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TIME AND GEOGRAPHY IN THE NOVELS OF MORDECAI RICHLER

INTRODUCTION

Born in  1931 in Montreal, Mordecai Richler i s  among Canada’s 

t e s t  and t e s t  known writers. From the early f i f t i e s  throng the pre­

sent he has worked in  many genres* the novel, essays, reviews, film -  

scr ip ts , short sto r ies , a play and a children's book. He has written  

for such magazines as L ife. London Magazine. Encounter. New Statesman 

and the New York Review of Books. But h is  most notable contributions 

to  Canadian and for that matter litera tu re  in  general have been as a 

n o v e list. During a period of some twenty years he has published seven 

novels : The Acrobats (195^), Son of a Smaller Hero (1955)f A Choice

o f Enemies (195?)» lha Apprenticeship o f Duddy Kravitz (1959), Ihe 

Incomparable Atuk (I963), Cocksure (1968), and St. Urbain's  Horseman (I97I). 
Several o f these have been translated (The Acrobats, for exaiaple, was 

translated into fiv e  foreign languages). He has won the Governor General's 

Literary Award, an award presented to outstanding Canadian a r t is ts , for 

h is  book o f  essays, Hunting Tigers Under Glass (1968), and for St. Urbain*s 

Horseman. The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. probably h is  most widely 

read and loved book, was adapted for the screen and the film  version of h is  

children's book, Jacob Two-Two Meets the Hooded Fang, should be released



shortly. Considering the sizeable body o f Richler*s work and tlie acclaim 

he has received for I t ,  i t  Is surprising that r e la tiv e ly  l i t t l e  serious 

or lengtiiy study has been made o f h is w ritings.

Thou^ he has spent most of h is  adult writing career abroad, 

Mordecai Richler Is  very d e fin ite ly  a Canadian writer. Both h is  f ic t io n  

and non-flctlon a tte s t  to h is  In terest in  the problems o f Canadian national 

Identity. Canada has never subscribed to  the American melting pot theory 

and has been, lik e  mcst colonial or neo-colonlal peoples, slow In evolving 

an organic sense of community or cultural homogeneity. Ihe discussion  

among commentators (Richler Included) continues regarding the makeup of  

the Canadian national Identity, I f  Indeed one can be said to  ex is t . Grap­

pling with th is  problem, Canada's n ovelists  have attempted to define and 

capture the nature of the land and I ts  Inhabitants. "On the whole," 

asserts F. H. Blrbalsing^, "the f ic t io n a l presentation o f Canada by her 

n ove lists  conveys the general picture o f a vast land, sparsely populated, 

and occupied by scattered so c ia l groups that have l i t t l e  in  common with 

each other. But there Is some evidence that the so c ia l groups are gradually 

being united by a slow process of cultural evolution.

Canada's earlier  n ovelists concentrated their e ffo r ts  on descrip­

tion  o f the land I t s e l f  and the documentation o f l i f e  In pioneer days.

Most o f these novels were se t  In the developing Vest, usually far removed 

from any main center. Even ihen the loca le  was a c ity . I t  did not possess 

the characteristics we associate with contemporary urban liv in g . Martha 

Ostenso's Wild Geese (1925) Is  one example. I t  explores the loneliness  

within the Individual liv e s  of a family of pioneers on the vast, wind­

swept prairie. As For Me and Ky House (19^1) by Sin cla ir  Ross studies the



varying effects of life in the drou^t "belt of Saskatchewan on the con­
sciousness of a man and a woman who long to escape from the taboos of
their small prairie town. Frederick P. Grove’s Settlers of the Marsh (1925) 
and Jcdin Harlyn's Under the Ribs of Death (1957) also treat life in the 
Canadian West with an emphasis on the land and the difficulties encountered 
by its inhabitants in trying to subdue it to their purposes. In addition, 
they are representative of the large body of Canadian art tdiich is thema­
tically concerned with the pli^t of the immigrant in a new land. Grove 
chronicles the brooding tale of Niels, a young Swedish immigrant vdio 
settles in the bush country of northern Manitoba. Marlyn’s story tells 
of a Hungarian boy lost between the customs of his parents and those of
the Canada to which he passionately desires to belong.

Richler belongs to  th is  trad ition , but h is  f in e st achievements, 

while displaying as keen an in terest in the so c ia l environment as those 

o f h is  predecessors, are of a somevhat d ifferen t nature. Unlike them, 

he i s  an urban n ovelist from the eastern part of the country to whoa tiie 

p ra irie  experience i s  r e la tiv e ly  unknovn. When he uses the theme of man 

versus a h o stile  environment, i t  i s  not the land i t s e l f  to >hich he is  

referring but the so c ia l conditions which preclude h is  protagonists* 

successfu l realization  of their goals.

Montreal, the c ity  in thich Richler spent h is  formative years, 

i s  h is  Canadian setting. The choice o f loca le  for one interested in study­

ing the problems of an evolving Canadian id en tity  i s  excellent. Montreal 

i s  Canada’s largest c ity  and the ethnic, r a c ia l and relig iou s differences 

of her population have earned her a reputation as a truly cosmopolitan 

centre. Moreover, the clash of cultures between French and English, immi­

grant and native, Jew and Gentile i s  probably more pronounced in Montreal



than I t  i s  in  any comparable Canadian c ity . By choosing to focus w  h is  

own nei^borhood, the ^ e t t o  area surrounding S t, Urbain Street in K<aitreal, 

R idiler i s  able to incorporate a large number o f these divergences into  

h is  work. As Montreal and her inhabitants form a microcosm of the Canadian 

ejq>erience, St. Urbain Street in i t s  associations with the outside world 

beccmes, in  Richler*s hands, a microcosm of Montreal. I t  i s  not surprising, 

given th is  se ttin g , that Richler shares with e a r lie r  writers a deep in terest  

and concern with the immigrant ejcperience. But, whereas they used the 

immigrant him self as protagonist, Richler usually studies the liv e s  of 

that generation’s children and grandchildren and the way in which they are 

able to adapt to the demands placed upon them by the old world of their  

family and the new world o f their peers.

Other Canadian n ovelists l ik e  Hu^ MacLennan share Richler *s con­

cern for Canada’s socia l environment but few are as successful as Richler 

i s  in f ic t io n a lly  representing i t .  MacLennan attempted in  Two Solitudes 

(19 5̂ ) to  dramatize the conf].ict o f the FYench and the English segments of  

the country. While h is  novel i s  in te lle c tu a lly  stim ulating, i t  i s  too much 

the embodiment of an idea. Because the characters are forced to  carry 

heavy symbolic w ei^ t, they never come to l i f e  as individuals. They remain 

abstractions whose purpose i t  i s  to  exemplify the Canadian problem. Such 

has always been the p i t f a l l  o f a f ic t io n  too c lo se ly  a llie d  to the p o l i t i ­

ca l-so c ia l environment from which i t  springs and Richler has wisely avoided 

i t .  His characters, while their  individual l iv e s  m i^ t incorporate a so c ia l 

r e a lity , never become mere instruments to prove that rea lity .

Richler *s use of the Canadian settin g  and h is thematic exploita­

tion of the problems of national id en tity , e sp ec ia lly  in  relationship to  

the immigrant experience, link  him with Canada’s  litera ry  past as well as



present. His ncai-flction i s ,  i f  anything, even more adamantly Canadian 

and has certain ly earned him a h i^  rank in  Canadian le tte r s . However, 

the n a tion a listic  group o f Canadian writers, scholars and reviewers re­

gard Richler as a "professional Canada-knocker". They take offense at  

such statements of h is  as*

There i s  a burgeoning and reputable body of Canadian work, but 
the hunt, and the academic hunters, s t i l l  vastly  outnumber the 
Indians. Indeed, i t  sometimes seems to me that never have so 
many university scalp hunters been out scouring the woods for 
so few Indians, returning to their  typewriters to pound out 
h i^ ly  exaggerated accounts of the game available. Not so much 
criticism  as hyperbole, largely  se lf-serv in g  hyperbole, espe­
c ia lly  f w  those who have bet their  tenure on Canadians as a 
growth stock.

Richler, in  my opinion, exaggerates the situ ation  in Canadian literary  

critic ism  today, but h is exaggeration underlines h is  deep concern for the 

quality o f work being released as representative of Canada. Richler would 

be tlie f i r s t  to admit that Canadian writing has improved in  the la s t  twenty 

years but he resents the n a tio n a listic  fervor of those who overevaluate 

i t .  As a c r it ic  and reviewer, Richler usually manages to keep perspective 

and to  judge a work in  comparison not only to  i t s  Canadian counterparts 

but in relation  to  i t s  place in the international litera ry  world.

Richler *s non-fiction a lso  includes many pieces o f a non-literary  

nature, the largest proportion of >hich trea t sports and p o lit ic s . While 

he i s  not an expert in these f ie ld s , the charm and personal insight he 

offers have made him well known as a journalist about Canada both within 

and without the country. He has written a r tic le s  on such diverse topics 

as Expo 67, the separatism issue, Canadian b a lle t  companies, hockey and 

baseball. The basic interconnection between R ichler's journalism and 

f ic t io n  i s  one which has been noted by several c r it ic s .^  He i s  at h is  

best in  both domains when he i s  writing from personal experience. This



often takes the form of reminiscence, o f a memoir of past time actually  

lived  throng by the author.

At le a s t  as important as Richler*s place in the Canadian tradi­

tion  i s  h is  Jewish heritage. His g t^ d fath er  ventured to Canada by 

steerage ftrom a G allician sh te t l in  1904, follow ing the outbreak of the 

Russo-Japanese War and the pogrom in  Kishinev. On arriving in Montreal, 

he acquired a peddler* s licen se  and a small loan from the Baron de Hirsch 

In stitu te  and se tt le d  not far from Main S treet in what was to become a 

^ e t t o .  He had been a Zaddik, a rabbi who guided others in  the study of 

the Talmud, and had written many books. Hiese included a translation of 

the Book of Splendour (the Zohar) in to  modern Hebrew and many volumes of

sermons, hasidic ta le s  and rabbinical commentaries whidi were published

in Warsaw and la ter  in New York. Richler*s uncle was a lso  a Yiddish writer 

well-known in New York. R ichler's generation was the f i r s t  in wiii<h not 

one of the children became a rabbi. In The S treet. Richler reca lls  the 

a-taosihere of h is  youth i

Our world was r ig id ly  circumscribed. Outside, where they ate  
wormy pork, beat the wives for openers, didn't care a l i t t l e  
finger i f  the children grew up to be doctors, we seldom ventured, 
and tiien only fearfu lly . Our world, i t s  prizes and punishments, 
was en tire ly  Jewish. Inside, God would get us i f  we didn't say
our prayers. You ate ihe la s t  scrap of meat on your plate be­
cause the children in Europe were starving.

Orthodoxy was relig iou s as well as ethnic :

My grandfather was uncompromisingly orthodox. Switching on lig h ts , 
tearing paper, were both forbidden on the sabbath. So la te  Friday 
afternoon i t  f e l l  to one o f my aunts to tear su ffic ien t t o i le t  
paper to see us throu^ shabbus ; and one of my uncles had devised 
a Rube Goldberg type apparatus, the key part of which was a str ing  
attached to a clock that turned o ff  the t o i le t  and h a ll l i ^ t s  
when the alarm sounded at midnight,^

Ihou^ Richler writes of these days o f h is  youth with much humour, he

acknowledges the impact they have had upon him both personally and



professionally. There axe In h is  woi* copious references to the Talmud 

and the Torah as w ell as to  re lig io u s precepts and Jewish r itu a l. While 

he does not consider him self a re lig io u s person, Richler bemoans the fact  

that re lig ion  has been modernized and that Jews, in trying to be Canadian, 

have forgotten the beauty of th eir  own heritage: "It seems to me that the

Jewish middleclass in  th eir  anxiety to  prove themselves okay have taken 

the vu lgarities o f th is  bland, m iddle-class country as the desirable norm 

and in many cases have tr ied  to  go them one better".  ̂ But the influence 

of Richler*s Jewish background i s  periiaps most apparent in h is  attitudes.

In many ways he can be considered old-fashioned, for h is  writings always 

support the good and the decent man who i s  trying to  uphold h is  principles 

against the invasion of forces from outside. Richler and h is  protago­

n is ts  seek an adequate alternative to  the systems of values, lik e  orga­

nized re lig ion , which they deem have l i t t l e  v a lid ity  in  the current con­

tact.

R ichler's choice of themes i s  a lso , a t  lea st in  part, a r e flec ­

tion of h is  Jewish heritage. The f i r s t  symbol of the Jew in Canadian 

fic tion  i s  that of ihe stranger. A ll of Richler* s protagonists are e x ile s , 

ïhether in  physical or psychological terms, and h is  im plicit suggestion 

i s  that, a fter  a l l ,  we are—every one of us—Jews. This theme of the 

alienated man in e x ile  i s  not of course lim ited to Jewish or Canadian l i t e ­

rature but i t  i s  perhaps more prominent here and I think explains the main 

currents of Richler* s work. Moreover, the Jewish and Canadian influences 

at work upon him are in many vrays a llie d  as he himself has noted: "To be

a Jew and a Canadian i s  to  emerge from the ghetto twice, for self-conscious 

Canadians, lik e  some touchy Jews, tend to  contemplate the world throu^ a
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wrong-ended telescope, as witness what i s  s t i l l  my most cherished Canadian 

headline: 19^0 WAS A GOOD "ÏSAR FOR PLAYHRIGHTS HtOH OUTSIDE OF CANADA."

He continues* "like Jews again, Canadians are inclined to  regard with a 

mixture o f envy and suspicion those who have forsaken the homestead (or 

sh te t l) for the a ss im ila t im is t  flesh -p ots o f New York or London.

Richler *s novels deal in general with the national problem of adiieving a 

Canadian id en tity  out o f the various cultural and racia l divergences o f  

the country and in particular, with the process o f assim ilating Jewish 

elements in to  th is  integrated Canadian culture.

Given the p a rticu la r itie s  o f h is  Jewish and Canadian experiences, 

one m i^ t e:qiect Richler *s novels to  be provincial and lim ited. But just  

as he i s  wary of the p i t f a l l s  inherent in being too Canadian, so i s  he 

aware of the p i t fa l ls  in  being too narrowly Jewish-oriented. Ib is concern 

places him somewhere between the Canadian Jewish and the American Jewish 

litera ry  trad itions. Jewish Canadian n ovelists  have for the most part 

been very concerned with Judaism and th is  has given their work an inbred 

quality >hich has sometimes been lim iting . Adele Wiseman in  her novel Ihe 

Sacrifice focuses in much d e ta il on the atmosphere of a closed-in  Jewish 

community that remains Impermeable to  outside influences. Hie work of 

Henry K reisel and A. K. Klein i s  sim ilar in i t s  almost complete emphasis 

on s tr ic t ly  Jewish family l i f e  and customs. While their work i s  not with­

out merit, i t  lacks scope and u n iversa lity  and so fa i ls  to  equal that of 

their  American counterparts, for example Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud and 

P h illip  Roth. Richler, on üie other hand, i s  le s s  lim ited by preocciça- 

tions with Jewishness and h is  characters e d iib it  qualities o f th ou ^ t and 

fee lin g  that are common to many men of whatever background. S t i l l  h is  

work too, one would have to say, f a l l s  short o f the best work of h is



American contemporaries. However, B lrb a ls in ^ 's  claim that "It f a l l s  

short of American standards "because he works witî'dn an unstable and debi-
g

lita t in g  national ethos that severely  in h ib its  creativity" seems too 

exaggerated to  be va lid . Richler i s  working in  a le s s  defined national 

and ethnic tradition than h is  American fellow  writers; perhaps th is  ex­

plains why he lacks th e ir  ob jectiv ity . While he may be too immersed in  

the facts c lo se  to  home to achieve the distancing necessary to a master­

piece, one cannot place the blame for  th is  en tire ly  on the country. In 

the end, one must judge a writer by what he him self has accomplished and 

Richler has not created a character o f the stature of, for example, Moses 

Herzog. Duddy Kravitz, thou^ an improvement on Noah Adler of an ea r lier  

novel, lacks as B lrb a lsin ^  observes, ". . . the mcral eauipoise that

would enable him to  examine h is  experience with the wide-ranging
o

awareness and depth of a Hoses Herzog.” Of a l l  R ichler's protagonists 

Jake Hersh of St. Ur'bain*s Horseman most c lo se ly  approaches th is  goal.

Richler i s  only too aware o f the problems facing the Jewish writer. 

He has published a r t ic le s  on Malamud, Bellow and Mailer and has had much 

to  say about Jewish writers in  general. His wide reading in  the area and 

h is  knowledge of what has "been done cannot help but have influenced h is  

own choice of material and techniques. As he him self says ; "Ihese days 

i t ' s  not very risky to  "be a Jew. I t  i s ,  however, "becoming increasingly  

tricky to make out as an American-Je wish n o v e list and. be original as w ell, 

the overriding fear being that everything has been said. Thou^ he 

conments somewhat disparagingly on what he sees as the main trends in  

Jewish American litera tu re , i t  i s  in terestin g  to  note that these trends 

appear in h is  own work. He "begins by saying: "The claustrophobic tene­

ment background most o f us escaped from in one c ity  or another has been
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ca u ^ t exactly by Henry Roth, Daniel Fuchs and more recently, Alfred 

Kazin. Ih is  background r e f le c ts  Richler*s own and that of h is  pro­

tagonists Noah, Duddy and Jake. He continuesi "Such protest as we had

in  us was scorchIngly made by Jerome Weidman, Budd Shulberg and Irwin 
1?aiaw. . . . " At the same time, Richler regards the holocaust as the 

very core of most serious Jewish writing since the war: "It i s  what

binds Malamud to Bellow, the one having made the moral gesture o f The 

Fixer and the other continuing to write the novel of the survivor's
1 *5

reflec tion s and s e lf - ju s t i f ic a t io n ." For Richler personally the 

Germans are s t i l l  an abomination and in h is  work one sees constant refe­

rence to  the sufferings o f the Jewish people in Jake, for example, >ho 

l iv e s  in constant preparation for  the second coming of the Germans and 

re liv e s  the f i r s t  coming -tiirou^ the journals of Joseph Kengele. Richler*s 

novels, particularly St. Urbain*s Horseman, share in yet another charac­

te r is t ic  he finds common to Jewish writers:

Undoubtedly, recent Jewish-American n ovelists  have overreached 
each otiier in greedily  assuming g u ilt  for a l l  the world’s i l l s ,  
making i t  in te lle c tu a lly  fashionable (but boring and presump­
tuous) to argue that i f  contemporary man i s  alienated, no one 
i s  more alienated than the Jew.^^

This problem i s  one Richler dramatizes in the person o f Jake Hersh, the 

w ell-to-do, successful film  director who fe e ls  he should not be allowed 

h is  peaceful, contented existence because so many in the past and in the 

present are undergoing horrors.

R ichler's sometimes caustic  tone when defining the shared con­

cerns of the body of Jewish writers i s  probably due to h is  awareness of 

the danger o f relying too heavily  on th is  built-up tradition . He acknow­

ledges, though, that the best o f Jewish-American n ovelists speak in 

accents d is tin c tly  tiie ir  own and d iffer  widely in approach and singles
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out Mailer, Malamud, P h ilip  Roth and Saul Bellow as examples of such 

excellence. S t i l l ,  always an in tern ation alist a t heart, he conuaeatsi 

"Ultimately, the family w il l  be judged not by i t s  self-advertised  in­

trigues, quarrels, and jea lou sies, . . . but for i t s  signal fa ilu r e , for  

a l l  the racketing so far, to  produce one individual work of art as en­

during as U lysses.

R id iler 's  a f f in i t ie s  with the American literary  tradition  are not 

restr icted  to the family o f Jewish n o v e lists . In an interview Richler 

said;

I  consider myself an American and the f i r s t  modem novels I  read 
were American. I read Dos Passes and Hemingway and Fitzgerald  
and Faulkner, and these are people who have influenced me a 
great deal. And of course my attitudes are American, and even 
coming here [abroadj i s  a north American convention, and I am 
not rea lly  much influenced by the young Saglish n ove lists . And 
ïhen I said that American n ovelists  are more ambitious, vhat I 
mean i s  they work on a much broader canvas and with much more 
freedom because the soc iety  i s  mudi more f lex ib le . They circu­
la te  on d ifferen t so c ia l le v e ls  and they can write about them.^°

Though American attitu des and lite ra r y  figures were a primary influence

on E ich ler's career, much of th is  influence came througi Europe. After

two years a t  S ir George Williams University Richler quit and l e f t  for

Paris. In Paris he joined the community of expatriate American a r t is ts

searching for the inspiration Paris had provided to their  predecessors

of the twenties. This was 1951 and Richler was to  remain in France,

travelling  occasionally to  England and Spain, for a period of two years.

While in Paris, he published three very short mood pieces in a l i t t l e

magazine ca lled  Points.

Richler*s Paris days are notable not so much for h is  literary

production as for the influence they had upon him as an a r t is t . As he

puts i t  I "I was only a callow kid of nineteen when I arrived in Paris in
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19511 and. so i t  was, in the tm e st sense, my university• St Germain des 

Pres was my campus, Montparnasse my first house, and my two years there 

are a sweetness I  reta in , as others do w istfu l memories o f McGill or 

Oxford. Among the as yet unknown writers in Paris a t the time were 

Terry Southern, Alan Temko, Alfred Chester, HerTaert Gold, David Burnett, 

Mavis Gallant, Alexander Ttocchi, Christopher Logue, Mason Hoffenherg,

James Baldwin, and the la te  David Stacton. Richler associated mostly 

with the New-Story group—David Burnett, Terry Southern, Iiason Hoff enter g 

and Alan Temko. As Richler describes h is  experience, i t  was quite d if­

ferent from vdiat one m i^ t imagine. Ihe group was not knit together by 

p o lit ic a l anger or a litera ry  policy  but by a shared sense of the r id i­

culous. A ll were hungry for success and recognition but feigned in d if­

ference. Rarely, i f  ever, did they discuss th e ir  work with each other.

Instead, "He bounced an iiianity to and fro, u n til magnified throu^
18bizarre extension, we had disposed o f i t  as an absurdity." Ihe zany 

personality and the unrehearsed response took precedence over the discus­

sion of ideas which would have made the participants fe e l  self-conscious 

and stu ffy . Dressed in T -shirts, blue jeans and sandals, absorbed by 

the Tarot and pronouncements about Coca-Cola culture, the group of ex­

patriates had not yet been labelled  beats. L ife magazine took them for 

e x is te n tia lis ts  even i f  Jean-Paul Sartre didn't.

Richler* s fee lin gs at being in Paris were elation  and joy and he 

says that >hat he found most d if f ic u lt  was the necessity  of repressing 

then. He was excited by the freedom l i f e  abroad seemed to offer. Even 

thougji the group o f expatriates did not divulge much concerning their own 

work, they enthusiastically  passed copies one to  another of anything by 

Genet or Samuel Beckett. Ihey were curious about French writing, especia lly
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Sartre, Camus, and atove a i l  Cellne. R ichler's f i r s t  attempt a t a sub- 

Celine novel was returned with a printed rejection  s lip . Hiey were also  

self-consciou sly  aware o f the Twenties* "We knew the table a t the Done 

that bad been Hemingway's and made a point of eating at the restaurant 

on rue Monsieur le  Prince where Joyce was reputed to  have taken h is  

dinner.

This wtiole litera ry  and cu ltural ambience could not help but have 

a profound e ffe c t  on the developing ta len t of the young man from Montreal. 

In a general way i t  served to  expand h is  horizons beyond the fa ir ly  

narrowly circumscribed area he had known during h is  childhood. This no 

doubt helped to  prevent h is  a ttitu d es and consequently, h is work, from 

becoming too provincial. S p ec ifica lly , i t  played a role in h is la ter  

choice of loca le  and themes. While the primary and most convincing s e t­

tin g  In h is  novels i s  the ^ e t to  area surrounding St. Urbain Street, 

most of h is  protagonists share Richler*s own desire to escape to a freer, 

more open world and several find th e ir  way abroad as he did. Ihe action 

for The Acrobats takes place in  Spain; Noah of Son of a Smaller Hero 

leaves for Europe at the end of the novel; and even Duddy, thou^ he does 

not leave the country, abandms the trad itional ways of l i f e  of the 

^ e t to . Norman Price of A Choice o f Enemies l iv e s  in an expatriate com­

munity in London, not unlike that o f Richler*s own Paris days, and the 

older Jake Hersh of St. Urbain *s Horseman i s  a member of a sim ilar com­

munity of more successful people. Jake's l i f e  i s  perhaps more c lose ly  

p ara lle l to  that of Richler, who a fter  a short sojourn back in Canada 

returned abroad to make h is home in  London.

Richler*s early writings, in particular, te s t ify  to the impor­

tance of h is Paris days. C ritics have id en tified  h is  f ir s t  novels with
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those Of the heat generation, o f the f i f t i e s  in  America, Others have

analyzed h is  f i r s t  three novels in  e x is te n t ia l is t  terms. But i t  seems

to me that the most pervasive Influence on the mind o f the young n ovelist

came fton the American expatriate writers of the twenties, esp ecia lly

Hemingway. Ihey wrote the f i r s t  modem novels he read, and in  a sense,

h is  Paris days were an attempt to  re liv e  th e ir  experiences. Richler *s

borrowings were mostly from Hemingway in terms of idea, theme, language,

and occasionally s ty le . Ihe Acrobats, h is  f i r s t  novel, suffers most from

th is  derivative quality but the e f fe c t  lin gers on throu^ Son o f a Smaller

Hero and A Choice of Enemies. As he matures, he develops h is own voice

and window on the world and does not need to im itate others.

The nature Richler views h is  Paris days from the perspective of

an adult and find s in them in teresting  comparisons. After reading John

Clellon Holmes' memoir, Nothing More to Declare, he recognizes that the

ideas and idiom, even some of the people, prevalent in  the V illage dur-
20ing the f i f t i e s  were interchangeable with those in Paris. He and h is

group he now sees were not true adventurers but follow ers of a romantic

convention. He quotes Brian Moore who wrote in a review of E x ile 's

Return for the Spectator:

When one reads of the passionate, naive manifesto in  Malcolm 
Covrley's " literary odyssey of tl:e 1920's," the h l^  ambitions 
and tlie seardi for a r t is t ic  values which sent the " lost gene­
ration" to Paris, one cannot help fee lin g  a touch of envy.
I t  would seen that the difference between the American artists*  
pilgrimage to Europe in the Twenties and in  the S ix ties  i s  the 
difference between f i r s t  love and the obligatory in i t ia l  v is i t  
to  a brothel.

the young American writer abroad shows l i t t l e  in terest in 
the prose experiments of Robbe-Grillet, Sarraute, and Simon; 
he tends to dismiss B rita in 's younger n ove lists  and playrnri^ts 
as boring soc ia l r e a l is t s ,  and as for Sartre, Beckett, Genet, 
or Ionesco, he has dug them already off-Broadway.21
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This characterization of the modem wave of esqpatriate a r tis ts  does not, 

however, include the many untold and sometimes subtle influences that 

such an education in the world provides. I t  expresses the rather cynical 

reflec tio n s o f a middle-aged w riter but f a i l s  to capture the excitement 

and joy Paris offered to  the mind o f a nineteen year old boy. I t  seems

to  me that th is  was the beginning o f an outlook that was to play a  major

ro le  in h is f ic t io n  and n on -fiction  a lik e. I t  opened up to him a cultural 

and litera ry  heritage, both European and American, vAilch he might have 

lacked otherwise. Ih is  mind s e t  which can contemplate a work in  re la ­

tionship to i t s  place in  a l ite r a r y  or a r t is t ic  hierarchy has been

invaluable to Richler as a jo iam alist, reviewer and novelist. I  think

i t  has helped him attain a degree of universality  so many oiher Canadian 

a r t is ts  never achieve.

Richler returned to Canada in 1953, after these two years abroad. 

He worked a t a variety of jobs including one as news editor for CBG 

Montreal. During th is time, Ihe Acrobats was accepted for publication  

by Andre Deutsch and Richler went to  London. Althou^ he icas to return 

to  Canada, twice for a period o f  a year as writer in residence a t S ir  

George Williams University and Carleton University, London was h is  home 

from th is  time u n til 197^« In he returned with h is wife and five  

children to take up permanent residence in Montreal. His s ix  novels 

subsequent to Ihe Acrobats were written, then in Britain.

Ihe student of R ich ler's writings in their entirety  comes to  see  

the strik ing fa ct that most of h is  work forms a continuum. Elements 

occur and reoccur, in Iso lation  and in d ifferent combinations, both in 

the -themes used and -the s-tructural elements employed. Taken as a thole, 

"they form a unit and -fchere i s  a development and progression from -the
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early novels to  the la ter  ones.

David Stouck*s comments on Canadian art provide me •way of 

approaching R ichler's f ic t io n . Stouck says that "While i t  i s  the specia l 

function o f the imagination to  make us more fu l ly  aware of l i f e ’s poten­

t i a l i t i e s ,  the Canadian imagination has trad ition a lly  been obsessed with
22

the lim itation s rather than the p o s s ib i l it ie s  o f human experience." 

Because of clim ate, geography, and h is to r ica l forces, Stouck sees survi­

va l rather than freedom to  be the dominating fa ct of Canadian art. The 

two recurrent images which he discovers in  Canadian art are nature as 

h o s tile  environment and the escap ist image of a human refuge away from 

i t  a l l .  Nature, rather than being in  c o n flic t  with the a r t is t , r e f le c ts  

the iso la t io n is t , pastoral desire o f i t s  creator: "The quest for pas­

tora l retreat, , . , renders Canadian art non-dramatic, for the source 

of c o n flic t  remains outside the canvas or ju st o ff  the page."^^ While 

the above generalisations have more d irect reference to Canada’s past 

than present and to  a r t is t ic  than lite ra r y  endeavors they form an 

in teresting  perspective from \h ich  to  view R ichler's writings. One 

ccHitention of th is  paper i s  that the freedom—survival polarity i s  an 

underlying and major thematic concern of R ichler’s  and that an under­

standing of how i t  operates in h is  f ic t io n  advances our understanding 

of what he, as a n ove list, i s  aiming to achieve.

I f  Richler writes, as he has stated, the novel of character, the 

freedom—survival polarity  perhaps i s  b est seen in  relationship to the 

figures, major and minor, -üiat he creates. A ll o f them are to a greater 

or lesser  extent aware of " l i f e ’s p o ten tia lities" , and hunger to achieve 

in their own l iv e s  a rea liza tion  of potentia ls they know to e x is t  with­

in themselves. Andre of The Acrobats, for example, str ives for a
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personal fu lfillm en t, an actualization of h is  potential throu^ h is  art. 

Duddy, in The Annrenticeshi-p of Duddy Kravitz. seeks to  make i t  materi­

a l is t ic a l ly  and so c ia lly  in  the world outside the ^ e t to ,  the world which 

to  h is  mind offers a l l  of l i f e ’s  good things. Jake of St. Urtain’s 

Horseman i s  the one major Richler character who fe e ls  that h is  time of 

p otentia l has passed by. Althou^ he i s  more successful in fact than 

any previous Richler hero, he thinks that he has not realized  the ambi­

tions and hopes he had for h is  l i f e .  Unlike the others, he looks back­

ward to the past rather than forward to the future.

Each of the Richler heroes, then, (with, some (qualification for 

Jake), begins with a goal. He e:q)ects a better future than present and 

he i s  more illu sioned  than d isillu sion ed . He has, in short, some sense 

of b e lie f  in a freedom which w ill  permit fu lfillm en t. The quest i s ,  in  

several cases, a quest for freedom i t s e l f .  Moreover, i t  often involves 

a search for se lf- id en tity , for a sense o f order and a b e lie f  in a value 

structure comprehensive enou^ to  rule one’s  l i f e .

Because choice i s  intim ately linlced to freedom, the a b ility  to  

choose then becomes an imperative and i t  i s  often the lack of choice or 

the wrong choice whicli destroys the Richler hero. As Noah Adler in Son 

of a Smaller Hero says to  Panofskyi "If you choose not to choose then 

there i s  no truthi a t a l l .  There are only points of view." To define 

oneself, such a truth must e x is t , for as Anc3re Bennett of The Acrobats 

and others find out, s e lf- id e n tity  cannot be achieved or maintained i f  

one merely defines oneself against something. The positive  element 

must be present and in th is  regard I think i t  correct to say that Richler 

i s  very much the moralist, a man to whom freedom and i t s  incumbent choice 

are necessary to any successful rea lization  of the goals of se lf-id en tity
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and the fornatlon of an overall pattern or guide for one's l i f e .  In

fa ct, Richler maintains "that any serious writer i s  a moralist, and only
2 ‘5Incidentally an entertainer."

At the same time, thou^, th a t he i s  concerned with " l ife 's  

p oten tia lities" , Richler i s  obsessed, in the way Stouck claims Canadi an 

a r tis ts  are, with the "lim itations o f human experience". His characters 

continually find -üiemselves come face to face with a h o stile  environment, 

with an environment which a t every turn blocks the hero's path. Almost 

a l l  perceive th e ir  present environment as suffocating them and precluding 

any sort of personal achievement o f goals. Ihe Jewish character, lik e  

Noah Adler or Duddy Kravitz, sees the world o f the Jewish ghetto in th is  

way. Whether Jewish or not, each character tr ie s  to  escape the confine­

ment of one world in order to find the peace and fu lfillm en t >hich he 

believes another world offers. Ih is  mi{^t involve an escape to  the world 

of the goyim as for Noah and Duddy or i t  m i^ t involve retreat from 

Canada to  a Europe >hich i s  perceived as le s s  decadent.

In e ith er case, the pastoral retreat usually proves no le ss  hos­

t i l e  and often i s  more so than the world l e f t  behind. The id y llic  achieve­

ment of contented iso la tion  from outvrard chaos i s  not R ichler's usual 

f ic t io n a l stance. His characters are, i t  i s  true, iso la ted , alienated  

outsiders, but they do not construct humble refuges in  which they are 

perfectly  comfortable. Nature or environment i s  in co n flic t wiih these 

characters, not so le ly  reflec tin g  th e ir  sta te . R ichler's art i s  cer­

ta in ly  of the dramatic sort and the source of c o n flic t  i s  on, not o ff, 

the page.

The freedom—survival, character—environment p o la r ities  described 

above are not unique to  Richler nor to  Canadian litera tu re . They apply
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to  Wau^, to Hemingway, or to almost any other twentieth century novelist. 

Neither i s  Richler*s emphasis on the individual in ex ile  peculiar to him. 

Baumbach describes the hero o f the contemporary American novel as the 

sen sitized  outsider who sa cr ifice s  him self for the redemption of others 

or performs a sp ir itu a l passage for h is  own salvation (or fa i ls  pain­

fu lly  in the a t t e m p t ) . H o w a r d  Harper sta tes a sim ilar idea when he

says that our best contemporary f ic t io n  has vdiat Paul T illich  has called  
27ultimate concern. While the Richler protagonist does not usually 

sa cr ifice  himself for the redemption of others, he does undergo a sp ir i­

tual passage. Ihe success of th is  quest i s  generally tentative for 

Richler never offers an easy solution to a d if f ic u lt  problem. Since the 

fo r t ie s , as Eisinger has pointed out, the quest for the s e l f  has inten­

s if ie d . Richler i s  but one o f the body of writers who has "had to  

examine the p o s s ib ilit ie s  for litera tu re  in a universe of fragmented

b e lie fs  where a m ultip lic ity  of values or none a t a l l  had long ago re-
28placed a unified world view."

Richler*s thematic concerns, then, place him squarely within the 

contemporary litera ry  tradition . His uniqueness as a writer worthy of 

attention in h is  own right l i e s  in h is  treatment of these themes and in 

the methods he employs to develop them. This study w ill  focus primarily 

on the uses Richler makes of time and geography in  h is  seven novels and 

how these in many ways p aralle l the events of h is  own l i f e .  Ihe time 

period in which Richler i s  most in terested  and during which a l l  h is novels 

are se t  i s  from about the la-te 1930’s  to the 1950’s. Thus, i t  corresponds 

to approximately h is  ovm f i r s t  th ir ty  years of l i f e .  Richler has always 

f e l t  that h is  generation has accomplished l i t t l e  and has always been 

either too young or too old to  take part in major world happenings. Their
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childhood paralleled the Second World War. And hy the time the s ix t ie s  

and i t s  protests and alternate l i f e s t y le s  emerged, they had hecane 

sta id , middle-aged and successfu l. Many o f Richler*s protagonists 

(Andre Bennett, Noah Adler, Norman Price, Jake Hersh) fe e l the same way. 

Jake Hersh of St. Urbaines Horseman sta tes  i t  most eloquentlyi

Wrong place, wrong time. Young too la te ;  old too soon, was 
the p la in tive story of h is  American generation. Conceived in  
the depression, but never to taste i t s  bitterness f i r s t  hand, 
they had actually  contrived to s a i l  through the Spanish C iv il 
War, World War II , the holocaust, Hiroshima, the Isra e li War of 
Independence, McCarthyism, Korea, and la tte r ly , Vietnam and the 
drug culture, with impunity. Ihe whirlwind e l s e w h e r e .29

"Ihe times had not used but compromised them.

Ihe e ffe c t  which being a member of such a peripheral generation 

has on these characters i s  momentous. I t  i s  a major motivating factor  

in tlieir quest for se lf-fu lfillm e n t. Because they do not have a cause 

worth f i t t i n g  for, they desperately search for one. This search often  

leads them to an examination of ihe past and i t s  ideals. Norman Price, 

for example, tr ie s  to achieve In h is  own l i f e  some measure of the dedi­

cation of h is  father >ho died as an array surgeon in Spain. Jake Hersh 

occupies a great deal of h is  time fantasizing on past events, especia lly  

those connected with h is cousin Joey, the Horseman of the t i t l e .  In 

short, the past i s  usually seen as a time in  which issues were clearer  

and people more certain of wîiat th e ir  b e lie fs  were. Ihe present, in  

contrast, does not seem to offer  any answers to  ultimate questions. 

Neither relig ion  nor p o lit ic s  i s  viewed as a va lid  area to >hich to give  

one’s  allegiance but nothing has replaced these traditional structures 

around vhich people once organized their laves. I f  the past i s  idealized  

but not applicable to the current context and the present i s  unbearable, 

each Richler protagonist (with some qualification  for Jake) looks to the
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future for fu lfillm en t.

Closely linked to  Richler*s use of time i s  h is  use of geographical 

location. Three of h is  novels (Son of a Smaller Hero. The Apprenticeship 

o f Duddy Kravitz. St. Urbain's  Horseman) are s e t  in  and around the St. 

UrTaaln Street ghetto of h is  own ho^ood. To these people the immigrant 

experience was fa ir ly  recent and Richler takes us throu^ the generations— 

the orthodox grandfather (for example Melech Adler), the father who i s  

uncomfortable in  h is ro le  as dominated son (for example Wolf Adler), and 

the grandson who seeks liberation . Richler*s own grandfather could very 

w ell be the model he u t i l iz e s  to  depict the older generation. He has 

never written enou^ about h is  fatlier to evidence a p aralle l but h is  own 

l i f e  as a youth followed the pattern of reb ellion  and liberation  he 

describes in  Noah Adler and Duddy Kravitz. This rebellion a llie d  with 

idle search for a cause su ffic ie n t to  base one's l i f e  on led Richler to  

Europe. I t  i s  not a coincidence, ihen, that in f iv e  of h is seven novels 

the protagonists become expatriates and seek in Europe what tliey could 

not find a t home. Four o f h is  novels, The Acrobats. A Choice of Enemies. 

Cocksure and St. Urbain*s Horseman, are se t  in  Europe. The major figure  

in  each i s  a Canadian expatriate, an expatriate vho i s  usually involved 

(lik e  Richler) in  a career in  the arts. Andre Bennett as painter,

Norman Price as writer, Mortimer G riffin as publisher and Jake Hersh as 

film  producer, a l l  are attempting to  achieve s e l f  realization  abroad.

Even Noah Adler of Son of a Smaller Hero, ihich takes place in  Montreal, 

i s  about to se t  s a i l  for Europe a t  the end of the novel. Europe repre­

sents to him as i t  had to the others the fu lfillm en t of a dream. I t  i s  

the land of opportunity, of p o s s ib il it ie s , the land to which each of the
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characters tr ie s  to escape a past and another world ;diich attempted to  

confine them, to lim it th e ir  potentia l. Duddy Kravitz does not f i t  

th is  mold hut he too r e jec ts  the environment idiich formed him and tr ie s  

to  enter the world of the g en tile  population of Montreal.

Naturally enou^, the new world each character enhraces f a i l s  

to completely sa t is fy  his needs. I t  proves disappointing and underlines 

to  him the fact that h is  problem i s  not caused wholly hy a h o s tile  

environment hut that much i s  due to  h is  own inner confusion. Neverthe­

le s s , the experience i s  valuable for only a fter  trying out the l i f e ­

sty le s  of other groups can he form a synthesis which i s  personal and 

answers h is  unique requirements. He cannot obliterate h is past because 

i t  i s  a part of him. He must come to terms with i t  and decide which 

aspects of i t  are of worth to  him. Both personally and professionally, 

Richler went through a sim ilar trauma. Having lived ihe middle part of 

h is l i f e  as the expatriate unable to  extricate himself from h is  t ie s  

to h is  homeland, he i s  aware of the problems confronting the expatriate 

abroad. He says:

After thirteen almost uninterrupted years abroad, I now realized  
the move I had made with such certainty at the age of twenty- 
three had exacted a considerable price. Some foggy, depressing 
nights i t  seemed to  me that I had come fu ll  c irc le . Many years 
ago my parents emigrated from Poland to Canada, to Montreal, 
where I grew up ashamed of their  Yiddish accents. Now I had 
seemingly se ttled  in London, where my o;m children (spoiled, 
ungrateful, enjoying an easier childhood than I had, e tc . e tc . ) 
found my American accent just as embarrassing. 31

At the same time Richler says that " . . .  the short answer to those >ho

have asked me ihy I ’ve quit Montreal i s  I ’ve never l e f t .  I always liv e  
32there." On one le v e l any:my Richler did come to terms with h is  past 

for he was able to  distance him self enough from i t  to use i t  a r t is t ic a lly  

in h is  novels. But the past, in another form, was a barrier professionally.
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In h is early  career i t  seems Richler tr ied  to recapture through im ita­

tion in h is  own work the greatness o f h is  predecessors,, notably 

Hemingway. As the characters in h is  novels find out they must be th eir  

own persons, so too does Richler in h is  la ter  novels experiment to find  

his own tru ly  unique voice.

The themes of time and geography are central to Richler*s novels 

and autobiographically relevant. I  think Richler i s  correct vhen he 

said in an interview wiüi John Metcalfe that "I'm s t i l l  lumbered with 

the characters and ideas, the so c ia l concerns, I  f i r s t  attempted in The

Acrobats. Every serious writer has one theme, many variations to play  
33on it ."  The form in which these themes are embodied i s  what has dra­

m atically changed. Richler*s early novels are trad ition ally  r e a l is t ic  

and lik e  many nineteenth century novels can be approached via the theme 

of the upwardly mobile young man from the provinces. As Ian Watt des­

cribes i t ,  time and movement in such novels are progressive and there is  

a qualitative difference between A, the character's starting point and 

B, h is  end point. The development and possible change in characters and 

situations i s  one presupposition o f th is  kind o f novel. George Woodcock 

convincingly places Richler in the Balzacian tradition , for Richler i s

. . . highly conscious lik e  Balzac, o f the interplay between an 
ind ividual's w ill and the soc ia l and h isto r ica l imperatives that 
bear upon him. Like Balzac he is  trying to solve the problem 
o f how to maintain a surreptitious freedom in a world that looks 
appallingly determ inistic; lik e  Balzac, too he i s  fond of trac­
ing the careers of provincials adventuring in the metropolis, 
he has a strong sense of the importance of money and socia l 
prestige as motivating factors in present society , and he i s  
inclined to link h is  novels together into a continuum (as 
Balzac was the f i r s t  to do) by the use of the same environments— 
Montreal and London—and bv tlie re-use of characters to suggest 
the continuity of them es.^

One important difference that separates Richler and contemporary r e a lis t ic
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writers in general from th eir  nineteenth century counterparts i s  the 

usual lack of h i^  optiir.ism in  their  endings. Solutions reached are 

merely tentative and thou^ characters undergo a sp ir itu a l passage, they 

do not liv e  happily ever a fter .

Prom th is  characteristic  mode of verisim ilitude in character and 

action, Richler moved towards sa tir e . Most c r it ic s  see Ihe Apprentice­

ship of Duddy Kravitz as central in th is  sh ift . Novels previous to i t  

(ihe Acrobats. Son of a Smaller Hero and A Choice of Enemies) are almost 

completely r e a l is t ic  while those following i t  (ihe Incomparahle Atuk and 

Cocksure 1 are predominantly s a t ir ic . St. Urbain*s Horseman, in my 

opinion Richler*s most nature work, attempts to combine these two stra ins  

and does so successfu lly . Richler sees the same sort of d iv ision  in h is  

work and explains i t  th is  way; "Ky own novels break down into two cate­

gories readily. There are the n atu ra listic  novels and the s t r a i^ t  

sa tires  and I find i t  refreshing to go from one to the other. I  guess 

my ultimate Interest i s  in  the novel of character rea lly . But "ttiis 

s h if t  in h is  work, he i s  quick to admit, was a gradual one. Ihe ironic  

perceptions of the s a t ir is t  were there from the beginning. Again, time 

and geography were crucial. Ihe fa ct that Richler and others wrote for  

the most part of their homelands became a problem. Going home on v i s i t s  

became increasingly d if f ic u lt  as the gap between illu sio n  and r e a lity  

widened. The Montreal of Richler *s youth was not the Montreal of the 

s ix t ie s  or seventies. The s a t ir ic  strain became more and more predominant 

the longer he spent in England because he became increasingly removed 

from h is material, the Canadian se ttin g  and experience. As early as 

1968, Richler gave th is  as one reason for the change in direction which 

had taken place in h is  writing and in that of others;
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After a l l ,  the writer who opts out of the mainstream of American 
experience, se lf-in d u lgen tly  luxuriating in "bohemia, the pleasure 
of like-minded souls, i s  a lso  cutting himself o ff from h is  
natural material, sa cr ific in g  h is  sense of social continuity; 
and so when we swung round to writing about contemporary America, 
we could only attack obliquely, shrewdly se ttlin g  on a sty le  
that did not betray knowledge gaps of day to day experience. 3o

Satire with i t s  caricature, im plausib ility  of action, and fantasy in  

events was such a s ty le .

Thus, the time and geography motifs explain much of what i s  impor­

tant to  any reader of Richler*s works. Ihey are invaluable as an auto­

biographical too l, as a thematic too l and as a structual too l. This study 

w ill examine R ichler's seven novels one by one u tiliz in g  th is  too l as a 

method from vhich to b est approach what I see as the underlying truih of  

Richler's f ic tio n . I w il l  attempt to demonstrate both the amazing sense 

of cohesiveness one gets from ihe whole as well as the development in 

s t y l is t ic  technique and treatment of themes which makes Richler today 

one of Canada's major n o v e lists .



CHAPTER ONE 

IHE ACROBATS

Richler published h is  f i r s t  novel, The Acrobats, in 195 *̂ At 

the time of i t s  acceptance by the English publishing company, Andre 

Deutsch, Richler was twenty-three. The novel i s  in teresting  for wiiat i t  

promises rather than for what i t  delivers. Quite obviously the work of 

a novice, The Acrobats contains several of the worst q u a lities of f i r s t  

novels : i t  i s  derivative in content, oversubjectlve in point of view

and technically  flawed. Nevertheless, i t  lays the groundwork for  

Richler’s la ter  development and so i s  indispensable to  the student o f  

h is  work. For one thing, time and geography are important thematic and 

structual too ls from which to approach th is  and la ter  novels. Richler 

w ill continue to be in terested  in the tim e-related problems of genera­

tional divergences, o f the present's lack of the certainty of b e lie f  of 

the past, and of the many e ffe c ts  a character’s personal past have had 

on h is development. He w ill  a lso  continue to use the expatriation 

theme to underline both the rea l and imagined differences between Kortîi 

America and Europe and th e ir  inhabitants. For another thing, the form 

Richler uses in The Acrobats as in  a l l  h is  r e a l is t ic  novels i s  one of 

the most trad itional of f ic t io n a l structures. This form traces the

26
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progress o f a sen sitive  young man, often an a r t is t , in h is  journey from 

the confines of an inh ih iting environment towards the freedom and inde­

pendence which ha sees as necessary to rea lize  h is  p o ten tia lit ie s  or h is  

desires for worldly success and recognition.^ The cast of early Richler 

heroes i s  made up of Romantic id e a lis ts  and the protagonist of The 

Acrobats. Andre Bennett, i s  no exception.

The settin g  of The Acrobats i s  Spain; the central matrix, p ara lle l 

to  Hemingway's f ie s ta  a t Pamplona, i s  ihe f ie s ta  in Valencia. The p lot 

revolves around the trad itional motif o f the love triangle. Andre 

Bennett, a young expatriate painter liv in g  in Valencia, i s  in love with 

Toni, a prostitute >ho works a t the Mocambo Club, owned by Chain, the 

philosophical Jew of the novel. Roger Kraus, decorated by H itler and 

"by Mussolini and captain of the Olympic bobsled team, is  one of the 

figures of e v il who abound in R ichler's f ic tio n . He, too, becomes in­

terested in Toni and she, sensing h is  deep need to  be loved, cooperates 

wiih h is  sexual advances. Prom the beginning, the reader knows that the 

two r iv a ls  must inevitably confront each other and that the weaker of 

the two, Andre, must lose . Both Guillermo, a Communist friend of Andre's, 

and Toni have premonitions of Andre's forthcoming death and both t e l l  

him that he w ill be k illed .

But the Kraus—Andre confrontation i s  very much more complex 

than that of two men fighting over the same woman. When Kraus faces 

Andre, he rea lizes he i s  afraid of him because Andre looks at him with 

eyes of shock and Kraus remembers other shocked eyes of the past and his

own fee lin gs of bewilderment which are assuming the shape of g u ilt .
2

"Andre, perhaps, was h is accuser." After s ix  years of non-army l i f e .
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Kraus i s  rediscovering himself. He recognizes In the shape o f Andre, 

the enemy.

At th is  point, Kraus i s  torn apart. Thou^ he sees in Andre the 

many victim s of h is  past and needs to ju s tify  h is  past actions to him­

s e l f ,  he i s  plagued by g u ilt , by the thought that, perhaps, he was not 

r i ^ t .  His cry of anguish to h is  s is te r , Theresa, is :  "I don't want to

k i l l .  Not any more" (p. 155)* But Theresa, lik e  her brother, i s  des­

perate for love and at the moment of th is  outcry i s  drunk and completely 

frustrated. Her attempt to seduce Luis, the bartender at the Mocambo, 

has proven fu t i le . She, the r a tio n a lis t ic , in te llig en t, unemployed 

Ph.D., has made a foo l o f h erse lf  and i s  conscious of i t .  She must get 

even with the male sex. She goads her brother on: "They hate us. You

must k i l l  him, Roger. You have no choice" (p. 155)»

Thus, when Kraus confronts Andre on a bridge, the reader knows 

what the outcome w ill be. Andre, who has just decided that he w ill not 

fig h t Kraus, that he does not want to  d ie, does fig iit. Kraus, who does 

not want to k i l l  anymore, e a s ily  overpowers Andre and throws him over 

the bridge onto the pavement. He thinks to himself afterwards that he 

might even a t that point have saved Andre were i t  not for Andre's look 

which "conveyed to him that he was ugly and didn't matter" (p. 193)»

In the fin a l analysis, survival has become the issue for a l l  in­

volved. Andre dies physically, but Guillermo describes the expression 

on h is dead face in terras which indicate h is end was ex is ten tia lly  

satisfy ing  : "It was exhausted but s t i l l  somewhat eager. As i f  he was

waiting for something which had not yet arrived but could be expected 

shortly, an abysmal something perhaps" (p. 189). Theresa has not fared 

so well. While Andre d ies, having found some reason to continue to l iv e
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and having reaffirmed h is  in terest and b e lie f  in l i f e  and love, Theresa 

does not survive either physically  or emotionally. After k il l in g  Andre, 

Kraus finds Theresa hanging from the chandelier and a note indicating  

her utter despair. Though she always seemed sure of her b e lie fs , in  con­

trast to  Andre who continually faced the void of nothingness in  h is  e x is ­

tence, she dies not with Andre's f in a l transcendence but in a sta te  of 

abject loneliness and d isb e lie f . She t e l l s  Kraus in her note that she 

never believed in the German cause and the rightness of H itler 's  actions. 

Her e ffo r ts  were only an attempt to ju stify  to herself the betrayal of 

a long ago boyfriend on whom she had informed the police.

The note has i t s  desired e ffec t. Kraus i s  crushed. A ll along 

Theresa's certainty has upheld him throu^ h is  own periods of doubt. To 

be faced with the fa c t that Theresa's hold on the truth was ju st as fra­

g ile  as h is , that the meaning which he attached to h is l i f e  and actions 

because of her no longer holds, i s  more than he can handle. Looking at 

Theresa's one eye which refuses to  shut, Kraus says: " It's  a l i e .  You

believed. You always believed. . . .  I have to  believe" (p. 193). And, 

Indeed, unless Kraus is  to follow  h is  s is te r , he must catch a t whatever 

straws of b e lie f  remain. Kraus, then, physically survives but a t the 

cost o f great mental anguish and upheaval. The roots of h is existence  

have been shaken.

The subplot of The Acrobats revolves around the American Barney, 

his wife, Jessie , and her expatriate brother, Derek, viio are holidaying 

in Valencia and meet Andre at a cafe. One sign of R ichler's competence 

as a n ovelist, even a t th is  point, i s  that many of the major issu es of 

the novel reappear in the subplot. Barney, Jessie and Derek are, lik e
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Andre, lo s t  individuals searching for a cause to d irect their l iv e s .

Each i s  e sse n tia lly  alone, figh tin g  for psychic survival against h o stile  

forces wliich continually threaten to  overpower him. Each wants to he 

loved hut does not know how, him self, to love.

