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v1rg1n1ty and ‘the truth of pa551on, the truth
-of wealth and of poverty, of thrift and of
profligacy, of carelessness and abandon. And
then the people came along. Each ass “he appeared
snatched up a dozen of them. It was fhe truths
that made the people grotesques. The old man had
quite an elaborate theory concern1ng-the matter.
It was his notion that the moment.one of the
peopte took one of the truths tq himself,

called it his truth, and determined to live his
Tife by it, he became a-grotesque and the truth
he embraced became a fa1§ehood:3 '

Livesay continues by quoting Knister's 1926 preface td "Windfalls for

Cider," a projected volume of poetry, and notes, "here is Raymond

o

Knister, speaking of his aims as a writer":

Life is likely to be troublesome at times.

Let us veil it, they say, in sonorous phrases.and:

talk about birds and flowers and dreams. Birds

and flowers and dreams are real as sweating men and

swilling pigs. But the feeling about them is mot”

always so real any more when it gets into words®

Becaust of-that,.it would be good ‘just to plae ‘them

before the reader, JUSt let the reader picture them

with the utmost economy and clearness, and be moved .

by 1ittle things and great. Let:him snivel, or be

uncaring, or make his own poems from undeniable-

glimpses of the world. .

) It would be good for the flowers and birds

and dreams, and good for us.  We woild love them
-\ better, and be more respectful. And we might.

feel differently about many other common things,if

we saw them clearly enough. In the end we in

Canada here might have the courage of our -

y

~ experience and speak according to it on}y And

when we trust surely, see diréctly enough, life,
ourselves, we may have our own Falstaffs and
_ Shropshire lads and Anna Kareninas. . . - ‘
We may climb ladders, and our apples will be
hand-picked, and make a-more 1ast1ng v1ntage
-(L1vesay p 80)

Livesay pairs éuotations'from prefgtdrylworks by‘Ahderson'and Knister -

in order to. demonstrate the .influence pf.mid-wgst American writing on

7

.
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+ range of knister's novels and novellas, published and unpublished;

- . .

of experiénced reality.

“ . .

This thesis, as a handbook, introd&ces'the technical and thematic

.- * J .

-

although Knister was a leading Caqadian writer of_the-twentie}; dd

discussion-of his longer prose fictionfcurrentiy exists.,
- . - . ) b

.
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Chapter I Lntroduction: "The Courage of Our Experience"

John Raymond Knister was born Rn 1899, in a farmhouse near the
V111agé of Ruthven; North Essex County, Ontario." Kﬁister "read
voluminously," and Bégan:wkifing poetry as a'teenagerflf Bj'th?‘ear1y

: twent%es, Knister was also writing prose fiction, and fhis work Qa&

heavily influenced by the realistic and regignal writiﬁg qof the.

mid-west America of Knister's ﬁay. The writfing of ‘Sherwood Anderson,

° Ernest»Hémﬁngwéy,'Sinclair Lewis, Carl Sandburg, and R%}h Suckow can-

be seen as influéncing Knister's work. Quests ns of predisposition

aside; there are biographicatl reésons for Knister's dttention to the

; ,
work of mid-west American.writers.

L4

Between_]%ZZ and 1923 Knister wrote "The 01d Gesfures," a short:

story which, in expanded form, became his first novel, "Group
. \ . ) ' : ’
Portrait" (Waddington, pp. 179-180). "Group Portrait" was completed

in Iowa, where Knister had the chance to work in an encouraging -

“adlieu:

Knister began . his work with The Midland in
October, 1923 as the Associate Editor. This was
a special new position representing a <ki¥nd of
scholarship Frederick [editor of The Midland} had,
created for young writers of exceptional promise.
Ruth Suckow had been the first.appointed to.the.
position a year before. (Waddington, p: 179)

Knister's ear]j work reveals a fasgination with the familiar and;

in going to lowa, Knister was entering a milieu in which fictional
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"rep?eseﬁtation of evegyday'life and immediate surroundings was

considered valid and vital. " In 1923, Knister described

the group about the "Midland” [sic] magazine .
, But the word “group" perhaps gives an erroneous
. - notion, for the books of these--men are assuredly
" . not run in & mould, but express freely the
! individuality of their writers. These are perhaps

a group, only in the effort of striving to interpret
““their region and to engourage'each other in the

achieving of that-aim. '

&
As ear]y as 1923, Knister praises the reg1ona11sm encouraged by The

FEN

o

* Midland for not‘1nterfer1ng with .the "1nd1v1dua11ty, of writers.

: . R A . -
-Knister's remarks also reflect an appreciation of writers who strive

: e —
“to interpret théir _region” ¥n their work. Attention to the realities

d¥ t1me and p1ace marks Knister's. e1ght works of longer prose fiction,

-,fwh1ch in order of cbmpos1t1on are "Group Portrait,” “Turn1ng Loam,"

€n

14 White Nerc1ssus, "Innocent Man," “Cab Drlver," My Star Predom1nant

"Peaches Peaches and "Soil in Smoke

ﬁorothy L1vesay points to continuity between the'regioné1ist

writing’ of Sherwood Anderson and Kn1ster and asks her reader to

consider adjacent samples of the work of ,the two writers. F1rst‘

Livesay cites a passage.from the opening section, "The Book of“the,

Grotesque," of Anderson's 1919 collection of short stories,

w1nesburg; Ohio:

-

That in the beg1nn1ng when the world was young’ there
‘werer a great many tkoughts but no such thing as “truth.
Man made the truth himself and each truth was a’
.. 'compos1te of a great-many vague thoughts. A1l
about_in the world were the truths and they were
- all beautiful. The old man had listed hundreds -
of the truths in his books. I will not try to-
" tell You of all of them. There was the truth of

Lo ke

~
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Cider,

v1rg1n1ty and ‘the truth of passion, the truth
-of wealth and of poverty, of thrift and of
profligacy, of carelessness and abandon. And
then the people came along. Each as¢ “he appeared
snatched up a dozen of them. It was the truths
that made the people grotesques. The "old man had
quite an elaborate theory concerning “the matter.
It was his notion that the moment.bne of the
peoplte took one of the truths to himself,
called it his truth, and determined to 1ive his.
life by it, he became a-grotesque and the truth
he embraced became a falsehood '

Live;ay continues by quoting Knister's 1926 preface td "Windfalls for
" a projected volume of poetry, and notes, "here is Raymond

)

Knister, speaking of his aims as a writer":

Life is likely to be troublesome at times.
Let us veil it, they say, in sonorous phrases .and"
talk about birds and flowers and dreams. Birds
and flowers and dreams are real as sweating men and
swilling pigs. But the feeling about ‘them is mot’
always so real any more when it gets into words>
Becaus® of-that,.it would be good ‘just to place ‘them
before the reader, Just let the reader picture them
with the utmost economy and clearness, and be moved _
by Tittle things and great. Let:him snivel, “or be
uncaring, or make his own poems from undeniable-
glimpses of the world. .
It would be good for the flowers and birds
and dreams, and good for us. ™ We wolld love them
-\ better, and be more respectful. And we might.
feel differently about many other common thingsxif
we saw them clearly enough. In the ehd we in
Canada heré might have the courage:of our -

b

N experience and speak according to it on}y And

when we trust surely, see directly enough, life,
ourselves, we may have our own Falstaffs and
. Shropshire lads and Anna Kareninas. . - - :
We may climb ladders, and our apples will be
hand-picked, and make a-more 1ast1ng v1ntage .
(L1vesay p 801 . ) -

Livesay pairs duotations'from pref@tdrylworks by‘Anderson'and Knister -

in order to. demonstrate the.infiuehce‘pf.mid-@gﬁt American writing on

7

J



‘ D

Ler that whereas the father was an
A farmer, sending his 'soy beans to win

a prize’¥t the Chicdgo exhibitions, the son brought
“his experimental writings to Chicago where he hoped
to meet those riew realists, Sherwood Anderson, Car)
Sandburg, Ruth Sutkow. Hemingway in ghe early |

~ twenties was as yet unheard from, but the realist
movement jn fiction and thé imagist movement in
poetry . . . made a deep impression . . He
went to lpwa and got editorial work on The M1d1and
(Livesay, p. 79)

Anderson, Sandburg, and Suckow are a]} reg1ona11st writers whose work

reflects, and is deeply rooted in, place. Livesay's p]ac1ng of

passages, from Winesburg, Ohio and "Windfalls for C1der, side by

side emppasizeSfthe’regipna]ist sensibility of -both Ahdefsop and
Knister._ Possibly the "wine" ofAnderson's title refers to the
d1st111at10n of the varwed truths, as Anderson 1mp]1es in his preﬁace,'
of the” Tives 11ved in w1nesburg . S1m11ar]y, Knxster s t7t193 as he
exp]qins in his preface,.refeﬁk’fa’fﬁe—”v1ntage"4§§5t "we in Canada
here" might distill by having "the courage»of'our experrente" and so
"speak according to it only." If art ferments’1oca1 fruits of thel
ear?h, the result is worth experiencing.

Evidence suggests;that Keisfer particularly appreciated

Anderson's work in w%nestEQ, Ohig. In two stories in Winesburg,

Th—e

Ghlo Anderson places W1nesburg on the map In about the middle of
the vo1ume, Anderson refers to- "Lake Erle eighteeh miles to the
north,u4 and 1ater’meq;1ons that |

For days the weather had been bitter cold with é-
high wind blowing down on the town from Lake Erie,

-

- N .
- i ' . 2 .
. . P . ’ ’ . -
- .
. B . e e e [UOUOTURNUHE
) - ' R R .



e1ghteen miles to the north, but on that night .
o the wind had died away and a new moon made the \
L night unosually lovely. (Winesburg, -Ohio, p. 218)

3 ’ toae . -

O

Not on]y‘does Anderson repeat that “w1nesburg is eighteen miles

south of Lake Erie,.but he also names h1s protagon1st George Willard,
and a town called Willard is actual]y‘found on the map where Winesburg

" is said to be. In Knister's novella, "Peaches, Peaches," the setting
is primarily a farm found "by the southern'tip of Lake Erie"i and

about "fifteen miles" from "an inlet cadled Rond Eau" (p. 50).

Accordiné to Knieter’s descrtptfon; the farm.would be in the area of

-

- Cedar Spr1ngs or B]enhe1m On the map, a straight Tine draWn'across

Lake Er1e ‘between w1]1ard Ohio and Blenhe1m, 0ntar1o, 1ntersects .

the 1nternatlona1 boundary, wh1ch more or less halves the 1ake,
~exact]y where 1t angles southward to follow the shape of the lake:
In other words, B]enhe1m and. N111ard v1rtua11y mirror each other' 5.”

geograph1cal location acrose,Lake Erie. In part, the explanation »

for this 1§~that Knderson and Knister were both writing about the -‘-n

regions they were familtar with. Yet, if“more than codncidence‘fs at ,

work,- it may be that Kn1ster here prov1des an ob]1que int of ah -

impulse towardAa Canad1an adaptat1on of the evocative, regionally--
rooted wr1t1ng of Anderson ' oy

~

1927, and dur1ng this t1me he. expressed 1nterest in the work of two
other reg1ona11st wrxters of the mid-west: Ernest Hemingway and Ruth
e Suckow The ear]y fiction of Hem1ngway, 1ike the wqrk of Suckow,

" der1ves power from the immediacy w1th which txme and p1ace are

LY

0



_presented. B o

In .a 1926 letter to Ernest walsh edshor of ‘thé Amer1can

'expatr1ate magazine Th1s Quarter, ‘Hemingway reports hav1ng 'not yei

. read“ the "Knxster prose" in Th1s Quarter (Presumably Hemlngway s

reference is to Kn1ster S short story, "The Fate of Mrs. Lucier,"

o

5}

which appeared in the same JSSUE of This Quarter as work by others,

' 1nc1ud1ng hxmse]f whom Hemwngway ment1ons in his lTetter. )6= A\

]

.short story by both Hemlngway and Kn1ster appeared in each of tﬁe

\\

f1r Q two 1ssues of Th1s;§parter- In a 1925 letter, Walsh aav1se§

- . ‘\

i Knbster, . ' e . : . . \

~ Your stuaff is real. The story we tooks Keep SN
at 'it. * Let's see more of your things. Poems not v
SO good Dig all you can out of your surround1ngs N
Don't play safe. Try, amything. You may manage . N
something-really big if you risk failure in 7 : \\
trying. Study our men. Note Hemingway.. . . . S

Knister-had been takiﬁg Titerary notice of his'surroundiqgs<for some’ =
time, but after his dénlfashion.he did. "Note Hemingway"; Knister
discusses thé'prqsé of Hemingway in an unpublishg@-omnibus book \

‘review:

==

o His first book,- In Qur T1me, consisted of tiny

3 - short stories ab ut Tife in Michigan and

»  fchapter-heads on war incidents. They form

pictures with a clearness and swiftness which

it would be hard to rival. His next book

was a funny one, The Torrents of Spring, &
take-off on Sherwood Anderson and others of -
the modern school. "Now comes The Sun Also -~ ‘ *s
Rises, Hem1ngway s first full-length novel, :

about a transplanted set of cosmopo]1tes--
-Americans, English, and foreigners of the
. "Count-no-aceount™ type. ‘They are interesting

=

er




because they are real; their talk is-some of -+t
the realést ever written. .

Knister notes, Hemingway's technique of.creating "pictures” and’ -
emphasi;eé'Hémihgway's_abj]ity'to evoke.the "real," whether-the
reality in question {s that of cosmopolite speech-or Michigan 1ife.

In the story “The Three Day Blow"--which is in the 1925 In Our

Time-—Hemingway‘describes two young friends, who are only slightly

drunk, d?%cuss?ng~1iterature:

"Yup. That's the one where-they go to bed
d every night with the naked sword between them o
""That's a good beok, Wemedge.s' .
. "It's a swell -book. What 1 cou]dn t ever -
understand was what good the sword would do.” It
would have to stay edge up all ‘the time becatise ' + .
if it went over flat you could-roll right over it )
and it wouldn't maké any trouble." . :
"It's a-symbol,"” Bill said. . .
"Sure," said Nick, "but it fsn't practical:"
‘ + "Did you” ever read 'Fortitude?'" . - -
I "It's fine," "Nick said. ~“That's a real book. S
That's-where his old man. is after him all the time. '

Have you gat any more by Walpole?' - - ’
’ "'The -Dark Forest,'" B]ll sa1d "It's about
Russia." '

z

"Whate does he know- about Russ1a1" Nick asked. .
M1 don't know. You can't ever tell about those -
guys. Maybe .he was there when fe- was a boy. He's
got a lot 'of dape on'it." ‘ L
' "ITd like to meet him," Nick said
"I4d..1ike to meet Cheeterton," Bill said.
"I wish he was.here now," Nick said, -"We'd"
- take him fishing td the 'Voix tomokrow,”?' K

,Hemingwqy‘s pnqtagbqist, Njck;’hae i%tt1é,useifor‘e~$ymbo1~that‘is'
not "pfactical"Aaﬁd wants'£0'know if an author Qho writes, about a:

4
glven p]ace has ever actua]]y been theré Nick's’ acute sense of the

' here and ~NowW- -he" woqu 11ke to take ag author hws fr1end ment1ons o

.
h}

7
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?lshang--perhaps exemplifies what Anderson refers to 1n speakwng of _’
‘. te]}ing . . . stories" as they are actua11y to]d "in the towns and
villages" of "the m1dd1e west +10 Hemwngway s passage similarly -

« implies that the test of fxet1on 1s its re]atednesﬁsto the here-and-
- - - . o ) ,
. NOW. : L

4 Two works of Suckow's are in Knister's 1ibrary--Countn1 People
1 - '

(1924) andVIowalnferiprs(1Q2§). jhe titles indicate the

regibna]ist appnoach of both mworks. Country People s a novel that

traces the marr1age of August and Emma Kaetterheﬂry August is a
farmer, hard~work1ng, well-meaning, slwghtly stlngy, bent on
' . material success and the smooth running of the family farm. He can

be thought of as a rather less melodramatic version of the character

of Caleb Gare in Ostenso S W17d Geese. In Country‘Peqple, the .*
emphasrs Suckow p]aces on the physical environment parallels the ®
_approach Knister takes ih his longer prese fiction. Suckow's novel

opens,
N ’

»

Some of the best land in the country, people -
said, was right here in Richland Township. The :
soil in Hapsipinicon County was a little inclined
to ‘be sandy, didn't bring quite the price of the -
very -best lowa farming-land; but ‘this stretch in
here between Richland and "wapsze” didr't give the

‘farmers much chance for complaint.

Kn1ster s f1rst nove}, "Group Portra1t," similarly opens with'a ,
) descr1pt1on of the ground of mater?a] rea]lty, before such 1ess
tangTbie realities as character become the focus of attent1on In an ~

exfa fragment of hws foreword to "Group Portrait," Kn1ster writes,

"1 want to amass an env1ronment and characters wh1ch sha]l glve Offu

’

[
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as you say, the action . . . . Qr, to depend on the picture and make

) little in the way of stqry'necessary.“13 Knister éndugutkpw both

veer away from making action central in their fiction,

The secBnd Suckow book. in Knister's library, lowa Interiors, is

a collection \of short stories.. As the title hints, the work

presents Iowa as a physica]nenvironment and includes psychotogical

_portraits. (In this connection, it is interestingﬂjhat'a Knister

. short story pub11shed in This Quarter, "The Fate of Mrs. Lucier,” has

been desgﬁbbed as "the first Canad1an story to employ the technique

of interior monologue; )]4 _A sense of pltace informs Suckow's stories

in lowa Interiors. For example, the story "Renters” opens,

Crops were looking fine around Concordia this
year. Oats were rather light, but corn was already
tasse]11ng out in early July. June had been‘hot,
with plenty of rain; muggy, steamy "corn weather.'
., Grass was rich and thick; weeds ‘along the roadsides--
milkweed, sweet- $]over, ragweed thxstles--were a
" perfect_thicket. )

' T
In referring to crops, weather, and weeds, Suckow estab11she5’

“physical setting, and by 1mp11cat1on celebrates the env1ronment Th@ -

detax]s of an "ord1nary" env1ronment are worth recordang because they
merat attent1on and 1nterest Knister also gives deta1ls of the °

physmca] env1ronment tn h1s 1onger prose fiction, but perhaps goes

beyond Suckow,1n making described environmernts immediate, going so far,

for examp]é, inwhiteNarcissus as seeming to fuse character mood with

percept1on of the envjronment.

In .his "1926 review of Iowa Inter1ors, Knister notes:

-
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the subjects Miss Suckow finds in Jowa . . . show . i
her more concerned with the actial, the quotidian,

with what can be .identified, named, understood--but

also, felt--than with . . more dramatically

emotional crises . f6" . .

(. - ,
) |

In praising the way that Sﬁckow deals with the "quotidian" or
commonp?ace and in referr1ng tevSuckow $ treatment of - rea11t1es both,

tfelt™ and visible, Knister 1nd1cates his ' own understand1ng of

regionalism. The title of Kn1ster s review 15 "The Inter1or of

"

H

America,"” and it, even more than the title lowa Interiors, points to

both the inclu@%on of the psythoTogica1 ih’Iawa Ihteriors, and the’

. fact that Iowa, &s part of the middle west, represents the “1nter1or"

or heartland of America. 17

- Suckow?s novel The,Bonne¥ Fami]y‘(]QZBf also_appeared#in
Kn}ster's Tifetime, and has atfinitiés with Knister's exprassed :
lﬁtérary interests. First]y,°tha novel is intensely rooted in the
_.here-and-now, and in part the bpaniné paragraph reads rather like a

Knister poem, evoking the same sort of‘sensudus immediacy and
5> Q
qe]ebratwon of everyday reality as, for example Knister's poem "White

€at." - Suckow’s novel opens,

\ , .
It"was a summer afternoon. The daf had begun o
with a thick crust.of dew over the grass when Sarah
* ._went out after breakfast to pick the nasturtiums.
~ Then, when she sank her hands beneath the petals-- .
velvety, dusky: red and ¢Fange.and yellow--bright
drops shook off upon her fingers, ?nd the pale green
stems; snapping fresh1y, were wet. - :
7 ! .
Apart from the 1ntense vitality of ordinary experience which Suckow's

. 1mage convgys, the opening paragraph of the novel 1ntroduces the

- . - A -

| o
‘. "
T I .1/ é
. B
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Bdnney'family.' The novel has four.parts: the first part introduces

the Bonney family,'fhe second characterizes the elder son, the -third

Lot

the. elder daughter and the final sect1on descr1bes the dissolution of
the nuc]ear Bonney family. As the structure of the work 1nd1cates,

the nevel focuses on the Bonneys, but in the course of the storf}

.

. ™~
Suckow creates an oppertunity to have a minor character-make a remark °
that evokes her view of éurreﬁt literary opinions. A young college
instructor of English explains, "'I'm damned. I mentioned Sherwood

Ahderson right out dn my classes'" (p. 249).

5T Andefson “began to write . . . with the encouragement of Carl

Sacdburg In 1926, Knister described the effect of hear1ng

Sandburg s poetry ‘read aloud as being the evocat1on of "da11y 11fe“ -

and “vision": ' ' E%&?

and. one knows that man must go on exploring his.
many provinces, that his only hope is a truthful
~and honest’ search for beauty in what exBSrience
. is given him, in daily life and vision.

. b ~ -
’ +

There is evidence that this Tnstance of Knister's praiée for
Sandburg 5. work is more than a nod of ﬂcknow1edgement in passing.
Knister's read;ng list 1nd1cates that, between 192 and 1922 he read
Sandburg S Cornhuskers,%1 a volume of poetry which apbeared in 1918

In Knister's poem, ?Corn Husk&ng," the "cornstalks bow with
1‘122 .

r

laughter. In Sandburg's "Laughing Corn,ﬁ which is in Corihuskers,

 the corn 1s assocxated w1th "a cehquering laughter. w23 Whereas

SaﬂdbUﬁg s rather br1ef ‘poem ends. w1th a réference to "the farmhouse" e

‘where "the farmer and.h1s‘w1fq" may-”ta]k things oyer together," in-
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Knister's 1dnger poem characters speak while actua11y.wdrking'atfcdfn -

_ husking. Whrle Sandburg leaves the actual work of corn husking
offnstage, it-i%: central in Kn1ster S poem Inbtha; sense Kn1ster ;
poem beg1ns where Sandburg s ends, and Knister s cho1ce of t1tle may
ref]ect a des1re to acknow]edge such cont1nu1ty -In the longer puem
"Corn Husk1ng;” Knxster weaves the. patterns of speech with the'

ythms of work, and’ the poem 1nc]udes powerful evocat1on of the

physical env1ronment.

"Sandbuhgfs poems "were,usua11y short and laconic and colfoquial,

and "celebratéd. the e]dngour of Chicago, the:sun]it-praihie; the
simple man" (Cunliffe, 'p. 246); if_thicago'ds\Sandburg‘s'eity3 his .

work - .- *

a1med at catch1ng the atmosphere of ‘the- Centra]
“region of which it was the.capital. Sandburg .

tried to answer the great Americam .'. . conundrum--
.that of making the ordinary extraord1nary, of '
plucking significance out of common events ’
(Cun11ffe, p.- 245)

- A - " . ki

The 1ntenest in -mak1ng the ord1nary extraord1nary“ that Cun17ffe

' detects in Sandburg 5 work strikes the keynote - of~regjona41sm, and
Kn1steq\s 1nterest in Sandburg s work at least -in part stems from

Sandburg S reg1onalasm,“i ;

~
-

AN . ! -

Had we- the courage of Bur exper1ence, we m1ght .
have produced a Bu¥n3;. Wh1ch I'mean a poet-
draW1ng his nspiration Txom the 'sQil . "o
Carl Sandburg fjnds beauty and-majesty. in L .ot

-CHicago, .but he was. not .born.there.” His ‘very .
‘name. ?s1c] I feel sure, arouses a shudder among - :

‘my readers. .That .is why we have no Burns, no . ’
Sandburg; thé'fallacy that only certain . "

/ . . 'GJ A

~ - -~

-

an




. from Knister's 1927 essay, "The #oefry of Archibald Lampman."

' extraord1nary,

traditionally sanctified objects-are poetical ‘
would make progress impossible.. Nothing, not
poetry or dreams, can exist except on-the basis
of redality. As long as we flinch from contact
.with the actual, we shall go without- great
poetry, and.our verses w%ll become more and

more near]y dead matter. . ‘

In h1s 1926 preface'{; "W1ndfa1ls for C1der,” Kn1ster refers to the

p0551b111ty of we in Canada having ."the courqge of our exper1enc%5’-

a,  phrase Knister also uses in his 1928 remarks about Sandburg.

Knister's expression imp]ies an underlying view of reality, for to
have the courage of our exper1ence is to aCknowfedge more than

-physical or material rea11ty. The rea11ty of geograph1ca1 place

.‘provides the Qround for beginning to write of, rea]1ty or, in

Knister's words, the “experience".of "daily life and vision."
3 1 )

Dorothy Livesay identifies, as Knister's aesthetic, hié_
statement -that "'Poetry is to make things real--those of the

.imagination, and those of the tangible wor]d.f”25 (This remark is
26
)
. J N .
‘As Livesay points-out in her review essay, "Knister's Stories,"
;- . - _ X
- whereas Knister sought for a S1mp1e realistic
effect he possessed, in addition, an intensity

and sensitivity by which he was able ‘to make the
ordinary extraordimary.. (p. 81)

}\

~ As Livesay suggests, ‘Knister's fiction can "make the ordinafy

" and Kn1ster does this by assimilating the things of
‘the "imagination, and those of the tangible wortd." . '

In an unpublished series of-notes entitled "Notes for Novel’

-
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(Group Portrait)," which would_have been written in 1922 or 1923,

Knister writes:

Object of art, and of art of fiction is
evocation of emotion, -For this, the best form
is the most successful, and therefore none is
prove [s1c] intrinsically better than anothér, 2’

Kn1ster Iater expanded ‘his definition of the ”obJect of art." The ’

concluson of Knister's "Purposes ofAE1ct1on,' an art1c1e pub11shed

in late 1926, reeds: .

when Conrad scrutinized human character in its -
- various national and individual characteristies,
-he did so with ‘the greatest care, .. ... in.the
- - interests of truth for the ereation of beauty.
S . Through forms of beauty to share his -sense
: © cof mystery, terror, delight or ugliness with his
fel]low-creatures, was, the aim which Conrad - T
confessed, which he gave as the aim of the artist
- .Tn all times and all mediums. To make you see, to
h make. _you feel, and to realize the so]1dar1ty of all
+ created things under the sun.28 _

°

While Knister descfibes, in. the notes toward his first noVe],“the aim .

of art ‘as the evdcation of emetfon3“'by 1926 he 1mp11es that the
JMaim of the art1st is a‘matteh of making people "See_. ... feel,

and . . . rea11ze the relatedness of expertence{ 'Knister névek .':
' deserted h1s alleg1ance~to reg1ona11sm, but his exp:essed sense ot
the COmp1ex1ty of rea11ty 1ncreased, and his longer prose f1ct1on
1ncreasyng]y~ass1m1]ated-smoqth]y the representat10n-o£ material
reality and suchiless.seiza61e realities as chahécteri In the |

. process of evoking rea]itjes tahgib]e and 1ntangihle in his work,

~ Knister could look to the models that regionalist writers provided,

14
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but Kn1ster S f1ct1on and non- f1ct1on also suggest ‘the presence of

other 1nf1uences . I ,i

Dorothy L1vesay, herself a poet, writes of Knister,
o ‘ !

For too long he has been known only . » 35 an,
1mag1st poet who came from an Ontar1o farm to make .
his way in the twenties magazines, Thiy Quarter,

. Paris, and The Midland, lowa. His chyef desire,

“ however, was to write fiction. ("Kn1ster S
Stories," p. 79) ./

In his- 1926 article, "On Reading Aloud," Knister refers to imagism
% o / .
and speaks of the continuity between poetry and prose fiction. 1In
: ]

15

the opening paragraph of his article, Kni§ter‘writes'that "poems were -

made not to convince us by their 1ogic but to move us by their muswc,

or by the 1mages they call up." Kn19ter adds
/

"By their images. This is a comparatively new
conception in poetry. Ig/is perhaps a dozen or '
fifteen years-ago that.a/small band. of. poets, some
American and some Eng?iﬁh, adopted imagism . . . as
a creed. This is not expressing it too strongly.~’
The creed was precise]& and definitely formulated.

~Nowadays all poets agree that these rules regarding
the use of theé exact/word the keeping of the eye _
on the object, and so forth, are a part of all goqd
wr1t1ng, prose and verse. But as for making the

- image -the whole poém, that is not accepted by

7 anyone, thowgh many fine poems resu]ted from such
usage. (p. 14, ¢ol. 1) -

-
B

His praise for the use Q% the "exact word" and- the ﬂkeepidéoof the

. eye on the ‘pbject” is'ﬁdre than a matter of a ﬂod in-passing In the

essay "Canad;an L1terat1," Kn1ster descrgbes hwmself as spendwng the

winter of TQZT writing "farm, stor1es, and .also th1rty or fOrty farm

|
poems, with the eye on the obJect "29 .

- : - <
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Harry Levifn notesga~similar festure in the'p;o;e of a
contemnorary of’Kn1&§§§,s, Kn1ster was born 1n 1899 Ernest Hem1ngway
in, 1898 ~ Levin statessthat "Hém1ngway manages to susta1n h1s
reputat1on for concreteness by -an explgrang eye for the 1nc1denta1

T 7 detail;” 30 and exp1a1ns Lo

. ~e -
. 4. . - e -
- - -
- . x .

' . - “By prsent1ng a success1on o¢‘1mages, each of ;' o
. .-which has-its. br1ef moment when it commands i
e T - _the reader's undivided attention, he achieves.

- - -

his special yividress and flutdity,” (p. 189) o T

- -

- . k . .
Leytn observes::lp/the course of d1tcuss1ng Hem1ngway s Qrose—-that

N “It 1s not surprws1ng that Hem1ngway S verse, pubJ1shed by oetfx in.

:"f\° 1923, is recogn1zab1y 1mag15t1c 1n character (p 160). Kn1ster s
};"‘ “‘“ verse -Was’ pdbl1shed by . oetnx in 1924 And Kn1ster states that he

-Wr1tes both storiés. and poems w1th the eye’ on the ObJQGt " One can

AR - ~

argue that Kn1ster, as Lev1n argUEs n the case ef Hem1ngway, retanns .

)
~

. the—hab1t of. the wr1ter of 1mag1st1e poetry, or the hab1t of mak1ng -

’ - -

i . s1gn1f1cant~0r central use of 1mages Jn wr1t1ﬁg pro$e ftctlon

-t ~

Ce T In ]926,,Kn1ster wrote thatthe techn1ques-of prec1se d1ct10n

.
o s * -

-

"o and keen, observat1on, if- 0r1nga]1y recommended by - the imagist poets, )

- Y - < 4

"are a part of,a11 good wr1t1ng —prose and. vexse Kn1ster re1terates

- - e ._.

tht; sense of a cont1nu1ty bétween “prose and versa when he- wr1tes,

- -
B ~ -~

. that imagism “is more. imiting than~ever~the sonnet was" becauSe 1f

each poem is to. be a s1ngTe 1mage, 1t.may be gerfec&ly sat1sfy1ng as

-

" such, and yet in many cases fa11 to move the reader ) for Knister the
B ~ criterion for poetry is fhat-1t mpve;the reader whether "1t -is

.. printed as prose or not" {"On Reading Aloud," p. 14, tols 1:2).

- - - - . .



In the essay, "Katherine Mansfield," Knister comments that the
.. N ' A" f" . . ‘ . ,‘ . -

-t

/ "world" of Mansfield's fiction

. might be taken as the vision of a child seeing
T every detail and thrast back again- and.again
to-surface observation by the'enigmatic A
character-qf .the things -it sees..- It is.a - A
strange world of . . . stars that say, 'Let's '
““throw something,' -palms Tike 'immense untidy
bIrds . . . of tiny owls perched and calling,
'More’ porks; more pork,' of 1anterns 'burning
softly as 1f fqr themse]ves -

v s, oy .
. N

For Knister;*the ”vision" of Mansfier‘é fictioﬁq] world rgf]écps a-”

tﬁirst for ' surface observatTOn" that a<child, with a consum%nq

- . -

cur1os1ty about the wealth of new th1ngs to be, seen, m1ght have.

~Kn1ster ma1nta1ns that Mansf1e1d 's fiction presents, the ' exter1or

* world" as a "chwld" m1ght see ity w1th deta1ls 'recorded for Tovefdf,”

themselves" (p. 429),. ‘ . -

ey

Préﬁumab]y Knister appreciated the inclusion in prose’ fiction of .

"surface observation" wtth an_gccompaqyﬁng evocation of "the enigmatic '

cﬁ%racter~of things"; as Knister explains, after quoting from a.

Mansfield stbr}; which ends,,
4 - “

Through a.big crack in the cement yard a°
poor Tooking plant with dull, reddish flowers
had pushed its way. I looked at the¢/dead bird
again . . .-. And that is the firs§ time I
remember s1ng1ng~-rather . . . listening to a
silent voice, inside a little cage that was me.'

The last sentence typifies a common tendency
in this and other modern work, to a sort of
symbolic imagism. And one still fails to see
that it is an improvement on Chekov's somehow
mysteriously putting the object or-fact before
us without symbols of any sort. (p. 434)
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Knister.relates_the effect of what he calls'fsymbo1ic imagism" to the
'pYesentation.of an "ebject or fact . . . without symbols of ady sort,”v’
and 50 implies that, 1n prose -fiction, Mansfield's “symbo]1c 1mag1sm,
]1ke Chekhov's approaqh presents and ce]ebrates the eveeyday 1n and of
1tse1f\ when Knister pra1ses Chekhov for "putting the object or fact
before us without symbols ofveny sort,” he defines a strengtd of
Chekhov'$ short stor{es %n termps yery similar to those he uses .to
describe the def1n1ng character1st1c of 1mag1st poetry: the -
eresentat1on of a "bird o} rock or flower or person w1thout compar1ngf
it to something e]se, and without mora1121ng or genera]1z1ng about it!
_(“On Reading A}oud " p. 14, co]. 1). Knister has it that Chekhov, Tlike

" an imagist poet, can present an everyday ”bbest as¢beidg.ofyv
a

“sufficient importance. to p}eclude the need of':an extraneous or imposed

symbolism. And Knister's.implication, that the kind of coﬁcentrafed
, .

image of evefyday life that imagism specializes in can well make. a

- transfer into prose fittioﬁ, ngeeé with Kni;ter's remark'that his

poetry consists of “ge]ebrations“ of "ploughing, or horses, or bees"

(“Canadian Literati,”'p. 164). " To perceive the everyday as worthy bf \Q‘f

\ s

focus is.to suggest the inherent value of the everyday, or to

4

~celebrate the extrpordinary-nature.of so-called ordinary Jife.
Textual evidence indicates that, in his longer prose fiction, Knister
favours the teCG?ique Qf using intgnsely evocative images a‘.
technique that, was already famifiar to him from his own writingfofﬂ

" poetry.

Knister observes that "Many of us Canadians do not yet realize

that poetry must hdve, or rather has a conne;tion with er.”a‘2 By

.~
~ . -

ok

S
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the late twenties, Knister was working on two novellas that.reflect his -

interesf in the use of images and 1iferature based on experienced
rea]itiesk. "Inpoéent Man" and "Cab Driver"--~the fatter became B
»qvéilab]e only in January 1984--are.both set in Chiéago,.whené
:Knisﬁer~spent the summer of 1924 (after-leaving lowa and before '
returhing té Canqda): lThese.works share fhe inclysion of harsh urban
real%ties and vis#onary realities. Kni§£er emp}o§s.aifferen£ ('
techniques in the th worksi—"lnnocenf Man” has‘a'framE“narratiVe,

while "Cab Driver" becomes quinatedAby the metaphorical equation of .
. : f B )

Chicago and Babylon-~but both novellas ihc]ude‘images'of‘cehtrql-' .
. . i)

importance. In "Innocent Man" and “Cab Driver," images capture |

sights and sounds that ultihate]y.detenmine.atmésphere and crystallize.

theme. Knister makes matgrial.réality the basis for eXp]oring'
emotioqal reality, and jmageé of 'sense perceptions enable the .
assimi1afign_of radjcalfy différent”varieties of'rea]ity. o

A preference.fbr'literature that reflects experignced reality
underlies: Knister's referénéeto wrigers“}ot vigorous enpugh to dqa]

with experienced reality as a whole" ("Lampman,™ p. 458). For

Knister, Canadian ]1terafu}g "should-give a voice to what is actually

. . A S .
being lived among us" ("Cagadian Letter," p. 379). While Knister - .

calls for anqdidn crgativé'writjng to reflect évéryday.realif&,'he .
makes it plain that™wore than matefial rea]ity,is'in’quéstion. As '
Liveséy notes, fof~Knister;."pogt y is to make.thiﬁgé real--those of
~ the 1ma§16qtﬁon;_and‘th93e of thé'tqngib1e worid”’("Lampmah,”.p. 4%4).
Perhaps. it is for this reason--thht in lizéfatufe ihe tangibles ana.
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@he 1ntang1bles of rea11ty count--that Kn1ster sees the art of

e

f1ct10n as 1nvo]v1ng more than accurate reprdduct1on of surface or
w33

mater1a1 rea11ty, or what Kn1ster ca]]s

photograph1c rea11sm

The phrase

photograph1c rea&%sm acqu1res a spec1a1 meaning in

the context of Knister §V§6n~f1ct1on.
' T - @
dated 16 October 1922: | o Sk

I d1d not mean to speak. fromtbeh1nd the rampart
of the dominant-(whatever the ultra«1nte111gents1a
may say) cult of: realism of a. Mmore or less *

photbgraph1c sort

In. h1s non f1ct1on Kntster repeatedly reveals a ]1m1ted inter
a phptpgragh1q type of ver1s1m1]1tude~ As Kn1ster,expla1p§

‘@ssay: L : ai.

Knister remarks, in a letter

/
DAY

!

est in '\

in an

hEY

-

N

054

rea11stlc expressmon does not we1gh SO vast]y

according to purely 11terary values., Gun-playing
-,West and North or chimes-auraed cathedral towns
~‘may be absurd; but it is not-so necessary that -

without going farther than the window or - the.
mirror, as that .kt should.embody a 11fe of“1ts

art should portiray a reality which we can 1dent1fy~;~

~

. ;'Kn1ster 1mplwes that, what Je eWsewhere ca]]s a "photograph1c

t o

N '.:-' o OWi .- ("Canadlan Letter,“ ﬁ 380}

-

sort of

rea11sm wou]d make a poor f1rst prror1ty qn a work of literature.

‘When he wr1tes that a- work of f1ct1on ought to "embody a- 11fe of its

: V‘own,“ abnve and beyond portray1ng what ‘can be seen. "w1thout 901ng o

farther than the w1ndow or the m1rror," he 1mn11es that there is a

'

=p0531b1e danger in’ a runaway predomanance of a “realnsm" that ,'
*‘. r'- Y
restracts 1t$e1f to a Cthern wf&h appearances It is «nwster S

¥

’chary sense of "rea1dsm of a more or 1ess photograph1c sort," or'

o
-
5




s

E ;predom1nant portrayBT of "a rea11ty wh1ch we can 1dent1fy w1thout
'go1ng farther™than- the window or the m1rror,“ that echoes and

‘resonates through, and fvna11y 1nforms, hi's critlca] statements about

Yea11sm' As the phatograph the wwndow and ‘the mwrror revea] on]y

appearﬁhces, Kn1ster s ponnt seems to be that a heatlsm concerned

S S

exc1u51ve1y with: appearances 15 not reaily a means of com1ng to an’

'engagement w1th rea}1ty at aT]; From here on, the express1on

"photographwc rea11sm" will be used to. 1nd1cate tne sort of "realism"

2

that deals 1arge1y 1f n@} excﬂus1ve]y with appearhgces, the sort of

realism that Kn1ster 1hml1es captures only a real Gy wh1ch we can

b’

1dent1fy w1thoum gorng farther than the w1ndow or the mirror. In'~'

ether words,.”photograph1c rea1lsml is that rea]1§m wh1qh evokes

the mater1a] wor?d o ‘., ;1 o S ¢

Kn1ster hecounts, in- h1s essay "Canad1an L1terat1,“ that an-

r

_ed1tor wou]d expostulate earnestly with me:
"MF. . Knister, you.make your people too real. .
Our redders don t want to.read about rea1 things.
- "They want. to .be: amused Try.to put more plot
o 1nto your stories '("Canadzan L1terat1, p. 164)

When Knister hecalls an- editor objecting to the "too real,” the

jmplication is. that Knister himself has an interest in capturing the

"raal® in his "stories," or that real things. have their place in
‘fiction. , Yet when Knister refers to the "real” entering fiction,

. what he means is not an utter servitude to empirically verifiable

-

detajl: ' - N o

"1 am'only pointing out: that we probably will have

AT



...to come to grips with reality before we shall

have & literature, before Canada will mean
~something ito the Canadian besides his.own
X personal experience. If any Canadian equals .
“#+ . Moby Dick . . . there will be no objection

. from anybody. Or if he can be as Canadian' as

* -« Poe was American he may create his own world.
',{"Canad1an Literati," pp. 167-168)"

If .the artist may, according éo Kﬁ?ster;-legitimate1y “creéteuhis own
'wor]d " such a world would not necessar11y rely upon a "photograph1c"
'vlvérls1m111tude or semb1ance of actua]1ty As the title wh1te
‘-Narc1ssus-1mp]1es, Kn1s;er s sense of the‘rea!1t1es to be treated in
"lite%ature a&mits tﬁe kind of truths that ﬁyth and métaphbn embody.”
'FrOm 1929 until the -end of his Iife,vKngster wrote longer brose
f1ct10n which ref1ects the’ cumulat}ve qnfluence of f1ct1ona1
) fstrateg1es that had interested Knister from the early twenties:
regiona11sm, imagism, inclusion of (without restriction to}

‘photographic realism, and the recognition of tahgible and intangible *

realities. In My Star Predominant, Knister's novel about Keats,
images serve structural and thematid purposés The no&e]1a,»”Péngés,~ .

Peaches, covers parallel seasons of botanical fru1t1on and

: psycho]og1ca] harvest. Kn1ster S 1ast novel, "Soil in Smoke," as the
title suggests, derwves energy from movement ;etween materwa] and |
.v1s1onary realatles

The increasing coa]éscente of thg literary influences behind
Knister's work becomes apparent in thé case of the'inffuence o%

2

Goethe. Livesay ctomments of Knister,

. His first literary influences . . . were

“w




"Kn1ster read Goethe s autobiography ear]y in ]919

.w

. those found in the Amer1can mld-west But {f -
1 assert that Raymond Knister was strongly -
e inftuenced by ~ -. . Sherwood Anderson, this
: is to say that he: found Tn him a confsrmat1on ’
of his own views: start ‘with’ precwse
_ bbservation, but see behjnd it -into the nature -
. " of things. As . . . in .'. . Goethe's - .
- ‘Confessions, the special qual1ty of the artist’
- is+that it -is given to him to perceive the . ~.
‘metaphysical real--das Ding. an S1ch (YKnister's
I ~5t0r1es;“ pp 79~ 80) . e Tk

“35 and in, his

autob1ography Goethe reca]]s be1ng inspired by poetry "to go out on E

the _image- hunt"36 and consequently becomwng :" S

. extremely attent1ve to the small Tife of nature . . .
" 1 accustomed myself to sée in them a sighificance, . .
o which incYined now towatd the symbot1ca15 now
. .toward the al?egor1ca] Con ; as intuition, feeling,
©ooor ref]ect1on had the preponderance (p 300) '

4
T

Goethe S descr1pt10n ofqp}s ab411ty to find the symbolwca1" 1n the

- sma]] 11fe of ‘nature" »-wh1ch 1nc1udes'"gnats" ép 300)--when out on '
Fan 1mage hunt,"” re]ates to Knaster S descr1pt10n of the effect of the

'~]1terary approach he ‘attributes to Chehov .or the’ ab111ty to evoke

o symbo]!c meaning w1thout departlng from the nature of evéryday

"rea11ty C B '.' - ":i . :. o ”_ ot

‘ "V1a Faust,“ which appears ‘to be an out11ne for a nove],'1s

poss1b?y the last: th1ng“37 that anster-wrote The outline describes

faur: stages 1n the ?1fe of a Writers- '"V1a Faust" opens, "Theme to’

1

' Faust and back Begwn w1th 11fe out of ‘the soil." In1t1a11y, there -

‘ is the "senswtwve adoléscent sou] 1earn1ng about 31fe," and _the "end

to be kept_1n view is the formation of this gharacter, probaoly a

o . T o ' i




great po'et."38 In the "Second Stage," the protagonist writes

"novels, realistic,” gnd his primary concern is “his personal

. relations:" By .the "Third Stage," a time of "intellectual” advance,
‘. . he notices that the "greatest writers" move "away from realism"--and,
. ‘ . > @ U SO,

in thé case of Goethe, "to creation . . . cerebral more than

1nstincti;e“ ("via Féuiﬁ," p.. 1). The outline of the final "Fourth
- : Stagé" ihéiudes no men%%oq of "réalism" or any oihér Titerary
,category; but~thé p;éiagonist's “phi]dsophévbeéomes that of a goo&
' f1ghter, actwve and pass1ve In the'finél stagé, the.prdtagonigi
. . "Returns once -more to earth the 1nst1nct1ve“ ("Via Faust," p. 2).
R : :. . -Mhile the fina} Jitgraronpjnions of the protagonist of “Via
Faust" remain.l;nta1ﬁiingly indefinitef&the Iitérary,development of
- %he>pro£a§onWst of,“Via'%aQst" describes a circle, beginhing witﬁ
' the "1n§tinc£ivé“-and fina?ly‘returnihg tovit' The point'of haQing
a lgép'that'beggns.aﬁd ends with t?!/:;;\1nct1ve posswb]y is ¢hat the
protag@n1st—-who ends with a recogn1t1on of the- "earth" or "the '
Ainst1net1ve"= -comes to a “full recogn1t1on of the rtchness of everyday
' '11fé, as embod1ed by the. "earth" or h1s phys1ca1 env1ronment His '
f detachment from earth]y or mater1a1 rea11ty presumab]y teaches him
Ihe extent to” wh1ch rea11ty is not ent1rely quant1f1ab1e ‘or x1swb]e
,.Goethe S Faust traveIs to parad1se to éxscover the ultimate meaning

39

- : of earthly rea}1ty; the protagon1st of "V:a faust" fol]ows Faust's

>

' road or route of detachment from mater1a1 rea]1ty in order to refﬁrn

; to earth W1th an’ 1ncreased understandwng of the r1chness of the '

-

meanlng of earth1y rea11ty e

o



~ themselves, having significance.

-of ‘the appearance of

1di§fdssjng Katherine

In terms of Knister's work, "Via Faust" implies the poséib]e

limitations that "photographic rea]ism"'might present to Knister. If

'.Chekhov's approach or Mansfield's "symbolic imagism" can evoke a sense

Qf'thé nature of lity, "photographic réalism" can give a-sense onlyA

ality. “Knister note¢, in the course of

nsfield's work,

.the.princip1e‘which Goethe enunciated: 'All that
happens is a symbol-and, by representing itself
perféctly, it revedls the significance of 41l

.- elsé.' Goethe did not create a form of the )
- . short story to illustrate this principle. But
Chekhov modulated one which did, perfectly. And
for Katherine Mansfield and others who -succeed

© Chekhov, their task has been 1mmeasurab1y

simplified. ("Mansf1e]d " p. 428)

14

Knister bases his admiraiiqn of Chekhov on the perceived ability, of

ﬁhekhdy to:eVoké the’magicfinherent'in rea}'Tife and ordinary things.

The refeérence to Goethe again,reVeals Knister's appreciation of
Gﬁethé“s apﬁlity~-an ability Goethe himself associatés with the
"ﬁmégefhunt”r#to pefceivé the thihgs‘of brdinafy‘lifé'as in and of

4

.
-

Khister's'wbrk,fepeatedly-reveéls an -impulse to write fiction @

.:baSeQ‘oﬁ,'if not éubsérvientztd, the material.conditjons of.

: experﬁenced reality. = By 1930, Sinclair Lewis won ‘the Nobel Prize for

- literature, an event Knister was. aware df.ep‘-Lewis was the first

North'American'to Qﬂn the Nobei Pfize forﬁlfterafdre and such

: 1}
. recognition could have been encourag1ng to Kﬁ1ster who as ear]y as

© 1923 descr1bed Lewis as- belng, Tike AnderSon, -a writer of the "M]dd]e»

’).)_,
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. West" ("Middle West in New Books," p. 7). 1In his 1926 “The Whonf
Realism," Knister suggests that if Lewis“s Main Street is not an.
"exact . . . picture" of "village 1ife,”'the work is "a novel

‘attempting to impart truth in a living form.?A}

An Iowa 111ustrator 5
of Lewis's 1920 novel; Main Street,lpossib1y4ind1cates the mood of..
the m1d~wést regionalist artist of the era. - |

The painger Grant Wood (1891-1942) is perhaps hest known for such

works as "American Gothic" {1930) and "Daughters of Revolution"

'y

\(]932).42 Yet Wood “éreateq'nineilarge drawings to be rep(oﬁuced as
Fu]]—page illustrations for a . . . pﬁb]ication-qf Main Stre?t.43:
These  i1lustrations were chcess?ul 1n§ofar as Lewis "wished: to buy

two of the origina1'drawings" (Dennis, p. 241)
) In the "summers of 1932 and 1933, Grant Wood created the Stone

City Co]ony and Art School located not far from the farm where he was

born ; "Stone C]ty is a . . . viltage along the Waps1p1n1con River 26

miles from Ceddf'Rapids“ (Grant Wood Country, p. 28). (It is with a

description of a townshib of Wapsipinicon Counfy, Iowa, that Suckow's

novel Country People opens.) In his “Aim of the Cofbny," Wood refe;;\v'
to the "need," in "the-year 1932," of a "combination camp and summer

art school within this section of the M1dd]e West." He.exb]ains tﬁat
q;:?' his 1faith in middle- western mater1a1 A £ fouqded upon the

*fi{ | cony1ct10n that a true art express1on must gfow up from the soil

|, itself"--a feeling similar to one expressed in Knister's "Via Faust."

Wood adds that "a groﬁp of pebple painting harmoniously together, each




B

ébntributing his own images to the forming of an accumulated vision,

5

. may accémp]igh a_gneat dea]“ gGrant,wood Count[x,'pl 29). Woad's
Tiﬁkﬁng of "images" and l"visn"cm,“ in the cbhtex; of discussing
regionaT\aftistic.ref1eétjon, rgitérgtes the ;ensib11ity foand in
Knister's work. .And'Wood's.recognitfon of'the‘freedoh.regionajjsm
allows phé individual artist, or regionalism'ézlack of prescriptive
technical 1imitatjoné, would,accord Qith Knister's expressed sense of
regibnalism. A |

_Anqther direct link exists between the outlook of Wood and

Knister in the form of their common recognition of The Midland.

Wood's 1935 ban%pm?et, Revolt Agaimst the City, "‘bubh'shed. in howa
‘ City," is a work “outlining his basic principles of. art" and‘ |
‘-”prgmotion'of régionalism" (Dennis; p.. 228). . In closing,, Wood séates
that "regional literature . . . might well bé,encouraged," and praises
"Such 'little’ maéazinés as lowa's 'Midland.‘“'lHe concludes by
expressing his "Hope faaf the next fgy years may see a groﬁth of
.+ . regional activity in the arts ‘and letters! (Dennis, p..235).
LikeKnistérgWood:yaiues a bub]iéatioﬁ such éé The_ﬁid]and for
éncoqragihg "regio;al act}vity"_in the arté;;work that ﬁay not
" entirely reflect plage in terms bf'"phqtégrépﬁ{c reé]isﬁ;" but work
that can conjure the extraor&inary nature of- the ﬁere—and-now.
Anderson, Lewis, SandBurg and Suckow offeréd &nister 13terary
precedents:fof reflecting the experiénce of Nortﬁ American.1ifeL
These writers, like Hemingway, treated the hergaapd~dow as valid

Titerary material. With Anderson,. Hemingway, Lewis, Sandburg, Suckow

27



N
‘ and Wood, Kpisfer was an artigt of the North American mid—W@Et, whp
captured the magic of 1mmed§ate reality with an inténsity that sheer
verisimilitude cannot necesséﬁily convey. Experienced réa]ity is the
_basis of Knifter's art, if not the boundary of it.’

Knister's hint that the work of American nineteenth-century
writers of romance could serve as a pfecedent for Canadian writihg,
1ike his references to Goethe, suégests_the’importance Knister placed -
on literature un}estricted by photographic realism. American writers
of regionalism offefed Knister 11teraf§ precedents that affirmed the
validity and possiﬁi1i§y of'ref1ect1ng Canadian 1ife-in Canadian

literature. As Knister comments- in an essay, .

Just because the mode]s are before the readers

the task is arduous and heroic of depicting

characters which shall square with Tife. They’

may transcend the people we see about us, but ‘

they must be true to them, and true to type.

We must get our Canadians from Canada. Perhaps

it is because of the difficulties attending
~upon the discovery of the interesting and the
“heroic in everyday reality that our novelists

have tended to shirk the task, and too

frequently give us abstractions fit for movie

or stage types. But we have our future before

us, to be made from the poEtry of the real.

Novelists, poets, allons!4

While Knister experiments, moving from §outhheétern Ontario fqrm .
' iife:to the ‘1ife of Keats, from a novella of prison that'haslthe
hﬁ]]ucinogeni£ power of a nighthare fo a'nove11a of the peégh ¢
harvest. time, concérp with the richness of reality characterizes his:

noyellas and novels. Textual evidence suggests that, in Kn1ster 5

‘ 1onger prose f1ct1on, “the extraordinary nature of exper1enced reality
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is the hea‘nt_df “the matter. Raymond Knister's nbve]_s and noveltlas »
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discover the promised land in assimilating the circumstances of

ever_ydaj‘/ rga-th a_n'd the taf‘t'f‘st's visi'o‘p.
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;;;;égaﬁ ‘"Gnoup Portra1t" 1s Raymond Kn1ster S f1rst nOVel 'The Kniéteﬁ?

