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N o t h i n g I had read by M a r i a n Engel p r e ­

pared me f o r t h i s book. Her p r e v i o u s 

n o v e l s , n o t a b l y Sarah B a s t a r d ' s Note­

books and The Honeyman F e s t i v a l , a re 

o b v i o u s l y w r i t t e n by the a u t h o r o f Bear: 

the i n t r o s p e c t i o n o f s e n s i t i v e , educa­

ted females i s the s u b j e c t m a t t e r o f a l l 

t h r e e . In B e a r , however, her p r o s e 

reaches a l e v e l o f c r a f t s m a n s h i p t h a t 

makes her o t h e r n o v e l s appear g a r r u l o u s 

by c o m p a r i s o n . To p a r a p h r a s e the s t o r y 

o f Bear i s t o i n v i t e r i d i c u l e , f o r few 

p o t e n t i a l r e a d e r s are apt to ta k e s e r ­

i o u s l y an i n v i t a t i o n to read about a 

lo v e between a bear and a womaYi. Few 

r e c e n t n o v e l s have r e q u i r e d the s u s ­

p e n s i o n of as much d i s b e l i e f as t h i s 

one, but few have been, i n r e t u r n , as 

re v / a r d i n g . The n a r r a t i v e p o s s e s s e s the 

apparent s i m p l i c i t y o f a f o l k - s t o r y 

w i t h d i s t u r b i n g echoes one cannot 

e a s i l y put from mind. The s t o r y , i n 

o u t l i n e , i s of a woman, Lou, who comes 

t o an i s l a n d n o r t h o f T o r o n t o i n the 

course o f her work as an a r c h i v i s t . 

Her j o b on the i s l a n d i s t o a p p r a i s e 

the w o r t h o f the e s t a t e o f a C o l o n e l 

C a r y . Lou d i s c o v e r s , upon a r r i v a l , 

t h a t the e s t a t e i n c l u d e s a b e a r , kept 

as a s o r t o f pet i n a kennel b e h i n d the 

house. She and the bear are the s o l e 

o c c u p a n t s o f the i s l a n d f o r the summer. 

From t h i s c o n t a c t , i n i t i a l l y d i s t a s t e ­

f u l t o h e r , she moves from t o l e r a t i o n 

S u r r o u n d i n g t h i s framework i s a nimbus 

o f s u g g e s t i o n and meaning. The n o v e l ' s 

c e n t r a l theme i s c e r t a i n l y t h a t o f i s o ­

l a t i o n . Lou i s an urban c r e a t u r e who 

has had an unhappy e m o t i o n a l l i f e up 

u n t i l the time the n o v e l opens. She i s 

i n t e l l i g e n t , c o s m o p o l i t a n and q u i t e 

out o f touch w i t h h e r i n t u i t i v e s e l f . 

Her e n c o u n t e r w i t h the bear i n s t i g a t e s 

emotions i n h e r whic h a"re, i n t u r n , 

w o n d e r f u l and t e r r i f y i n g . The n o v e l 

opens q u i e t l y and ends i n the same way, 

Lou i n t h e i n t e r v e n i n g pages h a v i n g ex­

p e r i e n c e d a s o r t o f r e d e m p t i o n . C l e a r ­

l y , some o f h e r new emotions shock and 

f r i g h t e n h e r : h e r former a t t e m p t s t o 



m a n i p u l a t e the bear now seem mean and 

p e t t y . L i k e D.H. Lawrence i n h i s poem 

"The Snake," Lou has had a chance w i t h 

a c r e a t u r e from an unknown w o r l d and 

has a c t e d i n a c o n t e m p t i b l e way. The 

c l o s i n g pages o f Bear are d e e p l y moving 

i n d e s c r i b i n g the s e p a r a t i o n o f Lou and 

the b e a r . One c l o s e s the book w i t h the 

f e e l i n g t h a t , c e r t a i n l y , Lou i s a w i s e r 

woman f o r t h i s e x p e r i e n c e , t h a t she 

w i l l n ever a g a i n a c c e p t h e r j o y l e s s 

l i f e i n the c i t y , and t h a t she has 

grown e m o t i o n a l l y . 

C l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o the theme o f i s o l a ­

t i o n i n the n o v e l i s the emergence o f 

Lou's i d e n t i t y as a s e x u a l b e i n g . On 

one l e v e l , Bear i s an e r o t i c f a n t a s y . 

