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CHAPTER I 

ALICE MUNRO: THE WOMAN BEHIND THE ART 

Alice Munro is one of the pre-eminent short story writers in Canada and the 

winner of two Governor General's Awards. Her novel Lives of Girls and Women is 

a Canadian Classic. She has enjoyed a high degree of popular and literary success.' 

She is clearly a central figure in the short-story tradition in Canada, a tradition that 

goes well back into the nineteenth century and one that has earned Canada more 

international recognition than the novel.' 

Munro occupies a solid position in that group of writers whose careers 

coincided with the artistic, cultural and political coming of age of Canada after 

World War II, a period during which the intrinsic value of Canadian 

experience came to be taken for granted. Unlike those writers who attained 

their maturity between the two world wars, or who were conditioned by Old 

World attitudes, sentiments and values, this younger group felt no obligations 

or compulsions to see their world in any other terms than those defined by 

their own vision and experience. Margaret Laurence, Robert Kroetsch, Hugh 

Wood, Mordecai Richler, Marian Engel, Leonard Cohen, Rudy Wiehe, Margaret 

Atwood, Clark Blaise — these are some of the major writers, born between the 

mid 1920s and early 1940s, who have felt no need to either ignore or to 

explain the place of Canada in their fiction, and it is to this rich and varied 

group that Munro belongs.3 



It 

The Short Story in Canada 

To understand a writer one has to place him/her in the literary tradition of his 

country. So here is an attempt to trace the development of the short story in brief till 

Alice Munro appeared on the literary scene. 

People have always been enthralled, since the beginning of time by stories. A 

tale in any form, whether parable, myth, episode or a simple narrative has always 

ensured captive audiences. The great time for the short story as a form of literature 

was the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century. During this time 

there was an increase in literacy in Britain and America and people looked for newer 

reading material. Hundreds of magazines gave the reading public novels in serial form 

and stories too. Soon, the short story became a favourite form of modern literature in 

England and America. 

H. G. Wells, a master of the story-teller's art, once said, "A short story is or 

should be, a simple thing; it aims at producing one single vivid effect; it has to seize 

the attention at the outset, and never relaxing, gather it together more and more until 

the climax is reached... it must explode and finish before interruption occurs or 

fatigue sets in." 4  

These have been many important writers of the short story like Somerset 

Maugham, D. H. Lawrence, Arthur Conan Doyle, Henry James, Edgar Allan Poe, 

Katherine Mansfield, Frank O'Connor, H. E. Bates and others. 

2 
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the short story became a popular 

form of literature, and people realized that it could be shaped independently and by its 

own principles. By the twentieth century, the world began to witness myriad changes 

and vicissitudes — some of immense magnitude and contradictions. Literature came to 

be affected by this. It reflects the momentous events and upheavals of the times from 

the two world wars, to disintegration and re-unification of major nations of the world, 

from ethnic strife to humanitarian global concerns. 

The pace of life has quickened tremendously and people now have a tendency 

to gravitate towards fast paced reading. The story has therefore flourished and has 

become the chief food of millions of readers. 5  

Although the newly acquired colony of Canada was a British North 

American society like no 'other, because of its large French speaking 

population, it took several decades of exploration, immigration and settlement 

throughout what remained of British North America after the American 

Revolution to produce a recognizable indigenous English-Canadian fiction. Even 

then, many of the short stories and novels that emerged, often seemed little 

more than new cloth cut to old styles. Still, some were fashioned to cast new 

meanings on old shapes and to reform old myths for a new nation. One step 

towards the development of early English-Canadian fiction was the use of 

Canadian content in works published in the United Kingdom and the United 

States and written by British and American authors after they had temporarily 

lived in, or briefly visited, British North America. 6  

It has often been remarked that because Canada is a vast country 

composed of scattered pockets of population, its literature is inevitably regional 

in inspiration and character. Certainly, geographical areas vary in ways that, in 
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other parts of the world, are reflected in different .counties rather than different 

provinces and in Canada, this characteristic is not so obviously offset, as it is 

in the U.S., with a drive towards cultural uniformity. The diversity of regions 

attracted a comparable diversity of immigrants whose literature was naturally 

influenced by their different origins and traditions and although the individual 

writer does not necessarily portray or reflect his own region, a regional 

breakdown of the novelists of this period is as convenient a division as any.' 

W. J. Keith in the Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature feels 

that English Canadian fiction in 1940 — 1960 draws few signs of forming a 

coherent literary pattern. There is no sense of a national movement, of 

predominant themes and approaches, of an accepted novelistic technique, or 

even of a concerted attempt to express Canadian or mid - twentieth century 

consciousness. Instead individual writers go their own ways searching for the 

fictional modes that suit them best and sometimes finding them. The two 

decades produced some major works - As for Me and My House (1941), 

Who has seen the Wind (1947), The Mountain and the Valley (1952), The 

Double Hook (1959) The Watch that Ends the Night (1959) and Malcolm 

Lowry 's Under the Volcano (1947). 8  

This period also saw the emergence of several important novelists : 

Hugh MacLennan; Ethel Wilson;, Robertson Davies and Mordecai Richler. 9  

Other writers were Malcolm Lowry, Sheila Watson and Ethel Wilson. 

The short story has had a long and substantial tradition in English 

Canada. The sketches and stories of Thomas McCulloch and Thomas Chandler 

Halliburton first appeared in Halifax newspapers in the 1820s and 1830s 

respectively. From the mid nineteenth century on, stories by Canadian writers 
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frequently appeared not only in Canadian newspapers but in literary magazines 

such as the Literary Garland and the Week and in New York and Boston as 

well. Many writers of short fiction were women. Susanna Moodie, May Agnes 

Fleming, Rosanna Leprohon, Sara Jeannette Duncan, and Susie Frances 

Harrison were among the most prolific. 10  The short story has long been a 

favoured genre among Canadian writers. From Duncan Campbell Scott and 

Stephen Leacock, the succession has been continuous, including writers like 

Morley Callaghan in the 1920s and Sinclair Ross in the 1930s, and continuing 

to contemporary storytellers like Mavis Gallant and Audrey Thomas, W. D. 

Valgardson and John Metcalf " 

The devotion of Canadian writers to the story is all the more striking 

since it has never been a very profitable medium and for a long period during 

the 1940s and 1950s it was hardly publishable, for the popular magazines had 

ceased to print short fiction and the publishers to accept collections of them. 

But the writers kept on producing them, and for a long time, the only 

considerable outlet for them was the CBC, where Robert Weaver would accept 

them for broadcast on radio and then publish the best of them in anthologies 

issued by the Oxford University Press. 12  

It was in the final two decades of the earlier century that a few 

significant collections made their appearance. Gilbert Parker's romantic and 

melodramatic tales of the North-West were collected in Pierre and his People 

(London, 1882) a book that became very popular. 13 	During this time, the 

most important collection, as a work of literature, was the poet Duncan 

Campbell Scott's, In the Village of Viger (Boston 1896), a series of stories 

that in a quiet, superbly controlled manner create the sense of a whole 
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community. A decade and a half later (in 1912) another enduring collection of 

stories appeared. It was Stephen Leacock's Sunshine Sketches of a Little 

Town. Like Scott's book, and like so many other Canadian collections by a 

single author that would come later, it is a series of connected stories unified 

above all by setting, in this case the fictional town of Mariposa." 

Raymond Knister suggests in the introduction to his 1928 anthology, 

Canadian Short Stories that it reflects "a new era" in Canadian short story 

writing; but in fact it can now be seen to signal the end of an era, since 

more than half the book was devoted to writers of an earlier period like 

Roberts, Scott, Thomson, Parker, Norman Duncan and Leacock. The "new era" 

was represented by Knister himself; Thomas Murtha, Morley Callaghan and 

several others who did not continue to write short fiction. The stories of 

Knister, who died tragically at 33, did not appear in • book form until the 

1970s." Murtha who only occasionally published in small American 

magazines produced enough stories that they could be collected in Short 

Stories (1980), but only after his death. Callaghan was the only 1920s writer 

in Knister's anthology to make a name for himself in this period; he went on 

to become the most influential figure in the development of the modern short 

story in Canada. His first collection, A Native Argosy was published in 1929, 

and Now that April's Here and Other Stories in 1936. 16  

The Depression and the Second World War were dry periods in the 

growth of the short story in Canada." The development of a national 

literature is dependent on a great many factors, emotional and even material.  

The modernist movement in poetry and the realist movement in fiction during 

the 1930s might have been ephemeral if World War II had not in many 
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directions increased the Canadian sense of existing , as a separate nation, finally 

detached from the old, imperial links with Britain and anxious to defend itself 

from being absorbed into a continental culture in North America. And any 

national literature depends for its survival on the development of the type of 

infrastructure which we often call a "literary world", meaning the kind of 

ambience in which writers are in touch with each other, in which responsible 

criticism develops, and in which there is a reasonable certainty of publication 

through a network of publishers, periodicals and media, willing to use literary 

material. That a fair number of writers should earn enough to work, without 

having to depend on academic appointments or journalistic chores is also one 

of the signs of a real literary world." Such a world hardly existed in Canada 

before the mid 1960s, but the shifts in national consciousness that began during 

World War II were making it possible. °  

In the 1940s, the direction of Canadian fiction was changed by the 

appearance of two classic novels, Hugh MacLennan's Barometer Rising and 

Sinclair Ross's As For Me and My House. Ross's book was a single 

triumph, a sensitive study not only of the frustration of life in small prairie 

towns but also of the plight of the artist in a country only just emerging from 

a condition of pioneer philistinism. But Barometer Rising was the beginning 

of a distinguished career, for MacLennan dominated the late 1940s and the 

1950s in Canadian writing with his didactic novels. They were popular 

because, like the quasi epics of E. G. Pratt and the early poems of Earle 

Birney, they mirrored the preoccupations of a people , conscious that they were 

coming to terms with their own land and no longer depending on any of their 

various Old Countries. 
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It is, however symptomatic of the change in Canadian writing that since 

the late 1950s, no single figure has dominated any area in the way 

MacLennan then dominated fiction. This is due mainly to the rapid coming to 

maturity of Canadian literature during the past quarter of a century, and the 

notable variegation, in kinds of writing and in ways of writing, that has 

accompanied it. In 1976, Northrop Frye remarked on the colossal verbal 

explosion that has taken place in Canada since 1960. The late and sometimes 

posthumous, publication of short story collections by writers who began their 

careers in the 1920s and 1930s suggests not only minimal enthusiasm for 

Canadian short stories but a lack of periodicals interested in publishing them . 

While the work of novelists in this period received feeble though steady 

support through book publication , serious short fiction on the whole, was 

apparently thought unworthy. However, this prejudice against story collections 

by a single writer was characteristic of American and British as well as 

Canadian publishing. 20  

It was not until after the second world war, that the great leap forward, 

which Knister had thought he was witnessing, actually took place. In the 

1940s, Montreal provided the country with two little magazines - "Preview" 

and "First Statement" - with a contemporary commitment; in 1945 they 

combined to form "Northern Review". Poets were at the center of this literary 

movement and some, notably Irving Layton, P. K. Page and Ralph Gustafson, 

were also writing short stories. 

The most influential anthology of the post — war period was Desmond 

Pacey's, A Book of Canadian Stories (1947) in which the youngest writers 

represented in the 1947 edition were P. K. Page with "The Resignation" and 
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William McConnell with "The Alien". The modern stories included works by 

Ross, Leo Kennedy, Callaghan and Knister. 21  

In the mid-fifties, two writers who went on to have productive careers 

published their first collections — Hugh Garner with The Yellow Sweater and 

Other Stories (1952) and Mavis Gallant with The Other Paris (1956). 

Mavis Gallant is best known for her short stories, most of which first 

appeared in "The New Yorker". Living in Paris, she was not an influential 

presence in Canada during the 1960s and 1970s, yet one cannot ignore her 

unique importance, both for her ironic world view and as a stylist, among 

Canadian writers of fiction. 

Happiness is beyond the reach of most part-discontented expatriates, 

unable to overcome the restraining habits, attitudes and beliefs imposed by 

relationships, families, class or history. Gallant's style — exemplary in its control 

of tone, telling detail, balance, and economy — depends, like her vision, on 

nuance, on slightly disconcerting qualifications and shifts of syntax and 

meaning that sometimes evoke an ambivalent response in the reader. Gallant is 

usually content to dramatize and describe a complex situation without bringing 

it to any resolution. The full meaning and significance of her stories, which 

often have endings without closure, resist easy summation. 22  

Margaret Laurence had a central influence during the literary renaissance 

of the 1960s and 1970s. She became a creative god-mother to an entire 

generation. Her four Canadian novels and one collection of stories, set in the 

fictional town of Manawaka, represent an ambitious and impressive attempt to 

write a comprehensive regional fiction that ultimately has universal concerns. 

Manawaka embodies both an era and a way of life. Laurence is also a 
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feminist writer of authority, who implicitly and explicitly anticipates the work 

of later writers as different as Marian Engel, Margaret Atwood, Jane Rule, 

Audrey Thomas, and Margaret Gibson. 23  If however, her recurring central 

theme is a woman's search for self-understanding and personal fulfillment, this 

always hinges on a simultaneous concern with the self's problematic 

relationship to her community. Self and community are ultimately inseparable; 

to define oneself is an aspect of defining one's community and one's past. 

Another writer of significance is Margaret Atwood. 

Although one instinctively assigns Margaret Atwood and Margaret 

Laurence to separate generations of writers, their careers for the most part 

overlap. Laurence's The Stone Angel (1964) and Atwood's first book of poems 

The Circle Game (1966) appeared within two years of each other. Since then 

Atwood has achieved a substantial critical reputation and wide popularity with 

her prolific output of both poetry and fiction; seventeen books in sixteen years . 

One of the recurring themes or concerns in her fiction is the survival of the 

self, usually female in a society whose personal and public relationships are 

characterized by alienation, domination and exploitation. 

Atwood's 	fiction 	concentrates 	on the existential situation of the 

individual's essential isolation; all relationships are at best tenuous and 

tentative; the self is radically isolated both when it withdraws from, and when 

it returns to society. The emphasis is subjective and psychological; we tend to 

remember the voices and emotional landscape rather than the events of her 

novels, which nevertheless offer a wide ranging criticism of contemporary 

western society. 24 
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At this time public broadcasting was bringing two other writers, Alice 

Munro and Mordecai Richler to the fore. In 1954, the CBC which for some 

years had been broadcasting poetry and short stories in various radio series, 

began a regular weekly programme, "Anthology" The growing interest in the 

short stories that were broadcast justified the publication of four books: 

Canadian Short Stories (1952), Ten for Wednesday Night (1961), Stories 

with John Drainie (1963) and Small Wonders (1982) . 25 Hugh Hood, whose 

stories have often been broadcast, once wrote that "the CBC is far and away 

the most receptive and the fairest - though not the highest- paying market for 

stories that I know of" But the mid-fifties, which saw the disappearance of 

Northern Review also saw the emergence of "The Tamarack Review" (1956 — 

1982) as a medium for short stories, publishing in its early issues work by 

Munro, Richter, Hood, Jack Ludwig and Dave Godfrey. Among older 

magazines, "Queen's Quarterly", the "Canadian Forum" and "The Fiddlehead" 

also published short fiction. 

Since the 1960s , a fair number of other literary magazines have 

provided outlets for the writer of short fiction, including the Malahat Review, 

Exile, Descent and Canadian Fiction Magazine. 26  Through the whole of the 

1950s, only a handful of writers — Hugh Garner, Mavis Gallant, Morley 

Callaghan, Thomas Raddall were able to publish collections of their short 

stories. In Canada, as in England and the United States, it was still assumed 

that books of short stories wouldn't sell. The situation began to change 

dramatically in Canada in the 1960s and it could be argued that in the next 

two decades, the short story became the most interesting and varied literary 

genre in the country. 
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Two major commercial publishing houses — .McClelland and Stewart and 

Macmillan of Canada — have had numerous distinguished short story writers on 

their lists; McClelland and Stewart with Margaret Laurence, Margaret Atwood, 

Rudy Wiebe, Alistair MacLeod, among others, and Macmillan with Alice 

Munro, Mavis Gallant, Jack Hodgins, Guy Vanderhaege and others. The real 

impetus has come from small literary publishers, and in this respect 1966 has 

to be seen as a momentous year in the development of the short story in 

Canada; the year in which Oberon Press was founded in Ottawa. Oberon has 

published Leon Rooke, John Metcalf , Hugh Hood, W .P. Kinsella, Merina 

Summers, W. D. Valgardson and a number of younger writers, as well as its 

short story annuals and a variety of anthologies. 27  At this time came Alice 

Munro's Lives of Girls and Women (1971); about growing up in small town 

Ontario; George Elliott's The Kissing Man (1962), also about small — town 

Ontario. 28  

In recent years there has been a high degree of sophistication found in 

work in short fiction. Writers have acknowledged that these authors are getting 

increasing international recognition of their fiction. It may seem a paradox that 

at the same time, regionalism has become a powerful force in the Canadian 

story. The critic Northrop Frye does not see this as a paradox, however. In an 

interview with Robert Fulford in the short lived literary annual "Aurora" 

( 1 980), he said: "1 think that as a culture matures, it becomes, it becomes 

more regional" .... and added later, "I think the country we know as Canada 

will, in the foreseeable future, be a federation of regions, culturally, rather than 

a single nation". 29  The best regional writers today are as sophisticated as any 

and are read in other countries partly for the insight they provide into the life 
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of a particular locality. 	Jack Hodgins brings myth and magic realism in 

Vancouver island and acknowledges the influence on his work of William 

Faulkner and the South American storytellers. 

On the urban scene, the prolific novelist and short story writer Hugh 

Hood published a collection of linked stories in Around the Mountain: 

Scenes from Montreal Life (1967). Mordecai Richler's collection, The Street 

(1969) deals with Jewish ghetto life in that city. Among many other regional 

writers whose work is marked by literary sophistication are Howard 0' Hagan, 

writing chiefly about the mountain country of Western Canada in The Woman 

who got on Jasper Station. Rudy Wiebe, a writer of powerful, mythic stories 

in Where is the Voice Coming From? and The Angel of the Tar Sands 

and Other Stories and the poet Alden Nowlan, whose stories about small 

town life in New Brunswick were collected in Miracle at Indian River 

(1968). He left an unpublished collection at the time of his death. 3°  

Many strands then, have gone into the pattern of the contemporary 

short story in Canada, making it a genre of significance . 
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III 

A Woman ... called Alice 

To gain an insight into Alice Munro's work it is necessary to understand her 

life and events which have shaped her career. 

Alice Munro, daughter of Robert Eric Laidlaw and Ann Chamney 

Laidlaw, was born in Wingham, Ontario in 1931. 3 ' This was largely a rural 

community not far from Lake Huron. Her childhood was spent on an 

impoverished farm, where her father raised silver foxes. He was a marginal 

farmer, who switched to turkey farming during the 1940s and augmented the 

fluctuating family income by working as a night watchman in the local foundry. At a 

fairly advanced age, he began writing articles and sketches about his own life, and just 

before his death in 1976 completed a novel about a pioneer southwestern Ontario 

family, which was edited and published after his death as The McGregors: A Novel 

of an Ontario family, (1979). Alice's mother had been an elementary school teacher 

in Alberta and Ontario before her marriage, an occupation she was not allowed to 

pursue in the unemployment-ridden Ontario of the depression. Like many of the 

unfulfilled and despairing mothers of Munro's fiction, she expended her energies 

during the formative years of the three Laidlaw children in the nurturing of a family 

under conditions of deprivation and hardship. She fought a long and painful battle 

with Parkinson's disease, to which she succumbed in 1959. 32  

The small town in which Alice lived is Wingham itself but a mile or so west is 

known as lower Town. This small town of about 3000 people is approximately 125 

miles from Toronto, 70 miles from London and 25 miles from the lake-port town of 
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Goderich. Despite being at the junction of two highways and having its own CBC 

radio station, Wingham seems remote. 

The river flowed past the foot of the Laidlaw property on its way from 

Wingham to Lake Huron at Goderich. This river was called Meneseteung before 

being renamed Maitland. This river took on a legendary quality for Alice as she grew 

up. 33 

Alice recalls that though her childhood was at times lonely and isolated, it was 

on the whole a rich and satisfying one: 

I thought my life was interesting. There was always a 

great sense of adventure... we lived outside the whole 

social structure because we didn't live in the town and 

we didn't live in the country. We lived in this kind of 

little ghetto where all the bootleggers and prostitutes 

and hangers-on lived. Those were the people I knew. It 

was a community of outcasts. I had that feeling about 

myself...I didn't belong to any nice middle class so I 

got to know more types of kids. It didn't seem bleak to 

me at the time. It seemed full of interest. 34  

That kind of environment, together with her voracious and indiscriminate 

reading, enabled her early in life to develop a curiosity and excitement about herself 

and her world that helped to direct her towards a writing career. She began her 

schooling at Lower Town School. Life in that school was shaming, vulgar, 

unintelligible and frightening. Yet it taught her to build up her defenses. She learned 

not to confide in people and how to survive random violence and squalor. This is what 

she describes later in the story "Privilege" of Who Do You Think You Are? For two 
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years Alice learned survival skills at Lower Town School. But this schooling 

experience was not what Alice's mother had in mind. She wanted her daughter to get 

into Wingham Public School in town, attended by children of a more genteel class. 

There Alice felt socially dislocated, neither belonging to town or country. Yet some 

of her own ambitions coincided with her mother's goals for her. She consistently 

brought home top marks and prizes for scholastic achievement. She got parts in the 

operetta performed each spring. Alice's mother should have become a successful 

businesswoman with the ideas she had. But sadly when Alice was about twelve, her 

mother developed Parkinson's disease. So by this time Alice took over the mother's 

role in the house. She learned to knit and mend from her grandmother and her sister 35  

During this time Alice read a lot and thought about stories. Growing up in a 

community where feelings were hidden and reading was subject to ridicule, Munro 

was a secret addict. She read all the time even while washing dishes. Five milestones 

stood out, in her childhood , reading: Hans Christian Anderson's "The Little 

Mermaid"; Charles Dickens's A Child's History of England, L. M. Montgomery's 

Emily of New Moon, the poems of Tennyson and Emily Bronte's Wuthering 

Heights. She turned to writing as a way of achieving complete possession. 

Alice realized that if she wanted to go to University she would have to find the 

money herself. So she worked as a maid for a family in Rosedale, a wealthy section of 

Toronto in 1948 when she was between grades 12 and 13. Her only hope of getting 

into University was by winning scholarship money. She did win the money but it was 

barely enough. So to survive, she sold her blood for 15 dollars a pint, she picked 

suckers from tobacco one summer and during the school year she worked part-time in 

Western's Lawson Library and in the London Public Library.36 
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She attended the University of Western Ontario for two years, then 

married and moved with her husband James Munro , to British Columbia, where 

he worked first for the T. Eaton company in Vancouver, then later opened a 

successful bookstore in Victoria. 37  

Alice Ann Laidlaw started writing stories when she was about fifteen 

years old. Catherine Sheldrick Ross in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, 

Vol. 53, says that this was the time when Alice started exploiting her art. 

Because she lived on the outskirts of town, not quite town but not yet country, 

she could not go home for lunch. She spent her noon hours locked in the 

schoolroom writing stories that she never showed to anyone, writing being 

regarded as a freakish activity in Wingham, even for girls. 38  These stories, as 

she has since described them in interviews, were immensely romantic, tales of 

rapes and abortions, the occult, and love that is stronger than death. In 1949, 

she left Wingham for London, Ontario and spent two years at the University of 

Western Ontario. It was not until after her marriage to James Munro in 1951, 

and the couple's move to Vancouver that she started to write from her own 

experience about her native region. Although she had begun writing and 

publishing short stories at the University, her work progressed very slowly as 

she raised a family of three daughters. 

Munro's first published story, "The Dimensions of a Shadow", appeared 

in the University of Western Ontario, student publication, "Folio" in April 1950. 

She recalls that her landlady remarked of this story, which was romantic and 

rather gothic, "Alice, that's not a bit like you," and remembers thinking, 

"That's very odd, that's not like the me you know; and why do you assume 

that's me?" The landlady's surprise was perhaps not to be wondered at, 
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considering how the author had worked to make herself seem like everybody 

else. This was a defense perfected in Wingham, where ridicule was directed 

against anything odd. Later, in the 1950s in West Vancouver, a wife and a 

young mother with a house in the suburbs, she lived, she says, "two 

completely different lives — the real and the absolutely solitary life and the life 

of appearances," pretending to be what everyone wanted her to be. 39  

The Munros lived for twelve years in Vancouver and moved in 1963 to 

Victoria, British Columbia, where they started a shop — Munro's Books. Their 

youngest daughter Andrea was born in 1966 and joined Sheila, born in 1953 

and Jenny, born in 1957. During the 1950s and early 1960s, Munro was 

privately writing the stories that were collected into her first book, from the 

earliest ones, "The Time of Death" and "The Day of the Butterfly" written 

when she was about twenty - three, to the last ones, "Boys and Girls'', "Walker 

Brothers Cowboy" and "Images" written when she was thirty-five. 40  Her first 

published book was Dance of the Happy Shades (1968). It won the Governor 

General's award. However, although the stories that appeared in this collection 

had been sold to the few available Canadian markets for short stories — the 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, the women's magazine "Chatelaine" and 

little magazines such as "Tamarack Review", "Canadian Forum" and "Queen's 

Quarterly", these were years of constant rejections from publishers. Munro 

remained persevering and the award was due recognition of her work. Yet, she 

remained an obscure figure in the Canadian literary scene. 

Her second book Lives of Girls and Women was published in 1971. 

This book was written with a view to producing the conventional novel that 

publishers wanted. Never able to work in an office, Munro typed out draft after draft 
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of Lives of Girls and Women on a table in the laundry room, where heat from the 

washer and dryer would make up for the inadequate antique furnace. She worked at 

the book almost every day for a year but the material had been in her head for ten 

years. Parts were already written for other stories that hadn't worked, such as the 

material about Miss Musgrave that was recycled in the portrayal of the Sheriff family 

in Epilogue: The Photographer. The book achieved more commercial success than 

Dance of the Happy Shades and was the first recipient of the Canadian Bookseller's 

Award for 1971-72. Four printings of its American edition were sold out in a month 

and it was an alternate Book-of-the-Month Club selection in both Canada and the 

U.S. 4I  

By this time the literary climate had changed, and although she had 

been publishing fiction for nearly twenty years, Alice Munro was hailed an 

important new talent. 42 The next collection of stories, Something I've Been 

Meaning to Tell You appeared in 1974. 

The stories were written by her in a year, but sonic of the material had been 

developed earlier. Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You was dedicated to her 

three children. Sheila, Jenny and Andrea. Most of the stories are not autobiographical 

but two stories, "Winter Wind" and "The Ottawa Valley" return to familiar material — 

the grandmother and aunt who represent conventional femininity and the mother with 

Parkinson's disease, the daughter who feels humiliation. During this time her 

marriage to Jim ended and Alice lived separately with the children. The final 

breakaway was the offer of a job in '1973 as a seasonal English instructor teaching a 

summer school creative writing course at Notre Dame University in Nelson, British 

Columbia. She later accepted the post of writer in residence at Western University for 

1974-75. While she was here, Prof Brandon Conron of the Dept. of English 
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nominated her for the degree of doctor of letters, which was awarded to her with the 

citation, "Here, Mr. Chancellor, is an Alice, who, from everyday experience has 

created her own Wonderland." In 1976 the divorce between Jim and Alice Munro was 

finalized and she married Gerald Fremlin an old high school friend. That same year, 

Virginia Barber of New York became Alice's literary agent and sold her stories to the 

New Yorker. This marked the beginning of a long-standing connection. 43  

In 1978, a series of connected stories titled, Who Do You Think You 

Are? was published. Alice Munro won another Governor General's award. It 

was published as the Beggar Maid: Stories of Flo and Rose in the United States and 

U.K. It was short-listed for the Booker Prize. 

The Moons of Jupiter a collection of short stories was published by 

Macmillan in 1983 followed by The Progress of Love in 1986. Friend of 

My Youth was published by Knopf in 1990 and Open Secrets in 1994 by 

Knopf. 

Awards and honours have been bestowed upon Alice Munro, due 

recognition for her contribution to the literary scene in Canada and the world 

over. She was awarded the Governor General's Literary Award in 1969, for 

Dance of the Happy Shades, in 1979 for the Beggar Maid: Stories of Flo 

and Rose and in 1987 for The Progress of Love. She was awarded the 

Canadian Bookseller's Award in 1972 for Lives of Girls and Women. In 

1976, the D.Litt. by the University of Western Ontario was conferred on her. 

The Canada — Australia Literary Prize was awarded to her in 1977. The 

Marian Engel award was awarded to her in 1986 and in 1995 she was 

recipient of the Lannan Literary Award. 
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In 1984 the Atlantis Film adaptation of Munro's story, "Boys and Girls" won 

an Oscar in the live -action-short category. In 1991, Friend of My Youth was short 

listed for the Governor General's Award and won the Trillium Book Award of 

$10,000 for the best book published in 1990 by an Ontario author. It also won the 

Commonwealth Writer's Prize (Canada and Caribbean region). In April Alice Munro 

was awarded the 1990 Canada Council Molson Prize of $50,000 for her "outstanding 

lifetime contribution to the cultural and intellectual life of Canada.'" 

On the one hand Munro was, and still is, the traditional woman, used 

to nurturing, devoted to her children, her second husband and domestic routine. 

She lived a fairly conventional married life until the age of forty when she 

wrote the final draft of Lives of Girls and Women and discovered that 

combining marriage, motherhood, and authorship was close to impossible. 

While she cared for and cooked for her three children and a friend's, she 

worked regularly from nine to two a.m. sleeping on the average four hours a 

night. With her first marriage over, she found herself overworked and admits 

that it took her two years to recover physically from the cumulative strain. 

In 1981, she insists: 

I'm much more aware of people and human 

relationships than when I was younger, and I want 

my children to be happy and I want my marriage 

to be good. I probably want these things in a far 

more conscious way, in a deeper way, than I did 

when I was a young woman. The dutiful young 

mother was a mask for a very strong drive — a kind 

of monomania about being a writer.45 
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Although Munro is mother, wife and homemaker who is seemingly 

unimpressed with her own success, she is neither the naïve intellectual nor 

casual artist she at times pretends to be. She is an extremely sophisticated, 

literate and literary woman with an exciting mind when it comes to a 

discussion of her work and the literary process, and however careful she is of 

other's feelings, quietly does not suffer either impressive thinkers or pretentious 

people gladly. 46  

Her lack of pretension and sympathy for the socially déclassé probably 

derive from a childhood that was characterized by extreme poverty and a 

feeling of dead-endedness. All of her early years she spent in Wingham, 

Ontario, where her father was a fox farmer during the Depression and after he 

went bankrupt in the post-war years, a foundry worker and then a turkey 

farmer. Her early memories are those of living in a kind of limbo in a 

physical setting outside of town; at the end of a dead-end road that didn't 

lead out to the country because the river curved around and cut them oft; and 

it was sort of the last reaches of the town and the road was like the Flats 

Road. She says: 

I've used this same community in Who Do You 

Think You Are? A rural slum wouldn't quite 

describe it. It wasn't part of the town and there 

were a lot of bootleggers. And also this was the 

tail end of the Depression. So there were a lot of 

people who were just out of work but a lot of 

petty marginal type people tended to live in this 

area — so that it was a very different community 
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from the town or the surrounding farming 

community. 47  

Yet it is this kind of setting that prompted her creativity and even 

nurtured it , despite the family home showing terrific effects of poverty both in 

and out. Her artistic sensibility seemed to be encouraged by the location of 

the house among other things. 

By the mid-seventies Alice Munro was definitely established as a major 

writer. From 1977 to 1981, while writing the stories for The Moons of Jupiter, she 

travelled to Australia, China, Reno, and Salt Lake City but said that travelling does 

not affect the writing. She had gone to Australia first in 1979 and her travel expenses 

were covered as part of the award for the Canada-Australia literary Prize. She cut 

short this visit to come back to Canada to accept the Governor General's Award for 

Who Do You Think You Are? She was back as writer in residence at the University 

of Queensland from September to October 1980. While in Queensland she found her 

experience very different from that of the University of British Columbia because 

here the students accepted literature as something of the past and not something they 

could do right then. 

On 29th  June 1981, Munro left for China along with six other Canadian 

writers, who were all guests of the Chinese writer's Association. The book Chinada, 

edited by Gary Goddes, documents this trip with photographs and participants' 

accounts. The Canadian writers spoke at a formal reception — Pat Lane spoke on the 

literature of despair, Suzanne Paradis on the Quebecois experience, Robert Kroetsch 

on the tall tale, Adele Wiseman on dolls and Alice Munro on writing the female 

experience." 
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Despite this international travel, Munro prefers a quiet life. She avoids public 

causes, controversies, and arguments to protect her energy for her work and for her 

personal life. In an unpublished interview with Catherine S. Ross, she says she knows 

the limits of her energy and that her solution is to placate people and to play both 

sides. This was her father's way. In her writing as in her manner, she avoids taking 

sides, because she wants to see a thing all the way around. She resisted any kind of 

preaching. This resistance to lessons in literature began when she was a seven year 

old reading Ryerson Press Sunday-school papers. In her writing she avoids taking a 

political stand of any kind. 

A journalism student in London, Ontario, once asked Alice, "As you get more 

mature, do you plan on writing more interesting subjects?" and the answer was," I 

don't intend to get more mature."4 9  By,1990 Munro had broken down the barriers that 

often separate literary and popular writing. With the book. The Progress of Love 

Munro felt that she was moving away from personal experience toward stories based 

on observation and presented on a wide canvas. 

Alice Munro today is a well-known figure in Canada's literary scene. With 

about six requests a day to make public appearances, give readings, judge contests, 

offer opinions, and grant interviews, she sometimes. fantasizes about escaping her 

public role and living off by herself, with family and friends and writing books under 

some name nobody would know. She lives in a white frame house, with nasturtiums, 

blue delphiniums, raspberry canes, a bird bath and lots of trees in the backyard. 5°  In 

an unpublished interview with her, Catherine Sheldrick Ross observed that her life is 

deliberately removed from the bizarre life of the artist. Munro responded, "It's like 

that comment by Flaubert: "Live an orderly way like a bourgeois so that you can be 

violent and original in your work". 
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In person she is warm, intense and amusing. She is concerned about her 

appearance unlike others who simply let themselves go. Pictures on book jackets 

show an attractive woman with a beautiful smile and dark, curly hair, cut longer in the 

1970s and stylishly short in the 1990s, unlike another of Canada's celebrated short 

story writers, Mavis Gallant who avoided marriage and children so that she would be 

able to write, Alice Munro has used her life as daughter, wife and mother as raw 

Material. It has been said that she is articulate, humourous and approachable and 

never misses a nuance of interaction going on about her. Beverley J. Rasporich says 

that she is an extremely sophisticated, literate and literary woman, an obsessively 

dedicated writer who has served a long apprenticeship, writing continuously since she 

was fourteen years old, a woman with an exacting mind when it comes to a discussion 

of her work and the literary process and however careful she is of other's feelings, 

quietly does not suffer either imprecise thinkers or pretentious people gladly.51 
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The Writer and Her Work 

Alice Munro's first book was Dance of the Happy Shades published in 1968 . 

She was invited by Earle Toppings of Ryerson Press to put together a collection of 

stories for a book. So she collected the stories written during the past fourteen years 

and wrote three new ones. The book has fifteen stories — "Walker Brothers Cowboy" 

"The Shining Houses", "Images", "Thanks for the Ride", "The Office", "An Ounce of 

Cure", "The Time of Death", "Day of the Butterfly", "Boys and Girls", "Postcard", 

"Red Dress — 1946", "Sunday Afternoon", "A Trip to the Coast", "The Peace of 

Utrecht", and "Dance of the Happy Shades". The three new ones she added were 

"Postcard", "Walker Brothers Cowboy" and "Images". These stories present the 

experiences of a young and perceptive narrator. They bring out the narrator's 

awareness of life in Huron County in the 1930s and 1940s. The stories do not really 

have plots. What they offer are a richly textured arrangement of material. Some of the 

stories originate from scenes in Munro's own life; "Red Dress — 1946" is based on her 

recollection of her mother stitching her a dress, "Walker Brothers Cowboy" from the 

experience of going with her father to visit a woman who teaches her to dance. 

Her second book was Lives of Girls and Women. It was published in 1971. 

Munro intended this book to be a novel. However this did not materialize. So, Lives 

of Girls and Women became an apprenticeship novel in eight self-contained but 
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linked sections. They are "The Flats Road", "Heirs of the Living Body", "Princess 

Ida", "Age of Faith", "Changes and Ceremonies", "Lives of Girls and Women", 

"Baptizing" and "Epilogue — The Photographer". It presents the experiences of Del 

Jordan, a perceptive girl from her childhood to maturity. It brings out her encounters 

with outcasts and eccentrics, her awareness of death, her relationship with her mother, 

with her friends, her experiences with religion, art and sexual awakening. The 

epilogue, which was added much later, brings out her vocation as a writer. Many 

elements of Munro's own life emerge in this book — especially the small-town setting, 

the attitudes of people, the confining and humiliating set up of the school, the river 

and some of the characters. 

Her third book Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You, was published in 

1974. It contains stories of small-town childhood and seven stories concerned with 

urban life, adult experience, the complications of marriage and communication 

problems between men and women. Two stories, "Winter Wind" and "The Ottawa 

Valley" are based on autobiographical material. Other stories are "Material", 

"Memorial", "Tell Me Yes or No", "The Spanish Lady". 

Who Do You Think You Are? was Munro's fourth book and was published 

in 1978. It is an autobiographical work. It is a series of linked but self-contained 

stories about a central character ROse, who grows up with her father and stepmother 

Flo, in West Hanratty, a very poor place. The focus in not only on a girl growing up 

but on a woman's married life, her love affairs, her divorce and her career. Rose 

changes her rural accent, moves out from "home", marries Patrick, a young man from 

a wealthy class, takes up acting and in life too assumes roles and strikes poses. She 

finally returns home to discover who she really is. The book contains self-contained 

stories like, "Royal Beatings", "Privilege", "Half a Grapefruit", "Wild Swans", "The 
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Beggar Maid", "Mischief', "Providence", "Simon's Luck", "Spelling", and "Who Do 

You Think You Are?" 

Munro's fifth book The Moons of Jupiter was published in 1982. It has 

stories like, "Chaddeleys and Flemings" which consists of two stories entitled 

"Connection" and "The Stone in the Field"; "Dulse", "The Turkey Season", 

"Accident", "Bardon Bus", "Prue", "Labor Day Dinner", "Mrs. Cross and Mrs. 

Kidd", "Hard-luck Stories", "Visitors" and "The Moons of Jupiter". The stories in this 

collection are about women characters who are older. They are in their forties and 

make discoveries about themselves. They are caught up in disastrous relationships and 

power struggles. They examine ways to cope with life. The first two stories and the 

last one are partly autobiographical. However, the stories in this work are 

unconnected. 

The Progress of Love was published in 1986. It contains stories like "The 

Progress of Love", "Lichen", "Monsieur les Deux Chapeaux", "Miles City," 

"Montana", "Fits", "The Moon in the Orange Street Skating Rink", "Jesse and 

Meribeth", "Eskimo", "A Queer Streak", "Circle of Prayer" and "White Dump". Only 

a minority of the stories use autobiographical or family material. The stories bring out 

different facets of experience in the lives of women. 

in 1990, Munro's next book, Friend of My Youth was published. It has 

stories like "Friend of My Youth", "Five Points", "Meneseteung", "Hold Me Fast, 

Don't Let Me Pass", "Oranges and Apples", "Pictures of the Ice", "Goodness and 

Mercy", "Oh, What Avails", 'Differently", "Wigtime". The characters in this book 

are older and seem to look back upon the past and human experience with 

compassion. They tell stories, they construct themselves and they Put things together . 
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Open Secrets was published in 1994. this book has stories like "Spaceships 

have Landed" and others. 

Alice Munro has written "The Colonel's Hash Resettled", an essay in The 

Narrative Voice: Short Stories and Reflections by Canadian Authors, edited by 

John Metcalf (1972). 

She also wrote "What is Real?" published in the anthology Making It New: 

Contemporary Canadian Stories (1982). She uses an analogy between a story and a 

house and stresses that if works of literature are to have artistic integrity, writers must 

pursue their own visions of reality to the deepest — and possibly the darkest — places in 

their imagination. 
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Viewpoint ... Alice Munro on Her Art 

Writers, like most people cannot live in isolation. They are shaped and 

moulded by others. It is not easy to trace the literary influences that shape a writer. 

We know, however that writers although largely creative and independent themselves, 

learn much and imbibe much from other writers as well-whether they are 

contemporary writers or their predecessors. So in this section I have traced the literary 

influences on Alice Munro. 

In an essay entitled, "Alice Munro and the American South", J. R. 

Struthers discussed the influence on Munro of writers like Eudora Welty and 

James Agee, and in doing so he talked of the way in which both these 

writers were fascinated by the possibilities of photography as a medium and its 

relationship to the kind of realistic writing they carried on. They saw the 

special literalness of photography not as a usurpation of the role of 

imaginative perception but as a means of enhancing it. 52  

Many of the writers whom she acknowledges as having influenced her 

are internationally recognized• practitioners of the short story: Katherine 

Mansfield, Mary Levin, Edna O'Brien, Eudora Welty, Flannery O'Connor, 

Shirley Faessler, Mavis Gallant. Regardless of their diverse origins, these 

writers have in common an ability to transform a mundane, ordinary world 
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into something that is unsettling and mysterious, and most of them are rooted 

strongly in a particular region. 53  She has also been strongly influenced by painters 

like Ken Danby, Christopher Pratt, Jack Chambers, Tom Forrestall and Alex Colville. 

She is very much influenced by Edward Hopper. All these are painters who belong to 

the neo- realist movement. Photography has also had an impact on her. The 

photographs of Diane Arbus and Walker Evans have had the greatest impact on Alice 

Munro. 

Munro was asked by Geoffrey Hancock in an interview what she thought of 

critics who tried to make connections between her and John Metcalf, Clark Blaise, 

Leon Rooke, Mavis Gallant and others. Her answer was: 

I see we are all writing at the same time. And that we 

may write stories ,where it seems the things , we are 

trying to get at are similar. That's about all I can see. 

But later she says, "I admire Mavis's stories 

tremendously without feeling that they're the kind of 

stories I could even write myself. With Clark and John 

and Leon, I feel that sometimes we are working the 

same kind of story."54  

It is the qualitative texture of the regional South, rather than any formal 

influence, that Munro acknowledges, though, as she concedes, her Lives of 

Girls and Women has structural similarities to Welty's The Golden Apples. 

It is difficult, however to trace her techniques to any particular development in 

the short story, for hers is a uniquely private fictional manifestation, born 

simply of precise observation and what seems to be a perpetual sense of 

astonishment about her world.55 
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Alice Munro's views on her art are revealed through articles written by her 

and her opinions in interviews conducted with her by various writers and critics 

among others. 

She has always been rightly reluctant to offer theoretical explanations of 

her methods, for she is quite obviously an anti-dogmatic; the kind of writer 

who works with feeling, ahead of theory. 

As she told Geoff Hancock, when asked about the dramatic action and 

meaning of a story: 

What happens as event doesn't really much matter. 

When the event becomes the thing that matters, the 

story isn't working too well. There has to be a feeling in 

the story. 56  

In an interview published in the New York Times, November 10, 1986, 

Alice Munro says: 

I never intended to be a short-story writer. I 

started writing them because I didn't have time to 

write anything else — I had three children. And then 

I got used to writing stories, so I saw my material 

that way, and now I don't think I'll ever write a 

novel. 

This assertion would appear to be self explanatory and due justification 

for Munro's special interest in the short-story as a form of writing. 

But even on the theoretical level, she is shrewd in defining the 

perimeters of her approach, perhaps negatively rather than positively. She once, 
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for example, in an essay written for John Metcalf s The Narrative Voice - 

entitled, "The Colonel's Hash Resettled", cautioned against attempts to read 

symbolism excessively into her stories. And she was right, for essentially her 

stories are what they say, offering their meaning with often stark directness 

and gaining their effect from their intense visuality, so that they are always 

vivid in the mind's eye which is another way of saying that she has learnt the 

power of the image and how to turn it to the purposes of prose. 

Her visuality is not merely a matter of rendering the surface, the realm 

of mere perception, for she has understood that one of the great advantages of 

any effective imagist technique is that the image not merely presents itself. It 

reverberates with the power of its associations, and even with the intensity of 

its own isolated and illuminated presence. Munro herself conveyed something 

of this when John Metcalf, remarking on the fact that she seemed to glory in 

the surfaces and the textures, asked whether she did not in fact feel "surfaces 

not to be surfaces," and she answered that there was "a kind of magic... about 

everything... a feeling about the intensity of what is there." 57  

In an interview Alan Twigg asked her where she got her ambition to write and 

she simply said: 

It was the only thing I ever wanted to do. I just kept on 

trying. I guess what happens when you are young has a 

great deal to do with it. Isolation feelings of power that 

don't get out in a normal way and maybe coping with 

unusual situations... most writers seem to have 

backgrounds like that." 
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Several critics, including Catherine Sheldrick Ross, in "At Least Part 

Legend", have compared her to the magic realist school of painting, to artists 

like Edward Hopper Jack Chambers, Alex Colville and Ken Danby. The 

subjects of magic realist painters are ordinary objects which are painted in a 

mysterious photographic reality that is described by John Metcalf in his 

conversation with Alice Munro as "the magic of the ordinary". Geoff Hancock 

has briefly commented on its literary variety, pointing out that a writer like 

Robert Kroetsch, sending a group of runaway horses through Woodward's 

Department store, is actually using a common technique of the painters by 

juxtaposing real forms in unlikely places. "The combination of the two forms", 

suggests Hancock, "creates a third meaning, often difficult to explain". In 

Canadian fiction, he determines, documentary realism is magically reshaping 

itself as fiction writers instill humour and hyperbole into the landscape. 59  

Munro has always been one of those fortunate and self-sufficient writers 

who never really become involved in movements or in literary fashions. From 

the start, she has her own view of life, largely as she had lived it herself, and 

her aim was to express it in a fiction distinguished by craftsmanship and clear 

vision rather than by self-conscious artifice. It was a curiously paradoxical 

method of self-cultivation and self-effacement that she followed, for she has 

always written best when her stories or the episodes in her novels are close to 

her own experience in a world she knew, yet at the same time she cultivated a 

prose from which authorly mannerisms were so absent that it seemed as 

though the stories had their own voices. In the process Alice Munro became, 

next to Marian Engel, perhaps Canada's best prose stylist. 6°  

She says: 
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Mostly in my stories I like to look at what people don't 

understand. What we don't understand. What we think 

is happening and what we understand later on, and so 

on. 61 

In an interview with D..1 .R. Bruckner, in the New York Times, April 

17, 1990, Alice Munro said. "There are more stories that I will ever be able 

to write". Most seem to suggest themselves, out of her experience, and to 

compete for her attention. Some originate with anecdotes told by other people, 

or chance remarks overheard. "It may be something slight, a combination of 

the way people are talking on a bus and a look they have", she said. She 

talks about her writing like an explorer and about success and failure in a 

way that reveals an old-fashioned conscience about work: 

I just have to wait for a person to form, she said. 

"The voice usually comes with the character and a 

person gets formed early and distinctly if the story 

is going to work at all. And of course, it may be 

months or years before it works. In my whole 

career, there are only a couple of stories that I 

know simply do not work. And if they don't, you 

know, it is because you're writing too hard, or not 

hard enough". When they do work - after the first 

handwritten drafts, made in note books two or 

three pages a day in three or four-hour sessions 

and repeated rewritings on a type writer for months 

or longer — they become strangers of a sort to their 



36 

author. "What 1 would really like to do with my 

stories is just leave them behind and forget them," 

she says. "I never read one of them except when I 

have to give a reading. I don't; because I always 

want to change things. But 1 wouldn't revise. One 

of the writers I admire a lot, Frank O'Connor, kept 

tinkering, with stories, I think. But I don't think its 

a good idea. 

The stories absorb me completely at the time they 

are taking shape and when I am writing. But then 

afterward, the person who has done them isn't 

quite there anymore... I pin my faith on the next 

story; I always know its really going to work. I 

used to think I would get over that, that I would 

reach some kind of plateau and know that was it. 

But after all these years, I still count on the next 

one to be perfect. 1 guess I'll just go on feeling 

like this till I die. The next story will be the 

perfect one." `' 2  

Alice Munro was born, lives in and largely writes about the same part 

of the world - rural south western Ontario. She says that it is not very 

different from the Midwest. The people are very rooted in the place, and it 

doesn't really matter what happens outside — fame is getting your name in the 

local papers, not in the Toronto Globe and Mail. "Everybody in the 

community is on stage for all the other people", she says. "There's a constant 
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awareness of people watching and listening. And , and this may be particularly 

Canadian - the less you reveal, the more highly thought of you are". 

Most of Munro's stories deal with the written subjectivity of truth our 

inability to see things through other's eyes. "There is a terrific isolation", she 

says, "but there are always attempts made to bridge it, which are endlessly 

interesting. People say I write depressing or pessimistic stories, and I know 

that in my own life, I'm not a pessimistic person, so I think the dark side of 

myself gets expressed in the stories, which the bright side goes on being". 

Many of her characters appear to be isolated and consider themselves 

outsiders - as do many writers. When asked whether she considers herself an 

outsider, she says: 

I've always worked both sides of the fence. I feel 

an outsider but 1 p,o in disguise most of the 

time. I think most writers do. Because I grew up in 

a community where hardly anyone read, let alone 

thought of writing - it wasn't something you could 

convey your interest in when you talked to other 

people. 63  

She states in an interview with Geoff Hancock, when talking about her affinity 

for the short story, "I think the most attractive kind of writing of all is just the single 

story. It satisfies me the way nothing else does." 64  

In a 1973 interview with her, Graente Gibson asked her whether she saw 

herself as trying to record things, like a representational painter. Munro responded by 

saying: 
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I see my technique as being very. traditional, very 

conventional. Yes; sometimes this worries me, because 

I see other people making breakthroughs —if not may be 

it is in a way or thing like, well, I'm not doing the 

current thing, but it isn't really that. It's that I'm slow to 

pick up these ways of doing things which are really so 

good, so effective. But I suppose, I don't even know the 

terms in which one talks about painting, but I suppose 

what I admire is a kind of super realism anyway, like 

I'm crazy about Edward Hopper. Later she admitted 

being fond of Andrew Wyeth and Jack Chambers too. 65  

Commenting further on style in her writing she says: 

I can't write about states of mind. I have to write about 

— I can't have anybody in a room without describing all 

the furniture. 66  

In an interview with Beverley J. Rasporich, Munro comments on literary 

influences and the authorial process. She claims to be influenced by many writers and 

in them admires different qualities: 

There's an American writer named Elizabeth Cullinan 

who writes almost flat stories. The effect is so quiet, and 

half-way through you'll think, "Is she really going to be 

able to pull this off as a story?" and then the afterglow 

of the story is terrific. And I admire that very much. 

That kind of indirection that doesn't look fancy is what 

I'm getting more and more excited' about now.67 
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When asked how real her characters were to her, Alice Munro says, "Oh, very 

real, because they are aspects of myself." She also says that she has never created 

characters like Charles Dickens did for example, who imagined he was conversing 

with his characters as other people: 

In the stories where I'm quite removed from the 

characters... they will have been drawn very much from 

real life. I've either done that or used aspects of myself 

One of the creative characters, I think, is the mother in 

Lives because she is quite a long way from my own 

mother and she has quite a lot of several people in her, 

and actually she is about the only character I feel that I 

have completely created because she is quite different 

from anyone I've ever known." 

She was also asked to comment about criticism that she is limited by being an 

autobiographical writer, in particular, by being a White, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant 

(WASP) one. But while Munro admitted that the statement about WASP philosophy 

was true she also said that the exploration of it was what she was doing. "I can't do 

anything else. I can hardly set myself up as a Jewish writer or an Indian writer... " 6y  

Alice Munro makes use of the Gothic in her work. Beverley J. Rasporich 

wonders why it is that Canadian female authors were preoccupied with the Gothic. 

She observes in this interview: 

You acknowledge that you began to write by trying to 

imitate Southern Gothic stories; in the style of Carson 

McCullers. Marian Engel and Margaret Atwood have a 

penchant for the gothic; and one of your characters 
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effectively remembers Wuthering I !eights. Munro 

admits that that was the biggest book of her life but also 

says that anything that is explored with honesty and 

feeling and excitement on the part ol .  the writer remains 

interesting. She says she admires Jane Austen a lot but, 

"1 don't think I'm in the stream of Jane Austen 

writers"...I mean if you put Charlotte Bronte here and 

Jane Austen here, I'm, on Charlotte Bronte's side of the 

fence. 7°  

Much of Munro's world described by her is stark and seemingly colourless. 

Alan Twigg asks her, "When the kids play I Spy in your stories, they have a hard time 

finding colours. Was your upbringing really that bleak?" She says, "Fairly. I was a 

small child in the Depression. What happens at the school in the book you're referring 

to is true. Nothing is invented". 71  

Many of her stories dwell upon life in the Huron County and present a sordid 

side altogether. Hancock once asked her whether her stories contained a veiled social 

commentary. He observed that in her stories there seemed to be a kind of class system 

present. Munro told him that when she had come back to live in Huron County, she 

thought she had written it out: 

I didn't intend to write any more about it. Because I 

had written "Lives". When I came back, one of the 

things I noticed immediately was the class system. As it 

operates now and as it operated then which is very 

different. Another thing that made me do it was a friend 

of mine was teaching a class on Lives of Girls and 
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Women and one of the women in her class actually 

came from where I grew up. This woman put up her 

hand and said, "I think the class should know that Alice 

Munro came from the wrong side of the tracks." "So to 

her, my vision is suspect. 1 thought, yes, I did, and I 

never realized how much this influenced me and how 

much it is still in this reader's mind." Munro was also 

asked about whether a writer had a social function. To 

this question she said that if a person who has a social 

function gives people guidelines, then the writer does 

not have a function. "Good writing, honest writing is a 

necessity for some people, so a writer is providing a 

necessity." But she also says, "1 think the writer should 

be unaware of this function. I am saying that the art 

which doesn't set out primarily to rouse any sort of 

social attitude or reaction probably succeeds more than 

that which does." She cites Uncle Tom's Cabin as an 

enormous example of what propagandist art can do. So, 

according to her, art works as propaganda. 72  

Alice Munro repudiates the idea that literature is there to teach lessons. She 

does not subscribe to all forms of correctness whether urged by Chinese Marxists 

(which she saw on her visit to China when they adhered to the party line) or 

Methodists or feminists who want strong female role models, or literary censors. 

So much so that in an interview with Ilancock when asked about whether she 

embedded lessons in her stories, she vehemently stated: 
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Ahhh! No lessons. No lessons ever. I didn't even think, 

when I began writing, that I was writing about women 

at all. I just wrote these stories. When I wrote "Lives" it 

didn't cross my mind that I was writing a feminist 

book. 73  

To Alice Munro, literature is an opener of life as she says in her essay "What 

is Real?". She was hurt and expressed as much in an interview with Alan Twigg when 

in Huron County a group of people wanted to keep Lives of Girls and Women, 

Margaret Laurence's The Diviners Steinbecks's Of Mice and Men and Salinger's 

Catcher in the Rye out of high schools. She observes: 

It doesn't particularly bother me about my book because 

my book is going to be around in bookstores. But the 

impulse behind what they are doing bothers me a great 

deal. There is such a total lack of appreciation of what 

literature is about! They feel literature is there to teach 

some great moral 'lesson. They always see literature as 

an influence, not as an opener of life. The lessons they 

want taught are those of fundamentalist Christianity and 

if literature doesn't do this, it's a harmful influence. 

They talk about protecting their children from these 

books. The whole concept of protecting eighteen year 

old children from sexuality is pretty scary and pretty 

sad. Nobody's been forced to read these books anyway. 

The news stories never mention that these books are 

only options. So they're not just protecting their own 
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children. What they're doing is removing the books 

from other people's children. 74  

When asked to comment upon Atwood's theory on Del Jordan in Lives of 

Girls and Women that she writes as an art of redemption and whether her own 

writing was a compensation for loss of the past, Munro simply said: 

Redemption is a pretty strong word. My writing has 

become a way of dealing with life, hanging onto it by 

recreation. That's important. • But it's also a way of 

getting on top of experience. We all have life rushing in 

on us. A writer pretends, by writing about it, to have 

control. Of course a writer actually has no more control 

than anybody else. 75  

In her essay "What is Real?", Munro talks about how people ask her why she 

writes about things that are so depressing. She observes "People can accept almost 

any amount of ugliness if it is contained in a familiar formula, as it is on television, 

but when they come closer to their own place, their own lives, they are much offended 

by lack of editing". But her defence is that she puts a certain incident into a story 

because she needs it there and it belongs there: 

It is the black room at the center of the house with all 

other rooms leading to and away from it. That is all. A 

strange defence. Who told me to write this story? Who 

feels any need of it before it is written? I do. I do, so 

that I might grab off this piece of horrid reality and 

install it where I see fit, even if Hat Nettleton and his 

friends were still around to make me sorry.76 
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And this is her spirited defence of her kind of reality.' 

Vi 

Critical Work on Munro 

Though Alice Munro has been writing for some three decades and 

more, critical attention of any extended sort did not appear until the beginning 

of the 1970s when serious response to her 1968 collection of stories began to 

formulate. She had received, it is true, some attention during the 1950s and 

1960s particularly from "Tamarack Review" editor Robert Weaver, who was 

consistent and perceptive in his praise of her work, but she earned only a line 

or two of objective mention in the 1965 edition of the Literary History of 

Canada; Canadian Literature in English. It was however, the awarding of 

the Governor General's Award for Dance of the Happy Shades that signalled 

to the country as a whole the arrival of a new force in Canadian literature 

even though the initial response to that event focused more on who Munro 

was than on the substance of her fiction. 

To date, serious critical attention has been limited to interviews, articles 

and reviews published in scholarly and academic journals. The first graduate 

thesis on Munro's work came out of Queen's University in 1972, and in the 

ensuing decade her fiction has received increasing attention from graduate 

students across the country as well as abroad. Several interviews have been 

conducted since Mari Sainsby published the first one in 1971, and though 
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some of these are livelier than others, all elicit much the same information 

about her life and career, about the various influences on her work, and about 

her opinions on being simultaneously a writer and a woman in Canada. She has 

been interviewed by Alan Twigg, Geoff Hancock, John Metcalf and others. 

