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The primary objective of this thesis is to examine the ways in which the ordinary lives 

that Carol Shields describes in her fiction are transformed into extmordinary narratives. I will 

use three of Shields' novels as anchor texts-The Stone Diaries Hamenstance and Mary 

Swann-in the sense that 1 will focus closely on these novels in my close textual malysis and 

draw nom them my arguments about Shields fiction Yet, the ideas and arguments presented 

here have not been based on these novels alone as the Mer context of Shields' work 4 e r  

other novels Small Ceremooies and Various Miracles as weil as her poetry and short stories - 

have informed my opinions, as has my wider critical readuig. Also, 1 have been assisted greatly 

by the opportunity to meet and intemiew Shields herseIf in Wuinipeg durllig February 1996. 

In order to be able to meet my p r h q  objective successfulyy I have divided discussion 

into four chapters. In the first I will consider the ways in which Shields' fiction is underscoreci 

by visual politics which challenge power relations in her texts and necessitate the inclusion of 

photographs, letters and other graphies, as part of the narratives. These visual components 

disturb the narrative and provide visual counter-narratives without destroying the original voice 

so multiple layers are formed. The effect of these visual disturbances is to bring the dynarnics 

of reading into focus as the reader begins to %ad" the narrative thread presented in the visual 

inclusions as well as the narrative threads that are presented as written text. 

The challenges to traditionai power relations that 1 identify that Shields' rnakes in her 

fiction are continueci h the second chapter. Here there will be a concentration on Shields' 

narrative constnicts and an atternpt to come to an understanding of the exact nature of her 



works7 narratological features as Shields experimeots with new voices and new ways of teliing. 

1 will attempt to identiQ the exact voices that can be seen to exist in the polyphony of voices 

that her novels create and sustain. 

The thkd chapter will identify the gender dynamîcs at work in Shields' fiction through 

the ways in which she depicts relationships between men and women, the dynamics of same 

sex fiendships and also the ways in which familial relationships are affected by gender . Also, 1 

will examuie the ways in which Shields foregrounds a paralle1 male and fernale experience in an 

attempt to draw the sexes together on common ground through shared experience rather than 

forcing them apart with the threat of irreconcilable differences. 

The final chapter will examine in close detail the way in which Shields' narratives can be 

seen to explode genenc expectatioq by presenting a collage of disparate parts drawn fiom many 

disciplines, such as, art, psychology, medicine, Iiterature and (auto) biography. This chapter 

primariiy concentrates on (auto) biography as Shields makes huge laps forward in 

manipulating this recognisable fonn for the benefit of ordinary voices that have been silenced 

for too long. Also, (auto) biography is Shields' favourite theme in her work and she r e m s  to 

it frequently. 

ültimately, Shields' fiction aims to take the stigma away h m  the ordinary and 

cornmonplace aspects of We and bring a new respect and understanding to them. This thesis 

attempts to outline the ways in which she achieves this goal and is able to transform ordinary 

lives into extraordinary narratives. 



Introduction 

'Who im't ordinary? 

1 always say, we d are, or none of us is." (Shields, Personal LnteMew 6) 

This thesis is concemed with understanding the ways in which the ordinary iives that 

Carol Shields describes are transformeci into extraordimy narratives. The tenn 'ordinary' 

needs some underpinning as it will be refend to throughout the whole thesis and, as the above 

quote demonstrates, it is a term that Shields uses. Though the term appears wildly unspecifiic, it 

has been fiequently used in various responses to Shields' fiction. 1 use the term in this thesis in 

a positive sense, as the quote above Uidicates, to suggest a cornmon experience between people 

rather than to concentrate on the t e e  tiequent, yet, detrimental association with mundanity 

and valueless experience. 

Critics have been quick to recognise the ordinariness of Shields' subject matter, yet few 

have had much succinct mccess at denniag exactly what the essence of her ordinariness is. 

Generaily, however, the ordinariness is rightly viewed as a positive aspect in her work which 

f o n s  a strength in the fiction. This opinion is seen in Chris Johnson's appraisal of her plays. 

He feels there is a strong correlation between the extent to which the audience can self- 

identifyl with the portraya1 and articulation of ordinariness, and the ease with which they c m  

accept her literary innovations: '?n performance, the plays thrive on a strong sense of 

fàmiliarity; an audience of 'ordinary people' owns the material in a way that encourages them to 

accept the absence of a Linear plot as wetl as quirky laps in style and scale" (Johnson 161). 

L se4.f iéentifi. : my suggestion here is that the audience does not just recognise the ordinafiaes of what is 
going on but forins an intimate understanding of the situation by drawing from their own personal experience. 



Further, Abby Werlock acknowledges the vast array of ordinary charactes and situations that 

Shields' fiction incorporates. Werlock feels it is Shields' sensitivity towards her fictional 

creations that makes them successful: c'Almost immediately Carol Shields' style wmmands our 

attention and invites our aâmiration for her fiesh and original imagery and metaphor, her wry 

humour, her refisal to descend into pathos and her consistent respect for individual hurnan 

beings the 'ordinary' as well as the intelectual person" (Werlock 133). Werlock recognises, 

too, that Shields' respect also takes her work into areas of hardship and pain: "Her works 

contain plenty of examples of misunderstanding, bigotry, rnisogyny. But they also contain 

reafnrming moments when we suddeniy see our com~nonahy'~ (Werlock 140). 1 d a-pt to 

b ~ g  a more cohesive understandhg of the ordinariness in Shields3 work and how Shields 

seeks to find universal tniths which break down divisions between her characters as, regardiess 

of their individual situations, they are able to corne to similar understandings of their own 

experiences. 

In a provocative contrast to those critics who approve of Shields' work with the 

ordlliary is Barbara Amiel, whose attitudes towards Shields' characters, and indeed her whole 

fictional landscape, are scathing. Though Amiei herseif is perhaps more of a social 

cornmentator than a literary critic, 1 feel her reaction is of value her in pointing up the challenge 

that Shields is mounting in her use of ordinariness in her fiction. Amie1 feels that Shields makes 

an error in presenting such ordinary discourses so prominently in her fiction. The result, for 

Amiel, is that there is an unbalaacing of the overall work. Amiel feels that there is a 

miscalculation in which Shields mistakes 'Vie comrnonplace perceptions of uninteresthg people 

for a perception of the human condition itseif" (qtd. in Williamson 108). Clearly, Amiel makes 



an immense value judgement about the validity of the ordùiary voice, point of view and way of 

We- Amiel's concem for a more accurate balance in texts extends to her wider, perhaps phobic 

fear for the fÙture of fiction. She sees contemporary merature in a perilous position, 

threatened by the expression of the cornmonplace and the familiar: =. . . ordinary people will be 

the undoing of contemporary Iiterature. . . " (qtd. in Wfiamson 108). 

Shields takes for her subject none other than what has surrounded her, fiom domesticity 

to the insuIarity of academia, to the angst of lonehess. The ordinariness that 1 seek to define is 

one that suggens a tone of low-key Familiarity and the absence of high drama What may seem 

conventionally d d  and uninteresthg is given a valuable place in Shields' fiction. This 

foregrounding of ordinary life alters the power dynamic that is popularly used to evaluate 

credibility, as it has none of the trappings of hi& culture. Thus, that Shields chooses to write 

about a more ordinary set of characters whose iives may seem too dull for attention ,has the 

effect of givhg an authentic quality to her fictional sketches of ordimy situations. Due to the 

scarcity of recent narratives concemed with issues of Me in an ordinary context, Shields' work 

takes an original and conf?ontationd stance, articulating that which has been overlooked, 

undervalued and ndiculed. Though this stance may have much to recornmend it as a ferninist 

examination, in the sense that it is seeking to retrieve those voices which have been overlooked 

and unfieard, Shieldsy fictional agenda is not bound solely by a feminist remit. 

This thesis is not suggesting that every reader will be able to, or even want to, identify 

with the protagonists that Shields creates. It has to be acknowledged, also, that a part of 

Shields' ordiaariness wnsists of her choice of "de" characters who are not overtly 

controversid or radical. Yet, it is her fictional attention to these potentiaily faceless millionsy as 



individuals, that charges some of the transformation processes at work. What wiIi be ntggested 

is that Shields re-evduates the ordinary sphere of life and does not ignore or sensationalise it. 

Rather, Shields draws a credible representation of the ordinary lives with which she is 

concerneci. Much of her work endorses this re-evaluation, fiom the canonisation of a northem 

Ontario poet in Man, S w q  to the development of a housewife's quilting skiU in 

Ha~oenstance. The poems and quilts of these two ordinary women, though both very different 

in form, are not dismisseci, but are seen as central representations of ordinary voice and 

creativity. There are many other textuai examples in which Shields directly addresses the 

fundamental issue of the credibîiity of an ordinary voice which will be examineci in full. 

1 have coineci the term 'bulti-versioning" to reflect the complex constmction of 

Shields' extraordinary narratives. term is intended to describe the result of Shields' at 

fictional reality, in which she approaches single fictional occurrences fiom multiple 

perspectives, without pnoritising the various accounts that occur. The reader can be presented 

with the Mering interpretations of three or four characters of one single occurrence. The 

single perspective is presented alongside several others which, 1 believe, creates a denser image 

of reaiity. 1 will argue that it is this aspect of multi-versioning which is pivotai in transforming 

the singular ordinary narrative thrads into extraordinary narratives. In short, the tenn is 

designeci to descnie the fictional endeavour to represent the possible complexities of Me and its 

communication on many levels at once. 

The epitaph in The Stone Diaries is taken from ' n i e  Grandmother Cycley' by Judith 

Downing and may be seen to invoke something of Shieldsy own endeavour to transform 

ordinary characters and themes into extraordinary narratives. The woman in the epitaph is 



never quite able to represent herser or articulate herseif adequately and yet, due to the various 

&des and shadows of light ber Ke takes on monumental sigiificance: 

nothing she did 

or said 

was quite 

what she meant 

but her Iife 

could stU be cailed a monument 

shaped in a slant 

of  availabie light. . . 

Metaphoricaily then, this study will be focusing on the different slants on ordinary Life that are 

provided in Shields' novels and will examine the varying shades oflight that can provide 

alternative meaning and context in the creation of new fictional monuments. 



Chapter One 

Tricks wîth the Eyes: The Visual Politics of Carol Shields. 

those tricks that artists use in visual media, for example . . . use to 

enchant the eye, to seduce by encouraging the flat plane of the canvas 

to nui off with a third dimension (Schnitzer 28) 

Shields7 visual polîtics are one of the ways in which she transforms her ordlliary 

characters and themes into extraordinan, narratives. In this chapter, 1 v d l  provide a detailed 

account of the tricks that can be seen to make up the visual politics of Carol Shields. My 

discussion will wncentrate on the yisual, defïned as that which intempts the eye of the reader 

by presenting visual challenges to pages of similar shaped text. I will idenm that which creates 

a visual disturbance in this smoothness and causes the reader to pause and contemplate an 

image rather tban just taking in words wholesale. The visual is constructed for the reader either 

with words manged differently, or with Unages such as photographs or pictures. My titie for 

this chapter coincides rhetorically with an article wrïtten by Deborah Schnitzer in Prairie Fie 

cded 'Tricks: Artfbl Photographs and Letters in Carol Shield's The Stone Diaries and Anita 

Brookner's Hotel du Lac." There will be reference made to this article in this chapter and also 

reference to several interviews with Carol Shields, including my own. 

For the purposes of this chapter, a standard definition of a novel will be invoked. This 

hypothetical novel is one which systematicaily follows the fictioaal guidelines as demonstrateci 

by the realist genre. Specificaiiy, this hypothetical novel is a text whose success depends 



entirely on the reader to suspend hislher disbelief Thus the reader is leci, WtuaUy 

unquestioningly, through the pages of story and event which are bound together by a 

trustworthy narrator. In interview with Majorie Anderson, Shields descn'bes the effect that this 

type of wnting novel has on her: "7 know it was a Iand of novel that I just crawleci Uito and 

happily stayed as  long as I codd" (Shields, Lnte~ew 145). What is important here, is to 

establish the visual interruptions to this kind of relaxed and unseKcooscious reading and to 

identa the new visual dynamic which mates disturbance to the reader's eye and mùid. 

The opening ofThe Stone Diaries creates a specifk visual disturbance which blurs the 

genre divisions between fiction and biography. The reader is certain that hdshe is encountering 

fiction, yet the inclusion of an extensive family tree (a visual interruption) challenges this. 

Visualiy, the time scale brings the action flush with the lived times of the reader. The family 

tree impties an historical novel with a scient& accuracy of long-standing, a plotting of real 

lives, deaths and relationships. Later, in the novel numerous photographs challenge the 

reader's eye a h .  The reader is not tramported to a land of fantasy with elaborate word 

descriptions of landscape or character, but is given more tangible visual evidences of reaiity. 

The photographs, clearly visual, connect the factual family tree with images of the people 

involved. The images represent real events that are now in the past but continue to exist as 

photographs. Liz Stanley notes the medium of photography means that when a person looks at 

a photograph an historical tmth is cornmunicated: ". . . the appeal of photographs . . . is that 

they provide us with a history made visible (seemingly so), an almoa tangible autobiography" 

(5 1). It is important to note the waming, then, that what is presented in a photographie image 

does not necessatily fimction as a one-dimemional recording of fact but is somethhg far more 

'/ontosy: where the reader mun neale for him/herseif the landscape of the tex?. 



problematic. Lin& Hutcheon and Susan Sontag, in their works, have emphasised the falh'bility 

of photographs in providhg an hcontroverh'ble tnith, as the onlooker unconsciously transmbes 

their own narrative onto the image and, as such obiiterates any notion of a factual tnith. 

There is importance, theq in the prominent positioning of the family tree before the 

novel begins and the photographs are important, too, not least because the photographic image 

itselfholds a privileged position in contemporary thinkuig. Photographs have the power to 

"'muiti-dimension" (forwards and backwards) the fiozen moment, creating, at least, a three- 

dimensional moment. By using these visual disturbances, Shields' attempts to blur the dividuig 

lines between genres and acknowledges that these devices are "gesturing towards biography" 

(Shields, Persona1 I n t e ~ e w  i 8). Thus the photographs and the fbiIy tree hct ion as 

evidence of an histoncal reality, as the following quote suggests, yet, it is only a construction of 

history: "Shields' photographs masquerade as fact in the fiction, a masquerade we repeatedy 

confer with during our experïence of the story." (Schnitzer 29). The use of the photographs is 

e f f d v e  at bridging the gap between fact and fiction; some readers have been so deterrnined to 

connect the random photographs with reality that they have imagineci them to be photographs 

of Shields and her f d y .  Significantly, she is not there. It is merely a trick of the eye. In an 

i n t e ~ e w  with Joan Thomas, Shields notes her intentions for these photographs: 

I wanted them to be random photographs, and not very good photographs, like 

the khd you find in the bonom of a drawer. Everyone wants to know where 

they came eom. . . .The editors found some in antique shops, and 1 found some 

in a postcard market in Paris. Some of them are fiom our f d y  album; 

everyone thinks they are me, but I'm not in any of them. (Shields, Golden 59) 



Deborah Schnitzer has done an interesting andysis of the first photograph in the novel 

cornparhg the visuai image with the descriptions that the narrative provides. She identifles a 

mismatch between the physical descriptions of Mercy and Cuyler in the text and the photograph 

of thern. Thus the narrative is held up to scrutiny by the photographic image, and includes a 

challenge to nac~atorial bias. Schnitzer is able to conclude that " th is  photograph is and is not 

'Cuyler and Mercy, 1902"' (Schnitzer 30). What the photograph becomes, then, is a reference 

point that does not directly validate the written  mati ive provided in any way, but provides a 

visual counter-narrative. Clearly, each reader is chdenged by the tricks of photographic 

images and yet still searches for a tmth in them. Thus, I feel that the response that Schnitzer 

claimed for herselfcan be generalized to include the majority of readers. The reader7s eye 

cominually moves back and forth between the image and the narrative in an atternpt to 

understand the offset information. In this way the reader has to '"return to the 1902 photograph 

whose meaning is continudy readjusted " (Schnitzer 33). When Stanley discussed the visual 

effect of photographs, she involved the looker directly in the photograph. As the reader mes to 

make sense of the image, she believes, that hdshe actually b ~ g  it to We: ' n i e  seeing eye is 

always a living eye, a living 1. When the seeing eye gazes on photographs with which it has a 

direct subject-relation, its gaze infuses the photograph and e v e y t h g  therein with life . . ." 

(Stanley 53). 

The openhg of Marv S w m  has a si@cant visual disturbance and again one of the 

effects is to blur the genenc expectations of fiction. The pre-text structurally endorses Mary 

S w a ~  as a r d  poet, using a verse of hers as an epigraph: 

The rivers of this country 



And the waters of my body 

Grow invisible, 

This creates a visual paradox which challenges notions of authenticity as this poem of 

introduction is offered by one of the fictional creations in the novel. The result is that the 

reader is forced to contemplate that which, by definition, cannot be reconciled, which is that 

Shields is both the d t e r  of the epigraph and the nanative. The visual construction of the 

epigraph distances the real writer (Shields) from her own verses and pushes her fictionai poet 

(Mary Swann) into a central position. 

Perhaps it is Hap~ensiance~ though, that creates the moa immeciiately striking visual 

disturbance. The novel has a dual opening as the text itseifis divided into two separate 

narrative lines, 'The Wge's Story' and 'The Husband's Story'. Each 'end' of the book is a 

fU beginning with identical frontpapers which offer no indication to the reader about which 

part to read first. The novei, then, paradoxically ends twice at its physicai centre. The visual 

effect of two separate narratives joined by the same spine is that the reader is jolted out of 

hidher easy position of consumer and has to rnake a wnscious decision about where to start 

reading. The reader must choose which stury to start reading first, which WU clearly coIour the 
1 

reception of the second story and as the choice is between a man's story and a wornan's story 

the decision is problematised even m e r .  This initial physicaVvisuai appearance of the novel is 

of vital importance as it p&ts up both the effects of Shields' visual politics, which is to force 

the reader to become more active. 

' Cleariy. the physid end of the book is not an end, as the physrysrcal termination of reading occurs at the centre 
of the book and the mers are both m g s  rather than one king a beginning and the other an end- 



The v i d  disturbances that Shields creates are not just at the openings of her novels 

but are canied throughout them, too. In The Stone Diaries, there is the use of a letter form 

which is invoked in the early chapters with quoted phrases at first a p p e a ~ g  as part of the 

text's more traditional narrative fonn. The quote below demonstrates how the letters are 

incorporateci into the existing narrative flow 

"My dear Mr. GoodwiU,' Clarentine Fiett wrote in her large, loopy, 

uneducated haod, ' I thank you for your message, and I am writing at 

once to assure you that Daisy, as 1 have taken to calling her, is weU 

looked after and in excellent hedth. . . ."' (TSD 49/50) 

In later chapters Shields begins to use letters in M e r  ways. The letters, rather than being 

included in the main narrative, begin to present a m e r  narraiive which runs simdtaneously 

with the traditiond narrative and is not embedded within the other narrahve: 

My dear Mr. Goodwill, 

Your rnonthiy letter is aiways welcome, and I thank you 

most wardy for your Express Money Order, which is much 

appreciated . . . - 

With kind regards, 

Clarentine Flet.. (TSD 5 1) 

The reader's eye has become accustomed to letters by first being inb-oduced to extracts and 

then the reader, begins, with some accuracy, to folIow this visuaily constnicted narrative thread 

of letters alongside the more traditiond narrative. Eventudy, whole Ietters replace the 



narrative nom. So the narrative is entirely made up of the visuai representation of letters 

which are created in a reduced type sùe wkh a different font. 