R ichler's principal shortcomings in  both the p lo t and the sub­

plot are due to  a seemingly contradictory s e t  of circumstances. He i s  

both too derivative and too personal. The influence o f the writers of 

the lo s t  generation i s  pervasive and d irect in  the novel. Hemingway, 

who epitomized the response h is generation made to World War I , particu­

larly  appealed to  him. There are countless instances in The Acrobats 

where theme, language or technique re ly  on Hemingway's manner.

The scenes which involve Barney, Jessie  and Derek are in many 

ways reminiscent of Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises. The fact that a 

f ie s ta  i s  in  progress in both novels allows for many d irection less bar 

scenes. The Americans of the 1950*s are the lo s t  generation of their  

time but the intervening years have made a difference. The superfic ia l 

gaiety one finds among the English and Americans o f The Sun Also Rises 

i s  missing in The Acrobats.

Jake and h is  friends take part in the f e s t iv i t ie s  of the f ie s ta  

of San Fermin which begins on Sunday, July 6 and continues for seven days. 

They eagerly watch the crowds rushing throu^ the stree ts  followed by 

the bu lls who are taking the path from tlie corrals to the bull rings.

They sense the joyfulness of the occasion and give themselves over to i t .  

Jake says; "There was a c lose, crowded hum that came every day before 

the b u ll-fig h t. The cafe did not mar;e th is  same noise at any other time, 

no matter how crowded i t  vras. This hum went on, and we were in i t  and
3

a part of i t ."  A ll are in one way or another affected  by the b u ll-
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f i t t i n g .  Jake says: "We had that disturbed emotional fee lin g  that

always comes a fter  a b u llfig h t and the fee lin g  o f elation that comes 

after  a good b u ll- f i^ t"  (p. l6 4 ). Jake i s  unique because unlike most 

foreigners he truly understands what i s  involved in b u llf i^ t in g . Juanito 

Montoya, owner of the h o te l, recognizes th is  aficion  and so i s  more w il­

lin g  to forgive Jake for the foolishness of h is  friends. In short,

Jake's group jo ins in the fun and makes the most of the a c t iv it ie s  sur­

rounding the f ie s ta . Their own troubles are ju st below the surface but 

they usually manage to forget them in the joys of the moment. Jake 

comments just before the f ie s ta  begins: "Under the wine I lo s t  the

disgusted fee lin g  and was happy. I t  seemed they were a l l  such nice  

people" (p. 146). And when the rockets explode, the pipes s h r i l l  and the 

drums pound to  mark the opening of the f ie s ta , Jake r e flec ts  the attitude  

of th is  expatriate group of English and Americans when he says: "It

seemed out of place to think o f consequences during the fiesta"  (p. 154).

The f ie s ta  of San Jose held on Monday, April 19, 1951, in  

Valencia has sim ilar fireworks displays, dancing and music but Barney, 

Jessie  and Derek never become an in tegral part of i t .  They s i t  on the 

outside as observers of the f e s t iv i t ie s  but do not fe e l a part of the 

excitement around them. In a bar on f ie s ta  day Barney fe e ls  miserable 

as he looks a t the others: "If he could join these men for a drink, i f

he could share their jokes. No, always he was the outsider" (p. 111).

Nor can one imagine Jessie  playing the ro le  Brett does. When dancers 

wearing wreaths of white gar lic  around their  necks form a c ir c le  around 

Brett, she acquiesces to  their  wishes. She and the others join  the 

people's dancing and drinking in  the wine shop. In contrast, a fter  Andre 

refuses J e ss ie ’s advances, she roams the stree ts  aim lessly and alone.
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oblivious to the f ie s ta  surrounding her. Derek i s  the third member of  

th is  lo s t ,  joy less group and probably the most Hemingwayesque of R ichler's 

diaracters. Since the Spanish war h is  l i f e  has been without direction  

and in  a drunken stupor he reveals h is  innermost secret to Juanito, the 

fact o f  h is  sexual impotence as the war victim  i "Drunk, Derek clutches 

the crotch of h is  pants in h is  f i s t  and says *I was wounded three times. 

The la s t  time—Here!'" (p. 133)* Jake Barnes too was rendered impotent 

by a war wound but h is  attitude towards i t  i s  d ifferent. He i s  even 

able to  see some humour in i t  as he r ec a lls  the words of the lia iso n  

colonel who came to v i s i t  him in the hosp ita lt "You, a foreigner, an 

Englishman (any foreigner was an Englishman) have given more than your 

life"  (p. 31).

I t  i s  perhaps not fa ir  to compare R ichler's craftmanship to 

Hemingway's but i t  i s  inevitable that one do so. Underlying ihe d if ­

ferences between the cliaracters o f The Acrobats and The Sun Also Rises 

i s  the difference in the lev e l of a r tistry  of Hemingway and Richler.

Jake Barnes, for example, su ffers from h is infirm ity as much as Derek 

does but Hemingway's method o f understatement i s  more effective  in con­

veying th is  to the reader than i s  R ichler's more d irect, overly dramatic 

treatment. In The Sun Also Rises the gaiety  of Jake Barnes and h is  com­

panions underlines the desperate quality o f their existences. Richler 

i s  le s s  successful at depicting th is  quality  because he makes i t  too 

obvious and so le s s  poignant. He i s  a b it  too conscious of the rotteness 

of the bourgeois, and the world he creates seems a r t if ic ia l .

Hemingway's superior handling of technique i s  again seen in h is  

use o f symbols. The bu llfighting of the f ie s ta  i s  central to ihe novel's 

meaning. Coming to  terms with and accepting the dangers of involvement
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In l i f e  i s  typ ified  in the actions o f Pedro Bomero: "Romero's b u ll-

f i t t i n g  gave rea l emotion, because he kept the absolute purity of  

lin e  in h is  movements and always q u ietly  and calmly l e t  the horns pass 

him close each time" (p. l6 8 ). This confrontation with death and the 

control of fear i t  demands are part o f the Hemingway hero's code. More­

over, the characters often talk  in  terms of b u l l f i t t in g .  One example 

i s  ihen Kike asks Robert why he follow s Brett around lik e  a steer a l l  

the time, the implication being that the r e s t  o f them are b u lls .

The Acrobats possesses no organizing principle as a l l  embracing 

as the b u l lf i^ t ln g  in The Sun Also R ises. The Valencian carnival 

figures, straw figures on wood bases called  fa l ia s , represent toe ex- 

ternalization of human terrors that have to be exhibited and burned in 

order to be exorcized. The symbol i s  a good one, but Richler does not 

always submerge i t  below the surface of the story. He has h is  characters, 

even the m ateria list Barney, philosophize on toe significance of the 

fa lia s  just in case the reader should have missed the point. He does, 

however, use the symbol s ig n ifica n tly  a t  Andre's death. When Andre's 

moment of truth takes p lace, the fa l ia  in a blaze of glory i s  burnt. 

Perhaps th is  s ig n if ie s  Andre has succeeded in  purging himself o f the 

e v il  Toni recognized within him and of the exterior e v il  he struggled so 

valian tly  against. His sta te  of almost constant darkness has, even 

thou^i only momentarily, been a llev ia ted . In a flash of b r ie fn e ss ,  

symbolized by the l ig h t of the f ir e , Andre achieves a sense of direction, 

a knowledge of where h is l i f e  i s  going. The heat of the fire  could, 

perhaps, symbolize the new heat o f love burning within him for Toni. The 

glory of h is  achievement i s  represented in the sky shot throu^i with toe
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sparks of the dummy figure. But, as the f a l l s  disintegrates into ashes, 

so Andre's intentions come to  nothing and h is  l i f e  returns to the ashes

fjrom which i t  proceeded. This i s  possibly how Richler, at th is  period

of h is  career, viewed man's s ta te —as a lengthy struggle with only tran­

s itory  moments of success.

Though Richler always seems a le s s  polished craftsman than 

Hemingway, he does amazingly w ell in adapting certain Hemingway tech- 

niq.ues to the Valencian fe s t iv a l  world. Quite d ifferent and a true fau lt  

i s  the fact that The Acrobats i s  too techn ically  derivative. Richler 

sometimes resorts to  im itation ratlier than adaptation. One can see  

Hemingway's manner in the wording and in  the sentence order and length  

of a passage such as the following:

In the summer they would take us out in the boats, and we would
jump overboard and swim. The water was very cool, and there
was always the taste  of s a lt  in our mouths. The p riests said  
i t  was e v il  because we a l l  swam and played together and were 
often naked. My father lauded  a t the p riests. He said they 
had f ilth y  minds. At night there was always dancing on the 
quays, esp ecia lly  when there was a good catch. That night there 
was only the noise o f the shooting." (p. 112)

The simple pleasures of the water and the attitude of the father toward

the p r iest are a lso  not unlike what one might expect from Hemingway.

George Bowering points to another instance in vhich the young author

Richler turns to Hemingway

then Andre i s  preparing in h is  drunkenness to poke h is  f i s t  
at the Nazi Kraus. R ichler sees him throu^ the literary  trick  
(Hemingway's word; that comes via Hemingway's "Up in  Michigan" 
from the advice of Gertrude Stein: "Andre lauded. He lau d ed
and lauded  and lau^ned. He laughed because Chaim was a usefu l 
man and he laughed because Kraus was a brute. He clutched the 
banister and doubled up laughing. He lauded because Ida was 
dead and he lauded because he was drunk. He lauded and lauded , 
he lauded because he was feverish and he laughed because the 
doctors said he would go mad. Tears ro lled  down h is cheeks, and 
he Daughed."4
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These are obvious attempts on R ichler's part to  copy the s ty le  of a 

lite ra ry  id o l. The second example i s  le s s  successful because i t  appears 

overdone.

Richler g ives to h is  protagonist, Andre Bennett, an obsession 

with Hemingway not unlike h is  own. Andre rea lizes  as Richler did in  

Paris that i t  i s  impossible to  r e liv e  the experience of anoiher genera­

tion. This does not stop Andre from speaking as i f  he were Frederic 

Henry. When Toni t e l l s  him to  love her, h is  thou^ts are a direct echo 

of For Whom the B e ll Tolls > "Love, he th ou ^ t. Ihat i s  one of ttie words 

that i s  no longer any good. Like courage, soul, beautiful, honour, and 

so many others. Words that have become almost obscene because of the 

whoring of the hack wri-ters" (p. 4?). Some o f Andre's thou ^ ts about 

Hemingway are on a more conscious le v e l, as >hen he sta tes : "'As a

matter of f a c t , ' Andre said, 'I'm not r ea lly  a painter at a l l .  I came 

here to study l i f e  in  i t s  en tirety . One day I hope to write a book 

about i t .  You know, lik e  that Who do the B ells  Sbll for'" (p. 62).

Hemingway's influence upon Richler can be explained in two ways. 

The f i r s t  i s  that R ichler's early  reading and the sp ir it  imbued in him 

during h is  Paris days made i t  natural that he should turn to  a writer 

of the lo s t  generation. The second i s  that the tine period during whidi 

Richler wrote was in many respects sim ilar to that during which Hemingway 

TTOte. Each postwar period saw a fatigue with ideology and a preoccupa­

tion with survival. Eisinger sta tes %

The 20's emerged from the innocent idealism of Progressivisra 
and the Wilsonian new freedom, from the public avowal of pub­
l i c  acts based on princip le, to a r e a lity  quite suddenly and 
shockingly d ifferent in  i t s  unprincipled chaos. Ideals and 
principles so recently found to be inadequate and inapplicable 
nevertheless lingered in  ttie consciousness of the writer of
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the lo s t  generation and gave to h is  sense of disenchantment the 
force and pain o f a rea l and anguished lo s s .-5

Writers of the $0's did not usually have the in i t ia l  excitement o f their  

predecessors hut they too f e l t  they had been l e t  down. In te llig en t men 

in England and America were struck by an acute sense of disillusionm ent 

because their gods had fa ile d  them and there now seemed a dearth of 

causes for which i t  was worth f i t t i n g .  This emphasis on the disintegra­

tion of trad itional values Richler sees as the major problem in the con­

temporary world, one to  which he continually returns in  h is books. As 

early as 1958, he said: "We are liv in g  a t a time when su p erfic ia lly

l i f e  seems meaningless, and we have to make value judgments a l l  the time, 

i t  seems in relation  to nothing." He continues: "%at I am looking for

are the values with which in th is  time a man can liv e  wi-fh honour."^ 

Andre Bennett's search r e f le c ts  R ichler's.

Philosophically, th is  in terest in values places Richler within 

the e x is te n t ia lis t  trad ition . This influence i s  lesser  and more subtle 

than was Hemingway's. I t  does not d irectly  involve the imitation of a 

particular writer. Rather i t  i s  a mode of thought that Richler shared 

with a large body of writers. Richler and the group o f esqjatriate 

writers with whom he associated in Paris were fam iliar with the works of 

Sartre and Camus. They were a lso  aware of the basic tenets behind their  

writings. Hie world, as seen in  e x is te n t ia lis t  terms, i s  a h o s tile  

place in which man i s  lo s t . He has only him self to depend upon and 

knows that only the man who chooses freely  to be himself, who i s  h is  own 

work, can ever hope to tru ly  e x is t . This choice i s  a continual one and 

involves an absolute freedom as well as an absolute responsib ility . 

Camus's concern was with " . . .  the man su ffic ien tly  strong to sustain
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a disproportion on the le v e l of values, a man who persists in h is  demands
7for truth in  a universe that says truths are impossible." In a sense 

the struggle for truth becomes trutli.

Ihrou^ most of The Acrobats Andre struggles to achieve s e l f  

d efin ition  and truth in a soc iety  which makes th is  d if f ic u lt . His prob­

lem i s  a lso  that for a long time he does not make a choice and he does 

not accept the resp on sib ility  v^ich comes with the freedom he desires.

He recognizes the problem and i t s  solution  on an in te llec tu a l le v e l  but 

only shortly before h is  death does he decide to  act upon i t .  He has an 

epiphany of engagement in which he c learly  sees ihat he must act in  accor­

dance with the way things are. Neither escape nor despair solves any­

thing. i\ndre d ies a t peace with him self because he has m̂ de an a f f ir ­

mation of h is  involvement with the world of men.

In %e Acrobats, then, humanistic rather than n ih il is t ic  impulses 

are dominant. This places Richler in  ihe category of optim istic absur­

d is t. Galloway Includes Updike, Styron, Bellow and Salinger in th is  

group and says of them:

Rejecting nihilism  and orthodoxy they end by affirming the 
humanity of man. The absurd n ovelist, lik e Camus, . . . does
not attempt to  estab lish  a sp ec ific  e th ica l system, but he does
point toward a homocentric humanism whicli may well serve ihe 
function of prolegomena to a future ethic.®

One example of th is  occurs in Bellow's Seize the Day. Tor’-y Wilhelm,

ihe protagonist o f the novel, i s  pushed into a funeral procession and

finds him self standing over a coffin  crying for another human being.

This experience achieves the oneness with humanity which had been the

object of h is quest. All Bellow heroes begin, like Andre, by trying to

throw o ff  resp onsib ility  and the chaotic weight o f the world, but love
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for mankind f in a lly  brings them back to the business of liv in g  in the

real world. Richler has Andre sta te  a sim ilar humanitarian ideali

I t  i s  the man who i s  unusual—the man who r ises  above the re­
str ic tio n s of h is own c la ss  to assert himself as an individual 
and humanitarian. I t ' s  pretty damn elementary to be aware of 
so c ia l in ju stice  and poetic  truth and beauty but to be capable 
of empathy, to  understand the fa ilin g s  of a man—any man—even 
ais you condemn him, w ell . . . Look, every human being i s  to 
be approached with a sense of wonder. The rest i s  crap or 
incidental, (p. 73)

Love for mankind, for Toni in particular, brings Andre, lik e  Tommy 

Wilhelm, to the rea lization  that involvement not iso lation  i s  the direc­

tion one needs to follow.

R ichler's reliance on Hemingway and on e x is te n tia lis t  philosophy 

i s ,  then, both an a sse t and a defect in The Acrobats. I t  i s  to R ichler's 

credit that he can adapt the work of others to the problems of h is own 

novel. But too often he r e l ie s  on mere im itation and th is detracts from 

the orig in a lity  of h is  own work. Moreover, the extent to which he i s  

influenced in theme, language and technique, particularly by Hemingway, 

makes The Acrobats a very derivative novel.

The second principal shortcoming of the novel i s  that i t  i s  

oversubjective in point of view. Because Richler tends to write from 

within h is  characters, the narrator i s  not su ffic ien tly  d istin ct from 

h is  hero. Scott says of R ich ler's protagonists that "They are, some 

would say, too important, h is  motives for creating them too serious, for 

the down-to earth medium and s ty le  in which he works. . . . there i s  a 

tendency for them to  move, not according to their pattern, but to the 

simpler destiny of R ichler's o w n . T o o  often the reader has the fee lin g  

that Richler i s  merely venting h is  own personal grievances throu^

Andre's mouth. One example occurs when a Canadian gallery offers to
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carry Andre's paintings. Andre echoes R ichler's contempt for Canadian

culture when he says:

The Canadian a r tis ts !  Mediocrity draped in the maple leaf!
Sonnets hy the ageing virgin  grand-daughters of Tory trades­
men evoking the memories of rather un-Presbyterian passions, 
s lic k  paintings by sop h isticates with a shrewd eye turned 
towards New York. Kultchir, ladies! Step right up and get 
your goddam Kultchir while i t ' s  real hot! (p. 79)

Many times a lso  the reader senses that he i s  lis ten in g  to a spontaneous 

overflow of emotion rather than a considered argument. Andre, lik e  the 

young Richler, denigrates everything North American. In one of h is  

several enigmatic and incomplete statements, Andre t e l l s  Toni: "The

sky is n 't  l ik e  th is in America, . . . .  I t  i s  lik e  a prison roof painted 

blue. Here, i t ' s  d ifferen t. Unfinished lik e  a Goya. There's always 

something more important than anything ifi i t .  But i t ' s  missing" (p. 53)* 

Perhaps Richler was too c lose  to Andre Bennett's a r t is t ic  and 

ex isten tia l con flic ts  to  be able to deal with them with the objectiv ity  

necessary to the novel. Richler him self started as a painter but had 

fa c i l i ty  rather than ta len t. From what we know of h is  early l i f e ,  h is  

fee lin gs and actions rather c lo se ly  p ara lle l those of h is  protagonist 

and h is philosophical ideas were as unstable and imprecise as Andre's.

Despite tiiese weaknesses, The Acrobats contains much that i s  

d istin ctiv e ly  Richlerian. In i t s  treatment of time and geography i t  pre­

figures R ichler's la ter  novels. The Acrobats i s  a carefu lly  planned 

book. Like Son of a Smaller Hero i t  i s  divided in to  parts and subdivided 

into numerous sections. These are dated and tin e  references are frequent. 

I t s  action covers the span of three days, a Saturday, a Sunday, and a 

Monday. Parts I and II , which take place on Saturday and Sunday res­

pectively, prepare for the f ie s ta . The reader i s  introduced to the major
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characters of both the p lot (Andre) and the subplot (Barney, Jessie and 

Derek) in the f i r s t  section of Part I . By section nine of Part I the 

reader has cone in contact with a l l  the characters who take part in the 

drama. The geographical scene and the tone of despair have been esta ­

blished. Part II develops the characters but only in  the penultimate 

section  do Andre and Kraus confront each other for the f i r s t  time. This 

f i ^ t ,  broken up by Toni, foreshadows the death f i ^ t  of the fin a l sec­

tion  of Part III which takes place on Monday. Part IV, which occurs at  

3 a.m. of the morning following Andre's death, shows how each character 

reacts to the deaiJi. The Afterwords takes us to  Paris where Chaim, 

R ichler's spokesman and the philosopher o f the novel, comments on the 

meaning of what has occurred and gives us R ichler's f in a l v ision  o f hope.

The progression that takes place from Parts I to TV i s  very 

sim ilar to that of the trad itional dramatic piece. The f i r s t  two parts 

of the drama build up to  the climax, Andre's death, in Part III. Part 

IV and the Afterwords form the denouement and resolution of the con flic t. 

Within th is  framework, one strength Richler demonstrates i s  h is a b ility  

to  interweave p lo t and subplot. An analysis of the thirty-four sections 

which make up the novel reveals the numerous interrelationships Richler 

develops. In Part II , the shortest of the parts, we see Kraus alone,

Andre alone, and Barney alone. Toni and Kraus meet as do Guillermo and 

Andre and Andre and Kraus. Two scenes involve a larger group; the f ir s t :  

Barney, Jessie , Derek, Juanito, Chaim and Andre, the second; Derek,

Andre, Jessie  and Barney. The characters are acrobatic in their  relation­

ships and Richler i s  the primary acrobat manipulating them towards and 

away from each other. Bowering explains i t  th is  way: "The d ifferent

people cross each other in d ifferen t places, the whole acrobatic routine.
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and snippets of knowledge are exchanged with handholds." Because of  

th is  "We watch not the performance o f one man’s  l i f e ,  hut the tumhling 

pattern of the human condition.

This un iversality  i s  underlined by several references to the 

world outside Valencia. Part II , for example, opens with the words: 

"Madame! consider for a moment the world a t large" (p. 55)* I t  goes 

on to  recount Mr. Peter Kalowski, milkman, k i l l in g  h is  wife and events 

in China and New York. The transition  to  11:30 a.m. Valencia time and 

Roger Kraus standing in  front o f h is mirror i s  unejqjected but smooth. 

Kraus and the Fascist cause for which he fo u ^ t , we are to  understand, 

are but part of an e v il  which i s  everyvfhere. Frequent changes in loca le, 

in time and in characters w il l  continue to  be a method Richler uses to  

achieve tim elessness.

Richler i s  keen enou^ to  use time not only as a structual tool 

but as an important thematic element. The tim e-related problems of 

generational divergences, of the present’s lack of b e lie f , and of the 

many adverse e ffe c ts  a person’s past have on him, w ill  continue to  in­

te r e s t  him throu^out h is  career.

In 1951» the year in  which the novel i s  s e t , Richler would have 

been twenty years old, about the age one imagines Andre must be. He 

would have been, lik e  Andre, an expatriate a r t is t  in Europe. Richler has 

always f e l t  that h is  generation has been l e f t  out of major world happen­

ings because they were e ith er too young or too old. The Acrobats takes 

place fifteen  years a fter  the Spanish war and s ix  a fter  the world war. 

R ichler’s fee lin gs were probably sim ilar to those Andre describes:

Two worlds—worlds, to neither of which he owed true allegiance— 
would co llid e  and crush him. That, he often f e l t ,  made h is  doom
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inevitable. Often i t  appeared to Andre that he belonged to the 
la s t  generation of men. A generation not lo s t  and not unfound 
but so u ^ t a fter  zealously, sought a fter  by the propagandists 
of a fa lterin g  revolution and the rearguard of a dying c iv i l i ­
sation. (pp. 32- 33)

I f  Andre represents the postwar consciousness of the West, as i t  seems 

he does, Richler i s  depicting in th is  f i r s t  novel h is  own d is illu sio n ­

ment in a post war world which he had nothing to  do in making.

Both Richler and Andre are very aware of the past, particularly  

the Spanish experience, and long for tlie certainty of b e lie f  which pre­

vailed  then. Andre i s  disgusted by h is  fa ilu re  of committment but can­

not find a source of order by which to  regulate h is  l i f e .  Chaim explains 

i t  to  Toni th is  way: "It (^ d re 's  problemj" i s  that he knows and under­

stands a l l  the things that he i s  against but he s t i l l  doesn't know idiat 

he i s  for. Andre has the temperament of a p r iest but none of the pre­

sent churches w ill do" (p. 3&)« Andre and, i t  would seem, Richler think 

the precepts upon which they were formed are l i f e le s s  and inapplicable 

to a large segment of today's population. Traditional relig ion , culture 

and p o lit ic s  have fa ile d  to sa t is fy  the modern world. Moreover, they 

have not only proven inadequate but often corrupt. Andre understands 

the r e la t iv ity  of truth and the harsh fa cts  which belie  the truths. When 

GuiU.ermo tr ie s  to convince him to join the Communist party, Andre 

thinks: "Yes, there were truths! The Communists had one and so did the

Christians. Even tiie bourgeois had one and for a long time they did 

pretty good with i t .  But you could not paint, not rea lly , so long as men 

were k illin g  each other so often" (p. 61) . The leaders o f previous soc ia l 

revolutions can no longer be worshipped e iih er . Richler explains: "His

[Andjre'^ in te llec tu a l leaders had proven either duds or counterfeits—
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standing up in the th ir t ie s  to  cheer the revolution hoarsely, and in 

the 50’s s it t in g  dovm again to write a shy, tinny, blushing yes to 

c a p ita lis t ic  democracy" (p. 32). S e lf  in terest motivates their  fo l­

lowers. Andre t e l l s  Guillermo: " . . .  th eir  Qforker^ tremendous con­

cern with so c ia l ju stice  i s  d irec tly  related  to th e ir  own poverty and 

as much expected of them as i s  the p u er ility  and sudi that we get from 

the bourgeois" (p. ?4).

Andre's personal past haunts him as much as does h is  obsession 

with the id eals o f a bygone time period. He has lived  as an outsider 

both in Canada and in Spain. Waking one morning in  bed, he t e l l s  Toni 

of h is  university days, o f how he was ostracized because he came from 

the Westmount Bennetts. To the native of Montreal, tJiis geographical 

b it  of information i s  s ign ifican t. Hestmount i s  the opposite end of tiie 

spectrum to St. Urbain Street, the ghetto area Richler w ill use as se t­

tin g  in Son of a Smaller Hero and The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravitz.

I t  i s  the private haven of -clie wealthy, white, Anglo Saxon establish­

ment population. In youthful reb ellion  against th is  WASP, moneyed back­

ground, Andre took up with the notorious campus Jewess, Ida Blumberg. 

Their relationship , however, ended disastrously, for Ida died as a resu lt  

of an abortion and Andre remains g u ilt  ridden, because he fe e ls  he i s  

responsible. At th is  point, trying to escape both Ida's death and the 

traditional l i f e s ty le  h is  parents expected of him, Andre s e l l s  every­

thing he Owns and s a ils  for  Europe.

Europe represents to  Andre as i t  must have to the young Richler, 

•Uie l i f e  of freedom. The a r t is t  in e x ile  i s  almost a commonplace in 

North American literature. Henry James, Edith Wharton, Ezra Pound and
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T. S. E lio t shared a d is lik e  for the crass materialism of the New World 

and a lik in g  for the a r t is t ic  and h is to r ic a l heritage of the Old World, 

Richler him self l e f t  Canada "because he regarded i t  as a cultural waste­

land.

Not only i s  North America a cu ltural wasteland^ but i t s  inhabi­

tants are wasteland figures. The North Americans in the novel are 

morally stagnant. The Spanish native population i s  v ita l;  society  has 

defeated these people but their  humanity i s  "wonderful". The contrast 

i s  very e ffe c tiv e ly  developed in  a passage describing the a c tiv it ie s  of 

the f ie s ta . On the one hand there i s  the s tr e e t  dance with i t s  frenzied  

music and dancing. On the other i s  the b a ll which i s  held in honor of 

the Fallera Mayor a t which a twenty-five piece orchestra plays "The Merry 

Widow Waltz". While in regular print the goings-on of the ordinary, 

suffering, sweating, pleasure-crazed crowd dancing I t s e l f  into oblivion  

are described, in i t a l i c s  i s  recorded the s t i l t e d , poin tless, ennui- 

ridden conversation between Mrs. Ira Birks, her husband, a v is it in g  U. S. 

dignitary, Cardinal Megura y Paenz, Archbishop of Valencia, and the 

Am"bassador. R ichler's superb use of stereotypes conveys the kind of 

person Mirs. Birks i s  as well as her pretensions and supercilliousness :

Mrs. Ira Birks—v is it in g  dignitary from the United States, wife 
of a Harvard Law School graduate, applecheeked, native of L ittle  
Oak, Conn., aged fifty -th ree , sexually incompatible with Hr.
Birks, a n ti-v iv isec ticn ist , Vassar, c la ss of *22, member—D.A.R., 
S.P.G.A., wrote poetry from 1920 to 1924 and s t i l l  does the 
occasional watercolour, v irg in ity  lo s t  in  the back seat of a 
'19 Ford, favourite poet—John Keats, said, turning to Cardinal 

Megura y Paenz, Archbishop of Valencia, 'I  simply adore your 
fie s ta ! I f  only I weren't obliged to attend the b u ll-figh ts . . . .

(p. 41)

The l i f e  of the street, of the Valencian carnival world is  also  

in direct contrast to Andre's world o f in a c tiv ity . Richler describes i t
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in  jumpy, staccato rhythm: "Eyes of burning coal. Sweat, beating,

beating. Head in a coma, head in a sp e ll. Fluid body swaying. Twangy 

guitar sending up a burst o f metal song" (p. 75)* For Andre the sweat 

and the beating are associated not with a dance of l i f e  but with h is  

recurrent nightmares o f Ida's death. In a. s ta te  of delirium he imagines 

h is  room to be overrun with rats and experiences excruciating pain as 

he fe e ls  the sensation of one crawling up h is  body. Horrifying images, 

such as a decapitated ra t, head s t i l l  bleeding, obsess him. Quite 

obviously these delusions r e f le c t  Andre's inner turmoil.

Richler also  parodies typ ica l American a ttitu d es. Barney and 

Jessie  think money can buy anything, even the approval of other people. 

VJhen Jessie  hears that Andre cannot support him self with h is  painting, 

she says Barney w ill buy a few. Andre refuses because Barney, he says, 

would not understand h is  work. Jessie  fad ls to  see tlie point. In 

another scene Barney tr ie s  to  mask the e v il  of h is  desires throu^i 

feigning an in terest in culture. Before Luis brings him to the brothel, 

Barney says he would lik e  some pictures, then Luis says they charge 

extra to  take pictures Barney appears offended and says: "I don't mean

those kinda pictures. I mean pictures! I'm in terested  in a l l  th is  from 

a soc io log ica l point of view. I'm making an album of my European tour" 

(p. 102) . But, shortly afterwards, Barney reveals h is  true nature when 

he asks Luis: "Do they do anything you want? You know >jhat I mean?"

(p. 102). Richler portrays a l l  h is characters as having the same basic 

needs but he fe e ls  that North Americans try to  deny or submerge those 

needs they regard as base or ugly. They are a lso  extremely concerned 

about th e ir  personal appearance. Andre comments about Jessie: "She i s
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an American woman, he thou#it. No dental odours, armpits shaven, no 

fa c ia l hairs, birthmarks removed in  early childhood. No p o s s ib il it ie s  

of human sm ells” (p. 90). Because the Noribi Americans are so much con­

cerned with appearance, their  humanity su ffers. The Spaniards who are 

described in terms of physical repulsiveness are, in  contrast, truer 

representatives of humanity.

Thou^ Richler makes unfavourable comments about America and 

Americans, he does not regard expatriation as an automatic solution.

Europe does not hold the answer to  Andre’s problems. I t  i s  cut and old 

and bruised. Because he was not part of the Spanish war experience,

Andre had come to  Valencia to try to  understand i t .  He finds neither 

Hemingway nor the Spain of Hemingway's novels. The epigraph to Part I 

of The Acrobats makes th is  clear:

I t  was a time of l i e s ,  of infamy. They put our Spain,
That sorely wounded Spain, in Carnival dress.
And ihen tliey made her poor, squalid and druiken.
So that no hand should touch the open wound, (p. 7, by Antonio

Machado)

Richler dwells on the seedier aspects and representatives of l i f e  in

present day Spain. The physical ugliness of th e ir  bodies and ’the grime

of th e ir  surroundings i s  continually emphasized:

Old men who had been searching the gutters for b u tts, pick pockets, 
beggar children, plump mothers nursing bawling babes in their  
arms, pimps, ragged so ld iers far away from home, aged cripples, 
and the blind se lle r s  of lo ttery  t ic k e ts , unemployed workers 
and young g ir ls , a l l  the discarded junk and wonderful humanity 
of the slums joined hands for the dancing, (p. 41 )

The contrast between the g lories o f the past and the disintegration of the

present i s  developed in the river passage of the novel. As a n ovelist,

Richler i s  more concerned with the e v il  within man than with the e v il

without. He allows one to r e f le c t  the other. He makes quick sh ifts  of
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focus from a character's words indicating an in terior  state  of e v il  to  

a description of a seemingly unrelated but ugly physical scene. At one 

point Andre, very upset, asks Toni how in God's name she can be a whore. 

Immediately following i s  a powerful description of the r iv e n  "A belly  

o f yellow weeds and burnt grass, anaemic sands and stones, tr ick lin g  

mosquito-ridden streams. 0 Turia, o turbulent r iver I How you had once 

been proud!" (p. 51).

The discrepancy between past and present involves not only phy­

s ic a l  deterioration of a once beautiful sigh t but deterioration in the 

quality of liv in g  and b e lie f . The glorious past and figures associated  

with the r iver, the Cid and James the Conqueror for example, are no more. 

The modern world offers a l i f e  of re len tle ss  purposelessness. Richler 

describes the river and i t s  inliabitants in th is  way;

Starving workers, b e llie s  bloated b ig  with g r ie f form splotches 
on your dessicated bed. Dead debauched giant! Rendezvous for 
pauper lovers! Unemployed newly weds beget children in the 
niches and apertures a t the bottom of your concrete sidings, lo s t  
men cook dead rats over twig f ir e s , ta lk  of l i f e  and death and 
revolution, f in a lly  crawling into the damp dark caves to huddle 
against the cold of n i^ t .  (p. 52)

I f  the scene and characters are d ista stefu l and abhorrent so too i s  Andre's 

attitude towards Toni. Earlier when Andre had been talking of h is uncer­

ta in  parenthood and h is  mother's many lovers, Toni had told  him that he 

was ugly when he discussed such things. Richler, using the same method 

as in  the r iver passage, interposes again in to  the conversation of h is  

characters to expose another piece of ugliness outside, seemingly un­

connected to their l iv e s :  "An old, stooping man made h is  way down the

stree t picking up cigarette butts from tiie gutter. He found a piece of 

bread and b it into it"  (p. 49).
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E urope, a s  R ic h le r  d e p ic t s  i t ,  h a s  p rob lem s o f  i t s  own. Andre 

i s  no  more a b le  t o  p a i n t  i n  S p a in  th a n  h e  was i n  C anada. U n t i l  h e  i s  

e x i s t e n t i a l l y  s a t i s f i e d ,  i t  w i l l  n o t  m a t te r  w bere he  i s .  As Jak e  B am es 

s a y s  t o  R o b e rt Cohn who w ants t o  go t o  S ou th  A m erica: •’L is te n ,  R o b e r t,

g o in g  t o  a n o th e r  c o u n try  d o e s n 't  make any  d i f f e r e n c e .  I 'v e  t r i e d  a l l  

t h a t .  You c a n ' t  g e t  away from  y o u r s e l f  by m oving from  one p la c e  t o  

a n o th e r .  T h e re 's  n o th in g  t o  t h a t ” (p . 11). B efo re  h e  d i e s ,  Andre r e ­

c o g n iz e s  th e  t r u t h  o f  t h i s  s ta te m e n t .  He t h i n k s :  " F i r s t  o f f ,  th e y  f j i e

an d  T o n i]  would have to  g e t  b ack  to  Canada, T h ere  h a d  b een  enough o f  

t h i s ,  now h e  had  work to  do. He w ould work w ith  w hat h e  knew, t h a t  would 

have  t o  do. J e s u s ,  he  granted t o  t a l k  t o  h e r !  " (pp. 172-73)* Andre now 

s e e s  t h a t  th e  escap e  from  M o n tre a l t o  a  supposed  freedom  in  E urope h a s  

p ro v en  i t s e l f  im p o ss ib le . He m ust r e t u r n  t o  h i s  o r i g i n a l  en v iro n m en t 

and  f i n d  o rd e r  and pu rpose  and  freedom  th e r e .  And i t  i s  t o  be fo u n d  on ly  

when one re c o g n iz e s  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  w ith in  w hich one i s  f o r c e d  t o  a c t .  

Freedom i s  n o t  th e  c o m p le te ly  open re a lm  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y  Andre once th o u g h t 

i t  t o  b e . He m ust s t a r t ,  h e  now u n d e rs ta n d s , w ith  th e  g iv e n  f a c t s  o f  h i s  

p r e s c r ib e d  e x is te n c e ,  w ith  w hat h e  knows, and  th ro u g h  th e  e x e r c is e  o f  h i s  

f a c u l t y  o f  c h o ic e , make th e  m ost o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s .  A ndre has  

p a i n f u l l y  le a rn e d  th e  le s s o n  so  many a  modern p r o ta g o n i s t  m ust l e a r n .

He i s  l i k e  Jack  Burden o f  R o b e r t Penn W a rre n 's  A l l  th e  K in g 's  Men who 

e v e n tu a l ly  le a r n s  t h a t  h e  c a n n o t e scap e  h i s  p a s t  and  m ust come t o  te rm s 

w ith  i t  b e fo re  he can le a v e  Judge I r w in 's  h o u se . Jo sep h  in  B e l lo w 's  • 

Panelling  Man d is c o v e rs  t h a t  th e  c o r o l l a r y  t o  a c c e p t in g  o n e 's  p a s t  i s  

l e a r n in g  to  l i v e  in  th e  p r e s e n t .  Andre d is c o v e r s ,  l i k e  Jo sep h , t h a t  th e re  

i s  no freedom  w ith o u t c h o ice  and  no c h o ic e  w ith o u t com m itm ent, t h a t  w hile
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he l iv e s  as an iso la te , h is  sp iritu a l quest i s  a fraud.

N ot a l l  th e  c h a r a c te r s  o f  The A c ro b a ts  a r e  a s  s u c c e s s f u l  a s  Andre 

in  coining t o  te rm s w ith  th e  p a s t .  D erek to o  l i v e s  i n  th e  p a s t  o f  

H em ingw ay's S pan ish  e x p e rie n c e  h u t ,  u n l ik e  A ndre, h e  had  ta k e n  p a r t  in  

th e  f ig h t in g .  D esp ite  h i s  war wound, h e  lo o k s  h a c k  fo n d ly  t o  h i s  days 

o f  in v o lv e m e n t In  a  cau se . "And h e  r e a l i s e d  now a n d  f o r  e v e r  t h a t  th o s e  

d ay s  a t  th e  f r o n t  c o n s t i tu te d  th e . o n ly  moment o f  t r u t h  he  h ad  known"

(p. 133)* But deep within him self Derek knows what Andre does, that 

geography i s  not the crucial element in the sa tisfa c tio n  of one's e x is ­

te n t ia l needs. In one of h is  rare moments of honesty he explains th is  to  

Barney*

I t  h a d  n o th in g  to  do w ith  E urope o r  S p a in . I t  a l l  happened  i n ­
s id e  me, corapanero. S low ly . I t  w a s n 't  d ra m a tic  so  I  f a b r i c a t e d  
th e  dram a. I  h a te d  Am erica so  I  jo in e d  th e  p ic k e t  l i n e s ,  I  
lo v e d  Spain  so I  fo u g h t in  a  w ar. B u t I  d i d n ' t  t r u l y  lo v e  S p a in  
o r  h a t e  Am erica, I  d ec id ed  to  f e e l  th e s e  th i n g s .  I  keep  t e l l i n g  
m y se lf  t h a t  some day I 'm  g o in g  t o  snap  o u t  o f  i t  and  p roduce  
som eth in g . A p la y ,  one poem, a  t h o u ^ t ,  an  a c t ,  a n y th in g . Mean­
w h ile  I  keep on d r in k in g  and  h a t in g  m y se lf  an d  w a it in g  f o r  
d e a th . Ih e  t r u t h  i s  I 'm  b o red . I  can  e n jo y  n o th in g . B arney ,
I 'm  an  im po ten t man. (p . l6o)

B arney , how ever, can n o t re sp o n d  to  t l i i s  open n ess  a n d  g ra s p  t h i s  o p p o rtu ­

n i t y  f o r  c lo s e n e s s  to  a n o th e r  human b e in g . H is  r e p l y  i s  c a s u a l  and  t o  

th e  e f f e c t  t h a t  we a l l  have o u r t r o u b l e s .  I h e  o n ly  o u t f o r  b o th  o f  them 

now i s  t o  r e t u r n  to  t h e i r  p re v io u s , c o m fo r ta b le , a c c e p te d ,  a n t a g o n i s t i c  

r o l e s .  D erek r e fu s e s  to  h e lp  B arney  keep  J e s s i e ' s  a t t e n t i o n s  and t e l l s  

him  t o  g e t  o u t  a s  he h a s  a  b o y f r ie n d  com ing. B arn ey  c a l l s  him  a  "god­

dam q u eer"  on h i s  way o u t ,  Derek n e v e r  su c c e e d s  i n  h i s  s e a rc h  f o r  b e l i e f ,  

f o r  in t im a c y  on th e  human l e v e l .  He h as  th e  a r t i s t i c  p o t e n t i a l  o f  A ndre, 

i t  seem s, b u t  l i k e  Andre can n o t work g iv en  th e  c o n d i t io n s  w ith in  and 

w ith o u t h im s e lf .  At th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l he  m eets  th e  S p a n ia rd , J u a n i to ,
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In  th e  Tango C lub  and th e y  t a l k  o f  th e  d is a p p e a ra n c e  o f  A ndre. D erek 

f e e l s  f o r  o th e r s  and  he  h a s  a  d e p th  o f  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a b o u t h im s e lf :

"The p a s t  c o u ld  n o t  t r u l y  be  e r a s e d .  I t  was th e r e ,  a  sh ap e  in  th e  d a rk ­

n e s s ,  lu r k in g  th e r e  a lw ay s, w a i t in g  to  l e a p  up a t  h im . He d id  n o t  have  

th e  s t r e n g t h  t o  r e s i s t  J u a n i to  o r  th e  lo v e  t o  h e lp  B arn ey  b u t  h i s  h e a r t  

s t i l l  w en t o u t  t o  Andre and  th e  o th e rs "  (p . 1 8 4 ). n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  one 

f e e l s  D erek w i l l  c o n tin u e  t o  go t h r o u ^  l i f e  u n f u l f i l l e d  and  e s s e n t i a l l y  

a lo n e .  In  th e  l a s t  view  th e  r e a d e r  h a s  o f  him , h e  an d  J u a n i to  a r e  

p la y in g  th e  r o l e  o f  lo v e r  t o  e ac h  o th e r ,  each  f o r  h i s  own en d , and  

t a l k i n g  o f  g o in g  to  A m erica to g e th e r .  The p o s i t i v e  c h o ic e  t o  a c t  to  

a c h ie v e  o n e 's  g o a ls  h a s  n o t  been  made. The e scap e  to  a n o th e r  g e o g ra p h i­

c a l  lo c a t io n  w i l l  a g a in  p rove f u t i l e .

Time and geography, th e n ,  a r e  im p o r ta n t e le m e n ts  t o  an  u n d e r­

s ta n d in g  o f  The A c ro b a ts . The p e r s o n a l  and  g e o g ra p h ic a l  p a s t  o f  each  

c h a r a c te r  h a s  h e lp e d  to  make him  w hat h e  i s  in  th e  p r e s e n t .  The p o l i t i c a l  

and  s o c i a l  p a s t  h a s  h e lp e d  form  h i s  a t t i t u d e s  to w ard s  th e  p r e s e n t .  The 

g e n e r a t io n  i n  w hich h e  was b o rn  h a s  d e c id e d  to  some e x t e n t  w hich g o a ls  

and  i d e a l s  a r e  v ia b le  in  h i s  l i f e .

I f  th e  p a s t  seems g lo r io u s  b u t  in a p p l ic a b le  t o  th e  p r e s e n t  and  

th e  p r e s e n t  i s  u g ly , th e  f u tu r e ,  in  R i c h l e r 's  te rm s , p ro m ise s  d e a th  and  

d e s t r u c t io n .  T here  a r e  many p a s s a g e s  which d w ell on th e  e v e n tu a l  d i s i n ­

t e g r a t i o n  o f  th e  human body. The e p ig ra p h  to  P a r t  I I I  o f  The A cro b a ts  

i s  one exam ple:

V/hat i s  i t  you f e e l
In  y o u r r e d ,  t h i r s t y  mouth?
The t a s t e  o f  th e  bones
o f  my b ig  s k u l l ,  (p . 109, from F. G a rc ia  L o rca )

An aw aren ess  o f  th e  s low ness o f  t h i s  p ro c e s s  i s  e v id e n c e d  in  a n o th e r



51

exam ple, a l s o  a p p r o p r ia te ly  from  P a r t  I I I ,  t h e  s e c t io n  in. which Andre 

d ie s  I "S w ea tin g , th e  t o u r i s t s  f e l t  th e  g a s  an d  a c id s  c o n ta in e d  in  t h e i r  

b e l l i e s .  And in  t h e i r  m ouths w ere y e llo w  t e e t h  and  s tu c k  b i t s  o f  m ea t; 

an  aw a re n e ss  o f  sm a ll d e a th s ,  many o f  them , r o t t i n g  t h e i r  b o d ie s  b i t  by  

b i t "  (p . 1 2 ? ) . The c i v i l i z a t i o n  th e y  have  b u i l t  i s  a l s o  r o t t i n g .  No­

t i c e ,  once a g a in , th e  e x p l i c i t  v o c a b u la ry  R ic h le r  c h o o se s . A ndre, d ru n k , 

th in k s  o f  h i s  a r r i v a l  in  P a r i s  in  th e  M etro a t  S a in t  G erm ain d e s  P r e s :  

" P a r i s  i s  s k e le to n s  c o p u la t in g  on t i n  r o o f s  an d  th e  c u lm in a t in g  c o rp se  

o f  a  d ead  c i v i l i z a t i o n  dy in g  an d  r a i s i n g  a  s te n c h  t o  j e e r i n g  heaven  w h ile  

t o a s t i n g  on th e  w icked  flam es  o f  w anton e n n u i and  s i n .  I n t e l l e c t u a l  

m aggots c ra w lin g , s u c k in g , im p erv io u s  t o  t h e i r  own h o r r i d  s e c r e t io n s "

(p . 166) .

B u t, d e s p i t e  a  keen aw aren ess  o f  d e a th  and  a l l  th e  e n v iro n m e n ta l 

in f lu e n c e s  o f  tim e  and  geography , i t  i s  th e  c h a r a c t e r 's  own re s p o n s e  to  

th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  c r i s e s  o f  h i s  l i f e  t h a t  i s  im p o r ta n t .  In  R i c h l e r 's  

t/crms s a lv a t io n  in v o lv e s  a  c h o ic e  and  th e  d e c i s io n  in  r e g a r d  t o  l i f e ' s  

u l t im a te  q u e s t io n s  i s  a  p e r s o n a l  one. Andre ends h i s  l i f e  a t  p eac e  w ith  

h im s e lf  b e c a u se , l i k e  H erzog, h e  h a s  a  f a i t h  in  th e  pow er and  g lo r y  o f  

th e  human s p i r i t .  R ic h le r  h a s  t h i s  f a i t h  a s  w e l l ,  f o r  in  th e  c l o s in g  

s e n te n c e  o f  th e  n o v e l he  h a s  Chaim s a y :  "T h e re  i s  a lw ays hope, Always.

T here  h a s  t o  be" (p . 2 04 ). T h is  rem in d s  me o f  Asa L e v e n th a l 's  f i n a l  

v i s io n  in  S a u l B e llo w 's  The V ic t im : " P o s s ib ly  th e r e  was a  p ro m ise , s in c e

so  many f e l t  i t . "  Both s ta te m e n ts  a r e  o p t i m i s t i c  b u t  f ra g m e n ta ry  and  

vague. R ic h le r  w i l l  c o n tin u e  t o  e x p lo re  ih e  same p ro b lem s and  s e a rc h  

f o r  a  more s a t i s f y i n g  s o lu t io n .



CHAPTER TWO 

SON OF A SMALLER HERO

The Acrobats (l95 l) and. Son of a Smaller Hero (1955) have much 

in common. Both are influenced by e x is te n t ia lis t  thought and are novels 

of e x ile . Both deal with a hero who i s  searching for h is se lf-id en tity  

and i s  in opposition to a society  which he perceives as s t i f l in g .  Both 

trace th is  young man's in itia tio n  into the harsh r e a l it ie s  of adulthood. 

Richler uses geography and time as major thematic and structural too ls  

in both books.

B u t in  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero R ic h le r  ch o o ses  to  fo c u s  much more 

i n t e n s e ly  on h i s  p r o t a g o n i s t 's ,  Noah A d le r 's ,  b ackg round  and  developm ent. 

Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero i s  th e  f i r s t  n o v e l in  w hich he t r a c e s  th e  c u l t u r a l  

and  r e l i g i o u s  in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to  o f  M o n trea l on th e  mind o f 

a  d e v e lo p in g  p e r s o n a l i ty .  As a  young a d u l t ,  Noah le a v e s  t h i s  w orld  f o r  

th e  w orld  o f  th e  goyim . He m ust th en  choose from  th e  v a lu e s  o f  b o th  

w o rld s  th o s e  which a r e  a p p l ic a b le  to  h i s  own e x i s t e n c e .  When he d o es  so , 

he becomes a  human b e in g  in  h i s  own r i g h t ,  g u id e d  by a  s e t  o f  r u l e s  t h a t  

a r e  u n iq u e ly  h i s  own. U n like The A c ro b a ts , th e n ,  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero 

i s  a  t r u e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  th e  b ildungsrom an o r  a p p r e n t ic e s h ip  n o v e l ,  

a  "n o v e l w hich r e c o u n ts  th e  y o u th  e.nd young manhood o f  a  s e n s i t i v e

5 2
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PROTAGONIST who i s  a t te m p tin g  to  le a x n  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  w o rld , d is c o v e r

i t s  m eaning and  p a t t e r n ,  and  a c q u i r e  a  p h ilo so p h y  o f  l i f e  and  't h e  a r t  o f

l i v i n g . '"1

The n o v e l i s  th e  s to r y  o f  a  Jew ish  y o u th , Noah A d le r ,  and h i s  

s e a r c h  f o r  freedom  and i d e n t i t y  o u ts id e  th e  c o n f in e s  o f  th e  g h e t to  w orld  

i n  w hich he was b ro u g h t up . In  th e  open ing  p ag es  o f  th e  n o v e l he le a v e s

th e  home o f  h i s  p a r e n t s , Wolf and  Leah A d le r , and  r e n t s  a  room on Dor­

c h e s te r  S t r e e t  in  M o n tre a l. Soon a f t e r  t h i s  he e n r o l l s  in  n ig h t  c l a s s e s  

a n d  m eets  a  p r o f e s s o r ,  Theo K a i l ,  and  h i s  w ife ,  M iriam . Theo im m ed ia te ly  

ta k e s  Noah a s  h i s  p ro te g e  o f  th e  moment, i n s i s t s  he move i n t o  t h e i r  a p a r t ­

m ent and  spendsmany lo n g  h o u rs  te a c h in g  th e  y o u th  from  S t .  U rbain  S t r e e t .  

Though Noah lo o k s  up to  Theo, from  th e  v e ry  b e g in n in g  he and  Miriam a r e  

f a s c in a te d  w ith  each o th e r .  A f te r  t h e i r  f i r s t  d a t e ,  an e v e n t  which does 

n o t  ta k e  p la c e  f o r  q u i te  some tim e , M iriam i s  f e a r f u l  o f  lo s in g  th e  s e c u r ­

i t y  Theo r e p r e s e n t s  to  h e r .  She sen d s  Noah away and  he moves back  to  h i s  

o ld  room .

I t  i s  n o t  lo n g , how ever, b e fo re  M iriam  i s  once a g a in  drawn to  

Noah, th e  v i t a l ,  e n e r g e t ic ,  p a s s io n a te  lo v e r  who i s  th e  com plete  o p p o s ite  

o f  h e r  tem p eram en ta lly  c o ld , i n t e l l e c t u a l  h u sb an d . When Theo u n ex p ec ted ly  

r e t u r n s  and  f in d s  them in  th e  bedroom, Noah f o r c e s  M iriam to  make a  ch o ice  

betw een them . She and Noah ta k e  a  c o t ta g e  in  S t .  A dele  w here th ey  a r e  

i d y l l i c a l l y  happy f o r  a  s h o r t  w h ile . B ut M iriam , who comes from a  

p o v e r ty - s t r i c k e n ,  u n s ta b le  background , f i n d s  she c a n n o t a c c e p t  N oah 's  la c k  

o f  d i r e c t i o n .  On h i s  s id e ,  he b e g in s  to  f e e l  a s  hemmed in  and  s u f fo c a te d  

by M iria m 's  r e l i a n c e  on him a s  he had by h i s  m o th e r 's .  T h e ir  r e l a t i o n s h ip  

r e a c h e s  a  c r i s i s  when N oah 's  f a t h e r ,  W olf, i s  k i l l e d .



The d e a th  b r in g s  to  l i g h t  th e  t r u t h  a b o u t many c h a r a c te r s  in  th e  

n o v e l .  Wolf had ru n  in t o  th e  f i r e  i n  th e  s c ra p y a rd  to  r e t r i e v e  th e  i r o n  

box w hich he b e l ie v e d  c o n ta in e d  h i s  f a t h e r  M e le c h 's  r i c h e s .  E a r l i e r  in  

th e  n o v e l he had u n s u c c e s s fu l ly  a t te m p te d  to  k i l l  h i s  f a t h e r  d u r in g  a f i t  

o f  a n g e r  caused  by M e le c h 's  c o n t in u a l  r e f u s a l  t o  acknow ledge h i s  w orth  

and make him a  p a r tn e r  in  th e  b u s in e s s .  The box  a c t u a l l y  c o n ta in s  some 

h a n d v jritte n  s c r o l l s ,  p h o to g rap h s  o f  a  P o l i s h  g i r l  and  l e t t e r s  to  h e r .

These r e p r e s e n t  M e le c h 's  dream s f o r  h i s  l i f e  a n d  h e lp  e x p la in  h i s  a u th o r i ­

t a r i a n  b e h a v io r , a  b e h a v io r  w hich was p a r t l y  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  N oah 's  

d e p a r tu r e  from  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to .  M elech had  been  i n  lo v e  w ith  H elga, 

a  goy, b u t  had g iv e n  h e r  up b ecau se  o f  h i s  f a m i l y 's  d is a p p ro v a l .  Through­

o u t h i s  l i f e  he w ro te  h e r  l e t t e r s ,  a lm o s t none o f  w hich were p o s te d .  He 

had  a l s o  dreamed o f  b e in g  a  g r e a t  r e l i g i o u s  f i g u r e ,  a  s c r ib e ,  b u t  had 

been  fo r c e d  to  work to  s u p p o r t h i s  fa m ily  and  s p e n t  o n ly  h i s  s p a re  tim e 

on th e  s c r o l l s .  Because th e se  s c r o l l s  a r e  fo u n d  in  th e  box , Wolf i s  ta k en  

f o r  a  s a i n t  who d ie d  f o r  th e  Torah and  a t t a i n s  in  d e a th  a  s t a t u r e  he co u ld  

n e v e r  have re a c h e d  in  l i f e .

