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Preface

Not long ago, I was sitting in a restaurant on the Bosphorus in Istanbul with some Turkish academics discussing a new translation of a novel by their Nobel Prize winner, Orhan Pamuk. Somehow in the conversation, Carol Shields’s name was mentioned. How wonderful a writer she is, said one; how fine her sense of language, said another. “I’ve read all her books except The Box Garden,” she continued. “I wanted to save one, to know it was there waiting for me.” For a moment I wondered if they realized she was no longer alive; they were speaking in the present. Their excitement made me long to tell Carol about them, how pleased and amused she would be by their enthusiasm — halfway around the world. A few of her stories had been translated into Turkish but they were reading her in English — and loving it. Had I seen, they asked, that Unless is on a list of 1001 books to read before you die? I’d never heard of that, though we’d been joking about Istanbul’s Turkish baths, which are famously on that other list of 1000 things to do before you die. But they were surprised when I told them I knew Carol, that she had been a friend, and yes, they knew sadly that she was dead.

This encounter highlighted what I want to do with this book: to honour Carol’s memory and to celebrate how alive her voice is in today’s world. To find her so present and so beloved in a faraway place like turkey just brings to the fore the pain of her absence and simultaneously the delight of knowing that she still speaks to people everywhere.

I first interviewed Carol twenty years ago, when she published Swann: A Mystery. Soon after, I interviewed her again, at length, for a special issue of the feminist literary magazine Room of One’s Own and for a profile I was writing for Books in Canada. Subsequently, I interviewed her with every new book, occasionally on stage, five times in the last six years of her life. She was thoughtful, open and always engaged. As I say elsewhere, I loved how her mind worked — her curiosity, astuteness and compassion. These conversations offer richly faceted glimpses of Carol’s world.

I have also included some of her correspondence, more or less chronologically between these interviews, letters she wrote me over the years, offering a slightly different angle of observation, often about the books she was reading and writing.

Random Illuminations begins with a personal essay, my own attempt to come to terms with her loss. And it ends with her reflections on death. But Carol was so attuned to the shape, to the arc of a human life, that it would be a disservice to frame hers elegiacally. In this first piece, a Scrapbook — kaleidoscopic, insistently unfinished — I also try to describe how she enriched my life and the lives of so many others. In the conversations that follow, she traces her childhood, including precocious sonnet writing, early marriage and motherhood, fledgling socialism and feminism, and the beginnings of her career as a poet, academic and novelist. She talks about how she approached her different books, in some cases their gestation as short stories, her ambitions, and the satisfactions and demands of her themes and characters. She discusses the significance of finding a “home” and the importance to her of conversation itself. As life deals her unexpected cards, she responds with characteristic generosity, courage, and depth. Therein lies abundance and joy.

April 2007


Scrapbook of Carol

It all started with the death of my mother, though unlike those yet to come, this first one was surprising, sudden and relatively quick. Strange, I suppose, to describe the death of an eighty-nine-year-old woman as surprising, but she was in good health, with a quick wit and only gradual loss of memory.

Born in Montreal in 1911 she was the first of her family to be born in Canada; her early life seemed to belong more to the nineteenth century than the twenty-first century in which she died. For instance, she never went to high school. Until Jean Lesage and the Quiet Revolution (until, in fact, I entered high school some thirty-eight years later in 1961), there were fees to attend public secondary school in Quebec. At the end of the first week of classes, the teacher came around to collect, and that was the end of my mother’s formal education. She got work in a ladies’ hat factory where her older sister already had a job, and from the age of twelve until she gave birth to my older brother almost twenty years later, she remained at the factory, at some point promoted to making samples. She held on to her job right through the Depression. Years later, she recalled packing lunches for her sister and herself — her most memorable was fresh tomato and lettuce on white bread. She could still taste it. I tried to imagine her in her early teens trundling off to work bearing sandwiches, but I could never get further than the factory entrance; in my mind, it always turned into a school.

First my mother, then four close friends died. The dedication page of the book of interviews I published the next year looked like a casualty list.

When I say it all started, I mean this particular period of my life, of loss. My very first encounter with death had been almost twenty years earlier when my father died. It was then that I learned how death renders life meaningless, how hard it is to recover any sense of meaning afterwards. He would come to me in dreams and I would be so excited to find him alive. When I awoke, I would try to mitigate the anguish of reality with some interpretation, an idea of communication, blessing, anything. After a while, he stopped coming. But I couldn’t escape the memory of how wretched he was those last two weeks of his life, how he didn’t go gentle, not at all. What I learned was that certain kinds of loss are irrecoverable; while the acuteness may dull, the hollow is never filled. But I’d had two decades to forget that lesson.