There are many strong examples of this type of visual disturbance in Chapter 6 of The 

Stone Diaries. Here the Ietters are fidl and fomally presented, including dates, addresses and 

sign offs which dernonstrate a. tone of authenticity. The visual effect of these is to break the 

previous narrative pattern. The communicating voice is now given over to the various 

characters through their letters and vital information is communicated through thïs letter form 

in the absence of any narrative commentary or interpretation. There is no voice in the text that 

interprets or evaiuates the information on behalfof the reader and no assistance given to the 

reader in understanding their signifïcance. For exmpk, the reader discovers the news, through 

one of Fraidy's letters to Daisy, that her father has died "ail this so soon d e r  your dad dying" 

(TSD 20 1). This information is not contextualised in a series of events, rather, the idionnation 

is contexhialised within a letter, between two fXends who have been through the experience. 

There is no attempt, at this point in the narrative, to re-live the events for the reader. This more 

visual narrative form indicates to the reader that they are to follow the letters to gain a visual 

understanding of interweaving iives over a period of time. 

A good example of the developrnent that is possible though this narrative form is the 

representation of Daisy's life after the receipt of her posthumous letter fiom Barker. This 

letter, though not chronologically presented, fûnctions as a gateway, or an opening in the te* 

for her writing voice. Her involvement in the gardening column begins as a few words that are 

provided for the reader after the death of her husband: "lust to let you know your mai&n 

flght, as you term it, d be Imding next Saturday in the Sports and Home section" (TSD 



204). Letters go on to include the column correspondence that Daisy conducts as Mn Green 

Thumb, contextualised with other forms of correspondence that she conducts. Barker's 

collection has been rejected for donation, as it is not appropriate or even interesting to any of 

the Libraries. This, then, is the final failure of Barker to commuoicate his knowledge or even his 

affection. The reader stays in touch with the development of Daisy's writing Life by actudy 

interacting with these letters. The reader sees a growth in her Wnting confidence and the 

dw40pment d her own voice through her new identity as 'Mrs Green Thumb'. The loss of the 

column and the return to regular narrative patterns, then, c m  be co~ected to a loss of voice 

and identity for Daisy. 

It is not only Daisy's growth that is charted as other letters are uicluded, too. There is 

the growing independence of Alice as she is away at university. The reader cm feel her 

maturing through her letters home and coming to terms with the death of her father: "'Jus to let 

you know I'm feeling a whole lot better and 1 really appreciate you coming. 1 think you are 

right, that 1 was feeiing down because of Dad ..." (TSD 21 5). A h ,  geographical transitions are 

chronicled, such as the marriage of Bans and also the maniage of Alice, who moves to 

England, der  which her letters are marked from there. The relationship between Daisy and the 

editor is developed, for the reader, through the increasingly affectionate sign-offs between 

the- rather than in more traditional narrative discourse. 

The visual f d y  tree seen at the outset of the novel, is %ah made three-dimensional 

through these letters as the reader foïïows the characters' Iives at a pace alongside them. AU of 

the information that the reader gets about the lives of these characters is througb these visually 

presented letters. What is interesting in this visual presentation is that it acknowledges gaps 



and missing information that would be considered vital in more traditional forms. The 

narrative is sbrunk in physical size and presented as sheets of notepaper. This emphasises the 

empty margins and the notepaper breaks which are testimony to the wider spheres of the 

characters' lives that cannot be represented in letters. This visuai letter fom does not pretend 

to include exhaustive information as it overtly ackaowledges that there can be no real replia of 

reality. Yet, Shields is able to constnict a fictionai reaiity that reflects a sense of both havïng al1 

the facts whilst simdtaneously knowing that is impossible, with a visual narrative form. 

Another important visuai impact on the text ofThe Stone Diaries is the reportage form 

, which inciudes extracts quoted nom the newspaper which combines with a conversational fom 

which includes reporteci conversations placed into the narrative. An example of this is seen at 

the beginoing of Chapter 3 which is quoted below. There are a collection of separate sentence 

hgments which serve to communicate the intended marriage of Daisy to Harold A Hoad: 

Marnage, 1927 

MRS. JOSEPH FRANZMAN entertained at luncheon yesterday in 

honour of Miss Daisy Goodwill of Bloomington. Covers were laid for 

ten. 

Mrs. Otis C h e  received at tea this afternooa in honor of Miss Daisy 

Goodwili, a June bride-elect. Miss Goodwill is a graduate of Tudor 

Hall and of Long Coilege for women. 



Mrs. M e d  Wyiie entertained at a kitchen shower Thursday idternoon 

in honor of Miss Daisy Goodwill, a June bride-to-be. The rooms were 

prettily decorated with wisteria, bells and strearners. (TSD 79-80) 

This, even re-presented here, provides an alternative visual pattern which demonstrates the 

existence of multi-perspectives. The t h e  comments provide independent pieces of 

information which do not impinge upon the other. The effect of presenting them in this way is 

to increase the reader's understanding of the implications of this mamage. Indeed, Shields, in a 

unique epistemological inte~ew' with Joan Thomas, commented on her love of the ". . .£kz and 

spontaneity of a conversation" (Shields, E~istolan, 122) and the visual form of narration is an 

attempt to represent such conversational energy. There is also a collection of comments that 

are presented in the same visuaiiy significant way, about Daisy's second maniage: 

'The Prime Minister of the Dominion, himselfa bachelor, said, on 

hearing of the marriage between Barker FIen and Daisy Goodwill: 

'Marriage is the highea cahg, and d e r  that parenthood and after 

that the management of a nation.' 

The Minister of Agriculture exclaimed to his wife upon reading the 

marriage announcement in the newspaper: 'Good God, Fiett's got 

himseif'married. And 1 always thought the bloke was queer as a bent 

kipper. ' 

' The Thomas i n t e ~ m  was conducteci by lerter ovw two months. 



Mrs. Donaldson, Barker Fint's housekeeper, said, baffhgiy: 'Out of the 

m g  p a q  into the firee7" (TSD 155)' 

The way in which things are placed on the page is as important in communicating with 

the reader as the t h g s  that are written, which is an important part of Shields7 visual politics. 

The multi-versioning of the narrative appears clearly through the existence of more than one 

version of events. The visual letter fonn and the conversational forrn h c t i o n  in similar ways 

to the photograph in that they are a visual challenge to the traditionai narrative and the reader's 

eye. Vïsually, they form layers of information that do not escort the reader to a land of 

supposed reality but rather represent a cornplexity of experïence and viewpohts and give 

testimony to individual incidences that occur without providing a unïfied narrative line. 

Another arena of visual ch@enge is seen in MW Swann, and the construction of the 

whole text and its chapter breakdowns is vital to understanding the visual politics at work in 

Shields' fiction. These politics are about disarming the reader with various points of view 

which are highiïghted by the visual layout and together fonn the wider picture. Each of the 

large sections is titled simply with the name of the character and is sub-divided in slightly 

different ways. There are two very good chapten for demonstrating the tricks with titles. 

These are 'Xose ~ d m a r c h "  and "Frederïc Cruzzi." The Rose f idmarch section is sub- 

divided into titied nib-chapters. Some of the sub-chapter tities imply a level of fantasy, such as 

"Rose's Hats," or immediacy, "Here Cornes Rose Now7" or perhaps suggest a caption to a 

photographie image. There are others that Whially direct the reader, not just by disturbing the 

main m e 7  but through the authoritarian tone, such as "Some Words of Orientation." Other 

sections take the reader b i d e  Rose's head, with "Drifüng Thoughts of Rose Hindmarch" and 

These three statements form one whole contirmous quotzticn The vinial layout is imporiant. 



also cc Rose Hindmarch is visited by the Novernber Blues" (MS 123-171). The level of intimacy 

here is significant as the visual device is constnicted to provoke the readers' attention so the 

information hdshe read is coloured by the visuaily striking sub-titles. 

In the Frederic Cnim section, Shields returns to the letter form as well as titied sub- 

chapters. What is particularly significant about these visual disturbances is their complexity. 

These tities relate things that are unwritten: "Trederïc Cruzzi: His (Unwritten) one sentence 

Autobiography" (182). The reader reads something that is visually highlighted as it stands out 

fiom the text, yet it is referred to as unwritten. Indeed, the reader is told that one sentence will 

be enough to encompass his whole autobiography. Io the larger section of Frederic Cruzzi 

there are similar visual anomalies. For example, 'Trederic Cruzzi: His Shon Untranscribed 

History of the P e r e g ~ e  Press: 1 956- 1 976," troubles the reader as it is transcribed as it is 

printed on the page. Equdy as disturbing is the ''UnWRtten Account of the Fifteenth of 

December, 1965," which again troubles the notion of existence. When these two chapters, 

with their complexity ofsub-divisions are cornpared to the far more simplistic chronological 

numbers that Shields uses to order Hamenstance, a heightened awareness of the visual 

disturbances. 

One of the largest and most complex devices of visual disturbance is the re-structuring / 

re-presenting of the poems of Mary Swann throughout the novel. Fictionally, the reader sees 

the re-writing of the poems by Frederic and his wife after the onginals have been destroyed. 

Then the group re-writes them again in the final scenes of the screenplay, d e r  all the papers 

and books have been stolen However, the reader not only sees these two, but is implicated in 

a third re-construction of Mary Swann's poems placed  thin in" the text. As Clara Thomas 



notes in her article, 'aeassernblhg Fragments,'' of the 250 poems that are acknowledged to 

have existed in the original manuscript, 17 are actudy reproduced and visually reconstnicted 

with the involvement of the reader. Godard has drawn out the implications of these 

reconstructions. The act of reading becomes the highly political act of reconstructing a 

woman's Life and work, based on questionable information: Teaders too are complicit in this 

reconstruction: we are all detectives here" (61). The poems, then, in this third re-construction, 

di- the narrative as they too break the momentum with their own force. The quote below 

demonstrates this by including the parts of the narrative that the poem visudy intempts: 

One of Mary Swann's poems, one of those published by Fredenc Cruzzi after 

her death, and one that is a p d e  to scholars goes: 

Feet on the winter floor 

Beat flowers to bIackness 

Making a corridor 

Named helplessness 

Rose Hindmarch has visited the Swann fannhouse twice. ( M S  16 1) 

The verse is placed within, but apart fiom, the other narrative. This gives credibiïty to the 

poem's being real and means that on numerous occasions, the narrative of Mary Swann is 

directeci by the dead poet herseif through the visual reconstruction of her work. 

Within Man, Swann there is much use of italics which attracts the readuig eye to the 

physicalty of words, and this has a visual significance. The reader interacts with the 



communicative fom that he/she is using. Shields includes fictional characten interacting with 

words and phrases; for example; ''Sdly forth, the phrase fils up my rnouth like a bubble of 

foam. I'm attentive to such phrases. Needful of them, 1 should say" (MS 12). Also " 'A 

Swannain Urgency' was how I put it in my fist article on Mary. Pompous phrase! 1 could kick 

myselfwhen 1 think about it" (MS 19). The reader becornes involved, through the visual 

stimulation in the form of itaiic type &ce, in a similar process of deciphering words and phrases 

and questioning their authenticity. This is not just confined to Sarah Maloney, the feminist 

scholar but is seen with Morton, too. Firstly, he examines his dislike of the italicised word: 

"The nameless disease. An Autumnal temperament. Constitutional melancholy. Enmri. Angd 

is close, the word I'd use it ifweren7t such a cheap scrubbing brush ofa word" (MS 35). 

Secondiy, he considers the inappropracy of the itaIicised word; " The word crepuscuIur pops 

h o  my head, then disintegrates, too queenly a word for a patchy night like tonight" (MS 36). 

For Shields, there is a strong symbolic component in words which she comects with her own 

personal experience of leamhg to rad:  

For me, leamhg to read was the central mydcal expenence of rny 

Me. . . .Just realising that those symbols meant something and that 1 could 

be part of it was like an act of magic. (Shields, Personal InteMew 7) 

The final chapter of Marv S w m ,  'The Swann Symposium," entirely explodes any 

notion of visual confonnity within the novel. In a most overt way this visual arrangement 

draws attention to its own construction, which is both diametrically and genericdy opposed to 

the preceding chapters. The visual screenplay forrn draws the reader hto a highly constructed 

form of narrative, with stage directions and notes f?om the editor. The screenplay is a very 



effective way of emphasising the construction of a reality and the interaction of person, voice 

and place in a visual way. There is irony here though as the Msual element can only be gestured 

towards by the screenplay. The screenplay fom emphasises the idea that each individual 

chapter (with the exception of the &al one) has been concemecl with the individual unique 

perspective of the same chunk of tirne. 

The Symposium itself is a wonderful example of visual disturbance and generic blurring. 

It is presented as a nIm script, which merges the central language concerm, as this form of 

printed word diredy invokes its spoken, articulate cousuis and dictates the physical process of 

acting as well. There is the M e r  dimension of stage direction which fùnctions in a similar 

way to the chapter headings, in that there is an introduction of an alternative to the dominant 

narrative pattern. Specincaily, more narrative power than usual is placed in more than one 

place at a tirne. The quote below demonstrates the varying and multitudinous tensions in the 

narrative that the reader has to negotiate in the screenplay chapter 

n e  S w m  S'positm is a lïh lasting approximately 120 minutes. 

The main characters, Sarah Maloney, Morton Jimroy, Rose Hindmarch, 

and Frederic Cruzzi are fictional creations as is the tragic Mrs Swann, 

poete naiw of rural Ontario. The ilm may be descnbed (for 

distribution purposes) as a thriller. A subtext focuses on the 

more subtle thefis and acts of cannibaiïsm that tempt and mystitjr the 

main characters. The director hopes to remah unobtnisive 

throughout, dowing the dialogue and visual effects (and not private 

passions) to cany the weight of the narrative. (MS 23 1) 



The WC &ects serve to accentuate this visual leadhg of the reader's eye which is 

rehcted even m e r  when the hypothetical actions of other possible directon are 

contemplated as part of the narrative: "Another sort of director, distrustful of his or her 

audience might employ a Qashback ..." (MS 259). Also, there is an explosion of the subtleties 

of generic distinction by exposing generic: 'Because the employment of the curtain corci, a 

staple in crime films, is iotended here to be an ironic, selfreferential nod in the direction of the 

genre. . ." (MS 308). 

Clearly this part of the novel dernands the reader undertake a most complex system of 

twists and turns as this is presented as a screenplay that is focused on the film-seeing audience: 

T h e  look between them is shrewd and culpable-and ambiguous enough to punie the sort of 

reflective movie goers who ike to dissect the variables of a story over a cup of coffee on the 

way home from their local cinemas" (MS 3 10). She also uses this final part of the novel to 

pinpoint the highiy constnicted nature of the characters and transport them, not ody to an 

academic coderence setting but also to a film set. No longer is the reader predisposed to enjoy 

a close relationship wiîh the characters but now hdshe expects them to have an entirely 

Werent role as acton. It is fithg, then, that stage directions indicate this shift to the reader: 

The faces of the actors have been subtIy transformed. They are seen in 

a ceremonid act of reconstruction, perhaps even of creation. There 

need be no suggestion that any of them will become less s e b h  in the 

kture, iess cranky, less consurned with dioughts of tenure and 

academic glory but each of them has for the moment at least, transcendeci 

personal concerns. (MS 3 1 1) 



The screenplay is entirely appropriate for Shields' visual endeavour and it also 

consolidates other thernes too. She continues to blur generic boundaries and uses poetry, prose 

and dnuna for her narrative. The dramatic element is important as she has aiways been 

concerned with the animation of words. As a child, she loved hearing storks, actudy hearing 

the words brought to Me with voice: 't . . that wrnbination of drama and narrative was 

something 1 loved" (Shields, Interview InteMew 8 ). These personal hsights go some way to 

colour our understanding of the complexity and multi-dimensioned aspect of language that 

Shields uses. 

The visuai disturbance that is created by the dual begirming of Hamenstance discussed 

earlier, is continued in many ways throughout the novel. For example, chapter twemty is an 

inclusion of the actual inteMew that the reader has observed Brenda give to the journalist for 

"The Art Scene" while she is away in Philadelphia. Shields aiters the type fàce and layout to 

replicate the page of the journal as it would actually be read and, in doing so, breaks the 

previous narrative pattern and shape: 

Chapter Twenty 

THE ART SCENE bv Hal Rago 

CHICAGO WOMAN SEES 
PIONEER C W T  AS ART FORM 

Attractive Brenda Bowman hails fiom the American Midwest, but she is a 
long way from being your stereotype image of a rural, cornbelt quiltmaker. MS 
Bowman is an urbanite to the core, a Chicagoan by birth, a qdtmaker by 
profession. (H 145) 

This visual effect, demonstrated above, is stagge~g and the rasons for the disturbance 

become ciear. There is a shift out of the narrative, in which we are alongside Brenda in her 



domestic role, into the creative sphere where she is talented and independent. As Brenda is not 

the speakuig voice at this point, the reader's eye must be informed of this. Importaatly, the 

published inteniew is a huge achievement for Brenda as her work is being publicly recognised. 

The interruption of the narrative occurs several times in Brenda's story with the 

inclusion of a verse of 'Scarborough Fair' and alw with a copy of Brenda's business card: 

Brenda Bowman 

HANDMADE QUILTS 

ORIGINAL AND ADAPTED 

576 North Franklin BLvd. Elm Park, IN. 

Clearly, as demonstrated above, this interuptive phenornena is hugely effective as the sudden, 

non-introduced appearance of visual graphics creates a new dynamic. Here then, the reader 

visually interacts with a physicd manifestation of Brenda's talent: not a quilt, but her business 

car& which endorses her skiu in the public and not the domestic sphere. 

There are disturbances, too, in Jack's narrative. A sentence fiom Jack's intended book 

is included which is presented as his typewritten text and not part of bis own story. Again, a 

separate typeface and spacing visudy signal this change to the reader. A h ,  below is a replica 

of a note left by Rob when he visits Bernie's daughter at the hospital: 

Gone with Bernie K. to Charleston. Back around 7. Sue K. 



phone& wmts you to phone her back at hospita1366 4556. 

Mrs. Carpenter phoned and said Mr. Carpenter would live. 

Rob (H 205) 

Clearfy there is a visual suggestion being made about the texture and shape of individual voice. 

In the disturbance of a line, paragraph or page, Shields alters the visuai dynamic to incorporate 

other foms of nanative. 

It is important, however, that the inclusion of the visual foms, such as Rob's note or 

Brenda7s business car& is not to cause us to disregard other ma t ive  patterns but to indicate a 

more complex arrangement ofvoices. The narrative shape is one that hctions on multiple 

levels. There is a clearly demonstrated interest in the construction and the form that narrative 

takes. In the interview 1 conducted, Shields spoke extensively ofher methods of wnting which 

she conceives as highiy visuai: 

1 aiways know how many chapters there are going to be. . . .It is Like linllig up 

ail these little boxes, and 1 don7t know what's going to go in the Little boxes but 

1 know the shape of the train, as it were. (Shields Personal Interview 12) 

The visual politics seen to be working in the fiction of Shields tie in with postmodem 

approaches to narratology which wili be  taken up in chapter two. However, the major effect 

of her visual politics is that the power balance within the text is altered and asserts a challenge 

to notions of authenticity and voice. Her work, and specifïcally her visual devices, avoid 

reductive classincation and strive to blur genre distinctions. Shields is open about the way in 

which she manipulates genenc associations in her work but is certain that she is not govemed 

by them, feehg that the story must be ailowed to teil itseK She has spoken at Iength, in many 



interview situations, about the oppommities that postmodemist thought has created for 

narrative forms. Though this chapter has identifid many aspects of her work that can be 

associated wïth poostmdernism, Shields has concems about some of the wnting: 

 AD^ there's a great deal of bad writuig done by people who c d  

themeives postmodemists-careless writing, thoughtless wrïting. 1 

also think that it's rather elitist and that worries me, too. . . .But it gets 

you off the grouad. It can even take you around some sharper corners 

that you didn't even know existed. It gives you permission to let the 

aory go in curïous angles. To imagine unimaginable possibilities. 

