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ABSTRACT
’ THERE'S A TRICK WITH A MYTH I'M LEARNING TO DO:

THE CREATION OF« MYTH

m

iN MICHAEL ONDAATJIE®S PROSES
by

Jennife? Anne Cole

L 4
- It iz paradoxical. that many ot the critics who abalyse

Ondaatje’s prose choose to present an interpretation or the

O

imagery as it relates to theme. However., these same Images

@,

relate~directly to Undaztje’s creation of\myth. which
critics often mention but rarely discuss. Another
difficulty pogec by Ondaatje is that he freely admits to
‘using tact to create riction but the line between where fact
leaves off and trtiction begins {s& plurred. Thisz study ot the
techniqués Undaatje usesAto ereate myth will elucidate the

symbictic relationcship between tact and fiction and

demonstrate how myth enhances the fictionalizing process.

-3

he focus of this thesis will be how Ondaatje creates
myth a5 it appea}s in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid
(1870, Coming‘Througﬁ Siaughter (1976), Running IiIn the
?3mi}y (1832)., and [/n the Skin of a Lion (1887). §ome of'Fhe
most conéistent narrative techniques that Ondaatje usecs to
create hyth ar%ﬁparatextual devices such as photog?aphs
which bridge fact and fiction to substantiate myth.
}epeating images and conversations which take on-symbolic
value. a familiar lgéwsqape. and.surreal episodes which

{ntensify the mythic quality of the narrative. In his first
iv
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two prose works, BiJl} the Kid and Cominé Through Siaughter,
Ondaatjé relies 6n>cﬁltura!‘heroes to suggest myth. However,
Runniné in the Family and in the Skin of a Lion represent a
departure from this technique as Ondaatje creates a mythic

structure around his famiiy and tictional characters,

e

respectively. There is also a brief discussion on
autobiographic criticism of Biiiy the Kid and Coming Through
Slaughter whiéh i interpret as a simpliistic attempt by
critics to deal with Ondaatije's unique combination of ract
and fictien
' This tﬁue{; dozs not attempt to explain JOndaatje’s four
pProse works as a progression but rather as 1ndividual
experiments in form, =ach with its own merit. Wnile the

Vs .
techniques he uses to create myth are identifiaple. they

-

vary from bgoﬁ to book. Onpsatje continually modifies,

expands and uses combinations of previous technigues which

suggests an organic relationship between the works.
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" INTRGDUCTION

.l am {nterested in myth. Making 1t, remaking 1it,.
exploding. I don't like poems or works that cash in on
. 2 cliche of history or a personality. | don't like pop
- westerns and pop Billy the Kids. Myths are only of
value to me when they are realzst;c as weil as having
other quaiities of myth., g

'

(]

Ungaatie’ tecorded intecrest In myth dates back to his
L B .
. N A
HMasters of Arts thesis done a

ueen's Unilversity 1n 13967

o,
[ =]
i}

'"%fthulu Yy in the Poetry of Edwin Mulr,” and i{s c¢ontinued in

-~ ’
i

I

his article on Howard U'Hagan's novel y John: TO'Hagan's
~ - ) .

"ﬁoubh Edged Chroniclie" (12740 ﬁndaatje's creat%on o myth

. o ' . ‘ e .’ A
in nis own prose is accompN ished by zpplylng some or the

~

techniques to which he accredits th%&success ot Tay vohn.

Considering Undaatie’s recorded preoccupation with mythice

torms it {5 unusual that several critice oOnly mention

Ondaatie’s use of mythoiogy but no one has loocked

excfusively at how Undaatje synthesizes fact and fiction to
A <

create a mythic feorm. instead. moct critics who deal with
Ondaatie’s prose works concentrate on interpreting imagery

in relation to thematic concerns.

-
»

One of the difriculties encountered in studyin%

Ondaatje’s prose works is his adeptness at integrating facts

T o ' - . . \ /

with tiction to ¢create & narrative which exists orn

-

. 1
different level. For example, in Comimg Through Siaughters

Ondaatje combines paratextual devices such as photographs

e

and interviews and then subverts the factual nature of these

by including equ;!ly believable filctitious in\°PViEUC with

~

actual peoﬁie and uses the photograph to ¢convice us that

4
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Buddy Bolden and Bellocq were acquainted.® The fiction does

not_§p£:rsede the fact, but rather the two exist in a

symbiotic redationship: A variation of thif techniqu® canh be
found in /n the Skin or the Lion which is ﬁndaatje’s first' -

‘prose work in which he does not reproduce any photograp?s..

However. the textual descriptions of photographs function as <7
documents and Ondaatije uses these intangible;photographs to 5=

link fictional characters wi.th .the real..évents and people 0%\

the city of Toronto.
Ondaatjie’s creation of myth further removes the

-~
N v

narrative from its ;actual’point of reference. The idea of

» ) .

myth may suggest an archetypal interpretation. However, in
*

8illy the Kid and Coming Through Siaughter Ondaatije is
relying on culturai hercoes and popular legend as the basis
/ for nis narratives. Dndaatje retainé‘some ¢f the detalils
from the legend but orders -his narr?}ive with imaginatively -

created symbols aqg%images and adds|invented details.

In Running Iin'the Family Ondaatje takes the idea of

1
.

myth ome step further and explores the possibility of

.

mythologizing -the Ondaat@e'family.,Ondaatje‘s success 1in
convincing us that we should be interested in his family in
I‘i%§'Lanka in Runniég in the Family is entirely dependent on
5 his ability tP impose a mythic structure on his own family.
In the Skin o; a2 Lion®gathess its strength from Ondaatje’'s
experiment in Running in the Famiiy and for the first time

