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PREFACE

This thesis is intended as a tribute to a Canadian
writer, Raymond Knister (1899-1932), who, writing at a period
when Canadian literature still lacked recognition in the
.world of arts and letters, may well have produced in his
short lifetime a body of work, which, had it been made more
available, would have exerted a salutary influence on the
general low esteem in which Canadian literature was held, In
a study of a limited selé&tion of Knister's short stories, it
is hoped to demonstrate, even belatedly, his eligibility into
that inner circle of avant-garde writers who have been since
acknowledged as spokesmen of the twenties. Names such as
Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce and Sherwood Anderson are all
too familiar now, but at the time when Knister was writing
the stories here selected for study, these great writers,
too, were struggling to establish reputations, writing
directly from experience in a new experimental style, and to
a great extent in the beginning, they, too, were concentrat-

ing on the form of the short story.

Knister's short stories have been even more neg-
lected than his novels and poetry. Unlike the literary
giants who grew out of the twenties and whose early stories
attracted scholars in search of the beginnings of themes

which were to dominate later work, Knister barely entered
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the thirties. Drowned on August 29, 1932 at the age of 33,
Knister never achieved that full'literary development which

would have made fertile ground of his earlier fiction.

It would be gratifying to vindicate Raymond Knister
from the disrepute he has suffered as a result of the super-
ficial treatment given his writing in the reference works on
Canadian literature., His work, far from being what is praised
casually as little more than reliable reporting of the rural
scene, should be seen to have significance beyond the limits
of surface realism, revealing dimensions of the tragic philo-

sophy which Knister aimed to project through his art,

The preparation of this thesls has been greatly
facilitated by the assistance of several individuals and in-

stitutions.

Especlally generous of her time and reéources has
been Mrs, Myrtle Grace, Raymond Knister's widow. Her per-
mission for the use of unpublished materials has contributed
importantly to whatever success this study has achieved,

The many pleasant hours listening to her reminiscences have
provided valuable inéights into the influences which shaped
Knister's writing,

For encouragement and scholarly direction in the

progress of the work, all credit is due to Professor Michael
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Gnarowski of Sir George Williams University., The privilege
of working under the direction of one so eminently quali-

fied in Canadian literature is gratefully acknowledged.

An expression of gratitude is also extended to Mr,
Robert Weaver of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation for
his co-operation in making available the radio profile of
Raymond Knister and for arranging permission for including
the transcription of it from Allan Anderson, also of the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, Indebtedness to Mp,

Angerson is likewise gratefully acknowledged,

Other material has been made available by the

Archives of the Douglas Library, Queen's University.

Not the least of these acknowledgement is to
Mrs., Joyce Granich whose perseverance and patience in

typing the thesis has been appreciated.
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ABSTRACT

TRAGIC DIMENSIONS
IN SELECTED SHORT STORIES OF RAYMOND KNISTER

by

Doris Edna Everard

A ecritical chronological reading of six of
Raymond Knister's best published short stories reveals a}
depth of tragic vision not often found in Canadian liter-
ature. The study is based on the evidence discernible
from Knister's use of the fertility theme as a pattern
within which to project the mystery of the paradox of
life. The eventual darkness of his later stories is shown
to have been pre-figured in his first. There is a brief
period, during which time a choice of direction is left
open. The uncertainty is short-lived. The last three
stories increase in pessimism and irony. The ultimate
view is that man is a vietim of circumstances beyond his
control, that beauty is an illusion and that life is ab-

surd.
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CHAPLER I

INTRODUCTION

Six short stories of Raymond Knister are selected
for study. These ares "The One Thing," "Mist-Green Oats,"
"The Loading," "The Strawstack," "Elaine," and "The Fate Of
Mrs, Lucier." Although at the present time, a volume col-
lecting them is at press, it was not available for the pre-
paration of-this paper.l The primary texts, to which inter-
nal page réferences apply, are gathered from widely dis-

2 . .
parate sources., Where a choice was possible, the more

The volume at press is one edited by Michael M, Gnarowski,
The collection comprises the six stories of this study.

Subsequent references will be made to the following texts:

"The One Thing." ZThe i4idlsnd, v. 8, no. 1, January, 1922,
pp. 1-18.

"Mist-Green Oats." Canadian Short Stories, ed. Robert
Weaver (Toronto, 1966), pp. 111-137.

‘"The Loading." The Midland, Iowa City, v, 10, no. 1,
Jamuary, 1924, pp. 1-13.

"The Strawstack.'" Canadian Short Stories, ed. Desmond

Pacey (Toroato, 1947), pp. L4154,

his Guarter, Paris, v. 1, no. 1, 1925,

"Elaine," I
pp. L60-166.

"The Fate 0f Mrs. Lucier." Ihis Gusrter, v. 1; no. 2,
1925, pp. 172-181.



availlable source is the one cited,

The factors considered in the selection of the
group are based on characteristics of style which the stories
possess in common and on circumstances of writing and publi-
cation which they share. The term "experimental" has been
appropriately applied to such of Knister's stories as these.l+
It is within that context that they are best generally clas-
sified. 'There may be others to which the term equally ap-
plies but this selection comprises those experimental stories
which were published in highly acclaimed literary journals of
the day and all were written within the short span of three

years (1922-1925) - crucial years in the life of the author.

Of the publications in which the selected stories

first appeared, two were This Juarter and IThe Midland - well

known, avant-garde, "little'" magazines of the twenties. Ihis
Quarter, the Paris publication of Ernest Walsh and Ethel
Moorhead, was the vehicle for the expression of the group of
American expatriates in Paris following World War I,

. Numbered among its contributors were many whose names have

Other sources are indicated in a bib}iography prepared by
Margaret Ray, appended to Collected Poems of Raymond
Knister (Raymond Knister, Collectad Pocms of Raymond

Knister, edit=d and with "kaymond Knister: A iemoir' by
Dorothy Livesay [Toronto, 19497, pp. 39-4%5,

Literary History of Canada, ed. Carl F, Klinck (Toronto,
1965), p. 639, '



since becoﬁe legend. It was in this magazine that "Elaine"
and "The Fate Of Mrs, Lucler" were first published. The
Midland was an American monthly published in Iowa City, in-
fluential in literary circles and regarded by Henry Mencken
as "probably the most important magazine ever founded in
America."5 Among its contributors during the twenties were
Sherwood Anderson, Katherine Mansfield and Ruth Suckow.
"The One Thing," "Mist-Green Oats" and "The Loading" made
their first appearances in The Midland. 7The third Journal
involved in first publication was Ihe Canadian Forum, a
magazine of high cultural purpose, although not confined to
literary concerns. It was the only Canadian publication in
which one of these experimental stories found first accep-

tance, The story was "The Strawstack,"

The selection is also based on fhe consideration
of what is deemed would have been approved by the author as
characteristic of his best work in the short story field.
His critical awareness about his own writing is substan-
tiated where he refers to a letter he had received from
This Quarter accepting one of the stories: "Just when I
have a magazine like T.Q. actually asking for the most un-

salable stories in America, I have begun to rite [sic ] the

> Mencken is quoted thus by Leo Kennedy in a profile of

Raymond Knister (Leo Kennedy, "Raymond Kaister," Ihe
Canadian Forum, v. 12, September, 1932, p. 459).



salable [sic:lkind eess." That he did not wish to be iden=-
tified by the "salable kind" is implicit in what he goes on
to say: "I think critics should Jjudge us by our best, ...
not what we perforce write for olives and tenderloin." 1In
admitting the economic necessity of writing to market re-
quirements, he expresses resentment of the lure of "olives
and tenderloin," referring to the compromising of his in-
tegrity as "prostituvting my art."6 He had been, by this
time, reduced to writing the kind of stories which were ac-
ceptable to the editor of The S Weekly, a popular maga-
zine of wide circulation in Ontario. Some of his remarks
make it obvious that he was not proud of much of this

writing - having evidently refused to sign some of it.7

In contrast to such scathing criticism, Knister
refers to the stories included in this study in modestly

approving tones., He writes of the care given the structure

6 From a letter dated March 17, 1926, ‘to Marion Font from
Comber. (From excerpts of correspondence selected by
Dr., Lorne Pierce of Ryerson Press, in the archives of
the Douglas Library, Queen's University).,

7 "The Star Weekly and R.K, seem to have taken different
paths. As long as they would print falrly good stuff
it wasn't so bad. But this year - nothing 1 can send
O'Brien, and the last articles have been unsigned ...."
From a letter dated Oct. 30, 1927, quoted by Dorothy
Livesay in the "Memoir" she wrote for Collected Poems
of Raymond Knister, p. Xxx.




of "The One Thing.“8 He compares "The Strawstack' to the
stories of E,A, Poeo9 In a letter to which Dorothy Livesay
had access, Knister 1s quoted as mentioning the difficulty
of the composition of "The Strawstack" and the effective-
ness with which truth is conveyed in "The Loading,"lo His
assessment of the importance of "Mist-Green Oats" is im-
plied in his choice of its material to be extended into an
- ambitious undertaking he had been drafting the week before
he waé dréwned.ll Although he does not mention "Elaine" or
"The Fate Of Mrs, Lucier" specifically by title in any of
the documents available, it is probably to one or both of
them he is referring when in one instance, he mentions "so

slight a thing that every word must be just right ...“12

Raymond Knister, "Canadian Literati;" typescript of an
unpublished article. (From the archives of the Douglas
Library, Queen's University), p. 4., Knister writes,
"... the composition or architecture had been given much
care, and 1 was not surprised, though rather gratified,
when The One Thing was accepted by The HMidland." See
Appendix I. :

"Canadian Literati," p. 10. Knister is referring to a
story of his which had appeared in The Canadian Forum.
This could only be "The Strawstack." The reference 1is
to "... a story, somewhat Poesque," The original refer-
ence, "... a story, obviously derived from Poe" had been
lined out. See Anpendix I,

10 Livesay, "demoir," p. xxiii.

11 "Via Faust," typescript of an outline for a novel., (From

the archilves of the Douglas Library, Queen's University):

"Begin with life out of the soill. OSimilar to Mist-Green

Oats, The sensitive adolescent scul learning about life ..

12 . : .
Livesay, "Memoir," p. zxxiv.
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and in another, "a story I wrote nine times in the hope that

it might have as many readers,"13

Ki:ister's deference to the magazines in which these
stories appeared is also noteworthy. The allusion to "a
magazine like T.Q." in a previous quotation indicates that
acceptance in This Quarter was something in Knister's mind
approaching the ultimate of success.ll+ Since he served for
a time on the editorial staff of The Midland, there are
numerous indirect tributes to that magazine in letters he
wrote to his family and friends back in Ontario. Perhaps
his most impressive, however, comes from a time before he
was associated with the magazine where he recounts the cir-
cumstances of the publication of his first short story,
"The One Thing." He recalls: "I had heard of The Midland
through Edward J. O'Brien's yearbooks of the short story,
and I figured that it would be better to have even one cent
a word and printing in such a place than the thousand
dollars I had heard the popular magazines paid and run the

risk of any loss of prestige; ..."15 Knister also rated

13 Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, "The Farmer Who Was
Poet Too: A Profile of Raymond Knister," written and pro-
duced by John Wood, with material prepared by Allan
Anderson. (Archives Disec No. 640719-10, C,B.C.). Trans-
cribedéby the author of this thesis in Appendix II. See
Sec, 36.

1
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Letter, loc, cit, (above, Footnote 6),

"Canadian Literati," p. 4. See Appendix I,
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The Canadian Forum highly - "perhaps the most important and
||16

intelligent magazine we have ....

Raymond Knister is accorded token entry in Canadian
literary histories although he cannot be said to enjoy a wide
reputation. Historlans have seen no reason to grant him the

esteem he had enjoyed among his contemporary fellow-writers.

Writing in The Canadian Forum, Leo Kennedy pays Knister the

- following tribute:

To those who have postulated that little
more than tediuvm and the acceotable work
of Grove has come out of Canada's soil
sprung writers, I wish to broach the wvork
of Raymond Knister. To those who revel

in American experimentalists, and adum-
brate the popnycock that outside of
Callaghan's pages there is no experimen-
tal work to be found, I submit the novels,
stories and trivia of Knister again. In a
word, I suggest to those despairing of a
Canadian literary renaissance, that the
published writings of Raymond Knister be
duly thumbed and well considered, for the
reason that they contain mattier of con-
siderable moment to us to-day. 17

Few critics mention, as does Kennedy, the success
Knister achieved in the short story genre. Most citations
concern his achievements in the field of boetry and the
novel. The recognition of his poetry is, in part, due to

‘the posthumous publication of his Collected Poems, prefsced

Raymond Knister, '"Canadian Letter," typescript of an un-
published article. (From the archives of the Dougleas
Library, Queen's University), p. 6. See Appendix III,

17

Kennedy, "Raymond Knisier," p. 459.



by Dorothy Livesay's "Memoir" and to such recent evaluations
as Peter Steven's article, "The 0ld Futility of Art," in
18

which are elucidated some valuable thematic insights,

As a novelist, Knister has attracted attention by

the reprinting of the novel White Narcissus in the New

Canadian Library edition.19 Little has been done to effect
a similar influence on his reputation as a short story
writer, He has been credited with having edited Canadian
Short Stories and there is a Knister story in each of the

other two important anthologies of Canadian short stories.20

Yet he is only summarily mentioned as a writer of short
stories. Carl F, Klinck, General Editor of an important
eritical history, devotes a page to the novels but merely
includes Knister's name among a list of short story

writers.21

Although Desmond Pacey 1s responsible for the
section relevant to Knister's short stories in Klinck's his-

tory, Pacey has elsewhere pointed out that the stories are

8 Canadian Literature, no. 23, Winter, 1965, pp. 45-52,

19 Raymond Knister, White Narcissug (Toronto, 1966),

20 The three important anthologies are those of Weaver and

Pacey, op, cit. (above, Footnote 2) and that of Knister
(Cana%ian Short Stories, ed. Raymond Knister [Foronto,
19281).

21 Literary History of Canada, "Fiction: 1920-1940," p., 674,




of finer artistic merit than the novels.22 And in the brief
preface to "The Strawstack" in his anthology, Pacey writes
an enthusiastic tribute to Knister's prose style.23 But
little else has been done to focus attention on Knister's

short stories.2

Excepting the two anthologized, the stories have
been difficult to find. Few readers are willing to search
out what are now rare issues of periodiCals, many of which
are no longer extant and are available only in very extensive
libraries, BEven so, it is difficult to explain the scant
notice given a writer whose stories appeared in such sophis-

ticated magazines as This Quarter, The Midland and The

Canadian Forum. DNot only did these stories find acceptance
with the editors of these publications but they were double-~
starred and triple-starred by Edward J. O'Brien in his
nominations for the most distinctive short stories of the

year in his Year Book of the American Short Storv.25 In

22

Creative Writing in Cenada (Toronto, 1961), p. 271.

23 Canadian Short Stories, pp. 143-1hk,
24

Attention is drawn to Professor Gnarowski's collected
volume now at press, op, cit. (above, Footunote 1).

25

The three earlier stories, "The One Thing," "Mist-Green
Oats" and "The Loading" are double-starred. The three
later stories, "The Strawstacl,'" "Elaine' and "The Fate
Of irs. Lucler" are triple-starred. These ratings are
indicated in the Ray Bibliography, op._ cit. (above,
Footnote 3).
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addition, Knister was, on at least one occasion, singled out

most outstanding short-story writers of the previous six

26

months to be published in all America, The story so honoured
was "The Loading" and it placed before stories by Sherwood

Anderson and Katherine HMansfield.

Knister's reputation as a short-story writer suffers
from the misconception that his work, in general; lacks artis-
tic merit. The important reference works reflect opinions
which can be only based on sﬁperficial reading or on second
hand accounts. They describe his writing more in terms of
honest reporting than in those of the high artistic endeavour
at which he aimed. The general impression conveyed is that
Knister is an innocuous surface realist, if not even a some-
what quaint scribbler from the back concessions., Typical en-
tries comment on his ability to describe the rural scene.

One such refers to "the stuff of daily existence and scenes

of farm life.”27 Another suggests thet "the places and ac=-
tivities of the farm provide pretexts for bits of bucolic
sagacity that, ingratiatingly, avoid an excess of the cracker-

28

barrel or the homespun," The generel opinion is reflected

Gerald Hewes Carson, "Current Short Stories," The Bookman
(few York), v. 59, April, 1924, p, 139. See Appendix IV
for complete list.

2 . . . - ,
7 The Oxford Companion to Canadian History and Literziure,
ed. Norah Story (loronto, 1967), p. 4ll,

28

A Literaryv Historv of Canada, p. 729.
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in the epithet, "writer of pastorals,”

The misconception results from a tendency to seize
upon and read out of context, Knister's use of the word,
"real,"” In this way, critics have m151nterpreted his mean-
ing.3o They label his writing with such terms as "realism"
or "reallstic."3l In the "Foreword" to his intended collec-
tion of poems to have been entitled "Windfalls For Cider,"
Knister emphasizes the word "real" and it is the following
passage which is most often cited: "Birds and flowers are
real as sweating men and swilling pigs. But the feeling
about them is not always so real any more, when it gets into
words."32 Knister is not referring to realism in the sense
that his critics imply; he is not advocating verisimilitude
as a literary objective. He is defending his subject as the

proper province of poetry.

2
9 Milton WllSOHA "Klein's Drowned Poet," Canadian Literg-
u

ture, no. tumn, 1960, p. 5.

30

"His objective in writing was 'to make things real,' to
present rather than to interpret": See A Literary Hig-
tory of Canadg, p. 729.

In contrast it is interesting to read a contemporary's
view to the contrary: "He does not exploit the Canadian
background for mercenary purposes; he interprets it be-
cause he is of it; ..." See Kennedy, "Raymond Knister,”

p. 461,
31

Canadian Writers: A Biographical Dictionary, Rev, ed,
edited by Guy Sylvestre, Brandon Conrin, Carl F, Klinck
(Toronto, 1966), p. 82. ’

32

Collected Poems of Raymond Knister [Foreword], p. vii.
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Another maxim seized upon is one from a quotation
in Dorothy Livesay's "Memoir" - "Poetry is to make things
real ...." The rest of the quotation is overlooked:

", .. those of the imagination and those of the tangible

world."33 Knister's definition of reality is sométhing more
akin to the idea of truth than to that of actﬁality. He was
much too consummate an artist to advocate literal realism as

an end in itself,

Knister's artistic principles apply as much to his
prose as to his poeffy. What he has to say about realism is
perhaps more clearly stated when he is discussing prose.-AHe
makes his position clear where he states: "What is known as
realism is only a means to an end, the end being the per-
‘sonal projection of the world."3h In another instance he
speaks of writers who, like himself, want "to write of
Canadian 1life sincerely ... have been moved by its life,
tried to pleture it ..." in what he refers to as a "micro-
cosmic projection of what they knew, ..,"35 _Again, he pro-
nounces his 1itérary aesthetic thus: "... it is not so ne-

cessary that art should portray a reality we can identify

33 p. xxii.

3 Canadian Short Stories, "The Canadian Short Story'

IIntroduction], ppe. xiii-xiv,

35 "Canadian Literati," pp. 2-3. See Appendix I,
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without going further than the window or mirror, as that it

w36

should embody & life of its own, Knister's dictum "to
make things real' should be assessed in the confext of his
own definition of realism. It will be then seen that the
1lifting of his prescription from the total context tends to
depreciate the complexity of hils work, What he meant by
making things "real' was to make real the feeling expressed
by the writer and felt by the reader - thus'awakening his

audicnce to the great universal rhythms and patterns of life,

no matter how regional the setting.

Knister's sense of féality is closely related to
hié statements about objectivity. His oft-repeated advice,
stressing the need for keeping 'the eye on the object"37 is
intended as the prereguisite for the projection of emotion.
He uses the terms "object" and "emotion" as adjuncts when he
writes, "The emotion, the object might be left to speak for

n38

itself, which would be a clear artistic gain. Something
of the vein in which T.S. Eliot pronounced his "objective

correlative" inheres in Knister's statement., Hore directly,

36

"Canadian Letter," p. 7. See Appendix III,

37 "Canadian Literati," p. 5. See Appendix I.

38

From a column entitled 'idine Run," a clipping in the
private collection of Mrs. Myrtle Grace [¥nister's widow,
the former liyrtle Gamble of Port Dover, Oataric]. See
Appendix V.,



14

he repeats the dictum where, in citing Flaubert, he writes,
"There can be no absolute objectivity, When Flaubert is
bringing some undeniable picture to your recognition, he is
doing it only to impose on you some emotion which is part of
his plan and the outgrowth of his own emotion."39 The fore-
going pronouncement leaves little doubt as to Knister's
position on objectivity, The criteria to which Knister
cedes priority in the assessment of short sfories are uni- .
veféality and lyricism.ho Objectivity, like realism is, for

him, only a means to an end,

Knister's strictures‘for objectivity were also dic-
taﬁed by his awareness of the need of a corrective for the
effete subjectivity and sentimentality which marked much of
the writing at the beginning of the century. Knister was in
' sympathy with the imagist movement and his critical writings

often echo its manifesto.hl He even advocated that poets

39

Canadian Short Stories, "Introduction,"” p., xiii.

40

The precedence given universality and lyricism is impli-
cit in Knister's general critical stance. One instance
where he couples these qualities is contained in a letter
guoted in Dorothy Livesay's "demoir," p. xxii., He is
assessing the merits of what was to him the best of farm
stories ['"Heart of Youth" by Walter T, ltuilenburg]. Hisg
choice is dictated by reason of its being "most universal
and lyrical."

41

Knister's affinity with the imagists is obvious ia an
article entitled '"On Reading Aloud." The source is a
clipping in the private collection of :rs. Grace, See
Appendix VI,
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should write prose because of the current misconceptions

about poetry.

To write stories which met his own artistic stand-
ards, Knister found to be a difficult task: "I incline to
find more and more that the short story is one of the trick-
iest of forms. How to impart a hint of the wonder and mys-
tery behind the circumstances, and yet remain true to these
latter?“1+2 "The queétion he poses is the problem of recon-
ciling objectivity and emotion. Knister was particularly
sensitive to the implications of the problem; it was a para-

mount concern of his craftsmanship.

Thaf Knister was a conscious craftsman is well
documented in an ariicle he wrote, purportedly for aspiring
writers;h3 It is perhaps the best statement of his credo
of the short story; it establishes his consciousness as an
artist, above all else. For this reason, it has been re-

produced in its entirety in the appendix.

Central to an understanding of tnese experimental
short stories of Knister's is his wistful questibn: "How to

impart a hint of the wonder and mystery behind the circum-

42

From a letter quoted in Dorothy Livesay's "Memoir,"
p. xxiii.

i . . . i}
3 "The Canadian Short Story," The Crnadisn Bookman, v.V,
no. 8, August, 1923, pp. 203-204. See Lppendix VII.
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stances and yet remain true to these latter?”2+L+ The "eir-
cumstances" constitute only the vehicle for the projection
of his feeling about life, his personal philosophy. It is
the metaphorical element implicit in this two-level struc~
turing which provides the dimension of allegory so effec-
tive in evoking that universality at which Knister aimed.
The lyricism, of which he was likewise insistent, speaks

for itself, through the tragic intensity of his style.

It is the element of allegory which also provides
the structure for the archetypal interpretations by which
this paper seeks to achieve its purpose. For it is the
"circumstances” of everyday life on an Ontario farm which
provide the framework of imagery for the themes of the
stories. The uncertainties of 1life on the farm are uni-
versalized in the ambivalent potential of the fertility
theme by which they are translated. KXaister's themes vary
in the degree of pessimism which they derive from the evi-
dence to be discerned from Nature. The fear that life may
be without meaning is the ultimate tragic view., It is said
to be from such fear that'primitive peoples werelenlisted
in the ritual performances of the mystery cults which based
belief on the observation of natural law - often erroneously.

These rituals formed the basis of primitive culture. They

MYy

Livesay, "femoir," loc, cit. (Above, Footnote 42),
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are also said to have been responsible for the birth of

tragedy.

The relationship between tragedy and the fertility
theme is expounded not to assess Knister's work by any for-
mal definition of tragedy, but rather to establish the pre-
mise of the tragic nature of the vision he perceived behind
the "circumstances" - the vision he projects in these six

~ experimental stories,

Knister's tragic philosophy derives from the ehig-
matic myéter& of life, His stories are structured 6n péra-
dox which serves well to represent the human dilemma. HMan
is represented as a prisoner of the flesn, yet possessed of
a spirit yearning to be free - mortal yet haunted by immor-
tality. The paradox is most readily discernible in the tre-
mendous tension of the writing. The frequent use of oxy-
moron and other wrenchings of language are stylistic means

by which the effect is achieved.

The role of Nature is central to the paradox since
it is within the context of the fertility theme that the
mystery is projected. The mother-image is equated with
.earth, representing the physical dimension of life. The
father-image is equated with the sun, symbol of the divine
life-engendering spirit. The two are ambivalently related

and the secret of creation hangs in the balance of their
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polarity., That the arrangement works well in Nature is not
necessarily borne out in the sphere of human affairs. In
Knister stories, marriage is not the source of much happi-
ness. Man is continually seeking to free himself of earth-
bound limitations and the monotony of life working the soil,
In the two last stories, woman is even portrayed as something

of a task-mistress.

The first three stories, "The One Thing," "Mist-
Green Oats" and "The Loading" are confined to the farm set-
ting, Always there is the lure of the road but the central
characters have seldom if ever been away to the city. These
stories are the more optimistic of the group and are marked
by a preponderance of images of beauty. The characters
succeed to varying degrees in becoming reconciled to a way

of 1life,

The later three stories, "The Strawstack," "Elaine"
and "The Fate Of Mrs, Luciemﬂginvolve travelling, The lead-
ing characters have left the farm and find that the lure of
the road is a delusion. The images of beauty disappear as
does the optimism of the earlier stories. The man in "The
Strawstack" returns to the farm to commit suicide. The
women in "Flaine" and "The Fate Of Mrs. Lucier" resort to
moral and personal degrading practices. They have gone to
the city to live but still haunt the roads and countryside

where life used to be happier.
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Roads are highly symbolic in Knister stories -
lonely, misleading and without end. They represent the
loneliness of the soul adrift, the continuum of purpose-
less life and the futility of humsn effort to bring any-

thing to a conclusion.

Roads are related to Knister's concept of time,
which is also without end and adds to the feeling of fu-

tiiity - particularly in the later stories.

Time is figured in the cyclical progression of
the seasons and is responsible for change, only in the
sense of monotonous repetition - that is, of eternal re-
currence, That Knister was sensitive to this tragic rhythm
of the seasons as the mysterious manifestation of the power
of Nature controlling human life, is eloquently illus-

trated in a letter he wrote to his fiancée:

«soe Today I have been pitching barley
sheaves all day, a parlous (whatever that
is) business .... It was windy all day,
worse and worse, until we just got in to
supper when hecavy rain sterted obbligato.
After, I put on rubber boots and walked
in the garden and orchard, in wet grass
and weeds, beneath straining trees from
which leaves and fruit had been torn.
From something, wind, soil, rain-smell,
dusk, an orod of Autumn assailed me,
appalling, %The staid irrevocable march
of the scasons, ¥rom the soil a quiet
sadness, uncuestioning, not to be de-
nied, which looks always from the eyes
of ruminant animals, and is not to be

7
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made bitter save by the impatience of

human hearts. And they, God knows,

can contrive unhappiness anywhere, 45

The wind is an important symbol in Knister
stories. It can be seen to represent Fate, As in the fore-
going quoted passage, the wind is capricious - representa-
tive of a Fate which has no regard for human affairs. In
"Mist-Green Oats" the wind appears as a benevolent force,
riffling, as it does, across the fields to create a land-
scape of breath-taking beauty., Yet there is also a warning
that Fate is blind, The wind has become menacing in "The
Loading" - rattling loose boards and windows about the house
at-night. Its use, here, is more a symbol of something with-
held than as active agent in itself, In "The Strawstack,"
the wind 1lifts, seemingly creating a centrifugal vacuum,
pulling man forward to death. The association of the wind
with high altitude is a common one with Knister., It is
often seen as a force at work on high, moving clouds, wind-
mills andé tree-tops but seldom is it felt at man's level.
In the last story, the wind has failed except in a surreal-
isfic scene of the void, There is a somevhat similar scene
in "The One Thing" which establishes the latent and perhaps
unconscious tendency which was to ultimately prevail, In

the later stories the images of beauty as of the wind are

45 Letter dated fugust 20, 1926 from Norihwood, Ontario,
(From the excerpts of corresvondence in the archives of
the Douglas Library, Gueen's University). His fiancee's
name was Marion Font, '
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disappearing, being totally absent in the last, The signi-
ficance of the failing wind is that the belief in Fate is
also failing. %he man in "The Strawstack!" thinks ironically
of presuming to use the word "destiny." In the earlier
stories the odds are more or less even that there may be a
purpose in life, But as the wind fails and the beauty dis-

appears, the odds decline, Life is seen to be without pur-

pose; time and space are the void; Fate is an absurdity.

The general attitude toward Fate is expressed in
the introduction Knister wrote to his anthology of Canadian
stories, Here he writes of '"fate as necessity inhering in
character." The implication in the whole paragraph is that
such a conception of Fate constitutes the tragic vision;
being opposed to the romantic concept of man's freedom to
determine his own destiny.b‘6 It is such a tragic vision

that is projected in the stories. To varying degrees there

6 "Yet in typical Northern stories there 1s no actual ac-

-ceptance of life and hence, paradoxically, a freguently
disinterested gusto in evoking it, The Wilds are grim,

" yes, the Barrens may claim your life; bad men and wild
animals abound, But yet there is youth, health, virtue,
above all, luck, These talismans forbid tragedy, and if
there is death, it 1s only a possible death, and that
too is a matter of luck., Such an attitude precludes a
tragic philosophy, and makes of life a game: it is sur-
vival perheps of biological necessity in Northern
peoples., In older civilizations, where life has been
easier for many generations, there is an acceptance of
fate as necessity ivhering in character, which results
in a different conception of art," See Canadian Short
Stories [Introduction], p. xvi.
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is also an ironic note that man is cruelly deceived by an

illusion that he could be free,

Despite the illusion, the world is a prison. In
"The One Thing" its horizons are fairly distant. In "Mist-
Green Oats" there is a hint that certain optical phenomena,
concerning distance, are illusions., "The Loading" empha-
sizes the reality of small enclosed places. "The Strawstack"
suggesté that there is no difference between life inside and
life outside a penitentiary. The prison is reduced to the
dimension of the mind, Man creates his own prison by reason
of his inability to escape himself, He is a victim of cir-
cumstences beyond his control and his life is a series of
conditioned responses to the exigencies which arise. He has
no choice to do other than he does. He is innocent. Life
is absurd. This is the philosophical sense in which the

later stories define Fate.

In the early stories there is some reason to anti-
cipate a revelation; in the later stories the suggestion is
~ that the mystery is better concealed., The early stories are
of spring, sun, warmth and a response to the life urge. The
later ones are of auvtumn, winter, night, the moon and chill-
ing frost. The change is significant to the darkening vision

of life and to the deepening cynicism of the narrator.

The tragic development is not cne of progressively
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increasing pessimism from one story to the next. There is a
pivotal point between "The Loading" and "The Strawstack."
"The One Thing" contains the seminal ideas of all the stories.
Many of them are not developed in the next two stories. "The
One Thing" is, in many ways, comparable to the last, "The
Fate Of Mrs, Lucier," providing an indication of the direc-
tion the group of stories was eventually to take. "Mist-
Green Oats" is a dynamic story and is followed by "The Load-
ing® Qhosé theﬁe, as interpreted here, almost mitigates tra-
gedy. However, the next story, "The Strawstack," reverses
the trend and it is a direction from which there can be no
turning back., The last two stories, "Elaine" and "The Fate
Of Mrs. Lucier" increase in darkness and in ironic bitter-
ness., The implication of the heavy irony is that what was
latent and perhaps unconscious in "The One Thing" is how
fully recognized and quite consciously projected. The sug-
gestion is that death as the ultimate end is preferable to
the possibility of life eternal, if eternity offers nothing

more than a continuation of what has already been endured.

The plan of procedure is as indicated in the Table
of Contents. Chapter II outlines the events of Knister's
life which relate most importantly to his development as a
short story writer. Fach of the following chapters is a

structural analysis of one of the stories,

Knister stories lend themselves well to this type
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of analysis by reason of their being very consciously con-
trived., His approach to art results in an organic unity by
which all elements of structure combine toward the total ef-
fect required of the theme. Knister does not use the word

47

"structure" but he uses the concept.

These analyses are organized in much the same
pattern with each story. The theme is condensed at the be-
ginning to indicate the structural principle on which the
story is built., %This is usually explained in terms of the-
matic imagery. A somewhat literal digest follows for those
stories for which it is deemed'necessary. The opening pas-
sages, which serve as prologues, are given emphasis as near
the beginning as possible, since Knister's openings are such
important features of his style. The contribution of setting
or of central character follows, the order depending on
whether it is felt that time and place exist more in the mind
or as external objects. The last element to be discussed is
the action. Knister's stories are never dictated by concerns

of formal plot. The action.is alweays eniematic; the begin-

47 Knister uses the word "architecture!" in some instances to
mean structure, His concept of structure as composition
is implied where in articulating the organic theory, he
cites a story of Mdaupassant, "in which structure is so
blended with atmosphere and feeling that {he 'planned!
element, the brick upon brick method ... is altogether
absent at first reading." He continues, "It is usually
this way in any finished story. %The great art is that
which is concealed." "Canadizn Literati," p. 4., See
Appendix I,
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ning, middle and end are not clearly defined., The climac-
tic point is always avolded. The endings are inconclusive,
This flagrant disregard for dramatic convention is a deli-
berate device to accommodate what was for Knister's era, an

unconventional tragic vision.

The stories are arranged in order of their publi-
cation., Although subsequent research may prove that such
is not the order of their.composition, it is not'likely that
there will be major changes. "The One Thing" has been
definitely established as his first, '"Elaine" and "The Fate
Of Mrs, Lucier" are fairly éeriainly late., The position re-~
legated, by publication dates to the others, lends itself to
a credible development, consistent with the biographical ac-

count.
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CHAPIER TI

BIOGRAPHICAT, BACKGROUND

Raymond Knister's experience of life provided him
with the raw materials for his writing. He was born and
raised on his father's Ontario farm near Comber, Essex
County. From this setting are derived the fertility images
which were to pervade his work. And it is in relation to the
ambivalent meaning of the fertility theme that Knister's
tragic forms find dimension.1 From early childhood he ex-
perienced the rhythm of the cyclical progression of the
seasons as they were made manifest in flock, field and wood-
1énd. But also he was made aware of a capricious element in
the vagaries of wind and weather which could bring the long-
awaited rain so needed in the growing season but which could
also bruise and flatten the ripening crops upon the ground
before they might be harvested, or make the soil so muddy

that the harvesting machinery would mire, Beyond the cer-

It is with such insight that James Reaney casts as "Raymond"
the goose which sings of earth as a kind of womb-tomb. In
"april Ecologue" she is a big, black sow; ia "October Eco-
logue" the sacrificial goose-shed. Sometimes "Raymond” and
another goose "Valancy" [Isabella Valancy Crawford?l} sing
duets about cyclical themes. (James Reaney, A Suit of
Nettles (Toronto, 1958). It is perhaps noteworthy that
Milton Wilson has recognized the same theme: "In the April
Ecologue, Raymond, himself, may sing of the land's rebirth
out of the ice age, and also (by analogy) of the flood, the
ark and the released birds ... " See "Klein's Drowned Poet,"

De 5.
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tainty that the sun rose and set every day, and according
to its regular patterns, that one season followed the pre-
vious one, there was really no certainty of a bountiful

harvest; the ambivalent potential of the wind could frus-

trate the most diligent farmer,

Knister, no doubt, learned that the most success-
ful farmer attuned his activities to tbe cyclical progres-
sion of the seasons and read the signs which foretold the
imminent changes in the weather - hoping to circumvent dis-
aster by providential planning. The business of farming,
although becoming an increasingly scientific affair, has al-
Ways had about it an element of uncertainty not unrelated to
the aura of magic and mystery pervading the myth and folk-
lore concerned with man's earliest attempts to wrest a living

from the soil and to domesticate the wild things of nature.

That the senior Knister was a successful farmer is

made obvious in Dorothy Livesay's "idemoir":

... He was not merely a farmer, but a
farmer who specialized in the best, The
horses in Knister's "3table Talk' were

of no carcless breed but pedigreed Clydes-
dales imported from Scotland, Later the
father saw the advantage of growing seed
corn rather than feed corn and mede a
suceess of that, He was a man who com=
bined perseverance with foresight. He
was the Tirst to grow soy beans in Kent
County, eventually becoming one of the
largest growers in Cenada, His daughter,
Mar jorie (Mrs. C.E. Willan) remembers
vividly sending some sanples of the crop



to the Chicago Winter Fair, "every bean

handpicked on the kitchen table before

it went to the Fair - where it took

first prize." 2

In his boyhood, Raymond assisted with the work
after school hours and during holidays - seemingly observ-
ing with care, the details of the routines of farming and
learning firsthand something of the monotony of the endless
rounds and of the weariness which comes in busy seasons of
pushing one's physical povers to the limit, With such weari-
ness came an accompanying deadening of spirits and the feel-
ing of futility which is present in varying degrees in the
stories which form the basis of this study. It was during
these youthful years that he began accumulating the wealth
of farming details which was to coastitute the realistic
plane of his creative writing. Leo Kennedy, a personal
friend, assesses his unusual perception:

He has stored away a copious memory of the

sights, sounds and smells encountered

daily, season by season, on the Ontario

farm and countryside. He has remembered

the ways of the people, their problems and

habits of mind., 4nd writiag the lives of

these folk, he recreates honestly and

plainly, each familiar impulse and motive,

corncrake. 3

2
Livesay, '"Memoir," p. xiv.

Kennedy, "Raymond Knister," p. 459,



That his father was a perfectionist in his work
has been suggested by Dorothy Livesay as responsible for
the speech defect which suddenly afflicted the boy at abo.
the age of seven and from which he never fully recovered.
Although this explanation may have some validity, it would
seem unjust to limit the father's influence to such a nega-
tive cast., He may very well have been the source of the
sensitivity to the beauties and mysteries of Nature to which
tbe'son was heir, The father may even have served as the
model for those rare Knister characters who achieve an ac-
ceptance of the tragedy of 1life without embitterﬁent or loss
of faith. Something of the father's sensibility is com-
municated in an excerpt from a letter he wrote to Raymond
and his little family dated March 23, 1929:

"My Dears: "We have been waiting for Easter

to come when you would all be home. Perhaps

you have not been reminded of it as often as

you should have been, But here comes a spe-

cial invitation. ZThe squirrels are on hand

and I have invited all the birds to return

and sing their first spring song. UNew life

is free to everyone and all thihgs. So

please come home that we may all rejoice to-

gether ...
"Dad Knister“5

Such a message is difficult to attribute to a

farmer concerned only with the material considerations of

!

Livesay, "Memoir," p. xv.

5 From the excerpts of correspondence in the archives of
the Douglas Library, Queen's Unlversity,
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wresting a living from the soil, And association with a man
from whom such expression was forthcoming, could hardly be

‘thout effect on a developing writer,

The influences of his childhood were enduring: that
he constantly returned to his father's farm despite temporary
absences bespeaks a deep attachment to the soil and to his
family there. His emotional being was rooted in this setting
where his response to life was translatable through the evefy-
day details of the activities of the farm. The farm wés the
world in micrccosm where man faces the forces of Wature no
less than does Lear on the heath and where too, the struggle

manifests all the requisites of tragic conflict.

Knister's relationship with his mother has been by-
. passed by most commentators; She seems to have been a domin-
ant woman and to have had certain plans for her son who had a
fixation from a very early age on becoming a writer - which
was certainly not what either of his parents had in mind,
However, his rother's influence had a very important salutary
effect in at least one respect. She introduced him at an
early age to the world of lilerature. 5o, thai in addition to
his direct experience with life, Knister became acquainted
with the views expressed by life's immorial spokesmen. Since
his speech difficulty was a serlous social handicap, he was
even more isolated than most farm children. Observing his

wide interests in rcading, his mother provided books to foster
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his enquiring mind. During high school years he concentrated
on history and biography but these interests were gradually

succeeded by those of langusge and literature and by the time
he was eighteen he was writing poetry about his experience on

the farm,

By the time Raymond finished high school, his family
had moved to a fruit farm at Cedar Springs, Kent County.
Fruit farming is a different agricultural operatioh but one
which also follows the universal pattern of seasonal succes-
sion - budding and blossoming, maturity and harvest, and the
dormant stage after the end ana before the next beginning.
Life here repeated the same cyclical progression he had ob-

served in the corn fields of the first farm in Essex,.

In 1919 his parents sent him to Victoria College
at the University of Toronto, but illness forced him to
leave before his first year was completed.6 Dorothy Livesay

writes of this period:

He registered ... in a poor year for many
veterans home from the war were eanrolling,
over—-crowding the classrooms, and the
vitality of the student body was saoped by
the devastating infTluenza epidemic,
Knister became ill with it followed by
"pneumonia, His father hastened to his
side, and nursed him through to safety. 7

6

C.B.C, Profile., ©See Appendix II, Segc. 2.

Livesay, "Memoir," pp. xvii-xzviii.
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Here again the benevolent image of the elder Knister mani-
fests itself, He seems to have provided Raymond with a
sense of security and to have been as much responsible for
Raymond's deep-rootedness as was the farm. TFor, although
the Knisters changed farms, Raymond always returned home and

seemed to find strength and renewal there.8

It seems unlikely that Knister's literary interest
was the direct result of formal schooling, but rather that
it was a response to a predisposed aptitude and taste. That
he had a voracious appetite for reading 1s indicated in the
mention of "perhaps a hundred volumes -a year" in an autobio-
gréphical illustration he used to describe the plight of be-

ginning wpiters:

When I started to write some years ago, I
was a farm lad of little academic educa-
tion or wordly acouirements, I had read
rather widely, not to an vnheard-of quan-
tity, perhaps one hundred volumes a year
from the time I was fourteen until I was
twenty-one. Long before this period I
had decided that I must become an author
eoee Well, it was getting time to start,
What should I write about? It had been
essays of a literary turn at first ....

Knister continues to relate his literary development at the

university:

The source for this information is a conversation with
Mrs, Grace in which she divulged an uncanny avareness
of the unusually close bond between her husband and his
father,
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Then I went to Toronto University, but
was unable to finish my first year, suc-
cumbing to pneumonia and pleurisy. The
University magazines printed articles of

Al

mine on "ihe Intellectval Ut and Jeff
(Don Quixote and Sancho Panza) "The Modern
Novel," and "Stevenson, Twenty-Five Years
After," this latter a glowing tribute of
five thousand words., 9
It is unlikely that in so short a time at the university he
would have been strongly influenced by any particular liter-~
ary school, although he seems to have formed a close bond

with Pelham Edgar.lo

After recovery from his illness, Knister felt no
urge to return to the scademic world. Perhaps, like so many
other creative writers, he found the reguirements of scholar-
ship stultifying to his own individual development, His re-
spect for Edgar seems to have been an exception to his general

low opinion of the academic community.ll

"Canadian Literati," p. 3. See Appendix I.