(Shields, Personal u i t e ~ e w  44-45) 

In conclusion, the visual politics at work in Shields' fiction can be seen to force the 

reader, through visual disturbance, to take a more active role in hisfher readùig process. 

Secondly, the effect of these visual components is to disturb traditional narrative forrns and blur 

the distinction between genres. Finally, Shields' ordlliary stories are transformeci into multi- 

dimensional narratives narratives that form a new visual landscape. Shields' fiction has a 

textured d a c e  with shadows and shapes that do not blend into a singuiar plane, but form 

multiple representations of ordinary existence, which viewed simultaneously, provide a dense 

fictional reality. 



Chapter Two 

Who Speaks Now? Eclectic Narrative Constructs in the Fiction of Carol Shields. 

I love to set up a narrative problem and work my way through it. The 

solutions-or partial solutions anyway-have a way of opening up ftesh 

questions. There is real joy in this. (Shields Hyhg 43) 

There7s a sort of post modem box-withh-a-box, within-the-box. 1 

mean 17m writing the novel and I'm writing her life, and 17m &g her 

knowledge of her Lifeso that's one. But its also l o o h g  at her We. . . 

(Shields, Golden 58) 

This chapter will build on the ideas estabfished in chapter one of this study, and consider 

how the narrating position that Shields takes, in addition to her visual politics, transforms her 

stones of ordinary Iives into extraordinary narratives. Shields creates an alternative, multi- 

voiced narrative pattern which dramatically shifis the power balance in her texts away fiom a 

singular discourse. This enables her to deal with the Iand of narrative complexïties she referred 

to above. The effect of her multi-versioned narratives is both to undennine the traditional role 

of the narrator and to create a more cornplex fictional landxape. One ofthe major theoretical 

fiameworks referred to throughout this chapter wiil be Bakhtin7s work on heteroglossia and the 



significance that its premise of multiple levels in lauguage and communicative patterns bas for 

understandhg and interprethg Shields work. 

Bakhtin has identified the complexity of language and of words themselves, feeling that 

language can simuitaneously cornmunicate more thaa one meaning. In his extensive work on 

the novel he identifid numerous voices that have to be acknowledged as existing within a text 

and saw the novel as a zone of complex political interrelating that is endemic to language itself. 

The novel is a Literary space which can manipulate the complexity of language and its 

interrelations. As nich, Bakhtin worked on i d e n m g  various voices that can exist in a te* 

which represent different positions and opinions. He comected these mering discourses with 

the mering social and political situations that gave rise to a particular view or idea. Thus, as 

McHde understands Bakhtin, ". . . the novel mimes . . . social discourses, the vehicles of social 

experience" (1 65). Bakhtin, to continue, was concemed with understanding the complexities 

and forces within language. The novel for him was a fom that represented the clash of ideas 

and a representation of the CO-existence of ideas which he felt regularly formed a hierarchy 

withui a text. Thus, the novel ': . . denies the absolutism of a single and unitas, language-that 

is that it refuses to acknowledge its own language as the sole verbal and semantic center of the 

ideologicd universe" (qtd. in McHale 162). 

For McHale, postmodem fiction is highly self-conscious and is the realisation cf 

Bakhtio7s theoretical ideas on language, voice and power. The subject matter and stance that 

postmodernist fidm espouses directiy challenges previous notions and expectations of fiction 

which formed an essential part ofBakhtinys own ideology. 



Both Bakhtin's work and McHaIe's extrapolation form a useflll methodology in this 

chapter for examining the alternative narrative constmbs that Shields creates. In all of Shields' 

fiction, there is a concentration on the establishment and the appropriation of voice, and the 

many voices that are integrai to an accurate representation of an event. The existence of 

codïcting narrative voices is an aspect that has been denied in the grand namative form that 

has previously dominated fiction. It is that notion of a single, authoritative voice, which 

provides the reader with ail the information deerned necessary, that is being undennined and 

sidestepped in Shields' work. 

"Totabng narrative representation has a h ,  of course, been wnsidered by some critics 

as the defining characteristic of the novel as a genre3' (Hutcheon, Politics 63). Although this 

observation., made by Hutcheon, may appear to be couoter to the ideas of BakIitin, it is useful 

to consider &I the context of this chapter. What is of importance is initially the terrn itself. 

'"Totalking" refers to the way in which a narrative is constructed in order to reflect a 

chronologicd certainty. However, the certainty is an evasion of truth/reality, as there can be no 

such certainty. ''Totalinng" has been coined by current postmodem literary theory as a way of 

describing texts in which power structures are unidentified; as such, the writing is non-reflexive 

and it rernains unaware of its own existence as a constnicted version of events, The narrative 

strategies that exkt in Shields3 work do not foIlow these prescnptive notions of narrative order 

but have aspects of heteroglossia that Bakhtin identilied in his ideology. Shields' (mis) use of 

previously respecteci genres, such as biography, indicates a postmodem stance. Biography is 

exposed almost as a highly developed factud nonsense and her fictional biographers struggie to 

legitimate their editing decisions against the forces of authenticity and honesty. Biography, as a 



written form, only has credibility if the reader is made overtly aware of the selection process 

that forms its basis. Again, with reference to Hutcheon, we can see how Shields' narratives are 

chdenging, as she rejects the traditional chronology of events: 'To challenge the impulse to 

totalize is to contest the whole notion of contimity" (Hutcheon, Politics 66). Shields, theq is 

asserting her challenge to the notions of totality as she gives narrating power to fkagments and 

thought processes that are not filtered or evaluated. She dows many characters to comment 

on a skgle event and as an integral part of her discourse, she highlights the processes of 

construction involved in writing. Indeed, Godard has stated: "...the text invites m e r s  to the 

questions it raises, producing its reader as an active participant in the construction of meaningr> 

(Godard 46). Shields' narrative constructs, then, have an effect on the ieader, as there is a 

relocation of the traditionally passive reader to a place of active engagement with the text. 

Thus there is a chdenging interface between the text and the reader which is one of the 

primary narratological features of Shields' fiction. 

The impact of feminist thinking on nanatology cannot be underestimated. Feminia 

Iiterary theory demands shifts in point of view, to pnvilege the previously unspoken discourses 

that have been silenced by misogyny. In this system, women and their unique discourses are 

undervaiued and consequently, their impact on narrative foms is reduced. Shields' attempt to 

re-establish narrative foms is particularly important. She develops her narrative pattern from 

many of the undervalued forms of documentation that Hutcheor, Lists, such as: '~omals ,  letters, 

confessions, biographies, autobiographies, self portraits.. ." (Hutcheon, Politics 160). Evidently, 

then, Shields' novels privileges that which has previously been undervalued. The Stone Diaries. 

for example, weaves its discourses out of letters and journal entries and itselfconstitutes several 



closely linked life narratives, perhaps the most wmplete being that of Daisy Goodwill-Flett. 

Also important in this novel are the imaginative processes through which the characters form 

their own We stories and identities. Shields herseif describeci Daisy's Me-narrative in an 

h t e ~ e w  with Joan Thomas: 

She's not writing it. She's thinking it, in exactly the same way we all 

thùik our own Me. We carry this constmct that is our owa Ke. But no, 

she doesn't actudy put pen to paper or anything f i e  that. She's 

building it, and she7s building it out of the scraps of what she knows and 

what she imagines. (58) 

Marv Swann too, Links dûectly to these undervdued f o m  as the novel brings into 

direct focus the narrative constnicts of biography and stories that people believe about their 

own lives. The novel follows the academic canonisation of a lesser known Northern Ontario 

poet, Mary Swann. Wlthin this narrative are the stories of four chanicters involveci in the 

construction of the nfth and most important character, Mary Swann, the poet herself. The 

whole narrative invoIves the confessions made to the reader about their involvement with Mary 

Swann, which are kept away fiom the other characters. Through this, the reader becomes 

implicated in the process of reconstruction. The process of canonisation is a sham, as the 

manuscript of the poet has been irrevocably lost in its original form. As Frederic Cnizzi recalls 

in confidence to the reader, the events of the fateful night: 

Lakes of blue ink flowed between the lines, blotting out entke 

phrases. . .they wnfemed over every blot, then guessed, then invented. . . .At 



one point, Hilde supplying the misshg lines and even the greater part of 

a rnissing stanza. (MS 223) 

Haownstance too, d o w s  the two very ordinary characters enough fictionai space to speak 

their own version of events with their own voices. The two characters do not have to fight for 

space in the saine narrativei but are cleverly presenteci alongside the other. 

To r e m  to Bakhtin's notion of heteroglossia, then, five major voices can be identified 

in an overview of Shields' work. These represent some of her work's overail themes as they 

represent a partidar outlook in the wider discourse of the tea. These voices emerge 

individually but blend together at difEerent points in the te* though none is given a permanent 

prominence. The result of this is a complementary one, in which the individual 

voicesldiscourses gain depth through both the contrasts and the similadies that are revealed. 

To i d e n e  these voices, then, is to consider Shields' work as a continuum of ideas rather than 

isolated pieces of writing. 

Firstiy, there is a narrative voice which exists, even though Shields' work does much to 

undermine the reader's reliance on such a voice. The narrating voice forms a starhg point 

corn which other voices can be idennfied. The narrative voice does not remah constant 

throughout her novelg but fluctuates in prominence and form. It is a voice that belongs to 

numerous characters, who al1 are given an opportunity to speak their own version of events. 

For example, the letters in The Stone Diaries take narrative control for large sections at a tirne. 

They are not ail written by one person, or indeed, to one person. They are a coiiection of 

letters written by a group of cheracters involved in the particular time period of a given chapter. 



The narratîng voice then, in The Stone Diaries. is a polyphony of voices rather than a single 

monotone, 

In Happenstance, the narrative voice is not as hctured as there is a sharp focus on the 

essence of voice. The novel physidy splits two separate discourses which then reflect in and 

contrast with each other. What is exploited by the narrative voice is the space between the 

reader and the text. The narrative voice is a voice which appeals nom within the text directiy 

to the reader. The e E i  is that there is always a textual awareness of the reader. By offering 

new modes of communication, Shields places certain expectations on the reader, who has to re- 

negotiate hidher reading process, as it is often brought into focus. For example, in The Stone 

Diaries, the namitor speaks directly to the reader in a conversational tone, wary of repeating 

particular nuances of the story "Have 1 said that Clarentine Fiett deserted her husband Magnus, 

in the year 1905.' (TSD 47). 

There is a personal voice that cm be identifid in the texts, where the private 

introspections of her characters are artïculated. Collectively, the angst of characters such as the 

elderly Daisy, the aspiring Sarah, or the anxious Jack form a singdar voice within the 

heteroglossia There is a particular social/politicaI situation that is being reflected in this 

discourse. Perhaps it is the contemporary concern for psychological wellàre, as modem Me is 

shown to make demands on the human spirit that require much private contemplation and 

evaluation. 

A very active creative voice can easily be recognised as many characters are involved in 

various acts of creaîion. Again, these characten merge to represent a distinct discourse in the 

texts. There is a drive to express the seifcreatively and to discover unexplored depths through 



quilt-makitlg, & h g  and picturemaking. The developrnent and continuhg expression of 

creative energy is presented in overwhelmingly positive ways, altho?igh Shields is carefbl to 

document too, the pain that her charactes undergo as a result of self-expression. This textual 

voice is closely contrasteci with what cm be termed an intektual voice. This is a familar 

voice through which Shields documents the often ruthless institutional pressures made in the 

academic sphere. The conference setting appears many tunes to represent the convergence of 

intellect. Indeed, Clara Thomas felt that Shields' fictionaf depiction of the academic world was 

shaq and incisive: 'The various symposium sessions hilariously parody every academic 

conference in the world" (203). 

Fhally, there is a domestic voice which can be located in all of Shields' work. Though 

hugely under-represented in literature, the domestic sphere is, for everyone, an integrai aspect 

of existence. As Shields has stated in an i n t e ~ e w  with Harvey De Roo: 'Terhaps domesticity 

is ubiquitous and its essential nature is the reason it is missing fiom so much of our fiterature. . . 

Domesticity is Mce breathing. It goes on and on " (Shields, Fl+g 44). However, it is only 

contemporaneousIy that this female-dorninated sphere is becoming acknowledged and 

represented in writing and it is this that Shields gives voice to in her works. 

One of the exact namative challenges that Shields directs is the existence of these 

multiple voices within her texts. This practice of multi-versioning is a phenornenon that, as 

Hutcheon points out, has a particular signifiaince. There is a different power dynamic at work 

in texts that allow severai discourses to coexist, rather than asserting a single voice of 

righteousness. Hutcheon cites this merence as an author's conscious rejection of one of the 

previous d e s  of narrative: ''The refusal to integrate fragments is a refusal of the closure and 



telos which narrative uaially demands" (Hutcheon, Poetics 121). Shields is constnrcting 

narratives that challenge previous literary doctrine. 

In Ha~oenstance Shields locates several women at a conference in Philadelphia coming 

face to face with new forms oc  and possibilities for, narrative. In the workshop on narrative 

quiltmaking, a comection is made between the quiited images and the stories they represent in 

the b ~ g i n g  together of Merent fhrics and shapes to create images which are changed with 

use and repairs. There is an acknowledgement that a story is in essence a changing, growing 

force that cannot shply be one way only. Thus, for the makers of pictonal quilts, at the 

conference, the sequencing of images and the stitches and patterns that comect these images 

are vital. In the same way, the written narrative has events, transitions and relationships that 

are behg constructeci. Here, the reader learns, dongside those i x ~  the quilting workshop, of 

new possibilities for reading, writing and creating. For example, '"The thing is' Dorothea 

Thomas went on, '1 used to think that stories only had the one ending. But then, this last year 

or so, 1 got to thinking that that7s not right. The fact is most stories have three or four endings, 

maybe even more" (H 143). hdeed, in i n t e ~ e w  Shields has stated ber own affection for the 

possibilities of multiple endings: Y like endings that veer off in strange directions, rising rather 

than f a h g ,  or endings that make sudden laps into the fiiture or the past, b ~ g h g  about quite 

a different quality of oqgen altogethe? (Shields, Flving 49). Through the discourses in the 

workshop Shields sharpens her narrative endeavour, which is to acknowledge the complexities, 

contradictions and challenges of story-tehg. 

Shields often uses ordinary and familiar subjects and situations in her work. Her 

narratives however, do not become mundane as Shields has a new agenda for these subjects. 



She aims to elevate the status of these orduiary situations by investigating them in dBerent 

ways. She hvokes genres such as biography, documentary and romance but does not use the 

generic des and regulations that generally apply to them. Shields uses these aspects of 

different genres and works hem Uito different shapes which correspond with her own agenda. 

For example, through the structure of The Stone Diaries, she wanted to suggest a flashback to 

nineteenth century foms which she could then re-work into a new place: 

1 wanted my chapter titles to be the chapter titles of old nineteenth 

century biography, but 1 wanted them, in my câse, to be slightly askew 

so that the chapter '2ove" for example, isn't quite about love, the one on 

maniage isn't quite about marriage, so that they are just slightiy off 

(Shields, Personal Inteniew 18) 

It is not a nostalgie voyage that she wants her readers to expenence as they read; rather, she 

wants them to glunpse the suggestion ofother generic forms while noticing that the agenda is 

different. In an i n t e ~ e w  with Joan Thomas, explained: 

In some ways 1 see this [ The Stone Diaries ]as the antithesis of the nineteenth 

century novel where characters search to h d  themselves-and she 

@hisy] doesn7t find herself. This is the modem stance. You don't aiways fuid 

yowself. (Shields, Golden 60) 

The effective challenge to the grand narrative surrounds the (dis) placement of the 

traditional nanator. Wïthin the heteroglossia that Shields establishes, one of the voices that can 

be heard is that of the traditional nanator who is challengeci within the texts, both by other 

voices in the text and by the very construction of the text itsell; which allows the other voices 



to exist. The opening of The Stone Diaries is an excellent example of how Shields manipulates 

the tekg .  The nanative position here is a unique one, as the reader discovers that the speaker 

is descnïing her own birth. Shields acknowledges that this is impossible but knows that many 

of her readers will be able to relate to this reconstruction through their own imaginhgs: "I 

redise you can't see your own birth, but most of us have an image of our own birth that we 

bdd  up out of other people's recollections and so on . . ." (Shields, Golden 58) Mer  this 

event the narrator goes on to describe with conviction t'le early lives of both her mother and 

father, including their meeting and their marriage. However, the narrator is clearly of a 

différent time and there is no attempt to disguise this. The story is told corn her own point of 

view and she speaks it with her own voice. The high level of seifdisclosure whÎch rnakes the 

nanator's voice authentic, is wntinually kept at the forenont, with references such as ' T h e  is 

nothing ugly about this scene, whatever you may think, nothing unnatufal, that is, so why am 1 

unable to look at it calmly?" (TSD 23). 

This highly subjective and emotionally overlaid discourse not only has the responsibiiity 

of opening The Stone Diaries but also introduces the reader to two of the major characters of 

the novel. Traditionaiiy, this opening responsibibty relied on the skills of a single narrator who 

is objective and informed. Yet here, Daisy could not be more subjective about the events she 

descnies, as she is so closely and painMy bound to them. Further, the reader is exposed to 

the variables and inflexes of this narrator's language, which includes turns of phrase and side 

tracking that Daisy speaks, such as, 'Vis is a particuiar fancy of mine" (TSD 26). Daisy opedy 

acknowledges, here, the narrative constructions in her tale and d e s  no effort to provide the 

reader with a truth other than her own reality. 



There are examples of direct interchanges between the varying voices in the novel and 

the role occupied by a traditional namator. I'here is a voice of caution that can be identifieci 

i*hich breaks into the discourse, to remind the reader that the narrator is fillibIe. After Daisy 

has spoken at length about her childhood and early mm-age the v o k  questions, not ody the 

validity of her story but her sanity: 

Maybe now is the time to tdl you that Daisy G o o d d  has a iittle trouble with 

getting ùiings straight; with the truth that is. . . .Weil, a childhood is whet 

anyone wants to remember of it. It leaves behind no fossils, except perhaps in 

fiction. Which is why you want to take Daisy's representation of events with a 

grain of salt, a bushel of salt. . . .You WU have already reaiised that no person in 

this world could possibly be as insensitive, as me1 as her mother in law. . . 

.Furthemore, she imposes the voice of the friture on the events of the past, 

causing all manner of distortion. She takes great jumps in time leaving out 

important matters. (TSD 148) 

Here the voice of caution, which momentarily takes over the narrating position, engages in 

direct challenge to the validity of Daisy's story. Perhaps this cautionary voice is indeed the 

voice of the grand narrative, as it speaks to the reader in an attempt to re-establish the need for 

chronology. The voice urges the reader to distmst Daisy's style of narration. Simultaneously 

then, this voice of concern highlights the dexterity of the narrator who is being undercut. Daisy 

has not provided a traditionai chronology but has realisticdy represented a tnith of Iived 

experience, which is that a sense of the past and the imagineci fiiture converge in a foreground 

and help to create the present moment being described. 



