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This c o l l e c t i o n of Dorothy Livesay's 
e a r l y l e t t e r s , s t o r i e s , c l i p p i n g s , 
p l a y s and essays i s an unusual work. A 
grab-bag, c e r t a i n l y . But the question 
as t o whether or not Livesay has been 
w e l l served by her e d i t o r s i s not an 
easy one. An e a r l y reviewer has c r i t i ­
c i z e d the c o l l e c t i o n as u n d i s c i p l i n e d . 
Granted, there are a few l e t t e r s which, 
from today's vantage p o i n t , seem t o be 
of l i t t l e relevance e i t h e r p e r s o n a l l y 
or s o c i a l l y . 

Nevertheless, t h i s grab-bag packs q u i t e 
a punch. I know of no other work (Ten 
Lost Years included) which singlehanded-
l y conveys so w e l l the f e e l i n g , the 
f l a v o u r of those d r e a d f u l years from 
1929-1939. This i s l i v i n g documentary, 

p a r t of the s o c i a l h i s t o r y and i n t e l ­
l e c t u a l t r a d i t i o n which Canadians have 
begun t o rec o r d r e l a t i v e l y r e c e n t l y . 

Right Hand L e f t Hand i s not a s t o r y of 
feminism i n the t h i r t i e s but of one 
woman's s e n s i b i l i t y i n the face of 
massive s u f f e r i n g and s o c i a l unrest. 
References t o women's problems as such 
are p e r i p h e r a l . But between the l i n e s 
one can observe the s t r u g g l e of a 
s h e l t e r e d upper-class g i r l towards a 
committed r a d i c a l i s m and a s o c i a l con­
science. Marriage i n 1937 (to Duncan 
Macnair) r e s u l t e d i n the l o s s of her 
job w i t h the B.C. government, as soon 
as her husband succeeded i n o b t a i n i n g 
employment: such were the r u l e s . 
L ivesay has no comment on t h i s i n e q u i t y 
beyond noting t h a t she "became q u i t e 
depressed" over the l o s s of her job. 
The onset of war and the B r i t i s h -
Russian pact r e s u l t e d i n l e s s pressure 
on Canadian Communists and co-opted 
the sympathies of many on the p o l i t i c a l 
L e f t i n the f i g h t a g a i n s t Fascism. 
Thus the decade ended w i t h Dorothy and 
her husband withdrawing (the emphasis 



R I G H T 
H A N D 
L E U 

H A N D 
A TRUE LIFE OF 

THE THIRTIES: 
PARISJORONTO, 

MONTREAL, THE WEST 
AND VANCOUVER. 

LOVE, POLITICS, 
THE DEPRESSION 

AND FEMINISM. 

DOROTHY 
UVESAY 



i s mine not Livesay's) to r a i s e a 
fami l y and watch the depression being 
transformed by a wartime boom: "Our 
s o l u t i o n was to withdraw, t o s e t t l e 
down to f a m i l y l i f e on the North 
Shore." 

The "Toronto 1934" chapter i s the only 
one w i t h a focus on women's problems• 
I t tees o f f w i t h the f o l l o w i n g quote: 
"Such were the dichotomies I found i n 
male-female r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n the 
t h i r t i e s . In theory, they were f r e e 
and equal as comrades on the l e f t . In 
p r a c t i c e , our r i g h t hand was t i e d t o 
the k i t c h e n s i n k . " Livesay notes t h a t 
her e a r l y concepts of women i n s o c i e t y 
were determined by the famous B r i t i s h 
women w r i t e r s whom her f a t h e r made sure 
she read: Burney, Austen, E l i o t , the 
Brontes, Woolf, Richardson and Mans­
f i e l d . These were not "women's l i b b e r s , 
any of them, but c r e a t i v e women who 
dared to l i v e by t h e i r own standards." 

The W r i t e r s ' Club at the U n i v e r s i t y of 
Toronto was e x c l u s i v e l y male. Livesay 
found, however, t h a t by 1931 the c l i ­
mate was changing, as women's i n t e r e s t 
i n p o l i t i c s , the a r t s and freedom of 
r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f increased: 

Although women were s t i l l c o r a l -
l e d i n separate c o l l e g e s and 
separate o r g a n i z a t i o n s , a l i b e r a ­
ted group of f r e e t h i n k i n g men and 
women were meeting i n f o r m a l l y w i t h 
pr o f e s s o r s . . . . The f i n a l hurdle 
f o r the young women i n those 
groups was that of " l o s i n g your 
v i r g i n i t y . " Quite a few managed 

i t . But so clandestine did the 
taking on of a lover have to be 
(on account of parental and re­
ligious disapproval) that the re­
lationships were fraught with 
anxiety. We learned of only two 
methods of birth control; the 
French safe and the chemical pes­
sary. . . . I saw that only in a 
society where men and women 
struggled together for equal op­
portunity and equal responsibil­
i t y would the illegitimate child 
be accepted, and with no black­
l i s t i n g of his mother. Liberal 
attitudes, egalitarianism between 
the sexes were certainly prac­
tices amongst intellectuals. . . . 
Probably the most severe res t r i c ­
tions against pre-marital sex and 
illegitimate births occurred not 
in the middle class (where they 
were secretly acknowledged or 
condoned) but amongst the working 
and farm people. 