10 It was to Pelham Edger he was later to dedicate his novel,

My Star Predominant. There is extant, much of ihe corres-
pondence which was carried on belween them throughout the
years. In one of these letlers Knister seeks approval

about the wording of the dedication which must have been
granted, since it was published unaltered - "To Felham

Edgar, my old teacher, in ihe hone that he may find re-
flected in these pages something of his genuine passion

for poetry." From a letter to Pelham Hdgar, dated

November 8, 19631 (from the private collection of Mrs, Grace),

11 . . . '
Knister refere teo Edgar in another reference as '"the best

Canadian critic as far as I know." See Livesay, "Memoir,"
P. XxiX.
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The profeséor, after all, was not an editor and, as James
Reaney has surmised, Knister was searching for an "honorary
godfather." Reaney, in evaluating Knister's experience at
the University, regrets that it was an inauspicious period
in the world of letters at Toronto:

The struggle between who you're going to

follow in a literary way - in Knister's

case - the whole thing is -~ here the poor

boy gets all his education on himself and

the Chatham Public Library to help ...

and then he goes to Toronto - and now itk

terribly important who he meets there and

what he reads - and I don't honestly think

the 0ld guard in Canadian literature could

have helped him very much - it's too bad

they weren't a bit better. 12
_ At a later period Knister was to write somewhat
disparagingly of some of [Lwhat was to Knister] the "later"
work of one University of Toronto poet, Professor E.J. Pratt,
as manifesting "dependence upon wit and the use in a profes-
sorial way of erudite terms to convey honour."l3 Because
Knister was interested in getting his writing published, part

of his distrust of erudition was directed at the scholarly

controlled press. Although lauding The Canadian Forum as be-
ing the most likely outlet for good writers in Canada, he

nonetheless records of it:

12
C.B,C, Profile. See Appendix II, Sec., 30.

"Canadian Literati," p. 7. See Appendix I,
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... a sort of clique of younger generation

of Toronto University - assistant profes-

sors, and visiting Oxford dons, had founded

and controlled it., Its comments on politics

and conditions belonged to a tastefully

liberal order, and sometimes even discon-

certed the constituted powers, It also put

forth sound sense on the subject of national

art and literature. But the group erred in

supposing that its own members could supply

whatever was necessary in these departments. 14

During convalescence on his father's farm he saw
the4potentiality of the life around him in so sufficieutly'
objective a light that he felt that here, too, was material
such as that drawn on by Chekkov and the many other writers
with whose short stories he had become familiar. He was
gaining the "sense of an indigenous life waiting to be ren-
dered,"15 ~ a sense which he was to claim he never lost.
Because of his own feeling of individuality, he was never
able to completely identify with any school - the Russians,
du Maupassant or even the Mid-West American one, because he
assimilated something of them all to creale a form uniquely
Canadian and uniquely Knister. To this effect, Leo Kennedy
writes: "The interesting fact about Raymond Knister's work
is that he does not consciously or unconsciously emulate any

school or style of writing. Reading either of his two pub-

lished novels or any of his uncollected short stories, you

"Canadian Literati," p. 10. See Appendix I,
15

"Canadian Literati," p. 8. See Appendix I,
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do not surmise sources. If there are such, they are too

finely diluted for detection .... He is ... modelling his

-

. : . : 1 _—
subject in a way natlive to himself."-° Knister speaks for
himself in the same vein, in a reminiscence about his dawn-

ing consciousness to the meaning of the world around him:

But when I got back to the farm and re-
covered my health by dint of working
fourteen 1o sixteen hours in the field
until autumn I began to change my views
about writing. There was something about
the life that I lived and all the other
farm people around me, something that had
to be expressed, though I didn't know just
how. But the attempt would have to be
mzde in the form of short stories. I hagd
read a great many short stories from
several literatures. HNow for a subject;
it wouldn't do to start with an autovio-
graphical piece. One must be objective.
As the days got shorter, and the time of
more leisure came nearer, I looked about
me earnestly.

And he continues to relate the circumstances around which he

wrote "The One Thing," his first short story:

It happened, that we had a former neigh-
bour working for us that fall. He was a
tiny short old man who had sold his farm
and been away for years, and now he was
back among the people he had known help-
ing them with their crops. He and I
hauled manure and cut corn in the field
with sickles., He would mutter to himself
amid the rustle of the stalks, though he
was not ill-natured, When he was lifting
staves loaded with tobaceco-plants to the
wagon, and had to toss them when the load

Kennedy, "Raymond Knister," p, 461,
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became high, someone jocularly compli-
mented him on being a ball-~player.

"I'm no ball-player," he returned bit-
terly, "Takes a good strong man to play
ball." 4and one night I heard him talk-
ing in his sleep from the next room,
cursing shrilly at some one who had not
appreciated his horse.,: "Nothing but a
damn fool! Dver know me to run down any

ot

man's horses?

Here was my story. when the fall work was
over and the Christmas season, I sat down,
on January 2nd, 1921,.and wrote it. The
writing was quite bad, but the composition
or architecture had been given some care,
and I was not surprised, though rather
gratified when "The One Thing" was ac-
cepted by The Midland. Four other maga-
zines had rejected it, I hed heard of

The Midland through Fdward J. O'Brien's
yearbooks of the short story and I figured
that it would be better to have even one
cent a word and printing in such a place
then the thousand dollars I had heard the
popular magazines paid, and run the risk
of any loss of prestige; the deuce with
money! bBut the letter of acceptance from
John T, Frederick, while it praised ny
story with the most ingratiating discrim-
ination, mentioned that 1he :fidland did
not pay for stories. Two or three copies
of the magazine were mailed to me in which
I found stories by Futh Suckow, dalter J.
Muilenburg and George Carver,

That winter, I wrote several more farm
stories and also thirty or forty farm
poems, with the eye on the object. These
were printed at intervals in the "little" .
magazines, poetiry journals, and expatriate
quarterlies, - all American. Some recog-
nition came from American Critics, and in
London 9he New Criterion singled out a
dozen of my poems irom a galaxy of moderns
for their "objectivity." It was this ob-
jectivity which forbade the acceptance of
my work in Canadian magazines, iy poems
and stories were so Canadian and came SO
directly from the soil that Canadian
editors would have nothing to do with them,

’
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The injustice was perhaps trifling; the

quite modest merits of my efforts were

adeguately rewarded by the audience fit

though few of the "little" magazines.

But they weren't morally subversive, nor

eccentric mannered, these attempts. It

seemed gruesomely significant that not a

Canadian editor would have anything to do

with them, and that probably there were a

few other young men in the country writing

about it with the same immediacy, who were

likewise rejected. 17

Although a farm would seem unlikely as a stimulating
literary locale, Knister formed associations with writers and
editors by correspondence, trying to learn from them what it
was that his stories lacked which prevented their acceptance
by the editors of the widely-circulated journals, where pub-
lication might have provided the monetary recompense that even
writers require to subsist. He may have been hoping to alle-
viate his worst fear - that there was no paying audience for
his kind of writing, which he was astute enough as a critiec

to know was good.

The narrator of the C.B.C. Profile cites evidence
that - "During the years on the farm after his unsuccessful
university attempt, Raymond began to explore the avenues
open to young writers in the early nineteen twenties. He
was a good critic and he began to write occasional book re-

018

views for newspaners and periodicals. He also read the

"Canadian Literati," pp. 3-5. See Appendix I,

1 .
B C.B.C. Profile. OSee Appendixz II, Secs 12,



the little magazines which kept him current, being in ad-
vance of popular trends - thus affording him certain com-
pensation for his isolation from what passed as "literary
circles." HMorley Callaghan records his impressions of

Knister as a critic when the two met a few years later:

Raymond knew what was going on in London
and New York, Paris and so on, I
couldn't figure the guy out - I mean -
this was what was strange to me about
Raymond -~ how did this boy, off the

farm - you know - have this taste and
understanding about writing? I have no
idea how he got this way - this was what
was so strange aoout him among Canadian
writers., He was the only guy I knew in
Toronto at that time - who, you know,
that I might do & story and I could take
it to Raymond and I would know that
Raymond was reading this story just as
someone in New York or Paris rmight read
it and his judgment was just as good.

In any time and in any period, these men
are very rare - and Raymoad hed this
peculiar taste and understanding about
literature. 19

Knister was having little success with getting
his stories published in Canadian magazines., During these
years on the farm, the one story to find a Canadian press.
waé "The Strawstack" which was likely accepted pfior to
Knister's departure to the United States since it was pub-

lished in The Canadian Forum ia October, 1923.

It is not surprisinp that greener vistas began to

19 .
B C,B.C, Profile., Sece Appendix II, Sec. 11,



L0

appear inviting. Knister was attracted to the modern liter-
ary movement in the American Midwest where a group of young
writers from widely disparate European backgrounds had es-
tablished a literary centre in Chicago in the previous de-
cade., Although by the twenties the literary boom of Chicago
had begun to recede, the area was one which was not too re-
mote from southwestern Ontario. The movement was, of course,
the one to become known as imagism, whose practice in economy
and directness in the use of words provided a corrective to
the effete school of New England which had been dispensing
the American image. Knister had already been writing his own
imagistic style independent of any group. Thus it is not sur-
prising that he felt an affinity to the Midwest., 1In this re-
gard, it might also be noted that Chicago was perhaps as much
the metropolitan centre of his part of Ontario as was Toronto
and one artistically alert, would keep himself current with
the Chicago publications. Knister has written that "Heart of
Youth," a short story based on farm life in the Midwest and
written by Walter Mullenburg, with whom he later struck up a
correspondence and became an associate on the editorial staff
of The Midlapnd '"was perhaps the story which awoke me to country
life as 1ife and as possible material for art; and from my
first reading of it in O0'Brien to now, I regard it as to me

the best of farm stories - most universal and lyrical."20

20 Livesay, "Memoir," p. xxii, Muilenburg's story "Heart of

Youth'" was published in Edward J. O'Brien's Yearbook of
the Americap Short Story, 1915.
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It was while still on the farm that Knister began

to write to John Frederick, the editor of IThe Midland, in

which some of his poems had fou::' acceptlance:

I was very glad to sc. the poems in your
December poetry number, If you can use
any others of my output which you have,

I shall be grateful. I think that jour-
nalism could have a bad effect on me ....
There is no kind of writing on the go
that I would not tackle - with prepara-
tion enough, However, I expect to
-specialize in fiction in which there will
be plenty of room. The matter of modern
movements in literature and drama is in-
teresting to - much of the stuff ... is
bunk in itself, though any of these ex-
periments may prove of value to one who
can apply them to a vision of his own

and a knowledge of the tradition. 21

Jonhn Frederick was interested in Knister's work
and accepted "The One Thing" at some date prior to August
1921, although the story did not appear until the January

22

1922 number of The Midland. "Mist-Green Oats" was the next

story to be accepted, publication following shortly in the
August-September issue of the same year. "The Loading" was
written sometime before the spring of 1922 since there is

some correspondence about producing the play adapted from

21 C.B.,C, Profile. See Apnendix II, Sec. 13,

22 That the story was accepted prior to August, 1921, is

indicated, since that is the date of a letter he wrote
to a lMiss Nicholl, editor of 1he .leasure, a letter in
which he acouwainis her of this fact., (Letter from the
private collection of irs. Grace).
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it, The story was not published in The Midland until

January 1924, Frederick also gave Knister work at book re-
viewing and put him in touch with other editors who could
use feature writing. There is a record that Frederick wrote

him "a long letter offering him work on The Midland, help

with finances, raises the prospect of the Midland collection
of 88, and asks for 'Mist-Green Oats' for it 4 shor ter,
unabridged letier, from irs. Grace's papers, asks for an in-
terview., This letter is merely dated Saturday, HMarch 11, but
the year is probably 1921. Sometime in 1922 Knister visited
with Frederick at his place in Michigan;25 but the letter
asking for the interview was written before they had met, as
is evident in the text:

"My dear Knister,

"I have at last got my schedule straightened

out and have decided that I can stop at

Chatham, Wednesday morning next, at 6:18

Wabash train. I can stop only between

trains, or until 12:4k that day - but I
wondered if you could come into town and

2 .
3 Letter from Knister dated June 10, 1922 to Bertram Forsyth,

Director of Hart House, concernlnr his play, "lhe Loading."
(From the excerpts of corresoondence in the archives of the

Douglas Librarv, Gueen's UQLverqlty) When the play was
eventually published in Poet Lore, Boston, Uocomber 1928
it had been recast and re-titled, "Youth Goes west, See

the Ray bibliography in Collected Poems of haymond Lnister.

2l

Letter, without date. (From the excerpts of correspondencs
in the archives of the Douglas Library, Gueen's University).

25 Knister writes, "Three years ago (1922) when I was at his
[Tvooerlck s | place in dl(hl{?n eeeo Letter gquoted by
Livesay, "demoir," p. xxii.
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we could talk at a hotel or the station.
Don't try to get in so early as that and
if you're overly busy don't try at all,
for I knovw how farming is. I'1ll wait
about the depotl and you can recognize me
as a tall man with rimmed glasses and a
small bandage on his nose - memento of
an accident at Glennie during the ice
storm - I'll tell you about the story,
ete.

"J.1. Frederick"26

Discouraged by the unéongenial Canadian situation

Knister began to think seriously of Frederick's offer on

Ihe iMidland, although with some trepidation:

After a lengthy dry spell, we have a
rainy morning wherefore I am inspired
to the extent of letters and as I look
up, the lake 1is misted, making the

farm the end of the world. It almost
has been so for me! Within a few weeks
I hope to know something of my plans
for the winter, I hope to get together
a little money and if it's feasible,
would like to go to Iowa City, though I
fear it must be a crowded place for
free-lance efforts., I think I'1ll try
literary essays, Our Canadian maga-
zines don't know a story from a bill

of lading. 27

At the end of the summer of 1923 Knister accepted

the position on The Midland. His stay in Iowa Cityvseems to

have been a very happy and stimulating one and provided him

the opportunity of consorting with such moderns as Ruth

From the private collection of lrs. Grace,

27

C.B.C. Profile. See Appendix II, Sec, 15.
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Suckow, Walter Muilenburg and others identified with the

Midwest group. Leo Kennedy relates of the American period,

"After a year on lhe ifidliend he removed to Chicago, and,
O'Brien's valuable reference work says in effect, spent

several months reviewing for Poetry and the Chlcago Evening

Post, and filling casual jobs."28

In the fall of 1924 Knister returned to his
father's farm. Although, as James Reaney has poinfed out,
South-Western Ontario is geographically a part of the Ameri-
can Cornbelt, Americans do not feel the same way about their

29

country as do Cesnadians about iheirs. If this be true, as
indeed the poem, "After Exile" indicates, then it would ex-
plain why Knister, for whom writing was so much a projection
of fe.ling, could not identify with the American image; his
feeling about his experience of 1ife on a farm was different
from theirs, ©So that after assimilating all he was likely

to find congenial in their literary views and techniques,

and perhaps recalling "the indigenous life waiting to be ren-
dered"3o at home, he felt impelled to get back to the grass

roots from which his emotional beilng drew its sustaining

breath. The familiar objecls on his father's farm cast

Kennedy, "Raymond Knister," p. 460,

29 ¢.B.C. Profile. See Lppendix II, Sec, 18,

"Canadian Literati," p. 8. See Appendix I.



themselves in his sensitive imagination into universal pat-
terns and evoked the lyric voice as il could be summoned in

no other place.

His sojourn in the Midwest has been said by some

31

to have been under two years. Perhaps it would be less

misleading to say that it was very little more than a year.
According to his poem, "After Exile" which is believed to

32

have been commemorative of his return, the month was

October., Since this poem was published in the October is-
sue of Voices 1925, he must have wriiten it in October 1924,

Thus, leaving at the end of the summer 1923 and returning in

October l92h, his work with lhe l4idl2znd must indeed have been
very brief - even more brief the reviewing work he did for
some of the Chicago papers while there - unless perhaps some

of these activities were carried on concurrently,

During his year in Iowa City, Knister met a
southern American girl named Marion Font to whom he became
engaged to be married. Because of religious differences,
the match was opposed by both families and the wedding plans,
after a time, were abandoned. When he retuvrned to the farm,
he and Marion continued to corresnoand, although it became

increasingly spparenl that the cngagement was doomed. Some

31
Pacey, Canadian Short Stories, p. 143,

32

C.B.C, Profile, ©See Appendixz I, Scc. 23.
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excerpls of his letters to her are eloquent of the unrest
which was beginning to beset him, One letter, dated March
17, 1926 confides:"There are too many influences pulling me
this, that and the other. I should like to take to the
open road again ..., " And the letter ends with "The Plough-
man's Song"33 which seems an apt epitaoh to their ill-fated
love affair. The tone, even after the final dissolution of
the engegement, harks back to halcyon days when hope rode
high but he.also finds possible an acceptance of the in-
evitable —’theitragic necessity inherent in life. On June
25, 1926 he w;;tes to her "... I know at any rate that
nothing again can hurt me quite so much ... One may be-
come tempered without becoming embittered, disillusioned

without losing ideals 3..,"3h

It is noteworthy that the first four of Knister's
avant-garde stories under study were written before he went
to Iowa City and before he had met Marion. These stories
are dominated by male protagonists and involve father-son
relationships. lMothers are usually absent as is Len

o

Brinder's mother in "Mist-Green Oats," or they are shadow

L

figures like Hettie in "The Loading." When he returned to

33

Letter to Harion Font., (From the excerpts of correspon-
dence in the archives of the Douglas Library, Queen's
University).

34 From the excerpts of correspondence in the archives of
the Douglas Librery, Gueen's University,
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the farm after his sojourn in the American Midwest, he wrote
the other two stories of the group, "Elaine" and "The Fate
Of Mrs, Lucier.,”35 These two stories have female protagon-
ists and concern mother-daughter relationships. The shift
in focus seems significant, According to the darkening vi-
sion of these last stories, the introduction of women into
central positions in human affairs is not propitiocus, The
shift is accompaniéd by increaséd irony, bespeaking a deep .

bifterness previously lacking.

The year Knister spent on his father's farm after
his return to Canada was not aﬁ admission of defeat. As
Mofley Callaghan has put it: "No he was far from licked on
his return."36 According to his correspondence he was work-

ing hard and finding satisfaction in his efforts:

For something more than a month I have

been working furiously, it seems alack,

the only way I can work. I've done a

draft of my second novel, which scems a
more likeable piece than the first, and

is again of the younger generation and

of the farm, Also I have been working

at a couple of short stories. One is

so slight a thing that every word must

be just right or it won't be worth much. 37

Callaghan mentions that it was after he returned from Iowa
City that h~ wrote two stories that avpeared in Ihis
Quarter in Pezris. Since "BElaine" and "lhe Fate Of Mrs,
Lucier" are ithe only stories Knister had published in This
Quarter, it must be to them Callaghan is referring, (C.B,C,
Profile, hupendix I, Sec. 22),

36

C.B.C, Profile. See Appendix II, Sec. 9.

Livesay, "Hemoir," p. xxiv,
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This "so slight" a story may well have been "Elaine" - the
other possibly "The Fate Of Mrs. Lucier." These were the

two stories accepted by This Quarter. It seems that Knister

was most successful as a writer's writer, Perhaps he was at
his best when he was completely unaware of any audience: "In-
deed, I incline to think that the only safe way to write is
for one's own enjoyment‘"38 It must have been much-welcomed
advice which was added in a posfscript to a letter from This
Wuarter: "Your stuff is real. The story we took. Keep at

it .... Dig all you can out of your surroundings, Don't
play safe. You may manage sbmethihg réally big if ybu risk

failure, Study our men. Note Hemingway and McAlmon ...."39

Knister now went to Toronto and started to free-
lance in journalism., He was by no means proud of much of his
output: "I see an announcement this week 'Harvest Home' de-
lightfully humorous sketch of a rural chicken supper by R.K, -
if they call that sardounic stuff humorous, they've more humour

40

than I have."

What Knister had surmised in his letter to Frederick
[circa 19227 about journalism having a bad effect on him seems

to have been born out, when, after his debut in Toronto, the

38

Livesay, "demoir," p. xxv.

39 From the excerpts of corresvondence in the archives of the
Douglas Library, Queen's University.

%0 C.B.C. Profile., See Appendix II., Sec, 39.
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. : 4
decline in the quality of his short stories began. 1 Some

substantiation for this view is contained in the autcbio-

graphical account:

Living in Toronto ... I was free-lancing in
the magazines and doing articles chiefly,
literary criticism, interviews, Also I was
doing stories of farm life, very brief, and
patterned according to my own likings for
the Toronto Star Weekly, our substitute for
a Sunday newspaper. It was and is too small
town to get by as a national weekly in
another community, but its local flavour was
what made it attractive to me. To be sure
the editor would exvostulate with me: 'ir,
Knister, you make your pecple too real., Our
readers don't want to read about real things,
They want to be amused, 1ry to put more plot
in your stories.' And numbers of them came
back., In fact, after I picked out half a
dozen to send to Fdward J. O0'Brien, and he
had starred or double-starred them in his
Yearbook, all of them csme back. It was
disappointing, because trough it was ex-~
cusable in a Sunday newspaper to be deter-
mined not to be highbrcew, I was sure that
there were some thousands of readers of the
paper who would like to see their 1ife pic-
tured, more or less, as it was without re-
course to stage types and general old stuff.
A new country and a new audience in the
making. What an opportunity for Canadian
writers! Hadn't Chekkov written in Russian
papers of grecat and immediately increasing
circulation? And in such a paver you would
not have to pay any attention to the demands
for a mechanical structure which our other
magazines regarded as indispensible. 42

Knister's wistful hopes appeared doomed: "Although

1 C.B,C, Profile, BSee Apnpendix II, Sec. 13.

"Canadian Literati," p. 8. See Appendix I.



he managed to sc upe a living out of articles he wrote with
such titles as 'Christmas at Corncob Corners,' 'Mrs, Pleth-
wick Was a Citizen' and 'Jo Gumption' ... he was not really
moving in any particular direction. It was also clear that
his talent and imagination lay e?!.sewhere.”br3 As Callaghan
puts it, "Raymond was not a hack - this was the dreadful
thing about it, Raymond was born to be a good writer and a
good poet.”hu As Knister became increasingly disenchanted
with Eack writing, he began to turn to the novels he had
planned. It may be that his philosophy of life began to
change and for that reason the projection of what he felt
about the things around him changed too. In any event, the
intensity of his themes and his style began to be "toned

down."ug Knister was not unaware of the change in his

writing, when, discussing White Narcissug before it had

e

been published, he predicted to his anticipated audience, -

)+ .
3 C.B.C, Profile. See Appendix II, Sec. 40,

!
th C,B.C. Profile, See Appendix II, Sec, 42.

45 In a letter previously quoted to Marion Font on the final
dissolution of their engagement, he also writes: "If I
seem hzard sometimes, it is only a shell I had to acquire
literally to live .... Altogether some modification was
effected in the naive faith in hunsn nature with which T
vas born. At any rate, I was hard-boiled cnough not to
take much nonsense from anyone. I don't altogether de-~
precate this nor anprove of seantimentalists, One may
become tempered without being embittered, disillusioned
without losing ideals; vide Conrad, 4nd you can itone
things down. 9n. cit. (above, Footnote 34),
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",eo 1t will have any amount of roses and meconlight. You

46

won't recognize the old me of other work in it." Hisg
life had begun to take another direction.h7 Although there
were several short stories published later in popular maga-
zines, he never seems to have regained the tragic intensity
he had achieved in his farm stories of those thrée brief

years when he was publishing in the "little" magazines,

%6

Livesay, "demoir," pp. xxix-xxx,

b7

Knister had married in June, 1927. Iis bride was the
former Hyrtle Gamble of Port Dover, iiuch of the
writiag of Jhite sreissus was done at ilhelr honey-

v
AP

moon cottage at Hanlan's Point, C,B,C., Profile., See
Appendix II, Sec, L9,
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CHAPTER TIII

"THE OUE THING™

"The One Thing" is a story of the essential tragedy
of life, a story of a man, who, by an accident of birth,
coupled with the innate perversity of human nature, launches
himself into an inevitable chain of causality from which he
i; unable to extricate himself, The structuie, dramatically
conéeived, follows the tragic pattern, The suffering in-
curred finds no relief but is not entirely without purpose.
Although the outcome is inconclusiVe, the struggle is a tes-

tament to the courage of the human spirit,

The protagonist, Billy Dulckington, is a misbegotten
victim of circumstance. Ill-favoured from birth - runtish in
- stature, fishy-eyed and of otherwise Jdwarfish features, he is
singularly dispvossessed of those qualities which attract com-
panionship, It is said of Billy that "aside from his short-
ness, he was not handsome., His chin was narrow, but came well
forward; his nose was long énd almost perpendicularly overhung
his upper 1lip. His little eyes were fishlike below a sloping
forehead." (3) Hor does his personality in any way compensate
for what his appearance lacks. His unfortunate habit of rais-
ing his eyebrows and wrinkling his forehead "in apparent as-
tonishment at the simplest remark made by anyone with whom he
happened to be conversing' (3) scrves only to further diminicgh

his already insignificant image., He is reveatedly represented
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as a figure of absurdily yet one deserving pity rather than
derision: "There was something pathetic in a man of fifty-
three years, who carried at mosi times, a bristle of beard

speckled with white, being greeted always as 'Billy,'" (2)

In spite of his being so unprepossessing an indi-
vidual, Billy has not been spared an innate hubris, "a cer-
tain amalgam of stubbornness and pride." (3) Characteris-
tically, it is this guality which, up to a point, éerves as
his greatest asset; but having chosea a course of action
for which he is peculiarly unsuited, it becomes his greatest
liability. On a literal level; the ill-advised course of ac-
tion is that of devoting his life to the tending of huge
draft horses too high for him to reach. On the allegorical
level, the action is the self-destructive withdrawal within
himself where, too, lie forces beyond his power to coantrol.
The choice, although appearing to have been made freely, has
been conditioned. Faced with a hopeless situation in the
field of human relationships - specifically that of a rela-
tionship with a woman, Billy falls victim, on an occasion
during his youthful urgent years, to a fascination for a
Clydesdale filly. As the years go by, the horses become of
increasing importance 1o 3illy, involving him in an incident
which causes a misunderstanding with his brother, Tom, the
only person with whem Billy has ever related. 7The misunder-
standing marks the advent of Billy's alienation. Although

there secms to have been an opportunity for reconciliation
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at one point, an ironic principle is at work. The irony lies
in the nature of the occasion which brings the brothers tem-
porarily together again. For, in coming to Billy's aid, Tom
inadvertently helps cure the ailing horse which is to serve
as the motive of Billy's final violent outburst against his

brother.

Fven before this time, it is apparent that Billy's
love of horses is an obsession motivated more by pfide than
by common sense. By middle age, his farm is yielding dimin-
ishing returns; the pedigreed strain is running out in his
Clydesdales and Billy, himself, is beyond the age when he is
likely to admit the error of his ways. The underlying aware-
ness that such is the truth makes his suffering even greater.
Driven to the extremity, he curses his brother, apparently in
dialogue with the horses in the field., At night, talking in
his sleep, with no corporeal audience, he curses over and
over a vague uaiversal brother, whom he seems to have con-
jured in his mind as "Nothing but a damn fool." (18) Ulti-
mately, in waking hours, from out the depths of unharvested
corn, he curses everything, "four of a kiad," (2) in a
strangely disembodied voice, When his form emerges from the
corn, the voice reverts to normal, Identification with the
corn in his terminal state suggeste a return to Jature - a
dying. His emergence from the corn for the moment on the
road is the living interval of "a reanimated corpse." (18)

In setting himself, however usnintentionally, outside the
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ordinary world of generation, Billy has failed to propagate
his own species whose consummation provides the mysterious

power which Nature wields over her hapless victims,

Although Billy's life has been an apparent failure,
it has not been entirely without purpose, In some mysterious
way and counter to his plans, something of value has been
achieved, Even if he does not succeed in his efforts, his
work benefits others, He has produced stock from which
others succeed - "had not some of the purchasers taken his
own horses and won with them in the show rings? And done

still better with the second and third generation?" (17)

Paradoxically, out of his madness and despair, he
attains a negative kind of heroic stature which rescues him
from the anonymity which threafened to make his life as
meaningless as he had feared. Prior to his madness, "no one
had ever taken him in the slightest degree into account." (2)
In the end he has become a tdpic for conversation, by pro-
viding certain local colour, thereby constituting an indi-
genous symbol of community. He is a kind of folk hero who

plays his sacrificial role in the service of others,

The opening scene serves as a prologue to the drama
about to be unfolded. The setting represents the world in
microcosm and the teamster repreéents man in relation to the
world, The moment is one of arrested action for the man,

who, with his team, is stopped on the visible section of road
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which extends across the landscane., He commands a certain
privileged view from the slightly elevated level of the road
and from the added height of the load, atop which he sits to
direct the efforts of the horses. The details of the topo-
graphy are projected through his eyes but the pattern is im-
pressionistically relayed and its significance 1s dependent

on the reader's sensitivities,

‘In general, the landscape conﬁeys an impression of
restriction and enclosure, 1The effect is achieved in part
by the presence of encroaching trees which although they "did
not noticeably obtrude on the vision," (1) yet "they hid the
horizon on all sides, and his [the teamster's] gaze might
travel in certain directions so far as two miles, but always
it brought up against trees." (1) Han's position at the
centre of this more or less circular plane whose horizon is
obscured by the screen of trees foreshortening the limits of
vision suggests the universal limitations of his freedom., It
also suggests his inability to penetrate the ultimate mystery.
According to this story and to the others of the group under

study, the mystery must remain inscrutable.

There is something of the atmosphere of a prison in
the unhealthiness and monotony perveding the landscane. The
air is stifling, "dank and heavy," (1) like that of a dungeon
cell., The effect of the "streaks" of light seen between the

sparse encircling trees is like that of light entering through



barred windows high above eye-level. The view beyond is of
the sky only, which, being gray, offers little hove. The
view within the microcosmic prison is of a landscape as flat,
monotonously patterned and devoid of colour as is the ascetic
existence of the central character who is so closely assoc-~
iated with the environment: "The land was perfectly flat ...
he [[the teamster] could see long, bleached, after-harvest
grainfields, varied with dull tracts of beets and rows of
soiled appeariﬁg corn shocks, stretching sombrely, wire-fenced
to the backs of farms," (1) The drabness and melancholy of
the scene reflect the hopelessness of the situation but also
attest to the tenacity of those, who, like Billy, continue the

struggle in the face of so inauspicious a prospect.

The outstanding feature of the landscape is the road

- well-worn, deeply-rutted by the passage of many wheels and
the weight of the burdens born py the wayfarers. Its begin-
ning is not in view, nor is its end. Although the road runs
to a spur line of the railway, suggesting a great traffic
system of which this road is but a part, the destination of
the main line is not rcvealed, The road's symbolic signifi-
cance is further emphasized by reference to the "clay" of its
substance, Thus associsted with human clay, the element of
perversity in the soil will be shown as something also in-
herent in man's nature as well. The presence of the teamster
and the hardship of the passage further identifies the road

as that of the kind of 1life zbout to be depicted.



The focal point of interest is the teamster, his
team and the wagonload of sugar-beets. The indication is
that the story is to be concerned with a man, his horses and
their partnership in the struggle with a heavy load. Al-
though the team may appear at the outset to be most directly
involved in the labour, it is soon apparent that the teamster,
too, is "bent to the job" (2) of loading the beets into the
freight car. The necessity to straighten from the constant
bending "toAloosen é crick in his spine" (2) indicates that

the teamster fares no better than his horses.

The moment is one of brief respite for the ex-
hausted creatures in their struggle with the heavy load," as
their wet flanks heaved." (1) The interval is not so much a
rest as it is a recovery of their wind to resume the haul,
The work in progress, like the road, is seen as a part of a
never-ending torture - loading, hauling, unloading and return-
ing to repeat the process. The fact that the load is sugar
beets suggests, however, that there is a potential for some
fruitful purpose. On the other hand, the possibility of
| sugar being only a tantalizing promise never to be realized,
canﬁot be ignored., In either case, the arduousness of the

labour in progress is in no way mitigated.

The elevation of the rcad and the deep ditches on
each side are significant. The material which builds up the

road is the excavation from the ditches. In presuming to
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raise himself above the level of his grass roots in nature,
man, by analogy, provides the depths into which he can fall
at the least misstep. fGbe imare mirrors tue folly at the
heart of tragedy., %The dross material which elevates the
road also suggests an ill-founded pride at the core of human
make-up - a dominating factor in the life story of the pro-

tagonist, Billy Dulckington.

Billy is a parf of the opening scene, aithough he
is not immediately distinguishable from the scenery. The
first indication of his presence is a "rustling" (1) from the
corn where he seems to have‘beéome a resident spirit. Then
his voice "high-pitched and monotonous" (1) relates the wind
soughing among dried-out corn stalks with the cry of the soul
in agony. The pitch suggests the tension of tightened
strings of a musical instrument and, by analogy, the stretch-
ing of a body on a rack of torture. His emergence from the
corn seems to be motivated by a vague hope that someone may
come to relieve his suffering. When he sees the teamster,
however, Billy cannot briné himself to cry out to the man,
Instead, he reverts to a normal voice, a conventional greet-
ing, hears a comment on the weather and sees the moment fade
back into the engulfing silence as man and team continue..

Billy is left to resume his cursing in the corn,

Yet over all this grim opening scene there 1is a

crowning glory, %The beauty of the "cloud-tapestried™ (1)
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sky fosters a hope that beyond the agonizing clay a heroic
design is being as purposefully worked out as were those
masterpieces of the medieval craftsman who glorified life in
terms of the sublime and ideal., The hope is that the beauty
of the clouds holds out a promise that there is also beauty
in the mysterious design of life, not granted human eyes to
see, The danger is that the beauty is but a tantalizing il-

lusion.'

After the opening scene, the narrator becomeé om-
niscient for the most part and.maintains a general chronolo-
gical order in the narrative. Some of the details of Billy's
eafly life, however, are not revealed until the important
scene of self-recognition in which the style shifts to one of
a stream of consciousness, (10-11) In his reverie, it be-
comes apparent that the only person with whom he has ever had
a close relationship is his brother Tom, Together, they had
shared a happy childhood., With nostalgia he recalls '"certain
episodes in the childhood of himself and his brother Tom.
'"Tom and Willy'! What differences between them then? He had
forgotten but not forgotten their round of chumming and
wrangling, to which his memory now lent a sadness immeasurably
pleasing." (11) Billy realizes, for the first time, that he
bas been unconsciously lonely ever since, although to the
casuial eye he hed appeared "a most matter-of-fact little man,
unaware of any stunting of his own life or any lack of happi-

ness." (11) Billy chooses %o ignore the.truth about himself



so that the awareness of the moment makes no difference to

the course of his life.

As Tom grew up, he assimilated into the wider life
around him but Billy was unable to do likewise, He tried to
participate in the social life of the community but his ef-
fortis were sadly unrewarded: "Until he was almost forty he
had occasionally gone to phurch; sometimes in winter he had
attended one or two socials or concerts. At the former, he
usually, by the lotlery method, managed to get a partnér
with whom to eat the customary lunch - and some young fellow
accompanied her home." (8) Tom married, but Billy's unpre-
poésessing appearance and personality aroused no more than
the "amusedly tolerant attitude of the buxom and well-grown
young women of the district." (3) Billy's pride prevented
him from exposing himself to the scorn he had good reason to

' (3) would occasion.

expect a propnosal of "serious intentions'
Yet he seems not to have considered seeking out a girl of
lesser attributes; he was evidently fascinated by females of

statuesgue proportions.

The acquisition of Lowry Lass is in many Ways made
to appear as a compensation for the big girls he can never
hope to win. Her discovery is described in terrs of the ful-
fillment of a "quest'", the word Knister uses for the purpose.
(4) Not only was she big, but she was blue-blooded and a

prize-winner, The circumstances leading up to her purchsse are
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recounted in a manner reminiscent of courtship. On Billy's
first vecation as a young man, to the Canadian National Ex-
hibition in loronto, he had attended the horse show where he
had become interested in some imported Clydesdales: "There

was something impressive in the size and strength and beauty
of these magnificent beasts, something which enchanted him

and called forth his longing." (3) He became "enamoured of
one filly," (3) later referred to as his "first love" (4)

but he was ﬁot in a position at the time to buy her. when he
finally is able to claim her, she is not available but he
easily settles for another - Lowry Lass, an even "heavier-
bodied and more sguarely built'" (4) mare. Her arrival is
described as that of a bride's homecoming. There is an at-
mosphere of celebration in the village and for Billy, in terms
of social intercourse, the release of pent-up tensions: "That
was the main day in his life on which he unloaded Lowry Lass
from the freight car, and brought her to his farm, It was
Saturday. There were neighbours in the viilage, in the stcres,
in the blacksmith shop, everywhere, it seemed. On each, the
serious task of appraisal and of commendation was, in his pre-
sence, incumbent, More people were met on the road, and though
with many of them Billy had scarcely exchanged a word for
months, to all the circumstances of the cuest were imparted

with unaccustiomed and c omposed absence of reticence." (4)

Although very obviously the possibilities are

limited, the course of Billy's life up to this time might



have taken several paths concerning which he never conjec-
tures until many yvears later. The purchase of Lowry Lass,
however, constitutes what might be termed the fatal step,
since after that time the course of his life follows a pat-
tern of causality directly attributable to this initial ac-
tion, 1The family of which she was the grand dame figured in
every aspect of the subsequent development. She provided
him‘with a reputation Eas a horée-lover], with his only topic
of.conversation and with an object for his almost paternal
affection and pride., Billy's judgment in horse-breeding
proved impractical since his obses#ion Qith size put.his
animals in a class for which there was little demand and
probably jeopardized other necessary qualities of the breed.
He was uhable to interest the "big horsemen of the East and
Quebec in his stock." (5) He found ways to rationalize the
general lack of interest and remained adamant in his prefer-
ence for the heaviest of draft horses: "He was emphatic in
his deprecation of the new style of Clydesdales, just begin-
ning to 'come in'y the upstanding light-feathered, bright-
gaited kind he held to be hackneys, carriage-horses, and
that was for him the lowest depth of condemnation." (5) It
was as though the size of his horses compeasated for his own
small stature, He scemed not 1o realize that the discrep-
ancy in the size of the horses and of himself mzde a ludi-
crous contrasts "An odd firure he appneared to anyone passing

who saw him, with the two huge drafters forging so far ahead
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of him and malking more evident than ever the disproportion-
ate size,"™ (15) It was a matter of ingrained stubbornness

and pride that he would not admit during the crucial illness
of Lena, the last of the pedigreed offspring, that he had to

stand on the manger to "drench" (13) her.

The inherent danger of megalomania is reflected not
only in the size of the breed developed but also in the in-
creasing size of his nerd over the yeafs, so that "he could
not assure even himself i1hat it increased likewise in quality."
(5) His farm consisted of only one hundred acres which should
have put a limit on the number of horses it was able to supnort
without jeopardizing the economic balance. Although "he con-
tinued to keep the other branches of the livestock represented,
«e. - pigs, milch cows, and a herd of steers," (5) it appears
that the horses were becoming too much of a drain, monopoli-
zing many acres which might otherwise have supported revenue-

producing stock or produced such cash crops as sugar-beets,

Thus Billy was a lohg time in paying off the mort-
gage which the purchase of Lowry Lass had incurred, In about
fifteen years, however, the mortgage was paid - due in no
small part to Billy's unremitting toil. These were the best
years of his life from the standooint of vigour and health
and he seldom needed to pay wages for help. Paying off the
mortgage, however, was not the main inceﬁtive for Billy's

work, HHe enjoyed work for the satisfaction he derived in his
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own achievements and when he could work at something which
required the services of his horses, the enjoyment was high
ecstasy: "Plowing was one of his favourite jobs about the
farms; he liked above most things ... the constant attempt to
make each furrow straighter than the last and when a good
furrow was attained, to keep those following it right, to
have each of his 'lands' properly and symmetrically shaped.

And he was proud of the straight and steady gait of his teams,
| perhaps a source of his skill and pleasure in it." (14-15) He
was to recollect in a rare moment "the years which his love
for his horses had given him." (10) It was the same love

which was also to cause a serious rift with his brother.

The rift marks the point of reversal in the action
of the story. An accident in the stable to one of the 'big"
colts prevents Eilly from attending the funeral of his
brother's father-in-law and makes very obvious to the large
procession of mourners that Billy is very typically proceed-
ing in-the wrong direction. More ironic is the discovery
that the veterinarian, whom he was seeking, had been unnoticed

in the passing cortege and that the outcome of all Billy's

misdirected efforts has been to catech a cold.,

When Doctor lHickson, the veterinarian, eventually
attends the horse, there is little to be done except to treat
the animal for blood poisoning. Hickson establishes himself

as an antazconist in the strugele. In the final analysis his
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role is a destructive one., On the first visit, he injects
a brand of poison by repeating to Billy some gossip about
Tom's anger over Billy's failure to attend the funeral, In

each of his subsequent visits the poison imagery persists.

Other rumour-mongers magnify the funeral incident
and although time somewhat mitigates the feelings on both
sides, the relationship between the brothers never regains
its former amity. Like the prognosis of the injury to the
colt's ankle-joint, "the swelling would not go down in the
future, but would remain much as it was.," (7) Evil is not
to be undone: "... the breech slight as it seemed couldknot
easily be closed ...." (8) The association of blood poison-
ing with a family feud is a conventional device. The empha-

sis on poison serves to place the story in a tradition.

The brothers nursed their grievances for seveﬁ
years: "They nodded, spoke when they met and never ceased to
'change threshing': but their neighbouring ceased." (8) It
is said that both brothers soon came to realize that the
whole affair was a misunderstanding; but they were unable to
unbend. Tom's family evidently tried to effect a reconcilia-
tion -~ "there seemed to be a notable amelioration in the
manner of Gertie, Tom's wife (to whom the incident might have
been expected to be most offensive] as time went onj; and the
children were really friendly when they saw him - taller now

than 'Uncle Billy,' all of them." (8) 1lheir efforts were to
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no avail,

Billy becomes more and more of a recluse, Only for
provisions, on rare occasions does he leave the farm, Mand
when he had a hired man he frequently sent him on such er-
rands," (8) The social events which he had formerly attended
no longer draw him out. The horses are becoming an obsession,
Even his evenings are occupied with indulgent attention to the
horses: "On some winter nights the light from his lantern
could be seen gleaming from the windows of his stable until
ten or eleven o'clock." (8) There is an almost erotic sug-
gestion in the description of his attentions to the horées:
"It was to him a joy familiar and recurrently consummate to
slick the colts down with rags, to rub their pasterns, brush
out their manes and their feather; to admire the round spring

f

of rib on their well-turned bodies." (9)

Determined to maintain peak performance, Billy
drives himself at an even more gruelling pace as he gets
older, He allows himself no rest although he indulges his
horses generously: "For years he had always driven two teams,
making one 'round' of his long fields with one, and leaving
it to rest while he made the next 'round' with the other." (9)
His days are long: "Summer nights he worked until dark," (9)
after which he found other chores, Frequently it was "break-
ing" colts, an activity which necessitated his running with

the colt - a travesty of respite after a hard day!
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His horses are supplied with the best of feed and
furnishings - "stockfood by the barrel, bran by the ton" (9)
and "Every one of them must have a blanket." (9) Left un--
blanketed the horses would naturally have provided for them-
selves by growing more hair, The éelf-denial he practices in
order to provide luxuries for his horses is reflected in the
neglect of his house and the frugality of his personal pro-
visions, His house seems always cold and dark in comparison
with the atmosphere of tEe stable, When the roof of his bed-
room develops a leak, he moves to another room, Billy, how-
ever, never sinks to living in the stable; he continues to eat
and sleep in the monastic austerity of his house. In this way

Knister affirms Billy's humanity.

