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Biography of Malcolm Lowry

Analysis of Canadian

Malcom Lowry (1909-1957): A biography by
Douglas Day
Reviewed by J.B.M. Falconer

The literature of the twentieth century has
proven itself quite adept at articulating visions
of hell which can be compared to the terrify-
ing locales of Bosch or Dante.

Perhaps this is a reflection on the especially
venal and deranged nature of modern political
life, where even Clausewitz seems like a pre-
eminent voice of reason. Or, perhaps, as George
Steiner remarks, there is an impulse in Western
civilization which facilitates an understanding
of hell more clearly and readily that one of
heaven.

These modern dystopias gather under them
writers as diverse as Frank Kafka and William
Burroughs. And generally, one also finds that
the best among this group seems to generate an
intimation of hope.

It is in this same group that one finds Malcom
Lowry (British-born, immigrated to Canada in
1939).

While his only complete novel, Under the
Volcano, dealt with the hellish implications of
alcoholism, his work as a whole kept the
paradiso in sight, if occasionally threatened.

The humid and crippling oppressiveness of
Lowry’s Mexico is constantly relieved and cool-
ed by descriptions of British Columbia which
evoke a serene, northern paradise, cleansed by
the harmonious cycles of the tides, the seasons,
and by the concordant virtues of Iove and
fellowship.

AUTHORIZED VERSION

One almost wishes a similar relief would
come to the growing corpus of specialized
criticism (such as Perle Epstein’s idiotic
analysis of Under the Volcano in terms of the
Cabbala) and quaint reminiscence which is
festering around Lowry’s work. The end was
almost in sight, until the recent publication of
an authorized biography by Douglas Day, who
has worked with Lowry’s widow in preparing
unfinished manuscripts for publication.

Lowry, unlike any other writer since Proust,
called into serious consideration the
relationship of the author to his work.

He subjected his experience, in toto, to in-
tense scrutiny, sometimes even to the point
where the load of detailed observation in the
prose modulates it closer to poetry. This is par-
ticularly true in the final three chapters of
Under the Volcano, where one can detect a tone
of such intensity that it seems both to elude nor-
mal language, and yet thoroughly permeate it.

The result of all this is a collapse of the dis-

tinction between autobiography and fiction. As
a corollary, biography itself comes into ques-
tion; more often than not, it is forced into the
absurd position which Nabokov delineated so
hilariously in Pale Fire.

This brings us to Mr. Day’s biography. For
anyone familiar with Lowry’s work, or perhaps,
studying it, this biography is both an indispensi-
ble godsend and a bore. One is never precisely
sure whether Day means simply to present the
circumstances of Lowry’s life, or to offer an
analysis of it.

PSYCHOLOGICAL VIEW

One recognizes here the problem raised by
Leon Edel about biographies; that is, he feels
that modern psychology has irrevocably altered
the demands on the biographer.

Thus, a critical or aesthetic approach
becomes limited by virtue of not being com-
prehensive enough. The same thing happens to
a biography which intends to treat only the oc-
currence and chronology of an author’s life.

For what a biographer must now do is ap-
proach the writer’s ‘soul’ by the avenues opened
by psychology. One must attempt to reach the
psychic core of the creative work, and at least,
to define the contours of the writer’s un-
conscious motives.

Day is best in the objective realm, limited in
his critical appraisal, and frankly embarassingly
poor in his use of psychology, derived chiefly
from Jung and Freud. Indeed, the inter-
pretative passages employing psychology seem
ill-suited, as though they were being detained
under house arrest.

As a consequence, Days’ biography becomes a
piece- of informed journalism valuable only
because he had privileged access to previously
unavalable information. The relationship of Day
to Lowry reminds one of Zeitblom in Thomas
Mann’s Doctor Faustus (which, ironically,
Lowry read and used when he was working on
Under the Volcano): an example of what
happens when a dowdy scholar attempts to
write meaningfully about an infinitely more
complex and subtle intelligence.

For example, Day uses an otherwise in-
teresting method of arrangement (a direct
mimic of the temporal displacement of chapter
one in Volcano) and treats the final days of
Lowry'’s life before turning to the beginning of
it. It’s clever, but more appropriate to Reader’s
Digest.

USEFUL DIVIDENDS

This is not to deny that the biography,
eminently readable despite the tonnage of fae-
tual detail, does not provide brief moments of

writer lacks insight

insight. We learn, for instance, that it was main-
ly by developing shorter version of later works,
by ‘layering’ levels of meaning over them, and
by amplifying detail and incident throughout
the work, that Lowry created his imagistic
resonance.

Day also usefully traces certain key events
and persistent pre-occupations during Lowry’s
life, which later found prominence in the
novels. Foremost among these is a passage
about his first wife, Jan, whose character con-
tributed to the composite Yvonne in Volcano.