Scholarly articles on Munro show a steady but not spectacular growth, 

with the majority of them thematic in nature, though a few also address 

structural and stylistic natters. The titles of the articles arc revealing , 

suggesting not only the richness of Munro's fiction but also the versatility of 

her critics. Where one speaks of isolation and rejection, another counters with 

confinement and escape, a third with resolution and independence and yet 

another with transience; one discusses her vision, and not to be outdone, 

another her double vision; we have private landscapes and wonderlands, both 

with and without the looking glass; child-women and primitives view with the 

masculine image and the growth of a young artist in her fiction; two critics link 

her with James Joyce, one with the American south and a third, with myth 

and fairy tale. In short, scholarly criticism of Munro to date seems to be 

following the standard exegetical route that all writers routinely undergo, 

perhaps particularly those whose fiction is relatively uncomplicated and 

accessible to a wide range of readers. 77  

Some articles on Munro are "Artist and Woman: Young Lives in Laurence and 

Munro" by Rosalie Murphy Baum; "Our Feeling Exactly", "The Writing of Alice 

Munro", "Papers from Waterloo Conference by Joseph Gold". There are articles that 

are based on comparative study like Heather Cam's "Definitions of Fool: Alice 

Munro's 'Walking on Water' and Margaret Atwood's Two stories about Emma: 'The 

Whirlpool Rapids' and 'Walking on Water' ". There are also articles that take up 
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feminist issues like Barbara Godard's "Heirs of the Living Body: Alice Munro and 

the question of a Female Aesthetic", Marlene Goldman's "Penning in the Bodies: The 

Construction of Gendered Subjects in Alice Munro's Boys and Girls", Helen Hoy's 

"Alice Munro: Unforgettable, Indigestible Messages". Specific articles on narrative 

technique are Katherine J. Mayberry's "Every last thing...Everlasting: Alice Munro 

and the Limits of Narrative; Gerald Noonan's, "Alice Munro's Short Stories and the 

Art that Distrusts Art." 

Extended criticism of Lives of Girls and Women began appearing 

about the mid - 1970s and to date it is this book that has attracted the greatest 

amount of attention. In a 1975 article, Tim Struthers analyses this novel within 

the perspective of its being a Kunstieroman, drawing a number of parallels 

between it and Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, as well as 

making an interesting observation on the closing words of Lives of Girls and 

Women and Ulysses. Del's final word "Yes", Struthers suggests, moves this 

novel, as did Molly Bloom's in Ulysses, 11'0111 irony to affirmation, a position, 

that the "Epilogue" itself supports. Marcia Allentuck argues in her article that 

Lives of Girls and Women along with the stories, "The Office" and "Material" 

provide evidence that the emotional dependence women experience with men is 

difficult, if not impossible to overcome, and John Moss shapes his analysis of 

Lives of Girls and Women to the overall theme of his "Sex and Violence in 

the Canadian Novel". 78  

In the recent past, criticism of Munro has begun moving away from its 

thematic slant towards a concern with structure and style, though there is as 

yet no study exclusively devoted to these formal aspects. If there is the 

beginning of a consistent ideological stance in Munro criticism, it lies, not 
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surprisingly in the feminist approach. Both Rasporich and Allentuck edge into 

this area, but the strongest position taken to date is that by Bronwen Wallace 

in an article published in 1978. Wallace pursues, with reference mainly, to the 

collections of stories, Munro's own implication, made in an interview that 

women, as members of a subject race, have visions and , perceptions that are 

qualitatively different from those of men; indeed, she concludes her perceptive 

study by arguing that the presence of so many selves in a woman constitutes 

her unique strength rather than a weakness. 79  In an article published the 

following year, Nancy Bailey combines a feminist approach with a Jungian 

analysis of the androgynous nature of the female —artist figure. 8°  

In recent years, in the 1990s James Carscallen in The Other Country: 

Patterns in the Writing of Alice Munro (Toronto: ECW Press, 1993) Ajay 

Heble in The Tumble of Reason: Alice Munro's Discourse of Absence 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994) Catherine Sheldrick Ross in Alice 

Munro — A Double Life (Toronto: ECW Press, 1992) and others have 

published critical works on Munro. 81  The themes cover patterns and paradoxes 

that occur in Munro's work, running the gamut of thematic concerns, feminism 

and identity. 

Munro writes about various particular things — rural south-western Ontario, 

Canada. She writes about the lives of girls and women. But because she sees reality 

with truth we can simply say that she is a great writer and one who writes about 

nothing less than human beings." 82  

I have based this study on selected fiction by Alice Munro with special 

reference to Dance of the Happy Shades, Lives of Girls and Women, Who Do You 

Think You Are?, The Moons of Jupiter, The Progress of Love and Friend of My 
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Youth. It depicts the universal appeal of Alice Munro as a writer because her stories, 

even while they bring out realism and regionalism along with feminism and a 

characteristic narrative technique, stretch well beyond the interests of women only. 

Chapter two of this thesis deals with aspects of Munro's Realism, chapter 

three with her unique Regionalism, chapter four with Feminism and chapter five with 

Narrative Technique. Chapter six is the Conclusion. 
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CHAPTER II, 

REALISM 

Realism is used in two ways - to denote a literary movement of the 

nineteenth century, especially in prose fiction (beginning with Balzac in France, 

George Eliot in England, and William Dean Howells in America); and to 

designate a recurrent way of representing life in literature which was typified 

by the writers of this historical movement.' The realist is deliberately selective in 

his material and prefers the average, the commonplace and the everyday over the 

rarer aspects of the contemporary scene. His characters are usually of the middle 

class or (less frequently) the working class — people without highly exceptional 

endowments, who live through ordinary experiences of childhood, adolescence, love, 

marriage, parenthood, infidelity, and death, who find life rather dull and often 

unhappy, though it may be brightened by touches of beauty and joy; but who may, 

under special circumstances, display something akin to heroism. 

It is well, however, to reserve the term "realist" for writers who render a 

subject seriously, and as though it were a direct reflection of the usual order 

of experience, without too patently shaping it, as do Fielding and Austen, into 

a tightly wrought comic or ironic pattern. The technical term, "realistic novel", 

however is more usefully applied to works which are realistic both in subject 

and throughout, the whole rather than in parts - works such as William Dean 

Howells The Rise of Silas Lapham, Arnold Bennett's novels about the "Five 

Towns" and Sinclair Lewis' Main Street. 2 
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Alison Lee (Realism of Power - Post Modem British Fiction) feels that 

Realism has little to do with reality. It is rather, a critical construct which 

developed in a particular social and ideological context. 

The Realist movement endorsed a particular way of looking at art and life 

as though there was a direct correspondence between the two. The critical 

method then, involved charting the similarities and differences between 

experiential reality and the artist's transcription of it, assuming, of course, that 

experiential reality was common to all.' 

in his work entitled, "It Needs To Be Said" Frederick Philip Grove 

speaks of realism not being a matter of the choice of subject but a matter of 

literary procedure. :Fie says that in answer to the question "What, then is 

realism?", he finds answer in Annandale's dictionary, "The endeavour to 

reproduce nature or to describe real life just as it appears to the artist." 

Realism is sometimes called the "objective method." If realism consisted in 

nothing but the unimpassioned un-tinged or objective reproduction of that which is, 

we might perhaps look at life itself instead of at a work of realistic art. 4  Before a 

work of literature can be a work of realism, it must be a work of art and conform to 

the canon of art: and in art the artist is an indispensable medium through which we see 

things.';  

Grove, in his essay, "Realism in Literature", goes on to emphasize that just as 

God is omnipresent in the world, the artist is omnipresent in his work. The realist, 

while necessarily, by the mere conception of his work as a work of art, is omnipresent 

within it:, must, as it were, remain invisible as a bodily or mental or emotional 

concrescence. The artist or the realist must mirror in his presentation., an emotional 

response to the outside world and to life, which is, as nearly as such things can be, as 
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universal response or at least capable of becoming such. A work of literature or of 

any other craft is a work of art exactly to that extent to which it disengages the 

generally tragic reaction of the human soul, to the fundamental conditions of man's 

life on earth. 6  

True realism always develops a conflict in such a manner that we see all sides, 

understand all sides, sympathize with all sides taken separately and yet cannot tell 

how that conflict can be avoided, which as it unfolds itself, crushes our sensibilities.' 

Grove refers to three criteria 10 distinguish realistic art from romantic art. He very 

perceptively comments firstly, on how the creative spirit, in realistic art will never 

appear in the first person; whatever it has to say, it will say indirectly, through the 

medium of action and character; it will submerge itself in the world of appearances. 

Secondly, he says, it will, in the indispensable and unavoidable interpretation which 

all artistic activity implies, aim at giving an as nearly universally valid reaction to the 

outside world as is possible to its own limitations. Third, it will place itself and 

thereby the reader, in the heart of things in such a way that they look on at what is 

happening from the inside as if they were themselves a world consciousness, which 

has its ramifications in all human beings that appear on the stage of the work of 

literature. The older group of writers in Canada like Ethel Wilson, Morley Callaghan, 

Hugh MacLennan, Sinclair Ross and Frederick Phillip Grove approached the 

Canadian fact with a perspective shaped in part by influences from outside Canada. 

Groups of writers, as Hallvard Dahlie points out, in Canadian Writers and their 

Works : , can be seen as contributing a fictional extension of the documentary impulse 

in Canadian literature, a tendency that had its roots in the exploration and settlement 

literature of the nineteenth century. To this day, as writers like Pierre Breton and 
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Farley Mowat amply demonstrate, the documentary approach to Canadian experience 

is very strongly entrenched in literature. 8  

Aesthetically, of course, this impulse has been best served by realism, and at 

mid-century Canada was still very much preoccupied with this approach to literature 

and the other arts. Grove and Callaghan had been writing realistic novels about 

Canada's rural and urban worlds for some three decades, and they very much 

dominated the fictional scene in the period between the wars, just as the group of 

seven dominated the visual arts scene. Middle class, serious and practical attitudes 

remained firmly entrenched and there was no demand for formal experimentation or 

any metaphysical reassessment of reality; the imaginative, but recognizable, depiction 

of man struggling against a vast and harsh country by and large sustained writer and 

reader alike well into this century. 9  

Hut the immediate postwar period also saw the beginnings of a departure from 

the various forms of realism., a movement that derived from metaphysical as well as 

soc:ial and psychological reassessments of reality. Faint hints of this modulation had 

sounded occasionally in some of the fiction of the traditional realists, as in Ross's As 

for Me and My House (1941) and Grove's The Master of the MIO. (1944) but 

essentially it was a manifestation of the cosmic reverberations produced by the 

holocaust of the war and the lingering uncertainties of its aftermath. In fiction, a 

major aesthetic formulation of this development appeared in the work of Malcolm 

Lowry, an exile, who exploited the simultaneous existence of wonder and terror in the 

coastal landscape he so quickly adopted as his private paradise. Over the next couple 

of decades, such indigenous writers as Sheila Watson and Robert Kroetsch 

contributed their metaphorical versions of Canadian landscapes and mythologies, and 

it may well be that their works represent the vanguard of a fictional movement that 
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will accelerate if the intellectual and artistic climate of the nation is appropriately 

mod i fled. °  

In the 1940s and 1950s the short story as a form was not a very profitable 

medium. But writers kept on producing them, and for a long tine the only 

considerable outlet for them was the CBC, where Robert Weaver would accept them 

for broadcast on radio and then publish the best of them in anthologies issued by the 

Oxford University Press. 

Alice Munro began to write at this time and submitted her stories to Weaver 

who immediately recognized the unique combination of a documentary approach and 

a clear luminous style that gave them their special feeling of magic realism." She 

do , i .!:s not subscribe to the formal experimentation of writers like Audrey Thomas and 

R.ohert Kroetsch but does evoke their metaphysical disturbances and uncertainties, a 

situation which in her fiction takes on an added intensity simply because the world 

she normally depicts is such an empirically recognizable one. The photographer 

Diane Arbus (1923•71) once cryptically remarked that, "A photograph is a secret 

abm.it a secret. The more it tells you, the less you know." For Alice Munro, writing 

too, involves this delicate balance of concealment and revelation. In, "The Ottawa 

Valley", at the end of her third work, Something I've been Meaning to Tell You, 

she implicitly comments on these paradoxical ingredients of her fiction, using the 

analogy of the photograph. "Now I look at what I have done and it is like a series of 

snapsh.ots, like the brownish snapshots with fancy borders that my parents' "old 

camera used to take". 12  

Yet Dahlie argues that for the moment, there is seemingly no profound or 

pervasive break with the tenets of realism, and perhaps the most that one can detect is 

a tension between the traditional and experimental aesthetic patterns and their 
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accompanying metaphysical rationales. And in a very real sense, Munro occupies 

both these fictional worlds: her fiction is tangibly rooted in the social realism of the 

rural and small-town world of her own experience, but it insistently explores what lies 

beyond the bounds of empirical reality. Her fiction clearly reflects that it is what the 

surface conceals rather than what it reveals that is central to her vision. 

Munro is a realist, a super—realist and a visionary documentary writer. Each 

term is related in some way to photography or to twentieth century photographic 

realism in the visual arts arid yet each term suggests a widely differing connotation. 

For George Bowering, Alice Munro belongs to the ranks of "realist" writers, who as 

Boweri.ng sardonically comments, "tell the normal realist story of sensitive child 

growing up to be "disillusioned but wisely maladjusted adult". Only the post 

modernist writer, claims Bowering, shares the photographic vision of a Cartier — 

Bresson, For whom subjecl, object and camera merge in a moment of creation, More 

recently, in a review of The Moons of Jupiter (1982), Alexa DeWiel carries 

Bowering's denunciation Maher; Munro is a "superb chronicler of detail", her 

dexriptions are "graphic domestic and geographical," but her characters are 

"dissected," "analyzed", and finally, "lifeless". This definition of literary realism — the 

artist as a mindless cataloguer- proves inadequate when one analyses Munro's 

treatment of the external world. Indeed Munro formulates her own defense in a short 

essay entitled "What is Real'? . 

"Yes, I use bits of what is real, in the sense of being really there and really 

happening, in the world, as most people see it, and I transform it into something that 

is really there and really happening in my story." 13  

Lorraine U. York perceptively points out two levels of reality for Munro; the 

external reality which serves as a creative stimulus, and the self-contained reality of 
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her fictions. Searching for a term which would accord more precisely with Munro's 

views of realism and reality, critics have turned to the visual arts. "Super-realism", 

and "neo-realism", "hyperreal ism", "magical realism" and "photographic realism" all 

refer to a particular school of North American painters — painters of the 1970s and 

1980s who have turned from abstraction back to representation. Hyperrealism, in fact, 

is a term associated with the work of Jean liaudrillard who defined it as the 

motion I Otis reduplication of the real, preferably through another reproductive medium, 

such as photography. In Canada, the artists associated with this neo-realist movement 

include Ken Danby, Christopher Pratt, Jack Chambers, Tom Forrestall, and Alex 

Colville. Yet Munro saves her highest praise, however, for the work of an earlier 

super-realist, Edward Hopper. When asked whether she recorded things like a 

representational painter, Munro said: 

I see my technique as being very traditional, very 

conventional...I suppose, I don't even know the terms 

in which one talks about painting, but 1 suppose what 

admire is a kind of super realism anyway, like I'm crazy 

about Edward hopper.'` 

There is a challenging ambivalence in Alice Munro's stories and her open 

ended episodic novels, a glimmering fluctuation between actuality and fictional 

reality, or, if one prefers it, a tension between autobiography and invention which she 

manipulates so superbly that both elements are used to the full, and in the process 

enrich each other. The paperback edition of Munro's second novel, Who Do You 

Think You Are? bears on I ts cover the reproduction of a neo-realist painting by Ken 

Danby, called, "The Sunbather". It has no illustrative function; none of the episodes 

that make up the novel concerns or even mentions sun bathing. Yet it is hard to think 
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of a. painting that could have been better chosen to convey the special tone and flavour 

of Pitunro's writing. 

A girl sits naked on a partly shaded patch of grass, her knees drawn up, her 

arms resting on them, her cheek resting on a wrist. Everything is rendered with the 

meticulous exactitude that only tempera, as a medium, makes possible — the tones of 

the gently tanning skin perfectly caught, the grass blades spiky, yet pliable in the 

darkening green of high summer; the girls face shows neither joy nor discontent, but a 

kind of indrawn pensiveness. Yet the realism, precise and particular as it may be, is 

much more than mimetic. The artist is not merely representing life, not merely 

reco:rding how a particular girl with rather greasy hair and a largish bottom looked 

when she sat on the grass on a certain day in July. He is creating an image, outside 

and place, that stands in our minds not merely as a painted surface but as an 

epitome, a focusing of several generalities that come together in its eternal moment - 

generalities like youth and girlishness and the benison of sunlight and the suggestion 

of fertility that we sense in the girls broad hips and at the same time in the springing 

green of the grass and weak leaves among which she sits. 

And this, except that she is using words rather than paint v. ,  impress her 

images on the mind, is very :near to what Alice Munro tries to do. Just as magic realist 

painters create a kind of super-reality by the impeccable presentation of details in a 

preternaturally clear light, and in this way isolate their images from mere actuality, so 

Munro has combined documentary methods with a style as clear as the tempera 

medium in painting." Essentially, her stories are what they say, offering their 

meaning with often stark directness and gaining their effect from their intense 

visuality, so that they are always vivid in the minds eye. She learnt the power of the 

image and how to turn it to the purposes of prose. 
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leer visuality is not merely a matter of rendering the surface, the realm of mere 

perception, for she has understood that one of the great advantages of any effective 

imagist technique is that the image not merely presents itself. It reverberates with the 

power of its association, and even with the intensity of its own isolated and 

illuminated presence. Munro herself conveyed something of this when John Metcalf, 

remarking on the fact that she seemed to "glory in surfaces and textures", asked 

whether she did not in fact, feel "surfaces not to be surfaces", and she answered that 

there was a kind of magic about everything... a feeling about the intensity of what is 

there. 16  

[allvard Dahlie is of the opinion that Alice Munro belongs in two fictional 

worlds, that of literary realism and that in which empirical reality is transformed into 

something qualitatively different. The materials of her fiction are the ordinary 

everyday components of the recognizable worlds of South Western Ontario and the 

Pacific coast. But in many respects her fiction represents the very antithesis of literal 

docomentation. The tones and nuances of her art bespeak a sensitive and profound 

explorer of empirical reality, one who is not at all comfortable with untested moral 

and philosophical precepts. Entry into Munro's fictional world is not as easy or direct 

as it see:ms. Yet a statement from a later story reminds us that this world is accessible, 

given our willingness to transcend the literal; "The world that we acceOt — you know, 

external reality is nothing like so fixed as we have been led to believe. It responds to 

more methods of control than we are conditioned to accept." 17  

Formally, Munro's concern with this conjunction of appearance and reality, 

has to date, been more frequently manifested in the short story than in the novel, 

though two of her first four books Lives of Girls and Women and Who Do You 

Think You Are? suggest the interchangeability of these two genres. It seems that the 
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more concentrated form of the short story allows her to attach added intensity to the 

dilemmas her protagonists thee, or perhaps, more accurately, to leave them with those 

tensions suspended that a novel would more typically resolve. For what Munro 

characteristically explores are those areas of reality and experience which are not 

resolvable; the imprecise boundaries between the rational and the irrational, the 

juxtaposition of familiar and comfortable worlds and sudden intrusions of terror, and 

the relationships among the many facets of certainty, uncertainty, and illusion. In this 

respect, her two collections of disparate short stories, Dance of the Happy Shades 

and Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You can be seen as tentative 

explorations of these junctures, while Lives of Girls and Women and the interrelated 

stories of Flo and Rose in Who Do You Think You Are? reflect those dilemmas 

being brought to some degree of resolution. 18 

Ordinary life is what NItinro dwells upon and begins "Walker Brothers 

Cowboy" in Dance of the happy Shades with a perfectly ordinary statement — After 

supper my father says, "Want to go down and see if the Lake's still there?" 

Ordinarin.ess is further suggested with a reference to the present day scenario - the 

mother sewing under the dining room light, making clothes for the girl narrator 

against the opening of school and a brother lying in bed in the "little screened porch at 

the end of the front verandah, ,calling mournfully, "Bring me an ice-cream cone! To 

merit the .retort from his sister, "You will be asleep!" 19  

Already Munro has begun the piling up of detail; describing e . i en seemingly 

insignificant, meaningless facts just for achieving the final intention — giving the 

reader a stark reality of this rural set up. Here is a story that brings out a child's 

perception of life through a visit with her father, to the home of Nora Cronin, a 

spinster who in days gone by was his old sweetheart. This is a story of childhood like 
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"Images" and "Boys and Girls" and is important because like the other two stories it 

brings out the decaying rural life in Canada. 

The setting of this story is Tuppertown, an old town on Lake Huron, an old 

grain port. Dereliction is indicated with the description of the town — the "factory with 

the boarded up windows", a lumber yard whose high wooden gates are locked for the 

night. There is a description of defeated -jumble of sheds and small junkyards" with 

"humble nameless seeds all around". Rural life and its pastimes are dwelt upon with a 

reference to children who were playing but the narrator admits to not being a part of it 

- the games however are typically rustic: 

Children, of their own will, draw apart, separate into 

islands of two or one under the heavy trees, occupying 

themselves in such solitary ways as I do all day, 

planting pebbles in the dirt or writing in it with a stick. 

20 

The family have seen better days on a fox farm and have now been compelled 

to move to Tuppertown where Ben Jordan has taken up peddling patent medicines, 

spices and food flavourings distributed by Walker Brothers. 

"Walker Brothers Cowboy", the opening story of the book, takes us to a time 

when the silver fox farm has failed and Ben Jordan has taken up peddling the patent 

medicines, spices and food flavourings distributed by Walker Brothers. The story — 

told by his daughter, who does not name herself — begins by relating this time of 

stress and scarcity to the slightly better past on the farm. The girl's mother also 

unnamed, tries desperately to maintain self-respect in a situation she sees as a 

demeaning loss of social face, even though in fact she lives physic;ally better in the 

town than on the farm: 
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Fate has thing us onto a street of poor people (it does 

not matter that we were poor before, that was a different 

sort of poverty), and the only way to take this, as she 

sees it, is with dignity, with bitterness, with no 

reconciliation. No bathroom with a claw-footed tub and 

a flush toilet is going to comfort her, nor water on to 

and sidewalks past the house and milk in bottles, not 

even the two movie theatres and the Venus restaurant 

and Woolworth's. So marvellous it has live Wills 

singing in its fan-cooled corners and fish as tiny as 

fingernails, as bright as moons, swimming in its green 

tanks. My mother does not care. 21  

The father, more self-contained, more ironic, finds ways to live with 

depression conditions and salvage his pride. As the story opens we see him walking 

with his daughter beside Lake Huron and telling her how the great Lakes were gouged 

out of the earth by the ice coming down from the north. Clearly the girl prefers her 

father's company to her mother's: 

She walks serenely like a lady shopping, like a lady 

shopping, past the housewives in loose belt-less dresses 

torn under the arms. With me, her creation, wretched 

curls and flaunting hair bow, scrubbed knees and white 

socks- all I do not want to be. I loathe even my name 

when she says it in public, in a voice so high, proud and 

ringing, deliberately different from the voice of any 

other mother on the street.22 
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Travelling his route of the desperate dusty farmlands, Ben Jordan light-

heartedly looks at his situation by improvising as he rides, a kind of endless ballad of 

his adventures on the road and this becomes a leitmotiv one day when he sets out 

with the girl and her brother. Leaving his Walker Brothers territory, he takes them to 

a farmhouse with Catholic emblems on the wall and an old woman dozing in a corner. 

Here lives a woman who was once his sweetheart. On announcing that he is the 

Walker :Brothers man, the woman, whom he meets after many years retorts: 

George Golley is our Walker Brothers man, and he was 

out here no more than a week ago. "Oh my Lord God", 

she says harshly, It's you." His humourous reply, "It 

was, the last lime I looked in the mirror."23  

This marks the beginning of the "liaison" in the home of Nora Cronin. The girl 

narrator becomes aware that the people we know may have dimensions to their lives 

of i,..,/hich to this point, we have been unaware. The sense of something theatrical and 

unreal and different from ordinary life is given by the fact that Ben Jordan and his old 

sweetheart Nora Cronin, name each other, but nobody else in the - story is named. The 

strangeness of the hitherto unknown past is framed within the nameless ordinariness 

of the present. 

And later to his question: 

"Nora, you better tell me, is it still Miss or have you got 

a husband hiding in the woodshed?" she retorts, "If 1 

had a husband, that's not where I'd keep him, Ben," 24  

making the little girl CODSC101.IS of the laughter that follows this exchange of words. It 

indicates a dubious consensus and a bonhomie not apparent in the relationship Ben 
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has with his ailing wife. Nora Cronin's blind old mother is presented to her here and 

the narrator describes a close - up of the woman: 

Blind! This is the first blind person I have ever seen 

close up. Her eyes are closed, the eyelids sunk away 

down, showing no shape of the eyeball, just hollows. 

From one hollow comes a drop of silver liquid, a 

medicine, or a miraculous tear. 25  

At this point in. the story, the little girl becomes observer to a new kind of 

reality --- not just observing people and events but also entering into a process. A 

process wherein certain discoveries are made — not to be divulged obviously, to the 

mother. A conversation is carried on by Ben Jordan, Nora and her mother whose mind 

tends to wander in hei: .  senility. Much of Munro's reality depends upon describing 

scenes and people clearly in the mind's eye. We in real life tend to establish and 

understand better a person or character first by recognizing what they look like and 

then proceeding to the mind., emotions and feelings. 

Arid that is what Munro proceeds to do. Having established the physical and 

personal attributes of Nora and her mother, the girl narrator observes a little more. 

When she expresses a desire to stay on while the adult conversation continues, she 

looks at the rooms around her the front room, the kitchen all of which contribute to 

that real setting. Looking at the picture on the wall of Mary, the mother of Jesus, the 

girl concludes that Nora must be Roman Catholic. Here she admits that she has never 

known Roman Catholics at all well and is reminded of what her grandmother and her 

Aunt Jena used to say to indicate that someone was a Catholic. "So-and-so digs with 

the wrong foot,"26  they would say. And the girl further validates this statement when 

she says that that was what they would say about Nora. Later towards the end of the 
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story, on their way home, when her father stops to get a package of licorice she thinks 

once more, "She digs with the wrong foot" 27  and the words now seem sad, dark and 

perverse. A lot has occurred in the intervening period in which Ben is at his liveliest, 

mimicking himself as he goes about peddling his wares and provoking hearty laughter 

from. Nora. The Walker Brothers song which he sings after the girl prods him brings 

on fttrther laughter. It would seem a fitting conclusion to have dancing after this. Nora 

persuades the girl to dance, divulging to her how Ben was a good darter. However 

the gyrating duo and their apparent fun does not provoke Ben to respond to Nora's 

invitation to dance. He declines, even though Nora says "I.can drink alone but I can't 

dance alone."28  It seemed as if a line has suddenly been drawn and strictures enforced 

— for this little foray into a world of laughter and fun comes to an end. 

This is when, at the end of the story, the girl arrives at a realization that even 

though her father does not say anything to her about not mentioning thongs at home, 

she knew and understood from her father's thoughtfulness that there are things not to 

be mentioned. The whisky, maybe the dancing. Because it is she who is observant and 

notices things, she is expected not to share the earlier incidents unlike her brother of 

whom she says, "he does not notice enough." 29  It seems as if she bears the burden 

because she is observant herself. 

This theme of arriving at a realization continues in the story "Images". The 

story begins with the girl, unnamed once more and merely a spectator, remembering 

her coarse cousin Mary McQuade who came in to the house to act as a kind of nurse 

in family crises. Another ordinary woman in an ordinary family but together with the 

others dwelling in this "real" world appear luminous to the reader. Mai) .  McQuade is 

a formidable personality who the girl narrator pretends not to remember. She comes to 
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the -gratidma's house" complete with uniform and the ability to handle all kinds of 

chores from washing clothes to cooking and teasing the girl's father, Ben Jordan: 

She says that her father too, had altered since her coming. When he came in 

for his meals, she was always waiting for him, some joke swelling her up like a bull 

frog, making her "ferocious looking and red in the face." 3°  It is with IVIitry McQuade 

that her father returns to family ways which meant he became coarse and crude and 

indulged in insensitive teasing with sexual overtones. And the heavier and coarser and 

more impossible she became, the more she would be teased. And in a setting where 

there is no electricity in the light of a lamp on a table, the father and Mary McQuade 

threw gigantic shadows, whose heads wagged clumsily with their talk and laughing. 

WI-len asked, "What are you dreaming about?" the girl says she was not dreaming but 

trying to understand the danger and read the signs of "invasion". 31  And this 

understanding dawns later in the story. 

A trip with her father to look at the traps makes her a part of reality that she 

finds both brutal and insensitive. When he drowns a captive musk rat she says, "1 did 

not understand or care. I only wanted, but did not dare to touch the stiff, soaked body, 

a fact of death. 32  Her father expects her to be a part of the goings-on and not complain 

about it. (We see this aspect in the story "Boys and Girls" too.) The girl says: 

My face, my hands, my feet grew cold, but I did not 

mention it 1 could not, to my father. And he never told 

me to be careful, to stay away from the edge of the 

water, he took it for granted that I would have sense 

enough not to fall in. 33  

An element of suspense and horror is introduced here by Munro, contributing 

to the dark nameless fears the girl has all this while been harbouring. And when she 
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sees a horrendous looking creature emerging towards her out of the thick bushes she 

is reminded of all these fears. She says: 

People say they have been paralyzed by fear, but I was 

transfixed, as if struck by lightning and what hit me did 

not feel like fear so much as recognition. I was not 

surprised. This is the sight that does not surprise you, 

the thing you have always known was there that comes 

so naturally, moving delicately and contentedly and in 

no hurry, Evi if it was made, in the first place from a 

wish of:yours,. a hope of something :final, terrifying. All 

my life 1.  had known there was a man like this and that 

he was behind doors, around the corner at the dark end 

of a hal1. 34  

These "nameless" fears take shape and a name attributed to a real person who 

is Joe nipper'. He is a crazy recluse who patrols the river bank with an axe in search 

of imagined enemies. 'They g6 with him to the cellar where he has been living since 

his house burned down. All the while, the presence of his hatchet is disconcerting to 

the girl. The cellar has strange and unpleasant smells all around and is inhabited by a 

huge,, grey tomcat with sullen eyes who is fed whisky by Joe. The unknown "Silases" 

haunt Joe who predicts that they will burn him in his bed. On the way home after this 

rather uncomfortable visit the girl's question "Why did he have an axe?" provokes a 

spirited defence from Ben Jordan, who tells her that Joe did not mean any harm with 

the: axe:. It was just his habit. He cautions her not to say anything about it at home 

to the mother or to Maly. Because as he says, "They might be scared about it. 

You and me aren't but they might be". 35  This sharing of confidences and experience 
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contributes to a bonding, a filial link between them especially at the end of the story. 

While 13en Jordan tells Mary about the conditions in which Joe now lives, he talks 

about the cat and the whisky but leaves out the hatchet, hearing which Mary 

indignantly says: 

"A man that'd do a thing like that ought to be locked 

up" "Maybe so" my father said. "Just the same I hope 

they don't get him for a while, Old Joe." "Eat your 

supper" Mary said, bending over me. I did not for some 

time realize that I was no longer afraid of her. "Look at 

her", she said. "Her eyes, dropping out of her head, all 

she's been and seen. Was he feeding the whisky to her 

too?" 

"Not a drop, said my father, and looked steadily down 

the table at me. Like the children in fairy stories who 

have seen their parents make pacts with terrifying 

strangers, who have discovered that our fears are based 

on nothing but the truth, but who come back from 

marvelous escapes and take up their knives and forks, 

with humility and good manners, prepared to live 

happily ever after — like them, dazed and powerful with 

secrets, 1 never said a word. 36  

The story brings out the relationship between parent and child, creating images 

of solidarity to a cause never to be betrayed. Munro uses the phrase, "prepared to live 

happily ever after" suggestive of a fairy story but the reality is completely different. 

To 1.: le able to live "happily ever after" one has to comply with the requirements of a 
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relationship and maintain a confidentiality which strengthens the relationship further. 

This is the realization which dawns upon the girl in this story. 

In this story, the 111.in.1 link is complete. The father puts his trust in his 

daughter, and she keeps it in a kind of complicity io protect the strange and eccentric 

and unpopular in human behaviour — a complicity that re-emerges in Munro's fiction. 

In "Images" Munro paints a picture in words. She is a prose stylist. Therefore 

in this story we have a documentary quality. It depicts the society that Munro best 

knew a rural culture with its own rules and norms of behaviour. We see the 

decaying rural life and fears through the narrative of the child. But the impact the 

story has is also magical. Its title is suggestive of the power of the image to Munro. 

One effective imagist technique is that the image presented has its own intensity and 

meaning. This delineation of detail with its element of fantasy brings out her magic 

realism. 

In "Boys and Girls one of Munro's most moving and powerful stories, the 

trust between father and daughter, is broken and that is one of the complex aspects of 

growing up, involving as it does the girl's gradual realization of the difference 

between the sexes, that in the end, and no matter what Freud may have said, makes 

fathers see sons as their successors and makes men stand together. The action of this 

story takes place entirely on the fox farm: 

My father was a fox farmer. That is, he raised silver 

foxes, in pens; and in the fall and early winter, when 

their fur was prime, he killed them and skinned them 

and sold their pelts to the Hudson's Bay Company or 

the Montreal Fur Traders. These companies supplied us 

with heroic calendars to hang, one on each side o the 
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kitchen door. Against a background of cold blue sky 

and black pine forests and treacherous northern rivers, 

plumed adventurers planted the flags of England or of 

France; magnificent savages bent their backs to the 

portage. 37  

The children in the story are always a part of the scene — the boy Laird and the 

girl.. The smell of the blood and animal fat, while the foxes are being skinned is 

"reassuringly seasonal" to the girl narrator "like the smell of oranges and pine 

needles". And yet it was not the "outside" in winter that frightened them but the 

"inside" — the room where they slept. In this story Munro describes the house, the 

farm, the foxes and uses restraint when describing the people. In the midst of this 

scenario at the farm, the girl retires into a world of her own — a private one at night, 

when she told herself stories night after night — stories of valour and rescues. But it is 

the fox farm and the foxes that dominate the story. To bring the reality of the situation 

to the reader, Munro describes the world in which the foxes lived: 

Naming theirs did not make pets out of them, or 

anything like it. Nobody but my father ever went into 

the pens, and he had twice had blood-poisoning from 

bites. When I was bringing them their water they 

prowled up and down on the paths they had made inside 

their pens, barking seldom — they saved that for 

nighttime, when they might get up a chorus of 

community frenzy — but always watching me, their eyes 

burning, clear gold, in their pointed, malevolent faces. 

They were beautiful for their delicate legs and heavy 
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aristocratic tails and the bright fur sprinkled on dark 

down their backs — which gave them their name — but 

especially for their faces, drawn exquisitely sharp in 

pure hostility, and their golden eyes." 

She uses restrained description to explain the pens that house the foxes and the 

jobs shared by the narrator and her brother Laird -- to give,water to the foxes. She 

assists her father in the task or protecting the fox pelts from being dflik.eited by the 

sun, by putting fresh -cut grass all over the tops of the pens. She worked willingly with 

him., never expecting more •fiorn him as he was reticent, unlike the mother who shared 

experiences from her own life with the child. It gave her great pleasure when her 

father introduced her to a feed salesman, "Like you to meet my new hired man". 39  

This desire on the girl's part to be recognized as a "man" is thwarted by her mother 

constantly when she attempts to get her to stay in the house more to keep her from 

working for her father and learn to live the life a girl is expected to. Even while she is 

sympathetic towards the captive foxes she does not show it, for fear of gaining her 

father's disapproval. Yet she also realizes that her position in the world of the farm 

has now become insecure: 

This winter also I began to hear a great deal more on the 

• theme my mother had sounded when she had been 

talking in front of the barn. I no longer felt safe. It 

seemed that in the minds of the people around me was a 

steady under-current of thought, not to be deflected on 

this one subject. The word "girl" had formerly seemed 

to me innocent and unburdened like the word child; 

now it appeared that it was no such thing. A girl was 
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not, as I ha.d supposed, simply what I was; it was what I 

had to become. It was a definition, always touched with 

emphasis, with reproach and disappointment. Also it 

was a joke on tne"4°  

Remarks about "gender" are constantly made and about how certain jobs are 

not to be done by girls. A critical point is reached a little later when the girl narrator's 

loyalties are put to the test. Her father buys old and maimed horses for horsemeat as 

food for the foxes. If they managed to get a healthy horse, discarded by a farmer for 

a tractor to do the farm work, then the horse was reared over winter ti)! spring, to do 

some jobs on the fox farm. Two such horses were tended — Mack titid Flora. The 

shooting down of Mack causes a slightly nervous reaction from the girl but it is with 

Flora, that she overtly reads. The spirited Flora manages to run away from them and 

into a nearby field. The father calls out to her to shut the gate to keep her in — the girl 

and her brother run towards it. However: 

Instead of shutting the gate, I opened it as wide as I 

could. I did not make any decision to do this, it was just 

what I did. Flora never slowed down; she galloped 

straight past me and Laird jumped up and down, 

yelling, "Shut it, shut it!" even when it was too late. 4 ' 

Later the horse is caught and killed. But Laird at mid-day dinlier tells on the 

girt 111.13 father was annoyed but did not scold her. But Laird draws attention later to 

the fact that the girl is crying and the father responds in a dismissive manner by 

saying: 

"Never mind." He spoke with resignation, even good 

humour, the words which absolved and dismissed me 
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for good. "She's only a girl", he said. I didn't protest 

that, even in my heart. Maybe it was true. 42  

In "Boys and Girls", Munro realistically depicts life on the fox farm. They are 

stark descriptions of the harsh reality of the kind of farm she grew up on. Through 

words she helps us to visualize the farm. She does something more in this story. It is 

not only the surface that becomes clear and real to us - it is the feelings beneath the 

surface that is clear. The feelings of the girl at the end of the story and at other parts 

when she attempts to please her father. Munro brings out the reality of the situation-

the reaction of the father and the brother to the girl's act and the eventual realization 

of the girl of the reason why she acted the way she did. 

In most of her Ontario stories Alice Munro mines her own past especially 

adolescence with its disquieting memories of inarticulate, aborted rolationships and 

personal failures. The story -Red Dress - 1946" (the title suggests a realist painting) 

recounts a girl's fears of rejection and failure when she attends a high school dance. 

The girl narrator's mother here sews a red velvet dress for the occasion of the 

dance - but the girl is not too happy for, even if she had worn the clothes stitched by 

her mother earlier with docility; now grown wiser, she longed for dresses bought at 

the store. Munro constructs the ordinary life of these people - with the description of 

th.e mother. She mutters to herself her legs were marked with lumps of blue-green 

veins. The girl has no interest (as is the case with most girls in high school), in 

listening to the stories of her mother's life which had earlier interested her and which 

now seemed melodramatic, irrelevant and tiresome. And in this story Munro brings 

out the pain of growing up of the discomfort felt by the girl in dillerent situations. 

The dance marks the turning point in the girl's life at this time. 
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Leading up to the dance we have Munro describing periods of uncertainty and 

apprehension about the future. The thirteen year olds had been going to high school 

for two months and were already embarked on a quest for their identity. This 

becomes the preoccupation wilh them here like other young girls in Mlinro's fiction. 

They read articles on how to make up their faces, and allied interesting fields. And it 

was not the subjects and courses offered that were interesting — there was something 

else that gave life its urgency and brightness. She senses the tension in thtii old school 

building, of the excitement of sexual competition and has premonitions of total defeat. 

In the "dance" of sexual awareness and competitiveness, she fears that something had 

to happen, to keep her from that dance." So she attempts various things — conjuring 

up ways in which she could fall ill and miss the dance. The nervousness she feels and 

the apprehension is well described here by Munro. But all to no avail. 

The day of the dance arrives and she feels that on this day she wanted the 

protection of all possible female rituals. There is a touch of humour in ij . e way the girl 

narrator reads "The Last :Days of Pompeii" wishing she was there. And when she sees 

on the wall paper old games of X's and O's which she and her brother had done 

earlier when they weft sick with bronchitis, she looked at them and longed to be back 

safe behind the boundaries of childhood. So growing up is difficult and its reality 

painful for the girl. The story is one of the "rite-of-passage" stories where the dance 

becomes the stepping stone to adulthood. The dress is worn and she becomes 

conscious of her physical form. Her first foray into dancing that evening is 

disappointing and ends with the abrupt walking away of hr partner Mason Williams. 

Yet she feels no remorse and better still no animosity towards Mason for having 

unceremoniously dispensed with her on the dance floor, forgetting all that the 

Physical Education teacher had taught on social adjustment: 
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1 was not angry or surprised at Maspn; I accepted his 

position, and mine, in the world of school and I saw 

what he had done was the realistic thing to do. He was a 

Natural Hero, not a Student Council type of hero bound 

for success beyond the school; one of those who would 

have danced with me courteously and patronizingly and 

left me feeling no better off Still I hoped not many 

people had seen. I hated people seeing. 43  

And the dawning of a sudden hateful realization that she was going to be left 

out while everyone also had a partner and danced on the floor. She later meets the 

popular Mary Fortune, a senior always at the helm of activities and is gratified that 

Mary deigns to speak to her, a junior. Mary's worldly-wise observations on life: 

"Live dangerously" and her smoking along with her 

very self assured, condescending comments on why she 

was at the dance and her admissions, "I'm not boy- 

crazy" raises her even more in her estimation. And 

"Listening to her, I felt the acute phase of my 

unhappiness passing." 44 

She sees in Mary, someone who had also suffered the same defeat as she had 

but was still full of energy and self-respect. So, a decision to leave tin! dance seems 

justified at this point... it is not carried out fully because the girl was invited to dance 

by Raymond Bolting. This appears to be the redeeming feature of the evening and she 

c. onvinces heistilf that there was nothing wrong with her after all. Any further 

convincing that she did not belong to the "other" world of Mary Fortune — the world 

of injects and misfits and defiant people is not needed when Raymond walks her 
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home after the dance. She tells herself that after all she had been to a dance a boy had 

kissed her and it was all true. Her life was possible. But when she returns home and 

sees her mother waiting for her she realizes that she could never tell her everything 

that had happened. She says, "I understood what a mysterious and oppressive 

obligation I had, to be happy and how I had almost failed it, and would be likely to 

fail it, every time, and she would not know.' 45  

Any thought of escape she might have had, any kindling of the desire to break 

free is suppressed at this stage. The girl realizes that her mother is seeking 

compensation for a broken life through her daughter's happiness. Munro uses the 

details of the story — the frilly red dress that the mother labours hard to sew in contrast 

to the faded paisley kimono she wears herself. And her already tenuous struggle for 

happiness is burdened further. This story highlights personal failures and the process 

of growing up — which have rather disquieting memories. The fear of rejection and the 

narrators desire to be like others and not "different" from the rest is brought out by 

Munro's careful attention to detail. 

The picture of the mother sitting and waiting is like a snap shot. In this story it 

seems that Munro has painted several pictures - of the girl's house, of school, of the 

dance, of the return from the dance, of the kiss. Beneath the surface of the picture 

there are depths and feelings. At the end of the story when the girl narrator says: 

When I see the waiting kitchen and my mother in her 

faded, fuzzy parsley kimono, with her sleepy but 

doggedly expectant face... 46  

It seems as if Munro invites us to look at this picture - a snapshot almost of 

reality. This story depicts her photographic realism. 
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There is a clear luminous style of prose used by Munro to present a picture of 

life and help us to "see." She gives us the plots of life giving us several plots in the 

girl's life to make us understand. This gives the story a certain magic realism. While 

there is a literary realism in the story we also have an empirical reality being 

transformed into something different. The adolescent girl's experiences here make her 

realize something more. She was in danger earlier of rejecting the conventional world 

of boys and girls and embracing the mysterious exciting world of Mary Fortune and 

her hostility towards boys. We have a tension here beneath the surface reality- a 

tension between the ordinary world and the "other" unfamiliar world. 

1.1 is this careltilly observed attention to detail that makes • Munro's stories 

authentic and real. In another story of adolescence, "An Ounce of Cure," in this 

collection, we realize why Mt.urro's writing is compared to a magic realist painting. 

Her work shows that she has an extraordinary eye for surface detail -- colour, shape 

and texture. The teenaged girl narrator in this story comments on the dismissive 

attitude of the mother when the girl tells her about how she signed the pledge of 

abstinence in grade seven. The Mother says, "It's just nonsense and fanaticism, 

children of that age."47  The mother is more concerned about maintaining her image in 

that small town especially to the Berrymans. The narrator describes her experience 

with love with a boy named Martin Collingwood who entered into amc , rous overtures 

with her but later dropped her, for a girl who played opposite him in the Christmas 

production of "Pride and Prejudice". Disappointment to the adolescent at this stage 

prompts her not to have anything to do with the play but later she goes. She is 

characteristically overcome both with pain and delight when she sees Martin as Mr. 

Darcy in white breeches silk waistcoat and sideburns. She says: 
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It was surely seeing Martin as Darcy that did for me; 

every girl is in love with Darcy anyway, and the part 

gave Martin an arrogance and male splendour in my 

eyes which made it impossible to remember that he was 

simply a high school senior, passable good looking and 

of medium intelligence, who happened to be the first 

boy to take an interest in me. 48  

And this pain carries on for months. The narrator talks about her feelings here, 

drawing the reader into confidence as it were into the real world of emotional 

upheaval and insecurity. She asks: 

Why is it a temptation to refer to this sort of thing 

lightly, with irony, with amazement even, at finding 

oneself involved with such preposterous emotions in 

the unaccounlatile past? 49  

Yet she goes on to maturely state, looking at the situation and building upon 

memories for the future: 

That is what we are apt to do, speaking of love; with 

adolescent love, of course, its practically obligatory; 

you would think we sat around, dull afternoons, 

amusing ourselves with these tidbit recollections of 

pain." 

Munro very realistically captures the feeling of adolescents during critical 

phases like this. "Exact recollections" is the term used in the story by the narrator to 

refer to that which makes the adolescent happy — Daydreams and pining and weeping 

as well for the "idol" Martin Collingwood. "Exact recollections" of everything seems 
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to highlight what Munro's realism is all about. For the narrator here, it is these 

recollections that make life worth living. Yet this takes on bizarre proportions when 

the line demarcating reality and fantasy is blurred and the business of unrequited love 

becomes more serious than other things. The narrator has an impulse to swallow all 

the aspirins in the bathroom cabinet, but stops after taking six. It is, however, with this 

frame of mind that she goes to the Berrymans to baby- sit for them. She says: 

When the Berrymans and their friends had gone I went 

into the living room and read a magazine. I was 

mortally depressed. The big softly lit room, with its 

green and leaf-brown colours, made an uncluttered 

setting for the development of the emotions, such as you 

would get on a stage. At home the life of the emotions 

went on all right but it always seemed to get buried 

under the piles of mending to be done, the ironing, the 

children's jigsaw puzzles and rock collections. It was 

the sort of house where people were always colliding 

with one another on the stairs and listening to hockey 

games and superman on the radio. 51  

And in this kind of house, with the kind of frame of mind the narrator is in, 

comes the next stage where, "three tall beautiful bottles, all about half full of gold" 

seem to beckon. Yet, she says she had, "not decided to get drunk; I had decided to 

have a drink."52  It is here that Munro lets the narrator admit to her own assumptions 

about liquor. She thought of hard liquor as something to be taken in e . ttremities and 

relied upon for extravagani results, one way or another. So: 
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...gravely with a glance at my set face in the black 

window above the sink I poured a little whisky from 

each of the bottles until I had my glass full. For I had 

never in my life seen anyone pour a drink and I had no 

idea that people frequently diluted their liquor with 

water, soda, etcetera and I had seen that the glasses the 

Berryman's guests were holding when I came througl' 

the living room were nearly full." 

This is combined with the deceitful act of pouring water into the depleted 

bottles to approximately the level they were before. The consequences of imbibing the 

drink are disastrous and the friends that arrive to handle the situation reveal another 

aspect of the situation — mainly how they rally around her and assist in whatever way 

they possibly can. This assistance however does not amount to much, being teenagers 

themselves. And rudely "intruding" upon this scenario are the Berrymans who enter 

while the girl calls out to her friends, "Watch me walk a straight line. " The narrator 

calls it "a delicious moment in a well-organized farce."54  They had expressions on 

their faces as appropriate to the occasion as any old fashioned director of farces could 

wish. Confrontation follows after the ignominious hurried retreat of all the "friends" 

who had earlier sworn assistance in the face of threats from the Berrymans of 

informing their parents about: what had occurred. The memorable moment in the story 

is riot the confrontation between the drunken girl and the couple who employed her 

for the evening but the girl's sense of despair sitting in this couple's modem living 

room, looking out the picture window at the trees tossing in the early winds of spring 

and feeling that she will never experience happiness. The small -town mentality 

proves restricting and inhibiting in this story as it does in other stories Icy Munro. Not 
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only does the girl have to make amends for her misdemeanors to please her mother 

but becomes the subject of discussion with many in the town, including Mrs. 

Berryman. She loses her baby-sitting clients; her good reputation and: 

The extraordinary publicity which attended my first 

debauch may have made me seemed marked for a 

special kind of ill luck, like the girl whose illegitimate 

baby turns out to be triplets; nobody wants to have 

anything 10 do with her. At any rate I had at the same 

time one of the most silent telephones and positively the 

most sinftil reputation in the whole High School. 55  

But there is a silver lining to this whole affair - the girl gets over Martin 

Collingwood. This effectively is the "Ounce of Cure" Munro talks about and that she 

alludes to -. Although the teenaged girl mentions that where Collingwood was 

concerned she had no pride and would have returned to him anyway. But: 

It was the terrible and fascinating reality of my disaster; 

it was the way things happened. Not that I enjoyed it; I 

was a selfconscious girl and I suffered a good deal 

from all this exposure. But the development of events 

on that Saturday night - that fascinated me; I felt that I 

had had a glimpse of the shameless, marvellous, 

shattering absurdity with which the plots of life - 

though not of :fiction are improvised. I could not take 

my eyes off it. 56  

It is at this point that the transition from adolescence to mature adulthood 

takes place This incident proves the turning point in her life and in the years to 
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come -- that reality is larger than a tenuous dream — Martin Collingwood was not quite 

Mr. Darcy of Pride and Prejudice but still nice looking The story ends with a more 

self-assured, confident mature narrator recalling a meeting with Martin years later 

a.rta she was married: 

I saw him looking over at me with an expression as 

close to a reminiscent smile as the occasion would 

permit, and I knew that he had been surprised by a 

memory either of my devotion or my little buried 

catastrophe. I gave him a gentle uncomprehending look 

in return. I am a grown-up woman now; let him unbury 

his own catastrophes. 57  

And that is what Munro appears to remind us — of reality, of the plots of life 

which consist of the good and the bad — the bad involving "catastrophe" that one 

overcomes or bin les, learns from and MOVOR on -- to an enlightened existence. When 

the girl's circumstances become hopelessly messy, when nothing goes right for her, 

she becomes an observer not a participant. This is what Munro does. 

In "Thanks for the Ride", Munro makes a rare foray across the sex line and 

tells in the voice of an adolescent boy, the story of his first "lay". The story begins 

with the narrator and his cousin George sitting in a restaurant called "Pop's Café". 

Acute observations on the part of the narrator of the setting and the street make him 

, :ornment, "You see that judgment on the faces of people looking ont of windows 

sitting on front steps in some little towns; so deeply, deeply uncaring they are, as if 

they had sources of disillusionment which they would keep, with some satisfaction, in 

the dark." Gamic and the narrator Dickie happened to be together because they had 

met unexpectedly in a strange place and because the latter had little money: 



87 

It was a town of unpaved, wide, sandy streets and bare 

yards. Only the hardy things like red and yellow 

nasturtiums, or a lilac bush with frown curled leaves, 

grew out: of that cracked earth. The houses were set 

wide apart, with their own pumps and sheds and privies 

out behind; most of them were built of wood and 

painted green or yellow. The trees that grew there were 

big willows or poplars, their fine leaves greyed with the 

dust. There were no trees along the main street, but 

spaces of tall grass and dandelions and blowing thistles 

open country between the store buildings. The town 

hall was surprisingly large, with a great bell in a tower 

the red brick rather glaring in the midst of the town's 

walls of faded., pale-painted wood. The sign beside the 

door said that it was a memorial to the soldiers who had 

died in the 'First World War." 

The above passage brings out Munro's documentary realism. She narrates every 

authentic detail that contributes to the entire picture. 

George considers the place a dump and says as much, giving expression to the 

contempt he feels for both ihe town and its people A desire to socialize leads them to 

enter into an inane conversation with a girl called Adelaide who later introduces 

DilAie to her friend Lois. The cold-and stark reality of the situation does hot seem to 

daunt Lois who is aware all along of the inevitable sexual demands that will be made 

of her later. It would seem that her mother and grandmother whom Dickie meets at 

their home collude and have clone so in the past to encourage Lois to fraternize and 
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even more, with complete strangers just as long as they have the allure of the big town 

— a car, a new coat and the ability to buy things whenever required. They are 

COM 1)10(4 in awe of Dickie and the final declaration of the grandmother as they leave 

the house: 

You can do what you like with my gran'daughter, but 

you be carefill. And you know what I mean?" 

completes the picture of decadent moral values. Lois therefore is typically nonchalant 

about her position and resigned to a situation that does not bode well for her. 

Lois walked stiffly ahead of me, rustling her papery 

skirt. I said, "Did you want to go to a dance or something?" 

"No," she said, "1 don't care." "Well you got all dressed 

up--." "I al Ways get dressed up on Saturday night," Lois 

said, her voice floating back to me, low and scornful. Then 

she began to laugh and 1 had a glimpse of her mother in her, 

that jaggedness and hysteria. "Oh, my God" she whispered. 

I knew she meEilit what had happened in the house, and 1 

laughed too, not knowing what else to do. So we went back 

to the car, laughing as if we were friends, but we were 

not. 61 

However seduction is not on Dickie's mind although be does admit that: 

I wanted to talk to her then more than to touch her, and 

that was out of the question; talk was not so little a thing 

to her as touching. Meanwhile I was aware that I should 

be beyond this, beyond the first stage and well into the 

second (for 1 had a knowledge, though it was not very 
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-comprehensive, of the orderly progression of stages, the 

ritual of back-and-front seat seduction.) Almost I 

wished I was with Adelaide. 62  

Although the -adolescent Dickies's "first lay" or first sexual experience is 

narrated, it is not his attitudes or feelings that emerge strongly. It is the portrait of Lois 

that emerges and takes precedence over all else. Here is a seventeen-year-old girl — 

hard working and tough, much maligned and much used by men. She has a fierce 

sense of independence and attempts to show Dickie, as she has in the past, to other 

guys that she too possesses articles that girls in a higher bracket possess. "I wanted to 

show you guys!" she said. 'Tye got a fur coat I'm paying on, paying on for next 

winter. I've got a fur coar' 63  There is much that Dickie would like to offer Lois and 

much that he would like to say after the sexual experience with her in the barn but 

makes no headway. lie say i; "There are some people who can go only a little way 

with the act of love, and some others who can go very far, who can make a greater 

surrender, like the mystics. And. Lois, this mystic of love, sat now on the far side of 

the car seat, looking cold and rumpled and utterly closed up in herself. All the things 

I wanted to say to her went clattering emptily though my head. Come and see you 

again." 

Remember — Love — I could not say any of these things. 

They would not, seem even half true across the space 

that had come between us. I thought: I will say 

something to her before the next tree, the next telephone 

pole. but I did. not" 

And later the question from George, "Feel like you finished your education 

tonight, eh?" brings home to Dickie the reality of the situation. But Lois is detached 
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and scornful. As the car moves away after the girls alight, a female voice calls after 

them — loud, crude, abusive and forlorn, "thanks for the ride!" The story ends with the 

statement— "It was not Adelaide calling; it was Lois." 65  A fiercely independent girl, 

Lois was not interested in pretensions that others in her place might have. Here is a 

spirited young girl, in rural Canada wanting to break free (as do others in Munro's 

stories) but not able to do so. She resigns herself defiantly though, to the inevitable 

mundane life in a small town world. 

So we have documentary realism in this story that describes with precision 

every detail and feature of the small town. This shows us the ordinary and the surface 

details of something familiar. But while this world can be described we realize that 

there is more to this realism. The fictional element comes in. We cannot really explain 

or begin to understand what goes on in the mind of Lois. Certain things cannot be 

explained because life is not easy to explain. Lois at the end of the story expresses the 

pent-up anger and desperation of a life in which there is conventional hypocrisy seen 

in the people around her. The narrator is caught between the vulgar crudity of his 

cousin George and the kind of impulse he has towards innocence alibough he has 

been admitted by now into the adult world of sexual experience. 

"Day of the Butterfly" is a story of childhood — taking a poignant look at 

death. The narrator of the story is a child — who, in her understanding and perception 

of the world around her, documents a different kind of reality — a reality that 

surrounds the life and happy, magic moments leading to the eventual demise of Myra 

Sayla. Most of Munro's stories of childhood are set in the 1930s and 40s like this 

one. The prudish, small town mentality frowns upon Myra's request to the teacher in 

class, "Please may 1 take my brother home, he has wet himself?" who later wrote 

something on a piece of paper and showed it to Myra. Myra recited uncertainly, "My 
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brother has had an accident, please, teacher." 6  It is in the portrait of Jimmy and Myra 

Sayla that Munro surpasses herself. Both the brother and sister kept to themselves, not 

mixing with the rest at school because they were expected to keep to their own 

"sides". 

Jimmy could not go out: on the Girls' side and Myra could not go out on the 

Boys' side... So Myra and Jimmy spent every recess standing in the little black porch 

between the two sides: 

Perhaps they watched the basketball games, the tag and 

skipping and building of leaf houses in the fall and 

snow forts in the winter; perhaps they did not watch at 

all. Whenever you happened to look at them their heads 

were slightly bent, their narrow bodies hunched in, quite 

still. They had long smooth oval faces, melancholy and 

discreet dark, oily, shining hair. The little boy's was 

long, clipped at home, and Myra's was worn in heavy 

braids coiled on top of her head so that she looked, from 

a distance, as if she was wearing a turban too big for 

her. Over their dark eyes the lids were never fully 

raised; they had a weary look. But it was more than that. 

They were like children in a medieval painting, they 

were like small figures carved of wood, for worship or 

magic, with faces smooth and aged, and meekly, 

cryptically uncommunicative.' 

The efforts of the well-meaning, kindly teacher Miss Darling to make the 

children in the class friendlier towards Myra are met with derision 	eventually 
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leads to even more ridicule for Myra. It is the girl narrator Helen who manages to 

break the ice and become friendly with her. Myra is good at arithmetic but when 

asked what she was going to be when she grew up, all she said was "I will help my 

mother and work in the store." 68  Common interests like the comics in the paper bring 

them together and the final clinching of the relationship is the prize of a little tin 

butterfly painted gold with bits of coloured glass stuck onto it (hat is found in the 

Cracker Jack box. When the narrator offers it to her with the comment, "You keep it. 