Livesay was a social worker. Under 
various pseudonyms, she wrote about 
women's roles in New Frontier, the 
l e f t i s t journal which succeeded the 
Marxist Masses and attempted to enlist 
a much broader range of left-wing 
writers and support. Many of her 
points about social conditioning 
sound familiar and contemporary: women 
are inclined to place love on a pedes­
ta l as the only real value; women are 
taught to expect less of themselves 
than men, and to fear and distrust 
work outside the house as a permanent 
prospect; non-working women are cut 



o f f from t h e i r s o c i e t y and t h i s 
d e f i c i e n c y i s then r e f l e c t e d i n t h e i r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h e i r c h i l d r e n ; a 
few years of marriage and motherhood 
u n f i t women to r e t u r n t o work o u t s i d e 
the house. And so i t goes. L i v e s a y 
concludes th a t the on l y u l t i m a t e ex-
cape l i e s i n economic e q u a l i t y o f the 
sexes. 

The d e c i s i o n by Livesay or the e d i t o r s 
t o i n c l u d e photographs from the t h i r ­
t i e s was w e l l taken. They add t o the 
immediacy of f e e l i n g f o r the p e r i o d 
which t h i s c o l l e c t i o n f o s t e r s . There 
are photos o f powerful p a i n t i n g s and 
drawings by M i l l e r B r i t a i n ("Long­
shoremen," "The Rummage Sale,") and 
Louis M u l l s t o c k ("Welder," " W i l l i a m 
O'Brien Unemployed," "Jos. L a v a l l e e 
w i t h Bowl o f Soup"); there i s Charles 
Comfort's s u r r e a l and menacing "Pioneer 
S u r v i v a l . " Photos from the P u b l i c 
A r c h i v e s , the N a t i o n a l F i l m Board and 
p r i v a t e agencies b r i n g t o l i f e much of 
the agony of the times: the hunger, 
p a i n , h u m i l i a t i o n , desperation and 
v i o l e n c e . There are even photos of 
s p e c i a l covers of New F r o n t i e r and 
"agit - p r o p " ( a g i t a t i o n a l propaganda) 
the a t r e h a n d b i l l s . 

S e v e r a l types of p r i n t have been used 
to separate the d i f f e r e n t kinds of 
m a t e r i a l : i t a l i c s f o r Livesay's con­
temporary commentary (very b r i e f ) ; 
Times Roman f o r news a r t i c l e s , pamph­
l e t s and l e t t e r s ; and l a r g e r type f o r 
her s t o r i e s , p lays and o c c a s i o n a l 
poems. These conventions are h e l p f u l . 

E d i t o r David Arnason's competent f i v e -
page I n t r o d u c t i o n provides an overview 
of the L e f t i n the t h i r t i e s : i t s con­
t r a d i c t i o n s , i d e a l i s m and gallows 
humour; i t s p e r i o d i c a l s (The Canadian 
Forum, Masses, New F r o n t i e r ) ; the 
Workers' Experimental Theatre and 
"agit-prop" dramas (Livesay wrote 
s e v e r a l such p l a y s ) ; the repercussions 
of the Spanish C i v i l War and the 
Soviet German pact of 1939. Arnason 
w r i t e s : "When the war was over, the 
Canadian L e f t had l o s t i t s focus. . . . 
Once more the new age had f a i l e d to 
a r r i v e . " There i s no reason t o quar­
r e l w ith h i s c o n c l u s i o n , t h a t the book 
reveals p a r t of our l i t e r a r y h e r i t a g e 
"through the eyes of an a c t i v e p a r t i c i ­
pant and s e n s i t i v e poet." 

Livesay's s t o r i e s (seven are included 
here) tend t o be uneven i n l i t e r a r y 
q u a l i t y , s t r o n g l y emotional, d i d a c t i c , 
b u i l t around obvious p o l i t i c a l themes 
such as the hypocrisy of the r u l i n g 
c l a s s , the importance of worker s o l i ­
d a r i t y and the ne c e s s i t y f o r b r i d g i n g 
the gap between the p r o l e t a r i a t and 
the w h i t e - c o l l a r workers. "Herbie," 
f o r example, presents the thoughts of 
a s a d i s t i c r a c i s t policeman assigned 
t o spy on L e f t i s t p u b l i c a t i o n s . The 
cop hopes to seduce the Negro book­
store c l e r k , whome he despises. Need­
l e s s to say, he gets h i s comeuppance. 
In "A Cup o f Coffee," a separated 
couple's chance meeting r e v e a l s the 
hideous economic s i t u a t i o n i n which 
they are caught, but the e f f e c t s seem 
to be manipulated. The morals are too 



c l e a r , the assignment of v i c e and 
v i r t u e too b l a t a n t . In a c r i t i q u e of 
one of her s t o r i e s which had been pub­
l i s h e d i n New F r o n t i e r under the 
pseudonym of Katherine B l i g h , Morley 
Callaghan speaks of the st o r y as being 
" s i n g u l a r l y devoid of f e e l i n g . . . . 
c l a s s consciousness, or an i n t e n t i o n 
d i r e c t e d towards t h a t end i s not 
enough." 