Day also, in what seems a fatuous attempt at
objectivity, recounts the endless binges Lowry
went on, the appalling cruelty to others of which
he was capable, and the great personal charm of
the man and his fascination. In fact, it is clear
that despite the colossal excesses in his personal
life, Lowry never lacked for friends or sup-
porters.

Unfortunately, Day does not seem capable of
discovering what made these elements
coherent: all that is accomplished is a long,
often repetitious, catalogue of pros and cons.

VALUABLE LIST

Probably, a more important contribution is
the correct sequence of novels and works which
were to comprise Lowry’s projected opus, The
Voyage That Never Ends, plus some explana-
tion of the purposes behind each of the novels in
it. Day, however, asserts that Lowry was so bad-

ly ravaged by alcoholism and a deeper psychic
damage that it is not likely he would have been
capable of realizing the opus even had he lived.

Day goes on to suggest that the works of his
final years (primarily October Ferry to Gabriola
and Hear Us O Lord From Heaven Thy Dwell-
ing Place) indicate a measurable decline in
abilities.

I think Day errs here, and that he flatly con-
tradicts himself with regard to Lowry’s later
achievements. I say this because Day himself,
near the close of the biography, states that
Lowgy, was gradually, despite the deterioration
of body and soul, clarifying a new mode of fic-
tion understood as ‘an act of devotion’. Day
does not amplify this point beyond making
tenuous connections to Rilke’s understanding of
human life.

For those who are Lowry freaks already, I
would recommend Days’ biography only with
severe qualifications; for those who are not so
familiar with Lowry’s work, it would probably
be of greater import to read the novels and
stories, from which a better sense of the man
can be obtained.

One might add that, on the basis of the gross
sensibility displayed in his biography, Douglas
Day removes himself from serious considera-
tion as a leading Lowry ‘scholar’. When I finish-
ed the book, I was left feeling that Day could do
nothing more than talk around his subject and
that he simply could not treat it directly.

Canadian film handbook lays
groundwork for individual study

By WARREN CLEMENTS

Eleanor Beattie’s Handbook of Canadian
Film, published by Take One magazine through
Peter Martin Associates, is a teaser of a book.

Calling itself “‘a kind of dictionary, an open-
ended listing”’, the book lists most Canadian
directors and cameramen, some Canadian
screenwriters, and no Canadian actors. But it
has a meticulous index of where to find articles
expanding on any of these subjects.

Periodicals, film catalogues, archives,
festivals and technical services are tacked up in
neat sections with the necessary addresses and
information; and filmographies are attached to
the film-makers’ names, with a list of connected

magazine and newspaper features.

The book, necessarily curt and skeletal,
offers a bird’s eye view of the unexpectedly
large Canadian film world (I never thought our
film-makers could fill 150 pages), and a fair
sampling of relevant photographs (though not
nearly enough).

For the film buff, the book provides a nice
supplement to Leslie Halliwell’s Filmgoers
Companion, which seems to list film-makers
from all countries except Canada. Names like
Paul Almond, John Vernon, Don Shebib,
George Kaczender, Don Owen and Allan King
all escape Halliwell’s notice, but are down in
Beattie’s book.

The softcover edition sells for $2.95.

Want ads are accepted in Room Ili, Central Square, and
have to be prepaid. Up to 20 words cost $1.00, additional
words are 5 cents each, up to a total of 30 words. Deadline
is Tuesdays 12 noon.

(Clified Ads
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MOVING? THEN HIRE ME and my truck at

FAST, DEPENDABLE TYPIST, essays,
theses, etc. 10 years experience, Jane-
Sheppard area. Call anytime, 249-8948, Mrs.
Fanfarillo.

EXPERIENCED EFFICIENT TYPIST: es-
says, theses, etc. Electric typewriter, some
pick-up and delivery. From 40¢ per page.
Call Ellie, 881-0269.

PROPERTY FOR SALE South Thornhill,
Back Split, four bedrooms, fireplace. all
spacious rooms. Double garage, walkout to
patio. Tall trees, secluded, yet steps to Yonge
Street. $25.000.00 down. Lauman Real
Estate, 483-5002.

EXPERT TYPING AND EDITING done at
reasonable rates. Essays, theses, reports,
etc. Telephone Miss G. Singer, 4813236.

FUR COATS, JACKETS, STOLES $10.00 &
up. Used $99.00 & up, new. Excellent selec-
tion. Paul Magder Furs, 202 Spadina Ave.,
(above Queen). Telephone 363-6077. Mon. -
Fri. 9-9 p.m. Saturday 9 - 6 p.m.

ESSAYS, THESES, LETTERS, etc. IBM
Electric. Pick-up and delivery. Keele-
* Sheppard area. From 40¢ per page. Phone
Carole, 636-9134.

