson's fictional

-

"V vision. ‘ . -
el . .

Wilgson's moral view concentrates on the interdependence
of humanity. Our response to life, as Wilson interprets it,

must be a recognition of and an accommodation to our individ-

»
ual and social respongibilities. Recognizing and achieving

the proper balance between individual needs and social

>

" obligations is the nub of her fiction and the nerve center

that often malfunctions in her characters.

Wilson illustrates her life view,pf t@é human
community from family perspectives, and some extensions of
them. Her fictional family is often a microcosm of society.
In her admirable families, the mother is the source of power,
the loving tﬂeorist, and the &aughter is the articulator,

_the executrice i
T?e novella oscillates between t;o ;pposed journeys
toward freedom and security:. the successful journey of the

e

Burngby family - Father, Mother, and Frances - and the ,
failed journey of the Dorval family, Hetty and her mother. .-
. -
Mr. and Mrs. Burnaby represent a small minority of Wilson's

people who achieve "the perfection of love" (HD 61):

EN




Compassion for others regardless of who or what they are,

-~

l:lf-pel%easion, integ&ity, and acceyéancé characterize this

‘small mi;brity who have learned iove'a proper response.

Mr. and Mrs. Burnaby have forbidden the twelve-~year old

Frankie to have an; further commupnication with Hetty.in an

atteﬁp;’to protect her from this "woman of no reputation”

(1D 33). fet it is Mrs, Burnaby's compassion that recognizes

and assuhges Hetty's desperate fear of'exposure'og board ship.

It is as common for Wilson's loving characters to extend
) . ) .

themselves in the face of need as it is.  for her isolates{

such as Hetty, to recoil.

Id -
The success of the Burnaby family:-love is already /a \

'fact wvhen the novel begins. Wilson chooses not to develop
the early struggies toward perfect love. Two characters from
a8 later novel, Maggie Lloyd and Nell Severance from §322i
Angel, have also experienced this ﬁérféctlon of loye. In
both ca;;s this pe;fect love is an achieved reality for the
‘fﬁféipnal characters whose beginnings Wilson ggain‘chooses
not to explore. All three gxperiences»share a common, para-
dbxical character: loss and‘enduradhe.ﬁﬁ;ie enduring quality

of perfect love withstands the loss of the beloved, and

endures. In Hetty Dorval, Mrs. Burnaby's love survives the

logs of Yer husband. In Swamp Angel, Maggie's experience of
love's perfection survives the loss of her first husband, and

her only ddughter. Nell Severance's special love survives
”

! A ?

Py

_— _"“ — o
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T s

-her Philip's :emide and the willing ;nrtenderlof her ‘eloved

re;oiver. lLosing yet preserving are the subtle paradoxes
‘thlt keep theae‘gharactets free and secure.

Wilson, esgecially in Swamp Angel, does imply tﬂ%t
some texture of this perfect love is both spiritual and :
sensual. Barbara Wild correctly maintains that Wilson's
early ttai;ing, with its Victorian character, precluded any

real examination of the erotic idiom.9 The general treatment

of love in Hetty Dorval and Swamp Angel supports Wild's : -

argument. The 1love between‘Mr. and Mrs. Burnaby is chatzgker—
ized by duty, mutual trust and commitment, fidelity and°//
.consideration. In Swamp Angel, the love shared by Nell and

\

Philip Severance is characterized by romance and passion; the

.
»

novel's central thrust, however, presents Maggie Lloyd's story,
and Maggie's strongest passions are psychic and upir§Cua1
tajher than erotic. o * §

The Burnabys and the Dorvals have traditiona&hgoals:
freedom and securify. Diffgrenées emerée because each family

employs different means. The Dorval family demonstrages the
a ™ PP

" failure of love. The Burnaby family establishes sharing ~. (
. e

2

clnters,\“cocoons" as Barbara Wild describes them.lo A sense
of freedom evolves when each family member performs dutifully
-« [

? Barbara Wlld, "pPiety, Propriety, and the ggaping of , ,
the Writer," The Ethel Wilson Symposium. (Ottawa. University
of Ottawa Press, 1982), P 35, . [

10

Ib’ido’ Pl 37'
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-

and loyally. - A sense of security emerges from cooperative

effort. For Wilson's'succelsful questors, freedom and

lephrfty require change, sacrifice 'and growth. | ,
] " !

AY
Hetty also ae%Fs\{reed%m and security. Neither the

L]

reader nor Mrs. Burnaby'doubts Hetty's urgent pleas for

security on board ship: " ' 1 want security, her voice

trembled a litt¥e, ' I want'it badly ' " (32‘52). " In her
very permanént need of security, Hetty ironically.seizes the

finites: money and titles. The sight of the wild geese

sparks her yéafning for freedom: " '

L

there with- them where I'd really love to be ' " (HD 16).

W t

And I seemed to be up

" Hetty longs for real freedom, b she snatches its'shado%,
licence. She seeks immediayé/:ij’persoﬁal benefits from her

+ .
L e o - )

misconceptions of security and freedom which are really (as

a

Wilson demonéﬁn&fesfxindulgence, egoism, and passivity.
B - . ko
3 The Dorval family is a foil for the BLrnaby family; -

¥y
Hetty is a foil for’Frankie,/Pr an alter ego that Frg;kié

must qonfront.d" The novel itself is a study of the fine

line between freedom and~licegte: Marriages, for example,

are often difficult/Pr even disastrous.in Wilson's fiction,
yet the institution symbolizes security and love. Marriage

] .
for Hetty remains a source of self-gratification.

t

i

Wilson Symposium (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1982),

° v

1 - i

. <

p. 90.

onna E. Smyth, "Strong Women in the Web: Women's )
‘Work and Community in Ethel Wilson's Fiction, "The Ethel
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The Dorva]l family is the first in a recurring pattern

, ) ¥y
of Wilson's ungsuccessful families, characterizéd by\éeception

?

and false values. Hetty grdis up believing she is-an orphan.
. {
, . . o

Her mothgr,‘H;s. Broom, maintains’this deception in an effort

to protect Hetty from the knowledge of her illegitimacy and

»

.. seeks her own survival. She never sees herself as part of

2

any group; she is always alone, always the isolate.. Values

A fl

such as trust and friendship-and love remain unassimilated -
. ; ! N

in her character, growth is denied her. Yet her bea*ﬁy,'
"charm, and sensuality continue to attract and fascinate_

Frankie, who finds her, at the novel's end, "hard to hate.”

Their relationship suggests the ‘Jungiam archetypes of persona

and shadow. This concept will be discussed more fully in

-

Chapter Two, below.
: ’

,8econd only to her emphasis on loving interdependence,
[ 4
and linked to it, is Wi%son's concern for Faté, coinctidence,
i ‘
and Providence. The subtle variations of voice and the

structuring of human experience are vehicles for Wilson's

moral vision. The length and breadth of impermanence in v

Wilson's fictive world exists within the 1arge§‘wor1d of .~

\

timelessness. Providence, which she links to "the highe; t

-

flights of coincidence," acts as an ordering principle in the

finite wdorld. Fate, that forces individuals from their

particular designi into the care of the unknown, ig subject

-

S LT

low social rank. This deception isolates Hefty who selfishly.
! ! -
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}l

to Providential rescue. Haldar Gunnarsen's fateful accident,

“all on.accoﬁnt of six inches of mud," destroys his éream,

? J : ‘ ,
but Providence reégkrtpuctl it with a capablewbua’ﬁhfamillar

.stranger, Maggie Lloyd.12 Generally benefiant, Providence

participates in-human design, not domina

- ' ing it

Ny

[ f

! \
}ng it, but direct~-

to higher levels pk-conaciousness and inspiration.

In Wilson's~ficti5h, the sm est detail and the most

-~

important occurrence support the above claims. Topaz's long

life is bound by fate and ne%éﬁsitg and a measure of free

will,

‘famous
later,
attend

- gulls,

their "ordained" evening flight.

Grannie's fond memories of Mr. Otis Skinner, the
adtor, cast the die favourably for Rose when, years

the young great-granddaughter seeks peq&jssion to

-
kl

a play at the Opera House. The rapacious white sea-

although "devilishly indifferent,’'
13

fly westward in

Frankie and her frienda'C

-

.#® coincidental meeting with Hetty in the French restaurant

compels her to come to terms with herself and with Hetty's

-

'self—in@glgence. ,Lilly's accidental perception'of the town's

verdict on Eleanor forces her to new stages of her development;

Yow's reappearance precipitates her final flight to Toronto

e -

' a2
»

12 Ethel Wilson, Swamp Angei (1954; rpt. Toronto:

Macmillan, 1962), p. 72. Further references to the novel

are in the text as SA.

o

13 Ethel wilsoﬁ, The Innocent Traveller (1949; rpt,

Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982), pp. 260-276.
. Further references to th¢ novel are in the text as IT.

L4
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an'd her eventual freedom. Nell's fall, he? "one false))
. * 1 . .
step," allows -her to stage-manage Hilda's wedding. Haldar's

T

terrible accident is balanced by Maggie's fortuitous arrivat.

Life is difficult but supportable. .

Wilson's vision is based on love, in the sense of

loving—kindness.'a word favoured by Australian novelist

-

Patrick White. Love is her religious and mystical way of

seeing the world human and non-human alike. She is an 5
i

optimist who feels ‘'we are capable of comp8331on and accept-

‘ance in.the face of human inadequacy. Her perception of

[

transcendence within the commonplace is an aspect of this

. AR v ’1 R -

religiots vision., Creation is intertwined: all humans ,and
.

0y
’

all creatures are joined because they share in and reflect

that tganscendence.’ They are ‘also joined in pain and in

struggle. Life, Wilson beligveq "... is a difficult country,
15 - 4

and our home." ) )

A detailed analysis of Hetty Dorval, "ﬁilly's Story,"

and Swamp Angel, Wilson®s three major fictions, will be used

Q

"to establish the unity and continuity of her work. The.

Innocent Traveller, an episodic and stroﬁgly autobiographical

fiction, is examined briefly for more isolated ihsights.

’

14 Ethel Wilson, "Lilly's Story, Equations of Love
(1952; rpt. Togxonto: Maémillan, 1974), pp. 195, 143.
Further references to the novel are in the fext as EL.

15 Ethel Wilson, Mrs. Gollghtly and Other Stories
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1961), ep1grqph. .
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. ‘Chapter Two will'g%amine'character and quest, or narrative

\

12

, #tructure; and Chapter Three, metaphor and setting. My
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fourth chapter, building on garlier analys}s,'will show how

Teraft and vision come together in Wilson's lbpﬁiaticated

.

and ironie technique. !
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Chapter 11

a

ro-

Women Questors and Wilson's Feminism

Wilson gives a feminist slant to the quest myth, one
of the oldest patterns in literature.  The typical structure

of her fiction involves'a quest, and her typical protagoniats

L

are female. "Tuesday and Wednesday" (Equations of Love) is

. -

atypical ip-having a, static structure, and The Innocent

Traveller affogds a number of miniature quests witpin a vast
panorama of women's lives, Spreaé oyer one hundred years and
two continents.

o Feminism is not easy to define because of changing
cultural perspectives. For example, in 1912, the Webster

dictionary defined feminism without women: "feminism is a

condition of men who become hypersensxtlve % 00 1mag1nat1ve,

and lack{;g in the traits supposed to be masfuline.” By

contrast, in 1982, the Heritage dictionary defines feminism

a

as "a doctrine that advocates or demands for women the same

rights granted to men, as in social, politilcal, or economié
status."

’ In calling Wilson a feminist; 1 have t;keh a siméler
definition. Her fictién‘affords,'as Patricia Morley says of
the world, an

Margaret Laurence, a woman'a-eye view o

. e .
avareness of what it means to be a-woman in a particular

rose s ¢ - ’
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time-at a partigular,place.' Her'p#otagonists, typically

N
women, provide sensitive and subtle profiles of the
stratified lives of women in England from 1840-1900, and of

the dimensions of women's lives in provincial Canada from

1900-1940.

Wilson consciously chooses to focus on an ideglistic
vision of humanity. Her typical questors ;re strong’, self=
.determining women who struggle to gain and to keep their
independence. Like Frances Burnaby, these sensitive and
intelligeﬁt women meeg challenges and overcome them. They
are also determined survivors like Lilly and Matron,
paﬂsionagely.committed to ;elf-determined goals. At their
most mature, they are stroﬂg and capable“indiviauals who,
i{ke Nell Severance, fiercely believe and consistently up-
hold the validity of the "Other." All of Wilson's questors
are women concerned with change who explore the genuine
meaning of freedom. These women are responsible and socially

conscious human beings.

»

4
Wilson is not a naive “ﬂéﬁ?j' She is fully aware-

of all aspects of human complexity in a male-oriented

society. She depicts selfish women like Hetty, petty and

jealous women like Vera Gunnarsen (SA), and lazy

\

! Patricia Morley, "Margarep Laurence: Feminist,
Nationalist and Matriarch of Canadi Letters,"
Laurentian Review, 15, "2 (February, 1982), p. 24.

\
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neif—deceivers like Myrf Joh on.2 Her char;cters'
experiences, inescapably female; include traditional
p?oblemn'of women: the pausivity and financial anxiety of
Yictoria May Tritt (EL), the insecurity of Hilda Se¢verance
(SA), and the self-destructive neurosis of Vera Gunnarsen
(§A)' Uglike Alice Munro's secular vision that is, at times,
claugtrophobic, Wilson's religious vision is optimistic and
idealistic.

The Innocent Traveller is Wilsdn'a.lonkest and, as

David Stouck suggests, "her most time consuming project.‘"3
, . .
The companionable world of the episodic novel is autobio-

graphical; the dramatis personae are Wilson's own relatives, -

y members of her mother's family.a Deftly manipulating time

\\and voice, Wilson coversa the ceniury of Topaz Edgeworth's
\;ife (1840-1940), framing it with historical and cultural

erspective, embellishing it with sensitivity and humour.
\ / -

2 Ethel Wilson, "Tuesday and Wednesday," Equations
of

ove (19523 rpt. Toronto: Macmillan, 1974), p. l4.
Further references to the novel appear in the text as EL.

3 David Stouck, "The Ethel Wilson Papers,”" The
Ethel\Wilson Symposium (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press,
1982) ,, p. 49.

4 See Wild, "Piety, Propriety, and the Shaping of
the Writer," Symposium, p. 27, "for the influence of a
vriter's childhood and family background"™ in The Innocent

Travelle:.

4
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Desmond Pacey describes the novel as a saga, a chronicle,
and a travelogue.5

It is all of these, but it is first and foremost a
s, . . .

.
. composite portrait of women in the West affording a

panorama of types and expériences. Some half dozen women

and, most importantly, the narrator herself, together
suggest the development in women's livesxover a century,
beginning r;ughly in the middle of the 1800°'s. Two devices
permit ﬁnity with flexibility. The first is Topaz's long

' life; the second is built into the yoice'of the modern

) ;arrator whp, ranging freely over a century of family
history, is both compassionate and ﬁmni?cignt. The female
narrator's freedom and maturity is at the opposite extreme
from the dependence which was culturally enforced on most

wvomen as the saga begins. Seen in this light, The Innocent

3

Traveller is an unorthodox quest novel. Its composgite
quir;it of women's lives foreshadows all of Wilson's
lub;equent heroines.
On the surface, the story is Topaz Edgeworth's
e .
story. Sustained by a tough inhocence, Topaz is gay,
enthusiastic, bumptious, and irreverent. She ages, but does

not change. Education and ‘seven years of unrequited love

highlight her first twenty-five years. The next quarter

1 5 Pacey, Ethel Wilson, p. 63.
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century ' is marked by her abiding loyalties and disregard for

’
v

convention, as when she lies on her back enjoying the

" 8istine Chwpel.

Chan omjnates the next quarter century. She

moves to Vancouveri.Britfsh Columbip. She buys her .
intractable EngliJh ;walking" bicycle, joins/ﬁluﬁs;,but
avoids the responsibility of office,'and fails in her attempt
to sleep outdoors at the fam11y cottage. ’ o
i Loss and achxevement goveri the last quarter gentury.
}opaz los;s her beloved guardlans: first the saintlyjAnnie,
the;, the dutkfu1~Rache1. She recovers and buys her own
apartment,vproudly declares her,colbnialism. and triumph-~
antly visits the Queen at Buckingham Palace. She loses her
drawers, and finds walking delightful without tgem. In
death she is unafraid, even impatient: "What an adventure,
to be sure" (IT 275). A great-great néﬁLew}prOnounces her
be}ibate life ephemeral (11'104). "Ephemeral for a century,"”

11}

says Helen Sonthoff, sagely.6 "Invincible," says ,the

narrator of little Topaz Edgeworth, grande-dame (IT 271).
-2

The Innocent Traveller is a cultural portrait of

three generations of women (18640-1940). ﬁahy are stereo-

typical, conditioned by societ% to lives of self-sacrifice, .

x .

6 Helen Sonthoff, "Companion in a Difficult Country,"
The Ethel Wilson Symposium (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press,
1982), p. 100. '
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mini;tration to the needs of others, and depende’nce upon

men.7 Mrs. Edgéworth, Topaz's mother, is & typical

"domes:ic angel" of the Victorian period. She iskfertile,
submissive, and dependent. To most men of that p%riod, she
would ;}pea: as "an image‘of happ; and fulfilléd motherhood...
the dfting, self-abnegating mother,” one of the ninéteenth—

century female steceotypes historian Janet Murray describes.8

"Mother sat gracious, fatigued, heavy behind the majestic

)

crinoline with the last and fatal child" (ll)l).

Mrs. Edgeworth ﬁies the night of the dinner party giving

birth to her ninth child. As chatelaine, she is sorely

missed; as the narrator dryly observes, she "was badly

needed to administer her own funeral" (IT,8). Her journey

N .

was common among privileged women of her time. Home was her

)

sphere; submissiveness and empathetic concern for the needs
of others her virtues. Her reward was to be immediately
replaced thus proving the indispensible nature of her role.

The second Mrs. Edgeworth, is the deceased's

-

s::Ebl; sister, Jane, Beyond Mr. Edgeworth's "personal
preference and delight was his need of a hous® partner Wwho

®. A
would maintain the standards by which he wished his children

. 7 Janet Murray, Strong Minded Women and Other Lost
Voices of 19th Century England (Néw York: Pantheon Books,
6‘982). p- 77- i

8 Ibig. |
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nearer to the twentieth century concept of woman,g Her

19

.
v
A
A

to grow up,"” and-who could ?un his pleqsdnt homepamoo;hly
-and easily (IT 11). Jane is such a fine companion and
domeli@c manager that,-soon afier het installaEiEn, the .
children call her "Mother."l Her immediate successa as
surrogate, another common but limited female role of the

per1od, is strong proof of women's importance  and

E]

adaptab111ty, mothers are dlﬂpOlable when stepmothers are

accessible. b

[N =
v ‘» "‘ ' &
Annie, the eldest, becomes the ideal chtorxan woman
. A}
and mother. This second generation "domestic angel"” moves

fervent Christianity proclajims her no longer the slave of
man but the servant of God. Her mission, the nineteenth

~

century socio-cultural ideal, is mothing less than the

regeneration of mankind. With her Bible, her Prayer
book, her Hymn book, and her Religion book, Annie's
"spiritual life was all pervading"™ (IT 208). The saintly

Annie is admired, respected, loved, and obeyed bf her family .

and members of the household. For examplé, no one but

Anpnie can mollify ‘and control the formidable cook, Yow arT '170).

Even in Annie's feeble old age, she remains for her dnughter

/

3 Murray, Strong Minded Women, p. 18.

10 Sarah Lewis, Woman's Mission (1839), in Hurray,
Stt ng Mlnded Women, p. 21. °
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and servant "the admired and titular head of the house"
(11;16\)., For lgte Victorian women, religion di&‘ified or

lub}ima:éd the ‘emotional and sexual energy on which

~

'Victorian culture frowned. LI

Maiy Edgewofth;ethe middle ‘daughter, is a self- \

sacrificing martyr. The narrator dryly describes her brief
existence: "Out she went to India, poor Mary, to marry a ~\

missionary. Glory sggroﬁndeq the absent Mary who soon bore

s

*two little spinsters in the heat and died" (IT 5). So
) atfached'has_uary's life been to school, Chapel, relatives,

and home ‘that she exists‘only as a member of the Edgeworth

family./,Mr. Edgeworth's "good 3{{1 Mary" becomes, in short
h

order, Mrs. Edward* Shaw. Mary t

lr
Mafy.ls a common victim of Victorian culture.

Another m%ssionary wife, Annie Besant, describes heg})

o

experience as a common fact of the time: "My complete
ignorance of all ;hat marriage mea§?3ﬂae as profbund as
though I had been a child of four, and my knowledge of life
was nif.“Il Young missionaries like Mary, sged into marriage
. and shipped off to for;ign Lands, did finally establish the
identity of thei¥ common»steteotypes‘by persistently dying

'\Ewﬁng. often in childbirth, frequently of incurable dileaxes.

. i Annie Besant, Decis{on to Marry (1866), in ?

Murray, Stréng Minded -Women, p. 112.

-,
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A deserted wife who becomes Topak's head mistress

is a Blue Stocking, a woman of sensibility, a freethinker.
Emily Porter is a strong indefe;dent woman. When she is‘
deserted, Eﬁily determines to fend for herself, disregarding
the traditional role of dependence upon men.