As a f l e d g l i n g w r i t e r , Livesay a s p i r e d 
t o w r i t e f i c t i o n and r e c e i v e d , at the 
time, very l i t t l e encouragement. She 
put aside, her e a r l y l y r i c g i f t during 
the f i r s t three years of the t h i r t i e s ; 
p o l i t i c a l i n d o c t r i n a t i o n , combined 
w i t h the spectre of s o c i a l misery, con­
vinced Livesay t h a t l i t e r a t u r e should 
be s o c i a l l y committed r a t h e r than pure 
or a e s t h e t i c , q u a l i t i e s she now termed 
" e s c a p i s t . " Some of her peoms motiva­
ted by p o l i t i c a l r a d i c a l i s m are pure 
doggerel: witness "Pink B a l l a d , " i n ­
cluded here. But the bulk of Livesay's 
poetry has a permanent place i n our 
l i t e r a t u r e because i t e f f e c t i v e l y 
fuses a e s t h e t i c , i n t e l l e c t u a l and 
s o c i a l concerns. 

In prose, i t i s her essays which s t r i k e 
t h i s reviewer as being of permanent 
value. There are ten a r t i c l e s i n the 
c o l l e c t i o n , a l l but two ("Raymond 
K n i s t e r : A Memoir" and a review of 
Morley Callaghan's novel They S h a l l 
I n h e r i t the Earth) devoted to p o l i t i c a l 
and s o c i a l problems of the Depression. 
As a c r i t i c of Callaghan, Livesay's 
p o l i t i c a l views b l u n t her judgment. 

The n o v e l i s t i s condemned f o r seeking 
"an i n d i v i d u a l s o l u t i o n " r a t h e r than 
a c l a s s one: "A hammer i s being used 
t o d r i v e i n a p i n . " M a r x i s t theory 
d i c t a t e d t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l was not 
important, while Livesay's personal 
o r i e n t a t i o n i n s i s t e d t h a t he was. 
Fo r t u n a t e l y f o r her w r i t i n g , the l a t ­
t e r view won out. Livesay's use of 
i n d i v i d u a l experience t o i l l u s t r a t e 
p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s gives 
the f a s c i n a t i o n of f i c t i o n t o much of 
her n o n - f i c t i o n a l prose. She was 
w r i t i n g 'New Journalism' long before 
the term came i n t o popular usage i n 
the s i x t i e s . Essays such as "The Beet 
Worker" and "Indians a t Caughnawaugha" 
des c r i b e misery and i n j u s t i c e i n l a n ­
guage t h a t i s simple but v i v i d and 
f o r c e f u l . 

R e g r e t t a b l y , there i s no contemporary 
overview by Livesay on her a c t i o n s 
and a t t i t u d e s of f o r t y years ago. The 
omission i s e s p e c i a l l y t e a s i n g i n the 
l i g h t of her own b r i e f r e f e r e n c e , i n 
an i t a l i c i z e d p o r t i o n near the begin­
ning, to her y o u t h f u l n a i v e t e w i t h r e ­
gard to Communist propaganda and 
p o l i t i c a l theory. The maturation im­
p l i e d here i s never examined nor de­
f i n e d . A f u r t h e r r e g r e t i s t h a t L i v e ­
say subscribed, i n the t h i r t i e s , to 
the c l i c h e v e r d i c t t h a t there was no 
Canadian l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n and th a t 
nineteenth-century Canadian poets 
d e a l t e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h maple leaves 
and the f i r s t crocus. A cursory 
glance a t Roberts, Lampman or D.C. 
Sc o t t would disabuse any i n t e l l i g e n t 



reader of this notion. But i f Live­
say came to a more mature verdict on 
earlier Canadian poets, she f a i l s to 
acknowledge i t here. 

Despite these shortcomings, Right Hand 
Left Hand, with i t s delightfully melo­
dramatic subtitle "A True Life of the 
Thirties: Paris, Toronto, Montreal, 
the West and Vancouver, Love, P o l i t i c s , 
the Depression and Feminism," i s a book 
you should read. Read i t because Live­
say i s one of our senior Canadian poets. 
And because those who do not understand 
history are condemned to repeat i t s 
f o l l i e s . 