Noah, who now knows th e  t r u t h  a b o u t h i s  g r a n d f a t h e r 's  l i f e ,  l e a r n s  

th e  t r u t h  ab o u t h i s  f a t h e r ’ s th ro u g h  h i s  d i a r y  w hich r e c o rd s  th e  m in u tia e  

o f  a  v e ry  mundance e x i s te n c e .  He m ust d e c id e  w hat to  do . Max, h i s  

f a t h e r 's  b r o th e r ,  i s  ru n n in g  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e  and  u s in g  W o lf 's  c e le ­

b r i t y  t o  advance h i s  cam paign. Noah th r e a t e n s  to  r e v e a l  how u n h e ro ic  

W o lf 's  a c t io n  r e a l l y  was i f  Max does n o t  s to p  e x p lo i t i n g  W o lf 's  name.

Noah th e n  le a v e s  b o th  M iriam , who becom es a  nymphomaniac, and  h i s  m other, 

who i s  s ic k ly  and say s  she  w i l l  d ie  w h ile  he  i s  gone, and d e p a r t s  f o r  

E urope. He now u n d e rs ta n d s  t h a t  he c an n o t c o m p le te ly  c u t  h im s e lf  o f f  from
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h i s  p a s t ,  t h a t  h i s  fa m ily  and  th e  Jew ish  t r a d i t i o n s  th e y  r e p r e s e n t  w i l l  

a lw ay s  be  a  p a r t  o f  him . Y et a s  he  t e l l s  h i s  g r a n d f a th e r  a t  t h e i r  f a r e ­

w e ll  m e e tin g , he h as  become a  human b e in g  w ith  r u l e s  o f  h i s  own and  m ust 

t r y  them i n  a  new en v iro n m en t. The w orld  o f  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to  and  th e  

w o rld  o f  th e  goyim , o f Theo and  M iriam  H a l l ,  have  b o th  h in d e re d  and  h e lp ed  

him to  a r r i v e  a t  t h i s  p o i n t .

Many o f  th e  same in f lu e n c e s  a r e  a t  work i n  b o th  The A cro b a ts  and 

Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero . R i c h l e r 's  o u tlo o k  in  th e s e  two e a r ly  n o v e ls ,  f o r  

exem ple , i s  c l e a r l y  shaped  by e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  c o n c e p tio n s .  Noah A d le r, 

l i k e  A ndre B e n n e tt,  i s  a  p r i e s t  w ith  no r e l i g i o n .  N e ith e r  c h u rc h , p o l i ­

t i c s ,  n o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  i d e a l s  p ro v id e  him w ith  an  an sw er t h a t  i s  s a t i s f a c ­

to r y .  He s e a rc h e s  f o r  a  u n ify in g  v a lu e  w hich w i l l  s a fe g u a rd  h i s  id e n t i t y  

a g a i n s t  d e s t r u c t io n  by th e  dehum anizing  f o r c e s  he s e e s  ev e ry w h ere . Because 

h e  i s  s e e k in g  th e  whole m eaning o f  l i f e  he  m u st r e j e c t  th e  r e s t r i c t i v e  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  which th o s e  a ro u n d  him o f f e r .  L ik e  A ndre, Noah r e a l i z e s  

t h a t  c h o ic e  i s  c r u c i a l  and  t h a t  i t  in v o lv e s  n o t  o n ly  a  n e g a t io n  o f  a  p a s t  

w hich i s  seen  to  have no v a l i d i t y  b u t  a  p o s i t i v e  com m itm ent. Though Noah 

i s  te m p ted  to  g iv e  i n  to  n ih i l i s m  and  a l i e n a t i o n  h e  comes t o  s e e  t h a t  w hat 

he  n eed s  i s  th e  courage to  a c c e p t  and  l i v e  in  te rm s  o f  th e  te n s io n  betw een 

a p p a r e n t  m e a n in g le ssn e ss  and  a  tr a n s c e n d e n t  v iew  o f  m an 's  f a t e .  I b i s  

p ro v id e s  Noah w ith  a  s o b e r ly  u s e f u l  way o f  a p p re h e n d in g  e x p e r ie n c e .

R ic h le r  *s n e g a tio n  o f  n ih i l i s m  and  h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  man em brace l i f e  

p o s i t i v e l y  d e s p i t e  i t s  a p p a re n t  m e a n in g le ssn e s s  p la c e  him once a g a in  w ith in  

G a llo w a y 's  c a te g o ry  o f  o p t i m is t i c  a b s u r d i s t .

Ih e  second and p e rh a p s  th e  m ost im p o r ta n t  in f lu e n c e  on th e  n ovel 

i s  R i c h l e r 's  Jew ish  backgiround. R ic h le r  s h a re s  many o f  th e  th e m a tic
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c o n c e rn s  o f  Jew ish  w r i t e r s .  W hile no s p e c i f i c  Jew ish  w r i t e r  seem s t o  have

d i r e c t l y  in f lu e n c e d  R ic h le r ,  h i s  work h as  many a f f i n i t i e s  w ith  t h e i r s .

E x i l e ,  f o r  exam ple, h as  a lw ay s te e n  a  p re o c c u p a tio n  o f  th e  Jew ish  w r i t e r .

Noah i s ,  l i k e  A ndre, " th e  s e n s i t i z e d  o u ts id e r  who p e rfo rm s  a  s p i r i t u a l
2

p a s s a g e  f o r  h i s  own s a lv a t io n . "  B ut u n l ik e  The A c ro b a ts , w hich i s  a  n o v e l 

o f  modern E urope , Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero ta k e s  p la c e  i n  M o n tre a l.  O nly a t  

th e  end  o f  th e  n o v e l does Noah d e c id e  to  go a b ro a d  and  t h i s  e x i l e  to  th e  

o ld  wisdom and  a r t i s t i c  r i c h e s  o f  Europe i s  m ere ly  se c o n d a ry . N o ah 's  

s e lf - im p o s e d  e x i l e  from  th e  community and  h e r i t a g e  o f  h i s  Jew ish  b i r t h  i s  

c e n t r a l  to  th e  n o v e l 's  m eaning.

N o ah 's  Jew ish  b i r t h  and  u p b r in g in g  r e f l e c t  R i c h l e r 's  oim and  

R ic h le r  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  s e e in g  t h a t  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  l i v i n g  i s  much th e  

same i n  o th e r  c i t i e s  b e s id e s  M o n tre a l. B ellow , f o r  exam ple, evokes th e  

u rb an  Jew ish  w orld  in  s e v e r a l  o f  h i s  n o v e ls .  S p eak in g  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s ­

t i c s  common t o  Jew ish  A m erican n o v e l i s t s  in  g e n e r a l ,  R ic h le r  s a y s :

They f in d  th e  a s p i r i n g  Jew ish  m id d le  c l a s s  u g ly  o r ,  a t  b e s t ,  
a  t a r g e t  f o r  e x c o r ia t in g  s a t i r e  and  th e y  a r e  in c l in e d  to  lo o k  
b ack  on th e  days o f ten em en t p o v e r ty  w ith  n o s t a l g i a .  I f  Je w ish - 
A m erican w r i t e r s  have escap e d  th e  g h e t to ,  th e y  h a v e , to  t h e i r  
c r e d i t ,  n ev e r q u i t e  p u t  i t  b eh in d  them , and  r e c e n t l y  th e y  seem 
to  h av e  begun to  w orry  more and more a b o u t t h e i r  o r i g i n s . ^

R i c h l e r ’ s  own n o v e ls  s a t i r i z e  th e  upw ardly  m ob ile  J e w ish  m id d le  c l a s s

and  i n  Son o f  a  S m alle r H ero , The A p p re n tic e s h ip  o f  Duddy K ra v i tz  and

S t .  U rb a in ' s  Horseman he  u se s  h i s  o;m g h e t to  backg round  a s  s e t t i n g .

T h is  u rban  Jew ish  g h e t to  i s  o f  u tm o st im p o rta n c e  t o  any  d is c u s s io n

o f  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero . In  "The U n c e r ta in  World" R ic h le r  u se s  O rw e l l 's

e s s a y  "t/hy I  W rite"  to  expand on h i s  own r e a s o n s .  One o f  th e  r e a s o n s

g iv e n  i s  h i s t o r i c a l  im p u lse , a  d e s i r e  to  s e e  -th ings a s  -they a r e ,  and

R ic h le r  say s  in  -th is r e g a r d :  "No m a tte r  how lo n g  I  c o n t in u e  to  l i v e
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a b ro a d , I  do f e e l  f o r e v e r  r o o te d  in  S t ,  U rbain  S t r e e t .  I t i a t  was my tim e , 

my p la c e ,  and I  have e le c te d  to  g e t  i t  e x a c t ly  r i g h t . "  R i c h l e r 's  i n t i ­

m ate know ledge o f  th e  M o n trea l Jew ish  g h e t to  i s  everyw here  ev id en ced  in  

Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero . I f  one com pares th e  v e r a c i t y  o f  background o f  

The A c ro b a ts  and  o f t h i s  n o v e l , th e r e  i s  no d o u b t t h a t  h e re  R ic h le r  h a s  

come i n t o  h i s  own. H is  d e s c r ip t iv e  p a s sa g e s  r i n g  t r u e r  and  he i s  l e s s  

s e l f - c o n s c io u s  in  h i s  p ro se  th a n  he  had b een . One i s  g iv e n  th e  f e e l i n g  

o f  a c t u a l ,  l i v e d  e x p e rie n c e  i n  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H e ro , w ith  th e  r e s u l t  

t h a t  s ta te m e n t  o f  p u rp o se , c h a r a c te r ,  and  a c t io n  c o a le s c e .  Ih e re  i s  l e s s  

b l a t a n t  p ro s e  e x p o s i t io n  and more r e l i a n c e  on a c t io n  to  make th e  p o in t .

Some u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  t h i s  S t .  U rbain  S t r e e t  background  i s  

n e c e s s a ry  to  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  p red ic am en t in  w hich Noah A dler 

f i n d s  h im s e lf  a t  th e  opening  o f  th e  n o v e l .  In  one o f  th e  m ost o f te n  

q u o ted  p a s s a g e s ,  "die n a r r a t o r  in fo rm s th e  r e a d e r  t h a t ;  "The g h e t to  o f  

M o n trea l h a s  no r e a l  w a lls  and  no t r u e  d im en s io n s . The w a lls  a r e  th e  

h a b i t  o f  a ta v ism  and th e  d im en sio n s  a r e  an  i l l u s i o n .  B u t th e  g h e t to  

e x i s t s  a l l  th e  same. R i c h l e r  d e s c r ib e s  th e  g h e t to  i n  r i c h  d e t a i l .  I t s  

c e n te r  o r  a o r t a  i s  S t .  Lawrence B oulevard  and  i t  i s  h e r e  t h a t  th e  immi­

g r a n ts  buy and  p ray  and  a g i t a t e  and  s i n .  In  The S t r e e t , a  s e m i-a u to b io ­

g r a p h ic a l  a c c o u n t o f h i s  y o u th , R ic h le r  e x p la in s  th e  many f a c e t s  o f  S t .  

Lawrence B ou levard  o r  th e  Main a s  i t  i s  c a l le d  by l o c a l  in h a b i ta n t s  ;

R ich  in  d e l ig h t s  b u t  a l s o  s q u a l id ,  f i l t h y ,  an d  h o l l e r in g  w ith  
s to r e s  whose w ares , w hether f u r n i t u r e  o r  f r u i t ,  were u g ly  o r  
dam aged. The M ain, w ith  som ething  f o r  a l l  o u r  a p p e t i t e s ,  was 
d e d ic a te d  to  p in c h in g  p e n n ie s  from  th e  p o o r ,  b u t  i t  was th e re  
to  e n t e r t a i n ,  e d u c a te  and co m fo rt u s  to o .  A cro ss  th e  s t r e e t  
from  th e  synagpgue you co u ld  see  THE PICTURE THEY CLAIMED COULD 
NEVER BE MADB.°
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The Main encom passed much o f  t h e i r  d a i l y  l i v e s .  R ic h le r  r e c a l l s  

t h a t  a f t e r  t h e i r  e r ra n d s  w ere do n e , th e  boys r e tu r n e d  to  th e  Main f o r  

p a r t - t im e  jo b s  o r  to  s tu d y  Hebrew. L a te r  th e y  w ould wander th e  s t r e e t s  

i n  s m a ll  g ro u p s  smoking T u r r e t  c i g a r e t t e s  and  t e l l i n g  jo k e s .  On shabus
n

i t  was back  to  th e  Main and  th e  Young I s r a e l  synagogue . The n a r r a t o r

o f  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero expands on th e  more l u r i d  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  s t r e e t :

A l l  day lo n g  S t .  Lavrrence B o u le v a rd , o r  M ain S t r e e t ,  i s  a  f re n z y  
o f  poor Jew s, who g a th e r  th e r e  to  buy g r o c e r i e s ,  f u r n i t u r e ,  
c lo th in g ,  and m eat. M ost w a lls  a r e  p l a s t e r e d  w ith  f r a y in g  e le c ­
t i o n  b i l l s ,  in  Y id d ish , F ren ch  and  E n g l is h .  The s t r e e t  re e k s  
o f  g a r l i c  and q u a r r e l s  and  b i l l  c o l l e c t o r s :  o range  c r a t e s ,  
s tu f f e d  f u l l  w ith  g a rb ag e  an d  d e c a y in g  f r u i t ,  a r e  p i l e d  s l ip s h o d  
i n  m ost a l l e y s .  S w if t  c h i ld r e n  g o b b le  p i l f e r e d  p lum s, s lo w er 
c a t s  prow l th e  f i s h  m a rk e t. A f te r  th e  w a te r  t r u c k  h as  p a s s e d , 
th e  odd dead r a t  can  be se e n  f l o a t i n g  dovm th e  g u t t e r  fo llo w e d  
f a s t  by r o t t e n  a p p le s ,  c ig a r  b u t t s ,  chunks o f  h o rs e  m anure, and 
a  t e r r i f y i n g  z ig z a g  o f  f l i e s .

E very n ig h t  S t .  lav rrence B ou lev ard  i s  l i t  up l i k e  a  neon cake 
an d  used-up  men stur.ib le o u t  o f  a  h u n d red  d i f f e r e n t  f lo p h o u se s  
t o  mix w ith  r a b b in i c a l  s tu d e n ts  and  pim ps and  T r o t s k y i te s  and 
poolroom  s h a rk s .  H a ir  to n i c  and w a te r  i s  consumed in  back  a l l e y s .  
Swank whores s a l l y  a t  you o u t  o f  th e  p ro m ised  ju b i l e e  o f  a l l  
th e  penny a rc a d e s .  Crap games f l o u r i s h  u nder lamp p o s t s .  You 
can  ta k e  R i ta  th e  P o la c k  up to  th e  L ib e r ty  Rooms o r  you can  l i s ­
te n  to  P anofsky  speaJc o f  Tim Buck th e  th e  W orker, (p .  15)

The a t t e n t i o n  g iv e n  to  p a r t i c u l a r s  and  th e  v iv i d  v o c a b u la ry  u sed  to  d e p ic t  

th e  u g ly  i s  ty p i c a l  o f R i c h l e r 's  m ethod. The c o n t r a s t  betw een th e  e v e n ts  

o f  th e  day  and  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  n ig h t  i s  e f f e c t i v e  a s  w e ll ,  f o r  each  

r e v e a l s  a  d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t  o f  th e  p e o p le 's  l i f e s t y l e .

N ot a l l  o f  th e  s t r e e t s  o f  th e  g h e t to  a r e  l i k e  S t .  Lawrence B oule­

v a rd .  R ic h le r ,  sp eak in g  in  th e  p e rs o n  o f  h i s  n a r r a t o r ,  e x p la in s  t h a t  

w h ile  to  a  c a s u a l  o b se rv e r  th e  f i v e  s t r e e t s  betw een  th e  Main and  P a rk  

Avenue a r e  in te rc h a n g e a b le ,  each  r e p r e s e n t s  s u b t l e  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  incom e. 

A gain , R i c h l e r 's  cho ice  o f  d e t a i l  to  e x p la in  a  nuance i s  exem p lary . He 

f o c u s e s ,  f o r  exam ple, on th e  d i f f e r e n t  te c h n iq u e s  o f  w alk ing  o f  d i f f e r e n t
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incom e g ro u p s . "The Queen tia ry  Hoad Jew s w alked  l i k e  p r o s p e r i ty ,  g r in n in g  

a  f la b b y  g r in  which s a id  money in  th e  b a n k ."  The a s p i r i n g ,  whose s t r e e t  

was P a rk  Avenue, " . . .  w alked w ith o u t c e r t a i n t y ,  pompous and  i n g r a t i a t i n g  

by  tu r n s . "  The po o r and  th e  e l d e r ly  keep  to  S t .  Lawrence B o u lev a rd . Many 

o f  them a r e  b eard ed  an d  th e y  w alk w ith  t h e i r  h e a d s  b e n t  and  hands c la sp e d  

b e h in d  t h e i r  b ack . (p .  1?)

D e sp ite  th e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  incom e, th e r e  i s  an  am azing sen se  o f 

c o h e s iv e n e ss  among th e  p o p u la t io n .  I n  The S t r e e t  R ic h le r  e x p la in s  some o f 

th e  r e a s o n s .  R e l ig io u s  o rtho d o x y  and  a  common c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n  k n i t t e d  

th e  p eo p le  to g e th e r .  I n  th e  y e a rs  le a d in g  up to  World War Two t h i s  s e l f -  

c o n ta in e d  w orld  became even more t i g h t l y  k n i t  b ecau se  n e o - f a s c i s t  g roups 

became ex tre m e ly  a c t iv e  and  th r e a te n e d  th e  Je w ish  p o p u la t io n 's  s e c u r i t y .  

R ic h le r  say s  t h a t  he r e c a l l s  s e e in g  s w a s t ik a s  and  *A b a s  l e s  J u i f s '  p a in te d  

on th e  L a u re n tia n  h ighi'/ay . T here w ere c o u n try  c l u b s , su b u rb s  and h o te l s  

i n  th e  m ountains where Jews were n o t  w an ted , b eac h es  w ith  s ig n s  t h a t  re a d  

G e n t i le s  Only, q u o ta s  a t  th e  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  an d  o c c a s io n a l  r a c i a l  a l t e r c a ­

t i o n s  on P a rk  Avenue. ^

A t th e  same tim e t h i s  was h ap p en in g , th e r e  was a l s o  a  movement 

i n  th e  o p p o s ite  d i r e c t i o n .  P a re n ts  p re s s p re d  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  to  g e t  ou t 

o f  th e  g h e t to .  VJhile th e  Main was good enough f o r  them , th e y  had  s tru g g le d  

so  t h a t  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  m igh t have a  b e t t e r  w o rld . I n e v i t a b ly ,  t h i s  caused  

p ro b lem s. C h ild re n  w ere cau g h t in  a  p a r a d o x ic a l  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e ir  on ly  

b a s e s  o f c e r t a in t y  e x i s t e d  in  th e  r i g i d l y  c irc u m sc r ib e d  a r e a  o f  g h e t to  

l i f e  b u t th e y  were b e in g  f o r c e d  in t o  new m i l ie u s  where t h e i r  fo rm er r u l e s  

Were in a p p l ic a b le .  When th ey  d id  le a v e ,  o f te n  th e y  came home to  f i n d  t h e i r  

p a r e n t s '  h a b i t s  e m b a rra s s in g . R ic h le r  s a y s  t h a t  " In  th o se  day s  th e re  began
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t h e  f a m i l i a r  and  a g o n iz in g  p ro c e s s  o f  a l i e n a t i o n  betw een im m igran t p a re n ts
g

an d  C an ad ian -b o m  c h i ld r e n . "

T h is  u rban  g h e t to  w o rld  i s  th e  w o rld  i n  which Noah grew up and  

i t  i s  th e  w orld  a g a i n s t  w hich he r e b e l s .  He tu r n s  to  th e  w orld  o f  th e  

goyim  in  s e a rc h  o f  th e  freedom  and  i d e n t i t y  f o r  w hich he i s  d e s p e r a te ,  th e  

w o rld  r e p r e s e n te d  in  th e  n o v e l by Theo an d  M iriam  H a l l .  A t f i r s t  i t  seems 

t o  Noah t h a t  Theo ' s  w o rld  i s  an  e x c i t i n g ,  s a t i s f y i n g  one f i l l e d  w ith  an  

o r d e r ,  b eau ty  and  know ledge w hich he w ould lo v e  to  win f o r  h im s e lf .  Though 

h e  f i n d s  c o l le g e  a  d is a p p o in tm e n t,  he  f e e l s  c h a lle n g e d  by T h e o 's  t a l k  and  

r e a d i l y  a g re e s  to  move in to  th e  H a l l s '  s tu d y  and  g rad e  p a p e rs  f o r  Theo 

i n s t e a d  o f  d r iv in g  h i s  cab . l/hen he f i r s t  m eets M iriam , he i s  awed 

b e c a u se  he th in k s  she  i s  p e r f e c t .  She rem in d s  him o f  th e  goy women on th e  

b e a c h  a t  Lac Gandon when he vra.s a  c h i l d .  He had a t  t h a t  tim e  been  s t r u c k  

by  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een  t h e i r  b each  a r e a  and  t h a t  o f  th e  Jew ish  popu­

l a t i o n :  "The men were t a l l  and  th e  women w ere av rfu lly  p r e t t y ,  ly in g

o u t  i n  th e  sun th e r e ,  j u s t  l i k e  t h a t ,  n o t  a f r a i d  o f  a n y th in g . T here was 

no y e l l i n g  o r  w aterm elon  p e e l s  o r  women in  b lo o m ers . E v e ry th in g  was so 

c l e a n .  B e a u t i f u l ,  a lm o s t"  (p .  5 ^ )-

B ut once he s e e s  goy s o c ie ty  from  w ith in ,  N oah 's  p e rc e p t io n s  

ch a n g e . He f e e l s  l o s t  and  a lo n e  i n  h i s  new en v iro n m en t. H is  co n sc io u s  

i s o l a t i o n  from  h i s  p a s t  h a s  b ro u g h t him  freedom  b u t  he i s  u n ab le  to  cope 

w ith  i t .  As th e  n a r r a t o r  e x p la in s  to  th e  r e a d e r :

Noah had ren o u n ced  a  w orld  w ith  w hich he had a t  l e a s t  been 
f a m i l i a r  and  no new w o rld  had  a s  y e t  r e p la c e d  i t .  He was hunger­
in g  f o r  an  a n g e r  o r  a  community o r  a  t r a d i t i o n  to  which he co u ld  
r e l a t e  h i s  e x p e r ie n c e . He began  t o  u n d e rs ta n d  t h a t  God had been  
c r e a te d  by man o u t o f  n e c e s s i t y .  No God, no e t h i c :  No e t h i c —
freedom . Freedom was to o  much f o r  man. (p . 64)
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P e rh a p s  because  he f e e l s  so d i s o r i e n t e d  i n  th e  goy w o rld , Noah does n o t 

r e a l i z e  t h a t  h i s  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  Theo an d  M iriam  a r e  u n r e a l i s t i c .  P/hen 

he  b e g in s  to  s e e  them a s  o rd in a ry  human b e in g s  h e  becomes d ise n c h a n te d .

He h as  l i t t l e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o r  sym pathy f o r  t h e i r  sh o r tc o m in g s ,. Noah 

th in k s  t h a t  th e  goy w o rld  s h a re s  none o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  Jew ish  

w o rld  an d  he  i s  c ru sh e d  >dien h e  f in d s  th e  same d e c e i t s  an d  e v i l s  in  b o th . 

The new w orld  to  w hich b o th  Andre and  Noah t u r n  o f f e r s  no e a sy  s o lu t io n  

to  t h e i r  p roblem s and  i s ,  i n  a c t u a l  f a c t ,  a s  h o s t i l e  and  dam aging to  them 

a s  t h a t  from  w hich th e y  f l e d ,

T h e o 's  b e l i e f s  a r e  a s  s t i f l i n g  to  a  d e v e lo p in g  p e r s o n a l i ty  a s  

a r e  M elech A d le r 's ,  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  ly in g  i n  t h e i r  c o n te n t  r a t h e r  th a n  

i n t e n s i t y .  The d e s c r ip t io n  o f  Theo a p t l y  com pares him to  J e s u i t  m iss io ­

n a r i e s  in  h i s  z e a l .  Time and  a g a in  Theo b r in g s  home p r o d ig ie s  and  tim e 

and  a g a in  th e y  tu r n  c u t  to  be " o rd in a ry  s p i r i t s "  who do n o t  a p p re c ia te  

w hat h e  i s  t r y in g  to  do f o r  them . H is  a m b itio n  i s  to  mould h i s  s tu d e n ts  

in t o  l i v i n g  r e p l i c a s  d is p la y in g  h i s  own p e d a n t ic  q u a l i t i e s .  "Armed w ith  

th e  t e x t s  o f  W ilson , T r i l l i n g  and  L e a v is ,  h e  hoped  to  w re s t M on trea l 

from  th e  g ra sp  o f  th e  p h i l i s t i n e s "  (p . 4 2 ) .

The l i f e  h e  and M iriam  le a d  i s  i n d i c a t e d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e y  

a r e  i n  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  l i s t e n i n g  to  B e e th o v e n 's  sym phonies one by one in  

o rd e r  and a f t e r  t h a t  >d.ll tu r n  to  th e  c o n c e r to s .  E ver s in c e  Theo cou ld  

remember h i s  days had  been  o rd e re d . When h e  was young , t h i s  o rd e r in g  was 

done by h i s  m o th e r. S in ce  th e  age o f  te n  h e  h a s  k e p t  s h e e ts  o f  p ap e r 

ta c k e d  ov er h i s  d e sk — one a  c h a r t  o f  th in g s  to  d o , one o f  books to  re a d , 

and  one o f  m usic to  l i s t e n  t o .  "Through boyhood and  a d o le sc e n c e  and in to  

manhood he had h u r r ie d  th ro u g h  h i s  d ay s  t r y i n g  to  c a tc h  up w ith  h i s  s e l f -
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im posed  sch ed u le "  (p .  72 ) .

M iriam u n d e rs ta n d s  from  th e  b e g in n in g  th e  f o r c e s  w hich have

sh ap ed  h e r  husband and  though a t t r a c t e d  to  Noah she  i s  a f r a i d  o f  th e

r u th l e s s n e s s  she s e e s  in  h i s  e y e s .  She f e e l s  f o r  Iheo  b e c a u se ;

P o e try  had  been  d e n ie d  Theo. Love a l s o .  B ut th e  lo n g  f r u g a l  
y e a rs  o f  s tu d y  and  s c h o la r s h ip s ,  o f  f r a y e d  j a c k e ts  and hand- 
r o l l e d  c i g a r e t t e s ,  w ere b eh in d  him . He had  ccnsumed th e  books.
B ut who knows a t  w hat c o s t?

She lo o k ed  a t  him an d  d e s p is e d  him f o r  h i s  s im p l i c i t y .  H e 's  
happy, she th o u g h t. He d o e s n 't  know v d ia t 's  h ap p en in g . Theo 
h ad  s t r u g g le d ,  and  t h i s  im pudent boy w i l l  p ic k  h i s  b r a in s  f o r  
a  few months and  w alk  away w ith  Theo in  h i s  p o c k e t ,  (p .  4?)

Theo i s  r a t h e r  p i t i f u l ,  th e n , a s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  r a t i o n a l ,

o rd e re d ,  s c h o la r ly  l i f e ,  f o r  e x c e p t m o m en tarily  he c an n o t s e e  t h r o u ^

th e  h o llo w n e ss  o f  i t  and o f  h im s e lf .  E m o tio n a lly  he i s  a n o th e r  one o f

R i c h l e r 's  c r ip p l e s .  H is a s s o c ia t io n s  w ith  p e o p le  rem ain  on th e  s u p e r f i c i a l

l e v e l ;  he does n o t a llo w  h im s e lf  to  g e t  in v o lv e d  w ith  them p e r s o n a l ly .

Nor w i l l  h e  do o r  say  a n y th in g  which in d i c a t e s  d is a p p ro v a l  o f  them o r

t h e i r  a c t io n s .  He i s ,  so  to  sp e a k , to o  p e r f e c t  a t  th e  c o s t  o f h i s  hum anity .

Noah i s  s u s p ic io u s  o f  Theo "b ecau se  a l th o u g h  Noah b e l ie v e d  t h a t  you co u ld

lo v e  one man o r  two men o r  t e n  men he d id  n o t  b e l ie v e  t h a t  you co u ld  lo v e

man. N ot man, and n o t  m ankind. Such g e n e r a l i t i e s ,  such  lo v e s ,  w ere th e

to rm e n te d  in v e n tio n s  o f th o s e  who lo v e d  w ith  much f a c i l i t y  and  no t r u th "

(p . 68) .

A f te r  N oah 's  a d m ira t io n  f o r  Theo h a s  d i s i n t e g r a t e d ,  Noah i s  l e f t  

w ith  h i s  lo v e  f o r  M iriam . T h is  r e l a t i o n s h i p  can n o t be e n d u rin g  e i t h e r .

Noah w ants to  keep M iriam  on th e  p e d e s ta l  he  h a s  c r e a te d  f o r  h e r .  He 

becom es u p s e t  when ho s e e s  h e r  a s  an  o rd in a ry  s p i r i t  in v o lv e d  in  th e  every ­

day  a f f a i r s  o f  o rd in a ry  s p i r i t s .  When he s e e s  M iriam d a rn in g  s o c k s , f o r
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exam ple , h e  tu r n s  away becau se  he  does n o t  w ant t h a t  k in d  o f  c o n ta c t ,  th e  

k in d  he  had  w ith  h i s  m other.

M oreover, M iriam h a s  to o  many o f  th e  same need s a s  Noah h im s e lf .  

M iriam  to o  comes from  a  poor background  an d  i s  h a u n te d  by h e r  p a s t ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  by th e  p ic tu r e  o f  h e r  f a t h e r ,  Sunday s u i t  on , r u s h in g ,  w ith  

f i s t s  c le n c h e d  a n g r i l y ,  a t  an  oncoming t r u c k .  She t e l l s  Noah o f  Queen

S t r e e t  and  th e  u g l in e s s  in  w hich she  grew  up . H er f a t h e r  was a  n ig h t

watchman viho s p e n t h i s  tim e d r in k in g  and  w orking  on model s h ip s .  B u t he 

had  a  l i t t l e  g a rd en  in  th e  m id s t o f  th e  ju n k  y a rd  w here he u sed  to  s i t  

and  t a l k  to  M iriam . One m igh t say  t h a t  a f t e r  h i s  d e a th  M iriam t r i e s  to  

w a ll  h e r s e l f  in t o  such a  gard en  away from  th e  ju n k  o f  th e  w o rld . T h is  i s

why sh e  m a rr ie d  Theo. She d o es  n o t  lo v e  him . She l i k e s  him and  w an ts  to

be r e s p e c t e d .  She i s  unab le  to  cope when t h i s  r e s p e c t  i s  ta k en  away 

b eca u se  she s u s p e c ts  she  has no i d e n t i t y  o f  h e r  oim and  no in n e r  s t r e n g th  : 

" A ll  th o s e  tr a p p in g s  t h a t  had  become h e r  i d e n t i t y  had  been  washed away 

w ith  Theo and  f o r  th e  sake o f  lo v e .  Pop! Her s e c u r i t y ,  a l l  t h a t  she  had 

s t r i v e n  f o r ,  had b u r s t  l i k e  a  b a l lo o n . M iriam was t e r r i f i e d "  (p . 12$) .

I n  th e  end she  chooses th e  l i f e  o f  ou tw ard  c o n v e n t io n a l i ty  r e p r e s e n te d  by 

h e r  m a rr ia g e  to  Theo.

The tlien es  o f  geography and  tim e  encom pass th e  n o v e l 's  m ain 

i s s u e s ,  and  l i n k  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero b o th  to  i t s  p r e d e c e s s o r .  The A c ro b a ts , 

and  to  R ic h le r* s  su cceed ing  n o v e ls .  G eography an d  tim e  a r e  a l s o  u sed  to  

o rg a n iz e  th e  n o v e l 's  c o n te n t .  P a r t  I  o f  th e  n o v e l i s  dom inated  by a  

d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to  w hich fo rm s N o ah 's  background . P a r t s  I I  

and  I I I  t r a c e  N oah 's developm ent in  th e  w orld  o f  th e  goyim . W o lf 's  d e a th  

a t  th e  end o f  P a r t  I I I  b r in g s  th e s e  two g e o g ra p h ic a l  lo c a t io n s  and  a l l  th ey
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r e p r e s e n t  i n t o  c o n f l i c t .  In  p a r t s  IV and  V Noah b id s  a d ie u  t o  th e  c h a ra c ­

t e r s  o f  b o th  th e s e  l o c a t io n s  an d  s a i l s  f o r  E u ro p e . T h is  g e o g ra p h ic a l  

movement i s  n o t  com plex, b u t  i t  s e rv e s  to  o u t l i n e  th e  m ain p ro g re s s io n s  

i n  th e  n o v e l and  th e  o rd e r  in  w hich th e y  o c c u r .

R ic h le r  does n o t  d e s c r ib e  Theo and  M iria m 's  w o rld  i n  g e o g ra p h ic a l 

te rm s  a s  h e  d id  t h a t  o f  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to .  I n s te a d  he g iv e s  u s  a  p i c tu r e  

o f  t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e  th ro u g h  t h e i r  own and o t h e r s '  a c t i o n s  and  d ia lo g u e .

He o rg a n iz e s  th e s e  r e f l e c t i o n s  an d  t r a c e s  N o ah 's  d evelopm en t i n  h i s  a s s o c i ­

a t i o n s  w ith  b o th  th e  w orld  o f  h i s  p a s t  and  th e  w o rld  o f  h i s  p r e s e n t  by 

means o f  a  c a r e f u l ly  worked o u t  tim e  fram e . The n o v e l i s  d iv id e d  in t o  f i v e  

m a jo r p a r t s .  P a r t  I  ta k e s  p la c e  in  summer 19521 P a r t  I I  i n  autum n and  

w in te r  1952, P a r t  I I I  i n  s p r in g  19531 P a r t  IV in  summer 1953 and  P a r t  V 

i n  autumn and  w in te r  1953-54 .

As i n  The A c ro b a ts , th e  fram ework o f  r i s i n g  a c t io n ,  c lim ax  and  

denouem ent o f  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  d ra m a tic  p ie c e  a r e  a p p l i c a b l e .  P a r t  I  i n t r o ­

d u ces  u s  t o  N oah 's  fa m ily  and  Jew ish  background . P a r t  I I  f o c u s e s  on th e  

w o rld  o u ts id e  th e  g h e t to  and  t r a c e s  N oah 's  b e g in n in g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  

M iriam  H a l l .  P a r t  I I I  c o n ta in s  Noah and  M ir ia m 's  h a p p ie s t  moments to g e th e r  

a s  w e ll a s  th e  s ig n s  o f  th e  e v e n tu a l  s e v e r in g  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  The 

l a s t  s e c t io n  o f  P a r t  I I I  r e c o u n ts  Wolf A d le r 's  d e a th ,  th e  c lim ax  o f  th e  

book . I t  i s  t h i s  e v e n t th i c h  p r e c i p i t a t e s  a  new u n d e r s ta n d in g  on N oah 's  

p a r t  o f  w hat he  m ust do . H is  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  h i s  f a m ily  an d  w ith  M iriam 

i s  re -e x a m in e d . In  P a r t  IV he le a v e s  M iriam  to  go to  h i s  m o th e r. In  

P a r t  V he le a v e s  h i s  m other to  s a i l  f o r  E urope.

Tliroughout t h i s  developm en t, R ic h le r  k eep s  th e  r e a d e r  aw are o f  

th e  p a ssa g e  o f  tim e and o f  s e a s o n a l ch an g es. The se a so n s  s e rv e  a  th e m a tic
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a s  w e l l  a s  a  s t r u c t u r a l  f u n c t io n .  They c o rre sp o n d  to  some s t a t e  o f  a  

c h a r a c t e r 's  c o n s c io u s n e s s . An exam ple o f  t h i s  o c c u rs  th e  f i r s t  autumn 

a f t e r  Noah le a v e s  home. He i s  lo n e ly ,  a  s t r a n g e r  i n  th e  w o rld  o f  down­

town M o n tre a l .  He m isse s  th e  c e r t a i n t y  and  s e c u r i t y  o f  th e  g h e t to  w o rld  

and  h i s  new env ironm en t i s  co ld  an d  u n in v i t in g .  H is  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  b o th  

h i s  p a s t  an d  h i s  p r e s e n t  have ch an g ed . A l l  t h i s  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  R i c h l e r 's  

d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  th e  c i t y ;  "M o n trea l i s  c l e a n ly  d e f in e d  on c o ld  autumn 

n i g h t s .  Each b u i ld in g ,  each  t r e e ,  seems to  e x i s t  a s  a  s e p a r a te  and s h iv e r ­

in g  o b j e c t ,  exposed  to  th e  w inds a g a in  a f t e r  a  f l a b b y  sum m er." "The 

m o u n ta in , w hich a l l  summer lo n g  h ad  seemed a  g e n t l e  g re e n  s lo p e ,  loom s up 

b r u t a l  a g a i n s t  th e  n ig h t  sk y . S t r e e t s  seem lo n g e r ,  n o is e s  more h a rd "

(p . 49) ,  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  vihen Noah an d  M iriam move to  S t .  A dele  to g e th e r  

i t  i s  s p r in g .  The warmth o f  i i i e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  an d  th e  f lo w e r in g  o f  t h e i r  

lo v e  i s  sy m b o lized  in  n a t u r e 's  new l i f e  bu d d in g  a ro u n d  them . B ut th e  n o v e l 

ends i n  w in te r .  Leah d ie s  and M elech i s  w a i t in g  f o r  d e a th .  Noah le a v e s  

them b e h in d  and  e x p e c ts  to  f in d  a  n s f  hope in  E u rope  in  th e  coming s p r in g .

I n  h i s  f e e l i n g s  Noah i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  t h i r d  g e n e ra t io n  

Je w ish  im m ig ran t. He can no lo n g e r  a c c e p t  h i s  g r a n d f a th e r ,  M e le c h 's ,  

i r o n  a u t h o r i t y  o v er th e  fa m ily  n o r  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  o rth o d o x y  which M elech 

c o n t in u e s  to  u p ho ld  a g a i n s t  th e  f l u x  o f  v a lu e s  i n  a  ch an g in g  w o rld . Nor 

can  h e  be  l i k e  h i s  f a t h e r .  W olf, th e  weak son  who a c q u ie s c e s  to  th e  r u l e  

o f  t h e  p re v io u s  g e n e ra t io n ,  b u t  c a n n o t p la y  th e  samie r o l e  t o  th e  su c cee d in g  

g e n e r a t io n .  N oah 's  problem  i s  s h a re d  by many im m ig ran ts  to  th e  new w o rld  

b u t  i t  i s  a l s o  th e  problem  o f each  g e n e ra t io n  w hich m ust s i f t  th ro u g h  

and  a s s i m i l a t e  o r  r e j e c t  th e  a ssu m p tio n s  o f  i t s  e l d e r s .

F o r Noah, a s  f o r  A ndre, t h i s  in v o lv e s  a  s ta g e  o f  t o t a l  r e j e c t i o n .
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o f  t o t a l  n e g a t i v i t y .  B ut i t  d o es  n o t ta k e  lo n g  "before Noah r e a l i z e s  t h a t

now t h a t  he i s  a lo n e  a l l  h e  h a s  i s  a n g u ish in g  and  he i s  n o t  th e  b ig g e r ,

f r e e r  man he had  e x p e c te d  to  b e :

A t home h i s  in d ig n a t io n  had  n o u r is h e d  him . B eing  w re tch e d , and  
in  o p p o s i t io n ,  had  o rg a n iz e d  h i s  s u f f e r i n g .  B u t t h a t  w o rld , t h a t  
w orld  a g a in s t  which he had  r e b e l l e d  so v o c i f e r o u s ly ,  was no lo n g e r  
h i s .  Seen from  a  d i s t a n c e ,  i t  seem ed f u l l  o f  te n d e r  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  
a n a c h r o n is t ic  b u t  b e a u t i f u l .  I t ' s  n o t  enough to  r e b e l ,  he th o u g h t. 
To d e s t r o y .  I t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  s a y  y e s  to  so m e th in g , (p . 29)

B ut i t  w i l l  ta k e  Noah a  lo n g  t im e , a s  i t  d id  A ndre, t o  t r a n s f e r  t h i s  

c o g n i t iv e  know ledge to  th e  e x p e r i e n t i a l  l e v e l .  He w i l l  h av e  to  come to  

te rm s  w ith  h i s  p a s t .  Moving from  one p la c e  to  a n o th e r  p ro v id e s  no a u to ­

m a tic  s o lu t i o n .

M eanw hile, r e j e c t i o n  and  r e b e l l i o n  dom inate  N o ah 's  l i f e .  A 

p r im a ry  f i g u r e  in  t h i s  r e g a rd  and  one who r e t a i n s  an  e m o tio n a l h o ld  o v e r 

Noah tl iro u g h o u t th e  co u rse  o f  th e  n o v e l i s  h i s  g r a n d f a th e r ,  M elech.

M e le c h 's  c o n se rv a tism , r e l i g i o u s  o rtho d o x y  and  a u th o r i t a r i a n i s m  cause  

Noah to  r e a c t  d e f i a n t l y .  The s ta n d a rd s  w hich M elech t r i e s  to  im pose on 

h i s  c h i ld r e n  a r e  th e  s ta n d a rd s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  Ju d a ism , w hich he b ro u g h t 

w ith  him from  th e  o ld  w o rld . These a llo w  no com prom ise and  ta k e  no a c c o u n t 

o f  th e  many changes which have o c c u rre d  i n  th e  o u ts id e  w o rld .

P a r a l l e l  scen es  i n  P a r t s  I  and  V a c c e n tu a te  th e  changes t h a t  ta k e  

p la c e  i n  M e le c h 's  a u t h o r i ty  d u r in g  th e  c o u rse  o f  th e  n o v e l .  They a l s o  

r e v e a l  N o ah 's  in c r e a s in g  m a tu r i ty .  In  b o th  sc e n e s  a  f a m ily  m ee tin g  i s  

h e ld  a t  w hich Noah i s  n o t  p r e s e n t .  A f te r  b o th  m e e tin g s ,  Noah go es  to  v i s i t  

h i s  g r a n d f a th e r .  A t th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  M elech h as  f o r  th e  m ost 

p a r t  su cceed ed  in  g e t t in g  outw ard  su b m iss io n  from  h i s  c h i ld r e n .  He c a l l s  

th e  m ee tin g  b ecau se  he h as  fo u n d  o u t t h a t  h i s  boys a r e  g e t t i n g  aro u n d  th e  

sab"bath by buy ing  a t  P a n o fs k y 's  on S a tu rd a y  b u t  o n ly  p a y in g  him on Sunday.
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I d a ,  M e le c h 's  immairried tw e n ty -e ig h t  y e a r  o ld  d a u g h te r ,  knows w hat w i l l  

happen :

They would say  t h a t  th e y  h a d n 't  a c t u a l l y  v io l a te d  any  law . B ut 
Mr. A d le r would r e p ly  t h a t  buy ing  on c r e d i t  was o n ly  one s te p  
a;ray from  buying  and  i f  a  Jew b o u g h t th in g s  on th e  s a b b a th  he 
m igh t a s  w e ll go w ith o u t a  h a t  and  i f  a  Jew w ent w ith o u t a  h a t  
h e  n ig h t  a s  w e ll m iss  th e  ev en in g  p r a y e r ,  and  i f  a  Jew  m issed  
th e  even ing  p ra y e r  . . . . ( p .  21)

H er p r e d ic t io n  i s  a c c u r a te .  The g r e a t  h o ld  M elech h a s  o v er them i s  seen  

by th e  f a c t  t h a t  a f t e r  he  le a v e s  th e  room th e y  become im m ed ia te ly  f r i v o ­

lo u s  an d  gay  l i k e  c h i ld r e n .

B ut even a t  t h i s  e a r ly  p o in t  in  th e  n o v e l M elech com pla ins to  

h i s  w if e ,  Jen n y , o f  th e  ch an g in g  tim e s . He d o es  n o t  u n d e rs ta n d  w hat i s  

h ap p en in g  a ro u n d  him and  can o n ly  lo o k  to  th e  p a s t  a s  s u p e r io r  to  th e  

p r e s e n t .  M elech r e c a l l s  t h a t  a  man used  to  work h a rd  b u t  he alw ays had 

h i s  c h i l d r e n 's  r e s p e c t .  How he a s k s ,  can a  " s q u i r t "  l i k e  Noah t r y  to  t e l l  

him w hat to  do and n o t d o . As f o r  W olf, h i s  so n , he  r e g a rd s  him a s  h a l f  

a  man b ecau se  he i s  u n ab le  to  make Noah conform , M elech h a s  one s o lu t io n :  

p u n ish  th e  o f fe n d e r .  Noah sh o u ld  be s tr a p p e d ,  he  th in k s ,  b u t  he  knows 

h e  w i l l  n o t  becau se  Leah, n o t  N o lf , r u l e s  t h a t  h o u se h o ld . B ut M elech 

s t i l l  b e l ie v e s  in  h i s  own p o s i t i o n  o f  a u t h o r i t y :  "T h is  i s  my h ouse  and

1 am th e  b o s s . F i r s t ,  l a s t ,  and  a lw ay s . The h ead  o f  de fa m ily  i s  de 

fo d d e r"  (p . 2 3 ) .

Noah d e f ie s  M elech. T h e ir  r e l a t i o n s h i p  h ad  a t  f i r s t  been  a  s p e c ia l  

one, u n l ik e  t h a t  o f Melech w ith  h i s  own c h i ld r e n .  Noah, h i s  f i r s t  g rand ­

c h i ld ,  born  in  h i s  fo r ty - s e c o n d  y e a r ,  he ap p ro ach ed  w ith  lo v e  r a t h e r  th an  

a u t h o r i t y ,  M elech 's  c r e d i b i l i t y  i s  sm ashed, th o u g h , when th e  boy i s  

e le v e n  y e a rs  o ld .  Noah s e e s  one o f  h i s  g r a n d f a t h e r 's  em ployees and  h i s  

f a t h e r  c h e a t  a  custom er a t  th e  s c ra p y a rd  when th e y  a r e  w eigh ing  h i s  sa c k s ,
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b u t  M elech does n o t  l i s t e n  when Noah t r i e s  to  t e l l  him t h i s .  Throughout

th e  n o v e l M elech f e e l s  t h a t  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  h i s  g ran d so n  m ig h t have

been  d i f f e r e n t  had  he h an d led  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  i n  th e  p ro p e r  m anner.

In d e e d , one s e e s  M e le c h 's  s o f t e r  s id e  and  w eaknesses a lm o s t

e x c lu s iv e ly  i n  h i s  a s s o c ia t io n s  w ith  Noah. When Noah comes to  v i s i t  him

a f t e r  h a v in g  m issed  th e  f i r s t  f a m ily  m e e tin g , M elech in d i c a t e s  t h a t  he i s

w i l l in g  to  t a l k .  Noah i s  tem p ted  to  g iv e  i n  b e c a u se  h e  h as  n e v e r  seen  h i s

g r a n d fa th e r  t h i s  m ellow . B u t h i s  b e l i e f  i n  h i s  oi-m d e s i r e  f o r  freedom

makes him im p etu o u sly  d e c la r e ;

C a n 't  you s e e  how e v e ry th in g  i s  f a l l i n g  a p a r t  a ro u n d  you? Your 
so n s  a r e  C anad ians. I  am n o t  even  t h a t .  D o n 't  you th in k  . . .
I  c a n ' t  be som eth ing , o r  s e rv e  so m eth in g , I  no lo n g e r  b e l ie v e  i n .  
As i t  i s ,  w e ll , , . I ' m  s o r t  o f  betw een th i n g s .  I  was bo rn  a  
Jew b u t  somewhere a lo n g  th e  way . . .  I  th in k  i t ' s  freedom  t h a t  
I  w an t. I  -  I  no lo n g e r  have any  r u l e s  to  r e f e r  to  th e  way you 
h ad . I  . , . (p . 38)

C o n fro n ted  vrith w hat he r e g a r d s  a s  N oah 's  open d e f ia n c e ,  M elech can o n ly

r e t r e a t  ; he  f in d s  he i s  u n a b le  to  t e l l  Noah o f  th e  g i r l  a c t r e s s  he had

lo v e d  a s  a  y o u th . As th e  n a r r a t o r  s a y s :  "Each man c r e a te s  God in  h i s

own im age. M e le c h 's  God who was s t e r n ,  j u s t  and  w ith o u t m ercy, would

re ira rd  him and  p u n ish  th e  boy . M elech co u ld  c o u n t on th a t "  (p . 4 0 ) .

The r e a d e r  canno t h e lp  b u t  f e e l  a  s t r a n g e  m ix tu re  o f  d i s l i k e  and

p i t y  f o r  t h i s  o ld  man who, to  a l l  a p p e a ra n c e s , r u l e s  w ith  a  hand o f  i r o n

and  h a s  l i t t l e  r e g a rd  f o r  th e  f e e l in g s  o f  o th e r s .  H is  l i f e  h as  been

w arped by a  v e ry  e a r ly  e x p e rie n c e  o f  lo v e .  H e lg a , th e  goy P o l i s h  g i r l

whom h e  remembers a s  c la p p in g  h e r  hands jo y o u s ly ,  and  whom he g iv e s  up

f o r  h i s  f a m i ly 's  sa k e , h a u n ts  him th ro u g h o u t h i s  manhood. I t  i s  a s  i f

h av in g  d en ied  h im se lf  h a p p in e ss  in  o rd e r  to  fo l lo w  an e x te r n a l  law , he

spends th e  r e s t  o f  h i s  l i f e  im posing  th e  same s t r i c t u r e s  on h i s  d e a r  on es .
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w ish in g  to  deny them th e  jo y  h e  m isse d . H is  o n ly  moments o f  p e a c e , moments 

when h i s  f a c e  ta k e s  on a  b e a u t i f u l  e x p r e s s io n , a r e  when he w r i te s  h i s  l e t ­

t e r s  to  H elga.

A f te r  th e  e n c o u n te r  w ith  Noah, when M elech comes n e a r  r e v e a l in g  

t h i s  lo v e ,  Jenny, h i s  w ife , r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h e  i s  sh ak en . She o f f e r s  him 

some r a i s i n  buns j u s t  a f t e r  Noah le a v e s .  Though a  seem ing ly  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  

g e s tu r e ,  i t  i s  in fu s e d  v/ith  much m eaning. The n a r r a t o r  e x p la in s  t h a t  

Jenny  i s  a  sim ple woman who h a s  borne M elech t h i r t e e n  c h i ld r e n  and  she  i s  

a f r a i d  t h a t  he w i l l  a l i e n a t e  them  from  h e r .  B ecause sh e  th in k s  sh e  pos­

s e s s e s  n e i th e r  wisdom no r r i c h e s  to  g iv e  h e r  c h i ld r e n  sh e  b akes  them r a i s i n  

b u n s , e x t r a  ones when th e y  a r e  i n  t r o u b le .  When M elech i s  o f f e r e d  th e  buns, 

th e n ,  he i s  a larm ed  by th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  he  may need  th e  same co m fo rtin g .

The change in  M e lec h 's  a u t h o r i ty  i s  g r a d u a l ,  b u t  i t  i s  com plete  

by th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l .  The c h i l d r e n 's  open d is r e g a r d  o f  M elech i s  appa­

r e n t  i n  th e  second fa m ily  m e e tin g  scen e  i n  P a r t  V. The m ee tin g s  a r e  no 

lo n g e r  h e ld  a t  M elech 's  home b u t  a t  h i s  so n , M ax 's . B ecause Max i s  o u t o f  

tow n, h i s  w ife  p r e s id e s  o v e r th e  m ee tin g  w hich h a s  been  c a l l e d  to  announce

I d a 's  engagem ent to  S ta n le y . I t  i s  n o t i c e a b le  t h a t  M elech h as  n o t  even

been c o n s u lte d . M oreover, th e  g ra n d c h ild re n  now group aro u n d  Max, hop ing  

to  g e t  one o f  th e  many d o l l a r  b i l l s  he hands o u t .  A t home a g a in ,  M elech 

a s k s  Jenny  i f  she i s  happy, i f  she would n o t  som etim es l i k e  a  movie o r  a  

t a l k .  C om pletely unused to  s e e in g  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  

Jenny  th in k s  he i s  s ic k  i-Jhen a c t u a l l y  he  i s  b o th  m ellow  and  somewhat b i t t e r .  

One ca n n o t im agine th e  Melech o f  th e  open ing  p ag es  o f  th e  book s a y in g :

"There i s  no j u s t i c e  in  t h i s  w o rld . God d o n ' t  l i s t e n  a lw a y s . Not l i k e  He

sh o u ld , anyway" (p . 19 8 ).
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Noah a l s o  m isses  t h i s  second  m e e tin g , b u t  he comes to  se e  h i s  

g r a n d f a th e r  b e fo re  le a v in g  f o r  E urope. They come v e ry  c lo s e  to  to u c h in g  

each  o t h e r ' s  l i v e s  p ro fo u n d ly , b u t  a s  b e fo re  th e  un ion  i s  im p e r f e c t .