There are dense narrative clashes that occur between the voices in Shields' work which 

challenge versions of events in the form of authoritative questioning rather than just accepting 

their validity. However, in complex narrative manoeuvres, the voice that questions, at t h e s  

undermines the vaiidity of its own aory. The text can become heavy with confiision between 

the voices and the levels of narration themselves: "(Does Grandma Flett a c h d y  say this Iast 

aloud? She's not sure. She's lost track of what's real and what isn't and so, at this age, have 

1)" (TSD 329). This is a very challenging position for the reader to be in, who is le& mid-novel 

with no oarrating voice that he/she can trust, as the above quotes shows a narrator chaiienging 

the words of a characier and ais0 then undermining their own validïty- The whole narrative, at 

this point, questions the central idioms of even tqing to teil a story. However, this 

convergence of challenging voices serves to dislocate the reader's reliance on narrative truths 

and to obliterate the notion of a narratorial authority. 

In The Stone Diaries, there is a challenge to the reader to accept less codified ways of 

t e h g ,  as Shields calls for an appreciation of new f o m  of voice that are not sanctioned in 

formal narrative patterns. For example, though there have been serious questions regarding the 

validity of Daisy's story, it remains Daisy's story. The reader is left with no choice but to 

acknowledge her narrative, no matter how uncordortable hdshe might feel about doing this, as 

her narrative voice is exclusive: ccStïIl hers is the only account there is, written on thin air, 

writ&en with imagination's invisible ink" (TSD 149). The reader must accept a narrative voice 

that does not adhere to the traditionai values of reliability and insight, associated with a 

narrator. Daisy is telling her own story and this involves more than one form of information, 

such as dr-ams and gossip, as well as the numerous events of her Life that are confinneci in 



I other charactersy testirnonies. The reader is kept on hisher rnetaphorical toes and prevented l 
! 
I kom f ~ g  into the trap of sirnply accepting what is presented. There is often a chdenging 

! voice that emerges to awaken any readers that may have fden into this trap: 'Wo, none of this 

is tme. Old Mrs Hett is dreamulg agaiu" (TSD 341). The dislocation that the reader feels can 

at thes  be disorientating, yet, Shields makes her point strongly, that eclectic narrative 

constnicts are a viable way of fictionally representing a genuine discourse. What is needed is 

for the reader to be more agile and open in hisher reading process to appreciate the delicûte 

layers of narrative that are being constructed to create an overaii depiction which has certainty 

and honesty. 

Voice is clearly a central issue for Cuyler, ~ a i s ~ ' s  father, whose life is characterised by 

periods of expression and articulation. One of the most important narrations of Cuyler's We is 

the one that he makes in order to reclaim his daughter on their train trip to Arnerica which is 

located specifically "between Winnipeg, Manitoba and Bloomington, Indiana" (TSD 86). The 

reader has identifieci Cuyler's creative voice in the text, but, he loses this dong with his carving 

skill. Daisy informs the reader that his speech at her graduation was awkward and caused her a 

large degree of embarrassrnent and she is anxious about the speech he d give at her wedding: 

'Paisy's own eyes fill up in response, but she sighs knowing that her father is about to deliver 

one of his sonorous and empty speeches" (TSD 11 5). The way in which Cuyler's skills are 

presented demonstrates one of the narrative patterns in Shields' work She presents alternative 

views on a singe event through allowing various characters the space to speak. The resuit is a 

complex account being narraîed which does not necessarily have a traditional cohesive f a  as 

there is no sense of agreement between the accounts presented. This alternative way of 



narrating in no way attempts to be an exhaustive representation of reahy, but establishes a 

multi-versioned complexity which acknowledges and gives credibility to different views. In this 

way, Cuyler's own pride and love of speaking is not invalidateci by his daughter's 

embarrasment. In this narrative pattern, the gaps and pieces of 10a information aiso become 

part of the narrative process itseE as the reader begins to understand the multiple discourses 

that are possible. 

Brian McHale identifies a "collage of disparate genres and registers" (McHaIe 169) in 

comection to heteroglossia that applies to the narrative aspects of Shields' work. It is clear 

that Shields disregards convention and takes a more eclectic approach to narrative, as she 

foms them fiom disparate materials drawn f?om diverse fields. In i n t e ~ e w  with Harvey De 

Roo, Shields said that she was "...inMerent to the boundaries between titerary foms" (Harvey, 

Flving 38). Mickey Pearlman endorses this idea that Shields' narrative constmcts are eclectic 

in, Canadian Women Wnting Fiction, where he stated that: ': . . her [Shields'] art consists of 

taking fragments so that we understand that they are part of an individuai Me, that al1 life is 

made up of such scenes" (138). In addition and support, Abby Werlock, in 'Tanadian Identity 

and Wornen's Voices," has describeci Shields' approach as "a humanist approach, which blurs 

both national boundaries and in post modem fashion, the lines separating literary genresy7 (126). 

What is essential to extrapolate about Shields' eclectic narrative constmcts is the way in 

which the challenges are arîiculated as part of the narrative itself Thus, there is no air of 

mystery that shrouds her texts and their orientation. One of the most important aspects of her 

novel, Mary Swann, is the way in which the mysteiy itselfbecomes face or parody, as the 

characters seek the perpetrator of the theft of the Swann papers. What the novel documents is 



' the construction of art and its fictional, fabricated fàctuahty. As such, Shields' work is part of a 

postmodem orientation that seeks to shed direct light on the politics of reading and d g .  If 

we consider Hutcheon's definition of the externalised aspect of postmodemist \Kfifing, we can 

clearly see Shields' work within it: T h e  art's [fiction] interrogation of the values underlying 

our cuiturai practices, however, is always overt, always on the surface, not hidden in the depths 

to be unearthed by the disceming (deconstnicting) cntic" (Hutcheon, Poetics 192). Shields has 

stated in an interview with De Roo that: k e  to approach aories fkom multiple perspectives, 

hidden perspectives . . . my 'slant' involves angles of perspective, voice and layered perception 

. . . " (Shields, Fivïng 49). Thus there is a determination in Shields' work to include dzerent 

versions to compile her fiction. 

'What feminist theory has shown is that strategies of writing and reading are forms of 

cultural resistance. They work to tum dominant discourses inside out and challenge theory in 

its own terms" (Godard 45). As Godard states, both the reader and the &ter become M y  

responsible, under feminst literary theory, for the wider implications of their actions. No 

longer can the writer exist in an intellectual void bekg inoved by muses nor can the reader 

recline in a position of passivity, waiting for the mystery of plot to be &Ied before him/her. 

Both have important roles to play in the wider sphere, where new voices can be heard and the 

established canon overturned. Feminism stands in as a totem for revisionists-those with new 

information to look at what has gone before with new vision and set in place an aitered 

representation that is true to these new insights. 1 feel strongly that Shields' work moves in this 

direction and that her narrative constructs are vital to this new vision. 



Shields herself has stated in inteniew with De Roo that: U. .in a sense all my books have 

been about retrieval fkom the past" (Shields, FI*g 43). This is very interesthg as it places a 

certain emphasis on the reclamation of experience from a realrn that has not presented that 

experience credibly. In terms of narrative, too, a signXcance remains as there has been a 

conscious effort on the part of the writer to re-establish events that may have been 

misappropriateci elsewhere. In short, there is an attempt in Shields' work to present what has 

not yet been presented adequately, to reclairn past events and experiences and attempt to do 

fictional justice to them. Contemporaneously, the histoncai event is one that has become the 

focus of a wide range of critical attention as new ideas about fact and fiction are formed. 

Historical fact then, is often a misnomer as history is now subject to the same scnitiny as the 

most fictitious piece of d g .  Postmodemist stances have enabled readers and writers to 

idenfify the presence of power structures and political forces, both outside and inside the texts, 

that govern the images portrayeci within it. Thus, all writing is formed w i t h  a politicai 

6amework that has an influence on the narrative that is produced. History is then, a narrative 

that is constructeci fkom the same aspects as fiction but it goes under a differently preferred 

label. Shields has stated her attempt to articulate past events and this reflects her involvement 

in the attempt to appropriate a differing range of voices in ways that have not been sanctioned 

previously . 

McHale has coined the phrase "radical heteroglossia," which aiiows a connection to be 

made between Shields' eclectic aarrative pattern and her Canadian existence as the term 

descnbes a relationship of multiple voices eisting in awareness of the others; 'Ridical 

heteroglossia emerges in cultures which embrace several languages, wsmopolÎtan cultures in 



which the various national Ianguages are mutualiy aware of the othei' (McHale 1 71 1. McHale 

attributes the occurrence of c d ~  heterglossia to bi/rnulticultural existence and this is why it 

is signincant when considering Shields' work. Potiticdy, Canada is a bhgual country and 

distinct cultural divergences occur within each province, demonstrating the existence of many 

forms of expression within mering value systems. Contemporary Canadian iiterature is 

involveci in a search for Canadian voice and aii of its vaiying voices may be seen to reflect the 

wntemporary realism of the country. That is to say, the multitude of voices that exist within 

Canada need to be acknowledged and allowed to thnve aiongside each other, rather than one or 

two seeking a dominance over the others. The stniggles for voice that are regional and fought 

out politicdy, socially and econornically in Canada are mirrored in the complex multiple voice 

relations in its fiction Findy, by acknowledging the array of Canadian voices which comprise 

a national chou there is a move away fiom 014 phaiiocentric ideas of truth and reality towards 

an acceptance of new challenging perspectives witkh literature and its power to document 

contemporary reality. 



Chapter Three 

There are Other Relationships Besides Cause and Effect: 

The Gender (Less) Polemic. 

The real trouble with this world tends to settle on the rnisalignment 

between men and wome~tha t ' s  my opinion, rny humble opinion, as 1 

long ago lemt  to say. But how we love to bru& these injustices aside. 

Our want is to put up with things, with the notion that men behave in one 

way and women in another. . .(TSD 12 1) 

In this chapter, 1 will examine the central tenets of Shields' gender (less) polemic which 

oscillates around the belief that men and women have a common experience of life and that it is 

only their modes of expression that mer .  1 have coined the term 'gender (less) polemic' to 

describe Sheilds' fictional focus on the interaction between men and women. Her work seems 

to suggest that, though gender is important when considering human interaction, it is does not 

provide enough information about the f ihess  of human interaction. Shields, controversially, 

rejects gender as a justification for merences and misunderstandings between the sexes and 

her polemic is about discovering the more tangible ways of relating and expenencing that men 

and women have. The sentiments articulated in the opening quote above, by one of the 

narrating voires in The Stone Diaries, reinforce this idea of a gender (less) polemic. In 

Ha~~enstance, there is detailed focus on the domestic spazc and the gendered politics that 

dominate there. Brenda creates a drarna of ber moming routines which begin with her gliding 



down the staircase. Her dramatisation of these rnundane events hctions to displace the 

boredom of repetition: "The descent down the broad, uncarpeted stairs has something of 

ceremony about if it has gone on so long" (H 1). There is the suggestion that these domestic 

rituals have been fomied over many years of d e d  We. Over her marrieci me, a gap has 

emerged between who she feds she really is inside and how she might be perceived outwardly. 

Her fear is that she will be seen as a woman who has nothhg to do or say and it is kely that 

the domestic work she does do is chronically undervalued: "She &es to think of herselfas a 

busy person" (H 1). It is not surprishg that she experiences joy when she considers that 

domestic routines will soon be behind her as the wnf'érence in Phiiadelphia offers her the 

chance to do something that is recognised as worthwhile. 

The extent to which she stmggles with her excitement about the conference is childlike 

to some extent and emphasises her depra7rity- Yet 'l..when she murmurs the word 

'Philadelphia' h to  the rising wffee fumes, she feels engorged with anticipation, a nch, pink 

strangeness jiggling round ber hart that interferes with her concentration" (El 3). Her own 

interests and independence are not nurtured in the domestic environment and her success in 

Philadelphia offers the first public recognition of her own talent and independent existence: '?n 

recent days she has felt impeiied to disguise her excitement, to affect calm. A hand on her 

shoulder seems to wam her to be carefiii, to practise sanity and steadiness" (H 3). The image of 

the kitchen message board fùnctions as an apt metaphor for Brenda's We, at this point in the 

novel. Tn secret, Brenda clears a space in the papers and cards for her fiight details: "And there, 

snugged cleaniy in the corner-she has cleared a small area around it-is her flight schedule. It 

looks purposefid and bright, winning fiom the welter of other items its small claim to priority" 



(H 2). The extent to which Brenda is just the doer of domestic tasks, is seen in the division of 

the moniing newspaper and she begins to question this: "Should she perhaps resent the fact that 

he always helps himseIfto the fiont section of the Trib and, iike a potentate, hands round to the 

others, the lesser sections. . . .Brenda herselftends to get stuck most momings with the 

business section" (H 6). 

The comection between women and domestic chores is seen in The Stone Diaries. 

Mercy is valued for her household SUS at the orphanage which she leaves &er her marriage to 

Cuyler. In contrast to Brenda, Mercy actively enjoys the organisation of her household, unlike 

other aspects of marriage, such as sex. The domestic ammgements are an outlet for Mercy's 

own skills and fùnction as a form of order and control that she can assert in her own We. A 

domestic etiquette is something that Daisy, too, takes refuge in during her h a g e  to Barker: 

"The tabledoth is checked cotton, blue and white. The mother's place is set at one end and the 

father's at the other, this is a family that tends to adhere to conventional routines and practices" 

(TSD 1%). There is an over-riding suggestion then that much of women's potential is 

distracted by the demands of household duties. 

If Shields suggests that women are shackled, then her male characters are victims too. 

Social/sexual conventions control Barker, who feels locked within codes which he is unable to 

break: 'Decades of parched silence have made him a voyeur in his own me, and even now he 

watches himselfcnticdy: paterfamilias, a man greeting his f d y  at the end of the working 

day, gazing into the faces of his children and beyond them to the screened porch where the 

supper table is set'' (TSD 16 1). In later We, both Daisy and Barker express their dissatisfaction 

with these domestic codes. Daisy accuses the events of her married Me of being huduient: 



'The debris of her married life rains down around her, the anniversaries, pregoaacies, vacations, 

meals, illnesses, and recovenes, crowding out the dramatic. . . " (TSD 19 1). Barker7s letter 

expresses hope that his children will not suffer the same fate that he hopes they can experience 

love in a real and acknowledged way. 

Sarah Maloney states that 'Dailiness, to be sure has its hard deposits of ennui, but it is 

alse, as Mary Swann suggests, redemptive" (MS 22). As this quote demonstrates, in Marv 

S w a ~ ,  there are manifestations of the poet's approval of the domestic environment. Sarah, in 

an attempt to relax and recover fiom exhaustion, finds a release in basic domestic tasks: 

'There are rewards in cleaning things-everyone should know this-the corners of rooms, 

dresser drawers, and such" (MS 22). There is the comection made again between the 

completion of domestic tasks and the creation of a feeling of well being and control. Yet, the 

fate of M a ~ y  Swann, murdered by her husband, gives waniings about the domestic scene. Her 

enle on the f m  provides both the seeds for her poetry, which is inspireci by her surroundings 

and also the root of her destruction as she is isolated and vulnerable. Indeed, Clarentine Flett 

too has to escape the domestic scene of her marriage, in search of fiMment and 

acknowledgement of herself as a woman. 

Integrai to the gender (less) polemic in Shields' work, are the relationships that are 

formed in the domestic sphere. In Marv Swann, she focuses on the relationship between Sarah 

Maloney and her mother. Sarah clearly values her mother, feehg as though her life is e ~ c h e d  

by her: 

You might say 1 am a professional daughter, or at Ieast 1 am a serious hobbyist. . 

. .My mother and 1 talk and t& . . . and here sit I, the luckiest of women, 



brimmuig with home-cooked food and my mother's steady, unfocused 

love. (MS 33) 

Sarah identifies maternal attachments that bind women to their mothers in a way that is not 

replicated between fathers and sons: " Women can never quite escape their mothers' cosmic 

pull. . . " (MS 47). There is also the close comection of creativity between Brenda and her 

deceased mother. 

The image of Mrs Bowman7s sewing machine as a living person-'2s sound was sweet 

and rhythmic, almost humafl'' (H 26)-informs our understanding of Brenda's workroom, 

which aiso takes in an existence of its own. There is a suggestion that Brenda has inhented her 

creative impulse directly fiom her mother and though this connection is not stated explicitly it 

can feasibly be made, based on Brenda's descriptions of creative inspiration being rooted in 

memory: 

When workhg on a quilt she seldom Iooked out of the window, or 

anywhere else for that matter . . . the patterns seemed to corne from some 

more simplified root of memory, sometimes they arrived as a pulsahg 

rush as she was p u h g  weeds or shovehg snow offthe fiont walk, but 

more often they appeared to her early in the moming before she opened her 

eyes, an entire design projected ont0 the interior screen of her 

eyelids. She could see the smallest details, the individual stitches. AU 

the pieces were there, the colours and the shapes. . . .When she opened 

her eyes to the light, she always expected the image to dissolve, but it 



remaineci intact, printed on an imaginary wali or beating slowly at the 

back of her head. (H 16-17) 

Matemal connections are aIso emphaçised at the beguuiing of The Stone Diaries with the birth 

of Daisy and the novel then goes on the explore the emotional legacy that is left when maternai 

ties are severed by death. 

Shields is not blind to the importance of patemal relationships. In Hap~enstance the 

reader leams of Jack as a child and understands the habits that form his regular visits to his 

parents in later years. Jack and his father spend t h e  together, walking in Columbus park for 

exampie, and Shields, in tm examines Jack's paternal role. The growth of Jack's own 

daughter aiggers a certain amount of parental sadness as he bas to reconcile her growth with 

simultaneous passing of time for himself. Towards his son there is a huge arnount of anger 

aroused by an adolescent resistance to authority: "Jack felt the room rock. For a fraction of a 

second-it couldn't have been more he was sure he was goîng to kill Rob" (H 59). 

Involvement with his son leads him to contemplate Ioss as the row shatters the familiar 

atmosphere and is hard for them aU to reconcile: m a t  in God's name had happeneci, he asked 

himself. The bubble of gaiety that had contained the two of them a minute a ago-only a 

minute ago-where had it gone?' It is signifiant that Jack is unable to resolve the disharmony 

and is left feelug his own inadequacy yet, he siiently lets the incident slip by: "He didn't 

mention the argument of the night before and neither did Jack. The whole uproar over the 

Spanish rice seemed shockingly abwd, shamefùI, trivial, the kind of meaningless explosion that 

occun between very yowg chiidren, the kuid of thllig best forgotten, especially today on this 

most giittering of rnomings" (H 85). 



Jack has to acknowledge a certain awkwardness with his children, d e  Brenda, who 

1 'Vas good with the children when they were sick, positive and brisk, a swifl and willing creator 
! 

i . . - " (H 121). There is a contrast between how he feels about his children and then how he 
i 
' 

behaves around them. He sees their direct connection to him and his integrai role in their Me 

and at this stage wants to keep them protected fiom the hanher realities in Me, but cannot 

communicate this care effkctively "He felt panic, a shortness of breath, a sharp pain that was 

not his but belonged to his son. Couldn't he, with a doubhg of his d keep his son d e  a 

little longer? There must be a way ifonly he had the imagination to find it" (H 126). 

Brenda, too, has to acknowledge her children's growth in her relationship with them: 

'Rob, or Robbie as she stiU sornehes thinks of him, is after all her firstbom child, and his 

Iowered eyes (sulkîness) and dark, curling hair make her hart seize with love" (H 5). 

lodeed, much of her t h e  out of the domestic sphere is characterised by what she thinks of her 

chiidren. When she speaks to them on the telephone she h d s  a comection with them, and not 

her husband, that she does not want to let go: 'Oh, she loved them, loved them. For a minute 

she kept her hand on the receiver, unwilling to lose the comection of love between herseif and 

her two childreny' (FI 1 80). 