Finders keepers."" Myra declines initially but later accepts it. This attempt at 

friendship provokes feelings of guilt in the narrator — who knows that by being 

:friends with Myra she may go against the wishes of the class. But there is a defiant 

note when she says: 

I realized the pledge as our fingers touched. I was 

panicky but all right. I thought, I can come early and 

walk with her other mornings. I can go and talk to her at 

recess. Why not? Why not?70  

Yet she :is glad that Myra does not wear the brooch beiAuse she would not 

have to explain whew she got it. Like other girl narrators, Helen she is faced with a 

dilemma and is unable to really resolve it. She notes however all the peculiarities of 

the world around her from the time Myra is absent from school for leukemia, 

requiring blood transfusions, to the time when the kindly Miss Darling decides to 

celebrate Myras birthday on the 20 11  of March, months ahead of her actual birthday 

on the 20 111  of July. She observes how although Myra was not much liked by her 

classmates the birthday party becomes fashionable. After the party and after 

bestowing the gifts they had brought for Myra the children leave the hospital room. 

But Helen is called back by Myra only to be offered one of the gifts brought for 
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her. She insists that Helen take a leatherette case and assures her that she can come 

and play at her place after school when she returns from London: 

Yet, some time later outside the hospital window there 

was a clear carrying sound of somebody playing in the 

street, maybe chasing with the last snowballs of the 

year. This sound made Myra, her triumph and her 

bounty and most of all her future in which she had 

found this place for me, turn shadowy, turn dark. All the 

presents on the bed, the folded paper and ribbons, those 

tinged offerings had passed into this shadow, they were 

no longer innocent objects to be touched, exchanged, 

accepted without danger. 71  

Helen realizes probably that Myra is not long for this world and does not want 

to be a part of her life anymore. The treachery she refers to twice in the story is her 

own ---- a betrayal of the nom m of the school --- to keep Myra Sayla on the fringe of life 

at school. Her refusal to adhere to the norm established, makes her feel she's 

indulging in treachery of sorts. And so it is, that the "Day of the Butterfly" brings out 

reality i.n the life of both the narrator Helen and Myra. The butterfly brought to Myra 

momentary happiness — fleeting moments of pleasure in a trouble torn world. It also 

symbolizes the attitudes of the women in the story — exterior beauty becomes more 

important 

The story brings out social realism — the small town set-up much like Munro's 

own town as she was growing up. She gives us an insight into the narrator's mind and 

experience and of the conflict that remains unresolved. There is also a conflict 

between certainty and uncertainty. The friendship on the surface between Myra and 
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Helen is real but Munro's vision invests the friendship with a kind of chaos not really 

expected by us. 

Munro's talent lies in presenting ordinary experiences so that they appear 

extraordinary, invested with a kind of magic. The technique she uses in the stories in 

Dance of the Happy Shades; of piling up exact details, of reconstructing ordinary 

life so that it appears luminous, invites comparison with magic realist painters such as 

the American Edward Hopper or Canadians Alex Colville and Jack Clivibers, whose 

work Munro admires, 

The recognition of the penetration of the everyday landscape by the 

mysterious and enchanted is at the heart of Munro's vision and to some extent 

explains the tension one can always feel in her work between the ordinary and the 

ex t raordinary. 72  

The comparison with magic realist painters is not merely analogical, for 

Munro is always deeply concerned with describing, with establishing scenes and 

people clearly in the minds eye, and, as in real life so in her stories, we establish our 

conception of the character of people, first by recognizing what they look like and 

how they speak, and then, such familiarity established, proceeding inward to minds 

and feelings. The photographic element in her presentation of scenes and characters as 

visualisable images is an essential feature in her writing. 73  

The camera does not always lie, but through the photographer's conscious 

selectiveness and even more thorough the tendency of the lens to isolate the image 

from the chaos of actuality, it does offer us a different reality from that we normally 

perceive. 74  Woodcock refers to an essay entitled, "Alice Munro and the American 

South", in which J.R. Struthers discussed the influence on Munro of writers like 

Eudora Welty and James Agee and in doing so, he talked of the way in which both 
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these writers were fascinated by the possibilities of photography as a medium and its 

relationship to the kind of realistic writing they carried on. 

They saw the special literalness of photography not as a usurpation of the role 

of imaginative perception but as a means of enhancing it. Munro has a "visual. 

photographic imagination". We see this in the ending of a harrowing little story of 

the scalding death of a baby - "The Time of Death" in her first volume of short 

stories, Dance of the Happy Shades. 	The story drifts away into its intended 

anticlimax as the little shabby neighbourhood absorbs the minor tragedy, and then, at 

the very end, the narrator steps backward out of the stunted lives of the characters and 

stands like a photographer I alcing a middle-distance shot of the setting: 

There was this house, and the other wooden houses that 

had never been painted, with their steep patched roofs 

and their narrow, slanting porches, the wood -smoke 

coming out of their chimneys and dim children's faces 

pressed against their windows. Behind them there was 

the strip of earth, plowed in some places, run to grass in 

others, full of stones, and behind this the pine trees, not 

very tall. In front were the yards, the dead gardens, the 

grey highway running out from town. The snow came, 

falling slowly, evenly, between the highway and the 

houses and the pine trees, falling in big flakes at first 

and then in smaller and smaller flakes that did not melt 

in the hard furrows, the rock of the earth. 75  

This paragraph, which terminates the story, is not only a good example of 

Munro's ability to create sharply visual images, sti 11 shots, that stir our feelings, in 
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this case, pitying despair, it also by an echo, establishes her links with an early strain 

of realism, that of James Joyce of Dubliners in the story entitled, "The Dead". The 

title of the story is reminiscent of Munro's, but the main action of the story is quite 

different from hers: 

Munro wrote of what she knew best, and while each of her stories lives 

within its own complete world and is not a mere minoring of the writer's life, it is 

inevitable that the fictions she drew out of the intensely remembered country of her 

childhood should be more convincing than those she conceived in BAtiSh Columbia, 

where she was never completely at home. 76  

Her writing has been compared to a magic realist painting, for she has an 

extraordinary eye fbi suifEice detail, for colours, shapes, textures. 77  In the following 

passage from "Walker Brothers Cowboy" in Dance of the Happy Shades, we see 

this in evidence: 

The nineteen--thirties. How much this kind of 

farmhouse, this kind of afternoon, seems to me to 

belong to that one decade in time, just as my father's hat 

does, his bright flared tie, our car with its wide running 

board (an Essex and long past its prime). Car; 

somewhat like it, many older, none dustier, sit in the 

farmyards. Some are past running and have their doors 

pulled off, their seats removed for use on porches. No 

living things to be seen, chickens or cattle. Except 

dogs. There are dogs, lying in any kind of shade they 

can find, dreaming, their lean sides rising and sinking 

rapidly They get tip when my father opens the car door, 
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he has to speak to them. "Nice boy, there's a boy, nice 

old boy." They quiet down, go back to their shade. He 

should know how to quiet animals, he has held 

desperate foxes with tongs around their necks. 78  

The story touches upon reality and that too, with a tinge of humour — this is 

seen in the verses that the narrator's father sings on his route, to sell his wares. It 

introduces characters who, in various guises and under various names are central 

figures in Munro's fiction: the female narrator, whose extraordinary powers of 

observation, analysis and perception make her feel different from order people and 

rather isolated; her younger brother, who does not notice things and seems to belong 

comfortably in the world; their father, who is a silver-fox farmer defeated by poverty 

during the Depression but still preserving an imaginative vision; and their mother, 

who yearns for gentility and in this story is a figure of exhausted energy, although in 

other stories the -mother is often rebellious, struggling ceaselessly against the 

confining values of the town 

Many of the stories have autobiographical origins. At the end of "Walker 

Brothers Cowboy" we see Munro's realist technique, of delineating detail and making 

the ordinary life of ordinary individuals appear extraordinary and luminous. The little 

girl, the narrator, thinking about her father's life, is reminded of a : 

... landscape that has an enchantment on it, making it 

kindly, ordinary and familiar while you are looking at it, 

but changing it, once your back is turned, into 

something you will never know, with all kinds of 

weathers and distances you cannot imagine." 
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This recognition of the penetration of the everyday landscape by the 

mysterious and the enchanted is at the heart of Munro's vision and to some extent 

explains the tension one can always feel in her work between the ordinary and the 

extraordinary. 

This tension is variously expressed in the stories by the contrast between the 

way the unobservant younger brother sees things and the much more complex 

perception of his sister; by the contrast between those people who, as the title story 

puts it "live in the world" and the misfits, the fatally ill, the people in love, the 

eccentrics, artists and idiots who do not; or sometimes simply by the treachery of 

ordinary objects and events which suddenly present themselves in menacing or 

grotesque aspects, become bearers of astonishing messages, or take on legendary 

significance. 

Several of the early stories conclude with a grand final sentence containing 

some word or image that sums up the whole story — never more luminously than in 

those stories which together with "Walker Brothers Cowboy" seem most central to 

Munro's vision, "Images", "Boys and Girls", "The Peace of Utrecht", and "Dance of 

the Happy Shades". 

The first two are rite—of—passage stories in which the transition from 

childhood accompanies recognition of the fact of death. The last two form a climax to 

the collection, presenting, in the "The Peace of Utrecht", the entrapping world of 

guilt, materialism, unconsummated relationships, silences and social taboos, and in 

"Dance of the Happy Shades", the possibility of a way out of this entrapment through 

art. This story is about a piano recital at which a retarded girl plays what no one has 

expected to hear, "real music, something fragile, courtly and gay, that carries with it 

the freedom of a great unemotional happiness". There is perhaps the implication that 
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such freedom and serenity are possible only in the world of the shades, the misfits, the 

mentally retarded, the artist. Thus "Dance of the Happy Shades" closes with a 

message from the country of art." 

Munro uses the first person narrator in eleven of the stories in Dance of the 

Happy Shades, which suggests her concern with the subjective dimensions of reality, 

and the fact that the narrator or reflector of the action is in most cases a youthful, 

sensitive girl, thus underscoring the tentative nature of this reality. In most of the 

stories, the narrator stands uneasily between two positions: on the one hand, she is an 

active participant in, or even the instigator of, the action, and on the other hand she 

stands apart from it as a kind of intuitive moral critic. 

In "Thanks for the Ride", the point of view is deceptive, since the real interest 

of the story lies in the portrait of the adolescent boy's partner, Loig, a fragile, yet 

tough working girl, much used by men and yet — in her coarse independence — 

strangely inviolate. "Sunday Afternoon" is a little social study, highly class-

conscious for a Canadian writer, of the relations between a country girl hired to serve 

in a rich middle-class home and her brittle, brainless employers. 

Most of the remaining stories fall into a group of which the main theme is 

childhood and growing up in the Ontario countryside, with action centered sometimes 

on the farm operated by the father of the central character and sometimes in the 

nearby small town where the mother at times lives separately and where the girl 

attends school. The father-dominated farm represents the world of na.tare and feeling, 

a world devoid of ambition. The mother-dominated house in town represents the 

world of social and intellectual ambition, just as the school is the setting where the 
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heroine establishes her relationships with her peers among the small town children but 

also develops her desire 10 escape into a broader world. 

Lives of Girls and Women, is the story of a girl growing up in rural Ontario. 

This work appears to have begun as another collection of stories that had enough of a 

common strain for the publisher to suggest she might turn them into a novel; its origin 

survives in the episodic and rather discontinuous structure of the book. 

Lives of Girls and Women was written in a year, during which Munro 

worked on the book for three hours everyday. For Munro, the process of writing is 

partly invention, partly remembering the way something looked, the way somebody 

spoke, a certain feeling. it is not, as she has often said in interviews, a process directed 

by a theory of how to write. She never thinks about how to write her next story. She 

does not have a plan for a collection, preferring to write whatever story comes along 

and to respond to the demands of her material. She begins each story by writing a 

scene, revising it, as many as thirty times to "get it right." 81  

The book presents significant moments in Del Jordan's development from 

childhood to the point at which she plans to leave her home town of Jubilee for a job 

in the outside world. Seven self-contained sections, chronologically arranged, and an 

epilogue make up Del's narration of her encounters with the world's outcasts and 

eccentrics, her growing awareness of death, her relationships with her mother, her 

experiences with religion., art and sexual awakening, and her vocalion as a writer. 

Each episode builds on the last, revealing another side of Del's education in life and 

as the progression is generally chronological, the continuity becomes that of a rather 

conventional novel, which begins in the heroine's childhood and ends when, as a 
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young woman who has just allowed a love affair to divert her from winning a 

scholarship, she turns to the world of art and begins her first book. 82  

At the beginning of ille first episode in the book entitled the "Flats Road" a 

realistic picture of Uncle Benny is given to us. Del, the narrator says: 

He was not our Uncle or anybody's. He stood a little 

way out in the shallow brown water, where the muddy 

bottom gives way to pebbles and sand. He wore the 

same clothes every day of his life, everywhere you saw 

him — rubber boots, overalls, no shirt a suit jacket, rusty 

black and buttoned, showing a V of tough red skin with 

a tender edge of white. A felt hat on his head had kept 

its narrow ribbon and two little feathers, which was 

entirely darl%erted with sweat. Though he never turned 

around he knew if we put a foot in the water. "You kids 

want to splash in the mind and scare off the fish you go 

and do it someplace else, get off of my river bank." 83  

And then Del says that the river bank was not his but he laid claim to it by 

virtue of his being an inhabitant there for so many years. Simple yet deeply spiritual 

he was passionate in his declarations. Like one day when he looked at a rainbow he 

cried, "You know what that is? That's the Lord's promise that there isn't ever going 

to be another flood!" He always kept captive animals in the pens between the house 

and the bush — animals like a half-tame golden ferret, a couple of wild minks, a red 

fox whose leg had been torn in a trap. One of the pastimes of Del and her brother 

Owen indulged in was to name off the things he had in his house — these would 

include two toasters, one with doors, one you lay the toast on — a seat out of a car, a 
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rolled up mattress, an accordion — Yet Del says "But we weren't getting half, we 

knew it: 

The things we remembered could have been taken out 

of the house and never missed; they were just a few 

things revealed and identifiable on top of such a wealth 

of wreckage, a whole rich, dark, rotting mess of carpets, 

linoleum, parts of furniture, insides of machinery, nails, 

wire, tools, utensils." 

Uncle Benny lived in the house in which his parents had lived and the 

accumulation of things was of fifty years of family life. Another thing about him that 

Del found interesting was the kind of newspaper he read. His newspaper came once a 

week and was printed badly on rough paper with headlines three inches high. It was 

his only source of information about the outside world, since he seldom had a radio 

that was working. This was a world unlike the one my parents read about in the paper 

or heard about on the daily news. The headlines had nothing to do with the war which 

had started by that time, or elections, or heat waves, or accident but were as follows: 

Father feeds twin daughters to hogs. Woman gives birth to human monkey. 

Virgin raped on cross by crazed monks. 85  

Along with the eccentric Uncle Benny there were other "colourful" people on 

the Flats Road: 

So the Flats Road was the last place my mother wanted 

to live. As soon as her feet touched the town sidewalk 

she raised her head, grateful for town shade after Flats 

Road sun, a sense of relief, a new sense of consequence 

flowed from Tier 86 
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Uncle Benny told stories to Del and her mother of all kinds of morbid, highly 

improbable events like Sandy, Stevenson's marriage which was doomed because his 

wife's dead husband was supposed to be haunting her. Nevertheless, listening to all 

the moribund details of other people's failed marriages, did not deter Uncle Benny 

from thinking marriage himself and entering into it later but not before he makes Del 

write a letter in reply to a classified ad in his newspaper — to the "lady" in question. 

The letter introduces Benny and all that he has to offer, which includes the land he 

owns, the house, his pets and the things he will teach her child if she decides to work 

as housekeeper for him. However, the woman, Madeleine Honey does not reply 

herself but her brother does so on her behalf. He writes inquiring about the bus or 

train connections to jubilee but also gives their full address saying that their home 

was not hard to find. Uncle Ben eventually goes there to visit her and comes back 

with her as his wife. Apparently the brother and sister were all set for a wedding when 

he got there. Good humouredly he mentions how: 

They was all set up for the wedding. Set it up before 1 

got there. 'They had the preacher there and the ring 

bought and fixed up with some fellow to get the license 

in a hurry. I could see they was all set up. All prepared 

for a wedding. 87  

Soon Madeleine takes on the role of the "other", "the outsider" Munro 

introduces, to bring characters into focus. Del's mother discovers that Madeleine is 

not older than seventeen and speculates that her family attempted to get rid of her 

because she was mentally deranged or something. And speculation is rife in that small 

town about her uncontrollable temper and the way she keeps screaming and abusing 
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Benny. Initially Benny does not divulge much about his married life but later he too, 

started telling stories: 

She had thrown the kettle through the window because 

there wasn't any water in it. She had taken the scissors 

and cut up his green suit, which he had only worn once, 

at his wedding, She had said she would set fire to the 

house, because he had brought her the wrong brand of 

cigarettes." 

The inevitable happens when Madeleine leaves with Diane, her daughter and 

several things from Benny's house — a table lamp, a rug, some dishes and a blue 

teapot that belonged to his mother and two folding chairs. Other details are divulged 

by Benny about how she used to beat up Diane Del observes how at another point 

Madeleine writes a letter to Benny telling him to send her the yellow sweater and 

green unibrella and Diane's blanket which she had left behind at his place. And 

Benny being Benny decides to go. On the evening of the second day he returns and of 

course he does not have Diane with him Del, the narrator recalls every detail of the 

moments when Uncle Benny returns and meets them: 

We were sitting on the cement slab outside the kitchen 

door. My mother was in her own sling-back canvas 

chair to remind her of urban lawns and leisure, and my 

father sat in a straight backed kitchen chair. There were 

only a few bugs so early in the season. We were looking 

at the sunset. Sometimes my mother would assemble 

everybody to look at the sunset, first as if it was 

something she had arranged to have put on, and that 
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spoilt it a bit a little later I would refuse to look at all 

— but just the same there was no better place in the 

world for watching a sunset from than at the end of the 

Flats Road. My mother said this herself 89  

After a good deal of coaxing and hesitation on Del's mother's part, the details 

of his trip emerge. He admits that he did not find the house — although 1,e did have the 

correct address. He narrates his experiences in Toronto and in a place that is a far cry 

from what he is used to. Not familiar with the concept of red and green light he got 

lost. Eventually, though he discovers that the road did not exist. Del says: 

He described to us each turn he had taken and each 

person he had asked for directions; he reported what 

each of them had said and what he had thought then, the 

alternatives he had considered, why he had in each case 

decided to do what he did. He remembered everything. 

A map of the journey was burnt into his mind. And as 

he talked a different landscape — cars, billboards, 

industrial buildings, roads and locked gates and high 

wire fences, railway tracks, steep cindery embankments, 

tin sheds, ditches with a little brown water in them, also 

tin cans, mashed cardboard cartons, all kinds of clogged 

or barely floating waste — all this seemed to grow up 

around us created by his monotonous, meticulously 

remembering voice and we could see it, we could see 

how it was to be lost there how it was just not possible 

to find anything or go on looking.90 
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The mother sanely observes that that is what cities are like and that is why a 

map is required. But Benny insists that it finally dawned on him that he should get out 

of that unknown and unfamiliar territory any way he could. And here is where Del at 

the end of the first episode begins her voyage of discovery and realization in the 

tradition of the Bildungsroman or apprenticeship novel. She becomes aware of the 

world of people on the Flats Road — which is a world of misfits, the abnormal, the 

idiots, the bootleggers and generally comes to signify that which is thit settled. She 

comes to realize that the lives of eccentric people like Benny, who lives in the mad 

world, which is adjacent, to the ordinary one, are chaotic and strange: 

So lying alongside our world was Uncle Benny's world like 

a troubling distorted reflection, the same but never at all the 

same. In that world people could go down in quicksand, be 

vanquished by ghosts or terrible ordinary cities; luck and 

wickedness were gigantic and unpredictable; nothing was 

deserved, anything might happen; defeats were met with 

crazy satisfaction. It was his triumph, that he couldn't know 

about to make us see'''. 

"Seeing" is a concern with Munro and she attempts to make the reader "see" 

through a clear delineation of detail that although life was made up of variations 

everything eventually leads to something — in this case, realization. The episode ends 

with recalling how they would all laugh remembering Madeleine going down that 

road in her red jacket and the way she carried on and how she dealt with neighbours 

like Irene Pollox and Charlie Buckle, Yet the episode is an enjoyable one for Del. 

So in "The Flats Road" even while Munro describes the place and setting and 

people very vividly so clearly that we can see them in the mind's eye in the form of 
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documentary realism, our consciousness is heightened towards the co-existence here 

of the strange and the ordinary. This story has a curious blend of photographic realism 

and a projection of fantasy. The physical world she presents is describable but the 

subjective fears and desires are not easy to describe. 

In the next section of Lives of Girls and Women entitled "Heirs of the Living 

Body" we are introduced to Uncle Craig. The section begins with an introduction also 

to the house at Jenkins Bend: It looked like a recruiting station or like a crossing 

point on the border. it had once been a post office and still seemed an official, 

semipublic sort of place, because Uncle Craig was the clerk of Fairmill3 township and 

people came to him to get marriage licenses and other kinds of permits; 92  And so in 

this section, we become acquainted with the members of Del's father's side of the 

family. They, in contrast to Del's mother, lead meticulously organized lives. All 

their attention is on the smooth conduct of their practical affairs. Here, Del spends a 

summer vacation with them and observes her Uncle Craig writing a carefully ordered 

history of the family and another of Wawanash County, where they live. He was 

constantly giving out information, some of which was interesting to Del and some 

which was not. Del says of him: 

The other kind of information he gave me had to do 

with the political history of Wawanash County, 

allegiances of families, how people were related, what 

had happened in elections. He was the first person I 

knew who really believed in the world of public events, 

of politiCs, who did not question he was part of these 

things. Though my parents always listened to the news 

and were discouraged or relieved by what they heard 
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(mostly discouraged, for this was early in the war), 1 

had the feeling that to them as to me, everything that 

happened in the world was out of our control, unreal yet 

calamitous. ‘)3  

Uncle Craig pursues the task of recording every detail — the names of different 

people, their connections with each other, the three large dates of birth and marriage 

and death. To him, it was not the individual names that were important but the whole 

solid, intricate structure of lives supporting us from the past. He included every boring 

or monotonous or sordid detail in his history whether interesting or not and would not 

leave anything out. And that is why, when he died, Del says, he had only got as far as 

the year 1909. And while we get a realistic picture of Uncle Craig we also get a real 

picture of his sisters - Aunt Elspeth and Auntie Grace. While their brother relentlessly 

pursued the undatinting task of the writer, the two sisters dropped their voices and 

made absurd scolding faces at each other when be began his slow, loud, halting but 

authoritative typing: 

They respected men's work beyond anything; they also 

laughed at it. This was strange; they could believe 

absolutely in its importance and at the same time 

convey their judgment that it was, from one point of 

view, frivolous, nonessential. And they would never, 

never, never meddle with it; between men's work ant, 

women's work was the clearest line drawn, and any 

stepping over this line, any suggestions of stepping over 

it, they would meet with such light, amazed regretfully 

superior, laughter.94 
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They were full of fun and laughter and while they worked at the routine jobs 

of everyday life, they maintained good and harmonious relations with people around 

them. 

They loved to play jokes and Del was a conspirator with Grace when they tied 

Aunt Elspeth's ankles together with red ribbon. And on another occasion when Uncle 

Craig was asleep in his office on a leather sofa, Del was sent to wake him up and tell 

him that a young couple had come to apply for a marriage license, as this was one of 

the tasks he attended to. lie got up grumpily, tidied himself and dressed in his tie, 

waistcoat and jacket without which he never gave out a license. He saw an old lady in 

a checked shirt, a shawl over her head, bent away and an old man. As he greeted them 

he made the discovery that they were actually his two sisters, playing a prank on him. 

Munro carefully describes the life these women led — milking the cows and singing 

while they did so. Yet all this liveliness and cheerfulness seemed an alien attribute 

when they came to Del's home. She says: 

Yet these were the same women who in my mother's 

house turned sulky, sly, elderly, eager to take offense. 

Out of my mother's hearing they were apt to say to me, 

"Is that: the hair brush you use on your hair? Oh, we 

thought it was for the dog!" Or, "Is that what you dry 

your dishes with?" They would bend over the pans, 

scraping, scraping off every last bit of black that had 

accumulated since the last time they visited here. They 

greeted what my mother had to say usually with littlo 

stunned smiles, her directness, her outrageousness, 

paralyzed them for the moment and they could only 
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blink at her rapidly and helplessly, as if faced with a 

cruel light. The kindest things she said were the most 

wrong. Aunt Elspeth could play the piano by ear; she 

would sit clown and play the few pieces she knew -- 

"My Bonny Lies over the Ocean" and "Road to the 

Isles". My mother offered to teach her to read music. 

"Then you can play really good things." Aunt Elspeth 

refused, with a delicate, unnatural laugh, as if somebody 

had offered to teach her to play poo1. 95  

And so it went on that Del could visibly see the impact the two aunts were 

having on her mother, making her realize even more that the reality of their lives and 

of their two worlds was not the same. Being aware of the changes taking place, Del 

becomes aware also of feelings of disloyalty for secretly admiring the aunts and the 

work they did. 

In this episode of tim book, we also have Mary Agnes, daughter of Aunt Maria 

and Uncle Bob Oliphant. She was not completely a normal person and Del's mother 

explains to her that she had been deprived of oxygen in the birth canal and also 

mentions that Uncle Bob held aunt Moira's legs together on the way to hospital 

because the doCtor had told him she might hemorrhage. Del refuses to listen to 

further details not willing to accept that anyone could be blunted by lack of some 

"nameable, measurable, ordinary thing, like oxygen" And the birth canal only made 

her think of a straight banked river of blood. And because of the story Del heard about 

her it seemed to her that the gloom spreading out from Aunt Moira had a 

gynecological odour like that of a fuzzy, rubberized bandage on her legs. Her 

appearance, her smell, her complaints all recalled by Del, contribute to Munro's 
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realism. And whatever Aunt Moira had to say about Porterfield — with its squalor and 

its decrepit side seen in her narrative of events also contribute to presenting realism of 

the small town world, for which Munro is known: 

She told about Porterfield. Not a dry town like Jubilee, 

it had two beer parlours facing each other across the 

main street, one in each of the hotels... From behind her 

darkened front windows she had watched men looking 

like savages, had seen a car spin sideways and crash 

into a telephone pole, crushing the steering wheel into 

the driver's heart; she had seen two men dragging a girl 

who was drunk: and couldn't stand up, and the girl was 

urinating on the street, in her clothes... Aunt Moira's 

voice telling things at leisure, would spread out over the 

day, over the yard, like black oil, and Aunt Elspeth and 

auntie Grace would sympathize. "Well, no, you couldn't 

be expected to take that!" 96  

Soon after this when 1::)el learns of Uncle Craig's death of a heart attack she 

begins to wonder about the "attack". She wants to know details — 

My mother's usual positiveness seemed clouded over; 

my cold appetite for details irritated her. I followed her 

around the house, scolding persistent, repeating my 

questions. 1 wanted to know. There is no protection, 

unless it is in knowing. I wanted death pinned down and 

isolated behind a wall of particular facts and 
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circumstance, not floating around loose, ignored but 

powerful, waiting to get in anywhere. °  

However, Del is not interested in going to the funeral but her mother tells her 

that she has to face things sometime even though nobody really wants to go to a 

funeral. Her mother goes on to ask the ominous question about Death — "What is 

Death'? ... What is being dead?" She talks rather disconcertingly about the human 

body — dehumanizing it, looking at it scientifically and in a detached miffitier, as being 

a composition of elements -- carbon, water and organs. She says: 

Combine them 	combine the combinations — and 

you've got a person! We call it Uncle Craig, or your 

father, or me. But it's just these combinations, these 

parts put together and running in a certain particular 

way for the lime being. Then what happens is that one 

of the parts gives out, breaks down. In Uncle Craig's 

case, the heart. So we say, Uncle Craig is dead. The 

person is dead. But that's just our way of looking at it. 

That's just our human way — If we weren't thinking all 

the time in terms of persons, if we were thinking of 

Nature, fill Nature going on and on, parts of it dying — 

well not dying, changing, changing is the word I want, 

changing into something else, all those elements that 

made the person changing into something else, all those 

elements that made the person changing and going back 

to nature again and reappearing over and over in birds 
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and animals and flowers — Uncle Craig doesn't have to 

be Uncle Craig! Uncle Craig is flowers!" 

She looks clinically at the whole business of death because she is more prosaic 

than the others. Her attempt to explain Death to Del is not a very successful one 

because Del is not about to contemplate this somber fact right now in her life —on the 

contrary she dreads having to go to the funeral. She goes on to speak of an article she 

read, entitled "Heirs of the Living Body", from which this episode in Lives of Girls 

and Women takes its title in which she becomes aware of how different parts of the 

body will be transplanted in future — eyes, heart, lungs so that the body does not 

actually die and death will never be spoken about. She explains how .:11 of us would 

be heirs of one another's bodies and become donors in future. Death would be done 

away with totally. Del narrated the incidents that take place at the funeral — the most 

unnerving being the insistence of Mary Agnes to make her see Uncle Craig. This is 

fended off by Del's single action of biting Mary Agnes's arm. Her Mother comes to 

her rescue in a peculiar way saying that Del was too highly strung and it was barbaric 

that she should have been subjected to a funeral: 

Unpredictable, unreliable, still at the oddest time. 

Someone to be. grateful for, she offered understanding, 

salvation, when it was no longer, strictly speaking, of 

much use.`' 

Later on, after the death of Uncle Craig, the sisters give Del a large black tin 

box; fireproof and padlocked which contains the history he had been writing. They 

give it to Del telling her of their hope that she will one day finish what he had started 

because she was the one with the knack for writing compositions. This is a sign of 

things to come because later on Del does become a writer. However after taking the 
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box, with much hesitation and trepidation. Del discovers one day that the manuscript 

became a wad of soaking paper. She does feel a remorse when she furls this out but it 

was that kind of tender remorse which has on its other side a brutal, unblemished 

satisfaction." 1°°  

It would appear that Del rejects the proposal of becoming heir to the "body" of 

Uncle Craig. Although Del does not resolve the question of death, she is able to 

survive her first experience of it and takes her place when the mourners file past the 

casket for a "last look". This section is similar to James Agee's "A Death in the 

Family". He also comments on how there is much artistry in "Heirs of the Living 

Body". The death theme is anticipated from the beginning by images of time and 

bodily corruption, in the case of Uncle Craig and Mary Agnes who takes Del on a 

walk along the river. They find a dead cow. Del's instinctive 11.: ar of death is 

expressed in her desire to desecrate the carcass, Mary Agnes calmly touches the eye 

of the dead animal, thereby associating herself in Del's mind with the physical body, 

its helplessness and its corruption. In this section there is artistry in the comic effects 

brought out by the description of the attitudes and behaviour of country people. At the 

funeral, the aunts are overwl telmed, not by their brother's death, but by the size of the 

crowd at the service. The sisters are warned by one woman not to risk their best 

china and another is delighted with the watermelon pickle served with the tea things. 

Local gossip and outraged proprieties all contribute to comic effect. 

We are able here to comprehend reality through surfaces. Munro uses magic 

realism here too — giving an almost photographic depiction of ordinary scenes along 

with art element of fantasy. 13ut something suddenly appears out of context — like in 

this story — we have the dead cow. Del, the narrator renders to us a close observation 

of the details of daily life some of which are incomprehensible. The texture of reality 
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is sometimes irrational as in her conception of death. Sometimes reality is terrifying. 

Hope is possible through writing. Del rejects it here but later takes it up when she 

decides to become a writer who will put down details of her own life and not concoct 

something different and unfamiliar. 

In the remaining sections of the novel, Munro brings out two very different 

views of life and Del struggles to separate illusion from reality. For Munro, reality is 

both prosaic and marvellous. In the third section, "Princess Ida" Del narrates how her 

mother was selling encyclopedias. Both the aunts Elspeth and Gracie called it "going 

on the read!" This was a demeaning thing for them and they would comment on how 

she now had no time to iron or do the mundane jobs of daily life. But Del says, "And 

if happiness in this world is believing in what you sell, why, then my mother was 

happy." Ada Jordan, her mother, was well-informed about several things — but Del 

realizes, to her disadvantage, that, to some people, maybe to most people, knowledge 

was just oddity; it stuck out like warts. This section continues with the whole aspect 

of how her mother is different from others. However, the encyclopedias provided Del 

a kind of escape and she learnt a lot from them. Del's mother pursues a 

correspondence course called "Great Thinkers of History" from the University of 

Western Ontario and wrote letters to the newspapers. But she says: 

My mother had not let anything go. Inside that self we 

knew, which might, at time appear blurred a bit, or 

sidetracked, she kept her younger selves strenuous and 

hopeful; scenes from the past were liable to pop up any 

time, like lantern slides, against the cluttered fabric of 

the present 1')1 
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And so Del's mother tells the story of her unhappy childhood, a bleak story of 

rural poverty, a fat, sadistic brother, another who was a religious fanatic, spending all 

her money on Bibles. The older brother brought her candy from town sometimes. 

Later on he lived in New Westminster on a ferryboat. But it was the younger brother 

she hated because of this cruel nature. After the death of her mother, Ada Jordan went 

through school, passed her entrance exams and wanted to go to high school, in town. 

She insisted on studying more and managed to get away to live in a boarding house 

with a woman called grandma Sealey. A visit from Del's uncle presents her mother's 

childhood in a different light. The uncle is not a cruel, fat person, but a generous, kind 

- hearted American who remembers his mother as a saintly woman who died while 

still very young. Uncle Bill indulges Del with a whole lot of things he buys at the 

grocery store - from ccdfee, to canned fruit and vegetables and other good things to 

eat. Del says to him, "You're like a fairy godfather". All that her mother had told her 

earlier about him as a child could not be believed: 

This uncle Bill was my mother's brother, the terrible fat 

boy, so gifted in cruelty, so cunning, quick, fiendish, so 

much to be feared. I kept looking at him, trying to pull 

that boy out of the yellowish man. But 1 could not find 

him there. He was gone, smothered, like a little spotted 

snake, once venomous and sportive, buried in a bag of 

meal. 102 

And so Del realizes that people change and are not the same over a period of 

time. Her mother later tells her that Uncle Bill is a man dying of cancer and Del 

begins to view her mother differently from the way she viewed her earlier. She had 

disapproved earlier of the things her mother did - from the selling of encyclopedias 
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and making speeches Wearing a hat Del disliked, to writing articles under the nom de 

plume of Princess Ida. She feels that people who all their lives could stay still, with no 

need to do or say anything remarkable were contemptuous, superior and silent and 

enviable. At the same time Del says, 

I myself was not so different from my mother, but concealed it, knowing what 

dangers there were. m3  

She is aware of the direction her own life will take in future and of the pitfalls 

ahead or her if she is to assert her individuality, as did her mother. 

Lives of Girls and Women traces the development of the young Del, 

highlighting moments of significance in her life all of which contribute to her 

eventual evolution as an adult:. As a book that centers on the protagonist's growth, 

education and development. each section of the book makes the render aware of 

aspects of "real life" because that is what the original title the author favoured for the 

book. In the next section entitled "Age of Faith" dwells upon Del's experience with 

religion or faith. The father belonged to the United Church in Jubilee and Del and her 

brother Owen were baptized there when they were babies. Munro describes here, as 

she does in other stories, the small — town mentality and morality which contribute to 

the development of the protagonist. Jubilee boasted of different Churches — each 

varied from the other in terms of their beliefs and practices and even in the structure 

of the Churches. There were the United Church, the Catholic Church, the Baptists and 

Presbyterians. Del is twelve years old in this section and attempts to come to terms 

with some kind of religion or idea of God. This is because her parents were not overly 

devout. Del goes to church with their boarder, Fern Dogherty and sits by herself, the 

only member of their family present in Church: 
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Why did I do this? At first, it was probably to bother my 

mother, though she made no outright objection to it, and 

to make myself interesting. I could imagine people 

looking at me, saying afterwards, "Do you see that little 

Jordan girl there all by herself, Sunday after Sunday?" I 

hoped that people would be intrigued and touched by 

my devoutness and persistence, knowing my mother's 

beliefs or non•beliefs, as they did. Sometimes I thought 

of the population of Jubilee as nothing but a large 

audience, for me; and so in a way it was; for every 

person who lived there, the rest of the town was an 

audience. 104  

In this section of the novel, we view Del trying to come to terrliS with religion 

by not just watching what goes on around her when she visits the different churches 

but also attempting to find some thing that she can follow. While her mother is 

content with her agnosticism Del looks for answers. Munro brings out this quest when 

Del wonders: 

The idea of God did not connect for me with any idea of 

being good, which is perhaps odd, considering all about 

sins and wickedness that I did listen to. I believed in 

being saved by faith alone, by some great grab of the 

soul. But did I really, did I really want it to happen to 

me? Yes and No. l°5  

Del narrates an incident later on where she asks God to prove himself by 

answering a prayer. She prays that she would not be made to thread the sewing 



119 

machine by her hateful teacher and is pleasantly surprised to find that on that day the 

teacher expresses disappointment that she could not make Del learn to sew and makes 

her sweep a room instead. She says: 

I thought at first what had happened was plainly 

miraculous, an answer to my prayer. But presently I 

began to wonder; suppose I hadn't prayed, suppose it 

was going to happen anyway? I had no way of knowing; 

there was no control for my experiment. Minute by 

minute 1 turned more niggardly, ungrateful. How could 

I be sure? And surely it was rather petty rather obviotts 

of God to concern Himself so quickly with such a trivial 

request. .11: was almost as if he were showing off I 

wanted Him more in a more mysterious way. 106 

She shares her experience with her brother Owen but somehow it is her 

mother's agnostic view that manages to hold her attention and discard conventional 

religion and mystical belief for a more rational intellectualism Her mother's 

argument that: 

God was made by man! Not the other way around! God 

was made by man. Man at a lower and blood thirstier 

stage of his development than he is at now, we hope. 

Man made God in his own image. I've argued that with 

the ministers, m7  

finds Del later on questioning traditional beliefs to eventually adopt her own. This 

happens when the family dog is to be executed and Del is not sure of what role god 

will play when her brother tells her to pray that the execution does not take place. She 
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tells him that one cannot pray for a thing like that. A realization dawns on her and 

contributes to her evolution as an adolescent into 'mature thinking when she 

Cornments: 

We do not pray for things to happen or not happen, but for the strength and 

grace to bear what does.'" 

She further wonders whether there could not be a god not contained in the 

church's net at all, not made manageable by any spells and crosses, God real, and 

really in the world, and alien and unacceptable as death and whether there could be a 

God amazing, indifferent, beyond faith. And as Owen prays desperately for what is 

not going to happen Del observes: 

Seeing somebody have faith, close up, is no easier than 

seeing someone chop a finger off. Do missionaries ever 

have these times, of astonishment and shame? 1°9  

Thus the realism brought out in this episode dwells upon the attempt made by 

Del to find answers for herself. Munro realistically depicts the thoughts and feelings 

and actions of a perceptive young girl on the verge of adulthood and maturity. 

Throughout, the novel we become aware of Del's struggle towards the authenticity of 

the intellectual life. In "Changes and Ceremonies" and the section entitled "Lives of 

Girls and Women" sexual relations as a distraction and an invitation to the "burden" 

one bears are at the center of the narrative. In her obsession for books, Del becomes 

"different" from the others in Jubilee. She finds solace and happiness in the library — 

with the walls of printed pages the evidence of so many created worlds becoming a 

comfort to her. Reading books in Jubilee, she says was something like chewing gum, 

a habit to be abandoned when the seriousness and satisfactions of adult life took over. 
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It persisted mostly in unmarried ladies and would have been shameful in a man. 

However it is through books that Del enters another world — she becomes a writer. 

In the section entitled "Lives of girls and Women" Del's adolescent dreams of 

romantic love must again be readjusted to accommodate the physicd realities and 

psychological perversities of sex. She daydreams of a passionate romance with the 

local radio announcer, Mr. Chamberlain, but when he takes her out for a drive in the 

country, he proves to be an exhibitionist whose only desire is to masturbate in front of 

the girl. Yet Del's observation when he hopes they don't meet her mother on their 

way into the country side -- 

"1 did not think it possible. My mother inhabited a different layer of reality 

from the one I had got into now,"" °  is indicative of what is to come later on. 

Nevertheless the question and the problem of sexual identity is not solved in the 

course of the novel. Del reads voraciously and becomes acquainted with rich and 

titled people who despised the very sort of people who in Jubilee webs at the top of 

society druggists, dentists, shopkeepers. She learns of sexual experiences described 

differently: 

One book compared having sexual intercourse to going 

through a train tunnel (presumably if you were the 

whole train) and blasting out into a mountain meadow 

so high, so blest and beautiful, you felt as if you were in 

the sky. Books always compared it to something else 

never told about it by itself " I  

It is her mother who later comments in a pontificating tone: 

There is a change coming I think in the lives of girls and 

women. Yes But it is up to us to make it come. All 
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women have had up till now has been their connection 

with men. All we have had. No more lives of our own 

really, than domestic animals... "But I hope you will — 

use your brains. Use your brains. Don't be distracted. 

Once you make that mistake, of being - distracted over 

a man, your life will never be your own. You will get 

the burden, a woman always does." 112  

She is startled when Del goes on to tell her that there is birth control nowadays 

although Ada Jordan was the one who had publicly embarrassed the family by writing 

to the Jubilee Herald — Advance that prophylactic devices should be distributed to all 

women on public relief in Wawanash County, to help them prevent any further 

increase in their families. Del says she did not get the point her mother was making 

but felt: 

...that it was not so different from all the other advice 

handed out to women, to girls, advice that assumed 

being female made you damageable, that a certain 

amount of carefulness and solemn fuss and self 

protection were called for, whereas men were supposed 

to be able to go out and take on all kinds of experiences 

and shuck off what they didn't want, to come back 

proud. Without even thinking about it, I had decided to 

do the same 113  

Del decides to be different — to be a non-conformist and to be like men. 

In the epilogue of the novel, the question of illusion and reality and role-

playing is focused in the question of art in relation to life. The epilogue the 
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Photographer, invites the reader to stand back from the rest of the book to consider the 

process of writing a novel and the relation between the observed world and the 

fictional — re-creation. A significant feature in her novel is an evil looking 

photographer who takes pictures, which are frightening because they somehow make 

people look older and reveal hidden things in their personalities. 

The general inclination of Lives of Girls and Women is indeed that of the 

portrait of the artist, and the first person voice in which it is told is appropriate. The 

sense of art as a miracle, and the sense also of some special kind of intelligence that 

recognizes it, recurs in Munro's books and it is linked with the idea that there are 

levels of access to truth, which have nothing to do with what in the world passes for 

wisdom and intelligence. This is shown quite clearly in the first story — "The Flats 

Road", where the central character is an eccentric, Uncle Benny. This story 

establishes the symbolic geography of the book in its contrast between Del's father's 

world of the Flats Road, home to a disreputable assortment of bootleggers, misfits 

and idiots, and her mother's desired world of order, decency and knowledge as it is 

temporarily represented in her view by Jubilee. This section focuses on what Del 

comes to understand about the lives of eccentrics like the Jordan's neighbour on the 

Flats Road, Uncle Benny, who lives in the mad world which is adjacent to the 

ordinary one, but chaotic and strange: "lying alongside our world was Uncle Benny's 

world like a troubling distorted reflection, the same but never the same". 

II is through Uncle Benny that Del and her brother begin to learn the perilous 

wonders of the natural world, represented by the great bog with its ravenous 

quicksands that stretches beyond his home; it is through him that they begin to 

recognize the inexpressible strangeness of human relations, represented by his 

disastrous adventure with a mail order wife. 114 
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And through the remaining chapters of Lives of Girls and %non, runs the 

recurrent theme of people, who, whether they intend or know it, "make us see". In 

"Heirs of the Living Body , it is the old great aunts preserving a model of the 

idealized. Victorian Ontario farm life as they provide for their brother, Uncle Craig, 

who spends his time writing a vast prosaic chronicle of the history of his district. 

When he dies, his sisters give Del his manuscript remarking, "He had the gift. He 

could get everything in and still make it read smooth." This is what Munro's narrative 

seeks to do — to get everything in that is of importance, and to "make it read smooth" 

— the realist's ambition. In subsequent sections, Del is frequently an intrepid explorer 

of this territory where "anything might happen." But as she grows up she develops 

strategies for dealing with and finally celebrating, the ordinary world , She realizes 

that her mother's forthright individualism and uncompromising innocence make her a 

freak among Jubilee people, who have no need to do or say anything remarkable. 

Therefore Del, in Jubilee, like Alice Munro in Wingham, becomes a 

"chameleon", adopting the disguise of ordinariness under the cover Of' which she is 

secretly developing her identity as a writer. A repeated rhythm throughout the book is 

Del's temporary abandonment of herself to the dark visions of madness or death or to 

the bright visions of love or art, followed by her return to "real life" with a heightened 

appetite for its ordinary details. 115  Her mother's intellectual restlessness, her own 

search for a faith that seems to meet her poetic expectations of religion and the 

frenetic dedication to a parody of art which inspires the hysterically flamboyant 

teacher Miss Farris who produces the school operetta every year (and having lived to 

the limit of her own style commits suicide), are all stages on the path of self-

realization and to realization of the true nature of the world along which Del is 

proceeding. 
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Del concludes with a description of what she wants her writing to be, a 

description that many viewers, not surprisingly used to describe Munro's own 

accomplishment: 

What I wanted was every last thing, every layer of 

speech and thought, stroke of light on bark or walls, 

every smell, pothole, pain, crack, delusion, held still and 

held together — radiant, everlasting. " 6  

In this collection, Lives of Girls and Women we get a real sense of a closed 

society in a small rural town. This is a society that closes itself around the narrator 

Del who eventually wants to escape from the confining attitudes of people in her 

family — aunts, uncle and home. We have social realism and documentary realism. 

More than this we have the 'realistic chronicling of the agonized awareness of the 

process of growing up of a child who goes through several transitions in life. 

Who Do You Think You Are? is a Bildungsroman extending well beyond 

childhood into the darker times of middle age with its failed marriages, humiliating 

love affairs and mundane careers. The story of Rose, her upbringing in the rural slum 

of West Hanratty arid her subsequent and doomed marriage to a rich fellow student, 

develops the theme of social climbing and its perils that is already preSent in Lives of 

Girls and Women, In Lives of Girls and Women, the sense of familiar authenticity 

was sustained by the fact that the aspirant writer as central character was assumed to 

be both participant and observer. In Who Do You think You Are? the participant is 

observed, and there is a kind. of hard objectivity to the book with its relentless social 

documentation of low life in West Hanratty at the end of the 1930s. Although Munro 

does make a largely successful attempt to project the inner life 1:f her principal 

characters, the other leading figures in the novel, like Rose's crocheity step-mother, 
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Flo ;  her violent father and her snobbish husband are shallow projections, almost 

caricatures, portrayed with none of the feeling and understanding that characterized 

the presentation of the father and mother, Ben and Ida Jordan in the earlier novel. Yet 

though the general tone of Who Do You Think You Are? is at once harsher and 

more brittle than that of Lives of Girls and Women, there is a variation of quality 

within the book and the first four chapters, which deal with childhood in Ontario, are 

the most effective. 117  

By the time Munro was writing the stories collected in Who Do You Think 

You Are? she was living in Clinton with her second husband, to whom this fourth 

book is dedicated. Clinton is just twenty miles from Wingham, where her father 

Robert Laidlaw had lived for seventy-five years. Laidlaw himself became a writer 

shortly before his death in 1976, completing the manuscript of The Mac Gregors 

while he was waiting to go into the hospital for what would be an unsuccessful heart 

operation. 

Like Munro, Rose, the central character in Who Do You Think You Are? 

makes a journey away from her small town only to return. She leaves 'West Hanratty, 

changes her rural accent, marries into a higher class, and moves to the West Coast. 

However, she carries along as baggage, her childhood, her past, her sense of self-

importance, and her still un-assuaged feeling of guilt. Adept at dissembling, Rose 

makes her way among wealthy suburbanites, academics and media people. She 

assumes roles and strikes poses. But she finds out something about who she really is 

at the end of the book, when she returns to Hanratty. As the title suggests Who Do 

You Think You Are? is about the recognition of identity. In West Hanratty, the 

question, Who Do You Think You Are? is scornfully asked as a scourge against 

ambition, pretension, and the desire to be successful. Munro's New York publisher, 
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declaring that Americans were too self-assured to use or understand this expression, 

substituted the more static title, The Beggar Maid under which the volume was also 

published in England. 

We find that with Who Do You Think You Are? when the action moves into 

other places, notably the alien realm of British Columbia, the documentary 

background becomes more uncertain, and as Munro deals with the problems of adults 

living out their erotic fantasies, she seems too near her subject for the special kind of 

luminous objectivity that characterizes the stories of childhood and adolescence to 

develop. 

The collection is a successful hybrid. It has "linked" stories, as Munro calls 

them, which illuminate one aspect of Rose's life at a time, in more or less 

chronological order, focusing on whatever is central to that story and leaving 

everything else about her life in the shadows. There are stories like, "Royal 

Beatings", "Privilege", "VialP a Grapefruit", "Wild Swans", "The Beggar Maid", 

"Mischief', "Providence", "Simon's Luck", "Spelling," and "Who Do You Think 

You Are?" The vision of life presented in the book is unusually grim, with a more 

relentless attention given to unconsummated relationships, unfulfilled lives, isolated 

characters, imprisonment, victimization, freakishness, and the failure of 

comrnimication. 

During the pre-World War II years, Rose grows up on the wrong side of the 

bridge in West Hanratty, a place of "legendary poverty". There, she is surrounded by 

images of rural squalour -- toilet noises, stained underwear, relatives who say "yez", 

decaying houses, front-yard dumps. Poverty has created a special world so that, when 

Rose later thinks of how West Hanratty was during the war years and the years 

preceding she feels that: 
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the two times were so separate it was as if ... it was all 

on film and the film had been printed in a different way, 

so that on the one hand things looked clean-edged and 

decent and limited and ordinary, and on the other, dark, 

grainy, jumbled and disturbing. 118  

Maimed character, misfits, and the fatally ill continue to appear in the stories 

as grotesque reminders of the close presence of this other disturbing world: Becky 

Tyde, dwarfed and twisted by polio; poor abused Franny McGill; the senile old 

woman in "Spelling", who is lost in her emptiness or confusion that nobody on this 

side can do more than guess at; Milton Homer, the town fool who liVes without social 

inhibitions and with no sense of precaution; crippled Ralph Gillespie, whose skillful 

imitations of Milton Homer are eventually mistaken by newcomers to Hanratty as his 

own idiocy; Rose's father, who dies of lung cancer, and Rose's lover Simon in 

"Simon's Luck" who dies of cancer of the pancreas. 

In Who Do You Think You Are? Munro uses documentary realism, 

documenting the squalour of the small town, Hanratty, where Rose lived. 

The stories themselves present small moments of illumination and recognition 

as Rose perceives this irrational world in her various encounters with those least 

rational of human experiences: death and sexual love. Rose's life and circumstances 

may sound depressing but she does not find them so. She is busy observing things and 

learning: Learning to survive, no matter with what cravenness and caution, what 

shocks and forebodings, is not the same as being miserable. It is too interesting. Like 

Munro's other central characters, Rose is always an outsider, all the More capable on 

that account of making discriminations and finding significance in ordinary things. 
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Rose turns her past — the outhouse, West Hanratty, poverty, into charmingly 

ironic and amusing anecdotes. Even those times of her life when she felt most lonely 

and rejected can seem, in tetrospect, comic. 

One of the themes explored most fully in this book as in the previous books, is 

the relation between the past and the present. In the title story, the last in the 

collection, when Rose has come back to West Hanratty to take her step-mother Flo to 

the county home, she meets someone from her schooldays, Ralph Gillespie, whom 

she recognizes as a kind of double. Nothing is said but the "peculiar shame" of 

thinking that she might have been paying attention — in her acting and in her life — to 

the wrong things, that "Everything she had done could sometimes be seen as a 

mistake", 119  that shame seemed to have been eased. When Rose later reads about 

Ralph Gillespie's death in the local paper, she feels, "his life, close, closer that the 

lives of men she'd loved, one slot over from her own?" 120  Rose, going home, 

recognizes something of who she really is. 

Writers such as Robert Stead, Martha Ostenso and Frederick Philip Grove 

were concerned with the pioneer farmers and their struggle with the frontier lands of 

the Great Plains. Alice Munro however, deals with the society that had long passed 

out of the pioneer stage and represented a decaying culture rather than a frontier one. 

Munro's realism especially that used by her in the 1950s and 1960s is similar to the 

realism used by Joyce and Thomas Mann. Her realism is not like the realism of prairie 

writers in Canada. In a thsCussion of the Canadian short story, Geoff Hancock 

includes Clark Blaise and Munro in a list of realistic writers in whose work reality is 

comprehended through its surfaces. 

Attention to surface, to detail is a striking characteristic of both authors' work. 

The similarity of vision between Blaise and Munro derives from their mutual interest 
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in realistic technique. Both writers attempt to capture through careful accumulation 

and attention to detail, the texture of experience. Close observation of the details of 

daily life gives rise in both authors' works to a vision of life as absurd and terrifying. 

We have already noted in the foregoing analysis of the stories that in Munro's 

work there are elements of magic realism, documentary realism, social and 

photographic realism. All this has also been acknowledged by critics like George 

Woodcock, Catherine Sheldrick Ross, Hallvard Dahlie among others. However 

Lorraine M York is of the opinion that Alice Munro's magical realism, her interest in 

documentary expression are parts of a larger whole; her photographic sensibility. 

Even in the earliest stages of creation, the story exists for her as a palpable visual 

object. This is a view shared also by the renowned critic and writer David Williams. 
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CHAPTER 111 

REGIONALISM 

The term regionalism is used alternately to describe the unifying principle of a 

corpus of literary texts (that is, a regional literature), the attachment of a writer to a 

particular place, the diversity of writing within the larger body of a national literature, 

or a kind of ideological consciousness or discourse.' 

The regional novel emphasizes the setting, speech and social structure and 

customs of a particular localiiy, not merely as local colour but as important conditions 

aflecting the temperament of the characters and their ways of thinking, feeling, and 

interacting. Instances of such localities are Wessex in Thomas Hardy's novels, and 

"Yoknapatawpha County", Mississippi in Faulkner's. 2  

Regional movements and/or the concentration of literary activity in particular 

regions at particular times have been certainly recognized - such as the New England 

Renaissance, in the mid-nineteenth century, the role of regionalism in the 

development of realism in turn-of-the-century America; the "New Regionalism" 

between the two world wars, especially in the south; and the flourishing of literary 

activity on the Canadian Prairies in the 1960s and 70s. Finally the association of 

particular writers with their regions has been a central focus in considerations of their 

work (an association which often carries connotations of possessions or authority): 

Mark Twain's Mississippi, Jack Hodgins Vancouver Island, William Faulkner's 

Yoknapatawpha, Robert Frost's New England, Margaret Laurence's Manawaka. 

These applications of the concept of regionalism in literary critical practice raise a 



138 

number of issues, such as the influence of place on a writer's work, the principles 

according to which one draws regional div.  isions among writers, and the effect such an 

association has on the assessment of a writer's work. While similar issues are raised 

in literary critical considerations of nation, race and gender, the concept of 

regionalism occupies a much more uneasy place in literary studies. As Michael 

Kowaleski argues, "the critical assumption seems to be that region or a sense of place 

is not an imaginative factor that can be internalized and struggled with in the same 

literarily rewarding ways that writers struggle with issues of race, class and gender. 

The use of the term "regionalism" has always been a conflicted one, bringing into 

view tensions between the center and the periphery, the rural and the urban, the local 

and the cosmopolitan, the regional and the national. Not only are the boundaries 

between the different uses of the term in literary criticism not always clear, but the 

very value of regionalism is a matter of debate." 3  

In "The Between 'less of Place: Towards a Geography of Modernity", 

Nicholas Entrikin argues for the centrality of place in the construction of subjectivity 

in contemporary society: "Place presents itself to us as a condition of human 

experience. As agents in the world we are always "in culture." For this reason our 

relations to place and culture become elements in the construction of our individual 

and collective identities." 4  

Regionalism, as a prevalent term in public and institutional discourses in 

North America, has played a significant role in giving expression to that sense of 

identification, though attitudes towards regionalism in those discourses have been at 

best ambivalent. However recent global trends are investing the term with new 
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significance, necessitating a new look at the way the term has been and can be used to 

examine social, cultural and political relationships. 

In the history of criticism in both Canada and the United States, regionalism 

has been associated, often unfavourably, with provincialism, with a rural context, or 

with local-colour writing. Canadian critic E. K. Brown, argued in 1943 that "the 

advent of regionalism may be welcomed with reservations as a stage through which it 

may be well for us to pass, as a discipline and a purgation," one which will delay "the 

coming of great books."' In response to political, social and cultural currents, 

particularly the rise and fall of nationalist sentiments, regionalism has moved in and 

out of the spotlight throughout the twentieth century. During this time, characterized 

by the intersection of a humanist sensibility — with its emphasis on the universality of 

experience — and a nationalism focused predominantly on the borders of the nation-

state, regionalism has been relegated to the periphery of North American literature 

and criticism. But in tho last twenty years, economic, political and cultural 

developments have prompted a renewed focus on regionalism. 6  "Regionalist" 

literature as many now describe it, is not just the expression of local influences or 

local affiliations. Rather, because "region" itself implies a cultural subdivision of 

some larger realm, regionalist literature has a comparative dimension. James D. Hart 

observes that regionalism emphasizes " Basic philological or sociological distinctions, 

which the writer often views as though he were a cultural anthropologist. This way of 

understanding regionalist literature — as performing an ethnographic function through 

fictional means — promises to give regionalism new relevance and cogency. If region 

can be understood as the spatial dimension of cultural pluralism, then regionalism, by 

modeling a way of writing across cultural divides, speaks to pressing issues of cultural 
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identity, difference and heterogeneity. In the regionalist movement of the late 19 th  

Century U.S., we see that many critics used the word "local colour" to imply a view 

of regional life from the outside and an attitude of condescension that went with it. 

But regionalism actually implies a view of regional life from the "inside" and an 

attitude of sympathy toward it.' 

The reality of Canadian experience is geography variously shaped by history. 

That is why this vast country is inevitably regional in its cultural manifestations. The 

sense of locality, it is true, came before the sense of region, which is the product of 

living in time within a specific environment. The first of all Canadian writers, the 

explorers like Alexander Mackenzie and David Thompson had a strong sense of 

locality, but almost none of region. Theirs was the literature of travel and movement, 

whereas the regional awareness involves finding what Al Purdy once called, "a place 

to stand on". Here and there among the explorers a fitful sense of region appears. as in 

the narratives of Samuel. Hearne, who wandered with an Indian band and absorbed 

their sense of territory as living space. But for the most part the sense of regionality 

came with settlement and that is why one is first aware of it among the Quebecois and 

the Acadians, French peasants who had exchanged one terrain for another and had 

been forced to adapt a centuries-old Gallic rural way of life to existence on the verge 

of the wilderness. As the English-speaking immigrants came in their turn — Loyalists 

and others — and after them the continental Europeans and the Asians, the experience 

was repeated of adjustmbot between an Old World culture and a New World land. 

Out of these encounters came the strong regionalism that to this day marks off the 

areas of Canada by history the shared memory of experience — and geography. It has 
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been one of the most powerful forces in shaping not only the country's literature but 

also its visual arts.' 