-‘ﬁ

. -

. Chapter 11 "Group Portrait": To Celebrate the Commohplace . o

1. The Backgro®nd - - : : e
‘ - X e ] - s , ‘
1. Dates: of -Composition and the Text. = I J
P o '

papers include two earl1er, shorter Ver91ons ofgthe same work In
chrono]og1ca1 order, the ‘three ver51ons of the work are thg story :
) “The 01d Gestures," the story "Group Portra1t,' anﬁ the novel "Group
) Portrait," - . e RV | .
. , )

"The 01d Gestures" exists in the form of -a manuscript, which

-

includes 1ight re?isions; wﬁj1e,the manuScftpt is dec%phenable, the -

¢ - a .
handwriting of this version makes for halting reading. - The date

I

: fFeE.LZ]Z i922”.appears'on the first pagé'of the ménuscript;

. Although the‘fina1"page of the'manﬁscript bears the number forty four,

. thelwork is actually forty six bages Tong; pages “21 (a)f and "21
2 . 4 ) i . o A
(b)" are between pages twenty one and twenty two.- "The OTd Gestures

’

is among The Raymond Kn1ster Papers held at McMaster Un1vers1ty

7

L1brary; Hamilton, Canada. ]

While "The 01d Gestures".1s a work of early 1922, as Marcus’
Waddington. exp1a1ns, by ‘the Ju]y of 1922 Kn1ster had wr1tten‘"
revised version of hlS long story '"The "01d Gestures which he now

lll2

.taITed 'Group Portrait. The story, ."Group Portrait;” extsts in

< ;‘

34,

¢

i,



the form of . a typescr1pt of‘;;::;\ktve pages. PresUmany Khister“ ST

conswdered subm1tt1ng the work for pub11cataon at the top'left
'_‘f‘ . T corner of the first page, "]2500 [s1c} words™ appears, while the

'notat1on “Raymond Knister, B1e1nhe1m R.R. 1 Ont.;“Can;“ appears at
Q N ’

the bottom ‘of the last page of the typescript -(Blenheim is

southeast of Chatham, near the shore of Lake Er1e } The neatness of

—'

._ the . typestr1pt strengthens the . p0551b111ty that Knister contemp1ated

) ;submttttng the work for pub11cat10n The story ”Group Portrait,"

K L]

;J1ke "The Old Gestures,” is part of the co]lect1on of Knister papers

7

- held at McMaster Un1vers1ty 3 . ’, ) Lo

Waddmngtpn notes that Knister began work on. expand1ng the story
”G%oup Psrtra1t" "by the fall of 1922" (p; 177), the expanded
'."yers1on, Kntster s "ftrst noveT\“\yas comp1eted by the March of 1923

(p..J83).' The,nove1 "Group Portra1t exists in the form of a

i -

typescript-of tho hundred and n1nety pages The tr1p]e spac1ng qf“' '.;: P f
the typescript sugge&ts'that space was - de]xberately 1eft ﬁor '_A-. i

revisions, as Kntster customarn]y used double spac1ng for h15
A { . -
typescr1pts Handwritten rev1s1ons, wh1ch are 1eg1ble, appear
8 SRR
throughout the typescrxpt Although revas1ons are frequentt they

usua]ly 1nvo}ve only a few words Khwster 5 handwr1tten add1t1ons - ic.ol"

- 1nténs1fy Lhe contrast between characters wtth the 1mpulse to create

-

and ;hose who prefer to consume. The paper of th1s typeScr1pt bears

the %gtermark “PROGRESS BOND, Made in. Canada 4t "aroup Portrait" is
among the Kntster pap\\s at Queen s Un1ver51ty Archives. 5 "Group'

i

. Portrait," 1i e stories "The 01d Gestures" and "Group Portra1t,”

s has never been pubiished. \ . S




-

P

e : ‘ : ,
-Over the thirteen months from February, 1922 to MarchA 1923

Knister wrote ‘three versions of the same ta]e, rev151ng and eapand1ng ‘

the orzg1na1 story until it became his first nove] Toward the end

of his ]1fe Kn1ster would again turn h]S attention-to the story

with whmch.m1 ‘1onger prose fiction writing career began : Kn1ster's

"

last novel, ¥Soil n Smoke," is a revised version of h1s f}rst

novel, ""Group Rortraﬁt." “So1l in Smoke" is d1scussed in chapter

-
L}

nine.- - o L e

2. The Action:

1,
a * - N N
» . M -

-The story;'"The Old.Ge§tUres§§ cons1sts of g]1mpses oﬁ the- 11Ves

[

of the members of the Nebb1t famtly Two of, the Nebbxt chxldren

. domindte the story a son, Det, and a daughter, -Virna. The parents ‘

and the younger children of the fam1ﬁy rece1ve re]at1ve1y 11tt1e

‘ S

" such pretension, with- women" (p._4).characterizes Del. Heudrifts

,pe 5). H1s seventeen- -year- old SlSter, V1rna, 1ndulges in petty

“theft. The Nebb1ts raise tobacco but Del and Virna have 11tt1e .
?nterést in. the operat1on of" the fam11y farm Cars fascvnate both

of them Del f1rst appears in the story -after f1x1ng an eng1ne at a

, ne1ghbour s farm (p 3), and Virna first. appears ‘when she meets Del

.. on the road and explains that she was unable to use the fam11y ‘car

a

h t

' te drive to_a dance‘at,the nearby beaech (p. 7). "The O]dvGestures

attentjon.\ A "series of affairs, jif some of them deéserved a name of

36

. from scheme to- scheme, 'apart from his hobby of re1atiopa with'"JanesFi A

g



"ermine sto]e from the c1oak room (pp; 43-44). o

concludes on an om1nous note before Ieav1ng a dance, Virna steals an_

* The: act1on of the story, "Group Portra1t," is substantaa]]y the

same as that of "The O1d Gestures," but 1nterest1ng dtfferences occur.
‘As the change of tltle 1nd1cates, there is a. greater emphas1s on
‘character1zat1on-1n the second vers1on- “For examp]e, an “The O]d

'Gestures,a Del works for a ne1ghbour "because there was p]enty of

help on the home farm wnthout him" (p ) In "Group Portrant "

f Del's add1t1ona1,reason for work1ng for a nelghbour i§ "to fo]]ow his

ﬁbwn 1hc11natlon’ (p. ]7). Kn1ster a]so intensifies the c01ours of

erna S portra1t from the f1tst to the second vers1oﬁ of. the story
A passage added in the second Vers1on dQSCFIbES V1rna 5 contempt for

the’ clothes of the _men" eatlng uthe thresh1ng meals" her. mother makes
?

(p 22) prever, in-both VEFSlonS Vtrna prefers to sew ar dress for -

herself than help her mother prepare a mea1 for the, threshers
The nbve1 "Group—PorQralt,” aTso concentrates on the .

characters of Del and V1rna, a]though in th]S vers1on the1r ‘namés are
1 3

‘Del,and Robina {or Roby)‘Nebblin. Kanter presents the portra1ts‘of3

“these characters against the-background'of tobacco farming. The

I

?.Nebbltns plan the number 3f1acressto be devotedlto tobacco, sucker

tobaccof(nip.off the shoots of'the p]ants in order to increase the
size of the tobacco ]eares), pack topacco ieaves into balesl and ’
wonder what price their tobacco crop w111 fetch: - As- DeT and. Robtna

f1nd their separate roads to hell the Nebb]1ns raise a large

tobacco crop'with pginstaking care, only to,reap‘a-hitter harvest of
-~ . v . -~ \’\ i | . -

~ 7

37



" about eighteen months. ;ﬁﬁflhe f1rst autumn of the time the nove]

disappointnent when tobacco prices §1ump.

.3. Influences and Sources ~ . + . R

.« . .
o g, Nl

“"Group Portra1t §§1n descr1b1ng the detax]s of ra1s1ng tobacco,

has a dec1ded1y reg1ona]1st flavour. The nove] 1nc1udes 10ca1 s]ang,

~

.and the colour and prejud1ce such 1anguage ref]ects, for examp]e,.
potatoes are caT]ed "Irish. 1emons -(p. ]67); and at school Corra, one‘
. lef theyoungerNebb11n ch11dren, 1gnores one "Maud and her bunch from
‘ 'the townline" (p.,223) As we]], the ‘novel has a rather speC1F1c -,
setting in time and place The Nebb]1n farm 1s near the shore of

’ ._Lake'Enie.A“"Group Pprtna1t 1nc]udes references totlhe v111age of

Hagersville (p._]]Zf,.nhichzis'noYtheaSt.of Sjmcbe, Ontario, and ‘the

hamlet of B]ytheswooe (p- i22), wnjch is north'of'Leaningtén;f
’ o

38 .

Ontario. "Group Portra1t"“0pens in summer, and covers a time’ span of '

.

covers, Président Wilson-is in off1ce {p. 55) WOodrow w11sbn was in

- office from 1912.to 1920. However, YGroup Portra1t" 1s post F1rst

World War in setting (pp. 139 and 2481: Therefore the events of .

a

"GroupAPortreit” occur befween 1919 and 1922 For his no~e1 set at
the open1ng of the roar1ng twent1es, a t1me when tobacco was, Just
'becom1ng a popu]ar crop in southern Ontar1o, Kn1ster cou}d 1ook to

- the, reglﬁnaiﬁst work of two wr1ters for precedent--Anton Chekhov and

Sherwood Andersonm

Kn1ster S read1ng Tist for the years 1914 to 1924 indicates that

N



.he redd Chekhov's "Rothschi]d's Fﬁdd]e“ 1& 1919, 1920 ano 1921, and

Anderson's wlnesburg, Ohio. twice in-1921 and once in 1923, 6 What’ 1t

" relates “Group Portra1t" to "Rothschild's F1dd1e“ and W1nesburg, 0h10 '

is the use of a rura], regional sett1ng as a context for the
exploration ot‘psychologtcaﬂ and emotional rea1itiés In the short -
story "Rothsch11d S F1dd1e," the protagon1st Yakov Ivanov, th1nks as

he ]aments the Tost prom1se of has 11fe, - 4 ¢

And why was it a man-could not live so _as to
. avoid these losses and misfortunes? One
- ‘wondered why they had cut down the birch” Copse
-and the pine forest. Why was he walking with
ng reason on the grazing ground? Why do people
- " always do what isn't needful?’ .

.Chekhov presents 1andschpe in relatior to character, and dssociates

the two, with the effect>of strengthentng"the reader's impression of

both. “"Rethschild's Fiddle" illustrates how,‘inAmtrroring human

-

concerns, the physical envinonment assumes a symbolic nole.\*In an 4
esSa;, Knistet pnatses Chekhoy far ”putt#ﬁgethe object or fact before

" us without symhois of any so;t,f8 or praises Chekhov for conveytng
the: symbolic. import . 1nherent\to the things of en everyoay environment.
'"Rothsch1ld s Fiddle” evokes the process of the protagon1st s growing
selt knowTedge/ and the fiddle of the story s t1tle is the symbol of
Iyanov S d1scovery of se]f-knowledge Ivanov recogn1zes and then
abates h1s mean treatment of others, and eventually he bequeaths h1sa.

: treasured f1dd1e to ‘the person whom he once pass1onate1y hated

- Rothschlld The f1dd]e of Chekhov s story is an—obJect of everyday

llfe wh1ch gradually acqu1res symbp]1c mean1ng in the course of the



S

story; the objects of eve?}day life, Tike the ruradSSayironment;

e

sérve-symbo]iC»purposes as the revelation of character proceeds.

Knister finisﬁed "Group Portra only weeks before leaving for Iowa,

“and while in lowa he wrote of Chekhdy, "his sympathetic sensitiveness

‘Was SO greaﬁ¢that he seemed to see andlunderstand every possible

9

_quirk>of character or bias of environgent."” In "Group Portrait,"

. it is precisely the elements Knister identifies in Chekhov's workf-
'charac%er and'ehvironment--that are central,
Sherwood Anderson’s 1919 collection of short stories; Winesburg,
Ohio, exp]bres the lives.of*some of the people who'populate the small
town of Winegﬁuré,,Ohié.ffLike Chekhov, Apderson presents éharactef in
-relation’ to envirénment;&zpé_stbry‘éf'one.gﬁ the téynsﬁebp]e, Doctor |
Reefy, is . A ‘

L

de]1t1ous, like the tW1sted 11tt19 app]es that
grow in the orchards off Winesburg. In the- fall
one walks.in ‘the orchards and ‘the ground,Ls hard "~
with frost underfoot.  The "apples have been taken
from the trees by the pickers. . They have been
put in barrels and shipped to the cities . . .
On the trees are only-a few gnarled apptes that

. the pickers have rejected. They -look like the
knuckles of Docgor'Reenys hands. One nibbles
at them and they are delicious. Into a little
round place at the side of the apple has been
gathered all of its.sweetness. One runs from
tree to tree over the frosted ground picking
the gnarled, twisted apples and fi}ling his

. pockets with them. Only the few know the
“sweetness of the twisted apple.

Anderson uses landscape* in, escribing character and, like Chekhov,
draws symboWic'meaning fr ﬁ the things bf everyday life. <Knister

_ wrote "Group Portrait” afgégyfﬁbeatédly_feadihg th§4wonk of -Chekhow |

40



- and Anderson, and Knister's first novel réf]ectsthis awareness of the

literary use of rural, regional conditions in relation to character.

i

4, Context - - ' o o ' ' .

Knister wrote "Group Portrait"‘and.its earlier versions while -
living at his family's farm, near Blenheim, Ontario. In a letter of

7 October 1922, to a.friend addressed only as "Walter," Knister

writes,

I've been thinking a litt}le about the novel I \\
want to make out of the long story 1 showed you
v .. The story was about a farm family, you
will remember, with-a girl in kleptomaniac [sic],
something of a farm flapper. 1 have decided to
. make her the centre of interest, but the: subject’
. of the book won't really be her development, but
her relation to her environment, family, etc.

Knlster stresses h1s 1nterest in h1s main character s,relation to her

phys1ca1 and soc1a1 env1ronment By the time Knister contemplated
expandwng his story of a “farm flapper" into a fovel, he was a
pub11shed poet and short story wr1ter, his published work, generally
rurail 1n settrng, had often presented man_in relation to his
environment

Knister's short story, "The One Thing, appeared in the January

issue of the Iowa journal, The M1d1and, 1n 1922.. ]2 The protagonist
of "The One Thing," the farmer Billy Du]ck1ngt0n, edges towards

madness. for two reasohs. Firstly, his obsession with horses--the
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.~ "one thing" Bﬁ]]y "cares about is his horses" (p. 2)--increases.
) ’ - ’ ~ .

; Second]y,\hi% rural isolation aWSO'preys on his susceptibilities:

¥

On some winter nights the 11ght “from his lantern ,
could ‘be seen gleaming erm the windows of his = «
stable at tern er_eleven o'clock.- He was currying '

thé favourite ones of his numerous horses. It

was to him a joy familiar and recurrent]y consummate

to slick the colts down with'rags, to’'. . . admire

the ‘'round spring of rlb on the1r'we11 turned. bodies.

(pp. 8-9)

S
*

ForNBilly, horses rather thap people have “ca]]ed~;or§h.his 1oegihg"
" (p. 3), and the stbry‘revea]s_the‘extent,of 8111}'5 preference for
equiﬁe rather thanm human coﬁpeny: "The One Thing":iﬁciedes two
episodes that:illustrate Billy's preference{‘duriné the first

* episode, a "raw fall wind which wes-stheamjng over the flat land" ¥

buffets Billy and gives him "a cold! (p. 7) while, jj the\Second
episode, Knister deseribes Bi]ly*ae "holding hﬁe hands,.c;opkéd with
the cold, over the cook-sto&é'foe a time"‘(e. 14). 'In "The One
Thing," when Knister dramatizes Billy's preference for equ1ne society,
nature itself assaults B11]y ‘

"Mist-Green Oats,"” perhaps Knister's best known short story,
. .

13

appeared in the August-September .issue of The Midland in 1922. In

2 . »
"Mist-Green Qats," young Len Byrinder becomes increasingly -impatient

with the uﬁre]enting work of the family farm. However, Len's

~

irritation with the work of the farm coexists with his appYeciat}on

of the rural environment: e
. ~

The green of an oats field beyond was v1s1b1e R

under the apple~boughs. It was even now




beg1nnrng to take on a gray misty.-tinge. Soon
the oats field would seem an unbelievable °
blue-gray cloud, gl1mpsed‘from beneath the
apple trees. §
.. . fields of wheat would. bow and surge
-~ in-amber-1it crests. The rows of young corn
~ would be arching to either side and touching,
black-green and healthy. The smell of it, as
"~ -he cultivated and the horses nipped, off-pieces ~
of the heavy ieaves, would be more sweet than o
that of flowers . . . . (pp. 268- 269) -

- ,_

k9

In the context of "Misf-Green.Oats, celebration of the natural

‘world is the.touchstone of tranquillity, if not psychological health.

When weary of ploughing the obdurate'eortﬁ, Len notes that~”In‘the
orchard the sunlight seemed to pack the heat. down be1ow the boughs
and aopQé the oarth," and the boughs trap heat of "broiling"
1n£ensi£y. Len wonders, "Fou]d it be aé hot as this in the eity,

-
<

where one might go into the ice~cream par]ofs and ‘the movie

theatres?" (p. 259). Later, Len yearns‘for_the time wheo" e should

have reached the city and.entered. on some transcendently cgngenial

.-and remunerative occupation"--and envisions as an altermative "his

going to sea" (p. 267). Knister's presenfation of Len's disgust .with

—
the work of the farm is telling: "The fata} Jmpress1b7]1ty of youth

) was'lapping chains about him" (p. 27]). "M1st Green QOats" presents \

o

the idea of escape to the city as a QUintessent1a1 delus1on, and a

dangerous delusion. In SGroup Portrait,” as in later Knjster works

of longer prose fiction, to try to escape from the rural environment

is the desire of the doomed

A

In the December of 1922, while Knister was.in the middle of

writing "Group Portra1t ' The Midland published a group of seven



.the year, when thawing heralds the arrival 0% spring. In "Feed," the

ot
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Knister poems.]Aﬁ‘A11 but two of “these pdéms, "Change" and “Snowfa]];"

are exp]1c1t1y rural in settlng - A1 seven poems deal with man in

're]at1on to his env1ronment, 1f to vary1ng degrees, and more than one

poem }nc1udes anthropomorphlsm. "Stable-Talk" evokes-the .end of a
working day on a farm, as seen from the point of view of horses who \
have ‘been at work harrowing. "February's Forgotten Mitts" presents the \\\-

exhilaration of '‘man and beast alike on one of the first mild days of

“whistl;ng“ of a person,ﬁeeding’bigs'cahses paws® in the "guzzling" of

"swill" whenever a "certain note" sounds. "Lake Harvest" describes_the

"nou

sawing- of ice on Lake Erie; the "diamonds," "rainbows" and “shimmer -

of silVer-biue” of the ice provide p]easure Fdr the working men,

¥ 2

* while horses and trees remain “Pat1enfr as‘the work proceeds. In

"Peach Buds,' as in "Stable= Ta]k " Knister emp]oys,/@ non-human, but

] not inhuman, point of view;: peach buds exp]a1n what they endure as

\

_cling.

“they "wait"--"In Winter's young Spr1ng-ra1n/Str1cken the }ashed drops

The poem "Change" presents a paradox.r "Change" makes a case
for the revelation of character over time, while the sea serves as a

symbol_for chande as a hatural 1aW: "the sea is constant to change.”

(Myrtle Knister had the poem "Change" inscribed on Knister's tomb,
which-is near Port Dover, on Lake Erie,) The 1ést-poeﬁ of the group
of seven published in The Midland- 15‘"Snowfa11 " In "Snowfall,” the

Snow represents 1tse3f as ”Numb1ng the d1scords of the earth,.or

* Y

fulfilling the earth s dream of harmohy - - o -

-

*

~The work of Knister published attthé time. he was writing "Group

X
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’ Portfait" repeatediy deaié with~m;h in relation to his environment,
and especially.the rural environment. Howevér, the lyrical
ée1ebration of nafure in "Mist-Green Oats," 11ke'the.anthropomorphism’
in Knister's poems, indicates Knister's interest in'going beyond a
photographic verisimilitude in his treatment of the environment. In

a 1ett§r of 16 October 1922 Knister notes,

I did not mean to speak from behind the rampart
of the dominant (whatev&r the u]tra intelligentsia

may say) cult of r?a11sm of a more or Wess
photographic sort.

E"Group Potgfait" is precisefy more a matter of presenting po?fraits
than photograpﬁs--the subjective reaTities of portraits subsume the
obgect1ve realities of photographs in Knister's farst novel Material
reality is the basis ofd if not the fulTl extent of the real1t1es w1th
which "Group Portrait” deals. Ip an extant fragmenx of h1s~Foreword

to "Group Portrait,” anster wr1tes,,“1 want to amaés an env1ronment

and characters which sha]] gﬁve off as you say, the act1on e e s

Or, to depend on the~p1cture and mage little 'ih the way of sto;y
necéssary{”]6 Knister-e%presses a wish to create a Pﬁictgﬁe,ﬂ‘1n
"Group Portrait,“'ghat sha]}'invake the nature of ﬁheﬁhovel's
"environmentvand characterg.“ Elsewhere Knister also refers to

. character as being at the heart of "Group Portfait‘”: A ﬁwp pége
manuscr{pt document, entitled "Notes for Novel (Group Pgrfrait),“
congists of néie; which'iﬁ?ﬁtgf'proﬁab1y made between th§ stery and

nevel versions of ?Group,Pbrtrait.“ In these notes, Knister refers.

"to the centrality of cﬁérac¢erization in his novel:

* ’ §
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‘5. C(ritical Reception

The subject to be rendered is, as 1n Wings

of the Dove, is [sic] one of moral,

emotional evolution, so little a matter.of - 6.
drama that the result in action is indifferent;
she may marry or go to the _city, the subject .
1s unaffected either way.

Knister envisioned "Group Portrait" as revealing character, and moral
4 .
questions and environment were to contribute to the process of

character revelation. (The Wings of the,bove, a novel by Henry James

_published in 1902, explores in great detail and prolonged fashion the

way in which a small group of people cope with a central moral

dilemma.) "Notes for Novel" indicates,'as well as the approach

" Knister envisioned for "Group Portrait," the desired effect of the

novel; "Object of art, and of art of fiction is evocation of -emotion”

C(p. 1)

The verisimilitude of "Group Portrait" is less a matter of a

'7"phbtograph1c sort" of “realism“ and more a matter of contribution to

P

moving portraits of: people who feel.trapped by their environment.

“Group Portrait" explores character in relation to environment and, as

"~ is the case in "Mist-Green Oats," the way in which characters

perceive the?r everyday envircnment comes to have moral implications.
The everyday environment described-in Knister's first novel forms an

essential part of the vision "Group Portrait" presents."

)

. No study of "Group Portrait” currently exists.
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I1. "Group Portrait”

s . -
» - . «

"Group Portrait" shows Del and Robina Nebblin as being

~

self-destructive in théinsharedscorn for the circumstances of their . -

everyday lives. Their thirst for urban adventure 1s.a manifestation
of their rest]e§sné§s with ];fe on the farm; rural life offers little
ﬁ]easure or beauty to eifher Del or Robina. The finaf'fai1ure of the
Nebblins' tobacco crop”to fetch more than a minimal pr;ce, as a result

~

of the u]tiﬁafe dec]ihe(in tﬁé incé-of tobacco, {s a descent that
parallels tﬁe final situations of Del a;d Robina. .In their shared
scorn of everyday life, Del and‘?obﬁna sow‘the seeds of their.own 4”
_.destrdction. | |

The two stories which are ear]y‘uersions of “G?oup Pé#irait“
differ frbm the novel in focus, if not 1n basic actﬁgﬁ. In "The 01d

Gestures,” as the title suggesfs, cﬁange.pervades the s£ory-—the .
Nebbﬁts graw tobacco, a ;eiatively new crop, and technoiogwcai‘ |
“~innovation attrag}s the ‘two Nebbit children, DeT and virna, on whom
the story'fozuses. .Each successive version.of‘Kn1ster's story
"focyses more'sharply on these children, and 1t 15 1n connection with
.. i

D éﬁd Virna that.a bg]anc1ng of 0pposing visions emerges as early as-
the first version of the Story.

In "The 01d Gestures,” Del and Virna share an 1htérest in cars,
but thé story c]éses as Virna is a passenger in 3 car that 15'"[1ke'a 
moving pri%pn" (p. 44)l..1n contrast, attention to the farm 1tself

ends in pleasure, rather than imprisonment. On an autumn evening two



3

of the younger Nebbits, Frank and Herbie, go to catch chickens that
have been roosting in the barn, where the Nepb1t§ store tobacco.

w -

This chicken-catching scene is a 1yrica1_inter1ué%'diétingufspable
from the rest of the story by diction:'tone and mood. Significantly
enough, this sceﬁe appears in all Qérﬁions of the story. The rich
~beauty of the ‘scene in which Frank gnd Herbie retrieve ch}ckens
(pp. 10-12) contrasts with the sterility associated with a fascination ‘
for automobiles. There is a hint that Del has suffered from venerq;1
“disease (p. 36), while Virna rides in a car that is "a moving prison”
(p. 44) as she returns from a dance at the close of the story. .fhe
title "The 01d Gestures" may refer to the fact that Del and Virna -

have little interest in the ahcientﬁoccupation of farming, while

having patience with, and an interest in, the-technical innovations

.
-

of the engine, the éar,_and the telephone.

- The manQScript of "The 01d Gestures" ‘gives indications of the - .
direction in which succéeding versions of the stqry would move. -
Pageé “21 (a)" and "21 (b)" of the Tanuscript describe domesfﬁc

events concerning Virna before and after she sings at "a social in

.

t

the village." Knister does not describe the -social, or travel to .

t

or f}omAit,gbut concentrates éxclusivé]y on Virna's domestic -
behav%pur and outlook.

The sequencelopens, "Virna could ﬁot help her mother with the
threshing meals, begause she was busy most of the day finishing a
~qfess.“ Virna plans to wear this dress-at the social, where she‘

hopes to make her presence felt. Although Kpister -does not describe

. L

LA

-
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. Virna at this specific social, he gives a generic description of _her

’ - ~

- stage presence: © .

‘ " her voice when swng1ng was clear and pretty and
with her red shapely lips and blue eyes her small
figure presented a pleasant picture while.she sang,

"He died in a rude, rude way, he did, On the batt- ul
f1e1d one day."

-~

Kn1ster S descr}pt1on of V1rna S stage presence 1mp11es that Virna's
.. vanity- has unpleasant cznsequence& ~ She Spends an ent1re day, not-
preparing méa]s—for‘threshere,-but preparing to look "pretty" in

onder'to $ing of people who "died 1n a rude, rude Way " Virna does

.not dlstxngu1sh betweén stage behav1our and behayiour in rea] life;

when She returns from_the social, "After gxggl1ng for a few moments

at-the front door with her.escort she became very solemn at once,

Once alone, Virna gazes at herself in the mirror, a narfissistic
e .

gesture in the cohtext of the story. : .
' Most of the second half of the Sequence knister added to "The
01d Gestures" eoncernsvthe swir1ing-thoughts of Virna as she drifts.f

into s]eep.‘\fhe total effect of the sequence'is to 'suggest that

0 L W - -

Virna's vanity, perhaps §harp enough to border on narcissism, is

~ profound enough that on]y when she sleeps’ does she cease to behave as '

+

'_- though she were on a stage. For V1rna, appearance is rea11ty, and

. her v451on 1s a ben1ghted one In the novel "Group Portra1t

. Knister wou]d expand the sequence in wh1ch V1rna s conscious thought

»

dr1fts 1nfo a dream, and the Tater vers1on of the sequence amp]1f1es

, r

-‘the treatment of V1rna s van1ty and sexua11ty Virna' s"vanity and-

- "

~

. sexual relatlons become incréasingly 1mportant in the successive
. . _

1 . D -~ - e . ., .
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versions of the work, f6r~they contribute to theA"portraii“ of her

S : * «

~vision.
Another indication the mahuscript of "The 01d Gestures" gives of
the direction of later versions of the work is the marginal note,

"More about Rotand" (p. 21). Roland, the.oldest son of the family, -

.

ﬁesembTeé Mrs. Nebbit in being relatively si]ent and hard-wcrking.
In the successive versions of the work, Roland's view of the
everyday environment increasingly stands in cont;ast to the view Del ,
and Virna (later Robﬁda) take of their environment. | |
"In the secona version of the story, “Group Port%ait{“ Kniste;.‘

1ﬁtensifies the tension between creation and consymption. ﬁo]and
'becomes more c]oséiy\associated.with the work of the farm (p. 17),
and also demonstrates more awareness of the beauty of the fural

enpvirgnment :

‘A maple bough-could be seen, pink, spotted, with
the-¢lustered leaf-buds, gathered close . .
“Like. strange miniature plants they would be, germs
of trees. leaves-as red, in a few months .
-551c] He saw them as though they were in his hands.
p. 28 :

Knister AQded Roland's appreciationfof the seasons: to the second %

-version of ‘the §tofy. In early spring, Roland can see autumn leaves -
‘as thdugﬁ they were in his haﬁds"——he has an imaginative grasp of .
. his environment that Del and Robina do not have. Knister's addition

,'concefning Roland adds to the contrast between those characié}s who

I'4

have an urge to consume and those characters who prefer to create.

pe

In the‘f%rst version, as Virha leaves a dance, "The blue road



?

'spun away Bgneath" (p..44) In the second vers1on,'"The hazy su}phur

1,rdad spun away beneath" (p 45) "The "blue" road becomes the "hazy

51

su]bhur“'road In context, the word “hazy" suggests an impairment in .

v1swb111ty, and by extension a weakness in vision, wh11e "sulphur"
1mp11es the unp]easant, if not,the hell1sh. §1m11ar1y, in the first
version, the car ip:yhich Virna rides is "like a moving prisonh

(p. 44), while in the second version the car is "a prison gliding”

(p. 45). The final description of an autdmob{lé, a consumer jtem, is_‘

more damning in the°$econd version, . and the road the’éar takes
becomes a kind of path to hell: In the novel "Group Portrait,” the
car becomes a symbol of-tﬁe didBo]icadvde]usdon that the attempt to
deny everyday reality becomes.

. The Nebblins hope that by growing tobacco they may'befome.'
wea]thy,'and their wish for money ultimately becomes objectified in
the w1sh to buy a new car. The deta11s of .growing, harvest1ng, and

marketlng tobacco pervade ”Group Portra1t "and to a cons1derab?e

degree accodnt for the increased volume of the novel as compared to

its earlier versions. , -Reference.to tobacco occurs on the. first page®

of the noveT; Del noticeé.tha; "Tobacco was going to beigiown on
every_farm"‘(p.HBO);“and M}, Nebblin tﬁinks, "1t looked as if

" tobacco was going to bérthe grop next year" (p.-112). Tdbath is,
the subject of gossip in the village near the -Nebblin farm‘(pp 159-
'160). The Nebb11ns Busy themseldes’“sucker1ng tobacco:all day
(py23), cons1der'the need "to get the land ready for tobacco

(p. 170), and work at "cu]t1yat1ng tobacco . . . a careful job"

(p. 175).. The Nebblins' devotion to their tobacco érop reflects

4
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their'fantaSy that raising tobacco‘wil1 cure thgi? financial 1]15, aﬁ
f]]usion of~inf]atgd e%bgcta;ioﬁs at a time of rising tobacco.prices;'

-To ;ely on rising_tobaccb'pgfcés becomes a matter of building
castles in the air. Mr. Nebblin thinks of ";omébbdy foolish" who has-
tried to grow "burley" in “clay 1qam“l-"ﬁf would grow, but: ig’and
rank" (p. 113). The novel's opening paragfaph describes the
instabi1it& of the ”c]a;" that tends to "disintegrate" (p. 1) on the
shore of Lake Erie, near thé Nebblin farm. -In the context of "Group
Portraity//sqi1-surfaces and su ranean ltevels or fouridations
count, and the ‘hotse of the‘Neb:T?i:\TEEYg»a foundation (p. 152)

For the Nebblin family, prosperity derived from growing tobacco is as

. .
]

much a chimera as the fu]fi]menf of the escapist desires of Del and
Robina. . | .

fGroup bortra@t"-presents fhe'EOmparatﬁve reactions o?'Ro1and,'_‘
Del, and Rébfﬁa.té‘f1UCtUatioés in the price of tobacco. : Roland's'’
_response-td a dekreéée 1n‘tobaccp.priées is_id think, "?Hex would
have to wofk.all the harder next yeaf.' Théy'd have to_;hink of

something else to put -in in place of tobacco” (p. 244). The reaction

-

-of'RolandCOntrastshih‘to Del and Robina.- Ro]aqd.thinks of the:

) cdnsgquehcés of decééased tobacco pricés:lbut De1‘and Robina think °,
‘ of.the-tonseduences of fobdc;o pfice'inErea;es“ Del dismisses the '
“tobacéOﬂbuéiness" as being of any‘impartance to him, because he
assumes fhat Mr. Nebb{in "would q;{ve a tight bargain for wages”

(p. 139). Robina considers what money paid for the Nebblins'

_'tdbacco'might.buy: ~ ' L. “ : -



tobacco at thirty cents might mean so many

things. Perhaps they could buy the farm

next year. If they did she had no dread of
.not being able to make them build a new 4
house. Before that there would have to be

an automobile, not a little old thing like T
they had. (p. 93) :

Roland is the Nebblin left to consider alternate crops when the price
of tobacco drops; Del considers rising tobacco prices in terms\bf his

personal disposable income, while Robina lusts affer the money that

tobacco might bring for its power to purchase such material gg%ds as

A

a car. Interestingly enough, -the building that the Nebblins use to:

house their car 'is, to Roland, "the granary," while the other Nebblin’

sons call the same building "the ‘garage'" (p. 1313.

A new car is the first thing that, Robina hopes, money .defived
fro& tobacco will buy. When it Tobks as though tobacco p;ices will
DE'hiéh,thq fever to buy a. new car 1nfécts ai] the Nébb]ins, although
Roland shows some degree of 1mmunity to this fever‘(pp. 211-212).

The car becomes a symbol of délusion. In the context of "Group

Portrait," the car becomes especially associated with Del and‘édbina}
who seek to escabe the boredom of everyday life, and thirst after the
escapism and excitement that they associate with:the'automob11e.

Del is a "brown-haired young man of twenty;ffve, short and .
powerful™ (p. 4).‘ He first appears after repairing an engine for a
neighbdurhgod farwer, Rendall (p. 5), and Del can 1m§gine himse]f
exp1a1h1ng "how he made some gasoline engine go when nobody else was
ab]e‘to" (p. 138). Del prefers driving a car to "pok}ng along" a

rural road in a “wégon“ {p. 79), and he has a perennial interest in
] .
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classy dames" (p. 240). The rural fife consequently offe}s him tess
scope'for his interests than the city; on a'vaember day in the
countryside, Del 1ongingly thinks of "the city" in "winter. He began
to hum. The women in furs, ‘stepping from the g]o;ed éars.“ Del
despises the “mindless'people" of the town near the Nebblin fafh, a
town he thinks of as "Some burg!" (p. 80). '

The desire of Del for the women agd cars of the éity brings him

trouble. -There are repeated hints that Del has contracted venereal

*

disease. He "was not taken in the draft," and remembers the "disgust.

of the doctors, grins of the recruits” (p; 139). The 1astvview of °

Del in "Group Portrait" -is-a scene in which he ventures outdoors on é;

mild January day, as he is slowly recovering from whqt {g probab])ia7

bout of venereal disease (pp. 266—270).- o
As Del watches his brothers build a garage on a‘hi{d January day,

Frank remarks of cars passing the Nebblin farm, "'Whiskey in ihem

busses {sic], boy'" (p. R8). Del comments o6f the il]jtjt trade in.-

£

liquor,

A

"I knew a guy in the city, he drove . . . a
regular load, regular. He told me’all about it,
how they do." They don't dr#ve any make 11ke you
think. -
“What do they drive?" Roland looked around.
"Why, it ain't the driver gets all the-money.
He was just a-—aoord1nary fellow,. good driver. I
could get.a.job driving one of them.*
' "Del, could, you?" Hefbie 1mp10red him to say
« 1t again. Roland turned back and ‘began hammer1ng oo
Frank searched his pockets for an extra natl, his -«
pouch was empty. (p. 268)

i

Del's hesitation in his description of an anonymous person who drives



for bootTeggers, and Del's unspoken memories of drinking with friendS'

"at ‘one g cIock in a back -saloon” (pp. 239- 240), suggest that Del
h1mse1f m1ght be the:%;1ver of boo¢1eg Tiquor he mentions to his
brothers. Del” yearns for the women and the.cars of the city, but his
assoctration with the former gives him venereal_ disease and the nature
of h1; assocﬁat1on with the latter may ultimately imprison or kill .
him. Knister underlines Del's distaste for rura] life--Del, for
example, hegnets.thht he Iookg “so hayseedy" (p. 140). Del thinks

S . .
thét he and Robina are “"cleverer thén the rest" of the Nebblins

(p. 14), but what Del and Robina share is a contempt for the
countrys1a§ and a deswe to esrape-from the rural gnvir?nment, a
‘désirelthat in fhe context of "Group Portrait" spé11s‘doom.

Robina'is seventeen (p. 10), and she first appears in the novel,
seen from a distance by Del, as "a small figure of a g%r], smaller
. beside the trees that leaned above the road" (p. 11). Trees
repeatedly dwarf Robina; asjshe lies in bed she thinks that "“the
applé orchard seemed never.tb go away; it leaned black above her"

(p. 76). She\a1sovrepeatéd1y sees trees as being bTack; to Robina,
peach lrgés "make the land so black" (p. 73), and in the winter the

trees she sees from a window look "like tiny black ferns" (p. 275).

Robina's view of trees as dark, or darkly threatening, répresents her

view of local 1andscape and local 11fe - Robina literally cannot take

a fruitful view of everyday rural life; to her eyes,’app1e and peach
trees d9 not, in winter, represent the -promise of fru1t1on but a

‘vaguely threatenrng, black, or dark presence. Mater1a11sm is what

(93]



' has spent three winters, "puzzling" (p.r 122). Robina craves the

. ° v

attracts Robina; at "sixteen" she steals a "silver mesh purse" from

her employer (pp. 255-256). . -

P Robina's treatment of Benny Slooman and Stanley Warnock

especiélly,reveals her impatience with rural 1ife. Benny's view of
the local landscape opens the novel (p. 1).and, in his attraction to
Robina, he. overlooks malicious Iocal'goggip about’ her light-fingered
habits (p. 29). Benny enjoys the qual{ty of rural life; hg takes
pleasure in such things as wood firés (p; 1]9), and likes harses,
while acknow1edging”that automobiles are Becdming more popular than
horses (p. 35). Eventually Benny comes to court Robina, whom he °
newly sees as a “cfeature of flashes, tﬁrnings, burpings” (p. 120).
But whilé Benﬁy sees_in Robiﬁa “beabty . . . so near to him" (p. 121),
Robina’yearns for urban, and thefe%@re distant, "beauty." Robina

3

thinks, "There was beauty, more sweet than sin,-wherg;ﬁeop]e wore -

“the clothes, and lived in the houses, and did the things you read

about" (p. 125). (This sentence appears as'a‘handwriﬁten addition in-
the typescript of "Group Portrait.;) Benny can find fpgaufy" in hise

immediate environment,.while Robina's conception of "beauty" involves

1

the "things" 6f the City--her vision is one of glittering materialism,

‘and so0 it is a."silver mesh purse” that -she steals. -The difference in

the visions of Benny énd Robina emerges in their different'views of
urban life; Benny finds RoBina's “"enthusiasm” for the ¢ity, where he
“things which put the gilding on life" (p._125), and assumes she can
find such tirings in the c¢ity. Her craving for "gilding" overlooks

y

natural wealth; Robina thinks-"How dull everythibg“‘153 even as she

-
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sees g field that”is "a lake of golden-rod, with spray, whitecaps”

(p. 73): She. finally rejects Benny because she sees kim as someone

-

who has- "been to the city" and was "foolish enbuﬁh"-to leave the place

(p. 126). As Robina rejects Benny,AkhQ cares for her, she thinks of
-4 o
their relationship, "killing it would be the death of her yet"

, (pu']9f)i Robina's~thought has symbolic validity in the context of
"Group_Périrai;," for her preferences, like Del's, are ominous.
Robina rejects Benny in favour of Stanley, whose family is
Qyﬁ%peroﬁs, and whom she associates with his "long car" (p. 44).
Stanley is both "too gooa to bgltrue“ (p. 93) and-"a good driver"

(p. 75) in Robiné's eyes. His "long car" is "available for dances"

(p. 93), and to .Robina repfesents the promise of escape from everyday '
Tife. |
oo . As Robina drifts into sleep, her memories of,an'evening with

Stanley b]énd_into her semse of the orchard near her bedroém being a

black presence.leaning over her. {This scene exists only in
L ) p

rudimentary form in the earlier versions of ”Group Portrait".) As the
o P
scene closes, she remembers Stanley saying he cannot see a resemblance -

between Del and Robina, and she falls asleep wdnqer}ng,

What did his 1ying mean?” He was nearly =~ . 'x§b
Tour years older than she, must be twenty-one
“or more. Long, lank brown face flat with
‘features which were mno part of it, Stuck out
like ornaments, scrollings. (p. 78)

As Robina falls asleep, Stanley's face becomes a gargoyle that mocks
. e

her desire for "beauty, more sweet than sin." In the final scene of

"
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the novel, Robina goes to,a}dan@e with Stanfgy, where she becomes

attracted to-a stranger called Albert, imp]iéitiy agrees to sleep with

Stanley, and steals an ermine stole from the Cloak room before leaving

e

(pp. 281-290). At the dance,*Robina sees people "in the galleries"
as "strange qpfvering ornaments” (p. 281), while earlier she sges -
Staﬁ]ey's face as pcquiring “opnaments“ and-”scroJiings” as she falls
asleep‘(p. 78). Robina's yearning for'beéuty remqins sterile as long

as her désires are essentially escgpist, selfish, apd.pqterialiépic;
Ropina has- difficulty seeing others as more tpan "ornaments” to her -
own existence.

LY .
Robina defines her re]ationship with. Benny aS'"going on in that '

dead alive way!" (p 195)——an observation that appears as a

handwritten addition in the typescript of "Group Portrait”-<but it is

¢
u

her re1ationship with Stanley, of the "long car, which means
metaphor1ca1 death for Rob1na Jn “Group Portrait," Robina is.Tast

:seen at a dance that is, so to speak a dance of death. The first
reference 10 Robina in the novel occurs when Del ment1ons4her
positive view of dancing to a neighbour {p. 8). While dismissing :
Benny, Robina tells him, ""I cou]d Just dance till 1 d1ed'" (p. }94),
At the‘Qancg which closes the nove], the prospects of a bright

18 Robina think; of

~ future for Robina dim; if not actua]iy die.
where she 1ives as “this hole" (p. 125), and perceives free; as
darkly threatening; however, it is Robina's 6onpeption of her

environment that is morbid, rather than the environment itself.

“Group Portrait” includes indications of the elements that

would become the focus.of‘attention in the later versjon of the ‘work,

. e
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S =

. o
, = "Soil in Smoke." Benny's view of the ﬁandscape opens both novels,

and in the later version he ggéin asks himself whether it is Robiﬁa's;
'resggglanCe to Roland, or her similarity to Del, thét he finds
:attfactive (p. 197).'~A central scene in "Group Portrait" describes
Roland's vision ofiwoodland "beauty" (pp. 188-190), a vision that
distinguishes Roland*s view of the world, whith-reéembiés éehny's,'
from the world view £Ha§ Del and Robina hold. fﬁ "Group Portrait,”

Del and Robina find 11tt1g in their environment worth Ee1ebrqt1ng,

and so pave the way to their”rgspéctive private hells.

e - . L.
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Cnapter ili "Turning Loam": Photographs and Visions -

The Background

>

-

4

. Dates of Composition and the Text e

/ Ks

"Turning Loam" is the second novel Knister wrote, Marcus

Waddington explains that Knister began work on the novel in T

*

March, 1924, and completed a first draft by early A
June. Originally calling it "Back Concessions,"” <
Knister changed the title to "Easy Going"‘and "The

Happy qamily“ before he finally settled on "Turning
Loam." : - :

IS

Jnfortunately, only eXIrémeTy brief. fragments exist of earlier

f

. versions of "Turning Loam," and these fragments provide limited

information about the genesis of the work. Typed fragments of "Back

-~ [

Loncessions"™ are among The Raymond Knister Papers-at McMaster
Jniversity Library, %ami}ton,lCanqda. A page numbered h184ﬁ_1n§1udes

a handwritten addition which mentions the characfer ”Israe1;“2 In

e

turning Loam," Israel is a French-Canadian farm wgfkek. Knister's
presentation of French<Canadians constitutes a current that amplifies

the main theme of the novel: the search for a vision‘of the life 6f

the land, as experienced by the protagomist, Howard Winters, a young
man living on a farm in Essex County, Ontario. A page of typescript-

numbered "196" includes minor handwritten revisions that emphasize

i N, | .
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.the presehce of'Rosemary, a guestrat the winters.househo]d whom

bHoward s tempdrarily inﬁatuated with. 3 An especia11y interesting

passage occur% in a page .of typescr1pt numbered "2]0 uh Knister's

protagqn1st temporar11y soured - toward farm ]1fe wh11e under
Rosemary's 1nf1uence,_1mag1nes--of young men“ Teaving “farms for
?the cities”—-“They did it as- Madame B]atavsky.[sfcj said peop1e sold
their'sou1s to the devil, to havé someone on their side.” The passage

.continues, 1dn the side of the city was youth, gaiety, leisure, even

r

an illusion at least of beauty." "Knister omits these remarks in
"Turning Loam" (p. 211),5 possibly because they are more.direct1y
relevant to-the symbbdic level of "Group Portrait" than "Turning

Loam." . A page of ‘typescript numbered "247" has a verticaT tine drawn

- ]

a]ong the 1eft side of a paragraph descr1b1ng Howard S s1ster, Haze]

- -

' and’ the handwr1tten comment "Incidental?” appears on the left margin
_of the page The substance of this passage appears n “Turn1ng
Loamf (pu'247). Lo e , V, - .

A fragment- of "Back”Concessions," numbered page "136," is afiong .
‘the Knister family papers,- In thfs.fragment, a female character -

refers to the room "ih Canada for anyone who would uridertake. the

jmprouement of 11térary taeted"6 " Presumably the speaker, referred to-

Tn.the.fragment only aé.”she, is an earlier version of Dell Greene,

\whofin'"Turning4Loam"’is_aiwriter, literary critic, and Howard's
neighbour. )
Also extant are typed‘fragments of "The Happy Family." A three

page fragment,\w1th pages numbered "199 " MAL200," and "20] ¥ jg in

. . N
’
. B
v .
A .
s -
- : >
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The Raymond Knister Collection of Victoria University ijrary.7 In
this fragment, Dell attacks the acceptability, for publication in
CanaGa, oflpoetry that.tends to "catalogue nature" (p. .201). The ,
remark accerds-wjth Knister's own poetry repeatedly evoking the |
relationship between man and his environment. Ten typed pages of
“The Happy Family' are among the Kn1ster papers at Queen 5 Un1ver51ty
Archives.8 The numbering of th1s fragment runs from ”36“ to "46* and,

s

while there is neither a page %43" nor “44,“-there are two d1fferent'

v

-

pages of text bear™ing the number “42.;’ This fragment ptesent33 in
1ess'polished prose, material corresponding_to that found in "Turning
Loam" (pp. 35-43). This sequence cons1sts of conversat1on between
different membe¥s of the Winters fam11y and Rosemary, as well as

" Howard's thoughts about, and currying of, the horses on ‘the Winters

farm. - - . R S

A v1ta11y 1nterest1ng fragment of JJhe Happy Fam11y”-—a page of
typescr1pt numbered "150"--is among The Raymond Kn1ster Papers at -
'McMaster Un1vers1ty R1brary, Ham1]ton? Ontamo.9 The Correspond1ng’ﬁ
dialogue 1n'”Turning Loam" is radically different.. In this fragment,.

Howard asks Knister's artist,

, - . . P

"You want to write, then, write books?"
¢ « "Some- day, yes," she admitted. :
"Eyentua]]y—-why not now?'’
"&h, one's got to get these things focussed
: 1t isnit a matter of not hav1ng seen enough.
Everyone of ten years old, I imagine, has enough :
material for a fine book, if they but knew it." - -
“You mean that it should be unified by a sort
.- of philosophy.of 1ife?’
. "Mom, I suppose it's not exact]y a, ph1losophy



1 ) ~ - ¥ )
CIt's more ‘like a point of view, simply."
Howard saw this, and did not see it.’

LR

The correspondfng‘dia}ogoe in "Turning Loam" has Knister's artist

~

rather than.“$1mply" expressing

1]

_speak of "art'.arising from'”visaon,
“a point of njen“‘(p. 135). Knister's sharp revision .of this exchange
implaes the extent to which'“Turninngoamﬁ.ref]ects Knister's
aesthetic position. . - ,

Knisterpresumahtyéonéidered the. novel to. be a finished work,

for he submitted it for publ1cat1on, if with d1scourag1ng resu]ts

\

Wadd1ngton notes that, a1though Knister subm1tted ;he work for

10

pub11cat1on in 1925, the novel was rejected: In a letter of 27

August 1925,2the president of Macmillan of Canada, Hugh Eayrs, rejects -

il

~ "Turning Loam,” claiming that if the "characters" are “real;" the worb'h

7 -

includes ' un1nterest1ng scenery - Eayrs states-that the novel lacks

“development, and repeats that the’ nove! is "nebu]ous.”]q T

“Turn1ng Loam" exists in.the form of a two hundred and eighty-

‘¢

nine page typescr1pt wh1ch is in-The Raymond Kn1ster Co]]ect1on of

Victoria Un1vers1ty lerary The paper ‘bears the watermark, "Progress

12

Bond." _"Iurning Loam“ has.never beenVouhljéhed.

“Turning ' Loam" “should be published, for there is hardly a.

_p]ethora'of Canadian novels of the nineteen-twenties "that feature
main_eharacter who is an artist. In the case of "Turning Loame?‘De11-

Greene ts not only a writer and critic,‘but outspoken on‘the subject~

of Canadian 1iterature ”Turning Loam' clarifies Knister's aesthet1c

v1ews, dnd the nove1 has enduring va]ue as a work that conv1nc1ng1y



. cohbine§,verﬁsimj1i;ude with richly symbolic material. .

—A

2. The Action

3

¢

. "Turning-Léam”.depic£s‘rura] Tifé in Essex County, Ontario in
the niﬁeteen-twenties. The protagonist, Héward Winters., «is a recent
graduate of gnedéfﬁcultyral co]]ege. The qctéon of the néve]'largely
consiéts of Howérd's~vacillafion in his choice of a mate. His choice
is bét&eg: Rosemary Count, a materialist who has contempt for kufa]
life, and an.arﬁist, Dé]] G?géne; who therishe§_aﬁd tries to
1ntérpret the everyday life ofAthe count#ysidel In the .course of the
novel, Howard's iAterest in cu]tivgting the land Qecomes the .
counterpart bfﬁbel1‘s iqte;est,ués,a writer and literary Eritic, in

cultivating Canadian literature.

3. Inf]ﬁences_and Sources

Knister wrote "Turning Loam" while living in Iowa, and his
reactioh to the regionalism associated with the Iowa magazine, The

Midland, is in accord with "Turning Ldam" being ‘very strﬁng]y rooted

Che3d

in a particular region. However, Titerary allusions- in "Turning

Loam" point to the influence of works thét Qo beyond the reflection of

material realities that régjona]ism might imply. In the course of

"Turning Loam," Howard refers to Sinc]éif Lewis's l9§2rnove1,

itn Street

P .
\ “
.

"Babbitt, while Dell refers to Lewis's 1920 novel, Ma
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(pp. 269-270). In context, these referencgs suggest the
feasibf?it; and viabitity of erdinary life and a sense of place as
subject matter. But the works Knistgr a]ludes to, tike "Turning Loam"
itself, involve psycho1ogical and visionary realities, as well as |
material reality. o

-in his 1923 review 'of Babbitif Knister attacks the notion that

P

photographic,'“:dnd‘ﬁotes that "it has .soméhow been

the work is-
‘taken for granted” that Main Street and Babbpitt respectively "present
an exact reproduction of the manners of deher Prairie and Zenith."
Knister notes that, 1f Lewis felt "obliged to live upmto ‘realism,"'"”

nothing could exceed the gusto with which“he

unfolds the tale of Babbitt's foibles and

adventures, the joyous satire of all the

institutions of the hundred percenter and the

_Solid Citizen. -

For Knister, Lewis's Main Street and Babbitt are not works of .
"photographic” verisimilitude, but works in which Lew1s uses a

13 Knister's

"combination of the snap-shot aﬁd cartoon method."
descfiption of Lewis's method; 1nvb0th Main Street and Babbitf, of
alterrdating or combining r;alistic passages with satirical ones, is
exceptionally accurate. Iﬁ fact, knister's 1923 description of Lewis
as being interested in realities beyand the bounds of "photographic”

verisimilitude anticipates the flamboyant colours of Lewis's portrait

of Sharon Falconer ip the 1927 novel, Elmer Gantry. The fact that
both of the main characters of "Turning Loam" make positive ' .

referefces to Lewis works invites the reader of Knister's novel to

J
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consider just how distahf the world of "Turning Loam" is from the

>

verisimilitude of a photogréph. v ,

L4 3 M ~ -

'4.’5’3?;'Contéxt o : : o J )
# - o
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Knister spent the eariy months of 1924 in Io&a,A]ived in Chicago
A . A

from Juhe until October, and in October returned to Canadas : . ’ -

Waddington notes that "Turning Loam" was writfen.befWeen March and

3 N v S~

June of 1924; in other wd}ds, Knister wrote the novel bétwgen being
occupied with editorial work on The Mid]ana and driané a t@xi o
through the crime-rife.nights of the ChicagG of the twenties. In
biographical terms, "Turning Loam" is Knister's nové] of .. - .
Southwestern Ontario farm life as seen from the perspective of -
distance. | |

In terms of Knister's reading and Writing,‘“Turning‘Loam”
reflects Knister's simultaneous interest in both work déé}?ﬁg with
psychological and visionary rea1{fiés, and work dealing ﬁ{th
mgferia] realities, and espeE1a11y thé reality of pTacef‘ Knister's
reading list, for the years 1914-1924, indicates the ramge of his
literary interests at the.time of writing -"Turning Laam.j Ih']924,

Knister read both Freud's A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis
' aogy 14

(1924) and Ruth Suckow's regionalist no}é], Country People (1924)

On the one hdnd, Knister was attracted to the invisible realities of

psychology while, on the other handy the actualities of place held a

fascination for him, and in "Turning\Loam" he would tackle the problem

- o
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of evoking both tangible and intangible realities in his longer prose

fiction.

- By-1924,‘Knister’s work was receiving fairly wide acceptance. in
. évant—éarde~publicatfons. His poem, “The Hawk,”,appeared'in the

15

April isgue.of'Poetrx (Chicago) in 1924, In January, <The Midland

pubiished the short story "The Loéding,”}6 while five Knister p6ems

appg@ﬁed in The Midland's ng’ issie: "The White Cat," "The - -

P1ogghmqn," "In the Rain, Sowi;g Oats,"N?Night Walk," and "The .
.- .Ro1]er.“]7-_L1ke 5$§aneg Foam," these works eme}oy the countrysiee
- as setting;,fﬁ all these Qorks, though, rattention to the eetails‘and
.materia1 actualities qf place coexists with recognition of’%ore
intangible realities. An imp@?tant.techn%que in "Turning Loam', 1%_
the use of evocative 1ma§eé that suggeét the.inhereht‘magic of

everyday rea11ty Waddington po1nts out that Knlster S poetry can -

be described as 1maglst1c, 1magLsm rest1ng on "the 1dea Qe : that
3
each poem should comprise an Image." Waddlngton adds, "Pound defined

<P

\\\\ Image as 'that which- presents -an intellectual and emotional complex

' in an 1nstant of time. vul8

As Harry Levin observes in the case of

Hemingway, the experience of writing imagist. poetry can make'for

prose that dewi&es power from the use 0£ﬁespécia11y‘iﬁiegge;images.]?
The poem, "The White Cat,“'tybifies tﬁelapproaceAfeund in

Knister's 1824 work. Simelicipy marks the poem'stopening ]1ee:"“I

like to go to the stable after supper."” The second line, "BéﬁEmbering

fried potatoes and tarts of SNow= apple jam," bélies the s1mp11c1ty d?

the opening line by evoking-memory, sensory perception and highly

69



- specific (and local) detail. ‘The boy who 1s the narrator of the
poem refers to a ”Nh]te Cat" that crosses: his path as he and his
father return, w1th the milk," from the stable to the house.