Her character offers an interesting split; endowed
ﬁwith a high degres of intelligence, she nevertheless retainsg
her naiveté vis & vis thelworld.\ I;onically, she is .the
dream of Victorian‘motherhooq,.yet she finds her husband's
advances repugnant, raisedsas she was in a society that
encourageg)%orldly ignorance in women. To her father she is -
romantic and ;o%%;c; to her husband, abnormal and imperfect.

+  On the one hand, Emily Po;ter is the v@ctim of Victori;n :
society that denies her ;exuaiity ang; cripples her sexual
development. On the‘other hand, she is a survivor of that

) society, a'relatively‘rare, self-deterdined, i;hépeﬁ%enc

’

Victorian woman. [/ B

s

—
Topaz is the typical eccentric aunt, a spinster,

3

who does not f}&ape what Janet Murray describes as the life-

long ipfantilization of unmarried iife at hqpe.lz Th‘f

"warbling bird" is entertaining, but neither pretty nor

) o
, . fashionable (IT 45). Sheltered and coddffed, yet expected to

—- +

;-

-
12

N
Murray, Strong Minded Women, p. 81.
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care for family members, at férty-five Topaz is "the

L] . ‘ ‘ -
astonished and inexperienced young#mistress of her. father's
ofderly household" (IT 76) At seventy-five Topaz is h&he-ﬁ

{, , .
less, following the death of Aunt Rachel, her surrogaie

- < 4 .
mother, Even in her yenerable age, Topaz is. forever a . % -
member of the family: " ' A hundred years... me, the

youngest rom (liq%bs).

Topaz is also a rarity jin the Victorian period. She

1

. . . »
is a "ﬁisgraceful;zwnhtural." ‘tragcible individual in a.

society of stereotypes. Donna E. Smyth reminds us- that

Top&z\innocently pursues lfig while most }Hinsp?rs flee from

-al ,
ito 3 : . -

"Topaz's innocence represents a naiveté which

-
A= o

Yictorian society bred in midgle-claés women.. Her comcppt
of freedom as freedom from responsibility Teveals her -
=27 :

childishness. Topaz is charmingly loquacious, trivial,

g A

! . . . .

; dependent. Her innocence is seen in her. enduring enthusiasm

i . \ .
: ~"" for life. But Topaz is also a victim. . @ :

X - . T . -

: <‘ Innocence, in this sense, involves loss. The world

\\\changes but Topaz does not change. There is no gfbuﬁd for

'

grovth,iq her sheltered and.;ﬁhpered life. We gre reminded, ' '

ruefully, that given the opportunity, she would have been

¢

13 Smyth, "StrongVWOden_in'tﬁ; Web," p..93.
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capable of maturity, She acted as an adult in thfee“cpucial

moments of her life: knowingly, she withdraws from
Mr. Sandback's party; wigely; she defends Mrs. Coffin from

vicious gossip, and generously, she keeps secret Annie's
- X \ . ~

last message for Rachel.

Topaz's innocence is a paradox and another aspect of
. ‘)
Wilson's vision. On one lével her innocence is detrimental

to herself and others. She lacks an "awareness of the

-

She is a victim of her innoeence; she has missed .a Heeper

level of human- contact that Annie and Rachel kave enjoyed.

i

' . | ,
Ignorance of sex, another facet of her innocence, makes her

Ead o]

blind to ordinary attitudes like modesty. She feels

justified spying on the young men swimming nakedJon
Bembow Island (11’181).‘ Late in her life, this innocence 1is

full of guile. She enjoys keeping the inexperienced
L N .
Migg Umplethwaite at her mercy. On another level her ;

innocence is benéficial. She is free of pettiness and
malicious gossip. 1In fact, Rachel remarks: " ' You are one
of the few people who think no evil ' " (IT 157), Her

innocence then is a double-edged sword, provoking heft

) .
goodness, but perpetuating her childhood.. It is also a
mark of Wilson's genius and her fascination with paradox.

Rachel, arnother spinster, is Annie's dutiful maiden

i

’ + +, O
UL AN ON U AV - N . P . =

; A
human relations which compose the fabric of living" (IT,6255).

,\
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.maid "ab obo [from the beginning]." Rachel is, in the phrase

A Pt e o s ¢ e - G

4 -

daughter. Bound in perpetual filial duty, she is nevertheleaq
fulfilled, without so much as a happy love affair (IT 91).

%

Not wanting childred of “her own, Rachel elects not to MATTY 1
and remains the .typical self-sacrificing daughter. When her
' {

mother grows feeble with age, Racﬂél becomes and remains i-
“the man of the hdus;"‘(£1,L58). Forever her mother's -

loving servant; Rachel is also much more. To he; Aunt Topaz,’

she is a surrogate mother. To ﬂer brother Andrew, she is ;

: 4 ..
caretaker. To her niece Rose, she is a guardian. ng'work

-~

fulfills her sense of order and her fierce integrity. Her
. . R . . Vd R
surrogate family also rewards her with their co%fxdence and

affection. Rachel is‘the igeal Victorian old maid, an old

of historian William Rathbone Greg, "made for charitable

"]4 . o AN *
uses. .

Rose, Annie's great grand-daughter, is a typical
twentieth century woman. For Topaz, Rose is the surviving

.yﬁbol of Anq}e and Rachel, but she i8 also a romantic. The

N - t
]

shifting values of society are comically ppphrent in the

'reading material of the house. Annie reads Missionary.

9, ! L. ) )
Magazine; Topai{the newspaper; Rachel, Adam Bede; and Rose, |

Poppy, a romance about a beaufifullgirl "plagued by

14 Williem Rathbone Greg, "Why Women are Redundant"

.(1862), in Murray, Strong Minded Women, p. 51.
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dangerous love" in dark and>ﬂensua1 Africa.

Rose's new car iffg}d; her mobility, yet she
continues to seek security in the conventionai ma;ner. Rose
chooses the traditional role of marriage'and children.

. |
This novel's few male characters are also Victorian

v

) stereotypes. John Edgeworth and John Sandback are both
elegant dilettantes: mirrors of convention. Mr. Edgeworth‘
is the typical upper-class Victorian patriaich; He is

AN inseﬂsitive, "removed from tﬁe bitter realities of life"
(1T 90). He also has a strong sense of family respon-

sibilities. His second wife must be capable of performing

v

the three common Victorian wifely tasks: tasks of decorum,

housework, and ministration to the needs 6f'others.l5 He

[ ]
also looks upon women as comfort-givers: "Father never

'

.buﬁtoned his own boot. Godlike he exéénded a foot and his

boot was put on and fastened by & reverent son, or’daughter,
e or .Emma, or Nurse, or Cook, or sometiﬁea by.mothett (Lz 5).

Lacking a sénse of humour, Father sees nothing comical qbout-‘

proposing to two elderly women on the same day, at the age

N

‘ of ninety (IT 43). - ' !
t \\ : - The Innocent Traveller relates the jourmeys of

» Victorian upﬁer— and middle-class women in a patriarchal

- society. The women are generally restricted to the

13 Janef Murray, Strong Minded-Womeng Pe. 74,

P v
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'cpnfinement of home ‘and, for the most part, economically’
dependent upon men.‘ Piety and propriety are of great
.importance. The vomanly virtues, Murray tells us, are often
werely inversions of male self-images: self-sacrifice,

16

submissiveness, service to others, and asexuality. Written

in the comic genre, The Innocent Traveller is a composite

portrait of women who have been limited by‘tﬂeit society.
The fingle exception, npted above, lies in the female
narrative vo%ce; |

This novel reveals two subtle effecta of male
domination that continue to plague modern women: naivetg and
@ lack of self confidence. While the ide; persists that
v&men should be proFected from the harsher realities of life,

they continue to find themselves in difficult and important -

" situations for which they are completely unprepared. The

Innocent Traveller testifies to the slowness of cultural
/

change.

Thé novel also discloses characteristics gf women
ironicall} ignored by Victorian men and often grudgingly
acknowledged by twentieth century men. Women are not -the
docile creatures men wish them to be. On the contrary, The

Innocent Traveller celebrafé;'ltrpng, enduring, and

competentswomen who continue to redefine and outgrow roles
¥

>
16 Ibid-. P 9'- e
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specifically made to subjugate them. Wilson's work as a
whole represents a similar celebration. ’ . vy

Hetty Dorval is Wilson's shortest and most contro-

versial work, She has called it, whimsically, her

17

!, .
"illegitimate child." It is her only novel without a

written manugcript, a beautifully'controlled narrative that

firmly established its author as a serious writ:ez:.l8 Hetty,

the novel's anti-heroine, is a beautiful woman of "no

reputation,” an amoral adventuress bent on self-indulgénce

and bound to human collisions. Her story is presented by

-~

Frances Burnaby, a limited first-person narrator, who

, chronologically relates her encounters with Hetty. -

* Frankie Burnaby relates five such encounters
beginning when she is twelve, Hetty, who continug}}y '
isolates herself from the responsibility of peoﬂéé, ren;s a
bungalow outside ﬁytton, British Columbia, near the Burnaby
ranch, Frankie and Hetty meet by chance out riding. iﬁck

in Hetty's bungalow, which is supervised by a mysterioua

Mxs. Broom, Hetty swears Frankie to secrecy about their

_meeting. Discovering their daughter's secret, aware of the

town gossip and afraid for her, Frankie's parents forbid her

further visits to Hetty.

17 Stouck, "The Ethel Wilson Papers," p. 48..

18 1pi4.
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Their second encounter is relatively uneventful.
From a distance, Frankie recognizes Hetty in a department

;'tore selecting pearls for herself. Hetty's continuing pre-

occupation with luxury does not escape fFrankis's attention.

Frankie, now a discerning young adult, decides not to
spproach her.’ ' " / .

The death .of Frankie's childhood friend precipjtgtea'
her scl':o_oling abroad. On board ship F;ankie and her mother
encouiitver Hetty who begs. them not to expose her past to the
man she‘l;:intends to marry. In Engla’nd. wvhere ‘Frankie and
Hetty mnext 'm'éet,‘ her two friends succumb to Hetty's ‘blan‘dish-
ments, just as Frankie had done 8ix years' ago. Frankie feels

obligated to protect Richanmd and Molly. By writing to

Richard and exposing Hetty as an adventuress, she risks

losing his friendship and good will,.

In their final confrontation, Frankie warns Hetty
that Richard's wife must double as mother to his young sister

Molly. She also threatens to expose her cruel exploits in

[y

Shanghai to Richard. Frankie's argument provokes Mrs. Broom

o

into revealing to both women her identity as Hetty's mother.
Hetty responds by"uht,uta,lly abandoning her mother, spends the

night with Frankie, and departs with her latest male conquest.

The novel concYudes ironmically with Hetty departing for

Dollfusl" Austria, in thé"lummer_of. 1939. Frankie is left

°
n
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mature but shaken, overvhelmed, by the sudden. turn of

19

Wilson's sense of class is aubtle yet strong. The

meeting and ultimate clash of Frankie and Hetty represent

" two diffq\rent social classes. Hetty, without knowing it,

)

' comes from a working-class mother. Like memb(eru of that

. class she is impelled ﬁy necessity. ' Ironically she has

grown up with a middle-class myth. Frankie, on the other
] ¥ .
hand, is of 8 monied middlé~class. She is impelled to

action by the idedls which Wilson shares with Donne: ideals

of community, responsibility, integrity, love, and duty.

»I’rankie"a actions are freely chosen, Hetty's actions in
many senses a\re not. (
. :
The final confrontation has many ironmies. Frankie,
sure of the rightness of her position, and her ability to
om;:éfa'cé Hetty, inadvertently ca.use; deep suffering to

Mrs., Broom. Wilson shows Frankie to be gelfish and myopic .

in her thoughtlessness.. In her self-righteousness, she

' 'hu isolated hergelf. But a mature'Frankie later censures

this thoughtless moment: "Like a fool I was so sorry for her
[Hetty] that I spoke to Mrs. Broom. Like a fool indeed"
(HD 83). The iromy of Hetty's desertion promptly diffuses

s

g9

o 19 Beverley Mztchell. "The Right Word in the Right
Place: Literary Techniques in the Fiction of Ethel Wilson,"

-The Ethel Wilson . Symposium (0ttawa: Unx.veruty of Ottava -

Press, 1982), p. 175,

+
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;x&nkif'.sv denuncigtiou of Mrs. Broom. She who had previously
dismissed the care ;nd devotion of Mrs. Broom as somethjing
her parents paid for, now dismisses with equal ease i:he care
and devotion of her mother. .

When Mi:s. Broom revealed herpidentity, Frankie's
first reactio; was to blame her for Hetty's ‘selfishness.
Only later with Hetty in her apartment does Frankie realize
the real meaning af.' Dohne 's epigram. On this occasion, in
her ac;eptancé of another's pain, Frankie emérges 88 one of’
WilQon's true questors who 1eave's her protected class and
walks into the world where she is vulnerable..

" At this point, Frankie and Hetty in some sense
switch places, as the vulnerable Franka’.e cries out for
privacy and seclusion. Ironically, she rejects her own
ideals of comrn;unity and regponsibility. She pleads wfith
Hetty to leave her alon: and keep out of her life forever
{(HD 91). Wilson implies that these idéals are limited by
individual tolerance, matgrity and strength. Frankie
rejects Hetty, just as Hetty has all her life rejected those
vho intrude upon her existence: 0oy ,L have come as far away
from people as I can, and yet they go-o'u being tiresome.
They mak‘e scenes and complicate 1ife-terribly. I don't

vant to have my life ‘complicated and I can't bear scenes ' "

(HD 38).
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Hetty acts consistently and feels no ‘guilt or
iesponsibi:lity. Frankie notices with ‘some amaze.men!; that
Hetty is not in .the‘ least dis.traught when she appears at her
apartment. In fact, Frankie sees that Hetty has reme’mbered
to bring her gloves. That sh\e had violated the bond of
parental love)means little or nothing to her. She tells -
Frankie that ;lhe has decided to leave with Jules Stern for
Austria/because,aflife with Richard would entail respon-
gibility. This static quality in her chardcter is a feature of
Wilson's narrative structure. Similiar characters include
Vera (SA); Mort and Myrt (EL); amd Topaz (IT). ‘

Hettyl's destination and her fate are ironic. She,
who has taken great pains to find a place free of responsi-
bility, will find in lA‘ustria of 1939, both the quintessence
of human indifference and the inevitableginterdependeince of
wvhich Donne writes. The private menace of Hégt); as an \
indiv’id‘Lal runs pa'rallei to the public menace of war,

Augtria is thus a menace for Hetty's very life.

Frankie feels guilt and responsibility and, unlike
ﬁetty, do'es grow. The omniscient voice, the means of
jud'gment, implies that Frankie, who recognizes Hetty's.
destruc'tive tenflencies, shares some responsibility for the
suffering of Mrs. Broom: "(Mrs. Broom, to what a bleak

morning you awoke all alone)" (1{_2’92). We suspect that

Frankie will suffer guilt‘ in this connection. ' She envies

v
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‘true questors, to responsibility.

. Hetty her responsibility, but she is condemned, like all

“

Hetty is Fraﬁkie'c'alter-ego.. As Donna E. Smyth

maintains, Frankie believes that she must confront Hetp} and

deafeat her.z? Desmond Pacey has suggested that their con~,

frontation is the traditional conflict between good and evil.ZI

Frankie is victorious because she has thwarted Hetty's desire
to marry,Richan, yet Hetty rem;ins, in many‘respects,
undefeated. She chooses theeasiest way out.of a aituaﬁion,

a choice consistent with her beh;viour. \It is Mrs. Broom and
Frankie who are overwrought-at the end of thé novella.

Hetty is also Frankie's Shadow, in the Jungian

sense. - Hetty is Frankie's beautiful. potent, dangerous
‘/ * B

.sensuality that Frankie, to be whole, must recognize as

Il

part of her being. Wilsoh presents this confrontation by N
means of two conflicting Victorian stereotyées: Frankie is
the pure and asexual woman caught up in her religious mission;

hetty is the sensual stereotype of the "fallen woman." As

Lhe 3

Janet Murray notes: "In the final third of the nineteenth

century, as women were making political and economic gains,

20 Smyth, "Strong Women in the Web," p. 90.

21

Pacey, Ethel Wilson, p. 154.
. » -
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conservative sentiment turned from extolling their selfless,
‘ni‘lsionary love to damning them ‘for unfeminine m.oral licence
of all sorts."zz‘ Ironically,’ for many Victorians, the
stereotype of the "fallen wc?ma;l" symbolized a demand for
greater freedon. ‘ Comingl to terms 'wi;:h {rh‘at Hetty represents
i;s a kind of liberation for Frankie. We are speaking, here,
of struggie,not of simpﬁs‘;’;"defeat."

Frankie's confro?ﬁf’ﬁion with Hetty is therefore
‘imperative. Ix; a real sgnse.'netty has- invaded Frankie's
guarded world. Frankie's attractic.m to Hetty's beaut\:y and
charm began when. she was twelve: "I had come under a very

s

‘fancy kind of spelly’near to infatuation"” (_}12’21).‘ Hetty's

spell ¢ontinues for seven years. Her dominance is clearly

illusgtrated whe\xi ‘Frankie and she sleep tog;thet. The

‘c'dquett:e soon takes up most of the bed. Frankie's ret‘aliatiox;n
|ia a comie depicti'oxr of the fight with the unaccepted part

of one's psyche which Carl Jung calls the Shadow: "[I ]}

gave her an almighty smack on her round gilken bottom"

' (_l_l_D_)89). Angry and frustrate;l, Frankie gives the bed to
vHetty and spends the night sleeping in & chair. When Hetty

'does leave the apartment, Frankie's declaration of victory

A

2 Murray, Strong Minded Women, p. 40.
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is ironically levelled by ﬁer cottinuing fascination with
He;t}: "Although I had fought her and driven her off, and
would fight her again if I had to and defeat her, she was
hard to hate as I looked at her" (HD 92) Frankie's
recognltlon of Hetty's sensuallty and Frankie's 1nab111ty
to dismiss it are growing steps in her relatively slight
advance as a still youthful questor. | |

Although Wilson suggests that Frankie's parents "are
totally fulfilled, it is the spiritual q;ality of their iove
‘" that is emphasized 'in the novella. Frankie, at t&enty,
- remains sexually fepfgssed. Her wholeness, in Jungian terms,
will obpviously have to incorporate some of the sensuality

which her antagonist embodies.

The conflict between asexuality and .sexuality, often

" -

. presented in Wilson's fiction as the Gonflict between duty
and desire, is (Barbara Wild tells/ds) a’sigqific?nt problem

for the writer..z3 W. H.New algo reminds us that Wilson is

an Edwardian child raised on Victorian ethicsuza Her

7
A

treatment of sex, therefore, is always reticent.

23 Wild, "Piety, Propriety, and the Shaping of the .
Writer," p. 35. _ . -
24

W. H. New, "Critical Notes on Ethel Wilson: for
a Concluding Panel,” The Ethel Wilson Symposium (Ottawa:
University of Ottawa Press, 1982), p. l42.
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"Lilly's Story" is the second novélla in The

Equations of Love. The working-class characters give the

. |
novella a broad base of appeal.2§ The voice, here, is

omniscient, with occasional authorial comment. The novella

originally bore three separate titles, David Stouck tells us:
"Pilgrimage-of a White Lady-Friend,","Thé Equations of Love,"
Lilly is a woman of hnfla%ging )

. T

energy whose péssionate drive is respectability for her

and "The Female Apprentice;"26
daughter. ,
‘ Lilly:s story is essentially her ardent struggle for
middle-class respe;tability and sécurity: Deserted by her
parents, Lilly spends some time in a foster home befo?e
trouble initiates one of her many flights. 1In her early ‘
tfens, she is seduced by and flees fro;\Yow; tﬁe Hgsgings'

cook from The Innocent Traveller. Throughout, Yow is her .

fear and her past from whom she finally°escapés. In Nanaimo
she bears an illegitimate daughter, Eleanor. ;k her next

flight, usidg her permanent alias, ﬁra. Walter Hughes, Lilly

works as a maid for an uppt¥-class family on Vancouver
) .

Island. Despairing of Eleanor's chances for respectability

with the Butlers; Lilly flees to a hospital in the'Fraser .
Valley and works, there as a housekeeper. Eleanog eventually

e
A Y

marries a lawyer. Lilly is.about to -relax when Y?wf

- 25 Stouck, "The Ethel Wilson Papers,”" p. 51.

o 26 144, .

N
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acgidenily reappears; posing a formidable threat. She -

makes her final flight alone to Toronto where she works as a
. ¢ @ ,

chambermaid. Her triumph occurs when she meets a lonely

*

widower and marries into middle—alasq society. Assisted gy

~

"an elegant wig and quietly tasteful clothes, Lilly becomes

Mrs. Lilian Sprockett. .

.

The politics of class, W.H. New tells “us, are an

important - aspect of Wilson's work.27 She is distinctly
¢

‘atypical of most Canadian writers. Robert MacDougall has

14

~commented in "The Dodo and the Cruising. Auk" on the absence

.

of class in Canadién-fiction.za Class -is most importint ip

v

YLilly's Story" whichrinvolves a determined and passionate
* A

effort by Lilly Waller to move from the despised working-
class in which she finds herself and her daughter to the

promised-land of middle-class respectability.

Lilly is an attractive and unugual character who

obviously -has her reader's sympathy and her author's blessing.