-~

we are presented with fictional, working class characters
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‘who are more important and interesting than the fact-based
LA

-
~~~

. characters. -
A survey of t?@s kind, where the bceoks are studied in

chronological ordec may suggest that some kind of

- -

progression -is apparent. However, [ would like to suggest

- that each work/psa individual merit and one work cshould not

be considered better than a previous one simpiy because
Ondaat ie demonstrates in it & taciiity with different
techniques. in Ondaatie’s case, it is difficuit to pin his

writing doWn to-a -fixed set ot ruiesd-as every work is & new

experiment with rorm and fdeas. Ondaatje uses the dry rfacts

%
B 0of history as a.point of departure and Dlends them with the
vibrant oral fraditiun of legend to create a WOrk in which
"3 weli-toid lie is worth a thousand facts™ (ATF 206).
Several critics have attempted to interpret Biily the

-

Aid and Coming Through Siaughter in an autobliographical

) manner. | believe that this response is partly based on

Ondaatje's portrayal of Billy and Bolden as artists. Some

- critics cannot restrain themselves fromr interpreting the .
sensibilities of Ondaatie’'s characters as representing
= Ondaatje. These critics may also be responding to a
narrative where it isﬂdifficuit to determine where fact and
fiction exist éep;rately. Ondaatje admits that to create\\
these narratives "1 put myself into the characters’
sithations for a long period of time....A lot orf my own
worid gets inteo their stories. It’s probably a major

iliness.”™® it 1s evident that aﬁtohiographical incidents are
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incorporated in the prose but a trend toward interpreting
Opdaatje's novels in a purely autobiographicai manner is
severely limiting to the other possibilities that the prose

suggests. Ondaatje himself states: "Nothing is more

irritating than -to have your work translated by your life."*
Ondaatje and Sam Solecki discuss the meaning of the
epigraphs to Ondaatje’'s poeitry which can be likened to»thei

disclaimers that he prints at the end of his prose. Soleckl

~ ey w

X asks, "Are these linessepigraphs warnings to the reader?":
Ondaat je responds by stating

Yes, but to myself as well. There’s & great dez!l

~ of lying in poetry, by necessity. it’s not a case
0of being tactiul or misrepresenting something put
of making art: art is, to a certain extent deceit.
And what disturbs me in having my work interpreted
ac either physically or biographically right or
wrong is that there’s an emotional or
psychologicai rightness which, for me. is more

- important than the other two.,

The reader must understand that he is not about to read a
factual no;ei. but rather, a creative improvisation of the
fadts which m;y result in something cioser to the
psychological truth tpan the actual historic’facts.

Ondaatje is searching for a new form for the novel. one that

will accomodate his vision of invention, poetry and myth.
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Notes
1 "An Interviéw with Michael Ondaatje.” Manna- A
Review of Coﬁtemporary ?oetry No. 1 (March 187Z2) 21.
{ 2 All subsequent referepces to Ondaatje’s prose works
will be placed in the text of the thegis and the tit{es

shortened: The Collected wWorks of Biily the Kid: (8TA),

Coming Through Siaughter: (CTS3), Running In the Familiy:

. 3 Adeie Freedman, “"From Gunslingers to Jazc

T

. - December 1979,

re
[

Musicians,”™ The Gi/ote angd Mall (Toronte

Sec. Entertainment, 1.

1

4 -Marck Abley, "Heme is Where the Hurt Is, Maciean's,

23 April 1979, 2.
. 5 Sam Solecki. "An Interview with {lichae! Ondaatje”
) Rune No. 2 (Spring 1%75:r: 4G,

[fe}

& Sovieckl «
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CHAPTER ONE

¢ The Coltlected Works of Billy

the Kid: An Experiment in Form

“&('

LU T I T

v v

— e e e @ mm e - - —— - — - - A - — -

! cend you a picture of Billy made with the Ferry .
shutter as quick as it can be worked -- Pyro and
soda developer. I am making daily experiments now
and find | am able to take passing horses at a
l{vely trot square across the iine of fire --

bits-of snow in the air -- spokes well! defined --
some blur on top o©f wheel but sharp in the main -
~ men walking are no trick -- | will send you the

proofs sometime (BTK S). :

The enigma of the framed blank space where a2 photograph
is expected is the tirst clue that The Collected Works of
Biliy the Kid: iefﬁ_handed poems {s not =a conventional
biography. David Donnell states that 0n§aatje‘s choice of

quoting the western photographer L.A. Huffman on the first

18
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page indicates the experimeﬁtal direction The Col/lected
Works will take: "Huffman," using a different medium than
Ondaatje. "was interestea in the dynamic of western images
and the deveiopment of a new explorative arti;tic method. "?
Billy the Kid also represents a new direqtion in
Ondaatje’s writing. Besides being his first long uork:
Biiiy thg Kid ftunctions as z brid&e between his earlier
poetry and his later prose works. The implicit violence in
some of the images in Biily the Kid is reminiscent of The
Dalnty Monsters and The Man With Seven Toes, but the
., experinments in form {found in BGi/ly the Aid also exert their
influence on the structure of Ondaatjefs later writinmgs. For
examp%e. Ondaatje’s interest in using historical or
iegendary figures as a basis for nis fiction begins with The
Man with Seven Toes and is continued with his portravai ot *
William H. Bonney in 5iily the Kid. Coming Through
- Siaughter., Running in the Famiiy and In the Skin orf A Lion
ailso have their basis In rfact, but Ondaatije creates a unique
narrative structure tor each to express thi fusion or tact
and tiction. Rilly the kid allows Ondaatje to experiment at
iength with appropriate narrative devices; images and
characterization to complement a fictional form that
éncompasses ftact, £iction and myth.
Billy the Kid represents Ondaatje’s first sustained
attembt to fictionalize a historical character. However. an

examination of where fact leaves off and fiction begins is

hampered by the lack of facts about William H. Bonney's life

O,
3
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as well as their incongruity. Fortunately, gndaatje
identifies his ﬁajor source of informationfylt is Walter
Noblie Burns’® 1826 novel, The Saga of Bi!fy the Kid. Burns’
work is of questionablé historical éccuracy since it is a
compilation of the legends about Billy the Kid and in that
respect represents common knowledge. Burns is careful to
point out that "the history of Billy the Kid aiready-has
been ciouded gy legend. Less than'fifty years after his
death it is not aiways easy to differentiate fact from
myth. "=
Stephen Scobie points out that the book by Burns-is

important for the "rehabilitation of Billy's reputation. ”*
Bﬁrns i; among the first who turned from portraying Billy as
"a paragon of evil"” té-presenting him as a "poor . .
misunderstood kid."™* The following is a typicak:examgie of
the romanticiced image of B5illy that iurns creates:

The boy wgkknever grew up has become a kind of

symbol of frontier knight-erranty,’a figur2 of

eternal youth riding for ever (sicl throqgh a

~purpie giamour of romance....A boy is its hero: a

boy when the tale begins, a boy when it ends; a

boy born to battie and vendetta., to hatred and
murder, to tragic victory and tragic defeat and

who took it all with a smile.s
o .
Ondzatje™s interest in idealized portrayals of Billy is i
- .

confirmed.when he.prOVides us with a photograph of the covea,

of The True Life of Silly the Kid courtesy of The Five Cent i
- Wide Awake Library (BTK 88). In the cov;r sketch Billy jjj

porf%ayedvas a dasﬁing. well dressed and well armed man

posed in front of a rock outcrop. The story., "Billy the Kid

~and the Princess,” which follows, depicts Billy as a gallant

.

- ’
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hero. It is no coincidence that the comic¢ beook story mirrors
Paulita Maxwell’s statement about Billy: "He was a nice boy,

at least to me, courteous, gallant., ailways respectful™ (87K

]
86 . Ondaatje states in the credits that "the comic book

legend is real™ (57K 110). Like Burns’', Ondaatje’s

recreation of the life of Billy the Kid is_ imaginative. but

Ondaatije is the first writer to altow Billy to tell his own
story. B8iliy draws attention to this point when he says.

; "Not a story about me through their eyes then. Find the
» ]
beging\ng. the slight silver key to unlock it. to dig it
out. Here then is a maze to begin. be in" (8TK Z0s.

In an interview for Manna in 1970 Ondaatje responds to
the question, "Did you add much or create new things in your
mythifying of Billy the Kid?":

) Most of the book. Cherlie’s death is pretty
ciose, O'Folliard's ambush moves from roughly a
similar situation, tho there was no Mr. Wild. |
pretty well iimited myself to one book, The Saga
. of Biily the ANId which | refer to in the notes at
the end. The found poems, in italics in my book,
come from there.. -
The notes to which Ondaatje referg state that, "the death of
T Tunstall. the reminiscences by Paulita Maxwell and Saliie

Chisum on Billy. are essentially made up of statements made
to Waiter Noble Burns in his book™ (ZTK 110). Ondaatje aiso
mentions the book by L.A. ﬂpffman and his source for the

dialogue between Garrett and Poe before disclosing that

"With these basic sources | have edited, rephrdsed, and

\ —
’ siightiy reworked the originals. But the emotions belong to
. £
their authots™ (BTXK 110). These disclosures about how
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little of Billy the Kid is factual emphasizes that the major

part of the book is Ondaatje’s own creation. The

¢

"idiosyncrasies of Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett, the

memorable images that unify thew&cLLQQ\ind the realistic

settings, are products of Ondaatje’s untrammelled

fmagination. Stephen Scobie concurs by suggesting that

knowihg which.parts of Billy the Kid are factual is

important, of course, only to tg;\xexyff}mited

extent to which Undaatje’s book is concerned with
‘giving an accurate historical .view of the Kid.
Clearly, this is not his intention, although some
passages do appear quite accurate, and the
general .tone of many of the descriptions, the
wealth of detail and the intensity of the images’
realization must appear very convincing to the
unwary reader.s

Despite Dndaatje's‘admission that he reworks and edits
original sources to create a fictional. work critics still
tind it necessary to comment on where ﬁe strayed from th=2
facts. David Donnell points out that Undaatje glosses aver
unflattering acdounts of Billy as a ruthiess killer:

The fact that 8onney’s own murders (6) are hardly
recorded in the book allows the deep persona to
register the events around him with the
uninterrupted quality of a camera. Biilly’s
reaction to scenes like Charlie Bowdre's death
show Billy as a compassionate friend. But this is

. partly because we never see Billy shooting the
five Indians from "behind a rock."s

Similarly, Andreas Schroeder finds fault with Ondaatje’s
portrayal of Billy as a perceptive human being:

Frankly, if Biily the Kid had ever really managed
to describe a fever-ridden week in an abandoned
barn in the way Ondaatje has him describe it on
Page 17 of this book...he had no business being =z
gunman in the first place, and probably would

have known it.. ‘
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it seems that gunmenbcannot escape their stereotypical
presentation as cold-blooded, wvulgar kiliers. In light of
this it'is appropriate te point out that Frank James was "an
avid reader of Shakespeare and Francis Bacon;" Butch Cassidy
"abjured the homicidal use of weapons - as befitted the
grandson of a Mormon bishop;"” and John Wesleg'Hardin. the
son of a Methodist minister. enjoyed a ten year.career as a
gunsiinger before being convicted and sent to prison where
he "studied algebra. theology and the law."!'® After he was
pa;don?d. Hardin, not bothering to wait for someone else,
wrote his own autobiography. Remarkabtiy. Ondaatje';w
fictional portrait of Billy combines the same paradoxical
elements of the cold-blooded kilter and the civilized
gentleman as the factual .accounts of other noteworthy
outlaws.

- The Collected wo}ks of Biily the KId is also the first
work where Ondaatje uses photographs as part of the text.
Robert Kroetsch cautions that Ondaatje's use of photograpﬁs
is unusual: ' 4

He’s [(Ondaatjel tricky with the photographs -
they are backwards and that kind of thing - and,
you’re right, he does talk fiim, he’s interested
in filmic motion. But I think there’s a
predominance of actual snapshots. One could say,
Alright snapshots are interesting because they’re
unprofessional. Bang, you get it!,, '
Although Kroetsch makes tﬂis comment in 1982 and is not
referring dimectiy to Billy the Kid, much of what he says 1is

relevant. Ondaatje presents us with a real image by

reproducing photographs and placing them within the text,

. - . a
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which, in traditional biographies, would act as factual
evidence. Because of their expected purpose, the photographs
in Billy the qu_;t first appear to be diametrically opposed ;
to the fictional nature of the text. However, their reality
is minimized by the missing photograph of Billy the'Kid and
the fact that Ondaatje does not identify or label any of the
photographs. Dennis Coocley makes an interesting comment on
the indeterminacy of this format:

The actuai photos sit alone. Uncaptioned. For

good reason. Captions would too surely capture

the photographs (the words -- caption, capture --

come from the same root: to seize, take). They

would insist on overly determined readings.

Ondaatje wants an uncertainty, openness in the

text that will allow the pieces to float inside

the text. unweighted by subtitles that would

invest them with fixed meaning..:

To interpret 'the images we must resolve the information.
provided by the text and the image in the photograph. Even
this is & chalienge because in some instances the text and
the photograph to which it &tludes may be pageé apart. One
example is Billy's description of his keen senses and his
guns: "My head and body openr to every new wind direction,
every nerve new move and smell. | look up. On the nail above

the bed the biack holster and gun is coiled like a snake,

glinting also in the early morning white™ (B7K 71).
%

S—

Correéponding te thisfimage is the photograph on page fqrty—
five, a detail'of which is reproduced on page nipety—one.
The first photo is placed.immediately after Billy has
de?ZfSttated his keen sense of smell and stalking ability by

. shobting through the floor of the Chisum house to kill

'ﬂ\_‘__
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Sallie's poisoned cat, Ferns. The énlarged detail of the
photograph on page ninety-one focuses on the guns above the
bed and a rifle leaning against the bed. This ominous detaif
is inserted in the text after Billy’s entrance into Pete
Maxwell’s fqréshadowing his impending death by Garrett’s
"oiled rifle” (B}K 83). -

The photograph acts as a remincer to us that in this
episode Billy does not reach for his guns and that it costs
him his life. Billy notices "that breathing, not Maxweli's
but the other’s™ (QTK 90). but because he mistakes at first
the torm in bed with Pete Maxwell as Pete’s sister Paulita,
and then feels the boots of a man, Billy bégins to "move
back a couple 0of yards in amazement” (8TK 83). Ondaatje,
using both photograph and text, s=ts up Billy's death as an
accident that happens because Billy’s mental and physical
refiex;s are numbed by the unusgal circumstances. We reﬁain
coqvinced that it Bi-ily and Garrett had met on equal kerms
Garrett woulid have been outmatched.

Ondaatie even uses the absent photograph§of Billy to
fink séctions of the text. Ondaatje never provides the
reader with the photograph of Billy, even though there is
sufficient evidence to suggest that one exists. initially,
this is {rustrating but by thé time we complete tﬁe work we
realize that the writien text al;ows for a more int;mate
glimpse'of 3illy thaﬁ any number of static pictures could

provide. However, whiie we may not have the photo of Billy

we are not allowed to forget that it exists. The missing
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™
photograph of page five is linked to a similar blank space

on page nineteen. On page nineteen of the work there is a

description of the photograph'by Paulita Maxwell:
Y

In 1880 a traveiling photographer came through
Fort Sumner. Billy posed standing in the street
near old Beaver Smith’s saloon. The picture
makes him appear rough and uncouth (BTK 19).

This is a description of what the static piétdre shows. It
is foﬁlowed immediately by Paul{ta Maxwell’s emotional

recollection of Billy. Ondaatje. by using the word "really,
cleverly indicates that this is the more truthful pfcture:

The expression of his face was really boyish and
pleasant. He may have worn such c¢lothes as
appear in the picture out on the range, but in
Sumner he was caretul of his persona! appearance
and dressed neatiy and in good tiste. [ never
liked the picture. 1 don’t think it does Billy
justice (BTK 19). .

The photograph surtfaces agaiﬁ later in the book and this

time it is discussed by Billy. Interestingly. B8illy is Hot

concerned with now truthful the picture is to him. but

”

14

instead he focuses on the unrecorded movement that surrounds

the moment his static image was caught:

I was thinkiné of a photograph someone had taken

of me, the only one I had then. I was standing
on a wall, at my feet there was this bucket and
in the bucket was a pump and | was pumping water

out over the wall. Oniy now, with the red dirt,
water started dripping out of the photo (37K 50).

Later, Biiiy.& perspective changes and he recalls what

P

occurred just down the road from where the i?ﬁzggraph was 3

taken:

| remember when they took a picture of me there