.Knister_leaves precisely what the "White €at“ stands for open to

question.. The White Cat may be a vefy ordinary family pet seen with . ’

]

the intensity of tnfettered or unjaded imagination, be a figment

of

the boy's active 1magination,.syhpotize imagination itself, or even

represent a combination of possible meéhings; The Point of Knister's

poem, whatever the White Cat 1tse1f may mean, 1s that there is a

discoverable exc1tement to everyday 11fe %hat the ‘ordinary is

-

A

inherently EXtPaOPdinaFy The name of the boy who narrates,the'poem

is Howard, wh11e the name of the protagon1st of "Turn1ng Loam" is

Howard Winters; the child Howard and the young man Howard W1nters

~.resemb1e each other in seeing ordinary }1fe as extraord1nary in
o

»

nature. The ,impulse to ce1§brate the commonp]ace is at the heart of

“Turning Loam." ' ) >

Y

. 5. (ritical Reception

'y ° 5 s’o [

~ No study of "Turning Leam" currently exists.
1k, "Turning Loam" ’ ’
e . | |
"Turnifig Loam" tells the story of Howard Winters' choice. of
mate, and textual evidence implies thet his choice has symbolic

P . BN
° .

]
a
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implications. Howard initially flirts with Rosemary Count and
materialism, but ultimately he deve]ops'a'ﬁassion for the artist Dell

Greene’. The{unibn of Howard and Dell represents the aesthetic

oo - A
“Turning Loam" suggests: the union of verisimilitude, or recognition

- ’

~of tangible reality, and symbo]iém, or recognition of intangible

reality. It is, so to speak, not Rosemary :Count and a pot of gon;
but Dell Greene and an aesthetic positiom,; that Howard finds at the
end of the rainbow appeariﬁg toward the close of "Turning Loam."

The brotagonist of the story, Howard Winters, is a "leanfaced

-dark young man with.a narrow chin" (p. 11), who has recently returned

to the family farm from his studies at- "Agricultural td]]ege“ (p. 70) -
. N - ) 7 ‘
in Guelplt. His training matches his interest in the natural world;.

14

for. example,.when his younger teenaged brother, ‘Ernest, makes an error ©

in describing thé nesting habits of a local 'bird, Howard notes

"Ernest's fault of ornithology” (p. 13).
Howard hopes to'do "justice to his own ideas" (p. 120) in his
‘ 3

3

.. practice of farming. If Howard appreciétes the fﬁeory of'agricu1ture,

he can also enjoy the practice of agriculture; his sister, Hazel,
observes that he "likes doing chores" (p. 9). Yet Howard's interest

in farm life extends beyond the theory and practiég of farming{

" he wouldn't need a lantern, Walking to the barn

‘*} . . . he was only in part conscious of thé warm

ambiept breeze and the dry smell of clay for miles
around. The maples were quiet and cool; a vague- *
moon suffused the clouds.

Why, he wondered, should . . . the familiar
surroundings, the barn looming, windmill, the
stable, smaller outbuildings with a radiance of
packed clay before their doors, all seem

L " B ’

(X4




~ experience to an idea17‘“‘(p.

A mysterious, but mysteribus in no way bht that
of an expectancy almost joyful? (pp. 16-17)
Y

AY

The major feature of Kﬁiéter's portrait of Howard'Winters is Howard's

desire to “see" farm Jife in the Tight of a clarifying vision.

_Howard, for exéﬁﬁTP‘~eva1uates e farm paper” by asking the questions,
“iWhat does it give the farggl a»dns \Jng to unify,to relateayr

Howard is in search of the vision
693' ¥

that will fuse an "ideal" to the reatrty of*farm 1ife.

Howard's a;tachment to the land emerges in a series of reldted
images. These images involve the cultivation of corn on the Winters
farm. Early in the nove] Howard's sister, Hazel, and friends v{siting

the farm catch sight of Howard‘éu]tivatinb q. field o& corn: ‘

.

To the west of the barn stretched a long
field of corn, the rows of dark green young
plants checkering the grey flatness of-the soil.
Very slowly down a-Tong,row came a team of horses
"with a low cultivator and a man half hidden pehind
them. The girls strolled to the fence.

The bush at the back of the farm seemed to
take on a clearer and less hazy green as they
-watched, The morning sun gave promise of

. glaring brilliance in the coming day. Past the
front ofs the farm extended the white h1gh c]ay
road; along it automobiles with comets® tails
of dust moved. (p. 29) T

The .image of Héward barely visﬁb1e, cuﬂtivating a field’of corn

.

suggests that the field a]most ass1m11ates or accepts him. As ‘the

nove] progresses, Howard S re]at1on ta the cu]t1Vat1on ‘of corn comes

_into focus’ in an a]most cinematic way. Here, Knister presents- -“/

Howad as part of an image of a corn field séeb from a distance;
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later, Howard's own perceptions of cultivated corn-give an 1ntimately
¢lose viéw bf‘ghe way 1n which his observation leads to the genesis of
“his vision. |

Howa}d comes ta associate the corn he tends on the family farm
with the possibility of seéiﬁg~the 11#¢ about him in terms of a
vision; he look§ at "the west field, twenty acres of'the litele light
green plants all bént the same-way thougﬁ the(e was no breeze," and ‘ e

thinks, o
- /
Dark and waving they would be in a few weeks,
* and pale after that and yustling, b1g;§}2§ the view
* to the horizon. Strangely the corn a fascination
for him,and he had felt. it a distinction while a
‘ sojourner in the East and after, that there were
only these three counties in Canada in which corn
was grown to maturity. Elsewhere it might be grown
for ensilage, but they got the seed here. yet it
was directly perhaps not at all the business aspect
which attracted him. Money could be made from hogs
or clover-seed. Rather it was as though the corn
symbolized the waxing of the year and its wane; and
the sight of the extended rows ef shocks Tike
wigwams, a pumpkin here and there red among them,
or of all the fields left shivering, husked, pale-
gold in late autumn sunlight, moved him as he was
moved now by the dark freshly-moistened soil and
serrged ‘plants almost visibly expanding.
cloud strayed blackening the field . ..
Perhaps . . . this pure day [had] the completeness
of some vision of the ideal he had not known' he
ossessed. He turned back into the stable, and
ent to the box in which the currycombs and
brushes were kept. He would give the horses a
rub-down as quickly as possible, before Ernest
- returned, since Ernest hated cleaning. horses.
(pp. 40-41) S~

- . .
The field of corfi-that Howard sees becomes the basis or ground of his

"vision." To "see" the field with clarity is to see more than what ’




5

visibly exists 1n material reality at a given moment; to

see” the

field, or to understand 1t, involves imagining what(the field looks
like in. different seasons, and what feelings and memories the field
can evoke. When Howard remembers that "they got the seed here," the

1mp11cation'is that for Howard the corn representslihg)séed or germ

of his vision of farm life. . .
. - |

After Howard's moment of partialﬁ\Psight, he 9ecides to "give
the horses a rub-down" as he remembers that his brother dislikes this
job. An attempt Qf Hgggfd to focus his vision of farm life precedes
an act on S;;a?f of another. Interconnection bethen the,growthlof
Howard's vision and his re]atioﬁé with others becomes incredsingly
pronounced in the)course of the story.

Howard himself connects images of growiﬁg corn wifh the ripehing
of his maturify; as Howard and his family drive home éfter a picnic,

the sight of growing corn prompts Howard‘simemory:

. As a small child, he remembered, he had
become lost wandering in one of his father's
cornfields, among the austere towering stalks
that clutched him Tike impotent and malevolent

..hands. He might have remembered cornfields so
always, but for the accumylation of later
experience in them. It seemed that a cornfield \
held all of 1ife that he could know, that the
stght of it epitomized the best . . . . There
.was ‘one darkly luminous twilight after rain,
‘when he had gone late for the,cows, “and jumped

~over the‘rail fence of the lane to pursue his
. way thrgugh the corn. It was full-grown, and
the lower leaves above Itis waist, so that he
was free to run, head bent, with Tong leaps,
while the long wet cold leaves brushed his face
and his upraised arms rhythmically. He ran on
and on; until he came to the end of the field ¢

S

-
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and lay down," panting sobbingly, on a knoll,
. consciqus af his dripping shirtsleeves and
. - trickling bare Tegs, feet-stuck’with the wet
) crust which covered the long-dry soil. He
looked a long time at the night with its
obscurely hurrying and ominous clouds .
.(pp. 173-174)

As a thild, Howard, finds the eorn threatening, but his later
experiences -in a "cornfield" overlay his childhood reaction. As his
maturity increases, his capacity for vision--which might make the
recalled "twilight" "darkly lumihoqs“—~grows.

On the same drive euring which Howard remembers his childhood

experience in a cornfield; he notices that ‘ . \

%

Lanterns jogged behind barns, lamps twinkled

orange-red from the farmhouses, drew the

vision to haphazard interiors where people E

ate, slept, rested for more work; buildings

in which hungry animals cried for food, tired

horses rubbed sore shoulders against the sides

of stalls or beat a tattoo with their knees

Jjumping from the fork of .the weary hired man.
It -seemed now that before college he had

had no adequate sense of all this interesting

life, its unity in hope and desire and fear.

Not 1ife at all, but some outlying district

from which the citadel of life barely on

sunny days could be descried, from beneath

the surface of toil and calculation. (p. 175)

"Lanterns" and "lamps" illuminate the night as Howard's "vision" goes .
beyond the confines of "a cornfield" to. include the people who |
cultivate such fields. Central to the growth of Howard's vision is

his new ab111ty to admit the mu1t1p1 c1ty of truths that make up

y:
human experience; now, if not "before college," he. has-a sense of "all
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this interacting life, its unity in hope and desire and fear." The

material reality of a field of corn becqmes the basis for, and symbol ",

1

of; Howard's growing vision of the life of the land.

The final focussing of Howard's vision becomes associated with

h1s choice of a mate. Ear]y in "Turning Loam," Howard refuses to

‘ respond to. the cur1os1ty of a8 neighfour who guesses that the

' acqu151t10n of land by Howard s father means the probability of

Howard"s marrying in the near future (p. 34). Howard's eligibility

and its ambiguous future are of more than incidental significance.

"“In the course of “Turning Loam;" Howard's choice_be;ween“Resemary

Count-and Dell Greene becames a choice betweén two very different
- I'd . »

s

“visions of 1ife. “Turning Loam" opens with the question of Howard's

sister;, Hazel, whoAis in the presence of both Dell Greene .and Y
Rosemary Count, "'Mother, are you using the high 1ahp 1n_the

kitchen?'." The novel cumulative]y'sheds light on the different

. rd

visions associated with Rosemary and Dell. And in the opening scene
. 5
of the hgve1lHoward's sister Hazel sits "beside Dell Greene," but

"opposite" (p. 1) Rosemary Count. Co .

Rosemary has "poise” and a "slender limp form"; she is Hazel's

friend from "teaching .days in a two-roomed schoolhouse" at Westford,

and, as the story opens, is a guest in the Winters househe1d (pp 2-3)~

« But Rosemary is foreign.to the Winters household; she is from the

London area, and pr1vate]y cons1ders herself to be currently among

p1easant s1mp1e peop]e (p. 6).

.
e

Rosemary cu1t1vates art1f1c1a11ty, her favour1te adjective" is

-
|
t
!
e
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the word "simple," which she “always" uses'with a murmured assumption
of its quality-which she meant to be only an affécta}idn” (p. 12).

A

Ro;emary has “méta]lic.brown hair"-(p ~1), wh{ch also suggests
artificiality and so matches her‘w11]1ngness to t¥1v1al1ze 1anguage
She becomes assoc1ated w1th the quant1tat1ve rather than the

qualitative; her’ last name is “Count” (p. 1), and her father is "a
who]eéaié'hardware mercﬁaﬁt“ Cp.l99; Eg}ly in "Iurniﬁg Loam,"
Rosemary becomes assoéiaﬁed'with ca1éu1ationl=ar;if1cia11ty,‘and -
hardness. A1tho§jh shé_has a "charm (5.']7) for qua}d, he is {n'

search of a viﬁion that would include qua]ﬁtative truths.

- Howard notices that Rosemary "seemed to havg discovered that she

lTiked the farm," and has "decided to.stay a week and a half" (p. 36), ~~

But Rbsemary,expressesaher allegiance to place in terms of the goods

and services that a place offers: . S
“They can say ‘we're be1ng Americanized along °
" -the Border here if they like.. -Anyhow you can . -

get away and see %bgood show, or.get whdt you
want in c1othes (p. 15)

Howard suspects that Rosemaxy is a "careless .« - girl" (p. 50)

‘.and; on a drive through the countryside, Rosemdry reveals that one'df

tﬁe things she can be "careless" about is the land: .

- "You don't have such magnificent expanses
in your native shire," said Howard laughing;
‘he suspected that she did not notice or care
about the character of the- country in which - .
she motored.
"Middlesex," she amended carelessly. “Oh,
yes, I get lots of fun out of the hills around



§ . . _ N ‘
London. _Some of them take a good car too."
.o ‘(p" 54) )

In her‘rep]y to Howard, Rosemary expresses a 1ack'of.1nterest'in'the
qua]itafive aspects of 1andscape.. Howard's question coneerné the
. . N . ) . . N |

beahty af the'env{ronment, while Rosemary‘s reply.introduces the 0
. . S 9 .
subject of consumer goods. A profound differefice of ‘visioh separates -

Howard and Roeé%ary, and the distahce~between their respective wvisions
becomes 1ncreas1ngTy c]ear in the course of the novel.

~An espec1a1]y pronounced difference between Howard and Rosemary

.

is her reTatively low degree of interest in place. Rosemary has p]ans

o "spend the-whole Summer in the country," and these plans include

vis{ting "friends in“the Thousand Is]andsh (pp.66-67). After leaving

the Winters farm, she visits her “wealthy aunt at Grossé Point"
{p. 12%). -Given Rosemary:s preference for the quantitative. rather
then‘the qua]itetive, itis 1nteresting.that she plans. to visjt places
identified by quantitatfve terms: the "Thousahd" Islands and “Qrosse,"
if not ”gross," Point. Rosemary mahes‘a reappearance at the w1ntersd
farm toward the end of the summer, but*the reason for her return has

relatively little to do w1th an appreciation of rura] 1ife for its own

4 -
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sake. She "had wrftten to Hazé _thet if she found it rather dull with .

her Detroit relatives, she might stop off onher way' home for a few

days" (p..188). Knister's portrait of Rosemary dep%cts her as being

s

~unable to apprec1ate p]ace with any degree of sens1t1V1ty, and

v

espec1a11y rural life, but the two “are 1nseparab1e 1n the context of

_”Turn1ng Loam.” Unlike Howard, Rosemary is ob11v1ous to the

3
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T,

'extraordinaty nature of ordinary life.

Rosemary Tinally represents a view of 1ife antagonistic to'th"é‘E

vision Howard is in the process of cultivating. With her

réappearance he finds himself almost able to dismiss her, but a]§o

unable to resist adopting her attitude toward rural-]ife;—quard

thinks, : -

r
-

the trouble was surely himself. Yet everything

had the staleness-of an ever-repeated tale on

a tireless phonograph. In the country people

were.0ld, with old preoccupations, calculations e

‘'simple to nausea depending on the weather,  the

phase of the moon, states of markets, roads.
"Simple." The word recalled Rosemary Count.

é;e too left him-at the moment on the bored side "

indifferénce. (p. 217) '

As Rosemary's a;fitude‘cornupt& Howard's reverence for the 1ife of

the 1aﬁd, Her.i@nguage1infi]trates his thought@process, bot he

. quickly becomes conscious of this and revolts at-thé’recognjtion.

For him, the "enigmétic question of the land" is central,-but in

AN

Rosemary' s presence thequest1ontakes the form of whether or not "the

Tand shou]d . possess or 25 possessed"‘(p. 212). Rosémary s

\wﬁY]d view. redu&es everything to calculable quantities. Howard

1ndependent]y searches for a v151on of daily 11fe that 1nc1ude? what

lies beyond the ' surfage of toil and ca]culat1on 3 in contrast,

Rosemary's influence encourages him'to.see.”ca1cu1ations simple to

nausea" as making up his daﬁly\11fe

is a

Toward the end of "Turning Loam," Howard decides that Rosemary
-

""Charming$ heartless creature." ‘He thinks how "They had after

I

f
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all not exchanged a letter" (pp. 25?-253). Finally, the.difference

- in vision between Howard and Rosemary is so great that it ‘precludes

the possibility of communication ‘between t@em. .
Rosemary's view‘of'the~wor1d is \;ﬁerentﬁy foreign to ﬁéward's,

as ‘Howard finally sees.: However, Howand sees Dell as emboﬁying both

what is familiar and foreign to him:

~

In the field he continudd to see the girls
-walking away from him to the jhouse, the tall form
of Rosemary in the middle--sBe was nearly as tall
as himself--by country standards dressed-up, and .- T
Hazel in & plain print dregs, while Dell had
-effected what he -thought a compromise. {pp. 3283)

‘The trio of figures Howard sees from "“the field," retréating to "the

house," represent the choices he ha 6opcern1ng his”domestic fétuﬁe.

.waard has knowp Dé11 since "sthool days," as her famiTy own a

b1

farm not far from the Winters farm (p. 17).. thﬁe Rosgmary.is

careless Ebout the land, Dell is carihg, and'this difference
'distingufsheS'De]] from Rosemary and associates Dell with Howard.

'Rpé'sour&e of Dell's information about local hisfory is her "/1\

-grandfather (p. 27). Howard‘F~grandfather was also a pioneer settler
of the Tocality and, 1ikeEDeli, Howard values the generatgon—spanning ,

C, .
‘relation of his family to the \land: , ° "
- L ‘

He had never considered himself apart from the

farm 1ife 8f his father,. or his grandfather who

had come to Essex a Hundred years before and
- ' cleared the land from the bush. (p. 89)

. (, N - l . _‘ 'y

?

Howard and Dell haQe more.in common than family history. Betails im

)

~



the novel asséciate Dell with Spr{ngtime. Her last name is "Greene,"
w?ich can evoke the season of either spring or summer. But when the
Greene farm make$s its.first appearaﬁce in the novel, the lane- leading
to the house is "rutted still from the spring rains" (p:’64), aqd
Howard thinks ‘that Dell has a ”spfingfng little walk" (p. 66). The
gssociétion of Dell with springtimé provides a context for the
presentation of her vision as a vital or positive one. Howard's last
néme is Winters; Howard is "prone to remember the returning Autumn

and Winter" (p. 88) in his attachment to.the land. The last names of

Howard and Dell reflect their respective attachments.to different but -

. Early in "Turning Loam," Howard's mother explains to Rosemary

complementary vtsions.

that Dell is "1iferary" and "spends her time writiyg for the papers"
(pp. 4-5). Howard sees Dell as "a girl who in tess than a year had
atg{acted‘somethingmﬁéybnd local attention s a newspaper critic of

books," (p. 12).

.

$ ) e -
When Howard takes Rosemary for a drive, the landscape bores her.

"But when Howard takes Dell for a drivéy she remarks, "'You know,
driving a‘1ong wéy through the country makes me . . .‘fu11 of the
sense'of all this Tiving.'" She laughingly identifigs her feé]ing as
"'the pang of the.wou]drbe artist.'" Howard taﬁes her comments

rather seriously:

"Perhaps -there will come an artist of
some sort to make this significant, even to *
the people themselves?" -

. She smiled. "Yes, that should be the
, . o

4
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prayer of every good Canaddan, 'Give us a few
artists in exchange if need be for a few

hundreds of these useful lawyers, dentists,

agricultural representatives. For without

..%. artists Canada can have no voice in the
spirit.' But the artist himself will have to
be strong to stand free of indifference and
- the dollar-hunt.” (pp. 131-132) o

k.
A

While Rosemary can speak of such subjects as farming
"indifferently" (p. 59), Dell declares."indifference" and

- materialismsto be what the Canadian artist must resist. There 1s

AY

symboli¢ indication of Howard's assent to Dell's visien of the artist

giving "voice" to (anadian life. . Centra]ﬂimages.in "Turning Loam"
evoke Howard's association of .the raising of corn and the cultivation
of vision. As he tells Dell, "'l read your reviews,'" he looks "over

a field of tasselled cdrn“'(p. 135). When on his way to visit Dell,

Howard sees his father leading a horse “hauling a jag of suckers .
pulled from the green coniYand can "almost hear the rustle of the

stalks" (p. 199). At a symbolic level, Howérd repeatedly assents to

T

Dell’s vision of Canadian‘art.

What Dell can offer prqrd, and'Rosemary cannot, is a means of
moving toward defining the vision heXSeeks. What Howard struggles
toward is an acute sense of vi;}on, and ;hat is precisely Dell's

gift:

She sighed. "Yes; when all is said it is
a different world--in books.” Dell pondered.
"It used to be that only ,the great masters “let
themselves go. Now there are many who tear
through- whatever inhibitions they think bind
» them, and try to tell what tﬂgy know. But for

"

-
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o

us--our obsession with constraints--that
makes it natural perhaps that our novels
have ended where those of other countries
begin." - , :
. "You may say that," he repiied with
brutal abruptness, "Yet if I were to put my
. arm around you now you'd--" .

"Yes but you see that is where the '
confusion comes, between art and life. As . .
though art were made as a photograph, instead
of as a vision." .

Howard saw this and did not see it. (p. 135)

Dell insists that the verisimilitude of a "photograph” is one thing,

apd the "vision" of "art" quite andther. Her comment, beyond being

N

a generality that echoes the specific terms as well as the: substance

of remarks Knister makes in his noﬁinction, provides a sharp focus
for the way in which ”Tdrning Loam" works -at a symbolic level.
Howard copes well with the details of everyday life--he has scientific

and practical knowledge of farming. While he can éee the "surface of

toil and calculation," he knows that, in order to achieve a vision of

everyday life, he must go beyond the "surface" of appearances. Dell is

"literary" -and claims that "art" is "made . . . as a vision." Despite
<

83

his struggle toward a vision,'Howard cannot quité grasp Dell's comment.

At the symbolic }eve], it would make sense that in "Turning Loam" the
union of Howard and Dell occur, for, 1f-Howard can “see“,the rea]ity
of daily life as a “phgtograp;,“ he is sympathetic toward the
attainment of a vision of a%]y life, while Dell can "see" the

reality. of "vision" t art expresses, but is also sympathetic

toward recognizing/ the reality of daily experience.

While Howdrd struggles to move beyond an exclusively photographic

-



ﬁnderstanditg of reality,'or to

N N
see" both'tangible and intangible

realities, Dell fee1s the need to avoid exclus1ve preoccupat1on w1th

1Y

the v1sgonary realtty of art. Howard asks‘De1] about her "writing,"

) and she replies:

" "] sometimes wish that I were a man, so <
that, on a farm, [ wouldn't -have so much time.
, But as for publishing, I've a poem in Poetry

3 this month.

"You -a poet- -ess® Why,_that's great 1
K . know Poetry, Can't say I see Nt regu1ar1y, used\
to read it in the Library."
"1t was funny though: I offered that poem, .
and others, ["ve had accepted, fo nearly all the ~
Canadian magaz1nes, and they’would none of
them." - R
o \'Well" said Howard 1§ghtly, "A prophet in
“her own cauntry, you know.'

-~ -

"Yes, but-~" she was serious. "It's so- )
disgoncerting to find old saws like those so - . N
literally and banally true. It seems to be . ..

witf all kinds of creat1ve work in
if it has any-freshness.” (pp. 183-184)

k—// that w
Canada,
Knister had a poem,_”The Hawk," published in Poetry in the year

1921,20 the same year as Wadd1ngton states that Knister wrote

“"Turning Lognm," Kn1ster may include the deta11 -of Dell's hav1ng a
' poem appear in Peetry in order to link his ows views with hers.

. According to Dell, the "aim of literature" is to "make us live more

[ “ ot

abundant]y, through a spiritual contemp]at1on,——a remova] [ mean,

\».

which allows us to feel" (p.0203). Dell claims that ‘the "alm of
literature" is a dtstancing_that'enab1es.thé evocation of emotion;
art is a matter of seeing everyday 1ife with the perspective of

distance or a sense of vision.

1
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84



P

" and symbolism, or recognition of intangible reality.

Dell's def1n1t1on of art as app11ed vision explicates the”

symbollc level of "Turn1ng Loam" itself. In 'the-novel, it.is the
[ s
artist's sense of vision that enabﬂes the celebration-of the

commonp]ece. Howard thinks of Dell's, "voice, so fight]y'end politely,
commonplace-. . . with a fitful connotation of @usic“ (p..148).

Fina]]y,_ﬁoward becomes_“conscious of Dell's ab111ty to extract

i 1nterest poetry, from minutiae of things diurnal™ (p. 267)

Together Howard and Dell represent the two e]ements that, in dynamic
re]at1onsh1p,const1tutethe aestﬁet1c "Turn1ng Loam suggests. the
continuity between verisimilitude, or recogn1t1on of tangible reality,
s

Literary allusions made in "Turning Loam™ add to the many

‘e

suggestions that the final unign of- Howard and Dell represents_the

wedding of two ways<O ¥ seeing Toward the end of the novel De1T§.

Ty

refers to S1nc1a1r L Wit s 1920 novel, Ma1n Street wh11e Howard

‘e

refers to the protagonist of Lewis's.]922 novel, Babbitt (DP 269-270).

-

In his non-fiction, Knister desggioes Main Street as an

v .. ‘ LA N "‘

.attempt to achieve a microcosm of village

. America, with the inclusion of every detail

R of physical d spiritual manifestations

which the. autZor could discover. It was read’
by thousands, perhaps millions, agd its title
will probably tast longer than the kind of
life it symbolizes.

. ~

\ -
.

Knister refers to a symbol as a reality that‘actua11y might endure

]ooger than the reality it represents, and such a proposition echoes’
. @ o : . o
the view Knister assigns to Dell, that'art is a matter of vision.
4 “"‘ -
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Knister writes that Main Street deals with "physic8l and spiritual”

~

~

realities, ahd in "Turning Loam" has Déll argue that, the "aim of

¢

(literature”-is to "make us live more abundant]y: throdgh-q spiritual

- _a
pontemp]ation.ﬁk"Knister‘refers to "physical and spiritual” realities,

-

while Oéll refers to ‘and tbn;entrates on the latter. But Howard's
attention to "physica1"'%ealities balances 661]'5 attention to
uspgritqal“ rea1ities.‘ As "Tgrning'Loam" draws to a close, Knister's
maiﬁ characters refer to;Lewis novels, and Knister descrfbes Lewis
‘as drawing attention to both the tangiblesand intamgibles of
everyday life. ‘The references made to Lewis novels in "Turn%ng Loam"
imply fhaf fhe unior of Howard and Dell is.also the symbolic uniting
of attention to tangible and ihtahgib]e rgaé%tieic

Knister's description of a raihbpw, a raianw.that appears. just
before Howard,and Dell confess thejr Tove for each other, reiterates 1
the idea thai the union of Howard and Dell is a marriage of v&sioné.

Howard and his father see that

» Outside everything seemed to be washed in
a brilliant green light . 4 . . The grass, the
distant bush, everything. "“Look," gestured
both at once. A very broad and flat rainbow
stood apparently no farther away than the end
of the farm.  Ongd foot appeared to stand before
a large elm at the edge of the bush, and the '
other in the middle of the half-prepared corn-field,
smdking with warm rain. "It's double." : -

Over it hung a broad purple band, and then a
dimmed second bow. The sunlight grew in
brilliancys.and.the inner bow appeared to blaze,
fiery bright. ~Swallows vaunting high bisected
it _near the top, wings alight like heads of
invisible arrows of silver.
. "Pretty fine,“ Mr. Winters took off his

Q
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. hat, reverently “The bow of promise.”
Howard smiTed, say1ng nothing. (pp._282-283)

)

v

whiie the doub]eﬁess of the rainbow might_refer to the union of Howard

and Dell, deseriptive terms suggeét that the rainbow reflects the
‘Sb1endour of the synthesis of their visions. One Jroot“ of the

-rainbow is "at the edge of the bush“_and‘may reflect Dell's sense
i that Canadian iiterature-cén dnclude the pioneering object bf

voicing or expressing Cénadian lifeswith verisimilibude and,
%%Fspec1a11y, yision. - The other “foot" of the ra1nbow is "in the
‘middle of the half- prepared corn-field" and--as cu1t1vated corn
prov1de;at'- "seed" or germ of_Howard s vision--may be ‘a ref]ectloﬁ
of Howarﬁ’s:sense'of the life of the land as worth, celebration and
cons1derat10n Knister's image of a splendid rainbow brings'iétb
focus the 5ymb011c level of the story, for: the double rainbow reflects
the union -of the visions of Howard and Dell, or the world of the
“pﬁn¢ograph” as repnesented by the ver151m111tude of ' Turn1ng Loam,
and the symbol1c level at which ”Turn1ng Lgam is a work of "vision:"
The time schemg of.the novel, like thg image-éf_p doub]é-rainbow,
suggests that fhe uniion of Howard and Dell, and their visions, is one
of promwse, "Turnlng Loam" opens in ear]y summer (p. 23) and ehds~w1th
the return of spring;. as the novel closes, Howard goes to see De11
when "the earliest of the cornfields had a faint crisscrossing of
lines, where the tall corn would ;pring in a few weeks" (91‘288).
The title "Tﬁrning Loam" may .be a réference to the common v%sionary

o6

ground that Howard and Dell ﬁiha]ly share. As. the cpncluding scene,




L] . . N f

in which they 9expr'ess their mutual a'ffectién.’opens, the'y are aware
. . , : @ ’

of the "rain-bitten loam" (p. 287) of the Greene farm. In-the world .

of "fhrning Loam," loam and love céﬁ“be_éssociated because ta;gibles

and iptangibles do’ not deny each other, but coexist and ténd yitéltty

to~each other, . )

.o ) Tﬁe minor- characters of:"Taning Loam" reiterate thé outlook of
the major *characters the} are aésociaged with: For example, Dell's

“brother, Haék, is a returned soldier who fought in the First world‘_f

War, and his memories of ‘the war ﬁaunp him.- For Hank, like his

-

. ‘ sister, intangib1é realities ‘are inesdapable., Rosemary's friend,
) " Clea, is as materialistic as Rosemary herself. <Howard's sister, 8
. Hazel, shares her brother's good-natbred.jnterest in the life of the
land, if she does not seek a vision of such a life. In "Turning
(Loam," the minor characters reiterate the outlook of the major
characters. and therefore amplify Knister's treatment of different )
ways of seeing. “ )
N { ‘ ] )
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%’&haptér_lviﬂﬁite Narcissus: Visions of Rga]ity
\ Ii»iTHéigapkg?obhd ’
‘n1ﬂ"Dat¢s ofCémpé;ifj?n and the Text

The ﬁové] White Narcis'su’s was"pub]ished in 1929 by Macé{nanjn

_'ﬁoronto;'Harcourt Brace in New York, and Jonathan Cape in London.

Whi te Narc1ssus was reprinted once, in. 1962, in McCle}land and
" "'\ . i

,Stewgrt 5 New*Canadggn Library series. The repr]nt] omits Knister's

..
[P

notation of the places and-dates of composifidh-with<§hich the first

--

“w;,ﬂ’edit{od'ends: "Nortfwood, Ontario, Oct.-Dec. 1925--Hanlan's Point,.

June-Aﬁg 1927 nl

ABr1dge ﬁgp}an s Po1nt 15 on Toronto Is]and Ontario. )

D1fferent unpub]1shed vers1ons of White Narc1ssus exist. “White

Nérc1ssus,“ a typescript oﬁ one hundred and seventy-swx pages, is -

among The Raymond Kn1steT PaperS‘ﬁt McMaster University Library,

Ham11ton, Canqdd:3 The paper of this version has the wgtermark
!

L.

“Praéress Boﬁd ‘Made in Canada A typed notat1on at the foot of the
‘1ast page reads, "Raymond Kn1ster, / Northwood, 0ntar1o / Januany 29,
ﬁ926 " Th1s double space¢ typescr1pt includes frequent, if br1ef
handurxtten revisions wh1ch c1drify descrwpt1ons of character and

,1andscape For examp]e, the typed sentence, "Milne turned on hi§ heel

e

vmpbgen o,

2

.

4

(Northwood Bntirio is east of Chatham,’néar Kent &



'subétantially briefer-than the published version of the novel.

: 92
- ' N Y

and walked down the 1éne_§o the .road,"” after handwritten revision -

-

reads, "A-thrill of elation under his thoughts, Milne turned on his

heé] and walked down the fang'to the road" (p. 106). A cloud

. . . \
“boundaried by a silver edge" is, after handwritten revisiom, a cloud

3

"boundaried by a qufcksi?yér edge" (p.'i§2). "White Narcissus" is

Long

" .passages which,. #fi White Narcissus, establish character, -either

" varsion.

e ™

rd
pargnts of his beloved Ada, the Lethens (pp. 60-62)

N

through thought sequen&es or dia]ogué, do not appear in thjs early
The ‘memor fes ‘the protagonist, Ricﬁa;d ﬁi}ne, has of the

, do ho£ appeaf in
“White Narcissus," and neither does Riéhérd's conversation with ~
Carson Hymersoﬁ, dia]ogﬁe thch reflects the latter's érowing

exasperation with the Lethenéa(pp¢ 106-107). -A fragﬁenp, which is

~ part of a manuscript version of the McMastgﬁ “Whife'Narcﬁssﬁé,ﬁ

Collection of Victoria University Library.7

"typescript has the Watermark'"Progress Bond. w8

. P | .

became available in'Uanué}y, 1984, ° 'Tﬁe fragment runs from pages <

eighty-one to one hundred and 51xty three .and corresponds to roughly

»

the latter half of the pub]1shed version (DD 73-125). The paper of

this fragmen;_bgars the watermark "Progrgss Bond."6 A neat copy of

the McMaster "White NarcfssusJ'tybéscr;pi is 5n The Raymond Knister. .-
' ‘ ; The paper of this |
ar A typed notat1on ‘at .
the foot of the final page reads, "Raymond Knxster, / Northwood -
176).

Ontario” (p. The conc1ud1ng notatxon, ]1ke the extreme-neatné;s

‘ of the text suggests that tﬁv} vers1on may have been preﬁared for

subm1551on for pub11cat1on

(=

P.; . 4 . . B ?\ﬁ ." ) .
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A two hundred and sixty-five page manuscript version of "White

Narcissus" is in The Raymond Knister Collection of Victoria

°

University Library.9 This manuscript's paper has %;;;watermark : o
10

"Progress Bond." "June 6, 19??" appears in, the u e} left corner
of the first page, and on the f1na1 page is the notation, “June 6 -
-.'August 7,:1927. /2 Drafts / Copy1ng,c0mpleted Aug. 18 / Raymond :
. 'Kn1ster (p 265). The d1fferences between this version and the
= pub11shed work are of a minor order: for examp]e,'a partlng ggg mot"
(p. 28) becomes a- "parting sally" (p. 31) in the‘final version,
Aga1n §harper characterization is the effect of _revisions; in the
manuscrvptAvers1on, R1chard.uses monosy]labIES," "rather than be
. drawn %into convenxionél insinéerjt1es,of-manner (pp. 112-3), but in
) the-publishéd version his.preferen;e is keéﬁ;r,.for he is "notito be
drawn” into conventionﬁi insinqerjties of manner" (p- 70)',,J’
| The final draft of “White Narcissus"~is'a'fypeSCfipt among/the
Knis;gr éapers at Queen's University Archiyés.]I This version has
paper of d1ffereht watermarks: "Glasgow Bond," "Progress'Bond " and

L
.“Luxor Bond. 2 Knister's epwgraph to the novel, "'Feelings and -

. unw1sdom m&ke all'men kin.' / -- Fr1eder1ch Freska, is a hdndwritten
addition on the title page of th1§3verswon .Qn the lower left corner
of the title page is the typed notation, "Raymond Knister, / 23 West

-Islanq DriG%, Handan's Point, / Toronto, Caﬁada." The hiddlg line™is

" crosséd out, and @ handwritfen substitution made: "Care The Magﬁi]]an

Co.of Canada." The Jast page has’the handwrépten;notatjon, "Northwood,

-
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that "she worships the narcissi" (p. 209).
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Ontario, Oct.-Dec. 1925 -- qu]an's Point, June-Aug. 1927." ‘Minor A\\
héndwritten revisions that,appéar_in this vers{on are'incorhbngted in
the published work. For example, the typed comment,:that Mrs. Lethen
“plays with" narcissi, is, after'handwriéten rebisioé, the obsefvation

A crucial scene of White Narcissus appears as 'a typewritten

addition in this version. The single paragraph on page "181a," which

' corresponds to the third-last paragraph of chapter eleven in the

published work (p. 108), describes Richard's response to reading The

"Scarlet Letter. Prior to this revision, Richard's available reading

material still consists of magazines, The Scarlet Letter, Wilfielm

Meister, and "Bunin's stories" {p. 181). However; before Knister made
® o

—

the addition, his protagonist reads Wilhelm Meister, rather than The -

$car1et Letter. . ' . ' o

A fragmentary version of "White Narc kssus” surfaced in January,

13

1984, In this version; as in the other unpublished ones, "White

Narcissus" appears at the'top‘of each pagé, This typescript is a-

5

'seven.page fragment of an g}even page short story, of which pages';wo,

watermark but has faint blue lines ruled on verso."

»

four, six and ngne are missing. The paper of this version “has no
% Unlike the
novel, in which the point of -view fis Richard's but the narration

third person, this version.of "White Narcissus" has first-person

: nafratioﬁ.' The story has the same basic plot as the novel. However <’

“\

the story is.primarily dialogue between Richard and Ada. The first-

person marratipn gives the effect of a strange immediacy; the narrator

L.
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-

-calls his own "tone

pu—

almost maud]in".(p. 5), believes his own words

[

'to be "banal" (p. 7), and sees Ada as a victim of a "foul old corpse

. ~,
< '\
of rancour" (p. 10). This fragment may.reflect Knister's wish to

’

experiment with technique, and to do so while using materiéﬁ that was

already ;§¥y familiar to him\fﬁbm the processes of revising and
) x

copying.

In a letter of 11 December 1928, to the English pub]igher of

White Narcissus, Jonathan Cape, Knister expiains that "the Macmillan

Company of Canada" bcceptedrthelnove1 for publication in ghe autumn

of 1927.1°

95

2.° The Action o . .

. T e w

The protagonist, Richard Milne, a successful writer of novélﬁ and

advertisements, returns to visit the rura1 area in ‘which he grew up,

determ1ned to make a final attempt to win the hand of Ada Lethen.

*

Ada, however, hesitates.to leave her farm home because her- paren&& are

not on.speaking terms. In fact, her mother lavishes attention not on’

any person, but on the.narcissus flowers she grows indoors. - As Ada

"can communicate with both parents, and fears the conseQUences-of_her )

absence, she feels it her duty to remain at the Lethen farm. In the

course of the novel, Richard boatds. at twd-farms in the area. At

first, Richard stays with Carson Hymerson andfhis Wife. H0weve?,

Carson's wish to forec]ose the mortgage ow the Lethen farm alienates

R1chard who 1eaves the Hymerson farm to stay w1th the Burnst11es

Yy
-1
s
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' .

Bill Burnstile, a longstanding friend of Ri;hard’s,’is conspicuously

more relaxed and good-natured than Carson Hymerson. White Narcissus

. ends with the removal of barriers to the departure of Ada with Richard:

Carson succumbs to mental illness, and the Lethens are once more on-

speaking terms as the novel closes.

’3. }nfluences and Sources

“

There is evidence that the myth of Narcissus and the-influence of

" nineteenth-century American romance lie behind White Narcissus.

Knister's adaptation of these sources creates. a polarity between the
’ narrowly obsessive vision and the broader vision that admits the
complexity of reality.

" As Jay Macpherson notes,

In the simplest form of his story, Narcissus

“is a beautiful youth who. either pines away
and dies for love aof his own image reflected .
in a spring-of‘rivér, or drowns trying-to - SR
grasg . 16", : | |

- -

Macpherson explains thatiOvid added to the -myth of Narcissys,the

?1gur¢,of "Echo, the nymph despised by him who.at last fades away to

_ nothing but an.ansherihQEVOicéW'(p.'76). In White Narcissus, Knister
- makes'difqué use of the Nar;issus.ﬁyth; his characters do not
strictTchonform to the .configuration of Narcissus, his ref?ectibn{

and Echo: However, the myth of Narcissus serves as a source for

‘Knister's -use’ of the narcissus as symbol, and Knister ‘draws_on the--

96



essential meaning of the myfh--the harmful consequences of self-

absorption or obsessive selfishness.

-

@ . .
Balancing the narcissism-of the .negative characters .in White

Narcissus is the opegness of mind Richard strives to ‘live by, an
attitude that, in the course of the novel, becomes associated with
nineteenth-century American romance. Textual evidence suggests that

reference to Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter: A Romance is

not gratdjtous in White Narcissus,-but the touchstone of Richard's
: r

desire te\3§;n0w1edge the myriad manifestations of reality. For

similar reasgns, White Narcissus includes oblique references to

~ Melville's Moby—Djék and James's Thé Ambassadors. At the time of

4 - '
writing “Turning Loam," Knister expressed an interest-in the realities

[+

of symbel and vision. By the time Knister wrote White Narcissus, his
fiction and non-fiction came to reflect a réspect for the recqgnition -
of .intangible realities that permeate ninetéenth:centﬁry American

_romance.-

4. Context

Knister began the writing of White Narcissus while working on h%s

family's farm. By the "time Knister finished wo%k on White Narcissus,

“

he hadJembarked both on working at writing full time, and marriage.

-

White Narcissus was completed-at "The‘Poplars," the cottage at
.-ﬂap]éhfé'béint, Toronto Igland, whére-Knister énq his wife spent their

first summer of married life.

L B 0
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‘Between 1925 and 1927, the years in which Knister wrote Wh1te
Narcissus, his work won 1ncreasing recdgnition. The Midland continued

to publlsh 2;; work; the poems "Dog and Cat" and "Martyrdom" appeared

17

in the Apr11 1ssue of The Midland in 1925 This Quarter, an

v

* Americanm expatriate magazine based in Par1s, in 1925 published

n18 and in the next issueﬁappeared

,.19

Knister's short story "Elaine,

Knister's short story, "The Fate of Mrs. Luc1er, as we]] as the

20

serial poem, "A Row of Horse Stalls.” Other contr1butors to these

issues of This Quarter were Carl Sandb rg, James Joyce, and Ernest.

Hemingwa ' ' S
gway. //

- M terms of the context~of White|Narcissus, a part1cu1ar1y 7//

1nterest1ng acknow]edgement of Knisters work- was thHe recogn1§}on
given his short story, "The Strawsta;k." E J. O'Bfignf/in his
annual devoted to the short sfory, placed "The Straws;dék” on the 2R011

‘of Honour" for stories published in North America between October, 1923:
and September, 1924 (other works 0'Brien lists in his "Ro11°of Honour™ °
| \ 21 '

include stories by\Ernest Hemingway and Ruth Sgckow). “The

- Strawstack” apbeared-in the October igsue of The Canadian Forum in

_1923 22 and in his essay, "Canad1an L1terat1," Knister refers to his

story published in The Canad1an Forum as being "obv1ou$hp4@r1ved
23

from Poe." "Canad1an L1terat1" was not published until T975,lbut

Foa

the essay cam be roughly dated, as it includes a reference to a 1929 ‘

work of Morley Ca]]aghan s, A Native Argosy (p. 166). Knif%er, PR

therefore acknowledged the 1nf1uence of Amer1can romance on hTs work

at approximately the time Wh1te’Narc1ssus was published. And by the N




gstated t be "der1ved from Poe" had been ging]ed out for reéognition.
Ev1de ce points to Kn1ster s general interest in nineteenth-

century Amenjcan romance. For ekémb?e,—Knistgr's reading list for

tﬁg years’19] £0:1924 reveals a consistentﬂintefést in the work of

Henky.dames; Knjster read The American 5n 1916, The Europeans in 1922,

and-Daisy Miller)\ The Ambassadors and "The Author of Beltraffio” in .

. \ .
1923. Knistér's réii;ng lTist also reflects~an interest in Hawthorne's

work; Knister read The Marble Faun and The Scarlet Letter in 1918,

‘.and re-read The ScarléE\Let;er in ]9]9.24 By the time he.wrote

"Cahadian Literati," Knistdr associated the highly symbolic work of
. \“I‘ -~ . '
the\Ame;iEQn romance writers w*th coming "to grips-with-reality":

Let it not be assumed that the-enly expressxon
I advocate-has:to do with wheat fields and stock
yards. I am only pointing out that we"prebably_
will have to come to grips with reality before
we shall have a Titerature, before Canada will

- mean something to the Canad1an besides his own
personal experience. Our next great writer
may be of a different stamp a1together If any

. Canadian equals . . . Moby Dick in like or unlike
exotic fields there w1]1 be no objection from
anybody. Or if he can, be as Canadian as Poe
was ‘Amerdcan he may create his own won4d1

* ("Canadian L]terat1, pp. .167-8) = -

Knister's observation links his interest in American.nineteenth-
century romance to the bosition he gives his artist chérapter in

“Turning Lda&,” Dell Greene, when she States that arf js more a

[
-

. matter of vision than ‘the produqﬁ3on of & strictly photogrﬁphic'kind

. Y * . . - ¢ - .
of verisimilitude. The inclination of Knister towards the'work of

. '99.
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Poe, Melville, Hawthorne, and James reveaﬁs an inclination towards

Id

fictional worlds wh1ch accommodate the rea11t1es of symbol and v1s1on,

- . c

as we]] as the realities of p]ace and material c1rcumstances

J‘l

Wh1te Narcissus shows s1gns of gaing beyond the verisimilitude of

- ,f‘

K photograph, and anster s correspondence w1th Thomas Murtha adds to
this suggest1on. Murtna and Kn1ster wére contemporaries who shared
the struggle to pub]ish;fdctdon which badances actention to tangible
and intangible rearities. Like Knister's, Mortna's wrdcing ba]ances
attention to the rea]icies of the'mind and neart w%tn attentjon to the
more materials regionajist realities of p1ace.

In a letter dated July 31, 1929, Murtha writes to Knister:

R . S0 you got some funny reviews of White
~  Narcissus. I hope to.see them. [ saw one
in the Can. Ferum a few days ago; they said .
you were descended from Nat. Hawthorne and &
~ that you.were refreshing in that. you represented ‘
an aspect of- writing different to other
American (in the broad sense of the word)
writers, especially to Mr. Callaghan. -
. hesitate to,get into such a b1o]og1ca1
dlSCUSSlOﬂ as to whether you are an evplution
. of Nat., but I do know you are considerably
d1fferent to M.C. I think I'm not telling
You any news. :

- ,
- - - /

fMurtha imp]ies~that'Knister‘wou]d as.the author of White Narcissus, -

reJo1ce in being recognized as "descended from Nat Hawthorne As

Murtha was Knister's co]]eague and friend, .his ap1n1on carr1es a

) spec1a1 author1ty, and. his op1n1on accords with the 1nc11nat1on

-

,toward Amer1can n1neteenth-century romanceAthat~Knlster S non-fiction

reflects.. . . . s '.{n

“Ner
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In h1s preface to The Amer1can-—wh1ch is the f1rst James novel

‘that appears in-Knister™sJ914- 1924 reading- list--James’ def1nes the

"romantic" agig

- for.the things that, with all the facilities
in the world, all the wealth and all the
courage and all the wit“and all the adventure,
we never can directly know; the things that.
can reach us only through the beautiful circuit
and subterfuge of our thought and o%f desire.

In an.unpublished and untitled short story, Knister-describes the
PR 8
effect of a poet's lines as follows:
Theyweéevpry moving, haunting, they
awoke memories and desires long forgotten,
and they had.a yearning toward the

unseizable beauty which sometimes ws all
" descry passing across owr-horizon.<¢

»

The "unsé@zab]e beauty" Knisﬁer wfites of - is, perhaps, the "romantic®
of whi&h James speaks, or that which may be experienced "only through
the beautiful circui§’and subterfuge.ofic * thought and desire.” This
sort of romance--the romance with which. the Américan roméﬁée'writers~
of the'nipetéenth century were concerneq;-provides an enfry t0~thg .>‘ .

world of Knister's White Narcissus. Knister's fiction acknowledges

the “"unseizable beauty"” as well as the more éjnister but equally
"unseizable" intangibles of reality. In "Canadian Literati,"” Knister .
praises Moby-Dick, a work of American -romance, in which a passagé '

occurs that focuses on the "unseizable":

And still deepér the-meaniﬁé of -that story .
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- of Narcissus, who because he could not - -
grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw =

‘in the fountain, plunged into it and was
drowned. But that same image, we ourse]ves
see in'all rivers.and oceans. It -is the
image of the ungraspable phant%m of life; =
and this is the key.to it all. )

Me]vil]e's passage, if read as a de]ineation'of the role of the
writer of romance, gives a bleaker Jiew than that of James; that
knowable through the "beaut1fu1 c1rcu1t and subterfuge oF our- thought
and our desire" g1ves way to What 1s s1mp1y 'unseizable” or -

ungraspab]e. "The wr1ter of romanCe must be alert to the fate of
Narcissus, lest he share it, for if Narg1ssus faces‘h1s ohﬂ
"tormenting, mild image," the writer cqnfrqnt;f"éhe-image 6f_the
ungraspable phantom of 1ife ! Ihe writer can evokefthe “ungraépable;“
or elude the restr1ct1ons of a photograph 11ke %§r1s1m111tude by
evocat1on, allusion, and references to symbo]s and myths—~as . AU

Me1v111e himseTF does in describing Narc1ssus In whwte Narcissus,

there is ev1dence that the myth of Narcwssus and a]]us1on to.

nlneteenth century Amerwcan romance are of centra] 1mportance

A)

5, Critical Reception

Ly
-~

- Reviews of White Narcissus répeatedlyAnote the ihportance_of the .

novel's atﬁesphere, In-his 23 Fehruary.LQéQ,review, ih The New -
Statesman, Cyril Connolly describes White Nérc1ssus as .a "wistfyl . i o

little love story,” that ;s m11d]y 509h15t1cated w29 The Times

—————
\" N s
1 * ;

7

L]

&

¢
Moy >
4o




! .-reV1ew in the New York Herald Tr1bune of 20 October ]929 the Lethens

Literary Supﬁlement review of 28 Februéry 1929 states that the novel’

"depends upon” the psycho1oglca1 situation” that exists at the Lethen
househo]d Ne spec1f1c symbolic mean1ng is assigned to the narc1ssx1
that Mrs. Lethen tends, but if.is said that shev"broods increa;ing]y

_ over these IOVely, plain [sic] flowers, which are given a characxer

ey

that is undeserved1y sinister.’ 30 J. D Robins, in his review in The -

.Canad1an Forum of August, 1929, suggests that the 1nfiuence of

Nathaniel Hawthorne appears in Wh1te Narcissus. R0§1ns ‘also calls
' 31

8

attention to the novel's -evocation of r"a‘cmos.phere.:" The New York

Times Book Review of 25 August 1929 ‘describes White Narcissus as a

"supremely atmospherfc story,".and adds that the "somber atmosphere”

14

of “"the Lethen household . . .. is symbolized by Mrs. Lethen's white -

narcissi." ™MKnister's prose" is said to bé "an'excellent medium" for
s . Rt , : ;

32

expressing “emotional attitudes." The Bookman (New York) of October, -

1929, notes that "Mrs. Lethen's very soul. seems to have been absorbed
into the white®arcissus" plants she tehds, and "Whether symbolic or
re&]jstic,.ah“atmdsphere'of g]oom such as Mr. Knister has attemptéd to

33

create v - s very d1ff1cu1t to achieve.’ Acc0rding to the

”b1nd as wePl as bend“ Ada's “soul," until the destruction of the -

narc1ss1 that are—Mrs Lethen s "one passion Richard's wooing of
¢

Ada is "not a br1111ant 11berat1on, for "The stilted fellow was a

w34

very Hamlet for WOrdy inactivity.” The review in the 2 November

1929 Boston Even1qg Transcr1pt deScr1bes wh1te Narc1ssus as a-

(3

spxratua] drama,“ wh1ch includes such e]ements as the 'mysterious
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e
atmosphere\of Ada," and "Mrs. ‘Lethen's passion‘l for white narcissi

Kn1ster rece1ves praise for hav1ng ”drawn his characters w1th a deff

hand w35 A

.Two"camps qf critical thought exispfconcerning White Narcissus.

Some critics Place stress on the verisimilitude of the work, while

~

. other critics see the work as moving beyond a photpgraph-]ike

verisimilitude.

@ In The Literary History of Canada, Desmoiid Pacey describes

I3

White Narcissus as being .

far from perfect, but its treatment of’Ontario .
farm iife, and especially its capacity to . .
recreate the atmosphere-of the Ontatio rural =~ ) .
"landscape, makes it more memorable [than My ' T
Star Predeminant]. The plot is involved
“and sometimes incredible, the charactérs are
weird but powerful, and the style "is a curjous - .
combinatiop of simple directness and pretentious :
double-talk. We feel in this novel-. . . that -
he is wrestling with language, trywng to 'put it
" into the posture which will be suitable for his
own purposes. He cdn, at-his best, write . . . ;
directly and simply . . . . On the other hand, & S
Knister can be guilty of over writing T . . .36 )

Q

Pacey praises the verisimilitude of:White Narcissus, but he implies’

~that the novel is oddly heterogeneous in p]ot characterdzation, and
§tyle The inclusion of more thaa photograph<\]ke verisimilitude ;‘

Wbuld explain why the work leaves the "impression of 1nc1ud1ng an .

’

elus1ve diversity.

L e . PR

In his introduction to the 1962 reprint of White Narcissus in

the New Canadian LibraryAseries,/Phil%p ChiTd also praises Knister's -~
. ’ ) - '_
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powers of description; “the depicting of the Ontario country 1qndstége'

. and the life and manners and atmosphere.of 1iving in the farmland -

" are the~stab1es'of his best writing."37 Child refers to Knistef's

°

fondness for "the Ontario'countryside,""wl}h its\yariety and its
charging aspeﬁts which often seem to reflect our ﬁobds"'(p. 7) ¢ but

adds , T AP o

- What certainly does go beyond the book s cover
. to reverbérate pleasurably in the reader®s
" memory, is the .description of nature making
1ts impact on Richard Milne's mind in-his
various moods . .-, . (Ch11d p. 13)

. . «
— v

"He sees Kn1$ter as descr1b1ng the face- of the 1and thh power and
's1mp}1c1ty_ (p. 11). But seeing the novel as a work of ver1s1m1]1tude
. déeS‘ﬁot help account for the centra] symbo1l of the novel:

2 ~ ' . Tt - : . @

- though the White Narcissus [sic] is meant to be |
the central symbol of .the novel and though it -
gives the book ‘its title, it is static. Once -

. planted in the story it does not grow and-help
to move the plot forward or deepen its.
significance. [Indeed it does not again enter
the plot until ‘the abrupt and almost /. -
perfunctory ending of the story. There it* - o L~
is brought .in by the author in order that the o ‘
rebellious destruction of the narcissi by %
Mr. Lethen may , . . surprise Mrs. Lethen into .
speech .' . , and thus restore, presumablys @ .
normal married re]atwonsh1p between them AR ~
(Child, p. 13) - " : '

- » ~—

Child notes that "in verse or prose, Kn1ster S orwgwnalwty lies im ;
- I
br1ng1ng 'to 11fe . . an atmospherb 1n whach real1sm'. O comb1nes :

with real1sm s own,k1nd of poetry” (ﬁ 13).
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- Glenn C?ever vwews Whlte Narcissus as a work flawed by a 1ack of .