Pivotai to the shape of Shields' fiction is this familiaVdomestic centre, which seems an 

"'ordinary" focus in modem times. However, she gives attention to the fiacturing of familial 

relationships, such as orphanhood and charts the eEect of parental loss. Mercy expenences a 

lonehess that is a result of having no family with which to contexhiahse her own life: "She 

knows ody that she stands apart ftom any coherent history, separated fiom the orduiary 

consolation of blood ties, and covered over and over again these last two years by Cuyler 



I 
1 Goodd's  immense ardour" (TSD 7). Bereavement, for Shields, is not something that the 

individual 'gets over' but f o m  an integral feature of the survivor's life. Throughout their 

Lives, her orphans retum to feelings of abandonment that they connect directly with living 

through their loss of comection. As a child, Daky began to assimilate the differences that her 

orphanhood neant, in relation to those around her 

This had to do with the vacuum she sensed, suddeniy, in the middle of her Mie, 

and it took weeks in that dim room, weeks of heavy blankets, and the image of 

that upside d o m  tree in her chest to infonn her of what it was. What she 

lacked was a kernel of authenticity, that precious interior ore tbat everyone 

around her seemed to possess. (TSD 76) ' 

Later in the text, the black housekeeper connects Daisy's breakdown with the loss of her 

mother 'Toor thing, poor lost thing. Never a mother to c d  her own, and now, fiom the looks 

of it-though who could teil such things, who can read the firture? No little ones of her own to 

rock and sing tom (TSD 9). Even at bk& the interpretation ofDaisy's fit moments are 

sensitive to the huge impact of orphanhood: ' M y  mouth is open, a wrinkled ring of thread, 

already seekùi& demanding, and perhaps knowing at some unconscious level that the £ilment 

of matter that we stmggle to catch hold of at birth is going to be out of reach for mey' (H 39). 

The surrogate matemal role that Clarentine Flett takes on is given much praise: 'We are 

bound forever to those who Gare for us in out early years. Their loss cannot be compensateci. 

Our ties to them are unbreakable" (TSD 189). Yet, in later Hie Daisy h d s  the loss of her 

biological comection difncult to resolve: ". . . a kind of rancor underlies her existence . . . the 
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recognition that she belongs tu no one" (TSD 281). This loss is examined in fbll as are the 

physicd manifestations ofgriec triggered by the absence of her mother's wedciing ring: 

Tonight, lying under a light blanket and awaiting the rehirn of her 

husband, a man named Barker Flett, she feels the loss of that ring, the 

loss, in fàct, of any comection in the world. . . .She is s h i v e ~ g  ail over as 

if suddenly stnick by some Mecfion. She has had these gusts of grief 

before. The iliness that she d e r s  is orphanhood . . . and here she lies, 

stranded, genderless, ageless, alone. (H 189) 

Whilst living in Flonda, Daisy is distressed while thinking about her deceased father and 

father in law. Yet, these thoughts provide at least a tangiile contact, even only in thought and 

memory, with her own lineage. She ' W d s  about her departed fathers. That's as far as she 

goes: she just thinks about them, concentrates on them, dweils on them ..." (TSD 267). There 

is no lasting cornfort, as these memones remind her of her absolute isolation from f d a l  

contact: 

The odd thing about the pictures that fly into Daisy Goodwill's head is 

that she is aiways aione. There are voices that reach her ftom a distance; 

there are shadows and niggestions-but she is still aione. . . .This is what 

breaks her hem. What she can't bear. Even now 80 years old. (TSD 

3 3 9) 

The younger generations of The Stone Diaries, too, are troubled by the attempt to fuid 

a limage and a place of contact that is supported by blcod lines. Vioria, with no father ever 

hown to her, beghs to realise her own fate: "Ifanyone should be on a father quest, it should 



be Victoria.." (TSD 269). The loss of a father also cornes to haunt Brenda Bowman She 

reaiïses that her chiIdhood unresolved grief is forcing its way into her later Ke: Why lately, 
i 

! was she making such a point of telling people, especially strangers, about this, her lack of a 

father ?" (H 72). 

The (un) expression of fernale sexuality is another tenet of Shields' gendered polemic. 

Below, Clarentine Hett outhes her H e  on the prairies: 

She is a woman whose desires stand at the bottom of a cracked pitcher, 

waiting. Even now, hanging out the wash she is faint with longing, but 

for what? Embrace me she says to the dripping sheets and pillowslips, 

hold me7 but she says it ddly without hope. Her washtub is empty 

now, an old wooden vesse1 Sitting there on a piece ofoutcropping rock. 

(TSD 15) 

This image of a washtub forms an appropriate metaphor for the (un)expression of female 

sexuaiity as Clarentine redises that her youth has gone and she is stiU craving a loving 

relationship. This examination of sexuality fùnctions as another layer in Shields7 depiction of 

orduiary He. A collage of information traces the (un) developing of Brenda's sexual 

expression. Though not presented chronologicdy, there is the delicate description of the loss 

ofher virghity. This event is not assurned by the text, as she is a manied woman, but it is 

included, relative to the importance it has for Brenda: 

It hurt tem3ly. He had been guilt stricken at the pain he inflicteci upon 

her-but not guilt stncken enough to stop. 'Bite rny shoulder,' he 

whispered to her in the darkness that night. She hadn't wanted to; she 



shmnk f?om pain. She didn't want to hurt h i q  but she felt it was only 

polite to do as he requested. The circle of teeth marks on his upper arm 

lasted the whole of their honeymoon. (H 155) 

Sex is experienced by Brenda as a mixture of pain, obligation and endurance. The 

romantic notions of sex and marriage that she shared with her friends at the hstitute are 

shattered when she physically interacts with the man she has married. Shields exposes the naive 

state in which Brenda enters marriage: 'The state of mariage was secret and d e ,  a circie of 

charmed light beyond the horizon . . . " (H 107). This is demonstratecl again in Brenda's shock 

when she sees her husband's genitals: "She hadn't banked on his body, especidy its darker, 

hidden areas where the skin was corne, folded, reddened, covered with hairs. It took getting 

used to" (MS 155). 

The reader follows the growth in the semai relationship fiom the honeymoon when 

Brenda cCirnagined years of aching and soreness ahead of hef' (H 155) to her middle age. In 

later Me, there is no expression of genuine semal passion for the other, but simply a scenarïo 

that is acted out; yet, the implications for Brenda are immense as during sex she becomes a 

silent, transparent object: 

It was an old game of theirs: he the pursuer, the flatterer, the one with ail 

the lines, some of which were both tnie and untrue. And she: silent shy 

pretending reluctance, pretending to be preoccupied, and then finally 

allowing herser to be won. There were other games, other scenes, 

some sharper and more savage, but this was the one that they retumed to 



again and again. . . . she felt herseifgrow opaque and speechless, making 

1 srnail gasping sounds as his tongue circled her Npples. (H 25) 

The established s e 4  pattern is shattered, or at least chailenged, by the event of the 

conférence. The sex they have on the rnoming she lezves is altered as there is a role reversai as 

Brenda leaves the domestic routine to go where her skills are respecteci in a publicly acclaimed 

sphere. Her anticipated attendance at the conference disrupts Brenda's rihials and in actuality 

dows her to foIlc:r new directions in her Me. Her sexuai expression, which has begun to corne 

aiive through her quilts, is fùrther articulated at the coderence, in the loving amis of Barry. 

She is able to make connections and diswveries between her own experience and wider social 

patterns: 'Wow for the first tirne she felt she had stepped into faithlessness. So this was it ! Not 

sex at al1 but novelty, risk, possibilitf' (H 97). This new exposition then leads Brenda to other 

new acknowledgements of the way in which she has begun, perhaps k e  Clarentine Flett, to 

recognise sexually stimdating experiences, outside of her relationship with Jack: 'Then she 

remembered her desire earlier to reach out and touch the knee of the man on the plane" (H 73). 

The charting of Brenda's sexual expression is enhanced by Shields' inclusion of Jack's 

point of vîew, in bis aoq .  With this inclusion it becomes impossible to dismiss Jack as 

insensitive to his Me's needs and accuse him of thwarting her s e d  expression. The inclusion 

of his story gives details of a previous relationship and the reader is able to understand how 

sexually passive Jack has been. Jack's semal fantasies and desires are also exposed and it is 

here we see that Jack is no enemy to Brenda. Though he may not be sexually expressive or 

provocative, alI of his sexuai desires focus on Brenda and their estabiished love making: 



his ssnial fantasies invariably circled around Brendg his wife; and always they 

were played out in the safety of tàmiliar nirroundings, the house in E h  Park, 

the blue and white bedroom with the pictwes of the chiidren on the dresser. . . 

.Even he was somewhat astonished and saddened; either he had no imagination 

at all or he was possessed of a duil nature, doggedly monogamous and domestic. 

@ 159) 

Through both perspectives of Jack and Brenda, the reader builds up a fuller picture of 

their developuig sexual expression. As Brenh through her qdtmaking, begins to recognise 

her sexual confinement, Jack also realises that sometbg that was once part of his sexuaiity has 

been sanitised and silenceci in his marriage. During sex with an ex-lover, he had been able to 

hear a voice in his head that pushed him towards an experiencing edge. This is a voice that he 

shied away from and he comments, rather tehgly: "After he rnanied Brenda the voice went 

away. It disappeared without a trace. He hadn't thought of it in years. Nor had he ever told 

Brenda about it; he wouidn't know how to tell her" (H 160). This demonstrates the extent to 

which Jack and Brenda have become the victims of not only their sexual inexpression but dso 

their inadequate communicative patterns. As a result, they are s e d  strangers to each other. 

It is not that Jack is a dogmatic male oppressor but rather both Brenda and Jack have become 

victims of the same forces and pressures. The sociai, professional and class codes have tau@ 

them both to believe in the holIow nyth of nonexpression, both verbdy and sexudy. This 

then is the essence of Shields' gender(1ess) polemic. 



Insights into the development of male sexuality are seen in The Stone Diaries through 

the discoveries made by Cuyler. After a childhood devoid of any closeness or affection, his 

physical contact with Mercy &ers his Life entirely: 

He was changed. The tidal motion of sexuai longing 6Ued hùn to the 

brim, so that the very substance of his body seemed altered. . . .AU day at 

the quarry, breathing in clouds of mineral dust, my father t W s  of his 

Mercy, the creases and secrets of her body, her fleshy globes and clefis, 

her haiq her scent . . . as though, depriveci ail his Me of flesh, he will now 

never get enough. (TSD 34) 

His daily existence now inciudes hard physical labour Gd the joy of sexuallphysicd exploration 

and ecstasy. A completely new reah  of existence opens up as sex and physical contact become 

features of his Me and simultaneously, he enjoys the expression of sexual love. Cuyler's sema1 

enlightening encompasses much more than the physicd act alone as he Iearns a language and an 

expressive pattern, through sexual contact, which has been dormant. 

In a sensitive way, Shields presents information about s e d  impulses that are difticult 

to reconcile. The feelings Barker expresses towards Daisy, as a child, are highly sexual and the 

reader is m r e  about the exact implications as the text is tense with suggestion and the power 

of Barker's blocked sexual expression being directed at a chiid. 

He is also disturbed by the presence of an 1 1 year old Daisy G o o d d  in his 

household, the bold unseKiconscious movement of her body, her bare arms in her 

summer dresses, the unnaturd vearnina he emerienced recentiv when he entered 



her darkened sick room and observed the sweetness of her form beneath the 

sheet. (TSD 68) 

Similady, Barker's visits to prostitutes are chronicled alongside the descriptions of him 

as a respected professor. Barker is forced back and forth between a desire for sexual 

mmection with another and a Berce rejection of passionate and uncontroliable sema1 urges. 

These opposites fight within hirn: 'Even when he is in Montreal on one of his visits, lying in the 

m s  of women into whose bodies he has discharged his passion, he longs for the simplicity of a 

narrow bed and a lacerating loneliness. This is what he has to fight against-wildness, chaos" 

(TSD 141). These details ofBarkerYs sexuality are even more difncult to reconcile when his 

marriage to Daisy is announceci. Barker, a man who was sexually aroused by a sleeping child 

of twelve years, will now marry her when she is twenty-one. The sex that is later described 

between them is inexpressive and fiinctional and in reaiity Daisy lems about sex fiom women's 

magazines and, Iike Brenda in Ha~oenstance, cornes to understand the pattern of sexual 

demands that are made by her husband. In the quote below, Daisy is able to plot the routine of 

the evening wbich indudes routine sex, in which she has leamt to become a detached object: 

Her husband will be home in an hour or so, having in his usual way 

taken a taxi fiom the train station. He WU remove his trousers in the 

dark bedroom . . . he will Lie dom on top of her, being carefid not to put too 

much weight on her fiame ('gentleman always supports himselfon his elbows'). 

His eyes will be shut, and his warm penis will be produced and directed inside 

her, and then there will be 2 few minutes of rhythmic rocking. (TSD 19 1) 



Shields is intent on doing a fictional justice to relationships between the sexes includhg 

the cornplexities of male Eiendships. Indeed, most of The Husband's Stow is domhateci by 

the challenges to the long-standing fiendship between Jack and Bemie. Shields works hard to 

prevent the dismissal of male fiendships and descnbes the regular Friday lunches, with skiU: 

But on the other hand, the Fridays, at theu best had given him some of 

the most profoundly happy moments of his Mie. . .. .On good days the 

antiphonic reverberations heightened Iike sex his sense of being alive in 

the world ... He felt strange pricklings at the backs of his hands and a 

pressure in his chest of something being satisfied and answered. (l-3 

54-55) 

There is no tokenism, oniy a genuine attempt to grasp the complexities of Jack's response to 

existing within a nourishing relationship and when Bemie seeks cordort, Jack discovers a deep 

affection for hun: "Jack, arranging the blanket over the sleeping form, felt a shock of love" (H 

47). 

Brenda is able to maintain lively niendships in a way that Jack cannot understand. He 

Yelt amazement at the way she managed to carry her fiends like floating troops in and out of 

the openings of her life." (H 47). In clear contrast to Jack and Bemie are Brenda and Hap 

Lewis. The Lewis's mamiage seems to explode the very traditional roles that the rnarriage 

between Jack and Brenda endorse. Hap, for example, paints the house and is also able to 

cornplde the more traditional ferninine role, as she made: 'lemon layer-cakes to present to her 

new neighbours on the blocK' (H 10). However, the two women do not compete with each 



other and the energy that powers Harp's WéstyIe is admirable to Brenda The two share deeply 

and rhis is evident when Brenda shows Hap, ''The Second Comùig": 

Over the slanting expanse of the qdt ,  Brenda regarded Hap fondly, 

gratefùlly. She felt her throat grow warm with tears . . . Brenda had the 

di-g sensation of something biblical happening: two women at the 

weU, gathering light in a net. Neither of them spoke, and the silence 

seemed to Brenda to be unbreakable and dipped hto their earlier 

memones of happiness. (H 19) 

In additioq there are the three fiiends in The Stone Diaries-Daisy, Fraidy and Beans- 

whose Lifelong fkiendship is charted in the novel: "Sometimes Daisy thinks that she and Fraidy 

and Beans are k e  one person sitting around in the same body, breathing in the same wafts of 

air and coming out with the same Lany thoughts" (TSD 107). M e r  Daisy's unsuscessful first 

marriage the young women are able to remember their girihood, and they "rekinded their old 

laughter-which came slowly at fkst . . . but it was heavenly when it f indy ran f i e 7  their wild 

girlist? hooting. It Med the heaviness right off Daisy7s heart-r rather her stomach, for it is 

here in her middle abdomen that she7s stored her shock and grief' (TSD 125). Even in the 

nurshg home, this fernale ease with companionship asserts itself Daisy, who has now outlived 

her close fiiends, makes new cornpanions and is able to share laughter with them: '?hey7re 

dways on the cusp of laughter" (TSD 3 1 8). 

Psychologicd breakdown is another vital part in Shields7 gender interplay, as both male 

and femaie characters are seen to be vulnerable to extemal forces. Brenda's breakdown is the 

result of many complex factors and she 'kas never able to unwind completely the complicated 



strands of that winter's despair" (H 184). Jack, too, loses his way as the regular pcttern of his 

existence does not fit with new demands. hiring the week he spends without Brenda, he feels 

alone and is unable even to taik to his parents. Triggered by the shock of Bemie's tears and his 

own violent response to Rob, Jack redises how out of control he has b e n .  Jack's nervousness 

is extreme when he has to see Dr Middleton: 'For some reason he was trembling slightly; high 

on his left cheelq just beneath the eye, a nerve twirtered. His throat rasped with dryness" (H 

1 12). Though Jack desperately tries to rationalise his reactions, it becomes clearer to the reader 

that Jack is undergohg a huge and dramatic psychological upheavd. The secretary offers him a 

crrdible explanation: "Men . . . are under a lot of pressure these days. In their work. It never 

lets up, it's a jungle. My husband Bradley, he's had bis rough times" (H 1 14). Like Brenda, 

Jack eventually gains a new position of understanding. He becomes aware of how tentative his 

grip on the fùture is, as he resists change: ". . . he had Iost faith; but had undergone a graduai 

and incomprehensible mending of spirit. It could happen again he saw. And again" (H 193). 

Jack feels Brenda's breakdown was caused by the lack of a father in her younger life 

and the death of her mother. Brenda, however, defies this explanation: 'Of course! Of course. 

How U e  him to think that was the problem: her shock at her mother's sudden death and her 

ange at the doctor who might have prevented it. Her withdrawd, her dullness, her easy daily 

tears and compulsive shopping-ail this he laid at the blameless door of her mother's death" (H 

182). As a result, a gap grows between Jack and Brenda based on their dBerent understanding 

of the same events. Jack perceives Brenda, during her breakdown, as childlike, and not rational, 

as she loses her perspective on reality and moreover, on the t h g s  that matter. Her quilting is 

encourageci but it is clear that he has no real respect for her work but seeing t merely as an 



I 
i acceptable form of therapy, acceptable to the permeter of his public and academic life. He 
I 

cannot reconcile what she does with her hands with his lofty criteria for judging the important 

things in Me. AU she does, according to him is just to create more "thuigs'' (El 30). Indeed, 

many years d e r  this apparent breakdown, Jack is sti i i  unable to appreciate Brenda's creative 

skill, a fhct which demonstrates how the distance between them continues. 

Perhaps one of the most d3Ecult fernale characters for feminist scholars to read is Sarah 

Maloney. Marv Swann ope- with this character experiencing writer's block and physical 

exhaustion. Mer  the success of her PhD. best-seller thesis, "The Female Prim" her academic 

standing is certain and she is destined to become an eminent Swan. scholar. Yet, she is fled 

with daubts and insecurities and h d s  d a c e  in her own Company and the simples of tasks. 

She questions the central tenets of feminist thought and doctrine and challenges its relevance in 

her We. When the novel concludes, this character is married and pregnant and able to resolve 

the more strident qualities of her earlier self. It is this resolution that nustrates feminist 

thinken, as it can so easily represent compromise endorsing a traditional domesticity. 