»
v A Y
v N \

27 New. “Critical Notes on-Ethel Wilson,” p. 142,

28. Robert L. MacDougall, "The Dodo and the Cruising

(Chxcago' University of Ch1cago Press, 1971), p. 217.

28 Cf. New, "Critical Notes on Ethel Wilson: for, a
Concluding Panel,'™ p. 43, where he argues that Lilly is-
taking advantage of MNr, Sp:ockett.

ed. Elias Wolf Mandel

29
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As ‘a strong figure she compares interestingly with-

o M‘séif Llf?d~“ﬂlth;ugh Maggie and Lilly cope with different
- obstacles, boéh_women are unwavering in their struggle
toward deif-determinatioh. Chameleon-1like, Lilly avoids
direcf %oﬁf;ontatiqn by fleeing’f£om‘it‘and by adapiing to.
‘each new, chosen location. Like hetty, Liliy,is amoral,

save for her fierce concern for her'dadghter. Like all

N

Wilson's dominant female protagon}sth, Lilly is a“stubborn

(-4

- survivor., Her motto and her integrity, when circumstances

"permit, is a variation on Hé’ggie's independence: "A girl's
}
: ., ‘'gotta live, hasn't she?" (EL 169).
' i : .
\Lilly's journey .toward respectability involves four

P

connected stages: rejectioﬁ of difficult beginnings, parthe-~

nogeénesis, a definite quest, and myth making.

1

N Her beginnings are difficult and lonely. By the

hY . -

time Lilly is ten, she has been neglected and then abandoned, ‘ﬂ:
: . ,

first by her gother and then by her father. She has also

., been deéqined by the police for her part in a book-making
‘ operation. Lying easily, she escapes from the police who,

haunt her dreams for the resgst of her life. For several
. ~ [ “ '

months she -boards with a woman who teaches her order, some
forms of obedience, but nothing of honekty (EE)IS!). Before,
her thirteenth birthday Liily has become a truant and a

. i ,
runavay. ) .

: A

>

N .
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Her adolescence is no ieas burdensome. Before
working at a Chinese restaurant in Vancouver, Lilly wanders
aimlessly. Her passion for things, and Yow's passion for
Lillgf'result in her seduction and his arrest for the theft of
a trousseau‘an& Topgz Edgeworth's %nglisp bicycle.’;Lilly
flees ﬁroﬁ the police and from Yow\wh;-becomef her life-long
' T Ty

enemy. In Nanaimo Lilly enjoys one year of comparﬁtive

0
security, living common-law with a ‘Welshman who keeps his

-

mgrital status.secret. With him, she is compliant but
indifferent.
‘Her pregnancy brings about the first changes in
L?lly, as she plots and plans for the child. She undergoes
a gra?ual rebirth, a parthqnoéenesis, that begins in hir .
late teens and finishes iq her fifties. The'physical changes
alter what Wilson calls her "spiritual chemistry" (25'164).
A radical dissatisfaction with her ent{re life leads her to.
see'the'Welahman as nothing more than a ke£ne1 thaﬁrshe,
"a worthless bitchf will soon vacate. Her chance encounter
with two pretty, ioung socialites transforms her vague
desire for respectability into an urgent passion. Liliy
'createa a new identity for herself that separates her from
an undesirable past. R ' :
The first major step in Lilly's rebirth is her'
o .

yinvention of Mrs. Walter Hughes and the demise of

Lilly Wafler. In this new persona, Lilb{ is the young widew

S -
.

L A
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freedom, and recognition she passionately seeks for Eleanor. '

of Walter Hughes and the devoted mother of Baby.
Walter Hughes assists both Lilly and her daught;r. %f;
Lilly he becomes a mythical friend, a protector, and an
émotiongl outlet for her romanticism. For Baby he is a
legitimate, if mythical, father, Valter Hughes is Lilly's
chosen means of defence 'for Eleanor: "My kid's gotta
right to ﬁave a chamce,..” (52,169).

Calling her -daughter Elepnoa is the second step in
Lilly's transformaiion. She han‘taken the hame from one of
the two "éuperior beings" at the/;rocery store. it has a
double ction, For Baby the name is status, in Lilly's

eyes. ‘For Lilly the name is a remiﬁder of the security,

For twenty years Eleanor's name survives, Then a lovely
/ -

irony occurs. Lilly triumphs when Eleanor marries a promisiﬁg
young lawyer. However, Paul insists on calling Eleanor Nora.
Lilly's rebirth is complete with two final changes in

her mid-fifties. She submits to the expert;se‘of the Torosto,

stylist., Lilly buys a wig, destroys her old clothes, and’
purchases a small and simple but fashionable wardrobe.’
J..B. Sprockett, a recent and desolate widéwer,-finds Lilly

"a deer in the city,"” and proposes to hér on their second
- a \[

date (EL,267). Pleased and happy, Lilly anticipates the

changes marriage will bring to her isolated existence.

Mr. Sprockett gives Lilly his name an&‘uncxpected joy when

——

o
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he calls Lilly Liljan. .Mafriage will help Lilly join the
human community that she avoided sacrificially for almost
thirty-five years. In time she will invite Eleanor and
Matron to visit her. Protected in this new identity, she
even contemplates city walks without fear. Lilly's
marvelous adaptability will facilitate these changes. She
vili exchange her thirty-five years of competence and her
firm intention of making Mr. Sprockett,happy, for the

security and freedom he offers her.3°

Lilly's lies are a means of self-defence and freedonm.

These harmless tales begin when she is ten and continue into

hexr middle fifties. They also protect Eleanmor. Lilly knows

"Eleanor's illegitimacy will harm her. Her myths save Eleanor

from abuse and offer her a better chance in life, andl
generously enhance her aelf—imag?. Eleanor enjoys a
security Ailly never had.

In feality, Lilly ?a a neglected child aud‘q

directionless adolescent who becomes pregnant by an

A
-

irresponsible man. Seeking a better life for her daughter,
Lilly sacrifices forty-five years of her life, living in

forced seclusion and meanness. In her myths, Lilly is freer
»

and grander. Sh® becomess the young wiwow of a romantic

fancher, a sister with family down east, and a caretaker

<
N

: /
30 1pid.




Unmarried, she administers the household staff of the

“rs
[

of sick relatives. ‘Hef myth joins her to the human
community; her rea}it} separates her from it. Iﬁ the end,
her marriage ties together the myth and r:plity of her life.
Lilf} emerges as & self-possessed, independent woman who
finds in marriﬁge a comfortabie reality.. [
Mrs. Butler represents the leisure Tnd luxury of éhe
upper-clas;. For Eleanor and Lilly, she is a necessary step

in their growth. She becomes a foster god-#other to Eleanor

and exposes her to poetry, manners, fashion, and elegancz.

Life with the Butlers seems the answer to Lillyls quest, .
until she hears El cribed as "the maid's child"

(EL,195). Lilly leaves in seé(ch of the independence and
0 F ’ ’ (
dignity denied her at the Butlers. -
Matron, a typically Wilsonian figure, is a working-

class woman, more perceptive and betterx educated than Lillyﬂ
' © Y

‘hospital. She is also the sole support of an ag?ng motheff e
Through Matron's bitter realism, Wilson/p;onounces the
common fate of working~class women: "If/she kept well an&
could vé;k until she was sixty-five, aﬁg could continue fo
save, she would‘%e secure - or almost Becure... work, w;rk,
work, save and sqrimp, and thenjthe‘a thritis and then old
lge‘:;B wvhat do you get out of life" (EL,624Q). ’
A special relationship simil t in quality to

" w

Nell Severance's friepdship with Maggie Lloyd exists

—_— "
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between Matron and Lilly. Matron is like a sister to Lilly .

. . [ 3
and her sole friend. Lilly receives from Matron the

» ~

reqognition, loyalty, fnd love she has never known. She
91;0 replaces Mrs. Butler as a kind of fo;ter-godmother to
E}eanor. As guide and m7¢{itor between mother and daughter,
MLtroﬁ hef?s to bring the two ¢loser.

Im Wilson's fiction, marriahe frequently helps

wohed: witnéas Hilda Severance, Lilly, and most of the women

4

in The Innocent Traveller. “"Matron is a mature and sensitive
single woman with a difficult and demanding life.

/},L\ Mrs. Emblem of “guesday and Wednesday" is a strong woman
whose three parriage‘, "two sod cases and one divo:ge,"
have made her life pleasantgand relatively easy (EL 23).

) She is also able to control her future, whereas Matron is

r poverless to change the harsh times ahead of her.

Eleano; and Rett§ make an inte;esting comparison:
both girls are illegitimate; both are raised by self-
sacrificing devoted mothers who want respectability for
thei; daughters; and both believe their fathers are dead.
Yet Eleanor achieves a wholeness in her character while
Hetty regains incomplete. Eleanor's maturity illustrates
Wilson's belief i; family and discipline. Under Lilly's
supervision, Eleanor becomes & loving and compassiqnate

e . . . .
. ~woman who in her marriage enjoys the perfection of love

reserved for Wilson's elite: Mr. and Mrs. Burnaby,

L ] ) . ©

LY
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Nell Severance, de Maggie plo?d. Deprived of discipline,
Hetty becomes a selfish egoist.

. Elesanor is a rare success from working-class origins.
Like her "father", ghe is tﬁ; romantic half of Lilly.
Fnjoying the happy ;ecurity her mother provides, Eleanor
becomes introspective, poetic, and c;ntemplativé.‘ She dis
Wilson's evidence that such qualities are the products and
advantages of class. Donna E. Smyth reminds us tgat
Elesnor“accomplishes her change of class through the
‘traditional channels of education and marriage.al Lill?'l
.unconventional methods afg_in the service of very traditional
goals. E -

SHamg’Angel is Wilson's finest achievement and her
work og greatest complexity. Her skillful manipulation of
voice, her handling of place, and her structuring of humah.
experience express her‘vision of human responsibility and
interdependence. Maggie Vardoe and Nell Severance, friends
lﬁd allies in theqquest,aare HilsOn'; most memorable .
characters. The story is set in urban and rural British
Columbia. '

Primarily, the story‘iamuaggie'a fttuggle for self-~

determination and joy. 'ﬁhving lost her first husband and

child, Maggie has rashly entered into a humiliating second

-8

31 Smyth, “Strong Women in the Web,” p. 89.
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marriage with Eddie Vardoe from whom she determines, as the

novel begins, to escape. Fleeing from Vangouver, Maggie

i

heads north and east. She becomes cook and housekeeper at a

. /
" lodge owned by Haldar and Vera Gunnarsen on Three Loon Lake,

near Kamloops. Her success provokes Vera's jealousy.
Deciding not to run from the obstacle which typifies all the
difficultie§ ‘of human félhtions,'naggie seeks reconciliation
with Vera. Conaoliﬁg her after her half-hearted suicide
attempt, and refusing the chance of‘a highly paid job some~
where else, Maggie remains at the lod;e as its physical and .
spiritual overseer. ‘ ‘
On ‘a secondary level, Swamp Angel involves the
struggles of Maggie's former human community: Nell Severance,

her dauéhter Hilda, and the rejected Eddie. 6 Nell, an
eccentric and‘visibnary old woman, is8 a kind of foster mpghér
to Maggie. Nell brings about the conventional marriage of her
‘troubled daughter and helps to rehabilitate Eddie Vardoe.
Nell accepts her old age when she entrusts her precious
revolver to Maggie's care. In & symbolic gesture, Maggie
retains the essence of the past by throwing the revolver
into Three Loon Lake, the water of life.
The human family, a recurring metaphor in Wilson's
fiction, is important to the novel's structure and to khe

individual quests of tﬁe female protagonists whiéh, like any

family, has its lEFonger and weaker characters. Hgggie is to
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Vera as Nell is to Maggie. Maggie is Vera's foster mother,

and Vera is Maggie's lost child. Maggie is Vera's guardian

4
‘ mother, and Maggie is he

\
wisdom who passes it to the younger Maggie, the growing

and teacher. 1In anotherg}enle, Nell is Maggie's foster

lost. child. Nell is the keeper of

child, wyho receives the vision and becomes the visionary.

Maggie's growth involves four major steps: rejectibn

\

of a bé? marriage, economic independence, choice of place,.
ané parthenogenesis. Her growth toward self—Qetermination
begins when she mgkes the difficult decision to reject her
gadAmarriage to Eddie Vardoe. She had married him out of
compassion and loneliness. Alberto, Nell's friend, rightly
lcpffs at the rea;on for marriage; compassion is nﬁt a
reason for marriage (SA 62). Maggie has diacoveredwthat
her marriage has been a betrayal, both to herself and to
BEddie. When she chooses to'leaéé him §n order go‘recover
her self-respect, Wilson "is in feminist territory.
Maggiexmay feel compassion for Eddie, but she
deopiqes the woman she has become as his wife. In leaving
him to support herself, Maggie cho;aea Self over Duty, or

th® love of Self over the obligation to Duty. Wilson's

fiction suggests what Patricia Morley says of

Margaret Laurence's fiction: "that we cannot truly love the

other without se1f~fespect and self-knowledge." This quest,

Maggie's goal, is universal; it is asexual in one sense, yet
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in historical or cultural terms it is a que;tzfe}eGant to
modgrn women.3 ., ‘

Like Lilly,lnaggie works towagd Ler economic independ-
ence with persistent determination and self-discipline. Yet
Maggier is no superwoman, her heroisﬁ is\credible. She has
worked hard for her movement forward. Maggie secretly
visits a sporting goods store down the Pacific coast. She
uses her maiden name,reélizing that psychological and
economic independencg are cloae!y linked. She offerstbe shopman
fishing flies on a free-lance basis, weekly. 1In one year
she discovers she does not need-male sh;lter, financial or

emotional. Before the evening dishes, she-leaves her prison,

- carrying a canvas bag, a haversack, a rod and her symbolic

yellow bowl. ' .

The northern wilderness is Maggie's choice of place, -

her "gLniub loci,”" a phrase from Hetty Dorval. In.

) -
e ] ! .
Morley Callaghan's fiétion, the North represents freedom and

—~

peacé. Gabrielle Roy, in Where Nests ~the Water Hen, sees -

. .. .
the North as "the last frontier," a place where one is free

-

to love. Blanche Gelfant sees the North as. a primitivism

untouched ﬁy time.33 The North represents all of ;ﬁese

3

See Morley, Laurentian Review, p. 24.

%ﬂ Blanche'Gelfant, "The Hidden Mines in Ethel Wilgon's
Landscapes (or An American Cdf Among Falcons), " The Ethel
Wilson Sywposium (Ottawa: Univereity of Ottawa press, 1982),

&

P. 130. _ . _

N
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thini} to Wilson.
Here, Maggie's rite of passage takes place., From
the lakes, shesseeks purificatiqﬂ,'health and strehgth.

From the mountains, she seeks intéllectﬁal, emotional and

spiritual vitality. In her Auést'for freeﬁom and self-
po;iession,-naggie turns from the fallible order of man to A
‘the fine balance of the natural order. Finally, she self-
confidently takes her place at Three Loon Lake.

" Maggie also expgri?ncés a reﬁirth, a parthenogenesis,
a symbol éopular with the Women's Movement. By the water of
tﬁeSimilka%een, at the margin of life, Maggie sheds the
memory of her past slavery and is reborn; "time diasolyed,
and space dissolved, .and she smelt again the pinewoods of

New Brunswick, one with these, and she was all but;a child
v , o

" again" (5A,38). At ‘the lodge, she begins re-ordering her
. . .

’

life. )
I

’

Barbara Wild describes Maggie as ig“woman for

~

34 1 .
others. ;Efggpr return to personal streagth, Maggie

initially keeps herself pri@ate~and inviolate. Her

Ve

achieved psychological independence is expressed in a

J

typical Wilsonian image: "now I know I am alone, and like a

svimmer, I have to make my way on my own power" (§A,99).

. 34 Wild, "Piety, Propriety, and the Shaping of the
Writer," p. 34
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She rediscovers her integrity. Choice is'a reality. Maggie

’ -

L4 . . .
refuses another. position because sh see% a meaningful

future ﬁith thequnnagsen family. \

For the community at Three Loon Lake, Maggie is a
humanizing and a civilizing force. [ In this extended famjly

she is, ironically, not unlike ®she ideal of Victorian mother-

hood: for Vera and Mr. Cunningham she is salvation; for

Haldar she is hope; for Alan she is maternal guidance; for

Joey Quong, she offers new horizons. lee is a peacemaker,
\

transforming the lodge into something approaching the ideal

community. Maggie's altruism symbolizes Yilson's vision of

.

human interdependence. ‘ i
i

As questor, Maggie extends the Victorian sphere of

motherhood beyond the natural fimily to the web of humanity.
In her chosen role as Independent Servant, she continues the
mission of regeneration given to Victori@n women, and her
journey is traditional to women's culturk. "In her
individual quest Maggie becomes a strong} self-determined,
introspective woman. She is an altrui&t‘and an idealist,
Wilson's greatest qu;stor is guardian o? others.

Nell Severance, one of Wilson's{wiae'cld women, is a

]
character who takes on symbolic quality{ She is really - ’

the mother of all Wilson's women, and tﬁe character who most

N

resembles Wilson herself. Maggie is primarily an idealist,

and Nell, a realist familiar with the ironic vicissitudes
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of time and the human dilemma, Age affords her an amused

and ironic sense of detachment. Nell, the Juggler,jhgglea
time and people: one minute she is caught up in her memories;"®

the next minute, she is absorbed in her matchmaking. Unlike VV‘

. ‘ t

Maggie, Nell relishes her victories. AE her best, shelis'a

proud woman who learns to accept-death”and the loss of

independence that accompanies old ageL . s
Nell's youth was spent in the unconventional life
of the circus. To her juggling she brought ehergz, timing °

and passion. Philip was probably attracted to her sensuality.

.In their bohemian life together*{Nell was a reluctant radical.

i3 1} N N
Ironically, she was conventional and wanted marriage for
. ‘ .

herself, her family and, eiéntually, for Hilda. Philip
‘wished them to live together without marriige, and Nell ) -

assented. Consequently, Philip's family os!racized them.

Their possessiVe,Ieven obsessive love excluded their
daughter Hilda. For Nell loﬁing~Philip was joyful and .pain-
ful: "I knew I was insthe web, I diq the bestlIhgpuld in the
web, and it takes.God himself to be ‘fair to th people at

once" (SA,151). Neglected, %é}dg grew resentful and jealous

i

of her mother. Nell's penalty is seeing and accepting

Hilda's insecurity and continuing-resentment. : , {
4 e .

The Swamp Angel is a powerful and complex symbol. ) ,

It has'significance from the Saat: for Nell it ribrefentl ' “

love and artistic achievement; for Hilda, neglect and pain. B
- : _ . & . (
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It also has significance in the present: for Nell it is an

object gf loves (like Maggie's yellow ‘bowl), and an escape
N

from present boredom; for Hilda, her toleratipn’ of it

- becomes her secret and unique gift to her mother. Until her

fall, the revolver is Nell's delight. Her\fall exposes her

“"in her -bulk ...she who was private had lost all privacy; /
wcy ) .
# she and her house had been exposed” (SA 79).. Nell then
P , % 2t

! makes the painful decision to relinquish the gun and to
, s 2 4 4
iy ' entrugt it to aworthyreéipient; Maggie..

Nell is Wilson's deepest questor because she moves
from self-determination t'o human trust to acceptance. Nell

has the detachment of the\true questor that enables her to
. 3

journey to a place in life where, as Wilson says, "she is

able to lose ever}thing and yet retain everything at the
4
same time.35 Commending the gun to Maggie is an act of

23

.~ trust-that extends from one generation to another. This

-
»

’ . . . {,
i . . fine gesture of human commitment is repeated in

o, Margaret Laurence's The Diviners with Morag's gift of the

L ! \ o ) ~

: /!. plaid pin to-Pique. : .

- - Hilda, Nell's neglected'édult child, is filled with

¢

self-pity. While Nell and Philip travel to exotic places, ¥

"

J a .

v youﬂkaterg ridicule and exclude her for her parents'

\

y
|
: 1
. ‘Hilda's youth is mostly spent locked up in schoo&s. ' There ,
|
\
1
|

o

“

' ] L 33 stouck, "The Ethel Wilson Papers,” p. 51. Stouck

= . is quoting from an unfinished manuscript by Wilson. .
. ; ; :

4§
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uncqnventional life style: "Isn't it a scream...And she

C (
hasn't got a real home" (SA 50). y'

» A
Accumulating pain she cannot share with her mother,

. N » .
- Hilda becomes a conventional but insecure woman. In fact,

both mother and daughter harbour secrets: Nell to protect

Hilda, never tells her she never married; for her part,
. N .
Hilda secretly suffers Nell her Swamp Angel.”

a

In Hilda's quest, her growth begins in mdrriage.
v
She who is self-protecting and mistrustful, dares to commit ™\

, t
herself to love, though not with Nell's reckless abandon.
A ¢

Hilda's and Albertls is .a reasoned and discipli;ed'love

(SA 121). Happy at last to be in a conventional famiLy;

Hilda thrives on AOmesticity and sRoils her two children

as compeﬁsation for her childhood. Nell comments on the

quality of their mh;ital bliss: "I think Albert and Hilda !
ﬁnve a very fa;r wor?ing chance. They will not have
perfect love but I foresee a kind of happineas and am

thankful® (5A 128). Nell's degfh;ironically releases
' . N
Hilda, and in marriage she finds her %gentity:'"Cad”Eﬂﬁs be

Hilda Severance, the scorhnful one, daughter of Nell Severance?

