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Conclusion

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the pYace for .the first time. 1

The public, in most cases, justifiably greets literary
commentary that concerns itself with a living author as a
speculative experiment, and does not award it serious atten-
tion until the subject of th& study has died.

It is an unfortunate but proven fact that criticism
is rarely successful unless it addresses itself to an
author whose life, and consequently work, has ceased.
Without this finality any attempt at biographical

* criticism becomes laughable since, unable to be con-
cluded, it remains but anecdotal. Thematic criticism,
although somewhat less treacherous, is prey to the
subject's next work which may completely explode the
beautifully rounded theory.

How then to proceed in discussing Margaret Laurence,
whose talent although mature can hardly be considered
extinquished?» 2

I have developed my critiqgue on the premise that Laurence's
writings are not only concerned with self-consciousness but
are founded on this theme, and believe it is possible to
ratify and give credibility to this interpretation.

Over the past twenty-two years, Laurence has published

eleven books: a collection of Somali folk tales and poetry,

1 Eliot, "Little Gidding," Collected Poems 1909-1962, /'p. 222.
2 Anne Tremblay, "Clumsy study of Manawaka," Theg Gagzétte,

(:) 27 December 1975, p. 21.

C e e Sar e e e s et i o et b e 5 m i + Rt st

i
:




N —— - e e et o+ i [N ORI . —

-112- ‘

a travel memoir, a chiléren's fable, a critical study of
) Nigerian novelists and dramatists, two volumes of short
stories, and five novels. These total a substantial body of
*R work and one from which it is conceivable to draw a sound
E approximation of the author's fundamental thesis.

A novelist such as Laurence, who turns her pen to

criticism, is likely to intimate her own intellectual concerns

5 by both her choice of the artists under scrutiny and the

nature of the critical statements she levels at their work,

Long Drums and Cannons is for these reasons a revelational

commentary, since Laurence directed her critical acumen at a

! group of writers who were dealing essentially with the birth

pangs of their country and the necessary creation or awakening
. of consciousness that such an event exacts from the populace.

She wrote in her treatise:

the dilemma of gods is that however much they may

love or hate mankind, in the end it is men them-

selves who decide their own fates, not in any

: theoretical way, not in a state of vacuum, but

° with deep emotional references to their fathers

and their gods. Maybe at some point’igurn anceg- R
tors will be free of us. But not quite yet.

Laurence could have hoﬁestly pointed this statement at
herself, since the idealized goallfor the characters in her
fiction is to assume a mature responsibility for their own

lives, predicated on a profound self-understanding. * There-

(j) 3 Laurence, Long Drums and Cannons, p. 45. \ I
¥ /-. :
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fore, vwhen Miranda, at the copclusion of This Side Jordan,
asks, "So who's really responsible for what happened?” 4,
the author has her reply to her own question with, "Perhaps
we all are." 5 Like Miranda, all Laurence's protagonists
answer for their destinies in the end, for they have come to
know their self—idenfzzﬁes and this allows them to determine
that it has been their private needs and personalities, in-
fluenced to an extent by background and Hﬁstory, that have
created the situation that they have become enclosed by.

The ability of critics to disagree on the worth or
even the meaning of literarvy textsazggzzkorious. Yet the
research that went into this study revealed one rather amazing
pheﬁbmenon, for while the multitude of learned opinions usually
contradicted each other,‘amongst the méhy\irtiqles, certain
phrases used "to describe Laurence's characters were frequently
repeated. The scholars were unanimous in their consent that
her people come alive, are real, speak for themselves. This
consensus need not be astoun@ing if it is remembered that
Laurence's priority has always been to sketch individuals who
slowly come to know themselves, to recognize the sound of their
own voice. ‘In short, their‘pursuit gf self-consciousness,
because it is an ongoing evolution, gives them a corporeality
on the page that they might not otherwise possess. The critics

have all nerceiéed this flesh and blood quality, although they

have differed in respect to its cause.