Shields does not clah to be w r i ~ g  a treatise or a handbook for the ferninist in the 

nineties, but attributes the outward collapse of Sarah's persona to the huge demands that 

academic life places on the individual. Shields allows Sarah to be ordinary and folIow intrinsic 

human needs for support and rest. The quote below shows Sarah as an exhausted character 

who seeks d a c e  in her own home and who wants to keep the outside world away: 

'"YouYre not coming f?om arrogance sweetie, your're corning f?om naked 

need." Ping! My brain shuddered purple. 1 was reveded, uncloaked, and 

as soon as possible 1 crept back to my ginger-cookie house on the south 



side, and made up my mind about one thing: that as long as 1 h e d  I 

wouid stay in this hoüse . . . (MS 2 1) 

Shîelds draws a pardel between Sarah and Mortoq who are faced with the rigous of 

scholasticisrn and this forms an example of Shields moving past gender in her examination of 

reiationships. Shields7 gender (less) polemic is able to unite the expenences of Sarah and 

Morton on a shared continuum. Signincantly, both Sarah and Morton are botb d e r h g  nom 

the same pressures and though their crises are triggered and articulated differently, they are 

essentidy the same. The angst of lonehess and the demands of academia are seen riithin both 

of them, regardless of their gender. Morton is sceptical of his intemal processhg and chgs to 

institutions for salvation: Like many an introvert, h r o y  distrusts the queasy interior world of 

the psyche, but has enormous faith in the mechanics of the exterior world ofgovermnents and 

machinery and architecture and science-ail these . . . are possessed of good intentions" ( M S  

77). Sarah herseifseeks d a c e  in the inner world of her psyche and wants to bide away Eom 

the institutions that push her too hard. 

One of the major ways in which this continuum between men and women is established 

is through the space that characters occupy to work and to mate. One of the most çhinning 

examples of the Woolfiian decree for private space is Brenda's workroom. Brenda transforms 

an underused room in her house into a centre of activity, energy and vibrancy. Jack felt the 

room '%ad become . . . the radiant core of a house that now felt Miidly underfurnished and 

strangely formal" (H 30). The space had previously had no specifk use or identity in the house 

but now is Brenda's room of cornfort and creativity 'Brenda's q d t  mom-sometimes she 



called it her work roo-was in the Southwest corner of the house. Only 4 years ago it had 

been the guest room. . . " (H 12). 

Brenda's room, including its funiishings and atmosphere, contrasts sharply with Jack's 

study. Even as its title suggests, Jack's space is a more formalised and serious space. There is 

the social and gendered expectation that a male, particularly an acadernic, should have an 

office, an official space for serious work, within the home. Brenda's room cornes fiom a 

creative urge, as there is no room in the house that was expected to be hers, for herself, the 

woman7s room. Traditionally, the kitchen has been the domain of women and, indeed, Brenda 

is attachecl to kitchen space, enjoying the morning there before the rest of her family awake. It 

is important, though, that Brenda's creative life is separate fiom the domestic centre of the 

kitchen but is still within the domestic boundary of the home. 

Jack notes that during Brenda's week-long absence in Philadelphia, his wife7s 

workroom has been the only place in the house that he has not been. This demonstrates that 

the space is entirely Brenda's and also shows how little Jack understands of her quilting, 

although the reader suspects that the silver fish might represent change: 

What, he wondered did Brenda think about as she sat in this room, hour after 

hour, sewing? Those hours existed and mua mean something. He ran his 

hgers over the stitching. A thought slipped into his head, a silver fish, in and 

out, too quick to grasp . . . 192) 

At the coderence there is m e r  working out of this issue of male or female ownership 

of creative Wace. Women's space in the conference setting is taken over by men as the 

pursuits ofthe masculine business world are viewed as more important and worthwhile than 
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; that of the femde creator: 'Tt seems that this hotel has proven itselfno Merent fiom any other 

male-dominated commerd instmitiony' (H 59) is the clairn made during one of the opening 

speeches. 

In Ha~~enstance there is a good example of pardel experiences between Jack and 

Brenda. They had both been walking through Lincoln Park in their early married days and they 

both r e m  to this incident as a pivotal moment in their relationship. The event crystallises the 

missed moment that they revis& in order to decode the implications in their Iater lives. Jack 

sees in this incident his own process ofdistanciug and recording, to the detriment of the lived, 

present moment. This distancing is part of Jacks way of protecting himself fiom the demands 

of emotional involvement in spontaneous existence. Brenda, however, wants to relive this 

episode but this thne to express the original responses that were thwarted to fa11 in line with 

She had watched, excitedly at fint, but then, too soon, had succumbed to 

Jack's watcW detachment. Now she wanted the scene replayed. She 

wanted to set d o m  her handbag by the shadowy root of a tree and take 

off her shoes. She would step forward a Little hesitantly. She imagined 

the moon touching her smooth cheeks . . . someone would call out her name 

in a low voice. (H 49-50) 

Shields' gender (less) polemic is constnicted with ordinary accounts of the explicit 

expenences of men and women. However, the importance of gender itseif in these experiences 

is seen to be rationaliseci against a shared value system. The men and women she creates have 

diverse experiences but what Shields identifies is the degree of sharing. One of the 



manifestations of the s h a ~ g  between men and women is the heavily symboiic jomeys that her 

characters take. These journeys are mirrored, rehcted and &%mesi by the actions of their 

counterparts. There is an essential spirituality that is involved in the regular route that Cuyler 

takes home f?om the quarry: 

He is walking faster now. The Quarry Road takes hirn across flat, low- 

lying fields, marshy in spots, infertile, scrubby, the horizon suffocatingly 

low, pressing down on the roofs of rough barns and houses. . . .Now he has 

had a glimpse of Paradise and sees it everywhere. (TSD 36) 

Through Cuyler's own movement, the landscape becomes coloured with his own spintual 

feelings of contentment. 

Similarly, Daisy is also in motion as she takes the train to W ~ p e g ,  the landscape that 

roils past her window forms landmarks in her spiritual quest for fulfilment. Integral to her 

joumey is the life she has lefi behind: "over flat stumbled fields and through a series of sunlit 

villages-Garrison, East Sellcirk. . . . her imagination soared. She saw that her old life was 

behind her, as cleanly cut off as though she had taken a W e  to it" (TSD 48/9). This train 

journey is revisited later when Daky and her father move to Indiana, as Cuylerys zone of vision 

is opened M e r  than his previous boundaries of Stonewail and Tyndall: 'The worid7s 

landscape, as glimpsed by the train window was larger than he had imagined and more densely 

compactecl" (TSD 87). The train motifis picked up again for Daisy with her joumey back to 

Canada, years later. For her, the spiritual quest is articulated clearly: Y feel as i f1  am on rny 

way home" (TSD 132). This anticipation reaches a spiritual crescendo: 'Tt seerned to her that 



i June day, as the train slid over the Michigan state line and entered Canada, that she had arrivai 
j 

at a healing kingdom" (TSD 133). 

These spintual journeys, however, do not always find spiritual reconciliation. Mr Flett, 

d e r  a huge joumey fiom Manitoba to England begins a gruehg walk to the Orkney Islands. 

He is powered by thoughts of Clarentine, leaming words of love fiom one of her hidden novels. 

Sadly, he is left as an old man uttering loving phrases he long ago committed to memory but 

never used. Shields is not suggesting a startling revoiution or a moment of absolute clarifiecl 

thought or  awareness. There is, however, something enchanthg about these ordlliary 

characters navigating their own routes, sometimes in tandem, as the quote below suggests: 

"Joined together by the dolorous stretched anns of Victoria Flett, the three of them exchanged 

one continent for another. . . Each of them believed they lived on a £?agile planet. Not one of 

them knew what the world was coming to" (TSD 288). The same expansion of vision that 

occmed for Cuyler is seen too for Sarah Maloney. As her wak progresses, so do her 

thoughts: "Every day 1 walk along the same route, past grimy shrubs and run d o m  stores and 

apartment buildings and trees that become leder as 1 approach Fifty-Seventh Street. . . .About 

this time I start to feel a small but measurable biimng in the brain that d e s  my legs move 

along in double the"  (MS 23). 

Perhaps the best exampie of paralleled experience are the walks that Jack and Brenda 

take during their week apart. With the large s n o w f i  Jack is able to experience the cleansing 

of his threatening surroundings: " A m h g  how the compt, old downtown sky could be so 

quickly transformed and widened" (H 126). W1th this wintry scene cornes a new zest that he 

uses to direct his own movements through this new landscape, relying on his own enerw, 



rather than cars or public transport. There is a physicaVpsychologica1 expansion as the reader 

has the sense of Jack taking a huge breath of Eresh air: 

It was the whiteness that made the idea of w a k g  home seem possible. 

Snow and punty: a symbolism effortlessly grasped; snow was capable of 

making strange instant conversions. . . .It pleased Jack, and made him feel 

oddly d e ,  to thuik of this new namelessness, and the way in which the 

snow had obtiterated geographical boundaries, stretching even beyond 

the city limits to bind this nisty downtown sprawl to the stillness of the 

forest preserves, srnail f m ,  villages, lakes. (H 156) 

This is a highly charged wak, then, in which Jack begins to regain a sense of himselfthat has 

been thwarted by the pressure of academic fdure, the weight of parental responsibly and the 

challenge of his stagnant relationship with Bemie receiving a torrent of fieshwater tears. 

There are strong links with this mighty walk and that which Brenda takes, with her 

creativity physically wrapped arouod her shouiders: 

stnding dong, or rather being borne forward on rails of blue oxygen, 

her boots kicking out fiom the brilliant folds, punching sharp prints in 

the wafiery layers of snow. Ms Brenda Bowman of E h  Park Chicago, 

gfiding dong, Ieaving a streak of indelible cslour on the whitened street 

and trailing behind her the more vivid colours of-what? Strength, 

purpose, certainty. And a piercing apprehension of what she might have 

been or might stiil becorne. Her shadow, which she could not help but 

admire, preceded her d o m  the sun-stmck street. . . .FOI-& years of 



creeping, tiptoeing, of learning how to wallc down a street me this. 

Forty yeôrs of preparing-a waste, a waste, but one that could be 

rectified, ifonly she could imagine how. There was something epic in 

her wide step, a matriarchal zest, impossibly old. She was reminded 

suddenly of The Wmged Victory of Samothrace. (H 123) 

In conclusion, Shields feels that the cause of her cool reception by some feminist cntics, 

and indeed by some traditional reviewers, is directly the resuit of her gendered subject matter, 

knowing she is dismissal because of "the domesticity" (Shields, Personal Interview 24) of her 

work The domestic is or* and cornmonplace and is traditionaliy associated with women 

as housewives and mothers; as nich, it is dismissed by mainstream reviewers as too dull and 

ordinas, for interest. Yet, Shields has stated her deep faith in the happening that occur in the 

domestic arena: 7 dways knew that interesthg thuigs went on in kitchens, major things. . . .It7s 

not that I love domestic work or drudgery, but 1 love domesticity" (Shields, Personal Interview 

6). The gender polemic established in Shields' fiction is a challenge to petvasive notions. 

Though Shields acknowledges that patriarchal systems have undermined women7s existence 

and undervalueci their contribution, she refises to cite men and women as existentid enemies. 

She locates male and female experiences on a psychologicai and emotional continuum which 

acknowledges a direct inter-relation between the two worlds. Shields is certain that there are 

unique expenences but these are not realised in a vacuum and she is sceptical of genetic and 

biological explanations used to keep men and women in contùsion about each other. In her 

work, men and women have a fa more similar, than dissimilar experience of life and the 

Merences that occur are due to intrinsically different language and expressive patterns to 



articulate their experience. When discussing HaD~enstance in inteniew, with D e  Roo, Shields 

makes this point clearly: "Brenda and Jack, whether tallcing about history or fkiendship, are 

remarkably alike, but their ideas are embedded in different language patterns. . . .The gulf 

between them is language and not belief . . ." (Shields, Fkng 42). For the reader, the effect of 

the gendefless) polemic is to centralise what has becorne increasingiy and perhaps dangerously 

stuck in a polariseci position to one where there is a more sensitive understanding of male and 

female existence, 



Chapter Four 

The Nobility of(Auto) ~ i o g r a p h ~ ~  

[TJo say that 'Twelve years passes' is to deny that fact of biographical 

logic. . . .The recounting of a life is a cheat, of course; I admit the of 

this even Our own stories are obsceneiy distorted; it is a wonder really 

that we keep faith with the simple container of our existence. (TSD 28) 

Biography, as the quote above suggeas, is a provocative generic attempt to represent 

the reality of an individual We. As such, there is perhaps an unrealistic expectation placed on 

the biographer that hidher final narrative be an accurate and tmthfùi record. This expectation 

places biography on the interface between fact and fiction; the demand for fact has within it an 

unaclaiowledged acceptance of fiction. Stanley has made this observation, stating ccauthorised 

facts are actuaiiy authorised fictions . . . " (129). In using biography, Shields is M y  aware of 

the difficdties of this interface. In an inteniew with Thomas she said, ". . . suddenly you are 

asked this question, 'What is fiction, what's real and what isn't?" (Thomas Evistolaw 59). 

Shields feels t h t  the reader is responsible for evaluating the possibilities of truth in what hdshe 

reads. Yet this chapter's opening quote, taken fiom The Stone Diaries, directly challenges the 

biographical objective, as it postulates that reality cannot be represented nor can tnrth be 

objectively presented. 

"(Auio) Biographf': this tenn is rnuïti-dimensioned, by the use of brackets and fiinctions as a pbrase within 
this chapter to include both autobiography and biography wherever necessary. 



These challenges to the acceptance of biographicd fact are congruent with the 

yostmodem challenge to the grand narrative. The reader is alerted to the impossibility of a 

single narrating voice providing exhaustive information. Even genres that are declared to be 

non-fiction, such as biography, have complex systems of power relations and Limitations that 

defy the generic expectation of tmth. The speaker of an (auto) biographie truth is involved in 

telling a aory of Wher  own presentation of facts. What is created is, at best, a politicdy 

constructed image based on a selection and ordering of preferred information fhgments. Liz 

Stanley makes a distinction between c'microscope'y or 'kaleidosc~pe'~ models of narration that 

is signincant here. To accept the traditional view of (auto)biography is to accept a pseudo- 

: scientific one-dimensional presentation of the proven reaiity of a person's We. To challenge 

that view, as Shields does, is to become aware of a depiction of an existence which is presented 

through different coloured lenses where shapes can emerge and disappear. As Stanley states: 

The conventionai modd of biography is one which cm be likened to the 

effect of a 'cmicroscope'~: the more information about the subject you 

collect, the closer to "the tniW-the %hole picture" you get . . . a more 

appropriate and less scientific metaphor . . . is to see biography as a 

'%aIeidoscope": each time you 10015 you see something rather different, 

composed c e r t d y  of the same elements, but in a new configuration. 

(Stanley 1%) 

Shields demonstrates an avid interest in biography, she states it '5s my abiding interest, 

my Life interest 1 suppose, when it cornes down to it. Our perceptions of our lives and the arc 

ofa life and when we tell our stories, how much do we create or crase?' (Shields, Personal 



Interview 14). AU of her novels Liok into a work-wide exploration of the processes undertaken 

in depicting reality in words. The realay version that she creates questions the validity of 

writing which has a tnith base that is not challengeci. In essence, then, she undermines the truth 

base that has become associateci with biography which endorses biographie narratives as fâct. 

The suggestion Shields makes throughout her work is that the position taken by the reader 

needs to be more assertive in order to uncover the deeper complexïties of the stories being told 

and how they are constructed. As shown in previous chapters, the& Shields works on exposing 

the grey areas between bouodaries and between defuitions in which reality can be depicted. 

There is a fascination with the figure of the biographer/storyteller and especially hider 

accumulation of matenal and selection of facts which cannot ever be objective. What results 

from this is a reflection of the concems and political endeavours of the biographer 

himselMierseifand this is seen acutely in MW S w a ~ .  In the fist four sections Sarati, Morton, 

Rose and Fredenc make Mary Swann Uiro what each of them requires her to be. Thus, Sarah 

disregards the rhyming dictionary as it does not fit into her ideal of what a poet should be; 

Morton hankers for evidence of Mary's wider classical reading; Rose fabricates her fXendship 

with Mary to elevate her own social status; and Frederic replaces Mary's own words with his 

own. In this way, Shields explodes the descriptors '0iography" and '%iogapher". The person 

endeavouring to write with conviction about another's life achieves an exposition of hisher 

own conmm and the intended subject remains uncharteci. Thus, in Shields' work, we face the 

tricky paradigm of the (un) tnrth of biographies. There is a c d  for the reader to accept these 

constructions, reflections and reffactions as depictions of a reality, but not a presentation of 

tmth. The biographical narratives become worthy of attention ifthey are not read in ignorance 



of the processes that wnstmct them. Thus the reader who enters the reading process on a 

traditional quest for an Ïncontrovertible tmth and value system is exposed to a new way of 

undentamhg uiforrnation. 

The opening of The Stone Diaries is spoken by Daky as she thinks/speaks out the aory 

of her birth. Her narration has a feel of a spoken autobiography, yet her facts and information 

have been gaineci fiom people such as her father and Clarentine Flett to formulate an Unpression 

of her own birth which takes on the semblance of reality. However, though Shields is clear 

about how vague this reality is, she does not mean for the reader to dismiss it as an kvalid 

account, but to accept its own constnictions: "She paisy] is not d g  it. She's thinkllig it . . 

. she doesn't actually put pen to paper or anything like that. She's building it and she's building 

it out of scraps of what she knows and what she imagines7' (Shields, Golden 58). 

What makes the opening section of The Stone Diaries important, is Shields' challenge 

to the notion that words can present an accurate record. Daisy's unique manner of coIlectïng, 

ordering and presenting is a form of distortion, yet in any representation there will always be 

unknowns and mundanities that f d  into obscurity or are to be assumai by the reader. The 

statement then shows the reader that he/she can trust some of her narration as factual, but not 

other parts. This is one of the severd occasions in The Stone Diaries where Shields entirely 

dislocates trust in the narrator by exposing the obvious fabrication and story telling. Turns of 

phrase and figurative patterns disallow a traditional accuracy; thus twelve years do not pass as 

part of the narrative, and indeed the recording of Daisy's life cannot be considered as an 

accurate chronology but rather a collection of fragments drawn from various places, including 

imagination and gossip. However, Shields does not want this narrative to be dismissed, nor the 



processes the biographer undergoes to be disregarded. She suggests that the genenc 

descnptors should be expandeci to aclcnowledge that the collecting and assemblage of 

information and not incontrovertiile facts is being presented. 

Missing tacts, then, should not offend the reader as they are an inevitable result of 

creating a narrative of someone's Be. Below, in an interview with Joan Thomas, Shields states 

her intention for the construction of Daisy's story in The Stone Diaries: 

What I decided to do right fiom the beguimng was to go into the Me of 

this woman at approximately ten year cuts, and make a kind of still life 

of that. 1 knew that when I did that 1 would be losing moments Wte 

childbirth, which I think is probably the rnost dramatic moment of any 

woman7s We, and her ducation, her sexual initiation-but 1 decided to 

miss those moments and go for other moments. (Shields, Golden 58) 

What is important here is the openly stated agenda of selection based on segments of the, the 

effect of which is to omit some events and privilege others. The imagineci texture of Daisy's 

possible self-story is able to acknowledge the importance of other factors that are unlaiown: 

"Her autobiography, if such a thing were imaginable, would be, if such a thing were ever to be 

-en, an assemblage of dark voids and unbrigeable gapsyy (TSD 76). Thus, it is impossible to 

account entirely for a person's existence without acknowledghg, firstly, a selection and 

construction process, and, secondly, that there WU always be gaps that evade articulation- 

Carolyn Heilbrun in, Writin~ A Woman's Life , locates the biographical attempt to 

chronicle wornen's lives and experiences within a tradition of untruthfulness that maintains a 

phallocentric narrative pattern and has rendered women voiceless. Though autobiography as a 



genre may seem to provide an opportunity for women to chart their own lives and experiences, 

Heilbnia finds that this has not been possible: 'Wei into the twentieth cent*, it continueci to 

be impossible for women to admit into their autobiographical narratives the claim of 

achievement, the admission of ambition, the recognition that accornplishrnent was neitiier luck 

nor the result of the efforts or generosity of others" (Heilbrun 24). It is exposed, then, 'that any 

existing autobiographicai writing, containing the stones that women told oftheir own lives, has 

been formed under pervasive political demands. A reader of these tefis needs to understand 

these tensions. Though the tacts may be correct in these aories, the context is distorted, as 

women have been unable to chart the particulars of their lives. 