“Grief turns out to be a place none of us knows until we reach it,” writes Joan Didion in The Year of Magical Thinking. “Nor can we know ahead of the fact (and here lies the heart of the difference between grief as we imagine it and grief as it is) the unending absence that follows, the void, the very opposite of meaning, the relentless succession of moments during which we will confront the experience of meaninglessness itself.” I read those words just when I started to think again about all these deaths, when T.S. Eliot’s epigraph to The Waste Land (from Dante’s Inferno) kept reverberating in my head: “I had not thought death had undone so many.”

My mother’s death was used by a journalist from the Globe and Mail as the occasion to introduce the subject of mothers and death in her profile about Carol Shields. My mother died in Toronto on the night of the opening of the musical version of Larry’s Party. Carol was in town for the premiere; I had been scheduled to attend but instead we met for lunch the next day. When I walked Carol back to her hotel, the journalist was waiting to interview her.

Carol’s diagnosis was the first and her death the last of that awful time, but that made it no easier to accept. If anything, I had become accustomed to the idea that she was ill, very ill at times, but surely, I thought, she would go on and on this way. She was always such good company, terrific to talk to — even at chemo sessions. Or after an hour-long telephone conversation, I’d remark on how good she sounded. Sometimes, she’d then admit she actually wasn’t, but it was her engagement with the world that sustained her; she was able to keep that curiosity and interest for an amazingly long time.

Every now and then, Carol and I would go to the movies. Five months before she died, we went to see The Hours, which was based on a novel that neither of us liked very much. But she enjoyed the film, especially because it gave her images she could conjure up later and reflect on. There was a line in the film about staying alive for the people you love, and I asked if she thought that was true. She said no, you stay alive for yourself, but you might endure some extra medical treatment for the people you love. And I remembered her having recently asked me about whether she should have more treatment. And how I knew I was giving her the wrong answer when I said yes. But I wanted more. (I still do.)

Back then, she reassured me that “sixty-seven is a ripe old age. I was supposed to have twenty-two months; I’ve had more than double that. I wrote a book, two books,” she continued. “I’d love to write the sonnet novel but don’t seem to have the energy.” At this point she was taking Tylenol 3 but never complained of pain. She wrote letters to all her children and grandchildren, and several to her husband. “I made a New Year’s resolution,” she said, “not to worry about the kids. I want them to have everything.” (This final novel project, set in her hometown near Chicago and about a woman in her sixties who writes sonnets, remained unfinished when she died. Called “Segue,” an excerpt was featured in the posthumously published Collected Stories.)

Our talk might start with books but the conversations, hundreds of them over the years, would go everywhere — from napkin etiquette and models for dying to an unexpurgated version of dinner with the Queen and Prince Philip.

When I look back now, to her letters, our conversations, her books, I divide it all into Before and After. Before the diagnosis and during her illness.

I first met Carol in 1980 at the Literary Storefront in Vancouver’s Gastown. I’d already reviewed The Box Garden for the Vancouver Sun and subsequently reviewed her other novels, but I didn’t really get to know her until she published Swann: A Mystery in the fall of 1987. By this time she was living in Winnipeg and I’d just moved to Toronto as the “literary commentator” for CBC Radio’s State of the Arts. I did a radio piece about the novel and liked the book so much that I decided to put together a special double issue on Carol for the journal Room of One’s Own. That was the first time I interviewed her. What a luxury it was: it took place over two days. She came to my flat, and I took a few photographs to include in the magazine along with an assortment she chose from her early family life. The next time, we met for lunch. I used this as a scene setter when I wrote a cover story about Carol for Books in Canada.

Carol Shields is sitting at a restaurant, looking like a character from one of her early novels. What used to be called sensibly dressed: a soft cream-coloured sweater fastened at the neck with a gold bow pin. Matching skirt, pumps. Simple stud earrings; pearl ring and gold bracelet on one hand; gold wedding band and diamond engagement ring on the other. Shields is thin, with short blonde hair and clear blue eyes behind thick-lensed glasses, which she removes and folds on the table. She has a small, soft, sometimes hesitant voice. She admits to a certain passivity, a reticence. And then disarms by saying, “Okay, ask me something personal.”

I remember a lot of those first conversations — for instance, how Carol’s learning to read at four was the central mystical experience of her life. “Just at that moment,” she said, “you know Helen Keller’s wonderful moment when she put it all together? Realizing that those symbols meant something that I could be part of was like an act of magic.”

And how fond she was of Dick and Jane in the school readers. “I understood Jane,” she said. “Jane was very sturdy and knew her own mind. And I loved the way that Dick was good to her, protective of her. Everyone was terribly good to everyone else. There were no bad intentions.”