I

4 Laurence, This Side Jordan, p. 217. -

4
. a

5 1bid., p. 217.
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Laurence herself became more self-aware as an artist, <«

and moved towards those subjects that were closest to Her  own

“

experience. Her first novel and short stories featuged a
predominance of male heroes, but she eventually dropped this
creative conceit ana, instead, incorporateévfemale protago-
nists ‘into her fiction. Men, on many levels, would always ge
aliens to her; women she understood.

Of course I was writing about the situations of
women: I was dealing with a lot of the stuff
Women's Lib is talking about now. But at the

same time J was doing it I didn't realize how
widespread ypome of these feelings were . . .

My generation of women came to a lot of the same
conclusions, but they did it in isolation: you
weden't supposed to say those things out loud, to
guwestion the assumption that the wgman's only role
was that of housewife. I don't believe most house-
wives are happy doing housework. Does scrubbing
floors fulfill you?

- &§
Laurence gave voice to the thoughts and feelings of her female
¥

contemporaries. She was able to accomplish this bhecause she

wrote from the centre of her own beinqg, a centre she had ex~
amined independently, and kney to be her own althoygh, in many
respects, shared with an entire generation. The women in her

books gere not sociological case histories but sprang from her

3

personaf recognition of herself,

With The Stone Angel she moved to her own locale,
the Canadian Pralries, and each of her successive
heroines-~Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa--was a step
closer in age, experience and interests, to Some-
thing that might be identified by the tareless as
herself. 7

-
e - : —

6 Margaret Atw od, "Face to Face with Margaret Laurence,"
Maclean's, 87) No. 5 (May 1974), 46.

3

7 Ibid., p. 46, . -
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Laurence also realized that, just as she could no

/’

longer express her deepest truths throuqh males, Africa had
become a barren;geographicdl setting for her fiction, and’
she mov%d her narrative to the familiar Canadian Prairies and
cities where she had lived. These changes revitalized. her
work and, later, she acknowledged the improvement:

A strange aspect of my so-called Canadian writing
. is that I haven't been much aware of its being

Canadian, and this seems a good thing to me, for

* it suggests that one has been writing out of a
background so closely known that no explanatory
tags are necessary. I was always conscious that
the novel and stories set in Ghana were about
Africa. My last . . . . novels just seem like
novels.

In each successive Manawaka work, Laurence advanced
towards a more accurate representatlon of her historlcal
and sexual composition, and this deepening progression in-the

direction of 'a recreation of herself reached its apotheosis in

The Diviners. This novel "is in many ways a summation of the
emotional é&d intellectual concerns which are central éov .
Lautence's eatrlier fiction." 2 The author personified the
pinnacle of self~r2$lization in Morag, who achieves a kind of
laéting salvat%on through her writing. In addition,'Lau;ence
pieced together all the. threads she had left dangling in the

previous novels:-Jules Tonnerre recldims his father's hunting

8 rLaurence, "Ten Years' Sentences," Canadian Literature, No."
41 (Summer 1969), 15. :

9 Bruce, "The Diviners," Canadian Forum, 54 (May-June-July
1974), 15.
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knife that thn‘Shipley had received in exchange for his

mother's family pin4ﬂn The Stone Aﬁgelw andxthén traded to v

Christie for a packade of cigarettes; Morag is entrusted o

with the Currie pin,uth;t flouts the motto Gainsay Who Dare and,
in this way, is "seldgcted as Hagar'é true descendant," 10 Majo?
and minor qhéracters from the other)Manaqué books are seen
through the eyés\of Morag: Vanessa Mgcleod,ha silly-little

girl with a good ;b@ce, later devastated by her father's death;
Stacey, humiliated S§ her mother's snobbery; Niall Cameron, a
sensitive, ;olitary man; Nick Kazlik, ‘a rémbdnctious child;