Ho, this is Hilda Cousens, blender of{bottles, mother of
v ! o

Monty, who is writing to Maggie" (SA 4).

Y . » L M . M
Vera, & victim #? her own jealous insecurity, is a

! ~

lonely and troubled woman. Stilllclinginé to the memory of

-

an unhappy childhood, she is threatened by people, Sven

-,
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places, énd she is forevef caught up in destructive love/hate \\ZL,///“

relationships. Like Mort and Myrt Johnson (EL), Vera

Her marriage to Haldar Gunnarsen, a coupling of

mismatched personalities, cannot survive Haldar's semi-

crippling accident: "She had the assumption that Haldar's
happiness came first with her and that she was the most
' !
unsekfish of women. It was a good assumption but .it wag not
¥ 3 8 s sumpti wag”
true" (SA 93). City-bred Vera temporarily surrenders to

Haldar's rural dream because she hopes for quick success

that will most certainly advance their future, in the,city.

Baldar's'physical handicap, which he refuses to acknawledge,

traps her in his obsessive dream of a fishing lodge if the
S »

vilderness. She literally blames the lodge for his accident

, (SA 71). sShe cripples him further with guilt until their

-

Pmarriage begins to sour. Lacking perception and sensitivity,

{

Vera is soon threatened by Maggie's success and strength:

"What is it? What does she wear, do, be that makes her like
she is and different from me and better than me and all so

quick?" (SA 113) ' , -

Determined to destroy Maggie, Vera fires her without

anticipating repercussions. Haldar rejects her; she half-

- R e,
heartedly sttempts suicide, then runs to Maggie for help.

Nell believes that Vera is "hell-bound," but Maggie decides

i

to ot;y and struggle for Vera.

, deceives herself and spreads dissension. 5\

]

“

-

o




The self-destructive Vera is Maggie's lost child.

espite their threatening relationship, Maﬁgi& believes she

-

cannot reject her: "If I cannot cope with Vera and her folly,
.~ .
. thought Maggie, I've failed" (SA 140). 1In Vera's jealousy,

Wilson represents all human frailiy and self-destruction.
Vera challi\ges Maggxe 5 strength and endurance. Maggie's
greatest ordeal is Vera's suicide attempt: "She could not
think what to say to. Vera. She did not know what words to

use to exorcise the Evil One" (SA\147). Mnggfe annoints the
%
fearful woman with the 11ghted and warm refuge of her t'iny

room. Vera does not grow, but Maggie grows in coping with

her. Vera, then, is a catalyst in Maggie's growth toward

> S
‘maturity.

Hilda is another lost child who is still resentful.

By facilitating her marriage t?ﬁA£%e:t, Nell‘provides Hilda

<
. with the means to her ultimate fulfillment in marriage and

parenthood. Nell's death also causes further independent

growth in Hilda (SA 154). 'ﬁargaref'Laurence's The Stone ,
~ r

Angel affords an interesting comparison. Both Marvin Shipley

and Hilda Severance, repudiated children and insecure adults,
*'1
find release in the death of strong, dominating mothers.

Maggie and Nell share an apocalyptic mother/daughter
relationship. Each is a means of truth for the other. Nell's
stdry of her own life becomes for, Maggie a mganingful myth:

°

"8o Nell haa\gone now. She is my greatest friend and the
(

PO Soe w an X \ - G e v ey o v ke e W ot
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.friend of my spirit ... Even if she had nevet moved from
her hou;e, vhat a life she had lived, the worlgizﬂgnqgfldly
woman. For me there is no one like her" (SA 154).

The Swamp Angél is Nell's bleasing'to Maggie, 8
recognition of kinship; a_bond, & communal trust. The
exchange{of the gun confirms thé relatipnship between
vinioﬁary and inheritor. In receiving'the revolver and
relinquishing it to the my;tiCaI vater of the lgké; Maggie
admits the thain of intetdependence. Nell;a wisdom helps
her to accept the darkness in Vera and ghé difficulties and
challenges in her own life.

Through Nell, Maggie acknowledges her jéufne&'s end
and recognizes herself, not as an island, but as bart of ;n
evolving cosmos. With Nell's death, Maggie is struck by the
ageless vulnerability, the inevitable finality of life. The.
seer is mutable; the vision eternal, inherited. There may
be no one to remember the memorable Swamp Angel: "Yet does
the essence of all custom and virtpe perish?" (SA 151)

With éhis inherited vision, Maggie recognizes that limitaticons
of humanity, an; a mystery of faith, are part of a larger
fluctuating and interdependent whole: "When all was still

the fish, who ﬂ:d fled, returned, flickering~weaving
cu;ioucly over the Swamp Angel. Then flickering, Heavfng.

they resumed their vay" (SA 157).
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rof Laurence's publishing career, Wil

One cannot read Wilson and L

Jacknowlgdging‘their mutual admiruti#

congratualte the younger writer.36

?

L . :
at d_time when Laurefce -was experien
getting publiahed;37 Laurence later
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aurence without

n% Near th; beginning
son'wrot; to her to
The 1etter vas received
cing difficulties in
acknowledged how much

cts of Swamp Angel and

in The Stone Angel and

Longevity, like Topaz Edgeworth's and Hagar Shipley's

is a common feature in the fictional
writers. Parthenogenesis is also a
fiction. Maggie Lloyd and Morag Gun

marriages and rediscover a lost iden

charatters of“both
characteristic of their

n abandon destructive -

tity in. the process of

rebirth. Water, the prime agent of

rec%rring metaphor in the two writer

the swimmer has mystical pquer; Mora'

&

divination.

Both writers uphold the visi

36

. Margaret Laurence, "Ten Y
Margaret Laurence, ed. W.H. New (Tor
Ryerson, 1977), p. 17, ' ”
37 1bi4.
38 (pid. _
: N —

is a
S
fiction: Maggie

urification,

discovers the gift of

n of human interdepend-

.

rars' Sentences," in ,

nto: McGraw-Hill
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ence. The‘ principal characters journey toward individual
and social responlibilit\y. Female protagonists ‘are also "
introspective : Maggie joun}eys toward psychic and spiritual
maturity; Morag attempts to come to wm with her psych'ic
and sexual power.. Both Maggie and Hora\g learn to cope with
the formidable strength they both possess.

c Wilson entvurages the introspection that Laure'nce
explores and refines. Wilson's protagonists are primarily
altruistic and idealistic. With the rare exception of
Hetty Dorval ;nnd Ne11.Severan<':e, her women are not sensual:
In this area, Wilson and Laurence differ shagt?ly. Laurencé's
wvomen struggle with sexuality and they also struggle toward
spiritual and physical freedom. Laure.nce singles oué three

”

Canadian writerswhom she calls "sodbugters” and literary
inspirations to her generation: Ethel Wilson, Sinclair Ross,
and Hugh MacLennan.>> : Ty

Wilson's women as we have seen, range over a broad

spectrum of abilities, class, and time. The Innocent

Traveller shows us the varied but limited journeys of women

‘'wvithin male-oriented cultures, British and Canadian. Hetty

Dorval contrasts two. women of different class and vastly
v .
different temperament. 'Lilly Waller Hughes Sprockett is

e

3 Margaret Laurence, "Ivory Towers or Grassroots:
The Novelist as Socio-~Political Being," in A Political Art.
Essays and Images in Honour of George Woodcock, ed.
William . New (Vancouver: U.B.C. Press, 1978), p- 18-19.
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. t;rnnnformed froin s hoﬁeleu’ vagrant into a mother with a

passion for respectability,' and thence into "the rebirth of
. s nev woman" (EL 255). Maggie Lloyd gives _uliwilson'l . /

_greatest introspective who achieves responsible freedom and
natu‘rity. Wilson's unique contribution to th\e feminine form "3
of the qt..:est myth may well be her peculiar inlz.\e\iqlst in and
sensitivity towards social class. The lntt:e.r fgcﬁor ‘becomes
a critical element in her fictional women's plyvchological

4

and spiritual quests.
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Chapter III

+

'Everyman is a peece of the continent': Wilson's Metaphors

"The metaphors are. not mixed. The drop _\
of water, the bird, the water-glider,

the dancer, the wind on the canal, and

Topaz, are all different and all the

same" :

Author's Note, The Innocent Traveller

Image patterns recur in all Wilson's ficrtion,
patterns of houses, places, and animals. Water, mountains,
and wilderness areas are typical terrain. These metaphors
form a network of amalogies which express the vision caught
in the epigraphs from Donne: a vision of involvement, human
interconnéctedngss, responsibility, integrity, and love,

Hi,lso\n'u favourite metaphors are as old as literature.
Houses have always represented their occupants and the lives
vhich they contain. Wilson's fictional houses embody her
g{:testant, values, where the individual and his/her spcial
group are equally important and inseparably connected.

§t. Paul expresses this vision in his well-known analogy of
the human body vhere the parts of the body each have their

function and role to play, and the health or sickness of one

effects inevitably the health or sickness of the whole

'(I Cor.-12:8~31). In The Innocent Traveller, for exainple.

‘
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the Puritan ideals of integrity, order, and authority are
/.,/

1
» embodied in the Edgeworth-Hastings family and their Victorian

house. In Hetty Dorval, the Burnaby ranch house and Hetty's
. bunéalov form the poles of familial love and irresponsible

egotism. - Y

Houses, along with images of mountains, water, and
animals are part of Wilson's fictional setting which she

calls the geniusiof place. George Bowering, writing of

- James Beaney's poetry, notes that West Coast vwriters
commonly used the word "locus" for theil:' region: "Our
Vancouver pet—word had beer’ locus... It is significant .
that we had to find a nev (for us) term, We could have

—_ said 'place’ L

It would seem then that Wilson's use of
the term either established a tradition or continued, it,

In Hetty Dorval, the adult Frankie reflects on what the

wilderness scenery of her youth has meant to her: "The
thing goes deeper than like and dislike. It is the genius.
To some, the genius of place is inimicable, to some it is
kind... My genius of place is a god of water. I have
lived where two rivers flow togetherd.." (HD 55-56).
Compare Swamp Angel, when Maggie has just arrivel at Three

Loon Lake: "Meeting partakes in its very essence not only

r

o~
! George Bowering. A W;y With Words (Ottawva:
Obexron Press, 1982), p. 38.

&

-

1. B
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of the persons but of the place of meeting.{,ﬁﬁl/izhat essence
of place remains, and colours, faintly, the association,
perhaps for ever" (§A,75). Both contexts leave us in.doubc '
as to who is speaking, the protagonist or the omniscient
narrative voice. The body of Wilson's work suggests,

however, that the views are thdge of the author.

| S . If Hetty Dorval is a paradigm of Wilson's fiction,

as we }iave argued above, we would expect its image patterns
to be si;nificant and representative, as indeed they are,
There are three principal houses: the Burnaby ranch house,
Hetty's bungalow a'nd.,, less importantly, Cliff House in

“~

Cornwall. The ranch house symbolizes the lives it contains.
The Burnaf?y fanrily"s trust, love, and security are expressed
through the meals the}% share, their fireside talks, and
their cooperative work. Other archetypal symbols of
fruition and joy surround the house, such as a large water-
wheel, an excellent kitchen garden, and a small orchard.
Hetty's bungalow, by contrast, images isolation. It
stands by itself, east of I:ytton above the racing Thomps,on
River, relativef? inaccessible. It cont’ains two vomen, one
of whom is ignorant of the fact that the other is her
mother. A large window holds an incredibly beautiful but

limited outside view. Hetty's furnishings, which include a

small grand piano, have transformed the small bupgalow into a
' %

f—v—v
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place of beiuty and art. Frankie calls “it "a revelation...
in confort and colour” (HD 16). Yet this is the house

which Frankie'a“parents buy and exorcise: "So now

_Betty Dorval's bungalow belonged to my mother, and my

mother had opened the windows and Hetty had been blown out
and away" (HD 48)

Cliff House serves as a Cornish variant on the
Burnaby ranch. Significantly, it is the target of Hetty's

-

attack. Frankie's friends embody her parents' values which

.

dre also Donne's and Wilson's. The Tretheweys' kindnesses
to Frankie, when extétjed to her "friend" Hetty, tﬁ;eaten to
destroy them. It is the security of this house 'a_nd its. ‘
occupants which Frankie is determined to defend.
Central to the place of Frankie's life and
imasination are the Thompson and Fraser Rivers. One of her ‘

»

first memories and joys is of lookigg down on the joining .
of the two, "where the expanse of emerald a.nd s apphire

d;nc'ing water joins and is quite lost in the sullen Fraser.

It is a marriage, where, as often in marriage, omne overcomes
the. other, and one is-lost in the other" (D 612. The ima‘ge

is initially puzzlinl, since the PBurnaby marriage in the
narrative ig a particularily happy one; as Sister Marie _Cécile
tells Frankie after her father's death, "your parents have

between them the perfection of human love” (ED 61). It

could symbolize Hedty's liaisons, vhere Hetty's powerful



~

N

peroénality dominates her various partners and intended
prey, Richard. :
A more startling analogy is suggested by the con-

/ B A
junction of the rivers when we consider the symbolic

{ relationship of Hetty and F:ankie as alter<egos, or
Shadows in the Jungian sense. (Their meeting and friendship
represent the comiﬁg together of innoceénce and experience,
good and ;vil, spiritualify and sensuality, ﬂeauty and
practicality. Hetty's beauty infatu;téa'Frankia: a word
.used by Frankie tp describe the water's effects upon her.
In Jungian terms, the conjoined flow of the two.rivers
suggests the sexuality which is still beyond Frankie's 4
experience but with which shé will have to come to terms.

N

e emerﬁld—sapphire, one

muddy and sullen, also suggest the duality in Hetty's face.

The contrasting rivers, on

The profile is spiritual, the full face sensual., Like the
Thompson River, the proé&le is controlled by the stronger
full face. Her profile is passive, the full face (the
dominating personality) animated. The profile, the angelic
part of Hetty, is the initial bait for innocents like
Frankie, Terence Connot, and Richard Trethewey. The hook
_beneath the bait is Hetty's full face, her sensuality. Yet
it is the ironmic combination of the two that allhrel and

‘continues to. disturb her prey. Frankie has to admit her

uncertainty: "How'much of Hetty was artful and how much was
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artless I still ‘could not ;ell“_(gg 66)..'In her own ! .

personality and in her liaisons, the coup de gréce is her

sensuality that is, like the Fraser River, potent, ‘9ilent,

_ and absorbing.

For Wilson, as we have seen, place inevitably

colours assocdiation for it¥ humazi}nhhbitants. Frankie. and -

n the Lillooet area of

.

Hetty's meeting has faken place
British Columbia, a fact that neither Wilson norlﬂétty qul
allow us to forget. On the night of their final conffon-
tation in Londqn, together in Frankie's apartment, ﬁetty\
recalls the wonder and béauty in the Lillooet which to per

has méant freedom (HD B87-88). 1In Frankie's memories, the

"

wilderness i8 inescapably linked with Hetty and with the

changes in Frankie's perception of her:

I remembered the two-coloured rivers. And -
my home. What a strahge Hetty, after such

an evening, calling up this magic - for it
‘was a disturbing magic to me, the ‘geniuas .

of my home -~ and Hetty's smart wrinkly gloves
lying on the floor, her little black hat

there too. I remembered Lytton, and the
rivers, and the Bridge, all as real as ever

in British Columbia while we looked at each
other in London, yet saw them plainly (HD 88).

~\

In London, the new maturity Frankie has acquired makes her’
see Hetty differently; she iS/now "a little old." Hetty!s
beauty no longer has the illusion of permsnence which the

mountains reflected. But Retti asleep allows Frankie to
]
& \ ) = -~

1
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recover the vision of interconnectednesst "There is that in

sledp wﬁﬁ&? reduces us all to one common denominator of help—

lessneses and vulnerable humanity.,. A sleeping human bexng is

.all people, sleeping, everywhere since time began”" (HD 89).

The most significant animal imagery concerns Hetty.

! /
She is a human cat, even a monster. Hetty, like the cats in’

Wilson's fiction is indifferent and self-indulgent. Frankie,

who uses he metaphor, feels Hetty is guilty, without malice,

[4

of great wfongdoing (HD 24). To some degree, Frankie's "

_opinion of pegty 1s correct. For example, Hetty wants

Richard. That- Holly 9111 Jpsuffer the 1013 of her btother is

3 £l

no gogqqrn of Hetty's. She never burdena‘herself ¥ith

 responsibility, but “uh!\q people” as easily as cats shed
T

hair. Hetty is also Torquil .the Lobster Boy, a grotesque
WM .

variant on the analogy. 1In this implicit metaphor, Wilson

poses the question of Hetty's moxal responsibility and

»

leaves it arn unanswered ethical problem: "Was Torquil the

ot

subject of some affliction that separated him tragically

from his fellows), or did he put on his shappers in the

A

morning and at nlght unscrev them to go to bed?" (BD. 36)
In@oed. crxtxcs have callad Hetty everyth1ng from a j}
ptychopath"z to a "yictinm.

\ . '

2 P.M. Binchclefc, "To !eep the Memory of So Worthy
a. Ptiend,“»Journal of Canad;an Fiction, Il, 2 (Spring, 1973).
p. 65. ‘ | T

3 Btvetlcy Hicchcll, "The Right Word in the Right
’l‘c..” P 820 * . . >

#




65/

iokboth womenz the wild geese and the horses are i
personal im;gec of freedom. Frankie, luppgrteévby ethics, .
bas the more mature con]ept. The . "swiftly moving company" of
geese travélling to ordained degtinationé makes her conscious
of the laws within the natural order (HD l4). She recognizes

that the unity and self-discipline of the geese are essentials

of their freedom. Hetty, however, seems more taken with the

.apparent sJontineity of the geese: " ' Can we often see that? '

‘she asked. " Will it ever come again? ' " (HD 16) By -

mistaking their self-discipline for spontaneity, Hetty confuses

£y A

freedom with 1icence.

In‘The Innoc;nt Traveller, image patterns redur that

exemplify Vi;torian and Canadian cultures and express Wilson's
vision of community, interdependence, and reﬁponsibility.
Igete are five principal houses: the Edgeworth's mansion,
Mrs. Porter's School for YounF Ladies, the Hastings' Vancouver
house, their summer retreat, and the elderly Topaz's apartment.
The Edgeworth's Victorian\hogue in the Midlands representstﬁe
orhcrly lives it supports. The Edgewofth family's ?ur{tan

, ideals of integrity, order, and puthorigy are expressed in the
close unity of family members, in the strict decorum of family

-dinners, and in the ;hvcrence‘;iven to the family patriarch.
gothct?s funeral is "Decorum, decorum, sorrow and decorum"

(IT 9). Other arcﬁct;pal lynﬁoll of security and serenity

support their ;ocond residence, Bldet House, such as the private

s
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.
gtouddl,that surround it, and the trees and gatdens ﬁhat
remove it from the harsher realities of Ware.

The education that Topaz receives in Mrs. Porter's
Sfbcol for Young Ladies is "no& a classical education but the
Eﬁglish reflection of a classical education which tinctured
her whole 1ife,wand particularly an unknown part of her"
(_I_f 34). This comment, along with a nearby reférence to Pan,
suggests the repressed sensuality which a Victorian culture
has bestowed on Emily Porter and Topaz.

The Hastings' house serves as a Canadian version on
- . ‘ /
the Edgevorth mansion. Annie, Rachel, and Topaefcreaté 8

microcosm of Puritan ideals in their Vancouver home: religious .-

«
¢

inspiration; filial piety; and loyalty to tradition, to
1 ' -

.reason, and education. ) .

K

" A comical episode at the Hastings' cottiage on Benbow

» \i '

Island provides a further variant on houses as metaphors for
lives and cultures. Topaz decides to sleep out one night, but

.

is eyentually driven inside when strange noises remind her of
Pan. The incident i;geniously j?xtaposet two cultdres, a
sophisticated urban one vwhich encompasses Nature as pastoral
or myth, and a newer provinc¢ial one where Nature is the’

Canadiaf wvilderness. S 5 . ‘

" e ..

The apartment where Topaz spends her last days

represents, like Hagar Shipic}'l hospital room, a 1life that is

shrinking to esqentials and moving towards death: "Now her
) !

~

\
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world is bounded by one room... There is only her soom and a
I .
friend ("Who is it?") coming in at the door, to be greeted
Ty )
vith tremulous delight" (

l

51,273).

The genius of place, in this novel, is twofold. There
is Ezf pottery town of Ware in Staffordyhire, and Vancouver,
British Columbia. ‘Ware is cauéhg " symba}ically in the opening
scene at the‘Edgeworéh'a din;er table. The revered Mr. Matthew
Arnold is an honoured guest. Clothing, service, food, conver=
sationf\and behavioutr all embody the Victorian ideals of
decorum, propriety, reason, and education. Arnold's suggestion
that the latter be extended to girls strikes father ;s‘a
"nOVel? idea. The winds of change, including changes fsr
women, are felt in this dialogue on the very first page.

Wilson strikes the note again after.éhe Edgevorths
move to Elder Bouae. The parents’' lives continue to represent
"a comfortable Victorian splendour,” but €heir children "had
begun to demonstrate vicissitude and chaﬁge" (11’39). Topaz's
undignified and comical interruptions in the opening scene
‘also function symbolically in a novel devoted to women's lives.
The irrepresaible Topaz does not change: this is both her
veakness and her strength.