Eventually, the previous tendency toward an im-
balance in the ratio of producing animals and consuming ones
becomes a serious problem, despite his sacrifices and the in-
creased tempo of his work: ",.. he was not making as much
money now as he had been making." (9) Billy is squandering
the resources of his farm on the increasing herd of hqrses,
and he is avparently blind to the fact of his own mismanage-
ment. It seems apparent that this state of affairs cannot
continue very long, as a reminder of which it is learned that
Lena, the reigning favourite and the last of the second gener-
ation of Billy's horses, 1s in failing health, The critical
point of her illness marks the obscured climactic point of the

story and her eventual recovery is merely a stoo-gap. Billy's
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dynasty is on the wane as is the moon "far-slide and waning

over the distant forest." (14)

t

The events leading up to the climax have about them
a mounting intensity. The increasingly feverish tempo of ac-
tivities on the farm is a symptom of his nervous tension and
parallels Lena's uneasiness in the stall at the onslaught of
her fever. The structural fever analogy is apt since in the
course of fevers, there is also a climactic point at which

the fever breaks. -

The use of high-pitched sound adds to the effect of
increasing tensionj a certain shrillness pervades the atmos-
phere of the story. The first sound is Billy's voice, "high-
pitched and monotonous." (1) Again, it is a squeal from the
horse-stable that prevents Billy from getting to the funeral.
Another time, it is the high sound of wind in the telephone
wires which accompanies Billy's rising anxiety about his horse
and translates his night journey to town into a dimension of

nightmare,

On the night journey, Billy is "privileged" in the
tradition of tragic heroes to experience his hour of self-
recognition - "to see that 1life and that lack with eyes other
than his own," (11) His trance is induced not only by the
high-pitched sounds of the wind in the wires but also by the
hypnotlic effect of the shadows cast by the turning wheels in
the shifting light of the lantern.
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Knister's

The account of the journey is one of the most ef-
sustained passages of surrealistic desecription in

repertoire and warrants quotation:

It was January. The night was already quite
dark. A thaw had broken up the road, which
was now a mass of hummocked and holey clay,
with a pair of deep, narrow channels jaggedly
traversing it longitudinally., In these the
wheels revolved, bringing up watery mud, and
making a continuous rolling splash., The wind
was not strong, but seemed high, and the
telephone poles on the other side of the deep
ditch rang forth for him dully with deep re-
sonance, The poles seemed miles apart, as
the horse plodded and wallowed onward, while
he nursed an anxiety which half consciously
he hoped so to make baseless .... They be-
came the thrumming years, as he puddled along
and past them, Again their sound reminded
him of music he had heard at Flossie Tintern's
recital some years before. It was not often
that he was reminded of music. He began to
whistle, but ceased, his deviations from the
tune formed such a travesty of the remembered
impression.

He occupied himself with recollecting the years
which his love of his horses had given him,
certain things an infinitesimally different
life might have brought him, certain hours of
his youth, certain episodes in the childhood of
himself and of his brother Tom, "Tommy and
Willy!" What differences between them then?

He had forgotten, but not forgotten their round
of chumming and wrangling, to which his memory
now lent a sadness immeasurably pleasing. He
appeared a most matter-of-fact little man, un-
aware of any stunting of his own life, of any
lack in his happiness; and now he thought
suddenly to see that life and that lack with
eyes other than his own, Every few moments he
lifted the fixed regard bent on the swift drip-
ping spokes revolving muddy-yellow in the light
of the dangling lantern, imagining that he had
traversed miles, and cried in his thin voice,
which rising, always seemed on the point of
breaking: "Gidyap! Gidyap!" (lO-llg



71

The truth about himself has shaken Billy very
badly but the knowledge has come too late. The narrator has
already warned that colts should be broken early since theq
"they were more tractable and proved so later." (9) On his
return to the farm that night, Billy is not alone and al-
though conditions are much the same as on the way in, he does
not allow himself to lapse into reverie again: "Now the moon
occasionally showed her face tauntingly among the predacious
and headlong clouds, and the wind still drev droning music
from the telephone wires, as they drove over the shadows of
the poles upon the track, but Billy's thoughts wandered back
no longer from the frozen headland of the preéent."l (11)

The experience serves only to intensify Billy's anxiety about
his horses; the justification for his own life is dependent
on them, This heightened sensitivity serves to ensure the
final "falling-out" with his brother; the quarrel is inevit-

able, and integral to the design of the tragedy.

The crucial illness of Lena, because of what she
represents in Billy's life, marks the climactic point of the

story., Since her illness is a fever, it provides an analogy

The term "headland" refers to plowing, a context in which
it is used to designate unplowed land at the end of fur-
rows - land which cannot be reached with a plow which is
the length of the horses and the harness tugs from the
point where the team has to turn. %This is wasted or '"dezd"
land, The "frozen headland of the present" then is an apt
metaphor for what is likely to continue to be the state of
Billy's sterile existence.
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for dramatic structure. As such, the climax is mysteriously
obscured; there seems no certainty that one has actually oc-
curred. The narrator passes it over very deliberately by the
expedient of a time lapse - "It was more than a week later."
(12) Dr. Hickson is very vague about the matter: "That was
about the crisis, one week after the case opened." (13) Nor
is Billy able to fix on any particular point during the
period of illness, recalling only "the week of nights he had
watched and cared for the horse, and the mazes of his
thoughts." (12) The uncértainty surrounding the breaking
point of Lena's fever is increased by the occurrence of the
relapse she suffers, Instead of wholly recovering, she has
developed a virulent lump on the neck. The abortive climax
of the mare's illness is related to Billy's life which is

similarly frustrated. The pattern of living to which he has

" become accustomed provides no release for his mounting ten-

sions,

The complication of the lump seems to provide an
opportunity for reconciliation between the brothers. Tom had
made an overture of neighbourliness as soon as he had heard
of Billy's trouble., It seems likely that he would have come
before had he known: "If you had sent one of the neighbor
boys over to my place, I could have come as well as not." (13)
But Billy is still nursing his old resentment, He feels that
Tom and Dr., Hickson are in league against him. While they

discuss the implications of Lena's health in terms of horse-
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flesh, they "failed in Billy's eyes to express a sense of
what this danger to Lena really entailed." (12) For Billy,
she represents everything that the passage of the years has,
meant to him, His fear that she may not recover is the fear
that his own 1life has been wasted., Tom's overture, although
well-intentioned, has come too late, despite their efforts

to bridge the years as "... the two brothers talked of crops,

of neighbours, of taxes for a new drain, of Tom's children,"

(14)

The mood of Nature is inimical as the brothers take
leave of the veterinary and of each other. The night is
"brown," austerely starred and "keen-aired." (14) Their at-
tempt at discourse is seen as feeble and pathetic in face of
the forces arrayed against them. Nature is made to appear
cruel and unfeeling. Man cannot redeem the past. Uncon-
sciously both brothers sense the hopelessness of their
plight: "... Tom walked home, head bent to keep the biting
air from his throat, in what seemed a ghost of summer moon-
light, from a moon far-slid and waning over the distant
forest." (14) Billy, too, alone in his cheerless house,
"abstractedly shaking his head in the darkness," (1k4) is as-
sailed by dark forebodings which he quickly contrives to es-

cape in the merciful oblivion of sleep.

The lancing of the lump in Lena's neck saves her

life and allows her to resume her former duties and for a



time during her recovery, there still seems some hope that
the brothers' dark forebodings are unfounded. 3Billy begins
to think of leaving his farm to lom's boy, Bill. The idea

is without immediacy, however, as Lena's recovery serves to
dispel the gloom which had gathered during her illness., Also
the season is spring and its promise of re-birth raises hopes
for a second chance. In response to the stirring of Nature,
Billy too experiences a feeling of youthfullresurgence: "The
zeSf of the spring wind, brushing the trees and the manes of
his horses, the various and wholly relevant notes of the new
birds, the inconceivable freShness‘Qf colour on distant foli-
age, the smell of upturning soil, seem strangely to banish
any sombre implication from a disposition toward his name-
sake." (15) His energies are renewed and he rejoices to be-
gin the spring plowing which is his favourite job: "idis faded
jeans were turned up two or three inches above his shoes, and
he stepped along with brisk, brief strides.” (15) The buoy-
ant mood is somewhat tempered this year by a certain feeling
of nostalgia: "His norses had a new-qld dearness for him." (15)

and he takes more than usual thought to their well-being.

The first day on which Billy takes Lena out to work
is ill-fated., It is seen that her 1life has been saved to ful-
£fill a role - one wnhich had begun with the acquisition of
Lowry Lass. Lena represents the "one thing'" which Billy
prizes above all else - "thaa for his soul one had said." (17)

She mezsures his own estimation of his success in life.

,
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Billy's pride in his accomplishments is his real point of
vulnerability, So that when Tlom speaks casually of Lena's
impending death, nilly considers the remark as a personal
affront. The pride which had once been his inner salvation
has suffered a mortal blow., The poison of doubt begins to
rankle in his mind: "The thihg began to obsess, to gain oc-
cupancy of his mind as the weeks passed and he worked on
alone ... he had plenty of time to think as he rode on the
discs e.ee it began to tell on hiwm, though he would never
have adhitﬁed it ... and would have been astonished had he
been told what a large proportion of his time and thoughts

the old fester occupied." (17)

Billy's condition continues to deteriorate rapidly
and he finds it necessary to hire a boy to help with the
regular wvork., 1lhe narrator transfers nis point of view to
the boy whose sensitivities bring Billy's sufferings into
closer range and create surrealistic effects with the terri-
fying night-ravings: "One night as he was snoring heartily in
his little room beneath the sloping roof, he was aroused
suddenly. Hoonlight in aAslantihg strip lay befor=s the win-
dow. There was a sense of an instant of a silence dead, in-
animate, brokenj; then he awoke to a chilling voice from the
next room, thin, almost evil, yet almost tearful." (18) The
"sloping" roof, the "slanting" moonlight recall other images
of veering from the perpendicular, such as "a moon far-siid,"

(1%) sugeesting the unbalance of billy's mind and anticipat-



ing its breaking.

The use of sound and interval confuses the senses
and induces within the reader's mind, the feeling of madness
into which Billy is falling., The chilling voice is almost
preferable to the intervals of silence: "An interval of si-
leace was a reanimated corpse," (18) The alternation of
cursing and silence reaches into infinity. The story ends,
as 1t begins, on a note of despair that there willtever be a

merciful finality.

"The One Thing" achieves.an aesthetic disténce that
none of the other five stories achieves, Although Billy is
made to avbpear an exceptional man to the world of the farming
community, his condition is universal. In thinking to have
found fulfillment in 1life, he has deluded himself. He is
dimly aware of a lack in his life but the truth is kept locked
in his unconscious, surfacing only at unguarded morients or in
dreams. He is the image of alienated man., His life demon-
strates a great lack of something of which all men are in need.
In the sense that he has missed life, he cannot die, as is
understood at the end in ihe imaze of the reanimafed'corpse.
His inability to put an end to his sufferings parallels the
inconclusive ending of the last story, "The Fate Of ifrs, |
Lvucier." Unlike the later story, however, "The One Thing"
lacks the apocryphal horror of irs. Lucier whose sphere of

influence is much wider. Billy is an insignificant character
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"The Ons Thing" has a very unusual time span for
a short story and perhaps for this reason it contains much
of the settings of all the stories. The important scenes
are of spring and of winter. As in the succeeding stories,

there is no stress on harvest time.,

The mOOn’plays its role in this first story. It

' The matri-

is‘not to appear again until "The Strawstack.'
archal system of which the moon is goddess is figured in
the dynasty of Lowry Lass. It is io this goddess thét Billy
has devoted his life. This idea of servitude to a matri-

archy is submerged in the next two stories and so the moon

will be absent.

ifach of what is beautiful in the spring scenes of
"The One Thing" carries over into "Mist-Green Oats" and "The
Loading," where the beauty is intensified. The suffering

out of which beauty arises is also intensified.
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"Mist-Green Oats" is an initiation story. It would
seem that Knister considered it as such when, in the outline
for the novel he was planning during the last few days of his
life, he writes: "Begin with life out of the soil. Similar
to 'Mist-Green Oats'. The sensitive adolescent learning about
life,nt Thé story is of a boy's initiation into the larger
community and into the tragic knowledge that, contrary to what
he longs to believe - "If only he could keep himself unbound"
(133) - he is not free but bound in servitude to a naturalis-
tic universe, ‘The truth comes to him only after an agonizing
ordeal out of which is revealed his tragic role in common with
that of all men. Although the knowledge is accepted in a tone
of defeat and despair - "What's the use? What's the veary use?"
(137) - the theme is, nevertheless, an affirration of 1ife. De-
spite the loag hours of despairing toil, there are those moments
of high ectasy like that of the boy's thrill with the dynamic
frolic of his beautiful horse. Impulsively "he clapned his
hands." (130) Life, too, this story says, is worthy of ap~-
plause. And hopeless as the ultimate prospect may be, the
hopelessness serves to magnify the courage and dignity of the

human spirit. If, as in the course of the action of thisg story,

1
"Wig Faust."
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there is suffering, it is shown that out of suffering comes

a heightened sensitivity to the joy of the beauty so lavishly
abundant in Nature., It is also shown that out of suffering
comes a recognition of the universal bond of fellowship which
mitigates to some degree the loneliness so native to the human
heart. Whether or not there is something beyond beauty is not
within the intention of the story. If anything, it advocates
an acceptance of the mystery and, within thellimits prescribed,
a pérticipation in all earth's beauties, so various in their

colours and seasons.

The brief opening flashback serves to introduce the
idea of initiation as a departure. The scene at the railway
station involves a boy's parting with the most important in-
fluence of his childhood - his mother. The parting is sealed
' with a kiss. There 1s a certain air of excitement about the
station - a suggestion cf some happening of vital importance
to everyone in the crowd, The ritual of initiation was, in-
deed, an occasion of great importance in the primitive cults,
and although a matter of apbrehension for the initiate, it was
a cause for celebration among the tribsl community in general.
As vwas customary, the women have withdrawn, leaving the ritual
of the ceremony to the males of the tribe, 7The sister has de-
parted at some prior date, the mother only at the last minute.
Her holiday has about it an aura of providential planning from
which she has been purposely excluded and of which she is for-

tunstely unawvare, Purportedly, she "thought she'd take a rest



80

before the - ing came on ...." (118) VWhen she returns,
there will ' longer be the awkward adolescent "self-con-
scious of bis Sunday coat, overalls, and heavy shoes" (112)
to whom she has sald goodbye. ©She will only know that in

some mysterious way during her absence, Len has become a man,

The single most important factor in the story is
the boy, Len Brinder. Not only because he is the protagonist,
but becauvse he is virtually his own narrator,; the reader is
dependent on him. The stream of consciousness technique by
wvhich most of the story is recounted, identifies Len as an
unconscious narrator, As a witness, he is never able to
achieve an objective observation because he is so intimately
involved in his own problem, %The story is believed to have a
strong autobiographical basis and Knister, himself, has whim-

2 It is perhaps for

sically alluded to such a probability.
this reason that the problem of aesthetic distance arises,
although from a thematie point of view, the narrative style

might be conceded a deliberate device.

Whatever the stylistic problems, it is Len's im-

pressions as narrator which convey the theme of the story.

In a letter to John Frederick, dated Wovember 23, 1922,
Knister writes, "About a month after llisi-Green OJats was
printed, Len Brinder told me what he did after he came to
the house with the mail when he so nearly ran away. Very
kind, but why (blame him) did be neced io be so sneaky

about it after so many years? 1 always thought he was that
kind of little ... words fail, What he did was just what I
thought he'd do, if he didn't want to leave his story in-
complete." From the nrivate collection of HMrs. Grace.
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Not only does he provide an ingenuous narration of the action
of the initiation, but, through his reclationship with the
other characters, an insight into their roles. His sensiti-
vity to the setting lends the atmosphere the quality of mys-
tery which pervades the entire story. His emotional reaction
to the experience engages the reader's response by evoking
something of universal significance. He arouses feelings of
- pity and fear not only for the boy in the story but for all

youth who must ccme to terms with the reality of life,

The narrator's impressions are unified within the
structural framework cf the archetypal fertility theme. All
the prerequisites for such a vattern are readily available in
the circumstances of the life of the well-established farming
community where the Brinders live. Behind these circumstances,
can be discerned dirensions of tragedy as universal as they are
indigenous. Because "Mist-Green Oats" does not answer the ul-
timate questions with any degree of certainty, the final out-
come 1is cloaked in the same mystery which prevails throughout.
The stylistic means toward the achlievement of such effect is
appropriately enough, that of paradox. The paradox is organi-
cally conceived through the ambivalence of thematic imagery
organized around the symbol of the cosmic dance and rendered

in the frequent use of the figure of oxymoron.

The central scene which translates the total para-

dox is the one from which the story derives its title. The



description of the vegetation whose successively changing
colours unfold with the development of its growth, as veils
withdrawn in a dance, both reveals and conceals a secret.
The beauty is of a dynamic and sensuous quality which trans-
cends landscape. It is the essence of life 1tself - mystie,

wonderful:

The green of an oats field was visible under
the apple-boughs. It was even now beginning
to take on a grey misty tinge. ©Soon the oats
field would seem an unbelievable blue-grey
cloud glimpsed from beneath the apple-trees.
In those days the granite of oats would call
the eye thrcughout all the country. The
heads would seem to dence in the high sun-
light, and fields of wheat would bow and
surge in amber-1it crests. 1he rows of young
corn would be arching to either side and
touching, black-green and healthy. The smell
of it as he cultiveted and the horses ripped
off pieces of heavy leaves, would be more
sweet than that of flowers, and more bland.
The year would pass on, the harvesting of
wheat, of barley and oats, fall-ploughing
again, threshing, the cutting and husking of
corn, the picking of apples in the same or-
chard. 128

The imagery of the dance is the key-note to dynamic and sen-
suous heauty. The heads ofvthe oats '"dance in the high sun-
light" (128) and the fields of wheat "bow and surge in amber-
1it crests." (128) fShat the dance is of erotic origin is made
explicit with relation to the fertilization of the corn - a
erop which is dependent on cross=-pollination. The corn is
literally performing & ferlility dance, "arching to either side
and touching, black-green and healthy." (128) The dynamic

quality of the dance provides the quickening spirit of the
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story and is an important unifying factor in its organic en-

tity.

In Len's vision of the title passage, life is di-
vided into three stages, manifested by the variegation of the
colours of unfolding veils. In early spring the veil is
softly green; behind the green, another of blue-grey which,
on emerging through the fading of the green, conveys the im=~
pression of.“granite;" the hardening stage; back of the blue-
grey is another, "amber-1it," suggesting the cﬁlmination of |
the hardening process as understood in the formation of amber
and also suggesting, by its colour, the attainment of a golden
harvest, Beyond the beauty of the third stage, the vision .
does not extend; the last veil is not withdrawn; the ultimate
mystery not revealed. Boyhood is the mist-green oats; gradu-
ally maturity develops into the blue-grey granite; finally,
0ld age ripens into the "amber-1it" stage. As man shares in
the beauties of Nature, so he must also share in its tran-
sience. To add to the irony, the farmer is cursed with the
knowledge that in "the harvesting of wheat, of barley and
oats, fall-ploughing agaih, threshing, the cuttiﬁg and husking
of corn, the picking of apples in the same orchard," (128) he
provides his own sustenance which 1is but to perpetrate the

process of generation which seeks his destruction.

The three characters in the story represent the

three stages of growth perceivable in the fields, Len is
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the mist-green stage "even now beginning to take on a grey
misty tinge." (128) Syd, the young neighbour man, who has

come to assist, is at the peak of his powers, already well-
hardened to his role. Sam Brinder, the father, is still
vigorous but shows signs of weathering into the "amber-1it"
stage of old age, Each of them has a certain set role to en-
act in the ploughing part of the ritual. Len, as the initiate,
is "to strike out" (114) new sections around the rows of apple
trees, The father presides over the operation and handles the
two-furrow riding-plough drawn by his well-matched, three-
horse team., The dual nature of his role is emphasized by the
two furrows - one human, one divine., Syd's work is to plough
around the perimeters - "finishing the lands." (114%) The
number "three'" suggests the idea that Syd has a symbolic role
as the third member of the Trinity. Ia many senses he can be
understood as representative of the Holy Spirit. The three
roles are pointed out here to reinforce the idea of the "three"
which forms an integral part of the structural design of "Mist-
Green Oats." Well-recognized as the mystic number, it exerts

an important influence in conveying the theme of the story,

The action of ploughing as the initiation trial cén
also be seen as a dance symbol. First, ploughing represents
one phase of the fertility cycle - that of the preparation for
the seeding. ©Secondly, the monotony of its endless rounds re-
presents the cyclical recurrence involved in the ritual of the

cults. The natural ritual of ploughing must have been recog-
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nized by the priestis of the ancient sun-worshippers since
there is documentation to the effect that both in realistic
and conventionalized forms, ploughing formed part of a rain

3

dance, In this sense, Brinder, Syd and Len are the three
ploughmen of the sun and what they are doing is the enactment
of a rituwal dance, It is out of this dance that the initia-
tion 1s achieved - the rebirth which Len experiences at the

climactic point in the dramatic action.

Ploughing can also be seen as a symbol for the tri-
bute exacted by the sun in return for favours bestowed,
whether the rain be actual dr éymbolic of re-birth, In a
Biblical sense, ploughing may represent man's role in restor-
ing Eden. The orchard, in wnich the ploughing takes place,
serves as an image of the fallen gardea. The "mushroom-
shaped" apple-trees suggest knowledge more of evil than of
good but the cultivation of the soil implies a new crop. The
labour involved is the necessity by which man earns his daily
bread, The profuse sweating of man and beast and the stick-
ing of hat bands is reminiécent of the Biblical version of
necessity: "In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread."br
The point may be that in the struggle toward perfection is
man's salvation, Paradoxically, it may be that the end is an

illusion, as is the bird song which lures Len onward during

J.G. Frazer, The Golden Bough (Toronto, 1967), pp. 905-917,

. Genesis III - 19.
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the flagging hours of the first day. The ploughing, like all

Knister's symbols, is ambivalent.

The general setting is a natural one for the enact-
ment of a fertility theme. It is a community where neigh-
bourly co-operation is still a custom, The business of farm-
ing 1s still largely regulated by the seasonal progression of
the sun., Although the youthful protagonist revolts against
~ the system of natural time in the beginning, he is forced in
the end, to give up his reliance on the mechanical regulation
of the clock. There are still some vestiges of ancesiral ways
surviving in the Allrows, said to be "Old-fashioned people."
(132) A large family, all living and working on the farm as a
tribal group, they are summoned to dinner by sound of a bell,
not necessarily on the hour of twelve but at a time when there
is a natural break in the activity in progress. It is by one
of the Allrows, helping Sam Brinder, that Len is led to know-

ledge and into the fellowship of men.

The farm, as usual with Knister, is the microcosm
of the world. The sun presides over the world of "Mist-Green
Oats" as it did over the ancient one. And just as the sun-
worshippérs sovght to comprehend the paradox cf rebirth
through death in the ritual performance of the dunce,; so the
farmer must get in step with the natural rhytbms in order to

reap a bountiful harvest from his planting.

The idea from "The One Thing" that the world is a



prison persists in "iHist-Green Oats™ but here it is not a

dark prison. Tlhe farmer cannot escape because the next job

is upon him before the previous one is finished. Only women
and children can be spared occasionally to get away to the
city. The prevailing emphasis is that the world is 2 beauti-
ful prison. 7The beauty of the dancing oats "would call the
eye throughout the country." (128) That there is possible
treachery in the eye, is of course suggested.in many instances,
moéf notably in a passage in which, by a foreshortening of dis-
tance, the cows appear to be able to jump over the fence. (120)
The important thing about beauty id this story islto‘see it -

to be a part of it.

Len is the boy who is to be initiated into the dance
and be made a part of it. He is the only son of Sam Brinder.
He has been out of high school for a year, working on his
father's farm without having mzde any decision about his life's
work, He is more than usually sensitive and is much given to
day-dreaming and philosophizing, preoccupations which interfere
with his work habits. He is impatient and rebellious concern-
ing the never-~ending work and he is quick to blame his father
for everything that 1s distasteful, He craves excitement and
companionship as pleasures distinct from work. The only crea-
ture he seems to love on the farm is Lass, the driving horse.
He does not even realize how much she means to him until he
fears that hies father is selling her., Likewise, he does not

know now strong are his bonds to the farm until he tries to
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leave. This and other lessons, Len has to learn before he is

grown-up,

Sam Brinder is a diligent farmer. He is something
of a cultist in the sense that farming is his whole life. He
appears to be ascetic in his life-style. He works long hours
on the farm and finds his leisure in attending farm meetings
where the farming brotherhood gathers to exchange ideas of
mutual benefit., His son pictures him going to such official
gatherings as "a meeting of the school trustees, to raise his
voice among the other men," (118) He is a kindly man and
speaks tolerantly of his neighbours in conversation with Syd.
Sam Brinder has come to some reconciliation with the condi-
tions of his life. He is not free to control everything he
does; there is a mortgage on his farm and when payments are
due, he must meet them regardless of what other demands may
be made upon him., Yet he does not chafe at his lot. He main-
tains a steady pace but allows himself and his horses suffi-
cient rest to achieve the best long-range results. Brinder is
self-confrolled; this fact is evidenced particularly when,
himself pushed to the limits, he finds Len reading and the work

undone.

Brinder tries, on several occasions, to be as af-
fable to Len as he is to Syd, Once he remarks, "Cows are
coming up the lane of themselves .., We won't have to go after

them. Pretty good, eh, Len?" (122) He would like to have Len

[y
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stay on the farm and become a partner. To this purpose, he
acquires Syd's services to act as model and mediator. But he
knows Len's decision about the future must seem to be the
boy's own decision, For this reason he almost pushes him into

- leaving the farm,

Syd Allrow fulfills a special role in the initia-
tion. He is a young man of the community who has come with
his team of "blacks," in a spirit of neighbourly co-operation,
to help Sam Brinder get caught up with the spring work. This
'includes the ploughing, not only in a literal sense, but also
in a symbolic one, which is the initiation of Len. Syd has
certain charismatic qualities which make him an attractive
model for Len to emulate. Charisma also implies a giving in
the service of others; in bridging the generation gap between
father and son, Syd makes his presence felt both in the field
and at the table where the meals are consumed in a ritual
manner, approaching the conditions of holy communion., The
father serves as celebrant, the boy sets out the vessels and
Syd, as Holy Spirit, waits in attendance. Syd possesses a
quality of literal as well as symbolic grace which makes it-
self known in his words and movements. His first appearance
"sitting hunched on the handles of his plough" (112) as he
chats easily to Mr. Brinder, is one of affability and non-
chalance. On a later occasion, "Syd was going in the oppo-
site direction, holding the plough as steadily, it appeared

as though the ground had been softened by days of rain.," (131)



He manages to make the ploughing look easy, even glamorous.
With Sam Brinder he shares an easy intimacy and about this
relationship, Len becomes reseuntful. Yet Len likes Syd, who,
in the past, had kept a secret about a Hallowe'en prank which
Len and some of his friends had played. One might suspect
Knister here of some sly humour about ghosts - holy and other-
wise, Syd, it might be noted, appears and disapnears very
mysteriously. But he is present during tbe.entire action of

the initiation.

The action of the story is extremely complicated
because it unfolds from the mihd of the protagonist-narrator
whose experience 1is not understood by himself, The three-in-
one image extends to the nature of this action which might be
summed up as an ordeal in the sun. In this ordeal, the boy is
struggling against three antagonists, all of whom are united
by the phzllic image of the sun - first, the sun itselfy
second, the father, who like the sun, is a figure of authority;

third, his own masculinity seeking to assert itself.

It is the father who assumes the apparent role of
antagonist for the purposes of the ritval. Brinder is a sur-
rogate of the sun deity, symbol of cosmic authority., In this
sense, he is a servant. Bul he is also a master, father of a
son vhose masculinity must be made to assert itself., In this

sense, Brinder is the antagouist of the mother and of her

child just as the sun is the znvagenist of earth in a mys-
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sterious dynamic conflict out of which is created life.

Although the three conflicls are enacted simultan-
eously, for purposes of analysis they will be considered as
three separate theatres - the cosmic, the human and the psy-
chological, This procedure, however, necessitates interrup-
tion of sequence and a re-working at certain junctures where

conflicts converge.

The sun plays its role in the cosmic theatre of
Nature, an aspect of the story which lends it universality.
As the phallus, which annualiy'engenderé new life; the sun
seems to be meeting with more than usual resistance this par-
ticular spring. The earth is responding frigidly - with tear
floods of spring rains as if mourning her previous generations
and as if reluctant to begin a repetition of the process. The
reluctance is implied by Len's observation that, "The season
had been retarded by late frosts and heavy rains at seeding
time." (113) At the opening of the story, the sun is ap-
proaching its summer solstice, peak of its power, "the hottest
day yet" (115) and the soil must be cultivated for the seeding
of corn and later crops before it becomes "intractable," 1In
Sam Brinder's experienced écheme of husbandry, all the farm
activities are regulated of necessity according to the sud.
And one of these activities is the initiation of future hus-
bandren., If Len is to succeed his father, he must learn to

respect the authority of the sun. He must learn his limita-
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tions before he can be delegated any part of that authority,

Len sets out on the first round at an arrogan: nace
but, "When he reached the end o¢f the furrow he was almout
panting from the wrestle." (114) He is surprised at the con-
sistency of the sun-~baked clay: "iHe was obliged to hold the
handles at a wearying angle in going around the trunks of the
big trees and to twist it back to normal position in the space
between." (11%) His pace against the merciless onélaught’of
the sun begins to tell on him: "The boy's hat was sticking to
his brow as though clamped there with some iron band driven
down like hoops on a barrel," (116)  As the afternoon wears on,
Len senses himself being forced earthward by his antagonist:
",.. the sunlight seered to pack the heat down .... The boughs
seemed to hold it there, and to make room in some way for more
 heat, which the sun still packed down." (117) Near the end of
the afternoon, Len's pace 1s described as “stumbling" and
"striding" simultaneously. Twice this oxymoron is used in the
same paragraph. (120) The impression is that of a punchy
fighter, automatically continuing well-rehearsed motions but
nearing the end of his endurance. Len is saved from the death
blow by Sam Srinder calling a halt to the day's ploughing but
not before Len has been badly hurt. The sun '"shining in his
eyes" (120) 5linds him, Later, on the lawn he performs a ma-
cabre dance in the grass, symbolic of death, but he recognizes
the verformance as a childish impulse and puts his feet back

in the heavy shoes and re~laces them.
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Next morning, beginning the second round with the
sun, Len is still "nearly as tired and even more bitter than
the evening before. The so0il seemed as hard as ever, the
horses nlunged, the orchard was still longer." (127) But, in
the sky, are some clouds which promise relief from the inten-
sity of his antagonist. Also, Len has learned something from
his experience in the first round. 7This time he does not set
out with such haste. He works steadily with regular breaks -~
"Automaticaily he continued to work after the accustomed re-
spite." (131) In this way he becomes a little hardensd to
the "dolorous wrestle in the dust." (13C) It is as if "he
had never known anything else." (130) Imitating one of Syd's
gestures, he wipes his forehead; the grime on his handkerchief
is a tacit reminder of his mortality, the significznce of his
lesson being that mortals do not challenge the sun. In learn-
ing some humility, Len has passed one part of his initiation.
Other facets of the sun's role are carried over in the other

two theatres of the conflict.

The most obvious theatre of conflict is the one in

| which Len's father is the'antagonist. When Len arrives home
from the railway station, it is clear that something of im-
port is about to begin - something of which Len has not been
instructed and of which his father is in charge. Although

the job anpears to be a conceried drive on the spring plough-
ing, the father has broader purposes which are directed toward

inculecating in Len a general truth about the conditions of



life on the farm., One of the important features of the know-

ledge concerns the nature of freedom and necessity.

Brinder begins by letting Len know that he is ex-
pected to participate in some way: "We'll be in the orchard
when you come,'" (112) Ee does not say "if" but "when.” There
is no choice about his coming, but when Len does finally ar-
rive, he is made to believe that he has a choice as to which
part of the ploughing he would like to do. The manner of the
presentation of the choice and the reasoning which prompts it
are directed toward an affirmative answer: "Syd's finishing-
the lands for me. Do you want to strike them out? It will be
pretty hard around those old trunks.," Sam Brinder's subter-
fuge succeeds as Len, disdainful of his father's warning, ac-
cepts the challenge: '"Not much difference, is there?" (114)
The arrogance Len displays in this rejoinder is a condition
which may be expected to change before the end of the story.
And Leny in accepnting the "hard™ part has committed himself
to playing out the role. Attention is drawn to this fatal
step by the gesture of bravado which accompanies Len's arro-

gant wordss: "... and at once turned his team into line," (11k4)

During the first day's action, Sar Brinder spares
‘Len as much as possible by kindly considerations. Len is too
hostile, however, to accept his father's spirit of kindliness.
When Len anpears bent on a killing pace, his father inter-
venes by suggesting that Len go for a pail of water. Len pre-

tends to have no need of refreshiment and only grudgingly ac-



D
o

cedes to the request as a favour to the other two. Briander
suggests that the horses need a rest, Using this pretext,
Len is able to get some rest also, but just before the end
of the day's ploughing, the horses have a second wind whieh
Len has not managed to get. Sam Brinder calls a halt just

before Len is about to collapse.

In the house at suppertime, Brinder presides. There
is a certain atmosphere of communion about thé méai - in the
ritual manner of its preparation and in the fellowship.enjoyed
by the two men. Also there seems to be an observance of die-
tary restrictions against meat; They belong to an egg cult.
The meal ceremony provides an opportunity for a lesson on the
nature of choice., Sam Brinder does not offer an alternative

to eggs. The only choice is how the eggs are to be cooked,

The father has another opportunity to score a point
during the evening. When Len discovers his father is not in
the barn doing the chores, he suspects him of loitering at the
neighbour's., Len is to learn later that his father has been
having trouble getting a reluctant cow io the barn with her
calf, The father does not lose his temper wheh hé finds Len
reading in the house, the chores unfinished in the barn, ancd
when he hears Len state that he had "called it a day" (125)
at nine o'clock, he simoly observes to Len that, "It'11l pay
not to pay so much attention to the clock when a busy time's

on, you'll find." (125) With this, Brinder goes out and does
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the work himself, The fact that his father is controlled,
disappoints Len who had expected to play the martyr, His
father denies him that satisfaction and turns Len's own tac-
tics against the boy himself, This point marks the reversal

in the action of the story.

The next day Sam Brinder continues the same cool
strategy he had used to handle the situation the previous
night., FEvery consideration that Len had been tendered and
had scorned the day before is withdrawn. Brinder announces
that he will get the water himself this morning. The purpose
is to emphasize to Len that whatever his sufferings may be,
they are of his own choosing and that if he continues to make
the.required work more difficult for himself than it need be,
he has only his own arrogance and pride to blame., When Len
complains that Syd's job is easier, the father reminds him
that he chose the job he is doing, Then as if to force Len
into the big choice, Brinder pushes him to the 1limit, He be-
gins to quibble about the time in somewhat the same fashion
as Len had done the night before. In the morning he had ob-
' sefved that his watech was slow. He explains at mid-morning
that it is twenty minutes fast. Len rises to this challenge;
he resclves to call the telephone operator for the correct
time, deciding "that if he discovered the clock had really
been advanced, he must leave." (132) ILen does not get the
opportunity of going to the house early on this second day

and when they all stop for dinner, Len's agitation about
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telephoning mounts. When he gets to the house, he puts off
his resolution, soothed in some mysterious way by Syd's

quiet voice.

The meal-~time ceremony of the day before is re-
peated; Sam Brinder presides; the main dish is eggs againj the
choice as to how they are to be cooked is repeated., Ihis
second time the atmosphere of communion between the men begins
to take‘effect on Len. The chanting of their voices over "the
well-worn topics" (122) has a liturgical note: "Ilhe two voices
went on ...." (134) There is no observable climactic action
in this theatre of conflict: "He wanted to rise and rush from
the room" (135) but he does not move. The climax is a psycho-
logical one but the initiation has been accomplished., Syd is
getting ready to leave them. Thus Len has come to an under-
standing ebout the conditions of 1ife on the farm and of man's
insignificance in the total scheme, That the plan may be with-
out purpose is suggested in the implication of "the blind un-
witting stupor of life reaching fbr what it wanted, an ox set-
ting foot on a kitten before its manger." (135) Len is recon-
ciied to his father's wayé and the farm is assured of a suc-
cessor when one day their roles will be reversed, Syd has
promised to return "... sometime after a while" (136) to ease
the inevitable resentment of an old man's retirement, When
Len goes down the lane to the highway, he goes only as far as
the mail-box. This address is the one where he will always

be reached,
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The third theatre of the conflict is in Len's mind -
the psychological conflict of the adolescent male. The anta-
gonist is Len's masculinity; the protagonist is the child
whose infantile impulses the antagonist seeks to overcome.

The stage is set at the beginning of the story. Len's ini-
tiation, like the spring season, has been held back by his
growth-withholding mother. The opening scene 1s a flashback
which suggests the regressive tendency which is preventing
Len's develdpment. Len has just taken his mother to the train
where she has kissed him and cautioned: "Now don't work too
hard while I'm away, Lean." (111) 1he boy thinks vaguely of
the city to which his mother is bound., The indolence of the
life he recalls of visitsto the city 1s vaguely attractive.
When he arrives home he finds that his father has plans for

a concerted effort at getting caught up with the spring work.
He also learns that he is expected to participate., The situa-
tion makes his mother's advice ludicrous and sets up the oppo-
sition which sparks the conflict. 1his opposition is polarized
in the mother and father images which parallel the subsequent
~conflict in the boy's mind. Just before the climactic point,
Len has resolved to escape to the maternal city, but by this
time his masculinity is exerting the stroanger power. When the
time comes to go, he goes only as far as the mail-box and
finds a message from the city. It is not from his mother but
from his sister for whom he suddenly feels an attraction.

When his rother returns, Len will not need herj; his iniltiation
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will have been effected and his relationship with his mother
will be different, Until this stage has been achieved, how-
ever, Len makes his own ordeal difficult by vacillating be-

tween the two opposed natures of his personality.

On returning to the farm, he notices for the first
time the signs of his father's aging - "that his father's
face had become a little thin and bitter of apparently new
- wrinkles," (112) He realizes that his.father needs help and
he feels guilty - "He turned away when his father came around
to that side of the team." (112) Besides the guilt, Len ex-
periences a foreboding; he is "oppressed.now.by a sense of
haste, by a fear almost of something unknown threatening their
determination which yet chivied and lured the men of farms

through those on-treading days of late spring." (113)

Back in the house for a late dinner, Len accedes to
the spirit of his mother's presence by indulging in some phi-
losophic lethargy. He rationalizes his father's way of life
"as a race against time as much fdr the sake of the race as
for the prefigured prize.” (113) He thinks of life in the
city as "rendered in different terms, understandable and en-

trancing" (113), a place where "no one appeared to work." (113)

When he is offered the "hard" part of the ploughing,
his masculine personaliiy automatlically accepts, desoite the
aversion in his nresent mood to work . Afler having betrayed

the child in him by this move, the opposition within intesnsi=-
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fies, The conflict becomes one of deciding whether he is
going to stay on the farm or go to the city. He thinks, at

this point, that the choice is that simple,

During the first zfternoon, he builds up a case
against the farm. When he rejoins the men in the orchard,
the place has suddenly become repellent, charged with evil
connotations, The horses' breathing is discordant; the wind
dead; the trees parasitic ("mushroom-shaped" - 114) and the
land referred to as "the cursed soil." (115) The soil is
described in images of dust: "White dust like a smoke burst
forth between the ground and the fresh soil falling heavy
upon it. All along the orchard the spurting dust preceded
him, thin pnortions rising with a little wisp of breeze about
his face." (1ll4) His total reaction to the ploughing is |
summed up metaphorically as "this dolorous wrestle in the

dust." (130)

When his father calls to him to control his horses
better, Len blames his father for all their problems: "The
ploughing shouldn't have been put off so long ... And other
people were able to get men on some terms, why'couldn't his
father? Then, why must he take such a busy time as last week
had been to go to the city to see about the mortgage?" (115)
But Len cannot in honesty blame his father entirely: "Bad
management was to blame ... but he could not, yet, hold his

father responsible whom circumstances seemed to have rendered
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powerless," (115-116)

When Syd tries to fraternize, Len responds indif-
ferently, dramatizing himself as the little boy whose mother
has abandoned him: "'Yes, mother tnought she'd tzke a rest'
ees 'Gone to the city,' with a smile he suddenly felt was
meant to appear brave." (118) Yet he is no more successful
in holding resentment against Syd than he is in condemning

his father: "The boy liked Syd, after all." (123)

After the day's ploughing is finished, the evening
work still to be done gives rise ito more resentment about
farming. The boy reflects, while washing dishes, on the
never-ending monotony. He ponders about older farmers whom
he knows "still working as hard and during longer hours than
anyone," (123) He concludes that, "They had come to like it."
(123) But his feelings are ambivalent: "He envied and con-
demned them for that." (123) Suddenly Len is confident:
"There was so much of the world to see, so much of life to
discover, to compare with what one might find in oneself." (123)
- Yet he seems not to realize that he does know much of the
world without having travelled. when he steps outside in
the night breeze, he sniffs and mutters, "As fresh - as fresh,
as on the sea." (124) ‘1he ferm has already taught him much of

the vworld,

After having been made to appear a fool by his
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father, over the nine o'clock quitting affair, the idea of
going to the cily becomes more than a possibility: "The ac-
tuality stlood before him of every movement from now until

the time he should have reached the city and entered on some
transcendentally congenial and remunerative occunation." (126)
He even imagines himself going off to sea - the sea even more
than the city being a universal symbol of the mother - the
waters of the womb, The idea is rerressive in that it is a
return to the brimordial past - the Ireudian embodiment of a
death wish. ©Such are the thoughts with whieh Len retires for

the night.

