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Morag Gunn i5 Margaret Laurence's most important and 

worthy protagonist because she i5 an artist, and therefore 

unafraid ta "Look ahead into the past, and back' into the 

-future, until the silence." 4S Sheo is not intimidated by 

herself nor by the near unfeasibility of her creative task 

and, as long as she breathes, she will indomitably pèrsist 

in her attempt ta dredge the fathomless, muddy waters of 

existence. 

How far could anyone see into the river? Not far. 
Near shore, in the shallows, the water was clear, 
and there were the clean and broken clamshells of 
creatures 'now dead, and the wavering of the under
water weed-forests, and the flicker of small live 
fishes, and thé undulating lines of gold as the sand 
ripples received the sun. Only slightly further out, 
the Nater deepened and kept its life from sight. 46 

�r�.�~�o�r�a�g�'� s consciousness is large enough éo wade beyond 

the shallows, beyond the recogni.zable phenomena that anyone 

can see and specify,. into the deep soul of experience that i9 

virtually uncharted and unnamed. 'Questions will remain un-

answered and the passage towards �s�e�l�f�-�d�i�s�c�o�v�e�r�~� will naver be 

concluded. But because Morag understands these to be the sole 

certainties, the only tenable truths, she has reached a degree 

of awareness more �s�i�g�n�i�~�i�c�a�n�t� than that of any-of �L�a�u�r�e�n�~�e�'�s� 

characters. , \ 

45 Laurence, �T�h�~� DlvineEs, p. 370. 

46 
�~�i�d�.�,� p. 370. 
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Conclusion 

Ne shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of aIl our exploring 
Nill be to arrive where we started 
And know the pl"ace for ,the first time. 1 

The public, in most cases, justifiably greets literary 

cornmentary that concerns itself ... rith 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 criticisrn 
ls rarely successfui uniess it addresses itself to an 
author whose life, and conse~uently work, has ceased. 
Without this finality any attempt at biographical 
criticism becomes Iaughable since, unab1e to be con
cluded, it remains but anecdotal. Thematic critlcism, 
although somewhat less treacherous, ls 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 
extinguished?-- 2 

l have developed my critique on the prernise that Laurence's 

writings are not only concerned with self-consciousness bat 

are founded on this theme, and believe it ls possible to 

ratify and give credibility to this Interpretation. 

Over the past twenty-two years, Laurence bas pUblished 

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

1 

2 

Eliot, "Little Gidding," Collected Poems 19~9~P. 222. 

Anne Tremblay, "Clurnsy stùdy of Man:::,:-;- 7"ette, 
27 December 1975, p. 21. 
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a travel memoir, a children's fable, a critical study of 

Nigerian novelists and drarnatists, hlo volumes of short 

stories, and five novels. These total a substantial body of 

work and one from which it is conceivable to draw a sound 

approximation of the author's fundamentai thesis. 

A novelist such as Laurence, who turns he! pen to 

criticism, is Iikely to intimate her own inteilectuai concerns 

by both her choice of the artists under scrutiny and the 

nature of the critical statements she leveis at their work. 

Long Drurn~ and Cannons is for these reasons a revelational 

commentary, since Laurence directec1 her critical acumen'at a 

group of writers who were dealing essentially with the birth 

pangs of their c~untry 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 i5 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, bu~ 
with deep erno~iona1 references to their fathers 
and their gods. Maybe at sorne point'~ut:' ance~
tors will be"free of us. But not quite veto 

Laurence could have ~onestly pointed this statement at 

herself, since the idealized goal' for the characters in her 

fictionis to assume a mature responsibility for their own 

lives, ~redicated on a profound se1f-understanding.· There-

3 Laurence, Long prums and ~~, p. 45. 
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fore, \'1hen t-1iranda, at the conclusion of This ~ide Jordan, 

aSKs, "50 who's really responsible for what happened?" 4, 

the author has her reply to her· own question with, '!Perhaps 

we aIl are." 5 Like Miranda, aIl Laurence' s protagonists 

answer' for their destinies in the end, for they have come to 

k,now their self-ide4es and this allows them to deterrnine 

that it has been their private needs and personalities, in-

fluenced ta an extent by background and ~story, that have 

created the situation that the y have become enclosed by. 