In his address on regionalism in Canadian literature (later an essay) entitled 

"The Meeting of Time and Space", Woodcock refers to what he calls a "rather 

surprising remark by the English poet T. E. Hultne, who is regarded as the founder of 

the early twentieth century movement in poetry known as Imagism. Hulme had spent 

a period in North America. mid in 1906, he remarked: 

Speaking of personal matters, the first time I ever felt the necessity or 

inevitableness of verse, was in the desire to reproduce the peculiar quality of feeling 

which is induced by the flat spaces and wide horizons of the virgin prairie of western 

Canada. 

Hulme's reference to "the peculiar quality of feeling "induced by a particular 

landscape enters into the phenomenon called regionalism. It is the sense of locality 

which is indispensable to a. consciousness of regional identity, but which is not all of 

that consciousness. 9  Woodcock uses a quotation from Margaret Laurence's Heart of 

a Stranger a collection of essays. She implies that the sense of locality is itself not 

enough. It is "those popular bluffs" and the blackness of that soil and the way in 

which the sky is open from one side of the horizon to the other. She talks about how a 

world that includes the ancestors both hers and other peoples becomes very important 

because it is "a world which gave her, her own lifework to do because it was here that 

I learned the sight of my own particular eyes." 

Among these writers from outside who have given such splendid voice to the 

regions of Canada have been Frederick Philip Grove, Malcolm Lowry, and Roderick 

Haig-Brown. 10 
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Woodcock goes on to talk about the geographical feeling of locality the 

historical feeling of a living community, the personal sense of ties to a place where 

one has been born or which one has passionately adopted. 

While regional literature in the United Kingdom and the United States struck 

darker and sharper notes in the war years and the twenties, and while American 

Sinclair Lewis did an expose of dusty, dreary communities, which erode the lives of 

ordinary people, Canadian literature reveals both kinds of regionalism. But on the 

whole, the affirmative note of affection and humour prevailed. We see regionalism in 

the work of Robertson Davies whose penetrating satiric novels reveal character in the 

ordinary man's response to local social pressures. He writes with a sociologist's care 

of a small Ontario town in a regional vein reminiscent of Leacock. 

thigh MacLennan poses different regions against each other. His regions are 

all within Canada and he uses a kind of mythic Canadian geography to suggest levels 

of experience. Canadian regionalism is still strongest in the area where it first began: 

the Maritime Provinces. Will Bird stories and Elizabeth Brewster's stories, Charles 

Bruce's The Channel Shore (1954), Thomas Raddall's The Nymph and the Lamp 

(1950) and Ernest 13tickler's The Mountain and the Valley (1952), represent the 

range of achievement in fiction. Fred Cogswell, Alden Nowlan, Dorothy Roberts, and 

others produce poetry strong in Maritime flavour.' 

Some writers have spoken of the prairie area not as a place of freedom and 

energy but in darker tones, as in Frederick Philip Grove's novels of the twenties. Earle 

Bimey's poem "David" shows a world of extremes, both moral and geographic. Yet a 

reaction against moralizing has helped produce a final kind of regionalism in 

Canadian literature. Young writers affirm that they must record the sights and sounds 
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of their own regions not because regional reality provides escape but because it 

provides reflection of character or enhances moral values, but simply for its own sake, 

because it exists as fact.' 2  

Canadian literature, like Canadian painting, has always remained regional in 

its impulses and origins. -In this respect, Canada resembles countries like Germany 

and Italy and Spain, which have a number of competing cultural centers, rather than 

Britain and France, where London and Paris have tended until very recent years to 

attract to themselves all but the most rebellious of artistic talents. All the really 

important innovative tendencies in English -Canadian literature have originated in the 

regions, especially if one regards Anglophone Montreal as a region in its relation to 

the centralist axis of Toronto•Ottawa. 

The poetry of Earle Birney, like the fiction of Margaret Laurence, based 

ultimately on the recognition of one's region demonstrates what is the central and 

most important truth about regionalism, whether in literature or in politics; that unlike 

nationalism which is a matter of rigid and artificial political forms and boundaries, 

regionalism is not limiting any more than true confederalism is. The full 

consciousness and experience of one's region in a non-exclusive way enables one to 

understand better other lands and other regions." In poems and in the novels that 

resemble them, the reality of Canadian experience, geography variously shaped by 

history, is truly expressed. But it is an experience that can only be lived, as Canada 

can only be understood, in regional terms." 

Writers like Robertson Davies, Hugh MacLennan, Margaret Laurence, 

Malcolm Lowry, Stephen Leacock, Ralph O'Connor, Jack Hodgins and others are 

regionalists. 
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As a Canadian, Robertson Davies frequently attempts to define the essential 

character of life in Canada. He points out to those special traits of a people with a 

northern geography and limited political power. He is also concerned with attacking 

the narrow-mindedness and philistinism of any society hostile to individuality and 

imaginative life. His regionalism is also seen in three related novels about the social, 

moral and artistic life of a small Ontario city called Salterton. 

Hugh MacLennan creates situations and characters imaginatively through the 

manipulation of memory. His writing is didactic and reveals a deep sense of place and 

history. In his work Barometer Rising, he presents a close observation of a regional 

society at a point of crisis to illustrate a national theme, the emergence of Canadian 

self-sufficiency at the end of a long colonial slumber. 

Margaret Laurence's work is rooted in a local culture. She reveals the ability 

to go away and return, enriched, as part of the regional experience. This tends to 

liberate the mind from the narrowness of mere nationalism. 

Jack Hodgins grew up on Vancouver Island and the northern part of the island 

with its array of extended and eccentric families provided the setting for his fiction. 

His characters have oddities linked to their place of origin. 

Joyce Coral Oates in an essay entitled "The Canadian Inheritance: Engel, 

Munro, Moore", in the Ontario Review 1 979/80 (Fall -Winter) perceptively points out 

that the concern of serious Canadian fiction has always been for a defining of the self 

in terms of origin. The landscape, the weather, the religious and social environment 

one has ostensibly escaped; family; even ancestors buried on "foreign" soil; and 

increasingly marriage — all represent forces the individual must deal with on his own 

terms or risk dissolution. 
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On the whole, regional writers in Canada have not been formal experimenters, 

for their concern has been with the verification of human experience and intuition 

deriving from the peculiarities of the region, rather than the creation of fictional 

worlds whose integrity resides in the conjunction of words. Like Margaret Laurence, 

Ethel Wilson or Ernest Buckler, Alice Munro has been strongly influenced by place 

and like them, too, she has learned to distil its peculiarities in characters and intense 

moral confrontations rather ilian in abstractions. 

. The creation of place is a vehicle for sympathetic bonding between the reader 

and the writer's fictional world, offering at the very least, the illusion of shared, hence 

universal, experience. This is especially true of the fiction of Alice Munro who has a 

remarkable ability to poeticize a specific place, to sing its praises and hypnotic 

mysteries, as well as to invoke place as a maternal mythscape. Most importantly, 

Munro is able to authenticate a fictional female world by expanding her characters 

inner lives into place, and by manipulating place as feminist enquiry. 

Munro is clearly a central figure in the short-story tradition in Canada, a 

tradition that goes back well into the nineteenth century, one which has earned 

Canada more international recognition than the novel. Many of the writers whom she 

acknowledges as having influenced her are internationally recognized practitioners of 

the short story: Katherine Mansfield, Mary Levin, Edna O'Brien, Eudora Welty, 

Flannery O'Connor among others. These writers have in common an ability to 

transform a mundane ordinary world into something unsettling and mysterious and 

most of them are strongly rooted in a particular region. Eudora Welty interprets 

limited settings in Mississippi and Flannery O'Connor and Carson Mc Cullers 
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recreate daily life of small-town Georgia. Munro defines rural southwestern Ontario. 

Her inspiration springs from the Ontario landscape. 

The most pervasive influence as she has frequently explained, has been that of 

the American writers of the south, and it is both the regional and the Gothic impulse 

in their fiction that she has been very much in tune with and has adapted to her own 

particular world. " I felt there a country being depicted that was like my own," she 

has said/ "... the part of the country I come from is absolutely Gothic. You can't get it 

all down. As in the American South the traditions and sense of propriety in Munro's 

Huron county are both strongly entrenched and threatened by the very distortions they 

produce, a situation which is further intensified by the desperate lives led by so many 

of the inhabitants. II is this qualitative texture of the regional south rather than any 

formal influence that Munro acknowledges, though as she concedes her Lives of 

Girls and Women has structural similarities to Welty's Golden Apples. 15  

Alice Munro was born in and lived in Wingham, Ontario until 1949, when she 

left Wingham for London, Ontario and two years at the University of Western 

Ontario. It was not until alter her marriage in 1,951 to James Munro and the couple's 

move to Vancouver that she started to write from her own experience about her own 

experience about her native region. Munro Country is Huron County and in particular 

Wingham, through which the Maitland River flows on its source to Lake Huron. West 

of Wingham, it winds through a section called Lower town, past the Laidlaw place 
• 

and through the fields known as the Flats. This landscape and the Scots -Trish 

community that liVes there, as perceived in childhood and recreated in adult memory, 

form the imaginative core of Munro's Dance of the Happy Shades, Lives of Girls 
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and Women, Who Do You Think You Are? and some of the best stories in 

Something I've Been Meaning To Tell You and The Moons of Jupiter. 

For this reason, Munro has been called nostalgic, old-fashioned, interested in a 

past that has disappeared. It is more accurate to think of her as a regional writer. The 

authors for whom she has admiration are regional writers of the American South - 

especially Eudora Welty. She has said in an early 1970s interview with Mari Sainsby: 

"If I'm a regional writer, the region I'm writing about has many things in common 

with the American South... It is Rural Ontario. A closed rural society with a pretty 

homogenous Scotch-Irish racial strain going slowly to decay." I6  

In a review of Dance of the Happy Shades in New York Times Book 

Review, contributor Martin Levin writes that Alice Munro creates a solid habitat for 

her fiction - southwestern Ontario, a generation or more in the past - and is in 

sympathetic vibration with the farmers and townspeople who live there. 

Alice Munro's narrators reminisce about certain places. There is some 

significance in the fact that the narrator of "The Ottawa Valley" calls her memories 

"snapshots"; she thinks of them, not as stories, though some of them are that as well, 

but as pictures. A title like "The Flats Road" or "The Ottawa Valley" implies that 

what we are told adds up to a picture of locality. And when we call Munro a regional 

writer one thing we mean is that her stories, or many of them, add up to a picture of 

the rural Ontario in which she grew up. 

:Munro's first published story, "The Dimensions of a Shadow", appeared in the 

University of Western Ontario student publication "Folio" in April 1950. She recalls 

how in the 1950s in West Vancouver, as a wife and a young mother with a house in 

the suburbs, she lived, she says, "two completely different lives -. the real and 
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absolutely solitary life and the life of appearances," pretending to be what everyone 

wanted her to be. After twelve years in Vancouver, the Munros moved in 1963 to 

Victoria, British Columbia. Their youngest daughter Andrea was born in 1966, to join 

Sheila, born in 1953, and Jenny born in 1957. All during the 1950s and early 1960s 

Munro was privately writing the stories that were collected into her first book from 

the earliest ones, "The Time of Death" and "The Day of the Butterfly", written when 

she was about twenty - three to the last ones, "Boys and Girls", "Walker Brothers 

Cowboy" and "Images" written when she was thirty-five. 

The stories in Dance of the Happy Shades are not linked by common 

characters or by a common narrator. Nevertheless, taken together, they give a good 

idea of what it is like to grow up and come of age in a small town. 

Most of her stories happen -in small towns or involve small-town people. Nine 

of the ten stories in Friend of My Youth are about small towns and their people. 

These produce the closeness and the friction that let her demonstrate how slightly 

people know one another. "in small towns", Munro said, "you have no privacy at all. 

You have a role, a character, but one that other people have made up for you. Other 

people have already made yourself." In story after story she demonstrates how, even 

in small towns where everyone knows everyone else, the hairline faults in people's 

understanding of one another will grow until the earth moves under them. The 

territory where Munro's stories are found cannot be travelled to in any case. Initially, 

she said, they all came from her own life. "Personal writing was all that mattered", 

she says in the telephonic interviews from the town of Melrose in Scotland. "Then for 

some reason I veered away from it. I got bored with it really, with the constant 

probing." 
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It is evident that Who Do You Think You Are? is autobiographical like most 

of Munro's work. 

The first story in this collection entitled "Royal Beatings" is set in Hanratty, 

Ontario. In this story Munro makes use of the third person narrative unlike the first 

person narrative in her earlier three collections. The family of four lived behind a 

store in Hanratty — Rose, her father, Flo her step mother and Rose's young half-

brother Brian: 

Her father had a shed at behind the store, where he 

worked at his furniture repairing and restoring. He 

caned chair seats and backs, mended wickerwork, filled 

cracks„ put legs back on, all most admirably and 

skillfully and cheaply. That was his pride; to startle 

people with such fine work such moderate, even 

ridiculous charges. During the Depression people could 

not afford to pay more, perhaps, but he continued the 

practice through the war, through the years of prosperity 

after the war, until he died." 

We are made aware of the fact of the Depression in the 1930s and the hardship 

people faced at this time. Poverty and backwardness coupled with conservativeness 

and stubborn adherence to old world values are the bane of the community. 

Flo looks after the grocery store which Rose's father set up himself. They 

lived in a poor part of town: 

There was Hanratty and West Hanratty with the river 

flowing between them. This was West Hanratty. In 
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Hanratty the social structure ran from doctor and 

dentists and lawyers down to foundry workers and 

factory workers and draymen, in West Hanratty it ran 

from factory workers and foundry workers down to 

large improvident families of casual bootleggers and 

prostitutes and unsuccessful thieves." 

Munro describes the houses that were strange-looking because of attempts 

made to keep them from going completely to ruin. Most houses were patched up with 

tarpaper, a few fresh shingles, and sheets of tin, hammered out stovepipes, even 

cardboard. All this was before the war and days of what would later be legendary 

poverty, from which Rose would remember. Mostly low-down things- serious looking 

anthills and wooden steps, and a cloudy, interesting problematical light on the world. 

Yet this is the world in which Flo and Rose live along with various neighbours — 

country people with their own eccentricities and oddities. There was Becky Tyde, a 

big-headed loud-voiced dwarf, with a mascot's sexless swagger and a twisted neck. 

Sh.e had a brother Robert, nicknamed Roberta because of his meek and nervous ways. 

The royal beatings referred to in the story refer to the fact that their father beat 

them and had beaten all his children and his wife as well. Becky was on the receiving 

end more than the others because of her deformity. The small -town mentality does not 

let it go at that — there are other things they say — like Becky had a pregnancy and the 

father of the child was her own father. Rose, being a part of this set-up becomes 

automatically drawn into life here — raw and primitive at times. Munro narrates how 

Flo's stories told to Rose influence her and contributes to her own perception of the 

world around her inhabited as it is by the common and the unusual. One day she 
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told Rose of how useless young men who hung around the stable, got together and 

were ready to give old Tyde a horsewhipping in the interests of public morality. They 

went about it duly and were punished eventually for it. The story describes Rose's life 

here in Hanratty. Flo often left Rose in charge of the store — when she was a child of 

ten — eleven — twelve — while she herself went off across the bridge to Hanratty to 

shop and see people and listen to them. She returned home and imitated all these 

people for Rose and -Brian. There is another "royal beating" in the story in which Rose 

is given a beating as a harsh discipline because of the verse she teaches her brother to 

sing and introduces the reader to the idea of the city. Two Vancouver's fried in snot — 

two pickled arseholes tied in a knot. Flo's statement to her father, "I don't know what 

to do about her 19  provokes him into thrashing her and wailing: 

The very last ditch willing sound of humiliation and 

defeat it is, for it seems Rose must play her part in this 

with the same grossness, the same exaggeration, that her 

father displays, playing his. She plays his victim with a 

self-indulgence that arouses and maybe hopes to arouse 

his final :, sickened contempt." 

It is Flo who, although initially she had instigated the father, comes to attend 

to her after the beating with some treats all laid out on a tray for her. She may inquire 

after the peace offerings she had made and whether she had liked the chocolate milk 

depending on how chastened she was feeling herself: 

At any rate all advantage will be lost. Rose will 

understand that life has started up again, that they will 

all sit around the table eating again, listening to the 
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radio news. Tomorrow morning, maybe even tonight. 

Unseemly and unlikely as that may be. They will be 

embarrassed but rather less than you might expect 

considering how they have behaved. They will feel a 

queer lassitude, a convalescent indolence not far off 

satisfaction. 21  

Rose reaches a compromise with Flo. She realizes that the beatings like other 

events are a part of life and its burdens. An incident pertaining to some old men and 

Flo and her father is also narrated by Munro bringing out the small town attitude to 

something new. Something scientific. The little knowledge that they possess comes to 

the fore, when Rose's father tells them one day that the old men who sit on the bench 

in front of the store, had picked up an idea somewhere that what looked like a star in 

the Western sky was actually an airship hovering over Bay City, Michigan, n the other 

side of Lake Huron. The old men believed that it was lit by ten thousand electric light. 

bulbs. Her father had disagreed with them and pointed out to them that it was the 

planet Venus they had seen which had appeared long before the invention of the 

electric light bulb. Rose, her father and Flo herself knew nothing of the planet Venus. 

Yet Flo calls the old men "ignoramuses" for believing otherwise. And when she 

contorts herself to amuse Brian, Rose got a picture in her mind of that airship, an 

elongated transparent bubble with its strings of diamond lights floating in the 

miraculous American sky: 

The Planet Venus!" her father said, applauding Flo. 

"Ten thousand electric lights!" There was a feeling of 

• 
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permission, relaxation, even a current of happiness in 

the room. 22  

These are a few incidents that contribute to Rose's growing years. The story 

ends with Rose in a different set up. She is living by herself in Toronto away from her 

home in the country. 

She is now an actress. It would seem that Rose is now "playing" another part 

as adult. At this stage in her life, she tells stories of the past. As a child, the part she 

played when getting a beating was different. She was "victim" then. 

She hears an interview on the radio, one Sunday morning during which the 

hundred and two year old , Hat Nettleton reminisces about his past and how things 

were different in the past. He talks of how they had buggy races and people ate 

groundhog meat and all Rose can think about is his being a horsewhipper and the 

living link with their past- a link to royal beatings. The story brings us to the present 

scenario in Rose's life when times have changed and life is different. Rose is now a 

part of a different regional set up — the town with its different implications — its sterile 

lifestyle. She longs to talk to Flo about what she heard on radio about Hat Nettleton 

and listen to her comments but cannot do so since Flo is in a Home for the Aged and 

had stopped talking too. The story ends with a reference to Flo: 

She .had removed herself and spent most of her time 

sitting in a corner of her crib, looking crafty and 

disagreeable, not answering anybody, though she 

occasionally showed her feelings by biting a nurse. 23  

Munro in this story, like the others in this volume brings out the intrusive 

nature of the city and the idea of modernity. With Rose, the outside moves in and 
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place, as townscape and landscape become little more than backdrops for house, 

apartment, train, hospital etc and become eventually theatrical sets to the scenes of 

modem manners played out within them. And Rose at the end of it all at the end of 

the book will face stability only at home — Wawanash County. 

But one wonders who really won, when it comes to this story. In the light of 

the public recognition of Hat Nettleton and Flo's triumph of silence, Rose at this point 

must wonder about her far-off minor and temporary victory over her parents — She 

who was subject to a royal beating in her childhood, is successful later on. Hat 

Nettleton the administrator of another beating is also successful indirectly in a town. 

Munro as a regional writer brings out aspects and characteristics of a particular 

region - in this case, the region she is familiar with. She brings out the significance of 

place and people with their attitudes and sensibilities or lack of them. She talks of 

prejudices. She writes about a closed rural society, parochial and conservative in 

which generally we have a protagonist, a female, who attempts to break away or look 

for a chance to escape. 

The story entitled "Privilege" begins with how Rose in a town far removed 

from home would queen it over people who wished, in some snobbish and 

condescending way, that they had been born poor. She would offer various scandals 

and bits of squalour from her childhood — stories surrounding the Boys' Toilet and the 

Girls' Toilet and old Mr. Bums and his toilet. She knew that those little dark or 

painted shacks were supposed to be comical — but she saw them as scars of 

marvellous shame and outrage. 



155 

Rose's routine adolescent experiences are both voyeuristic and vicarious — 

from peering at Mr. Burns in the toilet to witnessing Shorty McGill "performing" 

upon his half- witted deformed sister Franny along with other children in the school: 

An act performed on Franny had no general 

significance, no bearing on what could happen to 

anyone else. It was only further abuse. 24  

And when Rose told people these things, in later years, they had considerable 

effect. She had to convince them that all this was true and not an exaggeration. 

However she learnt how to deal with varied situations that came her way from 

managing in the big fights that occurred in the school two or three times a year. Rose 

learns to play many variations of the same game — the survival game: 

She knew she would never flourish, never get to any 

very secure position — if indeed there was such a thing — 

in the world of the school. But she was not miserable, 

except in the nriater of not being able to go to the toilet. 

Learning to survive, no matter with what cravenness 

and caution, what shocks and forebodings, is not the 

same as being miserable. It is too interesting. 25  

Flo plays an active role in Rose's life even coming to the school to meet the 

teacher, an unheard of thing in Hanratty. Mothers were strongly partisan in fights and 

would hang over the gates and yell — some would rush out to tug hair and flail 

shingles. They would abuse the teacher behind her back and give instructions to the 

children riot to take lip from the teachers. The teacher, although, different from the 

others was a person who taught things. One of the things about the school that 
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appealed to Rose were pictures of buds. Rose did not know where these pictures came 

from in an environment where nothing seemed to be around by way of decoration and 

illustration: 

A red headed wood pecker; an oriole; a blue jay; a 

Canada goose. The colours clear and long lasting. 

Backgrounds of pure snow, of blossoming branches, of 

heady summer sky. In an ordinary classroom they 

would not have seemed so extraordinary. Here they 

were bright and eloquent, so much at variance with 

everything else that what they seemed to represent was 

not the birds themselves, not those skies and snows, but 

some other world of hardy innocence, bounteous 

information, privileged light-heartedness. 26  

in school is where Rose meets Cora who was illegitimate and lived with her 

grandparents. Cora appeals to her because of her beauty and the way she dresses. Of 

course Cora has her "attendants" — Bernice and Donna. Rose is full of admiration for 

Cora. and imitates everything she does — the way she spoke, walked. But: 

Imitation was not enough. Rose went further. She 

imagined she would be sick and Cora would somehow be 

called to look after her. Night time cuddles, stroking, 

rocking. She made up stories of danger and rescue, 

accidents and gratitude. Sometimes she rescued Cora, 

sometimes Cora rescued Rose. Then all was warmth, 

indulgence, revelations.27 
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However one day Rose makes the mistake of stealing some candy from Flo's 

store to give to Cora. She knew it was a mistake but the gesture was a part of the 

feeling of love for Cora, she experiences at this time. She could not bring herself to 

offer the bag of candy so eventually she decides to leave the bag in Cora's desk. She 

did not foresee however, that Cora would come to Flo's store to turn the candy in. She 

did not do this to make trouble for Rose but enjoyed he importance and respectability 

and the pleasure of grown•up exchange. And right enough she has a conversation with 

Flo, whiCh is imitated by her and makes Cora sound mincing and whining. The 

schoolgirl crush on Cora will be eventually understood by Rose: 

The opening, the increase, the flow of love. Sexual love, 

not sure yet exactly what it needed to concentrate on. It 

must be there from the start like the hard white honey in 

the pail, waiting to melt and flow. There was some 

sharpness lacking, some urgency missing; there was the 

incidental difference in the sex of the person chosen; 

otherwise it was the same thing, the same thing that has 

overtaken Rose. since. The high "tide"; the indelible 

folly; the flash flood. Flo asks her whether she is in love 

with Cora or something because to Flo, it is not 

homosexuality that she is talking about but love that 

sickened it. "11: was the enslavement, the self abasement, 

the self deception. That struck her. She saw the danger, 

all right; she read the flaw. Headlong hopefulness, 

readiness, need."28 
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However, over the years Flo returned to the subject of Cora derogatorily 

calling her Rose's idol and imitating her. Rose retreats into pretense as a means of 

survival in the small town world. 

This becomes a part of the identity she adopts, and a part of the profession of 

acting she takes up later. 

In the years to come the school underwent several changes and people moved 

away — typical of a rural a:rea. But in the case of Cora — she turned into a big, dark, 

sulky looking girl with round shoulders and married an airman after joining the air 

force. Rose did not bother about this transformation. She is only concerned about life 

and what it means: 

She thought how out-of-date Flo was as she went on 

recalling the story and making Cora sound worse and 

worse — swiu-thy, hairy, swaggering fat. So long after, 

and so uselessly, Rose saw Flo trying to warn and alter 

her. 29  

And in the years to come new things, events occur in Hanratty — People 

change and houses changed. Modernity comes into Hanratty, the harbinger of other 

modernities to come. So that when Rose thought of West Hanratty during the war 

years, and during the years before, the two times were so separate it was as if an 

entirely different lighting had been used, or as it was all on firm and the film had been 

printed in a different way so that on the one hand things looked clean edged and 

decent and limited and ordinary and on the other, dark, rainy, jumbled and disturbing. 

So change becomes an important aspect of the story. Modernity is intrusive in 

the attitudes of the town and its small worldliness. Yet the question after which the 
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book is named — Who Do You Think You Are? dogs Rose throughout, prompting her 

to make a bid to prove herself in varied situations. This question of identity is dwelt 

upon in the other stories in this collection. In "Half a Grapefruit" we have an 

extension of the same attitudes of the small town and the other "world". Rose wrote 

the entrance exam, went across the bridge and over to high school. The students 

seated themselves according to the places they came from — Rose was the 

representative of West Hanratty. Distinctions between town and country make 

themselves evident when, to a query by the young and optimistic teacher about what 

the students had had for breakfast, (this asked to gauge whether they were keeping 

Canada's food rules), every student had something different to say. The town side of 

the room spoke of toast and marmalade, bacon and eggs or cornflakes while the 

countryside of the room admitted to having fried potatoes, bread and corn syrup or 

raisin pie. And Rose, in a bid to be different from all the others says "Half a 

grapefruit," ... Nobody else had thought of it." 

This was far from the truth but Rose attempts to ensure her position in the 

class as someone unique. However, "half a grapefruit" became a chant used by the 

others to tease her: 

She would hear that called, now and again, for years, 

called out from an alley or a dark window. She would 

never let on she heard, but would soon have to touch her 

face, wipe the moisture away from her upper lip. We 

sweat for our pretensions. 3I  

Several other embarrassing moments come her way in high school. Like the 

fact that Rose could well have been the girl who lost the Kotex and caused a scandal 
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in the school. Rose feared that ownership of the offending item might be attributed to 

her so she was relieved when the responsibility was actually a country girl named 

Muriel Mason. Yet it occurs to her that this situation could well have occurred in her 

own case. 

Rose, like Munro herself is conscious of playing a role of pretending to be 

what she is not, just so that she can fit in and be a part of an alien group. She chooses 

to be pretentious. This is an autobiographical story and Munro is consciously bringing 

in what she herself felt: 

That Kotex must have fallen on the floor, maybe in the 

cloak room, then been picked up and smuggled 

somehow into the trophy case in the main hall. Then it 

came to public notice. Folding and carrying had spoiled 

its fresh look, rubbed its surface, so that it was possible 

to imagine it .had been warmed against the body. A 

great scandal. In morning assembly, the Principal had 

made reference to a disgusting object. He vowed to 

discover, expose, flog and expel, the culprit who had 

put it on view. Every girl in the school was denying 

knowledge of it. Theories abounded. Rose was afraid 

that she might be a leading candidate for ownership, so 

was relieved when responsibility was fixed on a big 

sullen country girl named Muriel Mason, who wore slub 

rayon house dresses to school and who had B.O. "You 
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got the rag on today, Muriel?" boys would say to her 

now, would call after her: 

"If I was Muriel Mason I would want to kill myself," 

Rose heard a senior girl say to another on the stairs. "I 

would kill myself." She spoke not pityingly but 

impatiently. 32  

Flo is very much a part of happenings in school and would wait for 

developments. Rose left out certain details especially "half a grapefruit". Yet: 

The change in Rose, once she left the scene, crossed the 

bridge, changed herself into chronicler, was remarkable. 

No nerves anymore. A loud skeptical voice, some hip 

swinging in a red and yellow plaid skirt, more than a 

hint of swaggering. 33  

The story traces the deterioration in Rose's father's health while at the same 

time examining the past and how faith healers or people who did airs no longer 

abound. Flo narrates some incidents of the past as well. Rose's father was being 

prepared to be removed to Westminster Hospital but died before going there. The 

story ends dwelling on a different scenario. Rose returns home (as is the case 

throughout this novel) to the new high school and finds many changes. People 

comment, on seeing her picture in a magazine, realizing that Rose is famous in her 

own way. She says: 

But the most impressive were the new high school had a 

auto mechanics shop for training auto mechanics and a 

beauty parlour for training beauty parlour operators; a 
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library; an auditorium; a gymnasium; a whirling 

fountain arrangement for washing you hands in the 

ladies room. Also a functioning dispenser of Kotex. 34  

It would appear that modernity had moved into Hanratty. In this story we also 

have a passing reference at the end to changes that have occurred over a period of 

time, and its not just modernity we are referring to. When Rose returns to Hanratty for 

the Centennial Year Reunion, there is recognition and certain self-assertion on the 

part ol"Rose when people acknowledge her picture being in a magazine. This was the 

time Rose returns to see what she could do about Flo she later puts her into a home. 

lt seems as if for her to get any recognition, her moving out of Hanratty was 

necessary. 

hi trying to flesh out as richly and as honestly as she can the life of a girl and 

woman in our times in Ontario, Alice Munro achieves something universal and local. 

But again and again Munro shows us that the changes promised by Del's 

mother in Lives of Girls and Women even a decade later, have not come to women. 

The writing Munro uses in. this section of the book, is full of anger and sadness that all 

this happens in the school itself which is surely a place where we might hope that the 

mad prejudices brought from home could be somewhat dispelled, rather than 

reinforced. Small town altitudes emerge and Munro expects us to think about them at 

this point. Not only must Muriel Mason endure much by way of poverty but must also 

endure humiliating taunts of her peers because of her biological heritage. 

Munro calls the stories in Who do You Think You Are? "linked stories" and 

linked they are, as they, in illuminating one aspect of Rose's life at a time, in more or 
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less chronological order, focus on whatever is central to that story leaving everything 

else about her life in the shadows. 

In the story "Wild Swans", landscape assumes varying and alarming 

proportions with the partial resolution of the vicarious and the voyeuristic. Sexual 

experience is dwelt upon in this story but the landscape is imbued with sexual 

innuendo as well. The story opens with Flo cautioning Rose to watch out for the 

"white slavers". These were people — actually women, who enticed young girls and 

made friends with them. These elderly women were responsible for taking young girls 

away after pretending to assist them. It is strange and ironical that Flo warns her to 

watch out for people dressed as ministers as they were the worst because Rose's foray 

into the mysteries of sex occur at the hands of a person dressed in ordinary clothes 

claiming to be a minister. Flo' is more experienced when it comes to travel than Rose 

and leaves her alone to travel to Toronto: 

She felt Flo receding, West Hanratty flying away from 

her, her own wearying self discarded as easily as 

everything else. She loved the towns less and less 

known . 35  

Rose sees the trip as a kind of escape into another world. They were travelling 

south, out of the snow belt. Into an earlier spring, a tenderer sort of landscape. Rose 

had won a prize for writing an essay entitled "Art and Science in the World of 

Tomorrow"; the money awarded as the prizes would be spent by her to buy things she 

desired to improve her appearance like various cosmetics and fripperies like jewellery 

etc. During the journey Rose meets a man who strikes up a conversation with her and 
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gives the impression that he is a minister although not wearing the garb of a minister. 

He further disarms Rose with his innocuous talk of geese and swans: 

Well as I said I was driving through the country and I 

saw some Canada geese down on a pond, and I took 

another look, and there were some swans down with 

them. A whole great flock of swans. What a lovely sight 

they were. They would be on their spring migration, I 

expect, heading up north. What a spectacle. I never saw 

anything like 

Rose was unable to think appreciatively of the wild 

swans because she was afraid he was going to lead the 

conversation from them to nature in general and then to 

God, the way a minister would feel obliged to do. But he 

did not. He stopped with the swans. 36  

While he shares his experience with the swans describing his good fortune at 

having been a part of the sight, Rose becomes even more comfortable in his presence. 

Under cover of the newspaper the elderly man molests her but Rose throughout is not 

sure of what her reaction to the act must be. On the one hand she wants to make him 

take his hand away while on the other, there is curiosity: 

More constant, more imperious than any lust. A lust in 

itself, that will make you draw back and wait, wait too 

long, risk ahnost anything, just to see what will happen. 

To see what will happen."37 
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This section is one of the most subtle narratives anywhere in Munro, but 

Rose's experience here remains in that ambiguous area that lies between fantasy and 

reality. Rose must clearly know but the reader is never sure, whether she has been 

violated in fact or only in fancy. And Rose wonders whether her imagination seemed 

to have created this reality — a reality she was not prepared for at all. Yet there is 

something abut the man that is crude and pushy and childish. And we are made 

startlingly aware of the relationship between the progress of the man's hand and the 

unfolding landscape Rose watches through the train window. Just as Del Jordan's 

landscape changes from profuse to erotic to postcoital during her vicarious escapade 

with Mr. Chamberlain, so too do we witness a change here, represented by the 

difference between landscape and cityscape. Either in fancy or in fact, Rose is in a 

quandary — but is aware that she will soon surrender. This decision is made as the 

train crosses the Niagara Escarpment: 

As the train crossed the Niagara Escarpments, above 

Dundas, as they looked down at the pre -glacial valley, 

the silver wooded rubble of little hills, as they came 

sliding down to the shores of Lake Ontario, she would 

make this slow and silent, and definite, declaration 

perhaps disappointing as much as satisfy ing the hand's 

owner. He would not lift his eyelids, his face would not 

alter, his fingers would not hesitate but would go 

powerfully and discreetly to work. Invasion, and 

welcome, and sunlight flashing far and wide on the lake 
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water; miles of bare orchards stirring around 

Burlington. 

This was disgrace, this was beggary. But what harm in 

that, we say to ourselves at such moments, what harm in 

anything, the worse, the better, as we ride the cold wave 

of greed, of greedy assent. 38  

But soon after the experience comes to an end, there is a change in the 

landscape. It changes to urban blight and decay, as if reflecting her own situation at 

this time. She calls herself 

Victim and accomplice she was borne past Glassco's 

Jams and Marmalades, past the big pulsating pipes of 

oil refineries. They glided into suburbs where bed 

sheets, and towels used to wipe up intimate stains 

flapped leeringly on the clotheslines, where even the 

children seemed to be frolicking lewdly in the 

schoolyards„ and the very truck drivers stopped at the 

railway crossings must be thrusting their thumbs 

gleefully into curled hands, such cunning antics now, 

such popular visions. The gates and towers of the 

Exhibition Grounds came to view, the painted domes 

and pillars floated marvelously against her eyelid's rosy 

sky. Then flew apart in celebration. You could have had 

such a flock of birds, wild swans, even wakened under 
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one big dome together, exploding from it, taking to the 

sky." 

In a kind of surrealistic vision, she imagines even the children seem to be 

frolicking at her condition and mocking her. Though she emerges from this escapade 

manipulated but chaste, she nevertheless remains suspended between the dualities, 

which are responsible for the confusion over the reality/fantasy nature of the moment. 

That she had come as close as she had to what could happen, was an unwelcome thing 

— she rationalizes yet: she is still eager for a kind of metamorphosis or transformation 

to a stage where she could enter on preposterous adventures in her own but newly 

named "skin". She feels that this new "skin" could bring change. It is not only 

physical place or region that is important but also psychological place — Rose's 

innermost feelings. 

Rose recalls how a girl named Mavis had done this earlier, by taking on the 

name of Florence Farmer an actress. She had bought herself a hat and a lacy dress and 

books herself into a hotel under the name of Florence Farmer. She took on another 

"skin" another identity and Rose, recalling this incident almost went to meet Mavis. 

Reference to this "skin" is made again in the story, "The Beggar Maid". In her 

subsequent sexual experiences — with Patrick Blatchford (narrated in "The Beggar 

Maid" and other stories in this collection) both as lover and husband with Simon and 

other casual lovers, in her strangely voyeuristic situation with Clifford and Jocelyn 

this stranger on the train remained on call, so to speak ... ready to slip into place at a 

critical moment. It seems as though Rose is forever condemned to inhabit a world 

whose reality she is unsure of, and uncertainty that derives in part from her own 

chameleon like nature, and in part from the unpredictability of the physical details of 
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the real world — weather, train, and bus schedules, cancelled meetings and so on. Rose 

is suited to the part she plays in the book — blossoming from a child to an adolescent 

into an independent, modern professional actress who spends her gypsy life moving in 

and out of towns, cities and country places. Rose learns to take charge, becoming in 

the process a contemporary, urban heroine, an active participant in modem life — 

away from Hanratty and Munro's Wawanash County. To Rose, all life is legitimate 

theatre and with her, outside moves in — place, as townscape and landscape, becomes 

little more than backdrop for house, apartment, train, hospital, library, region, nursing 

home which, become theatrical sets to the scenes of modem games played out within 

them. Rose is herself a cool, economic heroine, constantly balancing the virtues of 

richness versus poverty, considering what to buy and what to pay. Hers is the material 

mindedness of the poor country mouse cum city mouse, and an accurate 

representation on Munro's part of an urban, technological social phenomenon. The 

novel does have Munro's characteristic magic, as the enchantment of the earlier 

discoveries of country and town is transferred to the new material of modern drawing 

room interiors — to exotic foods and clothing and interior designs. Detailed landscape 

portraits are no more — in their place are extravagant surfaces of taste and colour 

which express Rose's sugar plum vision as she experiences the extravagances of 

aspirant and actual middle-class life. 

But at the end of the story entitled "Who Do You Think You Are?" after the 

invitation to a circus is extended, accepted and played out by Rose, after the final act, 

when the tent comes down, there is only empty space and the return trip back home to 

Wawanash County. The value of home the region the place of one's birth becomes 

significant. In the story "Who Do You Think You Are?" Rose remembers Ralph 
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Gillespie — and the misfit Milton Homer. At one point in the story Phoebe refers to 

him as "The Village Idiot". Both Rose and her brother said that they had never heard 

him described that way before. They had never thought of Hanratty as a village. A 

village was a cluster of picturesque houses around a steepled church on a Christmas 

card. Villagers were costumed chorus in the high school operetta. 4°  

Time and time again, whenever Rose meets her friends later on in life — people 

who belong to that "plastic" artificial set she seems to put on a different exterior — she 

is not herself, Rose was also told by her that she had seen her on television: 

Rose was always a bit apologetic when somebody said 

this; that is, she had to control what she recognized in 

herself as an absurd impulse to apologize. Here in 

Hanratty the impulse was stronger than usual. She was 

aware of having done things that must seem high-

handed. She remembered her days as a television 

interviewer, her beguiling confidence and charm; here 

as nowhere else they must understand how that was a 

sham. Her acting was another matter. The things she 

was ashamed of were not what they must think she was 

ashamed of not a flopping bare breast, but a failure she 

couldn't seize upon or explain.'" 

And when Rose, during this trip meets Ralph Gillespie from her school days, 

she recognizes him as a kind of double. Nothing is said, but the peculiar shame of 

thinking that she might have been paying attention — in her acting and in her life — to 

the wrong things, that "Everything she had done could sometimes be seen as a 
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mistake!". She had never felt this more strongly that when she was talking to Ralph 

Gillespie but when she thought about him afterwards her mistakes seemed 

unimpo rtant. 42 

Rose later reads about Gillespie's death in the local paper. But she does not 

want to tell anyone about it as part of her repertoire of stories to regale listeners with. 

Rose didn't tell this to anybody, glad that there was one thing at least she 

wouldn't spoil by telling, though she knew it was lack of material as much as 

honourable restraint that kept her quiet. What could she say about herself and Ralph 

Gillespie, except that she felt his life, close, closer than the lives of men she'd loved, 

one slot, over from her own?'" 

So, Rose, even while she moves away from her small town returns home later 

to Ham atty. She leaves I -lam-any, changes her rural accent, marries into a higher class 

and moves to the West coast, But the past is carried with her — her childhood, her 

sense of self-importance and her still unassuaged feelings of guilt. Rose makes her 

way, away from Hanratty, among wealthy suburbanites, academics and media people. 

As the title suggests Who Do You Think You Are? is about the recognition of 

identity. In West Hanratty, the question, "Who Do You Think You Are?" is scornfully 

asked as a scourge against ambition, pretension and the desire to be successful. And 

Rose does find out at the end of the book who she really is when she returns to 

Hanratty — although it seems an irrational world. The stories in Who Do You Think 

You Are? themselves present small moments of illumination and recognition as Rose 

perceives this irrational world in her various encounters with those least rational of 

human experiences — death and sexual love. 
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And the question "Who Do You Think You Are?" where it is not directly 

articulated is dramatized in a number of situations throughout the book. Rose is 

transformed when she enters high school across the bridge in Hanratty, in the sorority 

girls amazement that Patrick Baltchford should be attracted to her. Rose arrives at a 

realization that is derived ultimately from the same kinds of experiences that Del 

Jordan also experiences. In both Dance of the Happy Shades and Who Do You 

Think You Are? there is tension reflected in the Hanratty/Jubilee derivations. 

In "The Beggar Maid" in the collection entitled Who Do You Think You 

Are? Alice Munro's heroine Rose, though said to be a successful and even "famous" 

Canadian television actress, returns again and again in her imagination to the 

claustrophobic world of her childhood and girlhood in "Hanratty, Ontario", as if 

seeking a meaning — even' a deathly meaning — in that otherwise ungiving 

environment. Though her nature is tough as a "prickly pineapple", Joyce Carol Oates 

in the Ontario Review Fall/Winter 1980 says that Rose is completely vulnerable to the 

signals, increasingly random and weak, sent out by Hanratty; she seems in a sense 

never to have left, and indeed .Munro is careful to end "The Beggar Maid" with Rose 

back in Hanratty, in the Canadian Legion Hall where only the past — parochial, 

unredeemed by an intellectual group of its significance exists — and the present is 

quite irrelevant. In The Beggar Maid: Stories of Flo and Rose (published under the 

title Who Do You Think You Are? in Canada 1978) Munro examines with her usual 

lyric precision the experience of a young girl growing up in Ontario, in a period that 

encompasses the Second World War and shades into the tumultuous present. The 

stories are all succinct and expertly crafted, frequently summarized as if they were, in 

a sense, nothing more than flickering images in Rose's restless mind. The "story" of 
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"The Beggar Maid" is over — Rose is now telling it to herself, in fragments, as if 

trying to piece together, the disparate shreds of her own life. For though Rose has 

suffered innumerable humiliations in West Hanratty, particularly at the hands of her 

step-mother Flo (who both is and then again is not, "crazy"), she has survived 

nevertheless, and has made a career for herself in a highly competitive field. At the 

conclusion of "The Beggar Maid" Rose has put Flo into an old -age home, and appears 

to have overcome the disappointment of a failed marriage and the loss of her daughter 

Anna (who prefers to live with Rose's ex-husband), as well as the frustrations of a 

number of aborted love affairs. An old-maid high school teacher once asked Rose, 

"Who Do You Think You Are?" and though Rose is now in her forties, and 

presumably a "free" individual she really does not know the answer to the unsettling 

question. 

The subtitle — Stories of Flo and Rose — is misleading, for the stories are all 

about Rose, are in fact recounted by Rose, and Flo is seen only from the outside, and 

the book is really a novel, not a collection of stories, since each of the "chapters" fits 

in gracefully with the others, and advances the plot (which is unique and minimal, 

exactly as one might recall the "plot" of one's life). The most powerful passages are 

those that evoke, in a single strong image, or in a few fastidiously chosen lines, 

Rose's troubled relationship with her step-mother. Growing up, moving beyond 

Hanratty and Flo, Rose enters a dismayingly vulgar, even banal world, though it is a 

world of greater affluence, and one in which she achieves her "success". Munro 

analyses rather mercilessly Rose's relationships with men, the naiveté of her hopes 

and the inevitability of her disappointments, and one comes to feel that Munro shares, 

the conviction that this is a time when "men are angry with women; men are afraid of 
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women." No one in Rose's experience (except a lover named Simon) impresses her 

with the strength of personality her step-mother had. And Flo, of course is a 

"character", intolerant, belligerent, somewhat mad. 

Ely the conclusion of the novel, Hanratty, like the country place Rose flees to 

in her interlude with Simon, has lost its original shape, has become corroded by 

technological change. And the Hanratty that Rose discovers when she comes to put 

Flo away in the Home is an unrecognizable one of highway bypasses, new aluminium 

and mercury vapour street lights. What Rose is made to see, then, is the evanescence 

of physical "properties" and the changing, flirtations face of material reality. The 

ultimate truth for her is M:unro's characteristic psychological one that place is the 

source of identity — but here not as physical setting. 

In an interview with Eleanor Wachtel a few years before the appearance of 

Open Secrets (1994), Alice Munro said, "One of the things that interests me so much 

in writing, and in observing people, is that things keep changing. Cherished beliefs 

change. Ways of dealing with life change. The importance of certain things in life 

changes. All this seems to me endlessly interesting. I think that is the thing that 

doesn't change." " In "Society and Culture in Rural and Small-Town Ontario: Alice 

Munro's Testimony on the Last Forty Years" John Weaver shows how Munro's work 

has been a comprehensive record of the enduring conditions and details of the small 

town. At first glance, then it might seem strange for Munro to put such emphasis on 

change„ and indeed much of her world is a record of the seemingly unchanging life 

that she knew as a child and young adult. But the strangeness of her statement is only 

superficial. In Lives of Girls and Women, Del, the protagonist tries to cram into 

what she writes the sort of objective detail that Uncle Craig, the diligent amateur 



174 

historian, has collected, but she comes to realize that, "no list could hold what I 

wanted, for what I wanted was every last thing, every layer of speech and though, 

stroke of light on barn or walls, every smell, pothole, pain, crack, delusion, held still 

and held together — radiant, everlasting". 45  In the end, Munro not only uses a much 

finer mesh than Uncle Craig but also, by capturing the "emotional" dimensions and 

intensities of that life through the magic of art, far transcends what he strives for. 

For Munro, as for many other artists, change is endlessly interesting. Change 

is fascinating, in that the movement and the process involved in it transfix us; 

dreaded, in that it places at risk "cherished" beliefs and values. Munro's sensitivity to 

this ambivalence takes many forms: Mien in the study of a family through three 

generations, as in Lives of Girls and Women and The Progress of Love prominently 

in the relation between mothers and grandmothers - and daughters in Lives of Girls 

and Women In "Marrakesh", "Winter Wind" and "The Ottawa Valley" in Something 

I've Been Meaning To Tell You and in the later stories "Friend of My Youth" and 

"Goodness and Mercy" in Friend of My Youth, the portrait of an individual set back 

in time: Almeida Roth, a poet living a lonely life in Huron County in the second half 

of the nineteenth century but far ahead of her time and place. 

The story "Connection", which is the first part of "Chaddeleys and Flemings" 

in The Moons of Jupiter describes region and change and people affected by it. This 

story and 'The Stone in the Field" are narrated by Janet, an exile from Dalgleish. In 

these stories as in other stories of this collection Janet's indissoluble connection with 

Dalgleish life is brought out. The stories are separate and stand alone. It appears that 

Munro, with this collection, returned to the form that best suits her sense of 

experience as fragmentary and unconnected. 
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Four cousins come to the town where the narrator lives. The visiting cousins 

come from Philadelphia, Des Moines, Winnipeg, and Edmonton and provide amusing 

diversions. The narrator says: 

We lived in Dalgleish in Huron County in Western 

Ontario., The population, 2000 ;  was announced on a 

sign at the town limits. "Now there's two thousand and 

four," cried Cousin Iris, heaving herself out of the 

driver's seat... "And the four of us are bound to be 

more trouble than the whole two thousand put 

together, 4 " 

said Isabel. The protagonist stands not only between the Chaddeleys and Flemings but 

also, like Del in Lives of Girls and Women and some other Munro protagonists 

between the big town and a rural past not quite out of reach. 

In the story "Chaddeleys and Flemings" "Connection", the voomen are both 

intimidating and reserved. The mother of the protagonist and her cousins are 

classified according to types — mainly upon their dress sense or lack of it and other 

attributes that could be seen. The cousins symbolized a different world — an urban one 

alien to the culture of Dalgleish; the gifts they brought of chocolate, voile clothing 

and stockings were only objects to be preserved as artifacts of value. The excitement 

and the quaintness of the rural set up appealed to them and they indulged both in its 

beauty and in its strangeness — yet the cousins provided a connection with the real and 

dangerous world. The story examines the differing attitudes of the cousins to 

Dalgleish taken in conjunction with the mother's own attitude. In the following 

passage we see their attitude to Dalgleish: 
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They didn't think Dalgleish was real. They drove 

uptown and reported on the oddity of the shopkeepers; 

they imitated tings they had overheard on the street. 

Every morning the coffee they had brought filled the 

house with its unfamiliar, American fragrance, and they 

sat around asking who had an inspiration for the day. 

One inspiration was to drive out into the country and 

pick berries. They got scratched and overheated and at 

one point, Winifred was completely penned in, 

immobilized by thorny branches, bellowing for a rescue 

party; nevertheless they said they had mightily enjoyed 

themselves. Another inspiration was to take my father's 

fishing rods and go down to the river. They came home 

with a catch of rock bas, a fish we generally threw back. 

They organized picnics. They dressed up in old clothes, 

in old straw hats and my father's overalls, and took 

pictures of each other. They made layer cakes and 

marvelous moulded salads which were shaped like 

temples and coloured like jewels. 47  

Munro brings out an "invasion" in terms of the outsider upon the regional 

space of the people of Dalgleish. Yet the Mother in the story also harbours similar 

skepticism and a lesser opinion of the town in which she finds herself after her 

marriage. 

Describing Dalgleish, the protagonist says: 



We lived at the end of a road running West from 

Dalgleish over some scrubby land where there were 

small wooden houses and flocks of chickens and 

children. The land rose to a decent height where we 

were and then sloped in wide fields and pastures, 

decorated with elm trees, down to the curve of the river. 

Our house was decent too, an old brick house of a fair 

size, but it was drafty and laid out in an inconvenient 

way and the trim needed paint. My mother planned to 

fix it up and change it all around, as soon as we got 

some Money, 

My mother did not think much of the town of Dalgleish. 

She was often harking back, to the town of Fork Mills, 

in the Ottawa Valley, where she and the cousins had 

gone to high school, the town their grandfather had 

come to from England; and to England itself, which of 

course she had never seen. She praised Fork Mills for 

its stone houses, its handsome and restrained public 

buildings (quite different, she said, from Huron 

County's, where the idea had been to throw up some 

brick monstrosity and stick a tower on it), for its paved 

streets, the service in its stores, the better quality of 

things for sale and the better class of people. The people 

who thought so highly of themselves in Dalgleish would 

177 
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be laughable to the leading families of Fork Mills. But 

then the leading families of Fork Mills would 

themselves be humbled if they came into contact with 

certain families of England, to whom my mother was 

connected." 

These cousins belonged to the "larger world" in which all kinds of things had 

happened to them. They had had accidents, proposals, encounters with lunatics and 

enemies. Iris could have been rich — she told of how a millionaire crass widow had 

been wheeled into the hospital one day, clutching a carpet-bag of jewels of all 

description not willing to let it go. Until Iris persuaded her to throw her flea infested 

wig away and put the jewels into a bank vault. Apparently the woman had become so 

attached to Iris and wanted to remake her will, leaving Iris the jewels and all she 

owned. But Iris, being a nurse rejected the offer on grounds of professional ethics. 

Both Iris and Winifred claimed to have seen things and knew the real and horrible 

truth of some of the big wheels and socialites especially when one got a look at their 

finances. Celebration of one's true identity continues to be the theme in this book. 

There is also the contrast between urban and rural and the protagonist's awareness 

that she belongs to a different world — one that cannot be comprehended by people 

like Richard, Janet's husband. To him, Dalgleish is to be treated with nothing more 

than contempt. The cousins are viewed by Janet as a child differently from the way 

she views them as an adult. She has opportunity to meet them again only years later, 

when she was living in Vancouver married to Richard and mother of two small 

children. On a Saturday evening Richard answered the phone and called her to it. 

cautioning her: 
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Be careful. It sounds like Dalgleish! Richard always 

said the name of my native town as it were a clot of 

something unpleasant, which he had to get out of his 

mouth in a hurry. 49  

She realizes that it was nobody from Dalgleish but cousin Iris who had a bit of 

the Ottawa valley accent still in her speech — something rural which she would not 

have suspected herself and would not have liked it at all. There is something loud and 

jolly in her voice and tone that made Richard think of the voices of Dalgleish. And 

cousin. Tris, remembering her visit to Janet and her family in Dalgleish asks for a 

clarification about the time of the "dinner" she recalls how in Dalgleish the noon meal 

was called "dinner". Anyway, Janet prepares Richard for her arrival, telling him how 

she was decently educated, spoke well and was moderately well-bred. But she 

realizes: 

And the more I talked, the more Richard discerned of 

my doubts and my need for reassurance, and the more 

noncommittal and unreassuringly he became. He knew 

he had an advantage, and we had reached the point in 

our marriage where no advantage was given up easily. I 

longed for the visit to go well. I wanted this for my own 

sake. My motives were not such as would do me credit. 

I wanted cousin Iris to shine forth as a elative nobody 

need to be ashamed of, and I wanted Richard and his 

money and our house to lift me forever, in cousin Iris's 

eyes, out of the category of poor relation. I wanted all 
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this accomplished with a decent subtlety and restraint 

and the result to be a pleasant recognition of my own 

value, from both sides. I used to think that if I could 

produce one rich and well-behaved and important 

relative, Richard's attitude to me would change. 5°  

Janet worries about how Richard would respond to Iris and her accent, as he 

was stern about rural accents having had trouble with her own. While getting dessert 

forks and other cutlery ready, she thinks back to the time in Dalgleish when her 

mother laid out the best she had, to impress the city cousins. And Janet wonders 

whether: 

Surely none of this mattered to me, none of this 

nonsense about: dessert forks? Was I, am I, the sort of 

person who thinks that to possess such objects is to have 

a civilized attitude to life? No, not at all; not exactly; 

yes and no. Yes and no! Background was Richard's 

word. Your background A drop in his voice, a warning. 

Or was that what I heard, not what he meant? When he 

said Dalgleish even when he wordlessly handed me a 

letter from home, I felt ashamed, as if there was some 

thing growing over me; mold, something nasty and 

dreary and inescapable. Poverty to Richard's family was 

like bad breath or running sores, an affliction for which 

the afflicted must bear one part of the blame. But it was 

not good manners to notice. If ever I said anything 
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about my childhood or my family in their company 

there would be a slight drawing-back, as at a low level 

obscenity. 51  

While the family was tactful to her as Richard's wife, Richard could not afford 

to be tactful. She says that Richard wanted her amputated from the past, which 

seemed to him such shabby baggage; and was constantly looking out for signs that the 

amputation was not complete. Janet emphatically says — "And of course it wasn't." 52  

The visit of cousin Iris so eagerly awaited, for various reasons eventually takes 

place. Janet hopes so much for its success because she feels that this visit from a 

"sophisticated" city person will redeem her in Richard's eyes. After all she could 

show Richard how she had well-bred people in her family too. But this was not to be 

and Janet knows it the minute she receives Iris who was breathless from her climb up 

the street. Iris tells her she's all "out of puff' because of the "lard" she's carrying on 

her body: 

And as soon as she said out of puff and carrying the lard 

I knew how things were going to go, with Richard. I 

knew as soon as I saw her on my doorstep, her hair, 

which I remembered as gray-brown, now gilt and 

sprayed into a frany pile, her sumptuous peacock dress 

decorated at one shoulder with a sort of fountain of gold 

spray. 53 

Yet to Janet, she looked splendid and if they had met elsewhere she would 

have appreciated her better. And the compliment Iris pays her is "Haven't you done 

all right for yourself " 54  She gets off on the wrong foot right from the beginning with 
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her comment to Richard about his business because to Richard's family, talking about 

what thery did at work was common and vulgar. Janet says that at any other time she 

would have been happy to see Richard being met head on like this by someone. But 

Iris herself in her condescending tone of voice while speaking about Dalgleish and her 

parents is responsible for attempting to give a different impression of herself: 

Whatever the reason, her tone, when she spoke of 

Dalgleish and my parents was condescending. 1 don't 

think she wanted to remind me of home and put me in 

my place; I think she wanted to establish herself, to let 

me know that she belonged here, more than there. Any 

attempt on Janet's part to get her to talk about some 

thing other than Dalgleish so that Richard might think 

her intelligent is rejected by cousin Iris. Nothing 

seemed to faze her and nothing deflected her from her 

stories of herself. On and on she went and with each 

passing moment aggravated Richard even more. But 

Janet realizes: Perhaps she would rather be snubbed by 

a rich relative than welcomed by a poor one. But had 

she always been like this, always brash and greedy and 

scared, decent, maybe even admirable, but still 

somebody you hope you will not have to sit too long 

beside, on a bus or at a party? 55  

The outcome of the visit is inevitably disastrous. Richard's comments from 

calling her a "pathetic old tart" to recalling things she had said -• grammatical 
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mistakes et at vex Janet further and provoke her into throwing a plate at his head. The 

story ends with the narrator observing how life is transformed by the voices of people 

singing: 

Row, row, row your boat, 

Gently down, the stream. 

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, 

Life is but a dream. 56  

The past fuses into the present and she says: 

Then the one voice alone one of them singing on, 

gamely to the finish. One voice in which there is an 

unexpected note of entreaty, of warning as it hangs the 

five separate words on the air. Life is wait. But now, 

wait. Dream." 

And so it is that with this story entitled "Connection", the connection that 

Janet has with her past becomes important in the increasing sense of alienation she 

feels in the locale of the city — Richard's locale. It is in the happy memories of 

Dalgleish the region close to her heart that she feels nostalgic about: 

I lie in bed beside my little sister, listening to the 

singing in the yard. Life is transformed, by these voices, 

by these presences, by their high spirits and grand 

esteem for themselves and each other. 58  

Like Rose in Who Do You Think You Are? Janet can find a semblance of 

peace and happiness only at home. 
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That is why in The Moons of Jupiter place has a new expansiveness. The 

second part of the story " Chaddeleys and Flemings" entitled "The Stone in the 

Field", like other stories in this volume includes obvious local, familiar Ontario 

settings. Place becomes the memory of the characters and is always associated with 

the ultimate truth of identity. Place is important in this story to Poppy Cullender, the 

man for whom Janet's mother•worked. He was a dealer in antiques — he must have 

had in his head, a map of the surrounding country with every house in it and just as 

sonic maps have dots to show you where the mineral resources are or the places of 

historical interest. Poppy's map would have marked the location of every known and 

suspected rocking chair, pine sideband, piece of milk glass, moustache cup. Poppy 

was different from the others and the narrator wonders: 

I don't know if he was very courageous, trying to make 

a life for himself in a place like Dalgleish where random 

insults and misplaced pity would always be what was 

coming at him, or whether he was just not very 

realistic. 59  

Poppy had homosexual tendencies, which many did not understand. Janet's 

mother says, "Poor Poppy. There were always those that were out to gri , t him. He was 

very smart, in his way. Some people can't survive in a place like this. It's not 

permitted. No."" 