The next morning he begins in the same mood of
childish petulance with which he had gone to bed. The first
object he encounters as a victim for his hostility 1s his
favourite horse, Lass, whom he strikes on the muzzle for an
inconsequential move which irritates him, Before he has been
ploughing very long, he thinks he hears his father trying to
sell her to Syd, 7This infuriates the boy but he does not con-
sider that it was not until he was in danger of losing her
that she is suddenly very precious. The purpose of introduc-
ing Lass at the beginning of the second part is that Len is
going to discover that his feelings about the farm, when he
decides to leave it, are related to hils feelings about her -

"that one friend he'd always miss." (133)

The decicsion to lezve the farm ig conditional on
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proving his father's guilt in manioulating the clock. In the
meantime, he works himself into a highly emotional state by
dramatizing the departure scene - "his father's queries and
expostulations and his own determined silence ...." (132-133)
At the watering-trough, "... he was so agitated that he was
struck ..." (133) with a kind of seizure in which a myster-
ious transformation begins to take place, As in primitive

_ initiation ritual in which it was believed that the boy died
ang wés réborn‘as a man, something of this nature is taking
place in Len's mind: "... the meal was alnost over before Len
realized there was something in his mind being worn down and
smoothed away, as old ice is worn away by spring rain."™ (134)
Under the hyonotic effect of the men's voices, the transfor-
mation takes place. Len looks at his father and sees his ovwn
image: "His father had been young, too, once." (135) He re-
cognizes that his father and Syd have achieved something that
he needs too - that in their talk "... they meant simply to
demonstrate that they were together again," (135) secure in

the warmth of the fellowship of men of the farm,

The new Len cannot give up the farm; it represents
his urge to live which has triumpnhed over the pull of easeful
death. When he goes to the mail-box, he is only looking for
some message of hope to brighten the sombre knowledge he has
gained. In the anticipation of his sister's visit, he finds
"an issue' (136) sufficient for the present and he returns to

the struggle with resignation.
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All three theatres of the action have performed
the same drama, although only ip simultaneous performance
do they produce the mind-expanding quality which enables
the reader to share the experience with the protagonist;
Something of the conflict which pulls the boy apart, pulls
-also at the reader's heart. The story revives memories of
moments in life's changing pattern which are both bitter

and sweet,

From an aesthetic point of view, life is repre-
sented to be the dance by which the theme of the story is
translated, The changes are rendered in Knister's dynamic
treatment of light and movement - imagery possessed of ra-
diance, even glamour. In the throes of waves of heat and
pain,under the withering rays of the noon-day sun, Len no-
tices the scintillating shimmer of the dragon-fly's wings.
On another occasion, he recalls his special little horse:
"Standing poised and throbbing with 1life," (130) Her frolic
inspires a spine-tingling thrill: "Her heels shot up again
and again and he could hear the swish of her long tail as

she kicked ...." (130)

All this dynamic beauty has ambivalent aspects.
The shimmer of the iridescent wings of the dragon-fly is the
prelude to the mating dance which is performed spiralling
into the sun at midday. The dance is the dance of death.

The dragon-fly may be considered an indigenous version of



105

the winged serpent which, in Biblical context, has strong
transcendental potentiality.5 Although its dance into the
sun is the dance of death, there is a promise of re-birth
through this death into a glorious new life, The evidence
of the dancing heads of the wheat fields 1s that to dance
"in the high sunlight" (128) is to dance in glory. And al-
though the dragon-rly is often regarded as a rain-with-

holder, Knister suggests in this story, that beauty is truth,

The ambivalence of the dance is well translated in
the extended figure of oxymoron ["sweet.pain”] by which Len's
barefoot dance in the grass isldescribed: "Such immeasurable
sweet pain he had never known, At first he could scarcely
bear to raise his weary feet from the deoth of the grass,
Presently he would 1lift one at é time in a strange and heavy
 dance for the pleasure of putting it down again in the cool,
soft blades." (121) Out of the participation in the "danse
macabre" in the grass, Len is awakened to the mysterious
variegated evergreeas of which he could never remember the
names. JThe use of green shédihgs echoes the beauty of the
mist-green oats, Evergreen trees are usually symbols of im=-
mortality, But there is no certainty; trees are often ambi-
valent, They hide the birds whose '"sharp sweet notes" (120)

Iure Len to what would have been almost certainly his death

John III - 14 states "As Moses 1lifted up the servent in
the wilderness, even so the Son of man be lifted up,"
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had his father not intervened on the first day when "The
grass became pale before his eyes and the sunlight a little
milder broke among the brauches as among windy sireaming

snow-flakes," (120)

In "Mist-Green Oats," the balance seems to be
weighted in favour of the dance "in the high sunlight."
The story is of spring and youth and some hope. Although
spring and youth cannot last, it is perhaps in their very
evanescence that their beauty consists. Knister portrays
change to be the essence of life - that each phase has its
own unidue beauty and that to ignore the sensuous response
is to atrophy., The story 1s predominantly a celebration

of life and an invitation to join in the dance,
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CHAPIFR V

THE LOADTING

"The Loading" is a companion-piece to "Mist-Green
Oats." The two stories have certain surface parallels: =-
both concern adolescent boys; both are set in the microcosmio
world of the farmj both are concerned with a problem rela-
tionship between a father and son. Thematically, the stories
are in marked contrast: "Mist-Green Oats" is a celebration of
life; "Ihe Loading" is a celebration of sacrificial death.
Both stories deal with problems indigenous to tragedy: '"l4ist-
Green Jats" probes the meaning of suffering; "The Loading"

investigates the nature of good and evil.

This story presents a world in which evil runs ram-
pant and threatens to destroy life. But it predicts the even-
tual triumph of good over evil, according to a master plan of
high mysterious order, %lhe significance of man's role in the
struggle is not clear, but hope is held out that his suffer-
ings are not without meaning, Faith in his own purpose is
justified in the manifestation of the sacrifice of a perfect
love which eludes intelligence and can be understood only in
-symbolic terms. And the reader is left with the impression
that the great mystery of life which has bedevilled man
through all the ages, is also beyond understanding. The

story echoes Knister's words in a letter in which he mentions



"The Loading": "Speaking of understanding, your remarks on
the Bible touch on my pvet theory - that we need not under-
stand. We do not understand life, nor great art that is its

essence."l

"The Loading" is a paean to innocence and to beauty
of spirit and to a love so rare as to seem wasted on fallen
man., The theme merges the fertility myth and the Christian
message. Although ambivalent, it seems to offer.more causex
for hope than for despair. It involves the death of a.sacri-
ficial victim who dies to redeem a world grown evil almost
beyond redemption, Ihe death scene is apocalyptic, combining
the ultimate both of glory and of horror, By his son's sac-
rifice, the man who was proud and unbending is brought to his
knees at the foot of a rack built of wood and nails which he
has assembled himself and where the son dies. As the father,
Jesse, sinks to his knees, the evil which had possessed him is
impressionistically shown retreating, in the manner of a ser-
pent: "A little cloud of dust lazily wandered away, twisting
slowly across the ground." (13) 4s the evil disappears, a
bob-white, symbol of bountiful harvest, calls forth a note,
"portent of a day of rain.'" (13) The call anticipates the
freeing of the waters of which the world is so much in need.

The suggestion seems to be that not only is man restored to

1
Livesay, "Femoir," p. xxiii., Letter is dated April 11,
1924, from The Midland, Iowa City,
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Grace but fertility is restored to the land, the well-being

of which is directly related to man's state.

Based on a superficial reading, the story would
seem to derive 1ts title from the loading of pigs into a
wagon for delivery to market. The action arises from the
preparations necessary to accomplish this loading. On the
morning of the story, the Culworth family is assembled about
the kitchen table at early breakfast, The family consists of
the father, Jesse, the mother, Nettie, and their only son,
Garland, aged fifteen. The father is in an irritable mood.
After breakfast he announces that he has sold the pigs which
are to be loaded into a wagon and taken to town. 7o this
purpose, the horses are brought frcm the bush, stabled and
harnessed, The nigs are penned and fed their last mealj; a
chute for their loading is feitched from a kindly neighbour.
But the loading of the pigs is never accomplished because of
the intervention of an accident, As the wagon 1s being
manoeuvred into position with the chute, the horses lurch
backward, and Garland, who has been standing absent-mindedly

behind the wagon, is crushed to death against the wall,

Since the pigs are never loaded, a literal loading
can not be what the title implies and so a deeper meaning

must be sought. The fact that Garland is the one who is

7]

killed, suggests that he is the one who is loaded - in a

figurative sense., 710 support this interpretation is the
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figure of the mysterious horse, Old iack, Just before the
climactic moment, Garland notices a horse with his head down
in the "green vheat field." (12) Garland guesses al the
identity of the horse, but he cannot be sure because he can-
not see its face: "It's old Mack ,... We couldn't have tiled
him up with the others .... But how did he get there, how
will we catch him?" (12) The relevance of this observation
is not immediately obvious. But the image of a horse with
its head hidden echoes the story in Norse mythology of Odin's
ascent to Valhalla on a mysterious steed which had appeared
to him in the same manner, its head hidden in the oats just
prior to the god's death. It might be recalled that Knister
was of Germanic origin and was, wore or less, familiar with
his ethnic folklore.2 One northern European harvest custom
involves a ceremony connected with the lozding of the last
sheaf gleaned from the field. Sometimes it is called the
Oats Stallion, but it seems likely that it is named for what-
ever crop happens to be the staple one of the region.3 The
stallion, or sheaf, is loaded and then beaten, supposedly in
mock-killing, in order to release the spirit of the grain
which will be resurrected in the spring. It is supvosed that
the custom is the extant vestige of the annual festival in

which the fertility god was ritually slain in order to re-

Conversation with Mrs. Grace, January, 1970,

3 James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, Papermac (loronto, 1967),
p. 603.
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store fertility and to renew life, By the use of this par-
ticular kind of horse symbol, Knister identifies Garland as
a universal fertility god. It also identifies him as a
Christ-figure since in Christian symbolism, the horse is a
symbol of the Cross. The merging of fertility and Christian
imagery is endemic to the organic structure of the story =
its theme, setting, characters and action, These are anti-

cipated in the opening scene,

The opening scene providesAa preview of the story
by the establishment of the pervasive atmosphere, the intro-
duction of the three main characters and an explanation of
the motive for the succeeding action. The prospect is one
of darkening gloom yet the darkness serves to highlight the
penetrating brightness in the picture, The place is a kit-
chen which "was dimly 1it by vine-covered windows," (1) The
vine is said to be a virginia creeper, a name of sinister
connotation threatening'the encroachment of final darkness.
The "fading dark paper" (1) of the backdrop sharpens by con=
trast the bright spots of the sunbeams pilercing through the
1eéves'of the vine and "térgettiﬁg” (1) against the darkness,
The use of the metaphor of light "targetting" suggests con-
flict, sharpness, pain and explosive bursts. The imagery is
assoclated with the phallic symbol of the sun and is remin-
iscent of the dynamic vitality of the light in "Mist-Green

Oats." The use of light and darkness suggests the conflict

between good and evil while the sharpness of the light pre-



dicts the triumph of good. The time is early morning when
the sun's rays are levelling through the room as they did on
the ritual communion supper in "Mist-Green Oats." Breakfast
i1s being served; the meal has some aspects of ritual - the
washing of hands, the setting of the chair against the wall
upon arising. The importance of food is indicated by the
dominance given the table said to "half-fill the kitchen,"
(1) Although the kitchen is a place devotedvto the satis- .
faéfion of appetites and as such can be seen as a kind of
prison of the flesh, the table may possess a transcendental

potential.

Much of what is happening between the three members
of the little family is not articulated. Jesse's early morn-
ing irritability makes itself felt and it bodes ill for the
' day. His pessimistic attitude to life is well conveyed by
his favourite expressica - "the devilishness of things in
general." (1) The expression also conveys the somewhat in-
tangible, yet nonetheless operative pover of evil which is at
work in a '"general' sense iﬁ the wprld of the farm. Garland's
presence, like the bright spots of light, provides sharp re-
lief and is a sign that good will triumph. He is the focal
point of the family, for of themseclves, the motlher and father
are somewhat estranged in their manner to each other. They
are shown separated by the length of the big table., Jesse
regards Hettie "heavily" from oune end., He speaks to her in

the vocabulary he uses with the horses - '"Whoal" Despite
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the disparaging attitude, he seems to need her favour. He
looks to his wife "for approval of his wit" (2) but she
withholds the approval he needs, Nettie's cohcern is only
for her son having to go to the bush for the horses at a
distance she refers to as "a long walk." (3) Otherwise, she
attends to her household duties which centre about the table
and the business of food.

The motive for the action of the story is said to
be the selling of the pigs on the previous day when Jesse
was in town, but the indications are that there are more
deepiy-rooted motives. Jesse's bad humour stems more from a
basic envy of his old friends in the town where he had lived
as g child than at the low price he must take for the pigs.
The responsibility for his having been removed from the scene
of his childhood is said to have been his mother's: "His
mother who was living in the village after the death of her
husband, persuaded him into taking a farm as soon as he had
finished high school. She was intolerably afraid that he
would not 'settle down' for until after his death her husband
" had not." (2) This flashbaclk, set in the early morning scene,
serves to suggest that there was something amiss very early in

the great cycle of time,

The foregoing preview of the opening scene serves
as a paradigm for the story. The sense of atmosphere which

is responsible for much of the impact at the opening, operates

throughout, The atmosphere is one largely derivative from the



archetypal pattern of imagery and diction with which the set-
ting is projected, and it is one which leaves an impression

of awesome mystical power,

A study of the total setting reveals a changing
pattern of contrasts similar in effect to the shifting spots
of the bright sunbeams on the dark wall of the kitchen. A
broad view from the highway revresents the countryside as a
geometric design laid out in "ashen and green rectangles,"
(9) The Culworth farm is shown to be similarly patterned but
tending more to ashen than to greean. The inherent danger of
an insidious contagion is conveyed in the setting by the pre-
valence of dust which emanates from the pig yard and which
threatens to spread to the greener areas of the farm. Spots
of the disease have already broken out down the lane and are
seen as circles of dust around the trunks of the shade trees
where the animals have stood out of the sun. Associated with
the dust imagery is that of weeds. These weeds are rampant
in the pig yard and lurk also in the fence corners, threaten-
ing to infiltrate the corn-field. The whole farm is not yet
completely wasteland, but the sun is rising towards its zenith

and must be propitiated before the rains will be released,

The farm is a world divided into three areas - again
the mystic "three-in-one" image from "Mist-Green Oats." Each
area is associated with one of the main characters and is in-

terrelated with the other areas just as are the characters,
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The pig yard and the stables, associated with Jesse,
emphasize his destructive influence and identify his area as a
threat to the rest of the farm., The essence of the whole
fallen world is summed up in the "dry stifling smell".(7) com-
ing from "the hot barnyard." (7) The only hope raised is by
reference to something within the strawstack said to "look
like a precious bit of gold," (7) although the strawstack on
the outside is referred to as "iafnished." (7) That the ori-
ginel or an earlier owﬁer had envisaged much nobler plans for
the farm, is implied in the mention that the enclosure, which
is now the pig yard, had been once'ﬂmeaht for a peddeck." (8)
No signs of dignity remain to recall the original purpose,
Represented in imagery of weeds and dust and translated in a
harshness of diction which accentuates the effect, Jesse's
_ realm verges on total desolation. Even the lane to the yard
is "dry." 1Inside the yard, the soil "was long since beaten
to a dust by little hoofs, and only straggling unpalatable
weeds stood yet, gray with dust.”" (8) A contributing factor
1s the heap of "old sticks and rubbish and pieces of rusty
fence-wire," (12) which has accumulated outside the fence.
The harshness is reflected in the description of the dark
stables where attentlon 1s drawn to "the strong glare of sun-
light on the rhomboid of dirty stained cement within the
door." (7) The total atmosphere is one befitting the harsh-
ness of the treatment accorded the horses and the son, who

tries his best to please his father.
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A quality of confinerment pervades Jesse's realm,
The proliferation of enclosures is apparent in the constant
allusions to fences, pens, yards, stalls, racks and chutes.
A restriction of freedom is similarly suggested by such re-
straining devices as halters, harness and neck yokes., That
the connotations are not restricted to the animal world is
implied in the way in which the animals are given human at-
tributes. Dan is referred to as "the old slave," (12) and .
as "the wise old boy." (L0) All the horses are described as
though capable of wilfulness - "enjoying their truancy." (10)
The last recalcitrant pig is said ﬁo be.welcomed back "by his
comrades rallying around" (8) and the reference to the pigs'
"little hoofs" (8) is a tender one. Animals and people alike
"everyone and everything" (12) are included in Garland's com-
. passion, The atmosphere is as much a prison’for man as it is
for beast but the animals have the advantage of being unaware
of their sentence. Jesse, on the other hand, is tormented by
the knowledge and dreams of escape "out West." (9) The idea
of escape beckons him on, but it seems merely an illusion and
part of a plan to keep him forever tied to the hopeless rounds
on the farm., Accordingly: "Jesse stuck to the farm during the
good years because they might continue, and he wouldn't quit
in a bad year beczuse then it and the stock could not be éold

for what they were worth.!" (2)

A second area is the bush at the back of the farm.

This area is associated with Garland and .may be considered asgs
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his realm, The bush serves as a concrete representation of
anagogic childhood; it contains a legacy of primordial images
lost to a fallen world. To convey the lmpression of a long-
forgotten past, the bush is hidden in the early mists, remin-
iscent of the dawn of creation, caught in a moment between
sleeping and waking when conscliousness is suspended between
dream and reality. It is said, "The trees stood dozing, or
whispering a little softly so as not to rouse the others.”
(3) The birds; too,‘are "mist-thralled" (12) and the horses
found asleep are difficult to rouse from their lethargy. They
"twined" (10) drowsily back up the lane with Garland to the

actuality of the stables and to present time.

Another detail which tends to locate the bush far
back in time, is Nettie's repeated remark about the distance
to the bush. The first time she says, "It's a long walk back
there." (3) The second time she says, "It's a long way back
there." (5) Ordinarily the second remark would be read with
a mental pause after the word '"way." However, by placing the
pause after 'back," the meaning is qulte different. Read so,
the possibility exists that Nettie has inherited some terri-

fying recollections of the primordial past.

To Garland, the bush lot represents a sanctuary when
the conditions of life with Jesse are more than he can bear.
It is a holy place contazining relics of forgotten temples. As

archetypal sacred wood, it bears marks of the gods of all ages.



118

The impressions of a temple shift from age to age without re-
gard to chronology and have need .of arrangement. The earliest
seems to pre-date an anthropomorphic god, when worship was
directed to vegetation and animal spirits. The trees are des-
cribed at one point as animate; they "stood dozing." (4) One
is said to assume the form of a lion, another of a "slender
fleet animal" (3) transfixed at a moment in time. Over this

‘ earliest impression’of a worship-place is superimposed the
.lines.of é Greék temple, "its columns upholding clouds." (4)

In the depths of the woods is the suggestion of an oracle -

~ "The echo of his voice seemed muffled distantly and to come

back at him through the mist.," (4) A later version with
Christian or Hebraic overtones is suggested by the one tree
which reminds Garland "of an old calm church elder as he stood
outside the church after service and greeted the people." (L4-5)
The picture of "his long beard moving" (5) is a patriarchal
image and recalls Biblical scenes, The ﬁovement of the beard
suggests the agency of wind as the breath of God and relates
particularly to such figures as the prophets of the 014 Testa-
ment. Over this.timeless holy place is a hush of reverence.
It is the same quiet which was attribﬁted to the quiet of a
sleeping'world. Both kinds of quiet belong in a world removed
from reality. On this particular morning, Garland is eager to
go to the bush, for he senses a more than usual irritability
in his father. And it is Garland's preoécupation with the

wonder and mystery of the morning woods which throws him off
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guard for the rest of his brief day.

The bush is said to be "beautiful in its attempted
negation of colour," (3) The lack of colour and vitality has
an attraction very different from what is considered beautiful
by ordinary standards. There 1s no dynamic principle at work
in this kind of beauty. The beauty is of the essence of the
bush - something of the warmth and fragrance by which it is

known., 'It is a'spiritual beauty.

The farmhouse, particularly the kitchen, is the area
associated with Nettie, the mother-figure of the story. The
general impression of the house is of crowded, cramped quar-
ters. The house is specifically referred to as "little" as is
the window in Garland's bedroom, The kitchen is said to be
half-filled with a table. Several other bulky pieces - a
stove, a sink and a sewing machine - fill the remaining space,
Within the crowded confines are smaller box-like compartments
such as a pantry and an oven. The atmosvhere on the morning
of the story, is somewhat stifling, Even Garland is relieved
to get outside, although later in the morning, when he is
reminiscing, the image of his home appears as a symbol of se-
curity where - "he would be warm and replete and in the 1light,"

(12)

The kitchen supplles the basic requirements of 1life,
The scenes 1n the kitchen involve eating and drinking and cook-

ing - activities related to the satisfaction of the physilcal



appetite. There is also a certain therapeutic quality gener-
ated in the kitchen, not only the restorative power generated
by food but the unspecified "something" which Jesse says he
must get at the house to prevent the blood poisoning likely to
infect the gash he has received on the rusty wire when chasing
the horses, And the water in the sink is not only for drink-
ing but for washing - at least for Garland. The washing of
hands suggests a transcendenial level of meaning for the place,
giving it a possible redemptive role in the world. The kitchen
is referred to as "the warm kitchen." The warmth comes not
only from the hot food and the stove where it cooks, but from
the heart of the mother., The warmth of her love is directed to
her son, although not, perhaps, to her husband, There.seems to
be an emotional reserve toward the husband. The "reserve of
warmth" noted in the beauty of the morning woods, has some re-

lationship to Nettie's reserve.

The lane is the link between the woods and the house,
It is the path which Garland travels between two sanctuaries of
his childhood - his mother and his imagination. Both sanctu-
aries represent the womb - the kitchen in literal sense, the
woods, archetypal., There is a latent danger in the woﬁb image
of the story. It might be noted that some of Nettie's equip-
ment has sinister aspects, The oven is capable of intense
heat and the sewing machine has éertain destructive phallic
connotations, And over her crowded little realm, winds the

serpentine image of the vine which "The wind would rustle ...
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dryly against the clapboards and the panes." (12)

The three principal chsracters of the story derive
something of their natures from the parts of the farm with
which each is associated and like the parts of the farm, they
are united by complicated ties which are working to destroy
the unit. Only by some wrenching of the total pattern can
the trend be reversed. The one chosen to save the situation

- is the child,

As a sacrificial victim, Garland is portrayed both
as fertility god and as a Christ figure, He has been marked
from birth by virtue of his naming for the role he is to
play. His name suggests the accolade accorded any hero marked
for special honour but it also suggests the garland of flowers
with vhich the victims about to be sacrificed, were adorned.
Garland is a flower of purity and innocence and is offered up
as was the flower of youth in the annuai rituals of the an-
cient cults. As was the purpose in primitive times, this sac-
rifice, too, is propitiatory - exacted in return for the pro-
ductivity in field and flock upon which the well-being of the
people depends. Garland cannot be permitted to lose his inno-
cence before his sacrifice, since only the pure can redeem the
sins of the world. For the purpose of this story, there can
be no initiation into the tragic knowledge as there was for
the boy in "list-Green Oats."” Although Gar land has lived in

his father's world for fifteen years, he is not of it. He is
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of that other world of a child's imagination which can be
understood as figured by the bush, In that dimension, he re-
sponds to the beauty and mystery of life in a way which shuts
out the consciousness of evil, That his mother may be in any
way responsible for the harshness which he senses in his
father's world is not within Garland's compass. Garland is
still a child; his mother is perfect, Garland's innocence is
not effective in life as a reforming agent of his father's
ways; if anything, it seems to aggravate the situation. Only
through death can he conquer the forces of evil which have
found a servant in Jesse and which are now rampant in the
kingdom over which he holds sway., Garland is the embodiment
of good which works in a mysterious way., Motivated by a mys-
terious power, Garland submits to his own sacrifice by which

the world is redeemed for those he loves.

There are many details which identify Garland as a
Christ-figure. He is the only begotten of his father and be-
ing an adolescent, he is, like the Christ, only half man. The
name of his father also identifies him. As the son of Jesse,
although Knister has telescoped a thousand years into one
generation, Garland is seen as springing from the root'of the
house of David of which it was prophesied the Messiah was to

be born.l+ Also, Garland is a prince of peace. On his way to

Isaiah II, 1-10,
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the bush in the morning, his contentment is expressed as be-
ing "at peace." (3) His love of peace is demonstrated by the
Willingness with which he performs whatever he is asked to do,
despite the abuse heaped on him. Coming out of the early
morning bush, leading Dan '"by the damp forelock of his lowered

head" (10) Garland fulfills another prophecy.5

Garland is endowed with a very special charisma,
Noted of Syd in "Mist-Green Oats," the quality is magnified in
Garland and is identified by three aspects - as the emanation
of light and of grace and as a charitable giving in the ser-
vice of otuers, His'assodiatibn with light imagery is very
pronounced. A halo or nimbus moves with him, "opening a
horizon about him" (3) as he walks through the mist to the
bush; he follows the horses up the lane "whistling in the
sun;" (9) he hurries home in the evening to the "little
bright-wvindowed house" (12) where he will be "in the light."
(12) Similarly, Garland is endowed with the gift of Grace,
a state implicit in his innocence which marks him as the elect
of God. Garland is even gfaceful in a literal sense. In the
struggle to pen the pigs, "Garland had employed quickness and
a good deal of wiry strength." (8) And when the horses stam-
peded from the stable door, Garland outran them and brought

them back while his father was still shouting. Everything

Isaiah XI-6, "...; and a little child shall lead them,"
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Garland touches responds easily. The same screen-door which
"cracks to" (5) when Jesse leaves the house, "swings to" (3)
when Garland goes out., The third aspect of Garland's charisma
is his great charity. Even the horses are the object of his
tender care. Before harnessing them, Garland "was making for
the box containing the curry-combs and brushes." (6) But his
father overrules Garland's kind impulse, The ultimate ges-
ture of service to others is Garland's sacrificial death.

Just before the crucial moment, he is overcome by compassion
for those he loves: "Poor Mother! Poor Dan, the old slave!
Unaccountable pity for everyone and everything enwrapped him."
(12) Gazing at the pigs, it is as though his heart explodes
in one great swelling burst of love and sorrow, "a strange
pain at his heart." (12) At the same moment, the wagon-rack

strikes him and he hears the triumphal shout.

The antagonist, Jesse Culverson, the second impor-
tant character, has a very unusual name, Uncapitalized, the
word "jesse," is both a verb and a noun. A4s a verb, it means
"to scold or castigate;" as a noun, "a rod of chastisement,"
| Jeése seems to have the attributes of such a rodj it said that
he is "strong-looking and unbent of shoulders at forty." (1)
He 1s a man at the prime of life, yet his vigour 1is affected
by a rigidity which resists every adversity as a personal af-
front., He cherishes an image of himself as the special object
of nature's inclemency: "To heavy raing and droughts, he re-

signed himself almost with enjoyment. If anyone's clover
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failed to 'cateh' 1t was his; if anyone's wheat winter-killed,
his did. Hoof and mouth disease broke out miles away to head
straight to his stable." (2) Like iiilton's Satan, Jesse has
come to enjoy the state of disfavour and fosters the atmos-
bhere of Hell within the radius of his influence. His pro-
pensity for evil is illustrated in the image of the serpent

in the dust which, until the end of the story, accompanies
him even beyond the limits of his own farm.‘ On the way to .
thé‘Crampton's, out on the road said to be "long" and "empty,"
Jesse's progress is marked by a column of dust which "hung
alongside the wagon as they <ix'ox1e."l (9) And the obsérvation
that the road "seemed to hold ... the hush and warmth of noon"
(9) intimates the presence of a pestilence abroad at that
dread hour., To complete the Satanic image is the figure of

- Jesse at the stable door "gripping a fork-handle firmly." (6)

Everything bristles in Jesse's presence., Even the
gatepost sprouts a thorn - "a stiff wire" (6) to tear his face
which, itself, 1s covered with bristling beard "yellow-black
in the dim light." (7) His'beard provides him a masochistic
pleasure: "The back of his hand bristled across his mouth." (5)
His perversity affects even the horses which had come amenably
to the barn for Garland but which become obstreperous vhen
Jegsse attempts to head them into the stable., Even the screen-

door '"cracked to behind him" (5) as he leaves the house.

Jesse's conversation is riddled with ironic barbs.
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This tone is established from the opening scene, With refer-
ence to having sold the pigs, he qualifies whatever satisfac-
tion is expressed by a disparaging comment about the price:
"I should guess he would take them, the price he's paying
nowl" (2) His remarks about Garland or to him are particu-
larly barbed., While waiting for Garland to get the horses,
he remarks, "Lot of help he is!" (5) When Garland does ap-
pear with the horses, his father's way of rébuking-him is
witﬁ what is ironically said to be a smile, "You had to run
them all over the bush before you could get hold of them, eh?"
(5) The harnessing of the hbrses,lis éécompanied by-such re-
marks as, "What are you standing there for? ... Haven't you
lost enough time yet, eh?" When Garland, not being tall or
strong enough to carry the harness clear of the floor, tries

. to do so, his father berates him again, "What d'you got to
drag it over the floor for? If you can't pick it up, leave it
alone." (8) Because everything he does is going wrong, Jesse
finds relief in blaming Garland for what is happening. When
something goes well, Jesse only grudgingly acknowledges the
boy's help: "You'll make a farmer yet," (8) he says, when
Garland proves capable at catching the pigs. The effect of
Jesse's sarcasm merely aggravates Garland's ineptitude., When
the chute narrowly misses the boy's legs, Jesse is driven‘to
the extreme: "Well what are you thinking of fhis morning? ...
Will you never learn? ... I've got to watch you like a baby

.. I'11 have to have his mother out to help me take care of
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him. 4 great lot of good! ...." (11) Under this onslaught,
Garland is stricken beyond words - "in a sort of daze of which

he was scarcely half aware," (11)

Jesse's wife is included in his resentment. He
seems to transfer the hostility against his own mother to
Nettie and holds her responsible for all his troubles because
he identifies her with his mother, feeling that she is doing
to Carland what his mother had done to him. Jesse, at the -
same time, identifies with hls dead father whose freedom he
envies and plans that Garland and he will escape from the
farm: "We'll have to go into bﬁsiness, you and I, Hardware
business out West, eh?" (9) Jesse's hopes are doomed to fail-
ure, He must be taught a lesson in humility; his sin is pride
in thinking to equal the Most High and assert his own will
 without first seeking Grace from God, His efforts produce a
horrific backlash and the catastrophe which occurs is a dread-

ful price to pay for his sin.

In some respects Jesse is a tragic hero. In the
gsense that everyone can identify with him, Jesse is more human
than is Garland., His suffering is greater and hié fate more
uncertain, His irritability represents the evil which lives
in every soul and which seeks to destroy the good that waé in-
tended to prevail. Jesse is an example of sinful man, who is

at the same time, innocent.

Wettie is an ambivalent characier. As the mother of
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Garland, she might be expected to symbolize the virgin mother
but if this is true, then she is a somewhat parodied version.
The name of the vine on her kitchen window, the virginia
creeper suggests the virgin but the "creeping" quality is
sinister, The vine is impeding full light from entering the
kitchen and it rustles "dryly against the clapboards and the
panes," (12) In this sense, Nettie is a threatening figure.
The love she lavishes on her son puts her in opposition to
her husband; She constantly intercedes on Garland's behalf
and her interference serves to antagonize Jesse. Her name,
too, suggests nettles which have an association with poison
and sensations of stinging pain. Another contentious issue
is her objection to Jesse's use of coarse language in
Garland's presence, ©Since Jesse, himself, objects to
Garland's inadvertent use of such language "as he would pick
up," (3) the problem is not basically about profanity but
about the use of a child as a weapon between husband and wife.
Garland, in his innocence, is not aware of this aspect of his

mother.

To the child, his mother is the bountiful source of
all the things he needs, Her domain provides him with secur-
ity - from hunger, from cold, from the dark. Although she ap-
pears but briefly in the story and is always occupied with
food, she provides the love light of Garland's earthly home.
The bright windows of the little house are symbols of the ra-

diance of the mother's love which shines .through her eyes.



[
)]
\D

But a shadow hangs over Nettie; some evil for which she is
partly responsible must be overcome before the world recovers
the state envisaged in former plans. In this story evil is
overcome - and in the sense that Nettie is the mother of the
Christ figure, she has a virgin mother role. However, the

virgin mother is ambivalent,

The dramatic action, like the other structural ele-
ments of the story, has an archetypal basis, The fatal error
has occurred before the opening of the story - even before
the birth of the 1lnnocent protagonist, Garland. The error had
been Jesse's manner of acquiring the farm in the first place.
The acquisition is said not to have been of his own doing but
of his mother's, If the farm is the microcosm of the world,
then the fatal error seems to be in having been born (or some-
thing connected with creation) - and the responsibility for
this 1s attributable to Jesse's long-gone mother - the arche-
typal Eve, who first entertained sin and lost forever the
freedom of the garden for the human race., The analogy of
Jesse's mother to Eve is supported by the implied analogy of
his father to Adam, who, not having been born of woman, was
the only man to have ever knowﬁ paradise on earth. Jeése's
father, depicted in the short-lived role of playboy, having
never "settled down" until his death, i1s a similar figure.
Having established Jesse's mother and father as the first
parents, the action which follows is the étruggle to 1live in

a fallen garden. The conflict 1s between the powers of good
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and evil, Until the end, evil seems to be gaining, but in a
quiet, mysterious way, good triumphs through the sacrificial

death of Garland.

Something of the foregoing allegory occurs in the
brief span of the action of the story. The previous event
responsible for Jesse's bad humour is his visit to town the
day before when he sold the pigs. The.action seems to de-

" velop as a result of the sale. Although this observation is
partly true, Jesse's bad humour stems also from envy of his
boyhood friends whom he sees "driving about the village in
their motors after the closing of their stores" (2) - enjoy-
ing what appears to him to be freedom, The envy stirred up
in his soul at the sights in town takes control of his action
to an overpowering degree and casts him in the Satanic role

of antagonist in the drama,

The job of pig-loading provides a series of mount-
ing difficulties which parallel Jesse's increasing frustra-
tion with his problems. The heightening of the tension is
relieved periodically by Gerland's reveries, but each time
it resumes with added intensity. The progressive stages of
the loading provide an opportunity to show that Garland ac-
'compiishes with ease what his father is not able to doy even
with great difficulty. While Garland is enjoying the beauty
of the morning woods in his quest for the horses, Jesse 1is

fretting with impatience at the delay, working fitfully at
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odd jobs. The horses, which come easily for Garland, mis-
behave for Jesse, Jesse's abuse of the horses is respon-

sible for the miscarriage of the loading.

The trip to O0ld Andrew's farm for the loading chute
marks a turning point in the story. Up to this time, the boy
and his father had been apparently accomplishing their pur-
pose. But on the return journey, events begin to change.

The .change is first apparent in the atmosphere, ‘The softness
of the morning light is replaced by the "violent sunlight."
(9) The evil, which had lain dormant, takes on a tangible
form in the image of the sefpeht in the dust which is stirred
up by the wheels and hangs "alongside the wagon" (9) like a

living column.

0138 Andrew's farm is an appropriate nlace on which
to hinge the balance of the story. It represents that mea-
sure of fulfillment which the farm, consequently the world,
can offer, At best, it is a modest expectation - a reconci-
liation with oneself or in 0ld Andrew's terms, "the consum-
mation worthy of a pride he did not care to show.," (9) In
leaving 01ld Andrew's, Jesse is figuratively turning his back
on the compromise which reconciles the conflicting forces of
Nature. On the Qay home, Jesse delivers a tirade against
farming and fools who are farmers, He makes himself even
more dissatisfied with his lot by comparing it with the ideal

which exists in his mind of a remote possibility "out West"
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(9) in the hardware business of which he knows nothing.

The point of no return has also been passed in the
struggle betwecen good and evil, Jesse has lost the ability
to recognize the difference. In failing to recognize what
01d Andrew's place represents, his standard of values 1s
shown to be distorted., His son is the only point of vulner-
ability left in Jesse., He needs Garland because his dream
of.escape to the West requires that the boy go with him, He
turns "pale" (11l) when Garland narrowly escapes being lamed
as they turn into their own gateway. But the narrowness of
this escape does not soften Jesse nor open his eyes. It only
increases his ranting at the boy. When Garland is crushed by
the wagon, Jesse crawls around behind, "his eyes shut." (13)
The opening of his eyes occurs after the close, There seems
no doubt that his eyes will be opened, although exactly what
he will see is not revealed. That he will see more than a
crushed and bleeding body is implied in the symbolic imagery
with which the scene is portrayed. When the wagon strikes
Garland, the climactic point of the story is reached. Al-
though the climax occurs within the span of the étory, the
sound of the shout is confined to CGarland's ears and its im-
pact is lost on the reader since the pervasive impression is
one of silence. However, the silence is broken by a bird
call, The promise of rain in the bob-white's singing and
the image of the retreating serpent in tne cdust, raise hope

that man is redeemed and the world restored to fertility.
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The significance of Garland's sacrifice is to confirm the
power of love, But the truth of the mystery 1s beyond ra-
tional understanding, existing in a dimension outside the

world of reality and forever inscrutable,

Although this story has been interpreted as a story
of redemption through love, there is an underlying irony
which develops more in Knister's later three storiles and
- which might justify a different interpfetation even in "The
Loading.," There is no certainty that redemption occurs. The
reader is not told what the man sees because the story ends
before he opens his eyes. The possibility exists that the
redemption may be only temporary - like the reprieve the pigs
are granted and which they can enjoy in ignorance and greed
"guzzling at the trough." (13) And, indeed, like the pigs'
innocence, there may be a suggestion that man is not guilty
of anything for which he is in need of redemption, having had
no responsibility for his presence in the first place in a
world for which he has been so ill-conceived. But Jesse is
less fortunate than the pigs - for unlike them, he is not ob-
livious to his fate, Jesse has been to school but knowledge
has only worsened his lot because knowledge gives rise to the
fear that lifé may be without meaning, It is a fear that

lurks in the background of the story.

When Knister adapted the story several years later

into a one-act plays much of what bad been lurking in the
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background is brought to tihe fore.6 Huch of what was hap-
pening to his themes during the interim can be discerned in
examining the way he changed the play., Although his title,
"The Loading" has an ironic ring, the title of the play,
"Youth Goes West" is even more so., In the short story, Jesse
did not intend that his son "go West" in the manner of the
dying sun, although that might be inferred. The title of the
play makes its theme explicit. Also, the Christian symbolism
in thé feftilify imagery is lost in the play, tending to
erase the hope held out in the short story. In the play, the
foeus shifts from the stables to the kitchen where the action
is either related by characters who enter or is viewed through

the window. The change transfers responsibility to the mother.

For the purpose of the play, Knister introduces a
sister. By this expedient, the details supplied by the nar-
rator in the short story are conveyed in dialogue between
mother and daughter while the dramatic action is taking place
outside. As in the later stories, Knister is projecting the
microcosm of a matriarchal world, whereas in "The Loading"
and the earlier stories the projection is of a patrilarchal
one., The implications of the changing pattern are sinister.,
In the play,.it is at the mother's instigation rather than

the father's, that Garland should '"go West." The signifi-

The play was publisned under the title "Youth Goes West"
in Poet love, v. 39 (December, 1928), p. 582,



135

cance of the pigs to be loaded in the short story is almost
lost in the play. More pronounced is a related episode of
a sow eating a new~born shoat, an incident which is ex-
plained as her craving to eat earth. The archetypal image
of the earth mother as parasitic on her own children is
characteristic of the later stories. 7The idea of earth as
a great sow devouring her young has an apocalyptic strain
embodying an eschatology of deepest pessimism. Such is the

pessimism which dominates the later stories,
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THE STRAWSTACK

"The Strawstack" develops much of what had 1ain
dormant in previous stories. Of central significance is the
-increasingly destructive influence of the mother-image. Her
darker nature had been concealed in "The Loading" but in this
story, it is revealed, Gone is the benevolent, patriarchal
authority of "Mist-Green Oats," regenerating 1life by sacri-
ficial service to the soil and to the provision of future
husbandmen in the cult. The new power is a retrogressive ma-
triarchal one, bent on its own preservation, sustained by the
consumption of its own progeny whom it nurtures to make car-
rion. The engendering life spirit of the phallic symbol of
the sun has set. The ensulng stories are marked by failing
light, the cold of late autumn and the cheerless hours of
night or of wintery mornings. As the sun sets, its role is
usurped by the destructive phallic female, cast in shadow
but growing visible in the thin, sharp crescent figure of
the new moon, She is a malevolent mother and a Nature god-

dess and her ascendence bodes ill for mankind.

In this inimical world, man, having been born of
woman, is a part of Nature and is thus bound by her laws.,
The tragedy of his being born is that he is limited by his
own nature in the fulfillment of his aspirations. Although

the story deplores what man makes of his life, he is por-
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trayed as innocent, born with inherent frailties which ren-
der him susceptible to unconscious impulses beyond his con-

trol.

The sense of loneliness which pervades "The One
Thing" mounts in "The Strawstack" to agonizing alienation,
The fellowship extolled in "iist-Green Oats" is recollected
in "The Strawstack" as merely "the manifestations of a tri-
viél life." (150) Man is seen as a prisoner not only within
the world but within himself. The projection of the world asA
a prison is no longer only figurative: "Prison meant little
to him ,... Life was the same and left him with the same feel~
ing after a few weeks behind the high iron fences and walls

as it had outside." (149)

"The Strawstack" is a projection of the absurdity of
life, It chronicles the tragic irony of searching for meaning
since, according to the life portrayed in this story, the only
purpose is to die, MHan 1is shown, despite what he would like
to believe, to be tied to the eyclical recurrence of Nature.
And his sufferings are shown to stem from his inability to
comprehend the absurdity of his situation. That in attempt-
ing to fathom, by intelligence, a rational explanation of
that for which none exists, he is indeed embarked upon a
futile quest - as futile as his search for beauty in a totally
ugly world. How is one to explain the natural processes of

that to which one, himself, is subject? The theme asserts
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the meaninglessness of lifej the corollary to which is left

in question - that only in death can meaning be found.

The story is ostensibly that of a man wanted for
murder, who seeks the sanctuary of his boyhood farm from
where, at the age of fifteen, he had fled in the belief that
he had accidentally killed his little sister. He had learned
six months later that his sister had been only stunned and
had suffered no permanent injuries but the news hadAreached
him too late. Already he had taken up a life of drifting and
petty crime. The crimes had mounted, interspersed by longer
prison terms, until eventually, he commits murder. Xnowing
that he is being pursued, he seeks the sanctuary of the old

farm,

It is at this point that the story opens. The fu-
gitive finds himself a shelter for the night in a hole of an
old strawstack., From this vantage point, he looks about him
at the old familiar landmarks. The scene brings back the
flood of memories which constitute his life story. While he
is remembering, he inadvertently finds the cut pieces of |
binder-twine which are mixed with the straw.‘ The moon rises,
bringing back even earlier memories. These include one of a
rope swing on which he and his sister had played. He recalls
how the rope was made of twisted pieces of twine and of how
he had expressed a wish to one day make a rope of his own.

While he is remembering the swing, he is unconsciously tying
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together the pieces of twine from the stack. When he real-
izes what he is doing, he is horrified but he recognizes the
futility of any other course., When the rope is ready, he
hangs himself from the same maple tree which had once sup-

ported the swing.