Carol also talked about how she found it harder to project herself into the mind of a modern woman in her twenties in Swann than to write with the voice of a man her own age (in Happenstance). When Carol herself was the age of her twenty-eight-year-old heroine, the feminist scholar Sarah Maloney, she was still in a sort of infancy, she claimed — “detained too long in childhood,” as she once wrote. This despite the fact that she already had three children and was living in England, becoming a socialist.

Then she told me a little story about her slightly older brother and herself when they were children. “When we walked in the back lane,” she said, “he always said the moon followed him, and then I said, ‘No, it always follows me.’ We paced off and we walked, and I suddenly saw it followed everybody. This was a sort of revelation.” (Carol drew on some of these vivid childhood experiences for her central character Reta Winters in Unless.)

I thought this perception so characteristic of Carol’s generosity of spirit. Her particular kind of humanity has always dazzled me. It’s the foundation of her commitment to writing as a form of redemption, redeeming the lives of lost or vanished women — whether it’s Mary Swann or Daisy Goodwill (in The Stone Diaries). Or, for that matter, Larry Weller in Larry’s Party. She’s interested in nothing less than the shape of a human life, the possibilities for self-awareness, and really, consciousness itself — the hum inside our heads. Indeed, one of the reasons that she switched from biography — early forays into Susanna Moodie — to fiction was that she felt that ninety per cent of what happens to us occurs inside our heads, and this is inaccessible to the biographer.

A few days after those first conversations, she had some more thoughts and wrote me a letter.

I’ve never for a minute doubted the value of women’s experience. Whenever my books met with critical scorn because of their subject matter, I just shrugged. Other critical comments I listened to, but not this one. When I told you living in England made a socialist of me, I meant that was when I became active. The exact moment of enlightenment came years earlier in a high school class when a teacher explained about the division of wealth in terms of need. (This was in the McCarthy era and I was astonished that this was what the fuss was about. Why, this sounded suspiciously like what I had learned in Methodist Sunday School! And it sounded so sensible!) Just one of the many double messages floating around in those days. I think I did recognize the doubleness, but thought it ironic and funny — and couldn’t get too worked up about it.

Although Carol and I never (after Vancouver) lived in the same city, we became friends, exchanging letters and books, seeing each other whenever she came to Toronto, writing and talking about books (thick letters in pre-e-mail days). In fact, she once told me that she was concerned that a big part of the way she experienced the world was through books — maybe more than other people do — and maybe there was something “substandard” about that. Among her papers at the National Library in Ottawa are her shopping lists; between the carrots and the onions are titles of books — books to read or to recommend to friends. As anyone who’s read her criticism or essays knows, Carol was not only a generous writer but also a generous reader. In Winnipeg, she belonged to a book club, although that reflected her talent for friendship as much as her love of books. Despite many moves, Carol had friends going back to her childhood in Oak Park, Illinois. In her own writing, she was witty, often ironic, always affectionate, with a delicacy and subtlety of language. Sentence for sentence, she was a marvel. (I remember her telling me about trying to write a non-ironical story for that special issue of Room. With all that irony, she said, she was “beginning to get a case of lockjaw.” But then she added, “You may find it a bit sappy.”)

Carol was a gutsy writer, experimenting with a range of narrative approaches — omniscient, direct, fractured. When she turned fifty, her writing turned a corner. “You get older and braver,” she said, “braver about what you can say and what can be understood.” She was once quite tickled when someone described her work as “post-epiphanist.” She was very conscious of courage — the word came up a lot — I think because it was a muscle she developed in herself. Deliberately. Heroically.

Carol cherished the virtues, the joys, and the griefs of everyday life. But she was also sensitive to the cracks in the surface — how sometimes they reveal a frightening fragility in our lives, a glimpse of darkness, but more often a moment of transcendence, something that cuts right through everyday experience in a miraculous way. What she referred to as “random illuminations”: clarity, harmony, pattern, whimsy. She told me she believed that everyone has these “moments of transcendence.” One of hers that she incorporated into a story (“Collision” in The Orange Fish) involved walking in the rain in Tokyo under a stranger’s umbrella; rhythmically in step, she felt she could have gone on like that forever. “I believe in these moments,” she said, “when we feel or sense the order of the universe beneath the daily chaos. They’re like a great gift of happiness that comes unexpectedly.” Another such moment occurred in a motel on her honeymoon, but that was all she would say.