was a white block down the fountain road where

somebody had come out of a building and got off,
‘the porch onto his horse and ridden away while I

-

an
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was waiting standing still for the acid in the
camera to dry firm (87K 68).

.Perry Nodeiman interprets @iily's concern with the camera’s
ability to record a static image as an attempt to "distance
‘himself either with his gun or with the camera of his

Bistancing eye, and to stop their movement.™!* Cndaatje’s

experiment with incorporating photographs into the text of

el

Billy the Kid is a device he will continue in his next two

prose works. Bi/]y the Kid is proot that photographs can_
enhance the rfictional qual;gy of the text.
Anpther device which Gndaatie uses to fictionaiize the

X e . . . .
story of Billy the Xid is the creation of myth. In nhis

articie. "Q'Hagan's Rough-tEdged Chronigcle,” Undaatje

"describes how Howard 0’Hagan takes the legend of Tay John

and makes it myth:

myth is achisved by a very careful use of echoes
-- of phrases and jmages. There may be no
logical connection when these are placed side by
side but the variations are always there setting
up parallels....In any case the use of echoes is
crucial to the myth in the bock for the action in
the novei turns in on itself, is incestuaous. |
O’Hagan 1s aware that legend needs only two or
three images to sustain it: myth breeds on itselft
no matter what the situation or landscape.,a

Ondaatje has culied legends and recoréed stories for their
useful images. names aﬁd conversations, and combined them
. with his own. Ondaatje integrates echoes orf phrases and
images, conversations and geography to create a cosmos and
mythic.structure where none existed before.
The sun and its strong overexposing light also play an

important part in Billy’s cosmos. ~ Perry Nodelman suggests
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that Billy is most at ease in the dim light of the barn and
in the cool darkness of the Chisum house.!*? The image of
"suns coming up everywhere out of the walls and f loors”™ and

"lovely perfect sun balls/breaking at each other click”

-

occurs as Billy experiences his own death (8TK 85).

The image cof the sun As "a precursor of death reminds us

—

of the vivid imagery sdrrounding the episode where Billy

sufﬂers a severe case of sunstroke: = -

On the fifth day the sun turned into a pair of -
hands and began to pull out the hairs in my head.

- Twist pluck twist pluck. 14 two hours | was bald.
my head like a lemon. It used a fingernail and
scratched a knife line from front to back on the
skin...With very thin gareful fingers it began to
unfold my head drawing back each layer of skin
and legtiné it flap over my ears (BTK 735).

This paragraph is only the beginning ot a barrage of violent

and bizarre images that evoke Onﬁiatje’s other description
of myth as "bibl;cal. surreal, brief and imagistic."** The
sunstroke episode is certainly surreal and imagistic, and
culminates in vioience as Billy perceiyes that he 1is being
raped by the sun. Even brief images are memorable. suCTh as

the chicken who tugs at Gregory’'s vein ™"till it was 12 yards

- -

long/As if it held that body like a kite/Gregory’s last
words being/Get away from me yer stupid chicken” (87K 15}.
Sheiia Watson attempts to describe the effect of the

narrative of Billy the Kiga .

v
In his work Ondaatje expresses no moral outrage.

He dwells on paradox in the dangerous cognitive
region which lies between reportage and myth --
- or again, somewhere in the expanse which
’ separates Bunuel's Lé Chien Andalou from the
sardonic and neutral romanticism of Howard
Hawkes.: s

-
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The region which lies between reportage aée myth is an area
which Ondéatje is only beginning to explore. In Coming
Through Slaughter and Runnping in the fFamliiy and his latest
novel, /n the Skin or & Lion, Ondaagje will exploré
variatidns, elaborations and mbdify the elements of myth
which are successful in Eii{y the KId. \
féy irying t0 accomodate the elements of fact.~fiction

and myth Ondaatije searches for an .appropriate form in Ril/ly
the Kid. John HcDermid iists the narrative devices used by
-Dndaatje in Biily the Kid’as "prosé n§rrative. documentary
material, interviews, phot;graphs.;ballads. memoirs and’
lyrics."™t* Dnd;atje suggests that.in some ways the unique
nature of the iegend of Billy the Fid tand also buddy
Bolden) suggests the form of the~work:

|
~are

It wasn’t a narrative from A to . and so | had

. to shape it. At that point it was a matter of

how you make & cellage: how you make the colliage

- understandable with a narrative line as
weli...You've got to convince tne reader to
trust you that jt’s going to look goad in the
=Na. ; e

When referrsring to the narrative structure of Biily the Aid
the notion of coliiage provides an appropriate anslogy.
Collage is

a kind of surreaiist art Iin which bits of tlat
objects, as newspaper., c¢loth, pressed flowers

:9 etc.., are_pasted together in incongruous
relationship for their symbolic or suggestive
effect.zo .

.

. Billy the Kid at first glance may -seem like a melange of

genres and unreconciled story lines with a very loose o/

-~
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-

of style which allows Ondaatje to present a multifaceted

- narrative which is by no means random. We might recail that
~
Billy refers to the work as a "maze.” Just as the placement
of items in a coilage or maze enhance the overall effect, so
. does Ondaatje’s placement of imageé. photographs, found
« ' poems, diazlogus and setting add to Zhe coéésiveness of the
story.

Many of these devices show up in Ondaatje’s later prose
works, but in them the¥undergo siight modirications or
their fopus/ﬁs changed. Ondaatje comments on the
relationsnip of onz work Opon its successor as he remarks
that

With each of the longer works [ was simply>doing
- what | wss abie to do at the time. I could not
"have written Running In.the Famil/y betore ZIily
or Slaughter although it would seem,to come first
iogically.z,
However, Ondaatje aiso points out that whiie his later prose
works may owe 3 debt to the earlier ones he Ttries to start
each new bookAwith a néw vocapbulary., a néw set of clgothes.
. Consciousiy or Subconsciousiy’de burn the previous devices
that got us here but which now are oniy rhetoric.”**
Ondaatje’s ever changing experiments to incorporate
interviews into his writings, a device he finally discards
in his regent novel in the Skin of a Lion, is an example of
this "new set or blothes!” By comparing Ondaatje's use of
tehéual interviews we can see the difference between the

humorous "The Kid Tells All ’Exclqsive Jail Interview®”™ in

Billy the Kid and the real and equally believable imaginary

-

~. -
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interviews found in Coming Through Slaughter. In*Running in
the Family the interview becomes an integrated part of ;he

N text disguised as dialogue or monoleogue.: 0Undaatje is never
content to leave the role of the interview unchanged becayse
he does not allow the rorm to dictate content. Instead., it

ceems that Ondaatie allows the form of each new work to

emerge organicaliy and be suggested by the content.

.
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CHAPTER TWO
Fact and Fiction - A

Non-Traditional Bicography
Q : } .
' v
Just recently there’s another book on Bolden
that’s come out in the States. | have ab§olutely
- no desire to read the thing. Even {f {t gives ae
\ all kinds of new materizl about Bolden. Mm not
at all interested in it. For me, Bolden is a
character who is important to me only as | knew
4 nim. Hes there now and | still like him, and
now and then ["il see something in the street that-
] wiil sece the way he saw {t.,
4 Michae! Ondaatije
Twelve Voices Interview 1978

Oncastje makes clear here that he is creagting a

fictional character and not a factual biographical portrait

of Buddy EBoiden. Even so, one persistent criticism or Com¥ng

T

Through Sizughter iz that it isxun;\@ctual‘ i wili uce
this criticism or Coming Through Jlaughter as a method of

comparison to determine the value of Ondaatje’s fiction. To

accomplish this | will compare Coming Through Siaughter with

\

.the book which Ondaatje refers to and which purports to give
2 factual representation of Buddy Bolden, Donalqcharquis.‘
In Search or Bud&y Bolden: First Man of Jaczz.

in 1978, two years atter Ondaatﬁe publiched Coming
Through Slaughfer. Donald Marquis published his biography or
Buddy Bo;den. Marduis makes ciear in the opening chapter of

his book that his search for Bolden is primarily a search

for facts. ironically, Marquis finds few supporting

documents aithough he is able to disﬁrove that Bolden was

>

’
A\ ]
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ever a barber or that he edited a scandal-sheet called The
Cricket, as was commoniy accepted up to the time of his
publication. Marquis'® main intent is to defictidnalize
Boiden. In the first chapter entitled "Exposing the Legend,”
Marquis indicates that the mythologizing of Buddy Bolden’s
}ife had a{ready prééressed_to the.extent that no one knew

"where reaiity siopped and myth began.”™® Similariy., Marquis
- .

states that "he [Bolden] was not fiction, but after thirty

-

Oor more years he nad becoms ticticnaiktzed.™® Zunk Johnson,
wnose interviews have been printed by ssveral jazx:z
historians, 1s aone 0! %the mein perpetratore or some aor the
myths about Boiden, inventing and changing tfacts. for
exampie, he predates his own birth date to substantiate tnat
he piayed in Eolden’s band. Marquis acknowledges thai oral «

reports are often exaggerated and tull of inventicn vet he

ne

religs heavily on Louls Jones (the owner of the shaving

pari r which Bolden used to frequent) to validate

. . ~ . . ~ n . . .

information about Zolden. .Unrortunately. key people wno
v

might rerut? or validate Jones' information are either dead

ing to discuss Boiden. His information may be no

more reiia_lé or any less invented than Johngon‘s. Marquis
seems to suggest that beczause Jones was a "rfriend”. o
Eoiden's it wouild foliow that he is reliabie. j believe that
Joneé' account of Bolden may e fictionalized to the same
extent'as some of~the other accounts. Due to the
contflicting collection of facts available Marquis had to

base his account of Boiden on an eyewitness and almost by

. .
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default he had to present Jonesy account as the most
credible. — \‘//
! \, ’ .
However, in 'his attempt to strip away the fictional
stories that have arisen around Bolden, Marquis must first
pfesent us with these. In many cases these fictitious

-

accounts of Bolden are more interesting, more colourful and
perhaps in some2 ways more "truthful’ to the Bolden era than

the sparse facts that Marquis unearths. In spirit,

Cndaatje’s own fiction closely resembles some of these

invented and coiourful stories about Bolden. Some c¢critics

have difficulty with the dochénted facts that Ondaatje does
~

present later in -the novel (the transcripts. the I%ct\sheet
on Bolden etc.), viewing them as an unnecessary or awkwdard

addition. Ondzatj= cleverly juxtapose this documentation

with the ciimactic and fictional! episgde in which he

describes Boiden’s breakdown. e rexder cannot but reali:ze

factual evidence is. The

just how dry and unilluminating t

public documents of a person’s life such a irth

certificates, census records or statistics cannot p}ovide
insight into the *truth’ of that per;on‘s private life.

As Naomi Jacaobs suggests in her.article. Marquis®' book,
for all its endeavor t0§present the truth of facts, does not

invatidate Ondaatje’s fiction: -

these lnaccuracies do not discredit this book
{Coming Through Slaughter] as they would a

traditional biocgraphical novel, for the author
clearly establishes in the book itself that
biographica’l accuracy is not his goal - and

indeed, given the scarcity of informaticon, is not
even possible.. '
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Ondaatje concurs with this statement when he remarks that

"what disturbs me in havingsmy work interpreted as either

pPhysically or biographica!l; right or wrong is that there’s

an emotional or psychoiogical rightness which. for me, is

more important than the other two."® Within its own

tictional boundaries. Ondaatje’s creation of the character
A 3 3 . - ) .
of Bolden is consistent. Ondaatje’s use 0f fact as a point

5t departure quickly becomes secondary &as the evoliution of
Bolden’s character is reliant con fiction which Ondaatje

thesizas that Ondaatje rfinds the f

(@]

-

creates. Jacobs hyp

ig
5.

tacts that are known about Boiden "restrictive or
irrejevant.”*

While | am not sure that Ondaatije finds the racts atbout

.

Eolden irreievant,” | believe that he uses th

Ly

m as only &
- .

starting point for his fiction and attempts to synthesize

fact and ficticn by not allowing tact to iimit the scope of

his fiétion. The commonly accepted ftacts about Bolden as
Marquis reports them are dry and sparse: "Boiden...u?s an
important early ijazcman; he biew a joud cornet, drank a lot,
ran a baébershop. edilted a»séandal sheet, and died.in a

-

mental institution.”™ 0Ondaatje 1s able to transcend these

few facts-ané provide a glimpse of Bolden not only as
artist, but as fathe;f husband and friend. Ondaatje’s

ability to improvise upon‘fact is'reflected by a comment
»

made by Robert Kroetsch in a comparison of ﬁudy Wiebe and

-

Michael Ondaatje:

Dear Novelist. Please give us the courage to
be afraid. Wiebe: the fear of tiction. Ondaztije:
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the fear of fact. In both, necessarily, a subsumed
eroticism. In each: the courage {0 say that the
name doesn’t stick. The courage to say we are not
at-home. Both furiously engaged with the language
that at once annoynces and subdues their fear.
Both, curiously, tempted by the myth of reality

as it adheres to the story.s ) .

The insistence upon historical fact goes against the -
possibility of the post-modernist conception of an open-

ended work of literature. When one reads the oral accounts

_

of Buddy Bolden’s reign as'King af Jazz= theré are more
variations. more elaborations and more thémes than a single
set. Just as Boliden, according to Ondaatje, did not play the
same dbar the same way twic;. so Undaatje refuses to write a
novel that reflecfs the sti?dard form of bicgraphy. As
Ondaatje re%arks tojTom Shapceott in an interview, "in
Siaughter 1 tried to juxtapose the inteqsity of prose with a
- documentary coldness. Bolden interested me a great deal as

a historical figure, but there was very little information
aéout him so I had to improvise a lot of m$tefial on him.”?
improvisation.is a feature unique to jazz and it is
appropriate that the form of Coming Through Slaughter
mirrors Bolden’s art:

there was a discipline, it was just that we didn"t

understand. We thought he was formless, but I

think now-he was tormented by order, what was
outside-it....You were both changing direction

with every sentence, sometimes in the middle., | ¥
using each other as a springboard through the dark
’ (CTS 37). . .

. The characters of Billy the Kid and Buddy Boliden are

improvised and created by applying imagination to fact or

; . \
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rumour. Ondaatje will continue to use this technique in

Running In the Famiiy and In thé Skin of & Lion.

Rather than being intimidated by the limits of

N

historical fact Ondaatje creates a form which moves away

from fact to & point where past and present, fact anq

b4
fiction., prose and peetry merge to create an innovative and
tragmented form. It is this fragmentation that forces the
ceader to fill in the gaps between parallel narrative lines,

just as it is ultimately the reader who comes to realicze

that OnLaatje’s fiction is not about separatin fact from
p

fiction but about the possibilities of combining them into &

- t
unique iiterary trorm. ,

While Biliy the kKid features photographs as a

predominant part of the text, Coming Through Siaughter

contains only cone photograph (see beiow) which 1is ﬁ:esented

as evidence of Buddy Beoiden's existence: t

Buddy Bolden
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Ondaatje’s treatment of this single photograph reproduced on

the cover and the title page of the novel, but not discuéSed\\\\Nf/
until page fifty of the text, is quite different from-his

use of the photograph in 81l/y the Kid. In aﬁ interview with
Sam Soiecki Ondadtie discusses this change in his use of the

-

photograph as a paratextual device:

By the Aime | wrote Slaughter 1 guess | was
-aiso reacting against myself because 1 wag”
determined not to put pictures or photographs
. in -- %ven though the book had a photographer,
Bellocqg.,oe

However. Ondaatje uses this photograph to link two
characters about whom there exicsts no historical evi%;pce
proving that they knew each other. 0Ondaatije convineinglv
presents Beliocq as the photographer oI the oniy known
photograph of Boiden’s band as well as portraying him as a
- close friend of Boilden’s. It is only atter looking through
books on jazz and Donald H;{quis' book that we notice that
the reproduction of the pggto of Bolden’'s band 35 not
creaited to any photegrapher.
{B;Eastje’s fictiénali:ed accéunt of the origin of the
éhotograph is persuasive .enough that several critical

“

articles written after Ondaatje’s book credit the historical

. s
Bellocq with taking the photograph of the band. Ondaatje

£ inctudes excerpts from an actual interview with Willy

L] -
s - } Cornish, but the exchange of information between Cornish and
.‘ .
Webb regardirg the photograph is fiction: "But Cornish.
didn't have one though he-said a picture had been taken, by

a crip that Buddy kneﬁ who photographed whores. Bellock or
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something™ (CTS 50). Ondaatje provides the reader with a
description of BelXocq (a commercial photographer who lived
in New Orlezns around the same time that Bolden did)