The opening scene is said to cover "the passing of
a few sombre reflections” (14%) as the returning fugitive
walks from the back of the farm up the lane to where the
buildings stand. The passage covers only a few minutes walk-
ing time but the significance of those minutes is said to be
as important as that of a lifetime, His reflections are in-
tertwined with another commentary somewhat detached from the
conscious thoughts. The effect is that of two curreants
vying for domination in a mind bordering dangerously on
schizophrenia, The walking, conscious man, does not see
every detail that is related. The cows are among the unseen:
"He went on without seeing them." (145) But the other nar-
rator sees them and he notices the unsavoury nature of the
beasts. This dual narration is an effective means to convey
the confused and distressing bewilderment by which universal
man faces the uncertainty of the outcome. To add to the un-
certainty of the scene is the failing light. The hour is
twilight and with the exception of the sharp broken lines of
the roof of the house, the 1ahdséape is not seen in sharp re-
lief., The whole depressing scene is vague, as in a dream,

and it reflects the monotony of the fugitive's dull percep-
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Even in the first brief paragraph, much of the es-
sence of the story 1s contained. The emphasis on atmosphere
is a salient feature of these few lines. That the story is
likely to be one relying heavily for thematic purposes on
the strong use of that feature proves to be true, The theme
of the meaninglessness ofvlife is introduced at the outset:
"He had walked ten hours before he came to it." (144) The
ambiguous reference to "it" makes time and place indisfin-
guishable. The ambiguity is increased by the understanding
that the place of arrival is tﬁe same as a previous place of
departure, The journey between is described more as the
passage of time than of distance. The technique lends a de-
sultory character to the wanderings, making of life more a
" matter of putting in time rather than of accomplishing an
objective., An element of irony is incorporated in the con-
tradictory evidence than a hidden objective, unknown until

the end, has existed.

The effect of meaninglessness is also conveyed in
the concept of flux., Thié idea 1s suggested by analbgies to
the sea, symbol of formlessness and primordial chaos. The
reference the "horrible rise and sinking of suns, moons" (ihh)
as images of monotonous recurrence, recall the ebb and flow
of the tide., And the reference to "his first homesickness"

as "a sandbar only" (1u4k) renders life in terms of drifting



wreckage and occasional moorings as impermanent as forms in
sand, constantly shifting with the changing wood of ithe sea.
The use of this kind of sea imagery relates closely to a
figurative phrase used by Kanister, referring to "the flotsam
of humanity."l Such figurative devices indicate, at the very
beginning of the story, that its theme is going to be one of

Knister's most pessimistic projections of life.

‘Despite the general impressioﬁ of dull monotony,
the opening lines indicate that this last phase of the jour-
ney has about it an urgency that had been lacking in the
previous wanderings. Curiosity is aroused concerning the
reason for the change of pace and intensity. Another source
of 1ﬁterest is the use of the word "stretch." It designates
both time passed and distance covered. An analagous image
is that of an elasticized thread which permits the pulling
awvay from a point of attachment to a certain degree, but
which has a recoil, when its limit is reached, returning
swift and unerring to a firmly held end. Like the recoil,
the fugitive's return seems to have an instinctive sense of
direction. The word "stretch" also suggests a prison sen-
tence, which, according to later reminiscences of the man's
life, is applicable on both literal and figurative levels.

Still another and more formidable association, is the kind

1
Letter to Pelham Fdgar dated January 14, 1930, From the
private collection of Mrs, Grace,
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of stretching of the neck involved in hanging. The deploy-
ment of the word builds up a peculiar frustiration by the
combination of tension and lethargy, giving rise to a des-

pair that anything can resolve the situation,

The first movement depicts a puppet-like man, walk-

-ing.grotesquely across the fields of his boyhood farm. The
facts that he is approaching from the back where runs a road -
"eaved with woods" (144) and that he has waited for sundown
before emerging, forebode an unpropitous outcome for the re-
turn, The impression of his being mysteriously impelled is
heightened by his continued progress toward the appﬁinted
place, despite his failure to understand the reason for his
return, He wonders, "... why he could have thought to find
surcease here, and why his mind had not shied back from the
contemplation of return, knowing its own danger." (145) His
walking, like his motivation, seems absurd. The absurdity is
well conveyed by the use of oxymoron to describe the manner
of his walking., His "limp strides" suggest steps manipulated
by threads from unseen hands. The whole performance bears
the imprint of vaudeville, The man, like the trees, is "vaga-
bond," his face like that of the grease-painted clown, "com-

pressed in a colour of terror." (luik)

The farm to which the man is returning is a night-

mare landscape of death and as such is said to resemble the

monotonous conditions of 1life: "The place was the same ...
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he found in the chances of life, in its monotonous recur-
rence, inescapable." (14hk) TEverything is said to have de-
teriorated - "the trees shrunken, grizzled and unkempt'" (1hlk)
- "the fields worse" (1k4) - the stubble dirty, and the weeds
brittle., The only sign of what might be considered life is
the cows which are feeding on death - "the field, dead." (145)
The cows' feeding is referred to as "munching" and is said to
be '"obscene" like "the ravening of wolves at the finding of a
dead hunter." (144) Described as mythic beasts, half wolf,
half cow, they appear to be inimical to man as ".,.. they
woofed and scampered leadenly away, turning to face him at a
distance." (145) The leaden manner of their footfalls con-
veys the deadening effect with which life in this story is to
be depicted. The deathly atmosphere is intensified by the
"incomparable guiet" (145), the impending approach of "the
greater dark" (145) and the image of the abyss perceivable in

the man's posture of stiffening "as before a brink." (145)

The recounnoitring of the buildings provides a com-
ment on the passage of the years and relates to the compara-
tive influences of the mother and father images. The father
image has fared better with time, as evidenced by the better
preservation of the barn., The fugitive's feeling of the pos-
sibility of life within, suggests a lingering spark of the
spirit of the father. Connected as it is with the memory of
climbing to afix a windmill on the peak of the roof, the barn

constitutes the only hope remaining about the place.



]_).; lg.

There is no vestige of life within the house, and,
accordingly, the mother image has depreciated. It is the
house which "shocked his numbness most." (145) Related in
terms of animal imagery, it is the one clear-cut silhouette
in the twilight landscape, Starkly outlined against the
glow of the sunset, "one ridge of the roof as he looked at it
against the red sky was bent, the spine of some o0ld animal
worn down by burdens." (146) The primitive quality of this
shérp image in the landscape is repeated in the figure of the
"monstrous wallowing animal" (1h44) whose fur the dirty brush
of stubble awaits in the fields. There are certain bhallic
connotations contained in the severed stalks of the once-
green fields and in the dead hunter who had once hunted the
wolves now "ravening" his carrion body. The monster, re-
lated to the house and to the scavenger wolf-cows, 1s repre-
sentative of the female archetype, dangerous, primitive and

vulgar, and responsible for laying waste the farm,

The house is alsq associated with images of dis-
ease, overlaid with Freudian connotations connected with the
"caved" woods located far back on the farm and remote as the
beginnings of time. Such images include: - "two boards torn
off at the ground showing black underneath" (146), "tatter
of clapboards" (146) and "peeled paint." (146) There are
references to the rotting of lower extremities - verandah
posts hanging baseless and steps missing. The condition of

the house conveys a powerful indictment of the female monster
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which has favaged the farm and seems about to process the

last shred of humanity within her territory.

The confusion between outward reality and its inner
reproduction is figured in the tearing sound inside the man's
head. It is explained as the mounting "tenseness of his
moods" (145) but it is also explained that the silk band
around his felt hat is ripped and that it is flapping in the
wind, The sound is symptomatic of the confusion between
natural and psychic phénomena said to be characteristic of
Knister.? The difficulty of making distinctions is born out
in the use of such enigmatic expressions as "... it was hard
to forget, to remember ..." (145) and by the confusion of one
day with another. It is questionable as to whether his mind
is producing the monotony of whether the monotony is affect-
ing his mind. The determination of cause and effect eludes
analysis, The indications are that the confusion is pur-
posely contrived to convey the general impression of meaning-

lessness for what passes as life in this story.

The returned fugitive is an "important factor in the
story since it is his stream of consciousness by which the
story is related, He is anagogic man and all the images of
his disordered mind project life in terms of his experience.

However, there is one dominant image in his mindj; this image

C.B.C, Profile. James Reaney makes this observation., See
Appendix II, Sec, 3U,
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is the rope. It represents the paradoxical potential of the
unconscious mind. At one extreme, the rope had provided a
swing for children playing; at the other, it was to provide
a noose for a man to hang himself, The tension in his mind,
as a result of the mental struggle, is like the tension of a
dead weight on the end of a rope., Yet there had been a time
when children had laughed and played there. DBut even then,
the tree from which the swing was hung had "shivered.," (153)
The fragments from which a rope could be made had been al-
ways in his mind, but they had never yet been given form.
Milling about in chaotic profusibn,'the pieces are the des-
tructive images by which the story is related. Issuing from
a mind driven to the extreme, the bewildered outpourings
constitute the flood which is the chaotic structure of the

story.

The principle [if such it can be called] by which
the structure is unified is chaos, 7The idea of a principle
conceived in chaos involves the paradox of order within dis-
order. Such a principle requires the tension of the imagery
abbut which the framework is built. It is preciéely the or-
derliness of Nature to the point of everlasting monotony
that creates one pole of the paradox, whereas the other pole
is something rebellious rooted in the human spirit which
seeks to break out of the cycle but, in the attempt, merely
perpetrates what it had thought to overcome. In an ironic

sense, man is shown to be the victim of bis own perversity
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in thinking to run counter to the order of Nature, Without
realizing it, he effects his own death which is, in one
sense, as meaningless as his life, His death makes no im-
pact upon Nature nor does it achieve redemption for the
world. it apparently achieves nothing - which is what the
moon is said to see when she looks into his cave. On the
other hand, the moon 1s saild to be short-sighted. The am-
biguity permits the possibility‘that in seeking his own
deéth or at least in determining its hour, man does indeed

assert his superiority over Nature,

The powerful sense of atmosphere which pervades
"The Strawstack" is derived from the setting which, although
ultimately existing in the fugitive mind, also exists in ex-
ternal objects of concrete reality. The farm is the micro-
| cosm of the world on the point of dissolution - the reason
being a natural organic breakdown that is figured in the
spreading of the rotting strawstack over the once green
acres, The trend may be read in the features of the farm,
described as having shrunken from their former stature and
",.. tiny beyond his toughened expectation." (144) The trees
are "shrunken, grizzled and unkempt" (1k4); the fields are
"worse; tiny closed places which his unthinking toil had made
into sky-seeking deserts of ploughed land or unfathomable
mazes of corn," (1l44) The stable, "which had seemed so long
eoo (146) and whose roof "had seemed such an Alpine labour

to mount," (146) is also described as being "tiny."
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The one lingering possibility of life about the
place is a presence within the barn. The vindication of the
barn in this story might confirm the sacrificial meaning of
Garland's death in "The Loading." One may perhaps be justi-
fied in supposing the father figure and his stables had been
redeemed in Knister's projected view of farm life at the time
of his writing "The Loading." An extension of the idea might
suppose a reign of prosperity for a time, but that when the
vigouf of primé years has passed, an heir must be initiated
to take over, as was Len Brinder. If not, the favours gained
by Garland's sacrifice lapse. Having lost his son by a stroke
of fate, the father of the fugitive in "The Strawstack" has

been able to provide for the farm for only a limited time.

The house in this story has proven the dark fore-
bodings lurking among the shadows of Nettie's little house in
"The Loading." Consequently, the worst fears about Nettie
have been confirmed., Her sharp-needled machine and the dark
encroaching vines are symbolic of the destructive influence
of woman - according to the development of the theme in these

short stories.

- The essence of the external atmosphere is contained
in the dominating feature of the landscape - the great
sprawling strawstack which provides the title. The straw-
stack is a symbol of Nature, made without plan or order,

"... but taking what shape it might as it was spewed forth



from the thresher." (146) It is the epitome of the formless-
ness implicit in the concept of primordial chaos. The choice
of diction of the "spewing'" forth explains creation as a
vulgar by-product of a more important process which seems to
have become obscured. The formlessness and vulgarity of the
strawstack relate it to the female monster ravaging the fields.
Its posture "sprawling dark-brown over a great area of soil"
(146) is suggestive as are the "Kummocks and holes ... made by
time and the burrowing of animals," (146) Irouically, the
strawstack provides the sanctuary into which the fugitilve
crawls to look back toward the "caved" woods, while forgotten
memories from his meaningless life pass before his darkening
sight. _It represents the destructive chaos from which life
was created and to which it is destined to return. Going into
the hole in the strawstack is a symbolic withdrawal within
his own mind. What he finds there are the fragmentary images
of the story. BHe also finds fragmentary pieces of twine.
When he reaches back far enough, the fragments take form. The
two levels of the setting coalesce in the making of the rope.
The setting thus illustrates the futility of the man's efforts

to impose order either on Nature or on his mental processes,

The father of childhood memory has been ultimately
unsuccessful. He "had disapproved the sprawled carelessness
of such stacks," (146) and had built his own with "prudence."
(146) He had been unable to build for posterity with such

impermanent material, or to initiate a son to inherit his
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building tradition. A perverse principle had been operating
against him - the chaotic state of the woodpile from which
his son had been throwing down sticks that had caused the ac-
cident which had driven the boy away. The father had accom-
panied his wife on a shopping irip and had not piled the wood
in tiers. Had this been done, there would have been no acci-
dent. But the woodpile, like the strawstack, "had been thrown
together into whatever shape it might take ;..."_(lh8) It,
tob; had been produced by a mechanical device -~ 'the outcome
of a day and a half of buzzing." (148) Like the strawstack,
it also contained the seeds of destruction, the activation of

which awaited only the inevitable moment of human error.

The pieces of twine represent the latent evil in
Nature. Of itself, the twine is seen to be harmless, but in
the hands of a desperate man, it becomes a rope.. 7The conno-
tations associated with the word "twine'" and the image of the
rope conjure the figure of the serpent, archetype of evil,
The evil which the rope represents, although ambivalent, is
death. In this story, whefe life is so intolerable, death is
the lesser of the two evils and the man, recognizing this at
last, frees himself by means of the rope, from the conditions
imposed by the evil it represents. The act is the ultimate

irony.

The idea of the female principle as the chaotic raw

material of creation is reinforced by the odour of the straw-
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stack. The odour is released when the man stirs about in the
straw and it is described as a "sharp musty smell.," (154%) The
mustiness of the straw suggests a pungent, earthy flavour.
It is not only the odour of fecundity but also the odour of
decay. It is this paradoxical mustiness which launches the
man on the destructive train of thought which leads him back
in memory through his years of wandering to the time of his
great anguish at the age of fifteen and back before that to
obscure béginnings and even "beyond beginnings" (150) into
the depths of primordial consciousness out of which he had
once formulated an uanspoken wish, The wish to one day make a
rope of his own can be seen to have been an unconscious death
wish and the strawstack to be the rotting substance of a ma-
triarchal universe, which stimulates by evoking memories as-
sociated with a distinctive odour, the destructive activity

which culminates in the wish fulfillment.

The general setting for which the strawstack focuses
the thematic imagery has been indicated to be the natural uni-
verse. Being a matriarchy, the presiding authority is figured
as a goddess, the female archetype of the moon. Observed in
the heavens, her course would seem to be a well-ordered plan,
but judged by her influence in her realm below, the order is
obscure in the extreme. Indeed, if a plan might be said to
exist, it must be one bent on destruction; since Nature's
universal power depends on the gradual wearing down of an

opposing force, to the raw material which provides her energy.
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As a goddess, the moon is a cold, indifferent mother image to
whom the "short, thin branches" of the trees, her children,
reach up "like baby fingers toward a mother's face," (152)
On the night related in the story, she is begianing a new
phase and is referred to as "a new moon." The term, "new,"
however is corrected and made to mean merely the beginning of
a re-cycling of the same old moon. The phenomenon is applied
universally: "How could one call anything new? People must
| have thought sbmetime that when they became gross and replete
with light, the moons died. Or their souls appeared again on
the other side of death. Then it could be right to call it
new." (152) The shadow of the round penumbra discourages any
hopeful interpretation that in the evidence of the cyclical
recurrence of Nature can justification be found for belief in

the immortality of man.

Knister projects the moon as a dangerous, phallic
female - the divine counterpart of the primordial monster
spreading over the earth below, She is seen to be "slight,
sabre-thin" (152) equipped to make herself replete. Change-
able in her moods, she is horribly monotonous in her pattern.
Her waxing and waning is referred to as '‘the horrible rise
and sinking" (lhh), the regularity ascribed to the ebb and
flow of the sea's rhythm which the moon controls, As a dero-
gatory comment on the efficacy of her authority, the end of
the story depilects ner as the epitome of imbecility where it

is predicted that, "... soon the thin moon would come and
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peer in short-sightedly and see nothing there." (154) The
monotonous recurrence of her universal recycling is thus re-
legated to the ignominy of an imbecile impulse., In such a

system, it is made difficult to disceran any meaning.

If meaning exists, it comes from within a psychic
dimension. It might be noted that the final act coalesces
the tensions of the mind which had been engaged in the con-
fused bﬁt desperate conflict. The tensions arise from the
Juxtaposition of past and present, the earth and the heavens,
reality and illusion, and of life and death. That there is a
synthesis 1is suggested by the man's recollection of roads:
"... they were what he remembered, not one by one, but as a
great stretch before him containing all the different sorts
he had come upon, waves of dust and mire," (152) The roads
connect all the episodes of his miserable life, In a similar
manner, the lane to the back of the farm connects the "caved"
woods with the house. Unlike the winding and circuitous paths
of his life's wanderings, the one between the woods and the
house is direct and short. It is the connection between the
moiher'and child, between Nature and man. DNature never cuts
her cord. Man must make one of his own 1f he wishes to be
free., The only will man can exercise, according to "The

Strawstack," is to take his own life,

The time element is important for the farm as for

the fugitive. The present point in time 1s shown to be very
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late, The hour is nightfall, the season autumn, and the
weather cold. That the end has come is understood by the
image of the '"new" moon peering about for carrion to re-cycle
into re-animated form in order to produce more fodder. The
implication seems to be that the dark penumbra is a symbol of
the great dark womb of Mother Nature. In this story, Nature
is shown on the point of conceiving a new life - a consumma-
tion requiring the death of a victim. It appears more than
coincidence that the time is also the hour of the fugitive's

return.

As protagonist, the man remains nameless, His anony=-
mity identifies him as everyman. It also identifies him as
nothing, being of no more substance or worth than the chaff of
the stack where he feels himself so at home. His experience is
tragically universal: - "All: if it were only such as hel" (153)
The tragedy is that he, like all men, does not learn the truth
until too late: "The strange things men made of themselves in
the course of the years, and the terrible part of it; that they
never knew until moments such as this, ...." (153) When he
does recognize his role, he finds it to be that of "a dog on a
treadmill™ (153) and life to be "the years alike and hé limping
over them." (153) The object of his life has been "to learn
and discover nothing but death and sorrow." (153) 1In deciding
to end his life, he does so because he cannot imagine himself
being able to endure such experience aware now of its meaning-

lessness: "... the same years over again, the same walkings
Y 9
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cold, alley brawls, debauch ..." (153) All his life he had
hoped that things would eventuslly change for him: "If he
might only search even over the world and find something,

some sharp beauty he had never known, which would tear apart
the curtain that stood, elastically resisting prisoner's blows
between himself and life," (151) Although never succeeding,
he had tried to convince himself that the search was in itself
enough, that it tyould steady him, set him again upon his
feet," (151)

Nothing of natural beauty can be recalled from his
life. The memory of a mother is associated with the cold, in-
different moon, The "upreaching baby fingers" (152) that could
never touch her face, are eloquent testimony of ungratified de-
sires, It is almost as if, in the darkness of the woumb, the
unborn child had known such longings, which, never having been
fulfilled, darken the span of his life: "His sight was never
daylit." (151) He seems to have been always acclimatized to
darkness.. As a child running out in the dark for wood, going
back in the dark for cattle, going out nights to hunt sparrows
in strawstacks, running the gauntlet of the dark'on the drive-
way the night of his flight, he proves himself a creature of

the night.

The darkness in his nature relates him to orimitive
man, who, by necessity, went hunting in the night and was fur-

tive in his ways. As evildence of such origins, his recollec-



tions are mainly of wanderings associated with roads and dark-
ness. One of these is a very early memory when he and some
boyhood companions had ventured forth upon "dark roads" (147)
to hunt the little sparrows in their nests, He refers to the
sparrow hunts as '"the oblivibn" and the word sums up the mean-

ing of his life,

Paradoxically, the sparrow hunt provides the one
consciously articulated image of beauty in the story. The
beauty is related to freedom which is symbolized by the rare
bird that escaped the net - "wind of its wings velvet against
his cheek, ... free ..." (147) For a bird to escape "blindly
in the dark" is surely to fly to its death so that the purpose
of the beautiful image seems to be ironic - that of depicting
death as beauty,

The darkness of his origins in Nature is related to
the darkness within himself, being himself bound within the
natural framework, Deep in his unconscious are vestiges of
primordial images from an earlier existence than that of the
sparrow hunts. The earliest memory concerns a rope which had
exerted a powerful fascination. The obsession is not traced
back beyond a time when he had been playing on a swing and had
observed how the rope was made of many strands interwoven.

But the implication seems to be that the rooe image had alwayé
been with him. On the occasion he could first recall the rope

he had formulated a wish to one day make one of his own, The
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wish can be interpreted as an unconscious death wish, the
fulfillment of which he has unconsciously been seeking all
his life. The rope is the last detail he remembers of his
departure from home on the night of the accident he had
thought fatal., It is recalled by the handling of the bunch
of twine he has collected while lying in the stirawstack, At
the time of his flight, it was "an old rope swing dangling

in the wind, seatless, from a maple bough, dpposite the back
door as he left the house forever." (152) When he hangs him-

self, it is probably at this appropriate location he does so.

There is a slight‘poésibility that the hanging site
could have been the peak of the barn, in which case there
might seem to be a mysterious meaning to the man's death. It
should be noted that the boy had not been without aspirations.
" While working in the fields, he had imagined them to be "sky-
seeking" (1h44) as he had imagined himself to be. As a symbol
of his aspiring hopes, he had practiced climbing. Two objects
are mentioned as having been surmounted. One was the maple
tree from which he had hung the swingj; the other was another
kind of tree - the roof tree of the barn on whose pinnacle he
had affixed a windmill., Since the barn seems to have retained
whatever slight spark remains about the farm, 1ts choice might
offer some hope for a new life on the other side of the moon.
The author does not divulge the information and it can only be
supposed from the weight of other evidence, that there is

little hope in the story.
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The references to climbing trees and the probabil-
ity of his hanging himself on a tree open up another area
concerning the protagonist. The implication is that he is
related to the image of the dead hunter being devoured by the
ravenous beasts. A hunter is a symbol of the fertility god,
who 1s sometimes referred to a hanged god and is associated
with a particular tree. The reversal of the roles of hunter
and'hunfed in the ravening scené, finds a parallel in the life
stbry of the fugitive. For he is now hiding from a posse,
Just as once the sparrows had hidden from him. The parallel
is an ironic comment on his youthfﬁl aspirations and'a denial

that death is followed by a resurrection.

The man is not only alienated from himself and from
Nature, but also from his fellows. That there had been a po-
tential for him to be otherwise, seems intended in the obser-
vation that "Other men who seemed to be of his calibre knew
him from meagre intercourse to be a pal.' (150) But he was
convinced that no one understood him, Whenever he won the
trust of others, he felt compelled to prove himself unworthy.
He is convinced of his own unworthiness, the convictioh hav-
ing a touch of egotism in the belief that he is unique among
mankind: "Despair burst through his soul at the thought that
he even now refused to care that his crime, his crimes, re-
fused to present themselves to his mind in the colours in
which they existed in other men's sight." (151) What he con-

siders his inability to feel guilt, causes him more suffering
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than the cold. The chanlain's explanations of sin leave him
even more confused, He means to prove, in the murder of a
man, that he is capable of the worst he had always pelieved
of himself. When murder proves nothing, he thinks the ulti-
mate may be suicide. For him, it is, because it ends his
sufferings. He seemed not to realize that his sufferings of
themselves proved that he did care - that he cared to the
point of being incapable of any'more feeling. In the end he
reélizes that the guilt of the first sin had not been rightly

his, but that it had numbed his sensibilities forever.

The dramatic action is the structural element by
which the theme is carried forward. Although the recollected
happenings of the man's life are "spewed out" in the same con-
fusing disorder that marks the make-up of the strawstack, it

is possible to arrange them in the tragic pattern.

The opening scene serves as g prologue - setting the
atmosphere, introducing the main character and indicating the
outcome of his conflict against the antagonist. There is then
a gradual transition back to the accident of fate which was to
set up the chain of wanderings, crime and prison terms which
culminate in the act of murder, This does not seem to be the
climactic point which the protagonist had thought it to be.

It does mark, however, the point of reversal in the story. At
this voint the boy who had begun his quest as a hunter of

sparrows in strawvstacks, becomes the quarry of other hunters.
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His undoing is the adversary within himself. The mistake of
returning to the farm is that his background is known. In
crawling into a hole in the stack, he puts himself in the

same position as the birds he had once hunted,

He recollects the events of his life from the tinme
of his deoarture from home in a loosely chronological order.
Haying brought himself up to the present in his hole in the
stréwstack,'he produces some food from his pocket and eats
it. It can be seen as an act of faith that he will live -

an ironic ritual of the last supper.

The second act begins as the moon rises., He feels
a pricking caused by the sharp ends of the binder twine
against his neck. As he begins to pull them out of the straw,
he begins another, more remote recollection of the past.
These remote images seem evoked by the odour of the mouldy
straw which his stirring about releases; the moon assists
also by casting her feeble light. As he retreats deeper and
deeper in the straw in search of twine, his memory also
reaches farther and farther back, He gets to his hands angd
knees and assumes an almost fetal position in his retreat.
At last he remembers the rope and the wish he had once for-

mulated.,

As he begins to tie the pileces together, he recog-
nizes hig own role, but the rezlization of what his life has

been only hastens ihe conscious act of wiii by which he per-
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forms the final deed: "I cen't think, I'1l not think ,.. I'll
not think, I can't think," %The end comes quickly and this is
the climax of the story but it takes place off-stage. The
cycle of events end where they began - at the back door of
the house. There seems little doubt that his death has meant

nothing more than what Nature had 1ntended.

In face of this_conclusion, there may be an element
of heroic stance. By hastening the finality, the han exer-
cises his only prerogative, which is to be the instrument of
his own destruction. Recognizing his life as meaningless,
his last act is a gesture of défiance against the horrible

matriarch who had deceived him almost to the end,

At this point in the thesis, it is thought desirable
~ to take stock of the new directions in which the stories have
now begun to move., An important change is the reversal of the
roles of hunter and hunted. In this, and ensuing stories, the
female becomes the huntress and the male the hunted. The re-
versal can be noted by the image of the moon which 1s search-
ing for the man in the strawstack. This man had been a hunter
in the sense that his life had been a quest for beauty and
truth. His literal counterpart, the dead hunter in the field,
has also fallen prey to the ravening wolf-cow monsters which

he had once hunted,

That the huntress moon 1s assocliated with the sexual

funetions of women, becomes clearer in the next story, "Elaine,"



where the mother, by her own admission, is on the track of

a fugitive male. 7The image of woman in literature is brought
into play in "Elaine" and in "Ihe Fate Of irs. ILucier" - the
latter being concerned particularly with religious literature.

The evidence tends to be unflattering.

"The Strawstack'" introduces an explicit reference
to the failure of the Church to adequately explain the mystery
of life; The chaplain in the prison is partly responsible for
the tragedy which occurs. The role of the church in the last
story, "The Fate Of Mrs. Lucier" is of a particularly ironiec

nature,

The introduction of literature in the next story,
"Elaine" is an important innovation, The use of Barrie's The

Little White Bird suggests a somewhat facetious approach to

the role of motherhood.3 It illustrates the deployment of
female guile in the institution of marriage, perhaps of neces-
sity, according to the circumstances in Barrie's novel. It
seems likely that the life of the young female protagonist,

Elaine, is also to be dictated by most unfortunate circum-

3

The theme of the novel can be seen as centering on the
superior forces of a young, captivating and deceptively
fragile wife to whom a forty=-seven year old "confirmed
spinster" husband and father finally succumbs, "It is
I who have the substance and you who have the shadow,"
she tells him, completely discounting his literary
achievement in writing a book about the child she bore
him and which he disclaimed fathering. J.M. Barrie,
The Little White Bird (New York, 1903), p. 469,




stances. The power of female guile is a theme which the
last story, "The Fate Of Mrs, Lucier" will pursue even
further., That Elaine is an ardent reader of Shelley will

not make her life easier.,

The choice of Shelley as champion of feminism and
of intellectual beauty is appropriate in "Elaine." It is
natural that the school girls find him & fascinating poet.
Although there is not much hope for Elaine, her friend,
Addie, shows signs of becoming the new emancipated female
and the fact that she has been led to Shelley by Elaine is
important, The idea that the new female will be any im-
provement, however, is not encouraged in the last story,
"The Fate Of Mrs., Lucier." The daughter, Ruby, is a poten-

. tially dangerous figure,

The quest for beauty and truth, which was a literal
Journey in "The Strawstack," is on an intellectual plane in
"Elaine" and in "The Fate Of iMrs., Iucier," although travel-
ling is literally involved. That the objective will ever be
achieved becomes increasidgly unlikely as the images of beauty

disappear during the course of the last stories,



CHAPTER VII

ELAINE

"Elaine" is the story of a journey, the details of
which are arranged to convey the feelings experienced by the
youthful protagonist, Elaine, as she is swept along, inde-
pendent of her own volition, by an indifferent mechanical
conveyance, powered'by mysferibﬁs-energy. If is the story ..
of‘fhe bewildérment and embarrassment of a girl's growing
awvareness of the biological truths behina the common-place
circumstances surrounding her childhood - a time of inno-
cence, vhen laughter had been supposed to have arisen from
mirth. In this story, laughter is seen to be occasioned by
obscenity and it is within the context of obscenity that
. sexuality is portrayed. The knowledge dawning upon Elaine,
constitutes the rite of passage into full membership of an
ill-fated tribe doomed from the outset, although without
final certainty, by a process beyond human control, The

knowledge appears to be sinister.

The journey is Knister's framework for a story of
initiation into the tragic cycle of life, Patterned on the
fertility'fheme,'"Elaine" is of the same type as "Mist-Green
Oats" but its message i1s in marked contrast. "Elaine" can,
in no way, be considered as a celebration. Its tone is ecyni-
cal, The pattern in "Mist-Green Oats" is derived from the

vegetation cycle and is depicted in imagery of intense beauty,
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The initiation of Elaine is patterned on regeneration within
the context of animal breeding and the imagery is in terms
of vulgarity. As in the fertility rituwals, the outer mys-
tery of sexual initiation was prerequisite and, in some way,
supposed to be analagous to initiation into the inner mystic
revelation of re-birth through death; So it might be hoped
that Elaine's initiation would offer some positive evidence
of the good tidings s0 wistfully sought in all ages. But,,x
just as the end of the story remains enigmatic, so it seems
to be implied, is the revelation of the ultimate mystery "at
the end of the line." According td~the'apprehension'built up
concerning the fate of Elaine, and consequently that of man-
kind in general (since her experience is part of the univer-
sal pattern) the implication seems to be that the mystery may
~ be better left enshrouded,

On the surface, "Elaine" is simply a descriptive
story covering perhaps an hour's travelling time on a trolley
which is making an early morning run into the city. The
passengers represent a fairly typical early morning commuting
group - except that there -is only one boy among the high
school students, a circumstance which will be discussed later.
It is understandable that there are not many housewives

travelling at this hour,

The passengers are well catalogued as they get off -

first the girls "and Fred Jameson, then the men, Mrs., Irwin
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and other men who had appeared from nowhere." (165) There is
an element of ritual about their movements, which is not
easily explained. The appearance of men from nowhere adds to
the mystery. The preponderance of girls in the student group
also seems unusual, unless the intention is to convey the im-
pression that the business of generation is chiefly the realm
of the females and their numbers are more important in this
.matter than is the number of males. Such ironic allusions to
"breeding" permeates the imagery of the story and serves to

point up the human dilemma in a naturaliétié world.

The presence of only one boy, Fred Jameson, has
another aspect, He 1is singularly alone, even more so than
Elaine, who had a companion for part of the journey. He seems
to be apart from the crowd, as if withdrawn from the scene
sufficiently to achieve the necessary aesthetic distance to
perceive "the truth behind the circumstances." It is as if he
were the omniscient narrator who is in that privileged posi-
tion from which to observe the dirty "joke" perpetrated by
Nature on mankind., He is perhaps the poetic persona of the
author and the edsuing analysis 1is an attempt to interpret
what he feels as he "pores" over the "expression" of Mrs.

The story is set in a mythic dimension beneath the
realistic surface. The journey of the trolley-car from a

iake to a city duplicates the course of biological evolution
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which pre-supposes a naturalistic determinism., The outcome,
however, remains obscure as does the future of Elaine. The
most that can be ascertained about the purpose of the trolley
is that it carries children to school - indeed the grown-ups
also alight at the same stop as do the students, The impli-
cation may be that life is a continuous learning process whose
aim is the illumination of the dark mysteries of 1life. 1In
this respect the journey becomes the universal quest of the

elusive Trufh.

How efficacious are lessons which pursue the monot-
onous round described by Elaine's former schoolmate, Addie,
seems questionable. "... all he does in class" relates Addie
of the ﬁeacher, "is take up homework and give us more homework
for the next night." (163) If such lessons do little to solve
the eternal mysteries they may, however, serve the ironic pur-
pose of initiating the students into the similar deadening
routines with which their working lives will be concerned.,

And the locking of the school library suggests the possibility
that there is a conspiracy to hide some secret which would

' free man from his servitude to Nature's rounds. Furthermore,
the recollection that Elaine had been able to find the key in
the lock sometimes so that she could read books at noon hour
affirms the existence of a dimension of the mind which can be
opened and where a glimpse beyond apparent reality into the
eternal verities can be caught., However, it seems only by

chance that the key is found and even less likely that it is
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even sought very often, anymore, by the body of workers

wearied in theilr ceaseless rounds,

Elaine's affinity. for Shelley suggests that it is
indeed a "blithe Spirit" which is locked in the fleshly edi-
fice of the library. And this is the spirit which the school
" master's drills seek to deaden, for he is intent, not on the
eternal verities, but in that scientific variety of worldly
knowledge, whose pursuii opens up endless vistas whose hori-
zons recede and beckon forever as man strives intellectually

to encompass the universe.

The sinister note on which the story ends as Elaine
closes the book which she will probably never be able to read
again on the candid level of innocence and as she hastens to
become an accessory in the mysterious plans of her vulgar
Mother, comprises a warning that the mystery indeed is dark.
The foreboding has a tragic parallel in the story of Ihe

Little White Bird, in which Minnie Mannering "never revisited

the shores of the Serpentine nor Peter with his good boat the
"Thrush's Nest' because she couldn't bear to say goodbye for-
ever to Mother." (165) The possibility is not ruled out that
"the end of the line" may be back to the lake - a possibility
accounting for the incréasing cold as the journey continues

and as Elaine shivers and for the looks of surprise on the

faces of the new load of passengers entering the trolley. The

idea that one would re-trace his way without having had a pur-
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pose in setting forth, has about it a sense of futility which
the positive mind seeks to repudiate. Such a prognosis of
the theory of evolution would render absurd man's efforts to
solve the ultimate mystery since the end and the beginning

are the same place.

As the vehicle transporting mankind on his myster-
ious journey, the trolley gives the appearance of being a
somewhat decrepit machine, maintaining but a tenuous hold on
the life-line [ "the electric line"] from which it is fed. It
is buffeted by the winds of time which rattle the "shaky"
windows, But the trolley-car is imbued with an animating
spirit which forces the old car along the prescribed track and
which manifests itself by the "grinding squeal" with which it
comes to a stop and by the grunting ereature who acts as the
conductor. As a microcosmic projection of the universe, the
trolley is symbolic of a mechanically operated organism, pro-
pelled without benefit of any intelligent direction, but by a
sinister monster, powered by the mysterious energy running
through the line, Electricity provides an apt metaphor for
the polarity involved in the life-principle as does its pro-

perty of working in unseen and mysterious ways.

There 1s a parasitic tendency on the part of the
monster organism toward exploiting the human cargo it carries.
Seemingly beginning empty at the lake and travelling behind
time, the trolley gathers traffic and tumult as it reaches
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Junctions with other lines, and the accumulation seems to
increase its speed and strengthen its vitality "as the car
with a resonant throbbing abruptly got under way again," (164)

The monster requires the propitiation of human sacrifice.

The time is ambivalent in the fertility cycle - the
morning of the day but the twilight of the year, A bitter
season lies ahead; the opulent season has passed. Nature's
--appearance changes with the seasons: "Thé table cloth varies
according to the seasons and in May it is made of cherry‘
blossoms," (165) Now the pastures are "frosty"; the platform
is "shivery" and Elaine grows colder as the Journey progresses,
The year is dying as is Elaine's season of childhood., These
are the last moments of a passing phase of her life and the

forebodings are ominous.

The reference to Toonerville, as the name of the
"eity" where all the passengers except M}s. Wilks and Elaine
disembark, strikes an ironic note, It recalls the syndicated
cartoon,"The Toonerville Trolley,' current in Knister's time,
which presented a sardonic, if somewhat whimsical, view of the

shortcomings of human insight into its own absurdity.

- The'broad allegory of the journey is reinforced by
the image of the coop which refers to the waiting room from
which the passengers emerge to embark on their journey, A
coop 1s readily recognized as a brooding place for domestic

fowl; it is the place presided over by the mother bird for



171

the business of hatching eggs and rearing young and the image
provides the basic fertility symbol in this story whose theme
concerns the mystery of creation, The egg is perhaps one of
the most universal symbols in myth and literature for evoking
this archetypal theme and the choice of a "coop," associated
with geese or other domestic fowl, as a place of incubation
rather than the nest of a wild bird, cqnveys'the aura of a
prison, bdnsistént in'"Eléine“.ﬁith the total impression that

the human condition from the moment of birth is one of bondage.

In "Elaine" too, the activities of "the coop" are
primarily the domain of the female although it is still used
by the high-school boy, Fred Jameson, who has evidently not
yet flown, but being on the verge, sees the situation from a
peculiar vantage point. Evidently men do not often use the
coop, nor do they on this particular occasion. Only condi-
tions of extreme storm and stress or unendurable tedium en-
tice them within, - "for men did not use the coop unless the
weather were bad and the wait long." (161) For some of the
men, the coop provides a convenient "hole in the box" (161)
through which one of them peeps surreptitiously and relates
a ribald remark concerning what he has glimpsed, occasioning
a series of guffaws from the group of men, The object of the
guffawing is the figure of Mrs, Wilks,; whose significance in

this story is of key importance.

As an obscene old woman version of Mother Goose, she
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makes palpable, on one of her rare public appearances, the
mysterious energy or life-principle already surmised as pro-
pelling the universe, Although, as a dramatic persona, she
is the antagonist in the story, she is not so much a character
as the female archetype and as such, she is portrayed as the
universal antagonist with whom man's spirit is in continual

opposition,

‘Since Elaine is the protagoniét, it iébthe oppdsi-
tion between she and her mother which represents the conflict
between humanity and Nature., In universal terms, the conflict
is the polarity of the process of creativity - of which sexu- -
ality provides a literal analogy. The parasitic nature of her
power has already been indicated énd she can be interpreted
paradoxically as the antagonist within man as well as an ex-
ternal force, Man's struggle is thus, to some extent, a
struggle with himself, For Mrs, Wilks ironically represents
that part of man which is in Nature - the corruptible flesh
from which, as from the coop, man's spirit can never free it-
sélf mofe than fleetingly. On this journey, Mrs, Wilks rides
with humanity all the way, from generation to generation, as
a new human cargo replaces the old, and she dominates the

scenes of the journey.

As the object of the guffaws, Mrs. Wilks renders
obscene the life-principle which propels the universe; as

the female archetype she embodies the reproductive energies



173

of Nature, To make the allegory explicit, it might be best
to pursue the case in detail from the text. ©She is described
on first sight as standing in the doorway, "a figure of
energy." As further evidence, she is first greeted as, "the
ruling power" by Elaine's former schoolmate, Addie Weyburn,
who seems never to have seen Mrs, Wilks before and is as sur-
prised as Elaine had expected her to be on the appearance of
the mother, Evidently, Mrs, Wilks, in keeping with the fur-
tive ways of Mother Nature, does not often appear in public,
preferring a more private milieu, That Addie had heard ru-
mours of the woman, and that these rumours had not attested
to her high repute, seems evident in the tone of the greet-
ing, "So you're the ruling power!" (160) The impression is
corroborated later in Addie's snort of derision at Mrs, Wilks'
banal boasting of her privileged relationship with Mr,
Chathern: "If he was here, we wouldn't have to wait, Elaine
and me, he'd be driving - motoring into town everyday." (162)
Her general vulgarity pervades almost any fragment of her
speech: "Don't it stay dawk late these mornings?" (161) The
effect is heightened by the ridiculous’ pretension to an Ox-
ford accent on the word "dark." Furthermore, the acquisition
of the ludicrous pink butterfly bow pinned to her hat offends
the sensibility and is a travesty to good taste - considering

her total effect.

Her infamy makes her the cynosure of everyone on the

trolley., Her voice is strident and to the ear of her embar-
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rassed daughter, drowns out the other conversations in pro-
gress - even the shrieking of the girls in the front of the
car who appear to Elaine to be laughing "as though in answer
to her mother." (164) Only fragments of gossip about Mrs.
Wilks and Mr. Chathern can be heard above the incessant mono-
logue which her mother carries on all the way into the city.
Mrs., Wilks' talk is presumably directed at Mrs. Irwin, a new-
comervtd the néighbbufbood; who'has been unlucky enough to be
sihgled out as the one with whom to share a seat. After an
initial opener about the pleasantness of the countryside, Mrs.
Irwin gives up any furfher aftémpt at dialogue with the garru-
lous creature and resigns herself in stoic silence for the

duration of the journey,.

Mrs, Wilks is not really interested in Mrs. Irwin

| nor in the béauty of the countryside., 1In fact, she can't even
remember her companion's name most of the time and addresses
her once as "Mizz Whatsanamel!" (163) Mrs. Wilks is really only
attracted by men because she can have "fun" with them. Mr,
Chathern is a particularly good sport: "He's so funny, you've
no idea!™ (163) And she makes it her business to know all the
men: she asks Mrs. Irwin if it is her husband who had driven
her to the station because as she says "... I didn't think I
recognized him." (162) She seems to assume a monopoly on all
men, Since her relations with men are not such as are usually
countenanced as a public performance, she assumes the pro-

piety of sitting in the trolley beside another woman. She is
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fortunate in finding one who doesn't know her., Elaine doesn't
understand the sudden conversation that her mother has struck
up with Mrs, Irwin: "Elaine was surprised: her mother seemed
to hold aloof from nearly all the neighbourhood women, even
the ladies in the village ... But whenever a man came to the

farm, he got on splendidly with her, laughed and joked." (161)

.. Mrs, Wilks has a wild, undisciplined streak which
displays itself partly'ih her apparent inability'to carrylah
any sustained coherent conversation. She seems unable‘to ex-
tend her attention span4beyqnd_a passing thought = jumping
from one subject to another with seemingly little relevance,
although she has a particular interest in the subject of Mr.
Chathern whose track she is pursuing this particular day.