( Canada is not only & new country but & new culture.
Itl«éentrul -ign;ficance are freedom and uncandntionality:

-

“This is a free country, isn't it," asks Topaz, as the train

/

carries them westvard: "now th;\ you've'come to Canada, you
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know, you'll have to be less conventional"” (IT 6 109).

It is courageous of the three women (Anni?, Topaz,
and Annie's unmarri;d d;uéhter Rachel) t?}venture here alone.
Topaz snticipat;s "a fresh'free life wkféh she wa; eager to Co
enjoy" (23,92;. The ,Northern Lights and the great
St. Lawrence River belong to this place. Water, northernness,
and wildernebks tbé?hin, in Wilson's fiction, represent freedom, R
growth, change, and passing time. {Annie anticipates learning
new ways, and welcomes the change.

‘ In British Columbia, the women come under the spell of
the mountains, the dark forests, and the ocean. Annie sees God
in this landscape, in "this golden worlgd" (21.119). Th;
mountains bring‘biblical met;phérs to her mind. The journey by
ship and rail which brings the women to their new home is itself

a metaphor for their various quests. To Topaz, this "open

countgy" is a cause- for rejoicing. She literally dances for
joy in this new space. As for the narrator's voice, it speaks
in semi-religious terms of the mountains' "spell," of tﬁe
"grace and strength" of the Lions' Gate Bridgé, and of the
beauty of this place” (IT 122-23). '

Topaz herself is a metaphor, as‘ﬁilson reminds us in

A\

the novel's epigrapwp(quoted above). Bird and insect imagery

in The Innocent Traveller center on this character. Topaz is

by turn, a water-glider, a twittering bird, a ihtush, a fly, a

sesgull. The water-glider of the epigraph is the irresponsible

i
i
i

/
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Topaz skating over the surface of life, unavare or innocent of

the tangled depths of human relationships. In an extension of

-
-

the metaphor over two paéds, Topaz‘becomes "a water-glider of

considerable education” (IT 103-104). The grotesque or in-

- . 5 . . .. s .
{ appropriate nature of the image tirns it into & conceit, an
1 « .
ingenious and extended metaphor such as we find in seventeenth-
century Metaphysical poets like Donne, from whom Wilson has

-

absorbed both vision and technique.,
{

The bird and insect analogies, for Topaz, seem to
revolve around this pattern of frivolity, of superficiality,
and-of constant motion. She is described as talking constantly
for ninety-seven years. At William Sandbach's concert, Topaz

is a twittering thrush: "She was not aware of the deep

knowledge, the frustration, and the exultation of the con-

ductor..." (IT 45). En route to their Vancouver howe, the
disorganized women light on the train "crying and exclaiming’

like shorebirds"™ (12’102).

Topaz is not, however, without her deeper side. Near

the novel's beginning, the narrative voice seems to praise
Topaz for being an individual, while the other women are sub-
Y merged in their roles as mothers, daughters, wives. Something
of her pride, stubborn individuality, endurance, and gusto are
reflected in an implicit metaphor, near the end of her life.
Topaz is linked,with the seagulls which assemble in,Stanley

Park and cdme to her window sill for food. The gulls are
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proud, majestic, indifferent, arrogant, and amoral (IT 259-263).
They are pitiless, yet Topaz delights in Fhem. In the evening,
the gulls'fly westward "on their appointed flight"; grey below,
silver above. Tﬁeir mysterious;and exulting flight suggests
Topaz's imminent death.

Water and journeying are also recurring metaphors for
human lives and one becomes the/im;ge of the other. Topaz,
after reading "The Buried Lif;" by Matthew Arnold, gives a
personal application: " ' My life rose in Staffordshire and I
suppose it's going out into the Pacific Ocean ' " (IT 253).

The narrative voice compares her life journey to travelling
on a canal. Thi; imaée. developed at length, suggests sound
construction and administration (Victorianfculturef), comfort,

and clearly defined boundaries. _Through the pattern@of meta-

-

phors expressing Topaz's life, the other lives of The Innocent

Traveller, and its two changing cultures, are brought tdgether.

In "Lilly's Story," the ‘series of rooms which house
the protagonist chart her long journey from humiliatiod and
ingecurity to middle-class respectabilkty. She move; from a
boarding house to shared quarters with a Welsh miner. Her
current dissatisfaction with herself is expreésed in aatartling
metaphor: "Ranny was only a kennel into which a homeless worth-
less bitch crawls away from the :ain..." (EL 164). After her

baby's birth, Lilly finds refuge with an upper-class family

near Comox, on Vancouver Island. Her small room here offers

. ) ' . {
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‘"a place where Baby could grow up like folks" (EL 174). It

will never, regrettably, be anything but the maid's room, and

]

Eleanor will be the maid's child. Her comfortable refuge with

N

the Butlers, Lilly realizes, is only "a beautiful dead end in
the green 6f the countryside” (EL 172).

At the hospital in the Fraser Vailey, Lilly's small
|

3

house symbolizes dignity, freedpm, independence, dnd joy: "She

[

who had been homeless, had now a home, and in Lilly's eyes,

[

this conferred a dignity uppn her" (EL 206). From this

isolated base, Lilly builds “"the edifice... of which
e

Mrs. Walter Hughes and her child was the culmination™ (EL 210).

—

Here, Eleanor grows inkg an ideal young woman, and ‘from here,
.

-

achieves the "magic” of a happy marriage.
Liily's final home, as Mrs. Lillian Sprockett, réprééents
security, happiness, and a caring love. Comically; she is

content to share a "ménage 4 trois" with Bessy Sprackett and

her husband (EL 277). Here she would’be securg and without

fear. Miss Larue's "adaptation™ has assisted at “the rebirth

of a free woman" (EL 255). With the addition of the wig to the

persona of Mrs. Walter Hughes, Lilly finilly]échieves the per-

fection of her disguise. Comically, she carries her last house,
or disguise, around with her like a turtle, and she walks secure

in the knowledge.’

The-distinctive atmosphere of various particular

t

locations and the 4ﬂturing character of Lilly determine her

[

L4
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choice ‘of residence. Fear, a desire for security, and growth
require five difierent settings: Vancouver, Nanaimo, Comox,
the Fraser Valley, and Toronto. Vancouver is an inimicable
and fearful place for Lilly. The di%ficu}t beginnings, the
abandonment, and the childhood neglect are @armful ané
represqive. In Vancouver, yill; is a shiftleds, aimless, amd
vulﬁerable teenager: "She took.things as they came, living
vhere she could and with whom shé céhld, working only when

. she had to, protecting herself by lies or by truth, and always
keeping on the weather side of the polfée" (EL 156). 1In h;r
vaitressing days, Lilly has no persona, and she is’ ithout the
defenses which it might provide. Her fear of arrest and her
hurried flight to Nanaimo reveal a strong feature of her
character, a keen and stubborn instinct for survival,

The min{ng town of Nanaimo, an isolated refuge, is
lignificant/for Li&lz:s growth. En route,” "the consolation of
sea and wind and strange wooded shore” lessen her fear and
/j;%?ore her strength (EL 160). In hér early days at Nanaimo,
»\&Pe fuglfxve is genertlly unawvare of the life around her. Her

prlgwfncy, however, brings abo?t a class consciousness.

\
Rejecting the monotony of the working-class wives' existence,

- ’

she determines to obtain for her child the security, manners,
and comfort of the "superior beings" she encounters in
Nanaimo. One of them is called Eleanor. Lilly invents a

persona; from a bitch, Lilly becomes Mrs. Walter Hughes, a

I
.

-
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young middle-class widow. In Nanaimo, Lilly sets up her plan;
from here she takes the name of Eleanor for her daughter. She

now determines to seek a new place that offers both security

and possibility for the plan.

The "genius" of Comox is its aura of security, isolation,
fruition, and permanence. Located near an estuary, Comox -ds a
place of beginnings. 1Its security encourages Lilly's myth-
making. On the way to the Butlers, Lilly creates a past for
Walter Hughes and a family for herself. Comox is a land of
plenty,. a place of permanence and hop; and growing things. For
Eleanor, it is also a place for instruction: for poetry, for
manhers, for fashion.

Yet Comox is also a cruel reality. It is a land of
hunter and hunted where bird and animal and reptile are prey.
Lilly becomes Mr. Butler's prey; Eleanor is caught in the vice
of class: '"She's the maid's child" (EL 195). Comox ironically
harbours both security and threat., Here Lilly and Eleanor
achieve necessary growth, but Lilly's plan enjoys only limited
success.

The next stage in Lilly's life requires a place more
public than Comox, but less threatening than Vancouver,.
Stronger no; and less vulnerable, Lilly becomes housekeeper at
& remote hospital in the Canadian Rockies. . Surrounded by her
own kind and befriended by Matron, Lilly is more secure and

communicative. Yet the final stage of security, a willingness
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to face tpe outside world, eludes her: "The world outside did
not exist for her..." (EL 209). Lilly's isolated existence
Efcoies burdensome after Eleanor leaves. Then her nemesis
_reappears. Yow proves to be a frightg;}ng but ultimately
happy accident. ‘He could expose iilly'#ipast associations in
Vancouver. Yet this fear is an important force that propels

Lilly into the final stage of her development and eventual

liberation.
Toronto is Lilly's last, most public refuge. The
sophistication of the city (its "genius of place") has a

definite effect on her. Lilly becomes dissatisfied with her

appearance and conscious of her peer group: "she saw many
older women also whose well groomed heads seemed the key to an
. appearance she admired" (EL 250)« Lilly's new clothes and
'adaptation' complete and secure the persona of Mrs. Walter
-RBughes. ‘Lilly Waller is forever buried from public view.
Lillian Sprockett will ﬁe free and secure.

Wilson's handling of animal imagery varies si?nificantly
according to the nature of the protagonist :and her experience.
Birds and fish are used to suggefi intellect and compassion in
nggi;”;IBYd, vhereas animal patterns associated with Lilly
onphalize’physical responses. Lilly's actions are animnlistic;
she crouches, sniffs, crawls. She smells fear, or tastes it.

Like Hetty Dorval, Lilly Waller is a human cwt, hunter

and hunted, cunning, capable, quick. Before her pregnancy,

b -
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Lilly is indiscriminate, She is eager for foad, indifferent

to her mother's planned desertion, and as unconcerned for the

future as the little yellow cat: "Indeed, the only difference

betweetr~Lilly and the cat in their apprehension of a future
vas that some day, no doubt, Lilly would plan‘for a tomorrow
and the cat never would" (EL 146). .

Indifferent to Yow's capture, she hides -like an animal,
"doubling and twisting, for some escape" (EL i57). Visiting
Eleanor, Lilly can smell the police. Terror springs at her
when Yow reappears. She shrinks from sight "like a silent
animal withdrawing into & corner of the forest" and crawls
towvard her cottage door (E& 242, 243). "

Yow and Lilly live double lives, and their doubleness
functions qymbolically.( Both are, in some sense, predators, a
quality inherent in upward mobility. At the Hastings' Yow is
faithful, efficient, even loving. But jm pursuit of his "white

.
lady~friend," Yow is cunning, brutal; and dishonest.
Lilly Waller is materialistic and promiscuous. Yet in her -
pursuit of ;espectability, Mrs. Walter Hughes is self-sacrificing
lni loving.

Other animal imagery reg;esenta Lilly's vulnerability
and capability. With the Welshman Lilly is'tempor;rily.Vul-
nerable, a bitch seeking refuge i; his kennel (EL 164). Yet

at the Butlers' we are reminded that Lilly is as capable as

salmon of cwimning against the harsher currents vf life (EL 170).
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In‘Toronto,‘J.B. %p:ockett's initial view of Lilly as a
startled deer seems strange. This view is consistent with
his myth of her, as a sacrificial mother (EL 271). Yet-Lilly
is, in the narrator's phrase, a "self pos;essed deer." The
proposal represents freedom; Lilly determines, in exchange,
to offer co;;ort and joy.

The china hound and horse on Mrs. Butler's mantlepiece,
and the quwfaian chain Lilly witnesses at the cemetery, are o
potent symbols. The hunt represents the universal predatory
tone of life: "Around and among the grasses myriad invisible
hunts weant on" (EL 193). P.M. Hinchcliffe says that Lilly is
without Maggie's understanding and that the scene draws very
little response from her.a Yet its position in the novella is
significant. A few hours later, the town labels Eleénor "the
maid's daughter.”" Now the scene becomes analogous to her

I'e

situation. She is "alert, alar;ed, hunted,”" and deterﬁkned to
leave (EL 196). Lilly's seven years with thé Butlers, though
necessary for her growfh, was merely an illusion of security.
She is, in a sense, the prey of a claéu-oriented society.
Where the préﬁatory chain images the igmediacy of the
hunt, the china figures image the permanence of the hunt. The

~ two figures together image thehduality of life. The happy horse

{ is forever satisfied, foraver spared the hunt. The melancholy

. 4 Hinchcliffe, Journal of Canadian Fiction, p. 64.

53




hound is forever depeﬁdent, fore;er a predator. The'duality
represen%gd by the two figures is harmony and disunity, faith
and fear, innocence and experience. Desmond Pacey makes a
.significant comment on the mirror that holds the scene: "Ehé
mirror reflects the formal reality of the v{sible world... as
thesis and antithesis."5

Similar patterns of houses, places, animals, and

journeys reach new levels of complexity in Swamp Anggl.'

~ ' | Y
Images link its characters and add to our understanding of them.
’ o

4 ©
They illustrate the success or failure of the various quests.

A

Many are changeable, ambivalent, expressing the different goals °
and attitudes of the characters.
There are six significant houses in this novel. The

*

Vardoe house imprisons Maggie in contempt and loathing: "I'm :
always unfair, now, to Edward. I Efte eJerything he does. - He
has only to hang up his hgt and 1 despise himh ('sA 17).P
Living with Eddie humiliates Maggie and undermines her identity.
But for Eddie, the house means security and prestige. Without
Maggie, its meaning for Eddie changes, and he‘finally gbandona
it. | \,3:‘ {

A small yellow bowl symbolizes Maggie'svwholeneSl;‘\
harmony, and peace: "It seemed to her that she held in her'
hand all beauty in a cheap yellow Chinese bo#l" (8A 25). 1Its .

purchase had led her to the Qﬁong family taxi business, and

®

3 Pacey, Ethel Wilson, pp. 132-133,.° .
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*of herself Y§£,23.

. mother travalled v1:h the circus.

=

{
) K
N V'Y »
to her choice of Joey Quong as drivér on the night of her
/S

escape. Their house, shared with two other families, is

]

crowded and noisy. It is, n:%erpheleut, a place of harmony:

“"There was almost ceaseless clatte{s but the noise was not of
crying or of anger" (§5,43). The Quong houf;hold byeathes
security and mutual trust. ‘ﬁnggie‘gpares in this atmosphere
by choosjing the youpg*Chinele‘kﬁight to a‘-ttt in her rescue
108).

The Severance house is aubighbua: "The house was ugly
and cfluped, pﬂa had been rushed up about fifteen years
before.... The windows were both too plain and too fancy"
(§£,71). The hou;c inigc: the telationahip betweén Nell aﬁd
her daughter. Hilda hnt b:\n neglected for years, wpxliﬁher
tra ) Thc two vbu/i are eventually
thrown togoth#r. The relationship is volatile, since Hilda

.tK;1 nciintl her eatlicr neglect and her mother's fréedon.

clell reta{:a that feeling of freedom, despxte the smallness of

their house, while Hilda's inhibitions and conventionality are /
- a . . <

encou}aged (EA’76F77). In this house Hilda remains a resent- °
\ + '
ful child. . N

v

Hiilon s Qh:iaé%;n ny-ticxln 1: caught in her handlink
ot‘lichotypel: wdtc:. mountains, and wildcrnels terrain. The
flux of water flankad by’ quielccnt nounta;ntinuggi\fo puradox

of por-cntncc and chlngcc‘ Hith;n this context, her prothgon-

4

v
iltn lq.k to ;racg t%c -ya:cty ot individual cxycritncn vithin

1

!
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Wilaon evdryvhare insists on human freedom and :ecponiiﬁility.
D)

79

. - ’ , s
tﬁ; passage of time. They also attempt to grasp the meaning
/ e T e

of lé?ions or objects, s meaning valid even beyond phyl;}bl~\
JEE}?.‘ Her fxctxon, particularly her treatment of place, 5\
tccmif1el to the retlxty’of another world, .not ethaneout to
immediate reality, but existing ;Zthin it. This ngtaphynic:

is not originq%. It belongs to the tradition of European ;z’i
mysticism, as we 3ed‘froﬁ Patrick White's fictionﬁv As epi-
graph to The 80¥dd Mandala, White takes an epigram from a

Cerman pedicvul philosopher, Hciltér Eckhart: "It is not ¢

6 -

outside, it is §nside: wholly within." At the same time,

'

She is by no means a quietist.: @? .
The city of Vancouver symbolizes rcuttiétion, but the
. ' ’ .
viﬁw from Maggie's window of water and mountains represents

’

pr&-i-e. To an unhnppy and hard-pressed Maggie, the window's

viev offers: the polaxbxlxty of change$b"1he escarpment looked
1 - M

sblid at times, but certain lights disclosed slopelbehind

3

slope, hill beyond hill, giving.an impression of the n@pntain-

which was fluid" (SA 13). The narrator suggests oné world’

.

existing within another, Migéip determines to }eave'Vancouvet,<'

to seek within herself and rescue the world violated by her
nccond hulband.

The North represcntn a lpirltual retteat, a wa '

»

¢

6 Pltrxck Wbito. The . Solid unndala (ucv !ork: The

*Vlking Prnl-, 1966), epigraph. -

\
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K
departure,. apd a rebirth for Maggie. Her retreat begins by,

. the Similkameen River near the town of Hope, which for many

-’

years was the pcrlonification of that virtue. Like many
miners before her, Maggie seeks gold'fro- the river, the gold
of herself and her peacg: "Some rivers are sveet aﬁ% some are
cquable.... such vas Maggie lying beside it" (SA 37)\.  The
first ttage of her self-rescue is rest, lyﬁbolxc of putxfi-
cation: "Time dissolved....No thought, no memories gccupied
hett (SA 38). The departure from her past slavery is
symbolized by the purgation of her guilt at the river's edge:
”her‘lolitude. ber‘troubled nind,-an& a iifting of her lpirit

to God by the river brought tears to her eyes” (SA 38). Like

tears her guilt slid from her. Spring heralds her rebirth, a
\

" soul refreshed vith "the respite that pefhapf’couel to the soul
after death" (SA 40). The final effect pf the solitary tliree-

day cabin rgtreat. "after her lllvéryyflnd her joutndy,‘aﬁd

heér last effort;"‘ia equanimity and purpose and rebirth.

R |
L

The character of the lodge fnd lake as feéundity is

evident from its "genius loci,” its symbolic lignificanéc'for

Haldar, ahid its link with water., The lake is epitomized by

the mysterious loons., The water and the tulé grass are densé

_with trout, geele.‘*nd water birds. The intensity of the

struggle for survival is represented by the o:prey‘hud'the

eagle. The f;wh is iﬁnoccncc; the kitten, capable of stalking

*

idbird, is both innocence and experience. The lodgc‘andythc

o . ’ : t




cabins represent the simplicity and clarity of Haldar's dream.
The vision of the lodge is idealized., The place is

} -
Haldar's future, his legacy, and the best part of 'himself. For

_Vera the visiopn is ambivalent: the place lymbolisel misfortune

and intimidation. 1Initially the vision of the lodge represented
chellenge and harmony fér Maggie: "Maggie's union with Three
Loon Lake w38 like a happy marriage"” (SA 84). éhen Vera's
neurosis surfaces, it represents acceptance and compassion in

Maggie. "The dream of the lodge," says Donna E. Smyth, is ’ K}

."the vision of an ideal community" existing in harmony.7

W.J. Keith describes it as a world that contains cruel and
unpleasant manifestations, yei it,is s place vwhere "meaningful
lives can be led, and joy and fulfilment can be achieved."s
The lake sustains the lodge's potential. The fisher-
men find challenge and bounty in it. Por Maggie it is
continuing purification, freedom, strength and ny-tegf. For
Vera, howvever, the lake is darkness and d;nker. .
E Maggie's Eabin, characterized by its simplicity and

varmth, is a symbol of humanity: "a room lit by a candle... in

a silent and s¢litary place i; a world vithin itself"”

“~

\ *

(8A 146). Vér runs te this cabin after her suicide attempt.
\ T |

3}

7

Smyth; "Strong Women in the Web,” p. 91.
r‘ N

W.J. Keith, "Overview: Ethel wifson, Providence, and

"thc'Vocnbullry of Vision," The Ethel Wilson Symposium (Ottawa:

University of Ottava Press, 1382). p. 1IL.
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Maggie knows no words of consolation, but the security of the.
fire in the small room and Maggie's presence may prove(to be

salvation for Vera. For Maggie the cabin is her individuality

N .
<

.and self-possession.

Bird imagery is used as an ;gglogqe oﬁ/the spiritual
quest and it sustains the goal of freedom, a goal common to
all her protagonists. The flight of the birds in the very
first sentence of the novel images Maggie's departure as a
determined necessity. If the planned desertion is discovered,
Maggie will plot again, "like the bird who obstinately builds
sgain its destroyed nest. So ltgghg was her intentionm to
depart” (SA 14). The flight of the bi;dl also suggests
Maggie's emotional state, and it hints at her rebgrth: "A
fringe of her mind flew after them." (SA 13).