developing the negative of the photographn: _
In the thick red light the littie man tapped the
paper with his deiicate fingers so it would be
uniformly printed, and while waiting cleaned the

,soakboard in a fussy clinical way. The two ot
them watching the pink rectangle as it slowly

began to grow black shapes, coming fast now. Then
trhe =¥dden vertical lines which rose out ot the

. -pregnant white paper which were the outlines of
the six men and their tormally held instruments.
The dark clothes coming tirst, ieaving the space
that was the shirt. Then the faces. Frank Lewis
looking slightly to the left. All serious except
tor the smile on Bolden. (CTS 52)

in what is & complicated yet convincfng,pnocess. Ondaatije
presents the reader with the fictional charscter Webb who
learns trom & fictignaiized conversation with an actual

member of the band, Wiily Cornish, that a photographér namedgd

Y

A d
[

Bellocqg took the=<photograph of Bolden’s band.
The reader is convinced ot the credibility of the

history of the photograph as presented by Ondzaatije, not only

due to the inclusion of actual people such.as Beltlocqg and

¢ . r

Cornish, but also becaus= Undaatije reproduces,the'photograph
of the band. For exampie, Linda Hutcheon beglieves that

.Bellocq took the pnhotograph:

in Coming Through Siaughter Michael Ondaatje
reproduces paratextually the one surviving
photograph of his protagonist, the eariy jazc
musician, Buddy Eoiden, a photo actually taken by
Bellocqg.:, ) N

-

It is possibie that Hutcheon came to beiieve this not only

from . the nove! itself but also from Jon Kertzer's review o?

-

A

-
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Coming Through Sfaughiér. "The Blurred Photo,™ in which he
states: . .

In contrast. tempting Bolden to disorder is
Bellocg. a crippled photographer and artist in his

- own field. He provides.us with the only surviving
picture of Boiden, a blurred clue teo his

identity.,s
4

-
-

It requires a very careful study of the background provided

by Ondaatje to tind out which tacts have been kept and which
have been invented. Ondaatje even presents .details regarding
the sorry state of the photograph (C75 66) and has the
fictional character Webb give the photo to cornish, its

actual owner. Undastje waits until atter the ending of the

-
-

novetil to notirfy the rceager that the connection between {

Bellocqg and 5oiden is his interpretation impesed on the

history of New Orieans via the credit iine, TE.J Belliocg

*

s
photographs in Storyviiie Portragis (Museum of Modern
ATt),...were an inspiration ¢of mood and characte(? Private
anc fictional magnets drew him and_Bolden together” (CTS
158). Even after the reader_knows that Ondaéfje has created
the Beilocg-Bolden connection the reader would like to
believe that these two unusual men were acquainted. This
indeed is a possibility. as Ondaatje, being caretul to never
close the door, chooses Eeklobq as another person about whom
v .
there is . little recorded history. ©Since there is no
recorded photo fapher of the.photograph in gquestion,
Ondaatje may be historicaliy correct without knowing it. In

any case it is his creation of the fictional reiationship

between these two men which allows the reader to glimpse two

1\

-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



A\

portraits of creativity and violence linked to self

-

destruction. .fhe photograph is a tangible and persuasive
paratextual device which allows him to bring Bellocg and
Bolden together.

Stephen Scobie, a moSt astute critic, is tricked into
be;ieving that one of Ondaatje’s "private jokes™ is a
fictiongi creation. Scobie points out, cofrectly; that
Ondaa*tjie ante-dates iszdora Duncan’s death by twenty years. c
However, Scobie is incorrect in assuminé that "fhe inclusion

of Canadian ilterary critics Geddes and Moss as a firm of

)4l

New Orleans undertakers and embalmerce™ 1is

3

erely & private

. joke.t® A car=tTul r

.
1l
Q

'3

ading of one of Ondaatije’s sources. Al

s book Storyviile, New Oriwans, finds funera! directors
.. .

Rose

Geddes and Mess mentioned 1in an interview by a Storyville
o _

esident.‘}r The role of Geddes and Moss is expanded upon by
.Y

*»

Margquis who states that "Egiden's bodyv ieft the morgue at

Farker Hospitai...and was shipp2d to Geddeg—ﬁoss Undectaking

and Embalming Co., 2120 Jackson Avenue, New Orieans, at the

direction of his sister. Cora Eolden Reed.!'s Ondaatje also
.

provides this 1ntormatiom on page'l§? of JomIing Through

Slaughter. 1t is an ironic coincidence that the Canadian

critid® share their name with a New Orleans under taking

firm.

-

In Coming Through Siaughter the line between fact and
fiction has become even less discermible than it wa< in
Biily the Kid. Ondaatje stilli relies on gossip and orally

recorded legends to‘lead his narrative away from factual
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history. Howgver, there are more obvious narrative clues in
Billy the Kid which point to the fictional ﬁature of the
text: the "exclusive jail interview™ with its gritty sense -
of humour andiﬁhe first person narration by Billy thch
increases the reader’s awareness of the fictionalizing
process. in Coming Through Slaughter.,K Ondaatje has refined~
these ,techniques to the point where details and characters
supplied by his creative imagination coalesce with the

actual facts.
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Coming Through Slaughter - Myth, Creativity

and Destruction

X
4

Zesides combining rtact with fiction, Ondaatje uses the

.
iad
=]

fictionaiizing powers or myth fo create a compellin

’

portrait of Buddy Eoliden. Ondaatje bugins with the zccepted

legendary accounts of Buddy Bolden and aillows his mythmaking

to grow out 0! these. Like the various accounts ot the

exploits of Eilly the kid, the Boiden story is surrounded by

taise leads znd stories based on gossip ana conjecture.

In

. N N . s . _ - . - .
both instances., the knowledge ot a person’s 1ite is limited

33

2
. 3
process better than persons about whom there is & weaith of
recorded facts!

Ondaztije 15 puiiding upon popular mythologyhand is
searching for &n appropriate literary term which wili .
capture the zxtemporansous quslity of this mixture o1 rach,
fiction., poetry ané prose. As mentioned previousiy,
Omsaatje. in nis articie on Tay John., suggests Lh;n he
repetition or layering ot events and symbols helips e Creatae
myth. Not surprisingiy in Jdoming Thr0ugh'5/augh:er thegr are
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become echoic and symbolic. Sam Solecki interprets such .

[

. images as follows:
Ondaatje is'examining critically both the complex
nature of his own creativity and three problematic
notions central to modern art: the relationship
between self-destructiveness and creativity, the
infiuence of the audience upon the artist, and, by
implication, the concept of the avant-garde...

Stephan Sqobie takes a different approach. For him “the

T

real action takes place at the jevel of the poetic image,

T

and to him many of these images are “extansions or paralliels

of images that he [Ondaatjel has used in his poetry."!’

in Coming Through Siaughter. we are‘presenfed with a
myriad cf voices interwoven with the main narrative thread
involving Webb's seafch for Bolden which together ;reéent
different perspectives of Bolden’s éersonality. Like
J"Hagan’'s prqs&ntation ;f Tay John, Ondaatje allows Bolden's
volce to e heard oniy infrequently .throughout the novel.
Qndaatje. by !imiting the number of first person narrations
oy Bolden., aiilows the mystique that has been created a}ound
him to remain intact and enhances the mythic qualities which
Ondaatje brings tovthe story.

"" As well as deveioping an.intricate narrative, 0Ondaatje
uses an additional method to introduce even more characters
into the novel by including what appear to be dbcumented
interviews. This device is common to many metafictional
works and in this case includes "found” or real interviews
interspersed with interviews originéted}by Ondaatje. 1t
attests to Dndaatjg’s skill that both typés of interview

SuCcessfuliy add to. rather than detract from. the
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convincing quality of the narrative. 1t is only by carefully

“
reading the credjits at the end of the novel that we learn,
by the process of elimination, that the excerpts from

"interviews”™ with Frank-Lewis (CTS 37). T.Jfones (CTS 155,

Brock Mumsiord (TS 767 and Wiily Cornish (CTS 145), are

.

procducts of Ondaatje’s imagination. The excerpt presented
. under the name ot Willy Cornish cues us to }Ks tictional
quality by Wiliy's reference to the chtv(g of EBuddy that

1
Webb gave

rad

o him, These coliective vqiées/;resenned through,
real and imagined’intervieus as well és rictional narrative
episades iend vo Joming Through Slaughter the selt
perpatuating power of storyrteiling and myth,

e Uncaatie corsid:

cf cr Aalllv the Kid

"
(2}
4]
pu
Lt
-
-
-
“
ud
Ll
>
e
-
8%
X
]
I
>
i
L8]
oy

to be peatry., (n Coming Throuch Siaughter he seems Lo b
attempting & juxtopeosition ¢f torms without jecpardizing the

inteygrity o! the story. Whiie the poostiy cections oa! the

novel, such 'as "Nora's Song”™ (077 170 and "Train Sung” 0TS
:

85) are immedizte and imaziscic and retain theis autonomouc

quallity. they seem (0 funcllion &s Cumpiwmentsry

vz, FnRr o exampie, tle

counterpoints to the main nacras

“

ot

phracse 7 cing wet chiicory that Pies in the tield.iike the

v

ot

U735 A0, 1s Set apart on' @ Separfodte rage dividing two

—

sky"”
episodes ot Boiden ond Robin's jovemasking. Jhicourvy, whitoh
is pDiue in Ccoiodr, 2wCres tn Bojonen's.mind not only the

coiour o0f the Open Shy L2t 5:%c Aobin, pelhips Gocause
r f

- s .
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and, again, as Bolden is taken from the House of Detention .

to the Louisipsa State Hospital (CTS 139). Ondaatje

continues to use this integrative method of overlapping

common 1images between the prose and poetry sections of his

~mext novel, Aunning in the rFamiiy.

In addition, Undaatje indulges in detailing the
landscape and iives of his characters. In his M.A. thesis on
the poetry of Edwin Muir, Ondaatje makes the folliowing
statement regarding how geography functions In myth:

Myth needs a landscape in which the story takes
place and where the heroes can display themselves.
[¥ the landscape seems reail there is more chance
that we will believe in the people and events.
/S Myth therefore needs a particular or localized

! setting which, by being made symbolic becomes
universal.;a

In the first section of Coming Through Slaughter entitled
"His Geography”™ it is evident that Ondaatje is setting up
the New Orieans of th; late nineteenth and early twentieth
century. We are iﬁﬁfoduced to the st;eets and'piaces which
become the background for Bolden’s activities and which in
some cases become symbolic. [t ﬁight be fruitful to trace
the - thematic importance'of specific places. The most
important geographical'locations are the parade locations,
the shaving parlour in which Bolden took refuge from his
music,‘and the places where Boliden played. We are also
introduced.to song titles, names of jazz bands and music
halls in whiéh Bolden supposedly:played. Without

overwhelming the reader with superfluous detail Ondaatje

captures the ambience of New Orleans during the jazz era.

.
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Solecki suggests that Ondaatje grounds Coming Through
Slaughter in myth in another way: through the merging of the

past and present. While Ondaatje uses historical persons,

.

Solecki notes that "his characters tend to be

disconcertingiy’contemporary in their language and
manners. "' ? Solecki states that "this deliberate merging of

past and present. wnile presenting an ostensible historicat
distance. is nhis mwans of freeing his vision from time and
history in order to ground it more definiteiy in psvchnology

and myth., "% Sotecki’'s remark xlso reinforces Ondaat je’

[44]

concern with the psychological rightness of his charact

t

14

r

. and his disinter2st with historical facts, And while the
language of his characters may seem quits contemporary, the
poetic language and 1magery allows rtor a smocth ftransition
between past and present., . .

As mentioned earliier, Jdndaatie prasents Eolden as the

<

mythic artist who appears in hedia res: "Where did he come
He was found beoiore Wwe kKnew where he had come 3 om.
bl

Born at the age 0! twenty-two. Wxlked outl into & parade one

il
v

day with white shoes and red sh

from this quotaticn that
[ 3
e became a recognized o7

u
u]

iden became Important only when

ist. Ondaatio does not ~2reate 1N

*
>

succescsion a tictionai Eniden the ohijd, the youlh musicai

genius or the citizen. insteoed, we are presented with a

pcrrait of boiden os srti

]
-
qr
3
Q
L
id
o
e
[

provided with hi

"

internal theoughts., nhis cutwiard reactions and his persona:

-

- .
{
\\
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relation%hips. in one way or another all eventually ref!ecp
some aspect of his music.

In his book Michae! Ondaatje: Word, [mage, {;aginatjon
Leslie Mundwiler emphasizes that there is an inherent danger
in limiting our reading of Coming Through Siaughter to a
mythic one and Mundwiler criticizes Dennis Lee’s attempt in
Savage Fieids to preove "certain absoiutes that are not
there. "' loming Throuéh Siaughter reflects Cndaatje’s
interest in the re-creation of myth as it should be
invigorated to reflect his concerqp with the figure of the
modern artist. However, t%is mythic structure should not
limit our interpretation of the novel. but rather.

L

compiement and enhance the indeterminacy of the text.

.
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Bolden and Ondaatje - Mirror image?
Stephen Scobie is the first critic ‘who attempts
establish an autobiographical reiationship between Ondaatie

‘'and the characters ot his prose. Scobie states that the

b
o

resuit of the title "'The Collected borks of Biliy the RI
by M{chael Ondaztie’ is in tact a com&osite tigure: 3iily
the Kid., cutiaw as artist, and Michae!l Uncaatije. artist acs
ocoutiaw, meeting in one persona. which is part history, pa
legend., part aesthetic image, part éreator.ox images., ™

Scobie aiso.points to the photograpn at the end or Siilv the

#id and states: “that smali boy is Michaol Indaat ie,

-

poat.” welv

1
~
T
S
[
9]
Al
-~
g
"

in the postscoript to his
reprinted 2ssay. Sceoble commentse that his view <l Bliiy oo o

composite Tigurs Was slightiy 1deaiized”™ and "may e Loo

pro-Sitiy." in anv event Jcobis 1ol LeMms YO hutles

'
I
(X
-

precipitated the sutoblographical approach o UHdXﬁ?ﬁc'f
prose.

+ Although 3Scobie may be the tirst Critic o prapos

P L

indirectliy ‘that EIl//y the Hio cnocid be viewed ow

o vehiio e
for the reflection o Michaw: Grndastie’™s artintic

censibilities, cther oricice wiew EZuady Eoiden oy the optrgot

ol

figur= who Jilows Ondaatie to pacraae Ric {dess slong @ik

those o: the cornetles. Thlo interpretation ronuits from < ta
fact that zoiden {3 more ouewrtly an artist Ynan E;l:y.gT:t:
in Comipg Through Sicughter T i, Al YUt
]
P
- . L] *
hl - -
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.

writer/narrator, compares himself directly to Bolden in one .
section of the novel. Several critics interpret this as a
confession of Ondaatje. revealing that for him Bolden is an 'il

embodiment of his own sensibilities. However. | gquestion

this intérpretation and would suggest that even though “\\
Ondaatje may have included autoﬁiographica1<3ncidents in

Coming Throbgh Siaughter, the whole novel should not be

-

subjected to an autobiograéﬁical interpretation.
Alice Van Wart hints at the idea that Bolden

represents Ondaatie: "Coming Through Slaughter reenacts the

process of the imagination caught by contradictory needs as
the process expands to incliude the author as its subject.”®®
Sam Solecki is more explicit in his view that Bolden and

Ondaatje are closely !inked: .
But Coming Through Siaughter, even granting that
it is fiction and not autobiography or even--
confessionatl "poetry., is the story of Michael
Ondaatje; it is the work in which he most
explicitly declares that a fictionai character
created by him is really a seif-portrait. Bolden’s
metier, or craft. may be jazz but there are encugh
paralilels between Ondaatie’s writing and Bolden’s
playing toc make a comparison inevitable.:,

Later, citing the passage from Coming Through Slaughter in

—

which Ondaatje looks into the mi;ror. Soleckil states "here

’ the distance between character and- author collapses as

-

- Bolden becomes the mirror imageé of Ondaatje."®® It seems

v

°%, ] .
contradictory that Soclecki acknowledges that Coming Through

Slauvghter s not confessional or autcbicgraphical 'yet cannot

help but draw parallels between Ondaatje and Bolden. *
Lwe 4 \ .

.

-2

RY4

&

- .

—
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. Naomi Jacob; wo}ks too hard to find more links between
Bolden and Ondaatje. "She suggests that because the
<
dust jacket of her copy of Coming Through Siaughter shows :
Ondaatje wearing a collarless shirt it proves that he is
identifying with Bolgea. Jacobs bases her theory on textual
descriptions of Bolden wearing collarless shirts: "Nora's
habit of biting the c&llars ot his shirts made him
eventuaily buy them ccllarless”™ (TS 481, As Eugene
- McNamaqa has pointed out, the chnoice og»the photograph tor 3¢
book's'dustjacket is often Oout of the wr;ter's hands and
under the editor’s control. ‘Jacob‘s hypothesis is turther

weakened by the fact that a recent copy T Joming, Through

- Siaughter shows Ondaatie wearing & collared shirt., Jacobs

w3

also suggests that "the fictional ciden shavres Undaotie’s
‘well-known love of dogs' picking up « strav while he i

staying at Webb's cabin: the historicai account mentions no

dogs in any context.” " Ondaatis oftten incluacs animais in

Mis writing both in his postry and in longer works "suth s

- . . -... - ’ .
Biiiv the Kid, and in any ca&:fjwre are S0 1ow tacts about