She operates by instinct as evidence of which she is often

" described in terms of animal imagery, conceivable as applying
to a brood mare., She "bridles" when sensing the man peeking
through the holej; she '"tosses" her head frequently; she speaks
of other women as "jealous mustangs“ and she refers to washing
the milk pails hurriedly as "licking." There is a marked em-
phasis on various aspects of Mrs, Wilks' mouth, lips and
tongue - an important part of her general obscenity and alsb

of her deceptiveness,

That her concessions to propriety are merely lip
service 1s made fairly obvious throughout the story. She

"purses her lips" to enquire of Elaine "sweetly" if she has
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forgotten the gloves which she has probably never owned -
gloves being an attribute of gentility to be pulled on over

red hands to transform a drab into a lady. For Mrs, Wilks,
like Nature, is a hypoecrite; she has a.concealed nature and

a revealed one as Elaine realizes: "... her mother put a good
face on everything." (161) But as the "ruling power" in-
herent in the female archetype, she is a law unto herself -
not subject to social conventions., The institution of marriage
has interfered in no way.with her "fun." Her assurance of her
magnetié charms engenders what is really contempt for her vic-
tims: "Oh, shoot," she exclaims to Mrs, Irwin, "if you show a
man you've'got some independence ... " (162) The conversation
fades out with the implication that Mrs, Wilks knows that such
tactics make women more attractive to the opposite sex, For

it is the polarity of opposites which constitute the secret of
her power and she knows intuitively how to exploit her magnetic

field.,

Although she pretends a great interest in the time
registered on Elaine's watch, Mrs. Wilks, herself, is not sub-
 jeéf to time in the chrondlogicai sense, As Earth Mother, she
does not age in the ordinary sense, but "seems to have
weathered." She blends into the colour scheme of the land-
scape as if she, herself, were made of earth: "Her face and
brown hands, not noticeable at home, matched her worn clothes,
so that they seemed to have weathered together.," (160) Her
work in the fields and the jokes of the hired men contribute
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to the "earthy" image. There are not many given details of
her physiognomy except that she has "a gap in her teeth" (162)
like her earthy prototype, the Wife of Bath, who by her own
admission was a "lusty" one who brought her victims to sub-
mission in the bed from which Mrs, Wilks too is loath."to tear

herself loose" (161) in the mornings.

Elaine's father seems to have been bullied into ab-
. Ject dbcility long ago by accepting the role of cuckold un-
protestingly and to have renounced any prerogatives he might
have been expected to have as the head of the family. The
question as to whether Elaine was to attend high school was
entirely the decision of Mrs, Wilks as Elaine recalls it:
"How glad he'd been when her mother decided that they could
send Elaine to high school," (165)

Mrs, Wilks is, nonetheless, a bountiful source of
sustenance necessary to physical well-béing. Her milk, as
she claims to have been told, is "so much richer" (163) than
that available in the city and for this reason, the summer
people, including Mr. Chathern, are attracted to her estab-
lishment. Hereiﬁ lies her fatal fascination - for man is not
free of necessity. His physical needs demand fulfillment
which is rendered highly pleasurable although temporary and
in constant need of replenishment. Thus Addie Weyburn-is
laden not only with books on her way to school but also with

a lunch-basket., And part of Elaine's remembered pleasure of
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reading during her noon hour was in "thinking of the warm

classroom and herself eating sandwiches as she read." (163)

Mrs,., Wilks is an astute business woman despite her
naive "gabbling" to Mrs., Irwin. Her products are available
for what is likely a premium price that the cottagers are
willing to pay owing to necessity. There seems to be some
indication that Mr. Chathern has fallen in arrears with his
account which has beén arranged on é crédit basis. ‘His offer
for paying for Elaine's commuting expenses has now lapsed and
he seems to have forgotten his commitment., Mrs. Wilks had
been expecting further payment: "But he told me he'd be
back ... " She suspects he has decided to ignore his account:
"I don't know whether Mr. Chathern would notice me at all now
if I did meet him in the city." (163) However, one does not
fall in arrears with Mother Nature with impunity and Mr.
Chathern is no doubt about to be brought to heel. The exact
nature of Mrs., Wilks' subterfuge is not revealed: "Pull your
sleeve over your wristwatch, child. This is something else
again." (166) But it has something to do with the horror.

" about to dawn on Elaine, who is to be the victim of the
settlement of Mrs, Wilks' account. For, in keeping with
Nature's tendency to self-aggrandizement, Mrs, Wilks' re-
sources aré exploitable for her own benefit and Elaine is one
of these resources, She had been satisfied to accept com-
muting tickets as tender since they are negotiable and she

had not planned that Elaine was going to go to school very
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long to use many tickets in any event.

Intent on her own gratification, her children ap-
pear sadly neglected and deprived of her "riches." Elaine is
clad in a second-hand coat which has been thrust upon her
several sizes too large. The fact that the material is leather
suggests that Elaine is little better accommodated than the
beast from which it was skinned, and prpvides an apt comment
“on the law of the jungle which Mother Nafure appears to en-
dorse. Elaine's brothers seem equally uncared for: "And
Preston and George, they always have colds all winter" and
"Bruce goes around without mitts.” (164) The neglect is in-

discriminate,

Since Mrs. Wilks is Elaine's actual mother, the two
of them constitute the principal characters in the dramatic
conflict, the bulk of which, like the proverbial iceberg,
lies submerged. By portraying Mrs, Wilks in a role of
strength and dominance, and Elaine in a role of passivity and
responsiveness, the outcome 1s foreseen as inevitable, as is
the fate of a moth attracted to a flame, The certainty of
the outcome makes the conflict easily seen as the universal
exploitaiion of the innocence inherent in all young and
'beaufiful things by the corruption of worldly experience,

And worldly experience in "Elaine" is focused fairly sharply
as sexuality - from which children are bbrn by no act of

volition of their own, but seemingly in response to a whim
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of the creature personifying the life-principle.

Such are the circumstances accounting for Mrs.
Wilks' offspring - the issue of her impulsive fun in the hay
with the "hired" men, And she, in turn, perpetrates the
"joke" on the unsuspecting Elaine by telling her, at a tender
age and in terms of obscenity, the details about the '"work"
in the fields. Such is the world into which she plans to
initiaté ElaineAto carry on her 'work." Such is the world
into which all youth must similarly be broken and come to somé
kind of terms with the antagonist., Some of the older passen-
gers seem to have achieved a degree of reconciliation with

some measure of dignity.

The two "sober" farmers sitting across the aisle
from Mrs., Wilks and Mrs, Irwin are typical of the heroes of
humanity, anonymous in their "shapeless overcoats," (164)
wearied by the struggle,'one with hollow dark cheeks, one
with drooping grey-yellow moustache" but still persisting to
provide the best institutions they can devise - "consolidated
- schools" for the education of the new generation at whatever
sacrifiée ["second mbrtgage"] that must be made, And the
sacrifice is made without resentment, for looking at the noisy,

happy girls, "one was smiling" with indulgence.

Perhaps in recalling their own youth and the be-
wilderment suffered upon acquiring the knowledge of their en-

slavement, they have come to the realization that only in some
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community of effort can man ever better his lot. For man
must believe in the purposiveness of life; even in the ab-
sence of all evidence to the contrary, his spirit cannot ac-
cept defeat, The heroes of life are those "Like her father,
who would take her on his knee and who believed everything,
all the charming and diverting things she told him about that
she read in books." (164-5) And those, too, who like Mrs,.
Irwin, bear their crosses in silence and even on a cold
November mofning are stiil capable of perceiving some beauty -
in the iéndscape. Although it stows and threatens to turn
into rain, the sun may come out and "the frosty pastures be
flooded yeilow again" like the dream of childhood,"walking
barefoot in the grass" (lé4),which keeps man pursuing the
dream, It is only Elaine's ability to read and dream that
offers her any escape. That she is so powerless, faced with
.the relentless designs of her terrible mother, points up the
injustice of the human plight and affirms the courage of the

human spirit in a contest against such fearful odds,

Although Mrs, Wilks dominates the story, Elaine ‘is
 théAprotagonist with whom the reader identifies;.he recog-
'nizes the loss of her dream as that of his own. The name
"Elaine" signifies the beéuty and innocence associated with
childhood and is appropriate for this lovely girl child, so
vulnerable, sensitive and willing to take on the responsi-
bility thrust upon her by her mother. She is the very flower

of maidenhood, "veiled" as a bride, but in sombre colours.
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Her feet are clad in flimsy pumps. The frailty of such foot-
wear prohibits her from directing her steps on any indepen-
dent course of action as Addie plans to do next year if her
father will buy her a "runabout." Elaine cannot hope for
anything like that happening to her and finds her joys in the

pages of literature.

Elaine has learned from poetry to view the world in
mocrocosm and to escape from reality as when "thinking, or
listening to old Pinch read poetry ... her eyes went strange
and everything seemed small and far, and Pinch only an inch
high, and the windows bright, tiny pictures,” (164) On her
journey, this peculiar sensitivity deepens - "in her miﬁd,
all over, not just her eyes, now." (164) She is soon to see
the truth behind the circumstances that up to now she has re-
garded merely on the surface. Her world is becoming smaller
and restrictive: "The bush at the horizon was smoky and
sparse," (164) Life moves within the restricted limits: "A
few cattle moved against it." The whole landscape is domin~-
ated by a mechanical mill, dependent on the capricious power
of the wind, »Such are the circumstances by which the reality
of 1life is about to be understood - the animals more fértunate
than the people, for although, "Smoke came from the farm-
houses ... yet they seemed so much colder than the red
barns ... " (164) Elaine is shivering and thinking that, "It
would be warm in school." (165) Elaine springs up in answer

to her mother's call, "closing the book," (166) but they do
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Elaine cannot understand what is happening to her
any more than she can yet understand the fragmentary conver-
sations she overhears or the "jokes" told by her mothers
"Surely - what could it mean? But he was such a nice, com-
fortable man and friendly, and his daughter - so clever and
funny, her mother used to say." (165) She is becoming dis-
enchanted about her mother's wisdom and she is terribly em-
barrassed with her mother's conduct; her natural sensitivity
revolts against her mother's uncouthness: "Elaine shivered.
She had barely spoken to her schoolmate, and seemed incap-
able of anything but to listen with a miserable fascination
...-the fence wires on the opposite side of the track were
white with frost, and perhaps she was thinking of some im-
possible dare which would cauée hef mother to put her tongue
to the wire, so the frost would cluteh it, wrapping and
twisting ... " (162) Elaine longs to escape from her en-
vironment, which is dominated by her awful mother - "her
»eyés'stared straight out the door," (162) her senses extend-
'inglthemselves in anticipétion of escape into the'approach-
ing trolley: "Almost before the grinding squeal of the car
reached them, she had jumped up." (162) There is no escape,

Her mother boards the trolley too.

At the end of the journey, bewildered and alone,

cut off from the "merry throng" of school girls, she goes on
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with her mother to "the end of the line." (166) She is like
"Minnie Mannering, who never revisited the shore of the Ser-
pentine nor Peter and his good boat the 'Thrush's Nest,' be-

cause she couldn't bear to say good-bye forever to Mother."

(165)

That Mrs. Wilks is confident of Elaine's partici-
pation in her plan for her, is indicated by her smiling
"kﬁowinély"-at fhe end of the story. She has been breaking
Elaine into the work of the fields and dairy chores to which
the girl's reddened hands bear mute testimony. —Although
financial assistance had been forthcoming to send Elaine to
high school, this had not been Mrs, Wilks' plan for Elaine,
As éhe explains with questionable logic to Mrs. Irwin that
she had wanted the girl ".,, to be sensible ... and stay home
and help me," (162) However, the mother is willing to bide
her time and the pretext of Elaine's illness of "three days,"
however trivial [and one suspects perhaps a part of Mother
Nature's conspiracy against an adolescent girl] provides an
expedient excuse to withdraw her from school and from what-
 evéf opportunities and cultural influences there that might

draw Elaine away from her,

Elaine is not to enjoy any advantages; Mrs, Wilks'
plan is working. Although Elaine had not understood the
"jokes" of the hired men in the fields at the time when they

had been related to her, she has not forgotten them, On the
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day of her fateful journey, they come back, as does an accu-
mulation of other memories, For one, the banishment from the
house to watch the boys outside when Mr. Chathern called,
This comes to her mind coincidentally with snatches of con-
versation unavoidably heard from across the aisle: "0ld
Chathern's carryings-on this summer 3 going in to see him ...
girl must know, feel sorry for her." (165) Perhaps she has

sensed something sinister beneath the Victorian prudery of

the theme of The Little White Bird which she has been reading
during fheﬁprogress of the journey. All these images, set
against the nostalgia of last summer's running barefoot in
the grass,‘create an apprehension in the readér's mind of
pity and terror for the imminent moment when a scene of apo=-
calyptic horror, beyond the dimensions conceivable on any
realistic level that Knister presumes to attempt, are about

to dawn in Elaine's imagination.

What Fred Jameson had been "pori~g" over is the
dawning knowledge of the truth behind the circumstances of
life in a matriarchal universe - for as such, the figure of
Tmré; Wilks represents the world to be. What he senses is the
deception which she, as Nature, practices. That the truth is
camouflaged behind an enticing appearance is apparent in the

passage quoted from The Little White Bird of a fairy ball,

The dance is described as a ritual performance involving par-
ticipation of the sexes. There are erotic connotations and

ironic overtones to the dance: "... hundreds of lovely fairies
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hastening to the ball, the married ones wearing their wed-
ding rings around their waists, the gentlemen all in uniform,
holding up the ladies' trains, and link-men running in front
carrying winter cherries, which are the fairy lanterns. ... nl
(165)“ The reference to "wedding rings" and “winter cherries"
-is characteristic of the facetious tone of Barrie's novel and
suggests, in a subtle way, that Elaine's future pertains to
sexual knowledge. There is also the suggestion that the know-

ledge is of a sordid nature since anything instigated by Mrs.
Wilks can only be vulgar.' The fact that it is at this parti-

cular episode in The Little White Bird when Elaine closes the

book is significant.

There is a feeling of futility about Elaine's jour-
ney; consequently the feeling applies universally. There is
no certainty that Mrs. Wilks will find Mr. Chathern. The
destination may be back to the lake again. Either outcome
would render absurd the pursuit of Shelley's philosophy. If
life is nothing more than biological reproduction, man's
dreams serve only to increase his suffering., The other con-
clusion is not much different - life in terms of travelling
in circles, serves only to emphasize the hopelessness of
trying to break out of the circle., Elaine is caught in

Nature's design.

1 p. 233.
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CHAPTER ViII

ITHE FATE OF MRS. LUCIER

"The Fate Of Mrs. Lucier" relates the story of a
woman apparently obsessed with irrational fear. Theré are
several facets to the theme but the controlling one is cen-
tred on the idea of fear as being the most powerful and
dangerous of human instincts, since it'is by means. of fear .
that superstition gainé control of man'é beliefs and dis-
torts his perception of Truth, Christianity is shown to be
implicated in the distortion, its basic tenets being iron-
ically associated with the misconceptions of the primitive
fertility cults. The miracle of the Nativity is singled out
for particular scepticism, the doubt being directed at the

image of woman as mother of man's Redeemer.

The story is highly symbolic and the woman is not
so much a character as an archetype., She is the personifi-
cation of deception, being both the deceived and the de-
celver, She betrays herself on two separate occasions when
caught in the paradoxical:situatioh of experiencing simul-
taneously the opposed sensations of triumph and dread. What
happens to her personally is not important, since, in the
final analysis, nothing happens to her. The importance of
the story lies in the pathetic picture of a world infected
by what she represents and in the dilemma of a race dependent

for its generation on such absurdity.
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By choosing a woman as the central character,

Knister gives her responsibility for the state of human af-
fairs, which seem, as the winter solstice approaches, to be
at a low ebb, Although she is‘not the source of the evil be-
setting the world, she is an unwitting dupe for a power which
~uses her frailty as a mask behind which to hide unsuspected
resources, Her frailty consists in the lack of an intelli-
gence by which to fully understand the import of the decep-
tive role she plays. She is inadvertently responsible for
human affairs in another sense, in that she represents one-
half of the hereditary influences to which her progeny are
subject. For man born to woman recognizes her fantasiles as
akin to those fears which he, too, has experienced at un-

guarded moments,

This woman is portrayed without‘sympathy. Some-
thing of sardonic humour at her expense underlies the ironic
tone of the story. The men of the story laugh somewhat sur-
reptitiously in her presence, Her husband, too, has been
known to laugh at her publicly on one‘occasion, although not
with impunity. He is seen to be working out his last days
in a mill, Some awareness of the woman's dangerous quali-
ties is shown to exist, since she is carefully avoided when-
ever possible, But since she 1s a necessary evil, a solu-
tion can be only relatively successful - a compromise at
best. The expedient of this story is to objectify her in

such ludicrous, pifiable form as to make her appear ridi-
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culous, A similar subterfuge is employed concerning the kind
of fear she personifies. It, too, is reduced to the category

of absurdity.

The story 1s centred on an incident involving a
middle-aged woman and three men in an isolated railway junc-
tion where she is w§iting for an electric car to the city. |
The three men are very mysterious and it is not revealed ex-
actly what is their missibn nor whefe they are bound. The
woman's name is Mrs, Lucler and it is learned that she is a
retired farm woman, now living in the city, apparently very
unhappily. She has been off the farm only three months but
she has been going back as often as possible to visit her
daughter who, with a husband, now runs the farm. Mrs, Iucier,
at the time of the story, is returning to the city from her

latest visit.

The connecting car to the city is late and during
the wait Mrs, Iucier begins to imagine innumerable impending
disasters ~ train wrecks, electrical failures, strikes and
4eoﬁsbirécies. She begins to imagine that the three men héve
‘some kiﬁd of designs on her. She never thinks of them as the
cousin, his son and his nephew, whom she is expecting from
the West to visit her. There 1is never any certainty that they
are her expected visitors, but there are many suggestiéns that
they may very well be, She has not seen her cousin for many
years and might not recognize himj; the son and nephew she has

never seen,
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When Mrs, Iucier sees that the station agent is
about to depart, leaving her alone with the three men, she
panics and buys a ticket back to Huntville, the village from
which she has just come. At the same moment, a train ﬁravel-
ling in that direction surprisingly arrives and whisks her

off, providing what she believes to be a fortunate escape.

. After a surrealistic journey during the course of
which Mrs., Iucier experiences a succession of euphbric'senQX
sations, she arrives back in Huntville, much relieved to be
on home ground. She passes ;hrough the village and out
through the dark night along tﬁé country road all alone, As
she 1is nearing exhaustion she sees a light. She seems not to
know it is the home of a kindly woman who welcomes her as an

old friend, feeds her and perhaps keeps her for the night,

The details of her return to the city are not given
but she is seen having arrived back very recently, recounting

the story of her great escape.

- Mrs, Lucier is Qsiensibly the narrator of ﬁer own
story. As such she is responsible for whatever meaning can
be gleaned from it. Except in the ironic sense that it tells
about the meaninglessness of life, the story may be without
meaning. It is certainly inconclusive. The manner of 'its
telling - '"on, on" (172) suggests the impossibility of bring-
ing it to a conclusion, That it is going to be told over

again conveys the impression that the monotonous monologue
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represents the principle of eternal recurrence. Mrs, Lucier
seems not to be aware of the futility of her story: she be-
lieves she has had a fortunate escape, Rather, it would seem
that in thinking to avoid death, she has missed 1life. The
title is enigmatic; it is meant to imply that Mrs. Tacier has

no ultimate fate,

The opening scene shows Mrs, lucier's ludicrously
triumphant figure returned to her quarters in the city. After
her story is finished, the closing lines pick up where the
opening had been cut off by the account of her escape. It is
as though her experience had béén of no consequence., Mrs,
Incier tells of something which she believes almost happened
but which, in fact, did not happen, so whatever it was, if
anything, is relegated to the realms of speculation. Accord-~
ing to what is shown of Mrs, Incier's present circumstances,
whatever might have happened could only have been an improve-
ment. A more deadly existence would be difficult to imagine.
Yet Mrs, lucier considers herself lucky. The irony of the
theme of the story is suggested in the opening passage and it
is to the effect that what this woman clings to as life is
the most horrible prospect imaginable and that her feeling of
triumph over having escaped something feared only because it
is unknown, is questionable logic. She 1s an absurd figure
to be in any way considered as a ruling power, yet, in a sym-
bolic way, she is in control. The matriarchal order may have

reached a crucial point near the end of a cycle but the impe-
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tus for the next cycle has already beean put in motion, The
daughter, Ruby, is young and Mrs. Lucler plans to be back at
the farm when Ruby is ready to be told the story of woman's
guile, which 1s what the escape constitutes. Mrs, Lucier will
live forever in her daughter and her daughter's daughters,

She is universal woman,

Mrs. Incier is first seen in her living room which
has all the distinguishing marks of a torture chamber. The
atmosphere is permeated with the smell of burning hair and
the pervasive impression is one of revulsion, The featured
articles of furniture are a rocking chair and a gas heater.

A rocking chair is often assoclated with tender scenes of a
mother comforting a baby but the old woman rocking back and
forth in this chair lends only a monotonous quality to the

life pictured, There is also an idiotic note to such motion
which is recognized as that typical of the mentally disturbed.
The gas heater, being used to heat the curling tongs with which
Mrs. Lucier is burning her hair, effectively conveys a feeling

of hopelessness and despair.

From the description of the operatioh, it is to be
understood that Mrs, Lucier is intent on curling her hair in
a ludicrous attempt to restore her faded beauty of which it
1s said, "Her face was grey as twisted leaves beside a frosty
road are grey." (172) The numerous coiled strands of singed

hair create a Medusa-like effect which can hardly be the de-
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sired result. The curling tongs, which are the instruments
of her art, are destructive phallic symbols, appropriate to
the futility of her efforts at rejuvenation. The burning of
hair, said to be clay-coloured, is analagous to the burning
of soil and might be meant to symbolize the destruetion of
the earth by fire, The fact that Mrs. Lucier is inflicting
the destructlon on her own symbolic fertllity from the fires
of despair figured in the- gas heater, suggests that the whole
scene is symbollc of self—consummatlon which, like the fires

of hell, will burn forever,

An element of the éréfesque is added to the horri-
fic aspects of the woman by certain features of caricature,
Her "pastelike" features bear the imprint of the sculptor;
her posture of uplifted hand holding the burning brand paro-
" dies the lady of New York harbour. There is also a predom-
inant strain of bovine imagery about Mrs, Lucier. Her eyes
are cow-like, "milky," "slow;" her voice an "even plaintive
drawl.," (172) She is partly dumb - beast, partly plaster
saint - caught in a gesture of mock triumph, half ludicrous,

half sinister.

That Mrs. Lucier has no one to whom she can tell
her stbry is not surprising. She is a forbidding creature;
Her alleged listener, Mrs. Slagwin, is not likely to be an
actual neighbour, but Mrs. Lucier's concealed self, on whom

she is dependent and who, in turn, is dependent on her. To-
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gether, they perform the reciprocal process by which Hell
fire can be eternally sustained, feeding on the slag it cre-
ates. Mrs, Slagwin's name suggests death., Mrs, Luciler's
name is etymologically related to "light," symbol of life,
Together, the names denote the Nightmare-Life-in-Death cre-
ature known publicly as Mrs. Lucier, The name "Lucier" is
ironic for one so acclimatized to darkness. Also, it is
noticeably very similar to:"Lucifér," tbe pfince,of»darkness,
aléé known as Satan. The existence of a double identity

serves to emphasize Mrs. Lucier's deceptive nature.

The structure of the“story is built around the dual-
ity of Mrs, Lucier's role., As in "The Strawstack," the ima-
gery is ambivalent, characterized by such polarized incompat-
ibles as Mrs, Lucier's emotional mating of triumph and dread.
- She is central to the paradox of the story, being herself a
paradox of victim and victor. As apparent narrator, she pro-

vides a strong element of dramatic irony.,

Mrs., Lucier's obsession with the irrational identi-
fies her“with the female principle, symbol of primordial chaos
existing before creation in the~utter darkness'of fhé void.
Beneath the pathetic facade, she has formidable qualities.

She is-sinistef, partly because she is stupid and unpredicf—
able and partly because she preys upon those who are made to
feel obligated toward her in accordance with some kind of

chivalric code. ULyniol is a kind of knight-protector whom
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she expects to wait upon her wishes., On this particular night,
she is depending on him for safe conduct through the city when
she arrives. In the past, she has been badly disturbed on
several occasions, which have remained etched in her memory,
of his having failed her - leaving her unattended among a
crowd at London fair of allowing the buggy in which they were
riding to careen about on the road. He had once refused to
avenge a malefactor - a cat which had scratched her and which
she expected him to kill. Now, aging and dispossessed of the
stronghold of her farm home, living in the unfamiliar surround-
ings of the city, Mrs., Lucier has bscomé a victim of her own
imaginary fears, which mount in magnitude, until they erase
all else; The shock of the change in her 1life has stirred up
depths of unconscious fears, hitherto undisturbed. The result
~is total fear - "the plenary terror of the world." (176) Fear
becomes her constant pre-occupation. Its endless possibili-
ties provide her with the only diversion she has from the
monotony of life. For Mrs, Lucier, fear is half pleasurable.
Yet for the masses of humanity, striving to maintain their
sanity, her kind of fear [to which they cannot avoid being
heir]is destructive. Her}ways sre furtive and.hef aspects_
various, She haunts dark road-ways - "a dark half-bent
figure, long skirted, dragging her suitcase"' (180) she poses
as timid traveller; she patronizes children; she clings de-

pendently upon a husband.

Mrs. Lucier's lack of intelligence is an outstand-
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ing characteristic., The suggestion'is, that lacking intel-
ligence, she relies on intuition, a trait which the story de-
means as short-sightedness. Mrs, Lucier's faculties of per-
ception are illustrated by her response to extra-sensory im-
pulses such as those relayed when "the telegraph clacked and
twittered; pricking along her nerves like red-hot pins in
memory," (177) There are many aspersions cast on Mrs, Lucier's
mental prowess. At one cogent point it is said, "Her mind
raced like an unloaded.engine," (177) Less direct allusions
to her feeble brain take up much of what passes for Mrs,
Iucier's thinking. She is constantly in fear of something
which she cannot explain, She cannot remember details of
vhat she has read; she can't remember the train schedulej she
has no thoughts to occupy her mind in any constructive ideas.
When she travels she marks time. When she must wait, she pre-
figures catastrophes. Her apathy is well documented by such
anomalous fragments as - "Her uninterest quite limp but not
consciously dejected." (173) She is not really in possession
of anything that could be termed "an intellect,”

The image of Mrs. Iucier as an instinctive, almost
sub-human creature, is reinforced by describing her several
times in terms of animal imagery., In addition to her bo-
vine characteristics mentioned in the opening paragraph, she
is said to be a "rabbit-like woman." (173) In a subsequent
instance she "looked up timidly as a rabbit from brush watches
a passing hunter," (177) When disembarking from the train at
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Huntville she "shied" in the manner of a skittish horse. In
the waiting room, she looks about like "a caged bird." (176)

As well as emphasizing the primitive quality of her nature,
‘the animal images relate to creatures frightened, confined, or
in hiding, This does not mean that the animal Imagery is with-
out ambivalent complexities., For example, the figure of the
rabbit watching a passing hunter is a key image, suggesting as
it does something beneath the surface fear - a propensity for
subterfuge which makes.the rabbit more than a match for the
guileless hunter, The same might be said of Mrs, Iucier.

As archetypal female, Mrs. ILucier has many affini-
ties to Eve, who has been blamed for first having entertained
sin in the world and having thus lncurred God's wrath upon
subsequent mankind. Mrs, Lucier's fascination with trains is
analagous to Eve's fascination with the serpent. The train is
an archetypal serpent, Its approach stirs up depths of Mrs,
Lucier's unconscious, exciting her with strange pleasurable
fear. The sensation is described in terms relating signifi-
cantly to the paradoxical darkness of_primitive instinet:
"The tremor of the platform, emerging from blackness like a
raft out of depths, thrilled her as always on taking a jour-
ney." (178) The journey on which the train takes her back
through dark tunnels is Mrs. Iucier's imagined paradise, Her
dream is induced by the soporific quality of the swinging
train. The motion is not unlike the rocking of the chair

which accompanies the telling of her story.
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There are no references to Mrs. Iucier's life be-
fore her marriage., It is almost as if she, like Eve, had had
no prior existence without a mate., Her earliest recollected
fears are all of incidents involving Lyniol., There are no
memories of childhood, of a mother or father, She has a
cousin whom she does not recognize in the flesh., It is said
she does not see people "humanly." (173) She is more comfort-
able with the "bored gods" (179) on her return trip. It is as
though she héd appeared ﬁysteriously in the world, fully

mature.

There 1is an insinuation that marriage is a less than
ideal arrangement when one of the parties to it is Mrs. Tucier.
She‘has been a most uninspiring partner, having no concerns be-
yond food and children. She is solicitous of Lyniol'é health
and is concerned about his meéls when shé is not with him,

Her other mild interest is in children's physical development,
At the end, she warms up somewhat on the subject of the growth

of Andy and Alice.

‘ She has brought no dowry into the marriage except her
irratiodal fears whiéh are most certainly negétive assets. The
suitcase that she drags about with her seems to contain these
prized possessions, Out on the shoulder of the road in the
darkness, she is said to have "gripped the handle of her suit-
case for a leap either way." (180) Ia the station she hides it
as well as she can by pushing it "half under the middle of the
bench." (174) She is afraid the men may think the suitcase
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contains contraband which she has smuggled across the border
from Detroit and she is afraid they are going to try to gain
possession of its contents for themselves. All these details
concerning the suitcase suggest that its archetype is Pan-
dora's box, from another myth explaining woman as the source

of all evil.

Mrs, Lucier's triumph depends on the success of her
guile. As long as she never emerges from the image she pre-
sents, she is useful to the sinister power which employs her.
She is a kind of agent provocateur, a role for which she has
much native aptitude, When she says that she almost lost con-
trol, she means that she almost fled without her suitcase con-
taining whatever secrets she would some day pass on to Ruby.
Her secrets are the mysteries by which she can perpetuate her-
self forever., Like her story, there is no'end; she goes "on,

on." (172)

Although it was necessary to explain Mrs, ILucier
first, the story is highly dependent for its effect on the
poverful sense of atmosphere conveyed by the details of the
setting, Time is of particular significance. It goes very
slowly because the central incident revolves about waiting
for something which is late and which, in fact, does not ar-
rive within the context of the story. The paradox to the ob-
servation that time is going very slowly, however, is that it

is said "Night was coming too soon." (173)
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It is important that nature's season is far ad-
vanced. The hour is nightfall and the early evening which
ensues. The month is early December, end of the calendar year
and the beginning of the bitter season of winter. The manner
of indicating the time of year is by reference to cyclical re-
currence implied in the use of the verb "turn" - "December had
turned," (173) The first of December is also the beginning of

the Advent season, a time charged with hopeful expectancy in
.}Chrisfian‘theoiégy. ‘That some cognizance is intended to be
taken of Advent is indicated by the reference to the pIaﬁé for
Christmas., In fact, it is "this first Christmas" (173) which
is specified, The first Christmas might be explained as the
first Christmas that the Iuciers have been off the farm. On
another level, the use of "first" may be ironiec. There is no
indication that a child is expected at the farm so that the
inference to Christ's Nativity is intended to question the
authenticity of the events which form thé basis of Christian
belief,

To pursue the analogy further, it has been claimed
that Christ's birth had been long prophesied and that his ar-
rival was already late in time. The world of the gospels was
nearing the eﬁd of a great historical epoch; people were being
oppressed and civilization was declining. It was a world much
in need of redemption. "The Fate Of Mrs., Lucier" depicts a
world in a similar advanced season and in as great need of re-

demption as it had been at the purported time of Christ's
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birth. The story suggests, also, that the world is just as
unlikely to be redeemed now as then if redemption is depen-
dent on such irrational ideas as the mystical union involved
in an Immaculate Conception. There are ironic overtones which
cast doubt on the validity of the gospels which claim fhat

man's Redeemer is the Son of God, born to woman,

. Knister seems to be structuring his story around an
argument lopg,held by agnostics., The objection is based on“a
rational explanation of miracle as the machinations of char-
latans whose power is the exploitation of primitive fear lead-
ing to the domination of the imagination over the intellect.

In other words, they equate religion with superstition.

The date of December the twenty-fifth has been cri-
.ticized as a most unlikely season for an important birth.
Rather, it is said, early Christians confused the celebration
with a much different pagan fertility ritual more likely to
mourn the death of the vegetation god than to celebrate his
re-birth which occurred with the new growth in the spring.
Mrs, Lucier, it might be noted, appears to be celebrating a
death rather than a birth'as she‘is sitting in'tﬁe.station,
"leaning forward with a mourner's mien." (175) Furthermore,
the exfernal world of Nature which Mrs. Lucier represents,‘is
also posing in a mourner's mien, Clothed invthe black‘of
night, dissolving in misty tears which are condensing and

clinging to wires and dripping from trees, she mourns the
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the unlikelihood of a joyous birth.

The three men who come into the station where Mrs.
Lucier is waiting are a somewhat parodied version of the as-
pects of the Trinity. They are Father, Son and Nephew -
"travelworn ... tired of each other ... familiar." (177)
Having been aésociated for two thousand years might explain
paft of their weariness with each other. They are a somewhat
incongruous trio and are sardonically amused at themselves., |
They laugh frequently although somewhat humourlessly. They
have come from the West, hemisphere of intellectual enlight-
enment to search out and allay the primordial fear by which
supérstition has gained control of man's mind. They have come
to correct the calumny which has kept them associated for so
long., To do this, they have éome ﬁo the East where the story
began and where Mrs, Lucier represents the matriarchal insti-
tutionalized Church which has circulated the rumour, They
seek to destroy her influence and replace her wildly irra-
tional imaginings with an orderly rational philosophy by which
'maﬁ.might achieve peace, sécurity'and surcease from the long-

ings he has for immortality.

The story offers litfle hope that the intellgct will
ever triumph over superstitition and fear. Mrs. Lucier es-
capes triumphant, before the three men have had the oppor-
tunity to fulfill their mission. They have come not to be

born of the flesh. They seem to have come from a place where



203

things are arranged differently. They have come not to wipe
away death but to divest death of the fear it breeds in men's

minds, robbing man of a more abundant life on earth.

An important insight about the setting is its de-
signétion as "the East." The younger men have been looking
at the map of Canada and for them as Westerners, Ontario is
the East, On this wretched evening, the region appears ex-
 tremely inhospitablé to the weary traveliers whd seem to have
expected a much different kind of country. Mrs, ILucier over-
hears one of them say "So this is the East" in what is likely‘
to have been an ironic tone. She recognizes the word as some-
thing which rings a bell in her memory. 1In having her asso-
ciate the East with an old detective story, there could be
some intention to denigrate the holy gospels on which Chris-
tianity is based, Mrs, Lucier, being a regular church-goer,
might be expected to be more conversant with the Bible but
being as mentally inept as she is, her vagueness is perhaps
understandable, Her failure to recognize the significance of
the East betrays her lack of self-awareness - the reason being
that Mrs. Lucier is the East. In a symbolic sense the East
represents the matriarchal primitivism of this dark, foggy
night-time region. The station agent refers to the night as
"raw." His remark contrasts with the Knister country once so
fascinating in "Mist-Green Oats" but become sinister since
"The Loading," due to the ascendency of the destructive fe-

male principle of which the East is the archetypal symbol.
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Being the cradle of the barbaric fertility cults and of Chris-
tianity, "the East" and its association with the figure of

Mrs, ILucier is prerequisite to an understanding of the story.

The universe is very much a matriarchal one.’ The
taking over of the farm by a daughter and her consort rather
than by a son is indzpative of female domination. That this
daughter.drives,her'own horse further identifies her as the
driver and her hands those which hold the reins of govern—
ment, Her zealous propriety toward the horse she does.not
leave even for a few minutes to see her mother on the train,
testifies to her sense of her own importance. And the desig-
nation of the place as "her" home, where she insists her
parents must come for Christmas, does not include a partner
in the enterprise. In a sense, Ruby is the emancipated fe-

. male, driving herself about independently. She is an older
version of Addie in "Elaine," who dreamed of driving her own
car one day, Ruby is a Valkyrie-like figure, in her own way

perhaps as formidable as her mother,

There is a certain primltiv1sm about the whole re-
gion, The countryside viewed from the train 1eav1ng Huntville
in the late afternoon, appears without plan or order, being
distorted by the changing perspective and sharpened by acute
angles to dangerous points -~ "fields with narrow bright pools,
reeling jagged forests." (173) The travellers are warned of

the danger by the harshness of "a bell's clanging." (173)
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Even the village of Huntville is described as "dirty and
amorphous ... its murky lights starting in the mist." (173)
Its homes are referred to as "hunchback dwellings" (173) re-
miniscent of mound-dwellers' habitations or those of creatures
not yet walking on two feet, The junction at Blenden is like=~
wise bleak and lonely, set in the middle of "all that bare
country" (173) but the station at Blenden is an important lo-
cation inthe wastelénd.>~1he waiting room at the junction of
the failway and the electric line repreéents a potenfial meet-
ing place of East and West - of the chaotic irrational imagin-
ation represented by Mrs. Lucier and of the orderly rational

intellect - represented by the three men.

Attention is focused on an iron coalAstove in which
there is a "red-seamed bed" of coal providing warmth and cheer
" from the darkening night. The platform for the stove is said
to be "sheet iron" and a spittoon containing sawdust is also
of iron, This proliferation of iron imagery contains an ele-
ment of play on the word "iron'" and is appropriate to the
figurative "irony" inheredt;in the aborted meeting which
doesn't quite occur, A meefing in.the physical dimension of
the outer waiting room occurs but it never achieves the mu-
tual recognition of kinship between the cousins who represent

East and West.,

The heart of the communications system is contained
in an inner sanctum guarded behind a closed door, accessible

only to the official of the company. The agent is said to be
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dull-eyed, a gquality which makes of him an easy<dupe for the
evil power in control of the system transmitting secret mes-
sages, which, exposed, might well prove fraudulent - thus
dissipating the superstitition and fear which impoveri§h the
life of man, The three men are waiting for the agent to leave
‘so that they can silence the captive key or convert it to a
higher use, Their purpose has to do with exorcising the evil
power byAWhich'Mrs.‘tucier:is héld‘captive and by so doing,.
prdve to her fhe error of her irrational fears and offer the
possibility of redeeming what is left of time before it is too
late, They have been Studying'the @ap 6f Canada,.which is
covered with the company's rail and telegraph lines, said to
be indicated in red and described in terms of blood lines
"red-veined"]Awhich must, to be metaphorically consistent,
. originate from a heart land., In this senée, Eastern and West-
ern Canada are organically united and the fact that Mrs.
Lucier is a blood relative of the three men, suggests that
they, too, should have heart ties that if only they might re-
cognize, Mrs. Lucier could be in time to free herself from
fear forever and by so doing, rid the world of the evil in-

digenous to human nature.

‘However, Mrs, Lucier panics when the agent is about
té leave, Some message on the telegraph "prickling along her
nerves like red-hot pins in memory" (177) alerts her senses,
She seems to have an intuitive understanding of the company's

code and buys a ticket to go back. A train appears in a
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twinkling to whisk her away from the three men who might have

told her the truth and set her free.

The outer waiting room objectifies the paradox of
the human dilemma., Although spacious and opening in the ceil-
ing toward celestial realms, the trap-door is closed and al-
most camouflaged from view. The atmosphere is laden with
particles of dust, symbol of mortality trapped beneath the
" closed door., The spittoon, filled with sawdust, repeats the
image adding a touch of vulgarity to the scene. Something of
the irony mentioned already, implies certain analogy to a
boudoir ~ the "bed" of coals, the "sheet" of iron., Whether a
boudoir, a grave or an inferno is left in question. Perhaps
a combined effect of all three is intended. The idea is re-
inforced that what was intended as a meeting ground becomes a
point of division seemingly designed by a diabolic power in-

tent on the frustration of hopes and dreams,

The territory over which Mrs. Lucier travels on the
way back to Huntville is obliterated by the darkness aad the
fog. The countryside has become "only the blackness of void."
(179) Back at the village, there are.no lights at front doors
to invite callers. The life of the villagers appears to be
somewhat clandestine = "their lights in back rooms dimmed by
fog." (179) Beyond the village the road is in total darkness
and bordered by "the deep mist-filled difch." (180) The way

is haunted by invisible spirits of the darkness, unknown and
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unknowing. The safest passage 1s a narrow strip between road
and ditch, but difficult to navigate because of the treachery
of the wet clay. Near the end of the road, there is a light;
the moon rises and the fog lifts somewhat. The bizarre ef-
fect of the moonlight on the dripping landscape is eerily
foreboding. There is a sense of unreality about the lighted

~ house which has appeared as if by magic out of the fog, to
save Mrs, Lucier frbﬁ'bging diSéovEred out of character. The
bridge over which she crosses the ditch is "shaky," as was
the station platform back at Blenden when she felt the same
thrill of fear. o - o

The tremors which shake the world of Mrs, Lucier
are always felt at moments of impending danger but the danger
is always averted. The impression is conveyed of an insub-
stantial land precariously floating on a morass of quivering
substance poised upon the point of taking form but never quite
forming., The substance is the shadows of fear and chief of

these shadows is Mrs. Lucier.

vThe action of thé.story is a contradiction in terms;
for the most part, it is the "action" of Qaitiﬁg. 'The only
visible action consists in flight, inspired by fear of some-
thing cdnjured in Mrs. Iucier's imagination. This action-
comes toward the end of the story and proves to be of no dra-
matic significance. Other than this late development, time

passes while waiting for a car which may or may not ever ar-
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" rive, On the incoming train trip to Blenden to get this car,
Mrs. ILucier occupies herself "marking time thirty-five miles."
(173) At Blenden, "the wait was always endless" (174) an ex-
pression which conveys Mrs., Iucier's ennui toward the waiting.
The men appear uneasy too, nas though conscious of a long
wait." (174) They talk about cars while they wait for this
one to come, The waiting is very irritating. The reader, too,

chafes at the inaction and the seeming endless monotony.

The dramatic conflict is not clearly outlined since
the two opposing forces never come out from their disguises,
They might be said to be the poﬁers'of good and of evil but
ﬁhat would be to oversimplify; the conflict goes beyond good
and evil and the moral emphasis implied by those terms is
lacking in the story. The forces in conflict might better be
'designated as Fear versus Hope, or as Error versus Truth.
Fear or Error is represented by Mrs. Lucier, who struggles in
the cause of the established system. In a literal sease, the
system is the railway company; in a figurative sense, it is
fhe matriarchy - also thé_Church. 'The established power is
destructive and retfogressive, operating very unreliable
transportation but having a monopoly which includes the tele-
communications lines over which pass secret codified messages
' designed to mystify and hold in awe the clientelle who subsi-

dize the operation.