B ecause Noah h as  exam ined th e  c o n te n ts  o f  th e  box f o r  w hich h i s  f a t h e r  

d ie d ,  he  knows a b o u t M e le c h 's  p a s t .  B ecause he h a s  exam ined h i s  f a t h e r ’ s  

d i a r y  and  knows t h a t  Sh lo im e, M elech*s y o u n g e s t so n , was r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  

th e  f i r e  i n  th e  s c ra p y a rd  an d  th e  phone c a l l  in fo rm in g  h i s  f a t h e r  o f  i t ,  

h e  u n d e rs ta n d s  W o lf 's  m o t iv a t io n s .  He i s  to u ch ed  by th e  g i f t  o f  M e le c h 's  

l i e  when M elech s a y s  t h a t  W olf d id  n o t  know w hat was i n  th e  b ox . S t i l l ,  

h e  f e e l s  th e  com pulsion  to  s t a t e  h i s  b e l i e f s  c l e a r l y  and  t e l l s  h i s  g ran d ­

f a t h e r :  "You s a id  you w anted me to  b e  a  Somebody. A S om eth ing . I 'v e

come to  t e l l  you t h a t  I  have r u l e s  now. I ' l l  be a  human b e in g .  I ' l l  . .

. " (p . 203) .  R i c h l e r 's  u se  o f  e l l i p s i s  h e re  p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  i n  th e  e a r l i e r

sc e n e  betw een  M elech and Noah. R ic h le r  u n d e rs ta n d s  t h a t  i n  any  d i s c u s s io n  

many th o u g h ts  a r e  n o t  co m ple ted . M oreover Noah i s  n e rv o u s  and h a s  d i f f i ­

c u l ty  e x p re s s in g  h im s e lf .  A t th e  same tim e , th e s e  words i n d i c a t e  a  

m a tu r i ty  on N o ah 's  p a r t  w hich iras la c k in g  in  h i s  f i r s t  d is c o u r s e  w ith  h i s  

g r a n d f a th e r .  They a r e  n o t  m ere ly  w ords o f  r e b e l l i o n  s a i d  by an  u n th in k in g  

y o u th , Noah i s  e n u n c ia tin g  th e  h u m a n ita r ia n  id e a l  p u t  f o r t h  by R ic h le r  

i n  The A c ro b a ts . The m essage once a g a in  i s  t h a t  th e  b e s t  one can  do i s  

d e v e lo p  o n e 's  hum anness, r e c o g n iz in g  a l l  th e  tim e t h a t  l i m i t a t i o n  i s ,  o f  

n e c e s s i t y ,  an  a d ju n c t  to  freedom .

B u t th e  o ld  man can n o t u n d e rs ta n d  and  t e l l s  Noah to  go ah ead  and  

j o i n  th e  enemy, th e  goyim. N e v e r th e le s s ,  he g iv e s  Noah one o f  h i s  hand- 

c o p ie d  s c r o l l s  and  Noah b en d s , k i s s e s  him and  say s  he i s  s o r r y .  M elech, 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  o ld  g e n e ra t io n  and  i t s  la w s , h as  b een  e f f e c t i v e l y
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cru sh ed  and  h i s  p o in t  o f  v iew  changed a s  e v id e n c e d  i n  th e  change o f  

w ording i n  t h i s  r e p e t i t i v e  p a s s a g e :  "Each man c r e a t e s  God in  h i s  own

im age. M e lec h 's  God who was s t e r n ,  som etim es j u s t ,  an d  a lw ays w ith o u t 

m ercy, would rew ard  him an d  p u n ish  th e  boy. M elech c o u ld  co u n t on th a t"

(p . 205) .  T h is  tim e when Jenny  s a y s  sh e  w i l l  g e t  him some buns M elech 

d o es  n o t  p r o t e s t .  The l a s t  w ords o f  th e  n o v e l  p e rh a p s  in d i c a te  t h a t  i t  

i s  o n ly  a  m a tte r  o f  tim e  b e fo re  M elech and  th e  t r a d i t i o n  he upho ld s  so 

v o c i f e r o u s ly ,  a  t r a d i t i o n  w hich in  e f f e c t  r u in e d  h i s  l i f e ,  p a s s  o n :

"He p ic k e d  up h i s  p ra y e rb o o k  and  began to  r e a d .  And why n o t?  H a d n 't  

th e  A ngel o f  D eath  p a s se d  o v e r  K ing D avid b e c a u se  he was a t  h i s  p ra y e rs ? "

(p . 205) .

The problem  o f  g e n e r a t io n a l  d iv e rg e n c e s  i s  n o t  l im i t e d  to  th e  

d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een M elech and  Noah. Noah f e e l s ,  a s  R ic h le r  d o e s , t h a t  

th e  g e n e ra t io n  in  w hich h e  was b o rn  h as  a c c o m p lish e d  l i t t l e  o f  any  v a lu e . 

L ik e  A ndre, he y e a rn s  f o r  a  cau se  l a r g e  enough to  w hich to  d ev o te  h i s  

l i f e .  He ad m ires  P an o fsk y , th e  owner o f  th e  c o rn e r  s t o r e ,  who i s  a  z e a lo u s  

com m unist, b u t  he c a n n o t b e l ie v e  in  th e  com m unist s o lu t i o n  to  th e  w o r ld 's  

i l l s .  As he  t e l l s  P a n o fsk y : "N oth ing  i s  a b s o lu te  any  lo n g e r ,  Mr. P anof­

sk y . T here  i s  a  c h o ic e  o f  b e l i e f s  and  a  c h o ic e  o f  t r u t h s  to  go w ith  them. 

I f  you choose n o t  to  choose  th e n  th e r e  i s  no t r u t h  a t  a l l .  T here a r e  

o n ly  p o in t s  o f  view  . , ."  (p . 8 8 ) , He a l s o  a d m ire s  A aron , P a n o fs k y 's  son , 

who l o s t  h i s  le g s  f i g h t i n g  f o r  th e  S p an ish  c a u s e .  Noah com pares A a ro n 's  

g e n e ra t io n  to  h i s  ovm:

A p re v io u s  g e n e r a t io n ,  t h a t  o f  A aron P a n o fsk y , had p roduced  a 
number o f  b r i l l i a n t  s c h o la r s  and  had  gone o u t  on s t r i k e  when 
th e  P r o t e s t a n t  S chool Board had r a i s e d  s c h o o l f e e s .  S tu d e n ts  
d u r in g  th e  d e p re s s io n ,  t h a t  g e n e ra t io n  h ad  n o t  o n ly  r e b e l l e d  
a g a in s t  a u t h o r i ty  b u t  had fo u g h t f o r  w hat i t  c o n s id e re d  to  be 
th e  p o l i t i c a l  t r u t h .  Noah and Shlo im e had  gone to  sc h o o l d u r in g
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th e  w ar, # ie n  t h e i r  f a t h e r s  f i r s t  "began to  e a rn  a  d e c e n t l i v i n g .  
They d i d n ' t  p roduce many s c h o la r s  an d  n e v e r  to o k  an y  p o l i t i c a l  
o r  m oral a c t io n .  They r e s e n te d  a u t h o r i t y ,  and  r e a c te d  a g a in s t  
i t  by a g g r e s s iv e ly  d o in g  e v e ry th in g  fo rb id d e n .  They smoked and  
gam bled and  d ra n k . A aron P a n o f s k y 's  B aron Byng a p p r e n t ic e s h ip  
had  le d  to  th e  l o s s  o f  h i s  l e g s ;  S h lo im e, a  s tu d e n t  o f  th e  same 
te a c h e r s ,  was a  p e t ty  t h i e f  w ith  s t i l l  g ra n d e r  p ro s p e c ts  b e fo re  
him . Noah was s t i l l  d o u b tfu l  o f  h i s  d i r e c t i o n s ,  (p p . 83-4)

Noah n e v e r  does f i n d  an  e q u iv a le n t  to  communism o r  th e  S p an ish  

c a u s e , b u t  h e  d o es  d ev e lo p  a  se n se  o f  m o r a l i ty .  T h is  m o ra l i ty  grows o u t 

o f  h i s  d is a p p o in tm e n ts  w ith  b o ih  H e le c h 's  im posed J u d a ic  a u t h o r i t y  and  

vdLth th e  m o ra l i ty  he p e rc e iv e s  in  th e  w orld  o f  th e  goyim . He comes to  

s e e  t h a t  goy s o c ie ty  h a s  a s  l i t t l e  v e r a c i ty  a s  th e  one h e  l e f t  b e h in d .

T h is  s t r i k e s  him m ost c l o s e ly  vdien Theo r e t u r n s  u n e x p e c te d ly  and  f in d s  

him an d  M iriam in  th e  bedroom . Noah r e f u s e s  th e  r o l e  which i s  o f f e r e d  him 

a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  a  r o l e  w hich would a l lo w  him to  c o n tin u e  w ith  th e  s u r r e p ­

t i t i o u s  a f f a i r .  A ll  he h a s  to  do i s  a p o lo g iz e ,  a d m it t h a t  th e y  had  been  

d ru n k  so  t h a t  Theo can sav e  f a c e  and  th e n  i t  w i l l  be p e r m is s ib le  to  co n tin u e  

a s  b e f o r e .  Vfhen Noah r e a c t s  in  d i s g u s t  to  t h i s  o f f e r ,  h e  b e g in s  to  r e a l i z e  

t h a t  h e  i s  no lo n g e r  o n ly  a  r e b e l  b u t  t h a t  h e  i s  d e v e lo p in g  a  m o ra l i ty  o f  

h i s  oim .

N oah 's  d e v e lo p in g  se n se  o f  m o ra l i ty  i s  seen  once a g a in  in  h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  M iriam , H is  c a r e f r e e ,  i r r e s p o n s ib l e  s ta n c e  i s  abandoned 

when h e  becomes aw are t h a t  he i s  p la y in g  w ith  a  human l i f e .  Noah w o rr ie s  

t h a t  h e  h a s  " s t r ip p e d  h e r ,  a n o th e r  and  l o v e l i e r  human b e in g ."  And "V/hat 

do you do w ith  u sed  p e o p le ?  Send them to  th e  la u n d ry  l i k e  s o i l e d  s h i r t s ? "  

(p . 129) .  When M iriam b e g in s  to  b o re  him , h e  i s  s t r u c k  by th e  v u lg a r i ty  o f 

t h e i r  p re d ic a m e n t: "As lo n g  a s  th e y  had been  t r u l y  lo v e r s  th e r e  had been

n o th in g  im m oral a b o u t t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  b u t  now t h a t  th e y  h ad  begun to  

b ic k e r ,  th e y  had become s im p ly  a n o th e r  s o r d id  a d u l te r o u s  couple '.' (p . I 31) .
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N oah 's  c h a r a c te r  h a s  c e r t a i n l y  ev o lv ed  from  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t o t a l  n e g a t iv i t y  

from  w hich he began .

R i c h l e r 's  employment o f  th e  s e a so n s  and  o f  th e  g e n r a t io n a l  

d iv e rg e n c e s  w ith in  th e  A d le r  f a m ily  h e lp s  t o  o rg a n iz e  th e  n o v e l ,  A t h i r d  

m ethod o f  p a t te r n in g  i s  h i s  u se  o f  a  c e n t r a l  s c e n e , i n  t h i s  c a se  W o lf 's  

f u n e r a l , which o c c u rs  i n  th e  f i r s t  s e c t io n  o f  P a r t  IV . T h is  scen e  i s  

p iv o t a l  because  i t  b r in g s  to g e th e r  a l l  th e  m a jo r c h a r a c te r s  from  N oah 's  

p a s t  and  p r e c i p i t a t e s  a  new u n d e rs ta n d in g  on N o ah 's  p a r t  o f  w hat he  m ust 

do i n  th e  p r e s e n t .  I n  th e  open ing  p ag es  o f  th e  scen e  th e  pomp o f  th e  fu n ­

e r a l  i s  d e s c r ib e d .  P a s sa g e s  from  th e  O ld T es tam en t a r e  in t e r s p e r s e d  •' 

betw een  th e  l i n e s  o f  t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  and  s e rv e  to  u n d e r l in e  th e  v u lg a r i ty  

and  com m ercialism  o f  t h i s  supposed  r e l i g i o u s  e v e n t .  The second  h a l f  o f  

th e  scen e  g iv e s  us th e  p e r s o n a l  r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  a  c r o s s  s e c t io n  o f  p e o p le . 

A gain Old T estam en t p a s sa g e s  a re  u sed  to  a c c e n tu a te  th e  w o rld ly  n a tu re  o f  

th e  c h a r a c te r s ' th o u g h ts .  Ilajc, f o r  exam ple, i s  n o t  a  r e l i g i o u s  man. He 

s e e s  th in g s  in  b u s in e s s  te rra s :

Me, I  p u t  my t r u s t  in  Dow Jo n e s . I  d o n ' t  go f o r  a l l  t h a t ’ hocus- 
pocus ab o u t God b e in g  such a  b ig  d e a l  and  b e in g  sh ip p ed  d o w n s ta irs  
— COD, I ' l l  b e t— j u s t  f o r  l a y in g  somebody e l s e ' s  goods on th e  q . t .  
Anyv;ay, i t ' s  k in d  o f  n ic e  f o r  th e  f a m i ly .  P u b l i c i t y  f o r  me, to o . 
Hey, I  wonder how much I 'm  gonna have  to  f o r k  o u t  f o r  M i l ty 's  
speech? Aw, ch icken-feedV  (p . 148)

S t i l l  Max i s  shaken by th e  id e a  o f  d e a th  and  q u i t e  a c c u r a te ly  ju d g e s  W o lf 's

l i f e :  "W olfie d i d n ' t  have enough b r a in s  f o r  a  q u a r t e r  o f  a  headache b u t

he n ev e r sh o rt-c h a n g e d  a  guy in  h i s  l i f e  and  o ffh a n d  I  can  th in k  o f  tv;o

hu ndred  o th e r  b a s ta r d s  who I ' d  r a t h e r  se e  c a s h in g  in  t h i s  m orning" (p . 1 4 8 ).

Samuel P an o fsk y , in  c o n t r a s t ,  s e e s  th e  d e a th  in  g lo b a l  te rm s . He

th in k s  o f  th e  h i s to r y  o f  th e  Jew ish  p e o p le . They have alw ays been  te n a n ts

who s u f f e r e d  a t  th e  hands o f  t h e i r  goy la n d lo r d s .  S t i l l ,  th e y  have p roduced
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some g r e a t  men, one o f  vrtiom i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  Wolf A d le r . P an o fsk y  

u n d e rs ta n d s  id ia t W o lf 's  d e a th  and  c o n se q u e n t a d u la t io n  m eans: "B ut you

go t a l k  to  th e  Goyim. You go i f  you w ant a n d  t e l l  them Marx and  S p in o za , 

t e l l  them T ro tsk y  to o ,  t e l l  them E in s t e in  and  F re u d , t e l l  them , t e l l  them 

t h a t  a  sm a ll man d ie d  f o r  n o th in g  i n  a  f i r e  i n  a  tim e from  b ig ,  b ig  bombs 

and  made f o r  u s  a  s m a lle r  h e ro  th a n  we u s u a l ly  p u t  up'.' (p . 1 5 5 ) . Noah 

i s  th e  son  o f  t h i s  s m a l le r  h e ro .

The f u n e r a l  scen e  i s  im p o r ta n t  b e c a u se  o f  i t s  c e n t r a l i z in g  fu n c ­

t i o n  in  th e  n o v e l .  E ire ry th in g  p r e v io u s  to  i t  l e a d s  up to  i t .  E v e ry th in g  

a f t e r  i t  unwinds th e  c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  h av e  d e v e lo p e d . The sc e n e  i s  n o te ­

w orthy  to o  because  i t  p r e f ig u r e s  a  te c h n iq u e  R ic h le r  w i l l  u se  even more 

e f f e c t i v e l y  in  l a t e r  n o v e ls .  B e rn ie  C o h en 's  b a r-m itz v a h  i n  The A p p re n tic e ­

s h ip  o f  Duddy K ra v itz  and  th e  H am pstead h e a th  b a s e b a l l  game in  S t .  U rb a in 's  

Horseman a re  two exam ples.

I f  R i c h l e r 's  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  a b i l i t i e s  have im proved in  Son o f  a  

S m a lle r  Hero so  have h i s  a b i l i t i e s  in  m anaging p o in t  o f  v iew  and la n g u a g e . 

L ik e  The A c ro b a ts , Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero i s  n a r r a t e d  by an  o m n isc ie n t 

n a r r a t o r .  In  The A cro b a ts  t h i s  n a r r a t o r  o f te n  o b tru d ed  i n t o  th e  s to r y  to  

e x p la in  th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  a  symbol o r  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r 's  w ords o r  a c t io n s .

In  Son o f  a  S m alle r H ero , R ic h le r  r e l i e s  more h e a v i ly  on d ia lo g u e  and  a c t io n  

to  e x p la in  i t s e l f .  More i s  l e f t  to  th e  r e a d e r 's  judgm ent and  im a g in a tio n , 

Ifhen th e  n a r r a to r  does in te r p o s e  h i s  comments i n t o  th e  s to r y ,  th e s e  a r e  

u s u a l ly  n e c e ss a ry  to  th e  r e a d e r 's  u n d e r s ta n d in g .  Most a r e  r e f l e c t i o n s  on 

th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  Jew ish  g h e t to  and  lo n g  r e a l i s t i c  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f th e  c i t y  

and  p e o p le , R ic h le r  s t i l l  te n d s  to  e x p la in  to o  much b u t  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  

H ero i s  a  more s u b t le  work th a n  The A c ro b a ts ,
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R ic h le r  a l s o  ex p e rim en ts  more in  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  m ethod th a n  he  d id  

i n  The A c ro b a ts . S e c t io n s  o f  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero u se  a  s tream  o f  c o n sc i­

o u sn e ss  m ethod. One exam ple i s  th e  f u n e r a l  scen e  a l r e a d y  d is c u s s e d .  Ano­

th e r  o c c u rs  a t  th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l when Leah i s  th in k in g  a b o u t N o ah 's  

d e p a r tu r e .  She i s  s ic k  and  h e a v i ly  s e d a te d .  She r e c a l l s  h e r  f a t h e r  a sk in g  

h e r  a b o u t  a  l i g h t  b e fo re  he d ie d .  She i s  co n v in ced  t h a t  sh e  w i l l  d i e  w hile  

Noah i s  gone and  h e r  th o u g h ts  go backw ard and  fo rw a rd  in  t im e : "Oh y e s .

Y es. Y e a rs , y e a r s ,  y e a r s .  Noah was no p i c n i c  I  can  t e l l  you t h a t  much, 

b u t  , . . "  (p . 2 0 4 ). The n a r r a t o r  th e n  d e s c r ib e s  th e  o n s e t  o f  L e a h 's  

h e a r t  a t t a c k .  The l a s t  w ords Leah sp eak s  a r e :  "A l i g h t  . . .  I f  you  shou ld  

s e e  . . .  I f — B oyele . . . "  (p .  2 0 4 ) . The r e a d e r  i s  l e f t  to  assum e Leah 

h a s  d ie d  a lo n e  and  th e  im p ac t i s  much g r e a t e r  th a n  i f  th e  n a r r a t o r  had  

ta k en  o v e r  and  e x p la in e d  th e  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  l i g h t ,  a s  he v e ry  w e ll m ight 

•have done in  The A c ro b a ts .

B ut R ic h le r  has  n o t  s o lv e d  a l l  o f  h i s  p ro b lem s r e l a t e d  to  p o in t  

o f  v iew . He s t i l l  la c k s  th e  o b j e c t i v i t y  n e c e s s a ry  to  a  good n o v e l i s t .

He i s  u n co m fo rtab ly  c lo s e  to  h i s  h e ro . 's a n g e r  and  c o n fu s io n .  I f  a n y th in g , 

Noah i s  more l i k e  th e  young R ic h le r  th a n  Andre vra,s. The v e r i s i m i l i t u d e  

R ic h le r  a c h ie v e s  by u s in g  h i s  home en v iro n m en t a s  s e t t i n g  i s  p a r t l y  o f f s e t  

by h i s  o b v io u s  in v o lv em en t w ith  a l l  t h a t  s e t t i n g  r e p r e s e n t s .  As S c o t t  

s a y s :  "H is background seemed to  come a l i v e  a t  a  g la n c e ,  w h ile  h i s  i n t u i ­

t i o n s  o f  h i s  h e ro  were som etim es in c o h e re n t ,  som etim es u n co n v in c in g , 

som etim es e m b a rra s s in g ly  p e r s o n a l . B y  th e  tim e he comes to  w r i te  The 

A p p re n tic e s h ip  o f  Duddy K ra v itz  and  S t .  U rb a in *s H orsem an, n o v e ls  w hich 

a l s o  u se  th e  M o n trea l g h e t to  a s  s e t t i n g ,  R ic h le r  h a s  a c h ie v e d  th e  n e c e s sa ry  

d i s ta n c in g  from  h i s  p r o ta g o n i s t s '  p ro b lem s. The r e a d e r 's  r e a c t io n s  to
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Buddy K ra v itz  and  Jake H ersh a r e  com plex b ecau se  th e r e  i s  a  m ix tu re  o f

th e  b ad  and th e  good b o th  w i th in  them an d  in  th e  en v iro n m en t su rro u n d in g

ttiem . I n  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero R ic h le r  i s  s t i l l  th e  an g ry  young man w r i t in g

d i r e c t l y  from  h i s  own e x p e r ie n c e s ,

R i c h l e r 's  use o f  la n g u a g e  a l s o  p r e f ig u r e s  much o f  w hat he  w i l l  do

i n  h i s  m atu re  n o v e ls . He i s  a  m a s te r  o f  d ia lo g u e  even  a t  t h i s  e a r l y  p o in t

i n  h i s  c a r e e r .  He c a p tu re s  th e  rhy thm s and  a c c e n ts  o f  sp eech  o f  each  o f

h i s  c h a r a c te r s .  Max, th e  b u s in essm an , q u o te d  in  th e  f u n e r a l  p a s s a g e , does

n o t  sound l i k e  Noah o r  M elech. M e le c h 's  sp eech , f o r  exam ple, r e v e a l s  th e

f a c t  t h a t  E i i^ i s h  i s  h i s  seco n d  lan g u ag e  and  b eca u se  he le a r n e d  i t  a s  an

a d u l t  h i s  command o f i t s  s y n ta x  an d  a c c e n tu a l  p a t t e r n s  i s  p o o r :

What f o r  a  men do th e y  make in  Canada? Sons th e y  make, n o t  f a t h e r s .  
Gimme, gimme, gimme. You know w hat my paw gaim e. A p ra y e r  shaw l. 
P h y la c te r i e s ,  B u t I ' l l  t e l l  you p l a in  wo had  a  r e s p e c t  t h a t  ira.s
r e s p e c t .  Wolf sa y s  I  sh o u ld  make him by me a p a r t n e r .  Why? 'I 'm
you s o n . '  T h a t 's  a  re a s o n !  Leah p u ts  hiia id e a s  i n  th e  h e a d ."
(p . 23)

In  c o n t r a s t .  R abbi H il to n  "P in k y "  Fishm an who sp e a k s  a t  W o lf 's  f u n e r a l

h a s  a  p e r f e c t  command o f  E n g l is h :

The P r e s id e n t  o f  th e  U n ite d  S t a t e s ,  H r. E isen h o w er, p ra y s  every  
Sunday. A g r e a t  man, and  a  g r e a t  f r i e n d  o f  o u r p e o p le .  I s  anyone 
to o  b ig  to  humble h im s e lf  b e fo re  h i s  M aker? A theism  le a d s  to  
d i s r e s p e c t  f o r  o u r p a r e n t s  and  to  t r e a s o n .  W e re n 't  o u r  p eo p le  
s u f f i c i e n t l y  shamed by th e  R osenbergs?  (p p . 1 5 3 -^ )

B u t h i s  words a r e  ho llow ; th e y  la c k  th e  s i n c e r i t y  o f  H e le c h 's .  The n a r r a ­

t o r  in fo rm s  u s  t h a t  th e  r a b b i  " b e l ie v e d  in  God a s  an  in s u ra n c e  sa lesm an  

b e l i e v e s  i n  P r u d e n t ia l"  (p p . 1 5 1 -5 2 ) . H is u se  o f  p l a t i t u d e s  and  h i s  

a p p e a l  to  f ig u r e s  such a s  E isenhow er r e v e a l  a  s m a ll  mind t h a t  r e a c h e s  

e r ro n e o u s  c o n c lu s io n s .

R ic h le r  som etim es u s e s  lan g u ag e  in  a  hum ourous ira.y. The humour 

m ig h t be o f an  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s o r t  a s  when M rs. M ahoney, N o ah 's  la n d la d y ,
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s e e s  a  copy o f  The Naked and th e  Dead i n  h i s  room and  a s k s  i f  he i s  a

m e d ic a l s tu d e n t .  I t  m igh t be o f  th e  r i b a l d  s o r t  a s  when M ort y e l l s  up to

W olf from  th e  y a rd :  "Wolf! HEY, J©/-EOY. W hat, t e l l  me, i s  de d e f i n i t i o n

o f  an  Eskimo > dth  a  h a rd  on?" Ifhen Wolf s a y s  h e  does n o t  know, M ort r e p l i e s  :

"A r i g i d  m idget w ith  a  f r i g i d  d i g i t "  (p . 3 2 ) .  More o f te n  th e  humour i s  a t

th e  expense  o f  th e  upw ardly  m ob ile  Jew ish  m id d le  c l a s s .  P eo p le  f lo c k e d  to

W o lf 's  f u n e r a l  f o r  many r e a s m s .  The n a r r a t o r  d e s c r ib e s  one o f  them :

E s t e l l e  G e ig e r , who had  been  up i n  S te  A gathe w ith  th e  c h i ld r e n — 
w a s n 't  i t  b e t t e r  to  spend  money on en joym ent th a n  on d o c t o r 's  
b i l l s ? —and  who had  been  e le c te d  Queen E s th e r  by a  l a n d s l id e  a t
th e  Yt’IHA Purim  B a l l  o f  194-9, was th e r e  v d th  s i x  o th e r  w iv es .
Seven r i p e  p each es  w ith  b la c k  h a i r .  A f te r  th e  f u n e r a l  th e y  were 
g o in g  to  se e  The Robe a t  th e  P a la c e  and  th e n  Normie had  p rom ised  
to  ta k e  them o u t to  d in n e r  a t  Ruby F o o 's '. ' ( p .  144)

I n  com parison  to  R i c h l e r 's  l a t e r  n o v e ls ,  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  Hero i s  a  v e ry

s e r io u s  book. B ut th e  e lem en ts  o f  humour w hich w i l l  e a rn  him a  r e p u ta t io n

a s  a  s a t i r i s t  in  C ocksure a r e  h e r e .  S t a r t i n g  w ith  The A p p re n tic e s h ip  o f

Duddy K r a v i tz , R ic h le r  w i l l  c a p i t a l i z e  to  an  in c r e a s in g  e x te n t  on h i s

a b i l i t i e s  a s  h u m o u ris t and  s a t i r i s t  o f  p e o p l e 's  t i c s  and  f o i b l e s .

The way in  which R ic h le r  u se s  a  p a r t i c u l a r i z e d  d e t a i l  to  c r e a te

a  s e t t i n g  o r  g iv e  a  p i c tu r e  o f  a  p e rso n  a l s o  p r e f ig u r e s  a  q u a l i t y  which

w i l l  become a t ta c h e d  to  h i s  name. H is d e s c r ip t i o n s  o f  th e  c i t y  an d  o f  th e

se a so n s  have a l re a d y  been d is c u s s e d  in  th e  s e c t io n  on geography  a n d  tim e .

P a r a l l e l  sc e n e s  o f  Leah in  h e r  l i v i n g  room and  Wolf i n  h i s  den r e v e a l  how

R ic h le r  can u se  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  to  sum up th e  m ain a s p e c t s  o f  so m eone 's

p e r s o n a l i t y ,  Leah h as  alw ays w anted to  be a  la d y .  H er m a rria g e  to  Wolf

h a s  n o t g iv e n  h e r  th e  p la c e  in  s o c ie ty  she  e x p e c te d . B ecause she th in k s

h e r  husband  i s  corunon, she c o n t in u a l ly  tu r n s  to  h e r  p a s t  when she  was th e

d a u g h te r  o f  th e  r e s p e c te d  h a s s id ic  s c h o la r  Jaco b  G o ldenberg . The d e s c r ip t io n
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o f  h e r  f a v o r i t e  room an d  h e r  a c t io n s  in  i t  convey a l l  t h i s  and  more a b o u t 

h e r :

Leah was p a r t i c u l a r l y  p ro u d  o f  th e  p a r lo u r ,  w hich was r e s t r i c t e d  
to  g u e s ts  and m e e tin g s , A d e lu x e  c h e s t e r f i e l d  s e t ,  e n d - ta b le s  
and  a n t iq u e  c h a i r s ,  a  P e r s ia n  ru g  and w ine d ra p e s ,  two bookcases 
w ith  g la s s  d o o rs , and  a  b r e a k f r o n t ,  w hich h ad  ta k e n  two y e a rs  t o  
pay f o r ,  was a  k in d  o f  s o la c e  to  h e r .  She p o l i s h e d  i t  o f te n  and  
f e l t  ev ery  s c r a tc h  l i k e  a  wound to  h e r  own p e r s o n .  The s h e lv e s  
swarmed w ith  t i n y  c h in a  f i g u r e s  and g o ld -trim m ed  p l a t e s  and  s i l v e r  
t r a y s  and  c h in a  f lo w e rs .  She a r ra n g e d  odd cups and  s a u c e r s .  She 
en joyed  lo o k in g  a f t e r  th e s e  p o s s e s s io n s  even  more th a n  she d id  
w a te r in g  th e  Jap an ese  g a rd en s  on th e  v a r io u s  e n d - ta b le s ,  som eth ing  
t h a t  she  d id  ev ery  d ay . (p . 30)

In  c o n t r a s t ,  W o lf 's  den r e f l e c t s  th e  s im p le ,  e a r th y  p e rso n  he  i s .

He i s  n o t  concerned  w ith  outw ard  show b u t  w ith  f u n c t i o n a l i t y  and  he f e e l s

a t  home o n ly  in  th e s e  su rro u n d in g s  :

I t  vra,s a  c le a n , w e ll-o rd e re d  room w ith  many s h e lv e s  and  a  n ic e  
sm e ll to  th e  wood. One c o rn e r  was d ev o ted  to  h i s  hobby. Wood­
w ork. T hat w a ll was l i n e d  v d th  t o o l s .  The c a b in e t ,  w hich had 
been  n a i le d  to  th e  i r a l l ,  had many d ra w e rs . The d raw ers  were a l l  
l a b e l l e d  and c o n ta in e d  v a r io u s  s iz e s  o f  n a i l s ,  sc re w s , and  b la d e s .  
He h ad  made th e  c a b in e t  and  w ork-bench and  to o l - c h e s t  h im s e lf .
He knew a  l o t  a b o u t c o n s t r u c t io n .  V/henever he v i s i t e d  a  house 
t h a t  was new to  him he ask ed  f o r  a  g la s s  o f  w a te r  and  s e t  i t  down 
on th e  f l o o r .  L a te r ,  he would g la n c e  a t  i t  s u r r e p t i t i o u s l y .
T h a t 's  how he co u ld  t e l l  w hether th e  fo u n d a tio n  had  s e t t l e d  i n  a  
l e v e l  vray. One vrall o f  th e  den was c o m p le te ly  ta k e n  up by h i s  
b o o k sh e lv es . H ere he  k e p t h i s  o ld  c o p ie s  o f  L i f e , P o p u la r  Mech­
a n i c s , R e a d e r 's  D ig e s t , T rue G rim e, and  s e v e r a l  volum es o f  s c ra p ­
books. (pp. 33- 34J

W o lf 's  p en ch a n t to  o rg a n iz e  and  c a te g o r iz e  th in g s ,  f o r  exam ple h i s  n a i l s ,

screw s and b la d e s ,  r e v e a ls  a  mind cau g h t up w ith  p e t t y  d e t a i l .  The e n t r i e s

in  h i s  d ia ry  r e v e a l  th e  same th in g  and rem ind  one o f  L eopold  Bloom, R ic h le r

d e v o te s  o v er two pages to  a  re p ro d u c t io n  o f th e  jo u r n a l  and  i t s  f a c t s  and

f i g u r e s .  In  h i s  coded d ia r y .  Wolf has such th in g s  a s  th o u g h ts  on w alk ing ,

co m p u ta tio n s  which in d ic a te  t h a t  he w alks a c ro s s  th e  e a r th  ev e ry  tw en ty

y e a r s .  H is th o u g h ts  on tim e w asted , w ith  a 'n o t e  t h a t  a l l  f i g u r e s  a r e

a p p ro x im a te , r e a d  ;
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We s le e p  approx . 8 h r s  p e r  day— 122 d ay s  p e r  y e a r .  I  spend a b o u t 
a  h a l f -h o u r  d a i ly *  in  th e  t o i l e t — 182 h o u rs  p e r  y e a r— 8 day s— 
th e r e f o r e  I  w aste 128 d ay s p e r  y e a r

*  r e g u la r  day (d ia r rh o e a ,  c o n s t ip a t io n ,  b a la n c e  o u t)

OBSERVATIONS :

I f  I  l iv e  until 90 I w ill have actually  lived  only (approx) 57 
years—having wasted ttie r e s t  of the time sleeping or in  the 
t o i le t ,  (p. 1?8)

R i c h l e r 's  in c lu s io n  o f  t h i s  d a ta  i s  a  te c h n iq u e  h e  w i l l  use i n  l a t e r  n o v e ls .  

The A p p re n tic e sh ip  o f  Duddy K ra v itz  c o n ta in s  s e v e r a l  p ag es  o f  s c r i p t  from  

V i r g i l ' s  new spaper f o r  e p i l e p t i c s .  S t .  U rb a in ' s  Horseman c o n ta in s  a  copy 

o f  th e  Mensa q u e s t io n n a ir e  s e n t  to  Jak e  H ersh . B e s id e s  in t ro d u c in g  n o v e l­

t y  t o  th e  n a r r a t i v e  m ethod, th e se  p a s s a g e s  s e rv e  a s  in d i c a to r s  o f  p e r s o n a l i ­

t y  i n  a  way s t r a i g h t  e x p o s i t io n  would n o t .

Son o f  a  S m alle r Hero i s ,  th e n , an  e s s e n t i a l  book in  th e  s tu d y  

o f  th e  developm ent o f  R i c h l e r 's  canreer. I t  i s  a  l e s s  d e r iv a t iv e  n o v e l 

th a n  The A cro b a ts  b u t  i s ,  l i k e  The A c ro b a ts , a  n o v e l o f  e x i le  in f lu e n c e d  by 

e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  th o u g h t. R ic h le r  w i l l  u se  th e  Je w ish  c u l t u r a l  and  r e l i g i o u s  

t r a d i t i o n  he d e s c r ib e s  h e re  in  The A p p re n tic e s h ip  o f  Duddy K ra v i tz  and  

S t .  U rb a in ' s  Horseman. He w i l l  c o n tin u e  to  u se  th e  them es o f  geography  

and tim e  t o  i l lu m in a te  th e  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  w hich he  p la c e s  h i s  c h a r a c te r s .  

Many o f  th e  s t y l i s t i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  one d i s t i n g u i s h e s  in  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  

Hero p r e f ig u r e  te c h n iq u e s  R ic h le r  w i l l  im prove upon in  h i s  m a tu re  n o v e ls .



CHAPTER THREE 

A CHOICE OF ENEMIES

K o rd eca i R i c h l e r 's  t h i r d  n o v e l ,  A C ho ice  o f  Enem ies (1 9 5 7 ), 

d i s p la y s  q u a l i t i e s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  h i s  in c r e a s e d  m a tu r i t y  a s  a  n o v e l i s t .  

Some o f  th e  w eaknesses o f  th e  e a r l i e r  books a r e  s t i l l  e v id e n t .  R ic h le r  

re m a in s  in f lu e n c e d  by Hemingway, though to  a  l e s s e r  d e g re e  th a n  in  

The A c ro b a ts  and  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero . H is  p l o t  c o n s t r u c t io n  s t i l l  

n eed s  im provem ent—th e  n o v e l r e l i e s  to o  h e a v i ly  on c o in c id e n c e  f o r  

th e  advancem ent o f  p lo t .  B u t R ic h le r  h a s  come t o  te rm s  w ith  th e  c h i e f  

w eakness t h a t  b e s e t  h i s  e a r l i e r  work. In  A C ho ice  o f  Enem ies h e  i s  

i s  a b l e ,  f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e , to  d is ta n c e  h im s e l f  from  th e  i s s u e s  and  

p ro b lem s f a c in g  h i s  p r o ta g o n i s t .  T h is  in c r e a s e d  o b j e c t i v i t y  in  th e  

u se  o f  p o in t  o f  view  makes A C hoice o f  E nem ies a  n e c e s s a r y  book in  

th e  developm en t o f  h i s  c a r e e r  even i f  i t  re m a in s  a  m in o r one in  th e  

canon o f  h i s  work.

Thematically, A Choice of Enemies has much in  common with 

Hie Acrobats and Son of a Smaller Hero. R ich ler i s  s t i l l  preoccupied 

with the  issue of values and th e ir  ro le  in  contemporary society .

His charac te rs , l ik e  those in  the previous two novels, compare the 

p a s t 's  c e r ta in ty  of b e lie f  to  the p re s e n t 's  u n b e lie f. In th e i r  search

80
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f o r  a  p e r s o n a l  code many o f  them become e x p a t r i a t e s .  I n  A C hoice o f  

E nem ies, t h o u ^ ,  th e s e  them es o f  tim e  and  geography  a r e  in t im a te ly  . 

l in k e d  to  R i c h l e r 's  s tu d y  o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  p ro c e s s .  H is  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  

p o l i t i c a l  e x p a t r i a t e s ,  m ost o f  whom form  a  community h e ld  to g e th e r  by 

t h e i r  b e l i e f  in  M a rx is t id e o lo g y .

S e v e ra l  c r i t i c s  have d is c u s s e d  A C ho ice  o f  Enem ies a s  a  

s t r i c t l y  p o l i t i c a l  n o v e l. T h is , I  th in k ,  f a l s i f i e s  R i c h l e r 's  p u rp o se s  

i n  w r i t i n g  i t .  The p o l i t i c a l  c o n te n t  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  w hich form s th e  

background  a g a in s t  which R ic h le r  em bodies h i s  m ain co n c e rn s  o f  tim e  

and  geography , i s  im p o r ta n t  b u t  se c o n d a ry . R ic h le r  ad m its  in  an  i n t e r ­

v iew  t h a t  h e  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  p o l i t i c s  and  i s  a  s o c i a l i s t .  However, 

h e  do es  n o t  a g re e  x d th  th o s e  c r i t i c s  who th in k  h e  h a s  much i n  common 

w ith  th e  s o c i a l i s t  n o v e l i s t s  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  who id e a l i z e d  and  g l o r i f i e d  

th e  common m an.^ He t r a c e s  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  communism from  tl ie  tim e  o f  

P ansky , th e  s to re -o w n e r  com m unist o f  th e  M o n trea l Jew ish  ^ e t t o .  

R i c h l e r 's  f a m ily  was a n ti-c o m m u n is t b u t  th e r e  was a  c o n fu s io n  ab o u t 

w hat o r  who a c t u a l l y  was a  com m unist. D uring  h i s  h ig h  s c h o o l days 

R ic h le r  made f r i e n d s  w ith  Danny Feldm an, a  com m unist s tu d e n t ,  b ecau se  

he  had  h e a rd  h i s  own f a th e r  and  u n c le  d i s c u s s in g  f r e e  lo v e  a t  com m unist 

you th  p a r t i e s .  When th e  p a r ty  t o  which he goes tu r n s  o u t  t o  be  a  

f o lk s in g in g  g e t - to g e th e r  he  i s  d is a p p o in te d  and  d is e n c h a n te d .

In  a  more s e r io u s  d is c u s s io n  o f  h i s  in v o lv em en t in  p o l i t i c s ,  

R ic h le r  s a y s :

I t  was a f t e r  th e  w ar, a t  th e  u n iv e r s i t y ,  t h a t  we d is c o v e re d  
th e  w r i t e r s  o f  K a z in 's  g e n e ra t io n  and  th e y  seem ed to  speak  
d i r e c t l y  to  u s . We were p o l i t i c a l l y  c o n sc io u s  s tu d e n ts .
We had n o th in g  so  u rg e n t  a s  S p a in  t o  e x c i t e  u s ,  b u t  even  in  
M o n trea l we r e a d  PH and th e  N a tio n , we s ig n e d  th e  S tockholm  
P eace  A ppeal, p r o te s t e d  a g a i n s t  K cG arthyism , and  s t i l l  l a t e r  
d em o n stra ted  f o r  th e  R o se n b e rg s .3
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T h is  in v o lv em en t was p e r ip h e r a l  and  com pared to  t h a t  o f  many p o s t-w a r  

w r i t e r s  who became d i s i l l u s i o n e d  w ith  Marxism b u t  I  th in k  Cohen i s  

u n f a i r  when h e  say s  t h a t

What c o u n ts  i s  t h a t  w r i t e r s  l i k e  K o e s t le r  and  O rw ell and  S ilo n e  
and  W righ t and F a s t  speak  from  e x p e r ie n c e . They esp o u sed  th e  
Communist movement b ecau se  t h e i r  c o u n t r i e s  w ere co n v u lsed  by 
r e v o lu t io n ,  o r  b eca u se  th e  d e p re s s io n  c o n v in ced  th e n  o f  th e  
n eed  f o r  a  p la n n ed  t o t a l i t a r i a n  economy, o r  b ecau se  i t  seemed 
t o  them t o  be th e  o n ly  w orkab le  a l t e r n a t i v e  to  th e  " th rea t o f  
F a sc ism .^

Cohen do es  n o t  seem to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  w h ile  R ic h le r  and  h i s  g e n e ra t io n  

la c k e d  t h i s  d i r e c t  e x p e r ie n c e , many o f  them  became j u s t  a s  in v o lv e d  

in  th e  i s s u e s  o f  t h e i r  tim e and j u s t  a s  d is e n c h a n te d  w ith  th e  e n su in g  

r e s u l t s .  A C hoice o f  Enem ies i s  b a sed  on R i c h l e r 's  own e x p e r ie n c e s  

w ith  M arxism . He r e v e a l s  in  an in te rv ie w  t h a t  h i s  c h a r a c te r s  r e f l e c t  

r e a l  p e o p le ,  a  group he knew in  E ng land . H is  id e o lo g ic a l  s ta n c e  in  

th e  n o v e l r e f l e c t s  h i s  changed e v a lu a t io n  o f  th e s e  r e fu g e e s  from 

M cC arthylsm :

W ell, th e  p eo p le  who have been  b l a c k l i s t e d  and  who have l e f t  
th e  S ta te s  p r o te s t e d  t h a t  t h i s  was a  v io l a t i o n  o f  freedom  o f  
sp eech  and dem ocracy, and  I  s ig n e d  p e t i t i o n s  and I  b e l ie v e d  
t h i s .  And now i t  seems t o  me t h a t  i t  was an argum ent o f  pow er. 
. . .  in  r e a l i t y  th e y  a r e  j u s t  a s  i n t o l e r a n t  a s  th e  p eo p le  who 
a r e  i n  power, w ith o u t th e  a u t h o r i t y ,  which makes them a l i t t l e  
w orse , a l i t t l e  l e s s  magnanimous. . . .5

The p r o ta g o n i s t  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  Norman P r i c e ,  i s  a  C anadian

u n i v e r s i t y  p r o f e s s o r  te a c h in g  in  th e  U n ite d  S t a t e s .  When h e  r e f u s e s

to  answ er th e  q u e s tio n s  o f  th e  U cC arijiy  com m ittee , he i s  fo rc e d  to

le a v e  th e  c o u n try  and e m ig ra te s  to  London. In  London he  jo in s  a

M a rx is t c o lo n y  o f  N orth  American p ro d u c e rs ,  d i r e c t o r s  and  f i l r a s c r i p t

w r i t e r s .  Norman i s  happy in  t h i s  s e l f - c o n t a in e d  w orld  u n t i l  he m eets

S a l ly  M cPherson and E r n s t  H aupt. S a l ly  i s  th e  d a u g h te r  o f  a  f r ie n d ,
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an d  th e  two a r e  im m ed ia te ly  a t t r a c t e d .  N orm an 's p e a c e fu l  e x is te n c e  i s  

i n t e r r u p te d  b eca u se , d e s p i te  h i s  a p p re h e n s io n s , h e  f in d s  h im s e lf  becom ing 

e m o tio n a l ly  and p h y s ic a l ly  in t im a te  w ith  a  woman. The f a c t  t h a t  S a l ly  

i s  so  much younger th a n  h e  in c r e a s e s  h i s  f e a r  o f  in v o lv em en t. When he  

l e a r n s  o f  h i s  h a l f - b r o t h e r 's ,  N icky S in g le to n 's ,  d e a th  he  e sc a p e s  b o th  

th e  shock  o f  i t  and h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  S a l l y  by  f l e e in g  to  th e  c o n t i ­

n e n t .  D uring  h i s  absence S a l ly  m eets and b e f r ie n d s  E r n s t  H aup t, a  

r e fu g e e  from E a s t  Germany. E r n s t  h a s  no p a p e rs  and  h a s  f l e d  Munich 

a f t e r  a c c id e n t a l ly  k i l l i n g  N icky  S in g le to n .  When Norman r e tu r n s  he 

r e a l i z e s  t h a t  E r n s t  h a s  r e p la c e d  him in  S a l l y 's  a f f e c t i o n  b u t  h e  n e v e r­

t h e l e s s  t r i e s  to  in tro d u c e  E r n s t  i n t o  h i s  company o f  f r i e n d s .  T h is  

p ro v e s  to  be a  d i s a s t e r ;  N orm an 's a l l e g ia n c e  t o  th e  M a rx is t c a u se  i s  

c a l l e d  in t o  q u e s tio n  and h i s  c lo s e  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e  group i s  

w eakened.

S a U y  f in d s  N icky’ s  i d e n t i t y  p a p e rs  in  E r n s t 's  s u i tc a s e  and 

u rg e s  him t o  f l e e  w ith  h e r .  K arp, la n d lo r d  to  Norman, E r n s t  and  S a l ly ,  

a l s o  s e e s  th e  p a p e rs  and in fo rm s  Norman o f  t h e i r  m eaning. When Norman 

c o n f ro n ts  E r n s t  w ith  th e  t r u t h  and  sa y s  he i s  g o in g  t o  c a l l  th e  p o l i c e ,  

E r n s t  ru n s .  A f te r  a  lo n g  and  f r u i t l e s s  s e a rc h  f o r  E r n s t  and a  r e tu r n  

o f  an  am nesia  a t t a c k  d u r in g  w hich he  m eets  th e  B r i t i s h  v iv ia n , Norman 

d e c id e s  to  f o r g e t  E rn s t  and  t h o u ^  n o t  d e e p ly  i n  lo v e , s e t t l e s  f o r  a  

q u i e t  l i f e  m a rr ie d  t o  V iv ia n . S a l ly ,  now m is t r e s s  to  Bob L an d is , one 

o f  N orm an 's e x p a .tr ia ie  f r i e n d s ,  a t te m p ts  s u ic id e  h o p in g  in  t h i s  way to  

co n v in ce  Bob to  a llo w  h e r  to  have  th e  c h i ld  sh e  i s  e x p e c tin g . U nfor­

tu n a te ly  f o r  h e r ,  Bob, who i s  w ith  Norman, n e v e r  a r r i v e s  to  p la y  h i s  

in te n d e d  r o le  o f  s a v io r  and  S a l ly  d ie s .
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I h e  p l o t  l i n e  o f  A C hoice o f  Enem ies s u f f e r s  from  a  la c k  o f  

p l a u s i b i l i t y .  R ic h le r  u se s  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  lo v e  t r i a n g l e  a s  h e  had  

i n  Ih e  A c ro b a ts . I n  th e  e a r l i e r  n o v e l th e  r e a d e r  co u ld  to o  e a s i l y  p r e ­

d i c t  -yie outcome o f  th e  s t r u g g le  betw een A ndre an d  K raus. A n d re 's  d ea th  

i s  fo reshadow ed  from th e  b e g in n in g . A C hoice o f  Enem ies a v o id s  th e  

s im p l i c i t y  o f  such a  d e s ig n  b u t  in  u s in g  a  more com plex a rran g em en t 

R ic h le r  c r e a te s  a  new prob lem . I t  i s  u n b e l ie v a b ly  c o in c id e n ta l  t h a t  

a f t e r  k i l l i n g  H icky in  Munich to  p r o t e c t  h i s  own l i f e ,  E r n s t  sh o u ld  m eet 

and  become c lo se  to  Norman in  London. I h i s  l a c k  o f  c r e d i b i l i t y  i s  

compounded when one c o n s id e r s  th e  odds a g a i n s t  b o th  S a l ly  and  K arp 

d is c o v e r in g  th e  t r u t h  and  one o f  th e n  r e v e a l in g  i t  t o  Norman. ' I t  i s  

n e v e r  e x p la in e d  why E r n s t  sh o u ld  have k e p t  N ic k y ’ s  i d e n t i t y  p a p e rs  in  

th e  f i r s t  p la c e  s in c e  th e s e  a r e  th e  o n ly  p ro o f  o f  h i s  g u i l t .  R i c h l e r 's  

d e s ig n  n e c e s s i t a te d  a  c o n f ro n ta t io n  te tw e e n  Norman and  E r n s t .  He chose 

t o  m a n ip u la te  bo th  c h a r a c te r  and  a c t io n  to  a c h ie v e  t h i s  end  b u t  s a c r i f i c e d  

v e r i s i m i l i t u d e  in  tlie  p ro c e s s .  The c h a in  o f  e v e n ts  d e s c r ib e d  i n  A Choice 

o f  Enem ies le a v e s  th e  r e a d e r  to o  c o n sc io u s  o f  th e  hand o f  th e  d e s ig n e r .

A Choice o f  Enemies s u f f e r s  from a  seco n d  w eakness. R ic h le r  

i s  s t i l l  undu ly  r e l i a n t  on Hemingviay a s  a  m odel. Norman, th e  f u n c t io n a l  

am n esiac , i s  a  pu re  Hemingway f ig u r e ,  a  s o u l  who h a s  r e a l i z e d  th e  i r r a ­

t i o n a l i t y  o f  war and  th e  random ness o f  d e a th . He i s  s t i l l  h au n ted  by 

th e  memory o f  H o rn s te in , th e  f i g h t e r  p i l o t  who know ing ly  c ra sh e d  h i s  

p la n e  in  w ild  p u r s u i t  o f  th e  enemy in  o rd e r  t o  a v o id  læ id in g  among 

c i v i l i a n s .  Norman i s  t r a u m a tiz e d  by h i s  memory o f  tlie  e v e n t b ecau se  he 

r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he la c k s  th e  cou rage  to  perfo rm  such  h e r o ic  a c t io n .  As 

a  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  e x p e r ie n c e  " . . .  Norman h ad  r e s o lv e d  to  keep  h i s  l i f e  

f r e e  o f  d is tu r b a n c e .” ^



85

When Norman d e c id e s ,  a t  th e  end  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  t o  s to p  lo o k in g  

f o r  E r n s t  and  to  m arry  V iv ia n , h e  i s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  m aking a  s e p a r a te  

p e a c e . L ik e  L ie u te n a n t H enry i n  A F a re w e ll  t o  Arms h e  s y m b o lic a l ly  

r e s ig n s  from  s o c ie ty  an d  s to p s  h i s  mind from  th in k in g .  He w ants t o  

f o r g e t  th e  im m ediate p a s t  and  l i v e  t o t a l l y  i n  th e  p r e s e n t .  L ie u te n a n t 

H enry h a s  m isg iv in g s  a b o u t h i s  d e c i s io n  t h a t  h e  can  f o r g e t  o n ly  in  

C a t h e r in e 's  arm s. He h a s  d e s e r te d ,  s a v in g  h im s e l f  t h r o u ^  an g e r an d  

f o r  lo v e . He can make such  s ta te m e n ts  a s :  " A b s t r a c t  w ords such a s

g lo r y ,  h o n o r , co u rag e , o r  h a llo w  were obscen e  b e s id e  th e  c o n c re te  names 

o f  v i l l a g e s ,  . . . th e  num bers o f  re g im e n ts  a n d  th e  d a te s "  b u t  h i s  

c o n s c ie n c e  b o th e rs  h im . As S h e r id a n  B aker p o i n t s  o u t :  "H enry i s  e n o u ^

o f  an  u n d e fe a te d  man o f  a c t io n  t o  le a v e  him , an d  u s , u n easy  a b o u t h i s
7

d e f e a te d  in a c t io n  a t  th e  e n d ."  C a th e r in e 's  d e a th  le a v e s  hira a lo n e

and d i r e c t i o n l e s s  in  th e  r a i n .  R ic h le r ,  I  tlainJc, makes a  b e t t e r  c a se

f o r  N orm an 's w ith d raw a l from  th e  c o n f l i c t s  s u r ro u n d in g  him . In  h i s

comments a b o u t f a i t h ,  hon o u r and  c o u ra g e , Norman soim ds l i k e  H enry b u t

h i s  d i s i l l u s i o n  i s  tem pered  by  a  d e s i r e  t o  make th e  b e s t  o f  th e  p r e s e n t ,

a s  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  th e  fo llo w in g  p a s s a g e ;

. . . Norman r e c a l l e d  so m eth in g  he  had  once r e a d  in  an A tla s  
somewhere. O ff V ancouver I s l a n d  th e r e  was a  v a s t  a r e a  o f  s e a  
known a s  th e  zone o f  s i l e n c e .  Ho sound p e n e t r a te d  t h i s  s e a .
A s t i l l n e s s  p r e v a i le d .  And s in c e  no s i r e n  o r  b e l l  w arned s h ip s  
o f  dangerous r e e f s  tl ie  f l o o r  o f  th e  zone o f  s i l e n c e  was s trew n  
w ith  >rrecks. T h is  tim e  o f  o p in io n s , b a t t l e - s t a t i o n s ,  and  no 
a b s o lu te s ,  was a l s o  a  tim e  to  c o n s o l id a te .  T h is  tim e  o f  no 
h e ro e s  b u t  h y p e rb o le , where t r e a s o n  was o n ly  l o y a l t y  lo o k ed  a t  
c l o s e l y ,  and f a i t h ,  h onou r, and  co u rag e  h ad  become th e  sm a ll 
change o f  c r a f t y  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  was a l s o  a  tim e  to  p e r s e v e re .  To 
p e r s e v e re  was a  m ost s e r io u s  v i r t u e .  (pp . 214-15)

R i c h l e r 's  a b i l i t y  to  h a n d le  N orm an 's d e c i s io n  to  make a  s e p a ra te  

p e a c e  i s  one example o f  h i s  in c r e a s in g  o b j e c t i v i t y  a s  a  n o v e l i s t .  He
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d o es  n o t  t e l l  th e  reau ie r w hat to  th in k  h u t  t r u s t s  him  to  make a  p e r s o n a l  

judgm ent b a se d  on w hat i s  p r e s e n te d  t h r o u ^  d ia lo g u e  and a c t io n .  The 

a n g ry  young man who w ro te  from  w ith in  h i s  c h a r a c te r s  h a s  changed  to  th e  

more m atu re  n o v e l i s t  who te n d s  now t o  d e s c r ib e  h i s  c h a r a c te r s  a s  th e y  

a p p e a r  an d  behave . P a s s io n  i s  th e  v e ry  s u b s ta n c e  o f  R i c h l e r 's  f i c t i o n  

b u t  in  A C hoice o f  Enem ies th e  r e a d e r  d o es  n o t  f e e l  t h a t  t h i s  p a s s io n  

i s  a  mere p e r s o n a l  v e n t in g  o f  w ra th . I n  th e  o p en ing  p a s sa g e  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  

f o r  exaiap le , R ic h le r  In tro d u c e s  u s  t o  b o th  E r n s t  H aupt and  N icky  S in g le ­

to n .  R a th e r  th a n  g iv in g  tl ie  r e a d e r  a  lo n g  a u t h o r i a l  commentary on 

E r n s t ’ s  unhappy e x p e r ie n c e s  in  E a s t  Germany an d  h i s  co n se q u e n t n eed  f o r  

a p p ro v a l  and  a c c e p ta n c e  by th o s e  a ro u n d  him , R ic h le r  r e v e a l s  t h a t  need  

t h r o u ^  a c t io n .  When N icky m eets  E r n s t  i n  a  b a r  h e  i s  k in d  t o  him  and 

in t r o d u c e s  him to  h i s  s o l d i e r  f r i e n d s ,  F rank  and M alcolm. E r n s t ,  who 

w an ts  t o  make a  g e s tu r e  in  r e t u r n ,  s t e a l s  F r a n k 's  w a l l e t  in te n d in g  to  

r e t u r n  i t  and  so  i n g r a t i a t e  h im s e lf  w ith  N icky . B ut M alcolm, who i s  

Jew ish  and  h o s t i l e  to  E r n s t  from th e  b e g in n in g , f i n d s  o u t .  E r n s t ,  u n ab le  

t o  d e fen d  h i s  a c t io n ,  i s  made t o  lo o k  l i k e  a  t h i e f .  C o n seq u en tly , th e n  

th e y  a l l  go to  a  p a r ty  and  Malcolm s a y s  E r n s t  i s  u p s t a i r s  g o in g  th r o u ^ i  

p e o p l e 's  c o a ts ,  N icky  i s  in c e n se d . S e iz e d  by  a  sudden and  u n c o n t ro l la b le  

a n g e r ,  he  s t a r t s  up th e  s t a i r s  w ith  a  b ro k en  b e e r  b o t t l e .  E r n s t  h ad  in  

f a c t  been  w ith  a  g i r l  b u t  h a s  no tim e  to  e x p la in  b e fo re  N icky lu n g e s  

a t  him . In  th e  s t r u g g le  N icky  i s  i n j u r e d  and  l a t e r  d ie s  in  th e  h o s p i t a l .  