The obverse — how vulnerable we are to loss and tragic reversal — isn’t something she dwelt on. “It doesn’t matter how insulated you are,” she acknowledged, “you have these frightening glimpses of the utter meaninglessness of your life. It’s a kind of angst when you suddenly feel that you’re alone and powerless and nothing makes any sense. It’s the opposite of those transcendental moments when you perceive the pattern of the universe.” Such sentiments inform her characters at times — from Judith Gill in Small Ceremonies to Daisy Goodwill in The Stone Diaries to Reta Winters in Unless. But if Carol had a psychological blind spot, it was to depression. She could understand feeling discouraged or down but not the utter debilitation that deep depression could engender. More characteristic would be the opening sentence of Small Ceremonies: “Sunday night. And the thought strikes me that I ought to be happier than I am.”

I interviewed Carol about virtually all her books. On one occasion, Before — in fact, just a couple of months Before — she said, “I never believed that people were formed at age seven and we’d never escape that inheritance. I think people are always changing and changing quite dramatically, and that what changes them is access to language and their ability to expand their expression of themselves through language. I always see everything through the screen of language.”

In talking about reading, she said, “Reading novels is not escape; it’s a necessary enlargement of my life.” Typical of her range, she first quoted Saint Augustine, who equated reading a book with having a conversation with the absent, and then her own character Judith Gill: “My own life will never be enough for me.”

Carol’s interest in Jane Austen went back to her own childhood and her search for intelligent female heroines in fiction. Long before she wrote her monograph on Austen, she spoke at a Jane Austen conference in Ottawa. The focus was Emma, and she talked about “the image of the body, or rather, the lack of image of body.” Her paper was subtitled “No Fingers, No Toes,” because Austen “never in all her books mentions these bodily bits.” As Carol wrote to me at the time, “No hips, no kidneys, wombs, shins, skin, intestines, navels either. Thank heavens someone’s done a concordance, and so I’ll be able to report accurately that in all of Austen there are 8 necks, 6 knees, 2 eyebrows, 10 ears, and 1 ankle, etc. Actually there are six breasts, but they all belong to men.”

I loved the way Carol’s mind worked. The evening prior to that last Before interview, we had an opportunity to go to a movie. I chose one that had been recommended: a wild, raucous story about gypsies in Central Europe. It was awful, but Carol was very careful, tactful about dismissing it. Finally, she asked me what was the worst thing about it. I said, “The noise.” She said, “The romanticization of the emptiness of their lives.”

In spring 1999, Carol won a Guggenheim Fellowship. In her application (Before), she said she wanted to write “brave and original books . . . in which readers will take pleasure.” The novel that she ultimately wrote was Unless, her most explicitly feminist book.

EW: One of the most startling things about Unless is the fierceness of it. When you come across scenes of Reta and her friends at their weekly coffee gatherings, it’s easy to think, for all the consciousness-raising that went on back in the sixties, things haven’t really changed that much. What do you think?

CS: Things haven’t really changed that much. A few big acts of legislation have made more areas of work open for women, but just a year ago, I heard [the British literary critic] George Steiner say that he didn’t believe there were any women writers of the twentieth century. That gave me pause. What does he mean? He says in the nineteenth century there were one or two women, but he doesn’t see women as a force in literature. Particularly in literature, I think, women have been given very minor roles, not taken seriously.

EW: Even today?

CS: Even today.

EW: You’ve described this as your most overtly feminist book to date. Did that surprise you?

CS: Yes, it did. For some reason I felt I could say some of the things I’d been thinking, and I was thinking about some things I hadn’t thought through before. So I came to a place where I felt I could say these things. I was the woman in the audience, by the way, who asked George Steiner the question, What about women writers? So maybe I took the reply more personally than if I’d just listened to someone else pose that question.

In Unless, I did some of the things I’d long wanted to do: write about a writer, write about the love of children, the intensity of that tie, without sentimentality, and of course about the acceptance of women into literature on their own terms. I don’t think this has happened, and how are we going to make it happen? I think we’re going to have to change what we think of as literature to a certain extent in order for women to be fully felt in our writing.

In 1991, Carol’s companion novels, Happenstance (which follows the life of Jack, a historian) and A Fairly Conventional Woman (which follows the life of his wife Brenda, a quiltmaker), were published in England as one volume, bound back to back. Carol was delighted because she hated the title A Fairly Conventional Woman. Initially, the combined volume was called Happenstance; later it was reissued as Duet.

“That title [A Fairly Conventional Woman] has thankfully been obliterated,” she wrote me. And then, “How I loathe that title, it hurts me to write it out. The hybrid edition came out in the UK last year. As you can see, they made a real effort at symmetry, but then went and put the price code on Brenda’s side. Tell me what this means, please.”

Carol enthusiastically faxed me
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