The difEculties that Shieids herselffound when writing The Stone Diaries, is the resulf 

Heilbrun would argue, of a lack of an existing structure to represent women's Lives in words. 

Codifieci ways for men to express themselves autobiographicaiiy have evolved, such as 

following the quest motif and aliowing that to form the narrative shape. However, Shields 

needed to find a way to articulate not oniy women's ]ives7 but the lives of her ordinary 

characters, whose existence is not deemed worthy of acknowledgement. 

Shields' use of narrative collage and multi-versioning is perhaps a response to the 

difiiiculties that Heilbrun outlines: 'nespite the wondertiil biographies we have had in recent 

years, there still exists little organised sense of what a woman's biography or autobiography 

should look fie. Where should it begin?" (Heilbrun 27). Thus, the narrative structures that 

Shields creates in novels such as The Stone Diaries, involving the inclusion of mdti versions 

and collating, are working toward a way of representing women's lives with some sensitivity- 

This sensitivity then centres around an acknowledgement and an attempt to represent the 



complexities and fullness of existence whilst simultaneously acknowledging that gaps will exist. 

Interestingly, this consa~ction process is what is parodied in Magr Swann through the re- 

construction of the poet henelf 

Yet another way in which Shields is challenging the previous tradition of (auto) 

biography is in the seledon ofsome of her subject matter. For example, what has previously 

been excluded in a genuine account of women's lives is their physical experience as women. A 

striking and provocative example of the physical aspect in Shields' work is found at the opening 

of The Stone Diaries when Mercy dies during labour. The reader is initiaily shocked by 

Mercy's fear and ignorance of her own bodily fiuictions and their implications: 'mer monthly 

blood has only appeared twice in her We, springing out of the soft cushions of her genital flesh" 

(TSD 5). There is a description of a contraction: 'What she feels is more Iike a shift in the floor 

of her chest, rising at fint, and then an abrupt drïp, a squeezing like an accordion held sideways 

. . . she breathes rapidly, blinking as the pain wraps a series of heavy bands around her 

abdomen" (TSD 4). Though later in the text +fis scene is revisited with wamings for the reader 

not to assume a scene of deprivation and ignorance, the essential point here remains the same, 

which is the explicit stating of women's physicality. 

Shields draws another sensitive pomait of a women's gendered existence in Marv 

Swann. Rose has been released, through menopause, from the social obligation to be sexual: 

"at Iast she is dowed to live fieely in an asexual twilight that almost flatters heZ7 (MS 13 1). 

Shields then takes the reader alongside the fear and tonnent that her r eoccu r~g  bleeding 

causes. This expenence is communicated in expressions and phrases that are associated with 

Rose's limitecl understanding of her physicd self. Like Mercy's uncharted pregnancy, these are 



subjects which are perhaps ignored as insignificant or tw explicit. The inclusion of nich 

practical implications enhances the genuine and particularly ordinary portrait of Rose's 

menopause: 

On top of everythhg else there is the worry about her periods starting up 

again. It's exasperating the way they start and stop, stop and start. Ody 

today, on a Saturday aftemoon, she had to go dom to the Red and White 

to buy a new box of pads. Naturally, Stan Fortas was at the cash register 

with his big hands gripping the box . . . just as though it was Rice Knspies 

she was buying and not sanitary pads which she required to staunch this 

oew, thick dark-red outpouring. ( M S  156) 

A large proportion of Rose's section is coloured by the physical and emotional implications of 

her problematic menopause. It is this which concems her.and occupies her minci, and as such, 

it dominates her section of the narrative: cC~editious blood is pouring out of her day after day, 

making her weaker and weaker so that she can h a d y  think-ali this has interfered with her life 

and made her M y  deficient in her own eyes . . . " (MS 166). The powernll distress Rose feels 

is charted very explicitly: %ut early this moming she awoke to find a pool of blood between 

her legs. M e r  eleven months-this! The odour and the stickiness brought tears to her eyes 

and, rinsing out the sheets in the bathtub, she gave way to a single sharp cry of anguish" (MS 

145). 

There is an accusation mounted against the male ownership of physicai and medical 

uifonnation which leaves women such as Mercy and Rose in ignorance- Dr. Spears is 

unapproachable to Mercy and she cannot express her concerns to her nusband either c N ~ .  



Mercy has not approached Dr. Spears, she wodd never speak to Dr. Spears of such a thing, 

she would speak to  no one, not even her husband-especially not her husband" (TSD 5). She 

is too fnghtened to ask for help Eom these men who do  not offer any sensitivity or concem. 

Cuyler finds her silence about her pregnancy hard to reconcile as he cannot believe thar she was 

unable to speak to him and imagines that there must be another reason for her silence. In Marv 

Swann, another example of patnarshal uiappropriateness is descnbed between Rose and her 

docto1: 

"Just slip off your panties'" he said in his crackling young man's voice, 

"just by and relax." As though anyone could relax with that rubber @ove 

pushing away up inside her. She whimpered a linle with the pain, a 

bleating sound the nirprised her, but the mbber glove plunged even 

M e r ,  twisting aad testing the helpless interior pulp of her body. . . .For a 

day afterward, her stomach churned with humiliation. She resolved 

never to go back. (MS 156) 

The implications, then, of blocked access to information about the female body and its 

processes are immense. In the absence of accurate help and support, Rose is forced to consider 

ber actual demise: ". . . but the blood secretly leaking from her body leaves her a fùture that is 

numbered in days now, not weeks. . . .By the fis week in January there will be nothing left . . 

." (MS 168). Lack of physical knowledge leaves these women in a perilous position and this 

continues for Daisy into her final days: "She lives now in the wide-open arena of  paiq 

surrounded by row upon row of spectators . . . M g  to remember a time when her body had 

been sealesi and private" (TSD 3 10). 



Perhaps one of the most atrocious incidences of male ownenhip and cuntrol of 

information is seen in The Stone Diaries after Daisy retums fiom her fatefiil honeyrnoon. The 

doctor interndy examines Dajr and establishes that her hymen is still intact This information 

about her physical state is then passed on "Man-to-man" (TSD 126) to Daisy's father. What is 

most vital to understand, however, is that Daisy is unaware that this information has b e n ,  

firstly, obtained and, secondy, passed OB to her father. The doctor aiso tells his wife and 

eventually Daisy's mother-in-taw hears of the news and then viciously attacks ber, claiming that 

she was "an unnaturd woman of profound frigidity" (TSD 126). Fernale physicality and 

sexuality is abused and unexpressed as Daisy is stU a Wgin. It is with relief that we note Daisy 

CM at least tell her fiiends about the real events of her wedding night. 

Shields' examination of physicality offers not just damning Uisights into the 

medicaVpatnarcha1 world but attempts to document women's physical experience. In 

Hap~enstance, Shields includes Brenda's menstrual details such as the unreliabüity of her 

period and pre-menstnial stress. There is no valorising, but aspects of women's experience, 

which are n o d y  avoided, are documenteci: 'Damn it, damn it. Brenda fek tired. She was 

tired. She was expecting her period; that always made the backs of her legs ache'' (H 55). 

Brenda's articulateci concem about her penod carves new ground as it attempts to document 

her physical experience. 

Phyliss Rose directly accuses biography of deception if matters of importance to women 

are omitted: "good books by any standards. . . are fiued with invaluable information. Yet, fùll 

as they are . . . inevitably lave things out. That is why. . . biography which purports to be so 

fais and objective, is more deceptive than the moa flagrantly partisan biography" (qtd. in 



Heilbnin 30). Biographies can be of value if the reader is aware of the bias, subjectivity and 

gaps that are part of the essential fhrics of the nnished product. 

Heilbnin, below, postulates four ways that it is possible to wrîte about a woman's We. 

It is clear, though, that Shields does not select a single approach to narrate her stories, but uses 

an amalgam of what Heilbrun offers and more: 

There are four ways to wite a wornan's life: the woman herselfmay tell 

it, in what she chooses to call an autobiography; she rnay tel it in what 

she chooses to c d  fiction; a biographer, woman or man, may write the 

woman's Me in what is cded a biography, or the woman may wnte her 

own Me.. .unconsciously, and without recognising and naming the 

process. (Heilbrun 1 1) 

Characters, specifically Daisy, speak/think thei. story in an attempc to chronicle or diary 

the events of their lives. The title, The Stone Diaries, suggests the solidity of stone as well as 

the fluidity of diary keeping. However, Cuyler, a stone mason by trade, encourages us to 

consider %ow every piece of stone in the world has its own centre with something imprisoned 

in it" (TSD 90) thus, the real me-story can be trapped in a similar way. uideed, one of the most 

powerfùl testirnonies to a We is the stone tower that Cuyler builds to mark the grave of his first 

d e ,  Mercy. The stones are all carefully chosen and prepared, just as the biographer selects 

details and works on drafis. Cuyler works, in an attempt to resolve his griec in a way similar to 

the possible motivations of an d s t :  

He chooses the stones carefùily, for he has fomed an odd resolution 

which is to set them without mortar. Gravity must alone hold them in 



place, gravity and balance, each stone receptive to the shape of those it 

rests against and in keeping with the abstraction that has lately filled his 

head like a waking revene, a dream structure made up of sorrow mingled 

with bewilderment. (TSD 58) 

Importarrtiy, this stone tower is not a single meation as there are other forces that carve their 

own narrative and alter the shape of the tower. There are the prairie elements, such as winter 

snows and summer heat and those that visit the tower are responsible for considerable erosion: 

"One of the young men bas pocketed a midi w v e d  nugget, which he fingers as he walks 

dong3* (TSD 7 1). 

Importantly too, these visiton not oniy alter the physical aspect of the tower but 

embellish the story of the tower's ongin too: "The most knowledgeable person in the party wiU 

recount the history of the tower a beautifiil young d e  dead of chiidbirth. -A handsome young 

husband, stumed by grief. . . " (TSD 70-1). In this way, the stone diary is in the process of 

becoming, under more than one Muence and Daisy, as an adult, appears to sense this reaiity of 

the t ower's changing state: 

Where my mother's solitary gravestone once sat, now rises a hollow 

tower some thirty feet in height and still growing. The stones that 

constitute its fabric have been chosen for their e f f i s  on the overall 

design . . . more and more my father chooses to deçorate the stone 

surfaces . . . patterns incised on this minerai form seem to evade the eye; 

you have to stand at a certain distance, and in a particular light, to rnake 

them out. This impediment is part of the cham for him What he carves 



will remain half hiciden, half exposed, and, as such will reflect the 

caprkiousness of the revealed world. (TSD 64) 

In Marv Swann, Shields presents four separate, though connected, episodes of people's 

lives. The point of cmvergence is theû connection with the murdered woman, Mary Swann. It 

is the pursuit of this woman and her poetic tniths that create the momentum ofthe novel. The 

reader follows the four as they become involvedhnplicated in the re-construction of Mary 

Swann. The reality of the murdered woman paradoxicdy becomes more distant and enigmatic 

as the processes of her re-construction becomes clearer. Her poetry fds to provide the 

incontrovertible proof that the four characters want, in order for their own personal idea of 

Mary Swana, to be validated. Each is convinced that they are close to the real woman, even 

though it is merely their own construction. Clearly, the woman is dead and her ody testimony 

is the would-be poems and her notebook that still exist. Yet, the poems have been re- 

constructed by Frederic and his wife, pubiished without any ackaowledgement of this; and the 

notebook has been withheld and eventudy everythïng is stolen. Thus, Mary Swann becomes 

the very private propew of Sarah, Rose, Frederic and Morton and of course the reader 

him/herself Clara Thomas agrees that there is a feeling of the characters trying to possess Mn. 

Swann and also comments on the mobile position of the reader within the text, thus: 'The 

fragments are enough to puil readers into the mystery and hold them there, w i h g  feilow 

travellers among the assortment of characten who are ail, in their own ways, striving to possess 

Mary Swann" (Thomas 200). 

In The there is the expansion of the biographic role, to include non- 

animate entities. There is the hiaorical charting of the developrnent of the American city and 



the symbolic powerflll role that aone has bad in the building of cities: 'f . . at this very point in 

history the remarkable profle of a great building is about to rise in the empire State of our 

nation-as noble a testimony to the powers of Salem hestone and to human ingenuity as any 

of us wodd have dreamed." (TSD 82). Though stone is associateci with unmovabihy and 

sotidness it is also charactensed as having a life within it. As such, stone is involved in a 

process of change and growth. For example, the quarry's marks are seen to transform the 

landscape of Stonewaii, not to destroy it: 'The quarry is only a few years old . . . and already 

the landscape has been transfomed so that the earth steps d o m  in tiers like an open air arena . 

. . The stone itseiI; a dolomite limestone, is more beautifid and easier to hande than that which 

my father knew growing up in Stonewall, Manitoba" (TSD 25). Clearly, the stone itself is 

integrai in the metaphor as it represents both years of existence, in the form of silt layers or 

fossils, and also modem marks of rnining and quarrying. 

Many of the characters are seen to have intrinsic relationships with rock itseif; which 

forms an integral part of their self-story. Mr Fiett, for example, takes a speciai coUection of 

rocks with him as he leaves Canada: 'Ue has his savïngs which are respectable . . . a few 

momentos of his 46 years in Canada: some stone specimens, Tyndaü dolomites, beauties . . . " 

(TSD 96). These items symbolise the significance that rock has in his feeling of connection and 

there is the poignant association that Mercy has with stone itself. Her Life has been 

hdarnentdy shaped by rock, as, in the absence of any other name, her own name has been 

derived ftom it: "She grew up, as cloistered as a nun in The Stonewall Orphans Home . . . out 

of an impulse for order or perhaps democratisatioq al1 constituents Iacbg names of their own, 

that is to Say, infants given over to the institutions' care by their unmamed mothers were cded 



Stone7' (TSD 29). A talent for stone carvhg characterises the younger Me of Cuyler, yet 

Daisy7s wedding marks a watershed: 'Wis gift for carving has lefi him. His sensibility has 

coarsened. He has become a successful business man, true enough, but he has grown out of 

tauch with his craft . . . and deficient with the new mechaniseci tools of his trade" (TSD 114). 

These stone images, connecteci throughout with the life of Cuyler, are strong and reliable. 

There is a suggestion, through Cuyler and other charaeters, that the written word and 

the vehicle of paper are inadquate for chartllig the events of their Ke; stone is more 

appropriate. The journal that Daisy keeps on her epic train trip, as an exampie of the -en 

form, is not only too much effort to fkd when insight occurs, but it is los and never found. 

Also, the papers-the written testunony for Maria's identity-are questionable: ". . . but who 

trusts official information, particularly when the papers thernselves look phoney--overiy crisp 

and too heavily k e d  with seals and signatures7' (TSD 127). nius, the dichotomy of a stone 

diary becornes a more appropriate form of expression and recordhg of a person's We. Indeed, 

stone as metaphor and simile for the human situation is used throughout the novel. As Daisy 

expresses her feelings when she is near to death, Shields uses stone irnagery again: "Stone is 

how she M y  sees herself, her living ceiis replaced by the insentience of mineral 

decornposition" (TSD 3 58). 

The ways in which Shields challenges the grand nanative and Mplements new modes of 

narration, discussed in chapter two, are important to her wcrk with (auto) biography. In The 

Stone Dianes, for exampley the whole of chapter 7 is dedicated to the possible causes of 

Daisy's breakdown. This provides a real representation of the event with nurnerous concemed 

parties offering Mering opinions. M c e  feels that, " She7s been fired" (TSD 239); Fraidy feels 



that she was sexually repressed; Cousin Beverly has a theory ofccnervous prostration ..."( TSD 

250); her son attributes intellectual boredom and her youngest daughter f&s it is a rahg 

hatred for Pinky Fderîon. 

What is presented in the fracturecl narrative at this point reads like the pages of a 

biographer's notebook, inclitding everythhg that people associated with Daisy, at this tirne, 

have to say about her. The novel, at this point reflects what Morton has been hearing during 

his visits to Frances, the sister of Mary Swarm, and, indeed, to Rose and the other people in 

Nadeau. The various pieces of information that he collects will be fitted together with other 

ideas to form his biography. The connection between the biographer's notes and the various 

theories for Daisy's breakdowu are swdowed up in the contriiution of Daisy's own theory. 

Thus, we see Shields7 shift f h m  biography to autobiography with the provision of 'Mis-FIett's 

Theory." Within the narrative itselç the shock of this disclosure is articulated as foIIows: "- . . 

surely no one cm expect Mrs Flett to corne up with a theory about her own dering"(TSD 

263). This moment in the namative is connected M y  with one which occurs in the equally 

fhgmented final chapter, "Death," where Daisy articulates her own dying moments. Various 

notes of information are presented, such as the pieces of printed matter that a biographer may 

have to sift through, like medical records, a list of addresses and snippets of conversations. 

Yet, amongst these fragments, Daisy herseif speaks/thinks her final phrase: 'Tm still here, 

inside the (powdery, splintery) bones, ankles, the sockets of my eyes, shoulder, hip, teeth, 17m 

stdI here, oh, oh" (TSD 352). 



The inclusion of biographical details is seen also when Cuyler h d s  his voice. The event 

is speculated about by severai characters, including the one who is who is nominally, at thîs 

point, called a narrator: 

. . . he has shed such embarrassments as a &e sheds a skin. . . .He is an 

impressive figure in this community, respected, admùed. But t is when 

he opens his mouth to speak that he becomes charismatic. That silver 

tongue, how was ir acquired?. . . Cuyler G o o d d  himselfbelieves . . . that 

speech came to hun during his bnef two year mamiage. . . .There in the 

sheeted width of their feather bed, his roughend male skin discoverhg 

the abundant soft flesh of his wife's body, enclosing it, entering it-that 

was the moment when the stone in his throat became dislodged . . . words 

gathered in his mouth then, words he hadn7t known were part of his 

being. (TSD 84) 

Daisy, as his daughter, expresses her own conclusion: "My own beiief is that my father found 

his voice, found it truiy and forever, in the rhetorical music of the King James scriptures. . . .Its 

narratives fiankly p d e d  him. . . .But scriptural rhythms entered his body directly . . . language 

spoke through him, and not-as is the usual cas-the other way around" (TSD 85). Shields 

also inciudes theones that are not owned but exist as reportage offerings in the narrative: 

"Another theory holds that the man grew articulate as the result of the great crowds who 

traveiied northward to see the tower he built to his d e ' s  memory" (TSD 85). 

Other histones are charted, such as the Jewish histoly- "the history (compiled by 

Skutari's Canadian grandson, and later published, McGill University Press, 1969)" (TSD 37). 



This ioclusion is cleariy metafictive in the way the auto/biography/fiction points to another 

recordeci historïcaUfiction, outstepping the bounds of its own constructeci reality- However 

remote this extra text maybe, it is closely bound to the major characters in narrative as the old 

Jew was present at D e ' s  birth. 