The indifference of the fish in the last paragraph of
the novel is an iﬁllogue for worldly survival: the fish are ]
realists, shrewd, practical and sturdy survivors. thp the
, water is again still.th; cautious fish a%proach the revolver
Maggie has thrown into }he lake. Sensing ;iat tﬁe Swamp Angel

is unimport;nt to their existence, "fIicketiqg, weaving, théyq
resumed their way" (SA 157). The ooze a}wfye bottom of the lake
and the contrast of "light" and "lunliéigkwluggent Darwin's
theory of the primordial beginnings of earth and life and

catch Wilson's concept of "the cverlniting web." The

repetition of "flickering, weaving” reflects Donne's vision of

~

» o
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humsn interdependence and interconnectedness and Wilson's
central preoccupation.

She seems to suggest that some values are subjective.
Although the revolver shares the laie with the fish, it has
no value for ;hen. Its virtue does survive wit£ the indiviéull;
in(thio case, it’:urvives with Nell.

The fawn and the kitten, the osprey and the eagle
wvhich attract Maggie's attentionhlynbolize duality.h The three
changes that occur in the kitten symbolize the passage from
innocence to experience. The crouching kitten in its violent
pose is like Vera's selfishness and jealousy, provoked by ,V
Maggie's goodness. Desmond Pacey says that the fawn and kitten
together are Wilson's statement that compassion and éruelty l;e
natural qualities that coexilt.9 The osprey and the eagle are
an analogue for the human struggle and the ;cttern of human
existence: rage and acceptance, defeat and victo:y. This
é%ipelling fight thrills M}ggfe'and strcngthentgber resolve
wvhere Vera is co;cerned. Win or lose, she is committed to
Vera: : \ -

The description of the ;leeper, a famous passage
(SA 9l),limages the vulnerable aspect of humanity and suggests
its redemptive possibilities, It follows immediately after
Maggie's fight with Vera. The paasaée emphasizes the human

need for comfort and a selfless response to that silent

9

i
- Pacey, Ethel Wilson, p. 9.

\

4




84

R

demand. Maggie realizes that,she may have to respond to Vera

unselfishly and expect nothing in return:
a ]

There is a beautiful action. It haas
operative grace. It is when, seeing some
uneasy sleeper cold and without cover,

goes away, finds and brings a blanket,
bends down, and covers the sleeper because
the sleeper is a loving being and is cold.
He then returns to his work, forgetting
that he has performed this small act of
compassion. He will receive neither praise
nor thanks. It does not matter. That is a
beautiful action which is divine and human
in posture and intention and self-forget-
fulness. Maggie was compassionate and
perhaps she would be able to serve

Vera Gunnarsen in this way, forgetting that
she did so, and expecting neither praise
nor thanks - or perhaps she would not

(sA 91).

L]

Her selfless compassion, for Vers and Mr. Cunningham, is her
complete, robust response to love. 1In her ;pccinl capacity

for love, Maggie reaches what Jeanette Urbas says is "the

highest "achievement of human interaction."'®

Nell's Swvamp Angel, her "everlasting web" of humanity,

- +

and Maggie's swinming and fishing are all analogues for growth,
integration, intefcoﬁhectednels, and acceptance. The Swamp

) . .
Angel adds structure to the novel because it represents the

full cycle of time. The skill and the youth of Nell's past
become today's treasured memory. Yesterday's passion is

¢

10 Urbal, Jeanette, "The Perquisites of Love," in Ths

Canadisn Novel in the Twentieth Century, ed. George Voodco K
UToronto: McClelland and Stcwart, 1975), p. 65.

w-l [ R S, —

n




S 85

i

I
today's legend. After the fall, Nell realizes that time is

inleplrabli connected. The small metal survivor, her

"constant companion” who will survive her, has now become a
1

potential d+nger to herself and others. Nell's final ggéwiﬁ

s her acceptance of thi7 reality and her responsible
-

ecision to relinquish the gun. [ts future is in Three Loon

ake: "It will be a memory, and then not even a memory, for
there will be no one to remgpmber it" (§A’IS7). Donna E. Smyth
says Maggie wihl incarnate "the balance of these qualities

symbolized by the gun.“'l

\
Wilson Psel swimming and fishing as the vortex of .

human experienc;. Both actions eare individual, self-directed,

solitary, and m}stical. Ironic;lly. both swimming and fishing

are also integrating and interconnected with the rhythn of

. na&ure. nggie'i "avatar tells her she Hiil be one with her

brétherl the seal and the porpoise” (§A‘99). The fisherman
"becomes one with the aquecus world of the lake, of ; sky
remarkable for ch;nge, of wind" (§5.133). The timeless '
qualities of both activities unite swimmer and fisherman to

° . the timeless quest for purity, imtegrity, and spiritual
renewval.

The "evdtlisting veb," the timeless mystery of human

. experience, demonstrates the metaphysics of Wilson's vision.

he perceives her regional setting of British Columbia with

. - ! smytn, "strong Vomen in the Web," p. 91.

e




?

the "fearful symmetry” of Blake, acnlitivzg to naguu"i
‘dualities ;nd universal tone. Desmond Bnge\y remarks t\ut - ™~
Wilson's cosmos " is mysterious and viol’é‘:{‘fﬁ{:.. man needs the
compassion of his fellovs and the consolation of his family."
Her people are communal, vulnerable, and imperfect.
survivors of Wilson's worl

individuals who reach out t

[}

*

the other vi

[N o

are the socially conscious
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th compassion and

love. Her metsdphors belong to her web, and to her fiction. cs
A )
.
( .
. -,
e
. ’ o
\ .
e B
. bos
N Q : f“-s;-';.
0 ! - N . :
’ - ‘ e
N 'ﬂ".
. 2 . ’ -
i
"f,; o ’ i . i , |
w B ‘ ‘ o .
i - -
3‘ ‘-' “; n o4 . . ‘ . ) 4
0 “ d { - . E Y ‘
e - . , . b . o
M . lz ! A B - o E
- Pacey, Ethel Wilson, p. 156. . . .
; N “, -~ Te . ) “ao ) ¥ N . .
y - : . ‘ o ! ‘
\ s, v ' » W . 4 L.
- h . . % ' ' * < * . b )
S X R . ‘ . , - N
* ) 3 ® ¢ - ‘V“. ‘




S, e o ’ L L. —- v

Chapter 1V
"The Blessedness of Common Things" : Wilson's Technique

Wilson's fiction is remarkable for its deceptive

simplicity, its feminist perspective, its subtlety, pathos,

irony, and humour., The mystery and complexity of human
~experience is reflected in her handling of voice. Her typical
characters, like those of Margaret Laurence, age apparently
ordinary people whose depths she reveals. Her ethical values,
and her perception of transcendence within the commonplace,
belong to her fictional fabric. Haldar and Maggie.nre linked

"
momentarily, by a neighbour's barn: "The blessedness of common
, things seemed to restore the old common sur face h/etween theo"
(SA 114). Her affirmation, or optimism, is also characteristic.

A third-person voice in Ethel Wilson's fiction is

common. Hetty Dorval, curiously, is the exception to this

generalization. Omniscient narration is sometimes coumbined

with authorial intrusions. This third-person voice pronounces

. «

a benediction, a warning, a commentary: " ' They love each
other, this woman andﬂ this girl,' a wandering god would say
passing near and stopping to look at these two clasped for a
moment together, ' and they are to part. Good. They will be
much happier ' " (EL 234). These interruptions are suffi- .

ciently frequent and strong to have called down the wrath of

. ’ - more than one critic on Wilson's handling of voice.
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. . . )
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This particular point requires greater discussion.
Desmond Pacey, W.J. Keith, and W.H. New are among the critics
who have censored Wilson for authorial intrusion. Pacey
L )

attacks this encroachment in Wilson's early work, especially

in Hetty Dorval and Equations of Lo‘\;e..l He maintains that

Wilson "is far too prone to adopt the old-fashioned device of
authorial comment, to intrude into the flow of the narrative
little chunks of personal philcnophy.“2 W. J. Keith specifi-
cally directs his criticisp of authorial intrusion at the
novella, "Tuesday and Wednesday." He luggeﬁsts that thisstyle
works for Wednesday's events, where it adds a clear
adjudication impossible to achieve from the limited perspectives
of- Mort and Myrt.3 Yet he feels that this omniscient clarity /
is not effective for Tuesday's eveut:.6 The prose, he says,

is "a little stiff and pert by comparison with Ethel Wilson's
best ltlndltd."s W. H. New criticizes this technique throughout
her fiction‘: "I find some of these authorial passages

(including the often lauded one about the sleeper), whatever

their separable beauty, to be intrusive in context."6

-

A3

1 Plcey',uEthel Wilson, pp. L¥7, 134. \
2 Ibid., P 6. ' ‘
3 Keith, “Olverview," p. 109,

4 Ibid. . .

3 Ibid. ' . ..

. .

Nev, "Critical Notes on icpol Wilson,"” i:.. 144.
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Yet other critics have come to Wilson's defence on
this score. Beverley Mitchell feels the omniscient intrusion
.is a "rewvarding feature of her fiction,"” one that adds to the
"co;npelling sincerity” of her work.7 Helen Sonthoff maintains
‘that "wc\h,reflecvl:ions or comments counterpoint the plot rhythm,
broaden tl;ne range, keg.p the imaginative space open for the
‘oblerver."a Wilson herself implied that this technique added
realism to fic‘tion in a lécture gi‘ven by her in the Vat;couver
Institute series ‘at the University of British Columbia.gPrais-
ing E.NM. Forster'; fiction, Wilson agreed with its life-like
interrupéiona. David Stouck found this comment "particularly
interesting in the 1light of her elliptical stylc:."10

Wilson's authorial intrusions are often technically

sound and artistically beneficial. In Hetty Dorval, a semi-

omniscient intrusion anchored in Frankie's voice is fairly
successful. The fusion of voices af'fordn additional credi-
bility to Wilson's vision of human interdep‘endence: "But 'No.
man is an Iland, intire of it selfe' said Hothe;"l poet three
ﬁdred years ago, and Hetty could not island herself, because
ve impinge on eac‘h other, we touch, we glance, we press, we

touch again, we cannot escape" (_t_l_lz 57). 1Io The lnnocent
v 4

7 Mitchell, "The Right Woxd in the Right Place," p. 73.
e

. 8 Sonthoeff, "Companion in a Difficult Country,” p. 99.
9 Stouck, "The Ethel Wilson Papers," p'. 55.
10 rpi4. , |

s — o ————— N — i)
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Traveller, an authorial comment combines voice and time giving’

¥

unity to the novel that covers a hundred'year span: "The six
remaining sons and davghters were as nearly inaddible as Bix
normal children could be excgpt';or Topaz who could not keep
silent (how éhouldg}he who talked persistently for over ninety-
seven years?)" (lz 23). In the same novel, another successful
aythorial comment unites vision and time suggesting a golden
era and juxtaposing it with current chaos: "Father had the
Kénd of handsomeness of a hapﬁy dignified extrovert inspired
by a strong and simple faith.... You ;n% 1, who pick our way
among the appalling wreckage of our time... anticipating the
unsure footing, rejoicing in a bit of solid ground... we can
take our troubles much more easily than Father™ (IT 9-10). Inm
all thea§ cases the authorial comment infennifies and expands
the scope of the narrative. ,
éome omniscient privilege, however, is both intrusive
and redundant. In "Lilly's Story,"” Wilson intrudes with this
comment: "The little girl who accepted herymbthet as embodied
&authority and love, grew into the little girl who knew that
her mother was limited and fallible" (EL 229). 6n the next
page, Lilly's limitations are given within the narrative
context:‘j" But don't you see, Mummy, don't you see, when he
said Mrs. Sample was as common as an old shoe:khe meant it

for a compliment! ' ' Funny kind of compliment ' " (ED 230).”l

Since another good example of Lilly's capacity is also given
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on this page, the usefulness of the authorial comment is

doubtful. 1In Swamp Angel, Wilson gives us a solid portrayal

of jealousy and.insecurity in Vera Gunnarsen's words and

actions. Yet she still defines jealousy for her readers:

"Jealousy, how nrotent it is, the véry agent of destruction,

a seed that grows" (gé)llB). The definition seems superfluous.
AN
These questiona¥le intrusions suggest tha{ Wilson either

doubted the effectiveness of the narrative or the perception
of her readers.

¢

In Hetty Dorval the first-person voice of

Frankie Burnaby is double or complex~ Oﬁe voice is limited,
youthful; the other,m&ture; confident of ethical values. The
limited voice simply and uncritically records past a;tionl.
while the matdre voice occasionally reflects upon significant

events with compassion, irony and humour.

Handling of voice in Margaret Laurence's A Bird in the

House affords an ;xcellent comparison here. Wilson 'end
Laurence both employ the first-person narrative voice in these -
respective novels to encoﬁbass different stages of maturity |
in their protagouist$g~Frankie and Vanessa as children and
Frankie and Vanessa as recollecting adults. The time e1emen£ !
is important in both novels, where in each case, the narrative

>

voice ranges from childhood to.adolelcence and maturity. . .

"The treatment of time and the handling .of the narrative voice," \

,
’ . , \
.

<
ba

-
I, st W = 2
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says Laurence,ﬂyari inextricably bound. 6 Laurence's

»

description of the handling of voice in A Bird in the flouse is

o

ltqﬂilingly applicable to Hetty Dorval:

4
A

. The narrative wvoice is, of course, that of
+ Vanessa, herself, but an older Vanessa, .
herself/ grown up, remembering how.it was RN
when sfie was ten. What I tried to .do was
N définitely not to tell 'the story- as though
it were being narrated by a child. This "
s would have been impossible for me afd also
would have meant denying the story one of
its dimensions, a time dimension, the
-viewing from a distance of events that had
happened in childhood. ,LThe narrative voice
had:to be that of an older Vanessa, but at |
the same time the narration had to be done
in ‘such a way that the ten-year-old would
be conveyed. The narrative voice, ‘had to
speak as .though grom tWwo points in time,
cimultqng\usly.! , '

B\

-
b
In this handling ®of voice, in both writers, inﬁobence and
w = v ' J
experience blend \easily and well. \

Like Laur ncé, Wilson shows us the changing attitudes
N L]

.+.I1've had no experience and I-don't

¥
of the maturing Frankie: "

" :

know what to do" (HD 12); "I no longer felt an adolescent”
(HD 74); "And here' I was, a young woman with gome confidencé\.."

(ED 76). Frankie's mature voice shows us the limitations of Q
{ y, :
her youth: "It could not be expected of a child of twelve..."

. | .
(HD 23); "I think now that there was..." (HD 20). 1In the
e v

1 Margarét Laurence, "Time and the Narrative Voice,"
in Margaret Laurence, ed. William H. New (To;onto: McGraw-
Hill Ryerson, 1977), p. 156.

A%

12

wi -

Ibid., pp. 158~159.
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education ahd;gfbwth of Irankieﬁizd Va;:ksa, we find the
novels' themes. Both stories areMabout what Lauiepc; calls

. "the reality of other people which is one way of realizing

: -9
one's own reality."l3 - . o o

.

) Frankie.is the device for reﬁealing agd displaying

-~ -

the ethical judgment of Hetty which we understand to be -
* . ‘ ]

. \ .. ’ .
Wilsqn's view of Hetty. 1In'a sense, Frankie is the circular

4

mirror that catches and holds Hetty's poses. Hexr focus 6f

Hetty changes with time and with Frankie's developing maturity,

Wilson seems to syggést that Hetty is best understood %y the
limitgﬂ and changing percepfions of Frankie. The reflections °*
of Hetty are cayght and h'eld in Frankie's mind like the still

réflection of mountains is seized in the mirror: "This
3 . ’

reflection, held in the cgrcufar frame, had more unity and

significance than when you turned and saw.its substance as

-,

only part of the true, flowing, continuous line of the moun-

tains” (HD 42). Art, as Wilson Teminds us hérel is truer than
, .
life.

C"The time element in-Frankie's voice spans her initial

7 o, .
inffgﬁéﬁion w{th Hetty and her eventual condemnation. Frankie
e N\ ¥ .

Lo
. s, . .
informs us of her function as a limited narrator: "this is

not a story of me... but of the plaées and ways known to me -
@ ] '

in which Hetty Dorval has appeared.... Hetty does not speak -

~

of herself"” @gg 57). Frankie's focus of Hetty @hahges; .
-, '

’f"{ ' o v
13 Ibid., p. A59. L. ,

( R | -




——

-t

determined by their meetings and 'Frankie's growth.

. the omriscient

) » \
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Wiison

-

reveals Hetty's character gradually, through Frankie, in the

'

"same vay as Oscar Wilde used the painting of Dorian Gray to

L 4 v

reflect the graduallbréakdown of his ﬂrotagonist. Eventualﬁy

Frankiels view of Hetty becomes her pareg}s"view and+also-

.

the view that was in the double voice from the beginning:

"Hetty "endeavoured to island herself in her own particular

i i °©
world of comfort and irresponsibility. ('I will not have my

T

life complicated.') But 'No man is an Iland; intire of it

selfe' said Mother's poet three hundred years ago, and Hetty
could not island, because we impinge on one énothet, we

~ 3 '.'
The Innocent Traveller varles the hahd}ing of -voice.

A / - L
Wilson uses an omniscient narrator who moves from character

touch..." (§2'57).

to'chpracger and event to event, with free access to the motiv-
» * ) » - : ‘

ation, thoughts, and feelings of her characters, and introduces,
1)

at will, information for the reader. This omnigcient vbice

modulates from sentence to sentence. An authorial comméntator

f
whose voice shifts backward and forward in time, complegents

"

narration., *In the handling of time, the

.combination of ;:;lscience and the third-person voice, ideal
. k

for Wilson's subtle irony and superb humour, simultaneously
. —
giv%s unity to the whole and immediacy to the past.

, What Laurence calls "a:cpllective cultural memory"” is

'inﬁlicit in this third-person oﬁniqsienc voice. The Edgeworth/

Ve

s
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" Hastings family - Fagherffrmni,; Rache}f Topaz, and Rose -

bear the responsibility (aj Laurence suggests characters

must) ‘for the treatment of time.14 Father, v#@se'expectations'.'

of comfort are upheld by 4-patriarchal éulture, casually

* M \ >
thinks of remarriage at ninety years of age: " ' it would be
. ) .
v s

nice to have a woman' near me. ' This he said disregarding
- b
_the proximity of Topaz and the conntgnt'nea;nels of Austin,

[ . ~ /
' Cook, and Bets&" (IT 76). }Fathet's voice combines with the

omniscient voice,’ thereby giving the Victorian outlook an

edgé of modern irony. Annie's thoughts are emblematic of
. : \

genuine‘Victofian piety; Rachel thinks in terms of Victorian
values: fntggrity, order; and responsibility. - As a loial
. ¢

Victorian and a proud new Canadian, Topaz reflects both

AVictofiaé/and modern attitudes. Rose's thoughts, often

immedia;é and individual, reflect young, modern concerns.

7 ,
She sﬁéuggqu{with boredom, an offshoot of leisure.

-

Topaz's long life is another ingenious aspect of \voice.
-

A

Because she lives for one hundred years and remains a

"dicgraceful&y ndtural individual,' Topaz uncritically
\ |
reflects the manners of botw,eraa, on both:continents. The

Y

novel is framed by her hundred {iar lifespan whose current

-
runs counter to the prevailiné winds of Victorian'Eggland. f
Her t;mpetament sui;a the less conventional .Canadian soci‘l .
clim;te. Her brother John and ih; ;;éhaaize by juxtap;sition |
P » . . ’
14

\Ibido.. p- h|57‘

gty e atssitwe .y ok e e o o n e ” B N
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the "pretty" manners and the_"twittering" wit of Victorian
- * \

Enéland. Topaz's perpetual childhood juxtap&nea with family

events 80 as to.serve as indirect commentary. Her boundless, |

3

free spirit images the freedom of theWwast Can;dianlandscape.
. s . .
She.becomes the central metaphor for the way we perceive time.

] " 11
in death, "hgr small commotion of living" disappears within.

At the novel's end, Top}z'l life is clearly individual, but
LOR I » .

14

the*grehtvcommunifonf time. The novel's ending evokes the

-
\ ' e

mysterious core of human experience, of Time and eternity.

, The omnisci'ent voice has the speech, the values of
the twenzieth century, The voice clearly originages from a
Victorian background and yet, at the same time, it lovingly
m ha'tﬂe‘period. The voice moves freely f£oﬁ time past t;<>
!:Ee present, holding one Rundred years in its grasp and
giving unity to tﬁe'novelz "Only the irascible Topaz was an
individual f;om the time she uttered her first sentence

("Oh, yes, I spok;‘clearly and fluently at the age of nine
months; my Mother was surprised!" "Now, Aunty....!") until
éthat day nearly a centﬁry 1atér vhen, still speaking clearly,
she died" (IT 15). Speaking for the Victorian view, the
voige injects an edge of modern’irony: "Only the faintest

3

and most religious smiles might be exchanged in the sglow
F .
progress of the congregation towards the chapel door..,.. But
outside the chapel door the House of God ﬁecame\the street of

man" (IT 17). Contrasts in both periods, implicit inm the

[

o

‘vt
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narrative voice, suggest paradoxes’in humdn nature. The

omniscient voice becomes an analogue for both cultures whose

flaws and strengths p#ovoke Wilson's compassion, dry wit, «

»
\

and hu.mour .