Bolden that 1t i35 highiy uniikely a2nd iess5 “hun notowor thy

5g:h&t dogs are not mentioned in documents., Although Jucobks

pointzs out that these are minor maenipulations o faot she
zOes t0 to suggest, Twith, little cupporting evigence, Rt
4 55 P Y

"Oncdaatie had bDegun %o conceptualize }hx\iife. O perooyve

) Bolden as the victim =% o pame Dndaatie himsel! was -
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&) t

In contrast to Van Wart, Solecki ang Jacobs, Stephen

Scobie sees Ondaatje and Bolden as opposites: "Ondaatje may
write. about, and 59 fascinated by, whité dwarfs, self-
destructive artists; but he i1s not one himself."3° Scobie,
Somewha£ more reaiistically than Jacobs and Solecki. views
Ondaatje’s fqle as narrator as similar to that of Webb's,

the detective who is trying to locate Bolden. Leslie

L

Mundwiler takes a wview similar to Scobie’s and suggests that

t somewhxt unfortunate that the books (B1lly
he #id and Coming Through Slaughterl have been
e

h

is
r.

ad as concerning themselves with the plight of

2 artist. The™fault is not the writer's; not all

is cha;acfﬁrs are artists.s;,

//f\ To subitan{iate the interprefgtion that Bolden's
P _

pd?sonality éorresponds to Ondaatje’s, the passages referred
to.most often are on the pages thak follow directly afler.
the acéoun£ of Beolden's breakdown in the middle of the
parade: "When he [Bolaenl went mad he was the same ags as |
am now:™ and a few paragraphs later, "When | read he stood
in front of mirrors and attacked himself, there was the

- shock of mempry. For i had done that™ (CTS 133). it weuld
seem to me that Ondaatje is.identifying'with one aspect of
Bolden's'cﬁaracter. Bolden;s hagit of standing in front of
mirrors- and EOtting himself may be.another one of Ondaatje’s
inventions. .Ondaatje’s former wife, Kim.’recogn?zed that

. s ’ .
the window breaking incident in Coming Through Slaughter was

drawn from an actual happening. She admits tec Urjo Kareda

that ’ )

she knows and recognizes much of the background of
what Ondaatje writes about. The startling passage

- [y

-
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early in Slaughter, in which an enraged Bolden,
seated across from his wife, knocks out a window
. with his open palim and then finds *his hand
miraculously uncut,’ was a recreation of an
incident in the Ondaatje's own kitchen.s:z:

Ondaat je gqeé only as far as admitting that he has used

.

iﬁore personai pieces of friends and fathers™ ({75 158) to

“heip create Coming Through Slaughter. Uhen he admits that

he uses ’pieces’ trom real life Ondaatie is more truthtul

than some authors. However, | do not belisve that because
. some incidents are autobiocgraphical that Boliden's

charact

id

ristlics and perspectives must be read as o solt-

portrait o¢ OUndawstie. Ondoxtie odmits that he wanted to
write about Boiden as a musician and that in his imaginative

creation of Boiden's character he hos added intimate

1T

r

details from his cwn lit=,

2
- : ’ Ondaatje makes explicit thexijutan:c botwesN himsel:,
} )
Billy the F1id and Buddy Boiden: -

Sé%e people have Interpre2ted S:00v a5 a0 oartist,
> and on some leviel - on oan intrincic tevel - ne (s

} . > 3an artist. But he isn’t & portralt o! the Lrtist
. tor me: | didn®t intend to muke 3 sidtegent about
‘ . the artist in Siilv. In.Slaughter : pro%atly waso -

;- o it guess that's the oniv reason why hegitate

- i
Lo answer ques:fons about the rofe of the grtist
in society, because 1n o wWay | spznt faou
writing a book about the artist. Eut |
& generdsdl statement [ive that through an
individual and obvioucly the statement about
Boiden {is not & statement about you oI f@i» oOF
about John Newiove, Every artis
- ditferent, e¢very artist begins with o
. : ditterent smell from the 1ricdgs. Tou cun't
. generaiize trom one person. Obviousiy, bolagen
certain incdividusi and | wanted to keep

t is

There is an inherent ganger in interprecting Joming Through

Siaughkter on s simpiiftiec ievel. There ceems L0 be & trend
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\\

among critics to focus on a single thematic meaning which
can be determined from ei£her the imégery or the possible
autobiographical elements of the novel. Both types of
criticism are limiting.iin any ktempt to interpret
literature, it is difficult €0 admit that perhaps there are
one or more pieces of information which defy interpretation.
in Coming Through Siaughter the challenge is for the reader
to be an activé inter eter and enjoy Ondaatje’s syn;hesis

cf myth, fact. fiction, poetry and prose.

-
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CHAPTER THREE

Running 1n the Family

Making Family Fiction: "A well-told lie

/ ‘ | is worth a2 thousand facts™ -
\ : s

In June of 1881 in an interview with Tom Shapcott,
'Ondaatje brierly discussed the book that he was then working

on: "this is the book about my tamily in Sri Lanka. ['m not

'staid® to

sure whether {35 a1 Memoir - that sounds - rather
N ]

me: sco i>‘s going to be semi-fictional, biographical.™! }t-”
is appargh: erm his commeng on Running in the Ffamily that
Ondaztje had not decided on any .one specitic term ihat'coulé
capture the =ssential spirit ofithis m;itifaceted WOrk.
However., when Running Iin the Family wasApublishéd in 1982,
Ondaatie commits himself to a further explanation of what

the book is. and what it is not:

: - 7
while all these names may give an air of

authenticity, ! must confess that the book is not
a history but a portrait or itgesture.’ And if
those listed above disapprove of the fictional air
! apolegize and can only say that in Sri Lanka a
well-told lie is worth a thousand tacts (RTF 208).

in this disclaimer featured at the end of the book, Ondaatije
exé[iciily emphasizes the fictionaf nature of Running in the
Family. [t is not meant :5 be read as a conventionatl
hisgo}y, or a social/political statement. [t is defined by
the gualities inherent in a portrait or gesture.?

Ondaatje chooses these terms purposely because of the
implications of thelir definitions. The word portrait

immediately indicates a subjective point of view, and the

~ .
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word gesture alludes to a type of drawing of an object that

has been captured in lines quickly and freely sketched.

- - Ondaatje’s acknowliedgement of this subjective point of view

is intensified by the fact that unlike The Coi!écted Works

of Billy the Kid or Coming Through Sisughter, he is for the

- first time also - the narrator ot his tiction. Ondaatie
incorporates his own voice late Iin the text of Coming
Through Slaughter, but in Aunning in the Faniiy he alicows usg
access to his volce !fram peginning to ond.,  Ag Goorge
Woodcock =2xplains in his articie "Don’t Ever Ase Ior o Truw
-
. Stacy: or, 3econd Thoughts on Autobiovgraphy,™ Yhe Lutho:r whe
ChOQSES LC.SP2ak a5 NILIILOl CAPETienNCes 5N In0noient
limitation: “the narralor 19 olsd Lhe Ppratagenicst and
. thercstore Ccannot conaceivanly oo ob joctive, ™"
SN s - . ’
>
- The typo of fiction which Ondant e Crentes 1n Aann e
. R - .
In the Famiiy is distinct 1rom his previows woe (ongers
works. While OnCaztic reproesents the pook’S controiioing
narrator, 1t pOSs2sses & Chorus OF multifpie narpative woioey
hY
and juxtaposes 2 seit-refledive narrative wivroe witnh
. . . . -~ . -
— technigques wnich are more Shiwctive and tactuase. Thote
. - .
inciude usging actuai convertotl.oens wnd inforview, ol tam.y
. o . | _ _
and friend ‘photceiarhs, and journeiistie dezer et pint o

-

piaces and®pocplio. Thic fast teohniiue Jw) i under whnt

: . Co .- ‘ . . ‘ _
“eS g F Mundcdwiie:r o terms Indeot 1e" o Topservation Lengiui e,

The s;ries Of Shreess Deectlionin ent  tied "Moo con loteboow™
epitomizes this <ypo o1 Tecnnigue or Indast e denor (ben onoor
subjects as the weatho:, 'io Croame, anZ Ll Jediuncovery T
] ) -
i . ' .
. .
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i the Sri Lankan landscape, comments on the actual process of

writing and makes various personal observations.
One of the most notaﬁie techniques that Ondaatje uses

in his fiction is that of multiple narrators. To some

extent, Ondagtje expiores the possibilities of this
- "technique in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. but
exploits its potential more fully in Coming Through
Slaughter. in (Coming Throuéh Slauvghter Ondaatje pilaces
transcripts of actuai.interviews alongside the convincing
imaginary ons;. It_éeemed to take only a small Ieap_of
imagination for Ondaatje to create what people would have
said about BolQen'if_oniy they had been.inteﬁviewed.

«In Running in the -Family Ondaatje continues tg
. p

experiment with and medify this technigue of using multipie

narrators. His reliance on using various narrators springs

from necessity. Michael is‘ihe youngest Ondaatje and relies"
on his older siblings. friends and relatives to provide
relevant ngzéround information. th3é these secondary
narrators are often identified in some casés they remain
unicdentified voices. in the instance of his immediate family -
_Dndaatje makes.sure that we understand the communal nature

of this b;ok:,"A literary work is a communai act. And this
book could not have been Imagined, let alone conceived
wittht\the help of many people™ (R7F 205). Ondaatje then
explains how he returned to Sr; Lanka with his immediate

-~

family and was able to piece together the history of the

Ondaatje family:

'
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The book is a composite of two return journeys to
Sri Lanka, in 1978 and 1980....My sister, Giltian,
took many of the journeys of research with me all
over the island. She, and my other sister., Janet, .

- and my brother, Christopher, were centrai in
heiping me recreate the wra of my parents. This is
their book as much as mine (RTF 205).

While Ondaatje may be the controlling narrator, many of the

epicsodes zre dependent on the volices of his brother, two

~
sisters, and half sister.
4
5 To introduce the various {dentitied and sometimes
unidentified speakers wilhin the text, Ondaalje mawes cure
‘ .. that the readesr is aware of the contributions these peoptle
make. He ililsts these titly-odd nomes in the achnowliwdgemente
.
sectlan at the 2nd o the book, fotiowing the statement that
- \ .
"raw material cam® drom nany sou:rces: and. i owouid Tlke to
thank & largergrour ol relatives, rriends angd collaagues
*r . LT .
’ " ) - a
whe helped ms*irmyv inguisitivensss™ AT 0%,
An exampi= Ot Lhe prescrfation of unidentitiod
e .
. rarrators is tound in the cecticn entidicd “bDisiogues.™ in
this secticon, i+ appears tnat eieven dilterent volcn:s
. T ridentitied Dy (OmMAN NUMeT LS reiay intormatien and
. snippeis 0! Qonversation pertaining rto.dndast iee"s tother,
,
v t
Once he neasiy WHilied g, He was drivang the
od Fo:d and hi waw drunk snd tawing the Corners witn
RIwat cwerves = L., Finaslly on one corner he
: : almost went 08! the ciitt o Wi were in the Yack
€Eat anc onece wWe Salmed Suwn, Wwe lockes n the ’
© front ceac ancj}au tnat Diddy w5 asiegp. Me had
Passec cut. But Lo S he WLn oah.eep and Crnav
ceemed mach woroe, Mucor Y0 Tuasunl CATFE LTX..
‘ Y
J
i [

» o

r -
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(v}

To us he was an utterly charming man, always
gracious. When you spoke to 'him you knew you were
speaking to the rea/ Mervyn....But none of us knew
what he was like when he was drunk (RTF 175).

*

(x)

You know what [ remember best is how sad his face
was. | would be doing something and suddenl'y look
up and catch his face naked..And full of sorrow
(RTF 177>,

Part of Ondaatje’s success in Running in the Family is his

-

ability to,%ntersperse these vignettes about bis father
among the fictional ones ugthodt aukwardnes§ or a sense of
being contrived. Ondaatfé‘s fictiongl.pieces de not jar with
the real stories and as a result the section entitied
"Thanikama” is‘be!ievable even though we are cued by,tse
narrative to be aware that it is a product of Ondaatje‘§
cregti&e imagination..

Just as the inter;ier in Coming Through Slaughter are
included in the text without any prefatory remarks.cr. )
indiéatiqns of the author’s bgas. so too-inpRunning in the
F;mily are ;he.interviews presented as ¥ capturing the
immediacy of unmedlated conversation. This is n;t to say
that Ondaatje may not have "interfered” by selectively
gditing some rgéarks. Ondaatje explores éhe.pofentié} of
presenting these varyingrfemarks and opinions, this layering
of yoices. alongside each other without any authorial :
comments. This technique is almost Cubist in its intapt: to
present the same pe?son from dif;erent perspectives without
placing more eméhasis on one account than another. Qe are

not asked to make a cholce and believe some and not other

¥

Q
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’ narrators; we can believe them all.” Ondaatje wants us tce -
experience the same process of being saturated with /
information, gossip and rumour that he experienced upon his

- . - 3
return to Sri Lanka. ,
« One of the most confusing narratives in the book is5 in
- . . N ~ - : .
the section entitled "Lunch Conversations™ In which
Ondaatje, listening to the same Story told simustaneouniv by
4 Barbara, Hilden and Tory., suggests oexaxCliy what we may we i
be thinking at this point: "there seoms to be thres
L 4
ditterent stories that you'rse teliind™ CATH 1000 Tle:
b3
response which Undaat ic roceives 1s "no, O, el o v
faughing™ (ARTF 1G58, Ongaatie cxplaing whvy he went *hrooagh
this procwess:
. Powarted to write DU {Aunning In (Re SLamiinci iden
a novei,s like tho cocial Lok 10 v jnlway o geotigerd
to write, something toid fraom numercoun ot 0
vicw., 1 olo0 fad o woery real tens: Chatrt DY oo e
unintaresting “C¢ snvone oot mvsei!. S0 when §oaern
. bagw 1o Covion wnd spoke with [eapie | very
Inftenticonaildy beiivved avarythiing et oncone ’
saT™. s )
\ . .
N\ The personail swubiect ma*tor ol Funnming n *re Fami,,
Presentls & fr shlem, ao Uncist e Lapggert o, Sue v Ut Pam, e
- appewai. Undagtie rect liuen wnia Situatian Lo fevsee s poing
/ wivhin the geructurse ! hio Gradinar,y fam; o, “he myte ol e
Ondsarie’s., Whiie Shes oy nor Do conLaticne, !, fTam cin, o
Tricoat e tamily 1L tnterenting, P,/ 1T 0rview.ng e e owh
MNew Nos PRFOents ot Jrlen3iierento Urntaat e oo ,tun trl
LRt STome Tl e eyt lasl Zictel, tal et ale Lianel 2L,
'S
Lis own inventior, R
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Just as Ondaatije creates a slightly different narrative
structure for each of his longer works., his use of
phatographs is also slightly:diffgrent'in ea¢h. In The
Collected wWorks of Billy thé Kid Ondéatje used photographs
to evoke the spirit of the "wild West™ without reproduc;ng a

. phHotograpn af Billy nimself. On the other hanq. the sole
photograph in Coming Through Slaughter is of Bolden and his
band. Ondaa{je uses thig photograph as a document of
Boiden’s g£ysical existenee as well as p;oviding a textual
link bg¥ween Bolden and the photographer., Bellocq.

As we might eépect. Ondaatje’s photographs of tamily
and Sri Lanka in Running in the Family do not follow the'

4

. traditional use of the photograph in biographieé. They are
not placed in the expected postions in the text, they are
not captioned of dated, and they:are not always discussed in

g

the text itself. If we want to understand the significance

of these photographs we must conc;ntrate ¢én obtaining the
Hecessary information from Ondaatje’s narrative. Even on/}he
credits page where Ondaatje identifies the source of two of
th% photographs in $he book, the "1947 Nuwara Eliya floond”™
and "Sensation Rock,” he does not indicate on which pages
they afé reproduced (RTF 207). Hé places the onus upon us to
make our own c¢onnection between the text and the
pPhotographs. This is only one characteristic 6f his own

.

special fiction which begins with document or fact but -

requires the reader to complete the connection.

i

. .- ) . \
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Linda Hutcheon makes an insightful comment about the
relationship of text to photograph which illustrates how
tricky and playful Ondaatje is in his use of paratextual
devices. Ondaatije indic;tes the importance o; finding a
certain photograph of his parents by saying "My Aunt pulls
out the album and there is_the photograph | have beeéen

-waiting for aii my life. My ﬁother and ?ather together. Moy

1932" (RTF 161). Howewver, Hutcheon comments on the

redundancy of the placement of this photograph:
"We too have been waiting, ‘1 not ail cur lives,
o at ieast for 135 pages ©f tragments 1or this ook
at the coupie. Al ter describing the phetoas in
detali. onily then, on the next page, does he
actuaily reprothyyce 1t, By then, ¢t Ccourse, 1t s
redundant: woerds can be as reai as photagraphic
reproductions.,
Fofr those who may not bQ;!amiIiar with the pnovtagr.gh to
which Hutcheon reters, | have (eproduced (% bLeoiow tuget he:
. -
with & smaii amcunt ol the text which precedes (U
h}
My father sits facing “he camuera, @y mOlher ohiance
be

side him and honds over so that hes face {4 in
profite on a level with his. Then they bouth begin
©0 marw hideous taces. ’
My lather’s puplls droop Lo the couth-west

{ b H jow

¥
2r ot h

corn 1is sO0Ckwts, is jeo faiis and renetle
into & groan thot 1 half idict, half zshcocw., (AL
this emphasized by his dark suit and woell-combey
Rair.) My mother n Wwhite has twisted her iovely
tatures an";‘uc» out her 1aw and uppa2r Llp Lo
that her pr®iiee is in the posture 2f o monwey., The
print i4 madse into a postcard and sent through the
Tailsto vhrious. triende. On the back My father oo
wriltten "What we thinag o married [fe™ RTF L]~
52, -
N <
‘
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Ondaatje plays with the reverse procedure of this technigue

by placing the photograph first and makes the reader wait

some one hundred odd pages for it to be identified. The
photo which Ondaatje uses’as the cover photo and places
under.Fhe c ter heading "Eclipse Plumége" on page one
hundred éﬁgégitee is not discussed until page ong hundred
and tuelvert the book. In this cace the decscripl\icen of the
photograph comes arter the visual image. Ondaatje provides.