I t d e a l s w i t h B l a k e ' s q u e s t i o n , "What 

i s i t women o f men r e q u i r e " and the 

r e p l y , " l i n e a m e n t s o f g r a t i f i e d d e s i r e . " 

The n o v e l , i n t r e a t i n g s e x u a l i t y i n a 

manner v e r g i n g on the m y t h i c , t e l l s us 

more about female s e x u a l i t y t h a n , s a y , 

E r i c a Jong's m u c h - p u b l i c i z e d F e a r o f 

F l y i n g wh i ch by comparison i s c r a s s and 

s e n s a t i o n a l . There i s not a f a l s e note 

i n Bear and, because of the s u s t a i n e d 

mood of the book, one i n s t i n c t i v e l y 

f e e l s the t r u t h o f the t a l e . 

In d i s c u s s i n g B e a r , comparisons w i t h 

M a r g a r e t Atwood's S u r f a c i ng a r e temp­

t i n g . In both i s the theme o f Canadian 

w i l d e r n e s s , i t s e f f e c t on v i s i t o r s and 

i t s p r e s e r v a t i o n from e n c r o a c h i n g 

" A m e r i c a n s . " A l s o common t o both i s 

the female who goes to the w i l d e r n e s s 

and, i n so d o i n g , becomes a t t u n e d t o 

n a t u r e o r t o what i s . ( I t i s worth 

r e m a r k i n g here t h a t w h i l e Atwood's 

n a r r a t o r ' s a d j u s t m e n t t o n a t u r e comes 

through an e x p e r i e n c e o f madness, 

E n g e l ' s s t o r y i s remarkable f o r i t s 

h o m l i n e s s . There i s n o t h i n g a t a l l 

i m p l a u s i b l e i n t h e s t o r y and t h i s 

o r d i n a r i n e s s i s one o f the most e f f e c ­

t i v e f e a t u r e s o f the t e l l i n g . ) In 

both S u r f a c i ng and Bear a major c h a r a c ­

t e r i s l e f t unnamed: i n S u r f a c i ng i t i s 

the h e r o i n e and i n Bear the a n i m a l . In 

both cases the power c o n f e r r e d through 

n a m e - g i v i n g i s s u g g e s t e d - - i n Bear t h i s 

power i s made e x p l i c i t f o r no c o n t r i v e d 

name seems t o Lou adequate f o r the a n i ­

m a l . S u r e l y , however, the most d i s ­

q u i e t i n g element i n both books i s t h e 

i m p l i e d q u e s t i o n o f what c o n s t i t u t e 

d e s i r a b l e q u a l i t i e s i n males a t t h i s 

p o i n t i n time and e s p e c i a l l y a t t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t i n Canadian h i s t o r y . 

I t i s as i f both Atwood and Engel f e e l 

they must get t o the s o u r c e o f l i f e f o r 

an image o f a male--man, f r i e n d , l o v e r . 

I t was s u g g e s t e d i n S u r f a c i ng t h a t Joe 

c o u l d p o t e n t i a l l y become s o m e t h i n g , t h a t 

he was i n an unformed c o n d i t i o n , and 

t h a t h i s d e f i n i t i o n would come from 

e v e n t s i n the f u t u r e by means o f i n t e r ­

a c t i o n w i t h a f e m a l e . In B e a r , q u a l i ­

t i e s d e f i n a b l e as " m a s c u l i n e " are com­

p l e t e l y d e p e r s o n a l i z e d . The g r e a t 

s t r e n g t h o f the bear i s emphasized: 

w i t h one s h o c k i n g e x c e p t i o n , t h i s 

s t r e n g t h i s kept i n r e s e r v e , a t a n t a l i -

z i n g l y t h r e a t e n i n g f a c t o r i n the c r e a ­

t u r e ' s power t o a t t r a c t . (One r e c a l l s 

S y l v i a P l a t h ' s c l a i m t h a t " e v e r y woman 



l o v e s a F a s c i s t . " ) The a m b i v a l e n t f e e l ­

i n g s the b e a r ar o u s e s i n Lou and which 

e v e n t u a l l y s u b v e r t her r a t i o n a l s e l f a r e 

t y p i c a l o f t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f " f a l l i n g " 

i n l o v e . The sensuous r e l a t i o n s h i p be­

tween the two i s c e l e b r a t e d , y e t under­

l y i n g i t a l l i s the g r e a t unknown animal 

q u a l i t y i n both bear and woman. These 

elements a l l h i n t at what might be 

c a l l e d " m a s c u l i n i t y , " o r a c o m b i n a t i o n 

o f q u a l i t i e s t o w h i c h something b a s i c i n 

the h e r o i n e r e s p o n d s . 