Place is equally important for others in Dalgleish -- like Janet whose family 

like many other people had entered the Depression with some large possession such 

as a car or a furnace which gradually wore out and could not be fixed or replaced. 
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This story dwells upon the father's relatives unlike the former story, which dwelt 

upon the mother's. She observes how the father's family were an odd lot: 

They were leftovers, really; my mother said so; they 

belonged to another generation. The aunts had certain 

peculiarities. They drove a house and buggy, a horse 

and cutter in the wintertime, long after everyone else 

had ceased to do so. 61  

A description of the aunts and their lives contribute to Munro's regionalism 

along with the landscape and locale. The route to their home was complicated 

although the roads around Dalgleish were straight out here the roads ON iSted around 

hills a buried themselves in swamps. There was a resemblance between Vanet and the 

aunts. She says: 

They looked a good deal, like me. I didn't know it at the 

time and wouldn't have wanted to. But suppose I 

stopped doing anything to my hair, now, stopped 

wearing makeup and plucking my eyebrows, put on a 

shapeless print dress and apron and stood around 

hanging my head and lugging my elbows? Yes. So 

when any mother and her cousins looked me over, 

anxiously tuned me to the light, saying, "Is she a 

Chaddeley? What do you think" it was the Fleming face 

they were seeing and so tell the truth it was a face that 

were better than theirs.6" 
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With this the link between them and a filial bOnding is established. Memories 

of the aunts and the home and work that were always associated with them come to be 

recalled in this story. Hard work is a part of their lives — scrubbing of 'floors, tending 

to the garden and generally taking life very seriously indeed. This Wory, since it 

dwells on the lives of the Chaddeley aunts brings out the differences in the lives of the 

Fleming aunts when the two are compared. Describing the Fleming aunts, Janet 

remembers: 

Work would be what filled their lives, riot conversation; 

work would be what gave their days shape. I know that 

now... work would not be done here as it was in our 

house, where the idea was to get it over with. It would 
• 

be something that could, that must, go on forever. 63  

They did not understand the meaning of the word prosperous nor did they 

become aware of the value of their furniture or antiquities in their ow i homes. The 

aunts lived in a world far removed from materialism and all it brought viith it if they 

looked around they would have noticed the neighbours spending money on tractors, 

combines, milking machines, cars and houses. However, Janet comes to realize that 

the aunts would pity people for that they construed as a lack of propriety and self-

control Mien they adopted a more liberal lifestyle or one alien to their own frugality. 

Her mother is optimistic and feels that they could change somewhere along the way 

for she is a person who sees life all in terms of change and possibility. Her father, on 

the other hand gives Janet some inkling about the aunts — and his own life as a young 

man. So narrating social history contributes to another kind of family bonding. He 

recalls how he had run away from home and returned only to realize the ,: Iris father too 
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had done the same — But any attempt to bring about change of any kind was thwarted 

by his father. He recalls how the latter upset his father when he used the wheelbarrow 

instead of carrying the feed to the horses pail by pail: 

It was this way: They always carried the feed to the 

horses, pail by pail. In the winter when the horses were 

in the stalls. So my father took the notion to carry it to 

them in the wheelbarrow. Naturally it was a lot quicker. 

But he got beat. Sheer laziness that was the way they 

were, you know. Any change of any kind was a bad 

thing. Efficiency was just laziness to them. That's the 

peasant thinking for you. 64 

The harsh, difficult life they had earlier is recalled by him further when he 

observes how Janet's great grandfather had come to the Huron first after leaving 

everything behind — how they had turned their backs on everything they had known, 

and had to face the North Atlantic and a country like Canada, which was all 

wilderness. In this section of the story, the regional aspect emu' ges strongly. 

References to a harsh life are made but all these contribute eventually to the early 

settlers of the Fleming family coming to terms with the land, their situation and 

attempt trig to be one with it. After having been through so much he teH Janet: 

I think the courage got burnt out of them. Their religion 

did them in, and their upbringing. How they had to toe 

the line. Also their Pride. Pride was what they had when 

they had no more gumption.65 
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It is the aunts however in the years to come who carry on the tradition 

although they had to take on hardship of every description. But Janet, as she grows 

and matures and moves away comes to understand them better. She received a card 

from them for Christmas and thinks of them having to go out and buy it and buy a 

stamp: 

It was an act of faith for then to write and send those 

sentences to any place a unimaginable as Vancouver, to 

someone of their blood, leading a life so strange to 

them, someone who would read the card with such a 

feeling of bewilderment and unexplainable guilt. It did 

make me guilty and bewildered to think that they were 

still there, still attached to me. But any message from 

home, lb those days, could let me know I was a traitor, 66  

.1 met becomes acquainted through her father with the existence of a Mr. Black 

who was supposed to be keen on one of the aunts. He had built a shack in a corner of 

the field across the road from them and had died there. He refers to the man being 

buried under a big boulder and when he does so, Janet remembers the boulder — and 

remembers asking her father if this could be a true memory — a memory recalled by 

Janet of the time when she watched her father while he fixed fences. She recalls also 

how she was told that the stone was a gravestone. Years later when the father is in 

hospital he tells her of the grandmother and the little boys who died and were buried 

with shrouds made of lace curtains from the house in an era long past. 

An old newspaper report that Janet comes across many years later on a 

microfilm reader in the Toronto library after becoming a TV script-writer catches her 
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eye because of the name .Dalgleish and the name Fleming it alluded to She reads of 

the death of Mr. Black from cancer of the tongue. He had been twitted to by the 

Fleming sisters and was buried close by "taking the mystery of his life with him". 

And Janet suddenly becomes aware an wish to see the stone and find put whether it 

was still there. Like most of Munro's characters, she, who has left home, wishes to 

return for some reason or the other -. in this case to concretize (consolidate) a notion 

that she entertained over the years: 

I began to think that I would like to see the stone. I 

would like to see if it was still there. I drove up on a 

Sunday in June and was able to bypass Dalgleish 

completely; the highway had been changed. I expected 

to have some trouble finding the farm but I was on it 

before I could have believed it possible. It was no 

longer an out-of-the-way place. The back roads had 

been straightened, there was a new, strong, two-lane 

concrete bridge; half of Mount Hebron had been cut 

away for gravel; and the wild pasture fields had been 

planted in corn. °  

But the stone in the field was not easy to find. However the narrator finds 

something else. She talks of how if she had been younger, she would have 

romanticized the entire episode. She would have insisted on Mr. Black's being in love 

with one of the aunts and on one of them being in love with him. Siki would have 

wished him to confide in them his reason for living in a shack in Huron county far 

from home. She firmly believed that later he might have wanted to but hadn't 
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confided this. She says, "I would have made a horrible, plausible connection between 

that silence of his, and the manner of his death."68  

She realizes certain things, now that she is an adult — one of which is that 

people's secrets are not defined and communicable nor are their feelirTs full blown 

and easy to recognize. 

All that remained in the quagmire of life and what it had to offer were certain 

ties and bonds with place and region and home -- this was what contributed to that 

feeling of completeness and wholeness. In the case of the Fleming aunt their 

satisfaction came, not from investigating the past whether murky or not, nor from Mr. 

Black but from the efforts they made to help him in his sickness — unselfishly and 

humanely, This being because it was their life. Similarly the life of her mother's 

Chaddeley cousins was also different, "They sallied forth. However they behaved 

they are all dead. I carry something of them around in me.” 69  And the closing words 

of this story are poignant and bring out the sentiments of the narratoi and most of 

Munro's characters who leave home only to return some day to the tier that bind and 

draw one ever closer, "But the bouldet is gone. Mount Hebron is cut down for gravel, 

and the life bulled here is one you have to think twice about regrotting. '1 "he 

narrator's quest for the stone in the field is her own quest for a meaningful bonding 

with her home. It is through place that Munro authenticates the world of her 

characters. It provides a sympathetic bonding between reader and the writer's fictional 

world -- bringing out the regionalist element in her work. 

Rose and Janet have attempted at some stage in their lives to "bury" their 

earlier lives but eventually have had to think again and realize that these ties with 

home matter and will always transcend all else. 
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The story "Dulse" is set in New Brunswick where Lydia had gone to stay 

overnight. She worked as an editor for a publisher in Toronto and although a poet, did 

not like to mention this unless it was something people knew already. She is forty-five 

years old and, as age catches up with her, is, in the process contemplating times of 

"loneliness" and possible abandonment in future. With a fairly settled lifestyle and the 

shedding of a past relationship along with a husband she spends time in a guest-house 

under the supervision of a woman. The landscape provides happy and peaceful 

moments for her 

She occupied herself by naming shrubs and weeds. The goldettrod and wild 

aster were in bloom, and Japanese boxwood, a rarity in Ontario, seemed 

commonplace here. The grass was long and coarse and the trees were small. The 

Atlantic coast, which she had never seen before, was just as she had expected it to be. 

The bending grass; the bare houses; the sea light. She started wondering what it would 

be like to live there, whether the houses were still cheap or if people from the outside 

had started to buy them up. Often on this trip she had busied herself with calculations 

of this kind, and also with ideas of how she could make a living in some new way, cut 

off from everything she had done before. She meets several people here — among 

them Mr. Stanley who is quite enamoured of Willa Cather and talks of how he is to 

meet a woman who know her. She attempts to place hint in a groove of his own, as 

soon as she meets him and talks to him. Hearing him speak she is reminded of a time 

when a. few people, just a few people had never concerned themselveS with being 

democratic, or ingratiating in their speech — they spoke in formal, well-thought out 

slightly congratulatory sentences: 
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What he made Lydia dunk of, really, was the old-

fashioned culture of provincial cities long ago 

(something of course she had never known, but sensed 

from books.); the high-mindedness, the propriety; hard 

plush concert seat!: and hushed libraries. And his 

adoration of the chosen writer was of a piece with this; 

it was just as out-of-date as his speech. 71  

He spoke of how he was doing some kind of work on Willa Cather because it 

pleased him to do so. Tn the backdrop of these idyllic moments we a.re acquainted with 

Lydia's past relationships — with Duncan, the man she had been ing with in 

Kingston She had a troubled relationship with him and realized that she wasn't going 

anywhere with it In fact, after the relationship had ended, so too had her sense of 

identity and the will to live. She could not perform ordinary tasks like going to the 

supermai ket or the bank or anythinn. The past destructive relationship forms the 

backdrop of her experience now in New Brunswick where new possibilities emerge. 

Yet she feels that: 

She had to show herself attached. A mistake. They were 

not likely to think a man adventurous who collected old 

papers from misers and eccentrics so that he could write 

books about things that had happened a hundred years 

ago. She couldn't even have said that Duncan was a 

man she had lived with. All that could mean, to them, 

was that she was a woman who had slept with a man 

she was not married 1.0.72 
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She gets acquainted here with Eugene and Vincent and spends time with them, 

drinking beer and eating dulse after which the story is named. This was a kind of 

seaweed, greenish brown, salty and fishy-tasting, which apparently AvIii good for a 

person. Several aspects of the earhei Ielntionship with Duncan are reforred to in the 

story and here in the serenity of New' Brunswick she wonders what gave him his 

power. And then realizes that — 

"She knows who did. But she asks what, and when — when did the transfer 

take place, when was the abdication of all pride and sense?"" 

In the present situation, Linda has a friendly relationship with Eugene. One 

day the possibility of a friendship assuming a different role arises when Linda 

watches him, as she passes by, his room. He was watching her from the bed in his 

room and seemed to be inviting her. But she realizes that things had changed for her 

and she refused adventure. In the past maybe she would have done it lepending on 

how she felt. Now it did not seem i ∎ ossible -- with age catching up on hat It does not 

stop her from speculating what thow uwn would have been like as loveis and about 

what life would be like with them. She wonders: 

Or was it just the truth about what he needed and 

wanted; should she have fallen in love with, and 

married•a man like Vincent, years ago; should she have 

concentrated on the part of her that would have been 

content with such an arrangement, and forgotten about 

the rest? That is, should she have stayed in the place 

where love is managed for you not gone where you 
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have to invent it, and reinvent it, and never know if 

these efforts will be (n1°11:2,10 74  

In the past relationship with the fickle Duncan, Linda labours under the sad 

delusion that he cares for her. Being with him Linda loses all self respect and dignity 

— and even has to listen to the demands he makes upon her — attempting to alter 

certain things abut her that he did not like. In one of her trips to the psychiatrist she 

st tares: 

I 'Tend all my waking hours trying to figure out about 

him and me and I get nowhere. I make wishes. I even 

pry. I throw money into those wishing wells, I think that 

there's something in him that's an absolute holdout. 

There's something in him that has to get rid of me, so 

he'll find reasons. But he says that's rubbish; he says if 

I could stop over-reacting, we'd be happy. I love to 

think maybe he's right, maybe it's all me. 75  

When the doctor asks her why she is with somebody who "can at 4/ays pull the 

rug out'' she retorts by saying " isn't there always somebody`" 7f' In this purely 

destructive relationship she does not see any hope but has reached alm ,nt the end of 

the road now. So this is her condition of despair when the landlady in New Brunswick 

gives her a large brown-paper bag saying that Vincent had left it for her. She 

discovers that it contains the long, dark, ragged leaves of dulse, oily-looking even 

when dry. It is this gift from a reasonably appealing Vincent that provides the 

possibility of some shred of hope in the present situation of despair. Beverley J. 

Rasporich refers to this as a kind of emblematic possible antidote to the physical, 
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sexual drying up that awaits her. Linda thinks abut a period that may arrive in the 

future when like Mr. Stanley and his guest for Willa Cather, she too would find 

something to give her some shelter In the meantime, "Yet look how this present slyly 

warmed her, from a distance."" 

DuIse, the seaweed takes on new meaning for Linda. Providing some faint 

rays of hope, a semblance of peace and gratification to a sorely deprived, ravaged and 

despairing Linda. 

In The Moons of Jupiter place has a new expansiveness. :everal of the 

stories, "Connection", "The Turkey Season", "Accident", "Labor Day Dinner", 

"Visitors", "Hard Luck Stories", include obvious, local, familiar Ontario settings but 

"Dulse" is located in New Brunswick, and "Bardon Bus" partly in Australia; the 

overall impression of the volume is that of an author and her characters moving out 

and beyond old borders and boundaries, beyond province, nation, and as the title of 

the volume suggests, the world itself The most beautiful stories here are those that 

return us to the idiosyncratic world of Munro's previous stores — rural Western 

Ontario and the town she usually calls Dalgleish. 

With the exception of "Bardon Bus", however, in this volume, as in her last 

two, the emotional lives of the heroines rarely invade or merge with particular 

landscape descriptions. Her heroines, in The Moons of Jupiter•:intinue to be 

transforming in every sense: physically, emotionally and socially; moreover they are 

strongly defined as travelling heroines in constant iThysical motion both in fact and in 

memory, Mrs. Kidd, confined to a home for the aged, conceives of herself as a 

traveller within its walls: 
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She prayed no nosy person would come along until she could recover her 

strength and get started on the trip hack Place therefore, because of this, becomes 

"the crossroads of circumstance". Chaiticters cross paths in casual relationships in 

stories such as "DuIse" and "Hard Luck Stories". As .Munro's women move through 

places, late and circumstance acquire a now unpredictability. Fear of natural disasters 

is an underlying anxiety in the volume and accident itself is highlighted in "Accident" 

and "Labour Day Dinner". Place, in this book, according to Rasporich, is a pastiche of 

shifting grounds of changing physical boundaries — and, as such, is emblematic of 

the psychological and physiological gates which several of Munro's heroines are 

passing through in this work. In The Moons of Jupiter as with all other recent works 

of Munro, setting can be seen as an extension or projection of a female point of view. 

In the stogy, "Friend of my Youth" in the eponymous collection, we have the 

young woman »tirrator talking about tim ∎  she used to dream abut her mother, right at 

the beginning of the story. This was a woman who held her own and in nor career as a 

teacher met many people — Ellie and Flora Grieves among them, who left a lasting 

impression upon her. It is her past and her memories and her life in the Ottawa valley 

that are brought before us. The Grieves family consisted of two sisters Ellie and Flora 

who lived on a farm, a portion of which was given to a school. The mother constantly 

remembers the place she came from - the Ottawa Valley — assigning certain attributes 

to it that make it appear special. 

The Grieves were Cameronians — and further details about them are given at 

the end of the story. The simple life style of the sisters is described ar .,d the mother 

recalls how they got involved. with Rotted Deal, who had come to work on the farm 

Initially it was Flora he was interested in and they used to go out on long walks with 



197 

Ellie as the unofficial chaperone. All this was before the death of the father. However 

scandal strikes when Ellie is discovered to be pregnant and behaves wildly as a result 

of her condition and her mental imbalance. So a wedding had to take place and it was 

Flora who got the arrangements done for the event. Small town parr dlial attitudes 

come to the fore when people begin to discuss the matter Life goes on taut the burden 

and the responsibility of tending to Ellie with her pregnancies and miscarriages 

devolves upon Flora. who does this devotedly. Until, that is, the arrival of the nurse, 

Audrey Atkinson. She arrived in a car — the first ever to sit in the Grieves' yard 

overnight. She deplored the condition of the "primitive house" and when speaking 

about it to the narrator's mother says, "It's not that they're poor, even," she said to my 

mother. "It isn't, is it? That I could understand. Or it's not even their religion. So what 

is it? They do not care!" 78  

Nurse Atkinson installs herself in the house and makes demands upon Flora 

who willingly concedes simply because Ellie needed constant care. Dia ing this time, 

the narrator's mother's wedding preparations go on and the small town discussions on 

Flora's own imminent wedding after Ellie's death, take place. Yet Flora is never the 

type to think on those lines — she is too self-sacrificing and gentle to even contemplate 

marriage to Robert after this. However, in a missive to the mother, Flora mentions the 

fact of Ellie's death. She mentions late that Robert and Nurse Atkinson got married. 

This was a surprise to most people- more so because everyone thought Robert would 

now many Flora. After the wedding, the bride got down to the business of fixing up 

the place and "modernizing" it,— but only the side they were to occupy received the 

benefits of the renovation. So the other side of the house was left untouched and 

without even a proper coat of paint. The take-over was complete, with ri t Ise Atkinson 
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establishing herself in the small community and making attempts to get the townsfolk 

to accept her. When the narrator's mother offers sympathy and shows outrage in a 

reply to Flora after hearing all the sordid details about developments, Flora replies and 

remonstrates with the for having misunderstood everything and allowing herself to be 

advised by malicious people in town. This reply upsets the mother who eventually 

stops corresponding with Flora. But this leads the narrator and her mother to think 

about Flora's situation and speculate about it: 

later years. when she sometimes talked about the 

things she might have been or done, she would say, "If I 

could have been a write+ .  I do think I could have been; 

could have been a writer then I would have written the 

stoty of Flora's life. And do you know what I would 

have called it? "The Maiden Lady". 79  

The narrator has her own ideas about how her mother would have perceived 

this "maiden lady." She would make her out to be a noble figure, a woman who 

accepts defection, treachery, who forgives and stands aside, not once but twice. She 

would present a Flora who sacrificed everything and seemed marty • like and life 

would go on as it had before. She believed that her mother would ;how how the 

wicked flourish and the good deterioati. The narrator however, becomes aware of the 

way in which she is different from her mother. While her mother would then be 

mystical about some things, she says: 

I felt a great fog of platitudes and pieties lurking, an 

incontestable crippled — mother power, which could 

capture and choke me. There would be no end to it. 1 
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had to keep myself sharp tongued and cynical, arguing 

and deflating. Eventually I gave up even that 

recognition and opposed her in silence." 

That is why her version of Flora would be different — She would not be a self 

sacrificing individual but: 

My Flora would be as black as hers was white. 

Rejoicing in the bad things done to her and in her own 

forgiveness, spying on the shambles of her sister's life. 

A Presbyterian witch eating out of her poisonous book 

It takes a rival ruthlessness, the comparatively innocent 

brutality of the thick-skinned nurse, to drive her back, to 

flourish in her shade. But she is driven back; the powet 

of sex and ordinary greed drive her back and shut her up 

in her own part of the house with the coal-oil lamps." 

Wishful thinking is indulged in by the narrator until she envisages a situation 

where flora becomes crippled with arthritis, unable to move. NOw when Audrey 

takes over and undertakes to do the job of cleaning. But the one the narrator is truly 

sorry for was Robert. And she says later that what made Flora evil in her story was 

exactly what, made her admirable in her mother's — her turning away from sex: 

I fought against everything my mother wanted to tell mt.) 

on this subject; 1 despised even the drop in her voice. 

The gloomy caution, with which she approached it. My 

mother had grown up in a time and in a place where sex 

was a dark undertaking for women. She knew that you 
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could die of it. So she honoured the decency, the 

prudery, the frigidity that might protect you." 

The narrator realizes eventually that while her mother's ideas were in keeping 

with some progressive notions of her times, her own echoed the notions that were 

favoured in another time altogether. Both of them believed that they were fiercely 

independent in some way. Their attitudes to sex come under scrutinSt ,  at this time 

when the narrator hears her mother's stoic reaction to her speculations about Robert 

and his sexual marauding of Ellie. The narrator talks about how she has her own 

opinions of Robert Much later the mother gets a letter from Flora giving her some 

news about Robert and Audrey. She was now living away from the farrio, in town, and 

had taken up a job in a store. No mention was made about whether shy had been put 

off her own farm and whether she had sold out her share to the couple. Yet she 

continues to stress that her relationship with Robert and Audrey was good and 

inquires about the mother's ailing condition. 

As the years go by and the mother's condition deteriorates she would find 

letters begun by her and left lying around the house. All these were addressed to 

different people particularly the women she knew as friends from her teaching days, 

her school days and high school. These were the days that brought happiness to her, 

memories of which lingered on at this later point in her life. But the narrator's own 

relationship with her ailing mother comes to the fore while she refers to the people in 

her mother's youth. She says: 

] would always look at them, try to read the salutation 

and the few sentences she had written, and because I 

could not bear to feel sadness I would feel an 
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impatience with the flowery language, the direct appeal 

for love and pity. She would get more of that, I thought 

(more from myself, I meant) if she could manage to 

withdraw with dignity, instead of reaching out all the 

time to cast her stricken shadow. 83  

The story is as much about the mother's friends of her youth (Flora and others) 

as it is about the narrator's friend of her youth -- her mother at the end of the story, the 

link between this and the beginning is established and completed. The dream she talks 

of at the beginning: 

J used to dream about my mother, and though the details 

in the dream varied, the surprise in it was always the 

same. The dream stopped, I suppose because it was too 

transparent in its hopefulness, too easy in its 

foigiveness. 84  

is referred to further at the end of the story. The mother in her dreams is an 

invalid who plays down what she actually feels and is going through. But the narrator 

rvalizes eventually that although she dreams about Flora and what could possibly have 

happened to her: 

Of course its my mother I'm thinking of, my mother as 

she was in those dreams, saying, It's nothing, just this 

little tremor; saying with such astonishing lighthearted 

forgiveness. Oh, I knew you'd come someday. My 

mother surprising me, and doing it almost indifferently. 

Her mask, her fate, and most of her affliction taken 
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away. How relieved 1 was, and happy. But I now recall 

that I was disconcerted as well. 1 would have to ay that I 

felt slightly cheated. Yes. Offended, tricked, cheated by 

this welcome turnaround, this reprieve. My mother 

moving rather carelessly out of her old prison, showing 

options and powers I never dreamed she had, changes 

more than herself. She changes the bitter lump of love. I 

have carried all this time into a phantom — something 

useless and uncalled for, like a phantom pregnancy. 85  

Like the mother in "Chaddeleys and Flemings" — "Connection" who often 

thinks of her home in Fork Mills, Ottawa Valley, the mother in "Friend of My Youth" 

In the collection entitled Friend of My Youth also speaks nostalgically and wistfully 

of tlie Ottawa Valley: 

When my mother was a young woman with a soft, 

mischievous face and shiny opaque silk stockings on 

her plump legs (I have seen a photograph of her, with 

her pupils), she went to teach at a one-room school, 

called Grieves School, in the Ottawa Valley. The school 

with on .a corner of the farm ilia( belonged to the Grieves 

family — a very good farm for that country. Well-

drained fields with none of the Precambrian rock 

shouldering through the soil, a little willow-edged river 

running alongside, a sugar bush, log barns, and a large, 

unornamented house whose wooden walls had never 
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been painted but had been left tot Weather. And when 

wood weathers•in the Ottawa Valley, my mother said, I . 

do not know why this is, but it never turns gray — it 

turns black. There must be something in the air she said. 

She often spoke of the Ottawa valley, which was her 

home — she had grown up abut twenty miles away from 

thieves School in a dogmatic, mystified way, 

emphasizing things about it that distinguished it from 

• any other place on earth. Houses turn black, maple 

syrup has a taste no maple syrup produced elsewhere 

can equal, bears amble within sight of farmhouses. Of 

course I was disappointed when I finally got to see this 

place. It was not a valley at all, if by that you mean a 

cleft between hills, it was a mixture of flat fields, fieldc 

and low rocks and heavy busy and little lakes — a 

scrambled, disarranged sort of country with no easy 

lout mony about it, not ,yielding readily to any 

description. 86  

It is in places like these and locales like this one that events take place, that 

"things happen", that actually leave lasting impressions. The story brings out ways in 

which character "get loose" and are not fastened down to territory or a place in any 

way — not the mother, not Nurse Atkinson or the narrator. It also brings out the mother 

daughter relationship in a different time. In the story "Five Points" we make further 

acquaintance with "place": 
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While they drank vodka and orange juice in the trailer 

park on the cliffs above Lake Huron, Neil Bauer tells 

Brenda a story. It happened a long way away, in 

Victoria, British Columbia, where Neil grew up. Neil is 

not much younger than Brnoila • less than three years • 

but it sometimes feels to her like a generation gap, 

because she grew up here, and stayed here, marrying 

Cornelius Zendt when she was twenty years old, and 

Neil grew upon the West coast, where things were very 

different, and he left home at sixteen to travel and work 

all over. What Brenda has seen of Victoria, in pictures, 

is flowers and horses. Flowers spilling out of baskets 

hanging from old - fashioned lampposts, filling grottoes 

and decorating parks; horses carrying wagon loads of 

people to look at the sighlf4 

He is talking about five Points, which was - is - a 

section, or maybe just a corner, of the city, where there 

was a school and a drugstore and a Chinese grocery and 

a candy store. 87  

The story takes a different turn when Neil begins to narrate to his girlfriend 

Brenda how the teenaged boys of the town used to be paid by the older daughter 

Maria of the confectionery story owner to have sex with her, bringing out the sordid 

side of place. While Brenda is married to Cornelius, older than hoc by twelve years, 

she is having an affair with Neil, a rebel in his own way. He tells her of the things that 
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went on when he was a teenager — of the sex and the drugs an ►  the general 

degeneration of morality. Maria and her trysts with the boys of Fire points at the 

confectionery store named after five points were events in the past. Brenda has her 

own trysts now in the present, with Neil and is helplessly within a hopeless 

relationship — one that will get her nowhere. She continues the relationship mainly 

because of a sheer sense of desperation of losing Neil. There is desperation in her 

very attitude. One day after an argument with Neil she comes to know that he too had 

accepted money from Maria. In the meanwhile the story about Maria does not leave 

Brenda alone and she thinks about it all the time. When Maria is found out her mother 

decides to bring changes against her and Brenda is curious about what happened to 

Maria after this. She wants very much to believe that Brenda got maried after this. 

Whatever it, Brenda refuses to accept as final the dismal end for the adolescent Maria, 

on which Neil's story from his past concludes. She speculates that maybe Maria lost 

weight and was even looking good now when compared to the obese, ugly looking 

Maria of yore. Although it is not clear that his account of Maria's humiliating sexual 

need is intended to humiliate the attractive sexy Brenda, her insistent desire to see 

Maria get loose from Neil's confining narrative shows an instinctive identification 

with the pathetic young woman whom she knows only from her lover's story. 

In this story we have the similar thread running through it like it does in most 

of Munro's stories. The woman tries to break free. Brenda tries to break out of a 

confining marriage but gets into a confining relationship. 

Similarly in most of the stories in Open Secrets, the town of Carstairs, which 

resembles Wingham, Munro's hometown, is the scene of activity. Ontario which is 

the metropolis of so many of the small towns in Munro's stories , notably Jubilee 
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(Wingham) in Dance of the Happy Shades — "Postcard" and "The Peace of Utrecht." 

its Aliso the setting throughout, of Lives of lyitls and women. Toronto, where Uncle 

Benny gets lost (Lives of Girls and Women) is an almost legendary city and in 

"White Slavers", the source of scary stories by Flo, Rose's stepmother, about white 

slavers and the police in Who Do You Think You Are? who'd be "the first ones to 

diddle you." Munro, in her evocative chronicles of rural and small-town Ontario, 

works tirelessly to exhume and record the truth while appreciating both the material 

circumstances and the accidental influences on common lives in small communities. 

Pihinro presents her readers with a surprising recurrence and convergence of 

opposites. 

Munro's stories gain in resonance and significance because they are written in 

i n context of a wide range of literature In English and in the clamtical tradition. 

While Munro is concerned with change and its patterns of recurrence and 

permanence, as the artist — historian of small -town Ontario, under a surface of 

ordinariness, she repeatedly makes effective use of traditional genres and structures 

and of archetypal images, figures, and themes from the range of Western literature 

and myth. As she herself says, in her introduction to Selected Stories, that she writes, 

so often about "the country to the east of Lake Huron," with its "almost flat fields," 

'swamps", "hardwood bush lots" "brick houses", "falling - down barns". "burdensome 

old churches", etcetera because she loves it. When she writes "about something 

happening in this setting", she says, "I don't think that I'm choosing to be confined. 

Ointe the oppol rte. "Munro is not simply writing "about" rural Ontario but also 

v•riting "through" it. 
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Through her novels she brings out historical fact and a sense of adventure. The 

British Columbia locale explored periodically by her especially in her third and fourth 

volumes is a lived one, but never achieves the resonance or poetry of her primary 

landscape of south western Ontario town and country. In her first volume Dance of 

the Happy Shades, as Munro first names her fictional country, she pays the most 

attention to the provincial scenery outside of kitchen windows and the interiors of 

houses. Childhood and adolescent discovery are a part of the novel and the book is the 

freshest of Munro's works in uncovering poetic associations and feelings attached to 

place. The whole feeling of this part of Ontario is in Munro's book of stories. A felt 

!ionse of Ontario in the book depends in pint 1:)11 Munro's amazing ability to capture its 

Hiti face life and in her own words, it is texture that she strives for. 

What she often offers in Dance of the Happy Shades presented from an 

objective distance is a framed landscape or a small townscape, carefully spaced, 

emotively coloured (sometimes by the absence of colour) and sensually textured. The 

tilt image of small town Ontario in poetic decay is caught, for example, in the main 

street description in "Thanks for the Ride". 

It was a town of unpaved, wide, sandy streets and bare 

yards. Only the hardy things like red and yellow 

nasturtiums, or a lilac bush with brown curled leaves, 

grew out of that cracked earth. The houses were set 

wide apart, with their own pumps and sheds and privies 

out behind; most of them were built of wood and 

painted green or grey or yellow. The trees that grew 

there were bit; willows or poplars, their line leaves 
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greyed with the dust. There were no trees along the 

main street, but spaces of tall grass and dandelions and 

blowing thistles — open country between the store 

buildings. The town hall was surprisingly large with a 

great bell in a tower, the red brick rather glaring in du,  

midst of the towns walls of faded, pale-painted wood. 

The sign beside the door said that it was a memorial to 

soldiers who had died ill the First World War. Wl4 

had a drink out of the fountain in front." s8  

The art of Munro's description of the plot of land which is hers rests on 

accurate detailing of native trees flowers, buildings (details of which are often 

emotionally charged, like the memorial to the dead soldiers which calls up the 

"Remembrance Day Service and Vigil of Ontario town life), but most importantly, on 

a careful visual composition or patterning, which very often suggests the eye of the 

painter or the motion of the moving camera. Jubilee in the story "The Peace of 

Utrecht" is a series of three images, which are validated through tho illusion of the 

upward movements of a roving camera. Jubilee is simply but unforgettably, "the earth 

bare around the massive roots of the trees, the drinking fountain surrounded by little 

ln. iddles of water on the main street the soft scrawls of blue and red and orange light 

that said B[LLA:RDS and CAFE. 89  Depth perception, suggesting a retreating camera 

()I a painter's visual magic, is also part of Munro's talent in presenting a place, which 

her reader feels to be real. In "A Trip to the Coast", countryside is viewed to the 

artist's vanishing point. The eye is led to the retreating pointed trees at the end of the 

road: 
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The houses and the store nre built of red brick of a 

faded, gingery colour, with a random decoration of grey 

or white bricks across the chimneys and around the 

windows. Behind them the fields are full of milkweed 

and goldenrod and big purple thistles. People who are 

passing through, on their way to the Lakes of Muskoka 

and the northern bush, may notice that around here the 

beautiful landscape thins and flattens, worn elbows of 

rock appear tin the diminishing fields and the deep, 

harmonious wood lots of elm and maple give way to a 

denser, less hospitable scrub forest of birch and poplar, 

spruce and pine — where it i the heat of the afternoon the 

pointed trees at the end of the road turn blue, 

transparent, retreating into the distance like a company 

of ghosts. 9°  

And in "The Time of Death" Munro's final paragraph gives the effect of 

stepping away from the house, a technique reminiscent of a moving camera fade-out, 

used not without irony in this tragic story of a poor girl whose hope is to be a movie 

star: 

There was this house, and the other wooden houses that 

had never been painted, with their steep patched roofs 

and their narrow, stantina porches„ the wood-smoke 

coming out of their chimneys and dim children's faces 

pressed against their windows. Behind them there was 
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the strip of earth, plowed in some places, run to grass in 

others, full of stones, and bahind this the pine trees, not 

very tall. In front were the yards, the dead gardens, the 

grey highway running out from town. The snow came, 

falling slowly, evenly, between the highway and the 

houses and the pine trees, falling in big flakes at first 

and then in smaller and smaller flakes that did not melt 

on the hard furrows, the rock of the earth. 9I  

In Dance of the Happy Shades Munro conjures up the details of the Ontario 

hiodscape she iemembers (from the ihirtici, mid follies) and presents them to the eye 

the high brick houses with wooden verandahs, the peeling cupola of the town hall, the 

patches of woodlots still standing, the stubble fields, the trap lines along the river, the 

tall unpainted farm houses. 

lu "Walker Brothers Cowboy -  the mental landscape of the child is 

superimposed, like a transparency, on the literal one. Here is a seemingly naturalistic 

world - dusty, real, colourless and depressed, but it is simultaneously crayoned in 

silver and patches of colour through the child's imagination. The woman as child 

realizes that the territory she has travelled, like her father before her, is as much an 

enchanted, interior one as it is prosaic country roads - objective and fixed: 

So my father drives and my hi other watches the road for 

rabbits and I feel my father's life flowing back from our 

car in the last of the afternoon, darkening and turning 

strange, like a landscape that has an enchantment on it. 

making it kindly, ordinary and familiar while you are 
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looking at it, but changing it, once your back is turned, 

into something you will never know, with all kinds of 

weathers, and distances you cannot imagine. 92  

In this story, Munro •carries the magic spell to a dramatic climax when she 

gracefully informs her reader in the final paragraph that reality exists at another level 

beyond physical nature and that landscape is an apt metaphor of the wand's subjective 

odyssey. 

In Dance of the Happy Shades, place is of primary importance in fictions of 

childhood memory and magic. On ono hand, Munro's locales are painstakingly 

realistic, even naturalistic representation, on another, romantic, psychological visions 

her art, magically real. Characteristically, a romantic frame of mind informs 

Munro's seemingly ordinary realities in much of her early work. Romantic 

proclivities are apparent in her faith in interpreting the world through the poetic eye of 

childhood, her reflective stance substantiated philosophically when she quotes 

Wordsworth's dictum that poetry is emotion recollected in tranquility in an interview. 

Behind Munro's romanticism, her landscapes of Gothic mind, is also the 

literary tradition of the gothic novel begun by such eighteenth century British writers 

as Ann Radcliff and Monk Lewis. The original Gothic mode of fiction with its 

primary emolions of fear and terror, its iide villains pursuing palpilating heroines, 

was primarily a sexual fantasy fiction which tellingly projected the expressed feeling 

of a society which placed woman on a pedestal, denied her sexuality and romantically 

idealized her as morally superior to and more sensitive than the male. As the heroine 

of Gothic fiction escaped the imprisonment of her tower, she was often placed in 

threatening landscapes of roaring cataracts and majestic mountains; unconsciou§ly 
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projected into the heroines dangerous situations were the primitive passions the 

eighteenth century denied her. The Gothic heroine is not in her eighteenth century 

dress in Munro's fiction but she and her fiction of psychological projection are very 

•nuch alive in the supra-real story of seemingly ordinary life, "Sunitity Afternoon" 

from Dance of the Happy Shades. 93  Gothic scenarios are also evident in "Images". 

Gothic mindscape is not to be overlooked in Dance of the Happy Shades and 

or.ses an intriguing question about the twilit Munro writes from. Thu mythology of 

:im ∎ ill town Ontario as gothic is persistent and to some degree is its own mystery, 

although partly explainable through the social reality Munro herself depicts of a long-

standing, genteel and repressed protestant class and the crumbling architecture of 

gothic churches and romantic Victorian culture they inhabit. The gothic terror of the 

primitive is not new to Canadian literature, nor is Northrop Frye's now well-worn 

argument that Canadian poetry began with a response to the land as vast wilderness: 

that the deep terror in confronting the frontier and a northern land was felt as "the 

r iddle of the unconscious in nature", producing a "garrison mentality", and a literature 

where civilized small towns provided social and psychological refuge from the 

nuitiveness of an awesome landscape." Frye's contention, while now almost a 

InS of literary criticism, is well worth mentioning here because it is validated to 

some degree in the landscape of gothic mind which creeps into Lives of Girls and 

VS' 

In Lives of Girls and Women, the tension between country and town, the 

Flats Road and Jubilee, is that of the primitive versus the civilized; and Jubilee 

becomes a shelter to Del Jordan and her mother. In the novel, Del Jordan and her 

mother have certain fears. The Flats road outside of town where Del first lives is 
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introduced as seemingly neutral, but it is potentially a savage place. In the true 

romantic realistic style of Munro, the setting is socially real gothic. The flats Road 

landscape incorporates an underlying, treacherous, unconscious power. The road and 

the bush beyond are symbols of primal energy and sexuality, its chaos and danger. 

The town in its intricate design is representative of order, reason and control. 

Del /or dan, unlike her mother, will come to suspect the town itself as being as 

gothic as the Flats road, and seeing it through her mother's eyes. She interprets 

.lubilee as a fort in the wilderness: 

My mother would never let this sighting (the town) go 

by without saying something. "There's Jubilee, "she 

might say simply, or, "Well, yonder lies the 

metropolis", or she might even quote fuzzily, a poem 

about going in the same door she went out. And by 

these words, whether weary, ironic, or truly grateful, 

Jubilee seemed to me to take its being. As if without her 

connivance, her acceptance, these street lights and 

sidewalks, the fort in the wilderness, the open and secret 

pattern of the town — a shelter and a mystery — would 

not be there. 95  

Munro belongs to the Jane Austen rather than to the Charlotte Bronte tradition. 

In Who Do You Think You Are? the invitation to a new kind of life is accepted, 

extended and played out with some pleasure by Rose, but after the final act, when the 

' curtain comes down, there is only empty space and the return trip back — home to 

Wawanash county. The value of home has altered however, from Dance of the 
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happy Shades and Lives of Girls and Women and even those Ontario stores in 

Something I've Been Meaning to Tell Von. in the end, as for MOW of Munro's 

characters, it is Wawanash county which offers Rose her psychological stability, but 

tot through its outward features and internal reality. From the beginning, the physical 

trrr face of Hanratly has had little meaning for Rose; a character who sets the world in 

social terms, her Hanratty is one of social structure: 

The sht► iii,,►th of Munro's fiction arises partially from its vivid strength of 

regional focus, most of her stories being set in Huron county, Ontario, as well as from 

her sense of the narrator as the intelligence through which the world is articulated. 

Her theme has always been the dilemmas of the adolescent girl coming to terms with 

family and small town. Her more recent work has addressed the problems of middle 

age, of women alone and of the elderly. 

Alice Munro would agree with Eudora Welty, a writer she acknowledges has 

been a very big influence" and who stresses the poetic value of the local in fiction: 

it is by the nature of itself that ficti(.11 is all bound up in the local. The internal 

reason for that is surely that feelings are all bound up in place. The human mind is a 

mass of' associations — associations moue poetic even than actual. I say, "The 

Yorkshire Moors", and you will say, "Wuthering Heights"... the truth is, fiction 

depends for its life on place. Location is the crossroads of circumstance, the proving 

ground of "What happened'? Who's here? Who's coming?" — and that is the heart's 

field. Munro's "heart's field", southwestern Ontario, around Wingham where she 

grew up, is mythologized as Huron or Wawanash county and threaded through a great 

deal of her fiction. For her two major heroines, Del and Rose, and for many of her 

narrators, as children and adolescents in Ontario, or middle-aged women returning 
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there, the bush landscape and the town hall are the touchstones and genesis of their 

identities. Their evolution begins in the Orenoch swamp, the Wawanash river, the 

dusty roads and brick houses, and Munro and her characters are drawn back, almost 

compulsively, to review the country of their origins. 96  

For M11111'0'S heroines, place is very much identity and despite the houses and 

liocial conventions which trapped these female character in the past, they are nostalgic 

and loyal to their small towns, Jubilee and Hanratty and Dalgleish, because such 

places are woven into selfness. Theirs is a country of the mind, which holds the 

psyche together in the desperate relativism, and unpredictability of modem city life, 

which begins to unfold in Munro's fiction. It is a prevention, so that, as with the 

narrator of "Tell Me Yes or No", "My life did not altogether fall away in separate 

pieces, lost."97  In the canon of her work to date, Munro narrates this psychological 

troth and the pootry of feeling of her own laid her characters' Ontario place. 

As a regional writer, Munro moves us through the particulars of locale to 

inhabit neutral, catholic and what appears to be androgynous fictional ground. 

'ortainly it is a ground, particularly in her early work that has been universally lauded 

for its poetic surface. Munro's heroines struggle to return to place and the poetic 

evocation of regional ground are highly suggestive of the mythic return to the 

maternal body. 

Beneath the surface, in Munro's fiction, place is a cloaked subterranean, 

mythical and psychological female region. On another level, place is hard reality, the 

"proving ground" of dramatic action, of female experience and feminist event." 

Behind everything else she writes, the particular physical landscape is simply there 

/Rid is involved with human emotions. In her work there is always a certain 
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authenticity of provincial town, country and house, contributing to what is often 

idled the "documentary realism" of her at 1 .  he word "there" is often Introduced in a 

traditional mode of storytelling in the early paragraphs of story or chapter. We are 

played in the first story of the first volume Dance of the Happy Shades by: 

Then my father and I walk gradually down a long 

shabby sort of street, with Silver woods Ice-cream signs 

standing on the sidewalk, outside tiny, lighted stores. 

This is in Tuppertown, and old town on Lake Huron, an 

old grain port."99  

In Lives of Girls and Women, Del's experiences are carefully located on the 

Flats Road, Jenkins Bend, Jubilee, the Jericho Valley and the geography of landscape 

lid the patternq of town are fully detailod in Who Do You Think You Are? 

flohratty, Ontario, is the signal of a credible world, beckoning us into it, like the 

signpost in "thanks for the Ride: Mission Creek. Population 1700. Gateway to the 

Noce." Munro, as she carefully establishes setting, situates house on precise street 

corner, unravels the design of town streets, or charts the spatial relationships between 

hammocks, plains, woods and river in her province, reconstructs the world through 

the language of the local and the particular and like a surveyor or map maker lays 

c lairn to the perceptible spaces of "real life". As her characters move out into new 

frontiers of provincial towns and cities; they map the territory. Uncle Bonny does this 

in Lives of Girls and Women when he returns to Jubilee with a map of his journey 

1: , iirnt into his mind. 

As an authorial incentive, the figurative marking of map and fording of stream 

can also be interpreted as part of Munro's regional identity as a writer. Hers is the 
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aspiration of the pioneer cartographer, a !IP' piihility derived from the tipper Canadian 

pioneer fact of exploration and settlement and the tradition of historical record 

keeping which from, Susannah Moodies's classic pioneer autobiography to Munro's 

own father's posthumously published fictionalized accounts of Highland settlements 

in the Bruce and North Huron counties, The McGregors , has been a strong feature 

of Ontario life. While other first regions of Canada may claim the same, the recording 

of provincial history is an activity of Munro's region as perceived and extended by 

her. As she presents small town Ontario beginning to be invaded by tourists and 

flictories, she becomes the natural descendant of Del's Uncle Craig iii Lives of Girls 

and Women, instructing the reader who came after his recollection and description of 

Ilse corduroy and later gravel roads in airmile township. More than its resident 

peographer, cartographer and historian, she is, of course, the feminist legend-maker of 

the dramatic moments in the lives of the locale's inhabitants, placing markets, as it 

ware, "Up lire road, not a quarter of a mile'', to memorialize the spot where human 

occurs and which conventional oblective, factual and masculine histories, like 

that of Uncle Craig's, happily destroyed by Del Jordan, ignore. m°  

Munro's settings, thus are a high artistic achievement. The power and 

importance of Munro's place as is true of place generally in fiction, cannot be a literal 

transcription of reality; the power of place resides in the art of its rec onstruction and 

the use the writer puts it to. 

In this case, the artist's private place, Munro's Ontario, is the source of her 

i ,ion and dm poetics of her prow it is also an expimision of her first truth that place 

is the psyche's fortress. A subjective landscape, a region and often metaphor, of 

.f: , inale mind and body, Wawanash Comity, and its places unfold in the work of 
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Munro. It is the landscape and the county of so many forms and variations —In Dance 

of (be friappy Shades it is the country of childhood landscape enchantment; in Who 

Do You Think You Are? it is the adolescent gothic romance and in The Moons of 

Jupiter it reveals shifting middle-aged boundaries; while in The Progress of Love, 

dying fertility is alluded to. 

We must understand as well that the fictional world created by Munro is an 

expanding, visionary location but must be recognized as being indubitably hers. 

Munro has been able to identify and acknowledge that the permanence of art is 

insured as it passes into legend, and the magic source of legend itself is -- place. 

Alice Miniro's regionalism is unlike that used by Robertson Davies who 

writes of towns from the sociological point of view. It is also different from the 

regionalism of !high MacLennan who pits different regions against each other and 

different from the regionalism of Frederick Philip Grove for whom the prairies had a 

dark side altogether. Hers is similar to that used by Margaret Laurence, Flannery 

O'Connor, Carson Mc Cullers, Ethel Wilson and Ernest Buckler. Like them she too 

is influenced by place. 

She describes, as discussed earlier in this chapter, South-Western Ontario, its 

people and its closed rural set-up portraying a society gone into decay. Whatever the 

society we see a character returning home, like Rose in Who Do You Think You 

.a re? for a kind of fulfillment. 13uI in The Nloons of Jupiter we have characters 

lag away from home in some stories for contentment and in others we find them 

returning home or nostalgic about home. This is also the view held by Catherine 

Shot d r ic k Ross, critic Martin Levin, George Woodcock, James Carscallen and others. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FEMINISM 

The word "feminism", must be understood in its broadest sense as referring to 

an intense awareness of identity as a woman, and interest in feminine problems. Its 

meaning should not be restricted to the advocacy of women's rights. According to the 

feminist doctrine, the subjugation of women is a central fact of history, a key to most 

of our social and psychological disorders. Western civilization has emphasized the 

masculine rational faculties to the exclusion of the feminine faculties of intuition. 

Feminism originates in the perception that there is something wrong with society's 

treatment of women. It attempts to analyze the reasons for and dimensions of 

women's oppression, and ways to achieve women's liberation. To some, liberation is 

defined as social equality with man, while others feel that this narrow definition 

reflects the class bias of what is described variously as bourgeois feminism, career 

feminism, mainstream feminism or liberal feminism.' 

The early editions of The Oxford English Dictionary defined feminism as a 

state of being feminine or womanly as did the 1901 edition of The Dictionary of 

Philosophy. By 1906, however the Dictionaire de Philosophic defined feminism as a 

position favourable to the rights of women. Ellen DuBois found in her research on 

feminism and suffrage that the term "feminism" was in general use around 1960 to 

describe that political movement, and that the usage originated in France. Linda 

Kealey, writing about Canadian and also U.S. feminism, found the term used by 
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1 890s to refer to the New Woman. She also notes that recent women's history has 

refined the term, distinguishing between the different strands of feminism, all of 

which recognize the right of woman to a public role and also her right to define 

herself autonomously. 2  

One has to remember the significant role played by Mary Wollstonecrafi 

(1750-1797) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) the former who wrote A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman (1792). 3  

However the credit for an organized movement for women's rights goes to the 

Americans beginning with the Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments and 

Resolutions, drawn and signed at the obscure village, Seneca Falls, New York in 

1848. 4  

Charlotte Brunch (1981) has pointed out that feminism is not abut "adding in" 

women's rights but abut transforming society, so that feminism may be called 

"transformational politics". Because everything affects women, every issue is 

woman's issue, and there is a feminist perspective on every subject. 

Feminism is a movement which seeks as Teresa Billington Greig wrote in 

1911, "the reorganization of the world upon a basis of sex-equality in all human 

relations; a movement which would reject every differentiation between individuals 

upon the ground of sex, would abolish all sex privileges and sex burdens, and would 

strive to set up the recognition of the common humanity of woman and man as the 

foundation of law and customs." 5  Liberal feminism views liberation for women as 

the freedom to determine their own social role and to compete with men on terms that 

are as equal as possible. 
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The classical Marxist feminist views the oppression of women as historically 

and currently a" direct result of the institution of private property. Consequently 

feminism must be seen as part of a broader struggle to achieve a communist society. 

Radical feminists like Ti Grace Atkinson and Schulman Firestone deny the 

liberal claim that the basis of women's oppression consists in their lack of political or 

civil rights. They also reject the classical Marxist belief that basically women are 

oppressed because they live in a class society. They believe that women's liberation 

requires a biological revolution and that the role systems must be abolished in its 

entirety even in its biological aspects. Feminism as a philosophy of life seeks to 

discover and change the more subtle and deep seated causes of women's oppression . 

It is the raising of the consciousness of an entire culture. 6  

Feminist literary criticism has the desire to rediscover the lost work of women 

writers, while providing a context that would be supportive of contemporary women 

writers; the wish to manifest "what it is to be female" and the wish to declare the 

experiences and perceptions that have been unheard.' 

In Shaping a Vehicle for her Use — Woman and the Short Story, Gail Scott 

is of the opinion that women's writing often subverts the traditional categories. She 

says, "Indeed our fiction is often autobiographical. What is called "real", often 

appears like fiction to us, given our marginal relationship to culture, to society. The 

need is to start naming our own "real". 

Elaine Showalter's A Literature of their Own (1977) examines British 

women novelists since the Brontes from the point of view of women's experience. 

She takes the view that, while there is no fixed or innate female sexuality or female 

imagination, there is nevertheless a profound difference between women's writing 

and men's, and that a whole tradition of writing has been neglected by male critics. 
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She divides this tradition into three phases. The first, the "feminist" phase, 

(1840-80), includes Elizabeth Gaskell and George Eliot. Women writers imitated and 

internalized the dominant male aesthetic standards, which required that women 

writers remain gentlewomen. The main sphere of their work was their immediate 

domestic and social circle. They suffered guilt about their "selfish" commitment to 

authorship and accepted certain limitations in expression, avoiding coarseness and 

sensuality. 

The "feminist" phase (1880-1920) includes writers such as Elizabeth Robins 

and Olive Schreiner. The radical feminists of this period advocated separatist 

Amazonian Utopias and suffragette sisterhoods. The third "female" phase (1920 

onwards) inherited characteristics of the former phases and developed the idea of 

specifically female writing and female experience. 

Rebecca West, Katherine Mansfield and Dorothy Richardson were the most 

important early female novelists in this phase, according to Showalter. In the same 

period in which Joyce and Proust were writing long novels of subjective 

consciousness, Richardson's long novel Pilgrimage took as its subject female 

consciousness. Her views on writing anticipate recent feminist theories. 

It is after Virginia Woolf that a new frankness about sexuality (adultery, 

lesbianism etc.) enters women's fiction, especially in Jean Rhys. A new generation of 

university educated women, who no longer felt the need to express feminine 

discontents, included A S. Byatt, Margaret Drabble, Christine Brooke-Rose, and 

Brigid Brophy In the early seventies a shift towards a more angry tone occurs in the 

novels of Penelope Mortimer, Muriel Spark and Doris Lessing. Virginia Woolf is an 

important precursor of modern feminist criticism. While she never adopted a feminist 

stance, she continually examined the problems facing women writers. She wanted her 
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femininity to be unconscious so that she might escape from the confrontation with 

femaleness or maleness. 

Mary Ellman links female writing to certain literary styles. In Ellman's view, 

not all women writers adopt a female writing style; Mary McCarthy writes with too 

much authority and Charlotte Bronte with too much commitment and serious passion. 

In recent years several women have argued that an adequate feminist theory can arise 

only from within women's experience or from their unconscious; women must 

produce their own language, and their own conceptual universe, which may not 

appear rational to men. 

Women have the right to assert their own values, to explore their own 

consciousness, and to develop new forms of expression corresponding to their values 

and consciousness. "And since 1969, there has been an explosion of feminist 

writings without close parallel in the history of previous critical innovations." 8  

In the 1970s all areas of Canadian writing were stimulated by a renaissance of 

interest in literature and culture but probably the greatest amount of attention in this 

decade was focused on Canada's women writers — a conjunction of feminist literary 

interest and the intriguing fact that a large number of Canada's best writers have been 

women. Women contributed greatly not only to the field of literature and writing. 

They made a marked contribution to the arts and to the development of Canadian 

culture. 9  

Despite the obstacles they encountered, women played an activist role, both 

individually and collectively, in the development of the visual arts in the post-war 

period. 1°  

It was in the area of literature that women made their best-known and most 

widely recognized contribution to Canadian cultural life; by the 1960s issues related 
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to women's lives and experiences were explicitly woven into women writer's work. 

Women writers were central to "Canadian Literature" in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Authors like Gabrielle Roy, Germaine Gueverremont, Marie -Claire Blais, Anne 

Hebert and Antonine Maillet in French Canada and Margaret Laurence, Margaret 

Atwood, Alice Munro, Mavis Gallant, and Marian Engel in English Canada, were 

international best-sellers. In poetry also, women's issues and imagery were 

incorporated in the work of such writers as Dorothy Livesay, Miriam Waddington, P.  

K. Page, Gwendolyn Mac Ewan, Phyllis Webb, Daphne Marlatt, Nicole Brossaid, 

Madeleine Gagnon, France Thcorct, and Margaret Atwood. By the 1980s, a new 

generation of women writers was exploring issues surrounding ethnic, racial and 

sexual identities. Victoria Kildaw Calihoo recorded stories relating to Metis pioneer 

life in Alberta, while Maria Campbell drew a disturbing picture of contemporary 

Metis women's experience in her autobiographical work, Halfbreed. The poetry of 

Dionne Brand and that of Maxine Tynes, who was declared the People's Poet of 

Canada in 1987, represented and interpreted black women's experience in Canada, 

while Joy Kogawa's award -winning novel Obasan explored the world of a Japanese-

Canadian family forcibly uprooted during World War II. Other outstanding examples 

of women whose works epitomized the country's regional and cultural diversity were 

Manitoba Mennonite writer Di Brandt and native writer Beth Brant. In their 

presentation of a diversity of powerful central women characters, Canadian women's 

fictions, it has been suggested, have generally reflected resistance to any overriding 

national narrative and to their old status as a colonized gender. In addition to winning 

many Canadian Governor-General's literary awards over the past two decades; 

several women writers distinguished themselves by garnering major international 
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prizes. Two examples are Antonine Maillet, who was awarded France's prestigious 

Prix Goncourt in 1979, and Carol Shields, who won the Pulitzer Prize in 1995. 

With the evolution of Canada into an increasingly diverse society in the post 

war era, and the heightened awareness of the need to preserve and promote more that 

just mainstream culture, thousands of women contributed to the cultural mosaic that 

was closely associated with Canadian identity. Within their ethnic communities they 

organized language classes, choirs, theater and dance groups, and cultural festivals. 

Native women such as Anne Anderson, a Cree living in Edmonton, devoted many 

years of their lives to writing and teaching their ancestral language, and to passing on 

their customs to native youth. Indeed whatever their racial or ethnic community, 

women frequently assumed the leading role in preserving and transmitting their 

particular groups history and cultural heritage. Many of the old patterns and rituals 

that had formerly dominated the lives of women disappeared in the post-war era.  

Women's roles were no longer ordered sequentially (work-marriage-family) but were 

increasingly intertwined; Marriage, once the great dividing line in women's lives, 

became a less significant event, since it no longer involved the end of employment 

and almost immediate initiation into motherhood. The role of the wife became 

increasingly distinct from that of mother; it was now possible to be one but not the 

other. Moreover, there was less physical separation of the sexes. If home was still 

where many Canadian women's hearts were, they no longer spent most of their time 

in that female oriented space. In the 1960s, women's efforts to achieve equality with 

men appeared to require a denial of a separate female identity. 

By the end of the decade, however, awareness of the need for that identity had 

re-emerged. Increasingly, women recognized how necessary and desirable it was for 

women to draw upon their own experiences to bring about the changes they sought.  
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Their contribution to Canadian culture either had a feminist bent or was used by 

feminists to demonstrate the creativity of women and their essential role in making 

life more humane and enjoyable." ' 

The Canadian dream, believes in the collapse of the hierarchies and a peaceful 

co-existence of the opposites. The cornerstone of this Canadian dream is Pierre 

Trudeau's policy of multi-culturalism which strives for a mosaic Canada, not a 

melting pot Canada.. Fiction writing in Canada has been largely androcentric, 

resulting therefore in stereotypical portrayals of women. It has not been easy to shift 

the focus from male perspective to female perspective but women writers have taken 

tentative steps in this direction, which primarily means expressing themselves first. 