only a brief and rather vague second-hand descriptioen of the

S

peopie in this photograph as they are identified by his Aunt

Doliy: . .

Before | leave, she [Aunt Dollyl points to a group
photograph of a fancy dress party that shows
herself and my grandmother Laila among the crowd.
She has locoked at {t for years and has in this way
E memorized everyone’s place in the picture. She
reels off names and laughs at the facial
expressions she can no longer see (RTF 112).

-
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It seems unusual that OUndaatijie does nat identity his

.

grandmother Lalla In the photo because by the end ol the

book Lalia is mythic and memcrabie. Yet {n this photoegraph

we cannet identify Laila cven'a ter having studied the
textual descriptions ot her. Fu:haps Ondaatfe cmits this
intormation pecauss Jur expectations based on textual
descriptions ¢f Lalia’s riampovant nature tar exceed the
sta£ic Image of & photograpn. This technique derives from

the missing photograph in &iliy the Fid where we had o Liank

space and no photograph. Here woe have the photograph but

~ Ondaatje makes us wait until the tinal page o! The
Coliected Works of Rilly the ANid to reveal & plclure of

himselizr. In Running in the Famil/y he 3iso walta untii the'

finai trame 1o show & phnotecgraph.of himsel! wilth hiz brothoe:
and sisters, posed in thei: saimsuits at the bese 2t ' a smail
watertali. We wnow that Michoe! D the ycungest Ondaatie

e icdentitied at the bottom right of

0y

son, ~heretcre he ~zan

.-v‘;
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a

the photo. Interestingly, the éomposition of this faﬁily
portrait echoes the imagery of the pyramid ihat Ondaatje
dreams about at thle beginning of the work.

The two other’types of factual informaticn which
Ondaatje uses as points of depa;ture in his making of
fiction are music and geograpﬁy or landscape. Just as Coming
Through Slaughfer contaiﬁed titles, lyrics and descriptions
of jazz éongs and musicians, so Ondaatje continﬁes this
technique in Running in.the Family. Ondaatje’s plan to 1w
the reader to trust him in'a.what otherwise might be \w;/
perceived as a rambling narratfve is to provide recognizable
songs and lyrics.

The songs in Runninhg in the Family act as a
_bittersweet counter?oint to & story tilled with t;agedy. rFor
the most part the lyrics of the twenties are romantic. wgiﬁe
the relationship between his parents is not. In the chapter

appropriately titled "A Fine Romance™ we are prdvided with

&

descriptions of decadent dance parties in which Ondaatje’s
-
mother and father and their "set” participated. At the end

of this section Ondaatje.remarks: "'A Fine Romance’ was

v

always my mother's favourite song. In her sixties | would

come acrass her in the kitchen half singing, ’'We should be

‘

Iike a couplie of hot tomatoes/But you’'re as cold &s
yesterday's mashed potatoes’™ (RTF 46). These songs evocke
. R .

not only the end of the Roaring *Twenties, but the ‘'end of
his parents’ carefree way of life;

"The parties Lasted until the end of the twenties
when Francis lost his job over too'spieﬁhid a

- &
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. road. He was lost to them all by 1935....The waste
- ’ . of youth. Burned purposeless. They torgave that
and understood that before everything else. After
Francis died there was nowhere really to go. What
was to foliow was.a rash of marriages™ (RTF 47).

. @s Ondéatje supplies more details about hls parents’ life

' the title, "A Fine Romance,”

s

becomes an ironic comment on an
unusual) courtship and a stormy marciage.
Contrary to the incorrect geography in The Co/lected

Works or Billy the AUd, .Ondaatie admits that the geography

in, this book is acgurate nd even providec o map ot Ceylon

in the introductory pages. Ondaastje discusses this with

. \ -
reda: "lt's lAunning In the Fami/yi wiery xocurate about

0

LR
mood and tone...and & certain Wind of spirit. U357 the most
accurate book 1n terms 01 geography that !'ve wiitten so

tar.”” While the geoyraphy may, be saccurate it ic the

degcriptions and the efrect of the tropical fandescapse which
make an impression on us. From the boginning of Funning In

the Famiiy to the ond, the zain forest, the inseaots Land the

-

intense heat are portrayed in terms ot living and mov:ing
. . . .t - )
natural forces.which t&Ke on mythic gquolitics s thHey take

over many @t Ondastiv's cnildhoud homes.. in this-book, more
than the previous two, Undastie's deporture from fact inte

»

h tictior jeads directly into the exoggerating and culminating

~

-
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' The Ondaatje family: "You Have To Create

Your Own Mythology™®

In an iﬁtervieu with Ondaatje in 1975 Sam Solecki
- . <

remarked to the writer that he seemed t0o have discovered an

indigenous mytheiogy in Clinton., Untario, during the rilming

of The Farm Show. _0Ondaatje .responded by stating,

4 [ think it does and perhaps that’s why | got
interestedin it in the first place. ©Not sc much
o saying this is an important form ¢ mythology.
bug. highly subconsciousiy the idea of making

s ries, you know, out of normat incidents and
making them mythic.”®

Seven years later., with the publicaticenrn of Running in The
— J - 3 -~ - - * - - ~ 3 N .
Famiiy., the book about his family in Sri Lanka. Ondaatje

presents the reader with exactiy the kind of mythology that

he had discusced with Solecki. W= becomz . aware very quickly

that Ondaatje's family is being swept intoe the arengnfz_
myth.
Wwhat Ondaatje creates in Running fn The Family is a

compiex worid of personai mythoivcgy interwoven with thgﬁ
" myths that are already part of Ceyionese culture. The myths

that O atje creates are pernsonai in the sense that they

originate from the everyday. intimate details and normal

events of his family's life in Ceylon. Just as Ondaatje had

discovered an indigenous mythology in Clinton., there aépears
= - ~ ’ ;

- simiiar wealth of poséibilities to inspire myth

B

his own family. The stories which are more nationai

’ﬂtheﬁf scope. such as the legend/myth of the Thalagoya <

ionguef are related as the} involve certain members of the
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Ondaatje family. As Linda Hutcheon remarks, "Not '

A

surprisingly. the people of this land have developed their
*own set of myths - both national! (the thalagaya [(sicl tongue -

as key to verbal brilliance) and familial (the grey cobra as

’

shéde of Mervyn Ondaatje).":¢

The creation of this myth of the Ondaatje family,,’/’”f—__“‘“\

®®  iunctions as a method of turther fictionaiizing these ~5“’~"3

g . s
peopie. Nete that unlike Billy the Kid and buddy Bolden we

hesitate to call these peopie "charatters" because of
Ondaatie’s unique status in thes book. Ondzxatie is writing
L §

about his family., &and to an =xtent himseit,. and he is

precanting a ractusatd porérait of these people. HOwevér. onge

we recognize the eljements ¢! myth and exaggeration which -
Ondaatije uses to‘structure his family history his tendency

The description ot

-

to fictionalize becomes evi

o
(o8
1d
3
'ad

],
Ondaatje’s mother points Sﬁjngamily sradition:

4
She beionged to's)type of Ceylonese t1amily whose
women wouid take the minutest reaction from
: another and blow it Up inte a tremendousiy )
exciting tale., then [ater use it as an exampie of
someone&’s strain of character. ! anything kept
"their generation alive it was this recording by
exaggeration. Ordinary tennis matches would be
mythologized to the extent that one player was so
drunk that he aimost dies on the court. An
individual would be eternaily remembered for one
act that in five years had become so magnitieds he

- ’ was just a footnote below it (RTF 16%).

The implication of "running in the family”™ is that
4 ? )
- 2x3ggeration is x natural talent of the Ondaatie family.

Many of the episodss about

daatjels father involve
animals.‘hencglit is appropriate that ofie of the opening:

images of Aaunning in the Family is s =—wgreal dream image of

.
L4 »
>

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



62
dndaatje's, so real that it wakes him: "What began it all-
was the bright bone of a dream....[l saw my.fathér; chaotic,
. N ‘ - .
surrounded by dogs, and all of thei\écreaming and barking
é -~
-into the tropical landscape. The noises woke me. | sat up on

the uncomfortable sofa and | was in a jungle, hot, sweating”™

\

(RTF 21, This is one or the first indications that a jarge
part of the book wiil be devoted to exploring the myth of
Mervyn Ondaatje. Mervyn is-at the centre of many family

.7 . _ )
legends andzf4though the story of his wife, Doris Gratiaen,
also is incorporated. Mervyn emerges as the stronger rigure.
Many of the episcdes invoiving Mervyn revoive around his
drunken escapades: the most notable ameng these are his

adventures on tne Coiombd train route. While these episodes

>
take on mythic proportions and are more exaggerated,. 4
—~ - .
Ondaatje contrasts these accounts with gilimpses of his
e

father as a troubled and withdrawn mpafi. ‘Mervyn was also &
man so meticuious that "he kept journals about every one or
the four hundred varieties of cactus and succuients - some

of which he had never seen,. others of which he had smuggied

into the country via‘a friend”™ (XTF 200). -

The image with whnich he opens the book is the sameras
the one that reappears in the'sect}on.entitled "The Bone.”
Ondaatje admits that he is nbt able teo reconci}e himself
with the image of his father surrounded by dbgs: What begins
as a bad dream is magnifié@ to mythic proportions and is .
imbued with a sense of the supernatural. This is one example

of how in the IateE’;;:?% cf Running in the Family the

7
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elements of exaggeration and mythologizing which have \\

already governed many of the stories in the book take on a

'R

new momentum. In this section, narrated by Arthur,  and

introduced as "one of the versions of his train escapades,”

-

Oridaat je’s father is a powerful tigure, larger than life: I

My father is walking towards him, {Arthurl] huge /
" and naked. in one hand he noids tive ropes, and
( dangling on the =nd of each of them is & black ,
dog. None of the five are touching the ground. He
///3 is Qgiﬁ;ng nis arm outstretched., holding them with
' o one arm @s 1f he has supernatural strength...The
doges were tou powsriui to ‘be in danger of being
. st{rargied. The danger was to the naked man who
—held them at arnm's titength, towards whom they swung
like dark magnets....Hg had captured ali the evil
in regions he had passed through and was holding
t (R7TF 1&1). ’

.
be

o
[
0]
]
e
3351
3
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»
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G
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corresponds Lo the

.

ificavit that the numbe

number of Mervyn's dependents. This image o holding tive

dogs out at arms® length may be symboiic of Mervyn's

strugglte to maint

#in his position as head <t the tamily.
Lesiie Mundwiiler interpeets this secticon as & kind o
purifying myth: ’ : \\

-

t

The next secrtion, Bones,” returns to the dream
the beginning of the book., presenting it this time
a

0

v

s a story” of archetypal or mythlc dimensions;
at this ievel he brozches an interpretation ot his
father.,

"
Ondaatje admits that "my ioss was that | never spoke to him r

{inis father] as an adult™ (X

I.....

T9). Thic revelation of

»-r

Ondaatje’s comes just betore the section "Bones™ and is

appropriately accompanied by a comparison to tin

[id]

relationship between Edgar and Gloucester in Aling Lear: "And
why of Shakespeare’'s cast of characters do | remain most
7 # curious about Edgar? Who if i look deeper into the metaphor p

- N~
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torments his father &ver an imaginary'éliff" (RTF ;79). The

mythology of the Onéaatje fampily yhich has been highly

personal up to this point, now moves on to a more universal

) }eyel.

|3 . *

What funning [n The Fémil& is not, is the myth of
. Michae! Ondaatije. He is ever present as tée first persoh

na}rator and, for th; most part, uhag he writes is very
reat. rFrortunately, he makes no attemgt to perpetuate‘the
myth ol the writer as & temperamental and tortured person.
Only in the section entitled "P;odigal Son.," and in the
sections dexiing with his‘relationspip with his father are

we aliowed & cioseup of Michael.

Ondaatie can be accused of perpesiuati

‘myth, one whizsh we’ ' mignt cal! the myth
memorable example of this type of myth iIs the episode with

the wilé bcar and the ba

»

of Pears Transparent Socap. What

begins with the sma}l matiter of & missing bar of soap

coupigd with the cook’s explanation that a wild pig has

. . L . )
taken it. causes Ondaatje to produce one of the most light

.

hearted moments in the book:

That repulsively exotic creature in this thick
black body and the ridge of non-symmetrical hair
running down his back. this thing has walked off
with my bar of Pears T}ansparent Soap? Why not my
copy of Rumi poetry? Or Merwin translations?....
What does this wild pig want soap tor? Visions
begin to form of the creature returning to his
friends with Pears Transparent -Socap and then all
of them bathing and scrubbing their armpits in the
rain in a foul parody of us. | can see their
mouths open to catch drops of water on their
tongues, washing their hooves, standing
c0mplacenﬁ{y under the drain spout. and then
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moving in Pears fragrance to a dinner of ”
Manikappolu garbage (RTF 143). - .

*it is easy to imagine the "wild boar episode” continually

being retold and embellished unti] some thirty years from
. now it too will become another Ondaaties family myth. The

type ot imaginative exaggeration practised in this instan

lends new mzaning to the word "mythomaniac™ who. by

definition, is one who exhibits "an abtnormal tendency to
or exaggerate.":? b .

The second important myth is that <f Ondaatie’s

maternal grandmother., Lalis, Early in the novel Lalla is

associated with the blue jacaranda viossom which as an

. evocative symboi appears in\several ditterent episodes.
Lalla {g an extraorcdinariiy high-spiritgd and independsnt
' -~
woman. The stories which Ondastise weaves around her are ¢

L S . .

by the tragic aura as is the czse with Mervyn, crexte &
certain amount of comic reiiei. Alt
stories are merely everyvday nappenings eniitvened with

details suppiied by an unbridled imagination, she is

associated with the supernsturat,
Lalla's connection with the supernatural is indicate
- v . . : .
by Ondaatjs as he states "My Grandmother died in the biue
] . ‘

‘arms of a jacaranda tree. Sne could read thunder. She
.

. -

claimed. to have been born outdoors, abruptiy. during a
-

picnic, though there is l!it<le evidence for this™ (RTF 11

L1
W
3
Q.
P
[T
b
T
v

Lalla clalims many thing advantéage as one of th

elder Ondaatjes to recr2ate her own history. One of the

. -
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most important episodes in'Lalla’s life is related to
Ondaatje in the confusingbsection entitled "Lunch
Conversation™: "Lalla nearly drqwned too. You see, she was
caugﬁt in x current and instead of 'fighting it she just
relaxed aund went’with it out to sea and eventually came back
in a semi-circie. Claimed she passed ships”™ (RTF 108-107) .,
Oncdazatje uses this supposediy factuai account as a3 point of

departure for his ¢reation of the myth of Lalla’s death by

drowning: , 3
é . .
it was her last perriect journey. The new river in
the street moved her right acrocs the race ﬁourse
5 and park towards the bus station. As the light
came up slowly she was being swirled fast,
"floating™ (as ever confident of surviving this
, too) alongside branches and leaves, the dawn
starting to hit tlamboyant trees as she slipped
past them like a dark log. shoegc lost, raise (
breast lost. She was free as a fish. traveiling !
faster than she had in years (RTF 128).
c ; . s ) . .. .o\ .
Ondaatje’s creation of his grandmother’s final journey is
- - — - . - [ SR
too perfect to be real. Every event or symbol rfrom Laila’s
3 .
Jife reappears just in time to piay a role in this fantastic
description of her last journey. From the four decks of
cards which float in front of her, the :gce course, her lost
(sponge) breast, to the fir tree maze that she used to lose
<
her grandchiidren in. each parades through this fictional
journey truiy as if, in her final moments, her life passed
before her eyes.
Finally, a minor myth which acts as a unifying theme

4
for Running In The Family is the myth of the decay and

decline of the Ondazatje family estates. The Ondaatjes and

Gratiaens who, during the nineteen twenties, were .

—

T
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representative of the monied and genteel society of Sri
Lanka, have in Ondaatije”s absence fallen into a state of

decline. Many of the passages in which Ondaatje describes

-
the homes of his various aunts or Rock .Hill, his chiidhood

home, are suffused with vegetation and destructive insects,
all encroaching for the inevitable takeover. The homes of
the now eiderily reiatives of his parents’ generation mirrsor
. the state oI their owners fragiiity:
As | prepare to leave she lAunt Doilyv] walis -
with me, haif dexf and blind .. under several
iadders in her living room that baiance

paint and workmen, into the garden where
there is a wild horsa., & 1330 car splayed

flat on i1s axles and hundreds or flowersing
bushes...There is very littie now that

separates the house from the garden. Rain

and vines and chickens move into the

building (F7F 112). '\

1T

=
0
"~
)
[14)
Q
—
r
jng
[

hese images ol decay and of the inexorabis

-t

jungie as 1 invades the archlitecture are repeated and as
! pea]

they accuguiate create an echolc eftect.

o

This type ot description., aitﬁough realistic
nevertheless evokes Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s book ne
Hundred Years 01 Sofitude, a povei that inriJ?nced Onda&fje:
"The book that realiy attected me in the last year was