'structure and arttst1c control In his artwcie, "Point of View in

White Narcissus," he claims that "Knister,haa 11tt1e'qontrb1'over"'

138

° ' po nt of view. Clever states that the narrative "voice shifts

dis onpert1ng]y around," and notes that this

.shows plainly in the way Knister designates .
) ; his characters. - He terms the protagonist -
N variously "Richard Milne," "he," "Milne,"
‘ {p. 25); "Richard" (p. 30); "the younger
man" (pp 28-29); “the _young-man” (p. 50);
T §§b even "the man"- {p. 33)--just as he designates
. . both Bill Burnstile (p. 22) and Mr. Hymerson
(p. 49). Such ambiguous distancing between
reader and character jolts . . . . (p. 120)

C1evea concludes:

the novel draws to a close with almost a
fusion of their [Richard's and Ada's]
consciousnesses, not as a necessary-.result
of preliminary preparation, but fortuitously
and without accumulative aesthetic impact.’
Mhite Narcissus deserves to be admired
as a fine novel of mood and poetjc description - * -
and as a turning point in the course of the
“Canadian novel-frem external to internal
viewpoint; but it does leave the reader with
" a sense of dissatisfaction when he has .
~ finished it, anhd one:of the main reasons for
- this is.the Tack of adequate control of point
of vwew {p..123) - )

C1ever, 11ke Pacey and Chx%d basically sees White Narc1ssus as a

f1awed w0rk of photograph1c rea11sm But the novel was not a]ways
ngwed.as_a‘11m1ted rea]1st work. Another view_ofithe work exists,

and‘thjs vjew'existeds}n the twenties. .-

‘w

of
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In his 1929 review of the nove1,<Q,D; Robins.comments of Knisfer,

If _he does anywhere in the book show one
of the two influences which are regarded as X
unavpidable, it is an American one, that of ')/"‘\S“
“Nathanjel Hawthorne. . {p. 390)

" Robins concludes by reiterating the suggestion that White Narcissus

may include elements of “romance: ' . ~

e

In :its objective and descriptive aspects,
White Narcissus is a fine performance with an
atmosphere which is new in English~Canadian
fiction. In its portraya1 of countryside life
it strikes a note which is 1dy111c without
being mawkish or untrue, a convincing note of
. knowledge. Its psychology and its plot seem to
be both inadequately worked out, as if the book

had attempted.too much for its compass.. It is : 7

this which appears . . . to lie_behind the
. blurred sifting of the girl's character 2through
the uncertdin m1nd of her lover; it is this
which seems to underlie the insufficiently
prepared sqlution. But, after all, plot
and exact character analysis are not the -
essentials pf the book. Its value and its
~appeal lie ,jn the quiet atmospheric .triumph
of its shadowed centre ‘and in the bright
realism of its circumference. -{p. 390)
. - ©

L]
-

Pau] Denham s more recent discussion deve1ops the ideas that

Rob1ns delineates. . Denham notes para11els between Wh1te Narcissus and
N
The Scarlet Letter but lnterprets these*as being of egbsodlc or

tangent1a1, rather than central, 51gn1f1cance

Richard tompares himself with Arthur Dimmesdale
- in that both men are victinls of-excessive.

introspection and paralysis of the will . .

Having Pixed The Scarlet Letter in our minds,
. Knister goes on to . . . a climactic scene

- between Ada and Richard which takes p]ace in a

R
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3

forest and s strongly reminiscent of Hawthorne's
forest scene in which Hester Prynne persuades
“Dimmesdale to leave the place of his guilt and
. seek g new life. In Hawthorne's story, the
- forest symbolizes. freedom-from social codes.
_+ - In White Nartissw§s it is Richard who does the
“ . persuading (the earlier parallel with Dimmesdale
-is not pursued); and the forest, like the.
earlier "choked vistas" of. the countrygéde,
becomes a symbol of constraint .

\ -
\\

a

According to Denham, allusion to The Scarlet Letter does not have a

Eignificant structural role in White Narcissus. Nevertheless,

Denham concludes,

White Narcissus, then, is not s1mp1y a

realistic novel.

. . . Knister juxtaposes the reality of the

Burnstiles with the reality of the Lethens - . g
. a workaday, predictable world and-a" 1

desperate, sense]ess one. In doing so, he moves

"beyond realism.' . gqifact Knister's

strength is in his willingness. to make use of.

several modes to suggest a complex_ vision of

the world. ‘(p. 77) -~

El

%

Critical opinion concerning White Narcissus often hesitates to

take into account Krmister's inclination‘toward the fictional worlds of

’ & . .
Hawthorne and other American writers of romance.

II. White Narcissus
)

White Narcissus is an elusiye novel because questions of vision

are at the core of the worﬁﬁ Textual evidence suggests that, in -

Mhite Narcisshs% there is a central tension between the narrowly

obsessive or narcissistic-vision and the broadly 'inclusive vision that
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‘works of nineteenth century American romance celebrate. Knister's
treatment of landscape introduces -the topi¢ of vision, while allusion

to romance brings into focus the subjett of vision.

~

White Narcissus beg1ns, ”Richard M11ne was - only two hours away

- 'from the city," but he finds the road he follows ' 1ncred1b1y‘fone1gn;ﬂ
| and the roadALeadg nim to “the centré of lost wagtes screeﬁéq ;y
scattered-and fretful trees.” He soon feels "lost in this too-
familiar é;untry" (p. 19). Richdrd sees the‘roqdlﬁb\f011ows'as'

]eadihg toward "lost wastes," and feels Hjmée]f "Josﬁ." The firsf

paragraph of the novel suggests that Richard's view of the Iandséépé
- .- - ' - ,

determines its presentation.

Richard arrives from the city with an "impulsive consciousness -

of nothing butrthe goaP'bf seeing Ada Letheh:

He mist see Ada:lethen, though 1t were for the
last time. -Now, alone on the windy road, he
) began to hesitate, to wonder. The f1e1ds, -
river. banks, the astound1ng, overwheTming *
sky he seemed to have forgotten, quest1oned
him-as an alien. What was he doing there? L -
And what good, he further asked himself, s -
- would his comlng do? (p 20) ’ . -

e

ry

As Richard qbestioné'fhe'good of his retuirn, he sees the "fields, .
river banks" and the "sky" as.similarly questioning him. Here, as in -

the initial conjﬁﬁétion oF’Richard‘s feeling "105t," and seeing the |

. N

road he is on as 1ead1ng tah"lost wastes,“ his ‘environment mirror's
\\ -

h1s fee11ngs, the lamdscapﬁLhe sees becomes- a refTect1on of h1s own’
. . . 5 - -
mqod, ; T —
_As Richard approache§ the "Lethen place,"”

- P _‘ A -\‘4 . -- _k’ .




The wind was dying before the sunset, but had e
chilled, turning up the under sides of leaves. '

Trees shivered under a dulled sky. The.

evening, muted.by wind and cold, given a

sudden swiftness of animation, mated the -

fee]ing of Richard Milne. “(p. 32) ~

Richard agawn prOJects h1s mood - onto the landscape. The re]atlon{gf
between R1chard s feelings and his view of the 1andscape is so ¢lose

that he defines tne reason for.his return,as the land caﬁilng nim

back:

it al} came back to him, fields and.years, more
p01gnant at every yard he traversed, and he knew :
that he could never be freed from the hold of . ' '

.- this soil, however far from it he had travelled;

'_though he were never to be called back by
itself, but by a forfeit of Tove which in
final desperatxon he had come to redeem or
tear from its roots forever. (p. 2T)
-y !
‘In_the course of white Narcissus, as Richard's feelings fTuctuate

accord1ng to Ada S degree of acceptance of him, the landscape he sees

reflects his chang1ng fee11ngs The co1ouratton of the - phys1ca1 world.

of the nove]’becomes dependent upon the Tlikely ' outcome of his quest”

(p 36) for Ada's hand _He sees remecfered deta1ls of the h1story of
Py
‘ their re1ation$h1p‘as mak1ng ‘a medwum through which trans]ucent]y.to

See Ada Lethen—~an 1mage of sieet frozen upon map]e buds“ {p. 38) At

e

f

least one other character whom R1chard perce1ves pos1t1vely is, in

terms of Richard's 1mag1nat10n5 p1anted in the env1ronment,fhe"sees'

.his friend, the farﬁen'Bitl Burneti1e;~as‘§eeming “to take root.in the, .

¥

ground” (p.. 53).. L o

’

’



Riphard'sfhabit_of se 'ng, or ennisioning, the landscane as
reflecting his feelings pervades the story. After listening to Bi]i-
Burnstile obineithat the Lethens "don't seem livin'" (p. 57), Richard
feels that “Sbmehnwthecmy,had heeome overcast for him" (p§:58). But

shortly afterwérds; while wa1kﬁng with Ada, Richard sees the mohning

as pas51ng in a me]]ow green qu1et" that is nonetheless fon,h1m -

~

“loud" w1th the "c]amour" of "his awakened hopes, a tumu]t of .
memor1es and des1re” (p. 59) wh1]e on this waTk, after th1nk1ng of
.Ada .as 1naccess1b1e mUS}e (p. 62), R]Chard sees an inaccessible

knoJ], a

- " place for shelter from-too rough winds, from )
sun, and ‘all noise and unquiet they looked into; -
but there seemed no path leading down to it. (p. 63) .

:

'>_Once again, nature responds fo'fee]ing; an unreachab1e she]ter<
Richard notices s the landscape's counterpart to the apparent]y

1nso1ub1e emot1ona1 d11emma—he faces . .

L 4

The }andscape from which Ada's father emerges, to make his first

appearance in the novel, presumably ajso reflects Riehard's ‘state of - -

mind:

over the fence was a gloom of treds, dark even
now beyond a clearing minaretted .by mulleins.
"The shadowed oaks and maples seemed darkened
thickly, and even with their flourish of .green.
" soiehow old and cool, wintry. And before Jthem,
in the’ ‘clearing among the slender spires of -
" mullein, stood.a human figure. (p. 82) .

Mr. Lethen, whose behaviour constitutes an obstacle as far as Rjchard's




"quest" for Ada goes, first appéorSJin the.noVe1 emerging from a

clump of weeds and "wintry trees." In approaching Richard, Mr. Lethen

appears to "sidle" around "mulleins, fallen .logs," and "a huge ant-

-

city." His question, "'You are Alma Milpe's son, aren't you?'"
P ) h

prompts Richard's "Memories of childhood and a dark country bao? of

-

that" (pp. 82-83). L .

-
. -

As,Richard’s‘hopes stagnate, the summer passes, and "the long-

A -2

“desired ra?ns of spring be]ated]y arrived to confound summer

-

prospects > "The days were warm, even during the heaviest rains, the

I - ‘.

" sun br1gh1 and ardent immediately after Too bright, too warm"

-

(p. 103). Among the "corn -and’ “Fank.-tobaceo! gnow‘“matted weeds"”

(p. f04) ‘In a highTy evocative image, Knister conjures the riotous,

rank, aimost c]oy1ng fertility of the 1andscape that Richard

i w. e

perce1ves

Y.
- -

i e
JR PRy v

A

A - -the crops were-being .smothered with weeds . .
Somethﬁng inthis rhythmic replenishing of
- the fecund and steaming earth calmed Richard
-~ Milne w1thout aquite pleas1ng him .

- ATong .the riveir .. "7 the rank wegetation .

~ - smothered-the raw out11nes of the ground. . . - T

’ ‘In-the swamp a- forest, a pond of nettles higher - .. -~
"-than a_man's head waved acridly, wavered and - T,
. bowed. 1ike 1ong trees, fern-likey in the light~
- breeze, spme Yecoiling more quickly-than ~ ., [ -

L4

) others, jostling and bowing batk angd forth-. X
T te each other. -They ‘had a symbolic ma]evo]ence, -
- . a blue-green.sea of fire, -and Richard MiTne - . ) . .
: watched it for QOEnts wqthout think1ng (p 104). -

The high1y evocative image of"enormous nettles réFTgcts, with -

"symbolic malevolences" Richard®s knowledge of his recourse to
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. - -

frustrat1ng 1nact1on 1n responsa to Ada s reJect1on As bip]ica]

references to a, "1ake of f1re (Rev 19 20) and x sea .

lf1re emphas1zes the. dep1ct1oﬁ’of 1andscape accord1ngoto mood,
rather thaw a phOtOgFaphL\ realism. In the nettles image, natural’

circumstances--1ike the cifcumstances of~the Lethen household--

v

consp1re to hold R1chard in sway, in a trance of futility. A

.. Q

i

. Sumach grew: dense]y a]ong moist . d1tches,*rank
__///Q1th stalks as th}ck as a man's-arm, 17tfle groves
tower1ng branchless twenty feet, at that height
to spread a thick thatch of green which withstood

- light showers: it was like tropical vegetation.
That year the elderberries grew thick and weighty-
‘on brittle stalks, changing from discs of cream
frothiness to dark; -pendulous spheres of fruit,
purple which afmost seemed to-swell with the
increasing rains. 3

This .richness of greenery, and bitter ye]]ow,
blue-grey steims, purple fruit, stretched above -
his head, seeming to bury-his consciousness as
he walked about . .. The man would stop and

. sit . . . under the canopy of sumach and stare

. at the ground, black earth strewn with rbsty stems
“of the sumach leaves of other years, thinking of
“those times and of Ada Lethen, while the rain
began to patter unheeded above him.” (pp. 104-5)

The season's smothering wealth of vegetat1on is another chok1ng

rem1nder of the poverty of his prospects in his quest for Ada

initial meeting with Ada en th1s visit, R1chard thinks of‘tﬁé "few

. . vistas" she has seen as he asks her, "'What is it holds you,

[

"A place of choked vistas" (p.-20). Richard speaks to Ada in

a

. . of fire"

-

-

,stupendous natural fert111ty mocks Richard, as Ada"s denial fo1ls him:

(Rev 15. 2) appear 1n %Eie]at1on, Kn1ster s use ﬂf the phrase ‘sea of

At his

‘Ada?' . . . in a choking tone" (p. 36), and he sees the landscape as




-

"chéking tone" (p.anS)iafter-she admits to:loving him, but still’ ™

" reflises to leave with him. As the réin_ﬁatteré_“upheeded‘aBove him," -

he thinks first of Ada, and then yf his being immobilized by ~

indecision, showind himself "a veritable Hamlet" (p. 105); presumably

- for similar Feasons his vision causes him to .see "a cliff -of cloud the

.Shdpé-bf'the'map of Denmark" (p. 114). Ricbafd'§ frustration shapes

the very clouds he sees. ‘As he tries to lose himself -in work by

i

helping on the Burnstile farm,_he-segs-the ”Qats field and the gloomy
“light" aé_”curious1y-1ethargiC'in their tranquillity," and S'even the

[
.

forests: seemed to toss with atE}avy, slow resignation" (p. 115)

Cétchdng sightbof Ada, he stops her; as sdon as Ada's'"musjca1 voice" -

greets hiﬁ, it ‘becomes a "glorious day" (p. 1163. Fo]1qwing’Ada‘s

- _confession of her love for him, when they walk iéythe forest, "every - -

leaf" moves "in ecstasy” (p. 120).. After they.ton;dmméte their love, .

~

) gichard‘hd Tonger sees clouds the'shape of the map of Denmark, Bu@\a

“sky "blue with thronging whité t]ouds" (p. 127). Now, iﬁsteaq of '
stagnation, Richard sees "fu]fi]ment"‘in the "pass%ng of tﬁe summer"\
'(P;,]27)-. Whereas Ada's rejection of:Richard Teads .to a
."dissqtisfactién" that spreads "to include all things without and'
within him" (p. TOO},-ih.the consummation of their 1ove,_R1chara'5nd.
Ada create ";n ecstasy,” "only to fij? it again in . . . a'suddehi§
cognizant universg",(p{ 125): Richard's ?ecstasy";-ijke his - -

"dissatisfact{ohf--evengua]1yinc]qdesfhe “universe,” or “all things

. ~ e ywithout and within him."

Richard's state of,miﬂd'cplours the landscape he sees or, in

other words, his subjectivé vision determines the landscape presented.

<
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The subject of vi§ion receives further attenfion h%'the'ser1a1

presentat1on of obsessive, and f1na11y narcissistic, characters

,The most promlnently obsessive-character in White Narcissus is

~Mrs, Lethen.. Richard first sees her, in the time Span. the novel
\ o . R . .
covers, while "bent over a vase of white nmarcissi":

Other vases of the glowing white flower lent
a distilled radiance to the dusk of the room.
It seemed : . . that a sickly, heavy odor
came . . . -through the air . . . .- the woman
. appeared unconscious of everything but:
the fiowering bulbs. Her fingers caressed a
blossom, and she passed to the other-side of
the room to look at a bulb just break1ng into
bud .”. . . Shé gazed a long time at this
one, and long at one wilting with the
accamplishment of its short life. (p 40)

<t

>In her obsesgion wigh:the;naraissis:M%s. Lethen'airectS'her amotions
| toward‘them; Ada reﬁarks of her mother, to Richard, "'Shé has-always.
Joved %he.naréissa{"'(p. 40), Ada adds, "she Tikes fhém,.wbrShips
tﬁem“:-~-. ' ' V | ' '

— i ]

~ She seems to.think of . nothing else from day
to night. She looks at them, cares for them, |,
'she has some of them beside her when she sieeps,.
- and first thing in the morning she comes
downstairs.: to Took at the others. I have known
her to get up in the middle of the night to come
downstairs . . . and look at them. Sometimes
she will fall in a reverie over them and I can

- scarcely call her away to a meal (p 41)

%

Mrs. Lethen S obsess1on w1th narcissi “is not on1y se]f dEStPUCtTVe,

she has channe]ed her emot1ons toward the narc1ss1, and away from

family relations, in the aftermath of a quarrel with her husband. As

B SN, D e U W U Y P P
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Ada eXp}aine,l

~

each thought the other unfaithful, They : B '
" proved that each was certain, no-matter how
much the other denied it, and that they would -
be obliged by every human- consideration to .- °
- hate each other to the end of life. And they
have never spoken to each other since. (p. 43)- ¢

14

- , . M

* Instead, as Ada puts it, Mr§. Lethen PEeemé daily to give,her"frail

-

~ life to the wh%te'narcissi (p 45). Narctssi fill the %Duse;
R1chard sees narc1ss1 in the “front room,' on the'tab1e on the
A w1ndow 51115, and even on the sewwng machtne when it is §ot in use

(pp. 66-7), ‘Mrs. Lethen may have "burnt-out eyes" «(p. 68) because

hers is a minimal vision, a vision that adm1ts on]y narc1551 as

fitting rec1p1ents of care and affect1on

R1chard s attack on her manner of 11v1ng pnompts Mrs.' Lethen_to
reply that the narc1551 give sat1sfact1on to her days and she '
poses the_question, "’ff they g1ve me the. 1ove everythvng and
everyone else qen1e5 me what then7'" (p- 69 _ Her—eéyesswon wWith

narcissi is finally a se?tish one. The name Lethen evokes Lethe,-the

river of forgetfufness of Greek"mytho]égy; 1n her‘narc1ss1sm, Mrs._

1

Lethen forgets or foregoes contact wwth others . Interest1ng1y enough

ll40

the name Leth e)ren, "a Devon surname, T means - th1ef or rogue, and

Mrs. Lethen 15, from R1chard S v1ewpo1nt at Ieast prec1se]y a thief

B Y

of the prom1se of happ1ness

_ Kn1ster~; cho1ce aof the narcissus as Mrs Lethen §’ob3ect of
5 .
obsession is a cholce that draws on the myth of Narc1ssus Mrs.
Lethen S s1n15ter attathment to narc1ss1 ref]ects the klnd of selfish

. - - [2d . -
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~and harmful se1¥~absorption that the myth-of Narcissué‘represents.
: Macpherson exp]a1ns that 0v1d added to “the myth of Narc1ssus the -
figure of "Echo, the nymph despwsed by hwm who at last fades away to <
2 / - - 4

nothing butan answer1h3,vo1ce (p. 76) Mrs Lethen s narcissistic i

devot1on to, narcass1 reduces Ada to the role of Echo for Ada becomesl ,
f’ - I3 -f

&

merely the:"Echo of parents who speak-to her but refuse to speak to’ ,« i
feach other (Kn1ster makes Mr Lethen > Who- f%nakyy breaks the ma?(tal
silence, and who does not have any obJect of obse551on, a much less

s1n1ster f1gure than Mys., Lethen ) thhard remarks,«wh1le walking w1th‘,

a e
Ada, ghat when they were ch11dren, "How vast ‘the bush seemed, and;
~ . /‘
echoey then '"(p. 60). He a]so imagines that her father rece1Ves her
i - ) . K
"eéchoes of sympathy” (p. 88). After Ada declares her “Tove for .

Richard,. but before'she‘expla?ns‘thétlfhe:st111 refuses to- leave with
A.him,’her WOrds, repeated as though by an echo," 1eavewR1chard .Q
.“11ghtheaded" (5; 118) - K
- Kn1ster makes ftex1b1e use of the Narc1ssus myth drauwng‘on 1t S
for the narcxssus as symbo], and the esgentﬁa] mean1ng of the myth-—

' the harmful consequences of self- absorpt1on or; obsess1ve se1f1shness

Another obsessed character 1n Wh1te Narc1ssus is Carson Hymerson,

Ca smal] figure of a man, A 1oca1 farmer who fwrst appears in the
t,story carrywng'“drtpp1ng sw111 pa1;s " As Richard approaches Carson's(
‘“house he’ wa]ks ‘over a ser1es of’ 1ong, warped: boards" (p 25)
':There is m8re "warped" about Carson than 1n1t1a]1y meets the eye. ,
| B Earﬂy ;n‘the nove? Carson comp1a1n; of(cadves breaking through a.
vlfence and, after com1ng from thé Lethen farm, "browsing on his oats";.

he. ca]]s Mr Lethen an "old fraud” and dec?ares, "you COuldn t do e

FEN
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anything With'him; ohte'he got an idea in his head. Crazy, that's
! what he sy, crazy, and he don't know 1t " He insists that what Mr.
Lethen "ain't,.is useful,"” because he is ﬁast farming'; he adas,
. "' Good, r1ddance it some would get out Tet their 1and'be~farmed right'"
J(ppzf) I L
f” \ . : L. L
. . Richard, finally "tired of the man's complaints" about Mr.

A Y

Léthen's upkeep of a "haphazard rail fenceﬁwbetweéh the’Hymerson and’

'[ethen farms, suggests a so]utqu:'f
”Why don t you make some settlement, say, have it
~/that=~if this is.Lethen's end of the line--that
e, ‘the fence should be fixed by him, or, .if not,
Lot 70 - that you will do so at his expense? I'should_think‘
' ‘ ‘that some arrangement could be.made." - T
But Carson evades rep]ying to these praposals, and galk of -
conc111at1on makes h1m g]ance at Richard “in a]arm Richard‘finds'
. this response puzz]1ng, ‘as he knows that."Hymerson would ta1k of fris
- injuries to any 11stener, and genera]ly comport h1mse1f as though in
fact a Ereach estted between the ne1ghbours"'(p. 51) .

' R1chard 1n1t1a]1y does not know that any “change (p.-56) has
made Carson obsessed w1th his gr1evances agaxnst Mr Lethen,, and sp
for the f1rst part of the summer Richard finds, hlmse]f board1ng at the
farm of a’.man who ﬁas, for R1chard, a,partlcharly 1rksome-axe to

..grind. While boarding at the Hymefspns; Richard hears Carson relate
all the wrongs he was suffering from his ~_ ‘
neighbours, particularly from Mr. Lethen; -

. the misunderstanding of-‘h%s motives when he. .~ PR o
. told people how things should and coutd be’ ) :




rhn, and prophec1es of what would happen where
hws adv1ce was dwsregarded (p 74) . .

Carson'becomes'increeﬁingly‘obseésed with the idea that Mr. Lethen-is

maltreat1ng him.

Carson S obse551on with Mr', Leihen eventually erupte in violence;
as one of B111 Burnstlle 5 SORS tells chhard "they were go1ng it
hot anq.heaVy F1n 11y Hymerson up and h1ts old man Lethen," and, he-

‘adds, "knooks h}m for a row in the corn fseId (p 9}) R1chard S 3 s

I’

subsequent descr1pt10n of Carson as a we]] known psycholog1ca1 type"
{p. 93) again connectS'the obsessed Carson and thevobsessed-Mrs.

4'Lethen, for R1chard sxmilarly descr1bes the relat1onsh1p of the Patter -

. &

ta narc1s51 as’ patho1og1ca1“ (p- 4])
| Carson turns h1s fury on R1chard mak1ng it p1a1n thﬁt he. cares..,‘
ne1therfoer {e{hen nor; "a]] his fr1ends WIth h1m" (p:- 107) ’t. .
Carson ‘wants: to put the Lemhens "on the road" (p 90) or d1apo$sess

them, and to that end he has obta1ned the mortgage on the Lethen farm,

?
’ v

and has f1¥ed suxt aga1nst Lethen fqr the tand (p 85). His -

.

- descr1pt1on of the Lethens as .a pubI1c nuisance" and his screaming

rage make R1chard suspectthatth1s "was not the tone of the crafty ‘

-

mortgage ho1der nor yet of Carson as. he knew him" (p. 107). Towards

the "end- of the nove] R1chard learns that Carson

[y

flew into a rage about somethyng, and f1naI]y
- they. got” the’ poche, and it took a punch. of’
them.. ... . ‘It appears he got violent. He
. kept ho11ering something about eVerybooy be1ng
“in a consp1racy aga1nst h1m

LR}
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" .arson also'screams that.“Lethen is a 'stumbling block*" (p. 128). -

Carson's obsession, unlike Mys. Lethen's, does not ehd"but

intensifies However, the resoLut1on of. his obsesswon,_11ke that of

" Mrs. Lethen s, is a necessary preliminary te the disentanglement of

120

-

Ada. As_R1chard te]]s Ada, "Now your~father will be in no danger of )

£

losing his p]ace, and you and I.are free" (p. 130).

M Lethen and Carson both a]]ow themse1ves to be possessed by

' preoccupat1on with one thlng Kn1ster s.short story, "The ‘One Thing,"

" was published jin The;M1d1and in 1922, and White Narcissus was not

pub1ished,unti1~1929, but documentation shows thai‘Knister Worked oh

drafts of these stories in the same year. Knister worked on White

~Narcxssus from 1925 to 1927 At the'end of the typescr?ptaof an,’

expanded version of "The One Thing," there "is. typed "Northwood

Ontarlo / Jan. 2,11921--Jan. 2, 1925,"after which appears the -

‘ handwr1tten add;&1on YEarly draft in The Midland, Jan. 1922. "4] Thus

- Knister was working on both whxte Narcissus and "The One” Th1ng“-

1925." In "The One Thwng," "the one th:ng" that the main- character,
'Bi]Ty.DuIckwngton,a cares about’ 'S h1s horses® (p. 3).. 831}y tends to‘

“worship" kp.~33) his horses, just as Mrs. LetHenm "worships" (p. 43)

“her. narcissi. When the local veterinarian and Billy's brother show an

.'enthusiasm‘for horses unequal to Billy's, he finds himself unable "to

dispe1'a latent impress{on that the two larger men were somehow

Jeagueé against him" (pp. 41-42), just as Carson Hymerson seems unable

to dispel the initially Jatent‘impression‘that "averybody" is "in a .

_conspiracy against him" (p. 128). Carson is a "small figure of a man"

v
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(p.-25), while Kn?ster notes Billy's "shortness? (p. 5). Billy haelan
obsess1on (p.” 12) Qith ene fﬁing Al three of~these Knister
characters have obse551ons, and have 1mpa1red vision{ Billy has
"]1tt1e eyes (p 6), Mrs. Lerhen “burnt-out eyes” (p.{68), and Carson
.'Hymerson "11ttl% eyes (p. 31);' S |
In White Narc1ssus,'o§sessive vision deries. the broad recognitian

£

of creality, that 6haracter1zes Amer1can n1neteenth -century romance.

_R1chard respopds to'words as "one to whom every word of m&glc up]ockeh
a certaxn door“ (pu 116). He acknow]edges his own "bent toward i,
romance in h1s freat1ve efforts" (p. 105) R1chard exh1b1ts this
preference in his ch01ce of readwng material as well; on the eve of \

‘_the consummatﬁon of . his re]at1onsh1p with Ada, he reads The Scarlet

Letter;,A'Romance,.a-pho1ce he makes from a selection of magazines and
*ofher\bobks RN ;
.-«y' ‘ TQ S. cho1£e is. only one, of severa] indications of the nature of .

+

. R1chard s\v1s1on Qu1te early 1n the novel R1cﬁard adJures Ada to
e \ ’ . .

consqder the natuze of her v1s1on‘.
You:are ever“farther removed ‘than my own ideas
are_from the dogma of. thay Thatfarr1v1sm, '
opportun1sm, at best .only cloaks .the thirst R
for getting which is rendering.barren the lives
we see everywhére, -Mater1af1sm Yet in"a degree
we've got to recogn1ze that it is based on the -
reality which is foundetion to material things..
People get it reversed and think that materia]
th1ngs are the on]y basis of reality.” But it
is our destiny: we are bound to conquer. We -
. must subdue” things; we've got to take from
1ife even the emotions, the experience, and VoA
fquv]ment we need. If we shirk that we are

-

-
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LN a
doing a wrong.as great as that of starving 1;§§§%
* the midst of nature's abundance. (p. 44)

Richard rejects materialism, and'aisp”the idea that there is "only"

-oné "basis of reality." Knister establishes Richard's distance from

' obseSS1on wvth “one thing" re]dtively early in ihe hove]

: Kn1ster subsequent1y describes R1chard as "1mpressed anew w1th

the true reasonab]eness of farm pract1ce,' in wh1ch there is "no

fever for the spick and span," and

<%

even gT1tter1ng new-painted machinery soon took
on protective-colouring and comfortable, crude
patchings. This was part of the nature of farming,
- and when it was overruled -it was at the sacrifice
“of practical utility. He.recalled visiting the
farmof two graduates of an agricultural college,
. and how his expectations &f a stricter formalization
had .been disappointed. -Luckily. farming did not
lend itself to the simplifications of hospital
! wards, scientific laboratories, prisons. His
S exper1ence of other departments of the modernized
world-led him to thank God for-it. (p. 52)
C I

a

© for Richérd "simp]ificationé" are reductive, in life and

]itera%ure While he admﬁts to h1s “bent toward romance in his’

creat1ve’eff0rts," h1s is.not an unth1nk1ng allegiance; when Mr,

1

. ,lethen starts telling him of his difficutties w1;h Carson, Richatrd o

Fgca]Ts
the: way~—romant1c it seemed to the reaj of ‘the
‘present--in which his writing ‘had glossed over P
_ such’ differences, with-all the tife of which
" they formed a part. (p. 84y - -

ey T
N

k4 .

v

While Richard admits his "bent" for fdménticism,-he consciougly fights

¥

q—o‘
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agéinsp,a]lowingra 15terdr} prefconception_to intérfere‘with his

percoption of h%g éxperignceg: He odmires'éii1 Burnétile as a man
‘fopeh-eyed to what fea]ity'come in his way" (p. 58), and he can
conscioos1y mako an effort to- see Ada ao "an uncomoromising realist"

(p. 98) would see her But R1chardva1ues the multiplicity of-

unsimplified experience, is of a romantic’ "bent " and has a too I1vety
"and "never-remote literary 1nterest {p. 93) to‘forego his interest in

. Ifteraoy romant1;ism—jof~a certain brand. - ' T |
On the eve .of the consummation of his Tove for Ada, Richard reads

The Scarlet Letter:

after 1ook1ng through a haphazard pile of popular
magazines; he took up_.The Scarlet Letter, one of ‘the
three books, along with Bunin's stories and #ilhelm
Meister's Wanderjahre, wh1ch he -had brought,w1th
him:’ (pp 107-8)

-In his non-fiction, Knister discusses~the.works Richard rojects.
Knister’rofers~to the "strol]fng player" of 1ong ago as being
consioered "at best an’intellectua1 valetrto Whom the count and the
baron could unburden their minds 'as they could not to their more$

mater1a]1st1c equa]s, as in W11he1m Meister." w42 Kn}ster 1mp11es that

Goethe S W1]he1m Me1ster stands pr1mar1]y for the 1ntangtb1e rea11t1es

that the]"mater1a11st1c --one recalls ”TUrn1ng Loam -—mwght miss.

In his rev1ew of Ivan’ Bun1n 's"The Gentleman - From San Francisco

'and Other Stor1es, Knister states,

 The Gentleman [sic] from San Francisca is one of
those essentially simple souls who devote



\‘

themselves to the acquisition of property:

"simple, because the instinct for acquisition

is one .of the primary ones, common. to animals:
and to prefhistoric man. It was on]y when

.thoughts and more comp11cated feelings came .~

to man that the . . . arts to.which they gave

rise could make mah‘what,he ideally should be, - .

and what in.many cases.he is -now. Well, this
Gentleman, with. an overdose of his primitive.
obsession, was able to gather .together a great
amount of property in the course of-years.

Knister suggests that, if Wilhelm Meister veers away from

“materialistic” concéerns, Bunin's story demonstrates -the

nature of

"primitive"

an "obsession® with materialism. Richard “who early in

Wh1te Narc1ssus rejects mater1a11sm, 11ke1y rejects these works because

he a]ready knows what 1t is that they. have to tell him.

Knaster describes R1chard S response to The Scarlet Letter

L3

But 'he could not sleep. Phrases and images
from The Scarlet Letter floated.in his mind.
He was expiating Dimmesdale's secret sin yet,

- after two centuries. Love could not be free

Richard considers the applicability of The Scarlet Letter to his own

situation.

yet for men and women who had taken civilization
‘as an armour which had changed to fetters upon them,

What was his whole pdiacular story but that of

D1mmesda1e--prophet1c name-~a delusion po lofiger

a delusion of sin, but of impotence and analysis

which belied action and love? It was the conflict

of the conscious ones of his whole generation,
this confusion of -outer freedom and inner doubt.
(p. 108) .

/

-
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If Dimmésdale cheats himself of love by a "delusion of sin,"

then, Richard thinks, he comparably cheats himself of love by another

AN
_delusion--a delusion of "impotence and ana]ysis,"'a\fe1usion that

denies "action and love."

Richard's being frozen in indecision, or a

——— " - .
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_staté of "impotence and analysis," would account for Richard seeing

himée]fvﬁa veritable ‘Hamlet" (p; 105), and seeing‘"a cliff of cloud .

" the éhape‘of thé map of Denmark" (p. 114). It dékns_oh Richard that
his vision»has been too confined for, like Dimmesdalé, he has'a1loﬁed'
delusion to rob him and,: like Haﬁ1et: he has *prolonged intrespection
and ana]ysisj Richard, being aﬁ author, presumably knows fhat

Hamlét and Dimmesdale have visions thét cost them their lives. The -
compari;ons he makes suggest to Richard that h%s vision needs
broadening. ‘

What might be an qblique reference to Henry James's 1903 novel,

The Ambassadors, clar1f1es Richard's approach to the quest10n of

vision. A maJor character in The Ambassadors, Chad Newsome:, is a

young American who visits Europe but lacks the 1nsight to benefit very .
much frém his Eurobean‘experience;_ Chad is last seen as he éxpresses
hfs intention to'return to America, where he will phrsue his interest:
ip "the art of advertisement." Chad asserfs,‘“lt's an artnlike any
other, and 1nf1n1te like all the arts.'" He concludes, "'With the

IM44

Arwght man to work 1t c'est un monde. Richard is a "poetical

novelist" ggg a_wr1ter "of mail-order advertising matter" (p. 78).

If Knister evokes The Ambassadors by making Richard a writer of

o

advertisements,'the function of this allusion parallels the function

of reference to The Scarlet Letter. Richard can see the 1Mp6rfance

of a vision of.mult1p1icj£y, as these works explore réa]ity from

the position of such a vision, but Richard has difficulty in

"tfans]ating such a vision into action; he may think with Hawthorne

-
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3 .
and James, but he runs the risk of actung as Chad and Dwmmesﬂale do,

[——

- and both of th&se characters have little 1ns1ght beyond what convent1on

S

d1ctates to them. : _ : .'5' ’_'F-‘
. 3 .
Knister_femarks,.in a letter of ¢9 January 1929, e
- e : | T ,ua" IR
I treated .-« . aberrant characters in White  “.u.. "
Narcissus . . . . A girl who would not leave

her mother because the latter had not spoken

to her father for years. The mother obsessed
with (symbol1ca11y) white narcissus bulbs. v,
But the story ‘s more that of the oft-

returning suitor.

- -

. E ’ 2

‘.

Knister suggests that Richard's role -is central, and textual

evidence implies-that his role is central becguse his vision; which
. ' ) .
increasingly becomes associated with- the bpéadth ofSvision niffeteenth-

century American romance celebra%es, comes to balance the
: - . ’
‘narcissistic vision collectively. held by the negative characters in

White Narcissus.

In White Narcissus, as <in The Scarlet Letter, characters appear

‘whe either acknowledge or deny the mtiplicity of experience. There

r

are severa1 resemb]ances between White Narc1ssus and The Scarlet

‘Letter, resemb]ances of both theme and techn1que These resemblances :

po1nt to‘the ultimate importance, in both novels, of a vision broad

e

-

.ehough to admit the compTexity of reality.

B Eath workmexplicitiy draws attention to-itself as a fiction.
"in which

-~

The-Scar1et Letter has a 1ong preface, The Chstom—House,

-

the wrijter addresses the reader directly, and in White Narc1ssus the

viewpoint of he narrqt1ve is generally that of the nove11st R1chard

-




Mi1ne.( Both writers work at something other than the Qritingfof

fiction; the writer in The Scarlet Letter has. worked as a."Custom-

4? while Richard works at an'"adveftisﬁng agenc&"_

-

House officer,"
(p. 29) ;.Both writers'prasent'themse]ves'as being rooted in a rea]ity
of place in similar terms The writer\in "The éustbm—House" mentions
"the déep and aged roots which my family has struck ~into the soil"

(p. 8), but notes that "frequent transplantation is- perhaps better for

'the stock" (p. 9), while Richard notes that "he could never be freed
from the hoid of.this 5011“ except by "a forfeit of 1ov§ which‘. ..

he had come to redeem or tear from 1fsrroots forever" (p. 21).

In “The Custom-House, the preface to a work subt1t1ed “A

Romance," the writer admits that the "page of life . : . before me

. seemedrduli and commonplace, only because 1 hag not fathomed its .-

<

deeper import" (p.-37). Richard sees the “cofmonplace of ramance” as

quartz~g11tter in the dust” (p.'54).-JBoth wgrk§ point-to the

-

extraard1nary~nature of ordinary 1ife.

REY

WereR1chardobse§s1ve1y to pursue h1s hab1t of seeing 1n the

-

1andscape ref]ectlons of his own feeT1ngs, he wou]d presumab]y, like = -

Hawthorne's Chillingworth, look”

like a man chiefly accustomed to look inward, --.-
. and to whom external matters.are of Tittle

value and import, unless tQew bear relation

‘o something within his mind. (p. 61) '

Interestingly enodgh, Chi]]jngworﬁh'te1ls Hester, "I know not Lethe" |
(pf 72).

-
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the "shape” of his "9011ty Jmag1nat1qn,

Both works insist on the importance -of a vision broad enough to

r

“inglude the appareﬁt]y inexplicables In The Scarlet Letter,

Mistress Hibbins, frem the height of the "lattice of a chamber-window,"

“seems to "cast a shadow" <in asking, with no preliminaries,

. "Wilt thou go with us tonight? There will be a
merry company in the forest; and I wellnigh.
promised the Black.Man that comely Hester
Prynne should make one." gp. 117) -

, .
In White Narcissus, Ff&tTe Mary Burnstile, inexplicably on a bough of

a tree in the Burnstile orchard "seven feet of smooth-trunk" from the

-

ground, laughingly calls to Richard, without explanatory

preliminaries, o
- ot -..

"If Ada Lethen had-apples on her trees and the s
robins and the crows pecked them off, I"d be
glad! If they fell on the ground Aw d be_ glad!
Aw'd be g}ad'" ( 103)

-

The t1t1es of the two works function in s1m1]ar ways. Both
t1t]es pef1ect a sense of the rich mu]tap11c1ty of poss1b111ty The

scar]et 1etter is, in material terms, a red 1etter AV Hester is

rd

made to wear on-her-dress, but a number of suggestions as to what its '

-

- ﬁymbolwc meaning might be appear in %he course, of the story. Hester

~is to wear the letter to signify that éhelhas.committed'adu]iery,ﬂeo

' u1n1t7a11y the scarlet 1etter stands for "adultery" or "aéu]teréss "

when D1mmesda1e sees a red 1etter npn appear in the sky, he g1ves it

although "another's guilt -

-

/

1
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might have seen .another symbol in it" (p. 155). ;Preéumab1y the =
scarlet letter that Arthur Dimmesdale see§~staads fof§hi; first
name, his crime, or both. But the Puritans whp see a "great red.
letter 1n-the sky--the 1e£ter A --:\&ﬁQ;erpret"'it te "stana for

Angel" .(p. 158). gventua1]y, Hester' s he]pfu]ness causes 'many'

‘people" to interpret her scarlet letter as standlng for "Ab1e“

{p. 161). Howgv??? both halves of Hawthorne's titIe encompass

-~

.different possible meanings; the colour “scarlet” could repreéent

e

passion or violence.

The title White Narcissus also represents a range of_meaningul'lf
. there is emphasisAon the "narcissus" of the title, the;sinisteﬁ'
.aspects,of the novel receive emphasis: the ob§e5§ivggand se1f¥involved-
behavioyr of Mrs. Lethen and Carson Hymerson, and thé.cohseqqences“of
< _such behavjodr; -The "white" of the title has‘very differenf \
-connota;ions.' In the context of nineteenth-éentury American.romancel
Moby-Dick 16oms ﬁarge. The narcissism of obsession is important in’
Moby-Dick; Ahab has an "intense b1gotry of purpose" (?..1415. MelviiTe
exp]alns, of his white whale, that, |

in essence whiteness is not so much a colour. ' L w

as the vigible absence ‘of colour, and at the - .
same time the concrete of all colours . . . . (p. 169)

b :
_After a considerable, 1f not quite cosm1c, cata}ogue of all the th1ngs

that wh1te m19ht represent Melville conc]udes, "of a]] these th1ngs
the Albino whale was the symbol" (p. ]70). Thus Melville, in a work

Knister was aware of, uses the colour white as a symbol of many things,

-




Lo a0

-

if not multiplicity itself. The first wdrd‘pF-Knjsterfé title may - -~

refer to the kind of encompassing yisioﬁiRichard‘faVours, while the

sécond half of Knister's fit1e"i§¥§ reminder of ihe,nar;bw, -

narcissistic vision that the nega 1Ve'charac;ef§/$%(Wh{te,Naréjsspé.

\

share. Finally, the title White Narcissus reflects the céntral '

tension of Knister's novel. |
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Chapter V "Innocent Man": "Based on the Actual" "

I. . Fhe.Background

%"

~

J. Dates.of Composition and the Text : .

Marcus wadd1ngton cxtes ev1dence 1nd1cat1ng that Kn1ster wrote

the noveTTa, “Innocent Man,Ir between ]927 “and 1931 ’ D1fferent

unpub]1shed ver31ons of the work ex1st

L]

A fragmentary vers1on of the work is- among the Knister - Papers at
Queen S Un1wer51ty Arch1ves 2 Th1s versxon ends at page one hundred

? ~
and thlrty f1ve but the concluslon of the work is m1ss1ng, as are

L)
4

bTocks of the text, _pages six to th1rty =one and- tthty three to forty
. are unaVa11abTe The paper of th1s vers1on has the watermark "Luxor

Bond,:Made.in Canadar“3 :

”Ra/mond Kn1ster / 143 Dunn Avenue Toronto,
Canada" Ts typed on the top Teft corner of the f1rst page of the -
‘ typestrtpt The address Kn1ster g1ves suggests that th1s vers1on 1s
an” earlier. gne than the other ‘two extant versvons, I Co
The fragmentary version opens “with the ep1graph "”Good men - |
instruct one another, and bad men are. the mater1aTs they deTVe im.

-

* Laotze." (The source of - thTS ep1graph 15 sect1on 27 of the Tao Te

ﬁh1ng or The Way of Life, a Taoist work ) No,ep1graph appears in the -

other verS1ons of-"Lnnocent Man " Knxster's'eptgraph, which perhaps

gy s e mealeatir i o g e e e combiee ekt e -



T

Vo other vers1ons in the treatment and order1ng of mater1a1 what is

expresses an idea that the yin—yang'symbo\ can be seem as

representing, is appropriate to "Innpcent Man". because the work
- R

pfesents innocence and gu11t as 1nterpenetrat1ng, the paradox be1ng

that 1nnocence and gu1]t are discrete yet cont1nuous 4 .- /r -

~

. The fragmentary vers1on of "Innocent Man also d1ffers From the

-
-

‘ ava11ab1e of the fragmentary version 1nd1cates ‘that it is -
\@ .
cons1derab1y 1onger than the 1ater vers1ons One way Kn1ster reduced

' [

nove11a questloned on]y once, 1n th1s vers1on formal:quest1on1ng of

~

pr1soners occurs twnce . As. we]l, mater1a] excludéd from the other

vers¢ons of "Tnnocent Man appearé in the nnpub1t§hed nove]taq 'Cab

e
- F - . - -

T Drrver (wh1ch 1s d1scussed 1n the follow1ng chapter) Paséages.

descr1b1ng a taxi- driver, who shares a pr1son cell w1th Jack the

protagon1st of the work do_ not appear 1n the other ver51ons of the

2 ¥

’ novella, but appear in "Cab Dr1ver Kn1$ter s1m11ar1y om1ts a
certa1n current of symbol1sm fromwaater versions of "Innocent Man,"

_and emp]oys a very s1m71ar element 1n "Cab ﬂr1ver APthough the

. prison. presented in "Innocent Man is a form of—he11, Jack's prison

exper1ence is only part of h1s Tife. However, the Tife t

.

,protadpn1st of "Cab Dr1ver" 1eads is unre11eved1y heT]lsh Knister .

mtransfers the symbo11sm 1mp1y1ng the presence of 3 he11 on earth from
‘th1s early versvon of "Innocent Man' to "Cab Dr1ver Not in the

1ater versions of "Innocent Man," but in the ear]y vers1on, does the

tax1 driver dec1are of a ramshackYe taxi he must dr1ve, “"You'd th1nk

s

. the vo]ume of the work was . by subsequently haV1ng the pr1soners in the -



. In the fragmentary version of "Innocent Man,

| Red, -another fe]]ow pr1soner of Jack's.

137

it was go1ng fo f]y r1ght to Heaven like a f]am1ng charioty " (p. 61).

t e taxi driver fee]s

that he leads "A hell of a 11fe" (p. 119), which describes with
prec1s1qn the 11fe of the protagonist-of "Cab Driver.'
" The fragmentary vers1on of ”Innocent Man" emphas1zes the role of

Kntster has the two meet

. when Jack finds h1msa1f "in a/d1fferent cell" (p, 43), after

Papers at McMaste

questioninga Knister would subsequently make this meeting happen very

L]

early in the course of Jack's imprisonment. Knister later assimilated °

the pairing of Jick and Red more smoothly into the fabric of the work.

Another vergion of "Innocent Man" is among The Raymond Knister

Un1vers1ty L1brary 5 Th?s version, wh1ch is n1nety-
L4
nine pages long,

Bond.watérmank.m6

typed on wh1te typing paper having a "Progress
L15e the other typescripts of "Innocent Man," this
version in;]udes 1nfraquent and mig?r-nandwritten revis%ons. The
title page has "32}000 onQs" typé? on the upper 1eft corner, and
”Raymond Knister, Ste Anne da Bellevue, / Quebec" an\the‘upber'

right cornen‘ Benegth the title, a typed note refers to Kn1ster as

1the editor of the 1928’ Canadlan Short Stor1es and author %f ‘the 1929

“Collection at”Victoria University Library,'jn Toronto.7

White Narc1ssus. On the last page of this version is the typed note,

"Raymond Knister, / 4390 Decarie Boulevard, / Montreal, Quebec."

Another version of “Innocent Man" is part:bf The Knister
This version

has péaper with the yaterﬁérk, "ﬂuxor'Bond."8 The last page of the

1

typescript, which is a carbon copy of the version at McMaster, is -

.l":\‘
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nuhbered one hundred, in type, but the penuitimate-pagel numbered
hinetyfnine.initype, has beén changed to ninety-eight, by handwritten
rerision- This confus1on may have arisen because Kn1ster made a sma11
but s1gn1f1cant change in the text, on the last page of the novetla,

The penu1t1mate paragraph of the McMaster and V1cter1a versions

]

‘reads d1fferent7y -This passage descr1bes JackAs,departure from jafl
and, .as the guard L1tt1e Ambrose ; ‘releases him, Jack sees his. wife
and a friendly police detective;vin the Victoria version,,thé.pagsage

reads:

It was h}gh.mornlng and b1rds werg singing . .
“sun was shining . : . . The gray-hatfed dick and.
Grace were' in the corridor, both smiling. L1tt1e
Ambrose un1ocked the gate. He had to stay there. (p..100)

[N

In the McMaster version, the last sentence of the paragraph feads, “He‘

- ~

"hdd to'stay~there in his own hell" (p 99). This add1t1on, lTike the .

%typed addresses that appear -in- the theschpt, suggests that the _

cMaster version of "Innocent Man" may be. the last version that- -

nister worked pn. (T e-additioh;ih the McMaster.v sion also accords

ith Knister's transfe of symbol4ism sdggestjng a hell on earth from -

A

‘early véréion of- "1 naceht Man" to "Cah Driver " Kntster'é
ition to- the McMaste version of "Innchrt Man" 1mpl1es that Jack -

is 1eav1ng a form of he]], in "“Cab Dr1ver,“ the protagon1st f1nds that

his-life is an: 1nescapab1e he]l )

*

* The Victoria version of "Ihnocent Man" was pubTished ip the 1976

anthology of Knister's prose edited by Peter Stevens, The First Day of .
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Spriﬁg: Stories and Other Prose.9

2. The Action

t
(3

"nnocent Man™ consjst§ of three secfions. In the first séﬁtidn,
' the'protagonisf, Jacf'polson} marries Gface; they wed 1ﬁ Metropole, B
Michigan, an& leave for a honeymoon trip, but Jack's sudden,arrest
occurs just after they arrive ia_Chicago. Thé}éecond section,\khich

is longer than the other two sections combinéd,'deals briefly with
Jack's arrest and degcripes in detail the events and environment of -
his 1mﬁrisonment. The fina1‘§ection further\describes.dack's

imprisonment, and concludes with .a brief account of Jack's release and .

reunion with Grace. a

3. Infjuence;'énd Sources

“Innocent qu” aﬁpedrs to be unique among Knisterfg’wo}ks of
Tonger prose fiction, in thgt'eyideﬁce poiﬁts to the novella being,
to some extent, a reactioT of, Knistér{s to the views of another writer.
Vaffous sources suggg;flthat Knister, in writiné "Innocerit Man," was
demonstr;ting his belief fn the power of literature based on
experience, and challehging the 1iterar& oﬁ5nions‘he perceived Morley

Callaghan to hold.

In.4 Tetter of 12 January 1928 Knister describes his novella:

. - - . Y

bt t
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]
.

men are .cooped inmone cell of a-Lhicago
jail for one night. They come from various .
‘¢lasses of _society, and in not too ebvious a- -
way that cell is a world. These men talk, ~- =
the stories of. their lives.come out; if a lyrical
and moving effect.results, it is based on the
actual. But the po1nt is that they are all
innocent; and . . = after all, in spite of their
rascality, weakness and deprav1ty, they really

- are inndcent._ The 1dea is in the title, N

- INNOCENT MAN.10. -

) r

o7
-
¥ oy

W

Knister maintains that, 1n,?lnhpceﬁt'ﬁan,hi“{f a 1yr1631‘and moving
.efféct results, it is ba§ed;0h~tﬁe qqtuaT."‘ Iﬁ contrast,” Knister

_ poinfs out, in the'ésséy "Canaaiap‘Literatiim ghat~thé-heakness of

Mor]ey Callaghan's 1928 nove] , Strange Fug1t1ve, is that 1t den1es '

experienced-reality:

- Canadian 11fe, Ca]laghan held, was more 11ke—'
American 1ife than anything else, and his first
novel, Strange. Fugitiye, dealt with.a typically )
American figure, a beotlegger. He was delighted !
to find in thie files of newspapers record of the
fact that there’ rea11y,had been in Toronto as many

~ bootTeg killings as there were in his novel. But
few Toronto people would admit that he gave a )
e faithful picture of life in the city. He §E€ﬁ§\~.ew’
to have suffered a nostalgia for Pittsburgh and .
“Thicago, which he had- scarce]y seen . . . .
Nevertheless, he wrote in terms of his own . -

- experience,. and a pivotal scene of his novel )
where rival bootleg kings come to conference e
to decide whether it shall be peace or war, shows -
these underworld big.guns talking precisely like

the bo¥s on a street corner diScussing a game of*
poo]

[

Knister argues that Callaghan's gangstér§ sound “precisely 1ike boys
on a street corner" because Callaghan "wrote in tetms of his own

experience," the point being thatethe writer who tries to deny -

5

-

-

e e e i L o s b s st ———
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experienced reality weakens his own work. In a letter of 4 October,

1929, to Thomas Murtha, Knister notés, "The.underworld of Innocent Man

"was observed by the author more.nearly first-hand, I bet, than that of

_Strange Fugiti’ve."]2

Knister implies that a stréngth of "Innocent
Man" is its reflection of expérienqed-reality. Biographical fact

supplies ground for Knister's assertion. After working at The Midland,

L]

from the -spring of 1924 until hfs return to Canada 1n the autumn,

-Knister lived <in Chicago. While in Cb1cago, Knister worked as a taxi
T
drlver As Imogen Knister Givens po1ntﬁﬁgut during this time, "When

,h1s'IaXﬂ was commandeered by some cr1m1na1s, he was’ temporar11y thrOWn

« in Ja11 along with them ]3 "lnnocent Man" describes a -taxi driver

© who is in Ja11 for simitar reasons, a]though this episode takes up
3} )

o relat1ve]y 11ttle volume in the work. Nevé?the]ess, such "an 1nc1us1on
Supports Kn1ster S assert1on that the genes;éaof "“Innocent’ Man” lies.

in “observed" reality, as he comments in his Jetter to Murtha.

Kn1ster expressed his obJect1on to Ca11aghan S dep1ct10n of
Toronto s criminal underworld, not on]yb1n the essay “"Canadian

) \Literati," put'a]so in a letter to his pareﬁts‘of 30 July 1929:

- I was reading the climax of Morley Callaghan's
<z Strange Fugitive [sic] the other day, where )
the bootleg kings of Toronto were holding a K
conference, trying to decide whether they were
to have a truce, or make it war to the death.”
They talk like the teen age boys on any corner

disputing who won that ghme of pool. The only
* trouble with Morley's unddyworld is that he . ,
B never saw it. - o
\ - o - . . '/\
. " Knister insists that Callaghan's fiction reflects a reality with which

A
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he is unfam111af. Both Callaghan and Knister took seriously the issue
of whether or -not fiction should reflect experienced reality. .
Eventually, the two Qriters came to loggerheads in print.