E r n s t ,  who h a s  no p a p e rs  and  f e a r s  th e  p o l i c e ,  f l e e s ,  a l lo w in g  ev ery o n e  

to  b e l ie v e  h e  h as  com m itted m urder. T h is  scen e  i s  c e n t r a l  t o  th e  n o v e l 

b e c a u se  i t  b o th  in t ro d u c e s  E r n s t  a s  th e  man on ti ie  ru n  and  s e t s  up w hat 

w i l l  become a  p rim ary  cause  o f  c o n te n t io n  betw een E r n s t  and  Norman. In
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a n  e a r l i e r  n o v e l, R ic h le r  would p ro b a b ly  have u sed  lo n g  a u t h o r i a l

p a s s a g e s  t o  e x p la in  E r n s t 's  background  and  m o tiv a t io n . He would have

h ad  much to  s a y  ab o u t th e  i r r a t i o n a l i t y  o f  a  w orld  where p eo p le  a r e

fo rc e d  t o  a c t  v io l e n t l y  in  o rd e r  to  s u rv iv e .  I n s te a d ,  h e  h a s  le a rn e d

t o  l e t  a  s i t u a t i o n  speak  f o r  i t s e l f .

Even Tihen E r n s t  does comment on h i s  b e l i e f s ,  h i s  s e n se  o f

d is i l lu s io n m e n t  i s  l e s s  f r e n z ie d  and  h i s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s p e c u la t io n  more

s o p h i s t i c a t e d  th an  t h a t  o f  e a r l i e r  c h a r a c te r s .  A t th e  p a r ty  to  which

Norman b r in g s  him , f o r  exam ple, E r n s t  t r i e s  t o  d e fen d  h i s  in vo lvem en t

w ith  ü ie  H i t l e r  you th  by e x p la in in g  th e  n a tu r e  o f  ch an g in g  l o y a l t i e s :

" Ih o s e  who jo in e d  th e  N az is  to  g e t  p r i v i l e g e s  a r e  now members o f  th e

SSD f o r  th e  same re a s o n , E r n s t  s a id .  You to o k  o f f  your H i t l e r  Youth

badge and  p u t  on an FDJ one" (p . 83) .  No d o u b t E r n s t  i s  s t a t i n g

R ic h le r ’ s  own p e rc e p t io n s  b u t  a t  no  tim e  can an y  c h a r a c te r  in  A C hoice

o f  Enem ies be i d e n t i f i e d  a s  th e  s im p le  p r o je c t io n  o f  R i c h l e r 's  p r o p r ia

p e r s o n a . A ndre, one alw ays f e l t ,  was an  e x te n s io n  o f  th e  young R ic h le r ,

th e  c o n fu se d  b u t  i d e a l i s t i c  a r t i s t .  Noah r e p r e s e n te d  th e  R ic h le r  who

b ro k e  away from  th e  s t i f l i n g  env iro n m en t o f  S t .  U rbain  S t r e e t  to  seek

h i s  i d e n t i t y  in  E urope. Norman and E r n s t ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , a re

s u c c e s s f u l  f i c t i o n a l  c r e a t io n s  whose d e s ig n e r  h a s  f i n a l l y  managed to

d i s s o c i a t e  h im se lf  from h i s  c h a r a c t e r s '  l i v e s .  As B irb a ls in g h  s a y s :

N hat he [^R ichleiQ  g a in s  from  th e  ex p e rim e n ts  i n  th e  f i r s t  th r e e  
n o v e ls  i s  a  m o ro T a r tic u la te  v o ic e  and  a  more s t a b l e  o u tlo o k , 
which to g e th e r  a llo w  him to  sp eak  o u t h i s  d is c o n te n ts  w ith  no 
l e s s  b i t t e r n e s s  b u t  w ith  g r e a t e r  co h e re n ce  and  cogency  and , 
u l t im a te ly ,  t o  b e t t e r  a r t i s t i c  p u rp o se .®

C lo s e ly  a l l i e d  to  t h i s  in c re a s e d  o b j e c t i v i t y  i s  R ic h l e r 's

c o n t in u in g  u se  o f  d e t a i l  in  c h a r a c te r i z a t i o n .  From tJie b e g in n in g  o f  h i s
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c a r e e r  R ic h le r ’ s  s t r e n g th  h a s  te e n  in  c h a r a c te r  p o r t r a y a l .  T h is  s t r e n g th

i s  more e v id e n t  in  A C hoice o f  Enem ies th a n  i n  p re v io u s  n o v e ls  b ecau se

th e r e  i s  l e s s  a u t h o r i a l  i n t e r p o s i t i o n  t o  b lu r  i t s  e f f e c t .  K arp i s  a

good exam ple o f  R ic h le r ’ s  a b i l i t y .  He i s  a  com plex p e rs o n  and  R ic h le r

i s  a b le  to  convey h i s  m a n y -s id ed n ess  t o  th e  r e a d e r .  L ike  K rau s , K arp

i s  a  w arped f ig u r e  o f  e v i l .  A N azi c o n c e n tr a t io n  camp s u r v iv o r ,  h e  p a id

a  h i ^  p r i c e  f o r  s u r v iv a l .  As Norman t e l l s  h i s  fo rm er g i r l f r i e n d ,  Jo ey :

"K arp ’s  c o n d i t io n  i s  p s y c h o t ic ,  Joey . He t e a s e s  p e o p le  th e  way a  boy

pokes a t  sn ak es  w ith  s t i c k s .  H e’s  a  k in d  o f  p ro v o c a te u r"  (p . 1 2 ? ) .

K arp  i s  s u c c e s s f u l  in  r a i s i n g  Norman’s  i r e  and  p r e ju d ic e  a g a i n s t  E r n s t

when h e  r e v e a l s  E r n s t ’s  in v o lv em en t in  N ick y ’s  d e a th .  T h is  b re a k s  h i s

p ro m ise  to  E r n s t  and  S a l ly  t o  keep  q u i e t  and p r e c i p i t a t e s  b o th  Norman’s

amnesia a ttack  and E rn s t 's  f l ig h t  to  Canada.

B ecause o f  what h e  s u f f e r e d ,  K arp i s  u n a b le  t o  em p ath ize  w ith

o t l ie r s .  He h as  become a  h e d o n i s t ,  w rapped up c o m p le te ly  i n  h im s e l f

an d  h i s  own g r a t i f i c a t i o n .  I n  a  su p e rb  d e s c r ip t iv e  p a s sa g e  R ic h le r

d e m o n s tra te s  t h i s  t h r o u ^  h i s  a s t u t e  c h o ic e  o f  w ords:

W ith m a n ife s t s k i l l  K arp i n j e c t e d  a  ham wxüi a  hypoderm ic o f  
b ran d y , m assaged th e  ham’s  s u r f a c e  w ith  honey , s tu c k  c lo v e s  
in  h e re  and th e r e ,  and  e a se d  th e  pan i n t o  th e  oven. He h a d n ’t  
h a d  a n y th in g  to  e a t  a l l  d ay ; he  was fam ish ed . K arp d e c id e d  
t o  b eg in  h i s  m eal w ith  an a r t i c h o k e  and  to  e a t  ih e  ham w ith  
sw e e t p o ta to e s  and  c o rn  f r i t t e r s .  F o llo w in g  t h a t ,  p e rh a p s , 
he  would have a  C h in e se  l e t t u c e  w ith  lemon sau ce  and  ch ee se  
cake  and c o f fe e .  K arp waslied h i s  hands and ru b b ed  them w ith  
c o ld  cream. He s l ip p e d  in t o  h i s  d r e s s in g  gown and  s a t  down 
in  h i s  l i v in g  room w ith  a  g la s s  o f  s h e r ry ,  (pp. 123-24)

Words lik e  massaged, eased, and slipped in d ica te  tlie gentleness and h i^ i

r e g a r d  K arp has boidi f o r  h i s  fo o d  and  f o r  h im s e lf .  H is  a t t e n t i o n  to

d e t a i l s  i s  r e p re s e n te d  by  th e  c a re  w ith  which h e  i n j e c t e d  th e  ham w ith

a  hypoderm ic o f  brandy . The f a c t  t h a t  he w ashes h i s  h ands and  ru b s  them
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w ith  c o ld  cream  i s  one exam ple o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  f a s t i d io u s n e s s .  Even h i s  

c h o ic e  o f  menu and h i s  a t t i r e  seem to  be an  a t te m p t  to  em u la te  th e  a r i s t o ­

c r a t i c  man o f  l e i s u r e .  The r e a d e r  re c o g n iz e s  t h a t  i n  c h o o s in g  a  ham Karp 

i s  t r y i n g  t o  deny o r  a t  l e a s t  e scap e  from th e  Jew ish  h e r i t a g e  which had  

c a u se d  h i s  s u f f e r in g .  B ut R ic h le r  does n o t  s p o i l  h i s  e f f e c t  by ex p lan a ­

t i o n .  R a th e r ,  t h r o u ^ o u t  th e  n e x t  few p ag es  s e v e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s  a re  made 

t o  th e  ham such  t h a t  K arp and  i t  become c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  in  th e  r e a d e r ’ s  

m ind. D uring  t h i s  tim e  S a l ly  and  E r n s t  a r r i v e  an d  th e  c o n v e rs a t io n  

r e v e a l s  w hat low esteem  K arp h a s  o f  h im s e lf .  He i s  c o n sc io u s  o f  h i s  lo o k s , 

a  " s h o r t ,  f a t  P o lis h  p o ta to - e a t e r "  a s  h e  d e s c r ib e s  i t .  B u t he  to o , he  

t e l l s  E r n s t ,  would l i k e  a  p r e t t y  m i s t r e s s  l i k e  S a l ly .  S a l ly  makes th e  

u n fo rg iv e a b le  m istak e  o f  a s k in g  him i f  h e  i s  n o t  hom osexual an d , in  

re v e n g e , K arp  sn e e rs  a t  t h e i r  supposed  lo v e  f o r  each  o th e r .

A f te r  t h i s  e p iso d e  K arp i s  e v id e n t ly  u p s e t .  He h a s  been  ru d e  

and  o v e rb e a r in g  to  E r n s t  and  SalJLy. He h a s  in s in u a te d  to  them  t h a t  

Norman i s  u n s ta b le  and i f  exposed  t o  o v e r -e x c i te m e n t i s  p ro n e  t o  an 

am nesia  a t t a c k .  He h as  gone so  f a r  a s  t o  s u g g e s t  ta k in g  a d v a n ta g e  o f  

N orm an 's c o n d it io n . The r e a d e r  i s  co n v in ced  t h a t  h e  i s  a  d e s p ic a b le  

c h a r a c te r .  J u s t  a t  t h i s  p o in t  R ic h le r  d e c id e s  t o  l e t  u s  s e e  K a rp 's  

hum anness. Again h e  u s e s  th e  ham a s  an  i n d i c a t o r  o f  c h a r a c te r .  îJhen 

Norman goes up to  K a rp 's  f l a t  f o r  d in n e r ,  K arp i s  n o t  t l i e r e j

T here  was a  huge ham, un touched  in  th e  g a rb ag e  p a i l .  The k i tc h e n  
re e k e d  o f  b u rn t  p o ta to e s .  In  th e  l i v i n g  room Norman n o t ic e d  th e  
em pty b o t t l e .  The doo r t o  th e  u p s t a i r s  bedroom was s h u t .  Norman 
p u t  h i s  e a r  to  th e  door and , a lth o u g h  th e  sound was m u ffle d , he 
c o u ld  t e l l  t h a t  a  man was c ry in g  o u t i n  p a in .  I h i s  had  happened 
b e fo re .  The l a s t  tim e K arp had  n o t  em erged from h i s  bedroom 
a g a in  f o r  tl ire e  days. (p . I 3I )

L ik e  K rau s, K arp i s  c a p a b le  o f  g r e a t  f e e l lu g .  R ic h le r  i s  v e ry  c a r e f u l
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n o t  t o  s te r e o ty p e  h i s  c h a r a c te r s  i n t o  m olds o f  good o r  e v i l .  As Sheps

s a y s :  " R ic h l e r 's  a b i l i t y  t o  make h i s  c h a r a c te r s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  com plex

and  hum anly am biguous, i n  a  p e r f e c t l y  p l a u s i b l e  m anner, and  t o  su p p ly

enough in fo rm a tio n  so  t h a t  ;re u n d e rs ta n d  how th e y  g o t  t o  be  th e  way th e y
g

a r e  i s  one o f  h i s  m ost s t r i k i n g  a c h ie v e m e n ts .'" ^

R i c h l e r 's  grovring s k i l l s  a s  a  n o v e l i s t  e x te n d  to  h i s  t r e a h a e n t  

o f  tiiem e. Time and  geog rap h y  and  t h e i r  r e l a t e d  c o n c e rn s  a r e  a s  im p o r ta n t 

t o  A C ho ice  o f  Enem ies a s  th e y  w ere t o  The A c ro b a ts  and  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  

H ero . B ecause o f  a  more o b je c t iv e  p o in t  o f  v iew , R ic h le r  i s  a b le  to  

p r e s e n t  them more c o g e n t ly  and t o  b e t t e r  p u rp o se . H is  c h a r a c te r s ,  l i k e

th o s e  in  th e  p re v io u s  two n o v e ls ,  d e s p e r a t e ly  n e e d  a  s e t  o f  v a lu e s  by

w hich t o  l i v e .  H iey lo o k  to  th e  p a s t  and  i t s  c e r t a i n t y  o f  b e l i e f  b u t  

v iew  th e  p r e s e n t  a s  a  tim e  in  which th e  o n ly  c e r t a i n t y  l i e s  i n  th e  f a c t  

i h a t  th e r e  i s  no c e r t a i n t y .  The im p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  b e l i e f  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

norias o f  p eace , lo v e  and  h o n o r, g iv e n  th e  c o n d i t io n s  o f  th e  modern w orld , 

i s  one o f  R i c h l e r 's  r e c u r r e n t  them es.

In  th e  open ing  p a g e s  o f  th e  n o v e l and  a g a i n s t  th e  background  o f 

a  w a r- ru in e d  Munich i t  i s  s t a t e d : "You c o u ld  b e l ie v e  i n  n o th in g  th e s e

day s. K icky  sen sed  t h a t ,  S r n s t  knew i t "  (p . l 6 ) .  th e n  K icky  a sk s  E r n s t

i f  he  i s  a  communist h e  r e p l i e s  he  u se d  t o  b e , b u t  a d d s , "Now I  have no 

p o l i t i c s "  (p . 17) .  E r n s t  h a s  l i v e d  th e  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  and e x p e r ie n c e d  

th e  c o r ru p t io n  o f  more th a n  one reg im e. He i s  w e ll  aw are how much 

id e o lo g ic a l  b e l i e f  i s  b a se d  on s e l f i s h  m o t iv a t io n ,  on th e  d e s i r e  to  g e t  

ahead  in  th e  system . He knows t h a t  th e  m asses a r e  f i c k l e ,  t h a t  one s e t  

o f  b e l i e f s  can e a s i l y  t r a n s p l a n t  a n o th e r  when t h i s  becomes e x p e d ie n t. 

M oreover, he  h as  w itn e s s e d  and f e l t  th e  c r u e l t y  and  la c k  o f  co n ce rn  f o r
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human l i f e  which accom panies th e  s o - c a l l e d  good l i f e  t h a t  i s  supposed  

t o  be  fo rth co m in g . Ih e  h a rd  r e a l i t i e s  o f  day  to  day  e x i s te n c e  o v e r­

shadow and  b e l i e  tl ie  p o l i t i c a l  p ro m ise s . S r n s t  t e l l s  S a l ly  e a r l y  in  

t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  she  c a n n o t p o s s ib ly  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  f o r c e s  which 

hav e  shaped  him . W hile t o  h e r  and  t o  th o s e  N o rth  A m ericans who p r o f e s s  

M a rx is t  id e o lo g y  communism i s  a  p r e t t y  word, t o  him  i t  i s  much more.

He ta k e s  o f f  a  sock  and  h o ld s  a  b u rn in g  m atch to  h i s  f o o t :  "A whole

w in te r  w ith o u t sh o es . A l l  o u r fo o d  w ent t o  R u s s ia .  T h a t 's  communism" 

(p . 57)* E r n s t  v i s u a l i s e s  h i s  f a t h e r  w an d erin g  fbrom zone t o  zone s u s ­

p e c te d  by  a l l  s id e s .  K a r l  H aupt o b je c te d  t o  H i t l e r  s l i g h t l y  b u t  n o t  

e n o u ^ .  E r n s t  r e c a l l s  t h a t  when th e  o ld  man was f i n a l l y  p ic k e d  up f o r  

q u e s t io n in g  in  Saxony th e  com m unist p o l i c e  o f f i c i a l  tu rn e d  o u t  t o  be th e  

same one who had  u sed  to  q u e s tio n  him f o r  th e  N a z is . The c e l l  had  been 

an  o ld  g e s ta p o  c e l l .  A t t h i s  tim e  E r n s t 's  d o u b ts  had  c lim ax ed . E rn s t  

i s  d e te rm in e d  n o t  t o  be l i k e  h i s  f a t h e r .

The id e a l s  by w hich N orm an's f r i e n d s  l i v e  a r e  in c o m p reh en s ib le  

t o  E r n s t .  To him th e  p rob lem , f o r  exam ple, o f  w hether th e r e  i s  a  God 

do es  n o t  e x i s t .  T here i s  no r i g h t  o r  wrong, h e  t e l l s  S a l ly  when she 

f in d s  N ic k y 's  i d e n t i t y  p a p e rs  and  sh e  r e a l i z e s  E r n s t  i s  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  

th e  k i l l i n g .  He e x e m p lif ie s  t h i s  by t e l l i n g  h e r  th e  s to r y  o f  a  b r o th e r  

and  s i s t e r  who d i s t r i b u t e d  p am p h le ts  a g a i n s t  H i t l e r  d u r in g  th e  war 

and  a s  a  consequence were s h o t  a s  t r a i t o r s .  A f te r  tiie  war th e y  were 

r e s u r r e c t e d  a s  h e ro e s  and  to d a y  th e y  a r e  t r a i t o r s  a g a in . He t e l l s  h e r :  

"T u ere  a r e  c o n d i t io n s ,  re w a rd s , p u n ish m e n ts , and  s id e s  b u t  t h a t ' s  a l l "

(p . 108 ).

E r n s t  r e i t e r a t e s  t h i s  to  Norman when Norman say s  h e  i s  go ing  to
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tu r n  E r n s t  o v e r t o  th e  p o l i c e  on p r in c i p l e .  E r n s t  t e l l s  him  t h a t  h e  to o

once had  p r i n c i p l e s :

Then one day  an American s o ld i e r  gave me a  Babe RuiJi c h o c o la te  
b a r  and  t o l d  me t h a t  H i t l e r  was d ead . KaputJ F in is h e d  p r i n c i ­
p l e s .  Two weeks l a t e r  I  e a rn e d  tw o p a c k s  o f  Lucky S t r ik e s  f o r  
sp en d in g  th e  n ig h t  w ith  an American arm y c o lo n e l .  O.K. Bravo. 
B eg inn ing  o f  new p r in c i p l e .  T ru th  e q u a ls  Lucky S t r i k e s . "  (p . I85)

L ike many a n o th e r  R ic h le r  c h a r a c te r  and  Hemingway h e ro  E r n s t  m a in ta in s

t h a t  i d e a l s  have become so  d eb ased  t h a t  th e y  a r e  m e a n in g le ss . E r n s t

t e l l s  Norman t h a t  y e s  h e  h a s  h e a rd  o f  such  th in g s  a s  d ig n i ty ,  honour

and  lo v e  m en tioned  on th e  r a d io  on Sunday m o rn in g s. T h is  i s  a s  much l i f e

a s  E r n s t  w i l l  a llo w  them .

As does Noah o f  Son o f  a  S m alle r H e ro , E r n s t  d is c o v e r s  t h a t  th e

p e o p le  o f  p r in c i p l e  a r e  o f te n  n o t  a b le  to  l i v e  by i t .  A ll  goes w e ll  a s

lo n g  a s  m o ra l i ty  i s  d is c u s s e d  on an  a b s t r a c t  l e v e l  o r  co n e rn s  someone

e l s e ' s  l i f e  b u t  when th e y  become p e r s o n a l ly  in v o lv e d  in  a  d i f f i c u l t

s i t u a t i o n  t h e i r  b e l i e f s  d is a p p e a r  and  th e y  a c t  l i k e  th o s e  th e y  would

o th e rw ise  blam e. T h is  i s  w hat happens to  S a l ly .  H er lo v e  f o r  E r n s t

ta k e s  p reced en ce  o v e r  h e r  lo y a l ty  to  Norman an d  she  b lo c k s  o u t th e

r e a l i t y  t h a t  E r n s t  i s  g u i l t y  o f  a  k i l l i n g .  She w ants them to  f l e e  to

s a f e ty  b u t  E r n s t  a rg u e s  t h a t  he  f e e l s  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  Norman who i s

one o f  th e  f i r s t  f r i e n d s  he h a s  e v e r  had. He s a y s  t o  h e r :  "To you th e

f a c t  t h a t  I  k i l l e d  N icky  i s  no lo n g e r—I t  h a s  become an in c o n v e n ie n c e ,

no more. B ut me, he  sh o u te d , I 'm  th e  H i t l e r  Youth scum. Oh, you b ig ,

w on d erfu l m oral people. I s  t h i s  what I 'v e  been m iss in g ? "  (p. I76).

Noah and E r n s t ,  th e  r e b e l l i o u s ,  am ora l c h a r a c t e r s ,  a r e  sh o rn  to  have a

t r u e r  sen se  o f  m o r a l i ty  th a n  th o s e  c h a r a c te r s  who p r o f e s s  b u t  do n o t  a c t

a c c o rd in g  to  a  s e t  o f  p r in c i p l e s .
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W hile E rn s t  p r o f e s s e s  no b e l i e f  in  any  s o r t  o f  e x t e r i o r  sy stem , 

Norman P r ic e ,  vhen we f i r s t  m eet h im , i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  he h a s  a  v i r tu o u s ,  

s a t i s f a c t o r y  code. H is  M a rx is t b e l i e f s  a r e  su p p o r te d  by h i s  f e l lo w  r e f u ­

g e e s  from  McCarthylsm. And h i s  l i f e s t y l e  a l lo w s  him  to  c o n c e n tra te  on 

h i s  b e l i e f  i n  th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  academ ic l i f e .  Norman i s  th e  c o n te n te d  

nan  o f  l e t t e r s ,  dev o ted  t o  s c h o la r s h ip  f o r  i t s  own salce. I n  The A cro b a ts  

C hain  r e f e r s  to  Andre a s  a  p r i e s t  w ith  no r e l i g i o n .  Bob L an d is  v iew s 

Norman in  a  s im i la r  f a s h io n ;

I t  gave Bob p le a s u r e —a s  h i s  ovm l i f e  came t o  be more and more 
dom inated  by th e  vreekly N ie lso n  r a t i n g s — to  s to p  and  th in k  o f  
Norman v ir i t in g  ca lm ly  a t  h i s  desk , s i t t i n g  th e r e  each  a f te rn o o n  
in  a  ja c k e t  w ith  l e a t h e r  p a tc h e s  o r  in  an o ld  sw e a te r , h i s  w a lls  
b u lg in g  w ith  w ell-thum bed  O xford  e d i t io n s  o f  th e  p o e t s ,  c o p ie s
o f  Les Temps M odernes, tlio  p a g e s  o f  w hich h ad  been c u t ,  and
c o f fe e  s t a i n s  and  c i g a r e t t e  b u rn s  ev eryw here . In  a n o th e r  age , 
he  th o u g h t Norman would h av e  been  a  monk. (p. • 30)

The book, The H is to ry  o f  John Dryden and  H is  T im es, i s  a  s e c r e t  and a

w ork o f  lo v e . Norman and  R ic h le r ,  i t  w ould seem, v iew  tlie  R e s to r a t io n

an d  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  a s  a  sane  p e r io d  d u r in g  w hich d ig n i ty ,  s t a t e l i n e s s

and  th e  l i g h t  o f  re a so n  f lo u r i s h e d .  D e sp ite  c o n t ro v e r s ie s  o f  a l l  k lf id s ,

i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  a r t i s t i c  an d  l i t e r a r y  ach iev em en ts  w ere v a lu ed . In  c o n t r a s t

t o  th e  p r e s e n t ,  tlie  b a s ic  p r in c i p l e s  o f  l i f e  were a g re e d  upon. So i t  i s

t h a t  a f t e r  te n  y e a rs  Norman c o n tin u e s  t o  r e tu r n  t o  h i s  book w ith  hope

a g a in  and  a g a in . As th e  n a r r a t o r  e x p la in s ;  T h is  was t o  be " .  . . h i s

s p e c i a l  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  s c h o la r s h ip .  M eanvrhile, th e  book was fu n . A

p r i v a t e  w orld . A l i t t l e  so u rc e  o f  s a n i t y  f o r  Norman P r ic e "  (p . 70) .

N orm an's i d y l l i c ,  c o n te m p la tiv e  l i f e  d i s i n t e g r a t e s  when h e  m eets

S a l l y  and h i s  b ro th e r  d ie s .  H is  d o u b ts  f l o u r i s h .  He ru n s  away t o  th e

c o n t in e n t  to  escape  r e a l i t y .  In  S p a in  i t  seems t o  him , w a tch in g  th e

i n d i f f e r e n t  young s t r o l l  by , t h a t  th e  b e s t  b lo o d  o f  h i s  g e n e ra t io n  had
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b een  s p i l l e d  on th e se  same meadows. L ike E r n s t  h e  th in k s  o f  h i s  f a th e r ,

th e  su rg eo n  Max P r ic e ,  who h ad  g iv en  up h i s  p r a c t i c e  an d  been  k i l l e d

d u r in g  th e  d e fe n se  o f  M adrid. He r e c a l l s  h i s  f a t h e r  a s  a  man o f  a c t io n ,

q u i t e  u n l ik e  h im se lf .  B ut l i k e  m ost R ic h le r  h e ro e s  h e  p o n d e rs  t i ie  f a c t

t h a t  tim e  h a s  made th e  i s s u e s  u n c le a r ,  t h a t  t h i s  g e n e ra t io n  c o u ld  no

lo n g e r  l a y  c la im  to  th e  c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  th e  p a s t  g e n e r a t io n :

B u t in  th o se  d ay s , Norman rem em bered fo n d ly ,  th e  c h o ic e  o f  enem ies 
had  been  c le a r .  Today you w ere no lo n g e r  s u r e .  You s ig n e d  th e  
p e t i t i o n s ,  you defended  S o v ie t  a r t  to  l i b e r a l s ,  and you d id n ’ t
name o ld  com rades. B ut your l o y a l t i e s ,  l i k e  th o s e  o f  a  sh a re d
c h ild h o o d , were s e n t im e n ta l ;  th e y  la c k e d  t r u e  c o n v ic t io n ,  (p . 62)

Norman w ish es  h e  were a  b e t t e r ,  warmer p e rs o n , more a b le  to  g iv e  th e

l i t t l e  k in d n e s s e s  t h a t  mean so  much t o  p e o p le .

One m orning lo ok ing  a t  th e  s e a  and  th e  g i f t  o f  th e  m orning ,

N orm an 's d e s p a ir  m y s te r io u s ly  l i f t s .  He i s  su d d e n ly  happy to  be a l i v e

and  r e t u r n s  t o  h i s  e a r l i e r  dream s o f  h a p p in e s s :

He and S a l ly  were m a rr ie d , th e y  had  t l i r e e  c h i ld r e n ,  and  th e y  
w ere u n iq u e ly  happy. They d id  n o t  hang  im p r e s s io n is t  p r i n t s  
on t h e i r  w a lls . S a l ly ,  l i k e  him , en jo y ed  m aking lo v e  in  th e  
m orning. But when th e  k id s  came t h a t  was seldom  p o s s ib le .
The k id s  woke them e a r l y  each  m orning , jum ping up and  down 
on t h e i r  no t-Sw edish  Modern d o u b le  bed . (p . 4 l )

S a l ly  was th e  answ er and h i s  hope and  h e  in te n d s  t o  m arry  h e r  when he

r e t u r n s .  The b ubb le  b u r s ts  when, back  in  London w ith  th e  p r e s e n t s  he

h a s  f o r  S a l ly ,  he  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  th e  s i t u a t i o n  h a s  changed . E r n s t  i s

l i v i n g  w ith  S a l ly  and Norman i s  th e  o u ts id e r .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  he t r i e s

t o  h e lp  them and  b r in g s  S a l ly  and E r n s t  to  Sonny W inklem an 's p a r ty .

E r n s t  i s  i n t e n t  on making a  good im p re s s io n  and  th e  more h o s t i l e  h i s

r e c e p t io n  th e  more he t r i e s  t o  p le a s e ,  o n ly  su c c e e d in g  in  b e in g  th e  more

o bnox ious. He, l i k e  Norma:i and  m ost R ic h le r  c h a r a c te r s ,  h a s  h i s  dream s

and  he s e e s  th e  p a r ty  a s  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  a  new l i f e :  "F or y e a rs  he had
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dreamt that one day he would he introduced in to  an in te ll ig e n t  society  

of a r t is ts  and professional people. In th is  fantasy he saw him self as 

a man with a fa ith fu l wife and children, giving small dinner parties and 

being invited  to others" (p. 7?)« Instead the group o f expatriates put 

him on the hot seat and use the same lin e  o f questioning that had been 

used against then a t home. Norman ends up h itt in g  Colin Horton, the 

distinguished guest for the evening, and he, S a lly  and Ernst leave.

The n e x t m orning Norman r e a l i z e s  th e  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  w hat he 

h a s  don e : "A lthough he h a d n 't  been  a  p a r ty  member f o r  y e a r s  h e  rem ain ed

a  M a rx is t  y e t .  T h is  gave him th e  b e n e f i t  o f  a  code , a  sy stem  o f  re s p o n s e s , 

t h a t  was o f  s in g u la r  v a lu e  t o  him . H e lp in g  E r n s t  was c o n t r a r y  t o  t h a t  

code" (p . 9 5 ) ' The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  Norman comes u n d er s u s p ic io n  by  h i s  

e x p a t r i a t e  f r ie n d s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  h e  i s  s e e n  com ing o u t  o f  Canada 

House w here he had  gone to  s e e  a b o u t uhe p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  E r n s t  e m ig ra tin g . 

Sonny Ninklem an iran ts  Norman to  work on a  s c r i p t  b u t  a s k s  f o r  an  e x p la n a ­

t i o n  o f  h i s  do in g s a t  Canada House f i r s t .  When Norman r e f u s e s ,  Winkleman 

t e l l s  h im ; "Look, Norm, in  t h i s  w orld  y o u 'v e  g o t  t o  make a  c h o ic e  o f  

enem ies o r  you j u s t  c a n ' t  l i v e .  The boy  s ta n d s  f o r  e v e r y t h in g ‘you and I  

a r e  a g a i n s t .  H a v e n 't  we s u f f e r e d  enough f o r  o u r  b e l i e f s  w ith o u t b en d in g  

o v e r  a s s  backw ards f o r  "Uie o th e r  s id e ? "  (p . IO5 ) .  When B e l la  Winkleman 

d e fe n d s  h e r  husband to  Norman, e x p la in in g  how Sonny gave up b e in g  in  

c h a rg e  o f  p ro d u c tio n  f o r  a  l a r g e  Hollyw ood s tu d io ,  a l l  f o r  th e  p r in c i p l e  

o f  freedom  o f  sp eech , Norman s a y s  t h a t  S o n n y 's  p r i n c i p l e  i s  th e  same a s  

th e  en em y 's , each r e s e r v in g  i t  t o  a p p ly  o n ly  t o  th e m s e lv e s : " I 'm

b e g in n in g  to  see  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e  t h a t  th e  argum en t was n o t  one o f  

p r i n c i p l e  b u t  o f  power. R ig h t now t h e y 'r e  i n s i d e  and  S o n n y 's  o u t"  (p . IO6) .
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H om an h e r e  seems to  speak  f o r  R ic h le r .  The n o v e l  i s  a  w itn e s s  to  Ih e  

f a c t  t h a t  no p o l i t i c a l  id e o lo g y  h a s  a l l  t h e  an sw e rs . M ight d e c id e s  th e  

w in n ers  and  exped iency  and  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  m o tiv a te  m ost o f  th e  members.

I n  th e  s h u f f l e ,  R ic h le r  would p ro b a b ly  s a y , hum anness i s  f o r g o t t e n .

Norman now f in d s  h im s e lf  in  a  d ilem n a . Ke i s  n o t  t r u s t e d  by  h i s  

o ld  f r i e n d s ,  he  h a s  l o s t  S a l ly ,  and  th e  sy stem  o f  b e l i e f  w hich had  g iv en  

s t a b i l i t y  t o  h i s  l i f e  h a s  been  sh ak en . He makes a  s ta te m e n t to  Jo ey  

s im i l a r  t o  th o s e  which Andre an d  Noah b o th  m ade: "We seem t o  b e lo n g  to

a  w o rld  o f  b roken  p ro m ises  and  a n g e rs  v a lu e d  l i k e  v a l e n t in e s .  A w orld  

t h a t ’ s  done" (p . 129). He s e e s  E r n s t  a s  t i e  new g e n e ra t io n  s t r u g g l in g  

t o  be  b o rn  an d  i t  i s  t h e i r  g e n e ra t io n  who i s  r e s p o n s ib le  t o  h im . They 

came from  an o rd e re d  w orld  o u t  o f  w hich th e y  c r e a te d  chaos by mismanage­

m ent. P e o p le  l i k e  E r n s t  a r e  th e  r e s u l t  o f  t h a t  ch ao s and  i t  i s  th e y  who 

m ust s u f f e r .  But N orm an's s e n s e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and  h i s  new u n d e r­

s ta n d in g  d o n 't  make him any l e s s  lonesom e now.

When he d e c id e s  t o  m arry  V iv ia n , Norman i s  o p tin g  n o t  o n ly  f o r  

r e l e a s e  from  h i s  i s o l a t i o n  b u t  f o r  a  r e tu r n  t o  h i s  o ld ,  p e a c e f u l  l i f e .

He u n d e rs ta n d s  now th e  p r i c e  he m ust pay  f o r  t h i s  and  he  i s  w i l l i n g  to  

p ay  i t .  H is  wedding day i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  p ro b lem s h e  w i l l  c o n t in u e  to  

e n c o u n te r . He h a te s  V iv ia n 's  f r i e n d s  who come to  th e  w edding and  th e  

g e n e ra t io n  gap so  o f te n  p o in te d  t o  in  R i c h l e r 's  f i c t i o n  i s  v iv i d  in  t h i s  

s c e n e . A s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t ,  H aig , g e t s  Noriiian t o  s a y  h e  was i n  S p a in , 

a  p i l o t  and  was d e c o ra te d  b u t  i n s t e a d  o f  p r a i s e  t e l l s  Norman p h y s ic a l  

co u rag e  i s  a  form o f  ig n o ra n c e . And " . . .  Norman g ra sp e d  f o r  th e  f i r s t  

tim e  t h a t  h e  was a  c h a r a c te r ,  an  a g e in g  p in k o , i n e f f e c t u a l  and  a  b o re , 

and , a s  f a r  a s  H a ig 's  crowd c o u ld  s e e ,  th e  f o s s i l  o f  a  s i l l i e r  ag e , l i k e
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th e  p la y e r  p iano" (p . 2 1 4 ). V iv ia n , on h e r  s i d e ,  i s  ta k e n  up by  N orm an's

t h e a t r e  c o n n e c tio n s  and  h i s  c a r e e r  a s  a  w r i t e r .  She w ants him t o  h e lp

a  f r i e n d  o f  h e r s  and  w onders i f  he w i l l  ta x e  h e r  to  th e  C annes F e s t i v a l .

She do es  n o t  b e l ie v e  -ttiat h e  r e a l l y  w ants to  te a c h  and  w r i te  o f  Dryden.

Somehow, th e  r e a d e r  f e e l s  Norman w i l l  p e r s e v e re  an d  s u rv iv e  th e

s t r e s s e s  o f  h i s  new l i f e .  H is  th o u g h ts  i n d i c a t e  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  tlie

i s s u e s  in v o lv e d  in  h i s  c h o ic e :

I f  th e re  was a  tim e  to  man th e  b a r r i c a d e s ,  Norman th o u ^ . t ,  th en  
th e r e  i s  a l s o  a  tim e  to  weed o n e 's  p r i v a t e  g a rd e n . The c u rre n c y  
o f  r e v o lu t io n  i s  in v a l id  a s  lo n g  a s  b o th  ty r a n n ie s  bank b ig  
bombs. Each age  c r e a te s  i t s  oim id iom . T h is  was a  tim e to  drop  
a  n ic k e l  in  th e  b l i n d  m an 's  box and t o  recommend w orthw h ile  movies 
t o  s t r a n g e r s ,  i t  was a  tim e to  p la y  t h e i r  game b u t  to  make your 
own e r r o r s ,  a  tim e  to  w a it  and  a  tim e  to  hope . The enemy was no 
lo n g e r  th e  b o o r in  power on th e  r i g h t  o r  th e  b o re  o u t  o f  power 
on th e  l e f t .  A l l  a l l i a n c e s  had  been d i s c r e d i t e d .  The enemy was 
th e  h i t - a n d - r u n  d r iv e r  o f  b o th  s id e s .  The enemy, no lo n g e r  c l e a r ,  
c o u ld  s t i l l  be re c o g n iz e d . H is cau se  was j u s t .  He knew what 
was good f o r  you and he was above s m a ll  v i r t u e s .  C h a r l ie  who 
h a d n 't  ta lk e d  and  Jerem y who had , K arp in s id e  and  E r n s t  o u t ,
Jo ey , th e  W inklemans, a l l  moved unknow ingly  throu>ÿi th e  same 
o g r e - l ik e  zone o f  s i l e n c e ,  which made a  n e c e s s a ry  s a c r i f i c e  o f  
th e  N ic k y 's  and  S a l l y 's ,  le a v in g  th e  l e s s  b e a u t i f u l  b eh in d  to  
p ic k  a t  th e  bones o f  t h e i r  d is c o n te n t .  So i n  t h i s  tim e o f  vrrecks, 
Norman a t  th e  age o f  t h i r t y - n i n e ,  ch o se  a t  l a s t  t o  le a d  a  p r iv a te  
l i f e .  E r n s t  was, a s  he had  once to l d  Jo e y , th e  c r e a t io n  o f  t h e i r  
own id e a lis m . So w herever h e  i s  l e t  him  go i n  p e a c e . L e t him be. 
(p . 215)

T h is  q u o ta t io n ,  thoujÿi lo n g , i s  I  th in k  im p o r ta n t  f o r  i t  sh o u ld  be ta k en  

a s  R i c h l e r 's  f i n a l  s ta te m e n t  on th e  s i t u a t i o n s  p r e s e n te d  in  A C hoice o f  

E nem ies. C r i t i c s  have had  d i f f i c u l t y  in  ü i e i r  a n a l y s i s  o f  th e  c lo s in g  

o f  th e  n o v e l . Some have seen  i t  a s  an e v a s io n . Many have been p u z z le d  

by N orm an 's sudden m a rr ia g e  t o  a  g i r l  who so  o b v io u s ly  d o es  n o t  u n d e rs ta n d  

h i s  d e e p e s t  needs and w ith  v;hom he i s  n o t  d e e p ly  i n  lo v e . Norman h im se lf  

w onders i f  a  y e a r  o r  two o f  th e  l i f e  she w ants w i l l  s a t i s f y  V iv ian  and so 

he  a g re e s  to  w a it  b e fo re  h a v in g  a  c h i ld  and d o es  n o t  p r e s s  h e r  w ith  h i s  

r e a l  d e s i r e s .  H is  c h o ic e , l i k e  A n d re 's ,  i s  th e  r e t u r n  to  th e  s im p le  c a l l
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o f  a  w ife ,  a  c h i ld  and  work. B u t w h ile  Andre h a d  an  ep iphany  o f  e n l i g h t ­

enm ent b e fo re  he  d i e s ,  N orm an's c h o ic e  i s  d is p la y e d  in  p r im a r i ly  n e g a t iv e  

te rm s . He chooses from  w hat i s  a v a i la b le  and  e x p e c ts  to  make th e  b e s t  o f  

i t ,  though  i t  seems to  me t h a t  h e  i s  q u i t e  aw are t h a t  h i s  c h o ic e  i s  f a r  

from  p e r f e c t .  He and , i t  w ould seem, R ic h le r  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h i s  im p e rfe c ­

t i o n  i s  th e  r e a l i t y  and  t h a t  th e  c o r r e c t  c h o ic e  in v o lv e s  much p e rs e v e ra n c e . 

The tim e  f o r  c o l l e c t i v e  id e o lo g ie s  h a s  p a s s e d , f o r  th e  enemy i s  n o t  any 

p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  b u t  a l l  s id e s  who u se  pow er a s  t h e i r  t o o l  and 

d e s t r o y  th e  m ost f r a g i l e ,  b e a u t i f u l  p e o p le . The tim e  c a l l s  f o r  in d iv id u a l  

e t h i c s ,  f o r  a  r e tu r n  t o  th e  p r iv a t e  l i f e  in  th e  f a c e  o f  a  w recked and  

u n c e r t a in  w orld . Norman o p ts  f o r  t h i s  w ith d ra w a l from  th e  mess b u t  I  

do n o t  th in k  R ic h le r  s e e s  t h i s  a s  e s c a p i s t  on h i s  o r  on N orm an 's p a r t .

I t  i s  m ere ly  th e  b e s t  c h o ic e  a v a i la b le  i n  tlie  s i t u a t i o n .  B ut h e  le a d s  

one t o  b e l ie v e  t h a t  th e  f u tu r e  m igh t h o ld  b e t t e r  th in g s .  T h is  w orld  

p i c t u r e  i s  a  gloomy one b u t  I  th in k  a  more s a t i s f y i n g  one tîian  t h a t  o f fe re d  

by  Hemingway a t  th e  end o f  A F a re w e ll t o  Arms. I t  makes A C hoice o f  

Enem ies a  more r e a l i s t i c  even  i f  a  more p e s s im i s t i c  n o v e l th a n  e i t h e r  

The A cro b a ts  o r  Son o f  a  S m a lle r  H ero .

R ic h le r  a l s o  t r e a t s  th e  iheme o f  geography  i n  a  more o b je c t iv e  

an d  r e a l i s t i c  manner th an  h e  d id  in  h i s  two e a r l i e r  n o v e ls . R a th e r  ih an  

c a t e g o r i c a l l y  m aking a  c a se  e i t h e r  f o r  o r  a g a i n s t  e x p a t r i a t i o n ,  R ic h le r  

exam ines i t  in  r e f e r e n c e  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c te r .  For Norman P r ic e  

e x p a t r i a t i o n  was th e  c o r r e c t  c h o ic e . He l e f t  C anada b ecau se  he  f e l t  

i t  was a  c u l t u r a l  w a s te la n d . Canada had  " . . . n o  e q u iv a le n t  o f  th e  

A m erican dream to  b o o s t o r  knock. The Cana.dian dreaun, i f  th e r e  was such 

a  p u f f ,  was how do I  g e t  o u t? "  (p . h ) .  When Norman was fo r c e d  to  le a v e
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th e  U n ite d  S ta t e s  he chose to  j o i n  many o f  h i s  c o l le a g u e s  i n  London.

London, he  d is c o v e r s ,  s u i t s  h i s  tem peram ent. The n a r r a t o r  e x p la in s»

Norman, u n lik e  th e  o th e r  em ig res , h ad  ta k e n  London t o  h i s  h e a r t .
I t  d i d n ' t  y i e ld  i t s e l f  t o  s t r a n g e r s  w ith  n e a r l y  so  much e a s e  a s  
P a r i s ,  h u t  i n  th e  end  th e  c i t y ' s  b e n e f ic e n c e ,  i t s  q u a l i t y  o f  
b e in g  u sed , f e a s ib l e ,  s a n e , to o k  you p r i s o n e r .  New York was 
more s p e c ta c u la r ,  b u t  London, p e rh a p s  b eca u se  you w ere n o t  th e  
s a i n t  o r  i r r e s t i b l e  lo v e r  you lo n g e d  t o  b e , was th e  more r e a s ­
s u r in g ly  human. G re a tn e ss  and now er and  y o u th  h a d  passed»  th e  
c i t y ,  l i k e  you, was r e l i e v e d ,  (p . 5 )

T h is  p i c tu r e  o f  th e  c i t y  c l o s e ly  c o r r e l a t e s  w ith  th e  m ain a t t r i b u t e s  

o f  N orm an 's p e r s o n a l i ty .  A l l  h e  a s k s  f o r  i s  a  s a n e , human l i f e  an d  in  

c h o o s in g  London and  V iv ian  he. h o p es to  a t t a i n  t h i s .  He r e a l i z e s  t h a t  

h i s  f l i g h t  t o  P a r i s  and  to  S p a in  was m e re ly  an  e sc a p e  from  r e a l i t y .

H is  p rob lem s a r e  p e r s o n a l  ones which r e q u i r e  th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  r e s p o n s i­

b i l i t y .

In  c o n t r a s t  to  Norman, who chooses  to  become s. p a r t  o f  London

and  i t s  in h a b i t a n t s ,  i s  th e  g roup  o f  ex^iat r i â t e s  w ith  whom h e  had  a t

f i r s t  a s s o c ia te d .  They rem ain  a l i e n s ,  t o u r i s t s  in  a  s t r a n g e  c i t y .

They h ad  come to  E ngland  w ith  h i ^  e x p e c ta t io n s .  The n a r r a t o r  e x p la in s :

The C anad ians had  come to  conquer! They w ere th e  p r o d ig a l  
o f f s p r in g  o f  a  s t e r n  f a th e r .  Coming home a g a in ,  how ever, tl iey  
had  n o t  co u n ted  on th e  o ld  man h a v in g  grown f e e b le  w h ile  th e y  
h ad  p ro sp e re d  o v e rse a s . They were s u r p r i s e d  t h a t  th e  i s l a n d  
was g r e a t  o n ly  in  te rm s o f  memory o r  s e n tim e n t .  The c h o ic e  
o f  coming to  E ngland , where th e  s t r e e t s  w ere paved  w ith  p o e ts ,
. . . bespoke o f  a  c e r t a i n  s p i r i t u a l  s u p e r i o r i t y ,  so  th e y  were 
a p p a l le d  to  d is c o v e r  t h a t  t h i s  c o u n try  was i n f i n i t e l y  more 
m a t e r i a l i s t i c  th a n  t h e i r  own . . .  (p . 133)

Those who rem ain  come to  know l i t t l e  o f  th e  t r u e  l i f e  o f  London b ecau se

th e y  n e v e r  seek  i t  o u t. In  r e a c t io n  to  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  d is a p p o in tm e n t

w ith  London, th e y  fo rm  a s e l f - c o n ta in e d  u n iv e rs e  o f  t h e i r  own. They co u ld

b e  l i v i n g  anywhere w iüi l i t t l e  p e r c e p t ib l e  d i f f e r e n c e  t o  t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e .



100

S a l ly  comments on t h i s  in h re d  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  e x i s te n c e  an d  i t s  

u n d e r ly in g  v ic io u s n e s s :

T here was p le n ty  to  be s a id  f o r  a  g ro u p  o f  men who, though  th e y  
w ere n a t u r a l l y  c o m p e ti to r s  and  p r o f e s s io n a l l y  je a lo u s  o f  each  
o t h e r 's  s u c c e s s ,  s t i l l  d id  th e  u tm o s t to  s h a re  o u t  th e  a v a i l a b l e  
work. B ut w hat a s to n is h e d  h e r  was th e  ways i n  w hich th e  'e n l i g h t ­
ened* l e f t  was s im i l a r  t o  th e  l e s s  i n t e l l i g e n t  g ro u p s i t  d e s p is e d . 
The l o y a l t i e s ,  th e  g e n e r o s i ty ,  l i k e  th o s e  o f  th e  R o ta ry , l o s t  in  
p u r i t y  by b e in g  c o n f in e d  to  th e  g ro u p  s t r i c t l y .  You d i d n ' t  wear 
a  badge w ith  yo u r f i r s t  name on i t ,  you w e r e n 't  a sk ed  th e  name 
o f  your 'home to > m ,' b u t  y o u r c o n t r ib u t io n s  w ere 'c o n c r e t e , '  
y o u r f a i t h  'p r o g r e s s i v e , '  and  y o u r  enem ies 'r e a c t io n a r y .  ' (p . 42)

E x p a t r i a t i o n  h a s  m eant l i t t l e  t o  th e s e  men. T h e i r  l i f e  re m a in s  unchanged

e x c e p t  f o r  th e  f a c t  t h a t  now th e y  a r e  i n  c l o s e r  p ro x im ity  t o  each  o th e r  and

even  m ore z e a lo u s  in  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  t o  p r o t e c t  th e m se lv e s  from  o u ts id e

e x a m in a tio n .

M ost o f  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  in  the . n o v e l  a r e  a l s o  e x p a t r i a t e s ,  

a n d  each  r e a c t s  d i f f e r e n t l y  to  h i s  new l i f e .  E r n s t  i s  a  man on th e  ru n .