The distinction between antagonist and protagonist
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is not immediately obvious but, as has been already intimated,
it would seem that Mrs. Lucier is the antagonist. The prota-
gonist is represented by the Trinity. They are somewhat con-
spicuous in the East, being out of their Western territory.
They are invading the enemy damp, although the invasion is
disguised in the form of a visit., They are a somewhat incon-
gruous group but are united in a common mission. God, the
‘rFather; has been in the East long ago but has left for some
unknown reason and has now returned, supposedly for a visit..
More likely he has other plans if he succeeds in the initial
stage, He has come to do something about his cousin, Mrs,
Lucier, and the system she unwittingly serves. His plans in-
elude allaying her wild fears about what he hopes to demon-
strate is nothing, and by so doing, to redeem the life and
time of the Fast from the state into which they have fallen.

If fear were to lose its grip in Mrs, Lucier's im-
agination, she could be told the Truth., The grip of fear is
like the grip she has on her suitecase. If she could be parted
from the suitcase, the battle might be won. Then the story
told to Ruby would be the Truth which would emancipate human-
ity from -superstition. Thus East and West, male and female,
the imagination and the intellect would be reconciled. There

would be no more strife and peace would reign forever.

This is not to be. Mrs. Lucier keeps a firm grip

on her suitcase and her imagination is assailed with a bar-



rage of horrors - train wrecks, murders, conspiracies, guns,
nooses and the fiery furnace. At several points, she real-
izes the men are rather ordinary people, but these thoughts
are short-lived. A laugh or gesture is enough to launch her

back into the wild recesses of her imagination.

The dramatic action, like the other elements of the
story, has an archetypal basis. The action constitutes a
night joﬁrney, usually interpreted in allegorical terms, as a
re-birth archetype. This night journey is not completed be- |
cause of Mrs, Lucier's irrational fears and the intervention
of the evil power which pretends to be her benefactor in pro-
biding her transportation to turn back. The story never
reaéhes a climax and so a re-birth in any spiritual sense is
never achieved., Nor does Mrs, Lucier reach the point to which
she had turned back. For whaf seeﬁs to bé an unaccountable
reason, she turns off before she arrives at the old farm in
what is a kind of aﬁti-dlimactic ending - never knowing what

has motivated her action.

In a microcosmic sense, the night journey is the
story of the darkness of a life deprived of spiritual dimen-
sion, It is also probably the story of woman's responsibility

. for the poverty.

The journey is divided into two acts. The first de-
scribes the journey toward the city and includes the waiting
period in the railway station. The second describes the
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journey back almost to the farm Mrs, Iucier had left., The two
acts are similer in that in neither does she reach her destin-
ation. Mrs, Lucier seems destined never to arrive at any con-
clusive end. This inconclusiveness substantiates the idea in
the theme that Mrs. lucier cannot die. She is a living ex-

ample'of the hell which life everlasting would mean,

There is no central climactic point to the story.
Near the end of the waitlng period in the station, the tension
reaches an almost unendurable peak - "A vast insufferable
quiet held the little station between forefingef and thumb, in
gingerly patience., No Breath." (178) The moment passes; the
egent puts the keys in his pocket. A confrontation is avoided
by the expedient of whisking Mrs., Lucier away from the three
men. What should have been a climax is thus avoided. The
paradox of Mrs, Iucier is explained by the kind of victory in-
volved in retreat - '"With trepidation and a quivering fore-
taste of triumph, Mrs. Iucier marched to her suitcase." (178)
A certain military connotation to the word "marching" adds to
the ludicrous effect of the whole affair, since any similarity
ebetween'Mrs. Lucier and avsoldierlwould be difficﬁlt to ima-
gine, Yet, in a hidden sense, she is militant.

What was almost the climax is only a reversal. Mrs.
Lucier travels back over the same territory, now blotted by
the darkness. Her journey comprises an hour during which time

she senses a feeling of euphoria. The world is said to be
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" shut out and Mrs. Iucier feels secure, lulled by the motion
and the rushing sound of the wind and wheels, In travelling
back, time moves quickly - "less than an hour." (179) It is
no ordinary train which has dispatched itself for her return
but a monster carrier from the spirit world where Mrs. Lucier
is much at home with the "bored gods." (179) They are the
gods of circumstances whose indifference to human affairs con-
_}founds and mys@ifiesvthe rational mind seeking an answer for
the perplexing questions of causality. Their whims are as
capricious as the wind they ride through‘thé void - the wind
heard rushing between the cars as the doors open and close,
Fate is a concept of absurdity when considered as being de-

pendent on such gods. Such is the fate of Mrs., Lucier.

Mrs.‘Lucier's apprehensions are awakened when she
is jolted back to the world as she alights again at Huntville.
As she makes her way through the town, she passes the church
and the graveyard, finding no sanctuary there. She proceeds
along the country road with great care and in total darkness.
She is not afraid of the dark but of falling in the ditch or
‘of being hit by a vehicle on the road. When she reaches the
first lighted farmhouse, she turns toward it, having some
premonition that her luck is about to run out. Again the
tension mounts as she crosses the bridge over the ditch. The
bridge is shaky and Mrs, lLucier experiences the same ambiva-
lent "triumph and dread" (180) she had previously felt in the
station as she escaped. The fog begins to 1ift and the land-
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scape 1s lightened by hazy moonlight. It is an eerie scene
and the expectation of what is to be found in the house is
unpromising, What Mrs. Lucier finds, however, is unexpectedly
a warm welcome, children, and a good meal, Again her fears
along the road have proved groundless but she attributés her
escape to luck - "the gods of circumstance." (180) She never
realizes that the gangsters she feared were her own relatives.
Nop does she realize the role she has played in the rejection
of enlightedment for huménityvobsessed with the fear of the

darkness.
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APPENDIX I

CANADIAN LITERATI

(Re-typed from an unpublished typescript in the archives of
the Douglas Library, Queen's University, by permission of
Mrs, Myrtle Grace, Originally thirteen pages. Undated) .

We have wanted to discover and create a new heaven
and'a new earth here in Canada, and to make others see it.
When we write a poem about the pines, a novel about the
mounties, or paint a picture of geometric ice-floes, we has-
ten to ask each other, "Isn't this really Canadian? Isan't it
different from the productions of effete Europe or of the
United States, where the people think oaly of dollars, paint
skyscrapers, and write about stock-yards? This Canada of

ours is a wonderful country., Her mineral resources alone ...."

To be sure, different environments and modes of life
do make for subtle differentiations in the human spirit. But
our writers have seldom cared to probe deep enough to find
them, We want to be different, but not too different. The
ideal Canadian litterateur is a man who has ﬁeen educated as
an English gentleman, though certain New England Universities
will pass; in addition he should know French and Quebec life,
Nor should he forget his training, but write about Canada as
accurately and sympathetically as possible from the point of
view of an omniscient tourist who, after all, knows better

things. We want not so much to be different as to have had
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different experiences about which we can talk at tea as

suavely as anybody. It amounts in fact to our wanting to be
American or English with an additional background which will
lend ghic, insight of the elemental, or an unsullied ouflook,
according to taste. So the differences we formulate are not
.important or intrinsic, and our creations have oanly seemed to

exchange trappings with those of other countries,

Again, we forget that plus ca change, plus c'est le

mgme chose, We forget that the differences between men are
not more important than their similarities. It might be
pleasant to believe that the open spaces and association with
sagacious animals and noble savages have made us braver and
more unselfish than other peoples, though as a matter of fact
half our population has nothing directly to do with the great
open spaces, not to 7 mention the animals and savages; and
those who have mostly lived on farms almost identical with
farms to be found in Connecticuf, Indiana and Kansas, And we
have cities that in spite of polite contrary pretensions would
like to boast of skyscrapers higher than those of New York, or

an underworld more sinister and ubiquitous than Chicago's.

What then of our noble determination to make an all-
Canadian literature where none was? If this is the Canadian
attitude, if we would like to be like Englishmen or Americans
and yet we are sure we must be better because of our glorious

mines and forests - how does it affect the Canadian writer who
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wants to write about Canadian life sincerely? We can't con-
sider those who lightheartedly take Canada for a gold-mine
of good yarns, "northerns" and "westerns." They are usually
candid enough in their way. But what about those who have
been born in Canada, have been moved by its life, tried to
.pilcture it, and become more or less worried about their fail-
ure or the seeming impossibilities of their task? Why is it
that in spite of the able and well-known Canadian writers
whose books are read in the States, that American readers
never think of "the Canadian novel as they think of "the

Scandinavian novel"?

The comparison is not wholly unfair, for though
Norway and Sweden are older, civilization as generally under-
stood has not advanced farther in them than in Canadaj nor
are they more open to the influence of powerful neighbors.,
Yet these small countries have a body of creative writers who
command the respect of the world: disinterested, profound,
intensely local and yet - the antithesis cannot be avoided -
universal. Canada's classics (to Americans) are Ralph Connor,
L.M, Montgomery, and Robert W, Service. The contrast does not

need to be underlined,

But - what of the generations following these writers?
It is thirty fifty years since such books began to be written,
Surely in that time, in a young country throbbing with energy
and growth, there must have been‘ﬁ/g a few young men and women

who burned to give forth a microcosmic projection of what they
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knew, winning the favor of the gods and the praises of men?
There were and there arej but their throés have not given
birth to anything more nearly mountainous than the old-style
pine~trees, In truth they have been in a sad way, and the

- conditions have not been wholly of their own making.

I may be pardoned for offering myself as gorpus
viles; it appears necessary at this point to venture into au-
tobiography in order to explain my meaning, When I started
to write, some few years ago, I was a farm lad of little aca-
demic education or worldly acquirements. I had read rather
widely, not to an unheard-of quantity, perhaps one hundred
volumes a year from the time I was fourteen until I was
twenty-one. Long before this period I had decided that I
must become an author, my only waccilation being occasioned
by a visit at the age of nine to an uncle who was a raillway
station agent, Well, it was getting time to start, What
should I write about? It had been essays of a literary turn
at first - there was one on the centenary of Froude. Then I
went to Toronto University, but was unable to finish my first
year, succumbing to pneumonia and pleurisy. The university
magazines printed articles of mine on The Intellectual Mut
and Jeff (Don Quixote and Sancho Panza), The Modern Novel,
and Stevenson Twenty-Five Years After, this latter a glowing

tribute of five thousand words.



219

But when I got back to the farm and recovered my
health by dint of working fourteen to sixteen hours in the
field until autumn, I began to change my views about writ-
ing. There was something about the life that I lived, and
all the other farm people round me, something that had to be
-expressed, though I didn't know just how. But the attempt
would have to be made in the form of short stories. I had
read a great many short stories from several literatures.
Now for a subject; it wouldn't do to start with 3A4 an auto-
biographical piece, One—must be objective. As the days got
shorter, and the time of more leisure came nearer, I looked

about me earnestly.

It happened that we had a former neighbor working
for us that fall., He was a tiny short old man who had sold
his farm and been away for years, and now he was back among
the people he had known, helping them with their crops. He
and I hauled manure and cut corn in the field with sickles,
He would mutter to himself amid the rustle of the stalks,
though he was not ill-natured. When he was lifting staves
loaded with tobacco-plants to the wagon, and had to toss them
when the load became high, someone jocularly complimented him
upon being a ball-player. "I'm no ball-player," he returned
bitterly, "Takes a good strong man to play ball," And one
night I heard him talking in his sleep from the next room,
cursing shrilly at some one who had not appreciated his

horses: "Nothing but a damn fool! Ever know me to run down
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any man's horses?"

Here was my story. When the fall work was over and
the Christmas season,‘I sat down, on January 2nd, 1921, and
wrote it., The writing was quite bad, but the composition or
.architecture had been given some care, and I was not sur-
prised, though rather gratified, when The One Thing was ac-
cepted by The Midland. Four other magazines had rejected it.

I had heard of The Midland through Edward J. O'Brien's year-
books of the short story, and I figured that it would be better
to have even one cent a word and printing in such é place than
the thousand dollars I had heard the popular magazines paid,
and run the risk of any loss of prestige; the deuce with money!
But the letter of acceptance from John T. Frederick, while it
praised my story with the most ingratiating diserimination,
mentioned that The Midlapnd did not pay for stories, Two or
three copies of the magazine were mailed to me, in which I
found stories by Ruth Suckow, Walter J., Muilenburg and George

Carver,

That winter I wrote several more farm stories, and
also thirty or‘j/g'forty farm poems, with the eye on the ob-
ject. These were printed at intervals in the "little" maga-
zines, poetry journals, and expatriate quarterlies, - all
American, Some recognltion came from American critics, and
in London The New Criterion singled out a dozen of my poems

from a galaxy of moderns for their "objectivity." It was
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this objectivity which forbade the acceptance of my work in
Canadian magazines. My poems and storles were so Canadian
and came so directly from the soil that Canadian editors
would have nothing to do with them. The injustice was per-
haps trifling; the quite modest merits of my efforts were
.adequately rewarded by the audience fit though few of the
"]ittle" magazines. But they weren't morally subversive,

nor eccentric mannered, these attempts, It seemed gruesomely
significant that not a Canadian editor would have anything to
do with them, and that pgbbably there were a few other young
men in the country writing about it with the same immediacy,

who were likewise rejected.

To be sure I did not notice what was accepted in
Canada until two or three years later, after I had returned
from Iowa where I had helped edit The Midland, sojourned in
Chicago, and spent a year on the farm again, Then I went to
Toronto, our literary capital, and started to freelance my
way, There had been a few people, I discovered, trying to do
what I had been trying to do at about the same time or a
l1ittle later. Merrill Denison had made a study of the north-
ern Ontario poor whites which resulted in findings different
from the movie romances of the region, His book of plays,
The Unheroic North was published in 1923, and contained clear-
cut depiction in a medium of robust satire and humor. He was
the most promising writer in the country; but then that easy

power of satire and the unresilient atmosphere which received
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it were his artistic ruination, As a literary rebel he wrote
an article with some such title as "Too Much Toronto," and he
lived to exemplify the surfeit. He became a freelance jour-
nalist, wit, and man about town. 3/g His interest in Canadian
types seemed to become more sociological than artistic, and

. the very dearth of comprehension of the simplicities of art,
in Toronto drove him to a comprehensible sophistication.
There have been no successors to The Unheroic North, though
Denison has succeeded in laughing in turn at the Toronto so-
clal-business set in a piay of the stock market. I found him
saturnine yet jovial, very good company; but though keener
and perhaps abler than ever, somehow he is not driven to cre-

ation.

At about the same time as the appearance of Denison's
book, Mazo de la Roche published a novel, Possession, which
seemed to me the most promising I had seen by a Canadian. It
dealt with Canadian farm life, and if that was very different
from the farm 1ife I knew, being too manorial by half, as one
of her characters might have said - they were all Englishmen
or Scotchmen - the atmosphere was done with great care, I
wrote a laudatory review of Possession, the author wrote to
thank me, and I now met her personally in Toronto. She was
tall, spectacled, gracious in manner. She had been brought
up on a stock-farm near Toronto, and mingled with the best
people. She had plainly been doing her best to recreate the

Canada she knew, and the nostalgia she suffered for all things
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English and old-worldly was perfectly hatural. Her next book,
Delight, was about a winsome English immigrant waitress who
drove every man who saw her mad, for love, This and Jalna,
which won a prize, were so far from any reasonable notions of
Canadian life, which they purported to deplct, as to allenate
.the sympathy I had once felt for the work of Miss de la Roche,

As for poetry, I found a peculiar situation. In the
sixties had been born a group of men from whom Canada was
still supposed to draw her spiritual pabulum, Some of them,
like Duncan Campbell Scott, Bliss Carman, Charles G.D, Roberts,
and Archibald Lampman, had been fine craftsmen with verse,
delicate lyrists, fine painters of Canadian landscape, employ-
ing the 9/? traditional forms of English prosody. They.were
all past their best work by this time, and there were only two

Canadian poets in the generation following, between the ages
'of forty and fifty. Arthur Stringer had shown gifts equal to
any of them, but sensibly had betaken himself to the manufac-
ture of fiction and remunerative movie-scenarios, with an oc-

casional attempt at something better, as in The Prairie Wife

and poems like Open Water. But Wilson MacDonald - the name
will indicate the national extraction - had determined to be

a poet in Toronto against the grain and whether or no. of
course he had to employ a traditional technic, He did better;
he employed nearly every metre that had ever been used in
English, Of course he had to make liberal citations of pines,

snows, plains, and waterfalls., He did better again, travel-
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ling Canada from one end to the other for local color. His

book, Qut of the Wilderness, the chilef outcome of this tak-

ing-thought, is only too representative of Canadian poetry
at its best; but occasionally he found himself the vehicle
of a deeply moving moment, a few exquisite and poignant ly-
‘rics, destined, I am inclined to think, for immortality. I
found him an engaging personality, full of quirks and the
most singleminded devotion to the goddess he has made of

poetry.

MacDonald's brother in arms, or rival, E,J, Pratt,
had come from Newfoundland, and became a professor, firSt of
psychology, later of English, in Toronto University. Ip 1923
he published a volume of Newfoundland Verse which showed a
good deal of freshness of material and vision. Then followed
~a hilarious tour de fgrgg,.Tbg Witches' Brew. Later volumes
have shown similar verve, but more dependence upon wit and
the use in a professorial way of erudite terms to convey
humor. Pratt does not seem self-centred as many poets do,
and is the prince of good fellows. Somehow I did not feel
that I could talk either to him or to MacDonald about my
ideas of poetry, and I am sure that the latter at least.would
have said that my free verse, })€/Spartan-plain celebrationé
of ploughing, or horses, or bees, were not poetry at all. It
did not matter. The conception of Canadian poetry had bene-
trated me at least far enough to make me sure that I was not

a Canadian poet.
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Perhaps it was mere good luck that I did not lose
my sense of an indigenous life waiting to be rendered.
Living in Toronto, which is a unique blend of English manner-
isms and blood, pioneer Canadian puritanism, and American go-
getter business tendency, T was freelancing in the magazines,
"doing articles chiefly, literary criticism, interviews. Also
I was doing stories of farm life, very brief, and patterned

according to my own liking, for the Ioronto Star Weekly, our

substitute for a Sunday newspaper, It was and is too small
town to "get by" as a national weekly in another community,
but its local flavor was what made it attractive to me, To
be sure the editor would expostulate earnestly with me: "Mr,
Knister, you make your people too real. Our readers don't
want to read about real things. They want to be amused. Try
to put more plot into your stories," And numbers of them
came back, In fact, after I picked out half a dozen to.send
to Edward J. O0'Brien, and he had starred or double-starfed
them in his Yearbook, all of them came back. It was disap-
pointing, because though it was excusable in a Sunday news-
paper to be determined not to be highbrow, I was sure that
there were some thousands of readers of the paper who would
like to see their life pictured more or less as it was, with-
out recourse to stage types and general old stuff. A new
country and a new audience in the making, what an opportunify
for Canadian writers! Hadn't Chekhov written in Russian

papers of great and immediately increasing circulation? And
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in such a paper you would not have to pay any attention to
the demands for a mechanical "structure'" which our other

magazines regarded as indispensible.

Morley Callaghan and I used to discuss the possi-
bilities in Canada, but though he wrote articles, he offered
only a few stories - all rejected - 94 to the Star Weekly;

and it became plain to me that since the editor was instine-
tively on his guard against anything approaching artistic in-
tegrity in stories of city life, it was only because he

wanted a quantity of "farm stuff" that he tolerated my stories,
Callaghan's first story I had read in This rter, Winter 1926,
a Paris, or international magazine of the arts which had
printed some of mine. I had been filleé with astonishment at
the discovery of another young man apparently determined to do
the very thing I was determined to do, with his kind of life,
and doing it, moreover, without compromise with anything or
anybody. I looked him up when I came to Toronto, where he was
running a lending library, which languished, the while he sat
on the table, a fat youth, and talked., I was more astonished
than ever, because our differences of opinion seemed as im-
portant as our agreements. My differenceé of opinion with‘
other Canadian writers hadn't seemed worth talking about.
Callaghan didn't care about the country, had always lived in
Toronto, and accused me of being an idealist and a stylist.
Nevertheless he knew more about how to write a page of nar-

rative, and especially how not to write it, than anyone I had



met in Canada. A favorite pastime was to reach out to one
of his book shelves, pull forth a novel by some respected
American or English novelist, open it at random, and imme-
diately fix upon some bad writing. I accused him once of
letting his hadd pass over the volumes of Willa Cather. He
_had to admit that there was a writer; but Ernest Hemingway
was the one he admired, He had made his acquaintance ' while
Hemingway had been staying in Toronto, and learned, he said,
more about what not to put into a story in one afternoon
than he could have learned by himself in five years,
Callaghan's idée fixé was that Canadian life was not at all
represented by Canadian books, to put it mildly, and that our
best writers were regarded as merely popular writers in other
countries, and had no identity. General indignation and the
citation of names like those of Sir Gilbert Parker and Norman
Duncan resulted when these opinions were published 343 in a

local literary journal.

Canadian 1life, Callaghan held, was more like American

life than anything else, and his first novel, Strange Fugitive
dealt with a typically American figure, a bootlegger. He was
delighted to find in the files of newspapers regord of the
fact that there really had been in Toronto as many bootleg
killings as there were in his novel. But few Toronto people
would admit that he gave a faithful picture of life in the
city. He seems to have suffered a nostalgia for Pittsburgh

and Chicago, which he had scarcely seen, as strong as that
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Miss de la Roche had suffered for Fngland and the pleasant
ways of England which she had not seen at all, Nevertheless
he wrote in terms of his own experience, and a pivotal scene
of his novel where rival bootleg kings come to conference to
decide whether it shall be peace or war, shows these under-
-world big shots talking precisely like the boys on a street
corner discussing a game of pool., Where this good faith is
employed upon material that Callaghan really knows, as in

the short stories of A Native Arpgosy, his effects are certain

and illuminatinge.

There was one magazine which might have printéd good
creative work, The Capadian Forum. But a sort of cliqué of
the younger generation of Toronto University - assistant pro-
fessors, and visiting Oxford dons, had founded and controlled
it. Its comments on politics and conditions belonged to a
tastefully liberal order, and sometimes even disconcerted the
constituted powers., It also put forth sound sense on the sub-
ject of national art and literature, But the group erred in
supposing that its own members could supply whatever was
necessary in these departments. For example, Canadian drama
was represented by a play of Cockney scene,characters, énd
authorship. The only work of outsiders I can recall are the
poems of A,J.M, Smith and a story, somewhat Poesque of mine.
We still need a magazine which will publish some few pages of
good creative work as often as it accumulates., In my opinion

there is a good ’?4} deal of talent in the country which
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needs encouragement, which cannot make itself effective with-

out such a magazine,

Poets of course can manage some way, almost without
getting printed., But it is significant though not to be
taken too much to heart that the new poets we have who would
'be taken seriously by scholars of the art in other countriles,
like AT .M, Smith, Edward Sapir, Elsa Gidlow, are in other
countries at the present time, and not at home., Occasionally
one meets with talent blooming quite alone; there is J.C,
Guthrie, of Wiarton, Ontario, who has had privately printed
Thy Peoole, a drama on the subject of incest, in blank Verse
which is not good verse. It embodies greater imaginative
force than I have found in other Canadian writing, and takes
you out of yourself irresistibly as only first-rate work can.
As for prose writers, to get a hearing at the start they have
to take the chance of appealing to American or English maga-
zines and their definite requirements. Thomas Murtha is
starting in The Midland as I did. He has a unique sense of
things with some inhibition in the expression of it. A par-
tially literate returned soldier has conceived a great block
of narrative which amounts to immediate sensation of waf, one
of the best of the human-document sort of things I have read.

This was published last spring with the title Show Me Death.

Probably there are others emergent, equally good.

I have not touched upon the Montreal scene, for ex-
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ample, where I am told a distinct vibration is perceptible
in the air. One of les jeunes from that city enlisting my
support for a new monthly to be published (a short-lived
namesake of this magazine, by the way) expressed horror of
the atmosphere of Toronto; his week-end among us had nearly
stifled him, he claimed; even the liquor .... It is amusing
to contrast these hopefuls with such a reverend and ideal-
istic man as Frederick Philip Grove, author of A Search for

America and Our Daily Bread, a self-made Canadian from

Scandinavia !, a man of mature years and good citizenship
who addresses Canadian Clubs on nationhood and kindred sub-
jects. They might tell him that he had too many convictions.
The great idea is not to have ideas, they might say, and they
would be only paraphrasing the words of a greater than any to
be found among us: Keats, It is not possible to know too
much, but it is easy to know enough to have prejudices and
opinions which may warp creation. Not that any misconception
can blot out the flame of genuine creative power., With that
possessed, evérything else becomes subordinate. And Grove's

work has genuine power.

When Canada is different we will have a different
literature., Whether we call it lack of genuine impulse or
whether we assume power that is inhibited by scapegoat in-
feriority complex, the fact remains that Canada has given
birth to artists as clever as those of other countries, but

it has not been given her to produce a figure of towering
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importance to the rest of the world. When she does, it is
my guess that he will be found to have sprung from the soil
and to have escaped the need for either a quaint regionalism
or imitation of other nationalities. He will speak to men

12
everywhere in their own ,15 tongue.

There are other standards of course besides that
of relevance to "conditions." Let it not be assumed that
the only expression I advocate has to do with wheat fields
and stock yards. I am only pointing out that we probably
will have to come to grips with reality before we shall have
a literature, before Canada will mean something to the
Canadians besides his own personal experience., Our next
great writer may be of a different stamp altogether. If any

Canadian equals Green Mansions or South Wind, not to mention

Moby Dick, in like or unlike exotic fields there will be no
objection from anybody. Or if he can be as Canadian as Poe

was American he may create his own world.

To round out my own story: my sapience has not
availed greatly. It will not be surprising that the ob-
stacles which were too much for the other writers I have
mentioned have not been overcome by myself. My first book
was an anthology of Canadian short stories. My first novel
might have had its scene in many countries. £nd let no one
await a peculiarly autochthonous voice in my next: it is

about the character of John Keats.

Raymond Knister,
Port Dover, Ontario, Canada.
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Jarvis Antique Shop,
Jarvis, Ontario,

March 7, 1972.

Dear Mrs. Doris Everard,

You asked permission to include the articles, "Canadian
Letter" and "Canadian Literati” from GQueen's University Archives

-- also, "Mine Run" and "On Reading Aloud" from my personal papers.
I gladly grant said permission and thank you for your

great interest in Raymoﬂd's work.

Yours very truly,

7/47 0 A/; coali () el
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APPEND IX IT

THE FARMER WHO WAS POET TOO:

A PROFILE OF RAYMOND KNISTER

(Transcript of Archives Disc #640719-10 of the Canadian
‘Broadcasting Corporation. The program was written and
produced by John Wood with material prepared by Allan
Anderson).

C.B.C. Sunday Night presents "The Farmer Who Was
Poet Too: A Profile of Raymond Knister." The program,
about the life and work of the Canadian novelist and poet
who died in 1932, includes reminiscences among others of
James Reaney, Morley Callaghan and Wilson MacDonald., Ex-

cerpts from the poet's works and letters will be read by

James Petty. The narrator is Frank Perry.

1. Reader: "Ambition."
2, Narrator: Raymond Knister - "The Farmer Who Was Poet

Too" = as Dorothy Livesay has called him was
bérn near Comber, Ontario, in the Spring of
1899, His father, who came from the indus-
trious German farm community of Southern
Ontario, was no ordinary farmer, for his
horses were the best Clydesdales imported
from Scotland and with accurate foresight,
he was the first to grow soy beans and plant

seed corn in Essex County.
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Raymond was brought up in a rather strict
Protestant environment; he worked hard on
the farm but found time to study and pursue
an intense interest in books and writing.
His parents both encouraged this interest,
but there is no doubt that a literary life
was not what they had in mind for their son.
His father taught him to face life with cer-
tainty and to always aim for perfection. It
seems, £hough, that this firm belief in pur-
pose was imposed on the groping and defensive
spirit of the boy at too early an age, for
even before he started to school, a conflict
had begun to take hold of him. Raymond
Knister's widow, now Mrs., Christy Grace of
Port Dover, Ontario, recalls her impressions

of his boyhood on the farm.

"] believe there was too much of a tenseness
in the family because he didn't really want to
be a minister and his mother wanted him to be.
He said he never remembered when he didn't
want to write books and of course his father
pointed out that there was no money in writing
books - and so the whole thing was that he was
always in conflict, They really loved him but
they did him harm because they wouldn't let



h.

5e

6.

7e

8-

9.

Reader:

Narrator:

Reader:

Narrator:

Reader:

Narrator:

235

him relax and be himself."
"The Ploughman,"

That poem, "The Ploughman," shows something
of that struggle which seemed to be pulling

at him. Some unknown blow to his sensitivity
may account for a stutter which developed
suddenly when he was seven years old. The
stammer never completely left him and was
probabl§ one of the things which turned him

to literature. At twelvevhe was reading books
far beyond his years and by the time he
finished high school, he was engrossed in

writing poetry of his own.
"White Cat."

From journals which he kept, it seems that
most of his poems were written before he was
twenty, although many things were altered be-
fore publication., In the rather small body
of poetry which we have, there 1s an amazing
complete picture of his life and thoughts

during those early years.
"February's Forgotten Mitts."

When Raymond had finished high school, his

family moved to a fruit farm at Cedar Springs.
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His life didn't change very muchj; he simply
substituted pig-pens and the stables of

horses for orchards of apples and fields of
corn., In 1919, his parents sent him to
Victoria College at the University of Toronto,
but illness forced him to leave before his
first year was completed. After he had re-
covered, he did not pursue a formal academic
career any further. Wilf Eggleston and Morley
Callaghéh have described the sensitive and de-

termined boy they knew in the early 1920's.

He was a shy country boy as I remember him.

His complexion showed that he had spent a good
many hours out ploughing or driving some farm
implement under the hot sun. He was shy in

the sense that it wasn't easy to get to know
him. He was slender, medium height; his brown
hair was receding; he had brown eyes as I re-
member it - rather a brooding withdrawn general
impression, He wasn't in any sense a glad-

hander or a mixer.

Raymond was - well, I would say, a rather good-
looking man. He had a sensitive face and his
forehead was enlarged by a kind of premature

baldness which was really just at the front of
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his head which gave him a very dignified and
rather an interesting intellectual appear-
ance - but I'll tell you the peculiar quality
about Raymond =~ he had very interesting eyes -
they used to irritate me a little, these eyes
of Raymond's - they were good eyes and in a
sense I suppose they were the eyes of a writer
but they were also the eyes of an enormously
self-conscious man., Now you might be talking
to Raymand - you say = if you were in a room
with six or seven people - and then you would
notice that Raymond was not talking directly
to you - he would be talking to you - but
these eyes of his - you know - they'd be wan-
dering all around the place - you know - the
eyes of either a nervous man or a self-con-
scious man or a man intent on knowing what was
going on behind him, in back of him, in front
of him, so you always had the feeling that he
was in four or five places. It gives you a
feeling of restlessness in him. Now I think
this was born out of a peculiar alertness that
probably came out of his stuttering - you know -
from the time he was about seven years old. He
didn't - you know - he didn't always stutter -

Raymond and I might have been able to sit here



12.

Narrator:

238

now - you know - and if he was absorbed in what
he was talking about, there would only be a
little stﬁtter. Raymond knew what was going on
in London and New York, Paris and so on, I
couldn't figure the guy out - I mean - thls was
what was strange to me about Raymond - how did
thié boy, off the farm -~ you know - have this
taste and understanding about writing? I have
no idea how he got this way - this was what was
so strangé about him among Canadian writers,

He was the only guy I knew in Toronto at that
time - who, you know, that I might do a story
and I could take it to Raymond and I would know
that Raymond was reading this story Jjust as
someone in New York or Paris might read it and
his judgment was just as good. Raymond knew
what was good! In any time and in any period,
these men are very rare - and Raymond had this
peculiar taste and understanding about litera-

ture.

During the years on the farm after his unsuc-
cessful university attempt, Raymond began to
explore the avenues open to young writers in
the early nineteen twenties. As Morley
Callaghan has said, he was a good critic, and

he began to write occasional book reviews for
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newspapers and periodicals. It was at this

point that he began to write to John Frederick,
the editor of The Midland, a small but highly-
respected literary magazine which was published

in Jowa City near Chicago.

.13. Reader: "I was very glad to see the poems in your
December poetry number, If you can use any
others of my output which you have, I shall be
grateful, I think that journalism could have

a bad effect on me - too much opportunity for
the slovenliness that I tend to fall into.
There is no kind of writing on the go that I
would not tackle - with preparation enough.
However, I expect to specialize in fiction in
which there will be plenty of room. The matter
of modern movements in literature and drama is
interesting to me - much of the stuff in a
magazine like Boom for instance, is bunk in 1t-
self, though, any of these experiments may prove
of value to one who can apply them to a vision
of his own and to a knowledge of the tradition.
It is here, I think, that we Canadians are at a
disadvantage; we seem to have had no standards
but success, Our great authors are the best
sellers, If I were to characterize the average

Canadian novel, I'd say it seemed that the author
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was entirely ignorant of the classics of his

art."

14, Narrator: Knistér, at this time, was meeting successful
people in the literary and journalistic
circles of Toronto but he was only managing to
make a little money out of writing himself,
With some encouragement from John Frederick,
he began to think seriously of leaving this
Canadian literary world and moving to the

United States.

15, Reader: “pAfter a lengthy dry spell, we have a rainy
morning wherefore I am inspired to the extent
of letters and as I look up, the lake is misted,
making the farm the end of the world., It al-
most has been so for me! Within a few weeks I
expect to know something of my plans for the
winter, I hope to get together a little money
and if it's feasible, would like to go to lowa
City, though I fear it must be a crowded place
for free-lance efforts, I think I'll try
literary essays. Our Canadian magazines seem
to take them, though they don't know a story
from a bill of lading."

16, Narrator: Although a sense of obligation to his parents,
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who were experiencing some difficulty in run-
ning the farm, kept him at home longer than he
had hoped, he was able, at the end of the
summer of 1923, to accept a position on The

Midland,

Raymond had the confidence to head directly

for the people he wanted to see or meet., Now
you have this remarkable man with this pecu-
liar sensitivity coming out of an Ontario farm,
He came to Victorla; he knew what he should do,
having the kind of talent he had. He knew he
had very little or no audience in this country
and no place to write in this country unless he
wrote in newspapers, So what did he do? He
did what I probably wouldn't have had the nerve
to do - that is, without any invitation -

Raymond headed for Chicago.

He just was looking for an honorary godfather.
You see -~ Americans don't really feel the way

we do and in a way you can see why he goes to

Chicago and why Ruth Suckow, because they were
writing about the same strip of North America

that we're in - that Mid-West business,

As James Reaney says, during the months he
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spent working for The Midland in Iowa City,

and associating with the Chicago writing
circle, Knister was looking for a literary
godfather. Although he didn't really find
what he was looking for, a letter to his
parents in March, 1924, shows that his life

seemed to have taken on a new dimension.

"Tast week we got a box of The Midland stories.,
John had ordered three hundred copies and as I
am the office boy, I had the fun of busting the
box and getting the first sight of them. They
come in two editions, the trade edition of which
yours is a copy at $2.50 and the school edition
at $2.00. They're being used right away here in
classes of English and next year by several
large universities. The Iowan newspaper has or-
ganized a contest with prizes for the best re-
views of the book. I'm gradually meeting a few
ﬁew people., There's an old fellow with a mane
of white hair who reminds me of Mark Twain who
works in the printing outfit where The Midland

is printed, He's an old master printer in the
old way - by hand, and has a wonderful collec-
tion of books on printing. I guess he's not
wealthy; he lives in a set of rooms in the

Magonic Temple., Last Sunday night John and I
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went to see him and he guided us about ths
mysterious precincts with a flashlight.
Neither of us fell through any doors or any~-
thing like that, I continue to like it here,
though don't know what it would be in summer,
The novel is going by fits and starts - have
it written now and am revising it - reading it
aloud and hope to ship it away by the first of
the week, That reminds me -« Poe y at long
last, 1nﬁ£he April humber prints a poem ac-
cepted a year ago last fall, The cheque, how-
ever, meant more than it would have before,
Voices, a Boston poetry magazine, has recently
accepted one and The Midland for May is print-
ing five,"

I would say that was one of the happiest
periods in his life ~ was in the States with

this bunch of young writers,

The curious thing is, he didn't make it - you
know - he didn't find a publisher = and'then
he returned to Canada., You see he took the
shot - you know in Chicago - and then he re-
turned. He had enough sense to know that he

was young and to know that he was in the pro-
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cess of becoming something - and it was then
that he wrote stories - some more stories that
appeared in This Quarter in Paris. No = he

was far from licked on his return.

As "After Exile," a poem he wrote when he came
home indicates, his return to Canada was essen-

tial to his development as a writer.
"After Exile,."

To Wilson MacDonald, a close friend and con=-
temporary of Knister's, his imagist style and
his modern approach to writing was a blight on
his genius,

He went to the States and he got in with a group
of moderns. Now I am modern; I love modern

things but I like the eternal verities tb be

"under them and to build on them, Raymond

Knister felt the same way., e loved the old
poetry just as he loved the new, but he was torn
between two forces, you see, And then he came
back finally and he wasn't nearly as much a
modernist, The only criticism I make is if he
could only have gone into both forms of verse -
you see - and had both the rhyming and the
other. Why dismiss anything that's glorious:
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"The trees cry loud, ..."

28, Callaghan: That's where we began to differ a little bit.

He told me that he had taken that poem around
to Charles D,G. Roberts who didn't like it -
you see - and then I immediately gave him a
setting~out about why was he bothering about
the older generation., Of course they wouldn't
like his poems, And that is where we sort of
went two different ways - I was interested in
talking with Raymond, but Raymond sort of knew
everybody. He had this hunger to know writers
- you know - so he would go off visiting
Charles D.G. Roberts and Wilson MacDonald and
Mazo de la Roche and so on, and he'd come back
reporting to me about them., iou see = here
was another thing that made me angry about
Raymond - we had our differences about writing.
I thought this farm poetry of his was very re-
markable stuff. He was not regarded highly as
a poet'by older poets around here, Now, I don't
care what you find them right now sayidg that
they did have a high opinion of him - but he
would return to me and tell me what was said -
you know - and that was not good for him, I
don't think it was good for him to feel that

he was a sort of second rate Canadian poet -
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you know - never quite making it with the big-
time local poets, I don't think that was good
for Raymond and I used to tell him so., His
stuff was the farm; I don't think he wrote

very well about the city at all - I don't think

that he was an urban writer.
29, Reader: "Quiet Snow."

30, Reaney: The struggle between who you're going to follow
in a literary way - in Knister's case - the
whole thing is - here, the poor boy - gets all
his education up on himself and the Chatham
Public Library to help and all that and then he
goes to Toronto and now 1its terribly important
who he meets there and what he reads - and I
don't honestly think the old guard in Canadian
literature could have helped him very much -

and it's too bad they weren't a bit better,

31, Narrator: While the poetry did f@nd an enthusiastic audi-
ence among many of the poet's friends and coun-
temporaries, Wilf Eggleston like Wilson
MacDonald, did not like the unrhythmic, imagist

approach,

32, Eggleston: "I am not a great admirer of it because it lacks
melody. Its strong point, of course, is in its

simple, plain, honest realism - the evocation of
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farm scenes and things of that kind,
"Winds Way."

P.K. Page and the Montreal crowd Preview
group - they think Knister was just hopelessly
pastoral and sort of funny - you know - writ-
ing about pigs and horses and so on - "Who the
Hell does that any more?" they would probably
say. They were interested in Rilke though,
and he was interested in Rilke and that's
where they meet - because in Rilke, that's

where you get those images that you get in

’ngge Narcissus., And in P.K. Page you get

these weird images - which sort of combine
outside nature with things inside the mind.
But there again you see, you need a Thor, a

glant Thor with a hammer to get it across to

these people that they're both interested in

the same thing - that, simply because he's
interested in Southern Ontario and they're in-
terested in people with one arm in Montreal -
or psychotic things that P.K. Page writes

about quite often - people with complexes and
so on, But that doesn't necessarily mean that
they're at daggers drawn. I think he did some-

thing genuinely classical - that means some-
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thing that's permanent in the poems."

35. Narrator: In April, 1925 Knister was still living and
working on his father's farm, but he was con-
stantly pursuing the goal which he had set for
himself, | |

36 . Reader: 1T am in my house in the country and it rains,'
saith Sherwood Anderson, Last week it was hot
- 90 degrees one day. The bush became green -
even thefépple’trees came into bud - but this
morning it is necessary to minister to the
furnace and I see hens from the window walking

- on ploughed land with some snow-shoes of mud,
a sign it will rain all day. But the work on
my novel was discontinued temporarily about
April 15th - it should be rewritten. I wrote
one story this winter nine times. I hope it
eventually has nine readers, I publish scan-

‘tily and seldom, February, March and May in
Poetry and April in The Midland. I rise at
five, lnscribe two small pages, revise same in
the field or wherever, and re-copy at night.
However, it is my fault if I have written in
half a score of magazines and several papers
and made no mark yet. I can't seem to stick

to any ohe line long enough to perfect myself
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in it., T have engaged in the futility of
writing a long play and have now six novels
in mind from which I want to choose one to
begin on., If I do that perhaps I can rewrite
the one I have Jjust finished another time,
This comes back to my too great seriousness,
I agree that art is probably taken too
seriously. I even think that it doesn't make
such a great differenqe after all whether one
thinks that Edgar Guest is more completely
beautiful than William Butler Yeats; the great
thing is to find some beauty and interest in
life."

You know he was broke naturally, but he thought
héAcoﬁld write anything and he had written some
pleces for the Stap Weekly which were very
authentic pieces about farm 1life -~ and he was
around here in Toronto and I took him into the
Star Weekly and introduced him to Greg Clark
and the boys - you know - around there and he
wrote a couple of pieces which Mr. Cranson
didn't particularly want and then he said to
me if they will just tell me what they want
written and how they want it written, I can
write in any style - you see -~ and this was

Raymond's weakness, Raymond was an authentic
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poet doing his own stuff in his own way. He
had the illusion a lot of literary men have
you know, that he could write anyway and be
as good as anybody else - and that was always
licking him and always in the back of his
head.

His introduction to the Star Weekly did even-
tually turn out to be profitable for a time,
although it was obvious at once that he did
not find this kind of hack writing particularly
satisfying.

"You'll be interested to know that I have taken
on the job of turning out a story a week - a
series of rural character sketches - Ioronto
Star Weeklvy's request - loath to have anything
to do ﬁith Canadian or any other kind of
journalism - but I sez 'How much?' 'Two cents
per wofd' quoth he, 'Aw well' sez I, 'You've
brought it on yourself.,' I see an announcement
this week 'Harvest Home' delightfully humorous
sketch of a rural chicken supper by R.K, - If
they call that sardonic stuff humorous, they've
more humour than I have, It will be wildly
illustrated I dare say but it will teach me to

write more simply. Your prayers would be ap-
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preclated."

Although he managed to scrape a living out of
articles he wrote, with such titles as "Christ-
mas at Corncob Corqers," "Mrs, Plethwick Was a
Citizen" and "No Gumption" during 1926 and 1927
he was not really moving in any particular
direction. It was also clear that his talent

and imagination lay elsewhere.