Canadian short story writers are less concerned about authenticating social 

stereotypes — these women break new ground as they hold center stage. The inner 

space these women explore cuts across regional and continental boundaries — as seen 

in the works of Margaret Laurence, Margaret Atwood, Sheila Watson, Alice Munro 

and others. Accomplished writers like Dorothy Livesay, Margaret Laurence and 

Gabrielle Roy enjoyed a high profile. To their ranks were added Margaret Atwood, 

who in both verse and fiction, documents the power struggle between the sexes, 

Marian Engel, whose Bear proves the physical nature of female sexuality; Joan 

Barfoot, whose studies of alienated women are almost clinical; and Jane Rule, who 

describes relationships between women with great sensitivity. Women today have 

adopted what psychoanalysts have called the male principle of exploit which is the 

impulse to act rather than to be acted upon. What, assuming the principle of exploit 

has meant for the growing number of female writers is daring to write in concert 

about women's concerns being at the heart of things rather than at the periphery; it 

has meant challenging a previous literature which defined women according to male- 
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directed fantasies and perspectives. While an earlier writer like Virginia Woolf was 

ultimately uncomfortable with feminine and feminist novels, preferring instead to 

accommodate a masculine system by advocating a sexless art of androgynous values, 

contemporary writers such as Margaret Drabble, Doris Lessing and Alice Munro's 

Canadian counterparts, Margaret Laurence, Margaret Atwood Adele Wiseman, Jane 

Rule, Audrey Thomas, Marian Engel and Aritha Van Herk have striven for authentic 

presentations of the interior lives of girls and women. In the last two decades 

feminism and art have proved not to be incompatible and a web of authorial 

sisterhood has been firmly established. 

Under the umbrella of feminism, feminist literary criticism has also come of 

age, disclosing exciting, sometimes startling new paradigms of gender related 

experience in art, often in conjunction with other dominant modes of literary 

criticism, and certainly producing a body of impressive literary scholarship in a very 

short period of time. 

Of the many women writers who emerged in the 1970s, Alice Munro has 

enjoyed most consistently a high degree of both popular and critical success. 12  

We come to understand Munro's work more through her creation of and 

expression of the many faceted women — in varying stages of life and evolution. It is 

these women that embody the feminist quest for Munro. 

Munro's moral and metaphysical concerns are reflected in the formal 

structures of her fiction. Characteristically, a kind of illusory balance operates 

between the conventional fictional elements of plot, setting and character, on the one 

hand, and, or the other, complex psychological and even psychic verifications of the 

experiences in question. On the surface, much seems straight forward — family 

relationships, ordinary friendships, love affairs — but Munro's vision often invests 
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these situations with a degree of moral chaos and a destructive force rather than with 

the positive tendencies we customarily associate them with. The discoveries the 

characters make in these relationships, both about themselves and about the larger 

world, threaten not only their day-to-day ideas and values, but seemingly at times the 

cosmic order itself. The reader who struggles with the paradoxes and ambiguities of 

these fictional situations is constantly compelled to reassess character and motive and 

ultimately realizes that "normal" characters in the conventional meaning of that word 

rarely exist in Munro's world. 

The search for identity, the quest for definition and place has been the central 

ongoing theme of Munro's fiction. I3  Munro and her heroines do not easily, or clearly 

always want to, divest themselves of their femininity. The concept of love itself, the 

persistent concern with the sexual dance in Munro's art, is understood by feminist 

thinkers to be one of the primary concerns of femininity. It is the social — 

psychological requirement and expectation that women devote themselves to love. 

Brownmiller explains: "The territory of the heart is admittedly a province that is open 

to all, but women alone are expected to make an obsessional career of its exploration, 

to find whatever adventure, power, fulfillment or tragedy that life has to offer within 

its bounds." Although Munro's adventurous heroines often angrily move beyond 

wearing their hearts on their sleeves, in the author's continuing concern with the 

territory of the heart as fictional subject, she remains, paradoxically, something of a 

"feminine author."" 

In an interview with her Geoff Hancock asked her to comment on the fact that 

her characters were moving towards discoveries, Munro admitted: 

Well they move towards discoveries. Because 

everybody does, I think. But some people don't admit 
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their discoveries and turn aside from them... They come 

up against discoveries but don't discover them. That's 

what the characters do sometimes." She goes on to talk 

of how "there's still some expectation that women will 

find a solution to her life. The solution used to be 

marriage. Then in recent years its been walking out on 

your husband...I don't have these resolutions because 

they seem quite ridiculous to me. What I have is people 

going on. Just as it everyday had its own pitfalls and 

discoveries and it doesn't make much difference 

whether the heroine ends up married or living in a room 

by herself 15  

What is most obvious as mentioned earlier is that the corpus of Munro's six 

collected works is constructed through the physical aging of herself and her heroines. 

Dance of the Happy Shades restores childhood experience. Lives of Girls and 

Women revives adolescent discovery; Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You 

and Who Do You Think You Are? advance heroines into midlife and The Moons of 

Jupiter and The Progress of Love are menopausal progressions. 16  

In her first collected volume of short stories, Dance of the Happy Shades, 

Munro begins with a questioning exploration of the dependency of women. All but 

three of the fifteen stories are told from the perspective of childhood and adolescence, 

and that six of these are related from the first person female point of view in 

retrospect. These stories effectively collapse the boundaries between past and present, 

suggesting emotional and psychological growth and establishing the process of 

feminist self-discovery which is at the heart of the volume. Significantly the stories 
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here were mostly written during the fifties and sixties when Munro herself was just 

emerging from that period of her life as a young mother and dependant wife, a period 

she characterizes as a kind of sleep, imposed by the ceaseless activity of the care of 

small children. It would seem then that she addresses herself in the childhood and 

adolescent character of her fiction, which she admits becomes more meaningful to her 

as it becomes more autobiographical as in such later first person pieces as "Boys and 

Girls", "Walker Brothers Cowboy", "Images" and "Red Dress — 1946". 

Of the first person reminiscences about childhood and adolescence, the three 

which are seminal to the feminist theme because they make the most explicit 

statements about society's expectations of girls are "Day of the Butterfly", "Boys and 

Girls" and "Red Dress — 1946". The first to be published, "Day of the Butterfly", is a 

slight story about a dying child in the narrator's grade six class and a poetic glimpse 

of a child's first experience with death. The story expresses the elementary outrage 

towards social authority of the small town, towards those who make the unjust rules 

and conditions of our lives. What is of greater interest is its early feminist drama. Not 

only are the Boys' side and the Girls' side of the school firmly established, but the 

narrator comes to see that the social standing of girls and women is dependent on that 

of their fathers and husbands in the community. Psychologically, the author begins to 

unravel the immense complicated bows of fine satin ribbon which are made for 

Myra's last birthday party in hospital by the mothers, and which symbolize the 

artificial, decorative function of women. In the gift giving of herself, the other girls in 

the class and the teacher, appropriately named Miss Darling, she senses the well-

packaged sensibility of women and their consumer relationships. When she reveals 

that she will let her little brother pull apart Myra's gift of a leatherette case with a 

mirror and cosmetics, she expresses her anger at what society expects her to become, 
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that is- dressed up and on display. She further rebels, against becoming a manager of 

the small purse of twenty-five cents, given over to a girl who can safely slip into 

memory and respectable myth as "saint". 

In "Boys and Girls" and "Red Dress — 1946", Munro further contests the 

female definition. In "Boys and Girls" she records the humiliated and anguished 

psychology of a child who is being conditioned by society to become a "definition" — 

a girl, a "joke on me". The child finds herself no longer free to help her fox-farmer 

father outdoors but is forced instead to take possession of her person in the 

conventional way by taking possession of the home through housework. The climax 

of the story occurs when the girl frees a horse who is about to be shot and by so doing 

demonstrates that she is "only a girl". Her conflict preceding this is aptly brought out 

in the following passage: 

It seemed that in the minds of people around me there 

was a steady undercurrent of thought, not to be 

deflected, on this one subject. The word girl had 

formerly seemed to me innocent and unburdened like 

the word child;  now it appeared that it was no such 

thing. A girl was not, as I had supposed , simply what I 

was; it was what I had to become. It was a definition, 

always touched with emphasis, with reproach and 

disappointment. Also it was a joke on me. 17  

The conflict between regarding herself as the essential and the social pressure 

to accept herself as a passive object is exactly the situation of Munro's heroine who 

finds herself objectified by the passing feed salesman's casual reference to her, "I 

thought it was only a girl." Although there is no real resolution to this situation in 
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"Boys and Girls" and it seems that the girl is conforming to social rules by adjusting 

her fantasies, from the earlier stage as seen in the following passage to a more mature 

stage, as seen later: 

I arranged myself tightly under the covers and went on 

with one of the stories I was telling myself from night to 

night. These stories were about myself, when I had 

grown a little older; they took place in a world that was 

recognizably mine, yet that presented opportunities for 

courage, boldness and self-sacrifice, as mine never did. 

I rescued people from a bombed building (it 

discouraged me that the real war had gone on so far 

away from Jubilee). I shot two rabid wolves who were 

menacing the schoolyard (the teachers cowered terrified 

at my back). I rode a fine horse spiritedly down the 

main street of Jubilee, acknowledging the 

townspeople's gratitude for some yet-to-be worked- out 

piece of heroism (nobody ever rode a horse there, 

except King Billy in the Orangemen's Day parade). 

There was always riding and shooting in these stories, 

though I had only been on a horse twice -- bareback 

because we did not own a saddle — and the second time 

I had slid right around and dropped under the horse's 

feet; it had stepped placidly over me. I8  

Later on, in the story there are changes that take place in the little girl's 

perceptions, indicating a transition into maturity and adolescence: 
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Lately I had been trying to make my part of the room 

fancy spreading the bed with old lace curtains, and 

fixing myself a dressing table with some leftovers of 

cretonne for a skirt. I planned to put up some kind of 

barricade between my bed and Lairds, to keep my 

section separate from his. In the sunlight, the lace 

curtains were just dusty rags. We did not sing at night 

any more. One night, when I was singing Laird said, 

"You sound silly," and 1 went right on but the next night 

I did not start...I still stayed awake after Laird was 

asleep and told myself stories, but even in these stories 

something different was happening, mysterious 

alterations took place. A story might start off in the old 

way, with a spectacular danger a lire or wild animals, 

and for a while I might rescue people; then things would 

change around, and instead, somebody would be 

rescuing me. It might be a boy from our class at school, 

or even Mr. Campbell, our teacher, who tickled girls 

under the arms. And at this point, the story concerned 

itself at great length with what I looked like — how long 

my hair was, and what kind of dress I had on; by the 

time I had these details worked out the real excitement 

of the story was lost. 19  

The girl however, is partly victorious when she opens the gate in an attempt to 

rescue the fated horse. If her final tears suggest compliance, we are at least left 
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wondering in the conclusion if her positive gesture is not better than her young 

brother's masculine boasting, "We shot old Flora," he said, "and cut her up in fifty 

pieces."2°  

Munro does not offer a solution at the end of the story. There is irresolution on 

the part of the protagonist. While her feminism appears to be loosely grounded in a 

melancholy social determinism, even this approach is not absolute. In an interview 

with Barbara Frum in 1973, she reveals her own uncertainty about social conditioning 

and what constitutes being female. She says, "This emotional dependency I feel in 

myself I don't know where it comes from. I don't know if it is a conditioned thing in 

women and I don't think we'll know for another generation. I think we have to be 

open to all possibilities." Certainly in Dance of the Happy Shades, Munro is 

exploring these other possibilities when she presents to her readers a number of 

unmarried, unchosen women as solitary dancers illuminated in a variety of interesting 

and ambivalent poses. 

In "Walker Brothers Cowboy" she presents Nora Cronin. The father 

introduces this amiable, single woman to the children with: 

This is Nora, Miss Cronin. Nora, you better tell me, is it 

still Miss, or have you got a husband hiding in the 

woodshed? 

"If I had a husband that's not where I'd keep him, Ben," 

she says, and they both laugh, her laugh abrupt and 

somewhat angry. 21  

We look at Nora Cronin through the eyes of a child — a Nora Cronin, living 

with a blind, old mother, waiting for a change in the mundane routine of life, a change 

that comes in the form of the Walker Brothers Man. In this case the Walker Brothers 
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Man, the individual who sanctifies the whole business of direct selling, happens to be 

her old boy friend, Ben Jordan. First of all, Nora appears more vibram and effusive 

when compared to Ben's wife. This character, the mother, is sickly and unable to be 

an active participant in family life: 

My mother has headaches. She often has to lie down. 

She lies on my brother's narrow bed in the little 

screened porch, shaded by heavy branches. "I look up at 

that tree and I think I am at home," she says. 22  

While she needs to be given a "rest" from the children and the child narrator 

wonders, "What is there about us that people need to be given a rest from?" 23  we have 

Nora Cronin, bubbly, refreshing and energetic, initiating a dance and making the child 

join her as well. Nora tells her: 

A big girl like you and so good-looking and can't 

dance!" says Nora. "It's high time you learned. I bet 

you'd make a lovely dancer. Here I'm going to put on a 

piece I used to dance to and even your daddy did, in his 

dancing days. You didn't know your daddy was a 

dancer, did you? Well, he is a talented man your 

daddy!"24  

It is with this exuberant woman that the girl dances: 

Round and round the linoleum, me, proud, intent, Nora 

laughing and moving with great buoyancy, wrapping 

me in her strange gaiety, her smell of whisky, cologne 

and sweat .25 
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But when Nora, Ben's old girlfriend, invites him to dance after having danced 

with the girl, he rejects the invitation. There is a restrained, mild frustration between 

them at this point but the course of this changes when Nora has to take the record off 

the player, after Ben says "Not me, Nora". At this juncture, the girl narrator 

experiences the sad implications of having to dance alone. Nora, however, is a flash 

of bright colour upon the drabness of the girl's existence, bringing out a similar 

exuberance in her as well. Nora, though single, is larger than life itself, when 

compared to the girl's mother. 

The narrator becomes aware here of a certain moral confusion. She knows that 

something is wrong when , she arrives at Nora's place. She senses rejection when Ben 

turns down the invitation to dance. She realizes then the extent of Nora's isolation 

from Ben. So Ben is in an unconsummated relationship both with his wife and the 

earlier love, Nora Cronin. 

Then there is Mary McQuade of "Images", the spinster cousin who makes her 

way by moving from house to house nursing the family sick. She brings with her a 

breath of fresh air although the young narrator is not too happy with her robust 

presence. It is the narrator's introductory admission in the story "Images" that gives 

us this inkling: 

Now that Mary McQuade had come, I pretended not to 

remember her. It seemed the wisest thing to do. She 

herself said, "If you don't remember me you don't 

remember much," but let the matter drop, just once 

adding, "I bet you never went to your grandma's house 

last summer. I bet you don't remember that either. 26  
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Mary McQuade's militant manner masks a warm concerned nature. Yet she is 

a force to be reckoned with, although being part of the father's family, she was 

raucous and boisterous: 

My father, too, had altered since her coming. When he 

came in for his meals she was always waiting for him, 

some joke swelling her up like a bull frog, making her 

ferocious-looking and red in the face. She put uncooked 

white beans in his soup, hard as pebbles, and waited to 

see if good manners would make him eat them. She 

stuck something to the bottom of his water glass to look 

like a fly. She gave him a fork with a prong missing, 

pretending it was by accident. He threw it at her, and 

missed, but startled me considerably. My mother and 

father, eating supper, talked quietly and seriously. But 

in my father's family even grownups played tricks with 

rubber worms and beetles, fat aunts were always invited 

to sit on little rickety chairs and uncles broke wind in 

public and said, "whoa, hold on there!" proud of 

themselves as if they had whistled a complicated tune. 27  

And if the father's constant teasing of Mary about prospective husbands 

usually made her laugh, her indignance was revealed when she is told about Joe 

Phippen, the man , whom father and daughter meet on a trip to see the muskrat traps. 

During their visit to Joe Phippen, the protagonist is outraged at this mainly l ► ccause: 

"Him!" said Mary like an explosion. "He's the one 

burned his house down, 1 know him!"28 
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There is a degree of dissimulation practiced by some characters- the narrator 

ol "Images-  and Mary in -Tlw Shining Houses-  Del Jordan in the former 

unconsciously strives towards this realization as well and is able at the end to 

overcome her earlier fears of Mary, as well as that of the grotesque "other world" of 

Joe Phippen; in her resolution, she combines both experiential verification and an 

inchoate recognition of sounding beyond that, "like the children in fairy stories who 

have seen their parents make pacts with terrifying strangers, who have discovered that 

out fears are based on nothing but the truth." 29  "Images", like "Walker Brothers 

Cowboy", dramatizes the bridging of youthful innocence and adult experience, a 

pattern that is duplicated, not infrequently, with ironic modulations, in a number of 

other stories as wel1. 3°  

The women in "Walker Brothers Cowboy" and "Images" despite the 

limitations of their cut-off circumstances seem emotionally free — at the very least 

they do not have to conform to the rules for married women. As figures out of 

memo' .‘ Nora and Mary are touched by . hc authoi conception if them as a 

primitive, ancestral source. To the child's eye, they are mythopoeic figures who loom 

like great goddesses, big breasted Nora, all warmth and bulk, Mary, ferocious with a 

closeness to animal life. The girl in both stories is both attracted and repulsed 

sometimes even frightened by these earthly women . The moral confusion in Del 

Jordan begins in Dance of the Happy Shades where Ben Jordan is in an 

"unconsummated relationship" not only with his wife but also with Nora Cronin. It is 

not until Nora dances in a frenzied manner with her and is then turned down by Ben 

that the full extent of her isolation is made manifest. "I can drink alone," she informs 

Ben, "but I can't dance alone."31 
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"Red Dress 1946" has the same thoughtful irresolution as "Boys and Girls". 

fleri: too, i.here is dancing but with a tinge of the comic. It is the comic recreation of a 

thirteen year old's first dance. The story also dwells upon poignant moments at the 

dartek where the 8iri, after all the preparations made and the red dress worn, and her 

hair done, reaches a stage at the dance where she feels that there is something wrong 

with her because no one approaches her to dance with them. Forgotten is all the 

apprehension she had experienced before the day of the dance and fears that, 

"Something had to happen, to keep me lions I Imt dance. ' 12  

All attempts made by her to stay away from the dance (in a natural nervous 

bid at opting out from conflict) fail and eventually she finds herself at the dance. After 

the litst dance with Mason Williams who, she says: 

To have to dance with a nonentity like me was as 

(inil,;ive to him as haying te I11c morize Shakespeare. I 

felt ihis as keenly as he did, and imagined that he was 

exchanging looks of dismay with his friends. He steered 

me, stumbling, to the edge of the floor. He took his 

hand from my waist and dropped my arm. "See you", he 

said. He walked away." 

Amer this one dance, the girl self consciously begins to feel that nobody is 

inlet! 0.ed in dancing with her — this, happens to be the ultimate rejection in a normal 

wil1111. :.;he sees: 

Girls were still going out on the floor. Some, despairing, 

went with each other. But na)st went with boys. Fat 

girls, girls with pimples, a poor girl who didn't own a 

good dress and had to wear a skirt and sweater to the 
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dance, they were claimed, they danced away. Why take 

them and not me? Why everybody else and not me? I 

have a red velvet dress, I did my hair in curlers, I used a 

deodorant and put on cologno. Pray, I thought. I 

couldn't close my eyes but I said over and over again in 

my mind, Please, me, please, and I locked my fingers 

behind my back in'a sign more potent than crossing the 

same secret sign Lonnie and I used not to be sent to the 

blackboard in Math. It did not work. What I had been 

afraid of was true. I was going to be left. 34  

It is in the cubicle of the girl's washroom that she seeks refuge away from the 

denui nd s made in the world outside. And it is here that she meets Mary Fortune-

popular athletic and an organizer who has distanced herself from the conditioning of 

the wool around hoc and dismisses the whole business of the dance as unimportant 

saying with disdain that the girls are "boy-crazy"!: 

Like this afternoon. This afternoon, I was trying to get 

them to hang the bells and junk. They just get up on the 

ladders and fool around with hikvs. They don't care if it 

ever gets decorated. It's just an excuse. That's the only 

aim they have in life, fooling around with boys. As far 

as l'in concerned, they're idiots " 

Hie girl discovers, with amazement another alternative to life 	an 

indepeulent one where she had other things to do. But, in the course of the evening 

this aliccnative has to be abandoned when the girl allows herself to be chosen by a boy 

who asks her to dance. An adjustment has to be made and the perspective changes. if 
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being well -adjusted, means having a boy around, then she returns home "socially 

adjusted". 

['hen he turned back to town, never knowing that he had been my rescuer, that 

he had Drought me from Mary Fortune's territory into the ordinary world. 36  

Ihe realization she has, that life wa possible and that she would make a 

succeas of it is dispelled when she sees her mother waiting for her. She is oppressed 

by the tear that life anyway is doomed. She is opposed by the female obligation she 

has to her mother to be happy in this "ordinary" rescued circumstance. She simply 

isn't and acknowledges to herself that she is doomed to fail at it: 

But when I saw the waiting kitchen and kimono, with 

her sleepy but doggedly expectant face, I understood 

what a mysterious and oppressive obligation T had, to be 

happy, and how I had almost tailed at it, and would be 

likely to fail it, every time, and she would not know. 37  

1 a contrast tit the two women, Nora, and Mary, we have Mrs. Fullerton in "The 

Shining Houses" a woman to be upheld as a role model for others in a fast 

deteriorating society. The narrator of the story, Mary is of the suburbs like Mrs. 

Fullerton. Here is a woman who Mary found herself exploring as: 

She had once explored the lives of grandmothers and 

aunts -- by pretending to know less than she did, asking 

for some story she had heard before; this way 

remembered episodes emerged each time with slight 

differences of content, meaning, colons, yet with a pure 

reality that usually attaches to things which are at least 

pal t legend.38 
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Mary feels that Mrs. Fullerton is to be admired even though her life has been 

the uni:'onventional type. That redoubtable woman holds her own in varied 

circumstances — whether it is her younger second husband who goes off one day after 

meeting a friend, or if it is being asked to baby-sit by people near by. But Mrs. 

1:n1k:don lives in a sub -division of town, near Mary which is being threatened by the 

onshilailit of modernization and fervent hopes of some to convert the entire place into 

"shininii houses". She refused to move earlier even though: 

My boys wanted me to sell then and go and live in 

rooms. But I said no. I had my hens and a nanny goat 

too at that time. More or less a pet. I had a pet coon too 

for a while, used to feed him ( hewing gum. Well, I said, 

husbands maybe come and go, but a place you've lived 

fifty years is something else... Making a joke of it with 

my family. Besides, I thought if Mr. Fullerton was to 

come hack, he'd come back here, not knowing where 

(Ise go. 19  

'Ors. Fulle ►  t on lives her life to the fullest even though she belongs to a bygone 

era The new community in the area views her shacks, garden and animals as a filthy 

eyesore that will eventually bring 'down property values. Yet, the narrator supports the 

old lady; she admires her unaccommodating nature, her self-sufficiency, her 

independent attachment to her own placr tiller the death of ont husband and 

abandonment by another. But Mary, the narrator has to back down in the face of much 

criii ism and objections from friends to her kindly attitude to Mrs. Fullerton. When it 

cane; to signing the petition her initial hesitation meets with self-righteous arguments 

from those who chew up the petition. But the final line from Carl, "Its unfortunate. 
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We all know that. But we have to think of the community." 40brings acquiescence and 

Mary capitulates, However Mary is left with lies own thoughts and feelings about the 

episode and life in general and where Mrs. Fullerton can be placed within this 

framework: 

The voices in the living room have blown away, Mary 

thought. If they would blow away and their plans be 

forgoien, if one thing could be left alone. But these are 

people who win, and they are good people; they want 

homes for their children, they help each other when 

there is trouble, they plan a community — saying that 

word as if they found a modern and well proportioned 

magic in it, and no possibility anywhere of a mistake. 

There is nothing you can do at present but put your 

hands in your pockets and keep a disaffected heart. 41  

In the story, "The Time of Death", we have a different kind of woman. She is 

Leona Parry, with an obsessive, singular, over - rlding ambition for her child Patricia to 

be sw:-: as a western singer and a movie star. The story opens to introduce 

Leona Parry on the couch being waited upon by people. Her life revolved around her 

daughter Patricia and her ambition for her. Patricia was being groomed by her mother 

for the shows of the future. Yet there is tragedy at the beginning of the story where 

Leona mourns the death of her retarded son. All the while she is conscious of her 

distraught condition, not wanting her daughter, Patricia to see her in this condition. 

But the child has an insistent air of authority and finally collapses in rage and fear 

owl her part in the death of her little brothel giving credence to the whole idea that 

pi I vc y destroys even perceptions. 
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Then in the Parry's yard, Patricia began to scream: 

I hate that old scissors man! I hate him! She screamed. I 

hate that old scissors-man, I hate him! She screamed, 

standing stock-still in the yard with her face looking so 

wizened and white. The shrill shaking cries brought 

Leona running out, and the neighbours; they pulled her 

into the house, still screaming. They could not get her to 

say what was the matter; they thought she must be 

having some kind of fit. Her eyes were screwed up tight 

and her mouth wide open; het tiny pointed teeth were 

almost transparent, and faintly rotten at the edges; they 

made her look like a ferret, a wretched little animal 

insane with rage or fear. They tried shaking her, 

slapping her, throwing cold water on her face, at last 

they got her to swallow a big dose of soothing syrup 

with a lot of whisky in it and they put her to bed. That is 

a prize kid of Leona's, the neighbours said to each other 

as they went home. That singer they said, because now 

things were back to normal and they disliked Leona as 

much as before. They laughed gloomily and said, "Yeah 

that future movie star. Out in the yard yelling, you'd 

think she'd gone off her head. 42  

in this first volume, Munro introduces us to the poor, primitive women in her 

fiction, who dissent with rage, who are immature and even impotent in their defiance, 

but who are less emotionally dependent on men than the central persona. 
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Economically dispossessed, their hostility isolates and sustains them. The girl in 

"Thanks for the Ride", one of the few Munro stories told by a male narrator, is a 

factory worker, whose father has been beheaded and who is at the mere) ,  of middle-

class men. Yet Lois "shows those guys" who take sexual and class advantage of her 

when she calls out with abusive irony, "Thanks for the Ride" to the middle-class 

narrator after a night of cold passion and homemade liquor. While women like Lois 

and .eona are jagged, verging on hysteria they refuse to completely acquiesce 

errmot.i : rally. This is also true of Helen, the department store clerk in "Postcard" who 

tells het own story of how she was jilted through the unexpected marriage of her 

lover, c tare MacQuarrie, a man she cared little for but whose status in the small town, 

whose rifts and company, were not unpleasant diversions for the price she paid of 

sexual compliance. Helen is a more intelligent, better off version of Leona Parry and 

Lois, her relationship with her mother of that genteel and constrictive kind that is seen 

in Rachel Cameron and her mother in Margaret 1..,aurence's A lest of Cod. 

Nonetheless, she resorts to the same kind of emotional release, the ta:)isy protest of 

honking her car horn in ironic chivaree outside the newlywed's home. While Helen is 

lell an acute understanding of scauethilla missed., her gesture is a moment of 

female triumph in the narrative.'" 

In Dane ^ •11 the Happy Shades, Munro's spinsters are viewed from the 

outsitic The !uncial:1r here is a mature woman. She introduces the unmarried aunts 

who will recur in her fiction and who represent a way of lire for women which Munro 

looks back on with some despair. She describes them at the beginning with: 

But the women — they reminded me surprisingly of 

certain women familiar to me in my childhood, though 

of course I never saw their party going personalities, 
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only their activities in the stores and offices, and not 

infrequently in the Sunday schools of Jubilee. They 

differed from the married women in being more aware 

of themselves in the world, a little brisker, sharper and 

coarser (though I can think of only one or two whose 

respectability was ever in question). They wore 

resolu t ely stylish though 	ialronly clothes, which 

tended to swish and rustle over their hard lubber corsets, 

and they put perfume, quite a lot of it, on their artificial 

rs. Maddy's friends were considerably 

modernized; they had copper rinses on their hair, and 

blue eyelids, and a robust capacity for drink." 

Of these women, Maddy says, "They may not be much on intellectual 

conversation but their hearts are in the right place. As the saying goes' " The women 

are childish and unfulfilled. Years later when the protagonist returns to Jubilee with 

her ihildren she is reminded of her childhood and past years. The mother figure in this 

ski ►  liminates, bring referred to as Gothic mother: 

Ow Gothic Mother, with the cold appalling mask of 

!Making Palsy. Laid across her features, shuffling, 

weciang, devouring attention whenever she can get it, 

eyes dead and burning, fixed inward on herself; this was 

not al1. 46  

It is with "The Peace of Utrecht", an ftckn ow 1 ed ged milestone by Munro in her 

authorial development, that the masquerade of being female is most acutely felt. 
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l'his story was written from the oKpetience of returning home after her 

mother's death, and being confronted with her mother's clothes, the bodiless presence 

of a ghost. 

When Alice was about twelve years old, her mother developed Parkinson's 

disuse — an incurable, slowly debilitating illnoss with bizarre and evasive symptoms 

that are initially hard to diagnose. In her autobiographical story "The Ottawa Valley" 

the narrator just notices her mother's left hand and forearm trembling when they are 

on i visit to her mother's family in the Ottawa Valley near the end of the war. 

Embedded in this story is a description from a medical encyclopedia of the symptoms 

of Park insonism. In that story the daughter's feelings are confused — love mixed with 

resentment toward4 her mother, who has "given her consent" to this illness. We see it 

also in the feelings of the narrator of a later story, "Miles city, Montana", who 

experiences an angry certainty that her parents had somehow given their "consent to 

the death of children" to her own death. 

All along, the watchful Alice had been aware of the dangers IOng in wait for 

her mother, a woman who was so lacking in a sense of precaution and so innocently 

two ,  vare of how her differences set her apart. Now, like the cholera that had 

app t.mtly puniAied great-great-grandfathci I aidlaw foi venturing, too far from 

home, there arrived this punishing disease. A person, who all her life had wanted to 

breal and assert herself, became paralyzed and unable to talk. Alice Munro told 

Eleanor Wachiel that her mother's illness made her very self-protective, unable to 

atRa d any pity lbr her mother because she didn't want to get trapped: 

In families like Ours it is the oldest daughter's job to 

stay home and look after people when they're in this 

situation until they die. 1, instead, got a scholarship and 
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went to university. There is cnormous,guilt about doing 

that, but at the time you're so busy protecting yourself 

that you simply push it under and then you suffer later 

on. 47 

That is why "The Peace of Utrecht" bogins with the narrator saying: 

I have been at home now for three weeks and it has not 

been a success. ..I am afraid — very likely we are both 

afraid - that when the nl0niei0 t:1)IYICS to say goodbye, 

unless we are very quick to kiss, and fervently 

mo ugly squeeze each other shoulders, we will have 

to look straight into the desert that is between us and 

acknowledge that we are not merely indifferent; at heart 

we reject each other, and as for that past we make so 

much of sharing we do not really share at all, each of us 

keeping it jealously to herself, thinking privately that 

the other has turned alien, and forfeited her claim." 

She (the narrator) has come home all er her mother's funeral after spending 

time i , the city away from the home u . Iwn, Jubilee The story brings out the 

relationship between the two sisters with dents in it from the older sister having left 

home i ii a life ( ► I' her own elsewhere, even while the figure of the deceased mother 

looms large over Ilieni. The narrator recalls instances in the past, as the two of them 

were growing up and remembers how she exchanged the whole holiday world of 

school, of friends and later on, of love, for the dim world of continuing disaster, of 

home. She wonders whether it was possible that children growing up as they did, lost 

the ability to believe in or to be at home in any ordinary and peaceful reality but does 



255 

not 	Maddy who has already warned her that there should not he any exorcising or 

attempts to depress each other. We become aware of the past and all that has gone by 

before this day. Maddy has remained in Jubilee and the narrator hears the people 

around speaking of the woman, now dead. She recalls how she was embarrassed by 

her mother's illness. 

And now that she is dead, I no longer feel that when they say the words "your 

mother" they deal A knowing cunning blow in my pride. I used to feef that; at those 

woro,i i felt my whole identity, that pretentious adolescent construction come 

tumbling down. 49  

oibei instances recalled by her become a part of the narrative and make 

one aware of how much the mother's illness arid all it involved, actually affected the 

sisters. Yet it was Maddy who chose to stay behind. While the narrator who lived 

there earlier recalls: 

While she demanded our lovi ,  in every way she knew, 

with shame or sense, as a child will. And how could we 

have loved her, I say desperately to myself, the 

resourves of love we had wei 4' n':,1 enough, the demand 

on us was too great. 5°  

She refers to the mother as " our gothic mother" with the cold appalling mask 

of the Shaking Palsy laid across her features, shuffling, weeping, devouring attention 

wherever she can get it, eyes dead and burning, fixed inwards on herself She goes on 

to describe how the disease has an erratic nature and is leisurely in its progress; some 

mornings she wakes up better and goes into the yard, attending to the plants and to the 

family. Nevertheless, the fact remained that the narrator left home at a lone when her 
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mother was in the throes of this debilitating scourge and admits to the reader, later on 

in the story: 

In the ordinary world it was not possible to re-create 

her. The picture of her face which I carried in my mind 

seemed too terribly unreal. Similarly the complex strain 

of living with her, the feelings of hysteria which Maddy 

and I once dissipated in a great deal of brutal laughter, 

now began to seem partly imaginary; 1 felt the 

beginnings of a secret, guilty estrangement. 5I  

This does not mean, however, that she has feelings of remorse for having left 

her mother. On the contrary, the narrator has a certain confidence in being away from 

home. She comes across a loose-leaf notebook and read what she had written long ago 

— "The Peace of Utrecht, 1713, brought an end to the War of the Spanish Succession". 

She realizes that the handwriting was her own. She also realizes that reading these 

words had a strong effect on her. This is when she feels as if her old life was lying 

around her, waiting to be picked up again. Yet she later admits that this was the only 

time in her old room that the feeling came upon her. The narrator here in this story 

refers to her sister Maddy not wanting to indulge in any "exorcising" but this seems to 

be precisely what she herself is doing. In this visit to her old home after the death of 

her mother, this woman, who in the tradition of most of Munro's women and Munro 

herself, had "broken free" and "escaped", seems to be working out her own, exorcism. 

She expects Maddy to " break free" too but this does not happen. 

A visit to the two unmarried aunts Lou and Annie takes place later. The 

mature narrator introduces the two women who represent a way of life for women 

which Munro looks back upon with despair. They are women who like many others 
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have resigned themselves willingly to a mundane, routine, monotonous existence — 

washing, cleaning, cooking and complete drudgery, believing in this life completely 

and loving it. They are unfulfilled women, leading ordered lives and the narrator 

wonders about what the future holds for her and Maddy — caught back in the web of 

sisterhood after everything else has disappeared, making tea for some young loved 

and essentially unimportant relative — and exhibiting just such a polished relationship; 

what will anyone ever know of us? 52  

And then, when the aunts bring out the mother's clothes the narrator realizes 

how empty, shallow and materialistic their lives have become. The business of 

bringing out the clothes her mother had worn expensive bed -jacket, coat brocades 

and flowered silks is the highlight of the narrator's visit to them. The aunts view the 

clothes as valued possessions, never to be cast away, in true strait-laced Protestant 

tradition while the narrator is not interested in taking them or even attempting to wear 

them. And Munro seems to be making fun of this kind of society that makes women 

play certain expected roles — that makes them find pleasure in the things people leave 

behind; in the facade that they create to hide true selves. 

Munro herself explains that the story came after her mother's death when she 

saw her mother's clothes and realized that she had this new thing about writing. 

Munro appears critical of the clothes that were left at her grandmother's house. She is 

critical of this in this autobiographical story because in a Calvinist society, depicted 

here, their material-mindedness leaves women as empty dress, forcing them to play 

denigrated, stylized roles. It is in part this recognition which causes her to consider 

the false fronts, to want to strip them away and research the elemental truth about the 

nature, of women. So, in Dance of the Happy Shades, Munro's portraits of isolated 

women, betrayed by the absence of men, are often tinted by the ancient mythology 
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which equated women with nature and its primal power; these primal women help 

create an impression of female tribe which Munro projects in this her first volume as 

the source of an independent female imagination. 

It is carefully observed details which give authenticity to her work. In most of 

the Ontario stories, Munro mines her own past, especially adolesc , mce with its 

disquieting memories of inarticulate, aborted relationships and personal failures. The 

process of becoming a woman which is investigated in its early stages in the stories 

about childhood and adolescence in Dance of the Happy Shades is repeated, fleshed 

out and brought to greater maturity in Lives of Girls and Women. The novel of how 

Del Jordan advances to the edge of adulthood is both a truthful, psychological and 

social analysis of North American adolescence — a long overdue female equivalent to 

J. D. Salinger's Catcher in the Rye — and a modern Kunstleroman: the novel of the 

artist as heroine. 53  

The book enjoyed a well-deserved popularity because it examines the process 

of growing up from a specifically female viewpoint. Del Jordan, the heroine, becomes 

aware at an early age of the socializing process whereby sex distinctions determine 

her relations to others. She is expected to help her mother in the house, instead of 

working with her brother and her father in the fox-pens, she is expected to be gentle in 

her behaviour, submissive to authority, and modest about her accomplishments. These 

stereotyped feminine traits are not inconsistent with Del's nature; the difficulty in 

being a young woman for Del arises over the matter of intelligence. Society honours 

and respects a boy who shows intellectual promise, but a bright girl is considered 

suspect. 54  The matter becomes a crisis of identity when she reads a magazine article 

by a New York psychiatrist who discusses male and female habits of thoeht: 
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He said that the differences between the male and the 

female modes of thought were easily illustrated by the 

thoughts of a boy and girl, sitting on a park bench, 

looking at the full moon. The boy thinks of the universe, 

its immensity and mystery; the girl thinks, "I must wash 

my hair". When I read this I was frantically upset; I had 

to put the magazine down. It was clear to me at once 

that T was not thinking as the girl thought; the full moon 

would never as long as I lived remind me to wash my 

hair." 

Del sees another article, "Is Your Problem that You're Trying to Be a Boy?" 

but asserts that, it had never occurred to her to want to be a boy. There is a question of 

sexual identity which is not resolved in the course of the novel. It is structured around 

a series of dilemmas for the young girl to resolve, dilemmas which chart her growing 

awareness and initiation into life. That evanescent feeling of a child's happy, 

uncomplicated existence is captured in the brief opening section, "The, Flats road", 

which describes the comical, short-lived marriage of the hired hand, Benny. Del 

enjoys describing the bizarre events that take place on their country road and is not 

yet embarrassed to accompany her strange mother into town on a shopping 

expedition. Living here on the Flats road, Del is close to nature and the primitive 

imagination of its inhabitants. Her concept of womanhood is influenced by one of 

Munro's most striking models of female savagery, Madeleine of the Flats Road. 

Madeleine, the eccentric Uncle Benny's mail-order bride, is a fascinating character of 

uncontrollable fury who, raging against her unchosen status of wife of Uncle Benny 
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and mother of the illegitimate child, Diane, refuses, to conform to even the minimal 

social expectations of the Flats Road. 

Although, as Del's mother says, "She's a child", She's not any older than 

seventeen, not possibly. She wears glasses. She's very thin. She's not an idiot, that's 

not why they were getting rid of her but she is mentally deranged, maybe, or on the 

borderline. Well, Poor Benny. She's come to live in the right place though she'll fit in 

fine on the Flats Road!" 56 . Madeleine's amazing first greeting to the Aild Del stuns, 

her: 

What are you come spying around here for? What are 

you come spying around my house for? You better get 

out of here". She started down the steps. I retreated 

before her only as quickly as was necessary fascinated 

"You're a dirty little bugger. Dirty little spy-bugger. 

Dirty little spy-bugger, aren't you?"... and then, "See, 

how I scared you? You didn't know I was fooling, did 

you?"s7  

This amazing woman in some way impresses Del making het image a lasting 

one. Madeleine, as part of the animal world of ferrets and furred creatures, and 

swamp, is ready to beat, maim, perhaps even to kill to escape her captivity. Even 

though she violently "straps" Diane, Del is impressed by her triumph, her raging acts 

against all and sundry, including men. Madeleine is given to terrible rages and is a 

mad independent. She cuts up Uncle Benny's good green suit, throws a Kotex box at 

Charlie Buckle in a temper. In Del's mature mind, Madeleine is equated with animal 

maternity. She feels she is like the female foxes who "were not like domestic 
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animals...had lived only a very few generations in captivity," who might decide to 

kill their pups and: 

Nobody knew whether they did this out of blind 

irritation, or out of roused and terrified maternal feeling 

—could they be wanting to take their pups, who still had 

not opened their eyes, out of the dangerous situation 

they might sense they had brought them into, in these 

pens?58  

In the backdrop of the farm and a close relationship with the environment 

several incidents take place. One of these is the sudden disappearance of Madeleine. 

Speculation is rife about where she might have gone until a letter arrives to Uncle 

Benny, commanding him to send a yellow sweater, green umbrella and Diane's 

blanket to some address in Toronto. And off sprints Uncle Benny in haste to do as 

directed by Madeleine, although he is clueless about the place to which he has to go 

and even a map or directions to it. Eventually he returns after his futile trip, having 

made some resolutions of his own. 

Madeleine, that incorrigible woman was never heard of again and Uncle 

Benny never mentioned her again. Yet the lasting impression of this woman is 

recalled by Del at the end of "The Flats Road" when she says: 

After a while we would all just laugh, remembering 

Madeleine going down the road, in her red jacket, with 

her legs like scissors, flinging abuse over her shoulder 

at t luck! Benny trailing allcr with her child. We laughed 

to think of how she carried on, and what she did to Irene 

Pollox and Charlie Buckle. Uncle Benny could have 
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made up the beatings, my mother said at last, and took 

that for comfort; how was he to be trusted? Madeleine 

herself was like something he might have made up. We 

remembered her like a story and having nothing else to 

give we gave her our strange, belated, heartless 

applause. "Madeleine! That madwoman!" 59  

It is this woman who becomes victorious for Del Jordan in contrast, to the 

Calvinist women, her aunts, who practice the proper domestic rituals, accept the 

division between women's work and important male enterprise, who centre their lives 

about a man and deny all else. 

Munro speaks about varying aspects in the lives of the women in this book. 

Del, for one has to adhere to a certain stereotype — in being a woman. But the 

difficulty in being a young woman for Del arises over the matter of intelligence. 

Society honours and respects a boy who shows intellectual promise, but a bright girl 

is considered suspect. The matter becomes a crisis of identity when she reads a 

magazine article by a New York psychiatrist who discusses male and female habits of 

thought: 

He said that the differences between the male and 

female modes of thought were easily illustrated by the 

thoughts of a boy and girl, sitting on a park bench, 

looking at the full moon. The boy thinks of the universe, 

its immensity and mystery; and the girl thinks, "I must 

wash my hair." When I read this, I was frantically upset; 

had to put the magazine down. It was clear to me at 

once that I was not thinking as the girl thought; the full 



263 

moon would never as long as I lived remind me to wash 

my hair. I knew if I showed it to my mother she would 

say, "Oh, it is just that maddening male nonsense, 

women have no brains."60  

The question of sexual identity is never resolved in the course of the novel, but 

Del's mother, a woman with rudimentary feminist ideals, prophesies that life will 

some day be very different for women: 

There is a change coming I think in the lives of girls and 

women. Yes. And it is up to us to make it come. But all 

women have had up till now has been their connection 

with men. All we have had. No more lives of our own, 

really, than domestic animals. 61  

Del's mother also says that her daughter will want to have children, but warns 

her that in marriage a woman always gets "the burden". The important thing is for 

woman to use her brains, to achieve self-respect. But Del's mother is an eccentric, 

unpredictable woman, so in the course of the novel Del only listens to her words, does 

not take them to heart. 

The major influence in Del's life is not these other women, however, but her 

mother; in "Age of Faith" Del will embrace religion, in part because her mother 

doesn't and in "Princess Ida" and subsequent chapters we come to understand the 

strong presence of the mother and the degree to which she makes Del. Only recently 

has the relationship between mother and daughter become central in any fiction, and 

while Munro does not focus exclusively on this relationship, she investigates the 

connection in the growth of her heroine. Renting a house in the town of Jubilee, 

taking Del with her and spending only the summers with her father on the Flats Road, 
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Del's mother tirelessly writes editorials to local newspapers, sells encyclopedias door-

to-door and makes speeches on birth control; thus it is she who offers to Del a 

completely different face of woman from either Madeleine or the aunts. The world of 

intellect, reason and the arts is her muse and because she does not conform to any 

acceptable ideal of motherhood in a small town is a chronic embarrassment and a 

social humiliation to a conforming Del. While Del remains unconvinced about her 

mother's denial of romantic love and her somewhat prudish attitude to sex, she is 

inspired by her despite herself . Del vacillates between a conception of her as a 

goddess of sorts, a "princess" and a comic calamity but it is the former interpretation 

which wins out. The mother is the essence of mysterious, powerful, female first 

beginnings as well as a model of intellectual womanhood. 

Del's struggle towards the authority of the intellectual life occupies Munro for 

the rest of the novel. While the conflict between reason and passion is an old theme in 

literature, rarely has woman been the protagonist of this drama. Man has been 

traditionally interpreted as the controlling head, women, the submissive and seductive 

heart; he, the I, the person; she, the sexual it. Del's problem is special because, while 

Man can either reject or incorporate woman into his private odyssey, woman is forced 

by conventional society to choose between sexual union, which objectifies and 

diminishes her and cuts off her creative potential, and the single state of the artistic or 

intellectual life through which she can express her selfness. Del's mother gives her the 

ominous warning, "Once you make that mistake, of being — distracteii, over a man, 

your life will never be your own. You will get the burden, a woman always does."62  

Del is Munro's living portrait of the social and psychological tensions of this 

female condition and its choices. In "Changes and Ceremonies" sexual relations are at 

the center of the narrative, revealing, in its course Del's experiences in this respect 
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and a change in her attitudes. Del, like other Munro' heroines is not attracted to the 

small-town mentality or living but seeks as different environment an escape into a 

world that presents newer horizons. She is different from the other young girls in 

Jubilee - with her fondness for reading and generally for more intellectual pursuits. 

The narrator Del, in this story says: 

"I was happy in the library. Walls of printed pages, evidence of so many created 

worlds -- this was a comfort to mc. -63  

But while books meant excitement and exhilaration for Del, for her friend 

Naomi, (her shield and comfort) the books made her feel oppressed and suspicious. 

She used to read earlier but had outgrown the habit later: 

This was the normal thing in Jubilee; reading books was 

something like chewing gum, a habit to be abandoned 

when the seriousness and satisfactions of adult life took 

over. 64 

Although the two of them were different, Naomi was Del's friend. As she says 

later in the story, "And we knew too much about each other to ever stop being friends, 

now. X65 

The two of them are a part of varied activities from shrieking and swearing 

and flinging themselves onto snow banks to going out together and taking part in the 

school operettas. The story brings out the school girl crush and romance for Del when 

she falls in love with Frank Wales, the boy who sings the lead. It also brings out the 

character of Miss Farris and Mr. 13oyce through whom Del's own evolution from 

girlhood to near adult consciousness takes place. The closed mind and parochial 

attitude of the small town people is brought out in the way they comment about Miss 

Farris who was still single: 
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She made all her own clothes. She wore high necks and 

long chaste sleeves, or peasant drawstrings and 

rickrack, or a foam of white lacy frills under the chin 

and at the wrists, or bold bright buttons, set with little 

mirrors. People did laugh at her, though not so much as 

if she had not been born in Jubilee. Fern Dougherty, my 

mother's boarder said, "Poor thing, she's only trying to 

catch a man. Everybody's got a right to do it their own 

way, 1 say.'" 

Yet although she may have been attempting to get a man — nothing actually 

worked. It appeared that the operetta was her passion even while there were some 

who felt that she pined for Mr. Boyce. However, Del has to look at her differently 

later on, when, she is a student in High School, and learns that Miss Farris was 

drowned in the Wawanash river. There is speculation about suicide. Del :;ays: 

I felt as if Miss Farris existed away back in time, and on 

a level of the most naïve and primitive feelings, and 

mistaken perceptions. I thought her imprisoned in that 

time, and was amazed that she had broken out to 

commit this act. If it was an act. 67  

Various opinions as to her death are brought out but Del firmly believes that 

there was nothing to say. It was a mystery presented without explanation and without 

hope of explanation in all insolence, like a clear blue sky. No revelation here. She can 

only picture her: 

Miss Farris in her velvet skating costume, her jaunty fur 

hat bobbing among the skaters, always marking her out, 
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Miss Farris con brio. Miss Farris painting faces in the 

Council Chambers, Miss Farris floating face down, 

unprotesting, in the Wawanash River, six days before 

she was found. Though there is no plausible way of 

hanging those pictures together — if the last one is true, 

then must it not alter the others? — they are going to 

have to stay together now. "The Pied Piper", "The 

Gypsy Princess", "The Stolen Crown", "The Arabian 

Nights", "The Kerry Dancers", "The Woodcutter's 

Daughter". She sent those operettas up like bubbles, 

shaped with quivering, exhausting effort, then almost 

casually set free, to fade and fade but hold trapped 

forever our transformed childish selves, her undefeated, 

unrequited love. 68  

It would appear that it was through the operettas that Miss Farri:; lived her life 

— made it more fulfilling than simply living it like others. Through the operettas she 

transformed the ordinary lives of Del and so many others in that small town. The 

other major event for Del is Frank Wales — and the part he and Del played in the Pied 

Piper spelt Pide Piper by Frank the terrible speller. Del is moved by the story of the 

Pied Piper and feels that in taking part in the operetta: 

We were putting our separate parts of the operetta 

together, seeing it as a whole. I was moved by the story 

and still am. I thought how separate, and powerful, and 

helpless and tragic a character the Pied Piper was. No 

treachery could really surprise him. Battered by the 
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world's use of him, he kept like Humphrey Bogart, his 

weary honour. Even his revenge seemed not spiteful but 

almost tender, terrible tender revenge in the interests of 

larger justice. 69  

Meanwhile Frank Wales is the love of Del's life and the tragedy of it all is the 

fact that Frank is hardly aware of her existence. When his friend Dale tells him that he 

should walk Del home, he is not aware that Del no longer lives on the Flats Road far 

away from the school and hardly aware of her as a person. The romance stays alive 

for as long as the opera does after which life goes back to its routine existence. But 

with the passing of time, Del says her love did not melt away as the season changed. 

Her day dreams continued but were derived from the past. With the passing of time, 

Frank Wales proves to be a very ordinary youth — he did not go to high school but got 

a job working for Jubilee Dry Cleaners. And so ended Del's adolescent dreams, hopes 

and aspirations, which, juxtaposed against the disastrous Miss Farris have to be seen 

as stepping stones to Del's future . She has to readjust her romantic dreams and does 

so in the subsequent story entitled "Lives of Girls and women" in order to 

accommodate the physical realities and psychological perversities of sex. 

This story opens with Del talking about her mother's hopes for the future — 

prognostications about how in time to come, snow might never be seen around with 

the advent of different machines which would dissipate it. There would even be a time 

when seasons would cease to exist — and things like frying pans, printed pages and 

fountain pens would disappear. Her mother also tells her to cut out a picture from the 

papers in which their boarder Fern Dougherty is featured and keep it to be shown to 

her children. This leads to the above speculation and Del is amazed at her mother's 
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advice and finds it all totally unacceptable. First of all her speaking of Del's children 

amazed her as she says she never meant to have any. She says: 

It was glory I was after, walking the streets of Jubilee 

like an exile or a spy, not sure from which direction 

fame would strike, or when, only convinced from my 

bones out that it had to. In this conviction my mother 

had shared, she had been my ally, but now I would no 

longer discuss it with her; she was indiscreet, and her 

expectations took too blatant a form. 7°  

Del is more interested in having a different life for herself — different from her 

mother, her aunts and countless other women before them. She is not about to adhere 

to or fulfill society's expectations of her. In this story the character of Fern Dogherty 

the boarder stands out in contrast to the character of Del's mother: 

Fern Dogherty and my mother were friends in spite of 

differences. My mother valued in people experience of 

the world, contact .  with any life of learning or culture, 

and finally any suggestion of being dubiously received 

in Jubilee. 71  

There is much speculation about Fern and her past, all of which is dismissed 

by Del's mother as being scurrilous and a result of the dirty-mindedness of people in 

the town. She puts an end to any more sexual preoccupations and speculation from 

either Del or Naomi by simply saying, 

"If Fern Dogherty was not a good woman", do you think I would have her 

living in my house?"72 
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Naomi is Del's confidante in collecting sexual information whether from 

books or from Naomi's mother's hope chest or from Naomi herself who revels in 

sharing whatever she has gleaned about the three prostitutes, living on the edge of 

town. The two of them share ribald details about what could be happening between 

Fern and Art Chamberlain, who worked in the Jubilee radio station and lived in a 

small apartment in the same building. The girls had already decided that there was 

something sexual going on between these two and they watched them for signs of 

passion, wantonness and indecent behaviour. This along with the information about 

the three prostitutes in Jubilee and the suggestion about the decadent ithture of Italian 

art and people contribute to Del construction various day dreams of a sexual nature, 

with Art Chamberlain featuring in them. She momentarily decides on: 

The thought of whoredom, not my fault, bore me 

outward for a moment; a restful, alluring thought, 

because it was so final, and did away with ambition and 

anxiety. 73  

Her cherished ambition then of becoming sexually fascinating and a sensual 

being is somewhat afforded through the middle-aged Art Chamberlain. Del 

encourages his advances, which begin in jest when she enacts the role of a seal all for 

being able to sip a forbidden drink. Mr. Chamberlain makes physical of atUres 

rubbing to pinching and slaps and after the first of these overtures, Del thinks about 

his hand and says: 

It was like a signal, given where it will he understood. 

Impertinent violation, so perfectly sure of itself, so 

authoritative, clean of sentiment.74 
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Later on, as she becomes a willing participant in these physical engagements 

and even made things easy for him, she feels: 

And this is what I expected sexual communication to be 

a flash of insanity, a dreamlike, ruthless, 

contemptuous breakthrough in a world of decent 

appearances. 75  

Del is not a victim here and in what follows — she is consciously aware of 

what is going on but views it as an opportunity to learn and experience life. It is with 

this frame of mind that the inevitable happens — Del goes with Mr. Chamberlain to an 

isolated field where he masturbates at her expense leaving her depressed and 

disappointed, at the end of which act he asks rhetorically, "Quite a sight, iih?" 76  

However, Del arrives at the mature sexual and potentially liberating 

knowledge that lust was not so final or the ultimate in terms of gratification: 

My faith in simple depravity had weakened. Perhaps 

nowhere but in day dreams did the trap door open so 

sweetly and easily, plunging bodies together free of 

thought, free of personality, into self-indulgence, mad 

bad license. Instead of that, Mr. Chamberlain had 

shown me people take along a good deal — flesh that is 

not overcome but has to be thumped into ecstasy, all the 

stubborn puzzle and dark turns of themselves. 77  

And so , after this first actual sexual experience, Del's constricting, Calvinist 

small -town attitudes are shed and she finds solace in books as a means out of the 

confines of Jubilee; and into a new, world of hotels, streets, restaurants in exotic 

locales. She read about people who did go to bed together but feels that whatever 
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descriptions were given of things• they did there, were simple not thorough. Del has 

her own ideas in this matter and they are contrary to what her mother has been sharing 

with her. Later, when referring to Fern and expressing sympathy for the turn her life 

has taken after the departure of Art Chamberlain, Del observes that Fern was getting 

fat. Her mother says, in a grave hopeful, lecturing voice: 

There is a change coming I think in the lives of girls and 

women.... He shall hold thee, when his passion shall 

have spent, its novel force, a little closer than his dog, a 

little dearer than his horse. Tennyson wrote that. It's 

true. Was true. 78  

She cautions her daughter not to get distracted, but to use her brains because if 

she gets distracted over a man, her life would never be her own. 131.4 this kind of 

defensive feminism is not what Del is looking forward to. She does not wish to take 

her words seriously even though her mother tells her that a woman should aspire 

towards self-respect. She rejects all that her mother says to her and the story ends 

with: 

I did not quite get the point of this, or if I did get the 

point 1 was set up to resist it. 1 would have had to resist 

anything she told me with such earnestness, such 

stubborn hopefulness. Her concern about my life, which 

I needed and took for granted, I could not bear to have 

expressed. Also 1 felt that it was not so different from 

all the other advice handed out to women, to girls, 

advice that assumed being female made you 

damageable, that a certain amount of carefulness and 
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solemn fuss and self-protection were called for, whereas 

men were supposed to be able to go out and take on all 

kinds of experienCes and shuck off what they didn't 

want and come back proud. Without even thinking 

about it, I had decided to do the same. 79  

Del's resolve here is clear; she is not interested in conforming to the norms 

and expectations of a tradition bound, conservative, restricting society. She has an 

affirmation to herself and her own authority. She adopts a certain philosophy of life — 

that of self-preservation. 

She decides to be different but later in "Baptizing" Del comes under pressure, 

nevertheless to conform to prevailing sexual roles in the community. It is here that 

Del has reached a point where she has to decide what kind of life she will have, what 

role and occupation. As she has been doing well at school, her first choice is getting a 

scholarship and going to university, unlike Naomi who has decided to , .ettle into and 

be contented with the conventional role of a young woman in Jubilee. This choice of 

Naomi's and her preference for leaving school and joining the Creamery makes Del 

feel a little left out and she is unable to understand the new Naomi with all the 

affectations and pretensions she adopts. She says: 

But what about Naomi? She had been like me; once she 

had had an epidemic of warts on her fingers; she had 

suffered from athlete's foot; we had hidden in the girls 

toilet together when we had the curse at the same time 

and were afraid to do tumbling — one at a time in front 

of the rest of the class — afraid of some slipping or 

bleeding, and too embarrassed to ask to be excused. 
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What was this masquerade she was going in for now 

with her nail polish, her pastel sweater? 8°  

nut Del is aware that this conamtling to social expectations - this conscious 

grooming of one's body , while expected and indulged in by some, is not her life's 

over-riding ambition: 

It was sustained attention I was not capable of, though 

everything from advertisements to F. Scott Fitzgerald to 

a ftightening song on the radio -. the girl that I marry 

will have to be, as soft and pink as a nursery — was 

telling me I would have to , have to, learn. Love is not 

for the undepilated: 81  

Love was meant for those who were liberated and those who conformed to 

society's norms. After this humourous assertion, Del is able to reassert her femininity 

when she comes across an article on the subject of the basic difference between the 

male and female habits of thought, written by a famous New York psychiatrist about 

how a girl looking at the full moon would think of washing her hair. Del rejects this 

opinion and eventually decides that she is comfortable in her feminine status. So 

while Naomi settles for a life similar to the other girls in Jubilee — till they got 

married, including shopping for her trousseau, Del is interested in listening to opera 

on the radio on Saturday afternoons instead of shopping. She wants to set her own 

course, in which she is both sexually desirable and intelligent. 