The ability of cri tics to d~e on the worth or 

even the meaning of literary texts is no~orious. Yet the 

research that went into this study rev~aled one ~ther amazing . 
phenomenon, for while the multitude of learned opinions usually 

contradicted each other, amongst the rnâny~rti~les, certain 

phrases used~to describe Laurence's characters were frequently 

repeated. The scholars were unanirnous in their consent that 

her people come alive, are real, speak for themselves. This 

consensus need not be astounding if it is remernhered that 

Laurence's priority has always been to sketch individuals who 

slowly come to know themselves, to recognize the sound of their 

ONn volee. In short, their'pursuit of self-consciousness, 

because it is an ongoing evolution, gives them a corporeality 

on the page that they m~gh.t not otherwise possess. The critics 

have all percei~ed this f1esh and blood quality, although they 

havé differed in respect to its cause. 

4 

5 

Laurence, This Side Jordan, p. Zl7. 

~., p. 217. 
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I,aurence ~herself became more self-aware as an artist, 'l' 

and movecl tm'lards those subjects that we~e . closest to 11er· own 

experience. lIer first novel and short stories featured a 

predominance of male heroes, but she eventually dropped this 

creative concei t and, instead·, in'corporated)female protago-
\ 

nists /into her fiction. Men, on many levels, would always be 

aliens to her; women ahe understood. 

Of course 1 was writing about the situations of 
women: l was dealing with a lot of the stuff 
Women's Lib is talking about now. But at the 
sam~ time i was doing it l 9,iàn' t realize how 
widespread~ome of these feelings were •••• 

o My generation of women caMe to a lot of the sarne 
conclusions, but they did it in isolation: you 
weien't supposed to say those things out loud, to 
question the assumption that the wQrnan's only role 
was that of housewife. l don't believe most house
wi ves are happy doin~ house,.york. Dce::; scrubbing 
floors fulfill you? 

~ 

Laurence gave voice to the thoughts and feelings of her female 

conternporaries. She was able to accomplish this because she . ~ 

wrote from the centre of her mm bein')', a centre she had ex-
1 

arnined independently, and kne.r to be her own alth~9h.', ~n many 

respects, shareq with an entire g:eneratio,n. The women in her 

books were not sociological ca~e histories but sprang from her 
~ . 

personal recognition of herself. 

6 

7 

With The stone Angel· she moved to her own localè, 
the<canàdian prairles, and each of her successive 
heroines--Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa--was a step 
closer in fige, experience and interest,s, to Some- . 
thing tha!; might be identified by the :bareless as 
herself. 

--------------~----------------------~----~~-------------
Marqaret AtwQ9d, "Face tQ Face w~th l-1argaret Laurence. " 
Maclean's, 87) NQ. 5 (May 1974), 46. . .. 
lb id., p. 46. 
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~aurence also realized that, just as she could no 

longer express her deepest truths throu~~ males, Africa had 

become a barren·geog~aphical setting for her fiction, and' a , 

d 
she moved 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 writin9 
is that l haven't been rnuch aware of its being 
Canadian, and this seems a good thing to me, for 
it sugqests that one has been wri ting out of a 
background sa closely known that no explanatory 
tags are necessary. l was always conséious that 
the novel and stories 'set in Ghana were about 
Africa. My last . . • . novels just seem like 
novels. 8 

In each successive Manawaka work, Laurence advanced 

towards a more accurate representation of her historical 

and sexual composition, and this deepening progression in,the 

direction of"a recreation of hers~lf reached its apotheosis in 

The Diviners: This novel "is in many ':l~ys a summation of the 
1 

emotional and intellec~ual concèrns which are central to 

Laurence' 5 earlier fiction. Il 9 

\ Pin~aCle of self-re~lizat'ion in 

The author personified the 

Morag, who aèhieves a kind of 
, J 

last:i,.ng salvation through her writing. In addition, Laurence , 
pieced together aIl the. threads she had left dangling in the 

previous novels:'Jules Tonnerre reclâirns his f~ther's hunting 

8 Laurènce, "Ten Y~ars 1 Sentences, Il Canadian Li tera ture, . No .. 
41 (Summ~r 1969) , 15. 

9 
, 
"The Di viner~., Bruce, " Cal'ladian Forum, 54 (May-June-July 

1974), Ir.-

i 
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knife thât JOhn' ShiP+Y had received in exchange for hi'" 

mother's family pin in ~~e Ston~ A~geL, and then traded to ~ 

Christie for a packaie of cigarettes; ~IQrag is entrusted '--.J."-

wi th the Currie pin, Ithat f~o'"'ts t;he motta Gain~ay Who Dare and, 

in this way, is IIselJcted as Hagar' s true descendant. Il 10 ~Iajor 
'J 

and minor châractersfrom thè otherlManawaka QOoks are seen 

through the eyes, of Morag: Vanessa M~cleo~, .a sil.ly·little 

" girl 'with a good v~ice, later devastated by her father's death: 

