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By MARK KEMP

he title of Gabrielle Roy’s 1984

I autobiography, Enchantment

and Sorrow, published just
after her death, is very apt. Breath-
less joy and paralysing pain are inex-
tricably connected in her life-story,
and are not at all antithetical. As she
observes in one of the numerous epi-
phanic moments that are the sign-
posts on the long and zigzag path she
follows to her literary vocation:
“I've learned that if you haven’t at
least briefly known real happiness,
you can’t feel for the suffering in this
world either.”

Happiness is an elusive sensation
that often passes before it can be
grasped or is forgotten in the hard-
ships of poverty or failure. The first
half of the book is in part a study of
Roy’s parents’ hopeless dream of
happiness, while the second becomes
her own search. Only towards the
end of her quest, after nearly two
years of being more lost than foot-
loose in Europe, does she realize
““that before dying everyone needs to
know that one had been happy occa-
sionally, and how, where, and why

. .. . The people who die most alone
are those who cannot remember
being happy at least for a moment on
this earth.” Ironically, Roy’s auto-
biography (which was never actually
completed—this book represents
only two of the four planned
volumes) becomes her own act of
recollecting those spots of happiness
before death erases them.

Roy laments, however, not having
always been able to console others at
the moment of death. For instance,
there’s Ruby, a mediocre Sancho
Panza to Roy’s Don Quixote who
tramps around Provence with Roy
but dies without seeing her friend
again to reaffirm the memory of
those adventures. Death is a perva-
sive theme of the book, and death,
like the coupled enchantment and
sorrow, is juxtaposed with life. It is
at the deathbed of her father and
sisters that Roy sees them the clear-
est and becomes closest to them. In
one of the most poignant scenes,
Gabrielle tries to console her dying
sister, a nun who has never left
Manitoba, by describing the Manit-
oba sky outside her window as the
most beautiful in the world, com-
parable only to the skies found in
great works of literature.

We find a recurrent metaphor in
the sky, and in the succession of
cramped rooms and confining land-

Roy’s autobiography enchanting

scapes—the London fog, the
crowded streets of Paris—that block
Roy’s view of it. The sight of an open
sky, like that of her native Manitoba,
fills her with hipe and a clear sense of
direction she lacks most of the time;
anxiety and disorientation are
always accompanied by enclosed
spaces. The use of geography and
weather as symbol is reminiscent of
Roy’s first novel, the acclaimed
(awarded the Governor General’s
Prize and France’s Prix Femina,
among others) The Tin Flute.

Roy wrote fifteen books during
her life, including novels, short story
collections and children’s books, all
of them in her native language of
French, in which she chose to write
although she was completely bilin-
gual. Her recounting of her early
years in an alienated Francophone
community in Manitoba is fraught
with a sense of oppression and fail-
ure of communication, which she
goes to great lengths to escape.

Enchantment and Sorrow is the
story of an artist’s apprenticeship
and of the journey out and back, but
it reads more like one of Roy’s well-
structured, often poetic novels. Roy
manages to convey her own struggle
to develop an artistic sensibility and
imagination without reducing her
story to a discussion of technique or
an exercise in pedantry. Although

the book only covers her life until the
age of 30, when she returned from
Europe to live in Montreal and work
on The Tin Flute, it comes off seem-
ing rounded and complete. This is
partly due to the deft integration of
“flash-aheads™ at crucial points in
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her life, which serve to tie up loose
ends. Unfortunately for us, the _
autobiography will never be com-
pleted, and many important
characters—Roy’s long-suffering
mother for example—are left un-
finished.
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