She makes some concession to her earlier resolution of not joining the Jubilee 

bandwagon, by agreeing to go with Naomi to the Gay-la Dance Hall. This referred to 

by her mother as Sodom and Gomorrah: 
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My mother was in an uneasy position; on principle she 

had to ridicule the stand of the Presbyterian Church and 

yet the very sight of the Gay-la Dance I lall touched her, 

as I a could tell, with the same cold blight felt by 

Presbyterians. 82  

At the hall, Del dances with a boy named Clive gets drunk and confused over 

what he means when he says: 

Dance me loose. I did not know what he meant; surely I 

was dancing with him, or he was dancing himself, as 

loose as anybody could do? Everything he said was like 

this. I heard the words but could not figure out the 

meaning; he might have been joking, but his face 

remained so steadily unsmiling. But he rolled his eyes, 

this grotesque way, and called me "baby", in a cold 

languishing voice, as if I were somebody altogether 

different from myself; all I could think of to do was get 

some idea of this person he thought he was dancing 

with and pretend to be her — somebody small; snappy, 

bright, flirtatious. But everything I did, every movement 

and expression with whichI tried to meet him, seemed 

to be too late. He would have gone on to something 

else. 83  

She finds that this inane behaviour where she has to laugh, giggle and flirt 

with people she hardly cares for, is just not her. And she wonders liter just what 

comprises a normal life, when Naomi defiantly says that she wants one such even 
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though her father does not. Del is not sure about the nature of this "normal" life — 

whether it was showers, linen, and pots and pans and silverware, or the life of the 

Gay-la Dance Hall, or driving drunk at night along the black roads: 

...listening to men's jokes, putting up with and warily 

fighting with men and getting hold of them, getting hold 

— one side of that life could not exist without the other, 

and by undertaking and getting used to them both a girl 

was putting herself off the road to marriage. There was 

no other way. And T was not going to be able to do it. 

No. better Charlotte Bronte. 84  

And so ends the close relationship Del has with Naomi and begins her 

initiation into relationships with the opposite sex — first with Jerry Storey, a brilliant 

fellow thirteen — grader and later Garnet French. She and Jerry share a compatible 

relationship one in which there is much to share — common aspirations of going to 

university after winning a scholarship, a common ground when it comes to humour 

and intelligence. Yet she is not romantically or sexually attracted towails him. A brief 

foray into a sexual encounter is just a "clinical" experience — an embarrassing 

experience later for Del, who has to leave the Storey home in a tizzy. 

Jerry's mother is very proud of his high 1.Q. and speaks about it as if it were 

some archaeological find. She cautions Del about getting pregnant as that would 

simply impede Jerry's career so according to her Del should get herself fitted with a 

diaphragm. All this was in direct contrast to Del's own mother: 

Who would publicly campaign for both control but 

would never even think she needed to talk to me, so 

firmly was she convinced that sex was something no 
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woman — no intelligent woman — would even submit to 

unless she had to. I really liked that better. It seemed 

more fitting, in a mother, than Jerry's mother's 

preposterous acceptance , indecent practicality. I 

thought it quite offensive for a mother to mention 

intimacies a girl might be having with her own son. 85  

Needless to say, Del is far from attracted to Jerry and even farther from 

actually having any sexual experience with him. It is with Garnet French, the 

uneducated lumber worker, ex-jailbird and converted Baptist, whom she meets at a 

religious revival meeting, that Del realizes what she cannot with Jerry — pure passion, 

the loss of her virginity, and above all, the loss of all her scholarship dreams for a life 

of love. She adopts her own views of sex when she feels: 

Sex seemed to me all surrender — not the woman's to 

the man but the person's to the body, an act of purer 

faith, freedom in humility. I would lie washed in these 

implications, discoveries, like somebody suspended in 

clear and warm and irresistibly moving water, all 

night. x6 

Del's mother attempts to point out to her the mistake she's making especially 

when she realizes that Del is losing interest in studies: 

You've gone addled over a boy. You with your 

intelligence. Do you intend to live in Jubilee all your 

life? Do you want to be the wife of a lumberyard 

worker? Do you want to join the Baptist Ladies Aid?87 
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She gets a defensive answer from Del, as does Jerry when he tries to find out 

if Del, is still planning to go to university. But deep within; Del knows that their 

relationship is not one that can be explained: 

Nothing that could be said by us would bring us 

together; words were our enemies. What we knew about 

each other was only going to be confused by them. This 

was the knowledge that is spoken of as "only sex" or 

"physical attraction". 88  

Yet, there is always the possibility of marriage to Garnet French and the life of 

a Baptist and having his babies. He says as much at one time after the results of the 

exams are out and Del discovers that she has merely passed without getting any first-

class marks. When he asks her whether she would like to have a baby she agrees. He 

also tells her that she would have to join the church first, and get baptized. However 

Del has earlier never really entertained that choice or that notion. He tells her that she 

would have to get saved sometime. He pushes her head into the water. Del refuses to .  

get baptized then and there and resists him with, "I don't want to be baptized. It's no 

good if I don't want to be baptized." 89  

He refuses to pay any heed to her and continues to push her down into the 

water. And while this is going on, he keeps on using a threatening tone — "Say you'll 

get baptized or I'll baptize you anyway". And this is when the real impact what is 

happening, sinks in. She realizes that her whole being is about to be submerged within 

the water — that her identity is being threatened, that much is being taken for granted 

by him and that she must literally fight for her life. She felt amazement not that she 

was fighting with Garnet but that anybody could have made such a mistake, to think 

that they had real power over her: 
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I was too amazed to be angry, I forgot to be frightened, 

it seemed to me impossible that he should not 

understand that all the powers I granted him were in 

play, that he himself was — in play, that I meant to keep 

him sewed up in his golden lover's skin forever, even if 

five minutes before I had talked about marrying him. 

This was as clear as day to me, and I opened my mouth 

to say whatever would make it clear to him, and I saw 

that he knew it already... 9°  

So Del realizes that while nothing good will result from the relationship 

besides a subjugation of her will to that of Garnet French and a possible "drowning" 

and complete abandonment of her earlier ambitions, she must fight him and break 

away. This is what she does eventually in the physical struggle between them and at 

the end of this section abandons the idea of being a lover and scholar. The former 

abandonment actually brings a newer and more meaningful realization to her — that 

she must look at the world with new eyes: 

As I walked on into Jubilee I repossessed the world. 

Trees, houses, fences, streets, came back to me, in their 

own sober and familiar shapes. Unconnected to the life 

of love uncoloured by love, the world resumes its own, 

its natural and callous importance. This is first a blow, 

then an odd consolation. And already I felt my old self — 

my old devious, ironic, isolated self - - beginning to 

breathe again and stretch and settle, though all around it 
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my body clung cracked and bewildered, in the stupid 

pain of loss. 91  

Garnet does not return for her but Del finds she is relieved and heart-broken 

too. But she, in the course of being healed, is aware of strange possibilities. She 

realizes that there were cities that existed, jobs were available and the future could 

exist sans love and scholarships — the two earlier ambitions of her adolescent life. And 

the now mature Del, looks forward to living a life without the earlier fantasies and 

self-deception (that brought her so much gratification) cut -off from the mistakes and 

confusion of the past, grave and simple; a life which is challenging. So ends this 

section in the book with, "Garnet French, Garnet French, Garnet French. Real life." 92  

Del's future, or real life, as she puts it, remains undecided. In an epilogue the 

question of illusion and reality and role playing is focused in the question of art in 

relation to life. Del conceives in her mind a gothic novel set in Jubilee concerning the 

members of the Sheriff family and all their tragedies. 

A significant figure in her proposed novel is an evil looking photographer who 

takes pictures which are frightening because they somehow make people look older 

and reveal hidden things in their personalities. Here Munro has created a metaphor for 

her own kind of art — a documentary realism which reveals something of the mystery 

of existence. 93  

"In the Epilogue: The Photographer", added by Munro after "Baptizing" had 

already been written, we have the "formation" of Del being completed. While "Real 

Life" seemed complete in itself, this section gives more meaning to Del's life and 

existence. It is here that Del decides upon a constructive course of action and realizes 

that: 
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...the only thing to do with my life was to write a 

novel...Nobody knew about this novel. I had no need to 

tell anybody. I wrote out a few bits of it and put them 

away, but soon I saw that it was a mistake to try and 

write anything down; what I wrote down might flaw the 

beauty and wholeness of the novel in my mind. 94  

The subject of the novel, the Sheriff family, was transformed for fictional 

purposes. it would appear that Munro is actually stating in this story what she plans to 

do with her writing: 

All pictures. The reasons for things happening I seemed 

vaguely to know, but could not explain; I expected all 

that would come later. The main thing was that it 

seemed true to me, not real but true, as if I had 

discovered, not made up, such people and such a story, 

as if that town was lying close behind the one I walked 

through everyday. 95  

During her meeting with Bobby Sheriff, the surviving member of the Sheriff 

family, Del looks at the photographed face of his sister and it occurs to her that: 

People's lives in Jubilee as elsewhere, were dull, 

simple, amazing and unfathomable — deep caves paved 

with kitchen linoleum. 96  

It would be these people's lives that would engage and enthrall Munro in the 

years to come and as a writer in the making Del continues to reveal how the place she 

would want to write about would be this — Jubilee. Just as her Uncle Craig had done 

earlier, while attempting to write his history, Del would want to do the same: 
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1 would try to make lists. A list of all the stores and 

businesses going up and down the main street and who 

owned them, a list of family names, names on the 

tombstones in the cemetery and any inscription 

underneath.... 

And no list could hold what I wanted, for what I wanted 

was every last thing, every layer of speech and thought, 
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pain, cracks delusion, held still and held together — 

radiant, cvcrlasting. 97  

With these words, Munro states her intention — to write in the realist mode, 

making impressions luminous and everlasting. This section ends with Del asserting, 

"Yes" instead of thank you. 98  

When Bobby Sheriff rises on his toes, like a dancer, like a plump ballerina: 

This action, accompanied by his delicate smile, 

appeared to be a joke not shared with me so much as 

displayed for me, and it seemed also to have a concise 

meaning, a stylized meaning — to be a letter, or a whole 

word, in an alphabet I did not know. 99  

She responds by saying "Yes" when he tells her that he wishes her luck in her 

life. The "yes", the affirmative, would seem like an acknowledgement of the work 

that Munro has chalked out for herself for the future — a future that holds the career of 

a writer — where: 

...all the ordinariness of life becomes a key to the future artist's 

o vision.... 
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Of Lives of Girls and Women Frank Davey perceptively states, "The plot of 

each chapter is self-contained; no incident develops further in ensuring chapters. The 

book derives its unity from the unique perceptual qualities of its young narrator, Del 

Jordan, and from the chronological arrangements of its incidents. The result is an 

apprenticeship novel in which the apprentice is depicted as developing not in a 

continuous visible line, as does Richter's Duddy Kravitz, but in a series of intense 

but essentially distinct incidents." 10I  

In an article entitled, "Women's Lives: Alice Munro" Bronwen Wallace is of 

the opinion that, "...the power of Munro's work emerges first from its center in the 

flat, solid reality of things. Behind everything she writes, the particular physical 

landscape is simply there." It is of course imbued with human emotions, as it is for 

example during Del Jordan's drive with Mr. Chamberlain, "maddeningly erotic" 

before his valedictory performance, "post coital" afterwards. But this is always 

recognized as a particular relationship, a particular result of circumstances and 

emotions. Because of this, because the solid reality underpins every response to it, 

several layers of reality can exist at once, as Del realizes during this same drive: 

It is in fact this solid center which frees Munro to 

explore so fully the complexity and integrity of the 

inner worlds of the characters who exist within this 

particular physical landscape." 1°2  

She also goes on to say that in Munro's development of character, we are 

never far from the persistent reality of their physical bodies. Women's bodies changed 

and :narked by childbirth, fat, grimy skin, Ilie smells of hair and breath and sweat al c 

as much a definition of the characters as their thoughts, their beliefs and their 

interactions. This is particularly powerful in relation to her explorations of how 
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women come to terms with themselves as physical beings, their sexuality and their 

relations to men... On the other, men, in becoming part of a patriarchal culture, learn 

to deny their vulnerability; they are forced to deny those weaker, younger selves 

which were once dominated by the woman as mother. This recognition of the 

differences between women's ability to maintain their various selves, and men's need 

to deny or control them, is particularly important in Munro's development of several 

themes. As she explores her developing sexuality, Del Jordan is able to hold its many 

aspects together because, at the same time, she is •aware of her bod- . 103 

Del knows that the relationship with Garnet French is purely physical but she 

allows the relationship as part of her experience and her place in it as part of herself. 

Her realization that it is over is not a denial of its importance nor of Garnet's. 

Men and .women inhabit different worlds; they grant and withhold power, they 

struggle and cause each other pain. In exploring male — female relationships, Munro 

does not deny that women suffer, that women are vulnerable, but her women have as 

well a sense of strength and power that has to do directly with the fact that they do not 

deny any part of their experience or reject any part of themselves. 104  

The juxtaposing of different types of women, of parts and counterparts is a 

constant theme in Munro's work. The movement is always toward holding all of thetn 

in tension, celebrating their separate realities. In "Lives of Girls and Women", Del 

and Naomi move out into their separate lives with affection and respect for each 

other. The awkward young girl in "Red Dress — 1946" recognizes another part of 

herself in Mary Fortune, just as she recognizes that for the time she herself is as "boy 

crazy" as the girls Mary Fortune despises. Often the juxtapositioning involves a 

recognition of treachery, of bad faith, as it does in the relationship between the little 

girl in "Day of the Butterfly" and her dying friend Myra or between Eileen and June 



285 

in "Memorial" but even this recognition is not denied. What cannot be fully faced is 

held still, examined, kept, even as its limits are recognized. Munro's ability to do this 

with different characters is centered in her recognition that within each woman many 

contradictory selves exist simultaneously. For at the center of our attempt to maintain 

our many selves within us, is an understanding that within each of us always, lies the 

twin identity of daughter and mother. Munro explores this relationship painfully, in 

two stories about mothers and daughters, "The Peace of Utrecht" and "The Ottawa 

Valley". In the former, the daughter, now herself a mother returns t her mother's  

home, to herself as daughter once more, and begins to come to terms with the guilt 

surrounding her mother's death. Here, her awareness of the potential strength of her 

dead mother's continued domination is embodied in her two aunts, and their attitude 

toward her. And her own tenuous attempts to come to terms with her guilt, to free 

herself from her mother, is intensified by her sister Maddy's inability to do so.'" 

Typically Munro writes about characters whose Protestant-Irish-Scottish 

heredity persuades them to cling together, tribe-like, and not range far from their 

home ground. Written in the peculiar genre of the open-structured novel (like Welty's 

Golden Apples) Lives of Girls and Women is a self portrait of a young woman as a 

young artist in rural south western Ontario. It focuses on Del Jordan from age eight to 

eighteen as she experiences joy and agony in religious faith, education, sex, and 

passionate love. Throughout, the reader watches the development of the artist as she 

rejects her Uncle Craig's dull family history, only belatedly realizing that she too 

would want to write things down... replete with lists of historical and genealogical 

data.'" 

Yet the hardest part of Lives to write was the epilogue, which Munro was 

revising, discarding, and rewriting, even when the rest of the book was in galleys. The 
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addition of this section changes the story of a young girl into the story of an artist as a 

young girl. Munro claims to be dissatisfied with this ending because she feels it 

introduces an element not adequately prepared for, and yet, she says, " I found 

eventually that the book didn't mean anything to me without it." Thomas Tausky's 

article "What Happened to Marion?" quotes excerpts from six letters written to editor 

Audrey Coffin that record Munro's agonizing struggle with the epilogue she wrote 

that the eighth section should be "scrapped" and that book should end with the 

seventh section on and 22 Dec 1970); she submitted a new version saying, "but its 

not right yet" (31 Dec, and 9 Jan 1971); she remarked, "Really, we better forget about 

Marion/Caroline" (19 Jan 1971), and concluded, "this is getting to be like a 

prolonged Anxiety Dream, isn't it. I have to stop. (20 Jan 1971). A typescript of the 

last page is among the eight or so drafts of the epilogue in the Alice Munro papers. 

Showing Munro's careful revisions, this fairly early version does not et contain the 

famous reference to the "deep caves, paved with kitchen linoleum" or Bobby Sheriff's 

enigmatic gesture, which Munro told Tausky was a turning point: "When that came to 

me, I knew I could leave it in." 1°7  

The unjust sociological reality of growing up female which preoccupies 

Munro in some of her early work is revived in the first four narrative segments of 

Who Do You Think You Are? but with a stronger sense of irony than ever before 

and a more distanced eye directed towards the heroine. Rose remembers the shame 

and outrage of schoolyard sexual antics, of the half-witted Pranny perpetually 

sexually assaulted by various boys, including Franny's own brother. Munro explores 

the traditional masculine mythology which romanticizes and elevates the prostitute to 

a golden haired, golden-hearted position.'" 
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Later on Rose would think of Franny when she came 

across the figure of an idiotic, saintly whore, in a book, 

or a movie. Men who made books and movies seemed 

to have a fondness for this figure, though Rose noticed 

they would clean her up, they cheated, she thought, 

when they left out the breathing and the spit and the 

teeth, they were refusing to take into account the 

aphrodisiac prickles of disgust, in t.heir hurry to reward 

themselves with the notion of a soothing blankness, 

undifferentiating welcome. 1Q9  

And later on, in the story "Privilege" there is an authentic depiction of young 

girls' romantic love for each other where the older sensual schoolgirl, Cora, rejects 

her gift of stolen candy and even complains to Flo about it. Rose understands the 

pitfalls of love, the awful dependence of the lover and the power of the loved. In this 

early scene from Rose's life, Munro depicts the naked vulnerability of a first love, and 

implies, as well, the universality of the condition which is not always based on the 

independent male in control of a love-obsessed, passive female. 

The book Who Do You Think You Are? is a series of linked, but self-

contained stories about a central character Rose, who grows up with her father and 

stepmother, Flo, in West Hanratty in a place of legendary poverty. She goes to 

Western as a scholarships student, where she does not work in the cafeteria. She 

changes her rural accent, marries Patrick, a young man from a privileged class; moves 

to the West Coast; goes into acting; is divorced; assumes roles and strikes poses; and 

finally returns home, where she discovers who she really is. The book got rave 

reviews, sold well, was short-listed for England's prestigious Booker Prize, and won 
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the Governor General's Award. In the United States and the United Kingdom, it was 

released under the title The Beggar Maid: Stories of Flo and Rose, which refers to 

the legend of King Cophetna, who like Lord Henry Brinthrop, married a beggar 

maid. n°  

At the source of Munro's first major works of fiction is the question of female 

identity and its struggle to be. With this book Munro leaves the reader in thoughtful 

anticipation of further evolutions and adventures in the lives of girls and women." 

Munro's fifth volume, The Moons of Jupiter a collection of short stories 

published in 1983 has an assortment of first-person narratives and some third-person 

narratives. There are innumerable depictions of women of all kinds. We have Grace 

and Vera in "Visitors" who sit outside in the shade on hot summer afternoons, 

crocheting their table cloths. In "Chaddeleys and Flemings", the cousins have lives 

without sexual passion. In the gallery of Munro's characters are the narrators and 

characters in "Duke", "Accident", "Labour Day Dinner" and others. They are all 

caught up in voluptuous delight, hysterical eroticism, tearfulness, recriminations, and 

power struggles involved in love relationships." 2  The collection as a whole conveys 

powerfully the experience of women, vulnerable and at the mercy of life. Many of 

these women have left safe marriages to take risks of living alone or of finding new 

love relationships. Lydia, in "Dulse" wonders if she should not, after all, have stayed 

in the place where love is managed for you, not gone where you have to invent it, and 

reinvent it, and never know if these efforts will be enough. The narrator of "Hard-

Luck Stories" makes a similar distinction between two kinds of love: 

There's the intelligent sort of love that makes an 

intelligent choice. That's the kind you're supposed to 

get married on. Then there's the kind that's anything but 
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intelligent, that's like a possession. And that's the one, 

that's the one, that everybody really values. That's the 

one that nobody wants to have missed out on. "3  

This second sort of love involves risks that are explored in six of the stories . 

George in "Labour Day Dinner" recalls the first time be met Roberta: 

She seemed to him courageous, truthful; without vanity. 

How out of this could come touchiness, tearfulness, 

weariness, such a threat of collapse he 	cannot 

imagine! 114  

In The Moons of Jupiter we have ageing women who feel forced to assess 

themselves through their declining physicality. Some of the women are crude like 

Marjorie and Lily in "The Turkey Season" much to the discomfiture of the fourteen 

year old narrator who takes up a job at (he Turkey Barn fbi the Christmas season. The 

two sisters Marjorie and Lily were fast and thorough and talked crudely to the turkey 

carcasses. Roberta, Prue, of "Hard:Luck Stories" and Lydia, Frances of "Bardon Bus" 

are women who have "arrived". They are modern in their adventurousness and are 

risk-takers. They can survive outside home and are to be prized for their capacity to 

endure, recover and find a way to live. 

In The Progress of Love Munro presents a collection of eleven short stories. 

The new heroine of The Moons of Jupiter survives — she is here as the narrator of 

the main story, "The Progress of Love", as Stella of "Lichen", as the narrator of 

"Miles City —Montana", Trudy of "Circle of Prayer" and Isabel of "White Dump". 

The question of the possibility of freedom and power in love is explored here along 

with an obsessive anxiety with the female body itself. The abhorrence of the 

gynecological imperative that struck Del as a pubescent girl is extended in this 
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collection as middle-aged melancholy and disgust projected onto the wrecked 

maternal body. In the story "Lichen", there is despair over ageing, through the 

character Stella. At the beginning of the story, David says, fuming, "Look what's 

happened to Stella, She's turned into a troll ." 

When Catherine explains it as Stella being older now, David asks whether 

she's older than the house, or Lake Huron or the cat: 

David thinks that Stella has done this on purpose. It 

' 	no isnt just an acceptance of natural ♦det 	" erioration - , 

it's much more. Stella would always dramatize. But it 

isn't just Stella. There's the sort of woman who has to 

come bursting out of the female envelope at this age, 

flaunting fat or an indecent scrawniness, sprouting warts 

and facial hair, refusing to cover pasty veined legs, 

almost gleeful about it, as it this was what she'd wanted 

to do all along." 5  

While Stella is independent like the other Munro heroines - Nora, Mary 

McQuade and Mrs. Fullerton, she is in danger of decaying. And because, in a world 

where youth is glorified, Stella is rejected by men, specifically by her ex-husband 

David. She had been married to David for twenty- one years and separated after that 

for eight. And just as Stella has to come to terms with the ageing process so too must 

David. He has been courting youthful women but at the same time cannot escape the 

ravages of time. Munro says of him, when he keeps writing the name of Dina, the 

current women in his life, on the underside of the wooden table: 

People don't have any patience with this sort of 

suffering and why should they? The sufferer must forgo 
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sympathy, give up on dignity, cope with the ravages. 

And on top of that, people will take time out to tell you 

that this isn't real love. These bouts of desire and 

dependence and worship and perversity, willed but 

terrible transformations they aren't real love. 116  

Munro warns that there is danger for women in a dependent kind of love. But 

Munro depicts three different kinds of women in this story "Lichen". We have Stella, 

the earth mother, Cathefine, the hippie like woman and Dina who is close to 

pornographic Queen. All three appear to be revolving around David — But David's 

path is as lonely as that of Stella's — they are as ageing characters, equals. They are 

both lichens, living off what they manage to construct. 

I agree with Beverley J. Rasporich when she opines that from Dance of the 

Happy Shades to The Progress of Love, Munro's own progress as a feminist writer 

is exceptional. She belongs to a growing tradition of female authors who are 

beginning to fuse the realistic, mythological and the metaphysical.'" 

To conclude I would like to refer once more to "The Peace of Utrecht" where 

the narrator describes her daughter's reaction to seeing her childhood home: 

And I felt that my daughter's voice expressed a 

complex disappointment to which characteristically she 

seemed resigned, or even resigned in advance; it 

contained the whole flatness and strangeness of the 

moment in which is revealed the source of legends, the 

unsatisfactory apologetic and persistent reality. 118 

Bronwen Wallace is of the opinion that there is something of that complex 

disappointment in Munro's own statement about her mother. It acknowledges the 
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simple, flat reality of women's lives, acknowledges the power, the primacy of the 

mother that exists within each of us. In allowing the mother, we allow the existence of 

our other selves as well. We have not been forced, as men often have to deny, to 

control, to fear these selves we do.not yet understand or may not yet like.' 19  

We have already noted through the foregoing analyses therefore that the 

strength of Munro's fiction is centered in this persistent reality. She gives us mothers 

and daughters, old women, awkward adolescents, jilted mistresses, gives them to us in 

au the strangeness and commonness of their particular situations. F.1c. ackncywledges 

them, allows them even, in a way that gives us the chance to acknowledge them — 

these many women we are and could possibly be — in ourselves. So while we 

acknowledge them in varying stages of life we realize that these women could 

possibly be us. 

Canadian women short story writers like Margaret Atwood document the 

power struggle between the sexes. Marian Engel proves the physical nature of female 

sexuality and Joan Barfoot presents studies of alienated women in a clinical manner. 

Jane Rule examines relationships between women with sensitivity Alice Munro is 

unlike these writers, keeping away from power struggles and controversial themes,. 

She is like Margaret Laurence, Adele Wiseman. Sheila Watson, Audrey Thomas and 

others who have striven to present authentically the interior lives of girls and women. 
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CHAPTER V 

NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE 

Narrative technique refers to the writer's manner of organizing and 

manipulating his material. The writer has something to say or write about, making this 

the content of his narrative. The technique is his ways and means of organizing and 

manipulating what he wants to share. So the materials used in narrative technique are 

life and its complications and a knowledge of the human mind or human conduct of 

social relations places 'and events. The tools are language — words, sentences and 

rhetoric. The writer uses a technique because he has a certain purpose. This may be 

emotional where the writer produces emotions in the reader. He does this by 

emphasizing character, event, setting or the general truth . 

The most important elements of the short story are plot, characters, narrative 

perspective (point of view) and setting. Plot is the logical interaction of the various 

thematic elements of a text which lead to a change of the original situation presented 

at the outset of the narrative. 

In modern times, with psycho-analysis, the center of attention shifts to the 

text's characters. They can be rendered as types or as individuals. A typified character 

in literature is dominated by one specific trait and is referred to as a round or a flat 

character. The round character usually denotes a person with more complex or 

differentiated features. Typified characters represent the general trait of a group of 

persons or abstract ideas. Plot and character are closely linked, not only as primary 

sources of reader's pleasure but also as elements in the short story itself 
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Setting denotes the special and temporal location of a story. It refers to more 

than just the physical and geographical location, where the events take place. It also 

brings out details of a place to describe impressions of the writer. 

The point of view is the particular angle from which the story is told. It 

determines how readers feel about the various elements of a story, controlling the 

complex emotional responses, while mediating the story's content and the author's 

intentions. It also involves referring to the writer's style, his use of figurative 

language and the overall tone of the st ory„ 

Common narrative perspectives in prose fiction can be structured according to 

the following — The Omniscient point of view, the first-person narration and the 

figural narrative situation. 

The Omniscient point of view is also known as the third-person point of view. 

It is a common term for the assumption in a work of fiction that the narrator knows 

everything. The action is presented from an all-knowing God-like perspective. There 

is a disembodiment of the narrative agent which does away with the narrating 

persona. It allows for changes in setting, time and action and provides various items 

of information beyond the range and knowledge of the acting figures. "An omniscient 

narrator can go back in time, look into the future and possess exact infbrmation about 

different figures of the novel." 1  Within this mode we also have the intrusive narrator 

who not only reports but freely comments on his characters. He evaluates their actions 

and motives and expresses his views about human life in general. All the omniscient 

narrator's reports and judgments are to be taken as authoritative. 2  What the terms 

"first person” and "third person" actually describe is whether the tale is related from 

within or without, whether by an "1" or an anonymous narrator who tells the story. 
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The writer makes choices as to the extent of the narrator's involvement in the 

story; some first-person narrators are the protagonists of their stories, while others are 

only peripherally involved in the events; some third person narrators are omniscient, 

all knowing, moving freely among the minds of their characters, while others limit 

themselves to the mind of one character in a manner that is now called the third-

person subjective. 

In the figural narrative situation, the narrator moves into the background, 

suggesting that the plot is revealed solely through the actions of the characters in the 

text. This literary technique is a relatively recent phenomenon, one 0116 has been 

developed with the rise of the modern novel. This has been done mostly in order to 

encourage the reader to judge the action without an intervening commentator. This is 

seen in James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916). 3  If a text 

shills the emphasis from exterior aspect of the plot to the inner world of a character, 

its narrative technique is usually referred to as stream of consciousness technique. 

Related narratological phenomena are interior monologue and free indirect discourse. 

The narrator disappears, leaving the thoughts and psychic reactions of a participating 

figure as the sole mediators of the action. These techniques were used in post World 

War I fiction. Based on associations in the sub-conscious of a fictitious persona, it 

reflects a ground breaking shift in cultural paradigms, during the first decades of the 

twentieth century, when literature under the influence of psychoanalysis and related 

sciences shifted its main focus from the sociologically descriptive goals of the 

nineteenth century to psychic phenomena of the individual. It was used by Joyce, by 

Faulkner in Sound and Fury and by Virginia Woolf in Mrs. Dalloway,. Modernist 

and post-modernist novels introduce these techniques in very overt ways — often 
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changing narrative perspectives within one text in order to highlight decisive shifts in 

the course of action or narrative. 

Since Henry James's Prefaces to his various novels, collected as The Art of 

the Novel in 1934 — and Percy Lubbock's The Craft of Fiction (1926) which 

codified and expanded upon James's comments, point of view has become a dominant 

concern of modern theorists. 

Authors have developed many different ways to present a story, and many 

extended works employ several ways within the single narrative. 4  Writers have used 

varied styles and forms of the narrative -- the omniscient point of view, the limited 

point of view and the first person point of view. In the limited point of view, the 

narrator tells the story in the third person, but confines himself to what is experienced, 

thought: and felt by a single character, or at most by a very limited number of 

characters within the story. Henry James who refined this narrative mode, described 

such a character as his "focus" or "mirror" or "centre of consciousness". Later writers 

developed this technique into the stream of consciousness narration, in which we are 

presented with outer observations only as they impinge on the current of thought, 

memory, and feeling which constitute the observer's total awareness (Joyce's A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man). The limitation of point of view represented 

both by James's "Centre of Consciousness" narration and by till! "Stream of 

consciousness" narration in Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Faulkner and others, is often said 

to exemplify the "self-effacing author" or "the disappearance of the author", even 

more effectively than the impersonal omniscient narrative. For in the latter instance, 

the reader remains aware that someone, or some outside voice, is telling us about what 

is going on. The alternative mode, however, insofar as the point of view is limited to 
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the consciousness of a character within the story itself , aims at giving the reader the 

illusion that he participates in experiencing events that simply evolve before his eyes. 5  

The Canadian short story has a history with sketchy beginnings at least as far 

back as the nineteenth Century. 6  The Canadian short story as Frank Davey argued 

developed from and in traditions somewhat outside those of the Anglo-American 

model. 

In his landmark study of the Canadian and New Zealand short story, Dreams 

of Speech and Vioieoce (1987), W. H New  promises that the short story is the 

marginal genre and he builds on Frank O'Connor's view that the short story voices 

submerged population groups. In historically marginal cultures such ati Canada's and 

New Zealand's, writers have found the marginal form accommodating of their 

situations and ambitions. Canadian and New Zealand writers use the short story, 

perhaps all unconsciously as a kind of cultural-political protest, subversively, and 

with a sophisticated irony that remains mostly lost upon the central, dominant, 

financially rewarding, self-regarding cultures in which they need to succeed, 

America's and Australia's.' 

Short fiction in Canada came to be published along with parodies, sketches 

and satires in later nineteenth century magazines. Although it was slow to flourish, 

initially, by the 1960s and 1970s, its practitioners like Morley Callaghan, Thomas 

Raddal, Sinclair Ross, Hugh Garner, Ethel Wilson, Mavis Gallant and Margaret 

Laurence showed that individual authors could use the form skillfully. Other writers 

of the 1970s like Margaret Atwood, Clark Blais, Matt Cohen, George Elliott, Dave 

Godfrey, David Helwig, Hugh Hood, Norman Levine, John Metcalf, Alice Munro, 

Alden Nowlan, Ray Smith, Audrey Thomas, Rudy Wiebe and others ensured that the 

Canadian short story had a claim to fame. 
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Grady's preface to the Penguin Book of Modern Canadian Short Stories 

(1982) defines the contemporary short story in Canada in terms of two thematic 

phases. In the first phase the past is tyrannical and oppressive and freedom is achieved 

by reflecting it. In the second phase, the freedom brought by rejection is questioned. 

During the 1970s some writers were trying to counter the attitudes that realism 

had always relied upon, like orality and the conventional narrative. 

They introduced the concept of disrupting the narrative sequence. This 

"fracturing of form" wa s  used in America by Keith Maillard and other writers. It was 

a way of exposing a false notion of "psychological wholeness" or cultural unity. In 

this kind of narrative we have writers writing the linked — but broken sillies of stories. 

These were written in Canada in the 1960s by Malcolm Lowry, Alden Nowlan, 

George Elliott, Dave Godfrey, Edna Alford, Joan Clark and Sandra Birdsell. Other 

writers were Alice Munro and Hugh Hood, Jack Hodgins among others. Lowry, who 

had used it earlier felt that it was possible to compose a satisfactory work of art by the 

simple process of writing a series of good short stories, complete in themselves, 

interrelated, correlated but full of effects and dissonances that are impossible in a 

short story. 

Short story writers in the 1970s used different narrative voices. Some wrote 

experimental stories and used multiple points of view. This is to be seen in the stories 

of Matt Cohen, whose stories are resolutely experimental. He uses multiple points of 

view, disarranged chronologies and varieties of tone. Leon Rooke wrote post -modern 

stories which are the latest in fabulation and metafiction. He experimented with form, 

narrative method and language. Audrey Thomas is also post-modern. Her stories are 

about language or the impossibility and necessity of using it for true communication. 
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Her female characters lead intense emotional lives but their sensitivity leaves them 

vulnerable or alienated. 

Alice Munro has a knowledgeable vision of time and places. There is an 

everyday quality in her writing. She uses the first person narrative and the omniscient 

narrative. Her narrators are at times first person retrospective. Some of her stories are 

memoirs while others are autobiographical and still others make use of personal 

material. Most of the stories are based on her own experiences, some of her stories are 

epiphanic where there are revealed meanings. Her stories, especially those in Lives of 

Girls and Women and Who Do You Think You Are? are linked and in the 

Bildungsroman category. 

One of Munro's most distinctive characteristics is her mastery of the first 

person narrative. 

A close examination of her early uncollected stories and those contained in 

Dance of the Happy Shades suggests that Munro's style developed from her first 

stories on; its development, moreover is best seen through an examination of narrative 

technique. By the time her first collection appeared, Munro had perfected a 

distinctive, retrospective narrative approach that she has used throughout her 

subsequent work. In her stories, it is the means by which present and past mingle, the 

vehicle by which the narrator's humanity is communicated, and, finally, the means by 

which each narrator, and several other individual characters besides, are ftllowed their 

articulate moments. Simply put, it is the catalytic factor in Munro's substantial art.' 

Munro used this type of narration for the first time in a story entitled "At the 

Other Place". She used this kind of narration in other stories with increasing 

frequency, shaping and adjusting it to fit her subject, and as her narrators became 

more articulate, her art became complex. She presents first-person narrators who 
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articulate their own experiences and thereby derive their own understanding as we see 

in the story, "Day of the Butterfly" or (Good-by, Myra). It is a story which reveals a 

remembering narrator actively shaping the stuff of her memories in a somewhat 

covert manner, presenting an impression of immediacy and a detached understanding 

to the reader. 9  The narrator remembers the past and its events that have significantly 

contributed to her life. But in sharing her memories she wants to give the impression 

that all this is unwittingly being undertaken. The story deals with the development of 

a relationship between Helen, the narrator, and Myra Sayla, the outcast of Helen's 

sixth grade class. Myra is not liked by her class mates because of her background and 

the fact that her younger brother is totally dependent on her when they are at school. 

Helen says: 

Jimmy Sayla was not used to going to the bathroom by 

himself and he would have to come to the grade-six 

door and ask for Myra and she would take him 

downstairs. 10  

Jimmy's dependence extends to the playground too because he is picked on by 

his class-mates. So, inevitably the children spend time together along the dividing line 

between the boys and girls playgrounds. Moreover they do not fit into the general 

ethos of the town which is Scots-Protestant. Their parents are Eastern European 

immigrants and the family is Roman Catholic. The teacher, Miss Darling attempts to 

intercede with the girls of Myra's class, on her behalf ,but the girls turn on her as an 

object of derision. So things worsen for Myra, at this stage. Helen to ,:i takes part in 

mocking Myra. But one day, while walking to school she notices that Myra is ahead 

of her and slowing down to wait for her. She befriends her stating: "A role was 

shaping for me that I could not resist playing"" 
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Helen finds that she is able to get along with Myra and in the bargain arrives at 

certain realizations about her: 

It was queer to think that Myra too, read the comics, or 

that she did anything, was anything at all, apart from her 

role at schoo1. 12  

A bond is forged between them when Helen persuades Myra to keep the prize 

she found in Helen's cracker-jack. Yet Helen is not very comfortable with the 

friendship and is wary of her field's reaction. Her fears however are unfounded as 

Myra who is ill with leukemia does not come to school at all later on. The teacher, in 

her well-meaning, caring manner, organizes a birthday party for Myra much before 

her actual birthday. This party is to be held in hospital. Strangely, Myra's disease now 

elevates her status among the class-mates. They look at her with a certain amount of 

curiosity. All of them come to the "pariy" with gifts wrapped in a typic41 manner. As 

the girls are leaving. Myra calls Helen back to her bed. She offers Helen a brush and 

comb set that the latter had noticed and they make plans to play together when Myra 

returns from her treatment in London. Helen is apprehensive and fears that Myra will 

not return. She has a premonition of this: 

Then I stood beside the bed wanting to say something 

else, or to ask something. Outside the hospital window, 

in the late sunlight, there was a sound like birds calling, 

but it wasn't, it was somebody playing in the street, 

maybe chasing with snowballs of the last unmelted 

snow. Myra heard, too; we were looking at each other. 

At that clear carrying sound her face changed, and I 
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was scared, I did not know why: when you come back - 

I said... 13  

Helen is faced with life outside and the fact of Myra's impending death, which 

she somehow senses. As she leaves she: called back quickly, treacherously, almost 

gaily, good-by! I 4  

The demand Myra made on Helen is that of personal commitment, something 

which as Helen herself suggests, is too much for an eleven year old to bear. Yet, by 

saying "Good -hy Myra" Helen seems to be remembering and purging herself of the 

guilt. 

Such is the intention of Munro's own art. She creates dialectic within the first 

perso:n narrator: Helen, the girl who knew Myra as an eleven-year old, and Helen, the 

older person actually narrating the story, combining to give the story two levels of 

reality. Because of Helen's memory and her detailed description, then, the texture of 

the story that the reader comes to understand in "Day of the Butterfly" is a mingling 

of the remembered event, vividly described so as to lend immediacy to it, and Helen's 

detached understanding of it, an understanding that is detached because of the time 

which has passed since Helen knew Myra.' 

Munro uses the retrospective technique with expertise in this story. Helen 

retrospectively recalls the Saylas in mythical terms, while she remembers Myra. As 

she was in the schoolyard: 

Over their dark eyes the lids were never fully raised; 

they had a weary look. But it was more than that. They 

were like children in a medieval painting, they were like 

small figures carved of wood, for worship or magic:, 



310 

with faces smooth and aged and meekly, cryptically, 

uncommunicative. 16  

In a passage like this one, Munro combines the first person narration with 

omniscient description. Yet the omniscience does not jar the reader, because it is a 

suitable intrusion, subtle and illuminating. The central simile contained here expands 

the reader's consciousness of the Saylas quickly and unobtrusively. This technique 

embodies the net effect of human memory the reader is presented with. Myra, not as 

she actually was, but as she is remembered by Helen. Although the two images of 

Myra may very well be one and the same, they do not have to be, since memory tends 

to blur the picture, disregarding and exchanging details to achieve a desired 

impression. Helen is scared and does not know why because she has instinctively 

recognized the reality of another person's impending death and the knowledge is 

beyond her intellectual scope. Yet, retrospectively, the sensibility of the older Helen is 

able to grasp the reality of' Myra's eventual death; this recognition is implied 

throughout the story's last paragraph, when Helen calls out "Good-by" to Myra.' 7  

In the stones written and published after this, most of which were included in 

Dance of the Happy Shades, Munro moved more and more toward this retrospective 

first person narrator as the teller of the story. Her narrators, her remembering 

narrators, inform, judge, understand and ultimately illuminate. So theirs is an essential 

presence in her fiction, a catalytic one. Thus Munro's desire to sharpen the narrator's 

understanding of Myra Sayla is in keeping with the development of her distinctive 

narrative voice." 'Day of the Butterfly" bears a greater similarity to those stories in 

Dance of the Happy Shades where we see Munro's retrospective narration as most 

relined. They are "Boys and Girls", "Red Dress 194", "Walker Brothers Cowboy" 

and "Images". Munro had made certain changes in the second version of the story 
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"Good-by Myra" and retitled it 'Day of the Butterfly". In this version, the story ends 

with Helen's reaction to a nurse's admonishment to leave. Her recollections are more 

precise; the adult recollections of the mature narrator's voice are presented with a 

higher degree of comprehension in the second version. 

So I was released, set free by the barriers which now closed about Myra, her 

unknown, exalted, ether-smelling hospital world; and by the treachery of my own 

heart. "Well, thank you," I said. "Thank you for the thing. Good bye": 

Did Myra ever say goodbye? Not likely. She sat in her 

high bed, her delicate brown neck rising out of a 

hospital gown too big for her, her brown carved face 

immune to treachery, her offering perhaps already 

forgotten, prepared to be set apart for legendary uses, as 

she was even in the back porch at school. °  

The second Helen is more serene and thoughtful as if she is aware of her 

responsibility toward Myra. So Munro developed as a narrative craftsman along two 

separate but by no means divergent lives. She wrote stories in which :liaracters are 

presented objectively without recourse to memory, even while she wrote stories with 

a first person retrospective narrator. An example of a story written without recourse to 

memory, through a third-person narrator is "A Trip to the Coast" in Dance of the 

Happy Shades, along with "The Time of Death". 

Commenting on a story written just after "Good-by Myra", titled "An Ounce 

of Cure", which is a first person reminiscence (referred to in Ch. 2) Munro says: 

One thing in it I think is interesting, now that I look 

back on it; when the girl's circumstances become 

hopelessly messy, when nothing is going to go right for 
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her, she gets out of it by looking at the way things 

happen — by changing from a participant to an observer. 

This is what I used to do myself, it is what a writer 

does; I think it may be one of the things that make a 

writer in the first place When 1 stalled to write the 

dreadful things I did write when I was about fifteen I 

made the glorious leap from being a victim of my own 

ineptness and self conscious miseries to being a  gOlike 

arranger of patterns and destinies, even if they were all 

in my head; I have never leapt back. 2°  

Munro has a rhetorical approach to fiction, because like their author, her 

protagonists are both participants and observers. So in some stories she prefers to 

simply observe — as she does in the third person stories. She does not refer to the 

participant's thoughts and emotions, thus enabling her to concentrate on setting, 

atmosphere and character. As mentioned earlier, this occurs in both "The Time of 

Death" ;  "A Trip to the Coast" and "Thanks for the Ride". 

In the story, "A Trip to the Coast" we have a third person narrator, whose 

presence is the key within Munro's work as it forces her to observe in a detached 

manner the shattering of the dreams of the eleven year old May, who like other Munro 

characters hopes to escape from "home", from the familiar to unfamiliar and 

hopefully exciting territory. In stories like this one and "The Time of Death" the 

setting and the atmosphere predominate and characters are treated symbolically. 

Munro establishes setting by describing the place called "Black Horse" where May 

lived with her grandmother and spinster aunt Hazel. The grandmother ran a small 

store which sold gas and other small items. It is the character of the grandmother that 
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stands out in this story. May looks forward to excitement and danger of some sort and 

on this particular day even more so: She had a delicate premonition of freedom and 

danger, like a streak of dawn across that sky. 21 She hears a sound but realizes that it is 

her grandmother and no one else: 

May saw her come, not really with surprise but with a 

queer let-down feeling that seemed to spread thinly 

from the present moment into all areas of her life, past 

and future. It seemed to her that any place she went, her 

grandmother would be there beforehand; anything she 

found out her grandmother would know already, or else 

could prove to be of no account. 22  

So we have a formidable woman in the characterization of the grandmother, 

who deep within, is aware of the fact that both Hazel and May habour their own 

private aspirations of leaving her for a better place. She is proud that she is seventy-

eight years old and completely independent, given to playing rather mean tricks on 

May. About three years before this May had come home from school to find the 

redoubtable old woman lying on the couch, hands at her sides, giving the general 

impression that she was dead. This provoked a flood of tears from May who 

constantly called out to her. Eventually the grandmother opened her eyes and: 

She looked up at May with a contrived, outrageous 

innocence and a curious spark of triumph. "Can't a 

person lay down around here?" she said. "Shame to be 

such a baby."23 
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Any discussion about Hazel's future or talk of marriage would make her 

remind Hazel that she could get married at any time. However she never failed to 

remind them of how fiercely independent she was and how she had always looked 

after herself. May was not allowed to have a life of her own; to go out with her friends 

to the pool at Third Bridge or any other outing. Her grandmother always came up 

with some exercise or reason to put her off. But May who comes across as a 

perceptive little girl had her own views about her grandmother and the reasons she 

gave: 

She was exploring in the dark a new dimension of 

bitterness. She had a feeling that he grandmother did not 

believe in her own reasons any more, that she did not 

care, but would go on pulling these same reasons out of 

the bag, flourishing them nastily only to see what 

(.:()(11(1 (I() ' 1  

She is very surprised later that day when her grandmother tells her how she's 

planning to sell the store and go on a train and see her son Lewis. She is even more 

surprised when she tells her that the two of them could take a trip to the coast. This 

immediately sets the imaginative and captive May dreaming of the coast: 

Meanwhile May could see the coast; she saw along 

curve of sand like the beach at the lake only longer and 

brighter the very words "The Coast" produced a feeling 

of coolness and delight in her. 25  

Yet May does not believe her grandmother and fears that this trip may never 

materialize. And that is exactly what happens because the grandmother dies very 

suddenly during an apparent hypnosis attempt by a traveling salesman. This man 



315 

happens to visit the store and describes in the course.of conversation the good he has 

done by attempting to hypnotize people. The grandmother is cynical and disbelieving 

of all the man's claims while May is not. The old woman proclaims that she could 

never be hypnotized by the man and May vehemently believes otherwise. But : 

She did not know shy she had said that. Time and again 

she had watched her grandmother's encounters with the 

outside world, not with pride so much as a solid, 

fundamental conviction that the old woman would get 

the better of it. Now for the first time it seemed to her 

that she saw the possibility of her grandmother's defeat; 

in her grandmother's face she saw it and not in the little 

man who must be crazy, she thought, and who made her 

want to laugh. The idea filled her with dismay and with 

a painful, irresistible excitement. 26  

While the "hypnosis" is going on, May is amused and realizes: 

If her grandmother capitulated it would be as unsettling 

an event as an earthquake or a flood; it would crack the 

foundations of her lite and set her terrifyingly free. 27  

But after a little while tragedy strikes and the old woman falls ihrward onto 

the counter much to the complete shock of the salesman. Munro makes us "see" the 

effect of this sudden death of the grandmother, on May. She seems to be apart from 

the scene before her, watching and describing in a detached manner what now 

unfolds: 
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She sat with her legs folded under her looking out at the 

road where she might walk now in any direction she 

liked, and the world which lay flat and accessible and 

full of silence in front of her. She sat and waited for that 

moment to come when she could not wait any longer, 

when she would have to get up and go into the store 

where it was darker than ever now on account of the 

rains and where her grandmother lay fallen across the 

counter dead, an what was more, victorious 28 . 

Memory does not play a part here as it does in the first person narratives. 

Characters here are presented objectively but the end of the story is a I fiumph of the 

creation of Munro. There is an element of paradox because even though the grand 

mother dies, there is not much the eleven year old can look forward to. It signals the 

end of the dreams she has taken refuge to in the past and to any hopes she might have 

in the future of "breaking free". So in a story of this kind, where Munro uses the third 

person narrative technique.. she does not reler to the participant's thoughts or 

emotions. These stories allow her to concentrate on setting and atmosphere as the 

primary determinants of character. 

Munro uses the third-person narrator in Who Do You Think You Are? in 

some stories in The Moons of Jupiter, The Progress of Love and Friend of My 

Youth. Her stories also have an autobiographical element in them. in an interview 

with John Metcalf, Alice Munro was asked, "How far is your work 

autobiographical?" to which she replied: 
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I guess I have a standard answer to this... in incident – 

no... in emotion – completely. In incident up to a point 

too but of course, in Lives of Girls and Women which is 

a ... I suppose it could be called an autobiographical 

novel... most of the incidents are changed versions of 

real incidents. Some are completely invented but the 

emotional reality, the girl's feeling for her mother, for 

...—, Ivr l.fC is (in 	its 'iii sulkily ainobiographical. i 

would not disclaim this at all. 

She went on to say that "Sunday Afternoon" and "Boys 

and Girls", use autobiographical material and that "The 

Peace of Utrecht" was "my first really painful 

autobiographical story" 29  

Of the twenty-eight stones in Dance of the Happy Shades and Something 

I've Been Meaning to Tell You eighteen are in the first person and the use of this 

type of narration here and in Lives of Girls and Women strengthens the impression 

that they are autobiographical." Munro wants to present her work truthfully and 

recognizes the difficulties that face her in the attempt. Trying to capture exactly the 

images, voices of her past is her moral duty as a writer, and yet it is a process that she 

distrusts and one that preys on her conscience. She says: 

...even as I most feverishly, desperately practice it, I am 

a little afraid that the work with words may turn out to 

be a questionable trick, an evasion (and never more so 

than when it is most dazzling, apt and striking), an 

unavoidable lie.'" 
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There can he a danger in turning memories into legends and Munro works out 

her own concerns regarding the use of autobiographical material in her fiction by 

having some of her narrators conscious of the problems that are involved in using 

autobiographical material. 

Even though a majority of her stories are written in the first person, there are 

significant differences among the stories. The speaking or the "confiding voice" as 

Munro calls it in 'Thanks for the Ride" is often present in her first-person narrations. 

The desire to tell one's story is strong; and depending on what the story is about, or 

the reason for the telling, and on its resolution, the stories can be called memoirs, 

confessions, or meditations. 32  Most of the memoirs arc found in her first: collection of 

stories, Dance of the Happy Shades and her first novel, Lives of Girls and Women. 

Most of the confessions and meditations are in Something I've Been Meaning To 

Tell You. "Dance of the Happy Shades" is a story that is done more or less like a 

memoir. 

Munro calls the story which started as an anecdote that someone told her at a 

family dinner party, a story "done in the form of a memoir more or less as a matter of 

convenience". However, she goes on, "The I of the story is a masquerade, she is a 

little middle-class girl 1 never was, an attempt to see the story through the eyes of the 

relative who told me."33  

The narrator of this story is a girl of about fourteen, who takes piano lessons 

from the same woman who gave her mother piano lessons earlier. The Miss Marsalles 

of the story lives with her spinster sister. She teaches children to play the piano and 

every year she has a concert for the children in her small living room during which the 

children play a piece and are given presents as well. While the parents view the whole 
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exercise with disdain and view piano lessons as unimportant, Miss Marsalles simply 

believes that there is a treasury of good intentions and a natural love of all good things 

in the hearts of children. So much so that: 

The deceit which her spinster's sentimentality has 

practiced on her original good judgment are legendary 

and colossal; she has this way of speaking of children's 

hearts as if they were something holy; it is hard for a 

parent to know -vvthat to 34  say. 

Miss Marsalles had an idealistic view of children and this made her useless as 

a teacher She could not criticize the children and her praises were unforgivably 

dishonest. It was virtually impossible for a pupil to come through with anything like a 

creditable performance. So the story focuses on one such concert where the narrator, 

(who becomes aware that she is the oldest of the children present) must perform a 

piece. The order of the proceedings was much like it always was — the (hildren played 

their pieces and then were given little gifts. While this brought a feeling of guilt 

among the parents, they explained it by saying that the Marsalles sisters could 

probably afford it: 

But after the house in Rosedale was gone, after it had 

given way to the bungalow on Bank Street, these 

conversations about Miss Marsalles' means did not take 

place; this aspect of Miss Marsalles' life had passed into 

that region of painful subjects which it is crude and 

unmannerly to discuss.35 
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So the concert begins and the children begin to play. The narrator takes over 

now while earlier it seemed that Munro is using the third person narrative. We view 

the proceedings through the eyes of the girl narrator. Things take a different turn 

when suddenly a group of children come in while the narrator is playing the piano. 

She senses: 

And above or behind all this cautious flurry of arrival 

there is a peculiarly concentrated silence. Something 

has happened, something unforeseen, perhaps 

something disastrous; you can feel such things behind 

your back. 36  

And realizes eventually that the children are retarded. This invites some 

condescending remarks from the mothers present who attempt to find ways in which 

they can get away before the children start playing. However nothing much can be 

done and those present have to carry on listening. But a change takes place when 

Dolores Boyle, a retarded girl, begins to play. As she does so for the first time, 

everyone listens because: 

What she plays is not familiar. It is something fragile, 

courtly and gay, that carries with it the freedom of great 

unemotional happiness. And all that this girl does — but 

this is something you would not think could ever be 

done — is to play it so that this can be felt, all this can be 

felt, even in Miss Marsalles living room on Back Street 

on a preposterous afternoon... The mothers sit, caught 

with a look of protest on their faces, a more profound 
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anxiety than before, as if reminded of something that 

they had forgotten they had forgotten; 37  

But to Miss Marsalles, says the narrator, this whole episode is not so important: 

But it seems that the girls playing like this is something 

she _ always expected, and she finds it natural and 

satisfying; people who believe in miracles do not make 

much fuss when they actually encounter one...To her 

no gift is unexpected, no celebration will come as a 

surprise. 38  

If the girl's playing is not earth shattering to the teacher, the narrator firmly 

believes that the music was not imaginary. But she also knows that even while the girl 

may be exceptionally talented eventually it means nothing, given the fact that she is 

retarded. She says that to Miss Marsalles such a thing was acceptable but to other 

people who live in the world, it is not. Miss Marsalles tells them that the piece the 

girls played was called "The Dance of the Happy Shades". And the story ends with 

the narrator wondering...why is it that we were unable to say — as we must have 

expected to say — Poor Miss Marsalles? 39 . That was the normal usual i ernark most of 

the parents/audience made at the end of the pathetic performance of pupils year after 

year. The pupils were simple, uninspiring and parents uninterested and all that people 

felt was an overwhelming sympathy for Miss Marsalles who took so much effort and 

did her best with the children. This year nobody could make the usual remark 

because, says the narrator in an objective yet wise manner: It is the "Dance of the 

Happy Shades" that prevents us, it is that one communiqué from the other country 

where she live.40 



322 

A memoir is usually a story about childhood told by an adult who looks back 

on some memorable or traumatic event in the past. The point of view of a child or an 

adolescent is changed by the passage of time, and that changed person, the narrator is 

sometimes evident in the present. The narrator in a Munro memoir tells an "I 

remember" story but there is no evidence of a listener. The story "Images" also in the 

collection entitled Dance of the Happy Shades is a memoir. It is similar to the 

above story because it is also a story about childhood. It is told in the past tense by an 

adult in the present. The perceptions of a child are brought out by Munro, when the 

narrator recalls the incident when she encountered Joe Phippen and his whisky loving 

cat. We get the impression however that there are dual narrators in the story — the five 

year old child and the adult narrator who looks at the whole business of Mary 

McQuade coming to the house to tend to the mother, rather skeptically. So here in this 

story, we have a double perspective in the narration. 

Some of Munro's stories have a confessional tone and a confiding voice. This 

we see in the story "Thanks for the Ride" and "The Office". What we also have in 

these stories is a "treachery of the heart" and an awareness of this on the part of the 

narrator who wants to communicate this to us. We see this occurring even in "Boys 

and Girls" and "Images". The story "The Office" although memoir can be considered 

a forerunner of other later stories like "Material", stories about a person using another 

person and his or her life as raw material for a story. The story has a confessional tone 

and is partly autobiographical. The narrator is a writer of fiction, who as a tenant, 

encounters Mr. Malley, the owner of the office. First of all the story begins with the 

narrator stating that she was in search of an office realizing that: 
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A house is all right for a man to work in. he brings his 

work into the house, a place is cleared for it; the house 

rearranges itself as best it can, around hi. He is not 

expected to answer the phone to find things that are lost, 

to see why the children are crying, or feed the cat. He 

can shut his door... A woman who sits staring into 

space, into a country that is not her husband's or her 

eIlltUren S IS IlKeWISC K1113W11 to IJC an ottence against 

nature. So a house' is not the same for a woman. She is 

not someone who walks into the house, to make use of 

it and will walk out again. She is the house; there is no 

separation possible.'" 

Eventually she finds a place that is suitable to her. M. Malley is the man who 

has rented out a room to her. He considers the fact that she's a writer as just a hobby 

and merely a flippant dalliance by an irresponsible woman. She is happy with the 

room: 

I brooded with satisfaction on the bareness of my walls, 

the cheap dignity of my essential furnishings the 

remarkable lack of things to dust, wash or polish 42 . 

However all this is not very pleasing to Mr. Malley, who firmly believes, 

regardless of what the narrator tells him, that the room could be different and it 

needed a carpet and that the place needed fixing. She has to tell him very emphatically 

later on that she is not interested in any changes and did not wish to be bothered by 

him. He brought her a plant as a peace offering later on. This gesture again is not 

really appreciated by the narrator who realizes that what Mr. Malley is actually 
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looking for is company. She feels: How could I confront in the open, this craving for 

intimacy? Besides, the plant in its shiny paper had confused me. 43  

He was also very keen on giving this "writer" material to write about; which 

was why he kept on telling her about the chiropractor and his chequered life. This 

chiropractor had lived there before the narrator came: 

It took me some time to realize that he told this story 

not simply as a piece of gossip, but as something a 

writer would be particularly interested to hear. N:Vr":--g 

and lewdness had a vague delicious connection in his 

mind." 

She rejects all the overtures made by Mr. Malley which included several gifts 

and confidences shared about his life. She tried her best to avoid him, idling him each 

time he came to see her, that she was busy. Finally he calls her to his office and makes 

insinuations about her character, casting doubts about the purity of her intentions. He 

even tells her in the midst of his tirade: 

And another thing, you claim to be a writer. Well., I 

read quite a bit of material, and I never have seen your 

name in print. Now maybe you write under some other 

name?45  

He also warns her, quite comically, actually that she should not resort to any 

more deceptions in the office. Things come to a head one day, when Mr. Malley tells 

her to follow him to the washroom that she is supposed to be using and shows her 

how it has been desecrated — covered with drawings and comments of a very lewd 

kind all over the place. He accuses her of having shady friends who perpetrate such 
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deeds wherever they go and refuses to listen to reason. So eventually: ...I did what 1 

had to do. I put my typewriter and paper on the chair and folded the card table. 46  

It is on meeting Mrs. Malley on the way out and hearing her saying that Mr. 