"Lilly's Scory“‘ngain employs the third person

3
r

narrative voice in it} exposiiiyh of the human dilemma. The
novel is narrated principally from Lilly's point of view, but
4 : .
s . ' N
Wilson also entets the minds of otheér characters at will. An

.interesting aspect of Wilson's handling of voice is the
combination of the third-person voice with the voice of a

1

particular character: "Lilly's mother wanted to take the kid

-

an®the lé@ger would not take the kid" (EL 6 146); or again,
"She, Lilly, didn't want no dogs around..." (§£.217). This
combination gives Wilson's fiction a wholeness she apparently

. 5 .
desired. Sometimes a philosophical voice universalizes the

joy or sorrow, guilt or fnnocence of a particular character:
"Kau;ice Butler; injured as we are inj;fgd whe; we hgve given
ourselves - the best gift we have - and the gift is dissggarded,
thought of the child he had treated as his-own, and of Lilly's
mild acceptan;e.... and he grew very angry" (§£'203). Wilson's
'vision is rooted in Chridftian ethics andlth; authorial voice
provides the basis of h;g\nﬂfa1°ethics. The moral view
implicit in th; voic; provides Wilson with her de}ired cqntro}:

The early, distant attitude of the narrative voice

- towards Lilly is curious becausé we know Wilson sympathizes with

4

. 2
N\
»
e

L . ) ) i
! A ___J_
. .
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and admites.Lilly. The delibentevdi"ua‘ncing. of the

“

omni/scient voice isolates Lilly: "Proud skillful dangerous

[ ad

» Yow, poor fellow, what hac_l h¢ done? He has lost ‘liberty,

\ * -
and the English bicycle, and old Mrs. Hastings, and he has

. - Y

, lont Lilly, ~the pale siut who is running, runnm‘g\ through the

dark ‘lane..." CEL 145); "The Chmnman - 1f hq told - would -

have lied. She cared nothxng for him, Ignonnt gul. she

A

thought of no oth'erl ﬁitnecsu" (_l_Z& 158). . Two possibilities

« —

occur: tHe distahcing is an 'exprelaion‘.of monl'judgmenc; or

L111y has _no 1dent1ty wlth which WJ.llon can sympathue.

a9 W1luon does embraee Lilly more’ closely thh each

. -

development .’ At one point, Lilly's stream of consciousness

<
g

combines with the third-person omniscient voice who under- .

' : {
stands and pities Lilly's fear! -

® . v

Year after year she had lived in an /
obscurity that was so planned and safe o -
that there were times when it seemed
~that the years of vagrancy had never ‘
. been.... She had forgotten the associates
of her vagrant years, and here was Yow,:
the most dangerous, the most violent of
them all. There was a bicycle wasn't
there, and there were some underclotm‘.:
‘There were the police; the police! and
Yow's cries in the night, and Lilly
hiding in the bushes, and Lilly running, |
running in the dark from the police, and
the same Lilly now a desperate elderly
woman (EL -243). '

\

This passage reminds us that nothing is given to Lilly, nmot

¢

even the initial approbation and sympathy of the narrative
. ) B} ) . o
-

-1 .
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" feels that with Swsmp Angel, Wilson csui:)e' closest to achieving

. is-a w.inning effort: she secures her freedom ‘and she gains .

N

voice. Her struggle is long and hlrd and lonely'. But Lilly's

0y

approval and aélmiration,'-from reader and narrator alike.

7

© Wilson is most .successful with the handling of voice

in Swamg Angel. She rel—iu/leu on the omni.lcient narrator

¥

dnd more on the thirc}\rperlon voices of her prxncxphl characteru,

q -
3

ia particular, Magg:.e Lloyd and Nell Severance. Her authorzal
[ 4
intrusions are less frequent in this novel.. Desmond Pacey

N

remarkl that ‘Wilson "has so identified hersel £ vith Maggie

and Hr:. Severance that her thoughts seem to be the:.r thoughtl

n15

and do not break t}:e smooth surface‘of the story. One

& - ~
what she calls an incandescence:

* There is a moment, I think, within a:
ovelist of any originality, whatever -
is country or his- scope, when some sort
f synthesis takes place“over which he

- as only partial conttol. There is an '
incandescence, and from it meanmg emerges,
words appear, they take shape in their :
order, a fision occurs., A minor writer,
whogse gift is small and canvas limited,
‘stands -away at last if he can and regards
vhat he has done, without 1ndulgence.

This is a counsel of perfection which I
nyself am not able to take with skill, but

I must try to take it. I am sure that the
very best writing in our country will .
result from such an incandescence which

takes- place in a prepared mind where

forces meet.

s

15 Desmond Pacey, Introduction, Svamp Angel, by )
Ethel Wilson (1954; rpt. Toronto: Macmillan, 1962), p. 10. o

16 Wilson, "A Cat Among Falcons," p. 29. Q
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- Sugh, an incandescence which moves beyond conscious authorial
control i:e.peak: a maturity in the vilion of l:he author that
nllown her to dxltance herself from her ﬁork .and Judge it.
Consequently, the very credible voices Jf Maggie and Nell

create Uillon'l sharpest and.strongest i_ndividuals.

. ‘ /
‘The nuances of Wilson's diction catch all the

subtleties of her perceptions on the human predicament and

¢

her themes of individual aapir'ation. Economy is a strong

feature of her diction. In "Ethel Wilson's Lost Lady:
Hetty Dorval and Willa Cather," Catherine McLay says Cather
4 o

"would have welcomed the new writer from British Columbia to

\
a small group of artists who succeeded in reducing their

) wl?,

fictions to the simplest and most concise expressions.

.

‘ David Stouck has ‘made the same point in "Ethel Wilson's
Nov'els."ls, The novella form, her favourite, best accommodates
Wilson's penchant for econonmy. -

‘ © Wilson frequeﬁtly uses short sentenéen to move to a P
new topic. 1In onme imtance, however, her ‘econoU.my is
questionable. Wilson is cold, aln{ost. brutal, when she .
dclcrib;s the rapid growth of British Colu;nbia: "Down came
the forests: Chop.," Chop. Chop... The forests vanished, and

J up went the city" (IT 124). The three short words, "Chop.

i

17 Catherine McLay, "Ethel Wilson's Lost Lady: Hetty
Dorval and Willa Cather," Journal of Canadian Fiction, 33
zl;szs. po 95-

18

Stouck, "Tﬁe Ethel Wilson Papers," p. 51. °

Ly
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,\Chopﬂ. Chopa«.«.o,” rec:ord\inditcriminate plundering. The
passage uq{ight imply that the razing of this landscape is
ipsignificant; or it could read ironically, as social catire.’
Blan;:l?e Gel fant criticizes’ this pata'graph as gross under-
itaten;er‘xl:. - Wilson, she" says, dis{)ouu of "tremendous N
historical transformations that effected r;dical social
v recor&ing - c.f_ the entire dra‘ma of grov}toh.. industrialization,
3 . urbavniz‘ation.'and theit: consequences - in three wo’rdc'now
"rather terrible for modern ears attuned to cries of ecolog‘i/cgl
'depl‘etion",aqd economic greed"." 19 The passage is jarring by
juxtaposit’ion'witﬁ Wilson's usual compallion for and
unl:l.txv:.ty to the minutiae of common things.
The abrupt sentence works well in “L111y s Story.'
P Adheimg to the novella form, she maintains the unity of

impression by using ashox_t sentence that closes off any

'dig.re'ujig: "It seemed the easiest thing to "do" (EL 161).

» This quickly ~move{ us ahead in the main action of the story. (/
Lilly has found work on Nanaimo and a place to stay. "It
seemed the easiest thing to do" prevents any discussion of

4 . .

H

Lilly's action, emphasizes Lilly's initial ‘impulsiveness,

and moves us ahead in the action.
8

The short chapters in Swamp Angel (Chapters 28-35)
that deal with Eddie's futile attempts to find a suitable )\'

L2

) 19 Gelfant, "The Hidden Mines in Ethel Wilson's
Landscapes,'" p. 133. -

. v
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voman are excellent examples of Hilcon'} economy. She
distills action to a sing{e comment, and the effect is sparp
comedy. 'In four pages of single sentences, Wilson covers
Eddie's advertisement for a female cgmpa;ion, a situation of
bliss, an argument, and finally, i.desertiou. ‘gbapter Thirey

‘ e
cowfC81ly focuses on Eddie's flattery and fallty perception: .

" ' You're a lovely little lady. A real ;6qan1y woman, '
said Edward Vardoe, thinking also of I:een"‘(§£,125). In
Chapter Thirty-~one, the honeymoon is over)\g disintegrating
relationship is comically and abruptly pre-?nteda " '\Thil
coffee's punk, ' ,aid Edward Vardoe. ' Make it yourself then, '

said ghe Llond; turning sulky" (SA,125). The foregoing
eonstitutes Chapter Thirty~one in its éntirety.. The comical, -
;brqpt chapterf confirm our im}résnion of Eddie as insensitive,
immature, and self-centered. Maggie was correcé in leaving him.
- . David ‘Stouck gives us a fine example of Wilson's
economy in Swamp Aﬁgel. Before Maggie throws Nell's beloved
. gun into the lake, the omniscient narrator poses a question
that was very important tol Wilson: "Yef a:es the essence of
all custom and virtue perish?" (SA 157) The problem of "the
iauting lignifi;ance of all human endeavour" was originally

a lengthy statemdnt, Stouck tells ul.20 Wilson distilled the

essence of the statement and turned the idea into -a single
n

, 20 Stouck, "The Ethel Hillop Papers,"” pp. 51-52.
\ %

S
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rhetorical quegtion.2
c : -~ )
) Wilson oftenjusea dialogue as a means of class

distinction. Hetty Dorval provides us with a case in point.

Like Lilly, Mrs. Broom has an urge for respectability, and she

too keeps her past a mystery. When Mrs. Broom reveals her
identity, however, ;ﬁe lapses into the dialogue of the working-
class 'which sharpens the revelation. Referring to Hetty's.
father, Mrs. Broom says: '"He done all right by you... and it
vas his money edjcated you well"™ (HD 82). Eddie's "Ireen," or
“voodjd“ (SA 17) catches his accent. In "Lilly's Story" when‘
Mr. J.B. Sprockett is thinkink of\;?opo:ing to Lilly, ;ilaon
shows us the.compatabilit; of their backgrounds: " ' Would you
mind if I ast your name? ' " (EL 274); ™ ‘' If'you and I wvere
to get mafried'righthe:e in Tronno - ' " (§§~275). Wilson
alsd uses a recurring motif, the movie magazine, to show

, B »
class distinctions. When Lilly visits Eleanor, she sadly

6y
~discovers they have many magazines with few pictures, and not

A\
a single movie/ magazine. She and Bessie Sprockett are both N

fans of movie magazines.
Wilson is particularly adroit in her choice of single

words. An example of ‘an apt word from The Innocent Traveller

nakes the.point. Topaz feels the need of a listener on-the

L} . t .
evening when she attempts to sleep outdoors on Bembow Island:

21 Ibid. ’ ’
y; .

K}
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"But there were /no human ears at hand to oblige; so she

conversed with herself, within, or fell silent, pinioned in

the ¥edclothes” (IT 189). This sensitivity to words is

- evident in the memorable opening sentence of Swamp Angel:

"Ten twenty fifty brown birds flew past the window and then
a few stragglers, out sf sight" (SA 13). The sentence
immediately establishes a state of flux and suggests the novel's
theme‘o?\{

reedom. "Lilly's Story" gives an example of Wilson's

best work in this regard. Mr. Sprockett asks Lilly to name the

" church of her choice for their wedding: " ' United, ' she said ‘ ;>

'

almost iﬁahdibly, faint with her happiness" (EL 281). T;ia
;lever'double éntendre not only preveﬁt; a near crisis®
{("Whichever's pandy"), but also enunciates the vision of
human interconnectedness.

f . Wilson is also familiar with the music of language. }

The poetic opening of Swamp Angel- is a case in point. A fine ¢

paragraph from Swamp'hngel is a melody of gound and rhythm: éw\

"An expanse of air in the night, endless, soft, fluent, still,

blowing, moving, cleaving, qlgsing, sliding through dark leaves

'3
and branches and lamp-posts and black silent areas and bright

areas of sound ... qbite hid Maggie afar from Edward Vardoe"

[y 1

(SA 30). Wilson exhibits her predilection for alliteration

and pergonifieatibn. The sounds of the words create a sense (
of motion in the lines. The contrast of flux and stasis is (

H

struck by the juxtaposition of "still” and "blowing." The

<
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passage;begins by commenting on the general flux of life

. and by describing the particular but separate moments of

Maggie and Edward Vatdoe. ' ‘ ' v { .

~—— N

< P

Wilson's typical characters, as we have seen in

Chapter Two above, are women. Her novels as a whole contain

£

a composite portrait of three generations of British and

I * '

Canadian women: their problems, confrontations, goals, and

achievements. They come from the ranks of the middle-class
and working-clasas, but they differ greatly in abilities,
outlook, and age. Annie, Topaz, and,Rachel are primarily

significant begause they record and suryive the heavy
. )

restrictions of a domineering patrlargayl’soclety. Challenges

for a new generation of women are sugfested through the w

great-granddatghtér Rose whOseﬁmain concerns are individual
T L

rather than social.  Frankie,’Lilly, and Maggie struggle

. p .o ) .
vith economic and social dependence and they aspire towards &

individual an? social liberty and securfty. 'These strong,‘,

independent;’omen express a concern for the individual and
the community of which they are a part. They are compassion-

\ '
l

ate and caring women who move fowards self-determination,
L]

freedom, hope and-ﬁoy. o

N -

/
- A dominant character type is Wilson's wise old woman:

Annie Hastings, ﬁatron/ Nell Severance, and Aunt Maury Peake.

. These wise old women, says Donna E. Smyth, are vessels and ./

3 . . [

Y

m
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"dispepsers of experiential wisdom.22 For the most part, } /{
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theCare unselfish altruists ‘who understand the interconnect-

a

. 4
edness of humapity {and ﬁppreciace the recurring patterns of

_humah activity. Ironically, they are both detached and

involved in human dilemmas. ‘In fact, they are surrogate-

‘mothers who establish import;nt motbgr/dgughter relétio;ships

;th;the prchipal female grotagonis;sﬁ Annie is a su}togate .

méther to Topa;, Matron to:Liily, Nell to Maggie, and '

Maury Peake to Ellen Cuppy of Love and Salt Water. Anch;red ‘
. e

'in their perceptions is Wilson's vision of human interdependence.

Indeed, as“Wilson depended less on the omniscient narrator,

-
.

she rg}ied more on the wise old Yomen who became her

spokeswomen.
1y

Generally the wise old women are suécessful and

satisfying. Nell Severance is the most fully developes and
thg most memorable. Sh7 is ﬁise, imperf;;t, and plausible.
Nell is a world traveller, a circus juggler, a hquy common-
lav wife, a somewhat negligent ?OChe}, and finally, a smug

but kind old woman. Her experiénce supporgs her.wisdom. N
éhe has knowledge of the working-class and the middle-class;
she has known love's pain and perfection. Nefi’has.lqar;ed
acceptance and, wiéh it, a ;ense of humour and iro;y. -

Desmond Pacey finds *it refreshingly ironic that Nell should

e |

s o

‘x 22 Smyth, "Strong Women in the Web," p. 94. -
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23

articulate Wilson's philosophy of life. Nell's experiences

L4

-eeﬂwto make the words as much hers as Wilson's.

’

The character of Matron is not as successful or TN

~plausible. " At times, Hatron 8 words seem stiff and puz?gxng.

An example of this difficulty:is her definition of :ltanlsm.

-

Matron calls Eilly a Puritan, u;ingfﬁhe word as a fejorative.
y ‘ -
We assume Mdtron's view is Wilson's view. Implicit in her

»

definition is the negative side of Puritanism: materialism
‘ ’ : A “K

and pragmatism. This definition of Puritanism\ is similar

-~

to Hugh Maelennaf's., In The Immoral Moralists, Patricia Morley

cha}gea that MacLennan's definition is incompletke because it
' |

ignores the pésitive aspects of Puritanism, naméry, mora1<in§

» b

social idealism. She ‘defines the, historic phenowenon, in

part, as "an attitude of moral seriousness, an o&ér:iding N

t

concern to discover (and do) man's duty(ﬁgwards God and ,.

his neighbour, and fhereby to reform and improve society;"zé

".' Puritanism was not only a religious creed, it was a

philosophy and a metaphysic; it was an organization of man's

nd5

whole life, emotional and intellectual.' Ironically,

]

23 Pacey, Introduction, Swamg Angel, p. 8.

24 Patricia Morley, The Immoral Moralists: Hugh
HacLennan and Leonard Cohen (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin and

Company, 1972), p. 27. . °

25 Perry Miller, The Puritans: A Sourcebook, in
Morley, The Immoral Moralists, p. 35/‘

#

]
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for éxample, criticizes Lilly for learning "the forms of
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Wilson's moral and social idealism is Puritan. Her narrator, >

obedience and nothing about truthfulness"l(EE 151). The

-~

Burnaby family believe that " ' Good is as visible as

green '™ (HD 69). TE//moral authority in the third-person
voice is W1lson s//yfltanxsm, her Metho41at heritage.
Men have relatively minor and polarized roles in

~

Wilson's fictibd. Fathers tend to be idealized (Mr. Edgeworth,
1

Mr. Burnaby, and Mr. Macdonald, Maggxe s father), or vzmy

inadequate (Hetty's father, Philip Severance, and Mr. Waller).

Husbands ar?,absent’(Tom‘Lloyd and Rose's husband), dead

(Mr. Bdstings:and\Tom Lloyd), inadequate (Haldar Gunnarsen

and Mort Johnson), obstacles (Eddie Vardoq?, or - hgain -

id;aliied (Tom Lloxé} Philip Severance, MJrgan Peake, and .

Géorge Gorden). In the four novels with which this thesis

is concerned, there are few mature and compassionate men:

Alberto Cosco,'Moréan Peake, Geo;ge Gordén, Mr. Burnaby, and

Mr. Cunningham. All a;e relagively minor characters.
Mothers are Qeyoted (Mrs. Burnaby, Annie Hastings,

and Mrs. Broom), or inadequate (Mrs. Waller, Verd Gunnarsen,

and Nora Cuppy). Childfen are idealized (Eleanor add

Maggie's dead @aﬁghter), unhappy (Hilda and Vera)ﬂ or

illegitimate kBetty and‘Eleanor).‘ Onfy the protagonists

\

escape this type casting.

Wilson's wonderful sense of humopur may have been

-
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: stimulated, ihitially, by hej father. Mary McAlpine

26

describes him vividly as "a laughing man." Her humour is

pxrticulariy rich in The Innocent Traveller. Wilson uses a

child's perception, Topaz's, as a means o'f huPodrqﬁb;Pe
child's words and ;cti;ns are often humourous beyoﬁa her
intention. Topaz's descrig}ion.of the flush toilet.
&elightiully contrasts with the decoropﬁ and splendid
dinner-party held for Matthew Armold. Her insatiable desire.
tﬁ pe noticed and her'hy%erbolig desire to please parody
Arnold's lofty educationel ideas, which actually serve the
. . j
same purpose. Certainly Arnold's desire for attention is no
less than hers. Her perception of the shoes under the table
ii an ingenious comic technique. People are actually intro-
duced by means bf their footwear. Topaz's undérstanding of
« Mr. Porter's desertio; ;f Mrs.‘Porter blends humour‘with
. pathos. She vividly remembers her mother forgetting Hannah
and herself in a Ladies' Waiting Room, so she is convinced_
Mrs. Porter has been desbr;ed somewhere in another Ladijes'
. Waiting Room. The child's perception often highlights, the
absurdity in a particular situation. '
"Her fiction is rich in‘situational humour. Topaz's
visit to the Sistine Chapel is a good example: "It was when
Topaz }Ay on her back on the floor of the empty Sistin®

Chapel, better to observe the wonderful ‘ceiling, in an

R !

26 McAlpine, "Ethel Wilson as I knew Her," p. 7.
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attitude that’ John's ideal, Ruskin, would have comprehended,

"that Johqﬂnéarlynﬁxrt&dback in a fury" (IT 67). The

humour springs not so much from Topdz's action as it does

‘_from John's absurd reactions to it. The reader anticipates

the humour because she knows John isi“;he mirror 6f Victorian
manners."” In this instance, the limiting aspect of Victorian

]
manners is made ridiculous,

) ‘Tea at the Empress Hotel, years later in Victoria,
is another sparkling exagple of situational hum&ur. An
elderly.Topaz is "spoiling forAcom;otion" in the crowded
hotel lobby (IT 249). After spying~the portraits, one on
each oppbsite wall, Tgpaz sallies forth: "By the time she
reaches thehportrait of the King, every eye has become
unglued and has t#rned on Aunty, who drops a deep curtsy to
the portrait, wobbling a little, and says for the benefit of
those near at hand,lC'I bow to ;y King!\' " (1T 249). She
repeats the gesf;re to the Queen at the other end of the

hall. The situation is humourous because Tppaz intends it

to be and she is successful. Topaz intentionally delays the

humour for full impact. She herself is a /spectacle. Her .!
actions are unekpected and some of the hb our is the
shock she creates among the staid observérs.