Vern Winkler, a brokén, whining little boy with a runny nose
and, seemingly, no future. As é&lﬁn Bevan has commented:

"MargaretALaurénce has surely laid all her Manawaka ghosts to

rest in The Diviners." 1l -

But why should Laurence have felt the necessity to wrap

¥

everything up so neatly in her last novél9 Phyllis Gotlieb

hlnted at the answer when she speculated that The Diviners

is too long . . . mhere are too many references,
descriptions of, and incidents revolving around
characters from other of Margaret Laurence's books;
this is a good device for putting down the survey e

' « marks of one's personal universe, but useful only
wienr it is integral to the sitpation belng exglored,.
and tloes not detract f£rom jit. i

-

Gotlieb implied that the frequent inclusion of old fxgures. .

v

10 Bevan, "The Diviners, " The Dalhousie Review, 54, No. 2-
(qummer 1974), 363

ES

1 s

-1 1pig., p. 3627 . Y -

12 Gotlieb, "Short Reviews: The Diviners, ™. The “ramarack e
Review, No. 63 (October 1974), 80281.. )
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weakened the novel but also intuited that Laurence, at least
to some degree, had done so intentionally, to hem in the bor-
de of her fictional world, and close the gate on it,

Laurence rashly informed her public that The Diviners

swas her final book of fictioh.

-

Anyway, I'm not sure her kind of divining is some-
thing you can quit before the gift actually gaes.
Maybe it has gone, now; maybe that's what she's

“ trying to tell us,

Speculation aside, her last novel devotes itself to a middle-
aged woman writer, who very much resembles her creator, and
who comes to terms with the unfortunate inevitability that her
talent will one day dissolve. Pe?ﬁap@ that time has not yet
arrived for Laurence; perhaps her statement was g;emature or
did not mean what it said. Perhaps she had wished merely to
explain that she had exhausted her theme and her Manawaka

world and was umsure if she would be ‘able to find another

direction. For it c¢annot be disputed that, with The Diyiners,
she had completed a creative cycle, one in which &he had ex-

plored the human need for self-knowledge “as well as her own

identity and the nature of her powers as a writer, and had
} '

finélly arrived at a global definition of these, voiced

through Morag Gunn.

Laurence found herself at a 'similar watershed in her

career after she had completed The Fire-Dwellers:

13 Audrey Thomas, "A Broken Wand?" Canadian Literature, No.
62 (Autumn 1974), 91. , .
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At the moment, I have the same feeling as I did
when I finished writing about Africa. I’'ve gone
as far as I personally can go, in the area in
which I've lived for the past three novels., A
change of direction would appear to be indicated.
I have a halfway hunch where I want to go, but I
don't know how to get there or what will be there
if I do. Maybe I'll strike it lucky and find the
right compass, or maybe I won't. 14

The compass Laurence found at that time was the same one

that had guided her in the past but, since The Diviners, she

knows that she can never use it again, Another, hopefully,
will come her way, although perhaps she has arrived at that
moment where, like Prospero; she wishes only to retire her

magic sceptre. '

Y have bedimm'd

The noontide Sun, call' a4 forth the mutinous winds,
And’ ' twixt the green sea, and the azur'd vault
Set roaring warh to the dread rattling thunder
Have I given fire, and rifted Jove's stout oak
With his own bolt: the strong-bas'd promontory
Have I made shake, and by the spurs pluck’d up
The pine and cedar. Graves at my command
Have wak'd their sleepers, 'op'd, and let 'em forth
By my so potent Art. But this rough magic
I here adjure . . . . ‘

I'l1l break my staff,
Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,
And deeper than did ever plummet sound
I'1ll drown my book.

14 ' Laurence, "fen Yeara' Sentences," Canadian Literature,
No. 41 (Summer 1969), l6.

15 - William Shakespeare, The Tempest, ed. G. B. Harrison
(London: Penguin Books, 1958), p. 86. ‘

-
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