Integral to Shields' examlliatiodmanipuiation of (auto) biography is the challenge to the 

notion of tnrthtùl fact. Shields i d e d e s  many of her fictionai biographers, involved in the 

subjective collection of details which can either fit, or not, with their own notion of their 

subject. This process is shown as particdarly dificult for Morton Iimroy. He is involved in 

flting his third biography, the est on Ezra Pound led him to detest his subject, the second on 

Starman lefk him hstrated with Starman's shallow seif absorption. In this third biography on 

Mary Swann, Morton tries to pin down the facts of Mary's life that wïli substantiate his idea of 

the rnurdered female poet/genius. Even though he cannot find anyone in Nadeau to 

substantiate his conviction that Swann has been uiOuenced by Iane Austen, he intends to 

include these influences in his biography, whether they are substantiated or not. There is clear 

irony in this 18nd of determined selection of facts. In one of his letters to Sarah, he openly 

States his disdain for the popular misconception that biography is based on fabrication: 'The 

oxygen of the biographer is not, as some people would think, speculation; it is the small wefid 

proofs that he pins d o m  and sits hard upon7' (MS 49). This irony is visited repetitively as 

Morton works on the biography. For example, he is doubtfid that the contents of Swann's 

diary will provide any usefd infomtion. Yet, the diary is traditiody the place for the 

recordhg of intimate thoughts and feelings, and of life events and relationships. These private 

writings are usuaiiy so subjective that they expose the inner thoughts of the &ter. Morton has 



no hope for Mary's diary, and it is here that the reader is perhaps hstrated with his persistent 

efforts to construct his idea of the poet, rather than working with what he has found. 

Shields plays with Morton on this intedice between biographical authenticity and 

subjectie. Morton's research is consistently unable to provide him with a ruccessfd fiision 

between what he articulates as Mary's ordimry existence and her poetqc 

hiriog the past two years' J h o y  had conducted extensive i n t e ~ e w s  with the 

following people. . . .He has also spent a few intensely lonely and wasted days in 

the National Archives in Ottawa gathering nothing at all but a severe headache 

and an infection in his upper intestine. In the end he abandoneci background 

research-it seemed to have little to do with Mary Swann The problem was not 

to reconcile Swann with her background, but to separate her nom it, as the 

poetry had done. (MS 106-7) 

The reader is able to understand what is ditFcult for him to reconcile. It is the gap between the 

construction of Mary Swann in his head and the facts and information of her existence that he is 

finding. Through this, the reader is able to understand the impending disappointment for 

Morton as Mary wiiI be unable to provide the sense of completion and fultilment that he seeks. 

In a sirnilar way to Pound and Starman, Swann will let hirn down, despite his wish to make this 

biography ease the painful womds of the other two: 'The hollowness rang loud. And it rang 

with a double echo for Jimroy, announcing not only deadness at the centre of He but 

disenchantment with surfàces. The discovery of emptiness affecteci him like the beginning of a 

long iUness. Once again he seemed to be looking in a &or" (MS 85). 



The path of his work on Mary is leading hun down the road to Oisappointment too: 

''The fact is, the poerns and the lifé of Mary Swann do not meld, and Jim.roy, one morning, 

working in the garden, spreads his hand-written notes in the December sunshine and begins to 

despair. . . .How is he to connect Mary Swarm's biographical greyness with the achieved 

splendour of Swmn 's Songs" (MS 108). His intentions for his work do seem to be misguided. 

During his year as Distinguished Visitor, on Sabbaticai from Winnipeg, he has to visit the 

university to speak and answer questions on titerary biography. There is an episode through 

which he begins to dread the îàte that Mary Swann has at the bands of academics: '3 was just a 

matter of tirne before the theoreticians got to Mary Swann and tore her h b  from limb in a 

grotesque parody of her bodily death. But he codd not think about that now; now was not the 

the7' (MS 8 1). Yet, he is unable, through his position of biography, to accept the reality that he 

and the biography he is working on are part of the same mechanism. 

Morton Jirnrcyt the established renowned biographer is in a position of a u t h o e  in the 

text. For example, his work on Pound "had been regarded and sti.Il was regarded as balanced, 

dispassionate scholarly and humane7' (MS 85). As such bis attitude towards Swann's female 

identity is fatal. He demonstrates exactly how women's existence has been obscured, in male 

attempts to document their tives: 

Even as recentiy as 30 years ago, women reached the menopause eariier, 

or so Jimroy has read, especially country women. Something to do with 

diet. He supposes he will have to deal with the biological considerations 

in his book, thoiigh the thought rnakes him tired and reawakens his 

ulcer. ( M S  87) 



Biography, as a genenc form, is seen to make demands on its subjects as there are 

certain elements, such as the pivotal event in a person's Me, that are demandeci by the narrative 

form itself. It is the effect of these genenc requirements that powers much of Morton's 

persistence in researching Mary's We and his feeling that he has not yet uncovered the key to 

her existence: 'But what Jimroy yearm for even more than the notebook and the love poems is 

to be told the one central cathartic event in Mary Swann's Wee It must exist. It is what a good 

biography demands, what a human life demaods. But now, December, he had begun to lose 

faithhhk&eIief&the past is retrievable" (MS 1 1 1). These genenc aspects lead Frederic 

Cnim to dismiss the form of (auto) biography apart fiom certain texts which he feels are 

worthy: 

The truth is that except for those of Orwell and Pritchett, autobiography 

is a fonn that offends hùn. The cosy chenshing of selfis only part of 

the probiem There is the inevitable lack of perspective, not to mention 

hideous evasions, senling of scores, awesome precocity, and the 

appalling melted fat of rumination, barrels of it, boatloads. Most of the 

people in the world . . . could write their autobiographies in one line. (MS 

18 1) 

Paradoxically, this exclamation becornes part of the fabnc of his own text as it includes 

''rwleric C M :  His (ünwrïtten) One sentence Autobiography" (MS 182-3) which, ironidy, 

is over a page long. 

The backdrop of (auto)biography is cmcialiy linked to Shields' agenda of ordinariness. 

She opens up a genre that has previously been the domain of ody a small selection of men and 



women, to include the characters she creates, who are drawn fkom entkely different stock As 

Stanley comments: ". . . those people 'important' enough to be subject to biogniphy are 

infiequently women unless they are: infamous, glamorous . . . a, 'star' andlor the wives of 

famous men" (26). It c m  be seen that that w i t h  the theme of biography and its art, Shields 

draws together a new way of charting the complex lives oforduiary people. Her attention to 

ordinarines transforms daily events into tàcets of an extraordinary existence through the modes 

of t e h g .  Though the Hie of Daisy GoodwiU may not be one of particdar stature worthy of 

attention, her story is the stniggle for articulation of a lifetime's expenence from a new place. 

From this new place cornes the celebration and appreciation, including the gaps of a lifespan 

and the enormity of ordinary experience. 

In conclusion, Shields' work is m a h g  new demands on biography by becoming 

intimately aware of the falsifications that can exist within it. 1 feel her work refutes Stanley's 

comment that ". . . writing on biography is stuck in a timewarp, protected fiom and resistant to 

the winds of change. . . " (26). Shields is part of a metaphoncal wind of change, exposing the 

highly subjective nature of biography and attempting to undermine the unworthy protected 

stahis biography has in "nineteenth century high positivism" (Stanley 126). Heilbnin States 

that: "Tower is the ability to take one's place in whatever discourse is essential . . . and the nght 

to have one's part matter" (1 8) which forms the objectives of Shields' fictional transformations. 

The lives of ordinary people, such as Daisy and her M e r ,  Rose Hindrnarch and The Bowrnans, 

are treated in new and innovative ways through which their ordinary lives are transformed into 

extraordinary narratives. 



Conclusion 

'Representation rnay not be aU, but it is certainly something." 

(Stanley 51) 

Shields explodes the pervasive notion that everyday adVities and the domestic sphere 

can be disregarded as irrelevant and worthless. Shields' work focuses very strongly on 

ordinary people and their lives. Through her use of ordinariness she seeks a common ground 

and a shared experience rather than social stratincation and exclusion, feeling that there are 

aspects of the human condition that are common to ail. The reader neither gets swamped with 

drudgery nor offended by over sentimentalisation; rather, is presented with highly sensitive and 

effective writing. 

The opening quote of this concluding chapter cornes fiom Stanley's excellent work on 

the feminist implications of autobiography. She intimates that there are advances to be made in 

seeking accurate depictions of experiences in all forms of writhg. Her hope is that the lives of 

women, and ail of those sdenced, may begin to be articulated and recorded in ways which d o w  

them to be Eee to express the reality of their own existence. Though it rnay be feit that 

efféctive representations in fiction may not ïnstigate radical social or political change or cause 

immediate shifts in attitude, representation is a very important tool hi tiberating ordinary people 

and thek experiences h m  the shroud of silence. Fiction, in its attempt to represent characters 

and their lives accurately, offers the reader something that, for Shields, is pricefess. She feels if 

the fictional representation is successflll, it can open up a genuine connecbon between the 



reader and the text: '7 think that is one reason we read fiction, We look for moments of truth 

that are never articulated, so we have that wonderful sense of 'A-Ha!' . . . for that moment of 

c~nnection'~ (Shields, Personal Interview 14-5). 

In chapter one, 1 identifieci a set of visuai polaics b e h d  the vast array of visual 

information that Shields includes in her fiction. Visual disturbances hclude the shuuiing 

collection of photographs in The Stone Diaries, which invert the reader's i n s t i n d  need to 

verify the &en word with any visual image that is presented near to it as they often provide 

oppositional infiormation. The need to validate the written word through images is something 

which Shields acknowledges herself: " . . . when 1 read biography, I'm always fiipping to the 

photo section again and again, checking the text agaùist the image. . . " (Shields, Personal 

Interview 18). Thus, a major thnist of her visual dynamic is to make the reader more active in 

their reading process and also, to blur the genenc h e s  that separate fiction Eom (auto) 

biography. There is the radical inversion of pages in Hamenstance through which Shields 

achieves ''perfect fom" (Shields, Personal Interview 9) as she gives voice to both characiers 

and provides the reader with a very accuraîe impression of their whoie relationship. Frequent 

visuai disturbances occur in Man/ Swann as well, demonstrated, not least by the screenplay 

which forms the final, and very wntroversial segment of the novel as it challenges the 

expectation of fiction by introducing drarna to conclude the piece. Shields, then, has cleverly 

constructeci and actwated a whole set of visuai wmponents in her work, through which she is 

able to expand the boundaries of her texts and the narrative possibilities of her stories. 

This idea of Shields confionthg genenc divides is continued in the discussion in chapter 

two which examines Shields' libemhng re-working of nmtology. In challenge to conventional 



forms she creates a simultaneously multiple narrative pattern to articulate many points of view, 

without establisking a power dynamic of pnvilege. In Shields' effort to establish an accurate 

reflectioo of the complexïty of story t ebg ,  she presects the reader with a collage of stones 

where the tmth is not a static or uochallenged aspect, but rather, a complex collection of 

versions that sometimes ve* each other and sometimes do not. The effect of Shields' 

narrative innovation is similar to that which Hutcheon outlines in ber study of Canadian 

postrnodemism. Hutcheon states that there can no longer be an expectation placed on the 

fictionai text to provide one-dimensional answers and mat solutions to questions of reality, 

since the "[t]nith has been replaced by tnrths, uncapitalized and L? the plural" (Hutcheon, 

Canadian ix). 

I realised that Shields' work addresseci some of the issues raised by contemporary 

feminist thought, such as the domestic responsibility of women and the textual representation of 

women's lives. My textual analysis lead me to understand that Shields is shedding new light 

on such issues, through the interactions of her ordinary male and female characters. What is 

most significant is that Shields does not emphasise gender differences and encourage sexual 

antagonism, dthough these aspects of We are documented as r d ,  but she places men and 

women on the same experiential continuum. Shields' work exposes integral connections and 

shared expenences between men and women. In so doing, Shields does not use gender 

ciifference as a divisive tool but wants the union of cornmon experience to be valued. Thus, 

thoügh these texts are clearly gendered, a gender (Iess) polemic is established, in which men 

and women are not existentid enemies, but rather, that both are victims of the extemal 



pressures7 such as sociwconomic and political, which affect every adult in the modem urban 

environment. 

In chapter four, there was an u n c o v e ~ g  of one of Shields' We interests which is (auto) 

biography, which has been evident throughout the thesis. Shields uses her interest to challenge 

genenc expectations to the lllnit by seeking to validate the stories ofordinary tives, which have 

been traditionally under-valued. Shields challenges traditional notions of the genre by breaking 

down the generic divisions of (auto) biography to include the ordinary and the domestic, the 

mundane and the physid., in order to iiierate her characters and themes fkom generic 

restrictions. 

The overarching examination of this thesis has focused on the ordinary lives that are 

descriied in Shields' fiction. Through this examination 1 have established several key and 

characteristic aspects of Shields' work, wbich power the transformation process fiom ordinary 

into extraordhary, which is at the kart of aU her work. Firstly, one of the major 

characteristics, which she has developed Li ail three of her published fomy is her figural 

interest in voice. Her short poem 'Voices," fkom the Cornina To Canada collection, 

demonstrates her attempt to articulate what has previously been siienced and this theme is 

revisited again throughout ail of her work: 

At the museum certain 

objects 

acquire a voice 

the round porcelain 



hummuig, for instance, 

of a Greek vase 

or a Chinese lady's shoe 

screaming 

in a glas case. (1-9) 

SkiUds has clearIy recopnised the need to re-orientate certain aspects of narrative to d o w  

previously silenceci voices to be heard and recorded. Shields refùses to accept more traditional 

hieruchies of narration in which characten and their dialogues becorne stratifieci in importance 

and value. Shields' work exposes the reader to a polyphony of new voices in the absence of 

authoritative interpretation or evaluation. The removd of interpretative layers in her work 

enables a high level of intimacy between reader and narrative in which the reader is not passive 

but becomes increasingly involveci in the narrative work itseif. 

By using Bakhtin as a theoretical guide, I was able to recognise that Shields was 

creating fictional landscapes of voice. In these landscapes, characters such as the post- 

menopausa1 Rose and the sexuaily fhstrated Barker Flett are able to articulate their own 

experience in a narrative framework which aüows them both credibility and sensitivity. As 

Heilbrun has stated, "[plower is the ability to take one's place in whatever discourse is essential 

to action and the right to have one's past matter" (Heilbnin 18). Through activating such 

power, Shields' work with voice can be located within a wider process ofre-orientation, 

through which new his(her)stories are being recorded. 



A second characteristic aspect of Shields' work, which dlows her to examine her 

subject matter with her own agenda and not one speci6éd by others, is her persistent erosion 

of geaenc boundaries and classifications. Lorraine McMullen makes the dtimate daim for 

Shields' blurring of genre. As her professor during Shields' graduate work, she feels strongly 

that what Shields ccdd not use in her academic work, she went on to use in her fiction. This is 

a good example of the way in which Shields refises to be bound by generic classifications. 

Indeed, though Shields fht considered the loss of prirnary texts and manuscripts when she 

researched Susanna Moodie for her Masters Degree, she was to revisit these themes and use 

them to form the shape of her novei, Man, Swann. The narrative Unpetus in this work is 

drawn fkom examining the possible motivations for thefi and examining the wider implications 

of academic loss. In doing so, Shields has been able to straddle the divide between academic 

research and the writing of fiction. 

In conclusion, Levenson's response to The Stone Diaries achowledged the vastness of 

room for interpretation of the text, yet, he felt a need to locate an over-arching system of order 

to decide on a W understanding of the novel. He stated: 'Tt is almost as ifthe author had 

supptied us with part of a jigsaw puule and then stood over us as we tried out the various 

other pieces to see what would fit where" (qtd. in Coming to Canada xv). However, I feeI that 

there is much more fieedom for the reader than this. It is certainly our job, as readers, to h d  

places for the pieces to fit, yet, as to whether Shields stands over us, knowing where all the 

pieces s h l d  go, 1 am not so sure. 

Fïaliy7 the work 1 have done in this thesis leads me to believe that Shields is not 

creating nanatives of wooden shapes that fit together to mimic a jigsaw, but rather, that she is 



caMng out a new fictionai landscape in which old ideas of resolution are dehct. The various 

layers and pieces of independent information that her extraordinary narratives provide have 

multiple possibilïties. The reader is discouraged fiom searching for an over-archg system of 

control wahin the m t i v e  and encourageci to accept multiple stories in a new fictional 

landscape which reflects more readily the reality of ordinary human i n t e d o n  and experience. 

It is this transformation of fictional landscape that makes Shields' ordinary narratives 

extraordinary. 



Works Cited 

Bakhtin, MM. The Didopic W t i o n :  Four Essavs bv M.M Bakhtin. Ed. Michaei Holquist. 

Austin: U of Texas P, 198 1. 

Eakh, Paul John. Fictions in Autobiographv: Studies in the Art of Seff-Invention. Princeton: 

Princeton U P, 1985. 

Godard, Barbara. "Sleuthing: F e d s t s  Rewriting the Detective Novel." Jomal  of 

Theorv and Canadian Literahire 1 (1 989): 45-70. 

y 
Heilbnin, C a r o h  G. Writing A Woman's Life. London: The Women's Press, 1989. 

Hutcheoq Linda. A Poetics of Postmodemism: Historv. Theow. Fiction. London: 

Routledge, 1 988. 

-. The Politics of Postmodemism. London: Routledge, 1989. 

-. The Canadian Postmodem .Toronto: M o r d  U P, 1988. 

Johnson, Chris. "'Ordi~ry Pleasures (and terrors) : The Plays of Carol Shields." Prairie Fire 

16 (1995): 161-168. 

McHale, Brian. Postmodemist Fiction. London: Routledge, 1989. 

McMuUen, Lorraine. ReCDis)Covering Our Forernothers. Ottawa: U of Ottawa P, 1990. 

-. "Carol Shields and the University of Onawa: Some Reminiscences." Prairie Fire 16 

(1989): 132-139. 

Pearhan, Mickey, ed. Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Jackson: U P of Mississippi, 19%. 

Schnitzer, Deborah. 'Tricks: Artfiil Photographs and Letters in Carol Shield's The 

Stone Diaries and Anita Brookner's Hotel du Lac ." Prairie Fire 16 (1995): 28-40. 



Shields, Carol. The Stone Diaries. London: Fourth Estate, 1994. 

-. Marv Swann. London: Hamingo, 1993 .' 
-. Haopenstance. London: hmingo, 1994. 

-. Coming To Canada - Don Milis: 1992. 

-. "[nte~ew with Carol Shields." By Marjorie Anderson. Prairie Fire. 16 ((995) 139- 15 1. 

-. Personal Interview with Rebecca O'Neill. 28 Febniary 1996. 

-. "A littie like Flying." By Harvey De Roo. West Coast Review. 23 (1988): 38-56. 

: -. 'The Golden Book" By Joan Thomas. Prairie Fire 14 (1993-4): 56-62. 

-. "'An Epistolary Interview." By Joan Thomas. Prairie Fire (1995) 12 1-132. 

! -. "Interview with Carol Shields." By Eleanor Wachtel. Room of One's ûwn 13 (1  989): 5-46. 

Sontag, Susan On Photonraphy. Toronto: Penguin, 1977. 

Stanley, Liz. The auto/biopraohicai 1: The Theorv and Practice of Feminist autohiography. 

Manchester. Manchester U P, 1992. 

Sturgesq Philip J.M. Narrativi~: Theorv and Pracrice. Mord: M o r d  U P, 1992. 

, Thomas, Clara. 'Reassembling Fragments: Susama Moodie, Carol Shields, and Mary 

Swann." inside The Poem. Toronto: Oxford U P, 1992. 

Werlock, Abby. Tanadian Identity and Women's voices: The fiction of Sandra Birdsell and 

Carol Shields." Canadian Women Writina Fiction. Jacksoa: U P of Mississippi, 1 993. 

Wdliamson, David. "Seven Steps to Point-of-View Perfection.'' Prairie Fire 16 (1 995) LOS- 1 1 5 

' As pubiished in the U.K. 



IMAGE EVALUATION 
TEST TARGET (QA-3) 

APPLIED IMAGE. fnc - = 1653 East Main Street - -. - - Rochester, NY 14603 USA -- = Phone: 71 W482-0300 -- -- - - FZ 71 6/28&5989 