Topaz's preparations gnd attempt to camp'out for the

night on Bembow Island are unintentionglly comic. Her

intention of communing with nature is in sharp juxtaposition
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vwith her comical list of nécescariﬁ;; a walking~stick, an
umbrella,” a parasol, chocolate and biscuits, a quilt, a °
shawl, and a hat. The disgracef&lly natural créature to
vhom we hav? grown &ccustomed'seems unnaturally prepared for
her encodnter with nature. praz begins to converse with
herself to allay her fear of thg Bvening sounds around her.
Finally, she admits that " ' This is, whep all {s said and
done, a very wild country, and only newly inhabited ' "

(IT 190). Wakeful, she begins to remember variouszbeards,
loye&hat in the manner that people c&unt sheep: "She tried

to evoke tenderness at the thought of Mr. Sandback and his °’

beard, hi's benign, deceiving, heartless, hypocritical bea;d"

?

IT 191). The comical episode ends with Topaz's ignominious

retreat indoors. -

’
[

Many individual characters in wilson'p fiction are
humourous in appearance, action, and épeech. The laconid.
Alﬁerté’Cosco réacts comically to Nell's information that
Haégie married Eddie Vardoe out of compassion: "Compassion!
Compassion is to sympathize and carry the suitcase and give
a dr%nk of brandy but not‘to'marry" (SA 62). Nell duggests
anotﬂer reason may have been Eddie's spaniel eyes:

" ' gpaniely eyes! ' Alberto said. ' Marry a man for dog's,
eyes! That's a new one. And anyway he's got th;m shut all

night... ' " (SA 62). Like Nell, he has a maasfloul sense

N Y
of thq absgurd.

*
A
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Nell is ‘humourous in appearangp} action, and speech.

She is a fat old woman who dresses like a gypsy and frequently

\ juggles a small, silver revolver. When a blustering Eddie

N qhanda before the Severances shouting and threatening, Nell

4

9

pegins,uﬁobtrusively to juggle the.gun until Eddie's fear
;ilences him: " ' Why does she do that? ' ... ' She likes
dding it ' " (SA 33). Eddie leaves without saying another
woﬁd.

X Nell's single statements are often humourous .-

/

4
K

Speaking of her friend Alberto, she says: "It's too bad gﬂat

/

he likes red wine .and I like white wine because that alwéys

VR

means that we have to have a whole bottle apiece” (SA 63). - - -

After m&ch trouble Nell agrees to wear a hat to Hilda's

" ' A feather! My God, woman, I'm'

vedding, \but 8 plain hat:

civilized \' " (SA 122). gometime later with Maggie, she
says: " ' Everything of any importance happens indoors...
(SA 149). 1 ony tinctures most of Nell's huuourl and indeed,
much of Wilsogn's. . .
Hilda is comical as a doting wife and mother. She is -
initially afraig of marriage and not inclined toward children.
After her marriage she becomes "more conventional by the
minute"/(ié 127).\ She dotes on Albert's beard, h;r in-laws,
and her infant sogk."Baby is a darling and so good....I

’
vill send you a-photograph™ (SA 154). Hilda herself 'ia

» amused at the irony:\"Can this be Hild% Severance, the

4
\

L3
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scornful one... No, this is ﬁilda Cousinsg, .blender of

bottles, mother of Monty..." (SA 154), The archetypal convert,

Hilda is zealous in the cause of Motherhood. | |
Unfo;gettable is Great-Grandfather Edgeworth and his

very tardy marriaée proposals to two women in the same day.

Great-Grandfather seems unaware of the humour -implicit in

his proposal and only mildly interested in the response. He

begins by proposing to old Mrs. G;imwade by saying that Topaz

needs a mother. sﬂe replies: " ' Don't be silly: Joseph.

The girl's nearly fifty ' " (IT 78). Then he admits he needs

@

a woman around him: Just marry me and stay on ' " (IT 78).

Mrs. Grimwade painstakingly and politely makes a lengthy

refusal that cites every complication possible, only to

discover that Great-Grandfather is no longer listening.
His second proposal to Miss Raphael is as comical.
Long forgotten is Topaz's need of a mother. Now his comcern

is for the wasting youth of the seventy-eight year old

spinster: " ' You should marry, Sarah, he said. ' You

should marry. Why not stay here and marry me and let us be

old together? There's nothing much left now ' " (IT 82).

' there's no

Again he almost ignores her lengthy refusal: "

need to get excited; either you do or you don't, you know ' "

(ZI 84). The humour arises frém.the casual nature of/the

‘proposal, its effect on the elderly ladies and his matter-

of-fact acceptance of the refusals.
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Topaz is humourous in the way she looks, and in

’

what she does; what she says is also humourous, often
Beyond her intention. \ We first meet her at the splendid

dinner party, perched upon cushions, "as innocent as a

poached egg." ShF extols the,virtues of the flush toilet
o .to Mafthew Arpold} avidly recites poetry for him, and
findlly retreats to the world of shoes (IT 1). Some ninety

years later she is as humourous, immobilized on a sidewalk,

. with her drawers around her ankles: " I'm paralysed! I've

had a stroke, I do declare! ' " (11,270) Once’ she discovers

a

her drawers are the problem, she steps nimbly out of them.
' dndaunted as she was years before undé? the\Edgeworth dinner
- table, she declares the drawers quite unnecessary and walks
’ hﬁme lighter and happier. Throughout the novel the humour
is produced by the juxtaposition of Topaz's'individuality,

4

ingenuousness, and appearance, and the staid, inhibited
cultures on both sides of .the Atlantic.

Like most humourists, Wilson uses the humour of
repetition with variation. The closings of Lilly's letters
are good examples. Concocted notes fo£ hex schooi aﬂsences
J;uld close with "And Oblidge"piq](ga, 15%), Lilly re}eats this
cfoying in the note she leaves her Vancouver landlord when o
lﬁe fléez to Nanaimo. A few years later, there is a signif-

icant—change in her letter application to the hospital.

"And Oblidge" hai become "Respectfully Yours" (§£’198).
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Lilly's growth- is marked through this comic, skillful !
" technique. ’ e ©
For comfort and security, Lilly resorts to movie -

magazines, Mort Johpson to his pefsonalrcharm, and Mr. Waller
to hi; hat. Lilly feels insecure in her daughter's home
because there is not one movie Pagazine. However, she is
reassured Qﬁen Mr. Sprockett tells her his first wife loved
them. Mort is sécufe when he feels he can .inspire "bonhomie
énq'confidence" in woﬁen (EL,17). Reality reduces Mort in
siie, and his sense of iﬁjury mounts. Without his hat;

Mr. Waller feels "bald én@ betrayed" (EL'1535; with it he
sées'h?mself as "a tél% io;nging man with a pair of bedroom
eyes thaé caressédlthe fem;1e~on whom he looked" (EL 153).
In each character, the idiosyncracxlrecurs and becomes, in.

i

* Wilson's handling, more humourous with each recurrence of . :

L] R EN
o 7 ’ 1

the motif.
Wilsén's use of ‘parentheses as'; comic technique
is unique. This particular fechniqué is most mature in
‘\“Li}hy's Stqry": Wilson's humour is delightful when she
interrupts Matron's serious analysis of Lilly's Puritandsm ”
with "(oh Yow -oh Ranny)" (§£'§52). Mr. Sprockett shies
.away with distaste from a fat woman who ;ses heavy make-up. \ -

Insthe brackets we are reminded that Bessy was just as fat

~ 1

and as heavily made up (EE,ZSB). Before Bessy's death, he

thought of widows as a social or business classification:
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1(fi11 oﬁt Form A Section 3, state whethef unmarried, married ,
widowed or divorced)ﬁ (EE 263). He is a changeé man, noy that
he is a widower. Telling Lilly about his middf?:aged f}iends
back home, he réfers to fheq as boys and girls. The brackets

intrude again to remind us.that the boys are bald boys and

the girls are grey girls (EL 270). The brackets generally

convey a delicious piece of.irony. . :
Wilson can also be humourous by implicﬁtionoand
[
indirection. Chapter Thirty-two is a wonderful example of

admiration turned critical: "™ ' But you got a hat already:
‘ ¥
You got two hats, ' objected Edward Vardoe, looking at her

sharply " (SA 125). Most of Wilson's bracketed insertions

\\

are comical and ironie, but at the end of Hetty Dorval we

find'altragic one: "(Mrs. Bgoam, to what ;’Bfegk morning ‘you
awoke all alone)." With an absolu;e minimum';} words, we are -
reminded of the pain which Hetty has caused té the peraén who
has fhared her life most closely. Many of ﬁilson's stylistic
devices compress meaning and significance into the smallest )
of spaces, Small wonder that the novella is her typical form..
She also gives uQ‘some wonderful throw-away lines. -
Topaz's letter from school has two good examples. Topaz is
thrilled to tell her mother she's reading The Gold;n Fleas;

4

she also loves Shakespeare's King John; as she says, "oy

love the bastard ' " (IT 35). Youw's bullying ways and

manipulative habits tend to be blackly comic. Against the

. . - .
— e e e e s+ ) - . ot ke e —— e . . . [
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wishes and the upper-class conventions of his la&ies, he
v. continues to ser&e dinner at six, for his own convenience. K*L,
He also fnightgﬁs theﬁ-by saying he will serve snake for

. dinner (IT 184). When Rose and%&s Yow by ;pitting on hig * °
iron he ret;liates by pulling his loose eyelids away from
his eyes in a disgusting way. His instructions to the mild
litéle Chinese who is to replace him temporarily in the T
household richly exploit almost‘éﬁeryone, to Yow's gdvanthge
(IT i69). Black humour, which is relatively r;re in Wilson's
fiction, is a marked feature of the final confrontation
between Frankie aga Hetty Dorval.

. N .

/Hritiug of Stephen Leacock, Malcolm Ross gives us a
concise dﬁé}nitioﬁ of irony as distinet ffSE\satire: "To |
attack and defend, to love and hate in one breath, is not the
- éggius of satire but éhe genius of irony, the subtk‘? art, the

27

deeper wisdom." To suggest the complexity of life, Wilson

exploits its natural ironies, along with the ironies of

situation and of coincidence. Hetty Dorval provides some
. , p

. striking examples. Frankie, 'schooled in the diséiplinelof

- love and responsibility, chastises Hetty for continuing to
disregard this human bond. !The reason for her final con-

- ftontation\;ifh Hetty is her sense of responsibility towafﬁ

. 27 Malcolm Ross, Preface, Sunshine Sketches of a
Little Town, by Stephen Leacock (1931; rpt. Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1977), p. xi.

‘“wﬁ“ﬁw |

3 - - - . oo e , i e ' )
N o L N n s L N R N B R o B




[

s

118

¢

Richard and Molly. Wﬂtn'urs. Broom makes her unexp@cted
revelation, Frankie discovers new.depths and complexities in
human pain. Ironically, she éesérts her own social ethic;
and attempt£ (like Hetty) to resign from social responsibility:
" ' I don't want“ou here again! You muddle up my life too
much. Please, Hetty, look ;f:er your own affairs but keep
avay from Te. I've got my own life to live #nd I don't evetr
;i

lson underlines

want to see you again - ever " " (HD 91).

Frankie's lapse by Hetty's Egﬁﬁy agreement with what she

calls her own phobia. -

-

Topaz is a wa}ﬂing paradox, an educated child whose
whole personality is irpnic/r\She is both frivolous and
skrious, naive and sophiséicatgﬁ, vul'erable yet strong.
Topaz spends seven years pteoccupie& with unreqqéted love.

In her time of desol#tion, she calls upon heaven to curse her
love. Many years later she encounters him as a krail old

man, "only ?’sti)ﬁ interesting object seen from afar" (IT 89).
Lo
Byﬁgontrast, the Rgz91 Family continues to fascihate. In

her extreme old age this/gnrequited love becomes for Topaz
an osject of pride, an ironic boast. For most of heqtlife

she is, completely dependent 'on Annie and on Racﬁel, fifteen

years her junior;.a surrogate mother.g When Annie aﬁﬁ Rachel

hd

die, TJpgz;flowers. g‘she buys her own apartment and achieves

a2

an ironic freedom in extreme old age.

In "Lilly's Story"” the great lie of her life is

b
o
1
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transmogriphied into the truth, She'pretendslto'be a young

-

widow who s§crifices herself to give‘he; daughter a chagce'

for respectability, Lilly protects‘the fabric of the, lie !
Qith a lifetime of hard work and‘relative isolation. Her % _;
origins have become the lie; she is a hard-?ﬁ{king and’ - :
respectable mo%het. P.M. Hfﬁéhcliffe says: "Being Mrs. Hughes

- ~
becomes more than second nature to her; it becomes her real

- v ”

A} - . j
nature, and being Lilly Waller becomes her second nature, to P
e N

be evoked only i;\Estes like the-reappearance of Yow at the

country hospital."zs' In another itonic twist, the reflective

and imaginative life dgni:B Lilly flowers in her daughter ‘_ : e -

Eleanor. The very- success of Lilly'évcarefully plotted /’

scheme is’tnonic; pdre¢bommon1y, the best laid plans go k\;\\

astray, as Robert Burns tells us. i ) . ‘ \\1
Irony and pathos are closely related beca;se, as Ross }

'suggeats, the ironist must love more than he hates.29 ‘Irony ¢

" and pathos blend easily and well in Topaz's long life. Topaza :

is usually a water-glider who'ﬁgﬁages to stay afloat human

(~ N .
complications, yet she sinks defenseless beneath the waters ~/
N .
of love. She is again vulnerable at thé time of Adnie's
- ‘ .y . -
death-bed revelation: She who believes her life is full,

’

discovers "that something in human relations of which she

+ .

28 Hinchcliffe, JourqalNOf'Cana&ian Fiction, p. 65.

29 Ro-a,¢$unshin;,Sketchesféf a Little Town, p. xi.
+ ,
o ]
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was unaware, or which she was incapable of feeling, existed...”
(11’221). As well, Rachel's horrible suffering and death are
sadly ironic juxtaposed with her long life of sacrifice

and devotion, \
There is tremendous irony ‘and pathos in'"Lilly's
Story." The best example from the novella occurs whep’Lilly

flees from the Fraser Valley. Travelling east, she sees her

‘mythic origins:

v

Afar off, remote from village or train,

she saw small isolated dwellings. Was it
there I lived? she thought with a 'slight
sardonic smile, or there, with Walter Hughes?
She took the train guide and memorized the
names of stations through which the railroad
passed. At least, ®he knew now where she had
lived, and the unfamiliar and endless prairie
was her nearest familiar friend (EL,ZAS).

.

Mr. Spfockett's new experience of loneliness also
blends irony and pathos. After Bessy'® death he discovers:
"ghat he was'lost, that he was irrelevant, that he was no
longer the self into which he had grown after thirty-nine
years of living" (23’257). Aging and dyfhg remain the great
ironies of human existence, as Wilson suggests.

Maggie goes north to be free only to find perversity
and human complication in the wilderness. She finds freedom
in serving. This is a Christian paradox and is at the heart
of‘wilson's éentral theme ;f interconnectedness. rFteedom,

L4

Maggie discovers, is acceptance of individual and social

-

Fal
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reaponsibility: " ' No Man is an Iland, I am involved in

Mankinde, and we have no immunity ..." (§£,ISO). -

As Beverley Mitchell reminds us, Wilson has been

acclaimed as the most.exquisite stylist of this century.30
Wilson hérself was obsessively concerned with technique.

She had, by her own admission, 8 "reverence” for the English

*

sentence that approached worship.al Her éxperiments with

voice, which have irritated‘fome readers, Jre (for the most

K

part) techpically sound and artistically beneficial. A

Mitchell's point, that the intrusion of Wilson's personal
N 'd
philosophy adds since{ity to the work, is well

taken.32 o . é

The subtlety and originality of Wilson's téchnique
makes for difficult analysis. She works, typical{?, by
indirection. Her .apparent co;;on sénae,'her matéer-of—fact,
mood, masks a keen intelligenée and a sensitive uqﬂerstanding

of human experience. Blanche Gelfaﬁt summarizes some of the

admirable features of Widson's art:

%

'
[

Canadian critics, as they describe, the
abundance contained in Wjilson's fiction,

*

° 30 Mitchell, "The Right Word in the Riéht Place,” p.-73.
3 See ibid., where Mitchell quofes from the Ethel .
Wilson Papers, U.B.C. Libr%;y. o
, 32 Ibid., p. 75.




-

. ' o122

N ' ‘
its richness of natural.and social detail,

have praised the surface serenity of her

art: the detached tone; the compassionate

and comic insights-into the foibles of the

great human family; the faith that remains
unshaken even when these foibles, our

seemingly innocent but obsessive meddling

with each other, turn into destructive or

R " coercive acts, violations of each other's

freedom,33 . ,

+Gelfant goes on to criticize Hilson for "profound
‘&mbiggities" which remain unsolved in her fiction, and for
;nrealistic idealism concerning human interdependence and
1ovE.34 We agree with Gelfant. Sister Marie-Cécile writes
to Frankie after her father's death, that her parents had
had "the perfection of human love" (52,61). The v;ry claim
denies their humanity. Nell Severance is Wilson's most
'plaugible character, one who admits to ethical errors, vho
learns from them, and who grows. Wilson maintains, through
Nell's voice, that perfect human love defies description
(Eﬁ’127—2é). To this, 1 woﬁld add imperfect ldyefis open to

scrutiny and analysis. Nell's understanding of the tenuity

of "the everlasting web" is mature, practical, and genuine.

She shared‘iith Philip the perfection and the imperfection

of human love. The imperfect part of their love was

1

o 33 Gelfant, "Hidden Mines in Ethel Wilson's
‘Landscapes,” p. 133. * ’
34

Ibid., pp. 122-123
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egocentric, possessive, separating them from their respective

families, isolating them from their only daughter. As Nell

tells it, "it takes God Himself to be fair to two different

‘people at once" (8A 151). After Philip's death, Nell lives

with Hilda's silégt recrimination. Explanations will only
hurt Hilda further, s; Nell accepts this insular aspect of'hpf
life. She recognizes her own limitations<and Hilda's because -
life is a compromise. She is secure and happy, smug and
fallible; her éerception of life with its l¥mitations is \\\
plausible.

-’ Maggie is too good, too strohg, too right. Unlike {
Nell, she has no character flaws. She is generous, cépable,
hqpéy, altruistic. Her bad marriage to EQdie is attributed
to her compassion; the trouble with Vera stems from her
jealousy, Maggie is ‘simply magnanimous. The few dreams of
Eddie that worr} Maggie are soon dispatched. Everything in
the novel suggests that she was correct in deserting him.
Maggie strgggles with the problems ;f others, ﬁot’with her-
self. Though Nell expresses a realistic view, ("The unhappy
Vera; house-bound without an opening window;'hell-boqu, I
think. Poor Vera. Poor pqqpléﬁ, Maggie believes she will
win over Vera (SA 152). She possesses  an uydaunted'optimism;

Frankie's recognition scene is conspicuously lacking

when Frankie retreats to isolation. She dpparently sees

nothing strange when‘ghe attempts to isolate herself from

—
.
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the repponsibility to other; after Mrs. Broom's revelation.
In this retreat sheldrawa no comparisons between her aétibns
and Hetty's. She’fails to recognize her own limitations and
‘her growth falls short of expectation. Hetfy gives her the
cue: " '.I understand exactly, I feel for you.... It i;~my
own phobia ' " (HD 91). Yet Frankie makes no c?mment on the
- situational irony. Hetty has touched, impinged on Frankie,
but Frankie loses the illumination. Where is Frankie's
epiphany? An idealism, then, which verges at times on
nniveté'is perhaps the chief flaw in her fiction..

The reverse side of her veaﬁkess is, however, her '
great stfqu;hl The cynicism Qﬁ{ch marks so many modern
writer; finds no reflection in Wilson's work.w Her view of
h%man nature is optimistgc, sympathetic, generous. She.
chooses to emphﬁaize our:atreﬂgths”tather than our faults.
This vision is saved from sentimentality by iromny and humour.
Wilson's characters are rarely vicious (Yow and Vera are
exceptions), but she has a k;en eye for folly. The morQI
“intensity for which she has been praisedas‘belongs to the

“genius of irony, "the subtler art"” in Ross's phrase.
4 y

In 1961, A.J.M. Smith called Wilson "Canada's

35 See Mitchell, "The Right Word in the Right Place,"”
p. 73; Mitchell is fitting Ethel Wilson in F.R. Leavis' ¢
great tradition. '
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36

finegt woman novelist.” In an~autobiogfaphicnl essay of

AW Ay pmigl e o P, .
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the same period, Wilson expresses her de;p'admi?;ETBn for the

giants of English literature, especially Shakespesre, and hef;

own sensitivi%y towards language. She spéaka of "the mark

¥

’

of personality" in fine writers, and'the "incandescence which

takes place in a prepared mind where forces'meet."37

.

finely controlled style is her mark of personality,-her

distinctiveness. Her intense vision of human possibilities

and interdependence supplies, to use her own word, an

Wilson's

incandescence. This gentle ironist celebrates our humanity

with wisdom and wit.

O ¢

3§ A.J.‘Smith, ed., Masks of Fiction (Toronto:
. McClelland and Stewart, 1961), p. 23.

37

P
L

o

Ibid,., ‘pp. 27-28. !
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