In Kﬁister'éAintroduction to the 1928 anthology that he edited,

Canadian-Short Stories, he comments that little Canadian work has been

done in drama or the novel because these, like their "writers, must be
rooted in the soil. Shakespeare might write of Rome or Denmark, but
his imagination was Englang, and the people responded."]5~ Callaghan

took exception to Knister's view of Canadian writing. -In a letter of

15 August 1928, Callaghan tells Knister,.

Today I got a copy of the Canadian-Stories
[sic]. I read the Introduction . . . . What is
the matter with you? ’
.- . 1 am sore. You really know better. Then
why do it? Are you thinking of retiring definitely?
Why do you 'do it? Since you know better and
are willing to put your name on the book. Or is it
the mellowing effect of the sopil?!6 '

The letter's closing question reflects Callaghan's disagreement with
Knister's view of Canadiéh literature, and Callaghan expresses the -

éamé‘sentiment, in similar terms, in a story published jn 1929, ~¢

Callaghan's 1929 A Native Argosy consists of fourteen short

17

stories and two-novellas. In the.fourteenth short story of the

book, "Settling Down," a young man called Burg or Burgess, who

initially desiré; to be a'writef, after being fired from his job as a

reporter finds h%ngche in selling magazines. When Burgess first

applies fdr a job selling maqaéihes,

v
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The red-headed sales manager took off his

glasses and told Burg how his magazine was

developing a national literature. All the

women in the province ought to have the.. , )
. magazine in their homes, he said. Burg got .

the point and talked to him about’ books: and

his ambition to write stuff that would come

right out of the soil. (p. 156)

The possibility exists that Callaghan's ironic description of Burg's
ambition is a veiled attack on the view Knister expresses in his 1928

introduction‘to Canadian Short Stories. This possibility becomes more

Tikely when Cdllaghan has Burgeés become "convinced that'people along-
‘rural routes weren't interested in developing a national 1iterature;
(p. 157). Knister writeg of a literature "rooted in the édi],”
whéfeas Callaghan refers to the "mellowing effect of the soil" and
”stuf% that would come right out of the soil."” Callaghan implies that

the writer of fiction should seek out topic§ of interest, wherever

they may be found, whi1e‘Knister-suggests that fiction should discover

. - o~
-’

what is of 1nherént interest in a giyenftime and place.
The basic point of contention betweep Ca]]aghgn and Knister is
the validity of the aim of a 1iteraturé "roo;ed‘jn the soil." |
CaL]aghan'é work, unlike Knister's, .can be ﬁelatively‘unanéhored~in
time and place. Thé body of Knister's Qork'suggests that he repeatedly "'é
wrote of rural life at least partly because thé idea of 1iterature.
arising from the ground of material (and often everyday) rea]ity:

fascinated him. As Knister bluntly explains, in a 1930 article, he

rejects the notion of - : ;,// o, ‘ o

~

people who say that a field of daffodils

‘



is as real as a garbage can:)but who won't .
admit that daffodils grow in anyth1ng S0
material as earth and manure.

For Knister, recognition of the continuity between tangible realities

.

and intangible rea]itieé is vital, as the very title White Narcissus’

suggests,.for; in nature, no pureiy whifé narcissus ex1§ts.‘ Catlaghan,
who had written a nové] dealing with crime, did not sympéthize with
Knister's view of the relationship between external, hateria] reality
and fictign; KnisterAgave'a practitioner's response to a theoretical
question in writ%ng a novella of prison life after the ei§9rience of

—~

being a prisoner himself. In "Innocent Man,” Knister wrote a noveii%b

. of which he hoped, "if a . . . moQing effect results, %t i¥ based on /
the actual."” )
4. Context

r .
Although "Innocent Man" reflects Knister's experience of the

“summer of 1924, when he Tived 1n Ch1cago and was 1mpr1soned wh11e

working as a cab drvver, the c1rcumstances of h1s 11fe were quite

-

deferent by the time he wrote the.npve]la. The new]y—marr1ed Knister

was spending the summer at Hanlan's _Point, Toronto Island, at the

time he began wr1t1ng "Innocent Man" in 1927 (wadd1ngton p. 258);

Knister next lived in Toronto, until moving.to a “farm house near Port

Dover, on Lake Er1e, in the spr1ng of 1929. - In the following spring,

the Knisters -moved into Port Dover, where .a. daughter, Imogen, was barn .

- -
. ’ -

- ~
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in June. From the summer of 1331'unt11'thé fd]]owing sumﬁer,fknisier
and his famify ]iveé\in Quebec, first in Montféa1 and then in Ste.

Anne de Be]lemue.]g L ’ . -
Over the tiggéﬁﬁ:;;er wrote "Innocent Man," he haintained his

interest in pé@wona] ]1terature Short]y before beginning the novella,

Knister rev1ew€6 Ruth Suckow s lowa -Interiors (LSZB),‘a collection of
short stories. In his review of 4 December 1926, "The Interior of
America," Knister comments that Suckow's stories "show her .

concerned with the éctual, the quotidian, withlwhat can be identified,

20

named, understood--but also felt." Knister claims that,'in hef

-

" fiction, Suckow balances attention to the materially or visibly 'actual" -

with attention to the ”fe[t,“ and the same claim can be made of . N

" . "“Innocent -Man."

while-working on ”Innocenﬁ'Man,“ for most of which Chicago is the

setting, Knister expressed his Fespect for the work of'Carl.Sandburg.

- . *

In "The Poetic Muse in.Canada,” an essay php]ished on 6 October 1928,

Knister writes:

Car1 Sandburg f1nds beauty and majesty in Chicago,
] v, His wery name, 1 feel sure, arouses a

shudder among my readers, ‘That is why we have na

Burns, no Sandburg; the fallacy that only certain’

“traditionally sanctified objects are poetical

~ would make progress impessible. Nothing, not
paetry or dreams, can exist except on the basis
of reality. 21

At the fime of wFiting'"Jnnocent:Map," Knister celebrated the idea of

b

basing literature on experience, and having a base.in external or-
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material reality for the exploration of such less communicable-

realities as character,

N

5. Critical Reception

-

No study of "Innocent Man'" currently exists.

-
- . -

r -

IT., "Innocent-Man"

é AR

W . Textdél evidence suggests that, in.flnnocent Man, " the movement
from a persdna], rural environment tg an impersonal, urban environment, ° ’
-and the §1gﬁifﬁca6t use of images of sound and sight, trace the

 protagenist's growing consgidusnesg of -others and the vdlue of
eve}}déy 1ife. Knister makes use df'a trané}tion from'one world to.

another--the protagonist leaves everyday reality to enter a world of

nightmare and there discover the inherent béauty:of so-called ordinary“

[

experience. - .

"Innocent Man" -opens, .. ’ . -

- . e

. Jack Dolson was driving toward Chicago with the_
.girl who had just become his wife. They felt
transformed, .yet never more themselves. It was

- 1ike passing into another country; they had.just
stepped over the -border. (p. 223) - '

» — [N

-
. « f ’ .

In the first passage of .the work there are three references to change:

‘4

border-crossing, transformation, -and “passing into another Country.".f
v e ! . { . .
Emphasision the -subject of change égens the novella.” And before
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giving furiher;attentidh to the Dolsons' drive "toward Chicago,"

Knister delineates Jack's.character. Jack is casu&l about thé -details -

of daily life, and.so his wédding'has been delayed; "Jack wasn"t very

.!
good at saving, and for a time neither would name the day."

his casual attitude continues; “Jack lost his job, and the insecurity

.

decided him,

-

Presumably

EY

and he does not delay his wedding again (p. 224). Jack's

plans for the near future are to "spend the summer jaunting around,"

1"

and by the autumn, to "“get some job in the city“h His primary

concern is that he might have to $ell his car:

A ]

Probably ‘he wouldn't have to sell the car.
There had been a little difficulty about -
this automobile. He wanted one, whether he
* were getting married or not. ‘But. he could
not buy .a new-one outright. He had to keep’
enough in reserve for the other expenses. And,
the local agent seemed to be queer. He wanted
a larger amount paid down than Jack thought
customary. ‘
[Don't you know me?' Jack demanded. i
‘Did you ever know me to get fired from a
Jjob in this town?' '
1 don't know, you change pretty often;ts <
"That don't make ‘any difference,- I never
got fired. ['ve lived here all my life, ain't.
[ .- -
AN ‘Sure you have,' ‘ N
'Well, theh--' . o - . .

3 - The dealer shook ‘his head. Jack went 3 )

the c1ty, and ‘got the model of car he wante
.0f course the monthly payment was quite 1arge
© A week afterward he ‘was laid off his job.
- Three wéeks after that was .the wedding day.
There was no need of -telling the dealers in
the city these particulacs or that he was .
taking @ trip. - What difference did it make
to them, so long as he made the payments? (p. 224)

.

Detatls cumutatively 1nd1cate'Jack(s'care]essness} but his decision to



ignor; a due can‘paymeﬁt'later.prdvgs to be crycially cosfiy; as it
y will éguse h{s arrest. ' - 4 | | '
Because‘the‘work 5eg%ns with én emphasis on change, the details
that characterize Jack éar]y in the novel]a écquire the'significance
df 1nd1cé%iﬁ§xwhat 1f is that Jack changes from. _Before describing
dack's ar;éﬁt in Chicago, Knis@eragive§ further clues of the extent of o

Jaek's carelessness, and carelessness of others. On the way to.
% .
Chicago,

They were slipping through the country

and the villages faster than they realized,

while ‘they were silent or talked. They could

not have. told whether they met many other cars.
Once in a while somebody passed them, without
difficulty. Once they passed-a truck with a man
_and woman in its cab enjoying conversation, while
empty chicken crates occasionally dropped out at
the back of the truck. Jack felt so good he
%ounded)the horn and gestured back with his thumb.

p. 227

‘Knister implies Jack's obTiviousness to the_plight "of others. Only
because Jack feels “so good" does he indicate to a couple that the
freight "in their truck is tumbling onto the highway. Others make

little impact on the Jack of the opening of the nogella.

Jack .has a fomdness for getting his -own way; "The counir} was just

¥ -

a background obe@ingly picturesque and familiar" (p. 227). Grace
comments that perhaps they should not travel "too far todaf. We're
> tired, and this is Supposed to be a holiday'" (p.229). But Jack

\ gentiy insists that they proceed directly to Chicago:
% ) . '

The afternoon had -ndt begun to close down

-
-
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before they had signs of the approaching ,
city. Garages and gas-stations, became more
frequent, and bill-boards, and Tunch counters,
soft drink stands and barbecues never ceased

. . Traffic meeting them became thicker.

o They passed Gary, in smoke and a trembling -

sky of daylit flame. The traffic was heavier ¢
and evener and faster. There was no other sign ,
of the smoke or the skyscrapers of Chicagq.
They were driving in a processional enter{ng the
great city over the flat plain. On every
there was such a procession, and the city woyld
receive them all, and never know the differenge.
(p. 224) .

The Do/zons approach to Chlcago involves see1ng an inferno-like
place hove into view. They i by "entering the great city over
the flat’p]ain," andrthe Bible "associates the "cﬁtfes.og'the p]q;nﬂ
with Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. xiii. 10-12). Approaching'Chicqgo
means nearing "the black griﬁe of the city." Grace declares the -
. pTéce'“beeutiful " but‘she has hever seen Chicago before’ (p. 229).
'And just after her deo]arat1on, a policeman staps Jack for mak1ng an
illegal left-hand turn. During this brief episade, the policeman
asks Jack, who has not noticed any.signs ﬁorbidding']eft—hand turns,
"'Can't you read? CAN;T YOU READ?'; (pp. 229-30). The repeated
question raises the-shbject of senser}‘Eerception.‘ While tﬁZm“}
question refers to visual Qercept}qn, auditory imagee beceme at least
as important as visual images in the caurse of the story. Jack and
Grace Tlearn of the presence of the policeman whp stops them when "The
" rattling crack of a motorcycle" slows "to a rapid asthma besiee them:*

In Chjtago; cars move "shrilly" and "stop with squeals and hissings

and muffled throbs" in response.to "red lights" (p. 229). The shift

1
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from visual to auditory imagery,bcpbrs in the first section of

“"Innocent Man":

Down the avenue shot the automobiles, four and
five abreast on either side of the street, passing
ene another, jockeying for positions inside or
outside, charging across side streets before the
lights .changed from green to white to red--drawing
together ih a herd when the lights went red, then -
off again in a race, Slow cars left behind in fifty
feet, others howling shrilly in second gear for
half a block, then shcoting ahead in hjigh,
charging forward. (pp. 230-1) .

%‘ Y

Knister's image of the city that the Dolsons encounter concentrates in

succession on colour, motion, and sound. L,

»

The central use of images of sound, and th% use of ‘different
\ zd . .
settings,. may be explained by a comment of Knisf%r's; }n a letter of
28 August 1929 to Thomas Murtha, Knister writes, af "Innocent Man,"

the start . . . doubtless does not give dff the
note of the main part. However my idea:was to
‘start from a credible and even mundane world

so as to heighten a% well as make credible

what was to Follow.<22

.

Textual evidence suggests that, as Jack moves from a personal;'

rural environment to an impersonal, urban.environment, he develops an
increased regard for other human beings. Knister's letter refers. to

a shift in “lnnocent Man" from a "credible" and’relatively "mundane

—_— ~

world" to another order of reality, that serves to "heighten" the
latter. Jack's prison environment involves "a heightening that was "

a denial of 1ife" (p. 281). "Innocent Mah" shares with-other of

N




Knister's works ofilonger prose fiction the céfebration of the

ordinary or "commonplace" (p. 237) world. Knister's use of the

prison environment, like his drawing on the Narcissus myth in White

Narcissus, fina11y comments on the nature of ordinary reality. In
—_— é :

both works, "heighteqed"_images of experienced reality evoke the -
extraordinary)naturé of the ordinary. |

The initial sett%hg of "Innocent Man" is ;ersoéal and rural.
Jack and Grace have a "quiet“”ﬁedding at Grace's home and, after a

"nifty feed" of a "Yincheon," leave to find several friends of Jack

“standing at the curb, grinning” (ph. 225-6). Once the Dolsons reach

. Chicago,

To Grace there was something terrible in the
impersonal rush of the tide of .cars, with people
within reaching distance of her on either side,
before and behind, the faces white, savage,
swarthy, indifferent. (p. 231) ,

Whereas Grace immediately perceives the qualitative differences
between Chicago and her hometown of Metropole, Michigan (p. 232),
"Jack does not. (Grace's perception of &he cars of the city is similar

~ to the perception of cars presented in Knister's poem, "The Mo%or,W
where drivérs-hnq~their cars &ppear as "Sharks . . . beartng down

*

upon . . . prey.”)23- Jack's imprisonment makes him increasingly aware
of his immediate physical and:social erivironment. Through the

treatment of sound,.Knisterﬂ@vokgg the qualitative nature of the

-t -~

prison environment.

—

Knister unobtrusively associates the rural enQironment, of the

t
.

e e



opening pa}t of the novella, with pleasing sound levels. ‘As the

~

Dglsons drive toward Chicago, "They were slipping through the country

o

and the vil]aggﬁjisﬁter than they realized, while they were silent or
talked" (p. 227) .4 In Chicago,.Jack Teaves Grace at a restaurant to
order their meals, while he parks the car. As Jack drives alone, his

sudden arrest occurs fo} elopin’ with‘somebody e}se's car'" (ﬁ. 234).
Once in jail, sound levels are no longer either pleasing or unregulated.
In the second section of ”Innoceﬂt Man," Jack's introduction to

the wér]d.of prison is an introduction to a worid of imbosed silence.

He initially makes immediate and.vocal objection to being accused of

car theft:

‘AWl right, call the people I bought it
from if ant to. Call _them right here and
get it straight. . I-paid for it--'
“Keep quiet,' . . . . 'They gave us the
tip on how you paid.' ‘
Jack was silent. (p. 234)

Jack'repeatédly tries to get pefmission to tail his wife, but cannot
- obtain permission {pp. 235-7). The refusal .to é]{oy Jack to use ‘fhew
telephone again illustrates the degree to which noise 1?vels énd
reqgulated silence def%ne the world of Knister's prison. ‘be§pite
' “silence .in the ce]],"'the prison "air " is so nofsy with ;jokes,
shquts, curses and 1aﬁghtér” that periodically a guardrappearg to
"bellow" in objection. As new p}isonefs«m111 "about the pen," pefore
“ being "put . . . into the cells,” other‘brisohers emerge "from the

\packs of cells to look out and took on and say a word on the quiet”

-
L

L

(p. 247) To'be beyond- the .confines of thé jail is to have wvocal
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freedom. A prisoner remarks, “*My girl is a warbler in a drum--a
cabaret!" (p. 290). In contrast, "Al1"-is "silent" %n Jack's.ce1f
{p. 281), and there is "Silence <n thé.[adjacent] cell” (p. 279).

" In this twilit world of regulated sound, Jack begins to
distinguish ghe qualitative differences between his rural home and the
city. In jail, he comes to see Cﬁicago as a "hideous city, .
réucous1y and 1ﬁd1fferent]y intimidating" (pp. 236-7). Imprisoned, -
Jack thinks of himself in mechanical terms, as if he were-a-car; "It
was as though he had died; no, . . . the ignition was turned off, he

-had been thrown out of gear" (p. 236). Jack's alienation may reflect
his horror at the impersonality of the prison environment; despite
the presence of ™so many different kinds of fellows,” "though it was

all right to ask what they were in for, personé] remarks were few"

(p. 242).

« Jack's imprisonmént causes him to seelﬁhe difference between
Metropole and the metropolis of Chicago. ‘He hears the "uproar of the

city" (p. 233) as the police drive him to prison. Jack learns to look
back upon his rural home with londing; in jail he finds the atmosphere,
of -

"

the dull exhalation of‘a cloudy day, a dreary

hazy day of imminent autumn storm. He thought

of the June night outside, away from this, the

now-dewy country through which he had driven. (p. 236)
Jack comes to compare the dreary prison atmosphere with the countryside

he had cheerfully left in a hurry, in his haste to reach Chicago.

‘
—e L - N
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While driving te -Chicago, he a@?{Grace had spoken or not, as they

wished. In jail Jack associates "the commoriplace world" and "his “own

words" (p. 23?). The cond1t1ons of pr1son encourgge Jack to

comprehend the value of -"the commonplace wor]d "

Ps Jack's revaluation of ordinary life Frests on his‘exbgrience in
prisqn.. The prison world of "uproarious silént desires" (p. 267). °
heighten; the pleasures of ofdinary ]ife, including one temporarily

available even in jail--music; prisoners begin to sing,

//=«~ ’ 'What'11 I do--when you--
Are far--away=--
And’ I--am blue-- ‘ )
What'11 I dooooo?' '

. Curly began to hum. 'Protests came
from somewhere: 'Shut up.'
.'Hold the rumpus..'
'Cut the seranade [sic].'
Red began to hum and then to boom.
Pretty soon everybody in the ce11 was singing
and squeaking. i

When I'm--alone--

- With dreamsu-of you--
2 That won't--come true--
What'11 I do——what 11 1 do . . . ¢

. ’ Who'11 T te- e11 my troubles to- 00?

The voices rose with the pathos of all
singing, human voices reaching out to the
infinite of beauty never to be expressed in
any other form, it might be, in all their
various amd shifting lives. The songs went
on, filling.the jail, new ones starting :
before a fellow could get self-conscious. (pp. 256-7) .o

The "commonplace" pleasure of music cannot last in Knister's jail; the
jail he%ghtens the' commonplace by extinguishing it, and-creating .a’

felt void. The p;ison world consists of "a heightening thgt was a

.
3

t R . 3 -




£ 5
' - 1 )

denial of life" (p. 281). If music provides temporary pleasure, this

a
a

berigd quickly passes; singing gives way to an exchange of 1hsu1ts,

and subsequently violence, between black and white prisoners.

-
-

During'dack’s imprisonmént,.his obliviousness to‘others decreases.
In jaii, he wondéré of Whiteyi another prisoner, "What gas behinﬂ\
' those shallow gray-slate, rainpool eyes?" (p. 240). Ulgimqgely,
Jack's new awareness of others becomes defined in his views on the
subject of innocence. |
A]thoug@ the pfisOn envirodmenttdispopbégeslvérbal expression, in

the long second section of "Innocent Man,’
®
circumstances of their arrest. Prisoners explain their innocence.

prisoners recount the-

An imprisoned taxi driver explains that. he merely made the mistake of
innocently accepting a passenger who was carrying'sto1en goods: "The
other fellow had the stuff, aﬁd I happened tb be driving him." The
//‘

taxi driver adds that his paSsenger had an ;Arme1 of ladies' dresses
and coats. 1 never knew he had tﬁém” (p.“244). A prisonef called
Bert describes his arrest as "an accident"; he hdad- been at a party,
and after somebody rather drunk accused the host of robbery, the
police arrived and arrested Bert as he was "trying to keep .

apart™ (p. 248) the accUs;r and the acclsed.

L]

" When the prisoners who §haré_a cell with Jack have an opportunity

to speak, they speak of their innocence; they claim to have been
arrested on the basis of a mistake, or an accident. Jonathan Ayers, a
drug addict ysually referred to by the nickname Snowbird, when asked

_"'What you here for, this time?'" replies "'They arrested me.




P
When pressé&tﬂggawbird answers ﬁ‘Shop]ifting. But T ain't guiity
2

(p. 270).

As ﬁrisoners repeatedly refer to their own 1nnocence, Jack

-

develops an interest in the subject of innocence. In the "dust-filled
air of early morning," Jack momentarily thinks that, as men differ
only in their c]othigg or circumstances, there is "no hope for anyone”
(p. 278). But, as the night passes, Jack finds hope, instead of
gloom, in the universality of the human condition. In the prevailing

"silence" Jack sees the prisoners as

innocent, being men. What did men do on

this planet but what lay nearest their hands,
what did they try for but what their spirits
and bo{ies hungered for? What else, being men?

Jack perceives a ufiversal "innocence": y

Yes, they were innocent, these men, even

as they had told-with their lies. The comradeship,
the encouragement, the Tittle gifts they gave one
another--their best. The way they strove to some
ideal, the best their senses would let them
recognize. The effort to win the approval of the
people they had learned to admire. MWeren't they
all good children? MWeren't they, these children,

. these ruffidns, these men, all innocent? (p. 297)

Immediately affer‘these thoughts occur to Jack, he is released from
prison. Jack‘s freedom follows his recognition that men do "the best
their senses would let them recognize." In images that appeal to theé
senses of sight, and especially sound, Knister evokes Jack's dveloping

“~

perception of external reality, and in particular his degree of

) o 3 )
awareness of others. o



If the course of "Innocent Man," there is a pairing of Jack with

the prisoner Red. Red, th is "red-headed" (p. 286), first appears inm

2

the second section of the novella, after Jack is in prison. The first .

prisoner to speak to Jack (p: 237), Réd is an admitted';arithief:‘

"l took a rap of three years for a car I
stole when [ was a kid. Now I'm back for more.
But when I've put in these three years, me for
the straight and narrow path, and [ don't mean
maybe. You won't catch me riding in any other
man's car. L've put in time enough.' ({p. 283)

-
N

If Jack is a nominal car thief, Red is an admitted car thief. The

. pairing of Jack with Red illustrates the extent of Jack}s developing .
selflessness. "Ihnocenthan“ begins by presenting Jack as .more or
less oblivious to others;.and end§ with his explicit identification
with another. _The novella. ends as Jack, "looking back" while | “
departing, thinks, "Poor-Red. It wasn't his turn" (p. 298). If all.
are "innocent, being men” (p. 297), such universality implies the
necessity of un sympat?y. More specifically, Jack finalfy

* arrives at the b @hat‘men can aspire to an ”fdea]t the best

. tpeir senses would let them recognize" (p. 297). The sights and

sounds of his night in jail enable Jack to identify with.another

accused of car theft, even as Jack leaves the prison. His "senses"

- bring him to value the. commonplace and to recognize the reality of
others. -Jack's trip from Metropole to the metropolis of Chicago is a
voyage of discovery; the prisoners, when singing, are "like lost

voyagers . . . on the ocean,” who see "flashes and beams from hell”

(p. 257).
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—‘Each_of the three sections of ”‘nnocent Man" refers to the

v

state of Jack's heart.. During the wedding ceremony, ''Jack's heart

went 1nto his boots” {p. 225]. in tnhe second section, his heart

- -

"s1nks when ne cannot initially learn the reason for Wis arrest
. i o

, 233). ircthe final section, he speculatés that, in jail, "What

each man guessed of his own heart tne forms of nhis fellows gave bodily

Lo 2 BRY
/

shape" (p. 227;.- As "innocent Man" traces the development of Jack's

,sé1f1essness,~the novella can be <aid to gea?'w1th the education of

A

Jack's neart. Dickens' Great Expectations similarly deals with its

protagonist's education.of the heart. But. in Dickens' novel, the
protagdnist sees his world as coloured by guilt before his education

of the heart 15 complete. knwster's protagon1st‘percelves‘a universal
inhocence before completing . his education of the heart. The title
"Innocent Man," therefore captures the essence of Jack's education, if
the extent and permanence of Jack's education remain a moot.point.

[] — .
However, the title "Innocent Man” may also be a double entendre.

Jack ;sgs the term ”1ﬁnoépﬁt“ to mean the.opposite of guilty. (The
root-meaning of "innocent" is free from the will to harm or hurt.)

But Knister may also be using-the term as a synonym for ignorant,'or'
oblivious. If s0, Jack's determination‘of universal innocence and
setting of ideals according to perception by the "senses" implies that
there is an "innocence" of what lies beyond -the senses. Jack's growth
culminates in fhe belief that men skr1ve for "the bestttheir senses
ay1d let them recogn1ze (p. 297) SEnsory'pe%ception would then

represent the means of arriving at the fullest extent of human

perception, as distinguishable from cerebration, or purely abstract

’



. - thought; ahd there would'be especial reason for Knisﬁer's making - -

central use of evocative images of sound, and sometimes sight, in his

* i

novella. ‘“Innocent Man" demonstrates why Knister might be drawn to ~
fiction "based on the actual." In the world of Knistef's_]ongen prose -

~fiction, senses enable contact with tangibTe.rea1ities, and the
fullest perception ef tangible Ye{]itfés Teads to the recognition of

-
N

impalpable or 1ntangible realities.
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Chapter VI "Cab Driver": "The Babylon of the Chicage Night"

4 A

-

I. The Backgrgund

.
*
»
2 B

1. Dates of Composition and the Text v

s

Knister's novella, "Cab Drivey," became ayailable in January,
1984." “Various letters Knister wrote to his parents indicate that he
worked on "Cab Driver" between 1927 and 1830. In a letter of 31

Uu]y 1927, Knister writes, "1 want to start a new book aé-near the

first ‘as possible," a book he describes as "a humdinger Chicago one,
2

all taking p]ace in one night in the underworld."” (This description,

-

could also app]y to "Innocent Man,“ but in a letter to Kn1ster of 6

June 1927; Thomas Murtha refers to hav1ng read "Innocent Man )3

. Kn1ster refers,'1n passwng, to his 'tax1 novel" in a fetter of 14

May 1928, and implies that his novel is not yet comp]ete 4_ By 28

-~

November 1928, Knister.remarks that h1s "novel," a "taxi yarn," is’a

7

"character study” of a "youth," "Toronto raised," who "goes to -

Chieago."5 On 1 Augnst 1930, Knister wrote.to his parents that he._

was "Just finishing" his "short novel of Chicago," a work?of "35,000
‘wosds."6. - - -

The only known extant copy of ”Gab Driver" is a typescript of
one hundred and eighteen pages, typed on wh1te“typ1ng paper wh1ch

" includes a few brief handwritten revisions. There are "no visib]e

* . 2
.
[}
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-

watermarks" on the paper of this version.7' "Cab Driver" comes to a
grinding halt, rather than a smgoth conclusion. Knister mgntioné, in
a letter to his parenfs gf 28 November 1928, that the-work is Ehirty- '
five thousand words long; as the extant typescript consists of only-
one hﬁndred and eighteen pages, rougﬁly the’last twenty pagesnof the
novella are missing. Three pages of ffagments, of another version (or
versions) exist: tw6 typewrittep pages, numbered thrée and sixteen,
beaE‘the title "Hack Driver," whi]g a typewritten page numbered

seventeen has thé title "The Hack Dr1ver."8

These fragments represent am earlier.draft (or drafts) of the . %

» , . . -
~work, for "Cab Driver" incorporates.the occasiomal handwritten

revisions that occur in the fragments. These fragments may represent

a shorter version of.the.hove11a. The page three fragment corresponds

-

to the material that appears from mid-page three to_mid-page four of

AN

tﬁe typéscript, while the fragments numbered pages sixteen and
seventeen correspond to nqrrat{ve occurring from pages %eventegn to
nineteen in "Cab Driver." While there are no radical differences
between the matérial in the fragménts and the corresponding sections
ofv”Caﬁ Driver," the minor changes Knister @akes.proV1de a sharper

focus on the protagonist and the deSolation of his environment. For

example, whére Knister calls his protagqﬂfét "the driver" in the

fragment numbered page seventeen, at the corresponding point -in "Cab

Driver" the protagonist's name, Berwind, appga%s (p. 19). (The name

Berwind occurs in the fragments numbered pages sixteen andsseventeen.) -

7

-

“Twelve different titles occur in the'typescript.9 The first

[
P} <
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title Knister uses, "The Hack Driver" (pp. 1, 3-15, 18-20), adds:to
thé evidence that the fragments of the work répresent an earlier draft
or drafts. As the last third of the typescript consfsten;ly cayries
the title "Cab Driver" (pb. 79-118), this title will be used to refer
to the novella. - ' ,

“Cab D¥iver" is among The Raymond Knister Papers, McMaster
yﬁiversity Qibrary,HamiTtgn, Canada. The npve11a, which 15 gdrrentﬂy
unpu%]ished, ougﬁt.to be.pub1ished. ,"Cab Draver" 15 a h1§ﬁ]y reafab]e
"work, and, apart from conveying the atmbspheré of the Chicago of thé :
twenties, Knister's no§e11a deﬁonstrates that the Canadian f{cflon of
the twent{es has vigour and power 'which perhaps, as yet, go

[l

unrecognized.

'Z. The Action,

k]

?

"Cab Driver" pfeseﬂts twenty-four hours 1n-the life of Jderry

Berwind, a cab driver who works during ‘the'night.~ As settiné, the
Chicago of the nineteen-twenties plays an 1mportant‘role; over the
cougge of a night Berhind ﬁoves f%rough the c1fy in increasing
suspicion and feaf. The_relative freedom and pleasu;é of Berwind on
fhe following day beéome a mocke?y under the influence ofqhis night-
time experiénce, for he absorbs the brutality of the streets of>the
city. Echoés df‘the proiagoni§t's pastoral, Canadian past slightly

alleviate-the gloom of -the novella's atmosphére, without ameliorating



the hell through which Berwind moves.

3. Influences and Sourtes

The Chicago through which BerWind‘moves becomes @ "Babylon”
{p. 11), and evidence points t0 possible sources for’ the presentation
of Chicago as a Babylon. Knister's 1923 review of Ivan A. Bunin's

The Gent1éman From San Franciso and Other StOﬁies]O estab]i;hes fhe

edition of the work withwhich Xnister Qas familiar.]] THe edition of

- -
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Bunin's work which Knister reviewed includes 'a prominent reference .to

Babylon; the epigraph to the first and title story of the collection

reads, "'Woe tb thee, Babylon, that mighty city!'"--and cites the

-

‘source of the quotation as "APOCALYPSE™ (p: 3). Knister closes.his

review by noting that, in comparison to the title story, the other

-

three stories of tﬁe collection are "less “important.” Knister's

relative interest in the title story of- Bunin's collection, which has

Gentleman From San Francisco" may be a_ sodrce for the presentation of

e ]

Chicdgo as a Babylon i “Cab Driver." . .

?Bab}1on may have been a catchword for a modern metropolis to

Murtba‘commeqtg; in a letter to Knister of 16 March 1927,

Is Morley [Ca][aghan] back from New York? Or
did he dare at all to join the hick-visitors
-to the Babylon of the land.of Hope and G]pry.lz

“3n epigraph referring to Babylon,‘suggests that the epigraph to "The ’

_Knister, at feas% in the contexf of his friendship with Thomas Murtha.
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If "Babylon" was not a catchword for Knister, it may have been for
Murtha, and the possibil{i:;ex1st§ that Murtha's use of the word

Babylon sparked the 1de9 to~make a Babylon of Chitago in "Cab Driver.™

4T Cortext - R

< e

-

The yearse1n which Knister wrote "Cab Driver” were a time of
Y

) - A N . .
change in his personal life. Knmister married 7n June,- 1927, and

mentionsé§§inn1ng wark on-his "new,” "Chicago" book 1n a letter of
31" July 1927. Knister and his wife spent the summer of 1927 at a (I

"cottage on Hanlan's Point, Téronto Ishand,”]3

The couple moved to
Toronto at the sumher's end,lstaying until thé spring éf 1930, when,
"after having -spent nearly three yeafs in Toronto, [they] moved to a
small farm house on Lage Erie, a few miles egst of Porq Do;er.” in

" dune of 1536, ;5 daugtfter, Imogen, was bornd (Waddington, bﬁi.186—7).
By 1 Auqust 1930, Knister wrote to his Dé;énts that he was "Just
finishing” his "short novel of Chicago."

P

Knister's correspondence indicates that by late 1928 he
¥ .

concerved of his Chicago novel as a study inm character; in a letter

to his parents of 28‘November 1928 Kn1§ter explains,

Shall now . . . tear into novel. 'Got the big idea

for 1t I have been hunting . . ... The idea of my R R
taxi yarn . . . 1s this, "A Guy Gets Hardboiled." :

He's a youth of ordinary upbringing, Toronto raised,
. goes to Chicago, everything goes.against him, a%d,

he feels obliged to get tougher and tougher, until

a catastrophe and then he gets straightened out -

again. Interesfing character study?

.

»



1677

Either the ”}atastrophe" Knister mentions remained anly a conception

of the work, or appears in the missing concluding pages of the

novella, or between 1928 and 1930, the "catastrophe" evolved into

7the«corrosive influence that Berwiqd's environment exerts upon him.
The extant version of "Cab Driver" is an "interesting character study,"

but ?t is a study of character 1n‘refation to environment.

)

In "Purposes of Fiction," an article published on 13 October

1926, or shortly before he began writing "Cab Driver," Knister

acknow]eddes the appeal of skilled characterization in fiction:

when Conrad scrutinized human character in its
.various natioral and individual characteristics,
he did so with the gPeatest care, . . . in_the
interests of truth for the creation of beauty., '
Through forms of beauty to share his sense
of mystery, terror, delight or ugliness with his ‘ :
fellow-creatures, was the aim which Conrad confessed, . .
which he gave as the aim of "the.artist jn all times
and all mediums. To make you see, to make you feel,
_ and to realize the solidarity of all created th1ngs
\ under the sun.l4 . @

\ H
. . H

Knister's tone, in describing Coﬁrad‘s definition of "the aim\?f the
artist," suggests that Knister himself found Conrad's definitién
appealing. The emphasis Knister gives;thg."character" of "fellow-
cfeatures“ accﬁrds with the conceﬁtratﬁon on the figure of Berwind in
"Cab Driver." However, the comp?exity of "“the a{m'of the arfist”
Knister discusses aééords with more -than the characterization of
Berwind being of importance in "Cab Driver." .

Jus} before writing "Cab Driver," 1n'an article published on 9

) ’ 3
February 1927 called "The Wonders of Man," Knister comments,,

4

~.
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The wildest of visions and the most exalted
depend finally upon what we have seen or
heard of in our actual quotidian life. But
imagination has been added to it.

What is imagination . . . which enables
us to summon unheard of things from the void, :
and give them a shape, a local habitation and -
a name? And even to make guesses as to the o
way we do it. Perhaps it is the soul, which _
keeps us searching, searching . . . . And if

. the secret is infinite and infinitely removed,
so is the search and the possibility of .
‘discoveries. . °

L

In "Céb Driver," Knister expresses a seﬁse of "the search and tHe
possibility of discoveries" in an exploration of the reléi%onship Lt
bgtweeh Berwind and his environment. Berwind moves thrdugh the‘ln
physiéa] city of Chicago and é Babjlon of nightmarish terror: "The
wildest of v??fﬁns and the most exa1teJ depend %}nally‘upon'what‘we
have seen or heard of in our'actual quotidian Tife.? ‘

* A character named Berwind appears elsewhere in-Knister's fiction,
in the short story "Hackman's Night." <Chicago is the setting of the
stbfy, ‘in which Knister balances attéﬁtipn to action and atmosphere.
The protagonist,'Berwindyldrives a taxi during the'ﬁrihe—rife Ch#cago
niéhtz' "Hackman's Night" does not-représent Knister's best fictionér
at £he conclusion Berwind unexpectedfy‘wins a‘gubstant1a1 financial
reéward--and conteivab]y.the story represents bread-and-butter worﬁ.

Yet the atmosphere of the story lends an immediacy to the work. For
ekamp1e, when a mobster passenger causes-Berwind's taxi to become the
target of machine-gun fire, Knister evokes Bef&ind's terror w{th

convincing immediacy:.

1

id
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There was a little delay.in cutting across

. the bend of the boulevard for a series of cars
were turning it,, going north. Three: huge
limousines they were, glittering in the darkness.
The first ome had extraordinarily powerful lights,
which rested on the yellaw [Berwind's] cab. .
Berwind felt a slight jar in the midst of the
motor-vibration. Without- turning his head
he knew that his passenger had hit the floor of
the Tab—— ° -

;1 t car w1th its powerfu] lights was

w“ ¥

but he would hawe sworn that there were several,
and that hundreds of bullets were striking.his
cab. In aninstant's flash of feeling he was
sure that some of the bullets must have struck
him, though he could not yet feel the effects
of any of them. 16

Knister gives a sharp sense of environment ¥ relation to character in
his description of Berwind's reaction to the sudden and severe

underworld attack on his cab. .Waddington notes that Knister wrote

"Hackman's"Night" in ear®y 1929 (pp. 186-7), which would mean that

-

Knister was working on "Hackman's Night" while working at "Cab Driver."
"Hackman's Night" includes a halancing of attention to character and

environment, which is of the essence in "Cab Driver."

o,

o
5. Critical Reception &
' “ | ) \.Nﬂ—/
’ No study of "Cab Driver" currently exfsts.
' g
% .
s :g '
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I1T. "Cab D#iver"

-
- . ’
Knister's novella explores one of the currents running through

Id

"Group Portrait," and especially throu?h"the novel's later version,

.

"Soil in Smoke": I"Cab Driver" follows a night in the life of a

character who might, like Del or Robinay have ‘once thowght in terms of
gescaping to a city. The degradation of Jerry Berwind, as one'oﬁ tﬁe
inhabitants of the Babylon that 1s-Chicago, is the focus of the
novella. "Cab Dr%ver” evokes the physical reality of the city of
‘Chicago in«convincing detai}j, thle blendi attentfon to material

reality with acknowledgement of the intangible truths of character

and a sense of place. "Gab Driver" {s a work of six sections, and

* N N »
the division of the novella reflects the gradu@1 erosion of Berwind's
better impulses. SR .

‘Knister emphasises the discomfort and danger of Berwind's-”:
- ‘ L
working.environmentf " Perhaps the worst part of his job is his place

of work. The city is filthy:

® " The streets were grimy. with soot and night
dew, a wicked combination. On many nights when
there was no rain a driver was wise to put on his
- chains. Byt the cab company did not make you do
4 that unless rain actually fell. But clean rain-
. washed streets were not so slippery-as this sooty
K s#iff. {p. 46) ‘
As well as pollution,-the city has ‘the stench of slaughter; while

. ) ¢
driving, Berwind finds that "A heavy-settling odor from the

stockyafd% a couple of miles west came to him" (p. 53). -

A

o

<L T E;-, ’ ;‘” f o (\QY . ‘ | J /
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As a physical setting, the city of Chicago is a place of dirt,
_noise, and stench. As a social setting, thecity is even worse. In’
the opening scene of the story, Berwind's colleagues discuss the
.recommendation ofia distant hotel as an effective way df cheating
passengers who are unfamiliar with the city (p. 1). The behaviour
of a passenger makes Berwind woqder, "What was up with tﬁé guy? Was
he a K¥1ler?" (p. 13). After a\l, Berwind thinks, "Muscle men a?ﬁ>.
con sharks, if they couldn't get the big ga%e, they camé after the
.poor hard—woiiizg hack-drivers" (p. 17). In cabé, the "glass behind
the driver" is "reinforced with wire netting” (p. 19) because violence
is a re$1 possibility. ( | | »

Oﬁ "Sﬁxty—third Street," the "doubffu] second and third storey
windows frontjng on the L" or Elevated railway are the wihdows:of

"Speakeasies, furnished rooms, gang headquarters, whatnot" (p. 76):

And one could bet that the windows opening
directly upon the railway would not be unshaded.*-
One saw strange sights from the window of an
Elevated train, but one did not see actual murder,
gambling, shooting, rape. There was a residue of
caution left to the openness of the underworld.

- Yet you never knew when you would come upon just
such sights. They were not strange to the taxi-

;3 driving brethren. *In fact. those same cabs were

the sites of stranger doings than their driders would
care to admit. (p. 77) ’ )

It is through "the Babylon &f the %ﬁicago night" (p. 11) %hat

Knister's Protagonist moves, The Oxford English Dictionary defines
s .

"Babylon" as "any . . . vicious city," and "vicious city" is a -

concise desc?iption of Knister's Chicago. The filth, noise, stench,

-

17
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fear, suspicion and violence of Knister's Chicago make it a Babylon

or form of hell; "Cab Driver" bpenS{

The smoke offgasoline was blinding in the
station tunnel, the fumes from the exhaust
choking. The purring, drumming, thumping,
squeaking, grinding, the roar of eighty cabs

_ in line turned the air into a sea filled with
/ demons. tights from the vault swam dimly above,
and the dull cab lights winked and throbbed,
splashing dusty on the black hoods, the yellow
bodies. (p. 1)

Tke introductory image of "Cab Driver" strikes the keynote of the
work, for in the course of the story Berwind becomes brutalized by the

.

hell that the "Babylon of the Chicago night" represents. -\

-

In each of g%e six sections of "Cab: Dr1ver there is mention of
the weather. Ear]y in the first sect1on of the story, the weather i§
"hot" (p. 2), and Berwind notes just how "hot" {(p. 20) it is. The
”torr1d close air of the August night" (p. 30) covers the "flat
immense waste of houses and streets stretched beneath a smoke g]ow1ng -
sky" (p. 45) that is Chicago in the second sectiqn of the story. In
the third part of the story there 12 a reference to “éwe1ter1ng
weathér" (p..50). In the fourth pa}t of "Cab Driver," the
“tremendous and a{T-pervading heat of the early part of %he evening.
had passed, and now a Sreeze lifted and blew refuse in the dirty . |
street" (p.-71). By the fifth part of the story, the tempe?ature.is

coo]ing "rapidly,"” and Berwind finds that "The coolness struck his

- gt s

arm and cheek fresh]y, for 12/€;emed that they had not forgotten the
. 2

sweltering earlier part of the night" (p. 88). -In the final section
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of pﬁe work , Berwiﬁd'notices that "A kind of mist hung over the small%v_-

trées and grass. [t would be another sweltering hot day, in ihe end,

q% course" (p. 102). Inh describing extremely hot weather th;t

retréats only briefly towa;ds the end of the night Sefore promising

to return, Knister proviges a symboTip }nferno as the setting for

following twenty-four hours in the life of Jerry-Betwind. ' : -
In the first'sectioﬁyof.the storx,'Berwind picks up a pdséenger

who asks to be taken "to the Rainbo [sic] Gardens"'(p.'IZ), a

cabaret. The pagsepger explains that hé_is seeking a gir{.who might

“be workiné as a cabaret dancer, Degu{tory chat betwéen Berwjﬁd-and

[
his passenger ehsues.

.
\

Near the beginnihé-éf.the second section of "Cab Driver," Berwind
thinks that the cabaret looks "insignificant enough, away from that
lighted entrance with the' carpet and the canopyf (p.-21). Perhaps
Berwind perceives the entrance to fhe‘cabaref as being the most
significant aspect of its appearance because the p]@ce:is 1naccessib1é
to him. He has never been insidé the cabaret; he can only speculate
that "The Gardens must extend within a court behind the drab.store
buildings which Tined thelstregt”‘(p. 21). Bgrwind's interest in the
entrance to and probable design of the Rainbo Gardens suggests that
the place is an inaccessible haven--if not heaven--in his eyes; In
" the openiﬁé paragraph of the sécohd section, Berwind notég that'”Mén
;1oéfed and passed, sinister or comﬁonplacé‘as fhé,b?i]@inés;

dependent as they upor ‘the observer's mood” (p: 21).

(The comment that discernment of the "sin%ister or commonplace”




-

- y ) . - . i~ Lo ' - '
is "dependent" or variable-according to “the observer's mood". is.a
. - s - ~

* ~reminder of the technique with which Knister depicts landscape in

-thte Narcissus, for in White Narcissus the 1andscape can vary

accord{ng to the "mood" of Rﬁchgrd Milne. However, 1n “Cab Driver" - .

‘.

Knister's use of the same- techn1que is more soph1st1cated the
re]ative simplicity of the observed varyihg according to the-meod—-
of the observer becemes comp11cated by the fact. that Jerry Berwind

' prOJects his feelings onto h1s environment in such a way that they

consistent]y fulfill the symbolic sUggestipns that equate Chicago

with-Babylon.or hell. In White Narcissus, the landscape becomes a

screen onto which Richard can project-his more or less conscious

1 - & -
feelings about his relationship with Ada; in “Cab Driver," the utpaﬁ‘
’ 7’ : 7 3

_environment becomes a screen.onto which Berwind projects feelings he .

" - is perhaps not a]weys tonscioué]y.aware of Harbouring.)
. i

In the secohd section, the cabaret is, io Berwind, a shelter

from the heat, filth ehd'swarming'crowd found just outside the hainbo,

Lardens: " - ¢

[ 3

Past -the group of cab=drivers on the
R sidewaltk went men and women, depressed or
- " exalted, tired or p]easure bent, sweating °
" in the torrid close air of the August night.
F]appers gave their wraps to the boy-friend
to carry. The boy-friend would have flapped .
his-hat in front of both their faces, if there
had been tjme, or room in the crowd. A newsboy,
a stunted youth of twenty-odd, yelled papers at
the ‘corner. Late extra. The policeman on the

corneyr stopped yelling at aberrant drivers who . ®
tried to make a right turp against the lights, .
1ifted his cape¢to wipe his brow, h1s whistle P

in his mouth. The smutty bmicks 6f the pavement,
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A‘rounded with years of traffic, seermed t0°

sweat. The flat prairie sky seemed to want - - Y

* . to descend--into” the street, to ‘press down the r
buildings and crush the people. (pp. 30-31)

- <
Although ‘Knister's image of the scene outside the Rainbo Gardens -
evokes a doom that SEens to-await the streets and buildings;‘the
taﬁaret itself is 1in Berwind's eyes a bastion of pﬂeasure —-

@9d1ng to the suggestion that the’ Ralnbo Gardens represents a

heaven of sorts is -the assoc1at1on of the place with judgement,

-0uts1de the cabaret a cab dr1ver comments, after the doorman mentions_

that he recelves a sa]ary, there is. ”'No shenangin [sic] around doors

r

of some n1ght joint:and dress1ng up like a Judge when you' re Just a

hick'" (p. 29). Later the doorman remarks of the "new girl" (p. 32)
. \ T . .
who works in the cabaret,

> ) ’ ‘ i .
_"She ain't been here but a month or two, but
she sure has got 'em eatin' outa her hand. The
bimbos with the rolls-and the butter-n-egg men
~just fights over her, and they caint git néar her.
She's perticlar who ‘she takes up with. They's a
Jjudge from out west, rich as he?l, an-old man with .
a grey beard, she-likes him."  (p. 33) ' | . -

A

- -
v

The doorman subsequentty *comments of .the girl, "'She's -got 'em all
going and she givesf&egxafl the go-by. A1l but one rich old fellow,
Th

a _Jjudge'" (p.144). repeated association of a judge, and by -

" extension Judgement, with the Ra1nbo Gardens adds to the- suggest1on

_that the cabaret is a heaven of sorts. - But. the Ra1nbo.Gardens is only

-

a de]us1ve heaven B

4
The doorman's reference. to a new girl working at the cabaret

-
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Al

-~

. makes Berw1nd wonder if she .could be the person that his passenger of

“-

earlier in the evening is seeking. Berw1nd fings- out that the new
. . . s

girl, Elyria Niemoth, is the ”prettwest girl"-(p. 44) at the‘cabaret

~

.Accord1ng to the derman, gangsters are look1ng for her, and héﬁ?e11s-
Berwind that "'Some says she ram away from New York to git away from
em'" (p.-44). In the ear]y morn1ng hours, the doorman _draws

Berwind's attent1on f1rst to E}yr1a, and then to a couple 1eav1ng the

-

cabaret,. and explains that the couple intend to fo]]ow Elyria. The

o

. doorman steers Elyria to Berw1ng s cab, a§ Berwind's car is eapab1e
of going very fast. As Elyria enters Berwind's cagi he notices that
her eyes are."grey and dark in her fair, pale face" (p. 47). But
Berwind's adniratton of Etyria_is on%y the ptelude-tn'yio1ende.

The.third section of the story ends, = -

1
-

I

. "Heavens!"™ She smothered a scream. "Quick!
. _it's them!" ¢ h
. : ‘Berwind: was driving at.a fair= speed when
. he saw a huge black sedan bearing down on -
them at fifty -miles an hour. At the same~time
he saw a curve at his left. He-stood on his

. brakes and the “shots they fired at- his cab went: T
. wild. (p 60) :
4

Berwind ‘evades the b]ack sedan, but he encoufters it again. The third’
* section of "Cab.Drivef“ ends with the brief naragraph,-“He met the

black sedan,Aand did not look at it. The VACANT light shone‘from his.-

L )

cab=top" (d. 60). Berwind exists in a Babylon that encourages one o

J M . ) 0 ’ - ]
© turn away,from~others, wnd even as enticing a place as’ the Rainbo
. Gatdens. is a delusive haven.or heaven. The beautiful woman, who

~
&
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emerges from the place Berwind sees as a kind of hgaveﬁ, w%en
threatened by violence, uses the worﬁ "'Heavens!'" as a curse,
~In the first section of "Cab Driv?r,"‘Berwind's‘passenger is a
hunter, while in the second part of the g%ory his passenger is a
hunted person, and by the third section of the stery Berwind himself
becpmes huﬁted. The second ha]f'df the étory therefore bégins with
-, the implication that Berwind himself is a sort of quarry, even though
the particular pursuit'with which the third section c1oses’d0és not

continue. Given the symbolic context.of Chicago as a hell

. Berwind is .-
the prey not of any spécif{b person or faction”gg; of the city itself,

~and so, the violence he comes into contact with is random and sudden,
rather than the manifeétation of the hostility of any single_penson

!

-

or party..

IR

-

Inﬁfhe'fourth section p% the novella, while at a restaurant,

-

i

"a tenseness in the air"

- - 4 -

.

several men in the restaurant are "eating and waiting,"

"(p. 80).

.Y

. Without warning,

between being served coffee and food, Berwind notices how "silently"

-+ The-thing began to happen.

~-There was a .

growl,

They didn't seem to need any words.

They probably had had quite a little chat before .
- . this. But when the growl was uttered, there =
- came a shet.r Berwind tdok one look: and leaped

the counter.

Thés was no hold-up.

They would .

and he det§cts

-

head for the street, dnd bullets too. He ducked .
to the floor . .. tp. 80)
After'bare]y retaining h1s 11fe Berw1nd returns to his cab, and -
as fie does so the fourth section c]oses with thé br1ef paragréph AT
‘ .. , ) - . \ ’ . i

Y . - »

@
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rattle of the Elevated train above his head ‘drowned the noise of his
motor" (p. 82). As it becomés é]gér that the violence of the city is
inescapable. the City dwarfs Berwind; in the opening scene of "Cab g
,»Driver,“fBerwina_dnd other cab arivers waiting=in a quede can hegr
their own cars "above the general noise’ (p. 1), but, by the end of
the foqﬂfh section of the story, "the Elevated train above his head"
drowns the sound made by Berwind's cab. It is also interesfing thqt
the "Elevated” t}ain "above" -Berwind drowns the noise of his cars

the city literally elevates mechanical contrivances abové man. The

city diminishes its inhabitants by drowning the sense perceptions, or-

’ 6} assaulting the senses. o ) éf. " ' .

“

In the fifth section, Berwind begins to recover from-his '
harrowing experiences of the night, and continues his work. The

'temperatufe~coo1s,‘anq‘Berwind decides tAat*it is a "peach of a night"; -
. , .

but "Just-as_he was basking in a general sense of well-being, he

became aware of a cab behind him" (p. 88). This cab subsequently
C - i

forces Berwind to the cdyb; Berwind sees a Tdmp-post ahead and tries:

not . . . to crocRa wheel or tip the bus.
.. Yes,  they'd hurdled the curb, he and
his bus. He yanked the emergency and came to the
lampost [sic] with a gentle jar from the long’ -
heavy front'=springs, which caused it to shiver
and cracked the 1ight globe. (p. 89)

Like thé initial ‘image of a line of cabs, with engines ruhning, in a Qc
tunnel, and the later scene of the.crowded, dirty, and éWé]tering‘ ((/—/i;>

streets outside the Rainbo Gardens, the imagé of Berwind's cab

broyght tg a sudden halt evokes the hostility of the urban

6
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‘environment toward its inhabitants. The city means pollution;
“crowding, and man destroying his own carefully constructed,
installed, and maiptained‘sourcesfbf Tight. As well, the ihp]ication

xof the randomness, swiftness, and carelessness of the assault upon
Berwind is that the effect of the c1ty is to bruta11ze 1ts .

. 1nhab1tants. The flfth sect1on concludes With a hint that Berwind

is about to escape the dictates of "the Babylon gf the_Ch1cggo night"
(p. 1}); the section cjnses.with the brief eéragrape, "He heaved e
1on§1breathf and started‘his'wa]k'home; It was nearly daylight"

N

(p. 100)..- T ’

The-sixth section reveals ‘the effects of Babylon to be
inescapabl®e. Berwind "sauntered into the Century Cafe;-é small p]ace,0
wifﬁ.potted trqpicé] plants in the w{hdowsnon gither side of the door."
He asks a "@1?1 - . behind the'COUntee;T "'Elyria in?'" )

(pp. 105-106). Elyria, a waitress, emerges-from the kitchen and
arrives af Berwjnd's table: A}}hbugh Berwind.initﬁaliy’teases Elyria-
in a friendly fashion, he knows thai'his hgehera]isehse of well-being
made him careless of everyone‘else 1nAfhe e1ace;»1nAfhe city. They‘
could go te hell. "She c0g1e tao" (p. 107). |

Berwind has a petty quarrei with‘E1yria (p. 107), and her "fresh’
fair face" becomes "clszeed." As Berw%nﬁ speaks tofE}yria, he smiles
"inwardly" because shehis "submissive." .He thinks, "Doubtless. 1flﬁe

"were 1ess unreasonable, ghe would tell him to go chase h1mse]f and

retire te the counter, with a mocking smile" (p. 108) Just as

&;Berwind becomes a victim of the random brutality of the Chicago

-

A ]

]
-
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night; Eiyria becomes the victim of Berwind's emotional bfuta]ity,
Berw{nd's_pretence of being "unreasonable" th1e with Elyria reflects
his expectation of similar treatment as a cab driver in the "Babylon of
) thé Chicago nighf“ (p. 11); "The ;ole of the conventional .cab~driver
demanded that he ignore advances from people in fui] possession of
the%r faculties" (p. 12). . ) -
Berwind reflects that, when he "First met'her,“ Elyria was more
”spi}ited,h and this "memory . . . gave an added relish to his sense of-
mastery now"; _‘She was in his power now, because she cared méré than
he did." But the root of Berwind's probliem lies in the.diabo]ical.
nature of the city both he and Elyria inhabit; he thinks, “In this
hard-boiled man's town, hurt 'em first, even if you did love them.
Then they couldn't hurt you" {p. i095. Both‘the'd;ncer at the Rainbo
Gardens cabaret and tﬁe'waitress—gir1friend of Berwind are called

A

Elyria, perhaps because both bgcome victims of forms of violence that

7

the city inculcates. The former encounters physical violence and

the latter an emotional violence that the physical violence endemic'to

the city provokes.
In Teaving.the restaurant, Berwind almost gives Elyria a "tip,"

[

but decides that he has "hurt her enough" (p. 112). Part of his paih

is his rage at his own bruta]it&; as he goes, Elyria is busy,

to gather his dishes together and put
a tray. He paused and turned to look

%
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ey,
-

Berwind's self-knowledge leads htm to hope that Eﬁyria can withstand

the 1nfluenee of the Babyion that is Chicago.

e

Berw1nd Tearns more about his passengers of the previgus night

-

from a newspaper. The man Berwind drove to the Ra1nbo‘Gardens is
"Billi de Meiiq, cbnfedetate of Manhattan §angsters,“ and a]]egedly“
has come to Chicago to seek an “arti;t's model and V¥rginia heiress”

- (pp. P16-i17): After befng shot at twice, almost arrested, and

forced to the curb inYone hight, Berwind wishes he carried a gun . -

-~

(p. 90). It would follow that the revelation of the identities of -
his first passengers of the night would strengthen his resolve-to -

carry a gun; or increase the chance that he might himself résort to

*

physical violence. . In the restaurant scene of the final segtion of

the story; he résorts to“emotional.violence,-and experiences the pain

of confronting his own capacity to become brutalized by the city of
o Chicago. The b]eak-imp}iéation of Berwind's final situation is %hat

he must either become as brutal as the city itself or Teave.
Glimpses of a life'bettervthan the one Berwind leads are an
. . % ¢

-ingkegral part of “Cap Driver." In all six sections of the novella

- reminders of countryside life and nature, or the pastoral, appear.