In order'%o bring that kind of imagination in,
he needed the help of trained literary critics
and I doubt that he met any in Toronto., I
don't think - you see - that Wilson MacDonald
was a literary criticjy I don't think that
Morley Callaghan was a critic either. They
were just fellow-writers you know =~ wobbiing
along the way Knister was - but Canada simply
didn't have an enlightened personality able to
tell him what to do.

Raymond was not a hack - this was the dreadful

~thing about it. Raymond was born to be a good

writer and a good poet.

Until this time there was not much evidence of

any romantic interest in his life, His mother

did not.approve of a girl named Marion to whom
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he was unofficially engaged in 1926 because
she was a Roman Catholic. Eventually, after
the girl's father forbade the marriage,

Knister wrote to her and ended the affair.

"It begins to look to me as though we had
better not think too definitely of June, while
the tide might change in a month or two so
that I might be sitting on top of the world,
it is equally possible that I might be doing
1ittle better than now, I can't think of ex-

posing you to the mischances of a hack-writer's

"1ife, I am sorry to have to write this énd you

will understand that I do so with great reluc-
tance, odly after it has forced itself on me as
the truth., You seem to be busy and happy and
all the people about you seem to be nice to you

as how could they help be,"

With an earnestness that had marked his whole
life, Knister kept hack-writing and at the same
time, he tried to keep up with his own work -

work which in his own estimation was good.

"Ag in other springs, I highly resolve to get
some good writing done, come what may and per-
haps this summer I can - at any rate, the

writing habit has me now I fear irremedially.,
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When I am old and case-hardened, I'll be a
hermit inscribing incessant-like between meals
unless happily I'm annexed by some woman,
strong-minded enough to drag me from my immor-
tal lines. My loves have been few - but they
are the makings of many books if I mistske not
when I get them assimilated and generalized so
that I won't write an autobiography. I manage
_ to escape matrimony in each case, I can't drop

writing - even to get married."

47, Callaghan: Then I found things getting a little difficult
with Raymond - he got married,

48, MacDonald: He'd had no girls because he stuttered - girls
couldn't talk to him - so I introduced him to
a nice-looking girl - took him up to a home -
placed their hands together. We were sitting
on the chesterfield with the people around -
and they became engaged later - and I didn't
see him much after that.

49, Mrs.

Grace: I met Raymond years ago when I was living in

Toronto, and we were close friends of Wilson
MacDonald and I met him at a party and we were
immediately attracted to each other becaise I

was a little hard of hearing in those days and
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I was about the only one who would sit and
listen and that's what he liked and from then
on we became close friends and I became in-
terested in his work., At that time he was
writing for the Star Weekly, he was reviewing
for the Bg;derlcity Star and a couple of other
periodicals and he was working, but with all

the things going on, he wasn't getting very far.
Well - the upshot was that after a long time -
maybe moﬁ%hs - we became engaged - and without
much hopes of getting anywhere, we were married.
We went to Hanlan's Point and took a cottage and
he felt so happy about being married and having
someone of his own, he decided to throw all this
hack-writing up, as he calied it, and write a

novel. So I went back to my work and he wrote

White Narcissus.

"It runs in my mind that I have not replied to
your last letter dated June 14th - that is June
B.M. and it is now July A.M. (after marriage).
Now it is out, On June 18th we were quietly
joined in matrimony‘- or at least quietly
enough that no riot act was read, Miss Myrtle
Gamble, formerly of Port Dover, late of Toronto,
to Mr, John Raymond Knister of Hanlan's Point,

Ontario., The wedding procession proceeded by



'~ 51, Narrator:

52. Reader:

53 . Narrator:

54, Philip
Child:

255

taxi from the home of the bride, Earnscliff
Apartments, to that of a minister - thence

to a hotel for lunch - and from there to the
home of the groom where a chicken dinner was

prepared by the bride. She's a good cook!"

After a week spent apparently in laughtef,
these two find that strangely enough they are
not sorry about their bargain - and even des-
pite membership in a disillusioned generation
are somewhat hopeful of the future,

"So behold me established at length and happier
than I have ever succeeded in being for any
length of time before - feeling rich in every-
thing but money and even rather assiduously
working - in June I rewrote without much ad-
dition about one hundred and twenty pages of
White Narcissus, one story and two articles -

not bad for a honeymoon,"

Philip Child, another friend of the poet's,
and also a writer, perhaps sums up best the

worth of the book.

White Narcissug indicates the bent that he

would eventually have taken, I think that he
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was looking at nature freshly - very honestly.
I think he's at the very best when he's des-
cribing in a simple way and not very vividly
with something that I might call the poetry
of realism, country life in Ontario, which he
had known himself, and the country landscape -
the Ontario landscape. I think that he's much
better when he's doing this - when he's in the
atmosphere and in the life and the people that
he knew ;han when he's trying to introspect

too deeply into their characters,

While he was writing White Narcissus, Knister
kept on with some of his other pursuits and
ended his association with the Star Weekly.

"The Star Weekly and Raymond Knister seémed to
have taken different paths. As long as they
would print fairly good stuff, it wasa't too
bad, but this year the articles have been un-
signed, Poet Iore in Boston, oldest and largest
review of drama, American introducers of Chekkov,
Schnitzler and Strindberg, have discovered R.K.
Foo - thereby saving the situation - a play
called 'Youth Goes West,' 1I've startedvanofher

novel, started to complete a volume of short .

- stories = what I consider the twenty best.
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" Myrtle and I have been very happy here in our

cottage and I almost wish it were possible to

stay the winter.,"

By the time White Narcissus was finished, the
Knisters had moved to Toronto., There he put
together the volume of Canadian Short Stories
for MacMillan which was published in 1928, the
year before his novel came out, Neither of
these publications, however, allowed him any
freedom from his financial probiems. By this
time he had become thoroughly involved in the
writings of John Keats for whom he had de-
veloped a great admiration and a strange bound,
After months of research he set about writing

a novel based on the poet's life which he
called My Star Predominant.

"The best way to go about this would have been
to spend ten years on Keats and his contem-
poraries and then write out of a full mind and
heart and check up on bits of inaccuracy after-
wards., My method was to try and saturate my-
self in the whole thing in seven months and
then start to write. As a result, I've had to
keep up research and reading up as I went.

What the whole will want when drafted will be



\S]
\Jl
0

vitalizing detail, local color, more delving
into the contemporaries. It will be, I hope,
all novel and will avoid the scaffolding ef-
fect of even the best biography and romance

biography. Of struggle and development there
is plenty in the short duration of his young

manhood,."

59. Narrator: In the early 1930's Knister became interested
in the Montreal group of writers which in-
cluded Leo Kennedy, A.M, Klein, and Frank Scott.
These writers found a certain amount of hope in
the establishment of the Gfaphic Press,~a new
Canadian publishing firm which was launched in
Ottawa with the express purpose of nurturing
Canadian talent., The company offered, in 1930,
three prizes of $2,500, $1,500 and $1,000 for
the three best Canadian novels submitted,
Knister determined that My Star Predominapt should
be entered into the competition. In addition to
the money, the prizes would include publication

of the manuscripts,

60, Callaghan: He was making no money - and now remember - ve
are now into the thirties - and his position,
I think, was desperate. The idea that he would

knock off something quickly - you know - in a
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wild rush - and that it would click and he might
win a prize struck me as a rather pathetic and
rather desperate and at that time I had the un-
easy feeling that Raymond was due for some un-

predictable hardship,

After they had argued about the length of the
book, the judges finally did award My Stap
Predominant the first prize, although much of
the prize money never reached the winner., The
novel was never to be published by the Graphic
Press which went the way of many companies'in
those desperate years - to the bankrupt¢y
courts,

The Rev, Mr, Cornish of Port Dover recalls his
first meeting with the writer shortly after the

prize was announced.

When I first came to Port Dover I had a visitor,
a very interesting young man,who spoke very
slowly because he had an inclination to stutter
and he wanted me to go to Toronto and speak for
him at some literary gathering because he had
won g prize for a book he had written on Keat's

life, He was a very quiet'man of medium height,
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well-rounded and almost apologetic in his ap-
proach to me. I don't know whether it being
a clergyman awed him in some sort of way or

not but it was almost an apologetic approach.

63. Narrator: Raymond had not counted too mach on the money
and was struggling to assure himself that the
cheques would be coming in regularly; for by
this time, he had a daughter, Imogen - and the
responsibility of his family was not somethiig
he took lightly, |

64, Reader: "I don't have to look up the date to know that
today is Dominion Day,., Three bands marching
up Main Street and Imogen and Myrtle are watch-
ing from the window. Imogen says 'Oh! lal' She
has been well, Her eyes have not changed but
are stillia purplish-green or greenish-pﬁrple.
She's very bright, does not sleep much and 1is
very observant, I am writing now and want to
turn out an article or story every week and work
on a short novel, I may get down to an article
on Pelee Island and today I'm writing the editor
of MacLeans about one on soy beans. I think
the Geographical Magazine uses that kind of ar-
ticle too. Got my detective story back but a
nice letter with it, telling me what they want
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and no doubt I can turn out same."

Knister still had ambition but somehow, it

seemed to be repetitious and only slightly

altered from that of five years before, And
still there was that same determination that
he could turn out anything. He had not found
a direction for himself,

Knister spent a part of the winter énd spring
of 1932 in Montreal among the other writers,
trying to make some headway desplte the hope-
lessness of the thirties, but it seemed that
he had reached an impasse in his life. The de-
termination was turning slowly to desperation.
He had been fighting for what little he had
gained for too long. Mquey.Callaghan and
Nathaniel Benson had some inkling of the frus-

trations that were facing him.

The .depression was too big and terrible a thing.
What happened to him was that after he had
reached a certain age - let's say thirty -
thirty-one - thirty-two, Raymond was trying to

go somebody else's way.

He was basically a literary artist and I think
the great tragedy in his life lay in the fact
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that a person of his type needed to Be and
should have been in some way subsidized in his
early years 'til he found the lucrative markets
he was aiming at or wanted to aim at. 'But, un-
fortunately, he did not have a regular jobj; he
did not have a regular salary coming 1h; he was
not in the true sense of the word a deliberate
money-writer - as someone has called them; and
he was not a man that could boil the pot at
will, thgugh he may have thought he was., I
think he shoﬁld have - though it seems a dread-
ful thing.to say - become a public school
teacher or a high sehbol teacher and written in
his spare time, because thirty years ago, it was
not easy for a writer to make a living indepen-
dently by writing unless he had some other
source of income, I think Knister's solution
would have been if he could have done it - a
position, let us say like Archibald Lampman got
in Ottawa as a ﬁostai clerk through the good
offices of his friend Duncan Campbell Scott.

It gave him solvency; it gave him freedom from
these monsters 6f debt and penury and beleaguer-

ment that were closing in on Knister!

68, Narrator: On reflection)the summer of 1932 seemed to offer

a glimmer of light to Knister's darkening mood.
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He was offered a job at the Ryerson Press by
Lorne Pierce, It was also agreed that
Ryerson's would publish My Star Predominanpt.
But the hardship which Morley Callaghan had
predicted for the poet was soon to descend upon
him, And in one tragic afternoon, the promise
and determination which had for so long kept

him going was gone forever,

The lastﬂday at the cottage, Raymond felt as
though he were just getting started - that he
was going to have a position‘with Lorne Pierce
at Ryerson's and he said from now on he wasn't
going to do any work that wasn't what he felt
satisfied with - and.he was just on top of the
world. We were staying at this cottage‘at Lake
St. Clair that belonged to his aunt - and every
afternoon we Qent swimming and took the little
girl with us, But at Lake St, Clair, it is
very marshy and Qe had to take the rowboat out
about half a mile before there was depth enough
to swim in and so I would stay in the boat and
he would get out and swim, And on the last day
he wanted me té go but the little girl was sleep-

ing and I didn't want to go and for some reason

or other, the day before I got kind of terrified
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out there because the boat drifted so far and

he had to run and chase it, We had no anchor.
So I wouldn't go and I didn't want him to go

but he thought well, I may as well have one
more swim., In all that day he had been talking
and following me around the cottage while I did
tidylng up and packing things. And he said, "I
feel as though I'm on top of the world. That
I'm just coming into my powers,"Qhe says, "some-
how or aﬁbther, I just feel as if I céuld write
a novel in a week." He said, "I just feel as if
this was just the way Shelley and the way Keats
must have felt when they were just coming in."
He says, "I feel as if I had just got a glimpse
of thg secret of what makes a man great when he'é
‘g great writer." That lasted for about three
hours until he Jjust exhausted himself and he put
his bathing suit on and he said, "Come on with
me," I looked in and the little girl was sleep-
ing and I said, "You go on if you want to." And
he said, '"Well, as soon as she wakes up you come
down." So I said I would - and he had no sooner
walked down the path than I had the most awful
feeling come o&er me - that I should have gone -
because before we started on this trip I had a

dream and each time we were going into a cottage
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laid out a certain way - and Raymond and my
brother were carrying in furniture - and I
looked up and I saw a man that looked as though
he was dead and he was shouting at me, "Go away ,
go awayl" And you know as soon as I saw him go-
ing, I remembered that his father never liked
Lake St., Clair and it came to me with a flash
that was his father, the way I saw him the last
time in ihe hospital, So I grabbed tbe little
girl up and I ran all the way down to the beach

- and I had a red sweater and I waved and he was
out there swimming around the boat and I thought
he has no anchor. Supposing that drifts too far.
. And just while I'm watching his head disappears.
And I began to-scream for somebody and he doesn't
‘come up. And so I threw the little girl in the
arms of a woman that doesn't speak English,
They're all French up there. 4nd I swam and I
waded till I got out there and the boat kept go-
ing away - and- finally two little boys in a boat
came to my rescue and they put me in the boat and
I kept thinking that maybe somehow on the other
side he got béck in the boat and was lying flat -
that we couldn't see him - and we chased that
boat 'til we got it and there was nothing in it
but his bathrobe.
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70, Narrator: I think he showed great courage. Perhaps this
is what interested him so much in Keats - who,
likewise, showed extraordinary courage, I
imagine that both of them - both the greater
writer and the lesser writer had a sense of
having made a decision - having made an affirm-
ation they were going to write - and they were
not going to write cheaply - they were going to
do their best and try and find and communicate
what was’in them to get. This would fake some
finding - some struggle, and I imagine that in
both cases, this was a central act of will in

their lives.

71. Callaghan: These are things that can't be explained - a
man only goes on his hunches. Here was a
writer - wasn't even as I say a coﬁmercial
writer - he was just a man with a good, fine
talent of his own - and this was in the thir-
ties - andvI didn't know what was going to
happen_to Raymond - I didn't know - and when I
heard that Raymond had drowned in a curious
‘kind of way - this is a hard thing to explain -

I wasn't surprised.

72. Narrator: Who is to say what conjury of problems and ideas

would assail him at a time when in a material
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way, success seemed pretty far away and the

struggle was great.

73.. The Rev,
ggx.'nish: In September, 1932, I had the sad distinction
of holding his funerai service and at that
service I read one of his favourite sonnets
by Keats. He was buried in the Port Dover
cemetefy. He has a poem called "Change" and
it is carved into a slab of blue\marble that

lies on his.grave in the local cemetery,

7%, Reader: "Change."
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CANADIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION
SOCIETE RADIO-CANADA

P.0. Box 500,
Station "A",
Toronto 116, Ont.,
March 1, 1972.

Mrs. Doris Everard,
2/, Melbourne Ave.,
Montreal 215, Que.

Dear Mrs, Everard,

This will confirm officially that I have talked to Allan Anderson
about the transcription of his profile of Raymond Knister, "Farmer Who Was
Poet, Too", and that he has agreed to give you permission to reprint the
transeript as an appendix to your thesis about Raymond Knister. Normally,
‘the CBC simply buys first broadcast rights to material of this kind, but Mr,
Anderson and I agree that it would be valuable to have the transcription of
the interview preserved in this way and therefore we are both pleased to give
you the required permission. Incidentally, I haven't yet had a chance to read
the transeript so I am keeping the copy you sent us here and I thought I might
eventually pass it on to Allan Anderson for his own files, but if for any r eason
you need it returned, would you let me know and I will mail it back to you.

Yours sincerely,

?\ﬁ/

Robei;t Weaver,
Head, :
RW:o0s Radio Arts Programming.
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APPENDIX IIT

CANADIAN LETTER

(Re-typed from an unpublished typescript in the archives of
the Douglas Library, Queen's University, by permission of
Mrs, Myrtle Grace. Originally seven pages. Undated e

Northwood, Ontario, May

In the field this morning the sun was warm, and when
I came back to pick up my hat the mice had nibbled the leather
band of the old Borsalin;; but they had not found the apples
in my coat pockets. The corn land is ready, the green of oats
1s almost as deep as that of the winter wheat; dandelions have
usurped the pastures, and the trees of the bush are all
clothed., The Clydesdales behind whom I ride on the disc
harrow put their feet down with deft pasterns, shaking the
~ long white hair, and 1lift them slowly .... But now at twi-
light, in the soft air, light exhaled by green, the grey rain
transfixes pear blossoms before my window, which have drifted
on the grey clods. The pear tree, undivested, stands gracious,

unaware.

The Dominion of Canadal It is hard to be skeptical,
not to think that there are infinite spiritual possibilities
in a land as huge and undeveloped as this, open to the variety
and potency of influences which bear upon it, heritage of the

racial amalgam already emergent. Canada might look, except
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for these stipulations so familiar to Americans, somehow as
America appears to Europe, Even now one dare not report
the "dumb Russia" Carlyle saw eighty years ago. But first
the influences. )/

In part they are banal enough., Briefly there is the
‘"democratic" standardization which makes for fewer and fewer
individuals, We are a part, of course, of the thing happening
from the Rio Grande north, and trying to happen elsewhere, and
it is possible to think that "Canadian" can not be anything
more, ever, than "Middle West" or "Virginian" or "Néw England,"
The same clothes, movies, news, automobiles, grafts, liquors,
success complex, clubs, But, there is more. Our cities are
small and far apart, they only accent the real life of the
land. The girls wear cloche bonnets over bobbed hair, roll
their own, but more are healthy-looking than pretty; a little
clay always adheres to the heel of our tanned youth's dancing
pump, a little chaff has got into his cigarette-holder,
There is, before and after all, the land, and room for any-

thing., DNobody can forget that.

Why not a Canadian literature? .... It mlght be
supposed that all Canada hears the question, since it is al-
ways possible to start enlivening discussion in newspapers,
Qhén some professor assures the ladies that we have not yet
produced a Keats, and the columnists and editorial writers

join full cry with citations of doz- 5/3 ens, yes dozens of



fine poets, real poets, Canadians, whatever the leaden-domed
devotee of exotic and fossil letters may say. Rotarians and
branches of the Canadian Club (in whatever superinduced and
palliative comatose frame) have hearkened to optimism or ob-
Jurgation concerding the hypothetical national literature -
.as like as not from the lips of the local author, whose stir-
ring epic "The Skunk-Trapper's Daughter" is selling so nicely,
or whose cantata "The Emerald Bluebird" was given with such
success by local talent in the Opera House. There are ani-
mate and vocal denials tﬁat Canada may not yet rival and sur-
pass the older, effete nations of the world in every way o...
That is, we have writings which may be read endurably if one
has become embroiled by saying that they are or are not all
that they should be, or - these cases are few - if one is

constrained by profession to the reading.

It was not until our adoption of Maria Cﬁapdelaigg
on its appearance in English, gireca 1921, that these guesses,
warnings, hopes, deprecations and plaints began to be heard
generally, and now the Canadian Bookman lends an impartial
ear to tens of these voices - which is a good augury, speci-
ally as one or two will bethink themselves like prCEdwin
Ford Piper's bad man: "It seemed like there was too much talk,
so the doin's they begin," - and turn to create some new poems
or sound prose. But there has been for a geheration or two

(as long as there has been any) only one reading public in
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Canada, which preferred Dickens to Thackeray or yice versa,
admired Shakespeare and Milton whenever they were mentioned,
and found our pioneers in poetry such as Lampman and Campbell
good, because they "got their inspiration from Nature" like
Wordsworthj professionals and bourgeois who were very ad-
vanced when reading "the Russians" Tolstoy and Turgenev. In
those days the emerging bard of the back concessions nearly
always appeared in the local paper with a stale catalogue of
nature, in the Canadian Magazine and presently was bound in

a book, to become one "our Canadian poets" sacred from any
reéponse save eleemosynary platform quotation. And of course
to a large portion of this public anyone who wrote a novel

or a history of his native township and got it bound in red

cloth was a "great author.,"

The fascination of what's easy has held us. And
this is likely to become more oppressive as time goes onj
for now increasingly we have the popular American/fzg maga-
zines everywhere to vitiate any possibility of taste; and
our too-few book-stores are piled with Zane Grey and
Hutehinson. Contempt for the printed word is bound to re-
sult on the part of the very people of whom the artist,
whether of completely Tolstoyan conviction or not and against
his will or not, inevitably hopes the most in a new country.
And we have a host of semi-specialized journals, farm papers,
religious weeklies, women's magazines, without standards,

The fascination of what's easy, "because of the dollars"”
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bluntly. As soon as our writers attain a technic of suffi-
cient dexterity that they can manoeuver material to such ad-
vantage, the American editor is upon them, So we have pro-
duced numbers of American best sellers. There may be little
hazard in saying that none of these had the divine fire in
.him; but it is nonsense to pretend that some were not capable
of better things. A man may not take to writing because he
wants money (he would be a fool, and otherwise unedifying)
but once caught, he is bound to concern himself with enough
money to enable him to k;ep coals beneath his resolve to go
on writing, He can do that in Canada partly through one or
two prototypical Satevpos and Woman's Companions,:i/z by
showing that golf-love-business and country club values are
as seductive north of the Great Lakes as south of then,
patting Canada on the back for being like the States; or,
emigrating, his chances are better with more popular maga-
zines, describing a Canada of snow, half-bred revenge, and
beaded-lashed wood-nymphs, - a Canada the demand for which

has subtly corrupted nearly all efforts at expression,

Even for conservative work there is no market here,
only the "standard" organs of the United States, since they
pay better than the English ones, The»C nadian Forum, per-
haps the most important and intelligent magazine we have,
calls itself "A Journal of Literature and Politics," cogently
except that literature is rather consistently omitted. Con-

fidence, as well as judgment, is what readers and editors in



27k

in Canada need, that there may be a few to know a sound piece
of writing before it has been praised in the London Mercury
or the New York Evening Post. Lift themselves by their boot-
laces? .... Yet there is one thing which is practicable, and
which might make all the difference in our prospects until
.and after we have a larger body of enlightened book buyers.

A magazine devoted to creative work should be established,
perhaps only a few pages f/? every month, yet chosen for
vital quality, and which should give a voice to what is ac-
tually being lived amongﬂus. And I will be ready to bet that
the tones will not be too like those from other fields.

One comes near forgetting in our engrossing possi-
bilities that such expression does not welgh so vastly ac-
cording to purely literary values. Gun-playing West and
North or chimes-auraed cathedral towns may be absurd; but
it is not so necessary that art should portray a reality
which we can identify without going farther than the window
or the mirror, as that it should embody a life of its own,
What our country of almost ten millions ghould do and pro-
vide as audience and background is nugatory speculation,
Yet, inevitably, abundantly, it should be hopeful. Always
there is the possibility that somewhere in the 1life of the
real Canada is some creator, for whom these matters are not

much, to build a different "Buddenbrooks" or Growth of the

Soil, with whom perchance some American press shall make us
acquainted. When he arrives, Canada shall have reached her

spiritual majority.
Raymond Knister.
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APPENDIX IV

THE BEST SHORT STORIES

(The 1list of the ten best stories published in America be-
tween November, 1923 and March, 1924, as selected by Gerald
Hewes Carson for IThe Bookman tNew York], v. 59, April,
1924, p, 139).

The following ten short stories are selected for
special mention as mirroring the best elements in current
fiction as it has appeared between November and March.
When the stories selected are not by American authors they
are, nevertheless, the work of writers so familiar to the
American public that they are important influences on our

own creative effort,

"Lion's Courage." G.B. Mackenzie. Atlantic, December.

"Four Generations." Ruth Suckow. American Mercury, January.
"Painkiller." Marjorie Stoneman Douglas. Smart Set, February.,
"The Loading." Raymond Knister. Midland, January.

"Caught." Sherwood Anderson., American Mercury, February.
"Poison." Katherine Mansfield. Collier's, November 24,

"Miss Flotsam and Mr. Jetsam." Elisabeth Sanxay Holding.
Dial, November.

"The Apple Tree," Konrad Bercovici. Good Housekeeping,
December .

"The Man Who Kept a Diary." J.C, Squire. Century, December.

"Ginger Beer." Wilbur Daniel Steele. Pictorial Review,
November .




"APPENDIX V

MINE RUN
BY RAYMOND KNISTER

(A elipping from the private collection of Mrs. Myrtle Grace.
Name and date of magazine unknown, Reproduced by permission
~of Mrs, Grace).

One might have called this review Poets Should Write
Prose, but not because of resentment of the number of writers
of verse. Compared with the number of prose writers, the
poets are not too many; nor do they trouble the reviewers or
the public unduly, They are not in fact sufficiently provok-

ing or even astringent or stimulating., They should write

Prose eeee

Poets should write prose because the conception of
what poetry is appears to have become so boggled in the con-
sciousness of beginning poets and versifiers and also, of
course in the minds of readers, and people who would like to

read current poetry.

"Why don't they read it, then, if they would like
to?" asks the poet in annoyance. Alas, it 1is the poet's fault.
His work may be too delicate, too profound for the geniality of
readers; it may demand a great deal before it makes proportion=-
ate returns., There have been such cases and sometimes they
were the cases of great poets, But it is more likely that his
poetry is lacking in life. After all that is what people read
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imaginative writing for. There is more life easily available
in the average novel than there is in the average book of
poems, Hence more novels are read, When a book of poems
possesses life in most of its poems, or even half of them, it
does not lack for an audience, It is not necessary to refer
.to spectacular examples of sales, such as those of Byron,
Housman's A Shropshire Lad, or Benet's John Brown's Body.
Most good books of poetry take longer than these did to reach
full effectiveness, But they do reach their audience finally,

A1l this is obvious enough. Poetry must have life
to live. But why does so little of the general run of verse
have 1ife? Because of a wrong conception of poetry, a con-
ception which actually turns its back on 1life. People's in-
telligence repudiates a great deal of what passes for poetry,
so how can they be moved by it? Of course there are excep-
tions to this generality, and great exceptions. You may not
care much for the idea behind Lizette Woodworth Reese's Tears.
Yet you may be moved by it as by a great sonnet; and if you
are you will have to give the credit to the writer's great
skill andvmastery of words., That is another important ele-
ment in poetry. If the skill is sufficient, the poet may
make you believe in his poem when you would repudiate in-

dignantly the same notions couched in prose.

Since the conception of what poetry is, and the

method of setting words down, are the two main elements in
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its make-up, we may find in them some explanation of the dif-

ference between our poetry and great poetry.

In the first place, people generally have some pre-
concelved notion of the subject-matter of poetry. You must
write about trees, flowers, brooks, summer nights, spring,
'stars, moon, and the soul, Very well, We have always made
poems of these subjects, and as long as poetry is written, it
will be written about such things, among others. But there
have arisen certain conventions, about the proper state of
mind toward these subjects and even (perhaps because of the
poverty of rhymes in the English language, and the tenacious
devotion to rhyme for the last two hundred years) certain
phrases and turns of expressions which are held proper to
each subject. Thus, to quote some of the books supposed to
be reviewed here, the moon is generally "cold, serene," stars
are "a-gleaming," vessels are'of stout oak and iron made,"
houses are built "upon a rock" or "on sand," breezes are
"perfumed," frogs are "rejoicing," mouths are "sweet," and -
but what I mean is plain. Certain phrases have been worn

down until they have not sufficiently precise meaning,

Now in prose this conventionalization has not pro-
ceeded so far, except possibly in newspaper headlines and
movie captions. In prose it is recognized that while there
are only the same subjects to write about that always have

existed, there are a great many individual polnts of view,
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The experience of mcst of us is very similar in essentials.,
Yet each man has his own pecular contribution which he could
make if he were a master of language., (Iuckily, perhaps,
he's not; he should try to be if he's going to publish). And
Maupassant went so far as to tell would-be story writers that
.every object in the world has its own peculiar shape and con-

tour, in the mind at least, which must be rendered.

We have reached the reason why poets should write
prose, though the idea might form material for a long essay.
" If they wrote out the idea of what they think is going to be
a poem, they might see whether 1t was worth trying to put into
that form. Possibly it would make them write fewer poems.
Thatiis said to have been the effect on Coleridge. But the
poems might be sounder. If this counsel seems dangerous, it
~would be well to try to write some prose for itself, which
would develop respect for the concrete and for logic. After
all it must be admitted that only the greatest poets have been
able to write sound prose; while almost every novelist has
"eommitted" a volume of verse, The fundamental brain-work in
some of the lyrics of these books is scarcely equal to that
demanded by a crossword puzzle, while the emotional impétus is
far less than that occasioned by the pictures in a movie maga-

Zzine,

One effect of writing prose might be a tendency to

economy of words. = The emotion, the object might be left to
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speak for itself, which would be a clear artistic gain, An
example of this effectiveness of apparently simple statement
is suggested by its contrast with many of the "memory poems"
in these volumes. It is in Edgar Lee Master's Spoon River
Anthology "Do the boys and girls still go to Aaron Hatfield's
. farm for hickory nuts in the autumn?" Unfortunately it can-
dot be quoted in full, Yet it is useless to counsel the
adoption of free verse, for it sometimes drives verse writers
to the redundancies which they exhibit in material verse.

Let them try prose, of tﬂe plainest. It may then be possible
_to avoid such confusions as Jennle M. Smith's Confes ’

though it rhymes:

Whatever else I may be -

There's this, (and much!) against me;
I've never learned the way to play,
Nor lingered by frivolity;

Life, was too earnest - O by far,
Austere! and stern its teachlngs,
Todays; it shows in many a scar,

The evils of its bleachings.
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APPENDIX VI

ON READING ALOUD
BY RAYMOND KNISTER

(A clipping from the private collection of Mrs. Myrtle Grace.
Name and date of magazine unknown. Reproduced by permission
of Mrs, Grace).

It has so long been a common-pléce that poetry should
be read aloud, that one questions oneself rather quizzically if
not seriously when the thought occurs that perhaps some poetry
is not to be read aloud, or not in the way in which poetry tra-
ditionally has been read. Undoubtedly part of the charm of
poetry is the music of its lines., This can scarcely be'real-
ized by silent reading. Nothing less than the actual sounding
of the vowels and the feel of the rhythm will evoke fully the
_beauty of a noble poem. On the other hand, a just rendering
of the sound values will reveal the deficiencies of a mediocre
poem as nothing else will. After all poems were made not to
convince us by their logic, but to move us by their music, or

by the images they call up.

By their images. This 1s a comparatively new con-
ception of poetry. It is perhaps a dozen or fifteen years ago
that a small band of poets, some American and some English,
adopted imagism, in part borrowed from the French, as a creed.
This is not expressing it too strongly. The creed was pre-

cisely and definitely formulated. Nowadays all poets agree
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that these rules regarding the use of the exact word, the
keeping of the eye on the object, and so forth, are a part
of all good writing, prose and verse., But as for making the
image the whole poem, that is not accepted by anyone, though

many fine poems resulted from such usage.

The idea was, roughly, that each poem should com-
prise an image, and that this image should not be blurred by
extraneous matter. You should not say that this or that was
like the other; that was.evading the whole issue. You were
somehow to convey the identity of your bird or rock .or flower
or person without comparing it to something else, and without

moralizing or generalizing about it,

Undoubtedly this makes for clearer and more objec-
tive, chaster art. But it is more limiting than ever the
sonnet was, If each poem is to be a single image, it may be
perfectly satisfying as such, and yet in many cases fail to
move the reader. Seeing this most poets abandoned the for-
mula, and Ezra Pound writes: "Be in me as the eternal moods
of the bleak wind, and not as transient things are, gaiety of
flowers." That is a simile as much as any used by Milton or
Wordsworth, both rebels in their own days. It is also as

much poetry whether it is printed as prose or not.

For this movement was chiefly of free verse., It was

a wholesome reaction away from the mellifluent generalities,
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and the obvious rhythms of the generations previous. Poetry
written now is at once more restrained and more spontaneous
because of it. But one wonders whether the free verse move-
ment may not also have been an adjustment to modern conditions
of reading. Comparatively seldom do people read aloud, and
.usually they read at such speed that the sound values of what
they read are not so apparent as the images and ideas pre-
sented, Perhaps swift, plain, objective free verse 1s the
distinctive contribution of our age to literature, and more

typical of it than anything else.

quoubtedly this kind of writing is not to be read
aloud in the way that Tennyson's Lotus Faters, and the poems
of William Butler Yeats are to be read, "I don't act my
poems," remarked one of its practitioners, with the intoler-
ance of youth. Yet if one doubts that free verse should be
read aloud let him hear, as I did, some of Carl Sandburg's
poems. It is strange to find the streets and their ugliness,
which all men know, converted into beauty in the soul of a
man: one is moved as by the highest art, by means impossible
of detection. Again, a current magazine contains a long poem

called Saint Agnes Eve in Wall Street. It is as different

from Keats' poen as the gunman and the underworld are from
the gods and the Elysian fields. But it moves one to hear,
spoken in impersonal and level tones, and one knhows that man
must go on exploring his many provinces, that his only hope
is a truthful and honest search for beauty in what experience

is given him, in daily life and vision.
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APPENDIX VII

" THE CANADIAN SHORT STORY
BY RAYMOND KNISTER

(Published in The Canadian Bookman [ Toronto], v. V, no. 8,
AuguS‘t, 1923’ PD. 203—20 .

What, approximately, is the matter with the Cana-

dian short story? The question is not in itself encouraging,
though a search for answers to it may reveal potentialities
as well as pitfalls, But the fact of the short story arriv-
ing at'the stage of being considered at all as a division of
our literature, is more or less significant., For I daresay
that most people have pretty well passed it by until lately,
left it unregarded in the magazines, except as a pleasant,
more or less innocuous way of passing a quarter or half an
hour. Nothing was the matter with it, so far as it went,
they might have said. Now the publishers' list show a num-
ber of books of stories by Canadian writers, of a quality
above the average of the rest of our fiction, and a moment
seems to have come for reflecting on the genre as displayed

predominantly.

The ost obvious defect of our magazine fiction is
Americanization. Good stories are constantly being written
in the United States, and many of the magazines print one now

and then (a periodical with, I think, the second largest cir-
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culation, prints, or used to print, numbers of them); but it
is only too clear that the short story there 1s pre-eminently
a commercial article, except in a very few magazines of small
circulation, I do not mean that English popular magazines
are better, for it is doubtful whether they are as good,

. But their influence has not been so strong, because the
chances of their printing the work of Canadian writers has

been less and the money reward smaller,

The criterion of the American magazine is "What the
Public Wants," and literature being as it is a matter of in-
dividuality, the public 1s not likely to want what a new
writer has in him to give - at least until its taste for him
has been cultivated. What does the new writer, positively
original or not, do about this, usually? He studies what the
- magazines have made the public believe it wants and, the in-
stinet of self-preservation being strong, seeing in this
course his only salvation, oftener than not attempts emulation.
Naturally he is scarcely ever successful. Too frequently he
has nothing to record and no knowledge instinctive or aetio-
logical of literature to aid him in attempting to record it,
And when he has both or either of these, and produces of shows
ability to produce good work, he is looked upon by the more
wideawake editors as promising, though his contributions may
not fit into the requisitions of "our readers" - as ve have
trained them., At this point the young writer 1s sure if he

has escaped so far, to be canvassed by the correspondence



286

schools giving courses in short story writing, and to consider
their merits, which are practical if not so numerous as their

publicity may insist.

The correspondence school has its finger on the mar-

kets, knows what is acceptable and what is not. And it has
" the short story reduced to a formula so regular that at the
end of the course anyone with the minimum of acumen can turn
out a story to conform in this way, And if the student trans-
cends the minimum, has observed the 1life through which he has
passed, and absorbed the current expedient notions which take

the place of a philosophy of life in popular fiction, and in-
deed largely in daily life itself, he is prepared for his task
and, granted industry and a knack with words, he will bé a

successful writer of short stories.

Now this does not seem the best way to form good
writers., Doubtless they can and possibly they have been
formed in this way, if we give a certain latitude to the word
"good," It may even be that writers have or could go through
this and become great - by shedding the induced fetishes. But
innately the method seems better calculated to spoil good

short story writers.

To be one of these, first of all, one must have
known 1ife. But we all have known that, and it is a matter

of individuality and training whether we can present it in
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objectified pictures, Individuality it is that counts; it is
his view of the world which the artist seeks to impart, as
Henry James has said. But if individuality is a prerequisite,
so is training. (Commonplaces, these, surprisingly too often
ignored). And literary training, by which I mean study of the
masters, is precisely what the beginner usually lacks, But he
will not begin by imitating nobody, as teachers sometimes ad-
vise; even if he be a genius he cannot do that., He has been
impressed; 1et>us say, by some aspects or ironies of life.

But he cannot record them independently, without reference to
other writings., Indeed, it is his reading of other writers
which as 1likely as not has brought him to a consciousness of
1ife and helped to shape it within him - which at least has
caused him to desire to impart himself. In his struggles to
express what he has seen and dreamed, therefore, he will adopt

the methods of writers whom he admires and wishes to emulate.

So this is the fault of the popular magazine and the
correspondence school: the beglnning writer has let himself
accept them at their face value (he does want cash and ap-
plause), even before he has taken the second step necessary
for success with them, of accepting life itself at its face

‘value; and even if he tries to imagine honestly he is handi-

capped by a fortuitous rather than an inevitable technique.

Now technique is not merely an exterior matter; or

even if it be that it is as the bark of a tree is exterior -
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and essential. Your subject will be changed, added to,
weakened, heightened or diminished, by a change of method.
And it is just in the mould-like effect of "plot" as under-
stood which tends to make the short story a dead art form.

It has become possible to know after the second paragraph of
_the plot story how it will end - unless the writer is a dis-
ciple of 0, Henry, in which case one can count on the oppo-
site to his expectations. One correspondence school, I un-
derstand, selects Maupassant's "La Parure" as a model in
structure; another, a Canadian course which I have read, seems

to hold up Charles A. Van Loan as a foremost exponent.

On the results of the conditions of the past scarcely
more than a word is necessary here., To me they appear ominous
enough; for I have never yet seen a good story 203 /504 by &
Canadian author in a Canadian magazine. I do not doubt at all
that there have been such, The point is that the run of
stories in Canadian magazines has been such that I have not
had the patience to read enough of them to discover good ones,
and I elaim to be fairly omnivorous about such reading. It is
not my purpose to affront popular editorships, as one youthful
writef must have wished to do by saying that so far as prac-
tical evidence of the knowledge was visible they d4id not know
a short story from a bill of lading; nor yet the conductors of
correspondence schools. With them it 1s a matter of business,
and they dare not be fooled there. What I wish to attempt 1is

to give a word of advice from an experience not yet too fre-
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quently revised by time, to a few beginning writers of pro-
mise who, I feel sure, must exist and who may chance on these

words,

What then is such an aspirant to do? First, con-
sider his position. He does not want to turn out the sort of
writing which the sensationally popular and would-be popular
journals are sure to publish, much and naturally as he would
like a large audience, But if he is determined to illustrate
a new point of view; he is to remind bimself that there are
not more than half a dozen literary magazines, all of small
circulation and (except the endowed ones), giving small pay,
into which he can hope that his work will fit. OSo that unless
he too is endowed he can not hope to make a living from his
art, or even see many examples of it published, for a number
of years., Of course, when his name is made he can count on
the "standard" magazines. %These strike a balance, being also
refuges for some of the popular writers in their less melting
and less heroic moods. Book publication too may come with an
established trade-mark., To all this he must reconcile him-
| self, the sooner the better, if he really means to attempt
craftsmanship in the short story, It means a curtailment in
the practice of his art, for it will not pay to try to write
in any manner, as little in that of the most recent cult as
of the Sunday supplement - though elther may teach him things
about his own method., Neither is it wise to do other work as

near in method as the novel unless he is genuinely drawn to it.
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But if he can write novels, I think that the present hospi-
tality to new talent will save him from the necessity of do-
ing anything but his best, of appealing for popularity. That
is, if he cannot make money from other literary work which
really commands his doing, he will have to content himself
with looking forward to the pre-eminent rewards of consciously
well-achieved effort and the approbation of small audiences,

chiefly of other writers.

And next - if he still adheres to his determination -
read the masterpieces of literature, and not of‘one literature
or one age of literature. Only in this way will he come at
a sense of life as it has been in the souls of the spokesmen
of mankind. He must read them as one concerned by life, pri-
marily, before they will help him as literature, But inci-
dentally he will gain a knowledge of his instrument, of the
weight and texture of language. This sounds discouraging and
perhaps pedantic in our day, but there is still no philtre of
achievement. Of course he will not read all the masterpieces!
I know from experience that, however fortunately situated for
doing éo, he will not, and cannot, and if he is feally a
writer he will be impelled to attempt a contribution of his
own before he reaches this goal, But before he begins let him
study the best short stories of which he can obtain cognizance.
A1l the kindsj not merely one school. Only thus may he have
background enough to free himself of the influence of the

magazide story, which, if his has been a normally uncloistered
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life, he has always had with him.

And not alone the magazine story. By reading many
of the masters of the form he can escape from the disadvan-
tages of a single technique and, if he 1s gifted, he can
strive, though probably he will not succeed, to combine dis-
barate virtues in his view of existence to make a hew form of
his own. For it i1s not too much technique which ails the
'~ popular st&ry,-it is too little, of too.arbitrary a kind.

The fact is forgotten that Maupassant, to whom journalism as
well as this kind of writing shall always owe a debt, did not
always care to live up to his vocation as a plot model. There
are such stories as "Clair de Lune" in, I think, the "Boule de
Suif" volume, in which the structure is so blended with the
atmosphere and feeling that the "planned" element, the brick
upon brick method which makes Maupassant a model for the cor-
respondence schools, 1s altogether absent at the first reading.
It is usually this way in any finished story. The great art is
that which is concealed., So in calling for more technique
rather than less, one should be careful to counsel the emula-
tion of no one writer, be he various as Tchehov himself,
Schnitzler and O. Henry will not be of equal value for any two

writers, yet both should be studied,

But, as a young ILondon critic has written, public
agitation in favor of technique will accomplish little. The

standapd must be within, Every good writer takes care for the
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methods which shall further his purpose., If his purpose is
high it is the same, Let him learn some of the elements of
his art from a correspondence school if he elects; the im-
portant thing is to learn them and to hold to an interest
in matters beyond the elements., But he cannot learn to be
a good story writer there nor, unless he gets a great deal
of fun out of them, from such preparatory ogcupations as I
may have made only to seem laborious, His study at best .
wiil help him articulate; and, if his eye be true and his
emotions universal and directed, he will be one of the ar-
tists for which Canada has awaited.to Heighten the con-
sciousness of portions of her life. And it may be that a
time will come at which he can find a publisher awaiting

him in his own country.
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