CONTENTS OF APARTMENT for sale. Prac-
tically new. 691-7722; 533-4589.

SALE AND REPAIR squash, tennis and bad-
minton rackets. Pick-up and delivery, call
491-3741.

TYPING SERVICES - Fast accurate, neat. All
| as is 45¢ per page. All you need ask for is
Richard - 633-0612.

fYPING, PROFESSIONAL, FAST, reliable
40¢/page. Electric typewirter, 5 minutes from
York. Xeroxing available. Call Heather at
226-4621 anytime.

PROFESSIONAL TYPING. Reports, term
papers, theses, etc. On IBM Selectric.
Reasonable rates. Call Mrs. Tarter: 491-
6191.

500 USED
FUR COATS
& JACKETS

Top Quality
From $19.00

Many like new, all types of furs.
Also new._coats from $99.00

“~ FURS BY SHAPIRO

3364 Yonge Street
481-9690

Package Deals on:

KENWOOD
DYNACO
DUAL
HALLMARK

Zenith Color T.V.

FOR FAIR DEALS
AND EXCELLENT SERVICE

STAR T.V.

1912 AVENUE ROAD
781-2114
781-0157/783-2582
LEAVING FOR ALBERTA, Dec. 29 in &
camper-van. Looking for people to share gas

and driving. Call Danny 364-6765.

ACCOMMODATION

SUBLET-TWO BEDROOM APT., Keele &

Finch. Lease to en of March. $190.00.

O.K. SO YOUR SPORTS CAR IS
ACTING LIKE A SHERMAN
TANK... GIVE US A CALL,
WE HAVE A REASONABLE
LABOUR RATE, THE BEST
MECHANICS AND MOST OF
THE PARTS IN STOCK. WE
CAN EVEN DO THE
WARRANTY WORK NO
MATTER WHERE YOU
BOUGHT IT...

FOSSMAN BRITISH LEYLAND
SERVICE and SPECIAL
TUNING CENTRE

961 ROSELAWN AVENUE.
(north of Eglinton, east off Dufferin)

783-7372 TORONTO 19 783-6646
$5.00 LABOUR DISCOUNT
WITH THIS AD
(One coupon per car)

Remember
those sun drenched lazy
‘summer days?

Put back a little sun in
your life, fly to
Acapulco.

From $239
Get your flight, fun and sun for 8
days, leaving every Friday until
Reading week — April 12th.

Contact AOSC, 44 St. George
Street, Toronto 5, Ont.

$7.00 per hour. Call 244-9226 and leave
message if not in.

LOOKING FOR

A NEW OR USED

R
PORSCHE

AUDI
Come and see me at
WILLOWDALE VOLKSWAGEN

PORSCHE-AUDI

4884 YONGE STREET
or phone me

MIKE HOEHNER 223-4600

QUEBEC SKI TOUR. $69.00. December 27-
Jan. 1. 5 days skiing at Mt. Ste.Anne. Al [

transportation and accommodation includ-
ed. For information write Canadian ski
Tours, 25 Taylorwood Drive, Islington or
phone Gord Allan, 247-2339.

100 years ago

ittook 12 men, 14 mules, and 16
weeks to visit Grannie for

CHRISTMAS IN VANCOUVER

But you can visit Grannie for
$139. Fly Dec. 17, back Jan.
5; or $149. Dec. 22 — Jan. 5.
Mules extra!

Contact AOSC, 44 st. George
Street, Toronto 5, Ont.

ABLE OPTICAL

Glasses the same day — We fill doc-
tor’s prescriptions, repair and replace
broken glasses expertly. Large
selection of modern frames at
reasonable prices. Located in the Jane-
Finch Mall opp. Food City.

Cary Quail,

Optician. 638-2020

COUNSELLING AND
DEVELOPMENT CENTRE

—Individual and group counselling
—Academic aid
—Community service

Room 145 B.S.B. 667-2304
Open Mon-Fri 9 am-5 pm
24 Hr. Emergency: 667-3333

! READING WEEK
IN FREEPORT, BAHAMS
SUN. FEB. 17-SUN. FEB. 24

8 Days Hotel, Breakfasts, Jet Airfare, Transfers

STUDENT SPECIAL—$199.

GETTING ENGAGED?-Phone 921-7702 and

ask for our free booklet “The Right Ring for
the Left Hand."” No obligation. Hugh Proctor
& Co. Gemmologists.

YORK UNIVERSITY

DENTAL SERVICE

By Appointment
Rm. 105A Vanier Residence
Tel. 667-6327 or 749-6631

YOUR UNIVERSITY
OPTOMETRIC SERVICES

S. Salsberg, 0.D.
Rm. 105A, Vanier
Residence

By Appointment
667-6327
or 493-5933

Immediate occupancy. 635-5804.