F o r  h im , e x p a t r i a t io n  i s  a  m a tte r  o f  s u r v iv a l .  He le a v e s  th e  E a s te rn  

zone o f  Germany and  t r a v e l s  to  B e r l in  and  th e n  to  M unich. I n  Munich he  

i s  im p re sse d  by th e  c i t y ' s  e f f o r t s  t o  r e b u i l d  a f t e r  h a v in g  been  a lm o s t 

t o t a l l y  d e s tro y e d  by A l l i e d  bom bings. N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  war 

i s  a p p a re n t  and  th e  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  le a v e s  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  w ith  a  f e e l i n g  

o f  u n e a s in e s s ;

Everyw here th e r e  were b u sy  b o s se s  and  bu sy  w o rk ers , b u t  th e  new 
shops o f  th e  T n e a t in e r s t r a s s e  h ad  th e  ephem era l q u a l i t y  o f  a  
c a r n iv a l  b ig  to p  and one c o u ld  n e v e r  b e  s u re  i h a t  th e  c i r c u s  
would n o t  be d ism a n tle d  and p u l l e d  o u t  o f  town d u r in g  th e  n ig h t .
Men o f  a  c e r t a in  age w ere s c a r c e .  The c a f e s  w ere to o  th i c k  w ith  
unaccom panied women, (p . l6 )

E r n s t  i s  b u t  one o f  th e  many l o s t  p e o p le  f r e q u e n t in g  th e  b a r s  where

" B o d ile s s  h ead s  and hands g r ip p in g  b e e r  b o t t l e s  a p p e a re d  th r o u ^ i  p u n c tu re s

in  th e  e y e - s t in g in g  haze"  (pp. 1 7 -1 8 ) . When E r n s t  r e a c h e s  o u t f o r  human
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c o n ta c t ,  h e  m eets N icky. T h is  a s s o c i a t i o n  e n d s  w itii N ic k y 's  d e a th  and 

E r n s t  i s  once a g a in  fo r c e d  t o  ru n . F o r a  tim e  London and  S a l l y  seem to  

p ro m ise  him  h a p p in e ss . Ke i s  a b le  t o  dream a b o u t  a  f u tu r e  m a rr ie d  t o  a  

woman he lo v e s  and su rro u n d ed  by p e o p le  -who r e s p e c t  him  f o r  h i s  a c h ie v e ­

m en ts . B u t when S a l l y  f in d s  o u t  a b o u t N ick y , sh e  le a v e s  him  and  in  u t t e r  

despondency , he  goes b ack  to  h i s  o ld  l i f e .  A l l  c i t i e s ,  h e  d e c id e s ,  a re  

e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  same t o  a  man such  a s  h im :

The N e s t End, i t  seemed to  him , w ould y i e l d  b e t t e r  p ic k in g s ,  
b u t  once lo o s e  on ti ie  s t r e e t s  a g a in  E r n s t  was im m ed ia te ly  
s t r u c k  by th e  b r u t a l i s e d  f a c e s  o f  th e  s p iv s  and  w hores who 
w orked th e  d i f f e r e n t  c o rn e r s .  B e r l in ,  London, P a r i s ,  i t  was 
a l l  th e  sam e; s q u a lo r  u n d er th e  w in k in g  neon . T hese w ere h i s  
p e o p le .  N ig h t sq u eezed  them l i k e  b la c k h e a d s  o u t o f  th e  fa c e  
o f  th e  c i t y .  (p . 114)

D e s p ite  a  b r i e f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w ith  S a l ly ,  and  b e c a u se  o f  N orm an 's

in ten tio n  to  c a l l  the po lice  E rnst i s  obliged to  f le e  once again in  order

t o  s u rv iv e .  The l a s t  th e  r e a d e r  s e e s  o f  him , h e  i s  i n  M o n tre a l a b o u t to

be married to  Inge Kramer, the widow of the man whose id e n ti ty  papers he

b o u ^ i t .  He i s  a  h e ro  f o r  h a v in g  sav ed  a  m a n 's  l i f e  and  In g e  Kramer

th r e a te n s  t o  r e v e a l  h i s  t r u e  i d e n t i t y  i f  he w i l l  n o t  m arry  h e r .  The

reader has the fe lin g  th a t  E rnst might soon take up the l i f e  of wandering

a g a in .

I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  E r n s t ,  S a l ly  and K arp ch o o se  e x p a t r i a t i o n .  S a l ly  

comes to  London a  l i b e r a t e d  young woman on h e r  f i r s t  E uropean  a d v e n tu re . 

When she  m eets  Norman and  th e n  E r n s t  she  d e c id e s  t o  s t a y .  H er e x p e r ie n c e s  

w ith  th e s e  two men change h e r  from  an  o p t i m i s t i c  b u t  n a iv e  i d e a l i s t  to  

a  d i s i l l u s i o n e d ,  d e s p a i r in g  a d u l t  who ta k e s  h e r  own l i f e .  London i s  n o t  

th e  c i t y  o f  p rom ise  she  th o u ^ i t  i t  t o  b e . She m isse s  h e r  fa m ily ,  h e r  

c o m fo r ta b le  home and m ost o f  a l l  h e r  b a th . H is s in g  th e s e  co n v en ien ces
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makes her fe e l  even more >nretched as slie had often accused other American 

tou r ists  of being so middle-class. V/hen she runs out on Ernst he rea lizes  

that; "Something was dying inside her. A hope, perhaps, or a ch ild 's  

fa ith  in the impossible? (p. 111). She returns to  Ernst but they botii 

know -their time of dream ca stle s  i s  temporary. S a lly  can no longer uphold 

"the trad itional b e lie fs  in God, r igh t and wrong and a sense to l i f e .  She 

i s  crushed when Ernst leaves her after  h is  confrontation wi-ih Norman. Her 

iso la tio n  and loneliness make her accept Bob Landis as a substitute lover. 

He i s  kind but he cannot offer  her either enou^ or -the right type of 

companionship. Sally  figh ts her depression wi-fch phénobarbital, gin and 

double features. Her la s t  plea for help i s  her su icide but i t  goes awry 

because Bob i s  not there to save her.

Karp's expatriation does not lead to h is  dea-tli but i t s  conse­

quences for him are ju st as disastrous. Karp, lik e  Ernst, tends to see 

-things in terms of h is  personal survival. He plans to escape the next 

time the Jews are roiuided up. The narrator explains:

Most Jews are remarkable defic ien t in a knowledge of nature.
Karp was determined to remedy th is  and any other tr a its , lik e  
an emotional dis-taste for sea food and a tendency to t e l l  s e l f -  
deprecating jokes, that might brand him. This was neither 
self-hatred nor -the id le  fancy of a so c ia l climber. Karp had 
already paid an exorbitant price for being a jew. (p. 69)

He has gone so far as to learn about Catholicism and intends to convert 

i f  th is  ever becomes necessary.

Karp is  an extremely lonely person who cannot accept h is  id en tity  

for fear i t  w ill cause him more suffering. His l i f e  i s  a wreck on the 

floor  of the zone of silen ce. He is  despicable but p itia b le  in h is  con­

niving. This i s  evident in the scene where he t e l l s  Ernst and S ally  to 

f lea  and offers them two hundred pounds, l-fhen asked why he would help
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them he replies» "'You and I , * he said to Ernst, 'we two, we’re survivors " 

(p. 181). "'I'm a German, ' he yelled , ' lik e  you"’ (p. 182). Ernst rests

h is  hand gently on Karp's shoulder and says he w ill  take the money. This 

he never does. The la s t  the reader hears of Karp, he i s  in Israe l. But 

even here he has not found the acceptance he so deairly wants. He remains 

iso la ted , not trusted even by h is  own people. He survived and I think 

Richler would say a t too high a price. Expatriation w ill not erase a past 

which has warped him into a twisted, paranoid figure of ev il.

Richler, then, handles expatriation in a somewhat d ifferent manner 

than he did in The Acrobats and Son of a Smaller Hero. A Choice of Enemies 

i s  peopled with expatriates a l l  of whom are individuals who react quite 

uniquely to their  change or changes in loca le. Some of them move by choice, 

some for reasons beyond their control. None manages to escape h is  personal 

problems in another c ity . Because of their  backgrounds Ernst and Karp 

w ill continue to  be tormented souls. S a lly 's  torment ends with her death. 

Norman, on the other hand, comes to terms with him self and so with accep­

tance i f  not elation  marries and makes London h is  home. Through h is  

experiences he has beccsne a wiser i f  not a happier man. He alone has the 

correct motivation to make a success of expatriation.

A Choice of Enemies i s  an important novel in  R ichler's career 

because i t  i s  a stepping stone without which he could not have proceeded 

to  the success of The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravitz, I ts  twin concerns 

o f time and geography link i t  to h is  ear lier  works. As a craftsman, 

though, Richler has been able to remedy the one outstanding weakness of 

h is  two previous novels. His increased objectiv ity  in the use of point 

o f view w ill allow him to go on and write the novels upon which h is  

reputation has been bu ilt.



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE APPRENTICESHIP OF PUPPY KRAVITZ

The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravlta. published in  1959 and now 

a major Canadian movie, remains probably R ichler's best known and loved 

novel. Many see i t  as a p ivotal point in h is  career. The three novels 

preceding i t  are r e a lis t ic  and sometimes melodramatic. The two novels 

succeeding i t  are sa t ir ic a l and comic. In The Apprenticeship o f Duddy 

Kravitz, a unique blend of these two sty le s , Richler seems to have come 

into h is  own as a novelist. His use of r e a l is t ic  se tt in g  and dialogue 

creates an immediacy of impact and a strong reader id en tifica tion  with 

h is  characters. As in earlier  novels Richler draws heavily on h is  own 

personal experience. But these r e a l is t ic  aspects of the novel are modi­

fied  and complemented by the com ic-satirical devices Richler employs. 

S ty lis t ic a lly  important in  themselves, these devices herald much of 

what Richler w ill  do in h is  subsequent works.

Thamatically, R ichler's in terests remain constant in  th is  novel 

but he approaches them from quite a d ifferen t angle o f v ision . As 

McPherson says: "The theme of Duddy Kravitz extends the quest for values

o f the earlier  books, but th is  tine Richler dares a hero whose background 

i s  hard knocks and whose only capital i s  h is a b ility  to  charm, tw ist,

104
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dream, calculate and work. In The Apprenticeship o f  Duddy Kravitz 

too Richler narrows h is scope. Warren Tallman says o f Richler*s charac­

ters: " . . .  a l l  l iv e  tangled liv e s  in  a world tdiere they do not know

themselves. But they are c a u ^ t up by personal disorders rather than

world disorder, family s tr ife  rather than international s t r i f e ,  in d iv i-
2

dual c o n flic t  rather than id eo log ica l co n flic t."  At the same time 

Richler*s e th ica l considerations are deeper here, because he delves into  

the very fibre o f our existence and exajaines the assumpticais by which we 

l iv e .

Duddy i s  a character in  the picaresque trad ition . He ranges 

throu^ a broad spectrum of h is  soc iety  exposing i t s  v ices and f o l l i e s .  

Ihe novel flashes back to the tin e  o f Buddy's childhood when as a seven 

year old boy h is  grandfaiJier, Simcha, t e l l s  him: "A man without land i s

nobody."-'  ̂ Duddy never forgets th is  advice and re iter a te s  i t  to many of 

the oiher characters during h is  journey to  success. As a young man 

Buddy's aspirations are rather vague, but ihen Yvette, a French Canadian 

g ir l  he meets while working in  the Laurentians, takes him on a p icnic  

to  Lac Saint Pierre everytliing c ry sta llizes . This i s  the place: "Before

him spread a s t i l l  blue lake and on the other side a forest of pine 

trees. Ihere was not one house on the lake. Some cows grazed on the 

meadow near the shore and over the next h i l l  was a cornfield  and a s i lo .  

There were no other.signs of l i f e  or ownership or construction" (p. 93). 

A ll Buddy's energies now become focused on acquiring the land. He works 

incessantly , men h is father, Max, sleeps Duddy drives the ta x i. During 

the day he s e l ls  soap supplies to factor ies and in the early evening
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goes to  a course 1& business administration. He grows a moustache, be­

gins to take Reader's Digest and works hard on "How to  Increase Your 

Word Power". At Wellington College he meets Peter John Friar and 

approaches him with the idea of making film s of weddings and b am itz- 

vahs. The two of them along with Yvette go into  business. They are 

soon joined by V irg il, an ep ilep tic  Duddy net during a tr ip  to  Hew York.

With the proceeds from making and renting film s, Duddy i s  able 

to  buy the parcels of land on Lac Saint Pierre as they go up for sa le .

His fortunes change, however, a fter  V irg il has an accident driving the 

truck to  deliver rental film s to  Duddy's h o te l customers. Yvette t e l l s  

Duddy he i s  responsible because he knew i t  was dangerous to l e t  V irg il 

drive. V irg il's  spine has been smashed and he w ill  never walk again. 

Yvette leaves Duddy and the o ffice  and moves to  Ste. Agathe to care for 

V irgil. Duddy i s  racked by g u ilt  and unable to  perform. His depression 

deepens and he sees v ir tu a lly  no one. He i s  forced to  go into  bankruptcy.

When a le t te r  from V irg il arrives asking him to cone and v is i t ,  

Duddy jumps a t the opportunity and i t  i s  not long before he has moved in 

with Yvette and V irgil. But when a new piece of land goes up for sa le , 

Duddy's obsession with Lac Saint Pierre overrides any fee lin gs o f loyalty  

he has towards Yvette or V irg il. He forges V ir g il's  signature on a 

cheque and buys the la s t  parcel of land with the money. When the trans­

action i s  completed, Duddy and Yvette return to find  V irg il tw isted on 

the floor  beside h is  overturned vheelchair. Duddy runs away. He sees 

Yvette one more time but she w ill  have nothing to do with him and says 

h is  presence alone could cause V irg il to  take another f i t .  Duddy brings 

h is  family to see the land which i s  now completely h is , the fu lfillm en t 

of h is  dream.
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Buddy's f in a l moment i s  one of triumi^. When h is  restaurant b i l l  

arrives and he has no money to pay i t  the waiter, ca llin g  him s ir ,  says

he w ill  charge i t .  Buddy's reaction indicates he understands the s ig n i­

ficance o f th is  gesture j "And suddenly Buddy did smile. He laud ed .

He grabbed Max, hugged him and spun him around. 'You s e e ,'  he said , h is  

voice f i l l e d  with marvel. 'You see'" (p. 3 l6 ). Buddy i s  now a somebody 

and the novel ends on th is  note of comic triumph. But >diat price has 

Buddy paid and tras the price too h i^ ?

At f i r s t  glance Ihe Apprenticeship o f Duddy Kravitz m i^ t seem 

l ik e  Son of a Smaller Hero to belong to the tradition  o f the bildungsroman. 

I t  does trea t the growing up of a young man to  the point where he i s  alone 

and must make h is  way in the world. His new l i f e s t y le  w ill  be quite d if ­

ferent from that of h is youth and i t  w ill demand the rejection  of many 

of the values and t ie s  he has from the past. But Duddy i s  a character 

quite unlike Noah and quite unlike the trad itional hero o f the bildungs-  

roman. I f  one compares him to Stephen Dedalus or Paul Morel, for example,

the d ifferences are strik ing. Stephen leaves Ireland and a l l  i t  repre­

sents to him to  become a writer. At tlie end of Sons and Lovers. Paul 

Morel m lk s away from h is  dead mother towards the l i ^ t s  o f the c ity .

Both men have matured and are now ready to accept resp o n sib ility  for th e ir  

OTUi actions. The reader fe e ls  that they have made a wise decision based 

on much thought. Ihey have opted for l i f e  and v ita l i ty ,  and they are 

aware of th e ir  motivation for doing so. In contrast, R ich ler's novel ends 

with no such affirmation. Duddy has weighed the consequences o f h is  actions 

only in  material terms—he i s  le s s  alone in a physical sense but le s s  of  

a man then Stephen and Paul.^ While Duddy does change in the course of
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the novel one can not say that he matures.

The ApprenticeshlT) of Duddy Kravitz a lso  seems, a t f i r s t  glance, 

to  follow the pattern of the trad ition al r e a l is t ic  novel. Structurally, 

i t  i s  not unlike Ridiler*s previous novels. In form, Richler i s  a con­

ventional n ovelist. The chronology of the novel i s  fa ir ly  straightfor­

ward. The one exception i s  a t the "beginning o f the novel idien after  

meeting Duddy as a nasty f if te e n  year old we go back to h is childhood.

At a l l  times, thou^, we see everything through Buddy’s  eyes. Duddy 

makes h is  way lik e  Stephen and Paul from point A to  point B despite the 

h o stile  forces surrounding him. Richler infuses th is  pattern with much 

r e a l is t ic  d eta il. îhe settin g , as in  Son of a Smaller Hero, i s  the St. 

Ur"bain Street Jewish ^ e t to  community but th is  novel lacks most of the 

authorial soc ia l comment and long, descriptive passages of i t s  predecessor. 

Richler seems able here to distance him self from h is  old environment and 

to  view the l i f e  of h is characters in  a more objective fashion. Instead 

of the description of s tree ts , buildings and scenery which he used in  

Son of a Smaller Hero Richler here evokes a sense of what a particular  

community i s  lik e . Many of the events o f the l i f e  of the ghetto are i l lu s ­

trated through example. An early passage recounts the march o f the 

Fletcher’s F ield  Cadets. Their haphazard and disorderly marching indicates 

tiiat tiie parade i s  an imposed obligation. Some take i t  in fun and make 

a travesty of its  "Skinny, lumpy-faced Boxenbaum took i t  out on the big 

white drum and Sergeant Grepsy Segal, who could burp or break wind a t w ill, 

sang,

BULLSHIT, that’s a l l  the "band could play,
BULLSHIT, i t  makes the grass grow green" (p. 4 l) .

Others have their thou^ts focused elsewhere. Mel Brucker i s  one example.
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He lowers h is  eyes as he passes h is  fa ther's fire-gu tted  store. He i s  

not surprised to see i t  in ashes "because every time he and h is  "brothers • 

are sent to  sleep a t grandma's there i s  another f ir e  and another store. 

S t i l l  others escape the cold, wintry day "by abandoning the parade for the 

sh elter  o f a pool h a ll or corner restaurant. An incident such as th is  

march says more about the St. Urbain Street l i f e s t y le  and more e ffe c tiv e ly  

than many pages of authorial commentary would.

Richler captures other sections of the population in  a variety of 

ways. Sometimes he uses generalization to  achieve h is  end but i t  i s  a 

generalization marked by an astute choice of the particular word. Richler 

paints a v iv id  picture of the Jewish middle c la ss  who frequent Ste.

Agathe; "The short husbands with their outrageously patterned sports 

sh ir ts  arm in  am with purring wives too obviously f u l l  o f slacks, the 

bawling kids with triple-decker ice  cream cones, the squealing teenagers, 

and the tra ilin g  grandfather with h is  beard and black hat" (p. 71 ) .  Some­

times Richler uses an individual to represent a group. He depicts Hu î 

Thomas Calder, the father of the g ir l on whom Buddy's brother performs 

an abortion, to indicate what h is  fee lin gs are towards the w ell-to-do  

WASP Westmounters. In th is  passage Richler both t e l l s  us what Calder i s  

lik e  and exemplifies Calder*s characteristics through h is  actions. Calder, 

we are to ld , i s  a rich man but an unhappy one. He i s  usually bored and 

seldom speaks as he fe e ls  most of the things he says are asinine. He 

thinks h is  daughter w ill grow up to d iscred it him and he does not rea lly  

care. Even thou^ he senses Sandra i s  in  trouble of some sort; "Sandra 

was, to  h is  mind, a shallow l i t t l e  bitch and unless i t  was absolutely  

necesssary for him to know he'd much rather not get involved in  what was
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■bound to  be sordid" (p. 19^). Calder i s  not interested  in power and 

anuses himself by performing shameful l i t t l e  experiments with money. Once 

he had accidentally dropped a hundred do llar  b i l l  in  a urinal and then 

tr ied  to  guess Trfio had stooped for  i t .  He then began doing th is  “on pur­

pose for  h is  own entertainment. Needless to  say Richler has l i t t l e  res­

pect or admiration for the rich goys.

The range and authenticity of the conversations in  The Apprentice­

ship o f Duddy Kravitz a lso  give a tone o f realism to  the novel. The pace

o f the dialogue i s  quick and the language often r e f le c ts  Duddy’s ^ e t to

background. One example occurs a t  a musical evening given by Mr. Cox, 

one of the teachers a t the h i ^  school. Mrs. Cox tr ie s  to do something 

about the boys’ languaget

’I know very well, ’ she said , ’that you only use those words for 
their shock value and th at’s s i l l y ,  because you can’t  shock me.
You know the correct words, anyway. We can begin by naming the 
parts of the body. Do you a l l  know what a penis i s ? ’
’Sure, ’ Duddy said. 'A penis i s  a guy that plays the piano. ’ (p. 21 )

This ends the language lesson but not the boys’ in terest in  anything sexual.

When the boys detect a black lace brassiere under Jane Cox’s white cotton

blouse, Duddy observes:

’A broad who wears a black brassiere means business. ’
’Maybe i t  wasn’t  black, smart guy. Maybe i t  was ju st a d irty  
pink one. '
At th is  Duddy howled d er isive ly .
’O.K.,’ Tannenbaum said, ’i t ’s black, l e t ’s  say, but she could 
wear i t  only for her hus'band’s sake. ’
’She wouldn’t  need i t  for Cox, you jerk, because he can see her 
completely naked any time he f e e ls  lik e  i t .  ’ (p. 21)

Max and h is  mates use colloquialism s sim ilar to those of their

sons. One example occurs at Eddy's Cigar and Soda when Max i s  te l l in g

the story of how the Boy Wonder, Jerry Dingleman, f i r s t  reached success.

His friends have heard tlie story many times before but they continue to
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l is te n  and to provoke Max. Max begins :

*He was broke, . . . and he hadn't even made h is  name yet. He 
was ju st another bum at the tim e.’
'And what i s  he now? The gangster.*
•I'm warning you, MacDonald, i f  the Boy Wonder knocked o ff  h is  
mother Max here i s  the guy who would find an excuse for him.'
'I  mean you could say that,* Kaoc continued. 'We're l ik e  th is , 
you know, and I'd  say i t  to  h is  face even. Ihe Boy Wonder was 
ju st another bum at the time. Funny, i s n ' t  it?  I mean h is phone 
b i l l  alone la s t  year must have come to  twenty G's (he's got lin es  
open to  a l l  the tracks and ballparks a l l  day long, you know), but 
only ten years ago he would have had to  sweat blood before he 
coulda raised a lousy fin . '
'No wonder.'
'How that gon iff manages to keep out of j a i l  beats me. '
' I t ' s  sim ple,' Debrofsky said , 'the whole police force i s  on h is  
p a y ro ll.* (p. 23)

Max ignores the comments, sucks a sugar cube and continues. Richler has 

managed to capture a l i f e  situation  in  a l l  i t s  authenticity . The reader 

can imagine th is  group o f men s it t in g  on chairs with their  coffee cups 

by their side and day a fter  day carrying on an endless procession of small 

talk . .

While the largest proportion of the dialogue in The Apprentice­

ship of Duddy Kravitz i s  lik e  that of Duddy or Max with their  friends, 

Richler by no means lim its  himself to  th is . His range encompasses a l l  

so c ia l lev e ls . Uncle Benjy's wife, Ida, uses a psychological jargon 

picked up throu^ her many years of v is it in g  analysts and her association  

with rich people who are Impressed by such talk. Richler aptly counter­

points her comments to those of Daddy's and succeeds in  sa tir iz in g  both 

her pretentiousness and Buddy's lack of educational fin esset

'I  used to think there was something noble about Benjy. That he 
told  h is father he was impotent because he loved and wanted to 
protect ne. '
'You mean Uncle Benjy can have babies?'
'But h is relationship with h is  father was never what i t  appeared 
to be. The father-figure has dominated Benjy since he was a 
child . He was always afraid that i f  he did something wrong üie
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old nan’s love would be withdrawn and he grew to hate him for i t .
So he hurt him the worst way he could. He to ld  him he was 
impotent.*
’Maybe I ’m stupid, but—’
’At the same t in e ,’ Aunt Ida continued, ’he was protecting himself. 
As long as he stayed with me there would be no children. Benjy 
never wanted a ch ild . He wanted to be the ch ild . (He always 
slep t in the fo e ta l position , you know.) He was scared s t i f f  
that i f  he had a ch ild  your grandfather’s love would be projected 
onto i t  and he would be forced to cope for him self. Benjy has 
a castration complex.’
’Listen, he’s got cancer. I  don’t  know what complications there 
are, but—Please l e t ’s  g o .’ (p. 237)

The reader i s  amused but a t the same tin e  recognizes Buddy’s desire to 

help h is  uncle and Ida's entrapment in a world of i llu s io n . R ichler’s 

dialogue reinforces h is  dual com ic-realistic  purpose. In contrast to h is  

ea r lier  nov'els, dialogue i s  more important than description and commen­

tary. I f  Richler had made greater use of h is  obvious ta len t to recreate 

conversations in h is  f i r s t  books, he would have achieved ob jectiv ity  

sooner. While the quality of the dialogue in  The Apprenticeship of Buddy 

Kravitz i s  better than in h is  early work, the large proportion of i t  is  

even more sign ifican t.

Richler i s  adept in  creating the fee lin g  of a r e a l is t ic  community 

l i f e  in  th is  novel because he i s  writing from personal experience. Not 

only i s  the geographical se ttin g  intim ately fam iliar to him but he draws 

many of the incidents of the novel from h is  own youth. While Richler and 

Duddy should certa in ly  not be id en tified , R ichler’s non-fiction a ttests  

to  the fa c t that there are s im ila r itie s  between him and h is  hero. In one 

of h is  essays^ Richler r e c a lls  h is om sexual adventures from the tine  

he was eight. Like Buddy, he was short, pimply and generally unsuccessful 

with g ir ls . He describes the various stages he went through from hanging 

around witii a gang dovmtovm to accepting blind dates. Buddy follow s the
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same pattern. In another essay Richler reveals the importance of comic 

books to h is  generation» "Superman, Ihe Flash, The Human Torch, even 

Captain Marvel, vrere our golems. They were invulnerable, a l l  conquering, 

idiereas we were puny, miserable, and defeated. Ihey were a lso  In fin ite ly  

more re lia b le  than r e a l - l i f e  champions.**  ̂ I t  i s  natural then that when 

Duddy wants to make money he turns to  renting and se llin g  comics. He 

expands h is  stock with such items as Dick Tracy* s Night Out and Gasoline 

A lley Gang Bang to take advantage of h is  companions’ in terest in their  

sexuality. Richler’s description of h is  h i ^  school days in  The Street 

are also reminiscent o f scenes from The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. 

Richler, lik e  Duddy, was in room 4l of F letcher’s F ield H i^  School (in  

actu ality  Baron Byng H i^  School). Thou^ the school again and again led  

the province in the junior matriculation r e su lts , the students at the 

commencement of the program, gave no indication of what they would turn 

out to be. Like Duddy and h is  friends, they were " . . .  scruffy and
7

sp ite fu l, with an eye on the main chance." Richler t e l l s  a story about 

how he and h is  friends used to se t  pennies down on the tracks to be f la t ­

tened by passing f r e i ^ t  trains. Later they would convince the rich  

children in  Outremont that the Royal Train had gone over tlie pennies and 

so get a n ickel for each. One can imagine Duddy doing the same thing.

While R ichler's use of fam iliar geography and incidents adds a 

sense of verisim ilitude to The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz i t  would 

be vrrong to assume that he sa cr ifice s  the ob jectiv ity  of A Choice of 

Enemies in  order to achieve i t .  Perhaps because he had been liv in g  in  

London for several years, Richler was able to use sim ilar personal mate­

r ia l  to that in Son of a Smaller Hero but present i t  in a more detached
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fashion. His experience i s  now shaped by memory. Another reason that 

one does not fe e l the presence o f an intruding author i s  that the novel's 

realism i s  tempered by a strong com ic-satiric element. The Apprentice­

ship of Duddy Kravitz i s  not the s tr ic t ly  r e a l is t ic  novel Son of a Smaller 

Hero was.

The com ic-satiric thrust of th is novel demands objectiv ity  on 

Richler* s part and represents an important change of direction in  h is  

career. Novels subsequent to The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz w ill  

employ and develop many of i t s  com ic-satiric techniques. Sheps draws 

attention to one of these techniques: "Richler frequently employs se t-

pieces of burlesque and grotesquerie which interrupt the natu ra listic  

flow of the narrative and grind with apparent dissonance against the tone 

of realism."^ Sometimes Richler uses ita lic iz e d  print d irec tly  copying 

a scrip t or some other medium to  reinforce the break from realism.

V ir g il's  preoccupation with h is epilepsy i s  one example of how Richler 

can use the grotesque for comic e ffec t. The f i r s t  night he shares a room

with Duddy, V irgil ta lks and ta lks about the p ligh t o f ep ilep tics . He

t e l l s  Duddy:

'You know, Mr. Kravitz, you're a Jew and therever you go other 
Jews w ill help you. I'm not spealcing against that. I think 
i t ’s swell, ’.thy, you could turn up tomorrow in Kansas City or
Rome or—well maybe not Tokyo. But my point i s  other Jews there
w ill lend a helping hand. You're sort of international. With 
the fags i t ' s  lik e  that too. You know, they have their special 
l i t t l e  faggoty night clubs in every c ity . But ep ileptics? No. 
Nothing. A lo t  of them, plenty, won't own up to i t ,  that's why. 
You think "{here's shame attached to being an ep ilep tic? ' 
'Certainly n o t .’
'Some of the greatest men in "the world were ep ilep tics . *
'No kidding?'
'Julius Caesar.'
'Yeah?'
Jesus Christ, even. Dostoïevski. Charlie Chaplin.*
'Charlie Chaplin i s  a jew ,* Duddy said snidely.
'A guy can be bo"idi, you know, ' (pp. 208-209)
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But It i s  V ir g il's  magazine, The Crusader, which underlines even more

clearly  the ridiculous and misguided nature o f h is  zeal. Richler devotes

a f iv e  page chapter to reproducing an edition  o f i t  and h is  intention i s

no doubt to offer  the reader a good chuckle as w ell as to sa tir iz e  any

group which sees things so le ly  in  terms o f one personal variant. Prom

the biography o f Julius Caesar to the A Short Story with a Moral, the

writing and content of the magazine are mediocre and insip id . One le t te r

to  the editor reads;

Sir: Everyone in the asylum thinks your mag i s  the mostest. A
couple of suggestions hovrever. How about a special supplement
for paraplegics? What about some pin-ups?

The Guys o f Ward Six 
Watch for news of our Miss Health Handicap competition —  ED.

(pp. 270-71)

Richler i s  obviously having great fun here sa t ir is in g  how a l l  people are 

the same and how the popular magazine caters to  th eir  similar in terests. 

The travesty which the popular magazine makes o f good literatu re i s  re­

flec ted  in the obituary column which p lagiarizes Tennyson's "In Memoriam:

IN EVERLASTU'ÎG MEMORY 
OF

MRS. Em A PLUIfrCETT

Break, break, break at the foot 
of they crags, oh sea.

But I would that my tongue could
utter ttxe thou^ts that arise  
IN YOUR FAMILY AND FBIEHDS (p. 271 )

Richler* s in terest in pop culture in  minor here but in  h is  next three

novels he w ill  cap ita lize on h is undoubted g i f t  to  sa tir ize  the media

and i t s  practitioners.

A second comic episode, one more typ ica l of R ichler's method in

th is  novel, i s  h is  description of the graduation ceroraony a t Fletcher's

F ield  H i^  School. This four page scene, lik e  the March of The Fletcher's
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F ield  Cadets, i s  se t  o ff  from, the regular tex t "by a large capitalized

t i t l e .  Richler has alifays enjoyed poking fun a t h is  own people and in

th is  passage he mixes narrative and dialogue to achieve h is  end. ibe

proud parents who come to  the gym do not know how to  behave on th is

supposedly solemn occasion. Hie narrator t e l l s  usi "They arrived by

fiv e s  and e i^ t s  and threes. A surge o f mothers and fatjiers and brothers

and s is te r s  and grandparents to  a hot stick y  gym. They came with smiles

and jokes and embarrassment, the men pulling a t their  t ie s  and the women

choked by their gird les. . . " (p. 63). He continues* "They arrived

too soon and th irsty  and proud, and immediately shamed th e ir  sons and

dau^ters by waving and w histling a t them" (p. 63). Their conversation

ind icates the Importance of money and prestige to them:

'Well, w ell. I f  i t  i s n ' t  Tannenbaum In the flesh . You got a son 
here?'
'Why not?'
'Is  yours going to the nightclub afterwards? I  gave mine a ten 
spot. Aw, what the h e l l  I said to  myself. Next week he goes 
to  work in the s to r e .'
'Mine's going to McGill to be a lawyer.'
'The way you operate, Tannenbaum, y o u 'll need him.' (p. 63)

Ifhen I t  comes to culture, thou^ , the group Is  shown as sadly lacking.

When Martin Abromovitch s tr id es  across the platform to  play a Chopin 

Polonaise someone remarks* "I know that. I t  was in  A Song to  Remember"

(p. 6^), The audience mistakenly applauds a t  the end of the f i r s t  

section , the second section and the third section . Martin's grandfather 

loudly comments that the boy I s  not wearing a hat and can not speak 

Yiddish. This makes him a fa ilu re  in  the old man's eyes. As for the 

speaker he rea lizes too la te  that he has brou^ t the wrong speech with 

him. He talîcs fee lin g ly  about the Indian and the f i r s t  B ritish  and French- 

Canadian se tt le r s  to the country, about Jacques Cartier, La S a lle , and
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General Wolfe. He provokes a response fr<m an outspoken voice in  the 

audience proclaiming: "You see that red nose he's got? That comes from

too much Johnny Walker" (p. 65) . The humour in  th is  commencement episode 

i s  even more "blatant than that about V ir g il's  magazine but i t  lacks the 

elements of the grotesque and the rid iculous of the former passage. In 

both passages Richler uses exaggeration to achieve h is sa t ir ic a l end but 

here the exaggeration i s  tempered so that some degree of verisim ilitude  

i s  maintained.

The film  showing o f Bernie Cohen’s barmitzvah i s  the central 

scene and comic centre o f the novel. I t  too i s  s e t  o ff  from the tex t  

throu^ the use of a large cap ita lized  t i t l e .  I t  i s  a scene much lik e  

Wolf's funeral in  Son of a Smaller Hero because i t  brings together so 

many of the characters and themes of the book. John Ferns points out i t s  

thematic sign ificance: "In a novel o f apprenticeship a r itu a l of in it ia ­

tion  for a young man would naturally seem to gain . . . strategic r e le -
Q

van ce." The film  i s ,  in  e ffe c t , Buddy's "barmitzvah for the business

world.

R ichler's description o f  the film  i s  superb and i s  interspersed

with the audience's ignorant and humourous comments. I t  i s  a monument

to  R ichler's a b ility  to capture a situ ation  in  i t s  most bizarre, comic

and serious aspects:

Narrator: . . .  in  a l l  those years, the He"brews, lAiipped lik e  
sand by the cruel winds of oppression, have survived by the 
word . . . the law . . .
7. A close-shot o f a baby "being circumcised 
'Lock the doors. Here comes the d irty  part. '
'Shane on you. '
'Aw ri^t, Sarah. O.K. You've seen one before. You don't have 
to  pretend you're not looking.'
Narrator: . . . and through tlie centuries the eight-day-old
He"brew ba"be has been welcomed into the race with blood.
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TOM TOMS BEAT HI BACKGROUND. HEIGHT3IEÎG
8, QîONTAĜ  L i^tn ing. African tr ib a l dance. Jungle f ir e .
Stukas diving. A jitterb ug contest speeded up. Slaughtering 
of a cow. Fireworks against a night sky. More African dancing. 
Torrents of rain. An advertisement for Maiden-Porm bras upside 
down. Blood splashing against g la ss . A lion  roars.
•Wow!•
•Are you a lr i# it ,  zeyda?^ (pp. 153"5^)

This short section ftom the e igh t page screening exemplifies several 

characteristics typical of the whole novel and of Richler*s future work.

I ts  form indicates both R ichler's experience with scenarios and h is  desire, 

as in V ir g il's  Crusader, to break the n a tu ra listic  flow of the novel 

throu^ the use of ita lic iz e d  prin t d irec tly  copying a scrip t, newspaper 

or some other medium. Ihe overly dramatized verbal and p ictoria l content 

of the barmitzvah film  undermines the seriousness of the topic ju st as 

the content of V irg il's  newspaper undermines the seriousness of the 

p l i ^ t  of the ep ilep tic . The addition of audience conversation in th is  

scene has a sim ilar e ffec t. The solemnity o f the occasion stands in  

opposition to the t r it e ,  su p erfic ia l dialogue o f the viewers. But Rich­

le r 's  comic exaggeration i s  never vengeful or mean. His preoccupation 

in th is  and h is  succeeding novels i s  with " . . .  general mankind's 

overwhelming ta ste  for buffoonery, vulgarity, com , never a super-subtle 

soul around but instead a more or le s s  endless procession of schleniels."^^

I t  i s  a h i^  comedy of low lifers marked by a gentle but not subtle sa tire .

Ihematically, The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz seems a t f i r s t  

to represent a departure from R ichler's early work. But Richler*s con­

cern i s  s t i l l  the issue of values and their role  in  contemporary society .

I t  i s  h is  point of view which has changed. Instead of studying the 

rebel, he studies the conformist to  so c ie ty 's  standards. Because of 

th is  and because of the unique blend of realism and comedy-satire in the
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novel, the reader response to Duddy i s  more complex than i t  has been to  

any earlier Richler protagonist.

Duddy i s  a comic figure and so Richler must beware of cultivating  

for him either to ta l sympathy or judgment. William New explains th is  well: 

"If there were a to ta l id en tifica tion  between the reader and the central 

character, the comic e ffe c t  would be destroyed, for i t  i s  the sense of  

apartness, o f  d ifferentiation  between the character perceived and the con­

cept the reader has of him self, that i s  part of the ironic comedy.

Much of >hat Duddy does i s  due to  h is  own naivete. Because he trusts  

others, lik e  Linda Rubin and Irwin Shubert, he gets into situations ihlch  

because of th e ir  incongruity ex c ite  laughter. Many of h is  pranks are done 

more out of youthful playfulness than cruelty. The reader i s  impressed 

by Buddy's ingenuity and la u ^ s  a t i t s  consequences on others. More­

over, the exaggeration of the comic s e t  scenes discussed earlier leave 

the reader in  no doubt that th is  i s  not a s tr ic t ly  r e a lis t ic  novel.

R ichler's a b il i ty  to maintain a comic tone while a t the same time not 

completely destroying the sense of verisim ilitude i s  a major indicator 

of how far he has progressed as a n ovelist. The balance between r ea lity  

and fantasy i s  a delicate one which demands both the g if ts  Richler d is­

played in se ttin g  and characterization in  h is  early novels as well as 

the objectiv ity  of point of view for which he had to struggle so dearly.

As a r e a l is t ic  figure, Duddy i s  a character quits unlike pre­

vious Richler heroes, for from the beginning he lacks their nobler v ir ­

tues and aspirations. Even as a schoolboy Duddy has the reputation of 

being shrewd, crafty and a troublemaker. As president of room 41, re­

puted to be the tou<^est c la ss in  the school, Duddy i s  the ringleader
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in  giving Mr. MacPherson a hard time. A middle of the night phone c a ll  

from Duddy causes the i l l  Jenny MacPherson to  get up and as a resu lt  

o f her exertion to  crumple in  the h a ll  and soon afterwards d ie. When 

MacPherson walks to  Buddy’s  desk and saysi "You k ille d  my wife, Kravitz" 

(p. 39)1 Duddy hides behind h is  usual screen o f brashness and y e lls  to  

the others in ju stif ic a tio n  of h im self 1 "VJhat does he mean I k illed  

h is  goddam wife? I  didn’t  mean nothing a l l  the time. Nothing. We're 

a l l  in th is  together, you understand?" (p. 39).

Daddy’s other school a c t iv it ie s  are more commercial. I t  does 

not take him long to  learn how to  make the most of situations. He be­

gins to  s e l l  stamps and dealing with seven mail order companies under a 

variety  o f pseudonyms works each o f them up to  the tru ly  expensive k it  

for >hich he never pays. He knew a minor could not be sued, especia lly  

by an American company.

Duddy rea lizes he has to f ig h t  to survive in  h is  environment but 

he figh ts soc iety  in  order to  be a part of i t  rather than throu^ prin­

c ip les  o f any sort. He accepts rather than r ejec ts  the emphasis contem­

porary soc iety  places on money, .fame and "making it"  in the eyes o f others. 

His eventual achievement then becomes a more serious comment on our way 

o f l i f e  and our values than i s  the case in  previous novels where the 

hero for the most part r e jec ts  the a ttitu d in a l and e th ica l structures he 

sees around him. Duddy only r e jec ts  anything which stands in h is  way and 

he uses the most pernicious means to  reach h is  goals. His treatment of 

V irgil, in  particular, str ik es the reader as viciousness of the worst 

sort. His treatment of Yvette, while not consciously mean, shows what 

l i t t l e  regard he has for the human person. He works Yvette hard, shows
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no appreciation for her e ffo r ts  and i s  too embarrassed to introduce her 

a t so c ia l gatherings. Though he depends on her for physical intimacy 

he i s  in sen sitive  to her needs as an emotional human being and seems 

completely unaware of the deep love she fe e ls  for him. After he has made 

love to  her on one occasion he passes a callous comment of th is  sorti 

"Imagine guys getting married and tying themselves down to one sin g le  

broad for a whole life tim e >dien there’s  ju st so much stu ff around"

(p. 192). VJhen Yvette r ep lie s  that people do f a l l  in love Duddy brushes 

th is  aside by saying that planes crash too. Later, after Friar leaves 

for good, Yvette says he did so because he loved and wished to marry her. 

Duddy la u ^ s  in  her face in d isb e lie f .

But Richler a t no time has created a simple figure of e v il .  At 

lea st in  Buddy’s dreams of h is  land one sees the fine side of h is  perso­

n a lity :

Ihere could have been h is  grandfather on the farm and everybody 
saying how Duddy was the e a s ie s t  touch in  totm, allowing ten 
St. Urbain Street boys in to  the camp free each season, helping 
out Rubin with h is mortgage a fter  the f ir e  there, paying a 
head-shrinker fortunes to make a man out of Irrrin Shubert, h is  
enemy of old, building a sp ec ia l house for the ep ilep tic  ;dio 
had been hurt working for him in  those by gone days of h is  
struggles, and giving so many benefit nights for worthy causes. 
They would have said that he was cultured too, ’A patron of 
Hersh in the early days."’ (p. 281)

Many complex forces enter into  Buddy’s formation and go some way 

to both explain and m itigate h is  behavior, Duddy sees in Mr. MacPherson 

the fa te  of the id e a lis t  in tlie contemporary world and i t  i s  not surpris­

ing that he does not choose th is  path, Mr. MacPherson belong to  the 

age group of Norman Price and h is  friends. He would be very much at 

home in  the world of A Choice of Enemies. Lilce the members of Norman’s 

expatriate s o c ia lis t  community in  London, he had begun as very much of
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an id e a lis t . Like them too he ends up d isillu sion ed , discontent and 

tired . When he had started teaching twenty years earlier  he had day­

dreamed about the potentia l heritage of h is  la ter  years. He had imagined 

former students who had made i t  coming to nosta lg ic get-togethers in h is  

parlour. Instead he finds him self a t  the "beginning of the novel with an 

i l l  wife and a drinking problem. As representative of the decay of the 

lib era l consciousness, he i s  a p i t i f u l  personnage. At a party to  which 

he goes on the night of Buddy's phone c a ll , he rea lizes that h is  old  

associates think he has not changed: "It was clear that they s t i l l  took

him for the fresh ly  scrubbed id e a lis t  Tho had l e f t  McGill twenty years 

ago. Ihey had no idea that he was exhausted, b itter  and drained and that 

given the chance to  choose again he would never become a teacher" (p. 31 )• 

But i t  i s  Buddy who cry sta lliz e s  a l l  o f MacPherson's troubles and causes 

h is  f in a l breakdovm. Duddy goes out of h is  way to  tempt Hr. MacPherson 

to use physical punishment. Long ago Mr. MacPherson had vowed not to  

use the strap: "The principle i t s e l f ,  lik e  the dream of taking Jenny on

a tr ip  to  Europe, keeping up with the la te s t  educational books, or saving 

to buy a house, vreis dead" (p. 17). "That he no longer believed in not 

strapping was beside the point. As long as he refused to do i t  Hr. 

MacPherson f e l t  ihat he would always land sa fe ly . There would be no 

crackup. He would survive" (p. 1?). But, when Hr. MacPherson returns to  

school a fter  h is w ife 's death, Buddy succeeds in  provoking him to a 

strapping. Hr. MacPherson irss correct in h is  appraisal of himself. He 

ends, as Hersh t e l l s  Duddy much la te r  in  ihe novel, in a mental asylum.

Tne id e a lis t  can not survive in  the modem world.

At the opposite end of the spectrum and in  the same age group as
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Mr. MacPherson i s  Mr. Cohen for whom the harmltzvah film  i s  made. A suc­

cessfu l businessman, Cohen has learned to overlook the moral implications 

of h is  actions. He is  the prototype of what a Duddy could beccaie. One 

n i ^ t  Duddy picks up Hr. Cohen in  the tax i and a fter  a few drinks a t  

Cohen's house t e l l s  him about V irg il and says i t  i s  a l l  h is fa u lt. Cohen 

t e l l s  Duddy sto r ies  of h is  own young days, how he had l e t  a partner go 

to j a i l  and how a goy had been k ille d  by a fau lty  derrick of h is . Duddy 

does not respond except to  say V irg il i s  crippled. Cohen tr ie s  to explain 

how i t  i s  a l l  only a matter o f survival:

I t 's  a b a tt le fie ld , he thougit, i t  sure i s .  But you and I , Duddy,
we're o fficers , and that makes i t  even harder.....................We're
captains of our sou ls, so to speak, and they're the cabin boys. 
Cabin boys, poor k ids, often get l e f t  standing on the burning
deck..................... I t ' s  a b a ttle fie ld . I  didn't make i t ...................
I've got to l iv e ,  th a t's  a l l .  (pp. 266-6?)

This philosophy i s  one which I think Richler sees as rampant. I t  helps

to explain the influences on a character lik e  Duddy but in the end i t

proves u n fu lfillin g . I t  i s  iron ic that Cohen vho has worked so hard for

h is  f i f t y  thousand dollar house i s  only a t home in  the kitchen and with

h is  wife away could even keep smoked meat in  the refrigerator.

But the influence o f Buddy's own family upon him i s  perhaps the

most d eb ilita tin g . As a young ch ild , he fe e ls  compelled to invent a big

brother Bradley and to t e l l  the other school children about Bradley's

exp loits in order to ra ise  th e ir  opinion o f him. The truth of the matter

i s  that Bennie pays l i t t l e  attention  to Duddy whom he regards as a nuisance

interfering with h is medical studies. Moreover, Duddy learns la ter

Lonnie has never even mentioned him to h is  friends and told them he lived

on Cote St. Catherine Road, Uncle Benjy's address. Duddy continually

takes second place to Bennie in botii h is  father Max's and h is  Uncle
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Benjy's eyes. îlh ile Max i s  proud of Bennie' s achievements he continually  

b e lit t le s  Duddy. At Eddy's restaurant he t e l l s  the others: "Buddy's a

dope lik e  me. Aren't you kid?" (p. 22). When Duddy returns home from h is  

summer a t Rubin's he asks Max tAiy he never answered h is  le tte r s . When 

Max off-handedly says that he i s  not one for le tte r s , Duddy remembers that 

idien Bennie was a camp councillor Max wrote him every week and v is ite d  

twice. When Duddy wants an interview .with Boy Wonder, Max at f i r s t  thinks 

Duddy w ill  make a fo o l of him. Duddy asks him; "Why are you always 

afraid I'm going to  embarrass you?" (p. 109). Duddy's self-esteem  i s  

certain ly affected by h is fa ther's negative attitude towards him. Even 

when Duddy is  beginning to  find success and i s  excited by i t ,  Max i s  not 

interested in hearing about h is  work. But i s  i s ,  perhaps, Max's lack of 

emotional support for h is  son that most a ffec ts  Duddy. I t  seems that 

Duddy i s  never sure of h is  fa th er's affection  for him and that th is  has 

an influence on h is  ovm in a b ility  in  la ter  l i f e  to form intimate attach­

ments of h is own.
I

His mother had died when he was s ix  and thou^ she i s  mentioned 

but three times in the course of the novel each i s  a touching scene.

Duddy remembers her la u ^  and k isses  and hugs and Max says everyone loved 

her. Duddy i s  tempted on one occasion to  ask h is  father i f  Minnie had 

liked him, but he can not bccing him self to risk  i t .  In Toronto Duddy asks 

Bennie to  t e l l  him about "Maw" and does ask the question >hich i s  so  

important to him. But Bennie's answer ihat sure Duddy was her kid so 

she liked him i s  unsatisfactory. Duddy wants to  be loved for him self and 

th is  Bennie f a i l s  to understand. Minnie i s  mentioned a third time at  

Uncle Benjy's funeral. Duddy lin gers a t h is  mother's grave and suggests
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to  Lennie that they begin to  come once a year. Ih is  softer  side of Daddy's 

personality i s  rarely seen but I think the reason i s  that other people 

rarely  treat him sympathetically. No one seems to  have enou^ time for  

Duddy and h is  emotional development i s ,  as a consetiuence, severely ham­

pered. He i s  always aware that lennie receives more attention and con­

cern. When Uncle Benjy, a fter  years o f neglecting Duddy and treating  

lennie lik e  a son, o ffers Duddy a f i f t y  percent partnership i f  he w ill  

take over the factory Duddy refuses. He reminds Benjy how he always came 

to  the house with a surprise for lennie and says: "I could have been

born dead as much as you cared" (p. 241 ) .

I t  i s  ironic, thou^ , that Benjy cones to  have the c learest in­

sig h t into Buddy's character. In a le t t e r  which i s  forwarded to Duddy 

a fter  h is uncle's death, Benjy writes:

There's more to  you than mere money-lust, Duddy, but I'm afraid  
for you. You're two people, th a t's  why. The scheming l i t t l e  
bastard I saw so e a s ily  and the fin e , in te llig e n t  boy under­
neath that your grandfather, b less him, saw. But you're coming 
of age soon and y o u 'll have to  choose. A boy can be two, three, 
four potentia l people, but a man i s  only one. He murders the 
others.
There's a brute inside you, Duddel—a regular behemoth—and 
th is  being such a hard world i t  would be the ea sie st  thing for 
you to  l e t  i t  overpower you. Don't Duddel. Be a gentleman.
A mensh. (p. 279)

Duddy chooses to  l e t  the brute overpower the gentleman and so gains ma­

te r ia l  success but a t the cost of the respect of the two people who mean 

most to him, h is  grandfather, Simcha, and Yvette.

%e f in a l scene of the novel sees Buddy's c lo sest relationship, 

that with h is grandfather, ruptured. He brings h is  family to see the 

land which i s  now completely h is , the fu lfillm en t of h is  dream. When Max 

comments that i t  i s  a wilderness Duddy jumping up and down, y e lls :  "Sure,
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a goddam wilderness and remember i t ,  goddam i t ,  take a good look, goddam 

everything to h e l l  and heaven and kingdom come, because a whole town i s  

going up here” (p. 308). But Simcha does not respond as expected. In­

stead he slinks o f f  to the car alone and w ill  have no part of the cele­

bration. Even the arrival o f Dingleraan and Linda Rubin does not rea lly  

dampen Buddy's sp ir its . Dingleman t e l l s  Duddy that Simcha does not 

want any land; he would not know idiat to do with i t .  He i s  frightened 

for he never thought Duddy would make i t  and he, l ik e  a l l  the elders, 

ju st want to d ie in the same suffocating way they lived . When Dingleman 

says he could ra ise  the money for development and they could be partners 

Duddy runs him o ff  the land. Duddy dances wi-üi Lennie and says they are 

in the middle of Kravitz town. Back in the car Simcha says he does not 

want a farm here and the g ir l  came and told  him everything. Simcha knows 

that Duddy would damn everything to h e l l  to get what he wants and he 

understands the methods Duddy would use to ju s t ify  h is  actions: "I can

see what you have planned for me, Duddel. You'll be good to me. You'd 

give me everything I wanted. And that would s e t t le  your conscience when 

you went out to swindle others" (p. 312). Perhaps one could say of 

Duddy as of so many other n o v e lis tic  heroes that, given the money, they 

would have been fin e  and generous men. Instead Duddy fe e ls  he can re­

pay h is  wrongs with money a fter  the deeds have been performed. He f a i ls  

to  grasp the fact that relationships are not bought and sold, nor mended 

by money. At the close of tîie novel he i s  both v ictor  and victim. As 

John Ferns sta tes; "In the end we both pass the necessary judgment 

here and fe e l  the kind of sympathy that i s  f e l t  for someone irrevocably 

locked in a sta te  of illu s io n . Hie winner of land becomes a moral and
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12htnnan loser. " Duddy consoles him self as he goes o ff  "by himself i "Ihe 

land i s  yours, he thou ^ t, and nothing they do or say or fe e l  can take 

i t  away from you. You pay a price" (p. 313).

Buddy's relationship with Simcha reca lls  that between Melech and 

Koah in Son of a Smaller Hero. Both grandfathers represent the old 

Jewish traditions and are respected members of their  own communities.

While Simcha does not rule with the iron hand Melech did, both have a 

tremendous influence on their  grandsons. As figures of authority, both 

overshadow their  sons. Wolf and Max lack the strength and character of 

their  fathers and neither forms as intimate a relationship with h is  son 

as their grandfather succeeds in  doing. To Duddy and to Noah the most 

devastating resu lt of the way of l i f e  they have chosen i s  that they have 

not been able to  make their  choice witJi their zeyda's approval. In each 

case the relationship with the grandfather which i s  viewed by each as 

the most important relationship , i s  severely shaken and causes conse­

quent grief. In both novels the f i r s t  generation represents tradition  

and strength of character, the second generation weakness of character 

and ideals and the third generation a search for a new way of l i f e .

Thou^ characters and situ ation s in ihe Apprenticeship of Duddy 

Kravitz are sim ilar to those in  ear lier  novels, t liis  novel, I  think, re­

presents a change of direction in R ichler's career. Ihe absolute serious­

ness of the early works i s  modified by a strong infusion of comedy and 

sa tire . Richler becomes very much the objective onlooker to the pre­

dicaments in vrhich he places h is  characters and because of th is  i s  able 

to view them with humour. And th is  s h if t  from pure realism i s  reflected  

in the unique v ision  of the world which encompasses th is  novel. I t
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represents another step in the progression of R ichler's understanding of 

h is  environment. In The Acrobats and in  Son of a Smaller Hero Richler 

seems intent on searching for a new ideology capable o f replacing the 

old. His protagonists are id e a lis ts  and while there i s  a glimmer of hope 

for the future neither Andre nor Noah attain  th e ir  dream in the course 

of the novel. A Choice of Enemies i s  concerned with the end of ideologies. 

Norman must s e t t le  for a private and imperfect world quite unlike that 

he envisioned for himself. Duddy i s  the f i r s t  Richler character to 

rea lize  h is  aspirations. Tne Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz can be seen 

as perhaps heralding a new ideology, the accepted ideology of the con­

temporary world—materialism. Instead o f trying to find substitute values 

Richler here scrutinizes the values he sees around him. Instead of 

studying the id e a lis t ic  rebel, he studies the pragmatic r e a lis t . Duddy 

in contrast to previous Richler heroes, accepts the way things are and 

se ts  out to  make h is  mark in  th is  world.