" Such. refereaces function in two ways: in part pastoral references

»

serve as a reminder that there exists an alternative to thé - ~ .
. 'ﬁg‘

bruta]121ng hel] of Chicago, wh11e the urban degradat1on of the

pastora] ]11ustrates the extent to wh1ch the city of Chicago is a he11.

‘Berwind expresses his appreciation of the cab assigned £0 him in

terms that are reminders of the pastoral. He is fond of his car as
; / Ca
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B 1

-

one of the rapid, “1?tt1p,ynafrow—ruhpqd '"French hacks' as the .

~
.

'driters called them" (p. 5). At one point he gets oyt of his qab )

-

th1nk1ng that it has- a h]gh seat rem1nd1ng you of old- fashioned '

horse cabs (p. 4]). But during the shoot1ng at’the restaurant

Berwind-hears people ' scramb1jng to hiding p]acqs~and sounding Wlike
" the hooves of'horses“ (p 81). - . o s L T

As Berw1nd muses that his worklng environment and pay are

v

unenv1ab1e he—asks h1mse1f “What would his professors at-the

University of Toronto say to see ﬁjm how?" (p. 36). Berwind's

il

carefully noting the grounds of another university as he drives

through Chicago againiéuggests his appreciation of his Canadiam
university life: -« . ‘ o ya
. %¥hey were doing down the straightaway ' .
of the Midway Plaisance which joips.the 'two
huge .parks, Washington, and Jackson. On R
. either hand,lay huge old or ivyed [sic] R
. “UniversdtyBuildings, set far back in grass
‘and shadowy trees. The .lights along the-
wide double drive seemed\to throw a mist . ’
.about the trees and buildings. (p. 56) L
@ ; ‘\ ‘ . . -f .
Berwipd berceives thé"uﬁ{ver§ity_graunﬁ§ as & green, tranquil oasis ‘

_of ‘civﬂizat{or}'_in thé_midst of the ‘%oaw,-stenc'h, and-filth. of
Chicago. / " . Lo 4

‘ Neverthb]éhs,.if there is evidéhce.that Berwind Tinks his -

‘Canadian past with a'degree of civi]ization not génera]{y seen in ‘¢

: Chlcago he at jeast consc1ous]y d9n1es h]S past 'During the ntgHt

Berw1nd chats 1th a cab dr1ver w%d ment1ons hav1ng worked in various

- B

‘ c1t1es, and;Barw1nd-ra1ses the subJect of Canada:

3 B
Y &
[ .'\
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"Were you ever," Berwind asked. him,

-~ Toronto, Ontario?"

¢ "Yes, I drove there a while.

~ from there?" .

"in ’
L \ Y

You come .

woqu be more 1nterest1ng though- in Montreal

*1 been there. I should think driving- .
f(p 65) -

Y

Berwind solicits another's view of Toronto, but he is unwilling to

discuss the subjett himself. Knister delineates but does not define
AN

<

Berwind's reasons for wanting to forggt his Canadian past:

-

he did not 1ike waiting in line“in stations. T
Besides, jerks were usually all you got. And

the people you.got, travelling people from

out of town, were like the.people he had got

away from Tong ago, when there was time.

Railway depots reminded you of too many things
anyway; partings, fearful changes, loss, regrets.
Stations made you uncomfortable whether you

remembered such things or not, and he thought

that many drivers felt that way about them

whether they knew it or not.

Yet he unconsciously langs -for a pastoral world,

“park region" (p. 53). The city itself mirrors Berwind's split

tp. 7) -

!

.~|)

- Berwind consciously rejects his Canadian, and probably pastora},_pasf.

As he drives through

_the Babylon ©f Chicago, he is acutely aware of when he approaches a

attitude of untonscious attractioh\fowarq and conscious contempt for

pastoral life. On one side of an "avenue" appear "stone,-marble,

plate glass hote]s, port1cos, brazen, bronze w1nd0w-f1tt1ngs,

while

there are "the trees of thg\?ark shadowy on the other" (p 11).

The city is a mdinly sterile 1andscape foer1ng such grim ;1ghts

as "vast gloomy warehouses, factories, dark-and With'strange red

. 4 - )
irradiations coming from their windows"

{p. 85).

v

9ﬁ1y removal from

- N
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the~city allows a glimpse 6f the truly pastoral; "streets .

improved toward thé Lake" (p. 19). The city actua]?f“repels nature:

The street was bright enough now, with the
flaring street lights, the occasional open
. restaurant; the window signs, and the reflections
i from all of these in the gleaming black wet -
pavement. The source of this moisture (rain
"could scarcely penetrate the elevated railway
above the street) trundlied on ahead of Berwind two
or three blocks. It was one of the,city's huge
" water-wagons. (p. 77) ’

Km’sts Chicago ddes not merely discourage things pastoral, but
Titerally excludes hature. |

. The city qé a phy§1ca1 environment becomes the antithesis of the
pastoral, nbt3on1y by barrihg nature (at least in the fofm‘of rain), , °
.but_ﬁs'well by degrading what representatives of.gﬁe pastdral may try
to exist in Baby]on 'Foﬁ .example, the mobster de Melio tells Berwind,
"1 know what Ch1cago parks are l1ke I've been Jost in them'"
-(p._16).§ One can only imagine-that de Melio .had reasons othen.than
éontémp]at1ng the beautles of nature for being in different Chicago
~par§; Hearing de Me]lo S comment reminds Berwind that he has himself
fdriven a drunken man about these parks for hours” (p.'17).
Representat1ves of the an1ma1; vegetab}e and m1nera] kingdoms of
nature undergo degradat1on in tﬁe hell of Chwcago, natura] bu11d1ng
materials become the stuff of the grave, for the c1ty is where a '-'
killer can stalk theistreets and ensure tﬁat‘o;heré "get the stony ,
bed, or thé wboden4suit” (p. 705. Berwind'thinkg‘that Elyria Niemoth

is "some kid, all right, tall, and set}Up like a deer with horns";




-
. -

-

it < ~ 4

T ey » . ) . )
"She wasn't Jike these warped-board flapper kids-pulling their wraps

.o ’ N - 1

around their skinny haunches" (p. 72{T\\Tﬁ\ﬁgpy19n,:parks become -

only part gf the palette of the-citylé colours. .AS he drives;

. Berwind noEiSEB{QHUmboldt’Park. A wilderness df.gréen,.b1ack
A;hadows. Bluish bavements cuyving;h.A red .tatl-1ight glided ahead"

' .(p.'%]); The cjtyyswalldWs its own ﬁérks. Upon réturn{ﬁg.to the
garage after being forced to the curb, Berwiﬁd reports ¥hét the
{Hcident happened "'up in Humbo]dt-Pérk'".(p. 96). ;Iﬁ\Knistér's

&hicago there are no truly pastorai refuges.-

>

”

‘fnJ£He last section.of "Cab Drjver,".éérwfnd's latent longing for
the pastoral emerges, if perhapg ﬁgge'to the reader than to Berwjnd
himself. The very prospect of e;;eriehcing the excuses for the
pastoral that Chicago can offer makés the city more_pa13table to .’- ‘

" Berwind; én his way to the beach, he forgets the stench of the
slaughterhouse and the concentration of gasoline fumes in a tunnel,
and instead finds the “air "iaden with>gaso11ne;‘perfume, pop—Eorn,
orangé;, Teather. The exciting odor of the summer city" (p. 114).

Yet, when Berwind aétua]iy“is'at the beach, he sees, near a newfotel, ~

"a‘cémen; drive . . . with-a Tow wall . . . like the ramp atfthe Grand

oxfords, and walked ‘on the packed wet sand" (p. 1¥6). Even t
beaches on the frifige of.Babylon are inhospitable togman.

A curious refiark on the penultimate page of "Cab Driver” may be
, o i

]
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seen as summing up the extent of Berwind's brutalization. He thinks

of the hunted: cabaret dancer who hédibeeﬁ his passenger on thée”
previous night infunusQ;Thterms; "He admired her as he weu1d have
admired a fine painting or a magnificent horse in actiee" (p. 117).
Yet on the last (extant) eage of the story.Berwind thinks she is one
of- "the strangethri]lersyou met," who-are best ensconced in M"a little
gallery in your mind," and from whom it 1s best to "keep away"

(p. 118). Berwind assocwatest;oth the pastoral world and the world of
art with the cabaret dancer, or with distant, aloof beauty. Fina]ly:
for Berwind, the beauty of the pastoral becomes the beaaty of the
unattainable. In the absence of either a conc1u51on to "Cab Driver”
of clearer reasons as to why Berw1nd reJects h1s presumab]y pastoral -
past, it:ie'difficht to arrive at conclﬁsjons ebout Bérwind's final —
position. Perhéps the extent of ﬁis brutalization is such that he
~can no 1onge£’9yen conceive of partaking of pastoral p]easures beyene
» those feeb]e few offered w1th1n the limits of Baby]on A more -
cyn1ca1 read1ng m1ght be that--11ke the pnotagonfst of Orwell’s. ]984--
he becomes bruta]1zed to the point that he'relishes his oppres§1on.

If such is tﬁe case, the point aboe;«EErwind is u]timaee}y that the

he]?gof.Chicago.reduces'him to a satisfied inhabitant of Babylon.

R P o e e

B
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Chapte;?VII My Star Predominant: Images of Kéats

I. The Bqtkground S o

a

1. pafes-of Composition aqg the Text

X

0

Marcus Waddington notes that Knister wrote the novel My Star’

Predominant betweeh 1929 and 1931.1'_In'193T, My Star Predominant won

the Graphic.Publisherg‘ Canadian Nove1.Contgsp»first prize of twenty-
- five hundred dollars (p. 2?7);_”Howevér, the bankruptcy of Graphic

s ¢

3ﬁublishersfdelayed pr]icafien.Qf thé_nove] (p. 221), which appeared-

'7odly afte; Kniéter droﬁned' “My Siar Predominant was publiéhed.id ;o

1934 two yeans after his death' by-Andrew Melrose of London and : l o
: Ryerson Press of Toronto” (p 217).

The ad3ud1cators for the Graph1c award were’ the wr1ter Freder1ck
Ph111p Grove Barker Fair]ey, who taught German at the Un1vers1ty of
Toronto, and W.T. A1lqson, who taught Engllsh-at the Un1ver51ty of
.Man1toba 2 In.a tetter of 25 Deqember 1930, Grove tells Knister"

that, if he can reduce the length of his’ noveT "I can ‘almost. promise “

y°

publwcatxon" p. 283). The typescrlpt versions of My . Star Predem1nant

1 reerct Knxster s work toward reduc1ng the vo?ume o the novel

i*

Versxens of My Sgar ?redom1nant.exfst in three arch1va1

'co]]ect1@ns A carbon copy of a seven- hundred and twenty page o .
,typescript version s’ amung The Raymoné Kn1ster Papers aggchaster‘

; Universzty warary, Hamvlton, Canada‘3 The paper of th1s copy has
' 189~
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different watermarks: "ProdréssJBond" and “Luxor Bonld."'4 The original )
- typescript of seven hundred and twenty pages is.in The ﬁaymond
Knioter Collection of Victoria Univorsi;y_Liorary.s Hatermarks of
the paper of this version are "Progress Eond,“ “Luxor Bond" and
?‘Allgonquin'Bon'd;"6 Victoriq University Library also-holds a typescript
version of thfee—hundred,aﬂd forty-nine pages.7 The paper of this

typescripf has the watermarks "Abermil] Bond" and "Luxor Bond. "8

* uw

three hundred and forty-nine page typescr1pt vers1on, a carbon copy of

Thé

thms version, and the galleys of the nove1 are among the Kn1ster
" Papers at Queen'® University Archiv.es.9 Watermarks of the paper of

this typescript are "Abermill Bond," "Luxor dogg,ﬂzaﬁd'"Underwood

,- i L - .
Bond."]0 A1l the typescript versions of My Star Predominant are on
. P N

-white typing paper, and'the fréquenty of handwritten revisions

' 1nc1uded decreases with }he length of .the successive versions. Both -

: the 1onger.and shorter typed vers1ons of the work bear the title "My .
'Star Predominant: Portrait of John Keats " However, the copy of the
shorter typed version held at Queen's Un1vers1ty has a title page on .
whwch the txtle “Lone Sp]endour Portrait of John Keats" appears .

The neveT 's protagonist, John Keats, becomes more prominent as

. Knister pares away material about Keats's éﬁlweu in the successive

" versions of:fﬁe work. 'For example, in the earlier version, dialogue
‘deiailo Charles Lamo‘sfteaoing of a sycophant trying to introduce

' hi%?@?f‘ﬁo william;wordsworth (p. 263); Kniéter deletes this dialogoe;

;replac1ng it w1th a br1ef descr1pt1ve reference, in the Tater vers1on

«of. the work, wh1ch,became the pub11shed text.ll

Knister s1m1]ar1y

£ PRI ‘

A
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2. The Action

- 3. Influences andsSources

B

deletds 1nconsequent1a1 remarks. Le}gh/ﬁunt makes (p., 638) in the

course of a scene descr1b1ng Mrs Hunt "cutting a silhouette" of -

Keats (p. 277). The effect of Knister's deletion is to make Keats,

previously part of a domestic scene, ‘the focus of attention.

Knister's novel deals with the last years of the life of Jahn
Keats. These years, the most productive in the life of thé poet, -

were 'a time of “turmoil. My Star Predominant describes the death of

the poet's brother, Tom, as a result of consumption, the reltationship

of Keats and iannj Brawne, and the poet's last days, as he lies dying

of consumption, in Italy.

Knister chose to write a fiction based on b1ograph1cal fact
lbout Keats, rather than a blography In a "Foreword" dated 7 May
1930 that does not appéhr in the pub11shed version of My Star

Predoanant, Kh1ster wr1tes,

This book, 1 be11eve, is trustworthy as’
_biography; but it is a novel first, and I

hope that no one will care to'mdke a complete.
roll of the plagiarisms by which my

characters. speak words they did use, as a
matter of fact, in letters and other writing:12

191
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" Comparison of My Star Predominant with Knister's sources reveals the

justness of Knister's description of his work. As Kpister's research
o .

- / - . .
notes show, four sources for My Star Predominant are Keats's letters,

Amy Lowé11‘s biography of Keats, J. Middieton Mu}ry's study o{ Keaté,
and a critical work arguing that the poetry of Mary Tighe influenced
Keats's pqetry 13 ‘
Knister uses the Keats letters to lend the authenticity of
Keats's own voice to the thought+and speech presenfed'in My Star
Pfedominant For example, ik a letter of 31 October 1816, Keats
remarks of his appo1ntment to meet the painter Haydon, “I will be as

- punctual as the Bee to the Clover.' w14 In Knister's novel, Keats

resolves to be "as punctual ?s(thé'beg’to the  clover" (p. 49) for his
‘ meetingnwith Haydon; .Afte} seeingja~friend‘of his~1ove, Fdhny‘Brawn&,
in a ]etfér Keats ;éments F;nﬁyfs ;dmﬁration for her fr{end; he find§‘
'Faphy ‘as"‘-supem’,or'-l to her friend as hé Rose" is-"to a Dande]fo;"

kI, p. 276), In My Star Predominant, it crosses Keats's mind that' .

“The two girds were Tike.rose and dandelion" (b.”193).' The historical

Keats mentions‘in a letter to his'young sister, Fanny Keats,

s
at

-1 ordered some bulbous roots for you at the .
‘Gardenérs, and they sent me some, but they e
were alt in bud--and could not be sent . .
.There are some beautiful heaths now in. bloom
in Pots--gither heaths or some seasonable '
. plants 1 will send you instead--perhaps some
that are not yet in bloom that you may see
" them come. out. (It, p. 312)

{

o - o _ . -
- Knister uses Keats's remarks aS'thé,bagis for presenting thought and”

Ty 7

P
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4

dialogue. Keats-thinks -that "The gardener from.whom he had ordered
some bulbs for Fdnny'Keats sent him bulbs in flower, which goul&ﬁ't

be sent through the ppgt." He asks Fanny Brawne what he can send to

» ¥

his sister as a substitute:

“What would you advise me to get for her,

nOW?" -

v "1 have seen some beautiful heaths in
bloom in pots.--But they should not.be in
bloom, so that she can see them come out.
Children make so much of such things." (p. 211)

-3

-
Knister uses details Keats'mentions in letters, and adapts these for

the purpose of characterization.

Amy Lowell}s massive 1925 biography of over twelve hundred pages,
'Johh-Keéts, also prdvided'Knister‘wifh a gfeg} deal of piographical
information. In his "Foreword," Knister states that in.his novel
“characters speak words they did use, as a matteerf fact, in letters
and other writing." The "other writing“AKnister refers to iﬁvo1ve§
réviews'and memoirs that Lowell cites. ’For‘exémple,‘Lowe}1 quotés
_ Leigﬁ Hunt's review of Keats's poem, "Oﬁ Fi?s?lLooking 1nt§ Chapman's

Homer," a review that closes, "the whole conclusion is . . . bowerfu]

A .
and quie‘c."]5 KnisteripresentS“Kéats as réading Hunt's.review'and
f{nding Hunt's conclusion espgciaf1y attraétf?e;‘~"Tﬁdsé.&b;d§;?iﬁ"1n )
his mind: powerful and quiet"~(p. 54). )
. LoWe11'repéétedTy quotes frém memoirs, and information from

these memoirs dppears in My Star Predominant. For example, Lowell

;ites~fﬁar]esiB}own's account_of Keats discovering that he has

. consumption:
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‘before his head was on the pillow, he slightly
coughed, and I heard him say,--'That is blood
from my mouth.' I went towards him; he was
examining*a single drop of blood upon the sheet.
'Bring me the candle, Brown, and let me see

this blood.' After regarding it steadfastly

he looked up in my face, with a calmness of
countenance that 1 €an never forget, and said,
--'1 know the colour of that blood;--it is
arterial blood;--1 cannot-be deceived in that
cblour;--that drop of blood is my death-warrant;
--I must die.' I ran for a surgeon . . . . (II, 389)

Knister's version of-Brown's recollection differs not in substance but
r ' .
in prgfemtation; Knister vivifies the scene by giving immediacy to the -

dialogue -and gesturédy Brown recalls:

-

he leaped into the cold sheets. Brown was coming
into the room for the taper. "C-cold!" Keats
coughed® slightly.. "That is blood from my mouth."
He stared at the single drop upon the pillow.
"Bring me the candle, Brown, and let me see."
He regarded the blood steadfastly, while
Brown's face set with apprehensioy. He handed
. . the candle to Brown, looking into Yis face with -
) "a great calm.
' "1 know the colour of that blood--it is
: "~ arterial blood. I cannot be deceived-in.that
colour--that drop of blood is my death-warrant.
I must die." He listened to Brown's footsteps.
running on the hard ground. (pp, 247-8) °

"Another source that.Knister referred to in his research for his

novel is John Middleton Mery'; 1925 study, Keats and’Shakespeare{ A

Study of Keats' Poetic-Life from 1816 to 1820.  Murry argues:

-

Shakespeare was veritably Keats' forerunner and
secret-sharer not merely in literature, but in.
life. That opposition between literature and life
is, in the case of < . . Shakespeare and Keats,
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“impossible %ina]]y to ﬁajntain .- ..
For Murry, "The basis of likeness between Shakespeare and Keats iiee
;hua similar completeness of humanijty gonfrohted with the same world’
of experience.”]6 Murry‘notes ;hat Keats himself saw the degree of
u]ife—experience" (p. 195)ﬁiﬁ‘a works as a criterion of ‘evaluation,
and refe;s to Keats]é ”cemplete loyalty to experience" (p. 140). -
According to Murry; the work of'Keats deals with "beauties seen.or
remembered or imagined," and the poetry of Keafs involves |
"comprehension by and through the concrete and particular” (p. 18).
Knister also presents Keats as a writer whose("life-experience" is’

. . . - .
continuous with his work. “Whife in Canterbury, and working on

3

"Endymion," Keats finds that "Canterbury's age- streets put new

life into the poem. The highest.gust of these days was to . . .
shape 1iving moments foriEndymion and his goddess" (p. 92). Knister's
Keats declares, “fNo doubt I shall draw the fire of the precisians

and pedants who.p%efer an' abstraction to a flower'" (p. fOO). Keats's

poem‘"Lamiaf tells of "The young man Lycius;' who encounters “a fair
gentleweman."g However, "His tetor, Apollonius, a realist, comes to
t@gﬁWedding feast.andlfeveals that *she 1s-a lamia, a serpent in-human
: ghjee. 'She vanishes, and Lycius dies'" (p. 2é0). When Keats and
Brown d{sagree in their views of Fanny Brawne, Brown commeets;
" havee't met my fate. If I had I would
“put her out -of my mind."

"Thanks, Apollonius,” thought Keats.
A flush of anger rose.over him . . . . (p. 222)

2
N
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. - . . 1

_ Like MurryZ Knister indicates the continotty between the work and the
11fe of Keats ' }-: R ,: A o .

Murry s sub t?t1e is A Study of Keats' Poetic Life From 1816 to

P

~—

]820, and Murry exp]atnSJ - o o _ .

et -

. " The whole poetic story of Keats is contained in
four years. He died on 23rd February 1821;
his fatal haemorrhage, after which he wrote
- ‘ practically no poetry, occurred in February
- .-+ 1820. @
: . . “Those four years are the most
prodigious four years in the life of genius
of which we have record. (p. 13)

/

Murry concentrates on Keats s+ acttve yeers as a poet, while Lowell
- _‘ . be§1ns by d1scuss?ﬁJ Keats s grandparents and ends her study w1th
-~ ~

. Keats's final months in Ita]y, and 1nc1udes the autopsy ahd funeral of

* Keabs. My Star Predom1nant beg1ng;w1th Keats eagerly going to meet~

Hunt who f1rst pub]1shed the work of Keats, (in the spring of 1816)
and ends with the ph¥s1ca1 death of Keats (in the February of41821).
Knister follows Murry in concentrating on Keat;fs years of _literary

activity, but departs from Murry in depicting'Keats ti11 the, time of

his death. In contrast, Murry largely oVerlooks the f1na1 months of

i~ -

\°Keats,in Italy, a ttme‘when Keats was too i1l to do very much work.

Murry ‘3ssertsTthat, as"a writer, Keats found experience important; | "

Knister shows Keats as. @ writer whose work and eXpehfence“are R

;ontanuous, and o) evokes the "11fe exper1ence" of Keats from just -

”

* after his- work rs f1rst puleshed unt11 Ris death at the age of

- R [ 4

- twenty-five. BN _ - ]
n « 1‘ . 5 . ' ) - .. ) )
"The final focus of Knisten's depiction of Keats involves thg- . . =~

- “ . s -




..sources repeatedly touch on.

pictures made out of. words" {I,

should call it an

3} -'@

“Murry c1a1ms, Redts sought

“involves °

1wh1]e nurs1ng his dy1ng brother, Tom

central use of -images, a.subject that-Knister's nineteen-twenties
Lowell stateS"that Keats "delighted in

p. 93);'ahd'reférs to Keats's .
1030'

‘v

preOCCupatlon with "images” *(I, p. Eresumably speaktng as an

£

imagist poet, Lowe1] detects in the work of Keats the 1mpulse to
stamp into a‘ptcture what he 'saw"; Loweit remarks, "To-day we
fimaée,'" adding, "But Keats knew nothing of
'imageé'" ( p. 125). ~Murry - c1a1ms "the f1nest kind of poetry"

_ ‘a perception of the general in the partkcular “(p. 22), and
prefers the k1nd of “v1v1d 1mage" Keats could create when allowing

h1s work to ref]ect exper1ence, to the’ “abstract 1mages

-

in which,

(p. 51)

According to Murry, Keats can

refuge from the angu1sh of 1ife"

. .move "from concrete perceptloﬂ to concrete percept1on from Jmage to

-1mage (p.

“vegue, of Mrs:

- image and many a phrase® {p.

P

120) Perhaps the most telling source: for Knister's

s

'concentrat1on on 1mages in a work about Keats is the 1928 study Keats

In this study, Ear]e We11er argues that although the
17

and Mary -Tighe.

&
Tighe's poetry was short-lived,” Keats "drew many an

xii) from Tighe's work. Weller states,

In‘the earlier-poems and jn Endymion Keats
was- content merely to-weave the vivid words .
and phrases of Mrs: Tighe into the fabric . .o
~of his verse. In The Eve of St. Agnes, however,
~ .as well as in.the odes and La Belle Dame sans
“--.. - Merci-he draws not o6nly on the phrases but the
images as we]] (x11) e .

Knister, under thehoeadtng,"Keats & Mary Tighe," copied.into'his.

197
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o

research notes,

In £~-' :‘.':
to weave '¥¥Vid words & phrases of Mrs. T. into
the fabri¢ of his verse. In Eve of St. Agnes, . -

- odes, & Belle dame, draws not only on phrases '
but images as well. (p. 80) -

Weller's selectiom o% Keats's poems on the basis of "images" caught?

Knister's eye and, interestingly enough, the poems Weiler mentions

receive the most specific attention in My Star Predominant, although

Knister's_acéeptancg of Weller's thesis is' a moot question.

4. Context:

- ¥,

Waddington notes that Knister "moved to a small farm house on

Lake Erie, a few miles east of Port Dover" in order to work. on ﬁ1~

-research material in the house.

Staf Predominant, and concentratea his~efforts-dnf;igting the novel

(pp. 214-?15). Knister's widew recalls fhat, while Knister worked on

the novei, he préferred not-to have reading matter other than Keats.
18 ‘

The question arises of why Knister. chose Keats as the subject of
a novel and, to some gxtent, the answer lies in Knister's own work as
a poet, critic, and prose fiction writer. Images have such
characteristic  centratity in Knisfer's poetry that Marcus Waningtoh
asébciates Knister's work with the movement in pdetry known as imagfsm:

.. In the creation of his poems Knister
folTowed what he took to be Ezra Pound's

Crédo, "the idea . . . that each poem should
comprise an Image, and that this Image should

-
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not be blurred by extraneous matter." 'Pound &
defined ,"Image™ as "that which presents dn
intellectual and emotional complex in an
instant of time." He held that a good poem
was one in which the emotions- conjured up by
the'{Eythms of the word were in perfect
harmony with the. idea or-fragments of ideas .
expressed. The visuat element -or "the casting of
images upon the visual imagination" provided
the third dimension.of the harmonicus "Image."
The- majority -of Knister's poems in his .

~ Collected Poems 3atisfy Pound's definition
of the "Image."! o B

€

. ’ " . - 9 ) : .
Knister's interest in "jmagism” crossed whatever border there is
‘between poetry and.prose and, as Glenn Hughes remarks, the imagist . .

L]

poets can be seen as "exploring the borderland between verse,'and

20

p[ose." In 1926, Knister writes that the.techniques'of precise

diction and keen observation, if origina1]y recommen&éd hy the imagist .
‘ 2}

poets, "are a part df all good writing, prose and verse."” @ o

Peter Jones notes that Ford Madox Ford's injunction to the
imagist poets was that'"'poptip ideas are best expressed by the-

t II22

‘rendering of concrete objects. Jones describes- imagist poems as

involving “"presentation rather than representation, and "a %trong

- sense of the absifact.caught'wjthjn the concrete." He adds that the
1ﬁégis£ poem "is nat mereJy'descriﬁtion; but ‘evocation” (p. 31).
Kiister's prose fiétionginq}uqes images that reflect a “sense of the

" and an impulse to explore the

abstract . . . within the concrete,
possibilities of the "evocation" of the magic of everyday reatity. In

his thesis, Waddington. notes that Knister's short stories can "bear a

resemblance to . . . Imagist poems" 6f Knister's, in that “the ° .

intellectual element, or theme, is carefully. woven about the visual
£ ' T




elgment, or the succession-of. images™ (pp. 1752176). Knister himself
identifies."a sort of synsolic imagism” in the short stories of .

Chekhow 23

HoWéVer, Knisfgr‘s own work may repfeéenil"a sort of o
symbo]xc imagism" in that_the images in_his prdse fiction erke the
‘extraorqiniry paturé of evéryday @hiﬁgs; the imaée df gve}yday~life} ~ ." <
in and of itself cén have éymbo1ic force. Dorothy Livesay observég
that-"kn{ster's verj strong sense of imagery, the imagery of sqbnd as
.well as sight, makes his prose 1eap into 11fe w2k Knister's 1ﬁages ’ ;-' L
"1nvolve _the s1ghts or sounds of exper1ent1a1 rea]xty, and point’ to the
dbstract or 1ntang1ble in evok1ng the concrete or tang1b1e In My.

Star Predom1nant, image patterns p1ay a central role in Kn1ster S R

depl;t1on of Keats.® | o .

'5.. Critical Reception

_ .9 . :
The Times Literary Supplement 1934 review of My Star Predominant

notes ‘that "the fascination of" the novel “cannof be gainsaid," even L
though the work "is a careful]y composed and not unduly 1mag1nat1ve \
. ’ t

reconstruct1on of the life of Keats " Kn1ster S "11bera1 use of

P S

Keats' s own letters" receives ment1on “Praise is g1ven to Knlster s

treatment of "Keats's relations with . - . the ill- fated Tom,f if "the v

ordeal of Tom's sick-bed is almost too barnfu]]y-protrqcted."z5 " .

Two Canadian reviewé of My Star Predbminan%i which appeared at

the time of the novel‘s,puincation{l]eave;opposite iﬁpressions of the

work. Rdgért Ayré”s review, in Saturday Night, declares that.

-




~ .20

M )

-

"Knister - has brought John- Keats ‘to life." Ayre describes the novel-as

being, "in the richest meaning of the word, a re-creation,“ and finds

My Star Predominant an "inténsely moving story."26 However, the

Globe's unsigmed review, "Keats and‘H{s Aj]ment," states,

" Never squeamish, Mr. Knister does not hesitate
to introduce the baser frailties of the Victerian -
age, nbr yet does he spare the reader in the
matter of his hero's dtsease

@ . . . -
* The review notes ;Lat Knistef'é'"fictiohé1izgd life of John Keats" is
"readable and instructive," ahd concludes that the work is \ B

1nterest1ng,"'1f “not’ sat1sfy1ng "27. ot

No study of My Stap Predom1nant current1y exlsts , v

T 1I. My Star Predominant

S 4
.

'

Kn1ster s use of images is- of central 1mportance in My S;a
Predomwnant In the course af,the novel, images fef1ect the growth
. of Keats's consciousness, and his final ability to see the power of .

imaginative recreation, Like the t1t1e of the nove1 the use of

images in My Star Predom1nant ultimately suggests the endurance of

the power of’ the great art1st‘s vision.

Images are of vital importance to Knister's Keats. Keats thinks
of his love, Fanny Brawne, in terms of images; the "indelible image .
of Fanny Brawne” haunts him (p. 22), and he reaches the poxnt of

4

. thinking that a11 "but the image of harj&as chaff in his mouth”

-
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- - o L -

(p.'282). The result of.separation from Fanny‘is“thai ”Every,thougﬁt'

°
L]

* and every-dream led to Fanny, to images of Fanny in every gesture and
’ ’ : e ‘. N .

express1on of hers"- (pv 277) l _ o B
Keats thinks of ""poetry" in terms of "1mages Y EarTy in MX Star ,
Predominant, as Keats sits "by the w1ndow in his new quarters >ahd o

trfgs “to wr1teJthe poem which had come~to fim" while on a walk,
. the fee11ng of elatjon which had overwhelmed him
. o was not to be slaked by many lines of 1ight and
' shapely, dewy-and dulcet .images. The- fresh
woodland would serve him as a sort of spr}ngboard '
from which to dive into deeper delight and
meaning. Why, the ripples of a stream ‘and its
e cresses gave to one another benefits like gobd
- men in their sincerities. And what was love but
a golden-winged butterfly nestling.a rose,
.convulsed as though it smarted from over-pleasure? :
(p. 24) . e
. Lo . R R L i

j! e

e

. ’ : e “ @
Kniste( virtually has Keats define poetry as a.matter oficreating

s

images, when he has Keats think of poetry'as'"1ihe5'of Tight and

shape]y,_dewx and dulcet images." The passage concludes by

demonstréting the poésib]é evocaf{ve power of an image. 'Lateh
vKn1ster actually depxcts Keats in the process of converting a

vxsua1 1mage into a verbal one:

.~ .

Evening found the three brothers together in : ' .
the glow of their fireplace, drowsy from
the good supper and the activities of the day.
How shrunken seemed the world, with its mean - .
concerns . . . . Keats glanced at his brothers,
whose eyes seemed t0 rest in a poetic, a
visionary Sleep upon the glow of the embers,
Would that. their 1ives could be thus tranqu1l
K throughout! George would make his way . . . . |
- But'whgt of delicate Tom? If his health never

‘ DU " : . - N o
R R - . N




'which is "A thing of beauty is a joy for ever"},

improved, he might Iac% means of subsistence.
, -But. he would never'want: so Tong as h1s brothers
Tived.
John sprang up: the fire was low and he

L picked-up the scuttle and spread fresh coal over’
o e i Before sitting down he brought paper and

qui 1 and ink. It should be . . . for Tom' s
birthday—- No, it should be "To My Brothers.'
The¥, reading and drowsing, beyond a smile of
recognition scarcely noted his occupat1on

By and by they cracked nuts and drank wine and - °

quaffed the sonnet as John read it, retasting

at ‘second hand the quietness of “this world's

true joys," in midst of the pangs of

‘ bereavements, and change, 1one11ness,
Qifrecarlous chance (p. 51)

Knister shows Keats in the process of writing a particular poem, a

203

process whxch consists of convert1ng a v1sua1 image into a: verbal one,

and e?sewhere Knxi&er makes the connection of poet and 1mage -maker even

more exp11c1t.

He.was not ready to write, and yet.. . . he
did commence. A bright April day lured him
out upon the hills and among the trees, but
he.sharpened his quill. = This moment would
live . . . . His first line had been held ready
for years . . . . "A thing of beauty is a
constant_joy" lacked something . . . . Until
‘now there had been no -poem 1ove1y enough and
. great enough for that line. He wrote it once
more with the old thrill: A thing of beauty
is a joy for ever."” Then his pen moved
soberly, almost sadly, led as many a time
before from image to image almost w1thout his
o will. (p. 88)

. Knister presents Keats writing a poem, ("Endymion,” the first line of

28

) as being a\matte? of moving, "as many a time before from image to 8
. o . el .

a process described
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image." Earlier in My'Star-Predomihant Keats™ regrets that “walks ang

talks" he would 11ke to crystallxze in poetry "were not to be evoked

so simply. " Or when they were evoked, the poem seemed to have

R4
‘'vantshed" (p. 24). In other words, Knxster shows Keats conce1v1ng 5(

pesetry ‘as-a matter of creat1ng evocative images. anster s Keats \\

EY . N

remembers, loves, conceives of poetry, and sees the world around him N\

in terms of imagess As Keats and his friend Severn walk, they see _ >\\\\

R A vast old chestput ...-. overspreading the T
lane.and a great tract on-either side of it. A -
Pight flurry of wind had struck its outer L o
branches, and afar off could be heard a great . . : -

surging which approached nearer every second. .
"The tide, the tide!" cried John delightedly, ' -
seizing Severn's arm and leaping upon a stile
‘to watch its approach across the meadow grasses.’
- He did not stir until the tide was flowing all »2
M about him, past him into 4 field of ripening
barley, while his rapture’'made his eyes gleam
and a slight smile .appear on his parted lips.
He was not to be drfagged away. (p. 107} .

—

Knister provides an imade of Keats -in ecsfatic response to the

beauty af the scene before him. - Toward the close of «the novel, Keats
) s = : . 4
remarks,

: “Severn. « Do you remember that walk we
- _ to&k in the country, so long ago, beyosd |

Hampstead and Caén Wood, and how we watched he
»*. the tide of the oats field, the long r1pp11ng L.
7 waves in the breeze. The tjde' The tide!" “(p. 309) B

L

Knvster demonstrates that Keats not only "sees" in terms‘of imageé,'
but as well remembers in Eerms of - 1mages, and it fo110ws that Keats :

thﬁhks of poetry as &he makxng of evocatlve images. Knxster ] emphas1s




qw

., : | . » - 205
on’%hea"tide" Keats sees becomes evident in Knister's adaptation of
his;source. Severn has Keats "affected” by the wind swaying 5masses .
of chestnue\gFfoak;foliage," but Knister has keats moved by a
part1cu]ar uastﬂoid chestnut"'tree While Sevenn describes.Keats
apprec1at1ng “the passage of the wind upon the meauow grasses\br
young corn” (Lowel] 95~97), Kn1ster s Keats watches the wind
ripp?e ‘a field of r1pen1ng bar]ey A]though Knister expands the
scene, he sharpens its const1tuent detamls, mak1ng an evocatave image
of Severn s more gener1c descrwpt1on.

]

1n the context of My Star Predom1nant, references to Keats. as an

image-maker 1ntroduce a serwes,of 1mages that evoke the increasing

‘range and, by implication, power 6f Keats's vision. Early in the =

hove]hKeats concentrates 0 'capturing in nﬁg,-oetry 1mages of what is i

familiar t6 himrthrbugh his surreundings The suggestion 1s/tbaf
extraordinarily evocative 1mages of ord1nary Tife are ‘the bas1s of h1s

art, but images become as we]l the means with which Knlster evokes

the” growth-of Keats's vision.,

-

Very early in My Star Predom1nant Knrster makes his reader aware

of - the de11cate hea}th of Tom Keats Tom f1rst appears in the novel

when he v151ts his brother to give him "1mpoﬁtant news", Mr, Abbey, the

. executor of the various Keats fam11y estates p 29). has, Tom tells

_his_brother, "consented to advance me enough money to go abroad“

(p 20). Abbey s consent is the consequenc® of a doctor~te]11ng him
&

“ that Tom "wou]d be better in Fnance, in Lyons" because it is a good,

healthy pJace“ (p. 20). After Tom's announcement the brothers depart

4




.

-

for dinner at "a cleah-]ookinpichop-hopse" (p. ZT) but, as they

-

. -‘1eave the chnpfhouse Tom is "f]ushed with the meal and the walk" even

though it is "a m11d even1ng ; as- they part Keats tells Tom, “'Don t

catch cold, now'" (p 22).

The brothers are very c]ose to each other, they share rooms, and
Tom. te1ls his brother "in a naive, moved vo1ce“ of hws hope that "you '.
may be as great a poet as you want" (p. 31). As a newly—qua11f1ed

§urgeon (p. 33), John Keats is in a peculiarly good~positioh to assess. -

T-the sfate of'his brother‘§ health; Keats notices that "Tom, though

always sl1ght had before seemed more w1ry, v1gorous .and wel1-

coloured? (p 99), and this observat1on causes anx1ety

as John lay "awake in the n1ght, it was of Tom .

. . . that he thought in the darknéss. Perhaps

Tom had consumption as thein mother had had, co-
and died of it. (p. 101) : ’

Keats knows that Tom “shou]d go away for the w1nter,“ but Abbey will

\provide only enough money for Tom -to 1eave London “It should have

been Lisbon, but Abbey would not forthcome (p. 118) Tom's hea]th
becomegx“worse" and-his doctor pr1vate}y“ adm1ts to Keats "that 1t

was probab]y the "consumption" {p. 121).. And with persistent bad
~ pA ] . \ .

.héa]th,TG%'beepmes'jqderu]ous" (p. 138). . Keats fights morbidity,

- N

e

thinking that - . , "% S

The truth was, there wa§§§6heth1ng rea1 in .

the world, which.nbthing toyld take from a- -
man, once he had laid hold upon it; not even

Tom's fresh spitting of bloed. (p. 143)
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Knister's draft version of the above .passage élariﬂies the way that
Keats's reaction to Tom's il]ngss.is made part of the process of

Keats's broadening vision:

The truth was, there was something real in the
world, distilled from friendship and enmity,
love and hate, good and i11, which nothing could
take from.a man, once he had laid hold of it.
Even Tom's spitting blood again could not
shake the real. (p: 302) . %S’

The draff version of the passage makes explicit what the later version

fevokes—#namely; that the sickness of Tom-has tﬁé effect of en]arging

-

the vision with wh1ch Keats comes to the wr1t1ng of poetry, or the

makwng of evocat1ve 1mages Aga1n; too, empha51s.1s on poetic vision

be1ng based on experience. ~ . - " - ' : . %

-

Keats returns from a vacat1on to 1earn that Tom $ "condition is

“ not improving” (p. 146). Tom is "in bed--wasted and worn, h{s eyes

.

enormous“ {p. 147).  For Keats, hws brother's dec11n1ng health is a
nxghtmare progre351ve1y 1ntens1f1ed" (p..170).
inster’s QesCriotion of Iom's death is minimal:
He roge and Wipéd his brothér's brow. Tem did >
not open his eyes . .. At. four o'clock the
doctor ‘stumbled into the cand]e]1ght from.the"
wwn;ery void. At-eight o'clock Tom'was no

longer living, The sun was rising; the candles g
were blown out. (p. 189)

'. There 1is re1ativé1y 1itt1e attentﬁon drawn to Tom‘s actual death; byt

Knister g1ves an e]aborate descr1pt1on of Keats s response to the

horror of h1s brother's fata1 111ness



208

“Tom turned his face to the ceiling and closed
his eyes. John leaned his face upon his palm
and watched. A bitterness such as he had never
known crept into his heart and flooded out
every other feeling, as though never again
would he taste anything but gall, or speak
words save ofrancour. His mind was stilled,
no words -came into it; he only knew the end-*

. of all ends made such things as love, happiness,
beauty, even pain, mere words. ‘There was only,
awaiting even these, and men -and women who e

- floundered through them, nothingness, futility.

_ Was that . . .-Tife . . .--to.refine means of ™~
making it naught? Ah, it was to him that such
thoughts could come. Tom had to fight for
every breath, while every breath put him '
deeper "into the black pit which fiould f1na11y
swallow his struggles. ,

. - Suddenly Tom coughed, sharply, 1nvo]untar1Ty
Keats rose. A large bright drop of blood, a
dribble of smaller ones, lay upon the 'sheet.

.- He held the candle. Yes, bright, brilliant, >
scarlet, that blood. Arterial. There was no

+ long time now. He put. the candle upon the table
coe . and stood a moment, his hands to his head. Then

= he rap downsta1rs, and sent . . . for Dr. Sawrey. (p.. 183)-

" Knistér places more emphasis upon Keats's reaction'to-Tom's_iliness

- than- the actual death of Tom, and Knister does so by presenting the _

image'bf a horrified, embittered and angered Keats standing over-his

v-bndther‘s'bep; raising a candle to see in its light fhp bright
- arterial blood’of his brother. Although Keats isjinitiaiiy totally.

embittered, his bitterness recedes to leave an aching world-weariness

- R .. 9

in which he struggles to grasp the realities tﬁat the words “love, - .

_happ1ness, beauty, even pa1n" signify. - o7

e

* In other words, the praspect of the death of h1s brother forces
Kéats to confront evil and to fight for a sense of a'baTance.petween

evil and good. Knister depicts Keats as intellectually, if not
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emotionally, recognizing the need to balance good‘and”e}il at- what i3
roughly the mid-point of the novel:-

John Keats sat down on a rock coyered with dr1ed
seaweed and lTimpets. MWith his sea before ha@lhe
should have been at peace; but even the tranquil

ocean waited only for a Piercing gaze to show the ‘ .

shark at savage prey. Etternal, fierce destruction
was the lot of Tife:.the hawk’ at pounce, the-robin
K ravening a worm. It was simple enough to Tove the
good, it was.wisdom-to se€ it needful to love the
good and i11--to tove 1life as a majestic pattern of
those twos; but, confronted with the pain and evil,
how bring oneself to #t? FEasy to love beauty,- hard to
love beauty iﬁ a]] things I B 140) o

-

At the approx1mate de po1nt of My Star Predom1nant Keats struggles to

ma1nta1n a sense of the beauty of 11fe w1thout denying "the pain-and .-
evil," or to ”love beauty in a11 thlngs ) Yet he has d1ff1cu1ty in
accepting the premise that the ' paﬂn and ev11” of 11fe do’not Spo11 C

P

beauty; he can accept the idea of 1ov1n§'"beauty in all ih1ngs," but

cannot rea]]y conv1nceh1mselfto feel that thlS premlse 19 true

_When confronted by Tom s 1mm1nent‘&eath Keats begiﬂs to. accept
*:em0t1onaJ1y, as wel] as 1nte11ectua11y, that 1t 1s “w1sdom té see 1t
needfu}‘to-love the. good and 111 K The key word 1s “see“, in Knlster s
visual 1mage of Keats standingcover Tom's bed and shedd1ng cand}e11ght
in wh1ch he can see the brwght arter1a] b%dod that Spe1ls Tom s, doom,_
Kn1ster evokes the dawn of Keats S emot1ona] aceeptance of that whwcﬁ
he a]ready 1nte]1ectua11y accepts——the "w1sdom to see 1t needfu1 “to-
love the.good and i11." Knister's 1mage of Keats stahdxng at h1s

brother"s bed 1mp17es the deve]opment of Keats s vrswon, as the image

fixes the moment'at,whtch Keats comeg to arrm&e ‘at an understand1ng of
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e

the difficulty of loving "beauty in all things."-

‘Andther image connetteﬂ,witp Tdﬁ-evokes the growth of. Keats's

vision. After Tom's death, and when Kedts himself is 17, he sees

something” on-Hampstead Heath that brings Tom to mind: . -

-
.- -

. He rose in the.night and stared acress the snowy -". 5
~-~ Heath. A white figure stirred; not a ghost, or .
Was ¥£7°-it was a rabbit standing-on its. hauiiches,
-Tocking its ears at _the heuse. K&ats watthed, .
entranced, while it dropped and 1oped'311ently ¢ . .
and de11berate1y around the house. *He got into
bed aga'in, warned by a cough, but sti1l he saw _ .
the rabpif; its ears twitching, pinkish its eyest ~ )
Hadn*t an animal a will and a purpose; you had.-
only to see their bright-eyes. It had gone -
searching around the ¥buse, spirit-like. If you
culd believe in ghosts you would have to admit i}
that that must be Tom's spirit. He rose again, - -

andAaga1n the rabbit was before his window. Was ~ ®
it reproaching his eternal thoughts of Fanny? .
He was atone . . <. -The rabbit was aware ®
. that he watched. it soligitously, and picked jts-
RN way carefu]]y’gmong the bushes. *(pp. 196-7).-

-

. - Knister's Keats considers_the possibility that the apparently friend]y

’

ralbit he sees on Hampstead*ﬂaéth may Qg’a reincarnation of Tom, or
..be shréehow possessed by Tom'sqspitjtf Whether or not the rabbit Keats

sees {Q\an ordinary bunny is immaterial. The point is that Keats's

-

_vision has expanded'Eo the extent that, he”can sérious1y‘8ﬂiertain the

poss1b111ty that the Fabbxt on the Heath may "be Tom's sp1r1t "

}~ Knlsten aga1n uses an 1magé to suggest the growth of Keats's vision.

>

Knister's. image of the rabbit Kedts.sees on the heath elaborates
upon an episode Lowell mentions. At the time Keats saw the rabbit, he
was sharing Brown's half of a housg catled Wentworth Place; the other

LIS

half of the house belonged to Charles Wentworth Dilke, another friend

~




-of Keats Lowel! depicts Keats'as be%hg unbalanced by his disease~

2
i

and, she asserts,

R

. morbid’ fancies assailed him. On one occasion,
" - a white rabbit strayed into the Wentworth Place
garden and Dilke shot it. Keats was very much
‘upset by the occurrence, declaring that the
rabbit was Tom's spirit.. No.reasons nor arguments
had the slightest effect upon him and he held to
his opinion . . . earnestly . . . . (II, 120-12])

Kﬁiéte} takes an episode Lowe]] recounts and converts it into.an _
evocatiye image that suggests not théi?eter1orat1on but the growth of
Keats' s vision. Add1ng to the 1mangat1ve authent1c1ty of Kn1ster S
image-vision of the episode is a 1etter of Keats, in a letter of 14
March 1819 Keats wr1tes,_"I go among the fields ‘and catch a g])mpse
of a Stoat ar-a f1e1dmouse peeping out of the w1thered gra??ffthe
creature hath a purpose and its eyes are br1ght w1thf1t"\(II, 341).
'LoWe11 zses;the ranit episode to i]?ustrgfe Keats's mental imbalance;
Knister's ve;sioh of the épisode i%an {mage revealing the mentai

agility of a man who can see the environment -and imaginative

possibilities with equal clarity.

Images of central.importance in My Star Predominant fall into

Athree related gfoup§. The first group or wave of “images presents

»

Keats as an image-maker, as an artist who considers poetry to consist

of the making of evocative images, and the source of these images is

- -

his immediate social and physical environment. This initial wave of
images culminates in the image of Keats's delight at the sight of the

"tide" created by the wind rippling a field of barley. The -second

Q
(
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wave of images is conhéctediwith Tom, and suggests the-growth of
Keats's vision or tﬁe growtﬁ of his consciousness. This second wave
cu1m1nates in the 1mage of the rabbit upon Hampstead Heath, that Keats
thinks m1ght embody the sp1r1t of Tom The third wave of 1mage;

" consists of a movement toward the synthesis of the implications of -

the prev1ous waves; the third and final wave of centrally important

images in My Star Predominant suggests that the vision of the artist

‘defies time, and therefgre the personal vision of'a Keats or a Dante
lives forever. . |
While Keats is sttt] in relative]y‘good health, before his'

sickness exiles him to Italy, he speaks of Dante to Fanny;

He spread his cloak, first pul]i§@ from its
pocket a tiny volume. Dante's Vision of Hell.
"Let your eye shine upon this. Or no, I shall
read." It was of Dante's dand Virgil's entrance
into the second circle, where Minos warned them,
and they witnessed the punishment of carnal.
sinners, tossed about ceaselessly in the dark
upon furious winds. Fanny's face became stiff

as she listened. .
"That canto pleases me more and more,”
Keats concluded. - "Oh, not for the moral precept-— .

there are differences enough in the views held

even by parsons, I'11 be bound, on Dido, Helen,

Paris, [and] Tristram. The wor1d is

disinterested in the end, when it has got so

_much beauty from them. (p 208)

%, . . o o

Keats’s keen appreciation ofﬁDaqge’s Inferno-is explicitly based on
Keats's ability to see'"so muth beauty" in the work. However Fanny,
who may be pleasant erough but is not apparently capable bf extréqe .
mental agility, cannot appreciate Dante's poetry to the extent that

Keats does. Her face becomes "stiff" as she listens to Keats reading

-
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Dante. From Keats's subsequent remark about “the moral precept"
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involved, it can be gathered that Fanny. feels it decorous to show her -

disapproval of tales of adultery. Her displeasure highlights by
contrast the deep pleasure Keats derives from reading Dante's Inferno.
Keats encouragingly urges-Fanny, "listen @o:this oh Francesqo

[sic] and Paolb--still together" {p. 208), and:then reads from the

(
Inferno, ‘
"When of that smile we read, A
The wished smile, so rapturously kissed.. . Con
By one so deep in love, then he, who ne'er .
From me shall separate, at once my lips ’ ”
A1l trembling kissed. The book- and writer both r

Were love's purveyors. In its leaves that day
We read no more." (p. 209) oo

)

Knister's use of Dante's {magé of Paolo and Francesca has-é dual
purpose. Thé‘image.underlfneé’Keats's alTégiénce'tq the‘befief in the
di;coverable beauty of all thinés, and'ié therefore a]sq an ob?iduei
reminder of the expansion of Keats's bersona] vision. As wé{l;/the

image from Dante's Inferno has the force of relating the artistic

visions of Dante and Keats; it is from Dante's Vision of Hell that .
) ] : |

Keats reads, and Keats celebrgtes the vision informing.Dante's work.
Knister furthers the associafion of Keats and Dante by having

Keats relate a particular dream shortly after reading from Dante's

Inferno, a dream Keats relates in a letter of 15 April 1819-(II,

352):

. T

&

I had passed many days in a rather low state

of mind, and one night 1 dreamed of being in that
P N

R

A

o,

[
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region of Hell. It was one of the most

delightfuk enjoyments I ever had. I'floated
- about the-whirling atmosphgre, a3 it is

described, with & beautiful figure to whose

1ips mi¥ne were joined as it seemed "for an age--.

and in the midst of a1]1~his [sic] cold and

darkness 1 was warm-+éven f]owery tree-tops

sprang up, and'we rested 'on them, sometimes with _
‘the Itghtness‘of & cloud, tihl"the wind blew us- o
away again. (p 209) oo

: s . O
As Keats admlts, hIS dream-—and it iga dream, rather than a b,
n1ghtmare-—1s based on Dante 3 verswon of that part of hett: reserved

i o t

for carnal s1nners Keats S dream is an 1mag1nat1ve 1nvers1on of .

~ !

Danfé's hell. Keats. notes ‘the appearance of "f]oWery tree- tops in -

h1s dream and it is w1th a flower*—a rose--that Dante s Parad196 or
vers1on of heaven cu1m1nates.

 }
.

But,the'appearancé'of-“fJowery tree-tops” in Keats's drean has

. -
! <

another imp]ication in the context 6? My Star Predominant. Keats

Ny

exp1a1ns to Fanny, “1 learned that we must open our leaves l1ke a~.a~fffv

K r

flower and be | passave and recreatxve and receptive“ {ps 2337 Keats
passiVe“ 1n dream1ng rather than readtng Dante s:nescrfptlon of
Pao]o “and Francesca Keats . 15 recreatxve" as in’ h1s dream he
'recreates Dante S }mage “of Paoio and Franéesca, and changes Dante S
'co?d dark Inferno. 1nto-a warm, flower f111ed realm of sensuous

de11ght And Keats is "recepttve" n be1ng open to Dante s vision of

,.be11ef 1n,the "w1sdom to see it needful to 1ove ‘the good and i11."