Malley is not himself, that the rage within her subsides, only to be teplaced by an 

absorbing depression. At the end of the story, the narrator says that she has not yet 

found another office. All that she is left with is the realization that: 

I have to wait at least until that picture fades that I see 

so clearly in my mind, thongh 1 never caw  it in reality — 

Mr. Malley with his rags and brushes and a pail of 

soapy water, scrubbing in his clumsy way, his 

deliberately clumsy way, at the toilet walls... arranging 

in his mind the bizarre but somehow never quite 

satisfactory narrative of yet another betrayal of trust. 

While I arrange words and think it is my right to be rid 

of him. 47  

In telling the narrator all that had happened while the Chiropractor lived in the 

apartment, Mr. Malley was looking for the listener to be conciliatory and to 

understand what he did. lk wants to confess but the narrator does not encourage him. 

On the contrary she dissuades him and thrusts away his confidences. She makes him 

dislike her. She is aware that now that she has chosen to leave, she herself will 

become the subject of a future onslaught by Mr. Malley. She also knows that the next 

set of stories and legends will be about her. After all, all the notes he puts on her door, 

recounting her nefarious activities are fabrications of the imagination. She earlier on, 

"wondered about that chiropractor. It was not comfortable to see how the legends of 

Mr. Malley's life were built up."48 
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Mr. Malley rearranges facts and manufactures a new truth to suit himself. This 

gives his life some meaning and direction. Similarly the narrator and Munro herself 

use autobiographical material and shape it into satisfactory narratives. This could be 

another treachery of the heart but unlike the narrators in later Munro stories, the 

narrator of "The Office" is not conscious of her attitude toward her autobiographical 

material and Mr. Malley does, although not in the way he had hoped, get into her 

story. This narrator does not recognize the questions of morality that are inherent in 

her own arrangement of words, and this lack of self-consciousness put her in the same 

category as Helen, who uses Myra and her illness in "Day of the Butterfly". 49  

Munro had become increasingly depressed by rejection letters early in her 

career. She acted on her husband Jim's suggestion that when their daughter Jenny 

went to nursery school, Alice should get an office where she could write her novel. 

During her first four months there, all she wrote was a story called "The Office" 

which she says is incidentally abOut a woman's difficulties in "backing off and doing 

something lonely and egotistical."" 

In her introduction to the collection, The Moons of Jupiter, Alice Munro 

says: 

Sonic of these stories are closer to my own life than 

others are, but not one of them is as close as people 

seem to think. The title story has something to do with 

my father's death. It has something to do with a visit I 

made, the summer following his death, to the 

McLaughlin Planetarium. But if I were to write, even 

for my own satisfaction, an account of my father's 

death, or of the trip to the Planetarium with mil 
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youngest daughter and her step-brother, the result would 

be quite different, not just in factual detail, in incident, 

but in feeling. When you start out to write a story many 

things come from distant parts of your mind and attach 

themselves to it. Some things you thought would be a 

part of it fall away; others expand. So with hope and 

trepidation and frequent surprise you put the whole 

'L. 's together. And if it's a eertin sort of story — first 

person, seemingly artless and straight forward — people 

imagine that just about all you did was write down 

everything that happened on a certain day. And its 

good, when they think that. It means that the story 

works. She goes on to say that some of the stories in the 

collection like "The Moons of Jupiter", "The Stone in 

the Field" come from personal experience while the 

others come from observation. She claims that, "The 

stories that are personal are carried inexorably away 

from the real." 51  

That is how Munro addresses the question of how fiction relates to life. Even 

though a story like "The Moons of Jupiter" is autobiographical and coming from 

personal experience it would not be only factual, nor would it adhere to detail alone. 

Feeling would come into it, as mentioned earlier and as a writer there would be some 

kind of embellishment. Needless to say, as a writer Munro chose the form of the short 

story not the novel. In an interview with Alan Twigg, she was asked whether she 
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chose this form because it required the most discipline and mostly because she came 

from a restrictive background. And her answer was: 

I've never known why I've chosen the short story 

form. I guess in a short story you impose discipline 

rather soon. Things don't get away from you. Perhaps 

I'm afraid of other focus where things just flow out. 52  

To another question on how her stories got started and to comment on whether 

something triggered her 	to an einotir,nal realism of her work is solidly 0:11,A 

autobiographical she says: 

Some incident might have happened to me or to 

somebody else. It doesn't matter which. As long as 

it's getting at some kind of emotional core that I want 

to investigate. 53  

So, while most of her stories in the earlier collection are autobiographical and 

based on personal experience, the others are "unconnected" — an assortment — as are 

the stories in Munro's next volumes. This form suits her sense of experience as 

fragmentary than either linked stories or the novel." Munro says: 

I like looking at people's lives over a number of years, 

without continuity. Like catching them in snapshots...1 

don't see that people develop and arrive somewhere. I 

just see people living in flashes. From time to time. And 

this is something you do become aware of as you go 

into middle age...Mostly in my stories, I like to look at 

what people don't understand.55 
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"The Moons of Jupiter" can be viewed as a story of personal experience partly 

factual but different in terms of feeling from others. The narrator in this story is Janet 

who goes to the hospital to visit her father ill with a heart problem and given three 

more months to live. She tries to allay her father's fears and misgivings about his 

condition by telling him that his condition was good and he was not in any immediate 

danger. But her father senses that all is not well anyway. Thoughts of her father's 

childhood come to her and she speculates: 

The thought of my father's childhood, which I always 

pictured as bleak and dangerous — the poor farm, the 

scared sisters, the harsh father-made me less resigned to 

his dying. I thought of him running away to work on the 

lake boats, running along the railway tracks, toward 

Goderich, in the evening light. 56  

He was the escaped child, the survivor, an old man trapped here by his leaky 

heart. I didn't pursue these thoughts. I didn't care to think of his younger selves. Even 

his bare torso-thick and white — he had the body of a working man of his generation, 

seldom exposed to the sun — was a danger to me; it looked so strong and young. The 

wrinkled neck, the age-freckled hands and arms, the narrow, courteous head, with its 

thin gray hair and mustache, were more what I was used to. 57  

To her, her father seems invincible but the truth at this time is very different. 

Her memory of him is simply that of a person who is independent and self-sufficient: 

He worked in a factory, he worked in his garden, he 

read history books. He could tell you about the Roman 

emperors, or the Balkan wars. He never made a fuss58. 
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Janet feels a certain communion with her father in the hospital where he is 

getting ready for the operation which he may not survive. During this visit he regrets 

not having got out of Dalgleish. Suddenly he says "Shoreless Seas". 59And Janet 

wonders what that means. He searches for the word and then the word comes out. It is 

a word in an old -  school poem — Joaquim Miller's Columbus. °  And when he 

remembers the poem, he quotes a few lines from it, saying: 

Behind him lay the gray Azores/Behind the gates of 

Hercules;/Before him not the ghost of shores/Before  

him only shoreless seas6 ' 

At this point, as it happens, he is feeling buoyant enough to reject any 

nonsense on the subject: 

Its not all that surprising, 1 ask my mind a question. The 

answer's there, but I can't see all the connection my 

minds making to get it. Like a computer. Nothing out of 

the way. You know, in my situation, the thing is, if 

there's anything you can't explain right away, there's a 

great temptation to-well, to make a mystery out of it. 62  

But there is something here that is stranger and less subject to his conscious 

will than any retrieving mechanism. The poem in this dying man's head speaks of a 

voyage into unknown and shoreless seas. He has secretly invoked this poem, though 

at the same time rejected — until his daughter's comforting or disturbing arrival — one 

element of it standing for what is unbearable about the whole. He has equally 

involved the shoreless seas themselves: the mystery outside his finite understanding 

and his finite existence.63 
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Later on, Janet goes to the Planetarium. At this point in the story Janet is 

worried not only about her father but her older daughter Nichola too, who is on her 

own and has stopped communicating with the rest of the family. And as she watches 

the unfolding of the show inside the Planetarium, where the solar system unfurls 

before her she thinks: 

A few dozen light years away, the sun is not visible, 

either, to the naked eye. And that distance — a few 

dozen !ight years 	is 	 about a thousandth pnt -t of 

the distance from the sun to the center of our galaxy, 

one galaxy, which itself contains about two hundred 

billion suns. And is, in turn, one of millions, perhaps 

billions 	of 	galaxies. 	Innumerable 	repetitions, 

innumerable variations. All this rolled past my head too, 

like balls of lightning." 

Janet's concern is not really academic — she is going through a crisis in life 

where the father and daughter to whom she feels deeply attached are also being 

separated from her by the approach of death and estrangement of adult life. In its own 

way this study's voyage of interpretations has arrived at the same crisis, perhaps that 

of all relation between things distinct from each other — or between plurality and 

singleness as such, or (as Janet experiences it) between the varied and the repeated. 

Whatever our terms, we have seen things strangely splitting apart and di awn together 

— in its most general form, the paradoxical unity we call the world. 65  When Janet 

returns from the Planetarium she tells her father about her trip and they feel a certain 

oneness, a communion, with each other. 
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This sets him off reminiscing about when they found the planets. He is able to 

remember the "Moons of Jupiter": 

"The Moons of Jupiter were the first heavenly bodies 

discovered with the telescope..." It wasn't Galileo 

named them either., it was some German. lo, Europa, 

Ganymede, Callisto." 66  

Just as Janet is leaving he remembers that r=anyme/IP was not a shepherd. He 

was Jove's cupbearer. He is interested in getting details right. The story however, 

does not end here with the narrator, walking away from her father and then 

remembering these moments. She continues the story, mentioning an experience she 

has when she visited the Chinese Garden she has seen in the Royal Ontario Museum. 

She realizes that, "The planetarium show had done what I wanted it to after all — 

calmed me down, drained me." 67  

She suddenly saw a girl who looked like her now estranged daughter Nichola. 

She decided to sit and watch in order to continue this calmness that she felt. But she 

says: 

I felt like one of those people who have floated up to the 

ceiling, enjoying a brief death. A relief, while it lasts. 

My father had chosen and Nichola had chosen. 

Someday probably soon, I would hear from her, but it 

came to the same thing." 

'This brief feeling, this vision almost of herself in another plane gives her 

momentary happiness and she is at peace with herself. Her father, that formidable 

rock who had weathered the storms of the past, had chosen a surgery that might not 
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promise recovery after all. Janet couldn't come to terms with it earlier but now could. 

She could also, in that fleeting vision she experiences, come to terms with her 

daughter's own situation — she who chose to stay away and remain 

"Incommunicado"69  must be happy somewhere. As a meditation, this story in the first 

person, shows us a self conscious narrator who is not willing, except at the end, to 

share an incident, the "vision" that would help us to "see". 

Munro is a writer of short stories, and even her novels — to call them that are, 

as she has said, sequences of linked stories. The term short story can mean just what it 

says, a story that does not go on for very long; but Munro's stories, like most of those 

written in the twentieth century are something more specialized. 70  Sometimes a whole 

work by certain writers is dominated with a concern with "seeing". In Munro's work 

we find this happening. A short story by her is like a fragment at the end of which we 

are able to see the point of it all and what has happened earlier. A story may focus on 

a certain incident making the narrator display a feeling of uneasiness and puzzlement. 

The climaxes of some of her stories come not necessarily at crises in the story itself, 

but at points where the chapter's picture comes together for someone to see. We 

generally use the term "epiphany" which means "to appear". This happens in Lives of 

Girls and Women when Uncle Benny returns from Toronto and has brought about an 

epiphany of the unimaginable world that he lives in. Just as Uncle Benny sees, so too 

must Del and so must we. Lives of Girls and Women is both Epiphanic and a 

Bildungsroman. In this book, we have the instance of a girl who is slowly learning 

what she must see to be a writer. This kind of novel is called a Bildungsroman, a 

German word meaning a novel (Roman) of education or formation (Bildung). The 

best known in English is James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and it 

one can find the same kind of organization. There are great gaps of time between the 
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chapters, and each of these chapters contains a variety of experiences that come 

together when the hero, or the reader, sees a meaning in them. This is the kind of story 

and the kind of book that Munro tends to write. 7I  Who Do You Think You Are? is 

also similar in form and episodic like Lives of Girls and Women. We follow the 

development of a girl through adolescence and into adulthood; even many of the 

themes are similar to those in the other books. Written at a difficult time, when her 

twenty year marriage was faltering and she felt powerless, Lives of Girls and 

Women is nevertheless a high-spirited book that captures Alice' own adolescent 

excitement about writing. It is an apprenticeship novel in eight self-contained sections 

and presents the experiences of a perceptive girl Del Jordan, as she comes of age in 

Jubilee; her encounters with outcasts and eccentrics, her growing awareness of death, 

her stormy relationship with her mother, her experiences with religion, art and sexual 

awakening and an epilogue on her vocation as a writer. 72  The copyright page of Lives 

of Girls and Women carries the disclaimer, This novel is a autobiographical in form 

but not in fact. My family, neighbours and friends did not serve as models. "However, 

many elements from Munro's own life turn up in the book in altered form — including 

the small-town setting, the humiliations at school, the aunts and the hired man who 

later became the basis for the creation of "Uncle Benny". Del, at the end of Lives of 

Girls and Women begins to see the meaning of her whole life. Munro, apparently 

found the epilogue of this book the hardest to write. She was revising, discarding and 

rewriting it even when the book was in the galleys. The addition of this section 

changes the story of a young girl into the story of an artist as a young girl. She claims 

to be dissatisfied with this ending because she feels it introduces an element not 

adequately prepared for, and yet she says the book did not mean anything without it. 
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It is only later that Munro was happy with Lives of Girls and Women with the 

addition of the enigmatic gesture of Bobby Sheriff. 

Similarly, Who Do You Think You Are? gives us essentially the same story 

as Lives of Girls and Women with a different time-span. It takes Rose from 

childhood through to middle age. It can even be argued that Munro's independent 

stories, arranged as we find them in these two collections, take us through'the same 

sequence of steps as the novels. The setting of this book, is that of the early stories 

and we follow the development of a girl through adolescence and into adulthood; 

even many of the themes are similar to those in the first two books. However the 

stories are told in a very different way, and they produce very different effects. 73  The 

narrative point of view is third-person limited omniscient in that it focuses primarily 

on Rose's experiences and her psychological and emotional responses to her 

environment. 74  Munro even gives herself more latitude in this book to intervene in her 

own voice in order to heighten ironic distance between Rose and the reader . 

Apparently Munro had originally intended to increase the distance by having some of 

the stories centre on a writer named Janet who writes stories about a character named 

Rose, whose life closely parallels her own. The Janet stories were to titi narrated in the 

first person and the Rose stories in the third person. Clearly that design would have 

pushed Munro's presence as author even further into the background. Although the 

design of the book was changed at the last minute, it is fair to say that Munro's 

intention to step back from her characters is clear. Ironic distance allows a writer to 

suspend judgment as it were, and therefore, there is no need to give precise rhetorical 

direction to the stories. Or looked at from another vantage point, one way to avoid 

giving a story or rhetorical-didactic locus is to inject ironic distance, thus leaving the 

reader on his/her own to interpret the story's meaning. 75  Added to this use of third- 
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point of view we find Munro's now consistent disruption of narrative time, abrupt 

shifts in setting, and unpredictable endings to stories, which leave the reader dazzled, 

curious and groping for understanding. 

J. R. Struthers accurately sums up the impression that Munro's stories create: 

Throughout Munro's fiction, characters and actions 

become exaggerated — momentarily assume romantic, 

melodramatic, gothic, or even absurd proportions — then 

diminish to their normal, ordinary forms. To present 

human beings only in their exaggerated forms, such as 

the "idiotic saintly whore" ridiculed in the story, is to 

neglect their essential humanness and ultimately to 

distort reality. 

Conversely to present reality as something plain and 

even tedious is to misrepresent it as well, by ignoring 

the splendour and the savagery that are shown when 

ordinary existence suddenly and surprisingly opens 

inward, capsizes, or is lifted up to reveal unimaginable 

mysteries, sources of celebration. 76  

Munro makes use of abrupt breaks in narrative time and sudden shifts of place. 

These bring the main issues to the foreground. The juxtaposition of episodes from 

different times also adds an ironic commentary and character and reader alike have to 

shift perspectives of reality as we move through life. 

She uses the art of "disarrangement" in the stories of Who Do You Think 

You Are? particularly in "Mischief". This refers to a story being arranged in a certain 

way according to a kind of plan and then suddenly everything is disarranged by a 
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statement or a thought or an idea. In this story, Rose,is married to Patrick but has for 

some time been conducting a covert love affair with Clifford, the husband of her 

friend, Jocelyn. Adultery, however and a physical consummation has not yet taken 

place. The initial compliment paid to Rose by Clifford, "Rose, you look delicious" 77  is 

received by Rose with some kind of doubt. However after a bout of kissing outside 

the house while a party is going on inside, sets off a different relationship with 

Clifford. And as the relationship continues Rose feels closer to him although: 

Jocelyn had told Rose all about Clifford's background: 

the arthritic father, the small grocery store in a town in 

upstate New York, the poor, tough neighbourhood. She 

had talked about his problems as a child: the 

inappropriate talent, the grudging parents, the jeering 

schoolmates. His childhood had left him bitter, Jocelyn 

said. But Rose no longer believed that Jocelyn had the 

last word on Clifford 78 . 

Rose is confused about the relationship with Clifford and even unsure about 

Patrick. And during all the visits and the time they spent together, Rose had not slept 

with Clifford: 

During all these months Clifford and Rose had never 

gone to bed together. They had not made love anywhere 

else either. 79  

The reason was more practical than anything else as lack of transport for both 

Rose and Clifford was the problem. There is an occasion later on when Clifford uses 

the word "mischief" to refer to the reason why, when he was away from his family 

and with her, he was morose. He refers to what they were doing by saying: 
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What we're doing. It's not some big necessary thing. 

It's ordinary mischief " 

Yet his relationship with Jocelyn is not good. In fact he says as much within 

earshot of Jocelyn declaring that ever since she got into the relationship, he wanted to 

get out.. Mischief. Yet the real "mischief" occurs later at the end of the story. It is also 

truly, a. disturbing piece in the story but illustrates Munro's art of disarrangement. Just 

when you think life has fallen into place and things are arranged just so, something 

happens to change it all. Suddenly one day, after a drunken party, the two, Rose and 

Clifford have sexual intercourse with Jocelyn, looking on: 

Rose felt curious, disbelieving, hardly willing, slightly 

aroused and at some level she was too sluggish to reach 

for, appalled and sad. Though Clifford paid preliminary 

homage to them both, she was the one he finally made 

love to, rather quickly, on the nubbly, hooked rug. 

Jocelyn seemed to hover above them making 

comfortable noises of assent.' l  

And the next morning she feels disgusted at what has happened and decides that 

the friendship was at an end: 

She was angry at Clifford and Jocelyn. She felt that they 

had made a fool of her, cheated her, shown her a glaring 

lash, that otherwise she would not have been aware of. 

She resolved never to see them again and to write them 

a letter in which she would comment on their 

selfishness, obtuseness and moral degeneracy.82 
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The reader is gratified at this decision and is prepared for estrangement after 

this. But in the lines that follow, we have the "disarrangement" of Munro at its best 

and Rose too comes to realize at the 'end of the story that yet another narrative has 

suffered disarrangement: 

By the time she had the letter written to her own 

satisfaction, in her head, she was back in the country 

again and had calmed down. She decided not to write it. 

Sometime later she de cid ed to go on being friends with 

Clifford, and Jocelyn, because she needed such friends 

occasionally, at that stage of her life." 

W. J. Keith in "A Sense of Style" finds this entire episode "shocking". That 

Rose should get herself into such a situation in the first place is disturbing; that she 

should just shuck it off like the adolescent Del seems unforgivable. Gerald Noonan 

argues that the whole story shows how life contradicts the expectations of art but 

however realistically convincing Munro may be, the story remains art, not life... The 

final sentence reads to me like a superficially clever but ultimately unsatisfying 

technical trick, a way of creating a shock ending that is unpredictable, jolting and 

intellectually defiant." 

A climactic moment in Geoff Hancock's 1982 interview with Munro occurs at 

the point where Hancock asks her whether she embeds lessons in her stories. And she 

says no very emphatically. But W. J. Keith argues that "moral and aesthetic 

judgments cannot be separated." To attempt a non-committal stance is to be 

damagingly evasive. It is not merely that we suspect Munro of covertly defending (or 

at the very least refusing openly to condemn) an action that seems irresponsible and 

even repellant; there is also the moral element that exists within her decision to 
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employ such an ending. We find ourselves judging three contentions issues: a 

fictional character's actions, a writer's presentation of that action in moral terms; and 

the same writer's artistic success.. . '`  So the story "Mischief' ends with a kind of 

disorientation too because Rose is not very sure of what she should do. To her the 

friendship is important and all this leaves the reader with uncertainty as to what we 

can feel about all this. One thing we do know is that by deciding tci continue being 

friends with this couple, Rose has adopted the same moral code or lack of it and the 

same selfishness, the same degeneracy as Jocelyn and Clifford. So, "What Munro 

gives us in Who Do You Think You Are is an art which seems rooted in skepticism 

about, even hostility towards the kind of "truth" which most literature claims to 

deliver- . "86  

An epiphany is the word used to describe a revelation or an appearance. This 

may happen at a crisis point in the story or even where a story's picture comes 

together for someone to "see". We see this in the story "Images" from Dance of the 

Happy Shades. 

The girl narrator, whom we know to be Del Jordan is out with her father on a 

trip to look at the traps in which they found musk rats. All the time while Ben Jordan 

attends to,the rats in the only way he knows — drowning them, the girl is not really a 

participator in anything, wanting to see the dead rats and wanting them dead but not 

willing to touch them. They move on, walking along the river. And this is when a 

particular incident takes place when her father was busy with the traps: 

I looked around slowly and saw something else. Further 

along, and higher up the bank, a man was making his 

way down. He made no noise coming through the 

bushes and moved easily, as if he followed a path 1 
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could not see. At first, I could just see his head and the 

upper part of his body. He was dark, with a high bald 

forehead, hair long behind the ears, deep vertical 

creases in his cheeks. When the bushes thinned I could 

see the rest of him, his long clever legs, thinness, drab 

camouflaging clothes, and what he carried in his hand, 

gleaming where the sun caught it — a little axe, a 

LLUI ICIL. 

When the little girl sees this man, Joe Phippen, with his hatchet, she is struck 

silent and motionless: 

People say they have been paralyzed by fear, but I was 

transfixed, as if struck by lightning, and what hit me did 

not feel like fear so much as recognition... So now I saw 

him and just waited, like a child in an old negative, 

electrified against the dark noon sky, with blazing hair 

and burned-out Orphan Annie eyes." 

This makes her like a picture herself, when she says " a child in an old 

negative". This is the moment of epiphany, of the very moment transfixed at it were 

from some memory in Munro's mind from which, she claimed the story actually 

evolved. The epiphany is this moment of truth. For a child, standing on top of a bank, 

watching a stranger advancing towards her father with a hatchet in his hand, must 

have truly been shocking to say the least. It must have taken the father a few seconds 

before being able to calm his would-be attacker and these seconds would seem like a 

single moment to the child narrator. This point stands out sharply from everything 

else in her life. 
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The structure of the narrative crystallizes around an epiphany like this one. 

Ben's daughter watching in amazement the advancing Joe Phippen. It is only later 

when she hears her father's voice, identifying himself, to allay Joe's apprehensions, 

that Del is less afraid but still wary of him. They spend some time in Ben's "home" 

and Del is witness to the drinking of whisky by the cat among other things. 

On their way back Del asks him why Joe had an axe. It seems as if the incident 

had remained with her and was not understood by her. However she is warned by her 

father not to say anything at home and above all not to mention the Axe. She learns, at 

this stage in life how important it was to keep a secret and not mention some things. 

She also learns above all, " ...that our fears are based on nothing but the truth... "R9 

So in this story, we have not simply realism or symbolism but a general effect 

of intense or dull factuality crossed in a mysterious way. Similarly we have this 

happening in a story like "Dance of the Happy Shades" where at the end after the 

piano recital by the retarded girl, nobody can really say "Poor Miss Marselles": 

"It is the Dance of the Happy Shades that prevents .  us, it is that one 

communiqué from the other country where she lives."90  

The realization the narrator arrives at here is simply the reason why they 

cannot sympathize with her. The name of the piece played by the girl is called the 

Dance of the Happy Shades and referring to it as a "Communiqué from the other 

country" even gives it a certain mysticism. 

Even in a story like "The Shining Houses" Mary, the narrator realizes that 

nothing much can be done about Mrs. Fullerton, who will have to leave her home for 

the interests of the community. Mary had been sympathetic towards her and had even 

taken up her cause. But eventually the needs of the community beckoned and Mary 

decided: 
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"There is nothing you can do at present but put your hands in your pockets and 

keep a disaffected heart." 9 ' 

Munro's stories show a marked tendency towards epiphany. They are like 

romances but they emphasize epiphany more than anything else. A particular 

situation, like the one in "Images" comes to Munro as an emblem of the whole. While 

the situation in question may not be experienced as intensely by her characters 

themselves, her stories focus on certain special incidents. Often they focus on just one 

— like the sudden appearance of Joe Phippen in "images"  and the girl pinying Dance 

of the Happy Shades at the piano recital of Miss Marselles. 

The narrative technique .of Alice Munro cannot really be traced to any 

particular development in the short story. She, like other regional writers of Canada 

has not been a formal experimenter. However, her chief characteristics as a writer are 

her fascination with the surface of life and her need to get at the exact texture of how 

things are. She wields a prose style with skillful precision and subtle nuances. She 

often repeats a word or phrase in order to examine it more searchingly, making us 

attend to it as if it had properties of its own. We see this in the book Lives of Girls 

and Women when we realize that Del is in the process of becoming a writer and turns 

out to be like her creator Munro. 

Del tells us she "liked the word mistress, a full-skirted word with some 

ceremony about it; a mistress should not be too slim." 92  

We think about the word "mistress" and wonder how it is called a full-skirted 

word. Although the above line suggests some kind of aristocracy, there is nothing 

aristocratic about other words or passages written by Munro. So Del's passion for 

words is equally enthusiastic when she realizes in the "Epilogue: The Photographer" 

that she wants to be a writer and plans to write a novel: 
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Nobody knew about his novel. I had no need to tell 

anybody. I wrote out a few bits of it and put them away, 

but soon 1 saw that it was a mistake to write anything 

down; what I wrote down might flaw the beauty and 

wholeness of the novel in my mind. I carried it — the 

idea of it — everywhere with me, as if it were one of 

those magic boxes a favoured character gets hold of in a 

fairy story: touch it and his trouble disappears 93 

Sometimes Munro attempts to rescue words from their often dull or cliché-

ridden lines. By doing this she produces a certain originality in her writing as is seen 

in the opening paragraph of "Royal Beatings" the first story in Who Do You Think 

You Are?: 

Royal Beating. That was Flo's prdmise. You are going 

to get one Royal Beating. 

The word Royal lolled on Flo's tongue, took on 

trappings. Rose had a need to picture things, to pursue 

absurdities, that was stronger than the need to stay out 

of trouble, and instead of taking this threat to heart she 

pondered: how is a beating royal? She came up with a 

tree-lined avenue, a crowd of formal spectators, some 

white and black slaves. Someone knelt, and the blood 

came leaping out like banners." 

In the same story, Munro is at her most playful when Rose 'composes" a 

nonsense couplet that fixates her and eventually gets her into trouble with her father: 

Two Vancouvers fried in snot! 
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Two pickled arseholes tied in a knot! 

Rose couldn't stop herself She hummed it tenderly, 

tried saying the innocent words aloud, humming 

through the others. It was not just the words snot and 

arsehole that gave her pleasure, though of course they 

did. It was the pickling and tying and the unimaginable 

Vancouvers. She saw them in her mind shaped rather 

like octopuses, twitching in the pan. The tumble of 

reason, the spark and spit of craziness. 95  

At the end of Walker Brothers Cowboy in Dance of the Happy Shades, we see 

the unspoken significance of the father's visit to Nora in a beautiful passage on their 

way home: 

So my father drives and my brother watches the road for 

rabbits and I feel my father's life flowing back from our 

car in the last of the afternoon, darkening and turning 

strange, like a landscape that has an enchantment on it, 

making it kindly, ordinary and familiar while you are 

looking at it, but changing it, once your back is turned, 

into something you will never know, with all kinds of 

weathers, and distances you cannot imagine. 96  

It is as if Mutiro wants to liberate us from a conventional way of viewing the 

world — ordinary though it be. It is in a passage like the one above that we are aware 

of a transformation of the mundane into something mysterious. Like Carol Shields, 

David Adams Richards and even Margaret Atwood, Munro wants us to see the world 

differently — there is poetry and beauty even in ordinary circumstance. 
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It is words that sustain Del and give her hopefor the future. Del often says that 

she is enraptured not by imaginative possibilities of ordinary words but by words 

much more rich and strange. She is drawn to books and to the world of words even 

though her early encounters with words are through Uncle Benny. His conception of 

the world fascinates Del: 

So lying alongside our world was Uncle Benny's world 

like a troubling distorted reflection, the same but never 

at all the same. Tn that world people could go down in 

quicksand, be vanquished by ghosts or terrible ordinary 

cities; luck and wickedness were gigantic and 

unpredictable; nothing was deserved anything might 

happen; defeats were met with crazy satisfaction. It was 

his triumph, that he couldn't know about, to make us 

see. 97  

She is drawn to him and kind of things he reads. His newspapers teach Del an 

awareness of evil. 

Munro's stories are translations into the language of fiction of documentary 

details, of remembered experience. At the center of a story by Munro is usually a 

ceremonial event such as a school play, a party, a dance, a first date, a home coming 

or a memorial service. The encounter with death and the initiating into sexual roles 

are the two most important ritualized events used and they are repeated with 

variations in her first four books — Dance of the Happy Shades, Lives of Girls and 

Women, Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You and Who Do You Think You 

Are? 
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In the first paragraph of "The Shining Houses", from Dance of the Happy 

Shades we can see Munro's method getting the design just right: 

Mary sat on the back steps of Mrs. Fullerton's house, 

talking — or really listening — to Mrs. Fullerton... And 

Mary found herself exploring her neighbour's life as she 

had once explored the lives of grandmothers and aunts — 

by pretending to know less than she did, asking for 

some story she had heard before; this way, remembered 

episodes emerged each time with slight differences of 

content, meaning, colour, yet with a pure reality that 

usually attaches to things which are at least part 

legend. 98  

Munro works over the details of her story piling them up, smoothing them 

until the pattern is deepened and illuminated and revealed. Her method of achieving 

design is best seen in her first collection, Dance of the Happy Shades. She presents 

the ordinary, everyday life experiences of individuals which, when looked at, closely 

open to reveal a different world of madness and death and sometimes a world of art 

and order. 

We see Munro's increasing distrust of art in the story "Mischief". The 

structure of the story, and its end where the intently dramatic is transposed into 

something commonplace, shows how life contradicts the expectations of art. 

We also see this at the end of the story "An Ounce of Cure" in Dance of the 

Happy Shades where the last sentence is very revealing: "I am a grown-up woman 

now; let him unbury his own catastrophes." 99  This is with reference to the unrequited 

high school love. 
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Coincidentally, Alice Munro's work also provides one with a gauge of 

changes in critical estimations of reality over twenty years. When her first story 

collection, Dance of the Happy Shades appeared in 1968 (a time when short stories 

were mooted as a dying art), it came complete with an introduction by Hugh Garner, 

lending his own name to the book and recommending it for its authenticity of 

observed detail. Garner was then highly regarded as a realist writer. "Real Life" was 

the book's original, discarded title, and photographic accuracy of observation 

remained a critical watchword applied to Munro for some time. Wingham residents 

objected to being depicted in fiction — despite Munro's own assertions that her stories 

were fictitious and her open admiration for the "super-realism" of Colville's 

paintings. By the time of The Moons of Jupiter (1982) and The Progress of 

Love(1986) reviewers were trying to find a different more applicable vocabulary of 

praise : Munro's stories were poems , meditations, truths — their reality inhering not in 

observed persons or events but in the "processes" of discovery that they took narrator 

and reader through. The author turned from writing stories involving "epiphanies" or 

revealed meanings to stories that recorded the continuing adjustments of sensibility. 

The later stories were open-ended without conventional conclusions (the early ones 

had all tuned on negation and paradox). Simple conclusions no longer made sense. 

Such techniques as the oxymoron revealed the author's multiple, simultaneous 

perceptions of single events, her recognition that events and memories, experience 

and fictional reconstruction, never precisely coincide. Style is thus at least as much of 

a focus here as is the town of Jubilee and the empirical referent it might or might not 

have. Lives of Girls and Women (1971) which has linked stories, fractures the linear 

structure of the Bildungsroman in order to trace the unequal opportunities and the 

power struggles of growing up female. With Something I've Been Meaning to Tell 
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You 1974) and Who Do You Think You Are? the latter called The Beggar Maid in 

editions outside Canada — Alice Munro pursued the psychosexual ambiguities of 

language and social relationships. She continued to experiment with the patterns of 

the discontinuous series; the stories of the 1974 volume interconnect by means of the 

rhetorical structures they employ, those of the later work by means of recurrent 

characters, Flo and Rose. In all her experiments with discontinuity, however, Munro 

has held back from the techniques of post-,modernism. The appeal of the empirical 

world remains strong. 100  

Alice Munro's chief characteristics as a writer are her fascination with what 

she has called the surface of life and her need to get the exact tone and texture of how 

things are. This particular form of realism, however is concerned not with 

photographical fidelity but with communicating her sense of the mysteriousness and 

complexity of so-called "ordinary" life. She makes use of a prose style that has a way 

of communicating a jolting surprise by paradoxically establishing precision through 

oxymoron, the startling juxtaposition of words with apparently contradictory 

meanings. Other important aspects of her work, now well-documented, include her 

blending of the gothic with the humdriim; her continuing impulsion to recreate and 

reinterpret the constraining rural world of south-west Ontario; her balancing of "then" 

against "nowadays", generally an oppressive but ordered past against a permissive but 

chaotic present; her psychological penetration. m  

There is an everyday quality in Munro's writing which seems as if she is 

directly addressing readers. There is a certain ordinariness in her writing. She has an 

extraordinary clarity of insight into woman's experiences. Her stories are like houses. 

They are constructs where the details of real life are rearranged so that ordinariness is 

transformed and narrators and readers are able to see things that were previously 
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invisible inside and outside the house. What her stories do is make connections 

between separate events and different perceptions of reality enclosing disparity and 

contradiction within the same fictional space, while always recognizing that there is 

an "outside" which resists the accommodation her fictions offer. Since her earliest 

stories in the 1960s, Munro has been attempting to find a narrative form that 

acknowledges multiplicity. There have been shifts and changes in her story-telling 

methods as she has experimented with different fictional designs and perceived the 

limits of truthfulness in them all. Paradoxically it is an awareness of the 

incompleteness of any fictional structure that animates the efforts of her narrators to 

tell their own and other people's stories. They have a constant tendency to devise and 

supplement. Needless to say this is the kind of narrative and technique that Munro is 

most comfortable with. Experimentation for the sake of experimentation and to fulfill 

a need to project a certain intellectual stance is not something to which Munro 

subscribes. 

To sum up, perhaps the most important thing Munro's stories do for her 

readers is to heighten our consciousness of the co-existence of strangeness and 

ordinariness, so that everything is at the same time both touchable and rn) 4terious. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Alice Munro is one of Canada's major short story writers. The 

accomplishment of her work is now both unquestioned and unquestionable. She has 

received several awards and honours over the years. She was twice awarded the 

Governor-General's Award for Fiction for Dance of the Happy Shades (1968) and 

for Who Do You Think You Are? Different aspects of her work have been 

examined by scholars and critics over the years. These have been thematic in nature, 

structural and stylistic studies. 

Munro occupies a solid position in that group of writers whose careers 

coincided with the artistic, cultural and political coming of age in Canada after World 

War II. She belongs to that younger group of writers who did not feel any compulsion 

to see their world in any other terms except their own, which were defined by their 

own vision and experience. For her, Canada occupies an important place in her 

fiction. 11 was public broadcasting on radio that brought Alice Munro to public 

attention first. Magazines also played an important part. The short story has not been a 

very profitable medium and during the 1940s and 1950s was not publishable. This is 

because the magazines had stopped printing short fiction. Publishers likewise stopped 

accepting them. Therefore it was CBC and Robert Weaver that gave writers an 

impetus by accepting their stories and broadcasting them. The stories would then be 

published in anthologies issued by the Oxford University Press. 
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It is in the 1960s that the short story in Canada attained tremendous heights. 

Powerful forces in the short story are regionalism and realism. These are the 

distinguishing features of the Canadian short story. Some writers of the short story are 

Hugh Garner, Mavis Gallant, Morley Callaghan, Ethel Wilson, Flannery O'Connor 

and others. The documentary approach to Canadian experience is still very strongly 

entrenched in literature. Even though Munro turned to novel writing as well, she 

remained essentially a tale-teller. In the words of George Woodcock, "In whatever 

she has written, Alice Munro has remained par ' excellence the story teller." 1  

Munro is mainly concerned with characters living in the small towns of south 

western Ontario and the Pacific coast. The materials of her fiction are the ordinary, 

everyday components of these recognizable worlds. Munro has the ability to make 

readers see the familiar with fresh insight and compassion. Early in life she always 

knew what she wanted to be — very, very famous. As a young child, she had gorgeous 

daydreams about herself as a glittering movie star in a blue velvet dress. When she 

was nine, she decided to become a famous writer instead. Not an unusual ambition, 

though certainly not encouraged n the reticent, self-effacing Scots-Irish community of 

Wingham, Ontario, where Alice grew up in the 1930s and 1940s. 2  And in the place 

where she grew up, admitting that you wanted fame would be just asking for trouble. 

"Who :Do You Think You Are?" people would say to take you down a peg. In Huron 

County, the minute you revealed ambition, Munro recalls, the response was to slap 

down your confidence at every possible point that it emerged. As Del Jordan explains 

in Lives of Girls and Women: 

to be ambitious was to court failure and to risk making a 

fool of oneself. The worst thing, I gathered, the worst 
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thing that could happen in this life was to have people 

laughing at you.'` 

And that is exactly what Alice Munro herself felt , in the community she came 

from. For Scots Presbyterians, wanting to be remarkable would certainly seem to be 

an impudent challenge to fate - where supernatural powers were always on the 

lookout for greed. So Alice learned early to keep her ambition to herself and to put on 

a mask of ordinariness. Thus developed what would become a lifelong split between 

ordinary life and the secret life of the imagination. In a 1984 interview with Thomas 

Tausky, Munro suggested that this split was the theme of her first unfoished novel: 

The novel that I had all planned in my teens I still think 

about. I can see how clearly it relates...I can now see 

some significance in it. It's very dark, its very imitative 

and very gothic.`' 

She goes on to say how the book was to be about a girl called Charlotte Muir 

who was living in a lonely place all by herself and has several adventurous things 

happening to her. In conventional depiction of women's lives, at least till recently, 

women have husbands and children or they can be artists; they can't have both love 

and art. Alice Laidlaw wanted both. Her subsequent career has been a balancing act of 

responding to these contradictory claims of art and of marriage and motherhood. As 

she remarked to John Metcalf: 

there is probably a contradiction in many women 

writers in the woman herself... between the woman who 

is ambitious and the woman who ... is passive, who 

wants to be dominated, who wants to have someone 
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between her and the world. I know I'm like this. I have 

the two women. 5  

She kept on writing stories over a period of time with small encouragement 

from the world. Until her late twenties, Alice protected herself emotionally, writing 

stories about people quite different from herself, and avoiding intense personal 

experience. Then in 1959, her mother died and Alice went back to Wingham, to her 

grandmother's house. Her grandmother brought out her mother's clothes, an incident 

that became the heart of "The Peace of Utrecht", which Alice wrote that summer. This 

magnificent story was a breakthrough in terms of the use of personal material. Munro 

told Tausky that her early excitement about writing, connected with imitation, lasted 

until her late twenties, when she became dissatisfied with it and made a breakthrough 

to a more personally risky kind of writing.' 

For a long time Alice was caught in the conflict between writer and nurturer-

something that faces every mother who wants to do creative work. She was trying her 

best to be a good mother, devoting time to her children and not pursuing consciously 

her writing career. So much so that like Jane Austen, who put an embroidery frame 

over her manuscript when anyone came into the room, Alice protected her writing. 

She would lie and claim to be sewing sitting room curtains rather than say she had to 

stay home to work, on a story. 

Alice Munro was scarcely known outside literary circles when Ti:itle Toppings 

of Ryerson Press wrote in 1967, inviting her to put together a collection of stories for 

a book. So she spent the winter collecting stories written during the past fourteen 

years, and writing three new ones- "Postcard", "Walker Brothers Cowboy" and 

"Images" in response to Ryerson editor, Audrey Coffin's request for new stories. This 

was published as Dance of the Happy Shades in 1968. It was this collection that 



362 

established Alice Munro as a visionary recorder of experience. Many of the fifteen 

stories present a perceptive young narrator's dawning awareness of the powerful and 

legendary shapes lying behind ordinary life in Huron County. Instead of plots, Munro 

offers a richly textured arrangement of materials. 

With her, stories often grew from a visual seed or a very vivid scene. Some of 

the richest stories in Dance of the Happy Shades started from scenes in Alice's own 

life — "Red Dress — 1946" came from her mother's sewing her an elaborate dress; 

"The Peace of Utrecht" from the experience of returning home after her mother's 

death, and being confronted With her mother's clothes, the bodiless presence of a 

ghost. "Images" came from the memory of an actual roofed-over cellar house in 

Lower Town, and "Walker Brothers Cowboy" from her own experience of going with 

her father to visit a woman who teaches her to dance. The major task of writing is to 

get this initial scene adequately housed in a story that builds around it. Munro calls 

them personal stories because they draw on remembered and invented material — 

selected, reshaped and recombined to convey an emotional reality that is close to her 

own experience. In "Boys and Girls" for example she wanted to recover the feeling of 

the self- contained world of the fox farm, with its clear division of male and female 

roles.' Therefore it can be said that much of Munro's work is partly autobiographical. 

It is the landscape and the Scotch-Irish community that lives in Huron County, 

in particular Wingham, Ontario, perceived in childhood and re-created in adult 

memory, that form the imaginative core of Munro's Dance of the Happy Shades, 

Lives of Girls and Women, Who Do You Think You Are? , some stories in 

Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You and The Moons of Jupiter. 8  She writes 

of a closed rural society and a Scotch-Irish racial strain going slowly to decay. With 

The Progress of Love, Munro seemed to be moving away from recording her own 
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experience and writing stories that came from observation. These were presented on a 

wider canvas encompassing much more in terms of examining human relationships. 

Many of her stones examine the pain of human contact. 

Alice Munro has expressed great admiration for regional writers of the 

American South like Flannery O'Connor, Carson McCullers, and Eudora Welty. 

Others who have influenced her are short story writers like Katherine Mansfield, Edna 

O'Brien, Mavis Gallant and others. Like these writers she too has been able to 

transform something ordinary into something unsettling and mysterious. Many of 

Canada's leading writers including Margaret Laurence, Rudy Wiebe, Jack Hodgins, in 

the contemporary period reveal in their writing, a compelling and authentic sense of 

place, which in each case, "describes and defines a circumscribed, particular, 

geographic and psychic space."9  

She has also been influenced by the way photography and painting could be 

used in her art. She is influenced by painters like Edward Hopper and Ken Danby 

among others, who belong to the neo-realist movement in art. Likewise, the 

photographs of Diane Arbus and Walker Evans have been appealing to her. Just as 

magic realist painters create a kind of super reality by the impeccable presentation of 

details in a preternaturally clear light, Munro combines the documentary methods 

with a style as clear as the tempera medium in painting. m  

She makes use of an imagist technique where the image creates a lasting 

impression. And Munro creates in words, images in her stories, of a scene, character 

that remains with us long after the story has been read. She has talked of her writing 

like an explorer and about success and failure in a way .that reveals an old fashioned 

conscience about work. She is very concerned about surfaces and surface reality. 
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For Munro, the process of writing is partly inyention, partly remembering the 

way something looked, the way somebody spoke, a certain feeling. 11  She has often 

said in interviews that it not a process directed by a theory of how to write. She never 

thinks about how to write her next story. She does not have a plan for a collection and 

prefers to write whatever story comes along and to respond to the demands of her 

material. She begins each story by writing a scene and revising it many times in order 

to get it right. She does not offer theoretical explanations of her methods. She has 

even cautioned attempts of critics and others to read any kind of symbolism 

excessively in her stories. 

Munro, however is most comfortable with the short story form. In an interview 

with Geoff Hancock she talked about her sense of the market pressure to write novels: 

For years and years I would convince myself that I 

really had a novel there and I would take these ideas I 

had and bloat them... but... they would just fall... So it 

took me a long time to reconcile myself to being a short 

story writer. 12  

Chapter two entitled "Realism" brings out the concept of realism in literature. 

It also elucidates how Munro uses realism. This has been shown in selected stories. 

In Canada early writers like Ethel Wilson, Morley Callaghan, Hugh MacLennan, 

Sinclair Ross and Frederick Phillip Grove have used the documentary approach and 

this continues even today in modern Canadian literature. There may not be a break in 

the trends of realism but there is a tension between the traditional and experimental 

aesthetic patterns. 
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In the story "Walker Brothers Cowboy" she uses magic realism and social 

realism when she describes the life of people in that small town. Munro looks at 

situations and people with the eye of the realist presenting to us situations that are 

recognizable. In the story "Images", we recognize also the power of the image. The 

story documents reality but the realization that dawns on the girl narrator gives it a 

different meaning altogether. In this story as in others it is Munro's undertaking to 

make us "see". This is what happens in the other stories as well. In the story "Boys 

and Girls" too we have documentary realism. It is not only however, the surface 

details that become clear to us but feelings beneath the surface. And in "Red Dress — 

1946" it seems that several pictures are being presented to us with the eye of the 

photographer. She gives us snapshots of reality. In "An Ounce of Lure" Munro 

realistically captures for us the plots of life and the ways in which the teenaged girl 

comes to terms with a crisis. It is the restricting values of a small town that emerge in 

the story, "Thanks for the Ride" and preoccupy Munro. We have unresolved conflict 

and social realism in "Day of the Butterfly". There is a conflict between certainty and 

uncertainty. 

When we read the stories contained in Dance of the Happy Shades , Lives of 

Girls and Women and Who Do You Think Von Are? we are struck by their 

meaningfulness. It is not a meaningfulness that is easy to understand or to explain but 

we are able to say after it all, "That's the way it is," "It is like that". When we are 

given the surface details by Munro we begin to understand it more clearl! , . The less an 

element has to do with plot, the more fully can we understand its relation of likeness. 

We have also seen that Munro's stories are partly factual and partly not. Even if they 

were factual entirely, it would still be impossible to give facts to the reader without 

doing a lot of selecting. According to James Carscallen, Munro seems to be playing a 
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game with different rules and playing it very scrupulously, with Wily apparent 

exceptions. There is nothing in her stories that might not happen, and happen without 

too great an improbability in the real world. She often makes us feel not merely, "Yes 

that could happen" but "that's just what does happen — that's just the way it is". And 

when we respond like this we know that the author has observed carefully and gives 

us certain facts. 

In her essay "What is Real?" Munro opines that literature is an opener of 

life." That is why she is against censorship and all moves by people in authority to 

keep books away from children or others. She is pained by attempts of people to 

misunderstand the aim and function of literature. Munro's realism is deeply rooted in 

the social realism of the rural small-town world of her own experience Yet she also 

explores what lies beyond empirical reality. In her stories we can see a combination of 

a documentary approach and a luminous style. This contributes to her magic realism. 

We can see this kind of realism in the stories of her first collection bance of the 

Happy Shades some of which have been analyzed earlier. 

In Munro's work we do not see much fictionalizing but an honest 

representation of reality. When she was asked whether she distrusted fictionalizing 

she says: 

What I admire most is where the fictionalizing is as 

unobtrusive as possible, where there has been as strong 

an attempt, as honest an attempt, as one can make to get 

at what is really there. 14  

Chapter three of this thesis, entitled "Regionalism" has shown how Alice 

Munro is regionalist in her work. It also discusses the place of regionalism in 

literature. In the early paragraphs of story or chapter, the word "there" is often 
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introduced. This is what happens in the case of traditional stotitelling. This 

immediately places us within a certain landscape, town or place. 15  Regionalism, as a 

prevalent term in Canada, plays a significant role in giving expression to a sense of 

identification. And regionalist literature is not just the expression of local influences 

or local affiliations, it implies a view of regional life from the "inside" and an attitude 

of sympathy toward it. Canadian literature has always remained regional. Serious 

Canadian fiction has always been in favour of defining of the "self' in terms of origin. 

Everything an individual encounters — the landscape, the weather, the social 

environment, the family, represents forces that he must deal with on his own terms if 

her wishes to survive. Writers like Robertson Davies, Hugh MacLennan, Margaret 

Laurence, Malcolm Lowry, Stephen Leacock, Ralph O'Connor, Jack 1 -lodgins and 

others are regionalist. 

As a Canadian, Robertson Davies frequently attempts to define the essential 

character of life in Canada. Alice Munro is regionalist and I have shown this by the 

analysis of some of her stories in this chapter. She has been influenced by regional 

writers of the American South — Eudora Welty, in particular. She writes about rural 

Ontario, and of a closed rural society going slowly to decay. She presents small town 

Ontario, beginning to be invaded by tourists and factories. Moreover, as Munro 

moves her outward bound female protagonists out of their province and into British 

Columbia, she remains of Ontario pioneer heart and the author of historical fact. She 

explores small town Ontario in her first and second volumes — Dance of the Happy 

Shades and Lives of Girls and Women. It is the British Columbia locale that she 

explores periodically in her third and fourth volumes — Something I've Been 

Meaning To Tell You and Who Do You Think You Are? But the locale she 

explores in these two volumes does not achieve in a sustained way the poetry or 
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resonance of her primary landscape of south western Ontario town and country. Its 

reality is a lesser one in Munro's imagination and her uncertainty, her difficulty in 

grasping it, is reflected in the anxious mental state of Rose in Who Do You Think 

You Are?. After she moves back to Ontario from British Columbia, and just after she 

had spent a lot of time remembering the parts of Ontario when she lived in Capilano 16  

Heights, Rose tries to remember Vancouver. Her subsequent memory seems true but 

the details she conjures up are less poetry than lists. 

As a regional writer, Munro brings out aspects and characteristics of a 

particular region — a region she is familiar with. This is what she does with the stories 

in Who Do You Think You Are?. She brings out the significance of place and 

people with their attitudes and sometimes lack of sensibilities. She talks of prejudices. 

She talks of a young female protagonist within such a sorry closed rural society who 

wants to break away or look for a chance to escape. Rose is a cool heroine constantly 

balancing the virtues of richness versus poverty. She represents an urban, 

technological, social phenomenon. While Munro gives us, both the starkness of the 

life of Rose in Hanratty, she also gives us extravagant surfaces of taste and colour 

when Rose experiences middle-class life and becomes completely transformed like a 

modern day Cinderella. But in the end, it is Wawanash County that means much more 

to Rose and not the big city. 1 have shown in this chapter that Rose can define herself 

and her position only when she goes back home. 

In the stories in The Moons of Jupiter we have women who no longer remain 

in one locale. They move through places, but as they do so, they are transforming in 

every sense of the word. We also see that some of the women, like Janet in 

"Connection" resist an attempt to sever them from the past. She does not like her 
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husband trying to amputate her past which to him is shameful and something one 

should be apologetic about. 

In Friend of My Youth, the women look back on the pattern of human 

experience with unillusioned compassion. Place is important in both the stories 

analyzed. The mother in the story "Friend of My Youth" looks wistfully toward 

home. We also have women attempting to be different: and to break free of the 

confining decrepit society. For Munro heroines, whether in Dance of the Happy 

Shades, Open Secrets, or Lives of Girls and Women, place is very much identity. 

They are nostalgic and attached to their small towns, Jubilee, Hanratty and Dalgleish 

because these places are part of themselves. Just as Eudora Welty interprets limited 

settings in Mississippi and Flannery O'Connor and Carson Mc Cullers recreate daily 

life of small-town Georgia, Munro defines rural south-western Ontario. Her 

inspiration springs from the Ontario landscape unlike Hugh MacLennan who creates 

situations and characters imaginatively through the manipulation of memory. His 

writing is didactic and reveals a deep sense of place and history. Margaret Laurence's 

work is rooted in a local culture. Jack Hodgins's characters have oddities linked to 

their place of origin. 

In chapter four entitled "Feminism", I have brought out how Munro's work 

can be understood more through her creation of many faceted women. In the stories 

analyzed here from Dance of the Happy Shades, Munro addresses the childhood and 

adolescent character of her fiction. In "Boys and Girls" she records the pain the child 

feels, while being expected to conform to society's expectations of her. In the story 

"Walker Brothers Cowboy" the girl narrator realizes much more than her father 

expects her to. We have Mary McQuade of "Images" who along with N : , rti loom large 

as figures of the "mother". Mrs. Fullerton is a woman who chooses to live her life on 
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her own terms much to the discomfiture of Mary. Eventually it is Mary who 

experiences treachery when at the end of the story she claims that she had to keep a 

disaffected heart while Mrs. Fullerton was being displaced. In Dance of the Happy 

Shades, there are women who are poor and primitive but also less emotionally 

dependent on men. Even though poor, their hostility sustains them. Some of them are 

intelligent and definitely not of an acquiescent nature. In "The Peace of Utrecht" 

Munro brings out the contrast between the life of her aunts and the narrators. The 

former are concerned about following tradition and find pleasure in things people 

leave behind. Munro seems to oppose the false fronts and facades that women put up. 

She is interested in arriving at the essential truth of being a woman. 

In the volume Lives of Girls and Women, Munro examines the process of 

growing up from a female point of view. Again, like in the stories of Dance of the 

Happy Shades, she speaks about the varying aspects in the lives of women in the 

book. Society has certain expectations of them — whether it is Madeleiiie of the Flats 

Road or Del herself The former chooses to run away from responsibility while the 

latter stays on to arrive at crucial realizations of her life. Del's mother is ambitious 

and wants much for her daughter. These women are presented to us in varying stages 

of life. They embody the feminist quest for .Munro. The central theme is their search 

for identity and definition. However they do not wish to emerge from the garb of 

femininity. Her women, whether in the stages of childhood, adolescence or adulthood, 

move towards discoveries which help them in some way. She has striven to present 

authentically the interior lives of girls and women like Margaret Laurence, Adele 

Weisman, Audrey Thomas and others. 

Chapter five, entitled "Narrative Technique" shows how Munro uses different 

kinds of narrative technique in her work. In a story like "Day of the Butterfly", in 
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Dance of the Happy Shades, we have seen how Munro Uses a first WOO narrator, 

Who is a "remembering" narrator. She is thus a retrospective narrator. She looks back 

on events in the past and records them. In other stories like "A Trip to the Coast" and 

the stories of Who Do You Think You Are? she uses the third person narrative. In 

these stories, the participants' thoughts and emotions are not recorded. She 

concentrates on establishing setting, atmosphere and character. 

Iii other stories like "Sunday Afternoon", "Boys and Girls" and "Dance of the 

Happy Shades", Munro uses autobiographical material. They are also written in the 

first person. However the voice of the narrator dilThis in the stories that use the first 

person narrative. This voice or "tone" is confessional or meditative in some stories. In 

others it is a memoir. "Dance of the Happy Shades" is a memoir ithd has been 

analyzed from this point of view. The narrator shares an "I remember" story with the 

reader. Munro uses the confessional tone in the story "The Office". "The Moons of 

Jupiter" is a story that conies out of personal experience. It is partly factual but in 

terms of feeling it is different from the others. 

Alice Munro made use of the "Bildungsroman" in Lives of Girls and Women 

and Who Do You Think You Are?. These are linked stories and episodic. We are 

witness to the development of a girl Del from childhood, to adolescence and maturity 

in Lives of Girls and Women and in Who Do You Think You Are? we witness the 

formation of Rose from adolescence to adulthood to middle age. Munro uses abrupt 

breaks in narrative time and sudden shifts of place to bring main issues into the 

foreground. In the story Mischief we find that Munro's art remains art. it is not life. It 

does not offer a resolution or a solution. 

Writers have used different forms of the narrative. Canadian short story 

writers in the 1960s used the "fractured" form of the narrative. They wrote linked but 
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broken series of stories. Malcolm Lowry and Alden Nowlan among ()tilers used this 

form, while others have used the first person narrative technique. Alice Munro, uses 

both these techniques. She also moved from writing "epiphanies" or revealed 

meanings to stories, towards stories that recorded continuing adjustments to 

sensibility. She makes use of the art of disarrangement and the discontinuous series of 

narrative. 

In an interview with J. R. Struthers, Alice Munro admits: 

A lot of my shill I wine in both the fist and third 

person. Or I start off one way, and then I do it the other 

way... Rewriting in third person something I've written 

in first person because there were things I couldn't 

know until I wrote it in first person.' 

She also admits that when she wrote in the third person it allowed her to say 

things about other characters which if she wrote in the first person she would have 

had to hedge or account for in different ways. 

Whatever the kind of narrative she chooses, Alice Munro continues to dazzle 

readers with her incomparable fiction. She has shown time and again that she has an 

eye for the Canadian landscape and eye for detail. She has created a complete world 

found in the small towns of southwestern Ontario. It is a world that is at once 

appealing and repelling for all that it contains. In her attempt to present us with 

evocative chronicles of rural and small-town Ontario, Munro has succeeded in 

recording the truth. Her stories deal with the written subjectivity of the truth, bringing 

out material circumstances and accidental influences on the common lives of people. 

These lives are happy and they have their ups and downs, moments of misery and 

moments of confusion, moments of indecision and depression. But these are the 
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components of an everyday world that Munro brings out because she strongly feels 

that literature is an opener of life. 

If her stories bring out the sordid side of life altogether and may seem 

pessimistic, then we have to remember that life is not always pleasing. Thus she has 

endowed the lives of ordinary people in ordinary places with extraordinary interest. 

Her women cope with life in the best way possible, at times not succeeding and not 

achieving even a semblance of perfection; but they do arrive at moments of 

illumination and realization. This enables Munro to produce an authentic record of the 

most fundamental problems faced by contemporary women, as well as stories whose 

appeal stretches beyond the interests of women only. Her work is char acterized by a 

refusal to imbue events with moral overtones, her stories offer no resolution, leaving 

readers to draw their own conclusions regarding the actions of her unpredictable 

protagonists. 

Yet implicit lessons may be learnt from the stories regarding relationships and 

attitudes. Like Coleridge, she makes the strange familiar, and like Wordsworth, she 

makes the familiar wonderful.' 8  

She presents us with a slice of realism, bringing before us memorable 

identifiable characters in an identifiable world, using a unique and rich prose style and 

varied narrative structures. This is why Alice Munro is still popular as a writer. 

Catherine Sheldrick Ross has rightly claimed that Munro's stories prw ,:,rit, "ordinary 

experiences so that they appear extraordinary, invested with a kind of magic." 19  It is 

this magic that holds good even today and that still appeals to readers in Canada and 

elsewhere making Alice Munro and her work an integral part of the realms of 

literature and writing. 
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