One cannot help but ask what Richler thinks of the adventures 

and eventual success of h is  picaresque hero. Undoubtedly he has taken 

great enjoyment in the creation of %e comic and sa t ir ic  dimensions of 

the novel. There i s  a certain lig h t  heartedness of attitude surrounding 

Buddy's a c t iv it ie s  which prevents outright moral condemnation by the 

reader. Indeed, u n til near the end of the novel Duddy can be viewed as 

mischievous rather than malicious. One admires h is  ingenuity even i f  

one lacks respect for h is  methods. The wheel of fortune has swung both 

for and against him and he has responded to both with increased deter­

mination. But Duddy allows the beast within him to overshadow the fine  

person he might have been. Richler in the end allows Duddy h is moment
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o f triumph but he has already asked the key question of the novel: What

price has Duddy had to pay and was the price too high? I believe Ridiler 

would judge the price too h i^ .  In a l l  h is  novels he stresses the impor­

tance of human relationships and the p o s s ib i l it ie s  for goodness inherent 

in  men. Duddy chooses to deny both. While environmental and personal 

reasons can be brought forward to  explain and m itigate th is  behavior, 

Richler leaves the reader certain that Duddy i s  responsible for h is  

choice. What i s  perhaps most fr i^ te n in g , th ou ^ , i s  the picture of our 

society  as Richler views i t .  Even thou^ he stands a t a distance and uses 

the s a t ir is t 's  eye here as in h is  treatment o f Duddy, there i s  no doubt 

that Richler i s  the concerned spectator. Duddy has merely accepted the 

values of th is world. Is  th is  the world a human being would or should 

desire to pass h is l i f e  in? What would a world of Duddy Kravitzes be 

like? Or do we already have one? Perhaps Ihe Apprenticeship of Duddy 

Kravitz should be seen both as a mirror o f what i s  and a warning of what 

might yet be. In th is  regard i t  i s  by far  the most e ffe c tiv e  of Richler's 

novels discussed to  date. And i t  i s  so, I b elieve, because of i t s  unique 

blend of realism and sa t ir ic a l comedy. R ichler has outgrown h is depen­

dence on earlier  writers such as Hemingway and has found the medium to 

express h is  message.



CHAPTER FIVE 

IHE niCOMPARABIE ATUK AND COCKSURE

No reader who omits The Incom-para'ble Atuk (19&3) and Cocksure (l9o8) 

from a study of Richler* s work has a true picture of the changes h is  

writing has undergone. These two novels, in  many ways, stand apart from 

the main tody of h is work. While a l l  h is  novels previous contained major 

comic scenes, they were firmly rooted in the traditions of realism. The 

Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz heralded th is  change with i t s  heavier 

reliance on comedy and sa tire  tu t i t s  underpinnings remained true to l i f e .  

With The Incomparatle Atuk and Cocksure, however, Richler sh ifts  to tlack  

comedy and sa tire  and gives up any attempt to make either h is  characters 

or situations te lie v e a t le . The characters are se lf-ev id en t stereotypes 

who do not rea lly  change in the course o f the novel. The reader fe e ls  

l i t t l e  involvement with them and responds cerebrally rather than emo­

tion a lly  to the predicaments in which they find themselves. The worlds 

of both novels are as bizarre and zany as the creatures who inhabit them.

The experience o f working exclusively  in the com ic-satiric 

medium gave Richler the foundation he needed to create h is  masterpiece,

129
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St. UrTaaln's Horseman. Viewed from th is  perspective The Incomparable 

Atuk and Cocksure are necessary transition  novels. Richler had been 

working on St. Urbaines Horseman for two years and he f e l t  unable to 

to complete i t .  After writing Cocksure he was able to return to St.

Urbain*s Horseman with renewed vigour. I t  seems lik e ly  that in  order 

to  achieve the blend of realism and comedy-satire he desired in  St.

Urbain*s Horseman he f ir s t  had to achieve a mastery of the com ic-satiric  

medium i t s e l f .  The Incomparable Atuk represents h is f i r s t  attempt. In 

Cocksure Richler remedied many of the former novel's weaknesses and pro­

duced a novel worth reading in i t s  own r i# i t .

Nevertheless, the astute reader would probably recognize these 

novels as R ichler's. Several of the techniques he employs to achieve 

conic and sa t ir ic  e ffects  he has used before, esp ecia lly  in 'The Appren­

ticesh ip  of Duddy Kravitz. In h is e a r lier  works the comic episodes, the 

humour and the use of the grotesque were usually relegated to a minor 

ro le . They stood in opposition to the seriousness of the whole. In 

The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure they are, in e ffe c t , the v/hole. Richler 

proves that he i s  a master in the use of understatement, exaggeration, 

c lich es , grotesquerie and horror.

One might expect a radical a lteration  in  R ichler's themes be­

cause of the formal changes h is  work has undergone. Because he no longer

needs to create a r e a lis t ic  se ttin g , there are no descriptive passages

of geographical loca les. But geography i t s e l f  remains important—

Richler continues to se t  h is  novels in  either Canada (The Incomparable 

Atuk) or London (Cocksure)—and time and values continue to be the pri­

mary concerns of h is  work. Only h is angle of vision  has changed. I f
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anything, the sa t ir ic a l method Richler now employs underlines more clearly

than the r e a lis t ic  the lack of values in contemporary society. While the

worlds of both novels str ike the reader as ridiculous and often humorous,

he recognizes the underlying truth of R ich ler's sa tire  of culture and

the media, family and school l i f e ,  sexual a ttitu des and attitudes by and

towards minority groups. He rea lizes ju st how frightening the prospects

for our future could be i f  we allow current trends to  continue.

Richler him self and many others have tr ied  to explain the sh ift

o f in terest and emphasis in The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure. Richler

had no doubt reached a point where he was having d iff ic u lty  using the

trad ition al n ovelistic  methods of realism. Speaking for him self and

other expatriate writers, Richler says:

After a l l ,  the writer who opts out of the mainstream of American 
experience, self-indu lgently  luxuriating in bohemia, the plea­
sure of like-minded souls, i s  a lso  cutting himself o ff  from h is  
natural material, sacrific in g  h is  sense of socia l continuity; 
and so when we swung round to writing about contemporary America, 
we could only attack obliquely, shrewdly se tt lin g  on a sty le  
that did not betray knowledge gaps o f day to day experience.^

St. Urbain Street was no longer the St. Urbain S treet of Richler’s child­

hood and Montreal and Canada were no longer the cultural desert from >hich 

he had escaped. The ever increasing tempo o f change had l e f t  him with few 

impressions vivid  enough to base h is  work on. This was probably the major 

motivating factor in R ichler's decision to use the com ical-satirical 

approach rather than the r e a lis t ic .

Several other reasons can be advanced for R ichler's change of 

outlook. The absurd movement was a major litera ry  force of the nineteen 

f i f t i e s  and Richler and many others were influenced by i t .  Richler says 

in  an interview with John Metcalfe that most of h is  expatriate
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contemporaries were reading Nathanael West, Henry Green, Evelyn Wau^,

and Louls-Ferdlnand Celine. And " . . .  the fee lin g  was also  in the a ir
2

that everything had become ju st too absurd to report on. " Richler 

agrees with Metcalfe that the invented world became a t that time the only 

possible one. He a lso  agrees that Cocksure f i t s  in to  the general genre 

of A Cool M illion. Miss Lonelyhearts. The Day of the Locust. The Magic 

Christian and Candy. The Incomparable Atuk Richler sees as a gentler  

book, more of a spoof.

The Incomparable Atuk and esp ecia lly  Cocksure a lso  come out of 

a very old sa tir ic a l tradition . Richler agrees with Metcalfe that In 

sane ways Cocksure Is almost an s ix te e n th  century novel. David Sheps 

says "üiat in Atuk and Cocksure Richler " . . .  revealed a s p ir it  far 

closer to "Uiat of Congreve, Swift and Shaw than one might have guessed 

from h is  earlier novels." Woodcock notes that The Incomparable Atuk 

Is a l l ^ t  satire those model i s  V oltaire's 1*Ingenu. Voltaire t e l l s  

the story of a Huron Indian, nature's child , who i s  b rcu^ t into the 

corrupt world of s ix te e n th  century Paris. But R ichler's sa tire  In both 

h is  novels Is not of the polished, urbane sort one usually associates  

with the s ix te en th  century. Neither Is Richler enough of an ob jectiv ist  

to create pure sa tire . As Woodcock says: "He cannot, even when he is

most Impatient with Individual men, achieve the d issociation  from huma­

n ity  that enabled Swift and Lewis to create plausible monsters out of 

b its  of human fo lly  lik e  sculptors creating nightmare figures out of junk."^

Despite these differences, R ichler's a ttitudes are In many ways 

sim ilar to h is s ix te e n th  century counterparts. Like them he is  very 

much the moralist concerned with the disintegration of trad itional values.
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Several of h is  pieces of non-fiction ahout the pop trends he perceived

in  London r e fle c t  a point of view sim ilar to those of Ihe Incomparable

Atuk and Cocksure. According to  Richler the New Age i s  pop, swinging,

interested  in g litter in g  but short-lived  phenomena and jou rn alistic  in

origin .^  Like Cocksure and Ihe Incomparable Atuk the tone o f the a r tic le s

i s  l ig h t  and humorous as two t i t l e s  ind icate: "The Looki Where I t  A ll

Began: Has the Swing lo s t  i t s  Zing?" and "Fashion News: Trendy Mordy

Reports from Mod London. " Like Cocksure and Tie Incomparable Atuk. thou^ ,

these a r tic le s  comment on the ephemeral, amoral q u a lities  of contemporary

l i f e .  In h is  interview with Richler, John Metcalfe mentions that Cocksure

ahd St. Urbain*s Horseman savage the faddish, the modish, the trendy.

Swift attacked the same kinds of targets, and lik e  Swift, Richler battles

for 'hig^ culture' or ' e l i t i s t  cu lture', an unpopular attitude these days.

Richler admits that in many ways "I'm an old fashioned m a n . H e  says

o f Mortimer in Cocksure: "Yes. An honourable man trapped and rea lly  the

novel to a large degree makes the case for Mortimer G riffin—for, i f  you
n

l ik e , the square." Fiedler i s  perhaps r i ^ t  when he says that Richler's 

sa t ir e , however d elic iously  gross, i s  "an an ti-genteel defense of the
g

genteel tradition."

To Richler, i t  would seem, the genteel tradition  has i t s  origins 

in  the neo-classical period. When he wanted to depict Norman Price as 

the true academic, he chose Ihe Life and Works of John Dryden as h is  l i f e -  

in terest. In St. Urbain's Horseman Jake says, with R ichler's apparent 

approval, that what i s  important to him i s  whether or not he would have 

been asked to s i t  a t Samuel Johnson's tab le. Richler obviously admires 

the great literary  figures of the n eo -c la ssica l period and h is  views on
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culture and morality have many a f f in it ie s  with theirs. Thou^ h is choice

of language is  quite d ifferent from theirs, the anger which motivates

h is  sa tir e  i s  due to many of the same circumstances.

Richler*s sa tire , then, r e f le c ts  both the old ei#iteenth century

trad ition  as well as contemporary black sa tir e . Igoe comments on th is

mixed influence when he says of Cocksure;

Were Kafka and Nathanael West contemporaries, liv in g  at th is  
hour, and they collaborated to write a prose comic str ip , 
something lik e  Cocksure might emerge. And yet i t  i s  a h i^ ly  
original concoction, a sort of Pop Pilgrim 's Progress written 
by a Jewish Bunyan.

Were he not quite so obviously sane one might drop another name 
by writing that Mordecai Richler evokes Desm Swift brooding over 
Sdio at h i ^  noon. °

Richler Is too much of a mature n o v e list by th is  point in  h is career to  

sla v ish ly  use any model for his work.

V/hile the same influences are a t work in both The Incomparable 

Atuk and Cocksure. The Incomparable Atuk i s  by far the le s s  successful 

of the two books. I t  i s  to  Cocksure what Son of a Smaller Hero i s  to 

The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. In the two minor novels Richler 

peihaps allows himself to  get too involved in  h is  subject. Despite th is  

drawback, Richler has much to say in The Incomparable Atuk about Cana­

dians and Canadianism as w ell as the North American wasteland. The story  

lin e  i s  simple. Atuk, virgin  poet from Baffin Island, i s  discovered by 

Buck Twentyman Enterprises and flown to Toronto for a gala party cele­

brating h is  f i r s t  book of verse. Dazzled by "the stree ts  paved with gold" 

he perceives in Toronto, he decides that he cannot return to the North. 

Instead, a fter an in i t ia l  period of lon elin ess , he brings h is rela tives  

to  tlie c ity  to produce the much coveted Eskimo sculpture and painting.
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He comes to  know the important personalities of the media and arts and 

moves in th e ir  e l i t e  c ir c le . In short, he i s  very soon corrupted. His 

poetry loses i t s  arctic  innocence and even h is  re la tiv e s , ;rtiom he keeps 

locked up in  an a ir le s s  basement apartment, begin to create "perfect" 

figures lik e  those they see represented on te lev ision . Accepting the 

standards and values o f those around him, Atuk i s  ea sily  conned into  

being ihe f i r s t  participant on Buck Twentyman's "Stick Out Your Neck."

The t i t l e  reference i s  l i t e r a l ,  for when Twentyman does not flash him ihe 

answer to the m illion dollar question and Atuk i s  unable to  reply, he i s  

guillotined . He i s  made a Canadian martyr by Twentyman îho blames the 

show's American sponsor, h is arch competitor in  another f ie ld .

The main problem with The Incomparable Atuk i s  that i t  i s  orga­

n ization ally  weak. The novel i s  made up of a number of loosely  related  

segments. I t  i s  almost a book of person alities. The reader i s  given 

long portraits of the individuals Atuk meets on h is journey to success 

and ruin and a story of the l i f e  of each. Each portrait allows Richler 

to sa tir ize  some aspect of modern culture that displeases him but in try­

ing to include as many sa t ir ic a l targets as possible Richler fragments 

h is  e ffo r ts . Richler seems to fe e l  that the personalities whom we choose 

to  elevate to  fame reveal much about the sort o f people we are. And The 

Incomparable Atuk i s  rep lete with the oddities of fame. Rory Peel, the 

advertising executive, warns Atuk to take care not to offend Seymour Bone, 

Canada's leading drama c r it ic , who se ts  the cultural tone of Toronto.

Bone had come from the west to Toronto thinking himself quite the rebel 

and was surprised to find h is ideas lacked shock value in the metropolis. 

Depressed, he ate prodigiously and began to spend h is time with another
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rebel, Ruthy Rosen. In protest against their  fam ilies and the establishment 

they married. Seymour, idio liked plays and sleeping in  la te , decided to 

become a drama c r it ic ,  but remained unnoticed u n til he was ridiculed in 

Time and the London Spectator. But most Canadians thou^ t one of theirs  

had been lauded and when Seymour overate so much before the f i r s t  play he 

was to  review that he had to  leave before the end of the f i r s t  act, h is  

reputation was cemented. To keep up h is  image of being a tou ^  c r it ic  

he was forced to continue leaving plays on a regular basis. % is vras a 

personal sa cr ifice , for Bone liked most plays and often returned disguised  

to  see their  endings.

Norman Gore, the university professor who had encouraged Atuk's 

f i r s t  poetic e ffor ts, is  not so crude a representative of Toronto's e l i t e  

as i s  Bone. In him Richler parodies the academic lib era l. Gore i s  con­

cerned that Atuk has associated him self wiiii the big business tycoon, 

T>rentyman. He asks i f  Atuk does not rea lize  that Twentyman i s  one of the 

biggest shareholders in  the company that exp lo its Atuk's people. But 

Gore i s  as patronizing as h is  adversaries and h is e ffe c t  on Atuk i s  poten­

t ia l ly  as deleterious. He t e l l s  him* "To these men you are not a noble 

savage, a thing of beauty, but something e lse  to exp lo it and murder.

The truth is  that Gore i s  an exploiter of a d ifferent sort. For years 

he and h is  wife had given an annual buffet dinner idiich was the cultural 

and in te llec tu a l event of Toronto. But with the advent of te lev is ion  h is  

famous and higjily paid guests' conversations became d u ll unless they were 

speaking to a producer. I t  was then that Gore got the idea of te lev is in g  

the dinner: "The cameras zooming in and out not only relaxed the guests,

but an invitation  to Gore's became an even more enviable thing: everybody
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collected  a fee" (p. 121). Rather than se llin g  shares, Gore s e l ls  cultiire.

These two portraits are in terestin g  in themselves hut they and a l l  

the other portraits are related only because of that they have to say about 

the Canadian cultural climate. Taken as a whole, they do not give enou^ 

o f a sense o f unity to the novel. Because Richler has too much to say 

and employs a myriad of characters to  exemplify h is arguments the novel 

in  i t s  en tirety  lacks a focus.

A second weakness from which the novel suffers i s  one that the 

reader recognizes because i t  appeared in Richler*s early work. In Ihe 

Incomparable Atuk R ichler's personal fee lin gs are so much vented that 

the novel lacks the fin e  distancing and perspective of i t s  counterpart, 

Cocksure. I t  seems as i f ,  having changed to  the sa tir ic  medium, Richler 

once again had to face the problem of su bjectiv ity . His scathing comments 

about the Canadian cultural scene r e f le c t  h is  own e;q)eriences with Canada’s 

cultural e l i t e .  He has many personal scores to s e t t le  with the well- 

known Torontonians who had once attacked h is  work. Ih is personal dimen­

sion i s  probably lo s t  to most readers and i f  known perhaps mars their  

appreciation o f the book's broader sa t ir ic a l  scope. I t  i s  unimportant to 

know the real l i f e  id en tity  of Harry Snipes, editor of the magazine for 

"cool canucks. " What i s  noteworthy i s  h is  strategy. He takes a 19^0 

copy of C olliers and t e l l s  Atuk to rese t one of i t s  western short stories  

in Moose Jaw in I850, being careful to a lter  any sign ifican t deta ils.

Ih is  recycling of American material i s  of concern to many Canadians and 

might lead one to believe that Richler i s  anti-American.

While a t f i r s t  glance Ihe Incomparable Atuk might be taken as 

both anti-American and anti-Canadian, th is  i s  not, I think, the case.
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The Canadian cultural and economic scene i s  harshly satirized  but not

because of the American influence that permeates i t .  Richler quotes from

Richard H. Rovere's a r tic le  in  Macleans (Nov. 5» 19^0) i "Gut o ff Arom

American junk, Canada would have to  produce her own junk." Richler i s

d e fin ite ly  not one of the Canadian n a tion a lists  vdio would try to exclude

American "garbage.'" Raiher he thinks such rulings as those on Canadian

content are fa rc ica l. Twentyman, director of many in  ter-locking companies,

had bid for a te lev is ion  franchise

by free ly  promising a schedule with f i f t y  per cent Canadian cul­
tural content. Prominent among h is  indigenous offerings were 
Canada Hit Parade With the Three Gassers o f Galt and a Girl (a l l  
Canadian bom), Trans-Canada Amateur Drama Night, a national 
ping-pong competition, Wednesday Night Wrestling and Champion­
ship Bowling, (p. 157)

But not to worry, he informs the agency, for these would form the Early- 

Early Show from fiv e  to e i ^ t  in  the morning. Better time s lo ts  would 

have such shows as Perry Mason with Canadian born Raymond Burr. Also 

farc ica l in R ichler's view i s  the narrow-mindedness of many Canadians in  

the sports or a r t is t ic  spotligh t. Dr. Burt Parks, a physical f itn ess  

fanatic in  The Incomparable Atuk proclaims that he i s  world famous a l l  

over Canada and the reader la u ^ s . To Richler the problem i s  not the 

in filtr a tio n  o f American cu ltural standards but the whole North American 

milieu from thich the "junk" blossoms forth. Over-zealousness on the 

part o f Canadian n ation alists accentuates rather than a llev ia tes the prob­

lem. R ichler's point i s  w ell taken but the way in which he embodies i t  

seems too lim ited. The references he uses are meaningful to Canadians 

who lived  through the 1960's but these references seen destined to even­

tual oblivion.

In Cocksure, whicli has broader s a t ir ic  aims, Richler proved h is
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adeptness in  handling the sa t ir ic  medium. The world o f Cocksure i s  as 

shocking and absurd a fantasy world as that of The Incomparable Atuk.

The se ttin g  i s  London and the protagonist an expatriate Canadian, Mortimer 

G riffin . The company for which he worfe, Oriole Press, i s  taken over by 

the famous Star Maker. As Mortimer finds out more and more about the 

meidiods Star Maker uses to control h is  vast empire, he i s  a ^ a s t . Star 

Maker, whose very sex i s  disputed, owes h is longevity to the continual 

replacement of malfunctioning organs of h is body with organs su rgica lly  

removed from the bodies of others. Mort rea lizes  that he too i s  slated  

for  an untimely end but h is e ffo r ts  to escape lik e  h is  e ffo r ts  to release  

the true story are fu t i le . In addition to problems at work, Mort i s  be­

sieged by personal problems. He believes he i s  sexually inadequate and 

la te r , impotent. His wife, Joyce, has an a ffa ir  with h is  best friend,

Ziggy Spicehandler. And Jacob Shalinsky, who in s is t s  Mort i s  a Jewish 

anti-Sem ite, makes l i f e  d if f ic u lt  for him both at home and at the o ff ic e . 

Mortimer does have positive values, but liv e s  in  a world where these 

values are considered obsolete and old-fashioned.

In contrast to The Incomparable Atuk, Cocksure i s  unified both 

them atically and formally. There i s  an id en tifiab le  p lo t and subplot.

The p lo t focuses on Kort's public l i f e  and h is relationsh ip  with Star 

Maker. There are no equivalents to Seymour Bone or Norman Gore in Cocksure, 

but culture and the media remain among R ichler's primary targets. Nowhere 

does one fe e l  that Richler i s  trying to even a personal score or has be­

come so emotionally involved in  h is  subject matter that he cannot d is tin ­

guish major from minor concerns. The impersonal distancing of the author 

allows a more objective point of view, one which gives a more universal
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perspective to th is novel. Moreover, by choosing to focus on one perso­

n a lity , Star Maker, Richler does not fragment h is e ffo r ts .

The opening scene of the novel displays R ichler's increased ob­

je c t iv ity  and the planned nature of th is  work. Dino Tomasso's v i s i t  to 

Star Maker in  the opening scene i s  both c h illin g  and puzzling to  the 

reader. Ihe wrou^t iron gates have coupling snakes woven into them.

Star Maker, "Ihe ageless, undying Star Maker reclined in  h is  customary 

wheelchair. Behind, sending a shiver throu^ Tomasso, yet again, there 

loomed Ihe fam iliar portrait of the pernicious Chevalier d'Eon, a t once 

the Star Maker's hero and h e r o i n e . W h e n  Dino goes to  see one o f the 

box-office stars resid ing on the grounds of the v i l la ,  he finds him 

restin g , hanging in a cupboard. He pokes and punches him and t e l l s  the 

guard he looks great. Richler makes no further comment. He does not 

t e l l  the reader the story of Star Maker's l i f e ,  as he would have done in  

The Incomparable Atuk. nor does he explain the oblique reference to the 

star in  the c lo se t.

Ihe significance of th is  scene i s  revealed only much la ter  in the 

novel when Mort i s  sent to bring a f i l e  to the Star Maker. He s te a ls  

into the studio and sees black-suited motorcycle riders moving from door 

to  door and locking a l l  but one. A party i s  in  progress and the Star i s  

begging h is  guests not to leave. When a l l  depart a seven foot black box 

i s  wheeled in  along with a machine with a pump-like device. At th is  

point Mort i s  apprehended and brou^t to Star Maker who explains what he 

has ju st witnessed. He t e l l s  Mort ihat he i s  Greek-bom and that in  bhe 

1930's the big studios were owned almost exclusively  by non-Americans.

They had power and met once a year to decide what they could do for ihe
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populace. They tried  to do "Anything to prop up the myths of the American 

heartland" (p. 138). But soon the stars became hard to handle and rather 

than be dependent on their whims Star Maker brou^t in  a group o f scien­

t i s t s  to create a star. After a few experiments, i t  was decided that the 

star must have the a ir  l e t  out of him and be locked in  a mothproof box 

between pictures to prevent wear and tear. Thus, many of the id o ls  of 

the movie world are shown to be as a r t i f ic ia l  as the ro les they play.

Star Maker is  a l i t e r a l  appellation but the media make and break perfor­

mers continually. As Star Maker t e l l s  Mort "there was nothing more vacuous, 

no sh e ll emptier than a movie actor."

Star Maker's methods for success in the world of publishing are 

as gruesome. Again Richler makes use of suspense and leaves the reader 

to draw h is  o\m conclusions about the meaning o f the described events.

When Dino Tomasso announces an Our Living History ser ie s  after  the take­

over of Oriole Press, Mort i s  sure i t  w ill  f a i l .  But, only ten days be­

fore the book's appearance, the dreary Labour p o lit ic ia n  who i s  the sub­

jec t  of Ihe f ir s t  biography hangs him self "with a black s ilk  stocking 

from a chandelier in a room replete with two-way mirrors, rhino whips, 

dildos, and other erotic  paraphernalia" (p. 104). Three days before pub­

lic a tio n , the second subject takes an overdose of heroin, leaving a note 

explaining he had impregnated h is f ifte e n  year old granddaughter. Later, 

vhen Dino purposely leaves the Our Living History f i l e  open on h is  desk. 

Mort and the reader are appalled to learn that the deaths are prearranged. 

Careful planning and publicity  assure a large market and Richler exag­

gerates th is  aspect of our culture. Sensationalism s e l l s  and Mort guesses 

in  the closing pages of the novel that h is l i f e  w ill  form the subject
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matter for Ihe England Now series.

The su lç lo t of Cocksure focuses on Mort's private l i f e  and h is 

relationship with Jacob Shalinsky. The sub theme of minority groups, in 

particular the Jew, occupies an important position  in Cocksure as i t  

does in  so much of R ichler's work. Mortimer g ives a ser ies of "Reading 

for  Pleasure" lectures as a public service. At -üie end of the f ir s t  

evening Jacob Shalinsky, a "lachrymose l i t t l e  man," comes up to him, asks 

why he changed h is name and proclaims that Mortimer i s  Jewish. Mort says 

he i s  mistaken and t e l l s  the story in a joking fashion a t Hy and Diana 

Rosen's. Hy takes i t  the wrong way and i s  offended and angry. Mort's 

subsequent efforts to repair h is friendship with the Rosens are unsuc­

cessfu l. Moreover, Shalinsky returns to the lectures with a group of 

Jewish partisans who spend their tine cross-questioning Mort on Jewish 

a ffa irs , in s is tin g  a l l  the while that Mort i s  Jewish. When Mort i s  un­

able to  convince them otherwise, he lo ses h is  temper and cancels part of 

the ser ies . News of h is  treatment of Shalinsky reaches the o ffice  and 

Mort i s  branded as an anti-Semite. Soon afterwards he begins receiving 

mail from Shalinsky and le tte r s  from several lunatic fringe groups 

offering him support and asking him to make guest appearances at their  

meetings. Even his w ife, Joyce, suggests that i f  he were tru ly  Jewish, 

she would s t i l l  love him. The resu lt of Shalinsky's harassment i s  that 

Mort i s  shunned by former friends and associa tes. In desperation, he 

brings a l l  h is personal documents to  Shalinsky as proof of h is  WASP back­

ground but Shalinsky remains unconvinced.

The irony of Mort's relationship with Shalinsky appears only 

when Mort i s  in fear of h is  l i f e .  Mort has typed a document revealing
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the hidden truth behind the Our Living H istory Series in the hope that 

th is  w ill prove enou^ of a deterrent to  Star Maker's designs on him. He 

wonders to idiom he can tru st the envelope and he rea lizes that Shalinsky 

i s  the only p o ssib ility . He comes to some understanding of Shalinsky in 

th is , their la s t  meeting, when he sees Shalinsky in  h is  poor and cluttered  

surroundings. Shalinsky sends parcels to  writers in Iron Curtain countries 

and i s  editor of a journal, Jewish Ih o u ^ t. In order to support h is en­

deavor, he s i t s  outside important people's o ffice s  u n til they give him a 

donation. His printing b i l l s  are paid by a Mr. L evitt idiom he has named 

beneficiary of h is  l i f e  insurance policy . When Mortimer t e l l s  Shalinsky 

that h is  l i f e  i s  now a wreck and in s is ts  once again that he i s  not Jewish, 

Shalinsky responds in one of the important statements of the novel; "A 

Jew i s  an idea. Today you're my idea of a Jew" (p. 211). "Die Jewish 

race has trad itionally  been regarded as an oppressed, long-suffering  

people and in th is  respect Mortimer is  certa in ly  a symbolic Jew. The 

irony of this scene is  compounded then Shalinsky reads the manuscript 

after  Mort’s departure and thinks the document i s  ju st a story* "Natu­

r a lly  i t  was about publishing, h is world. Well, he had read better  

sto r ies . . . . For a fantasy, the language was too dry, even le g a lis t ic ,  

and then of course the names would have to  be changed. Shalinsky was 

w illin g  to publish the story, he was loya l, but a l ib e l  su it , he thou^t,

I  can do without" (p. 212). Thus ihe symbolic Jew, Mortimer G riffin , 

i s  undone by the actual Jew, Jacob Shalinsky. Given the pervasiveness 

of the media discussed earlier , Shalinsky's reaction to Mortimer's ta le  

should come as no surprise.

While the Shalinsky p lot is  a constant thread appearing and
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reappearing throu^out the novel, numerous other small episodes, most of 

them in tentionally  humorous, concern minority groups. Hy Rosen and h is  

Jewish p u g ilis tic  stance offer  the reader such comedy. Hy, whose phy­

s ic a l  stature i s  far le s s  than giant, walks around h is  hone impersonating 

some famous sports star. Occasionally, he gets carried away and h is  

w ife, Diana, recognizes the onset of h is  "Jewish-avenger" mood. In th is  

s ta te , Hy goes out and accosts strangers, looking for those îrtio w ill  

respond to h is anti-Sem itic baiting. Host ignore him hut he does manage 

to  get into a few brawls.

Mort*8 own reaction to minority groups i s  related to  h is feelings  

o f sexual inadequacy. In a world where everyone seems sexually liberated  

and "cocksure" Mort fe e ls  lik e  an outsider. While not a primary focus 

o f the novel, Mort's fears about h is sexual capacities form an important 

sub theme. After seeing h is  fr ien d 's , Ziggy's, film  Mort begins to  

wonder i f  he i s  a homosexual. He would leap up in  a dream revealed to  

the world as such. Unlike Ziggy, he has never had a homosexual trauma 

and th is  worries him. Perhaps, he thinks, the very fact that he finds 

the idea of i t  disgusting i s  an indication that he has suppressed ten­

dencies. And he was very choosy about barbers sin ce he had had an 

erection while being given a shampoo and massage. There i s  a t r ia l  he 

has never dared take except in a dream. In h is  dream he i s  orally  stimu­

la ted  by a male and a female and finds he can not t e l l  a man's mouth from 

a woman's. Mort's fears then extend to  h is  relationship  with Joyce. I t  

m i^ t be that he just imagined he sa t is f ie d  her. As he thinks about i t ,  

he rea lizes  that these fee lin gs of inadequacy had begun in h i ^  school 

upon encountering Motke Shapiro, the only Jewish boy in the school:
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" B i^ t there, Mortimer f e l t ,  was planted the corrupting seed of h is d is­

content, h is  suspicion that minority-group pricks (Jewish, Negro) were 

agressively  thicker and longer than ¥ASP ones" (p. 8?). "His fear of 

derisory s iz e , ly ing in wait in  h is unconscious for years, was released  

by litera ry  experience" (p. 88). Mort becomes obsessed by the problem, 

even more so because he only suspects and has no way to prove that he i s  

indeed lacking. VThen he i s  unable to  manage an erection a fter  one of h is  

bouts with Shalinsky, he thinks that he has now become impotent. He 

ejg la in s Joyce's unfaithfulness to him self by saying that o f course she 

turned to Ziggy who had "a fa t  Jewy one." In h is  search for oricular 

proof. Mort encounters the black librarian, Rachel Coleman, and decides 

to ask for her judgment about the s ize  of h is  penis. Their one night 

a ffa ir  i s ,  however, a humiliating experience. Rachel makes him pay her. 

She then comments that she hopes there i s  no truth to the rumour that 

Mort i s  Jewish but that in the nude there i s  no hiding i t .  Mortimer, 

whose mother had had him circumcised for hygienic reasons, f le e s  without 

making love to  Rachel and with no answer to h is  dilemma. He never does 

get the answer he seeks.

At the same time that Mort i s  assa iled  by these fee lin g s , h is  

reputation among the working c la ss men a t  the E i^ t  B e ll’s pub:is sky­

rocketing. At f i r s t  h is  presence i s  inh ib iting  to  the regulars and they 

regard him as a prim gentleman and change their  conversation when he en­

ter s . This a lter s  a fter  he buys a tube of vaginal j e l ly  for Joyce one 

time a t Rapani's, the pharmacist dovm the stree t. When Rapani wants to  

know i f  i t  was satisfactory  Mort, unable to find an adequate reply, says 

that he needs another one. Soon he i s  trapped into h is  ro le  and has
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trouble secretly  disposing of h is  ever increasing number of sexual sup­

p lie s . The men imagine that he i s  involved in  every sexual scandal in 

Britain. Richler i s  certain ly  having fun while a t the same time satir iz in g  

the emphasis and importance as w ell as the stereotypes our soc iety  places 

on sex. Because of the media and the whole m ilieu in >hich we liv e ,  

individuals become over concerned with sexual technique and physical sta­

ture a t the expense of the emotional and sp ir itu a l relationship which 

underlie them. Factual knowledge of d e ta ils , sexual devices and fears 

of inadequate performance in lovemaking become obsessions. An indivi­

dual lik e  Mort expects of him self what he sees in  film  and reads in books 

without taking into consideration the uniqueness of the relationship in  

which he i s  a partner. I t  i s  ironic that while he perceives himself as 

outside the sexual mainstream the men at the pub perceive him as "cock­

sure. "

Not only i s  the interrelationship of p lo t and subplot and the 

organizational structure of Cocksure superior to  The Incomparable Atuk. 

but Cocksure i s  technically superior as well. The actual techniques 

employed in both novels are sim ilar and are reminiscent of techniques 

Richler has used before, most notably in The Apprenticeship of Duddy 

Kravitz. As early as Son of a Smaller Hero Richler was using comic scenes 

that were central to a novel's meaning and which stood as almost complete 

self-contained units. Bemie Cohen's barmitzvah film  in The Apprenticeship 

of Buddy Kravitz was another scene of t liis  sor t. In i t  Richler began 

the practice of using ita lic iz e d  print and presentation in the form of 

the medium being imitated, in th is  case a film scrip t.

In both The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure Richler includes a
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scene from a te lev is ion  show. Both scenes, o f course, are apt because 

of the thematic importance of culture and Ihe media in  both novels. But 

the panel show "Grossed Swords" in The Incomparable Atuk plays a le s s  

central ro le  and i s  more weakly t ie d  to the novel’s  e ssen tia l meaning 

than i s  i t s  counterpart in Cocksure. On "Crossed Swords" the distinguished  

guests of that evening, Rabbi Glenn Seigal, Harry Snipes, Rory Peel and 

Atuk are asked to identify  and discuss the quotation "Blessed Are the 

Meek: For They Shall Inherit the Earth." Guesses of Hemingway, Herman

Wouk and Boris Pasternak are made. A ll agree the quotation lacks appeal, 

for as the Rabbi says: "Nobody today wants to  be thought of as weak, a

shmo, i f  you’l l  pardon me. We lik e  to think of ourselves as lions" (p. 92).

In Cocksure the v a lid ity  of Mort’s  s e l f  appraisal i s  underlined 

in the scene where he appears on the te lev is io n  program "Insult." The 

purpose of the show i s  to r id icu le  tlie participants in order to give ihe 

audience pleasure. A previous guest had been S ister  Theresa who had 

ended up sobbing when Digby Jones refferred to  her as a "sexually diverted 

nymphomaniac. A pomographer of the do-good" (p. IO3). Mortimer i s  in­

su lted  because he i s  a holder of thé V ictoria Cross, awarded for valor in  

b attle . Jones gives an incriminating biography of Mort’s l i f e ,  for 

example saying he was a Queen’s Scout (in  the U.S.A. an Eagle Scout) 

and then flashing on the screen the image o f another Queen’s Scout who 

atop the University of Texas Tower shot everything in  s i ^ t ,  k il l in g  th ir­

teen and wounding thirty-one. Digby b e l it t le s  Mort’s physical courage in  

much the same way that the so c ia l s c ie n t is t  did Norman P rice’s in A 

Choice of Enemies. When Mort i s  asked i f  he does not recognize our liv e s  

as absurd, he rep lies: "No, I believe in the p o s s ib il it ie s  within each
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o f  us for goodness" (p. 190). This statement reaffirms what I think is  

the crucial point in  a l l  of R ichler's novels. I f  there i s  a message which 

permeates h is work i t  concerns the necessity  for humanness in the struggle 

to  survive. "Insult" i s  a more su ccessfu lly  rea lized  comic scene than 

"Grossed Swords" because i t  brings together so many of the novel's primary 

concerns.

Richler*s use of language to  achieve com ic-satiric e ffe c t  has i t s  

roots in  h is  earlier work as w ell. The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz 

exemplified what Richler can do with exaggeration, understatement and 

clich e. In The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure Richler improves upon h is  

techniq^ues and because of the nature of these novels employs them to  a 

much larger extent. Atuk, for  example, aches for h is  home and family and 

for the hunt, but does not want to return a fa ilu re  and have the ëlders 

replace their pride in him with scorn. Instead he allows him self to be 

drawn further and further into  the maze of modern existence. He becomes 

obsessed with media competitions: "Atuk kept h is  radio tuned to GJFD

a l l  night, just in case Night Owl phoned to find out i f  he was lis ten in g  

and offered him a free te lev is ion  se t, washing machine or wrist-watch 

with automatic calendar and b u ilt-in  alarm" (p. 3?)* Advertising and the 

ever-present ploys of the industrial complex make him an exemplary con­

sumer: "Although he had no purchase to make, Atuk zigzagged in and out

of the magic eye doors of supermarkets, chain drugstores, and department 

stores, a l l  the way home, just in case he should be the One M illionth 

Happy Customer to pass through Those Friendly Doors and therefore be 

showered with munificence" (p. 39)- While the reader laughs at R ichler's 

exaggeration, he can not miss iiie point. Materialism and the values i t
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fo sters are rampant and when Atuk takes these values to himself he be­

comes lik e  their proponents.

Just as sa t ir ic a lly  e ffe c tiv e  and probably even more humorous i s  

Richler*s use of understatement in The Incomparable Atuk. When Atuk 

meets the incorruptible Bette Dolan, the f i r s t  woman to swim Lake Ontario 

in  le s s  than twenty hours, he i s  immediately attracted to her. Bette 

tr ie s  to  encourage the depressed Atuk into believing in  h is  own a b il it ie s .  

Atuk t e l l s  her he lacks confidence because he i s  unable to make love. 

Richler, a master in  the e ffec tiv e  use of understatement, says very suc­

c in ctly  t "A plea for help was something Bette Dolan had never taken 

l i^ t ly "  (p. 20). So Bette "helps" Atuk and he wonders i f  she suspects 

she has been seduced. Soon Bette i s  ca llin g  at a l l  hours saying she 

fe e ls  the urge to "help" him. When, la ter  in  the novel, Atuk begins 

seeing Goldie Panofsky, Canada’s Darling Bette i s  reported to be luring 

men at the King Edward Hotel. At the time she f i r s t  met Atuk Bette 

had told  him that she had never allowed a man to even hold her for she 

belonged to the nation, "Like Jasper Park or Niagara Falls" (p. 21). In 

the end she apparently belongs to everyone.

The exaggeration and understatement used in Cocksure i s  not 

often of the amusing sort one finds in  The Incomparable Atuk. R ichler's 

purpose has become mere serious and tlie implications of h is humour more 

fr i^ ten in g . The influence of black comedy upon R ichler's manner i s  

seen in the exaggeration and understatement of the scene where Miss 

Fishman, Mort's secretary, attacks Fraulein Ringler, a member of the Star 

Maker's e ffic ien cy  team from Frankfurt. To the surprise of everyone Miss 

Fishman says that the Fraulein's necklace once belonged to her mother
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snd grandmother. A ll of Miss Fishman's fam ily had been, k ille d  at 

Treblinka. In the usual matter of fa c t way black comedy uses when des­

cribing horror, Richler s ta te s i "Miss Fishman's mother was in fact the 

one-millionth Jew to be burned, not counting h a lf  or quarter Jews or 

babies who weighed under nine pounds before being flung into the ovens"

(pp. 30- 31). "Thus, the burning of the one-m illionth was one o f the 

most ring-a-ding nights in the h istory  of the Third Reich and to  th is  

day . . .  i t  i s  commemorated by survivors of that sentimental barbecue 

wherever they may be" (p. 3l)« Just as gruesome i s  the reaction of Lord 

Woodcock, the head of Oriole Press, to the situ a tion . He i s  appalled 

by the secretary's behavior, for his motto has always been "We must love 

one another or die" (p. 30). Richler, whose use of understatement i s  

generally superb, cannot help but get in h is usual attack on the lib era l 

consciousness. He says of Woodcock:

Soon after the war Mr. Woodcock, as he was then, had collected  
case h istor ies and compiled a book, elegantly  produced i f  
necessarily  slender, about a l l  the charitable l i t t l e  acts done 
by Germans to  Jews during the Nazi era. Here a simple but 
good hearted sergeant offering spoonfuls of marmalade to Jewish 
children before they were led  o ff  the the gas chambers . . . .  (p.

The reader responds to such humour only because to  face the ugliness of

the r e a lity  underneath would be painful. He becomes, so to speak,

anaesthetized by the recurring horror and violence and only upon reflection

i s  he shocked at the nature of the material he has been taking l i^ i t

heartedly.

R ichler's use of cliche a lso  underlines the difference in tone 

that the reader notices between The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure. In 

Ihe Incomparable Atuk the conversations between Atuk and The Old One, 

for example, are more humorous than horrifying. The Old One had told
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Atuk I "For an Eskimo boy to make h is mark in  th is world, Atuk, he must 

be b r i^ te r , better and fa ster  than other boys" (p. 53)* And Atuk had 

taken th is  precept, one which rings a note o f fam iliarity , as a model 

for h is  l i f e .  When the Old One refuses h is  b lessing on Atuk's marriage, 

Atuk employs the same sort of langiiage when he t e l l s  Old One: "You're

a b igot. You've never overcome your igloo mentality" (p. 83). But 

the Old One in s is t s  that assim ilation starts with something as simple 

as taking a bath. Moreover, Goldie belongs to a monotheistic relig ion  

and th is  upsets the Old One who maintains that i t  i s  the Eskimo b e lie f  

in  many gods that has held them together: "We are the chosen pagans, 

my son. We have a message for the world" (p. 86). He goes on to say. 

that i t  i s  hard to be an Eskimo, that theirs i s  the only culture in the 

land and that one day they sh a ll r is e  again and claim what i s  r igh tly  

th e irs . Obviously Richler i s  having fun here. While h is primary purpose 

i s  to parody the zealousness of Zionism he i s  no doubt aware that many 

minority groups, notably the French Canadians and-the American blacks, 

have used arguments displaying sim ilar reasoning to  Old One's. The way 

in which Richler can take an old c lich e  and turn i t  to  a new purpose i s  

not only e ffec tiv e  s a t ir ic a lly  but humorous.

In Cocksure R ichler's use o f cliche i s  more grotesque and hor­

r ify in g . In the opening pages of the novel Dino Tomasso, in  a sta te  

o f anger, t e l l s  Star Maker "Go fuck yourself." Rather than punishing 

Dino, Star Maker thanks him. The reader is  puzzled u n til towards the 

end o f the novel he finds out that Star Maker has taken Dino's outburst 

l i t e r a l ly .  Star Maker, the ultimate in  se lf-su ffic ien cy , has had 

surgery to enable him to impregnate himself. While h is id o l, the
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Chevalier d'Eon, had lived  for many years as a woman and many as a man 

Star Maker has achieved the unthinkable. He has both male and female 

organs and as he loves no one but himself, he makes love to himself.

Richler has taken an obscene expression from the language of the day 

and r e in s t il le d  into i t  the surprise and shock value i t  once had. The 

method i s  e ffective  in making Star Maker the ultimate figure o f night­

mare in R ichler's novels. The fa ct that Star Maker as representative of 

the great, impersonal sta te  has power to manipulate other people's l iv e s  

i s  frightening enou^ but th is  f in a l action o f  h is  turns him into a mon­

strous superhuman.

As novels, then The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure stand to­

gether. Both Atuk and Mortimer are k illed  by scheming businessmen, the 

former by one with loca l in terests only, the la tte r  by one with defen­

sive and agressive tendencies to protect h is empire and to  secure 

Mort's lymph system. In addition, Mortimer i s  doomed because Shalinsky 

mistakes fa c t for fic tio n  and because h is other a lly , P o lly  Morgan i s  

so saturated in the world of pop movies that she fantasizes a happy ending 

while Mort i s  being k illed . In both novels, then, the forces of e v i l  

are triumphant and largely external. But the sa t ir ic  point of The 

Incomparable Atuk suffers because o f Atuk's greed. Cocksure i s  a stronger 

sa t ir ic  novel because Mort's innocence stands in  opposition to the e v ils  

of the world about him.

Thematically, the question of values has interested  Richler 

throu^out h is career. Andre and Noah were on an e x is te n tia l search for 

some b e lie f  able to regulate their  l iv e s . Norman Price discovered he 

must l iv e  with the imperfect. Duddy and Atuk merely accepted the standards
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o f those around them and worked within th is  framework. Mortimer i s  more 

lik e  the early protagonists in h is  b e lie fs  but the milieu in  which he 

l iv e s  is  h ostile  in quite a d ifferen t way. Andre and Noah are rebels 

against the traditional structures o f family and relig ion . Mort, on the 

other hand, i s  surrounded by rebels who regard h is  traditionalism  as 

d ista stefu l. Perhaps th is  d istin ction  underlines a major difference in 

Richler's point of view and goes to explain why Cocksure i s  so much more 

a contemporary novel than are i t s  ear lier  r e a l is t ic  predecessors. The 

rebels have taken over and the people lik e  Mori are outside the main­

stream. Perhaps Richler attempts a glimpse a t  a future where present 

conditions are merely exaggerated and Cocksure can in part be categorized 

as a fu tu ristic  novel.

Technically, The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure draw upon Richler's 

past work but the satiric-com ic approach they employ makes them unique.

The main drawback of The Incomparable Atuk i s  that perhaps i t s  scope is  

too large and as a consequence the end product i s  too much made up of 

in teresting fragments rather than forming a cohesive whole. Richler, in 

trying to say too much, leaves the reader with the impression of a suc­

cession of ta les rather than with one ta le . But the moments of each ta le  

are exciting and memorable and as such the book must be judged as a suc­

cessfu l f ir s t  effort into the domain of sa tir e . Cocksure i s  a much more 

sophisticated novel both in  the way the themes are developed and in i t s  

s t y l i s t ic  technique. In Cocksure Richler becomes a more subtle craftsman 

able to take h is varying in terests and weave them into a cohesive whole. 

Rather than a series of gens loosely  related to  each other, the reader 

distinguishes a well-thought out plan. The sa tire  i t s e l f  i s  le ss  crude
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and while there i s  abundant comedy in Cocksure i t  i s  le s s  farc ica l.

Like The Acrobats and Son of a Smaller Hero. The Incomparable 

Atuk provided Richler with the opportunity to  experiment and find h is  

own voice in a new domain. Cocksure i s  a superior novel largely  be­

cause Richler was able to id en tify  and correct h is  ear lier  weaknesses. 

But both The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure are a lso  preparatory novels 

for St. Urbain*s Horseman. Only when Richler had mastered the comic- 

s a t ir ic  medium could he, perliaps, blend h is  r e a l is t ic  and com ic-satiric  

a b i l i t ie s  to create the major work of h is career, St. Urbain*s Horseman.



CHAPTER SIX 

ST. URBAIN'S HORSEMAN

St. Urbain*s Horseman Is  R ichler's best novel because both in  

technique and in blend of com ic-satiric elements i t  i s  h is  most complex 

and mature achievement. Published in 19&6, the novel i s  in  many ways 

a recapitulation of R ichler's ear lier  works. Richler i s  s t i l l  interested  

in the themes of time and geography and in  the ro le  of values in  contem­

porary society . In St. Urbain's  Horseman, however, Richler chooses as 

protagonist a character quite unlike h is previous heroes. Jake i s  not 

the young id e a lis t  who views the future as a land of promise and f u l f i l l ­

ment. He i s  a middle-aged, successful film  maker who i s  very aware that 

h is  l i f e  has not measured up to  the expectations he had as a youth.

Rather than looking forward, he looks backward and examines h is  past. The 

universality  of Jake's concerns i s  something new in R ichler's work. 

Generally R ichler's protagonists struggle against what they deem i s  a 

h o stile  world, but seldom do they consider their  lo t  in comparison to  

those le s s  fortunate than they. Jake i s  in many ways the modern man fear­

fu l of what i s  to come but powerless in the face of the overvdielraing in­

ju stices  he sees in the world around him. He cannot be content to make 

h is  separate peace and withdraw into a private world as did Norman Price

155
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His awareness of himself and h is  shortcomings and h is  i n s i s t  in to  the 

sta te  of the world cause him deep personal anguish. Other Richler per­

sonnages su ffer  n i^ tnares, Ernst for example, but i t  i s  because o f what 

they have done rather than what they have fa ile d  to  do. St. Urbain *s 

Horseman considers the problem of morality on the universal as well as 

the personal lev e l. As John Metcalfe points out: "In i t s  concern witii

purpose, suffering, and death i t  seemed to be a re lig iou s book."^

Technically, St. Urbain*s Horseman i s  much more sophisticated  

than any o f R ichler's previous e ffo r ts . A sig n ifica n t difference in  nar­

rative structure i s  that here time for the most part moves backward and 

Richler consequently r e lie s  heavily on the use of flashback and in terior  

monologue. The novel i s  divided into four parts and Richler skips back 

and forth from one period to another in a sk ilfu l and subtle fashion. In 

contrast to h is  earlier  work too, St. Urbain's  Horseman i s  a more care­

fu lly  ordered novel. Richler*s use and placement of key phrases gives 

a structured pattern to the novel as a whole. In addition, Ihe novel 

combines R ichler's two narrative s ty le s—black comedy and naturalism are 

fused in a way in which they never were before. ïhe actual techniques, 

for example -the use of a central comic scene, are often techniques Richler 

has employed before, but their blend to achieve a r e a l is t ic - s a t ir ic  whole 

i s  unique. Both thematically and technically , then, St. Urbain*s Horseman 

should be viewed as completing a lin e  of development that began with The 

Acrobats.

The novel's protagonist, Jake Hersh, i s  a happily married man 

with three children. Ke i s  good at h is  work as a film  director, but fe e ls  

he has made no lasting contribution to humanity. As Jake becomes more
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d issa tis f ied  and uneasy in h is  present sta te , h is  l i f e  becomes more and 

more ruled by h is  fantasies about St. Urbain*s Horseman, h is  cousin Joey 

Hersh, and the Horseman's supposed mission as protector o f those in need. 

I f  there i s  an organizing principle in Jake's l i f e ,  i t  i s  the Horseman. 

Because of th is  association with Joey, Jake meets Ruthy Flam and through 

her, Harry Stein , the malcontent pervert vho i s  responsible for the c r i­

minal charges la id  against Jake in the opening pages of the novel. The 

t r ia l ,  vhich i s  only sketched in th is  beginning section , triggers Jake's 

memory and causes him to r e c a ll h is  younger days in  Montreal, Toronto and 

London. In the second t r ia l  scene at the end o f the novel we learn what 

actually  happened. Using Jake's identification  Harry lures Ingrid, the 

German au pair he meets in a bar, to Jake's home for the supposed purpose 

of reading a film scrlpt. Jake, returning from h is  fa th er's funeral, comes 

upon the two of them and forces Ingrid to leave. She i s  stopped by a 

cruising police car and t e l l s  a story of sexual assau lt. Harry i s  charged 

with sodomy, rape and the possession of cannabis} Jake with rape, aiding 

and abetting sodomy, and the possession of cannabis. Jake i s  found gu ilty  

on one charge, a lessened charge of indecent assau lt, but i s  fined rather 

than imprisoned. Harry i s  found gu ilty  of sodomy and rape and sentenced 

to  seven years. These two t r ia l  scenes occupy a mere twenty-six pages of 

the novel but they form i t s  central action and because of th e ir  placement 

make the ending of the novel an aspect of the beginning.

The themes of time, geography and values have plagued Richler; 

throu^out h is  career and h is constant return to them seems to indicate  

that the conclusions he reached proved unsatisfactory. In St. Urbain*s 

Horseman Richler grapples with these same problems but from the more
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mature point of view of middle age. Jake Hersh, lik e  Richler, was born

in 1930 and a t the time of the novel i s  thirty-seven. Richler was th ir ty -

s ix  tdien he published i t .  Like Andre, Noah and Norman Jake fe e ls  he i s

part o f a peripheral generation, a generation which has nothing to show

as i t s  accomplishments. But while former protagonists s t i l l  believe they

can influence the future, Jake, l ik e  Richler, fe e ls  time i s  c losin g  in on

him and thinks to himself*

Wrong place, wrong time. Young too la te ;  old too soon was, as 
Jake had come to understand i t ,  the p la in tive story of h is  
American generation. Conceived in the depression, but never 
to  taste i t s  bitterness firstliand, they had actually  contrived 
to  s a i l  througli the Spanish C ivil War, World War II , the holo­
caust, Hiroshima, tine Isra e li War of Independence, McCarthyisra,
Korea, and, la tter ly , Vietnam and the drug culture, with im­
punity. The whirlwind elsewhere.^

Harry Stein, on the other hand, has experienced the horrors o f war and 

Jake i s  fascinated by him partly for th is  reason. At ten years of age 

Harry was taken to Buckin^amshire during the b litz . Insolent and d is ­

heveled, he was not among those picked by the gentry and was forced onto 

a family who arrived la te  by an ira te  b ille t in g  o fficer . When he returned 

hone, h is  father took him out to see a l l  the anti-Sem itic s i ^ t s .  Like 

Jake, Richler experienced l i t t l e  of the war and was attracted by the 

sto r ies  of those who had. He says* "For my generation the war was hear­

ing of death and sacrifice  but seeing with our own eyes the departure

from cold-water f la ts  to apartments in Outremont, duplexes and s p l i t ­
's

lev e ls  in the suburbs."