F1na11y, Keats 1s pherefore pass1ve and recreatave and recept1ve as

¥

'“flower" in seeing for h1mself whatapante demonstrates by sequence

-}'Tn h1s D1V1ne Comedy—«that the Inferno and the Parad1so are re?ated

.'» - ) \ e Ly

LAl

v
»
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Dante S descr1pt1on of a thlp through hell, purgdtory, and heaven

ends with-a heaven]y rose and, s1m11ar1y, Keats s recreation of

Dante”s he11,1s a heaven_adorned-by‘"flowery tree-tops." For bq;h

artists, accoh&inbatéxhni;teh{s presentation, heaven is anl

1magtnat1ve recreation of hell. S . e =

ot Keats uses the expre551on, "let us open our 1£aves 11ke 3 f]ower

' and be pass1ve “and recept1ve in a letter of 19 February 18]8 and

does not. relate, his dream of Dan£e untll a 1e¢ter of 15 April 1819.

/
In My Star Predomwnant,;Keats s, dream and his "f]ower comment occur

w1th1n f1ve ﬁages of each other Kn1ster br1ngs into sharper focus
e
: C**Kéats s allegiance to 1magxnat1ve recreation than chronological use of

t

-

-

the Keats ]etters might permit.

The second wave of images in My Star Predom1nant is re]ated to the -

" third wave of 1mages'wheh Keats thinks, of the difference between Tom
in the-ear!fer stages of his fatal illness and Tom being gravely j1T,
"Purgatory b11nd§ But this,'then,"was the Infgrno. ‘A sharp chill
créésed his'heant to thinh of the cor;espondingldifferencé-in Tom's

health" (p. 152). In My Star Predominant, the second wave of central

.- - g .
images consists of images associated with Tom, images that evoke the

. 13

increasing power of Keats's-vision, while the third wave of images .

consists of images associated with Dante’s Divine Comedy, and-invoke
the power of any great artist's vision.. While central images reflect
the growth of Keats's personal vision, they are associated with an

immediate relative, and when central images néf]ect.the strength of

artiétic_vision per se,- they are -associated with a great artist of °
1 " a
t

-
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i another erd.
;.Hhen Keats becomes seriously ill, friends care for him, and in

thése circumstances he remembers

that dream--floating about the whirling

" atmosphere with his lips joined to the lips
of a beautiful figure, above and upon
flowery tree-tops that sprung up in the
cold darkness of the "second circle of- sad
Hell . . . where lovers need not tell their
sorrows." And he remembered a spring day
and a walk . . . across the Heath with Fanny,
and a long talk of the future. No more. No
more. The very word, he thought, was like a knell
tolling him back to his lone self. "The
second circle of sad Hell." Whatever circle it
might, be, he was here entering upon a new ogpe
in this oblivious and rattle-headed household,

- ,"where 1overs assuredly need not tell their
sorrows." (p. 277) )

+

In fact, Keats refers to "that second circle of §éd hell, / Where
. lovers need not tell / Their_eorkows" in the same letter as the
one in which he recounts his dreaﬁ of "Paulo and Franchesca [sic]"
(II, 352). Knister present§ Keats, discouraged by the dependence
" arising from illness, as sadly matching his,érevious vision offDante's
-hell with his current predicament on earth. This memory of Keats's
dream is not an imaginative recreation of part of Dante's poem, but a
companion-piece to the ear}1er recreat1on Knister presents Keats's
memory of his dream in such a manner that vxs1onary reality and daily
reality are brought close together. The imagined recreation of
\ Dante's work moves from the unconscious dream world te the cohsciogs '

world of waking reality. What the second wave of images implies is

“
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still trué;'the vision of Keat§ is still enlarging, but his poor

“ physicgl-health erodes his abiiity, as‘an artist, to express his
‘ vision. |

Gravelynill, Keats goes ‘to Italy, accompanied by his friend

Severn. The last image‘of central 1mpd;tance in My Star Predominant -

occurs just before Keats dies:

Keats talked easily and calmly until he seemed
to fall asleep at the sound of his own voice.
Severn was bowed in the chair. - In the night
Keats woke, and all was dark. But Severn was -
there--why this agitation? Let him rest.
There was a queer little glow where the candle
had been, and a climbing hairlike ember. Would
this change to a dream of Fanny's hair in the
Inferno? Then 'suddenly the candle was alight.
“Severn, Severn!" he cried out.  "Here's
¢ a little fairy lamplighter--"

' Severn was revealed rubbing his eyes. "I
tied a thread from the.bottom of the first
candle to the wick of the other," he said. (p. 318)

\d
i -

About nine weeks before Keats dies (p. 318); and a page before v

. My Star Predominant ends, Keats blends waking reality and dreaming

reality and so fuses the two. Thé visionary power of Keats goes
- beyond cénsideratibﬁ of everyday material reality, as is earlier
demdhstréted in his résponsé to the .rabbit on the Heath. Just before
A\\‘. his death, Keats surpasseS'h}s pr?vious]y demonstrated imaginary.
“power; he is able to, ‘in a sense, %usg fhe worlds of cénscious
'reéiity and dreém. There fs reference té Dante'g Inferno ih this final
image, and_Dante's Inferno'begins,with the éoef Dante waking to an
imaginatiVe'ﬁnd imagined wér?d that. is a creation of g}eat vfsfoﬁary

power. Knister's image of a tiny ember travelling on a thread from a

+

i
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-guttering candle to a fresh candle suggests the repeated transfer of
the flame'or'spark of smaginative power from one artist to another,
'.The dying Keats teéeives_patient aare from.his ftiend Severn, who

is a promising painter and who, while the thAHave been in Rome, has

become acquainted with@the sculptor Canova (pp. 302 and 304). The'E

suggested passing of ‘the torch of vws1onary power from one art1st to

fx
another can be 1nterpreted as 1nvo1v1ng the pairing of Dante and

Keats, Keats and Severa, Canova and Severn, or Keats and Kpisteg--or

?

some or all of these possfb!e pa1r1ngs
The f1na1 passage of the novel descrxbes the end of the mortal -

Keats:
a{ +

It Was Friday, February twenty -third,
half past four..

"Severn——lu—lwft me up, for I am dying.
I sha]] die easy Don't be frightened. Thank
God it has come." The phlegm rattled in his
throat and he cou?d say no more. Severn lifted
him upright in his arms. Until eleven he sat
theres, and save for a shiver when the phlegm
- .threatened to choke him, dig not move. Then
. ' . he became more guiet, and quiet. (p. 319)

-Although My Stan Predominant ends with the death of Keats, the last

central 1mage of the story suggests the 1mmorta11ty of the v1s1on of
Keats The final passage oﬁ’Knxster s novel jncludes an implicit

referenca.to Keats as ‘an artist. <Early in the story, Keats reads of
his early work and evident pfomise, as deScEibed by Leigh Hunt: |

. Then foT]owed a little niggling aboyt the -
Chapman s Homer sonnet. But its conclusion,

P v ST U PSP NV
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Hunt claimed, was "equally powerful and quiet."”
Those words ran-in his mind: powerful and quiet. (p. 54)

The £inal sentence of My Star Predominant reads, "Then he became more

I

'-.quiet, and quiet" (p. 319). Given the earlier double reference to

the con;luiion of a Keats poem being “powerfﬁ] and quiet," the
éonclﬁsion'of the novel.inclddeé implicit reference to. Keats as an
arffsf; Even as Keats dies, there is -an implitit reminder that the
visjon of the artist is immortal. ' .

Images suggesf the expansion of the vis{onaryvpower of Keats the
image—makér and, finally, the immortality of his vision. But central
images are not the only source of structurai,unitx in Knister's

novel. My Star Predominant is divided intojfour sections of roughly

equal length, and these divisions repeat the suggest{ons images evoke.

The .four sections of My Star Predominant reflect the major feature

of Knister's portrait of Keats: Keats as an ;ncreasing]y visionary

maker of immortal images; Each "Book" of My Star Predominant has its

own epigraph, and title taken from the epigraph. Book I,""While We

5

Are Laughing," and Book II, "Something Real in the World," are each

prefaced by a quotation from a Keats ]etter, while Book I1I, "Too

7

Many Tears for Lovers," and Book IV,‘"Yet, Do Nét'Grieve,"'ére'both
prefaced by a quotation from a Keats poem. The sodrces;for the

epigraphs are first fetters and then'poems, so that the transition
implies the development of Keats as an artisf, or the growth of his

o~

visionary power, and also yepeats ‘the suggestion that the basis of

4

Keats's art is his daily life.

o
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The series composed of the open%ngs‘of the four section§
simitarly evokes the growth of Keats as an artist, by charting the
course of his writing career. Book I opens "on a day in May" (p. 9)
with Keats waiting to meet Leigh Hunt, Qho has published a Keats

poem less "than amonth ago"'(p. 10). Book II begins with a
description of Keats's brothers helping him prepare to leave for the
countr& where he hopes#to ﬁe able to concentrate on writing poetry

{p. 81). The third Book opens with Keats contemplating his tredtment
by the critics, and worrying about his having become, at least in the
eyes of others’, ”attachea to Hunt's fortunes" (p. 159). However, there
is also mention of Keats's "effort to get rid of a sore throat"

(p. 159). Book IV opens Qith Keats‘trying to reconcile his knowledge
of being a victim of consuﬁption with his strong desire to live and

be a poet. He thinks that "His death would -burn with’a fiercer f]aﬁe
into the minds of men than his 1{fe had done" and, as he cdnsiders
that his death might make his work of éntereét, he cannot help smiling

"at this grotesque victory" (p. '251). The openings of the four

sections of My Star Predominant collectively trace the writing careef \y
of Keats, recording his struggle to get his work published, his efforts

to write, his attempt to achieve intellectual independence, and his

" final struggle to accept the fact that his writing career will

"quickly come to a close.

. The title of My Star Predominant reflects the central concerns of
“ N

. the work. Knister's Keats uses the phrase "my.star predominant” as a

" reference to his Tuck. When he finds Fanny Brawne at home and aione,

»



. he declares ""“All as thouéh ordained for me. There is my star
predominant!''® (p. 23?).: Buf'by the time he is in Italy, Keats uses
forms of the expression in reference to his bad- Tuck: "Before dawn he

“woke and watched the coming of the new day and cursed his star"

(p. 316). Itis also in [taly that Keats asks Severn,."‘YoQ think 1
don't know my'un1ucky star, and how it has been predominaﬁt from the
first?'" (p. 314).

The phrase "my stér predominant" (II, 572) bccurs in a 30 November
1820 letter of Keats to Brown, a letter that, in Forman's 1931 edition
of keats's letters, appears as the last that Keats wrote. The
context of the remark reqdires explanation. When Keatg and Severn
left England fog [taly, bad wéathéroconditions delayed their departure,
and from 19 Septe@ber to 21 October 1820 their ship,. the "Maria
Crowthér;" had to remain in the vicinity of the coast of En§1and

,(Lowef],'II, 468-483). During these weeké, the passengers 5f the -

"Maria Crowther" had opportunities to go ashore, and on two occasions

Brown and Keats narrowly missed the chance to see each other for thé

lasg time. Keats dep]ores,the i11-Tuck of these.vanished

opﬁ}rtunities whgn he writes, "There was my star predominant!"

(1T, p. 572). Insofar‘aé}keats uses the phrase to refer to his 1uck;

Knister's‘use of the ph;ése "my star predominant" parallels Keats's.

A[ternafely, Knister's chéicg of title may refer‘to the ironic truth

that Keats's "star" was indeed a propitious one, in the sense that

Keats's work endures.

Knister devoted a good deal of time and energy-to his novel about
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Keats. While My Sfar ?redominant has powerful moments, the novel may

finally tell its reader at least as much about Knister as Keats. My

Star Predominant stands as an interesting experiment in prose fiction,

but perhaps Knister's own evaluation of the novel is reflected in the
fact that, in his Tater works of longer prose fiction, he returned to
subjéct matter, and particularly environments, that were familiar to

him from his own immediate experience.

-
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‘Chapter VIII "Peaches, Peaches": "Dreams of\ﬁnger'De1ights“

I. The Backgrouna ! . .

R

1. Dates of Composition and the Text

Marcus Waddington notes that Knister wrote the novella "Peaches,

Peaches" between mid-December, 1931 and the sbring of 1932.] Typed on

white typing paper, which has the watermark "Abermill Boqd,"2 the

transcript of the work is sixty-nine pages 1ong."The extreme neatness

of the text suggests that this may be the version of the novella that -

B

Knister submitted for puijcatign. "Peaches, Peaches" is im The

_Raymond Knister {ollection of Victoria University Library,3

The New York publishing house of Charles Scribner's §Qns showed
some iﬁterest~in the novella. Knister was sent a 3 May 1932 letter
from Scribner's, rejecting "Peaches, Peaches," but éip]aining that it
had been "held fpr sbecia] consiéeration.f? Although Scribner's
rejected "Peaches, Peqchés;" Knister was 1ater1to1d that they would
coqsidér the work if it were expanded; q'1étter to Knigter of .16 May

1932, from Scribner's, refers to the "possibilities for a novel" based

on the novella:

We felt that while your atmosphere was good,
there was perhaps too much stress on-the
technicalities of peach growing, and not

4
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quite enough action and character development.

If you are intending to rework the story

anyway, we should advise doing it in the

longer form, and with these pgints in mind.

Our book department will be glhd to consider -
it, although of course we _cannot tell what.

the possibilities of acceptance will be.? -

v,: - - . ' . §
Knister dn?Wned just over three months after the Jetter from

Scribner's, suggesting the expansion of "Peaches, Peaches," was
written. The irony of the response Knister received from Scrtbner S.

.is that, while Knister had to reduce the length of My Star Predomlnant )

in order to make the wa%k eligible for the 1931 Graph1c contest, in
1932 Scribner's wanted Knister to expand "Peaches, Peaches” before
cons1der1ng it for publication. Scribner’s phb]ished the work of‘ Lo,

Hem1ngway, Fwtzgerald and Ca]]aghan and, just before Kn1ster s death,

¥,

the poss1b111ty of Scribner' sApub11sh1ng Knister's work arose. It 15\

2interes§jng to speculete what Knistr's literary reputation may heve; !
" become had he not erowneéhat the age of thirty-three. R
“Peaches; Peaches“leventual]y did get pub]ishéd; the ﬁbvel]q is

in the 1976 anthology of ‘Knister's prose edited by Peter Steven;,

The First Day of Spring:.Stories and Other Prose.6

W, , ) SR . v 7
2. The Action . - ) ‘

-The protagonist of "Peaches, Peaches," Ed Burk1n, is a young, )

unmarried man who Qorks n his family's farm; his ret1red father has

turned the operation of/the family farm over to his older soh, Amos.

i

Ed works with MurrayMarch, an agricultural college student, who Ed -




|:\:
-

-
kY

. ' f eventua11y learns is a womanizer. The adu]ts w1th whom Ed has da11yi

’ i'contact are Amos, Amos S w1fe E]eanor, and Murray,. Over the oourse"

of a peach season; Ed's awareness of the J1a1son between'Murray ﬁnd

-

-Eleanor grows. The novella also describes the relationships okad
and.Murray to, F1or1ne and May, who work as seasona] help at ‘the

° - Burkin farm for: the duration of -the peach harvest An‘ﬂnundat1oh pfl

, v peafﬁes‘causes a frantic working pace at ‘the Burkin farm;;as.Ed )

d et

gy come;A1ncreasioglygoonscious of the sexuaiﬁty‘of re]afiooshipy'hef
:?w{tne§ses and parpiripétes {n.l(ﬁith tHe obrupf ceosation of the

;:oeach harvest, djgsolved reJotiooships cause Ed, Eleanor, aod'Maygto
s reap a bitter harvest of regret. . o S ,

M [4

.. 3. Influences and Sources . ;-- !

v

k]
<

“Peaches; Peaches" includes hints suggesting that.D.H. Lawrence S

o 192ﬁ,n00e1 WOmen in Love, is a possibte source for the novel]a The
name o} Lawrence's protagonist is Rupert Birkin, Knister's

% . protagon1st is Ed Burkin, and both works concentrate on the subject of
o

consc1ousness of sexuality. Toward the end of Women in Love, B1rk1n

thinks how, confronted by misery, "the heart -would break,"z and howr

" ' "Peaches, Peaches," Burkin thinks of Murray as a "heartbreaker”: °

1

5 (p. 57). In both works} what is enough to break the heart is
" . knowledge of sexual relationships that are ultimately destructive.

‘While there is no direct evidence that Knister read Women in

"

&

LB regret can be enough "to break the heart" (p. 540); toward the end of--

228
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Love Knaster was aware of Lawrence S work In the open1ng

' paragraph of the essay'"The Lost Gent]eman,“ Kn1ster wr1tes, T have

*

;Just been’ read1ng D.H. Lawrence's. The Lost Gwr1 w8 (Lawrence s 1920

nove], IheALost Girl, teL]s the story of an Eng]1sh rurse who finds

herself repolsed-by the Tack of pass1on in Eng]1sh°soc1ety; she

: eventual]y marr1es an. Ital1an man, and leaves Eng]and for Italy.)
A poss1b]e reason for Kn1ster S 1nterest in Lawrence's work is

:‘the acute and dela1]ed attent1on Lawrence pays to the natural world,

*wh11e also devot1ng attent1on to the emot1ona1 11ves of h1s

‘ charactersa Lawrence s Women -in Love ass1m11ates attentvon to the

[

‘.anatural world and exploration of emot1ona1 truths--Gerald S. death in

»

.the snow of the A]ps serves as an examp]e~-and the body of Knister's

work suggests that the sk11fu1 treatment of these e]ements wou]d win

Knister’ s respéct

1

Both wOmen in Love and "Peaches, Peaches“'deal w1th the ‘3\~" ,:ﬁ€f

ramifying 1mp11cat1ohs df re?at1onsh1ps, and both works make‘

'reference, if obl1que, to the tree of- knowledgex Rupert B1rk1n te]]s'”

e

a secondary character, Hermlope Rodd1ce, “'There 1s,on1y one" troe,..
there is only one fru1t, in your mouth o ahd he elabordtes,-"in ‘
\ . -, ’ '3.‘

exasperat1on,“ "'The eternal- apple’" (pp; 43;44)5’ Ih{thé%course of T U
- "Peaches, Peaches,” the peach treecbecomes.taotamount to a. tree of

knowledge, symbolizing Burkin's growing cohsciégsnéss,of sexuality.

R

4. Conmtext . k\\< -
Knister wrote "Peaches.Peaches” in‘Stea‘Anne de Bellevue,
. . N \R =

PR — ‘ ‘ .
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, where he lived from "mid-Décember'TQBI to mid-June:1932" - (Yaddington,
p. 189). . Waddington adds that, during ﬁhése "six months,“‘Kni§fer ‘
also wroté the short‘stories “Stua}t's Wife,? "The. Judgement of her

and "Ten Percent." These works -

Peers," "ArBrusih With Quebec Law,
differ [in tofe and subject matter. "Stuarﬁ's Wife" deals wi£h4a~love_

triang}e.g fThe.Jngeméht of her ?eers" describes the disappointment
. F » . .

10

of a young writer who goes to a wr{ters' conference, "A Brush With

Quebec Law" is a comic ialg,l]Aand "Ten' Percent” is the story of a

’] . . . ) R

miser. 2 Despite the diversity of these works,.a change of heart is

important” in each, and the most sophisticated treatment of-this topic

"

is in "Peaches, Peaches. .

. . \ .
"Peaches, Peaches” has aff1n1t1es with other Knister short

“stories. M1chae] Gnarowsk1, in his 1ntroduct1on to Selected Stor1es

of qumond Kn1ster (]972), 3dent1f1es three of Kn1ster S stor1es as

be1ng stud1es in 1n1t1at10n W13 é%arowsk1 sees “Must -Green Oats as
’ 1nclud1ng the 1n1t1at1on of an- adolescent to matur1ty,“ "The
. Strawstack" aS'involving-"an initidtion into eVi]," and_"?he Loading" v

as~§r§;entingfan initiation "into an understanding of nature" . o
v ‘:"'1' (pp. 13-15). Acéordﬁng to Gnarowski, the ﬁroiagonist of “E]aine;",”an '
";1~.'~. [ ado1escent flgure; k? 1n1t1ated v1a hEr own percept1on, however '
| l ‘C]oudéd ogllmperfect of ev:} and sexua!xty" into "adult }1fe” (p;'16).
. » ' ‘ ~A]1 the categoﬁ1es of 1n1t1at1on Gnarqwsk1 mentions ar1se, to some |
- f extent, in the 1n1t1at10n of Ed w1th the possible except1on of

.that to "nature." The very complexity of the “"initiation" of Ed, .as

. ~ . - Y .
’ . B N - .
PR — R E B
s .
)
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well as Knister's usé of a seven-ﬁart structure and the length of the.
publisked work (fifty pages), suggests that "Pedches, Peaches" can be
: consid;;ed‘a novella.

"Peaches, Peaches" does Havé affinities of theme and technique

with certain of Knister's short stories, especially the 1922 "Grapes"

(Waddington, p. 178) and "Cherry Time." A1l three titles refer_to a
fruit, 3nd textual evidence repeatedly indicates that Knister chose.his
titles with care. Titles alone suggest the possibility of a family .

resemblance among these works. Peter Stevens describes "Erapes" as -an

¥

oblique story with a younger boy as the central - . £
character who watches an ‘older, reserved“man : !
move  tentatively towards two adolescent girls.
A1l of them seem caught in a state of’
-unconsciousness about their relations, and in
general the unfecussed nature of this story.
leaves the reader somewhat dissatisfied,
although Knister manages one superb scene
depicting a time of fense_togé%herness in a
water fight on’a very hot day.l4 '

_"Peaches, Peaches," at least initially,~a]sd-concerns-_ .

“uhcqﬁséiouspess about . . . relations.” Another 1ink between the

* works is the commonAsignifi;ance of their titles. -In “Grapes,”" an -
. eccentric-"hired-man” hgs the habit'of stealing into his employer.'s

' kitchen during the nightfémd gorging himself with'créém, a- habit that
even attempts at. "hiding the miTk~p§ns".from him cannot di}courage.15

" When grapes appear at the supper table, the hired man admits, "'l

never want to look at a grape again,‘“ dnd adds that he once "ﬁhte a
- six-quart basket'" (p. 102) of grapes. His relations w{tb peop}g .

parallel his preferences fn fvoé;‘his employer jpkihg]y remarks, to a




female charqctef, that the hired hand cap probably sate hié'attracfio
to a person in the same fashion as he eventually will overcome "'his
créam fever, like he got over his grape féver'" (p. 105). In
"Grapes,? grépes represent the hired man's propen51ty toward
transient but 1ntén§§ attraction, or h1s predisposition toward
seasonal affinities. As -in the Case of "Peaches, Peaches," the
fit{e of "Grapes" drawg attention to a symbol of changing
consciousness, and especia]ly consciousness'of séxua]ity |

' The t1t1e of . "Cherry T1me"%has a s1m11ar function.. Gilbert Gard
Iand Blanche Northyn meet aﬁd court near a cherry tree. In the course
of the_cherry season, B]anche s widawer father d1scover§=anq

‘subsequently grugb1e§~abqut his.daughper's relationship with Gilbert.

232

n

Findlly, Mr. Worthyn diséoVers.the idéﬁtity of Gilbert's mother, “whom -

he, "used to’keep company with,“}6 and learns that she is now a widow.

"Grapes," "Cherry Tihé,“*énd “Peaches,.Peaches” all--as the

V‘reference,té “Time" in "Cherry Time" implies--deal with a changing

consciousness of sexuality over a brief season, and all are.set in

.
13

rural Ontario.’

' 5. Critical Reception.

v +

‘No study of "Péaches, Peaches” currently exists.
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I1. "Peaches, Peaches"” _ p

In "Peaches, Peaches,” the focus of attention is the
protagonist's dawning consciousness of sexué]ity. The swiftly
" passing seagon of peaches is the setting for a phase or season in the
life of the protagonist. Knister's division of the work into seven
sections, use of evocative images of everyday life, presentation of 5
setting, and symbolic use of water all contribute to" the presentation
of Ed Burkin's increasing consciousness of sexuality. As Waddington
notes,
 The ¢consciousness of Ed Burkin provides a .
focus for events as he periodically reflects -
on them. Commonplace occurrences of no
‘apparent significance acquire deeper meaning
in the light of his growing understanding of
himself and of the other characters.
Waddingtonm adds that thenre1ationships formed during the harveét
"sihp]y disappear” "after the.peach harvest" (pp. 227-228).
: i — - -
Relationships dissolve as peaches vanish; the dual seasons of harvest
that occur in "Peaches, Peaches" enable the smooth assimilation of
tangible and intangible realities. in the work.
“"Peaches, Peaches" opens,
The peach harvest was at its height on the
Burkin farm, and everyone was so busy he
didn't know what to do next, unless it was
to" tell someone else what should be done.
There were five thousand young peach trees

. that had just come to growth for bearing the-
year before, a season of crop failure on account
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of winter-killing. This year they were all
bearing, and heavily. The early peache
made up nearly half of the orchards, and
nearly all of these were ripening at the same
time. The Yellow Saint John, a large,
delicious red-cheeked peach almost the -
earliest freestone, was ready; and at the .

' same time the Prolific, a smaller, redder
peach, was starting and had to be goné
over by the pickers at the beginning and
end of that week. A score of things had
to be looked after promptly and properly
before the fruit was in packed, 1idded, and
stamped baskets. Then the marketing in itself
was enough to drive a man wild in this year .of
heavy crops . . . . (pp. 8-9)

e

.

-

"Peaches, Peaches" begins with an evocation of time and place--the
time is the "height"” of the "peach harvest," the place -"the Burkin
f’ .

farm. Subsequent references give a more precise sense of the

geographic 1o;atio; af the Burkin farm. The farm is "by the southern
tip of Lake Erie" (p. 57), not far from the‘"mainbDetroit—Buffa]o
highway" (p. 43),‘and about “fiffeen miles” away there is a‘pi;r "on
.an inlet called ﬁond Eau" (p. 50). In this season of abundant peaches
"Toronto is flooded with Niagara fruit' (p. 38), the Bu}kin peaches go
to "a Collingwood firm and'a Toronto firm" (p. 37}, and are
eventually shipped in "a refriger fo} car to Winnipég" (p. 38).
o Knister gives details of the appearaﬁce, picking, pécking,
transhorting, and ﬁafﬁgting of ﬁeaches. The Elberta is "é Tong
_ oblong large peach, yellow, but for a deep red cheek on one side"
(p. 35). Hired peach pickers_ﬁgrk at the Burkin farm; there are

" "sixteen girls with baskgts and Tadders straggling down the endless

rows of trees" (p. 9), and "Every half hour or so" a "light wagon" .

/é¢‘%7 :
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arrives to "pick up a load" (p. 10). The "heaped baskets brought from
the field" are ”poureql. . . out and repacked," "flat 1ids" are .
nailed on the baskets, these baskets stacked in tiers (p. 11), and
then taken away by truck (p. 12). Peaches are sold to "grocery stores
in the city" (p. 19) but, with the market glutted, "getting rid"' °
(p. 17) of them can be difficult. )
The story effectively opens. and closes with the peacﬁ harvest; |
the opening passage refers t% {t, and a description of the "general
clearing-up" of fhe paraphernalia of the "peach season" {p. 56) occurs
on the penultimate page. Thus the first and almost the last topic
found in the novella is the peach harvést;'and the terms of its
description generate a strong sense.of a season occurring and passing.
The protagonist of “Peachés, Peachés," Ed Burkin, participates in
the fervid activity of the peach harvest; "'All stamped now?' Ed
asked anxiously. 'Every basket has got to be stamped, to pass the

inspectgr, you know'" (p. 11). Ed does more than voice a concern for
the work done‘on‘the farm; as soon as the wagon bringing peaches féom
the orchard arrives at the barn, where the beaches are packed, he
busies himself "seizing the full-heaped baskets, two in each hand, and
carrying them to ;he back'of the barn" (p. 11). | .

Ed works with Murray March, "a student at the agricultural
college, paying part of his expenses by working on a farm“; Murray .

was makjng‘up his mind for good that farming -

was -no cinch, and that it would be as well to
arrange for some white-collar job when he should




have graduated-. . . . One season of this was
plenty, and then some. (p. 10)

Murray's reaction to working on a farm where five thousand fruit

-

trees are bearinmg fruit méy be justifiable. But, Murray manifests
self-interest early in the story, before there is mention of his name;
his concern with self-interest identifies him. In the first section

. of the novella, Murray associates girls and peaches:

Murray March jumped down from the front
of the wagon, warned the horses, and came around
to the side, where he began pulling the baskets
off and carrying them in, winking.meaninglessly
at Ed Burkin as he passed him among thie women.

‘How many more you got out in the orchard?'
Ed asked him. '

'"How many what?' Murray returned with his
stow grin. 'Girls?’ -

'No, baskets of peaches full,' said Ed
particularly. (p. 12) . '

S

There is a hint of something dubious about Murray's willingness, even

in the course of joking, to use the same term to refer to a commercial

commodity and people. For Murraj, the Oxford English Dictionary
definition of. the noun "peach" as slang for a "person or thing of
suﬁer]qtjve merit; specially attractive girl," is operative.

-Ag a commodity, the Burkin farm peaches are of such abundance
‘that they present difficu]ti;s. The Burkins must work with "hectic
speed” (p. 10)}). Amos declares to Ed and Murray, "'we're buried in
peaches'" (p. 43), and "'the market's gyu}ted'" (p. 38). The peaches
represent a problem in terms qf space; "local markets" cannot "absorb

the early peaches" (p. 19). The Burkins have "baskets of all sizes,"

®

v

ya
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..but "fruit had been so cheap -that everyone wanted eleven-quart
baskeﬁﬁ“ (p. 39). Amos decides to "solve the problem" by sending -
péaches "to Winnipeg" in "a refrigerator car" (b.'38);,the car holds
"fifteen hundred baskets" (p. 40). As a commodity, peaches represent.
gomething tHat'space must suddenly be found for, something defying. ¥
preconceiQed notions. Murray puns on "peach," as referring to both °

7commod1ty and person, and as a commodity the peaches khat the Burkins
harvest defy preconceived estimates. But Knister présents a "peach |
season” (p. 24) that explodes more than one sort of expectation.
"Peaches, Peaches" presents the botéﬁ#ca] "péach seasdn“ as a setting
for Ed's growing knowledge of Murray's treatment of "peaches" of the

~N

human sort. .

A{] seven pérts of the novella contribute to the portrait.of the
relationship of Murray and‘E1eanor; The first section introduces Ed,
Murray, and Eleanor. ‘Murray makes his pun on the word "peaches" and,
in.the absence of Amos,-Murray,takes the "place" (p. 16) of Ambs at
the dinner table. |

The second section of "Peaches, Peaqhes" is a gwimming scene. Ed
and Mu%?ay'go swimming with ﬁave Blain, Janother agricultural édi]ege

"

;man (p. 20}, who is working on:a neafby farm for the summer. -As fﬁéy
reghrh from their swim in the lake, after having a desu]tpry chat -
about "dames" (p. 21) in which all three participate, Dave raises the
subject of Eeing "back at the oid;schodl, and Hatihg up the old girts.
"This thing of never seeing a woman a1i.symmer is all right maybe."

Murray's subsequent silence i3 noticed by Dave and Ed, who glance at

<
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him "in the dark; following in the narrow path overhung with peach
boughs” (p. 225.

By the third section of the story, the association of peaches or
peach trees witﬁ sexual knowledge ripens, qnd it is only now that Ed's
opinion of Eleanor appears. He thinks of her as "a very grown-up
sort of person, with whom he wouldn't have thought of being familiar"

(p. g4). But very shortly afterwards, the regdér learns that "Ed

had never kept company with any girl steadily" {m 24). Perhaps Ed's
sense of Eleanor's aloofness or inaccessibility explains his thinking
of her .in terms of being re&oté from peaches; "You wouldn't see her

out in the orchard or packing peaches, or standing on the market

?
[sic]" (p. 26). In the third sectfon, Ed considers sexuality and

Eleanor in what might bg described as contradictory;ﬁérms. He sees

4

her as. divorced from the world of peaches and, if the peach tree is the
tree of knowledge, Ed does not see her as being likely to partake of

its fruit. v

The fourth and central section of "Peaches, Peaches".gives fairly
- explicit clues about the nature of the relationship of Murray and

Eleanor. Ed, arriving downstairs on a Sunday morning, sees .

P

Eleanor . . . stirring the porridge over the
natural-gas. She was wearing a kimono which she
pulled together when she saw him. 'I thought it -
was Murray,' she said. (p. 28)

\Fd's preoccupation with breakfast, like his pfecoﬁceived idea - of

E]eanor; pre%gnts his noticing anything unusual in her behaviour.
. Yet the behaviour of Murray and Eleanor is such that Ed starts to .

-

Y
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register,sbmething beyond his impatience for breakfast. He comments,
— ) S

'What's keeping Murray, anyway . ..
You and I better eat . . .

'Sh-~he's coming,' said Eleanor.
She bégan to take up the porr1dge

‘Well, it's a wonder.' What did it
matter to her what he said about Murray?
You'd think he was company 1nstead of
hired help.

Murray came in . . .

"Come on, Murray, I'm wa1t1ng Tike the
pigs. Thought you'd never come. Eleanor
didn't 1ike it when I said I wondered whether
you'd ever come. She seems to think you're
company, instead of one of the family.' -

: - Murray glanced at her before replying, as . ~—
he pulled out his chair. 'I'11 have to put on
company ‘manners, then, eh?' He seemed pleased ,
with himself, as though he had been witty. (pp. 28-9)

Ed does not as yet fu]]y see Qhat the nature of the-rélationship

between Murray and Eleanor is, but a seed of knowledge has been . '
planted in his consciousness. -w1tﬁéut_seem1ng to know why, or even

"that he does so, he starts to waich the pair; "Ed saw'that Murray

"glanced at Eleanor, but he needn't think she was different clay
altogether" (p. 29). .

In the fifth section of_the story, Murray sees the picking of
peéches as "raking them off" (p. 35) End "clawing them of f" (p. 37).
Mhrray'svdua1 understanding of the term "peacﬁes",]ends his
phraseology unfortunate gonnotationg.,-Ed.approaches understanding the 4
nature of the re]ationsh{biggiween.Murrayxénd Eteanor by fhe sixth
: e

section of the story. As Amos, Eleanor, Murray, and Ed have dinner,
ﬂ T

Ed feels

that their unanimity and good spirits weg@ owing
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to something hard to explain, unless it were

the fact that Murray was to be with them longér.than
they had expected. When Eleanor insisted on his
.having a second piece of her fig pie with rich -
whipped cream top, it was with a girlish pretty

air, almost a blush--or was it the heat of the °
stove? (p. 45)

Knister's image of Eleanor revea1sdher attitude toward Murray. At
this point, knowledge of the liaisén of Murray andAE]eqnor moves
from beyond to at least the fringe of Ed's con;cipusness. By the
sixth section éf the novella, Ed can entertain the possibility that
more exists between Murray and Eleanor than casué?tfriendship, but
he entertains the possibility only to reject it (p. 46).°

Ed becomes fu]]y conscious o% the nature of the relationship of
Murray and Eleanor only in ‘the seventh and final section of ”Peaches,
Peaches. On the day of Murray's departure, Amos is absent because
he has taken Murray "to the depot" (p. 56); Ed, busy with outdoor
work, does not return to the house until the afternoon. He enters the

house, and,stumbles upon the knowledge that ha$ eluded him:’

He went into the kitchen and turned-the tap [sic].
A% he drank, the stillness of the house seemed
broken.by sobs shrill and abandoned, a tempest
of grief. He tiptoed out as quickly as he could.
Thunder! he thought, as he walked toward his
team, ETeanor. What did that mean? She didn't .
like it because she cou]dn t go to town with the .
men?
. . . But she had said noth1ng to indicate such
a wish. It must be that she was sorry that
Murray had gone. Well he was gjg}easant quiét
fellow to have around, with his“upright tallness,

. his blond head--but where was the farmer's wife

. ~-- who regretted having one less man to cook for?

The cause of her grief was obvious, and it filled
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Ed with something 1iKe awe. (p. 57)

Ed finally becomes conscious of the fact that the relationsﬁip of
Murray and Eleanor is more serious than he had supposed. However,
Ed‘s discovery is knowledge of a dark nature,'rather than a pleasing
enlightenment. And Ed's increasiné awareness of the relationship of
Murray and Eleanor parallels the presentation of quité aﬁother
relationship. Knister also presents Ed as a participant in a
potentially sexual reiationshib; agaig, as Ed arrives at Onderstanding,
his knowleﬂge is as unanticipated as his knowledge of Eleanor's grjef.
. The differences between Ed and Murray become accentuated wiﬂ"the
aﬁpearance of two girls. These girls, who are from néarby farms? are
,”a.large stout fair girl of eighteen, and a dark, slighter one a Tittle
older" (p. 13). The "fat girl" is May Webster, the “older girl"
Florine Gravel (p. 15); Ed immediately likes the latter: "the slim
one." Though she was dark, Ed saw, her eyes were blue.: She was French“t
{p. 15). Yet if Ed sees May and Florine as 1nUiVidua1s~-whjle '
noticing one of them more than the bther~~Murray perhaps seé§ them in
‘ mgre generic terms. When Ed returns, after dr%ving the girls back to
tbefr ho@es at fhe end of a working day,'Murray is quick to ask, "How
. did you get along with }our'two gfrl frfgﬁi;?" (p. 17)7 |
May and Florine appear in the first section of the stor;; both
have been hired to work--picking peaches--at the Burkin farm. In the
Seéond séction, Daye, Murray, and Ed go swimming;'and djscuss women
beneath ”peqch boughs" (p. 22).' In the ‘third section, as Ed'and

+ Florine work together--packing peaches--Florine's charms begin "to

"-."?::S

\ RN

-
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have a particular allure" (p. 23) for Ed. But it is with the
description -of another attractiom that the section closés: Murray
and MayAboth wbrk_%n the peach orchard and, if Murray's attention is
enqugh-tb cover May "with blushes," "when fe was not paying her any
attention, she would keep her eyes‘upbn him as though pe were the -
¢E:igce of Wales" (p. 27). As this comment qjoses the third section, .
© the attitude of May toward Murray receives e¢phasis.
In the fourth and central section, Murfay shows a manipulative
.attjtude toward o;hers. He tells td that Vf Ed We}e to "take that

e - N . -

little French girl out," Amos would be éiWén "a scare"; "He'd think- -
you wanted to get married". (p. 32). wh{Le Ed would 1ike to have ”én “
intéresting relation with F]ofine“.(p. 32), Mur;ay finds May “k%nd of
soft and sj11y:an§ hafm1ess" {p. 33). : : '

The fifth section amplifies the differences between Ed and
Murray-in their respective approaches to floriné and May. Murréy

encounters, May as he drives by a quiet "section of the orchard,"

and their conversation prompts him to think,

-

Why in thunder should she feel sentimental about .

. him? He had merely treated her. like the rest,
goodnatured and decent, like a foreman over them. -
He might as well take a couple of jumps at once, A
since apparently he held kings. (p. 36) : : ‘ 1

If May Tooks upon Murray "as though he were the Prince of Wales"

(p. 27), Murray looks upon a potential relationship with Mgy in terms
of a game in which hé‘would,be'the winner--"he held kings" (p.” 36).
Knister's use, at this point, of an expression from card playing

suggests that Murray is not above indulgence in petty games of power.
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. important" (p. 33)
A\

Murray feefs that "time ané pface are . .
c~e1éments to consider in- the matter of seduction.
The fif%h section closes with a glimpse of Ed's very different
feélings. As he.reads in bed by the light of an "oil Iémp,” he
remembers that he has not "seen Fiorine for_a long time." He wonders

if Murray might be "driving the girls home these nigﬁts," and thinks
4 , o . ;

that, if Murray is not;"interestéd in May," he "might" be "in

"Florine, 'my ‘little.girl,' thought £d sleepily, waking himself up

Y

enodgh to blow the light out"” (p. 41). At this point Ed is literally

and metaphorically in darkness, but his thoughts touch on the
possibility tha§ Murray is a seducer. ‘ .
 In the sixth séction, Murray and Ed take Ma;vand Florine 6ut on
a Sunday driv? and; after having dinner at May's housé’and taking
Florine homé, return to the Burkin farm. The drive takes the four
beyond "the gravel of the beach orchards" (p. 49}, and théy drive back
‘to May’s house “thfough the peach country" {p. 50). As Murray an&‘éd '
return to thé BurK{n farm, Ed confides to Murray that, when the girls
were with them, Florine's "arm was moving against me‘a,1itt1e,lor else
it was the motion of the car” (p.'53). Later there is a ‘hint that
'Murray uses his knowledge of the episode to amuse E}eénor; “Eleanor’'s
voicé was exclaiming over something, 1augh{ng musically, and;her eyes
- were beaming at Mu?}ay. "It must have been funny,’ she said" (p; 54).
'Ed'might be aware of E]eanor'§ response to what Murray has told her. |

.The_description.of the‘ﬁunday outing suggests Ed's willingness to
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become involved with F]orine, but Eleanor's remark presumably subverts

his ant1c1patory p1easure <

°

In the final section, -a heavy%ra1n forces' the peach pickers to take

-
' -

she]ter in the barn, and Ed‘finds that the "smell of the damp w1nd !

Hon

the damp ctothes,” "the dry hay in theé mow"--and "the peaches”--
"mingled in a semi-apﬁrodisiac effect" (p. 54). Shortly afterward Ed
notices Murray‘s absence, and then sees May ”ﬁynning from the direction
of the house"; Ed then remembers that he-has not seen May "from the
time the load of pickers had come to the barn. Funny." May last
appears in. the novella ”sittﬁng glumly on a table, making no effort

to pack" peaches (p. 55). ’

Murray departs with the close of the peach season. £Ed has his
suspicions about Murray, but they are stij1 somthat amorphous. The
\Fonnect1on of Murray and the peach season with something am1ss hovers
on the fringe of Ed's consciousness:

Just about the time of the beginning of the

peach season, when their extraordinary efforts

should have made them more companionable, a

reserve had seemed to spring up between them

which they had belied with jocularity and
manifestations of good-will. It was strange. s
It must have been,those girls. (p. 56) '

v

After Murray’s depafture, Ed hears Eleanor's "sobs shrill and
abandoned, a tempest of grief” (p..57), and he demonstrates that his
knowledge of the human heart differs from Murray's. “Peaches, Peaches.

concludes,

—_—

[

Although he wrote at once it was more than
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a month before he got a letter from Murray.
Their days had nothing in common now, and
the letter had an awkward sound, a tone of
reluctant duty in writing. He referred to
~ constant letters from May Webster. Poor
girl! He had written one to her which he
supposed was a mistake, as it would make
her keep on with her foelishriess. Ed tore
- the letter up and did not answer it. What
~a hell of a life Tife was anyway. Somehow
he had kept away from Florine, seeming to
have lost interest in her. He felt tike
going to see May, just to cheer her up.
Poor honest, homely, goodhearted May was
going through endless dreary days in a lonely o
farmhouse stuck in the middle of fields, ) -
with nothing but that worthless heartbreaker
to think about; cooped up with dreams of
summer delights through a winter of loneliness

and longing. ' .

At any rate he wou]d not make any pretences
or raise any expectations in Florine, he thought. »
(p. 57)

Ed finally arrives at the knowledge that Murrqx is a
"heartbreaker,” and the process of. his acquiring this know}edge
affects him so profound1§ that‘it alters his attitade and-the course
of his behaviour. Before Ed thinks of Murray as a "heartbreaker,"” he
intends to “"see Florine sometimés"; after Ed sees Murray as a
"heartbreaker" he resé]ves not th “make any pretehces or gaise any
expectations in Florine" (p. 57). ‘

"Peaches, Pedches" evokes Ed's increasing consciousness of
sexuality and the harmful consequences of sgxua1 politics, and he
learns to see the people around him in the revealing ]ight of brief
but telling s1ghts and sounds--the d15cuss1on of sex beneath peach
bo@bhs, Eleanor serv1ng fig pie, her f1na1 cries of grief, and so on.

Knister's images evoke truths of Ed's "ord1nary“ 1ife, but these are
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truths that a photographic rea1ism cannot convey, and an image in the

novei]a calls particular attention to the limits of a verisimi]iiude

L

of surfaces or appearances. On the day of the outing of Ed, Murray,
Florine, and May, on the way back from Rond Eau, the fpur.stop at |

May's family's farm, where her father photographs the four:

May was beaming brightly enough to ruin the
negative; Murray had adopted an easy hands-in-
pocket pose of a well-dressed-young-man-with-his
hat-on. Fd held his hands down stiffly at his
sides, and tried to outstare the low sun, while
Florine was smiling w pursed lips, leaning
forward a little, hethgsﬁxagzija little with

an intimate look. (p. 51) :

After reading Knister's evocation of the four characters photographed,
as presented over the course of the nove]]a, their photographed
appearances are re]atwve]y frozen and fa]se ‘A camera gives limited
representat1ons, if emp1r1ca11y accurate ones. Knister's_image of
what the camera:captures suggests that photography—-andggy.extensioh
photograph1c rea11sm--g1ves an accurate 1mpr9551on of what it captures,
but that what it captures is only part of a larger and much more.

complex reality or picture. As George Levine remargs in his 1981

study, The Realistic Imagination, for Joseph Conrad,

The reality he finds, or intimates, is a world.
in which .the surfaces with which realism was
preoccupied and which it largely tried to take
. a§ the reality itself merely disqguise the truth,
or repress it. .

" For Knister, as Levine suggests of Conrad, a verisimilitude of

"surfaces" cannot cpnvey‘{n.fu11'the discoverable "truth".of “reality."
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‘Knister's use'of'intensely evocative images of everyday life is a
ffctibna] strategy fhat enables acknowledgement- of intangible
realities, without denial of the realities that photographic realism
recognizes. The image of the "photograph" of Ed, Murray, F]oginé,.and
May suggests fhg limitations of a photographic appfoach in fiction.
This image of Knister's, which abpears in one of ‘the last works he
wrote, helps explain why Knister made central use of evocative :mages
of ordinary life: such 1mage§ enable the acknow1edgément of the
realities that appearances may suggest, but do not necessarily :ivea1.
In the 'second section of "Peaches, Peaches," when Ed, Murray, and
Dave go swimming, during the others' chat about women and sex, Murray
remains "silent,” causing the others to look "at him in thé dark, |
following in the narrow path overhung with peach boughs" (p.'223.
This image reveals more about the three~£han any photograph could,
‘ﬁ# Knister's later image of a photograph demonstrates. .

In each of the seven section; of the novella, there is mention of
. water, and perhaps this trénspérent element plays such an 1mporpqnt
symbolic role in the novella precisely because Water'demonstratés
the validity of the proposition that the realities of'surfaces are not
the only exisfing realities. Waddington pofnté out that Knister wrote
"Grapes" in early 1922, or about a decade before w;iting “"Peaches,
Peaches," and in "Grapes" Knister a]ready uses water as a symbol of
intangible reality. The "water fight" (p. xxiii) Stevens praises

ends with James, the hired man, dunkitig one of his employer's

youthful nieces in "the stable trough.” The employer's son, who
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narrates the story as a tale of his youth, recalls hi;%%ather , . .
commenting to James, f‘Some baptizing!'" and "'You're quite a 1agies'
man!'“ (p. 110). Thus water becomes associated with initiation into g
an awareness of psycho-sexual realities. o

Knister uses water in a generically similar way in “Peaches,
Peeches In the f1r;t sect1on, after Florine and May join, the
Burknns for supper, the "haze of dusk " approaches, "and between
distant trees an expanse of Lake Er1e»1ay flat and slate-blue" (p. 16).
In the second seetion Ed; Murray, and Dave go swimming "in the lake" -
(p. 20) and, as their talk turns to the subject of "women" met at
“school," Dave volunteers, "'Murray and 1 would help the sophomores
at initiation'" (p. 22). Ed is at anAege of initiation, for "Ed, who
had 1ived within a miTe of the lake all his 1ife, had just last winter
learned to swim" (p. 20). Despite his attraction to F1orine,»1n'the

/ - N -
third section Ed remindsyhimself "not to get into deep water" (p. 24).

The fourth and ceniral section hints at an association of water

with sexuality, and peaches with sexual hypocrisy. Ed reads

an-entertaining article on Jife in the South
Seas. It seemed that nothing could be more
enjoyabte nor untrammelled., But civilization
was coming to rfuin the integrity of the people
and their manners, leading them to add new and
dangerous vices to those traditional with thema~
It was a hell of a world (p 28) )

Only two pages later, the "South Seas" way of life, .which is
: A oy '
undergoing introduction to the "vices" of "civilization," comes into

contrast with Ed's social milieu. Eleanor dislikes having it “said"
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that the .Burkins sell "peaches on Sunday. That was one of thé chief
demarcgtﬁons of virtue and vice in the commJnity“ (p. 30). Perhaps
one of the "vices" b&?;;igktroduced to "South Seas" life is the "vice”
of behaving according to®what people might "say," rather than acting
according to conscience. Ed’a appreciation of the "Seas" in the
central section of the novella hints at his movement toward a
consciousnesg of sexuality, as earlier in the;nove11a water becomes
associated with knowledge of sexuality.

The association of water with sexuality becomes espéciaL]y
pronounced®in the 1;st three sections of the novella. ;n the fifth

section, the encountey of Murray and May occurs in "a section of the

orchard . . . along a stream which was screened by trees and thick

branches of sumach" (p. 36). *The sixth Section describes the outing

of Ed, Murray, Florine, and May They visit the lake, and go beyond
“peach country" (p. 50)." May's attract1on to Murray might- explain her
repeatedly expressing a wish to go swimming (pp. 48 and 49). At the

lake a striking scene confronts the four:

people were looking absorbedly into the water,
and what they saw was a man swimming on his
back under water. It was less than six feet
to the sandy bottom. He was moving his joints -,
1ike 4 frog's, and his eyes were open. May
turned away and clung to Murray's arm..

. . . the primary attraction was.a 1arge launch
which could be heard thrumming.half a dozen
miles down the Eau. 'Air-plane engine . . .
Liberty motor,' a young boy was sax%ng. (p. 50)

The vi@ﬁt of the four to the fake is in the second-last section of

"Peaches, Peaches,” and the scene in which Ed, Murray, and Dave go

-
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swimming in the lake is in the second section. But, by the time of

the visit to the lake in section six, Ed's "initiation" into psycho-

. sexual khowledge has proceeded. Knisters's image of "a man swimming

. under water" brings into focus Ed's dawning consciousness of

.

sexuality; in the earlier scene, Ed "stood up and spluttered, snorted
the water out of his npstri]s, and spit" kp. 20) after a wave immerses
him.” By the sixth section Ed's nascent consciousness makes him
hesitate to "spoil" the "occasion," on which the four are
"immaculately dressed," and in “an immaculate car" (p. 48), by

swimming.

»

"Peaches, Peaches" closes with the end of a peach season and a
season or phase in the Tife of Ed Burkin. The series of references to
water, a series that culminates in an evocative image of "under water"
swimming, has more to do with Ed's psychological "season" than the

peach season. However, in the final section of fhg;nove]]a, Knister

brings together references to peaches and water, fﬁéing the two

"seasons" "Peaches.,. Peaches" covers. Toward the close of the work,

.
3

"The flood of-peachés stopped as though at the turning of a tap"

' (p. 56). Ed's discovery of E]eaﬁof's grief at Murray's departure

«

becomes a watery affair: ~

He went into the kitchen and turned the tap [sic]..
As he drank, the stillness of the house seemed
broken by sobs shrill and abandoned, a tempest
of grief. He tiptoed out as quickly as.he
_could. Thunder! he thought . . . . (p. 57)

S The description of Ed's discovery of Eleanor's grief includes terms

B
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associated with water: "tap," "drank," égempest.“ Ed here thinks
"Thunder’," and at the opening of the final section heavy rain ushers s

in the'day of his beginning to discern May's grief at Murray's

® [

departure-(p. 54). iThe "peach season" (p. 54), and a season in Ed's
Tife, ead with his discoverjesvthat are water-related, a dual season
that fades into "A long, long fall until the end of November, there
by’the southern fip of Lake Erie" (p. 57). ﬂe finally is conscious.
enough of the seductive world of "water" to imagine May'§ season of
"dreams of summer delights through a winter of loneliness and long{ng"
. 57).

The title of "Peaches, Peaches" applies to the work in varioﬁs ‘
ways. At the end of the fourth and qentral'section, Amos, returned ° )

from the peach orchard, explains that the late peaches are ripenjng,

and gives a late peach to Ed, and one to Murray. Amos 's gesture may

~imply that the attitude behind Murray's pun on the word "peach" will

be fu]fi11éd in time, or that Murray's tredtment of‘persbn as
o ‘
commodity will. be put 1nt9 practice, just as Ed’s understandingeof
Murray's_outlook will arisé. -The end of the central section
introduces aesecond wave of botanical r}pen1ng and peach p1ck1ng '
Perhaps "Peaches, Peaches" presents two waves of botan1ca] r1pen1ng,'
because the work finally evokés two seasons of ripening; the rzpening
of peaches and the ripening of Ed's consciousness. In "Peaches,

Peaches,"” "dreams of summer de]1ghts" are as real and as ephemeral as

the brief peach season.
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Chapter IX "Soil in Smoke": Grounds for Crops andﬁVisions
[. The Background

1. Dates of Composition and tHe Text

-
-~

"Soil in Smoke" is Knister's last novel. Marcus Waddington notes
that, "1n 1931 and 1932 Knispgr had been reworking his first novel,
'‘Group Portrait,’ théh he now gntitled 'Soil in Smoke.'"! A rough
copy and a neat cop. of "Soil in Smoke“'are among Knister's papers.

' The rough copy of "Soil in Smoke," a tybescript.of two hundred
and seventy-eight pages, became available in January, 1984. This
Version was t}ped.on paper of different watermarks: "brogress.Bond,“

'Rockbarnes Bond" and AN | Borjd."2 The typescript 1s easy to

read, has double spacin®d includes occasional handwritten revisions

of fror one, or a few words, to a parégraph in length. A number of
tities appear 1n the typescript, andrthese titles reveal the evolution
of the final title, “Sol {n Smoke." The typed tifle "Seil for Smoke”
appears on the first page of the typescript, as do two hqndwriffen
tit1es:‘“CTapb0ards and Paint" appears above t%e typed t1tie,'and
“Beginning of the £nd" appears to the left of the typed title.- Five
other titles dominate blocks of the text. "Family Group" 1s the title
on pages two to seveniy-six, although pages sixty-eight, sixty-nine

and seventy bear the typed title "Group Portrait.” Péges‘Seventy~

!
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seven to eighty-four bear the tif]e "Family Album." "Revolt at the
Border” is the title on pages eighty-five to one hundred and.thirty-
seven--with the variation in title, on pages one hundred and fif;een
to one.hundred and seventeen, of "Robina at the Border." The
alternatively used titles "Soil to Smoke" and "Soil for Smoke"
predéminate in the remainder of.the typescript, or the latter half of
the novel. Even in the second half of, the typescript, further

v
variation in title occurs; the typed titles, "Youth Whirls the Dust"

and "Soil for Smoke," appear side by side from page one hundred and
seventy-six to page one hundred and eighty-four. The last fifty-five
pages of the typescript all bear the title "Soil to Smoke." This

typescript, the rough copy of "Soil 11 Smoke," is among The Raymond S
Knister Papers at McMaster University Library, Hamiltadn, Canada.3
The neat copy of "Soil in Smoke" 1sva typescript of three’

hundred pages.' This typ@gcript has some variation in title, but all
the titles that appear are typed, and there are fewer changes in
tjtle than in the'rough copy of the nove1r Most of the pages bear
either the title "Soil in Smokf" or "Soitl to Smoke." One title
usually ‘runs for severdl pages, although a large block of the text--
pages sixty-three to one hundred and forty-six--carries the title ﬁ:
“Soil to Smoke." Three other titles make brief appearances: “fam11y

Group” (p. 61), "Family Group: Soil to Smoke" (p. 62), and {Soil for
.Smoke" (pp. 43-46 and p. 199). As:the title "Soil 1n Smoke" appears
on thecgit]e page; is‘used frequentiy 1nlthe wo;k, and is the title

used pdhtinuous]y fdr the final pages of the novel (pp. 283-300), the

wmn g s [ “ 4 e h e e - oo
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‘ work‘w1¥1 be feferred to as “Soijl in Smoke."