Stacey, humiliated ~{ her mother's snobbe~y; Niall Cameron, a 

sensitive, solitary man; Nick Kazlik, ~a rambunctious child; 

Vern Winkler, a broken 1 whining li ttle boy wi th a runny, nOse "'--- . 
and, seemingly, no future. As Allah Bevan has commented: 

~' 

"Margaret Laurence has s~rely laid all her M$nawaka ghosts to 

rest in The Diviners." Il , 

But why.should Laurence have felt the neoessity to wrap 

everything up sa neatly in her last novel? ~hyllis Gotlieb 

hinted at the .answer, when she speculateq,that The Diviners L ~ _ { 

~ 

is too long .'. • • '1'here ar.e too many refe'rences, 
descriptions ,of, ~nd inéidents revolvinq around 

, .' characters from ,other of Margaret Laurel\ce 1 s books;. 
t~is is'a good device for putting down tbe survey 

, .ma~ks oi one' s pe);sonal uni verse l' but useful only 
wJfen i t is integra.l to the si tï~tion being explored,. 

.. ' 

o 

and tloes not detract from i t. ' 0 '. , .. 

G<?1::lieb implied that the frequerit: inclus:i,.on of old figur~8 

lO· Bevan, "The Di viners," The Oalh0Î1:s ie Revii!W, 5A, No. 2, 
(summer JL974), 363. 

; , 'I 

11 

12 

. 
Ibid. ~ p. 36~. 

Gotlieb, "Short Reviews: The Oiviners)". 'l'he "Tamarack --- ( --- ~~~~ 
Revi"ew, No. 63 COctober 1974),' 80'::"81 .. , 
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weakened the novel but also intuited that Laurence, at least 

to sorne degree, had done 50 intentionally, to hem in the bor-

of her fictional world, and close t~e gate on it. 

Laurence rashly informed her public that The Diviners 

her final book of fictioh: 

An'Y\'Tay, l 'm not sure her kind of divining is same
thing yau can quit before the gift aétually gaes. 
Maybe it has gone" nowi maybe that's what shets 
trying to tell us. 13 

Speculation aside, her last novel devotes itself to a middle-

aged woman \'Triter, who very much resembles her creator, and 

who cornes'to terms with the unfortunate inevitab~lity that her 

talent will one day dissolve. peflh'ap's that time has nat yet 

arrived for Laurence; perhaps her statement was ~remature 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 u~ure if she would be 'able to find another 

direction. For it cannot be disputed that, with The Div,iners, 

she had completed a cr~ative cycle, one in which éhe had ex

plored the human need for self-knowledge ~s weIl as her own 

identi ty and the' nature of her pow~rs as a wri ter, a,nd had 

finally arrived at a global definition of these, voiced 

thrQ~9h Morag Gunn. 
1 ~ 

Laurence found herself at a 'similar watershed in her 

career after she had completed The Fire-Dwellers: 

13 Audrey Thomas, "A Broken Nand?'~ Canadian Literature, No. 
62 (Autumn 1974), 91. lit 
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4 

At the moment, l have the same feeling ~s l did 
when l finished writing about Africa. r've gone 
as far as l persona11y can go, in the area in 
which l've 1ived for the past three novels. A 
change of direction would appear to be indicated. 
l have a halfway hunéh where l want to go, but l 
don't know how to get there or what will be there 
if l do. Maybe l'Il strike it lucky and find the 
right compass, or maybe l won't. 14 

The compass Laurence found at that time was the sarne 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 

~ornent where, like Pro~pero, she wishes only to retire her 

magic sceptre. 

14 

l have bedimm'd 
~he noontide Sun, call'd forth the mutinous winds, 
Ând" ,'twixt the g:r;,een sea 1 and the azur' d vault 
Set roarinq ware., to th~ dread rattling thunder 
Have l given fire, and rifted Jove's stout oak 
With his own boIt: the stron9-bas'd pro~ontory 
Have l made shake, and by the spurs pluck'd up 
The pine and cedar. Graves at rny command 
Have \"ak'd their sleepers, 'op'd, and let 'em forth 
By my so P9tent Art. But this rough maqic 
l here adjure . • • • 

1 1 11 break my staff, 
Bury it certain fathoms in the earth, 
And.~eeper than did ever plummet sound 
l'll drown my book. 15 

Laurence, "Ten Years' sentences," Canadian ~iterature. 
~o. 41 (Summer 1969), 16. 

15 , William Shakespeare, T~~ Tesyest, ed. G. B. Harrison 
(London: Penguin Books, 195 ,p. 86. 
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