]

Marquez'"s A Hundred Years (Or Soiitude. * Even the ants that

parade through the Undzatje home are réeminiscent of the ants
which take over the house at the end of Marque='s novel.
However, Ondaatie’s ants are scmewhat less reroclious than

Marquecz's. but they participate in what seems to be a siy
Py

joke of Ondaatje’s own making: N

/ »
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"in the bathroom ants had attacked the novel

thrown on the floor by the commode. A whole

battalion was carring one page away from its

source, carrying the intimate print as if rolling

a table away from him [Ondaatje’s fatherl. He

kneit down on the red tile, siowly, not wishing to

disturb their work. 1t was page 1838. He had not_

got that far in the book yet but he surrendered it

to them (RTF 188)
As Ondaatije’'s father {s watching a battalion of weli
organized ants carry away page 189. the reader (s reading
this description on page 188 of Running In the Family. As &
further twist teo this unusual noveliistic practice it should
be noted that Ondaatije’s rfather could not have bean reading
trom the same novel as we are, since he predec*aged the

publication.

All 07 these myths and mythologized incidents are

realized by techniques Undaatje has explored in Biliy the
Kid and Coming Through Slaughter. interestingly. the
identity of the individual is nzver lost as Ondaatije’s mytns

ar

U

rarely archetypal or mora{»in their intent. instead,
they find their beginnings in the everyday evert wh;ch.
combined with the element of the supernatural and \*x
exagégration. transtorms legend into myth. The retelling of
a story by multiple narratore, the echoic¢ effect of
repeating images and symbois, aliows a certain spontaneity
to remain.

In retrospect, Ondaatje appears to be moving towards
creatJSg the unique combination of facgt, fiction and myth

which exists In the lives of individuais. Ondaatje begins by

experiménting with existing tegendary tigures such és Billy
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the Kid and Buddy Bolden and then he moves to a more

A

challenging situation and creates this balance of fact,

fiction and myth using peopie about whom there exists no 2

general knowledge. An examination of Running In the Famiiy

pProves that Ondaatje’s own family history has, over the span
of two generations, been recorded and undergone

~transformations simiiar te the stories ;f gilly and Bolden.
In eazh case the quaiiti=s that set these peopie apart are
perpetuated and exaggerated by triends and reiatives whe
have created the myths. Ondaatie cortinues this experiment
his latest work, (n The Skin of A Lion..In this book

Oncdzaatje is concerned with expioring the previously

negiected story of the immigrant working class and its

e

struggle for equality. \\

| )

._\ )
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1 Tom Shapcott, "An Interview with Michael Opdaatje.
Westerly no. 1 (March 1882) 68S.

2 Consequently. ! cannot consider seriousi& Arun P.
Mukher jee's articlie., "The Poetry of Michasl Ondzatje and
Cyril Davvde=n: Two Responses to Otherness,” {(Journa!l orf
CoMmonwealtﬁ Literature 20 no. 1 (188%) 4%9-57). Mukherjee
clascifie=s Ondaatie as belonging to the "connoisseurs of
chaos.” taiong with Wallace Stevens and Yeats) and berates
him for what Running fn the famiiy 2xciudes: "We do not hear
about the Ondaatje famiiy’s expicitative relationship to Sri

Lanka....0Ondaatje mentions Leonard Woolf’s novel about Sri

10
nt

ted by

)(/’ Lanka but glosses over the sordid realities cr
centuries of coloniai expiolitation™ (37). Mukherjee expfoits
Ondaatije’s writing to z=ccentuate the social merits of Cyril
Dabydeen’s writing.
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CHAPTER FOUR
- In The Skin Of A Lion: Creating Order (Fiction)
- out of Chads (Fact)

Only the best Qrt can order the chaotic tumble of
events.@nly the best can realign chaos to suggest
both the chaos and order it will become.

In the Skin of & Lion, 146.

The narrative str%cture of In the Skin of 3 Lion
mirrors the above statement of principle and | think that
Ondaat je accomplishes what he says the best art should do.
Beginning with fact. "the chaotic tumble or events,”
dndaatje creates order using "the best art,” f{ction. to
create a unique narrative form that imitates and suggests
the unpredictable ﬁat&re of life. Gndaatje'suggests.a method
by{thich we can comprehend Jin the Skin of a L{on'by
embedding In the narrative the dictum: "The first sentence
of every novel should be: 'Trust me, this will take time but
there is order here very faint, very human.' Meander if you
want to get to town” (SOL 146). Human order is indeed faint,
but iﬂ the clever?y written /n the.Skin of a Lion it 1is
reproduéed in the subtlety of the images and thg tentatively
forged links between the characters. )

The first textual clue in /n The Skin of A Lion which
suggésts that it will be in some way different fFom '

Ondaatje’s previous works is the unusual wording and- s

inconsistent positioning of the disclaimer: "This is a work

‘of fiction and certain liberties have at times been taken

with some dates and locales™ (SOL iv). Th%ﬁ d;sclaimer is:

VAR -

!
\

~
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Y

placed before the main éexg of In the Skin of”a Lion, unlike ,
Billy the Kid., Coming Through Slaughter and Running in the
Family, ghere an explanation, notes and credits are
cons;stently placed at the end of the work. Alsc, other than
the references for the fey quotations and the epigraph, gohe
are any notes providing specific sources which we have come
to expéct. Ondaatje is intent§onaliy dirécting our attention
away from facts by emphasizing ghe fictional‘nature of in

the Skin of a Lion at its beginning. But. by mentioning
-

that certain dates and locajies have been changed he'cannot(
help but hint that some Lacts remain.
. Further, specific «information contained in the book

makes 1t evident that in order tc recreate the era of

Tbronto between the wars Ondaatije did a substantial amount

of research and on the history of the buildﬁng of thg Prince

-

Edward Viaduct. R.C. Harris. Ambrose Smail, and on the

social conditions in Toronto- and Eastern Ontario. In the

summer of 1982 there was an exhibit at the Market Gallery ot

the City of Torontc Archives entitled "The.Architecture of

Public Works - R. . C. Harris 1312-1945," Ondaatje may have

seen this exhibition which was a tribute to Rarris’® A

-,

foresight in planning the Prince Edward Viaduct and the
Filtration Plant. The details regarding the buiiding of the

. Viaduct and the Fiitration Plant and the descriétion ot

. v

Harris which Ondaatie provides correspond to the information

contained igﬁ;?is booklet. For exampie:

the R.C. Harris Filtration Plant sits majestically
«in éxtensive landscaping addressing both Queen

.
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treef\and Lake Ontarioc. The sumptusus ‘interiors
. with finished detailing of :brass and marble were
. considered excessive when completed. They remain
unparaileled in Toronto architecture and even
today the filtration plant is reterred to as a
"Paiace of Purification.”,
¥

Ondaatje appropriates the phrase "Palace of Puritication”™ to
mark the first part of "BooK Two™ of /n the Skim orf a Lion.

Ondaatje contrasts the idea of purification with the ironic

-

reality of the immigranf% who dig through the clay under
Lake Ontario and who "have all imagined the water heaving
- in, chouiderimyg thgm aside in a fast death” (S0L 106).

ol i s s . . X 3 X :
® The exnibition catzlogue aiso contains the fact that Harris®

.- ' mother was a caretaker at City Hall, a point which Undaatje

uses in the fictionail confrontation between Patrick and

-

Harris (SOL 235).% /f
' H

" Ondaatje takes more liberties with dates and locales in
his presentation of the story of Ambrose Small than he did T

"with Harris. Ondaatje is abie to manipulate the facts about

Small more easily than Harris because to this day the

d{sappearanbe of Small remains a bizarre and unsolved
mystery. The Smail story is similar to that of Billyithe Kid .

N ' ) ' . .o
because it provides Ondaatje with the same combination of

. . meage} facts and popular legends. &mother reason for

: . ¢
Ondaatje’s more liberal approach to the Small story 1is
* o

because. he uses Small as,aﬁﬁfidge petween the factual

portrait, of Toronto in tﬁé.fSZO's and fictional world of

e ,

Patrick, Ciafa and Alice. Ondaatje leaps at the challenge to

create a credible, fictitious solution to'Small’s
disappearance. Once Ondaatje has accurately established Ahe

. . .
AP - . N : ‘ A T ot
- . v
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geography of Toronto and key events such as the
disappearance of Smaill and Commissioner Harris® role in the

construction of the Bloor Street Viaduct and the Filtration

2
Plant, the fictional characters interact and affect the

A direction of the lives of the fact-based characters. It is §
apprepriate to note Here that /»n the Skin of a Lion is the
Lgl .
o . .
Ondaatie™s first werk of prose where the major characters
S .
are the fictional ones and in that sens= it represents a new
direction.
Ondaatie’s sciution to the Small <case is appropriately
dependent on presenting Lthes most important fucts entirely
opposite to what they actuaily were:
Un December 16, 191%., Ambrose Smali fail=d to iteep
an appointment. A willion dollars -had been taken-
from hIi% bank account. _He.had either-heen
murdered or was missing. His body. alive or dead,
.was never found (S0L 38». :

The facts of the actual cas=2 are that Ambrose Smali failed

atter dep
AN

one mif%ion dollars in his bank account that day.® Small

to show up for supper on lecember 2, 1919 ositing

-

di 'a

o

have & girifriend, Ciara Smith, who was describecd as
, .
t

-~ pretty girﬂ. perhaps not over thirty, with a quick lilting
. ~ : .
laugh, ana a sharp retort ready for any searching
question.™* Dﬁdaatje’é character. Ciara Dickens. physicaily
. - : i e e -
"approximetes Clara Smith but in actuality 5Smith was never
contacted by Smail after his disappearancé. Ondaatje is able .

B “~ .

to provide a clever solution to-the case-mercsly by changing

- the .fact that Ambrose withdrew one million dollars on the

2., 1 ' o o’
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day that he disappeared and that he later sent for Clara
(Smith) Dickens. .
The details which-Ondaatje provides about the Ambrose

~

Smail case appear to, be the product of an unrestrainéd‘
imagination. rowever, public reaction to the case was
extracrdinarily bizarre not only because of the rifty

. . 2
thousand doilar reward but because the otficer In charge’

Detective Austin Mitcheli, "believed in teacup reading,

pMayvin card manipulations, star signs and mysticism™ and

14

vrepared "a naticonal advertisement asking for the help of

. the occuit scientific¢ world."™® Without this kind of
¥ , 1] .
background knowisdge on the Small case, the contents of the

LT

newspaper ciibpings Wwhich Ondaatje inserts in the text on

page fifty-six of /n the Skin orf a Lion seem too bizarre to

be anything bu; fiction. Howevef. the articlie which Ondaati=

;rdvides headiined "!0WA DETECTIVE IS5 CSRTAIN'HE H4AS FOUND

A.J.”SMALL" and which he attributes to the Mxi/, August 16,
- 1921, can pbe substantiated by an article printed in The

. Globe on August 15, 1921. The¥Globe’s headline is "Ahﬁ%OSE
) .

' SMALL FOUND iN 10WA SLEUTH CLALIM3"™ andglhé copy that foﬁlows
coniains nearly the same informa%fon that Ondaatje provides:
"> am iohn,Dougherty and | came hefe ‘{rom Omaha.’' The man,
emaciated, andssuffering from privations and wounds, hgd in
some manner lost both legs ju;l beiow the knee."* The
article in The Globe is perhaps even siightiy more
unbelievable than the clipping Ondaatje prpvides because the

———

injured man remembers his name and it is only detective
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Brophy who insists that he is Small. This is the only
4

imstance in the novel where we are presented with enough
‘" information to actually trace a newspaper article. The
‘sarticles which Patrick reads in the Rivardale library are
identifed only as "the newspapers and journals he needed”
and information that he rinds apout the nun failing off the

—~

Viaduct ance the notograph of Nicholas 7 cotfft are created
o]

1
[1d
(M

m

by Ondaatie (30L 143-144). The line where ract leaves off

- :

.
D
1]

n

rnd tiction begling s as ditficult to determine in in the

Skin of the Lion as it is in Coming Through Sizughter.

Ndaatie emphasizes tne rictional naturse o Lnhe Story
I in the proiogue: "This is a storvy a young girl gZathers in a

car during the eariy hours of the morning....She ilistens to

the man as he picks up and brings together various corners
of the story, attempting to carrcy 1t all in his arms. Aand h=
is tired, sometimes eilioticai™ (0L ixs, None ot Ondaatie’'s

L]

Previous prcose Worvs have succumbed to the usual

(%

eypectations of the reader and in the Siin orX A Lion is no

L exception. The prologue acts ag;a éescription of the type of
\

prose the reader can expect. That the man will b;ing
together "corners of the story™ and that he is "tired and
sometimes elliptical™ are cues that ?Qe connections of the
story wiil not be as evident as they migﬁt be in a more

conventionai chronologically ordered narrative. This

technique is also iilustrated by the :épsive quality of the
\\ prologue, for we must wait untii{ the final pages of the book
5
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~
for Ondaatije to reveal the identities of the man (Patrick)

and the young giri (Hana).

The inherent elliptical nature of fn the Skin of & Lion
requires patience and attentiveness to find order and a
certaln flexibility to accept whenmit ?annot be found.
William French is gquick to find faultf calling it "tree-tail

”

and suggests  that order in the novel is

fictien,”™ vary
Taint indeed.” Ondaatie asks the reader to maintain the

same= wiliing suspension of disbelist that the young girl

Ui

shows in the prologue: "Outside the countryside is

Y

unbetrayesd, the man who iIs driwving could say, "in that fieid

C

. -
is a castie.’ and it would be poscibie for her to beliieve

D
s
3

(SQ0L ix: Ken Adachi reacts more positiveiy toward the
unique narcative style of /n the Sikin éf Lion bdt‘does not
entireiy succeed In defiﬁing it:

Whatever larger narrative movemsent it possessaes is

constantly fragmented. The novel’s momentum is
supplied not by sustsined action but by the style

- which vivifies its ideas - a styie that is rich
and generous in its range and subtlety, @llusive
and highly literate. l1%’s the cone constant wg can

always expect from Mighael Ondzatje.q
While it may be subtie, the order of the narrative is
not as faint as William French suggests. For example, the

image of feldspar occurs just three times in the novei but

. - . .
it is effective enough to evoke a sense of uneasiness in us

{hen it suddenly reappears later in the béok. it is fi}st
menticned as "a piece of feldspar in his ([Patrick’s]
poc!-:ei that his fingers had stumbled over during the train %%

journey™ (SOL 53). Later we learn that Patrick's father was

” _ i. N
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killed by a cave-in in a feldspar mine because "the company
had tried to go too deep” (SOL 74). These two details might
slip unnoticed by the inattentive reader. but their presence
greatly enhances the dramatié iﬁpact of the scene when

Harris’™ office:

I
U]
Q)
oS
0
(@]
3
R
*3

Patrick enters Commi

"y

over and rubbed his “cut fi

3

gars cver the smoothness of the

K desk. - Feldspar. he murmured”™ (S8L Z33). The fact that
ha .
Harris® desk ig composed ©f the material which kiiied
Patrick's father generates an uneasy [SSPONSe in US 3S we
;/ M
“Zxpedt o a vioie

nt r©eiction from Patcick. it 17 the order ot

entaticn and sp«{sen*ss 21 the image th

cIes Ahxt is clever and
it is a chailengs tor the us to discover and bring iife to

A . . o 3\ N Lo R *
this ine&rt orcder. We =2Xpect to find scmething Ccioses to art
out is instead presented wiih » struchure that 13 closar te

iirte and whicn has the potential to become art only, through

our achive participation with the text.

Wnile Ondaztje recreated the efrect of ilmprovisationadl
: .

storyteliing in 8ijiy the Kid and Running fn the fFamiiy. the

storyline of in the Skin of & LXon is the most improvised
.
and precarious. Zvents are not pres&nted chronclogically

and images are subtle and appear coincidental but are, in
fact, caretfully developed and take on a symbolic life of
their own. Ondaatie’'s abiiity to "realign chaos” is also

+ apparent in thé tenuous and sometimes incompiete connections

L 4
created petween characters. For example., the identity of the

p red haired writer who Carravagio meets in the Muskokas is

N Al

- never reveaied. It is perplexing that thes% icose ends are

.
.
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never woven in but in some ways this mirrors a facet of
13 - - ”\.
life. Patrick continually laments the difference between
§

art a..1 tife but it is not important that we never know
whether or not this red haired woman writer is connected in
any way with anyone 2lse. The sentence from the letters of.
Joseph Conrad., .whispered by Alice, "Let me now re-emphasize
"

the extreme looseness of the structure of things, haunts

both Patrick and the reader (SOL 183). e y

We are tantalized bty characters who at first appear to
be superficial only to iater propwi the narrative towards

.

its conclusion. For exampie, the thief. Carravagio, is

’}»\uffntibnEd eariy In book, as he and his russet hound pass by

4

L i .
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. ™
Patrick’s window. Almost two hundred pages later the

connection between Fatrick and Carravaglo is finaiiy.
L]

—

revealed to us. The process of unveiiing the identity ot the’
nun who failé off the Prince Edward Viaduc¥ is alsc
QXC:uciatingly slow. lt.is not until! Patrick identffies
Nichoias Temelcoff from a picture given to him by Hana that