Despite'the vériant titles of this typescript,'ﬁhere is evidence -
that this text may be the one Knistér sybmitted for publication. |
“Sg11 in Smoke" is on typing paper bearing the watermark "Abermill
Bond,"4 has double spacing, and is exceedingly neat; The title page

N

and the finai page of the text bear the typed notation, "Raymond
Xnister, / Ste, Anne de Bellevue, Quebec, / Canada." The preéence and
repétition of this notation add to the evidence that this text may
have been.the one Kniéter submitted for pub]icqtion. "Sdi] in Smoke"
is in The Knister Collection of Victoria University Librar:y.5 Two
carbon copies of "Soil in Smoke" are émong The Raymond Knister Papers,
McMaster University Library, Hamilton, Canada.6 |
Knister submitted his last novel for publication. In a letter of
11 August 1932 rejecting the work, Jonathan Cape comments to Knister
that "Soil in Smoke" may not have the makings of a commercial success,
Duf “It.1s a very intimate dnd detailed picture of the life of a
typicai farming family in Western Ontario, 9nd certainly deserves to
find an aud1ence.”76 Whether or not Knister ever read Cape's letter is
a moot question, as Knister drowned on Adgust 29, 1932.8 "Soil in
Smoke" remains unpublished. were.the novel. to bé published, there .
gwou1d be readily ava{1ab1e one of the ﬁost powerful works of an
ioutstanding Canadian writer pf the twenties, andvan enduring fictional

«

account of the tobacco-raising life of the éra.




2. "The Action _ S . \
"Soil in Smoke" focuses on Roland, Mil, and Robina (or Roby )
Nebblin, three of the oTder éhijdren of the Nebblin family. The
: Nebblins raise tobacco, an occupation of little interest to either
Mil or Robina. However,#ﬁil and Robina share an 1ntérest in pleasure-
seeking, and a concomitant desire to escape to the city. The pursuit
of these interests ultimately results 1ﬁ Mil's contracfion of *

venereal disease and the rekindling of Robina's kleptomania. The

minor characters of the nove{ either reflect the worldview Mil and
Robina&share, or, in contrast, fina satisfaction in their work.

Outlook divides the noved's cast of characters, who either appreciate .
the countryside or long to leave for éhe city, and who either yearn

for p]easuré in escape from daily life or find p]easuré in everyday

life. Mil, Robina, Robina's boyfriend Stanley McCord, and his cousin,

Celia Hurst, Mil's girlfriend, prefer the speed of cars, the zest of
dancing, and promiscuous sexual seduction to the everydd};ﬁ0fkiﬂg 1ife
from which the farm worker, Ben, and the oldest Nebblfn son, RO]&ﬂ@?ﬁA

. -2 /
derive pleasure. . - ' : s T

3. Influences and Sources

The'imp&]se to reflect everydayf]ife, that marks Knister's.
fiction from the first, remains a vital elemenf in "Soil in Smoke."

As far as the regioha1ism'of the work goes, the possible sources
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remain the same as those for the earlier version of the novel, “Group A
Portrait." Knister encountered, in the work of Anton Chekhov and '
Sherwobd Anderson, the use of local conditions as a wital setting in
which to explore psychological and emotional Fea]ities (as discussed
in chapfér two). "However, intangible realities betome more 1m§6rtant | ~

in "Soil in Smoke" than in "Group Portrait,"” and such a shift recalls
Knister's-overt interest in the work of nineteenth-century American
romance writers at the time«of writing White Narcissus. "Soil in

—

Smoke," while Fased on "Group Portrait," bears a family resemblance

to White Narcissus in making central the polarity between the visions

held by different groups of characters. The polariiy between those’
who cherish ordinary life and those who try to escape from everyday
life, if important in "Group Portrait," becomes more intense in "Soil

in Smoke." s
4. Context .

"Soil in Smoke" is,a'work of*Knister's last years; the typescript

.

of the novel gives Knister's address as Ste. Anne de Be1]evue,land

Knister lived in Ste. Anne de Bellevue from the December of 193]

antil the June of 1932.° Marcus Waddington notes that, in a letter of
20 August 1932 thought to be "the last he ever wrote,” Knister comments

to Lorne Pierce of the Ryerson.Press,

Canada does move people to exalted and justifiable
eloquence. I prefer it in the quietness of true
feeling, usudlly transmuted into the impersonality
of valid art. (Waddington, p. 229)

e



"Soit in Smoke" strikes roots deep into the.region'of Canada Knister
was most familiar with; Knister “transmutes" his knowledge into the
characters and environment of "Soil in Smoke." Precisely how Knister

accomplished. this "fransmutation“ has much to do with his varied
interests in the last years of hjé life. Local geography received
Knister's attention; as did the question of presenting‘the continuity
.of tangible and intangible realities in his fiction. "Soil in Smoke"
Titerally begins with the ground of reality, or the land, and
proceeds to explore the different visions of those who share the same
circumstances of material reality. ' 4

"Between 1931 and 1933, Knister had three artictes dealing with
Southwestern Ontario geography and agriculture published. A1l three
reveal Knister's skill in conveying simultaneously the material
rea11f1es of place and the intangible influences of place.

Knister's "Long Point, Lake Erie" appeared in the January issue

of The Canadian Geographical Journal in d931. Attention to physical

place becomes the basis for speculation about the influence of place:

Long Point Tighthouse rises from four feet

above lake level, 102 feet, an octagon, reinforced
concrete structure. The light is 100,000 candle-

" power, and the costly lens was made in England. A

P . white flash is given every eight seconds. One
pictures lonely persons ‘pacing the sand of the beach,
looking at this 1ight which can never go out, of their
minds, and amusing themselves by counting the steps

© they take between each eight-second flash.!0

Whether or not Knister read Virginia Woolf's 1927 novel, To the

Lighthouse, which his "pacing . . . of the begach" description recalls,
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Knister's acute sense of the influence of environment emerges from ‘
. his description. To seize the environéent with i%agination is to
! trecognize both murderous and paradisal possibilities; Knister refers
to "the north shore of the Point,-yith its wild rice and lily-pads--
a paradise for ducks and hunters" {(p. 73). Knister also relates the
case of the "private detective" who was hired to sfop the prqctise of
“poaching . . . for ducks, dee% and everyéhing the place provided"--
"Two stakeg mark the ;pot where he was shot down" (p. 75). The
enViﬁznment as an objéctive ?ea]ity coexists with the subjective
.truths, paradisal éf homigidal, that man sees in his environment.
Knister's 1932 article, "Farthest Soufh in Canada's Domain,”

describes a trip to Pelee Island. In this article, which appeared in

the 5 March 1932 issue of Saturday Night, Knister uses techniques

that also appear.in “Soil in Smoke." ‘The land is the ground of

realities discussed: 8 ' .

The beach was wide, perhaps fifty -yards, smooth
yellow sand. This girdle of sand fascinated me,
since except for its beaches the whole island
proved to be a heavy dark loam.!’

As in Knister's last novel, the fertility of the ear@h has

me;aphoricé] as well as literal meaning. There is an almost- fabled
fertility to the land, especially when it coﬁes to the raising-of
grapes: “tons” of grapes can be harvested per "acre." An g]der1y

local inhabitant tells Knister, ”'It.is a wonderful place'"--where one ®
can "'Raisé anything: peaches, nectarineé, grapes; they are trying .

Ll
“
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hemp.nowf" (p. 2)-- and a place ar land of1;0nder is exag§1y what
Kniste} evokes. A 1and-of4wondrous fertility recalls the biblical
promised land, which abundant grapes symbolize (Num. 13.23). As in
his de;cription‘of the Loﬁg Point lighthouse, Knister's oblique
allusions té thegeromised land in discussing Pelee Island demonstrate
Knister's penchant for discovering continuities between tangiblzaand
intangible realities. :

v

In "Pelee Island,” an article pub]ishéd in the June, 1933 issue .

of the- Canadian Geographical Journal, Knister again presents the

island as being a land of almost fabled fertility, but a new stress on
. ‘'the raising of tobacco emerges. Grapes again receive mention as a
particularly abundant crop: "when Pelee gbt into its stride-as a :
raiser of grapes, the crop ran into four and_five tons to the acre.“]2
" Yet Knjstef also. refers to "the risk taken in the &bﬁtinua1 large

production of tobacco," although "tobacco is the main product of the

island." Only the variety of tbbapco called "Burley" can be grown.on
the island, a variety which "would soon wear out the strongest land."
Farmers either "not . . ; careful or fortunate have lost in the years
of low price more than énough to make up for their earnings in the
good years" (pp. 30T-302). . |
Knister's treatment of” growing tobacco is parallel in "Pelee
Isiand" and'"Soil in Smoke." Topapco becomes a crdp associafed with
' ;mbiguity; tobacc9 might make a %armer wealthy, but can Jwear out the

strongest.land,“ and mdy also rob the farmer of the gain his toil

might lead him to expect. (Knister himself smoked cigarettes. Not
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the ultimate use of the tobacco crop ;ome§ iﬁto question, but the
growing of tobacco bgcbmes.associated with both the richness of
fertility or possibility and the disappointment/of unfulfilled”
promise.) Knigief presents tobacco iifa'crop representing the

inherent possibilities of both’success and failure. In "Pelee Island,”,

the land represents the richness of paradisal possibility oh]y if man
en;1sions his environment as a promised land. Knister's articles -
%i about different locations and crops in Southwestern Ontario show his

| in;erest in the 1;hd as a physical reality, but also reveal his sense
of continuity between physical'and visionary reality. ‘

The two pagé, typewritten document, "Via Faust," also
demonstrates Knister's interest in the continuity between tangible .
and‘intangible realjties'atAthe time o?’wr1t1ng "Soil" in Smoke."
Waddington describes "Via Faust" as Knister's "outline for a novel he
was planning, and quite possibly the last thing he wrote" (p. 231).
"Via Faust" delineates four stages in the life of a writer. The

-

. outline opens, ”Theme, to Faust and back. Begin witﬁ Tife out of the
soil. Sim11$r to 'Mist Green Oats.'" (Knister'; short story, "Mist-
Green Oats," was published th]e he was working on "Group Portrait,"
thé early version of "Soil in Smoke.“) In the second stage, the
protagonist writes "nové]s, realistic,” and his primary concern: 1s
"personal relations." The third stagevhaé the prptagonfét notice
that great'authorS'move "away from réalism” and "“to creation .

cerebré] more than instinctive." In the final stage the protagonist

"Returns once more to earth, the 1-st1'nct]'ve."]3 The coufse of the

L e ma e
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literary development of Knister's protagonist describes a circle or
loop, beginning and ending with\{Qf “instinctive." Perhaps the
final recognition of the "1nst1ncfi;e” or the "earth" means that the
protagonist has_a final recognition of the. richness, of everyday life,
;s'emBod;éd Bylihe "eafth”'or Biémphy;ica1 environment. His '
temporary -detachment ~-from material reality preiumably(ieaches him the
extent to which everyaay reaiity Jnvo]ves invisible and visionary
mafters.

|

5. Critical Reception

No study of "Soil in Smoke" currently exists.

-

Il1. "Soil *in Smoke" :

;9 - ) B A\/
"Soil in Smoke" gives attgntion to the three eldest Nebblin

children: Roland, Mil, and Robina. These three see the everyday Hife

of the countryside differently, and also differ in their ideas of

what life, at its best, consists of, or what an earthly paradise

means. Roland prefers to work the .land, Mil chases sensual pleasure

and mater1a1'delight, and Mil's favoured pursuits both attract qu
repel Robina. In the course of the novel, the celebration-of the

commonplace becomes the opposite of diseased, if not dangerous, &
de]usioﬁ. Exotik forms of,pleasure‘prove to be dangerous delights,

and this points to a converse idea--the intense sense of celebrating

»
.




264

the everyday that is the culminating vision of~Knister's longer prose

-

fiction.

“Soil in Smoke" opens, .
-{A .
Over the tangle of hay in which he reclined,
rocking as the wagon wheels found depressions, -
Ben Frick watched the shadowed lake swing from
sight. The farms on either hand lay smoothly
along the bank, sloping with Tittle undulation
from a parallel ridge a mile or so back from
Lake Erie. They were gravel at the ridge,
sometimes coarse and stony, but tending to
mild uplands. of yellow sand halfway back. This
was their surface, and it made the difference
from the rest of Western Ontario; a farmer would
not need to tell you. But the subsoil is
. important too, and in some places it was clay,
in some quicksand; while below the subsoil there
might be ash-coloured flaky clay like that seen -
when you had climbed down the steep bank to the
water. (p. 1) : ,

Ben thinks of further work to do for the farﬁer who employs him, but

Ben's -thqught cannot distract him from the pleasure of viewing the

\
1andscqpe:

The farmhand looked back. It was not
blue enly, the pale, ripped, shot-silk eastern
levels, though these were overwhelming enough,
when you got down on the sand before the lake
and looked up across, along them. There was
another sunset there, blue-green with the blue,
pearl, old-rose fire. (p. 2)

The novel begins by presenting the landscape as having three sorts of
" appeal: the lake offers the pleasure of swimming on a hot day,'farms
offer fertility.or utility, and a gorgeous sunset offers aesthetic

)

appeal {pp. 1-2). In revealing the landscape through the eyes of the

-
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farmhand, Ben, Knister introduces an association between the vision

of the earth as offering a rich and varied grandeur, if not paradisal

possibilities, and %he person who tills the earth, the farmhand or

farmer. This association assumes even more importance as the inl;ial
. . ¢ . -
association made in the novel. T . D

-

Ben arrives at the farm where he works to find Mil Nébb]in--&%@
has just finiéhed fixing an engine (p. 3). Mi] is<a "short shaveni
fellow" (p: 3) in Ben's eyes. As Ben apErbacﬁes his employer, fhei
farmer Rendall, and Mil, the scene he encounters is as well the

reader's introduction to Mil:

LS

- Mil Nebblin was leaning forward, sitting on a
beam-in mid-air, while 'the old fellow tugged -
_with his fork™at a big slingful of hay mounded
in the center of the mow. . .
"--just do that little thing, but I
daresn't. You know. But anyway, hell, there's-
nothing to getting married. "Hello Ben Frick!"
His deeply confidential tone changed. .
"Hello yourself and see’how you like it!"
Milton Nebblin was a brown-haired young
man of twenty-five, short, not thickset, but
built so neatly he was powerful, could 1ift
anything, if he took the notion. (p. 4)

Contrasts Bethen Bengand Mil emerge early in the novel. Mi]
‘recognizes their differences, for he changes his "toné" with Ben's
entrance, presumably because he rega%ds Ben as an intruder.

Mil, who would rather tinker with an engine than do farm work,
ahs a great deal of interest 1n’cars. Driving anq_déncing attract
him (p. 5). He speﬁﬁiﬁjis energy in the purshit of sensual(delfghts

and, unlike Ben, does not ba]éhce pleasure and work. Mil works for
‘ ,

‘4




. . 266
‘short periods, spends his money in an attempt to purchase'pleasure,
and returns to work when financial need forces him to do so.
Ben can accept or balance work and pleasure, and early in the

hove1 derives pleasure from the beach and the lake. But the natural

. beach that draws Ben s%ands Py contrast to the artificial ver51on of

iting the dance pav1]1on

)‘v' 2 P.
32. . at the beach. Mil goes to "Ha]ey ﬁg;]ufﬁs,“ where the beach is only
. “'something briefly g]impsed between a pavilion and "a huge semigircle
. of cars parked about the pavilion" (p. 24). It is during this scené

at the dance pavilion that Mil joins the ranks of Knister's obsessed:
- characters, M11 has
v N ’

eyes only for the dancing,and the floor. A

tightness and quickness had come into his .
: . blood, an obsession like alarm, that would ’ ‘ s
not let him-think., Of course he could be
offhand and modestly umswaggering,
inconspicuously at ease as any of these .
i . . dressy bucks who had the advantage of fine
clothes and fine cars and well-rested bones.
But all the same an insensate eagerness

;’; _ filled him, and without knowing it he was
. ready for love or battle. What he was nat
ready for was to stand by watching others ’
.. dance, while the orchestra poured such 3

w11dness into him. Would there be anyone  °*
he didn't know he”¢ould pick up? "He- :
couldn't think of any he knew he was keen
about: slow small town skirt€+/\;;§Eg,were

- some good-looking ones in pairs groups,
and it took perve to tackle them alone: '
Where was the girl a10ne, 1ook1ng for him?"- (p. 25)

- e
. . 1 L}

Knister describes Mil as being unconsciously "ready f05340ve oF .
battle." Mil might be an artist mangué,,for his "obsession" with i

ghysical expression may, be a substitute for anether sort of'expression. B 3

@



Before he finds a‘dance partner, he fgels ;sti11 out of things.
_These bright-coloured alien faces took on the beauty of the {

unattainable” (p. 26). Like Hawthgrne; James, and knister, Mil has

an- impulse to seize the unseizable. -But, for Mil, getting thihg§ down

on paper does not have the atlure of getting a partner fo dance with.
~. [

At the dance, a "tall girl . . . caught Mil's eye." He thinks .
her "a peach," and ;onsiders her to have "honey-coloured hair."
Whereas the earth holds the promise of an earth]y‘paradise, if sgén
from the viewpoint‘of Beﬁ, it is the promise of a a5ua1.sedqction
that ﬁeans potential paradise for M%l. Ear1y4§ﬁ/{ie story there are

references *to the fact that Mil is short and, at the dance, the girl

\

on whom he fixes his attention is "perhaps.taller than himself"

b ) .
(pp. 27-28). The dialogue between Mil and his partner as they dance

implies that the physical shortness of Mil may indicate a metaphorical
<
short-sightedness or impairment of vision. As Mil and®the girl begin

.

to dance, he appreciates

the yay she turned, on the floor, and put up
her arms. Liked it--her? His luck was
dizzying. She was the swellest girl he had
ever put his arms about. But who was she?
b "My name's Nebblin, Mitton Nebblin."

"Milton .John, Paradise Regained-or Lost?"
"Say, paradise,-you said it. -But I
’ ) didn't say my name was John. My first name's

- Milton." - -

She didn't care to™talk, it seemed. (p. 28)

. A . o . _
The girl rqifﬁf to two of Mi?ton's poems, but Mil is not aware
of her literary allusions. His obliviousness is tess a comment on

his literary Background than a charicterization of his vision.” If

P

2.6




- 268

Milton Nebblin is quite unaware of John Milton's poetry, he is unaware
of Milton's detailed depiction of an earthly paradise and its
diabolical corruption. The point is that Mil Nebblin is unaware of

°

the difference between the nature df.an earthly paradise and exile

»

from such a paradise.

n earth, but his contrdction of

For al} the intent energy tha%‘:il brings to his pursuit of
pleasure, he discovers not péradise Zf}
venereal disease (gg;_262-263). Mil's obsessive-pursuit of sensual
delight results 1n.physica1 illness and, by extension, he has.a
diseased or ﬁmpaired vision.f.His contempt for fife on the farm--he
freqﬁently flees to the city\in pursuit of p]eésure-—over]ooks the
presence of extréordinary beauty.at the Nebblin farm. | |

Mil's younger brbthers, Frank and Herbie, do not share Mil's
disdain for farm life. A scene describ@s’Frank and Herbie's evening
expedition to the tobacco barn, to Mcatch those ghickens that are
roosting in the tobacco" (p. 72). As Frank climbs in the barn in
order to retrieve chickens, he sees Herbie below, "standing in the
darkness pied wiﬁh sudden rays of 1ight" (p. 74) from their lantern.
Fraﬁké?btrieves ghickéns, and with'Herbiels hé]p puts them'in a crate. o
As Frank can perceive the beauty of Herbie in the 1ight.of’the']éntern,
SO Herbie.can pgrceive fhe extraordinary beabty of the Qrainary asyit
«is visible in the Tighﬁ of the Eantern: }
While Frank clambered up again Herbie held
the last fowl in his hand. It was a beautiful,

Plymouth Rock cockerel. As he held it the bird e
twisted its heégd to Took up in his face across - 2
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e

the long expanse of its unruffled chest. In
the light of the lantern waggling back and
forth stood out the red brittle light of its
eye, like a currant. (p. 74) '

Therimage‘qf the bird that Herbie holds, as parf of the chicken-
chasing scene, exists in the earlier versions of the story. But not
until the rough copy of "Soil in Smoke" does the bird's eye resemble
a "currant." The phrase "like a currant" is a handwritten addition in
the rough copy of "Soil in Smoke" (p. 69), and typed as part of the
text in the neat copy. The effect of the addition is to link two

important images ‘in the novel. X
The ofher reference®to a currant in "Soil in Smoke" occurs in a
passage that is part of a sequence in which Robina remembefﬁ restoring
goods she stole. A year earlier, a% fhe age of sixteen, Robina worked
for a fami]y‘vacationing at the nearby beach. §he recalls the
discovery of her theft of a "silver mesh purse" (p. é57) from the
family's bungalow. The "County Constable" (p. 257), Flinders, hgd
driven Robina home., and told her that if "She'd bring thé purse to
him at once . . . he wouldn't take her to jail; even her parents need
not know" (pp. 257-258). As Roby guides Flinders to the hidf@g“pface
of her stolen treasure, thre; of Ehe younger Nebblin children join

what becomes a procession:

Herbie and Myra and Ettie fo}lowed them along
the berry and currant rowsyshe heard them

trot, gasping, as she went/.on before, head down,
swiftly. She mutteréd, "There!" And pointed at
-a tiny mound in the loose earth of the raspberry
bushes. The constable kicked at it, looked at

-
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her and dug into the earth with his fingers,

pulled forth the purse . . . . The . . . foo];
it was a wonder he hadn't gone for a spade,
and stirred everybody up . . . . She remembered

Mil,-a month tater: "I bet you thought you was
it, ledding a procession back through the orchard
proudly, eh?"

She smiled. How did he make such guesses?
"Oh, Mil! I was crying!" (p. 258) .

&

Rbbina hides a.presumably gaudy “silver mesh purse" near what to
another éye might be more pleasing: "berry and currant rows" and
"raspberry bushes." For Robina, the local fruits of the earth are of

value primarily as a hiding place for a gaudy stolen obgect.

. oS . . g
Robina remembers “currant rdws" only *inadvertently, in the course

4

"of remembéring the -discovery of her théft She stea]s a thing of

artificial, if any beauty. However, Herbie sees the natura] beauty
of the b1rd he holds in his hand, and sees the "red brittle 11ght of

its eye" as being "1ike a currant" (p. 74). The word “currant” 1inks~"

‘the 1ﬁage of Herbie'é perception with the image of Robina's percéption.

a2
The 1mage of the bird suggests the d1scoverab1e earthly paradise of

" the natura1 wor]d that is part of everyday experience, But Robina's

vision, 1ike Mil's, does not admit such a possibility. Mil contracts"
venereal disease, and as for Robina, at times "her mind would say,
clearly, 'Kleptomania'" (p. 258). Robina thinks of her stealing as -

“dangerous," and a "disease" (p.258): the term "disease” Tinks ‘the

consequences of the visions of Mi1 and Robina. ,f
'The "peach" that Mil d1scovers at the dance at the Bluffs happens

to be the cousin of Robina's boyfriend,-and this cwrcumstance ddds to -

+the suggestion that the visions of Mil.and ﬁobina have_simi]ar

*
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limitations. As Robina explains to Mil, "She's his cousin, visiting
here at their cottage, Celia Hurst is her name" (p. 32). '

| At the dance pavilion, Mil watches Robina's boyfriend, Stanley
McCord, with suspicion and a Tittle envy (p. 30). The atmosphere of.
the dance pavilion makes Mil “ready for love or battle" (p. 25), and
if Celia Hurst promptsfthe.former in Mil, her cousin, Stanley McCord;

prompts the latter by mockihg Celia for paying attention to Mil:

’

"Why, Mil," said Robina sweetly. "Let me
make you acquainted wjth Stanley McCord."

The tall youth laughed shortly, not taking
his eyes from the girl. Mil jumped, got a low
hold, swung the long youth into the air, and
brought him down crashing, prostratet (p. 30)

Early in "Soil in Smoke,” Celia and Stanley provide Mil with
opportunities to express himself by physical means, and Mi)

* subsequent]y demonstrates his limited capacity for pleasure. To a
degree, Robipa'ghares M71's outlook. 'Money‘has a lot to do with her

attraction to Stanley. Mi& asks Robina,

"What millionaire's son is this Stanley,
anyway?" . .
She shrugged. = "You said it. His old man

owns the big top-works in town. And say, you
never could tell by the way he acted."
_ "Just as tight as any tin-horn sport, is 4
~ he?™ ' ’ :
“He's a swell fellow," she replied as -though
not hearing. (p. 33)

-

Although Robina has stolen in the past, and here again indicates
’ b

. ‘ -
her materialism in her regard for Stanley; her materialism is perhaps

more moderate than Mil's. Mil aggravates his materialism by

6



calculation and premeditation. Near the Nebblin farm is

the farm of Ida Tenny, the old maid. ..She'd had

the place left her years ago, by the death of

an uncle she and her mother had lived with. The
. mother died, and Ida had never married. There

were the customary neighbourhood jokes. "Home

boys" in short trousers, and wastrel hired men

were advised to marry Ida Tenny and get her farm. —

Mil thought the idea wouldn't have been so. silly,

if Lda had been half as old and twice as good-looking.

He'd sell the farm if he ever got possession of

it, and get out. Leave her too. That would he a

stunt! But it would have been too much trouble. (p. 36)

RoB%na:s‘materialism resembles Mil's; Mil sees Ida strictly as a means
of getting "possession" of a farm, while Robina thinks of ‘Stanley as

her "dear possession" (p. 54). However, Robina seeing Stanley as.a
4 .

“dear possession" differs in degree, rather than kind, from her
Astealjng the "possessions™ (p. 55) of the vacationing people she
worked for. | '

If Mil's obsession with seduction is a hanifesfaﬁion of his
vision, a shoddi]y envisioned sort.of an earthly paradise, hi's

materialism is part of his diseased vision. However, materialism

r

seduces his sister in more way$ than one. Initially Robina steals,
byt her materialism 1eads,t%\g§:ther'sort of seduction. Stanley is

wealthy, in Robina's eyes, and “when he takes her for a drive, they go

- -

-

from a concession line parallel with the ridge.
road, onto a side road. After passing a few fields,
they came to woods that darkened the whole night,
.tall, and almost overhanging the road. Neither said
.anything, until a horse and buggy showed up, meeting

- them. It was moving very slowly, but the wheel- .o
spokes -flashed in the Tight of the car. A proud tired
horse started to jog sedately, its head kept high by
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. “ s
*a check-rein; for some reason it held to the
middle of the road. Stanley had slowed the car,
and curved around them. In the high buggy there %
was a blur; it looked as though one creature .
suddenly parted to form two, with faces pale
in the corners of the seat. (p. 90)

The immediate reaction of Stanley and Robind to what they see is to

"burst out laughing” (p. 90), but Robina subsequently thinks

L4

it was the first time she had seen anything

exactly like that. She felt sure it was

something different from an ordinary hug and

kiss. But somehow, in the dark, behind the
sedately moving horse, it had seemed rather

natural, the sort of thing you would expect. (p. 90)

Shortlyf?fferwards,'Stanley seduces Robina. The image 6f the couple
passed on the road is central to the scene. Robina, puzzled by the
sight, feels "sure" that what she has seen is "something d1fferent
from an ordinary hUg and kiss." Yet she alsb feels that "in the dark,
behind the sedately moving horse, it had seemed rather natural." In
other words, to Robina the image i one of innocent séxugﬁity.
Robina's subsequent ‘seduction implies that she may, like Mil1, be an
\S&frtht mggggéf in that her aonfined vision makes her yearning for
”uﬁseizab1e"‘(p. 288) beauty destructive. Both Mil and Robina have
creative urges: M;% busies himself with bits of discardéd "farm ..
machinery" when he has "his fits of wanting to make something" (p."13),
while Robina knits (p. 114), p]ays mus1c by ear, and des1gns clothes
well (p, 225) Yet Mil.and Rob1na translate a yearning for the
unse1zab1e, not intg artistic expression, but destructive self-

&
indulgence. , s

-
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Eventﬁa]ly Ben starts to court Robina, who finds Ben laughable.
Upstairs in the farmhouse, Robina hears "Ben Frick's voice" and thinks.
that this is "the third Sunday runnjng that Benpj héd come."

Listening to her mother and Ben talking downstairs, in her~bééroom :
Robina buries "her nose in the quilts, snickering" (p. 189). Robina
thinks far,kless of Ben than she does ofAStan]ey, who seduces her

and stbsequently abandons her._ She considers Ben "a rube!" To
Robina, Ben is 1nferi0f to Stanley because he has less money ét his

disposal. Coming downsta1rs, she ‘sees Ben and notices that he is 2

'wear1ng."some kind of heavy gray suit and patent- 1eathef\shoes From

Eaton's Catalogue, no doubt. She )h11ed brightly, without saying

anything” (p. 190). . "

The image of a.couple in a horse-drawn velicle prompts Robina's
vision of an innocent sekuagjty;'ﬁnd subsequently Stanley seduces her
in his %ar. When Ben comes to court Robina, in takiﬁg his leave he

comments, -

"Well, 1 guess I better be going. Some
time I'11 bring that horse old man Rendall's so
proud of, andvyou can go for a buggy ride for -
a change."”
Something in the tone of the Tast words
made her reply quitkly. ‘ .
"No, thanks. I donlt want to see any ’
horse. We got p]enty hefe. Nor car either- for
that matter." She saw his look of bewilderment
as though a blow had been struck between his
eyes. "Riding around the country's tiresome
this time of year,-don't you think?" she. added
+ lightheartedly. o
. She was rather elated after he had gone. .
After all it was some-tribute to her, his . ?
coming; though she joined the boys in making o

™~ .




fun of him . . . . 5She even wondered next
Sunday, whether he was.coming again . . ., it
wouldn't be so bad to go driving with him
once or twice. Stanley wouldn't be likely to
hear about it . . . . (p. 192)

Robina's materialism seduces her to steal and then to prefer.Stanley,
who values cars, to Ben, who brefers horses. Ben can enjoy cars_and
the city (p. 191); but he does not dismiss animaf;, landscape, or -
rural life. His app}eéiation of horses links him to Robina's earlier
vision of innocent sexuality, a vision that the image of a hbrse—l
drawn vehicle prompté.

Unlike Ben, Robina does not see any'great be%@;y in the ordinary

life about her or her own daily life. Instead, thE ordinary course of

}ife induces nausea in her:

o

. : ),
Before putting the plate into the dishwater
Robina slashed a piece of beef from it onto the
tabte. ~1¢..had tiny drops of blood on the edge,

\ - and little red veins showing in the half-blanched
flesh. Why was everything so horrible now, when
you took, a good look at it? She had never minded

* things like that. Forks, for example. Looking
at forks, you knew they might have the least bit
left between the tines. p{p. 109)

The im?ge of a scrap of leftover food as a nauseating bit of dead
flesh caﬁtures Robina's Viewoof ordinary life, or-at least her
momentgry view. Like Mil, Rdby perceives he} préblem nof as a ﬁatter
of vision, but’as the place she ﬁappens to be stuck in. Materialism

becomes part of the problem because mbney“becomes a means of escape.

When a neighbour asks Mil where he has been, Mil replies,

@
‘rThe city. Just back for a kind of holiday."




¢

"Toronto or Detroit?y,
"Hell, do 1 look as though 1'd been to
Toronto?" (p. 144)
Siﬁiié%]y, at a dance, the érght of a handsome stranger prompts Roby'
to think that if she ' .
could . . . regularly, go to all the city dances,
she might meet a few fellows like that. But of

course the snappy ones were not here, you had to . -
go to Detroit.- (p. 296) -

L
“y

The yearning of Mil and Robina for Detroit is ominous because, in the
context of "Soil in Smoke," such a yearning expresses a desire to
escépe from an environment that holds or genuine]& promises the |
possibility of an earthly paradise. However,‘the oldest of the‘
Nebblin children, Roland, who has the most patience with the work of
the farm, does have a viéion of an earthly paradise.

Roland staidly and quietly works hard on the farm. He enters the
novel whed he forcefully, if accidenta]]y,.presents Mil w{th a
particularly ugefu] maniféstation of nature; M11;

Rounding tHe corner of the barn . . . was
nearly struck in the face by a forkful of manure
heaved out of the doorway. Roland's dark head,
uncovered, came ground the: doorframe:
"Say! You!ll rdn into something--" (p. 14)
" Roland bgcomes assbc{ated with_ferti1ity and farﬁ-work. In terms of.
vision, he is more akin- to Ben than Mi]. Suitably enough, it is
Roland who' leads fhe massive work of tobacco growing on the Nebblin
farm, -work undertaken in'Mil's absence: .

¢ i
/
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Mil took the third team and went to
town to- get some boards to form the side$ of
the bed, and braces to hold the tops
together. Also they had to buy fifty yards
of cotton, for their bed was to be a hundred
and fifty feet long. They put'the boards
together on the side-hill facing south for
the sunlight, then started sifting and
cleaning the peat of weeds and soil and lumps,
and taking it from the pile in wheelbarrow .
loads to dump into the frames. Then when the
frames were filled, they went over the,earth
again with lawn rakes, levelling, pulverizing
Tumps, ‘taking out the fragments of vegetation.
At Tast the whole bed was level and black,
more garden-like than any garden. (pp. 186-7)

Roland's leading the work of growing tobaccd piants in a bed “more

_ garden-1ike than any garden" implies that he has a place in Eden, or-is

privy to the presence qr possibi]ity of an earthly paradisé in- the

world around him. Given Knister's explicit reference to Paradise Lost,

the suggestion that Roland can see the Edenic in the world around him

A

becomes stronger wqen-Roland crushes a snake. As'Roland is disking on

. a spring day, Herbie and his friend, Stevie, find a snake as they play

ﬁearby; they call Roland, who kills the snake (p. 201).
Roland, who can perceive the Edenic in the world of the'fafm, and

who destroys a snake, has a vision of the intense beauty of the

- patural world, a vision that includes human presence. As Ro]and goes

to find the "cows" that have "drifted to the far corner of the bush"
(p. 211), he thinks,

uld be here, some girl different from
ng ones you saw in town; there in the
thicket/should %e a dim white shoulder, neck bent
slendet to hearKen to his coming; ankles growing

-




N
from the thin moss and fernsy from the dried
pool of long-drowned leaves. It was ®nny to
get such fool ideas at twenty-eight. Twenty-
eight years old and a fool: And ten minutes
ago he had thought himself contented with the
prospect of a big crop. That was the way, if
you stopped working a day, you began to have
such fool thoughts. He had lost his content.
Nevertheless, when he looked around he was not
surprised to see a girl's figure.

A great brown-rotting log lay away from
its stump, and she sat on it. Her back was
toward him, her ankles hidden wouldn't reach
to the ferns. Her hair, dark in the .dimness,
loose-gathered on“her neck. It was Robina.
She did not turn, though she must have hearda.
the cows pass, unless she had just come there. -
She was gazing through the edge of the thin
woods, elbow on knee. Would he go and speak
to her? He stopped and fhen went on again.
She raised a hand from the log and pressed her.
, - heavy back hair, then let it fall on her hip,

head bent aside as she still gazed beyond the
bush, beyond the fields. ’
He went ahead noiselessly. (p. 211-12)

*

—

The vision of Roland, a snake—crusheﬁ and tilter of Eden,vis a
vision of an earthly paradise. Human presence 1s_ah integral part of
this earthly paradise; Roland envisions a girl émerging from the
ground, "ankles growing from the thin mass and ferns, from the dried

pool of ?bﬁg—drowned leaves.” In isolation, the fact that the girl is

]

Tactually Robina has ambiguous implications. A possiple pessimistic

reading is ‘that the girl of Roland's dreams is, in actualfty,e his

’

‘seduced seventeen-year old sister. A more optim1§t1Curéadﬁng is that

~ Roland's visicn redeems Robina, and so she literally appears to drow

.

out of the earthly paradise.

Later in the novel, Knister gives Robina a coriresponding vision:

-

id -/

N
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She
The

. but

Roland passing with the cows. The immense

turned into a leaf-gtrewn lane to a bush [sic].
trees were immense., She had not been .in a

bush since she was a little girl, she thought-- =

yes, one Sunday in the summer,' alone .

b

solid thickness of them.was wonderful, and the -
scaly bark. In the top of one what looked 11ke
a bees' hive . . . .- No, it must be leaves, a
great mass; but. how had they -accumulated, and
stuck together? Somehow the old treés were
frightening., She walked on, Stirring the Tight
snow on the light leaves, and then glanced into

the

treetops and the s]ate sky, down: the scales

of the trunks. .,

There was a strange smoky trunk before her,.

thick up to wide branches, like a thick ghost
suddenly come into daylight. Stop and look again.
Somehow it was good to look at, made you, standing.
there, glance back to its smooth surface again and
again.. The day was becoming softer, mistier.,
Tomorrow there would be no snow, but dirty roads

and

A(pp-

An addition to the neat copy of "§0j1 in Smoke"

that Robina's

Sunday in the

sodden fields. She.sighed and walked forward.

2779

259-60) VA

. C

adds to the suggéstion

vision is a comparion-piece to Roland's. In the .neat

Summer, alone . . . Roland passing with the cows. "

-

capy of, "Soj] in Smoke ¥ Kniétgr adds, "she‘thought—;but yes, one

This

' -passage does not‘appear in the %pr§esponding scene in the rougﬁ copy

-of  the work {p. 241).

-~ two visions.

Roland's is a summer vision, Robina's a winter one.

_Knisferﬁs addition invites comparison of the

Not sharing his vision,/Robjna dismisses the time at which Roland

sees «the ”bush” as hn “earthly paradlse at a' ”Sunday in the Summer"

when Roland was "passing with the cows." Robina cannot, perce1ye the

. A —~. . ;
earthly paradise because’She cannot envision the -extraordinary beauty
of what lies arcund her./

that "The days .

ﬂ'

-

x
)

‘She resolves to go to the c1ty, thlnk1ng

.. would still be common until she went (p::28éj."

L3
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= pt the close of the novel, Robina decides to leave-for the city
~.

“

as Stan1éy drives her back from a dance. ¢ At least temporarily, her
materialism gets the better of her, for before leaving the ddwce she

steals a fox stole (p: 297). As she and Stégﬁ;; drive. from the dance,

-

the "hazy sulphur road §pun away beneath" (p. 299). The suggestion’js

that Roby is oni the road to a form of hell=" She asks Stanley to drive -
& i )

her to "the depot," as she {s "going to take the Midnight for Detroit"

(p. 300).. The novel closes as Roby leaves for the cit?:'.
Y

They crossed a-farmer's bridge and backed
" into the road again. Far off, over fences and
» trees, in the west a fat sallow moon wallowed
among snowy- clouds.- Soon daylight would come
to these fields, soon Spring, myg, quarrels
about taking the car out; dirty floors, steamy’
kitchen, the wrangling brothers, the shrieking .
sisters, the tired mother; and outside the lake +°
rasping lonely at the end of the farm.
2 And she lonelier maybe, bewitched midget
in the terrific city. =~ c '
Down the short miles to the station, the
car with its windows and close Tights slicing
moonlight on the strip of road was a prison
gliding. (p. 300)

e

M11'1§ physiga11y short and has a short-;ighied vision;'and as Robina /
leaves for Jetroit she risks-her vision reducfng her to a "beJitched '--u
midget iA the ﬁerrific c{iy;“ Robina rejecfs Een, who sees the world
as a 1andsc9pe of promise, in-favour of Stanlejwénd the gnticement of

material wealth. But Stanley's car is, for Robina, finally a "prison

gliding." Ben--who_eventually effectively loses interest in Robina--

_wonders whether it is the “Roland in Robina, or Mil in her" (p. 236)
t

o

that bredomihates. 4However;\Robina literally sees herself as.
T Q

-

,
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‘resembling Mil:

She saw herself as though in a mirror, rose-
coloured evening «dress, a light on her auburn
hair, blue eyes, gleaming lips. Apd Mil, with
his inquisitive but thin hawklike nose, like
their father's, dark bTue eyes that crinkled
when he smiled, like hers. Of course they
were a perfect resemblance for brother and
sister. (p. 89) )

-

For a time Ben would seem to want %oﬁina'to resemble Roland--but

Robina herseif wants %o resemble Mil. And in pursuing this desH}e

: P

Robina last appears oo a "hazy sulphur.roadi (p. 299), in a car that

»

. on. O
is "a pris

R g]idiné? (p. 300).
tif1e "Sojl in Smoke" suggests that finally Robina's
iﬁmédiate'ﬁo}es of an earthly paradise disappear in the_"smokém‘of
delusion. Leaving the dance with the stolen fox stole, Robina feels,
"Tike a sparkmote- in the blast of a locomotive's smoke-chimney. When
tQ? fire-box is opéned the smoke is seen high above in its light.
Théxbparks vanish. Alspark in the 1light vanishing" (p. 299); 'wheq
Mf] first appears in the ﬁovel,.he émerges from a farmyard building, o
from which "Blue jets of smoke chased.one anot@er from tﬁe roof, swept |
“away to vanish in the light wind" (p. 3). Knister ass&ciates both
Mil and"Robiha with vanishing or dissipating smoke, which suggests
that both believe in delusory values. Both characters ar¢2a§sotiated
“with that which is insubstantial. ’
In comparison to‘"GFoup Portrait," "Soil in Smoke”.éresgnts a

9 - . : .
) b1eaé¥r, and so more haunting, portrait of Robina. In."Group
. . . ¢ ¥

Portrait,” Robina-steals a purse from her emé]oyer; in "Soil in




T
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szkae, " Ropiia_steals,'ih.adeitioa to a puree; a scarf and assorted
unspecwfled artlcles pp. 58_and 257-258).° While Robina -impkicitly
agree to sleep with Stanlej\:;\;;e Tast scene of "Group Portra1t,
in the later version of the novel, Stanley repeatedly seduces Robina.
.In "Soil dn Shoke," Stahley resumes his friendllness toward Qobina,
and subsequently his sexual relations with her, when they encounter
each pthe? one evening at tﬁe eance pavilion pn the beach; between- . ¢
dances,. Stanley drives Robina away in hlS New. car, seduces her, and
takes her back to the pav1l1on before the evening's danc1ng is over
"(pp. 2]3-22l). Robina )mpul51vely steals a fur stole in the final
scene of "Gropp Portraf{" but, in the'concludiné dance:scene‘of

. "Soil in Smoke," she stealé_a fur'stole belonging to a girl Stanley
has paid atfentlon.tp {pp. 290 and 297). The later version of the-
novel therefore clarifies Rob1na S dual seduction by materlallsm

her faith in materlallstlc pleasure accounts both for her theft and
her attraction to the uuattractlve (p. 299 but relatively wealthy.

Stanley.

In comparison to "Group Portrait," "Soil in Smoké" presents a

more .intense polarity between those who would creafe and those who
prefer tO consume, or those who value their immedigte env1ronment and
those who deplore it. This 1nten51f1cat1on occurs @

-

increased use of direct and obl1que biblical allu51o S. Changlng '

Knister makes

Del S name to Mll enables the unobtrus1ve 1nclus1on f a reference

- to Milton" $ Paradlse Lost «in the later ver@&on of thefnovel. In

<

“Group~Poﬂtrait,“ Roland hears from Del that he would like to raise p

L
/




en Roland
-reférs to Mil's raising "Hob " Mil rep11es, "'Me7 Rafse Cain and
put a prop under him!' Mil clutched his brother's arm" (p. 1§). In

‘clasping his "brother's" arm as he.spgaks of raising "Cain," Mil

"becomes a more sinistgr character than he was in his earlier

{ncarnation as Del. Del jokes about returning to the Nebblin farm
after being in "Hell" (p. 185); Mi], however, refers to "He}l" as

"my old home town" (p. 287), (When one Eemembers Knister's expressed
taste for regioné]ist literature, Mil's remark'becomes a.particuiarTy

omingus one.)]5

As well as heightening the poverty of the visions of Mil and

Robina, the revisions .that distinguish "Soil in Smoke" from "Group

Portrait" intensify the value of Roland's vision. Roland crushes a

“writhing" (p. 201) snake in "Soil in Smoke," while it is Frank who

strikes at an é]ready "appérent]y dead" (p. 178) snake in "Group
.- \ : )
Portrait." "Group Portrait" includes only a brief discussion of

Roland shovél]ing peat to be used for raising tobacho seedlings
(p. 161), while "Soii in Smoke" add1t1ona11y descr1bes, in lush

«detail, Roland directing the construct1on of peat filled hot- beds

. which, in being "more garden-]ike than any garden” (pp. 186-187), have

an Edenit perfection. In."Grbup Portrait," Roland's woodland vision

. includes the sight of Robina, "head bent as she still gazed" (p. 190).

"Soil in Smdke" describes Ro]and as seeing Robina'with "head bent
aside as she still gazed beyond the bush, beyond the fields" %ﬁZ},

The 1ater version of the scene sugggsts that Robina overlooks the

[

» .
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baauty of.hér immediatehéurroundings, evegﬁas Roland envisions paré

of the Nebb11n farm as an earthly paradise. Knister's revised
treatment of Robina' s w1nter walk in wood]and also emphas1zes her
comparat1ve]yg&gtense desire to es;ape.' In "Group Portrait," she sees

Ll : . .
birds as the scene closes, and wishes she might "follow" (p. 259)

them; in "Soil in Smoke; she sees birds and wishes "her feet migﬁt
take off from" thg’ground (p. 261), in arder that she flee from an
environment she finds bleak and dreary.

A.small but significant revision exemplifies how Knister heightens
the polarity of vision found in the later version of the work. Del,
recovering from venereal d1sease watches h1s brothers build a
garage, and sees the .road near the farm as bleak: "B]ue sand was the ©
track, and blue ice lined it in streaks. The sun might melt it"

(p. 267).. Mjl,-similarly }ecovering from 111nes§, sses the road in
less hopeful terms:. "Sulphury blue sand.the track, blue ice 1jned irj
in streaks.  The Zun wouldn't melt it" (p. 276). While Del thinks the
sun "might" melf the ice on the road, Mil thinks the sun "wouldn't"
have a thawing effect. Tﬁe added word, "Sulphury,” a]so.implies that
Mil has a more hellishly despairing view of the world than Del. ‘The
Fhange and addition that occur in this passage fmp]y éhat Mil's .
vision--he watches the road as these thoughi; crbss his mind--paves .

)

the metaphorical road to his private he]] Robina is last seen as a
4 .
' passenger -in Stan]ey s car, and in "Group Portra1t“ (p. 298), as in
"Soil in Smoke," "The hazy su]phur road spun away beneath" (p. 299).

However, enly .in the later version does Mil perceive the road as
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"sulphuryt“ "Soil i Smoke" presents both Mil and Robina as pursu1ng
" sulphurous, or he]ltshly unpleasant,.paths in life. The later ver510n

of the nove1'suggests'that Rdbina, iike Mil, has a v1s1on that paves
. the road to a private hell. Knister's increased use of biblical’ |
references, direct and not, sharpens the central tension between the
visions of those Qho can and those who cannot percefve the
possibitity of an eakth]y paradise. - |

"Soil in Smoke" presents the.different visions of the three 4

e1dest Nebblin‘éhildren of what an earthly peradise consists of.
:Roland, patient with the work of.theafarm, has a wjsipn of a corner ot
. the Nebblin farm as an earthly paradise;.'Mil a&arlooks the life
around him in Bis obsessive pursuit of pLeasure,.and'his physical
djséaée'impﬁes" the disease of his vision. Robina has the capacity
to g]fmpeé both vision;, but follows Mil's and, es tﬁe story closes, . -~

she maanests her kleptoman1a JUSt before go1ng to the city. " She

1

-

reiterates her chovce of y}sion in. preferring Stanley to Ben. Roby's

Y

')responseétb the image of -a couple in a horse-drawn buggy demonstrates
her‘pbtentia? strength of vision. However,,theitwinned imaées of ‘the
corresponding visions of Rgland and'Roby demonstrate the distance ot
Roby's outlook from Ro?ana’s The rea1 ﬁorror, in "Soil in Smoke," is
the hldeous waste of possvb111ty that M1I, and’ eSpec1a11y Robina,
hecome assoc1ated thh, and S0 they stand as" arttst _gggg~ f1gures )
',_ The title "Sotlfxn Smoke" evokes an image that characterizes th;
d1rect1@n of the nove] as a- who]e for 1t 1mp11es that the further

N
consciousness moves from an awareness of the land, or the ground of

°© . "

L}




' ordinary Tife, the further the distance from genuine dreams of the

¥
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possibility of an earthly paradise. As Knister writes elsewhere,:

"thhing, not. poetry or dreéms. can exist EXééﬂt on the b@;%S of

fea1it§."]§ In Kﬁiste%‘s last novel the raising of crops -and the

raising of visfons are, in .a sense, one. '(
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CONCLUSION .

Textual evidence guggests that the ce]ébration of. everyday
reality is ; recurrent and central concern in Knister's novels and
novellas; Ovei theldecade'in which he wrote longer prose fiction,.
Knister assimilated tangible and intangjble realities in his work;
with inC(eaSing skill, and did so:by using a variety of techniques.
The handbook format of ihig thesis enables the.discussion<of the

technical and thematic range of Knister's ‘longer proseAfiction,

published and unpublishede
] .
Knister's first novel, “Group Portrait," makes the theme of

celebrating the comﬁbnplacg certral in giving the'comparqtive

reactions of characters toward their immediate envirenment.. "Turning

¢

, Lod
Loam," also an unpublished hovel, makes an acute sense of tangible

.reality the gift of one main character, and a keen sense of - )
'intangib1e,”visionary reality the gift of the work's other main

! ' Y £ ’
character. The union of" these xharacters closes the novel, and such

@

a union suggests-Knister's aesthetic to”be the concurrent

acknowledgement of tangible and 1ntangibieireé1itiés. Knister's

third novel,'whité Narcissus, derives-energy from the'tensibn

. . < .
- between c¢lashing visiens of reality; pn the one.hand, obsessive

characters dimirfish their own lives and'blﬁght.the lives of others

~ while, on the other hand, those.of broader visfoh struggle to
285 .
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extr1cate %hemse1yes from obsess1ve channe]s of thnght and feeling,
and to acknowledge the mu1t1p11c1ty of reality. Obsession becomes
associated with the myth of Narcissus, while open-mindedness becomes
associated with the‘wor1d view expressed in Nathanieq Hawthorne's

The Scarlet Letter, if not nineteenth-century Ame:icah'romanqe in

general.

"Innocent Man" is,:Knister expressly states, based on experienced
reality; hav1ng been 1in pr1son hTmself Kntster bases his nove]la on
the reality of prison experience, and concludes the work w1th his
protagonist'% newly-won respect.for others and appreciation of so-
called ordinary rea]ity. However, in Knister's fictional world, not
-only a jail can be imprisoning; obsessive or restrictive vision, or'

even urban stresses, caﬁ‘a]so cause entrapment. "Cab Driver," an

unpublisﬁed nbvel]a, presents Chicago as a Babylon that degrades its
inhabitgnts, Knister's noye]]a smdothly assimilates fhgiphysical
" reality of the stfeéts of the city and the metaphorical equation of
Chicagd_withéBabyJon. A

My Star Predominant presents’ Keats as-boet and master maker of

images and, in Knister's novel, tecﬁniqqg'reiterétes theme; images
provide the structyral basis of the work. As the noye1 concludes,
and the theme of the great artist's vision enduring moves ta the

foreground of My Star Predomimant, Knister increasingly makes

. referenpe to Dante. Imagination becomes the gréat transformér and,

Hust as Dante presents the divine and ‘the..diabolical as one vast
< F ¢

continuum, Knister's Keats, like Knister himself, acknowledges the

1

tangible and intangible realities of experience. My Star Predominant

[ 3
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recogni%es the flowers o% the field and the flowers of the
imagination; Dante's heaven culminates in an encrmous rose.

In the noVeéla "Peaches, Eéacheé,” there is a sBphisticated
blending of orders of reality.- As the protagonist's consciousness of

° sexua1ity.increases, the peach harvest dictates unrelenting work,‘
while therprotadonist‘s recognition of sexuality accompanies the .
abrupt cessation of the peach season. A season in the life of the
@rotagonistrand a season of one crop's fruit%on are initially
péral] a#d the climax of the work is the fusion of the two
séasons covered in "Peaches, Peaches." Knister's last novella is a
&doubled fantasy rboted in reality. _

"Soil in Shoke," Knister;s last HBvel, is a revised version of
his first novel. Although still unpublished, "Soil in Smoke" is a
powerful novel that should be iA print, and readily available. The
main characters tend either t6 enjoy or despise their rural
environment, and attitude toward everyday circumstances bécomes a
matter of vision in the course of the.novel. To be contemptuous of
everyday rural life is to bejdiseased; those who lust after urban
delights suffer from either venéreal disease or k1eptoméﬁ1a. Those
.who dismiss the beau}y of a red CUfTant throw away a jewe]Abeyond
price; Knister‘s %mage of a red currant exemplifies the discbverab1e_
bealty of everyday rea]ity; in Knister'g Tbnge[:prose fiction, images
celebrate so-called ordinary reality in pointing to realifjes tangible

and 1ntghgib1e.~ Perception of the everyday world is a feast for the

" senses.. To find nothing to celebrate in ordinary life, and so long

2
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to escape is, in the context of "Soil in‘Smoke," to exchange the

substantial and enduring for the insubstantial and ephemeral, or to
exchange "soil" for "smoke." Kn1ster s last novel culmindtes in a.

vision of everyday reality as encompassing the poss1b111t1es that

. Eden and hell repfesent. Those who cannot envision’ the paradisal

}p0551b111t1es of the earth become diseased ,. or the 11v1ng dead.

Knister's 1onger prose fiction is endur1ng work but represents

what would perhaps const1tute.on1y a -phase in the work of a wr;ter

having an ordinary life span. Knigter achieved a great deal in his

decade of longer prose fdiction writing, but did not live 1onglenough

to expJore many literary possibilikies beyond those precedents.

offered by American writers of the midwe hose‘work.Knistér became

familiar with as a young-man. .
L °

In the f%rm of a handbook, this thesis introduces the technical

and thematic ﬁange of Knister's longer prose fiction, published and

-

unpub]ished. Knister's 1ongér prose;f}ction is experimental, and
moves from a Canadian writer who envisions the things photographs
cannot show to the 1ife of Keats, from the hellish world of prison
experience to the dubieties of sexual politics as seéh over the
course of a béachtseaspn. Howevef, the ce1ebratjon of everyday |

reality--without a denial of its 1mper¥gctions-¥1ies at the heart of -

Knister's longer prose fiction. Knister's novels and novellas create

:a:1and made of the realitiés the photograph records and the artist

. ‘e
envisions, an enduring land sof promise that is a genuine dream ,

because it arises from exberienced.rea]ity, a region in which the
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- ' Cartist's.vision makes possible belief in everyday life as inherently

offering the possibilities of hell--&nd the promised land. - .
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