What l i t t l e  one learns of Jake's early background resembles that 

of Noah Adler, Duddy Kravitz and Richler him self. Jako grew up in  the 

Jewish ghetto of St. Urbain Street and despite h is  attempts to escape th is  

m ilieu, i t s  influence i s  never eradicated. Like Andre and Noah too, Jake
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i s  somewhat of an in te llec tu a l and a creature in  search o f a goal for  

h is  l i f e .  A ll three find their  environment s t i f l in g  and look beyond 

Canada for  the fu lfillm en t of th e ir  dreams. In 1951 Jake desired to go 

to New York. He had quit McGill because as he to ld  h is  father, Issy  

Hersh, he was bored and did not lik e  i t  there: "It no longer su its  my

Weltanschauung" (p. 89). " I t's  time I found out who I an" (p. 89).

Richler a lso  quit university to seek a new id e n tity  and one can Imagine 

that he was sim ilar to Jake vrtio " . . .  cu ltivated  a New Statesman out­

look, . . . wore a tweed jacket with leather armpatches, crammed h is  

shelves with Penguins, and le t  h is hair grow long" (p. 91). Jake f e l t  

that in New York he would find a sp ir itu a l home, one in  which other people 

th ou ^ t as he did. His brother-in-law Herky g ives him the money for the 

venture but only a fter  Jake pu lls a Duddy K ravitz-like trick  on him and 

says that he (Jake) needs to move to another c ity  because he i s  a homo­

sexual. Jake's f i r s t  adventure i s  abortive, however, because he i s  mis­

taken for h is  cousin, Joey Hersh, and refused entry into the United States. 

Ihat same year Jake moves to Toronto and from there to London.

As a youth Jake's views of Canada quite c lo se ly  resemble those 

of the early Richler protagonist. To Jake Ottawa and Quebec c ity  were 

" . . .  bush league towns where you went to pay o ff  a government goy for  

a contract or a building permit. They were the places the regulations 

came from, not l i f e ' s  joys" (p. 97). As a young man Richler a lso  f e l t  

that Canada was an uninspiring, provincial place to l iv e . His youthful 

judgment of the Canadian cultural and litera ry  scene was probably sim ilar  

to Jake's. Jake t e l l s  h is  troubled re la tiv es  that th eir  c ity  i s  a 

" . . .  cultural dessert, a colonial pimple, and he was o ff  to nourish 

him self a t  the imperial fountainhead . . . "  (p.  I 78).
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The older, more mature Jake looks at h is  past and sees things 

quite d ifferen tly . He wishes that the cu ltural standards o f London were 

as high as he had thought them to  he. He remembers how he and Luke Scott, 

a writer and friend, had shared th eir  mythical views of London during 

the time they lived  and worked in  Toronto. Both had been raised to be­

lie v e  in  the superiority o f the mother country, in much tlie same way as 

S a lly  MacPherson (A Choice of Enemies) and Kiss Ryerson (Cocksure) . But 

when Luke's f i r s t  play was accepted Jake found that Timothy Nash, i t s  

director, did not deserve the praises he received and was merely a flashy  

newcomer on ihe glory path. Jake knew th at the best touches in the play 

were h is  own, but he received no cred it for the advice he had given Luke. 

Disappointed by London, Jake i s  assa iled  by fee lin g s of lo ss , melancholy 

and nostalgia for the country which he no longer r ea lly  knows. During 

the t r ia l  proceedings he cannot help fe e lin g  that i f  he were in  Canada 

he would be at ease now. ' He remembers how with "soaring enthusiasm" he 

had l e f t  a homeland characterized by "Thousands of m iles of wheat, in ­

difference, and self-apology . . . .  And no more" (pp. 4—5)* And yet

". . . . h e  f e l t  increasingly claimed by i t ,  e sp ec ia lly  in  the autumn, the

Laurentian season . . . "  (p. 5)•

Jake recognizes h is  youthful stance for what i t  was, an effort  

to  recapture in h is  own l i f e  what he imagined as excitin g  based on the 

writings of others. He reca lls  h is  time in  Spain (1957) and the orgy 

which he had regarded as liv in g . But he had found that he could not take 

part and had gone out on the terrace to drink. "Remember th is ,"  Jake had 

th o u ^ t, ". . . cherish i t ,  and he f e l t  very ghetto-liberated , very

Hemingway as he raised a b o ttle  to  h is  l ip s ,  drained i t ,  and flung i t  into
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the sea. A moment la ter  he was sick  to h is  stomach" (p. 11). Much of 

th is  seems a t le a s t  semi-autobiograÿiical. Richler too l e f t  Canada 

joyously expecting a very d ifferen t world across the seas and h is  early 

work i s  proof o f the influence the writers o f a previous generation had 

on h is  writing, i f  not h is  l i f e .  Ihe middle-aged Richler, however, has 

learned much about the price one pays for expatriation and he shares h is  

new i n s i s t s  with the reader throu^ the middle-aged Jake. Jake leam s  

that the se lf- id e n tity  he tried  to forge for him self in youth was a r ti­

f i c ia l  because he never considered whether the assumptions upon which i t  

was based applied to him. In addition, he comes to  a more r e a lis t ic  p ic­

ture of what both Canada and England have to o ffer  him. He remains in  

London a t the end of the novel but with a new understanding of himself 

that does not re ly  on geographical location for i t s  v a lid ity . A few 

years a fter  the publication of th is  novel, Richler w ill  return to h is  

hcmieland, having decided ihat expatriation had cut him o ff  from his  

natural subject matter, h is  own people and th e ir  liv e s .

In St. Urbain *s Horseman Richler once a ĝain searches for an an­

swer to  the role of values in contemporary existence. In some ways h is  

treatment of th is  theme rec a lls  h is  earlier  work but i t s  global nature in 

th is  novel marks a change in outlook. Baumbach says ihat "Since 19^5 the 

serious American novel has moved away from naturalism and the soc ia l scene 

to explore the underside of consciousness (the "heart of darkness"), 

delineating in i t s  various ways tiie burden and ambivalence of personal 

resp on sib ility  in a world >hich accomodates ev il." ^  He points to the large 

number of g ifted  Jewish writers who share th is  moral preoccupation—

Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer, Herbert Gold, Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth,
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J. D. Salinger. Richler him self says in "Ihe Holocaust and After" that

%ere i s  more than the Talmud on one sid e, and L eslie F iedler's 
prescient jokes not withstanding, g e f i l t e  f ish  on the other, 
to the Jewish heritage. There i s  a lso  the holocaust: the holo­
caust which i s  a t the very core of most serious Jewish writing 
since the war. I t  i s  what binds Malamud to Bellow, the one 
having made the moral gesture of The Fixer and the other con­
tinuing to write the novel of the survivor's reflec tion s and 
s e lf - ju s t if ic a t io n .5

Richler adds that "By 1966, only twenty years a fter  the holocaust, we had 

already witnessed the astonishing emergence o f the Good German." He 

continues: "The Germans are s t i l l  an abomination to me."^

St. Urbain's  Horseman analyzes the problem of personal responsi­

b i l i t y  for the e v ils  of society . Jake Hersh, lik e  Asa leventhal in Saul 

Bellow's The Victim, su ffers real and imaginary persecution because he 

believes h is suffering i s  deserved yet he cannot recognize what serious 

wrong he has committed to  cause i t .  In many ways Harry Stein has an in­

fluence on Jake which p a ra lle ls  A llbee's on Leventhal. As Baumbach says: 

" . . .  Allbee i s  not the cause but the occasion o f Leventhal's victim i­

zation—the objectification  of h is  free-floa tin g  g u ilt ."  "Their mutual 

repulsion, an objectified  se lf-rep u lsion , evolves, or rather inverts,
n

throu^ their sense of likeness, into a grotesque attraction." Because 

Jake fe e ls  gu ilty  he too i s  very open to victim ization. At the same time 

he resents Harry's threats, le tte r s  and phone c a lls  to get back the money 

Ruthy loaned the Horseman, he i s  attracted by Harry's unconventional 

methods. When Harry, for example, purposely bums a hole in Jake's new 

wing chair, Jake admires h is  nerve. Perhaps because Harry's actions re­

present behavior Jake could never allow him self to indulge in , he fee ls  

resp on sib ility  for helping Harry to escape i t s  consequences. Though he 

i s  repulsed by the crudeness and ruthlessness Harry i s  capable of , he
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i s  strangely attracted to him. When h is son, Ben, i s  born Jake rea lizes  

that he wants to share the event with Harry. More than th is  attraction- 

repulsion, thou^, i s  Jake's fee lin g  that he deserves a l l  o f what Harry 

i s  doing to him. When Jake thinks about the t r ia l ,  sometimes i t  i s  get­

tin g  o ff  that alarms him rather than going to j a i l .  Instead of finding  

th is  a depressing time Jake finds i t  exhilarating. I t  i s  as i f  what he 

has always expected has come to pass: "After years of waiting somebody

had at la s t  come, to ask him, Jacob Hersh, husband, father, son, house 

owner, investor, sybarite, film  fantasy-spinner, for an accounting" (p. 82).

%y is  Jake so debilitated  by g u ilt  that he fe e ls  relieved when 

there i s  a p o ss ib ility  he w ill be punished for wrong doing? In many ways 

h is  very contentment causes h is  uneasiness. As a sen sitive  person con­

cerned with the in ju stices of the world, he has always " . . .  expected 

the coming of the vandals. Above a l l ,  the in ju stice -co llec to rs . Ihe 

concentration camp survivors. Ihe emaciated m illions of India. The star­

velings of Africa" (p. 81) . Richler, lik e  Bellow, evokes the r e a lity  of 

in te llec tu a l anguish. Jake's anguish takes the form of a ni^tmare which 

he labels h is  Jewish ni^tmare. I t  str ikes

only on those rare evenings when he brimmed over with well­
being, a sense of everything having knit mysteriously together 
for once, h is  wife, the children they had made, so that he could 
even contemplate h is  shortcomings, h is fa ilu res , h is own rot and 
dying and a l l  tilings considered, i t  was tolerable, (p. 65)

Ihen in h is  ni^tmare the extermination o ffice r s  enter h is  house: "Ben
i

i s  seized by the legs lik e  a chicken and heaved out the window, h is  brains 

sp illin g  to  the terracs" (p. 67). The other children su ffer  as terrib le  

a fate.

In h is fears and h is insecurity Jake i s  a personification of
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modem man. He fe e ls  h is  g u ilt  w ill  not be assuaged u n til he finds some 

system of b e lie f  which can accomodate the a l l  important q.uestions of e v il ,  

death and suffering. But he seems unable to find a source of b e lie f .

Ihe narrator t e l l s  us: "Jake craved answers, a revelation , something out

there, a certitude, lik e  the Bomb before i t  was discovered" (p. 282).

When Nancy, early in the novel, asks him vdiat i s  r ea lly  important to him 

he r ep lie s  that Dr. Samuel Johnson i s .  Would he, Jake, have been asked 

to s i t  a t Johnson's table? Luke, much la ter , asks him a sim ilar question 

and Jake says he believes in "Praising those who were tru ly  great, those

who came nearest the sun. I believe in theirs and ours. Dr. Johnson,

yes. Dr. Leary, no" (p. 283). These two references to Dr. Johnson serve 

to underline the kind of man Jake is .  He longs for the kind of cultural 

m ilieu of the eighteenth century where ideas and th e ir  proponents are 

given the status worihy of them. He perhaps views Samuel Johnson's 

England in the stereotyped fashion in which many students of literatu re  

s t i l l  do, as a society  in which a l l  was ordered, structured and regulated. 

Jake i s  very much an old fashioned man.

For Jake, thou^, as for Andre, Noah and Norman, no certitude i s  

possible within the trad itional structures of re lig ion  or nation ality .

When h is  father, Issy , d ies and he returns to Montreal, i t  str ik es him 

with v ivid  c la r ity  how far removed h is l i f e  has become from h is fam ily's. 

Day and night he s i t s  with the Hershes and fe e ls  so cradled by their

presence that he i s  unable to tru ly  mourn h is  father. He a lso  fe e ls

". . . lik e  Rip Van Winkle returned to an innocent and ordered world he 

had mistakenly believed long extin ct. Where God watched over a l l ,  doing 

His sums. Where everything fit"  (p. 371)• While h is  re la tiv e s  are
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ignorant in many ways, there i s  a happiness in th eir  self-contained  

world which Jake envies. Jake cannot return to th is  cocooned environment 

but neither does he f i t  in to  the trendy London environment.

The London world of St. Urbain's  Horseman i s  quite sim ilar to  

that o f Cocksure. Culture and the media are s a t ir ic a lly  treated and there 

i s  an exposure and indictment of the modern, m a ter ia listic , se lf-serv in g  

society  we have evolved. Jake's Jewish background and the sense of con­

tin u ity  i t  represents i s  s e t  against the fast-moving, amoral, quickly 

changing l i f e s ty le  of London. Jake's friends in the film  industry think 

of him as square. In contrast to th e ir  fa iled  middle-aged marriages Jake 

i s ,  a fter  ten years, s t i l l  very happy with Nancy. Physically he s t i l l  

desires her and mentally he is  s t i l l  compatible with her. He is  almost 

ashamed to admit that he even enjoys talking to her and has never been 

unfaithful. But sometimes he wishes that he were lik e  the others who 

seek solace with vacuous g ir ls ,  punishing themselves as i t  were. Every­

thing Jake sees and reads in the mass media makes him aware that he i s ,  

lik e  Mortimer Griffin, d ifferen t, almost an anachronism. Books, film s 

and plays " . . .  celebrated d elic ious angst. Empty sex in the afternoon 

with strangers. E xisten tia l couplings in parked cars. 'Now' people 

lonely even a t the most crowded orgies. Only the bores and the baddies, 

the dopes, the characters given a l l  the bad lin e s , continued to stay  

together" (p. 278). Jake i s ,  lik e  Mortimer G riffin , decent, tolerant, 

honorable and lib era l in a world in which these are no longer regarded 

as good qu alities.

Ihe more Jake exam.ines h is  l i f e  and b e lie fs  and finds then lacking, 

the more he turns to h is  internal world of reverie about St, Urbain' s
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Horseman. He reca lls  the f i r s t  time he met h is  cousin Joey a t Uncle Abe's 

cottage. I t  was 1937* Hanna had come with her children Joey, Jenny and 

Arty and the rest of the family had immediately quietened. Joey, in  h is  

detention home work sh irt and faded dungarees, sm iles scornfully. Uncle 

Ate se ts  them up in one o f h is  cold water f la t s  on St. Urbain Street and 

because Joey is  supposedly sick ly , he does not work. Jake, a boy of 

seven years, learns that they are Baruch's bunch, h is  second cousins, 

and la ter  that Baruch i s  the black sheep of the family. After four months 

Joey leaves home and i s  not heard from again u n til 1938 îdien Hanna gets 

a postcard from Toulouse, France. In 1939, she receives a postcard from 

Mexico.

Joey returns in the spring of 19^3* To the boys Arty, Jake, 

Duddy, and Gas, Joey’s fire-engine red MG . . could have been a magni­

f ice n t s ta llio n  and Cousin Joey a k n i^ t  returned from a foreign crusade" 

(p. 119). This i s  no doubt -üie seed of the older Jake's Horseman reverie. 

Joey seems no longer of St. Urbain Street. He has s ty le  and dresses as 

coldly and correctly as a Westmount lawyer. He spends prodigious amounts 

of money. Beautiful, h i# i-q u a lity  g ir ls  sip  martinis and watch him exer­

c ise  in the gym he builds in the yard. Intimations are given even at 

th is  point, thou^, that Joey i s  involved in i l l e g a l  a c t iv it ie s . An RCMP 

o fficer  inquires after him as does a t a l l  and elegantly  dressed man iho 

la ter  o ffers Joey a brown envelope which he refuses. To the boys, though, 

Joey has a l l  the accomplishments they dream of: he r ides horses and has

a commercial p ilo t 's  licence. V/hen he brings the youngsters on the street  

to a professional baseball game, he i s  recognized by one of the players 

and reveals that yes, he played pro for a vh ile . Ifhen trouble erupts
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■between, the Jewish community and the French Canadian, Joey brings the 

boys to the park and protects iJien. And when a St. Urbain Street boy is  

beaten up a t the Palais d'Or dance h a ll, Joey in c ite s  the men to revenge.

A French Canadian boy ends up unconscious in an a lley  and the situation  

i s  so serious that Uncle Abe and a delegation promise to  find the wrong­

doers. Ihe next morning Joey i s  gone and h is car i s  found burned along 

the road to New York.

Ih is  early h istory of the Horseman, thou^ sketchy, i s  important, 

for i t  i s  on these few impressions from Joey's past that Jake builds up 

h is  cousin to myth-like proportions. Thou^ he never sees Joey a fter  

19^3t he pieces togeiher a story from the fragments of information he i s  

able to c o llec t. Postcards to Hanna from around the world indicate that 

Joey i s  involved in many current events. Jake tracks Joey to Israel and 

meets h is wife Chava and ten year old son Zev and agrees to  support them. 

He receives le tters  and phone c a lls  asking him to liv e  up to h is cousin's 

obligations. He meets Ruthy Flam, the woman from whom Joey had borrowed 

seven hundred pounds and whom he had promised to marry and, in  the end, 

pays o ff th is  debt. A ll the reports which Jake receives of h is  cousin's 

character are uncomplimentary. Wherever Joey went he was d isliked  and 

stirred  up trouble. On the kibbutz Yosef ben Baruch, as he was ca lled , 

drank heavily and was involved with hashish smuggling. As the western 

singer, Jesse Hope, he ran card games on American bases in  Germany and 

always emerged as the winner. He supposedly became embroiled in the 

internal p o lit ic a l troubles of Spain, Mexico and Israel.

I t  i s  perhaps strarge that given th is information, Jake should 

choose such a person as hero. Ihe fa c t that much of i t  i s  sketchy and
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none of i t  firsthand, however, allows Joey to remain a shadowy, romantic 

figure in h is  cousin's eyes. The l i f e  which Joey seems to have led, h is  

many travels and engagements, makes him an almost legendary-type person. 

To Jake who s i t s  "by h is firesid e  choking with se lf-d isg u st, the Horseman 

seems an exciting man of action, someone who, unlike him self, i s  doing 

something about the state  of the world. Jake spends much time contempla­

ting  the Horseman's journal which he gets from Chava. The inscription  

in  the journal readst "The Horsemant Born Joseph Hersh in a miner's 

shanty in  Yellowknife, Yukon T erritories. Winter. Exact date unknown" 

(p. 30). The journal describes the a c t iv it ie s  of Josef Mengele, philo­

sophy student and chief doctor a t Auschwitz. Mengele becomes in the 

course of the journal the symbolic scapegoat for a l l  the a tro c itie s  per­

petrated upon the Jews by the Germaiis. Each time the reader comes across 

1he oft-repeated phrase "Mengele cannot have been there a l l  the time" and 

i t s  reply "In my opinion, always. H i^ t  and day" (p. 163)1 the s ig n if i ­

cance of i t  penetrates deeper. Mengele was responsible for being the 

f i r s t  to r id  the women's quarters of l ic e .  He simply gassed ihe entire  

block and had i t  disinfected. R ichler's descriptions of the sufferings 

of h is  people are as v ivid  as they are ugly. One picture has women 

drinking water next to the la tr in es, the same stream serving to wash away 

the excrement. In another the human desire for survival i s  seen in the 

p ile  of bodies reaching to the ce ilin g  of the gas chamber. The stronger 

men grasping for the air of the higher regions clawed the weaker women 

and children who were always found near the ground.

Using the journal as a prop, Jake begins to fantasize about h is  

cousin's a c tiv it ie s . In a recurring dream from which he always wakes up
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perspiring, St. Urbain*s Horseman i s  roaming the countryside in  search 

of Mengele. He takes the Doktor by surprise a t h is  walled v i l la  "with 

the barred windows off an unmarked road in the jungle, between Puerto 

San Vincente and the border fortress of Carlos Antonio Lopez, on the 

Parana River" (p. 2). R ichler’s reiteration  of key phrases such as th is  

one i s  o f utmost importance in explaining both the e f fe c t  of alarm and 

recognition which the reader fe e ls . As Jake becomes more and more en­

meshed in the aura of the Horseman so too does the reader. In h is  a t t ic  

aerie Jake looks a t the clock which has been adjusted to  show the time in  

Paraguay—the Doktor’s time. Maybe, Jake thinks, ttie Horseman i s  out 

rid ing somevrfiere now. Ihe increasing control i±ie Horseman has over Jake's 

mind i s  hinted a t in the c losing lin es  of Parts two and three of the novel. 

Before going to London, Jake had gone to say goodbye to  h is  family and 

had accused them of abandoning Baruch, a lonely old man, to death in a 

squalid rooming house and of treating Joey shabbily. I f  he ever came 

across Joey, he said that he would help him as much as he could. The 

la s t  sentence of Part two reads; "Without rea liz in g  i t ,  Jake had become 

Cousin Joey’s advocate" (p. 159)-

By the end of Part three Jake’s relationship  to the Horseman has 

altered; "Once Cousin Joey's advocate, he was now h is  acolyte" (p. 290). 

Jake turns down a film script in Israel because i t  i s  against everything 

Joey stood for. He accepts or rejec ts  scrip ts based on what he thinks 

the Horseman’s standards would be. And in h is  productions i t  i s  the 

Horseman who i s  somewhere watching and judging whom he tr ie s  to  please. 

Gradually, he spends more and more time s if t in g  throu^ the Horseman's 

papers. He rea lizes  that for years now he has been insinuating ta les
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" . . .  o f St. Urbain*s Horseman between h is bedtime sto r ies  about Rabbi 

Akiba, ttie Thirty-six Just men, Haimonides, the Golem, Trumpeldor, and 

Leon Trotsky" (p. 290). Joey takes on an almost re lig io u s ro le  in  Jake’s 

l i f e .  Jake i s  oddly convinced that somehow Joey has answers for him.

He t e l l s  the sold iers at the American services base in Germany where Joey 

had been a singer that h is  cousin i s  a  rea l so ld ier , not a toy one lik e  

them. Joey, he says, i s  the Golem and goes on to explaini "The Golem 

. . .  i s  the body wiihout a soul. He was made out of clay by Rabbi Judah 

Ben B ezalel, in the sixteenth century to  defend the Jews of Prague from 

a pogrom and, to  my mind, s t i l l  wanders the world, turning up wherever a 

defender i s  most needed" (pp. 252-53) • Jake has found in  the Horseman 

the source of b e lie f  which had previously eluded him.

Given th is relig iou s ro le  which the Horseman plays in Jake's l i f e ,  

the news of Joey's death in an a ir  crash while supposedly smuggling ciga­

re tte s  comes as a shock. Jake takes out the journal and writes "died.

July 20, 1967." He weeps the tears which had not come a t h is  fa ther's  

death I

He wept for h is  father, h is  penis curling out of h is  undervrear 
l ik e  a spent worm. His penis, my maker. Rotting in  an over­
s iz e  casket. He wept for h is  mother, ;ho deserved a more lov­
ing son. He wept for Harry, fulminating in h is  c e l l  and assuredly 
planning vengeance. He wept for Nancy, whose stomach was seamed 
from childbearing. %o would no longer make love with the l i îh t s  
on. He wept because the Horseman, h is  conscience, h is  mentor, 
was no more. (p. ^33)

A ll the threads of Jake's l i f e  merge in the figure of Joey and he mourns

the disappointments and e v ils  he and others close to him have experienced.

Because of Joey, he develops an empathy for other human beings and the

pent up emotions of h is l i f e  are released.

Jake goes so far as to  consider taking on the role o f St. Urbain ' s
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Horseman. A skeptical voice iTrom inside him questions A ether there ever 

was an avenging St. Urbain*s Horseman in the f i r s t  place. Perhaps Jake's 

thought on th is  matter i s  the most lucid  explanation o f Joey's ro le  in  

the novel and in Jake's l i f e :  "Uhat i f  the Horseman was a d istorting

mirror and we each took the se lf -ju s t ify in g  image we required of him?"

(p. 433). Jake's picture of the Horseman answered h is  needs. Jake can 

say that after  many years, he now knows who he is :  "I'm Aaron maybe"

(p. 434). In an interview Richler said that very few people picked up 

th is  strong re lig iou s note with which the novel ended. No one seemed to
O

rea lize  that the Horseman i s  a Golden Calf which Jake makes for him self. 

Because Aaron tr ied  to make a v is ib le  representation o f  d eity  he was re­

fused entrance to the Promised Land. But h is  devotion was recognised when 

the o ffice  of h i ^  p r iest was bestowed upon h is  children and their progeny. 

Ihe sign ificance of th is  can only be surmised. Perhaps Richler i s  saying 

that modern man i s  pushed into creating fa lse  gods, that eadi of us in  

h is  own way creates an equivalent figure o f reverence, a figure who liv e s  

in actu a lity  what we only l iv e  in our imagination. In th is  sense there 

i s  some truth to Cuddon's statement that the Horseman " . . .  seems to be 

Hersh's a lter  ego, h is  better h a lf. He i s  committed and not corrupted.

And perhaps, in  R ichler's view, our children w ill  be p r iests  of a true 

god and allowed entrance into a promised land, whether i t  be seen in human 

or re lig iou s terms.

The novel's ending i s  ambivalent. Jake accepts the offer to  

d irect one of Luke's scrip ts and both Luke and Nancy are d e l is t e d ,  for  

they believe th is  signals a return to ihe land of the liv in g . But Jake 

in h is  mind i s  s t i l l  riding with the Horseman. He b e lieves, lik e  Hanna,
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that i t  i s  possible that Joey staged h is death because he was in some 

kind of trouble. That n i ^ t ,  in Jake’s nightmare, he i s  the Horseman 

on the white sta llio n  seeking Mengele. He wakes and crosses out the "died" 

reference in the journal to "presumed dead." Then ". . . h e  returned to  

bed, and f e l l  into a deep sleep, holding Nancy to  him" (p. 4^6). David 

Shops believes that Jake decides Joey i s  not rea lly  dead because he never 

wanted to  become Joey, just to l iv e  vicariously through him: "His [jake's

eyesj have been riveted on the glamor of the avenger, the redeemer of the 

insulted and injured. But the suffering of the holocaust and other modern 

catastrophes i s  real and unglamorous. George Woodcock, on the other " 

hand, thinks -üiat Jake, in the end, i s  released from p er ils  and obsessions 

and that for once a Richler novel ends h a p p i ly .N e i t h e r  view i s ,  in  

my opinion, completely correct. There i s  an element of vicariousness in  

Jake’s dealings with the Horseman but the fa c t that Jake becomes the 

avenger in h is  ni^tmare leads me to  believe that perhaps he w ill now be 

able to act positively , to  be in  control o f h is  own l i f e  and to accom­

p lish  some of the goals he had se t  for himself. He w ill  not be able to  

en tire ly  give up h is reliance on the Horseman, as evidenced by the "pre­

sumed dead" reference. But h is  fantasy world w ill no longer overpower 

the rea l situations in which he finds him self. Holding onto h is  much 

loved wife, he w ill be able to sleep peacefully. Yet, as Audrey Thomas

points out "Jake w ill always pay—h is terrib le  self-awareness w ill see 
12to that. " The Horseman w ill continue to l iv e  and Jake w ill have re­

curring moments of obsession and fear. The e ffo r t to  give up a fa lse  god 

i s  perhaps fu t ile  when no replacement has been found. And the fact that 

Jake has achieved a sense of se lf- id e n tity  and an understanding of himself
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and others perhaps points to the value and n ecessity  of some god, even 

a fa lse  one. Jake Is a more contented individual but the ending of the 

novel i s  not traditionally  happy.

While the Horseman's role as symbol, then, i s  central to any 

thematic consideration of the novel, i t s  structural ro le  i s  ju st as im­

portant. Jake's two liv e s , h is  present in England and h is  past in  

Montreal and Toronto, are united by h is  abiding obsession with h is  cousin, 

Joey Hersh. This i s  particularly important because St. Urbain*s Horseman 

does not use the linear p lot to thich the reader has become so accustomed 

in  R ichler's fic tio n . Ihe novel i s  divided in to  four parts but flash ­

backs are ordered psychologically rather than chronologically. Sometimes 

objects trigger Jake's memory. T-Jhen he picks up a copy of Haig's Spanish 

Self-Taught in chapter two of Part I he remembers with an ache h is  v i l la  

on Ibiza and the experiences he had in Spain (195?)* Sometimes an event 

from Jalce's present reca lls  memories of past time. Standing in  the dock 

at the Old Bailey in chapter I of Part II Jake remembers ttiat h is  "ride 

to ruin" with St. Urbain's  Horseman was no more than an immigration o f f i ­

cer's c le r ic a l error (1951)* Being mistaken for Joey in  the past causes 

Jake to try to reca ll >?hat he actually  knows about h is cousin. Chapters 

three and four of Part two thus go back to 1937 and 19^3. Jake goes on 

to think about that happened to  Hanna and her children and by chapter 

seven of Part two has returned to 1951 when he got a job in Toronto 

throu^ Jenny's husband, Doug Eraser. In chapter e ight Jake leaves for 

London (1955) < Parts three and four of the novel use a sim ilar pattern 

to  Part two but the time references are scantier and the sequence of 

events consequently harder to follow. Part three for example opens with
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a two page chapter where Jake dreams o f the Horseman and Mengele. Sur­

facing from the dream returns Jake to tlie present (196?) and. the fa c t  

that h is  lawyer, Ormsby-Pletcher, w ill soon he arriving. In h is  mind 

Jake traces h is relationship with Ormshy-Pletcher and r e c a lls  a p arti­

cularly humiliating experience he had a t the P letcher's dinner party.

This causes him to wonder what he i s  doing in  England: "What have I got

to  say to these nutty, depraved people?" (p. 175)* By chapter three 

Jake i s  considering h is early days with Luke in  London and how the c ity  

did not measure up to  their expectations. Ihe organization here i s  chain­

lik e . One thou^t follows another as layers o f association are explored. 

Only in part four does the reader arrive at a complete picture. Tallraan

periiaps exaggerates vdien he speaks of the "magnitude of h is  (R ichler'^
13attempt to create a symphonic novel" but the comparison i s  not inexact. 

As in a symphony the fourth movement here recapitu lates and resolves the 

many themes woven into the f i r s t  three. Ihe superstructure i s  as elabo­

rate as that of a symphony but i t  would be d i f f ic u lt  to correlate the 

four musical movements to the four parts of ihe novel.

I f  Richler’s use of symbol and careful structuring indicate a 

new technical maturity, so too does h is  blending of realism and comedy- 

sa tire . These two s ty le s  of writing have in terested  Richler throu^out 

h is  career but in only one other novel, Ihe Apprenticeship of Buddy 

Kravitz, did he make any attempt to reconcile ihem and that only p artia lly . 

By the time of St. Urbain*s Horseman, thou^, R ichler’s aesth etic  v ision  

has progressed to the point where he i s  able to  see an important re la ­

tionship between realism and comedy-satire. In fa ct, he now understands, 

i t  i s  very d if f ic u lt  to separate realism from fantasy in contemporary
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existence. In an interview with John Metcalfe Richler says: "Yes, I do

fin d  the rea l surreal. Fantasy can be rendered in  the s ty le  o f the 

r e a l is t ic  novel precisely because i t  can no longer be iso la ted  purely as 

fantasy. Fantasy i s  very rea l for the characters of St. Urbain's  Horseman. 

Jake's reveries about the Horseman probably form the most important part 

o f h is  r e a lity . As Sheps says: "When the mental and emotional l iv e s

o f individuals have thorou^ly assim ilated the contents of fantasy i t  be­

comes a r t is t ic a lly  appropriate to represent such characters within Hie 

format of the conventionally r e a l is t ic  n o v e l . H e  continues: "The

very adoption of the conventional form o f the novel becomes i t s e l f  an 

e ffe c tiv e  sa t ir ic a l  instrument in  revealing to  what extent to  unreal or
16inauthentic has become the norm in contemporary l i f e ."

On the lev e l of content, St. Urbain's Horseman Is c lo ser  to the 

conventional "bildungsroman," R ichler’s early mode, than i t  i s  to i±ie 

implausible sa tire  of the two novels previous to i t .  Speaking to Donald 

Cameron, Richler indicates tiiat identifying with the hero i s  a precondi­

tion  of lik in g  either The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravitz or St. Urbain's  

Horseman. He also stresses the n o v e lis t 's  la tte r ly  neglected role  as 

"loser's advocate":

But something almost nobody has grasped is  that running throu^  
a l l  my novels, I think, there has been a persisten t attempt to  
make a case for the ostensib ly unsympathetic man. The hero of 
one novel i s  a H itler Youth kid, Buddy Kravitz i s  su p erfic ia lly  
coarse and venal, and Mortimer G riffin  i s  another case; and in  
my most recent novel, Harry S t e i n . 17

For the reader to identify  with characters, particu larly  unsympathetic 

ones, the n ovelist must delineate them in  more depth than i s  usually  

done in the sa t ir ic  mode. Harry Stein, for example, comes to  l i f e  be­

cause of the attention Richler pays to d e ta il.
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Harry reminds the reader of the r e a lis t ic  figure o f e v il ,  a Karp

or a Kraus, whom Richler i s  so fond o f portraying. He i s  described in

the u g lie s t  of terms as are they such that one wonders i f  Richler does

not equate physical appearance and personality characteristics:

Sneering, ferre t-lik e  Hershel. A Londoner born, a Londoner 
bred. National Health had been enacted in  time for the s te e l-  
rimmed glasses, but too la te  to mend the crooked tartar-encrusted 
teeih , Harry’s brown hair was thick and dry, h is  skin splotchy
and almost as gray as h is  mac, and there were l i t t l e  tu fts  of
hair spurting out of h is  ears. (p. 5?)

His background, lik e  that o f the previous v illa in -ty p es , helps to  ejcplain 

h is  present condition. He i s  in te llig en t as evidenced by h is membership 

in  the Hensa organization. This only serves to  exacerbate h is  discontent 

and make him very fu lly  aware of the opportunities which w ill  never be 

h is . His work as accountant going over the fan cifu l expense accounts of 

film  stars causes deep fee lin gs of jealousy and resentment. In h is tiny  

c e l l  of an o ffice  ". . . h e  consumed h is days, increasingly busy and acri­

monious days, vengeful days, sipping lukewarm milky tea  with h is  choco­

la te  digestives" (p. 205). As he t e l l s  Jake: "I had notiiing, mate.

Sweet fucking nothing and grand expectations o f more sweet fucking no­

thing. And the years were slipping by. Only I knew i t ,  see, not lik e  

the others. I knew vhat I was missing and that’s always been my trouble" 

(p. 3^1). This p it i fu l  but human side to Harry i s  one which Richler 

always gives in h is r e a l is t ic  novels to otherwise despicable characters.

A small touch such as Harry’s  ordering of champagne a t  Ben’s  birth i s  

a l l  that i s  needed. But Harry’s destructive, vengeful side i s  seen 

throu^ h is  actions as w ell. During a walk to tlie lo c a l pub he passes 

a Rolls Hoyce and taking the Icnife in h is pocket runs i t  the length of 

the car on both sides. One of R ichler's greatest g i f t s  has been in
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character portrayal and. his treatment of Harry i s  reminiscent of the 

painstaking care he has always taken.

Complementing the s t r a i^ t is h  reportage and emphasis on charac­

ter  are R ichler's com ic-satirical devices. As Sheps says* "Such an 

admixture of to n a litie s  has become perhaps the most d is tin ctiv e  feature

of h is  [R ichler'^  prose sty le  and one o f h is  most characteristic
1Brhetorical and structual devices." Ever since Son o f a Smaller Hero 

Richler has used a central comic scene which incorporates the broad 

concerns and recurrent motifs of the novel. In St. Urbain*s Horseman 

the competitive, cut-throat nature of the industry in which Jake works 

i s  c learly  seen in  the d e l i^ t fu l  comic vignette o f a so ftb a ll game on 

Hampstead Heath. During the summer, the show business expatriates come 

together for a Sunday morning game of so ftb a ll. Each thinks of the 

possible repercussions of any move he makes. Manny, for  example, i s  

anxious. As i t  i s  the beginning of the game he fe e ls  that maybe i t  

would be a good idea to str ike out and thus f la tte r  the pitcher, Lou 

Caplan. I t  i s  Lou's f ir s t  game since h is  Mexican divorce and Manny has 

heard that Lou i s  arranging a three picture deal wiih Twentieth. More­

over, he does not want to be stuck on f i r s t  with that "stomach-turning 

queen" Jason Storm or on third with Bob Cohen, " s tr ic t ly  second features- 

v il le ."  i’hen Moey Hanover sees h is wife f l ir t in g  with Fielding he 

reca lls  the Old Testament story where David has Uriah se t  in the fore­

front of b attle  so he may die and convinces Lou to send Fielding to 

Rone. Not only does he plunder the Old Testament for h is  Rawhide and 

Bonanza p lo ts, but he figures h is hard-bou^t Jewish education i s  useful 

in  h is  private l i f e .  Such examples, while humorous, underline the
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q,uallty of l i f e  of the motion picture world of which Jake i s  a part. Even 

here he fe e ls  l e f t  out for he has no former wife to s i t  on the sid elin es  

and pass snide comments about h is  manhood. Audrey Ihomas points out how 

th is  scene a lso  has a darker echo in the description of the Jewish pri­

soners trying to f le e  the gas o f "the death chamber. îhe scramble to reach 

the top takes on a much blacker tone when l i f e  i t s e l f  rather than ju st  

success i s  the goal: "Thus against the w ildly comic main p lo t of the

story i s  s e t  ihe dark theme of those who died to feed a nation's paranoia
19and lu s t  for power."

St. Urbain*s Horseman a lso  abounds in burlesq.ue passages. Frag­

ments of film  scrip ts, newspaper items, songs, le t te r s , and an I.Q. te s t  

"break the naturalistic  flow of the novel. Richler has used th is technique 

"before, most notably in The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravitz but th is i s  

the f i r s t  time he has used i t  extensively. Richler comments on i t s  pur­

pose when he t e l l s  John Metcalfe: "I think any day's newspaper yields

a number of outlandish stories and I do enjoy them. And in St. Urbain's  

Horseman. I did put then to some use. I had been co llec tin g  them for

some years—not as rea lly  p lots or possible ideas for sto r ies  but simply
20as concrete examples of the absurd." An advertisement for a te lev ision

program for example mocks the sta te  of relig ion  in contemporary society:

2:30 p.m. (12) Medicine and the Bible. Modern endocrinology 
used to interpret the scriptural events. Could Esau have been 
suffering from low blood sugar and ih a t's  why he sold h is 
b ir th r if t?  Gould Goliath have had a p itu itary  gland imbalance? 
Dr. Robert Greenblatt, author of Search the Scriptures, offers 
some of h is theories, (p. 133)

A newspaper a r tic le  on marriage helps explain idiy Jake fe e ls  h is  relation ­

ship with Nancy is  strange and, perhaps, unknown to them inadequate:
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"HAPPY MARRIAGES" MAY BE JUST DULL 
PSYCHOLOGIST SAYS

Washington—A lo t  of "happy" marriages may he merely du ll, says 
a psychologist at the National In stitu te  of Mental Health. Dr. 
Robert Ryder, who directed an in stitu te  research project involv­
ing 200 young, m iddle-class couples, warned about the "unexamined 
idea that com patibility i s  a good tiling." (p. 280)

The darker theme of the novel i s  exemplified by a poster Jake reads in

Germanyt

DASCHAU-
BUS I3AVES EVERY SATURDAY AT 1400
VISIT THE CASTLE
AND IHE CREMATORIUM. (p. 246)

The a tr o c it ie s  of even the recent past have become tou r ist attractions 

and the large, capitalized  presentation emphasizes the absurd horror of 

the situation  better than a mere statement would. The immediacy of the 

impact large print and actual rendering of examples of popular culture 

has accounts for the effectiven ess of R ichler's techniq^ue. These "con­

crete examples of the absurd" reinforce some of the novel's main themes 

and as Tallman explains serve a double duty: " . . .  m usically, they

occur as a kind of running scherzo, sounds of l i f e ' s  whirly birds croon­

ing through crazy days. Thematically they explore and present the pub­

l i c  le v e l o f Jake Hersh's l i f e ,  ju st what kind of wacky modern wonderland 

i t  i s  to which he (and a l l  the r e s t  of us) are more or le s s  Mad Hatters.

When one looks at R ichler’s body of work, St. Urbain's  Horseman 

emerges as the most complex and comprehensive piece of f ic t io n  he has 

undertaken. Thematically, i t  attempts a mature resolution to the problems 

o f expatriation and the lack of values in contemporary existence. The 

solu tions, i f  they can be called  such, are not fa c ile . Jake achieves a 

self-knowledge, understanding and id en tity  which he did not previously
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have hut i t  seems he w ill continue to muse on the basic questions o f l i f e .  

Expatriation has not resulted in  the automatic fu lfillm en t Jake, Andre, 

Noah and Norman expected. R ichler's own l i f e  made th is  abundantly clear  

to  him. But neither can Jake withdraw from l i f e ' s  struggle to an in d i­

v id u a listic  l i f e  s ty le  as Norman Price did. One pays a price for so c ia l  

and personal self-awareness but Richler i s  too much of a humanist to  

consider iso la tion  preferable to community, Jake may need to  believe in  

a fa lse  god (tJie Horseman) in order to perform in the outside world but 

h is  l i f e  o f fantasy w ill no longer overshadow the r e a lity  of h is  day to  

day existence. Given the modem m ilieu, Richler seems to say, we may 

a l l  need some equivalent to  the Horseman to  sustain us. He does not deny 

the p o ss ib ility  of some absolute god on which people can base their  l iv e s  

but i t  w ill  be another generation's task to rediscover that god.

Technically too, St. Urbain's  Horseman should be seen as com­

p leting  a lin e  of development that began with The Acrobats. ïhrou^out 

h is  career Richler has used both the r e a l is t ic  and the com ic-satiric  

modes. In St. Urbain's  Horseman he i s  able for the f i r s t  time to recon­

c i le  then into a unified whole. He presents fantasy in  the s ty le  o f  the 

r e a lis t ic  novel because in the world of St. Urbain*s Horseman fantasy i s  

v irtu a lly  rea l. At the same time the real often appears to  be fantasy 

because of the absurdities of contemporary existence. Each manner sup­

ports and complements the other and Richler i s  able to  u t i l iz e  a l l  h is  

g if t s —a crackling sense of humour, a fe e l for the grotesque, an eye for  

physical d e ta il, and an awareness of the importance of minute action in  

portraying character.

I t  would seem, then, that St. Urbain's  Horseman incorporates 

much of what i s  best in R ichler's career. As Woodcock saysi
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I t  i s  a long and complexly structured novel, dense with memory, 
the kind of slowly and accurately crafted work that seems 
appropriate to end a period in a w riter's l i f e  and also to  
recapitulate i t .  For among other things, the Horseman i s  a 
recapitulation, rather lik e  the la s t  scene in an opera where 
a l l  the characters reappear to take th eir  place in  the fin a l  
dance.

Richler agrees* "I don't f e e l  I have anything more to say about that
23now. I m i^ t fee l d ifferen tly , ten years from now. " Meanwhile St.

Urbain*s Horseman is  h is  masterpiece.



CONCLUSION

This study has attempted to demonstrate both the cohesiveness 

of R ichler's work as well as the development in s t y l i s t ic  technique and 

treatment of themes vriiich makes him today one of Canada's major n o v e lists . 

Thematically, Richler's in terests have remained constant. Time and geo­

graphy have concerned him throughout h is career. Most of h is  novels are 

se t from about the la te  1930's to the 1950's . Ih is corresponds to 

approximately h is  own f i r s t  th irty  years of l i f e .  Richler has always 

f e l t  that his own generation has accomplished l i t t l e .  Too young for the 

a c t iv is t  th ir t ie s , they were advancing into middle age in the a c t iv is t  

s ix t ie s .  Many of Richler's protagonists (Andre Bennet ,  Noah Adler,

Norman Price, Jake Hersh) fee l the same way. This sense of powerlessness 

i s  accentuated for the Jewish protagonists Noah Adler, Daddy Kravitz 

and Jake Hersh because of the generational divergences within their 

fam ilies . Richler takes us through the generations—the orthodox grand­

father, the father who is  uncomf or table in  h is  role as dominated son, 

and the grandson who seeks liberation .

R ichler's use of geography in h is novels a lso  r e f le c ts  his own 

l i f e .  A ll of h is  novels are se t either in Montreal or in London, The 

confining q u a lities of the Jewish ghetto area surrounding Saint Lawrence 

Boulevard led Richler as a young man to Europe. Most of h is  writing 

career has been spent in London. I t  i s  not surprising, then, that in f iv e

182
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of h is  seven novels the protagonists become expatriates and seek in  Europe 

irtiat they could not find a t home. Andre Bennett, Norman P rice, Mortimer 

G riffin , and Jake Hersh are, lik e  Richler, involved in  a career in  the 

arts and a t f i r s t ,  anyway, believe in the cultural superiority of the 

motherland, Noah Adler sets s a i l  for Europe a t the end of Son of a Smaller 

Hero and he too thinks of Europe as the land of opportunity. Even Buddy 

Kravitz rejects the ghetto influence which formed him and tr ie s  to enter 

the world of the gentile  population of Montreal.

But Richler i s  very aware of the problems facing the e:q)atriate.

The new world h is  characters embrace proves disappointing and underlines 

to them that their  problems are caused as much by their own inner confusion 

as by a h o stile  environment. A ll of R ichler's characters seek a value 

system by which to regulate their l iv e s . They desire the certainty of 

b e lie f  past generations seem to have had, but they think the traditional 

structures of re lig ion , home, and family have l i t t l e  v a lid ity  in the modern 

context. As Harper says; "The encounter with nada i s  a commonplace of 

contemporary f ic t io n . Man, h is  society , and h is  universe have no fixed  

nature, but are seen instead in  terras of p o s s ib il it ie s  which s h if t  con­

stan tly  as man makes h is ex isten tia l choices."^

The choices Richler's characters make and the solu tions they a r r iv e

a t underline the fa ct that R ichler's career ". . . as a n o v e lis t has

undergone some interesting alterations in terms of h is  moral attitudes
2tovards h is  favorite preoccupations." In The Acrobats, Andre ends by 

affirming h is  b e lie f  in l i f e  and love but d ies immediately afterwards,

Chaim, the philosopher of the novel, t e l l s  Toni in the closing pages that 

there i s  hope, but the hope i s  for future generations. In Son of a Smaller
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Hero Noah Adler chooses to d irect h is  own destiny. He comes to an under­

standing of himself that includes the acceptance of h is  past. S t i l l ,  we 

leave him before he has tested  h is  conclusions in  the world of experience. 

Norman Price, lik e  Andre and Noah, begins as an id e a lis t ic  reb el. Unlike 

them, he espouses a cause, Marxism, and for a time i t  meets h is  needs.

But A Choice of Enemies i s  a novel about the end of id eo log ies and R ichler's 

primary focus i s  on how Norman adjusts to h is world once he r ea liz e s  the 

vagaries of power. When Norman chooses to marry Vivian, he knows that h is  

choice i s  an imperfect one and he accepts the lim ita tion s i t  w ill  impose 

on him. He believes that the time c a lls  for individual e th ic s , for a 

return to the private l i f e  in  the face of a wrecked and uncertain world.

I  do not think Richler sees th is  as escap ist on h is  or on Norman's part.

I t  i s  merely the best choice available in the situ a tion .

In The Apprenticeship of Buddy Kravitz Richler chooses as h is 

protagonist a character quite unlike h is previous heroes. More than any­

thing e ls e , Duddy wants to belong to the society  he sees about him. By 

creating a character îho accepts the m ateria listic  values of contemporary 

l i f e ,  Richler i s  able to demonstrate how these values can lead to ruin.

In the end Duddy rea lizes h is goal of acquiring Lac Saint P ierre, but he 

i s  a moral and human loser. The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz can be 

seen both as a picture of what our society  i s  and a warning of ;hat i t

might yet be. In contrast, The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure exaggerate

the amoral q u a lities of the modern l i f e s t y le .  Atuk, l ik e  Duddy, accepts 

the standards of those around him and he to o .is  ruined, but in  a much more 

l i t e r a l  sense. Mortimer G riffin i s  more lik e  the early heroes in h is

idealism . Like Andre, Noali, and Norman he i s  a reb el, but not because
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he perceives the traditional structures of h is  soc iety  as confining. In 

the pop London world in  tdiich he must function, i t  i s  h is traditionalism  

which i s  viewed as obsolete. In Cocksure Richler studies a future where 

because of the to ta l disintegration of any system of morality, society  i s  

in  a chaotic sta te .

In St. Urbain *s Horseman Richler once again grapples with the 

problem of values. For the f i r s t  time he examines the reactions of a 

middle-aged protagonist. Jake Hersh, unlike R ichler's earlier  heroes, 

seems to be a successful man. But he i s  d is sa t is f ie d  and fe e ls  he has not 

realized  the goals of h is  youth. Jake i s  in  many ways the modern man who 

i s  overwhelmed by fee lin gs of powerlessness. His awareness of himself and 

h is shortcomings and h is in sigh t into the sta te  of the world cause him 

much anguish. In St. Urbain's Horseman Richler considers the problem of 

morality on the universal as well as the personal le v e l .  How much i s  any 

individual responsible for and how much can he do about the e v ils  in the 

world? R ichler's solu tions, i f  they can be called  such, are ten tative. 

Jake achieves an understanding of himself which w ill  allow him to act 

p o sitiv e ly  in the outside world. He accepts Luke's job offer  and he turns 

to h is  much loved w ife, Nancy. He may s t i l l  need to believe in  a fa lse  

god (the Horseman) but Richler seems to be saying we may a l l  need some 

equivalent of the Horseman to sustain us. Man needs a god even i f  th is  

god i s  not absolute.

One might say of Richler what Harper says of Bellow; "He offers

neither easy optimism nor unearned b itterness; and h is  honest, inspired

and re len tle ss  examination of the human condition has given h is  work an
r>

in terest which i s  both timely and tim eless." Like Bellow too, Richler
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seems to believe that , . the serious, s ign ifican t n o v e list i s  always 

one whose aim i s  to express a b e lie f  in the existence of human beings
h.

as such." Host of R ichler's characters begin by viewing the world as 

meaningless but conclude with a gesture of affirmation about the value of 

human relationsh ips. Perhaps as Galloway says; "The love stance e d if ie s  

because i t  reaffirms a b e lie f  in  human beings as such, and i t  i s  th is  

b e lie f  which promises to generate values to replace those which are lo s t  

as the traditional sacred society  disappears."^

S ty lis t ic a lly , R ichler's work has undergone many changes as w ell. 

The most dramatic of these changes has been the s h if t  from a dominant mode 

of realism to a dominant mode of comedy-satire to a blending of the two.

The Acrobats, Son of a Smaller Hero and A Choice of Enemies followed the 

pattern of the traditional nineteenth century r e a l is t ic  novel. Richler 

strove to achieve verisim ilitude in  character and action . The progression 

of h is  protagonists towards their goals assumed a society  in  vhich mobility 

and perfection were possible i f  not always rea lizab le  goals. The Appren­

ticesh ip  of Duddy Kravitz was a transitional novel. Thou^ i t s  underpin­

nings remained true to l i f e ,  Richler infused i t  with much comedy. In 

The Incomparable Atuk and Cocksure Richler turned to comedy-satire and 

gave up any attempt to make either h is characters or situ ation s believable. 

S t. Urbain's Horseman, R ichler's masterpiece, draws upon the b est q u a lities  

of both the r e a lis t ic  and com ic-satiric manners. Richler i s  able to use 

h is  undeniable g if t s  in the areas of characterization and dialogue. His 

characters are complex and humanly ambiguous and their dialogue i s  notable 

both for  i t s  range and authenticity. At the same time, thou ^ , S t. Urbain's 

Horseman sa tir ic a lly  attacks the amoral q u a lities  of contemporary existence.
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As in  earlier  novels, Richler uses burlesque passages and a central comic 

scene. S t. Urbain*s Horseman, then, should be seen as a recapitulation  

and reconciliation  of the themes and techniques Richler has used through­

out h is career. A comparison of The Acrobats and St. Urbain*s Horseman 

reveals the extent of R ichler's development as an a r t is t .  As a young man 

his work was overly subjective and technically  derivative. As a mature 

n ove list, he has been able to overcome these problems to produce works 

which are thematically and technically s ig n ifica n t.

Because St. Urbain*s Horseman seems lik e  the culmination of a 

l in e  of development that began with The Acrobats, one wonders where Richler 

w ill go from here. During h is period of expatriation in  Britain, he pro­

duced h is  best work, possibly because th is  allowed him to distance himself 

from the Canadian environment about which he w rites. But as he himself 

recognizes, he paid a price for expatriation. Feeling that he had lo s t  

touch with the r e a lit ie s  of Canadian existence, he returned home. He t e l l s  

John Metcalfe: ". . . I've come back here in  search of some kind of renewal. 

To once more experience a larger community of people vdio are not writers.

And not to l iv e  in  such a sheltered society  as I have."^ Since h is  

return home in 197^» Richler has published many magazine a r t ic le s . At the 

moment, he i s  working on a new novel, Gursky Was Here, which he hopes to
n

see published in  1978. Only an excerpt en titled  "Manny Moves to Hestmount" 

has appeared thus far. I t  would seem that Richler w ill  continue the in­

terest in  middle age which he displayed in St. Urbain's  Horseman. But h is  

settin g  and characters w ill be in Montreal. Like The Apprenticeship of 

Duddy Kravitz th is  novel promises to be a piece of comic f ic t io n . In fa c t , 

based on the excerpt, R ichler's new novel appears to be a continuation of
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The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. Richler takes a look a t what happened 

to Duddy and h is friends once they grew older. No longer children of the 

ghetto, many have moved to Westmount, the trad ition al enclave of the w ell- 

to-do WASPS. I t  w ill he in teresting to see how the middle-aged Richler 

trea ts tlie success of members of h is own generation.
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