he (and we) reaiize that it was Alice(é;II who was Q{own of f
the Viaduct and caught‘by Nichoias (SOL 14&).‘Mean%2i}e.
Dndagtje has dropped all sorts of clever hints in the text
by comparing the farmhouse to -being "like the quarters of a
monk” (SOL €5) and by allowing Alice to give a toast to
"holy tathers®™ (SOL 74). Again, while some loose ends af;

woven in, others are never answered; for example, Alice
o »

o

néw%} reveals where she came from or what her previous name

was.
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b4

The dramatic quality of the narratibe also enhances the
- fictional natdre of the text. Billy tﬁe Kid ma; have been
Ondaaﬁjg’s way o} mgking the film he coutld not afford and it
is noteworthy that both it and Coming Through Slaughter have
f

been made into lays. in the Skin of & Lion may represent
P _ P

the next logical step: the incorporation cof as many dramatic

conventions within the text as possitle. Chzracters are
- presented like actors who are revealad ore by one or who go
offstage for a few scenes only I reappear later. First, we

'

are presented with Mazen and Patrick Lewis, then Nicholzas

emelcoft and Alice Guil: F

0y

trick and Cliara: Fatrcick., Cilara

' . ]
and Alice: Patrick, Alice and Hana: Carravagio: Carravagio
and Fatrick: Patrick and Roiland Harris: Ciara and Ambrocse
<
and finaliy Fatrick, Hana ond Ciara. [t cannot e a
— .
coincidence that Alice and Ciara are actresses and thas

there is5 & play within the drama corf the beook. Ken Adachli

L3

also remarks that "it [in the Skin or & Lion)l has a passion -~

ior set-pieces: the rescuing of Sow from an icy river, a
nun faliing off the half-finished Viaduct and being .ot
- miracuiouly rescuéed in mid-air.”” The scene where Ambrose

Small sets Patrick Lewis on fire was dramatized on CBC's The
’ A

Journal. [t also cannot be cocincidence that on the final

~ L . )

page of the book, which sends the ' reader back to the

. prologue. the last word is "lights.™
While the narrative structure of /n the Skin orf a Lion
is flexible enough to accomodate Ondaatje’s emphasis on

fiction it is not without ibs-probiemé. The main narrative

[

lé— . v .
~
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) of /n the Skin of & Lion{ s asesented by a third person

narrator and in many ways it.ﬁf more flexible than the first
person narration which Ondaatjé used at times in Billy the
/J
‘ Kid. By using the third persdglnarrator Ondaatje can present
®

* facts., cogbersations and descriptions as well as the inner
\ N~ '
\ thoughts of the cHahacters. However, there is a disiccating
\ effect on our rdsponse to the narrative when the.text

becomes self referential. For the most part the narrator

remains omniscient and presents the chidracters to us as they

are revezied to each other. However, | the sections

concerning Patrick and Alice there is a| cdislocating effect

‘uhen<us/3re presented with insights, su¢h as the following,

which the characters are not, norfﬁber of:
4

1d

ill be, awar

But Patrick wouid never see thg great photographs
of Hine, as he woulNd never reygd the letters of
Joseph Conrad. 0ffigN ries., news stories
‘ﬁ? ' surround us daily. buk e events of art reach us
too iate, travel lahgourously like messages in a
bottle‘(SOL 143-63.

N

Another exampl{/involves a description.of a zame in which

.

Patrick, Hana and Alice ’rticipate:-“:Eﬂa has to try and

push them orf ithe/ bg putting her rfe2t against the wall

dgainst/ them. Then they are on the floor

.

and her shoulders

and Hana falls on top” (58&\146-1&7). On the nekt&page ~

”

1y

Patrick realizes that ] - f
. : <
'he wants everything of Alice to be with him here
in this roon as if she is not dead. As if he can
be given that gift, to reiive those days whem
Alice was with him and Hana, which. in literature
- is the real gifi. He turns the page backwards.
Ornce more there is the image of them struggling
and tickling Alice...,All these fragments of
memory...so we can retreat from the grand story
and stumbie accidentally upon a luxury. one of

Y .
.
. - .
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these underground poois. where we can sit still

(SOL 148).

~

We, along with Patrick, can retreat from the "grand story"
v . . : N .

by turning back one page to rediscover the image of Alice

and Hana. The fact that Patrick turns back the same page of

the book we are reading may be no more than a dispiay of

Ondaatje’'s ciever wWwit. However, at this point in the

W
~
.
-
fic

V-
t

. narr fve is somewhat unexpected and poses new prablems

“for the reader to solve rcegarding the narrator.
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-

Making Myth out of z?e Ordinary

I do teel now that [ am a:Canadian...And | feel

o more comfortable about writing of Canada. | had to
do Running first; | needed to catch-a worid. “FThe
advantage of writing about Canada is that you are
dealing with a myth that has not been fully
created yet....i'd like to write about “Toronto as
a city or immigrants, whose history has remained
unvoiced.: s -

Interview with Ondaztie

December 1383

~.

Oncaatje’s ability to "catch the worid” ot his family

i
fid

- in Cevlon In Running in the Famiiy was an important exercl

-

Of [/n the Skin ol A Lion. Ondaatie
A}

1]
1]

tor the succe
demonstrates his apiiity to create a mythelogy about people

hat

+

who previousiy had gone unrecognized, but he perceives
the advantage of writing aboutr a young and unmytheioglized
country such as Canada s the freedom that i1t 2iiows him:

The difference is something to do with the
horizon...in Ceyion, you don’'t 0ok up and see the
sky: the landscape 1s too crowded....What was
great about Canada was that it showed you your
horizen -- to be in a new country at an age when
you are aiso remaking yourself.,,

Iﬁ?erestingly. in /in the Skin of a Lion., aimost all of the
characters, frem the immigrant workers to Patrick Lewis, are

defined in terms of ?he word horizon. The ruratl -and urban
- locations described in in The Skin OF A Lio;'are important
because it'is around them that Ondﬁatje centres his-new myth
,of Canada.
Ondaatje’s creation of myth in /n thelSkin or & Lion is
perhaps his most successiul qu his most §ophist1cated.

-

o

- »
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. : ) ' \,/

: v

Instead of beginning with a predetermined mythic or

legendary figure as he did ’in Riliy the Kid and Coming
. N

Through Slaughter, he achieves something cioser to the

.
-

familial atmosphers he created in Runnning in the Family.

-~

the inherentiy personal tone and subject

]

.y P .
However, unlik

’

matter which iimits the story of Ondaatjs’s family. 7in the

1]
1]

Skin orf & Licn 1s & tribute to the immigrant working cia

o
O

who iabour«d to buiid Canada. Tha major <characiers are the

fictioral ones, the everydzy working men, who buiit the

14
bridge and tunneli2d under Lake Ontarin. as weil as the

nd slaughterhouse worksrs. Faiwick discevers

m
n
ct
2
i
4
1.
~
(]
*
n
u|

gone unnam=d and unnoticed: "the article and iliustrations
he found in the Hiverdale Librzary deplicted =very dJetall

- .

about the soil, the wood, the weight o1 concrete, everytning

put Intormztion on those wno actuaiiy pDuiit the bridge” SJL

1453, Carravagio. Lhe tnief, .is similarly described as peing

recognized:

He was anonymous, with never 2 stillness in his

lite like this woman's....the hcuses in Toronto he

had heiped build or paint or break intc were )

wnmarked. He would rever ieave his name where his
“ swRill had been. He was cne of tRosgz who have a

‘( fury or sacdness, of only being qescribed by
someon Se. A tarrer of roads, a housebuilder,
a pxfnter & thier - yet he was 'invisible to all
arouRd F (S0L 13828,

Carravagio's anonymity is shared Oy Nichoias Temelcofr,
~ s
Patrick Lewis and the men with whom they work. \

Interestingly, it is Patrick,” an alien in his own country,

\ .

— ' l, ' B
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who is able to discover the truth about these people only
because he works alongside, and 1s accepted by them.
Ondaatje agrees wtth Sam Solecki who suggests that
perhaps his writing is taking a new-direction when he says
Maybe in the next book {/n The SKin of A Lionl
some guy will open the door for Somebody. i think
it aiso has to do with the landscape. The props. |
can’t wait to write a book where | have people
~ talking on the telephone. You don’t know how
frustrating it has been for me to have books set
in the desert.‘}he Australian outback, eariy New
Oriegans.,: ’
Just as Filly the KNid and Qoming Through Siaughter revolvad
arougd a particuiaf landscape, Ondaatije's myth in /n the
- W
Skin of 3 Lion is enhanced by the accurate desc/@ption of
the urban and rural landscapes. The action of the steory is
concentrated within o radius of approximately rifteen miles
. ) T oo
in the scuth eastern part of T
" the west, the Prince Edward Viaduct to the north and the
R.C. Harris Filtration Plant to the east. The ged!raphy is
accurate enough that it could act as a tour guide of: this
part of ‘Toronto: the markets on Eastern Avenue, Alice™s
apartment on Verral Avenue, and the tannery where Patrick
works on Cypress\32reet. On@aatje accurately describes the
atmosphere of Toronto before World War [l which is
highlighted by specific dates such as the building of the
Viaduct from 13814 to 1819.and Patrick’s release from prison
in 1838. The geography also, becomes symbolic. For exampie.
Patrick returns once to both Deegt Creek and Union Station
‘- and each visit increases his awareness of th%_importance of

<« :
his past.

. <

- . . . ‘o
- . «
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Ondaatje retains from his earlier prose works the use
of repeating images and conversations to create new meanings

within the text and to suggest a mythic structure. The

snippeﬁs of conversations which are repeated in the text act

<

as threads l!inking the .fisparate moments of the narrative.

Patrick is constantly reminded of Alice and is -haunted by

. P .,
things cshe has said such as "1 don’t think i'm big enough o
put someon= in a position wh2re they will huert another.”

(S5CL 125 and 160) and "Then whaen we meet agzin we can

and 153». .The

o
v
o
’v
9
£

V]
(3]
w
myey
w
)
<
o
Y
[s]
] 14
<)
¢
03]
i
13}
4
(/1]
[
iy

at

igast nine

aQ

. N - 5, - .
xampies of repeated bits ot conversations which

]

7 .
cIOr tne

(¥

iv and m

ad

0

weave their wzy through the narcra

erganizing web which Fatrick envisions

His cwn iife was no long: single story but part
oI & mural, wnich was & liing together sometimes
of accomplices. Patrick saw a wondrous web - all

o these fragments of & human order, something
ungoverned by the famiiy he was-born into or the
hegdiines of the day. A nun on & bridge. a )
daradevii who waxs unable to - sivee without a drink, --
a bey watching a fire at night, an actress who ran-
away with a millionaire - the detritus and chaos

0f the age was rexligned (S50L 145).% T

—- 0

e

The unforgettable images which weave through fn the

»

Skin of a Lion are poetic, brief and imagistic and more

© subtle than the images which sustained Si/ily the Xid and

[\)

v Coming Through Siaughter. The coiour blue, which becomes

‘symbol of liberation for Carravagio., is progressively

associated with his person. The éradual tayering of the

imagery involving the colour blue begins with Carravagio

being painted: "Buck and Patrick painted him, covering his

hands and boots and .hair with blue. They daubed his clothes

L ‘ . T . . o .
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and then, la&ing a strip of handkerchief over his eyes,

painted his face blue, so he was gone -- to the guards wno

.

looked up and saw nothing there"™ (S0L 180). From this point
on the colour blue "follows”™ Carravagio as the woman writer
in the Muskokas points to ihe squamarine paint on his neck,

r cafr

Patrick traces him through his Siue Cellis S COMPAatriotce.
‘ -
and Carrovagio and nis wiie make love among & cascadz of

biindness and sight are so subtis that until their
sumulative eftect is noticed they e 2asy 29 miss. Thes2

imxges ¢f biindness invoive Oniy FPatrichk: it 1s he who {ooky
- - a

[PR
)

-- the Biind. Patrick’s role as & searcher becomes more mythic

and symbolic when w2 understand it in terms of his blindness

and limitations:

Patrick has clung like moss to strangsrs, to the

nooks and fissures oY theilr situations. He has

aiways been alien...Clara and Ambrose and Alice

and Temeicodff and Cato - this cluster made up 2

. drama without him. And hes himself was nothing but
a prism that refracted their lives...all his lisg
Patrick had been oblivious to it. a searchey k;
gazing into the darkness ©! his own country. &
blind man dressing the hergine (SOL 157).
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-
<

Ondaatje is also preoccupied with portraying characters
who have the abijity to move with ease through their world
even though they zre blindfoided. As early in the novel as

Nazen Lewis we ar

b

presented with someone who is so attuned
to his universe and sure of himseif that "he could assemble

river dynamite with his eyes ciosed™ (S0OL 18). Similariy.

emelicor? "coes not reat ™ need to see things. he

has charted all that space. knows the pier footings...it

L 4
does not matier If it is day cr night., he couid be -
plincioided. He knows his position in the air as if he 1Is
mercury siipping across the map™ (SGL 35). Alice says "VYou

couild biindfold me now., Patrick, and 1 wouid be abie to take

ek-lots ot

M

vou there, fifty yards off the road., across a cCr
mud her2, turn right” (S0L 140). Patrick (oo is abie to move

L1

atrick w

o)
g
‘11

biindifcided: "Scmetimes when ne is alo

la )

biindfecld himself and move arcund a room. siowiy 3t first,

(9]

lad

s immaculate and magical in it" (SOL

[N

then faster untii he

atest chi

A
~1
L8]
-~
18
ot
‘1
o
lad
\a)
)
(9]
<
tn
G
'y
()]
LY
1]
g

vement in'ﬁ?ving through T\

daruness Iike\a b!ind man ,0occurs not when he has
artificially forced the taient by practising in a room odut
when he swi@é instinctiveiy fﬁrdugh the dark tunnels ¢f the
filtration Pilant. QOndaatje hints at the value and security

- Lot
baing abie to perfect this instinct, in a passage

"4,

o
entitled "Her House," found in Secul/ar Love: "when you can
move through & hous? biindtoided it belongs to you. You are

—

moving iike blood calmly within your own body."!°?
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In the Skin of a Lion is also imbued with an aura of

the supernatural. For example, as a young boy. Patrick sees

the Finns skating at night on the ice: "it seemed for a

moment that he had stumbied on a coven., or cne of those

)]

trange druidic rituais - iliustrations of which he had
pored over Iin his favourite history book™ (S0L Z1). Later we
fingd out that Cato. who is Finnish., has a body which will

th

n

14

not ighite and at his funeral 3 soiar eclipse darken

Patricw 1s not openiy superstiitious. yetr the moon

————

omes associated with him in its vario

[ &)
M
O
<
n
wi
et
ul
ot
(1
U}
C
(2
£
n
<
-
3
(e

and waning. The preiogue mentions & drive te Marmors "undser
six stars and a moon”™ and this same combination had appeared

ne evening when Patrick set rire vo the Muskoks

Hotel SGL 171). Clara anc Ailice”  Twho asks Tare we
witches "' tiyv towarcs &n absent moon point=d to by the2 moon
tiower (SOL TSs. Fatrichk recalis nis time with Alice Zg "the
days tnat really belonged to the moon,”™ & phrase which

recurs twice. (SOL 12% and 123). ideal conditions occur the

night of Patrick’s attempt to sabotage the Flitration Plant

™

because therve no moon. The zbsence o 3 moon is r ded as

d
*1

ga
good by thieves and Carravagio i5 bless=d by the "a sliver
Gt 2 new moon tbat gave oft- litrie light. A thiet’s moon” as
he makes his eséape from jail (sS6L 13Q).
in The Skin ¢f A Lion represents a departure from
previous works, and it illustrates that Ondaatje is still

+

searching for a unique narrative farm to express the
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- intricate relationship between fact, fiction and mythology.

w—

In the Skin of @ Lion owes a debt to Undaatje’s eariier
prose works. While there are no actual photegraphs
reproduced in the text the photograph which exists only by
description provides Patrick with the }ink between Alice and

Nicholas Temelcorf and thereby functions Iin the same manner

as the real photo wnich Ondaatje uses to create & rictitiocus
iink between Boliden and Beilocg. Ondaatie provides us with &

number of documentary photographs which alsoc &#xist oniy as

-

descriptions. These photographs provide us with background

information on the Viaduct and the working conditons taced

by the immigrants. There are no real "interviews” per se yet
Patrick Lewis is almost detective-like in his personal
- - -

.

reiationships. He wants constantiy to know about peopie’s

pasts, particuiariy Clara and Alice. The only obvious

‘

xtual device is the inclusion of newpaper reports on

*

at

(]

pa

‘

soglutions to the miss'ing Ambrose Smali. However, in the Skin

A
of a Lion is Ondaatje’s first prose work that does not

combine postry sections with prose put he repiaces this by

creating poetic images and magicai descriptions. He ziso

inserts some itatian and Macedonian words which add

v authenticity to the book. It is as if Undaatje cuiied

-

through Siily the Nid. Coming Through Slaughter and Running
in the Family to see what techniques worked best and was
hecitant to abandon them entirely. In this latest novel

Ondaatje cecntinues to expiore the possibifities of myth not

by exploring cultural heroes but stressing the Inherent
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'

nobleness and persistent nature of the immigrant working
class and by emphasizing the social awakening of a Canadian
who attempts to understand them. JUndaatje i1s still

ing f i i 4 far ‘n the
searching for a unique narrative form and so far, |

U.

kin of a Lion is the closest reflection of the organic

method out of which al! his works have grown.
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