Many a s p e c t s o f t h i s book r e c a l l o t h e r , 

s p e c i f i c a l l y C a n a d i a n , w r i t i n g . I t i s 

h a r d l y g r a t u i t o u s , f o r example, t h a t the 

main item o f v a l u e i n the Cary e s t a t e 

s h o u l d be a f i r s t e d i t i o n o f John 

R i c h a r d s o n ' s h i s t o r i c a l romance Wacousta, 

a m e l o d r a m a t i c account o f s e t t l e r s and 

I n d i a n s . Throughout Bear are i n s t a n c e s 

o f the c o u n t e r p o i n t i n g o f f a c t and f i c ­

t i o n , r e a l i t y and romance i n o r d e r t o 

e x p l o r e the q u e s t i o n o f the Canadian 

wi l d e r n e s s - - w h a t i s i t ? The backdrop o f 

C h a r l e s G.D. R o b e r t s ' animal s t o r i e s ? 

The c o l o u r f u l f o r e s t p e o p l e d w i t h the 

t r e a c h e r o u s I n d i a n s o f Wacousta? The 

p l a c e where one becomes "bushed"? The 

h a b i t a t o f F r y e ' s " g a r r i s o n m e n t a l i t y " ? 

T h i s emphasis on a h i g h l y ambiguous 

w i l d e r n e s s b r i n g s i n t o r e l i e f what i t 

means, i n t u r n , t o be human and what, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y , i t means t o be f e m a l e . 

Canadian l i t e r a t u r e i s w e l l s t o c k e d 

w i t h w i l d e r n e s s women. From the 

S t r i c k l a n d s i s t e r s t o the h e r o i n e s o f 

E t h e l W i l s o n ' s Swamp Angel and M a r g a r e t 

Atwood's S u r f a c i ng, female Canadian 

i d e n t i t y has o f t e n been d e f i n e d i n terms 

of c o n t a c t w i t h a f o r m i d a b l e e n v i r o n m e n t . 

Bear i s , i n some ways, a c o n t i n u a t i o n 

o f such w r i t i n g . But i t i s a l s o some­

t h i n g e l s e , much h a r d e r t o d e f i n e , i n ­

c o r p o r a t i n g and t r a n s c e n d i n g t h i s s o r t 

of w r i t i n g . At once c o n c i s e , l y r i c 

and e l e g a i c , i t g i v e s t o the r e a d e r a 

new awareness of the m y s t e r y a t the 

h e a r t o f t h i n g s . Lou's f i n a l r e v e r e n c e 

f o r the unknowable l i f e o f an i n a r t i c u ­

l a t e c r e a t u r e i s p o w e r f u l l y and b e a u t i ­

f u l l y c o nveyed. And M a r i a n E n g e l ' s com­

m u n i c a t i o n o f compassion and t e n d e r n e s s , 

her a b i l i t y t o make the r e a d e r e x p e r i ­

ence the l o v e she so b r a v e l y p r e s e n t s - -

t h e s e a r e t h e most re m a r k a b l e f e a t u r e s 

o f t h i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y book. 

J a n e t Baker 

S a i n t Mary's U n i v e r s i t y 

L'Euguelionne Louky B e r s i a n i k . M o n t r e a l : 

E d i t i o n s La P r e s s e , 1976. Pp. 3 9 9 - . 

Louky B e r s i a n i k i s a n o v e l i s t born i n 

M o n t r e a l i n 1930, e d u c a t e d i n M o n t r e a l , 

P a r i s and P r a g u e . In F e b r u a r y 1976, La_ 

P r e s s e p u b l i s h e d L' Eugu61ionne, a novel 

d e a l i n g w i t h t h e p l i g h t o f women i n the 

modern w o r l d . T h i s novel i s p r e s e n t l y 

b e i n g t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h . I t i s 

somewhat unusual t o w r i t e a r e v i e w i n 

E n g l i s h o f a novel w r i t t e n i n F r e n c h . 

However, t h e o u t s t a n d i n g l i t e r a r y and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l q u a l i t i e s o f L ' Eugue"! ionne 

p l a c e i t among the i m p o r t a n t works not 


